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Description
 
Ridmark Arban is the Gray Knight, and he leads the battle against the powerful and deadly Frostborn. But the Frostborn are winning, and without allies, the men of Andomhaim have no hope of victory. 
The power of the dwarves of Khald Tormen might turn the balance, but the dwarves face their own ancient enemy. 
And that ancient enemy has plans of his own for Ridmark...
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A brief author’s note
 
At the end of this book, you will find a Glossary of Characters and a Glossary of Locations listing all the major characters and locations in this book. Note that the Glossaries contain spoilers for the previous eleven books of the Frostborn series.
A map of the realm of Andomhaim is available on the author’s website at this link. 
 



Chapter 1: Crossing
 
Five hundred and one days after it began, five hundred and one days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban saw yet another dead village. 
He had seen so many dead villages in the year and a half since Imaria Licinius Shadowbearer had opened the world gate for the Frostborn, and he suspected he would see far more before this ended. 
Anger pulsed through him at the thought. The Frostborn had laid waste to the Northerland, destroying countless villages and enslaving or killing their people. The survivors had either fled to the walls of Castra Marcaine, praying that the fortress did not fall to the Frostborn, or to the invincible wards of Queen Mara’s realm of Nightmane Forest. 
But this village had not fallen to the Frostborn. 
Ridmark and his companions on the western edge of the duxarchate of Calvus, and the Frostborn had not yet come this far south. Instead, the Dux of Calvus had sworn himself to Tarrabus Carhaine…and Tarrabus and his men had destroyed this village. 
Ridmark grimaced, anger roiling through him again, and walked forward. 
He knew this village well. It was named Regnum and had once been a stop on the Moradel road that stretched from the gates of Tarlion to the Northerland. Long ago, some monks had raised a monastery on a hill overlooking the river, and the village had grown up around it. Regnum was the last stop on the Moradel road before the ferries of Castra Carhaine, and travelers wishing to avoid the Dux of Caerdracon’s tolls had crossed the river here to take their chances with the Shaluuskan Forest. Ridmark had passed through this village dozens of times during his travels, and it had always been a thriving place, its forum filled with merchants, its inns overflowing with travelers.
Now it was a tomb. 
Ridmark kept walking forward, his bow in hand, an arrow resting at the string, his staff slung over his shoulder and his dwarven war axe at his belt. It was a hot summer day, and the sun blazed overhead, sending sweat slithering against his back. It was silent around him, save for the monotonous buzz of insects. 
He made his way unchallenged down the main street of Regnum. Roofless houses stood around him, their charred interiors gutted by fire. Here and there bones lay scattered on the ground, yellowing in the sun. Tarrabus’s men had left the dead to rot where they had fallen. 
The village’s forum was in no better condition. The inns surrounding the forum had been burned, the shops smashed. Regnum’s one church had been burned as well, and the name of Incariel had been scrawled across the walls and the doors in black paint. Beyond the village stood a hill at the edge of the River Moradel, a ruined stone fortress sitting atop it. The monastery of Regnum had stood for centuries, but Tarrabus and the Enlightened had smashed it.
A dozen crosses stood outside the walls of the monastery, bones clinging to the rough wood. The Enlightened had crucified the monks. 
That might have been a kinder fate than what awaited those Tarrabus had sold to the dvargir. 
Regnum was dead, but for now, it ought to be safe enough. Ridmark needed to cross the River Moradel somewhere, and this was as good a spot as any. Ridmark had first hoped to traverse the river at Castra Carhaine, but Prince Arandar’s army had already marched south to confront Tarrabus Carhaine at Tarlion. With Arandar gone, there was no reason to visit Castra Carhaine, and Ridmark had no doubt the spies of the Enlightened watched the castra’s ferries. 
Best to keep Calliande away from them. The Enlightened had already made one attempt on her life since she had left Arandar’s host, and Ridmark had no doubt that they would try again. 
He did regret that he would have to take her through Regnum. The sight of the ruined village would sadden her, and she might fall into one of her dark moods, blaming herself for failing to see the danger that Imaria Licinius represented before it was too late. Ridmark understood how she felt, but his regret had grown fainter.
Now his anger was far stronger.
A column of blue fire swirled next to him, and a woman stepped from the flames, her boots making no sound against the dusty flagstones of the forum. 
She was tall for a woman, just about Ridmark’s height. Her face was too angular to be human, her ears too pointed, her skin a little too pale. Thick black hair hung in curtains alongside her narrow face, and she wore close-fitting armor the color of wet ashes, wrought by some secret art known only to the dark elves. Her eyes were usually as black and dead as her armor, but now they glimmered with blue fire, the same blue fire pulsing through her veins and shining through her skin.
“Lord magister,” said the woman, her voice cold and flat and without emotion as the fire faded.
“Third,” said Ridmark. She refused to answer to any other name. She could not remember her name, not after all the centuries that had passed since her birth. Mara had suggested that Third could perhaps take another name, but she had refused. Her third life had begun when Ridmark and Mara and Caius had freed her from the curse of her dark elven blood, and so Third she would remain. 
“Did you find anything?” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” said Third. “Is the village empty?”
“As far as I can tell,” said Ridmark. “It doesn’t look as if anyone has been here in weeks. Tarrabus and his jackals picked the place clean and left it to rot.” 
“This would appear to be so,” said Third. “Nevertheless, I have seen a large group of tracks south of the village. They came from the woods and crossed the Moradel before us.”
Ridmark frowned. “Dvargir tracks?” 
“They are,” said Third. “How did you know?”
“There is an entrance to the Deeps about a half day's journey south from here, in the woods along the banks of the Moradel,” said Ridmark. “The Dux of Calvus used to keep a guard there.” His mouth twisted. “Since the Dux of Calvus sided with Tarrabus, I doubt the entrance is guarded any longer.” 
“Likely not,” said Third. “I suspect that a party of dvargir have emerged from the Deeps, crossed the Moradel, and set an ambush for us.” 
“Agreed,” said Ridmark. He thought for a moment. “It is possible they’ve come to capture slaves from the ghost orcs of the Shaluuskan Forest. Apparently, ghost orc slaves fetch a high price in the markets of Khaldurmar.” 
“They do,” said Third, who likely knew firsthand. “But with the dvargir taking so many slaves from the men of Andomhaim, why take the risk of raiding the Shaluuskan orcs? I recall a proverb about the bird in hand fetching a higher price than the two in the bush.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “The dvargir are nothing if not pragmatic.” He thought for a moment. “We will return to the others and head north to Castra Carhaine instead. Arandar will have left a garrison there, and they can ferry us across the Moradel. Almost certainly the Enlightened have left spies to watch for Calliande, but if we are attacked, at least we can call on aid from the garrison.”
“The Keeper will not be pleased with a delay of even an extra day,” said Third. “She wishes to reach Khald Tormen as soon as possible.” 
“Arriving a day later is better than never,” said Ridmark. He understood Calliande’s urgency. Every day they delayed was a day the Frostborn could use to grow stronger. Already Queen Mara and the Anathgrimm battled against the Frostborn, and the manetaurs were marching from the Range to attack the Frostborn. Even combined, those two armies would still not be enough for victory. The Keeper needed more if the Frostborn were to be defeated. 
She needed the armies of the Three Kingdoms of the dwarves. She needed the men-at-arms of a unified Andomhaim. 
Even then, all that might not be enough. The delay of a day could change the course of the war. 
But Ridmark would not knowingly march into a dvargir ambush. Not when it might cost Calliande’s life. 
“I concur,” said Third. “Crossing at Castra Carhaine carries its own risks, but these risks are smaller than walking into a potential ambush.”
“Let’s hope the Keeper sees it that way,” said Ridmark.
Third seemed surprised. “She will do whatever you tell her. Do you not realize it?” 
“Then let us hope that I am not wrong,” said Ridmark. He looked around. “I’ve been wrong before, and Regnum paid the price for it.”
“What do you mean?” said Third. 
Ridmark hesitated. He did not want to talk about this with anyone, and he certainly did not want to talk about it with Third, but she would persist until he answered the question. Mara had commanded Third to keep Ridmark safe, and evidently Third concluded that command included the state of Ridmark’s mind and heart. 
“A long time ago,” said Ridmark, “I passed through Regnum on my way to the High King’s court at Tarlion. I was a squire in Dux Gareth’s court, and the Dux was coming to attend to the High King. Tarrabus and I were both squires.” He pointed at one of the burned inns. “We stopped there on our way back to Castra Marcaine. We both ate and drank, and practiced at swords with the other squires in the yard.” He gazed at the ruined inn. It had been barely fifteen years ago, but it felt as if a thousand years had passed. “And now everyone here is dead because of Tarrabus. Dead, or enslaved.” 
“That is correct,” said Third. “I fail to see how this is your fault, though.”
“It’s not,” said Ridmark. “But if I had killed Tarrabus that day…how much evil might have been averted?” 
“A great deal,” said Third. “Or perhaps worse would have befallen. Perhaps a wiser and more dangerous man would lead the Enlightened, and they would have already prevailed. Or, more likely, the Keeper would have been killed on the day of her awakening, since you would have been executed for the murder of Tarrabus Carhaine and therefore would not have been available to save her life.” 
“Perhaps not,” said Ridmark. “But if I had killed him at Dun Calpurnia, we might have avoided all of this.” Third started to speak. “Yes, yes, I know. But I let Tarrabus and Imaria and the Weaver get away from me before. Not again. Never again.”
“The future is always unknowable,” said Third. “You should not blame yourself for failing to know it. My father thought he would rule Nightmane Forest forever, yet he did not.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. 
“And this village has been destroyed before,” said Third. “I was there.” 
Ridmark looked at her, a flicker of embarrassment going through him. She was centuries old and had seen wars and battle and deaths without end, and he thought to complain to her of his regrets? To her, fifteen years likely seemed like a long afternoon. 
“It was during the first of the High King’s wars against the Traveler,” said Third. “An Anathgrimm warband destroyed Regnum. Later it was rebuilt, and then the urdmordar destroyed it as they marched against the walls of Tarlion.”
“I suppose such destruction is…familiar to you, then,” said Ridmark. “I’m sorry.”
Third shrugged. “It is what it is, lord magister, just as I am what I am. I have seen war and death on a scale that few can imagine. But Regnum has been rebuilt twice before. Perhaps it can yet be rebuilt a third time.” 
“A third time?” said Ridmark. “Was that a joke?”
“No,” said Third, blinking in puzzlement, and then comprehension came. “Ah. I understand. But my point is that we cannot see the future. And Regnum may be rebuilt again.” 
It was a hopeful thought.
But it would bring no hope to those already slain in the fighting. From what Ridmark had seen of the Frostborn and their power, Regnum might well never rise again, buried beneath the ice of their implacable advance.
This was not the time or the place for brooding. 
“Let’s rejoin the others,” said Ridmark. “The sooner we set out for Castra Carhaine, the…”
He stopped, going motionless as something caught his attention. 
Third did not move. Her posture was relaxed and casual, but her pale hands twitched towards the twin short swords of dark elven steel sheathed at her belt. Her head tilted to the side as if listening, her black hair stirring in the hot summer breeze. 
“What is it?” said Third.
“The shadows in the common room,” said Ridmark, looking over her shoulder. “The inn where I drank with Tarrabus all those years ago. They just changed.”
“As if something was moving through the room,” said Third.
“Precisely,” said Ridmark. 
“It is possible it is a survivor,” said Third. “Or some bandit hiding in the ruins.”
“Or a dvargir scout,” said Ridmark. “Let’s find out.”
Third nodded, and Ridmark stepped past her and toward the burned inn. She fell in alongside him, hands still resting on the hilts of her short sword. Ridmark kept his stance casual, but held the arrow ready against his bowstring, his eyes scanning the forum and the street for any sign of foes.
He was ready for the attack when it came. 
A dark figure rose in the ruins of the inn’s common room. Ridmark just had time to glimpse a form in dark armor, a crossbow in its hands, and he ducked. A black blur shot over his shoulder, and he heard the crossbow bolt bounce off the brick wall of a nearby house. Ridmark raised his own hunting bow and released. He had never been as good of a shot as Morigna, and his hunting bow lacked the raw power of the crossbow, but the arrow nonetheless hit the dark figure in the shoulder. 
Third was already moving. Even as the dark figure stumbled, she sprinted forward, her short swords leaping from their sheaths and into her hands. Blue fire engulfed her, and she disappeared in a flicker of flame.
Ridmark cast aside his bow and yanked his staff from over his shoulder, pulling the long weapon free from its leather strap. The dark figure staggered from the doorway, casting aside its crossbow and yanking a black axe from its belt, and Ridmark got a good look. The creature was lanky, almost gaunt, but Ridmark knew that the thin limbs could grasp with terrible strength. It had greenish-yellow skin and pointed ears the size of Ridmark’s palms, and instead of eyes, it had a patch of thick veined flesh that encircled its skull almost like a blindfold. From what Ridmark understood, the strange organ allowed the creature to see heat in the same way that human eyes perceived light.
The creature was a deep orc. In ancient days, the dark elves had mutated some of the orcish kindred with their sorcery, altering them to function better in the lightless caverns of the Deeps. Ridmark had fought them before, but it was strange to see a deep orc on the surface during the day.
Then he closed with the deep orc, and Ridmark had no more time for thought. He drew back his black staff, preparing to strike.
Before he could, blue fire flickered to the deep orc’s right, and Third reappeared from nothingness. Her short swords thrust out with the blurring speed of a serpent’s fangs, and she drove the blades into the orc’s back. The deep orc staggered, blood frothing at his mouth, and toppled dead to the ground. 
As the deep orc fell, Ridmark saw four more, all wearing identical armor, moving in silence through the ruined inn. 
“Third!” he shouted.
She vanished again, and Ridmark dashed forward. His sudden action took the deep orcs off guard, and he burst through the door and into the inn. The brick walls of the building still stood, as did the stone chimney, but the interior floors had been gutted, leaving charred and broken timbers scattered across the floor.
It made for hellishly difficult footing. 
The deep orcs got their crossbows up, and Ridmark used the footing to his advantage. He kicked, sidestepping as he did, and his kick knocked a chunk of ruined timber from the floor and into the face of the nearest deep orc. Since the deep orc did not have eyes, the obstruction could not disrupt the creature’s aim, but the piece of wood did snap the deep orc’s head back, and the orc stumbled, the bolt from its crossbow slamming into the wall. The deep orc also staggered into the path of another crossbow bolt. It tore through the orc’s black armor with a punching noise, and the creature fell.
Ridmark charged the remaining three deep orcs, leaping over another fallen timber. His staff was light and smooth in his hands, its surface carved with sigils. Ardrhythain of the high elves had given Ridmark the staff after his escape from Urd Morlemoch, and though the weapon was light, it struck with the force of a steel bar. Ridmark whipped the staff around, driving the weapon into the temple of the nearest deep orc. The orc’s head snapped to the side with the sound of cracking bone, and the creature collapsed. 
The remaining two deep orcs charged, and Ridmark retreated, beating aside the blows of their axes with sweeps of his staff. Here the uneven footing worked to his advantage. The deep orcs could see heat, but the wreckage upon the floor did not give off any heat, and again and again they tripped, allowing Ridmark to dodge blows that should have killed him. 
Blue fire flashed, and Third slew the deep orc on Ridmark’s left with an efficient slash of her blades. The remaining deep orc tried to retreat, only to stumble over a broken table.
Ridmark’s staff crashed on the crown of the deep orc’s head, ending the fight. The deep orc fell with a dying gurgle, and the sudden silence was shocking. Part of his mind noted that the last deep orc had fallen on the very spot where Ridmark had once sat and eaten and drank with Tarrabus Carhaine and the other squires. 
The rest of his mind focused on the more immediate danger.
“They were scouts?” said Ridmark.
“Almost certainly,” said Third, tapping one of the dead deep orcs with her blade. The leather armor of the slain orc seemed to drink the light the way a sponge drank water, and Ridmark knew only one kindred capable of forging armor like that. “These weapons and armor are of dvargir make.”
“Scouts,” said Ridmark. “Slave soldiers the dvargir sent ahead.”
Third straightened up, and Ridmark met her gaze over the dead deep orcs.
“The Keeper is in danger,” said Third. 
“Then we must return to the Keeper at once,” said Ridmark. “Go. I will catch up to you.”
Third nodded and disappeared in a swirl of blue fire. Before the blue fire had even vanished, Ridmark was already out the door, running hard to the east down the main street of Regnum, his gray cloak streaming behind him. The last ambush along the banks of the Moradel had almost killed Calliande, and Caradog Lordac had nearly taken her captive.
Ridmark had wound up killing Caradog with his own hands.
And if another the Enlightened of Incariel threatened her, he would do the same.
 
###
 
A flare of sharp pain went through the temples and neck of Calliande of Tarlion.
She blinked in irritation, reaching a hand to her face. Perhaps a fly had decided to bite her. Along this stretch of the Moradel, the flies grew fierce during the summer months. But the skin of her face was smooth and unmarked, if sweaty in the summer heat, and she felt nothing.
She was clenching her jaw again. Calliande closed her eyes and took a moment to relax, consciously easing the muscles of her jaw. After the return of the Frostborn, she had developed the bad habit of clenching her jaw while tense, and she had been tense often in the last year and a half. She had to stop it. It would wear down her teeth, and her jaw had developed this irritating habit of popping when she talked. 
It seemed ridiculous that her jaw bothered her when there was so much wrong in Andomhaim, when so many people had died and so many other people were suffering, but it still bothered her. Some part of her pointed out that she couldn’t fix any of the things that troubled her, so instead she fixated upon her aching jaw. 
Which, come to think of it, she still couldn’t fix.
“Keeper?” said a raspy, timeworn voice.
Calliande opened her eyes. “Yes?” 
She sat next to the dying embers of last night’s campfire. Around her, the camp came to life as Sir Ector’s men tended to their horses and weapons. Sir Ector Naxius was a middle-aged man wearing the green surcoat of the House of Aurelius, his skin like creased leather from years of riding back and forth across the plains of Caertigris. He strode among his men, checking their work, praising and criticizing when necessary. He was a good leader, but he still deferred to Ridmark’s judgment. 
They all did, and Calliande felt a little flicker of worry when she thought of Ridmark. He would come back, she told herself. He was a skilled scout, and he had Third with him. 
But there was always that flicker of fear when he left, the fear that she might never get to see him again. They had reconciled during the journey back from Bastoth and the Range, and she was glad to have him back in her life, to be able to rely on his aid again. For him to be killed now…
She rebuked herself. She was the Keeper of Andomhaim, and it was her task to assemble an alliance capable of bringing the war to the Frostborn, to find a way to defeat the Enlightened and restore the true High King to the throne of Andomhaim. She didn’t have time to daydream about a man like a love-struck girl.
Or to fret about her jaw. Even if it did ache damnably. 
“Keeper?” said the worn voice again.
Calliande blinked, shook her head, and forced herself to pay attention. 
“I’m sorry, Antenora,” said Calliande. “I was thinking. What’s wrong?”
Her apprentice stood a short distance away, staff in hand. Antenora could have sat at the fire, but Antenora hardly ever sat, and sometimes stood guard motionless for hours. She wore all black, black boots, black trousers, and a long black coat with a hood that concealed her gaunt, gray-tinged face, her brittle black hair, and her harsh yellow eyes. 
“Nothing is wrong at present, Keeper,” said Antenora. “You appeared in pain.”
“My jaw,” Calliande admitted. “I should stop clenching it. But it’s not important. And I should not complain. You were the one who stayed up all night on guard.”
“I require neither rest nor sustenance,” said Antenora. 
“Did anything happen last night?” said Calliande.
“Another frost drake overflew us,” said Antenora. “One of the Frostborn was riding it. A member of the Order of the Inquisition, I expect.”
Calliande frowned and remembered not to clench her jaw. “They will want to keep an eye on Arandar’s army as the Prince marches for Tarlion.” 
“Perhaps they will send the false king aid,” said Antenora. 
“I doubt that,” said Calliande. “They can’t, at least not yet. The Anathgrimm and the garrison at Castra Marcaine still have the Frostborn bottled up in the Northerland. They’re not yet strong enough to break out of the Northerland, and they’ll have to deal with Turcontar and Curzonar and the manetaurs. If Arandar can defeat Tarrabus this year, he can turn a unified Andomhaim against the Frostborn.”
“Many things are uncertain in battle,” said Antenora. 
Calliande knew that was a polite way of saying their hopes were thin. 
So many things depended on time. If the manetaurs arrived in time to aid Mara. If Arandar defeated Tarrabus and became the High King. If Calliande managed to convince the dwarves to come to the assistance of the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs. 
She needed to get to Khald Tormen as soon as possible, and it was not just her heart that wanted to see Ridmark return. The sooner he rejoined them, the sooner could they depart and continue their journey. It would be at least two weeks before she could reach the Great Gate of Khald Tormen, and then it would take the dwarves a few weeks to prepare for a campaign, assuming she could convince them…
Something unusual happened. 
Antenora smiled. It made her look younger, almost like the young woman she had been rather than the cursed soul she had become.
Gavin walked from his tent, yawning again as he adjusted his sword belt. He was almost eighteen now, and he had matured a great deal in the year and a half that Calliande had known him. Gavin was taller and stronger and broader than he had been, but the changes were more than physical. When she had met him, he had been a brash boy, the kind of boy who would set off from his Wilderland village to beg aid from the court of Dux Gareth at Castra Marcaine.
Now he was a Swordbearer. He was knight, a wielder of the soulblade Truthseeker, and he had won renown in battle, even if he seemed oblivious to the fact.
And Calliande was almost sure that Antenora had fallen in love with him, unlikely as it seemed. Antenora was fifteen hundred years old, even if she could not remember much of that time, and she claimed that the curse of dark magic had withered away her ability to feel any emotions save regret. 
It seemed Antenora was wrong about that. 
Gavin seemed oblivious to it, which was probably just as well.
“Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora. 
“Good morning,” said Gavin. He had brown eyes under a mop of curly brown hair, and he still looked cheerful, if a bit sobered by the war. 
“Sir Gavin,” said Calliande with a smile. 
“Did you sleep well?” said Gavin.
“Not particularly,” said Calliande. 
“I do not require sleep,” said Antenora. 
“Do you think we can get across the Moradel today?” said Gavin, sitting next to Calliande. 
“We should,” said Calliande. “The river is shallower here, and I ought to be able to freeze it so we can cross. Once Ridmark and Third return, we will depart. We can take the Shaluuskan road, cross the kingdom of Khaluusk, and come to Durandis. Then it should only be a few days to the Great Gate of Khald Tormen.” 
If all went well. Calliande had seen enough of war to know that things rarely went well. 
“Do you think the dwarves will heed us?” said Gavin.
“They should,” said Calliande. “The Three Kingdoms fought the Frostborn the last time. Some of the older dwarves will remember the war. They know the Frostborn will conquer the entire world if not stopped…”
A deep voice raised in song cut her off. Specifically, a deep voice singing the twenty-third Psalm in flawless Latin.
“Ah,” said Antenora. “Brother Caius is awake.”
“Yes,” said Calliande, picking up the worn staff of the Keeper and rising to her feet. She decided to talk to Caius. He knew more about Khald Tormen and the Three Kingdoms than she did, and perhaps talking to him would ease her mind.
She circled to the side of the camp where some of the men-at-arms had gathered as Caius led them in prayer. Calliande spotted Camorak at the back, his head bowed. The Magistrius wore a long white coat over chain mail and leather, though road dust and sweat had turned the garment a splotchy gray. Given how often he was drunk, his pious streak surprised her. Then again, he had lost his wife and child to the plague, so perhaps he was praying to the Dominus Christus for the repose of their souls. 
Brother Caius stood before them. He was short and stocky with muscle and wore the brown robe of a friar over dark elven armor taken from the armories of Urd Morlemoch. He had gray skin the color of granite, blue eyes the color of marble, and a gray beard and receding gray hair. A wooden cross hung from a cord around his neck, which seemed out of place with the mace of dwarven steel at his broad leather belt and his hammer of dark elven steel slung over his shoulder. The church forbade the priests and friars and monks of the Dominus Christus from spilling blood with edged weapons but said nothing about blunt weapons, which was just well, since Caius wielded them with great skill
Once the Psalm was finished, Caius led them through a portion of the liturgy, and Calliande recited the formal Latin words with them. She hoped that God would hear their prayers, that he would show them the way to victory and peace. And if not…she hoped the Dominus Christus would forgive her failures. There were so many. She had failed to stop the Frostborn from returning. She had failed to keep Tarrabus from murdering Uthanaric Pendragon and his sons, failed to keep the realm of Andomhaim from splitting into civil war. 
She had failed to save Morigna, and she had seen what that had done to Ridmark. 
After the liturgy had finished, Brother Caius called the blessing of God and the Dominus Christus upon them, and the men-at-arms went about their duties. 
“Keeper,” said Camorak in his rusty voice. He didn’t seem to be hung over this morning, which was surprising, given his talent for finding liquor. Despite that, he had an even greater talent for using the magic of the Well to heal, and Calliande had seen him bring back men who had been but heartbeats from death. 
“Magistrius,” said Calliande. 
“God and the saints, I hate it when people call me that,” said Camorak. 
“You are a Magistrius,” said Calliande.
“Don’t remind me,” said Camorak. “I was happier as a common man-at-arms.” He rubbed a hand over his graying stubble. “Still, it will be good to see Durandis again. Haven’t been back since I came into the magic and joined the Magistri.”
“What is Durandis like, Magistrius?” said Gavin. “I’ve never been there.” He shrugged. “I suppose I haven’t been most places.”
“Suppose you haven’t, sir knight,” said Camorak. “Least not most civilized places, from the stories I’ve heard of you. Durandis is pleasant enough. Plains in the east, hilly in the west. All the folk carry weapons because the Mhorite raiders come out of Kothluusk further west. Of course, I suppose they’ll be quieter now after the Gray Knight split old Mournacht’s head in half at the Black Mountain.” 
“I look forward to seeing it, Magistrius,” said Gavin. “I am a Swordbearer, but all I’ve seen of the realm is the Northerland and Caerdracon and some of Caertigris. If I am to defend the realm from dark magic, I would like to see more of it.” 
“What?” said Camorak. “You want to see more of the realm, or you want to see more of dark magic?”
“The realm!” said Gavin, eyes widening. “I’ve seen enough dark magic to last me a lifetime and then some.”
Camorak laughed. “Aye, me too, and I’ve seen half what you have, sir knight. But I look forward to seeing Durandis again. The men of Durandis make the best brandy in the realm, and perhaps if we ask nicely we can get into Dux Kors’ liquor cellar in Castra Durius…”
Gavin had another virtue. He was an excellent listener, and with a few words he had the taciturn Magistrius talking at length about his time in Durandis. Calliande listened with half an ear, but her eyes turned towards Brother Caius. She expected him to be alone in prayer, but instead he was talking with Kharlacht. The tall orcish warrior had moved away from the others, his blue dark elven armor and greatsword a striking contrast to the green of his skin and the black of his topknot. Unlike the others, Kharlacht had acquired his dark elven armor and weapon before Calliande had even met him, before he had even left Vhaluusk. 
She slipped away from the others and headed towards the dwarven friar and orcish warrior. 
“It is a strange thing,” said Caius, “to return to one’s homeland after so long.”
“That I understand,” said Kharlacht. “When we traveled through the Vhaluuskan forests and the village of Khorduk on our way to the Vale of Stone Death, we were nowhere near my old village. Yet it was still strange to return after so long, to talk again with Vhaluuskan orcs.” 
“Aye,” said Caius. “I have not been back in twenty years.”
Kharlacht snorted. “A brief time in your span of years.” 
“Perhaps,” said Caius. “Yet I have traveled far in those twenty years.” 
“You never did say why you left,” said Kharlacht.
Caius raised a gray eyebrow over an eye like blue stone. “Nor have you ever said outright why you left Vhaluusk and joined Qazarl.”
Kharlacht said nothing for a moment. “Loss.” 
“Why else would someone leave their homeland?” said Caius.
He fell silent as Calliande approached. 
“My lady Keeper,” said Caius.
“Brother Caius,” said Calliande.
“We were speaking of our homelands,” said Kharlacht. 
“Mine is in Taliand, in the lands of Ridmark’s family,” said Calliande. “A little village directly across the River Moradel from the walls of Tarlion itself.” She sighed. “I wonder if it is even still there. Everyone I ever knew there died long ago.”
Kharlacht and Caius shared a look. 
“I confess it was strange to return to Vhaluusk,” said Kharlacht, “but it was not quite that strange.”
“Forgive me,” said Calliande. “That was maudlin. Where I came from is less important than where we’re going. Specifically, Khald Tormen.”
“It has changed little during the centuries of my life,” said Caius. “You should be greeted…cordially, if not warmly, since my kindred do nothing warmly. King Axazamar should know of you, as will the chief historians of the stonescribes. You should have no trouble proving your identity as Keeper of Andomhaim.” He shrugged. “I wonder why the Three Kingdoms have not marched against the Frostborn already. They knew the danger during the last war against the Frostborn, and the danger will not have lessened.”
“Perhaps they do not wish to involve themselves in Andomhaim’s civil war,” said Kharlacht. 
“Aye,” said Caius. “The kings and nobles of my kindred do not take sides in the wars of humans, for it never ends well. Perhaps they are preoccupied with another foe. There are many such foes near the Three Kingdoms.”
“Not the Mhorites, surely,” said Calliande. “They were broken at Black Mountain.”
“Likely not the Mhorites,” said Caius. “The orcs of Kothluusk have spent as much time warring against my kindred as they have against Andomhaim. But the Three Kingdoms have other foes. The dvargir of Khaldurmar are our sundered cousins, and they spend more time warring against us than they do against Andomhaim. Some dark elven lords dwell in the Deeps near Khald Tormen, and they war against us frequently. They are…”
There was a flash of blue light from the corner of Calliande’s eye. 
She turned, starting to raise the staff of the Keeper to begin a spell. The others reacted as well, lifting weapons or preparing spells. Third appeared out of a pillar of blue fire, looked around, and ran towards Calliande. 
“Third,” said Calliande. “What’s wrong? Where’s Ridmark?”
“The lord magister is right behind me,” said Third. “We scouted the ruins of Regnum and were attacked by deep orcs.”
“Deep orcs?” said Calliande, startled. “Here in Calvus? The heart of the realm?” Her brain caught up with her words. The duxarchate of Calvus was in the heart of the High King’s domain, but Andomhaim had been ripped asunder, and the Dux of Calvus was one of the Enlightened. That meant he permitted dvargir slavers into his lands…and the dvargir often used deep orcs as scouts.
“The deep orcs carried dvargir weapons and armor,” said Third. “The lord magister thinks they are a scouting party for a dvargir band sent to capture the Keeper.” 
“My lady Keeper,” said Sir Ector. He had hurried over during the conversation, his face tight with alarm. “Are we under attack?”
“We will soon be,” said Calliande, turning in a slow circle. There was no sign of any movement from the surrounding woods, but with the stealthy dvargir and the deep orcs, that meant nothing. “Sir Ector, I suggest you make your men ready for battle.” 
She took a deep breath, clearing her mind, and reached for the Sight. 
All the Keepers of Andomhaim bore the blessing and the burden of the Sight, even before Malahan Pendragon had led the survivors of Arthur Pendragon’s realm to this new world a thousand years ago. Antenora had the Sight, as did Mara, but it was the strongest in Calliande. The Sight pierced all illusions, could see magical spells as auras of light and blazing fire and could envision distant places and sometimes glimpse the past and the future.
She swept the Sight across their camp, her head throbbing with the effort. To her Sight, Gavin’s soulblade blazed with tremendous power. She saw the fiery elemental magic gathered around Antenora alongside the ancient shadow of Mordred Pendragon’s dark magic. To the Sight, the dark elven armor and weapons that some of the others carried seemed harder and sharper, perhaps explaining their ability to wound creatures of dark magic. 
She saw no sign of any foes. 
Yet with the dvargir, that meant nothing. They were cunning and powerful foes, and the shadow of Incariel let them hide from the Sight. 
But she had access to a power greater than the malevolent shadow of Incariel. 
Calliande drew on the mantle of the Keeper, feeding its power into the Sight. The power blazed into her, and she swept the Sight over the camp.
Approaching from the south, she saw a rippling distortion in the air, almost like a veil drawn across her Sight. 
Calliande summoned more power, and the staff of the Keeper blazed with white fire in her right hand. She forced the power into a spell and struck the end of the staff against the earth, and the power of the Well of Tarlion and the mantle of the Keeper erupted from her, an overwhelming wave of magic designed to dispel any other spell it encountered.
The spell swept through the meadow south of their camp.
For an instant, nothing happened.
Then dozens of columns of swirling shadow appeared in the meadow.
The dvargir had indeed come for Calliande again. 
She saw dozens of dvargir warriors, armored in a strange black metal that seemed both wet and dark at the same time. They looked a great deal like Caius, but their eyes were filled with the void of Incariel. Worse, Calliande saw a half-dozen dvargir clad in cowled robes of something that looked like black leather. The robed dvargir carried tablets of dark metal inscribed with glyphs that pulsed and throbbed with shadows. The dvargir were shadowscribes, sorcerers who directed the power of Incariel into their symbols. 
The dvargir reacted with speed, the warriors marching forward in an orderly formation, the shadowscribes falling back to cast spells. 
“To battle!” shouted Ector. The men-at-arms drew weapons, and Calliande began casting another spell.
 
###
 
Gavin drew Truthseeker, the soulblade burning with white fire as the sword reacted to the dark power around the advancing dvargir warriors. 
Sir Ector’s men moved with haste, arranging themselves into a shield wall to face the oncoming dvargir. Calliande, Antenora and Camorak hung back behind the men-at-arms to work spells, while Kharlacht and Caius moved to the right side of the line. Gavin hurried to the left side, Truthseeker filling him with strength and speed. He could fight alongside the men-at-arms, but the soulblade made him faster and stronger. He would serve best by breaking up the charges of the dvargir, weakening them for the men-at-arms to strike. 
And, perhaps, to blunt attacks against which the men-at-arms would have no defense. 
The shadowscribes withdrew behind the advancing dvargir, just as Calliande and Antenora and Camorak had fallen behind Sir Ector’s men. The robed dvargir began tracing patterns and designs into the air, shadows writhing around their fingers. Gavin did not understand the dark magic of the dvargir, but he knew they had to scribe glyphs onto things and they could write their glyphs into the air. 
He knew that because he had seen this attack before. 
The shadowscribes joined their power together for a spell and a lance of withering shadow arced over the helmets of the advancing warriors and hurtled towards the men-at-arms.
Gavin threw himself into the line of the attack, calling upon Truthseeker’s power. White fire surged around the sword, and the lance of dark shadow struck him. The soulblade chimed with fury, and for a moment the shadow howled around him like a storm. Yet Truthseeker’s power blazed brighter, shattering the dark spell.
As the shadows crumbled around Gavin, Antenora cast a spell. A wobbling sphere of fire burst from her staff and shot over the heads of the dvargir warriors. The globe erupted in a howling storm of flame, and the shadowscribes lifted their tablets, a shell of shadows coiling around them like armor. The shadows blunted the fire, but Antenora’s spell kept the shadowscribes from striking back.
In that moment of distraction, Gavin attacked.
He charged the edge of the dvargir line, his soulblade hammering down in a blaze of white fire. Truthseeker stabbed past the shield of a dvargir warrior and bit into his neck, sending the warrior crumpling to the ground. Another dvargir warrior swung a broadsword at him, and Gavin shifted, catching the blow upon the shield of dwarven steel he had taken from Khald Azalar. The dwarven steel proved strong enough to deflect the dvargir blade, and Gavin struck back, killing another dvargir.
The men-at-arms crashed into the enemy around him, driving them back. Two men-at-arms fell in the initial clash, wounded or slain, the metallic smell of their spilled blood filling Gavin’s nostrils, but five dvargir fell. The shadowscribes tried to work another spell, but the white fire of Calliande’s magic slashed across their shadowy shell, ripping it apart, followed by a blast of flame from Antenora that killed one of the dvargir sorcerers. 
Blue fire snarled in the melee, and Third appeared. The strange woman slew a dvargir warrior and disappeared, only to reappear behind one of the shadowscribes. Blue steel flashed, and the shadowscribe collapsed. The other sorcerers turned in alarm, but Third had already vanished. 
Gavin lost himself in the rhythm of the fight, sword and shield flying, hot blood splashing against his armor and face, his shield ringing from blows. Three dvargir warriors circled around him, and Gavin was forced to fall back, keeping his shield raised as the dvargir tried to overwhelm him.
Something bronze flashed in the sunlight, and one of the dvargir warriors jerked and collapsed. That broke the pattern of the warriors’ thrusts, and Gavin attacked, killing one of the remaining two dvargir warriors. The last dvargir retreated, raising his shield, but a black staff stabbed past his defenses, jabbing into his elbow with a crunch. The dvargir stumbled, void-filled eyes widening, and Gavin drove Truthseeker into the gap in the warrior’s defenses.
He ripped his soulblade free as Ridmark Arban waded into the battle, the black staff of the archmage Ardrhythain flashing with white sigils in his grasp.
 
###
 
Ridmark fought with fury, cutting down the dvargir warriors without mercy.
It looked like Calliande was safe. Antenora was next to her, flinging fire at the shadowscribes whenever Calliande battered down their wards. Camorak ran back and forth behind the battle, healing any men he could reach. Kharlacht and Caius fought back to back as they often did, Caius stunning the dvargir with his mace, Kharlacht bringing his greatsword around like a thunderbolt. 
Ridmark killed another dvargir with his axe. The shadowscribes were the key. If he could cut down the shadowscribes, Calliande and Antenora would bring their magic to bear against the dvargir warriors, and the fight would end in short order.
The dvargir had come for Calliande, but Ridmark saw no sign of the Enlightened of Incariel here. That might mean this attack was only a distraction, that the main blow would come from an unexpected direction. 
Even as he fought, he was looking for the unexpected attack, so he saw the dark shadow overhead. 
The hideous creature flew upon wings like those of a great bat, but its body was that of a giant locust, its head like a serpent. No creature like that existed in nature, but Ridmark had seen it before. 
The creature called the Weaver had once been a mortal Magistrius named Toridan. Then he had become one of the Enlightened, and the shadow of Incariel had twisted him, giving him the ability to change shape at will. 
He had almost killed Calliande several times. 
Ridmark killed another dvargir and sprinted towards Calliande, shouting a warning. 



Chapter 2: Retribution
 
Calliande heard a man’s voice shouting her name. 
They were winning the battle, with the dvargir warriors falling back in disarray and the powers of the shadowscribes unable to withstand the magic of the Keeper. A little longer and the ever-prudent dvargir would withdraw, retreating to the Deeps to wait for a more advantageous time to attack. 
She spotted Ridmark running through the melee, his gray cloak streaming behind him. He was charging through the battle at a reckless pace, passing opportunities to help the men-at-arms as they struggled against the dvargir. Why would he do that?
He was shouting at her.
She looked up and saw the shadow. 
It was like a thing out of a nightmare, like different predators twisted together and fused into a perfect killing machine. Calliande had known the man who had become this creature for a very long time, and while she had slept for two centuries after the defeat of the Frostborn, this creature had waited, growing stronger and more dangerous.
The Weaver had returned to kill her, but this time Calliande was ready.
She thrust the staff of the Keeper, and all her power surged through her. A blazing shaft of white fire, augmented by the might of the Keeper’s mantle, exploded from the staff and hammered into the Weaver. The fire ripped into the Weaver’s shadow-saturated flesh. The blast punched through his armored body, his wings shuddering…and the Weaver exploded into a tangled maze of shadowy threads. 
The tangle hit the ground and reformed. This time the Weaver became something like a cross between and urvaalg and an ursaar, a huge, gaunt shape with muscle-heavy limbs, ragged black fur, eyes that glowed like coals, and claws like daggers. Calliande had seen him take that form during their fight before the Battle of Dun Calpurnia, and he had been fast and deadly and dangerous.
Yet Imaria Licinius Shadowbearer had been with the Weaver, and Calliande had been unable to fight both at once. The Weaver was dangerous enough on his own. With Imaria’s power behind him, he was far more deadly. 
There was no trace of Imaria. Was the new Shadowbearer lying in wait, preparing a trap for them?
“I cannot hit the Weaver,” said Antenora, voice tight as her black staff crackled with elemental fire. “He is too fast. I will kill some of our own men if I attempt it.” 
Calliande cast another spell, hurling a bolt of white fire at the Weaver’s sleek form. The fire passed through the struggling men-at-arms without touching them, and the Weaver twisted aside with a fluid motion. The spell clipped one of his arms, but the main force of the blast missed. The Weaver threw himself into the men-at-arms, and two of them fell dead, shredded by the flashing claws. 
Calliande hit the Weaver again, feeding all the power she could into the spell. The bolt of flame hit the Weaver’s torso, drilling into his flesh. Again the Weaver exploded into that tangled mass of threads and reformed into a new shape. This time the Weaver’s form looked like a troll, reptilian and armored in black scales, but with larger fangs and claws than any troll. The Weaver moved in a dark blur, killing another man-at-arms, and then charged forward. 
Antenora attacked, flinging a gout of flame from her staff. The fire hit the Weaver, and the hulking creature staggered, scales curling and crackling in the heat of the fire. Calliande cast another spell, hitting the Weaver with a burst of white flames. 
But he kept coming, surging forward with terrific speed…and Calliande realized she could not stop him before his clawed hands closed around her throat. 
 
###
 
Ridmark sprinted through the battle, fury lending him speed. 
The Weaver had killed Morigna in the great hall of Dun Licinia’s Keep. He had delayed Calliande and Ridmark at Dun Calpurnia, keeping them from warning Uthanaric Pendragon of Tarrabus’s treachery until it was too late. The Weaver had murdered the High King and his three sons. The vile creature deserved to die a thousand times over just for Morigna’s death. 
There was no way Ridmark would let him hurt Calliande. 
“Toridan!” he roared, taking his staff in both hands, and the Weaver’s troll-like face turned towards him. 
The features were alien, but Ridmark nonetheless saw the smirk there. 
Both Calliande and Antenora hit the Weaver with spells, white and yellow fire washing over the creature, and the Weaver exploded into that tangled skein of shadow threads. Ridmark did not fully understand how the Weaver’s powers worked. Paul Tallmane and Jonas Vorinus had been able to armor themselves in shadow, using the power of Incariel to make themselves stronger and faster just as a Swordbearer’s soulblade made him more potent. Imaria Licinius had gained the ability to travel from place to place, just as Tymandain Shadowbearer had done. The Weaver seemed able to transform himself into a variety of deadly creatures…and worse, every time he changed shape, the power healed any wounds he had taken. 
Ridmark did not know how to kill the Weaver. They had only driven him off before. That seemed to prove that the Weaver could be killed, but Ridmark could not think of a way to do it, save by dealing such massive damage that the shadow of Incariel could not repair his injuries.
The Weaver spun, shrugging off the fire from Antenora and Calliande, and charged at Ridmark. 
Ridmark ran to meet the ancient Enlightened. Here, at last, was a chance to avenge Morigna, to bring the Weaver to account for all the blood upon his hands.
The Weaver hurtled towards him with the speed of an arrow.
On the other hand, realized Ridmark, this was also a chance to die quickly.
He ducked under the swipe of the Weaver’s claws and struck with his staff, hammering the length of the weapon into the Weaver’s right knee. He heard something crack, and the Weaver let out a growl, and Ridmark jerked back. The Weaver’s jaws snapped shut an inch away from his nose, and Ridmark hit the creature in the face. The Weaver’s claws struck him in the chest, shredding through his jerkin, but the plates of dark elven steel withstood the razor edges of those claws. The force of the blow nonetheless threw Ridmark back, and he hit the ground with a blast of pain. 
The Weaver started to crouch, preparing to spring on Ridmark before he could regain his feet, and two bolts of white fire slammed into him, one far brighter than the other. Camorak had joined the battle, and while his magic was not as powerful as Calliande’s, it nonetheless caused the creature pain. The Weaver shrugged off the hits, but the delay allowed Ridmark to recover his balance, gripping his staff in both hands.
The weapon protected him from the shadow of Incariel, but it could do no lasting harm to the Weaver. 
Ridmark needed a more potent weapon for that.
Fortunately, a more potent weapon arrived when Gavin rushed to attack the Weaver, Truthseeker blazing like a torch in his fist.
 
###
 
The Weaver spun to face Gavin, but he was ready for the creature. 
He raised his dwarven shield just as Kharlacht and Caius and Ridmark had taught him, even before he had become a Swordbearer, and the black claws rebounded from the bronze-colored metal. As the Weaver recovered his balance, Gavin stabbed, and Truthseeker bit into the creature’s ribs. White fire pulsed down the sword as the soulblade reacted to the dark power of Incariel, and the Weaver hissed with fury. 
The creature leaped back, and Ridmark attacked from the other side, hitting the Weaver’s legs with Ardrhythain’s staff. The Weaver stumbled again, and Gavin seized the opening, slashing with Truthseeker. The Weaver jerked away, but Ridmark had damaged his leg, and the soulblade cut a skidding gash down the Weaver’s chest. Shadows leaked from the wound, somehow both thick and wispy at the same time. 
The Weaver screamed and erupted into a furious blur of motion, his claws hammering against Gavin’s shield. Gavin had no choice but to retreat, and the Weaver launched a backhand at him. The armored limb struck his shield, and even with Truthseeker to augment his power, the blow knocked him back several steps. Ridmark swung his staff, and the Weaver whirled, the staff striking his shoulder, even as his long serpentine tail hit Ridmark across the torso like a whip. The strike knocked the Gray Knight to the ground, and Gavin caught his footing, intending to aid the older man before the Weaver killed him. 
But the Weaver did something unexpected. He leaped backward and exploded again into the maze of threads. The tangle hurtled away, rolling like a ball, and wove itself into something new.
Gavin blinked in surprise.
The Weaver had taken the form of a kindly old man in the white robe of a Magistrius. He looked almost grandfatherly, his smile gentle. Behind him, the battle between the men-at-arms and the dvargir raged. Even with the Weaver’s intervention, the fighting had gone Sir Ector’s way, the remaining dvargir fleeing into the woods beyond the meadow. 
Gavin glanced at the others. Ridmark had regained his feet, staff ready. Calliande and Antenora and Camorak walked forward, the glow of spells flickering around their fingers. Blue fire snarled next to Ridmark, and Third appeared with the Gray Knight, dvargir blood dark upon the blades of her short swords. 
“Ah,” said the Weaver, his voice as gentle as his appearance. “The Gray Knight and his loyal companions. Shall we talk?”
 
###
 
Calliande stared at the Weaver, her mind racing. 
He could heal any injury they inflicted on him, and while she suspected that she could destroy him if she inflicted enough damage, he would never hold still long enough for her to kill him. If the battle went against him, he would flee, recover his strength, and wait for a more advantageous moment to strike.
Attacking in the open like this seemed…unusual. He preferred to attack from the shadows, to take his victims off-guard before they could defend themselves.
Just as he had done with Morigna.
Calliande felt her mouth tighten into a hard line, a flare of pain going through her jaw. 
“We have nothing to discuss,” said Ridmark.
“That is very shortsighted of you, young man,” said the Weaver. “I think we have a great deal to discuss.”
“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “For instance, where is Imaria? I suspect you’re just talking to buy time for her to arrive and save you.”
The Weaver sighed. “How unimaginative. Imaria Shadowbearer isn’t within a hundred miles of us. She is quite busy, you know. Her office carries so many responsibilities, and she carries them out with such faithful vigor.”
“And what duties are those?” said Ridmark, his anger plain. “Murder and treachery?”
“Why, freedom,” said the Weaver. “Your freedom and mine. Freedom from time and matter, from the rotting prison of this blighted world.” 
“Tymandain Shadowbearer said the same thing,” said Ridmark, “and then I freed him by driving a soulblade through his heart. I’m sure Sir Gavin would be happy to give you the same freedom.” 
“He understood the truth,” said the Weaver, “long before any of us were born, long before mankind even came to this world. Now Imaria understands. I think of all the Enlightened, only Imaria and I grasp the truth of Incariel and the shadow.”
“And what truth is that?” said Ridmark. “What madness justifies your crimes?”
The Weaver smiled. “My crimes? To which crimes to you refer, Gray Knight? The murder of that proud old fool Uthanaric and his sons? Or maybe one of the others I have killed over the centuries?” 
Ridmark said nothing. His face looked as if it had been carved from stone. 
“Morigna, perhaps?” said the Weaver with that gentle smile. “Do you know that she called out for you to save her? She had utter faith that the Gray Knight would arrive to save her at the very last minute, and I think she believed that right up until I tore out her throat.”
Ridmark said nothing. He was smart enough to know that the Weaver was baiting him…but Calliande had seen firsthand how much pain and rage Morigna’s death had inflicted upon him. 
He might be too angry to care.
The Weaver’s calm eyes shifted to Calliande. “The Keeper thinks that you will protect her, too. Do you think she will believe that right up until I tear out her throat and…”
“Oh, shut up,” said Calliande, and she threw as much power as she could into her next spell. 
The shaft of white fire erupted from her staff and struck the white-robed old man in the chest, and he exploded into the tangled skein of black threads. Black threads burst from him in all directions, wrapping around Camorak and Antenora and Gavin, stunning them and knocking them to the ground. Calliande saw the attack coming and raised a ward around herself, the shadowy threads recoiling from the light of the Well’s magic. The symbols on Ardrhythain’s staff glowed as well, shielding Ridmark from the threads. 
He was already moving, charging towards the Weaver as the Enlightened reformed into a new shape. 
 
###
 
Ridmark sprinted forward as the Weaver took a new form.
This time the Weaver reverted to the shape of the sleek ursaar, a hideous bear-like creature, but with some modifications. He was as large as the usual ursaar, but far leaner, meaning he would likely be faster. Plates of bony armor covered the creature’s body, and from those plates jutted razor-edged spikes. The Weaver’s new form looked like a machine made for killing, and without Gavin and Calliande, the Weaver could likely butcher every last one of Sir Ector’s men without breaking a sweat. 
Ridmark gripped his staff and set himself, and the Weaver erupted into motion.
The creature blurred towards Calliande, and the Keeper, Camorak, and Antenora all hit him with spells at once, white and yellow fire washing over the dark form. The Weaver faltered, but continued loping towards Calliande on all fours, his red eyes fixed upon her.
Ridmark raced towards the Weaver, staff in his left hand and dwarven axe in his right. He reached the Weaver just as the creature rocked from another blast of white fire, and he drew back the axe and swung. With a one-handed grip, he did not hit as hard as he might have preferred, but the blade nonetheless bit into the plates of black bone. The Weaver whirled, and Ridmark ducked under the sweep of his arm. He struck again, the blade biting deeper into the plates of black armor, black threads snapping and bursting from the wound. 
The Weaver swiped at Ridmark, and by then Gavin had closed. He drew back Truthseeker and plunged the soulblade into the Weaver’s back, and the creature roared, leaping away from the soulblade, the black wound glistening in his hide. The Weaver landed a few yards away, and before he could recover his balance, another one of Calliande’s spells hit him. The Weaver stumbled, and Gavin charged. Once again the Weaver rocked from the hit, and Ridmark attacked, dropping his staff to seize his axe’s haft with both hands. 
The blow had been aimed at the Weaver’s head, but the creature twisted to the side at the last moment, and instead Ridmark’s blade sheared through the Weaver’s right shoulder. The Weaver screamed in pain, and his right arm fell to the ground, leaking black slime. 
The Weaver leaped away, threads of shadow leaking from the torn stump of his arm, and landed a few yards away. The Weaver shot a quick glance around, misshapen head turning, and Ridmark did the same.
The battle was all but over. 
Sir Ector’s men had scattered, but that was because the dvargir had broken, fleeing towards the forest. Ridmark hoped Ector remembered to call them back before they got lost among the trees, where the dvargir could regroup and strike with ease.
The Weaver fled to the east, heading into the forest. Ridmark blinked in surprise. Why hadn’t the Weaver taken a winged form and flown away? It would be faster and safer. For that matter, why hadn’t the Weaver changed shape to something faster? His current form had been injured. Taking a new form would heal all his injuries in the blink of an eye.
Unless…
Perhaps the Weaver had temporarily exhausted his ability to change form. Maybe he needed a few moments to rest before he could change his shape and heal himself.
And this was Ridmark’s best chance to kill the murderous wretch, to avenge Morigna and protect Calliande from him. 
He snatched up his staff and sprinted after the retreating Weaver.
 
###
 
“Ridmark!” said Calliande, but it was too late. He was already out of earshot, and he vanished into the trees after the wounded Weaver. 
Or so the Weaver appeared.
To Calliande’s Sight, the darkness within the Weaver roiled and twisted like a frozen storm. The darkness had been weakened by the power of her magic and the fury of Gavin’s soulblade, but it was still strong. It should have been potent enough to allow the Weaver to change shape or heal himself.
So why hadn’t he healed himself or taken a new form? 
Because he was trying to lure Ridmark. 
That had been the entire point of the cruel little speech about Morigna’s death. He had been trying to enrage Ridmark, and now he was feigning weakness, luring Ridmark away so he could dispose of the Gray Knight in peace. 
Fear rose to choke Calliande. 
“It’s a trap,” she said. 
“Keeper?” said Gavin, stepping closer. 
“He’s trying to get Ridmark alone,” said Calliande. 
“I will pursue,” said Third, her blades dark with the blood of the dvargir. 
“I shall, too,” said Gavin.
“Come on,” said Calliande. “Camorak!” The Magistrius blinked. “Find Sir Ector and tell him to join us.” Camorak nodded and ran towards the scattered men-at-arms, while Calliande hurried towards the trees, Gavin and Camorak falling in on either side of her, while Third vanished in a swirl of fire.
 
###
 
Ridmark ran through the trees, keeping the Weaver’s armored form in sight. 
The forest here was old, with towering branches rising high overhead to block the sun. That left plenty of space around the trunks, and Ridmark made good time, pushing himself as hard as he could. Another man might have tripped over the length of the staff, but Ridmark had spent years carrying a similar weapon, and he knew how to keep his balance.
Rage drove him.
Rage, and the excitement of a battle tilting in his direction.
The Weaver was slowing. He could have run on all fours, but Ridmark had taken his right arm, and he hadn’t grown a new one. The Weaver attempted to use his remaining arm to speed himself, but he was slower than he should have been. 
The distance between them lessened as the Weaver dodged around a tree and then an old, mossy boulder. The creature slowed further, and Ridmark braced himself. Unable to retreat, the Weaver would have no choice but to turn and fight …
The Weaver pivoted, using his remaining arm to transform himself into a tripod for an instant, and hurtled towards Ridmark. Ridmark was ready for the attack, had prepared himself for it, but he barely reacted in time. He dropped his axe and swung his staff with both hands, hitting the Weaver in his face. The force of the impact knocked Ridmark over, but it also threw the Weaver to the ground, and the creature bounced once, scrabbling to get back to his feet. 
Ridmark seized his axe and attacked, hitting the Weaver once, twice, and three times, the blade biting deep with each blow. The Weaver screamed with rage and lashed out with his remaining arm, and the claws raked once more across Ridmark’s chest. His armor stopped the claws from ripping him to shreds, but the fury of the hit knocked him down.
Ridmark coughed out a breath, seized his weapons, and got back to his feet. 
The Weaver was gone. 
Ridmark turned in a circle, staff and axe ready. He scanned the surrounding trees, looked over the branches above, but saw nothing. The Weaver hadn’t changed shape; he was sure of it. A creature that big could not move without making a lot of noise.
Yet silence had fallen over the forest.
Ridmark turned again, baffled. He stepped to the place the Weaver had fallen. The clawed tracks the Weaver’s armored form had left were plain, as was the imprint of his fallen body upon the forest floor…but there were no footprints leading from the imprint. Ridmark swept his staff through the air over the imprint, fearing that the Weaver had become invisible, but felt nothing.
The Weaver had vanished. 
Ridmark heard a crashing sound. He raised his weapons, and Gavin came into sight, Truthseeker burning in his fist. Yet the sword’s fire was already dimming, the soulstone set into the base of the blade no longer shining as brightly. That meant the sword did not sense any dark power. 
The Weaver had escaped, but Ridmark could not fathom how.
“Gray Knight,” said Gavin. “Are you hurt? The Weaver?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Did you see where he went?” 
“No,” said Gavin. He shook his head. “I didn’t see anything. I just followed the trail you left.”
“He has to be around here somewhere,” said Ridmark, frustration mixing with his anger. 
More footsteps came to his ears, and Calliande and Antenora appeared, Antenora’s staff glowing with magic, white light flickering around Calliande’s fingers. Relief flooded through her expression, and Ridmark felt a flash of guilt. Running off into the woods alone in pursuit of the Weaver had been foolish. Come to think of it, it was possible the Weaver had attempted to lure him off alone for a quick kill.
So why had the Weaver fled? Was this a trick to get at Calliande? Yet Calliande looked unhurt, and attacking the Keeper of Andomhaim in the presence of her powerful apprentice and a Swordbearer would be foolish. 
“You’re not hurt,” said Calliande. 
“No,” said Ridmark. The bafflement overruled his anger. “No, just confused.”
“The Weaver?” said Calliande. 
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark. “He vanished. I can’t explain it.”
Calliande nodded and cast a spell, her face taking the dreamy, half-focused look it gained when she used the Sight. She looked back and forth, up and down, and her gaze lingered on him for a moment, something like longing in her expression.
She blinked, shook her head, and her eyes came back into focus.
“Nothing,” said Calliande. “He’s gone.” 
“It does not make any sense,” said Gavin. “Why go to all this trouble and then just…flee?”
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark, frowning at the imprint upon the ground. “Maybe he thought to attack when the dvargir ambushed us. They were clearly planning to ambush us, but Calliande spoiled their plan.” 
“No plan ever survives a battle,” said Antenora. 
“No,” said Ridmark. 
Blue flames flickered next to one of the trees, and Third stepped into sight. She looked around and blinked, which was as much surprise as she ever displayed.
“Where is the Weaver?” she said. 
“I was hoping that you might know,” said Ridmark.
Third shook her head. “The men-at-arms have reformed and are preparing to depart camp. I shall see if I can locate the Weaver.”
“Don’t try to fight him if you do,” said Calliande. “He might have regained the ability to heal himself by now.”
Third nodded and disappeared again. 
“What now?” said Gavin.
“We return to the camp and get ready to leave,” said Ridmark. He met Calliande’s eyes. “Running around through the woods in pursuit of him is a fool’s errand.”
Calliande inclined her head a little. 
“And when he comes for us again, Gray Knight?” said Antenora. 
Ridmark shrugged. “Then we fight him. But until he returns…”
Something crashed in the forest, and Ridmark whirled, his weapons coming up.
But it was only Sir Ector. The knight came closer, shield upon his arm and sword in hand, his green surcoat and steel mail spattered with dvargir blood. 
“God and the saints!” he said, wiping sweat from his lined forehead. “You’re safe. I would not want to explain to Prince Regent Arandar and Dux Sebastian how I managed to get the Keeper killed. Especially after everything we survived in Bastoth.” 
“Sir Ector,” said Calliande. “How many dead?”
“Five,” said Ector, his relief sobering. “Seven wounded. Magistrius Camorak is tending to them.”
“I will help,” said Calliande. “Antenora. We had better return to camp.”
“Gray Knight,” said Ector. “What shall we do next?”
The blue fire pulsed again, and Ector flinched in surprise. Third reappeared, blinked, and looked around.
“There is no sign of the Weaver for a mile in any direction,” said Third. “Sir Ector, you survived. I thought the shadowscribes slew you.”
“So did I,” said Ector with a grimace. “They killed the man to my left. God save the poor fellow.” 
“Let’s go,” said Ridmark. “If the dvargir and the Weaver planned an ambush for us at the Regnum crossing, the way should be clear over the Moradel. We’ll cross and make camp on the other side.”
“So close to the Shaluuskan Forest?” said Ector.
Ridmark shrugged. “The Sight likely has an easier time detecting the ghost orcs than the dvargir, true?”
“It does,” said Calliande.
“Then we shall be at least a little safer there,” said Ridmark. 
They left the forest and broke camp, heading west to the ruined village of Regnum and the crossing of the Moradel.
 
###
 
The man who had once been named Magistrius Toridan but now thought of himself as the Weaver smiled as Ridmark and his companions departed the forest. 
That had gone rather well. 
Imaria Shadowbearer had told him to kill the Keeper and to kill the Gray Knight, and the Weaver intended to obey. No one could command him, save for the shadow of Incariel itself, but he listened to Imaria. 
She understood. She knew the truth as Tymandain Shadowbearer had, understood the truth in the way that fools like Tarrabus Carhaine and his moronic vassals never could. Tarrabus thought to build an empire and live forever. 
The shadow of Incariel wanted far more…and the Weaver was in full cooperation.
Freedom from time, freedom from matter, freedom from the rotting prison of this world. 
Of course, there were many obstacles, chief among them Ridmark Arban and Calliande of Tarlion. 
But the first stage of the Weaver’s plan was finished, and now he need only exercise patience. 
He thought of the black soulstone that Imaria had given him. Long ago, he knew, long before humans had even come to this world, Tymandain Shadowbearer had carried that black soulstone. He had attempted to use it to open a world gate, but the attempt had failed, damaging the stone and filling it with the shadow of Incariel. 
It had transformed the damaged soulstone into a reservoir of dark power.
Tymandain Shadowbearer had never needed it. His magical skills had been so potent, his connection to the shadow of Incariel so profound, that such a reservoir had been redundant to him. 
The Weaver was not as strong as the bearer of Incariel’s shadow, and he could put that black soulstone to excellent use indeed.
Soon, now. Very soon now.
He needed only to wait, and he could bring about the deaths of both Ridmark Arban and Calliande.



