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Description
 RIDMARK ARBAN is the Gray Knight, questing to stop the return of the terrible Frostborn to the High King’s realm. For years he has sought the secret of the Frostborn, and now the answer is at hand within the walls of the cursed citadel of Urd Morlemoch. 
 
 For the Warden of Urd Morlemoch knows the secret. 
 
 CALLIANDE seeks for her past, her memory lost in fog. She seeks to stop the return of the Frostborn, but the secret of their defeat is trapped within her damaged memory. The truth of her past awaits within the walls of Urd Morlemoch. 
 
 For the Warden of Urd Morlemoch knows who she really is. 
 
 THE WARDEN has been imprisoned within Urd Morlemoch for centuries beyond count, his potent magic chained behind its walls. 
 
 But his final game is almost complete. 
 
 And worlds beyond count shall tremble before his power… 
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A Brief Prologue
Of the ancient citadel of Urd Morlemoch I know little, save that it is a place of horror and dread, the home of a dark elven wizard of surpassing might. 
Yet the chronicles of the high elves, from what little we have read of them, tell the tale.
In ancient days, long before Malahan Pendragon led our ancestors to this land, the high elves and the dark elves warred for millennia. In their pride and madness the dark elves opened doors to other worlds, and summoned other kindreds to be their slaves and soldiers. The orcs and the manetaurs and the beastmen fought for the dark elves, while the halflings toiled in their fields and their palaces. Yet still the dark elves were unable to overcome the high elves. 
Then the dark elves summoned the urdmordar, the mighty spider-demons, and thought they had found the tool of victory at last. Yet the urdmordar were too strong to control, and they devoured and enslaved the dark elves. The strongest of the dark elven nobles, a sorcerer of tremendous power, fled to his citadel of Urd Morlemoch and worked a ward of terrible strength to keep the urdmordar at bay. His spells succeeded, but trapped him within the citadel. The dark elves laughed and mocked him, even as their kingdoms burned around them, and named the imprisoned wizard the Warden, for he had become his own jailer. 
“Fools!” spoke the Warden. “I counseled you against summoning the urdmordar, yet you heeded me not. Now you have pulled your own realms into ruin and made yourselves the slaves of the urdmordar. This world is doomed, for the darkness of the great void shall consume it. But there are other worlds, and I shall rule over them while you endure as slaves for all time.”
They mocked him, but their mockery ceased as their kingdoms were destroyed and they were made vassals and slaves of the urdmordar. In time Malahan Pendragon founded the realm of Andomhaim, and the Swordbearers and the Magistri defeated the urdmordar and the Frostborn. The Warden remained in Urd Morlemoch, unconquerable yet unable to leave.
Yet it is said among both the high elves and the dark elves that the Warden has been plotting his escape for millennia, and that those fools who enter his plans never escape them.
-From the chronicles of the High Kings of Andomhaim. 

 
 