Chapter 3: Losses
 
After the fight with the deep orc scouts and the battle at the camp, the crossing of the Moradel was almost ridiculously easy.
No attacks came as they reached the riverbank, the walls of the ruined monastery rising overhead. Both Brother Caius and Sir Ector insisted upon pulling down the bones of the crucified monks and interring them with the men-at-arms who had been killed in the fight against the dvargir. Ridmark wished to leave at once, but he knew better than to argue, and the burial only took an hour.
Then it was time to cross the Moradel. 
Ridmark watched as Calliande summoned her power, weaving her elemental magic together with the strength of the Keeper’s mantle. As before, she froze a section of the river, creating an uncertain, icy bridge to the western bank. The horses were not happy about the uncertain footing, but Sir Ector’s men-at-arms eased them across. Ridmark kept a close watch on both sides of the river, but no foes showed themselves. 
After a half hour, the last of the horses and the supply carts were across the Moradel, and Calliande let her frozen bridge disintegrate, the current washing the chunks of ice away. 
“Well done,” said Ridmark. “I’ve crossed the Moradel dozens of times, and your frozen bridge is the fastest way.”
She offered a tired smile. “I’m glad. It is exhausting.” She considered. “Though likely not as exhausting as wading the river or swimming across.” 
“I can attest firsthand that it is not,” said Ridmark. 
Calliande laughed, some of her exhaustion seeming to fall away. “I am glad I am of some use.”
“I am sorry,” said Ridmark.
“For what?” said Calliande, baffled.
Around them Ector arranged the men back into their usual column, with scouts screening their sides, the supply wagons bringing up the back. Gavin, Kharlacht, Caius, and Camorak stood talking, and Ridmark heard Camorak extolling the virtues of the brandy of Durandis. Hopefully, Calliande kept him away from the brandy, or else Camorak would be so drunk they would have to carry him the rest of the way to Khald Tormen. 
“For running off into the woods after the Weaver,” said Ridmark. “That was foolish. It could have easily been a trap.” 
“You were angry,” said Calliande in a quiet voice. “I understand. I’m angry with him, too.” 
“You didn’t run into the woods by yourself to kill him,” said Ridmark. 
She smiled a little and touched his arm for a moment. “I’m not the Gray Knight.” The smile faded. “I…know how much the Weaver took from you. I’m not angry with you. Just…be careful, please. I can’t do this without you.”
“I will try not get myself killed,” said Ridmark.
She touched his arm again. “Thank you.”
Her hand lingered, and he was suddenly acutely aware of the warmth of her fingers against his arm, the vivid blue of her eyes, how close she stood to him.
Calliande looked away first, blinking, a tinge of color coming into her cheeks. “Yes. Well. We should probably continue on.” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. He was grateful that they were not alone. Had they been alone, the temptation to kiss her might have been overwhelming. A little voice in his head pointed out that she was obviously in love with him, that she bore heavy burdens and needed someone to help her. That voice also pointed out that she was beautiful, that he had kissed her before and that he wanted to kiss her again…
No. He had loved Aelia, and he had loved Morigna, and they both had died. Aelia’s death had nearly driven him to destroy himself. Morigna’s death had filled him with vengeful fury, and that fury might have killed him today.
It might kill him yet. If Imaria and the Weaver appeared before him at this moment, and he had the chance to kill them both even at the cost of his own life, he might not be able to stop himself. 
And if Calliande was killed, if he opened her heart to her as he had to Aelia and Morigna and she was killed…no, Ridmark could not endure that, not again. 
“What are you thinking?” said Calliande in a quiet voice. 
“I think,” said Ridmark, “that I have a job to do, and I had better get on with it.”
“Isn’t that always the truth?” said Calliande, and she turned to speak with Antenora.
With some reluctance, Ridmark tore his mind from thoughts of Calliande and focused on the task at hand. 
The road along the western bank of the Moradel was in worse shape than the road on the eastern bank. Few travelers came here, preferring to stay away from the Shaluuskan Forest, the home of the ghost orcs. To the south, Ridmark saw the worn mountains of northern Taliand, and he realized that beyond those mountains stood his childhood home of Castra Arban, the ancestral seat of the House of the Arbanii. 
He shook off the melancholy thought and gazed at the vast expanse of the Shaluuskan Forest to the east and the north.
“Are the ghost orcs dangerous?” Gavin’s voice cut into his thoughts as young knight stepped to his side. “We fought the bone orcs on our way to the Range, but I had never heard of the ghost orcs before.”
“Not many have,” said Ridmark. “They’re very secretive. They worship a goddess called Shalask, the orcish blood goddess of…shadows and secrets, I think. No one really knows. They do not venture out from the Forest often, and they kill any intruders. The High King has warred against them several times, but so long as they are left alone, they mostly return the favor.”
“Why are they called ghost orcs?” said Gavin. “Do they paint themselves white as the bone orcs do?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “They can turn invisible.” 
Gavin blinked and looked around as if searching the ground for footprints left by unseen foes. 
“Calliande and Antenora should be able to detect them with the Sight,” said Ridmark. “Long ago they were the slaves of some dark elven lord or another, and he mutated them to give them the power of invisibility.”
“Will they attack?” said Gavin. 
“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “They consider this road part of their domain, which is why so few people take it, though it is the fastest way to Durandis from here. But so long as we travel swiftly and do not enter the Forest, they will likely leave us alone.” 
“I hope you are right,” said Gavin.
“Gray Knight!” called Ector. “We are ready.”
“Good,” said Ridmark. “Let’s try to get another five miles before dark.”
As it happened, they made seven miles and then camped on a sandy stretch of land between the road and the river. As they raised their tents, Ridmark gave strict instructions not enter the Forest for any reason. 
Once he had seen that everything was in order, he lay down next to one of the campfires, too tired to bother with a tent or even food. The day had been long and tiring, and he had no doubt there would be many long and tiring days ahead. 
He drifted off to sleep at once, but before he did his thoughts drifted to the kiss he had shared with Calliande on the day the wyvern had nearly killed Kharlacht. 
It was a more pleasant thing to think about than the other memories that haunted his mind. 
 
###
 
Calliande sat at of the campfires, gazing into the flames. 
The others had bedded down for the night, going into their tents or rolling up in their cloaks near the campfires. The prospect of a confrontation with the ghost orcs filled the men with nervousness, but most of them fell asleep, exhausted from the day’s fighting. Camorak had fallen asleep at once, and even from a distance, Calliande heard the man’s snores through the wall of his tent. Perhaps he drank so much to sleep through his own thunderous snoring.
She rebuked herself for flippancy. Camorak drank because he was in a lot of pain from the death of his wife and child, and while that was not the best way to deal with pain, she understood. Sometimes the thought of drinking herself senseless was an appealing one, though she had seen enough hungover lords and knights in her life to blunt the temptation. 
Antenora stood at the edge of the camp. She made for the best sentry since she had no need to sleep, inhuman patience, and the power of the Sight. Calliande had dealt with the ghost orcs before she had gone into the long sleep, and she knew the Sight could pierce their power of invisibility. They did not have to worry about an ambush from the ghost orcs.
Calliande had many other things to worry about instead.
She thought about the war with the Frostborn and wished she had news from Mara or Turcontar. She wondered how Arandar fared, and how the realm of Andomhaim could be healed from the blight of the Enlightened. She thought about the dwarves, how she might convince them to aid in the war against the Frostborn. 
Again and again, her mind kept turning to Ridmark, to the rage she had seen on his face when he had charged after the Weaver, to the quiet regret in his voice when he talked about the past, to the way the muscles of his arm had felt when she had touched him.
She rubbed her face, wishing she could take a bath. Maybe she could bathe in the river, and Ridmark could happen upon her as she did…
“For God’s sake,” muttered Calliande. 
She was glad to have Ridmark with her again, glad that they had overcome the distance between them, but she had not realized how strong her feelings for him would become. Some of it, she admitted, was lust. Quite a bit more of it was the fact that she had fallen in love with him. 
The fate of the world hung in the balance, and she had fallen in love. 
Well, at least it gave her something to think about at night other than her failures, other than the thousands who had died since the Frostborn had returned. 
Something crunched, and the tall, dark form of Third came into sight. She sat next to the fire and held out her hands towards the flames, sighing a little with pleasure. It seemed odd to hear the sound from her, but Third was still human, too.
Or at least partly human.
“You cannot sleep?” said Calliande. 
“I do not require much rest,” said Third. “I will sleep later. You, however, need rest, and should obtain it at once.” 
“I do,” said Calliande. “I should. I have too much on my mind to sleep, I fear.”
“The war,” said Third.
“Yes,” said Calliande. “It is my responsibility. I should have done more.”
Third’s thin mouth twitched into something that was almost a smile. That was also surprising. Perhaps spending time around humans instead of the Anathgrimm was wearing off on her. “The lord magister says much the same thing.”
“Ridmark…has that tendency,” said Calliande.
“Did he learn it from you, or did you learn it from him?”
Calliande frowned. “You have developed something of a sharp tongue since we left Nightmane Forest.”
“That is true,” said Third. “I suspect I always possessed one and forgot about it. Perhaps you and the lord magister acquired the same tendency towards self-flagellation when you fell in love.” 
Calliande sighed. “Or you acquired the sharp tongue and your skill for observation from Prince Consort Jager.”
“Possibly,” said Third. “Skill for observation is necessary for survival as an assassin, which is what I am. Though now I find myself in the position of keeping you and the lord magister alive.”
“I thought Queen Mara commanded you to keep Ridmark alive,” said Calliande. 
“She did,” said Third. “And you and I agreed to work to keep him alive.” 
“Yes,” said Calliande. “We did today, I think.”
“Agreed,” said Third. “But I suspect that to keep him alive, I must also keep you alive.” 
“Why?” said Calliande. “Not that I am ungrateful, but why?”
“Because you love him,” said Third, “and it affects your judgment. And his love for you affects his judgment.”
A little jolt went through Calliande at the words. 
“I know you’ve said that before,” said Calliande, “but…but do you really think it’s true?” 
“Obviously,” said Third. “He apologized to you for risking his life. Why else would he do that?” She shrugged. “It would be best to give him time. My sister says the losses he has endured have given him grave wounds.” 
“I wish,” said Calliande, “I wish I knew…how to help him. I wish I knew what to do. I’ve never…had to do this sort of thing before.”
Third looked puzzled. “Do what kind of thing? You were the Keeper in centuries past, and led the allied nations of Andomhaim, the dwarves, the baptized orcs, and the manetaurs to victory against the Frostborn.”
“I am always uncertain of myself in battle,” said Calliande.
“One should be. Overconfidence leads to defeat.” 
“That’s not what I meant,” said Calliande. “I know how to be Keeper, even if I have failed at it again and again. I just meant…I don’t really know…”
Third waited with calm patience.
“I don’t really know how to talk to a man about how I feel about him,” said Calliande. 
Third frowned. “You mean…you have never taken a lover?”
Calliande felt her cheeks warm. “No.” 
“I see,” said Third.
“For God’s sake. Why is that surprising?” said Calliande with some asperity. “I’m not married. I’ve never been married. Why would I have had a lover? When would I have had time?”
“I see,” said Third again. “Forgive me. I may have underestimated your character. Usually, it is common for a man or a woman with power to do as they wish, which often includes taking lovers, and you are the most powerful woman in Andomhaim.”
“I don’t want to be the most powerful woman in Andomhaim,” said Calliande. “But I am the Keeper, and I will do my duty.” 
“I know,” said Third. She considered this for a moment. “Then you have indeed never taken a lover?”
“No,” said Calliande. “I did kiss Ridmark once. Before he and Morigna…started. It would have been easier if she was still alive.”
“Because then he would be unattainable,” said Third, “and therefore less of a temptation.” 
“Yes,” said Calliande. “If you will forgive me this, you know a great deal about such matters for a former urdhracos.”
Third shrugged again. “I was not always an urdhracos.” Something flickered in her dark eyes. “And it was always necessary to remain observant. Have you realized that your apprentice is in love with the Swordbearer?”
“She is,” said Calliande. “I am unsure of what to do about it. I didn’t think she was capable of the emotion. And it will not end well. If we are victorious, the curse of dark magic upon her will be broken, and she will likely die. She knows that…and yet…”
“Just as you know it is unwise to have fallen in love with the Gray Knight,” said Third, “but have anyway.”
“Exactly,” said Calliande, and then she laughed. 
“What is funny?” said Third. 
“We are,” said Calliande. “I am the Keeper of Andomhaim. You are the sister of the Queen of Nightmane Forest, and we are both sitting here like a pair of peasant girls gossiping about men.” 
“Powerful women gossip as well,” said Third. She considered for a moment. “Though I may be proving my own argument.”
“Thank you, Third,” said Calliande. “It helps to talk to someone.” 
“I am glad to serve,” said Third. “I was made to serve, but I am grateful that the cause is finally a worthy one.”
 
###
 
“Burn with me.”
Ridmark stood in a long hall of white stone, its walls and floor unadorned, the vaulted ceiling rising high overhead. 
He had the overwhelming feeling that he had been here before. 
At the far end of the hall rested a dais supporting a stone throne, and upon the throne sat an old knight in battered steel armor, a sheathed sword resting across his knees. His hair and beard were the color of iron, and his hard face was marked with deep lines of age and weariness. Yet the old warrior still looked fit and hale. 
He also looked grim. Like a knight anticipating a battle.
“Burn with me.”
The woman stood before the dais as she always did.
She should have been naked, but instead, she was clothed in fire, in a gown of flames that clung to her body. Her features were…fluid. Sometimes Ridmark looked at her and saw Aelia. Then he looked again and Morigna stood before him, or Calliande. He felt the overwhelming desire to go to her, as if she was calling to him.
“Burn with me,” murmured the woman, extending a hand towards him.
“She’s calling to you, boy,” said the old warrior. “The time’s coming. If you live through what is to come, she will find you, and you’ll have to be strong. Otherwise, she will burn you out from the inside. Won’t be from malice. It’s her nature. Men like us were never meant to wield power like this.”
Ridmark frowned, trying to think, trying to remember when he had been here before. It seemed important. It seemed terribly important…
“Ridmark.” 
He turned, and forgot all about the old knight and the woman gowned in fire. 
The old knight sighed. “For God’s sake. Here we go again.”
Morigna stood before the dais. 
She looked as she had on the day she died, black-haired and black-eyed, her lean body clothed in leather and fur, a cloak of tattered green and brown strips hanging from her shoulders. In her left hand, she held her symbol-carved staff, and she smiled as she saw Ridmark.
“You have done well, my love,” said Morigna. “Kurdulkar and his servants were sent to stop you and Calliande, but you overcame them.” 
Ridmark stared at her, emotions churning through him. 
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“For what?” said Morigna, raising her dark eyebrows. 
“For…this,” said Ridmark. “I didn’t save you.”
“You could not have done so,” said Morigna. “My death was not your fault.”
“Then…for what came after,” said Ridmark. “For…”
“Ah,” said Morigna. “For Calliande has drawn your eye again?” 
He expected rage or fury or spite, but instead she laughed.
“It is not funny,” said Ridmark.
“Humor is a matter of perspective,” said Morigna. “Ridmark, my love, I am dead. You can love a dead woman, but you cannot live with her. I can see this now. I will always love you, but the dead do not love as the living do. Calliande loves you, and she needs you, just as you need her.” 
The old knight let out an exasperated sigh.
“Do be quiet, old man,” said Morigna, glancing his way. “Not all of us are so ancient and decrepit that we forget what it was like to live.” 
“Centuries of waiting,” said the old knight, “and now I have to listen to this. It is undignified.” 
“We are dead, and therefore have a dignity that the living do not,” said Morigna. 
“Bah,” said the old knight, yet he smiled as he said it. 
Morigna rolled her eyes and turned back to Ridmark. “So do not mourn for me overlong, my love. I wish you to live and thrive and know joy again. But to do that, you must be ready.” Her face grew solemn. “Your enemies are coming for you.”
“The Weaver,” said Ridmark. “He attacked today, and then he fled. I don’t know why. It seems like we drove him off, but I think he chose to withdraw.”
“Burn with me,” murmured the woman gowned in flames. She had Calliande’s face now, and it seemed strange to see the harsh flames blazing from Calliande’s eyes. 
“Beware of him,” said Morigna. “He will come for you.”
“I will protect Calliande,” said Ridmark.
“You must protect yourself,” said Morigna. “The Weaver is not coming for her. He is coming for you.”
“Me?” said Ridmark. “Why? Calliande is the Keeper. Killing her would guarantee that the Frostborn and the Enlightened would win the war.”
“She is the Keeper,” said Morigna, “but you have become her heart. Imaria Shadowbearer knows this in her cruel wisdom.”
“Don’t be sentimental,” said the old knight. “The new Shadowbearer fears what you might become. Better for her that she kill you before you can become even more dangerous to her.”
“Burn with me,” said the woman gowned in flame. She stepped closer to Ridmark, opening her arms, and fire erupted from her to consume the world. “Burn with me!”
Ridmark burned.
 
###
 
His eyes jolted open, and Ridmark flew to his feet, snatching up his staff as he did so. His eyes jerked back and forth, the sweat clammy upon his forehead, his heart thundering like a drum. He looked around, trying to find what had disturbed him. Had the ghost orcs descended upon the camp? Had the Weaver returned? Had the dvargir launched another assault?
Yet nothing seemed amiss. 
The camp was quiet, the fires burned down. He heard nothing but the splash of the Moradel against its banks and the buzz of insects, the slightly rotten smell of the river filling his nostrils. 
Nothing was wrong.
Yet he had the overwhelming sensation that something was wrong.
He looked at the nearby campfire. It had burned down to glowing coals, radiating heat, and that set something to scratching at the back of his mind, something important, something to do with fire.
Burn with me…
He shook off the stray thought. Dreams, it had just had been a dream.
Given all the things that he had seen and all the fears that haunted him, why should he not have bad dreams? It would have been more surprising if he had not suffered the occasional nightmare.
But he could not shake the uneasy feeling that something more was happening. 
Ridmark lay back down and sank into sleep once more.
This time, nothing disturbed his rest.



Chapter 4: Borderlands
 
They made better time than Gavin expected along the Shaluuskan road. 
Their column rode north, the Shaluuskan Forest upon their left and the broad gray expanse of the Moradel on their right. Gavin saw no other travelers upon the road. From time to time, on the far bank of the Moradel, he glimpsed groups of horsemen. Most likely they were couriers for Prince Regent Arandar and the lords of Caerdracon, sending messages back and forth. It was also possible they were bandits, taking advantage of the chaos to prey upon the weak.
It was also possible they were Enlightened. 
Yet none of the horsemen made any effort to cross the river.
Gavin also spent his time watching the vast forest to the west of the road. It did not look as gloomy as the Qazaluuskan Forest of the bone orcs, but it nonetheless looked formidable, tangled and overgrown, shadows clustered beneath the boughs like pools of darkness. It seemed like the sort of place where a man could lose himself forever. Ridmark and Sir Ector commanded that no one was to enter the trees for any reason, not even to gather loose branches for firewood, and Gavin had no difficulty obeying that command.
On the second day after Regnum, Gavin saw his first ghost orc.
He was riding with Calliande, Antenora, Kharlacht, and Caius. Gavin found himself reminiscing with the others. They had been traveling together since they had fought the great urdmordar Agrimnalazur to save the people of Aranaeus from her insatiable hunger. Agrimnalazur had warned Ridmark that the Frostborn would return and destroy the world.
She had been right. 
Their task had seemed simpler then. They would travel to Urd Morlemoch and learn the secret of how the Frostborn would return. Once they escaped Urd Morlemoch, they would stop Shadowbearer from opening the world gate for the Frostborn.
It had all seemed so simple…and they had failed. 
Gavin wondered if there was something he could have done differently, if there was anything that any of them could have done differently, but he could not see how. Agrimnalazur had been right after all.
He put that disturbing thought out of his mind and listened to Caius. The discussion had turned to the ruins of Khald Azalar, and Caius had started talking about Khald Tormen. Caius still seemed reluctant to discuss his reasons for leaving the city, but on every other topic related to Khald Tormen, he waxed eloquent. 
“Will Khald Tormen be much like Khald Azalar?” said Gavin. 
Kharlacht grunted. “Hopefully fewer dvargir and deep orcs.”
“And malophages,” said Calliande with a shudder.
“And basilisks,” added Antenora. 
“It will be quite different,” said Caius. “Khald Azalar was once the smallest of the dwarven kingdoms. Once there were Nine Kingdoms of the dwarves. One of them became Khaldurmar when its people abandoned the gods of stone and silence to worship the shadow of Incariel. Four others were destroyed in our long wars with the dark elves and the urdmordar and the dvargir, and the Frostborn destroyed Khald Azalar. The remaining Three Kingdoms of the dwarves, Khald Tormen, Khald Durast, and Khald Valazur, lie underneath the mountains of Kothluusk. Of the three, Khald Tormen is the oldest and the strongest.” 
“It is where your kindred first came to this world, isn’t it?” said Gavin.
“Aye,” said Caius. “The khaldari were brought here just as the dark elves brought so many other kindreds to this world, to serve as slaves and soldiers in their wars against the high elves. In the Deeps below the mountains of Kothluusk, they grew a huge soulstone and used it to power a mighty world gate. Hundreds of thousands of my kindred were summoned.”
“That seems like a poor tactical decision,” said Antenora. “Based on what I have seen of your kindred, I cannot imagine they would submit meekly to enslavement.” 
“The dark elves also summoned the urdmordar, who then devoured them,” said Kharlacht. “If summoning the dwarves was a poor tactical decision, they failed to learn from it.”
“Even though my ancestors taught them a sharp lesson,” said Caius. “We rebelled at once, and there was a terrible battle. Tens of thousands were slain upon both sides, but in the end, the dark elves were repulsed. The first King of Khald Tormen seized the giant soulstone the dark elves had used to summon us and declared it the Stone Heart. Khald Tormen was founded, and in time my kindred prospered and built eight other kingdoms.” He sighed. “Khald Azalar, I fear, was a graveyard. Khald Tormen is the heart of the khaldari kindred, our greatest work and the seat of our civilization. All of Khald Azalar could fit comfortably within the bounds of Khald Tormen.” 
“A strange thought,” said Gavin. “It took us days to cross Khald Azalar and reach Dragonfall.”
“No one in this world can match the engineering skill of my kindred,” said Caius with a smile, “save perhaps the high elves, and they no longer build.” His smile faded. “Though…I do wonder what we shall find at Khald Tormen. Based on what Taalmak Azakhun and his warriors said…”
Blue fire swirled, and Third stepped out of nothingness next to Calliande’s horse. Gavin’s own horse flinched, and he took a moment to calm the beast. 
“Keeper,” said Third. “Your presence is required.”
“What’s wrong?” said Calliande. 
“The ghost orcs are waiting for us.”
 
###
 
Calliande reined up her horse next to Ridmark and Sir Ector. 
The ghost orcs awaited them in the center of the road. 
There were three of them. Two of the ghost orcs were men, as tall as Kharlacht, though thinner, and wore chain mail and bore swords. Most of the different nations and tribes of orcs had green skin, even the Anathgrimm. These orcs had skin a peculiar shade of gray, almost silvery, and it looked as if it should have reflected the light. 
An orcish woman stood between the two warriors. She was as tall as the men, with the same tusked jaw and blunt features, though less bulky. The woman wore a peculiar tattered cloak of gray cloth, the hood pulled over her head and carried a carved staff in her right hand. Beneath the cloak, she wore a long vest and a skirt over heavy boots, and several amulets of bone and stone. To Calliande’s Sight, the amulets and the staff glimmered with strange, blurring magical power. The woman was a priestess of Shalask, the orcish blood goddess of shadows and secrets. 
Yet neither the priestess nor her warriors attacked. 
“They were waiting for us,” said Ridmark in response to her unspoken question. “The priestess asked to speak with the Keeper.”
“This could be a trap,” said Ector. “They might have warriors lying in wait for us ahead or in the trees.”
“Maybe,” said Calliande. She drew on her Sight, sweeping it left and right. The dvargir could conceal themselves from her Sight, but the ghost orcs could not, and she saw none of them hiding nearby. “But not this time. They’re alone.” 
“Shall we find out what they want?” said Ridmark.
“Aye,” said Calliande, swinging down from her horse. If the ghost orcs wanted to talk, then she would talk, and towering over them on a horse would start the discussion off on the wrong foot. Ridmark dropped down from his saddle, as did Gavin, and together they walked towards the ghost orcs. 
The priestess stirred as they approached, and Calliande stopped a half-dozen yards away.
“I am Calliande, the Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Calliande in the orcish tongue. “You wish to speak with me?”
“We do,” said the priestess. Her voice was surprisingly soft. “I am Vhorshala, a priestess of the goddess Shalask. Your coming was revealed to us in a dream, Calliande of Tarlion. Why do you cross the lands of the faithful of Shalask?” 
“We do not mean harm to you or your lands,” said Calliande. “A mission of great urgency drives me, and crossing your lands is the quickest way to achieve that task. If you let us pass in peace, we will neither harm your people or loot your goods.”
Vhorshala considered this. “What is your mission?”
“The Frostborn have returned to our world,” said Calliande. “As I did in centuries past, I hope to gather an alliance of all the nations and kingdoms of our world to stand against them. Else the Frostborn shall enslave us one by one.” A thought came to her. “Perhaps the followers of Shalask shall march alongside us.”
“The faithful of Shalask stand alone,” said Vhorshala, “and do not concern themselves in the affairs of outsiders.”
“Nevertheless,” said Calliande. “The Frostborn shall enslave all, whether followers of the Dominus Christus or the faithful of Shalask. Better to fight the Frostborn now when they can still be stopped. Else one day they shall march upon the Shaluuskan Forest itself.”
Vhorshala said nothing, and for a moment Calliande wondered if the priestess was considering her offer. The Shaluuskan orcs had remained aloof during the last war with the Frostborn, but if they could be convinced to help, they would make valuable allies. 
“There are more immediate concerns,” said Vhorshala. “An ancient enemy of the faithful of Shalask stirs to the west.”
“Who?” said Calliande. 
“Your presence explains much, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Vhorshala. “Our enemy awakens to fight you. By your presence, you will oppose him who we hate most of all. Therefore, we shall permit you to cross our lands, if you do not enter into the forest itself.”
“Thank you,” said Calliande. “Might I know more about your great enemy? If he is my foe as well, I wish to prepare myself before I fight him.”
She wondered who this enemy was. The Frostborn? The Enlightened? The ghost orcs were so secretive that no one in Andomhaim knew much about them. They had lived in the Shaluuskan Forest for a long time, so perhaps their enemy was older than Andomhaim, maybe one of the urdmordar or a dark elven lord or the Great Houses of Khaldurmar.
“He will make himself known to you soon enough,” said Vhorshala, “for he has set himself in your path. Be wary of him, for he is subtle and cunning, and his traps are often unseen. Beware also your other enemies. They stalk you even now.”
With that, gray light flashed around Vhorshala and her warriors, and they vanished from sight. At least, they vanished to Calliande’s mortal eyes. The Sight saw the magical power around them, and she watched as the ghost orcs walked to the Shaluuskan Forest and disappeared into the trees. 
“They’re gone,” she said at last.
“That was cryptic,” said Ridmark. 
“This talk of enemies,” said Gavin. “The Enlightened and the Weaver?”
“That is probably the enemy stalking us,” said Calliande, thinking over the strange warning. 
“I doubted the Weaver was finished with us,” said Ridmark. 
“But this other enemy,” said Gavin. “The enemy of the Shaluuskan orcs. What do you think that means?”
“A dark elven lord,” said Ridmark. 
“A dark elf?” said Gavin. “Like the Traveler?”
“Probably,” said Calliande. “A long time ago someone mutated the ghost orcs, giving them the ability to turn invisible, just as the Warden mutated the Devout and the Traveler created the Anathgrimm.” Gavin nodded. “The Devout and the Anathgrimm remained loyal, worshipping the Warden and the Traveler as gods. The ghost orcs rebelled from their maker and settled in the Shaluuskan Forest.” 
“Then this dark elven lord who created the ghost orcs is your enemy?” said Gavin. “Who is he?”
“I’m not sure,” said Calliande. “There are a dozen different stories of who created the ghost orcs. Most of the remaining dark elven lords are in hiding, lurking in the Deeps or in lonely ruins like Urd Morlemoch. The Traveler was one of the few to openly rule a realm. As for what this dark elven lord wants with me…” She sighed. “The Warden wanted to use my body to escape Urd Morlemoch and conquer Old Earth. The Traveler went to Khald Azalar to steal my power from Dragonfall. God only knows what this one might want.”
“Whatever he wants,” said Ridmark, voice hard, “if he tries to make trouble for us, we will be ready for him.”
 
###
 
But despite Ridmark’s readiness, no trouble found them. 
They passed the Shaluuskan Forest without incident. Vhorshala was true to her word, and no raiders emerged from the trees to attack them. Perhaps the ghost orcs thought Calliande could overcome their ancient enemy, whoever he was. Or maybe they hoped to remain hidden in the Shaluuskan Forest while Calliande dealt with the Frostborn.
Or, more likely, they simply didn’t care what happened outside of their borders. 
Once they passed the Shaluuskan Forest, they turned west, crossing the lands of the orcish kingdom of Khaluusk. The king of Khaluusk was one of the three orcish kings sworn to the High King, and the warriors and headmen of Khaluusk were with Arandar, waging war against Tarrabus Carhaine. The orcs of Khaluusk had been baptized and followed the Dominus Christus with the same fervor that most orcs, whether baptized or pagan, brought to matters of religion. 
The journey across Khaluusk was uneventful. Most of the men had gone to war, but the women and the old men knew of the Keeper of Andomhaim, and provided guides and supplies at no charge, eager to aid the Keeper as she continued the war against the Frostborn. 
They received some news of the war. Arandar was marching through central Calvus, cutting off Tarrabus’s lines while the false king laid siege to Tarlion. Old Corbanic Lamorus and his son Sir Cortin still held Tarlion in the name of the true High King, refusing entry to the usurper. No Frostborn had emerged from the Northerland, though rumor spoke of the Anathgrimm waging fierce battles against the medvarth and the khaldjari and the other slave kindreds of the Frostborn. 
Ridmark shared Calliande’s wish to hurry. He no longer had any office or rank or title of nobility in Andomhaim, but Mara had made him the magister militum of Nightmane Forest, and the Anathgrimm had accepted him as their war leader. To leave them during the battle with the Frostborn grated upon him, but there was no other choice. The Anathgrimm could, and would, fight to the last drop of their blood, but that would not bring them victory against the Frostborn. Calliande’s plans to gather the dwarves and the manetaurs and a reunified realm of Andomhaim to fight against the Frostborn was the best path for victory. 
Truth be told, it was their only chance of victory. 
The sooner they reached Khald Tormen, the better. 
So, they pushed on. Seven days after leaving the ruins of Regnum, they crossed the River Cintarra, leaving Khaluusk behind and entering the plains of eastern Durandis. 
They crossed the rolling plains with ease. Their column passed many farms and small villages. All the villages had been fortified within walls of stone, and every village had a watchtower. The men of Durandis had lived in the shadow of the orcs of Kothluusk for generations, to say nothing of dvargir and kobold raids from the Deeps, and every man of Durandis knew how to fight. 
After a few more days, they came to western Durandis, and the dark mountains of Kothluusk appeared on the horizon. The land grew hillier and rockier, and the villages crouched atop hills within their fortified walls, the slopes terraced into fields and pastures. The lands of Durandis seemed quiet. The Mhorite host of Kothluusk had been crushed at the Black Mountain, and the Mhorite orcs had not troubled the people of Durandis since, though Ridmark had no doubt they would return.
Assuming they were not all first conquered by the Frostborn. 
Fourteen days after leaving Regnum, they came to Castra Durius.
It was one of the strongest castras Ridmark had ever seen, at least as formidable as Castra Marcaine, and not much weaker than the mighty fortifications that surrounded Tarlion itself. It sat atop a foothill before the main pass through the mountains of Kothluusk, its towering curtain wall encircling the entire crown of the hill. Dozens of octagonal watch towers topped with siege engines dotted the curtain wall, and its keep was a towering fist of stone. Ridmark knew that the Mhorites had unified several times to lay siege to Castra Durius, but the mighty fortress had repulsed them every time. 
Militia soldiers on horseback greeted them and escorted them to the castra’s town, which likewise had been fortified behind a stone wall. Ridmark rode through the main streets, past houses of brick roofed in fired clay tiles, the same building style that had been favored throughout Andomhaim since the time of the Empire of the Romans upon Old Earth. The town was large enough to have a basilica and even a public bath with hot and cold water. 
They reined up in the forum of the town. Merchant stalls and shops lined the forum, and the sounds of buying and selling rose around Ridmark. The market looked prosperous, but Ridmark noted that most of the merchants and nearly all the shoppers were women and old men. Most of the men of fighting age were away with Dux Kors and Arandar’s army.
Just as well that the Mhorites had been broken. 
A group of older knights stood before the doors to the basilica, flanked by men-at-arms in the colors of the House of the Durii, their tabards showing a gray tower upon a field of green. In their midst stood a middle-aged man who looked like a younger, more energetic version of Dux Kors Durius. He had the Dux’s stocky build, though his hair was more black than gray, and he looked strong enough to bend steel bars into knots. 
“Keeper of Andomhaim!” boomed the man. “Welcome! I am Sir Bors Durius, heir of Dux Kors and constable of Durandis, and in my father’s name I bid you welcome.”
“We are glad to be here, Sir Bors,” said Calliande. 
“Gray Knight,” said Sir Bors. “Good to see you again. Pity we didn’t listen to you earlier. We might have saved ourselves a lot of trouble.”
Ridmark resisted the urge to touch the brand upon his left cheek. “Aye.”
“Camorak!” boomed Bors. “Is that you?”
“Aye, Sir Bors,” said Camorak. “Good to see you healthy.” 
“I could use a good fight,” said Bors. “Remember when we rode together against the Mhorite raid? God and the saints, but that was a good fight! We whipped them and chased them into the hills for two days…”
“And when we got back, we drained six jugs of good Durandis brandy,” said Camorak, smiling at the recollection. 
Calliande and Ridmark made the introductions of the rest of the party. Bors summoned squires to see to the horses and promised to give them lodging for the night and supplies for the journey ahead. As the others went to see to the baggage, Ridmark, Calliande, Caius, and Sir Ector walked with Bors. They entered the doors of the basilica and stepped into the quiet nave. Shafts of sunlight leaked through the stained glass of the windows, illuminating scenes from the life of the Dominus Christus and the prophets of the scriptures. At this time of day, the basilica was empty, though soon it would fill with priests and the townsfolk come to hear the mass. Perhaps they would pray for peace, or for an end to the war, or for their husbands and sons and brothers to return alive from Prince Arandar’s host.
Ridmark hoped God would listen to those prayers. 
“What brings the Keeper to Castra Durius?” said Bors. “Is the war coming here?” He sounded eager. Ridmark supposed that remaining to hold Durandis while his father and brothers went to war rankled a bit. 
“Not yet,” said Calliande. “I am on my way to treat with King Axazamar of Khald Tormen. We need allies against the Frostborn, and I hope he will join us with the rest of the Three Kingdoms.” 
Bors grunted. “That may be a problem.” 
“Why?” said Calliande. “What is wrong?” 
“The dwarves might be in the midst of another war,” said Bors. “We have not had any news from Khald Tormen for several weeks, but the last reports claimed that the dwarves had come under attack by a foe from the Deeps.”
“The dvargir?” said Calliande. “But that doesn’t make sense. The dvargir are committed elsewhere. They could launch raids against the dwarves, but they shouldn’t have enough forces left for another major campaign.”
“Not the dvargir, my lady Keeper,” said Bors. “The Sculptor.”
“Ah,” said Caius, and Calliande’s eyes widened. Ridmark did not recognize the name, but it sounded like one of the mocking titles that the dark elven nobles hung upon each other. 
“Who is the Sculptor?” said Ridmark.
Bors grunted. “Don’t rightly know. Some damned dark elven noble or another.”
“He is, sir knight,” said Caius, “and he has been an enemy of the dwarven kindred for millennia.”
“I’ve heard the name,” said Calliande, “but I know little about him.” Ridmark wondered if the Sculptor was the dark elven noble that Vhorshala had warned them against. 
“That is not surprising,” said Caius. “He has little contact with humans. His domain is in the lower tunnels of the Deeps, so far to the west that it likely lies somewhere beneath the great western sea.”
“Likely?” said Ridmark.
“The dwarves have never been able to find his stronghold,” said Caius. 
“Truly?” said Calliande, startled. 
“The Deeps are vast, and some of the tunnels extend so far into the earth that even we have not mapped them,” said Caius. “For that matter, the Sculptor is a powerful wizard. Not on the level of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch or Tymandain Shadowbearer, but nonetheless powerful. The Sculptor also prefers to avoid confrontation, and only attacks when he is utterly certain that victory is ensured.”
“Why is he called the Sculptor?” said Ridmark. 
Caius grimaced. “Because he…sculpts living flesh and blood to make creatures of his own design.”
“The dark elves all did that,” said Calliande. “The Warden had the Devout, and the Traveler had the Anathgrimm.”
“The Sculptor carried the art to a new extreme,” said Caius. “He wields a strange form of magic, one that does not even have a name. It allows him to mold bone and flesh like clay. There are creatures in his service that are found nowhere else in Andomhaim, creatures that he wrought with his dark magic. Our stonescribes never found out the truth of the matter, but they suspected that the Sculptor might have been the one to create most of the dark elves’ war beasts.”
“The war beasts?” said Sir Ector. “You mean to say that this Sculptor fellow created the urvaalgs and the ursaars and the others?”
“And the urshanes and the urvuuls and the urhaalgars,” said Caius. “Possibly even the urdhracosi themselves. The tales say that the Sculptor was brilliant as the Warden was brilliant, but his genius lay in the shaping of living flesh.” 
“Why did he make war upon the dwarves?” said Ridmark. “Did he try to conquer the Three Kingdoms?”
“Never,” said Caius. “When he attacked, it was always to seize some magical relic or rare device that our smiths produced. He seems to have no interest in building an empire or ruling a kingdom, only in his work.” 
Bors blinked. “I…never knew all this, Brother Caius. But why would he attack now?”
“Likely to take advantage of the chaos of the Frostborn, sir,” said Ector. “That is what I would do.” 
A troubling thought occurred to Ridmark.
“Brother Caius,” said Ridmark. “Did the Sculptor create the ghost orcs?”
Calliande gave him a sharp look. 
“It is possible,” said Caius, “though our records do not say.”
“The ghost orcs?” said Bors. “Were the Shaluuskan orcs making trouble upon the road?” 
“No,” said Calliande in a distant voice. “They gave me a warning. They said their ancient enemy was coming for me…and if the Sculptor is attacking Khald Tormen, I wonder if he was attacking because of me.” 
“We don’t know that,” said Ridmark. He knew that Calliande would blame herself, probably because he had the same impulse within himself. 
As both Calliande and Morigna had pointed out, sometimes at length. 
“True,” said Calliande. “Well, we shall find out when we come to Khald Tormen.”
“Best to see the foe with your own eyes,” said Bors. “But tonight, you shall be our guests at Castra Durius. We shall have the best brandy brought up from the cellars,” Camorak brightened at that, “and we shall hear tales of your great deeds. And we shall honor you, at last, Gray Knight.”
“Me?” said Ridmark. “What for?”
Calliande, Caius, Ector, and Bors stared at him. 
“Truly?” said Bors. “You don’t know?”
“I am at a loss,” said Ridmark.
“You slew Mournacht of Kothluusk,” said Bors.
Ridmark blinked. With everything that had happened, Ridmark had forgotten all about Mournacht. He had killed the Mhorite warlord at Black Mountain, but Mournacht had been a puppet of Shadowbearer and had never even realized it.
“I did,” said Ridmark. “He was a puppet of Tymandain Shadowbearer, though.”
“Whom you also killed, I should point out,” said Calliande with a hint of a smile.
“You may not know it,” said Bors, “but Mournacht caused great harm to the folk of Durandis. He styled himself the Warlord of Kothluusk, and he waged bitter war against us for years, and slew many valiant knights and brave men-at-arms.”
“He did, the bastard,” said Camorak. “I was there for some of it before I was taken into the Magistri.” 
“So we will be pleased to honor you,” said Bors. “My father the Dux would wish to award you a fief and make you one of his vassals if you were not already sworn to Queen Mara.” 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark, “but I have no…”
A wailing horn rang outside.
Bors stiffened. “That is the call to arms. Foes have been sighted outside the walls!”
Then screams rang out from the forum outside of the basilica. 
It seemed the foes were already inside the walls of the town. 



Chapter 5: Hybrids
 
The attack came so suddenly that Gavin was almost taken off guard. 
He had been standing with Antenora, talking about Castra Durius, while Third and Kharlacht stood a short distance away and kept a wary eye on the town. Despite the urgency of their journey, Gavin was nonetheless pleased to see more of the realm.
Ridmark and Calliande had said that Coldinium and Castra Durius were small compared to Tarlion and Cintarra in the south, and Gavin had no reason to doubt them. Yet to Gavin, Castra Durius still seemed like a vast city, with its tall walls of stone and its basilica and the castra rising over the town proper. If he lived long enough to see Cintarra and Tarlion, Gavin wondered what he would think of them. 
He was about to say as much to Antenora when he saw her turn, the symbols on her staff beginning to burn.
“What is it?” said Gavin. 
“I do not know,” said Antenora. “The Sight…I have not encountered this sort of dark magic before.”
Gavin saw the distorted rippling in the air. It was as if the air over the flagstones was rippling from the heat of the sun, but it was not that hot today, and it was cloudy. He had seen those kinds of ripples, and a surge of alarm went through him.
“Trolls!” he shouted, yanking Truthseeker from its scabbard. The soulstone in the blade flashed, and the sword started to burn with white fire as it reacted to dark magic. That was odd. The sword hadn’t reacted that way to the trolls they had fought in the forests of Vhaluusk. “Trolls in the forum! To arms! To arms!” 
The others erupted into motion. All of Sir Ector’s men were veterans of many battles, and drew swords and lifted bows, the swordsmen moving to cover the archers. Kharlacht drew his greatsword with a steely hiss, and Camorak began a spell. The alarm spread through the forum. Gavin half-expected a panic, but he supposed the men of Castra Durius had endured many raids from the Mhorites. Someone started to blow a horn, while the merchants drew swords and produced crossbows, the shoppers taking shelter in the shops and the booths. 
Blue light flickered in the corner of Gavin’s eyes, and Third stepped out of nothingness.
“No,” said Third, her flat voice grimmer than usual. “Not trolls. Something else.”
“What, then?” said Kharlacht.
“Koballats,” said Third.
Gavin started to ask what a koballat was, and the rippling vanished, and he saw the creatures for himself.
He had never seen anything quite like them. 
They were vaguely human-shaped but far more muscular than most humans or even orcs, and their long arms meant they could run on all fours if they wished. They had the dark, scaly hides of the trolls Gavin had fought in Vhaluusk, which explained how they could camouflage themselves. Yet they also had the tusks of orcs, and claws on their fingers and toes that looked like daggers. They had the red-glowing black eyes of orcs, yet the eyes were behind some sort of crystalline lenses that grew from the skin. 
And unlike trolls, they wore clothing and armor and carried weapons. The koballats were barefoot, likely because their claws would have shredded boots, but they wore mail hauberks and steel plates strapped to their arms and legs. Some of the creatures carried axes, and others crossbows. 
Gavin just had time to wonder how the koballats had managed to camouflage their armor and weapons along with their scaled hides, and then the fighting began. The koballats raised their crossbows, and a storm of bolts hurtled towards Sir Ector’s men-at-arms. Gavin raised his shield, and one of the quarrels struck the dwarven steel with a clang and fell to the flagstones. 
One of the quarrels struck Antenora in the stomach.
She staggered back with a grunt, yellow eyes widening, and fell to one knee.
“Antenora!” said Gavin. For an instant, she looked stunned, even bewildered, and a surge of fear went through him. He reached for Truthseeker’s power, preparing to heal her. 
“No!” said Antenora. “Defend yourself!”
Gavin whirled as the koballats charged. 
One of the creatures came at him, lifting an axe. He darted forward, stepping into the attack, and got his shield up, calling on Truthseeker to grant him strength. The axe hit his shield with stunning force, so hard that without the soulblade the blow would have broken the bones of his arm. But the shield of dwarven steel held against the attack, and Gavin struck back. Truthseeker ripped a gash down the koballat’s right arm, the edge tearing through the scales to draw black blood, and the creature let out an angry hiss, a forked tongue darting over its fangs. 
Gavin ducked under another sweep of the axe and struck again, Truthseeker biting into the koballat’s hip. The creature seemed willing to accept wounds, and Gavin realized why when he looked at the gash in the creature’s arm.
It was shrinking. Whatever the koballats were, they had the ability of the trolls to regenerate. The only way to kill the trolls of Vhaluusk had been to take their heads off, to burn them, or to dip them in Morigna’s acidic mist. With Morigna dead, that meant Gavin either had to take the koballat’s head off, or Antenora had to burn the creature. 
Third appeared behind the koballat, driving her short swords into its spine. The creature jerked, and Gavin drew back Truthseeker and swung with all his strength and the sword’s power. The blade ripped through the koballat’s tusked head and sent it rolling across the forum. The body jerked a few times, black slime spurting from the stump of the neck, and collapsed to the ground. 
“Antenora,” said Third. “Quickly! Employ your flame. It shall regenerate otherwise.”
A wet squelching noise came from the koballat’s neck, and a thick bubble appeared atop the spine. With a wave of revulsion, Gavin realized the koballat was growing itself a new head.
Antenora heaved herself to her feet, ripping the quarrel from her belly at she did so. She took a step forward, and a gout of flame snapped from the end of her staff, bathing the stump of the koballat’s neck. There was a harsh sizzling noise, a foul smell, and the koballat went motionless. 
“Hasten!” said Third. “Fire is the only way to kill them. The others shall need our help.”
Gavin nodded and hurried towards the men-at-arms, Third and Antenora running at his side. Antenora seemed no worse the wear for the crossbow bolt she had taken. The curse of dark magic she bore made her immortal, and had taken her ability to feel pleasure or pain, but on the other hand, it let her shake off a crossbow bolt through the gut with minimal trouble. He felt sorry for her, but he was also relieved. He didn’t want to see her hurt or in pain.
Then he charged into the battle, and there was no more time for thought. 
Sir Ector’s men-at-arms had formed into a shield wall, as had those merchants strong enough to fight. The mass of koballats, nearly thirty of the creatures, charged at the shield wall, their axes rising and falling. The men-at-arms fought back with vigor, and even as Gavin looked, he saw Kharlacht take off the left arm of a koballat with a swing of his greatsword. The scaled arm fell twitching to the ground, but already a new one, wet and glistening, started to grow from the stump. 
Gavin charged into the battle, slashing right and left with Truthseeker, catching the blows of axes upon his shield and ducking under the stabbing claws. He took the head from one of the koballats, and Antenora struck at once, burning the stump with a burst of fire from her staff. Another koballat came at her, but Third interposed herself, short swords flashing, and the koballat fell, the black slime of its blood leaking across the flagstones. Antenora burned it, and they drove deeper into the melee.
A koballat sprang at Gavin, axe raised. He braced himself to block, and then a shaft of blazing yellow-orange fire stabbed through the battle, slicing the koballat in half from groin to head. Both halves of the creature fell to the ground, smoking and hissing from the intense heat of the spell. 
He saw Calliande, Ridmark, Caius, Sir Ector, and Sir Bors hurrying from the doors to the basilica. Gavin wondered what had taken them so long, then realized that little more than a minute had passed since the alarm horn had sounded.
Another blast of fire ripped two koballats in half as the Keeper of Andomhaim threw her powers into the fray. 
 
###
 
Calliande called on elemental fire, weaving a spell through the mantle of the Keeper to augment its power. 
She didn’t know what the creatures standing before her were, but they reminded her of trolls, though they looked as if they had been created by mashing together human and orc and troll. They seemed to be regenerating the way that the trolls of Vhaluusk had done. At the time, Morigna’s acidic mist had been the only weapon they had to inhibit their regeneration, but now Calliande could employ elemental magic of her own, and she threw bolts of fire at the creatures and set them aflame. 
“God and the saints,” said Ector. “What are those things?”
“Koballats,” said Caius, drawing his dark elven war hammer from over his back. “Creatures of the Sculptor. He fashioned them by…”
“Keep the creatures away from Calliande!” said Ridmark, and he stepped next to her, the sigils upon his black staff glowing in response to the faint aura of dark magic Calliande’s Sight saw within the creatures.
Whatever the koballats were, they were not stupid. They realized that Calliande was the primary threat, and they came at her. Ridmark sprang to her defense, his black staff whirling in his hands, and he sent two of the koballats crashing to the ground. Calliande cast a cone of flames from her free hand, sweeping it back and forth over the fallen koballats to inhibit their regeneration. Bors and Ector sprinted towards the men-at-arms, Bors calling for his knights to join the defense of the town, while Ector rushed to join his men
Caius and Ridmark fell into a pattern, fighting to keep the koballats from reaching Calliande. Caius sent them sprawling with blows from his hammer, and Ridmark took off their heads with a few chops of his dwarven axe. Calliande then hit the fallen koballat with a burst of elemental fire. Across the forum she saw Gavin and Antenora battling side-by-side, employing the same tactics. Calliande wished she could have called more fire, enough to consume all the koballats at once, but she dared not. She had better control than Antenora, but elemental fire was still difficult to wield, and if it blazed out of control it could kill everyone in the forum.
No, better to take the slower path. Already half of the koballats had fallen. Some of the men-at-arms and merchants had been wounded, but Calliande’s Sight detected the flare of the Well’s magic as Camorak worked to heal them. Calliande focused upon burning the koballats as Ridmark and Caius knocked them down, but part of her mind moved to the next step. Were these the only koballats in the town? Or were they the advance party of an invading army? If so, Castra Durius needed to prepare for battle, perhaps even a siege…
“Keeper!” Third’s cold voice cracked like a whip. “Beware!” 
Calliande looked up just as her Sight detected the surge of dark magic. 
 
###
 
Ridmark saw the winged creature descending towards them.
The creature was an urdhracos, just as Third had been before her transformation. As with all the other urdhracosi that Ridmark had seen, this one was female, wearing close-fitting armor of dark plates, her hands concealed in clawed black gauntlets. The black void of Incariel filled her eyes, stark against her gaunt, pale face.
Unlike the other urdhracosi Ridmark had fought, this one wore a strange mask.
Her head had been shaved, and a peculiar steel mask covered the left side of her face. As the urdhracos fell towards them, Ridmark saw that sigils ringed the eyehole of her mask, all of them glowing with harsh blue light. 
The urdhracos’s clawed fingers came up, talons dancing with purple fire and shadow. 
Calliande shouted and thrust her staff over her head, and a shimmering dome of white light appeared above them just as the urdhracos finished her spell. A blast of shadow-wrapped blue fire ripped from the urdhracos’s fingers, shattering against Calliande’s warding spell. Ridmark expected the masked urdhracos to circle over the forum, to take another run at Calliande.
Instead, the urdhracos folded her wings and dove. 
At the last instant, Ridmark realized what the creature intended, and he grabbed Calliande’s shoulder and pulled her back. She yelped in surprise, and the urdhracos hit the ground with enough force that Ridmark felt the vibration beneath his boots. 
The urdhracos sprang to her feet with inhuman speed, and as she did, her black leathery wings expanded. Her right wing hit Ridmark and Calliande in the face. It felt like getting hit with a giant pillow, but it hit with enough force to knock Ridmark from his feet, and Calliande landed next to him.
The urdhracos lunged with the speed and grace of a serpent, talons reaching for Calliande’s throat.
Ridmark reacted on pure reflex, rocketing back to his feet and striking with his staff. The end of the weapon hit the urdhracos in the shoulder, and the creature rocked back. Calliande scrambled backward, trying to get to her feet, and Ridmark stepped between her and the urdhracos.
The urdhracos tilted her head to the side. Both Mara and Third often displayed the same mannerism, and the urdhracos’s similarity to both of his friends was unnerving.
“The Gray Knight,” said the urdhracos. She had Third’s cold, dead tones, but a throb of power waited just beneath her words. 
“A pleasure to meet you,” said Ridmark, and he attacked. The urdhracos retreated, her clawed gauntlets blurring back and forth to meet the blows of his staff. Calliande cast a spell at her, throwing a shaft of white fire, and the urdhracos leaped into the air, wings beating, and landed a dozen yards away. Blue fire crackled around her fingers as she began another spell, but she paused.
All the koballats had been slain, and the men-at-arms advanced towards the urdhracos. They posed no threat to her, as weapons of normal steel could not harm an urdhracos, but Gavin came with them. For that matter, Caius and Kharlacht and Third all had weapons of dark elven steel, and those could harm her. 
The urdhracos looked back and forth, and then smiled at Ridmark. 
“Until we meet again, Gray Knight,” she said. “It will be soon.”
She flung her spell, hurling a blast of dark magic at Calliande. At once Calliande cast her ward, and the urdhracos’s spell shattered against it. She struck back, as did Antenora and Camorak, but the urdhracos used the distraction to move. She soared into the air, weaving around the magical attacks, and then plunged back towards the ground. Her wings opened in time to keep her from crashing into the earth, and she flew away down one of the streets, keeping the houses and shops between her and Calliande. A few moments later Ridmark saw her take to the air again, fly over the wall, and vanish towards the mountains of Kothluusk to the west.
He looked around the forum, but the koballats were dead, and he didn’t hear fighting coming from anywhere else in the town.
The battle, it seemed, was over.
 
###
 
“The koballats,” said Caius, following Calliande and the others as she tended to the wounded, “are creatures of the Sculptor.”
“I gathered as much,” said Ridmark.
Calliande knelt next to a wounded man. He had taken a spear through the belly, and he would die in the space of an hour without aid.
Fortunately, aid was at hand.
Calliande summoned the magic of the Well, her fingers glowing with it, and put her hands on either side of the wounded man’s head. His temples felt cold and clammy beneath her fingers, and he blinked at her in confusion. 
She cast the healing spell…and felt his pain as if it was her own. She felt the spear rip into her belly and burst through her back, felt the horrible agony flood through her as if it was her own. To heal wounds, a Magistria had to take the pain of the wounds into herself, and not all the Magistri could manage the necessary mental discipline. 
Calliande could, and she had healed more wounds than she could remember.
She released her hands with a tired gasp, and the man groaned and slumped unconscious to the ground. Calliande took a deep breath and started to stand, but her knee quivered beneath her. Before she could fall, Ridmark’s hands caught her shoulders, and he helped her to stand. 
“Thank you,” she murmured. 
“You should rest,” said Ridmark.
Calliande shook her head. “Not while there are still wounded men.”
“There are none left,” said Ridmark. “You and Camorak worked through them all.” 
She looked around. The forum before the basilica was gradually returning to normal, with the merchants reopening their stalls and the shoppers returning. It seemed that not even a koballat attack could slow commerce for long. Bors and his men-at-arms had hauled away the koballat corpses. At Caius’s advice, he had given orders to burn the corpses. Calliande thought that wise. She didn’t think the koballats could regenerate from having their heads cut off and the stumps of their necks cauterized, but she wasn’t sure. 
“I suppose I did,” said Calliande. “Brother Caius. You were telling us about the koballats?”
“Aye,” said Caius. “I fought them when I still lived at Khald Tormen. They are one of the Sculptor’s newest creations. He could not create them until he had access to human blood, and humans only came to this world a thousand years ago.”
“They’re some sort of hybrid?” said Calliande. 
“Of human, orc, and troll,” said Caius. 
“That shouldn’t be possible,” said Calliande. 
“Dark magic made it possible,” said Caius. “The koballats can blur in with their surroundings like the trolls and they have the keen senses of the orcish kindred and the natural cunning of humans.”
“Natural cunning?” said Ridmark. 
“It makes them dangerous foes,” said Caius. 
“Then what are they doing here?” said Ridmark.
“I think we know,” said Calliande. The Warden had wanted to steal her body to escape Urd Morlemoch. The Traveler had wanted to claim her power. But the Sculptor wasn’t imprisoned, and if Caius was right, he had no interest in ruling an empire. 
So what did the Sculptor want with her?
Calliande didn’t know, but she had a sinking feeling that she was going to find out. 
There was a blue flash and Third appeared.
“I have found no sign of the urdhracos,” said Third. “As for the koballats, I found their tracks leading to an empty part of the town wall. I suspect they were able to blur themselves and climb over the wall unobserved.” 
“Bors will be displeased,” said Ridmark. 
Calliande sighed. “I fear he will not have to worry about the koballats for long. No doubt they will try to find me again, or attack Khald Tormen.”
“If they do,” said Ridmark, his voice hard, “we’ll be ready.” 
 
###
 
“You’re all right?” said Gavin as they walked with the others towards Castra Durius.
“Of course,” said Antenora. “The sensation was unpleasant, but it caused me little pain.” A brief smile went over her gaunt face. “The curse upon me will not let anything as simple as a crossbow quarrel kill me.” She tugged up her vest just high enough to show her flat belly. The skin was gray and pallid, but unmarked. “You see?”
“I do,” said Gavin, a wave of embarrassment going through him. His mind briefly wondered what the rest of her looked like under the dark clothes, and he pushed it away with a flicker of shame. But he was glad she was all right. 
He was surprised by how glad he was that she was all right.



Chapter 6: Burning
 
To Ridmark’s surprise, Sir Bors insisted upon the feast.
He supposed it made sense. The men of Durandis had fought against both the Mhorite orcs of Kothluusk and occasional raiders from the Deeps for centuries. They always celebrated after a victory, rejoicing in survival and commemorating those who had fallen in battle. Ridmark had only visited Durandis once as a squire, before Mournacht had risen to prominence among the Mhorites, and he hadn’t realized how hated and feared the self-proclaimed Warlord of Kothluusk had been among the men of Durandis. 
Ridmark supposed there was little enough good news these days. He could not blame Sir Bors for wishing to celebrate it. 
So, he did not protest as they joined the feast in the great hall of Castra Durius. The long stone hall was one of the larger ones he had seen, with thick square pillars supporting the roof, balconies running along the walls, narrow windows admitting light from outside the castra. Long tables ran the length of the hall, and the guests of Sir Bors seated themselves as serving women lit the hearths along the walls to provide light. Ridmark, Calliande, Kharlacht, Caius, Gavin, Camorak, Antenora, Third, and Sir Ector were invited to sit with Sir Bors at the high table, though Antenora, as usual, placed herself in the corner, watching the hall for any threats to Calliande. 
At Sir Bors’ request, Caius led the guests in prayer, and then the toasts began. Bors welcomed his guests and thanked God, the men of Durandis, and his guests for the defeat of the koballat raiders. They drank a toast of Durandis brandy, much to Camorak’s pleasure, and Ridmark had to admit that it was good. 
Then Sir Bors toasted Ridmark, praising him for killing Mournacht on Black Mountain, and the hall erupted in cheers. Ridmark made himself sit through it. He felt no pride at killing Mournacht because it had accomplished nothing. He had killed both Mournacht and Tymandain Shadowbearer, but that hadn’t stopped Imaria from opening the world gate and touching off the war with the Frostborn. It hadn’t stopped Imaria and the Weaver from killing Morigna. 
Anger and regret burned through Ridmark, but he kept it from his face. Mournacht had been a terrible enemy to Durandis, and even if Ridmark had failed to stop Imaria and the Weaver, at least Mournacht would not trouble the people of Durandis any longer.
Of course, if they couldn’t stop the Frostborn, both Durandis and Kothluusk alike would be conquered by the Dominion of the High Lords. 
The cheers filled the hall, and Ridmark rose and bowed to Bors. They drank another toast of fine brandy, and Ridmark blinked as he sat back down, a flush of heat going through his face. The brandy was good, but it was strong. 
He was starting to see how Camorak had acquired his taste for strong drink. 
The feast continued, and the guests ate and drank, interspersed with more toasts at the knights praised the valor of their comrades. Caius began to speak, and soon he had the attention of the hall as he told of their adventures. Ridmark had to admit that Caius was a good storyteller, which was a necessary skill for a preacher. He made what had happened sound better than it had been. Listening to Caius, Ridmark could almost forget that he had failed to save Aelia, that he had failed to stop Tarrabus and Imaria and the Weaver. 
Almost…but not quite. 
Ridmark felt himself lapsing into a grim mood. He was tired, and the brandy had hit him harder than he had expected. 
He waited until the earliest possible moment courtesy allowed, and then excused himself and went to find his guest chamber. It was a small room in one of the keep’s towers, narrow but comfortable. Ridmark pulled off his boots and lay down, not bothering to discard the rest of his clothing, and fell asleep at once. 
The dreams came again.
“Burn with me,” said the woman in the long hall of white stone, the old knight watching him from the throne.
“Watch and listen, boy,” said the old warrior. “This has been going on for a long time now, a very long time. I’m older than dirt, but compared to the war we’re fighting, I’m a babe in the cradle.”
“Burn with me,” said the woman gowned in flame, her features shifting into those of Calliande, and Ridmark looked into her eyes
Visions exploded through his mind, a whirling mosaic of images and scenes, and he struggled to make sense of them. 
In one he saw the kingdoms and cities of the high elves, spreading across the face of the world like a shining crystalline web, long before dwarves or orcs or anyone else had come to this world. 
The Black Mountain stood in the land that would one day be named the Northerland, a dark shadow rising in the heart of the high elves’ kingdoms. Some of the high elves sought to open the heart of the mountain, and they changed, twisting and becoming the dark elves. Ridmark saw the dark elves raise kingdoms of their own, and he recognized some of the dark elves he saw – the Warden and the Traveler and the Artificer. With them stood another dark elven lord, pale with white hair, his expression perpetually annoyed, and around him crouched urvaalgs and ursaars and urshanes and the other creatures his dark magic and twisted alchemy had wrought. 
A hundred thousand years of war flashed before his eyes in a thousand shattered instants. He watched as the dark elves opened gates, summoning other kindreds to labor as their slaves and soldiers. The high elves fought back, losing ground over the centuries. From time to time they were led by a mighty warrior wreathed in flame, and Ridmark realized that the warrior wielded the woman gowned in flames, who had been transmuted into the form of a golden sword. 
In those thousand shards, he saw the true shape of the war. The dark elves had opened the way, and the shadow had seeped out from the Black Mountain. The shadow twisted the dark elves. The shadow convinced them to summon new kindreds. The shadow sought to free itself by breaking the world, using the other kindreds as tools and weapons and pawns.
Through it all the woman’s voice filled Ridmark’s head. 
“Burn with me. Burn with me. Burn with me…”
 
###
 
Calliande climbed the stairs to her room, Gavin and Antenora following her.
She was a little dizzy. 
Camorak had not been lying when he had said that the brandy of Durandis had a kick to it. Calliande had drunk the first toast and immediately felt much warmer, and after that, she had only sipped at her drinks. Even then, she had drunk more brandy than she wanted, and she now felt a bit dizzy and flushed. Calliande had never gotten drunk, but this was closer to it than she would like. 
Gavin and Antenora followed her. Gavin, too, seemed a bit tipsy, though Antenora as ever remained cold and calm, her yellow eyes watching for any threat.
“I think,” said Gavin, “that I am looking forward to sleep.” 
“You fought hard today,” said Antenora. 
“Also,” said Gavin, “I think I drank too much of that brandy.”
A ghost of a smile went over Antenora’s gray lips. “That is also possible.”
“God and the saints,” said Gavin. “I’m never doing that again. No wonder Camorak always looks so tired. Does everyone in Durandis drink this way? It is only the mercy of God that they’re all not pickled.”
Calliande laughed. Some men, when drunk, grew silent, others became violent, and some became weepy. Gavin, it seemed, became talkative.
“There are nations like that upon Old Earth,” said Antenora. “Drinking is a way of life, and most men and women die of alcohol-related illnesses in their forties or fifties. Does this world have a drink called vodka?”
“Vodka?” said Calliande, looking at her apprentice “What is that?”
“The word means water,” said Antenora. She hesitated. “I forget what language. It is a popular drink among several nations of Old Earth.”
“The brandy of Durandis,” said Gavin, “is definitely not water.”
Calliande reached the end of the stairs and gripped the wall until her head stopped spinning.
“I believe,” she said, “that Sir Gavin is entirely correct.” 
“Good night,” said Gavin, disappearing into his room. “I shall be here if you need me.”
“I shall stand guard in the hallway, Keeper,” said Antenora.
“Thank you, Antenora,” said Calliande. 
She stepped into her room and closed the door. The room was small and narrow, the room of a knight or a man-at-arms, with a small bed. Right now, it looked like the most comfortable bed that Calliande had ever seen. Tomorrow, no doubt the Dux’s seneschal would send maids to help her, but right now, she just wanted to sleep. 
Calliande cast aside her cloak and boots, propped up her staff in the corner, and flopped onto the bed.
A moment later she was asleep, and in her sleep, she dreamed.
It was a dream that she had dreamed before.
Calliande stood on the shore of a blue-gray lake, so vast that she could not see the other side. The beach was made up of countless stones, rounded from the constant hammering of the waves, and pieces of driftwood lay scattered around her. A vast curtain of mist rose from the rippling waters, filling the air with dampness.
Morigna stood a short distance away, clad in her tattered cloak and leather clothes, the carved staff in her hand. 
“Morigna,” said Calliande. 
“Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Morigna. “One fears that you cannot hold your liquor very well.” 
Calliande sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose for a moment, trying not to grind her jaw. “And even in death, your tongue has not lost its sharp edge.”
Morigna smiled. “One does not lose one’s virtues with death.” 
Calliande said nothing, trying to think. Even in the dream, her mind still felt clouded from the brandy. Morigna’s spirit had appeared in her dreams a few times. She hadn’t told Ridmark for fear that the news would upset him. 
“No,” said Calliande. “No, I suppose not.” 
“Have you seduced Ridmark yet?” said Morigna.
Calliande flinched. “What? I...I don’t...” Guilt flooded through her, which promptly turned into annoyance when Morigna started laughing. “What is so funny?”
“You are,” said Morigna. “The mighty Keeper of Andomhaim, and for a moment you looked like a child caught stealing cookies.” 
“We’re not talking about cookies,” said Calliande. “We’re talking about a man that we both love. And he loved you, but he didn’t love me...and now you’re dead, and, yes, I feel guilty.” 
“Well,” said Morigna, “both you and Ridmark have a regrettable tendency to blame yourselves for things beyond your control. I am dead, Calliande. Do not the scriptures say that the dead shall neither be given nor taken in marriage?”
“They do,” said Calliande, “and I am surprised that you of all people are quoting the scriptures at me. Brother Caius would be delighted.”
“Perhaps that will make my argument for me,” said Morigna. “You need him, Calliande. And Ridmark needs you. He needs you badly. And he is going to need you very soon if you both are not killed in the days to come.”
“Why?” said Calliande. “Why will he need me?”
Morigna smirked. “What does a man usually need a woman for? Surely you are not that innocent.” 
“That’s all?” said Calliande. Her voice broke a little, much to her annoyance. “You brought me here to tell me that?”
Morigna laughed. “No, that is not all, but it is enjoyable to watch you blush. Yes, Ridmark would need you for that...but he needs you for something more. There is a power coming for him, and it will destroy him unless you are there to keep him from destroying himself.”
“What do you mean?” said Calliande.
“First, you must survive,” said Morigna.
“What do you mean?” said Calliande.
“Observe,” said Morigna. 
She gestured, and Calliande saw a woman standing a few yards away. She was about average height, with long blond hair bound in a braid and bright blue eyes in a pale face. The woman wore a leather jerkin, chain mail, trousers, and heavy boots, and Calliande thought she looked pretty in a windswept sort of way…
Then she realized she was looking at a perfect copy of herself.
“What is this?” said Calliande. 
“An illusion,” said Morigna. “Observe.”
She walked to the copy of Calliande, reached up, and pulled away the face. It peeled off like a mask, and beneath it, Calliande saw the snarling features of an urshane. The duplicate shifted, taking the form of an urshane, a gaunt, spiny creature armored in black scales, eyes burning like coals, poisoned claws bursting from its fingers and a scorpion’s tail rising over its shoulder.
It started to move, and Calliande hit it with a burst of white fire, feeding the spell through the Keeper’s mantle of power. The fire tore through the urshane and reduced it to smoking ashes before it could take another step.
“What was that?” said Calliande. “Why is an urshane here?”
“A warning,” said Morigna. She scowled. “Apparently, I am not allowed to warn you directly. Which is vexing, but I do not make the rules. Beware of false faces and false friends.”
“What do you mean?” said Calliande.
Morigna started to answer and looked at the gray sky. 
“You might find out for yourself,” said Morigna. Her black eyes dug into Calliande. “Ridmark needs your help. The power is looking for him, and when it finds him, it might destroy him.”
The dream dissolved into gray mist. 
 
###
 
Calliande blinked her eyes open, the dream swirling through her thoughts. 
She sat up, looking around the gloomy room. The buzzing sensation of the brandy had passed, and her head felt clear. She had no headache, thankfully, though her throat was dry. There was a carafe of water on the table next to the bed, and she poured herself a cup and drank. 
That dream. What did it mean? If Morigna’s spirit was communicating with her, then what kind of warning was it? What sort of power was looking for Ridmark? Even as the thought crossed her mind, a pulse of magical power flared before her Sight. 
Calliande stood, her eyes widening. A flicker of magic shimmered around the tower, magic that seemed familiar, but for some reason, she could not recall where she had seen it before. The flow of power centered on the tower, on…
A surge of alarm went through her. 
It was centering on Ridmark’s room.
Calliande seized her staff, not bothering with her boots, and burst into the hallway. The corridor was silent, light from five of the thirteen moons leaking through the window at the end of the hallway. Antenora stood motionless in her usual spot and looked up as Calliande approached. 
“Keeper,” said Antenora. “Is something amiss?” 
“Can’t you see that?” said Calliande.
“See what?” said Antenora.
“That flow of power,” said Calliande, stepping past her to Ridmark’s room. 
“I do not see any active spells,” said Antenora. 
“It’s coming from Ridmark’s room,” said Calliande. Her Sight still noted the slender thread of power. Calliande seized the handle, pushed through the door, and stepped into Ridmark’s room. It was identical to hers, with the same narrow bed and furniture. Ridmark lay on the bed, still in his clothes, thrashing and muttering to himself in the grips of a dream. 
The thread of power wrapped around him, sinking into him.
“Ridmark!” Calliande knelt next to the bed and grabbed his shoulders. “Ridmark!” 
He jerked awake and sat up with enough force that Calliande fell back and landed on the floor. He looked around, his eyes wide and a little wild, his chest heaving, his pulse throbbing in his neck. 
“Burn with me,” he whispered. “Burn with me. Burn with me!” 
“Ridmark?” said Calliande, getting back to her knees. She gripped his arms. Even through his sleeves, he felt hot, almost feverish. “Ridmark, what’s wrong?”
“Burn...” He blinked, confusion coming over his face, and shook his head. “I...” He looked around. “There was a dream. A hall of white stone? Fire? I can’t remember.” The confusion deepened. “What are you doing here?” 
“The Sight,” said Calliande. She wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him that his dead lover had appeared to her in a dream. “I woke up, and the Sight saw a thread of power touching you. I came to see what was going on.”
Ridmark nodded and rubbed the heels of his hands across his face. “I think so. I don’t know. These dreams, God and the saints...”
“Antenora,” said Calliande. “Could you keep watch outside?”
Antenora inclined her head and disappeared back into the hallway, closing the door behind her. 
Ridmark let out a long, ragged breath.
“These dreams,” said Calliande. “You’ve had them often, haven’t you?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “For a while. I think it started right after Dun Licinia fell to the Frostborn. How did you know?” 
“Third told me,” said Calliande.
“Of course she did,” said Ridmark with a snort.
“She is extremely observant,” said Calliande. “And Mara commanded her to keep watch over you.”
“I suppose she did,” said Ridmark. 
“These dreams,” said Calliande. “Can you remember anything of them?” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “A little. There is a hall of white stone. Fire. Always fire. And a woman...”
“Morigna?” said Calliande. Was Morigna speaking to Ridmark in his dreams?
“Maybe,” said Ridmark. “Sometimes the woman is Morigna or Aelia. Sometimes it is you.” Calliande’s mouth went a little dry. “Beyond that...I don’t know. I can never remember. Except...”
“Except what?” said Calliande. 
“Except…I always remember dread,” said Ridmark. “I wake up convinced that I am surrounded by foes.” 
They lapsed into silence. Calliande’s knees were starting to ache, so she straightened up. Ridmark blinked, and then a look of chagrin went over his face.
“That was thoughtless of me,” he said. He scooted over. Calliande blinked, and she sat next to him on the narrow bed, the frame creaking beneath their combined weight. 
“You just woke up from a nightmare,” said Calliande. “You can be forgiven a little thoughtlessness.” 
She was worried about so many things, but right now she was worried about him. She was also aware of how closely he sat to her, their legs touching. A little part of her mind pointed out that she was finally sharing a bed with him, and she choked back a sudden burst of inappropriate laughter. 
“They’re just dreams,” said Ridmark, his voice hoarse. 
“No, they’re not,” said Calliande. “I saw a thread of magic touching you.”
“Dark magic?” said Ridmark.
“No,” said Calliande. “I don’t know what kind of magic. But it was definitely there.”
Ridmark let out a sigh. “Who would be sending me dreams?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande. The thought scratched at the back of her mind. Calliande felt like she ought to know, that she had seen it before, but she could not remember where. 
Ridmark nodded. “Then it’s not of any importance. A sleepless night or two won’t do me any harm, and there are more important things to do.”
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. 
She hesitated, then reached across him and grasped his hands, pulling them onto his lap. He blinked at her, and she felt the entirety of his attention upon her. 
“Let me help you,” said Calliande. “I want to help you.”
He smiled. “That is kind, but I don’t need help.”
“You do,” said Calliande. 
“I promised to help you,” said Ridmark. “To see you to the end of this, whatever happens.” 
She nodded. “I know. But I think you need help, Ridmark. Please. I don’t like seeing you in pain.”
“I’m not in pain,” he said.
Calliande stared at him. 
“I might be wrong about that,” said Ridmark. 
“Yes,” she said. “This is hard to admit, Ridmark. I’m the Keeper of Andomhaim. The defense of the realm from dark magic is my duty, my responsibility. I need to be strong because so many people are relying on me. I can’t do this without you. I need your help. I need you, and I care about you, and I don’t like to see you in pain, and I just...”
She stopped talking, a little horrified at herself. She had lost control of that sentence and hadn’t been sure where it was going. 
What was she supposed to do? Tell Ridmark that she loved him? He already knew that. Throw herself at him? A wave of deep frustration went through her. She was the Keeper of Andomhaim. How could she defend the realm from the Frostborn when she could not even govern her own heart?
Ridmark leaned forward and kissed her. 
She froze for an instant in shock, and then leaned against him, releasing his hands to wrap her arms around his back. He pulled her closer, and Calliande let out a little moan and kissed him harder, her pulse thundering in her ears.
At last, they broke apart, and she leaned her head against his chest, his arm settling around her shoulders. 
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “I…”
She couldn’t think of anything to say, so she looked at his face instead. He was breathing hard, his face flushed, his eyes blinking rapidly. 
“We’re alone,” she said. 
“No, we’re not,” said Ridmark. “Antenora’s right outside the door. Probably heard every word.”
“Aye,” said Calliande. She wanted to tell Ridmark that she loved him. She wanted him to push her down to the bed and take her. She also knew what kissing her must have cost him. 
“And what if you got with child?” said Ridmark. 
She smiled. “Do you really think I would not want to carry your child?” 
He stared at her, the moment burning between them. The fingers of his free hand rose to stroke her face, and she shivered a little at their touch. 
“You’re a brave woman,” said Ridmark, “considering what happened to Aelia and Morigna.”
Calliande nodded and closed her eyes. “I know. And…and I know how hard this must have been for you.”
“I lost them,” said Ridmark, his voice so quiet it was almost a whisper. “I couldn’t save them. If I do this and I lose you…”
“You might lose me anyway,” said Calliande. “I might lose you. All men die, Ridmark. But if we are to die, I would rather that I die having done this first.”
She kissed him again before he could answer, slow and lingering. 
“Calliande,” said Ridmark.
She hesitated. “If…you tell me to go, I will. We’ll never speak of this again. Maybe I was too forward. I…”
“No!” said Ridmark. “No, I don’t want you to go. I want…”
He closed his eyes, a muscle working in his jaw. 
“It’s too soon,” said Ridmark. “I thought there would never be anyone after Aelia. Then I met Morigna, and…”
“I understand,” said Calliande. “I can wait.”
“That’s not fair to you,” said Ridmark.
She rested her head against his shoulder. “When has life ever been fair? And I’m glad you’re here.”
“I told you I would see you to the end of this,” said Ridmark, “and if we make it to the end of this…I’ll still be there. To whatever end.” 
“I’m glad,” said Calliande. “I can’t tell you how glad I am.” 
She rose to her feet, grasping his hands. 
“Calliande,” said Ridmark, looking up at her. “I…will try not to make you wait too long.”
She grinned. “A woman needs something to hope for, does she not? Good night, Ridmark.”
“Good night, Calliande,” he said.
She slipped back into the corridor and closed the door behind her. Antenora awaited her.
“You are smiling,” said Antenora.
“Yes,” said Calliande. “I suppose I am.”
She closed the door to her room and lay down, staring at the ceiling. The Frostborn were still loose in the world. The realm was riven between Arandar and Tarrabus. She still had to convince the dwarves to join the war against the Frostborn, and it seemed the Sculptor was hunting her for some reason. 
But Calliande felt better than she had in years.
 
###
 
The Weaver smiled in the darkness. 
He had hoped the opportunity would come. If the Gray Knight and the Keeper had succumbed to their base urges, it would have been so easy to kill them both. They would have been distracted, and the Weaver could have stabbed them both through the heart with a single motion. 
Easy and simple. 
No matter. The Keeper’s growing infatuation with the Gray Knight would distract her, and the opportunity would come.
He strolled through the courtyard and back into the great hall of Castra Durius, rejoining the feast.
One did have to keep up appearances.



Chapter 7: Khald Tormen
 
Three days later, Ridmark and the others arrived at the Great Gate of Khald Tormen. 
The journey from Castra Durius had been steep but uneventful. The road from the castra climbed west into the foothills of Kothluusk. At the very boundary of Durandis, the road switched from the work of the humans of Andomhaim to the engineering of the dwarves. Along the road stood milestones marked with blocky dwarven glyphs, counting down the miles (or the strizahds, if Ridmark remembered the dwarven measurement of length correctly) to the Stone Heart in Khald Tormen. Here and there dwarven watch towers stood guard along the road, guarding against any foes. Mhorite raiders sometimes used the road to launch attacks into Durandis or attacked caravans of dwarven merchants making their way to Andomhaim. 
Ridmark remained vigilant, sending some of Sir Ector’s men to scout, and Third traveled over the pine-cloaked foothills. Yet for all that, they only saw a single Mhorite, and the orc fled at their approach. Mournacht’s defeat had demoralized the Kothluuskan orcs, to say nothing of the deaths of thousands of their warriors at the battle of Dun Licinia.
The journey remained quiet.
Which, perhaps regrettably, gave Ridmark plenty of time to think.
He didn’t know what to do about Calliande. 
He should not have kissed her. He had wanted to kiss her, and wanted to do more than kiss her, but he shouldn’t have. Part of his mind rebuked him as a damned fool. She had all but given herself to him, and he had hesitated. Another part of his mind argued for staying away from her. Another part wanted to march up to her now, right now, lift her from the saddle of her horse, and kiss her again, propriety be damned. 
It seemed monstrously cruel that after all she had suffered that she should fall in love with someone like him.
Did he love her? Of course he did. He always had, maybe even since the day they had met. 
He was also gripped but the certain fear that if he did kiss her again, that if he lowered his guard, she would die.
He knew it was completely irrational. He pointed it out to himself again and again. Ridmark had loved both Aelia and Morigna, and they had both died. They had died for different reasons, but they had both been killed. It was irrational to expect the same thing to happen with Calliande, but he could not shake the fear that if he lowered his guard with her, she was going to die. He had lost Aelia, and he had lost Morigna. How many losses could a man endure and keep going? 
Tarrabus Carhaine was a fool to seek physical immortality, Ridmark thought. Why would a man want to live forever? Losses piled upon losses, griefs upon griefs, defeats upon defeats. No wonder the Traveler had been insane. 
Yet when Ridmark looked back down the line of horses and saw Calliande speaking with Antenora and Caius, some the shadows lifted from his mind, and his heart felt lighter. 
He remembered a conversation with Jager, just before he had left Nightmane Forest to rescue Calliande from Caradog Lordac. Ridmark, Jager had claimed, was not the sort of man meant to be alone. 
The halfling might have had a point.
“Damn it, Jager,” muttered Ridmark. 
“Lord magister?” said Third from his side. Ridmark rebuked himself. He had been so lost in his own thoughts that he hadn’t realized she was there. 
“Thinking out loud,” said Ridmark. 
“This is a dangerous habit to cultivate,” said Third. 
“I know,” said Ridmark.
“It is best to be focused within oneself and sure of one’s purpose,” said Third. 
He looked at her, but her expression gave nothing away. 
Given how his mind was chasing itself, it was almost a relief when the Great Gate of Khald Tormen came into sight at last. 
“Hell of a thing, isn’t it?” said Camorak in his rusty voice. “I’ve been here a few times when I was still a man-at-arms for Dux Kors, and it’s still amazing.” 
“God and the saints, Caius,” said Kharlacht. The orcish warrior rarely showed any emotion, but he sounded stunned. Given the sight that rose before them, Ridmark understood. “You often boast of the engineering prowess of your kindred, but this is astonishing.”
“It is,” said Caius. His voice sounded wistful, perhaps sad. “Behold Khald Tormen. The oldest of the Three Kingdoms that were once nine, and the heart of khaldari civilization upon this world.”
The road had climbed into a valley at the foot of the Kothluuskan mountains, a valley that ended in a cliff face perhaps two thousand feet high and a mile wide. 
The Great Gate of Khald Tormen dominated the cliff face. 
It stood nearly a thousand feet tall, carved from the living stone of the mountain itself. Two massive statues of armored dwarven warriors stood on either side of the archway of the gate itself, each standing five hundred feet tall, their stone axes large enough to cut through the walls of castles. Elaborate reliefs and massive glyphs marked the cliff between the statues, and Ridmark had no doubt those reliefs concealed hidden nests for archers and siege engines, and that the glyphs themselves had been charged with potent magic by the dwarven stonescribes. The archway of the gate itself stood between the two statues. Compared to the rest of the carvings, the gateway looked almost tiny, but it stood nearly a hundred feet tall, sealed by twin doors of dwarven steel. 
One of the bronze-colored doors had opened, and Ridmark glimpsed a party of dwarves emerging into the valley. 
“Little wonder such a fortress has never been taken,” said Sir Ector, reluctant awe in his voice. Ridmark understood. Khald Tormen had already been ancient when Malahan Pendragon had first set foot upon the soil of Andomhaim. 
“It hasn’t,” said Caius. “Not for the entire history of my kindred upon this world. Countless foes have tried. The urdmordar and the dark elves and the orcs and the dvargir and others. The ancestors of the Mhorites were the survivors of a horde that attempted to besiege Khald Tormen and failed. Thousands of years ago, a confederation of seven dark elven kings made a pact to take Khald Tormen, and they brought nearly a million orcish warriors to assail us. They failed, and five of the seven kings were slain and their armies slaughtered in uncounted numbers. Not even the Warden, before he was bound within Urd Morlemoch, could breach our defenses.” 
“A long history,” said Kharlacht.
“Aye,” said Calliande, stepping to their side, “and a history that might come to an end, if we do not act.” 
Sometimes Ridmark thought Calliande was two people. There was her inner self, the lonely young woman who had kissed him on his bed. Then there was the Keeper of Andomhaim, calm and remote and confident of victory, the woman who had rallied the nations to victory against the Frostborn two centuries ago. Today she was entirely the Keeper of Andomhaim. They had stopped for longer than usual this morning so she could bathe, and Calliande wore a green dress with gold scrollwork on the sleeves and bodice, a light green cloak thrown back from her shoulders. At her belt rested the dagger Ridmark had given her before Qazarl had besieged Dun Licinia. Antenora had helped her wash and braid her hair, and a bronze diadem sat upon her head. She carried the staff of the Keeper in her right hand, and she looked every inch the Keeper of Andomhaim.
She also looked beautiful. Her blue eyes flicked to him, and for just an instant she smiled, and then her solemn mien returned. 
“The Frostborn took Khald Azalar,” said Calliande, “and if they are not stopped, they might take Khald Tormen. Let us convince the dwarves to work with us before it is too late.” 
“It seems they are aware of us,” said Gavin, pointing at the distant gate of dwarven steel. 
“The watch towers we passed on the road, Sir Gavin,” said Third. “There were sentinels in those towers.”
“Aye,” said Caius. “My kindred have built hidden tunnels leading from those towers to the Citadel of the Great Gate. Messages can be passed swiftly. Likely King Axazamar already knows you are here, Keeper, and awaits your coming.”
“Then let us not keep the King of Khald Tormen waiting,” said Calliande. She met Ridmark’s gaze. “Lord magister?”
“This way,” said Ridmark, and he led the way towards the Great Gate, walking on Calliande’s left, while Caius walked on her right. Behind her Antenora, Third, and Gavin followed like a pair of watchful shadows, and Kharlacht and Camorak walked with Caius. Then came Sir Ector and his men-at-arms, the horses’ hooves ringing like hammers against the hard stone of the dwarven road. Step by step they drew close to the mighty Great Gate, and Ridmark supposed that the upper parapets of the Gate were tall enough that the dwarven sentries could likely see all the way to Castra Durius and the plains of Durandis from up there. 
He had seen enough sieges to know that he would not want to assail Khald Tormen, not with the unified army of Andomhaim and the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs. Perhaps if they failed, Khald Tormen might well be the last stronghold in the world to hold out against the Frostborn. 
A group of about thirty dwarves waited before the opened Gate. Like Caius, they all had skin the color of gray granite, though they had differing colors of hair and beard and eyes. Most of the dwarves wore bronze-colored armor of dwarven steel and bore swords and shields and axes forged from the same metal. A few of the older dwarves wore ornamented robes. Ridmark recognized one of the dwarven warriors at once, a younger man with eyes like polished malachite and a jet-black hair and beard. His name was Azakhun, and he was a Taalmak of the dwarves, the rank equivalent to a knight among the men of Andomhaim. Unlike most of the other dwarves, he wore a small golden cross hanging from a slender chain around his neck, as did the four warriors under his command. Caius had baptized Azakhun and his warriors into the faith of the Dominus Christus during the fight in the Vale of Stone Death.
Ridmark wasn’t sure, but he thought the other dwarves were standing a little away from Azakhun and his retainers.
One of the robed dwarven men stepped forward. His robe was red with black trim, and he wore a belt of golden links, a golden amulet hanging from his neck and golden torques upon his arms. He was the oldest of the dwarves, his beard entirely white, and only a fringe of hair remained at the back of his head. Deep lines marked his face, and his features reminded Ridmark of the statues of the ancient Romans that his ancestors had brought with them from Old Earth – solemn, grim, sober, hard with duty. Despite his age, the dwarf had a chest like a barrel, and he looked strong enough to put up a ferocious fight. He had eyes like blue marble, eyes the exact shade and shape of Caius’s eyes, and there was something of Caius in the shape of his nose and the set of his jaw. 
A relative, perhaps?
Both Caius and the robed dwarf stared at each other. 
Ridmark stepped forward and bowed. “I am Ridmark Arban, magister militum of Nightmane Forest in service to Queen Mara. I have the honor to escort Calliande of Tarlion, the Keeper of Andomhaim. Queen Mara has appointed the Keeper as her ambassador, and she seeks an audience with the noble King Axazamar of Khald Tormen.”
“I greet you, Lord Ridmark,” said the robed dwarf in perfect Latin. His voice was deep and calm, and sounded a great deal like Caius. “I am Taalkhan Narzaxar, the younger brother of our noble King, and have the honor to serve as his Taalakdaz – his chancellor, I believe humans would call it.” He bowed to Calliande, who bowed in turn. “I understand the title of Taalkhan may be alien to you, so for convenience, you may address me as Prince. That title is roughly equivalent to that of Taalkhan.” 
“Prince Narzaxar,” said Calliande. “You do me honor.”
“It is strange, Keeper,” said Narzaxar, “to see a human remain unchanged after the span of two centuries.”
Calliande lifted her eyebrows. “We have met before? I fear I do not recall the occasion.”
“There is no offense,” said Narzaxar. “At the time I still served in the armies of Khald Tormen and had not yet taken an office in the royal court. My brother had not yet taken the throne, for that matter. But I was there when you addressed the court of Khald Tormen before the Stone Heart, and you persuaded my father to join the alliance against the Frostborn.” 
“We were victorious in that war,” said Calliande. “And I hope that we can be again. I feared the Frostborn would return, so I put myself into a magical sleep until they did. Now they have returned, and all kindreds must unite and bring the battle to the Frostborn. Else they shall conquer and enslave us all one by one.”
“Our friends in Durandis have brought us stories of the civil war within Andomhaim,” said Narzaxar. “We will not take sides in the civil wars of humans, Keeper. You humans are so short-lived, and your wars are like wildfires that blaze through a forest and burn themselves out in a moment.”
“That attitude is only proper,” said Calliande. “Nor would I ask you to side with one claimant to Andomhaim’s throne against another. Instead, as Lord Ridmark said, I come as an ambassador of Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest. Already Queen Mara and her warriors fight against the Frostborn, and the Red King Turcontar of the Range has declared a Great Hunt against the Frostborn and their servants.”
Narzaxar’s eyebrows lifted. It was the first expression the stoic dwarf had displayed. “Truly?” 
“She speaks truly, Lord Prince,” said Ridmark. “I was there, as was everyone with me.” 
“Pardon, Lord Prince,” said another robed dwarf. “I have a question.” 
The dwarf looked younger than Narzaxar, only middle-aged, which would put him at a few centuries old. He wore a robe the gray of normal steel, and a belt of steel links encircled his waist, and a steel amulet hung from his neck. (Ridmark noted with amusement that dwarven steel was so superior to normal steel that the dwarves seemed to use plain steel for decoration and nothing more.) In his right arm rested a steel baton about two feet along, its sides covered in dwarven glyphs that glowed the color of fire. The dwarven man was like a stonescribe. Like the shadowscribes of the dvargir, the stonescribes of the dwarves served as scholars, historians, and wizards. A stonescribe had crafted the glyphs on Ridmark’s dwarven axe that gave the weapon its ability to wound creatures of dark magic. 
“Yes, stonescribe Calazon?” said Narzaxar.
“Forgive my question,” said Calazon. He had a quiet voice with a rasp, eyes like amethysts, and pale blond hair. “The histories of the stonescribes record that the Traveler has ruled Nightmane Forest since the time of the domination of the urdmordar. Who is this Queen Mara?”
“A fair question,” said Calliande. “The Traveler was slain by Mara, one of his daughters, who broke free from his domination.”
“Impossible,” said Calazon. “Our histories record that the hybrid daughters of a dark elven noble invariably become urdhracosi. A tragic fate, to be sure, but inevitable.” 
“We speak the truth,” said Calliande. “Mara is something new in this world. Not even the Warden of Urd Morlemoch knew what to make of her, and his mistake allowed us to escape his clutches.” She gestured to the side, and Third stepped forward, her expression impassive. “If you do not believe me, this is Third, the half-sister of Queen Mara. Like Mara, she broke free of the power of the Traveler’s blood.”
“Truly?” said Calazon. He seemed taken back. 
“It is as the Keeper and the lord magister have stated,” said Third.
Calazon tapped a glyph upon his baton, and it gave out an odd chiming noise as he pointed it at Third. “Yes…. yes. It is as she says, Lord Prince. She does have dark elven blood, but the power is under control. Remarkable indeed! It is my belief that the mind must always mold itself to the shape of the flesh, so her flesh must have been rewritten in this way…”
“Thank you, stonescribe,” said Narzaxar. Ridmark had the impression that Calazon, like many of a scholarly bent, tended to ramble. “But we wander afield of the point.”
“Queen Mara is the sovereign of Nightmane Forest in her own right,” said Calliande, “and makes war against the Frostborn by her own authority. The manetaurs are coming to her aid. If you do move against the Frostborn, you can ally with Queen Mara and the manetaurs against the Frostborn, and need not involve yourself in the affairs in Andomhaim. It is my hope, in fact, that Prince Regent Arandar will soon triumph, and a unified Andomhaim will come to the aid of the Anathgrimm, purged of the shadow of Incariel that Tarrabus has chosen to worship.” 
That, Ridmark knew, would be far easier said than done.
“You present a cogent argument, Keeper,” said Narzaxar. “We khaldari know the danger of the Frostborn, and there has been much debate among us ever since word of their return came. They are as weak now as they ever shall be, and every day they grow stronger. The time to act is now.”
“But something holds you back,” said Calliande.
“Yes,” said Narzaxar. “There are…troubles in Khald Tormen.” 
“The Sculptor, lord Prince?” said Ridmark.
Narzaxar blinked. “Yes. How did you know of that?”
“We heard rumors of his movements on our way here,” said Ridmark. “Furthermore, we were attacked by a band of koballats led by an urdhracos in Castra Durius.” 
“Castra Durius?” said Narzaxar. The fact seemed to puzzle him. “Why would the Sculptor attack Castra Durius?”
“I believe he may have sought to kidnap me,” said Calliande. She was still calm, but Ridmark knew her well enough to see the sudden unease beneath her calm mask. “Both the Warden and the Traveler sought to claim the power of the Keeper for themselves. Perhaps the Sculptor thinks to do the same.” 
“Perhaps,” said Narzaxar, “but our own troubles with the Sculptor have been going on for the past year. He has launched attacks upon many of Khald Tormen’s outlying thainkuls, and our warriors have been dispersed to defend them. The Sculptor is crafty and cunning. In the past, the purpose of his campaigns has usually been to steal items of magical power or rare gems from our treasuries, and such raids resulted in the death of many khaldari. Until we know his purpose, we dare not leave Khald Tormen undefended.”
“Pardon,” said Calazon. “The urdhracos you encountered at Castra Durius. Did she wear a steel mask concealing a portion of her face?” 
“Aye, stonescribe,” said Ridmark. “Her head was shaved, and the mask covered the left side of her face. Do you know of her?”
“To the sorrow of the khaldari kindred, yes,” said Calazon. “Urdhracosi usually do not have names,” he glanced at Third, “but this particular urdhracos is known as the Cutter.”
Kharlacht snorted. “A charming name.”
“Indeed, sir,” said Calazon, glancing at Kharlacht and then returning his attention to Third. He seemed fascinated by her. “Several times the Cutter has commanded the Sculptor’s creatures during his attacks upon Khald Tormen, and every time she escaped. The records of the stonescribes claim that she is the Sculptor’s lieutenant, and is almost as cunning as her master.” 
“With such a foe lurking at our doorstep,” said Narzaxar, “you can see why we would be uneasy to send away the bulk of our forces. Furthermore, there is dissension within Khald Tormen.”
“May I ask what manner of dissension, Lord Prince?” said Calliande.
Narzaxar ignored her, and instead looked at Caius.
For the first time, genuine emotion went over the prince’s face. The dwarves, Ridmark knew, rarely showed their emotions, prizing stoicism and a fatalistic acceptance of one’s fate above all things. Caius had been the first dwarf Ridmark had ever met who laughed. During their entire conversation, Narzaxar had shown no emotion other than curiosity.
Now an emotion went through his features.
It was a deep and profound bitterness. 
“The dissension,” said Narzaxar, staring at Caius, “that Prince Azaanbar has brought to Khald Tormen and the entire khaldari kindred.” 
Ridmark looked at Caius, wondering who Prince Azaanbar was. Then he saw Calliande and Gavin and Kharlacht staring in surprise at Caius, and the truth came to Ridmark. 
Prince Azaanbar was Caius’s real name, the name had possessed before he had become a friar and taken the name of Caius. That, in turn, meant that Caius was Narzaxar’s brother…which also meant that he was the younger brother of Axazamar, King of Khald Tormen. 
Ridmark had always suspected that Caius was a dwarf of a noble house, but he had no idea that for the last year he had been traveling in the company of a member of the royal house of Khald Tormen. 
“Brother,” said Caius at last. “How have I introduced dissension into Khald Tormen? I have not plotted with our enemies. I have not betrayed our King…” 
“You left,” said Narzaxar, more bitterness entering his voice. “You left for twenty years, and you left the burden of the government to fall upon my shoulders and the shoulders of our brother. You abandoned your duties before the gods of stone and silence…”
“I left,” said Caius, “because I saw where the burden of government had led me. What it had compelled me to do. What kind of man it had made of me…”
“You did your duty as a Taalkhan of the royal house of Khald Tormen,” said Narzaxar. “Those duties carried a price. You paid that price unflinchingly…”
“I was wrong to do so,” said Caius. 
Narzaxar let out an exasperated sigh, which was the most emotion the old dwarf had shown yet. “Grief is natural and to be accepted without complaint.” 
“It was not grief that drove me from Khald Tormen,” said Caius, “but a recognition of my own folly. Others paid the price for my folly far more sharply than I did.” 
“It is not your grief that it is the problem,” said Narzaxar. “Do you not think I know what it is to lose a son?”
“You do,” said Caius. “I know you do.” 
“It is this…outlandish human religion you have brought to Khald Tormen,” said Narzaxar. 
“It is not outlandish, my lord Taalkhan,” said Azakhun, speaking for the first time. “It is the truth.”
Again, Narzaxar let out that exasperated sigh. “It is a philosophy of the humans.”
“It is a faith for all nations and all kindreds, my lord Taalkhan,” said Azakhun. “Even ours.”
“It is a philosophy of consolation for the humans and nothing more,” said Narzaxar. “The Dominus Christus will rescue them from death? Humans live barely sixty years, seventy if they are lucky. We khaldari have no such limitations and can live for five centuries. That means we are wiser, for we have the perspective of longer years. We can accept death with the stoicism and dignity taught by the gods of stone and silence. Silence and darkness await us after death, and all things pass away into oblivion. Because of their short lives, humans cannot accept this truth. We can, and we can endure it with strength, for it is our duty. For you to embrace this human religion is…” Narzaxar seemed to struggle to find the word. “Untoward. It is untoward.” 
“That is not stoicism but pride, brother,” said Caius. “An empty pride brought from our longer lives. We are no less mortal than the humans. Is there no less evil in our hearts?”
“We do not war upon each other as the humans do,” said Narzaxar. “Yes, we can commit actions of evil, but we are less prone to the…explosive and self-destructive violence of humanity.” 
“I contend that our stoicism is nothing more than fatalistic pride,” said Caius. “We are like men sitting in a burning foundry, taking pride in our ability to withstand the flames without flinching. Then a man offers us a way out, and we refuse because of our pride! Is that not folly?”
“That is an insult to the gods of stone and silence,” said Narzaxar, his cold mask returning. 
“It is not,” said Caius. “It is a pathway to something better, brother. Our people do not laugh. Our people have no joy in their lives, for they believe nothingness awaits them. We are strong enough to live in despair, but that despair has eaten us out from the inside, and our only release is in labor and drink. The Dominus Christus offers us a hope beyond the grave.”
“And hope, perhaps, of assuaging your own guilt?” snapped Narzaxar. 
For a moment, no one said anything.
“Forgive me, brother,” said Narzaxar, adjusting his golden amulet. “Forgive me. That was…inappropriate.”
“You are not wrong,” said Caius. “I do blame myself.”
Narzaxar sighed again. “And so we return to the beginning of the same argument, like a broken clock forever repeating the same moment.”
“I take it,” said Calliande, “we have found the source of the dissension within Khald Tormen.”
“The Keeper is wise,” said Narzaxar. “Yes. Taalmak Azakhun and his followers,” he glanced at the younger dwarf, “have been preaching the human religion to anyone who will listen. Already they have several hundred followers, mostly among the younger nobles and the commoners. It has caused great concern among the lords of the King’s court.” 
“And you fear this will lead to civil war within Khald Tormen?” said Calliande. 
“What?” said Caius and Narzaxar in unison. 
They looked at each other, and Caius gestured for his older brother to continue.
“No, that is not our way,” said Narzaxar. “Humans and orcs and dark elves and manetaurs war among each other. The khaldari do not. The last time the khaldari fought amongst ourselves, the followers of Incariel became the dvargir…and I fear they were no longer khaldari, for the shadow of Incariel had twisted them. Instead of civil war, we will discuss the matter at length.”
“For decades,” said Caius. “Perhaps centuries.” 
“In other words,” said Ridmark, “you will be paralyzed by discussion.”
Caius and Narzaxar shared a look. 
“It is untoward for an outsider to comment on the affairs of the khaldari,” said Narzaxar, “but I fear you have the right of it.”
“You were kind enough to call me wise, lord Prince,” said Calliande. “Then I beg of you, accept this wisdom. Perhaps some of the khaldari will remain loyal to the gods of stone and silence, and perhaps some shall accept baptism and become followers of the Dominus Christus. The Frostborn will not care, and they will destroy and enslave both groups.” 
“You are right,” said Narzaxar, “and you must share your wisdom with King Axazamar.” He waved a hand, a jeweled ring glinting upon his gray finger. “Forgive us, Keeper of Andomhaim. We should not have brought up our quarrels before outsiders.” 
“There is no offense,” said Calliande. “If it will comfort you, before the manetaurs agreed to help us we became involved in one of their family quarrels, and it was bloodier than any quarrel among the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms.”
Ridmark remembered the desperate hunt through the Labyrinth as Ralakahr hunted him, remember the claws and fangs slicing into his flesh…
“I imagine so,” said Narzaxar. “Calliande of Tarlion, Keeper of Andomhaim, King Axazamar invites you to stand before his throne in the Stone Heart at sunset this day, where you will discuss the dangers that face the khaldari kindred. After your meeting, you and your companions are invited to a feast in your honor, for the Keeper of Andomhaim is a prestigious guest indeed.”
“I thank you, Taalkhan Narzaxar,” said Calliande with a bow. 
“Taalmak Azakhun,” said Narzaxar, and Azakhun stepped forward, flanked by his retainers. “See our guests to their lodgings. Keeper, you and your companions shall be lodged in the Dormari Market at the Nobles’ House. Once you are refreshed from your journey, Azakhun shall bring you to the Stone Heart and the seat of King Axazamar.”
“I thank you again,” said Calliande, and she bowed once more. 
“I hope you can persuade the King, my lady Keeper,” said Narzaxar. He glanced at Azakhun. “I fear that this new religion among us is a sign of doom and a herald of the doom of the khaldari kindred. And perhaps the Frostborn shall destroy us all…but we are all doomed to perish in the end, are we not, and destined to pass forever into the oblivion of silent darkness?”
Suddenly Ridmark understood why the faith of the Dominus Christus had such appeal to Caius and Azakhun.



Chapter 8: Discords
 
Gavin looked back and forth between the others. 
When Calliande took on the role of Keeper and treated with kings and princes, Gavin always kept his mouth shut. He was a Swordbearer, true, but even that lofty rank seemed too much for him. If he was honest with himself, he was a capable swordsman, but Gavin had a long way to go before he would be the match of someone like Ridmark or Arandar or Kharlacht. So, Gavin kept his mouth silent when Calliande spoke with high lords and princes and kings. It wasn’t his place to speak at such times, and Calliande addressed the nobles with regal eloquence. 
But Gavin was stunned to learn that Caius was actually a prince. 
Or a…Taalkhan, that was the dwarven word for it. Maybe Gavin shouldn’t have been surprised. Calliande had turned out to be the legendary Keeper of Andomhaim. Arandar had been revealed to be the High King’s bastard son, and if they were victorious, he would become the High King. Mara had killed her wicked father and become a Queen, and now Caius was a prince of Khald Tormen. If this kept up, maybe Kharlacht would turn out to be the secret warlord of Vhaluusk or Gavin would be descended from a king. 
He thought that unlikely. His father Cornelius of Aranaeus had been many things, some good, some bad, but he had most assuredly not been a king.
Calazon’s voice cut into Gavin’s thoughts.
“By your leave, lord Taalkhan,” said the stonescribe, “I would like to accompany the Taalmak’s party. It seems they have seen many strange things,” he glanced at Third, “and I would like to learn more of them so they can be recorded in our histories.” 
“As you will,” said Narzaxar. “If you have no objection, Keeper?”
“Of course,” said Calliande. “He can walk with us to the Nobles’ House.”
“Splendid,” said Calazon. It was the most excited that Gavin had ever seen a dwarf, except for Caius. 
Narzaxar and his retainers departed, and after a moment Azakhun indicated they should follow. Ridmark, Calliande, and Caius took the lead, walking with Azakhun and speaking in low voices. Kharlacht and Camorak came next, and Gavin found himself walking with Third and Antenora, while Sir Ector and his men-at-arms brought up the back. Gavin wondered if they could bring the horses into the halls of Khald Tormen. Would it be offensive if one of the horses dropped a load of dung within the galleries of the city? Gavin started to worry about it, decided that it was Calliande’s job to worry about such problems, and put it out of his mind.
To his mild surprise, Calazon ignored the others and headed for Gavin. 
“You are a Swordbearer, am I correct?” said Calazon in his soft, raspy voice. 
“Yes…ah, lord stonescribe,” said Gavin. 
Calazon blinked his amethyst-colored eyes. “Your politeness does you credit, sir knight, but I am no lord. Merely a stonescribe. Might I have the honor of knowing your names?”
“I am Gavin of Aranaeus,” said Gavin, “and this is Antenora, the apprentice of the Keeper, and Third, the, ah…half-sister of Queen Mara.” He hesitated. “I’m not sure if you actually have a title.”
The pale woman almost smiled. “I require no title.” 
“Fascinating,” said Calazon. Gavin thought he was talking to Third, but the stonescribe was looking at him. “It is strange to see a Swordbearer so young.”
“It was forced upon me,” said Gavin. “We were trapped in Urd Morlemoch, and there was another Swordbearer who had died there, Sir Judicaeus Carhaine. Sir Arandar…ah, Prince Arandar did the ceremony, and I have been a Swordbearer ever since.” 
“Interesting,” said Calazon. “There have been Swordbearers of your age in the past, but usually only in the times of most desperate peril for Andomhaim. When the Two Orders were founded during the war against the urdmordar, for instance, or during the previous war against the Frostborn. The attrition rate for Swordbearers was high, and younger and younger knights had to take up the soulblades of their fallen brothers.” He paused. “It is, in fact, remarkable that you have survived this long.”
“Thank you,” said Gavin. “I think.”
He wasn’t sure if he ought to be offended or not, but then they walked through the massive doors of dwarven steel and into the Hall of the Great Gate, and sheer wonder stole his breath. 
The Hall of the West in Khald Azalar had been magnificent. Granted, it had been littered with the slain bones of the dwarves and the Frostborn from the long-ago fall of the city, but it had still had a grandeur to it. The Hall of the Great Gate of Khald Tormen was vast, so vast that it could have held almost every other building that Gavin had ever visited, save perhaps Urd Morlemoch itself. The granite floor had been polished to gleaming brightness, and Gavin saw his distorted reflection in the stone. Enormous square pillars like stone trees supported the vaulted ceiling, their sides carved with dwarven glyphs and reliefs of dwarven warriors in battle against dark elves and urdmordar. Glowstones shone from the ceiling, and rows of dwarven glyphs gleamed with pale white light upon the wall, driving back the shadows. 
“God and the saints,” said Gavin. 
“An impressive feat of engineering,” said Third. She gestured at the ceiling, and then at the walls behind the pillars. “There are drains overhead for pouring boiling oil or acidic substances, and nests for archers concealed in the walls. I also suspect that there are several trapdoors in the floors beneath us. Any army that breaks through the gate and enters the Hall will be slaughtered.”
“You have a keen eye, Lady Third,” said Calazon. “Might I ask you a question?”
“Ask,” said Third.
“You were truly an urdhracos?” said Calazon.
“Yes. For nearly eight centuries,” said Third. “I fear my mother was among the first humans the Anathgrimm and the Traveler encountered. The power of my father’s blood overwhelmed me, and I was an urdhracos for centuries.”
“How did you transform back?” said Calazon.
“After Queen Mara slew the Traveler, I was freed of his domination,” said Third. “I returned to Nightmane Forest to die and battled the lord magister. He overcame me, and instead of killing me, offered me a chance. Brother Caius baptized me, and I faced myself in my own mind. When I did, I transformed and was no longer an urdhracos.”
“Indeed,” said Calazon. “Interesting indeed. Do you retain any of your previous powers?”
“I have greater strength and speed than a human woman of my size should possess, and I can heal faster,” said Third. “I can also travel from place to place in the blink of an eye.”
“A useful skill,” said Calazon. “I wonder if the proportion of dark elven blood in your veins was reduced. I suspect that the mind must always mold itself to the shape of the flesh, so it is an intriguing idea.”
“You seem to find this fascinating,” said Antenora. 
“I do, Lady Antenora,” said Calazon. “I hope you will forgive my interest. The dark elves and their creatures have been the enemies of the khaldari for tens of thousands of years. Anything we can learn about our foes might give us an advantage. In all our years of recorded history, we have never heard of an urdhracos breaking free of her master.” 
“Queen Mara was the first,” said Third. “I was the second. I have lived three lives, stonescribe. My first life as a human. The second as an urdhracos enslaved to the Traveler’s will. Now I have begun my third life.”
“I see,” said Calazon. “Sir Gavin, another question, if I may.”
“Of course,” said Gavin. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of Calazon. Maybe all the dwarven stonescribes were like this.
“Have you fought the Frostborn themselves?” said Calazon. “I don’t mean their minions, the medvarth and the khaldjari and the cogitaers and the others. I mean the Frostborn themselves, the self-styled High Lords.”
“I have,” said Gavin. “Twice. Once at Dun Licinia, and again at Dun Calpurnia.” 
“What are they like?” said Calazon. 
“The Frostborn?” said Gavin. “They are powerful and dangerous. They all stand nine or ten feet tall. Their skin is like crystalline ice, and freezing blue fire flows through their veins. Deadly cold rolls off them, and if not for the Keeper’s magic protecting us, even standing in their presence could kill a man. They can all use magic, too.” 
“They are deadly foes?” said Calazon. 
“Yes,” said Gavin, thinking of all those who had fallen at Dun Licinia and Dun Calpurnia. “Deadly in the extreme, I fear.” 
“Do you think the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs can prevail against them?” said Calazon.
“Not alone,” said Gavin. “They need help. If we can bring the Three Kingdoms against the Frostborn, along with a reunified Andomhaim, we might have a chance.”
But, he admitted to himself, it would be only a chance. 
“Then let us hope the Keeper can persuade King Axazamar to aid you,” said Calazon.
 
###
 
They walked through the Citadel of the Great Gate, a massive fortress built into the mountain behind the Hall. Calliande looked at the broad octagonal courtyards, the battlements just low enough beneath the ceiling to allow dwarven crossbowmen and war engines to fire upon intruders. She had not been here for a long time, but Khald Tormen was as strong as she remembered. Any intruding army that broke through the Great Gate and the traps in the Hall would have to battle its way through the Citadel of the Great Gate. Beyond the Citadel stood enspelled dwarven siege doors, impervious to nearly any attack, and throughout Khald Tormen were other Citadels, guarding the entrances from the Deeps, and uncounted thousands of warding glyphs and mechanical traps. It would take a vast horde backed with impossibly powerful magic to assail Khald Tormen…and hordes armed with powerful magic had broken against the defenses of the dwarves. 
Even with so many other concerns on her mind, she marveled at the engineering skill of the dwarves. Had they not been so stoic and fatalistic and inward-looking, they might have conquered most of the world with their war engines. The dvargir, the corrupted cousins of the dwarves, were one of Andomhaim’s most dangerous enemies. 
Even in the midst of her wonder, the concerns would not leave her, so she listened carefully to the conversation between Caius and Azakhun. 
“I did not think the faith would spread so rapidly among our people,” said Caius. 
“Many of us were eager to hear the word, Taalkhan,” said Azakhun. “The older generations think as Taalkhan Narzaxar does, proud in their despair. But to live life with hope beyond the grave, with more to consider than acceptance of suffering and death…this was a great gift.” 
“It is,” said Caius. “It was to the humans, and it was to the orcish nations as well. Consider how the Mhorites live, in dread of their murderous god, offering sacrifices in his name to appease his wrath. The orcs of the baptized kingdoms live far better lives, far more merciful lives, in the hope of the promise beyond death.” 
“Why does this displease Narzaxar?” said Ridmark. “More to the point, why would this keep the dwarves from marching to aid the Anathgrimm against the Frostborn?”
Calliande shared a look with Azakhun and Caius.
“It is hard to explain,” said Caius. 
“The dwarves are a kindred devoted to order, to discipline, to harmony,” said Calliande, meeting Ridmark’s eyes. “The orcs have a love for battle bred into their blood. The trolls have their powers of regeneration, and the deep orcs their sensitive hearing. For the khaldari, a desire for order runs through their very natures. Even the dvargir are very orderly, and while they often betray each other, they do so while scrupulously obeying the letter of their laws. For the khaldari to have disharmony in their society is as intolerable to a dwarf as going without sleep would be to a human. They will not act until they resolve their internal dispute.” She looked at Caius. “Is that right?”
“It is close enough,” said Caius. “It is impossible to convey the concept without using the khaldari tongue, but that is close enough.”
Ridmark frowned. “So if the nature of the dwarves is order, then what is the nature of humans?”
“Adaptability,” said Caius and Azakhun in unison. 
Calliande smiled. “Is that a polite way of saying chaos?” 
Azakhun blinked, but Caius laughed. It drew surprised looks from the dwarven warriors guarding the galleries of the Citadel. Laughter was rarely heard in Khald Tormen. Azakhun looked at the older dwarf, blinked, and managed to make a sound that was almost a chuckle.
He would get better with practice. 
“At least this will not lead to civil war in Khald Tormen,” said Ridmark. “The pagan orcs and the baptized orcs often wage war upon each other.”
“No,” said Caius. “That is not our way. Instead, I fear we will discuss, and discuss, and continue discussing until the world is conquered and the Frostborn have come to besiege the Great Gate.” They walked through another octagonal courtyard, the ramparts lined with siege engines, and to a tall archway. “And here, my friends, is the Dormari Market, the foreign market of Khald Tormen.”
Ridmark walked with Calliande through the arch and into the market, looking around in amazement.
It was a wide stone hall, its walls lined with shallow terraces, and the terraces supported shops built of stone and small stalls constructed with planks cut from the ironstalk mushrooms of the Deeps. Glowstones and shining glyphs provided ample light, and the entire scene reminded Calliande of the market of the Foreign Quarter in Khald Azalar, where they had barely escaped from the advance guard of the Mhorite army. 
That said, there were differences. For one, Khald Tormen’s market was three times the size of the one in Khald Azalar. For another, Khald Azalar’s market had been a ruin filled with rubble and bones of the dead. This market was bustling. Dwarven merchants sold their goods, along with merchants from other lands, and for the first time since entering Khald Tormen Calliande saw some dwarven women. She had heard the old joke about the bearded women of the dwarves many times, but it truth dwarven women were hairless, and usually wore golden rings in their ears and noses. There were humans and halflings and Rhaluuskan orcs among the merchants, and Calliande even saw a few kobolds, which made her skin crawl. Not all the kobold tribes were murderous like the kobolds who had taken her captive in the Deeps, and a few preferred trade and farming to raiding and slaving.
Nevertheless, Calliande had a hard time with scaled creatures.
Azakhun pointed at a large three-story house of worked stone on one of the tiers. “There is the Nobles’ House, the finest inn for outlanders in all of Khald Tormen. The King has commanded that rooms be made ready for you there.”
“Thank you,” said Calliande. 
“I have a request,” said Azakhun. “Lord Taalkhan, the baptized among us have gathered there.” He gestured at a blocky structure on the edge of one of the tiers that had the look of a warehouse. “We would be honored if you could address us.”
“It would be my pleasure, Taalmak,” said Caius. 
“If you will excuse me, I will withdraw,” said Calazon. “I await the honor of your coming at the Stone Heart, Keeper.” He bowed and departed. Calliande suspected the stonescribe did not approve of the new faith. 
She looked at Ridmark. “I think we should come with Caius.” If the spread of the faith of the Dominus Christus among the dwarves was causing them paralysis, it was best to learn more about what was happening. Perhaps she could learn something that would help break that paralysis and bring the dwarves to the aid of the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs.
Given the dangers they faced, it always seemed wise to pray for help. 
Ridmark nodded. “Sir Ector.” The leathery knight stepped forward. “Get the men lodged. Taalmak, are there stables in the Nobles’ House?”
“There are,” said Azakhun. “Sometimes human and orcish merchants bring their mounts to the Dormari Market. Your horses shall be tended.” 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “We will join you shortly.” 
Calliande and Ridmark followed Caius and Azakhun across the terrace of the market. Gavin and Antenora followed in silence. Calliande would have preferred to have visited the baptized dwarves alone, or perhaps with Ridmark, but she knew the wisdom of keeping the Swordbearer and her apprentice nearby. Both the Enlighted of Incariel and the Sculptor were hunting for her, and that meant keeping friends around her, much as Calliande loathed putting them in danger. She doubted the Enlightened could send assassins to Khald Tormen, though.
But according to Caius, the Sculptor had successfully attacked and stolen items from Khald Tormen several times. Best to stay on her guard. 
Azakhun led them to the warehouse and opened the doors.
It was crowded.
The warehouse was large and empty of merchandise, which was just as well, because nearly five hundred dwarves waited inside, men and women both. Most of them looked about Azakhun’s age or younger. Many of them wore crosses like the one Azakhun wore. A few were made of gold or silver, but most were made of dwarven steel. 
“My friends,” said Azakhun. “We are honored. Taalkhan Azaanbar has returned from his travels, and has come to address us.” 
Caius smiled. “It is an honor to stand among you, and…”
He began his sermon.
 
###
 
After Caius had finished his sermon to the dwarves, Ridmark slipped out the doors to wait. The dwarves had clustered around Caius, asking him questions about the faith. Most of the dwarves had spoken about the despair and stoicism taught by the gods of stone and silence. Ridmark wondered how many of the dwarves lived lives of quiet despair, awaiting nothing but death and oblivion. Listening to their questions had seemed…inappropriate, somehow, as if he was eavesdropping on the private conversations of a family.
He stepped onto the terrace, and Calliande, Gavin, and Antenora followed him. He looked at Calliande, and she gave him a faint smile.
“It didn’t seem right to listen, did it?” said Calliande. 
“No,” said Gavin. “Like listening to a man’s confession to his priest.” 
“It is like the pebbles before an avalanche,” said Antenora.
“Eh?” said Ridmark. He glanced at the ceiling, wondering about cave-ins.
“A metaphor, Gray Knight,” said Antenora. “I thought that in the Vale of Stone Death when the dwarven friar baptized the Taalmak and his warriors. He was bringing great change to his people, whether he knew it or not.” She shrugged her slim shoulders beneath the black coat. “Among humans, such a change would bring war. On Old Earth, I saw two faiths battle one another for a thousand years, from the shores of Britannia to lands that Arthur Pendragon never dreamed existed. The war had not ended when I left Old Earth for this new world. Perhaps it will never end so long as men live. But such a war seems unlikely among the dwarves.” 
“No,” said Calliande. “It is as Brother Caius said. It is not in the dwarves’ nature to have a civil war.”
Gavin frowned. “But they did have a civil war when some of the dwarves followed the shadow of Incariel.” 
“That was different,” said Calliande. “The shadow of Incariel can physically change the nature of its worshippers. You remembered what happened to that fool Claudius Agrell at Castra Carhaine.” 
“Or the Weaver,” said Ridmark.
“Or the Weaver,” said Calliande. “He’s no longer entirely human. The dvargir are no longer of the same kindred as the dwarves. The shadow of Incariel changed their nature. Accepting the baptism of the Dominus Christus may change the souls of the dwarves, but it will not change them physically. They won’t sunder into separate kindreds.” 
“What will they do instead?” said Gavin.
Calliande sighed. “In all candor, they will debate the matter until the Frostborn are knocking at the Great Gate.” 
Ridmark watched a troop of dwarven warriors march through the Dormari Market and deeper into Khald Tormen, led by a dwarven man in the elaborate armor of a Taalmak. Khald Tormen might be debating the new faith, but the dwarves were still preparing to defend themselves against whatever the Sculptor planned. 
“If they’re attacked by the Sculptor,” said Ridmark, “the debate won’t matter. Whatever they are discussing, they will unify and fight back.”
“Among humans,” said Antenora, “the most common reason for unification is an attack from a common foe.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “And the Frostborn are the common foe of the dwarves, baptized or not. They’re the common foe of humans and orcs and manetaurs, for that matter.”
“King Axazamar and his brother know that,” said Calliande. She glanced back at the warehouse. “And his other brother, I suppose.”
“They do,” said Ridmark. He would have to talk to Caius about that later. “But they already have an external threat in the Sculptor. If we remove that danger, perhaps we can convince them to take action against the Frostborn.”
Calliande frowned. “Are you suggesting that we find and kill the Sculptor?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “That might be beyond us. But if we can discover why the Sculptor is attacking Khald Tormen and stop his plan, that might be enough to get the dwarves to aid us. The King and his nobles know that they are in danger from the Frostborn. If not today, then certainly in a few years. If we remove the threat of the Sculptor, that will free them to attack the Frostborn.”
“How can we do that?” said Calliande. 
“I don’t know,” said Ridmark. “But if there is a way, we will find it.”



Chapter 9: Stone Heart
 
They rested at the Nobles’ House for a few hours, and Calliande took the opportunity to get some sleep. It had been a long journey, and she needed her wits about her when she met with King Axazamar. Narzaxar had not seemed happy to meet his returned brother, and he seemed even less pleased about the spread of the faith of the church among the dwarves. 
What did the King think? Would he see the threat of the Frostborn? His father had, and Caius certainly did, but it came down to what Axazamar thought. Calliande considered questioning Caius about his family but decided against it. He was still speaking with the baptized dwarves, and she suspected he did not want to talk about it. Narzaxar had mentioned a loss that had driven Caius from Khald Tormen and to the church.
Calliande knew all about loss, didn’t she? She and Ridmark both. 
She fell asleep, and for once, her rest was not haunted by dreams, though she would not have minded a visit from Marius the Watcher. Yet he had passed to his final reward, and it was up to Calliande to carry on his work. 
A few hours later Antenora awoke her. Calliande took a moment to wash and arrange her hair and clothes, making sure she wore all her jewelry – earrings of gold, a choker chain of gold with a sapphire, and the bronze diadem of the Keeper. The dwarves would not care how a human woman looked, but they were experts in metals and gemstones, and she had no wish to offend them. 
Once she was ready, she left her room. Antenora waited in the hallway, a dark shadow in her hooded coat. Gavin stood next to her, wearing his dark elven armor, his hand resting on Truthseeker’s hilt and tapping against the soulblade’s pommel. 
“You look worried, Sir Gavin,” said Calliande, partly to distract herself from her own fears. 
“I’m wearing dark elven armor,” said Gavin. “almost of us are, come to think of it. Do you think that will offend the dwarves?”
Calliande smiled. “Certainly not. Given that the only way for a human to wear dark elven armor is to win it in battle, I think the dwarves would approve. Why would that worry you?”
Gavin shrugged. “We’ve come all this way to speak with King Axazamar. It would be terrible if they refused to help us because I broke some rule of etiquette I didn’t know existed.”
“Ah,” said Calliande. “A practical concern. Well, if you let me and Ridmark and Caius do the talking, we should be fine. Then if anything goes terribly wrong, you can blame me and not yourself.”
“I’m not sure that would be better,” said Gavin, but he did smile. 
“Fear not, Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora. “We shall not offend the khaldari king. If anything, Brother Caius will. I wonder if he and the king are estranged.”
“I don’t know,” admitted Calliande. She respected Caius’s reluctance to speak of his past. But they needed the help of the dwarves to stop the Frostborn. If it came down to it, Calliande could not spare Caius’s feelings on the matter, not if it would make a difference. 
She would regret it, but she would do it. Perhaps that was a summary of her time as the Keeper. 
“Come,” said Calliande. “If we are fortunate, the time for words will pass, and the hour for deeds will be upon us.” 
Gavin nodded, and he and Antenora fell in behind her.
Calliande descended to the common room of the Nobles’ House. In a way, it looked like the common room of every other inn she had ever visited, with the same benches and tables and chairs. Since this was a dwarven inn, the furniture had been wrought of stone, affixed to the floor with cunning mechanisms that allowed the heavy chairs to slide back from the tables depending upon the girth of the chair’s occupant. She spotted Kharlacht and Camorak near the door, Camorak holding a stone cup of dwarven beer. Calliande hoped he didn’t get too drunk. If the Sculptor attempted something, they might well need his healing magic. 
Ridmark stood near one of the tables, speaking with Sir Ector. Ector had donned his best armor and a clean surcoat in the green of the House of the Aurelii. Third waited near them, a silent shadow in her dark armor. Ridmark had no finer clothes, but he wore the dark elven armor he had taken from Urd Morlemoch, and the gray cloak Ardrhythain had given him. 
In truth, Calliande thought, he had no need of finery. Armor from Urd Morlemoch, a cloak and staff from the last archmage of the high elves, an axe from the Taalkaz of the Dwarven Enclave of Coldinium – what need of finery did he have when he carried these tokens of valor? He looked every inch the warrior, his face hard, his blue eyes cold and clear, his shoulders broad, his hands strong. The brand of the broken sword upon the left side of his face seemed out of place, but even that was further proof of his bravery. Tarrabus Carhaine had forced that upon him, and Ridmark had survived alone for five years in the Wilderland, a feat that few in the history of Andomhaim could match.
“Keeper?” said Antenora. 
Calliande realized that she had been staring at Ridmark. She forced down a wave of embarrassment and went the rest of the way down the stairs. Ridmark looked up as she approached, and for a moment, just a moment, he smiled. It always looked good on him. She wished he would do it more.
“Keeper,” said Ridmark. “Are you ready?”
Calliande nodded, putting her own fears out of her mind, and focusing on the task at hand. The fate of many, many lives might depend on what she did in the next few hours. “I am.”
“Your escort is ready,” said Ridmark, and they left the common room, the others falling in around them. They stepped onto the terrace, and Caius, Azakhun, and Calazon awaited them, flanked by Azakhun’s warriors.
“Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Azakhun. “It is my honor to escort you to the Stone Heart and the seat of King Axazamar.”
“The honor is mine, Taalmak,” said Calliande. “Please, lead the way.”
 
###
 
Ridmark walked at Calliande’s side and tried not to stare.
The temptation to stare at her was always there, of course, and she did look lovely in the green dress. Ridmark usually tried to keep his mind off that and watch their surroundings, just in case the Enlightened or perhaps the Sculptor’s creatures made another attempt on her life. 
And as he watched their surroundings, he tried not to stare at the splendors of Khald Tormen. 
He had visited the ruins of the dwarves before, Thainkul Agon and Thainkul Dural and other places. Khald Azalar had towered over them all, and even as a ruin it had been filled with a solemn, ancient grandeur. 
But the ruins were nothing compared to a dwarven city at the height of its power, and Khald Tormen was the oldest city of the dwarves upon the face of the world. 
They walked through galleries hewn through the mountain, the walls and floors polished and gleaming. Streams of molten stone flowed through channels at the base of the walls, providing light. The heat of the liquid stone should have made the air of the gallery unbearably hot, but the stonescribes had carved glyphs into the sides of the channels, the spells containing the heat. 
Ridmark walked through vast caverns filled with ponds of fish and forests of mushrooms, dwarven workers tending to herds of sullen murrag lizards that moved through the tree-sized mushrooms. According to Calazon, the dwarves of Khald Tormen tended to hundreds of such caverns, along with many fortified farms and pastures in the vales of Kothluusk. Ridmark supposed those fortifications explained what had happened to all the stone the dwarves had dug out of the mountain. Keeping the Mhorite orcs away from their farms and pastures would take many walls and towers. 
Their path took them through one of the foundry levels of Khald Tormen, a vast chamber filled with dozens of blast furnaces like giant stone beehives. Hundreds of dwarven smiths toiled in the chamber, creating ingots of dwarven steel from ores quarried deep beneath the mountains of Kothluusk.
Other wonders passed before their eyes. Ridmark saw more citadels, fortified and all but impregnable behind siege engines and warded doors of dwarven steel. They walked through a vast library, its stone shelves lined with thousands upon thousands of thin tablets of dwarven steel, their surfaces adorned with glowing glyphs. Elsewhere they saw a wide temple to the gods of stone and silence, filled with hundreds of dwarves contemplating the inevitability of their own deaths. Calazon gave Azakhun a significant look, but the Taalmak did not respond. 
Khald Tormen was a fortress strong beyond imaging and filled with busy and industrious people. The dwarves had built wonders and constructed themselves a city all but impervious to any attack.
It was one of the most joyless places that Ridmark had ever seen.
The dwarves never smiled. They never laughed. No one played games, not even the children, who went about their chores with downcast eyes. The khaldari spoke in quiet voices, going about their business with grim efficiency. Ridmark had never seen anything quite like it. Even among the Anathgrimm, enslaved to the will of the Traveler for generations beyond count, there had still been laughter and games. The Anathgrimm liked to celebrate by becoming ferociously drunk while engaging in mock duels and reciting tales of their bloodiest battles. It was a grisly pastime, but it was still a pastime, and the Anathgrimm enjoyed themselves immensely. 
It was hard to imagine the gloomy dwarves ever enjoying themselves. 
“Do you see?” said Caius in a quiet voice. “This is why the word of the Dominus Christus has found such a ripe field among us. We have no hope, only duty. The teachings of the gods of stone and silence are lessons of stoicism. There are worse things, yes, but those teachings have strangled our nation, and left us joyless and fatalistic.” 
“They have made us strong, Prince Azaanbar,” said Calazon. “Other kindreds and nations have fallen into ruin because they succumbed to their emotions, to false hopes and dreams. The khaldari see things as they are, however bleak, and do not flinch from the darkness of the truth.” 
“Have we?” said Caius. “Once we dreamed of rebuilding the six kingdoms lost to our enemies. Now we are content to remain within our walls and wait for death.” 
Calazon sighed. “Such a matter must be discussed among us.” He glanced at Ridmark and Calliande. “It is not proper that we debate the matter before her.”
“I do not object,” said Calliande with the cool calm of the Keeper. “Nor do I seek to meddle in the internal affairs of the khaldari, and nor do I ask you to interfere in the internal affairs of Andomhaim.” 
“Your wisdom does you credit, my lady Keeper,” said Calazon. “The King shall be glad to hear it. And he shall hear it soon, for we have almost reached the Stone Heart.”
They approached a massive pair of dwarven siege doors, two huge stone slabs locked together by mechanisms of dwarven steel and powerful glyphs. A dozen dwarven Taalmaks stood guard before the door, their armor and helmets adorned with golden inlays. Calazon approached and spoke to them for a moment in the dwarven tongue, and the Taalmaks released the doors. The floor shivered as the doors unlocked and swung open. 
“The final room before the Stone Heart,” said Calazon. A bit of pride came through his stoic demeanor. “The Armory of the Kings.”
It was another long stone gallery, but dozens of niches lined the walls, and in the niches stood towering suits of dwarven steel armor.
Third sucked in a startled breath, taking a step back as her hands twitched towards the hilts of her swords. 
“Yes,” said Calazon. “They are an impressive sight, are they not? It is one the enemies of the khaldari have learned to fear.” 
“Those are…” said Gavin. “We saw one in Khald Azalar, didn’t we? It was damaged, but…”
“Aye,” said Calliande. “They are taalkrazdors, the suits of enspelled armor worn by dwarven warriors into battle.”
Each suit of armor stood a dozen feet high. Glyphs of harsh white light shone upon their legs and arms and cuirasses. The helmets were wrought in the image of a stylized dwarven face. Some of the taalkrazdors had hammers for one hand, and others had axes, and others had gauntlets for grasping the giant swords or axes that hung in racks along the walls. 
“They are commonly called titans by other kindreds,” said Calazon, “and it is an appropriate term. A warrior wearing a taalkrazdor has the strength of a hundred men, and becomes a living siege engine and a fighter without peer. A warrior in a taalkrazdor can fight an army to a standstill, or punch open a fortress gate, or cover a half a hundred miles in a single day. Their only weakness is that they are difficult to operate in the narrow tunnels of the Deeps or in swampy terrain…and the glyphs upon them can be dispelled by a wizard of sufficient power.” He gestured at the nearest taalkrazdor, a towering figure of bronze-colored metal, the white fire of its glyphs casting harsh shadows across the metal. “Nevertheless, they are the finest work of our stonescribes and our smiths, and they have never been equaled. The blood of the dwarves empowers these weapons, and only the boldest warriors have the strength to wield them in battle.”
Ridmark looked at the silent armored shapes, a flicker of hope within him. If they won the help of the dwarves, the titans could be brought to bear against the Frostborn. Ridmark could think of a score of times in the last year and a half when the power of the taalkrazdors might have turned the tide of a battle or dealt a devastating blow to the Frostborn. 
The hope turned into amusement. Did all the ambassadors to King Axazamar’s court pass through the Armory of the Kings? Ridmark supposed that the dwarves of Khald Tormen wanted visitors to their realm to have a proper appreciation for the power and wealth of Khald Tormen.
Azakhun and Calazon crossed the length of the Armory and opened another set of siege doors, and the Stone Heart yawned before Ridmark.
 
###
 
Calliande walked through the doors and into the Stone Heart, the vastness of the space opening around her.
She had been here before, centuries ago, to convince Axazamar’s father to join the alliance against the Frostborn.
The centuries since had not lessened the grandeur of the vast chamber. 
The Stone Heart was a cylindrical chamber nearly a half a mile across, a great empty space carved from the heart of the mountain, the roof rising nearly a thousand feet overhead and terminating in a broad dome displaying the history of the dwarven kindred in glowing glyphs of fire. Balconies encircled the walls, lined with benches so the dwarves of Khald Tormen could gather to hear the edicts of their king, and Calliande guessed that nearly a hundred thousand dwarves could assemble within the chamber. 
A circular pool of molten stone filled the center of the chamber, covering perhaps half of the floor. The light from the lava filled the chamber, providing more than enough illumination. A pedestal of stone rose from within the pool of liquid rock, its base glowing with glyphs.
Atop the pedestal rested the single largest soulstone that Calliande had ever seen.
The thing was the size of the keep of Dun Licinia, and to Calliande’s Sight, it blazed with magical power. The crystal was the usual milky white of most soulstones, and glowed with an inner molten light. The dark elves had crafted the thing long ago, using it to open a stupendous world gate to summon hundreds of thousands of dwarves at once. The dark elves had intended to enslave the dwarves, but the dwarves had rebelled against their would-be masters and founded Khald Tormen. 
Briefly, Calliande wondered why Tymandain Shadowbearer had not tried to steal the Stone Heart for his world gate, and then she realized there was no way even Tymandain Shadowbearer could have forced his way through the defenses of Khald Tormen.
Azakhun and Calazon led them to a tall pyramidal dais at the edge of the pool, facing the double doors that led into the Nobles’ Quarter of Khald Tormen. The court of the king stood at the base of the dais, dwarves in ornamented robes like those of Prince Narzaxar or in the sober gray robes of stonescribes. Calliande spotted Narzaxar at the foot of the dais, at the highest place of honor save for the king himself.
Axazamar, King of Khald Tormen, sat upon a throne of gold and dwarven steel, slumped from age and weariness. He wore robes of black adorned with gold, a crown of dwarven steel upon his bald head. Caius looked old and weathered, and Narzaxar looked elderly, but Axazamar seemed ancient. The lines in his face were as deep as canyons, his beard as white as ice. Yet his blue eyes were sharp and clear, and they settled upon Calliande with measuring weight.
She stopped before the dais. Gavin, Antenora, Third, Kharlacht, and Camorak planted themselves behind Calliande, while Caius stood at her left and Ridmark at her right. Azakhun and Calazon stepped forward and bowed before the throne.
“My King,” said Azakhun in Latin. “I have the honor of presenting before you the ambassadors of Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest, Calliande of Tarlion, the Keeper of Andomhaim, and Ridmark Arban, the magister militum of Nightmane Forest.”
“The stonescribes have examined their claims and pronounced them true,” said Narzaxar. 
“Thank you, Taalkhan Narzaxar,” said Axazamar. His voice was much deeper than his aged frame would have suggested. “Thank you, Taalmak Azakhun.” He beckoned with one thick, gnarled hand. “Keeper, lord magister, please approach.” The blue eyes shifted to Caius. “And you, Azaanbar. It seems you have fallen in with unusual companions.”
Calliande walked towards the dais and stopped a few yards from Narzaxar, gazing up at the King. 
“And so you return, at last, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Axazamar. “My father spoke highly of you, and your warning that the Frostborn would return. We watched as the Order of the Vigilant rose among your people and as it was destroyed in the war between the five Pendragon princes. It seems that your people forgot the harsh lessons of the war of the Frostborn.”
“Many did,” said Calliande, “but some remembered.” She looked at Ridmark. “The Gray Knight warned the realm of Andomhaim that the Frostborn would return, though I fear that no one heeded him until it was too late.” 
“We have learned the lesson anew,” said Ridmark, “and a lesson learned anew is the bitterest of all.” 
“Indeed, lord magister,” said the king, his blue eyes shifting to Caius. “And sometimes old wisdom is abandoned for the folly of new ideas.”
“My lord king,” said Caius with a bow. 
“Taalkhan,” said Axazamar. “Brother. You have returned. Though it seems that the religion of the humans proceeds your coming.”
“That was not my design,” said Caius, “though I am glad of the outcome.” 
“Are you?” said Axazamar, raising one white eyebrow. “No matter. It has been over twenty years. Why have you returned? Did you wish to spread your human religion among us?” 
“No,” said Caius. “I do, but that is not the reason I returned.” 
“Then you have accepted your grief at last?” said Axazamar. “We all mourned him, you know, and we mourned her. Have you finally understood that all lives end in grief and despair, and there is nothing to do but embrace the oblivion?”
“All lives end in grief,” said Caius. “All lives end in pain. But I do not accept that grief and pain are the end.”
Axazamar sighed. “I am old, brother, and I have little time left before the eternal silence of oblivion claims me. Do not weary my ears with nonsense. If you have not returned to spread your fantasies among our young men and women, then why have you returned?” 
“I regret that I come with the storm,” said Caius. “By chance or the will of God,” Calazon’s teeth clicked, “I was with the Gray Knight on the day of the omen of blue fire, and we met the Keeper when she awoke from her sleep. It has been my honor to aid her in her task.”
Axazamar inclined his head. “Noble work indeed.”
“He has been a great help to me, lord King,” said Calliande. “And by his help, I have come to warn you and to ask for your aid. The Frostborn have returned, and if they are not defeated, they will conquer Andomhaim, and then turn their attention to the Three Kingdoms and Nightmane Forest and the Range and everything else they can reach. Now is the hour to stop them, lord King. Already the Anathgrimm struggle against them, and the manetaurs have declared a Great Hunt against the Frostborn and their servants. If you bring the Three Kingdoms to war alongside the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs, we may yet have a chance of victory.” 
“You are the Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Axazamar, “and Andomhaim is riven by war between two rival claimants to the throne and two rival faiths, the faith of the Dominus Christus and the shadow of Incariel.” 
“Do you really think to compare the faith of the Dominus Christus with the shadow of Incariel?” said Caius. 
“No,” said Axazamar with a weary wave of his hand. “I do not. The shadow of Incariel created the dvargir, our lost cousins. The faith of the Dominus Christus merely distracts our younger people with false hope. But we digress from the point.” The sharp blue eyes turned back to Calliande. “I hope you do not expect us to ally with one side in Andomhaim’s civil war, Keeper. We do not meddle in the wars of humans.”
“I would not presume to insult the King of Khald Tormen with such a ridiculous request,” said Calliande. “No. I stand before you as an ambassador of Queen Mara. She invites you to join her and the Anathgrimm against the Frostborn before they become too strong to defeat, and the manetaurs have already marched to aid her. My lord King, I urge you to join the war against the Frostborn before it is too late. You were there for the first war. You know the danger that we face.”
For a long moment, Axazamar said nothing, one hand tapping against the golden arm of his throne. 
“You speak wisdom, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Axazamar. “The khaldari prefer to be united in common purpose before we act, and the foreign religion of Taalkhan Azaanbar and his followers has introduced disunity and dissension.”
“Forgive me, King Axazamar,” said Calliande, remembering what Antenora had said about a common foe, “but your kindred already share a common purpose, and one that grows more urgent by the day. Do the baptized dwarves propose to break their oaths to their king and nation and abandon their defense of Khald Tormen? Or do you purpose to abandon the baptized dwarves to their fate and banish them from Khald Tormen?”
“Neither,” said Axazamar. “The khaldari continue in their duty, regardless of the circumstances. My brother and his followers might think to abandon the gods of stone and silence, but we cannot change our nature that much.” 
“Then you must unify in a common purpose now before it is too late,” said Calliande. “Because the Frostborn are coming for you, and they are coming soon. It may not be for decades. To humans, that seems a long time.” She looked in Narzaxar’s direction. “But as Prince Narzaxar said, the dwarves are longer-lived than humans, and therefore longer-sighted. Thirty or forty years may seem like a long time to us, but it is not to you, and the Frostborn will assail you in that time unless they are defeated. I urge you, my lord King, to act now, to bring the war to the Frostborn before it is too late. Otherwise, someday you shall look through the Great Gate and see the Frostborn laying siege to Khald Tormen. Khald Azalar fell to the Frostborn, and I fear that Khald Tormen, Khald Durast, and Khald Valazur shall fall unless we act today.” 
For a moment Axazamar said nothing, his fingers still tapping against the right arm of his throne. 
“You speak wisdom, Calliande of Tarlion,” said Axazamar. “You speak wisdom indeed, and your counsel seems good to me. Yet I have one question, and there is one difficulty before us.”
“I will answer any question you pose to me,” said Calliande, “if it is within my power.” 
“Where is the Dragon Knight?” said Axazamar. “He was at your side during the first war, and the power of Sir Kalomarus allowed us to win many battles against the foe. Did he survive the centuries to return to battle once more? Or has he chosen a successor?”
“I fear I do not know,” said Calliande, keeping the frustration out of her voice. 
She should have known. She ought to have known. The sword and power of the Dragon Knight, wielded in the hand of Kalomarus, had been key to their victory the last time. Kalomarus had been a cynical old knight, prone to drunkenness, yet he had been a ferocious fighter, and with the sword of the Dragon Knight in hand he had been a terror in battle. 
Yet Calliande didn’t know what had become of him
More ominously, she felt like she had removed her memory of his fate, just as she had removed her memory of her past before going into the long sleep below the Tower of Vigilance. Why had she done that? It seemed remarkably foolish. The Dragon Knight’s power was needed now. 
More than once, Morigna had accused Calliande of being overly clever, and sometimes Calliande had to admit that Morigna had a point. 
“He escorted me to the Tower of Vigilance two centuries ago,” said Calliande, “when I went into the magical sleep that brought me to the modern day. After that, I do not know where he went.” 
“Perhaps he returned to Cathair Solas, the remaining stronghold of the high elves,” said Calazon, speaking up from where he stood with the stonescribes. “That was where you obtained the sword the Dragon Knight, was it not?” 
“Yes, it was,” said Calliande. “The war was going badly, and I thought to appeal to the high elves for aid, as one of my predecessors in the office of Keeper did during the war against the urdmordar.”
A flash of bitterness went through her. Ardrhythain had helped them at Urd Morlemoch, had driven off one of Tymandain Shadowbearer’s attempts to destroy her mind through magic. Why hadn’t the last archmage of the high elves helped them since? He could have stopped Imaria from killing Morigna. He could have stopped Tarrabus Carhaine, and saved thousands of lives. Surely he knew that the Frostborn would destroy the high elves alongside everyone else. 
Calliande put the thought aside. What was done was done, and it was her responsibility to defend Andomhaim, not Ardrhythain’s. 
“Of old the Dragon Knight was the ancient champion of the high elves,” said Calazon, slipping into a lecturing tone. “Before the primeval elves even arose in this world, dragons ruled here. When they died out or departed, they left their power within a sword and entrusted that sword to the elves. Once the elven kindred had sundered into the high elves and the dark elves, the Dragon Knight was the greatest champion of the high elves, leading them in the battle against the dark elves and the other kindreds summoned through the world gates. For the high elves to have entrusted the sword of the Dragon Knight to a human even once was remarkable. Perhaps they simply decided that a second time was not warranted.” 
“Or perhaps the high elves shall make their intentions clear in time,” said Axazamar. “For now, we must discuss the difficulty that makes it impossible for us to face the Frostborn.”
“I assume you mean the attacks of the Sculptor?” said Calliande. 
“You assume correctly,” said Axazamar. 
“If you will forgive another assumption,” said Calliande, “I do not see how the Sculptor is as dangerous as the Frostborn.”
“To the rest of the world, no,” said Axazamar. “It seems the Sculptor has no interest in conquering Andomhaim or the orcish nations. But he has been a deadly enemy to Khald Tormen since before humans came to this world.” The old dwarf frowned. “He views us as a resource to be used. Often he has raided Khald Tormen, stealing the work of our stonescribes, our treasures, and killing our people in the process. In his deadliest attack, nearly eight thousand khaldari were killed when he collapsed one of our gates to cover his escape. We dare not turn our back on such a deadly foe, not until we learn what he wants and how to prevent him from getting it.” 
“How do you know he plans to attack?” said Calliande. “He has launched raids upon your outlying settlements?”
“He has, Keeper,” said Axazamar. “Within the Deeps, Khald Tormen is surrounded by many smaller thainkuls. Once we were possessed many more, but time and the attrition of war has reduced our numbers, and we withdrew to a smaller territory, leaving the ruined outer thainkuls to be fortified in times of war. The Sculptor has sent his creatures to seize those ruined thainkuls and the main intersections of tunnels in the Deeps.”
“Has he done anything else?” said Calliande. 
“Not yet,” said Axazamar. “We do not yet know what he intends.” 
Calliande frowned. That sounded…odd. Almost as odd as the Cutter’s attack on Castra Durius. That had been an obvious attack, and surely the Sculptor must have known that it would fail. It seemed equally obvious for the Sculptor to seize the outlying thainkuls. 
As if he was trying to get the dwarves’ attention. 
As if he was trying to get her attention, for that matter. 
But why involve himself like this? To Calliande’s knowledge, the Sculptor had not interfered in the first war against the Frostborn. 
Again, a wave of sharp frustration rolled through her. She felt like she was missing something obvious, something right in front of her face. 
“Perhaps,” said Caius, “there is a way that we can both keep the Sculptor at bay and permit our forces to aid the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs against the Frostborn.”
“And what do you suggest, brother?” said Axazamar. There were flickers of emotion in the voice that Calliande could not quite identify. She suspected that Axazamar and Caius must have spent a lot of their lives arguing. 
“Thainkul Morzan,” said Caius. 
A murmur went through the gathered dwarves, and Axazamar said nothing. 
“If I might ask,” said Calliande, “what is the significance of Thainkul Morzan?”
“It was one of our outer towns,” said Axazamar, “occupying one of the main caverns of the Deeps below Kothluusk. As it happened, it holds one of the primary routes to the Sculptor’s stronghold, which is likely located several hundred miles west, somewhere in the caverns of the Deeps beneath the western ocean. The Sculptor slaughtered its inhabitants several thousand years ago, and it has remained ruined and deserted ever since.” 
“Not quite deserted, lord King,” said Narzaxar. “It has changed hands several times. Tribes of deep orcs claimed it, as did various tribes of kobolds. For the last three months, it has been occupied by a large force of koballats.”
“Yet if it were taken and held anew,” said Calazon, “it would block the Sculptor’s most direct route to Khald Tormen. True, he could attempt to infiltrate spies into Khald Tormen and our other settlements, but any large force would have to pass through Thainkul Morzan. We could hold the Sculptor’s forces there, and would have ample warning to prepare our defense, even with most of our armies away fighting the Frostborn.” 
“That presupposes,” said Axazamar, “we are able to take Thainkul Morzan quickly. It is a strong position, and the koballats have had three months to prepare their defenses.”
“Lord King,” said Ridmark, and Calliande looked at him. “I may be able to help with that.” 
 
###
 
Ridmark stepped forward, feeling the eyes of the court of Khald Tormen upon him. 
“If you send a force to take Thainkul Morzan,” said Ridmark, “then my companions and I will accompany it, and help your warriors to assault the thainkul.”
“Your skill at arms is known to us,” said Axazamar. “You slew Mournacht of Kothluusk and Shadowbearer, both of whom were enemies of the khaldari kindred. Yet Thainkul Morzan is well-fortified, and one man alone cannot storm the fortress.”
“He cannot,” said Ridmark. “Yet I have seen dwarven thainkuls before.” He thought of the secret entrance Caius had found that allowed access to Thainkul Dural. “Is there a hidden door to Thainkul Morzan?”
“There is,” said Calazon. “The records of the stonescribes record it. Yet Thainkul Morzan has been lost for thousands of years, and its secrets have all been revealed by now. The koballats know of the hidden entrance and will guard it.”
“We may have a way around that,” said Ridmark. “Third?”
She stepped to his side and offered a bow to the king, slim and dark in her armor. 
“This is Third,” said Ridmark, “the sister of Queen Mara.”
“Yes, the former urdhracos,” said Axazamar. “Calazon and the other stonescribes find you most fascinating. Why is your name a numeral?”
“This is my third life,” said Third. 
“Poetic,” said Axazamar. “I assume you have some ability that will assist in Thainkul Morzan?”
“I do,” said Third, looking to Ridmark with her black eyes.
Ridmark nodded, and Third disappeared in a swirl of blue fire. She reappeared an instant later thirty yards away. Axazamar’s eyes widened in astonishment, and Third disappeared again, reappearing at Ridmark’s side as the blue fire faded, the glow lingering for a moment in her veins and eyes. 
A murmur of astonishment rose again from the dwarven court, the stonescribes speaking to one another in low voices. 
“Remarkable,” said Axazamar. “How do you do that?” 
“From what I understand,” said Third, “the power of my blood allows me to attempt entry to the threshold of the spirit world without using a gate. The threshold repels my attempt at entry, and I reappear where I wish.” She shrugged. “The ability is entirely instinctual, and I gained it after I was no longer an urdhracos."
“It is indeed remarkable, my lord King,” said Calazon. “I have often thought that the mind must be shaped by the flesh, and once she was freed from the Traveler’s domination, her flesh must have entered this new configuration.” 
Axazamar leaned forward, obviously intrigued. “Can you travel through walls, Lady Third?” He beckoned towards the doors leading to the Armory of the Kings. “For instance, if the doors to the Armory were closed, could you travel inside them and then return again?”
“Sometimes,” said Third. Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated. She did not have the Sight as Mara did, but she did have a peculiar sort of sixth sense related to her traveling ability. “If I have been there before, or if the chamber is described to me with a high degree of accuracy. Here, though, I would not. The warding glyphs upon the door are too potent and would block any attempt to travel past them.” 
“There will be no wards of equal power in Thainkul Morzan, my lord King,” said Calazon. 
“Certainly not,” said Axazamar.
Narzaxar stirred. For the first time, the prince seemed interested in the possibility. “If we seize the secret entrance and storm into Thainkul Morzan, we can bypass the fortifications. If we do, we shall take the thainkul with little loss, and fortify it against further excursions from the Sculptor. My lord King, I believe this plan could work.”
“Stonescribes?” said Axazamar. 
The stonescribes conferred among themselves for a moment.
“We have no objection to this plan, lord King,” said Calazon, “and we believe it may succeed.”
“Very well,” said Axazamar, leaning back into his throne with a grunt. The massive slab of gold and dwarven steel did not look at all comfortable. “Brother, you are the Taalakdaz of Khald Tormen. I charge you to assemble a force and depart for Thainkul Morzan at once.” 
Narzaxar looked at Ridmark. “So be it, lord King. We shall leave tomorrow.”
 
 



Chapter 10: The Friar’s Tale
 
With the decision made, the Stone Heart exploded into action. 
Narzaxar issued a series of commands, and messengers hastened to carry out his will. A thousand dwarven warriors would depart from the Gate of the Deeps tomorrow to make the two and a half day march to the gate of Thainkul Morzan. Siege engines and supply wagons would accompany them, pulled by teams of tamed murrags. Ridmark and Third would join the dwarven force, which pleased Narzaxar.
Caius would also accompany them, which pleased Narzaxar rather less, but the prince issued no complaint. Calliande would remain behind to speak with the King about the Frostborn, which relieved Ridmark. The Sculptor’s realm was somewhere within the tunnels of the Deeps, and Ridmark had no wish to bring Calliande any closer to the dark elven lord than necessary. For that matter, the Enlightened of Incariel were allies of the dvargir, and the dvargir had already made two attempts upon Calliande’s life. 
At least in Khald Tormen, the Keeper would be safe from both the Sculptor and the Enlightened. 
Axazamar announced that the court of Khald Tormen would hold a banquet to honor the arrival of the Keeper, and Calliande accepted the invitation on their behalf. The banquet would be in the Hall of Relics, and Ridmark gathered that the Hall held various trophies and memorials from Khald Tormen’s long history. 
After that, the King announced that the court was over, and the nobles and the stonescribes went about their duties. Two young dwarven women came to the throne and helped the King down, and Axazamar took the arm of the woman on his left, his right hand gripping a heavy cane of dwarven steel. Both the women had the same blue eyes as Caius and his brothers. The King’s daughters? No, they were too young for that, and Axazamar did not seem the sort of man to take a far younger wife, though the dwarves were so stoic that it was sometimes hard to imagine how they ever managed to have children. Likely the two women were his granddaughters, which made Ridmark wonder just how large Caius’s extended family was. 
That made Ridmark wonder about other things. 
He saw Caius standing some distance away, gazing at the wall. A channel encircled the entire vast chamber, a stream of liquid stone flowing through it, providing additional illumination. Niches and statues lined the walls, and Ridmark realized they were memorials, monuments to dwarves slain in battle. 
Caius stared at one of them in silence, one hand touching the cross hanging against his chest. 
“Lord magister?” Ector’s crisp voice cut into Ridmark’s thoughts. “What shall we do?”
Ridmark looked for Azakhun and spotted the Taalmak talking with some other dwarven warriors, most of them wearing crosses around their necks. “Go with Azakhun. He can escort you back to the Nobles’ House in the Dormari Market.”
“That will be helpful,” said Ector. “I admit this place has my head bewildered. So many passages and citadels and galleries going in every direction. I’m a man of the plains of Caertigris, lord magister. I wasn’t made for walking beneath the mountains.” 
“Neither was I,” said Ridmark, “but here we are. The Keeper and I will join you shortly.” 
“Of course, my lord,” said Ector. He turned and rejoined his men-at-arms, many of whom were still gaping in wonder at the scale of the Stone Heart. 
Ridmark caught Calliande’s eye, and she lifted her eyebrows. He glanced in Caius’s direction, and she nodded and joined him, though in her green gown she more glided than walked. He vaguely wondered how she did that, and then decided it wasn’t any of his business. 
They walked towards Caius, and Ridmark felt a flicker of amusement. He and Calliande had just carried out an entire conversation without words. They did indeed know each other very well, and he was grateful for that, grateful for her presence in his life. She should have died centuries before he was born, but he was glad she was here now. 
“What?” said Calliande. 
“I didn’t say anything,” said Ridmark. 
“You were thinking,” said Calliande. “I can always tell when you’re thinking.” 
“You’re teasing me,” said Ridmark. 
“I am most certainly not,” said Calliande.
“We’re in the Stone Heart in the center of the dwarven nation,” said Ridmark. “That is no place to tease anyone.”
She raised her chin a little. “I am the Keeper of Andomhaim. I do not tease.” She blinked, and then smiled. “And I realized how ridiculous that sounds. But you do have something in mind.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark, the moment of amusement fading. “I think it’s time to settle a mystery.” 
They joined Caius at the edge of the molten stone. Caius was staring into a niche that contained a battered suit of dwarven armor. Ridmark knew firsthand the strength of dwarven steel, and whoever had worn that armor must have endured tremendous injuries. Caius looked up from the niche as they approached, and he managed a faint smile.
“Ridmark,” he said. “Calliande.”
“Caius,” said Calliande.
“Taalkhan Azaanbar,” said Ridmark.
Caius let out a long sigh. “That is my name, yes. Azaanbar, third son of King Naraxanar of Khald Tormen, and the second brother of King Axazamar of Khald Tormen. Though I confess, I have not thought of myself by that name for a long, long time.”
“Twenty years ago,” said Ridmark. “That was when you left Khald Tormen.” 
“I brooded upon the matter long before that,” said Caius.
“I knew you were a dwarven noble,” said Ridmark, “but I had no idea that you were of the royal house. I ought to have realized it sooner.” 
“I never mentioned it,” said Caius. “Though perhaps I had an unfair advantage. All men of Andomhaim knew the tale of Ridmark Arban and Mhalek.” He gestured towards Ridmark’s face. “But as you may have observed, we khaldari do not like to discuss our affairs with outsiders. I suppose that is why the faith of the Dominus Christus has caused such consternation among us.” 
“It is not my business,” said Ridmark, “and I have no wish to pry, but…”
“Caius,” said Calliande. “There is so much at stake. The fate of Andomhaim, and the Anathgrimm, and even the dwarves. We need their help. If we do not get the help of the Three Kingdoms, the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs will be destroyed, and the Frostborn will prevail.” She took a deep breath. “So…if there is some personal animosity between you and your brothers that will lead the King to decide against joining the war …”
“No,” said Caius. “That is not it. My brothers think I am mad with grief. And perhaps they are not wrong.” He looked at them with solemn blue eyes. “But you have both known loss, haven’t you? You lost Aelia and then Morigna.” He looked at Calliande. “You lost your entire life, sacrificed everything to stop the Frostborn. Everyone you ever knew.” 
Ridmark said nothing. 
“Yes,” said Calliande. “We’ve all had losses. We’ve all had griefs. And…if you want to talk about yours, we will listen.”
They stood in silence for a while.
“I used to be a lot like Narzaxar,” said Caius, staring at the armor in the niche. “Actually, I used to make Narzaxar look relaxed.”
“You were stern, then,” said Calliande.
“Implacably so,” said Caius. “Among both humans and dwarves, sometimes the sons of kings are spoiled and indolent. This was not true for us. Even as a child, I took my duties and obligations seriously. I took everything seriously. About the time of the Frostborn war, I received a junior command in the army of Khald Tormen.” He laughed suddenly.
“What?” said Ridmark.
“It just occurred to me,” said Caius, looking at Calliande. “When you came to Khald Tormen for the first time, to convince my father to join the war against the Frostborn, I was in the field with our warriors, tracking down a tribe of kobold raiders. Had I not taken my duties so seriously, I would have been in Khald Tormen, I would have met you, and then I could have identified you on the day of the omen of blue fire. I would have saved us much trouble.”
Ridmark admitted that he had a point.
“But if you had,” said Calliande, “I would have gone straight to Khald Azalar. Tarrabus would have killed Jager and Mara, and without Mara, we wouldn’t have escaped Khald Azalar alive. So perhaps it was all for the best.”
“The Lord works in mysterious ways his wonders to perform,” said Caius, “and we have seen wonders, have we not?” He shook his head, his graying beard rasping against the collar of his robe. “But I wander from the topic. And it is an unpleasant topic. I do not wish to speak of it…but we have been through so much together, haven’t we? If I spoke of it to anyone, it would be you two.” 
“Go on, then,” said Calliande, her voice soft. “We’re listening.”
“I spent centuries leading our warriors in battle,” said Caius. “I fought all the enemies of our kindred. The Sculptor and his minions. The dvargir and the kobolds, the deep orcs and the Mhorites. I lost some battles, but I won most of them, and even when I lost I managed to keep my men together without them falling into a rout. Because I spent so much time in the field, I married late. My wife was…well, she was a good dwarven woman of a noble house. I am under no illusions that we loved each other. But we fulfilled our duties, and we were at least fond of each other.” 
Ridmark looked at the battered armor.
“You had a son,” he said.
“Aye,” said Caius. “Nerazar. My wife and I may only have been fond of each other…but we loved our son. We both did. With all our hearts. He was nothing like either of us, to be honest. He was bold and reckless and wild, generous to a fault, and he would not accept the proper stoicism and fatalism of a dwarven noble. He refused to adhere to it, and joked and laughed with his friends. It used to drive me mad, and we fought constantly.”
“Was it a scandal?” said Calliande.
“Perhaps,” said Caius. “Young dwarves are given a degree of latitude. It takes time to learn to embrace despair properly.” There was a dark twist to his voice, and he shook his head. “It would have been a scandal, but Nerazar excelled at everything he did. He quickly became the best young warrior of his generation, and no one could match him with sword or axe or mace. One would think that would earn him the enmity of his peers, but just the opposite. The other warriors loved him, the commoners and the nobles alike, and would have followed him anywhere. He ascended in rank and prestige, and he might have been Taalakdaz instead of my brother, so great was his ability.”
Might have been. Ridmark knew well the bitterness of those words.
“What happened?” he said. 
“Shortly after the war of the five Pendragon princes ended,” said Caius, “the new High King sent an embassy to Khald Tormen. One of the claimants to the throne had been prone to stealing from our merchant caravans, and the new High King wished to make peace with King Axazamar and offer reparations. My brother was agreeable, and so the embassy was admitted, and terms struck. With the embassy came a friar.”
“And he started talking to Nerazar,” said Ridmark.
“At the time I thought nothing of it,” said Caius. “The church of Andomhaim has always sent out missionaries. Those sent to the orcs and the halflings had some success. Those sent to the Kothluuskan orcs were sacrificed upon Mhor’s altars, and those sent to the manetaurs were eaten. Missionaries had visited Khald Tormen before, and we always regarded them as a curious affectation of the humans. You heard what my brother thinks of the faith of the Dominus Christus, how it is a necessary crutch for the short-lived human mind as it speeds towards death. I did not expect anything to come of Nerazar’s talk with the friar. I certainly did not expect him to request baptism and enter the faith.”
“The story goes that you were the first dwarf to convert,” said Ridmark.
“I wasn’t,” said Caius. “No, my son was the first. My wife and I were appalled, and we tried to argue him out of it. A dwarf of the royal house adhering to a human religion? It was ridiculous. As well worship Mhor or Shalask or Qazalask or one of the other orcish blood gods.”
“At least the Dominus Christus does not require human sacrifice as Mhor and Qazalask do,” said Calliande. 
“No,” said Caius. “It did cause a minor scandal at first, but eventually common opinion concluded that it was a harmless phase of youth. Nerazar did not falter in his duties. If anything, he went about his duties with new zeal and quoted me the verses from the scriptures about how all things should be done for the glory of God. We came to an uneasy peace on the subject, though I never stopped trying to talk him out of it.” 
Ridmark looked at the damaged armor in the niche. It looked exceptionally well-crafted, and it had the gold inlays he had seen on the armor of the Taalmaks guarding the Armory of the Kings, though the gold had been damaged by many blows. 
It was exactly the sort of armor a dwarven prince would have worn into battle.
“How did his armor end up here?” said Ridmark. 
Caius let out a long, weary sigh, and for a moment he looked as old as his brother the King. 
“The dvargir launched an attack on us,” said Caius. “We often war against the dvargir in Khaldurmar. Sometimes the fights are mere skirmishes, and sometimes they are more serious. Often news of these wars never even reaches Andomhaim and the other nations of the surface. This time, the dvargir launched a major invasion, trying to drive us from the outer tunnels and thainkuls around the Three Kingdoms. They had bred nearly a hundred thousand deep orcs and kobolds as slave soldiers, and we were in danger of being pushed back. Narzaxar commanded our defense, and I was given the command of a thainkul near the path of the invasion. Nerazar was with me.” 
Ridmark waited, letting Caius work through the memories of the past.
“Nerazar and I quarreled,” said Caius in a soft voice. “Bitterly. I won’t bother with the details. I thought it prudent to launch an attack on the nearby dvargir camp. Some of my officers agreed with me. Others did not. Nerazar thought it was folly…and I am afraid I lost my temper with him and said some things that I should not have. We both had harsh words for each other. In the end, it did not matter. I had the command, and my word was law. We attacked the dvargir camp.”
“You were defeated?” said Calliande. 
“Not at all,” said Caius. “I’m afraid that I was correct and Nerazar was wrong. We carried the day. It was a resounding victory. We broke the dvargir and sent them and their slave soldiers fleeing into the caverns of the Deeps. Only fifteen dwarves fell in the fighting. Nerazar was one of them.”
“I’m sorry,” said Calliande. 
“It was a fluke,” said Caius. “Simple bad luck. A portion of the ceiling collapsed, cutting Nerazar and his men off from the rest of us. They put up a ferocious fight. We found nearly a hundred and fifty deep orcs piled around them, but it was too late.” He took a long breath. “As to the rest…we returned to Khald Tormen. My wife, when she heard the news, refused to eat, and soon died of illness. I tried to convince her to eat, but I failed at that, too, just as I had failed Nerazar. For a time, I took out my fury upon the dvargir, but the war ended, and I considered following my wife’s path and allowing the despair to claim me. I fear I handled the loss badly.” 
“I am in no position,” said Ridmark, “to judge a man for how he handles grief.” 
“No man can to do so,” said Caius. “Grief is the most common thing of all, and unique to each of us, is it not? In my lowest hour, I found Nerazar’s copy of the scriptures. The friar had left it with him. I started to read it, for I wanted to understand this strange thing that had driven him so, almost as if I could still argue with him about it. I read, I believed, and I found a priest and insisted upon baptism. I left Khald Tormen and became a friar, and I thought that was an act of atonement for my pride. I studied, and I traveled, and I preached, and I saw more of the world outside Khald Tormen and the Deeps in the last twenty years than in all my centuries before that. Eventually, I decided to spend the remainder of my days bringing the word of the Dominus Christus to the pagan tribes of Vhaluusk. Then the omen of blue fire filled the sky…and you both were there for the rest of it.” 
“I am sorry,” said Ridmark. 
“Thank you,” said Caius. “You both understand grief. You know what it can drive a man to do. Perhaps Narzaxar and Axazamar are right, and I am an old fool deluded by sorrow.” 
“No, Brother Caius,” said Calliande. “I think, in fact, you are one of the wisest men I have ever met.”
She went to one knee and hugged him. Caius blinked a few times, a strange spasm of emotion going over his gray face, and then smiled and patted her on the shoulder. 
“You are kinder to me than I deserve, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Caius. 
“I disagree,” said Calliande. 
“Well, Gray Knight, what do you think?” said Caius. “That is my tale. The friar’s tale, as it were.”
“I think,” said Ridmark, “that the best way to honor the dead is by worthy deeds in the present.”
Caius laughed. “I suspected you were going to say that.”
“He’s not wrong, he is?” said Calliande with a smile. 
“No.” Caius straightened up. “Then in the memory of Nerazar and my wife and Aelia and Morigna and all those the Keeper has lost, let us find a way to keep Khald Tormen and Andomhaim safe from the Frostborn.” 
They went to rejoin the others. 



Chapter 11: Shadows Old And New
 
Even before Ridmark Arban and Calliande had come to Aranaeus, Gavin had known a little about the dwarves. 
Not much, but a little. From time to time dwarven merchants had passed through Aranaeus on their way to Andomhaim or the less warlike tribes of Vhaluusk. In hindsight, Gavin supposed Agrimnalazur had been cunning enough to allow the dwarves to come and go unharmed, lest the dwarves become suspicious and call for aid from their homeland. Gavin had spoken with them a few times, and they had always been polite, if taciturn and aloof. The dwarves he had seen in Khald Tormen so far seemed to share those attributes, albeit on a larger scale. 
But for all their stoicism, he had to admit the dwarves knew how to host a splendid banquet. 
The Hall of Relics was as vast and as ornate as the other chambers of Khald Tormen, a long pillared hall like the nave of a great church. Thick square pillars supported the vaulted roof high overhead, and reliefs of dwarven victories covered the faces of the pillars. Glowstones and glyphs filled the long hall with bright light, and hundreds of tattered banners hung from the ceiling, banners created with the skilled craftsmanship of the dvargir, the twisted beauty of the dark elves, or the rough work of the kobolds, and others that Gavin didn’t recognize. Countless trophies adorned the walls, swords and broken shields and battered pieces of damaged armor, along with the skulls of trolls and wyverns and other, more dangerous creatures. 
A long table of gleaming red granite ran the length of the Hall of Relics. Stone chairs sat facing the table. Each chair had to weigh hundreds of pounds, yet cunning mechanisms in the stone let the chairs slide in or out with a gentle push. A dais rose at the end of the Hall, supporting a high table for the King and his honored guests, and Gavin found himself there with Ridmark and Calliande and the chief nobles of Khald Tormen. 
A small army of dwarven women in gowns of bronze and black served them, laying out stone plates and knives and forks of dwarven steel. In the lands outside the Three Kingdoms, dwarven steel was so precious that it seemed odd to use the metal for forks and drinking goblets. It was almost like eating off plates fashioned of diamond. 
The serving women filled the goblets, and Axazamar rose from his seat at the center of the high table. A silence fell over the hall at once, and the King of Khald Tormen lifted his goblet. 
“A libation!” he shouted, his voice echoing through the Hall. “To Khald Tormen and victory!” 
“To Khald Tormen and victory!” roared over a thousand dwarves in response. 
They drank the libation, and Gavin learned something new about the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms.
They brewed strong drinks. So strong, in fact, that it made the brandy of Durandis seem like watery wine in comparison. 
“That’s good,” said Camorak, sniffing his cup. 
Gavin sat down, coughing, and Antenora gave him a few worried slaps on the back. 
“The brew of the dwarves is potent,” she observed.
“It is, Lady Antenora,” said Azakhun, who had been seated near them. “This particular whiskey is made from the grain grown on our farms in the valleys of Kothluusk, and then aged in wooden casks for fifty years. It is only consumed in libations on the eve of battle.” 
“Is refilling the goblet part of the tradition?” said Camorak. 
Azakhun blinked. “Of course.” 
“Truly,” said Camorak, holding out his goblet, “the dwarven kindred are a noble and civilized kindred.”
Gavin did not request a refill. His head was already buzzing from just the one goblet. He had been a little embarrassed by how hard the brandy had hit him at Castra Durius, and he had no wish to repeat the experience. Nevertheless, he remembered all the things that Caius and Prince Narzaxar had said during their argument about despair and fatalism. Stoicism was well and good, Gavin thought, but he suspected the dwarves had found another way to deal with embracing oblivion. 
Specifically, they drank like fish. 
Gavin had thought Camorak a heavy drinker, but the dwarves of Khald Tormen made him look like an amateur. By the time that Camorak had gotten through his second goblet, the dwarves were already on their fifth. They made their libations in the dwarven tongue, but Gavin thought they were honoring comrades long-dead or fallen in battle. 
“If you wanted to conquer the Mhorites,” said Kharlacht to Azakhun, “you could sell this whiskey to them.” Gavin suspected that Kharlacht was slightly drunk, since he seemed a little less grim than usual, and almost smiled from time to time. “Soon they would be too drunk to do anything useful but sing. Or throw up.”
“We would not sell this to other kindreds,” said Azakhun. “This is a drink only for the dwarves and our honored guests, such as the Keeper and her companions.” Calliande, Gavin noted, was only sipping at her first goblet, but even she had a bit of a flush to her cheeks. 
Or maybe it was because she was sitting next to Ridmark. 
Gavin rebuked himself. That was an inappropriate thought. 
He looked at Ridmark, and as he did, he saw Third swaying in her seat.
“Third,” said Gavin. “Are you all right?”
“Of course,” she said, and then she gripped the edge of the table. “Yes. No.”
Ridmark frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
“I am dizzy,” said Third, her words slurring together, her black eyes blinking, “and I feel uncomfortably warm, and am experiencing an unusual compulsion to talk.” She looked at Calliande. “I may be under a spell. Or poisoned.”
“I’m afraid not, Third,” said Calliande. “How much of that whiskey did you drink?”
“Half of one goblet,” said Third. 
Ridmark frowned. “When was the last time you drank something fermented? You didn’t drink anything at Castra Durius.”
Third thought about it. “I don’t recall. This…may be the first time.” She giggled, and then looked astonished that such a sound had come out of her mouth. “I apologize greatly, lord magister. I fear I am drunk.”
“If you need to lie down,” said one of the serving women, “there are rooms provided nearby. I fear this is a frequent occurrence at banquets.” 
“Thank you, noble dwarf woman,” said Third, starting to rise. “I have always admired the determination of your kindred.” She wobbled and grabbed her chair to keep from falling over, and both Gavin and Ridmark shot to their feet, taking her arms. 
“I think you should lie down,” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” said Third. “Yes, that is wise. That is kind. Thank you. You are a good friend to me, lord magister.” She patted him on the arm. “You and Queen Mara and the Keeper and the others. You are good friends. The only friends I have ever had.”
A pang of sympathy went through Gavin as he imaged the long centuries Third had endured as an urdhracos, bound to the will of her mad father.
“Thank you, Third,” said Calliande. “You have been a good friend to us, too.”
Third smiled, pointed at Ridmark, and then at Calliande. “You should have children.”
This time Calliande did turn red. “I’m sorry?”
“You should have children,” said Third. She tapped Ridmark on the chest. “You should impregnate the Keeper immediately.” Camorak all but gagged on his whiskey, blinking as he tried not to laugh. “Your children would be strong and wise with aesthetically pleasing cheekbones, and…”
She slumped, and only Ridmark’s and Gavin’s grasp on Third’s arms kept her from falling. 
“Will she be all right?” said Ridmark to Calliande. 
Gavin glanced at the King and Prince Narzaxar. Third was vital to the success of their plan, and if the dwarven nobles took offense at her accidental inebriation, it might imperil their chances of success. But both the King and the Prince looked drunker than the Third, and at the moment Gavin suspected the dwarves might not notice an explosion going off in the hall. 
“I think so,” said Calliande, rising and putting her hand on Third’s forehead, white light glimmering around her fingers as she cast a spell. “She’ll be fine. The drink just caught her off guard. She’s more resilient than a normal human, so she’ll wake up in a few hours, and she probably won’t even have a hangover.” 
“Lucky her,” grunted Camorak, taking another drink. 
“We’ll take her,” said Ridmark, lifting her under the arms. “Gavin, get her ankles, please.” 
Gavin took her ankles and lifted, a wave of embarrassment on Third’s behalf going through him. Yet no one among the dwarves noticed. Evidently, guests passing out drunk was a common occurrence at these banquets. Gavin thought of Caius’s words about despair, and his embarrassment turned to pity. 
“This way, sirs,” said the dwarven woman, pointing to a side door. Ridmark and Gavin carried the unconscious Third between them, Antenora trailing after. Antenora opened the door, and they carried Third into a small room with a stone cot. Fortunately, the cot had thick blankets, and they laid Third down atop it. 
“Hopefully she will feel better when she wakes up,” said Ridmark. 
He turned and walked back to the banquet. Gavin started to follow him but then stopped. Antenora stared down at Third, a peculiar expression on her face. The two women had become friends of a sort during the journey from Nightmane Forest to Bastoth. Perhaps it was because they were both ancient and seen so much. 
“I’m sure she’ll be all right,” said Gavin. “She just had a little too much to drink, and it caught her off guard. No one will hurt her here, and she’ll be fine when she wakes up.”
“I know, Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora. 
She didn’t move. 
“Is…everything all right?” said Gavin, stepping closer. 
“I envy her,” said Antenora.
“Third?” said Gavin, surprised. He couldn’t think of anyone he envied less than Third. She had spent centuries enslaved as an urdhracos, and while she had broken free, the experience had left its scars upon her. “Can I ask why?”
“She can feel,” said Antenora. “I could drink every drop of that dwarven liquor and not feel a thing. All I feel is regret and sorrow. Perhaps that is as it should be. My crimes caused Arthur Pendragon’s realm to fall.”
Gavin wasn’t sure what to say. There was a look of such regret upon Antenora’s face, and he wanted to make it better. He didn’t know how, though. 
“You must feel something other than regret, though,” said Gavin. 
“Oh?” she said, looking at him. 
“You’re worried about Third,” said Gavin. “That’s not just regret. And you keep protecting Calliande. You wouldn’t do that just out of regret. And we’re friends, right?”
“We are friends?” said Antenora. “Truly?” 
It was a strange sight. She was fifteen centuries old, a sorceress of power, but beneath the yellow eyes and the gray skin, suddenly she looked like a scared and lonely girl. She was old, Gavin realized, but she was frozen in a peculiar sort of way. The curse of dark magic had made her immortal, but it had also locked her mind and heart as those of the grief-stricken woman who regretted her folly, and she had spent centuries suffering for her crimes long after anyone she had harmed was dead. 
“Yes,” said Gavin.
She stared at him, her yellow eyes unblinking. 
“Thank you,” said Antenora. “You are important to me, Gavin Swordbearer.” She reached down and gripped his right hand. Her fingers felt cold and dry. “I wish I could feel more than I do. I wish I could have met you long ago, before I made my mistakes. Perhaps I would be wiser.” 
His mouth went dry, and for a moment he could think of nothing to say at all. 
“I’m sorry,” he said at last. 
“None of my ills are your fault, Gavin Swordbearer,” said Antenora. “Let us return to the banquet. I do not wish to leave the Keeper unguarded.”
“No,” said Gavin as she released his hand, grateful that she had turned to a different topic. Thinking about Antenora sometimes brought a huge knot of complicated emotion to his mind. Sometimes he thought about kissing her and wondered what it would be like, but he knew she could not feel it. “But she ought to be safe here in Khald Tormen. This place is a fortress.”
Antenora was silent as they walked back to the Hall of Relics, her fingers tapping against her staff.
“Perhaps,” she said at last.
 
###
 
The Weaver walked alone through the corridors near the Hall of Relics. The servants used these hallways to come and go unseen, carrying trays of food and drink, but for the moment they were deserted. Even if the servants saw him, they would think nothing of it.
He smiled to himself. 
Things were going well. 
He had not expected matters to proceed as they had, but the dwarves’ confrontation with the Sculptor offered opportunities. Ridmark Arban would go to Thainkul Morzan, while Calliande would remain behind in Khald Tormen. That presented an excellent chance to kill them both. Ridmark would likely be the easier kill. In the Deeps, it would be easy to separate him from his companions and cut him down. The Keeper would take more work. The dwarves were powerful, especially in the heart of their greatest city. 
The Weaver felt the weight of the black soulstone he carried, its surface cold with the gathered power of Incariel.
The dwarves were strong, but they could not withstand this power. 
Now he would return to the banquet. Too much time and his absence would be noted. The Weaver had command of the situation, and he need only wait for the moment to strike. 
And then the final obstacle to eternal freedom from matter and time would be removed.
The Weaver turned the corner and froze.
For the first time in nearly two centuries of life, complete and utter shock took him. 
A dark elven noble sat on a stone bench against the wall, waiting for him. 
The dark elf would be over seven feet tall when standing, and he wore armor of blue dark elven steel over black chain mail, a black cloak thrown back from his shoulders. His face was white as snow, and his eyes were as black as the void, filled with the shadow of Incariel. The dark elven lord had white hair, the points of his ears rising through the pale strands. Despite the alien grandeur of his appearance, the dark elf somehow looked…annoyed, like a tutor attempting to explain a simple concept to a slow pupil. Next to the bench stood an urdhracos in black armor, her head shaved, a strange steel mask on the left side of her face. The Weaver had last seen her during the attack on Castra Durius. This urdhracos was the Cutter, which meant that the dark elven lord upon the bench was… 
“Greetings,” said the dark elf. His voice was a musical tenor of inhuman beauty, marred only by the tone of faint annoyance in his words. “I calculated that it was prudent for us to speak. I hope you are intelligent enough to realize who I am.”
The Weaver considered his options. A dark elven noble would be a powerful foe, skilled with both blade and spell, and the Weaver wasn’t at all sure he could win this fight. No, best to remain polite for now.
“I assume,” said the Weaver, “that I have the singular honor of addressing the Sculptor?” 
“Ah, good,” said the Sculptor. He rose to his feet in a single fluid movement. “You do have a rudimentary grasp of logic, which is rare in humans. Of course, you are not entirely human any longer, are you?”
He took a step forward, peering at the Weaver, examining him like a specimen upon a table. 
“Remarkable,” said the Sculptor. “Complete physical shapeshifting with total muscular and skeletal reconfiguration while retaining your lucidity. I could never get that quite right in my creations. Do you know how many generates of urshanes I bred before…was it five hundred?”
“Six hundred and thirty-four, master,” said the Cutter.
“Yes, that was it,” said the Sculptor. “Six hundred and thirty-four generations before I managed to get their shapeshifting ability right. Even then, they are only mimics. They must take a humanoid form and are incapable of altering their mass and relative strength. You even have a complete physical rejuvenation every time you change form, correct?”
The Weaver had heard that dark elven nobles were invariably insane, and he thought it best not to provoke the Sculptor.
“That is correct,” said the Weaver. He took a careful step back, considering the soulstone he carried.
“What?” said the Sculptor. “You’re thinking of using that shadow-damaged soulstone against me? A category error. I would not be harmed by it, making it useless as a tool of defense.”
“Do I need to defend myself against you?” said the Weaver. 
“Not presently,” said the Sculptor. “The only reason to kill you would be to dissect you and study the alterations the shadow of Incariel has made to your flesh, and since I am not going to do that, you have no reason to fear. Unless you cross me, of course. Then you should be terrified.”
“How reassuring,” said the Weaver. 
“A pity I didn’t have human blood to work with during the ancient epochs,” said the Sculptor, stepping back. “Of all the kindreds, orcs are the most vulnerable to magical mutation through successive generations, but human blood can achieve remarkable effects when fused with dark magic. Such as my koballats.” He waved a hand. “Still, your abilities come from the shadow of Incariel, which can temporarily suspend certain physical laws. Since Incariel desires to destroy those same physical laws, the conclusion is not surprising.” The bloodless mouth twisted in a grimace. “Therefore the effect cannot be reproduced with any reliability. The shadow of Incariel is ever treacherous.” 
The Weaver smiled. The dark elves had joined with the shadow of Incariel for power. They were fools. The Weaver grasped the truth, as did Imaria Licinius Shadowbearer. The purpose of the shadow of Incariel was not to rule the world.
The purpose of the shadow of Incariel was to destroy the world and free mankind from the prison of matter and time. The dark elves hadn’t seen that. The dvargir hadn’t seen that. Tarrabus and the other fools in the Enlightened hadn’t seen that.
Only Imaria and the Weaver knew the ultimate truth. 
“As you say, Lord Sculptor,” said the Weaver.
The Sculptor made an irritated sound. “Do not patronize me, boy. Your Enlightened are simply another group of fools who think to use the shadow of Incariel to become gods, failing to realize that Incariel desires the destruction of the world as a means of destroying its prison.”
The Weaver said nothing, adjusting his plans. The Sculptor might be mad, yes, but that did not mean the Sculptor was a fool.
“And you desire to stop this?” said the Weaver. 
The Sculptor scoffed. “I told you not to patronize me. It cannot be stopped. As well try to stop this world in its orbit around the sun. No. This world is doomed, one way or another, and I have no further interest in its fate.” He swept back to the bench and sat down. “Why are you here?” 
“To ensure the victory of the shadow of Incariel,” said the Weaver. 
“Mmm.” The Sculptor stared off into space for a moment. “Then you are here to kill the Gray Knight and the Keeper.” 
“Yes,” said the Weaver.
“That could be a problem,” said the Sculptor. 
“Might I ask why?” said the Weaver. “I have no wish to work at cross-purposes with you.” If it came to battle, he would not try to fight the Sculptor himself. Rather, he would find a way to alert the dwarves that their ancient enemy had hidden within their city. The resultant battle would kill thousands, which was of no importance, but it would likely eliminate any danger the Sculptor posed to the Weaver’s plans.
“I need her alive,” said the Sculptor. “Admittedly not for very long, but I do need her alive for those few moments.”
“Then you wish to claim the power of the Keeper for yourself, as the Warden and the Traveler did?” said the Weaver.
“What?” said the Sculptor, his annoyance growing, and the Cutter laughed. “Don’t be stupid. Why is everyone so stupid? No. What would I do with the Keeper’s power? Conquer the world? This world is doomed. Most likely it will become part of the empire of the Frostborn, and if by some miracle you Enlightened are more competent than you appear, then the shadow of Incariel will devour this world and all who dwell within it. I don’t want to hold the Keeper’s power. I just need to use it for a few moments, long enough to accomplish what I require.” 
“And what is that?” said the Weaver.
The Sculptor sneered. “If you are not intelligent enough to figure it out on your own, then you don’t deserve to know.” 
The kingdoms of the dark elves, the Weaver knew, had fallen because of the chronic inability of the dark elves to work with each other. After speaking with the Sculptor, the Weaver suddenly understood why the dark elves all detested each other. 
“I suspect,” said the Weaver, “that you are here to make sure I do not kill the Keeper before you are finished with her.”
“Yes,” said the Sculptor, tapping his fingertips together. “I don’t care what you do with her once I have finished. It is entirely possible my spell will strip her of all power, or leave her a drooling vegetable. Or it might leave her unharmed. The Keeper’s mantle provides a resiliency that human flesh typically does not possess. Regardless, the process might leave her weakened, and I suggest that you kill the Keeper after I have finished with her.” 
“When do you…require her?” said the Weaver.
“In a few days’ time,” said the Sculptor. “The moons shall be in the proper configuration then, and they invariably affect a spell of this magnitude. Once I have finished, if she is still alive, you are welcome to do as you wish with her.” 
The Weaver considered the Sculptor’s offer. Imaria had sent him to kill Ridmark Arban and Calliande both. She had wanted him to kill Ridmark first because she believed that Calliande had fallen in love with the Gray Knight and would be crippled by his loss. Given what the Weaver had seen since leaving Regnum, Imaria’s logic had not been in error. That said, they both had to be killed to remove the threat they represented. 
“What about the Gray Knight?” said the Weaver.
“A human with no magical ability represents no threat to my plans,” said the Sculptor, but there was doubt in that irritated voice. 
“Tymandain Shadowbearer thought the same,” said the Weaver.
He half-expected the Sculptor to take offense at that, but the dark elven lord nodded. “So he did, and now he is no more. The lesson should be obvious. Ridmark Arban should be no threat. A Swordbearer without a high elven soulblade? Yet he carries the staff and the cloak of Ardrhythain. He defeated the Artificer, escaped the Warden, and was there when the Traveler was slain. These things cannot be overlooked.” 
“I saw him fight at Castra Durius, master,” said the Cutter. “He fought well. He might even make a suitable mate before I bore of him and feed him to the koballats.” 
“No,” said the Sculptor. “He is too dangerous to leave alive.” The void-filled eyes stared into the Weaver. “Kill him.”
“I shall,” said the Weaver. 
“Good,” said the Sculptor, rising to his feet. “It shall be interesting to observe you in battle. Your physical configuration is very nearly unique.”
He waved an armored hand, and both he and the Cutter vanished. 
The Weaver let out a long breath. That had been an unusually productive conversation. It was clear that the Sculptor had his own goals, and the Weaver cared nothing for them. But the Sculptor’s method of reaching those goals would involve killing Calliande of Tarlion, and the Weaver cared a great deal about that. 
So long as he stayed out of the Sculptor’s way, the Weaver suspected the dark elven lord’s presence would only aid his task.
He smiled and walked back to the Hall of Relics to rejoin the banquet. 
 



Chapter 12: The Deeps
 
The next morning Ridmark left Khald Tormen in the company of a thousand dwarven warriors. 
Caius, Kharlacht, Camorak, Third, and Gavin accompanied him, while Narzaxar served as commander of the force and Azakhun as his second-in-command. Sir Ector and his men-at-arms waited nearby on foot since their horses would not survive the trip into the Deeps. Ridmark wanted to leave Ector and his men behind to guard Calliande, but Calliande pointed out that she was surrounded by thousands of dwarven warriors. Ridmark also had wanted to leave Camorak and Gavin behind to protect Calliande, while she had argued in turn that she wanted them to go with him. Camorak could heal wounds, and if they encountered any creatures of dark magic, Gavin’s soulblade and skill at arms would prove invaluable. Ridmark relented, relieved that at least Antenora would remain behind to protect Calliande. 
He stood in the Hall of the Deeps and watched the dwarven warriors prepare themselves for battle. 
The hall was far less ornate than the Hall of the Great Gate, and the Gate of the Deeps was smaller but much more heavily fortified than the Great Gate. Given the number of enemies that the dwarves had in the caverns of the Deeps, that made sense. 
Dwarven warriors moved back and forth, loading carts with supplies and the components of siege engines. A breed of murrag Ridmark had never seen before pulled the carts. They were lizards the size of cows, their sides covered in loose, scaly skin, bony shields covering their necks and heads, their yellow eyes staring with indifferent placidity. Narzaxar strode among his warriors, giving commands, while Azakhun inspected them for any sign of laxness. Narzaxar commanded with the iron confidence of a veteran captain, while Ridmark saw the same thing developing in Azakhun. The younger dwarf would one day become an excellent commander.
Ridmark only hoped the Frostborn would be defeated by then. 
Gavin and Kharlacht seemed lost in their own thoughts, and Gavin kept glancing up towards the ceiling. Caius spoke little. Perhaps the gloominess of his kindred had worn off on him, or perhaps remembering Nerazar’s death had subdued him. Only Third seemed unchanged, her face calm as she watched the laboring dwarves.
“How are you feeling?” said Ridmark.
Third grimaced. “I have a headache, but that is thanks only to my own folly. I should have realized the potency of the dwarves’ drink.” 
“Drink lots of water,” said Camorak. “That is always the key the next morning.” 
“I hope I did not do anything foolish,” said Third. “I have little memory of the banquet.” 
“You did talk more than usual,” said Ridmark. 
Third frowned. “I hope I said nothing inappropriate.”
“Oh, nothing inappropriate,” said Camorak. He seemed the worse for wear, his eyes bloodshot, his face shaded with stubble, but he usually looked like that. “You were just honest, that’s all.”
“Good,” said Third.
Ridmark glared at Camorak.
The Magistrius answered with a cheerful smirk. “In wine lies the truth, as the Romans of old said.” 
Kharlacht snorted. “If wine contains truth, then that dwarven whiskey must contain the entirety of knowledge.”
Camorak laughed. “No, just a headache or three. I'm impressed how the dwarves have managed to avoid hangovers.” 
Third rubbed her forehead. “Also true.” Then to Ridmark’s lasting surprise, she laughed. 
She never laughed. Not ever. 
“What’s funny?” said Ridmark.
“Aside from the obvious,” said Camorak. 
“I got drunk at a banquet thrown by the King of Khald Tormen,” said Third. “My father would have been furious. The thought pleases me. I shall have to tell it to my sister when we return to Nightmane Forest.” 
Ridmark was spared from having to answer when Narzaxar approached, followed by Calliande, Antenora, and Calazon. Narzaxar wore armor of suitable magnificence for a Taalkhan of Khald Tormen, inlays of gold and silver adorning the plates of dwarven steel. His helmet included a mask wrought in the shape of a bearded dwarven face. It looked a great deal like him. Perhaps he had been the model. 
“Lord magister,” said Narzaxar. “We are ready to depart.” 
“As are we,” said Ridmark.
Narzaxar nodded and went to take charge of his men. 
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “Please, be careful.” 
“Always,” said Ridmark. 
She smiled. “Liar.” It was a conversation they had shared a dozen times before. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and stepped back. “By the time you get back, I will have convinced the King to send us aid against the Frostborn.”
“Fear not, Gray Knight,” said Calazon. “The Keeper shall be in good hands while you are gone with the Taalkhan. I look forward to learning many things from her. I have no doubt that you shall be victorious. The mind must be shaped by the flesh, and from what I have seen of your mind you shall win a great victory.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. It was an odd compliment, but he nodded once more to Calliande and walked with the others to Sir Ector’s men. 
They followed the dwarven column as it marched through the Gate of the Deeps. It was a double gate, with the inner gate opening into a massive octagonal courtyard, and the second gate, twice as thick as the first, on the courtyard's far side. The stonework was smooth, and Ridmark saw the hidden nozzles that would allow the dwarves to fill the courtyard with burning oil, and the balconies that housed siege engines to rain destruction upon any intruders. The outer gate swung open on silent hinges, and beyond yawned a vast, gloomy cavern, a broad lake upon one side and pale light coming from clusters of glowing mushrooms.
The Deeps opened before them…and in their depths, Ridmark knew, the Sculptor and his creatures awaited them.
 
###
 
“Have to admit,” said Camorak, “that I don’t care for the Deeps at all.”
“Neither do I,” agreed Gavin, “and I’ve been in them before.” 
They walked with the dwarven column through the caverns, following the twists and turns of the tunnels. The caverns were spacious, with ghost mushrooms providing gloomy light. Caius said that the dwarves of Khald Tormen had mapped the Deeps near the Three Kingdoms thousands of years ago, and the paths were well-known. Gavin regularly saw dwarven glyphs carved into the walls, or milestones counting the distance from the inscription to the Stone Heart back in Khald Tormen. 
“Aye, I was with you,” said Camorak. “At Shakaboth and the Labyrinth below the Range.”
Gavin shook his head. “I had been in the Deeps before that.”
“Really? When?” said Camorak. 
“Well,” said Gavin. He had to think for a moment, which was just as well since it took his mind off Antenora. “The first time was on the way to Thainkul Dural, near Moraime in the Wilderland.” He wondered what Morigna would have thought of Khald Tormen, and tried to put that thought out of his mind. “Then we passed through a portion of the Deeps near Urd Morlemoch, and then the Deeps beneath Khald Azalar. That was probably the worst trip. There were dvargir and mzrokars, and we had to steal a key from a nest of basilisks. I really hope we don’t see any basilisks down here.”
Camorak grunted. “I suppose the dwarves would have wiped them out a long time ago. I wouldn’t want basilisks hanging around my front door.” 
“No,” said Gavin. “You would not.” 
He walked in silence for a while, bringing up the rear of the dwarven column near the murrag-pulled wagons. The big lizards grumbled and wheezed as they walked, but they seemed tireless and kept plodding along. 
“You’ve been a lot of places for such a young man,” said Camorak. “When I was your age, I had just joined the Dux as a man-at-arms. I hadn’t even left Durandis yet.”
Gavin laughed. “I haven’t been that many places.” 
“Khald Azalar and Urd Morlemoch,” said Camorak. “Those are places of legend.” He grimaced, scratching at his stubble-shaded jaw. If it bothered him so much, he ought to have shaved it. “And Bastoth and the Range. Not many men of Andomhaim have been to those places.”
Gavin shrugged. “I’m a Swordbearer, but I’m not really a man of Andomhaim. I was from a village in the Wilderland. I’ve never even seen the Tower of the Sword in Tarlion.”
“If we live through this, you will,” said Camorak. “Both Tarlion and the Tower of the Sword are impressive sights. Though the charm of Tarlion wears off after the first few days. Then it's just crowded and smells bad.” 
“I would like to see them, though,” said Gavin. “I can’t go back to Aranaeus, and…well, if I am a Swordbearer, I suppose Tarlion is my home.”
Camorak laughed. “Feeling homesick, are we?” 
What he felt was confused about Antenora, but he didn’t want to talk about that with Camorak. “Something like that.”
“What you need,” said Camorak, “is a woman. There wasn’t a girl back in Aranaeus, was there?”
“Well,” said Gavin. “Yes. No.”
Camorak laughed. “A story, then.”
“Her name was Rosanna,” said Gavin. “She was engaged to the village smith in Aranaeus, and…well, I wish she wasn’t.”
“What happened?” said Camorak. 
Gavin shrugged. “An urdmordar tried to eat our village. After it was all over, the urdmordar was dead, Rosanna married Philip, and I left with the Gray Knight to go to Urd Morlemoch. That was that.”
“Too bad,” said Camorak.
Gavin shrugged again. “It seems like it was a very long time ago.” It hadn’t been, in truth. It had been barely two years. But like Camorak said, Gavin had traveled a long way since Aranaeus and seen many strange and terrible things. He didn’t think about Rosanna very often, but when he did, he hoped she was happy with Philip. 
“What you should do,” said Camorak, “is find yourself a woman. If you find the right one, then home is wherever she is.”
“Profound,” said Gavin.
Camorak scratched his jaw again. “I’m a philosopher.” 
He wasn’t wrong. Gavin found himself thinking about women often. But when he did, his thoughts turned to Antenora, and then his thoughts turned to confusion. Such a relationship wasn’t possible between them. She was half-dead, sustained only by the power of the curse upon her. If they were victorious, if the curse was lifted, she would undoubtedly die.
The thought filled him with sadness…but so did the thought of looking for another woman. 
He shook his head and forced himself to pay attention and watch for foes. Not that he needed to do so, not really. This close to Khald Tormen, surrounded by a thousand dwarves, they were as safe as they could be anywhere.
That was a dangerous assumption to make, so Gavin made himself stay vigilant. His vigilance was rewarded an instant later when Third stepped out of a pillar of blue fire and walked to join them. 
“Sir Gavin, Magistrius,” said Third. “The Gray Knight would speak with you. It seems there are foes in the tunnel ahead.” 
 
###
 
Ridmark, Caius, Kharlacht, and Sir Ector listened as the scout made his report to Narzaxar and Azakhun. The scout was a weathered-looking dwarf of middle years, a scar twisting his bearded lip into a perpetual scowl. Unlike most of the dwarves, he wore a peculiar sort of grayish chain mail that seemed to blend into the colors of the rocks around him. Perhaps the dwarven stonescribes and smiths had been inspired by the scales of the trolls and the koballats.
“What news, Malzuraxis?” said Narzaxar.
The weathered scout turned his head and spat on the dust of the cavern floor. “Kobolds. Nearly a thousand of them.”
“We could take a thousand,” said Azakhun, “but we would suffer losses.”
“We’d suffer severe losses, lord Taalmak,” said Malzuraxis. “They’ve dug in ahead, built themselves fortifications. Crude things, aye, and we could knock them down with our siege engines, but they will fire back while we do.”
“Which cavern have they claimed?” said Narzaxar. 
“The Silent Gallery,” said Malzuraxis, and the other dwarves nodded. The dwarves of Khald Tormen had given names to all the major landmarks in the Deeps for a hundred miles in all directions. 
“What is this Silent Gallery like?” said Ridmark. 
Narzaxar glanced at him. “The cavern is about a mile long, and three hundred yards across at its widest point. The entrance is about forty yards across.” 
“The kobolds have built fortifications there,” said Malzuraxis, “and worse, they have prepared a rockfall trap. If we force the gate of their fortifications, they will withdraw, and bury us alive in an avalanche.”
“The tribe,” said Caius. “Did you see which tribe of kobolds? There are many in this section of the Deeps.” 
“The Blue Skulls,” said Malzuraxis. “They tattoo their heads with a pattern of a blue skull.”
“Distinctive,” said Ridmark. He could imagine what Calliande would think. 
“They do that to show their allegiance to the Sculptor,” said Narzaxar. “They are his allies, and come to war at his call. Undoubtedly the Sculptor summoned them to secure the Silent Gallery and his route to Khald Tormen.” He looked back at Malzuraxis. “What do you suggest?”
The scout spat into the dust again. “We could make a frontal assault, lord Taalkhan, but it would be bloody, and we’d lose a lot of men. We would win, but at a steep cost.”
“Could we go around?” Ridmark.
“We could,” said Azakhun, “but it would take an additional three days to reach Thainkul Morzan. Worse, it would leave the Blue Skulls in our rear, and they could attack at will.” 
Ridmark turned as Third, Gavin, and Camorak approached. It looked as if they had been listening for some time, and Ridmark shared a glance with Third. She gave a slight nod, and he turned back to Narzaxar. 
“I think,” said Ridmark, “that I may have another way.”
“I will listen to any suggestions,” said Narzaxar.
“Then I suggest,” said Ridmark, “and Third and I sneak into the kobold fortifications and trigger their rockfall trap.” 
Silence answered him.
Malzuraxis whistled. “That would do it. The scaly rats are camped under their own trap. I figure they want to lure us in and then drop the trap on our heads. Of course, that means they’re under their own hammer. If we trigger it, we’ll wipe most of them out, and our lads can deal with the rest of them.” His hard eyes turned towards Ridmark. “But sneaking into their walls would be a neat trick. They’re watching for us.”
“I’ve had some practice,” said Ridmark, gesturing to so Third, “and she’s had even more practice.”
“I cannot ask you to take this risk on our behalf, lord magister,” said Narzaxar. 
“I know,” said Ridmark, “but I volunteer for it nonetheless.”
It was a risk, he knew, but it was a calculated one. Taking an extra three days to reach Thainkul Morzan would mean another three days back, and an extra six days would give the Frostborn that much more time to strengthen themselves. For that matter, the detour would leave them vulnerable to attacks from the kobolds. A frontal assault would save time, but it would cost the lives of hundreds of dwarves, and Ridmark did not want that on his conscience.
Not when there was a better way. 
“Very well,” said Narzaxar. “We shall await your success or failure.”
“Should I come with you?” said Gavin.
Ridmark shook his head. “Third and I can move more quietly alone.”
Gavin started to speak again, but Kharlacht spoke first.
“Do not worry, Sir Gavin,” said Kharlacht. “The Gray Knight and Third have done this before.” 
“Aye,” said Caius. “Remember the camp of medvarth and khaldjari west of Castra Marcaine about a year past? Third and Ridmark lured them into a valley, and the Anathgrimm took them. We didn’t lose a single fighter that day.”
“Let us pray we are just as successful,” said Ridmark. Azakhun took him literally, as the dwarven Taalmak lowered his head in prayer for a moment. Well, Ridmark would take all the help he could get. “Third?”
“I am ready,” said Third. 
Ridmark nodded, and he led the way further down the tunnel, bow in hand. The tunnel was broad, but fortunately, there were many ghost mushrooms to provide light and numerous outcroppings of stalagmites and boulders to provide cover. Small ponds lay here and there, holding the peculiar eyeless fish common in the waters of the Deeps. 
That made it easy for Ridmark and Third to reach the kobold fortifications unseen.
After about two miles, the tunnel narrowed. A rough wall of stone with a gate of mushroom planks had been built across the tunnel, and Ridmark spotted kobolds atop the crude ramparts. The kobolds were about the size of human children, with lean, gray-scaled bodies, long tails curling back and forth behind them. They had elongated, lizard-like heads with yellow eyes, their fingers and toes topped with claws. The creatures had red crests on their necks and the top of their heads, and they looked almost like elaborated frilled collars. Every one of the kobolds Ridmark saw had blue tattoos in the shape of grinning skulls upon their faces. 
They had found the Blue Skull kobolds. 
Beyond the fortifications, Ridmark saw the rockfall trap. The tunnel widened into a large cavern, undoubtedly the Silent Gallery, and behind their crude wall, the kobolds had piled a large heap of boulders. A net of ropes held the boulders in place, cunningly tied so that cutting a single knot would cause the entire pile to come crashing down. The trap was obvious, and Ridmark wondered if it had been intended to convince the dwarves to bypass the Silent Gallery, leading them into a trap elsewhere. 
No matter. If Ridmark and Third forced the trap here, the Sculptor and his kobold allies would have to change their plans.
Third leaned close to him, her breath warm against his right ear.
“Sentries,” she whispered. “One on the left, one on the right.” Her black-gloved hand pointed, and Ridmark spotted a kobold armed with a bow on the left, lurking behind a large stalagmite, while to the right he saw another kobold behind a pair of boulders. 
“I’ll get the one on the left,” whispered Ridmark into her ear. “Can you get the one on the right?”
Third nodded. It was mostly a rhetorical question. Mara had been a deadly assassin, and her older half-sister was no less skilled. 
“I shall wait until you strike,” said Third.
Ridmark nodded and crept to the side, drawing his bow and setting an arrow to the string. He circled to the left, his boots making no sound against the rocky ground. The kobold remained motionless behind its stalagmite, watching for foes. Ridmark dared not make any sounds. Kobolds had keener senses than humans, and the slightest thing might give away his presence. 
Yet Ridmark had done this before, and the kobold did not notice him.
He stopped a dozen yards away, taking a deep breath to steady his aim. Ridmark raised his bow, drew back the string, and released. 
The arrow hissed through the gloom and slammed into the kobold’s chest, rocking the creature back. The kobold let out a croaking groan, its tail lashing like a whip, and Ridmark raced forward, drawing his axe as he did so.
One quick chop through the kobold’s skinny neck kept the creature from calling out in alarm. Ridmark turned just in time to see a flicker of blue light to his right. More blue fire flared next to him, and Third stepped out of the flames, the dark blood of kobolds upon her short swords. 
“Done,” she whispered. 
Ridmark nodded, watching the wall for any sign of alarm, but the kobolds had not noticed anything amiss, at least not yet.
That was going to change. 
He nodded, retrieving his weapons, and they crept across the rest of the cavern and reached the base of the rough wall. Eight kobolds stood watch atop the wall, staring into the gloom of the cavern, but so far they hadn’t noticed that enemies were upon them. Ridmark stared at the wall for a moment. The gate had been built of planks hewn from the large ironstalk mushrooms that grew throughout the Deeps, and it looked sturdy enough. The wall looked rather less sturdy, constructed of loose stone, and it had a rough and uneven surface. 
A surface that looked easy enough to climb.
Ridmark pointed at the corner of the wall, where it met the living rock of the cavern, and Third nodded. He went first, creeping to the intersection and scaling the wall, his fingers and boots finding purchase. Third followed him. She could have traveled to the top of the wall in an instant, but this close to the kobolds, the blue fire of her power would almost certainly draw their eye. 
He peered over the top of the crude rampart. The kobold guards were not far away, but they were watching the cavern, perhaps listening for cries of alarm from the two sentries that Ridmark and Third had killed. They were not looking towards the cavern wall, perhaps because no threat could come from that direction.
Ridmark rolled over the rampart in silence, settling into a crouch, and Third came after him, springing down with the grace of a hunting cat. 
Still, the kobolds did not notice anything amiss, and Ridmark and Third hurried forward. 
The Silent Gallery stretched before them, and below the wall, Ridmark saw the kobold camp. Hundreds of the gray-scaled creatures waited there, some sleeping in rough tents built of murrag hides, others sprawled on the ground, and others eating or arguing or gambling with dice carved from bone. 
If the kobolds were resting, it was because they had been busy. An enormous quantity of rocks had been piled against the wall, heaped in such a way that they were on the verge of collapse. Ridmark saw the ropes holding back the pile straining and quivering under their load, and wondered if the kobolds had miscalculated the weight. When those cords broke, the stones would collapse into half of the Silent Gallery. 
Unfortunately, the kobolds knew their danger. A crude walkway of planks went along the front of the rock pile, and before the knot holding the maze of ropes in place stood eight kobold guards. They were larger and stronger-looking than the rest of the kobolds, and wore shirts of ragged mail and carried spears, their heads armored with helmets shaped for their long skulls. 
Ridmark and Third shared a look, and Third leaned close.
“Distraction?” she whispered.
Ridmark nodded and raised his bow again, while Third stepped back, drawing her short swords. 
One of the kobolds on the ramparts looked up, and Ridmark moved.
He raised his bow and released, sending an arrow flying towards the kobold guards. There hadn’t been time to take better aim, but the arrow nonetheless caught the nearest kobold in the thigh. The kobold let out a furious shriek of pain, and as one every single kobold on the walkway and the rampart looked at Ridmark and Third. 
For a moment, they paused in shock, and Ridmark took the opportunity to shoot another kobold. This time he shot the creature through the neck, and the kobold fell from the walkway to land in the camp below the rockfall trap. The kobolds in the camp were already stirring, and the sight of one of their fellows falling to his death roused them to alarm. Cries rose as the kobolds snarled, scrambling for weapons.
The kobolds upon the rampart rushed him, and Ridmark fought for his life.
He dropped his bow and raised the staff of Ardrhythain, the dark weapon flying in his hands. The first kobold that came at him had a short sword, and Ridmark parried it aside and drove the end of the staff into the kobold’s head with bone-crushing force. The creature fell, limbs flopping and tail twitching and Third stepped into the gap, spinning past a spear thrust, her short swords opening the throats of two kobolds at once. The creatures fell, and she leaped back, Ridmark deflecting the stab of a spear aimed at her belly. Ridmark whipped his staff in a wide circle, forcing the kobolds back. His longer reach and the length of the staff kept the enemy from closing, and he used the moment of distraction to kill another kobold, crushing its throat with a quick jab.
By then the kobolds guarding the walkway had stormed onto the rampart.
“Third!” shouted Ridmark. “Now!” 
Third sprinted forward, killing one of the armored kobolds with a twin slash from her swords, and vanished into blue fire. The kobolds closed around Ridmark, and he fought, blocking and dodging, swinging and thrusting, the staff of Ardrhythain a blur in his hands. The kobolds were no match for him, but numbers were on their side, and sooner or later they would wear him down. Or the kobolds in the camp would recover from their surprise and shoot him down from the wall.
Blue fire swirled on the walkway, and Third appeared in front of the knot. The dark elven short swords flashed in her hands. The knot was huge, as big as Ridmark’s torso, but the dark elven steel was sharp, and Third had the unnatural strength of her heritage. 
One of the kobolds screeched a warning. 
The knot snapped, the ropes flying out with enough force to cut flesh, and Third leaped backward off the walkway to avoid them, vanishing in a flash of blue fire. 
An ominous rumble went through the cavern, and the kobolds attacking Ridmark stopped, casting anxious glances at the piled rocks. Ridmark took the opportunity to spin and run, grabbing his weapons and vaulting over the rampart, scrambling down the wall as fast as he could without breaking any bones in the process. 
He was about a yard from the ground when the rockfall collapsed into an avalanche.
A deafening roar filled the cavern, followed by the screams rising from hundreds of kobold throats at once. An enormous billowing plume of dust erupted over the rampart, and a disturbing shiver went through the wall. Ridmark jumped the remaining distance to the ground as Third reappeared a few feet away. At once she sprinted for the far end of the cavern, and Ridmark followed her example. 
Behind them the wall collapsed from the sheer weight of the rockfall, the debris spilling into the cavern. The floor trembled beneath Ridmark’s boots, and he stumbled, caught himself, and kept going. 
He and Third were at the far end of the tunnel when they looked back at last. The dust had started to settle by then, and Ridmark saw a scene of total devastation. The rockfall had destroyed both the wall and the kobold camp. Of the kobold camp, Ridmark saw no trace. He saw a few kobolds limping atop the spilled rocks, injured, but they showed no inclination to pursue. 
Ridmark paused to catch his breath, and Third came to a stop, breathing hard. 
“That went well,” said Ridmark. 
“Yes,” said Third. “Less so for the kobolds.”
 
###
 
A short time later they rejoined Narzaxar’s force, and the dwarves advanced into the Silent Gallery. 
The kobolds had withdrawn completely, at least those who had survived. The smell of blood was thick in the air, and Ridmark saw pools of it leaking from beneath the collapsed rocks. Likely this cavern would soon be overrun by scavengers seeking the flesh of the slain kobolds for a quick meal. 
Hopefully, by then they would have taken Thainkul Morzan and returned, and the dwarves would be marching to aid the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs against the Frostborn.
They marched onwards, pressing further into the darkness of the Deeps.
 



Chapter 13: Thainkul Morzan
 
They reached Thainkul Morzan one day after leaving the Silent Gallery, and Gavin saw why the koballats had fortified it. 
The place reminded him a great deal of Thainkul Dural, the dwarven ruin where Coriolus had trapped them so he could steal Morigna’s body to house his corrupted spirit. Thainkul Dural had been a strong fortress, and Gavin and the others had only gained entry by employing a secret entrance that Caius had found.
Thainkul Morzan looked a great deal like Thainkul Dural.
Only much stronger. 
The tunnel ended in another large cavern. Like the Silent Gallery, this cavern was shaped like an oval, and a motionless lake took up the far third of the cavern. The outer wall of Thainkul Morzan rose from the edge of the water, the massive stonework reflected in the mirror-like lake. A single narrow causeway of granite crossed the lake and led to closed gates of dwarven steel. Anyone crossing the causeway would have no cover from arrow fire, and the outer wall of Thainkul Morzan stopped two yards from the cavern ceiling. That mean the koballat crossbowmen and siege engines Gavin saw atop the wall would have a clear field of fire. The dwarves would lose hundreds if they attempted to assail the gate.
If they tried to attack Thainkul Morzan, it would be an absolute slaughter. 
“They are well-fortified,” said Azakhun.
Gavin stood with Ridmark and Narzaxar and his chief lieutenants at the end of the tunnel, looking towards the cavern, the lake, and the outer wall of Thainkul Morzan. Third did not link the koballats had any watchers in the outer portion of the cavern. Why bother? Anyone approaching the causeway would be clearly visible, and they could unleash crossbow quarrels and ballista bolts at their leisure. It would take a far larger force than what Narzaxar possessed to storm Thainkul Morzan, perhaps even an entire army.
Fortunately, the dwarves knew about the secret entrance to their former stronghold.
Unfortunately, the koballats knew about it as well.
“There are two secret entrances?” said Ridmark.
“Aye,” said Caius. “The first is like the one we used to enter Thainkul Dural.” He pointed at the elaborate stonework of the outer wall. “It will be hidden within that niche. Manipulating the proper glyphs will open the secret door.”
“The water goes right up to the wall,” said Ridmark. “There is no way we could open the door without making the water ripple. The koballats would know what is happening at once.”
“Agreed,” said Caius. “Fortunately, there is a second secret door.” 
“He’s right,” said Narzaxar. “There is a side tunnel that branches from the outer cavern.” He pointed, and on the left-hand wall of the cavern, just before the lake, Gavin saw the shape of a narrow archway. “It descends below the level of the lake. Before it does, there is a secret door. Of old our builders constructed the door so the thainkul would not run short of water during a siege, or so we could issue forth in a sortie and strike the foe from behind their lines.”
“Clever,” said Ridmark. 
“The koballats will know about it,” said Azakhun. “The Sculptor has seized Thainkul Morzan several times. By now he will have uncovered all of its secrets.”
“But if you and Lady Third can overcome the guards the way you did at the Silent Gallery,” said Narzaxar, “then you can enter the thainkul and open the gates for us. We’ll storm inside and drive out the koballats, and fortify it so the Sculptor cannot claim it again.” 
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “Do you have a scout who knows the way?”
Narzaxar sent one of his bodyguards back to the main column of the force, and a moment later he returned with Malzuraxis. The scout looked at the wall of Thainkul Morzan, spat upon the ground, and then looked at the prince.
“Suppose you want me to show them the way, lord Taalkhan?” said Malzuraxis. 
“Yes,” said Narzaxar. “I will not command you, for this will be very dangerous. Yet…”
“No need,” said Malzuraxis. “I’ll do it. In olden times my ancestors lived in Thainkul Morzan. I don’t like to see koballats infesting the place.” His hard eyes turned to Ridmark. “If you think that you and Lady Third can get us into Thainkul Morzan, I’ll gladly help you.” 
“We’re going to do it,” said Ridmark, “or we’re going to die trying.” 
Gavin supposed that it was a joke, but Malzuraxis nodded as if Ridmark had made a simple statement of fact. Which, Gavin realized, it was. 
“Take these,” said Narzaxar, gesturing, and one of the warriors stepped forward. He handed a metal rod about sixteen inches long to Ridmark, and then one to Third and another to Malzuraxis.
“What are these?” said Third, hefting the rod. 
“The stonescribes craft them for dealing with trolls and koballats,” said Narzaxar. “Focus upon the end of the rod, and it will burst into flame.” 
Ridmark frowned at the rod, and the end erupted into white flame, so hot Gavin felt the heat of it on his face. Ridmark shook the rod, and the flame went out.
“Useful,” said Ridmark. 
“Especially if you want to start a campfire,” said Camorak. 
“Or cauterize the wounds of a troll to keep it from regenerating,” said Ridmark. “All your warriors are equipped with these things?”
“Of course,” said Narzaxar.
“Then we are ready,” said Ridmark. 
“Very well,” said Narzaxar. “May the gods of stone and silence go with you.” He glanced at Azakhun, his mouth twisting a little. “Or the god of the humans, whichever you prefer.”
“I should go with you,” said Gavin.
Ridmark shook his head. “No, I think it would be better for you to remain with the dwarves. If we can get the main gates open, you will need to spearhead the first assault. And if there are wounded, you and Camorak are the only ones with healing magic.”
Gavin wanted to argue, but he knew that Ridmark was right.
“God go with you, then,” said Gavin. 
His hand tightened on Truthseeker’s hilt. When the hour came, he would be ready to fight.
 
###
 
Ridmark, Third, and Malzuraxis made their way across the cavern, the air damp and cold against Ridmark’s face. 
Malzuraxis set a brisk pace but nonetheless moved with the silence of a veteran scout. Ridmark and Third followed him as he wove from stalagmite to stalagmite and boulder to boulder. He kept glancing towards the grim outer wall of Thainkul Morzan, expecting the cry of alarm to rise at any moment. For that matter, the koballats might have crept from the wall and were circling behind Ridmark to prepare an ambush. 
On the other hand, perhaps he was imagining things, and the koballats still hadn’t noticed them.
They reached the far wall without incident. The tunnel beyond the archway was narrow, and the three of them had to go single file, Malzuraxis first, then Ridmark, and then Third. The tunnel twisted down, the floor rough and sandy beneath Ridmark’s boots.
“Here,” said Malzuraxis, stopping at a blank section of the wall. He stooped and brushed away some sand from the base of the wall, revealing a section of stone adorned with dwarven glyphs. He tapped a few of the glyphs, and they glowed with harsh blue light. 
A section of the tunnel wall swung inward, revealing a passage of worked stone with a smooth floor that sloped upwards.
“Good,” grunted Malzuraxis. “It’s not flooded. We’d be swimming home otherwise.” 
“Where will the guards be?” said Ridmark.
“If there are guards,” said Malzuraxis, “they will be at the top of the ramp. The passage spirals up for a few hundred yards and then opens into a guard room with another door. The room is only large enough to hold four or five koballats at once, but there is a horn that connects to the courtyard beyond the main gate. If we don’t take them fast, they’ll sound the alarm, and this will all fall apart.”
“We’ll be quick, then,” said Ridmark. 
Malzuraxis grunted and looked at Third. “You’re some kind of mad half dark elven assassin, right? How fast can you move?”
“I can go from here to there in the blink of an eye,” said Third. 
“Well, that’s just splendid. You’d better,” said Malzuraxis, “else we’re finished.” He produced a crossbow and loaded the weapon. “Let’s go. You go first.”
“Why?” said Ridmark. 
“You’re taller, and you’ve got that big stick,” said Malzuraxis.
“Sensible,” said Ridmark, checking to make sure the stonescribe’s rod was ready at his belt. He gripped Ardrhythain’s staff and led the way up the spiraling tunnel, moving in silence. As they climbed, he saw the glow of a lantern and heard the rasp of voices speaking a strange language. 
Koballats. 
They froze, and Third tilted her head to the side for a moment, listening. After a moment, she held up her left hand, all four fingers and the thumb extended.
Five koballats, then. 
Ridmark beckoned, and Third and Malzuraxis moved close around him.
“I’ll go first and get their attention,” whispered Ridmark. “Malzuraxis, come after me and shoot one of them. Third, keep them from sounding the alarm. Once they’re down, we’ll take off their heads and burn the stumps.”
Third and Malzuraxis nodded. 
Ridmark took a deep breath, straightened up, and continued down the passage, Third and Malzuraxis falling into position behind him. The light grew brighter, and the sound of rasping voices grew louder, and Ridmark saw a doorway in the gloom ahead. 
He braced himself, gripped his staff, and leaped through the doorway.
Luck was on his side. The small guardroom had a stone table in its center. Five koballats sat at the table, their weapons propped against it, and to judge from the bone dice and pile of coins upon the table, they had been passing the time by gambling. It was a terrible defensive position, and Ridmark exploited it, bringing his staff hammering down on the head of the nearest koballat. The creature’s skull was thick, but all of Ridmark’s strength was behind the blow, and the koballat collapsed. 
The other koballats reacted with speed, surging to their feet and seizing their weapons. Malzuraxis raised his crossbow and squeezed the trigger, and his bolt took one of the koballats through the throat. One of the creatures sprang towards a stone door on the far side of the room. Next to the door a curved tube of dwarven steel jutted from the stone, likely connecting to the alarm horn. The koballat opened its tusked jaw and lowered its head towards the end of the tube, but Third appeared behind the koballat, driving her blades into its neck. The koballat fell, its forehead bouncing off the tube, and collapsed in a limp heap to the floor. 
The remaining two koballats charged, and Ridmark stepped back, dropping his staff and drawing the dwarven axe from his belt. In the confined space of the guard room, the axe would serve him better, and he would need it to take off their heads anyway. He parried a thrust from a broadsword and sidestepped, trying to keep only one of the koballats in front of him at any one time. The koballat stabbed, and Ridmark dodged, swinging his axe and hitting the creature in the neck. The last koballat charged at him with a scream of fury, but by then Malzuraxis had gotten his sword out of its scabbard. His blade bounced off the koballat’s mail, staggering the creature, and Third finished it off with a flash of her blades. 
The last koballat slumped to the floor, and silence fell over the guard room, the air heavy with the vaguely rotten smell of koballat blood. Already their wounds were regenerating, but Ridmark started hacking off the head of the nearest koballat. Malzuraxis followed suit, and Third used her rods to burn the bloody stumps of their necks. 
“Good fight,” said Malzuraxis. 
“Third,” said Ridmark. “Get back to Narzaxar. Have him send his best fighters up the secret tunnel. If we’re going to reach the main gate and open it, we’ll need help.”
Third nodded and disappeared as the blue fire shone from her veins. 
“Nice trick,” said Malzuraxis. “Must be useful.”
“It is,” said Ridmark.
“Fought an urdhracos a few times,” said Malzuraxis. “Some of the Sculptor’s pets. Never thought I’d be fighting next to one.”
“It’s a strange world,” said Ridmark. “What’s the courtyard like beyond the door?”
“Big octagonal space,” said Malzuraxis. “The old keep of the thainkul’s garrison is on the left, and the armory on the right, but they’re both in ruins. Beyond it opens into a large natural cavern, and our ancestors worked the sides in tiers to build houses and shops. The control mechanism for the gate will be in the guardroom at the base of the outer wall.” 
“I wonder why the koballats didn’t break the gate,” said Ridmark.
Malzuraxis shrugged. “It’s too useful. You can’t break gates of dwarven steel from the outside without the kind of magic that would collapse the cavern. And from the inside…well, they’re easy to open from this side.”
Third reappeared, breathing hard, blue fire pulsing within her veins and black eyes. Using her power repeatedly in short a time drained her, and she leaned against the table as she caught her breath. “Taalmak Azakhun is on his way with picked warriors. Sir Gavin insisted on coming.”
“Might as well,” said Malzuraxis. “We’ll have a hard fight to hold the guard room when we open the gate, and I’ve heard your Swordbearers fight like enraged ursaars.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark, and he set himself to wait.
 
###
 
Gavin followed Azakhun up the tunnel, his hand hovering near Truthseeker’s hilt. The soulstone in the base of the blade gave off a faint white glow, which meant that it sensed dark magic nearby. He wondered if the koballats had wizards among their ranks. On the other hand, Thainkul Morzan had been conquered and reconquered so many times over the centuries that a residual aura of dark magic might hang over the entire ruin. 
The tunnel ended in a small guardroom, koballat warriors lying dead on the floor, smoke rising from the stumps of their necks. Ridmark, Third, and Malzuraxis awaited them, and Malzuraxis straightened up as Azakhun approached. 
“The guard room is taken, Taalmak,” he said.
“Good work,” said Azakhun. He looked at Ridmark. “To the main gate?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “If we can hold that, Narzaxar can bring up the main force, and Thainkul Morzan will fall, no matter how many koballats the Sculptor has inside.” He looked at Gavin. “I suppose you’ll see some hard fighting sooner than we thought.”
“I am ready,” said Gavin.
Ridmark nodded. “Malzuraxis?” 
The scout crossed the guard room and pulled a lever next to the stone door. There was a rumbling sound, and the slab of stone slid aside, revealing a set of stairs climbing upward. They were narrower than Gavin would have liked, and he wondered if the koballats had thought to post guards at the top.
Ridmark and Third went first, and Gavin and Azakhun followed them. After twenty steps, the stairs ended, and Gavin stepped into a large octagonal courtyard. The massive outer wall of Thainkul Morzan rose on his right. To his left stood two crumbling towers of dwarven design that looked like fortresses in their own right. Beyond the two towers opened a large cavern, its sides worked into terraces, ruined houses standing on the tiers. It looked as if Thainkul Morzan had once been as prosperous as Khald Tormen, but that had been a long, long time ago. 
Right now, Gavin barely noticed the ruins. 
The thirty koballat warriors scattered across the courtyard held his attention. 
One of the koballats saw the dwarves emerging from the secret entrance and howled a warning. At once the koballats whirled, yanking swords and axes from their belts. On the rampart along the outer wall, the guards raised crossbows.
“To the guard room!” shouted Ridmark, pointing his staff at the gate. Next to the closed gate of dwarven steel Gavin saw a smaller doorway leading into the outer wall. Most likely that led to the guard room and the control mechanism for the gate. “Third, the archers!”
Third sprinted forward, vanishing in a flash of blue fire. She reappeared atop the rampart, swords flying, and two of the koballat archers fell. Azakhun bellowed a command in the dwarven tongue, and an answering shout came from the warriors behind Gavin. 
The koballats and the dwarves charged each other, and Gavin found himself in a battle. 
Fortunately, he was more than prepared for it. 
He charged with the dwarves, Truthseeker glimmering with pale flames. A koballat raised a crossbow, pointing at Azakhun, and Gavin drew on Truthseeker for speed. He blurred in front of the dwarven Taalmak, his shield snapping up, and the koballat’s crossbow bolt rebounded from his shield with a clang. Azakhun blinked in surprise and then nodded his thanks, and Gavin charged. The koballat began reloading its crossbow, but it was too late. Gavin brought Truthseeker down in a flash, and the koballat parried with the stock of its crossbow. The soulblade shattered the bow, and the koballat scrambled for a sword, but Gavin killed the creature before the blade cleared the scabbard. 
Another dwarven warrior rushed forward with a glowing rod, burning the creature’s wounds.
Another crossbow bolt clipped Gavin’s shoulder, and he staggered as pain flashed through his left arm. He looked up at the rampart as the koballat started to reload its crossbow, but Third killed the creature before it could line up another shot. 
A koballat with an axe came at Gavin. His dwarven shield could have blocked the edge of the weapon, but he wasn’t sure his injured shoulder could hold against the swing. He drew on Truthseeker for speed, and he dodged to the left. The koballat overbalanced, the axe hammering against the ground, and Gavin drove Truthseeker into its neck. The koballat slumped dying to the ground, and Gavin returned to the fight, joining the dwarves as they battled the Sculptor’s creatures. 
Gavin killed another koballat, Truthseeker’s power stronger than even the pain in his shoulder, and spotted Ridmark. The Gray Knight had drawn ahead of the dwarven line, four koballats trying to kill him, but he was a match for his opponents. The black staff flashed and spun in his left hand, while his right hand grasped his dwarven axe. Gavin thought that it would have been impossible to use both weapons simultaneously, but Ridmark managed it, using his staff to deflect blows like a shield and his axe to land devastating blows upon the koballats. 
Nevertheless, four against one made for heavy odds, so Gavin ran to help him. 
The koballats were so focused upon Ridmark that they didn’t see Gavin coming. He stepped up and drove Truthseeker forward with all the soulblade’s power behind his arm, and the sword crunched through chain mail and into the nearest koballat’s heart. The creature went rigid and collapsed, and Ridmark broke out of their circle. His staff struck a koballat on the side of the head, and before the creature recovered, Ridmark hit it in the chest with his axe. The blade crunched through both chain mail and the koballat’s black scales. The other two koballats dropped back, and Ridmark went on the attack, dropping his axe and swinging his staff through a series of whirling blows. None of his attacks connected, but the koballats had to retreat, and Gavin took down one of the distracted koballats. Ridmark hit the other in the face with his staff, and the black-scaled head snapped back.
Truthseeker crunched home into the koballat’s chest, and Ridmark stooped and snatched his axe back up.
“The guard room, Gavin!” he said. “Before they regenerate! Quickly!”
Gavin nodded and ran after the Gray Knight to the doorway. Beyond was a large room, gears of dwarven steel mounted on the wall. Two levers rose from a table of dwarven steel in the center of the room, and Ridmark hurried to the table, dropped his weapons, and grasped one of the levers. Gavin sheathed Truthseeker and grabbed the other, and together they pulled.
A shudder went through the room, and the large gears began to turn, slowly at first, then faster and faster. Ridmark retrieved his weapons and Gavin drew Truthseeker again, and they returned to the courtyard. The koballats were falling back past the two ruined towers, and Third had killed all the archers on the ramparts. Gavin saw some slain and wounded dwarves lying upon the ground, but far more dead koballats, and a team of dwarven warriors burned their wounds with glowing rods. 
Even better, the massive gates were grinding open, and Gavin saw Narzaxar’s vanguard charging up the causeway. 
They were winning. 
“Hold here!” shouted Azakhun. “Hold here! Shield wall in front, crossbows behind! The foe will try to retake the gate, and we need to hold here until the Taalkhan arrives.”
Gavin braced himself, taking a moment to draw on Truthseeker’s magic to heal some of the wound in his shoulder. The koballats had to know that if they lost the gate, Thainkul Morzan would fall. They would launch a fierce attack to keep their fortress from falling.
Except the counterattack never came. 
 
###
 
The courtyard and the outer wall were theirs, yet Ridmark felt uneasy. 
Narzaxar and his officers came through the gate, Kharlacht and Caius and Camorak with them. At once Camorak hurried to the wounded dwarves, the white fire of healing magic glowing around his fingers. 
“Well done,” said Narzaxar as the dwarves filled the courtyard. “Well done, all of you. Our losses?”
“Six dwarves slain,” said Azakhun. “Twice as many wounded, but they should all live when Magistrius Camorak is done with them.”
“Then we should prepare for the next phase of the attack,” said Narzaxar. “The koballats will have fallen back to the houses and shops, and we will need to drive them out house by house.”
“I don’t think that will be necessary,” said Ridmark.
He walked away from the shield wall, heading towards the main cavern. Caius called out a warning. At the edge of the courtyard, Ridmark would be exposed to any archers in the cavern, but he did not think that would be a problem.
He reached the edge of the courtyard and stopped. 
Below him, he saw the tiered cavern with its ruined houses and crumbling workshops and towers. It was ancient and half-ruined and completely deserted.
The koballats had abandoned Thainkul Morzan.



Chapter 14: Flesh and Mind
 
“I do not understand,” said Narzaxar. 
Ridmark stood with the prince at the edge of the courtyard, looking into the heart of Thainkul Morzan proper. Dwarven crossbowmen had taken position atop the ruined towers, and the engineers had assembled their siege engines, ready to rain steel bolts and casks of exploding oil on any foes that emerged from the ruins.
But no foes had appeared. 
Ridmark took a long look at the ruins. Thainkul Morzan had obviously been the site of numerous battles, and many of the houses and shops had been smashed to rubble, and heaps of bones and rusted weapons lay here and there on the tiers. In the center of the cavern flowed a stream, likely leading to the lake outside the massive wall. At the far end of the cavern stood a large building with the look of a fortified mansion. Likely it had once been the seat of whatever Taalmak the King of Khald Tormen had appointed to govern Thainkul Morzan. Ridmark saw signs of other kindreds as well – a stone hut that looked as if it had been built by the deep orcs and a tattered murrag-hide tent favored by the kobolds. 
But the ruined thainkul looked abandoned.
“Maybe they saw our approach and retreated further into the Deeps,” said Azakhun. 
“Perhaps,” said Narzaxar, “but we took the gate guards unawares, I’m sure of it.”
“It is also possible that the koballats abandoned Thainkul Morzan,” said Ridmark. “Or they departed for some task or another, and left a small garrison to hold the gate.” 
“Or they may have left to assail Khald Tormen itself,” said Caius. 
Narzaxar gave his younger brother a glance that was half-irritated, half-worried. “That is possible, but the scouts thought there were no more than seven or eight hundred koballats in Thainkul Morzan. Enough to hold the thainkul, yes, but not enough to assault Khald Tormen. If they attack the Gate of the Deeps, they will be utterly slaughtered.” 
“Unless they march to join a larger force,” said Kharlacht.
“Or if they are part of some other stratagem,” said Sir Ector. The knight sounded frustrated. Ridmark understood his annoyance. Their task was to aid Calliande and help her gain allies in the war against the Frostborn, not to chase koballats through the tunnels of the Deeps. 
“That is possible as well, Sir Ector,” said Narzaxar. “You see why we dare not leave Khald Tormen without its full strength? The Sculptor is devilishly cunning, and his plots have as many spinning wheels as our smiths’ finest mechanical clocks.”
“This may be a trap, Lord Taalkhan,” said Third.
“A trap?” said Narzaxar. 
Third shrugged. “Is it not obvious? The Sculptor’s forces made a great show of taking this ruin, did they not? They lured us in, and when we stormed the wall, we found them elsewhere. Maybe a trap awaits us in the ruins below.”
No one said anything for a moment. 
“What manner of trap?” said Narzaxar. 
Third shrugged again. “There are many possibilities. The koballats can camouflage themselves, so perhaps a host of them are hidden within the houses, waiting for us. Maybe the Sculptor has rigged the cavern to collapse. Perhaps the koballats have dammed the stream, and are waiting until we enter the thainkul before flooding us out. Maybe there is an urvuul hidden behind the ruins of that mansion, and it will storm out and kill us once we enter.”
“Gavin killed an urvuul once,” said Ridmark.
The young Swordbearer grimaced. “I wouldn’t like to try again.” 
“We need more information,” said Narzaxar. “Azakhun, have some scouts explore the tunnels outside Thainkul Morzan. Send them out in pairs. We will also need some men to explore the thainkul itself.”
“I will go,” said Ridmark. 
“I will come with you,” said Third. Kharlacht and Gavin volunteered as well. 
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “All right. Third and I will take the left side of the stream, and you and Gavin take the right. Return here within an hour.”
“By then, we should have some more information, and we can decide how to proceed,” said Narzaxar. 
Ridmark nodded and beckoned to the others, and Third, Kharlacht, and Gavin followed him. 
A set of switchback stairs led from the courtyard to the lowest tiers of the cavern, splitting in two over the stream. Ridmark and Third went to the left side of the cavern, and Kharlacht and Gavin went right. He stepped onto the lowest tier, the stream flowing to his right, the ruined houses of the tiers rising on his left.
“I suggest we search tier by tier,” said Third. 
Ridmark nodded. “There will probably be tunnels for drainage and waste beneath the houses.” He and Morigna and Calliande and the others had fled through one of those tunnels in Thainkul Dural, avoiding the mzrokar that the dvargir had set on their trail. “We should check those as well.”
“Agreed,” said Third, and they started forward.
The ruins were utterly silent. Ridmark and Third moved in quiet haste from house to house. Some had collapsed into rubble. Others were still intact, and Ridmark and Third walked through the dusty rooms, past old bones and shattered pots and rusting weapons. Here and there he saw skeletons lying where they had fallen in long-ago battles, dwarves and deep orcs and kobolds and koballats and even a few dvargir. Bones lay scattered throughout alleyways and houses. 
The dwarven glowstones still functioned, and clusters of ghost mushrooms had started growing, throwing tangled shadows over the broken stonework. 
“Perhaps,” said Third as they reached the second-to-last tier on the left side of the cavern, “this place truly is deserted.”
“You must believe it so,” said Ridmark. “Else you would not be speaking.”
“True,” said Third. “If it is deserted, our task is a success. Perhaps the Sculptor changed his mind and decided not to risk a fight. Prince Narzaxar can then fortify Thainkul Morzan, and we can return to Khald Tormen and the Keeper.” 
Ridmark snorted. “You’re too experienced to believe that.” 
Third nodded. “True. I was just admitting the possibility that fortune had favored us for once.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “Something is happening that we don’t understand yet. Perhaps we can find the answers here.”
They reached the highest tier, the rock wall of the cavern rising next to them. Ridmark stepped into a small square between four crumbling houses. Dust and bones and a few rusted swords of kobold make lay scattered upon the ground, but other than that, the little square was deserted. 
“Or,” said Third, “perhaps we shall find nothing at all here.” 
“At the very least, we lose nothing by Prince Narzaxar fortifying Thainkul Morzan, and…”
Third gasped and stumbled a step.
Ridmark turned, his staff coming up in guard as he scanned the square for enemies. He saw nothing, but Third’s eyes were wide.
“What is it?” said Ridmark.
“The song,” said Third. “I hear the song.”
“Song?” said Ridmark. He didn’t hear anything. 
A memory flashed through him. Mara, after she had gained control over her blood and her powers, had spoken of sensing the auras of powerful dark elven lords as songs she heard in her head. It wasn’t really a song, but her mind perceived it as such. And that meant if Third heard the song, she sensed the presence of a powerful dark elven noble.
“It wasn’t there before,” said Third, her eyes narrowed with alarm. “It’s so loud. I should have heard it before, I should have heard it long before…”
“Greetings, Ridmark Arban and Lady Third.”
The voice was a musical tenor, far more harmonious than any human voice. Yet it carried a note of irritation as if the speaker found the effort of speech an annoying imposition. 
Ridmark turned, staff raised in guard, and Third stepped back, short swords ready.
The first thing he saw was the Cutter. 
The urdhracos stood near the wall at the opposite side of the square, dark wings folded behind her armored body. The glow of the ghost mushrooms glinted off her peculiar mask, and she grinned, blue fire flickering around her armored hands. Next to her stood a tall figure in blue dark elven armor and a black cloak, his angular face chalk-white and his hair pale, his eyes filled with a dark void. 
He had to be the Sculptor. 
Third hissed and raised her weapons, and the armored figure lifted a hand. 
“Do not bother,” said the dark elf. “As you have no doubt guessed, I am the Sculptor.” The void-filled eyes turned to Third. “I trust you were not able to detect my presence? Excellent. My hypotheses concerning the alterations to your physiology were correct. Do not attempt to transport behind me. I have taken precautions against that.”
“I will not be your slave,” said Third. “I shall never be anyone’s slave again.”
Ridmark expected anger or sneering contempt from the Sculptor. The Traveler would have flown into a rage at Third’s defiance, and the Warden would have answered with cold disdain.
Instead, the Sculptor only looked annoyed.
“What?” he said. “Don’t be absurd. I have no use for you. You are an interesting curiosity, yes, but will soon become irrelevant.” The bottomless black eyes turned to Ridmark. “You, however, are rather more relevant.” 
“All this effort just to kill me?” said Ridmark. 
“If I wanted to kill you, why would I waste otherwise useful time with speech?” said the Sculptor. 
Ridmark blinked. “You wanted to speak to me?”
“Yes,” said the Sculptor. 
“Then…what did you want to talk about?” 
The Sculptor stared at him, and Ridmark considered his options. He could try attacking the Sculptor. The staff of Ardrhythain might shield him from some of the dark elf’s powers, but the Sculptor likely possessed enough magic to kill both Third and Ridmark without much effort. He could try to flee, but the Sculptor would pursue him. 
Best to let this play out. 
Ridmark waited for the Sculptor to speak. 
“The height of these chambers,” said Sculptor.
Ridmark blinked. Of all the things the Sculptor could have said, he would not have expected that.
“I’m sorry?” said Ridmark. 
“The khaldari, the dwarves as you call them, are so short,” said the Sculptor with irritation. “While I was awaiting your arrival, I walked through several of the houses, and I constantly had to stoop. It was quite annoying. One can see how the physical form of the dwarves dictates the shape of their civilization, both in the literal and the metaphorical sense. The height of their houses, their corridors, their workshops, the fact that they live primarily underground, all these things are determined by their height and shaped by their flesh.”
“An interesting digression,” said Ridmark, “but I fail to see the point.”
The Sculptor stepped forward. Third tensed, but the dark elven lord made no threatening movements. 
“You are a fascinating specimen,” said the Sculptor.
“That’s very kind,” said Ridmark. 
“Kindness is a meaningless affectation for dark elves,” said the Sculptor, “and a mechanism of self-interest for humans. You have extremely well-developed musculature for a human male of your age, accompanied by high levels of coordination and stamina. Your bones have been thickened by repeated stress impacts, and your reflexes have been conditioned by combat to a high state of readiness. It is likely normal human females would find you a suitable mate, so long as you display appropriate signs of dominance. You also appear to have better than average intelligence for a human, though some of your more questionable decisions would call that into doubt.” 
Ridmark waited for the Sculptor to come to his point and then realized that the dark elven lord had finished talking. 
“Do you begin all your negotiations this way?” said Ridmark. 
Because this was a negotiation, or at least he thought it was. The Sculptor hadn’t tried to kill them, unless he counted the attack at Castra Durius. He wasn’t sure, but he thought the Sculptor wanted access to Calliande, and there was no way in hell Ridmark would let the Sculptor anywhere near her. 
“Negotiation?” said the Sculptor. “I am stating a fact. Humans fail to understand their own nature.”
“And what is our nature?” said Ridmark. 
“You are machines of meat,” said the Sculptor, “mechanisms of flesh and blood and bone. The nature of a catapult is determined by its gears and timbers. The natures of living creatures are determined by their physical configuration. You have souls, true, but the shape of the souls is determined by the shape of your flesh, rather than the other way around.”
Ridmark frowned. He had heard that somewhere before, he was sure of it.
“I suspect we will disagree on many things,” said Ridmark. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Do you know why the other dark elves call me the Sculptor?” said the dark elven lord. 
“The story goes,” said Ridmark, “that you used your dark magic to reshape flesh and blood and bone, working it as a sculptor works clay and marble and metal. According to legend, you created many of the war beasts of the dark elves…”
“Here we encounter the limits of your flesh,” said the Sculptor. “Legend? To your small mind, perhaps. You have lived only thirty years, the barest instant of time. It is only legend to you because the limitations of your flesh mean you lack the proper perspective. The urvaalgs were one of my first creations. Have you encountered them?”
“Repeatedly,” said Ridmark. “And I’ve killed them just as often.”
“But they have persisted for tens of thousands of years,” said the Sculptor with obvious pride. “My design has passed the test of time. Consider the lowly spear. A simple blade of metal affixed to a wooden shaft. It has been unfathomable eons since the first mind conceived of the idea of the first spear. Yet spears are still used on countless worlds to this day, even when far more sophisticated weapons are readily available. And after so many wars and so many millennia, my urvaalgs persist. It is a testament to the success of my design.” 
“You have wrought monsters,” said Third with contempt, “and you take pride in them?”
“Yes,” said the Sculptor. “I hope that was obvious. You have no doubt encountered my other creatures. The urshanes were a particularly difficult feat of alchemical engineering. I was never completely satisfied with the design, and later created the urhaalgars to cover some of their deficiencies. Perfection, alas, remains ever elusive. In the end, I realized I could only design a creature to serve a specific function, and while the creature would excel at that function, it would be useless at anything else.”
“I see,” said Ridmark, though he did not. Trying to follow the line of the Sculptor’s thoughts was like trying to track the progress of a maddened rat through a maze. “Then what do you want?”
“What do I want?” said the Sculptor, as if surprised by the question.
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “You’re not talking to me to amuse yourself. There is a reason. What do you want? To rule the world?”
The Sculptor blinked, and then threw back his head and laughed. The ancient horror standing before Ridmark sounded genuinely amused.
“Rule the world?” said the Sculptor. “Rule the world? What do you take me for, the Warden?” To Ridmark’s astonishment, the Sculptor drew himself up and started to do a fairly good impression of the Warden. “Yes, I am the Warden of Urd Morlemoch, and I shall rule the world forever and ever with my magnificent empire, only I will accidentally chain myself to the giant soulstone in my citadel. Or I am the Traveler, and I shall hide myself in a muddy forest while impregnating every human female that happens to wander by.” He looked at Third. “Your father was an idiot.”
“I will not argue,” said Third. 
“The Warden was an idiot,” said the Sculptor. “All of my kindred were idiots except for me.” Petulance entered his annoyed voice. “They wanted to rule the world, and look what that got them. They trusted the shadow of Incariel to give them the world, and now those of us who are left are skulking in caves and ruins and miserable dusty woods like Nightmane Forest. It’s their fault. They should have listened to me.”
“You…counseled against their path?” said Ridmark.
“I did,” said the Sculptor. His mouth twisted with contempt. “They were not satisfied with my war beasts. When we summoned the orcs, I modified them to create several improved versions, but still, the proud fools were not satisfied. Then the idiots found the urdmordar and thought they would make perfect soldiers. I warned them against it. The Warden did, and they should have listened to him, too.” He made a dismissive gesture with his armored hand. “We call ourselves dark elven nobles. Have you ever seen a common-born dark elf? No, you have not. Once we were more numerous than the humans and the orcs combined. Now all the others have been slaughtered, and only a few of us linger in ruined strongholds, waiting for oblivion to claim us at last.”
“You don’t want to rule the world,” said Ridmark. “Fine. Do you want to rule Khald Tormen?”
The Sculptor scoffed. “Khald Tormen? What would I do with it? The flesh of the dwarves is highly resistant to magical alteration. The best we could do was to create the dvargir, and they never obeyed. I advised killing them all, of course, but as ever the others refused to listen. Khald Tormen would only be useful to me if I killed all the dwarves and populated the city with my own creatures, and there isn’t time for a project of that scale.”
“Then why make war upon them?” said Ridmark. 
The Sculptor shrugged. “The dwarves are occasionally useful. They are an excellent source of high-quality metal and ores. On occasion, their stonescribes craft useful magical items, and then I steal them. Even if I had time to wipe out the dwarves, doing so would be counterproductive. It would be similar to overhunting a forest and wiping out the prey animals, thereby eliminating a useful source of raw materials.” 
The Sculptor didn’t want to rule the world. He didn’t want to conquer Khald Tormen. He didn’t want to wipe out the dwarves. Then what did he want?
And Ridmark realized that his first suspicions had been correct. 
“The Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Ridmark. “You want the Keeper of Andomhaim.”
“Ah,” said the Sculptor, looking at the Cutter. “It seems you were correct. He realized the truth quicker than I anticipated.” 
“You did say his intelligence was greater than normal for a human,” said the Cutter.
“Not that much greater,” said the Sculptor, his attention returning to Ridmark. 
“Let me guess,” said Ridmark. “You want to steal the Keeper’s power for yourself.”
“Why?” The Sculptor looked taken back. “I have touched the shadow of Incariel. The power of the Keeper is anathema to me. I might as well drink a goblet of poison. No, I simply wish to ask the Keeper a question.” 
“A question,” said Ridmark.
“Yes, that is all,” said the Sculptor. “A single question.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “Tell me the question. I will ask it of the Keeper, and return with the answer.” 
“Insufficient,” said the Sculptor. “I must ask the question in person.”
“Why?” said Ridmark.
“That is not your concern,” said the Sculptor. “I must ask the question in person, and I must do so in the chamber of the Stone Heart in Khald Tormen.”
Ridmark doubted the Sculptor would tell him why, because he was certain the Sculptor intended something nefarious. 
“Why ask me?” said Ridmark. “I am not the Keeper.”
“Because the Keeper is in Khald Tormen,” said the Sculptor, “and as you have no doubt deduced, I am not welcome there. Additionally, it is well known that you are the Keeper’s primary protector. If you approach her with my offer, it is more probable that she will accept.” 
“An offer implies you are going to give us something in return for speaking with the Keeper,” said Ridmark. 
“A logical assessment,” said the Sculptor. “If can ask the Keeper my question in the Stone Heart, I will withdraw my koballats and other creatures and leave the dwarves in peace for the duration of your war with the Frostborn. The dwarves will be free to aid you against the Frostborn, and you shall have achieved your objectives.” 
“Why would you do that?” said Ridmark. 
“I have no further interest in Khald Tormen,” said the Sculptor, “and no further interest in Andomhaim, once the Keeper has answered my question. You, however, have a great deal of interest in both. You cannot help but accept the offer. It is in your nature. Your flesh is made for war, and your mind must always form itself to the shape of your flesh…”
Ridmark blinked.
The Sculptor’s words rattled around inside of his head like dry bones inside an urn.
The mind must always form itself to the shape of your flesh…
The horrified realization came to him.
“You killed Calazon,” said Ridmark, a hard rasp in his voice.
The Sculptor fell silent, and Third frowned at Ridmark. 
“You’ve been at Khald Tormen the entire time,” said Ridmark. “You killed Calazon and took his place.”
“Ah,” said the Sculptor, looking at the Cutter again. “It seems your assessment of his intelligence was better than mine.” The Sculptor gestured, and his form blurred and shifted, changing to the gray-robed appearance of the stonescribe Calazon. He gestured again, and took his true form. “Do you like the shapechange spell? The amount of effort required to avoid the Sight of the Keeper was not trivial.” 
“You infiltrated the dwarves of Khald Tormen,” said Third. “Why?” 
The Sculptor smiled. It was a mad smile, the smile of a cruel child amused by the suffering of his pets. He did not have the cold hubris of the Warden or the wild madness of the Traveler but he was just as insane nonetheless. 
“Let us see if my servant’s assessment of your intelligence is correct,” said the Sculptor. “Why did I infiltrate the dwarves?”
Ridmark stared at the dark elven lord. He remembered the soulstone Calliande had carried and Imaria had used to create the world gate. Imaria had empowered the soulstone with Morigna’s death, draining away the dark magic she had stolen from the Warden. 
And the Stone Heart was a giant soulstone. 
“A world gate,” said Ridmark. “You’re going to kill the Keeper and use her magic to open a world gate in the Stone Heart.”
“Remarkable,” said the Sculptor. “Clearly you possess greater logical faculty than I thought. I wish I had the time to dissect your brain.”
“Why?” said Ridmark. “Have you decided to throw your lot in with the Frostborn? Or do you think to summon a new kindred to fight them? It worked so well when you summoned the urdmordar.”
The Sculptor just stared at him. 
“Perhaps my original assessment of your intellectual capacity was optimistic,” said the Sculptor. 
“Why open another world gate?” said Ridmark. 
“The Stone Heart empowers many of the warding glyphs shielding Khald Tormen,” said the Sculptor. “Consequently most of the great soulstone’s capacity maintains those glyphs, and there is little left. It will only open a weak and feeble world gate, with only enough power to allow passage for a few individuals.”
“You don’t want to rule the world,” said Ridmark. “You want to escape before it’s too late.”
“The flesh shapes the mind,” said the Sculptor, “and your flesh is that of a warrior, and therefore your mind cannot see the simple and inescapable truth. The Frostborn cannot be defeated.” 
“The Keeper beat them once before,” said Ridmark. 
“That was merely the vanguard of their Dominion,” said the Sculptor. “An expeditionary force. This time they have come to conquer, and they will not stop. Already they are too well-fortified to be dislodged from the Northerland. Even if your plans are successful, even if you create a league of humans and dwarves and orcs and manetaurs, at best you will secure a temporary stalemate. The Frostborn will summon reinforcements and will wear you down. It will take a century at most, but in the end, the Frostborn will conquer this world.”
“Will you surrender so easily?” said Ridmark.
“Your defiance is a consequence of the configuration of your flesh,” said Sculptor. “The Frostborn are superior. Their very flesh is infused with the essence of their magic, and they are stronger than even the urdmordar, and they have enslaved and conquered all who stand in their path. I have no wish to be conquered or enslaved. Consequently, I will flee this doomed world and leave you to your fate.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “I will not let you harm the Keeper.”
“The spell might not harm her,” said the Sculptor. “It will only require a few days of preparation. Once I have departed this world for another, your fate is of no further consequence to me, and you may do as you wish.”
“A few moments ago you said you only wished to speak with the Keeper,” said Ridmark. “Now you said that the spell might not kill her. I am reasonably sure that you are lying about that as well. And if the Stone Heart powers the defenses of Khald Tormen and you meddle with it…I assume there will be unpleasant side effects?” 
“A few thousand khaldari might die in the resultant explosions,” said the Sculptor. “Perhaps as many as ten thousand. But what does that matter? They will all die anyway when the Frostborn destroy Khald Tormen. At least if you accept my offer, the khaldari will join your alliance, and you can maintain the illusion of hope for a little while longer.” 
“That is not a compelling offer,” said Ridmark. “You will murder thousands of dwarves, and you will probably murder the Keeper. For that matter, if you kill thousands of dwarves, do you really think they will want to aid us?”
The Sculptor shrugged. “That is no concern of mine. Very well. What if you were to benefit personally?”
Ridmark frowned. “Are you trying to bribe me?”
“Would you like your wife back?” 
Something cold shifted in Ridmark. “What?”
The Sculptor shrugged. “Growing a clone of her physical form would be an elementary application of my alchemical spells. You could have as many clones of her as you like, and I can alter their brains so they would automatically obey your every wish.”
“That is repellent,” said Ridmark, the cold feeling turning to rage. 
“Why?” said the Sculptor. “Unlike other kindreds, human males are always in heat. Are clones of your wife insufficient? I understood you took another lover after her, a sorceress named…”
“Morigna,” said the Cutter. 
“Yes, that was it, Morigna,” said the Sculptor. “I can grow clones of her as well. As many as you wish, configured to be docile and obedient. Both of your dead wife and your dead lover.” 
Ridmark’s fingers tightened against his staff. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “You’re not going to touch the Keeper. We’re going to return to Khald Tormen and let the King know that you murdered Calazon and have been taking his place ever since.” 
“I told you he would be defiant, master,” said the Cutter.
“You were correct,” said the Sculptor. “No matter. Do you think me a fool, Ridmark Arban?” 
“You’re planning to murder the Keeper to save your own worthless hide, and you tried to bribe me with mindless slaves made in the image of Aelia and Morigna?” said Ridmark. “You’re damned right I consider you a fool.”
The Sculptor smiled. “The consideration of lesser kindreds is of no importance.”  
Something moved in the house behind the Sculptor, and Ridmark lifted his staff. 
“Did you think I would not prepare for your rejection?” said the Sculptor.
“Then you’re going to kill us?” said Ridmark, gauging the distance to the Sculptor. If he struck at once, perhaps he could surprise the dark elven lord. Neither the Warden nor the Traveler had been lacking in arrogance, and perhaps the Sculptor had become overconfident. But the Cutter’s gaze had never wavered from Ridmark, and he suspected the Sculptor was not as careless as he appeared. 

“Certainly not,” said the Sculptor. “I’m going to Khald Tormen to escape from this world before the Frostborn destroy it. My creations will remain behind and ensure that you are going to die.” 
He beckoned, and a pale form stepped from the empty house behind him.
A bolt of shock blazed through Ridmark. 
Morigna walked from the doorway, smirking at Ridmark. 
She was naked, and her pale, lean form was just as Ridmark remembered, her long black hair bound in a braid that swayed between her shoulder blades, her black eyes flashing as she looked at him. A wave of lust and regret and sorrow went through Ridmark. 
“Lord magister?” said Third. 
She wouldn’t know what Morigna looked like. Morigna had been killed before Ridmark had met Third. 
Had the Sculptor resurrected her? It was impossible, utterly impossible, but…
A second Morigna walked from the house, then a third and a fourth, and then Aelia Licinius Arban emerged from the doorway. Like Morigna, she was naked. She had darker skin than Morigna, her breasts and hips fuller, and Ridmark’s eyes froze on her, a torrent of memories shooting through his mind.
A second Aelia came from the doorway, and two more copies of Morigna. 
“Lord magister,” said Third, her voice urgent. “Ridmark.”
“They’re urshanes, aren’t they?” said Ridmark. A dozen of the duplicates had come into the square, standing behind the Sculptor and the Cutter, all them smirking. Ridmark had seen a lot of disturbing things in his life, but seeing a dozen naked copies of Morigna and Aelia was one of the worst. “Your pet shapeshifters.”
“Yes,” said the Sculptor. “I would have grown you the real thing, perfect duplicates of your slain wife and lover, obedient to you in every way. Instead, you have chosen death. Kill him.” 
He gestured, and both he and the Cutter vanished in a snarl of blue fire and shadow.
The duplicates shivered, and their eyes changed. Aelia’s eyes had been green and Morigna’s black, but now they became yellow with vertical black pupils. Fangs curled behind their lips, and over their shoulders rose tails like those of a scorpion, the ends tipped with a barbed stinger. 
The disguised urshanes glided forward, tails swaying over their shoulders.



Chapter 15: Hunting
 
“Third,” said Ridmark. 
“I cannot travel away,” she said, voice tight as she watched the urshanes. “The Sculptor’s suppression spell lingers. Likely he cast it over the entire area.”
“Then how did he travel away?” said Ridmark, watching as the urshanes approached, spreading out in a loose semicircle. He glanced over his shoulder and saw more urshanes in Aelia’s form moving to block the alley to the main street. 
“He would not craft a trap that would hold himself,” said Third. 
“No,” said Ridmark, watching the urshanes. Ridmark and Third were outnumbered, and they had to get away. His first thought had been to send Third to travel away and get help, but they were trapped. They had to get away, or at least find ground more advantageous to a fight. 
His eyes swept over the houses, and an idea came to him. 
Perhaps they could do both at once. 
“Ridmark, my love,” crooned one of the urshanes wearing Aelia’s form. “You have forgotten me. You have forsaken me. You abandoned me for this gaunt sorceress…”
“And you have forgotten me,” said one of the urshanes in Morigna’s form. “You abandoned me for the Keeper, for whom you have always lusted…”
“They are not real,” said Third in a low, urgent voice. “They can read your thoughts and take the form of someone from your past to torment you, to…”
“Yes, I know,” said Ridmark. The first time he had gone to Urd Morlemoch, nearly thirteen years ago, one of the Warden’s urshanes had taken Aelia’s form, taunting him and luring him in. Ridmark knew better than to fall for the trick, but by God and the saints, seeing copies of his dead wife and dead lover glide towards him was disturbing in the extreme. 
He rebuked himself as a fool. He should have realized the Sculptor’s plans sooner. The Warden had even used the same trick on Ridmark during that long-ago visit to Urd Morlemoch. Disguised as Calazon, the Sculptor could come and go as he pleased from Khald Tormen, and Calliande had no idea of the deadly danger waiting for her in plain sight. 
Ridmark had to get out of here alive because there was no one else to warn Calliande. If he and Third died here, Narzaxar and the others would assume the urshanes had killed them, and would not know of the danger waiting in the heart of Khald Tormen. 
“Come with us,” said one of the Morigna-urshanes, beckoning with her left hand, her hips cocked as she took a pose. “Come with us, and we will give you pleasures such as few men have ever known.”
“I doubt that,” said Ridmark.
One of the Aelia-urshanes laughed. “He is besotted with the freak next to him.”
“Hardly,” said Third.
“Perhaps he shall be more tractable once the freak is killed,” said the urshane. 
“I know what you really are,” said Ridmark. He took a step back towards the house behind him. “I’ve seen the real appearance of an urshane. I fear that has killed any ardor I might have for you.”
“Also,” said Third, “they want to kill you and eat you.”
He caught her eye and glanced towards the house behind them, and she inclined her head in a slight nod. They had fought alongside each other often enough that she knew what he intended. 
Ridmark took another step back, Third keeping pace next to him. The urshanes continued to advance across the courtyard, while more emerged from the alley. 
“Bold words from a freak,” said one of the urshanes with Morigna’s face. The creature even managed to match Morigna’s imperious, haughty manner of speech. “You could be one of us again, and serve the glorious will of the master, and take pleasure in consuming his enemies.”
“Or,” said Ridmark, “we could kill you and defeat your master.”
The urshanes laughed in two choruses of identical-sounding laughter. 
“You shall not,” said one of the duplicates of Aelia, moving forward with a swaying, seductive walk. “You belong to us now, and we shall take delight in tormenting…”
Ridmark attacked.
It was hard, damnably hard, to swing his staff at a creature that looked exactly the way his wife had looked, but Ridmark had done far harder things. If he failed here, Calliande would die, along with Third and thousands of dwarves in Khald Tormen. 
Compared to that thought, attacking was easy. 
The staff hit the urshane in the jaw, cracking its head back. A look of shocked agony appeared on Aelia’s face, though the yellow eyes rather ruined the effect.
“Ridmark!” she pleaded, her voice full of pain. “But I love you, I…”
Ridmark hit the urshane again, and this time the creature collapsed. As it did, it reverted to its true form, a female human figure, but one covered in gleaming black scales, a scorpion’s tail rising from the base of its spine, the mouth filled with fangs and the fingers and toes tipped with claws.
“Kill them!” shrieked one of the Morigna-urshanes, and the creatures surged forward.
“Now!” said Ridmark, and he and Third sprinted for the house behind them. Third went through the door first, and Ridmark followed her, the urshanes racing after him. He whirled and jabbed his staff, and the end of the weapon caught the leading urshane in the throat. Morigna’s head jerked back, eyes widening, and Ridmark remembered her lying dead on the floor of Dun Licinia’s keep. 
Third’s blades flashed, landing fatal blows, and the urshane collapsed, Morigna’s form dissolving into the true shape of the urshane.
One of the Aelia-urshanes attacked next, and Ridmark struck it in the belly. The urshane doubled over with a little gasp of agony, just as Aelia had on the day she had died, and Third brought her swords down upon the back of the creature’s neck. The urshane died and collapsed, reverting to its true form. A third urshane came at Ridmark, wearing Morigna’s shape, and Ridmark killed it with a blow to the side of the head. The other urshanes tried to rush him, but the narrow doorway meant they could only come at him and Third one at a time and the dead creatures hindered their footing.
For a moment, the urshanes retreated a few steps, preparing to come at him in a rush or to storm through the windows and the doors simultaneously.
Ridmark had been waiting for that.
“Now!” he said.
Third nodded, and together they sprinted across the dusty inner room of the house. Like the other houses they had seen in Thainkul Morzan, it was mostly empty, with only a few shards of shattered furniture scattered across the floor. But the stairs leading to the roof were intact, and Ridmark and Third raced upward. 
He had never quite figured out why the dwarves of the thainkuls had built their houses with flat roofs. It was not as if they could come to the rooftops to enjoy the sunlight. On the other hand, it wasn’t as if they needed sloped rooftops to allow rainwater to drain away. Right now, Ridmark didn’t care.
The flat rooftops made a marvelous road. 
Ridmark and Third ran to the edge of the rooftop and jumped, leaping over the narrow alley and landing on the next house. From here, Ridmark saw Thainkul Morzan spread out below him, the stream cutting through the center of the cavern. He could also see the dwarven force camped in the courtyard below the outer wall. If they saw Ridmark and Third fleeing over the rooftops, perhaps they would send help. 
They jumped over a second alley, and then another, and Third skidded to a halt, blades flying up in guard. Ridmark followed her example and came to a stop, and that saved his life.
An urshane in Morigna’s form heaved herself onto the rooftop, and her scorpion’s tail stabbed down. Had Ridmark kept moving, the stinger would have punched through his throat. As it was, Ridmark whipped his staff. It caught the urshane in the face. Morigna’s pale legs scrabbled against the edge of the roof, and then the creature fell back with a squawk of outrage and pain. 
Two more urshanes leaped after it, both in Morigna’s form. Behind Ridmark and Third came three more urshanes in Aelia’s shape. 
“Third?” said Ridmark 
She shook her head. Whatever spell the Sculptor used to block her ability to travel, they were still within its reach. She could not travel away to get help from the others, and nor could she escape to safety.
They would have to fight their way out. 
One of the urshanes wearing Morigna’s form laughed. 
“Do you not find us fair, Gray Knight?” said the urshane. “Or perhaps you have wearied of your dead lovers?”
Ridmark didn’t say anything, watching the urshanes for any sign of an impending attack. The creatures seemed content to encircle them so far, likely because they knew the first urshane to attack would die. 
“Or perhaps,” said the urshane, “you would prefer her?”
The creature’s body blurred and rippled. Morigna vanished, and in her place stood a perfect duplicate of Third, albeit one without any armor or clothing. She was lean and sinewy, yet nonetheless attractive, and a leering smile that had never appeared on the real Third’s face spread across the urshane’s features. 
“I have seen things more terrible than you can imagine and war on a scale that would break your mind,” said Third in a cold voice. “Do you truly think to unsettle me with your illusions, little urshane? Come closer, and we shall see how your illusions fare against the reality of steel.”
Ridmark said nothing. The urshanes were trying to distract him, he knew, trying to hold his attention while they prepared a deadly attack. 
What was the attack, though? It did seem odd that the Sculptor had sent urshanes against him. The urshanes were infiltrators, saboteurs, spies, and occasionally assassins. They were not melee fighters. Dark elves loved cruelty, and perhaps the Sculptor had been so amused by the thought of sending duplicates of Morigna and Aelia against him that it had overridden his better judgment.
But Ridmark didn’t think the Sculptor was that stupid.
“Sister, sister,” said one of the Aelia-urshanes to the urshane disguised as Morigna. “You do not understand our prey. He does not lust for the defective urdhracos. His flesh desires another.”
The urshane rippled and changed, her skin becoming paler, her hair going from black to blond, her eyes from green to blue, the shape of the muscles in her arms and legs becoming sharper, her body taller and narrower. 
A naked duplicate of Calliande stood before Ridmark, smiling at him.
“This is what he really wants,” the urshane purred in a perfect imitation of Calliande’s voice, “and he is too guilt-ridden and fearful to claim what he wants, the poor deluded fool.”
Ridmark knew it was a trick, knew it was an illusion, but for a moment his mind was frozen, and he could not look away. A storm of conflicting emotions went through him. He wanted to beg forgiveness from Aelia and Morigna for failing to save them, from Aelia for falling in love with Morigna, from Aelia and Morigna for letting Calliande kiss him.
Maybe this was what hell would be like. To be surrounded by the images of those he had loved and failed, forever.
But through the emotions, one thought dominated. 
The urshanes had known this would hit him hard, and so they had saved the illusion of Calliande for last.
Which meant that they wanted him distracted right now.
Ridmark turned in a circle, his gaze sweeping over the rooftop, and saw the ripples behind him.
“Urvaalgs!” he shouted, and Third whirled. 
The ripples creeping across the roof vanished as the urvaalgs dropped their masking ability, and two of the creatures came into sight. They looked like the twisted hybrids of wolves and apes, black fur hanging from the muscular limbs in stringy ropes. Perhaps they really were hybrids of the two animals, fused together by the Sculptor’s dark alchemy. 
The Sculptor had warned Ridmark, hadn’t he? He had boasted about his urvaalgs, proud of how long the creatures had endured as a plague upon the world.The urvaalgs bounded towards Ridmark, and the urshanes shrieked and charged.
Third charged the urvaalgs, and Ridmark attacked the urvaalg on the right as Third faced the creature on the left. The urvaalg reared up on its hind legs and leaped, jaws yawning wide, claws reaching for his throat. Ridmark ducked and swung his staff with both hands, the weapon hitting the urvaalg’s abdomen. The creature’s charge faltered, and Ridmark dodged as it fell to all fours, its rank, rotting smell filling his nostrils. He dropped his staff and snatched his dwarven axe from his belt, raised the weapon high, and buried the blade in the urvaalg’s skull. 
The creature thrashed and went motionless. 
Ridmark grabbed his staff and saw Third leap upon the second urvaalg’s back, her blades coming down and plunging into the back of its head. The creature went into a wild spasm, and the force of its death throes knocked Third from its back, one of her swords still buried in its head, the other grasped in her right hand.
The urshanes closed around her. 
One of the urshanes came at Ridmark, Aelia’s face twisted in gleeful rage, the scorpion tail shooting towards him. He swept his staff before him, deflected the tail, and jumped over the dead urvaalg, rushing to Third’s aid. Three urshanes closed around her. She killed one with a slash of her sword as she jumped to her feet, but the other two drew back their stingers to strike.
Ridmark attacked, driving his staff against the nearest urshane. He hit it in the temple, and Aelia’s head jerked to the side. The urshane stumbled, and Ridmark struck it in the back of the legs. The creature fell, reverting to its true form as pain disrupted its concentration, and Ridmark killed it with another strike. Third slashed at the final urshane, opening a cut across Morigna’s ribs, black blood welling from the wound. The urshane hissed, and Ridmark landed a hit with his staff. Third darted past and seized her second sword from the dead urvaalg. Ridmark hit the urshane again, and Third killed it with a double stab of her blades. 
He spun just as the remaining urshanes all came at him in a rush. 
He dodged the stabbing strikes of two stingers and blocked a third with a jab of his staff. A fourth plunged into his left leg above the knee, and a fifth bit into the bicep of his right arm. Ridmark jerked away, trying to put some distance between him and the urshanes, and burning pain spread from the puncture wound and into his arm and leg.
Two stingers hit Third, and she let out a little cry of pain, ripping free. 
They both retreated, weapons raised in guard. Ridmark felt his head starting to spin, felt a terrible burning from the stinger wounds. Third reeled on her feet, her chest heaving, her swords trembling in her grasp. 
Urshane poison was deadly, and he knew they did not have much time before it overwhelmed them.
The copies of Aelia, Morigna, and Calliande laughed at him and closed for the kill.
Ridmark and Third fought for their lives.
 
###
 
Gavin walked with Kharlacht through the silent ruins of Thainkul Morzan. 
“A grim place,” said Gavin, looking at the bones strewn across the alley between two narrow houses. 
“Aye,” said Kharlacht. “It seems many battles have been fought here. It reminds me of the swamps near Moraime where we met Morigna. The relics of the dead are everywhere.” Gavin nodded. There had been barrows and burial mounds and ruins choking those swamps, haunted with the undead. Though Morigna’s treacherous mentor Coriolus had likely raised most of those undead.  
Gavin thought of Morigna and felt a strange pang of melancholy. They had never gotten along particularly well, and she had always been ready with a barb or a mocking comment. If Gavin was honest with himself, he could not comprehend why Ridmark had chosen her instead of Calliande. Had Gavin been in his place, he would have chosen Calliande over Morigna without the slightest hesitation. 
But Morigna had nevertheless been brave, and she had gone into Urd Morlemoch and Khald Azalar without flinching. Gavin wished she was with them now. Time and time again they could have used her skills against the Frostborn.
He shook his head, trying to dismiss the melancholy.
“Let us ascend to the highest tier,” said Kharlacht. “I doubt we shall find anything there, but it is best to be thorough. Then we can rejoin the others…”
He fell silent, frowning, and Gavin followed his gaze.
Kharlacht was looking at the other side of the cavern. On the highest tier, Gavin saw Ridmark and Third appear atop the roof of one of the intact houses, so far away they seemed tiny. Pale figures moved around them, and…
“They are under attack!” said Kharlacht. “Hasten!”
Gavin nodded and followed Kharlacht as he ran for the stairs, hurrying down the tiers to a stone bridge over the stream. With Truthseeker’s power, Gavin could have outrun Kharlacht, but he kept pace with the orcish warrior. Charging alone through the ruins would likely be fatal. 
They reached the bridge and hurried over it. Gavin glanced up and saw Ridmark and Third battling the pale figures. 
Gavin frowned. “Are those…naked people?”
“Aye,” said Kharlacht. “Something strange is happening. Keep that soulblade ready. Dark magic may be among us.”
They ran up the stairs. Gavin and Kharlacht reached the second-highest tier, and Gavin heard fighting coming from the top of the cavern, along with a strange screeching wail that he had heard somewhere before …
Then a woman stepped on the stairs before them, and Gavin froze in astonishment.
She wore absolutely nothing at all, her body pale and lean, her black hair bound in a braid that swayed from the back of her head. Her dark eyes fell upon Gavin, and she smiled, and a mixture of shock and unbidden lust shot through Gavin’s mind. 
It was Morigna. No, that was impossible, she was dead, he had seen her corpse at Dun Licinia…
“Gavin,” purred Morigna, “it has been such a long time. Do…”
Truthseeker jolted in Gavin’s hand, the blade crackling with white fire, and suddenly Gavin remembered where he had heard that screeching cry before.
He shared a look with Kharlacht. 
“Urshane,” they said in unison. 
“Oh,” sighed Morigna. “Is this form not enough for you, my brave young Swordbearer? Perhaps you would find another more desirable?”
She gestured, and her body blurred, taking the shape of another woman.
This woman was beautiful, so beautiful that it almost hurt to look at her, her skin clear and flawless, her limbs rounded and smooth, and it took every bit of self-control Gavin possessed not to stare at her breasts. Her curly black hair hung loosely around her shoulders, and her blue eyes sparkled as she stared at Gavin. The red lips curved into a smile that sent a searing wave of heat through him. 
For a moment, he did not know her, and then the recognition struck. 
This was Antenora. Or Antenora as she had been before she had forgotten her name, before she had been cursed. 
“She can never be like this for you, Sir Gavin,” said Antenora, “but I can.” The voice had lost its weary rasp and was full of life and energy. “Come to me and I shall…”
He surged forward, calling on Truthseeker to fill him with strength and power. Antenora’s blue eyes just had time to widen, and Gavin brought the blazing soulblade crashing down upon the crown of her head. For an instant agony filled Antenora’s expression, and guilt stabbed Gavin through the heart. Then the urshane reverted to its true appearance, and rage and revulsion filled Gavin. 
He kicked the dead creature off his sword, and it sprawled motionless on the steps. Kharlacht reached him by then, greatsword ready.
“I hate urshanes,” Gavin heard himself say. 
“That woman,” said Kharlacht. “Someone you knew? I did not recognize her.”
Gavin shook his head. “Ridmark and Third need our help.” 
They ran up the stairs and onto the main street of the highest tier.
A half-dozen urshanes awaited them. Three of the creatures were duplicates of Morigna, and three were of a green-eyed woman Gavin did not recognize. Aelia Licinius, perhaps? She looked a great deal like Imaria Licinius, at least as Imaria had looked before she had been twisted into the new Shadowbearer. 
There were no games this time. As one, both sets of urshanes charged, scorpion tails appearing over their shoulders, claws sprouting from their fingers.
Gavin sprinted to meet them, Truthseeker’s power blazing through him. Two stingers jabbed towards his face, and Gavin caught them upon his shield, the poisoned barbs rebounding from the dwarven steel. He answered, dealing a fatal blow to one of the urshanes, Truthseeker crunching into its neck. The second urshane came at him, and Gavin caught its claws upon his shield and shoved, using his soulblade to fuel a burst of strength. His shield hammered past the urshane’s guard and struck the creature in the face. A head that looked exactly like Morigna’s snapped back and Gavin plunged Truthseeker between its ribs, killing the creature. 
He turned just in time to see Kharlacht finish off one of the urshanes. He had already taken the creature’s right arm, and his greatsword swept around, shearing through its neck like an axe through a twig. The remaining three urshanes came at him, and Kharlacht retreated. Gavin rushed to his side, and caught the urshanes’ attacks on his shield, driving them back with quick thrusts from Truthseeker. Kharlacht seized the opening and attacked, killing another urshane.
A few moments later the battle was done, the urshanes lying crumpled at their feet. The creatures had reverted to their true forms, black scales glinting in the dim light.
“We must hurry,” said Kharlacht. Gavin nodded and ran after him.
 
###
 
Ridmark fought with fury. 
He had dropped his staff, and retrieved his axe, wielding it with two hands. With the poison already in his blood, there was no reason to defend himself from their stingers, and he accepted more of the poisoned barbs in his flesh in exchange for landing blows with his axe. He had killed five of the urshanes before they realized the danger, and now they tried to encircle him, lashing at him with their claws. He managed to keep his head and throat out of their reach, and his armor protected his chest and back, but again and again the claws raked his arms and legs. 
It was getting hard to hold the axe. The handle was becoming slippery with blood and the black ichor that pulsed through the veins of the urshanes.
Third had fallen on her face. No blow had felled her, but Ridmark suspected the poison had overwhelmed her. She was lighter than he was, and the venom would do its work more quickly. Ridmark stood in front of her, fighting to keep the urshanes from reaching her. 
They would kill her in front of him, just to spite him. The urshanes had inherited their dark elven masters’ love of cruelty. Ridmark had to win free, had to reach the others. He had to make sure either he or Third survived to warn Calliande.
He drove his axe into Aelia’s face, and an instant later the urshane assumed its true form in death, collapsing to join the others on the rooftop. 
“Come on!” screamed Ridmark, waving his black-dripping axe before him. His head spun, and his vision had taken a strange, distorted blur. “Come on! Who’s next? You want to throw my failures in my face? Come and do it!”
Ridmark realized that he was ranting at himself.
There were no urshanes left. The creatures lay scattered across the rooftop, bleeding from sword and axe wounds. 
Ridmark and Third had killed them all.
He hadn’t expected that. 
Third, he had to help Third. 
He went to one knee next to her, intending to lift her. Then his legs buckled, and Ridmark fell upon his side, Thainkul Morzan spinning around him. 
He knew no more after that. 



Chapter 16: Escape
 
“The spell prevents the revenants from using their touch to kill,” said Calliande. “Otherwise, the cold magic infusing the revenants’ flesh allows them to kill with a single touch, freezing the blood of their victims in their veins. We lost many men to their power at Dun Licinia, but fortunately, I was able to work a countermeasure at Dun Calpurnia with the aid of my apprentice.” 
“I see,” said King Axazamar.
Calliande and the old king walked through the Armory of the Kings, the taalkrazdors towering over them like silent bronze statues. As ever, Antenora followed behind her, a silent, watchful shadow. Or she would have been a shadow, had the symbols carved into her staff not occasionally flickered with fire. The king’s personal guard of Taalmaks walked after them. They were the equivalent of the household knights of a lord of Andomhaim, fed from the king’s own table and armed from the king’s own forges, and their armor and weapons were inlaid with dwarven glyphs of gold and silver that shone with power to Calliande’s Sight. Of course, the titans themselves blazed with arcane power, but they were nothing compared to the web of magic surrounding the Stone Heart itself. The dark elves might have left the giant soulstone behind, but the dwarven stonescribes had made good use of the ancient relic, using its power to augment their defensive glyphs and wards. It was part of the reason that Khald Tormen had never fallen to any foe. 
It was also the reason Calliande had to keep a careful rein on the use of her Sight within the walls of Khald Tormen. The vast power of the Stone Heart could overwhelm her, just as the vortex of dark magic around Imaria’s gate had nearly overwhelmed her Sight. If she delved too deep into the Sight, she saw the vast array of warding glyphs surrounding Khald Tormen, layers upon layers of them laid down over the millennia. The first city of the dwarves might be the last fortress resisting the Frostborn if the war went ill.
But if they did not close the gate, the Frostborn would conquer even Khald Tormen, which was why Calliande needed to convince King Axazamar to aid them. 
Fortunately, he seemed more than willing to help Calliande and the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs. If not for the threat of the Sculptor, likely the dwarves would have marched to war already. If Ridmark and Narzaxar were successful and fortified Thainkul Morzan, Calliande could return to Queen Mara and King Turcontar with the armies of three dwarven kingdoms behind her.
If Ridmark returned alive. 
Her hand twitched, wanting to grasp the handle of the dagger at her belt, the dagger Ridmark had given her outside of Dun Licinia. Calliande had cast the tracing spell both mornings since Ridmark left, and both times he had still been alive. She permitted herself to cast the spell only once a day. Calliande could not help Ridmark, and he knew how to take care of himself. 
Though whenever she thought that, she remembered the reckless things he had done but somehow survived. 
Well, at least Ridmark had Third with him. Third’s head was on straight, and Mara had ordered her half-sister to protect Ridmark, and Third was not the sort to turn from her task. 
She realized that Calazon was speaking, and rebuked herself for letting her mind wander. The stonescribe must have returned from his errand.
“Would this protection against the revenants’ freezing touch extend to our warriors, Keeper?” said Calazon.
“Not yet,” said Calliande, “but it will.” Calazon had been extremely helpful during the negotiations. Calliande knew the dwarves well, could even speak their tongue, but she was still an outsider. Calazon had smoothed over the gaps. He tended to ramble and pontificate, and he seemed oddly fascinated by Third, but he had been a useful ally. “I would have to recast the great spell I used on the day of the battle of Dun Calpurnia and prepare it for the dwarven kindred. It would take no more than a day of work at most.”
“I do not recall you employing such a spell during the previous war, Keeper,” said Axazamar. 
“I wish that I had,” said Calliande. “Many lives would have been saved.” She gestured at Antenora, who inclined her head to the king, her black hood covering her face in shadow. “My apprentice possesses tremendous skill for wielding the magic of elemental flame. With her help, I could work the great spell, and protect the men of Andomhaim from the cold of the revenants. If not for the treachery of Tarrabus Carhaine, we might well have carried the day and driven the Frostborn back to their gate.”
“Treachery is among the vilest of all crimes,” said Axazamar, leaning hard on his cane of dwarven steel as he walked. “Tarrabus Carhaine has allied himself with the Frostborn, you say?”
“He thinks of himself as an ally of convenience,” said Calliande. “I have no doubt he plans to betray the Frostborn at the earliest opportunity. The Frostborn think of him as a useful vassal. In time, they will destroy him or hand him over to his foes when he has outlived his usefulness, or if he is bold enough to betray them openly.”
Axazamar shook his head. “We will not be drawn into a civil war within Andomhaim, Keeper.”
“No,” said Calliande. She took a deep breath. “If we are successful here, if you march to join Queen Mara and King Turcontar, then I will set out for Tarlion. I intend to see the civil war ended, and Arandar Pendragon put on his father’s throne.”
“Then you have chosen a side?” said Axazamar.
“There are not two sides,” said Calliande. “Arandar Pendragon is the lawful heir to the throne of Andomhaim. Tarrabus Carhaine is a usurper who has stolen a title that does not belong to him. He is a traitor who betrayed the loyalists at Dun Calpurnia. He is a murderer who sent his servants to kill High King Uthanaric Pendragon and his sons. He is an apostate who has abandoned the church of the Dominus Christus for the shadow of Incariel. There are not two claimants to the throne of Andomhaim, King Axazamar. There is the true High King, and a rebel and a murderer with pretensions of grandeur.”
“Eloquently spoken,” said the king. 
“I intend to see Andomhaim reunified under Arandar,” said Calliande, “and for that reunified realm to march to the aid of the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs and the dwarves. Andomhaim will have been weakened by the Frostborn and the civil war, yes, but even now once the realm is restored it will be strong. Together I believe we can defeat the Frostborn and close their gate.”
“It is a compelling vision, Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Axazamar. “Perhaps when my brother returns from Thainkul Morzan, it shall come to pass.” He tapped his cane against the stone floor with a ringing noise. “If you will excuse me, I am weary and must rest before this evening’s dinner. I hope you and your apprentice shall join me.”
“We shall be honored, King Axazamar,” said Calliande. 
“Good,” said Axazamar. “Stonescribe.” Calazon stepped forward. “Please see the Keeper and her apprentice back to her rooms.”
“Of course, my lord King,” said Calazon. He beckoned, and three other stonescribes joined him, sober and dutiful expressions on their bearded faces. “Please, Keeper. Follow me, if you would.”
“Certainly,” said Calliande. To her surprise, Calazon and his three other stonescribes turned towards the Stone Heart. “Isn’t the Nobles’ House and the Dormari Market in the other direction?”
“They are,” said Calazon, “but I hope to impose upon your time for a moment if you will allow it. We wish to ask you a question. The records of the stonescribes are incomplete concerning the end of the first war against the Frostborn, and your recollections would be invaluable.”
Calliande wanted to go back to the Nobles’ House and lie down for a few hours. She enjoyed the business of diplomacy, enjoyed the discussions and the rituals, but they were nonetheless tiring, and endless worry gnawed at her mind. 
But Calazon had been a helpful ally. That sword, as Marius had liked to say, cut both ways.
“I shall be glad of it,” said Calliande. “Lead on.”
“Some light refreshment shall be served,” said Calazon, and his face took on that slightly strained expression of a somber dwarf attempting to make a joke. “I know you humans do not have the stamina of we khaldari.”
“We do not,” said Calliande in a grave voice. “It is kind of you to make that consideration for us.”
She could just imagine Morigna rolling her eyes. 
“I am glad that you think so,” said Calazon. “Sometimes it is difficult for dwarves and humans to understand each other. We are simply too alien from one another. Our flesh is wrought in a different configuration, and consequently, our minds are formed differently. It is simply in our natures.”
They returned to the vast chamber of the Stone Heart, their footsteps echoing through the empty space. The levels of balconies rose above them, empty of everyone. Calliande wondered what the Stone Heart sounded like when filled with dwarves gathered to hear the edicts of their king.
She supposed they would be just as orderly as ever. Unless they were drinking their whiskey. God and the saints, but that stuff was strong.
“What about free will?” said Calliande. 
“Free will?” said Calazon. “Ah. A human philosophical concept. The idea that you are capable of making moral choices, yes?” 
“More or less,” said Calliande, “though it is a bit more complicated than that.” 
“This way,” said Calazon, pointing at a set of stone steps rising to the first level of the balconies. “We have a chamber set aside to speak with you.” 
“Thank you,” said Calliande, and she and Antenora followed the four stonescribes.
“I am curious about this idea of free will,” said Calazon. “Do you actually believe it?”
“Yes,” said Calliande. “A man or a woman can choose good or evil.”
“A tool cannot choose its purpose,” said Calazon. “It fulfills its purpose or it does not.”
“People are not tools,” said Calliande. 
“A function, then,” said Calazon as they reached the base of the stairs. “A tool fulfills its function or it does not, and living creatures all have functions. A male human’s purpose is to defend his family and provide food and shelter. A female human’s purpose is to bear children and raise them. Living creatures must fulfill their function. The mind generates the illusion of choice, but the choice has already been made by the configuration of their flesh.”
Calliande considered that as they climbed the stairs to the first balcony. The balcony was empty, with rows of stone benches looking towards the throne and the massive soulstone in its pool of molten stone. 
“What about the dwarves?” said Calliande. 
“What of them, Keeper?” said Calazon, crossing towards a stone door in the curved wall. 
“Does that philosophy of yours apply to the khaldari?” said Calliande. “The dwarves talk about the gods of stone and silence, of accepting the despair of death with stoicism. Is that because of the nature of their flesh? Or do they choose that path? For that matter, some of the dwarves have turned to the faith of the Dominus Christus. Did they choose that, or is that in the nature of their flesh as well?”
Calazon said nothing as he crossed to the door, tapping some of the glyphs carved into the doorframe. They flared with blue-white light, and the stone locks released.
“I do not know,” said Calazon in a soft voice. “I have pondered the matter for a long, long time, and I do not know. I have tried to find the answer, but it often remains elusive. A pity I cannot study the matter further, but we are almost out of time, and more urgent matters are pressing.”
The door slid open, and they stepped inside. The room beyond looked like a smaller version of the Hall of Relics, with a long stone table stretching its length. Stacks of paper rested on the table, along with quills and pots of ink. The stonescribes might carve their histories into tablets of steel, but for notetaking, they preferred paper and ink. 
“Yes,” said Calliande. “The Frostborn have returned, and if they conquer Khald Tormen, there will be no time to ponder anything further.” 
“That is so,” said Calazon. The three other stonescribes waited by the door, while Calazon crossed to the table. A carafe of wine and a pair of cups waited there, and Calazon filled both and carried them to Calliande. “Forgive me, Lady Antenora. I would bring you a cup of wine, but I fear you would not enjoy it.”
“I would not,” said Antenora. 
Calliande took the cup. “Thank you.”
“For the mind is shaped by the flesh,” said Calazon, “and I fear the dark magic upon you has changed the nature of your flesh.”
“No,” said Antenora. “My failures and my decisions shaped my flesh, not the other way around.” 
“True,” said Calazon. He took a sip of his wine. “I wish I had more time to speak with you, Lady Antenora, you and Lady Third both. You are both utterly unique. I have been a stonescribe for a very long time, and it has been ages since I have seen something new.”
Calliande was not thirsty, but she took a drink of the wine to be polite. It tasted harsh and bitter on her tongue. She supposed the dwarves had purchased it from the traders of Durandis, and it had likely come from the vineyards of Cintarra or maybe Taliand. “I am pleased we have brought new knowledge to the stonescribes.” She looked towards the stacked paper. “Would you like to begin?” 
“Yes,” said Calazon, squinting at her for a moment. “Yes, the time has come.”
Calliande opened her mouth to answer and found that she could not draw breath. 
“It is indeed time,” said Calazon. 
Calliande tried to speak again, and a spasm went through her. All the strength drained from her limbs, and both the staff of the Keeper and her cup of wine fell from her fingers. The cup hit the floor and bounced, wine spraying in all directions. 
“Keeper!” said Antenora.
Calliande tried to summon power, tried to work a spell, but she could only manage to call a little magic. She directed the spell into herself, sending the power flowing through her flesh. Healing magic was far less effective when she used her own spells on herself, but at once she sensed the problem.
She had been poisoned. 
“Poison,” she managed to croak.
Antenora whirled to face Calazon, her staff glowing just as Calazon’s hand came up. Blue fire and shadow blasted from Calazon’s fingers and hit Antenora. The spell flung her across the hall and into the pillars with bone-crushing force, and she collapsed motionless to the ground. 
Calliande fell to her knees, her head spinning as she tried to summon more power, but she could not concentrate.
“Take her,” said Calazon, and she heard the rattle of a chain.
Everything went black.
 
###
 
Much later, Calliande felt her eyelids twitch open. 
She was lying on her back, something cold and metallic against her neck and wrists. Chains, perhaps? She could not tell. A strange flickering blue glow filled the hall, throwing odd shadows across the ceiling. Nearby she heard someone moving around, accompanied by Calazon grumbling to himself in irritation. 
Calliande closed her eyes again, preparing to summon magic. She would have to act quickly. She suspected that Calazon was trying to assassinate her, or at least kidnap her, and she wouldn’t know why until she questioned him. There had been three other stonescribes with him, and she would have to assume they were part of his plot. Calliande would start with a spell of earth magic, knocking them from their feet, and then she would overpower them.
She drew on her magic, and pain erupted through her.
The cold metal against her wrists and neck burned with agony, and it felt as if she had been dipped into hot lead. The pain was shattering, and Calliande screamed in sudden agony. The shock of it disrupted her grip on the power, and her magic spun away, the pain hammering through her head.
Calliande shuddered, the agony redoubling, and for a moment she was in too much pain to scream, too much pain even to breathe.
She passed out.
When she came to, Calazon stood over her. 
“Ah,” said Calazon. “You have awakened, I see.” 
Calliande sat up, chains clanking, and looked at herself. 
Her boots were gone, and manacles of black metal bound her wrists and her ankles. A black chain joined the two sets of manacles, and another chain went up her chest to a collar of similar metal around her neck. She could sit up, and she could probably stand, but she could manage nothing more than a slow hobble. 
A stab of fear went through her. She had seen a set of chains like this before. Sir Caradog Lordac had planned to put them on her during his ambush in the Northerland. The metal was dvargir steel, and to her Sight, the chains pulsed with dark magic. 
Dark magic powerful enough to send agony through her if she tried a spell.
“You’re with the Enlightened,” said Calliande, her voice hoarse.
“What?” said Calazon. “Certainly not.” He walked back to the table. The paper and ink had been removed, and now a maze of symbols written in blue fire burned in the air above the table. He was casting a spell of tremendous complexity, weaving threads of dark magic in an intricate design. The shape of the spell seemed familiar, somehow, though still incomplete.
Another flash of blue light went through the hall, and Calliande turned her head.
Antenora stood against the wall, encased in a cylinder of blue light that crackled with fingers of black lightning. She stood as motionless as a statue, and to Calliande’s Sight, the cylinder shimmered with spells of binding and imprisonment. 
“Antenora?” said Calliande.
“She cannot hear you,” said Calazon. The other three stonescribes stood by the table with the air of soldiers awaiting orders. “If I tried to kill her, I suspect the curse upon her would regenerate her in a short time. A fascinating spell, and I could study it further. Regrettable.”
His manner had changed. He seemed…irritated, distracted, as if he was thinking of something else and annoyed at the necessity of speech.
“Then you are with the dvargir,” said Calliande. “They gave you these chains.”
“The dvargir are as idiotic as the Enlightened,” said Calazon. “I had to steal those manacles from them. A great deal of necessary bother. It is regrettable you cannot be unconscious for the completion of the spell.”
“Then you have betrayed Khald Tormen to the Frostborn,” said Calliande. 
“That is incorrect for several reasons,” said Calazon. “The Frostborn are going to prevail, and they will make all other kindreds into their slaves and vassals. I have no wish to live as either, so,” he waved a hand in her general direction, “all this is necessary.” 
“Then why are you doing this?” said Calliande. “Personal vengeance? Have I wronged you in some way?”
Calazon stared at her for a moment, head tilted to the side. 
“Interesting,” said Calazon. “My spells were more effective than I thought. It is damnably hard to conceal anything from the Sight, even here in Khald Tormen. I spent a great deal of time considering how to conceal myself from you, and I am pleased the effort was successful. The knowledge may be useful in the future.” 
“Then who are you really?” said Calliande, another stab of fear going through her. If Calazon was not working for the Enlightened or the Frostborn or the dvargir, then why was he doing this?
The beginnings of a realization flickered at the edge of her mind.
Unless, of course, he was not really Calazon at all.
“There is no harm in sharing that knowledge,” said Calazon, and he gestured at the other three stonescribes across the table.
All three of them blurred and rippled, the shape of their bodies changing. Two of the stonescribes became urshanes, sleek and deadly in their black scales, scorpion tails waving over their shoulders. The third stonescribe became an urdhracos in form-fitting black armor, her pale head shaved, a strange mask covering the left side of her face.
It was the Cutter.
Calliande looked at Calazon, and his form blurred and disappeared.
In his place stood a dark elven lord clad in armored plates of blue steel over black chain mail, a black cloak flung over his shoulders. The void of Incariel filled his eyes, and his alien face was proud and cold beneath his white hair. Despite the inhuman beauty of his features, his expression was annoyed.
“You’re the Sculptor,” said Calliande, understanding coming at last.
“So my kindred named me,” said the Sculptor. Anger flashed through his voice, but it wasn’t aimed at Calliande. “My skill created the war beasts that filled our armies, and they mocked me a sculptor of blood and bone and flesh. Of course, my creations were not good enough for the fools, and they opened the world gates to summon other kindreds to serve as our slaves and soldiers. Then the urdmordar ate the idiots.” Satisfaction went through his voice. “They should have listened to me. Well, I am alive, and they are all dead.” 
“Then what do you want from me?” said Calliande.
The Sculptor frowned. “Raw material for an escape.”
“From?” 
“The Frostborn,” said the Sculptor. “They are stronger than any other force in this world. Their victory is inevitable, and no power can oppose them.”
“No,” said Calliande. “We will drive them back, and we will close their world gate. We did so once before.”
“A stroke of luck,” said the Sculptor. “For that matter, the realm of Andomhaim and the Two Orders were stronger in those years. Weakened by civil war, Andomhaim is no match for the Frostborn, not even with the allies you have recruited. No, it is time to escape this world and leave you to your fate.”
“Escape?” said Calliande. “Wait. You’re…going to try to open a world gate, aren’t you? You want my power for that, just as Tymandain Shadowbearer attempted to use me to open a world gate on the day of the great omen.”
“Precisely,” said the Sculptor, turning back to the array of glowing sigils. 
“You can’t,” said Calliande. “You need an empty soulstone.”
“A soulstone of considerable power is just outside that door,” said the Sculptor.
“The Stone Heart?” said Calliande. “It already has power within it. If you try to add my power to that…it might allow you to open a weak world gate. Maybe.”
“I only require a weak world gate,” said the Sculptor. “Enough to allow me to escape. Anything else is of no consequence.”
“But there is already magic within the Stone Heart,” said Calliande. “If you add my power to that, it might explode. It could kill tens of thousands of dwarves.”
“By then,” said the Sculptor, “I shall have escaped. Anything else is of no consequence.” 
“Master,” said the Cutter. “We have been absent for several hours. Soon the khaldari will realize that the Keeper has disappeared.” 
“Mmm,” said the Sculptor. “Bother. Very well.” He pointed at the two urshanes. “Proceed.” 
The urshanes strode around the table, claws clicking against the floor, and their forms blurred and rippled. One became a perfect duplicate of Antenora, with the same black coat and trousers and boots, the same gaunt, gray features and yellow eyes, a black staff in hand. 
The second urshane became a perfect duplicate of Calliande, wearing her gold-trimmed green gown, the staff of the Keeper in her hand and a bronze diadem upon her blond hair. The Cutter shimmered, and this time she took the form of Calazon. 
“Go,” said the Sculptor. “It is necessary to maintain this charade for,” he glanced at the glowing symbols, “another three days at most. Then the spells shall be properly aligned, and I can harvest the Keeper’s power to open the gate.” He pointed at the Cutter. “Return every six hours with a report. I doubt the dwarves shall become suspicious, but if they do, I will need to act.”
“It shall be as you command, master,” said the Cutter in Calazon’s voice. The urdhracos and the urshanes departed, vanishing into the Stone Heart. 
“This is madness,” said Calliande. “You cannot succeed.” 
“I am saner than many of my kindred,” said the Sculptor. 
“The spell won’t work,” said Calliande.
“It will,” said the Sculptor. “I was there when the first world gate was opened. I know how they work, and how to make them. You shouldn’t protest so much, Keeper. It is entirely possible the spell will not kill you. It might leave you a drooling vegetable, true, but it might not kill you.”
“Hardly reassuring,” said Calliande. “The dwarves will notice and stop you.”
“The dwarves failed to notice when I killed Calazon and took his place,” said the Sculptor. “Their flesh is not suited to ferreting out secrets.”
“Ridmark will stop you,” said Calliande, grasping for hope. “You said three days? He will be back in two. He will realize what has happened, and he will stop you.”
“Ridmark Arban,” said the Sculptor, casting a spell into the sigils, “is dead.”
“No,” said Calliande.
“Yes,” said the Sculptor. “A few hours ago I was in Thainkul Morzan, waiting for him. I made him a reasonable offer. Access to you in exchange for leaving Thainkul Morzan to the dwarves. Unfortunately, the nature of his flesh dictated that he refuse. To punish him for his impudence, I bade my urshanes to take the form of his dead lovers, and they tore him and Third to pieces.”
“No,” spat Calliande.
“Your denial is a predictable emotional response, given your obvious desire to mate with him,” said the Sculptor, “but in the end, you will realize the truth. Or perhaps you will die before you do. It is of no consequence.”
Rage thundered through Calliande. She had been a fool. All this time, the Sculptor had been hiding under her nose, patiently constructing his trap, and she had walked right into it. God and the saints, she had been a fool! And because she had been a fool, thousands of dwarves might die…and the Frostborn might well prevail.
And Ridmark might be dead.
Calliande snarled and drew on as much magic as she could hold, intending to blast the Sculptor where he stood. The manacles and collar blazed with pain, and she gritted her teeth, trying to grip the power through the agony. 
It was too much. The pain exploded through her, making it impossible to breathe, and Calliande blacked out again.
The last thing she heard was the Sculptor complaining to himself as he worked. 



Chapter 17: Tricked
 
Gavin raced up the stairs to the roof, leading with his shield, Kharlacht following him. 
Nothing attacked, and he lowered his shield and looked around. 
Dead urshanes littered the rooftop, nearly a dozen of them, their bodies leaking black slime from sword and axe wounds, their heads and throats crushed by the blows of Ridmark’s staff. More urshanes had fallen from the rooftop during the fighting and lay dead upon the streets below. Two dead urvaalgs lay amidst the urshanes, one dead from axe wounds, the other from sword blows. 
Third lay upon her face, not moving. Ridmark had fallen next to her, his eyes closed, staff and axe lying nearby. Neither one of them looked badly hurt, though Gavin saw claw marks on them. 
Then he saw the blood dripping from their puncture wounds. 
“Urshane poison,” said Gavin. 
“Can you heal them?” said Kharlacht. 
“I…I don’t know,” said Gavin. Truthseeker granted him some healing power, but he was nowhere near as good as Calliande or Camorak. Should he try to heal Ridmark or Third first? Ridmark would have insisted on Third, but Third had the superhuman resilience and stamina of her dark elven blood, and Ridmark did not.
Gavin went to one knee next to Ridmark, dropped his dwarven shield, and placed his free hand upon the Gray Knight’s forehead, the other hand grasping Truthseeker’s hilt. He drew on his link to the soulblade and called its magic, willing the power to heal Ridmark’s wounds. 
It worked a little. Some of the puncture wounds shrank, while some of the claw wounds grew less severe. Yet Gavin felt something vast and strong resisting his efforts. It was like trying to push a boulder up a muddy slope. No matter how hard Gavin pushed, he could not get traction. 
“I can’t,” he croaked, releasing his hand from Ridmark’s forehead. “The venom’s too strong. We need Camorak.”
Kharlacht nodded, sheathing his greatsword. “We shall have to carry them. I will take the Gray Knight. You take Lady Third.”
“No,” said Gavin, grabbing Ridmark’s weapons and returning them to the Gray Knight’s belt and harness. “I can use Truthseeker for strength. You take Third.”
“Very well,” said Kharlacht. He picked up the half-dark elven woman, slinging her across his shoulders like a sack of wheat, and he staggered a step. “Heavier than she looks.”
Gavin sheathed Truthseeker, drew upon the sword’s power for strength, and then picked up Ridmark.
As it turned out, Ridmark both looked heavy and was heavier than he looked. Gavin grunted, caught his balance, and nodded. 
“Go,” he said. 
They moved as fast as they could through the ruins, heading for the stairs back to the courtyard. After a few moments, Gavin’s shoulders and knees started to burn with the strain, but he kept running. Kharlacht showed no sign of discomfort, though his massive chest rose and fell like a smith’s bellows, and he didn’t even have a soulblade to augment his strength. Gavin resolved to do no worse.
He realized that if they were attacked, that if more of the urshanes or more of the urvaalgs appeared, they would be in trouble. 
Fortunately, no more foes appeared. It seemed that between the four of them, they had dispatched all the creatures of dark magic that had lurked in Thainkul Morzan. Gavin wondered why the Sculptor had left such a small force to hold Thainkul Morzan, and then the entirety of his attention had to focus on his breathing and his straining arms and shoulders.
They scaled the stairs to the courtyard. Gavin heard shouts from above and glimpsed Sir Ector and Malzuraxis standing at the edge of the parapet. A dozen dwarven warriors rushed down the stairs. With relief, Gavin handed Ridmark over to them, and four dwarves lifted the Gray Knight, while two more carried Third. Together they ran up to the courtyard, and the dwarven warriors laid Ridmark and Third upon the ground.
“What happened?” said Narzaxar. “Are they dead?”
“No,” said Gavin, trying to catch his breath. “Poisoned. Camorak, we need Camorak…”
“I’m here,” said Camorak, joining them with Caius in tow. “Injuries?”
“Urshanes,” said Kharlacht. “They poisoned him.” 
“Hell,” said Camorak. “Urshane poison always hurts.”
“Can you cure them?” said Gavin. 
“Probably,” said Camorak, white fire flaring around his hands as he flexed his fingers, taking deep breaths to prepare himself for the ordeal to come. “The urshane poison attacks the brain and the nerves, inducing insanity and madness. Eventually, there’s not enough left of the mind to keep the heart beating. Nasty stuff.” 
“Did you see what happened?” said Narzaxar. 
Gavin shook his head. “Not entirely. Kharlacht and I were on the other side of the cavern. We saw Ridmark and Third fighting urshanes wearing the form of Morigna and some other woman I didn’t know. Ridmark’s wife, I think, Sir Constantine’s sister. When we found Ridmark and Third, they were unconscious, but they had killed all the urshanes and two urvaalgs.”
“Two urvaalgs?” said Narzaxar, astonished. “By themselves! How many urshanes?” 
“At least twelve,” said Kharlacht. “Perhaps more. We had to return in haste before we could make an accurate account.” 
“Gods of stone and silence,” said Narzaxar. “That is astonishing.”
“I told you that the lord magister was a fell warrior,” said Azakhun. 
“True,” said Narzaxar. “He did slay Mournacht of Kothluusk, after all, and Mournacht was a threat to even Khald Tormen.” He lifted his helm and dropped the faceplate, its image wrought in a scowling, bearded dwarf, and touched a glyph on the side. For a moment, a dozen glyphs burned around the crown of the helmet and then went dark. 
“What was that?” said Gavin. 
“A spell of the stonescribes,” said Narzaxar. “It would have revealed if you or your companions were urshanes.”
“Urshanes?” said Gavin, baffled, and then his brain caught up to him. That was exactly the sort of cunning game the urshanes would have enjoyed, killing him and Kharlacht and rejoining the dwarves with false faces to cause mischief. 
“Unfortunately, the glyph of sensing only works once a day,” said Narzaxar. “Evidently the power needs to recharge. Taalmak Azakhun, set guards at the head of the stairs. If anyone else emerges from the ruins, question them.” 
Azakhun nodded and gave the orders. Gavin watched as Camorak moved back and forth between Ridmark and Third, a massive scowl on his face. 
“Can you help them?” said Caius. 
“Aye,” said Camorak. “They might not wake up for a while, though. Venom is always tricky, and urshane venom is trickiest of all. God and the apostles, this is going to hurt.” He took a deep breath, put his hands on Third’s temples, and white fire blazed from his fingers and flowed into her. Camorak went rigid, the cords in his neck standing out, his teeth grinding together, his eyes screwed shut. The white fire blazed brighter, and then it went out. Camorak straightened up, panting, sweat pouring down his face. 
Third lay unconscious upon the ground. She looked as if she was sleeping peacefully, and the claw marks and the puncture wounds had vanished. She was so formidable in battle that it was odd to see her look vulnerable.
“Damn it,” croaked Camorak. “Lord Prince, do you have any more of that dwarven whiskey?”
“I am afraid not,” said Narzaxar. “We only drink it before battle.”
“Pity,” said Camorak. “That hurt. Too bad I can’t do it drunk. Well, damn it, better get this over with.”
He summoned the white fire of his magic again and put his hands on Ridmark’s temples. Camorak went rigid, trembling with the effort of the spell, and white fire washed over Ridmark. When it cleared, the puncture and claws wounds had vanished. 
“When we get back,” said Camorak, “I want an entire barrel of whiskey.”
“Are they healed?” said Gavin.
“Aye,” said Camorak. “They are. But with urshane venom…” He sighed and shrugged. “We’ll see if they wake up or not.” 
 
###
 
Ridmark walked through a twisting, shifting landscape, the world changing around him with every step. 
He stood in the great hall of Castra Marcaine, the tiles of white and black clicking beneath his boots. Aelia lay upon the floor in her own blood, but she grinned up at him, laughing. She reached up and ripped away her face, revealing the fanged mouth of an urshane laughing at him. 
Another step and he found himself in the great hall of Dun Licinia. The town burned around him, the flames filling the night even as the smell of smoke and soot filled his nostrils. Morigna lay on the floor where Imaria and the Weaver had left her, her throat torn, her black eyes staring at nothing. Yet she grinned at him and removed her face to reveal an urshane’s yellow eyes and deadly fangs. 
“You had better be careful, my love,” said Morigna’s voice. 
Ridmark turned. 
Now he stood in the Stone Heart, the vast chamber wavering and flickering around him. The great soulstone stood on its stone plinth, surrounded by a pool of molten fire. The soulstone itself shone with a burning glow. The chamber was empty, save for Calliande, who lay dead before the throne of the King of Khald Tormen, her beautiful face twisted with fear and horror. 
“Better be careful,” said Morigna, walking next to him. “False faces everywhere. The Sculptor enjoys his games, and he is very good at them. You are playing one, though you know it not.”
Ridmark hurried towards Calliande, his boots ringing like hammer falls. The scene shifted and changed as he hastened towards Calliande. One moment she wore the green gown she favored. The next she lay naked upon the altar of Black Mountain. The instant after that she looked as she did when the Warden’s malign spirit had inhabited her flesh, her eyes filled with the void, blue fire crackling around her fingers. 
“False faces,” said Morigna. “You have put your trust in the wrong place. Do you not see, my love? He is hunting you. He has always been hunting you. The Sculptor has his game, but he has his own game. Simpler, but deadlier by far.”
Ridmark looked down at Calliande, her form blurring and shifting through his memories. He had failed her. He hadn’t returned in time, and the Sculptor had killed her.
“False faces,” whispered Morigna in his ear.
Calliande’s corpse exploded in a snarling maze of black threads. 
Ridmark raised his staff, but it was too late. 
The Weaver’s battle form knitted itself together out of the threads, and slammed into Ridmark, driving him to the ground as the jaws closed around his throat.
 
###
 
Ridmark’s eyes jerked open. 
The rocky ceiling of Thainkul Morzan’s cavern arched far overhead, and he felt the cold, clammy air of the Deeps around him. He sat up in a panic, reaching for his weapons. 
“No, don’t sit up so fast,” said Camorak. “You’ll…”
Ridmark’s stomach heaved, and he leaned to the side and vomited for a painful moment, leaving something black and glistening spattered across the ground. 
“Pop,” said Camorak, squatting next to Ridmark. The Magistrius looked tired as if he had just completed a heavy labor. Ridmark looked around in confusion and saw that he was in the courtyard below the outer wall. “The magic of the Well made the urshane venom inert, but it’s still foreign to your body, and it collected in your stomach. So…” He grimaced and made a gesture at the black puddle.
“Third,” said Ridmark, trying to think through the haze in his head. “Where’s Third? She was with me, the urshanes…”
“I am here, lord magister,” said Third, her voice a raw croak. She sat a few yards away, blinking her black eyes. “I just woke up. We have to warn…”
“I know,” said Ridmark, heaving himself to his feet with the aid of his staff. He wobbled a bit, his head spinning, his stomach churning, but he kept his balance. “We have to go now. We might be too late already.”
“You need to rest,” said Camorak. “Before we go anywhere. The dwarves need to fortify this cave anyway. Another day…”
“Another day will be too late,” said Ridmark, walking towards Narzaxar. His entire body ached, but he could have felt worse. After all, he ought to have been dead. “I saw the Sculptor.”
Despite dwarven stoicism, Narzaxar stiffened. “Here?”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “He was waiting for us. For me, specifically. He wants Calliande. He’s convinced the Frostborn are going to conquer the world and he wants to escape. He’s going to murder her and use her magic to open a world gate with the Stone Heart.”
“That is impossible,” said Narzaxar. “The magic of the Heart powers many of our stonescribes’ defensive glyphs. If he tampered with that…”
“He might wind up killing thousands,” said Ridmark. “He doesn’t care.”
“It would be impossible for the Sculptor to enter Khald Tormen unopposed,” said Azakhun. “Our defensive wards…”
“He killed Calazon and took his place,” said Ridmark. 
The dwarves stared at him in stunned silence.
“How?” said Narzaxar at last. 
“Some sort of shapeshifting or illusion spell, I don’t know,” said Ridmark. “He intended to make me an offer, claiming he only wanted to speak with Calliande, but he slipped up and used one of Calazon’s favorite turns of phrase. He transported himself to Khald Tormen with the Cutter, and left his pet urshanes to kill us.” He looked at Camorak. “They would have killed us, if not for you. Thank you.”
Camorak shrugged. “It’s what I’m good at. But thank Sir Gavin and Kharlacht. They brought you back.”
“Thank you, all three of you,” said Third. Camorak, Gavin, and Kharlacht offered her brief bows. 
“We must make haste,” said Ridmark. “The longer we wait, the longer the Sculptor has to work mischief.” 
“Then all of this,” said Narzaxar, “the koballats, the attacks, all of it…the Sculptor arranged it so that he can take the Keeper’s power for himself?”
“He doesn’t care about her power,” said Ridmark. “He doesn’t care about Khald Tormen. All he cares about is his own survival. He thinks the triumph of the Frostborn is inevitable, and he wants to escape to another world before they find him. He’ll kill Calliande to do it, and he’ll destroy Khald Tormen in the process.”
“He shall not,” growled Narzaxar. “Azakhun! We leave at once.” 
The dwarves exploded into motion. Sir Ector stared at Ridmark in surprise, nodded, and then shouted orders to his men-at-arms, who began preparing for departure. 
“You should rest,” said Camorak. 
“No,” said Ridmark. 
He would not rest. Not while Calliande was in danger.
And if it happened to get him killed…well, so long as Calliande was safe, he did not care.
 
###
 
The Weaver contemplated the new developments.
It seemed likely that the Sculptor would kill both Ridmark Arban and the Keeper Calliande for him. The Weaver didn’t have to lift a finger. All he had to do was let the Sculptor’s plan take its course, and Ridmark and Calliande would die. Thousands of dwarves would perish as well, of course, but that was of no importance. 
The dwarves would all die anyway when they were freed from time and matter. 
Imaria would be disappointed that the Weaver had not killed her enemies personally, but that was all right. She was now the Shadowbearer, and she was wise enough to realize that results mattered more than methods. 
And it would be marvelously cruel if Ridmark returned to Khald Tormen and found Calliande dead. He already blamed himself for the deaths of Aelia and Morigna, and it would amuse the Weaver to no end if the meddlesome Gray Knight blamed himself for the death of a third woman he had loved. 
And then the Weaver would kill him.
But it didn’t seem like he would have to do anything.
Both Ridmark Arban and Calliande were heading to their deaths at the hands of the Sculptor. 



Chapter 18: Always The Interruptions
 
Ridmark and the others outpaced the rest of Narzaxar’s warriors. 
It was necessary. The dwarven warriors could march in haste, but two days would be too long. Ridmark could make better speed, and he did, driving himself hard. Third accompanied him, flickering ahead to check for enemies. Gavin, Camorak, Kharlacht, and Caius kept pace with Ridmark. They had traveled with him in haste before, and they knew what was required. 
Sir Ector came as well. 
“The Dux told me to escort the Keeper to the courts of the manetaurs and the dwarves and back again,” said the weathered knight, “and I shall be damned if I fail now.” His men-at-arms remained behind with the main dwarven column, and Ector made good time, moving with the speed of a veteran hunter.
And to Ridmark’s surprise, Prince Narzaxar insisted on coming, leaving Azakhun in command of the column of warriors.
“You will need me,” said the old dwarf. “If you return without me, you will be questioned and that will cost valuable time. My authority will get us to the Stone Heart at once.” 
Ridmark didn’t argue. In truth, he doubted he could have changed the prince’s mind. Ridmark feared the old dwarf would slow them down, but that fear proved unfounded. Narzaxar kept up, despite his age and his armor.
They hastened through the tunnels, moving as fast as they could. From time to they stopped to rest, but they never for long. Ridmark would not allow it. Dread gnawed at his heart, giving him the will to push on despite his exhaustion and the lingering pain from the venom. Camorak had healed him, but the Magistrius said that it would take some time for all the effects of the venom to pass. 
Ridmark did not care.
The fate of tens of thousands of dwarves was at stake. If the Sculptor destroyed the Stone Heart and escaped, the dwarves of Khald Tormen would be in no position to join the alliance against the Frostborn, and they might not even have the desire to do so. Without the help of the dwarves, the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs would fall to the might of the Frostborn. Without Calliande, Tarrabus would likely hold onto at least half of Andomhaim, and he might defeat Arandar and seize the entirety of the realm for himself, twisting the High Kingdom to the worship of the shadow of Incariel. 
All that weighed upon Ridmark. He knew he should have cared about it more.
Instead, the fear for Calliande tore at him, made him ignore his pain and fatigue, made him drive his companions onwards. Not that they needed much urging. They, too, knew what was at stake.
The passed through the Silent Gallery, passing over the buried kobolds and the wreckage of the rockfall.
 
###
 
The two days after Calliande’s capture passed in a haze of pain and fear. 
The Sculptor did not bother to provide her with food. A pair of urshanes watched over her, and brought her water from time to time. 
She tried to talk to the Sculptor as he labored on his spells. Most of the time he ignored her. Occasionally he answered her with a rambling monologue about how the other dark elves had failed to heed his excellent advice and underappreciated the brilliance of his creations, which explained why he was still alive and they were all dead. 
Sometimes he got annoyed and activated her restraints, and the pain made her pass out. 
Other times she tried to summon power, and the pain sent her into unconsciousness. 
The seventh time the pain made her pass out, Calliande found herself in a dream. 
She lay upon a slab of stone in a gloomy underground vault, the only illumination coming from a faint blue light near the stairs. Calliande sat up, the rags of a crumbling green dress clinging to her, her skin chilled. She knew this place. It was the vault below the Tower of Vigilance where she had gone into the long sleep to await the return of the Frostborn. She remembered Marius and Kalomarus taking her here, closing the door behind her while she sank into the magical sleep. She also remembered waking up two centuries later, her memories and her powers gone. The Order of the Vigilant was supposed to have been awaiting her, but Tymandain Shadowbearer’s plots had destroyed them, and he had been waiting outside to kill her.
What a fool she had been. 
Calliande supposed that the vault had been destroyed along with the Tower of Vigilance. The Frostborn controlled Black Mountain and the area around it. Or maybe the Frostborn and their khaldjari slaves had rebuilt the Tower of Vigilance, remaking it in their own image as a fortress of ice and stone. 
She pushed away from the slab and stood. A wave of searing pain went through her, and Calliande staggered with a gasp, going to one knee. 
“Truly, I never knew you were so feeble.”
Calliande looked to the side.
Morigna leaned against the wall, arms folded across her chest, her tattered cloak hanging from her shoulders. Her dark eyes glinted in the pale light.
“What?” said Calliande. 
The pain throbbed through her head and down her spine.
“The great Keeper of Andomhaim,” said Morigna, her voice mocking. “The woman who led the nations to victory against the Frostborn the first time. The legend that Tymandain Shadowbearer spent centuries trying to kill. The mighty Keeper…and you are reduced to helplessness by a little pain.”
Calliande gritted her teeth, fighting back the angry words that threatened to erupt from her tongue. 
“Truly, I had no idea you would be so easily defeated,” said Morigna. “A little pain and you collapse into a pile of quivering jelly.”
“A little pain?” said Calliande. “I don’t know if you’re my memories speaking to me, or if the spirit of Morigna has truly been visiting me. Either way, you are just as truculent as you were in life.”
“Thank you,” said Morigna. “But you merely prove my point. All the world and everything you love are at stake, and a little pain reduces you to uselessness…”
“For God’s sake!” said Calliande, her temper snapping at last. “You’re going to lecture me about pain? You? What do you know about pain? I’ve spent my entire life in war. I’ve seen more friends than you ever had die in battle. I gave up everything I ever knew and loved when I went into the long sleep. I loved Ridmark, and I stepped aside for you. And there is new pain every time I heal someone, every single time, every single sword and spear and arrow wound. What do you possibly know about pain?”
“Not as much as you, evidently,” said Morigna, “but I am acquainted with the concept. The dvargir murdered my parents in front of me. I saw the first man I loved killed by an urvaalg. I had my throat torn out.”
“Yes,” said Calliande. “Yes, yes, you’re right.” She rubbed her hands against her aching head. “That was harsh of me. Forgive me. I…”
“Do not waste time apologizing to the dead,” said Morigna. “Instead think of another matter. How will you escape?”
“I can’t,” said Calliande. “Every time I try to summon power, the Sculptor’s damned chains fill me with so much pain that I lose the spell, stop breathing, and pass out.” 
“That does not answer the question,” said Morigna. “How will you escape?”
“I don’t know,” said Calliande.
“You need to escape,” said Morigna. “Ridmark is rushing to his death, and he needs you to save him.”
“He might already be dead,” said Calliande, some of the familiar dread trickling through the pain. 
Morigna scoffed. “Aye, because a dark elven lord is so enamored of speaking the truth. Surely he is not lying to you to keep you docile.” 
Calliande nodded. She wanted to believe that Morigna was right. She had to believe that Morigna was right. 
“Since you are so well-acquainted with pain,” said Morigna, “you should not let that stop you.”
“It’s not a question of pain,” said Calliande. “The pain is bad enough that I can’t breathe, and if I try to push through it, I black out. I can’t hold on long enough to attack the Sculptor before I pass out.”
“You would need all your power to attack the Sculptor, yes,” said Morigna. “He is a dark elven lord. But surely there are other things to attack than the Sculptor, things that would require far less power.”
“What do you mean?” said Calliande.
Morigna smirked, and the dream dissolved into nothingness.
 
###
 
Calliande awoke, her head resting on the cold floor. After a moment, she managed to sit up with a grunt, the chains of black dvargir steel clanking.
The hall was empty save for her, the Sculptor, and Antenora within the imprisoning cylinder of blue light. The dark elven lord had brought several urshanes and koballats with him to Khald Tormen, and from time to time they entered the room, and he stopped his work long to give them commands. A huge maze of sigils blazed in blue fire above the table, pulsing with dark magic. Calliande recognized the spell to create a world gate. As powerful as it was, it needed even greater power to activate.
She supposed that her own magic and the power of the Stone Heart would supply that force. 
For the moment, no one paid any attention her. The Sculptor’s full attention was upon his work, and none of his creatures were in the room to watch her. If she was going to act, it would have to be soon. 
But how? Whenever she tried to summon her power to attack the Sculptor, the agony from her shackles overwhelmed her. 
Something scratched at her mind.
What had Morigna said? There were things to attack other than the Sculptor? 
There was the imprisoning spell around Antenora, and the black chains themselves. Both would require relatively little power to dispel, and their magic could not stand against the wrath of the Keeper’s mantle. No magic of this world could resist the magic of the Keeper. Calliande lacked the skill of the Sculptor or the raw power of the Warden, but given enough time, the Keeper’s power could shatter any of their spells. 
Another thought occurred to Calliande. She had been summoning her full power to break the chains. But what if she had been wrong? What if she needed only a smaller amount of power? And what if the pain was proportional? If she drew on her full power, the shackles filled her with agony. If she drew on a smaller amount of power, would the pain lessen? 
There was only one way to find out.
Calliande took several deep breaths, clearing her mind, and drew on the smallest amount of magic that she could manage. 
At once pain flooded through her, a searing bolt of agony between her eyes. 
It felt as if a nail had been driven into her forehead.
Yet it wasn’t as bad as when she tried to draw upon her full magical strength. The pain was awful, but she had endured worse when healing the wounds of injured men. It was a massive effort, but Calliande found she could hold the trickle of the Keeper’s power, and she could still breathe. 
The Sculptor continued his work.
Calliande turned her attention to the shackles, drawing upon the Sight. With it she saw the titanic forces the Sculptor was preparing, the imprisoning spell holding Antenora frozen like a fly in amber, and the power radiating from the Stone Heart outside of the stone door. 
She also saw the dark magic bound within the chains, spells of pain and torment, the cunning work of the cruel dvargir shadowscribes. 
Calliande worked a spell of dispelling, directing the power of the Keeper against the dark magic of the chains. The shackles shivered against her skin, and her Sight saw the white fire of her power chew into the black metal. The cords of dark power within them began to shrivel, unable to resist the power of the Keeper’s mantle.
But slowly, slowly. 
Calliande gritted her teeth, ignoring the ache in her jaw and the stabbing pain in her head. Sweat poured down her face from the effort. She would have to work slowly, chipping away at the spells. If she pushed too fast or too hard, the Sculptor would notice. 
The pain grew worse as she worked. Calliande wondered if she could hold her concentration long enough.
She dared not fail, not when there was so much at stake. 
 
###
 
They passed through the inner Gate of the Deeps. 
Ridmark saw no signs of alarm, at least not yet. The guards remained vigilant at the outer defenses of Khald Tormen, watching for any sign of attack from the Sculptor or any of the dwarves’ other foes. Because of the threat from the Sculptor, four taalkrazdors patrolled the Hall of the Deeps, ready to rush into battle. The floor of the Hall trembled as the massive suits of magical armor strode back and forth, guided by the dwarves encased within their fortified cuirasses. 
There was no sign of alarm, but Ridmark knew that would not last. 
“Where is the King?” demanded Narzaxar to the Taalkaz of the Gate, the dwarven noble in command of this portion of the city's defenses.
The armored Taalkaz shrugged. “As far as I know he is at the Stone Heart, Lord Taalkhan. I believe the Keeper and her apprentice are attending him, planning for a campaign against the Frostborn.”
“You have messengers here?” said Narzaxar.
“Of course.” 
“Send word at once,” said Narzaxar. “Khald Tormen is under attack. The Sculptor murdered the stonescribe Calazon and used his magic to impersonate him. The enemy has been with us the entire time. The King’s life is threatened.” 
“Lord Taalkhan,” said the Taalkaz, shocked. “Shall I sound…”
“Yes,” said Narzaxar. “Sound the alarm. Let all Khald Tormen be roused.”
The Taalkaz seized a horn and blew a long blast, the wail so loud that it made Ridmark’s ears hurt. Before the echoes died away, the sound of another horn rose from the gallery beyond, and then another, the noise ringing through the vast stone maze of the city.
Khald Tormen was awakening itself for war.
“We have to hurry,” said Ridmark. He wanted to lie down and sleep for a week, but he dared not stop. “If the Sculptor realizes something is amiss, he will act.”
“Yes,” said Narzaxar. “This way. It is the quickest path to the Stone Heart.”
They ran down the gallery, the sound of rousing warriors ringing through the Hall of the Deeps. 
 
###
 
Blackness fluttered at the edges of Calliande’s vision.
The pain in her head had become colossal, and it felt as if a bar of hot steel had been stabbed through her skull and down her spine. Her entire body screamed with the pain, but she held on, focusing her will upon the shackles as she wielded her spell of dispelling.
It was working. The spells upon the dvargir manacles were unraveling strand by strand. Just a little more, Calliande thought, just a little more and the entire thing would collapse. 
Then she would be free to confront the Sculptor.
Unless the Sculptor finished his work and killed her first. 
Thousands of interlocking sigils of blue light hovered over the stone table, and they gave off an ominous humming sound. To Calliande’s Sight, the assemblage of interlocking spells blazed with magical force. She was certain that the Sculptor had almost finished his work. Another few moments and his spells would only need a link to a soulstone to activate.
The backlash might well destroy Khald Tormen, but the Sight showed her that the Sculptor’s plan would work. He would open a weak world gate, long enough to escape this world, and when the spell collapsed it would leave havoc in its wake.
She had to stop it.
A distant horn rang out.
The Sculptor’s head snapped up from the table, his void-filled eyes narrowed, and Calliande released the trickle of magic that she held. At once relief flooded through her as the terrible pain vanished, though she felt weak and sick from the effort. She remained motionless, fearing that the Sculptor would realize what she had been doing, and the dark elven lord stared at her with obvious annoyance.
But she had not inspired his annoyance. 
“Interruptions,” he snarled. “Always with the damned interruptions.”
Footsteps rang against the floor, and Calazon strode into the hall. The false stonescribe rippled and blurred and resumed the form of the Cutter, her misshapen mask reflecting the light of the sigils. 
“What is it?” said the Sculptor. “All my servants were instructed not to attack Khald Tormen.”
“I do not know, master,” said the Cutter. “The call originated from the Gate of the Deeps. The rest of the sentinels took up the cry. Khald Tormen is preparing itself for an attack.” 
“Do you know the reason for the alarm?” said the Sculptor. 
“I do not, master,” said the Cutter. “None of your servants are stationed near the Gate of the Deeps. They have all withdrawn to the Stone Heart to prepare for the opening of the world gate. Shall I dispatch some to investigate?”
The Sculptor thought it over, his armored fingers tapping against the stone table. 
“No,” he said at last. “The nature of their flesh dictates that the dwarves are conservative and take few risks. They will prepare themselves for battle, but they will not act rashly. Let us return to the Stone Heart and consider the situation. If necessary, we can trigger the defenses and seal the chamber.”
“That shall draw the attention of every dwarven warrior and every stonescribe in Khald Tormen, master,” said the Cutter. “It will not take them long to disarm the defenses and storm the chamber.”
“Are the urshanes still disguised as the Keeper and her apprentice?” said the Sculptor.
“They are, master,” said the Cutter. “They are holding the attention of King Axazamar. Shall I order them to strike?” 
“It does not matter,” said the Sculptor. “The spell is almost prepared. Soon I can open the gate, and the dwarves will have far larger problems when the Stone Heart explodes. Come.” He turned and walked away from the table, beckoning. “Let us assess the situation.”
Both the dark elf and the urdhracos cast spells, dark magic flaring around them. The Cutter took the form of another stonescribe, while the Sculptor donned the guise of Calazon once more. With the Sight, Calliande saw how the spell wrapped around them, settling so close to their skin that her Sight had been fooled. It had been clever. Had she detected the slightest hint of a spell around Calazon, she would have become suspicious. 
She would have rebuked herself for walking into the trap, but the trap had been masterful. 
The disguised Sculptor and the Cutter walked from the hall, and Calliande returned her attention to her shackles.
This was her last chance.
 
###
 
Ridmark and the others ran into the Stone Heart.
The pool of molten stone illuminated the vast chamber, throwing its reddish glow over everything. The Stone Heart itself gave off its fiery glow, banishing the shadows. King Axazamar sat upon his dais, surrounded by the nobles and stonescribes of his court. Ridmark saw Calliande and Antenora standing near the dais, Calliande speaking to the King.
There was no sign of Calazon. That was just as well. If Ridmark could warn Calliande in time, there was no way the Sculptor could capture her while she was on her guard. 
He ran around the edge of the molten pool, Kharlacht, Caius, Gavin, Third, Camorak, Sir Ector, and Prince Narzaxar following him. The dwarven court looked as they approached, and Calliande caught his eye, a broad smile going over her face. 
“What is the meaning of this interruption?” said Axazamar, rising to his feet. “Brother, you have returned sooner than I expected. Has Thainkul Morzan fallen to our forces?” He looked at them, tired and dusty from the hasty journey. “Or has some other misfortune befallen us?”
“My lord king,” said Narzaxar. “We are in danger. We…”
He fell silent, and Ridmark turned his head.
Calazon and a second stonescribe approached, descending from the balcony above. Calazon stopped at the edge of the court, frowning, and looked at Ridmark.
A flicker of the Sculptor’s customary annoyance went over Calazon’s expression.
“Well,” said Calazon. “Isn’t this unexpected?”



Chapter 19: Blood of the Dark Elves
 
Gavin’s hand hovered near Truthseeker’s hilt. 
He hadn’t drawn the sword because he was in the presence of the king, and he suspected the Taalmaks of Axazamar’s guard would react badly to a drawn sword in the king’s presence. Yet if Ridmark was right, if Calazon really was the Sculptor, then a deadly foe stood in the Stone Heart. 
Gavin needed to be ready to fight.
Calliande stood at the foot of the king’s dais, her expression imperious and remote as she gazed at Ridmark. Antenora stood next to her, the sigils upon her staff dark. Her yellow eyes moved over Gavin without interest and kept scanning the room. Gavin felt an odd twinge of pain at that, and then pushed it aside. 
There were far more important things to worry about. 
“Yes,” said Ridmark, pointing his staff at Calazon. “Unexpected, is it? You expected those urshanes and urvaalgs to kill me, I’m sure.”
Calazon spread his hands, his steel-colored robe stirring. “Alas, Gray Knight, I have no idea what you are talking about. I rejoice that you have returned unharmed from the dangers of Thainkul Morzan. With the thainkul fortified against the Sculptor’s forces, the dwarves of the Three Kingdoms can join the war against the Frostborn.” 
“You want to play a game, is that it?” said Ridmark.
“I’m afraid I still have no idea what you are talking about,” said Calazon.
Gavin looked at Calliande and Antenora, waiting for the Keeper to act, but both women stared at Calazon as if waiting for him to do something. 
“That man,” said Ridmark, still pointing at Calazon, “is an impostor.”
“I fear that I have always been myself,” said Calazon. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “He killed Calazon and took his place.”
“Do you really think an urshane could walk about undetected in the very heart of the dwarven kingdoms?” said Calazon. “Our defenses have been honed and built over thousands of years. Not even a dark elven lord himself could escape the power of the dwarven defenses.”
“You’re not an urshane,” said Ridmark. “You’re the Sculptor himself.” He looked at Calliande. “He refuses to fight against the Frostborn. He’s here to murder you and use your magic to empower a small world gate, one just large enough for him to escape. He doesn’t care that it will kill tens of thousands of dwarves when the chamber collapses around us. All he wants is to escape, and to use your magic to do it.”
Calliande said nothing, her imperious expression unchanging.
“Ridiculous,” she said at last. 
Gavin flinched, but Ridmark only nodded to himself. 
“Lord King,” said Calliande, looking at Axazamar. “I feared this would happen. Of old the dark elves used spells of madness upon their victims, twisting their minds so they could not tell delusion from reality. This has been done to the lord magister of Nightmane Forest and his companions.”
“You are mistaken, my lady Keeper,” said Narzaxar. “The Gray Knight speaks the truth. I have seen these things with my own eyes.” 
“The spell has taken hold in your brother’s mind as well, my lord King,” said Calliande. She let out a sorrowful sigh. “The most likely explanation is that their warriors were all slain, and the Sculptor took them captive. He sent them back with their minds twisted to spread dissension among us.” 
“No,” said Narzaxar. “Why would you say these things, Keeper? My mind has not been twisted. I…”
Ridmark and Caius shared a look. 
“Because,” said Caius. “I think the Keeper has been replaced with an urshane. Her apprentice, too, at a guess.”
Neither Calliande nor Antenora said anything. 
“Impossible,” said Axazamar. 
“I fear the Keeper’s explanation is correct,” said Calazon. “Their minds have been twisted by the Sculptor. Such things have happened before, and the accounts are recorded in the annals of the stonescribes. I suggest we isolate them and permit the Keeper to examine them. Perhaps her lore knows of a way to cure their minds.”
“This counsel seems good to me,” said Axazamar. 
“I can prove that the Keeper and her apprentice are urshanes,” said Ridmark. 
Calazon said nothing, but his eyes narrowed. 
 
###
 
Calliande drew a trickle of power, feeding the mantle of the Keeper’s magic into her spell.
Every instinct, every fiber of her body, screamed for her to hurry. The urgency was matched only by the agony that the shackles sent pulsing through her in response. Any more and her muscles would have seized up, and she would have been in too much pain to continue. As it was, her vision was starting to black out, and she wanted to fall over and scream until she fell unconscious. 
But she knew pain, as she had told Morigna. She had known physical torment as she healed wounds, again and again and again. She knew how to fight through the pain, to ride it like a ship upon a turbulent sea, and she did so now, channeling the iron power of the Keeper’s mantle into the shackles. 
Then the spells shattered all at once. The chains corroded into rust, and the shackles around her wrists and ankles shriveled like leaves tossed into a fire. With her hands freed, Calliande clawed at her throat, and the collar crumbled away. 
The pain vanished. 
Calliande let out a shuddering groan of relief and collapsed to the floor, breathing hard, sweat dripping down her. The simple absence of pain was like the finest wine she had ever drunk. She wanted nothing more than to lie here and rest.
Instead, she heaved herself to her feet, holding out her hand and working a spell, and the staff of the Keeper leaped from the floor. The worn, ancient wood slapped against her palm, and she leveled it and cast another spell. White fire snapped from the end of the staff and raked across the cylinder of blue light holding Antenora. 
The power of the Keeper shattered the dark magic of the imprisonment spell, and Antenora staggered from the cylinder as it unraveled. At once, her staff came up, already flaring with fiery light.
“Keeper, forgive me,” said Antenora in her raspy voice. “I failed you. I did not see the trap coming, I…”
“Do not blame yourself,” said Calliande, heading for the door. “If anything the blame is mine. But we must act. Khald Tormen is in danger.” 
“And Gavin Swordbearer and the others,” said Antenora. “The Sculptor may have them captive or imprisoned.”
“Yes,” said Calliande in a flat voice.
She knew, most probably, that Ridmark and the others were dead, that they had walked into the Sculptor’s trap. It was possible that the Sculptor had kept them alive as potential tools and raw materials, but Calliande knew that was an unlikely possibility. The Sculptor planned to abandon this world and start over somewhere else. He might well not have bothered to keep Ridmark and the others alive. 
If he hadn’t…
Calliande forced aside her emotions.
If he hadn’t, Calliande might not be able to save Ridmark, but she would avenge him. 
The door opened, and she strode onto the balcony just as a flare of light burst from the king’s throne. 
 
###
 
Ridmark stared at the false Calazon, the cold readiness of battle falling over him. 
The Sculptor undoubtedly had the real Calliande hidden away somewhere, preparing to use her magic to open his gate. That was good because that meant Calliande was still alive. The Sculptor wouldn’t risk killing her while he still needed her power. Clearly, he hadn’t expected Ridmark and the others to escape from Thainkul Morzan so soon, and Ridmark knew how to unmask the dark elven lord before the dwarven court. 
But he didn’t know what kind of fight the Sculptor could give them. 
Someone like the Warden could have killed everyone in the Stone Heart without much effort. Did the Sculptor have that kind of brutal power? For that matter, the false Calliande and the false Antenora standing near the dais had to be urshanes. How many other creatures did the Sculptor have hidden in Khald Tormen? 
Ridmark knew that he was about to find the answer to those questions the hard way. 
“Very well,” said Axazamar. He did not sit back down, and he shifted his grip upon his cane, preparing to use it as a club. The Taalmaks of his personal guard moved to the base of the dais, interposing themselves between the king and any potential violence. The stonescribes raised their steel batons, the glyphs carved into the length of the weapons glowing, and the dwarven nobles gripped their weapons. “If you can prove your case, lord magister, then prove it.”
“Magistrius,” said Ridmark. 
Calazon’s eyes narrowed again, his right hand flexing. 
Camorak knew what to do. He stepped forward and flung out his palm, white fire bursting from his fingers. A narrow bar of white fire swept from his outstretched arm and into the dwarves. Calliande could have unleashed a far more powerful blast of magical fire, but it was enough. The white fire passed through the dwarves without harming them, though the dwarves flinched in surprise. 
The fire touched Calliande and Antenora, and both women screamed, stumbling as the flames washed up their limbs and left smoking burns. Calliande caught her balance, her face twisted with agony, and a shiver of guilt went through Ridmark as he saw her in pain. 
But it passed quickly. 
“That proves it, lord King!” said Ridmark. “The fire of the Magistri comes from the magic of the Well of Tarlion, and that power cannot harm living mortals, only creatures of dark magic.” The dwarves already knew that, and a ring of warriors moved to surround Calliande and Antenora, their swords drawn. “Those are disguised urshanes, not the Keeper and her apprentice.” He swung his staff to point at Calazon again. “And that is not the stonescribe Calazon, but the Sculptor himself, using his magic to masquerade as the man he murdered.” 
“Lies!” hissed Calliande. “The Gray Knight lies, the scoundrel! He…”
“No,” said Axazamar. He looked at Camorak. “Magistrius, if you please. Prove who Calazon really is.”
Camorak cast the spell again, hurling a shaft of fire at Calazon. The stonescribe reacted at once, his right hand snapping up in the gesture of a spell. Blue fire and shadow burst from his fingers, wrapping around him in a shell, and Camorak’s spell shattered against it like a snowball against a stone wall. 
“That was not the power of a stonescribe!” cried one of the stonescribes in alarm. “Lord king, that was dark magic! The Gray Knight speaks truth!” 
Calazon let out an irritated sigh. “Interruptions. Will interruptions never cease? So be it.” 
He gestured again, more blue fire flickering around his fingers, and Calazon vanished.
The Sculptor stood in his place, a towering figure in blue armor and a black cloak, a winged helmet of blue dark elven steel under his arm. A ripple of alarm went through the dwarves, and the urshanes masquerading as Calliande and Antenora changed, taking their sleek, black-scaled true forms. One of the stonescribes near to the Sculptor blurred and the Cutter appeared, walking to join her master. 
“So it seems the nature of your flesh demands resistance, and we shall have to do this the hard way,” said the Sculptor. “I am indifferent to any loss of life among the khaldari, though I would not go out of my way to harm you. But since you have chosen to set yourself in my way, I am afraid I am going to kill you all.” 
“No,” said Axazamar, his voice hard as dwarven steel itself. “No, you have overreached yourself, Sculptor. You have been an enemy of the Three Kingdoms of the khaldari since we were still nine kingdoms, and the deaths of thousands of our people are on your hands. This time you will not escape.” 
The Sculptor sighed again and placed the helmet upon his head. 
“You are mistaken,” said the Sculptor. “Escape is the entire point of the matter. The Frostborn are coming, and they cannot be stopped. Your flesh is not strong enough to stop them, your blades not sharp enough, your magic not powerful enough. The Frostborn shall conquer this world, and you shall be enslaved or destroyed. But I shall not remain behind to share your fate.”
“That is correct,” said Axazamar. “You shall not. Your sorcery may be powerful, but we are many, and you are few. All Khald Tormen is roused, and you will not escape.”
The Sculptor drew a sword of dark elven steel from his belt, the blade starting to burn with blue fire and crawl with fingers of shadow. “Do you really think…”
A blast of white fire screamed down from beneath the balcony and slammed into the Sculptor’s back. The dark elven lord grunted with pain, staggered forward several steps, and caught his balance, his void-filled eyes wide. Blue fire and shadow flared around him, rebuilding his warding spell, and he whirled to face the balcony. 
Two women stepped from the stairs, one in black, the other in green. 
Antenora’s staff burned with elemental fire, a sphere of flame already whirling above its end. Calliande did not look like the illusion the urshane had presented a few moments earlier. She was exhausted, dark circles under her eyes, her dress and hair soaked with sweat. But her eyes blazed with fury, and white fire snarled around the staff of the Keeper. 
A surge of overpowering relief went through Ridmark. 
The Sculptor let out a snarl of fury, and Ridmark’s relief faded into the cold grip of battle readiness. 
Calliande was alive…but the Sculptor would do his best to change that. 
 
###
 
Calliande looked across the crowd before the throne, holding her magic ready as Antenora gathered fire. Ridmark was there, along with Caius, Gavin, Kharlacht, Third, Camorak, and Sir Ector, and she was relieved to see that they were all still alive. Prince Narzaxar was near Ridmark, breathing hard. Likely they had all rushed here in haste to warn the king. 
And to rescue her. 
“I think,” said Calliande, “that it is over.”
The Sculptor turned so that he could face both her and the dwarves at once. 
“Fool,” said the Sculptor. “You should not have escaped. Had you perished in my spell, it would spare you the horror to come when the Frostborn destroy your nations.” 
“Did you expect that we would not resist?” said Calliande.
The Sculptor gave a disdainful snort. “You are mortal, and your flesh shall fail, whether sooner or later. What matter if you die now?” 
“You might,” said Ridmark, “find that out sooner rather than later.” 
Calliande swept the Sight through the chamber of the Stone Heart. She saw the blaze of dark magic around the Sculptor, the lesser power of the Cutter, and the auras of the two urshanes near the throne. As far as she could tell, there were no other foes in the chamber. Calliande knew that she could defeat the Sculptor with the power of the Keeper’s mantle. It would be a ferocious battle, but in the end, the power of the Keeper would break the Sculptor’s wards. 
But the Sculptor had to know that, too. And he had proven capable of hiding things from the Sight when he wanted. 
“Our warriors and stonescribes are coming,” said Axazamar. “You may kill many of us, but we shall overpower you and bring you a long-deserved death.”
“That is within the realm of possibility,” said the Sculptor. “It is also possible that I shall kill all of you, overpower the Keeper, and departed this doomed world.”
“And just how shall you do that?” said Axazamar. 
The Sculptor nodded. “With help.”
He gestured…and suddenly the empty areas of the floor to the left and the right of the pool of molten stone rippled. 
Koballats appeared out of nothingness, hundreds upon hundreds of koballats. 
How had the Sculptor transported them here? He could transport himself and a few others through his magic, but surely he could not have been powerful enough to bring that many koballats to the Stone Heart.
No. The Sculptor hadn’t transported the koballats to the Stone Heart.
They had been within the chamber the entire time.
Their scales were mirrored, as if they had been dipped in quicksilver, and Calliande saw the room reflected in the koballats’ hide as they charged. Her Sight washed off the scales like water off an oiled cloak, and looking at the creatures gave her a headache. 
They would be difficult to fight, simply because they were so hard to see.
The Sculptor had come prepared for this battle. 
“Defend the king!” roared Narzaxar. “Defend the king! To arms! To arms!” 
The Sculptor faced Calliande, casting a spell, the fire around his sword burning brighter. 
“Antenora!” shouted Calliande, but Antenora was already moving. She turned towards one of the charging masses of koballats and thrust her staff, a ball of fire soaring from its end to land in their midst. The sphere erupted in a furious explosion, and for a moment the Stone Heart grew even brighter as the light of the fire reflected off the scales of the koballats like sunlight gleaming from a mirror. A score of koballats tumbled through the air, and a score more fell, screaming as they burned. 
The rest of the koballats charged the dwarven warriors. 
Calliande could not spare them any thought. The Sculptor flung a blast of shadow and blue fire at her, and she fought for her life.
 
###
 
Gavin battled the mirrored koballats, Truthseeker’s fire reflecting in their scales. 
It was a strange, vertigo-inducing sensation, like fighting a living mirror. Sometimes Gavin saw himself in the rippling form of the koballat. Sometimes the reflection of his own soulblade almost dazzled him, in the way that the sword’s normal fire did not. Sometimes the koballat seemed a part of the floor or reflected the fiery light from the Stone Heart and the pool of liquid stone. 
It didn’t matter. Gavin fought on. 
Fortunately, the Sculptor hadn’t seen fit to equip the koballats with armor and weapons that matched their mirroring ability, and as far as Gavin could tell, the creatures were not regenerating their wounds. Unfortunately, their mirrored scales were as tough as leather armor, and their claws were as long and as sharp as daggers. It was like fighting an opponent with a fistful of short blades. Gavin had to remain on the defensive, catching their slashes upon his shield and striking back when an opening presented itself. 
The fighting became a defensive battle. The king’s Taalmaks formed into a shield wall at the base of the dais, fighting to keep the koballats from Axazamar. The stonescribes stood behind the shield wall, brandishing their batons and releasing bursts of magical power. Some of their glyphs armored the warriors in warding spells, and others released bursts of invisible power to fling the koballats to the ground. Camorak retreated behind the shield wall as well, using his magic to heal the wounded dwarves.
Gavin fought alongside Kharlacht, Caius, and Sir Ector. Caius and Kharlacht battled in their usual pattern, Caius stunning the koballats with blows from his mace and Kharlacht taking their arms or their heads with massive swings of his heavy greatsword. Sir Ector fought with the skill of a veteran knight, his shield like a castle wall, his sword darting forward like a serpent’s tongue. Third flickered in and out of the battle, leaving dead koballats in her wake, while Prince Narzaxar had taken command of the king’s guard, his sword rising and falling as he shouted orders. 
Ridmark, at least, did not seem discomforted by the koballats’ strange mirroring. His staff snapped back and forth in a black blur, sending koballats sprawling. Often Third appeared in his wake, stabbing the creatures before they recovered from his blows, or Ridmark sent them tumbling towards the dwarves, who cut them down without mercy.
He was trying to battle his way to Calliande and the Sculptor. 
The Keeper faced the dark elven lord in a blaze of fire and thunder. Blue fire snarled around the Sculptor, shadows twisting in his hands as he brought his fury to bear against Calliande. She stood in a snarling vortex of white fire, breaking his spells against her wards and striking back with blasts of elemental fire and lances of lightning. The howl of their duel filled the vast chamber. Gavin wondered what Ridmark thought he could do in such a contest of powerful magic. 
A flare of firelight caught his eye, and he saw Antenora battling the koballats. She used the spell she had employed to cut open the river gate of Castra Carhaine, a blade of white hot flame extending from the end of the staff like a spear of fire. She slashed the weapon, and the blade of fire took off the head of one of the koballats, the flame cauterizing the wound to smoking charcoal. 
Yet more koballats pursued her, and Gavin rushed to her aid. 
The koballats did not see Gavin coming until it was too late. For a moment, his distorted reflection stared at him from the back of a koballat, and then Truthseeker hammered into the creature. The koballat went down with a howl of pain, and Gavin ripped the blade free and cut down another koballat. Antenora drove her spear forward, piercing the heart of koballat, and the creature fell with the sizzle of burned flesh. 
“Gavin Swordbearer!” said Antenora. She smiled at him, and for a moment, just a moment, he saw her as the urshane had presented her in the ruins of Thainkul Morzan, beautiful and full of life. “I am pleased that you are not dead.” 
“You, too,” said Gavin.
More koballats came at them, and Gavin and Antenora fought for their lives.
 
###
 
Ridmark attacked another koballat, bringing his staff down on the top of its head with three quick blows. On the third strike, he heard a crack, and it collapsed. The dead koballats, with their reflective scales, made it look as if the floor of the Stone Heart had melted and warped. 
He fought furiously, dodging the koballats’ claws and ducking under their slashes. The battle hung in the balance, the shield wall of the king’s guard battling against the koballats. The strange reflective scales of the koballats made it hard to strike them, but the dwarves’ armor and skill made up the difference. If either the Sculptor or the Keeper flung their powers into the fray, it would decide the course of the battle. 
But Calliande and the Sculptor were locked in combat, dark magic and the fire of the Well snarling back and forth. Ridmark was no expert on magic, but he had seen enough magical battles to know that Calliande and the Sculptor were evenly matched. The slightest thing could tip it in either direction and if Ridmark attacked the Sculptor, that might distract him enough to let Calliande defeat him. 
Or, better yet, if Ridmark cleared a path for Gavin to reach him, that might decide the battle. No matter how powerful the Sculptor’s magic, even a dark elven lord would fear the fury of a soulblade. 
A koballat hit Ridmark in the chest, but his armor blocked the claws. He struck back, hitting the creature in the throat, or at least what he thought was the creature’s throat. His guess had been right, and the koballat’s head snapped back. Ridmark hit it in the head, and the creature collapsed, dead or stunned. 
The way was clear to Gavin. The young Swordbearer stood with Antenora, fighting back to back with her as she flung gouts of flame at the koballats or slashed at them with a blade of flame sprouting from the end of her staff. If Ridmark could help Gavin and Antenora, all three of them could attack the Sculptor at once. The Sculptor might be able to hold his own against the Keeper of Andomhaim, but he could not fight both the Keeper and a Swordbearer at the same time. 
Ridmark took three running steps towards Gavin when he saw the dark shadow overhead.
Pure instinct saved him, and he threw himself to the side and rolled. An armored form landed where he had stood, metal claws clanging against the floor, and Ridmark sprang back to his feet. 
The Cutter straightened up, grinning at him. Her mask and her white teeth reflected the fiery light of the molten pool, but her black eyes drank the light, seemingly bottomless pits into a freezing nothingness. 
“The Gray Knight,” said the Cutter. “Such a handsome man. I like your face.” In her right hand she held a longsword of dark elven steel, but her left hand was empty, and she opened and closed her fingers, the talons of her gauntlet rasping. “I think I will slice it from your face and add it to my collection.” 
“Charming,” said Ridmark. “I see where you got your name.”
The Cutter laughed. “I shall think of that as I gaze upon your face for centuries to come.”
She came at Ridmark, the blue sword flashing, and he met her with the staff of Ardrhythain.
 
###
 
Power screamed through Calliande, and she shaped it into a spell. 
She was exhausted, both in mind and body, but it didn’t matter. She had fought in countless battles under such circumstances, and with so much at stake, she found the strength to keep fighting. 
That, and the certain knowledge that the Sculptor would kill Ridmark and thousands of innocent people filled her with rage, and rage was an excellent motivator to fight. 
The Sculptor unleashed a spell of dark magic, a writhing lance of shadow designed to leech away her life force and leave her a withered, desiccated husk. Calliande infused her wards with the magic of the Keeper’s mantle, and the Sculptor’s spell shattered against the implacable power. She struck back with a shaft of elemental fire, charging it with the Keeper’s magic. The spell broke against the Sculptor’s defensive wards, but her Sight saw his power pulse and flicker beneath the strain. 
Yet he repaired his wards and struck back, the dark magic snarling around her.
Calliande fought with rage, but she fought for her life. The Keeper’s mantle let her match the fury of the ancient dark elven lord, but a single mistake would mean her death. 
 
###
 
Gavin cut down another koballat, Truthseeker’s fire burning through the black blood that coated the blade. A second koballat lunged at him, and Gavin barely got his shield up in time. The weight of the heavy creature forced him back a step, his muscles straining as the koballat tried to knock him to the ground. Gavin attempted to stab, but the bulk of the creature was protected by his own shield. He didn’t dare to lower the shield, and even with the strength of Truthseeker, the creature’s greater weight was slowly forcing him back.
Steel flashed, and Sir Ector shouted as he drove his sword into the koballat’s back. The creature let out an angry screech, and Gavin broke free of their clench, ripping Truthseeker across the koballat’s neck. Black blood spattered across its mirrored hide, and the creature collapsed to the ground.
Gavin nodded his thanks to Ector, and they fell back into the battle, shielding Antenora as she flung blasts of fire at the koballats. The mass of the creatures attacked the shield wall at the base of the throne, trying to reach King Axazamar and the stonescribes. Narzaxar’s hoarse voice boomed over the battle, bellowing out commands, and the shield wall jerked forward a few feet, pushing the koballats back. More dwarven warriors emerged from the other entrances to the Stone Heart, rushing to join the melee, but more koballats appeared as well. 
How many mirrored koballats had the Sculptor smuggled into Khald Tormen? There could be fighting throughout the city right now, and the koballats would not hesitate to attack the dwarven women and children. Gavin remembered how Kurdulkar’s urvaalgs had slaughtered the manetaur females and young in Bastoth, and hoped that scene of horror would not repeat itself here. 
“The Gray Knight!” said Antenora. “He needs our aid.”
Gavin saw Ridmark forty yards away, standing between the melee at the base of the throne and the furious duel of magic between Calliande and the Sculptor. A slim dark form circled around Ridmark, a sword of blue steel flashing in her grasp. Ridmark fought the Cutter, attacked the urdhracos with axe and staff, and the creature seemed a match for him. Sometimes her great black wings unfolded, lifting her into the air for a leaping attack at the Gray Knight. Blue fire flashed around him as Third came to his aid, but the Cutter somehow anticipated her attacks, spinning away before Third could drive her short swords into the urdhracos. 
“I need a clear shot,” said Antenora. “If I can hit her, the Gray Knight can overpower the urdhracos. Then all five of us can aid the Keeper against the dark elf.” 
“Agreed,” said Ector. “Then let’s clear a path.”
A group of koballats rushed towards them, and Gavin and Ector charged into the creatures, swords rising and falling. 
 
###
 
The Cutter’s blue sword flashed towards Ridmark’s face, and he jerked his staff up, deflecting the weapon. The urdhracos did not slow, but her razor-tipped left hand flashed towards his belly, and Ridmark dodged, the claws missing him by a few inches. He swung the axe in his left hand, but she danced aside, and her sword stabbed again. 
She was damnably fast, and Ridmark had a hard time keeping up with her. Worse, he was exhausted from his injuries in Thainkul Morzan and the desperate rush across the Deeps to return to Khald Tormen. He had kept the Cutter from killing him, but neither had he landed any blows upon her, and he doubted his stamina would last much longer. If he didn’t end this fight soon, she was going to kill him.
Blue fire swirled behind the Cutter, and Third appeared, plunging her swords forward. Somehow the Cutter sensed her approach and the urdhracos spun, her leathery wings unfolding like shields around her. She ducked under Third’s attack, and the edge of her left wing caught Third in the legs. Third stumbled, and the Cutter came out of her spin, sword darting for Third’s throat. Third parried, her blades raised in an X, her teeth bared as she strained against the Cutter’s strength. The Cutter’s left hand stabbed for her, and Third vanished in a pulse of blue fire. Ridmark seized the opportunity and attacked, hoping to plant his axe between the Cutter’s wings, but the urdhracos twisted with fluid grace, her right wing slamming into his left arm. Ridmark staggered, caught his balance, and went on the defensive as the Cutter came at him in a whirlwind of steel. 
He retreated, the Cutter driving him towards the pool of molten stone at the center of the chamber. The glyphs encircling the pool kept the heat from cooking anyone who set foot into the Stone Heart, but Ridmark doubted they would prevent the Cutter from shoving him into the burning rock. 
Then he glimpsed a flicker of fiery light behind the Cutter.
He saw Antenora’s dark form approaching, and Ridmark retreated, letting the Cutter drive him back. He had only a few more feet until he reached the edge of the lava, and a delighted smile spread across the Cutter’s face.
The fiery light brightened, and a gout of magical fire engulfed the Cutter. 
It hadn’t been aimed at Ridmark, but the heat was tremendous, his face stinging from it. The Cutter let out a scream as her wings went up in flames, and Ridmark seized his chance. He brought his axe hammering down, and the blade of dwarven steel hit sank into the Cutter’s forehead. The urdhracos went into a jerking, twitching dance, her burning wings flailing, and Gavin appeared behind her, stabbing with Truthseeker. The soulblade crunched through the black armor and into the Cutter’s heart. The white fire of the soulblade pulsed through her limbs, and the Cutter collapsed dead to the floor, wings still burning.
“Thanks,” croaked Ridmark, breathing hard.
Gavin nodded, and Antenora and Ector came up behind him, Third reappearing in a flash of blue fire.
“The Sculptor next?” said Gavin.
“We must aid the Keeper at once,” said Antenora. 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. He looked across the Stone Heart to where Calliande and the Sculptor battled. The Keeper and the dark elven lord now only stood twenty yards apart, power snarling back and forth between them in waves of white fire and twisting shadow. Calliande looked on the edge of exhaustion, her arms trembling, both hands grasping the staff of the Keeper. Yet the Sculptor was trembling as well, his face twisted with effort as he flung spells at Calliande.
“Go!” said Ridmark. 
 
###
 
The Sculptor unleashed a storm of dark magic at Calliande, spells to cripple her mind and wither her flesh. She cast another ward, charging the spell with the fire of the Well and the magic of the Keeper, and again the Sculptor’s attack shattered against her defenses. 
The weariness didn’t matter. She ignored it and kept fighting.
Calliande struck back with a spell of elemental earth that made the stone beneath the Sculptor’s boots ripple and fold and a spell of elemental fire fused with the Keeper’s power. The Sculptor’s wards dispersed the attack of earth, and he put all his power into his defenses against the fire. The Keeper’s magic drilled through his wards, the fire reaching for his flesh, but the Sculptor was strong enough to hold against the attack. The power of the Keeper was proof against his defenses, but Calliande did not have the raw power to punch through his wards in a single attack.
Which gave the Sculptor the time he needed to regenerate his defenses, and begin the cycle of their battle all over again. 
But before he could strike back, something changed.
A blast of elemental fire hit the Sculptor, his wards sparking and snarling. His head snapped to the side, and Calliande saw Antenora pointing her staff at him, already gathering power for another spell. Gavin, Ector, and Third sprinted at the Sculptor. The dark elven lord’s warding spells kept Third from traveling up behind the Sculptor and cutting his throat as Mara had done to the Traveler outside of Dragonfall. 
Ridmark ran with them, staff and axe in hand. 
The Sculptor snarled and flung a spell, a howling lance of shadow erupting from his fingers. Gavin stepped forward, raising Truthseeker, and the soulblade shone like a star. The blast of shadow struck him, and the soulblade blazed brighter, deflecting the attack of dark magic. Gavin came to a halt, grimacing as his sword struggled against the dark power, and Ridmark, Third, and Ector kept running. 
The Sculptor cast another spell as Calliande drew together her own magic. Power thrummed in the air, and Calliande’s Sight saw that the Sculptor was preparing a massive spell of invisible force, one that would strike hard enough to tear his attackers to bloody mist.
That gave Calliande her own opportunity to attack.
She screamed and flung all her power into a shaft of blazing white fire that tore through the Sculptor’s battered defenses and howled into him. The Sculptor shouted in agony, throwing back his head, and his half-finished spell exploded from him. 
Invisible force swept through the chamber, throwing hundreds of koballats and dwarven warriors from their feet. The eruption knocked Ridmark, Third, Gavin, Antenora, and Ector over, and Calliande crossed her arms over her chest, trying to summon power for a warding spell. 
She was too slow, and the force flung her to the floor, the breath exploding from her lungs.
 
###
 
Ridmark rolled to his feet, his body aching, every inch of his flesh sore.
A stunned silence had fallen over the Stone Heart, but that would not last long. Already the koballats and the dwarven warriors were regaining their feet. Before long the battle would resume.
The Sculptor, however, had not yet recovered.
The dark elven lord stumbled, his blue armor scorched and blackened from Calliande’s attack. The Keeper’s spell had struck him hard, and the Sculptor looked dazed. More than that, the blue glow of his warding spell had vanished. Calliande’s attack had shattered his magical defenses. 
Which meant that the Sculptor no longer had any defenses against physical weapons, and Ridmark’s axe of dwarven steel could wound creatures of dark magic.
He sprinted forward, raising his axe in his left hand, and the Sculptor saw him. The dark elven lord raised his left hand, blue fire glimmering around his fingers, but Ridmark was too fast. Ridmark’s axe hit him in the chest. The dark elven armor deflected the blow, but the strike knocked the Sculptor back, and Ridmark went on the attack. 
The Sculptor retreated, snarling in fury, his sword raised in guard, and Ridmark pursued him. He might have been exhausted, but the Sculptor was injured. The dark elven lord’s parries were not as crisp as they should have been, his reactions slower, and again and again Ridmark’s axe slipped through the Sculptor’s guard to clip his armor. The hits on his legs made the dark elven lord stumble, and if Ridmark could get him off his feet, he could finish the battle with a blow from his axe.
“Defend me!” thundered the Sculptor, his voice ringing through the chamber. “Defend me now! I command it! I command it!” 
Some of the koballats came towards them, but it was too late. Ridmark kept attacking, not letting up, swinging again and again. His tired muscles screamed with effort, but the certainty of impending victory gave him new strength. 
He had the Sculptor. He knew it in his bones. The Sculptor was not a wizard of terrible might like the Warden, or a conquering warlord like Mournacht. He was a powerful wizard, yes, but one comfortable in his laboratory, creating horrors to unleash upon the world. The battlefield was not his home.
It had become Ridmark’s.
The Sculptor retreated, and then whirled and fled, sprinting across the expanse of the floor towards an archway below the balconies. Ridmark ran after him, and with a surge of alarm realized that the Sculptor was heading for the Armory of the Kings. None of the dwarven taalkrazdors had entered the fight, but Ridmark had no doubt that the Sculptor would know how to use one. If he came back into the fight wearing a dwarven titan, he might well escape. 
Or, worse, he would kill Calliande. 
“You bothersome insect!” shouted the Sculptor. “Why could you not have died in Thainkul Morzan?”
“Maybe you misjudged the nature of my flesh!” answered Ridmark.
The Sculptor snarled and ran into the Armory, heading down the center of the gallery and past the rows of silent taalkrazdors in their niches. Halfway through the Armory the Sculptor whirled, hand coming up, and blue fire blazed to life around his armored fingers.
Ridmark threw himself to the side at the last moment, and the blast of invisible force that should have killed him only instead clipped him. It hurt as if he had been struck with a club, but he spun with the motion, using it to drive his staff forward. As he fell, the end of his staff hit the Sculptor in the side of the knee, and this time Ridmark heard the crack of bone. The Sculptor fell to one knee, teeth bared with pain and fury. Ridmark dropped his staff, surged to his feet, gripped the haft of his axe with both hands, and brought the weapon down with all his strength.
The Sculptor screamed, and blue fire burst from his hand, hammering into Ridmark.
The blow that he had aimed for the Sculptor’s head instead slammed into the dark elf’s right shoulder with a crunching noise, blood as black as the void of Incariel bursting from the wound. The Sculptor’s magic slammed into Ridmark, throwing him back and ripping the axe from the wound, the haft still clutched in Ridmark’s hand. He landed a dozen yards away, sliding across the smooth floor of the armory, and for a moment was in too much pain to move. 
The Sculptor groaned and fell on his back, black blood dripping across his blue armor.
At last Ridmark forced himself to one knee. He had to keep moving. He had to finish the Sculptor before the dark elven lord recovered.
“Beaten,” spat the Sculptor in contempt, “by a hairless ape!” Then he laughed a little. “A pity indeed humans did not arrive upon our world in ancient days. What splendid war beasts I could have made from your blood.” 
Shadows curled around his left hand. 
“It’s over,” said Ridmark, heaving himself to his feet. The Armory spun around him, but he forced himself forward, one step at a time. 
“Yes,” said the Sculptor. “You have driven me to retreat. The victory is yours.” He smiled. “But you shall not enjoy it for long.”
“We will defeat the Frostborn,” said Ridmark. Just a little further…
The Sculptor’s smile turned into a smirk. “Who said anything about the Frostborn killing you?” 
Ridmark stumbled forward in a run, lifting his axe, and the Sculptor raised his hand. Blue fire and shadow swirled around him, and he vanished. It was the same travel spell that he and the Cutter had used to escape from Thainkul Morzan. Belatedly Ridmark realized that was why the Sculptor had fled into the Armory. He had wanted to get far enough away from the Stone Heart to use his travel spell without interference from the giant soulstone.
Ridmark permitted himself one furious curse of frustration. 
Still, it could have been worse. They had won the battle. The Sculptor would not be able to take Calliande unawares, not a second time. His koballats and other creatures still fought in the Stone Heart, but the dwarves would triumph. With the threat of the Sculptor removed, the dwarves would be free to march against the Frostborn. 
Footsteps rang out behind him, and Ridmark turned as Sir Ector ran into the Armory, koballat blood dripping from his sword. 
“Lord magister,” said Ector. “The Sculptor. Did you…”
“Gone,” said Ridmark. “I wounded him, and he fled. I doubt he will risk returning. The dwarves are roused, and Calliande is on her guard.”
The older knight nodded. “Likely he will flee back to his hole in the Deeps and hope the Frostborn never find him.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “The Frostborn will not find him if we defeat them first.” He turned, looking for his staff. “Let’s get back to the Stone Heart. The koballats are still there, and…”
Pain exploded through Ridmark as Ector plunged his sword into the base of his neck, driving the blade down through Ridmark's shoulder and into his left lung.



Chapter 20: False Face
 
“That,” said Ector in a mild tone, twisting the blade, “was easier than I expected.”
Ridmark shuddered, trying to move, but every breath filled him with terrible burning agony, hot blood filling his throat. All the strength drained from his limbs, and the axe fell from his fingers to clang against the floor. He would have collapsed, but Ector spun him around so they were facing each other, and only his arm kept Ridmark from falling. 
“I probably should have done it this way from the beginning,” said Ector. He might have been remarking upon the weather or telling one of his hunting stories to Gavin. “Easiest to get you alone and do it this way. No Camorak, no Calliande, no one to heal you before you bleed out. I would have done it earlier, but you always had Third with you, and the damned freak is vigilant.”
“You,” croaked Ridmark. “You’re Enlightened.”
“Enlightened?” said Ector. He smiled, reached over Ridmark’s shoulder, and twisted the sword again, and Ridmark would have screamed if he could have drawn breath. “I am one of the two people in this world who knows the truth. So, in a sense, I am enlightened. But am I one of the Enlightened of Incariel? Not really. I work with them, yes, but I am far older, and I know the truth while they are only fools.”
“Far older?” said Ridmark. 
The Sculptor had murdered Calazon and taken his place… 
“You killed Sir Ector,” whispered Ridmark.
“Ah, good,” said Ector. “I was hoping you would figure it out before you died. The pain will be far worse if you discovered out the truth for yourself, and she wanted your death to be a painful one. Yes, I killed Sir Ector Naxius. At Regnum, if you must know, when the dvargir attacked. He is rotting at the bottom of the Moradel, weighed down with bricks in his clothing. That was the entire point of the dvargir attack. I wanted to scatter your party, get one of you alone. I would have preferred the Vhaluuskan orc or the dwarven friar since they were closer to you, but poor Ector Naxius served well enough.”
Ector exploded, his body ripping itself apart in a maze of snarling shadow threads, only to knit itself back into the form of a kindly-looking old man in a white robe. 
“I have to admit,” said the Weaver, “that I am very pleased you learned the truth before you died.”
Ridmark tried to fight, tried to scream a warning, but he couldn’t move. He could barely breathe. Black shadows danced at the edges of his vision. 
“And now,” said the Weaver, “to repeat the trick with dear Calliande.” 
“No,” rasped Ridmark.
“Yes,” said the Weaver in a gentle tone, the voice of a kind priest correcting a wayward child. “I’m quite afraid that everyone in the Stone Heart is going to die in considerable pain. Imaria Shadowbearer gave me a tool to ensure that. Such an odd thing, really. Old Tymandain never found a use for it, but Imaria is a clever girl.” There was a note of almost paternal pride in the soft voice. “She will be very pleased. Maybe I will even arrange the corpses so it looks like Calliande killed King Axazamar. That will cause a mess, eh? The dwarves will declare vengeance against the princeling Arandar. He’s been holding his own against that oaf Tarrabus, but the Three Kingdoms will grind his army like grain upon the miller’s stone. And then when Tarlion is ours, we shall be free from the chains of matter and temporality and causality.”
Ridmark would have spat defiance at him, but every breath filled him with agony, and the effort of breathing felt like lifting a boulder over his head.
“Oh, dear, look at me. I’m talking your life away,” said the Weaver. “Farewell, Ridmark Arban. Think on this in the final second of your life. You failed to save your wife, your lover the wild sorceress, and the Keeper. Three women you loved, and you failed them all. If your precious Dominus Christus does exist, you’ll get to explain to him why you failed so badly.”
He ripped the sword free from Ridmark’s chest, the blade red with blood, and as he did, his left arm exploded into shadow threads, reknitting itself into the heavy forelimb of an ursaar. The Weaver’s punch slammed into Ridmark’s chest, and he soared across the Armory and slammed into the leg of a taalkrazdor.
He felt bones snap in his chest, hit the ground, and knew no more.
 
###
 
The Weaver looked at Ridmark. The Gray Knight lay dead in a spreading pool of his own blood.
That had been easier than he had thought. 
And such a cruel way to die. Imaria would be pleased. 
The Weaver drew on the shadow of Incariel and changed. His body exploded and rebuilt itself, weaving into an exact duplicate of Ridmark Arban, albeit at Ridmark Arban without a fatal wound through his chest. 
It was a pity he hadn’t known for certain that he would one day kill Ridmark on the day he had killed Morigna. He would have liked to taunt Morigna with Ridmark’s death. Well, no matter. 
He would get to taunt Calliande with it in the final instant of her life before she died, and that would be even sweeter.
The Weaver retrieved Ridmark’s dwarven war axe and clipped it to his belt. He located the Gray Knight’s staff, started to reach for it, and then changed his mind. The weapon wasn’t necessary to complete the disguise, and the Weaver had felt on multiple occasions how the light from the symbols upon his staff repelled the threads of his body. That had caused him considerable pain, and he didn’t want to contemplate what it would feel like if he touched the damned thing directly. 
He had something better to carry anyway. 
His left arm exploded into threads, and when it reformed itself, the black soulstone rested in his palm. 
It felt icy cold to the touch, yet somehow tense, as if he was holding a coiled spring on the verge of snapping. Shadows roiled and twisted inside the crystal, making him think of ink inside a glass. He had spent centuries around dark magic of tremendous power, but the potency of this thing impressed even him. Tymandain Shadowbearer had created it in an attempt to make a world gate for the Frostborn before the proper conjunction of the moons. The experiment had failed, damaging the soulstone, and Tymandain had wound up having to steal another soulstone from Cathair Solas. 
Which, of course, had led the Weaver here.
He smiled and tossed the soulstone to himself, the heavy thing slapping against his hand. The dark power within the stone roiled, rising in response to the shadow of Incariel infused in his flesh. The dark elves had always been fools. They had tried to rule the world, and now they were obsolete relics, lurking in ruins and caverns and gnawing on their bitterness as they brooded over their lost glory.
They were fools. So were the Enlightened. No one could rule the world. What was the point? Better to destroy the world and free mortals from time and matter. 
That would start now.
The Weaver strode from the Armory of the Kings, wearing Ridmark’s form, the black soulstone and the death of the Keeper waiting in his hand.



Chapter 21: Void
 
Calliande got to her feet as Antenora and Gavin helped her to stand.
“Keeper,” said Antenora. “Are you injured?” 
“No,” said Calliande. “No, I’m fine.” That wasn’t true, but she could have been worse. “The Sculptor, where’s the Sculptor?” 
“I don’t know,” said Gavin. 
As far as Calliande could tell, the dwarves were winning the battle. The koballats’ ferocity and mirrored scales gave them an advantage, but she had heard experienced commanders say again and again that discipline and training defeated individual courage, and no one was as disciplined as the dwarven warriors. The Taalmaks of the king’s guard had cleared the space before the dais, and under Narzaxar’s direction they advanced, driving the koballats back. 
But the Sculptor had vanished. Her spell had injured him, and perhaps even hurt him badly. But she knew the dark elven lord would have the power to heal his wounds, and he might recover and return to the battle.
Calliande had to finish this fight, and she had to finish it now. The Sculptor could not escape from Khald Tormen. If she killed him, she would remove a grave threat to the dwarves and bring justice to a man who had the blood of thousands on his hands. If the Sculptor was defeated, the dwarves would be free to join the alliance against the Frostborn.
But there was no sign of him or of Ridmark.
“The Sight,” said Calliande. “Try to find the Sculptor. We have to finish him while he’s wounded.” 
Antenora nodded, and Calliande drew upon the Sight, slipping into the light trance she used when employing the Sight’s power. Her Sight swept through the Stone Heart, and the barrage of sensations almost overwhelmed her. The Stone Heart burned with power. The glyphs upon the armor and shields of the Taalmaks blazed before her Sight, as did the white fire of Gavin’s soulblade and the ancient wards ringing the chamber itself. The Sight threatened to overwhelm her, but she forced aside the vertigo and sought for sources of dark magic.
At once, she saw a source of dark magic.
It was coming towards her, something infused with the shadow of Incariel. 
She didn’t think it was the Sculptor, but something else.
 
###
 
Gavin hurried through the chamber, seeking for Ridmark and the Sculptor. 
A koballat lunged at him, and Gavin raised his shield, catching its claws on the dwarven steel. The creature overbalanced, and Gavin killed it with a quick thrust from Truthseeker. He stepped back, preparing for another attack, but there were no other koballats nearby. Most of the remaining koballats were trying to attack the king’s guard, and the dwarves were winning. He thought about aiding the dwarves but decided to find the Sculptor instead. The dwarves could kill the koballats without his assistance, but their weapons could not penetrate the Sculptor’s defensive spells. Save for Calliande’s magic, Gavin carried the only weapon that could kill the Sculptor. 
Gavin kept running, looking back and forth, and then Truthseeker jolted in his hand, burning hotter as it responded to dark magic. 
He looked for the Sculptor and instead saw Ridmark running towards him. The Gray Knight’s face was grim, his axe at his belt, and in his left hand he held…
“What is that?” said Gavin.
It looked like a soulstone. In fact, it looked almost identical to the soulstone Calliande had carried and that Imaria had used to open the world gate. It was the same shape and size, but Calliande’s soulstone had been a milky color.
This soulstone was black. 
It was the same color as the void that had filled the Sculptor’s eyes, the same color as the dark magic that Tymandain Shadowbearer and Imaria wielded. It was not a solid black, but the shadow twisted and writhed within the stone as if it was held under pressure. 
“A problem,” said Ridmark. There was something odd in his expression, something almost like amusement. 
“Where is the Sculptor?” said Gavin.
“Gone,” said Ridmark. “I wounded him, and he transported himself away.” He shook his head. “He killed Sir Ector in the Armory of the Kings before I could stop him.”
Gavin was stunned. Sir Ector was the veteran of many battles. He knew that anyone could fall in a fight, but he hadn’t thought it would be Ector Naxius. 
“The Sculptor left this thing behind, whatever the hell it is,” said Ridmark. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s dangerous.”
“Obviously,” said Gavin, watching Ridmark. There was something off about him. He seemed eager, almost anticipatory. 
“We’ve got to get it to the Keeper at once,” said Ridmark. “I think it’s a trap that the Sculptor left for us. If anyone knows how to deal with it, the Keeper will.”
“Yes,” said Gavin, pushing aside his uneasiness. Ridmark was right. “She’s this way.”
 
###
 
“Keeper,” said Antenora. 
Calliande saw the source of dark magic draw nearer, like a shadow falling over the sun. She released the Sight, looking through her eyes of flesh, and saw Ridmark and Gavin hurrying closer. Gavin’s soulblade burned like molten metal in his fist, reacting to the source of dark magic. 
The dark magic that Ridmark carried in his left hand.
Relief flooded through her when she saw that he was alive and unharmed, but the relief turned to alarm. 
The thing he was holding was powerful enough to kill every living thing in the Stone Heart.
“Lord magister,” said Third, frowning. Calliande hadn’t heard her return. “What is that?”
“Dangerous,” said Ridmark.
“It is a soulstone,” said Calliande, drawing on the Sight. She saw the darkness roiling within the stone, cold and fell and mighty. “It’s been damaged. And it’s not holding magical power. It’s filled with the shadow of Incariel.” A shiver went down her spine. “A great deal of that shadow.”
“I don’t know what it is,” said Ridmark, and he smiled at her. Calliande blinked in surprise. He hardly ever smiled, and never in circumstances like this. “But the Sculptor is defeated. I dealt him a wound, and he was forced to transport himself away. When he did, he dropped this thing.” He stopped a half-dozen yards away, still smiling, the soulstone writhing in his hand like a fistful of shadows. “Thought it best to bring it to you. The Keeper will know what to do.”
“That thing is dangerous,” said Calliande, frowning. “It’s so full of the shadow of Incariel that it will kill anyone who touches it. Put it down and…”
Something occurred to her. 
The twisted soulstone should have killed anyone it touched, and Ridmark was holding it with his left hand. Only a powerful Magistrius would have been strong enough to hold it without injury, and Ridmark wasn’t a Magistrius. One of the Enlightened of Incariel could have handled it without harm, but Ridmark wasn’t one of the Enlightened, either. 
Which meant that the man standing before her wasn’t Ridmark Arban.
The Sculptor had killed Calazon and taken his place. Had he done the same to Ridmark?
Calliande thrust her hand and cast a spell, and a shaft of white fire ripped from her hand. The fire would not harm a mortal, but it would harm a creature of dark magic or a mortal who drew upon the shadow of Incariel.
Ridmark staggered with a scream of pain, his blue eyes going wide. Fear and wrath surged through Calliande, and she struck again. If the Sculptor had killed him, she would make him regret it. 
Then Ridmark smiled…and his entire body exploded into a snarling maze of black threads. 
Calliande’s dread strengthened, and the threads wove themselves into the shape of a white-haired old man in a pristine white robe.
“The Weaver,” said Gavin, pointing his soulblade. 
“Correct, young man,” said the ancient Enlightened, raising the black soulstone. “Imaria Shadowbearer sends her greetings. Fear not. You shall soon join Ridmark Arban in death.”
Calliande snarled in fury, white fire blazing to life around her hands. The Weaver wouldn’t have shown himself unless he had killed Ridmark, and her heart exploded with wrath and pain. He would pay for Ridmark’s death, and this time there was no way that the Weaver would escape. Not from the heart of Khald Tormen, not from Gavin Swordbearer, and not from Calliande’s rage. 
She would make him suffer for taking Ridmark from her. 
The Weaver smiled and lifted the soulstone.
Shadows exploded from it in all directions, rushing to fill the Stone Heart with darkness.
 
###
 
A dome of darkness erupted from the soulstone in the Weaver’s hand, rushing towards Gavin like an oncoming avalanche. 
He raised the soulblade, drawing on its power, and the wall of shadows slammed into him.
It struck him like a blow from war hammer, and he staggered, trying to keep his balance. A horrible chill washed through him, threatening to suck all the strength and warmth from his limbs. Truthseeker’s warding power kept the shadows from touching him, but it took all the sword’s magic to keep the shadows from enveloping him. 
Most of the others in the chamber were not as fortunate. 
The shadows washed over them, and they collapsed to the floor, both dwarves and koballats. Gavin had seen this kind of dark power before. During the terrible final battle in Bastoth, Kurdulkar had called the shadows of Incariel in the same way. The dark power paralyzed the manetaurs, leaving them helpless before the attack of Kurdulkar’s urvaalgs. Hundreds had died in the first awful moments. Truthseeker had allowed Gavin to move through the shadows, letting him bring the fight to Kurdulkar.
But these shadows were stronger. 
Truthseeker could protect Gavin from the shadows, but it took all the sword’s power. His muscles strained with the effort, and Gavin realized he could not move. If he tried to move, the shadows would overwhelm Truthseeker, and he would join the others upon the floor. 
The shadows would make it easy for the Weaver to simply walk up and kill him.
But the Weaver wasn’t here for Gavin.
He looked around, wondering if any of the others would still move and fight. He saw Antenora on the ground, the sigils upon her staff quenched by the shadows from the soulstone. No one else was on their feet save for Calliande herself. The staff of the Keeper blazed with fire in her grasp, her teeth bared in a snarl of effort, the cords in her slender neck standing out with strain. Like Gavin, she could keep the shadows away from her, but she had no strength left for anything else.
The Weaver strolled towards her with a pleasant smile, the black soulstone still resting in his left hand. His right arm exploded into black threads and wove itself into something like the bladed forelimb of a mantis, as long and as sharp as a sword.
He was going to kill her, and Gavin could do nothing to stop him.
 
###
 
Calliande struggled against the darkness, all the power of the Well and the power of the Keeper’s mantle screaming through her staff.
Her first thought had been to cast a ward around the others, protecting them from the power of the shadow. She had done the same in Bastoth, and there Calliande had driven back the shadows, freeing the others to move and fight. 
But the shadows pouring from the Weaver’s soulstone were stronger. Calliande could barely protect herself from the assault. Every scrap of magical power she possessed held back the shadows, and she had nothing left to spare. If her concentration wavered for even a second, the shadows would overwhelm her, and she would not be able to move. 
And the Weaver was coming, shadows pouring from his left hand, his right arm transmuted into a segmented blade. A single flick of his arm would slice Calliande in half. 
In desperation, she tried to think of something, anything, that would stop the Weaver, but a cold despair closed over her. 
This was the end. She had fought her entire life, and death had come for her at last. 
Oh, God. Ridmark. She was sorry, so sorry…
The Weaver came to a sudden stop as a dark shape stepped before Calliande.
Third raised her blades of dark elven steel. The shadows pouring from the soulstone would inhibit her ability to travel, but her dark elven blood permitted her to move. 
But it that meant she would have to face the Weaver alone…and Calliande knew that Third could not overcome the Weaver without aid.
The Weaver stopped and considered her, his gentle smile never wavering.
 
###
 
The black soulstone poured forth shadows from the Weaver’s left hand, thrumming in his grasp.
The dark elf half-breed, the woman who called herself Third, set herself before him, blades raised. 
“You will not harm the Keeper,” said Third, her black eyes unblinking. 
“Your Queen ordered you to protect the Gray Knight,” said the Weaver, “and you failed. Do you think you will succeed now?”
“Come and find out,” said Third. 
The Weaver smiled and let the shadow of Incariel surge through him, ripping apart his body. Agony and ecstasy flooded through him, and he chose one of his battle forms, something like an ursaar, only sleeker and armored in plates of thick bone, his claws and fangs like daggers. He embedded the soulstone in his dorsal armor plates, the shadows pouring from it like water from a geyser. 
“Gladly,” boomed the Weaver. 
He surged forward, and Third rushed to meet him.



Chapter 22: Heartbeat
 
Darkness fluttered before Ridmark’s vision. 
Agony plunged through him with every breath, with every heartbeat. Breathing was becoming harder, and he kept waiting for the end, waiting for failure and death to claim him at last. 
But they didn’t.
Every heartbeat blasted through his head like a thunderbolt, dragging him back from the darkness that kept trying to swallow his vision. Again and again death started to swallow him, and again and again, his heartbeat dragged him back. 
He didn’t understand. He should have died. The Weaver had wounded him mortally, and he should be dead.
His heart should have stopped, but it kept hammering away inside his skull.
His skull?
That didn’t make any sense. Why was his heart beating inside his skull?
He realized that the heartbeat was coming from outside of him, that the noise wasn’t his heartbeat at all.
Focus. He had to focus through the agony filling him. 
Ridmark forced his eyes open and made himself look up.
He was still lying at the foot of the taalkrazdor, the blood from his wound splattered across the towering suit of armor. Some of his blood had trickled into the glyphs carved across the massive greaves, dripping into the armor.
The glyphs had begun glowing, all of them, shining with harsh white light. 
The glow of the glyphs pulsed in time to the thunder in his head. The darkness swam at the edge of his vision in counterpoint to the drumbeat, fleeing from it. Ridmark’s blood had spilled upon the armor, activating it…and with a dull shock Ridmark realized that the magic upon the taalkrazdor was keeping him alive. His wounds should have killed him. God, it felt as if the pain alone would kill him. But the glyphs on the armor forced his heart to keep beating, compelled his wounded lungs to keep drawing breath. The dwarven stonescribes and smiths had covered the taalkrazdor in glyphs to protect it from physical harm and magical attack, glyphs to strengthen it beyond the already impressive limits of dwarven steel.
Why not glyphs to protect the warrior inside the armor? 
Why not glyphs to allow a wounded warrior to keep fighting long past the point when death should have claimed him? 
Ridmark reached up, grasping the knee of the taalkrazdor, and levered himself to his knees. Pain flooded through him, and he screamed, the fire of the glyphs pulsing through his vision. 
He had to warn Calliande. The Weaver was coming for her, and if he was not stopped, he would kill her and everyone else in the Stone Heart. 
He looked towards the Stone Heart and flinched.
Shadows filled the vast chamber, writhing curtains of darkness billowing past like black banners caught in a wind. Ridmark should have been able to see the fire of the molten pool illuminating the rows of balconies. Instead, he saw nothing but billowing walls of darkness. 
The Weaver had called upon the shadow of Incariel. When Kurdulkar had done something similar, Calliande had protected herself and a few others. Could she do the same here? 
Ridmark had to help her. 
But how? He couldn’t fight. He couldn’t even stand. He could barely kneel. If he went more than a few feet from the taalkrazdor, his wounds would kill him. The Weaver had taken his weapons…
A cold certainty gripped him.
The Weaver had taken his weapons, but there were far stronger ones within the Armory.
Could he use a taalkrazdor?
They had been designed for the dwarves, and he would have assumed that only the dwarves could use the mighty weapons. Yet his blood had activated the thing, hadn’t it? It was keeping him alive. Could he use it?
The dwarven steel beneath his fingers felt hot. Almost alive.
Was it alive? Heartwarden had been alive in a sense. The soulblade had rejected Ridmark, but the sword had let him wield it long enough to strike down Tymandain Shadowbearer.
“Listen to me,” rasped Ridmark, grasping the metal legs. Inch by inch he pulled himself up, his arms trembling. “I have to save the Keeper.” He reached the taalkrazdor’s waist and put his boot on the knee joint. “Maybe you don’t care. But the Weaver will kill all the witnesses. That includes the King and his nobles.” And Caius and Gavin and Kharlacht and Third and all the others who had accompanied Ridmark. “Help me save them.” Every word sent a knife of pain through his chest. His hands looked clammy and gray, and he wondered how much blood he had lost. “He’ll kill the King and all your nobles, and then the Frostborn will destroy Khald Tormen because Calliande wasn’t here to save them. Help me stop it. Help…”
The metal shivered. 
With a clang, the cuirass swung open, revealing the armor’s interior. 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. He pulled himself up, his muscles shrieking, and half-fell, half climbed into the taalkrazdor’s interior.
As he did, glyphs burned to life throughout the interior of the armor, and invisible forces seized Ridmark, grabbing his legs and shoving them into the armor’s legs, taking his arms and sliding them upward. It hurt horribly, his bones creaking, and he wondered if the taalkrazdor would accidentally rip him apart. It had been designed for someone much shorter.
The cuirass slammed shut, and Ridmark had the sensation of being sealed inside a metal coffin. 
The glyphs pulsed again, and color and light exploded inside of Ridmark’s head.
 
###
 
The dancing shadows swirled ever closer to Calliande. 
The torrent of shadows erupting from the soulstone on the Weaver’s back was getting stronger, while Calliande was nearly at the end of her stamina. She leaned on her staff to keep from falling over, her left hand extended as the fire of her ward poured from her fingers. 
A ward that was sputtering.
Third and the Weaver continued their furious dance. Calliande had seen Third transport herself with the power of her blood so many times that she had never quite realized that Third was masterful with a blade. Third had served the Traveler for nearly a thousand years before she had been freed, and the centuries of her servitude had given her time to perfect her skill with weapons.
And perfected it she had. 
She hit the Weaver again and again, dodging around his claws and avoiding his snapping fangs. It was a magnificent display of skill and had their situation not been so desperate, Calliande would have gaped in amazement. 
That skill was the only thing that had kept Third alive.
She struck the Weaver several times, and every time the Weaver exploded into a tangled maze of threads, rebuilding himself without any wounds. Third’s expression was tight with strain, sweat rolling down her face. She looked as exhausted as Calliande felt.
Worse, she saw the power from the damaged soulstone pouring into the Weaver, making him stronger and faster than he would have been otherwise. The shadow would drain out of the twisted soulstone sooner or later, its power spent, but by the time the reservoir emptied Calliande and everyone else in the Stone Heart would be dead.
Desperate, she tried to gather enough power to strike at the Weaver, but the effort almost made her collapse, and her ward nearly unraveled. 
Third ducked, and the Weaver’s claws missed her head. His other paw caught her in the chest, and she went sprawling, her head bouncing off the stone floor.
She went limp.
The Weaver hurtled towards Calliande, and she saw her death in his jaws. 
 
###
 
Inside the gloom of the taalkrazdor, Ridmark saw nothing save the harsh white glow of the glyphs. 
But inside his head, he saw the Armory of the Kings, the shadows howling past the archway, and the other taalkrazdors motionless in their niches.
It was a damned peculiar sensation, and if he hadn’t been in so much pain already, he might have recoiled from it. The taalkrazdor had no eyes, yet somehow the spells on it let Ridmark see in all directions at once, and with clarity and precision with mortal eyes could not manage. 
It was like a picture inside his head. 
For that matter, he felt the taalkrazdor’s iron presence inside his thoughts. It reminded him of carrying the soulblade Heartwarden during his years as a Swordbearer. The soulblades had a life of their own, and they yearned to fulfill their purpose, to be wielded in battle against dark magic, and they burned with fury when confronting a creature of dark magic. In the same way, the taalkrazdor had a will of its own. Its will was a strange, alien thing, a mind built of metal and gears and rage, and that presence had one purpose.
To annihilate the enemies of the dwarven kindred. 
And right now, the Weaver was the enemy of the dwarven kindred. He had killed Morigna and the High King of Andomhaim and Sir Ector and countless others. He was going to kill Calliande, and he would also kill King Axazamar, and that thought filled the taalkrazdor with rage. 
The rage gave the taalkrazdor power, and that power joined itself to Ridmark’s will.
The taalkrazdor pushed away from the niche and lumbered into the Armory of the Kings, driven by Ridmark’s purpose.
It was a massively strange sensation. Ridmark had worn dozens of different kinds of armor, and this was like wearing a suit of plate that responded to his thoughts. Every movement filled him with searing pain, but the taalkrazdor carried him forward, its fury thundering in his head. 
He strode into the Stone Heart, the floor ringing beneath the taalkrazdor’s feet. The shadows howled past him, trying to reach Ridmark, but the taalkrazdor barely noticed. The dwarves had built the magical armor to fight in any conditions, and the taalkrazdor shrugged off the tide of shadows. 
Through the armor’s magical sight, Ridmark saw the entire Stone Heart at once. The shadows had stunned and paralyzed nearly everyone. Only Calliande, Gavin, and Third had kept their feet. Both Gavin and Calliande were motionless, fighting to stand against the tide of shadows. Third remained unaffected by the dark power, but even as Ridmark watched, the Weaver knocked her aside, shadows erupting from a soulstone embedded in his armored back. Third hit the floor and slid away, stunned, and the Weaver lunged towards Calliande, claws extended.
The taalkrazdor responded to Ridmark’s urgency, and he hurtled across the Stone Heart, avoiding the fallen dwarven warriors.
“Weaver!” roared Ridmark.
 
###
 
The Weaver brushed aside the half-breed, her unconscious form sliding away. 
The Keeper stood before him, white light flickering as she struggled to hold back the assault of the soulstone. The Weaver had killed many men and women, and he knew that Calliande of Tarlion had reached the end of her strength. 
Had he possessed an actual face at the moment, he would have smiled.
He drew back his right forelimb, preparing the final strike.
“Weaver!” 
The Weaver froze in surprise. Reflex and instinct took over, and he ducked, looking around in all directions for a foe.
That voice. He had never heard a voice quite like it. It sounded metallic, as if it had blasted from a giant trumpet. And yet, the cadence and pitch sounded almost exactly like the voice of Ridmark Arban.
The Weaver saw the giant bronze-colored statue of an armored dwarven warrior thundering across the Stone Heart. 
It was moving a lot faster than a twelve-foot tall statue should move.
And it was coming right at him. 
A taalkrazdor. Impossible. There had been no dwarves in the Armory of the Kings, and there hadn’t been time for any of them to don a taalkrazdor. That meant…
A flicker of alarm went through the Weaver.
Ridmark had donned a taalkrazdor. 
In a flash, the Weaver realized his mistake. The spells upon the taalkrazdor had kept Ridmark alive. Worse, he had somehow summoned the willpower to climb into one of the damned suits of armor and charge into the fray. The taalkrazdor raced through the shadows with the ease of a horse running through tall grass. The suit’s right hand ended in a hammer that weighed at least half a ton, and the arm rose as the taalkrazdor leaped…
The Weaver snarled in fury and threw himself to the side, and the hammer came down, missing him by half an inch. The hammer slammed into the floor with stupendous force and carved a hole six inches deep, chips of rock spraying all directions. 
The Weaver retreated, and the taalkrazdor lumbered after him. 
 
###
 
Calliande stared in astonishment. 
The taalkrazdor and the Weaver whirled around each other. The Weaver was fast and strong in his battle form, but the taalkrazdor was just as fast and far stronger. The taalkrazdor’s hammer-tipped right arm came down like God’s thunderbolt, its left arm swinging in a punch for the Weaver, and the Weaver barely stayed ahead of the massive blows.
Ridmark was inside that taalkrazdor, his will guiding the armor. Through the Sight Calliande glimpsed him, entangled in the web of glyphs that empowered the taalkrazdor. He had been badly wounded, had should have died already, but the spells on the armor were keeping him alive. 
She had to help him, but with the chilling shadows pouring from the Weaver, she could do nothing.
 
###
 
The taalkrazdor’s fury filled Ridmark, a match for his own rage and hate, and he swung his right arm, hammering at the Weaver. Most of the time he missed, but once he caught the Weaver on the head, and the fury of the taalkrazdor’s arm reduced the Weaver to a pulp.
Or it would have, had not the Weaver erupted into snarling threads and rebuilt himself anew, taking a form sleeker and faster than his previous one, something like the largest, most dangerous urvaalg that Ridmark had ever seen. 
Yet the transformation did not happen as fast as it had before. 
Ridmark had long suspected that the Weaver could only transform himself so many times within a given span of time. If he pressed the Weaver hard enough, if he did enough damage, perhaps he could overwhelm and kill this murderous creature. 
He did not intend to let the Weaver escape. Not this time. Not after the Weaver had spilled so much innocent blood. Not after the Weaver had murdered Morigna.
The Weaver crouched, and Ridmark attacked. 
Once more they whirled around each other, spinning through the gloom. Ridmark hit the Weaver twice more, and both times the Weaver exploded into threads and returned to his sleek battle form. Yet each time, the transformation came a little slower, but the taalkrazdor’s implacable power did not waver. 
Ridmark could win. If he did not let the Weaver escape, he could end this fight at last.
The Weaver’s left arm exploded into a maze of tangled threads, thousands of them, and the threads hurtled forward. Most of them rebounded from the impregnable plates of the armor, but hundreds of them slid through the tiny gaps between the taalkrazdor’s plates and coiled around Ridmark.
He screamed anew in pain. It felt like getting whipped with thorns, and fresh blood burst from him as the shadowy threads sliced into his flesh in dozens of places.
 
###
 
Again, the Weaver sent thousands of razor-edged threads towards the taalkrazdor, each one finer than a hair and sharper than a glass blade. The taalkrazdor staggered, and the threads emerged from the armor wet with the blood of Ridmark Arban. 
The Weaver’s mistake had been to attack the armor. Taalkrazdors had been built to withstand the most powerful sorcery of the dark elves and the urdmordar, and it could certainly withstand the Weaver. But every armor had its weak point. The weak points of the taalkrazdor were invisible to the naked eye, tiny gaps that allowed the plates of armor to slide over each other as the taalkrazdor moved. No physical weapon could penetrate those gaps, and the glyphs upon the armor would stop any magical assault, but they could not stop the Weaver’s threads. 
He struck again, the threads sliding through the gaps, and he felt the threads tug and slice at Ridmark’s flesh. The taalkrazdor staggered, dropping to one knee with a thunderous clang, and a surge of vicious satisfaction went through the Weaver. For a moment, just a moment, the Weaver had known a hint of fear as Ridmark had charged towards him. 
But it seemed the Weaver had not miscalculated that badly. The glyphs upon the taalkrazdor had kept Ridmark alive, but they would not stop him from bleeding to death and turning the taalkrazdor into an expensive coffin.
 
###
 
Ridmark reeled, his mind spinning as he grew light-headed. He tried to avoid the Weaver’s strikes, but the threads of shadow found their way into the interior of the taalkrazdor, ripping at him again and again.
It was like getting flogged to death with a barbed whip.
The pain should have been overwhelming, but he was so light-headed that he barely felt anything. His memories jumbled together, and he saw Aelia and Morigna and Calliande and his mother, saw a hall of white stone with an old warrior upon a stone throne, a woman robed in flames standing before the dais…
“Burn with me,” whispered Ridmark.
The Weaver moved closer, the fire of the molten stone visible behind him even through the haze of shadow. 
Burn with me…
So that was what it had meant. 
It had been a prophecy of his death all along. But Ridmark felt no regret. His death would save Calliande, and that was more important.
The Weaver’s barbed threads coiled around him, and Ridmark surged forward, the taalkrazdor’s rage and his fury driving his failing body onwards.
 
###
 
Ridmark sprinted towards him in one last desperate charge, and the Weaver sprang aside, avoiding the blow at the last minute.
Only to realize that Ridmark had never intended to attack him at all.
The taalkrazdor slammed into the Weaver with terrific force, and the metal arms seized him, holding him tight against the cuirass as if giving him a hug. The Weaver exploded into threads, intending to escape, but the steel arms clutched him so tight that he could not break free. 
That was irritating. What did Ridmark intend? To fall over and crush him? Ridiculous. Once Ridmark bled to death, the Weaver could get out from under the fallen taalkrazdor with ease.
Then he felt a blaze of heat against him, and in a single horrified instant, he realized what Ridmark intended.
“Stop!” he shouted, trying to break free, but it was too late.
The taalkrazdor charged over the line of glyphs, leaped into the air, and splashed into the pool of molten stone. 
The Weaver screamed as he caught fire in the intense heat, the lower half of his body submerged in the lava as the taalkrazdor bobbed on the burning lake like a boat. At once his body exploded and rebuilt itself, healing his burns in the process.
And at once the lava set him afire anew, his body exploding into black threads. His flesh rebuilt itself again, but the lava still burned him, and he exploded once more. The Weaver couldn’t stop it. The sheer heat of the molten stone burned him over and over, and the Weaver could not stop himself from reforming his body. 
Frantic, he tried to swim towards the edge of the pool, ignoring the hideous agony, but the taalkrazdor’s arms held him an implacable grip. He could not break free as his body kept exploding and remaking itself, and he felt himself weakening, the constant transformations devouring his strength.
Ridmark was saying something.
“Burn with me.”
And in a final horrified instant, the Weaver realized he had miscalculated indeed.
Once more the exhausted Weaver exploded…but this time he was not strong enough to pull himself together again.
The shadow of Incariel rushed up to devour him, cold and hungry and unforgiving.
He’d been wrong about something else.
Freedom from matter and time wasn’t nearly as pleasant as he thought it would be. 
 
###
 
The last of the shadows faded, and Calliande released her power with a groan, a shudder going up her spine. 
“Keeper,” croaked Antenora, heaving herself to her feet. “Are you well?”
“I’m fine,” said Calliande, pushing sweaty hair from her face. Gavin hobbled towards her, Truthseeker flickering in his right hand. The dwarves were recovering, regaining their feet. To her surprise, the storm of shadows that the Weaver had brought had killed all the mirrored koballats. Perhaps the Sculptor’s alterations of their blood and flesh had rendered them vulnerable to the shadow of Incariel in a way that dwarves and humans and orcs were not. 
“The Weaver,” said Gavin. “Where…”
“He’s dead,” said Calliande in a flat voice. “Ridmark drowned him in the molten pool. He couldn’t recover from that. Destroyed the soulstone, too.”
The taalkrazdor floated on its back in the molten pool, bumping against the edge from time to time. The glyphs on the armor had gone dark. Calliande reached for the Sight, but with the wards around the pool, she could not see if Ridmark was still alive or not.
“Calliande.” Caius and Kharlacht joined her, while Third limped closer, grimacing in pain. “The taalkrazdor. Was that…”
“Ridmark was inside it,” said Calliande. “We need to get him out. We have to get him out.”
Caius nodded. “He saved our lives.” He shouted for Narzaxar, and his older brother and King Axazamar took charge. The king’s guard used long halberds of dwarven steel to hook the taalkrazdor and drag it to solid ground. It took thirty dwarves working in harmony, but in a few minutes, they dragged the taalkrazdor out of the pool, droplets of molten stone hardening on its surface. 
“Keeper,” said Narzaxar, “it will take some time to cool…”
Calliande cast a spell of elemental force, sending an icy wind across the taalkrazdor, as cold as she could manage. Then she hurried over and used her staff to pry open the front of the cuirass. Even after her spell, it felt painfully hot to the touch.
Ridmark lay motionless inside the cuirass, and her heart twisted at the sight.
He looked as if he should have been dead. Blood covered him, all of it his own, and there were burned patches on his face and hands and arms where the heat of the lava had leaked through even the taalkrazdor’s protections. Yet she still saw the faint twitch of a pulse beneath the half-dried blood on his neck.
Calliande dropped to her knees next to him, put her hands on his bloody temples, and drew on all her power. The magic of the Well flooded through her, and she fed it through the mantle of the Keeper, drawing the pain of his wounds into her and sending healing magic into him. She felt his agony, and it threatened to break her – the burns, the stab wound through his shoulder and out his back, the countless cuts the Weaver had carved into him. 
The wounds started to heal, but the spell failed.
“No,” said Calliande, blinking. She might have wept, but her eyes were too dry from the heat. “No, no, no.”
He was too badly hurt, she was too exhausted, and she could not overcome the extent of his wounds. Even fully rested, with a half-dozen Magistri lending her power, she could not have healed him. He was too badly wounded. It was nothing short of a miracle that he was still alive at all.
Calliande stared at him, aware that a crowd had gathered around them, Caius and Kharlacht and Third and all the others, along with the dwarven nobles, all of them looking at the man who had saved them. She should have felt sorrow, she knew. She should have broken down weeping. 
Instead, she felt only rage.
She had lost so much. Her parents and her past and everything she had ever known. She had sacrificed everything. And why should Ridmark have to die? He had lost everything he loved. Why should he have to lay down his life?
The rational part of her mind, the part that was not exhausted and crazed by grief, pointed out that they were in the middle of a war, that anyone could die, even Ridmark Arban. 
But she was too angry to care.
Anger alone would not help Ridmark. She needed something else. She could have found Camorak and tapped his power, but even that was not enough. Her Sight swept through the chamber of the Stone Heart, and found the most powerful magical object in the vast space.
The Stone Heart itself. 
It sat untouched upon its pedestal in the molten pool, giving off a fiery glow, and it contained vast power.
“No,” said Calliande. 
“I have failed in my task, Keeper,” said Third, her voice emptier than usual. “I could not keep him safe.” 
“No,” said Calliande. “I refuse.” She couldn’t tell if she was angry at the Weaver, or at herself, or at Tarrabus Carhaine, or at God for creating a world where things like this happened. 
“Keeper,” said Camorak in his rusty, tired voice. “Perhaps…”
She could tell they thought she had gone mad from grief. Perhaps she had.
Calliande flung out her will, her magical senses drilling into the Stone Heart…and its power flooded into her like a river of fire. She screamed as pain exploded through her, elemental fire burning around her fingers, and once more she stooped next to Ridmark, clamped her hands onto his bloody head, and cast the healing spell.
A storm of power erupted from her hands, the magic of the Well mingling with the molten fury of the Heart. The Stone Heart’s power was immense, but the Keeper’s power was proof against it, and Calliande’s will drove the joined powers on, pouring them into Ridmark.
She felt his pain, all of it. She felt the burns, the sword wound, the countless cuts, and one by one she pulled the pains into herself, golden-white fire burning around her hands and through the man she loved. 
Then she could push herself no further. The fire winked out, and Calliande sagged, gasping for breath. 
Ridmark lay motionless inside the damaged taalkrazdor, still covered in his own blood. But his chest rose and fell beneath his armor and tattered clothing, and the cuts and burns had vanished. 
She could have wept with relief, had crying not felt like an insurmountable effort. 
“God and the saints,” said Camorak, his bloodshot eyes wide. “That’s…that’s not possible. He should be dead. You shouldn’t have been able to do that. You…”
Calliande gave him a weak smile. “I got angry.”
She collapsed next to Ridmark and knew no more.
 



Chapter 23: Three Kingdoms
 
Ridmark drifted in nothingness for a long time. 
Bits and pieces of his life floated before his eyes. His time as a squire in Castra Marcaine, or Morigna lying dead in Dun Licinia. The day he had killed Gothalinzur with Heartwarden, and the day his bond to the soulblade had been broken. 
The night he had kissed Calliande in the tower of Castra Durius. 
He found himself standing in the hall of white stone, the old knight upon the throne watching him. Morigna stood at the foot of the dais next to the woman gowned in fire.
“Burn with me,” said the woman.
“I did,” said Ridmark. “I did it, and I died.”
The old knight snorted. “Ha. You should be so lucky, boy.”
“I fear you are entirely incorrect, my love,” said Morigna.  “You need to burn with her, not with the Weaver.”
“But you did well,” said the old knight. “You did very well, boy. The Sculptor was smarter than you are, and the Weaver was a better fighter, but you beat them both.” He scratched at his gray beard. “Not sure how you managed that, to be honest about it.”
“He had the proper motivation,” said Morigna. “Listen to me, Ridmark. You beat the Weaver. You avenged me, but something more dangerous is coming for you.”
“What?” said Ridmark.
“She is,” said Morigna, nodding towards the woman gowned in fire. 
“Burn with me,” whispered the woman, and fire devoured the world.
 
###
 
A long time later, Ridmark felt his eyes open.
He felt terrible. 
Which was surprising, because he ought to feel much worse. 
After a while, his eyes came into focus, and he looked at a ceiling of worked stone adorned with dwarven glyphs. He thought he was in Khald Azalar. They had to move, had to get away before the Mhorites and the Anathgrimm caught up to them. 
No, that wasn’t right. They had escaped Khald Azalar nearly two years ago. 
Khald Tormen, then. Khald Tormen, where he had gone with Calliande and the others to seek out King Axazamar, and both the Sculptor and the Weaver had set traps…
A jolt of alarm went through Ridmark, and he sat up. A wave of dizziness went through him, and he clamped his arms against the side of the bed to keep from falling over. 
He was in his room at the Nobles’ House in the Dormari Market of Khald Tormen. There was a stone chair near the door, and Third sat in it, arms crossed over her chest, her head bowed as she dozed. As Ridmark looked at her, she blinked and looked at him. 
“Ah, lord magister,” said Third. “You’re awake.” For an instant, a smile went over her face, and some of the centuries faded from her hard eyes. “How do you feel?” 
“I…” Ridmark stared at her, his mind trying to come back into focus. A dozen thoughts competed for his attention, and he chose the most important. “Calliande. Is…”
“She’s alive,” said Third. “She wasn’t hurt, though she was utterly exhausted, and she slept for two days. When she awakened, she was well again. She has been attending to King Axazamar for the past two days, negotiating the alliance against the Frostborn.”
Ridmark nodded, staring at her. Relief flooded through him, but another thought took his attention.
“I’ve been unconscious for the last four days?” said Ridmark.
“Four and a half,” said Third. “That is surprising. The Keeper thought you would be asleep for at least a week, if not longer. You were very badly wounded.”
“How am I still alive?” said Ridmark. “Did the Weaver escape?” 
“How much do you remember?” said Third. 
“Only a little,” said Ridmark. “The Weaver stabbed me, and I took the taalkrazdor, and…all I remember after that is fire.”
“That is logical,” said Third. “You drowned the Weaver in the pool of molten stone. The lava overwhelmed his defenses and destroyed his corrupted soulstone. The dwarves fished the damaged taalkrazdor out of the pool, and the Keeper healed you.”
“I should be dead,” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” said Third. “But to paraphrase one of Brother Caius’s favorite proverbs, it seems God has work for you yet.” She hesitated. “I am glad you survived. I would not wish to fail my task from the Queen.” She paused. “And I would have been upset if you were slain.”
“And I am glad you survived,” said Ridmark. “I could not have made it this far without you.” He took a deep breath, his chest aching. Everything ached, but as far as he could tell, all his wounds had been healed. “Where is Calliande?”
“The Hall of Relics, I believe,” said Third. “She has been speaking with the King there.” 
“I should talk with her,” said Ridmark.
“Probably,” said Third. “There is much to discuss for the days ahead.” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. He pushed aside the blankets and tried to rise, and Third got to her feet and helped him to stand, draping his arm over her shoulders. Belatedly he realized that he was not wearing any clothes. “Thank you for this. And I apologize for my…undressed state.” 
Third shrugged. “After I’ve seen your innards hanging out, nudity is unremarkable.” 
“You did?” said Ridmark. “When was that?”
“After Ralakahr almost tore you to pieces in the Labyrinth,” said Third. “You didn’t remember most of that.” She hesitated. “You should try harder to avoid death.”
Ridmark started to respond that he deserved to die, but he stopped himself. It was an old reflex, a legacy of the days he had blamed himself for Aelia’s death. He had wanted to take vengeance for Morigna’s death, and he had made the Weaver pay for his crimes. 
He had to stay alive to make sure Calliande was safe.
“You’re right,” said Ridmark. 
 
###
 
Gavin stood with Antenora at the other end of the Hall of Relics, guarding Calliande and King Axazamar as they spoke. 
“It is surprising,” said Gavin. 
“What is?” said Antenora.
“Calliande looks so calm,” said Gavin. “I know she’s not. She’s been to visit Ridmark every day since she woke up.” 
“The Keeper fears for the Gray Knight’s life,” said Antenora. “He was gravely wounded. From what I have seen of the Magistri, no other Magistrius could have even attempted to heal such deadly wounds. It was nothing short of miraculous. Even then, he may not awake.”
Gavin frowned. “Calliande thought he would wake up in a week or so.”
Antenora shrugged. “She was putting a brave face on the matter. I can see that she fears for him.”
Gavin looked at where Calliande sat with King Axazamar. She looked calm and unafraid, pointing to a map of Andomhaim on the table, nothing at all like the exhausted woman who had battled the Sculptor and the Weaver in the chamber of the Stone Heart. Perhaps there was more sharpness to her gestures, a haunted look in her eyes, but Gavin would not have noticed unless Antenora had pointed it out. 
“You always were more observant than I am,” said Gavin.
“I have had more time for practice,” said Antenora. 
“I suppose so,” said Gavin, looking at her. For a moment, he saw her as the urshane had shown her in Thainkul Morzan, as she had looked before the dark magic had consumed her. 
A pang of regret went through him. He would have liked to kiss her. But that could never happen. She should have died a long, long time ago, and was laboring to clear her conscience before the curse lifted and she died. 
Gavin would help her, but he wished he could have done more.
“What are you thinking?” said Antenora.
He realized that he had been staring. 
“I just wish things could have different,” he said. A wave of embarrassment went through him. “I mean…so many people have died…”
“I understand,” she said in a quiet voice. “I am sorry.” 
Before Gavin answered footsteps clicked against the stone floor. He saw Calliande approaching and the King withdrawing with his guard of Taalmaks. 
“All is well?” said Gavin.
“It is,” said Calliande, and he knew her well enough to see the satisfaction there. “The King has agreed to march against the Frostborn, and Khald Durast and Khald Valazur will follow his lead. The Three Kingdoms of the dwarves will march to war against the Frostborn. The King went to send messengers to the Anathgrimm and the other two kingdoms.”
“At least Mara will know that help is coming,” said Gavin. “I wonder if the manetaurs have arrived in the Northerland by now.”
“It’s possible,” said Calliande. “It’s more likely that they’re still marching past the Qazaluuskan Forest or through Mhorluusk. I have to send messengers to them as well, to let them know that aid is on the way.” She gazed into the distance, fingers tapping against her staff. “And now we must find additional aid to send them. Andomhaim must be reunited under one High King.” 
“Then you mean to deal with the false king next?” said Antenora.
“Yes,” said Calliande, voice hardening. “As far as I know, Tarrabus is still besieging Tarlion. Arandar is marching to challenge him. He will need our help, especially to face whatever powers of Incariel that Tarrabus wields, or if Imaria Shadowbearer herself shows up at the battle.”
“At least,” said Gavin, “Tarrabus can’t use the Weaver any longer.”
“No,” said Calliande, gazing at the wall for a moment. “No, he can’t. Thanks to Ridmark.” She took a deep breath. “We will leave in a few days to join Arandar. Once everyone is ready to depart.”
Gavin knew what that meant. They would leave once they knew whether Ridmark was going to wake up or not. This time he saw the strain that Antenora had mentioned, a flicker of deep fear going over Calliande’s face. 
“Yes,” said Gavin. “Maybe we…”
Boots clicked against the stone floor once more, but from the opposite direction. 
Gavin turned as Ridmark and Third entered the Hall of Relics.
 
###
 
Calliande stared at them.
Third looked the same as ever, calm and unperturbable. But Ridmark was on his feet, walking under his own strength. He looked exhausted, and maybe even a little older, the lines in his face a bit deeper. Yet he was alive and unhurt. The wounds should have killed him and had been beyond even her power to heal.
But not, it seemed, beyond the reach of the reserve of power in the Stone Heart. 
Before Calliande could stop herself, she hurried across the room and caught Ridmark in a tight hug, relief pouring through her. Ridmark went rigid with surprise, but just for a moment, and then hugged her back. 
She wanted to kiss him, but she wouldn’t, not in front of so many other people.
“You’re awake,” she said. 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Thanks to you.” 
“We’re only still alive because of you,” said Calliande. Reluctantly she let go of him and stepped back.
“I hope the dwarves were not offended that I used one of their taalkrazdors,” said Ridmark.
Both Calliande and Gavin laughed.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “The dwarves were amazed. A human shouldn’t have been able to use a taalkrazdor. They’re attuned to the dwarven kindred. They’re infused with will and purpose in a similar manner as the soulblades, and their purpose is to defend the dwarven kindred from all enemies.”
“Since the Weaver would have killed King Axazamar and hundreds of other dwarves,” said Ridmark, “I think the taalkrazdor and I had a common enemy.”
“Anyway,” said Calliande, “the dwarves were impressed. The Three Kingdoms are marching to war alongside the Anathgrimm and the manetaurs. And while they won’t take sides in the civil war, King Axazamar has recognized Arandar as the rightful High King of Andomhaim and will refuse any ambassadors from Tarrabus.”
“Good,” said Ridmark. “The manetaurs will be a great aid to the Anathgrimm, but so will the dwarves.”
“Especially if they send a hundred of those taalkrazdors into battle at once against the Frostborn,” said Gavin. “I would like to see that.”
“Perhaps we shall,” said Ridmark.
“I am leaving to join Arandar,” said Calliande. She took a deep breath. “I…would like you to come with me, if you can.”
His eyes met hers. “My place is with the Anathgrimm and Queen Mara.”
“It is,” said Calliande. “I don’t deny that. But we’ve sent the dwarves and the manetaurs to aid the Anathgrimm. I couldn’t have done that without your help. None of us would still be alive without your help. Would you rather that the Anathgrimm fight against the Frostborn alone, or with the dwarves, the manetaurs, and the reunified host of Andomhaim alongside them? With the Magistri and the Swordbearers?” 
She expected him to argue. He always did. He knew his duty. But instead, he only nodded. He knew his duty…and the best way to lead the Anathgrimm in war was to bring them powerful allies against the Frostborn. 
“All right,” said Ridmark. “We’ll rejoin Arandar, and put him upon the throne of Tarlion.”



Chapter 24: The High King
 
The next morning, Ridmark stepped through the Great Gate of Khald Tormen and into the open air.
After spending so much time underground, the sky above him, gray and overcast as it was, seemed almost impossibly vast. Ridmark took a deep breath, savoring the wind on his face and the shafts of sunlight falling through the gaps in the clouds. Truly, humans were not meant to live as the dwarves did. Or perhaps he had spent so much time wandering the Wilderland that he had grown used to open spaces. 
Third stopped a few paces behind him. She had kept close to him, likely fearing that he would find a way to get himself killed. 
Given the number of times he had almost been killed since he had met her, it was a reasonable fear. 
And he had spent a long time trying to get himself killed, hadn’t he? First in grief over Aelia’s death, and then in rage over Morigna’s. He had vowed to kill the Weaver and Imaria even at the cost of his own life. The Weaver was dead, but Ridmark was still alive…and he did not find himself disappointed. He would still kill Imaria because of the harm she had done and the harm she would do if left unchecked, and he would kill her to avenge Morigna…but he was surprised to find he wanted more than vengeance. 
He had hope for the future again, and most of that hope centered around Calliande. 
There were dark days ahead, he knew, and his duty had not changed. He would serve as Mara’s magister militum. 
And as he had promised, he would see Calliande to the end of this, one way or another. 
He took a few steps forward and looked around.
The valley outside the Great Gate teemed with dwarves, and those dwarves prepared for war. 
An endless line of carts rumbled from the Great Gate, pulled by grumbling murrags. Stacks of arms and armor had been piled along one wall of the valley, while dismantled siege engines stood against another. A force of dwarven warriors guarded the entrance to the valley, along with a pair of taalkrazdors, ready to drive off any opportunistic Mhorite raiders. 
“The dwarves will send a great host to war,” said Third.
“Yes,” said Ridmark. A great host…but even that might not be enough to turn back the Frostborn.
He had hopes for the future, but those hopes might yet come to naught.
Ridmark walked a short distance to a group of dwarven warriors. Brother Caius stood before them, leading them in prayer, and when he finished, the warriors rose and went about their duties. Many of the dwarves wore crosses made of dwarven steel.
“It seems,” said Ridmark, “that you have made some converts.”
“Not as many as I might wish,” said Caius. “Hope is still an alien concept to us. But such things are in the hands of God. I am the messenger and nothing more.” He laughed. “I confess I had a fantasy of delivering a sermon that would change the hearts of thousands of my kindred at once, but that was only a childish dream.”
“Childish dreams at your age?” said Ridmark. 
“A man must live in hope,” said Caius. “My kindred believe that hope is only a foolish lie, but my hope is that the teachings of the Dominus Christus will convince them otherwise.”
“I am surprised,” said Third. 
“About what?” said Caius.
“That we’re all still alive?” said Ridmark. “I am surprised as well.”
“True,” said Third. “Something else surprises me. A new religion has come among your kindred, Brother Caius. I expected it to lead to civil war and schism. Instead, Khald Tormen now marches to war against the Frostborn.”
“We were right. Nothing inspires unity like a common foe,” said Ridmark. 
“Truly,” said Caius. “But it is not in our nature to war against each other.” He sighed. “I fear instead I would have brought paralysis to Khald Tormen, that we would have debated the matter for centuries. The threat of first the Sculptor and now the Frostborn means we will lay the matter aside to focus upon our foes. If anything converts the khaldari, it will be the experience of the war. Nothing makes a man understand what is truly important like facing the danger of war.” 
“No,” said Ridmark, looking towards the gate as Calliande emerged, flanked by Gavin, Antenora, Camorak, and Kharlacht, Sir Ector’s men following her. “No, nothing else does.”
He went to join the Keeper, Third and Caius following him, and Calliande smiled as he approached.
“To Tarlion?” she said.
He nodded. “To Tarlion.”
They left Khald Tormen, the valley ringing with the sound of dwarves preparing for battle.



Epilogue
 
Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest stood on the eastern bank of the River Moradel, listening to the report from the scouts. 
To her east rose the rocky hills of the Northerland, their slopes cloaked in pine trees. Once the hills of the Northerland had belonged to the High King and Dux Gareth of Castra Marcaine. For the past year and a half, the hills had been the site of bitter fighting as Ridmark and Qhazulak led endless raids against the medvarth and locusari warriors ranging from the great citadel of the Frostborn at Dun Licinia.
And now, Mara knew with a sinking feeling, those hills would belong to the Frostborn.
“The scouts have returned,” growled old Qhazulak. Most people had a hard time telling the Anathgrimm apart from one another, thanks to their masks of black bone. After nearly two years as their Queen, Mara could tell them apart at a glance. “A great force of medvarth and khaldjari have come from the world gate.”
“How many?” said Mara.
“At least thirty thousand,” said Qhazulak. “Likely more. The scouts dared not stay to count.”
“I dislike those odds,” said her husband. Jager, as ever, wore his crisp white shirt and black leather vest, though he had also taken to wearing dark elven armor when in the field. “I very much dislike those odds.”
“With those numbers,” said Zhorlacht, the first priest of the Dominus Christus among the Anathgrimm, “the Frostborn will be able to fortify the Moradel bank and keep us at bay while they assault Castra Marcaine.”
“The entire Northerland might fall to them before the month is out,” said Qhazulak. 
“And then,” said Mara, remembering the terrible battle of Dun Calpurnia, “the Frostborn will be able to invade Caerdracon…and both Prince Arandar and the traitor Tarrabus are marching on Tarlion. There will be no one left to stop them.”
They stood in silence, contemplating the hopeless odds.
“There is one good report,” said Zhorlacht. “One of our scouts spoke to a human trader who claimed that large numbers of manetaurs and tygrai are marching from the east.”
“Then maybe Ridmark and Calliande were successful,” said Jager, “and the manetaurs are coming to aid us against the Frostborn.”
“Perhaps,” said Mara, looking to the west, to Nightmane Forest and beyond.
She prayed that Ridmark and Calliande and her other friends were safe.
Most of all, she prayed that they would hurry. If the Frostborn were not stopped soon, Mara did not think they could ever be defeated.
 
###
 
Tarrabus Carhaine stalked into his pavilion in disgust, throwing his gauntlets upon the table. They skidded to a stop next to Excalibur, the sword as ever concealed in its ornate scabbard. It was the badge of his office as High King, but he dared not touch the weapon without a sheath.
Two of his squires awaited him, hurrying to attend his needs. 
“Get out,” snapped Tarrabus. “Out!”
The squires bowed and fled from the tent. 
Tarrabus flung himself into the chair before his map table, took the Pendragon Crown off his head, and set it on the table, scowling. The siege of Tarlion had dragged on far too long. He had expected to have complete control of Andomhaim by now, the work of spreading the truth of the Enlightened among the people well underway. A unified Andomhaim, backed by the power of the shadow of Incariel, would have treated with the Frostborn from a position of strength.
Instead, over a year after the fool Uthanaric’s death, Andomhaim was still shattered. Caerdracon had fallen to the rebels, and Arandar Pendragon was marching south. Worse, Tarrabus still had not taken Tarlion, even with the aid of his dvargir allies. That stubborn idiot Corbanic Lamorus refused to yield the city, and with the help of Tarlion’s ancient magical defenses, he had held out despite a year of siege. 
Tarrabus was looking forward to executing Sir Corbanic slowly and painfully. 
He was also looking forward to killing Ridmark Arban. Everything had gone according to plan, and that stubborn imbecile had caused setback after setback. Still, Tarrabus knew that Imaria had sent the Weaver after both Ridmark and the Keeper, and the Weaver never failed…
The shadow of Incariel stirred within him. 
Tarrabus looked up. 
Imaria Licinius Shadowbearer stepped out of the gloom of the tent, staring at him. 
Once, she had been a strikingly beautiful woman, at least as beautiful as her sister, who had been the only woman Tarrabus had ever cared about. While Imaria was still attractive, it was a corrupted beauty. Her eyes had turned to quicksilver, and Tarrabus saw his distorted reflection within them. Her veins had turned black as if shadows filled her flesh, and her skin had taken a grayish tone that made her oddly corpse-like.
“Well?” said Tarrabus. “You better have some good news for me.”
In answer, she pulled off her robe and other garments, standing naked before him. The black veins flowed over her body like lines upon a map, but she was still a desirable woman, even if she bore the shadow of Incariel and spoke with its voice.
They wound up on the ground together. With surprising strength, she flipped Tarrabus onto his back and straddled him, her cold hands pushing against his chest. There was a strange expression on her face, a mixture of rage and hate and lust and madness, and more than once Tarrabus wondered if she intended to drive a dagger into his heart at the moment of her climax.
She did not. 
After they had finished, he lay on the ground, breathing hard, while she rose and wandered around the tent, fingers flexing. 
“I do not have long,” she said, speaking in her strange double voice. Half of the voice belonged to Imaria Licinius, cold and proud and arrogant. The other half was a snarling, inhuman rasp, the voice of the shadow of Incariel, and it spoke in perfect time with Imaria’s voice, echoing as if it came from a long distance away. “Ardrhythain is in the threshold now, but he will return to the material world soon, and if I am not within the citadel of the Frostborn by then, he will come for me.” 
“You have news, then?” said Tarrabus. 
“The Weaver is dead,” said Imaria with indifference. “Ridmark and the Keeper slew him. He was weak, and he failed, so he deserved to die for his weakness.”
“What?” said Tarrabus, surging to his feet. 
“They are coming for you now,” said Imaria. “I suggest you prepare yourself.”
“You should have told me this sooner!” said Tarrabus.
She shrugged, her slim shoulders twitching, and retrieved her robe. “I just did.” 
With a snarl, he grabbed her, spun her around, and drew back his hand to strike her. 
Imaria only smiled at him, but her shadow boiled up behind her, rising like a falcon about to pounce upon its prey.
“You should not touch me unless I wish it,” said Imaria, still smiling that unnerving smile. 
Tarrabus stepped back. “Your sister was a stronger woman.”
Once that would have sent her into a fury. Imaria had always been mad, but there had been a cringing weakness within her madness, a pathetic desire to be loved and admired. Looking at her face, Tarrabus realized that the weakness had been consumed by the madness. 
And the shadow of Incariel that now filled her. 
“She is dead, and I am not,” said Imaria. She finished getting dressed, tying the black sash around her white robe. “Make yourself ready. I must get into Tarlion. I must enter the Citadel and open the Well. Only then shall we be free. Only then shall we unlock the chains of matter and time, and revel in freedom from causality and the flesh.”
“Tarlion is too well protected to fall,” said Tarrabus.
She gave an indifferent shrug. “If you fail, I shall find a different tool.”
His fist curled in rage. He was the High King of Andomhaim! He was the one who would lead humanity’s transformation into immortal gods. She should not speak to him with such impudence. With an effort of will, he forced down the rage. He needed her for now, especially if the Keeper was coming for him. 
“Then what do you suggest?” said Tarrabus.
“Speak to the Rzarns of the dvargir,” said Imaria. “Tell them the time has come to summon a Deep Walker.”
Tarrabus blinked. “Are you mad? The Deep Walkers? Just one of those things wiped out a score of Swordbearers and Magistri. Not even the Rzarns can control them…”
“But they will heed the commands of the Shadowbearer,” said Imaria serenely, “and I command it. I will speak to the Rzarns before I depart. Likely they will require a sacrifice of several hundred slaves to summon a Deep Walker. I suggest you start gathering victims at once.”
Shadow swirled around her, and she vanished. 
Tarrabus let out a long, ragged breath, got dressed, and poured himself a goblet of wine. He sat at his table and considered for a moment. Summoning a Deep Walker was risky, yes, and might backfire.
But if it worked…
If it worked. Tarlion would be his. The rebels would be defeated.
And he would, at last, repay Ridmark Arban for all the trouble that the damnable Gray Knight had caused. 
 
THE END
 
Thank you for reading FROSTBORN: THE DWARVEN PRINCE. Look for Ridmark's next adventure, FROSTBORN: EXCALIBUR, to appear in early 2017. If you liked the book, please consider leaving a review at your ebook site of choice. To receive immediate notification of new releases, sign up for my newsletter, or watch for news on my Facebook page.
 
 



A Second Author’s Note
 
Thank you for reading FROSTBORN: THE DWARVEN PRINCE!
The FROSTBORN series gained many new readers in 2016 (thank you, all!), and consequently, I have received many emails and Facebook messages wondering how long the entire series would be. That is an eminently fair question, so I thought I would answer it here.
FROSTBORN: THE DWARVEN PRINCE was the twelfth book in the series, and there will be a grand total of fifteen books. I planned for fifteen books when I plotted out the series in 2012, and the goal has always been to write fifteen books. FROSTBORN: EXCALIBUR will be the thirteenth book, and it should come out in the first quarter of 2017. 
If all goes well, the final books of the series will come out in 2017. Brother Caius would probably quote James 4:13-15 about the dangers of long-term planning, but God, health, weather and life permitting, I plan to publish the last book of the FROSTBORN series in mid 2017. 
Thank you all for reading, and I hope to see you in 2017 for FROSTBORN: EXCALIBUR. 
-Jonathan Moeller
 
 



Other books by the author
The Demonsouled Saga
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is a wandering knight, fearless in battle and masterful with a sword.

Yet he has a dark secret. He is Demonsouled, the son of the ancient and cruel Old Demon, and his tainted blood grants him superhuman strength and speed. Yet with the power comes terrible, inhuman rage, and Mazael must struggle to keep the fury from devouring him.
But he dare not turn aside from the strength of his blood, for he will need it to face terrible foes.
The priests of the San-keth plot and scheme in the shadows, pulling lords and kingdoms upon their strings. The serpent priests desire to overthrow the realms of men and enslave humanity. Unless Mazael stops them, they shall force all nations to bow before the serpent god.
The Malrag hordes are coming, vast armies of terrible, inhuman beasts, filled with a lust for cruelty and torment. The Malrags care nothing for conquest or treasure, only slaughter. And the human realms are ripe for the harvest. Only a warrior of Mazael’s power can hope to defeat them.
The Dominiar Order and the Justiciar Order were once noble and respected, dedicated to fighting the powers of dark magic. Now they are corrupt and cynical, and scheme only for power and glory. They will kill anyone who stands in their way.
To defeat these foes, Mazael will need all the strength of his Demonsouled blood.
Yet he faces a far more terrible foe.
For centuries the Old Demon has manipulated kings and lords. Now he shall seize the power of the Demonsouled for himself, and become the a god of torment and tyranny.
Unless Mazael can stop him.
Read Demonsouled for free. Mazael's adventures continue in Soul of Tyrants, Soul of Serpents, Soul of Dragons, Soul of Sorcery, Soul of Skulls, and Soul of Swords, along with the short stories The Wandering Knight, The Tournament Knight, and The Dragon's Shadow. Get the first three books bundled together in Demonsouled Omnibus One.
 
The Ghosts Series
 
Once CAINA AMALAS was the shy daughter of a minor nobleman, content to spend her days in her father’s library.
Then sorcery and murder and her mother’s treachery tore her life apart.
Now she is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, an elite agent of the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She is a master of disguise and infiltration, of stealth and the shadows.
And she will need all those skills to defend the Empire and stay alive.
Corrupt lords scheme and plot in the shadows, desiring to pull down the Emperor and rule the Empire for their own profit and glory. Slave traders lurk on the fringes of the Empire, ready to seize unwary commoners and sell them into servitude in distant lands. Yet both slave traders and cruel lords must beware the Ghosts.
The Magisterium, the Imperial brotherhood of sorcerers, believe themselves the rightful masters of the Empire. With their arcane sciences, they plan to overthrow the Empire and enslave the commoners, ruling all of mankind for their own benefit. Only the Ghosts stand in the path of their sinister plans.
And the Moroaica, the ancient sorceress of legend and terror, waits in the shadows, preparing to launch a war upon the gods themselves. She will make the gods pay for the suffering of mankind...even if she must destroy the world to do it.
Caina Amalas of the Ghosts opposes these mighty enemies, but the cost might be more than she can bear.
Read Child of the Ghosts for free. Caina's adventures continue in Ghost in the Flames, Ghost in the Blood, Ghost in the Storm, Ghost in the Stone, Ghost in the Forge, Ghost in the Ashes, Ghost in the Mask, and Ghost in the Surge, along with the short stories Ghost Aria, Ghost Claws, Ghost Omens, The Fall of Kyrace, Ghost Thorns, Ghost Undying, Ghost Light, and Ghost Dagger, and the prequel novels Blade of the Ghosts and Champion of the Ghosts. Get the first three books bundled together in The Ghosts Omnibus One.
 
The Ghost Exile Series
 
Caina Amalas was a nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar, and through her boldness and cunning saved the Empire and the world from sorcerous annihilation.
But the victory cost her everything.
Now she is exiled and alone in the city of Istarinmul, far from her home and friends. Yet a centuries-old darkness now stirs in Istarinmul, eager to devour the city and the world itself.
And Caina is the only one that stands in its way...
Read Ghost in the Cowl, Ghost in the Maze, Ghost in the Hunt, Ghost in the Razor, Ghost in the Inferno, Ghost in the Seal, Ghost in the Throne, Ghost in the Pact, and Ghost in the Winds along with the short stories Ghost Sword, Ghost Price, Ghost Relics, Ghost Keeper, Ghost Nails, Ghost Lock, Ghost Arts, Ghost Vigil, Ghost Mimic, and Ghost Vessel.
 
The Third Soul
 
RACHAELIS MORULAN is an Initiate of the Conclave, the powerful order of mighty mages. But to become a full Adept of the Conclave, she must first survive the Testing. Those who survive the Testing never speak of the trials they endured.
Those who fail the Testing are never seen again.
And now the Magisters of the Conclave have come to take Rachaelis to undertake the Testing. And there she shall face perils to both her body and her sanity.
And creatures that yearn to devour her soul.
If Rachaelis survives the Testing, she will face even more dangerous foes. The demons of the astral world watch the world of mortal men, desiring to rule it for themselves.
And some Adepts of the Conclave are eager to help them.
Read The Testing for free. Rachelis's trials continue in The Assassins, The Blood Shaman, The High Demon, The Burning Child, The Outlaw Adept, The Black Paladin, and The Tomb of Baligant. Read the entire series in The Third Soul Omnibus One and The Third Soul Omnibus Two.
 
The Frostborn Series
 
A thousand years ago, the last grandson of Arthur Pendragon led the survivors of Britain through a magical gate to a new world, a world of magic and high elves, of orcs and kobolds and stranger, darker creatures. Now the descendants of the exiles rule a mighty kingdom, peaceful and prosperous under the rule of the High King.
But a shadow threatens to devour the kingdom.
RIDMARK ARBAN was once a Swordbearer, a knight of renown. Now he is a branded outcast, stripped of his sword, and despised as a traitor.
But he alone sees the danger to come. The Frostborn shall return, and unless they are stopped, they will cover all the world in ice and a neverending winter.
CALLIANDE awakens in the darkness, her memories gone, and creatures of terrible power hunting her.
For she alone holds the secret that can save the world…or destroy it utterly.
The secret of the Frostborn.
Read Frostborn: The First Quest, followed by Frostborn: The Gray Knight, Frostborn: The Eightfold Knife, Frostborn: The Undying Wizard, Frostborn: The Master Thief, Frostborn: The Iron Tower, Frostborn: The Dark Warden, Frostborn: The Gorgon Spirit, Frostborn: The Broken Mage, Frostborn: The World Gate, Frostborn: The High Lords, Frostborn: The False King, and Frostborn: The Dwarven Prince, and the prequel novel Frostborn: The Knight Quests along with the short stories The Orc's Tale, The Mage's Tale, The Thief's Tale, The Assassin's Tale, The Paladins's Tale, The Knight's Tale, The Soldier's Tale, and The Soldier's Tale. Read the first three books combined in Frostborn Omnibus One.
 
Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy
 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.

SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the darkness.

Read Mask of Swords, Mask of Dragons, and Mask of Spells along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight, The Serpent Knight, and The Rune Knight.
 
The Tower of Endless Worlds
 
THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.
And all it will cost is his soul.
SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.
He doesn't expect to find black magic.
LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.
By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…
Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.
 
Cloak Games
 
In 2013, a gate to another world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing all resistance before them. 
Three hundred years after the Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war against the traitors on the Elven homeworld. 

Nadia Moran doesn’t care about that. She doesn’t care about the High Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All she cares about is getting her baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.

Fortunately, Nadia has magic of her own, and she’s a very, very good thief.

Unfortunately, the powerful Elven lord Morvilind has a hold on Nadia. If she doesn’t follow his commands, her brother is going to die.

Of course, given how dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, Nadia might not live long enough to see her brother’s death… 

Read Cloak Games: Thief Trap, Cloak Games: Frost Fever, Cloak Games: Rebel Fist, and Cloak Games: Shadow Jump, along with the short story Wraith Wolf.
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Glossary of Characters
 
ACCOLON: The son of Sir Arandar and grandson of the High King. 
ARDRHYTHAIN: The last archmage of the high elves, and the founder of the Order of the Magistri and the Order of the Soulblade. 

AELIA LICINIUS ARBAN: The eldest daughter of Gareth Licinius, and the late wife of Ridmark Arban. Killed at Castra Marcaine by Mhalek. 

AGRIMNALAZUR: An urdmordar, slain by Ridmark Arban in Urd Arowyn. 

ANTENORA: A former apprentice of the last Keeper of Avalon upon Old Earth, cursed by Mordred Pendragon’s dark magic to live forever until she finds redemption. Now the apprentice of Calliande of Tarlion. 

ARANDAR PENDRAGON: A Knight of the Order of the Soulblade and current bearer of the soulblade Heartwarden. The bastard son of the High King Uthanaric Pendragon, and the father of Accolon and Nyvane. Plague killed his wife Isolde. Currently the Prince Regent of the loyalist army of Andomhaim. 

ARLMAGNAVA: A Frostborn woman, a Seeker of the Order of the Inquisition of the Dominion of the High Lords, the military Order of the Frostborn devoted to spying and recruitment of allies. 

AXAZAMAR: The King of Khald Tormen and older brother of Narzaxar.
AZAKHUN: A dwarven Taalmak of Khald Tormen. Caius baptized him into the faith of the Dominus Christus in the Vale of Stone Death. 
THE ARTIFICER: A dark elven noble and wizard, formerly the apprentice of the Warden. His spirit was bound to the Iron Tower. Defeated by Ridmark and his companions. 
AVENTINE ROCARN: A knight in service to Tarrabus Carhaine. 

BORS DURIUS: A son of Dux Kors Durius of Durandis. 
CADWALL GWYRDRAGON: The Prince of Cintarra, the largest city in Andomhaim.

CAIUS: A dwarven noble of Khald Tormen and a friar of the mendicant orders. The first of the dwarven kindred to convert to the church of the Dominus Christus. 

CALAZON: A dwarven stonescribe and advisor to Prince Narzaxar. 
CALLIANDE: The Keeper of Tarlion, the guardian of the realm of Andomhaim against the powers of dark magic. The daughter of Joanna and Joachim, and the former student of the Magistrius Marius and the Keeper Ruth. 

CAMORAK: A Magistrius in service to Joram Agramore of Dun Licinia. Prone to drunkenness and boorish comments, but nonetheless a skilled healer. 

CARADOG LORDAC: A knight in service to Tarrabus Carhaine. 

CLAUDIUS AGRELL: A knight in service to Tarrabus Carhaine, serving as Constable of Castra Carhaine. 
CONSTANTINE LICINIUS: The son of Gareth Licinius, and a Swordbearer, wielder of the soulblade Brightherald. 

CORBANIC LAMORUS: A vassal of the High King, and current Comes of Coldinium. Now serves as Constable of Tarlion, defending the city from Tarrabus Carhaine. 
CORTIN LAMORUS: A knight and the son of Corbanic Lamorus. 
CROWLACHT: A headman of the orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk and a warrior of King Ulakhamar. Fought alongside Ridmark and his friends at the Iron Tower.
CURZONAR: A Prince of the Range, son of the Red King Turcontar and the First Queen Raszema.  

THE CUTTER: An urdhracos bound to the service of the Sculptor.
DAGMA: Sister of Jager, and seneschal of the keep of Dun Licinia.

DECIMUS: A man-at-arms under the command of Sir Ector Naxius. 
DIETER: Husband of Dagma, Jager’s sister. A skilled carpenter. 

ECTOR NAXIUS: A knight in service to Dux Sebastian of Caertigris. Familiar with the manetaurs, the tygrai, and the Range.
GARETH LICINIUS: The Dux of the Northerland, and father of Constantine, Imaria, and Aelia. 

GAVIN: A young man from the village of Aranaeus in the Wilderland, now a Swordbearer and the wielder of the soulblade Truthseeker. 

GOTHALINZUR: An urdmordar, slain by Ridmark Arban at the village of Victrix. 

IMARIA LICINIUS SHADOWBEARER: The youngest daughter of Gareth Licinius, and a former Magistria of the Order. The new bearer of Incariel’s shadow after the death of Tymandain Shadowbearer. 

JAGER: A bold halfling thief and merchant, married to Queen Mara of the Nightmane Forest. Serves as her Prince Consort. 

JORAM AGRAMORE: A knight and vassal of Dux Gareth Licinius. Currently serves as the Comes of Dun Licinia. 

KADIUS: A decurion of men-at-arms in the army of Arandar Pendragon. 
KAJALDRAKTHOR: A Frostborn warrior, and Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard. Leader of the Frostborn forces in Andomhaim. 

KALDRAINE PENDRAGON: The eldest son of High King Uthanaric Pendragon and heir to the realm of Andomhaim. Murdered during the battle of Dun Calpurnia. 

KALOMARUS: The legendary Dragon Knight, who disappeared after the first defeat of the Frostborn. 
KHARLACHT: An orcish warrior of Vhaluusk and follower of Ridmark Arban. 

KORS DURIUS: The Dux of Durandis, Andomhaim’s western march against the mountains of Kothluusk. 

KURASTUS: A Magistrius and the Master of the Order of the Magistri. 

KURDULKAR: A manetaur Prince of the Range and a follower of the shadow of Incariel. Killed by Ridmark Arban. 
LEOGRANCE ARBAN: The Dux of Taliand, and the father of Ridmark Arban and Tormark Arban. 

LINUS RILLON: A knight of Tarrabus Carhaine and one of the Enlightened of Incariel. Killed by Accolon in self-defense. 

MALZURAXIS: A dwarven scout of Khald Tormen. 
MARA: The daughter of the Traveler, the dark elven lord of Nightmane Forest. Now rules as the Queen of Nightmane Forest. 

MARCAST TETRICUS: A knight formerly in service to the garrison of the Iron Tower, now opposed to Tarrabus Carhaine. 

MARHAND: A Swordbearer, and Master of the Order of the Soulblade. Carries the soulblade Torchbrand. 

MARIUS: Known as the Watcher, Calliande’s former teacher in the magic of the Magistri. Watched over her in spirit form after she awakened in the Tower of Vigilance without her memories. 

MARTELLAR: A manetaur khalath in service to Prince Curzonar. 
MHALEK: Orcish warlord and shaman who believed himself a god. Defeated at Black Mountain, and the killer of Aelia Licinius Arban. 

MIRIAM: The sister of Arandar’s late wife Isolde. Her husband died in the same plague that killed Isolde. 

MORIGNA: A sorceress of the Wilderland, and former lover of Ridmark. Murdered by Imaria Licinius and the Weaver at Dun Licinia. 

MOURNACHT: A Mhorite orcish warlord and shaman, later subverted into the service of Tymandain Shadowbearer. Killed by Ridmark Arban near Dun Licinia. 

NARAXZANAR: The former king of Khald Tormen, father of Axazamar and Narzaxar. 
NARZAXAR: The younger brother of King Axazamar of Khald Tormen and the Taalakdaz (chancellor) of the dwarven court. 
NYVANE: The daughter of Sir Arandar and granddaughter of the High King. 

PAUL TALLMANE: A vassal of Tarrabus Carhaine, member of the Enlightened of Incariel, and Constable of the Iron Tower. Defeated by Ridmark Arban and killed by Jager at the Iron Tower. 

QHAZULAK: An Anathgrimm orc. Champion of Nightmane Forest, and Lord Captain of the Queen’s Guard. 

RALAKAHR: A manetaur khalath in service to Prince Kurdulkar of the Range. Killed by Ridmark Arban. 
RASZEMA: The First Queen of the manetaurs, and senior wife of Red King Turcontar. 
RHOGRIMNALAZUR: An urdmordar, slain by Ridmark Arban and his companions in the ruins of Urd Cystaanl. 

RHYANNIS: A high elven bladeweaver. Owes her life to Ridmark Arban. 
RIDMARK ARBAN: Known as the Gray Knight, the youngest son of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand. Expelled from the Order of the Swordbearers and branded for cowardice upon his left cheek. The widower of Aelia Licinius Arban. 

RJALMANDRAKUR: A Frostborn noble, Lord Commander of the Order of the Vanguard, the military Order of the Dominion of the High Lords devoted to quickly subjugating new worlds. Killed by Ridmark during the battle of Dun Calpurnia. 

RUTH: The former Keeper of Andomhaim who took Calliande as an apprentice. 

SEBASTIAN AURELIUS: The Dux of Caertigris, the eastern march of the High Kingdom. 

THE SCULPTOR: A dark elven lord and wizard. Creator of many of the dark elves' war beasts. 
TAGRIMN VOLARUS: A knight and vassal of Dux Gareth Licinius, and the lord of Mourning Keep in the southern hills of the Northerland. 

TARRABUS CARHAINE: The Dux of Caerdracon and the an Initiated of the Seventh Circle of the Enlightened of Incariel. Also the leader of the Enlightened of Incariel. Now claims to be the High King of Andomhaim by right of conquest. 

TAZEMAZAR: An arbiter of the manetaurs. 
TORMARK ARBAN: The eldest son of Leogrance Arban, and the heir to the duxarchate of Taliand. Ridmark Arban’s oldest brother. 

THE TRAVELER: The dark elven prince of Nightmane Forest, and creator and master of the Anathgrimm. Killed by his daughter Mara in Khald Azalar. 

TURCONTAR: The Red King of the manetaur kindred. 
ULAKHAMAR: The king of the orcish kingdom of Rhaluusk and a vassal of the High King. 

UTHANARIC PENDRAGON: The High King of Andomhaim, and the heir of Arthur Pendragon. The bearer of the soulblade Excalibur and the Pendragon Crown. Murdered during the battle of Dun Calpurnia. 

VHORSHALA: A priestess of the ghost orcs. 
THE WARDEN: The lord of Urd Morlemoch, and widely regarded as the greatest wizard ever produced by the dark elves. Trapped in Urd Morlemoch since the arrival of the urdmordar fifteen thousand years ago. 

THE WEAVER: Formerly a Magistrius named Toridan. Now a powerful Enlightened of Incariel capable of changing form quickly. 

TOMIA ARBAN: The wife of Leogrance Arban, and the mother of Tormark Arban and Ridmark Arban. Died of illness when Ridmark was a child. 

ZHORLACHT: A warrior and wizard of the Anathgrimm orcs. Formerly a priest of the Traveler, and now an advisor of Queen Mara. 

ZOTHAL - A tygrai Imryr in service to the arbiter Tazemazar and the First Queen Raszema. 
ZUGLACHT: An orcish wizard and the ruler of the town Shakaboth. 
 



Glossary of Locations
 
ANDOMHAIM: The realm of the High King, founded by Malahan Pendragon, the grandson of Arthur Pendragon of Britain, when he fled the fall of Arthur’s realm through a magical gate to another world. 
ARANAEUS: A village of the Wilderland, birthplace of Gavin. Formerly ruled by the cult of the urdmordar Agrimnalazur. 

BASTOTH: The capital city of the manetaurs and the seat of the Red King of the Range. 
THE BLACK MOUNTAIN: A mountain of peculiar black stone north of Dun Licinia. Sacred to both the dark elves and the dvargir. 

CAERDRACON: A duxarchate in central Andomhaim, one of the wealthiest and most powerful of the realm. 

CAERTIGRIS: The eastern march of Andomhaim, bordering on the lands of the manetaurs. 

CALVUS: A duxarchate in central Andomhaim. 
CASTRA CARHAINE: The stronghold and seat of Dux Tarrabus Carhaine of Caerdracon. 

CASTRA DURIUS: The stronghold of Dux Kors Durius, located in western Durandis. 
CASTRA MARCAINE: The stronghold and seat of Dux Gareth Licinius of the Northerland. 

CASTRA ARBAN: The stronghold and seat of Dux Leogrance Arban of Taliand. 

CINTARRA: The largest city of Andomhaim, ruled by the Prince of Cintarra, Cadwall Gwyrdragon. 

COLDINIUM: A city on the northwestern borders of Andomhaim. Its Comes is a direct vassal of the High King. 

DUN CALPURNIA: A town in the western Northerland, overlooking the valley of the River Moradel. 

DUN LICINIA: A town in the Northerland, marking the northern border of the realm of Andomhaim. 

DURANDIS: The western march of the kingdom of Andomhaim, bordering the mountains of Kothluusk. 

THE IRON TOWER: Once the northwestern outpost of the kingdom of Andomhaim, commanded by Sir Paul Tallmane. Destroyed by Ridmark Arban and his allies in their fight against the Artificer. 

KHALD AZALAR: A destroyed kingdom of the dwarves, located beneath the mountains of eastern Vhaluusk. 

KHALD TORMEN: The chief of the remaining Three Kingdoms of the dwarves, located beneath the mountains of Kothluusk west of Durandis. 

KHALDURMAR: The chief city of the dvargir in the Deeps. 

KHALUUSK: One of the three orcish kingdoms sworn to the High King, located north of the Shaluuskan Forest.
KOTHLUUSK: A kingdom of Mhor-worshipping orcs, located west of Durandis. 

THE LABYRINTH: A dark elven ruin in the Deeps below the Range. 
LIAVATUM: A village in the western Northerland. 
MORAIME: A town in the Wilderland, formerly the home of Morigna. 

NIGHTMANE FOREST: The domain of the Traveler and the homeland of the Anathgrimm orcs, now ruled by Queen Mara. 

THE NORTHERLAND: The northernmost march of the realm of Andomhaim. 

OPPIDUM AURELIUS: A trading town in the western edge on the Range. 
THE QAZALUUSKAN FOREST: The vast forest north of Taliand, home to the ghost orcs. 
THE RANGE: The vast grassland east of the realm of Andomhaim, home to the manetaur and tygrai kindreds. 
REGNUM: A village in western Calvus, destroyed by Tarrabus Carhaine and the Enlightened of Incariel. 
RHALUUSK: Kingdom of orcs near Durandis. The King of Rhaluusk is sworn to the High King of Andomhaim, and the orcs of Rhaluusk follow the worship of the Dominus Christus. 

SHAKABOTH: A trading town in the upper levels of the Deeps, ruled by the orcish wizard Zuglacht. 
THE SHALUUSKAN FOREST: The forest north of Taliand, home to the ghost orcs. 
TALIAND: The oldest duxarchate of Andomhaim, located west of the mouth of the River Moradel. 

TARLION: The capital city of Andomhaim and the seat of the High King. Home to the High King’s Citadel and the Well, the source of the magic of the Magistri. 

THAINKUL DURAL: A ruined thainkul a short distance from Moraime. 
THAINKUL MORZAN: A ruined thainkul a few days from Khald Tormen. 
URD AROWYN: The stronghold of the urdmordar Agrimnalazur. 

URD CYSTAANL: The stronghold of the urdmordar Rhogrimnalazur. 

URD MORLEMOCH: The ancient stronghold of the Warden, located by the sea in the northwestern Wilderland. 

VHALUUSK: A kingdom of orcs of the Wilderland, splintered into dozens of warring tribes and fiefdoms. Predominantly worshippers of the orcish blood gods, though the faith of the Dominus Christus is spreading among the Vhaluuskan tribes. 

VICTRIX: A village in the southern Northerland where Ridmark Arban slew the urdmordar Gothalinzur. 
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