Chapter 1 - The Torn Hills

 
Seventy-nine days after it began, seventy-nine days after the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban climbed the slope of the hill, a cold wind whispering around him, the dark clouds rippling overhead. It was the middle of summer, and a few miles south the sun blazed overhead, the air hot and muggy. 
Not here, though.
They were too close to the Torn Hills for that. 
No one in their right mind went to the Torn Hills, and few who ventured into the hills ever returned. 
Ridmark had done it once before, nine years past, and now he was going to try it again. 
He kept climbing, staff ready in his right hand, the cold wind moaning around him. Grass covered the slope, a dark green that somehow looked sickly and diseased. Small, stunted trees stood here and there, their bark black and glossy, their leaves an eerie shade of blue that seemed to glisten. Like the grass, the trees looked unhealthy. The Torn Hills had been poisoned by dark magic long ago, long before humans had even walked the surface of this world, and the corruption had seeped into the plants and animals. The wind itself carried a sharp, harsh scent, like the air after a lightning strike. Further up the slope Ridmark saw an ugly, squat bush surrounded by thick, tangled vines. The black vines themselves were studded with long thorns. Fat red berries with black streaks hung from the branches, like the blood-filled eyes of some malevolent creature…
He stopped, frowning, and waited for the others to catch up to him. 
The last time he had gone to Urd Morlemoch, he had been alone. Now seven others followed him. He had intended to go alone, but the others had followed nonetheless. 
Ridmark only hoped he could keep them from getting killed.
Certainly he did not want them to die before they even reached Urd Morlemoch.
Kharlacht joined him first. The orcish warrior stood nearly seven feet tall, a stark, forbidding tower of a man. His tusks rose over the green skin of his face, and his scalp had been shaved, save for a fall of black hair tied in a warrior’s topknot. He wore armor of overlapping blue steel plates, and the hilt of a massive greatsword rose over his right shoulder. 
“This is an ill country,” said Kharlacht, his voice a deep rumble.
“Aye,” said Ridmark, “but this is nothing. It gets worse closer to Urd Morlemoch.” 
“I suspect,” said a deep voice, “that the Lord has turned his gaze from these hills.”
A dwarf in the brown robes of a mendicant friar followed Kharlacht, his skin the gray of granite, his eyes the blue of polished marble, his beard and receding hair shot with gray. A wooden cross hung from a cord around his neck, and a mace of bronze-colored dwarven steel waited at his belt. Mendicant brothers were forbidden from killing with the edge of the sword, but that had not stopped Brother Caius from crushing skulls with the mace when necessary. 
“Is not God everywhere?” said Kharlacht.
“Well,” said Caius, “in the book of the prophet Isaiah, the Lord says he had turned his face away from…”
“Will you two bicker all the way to Urd Morlemoch?” said a third man. The speaker was a halfling, shorter than even Caius, though not nearly as wide. He had large amber-colored eyes beneath a thick mane of curly brown hair, and wore black boots, black trousers, and a black leather vest over a white shirt that he somehow kept spotless even in the Wilderland.
“We are not bickering, Master Jager,” said Caius. “We are engaging in theological discourse.” 
“It sounds like bickering to me,” said Jager. The woman at his side smiled. She was short, only a few inches taller than Jager, and slender with pale blond hair that hung loose around her head and brilliant green eyes. Mara did not talk much, and seemed content to allow her husband to take the lead, but when she felt it necessary, she took viciously decisive action.
Both Sir Paul Tallmane and the Artificer had found that out the hard way. 
“It is not quarreling,” said Kharlacht. “If we were quarreling, there would be blood.”
“I said bickering, not quarreling,” said Jager. “There is a difference.” 
Ridmark caught Mara’s gaze, and she rolled her eyes.
“And the difference is, pray?” said Caius.
“How much wine is consumed,” said Jager. He sighed. “Sadly, there is none to be found in this desolate land.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “There are worse things.” 
That stilled Jager’s amusement. “You have a gift for sobering a man, Gray Knight.” 
Ridmark watched his remaining three companions climb the slope. The first was a boy of about sixteen, brown-eyed and brown-haired, wearing chain mail and carrying an orcish sword. Gavin of Aranaeus seemed harder and more solemn than the boy Ridmark had first met in the forests of the Wilderland, which was not surprising, given all the battles they had seen since leaving Aranaeus. His eyes roved back and forth ceaselessly, watching for foes.
The Torn Hills had that effect.
Two women followed him. The first was blond-haired and blue-eyed, wearing a leather jerkin and trousers and boots beneath a green cloak, her fingers toying with the hilt of a dagger at her belt. Calliande looked distant, lost in thought, but she often did. The second woman had black hair and eyes, and wore a long cloak of tattered brown and green strips that helped her move unseen through the woods. She held a wooden staff in her right hand, its length carved with various sigils. Her expression always had a sharp edge of mocking amusement to it, but her features softened slightly when she looked at Ridmark. 
A different sort of emotion flashed through Ridmark. He remembered the taste of her mouth against his, the feel of her body, the heat of her breath against his neck. 
A crooked, satisfied little smile appeared on her face. Evidently she was thinking the same thing. 
Ridmark had been drawn to Morigna from the moment he had met her. She was the only one who could match his skill at stealth and tracking in the wild, and the hunt for the stolen soulstone had forced them to spend a great deal of time alone. After Sir Paul and the Artificer had been defeated, Ridmark had gone alone into the forest to clear his head, only to find Morigna, and then…
Once more the memory of their first time flashed through his thoughts. 
Suddenly Ridmark wondered what his father would have thought about Morigna. She was a wild sorceress and would have been forced to join the Magistri or put to death within Andomhaim. For that matter, Ridmark wondered what Aelia would think of him now. Had she ever dreamed that the man who had been her husband one day be a branded exile who lay with a wild sorceress at every opportunity?
He pushed the thoughts away. If he dwelled upon them he would start to brood, which Morigna did not deserve. She made him feel far less grim than he had in years, which in itself made him feel guilty. 
The Torn Hills was not the kind of place to dwell upon such things.
Not when a single mistake here might get them all killed. 
“We’ve stopped,” said Calliande.
“Most observant, Magistria,” said Morigna. She spoke Latin with a peculiar, archaic stateliness. Given that her teacher had been born centuries past, it was not surprising. “Perhaps the Gray Knight wished to allow you to rest, before making the arduous ascent up this hill.” 
Calliande gave her a thin, patient smile. “Walking is good for the constitution. And we never stop without a reason.”
“My birds have seen no foes,” said Morigna, “though they have grown skittish. They do not want to fly any further to the northwest.”
“They have good reason,” said Ridmark. 
“This is it, then?” said Gavin. He braced himself like a man preparing to face a battle. “We’ve arrived at the Torn Hills?”
“Not yet,” said Ridmark. “Almost, though. This is the very edge.” He gestured with his staff. “You see how the dark magic has poisoned the very land. It gets worse the closer we draw to Urd Morlemoch.”
“This is the work of the Warden?” said Jager.
“Only in part,” said Calliande, her distant tone indicating that she had recalled something from her past. “The Torn Hills…they were once grasslands. The dark elves and the high elves warred across them for thousands of years, and their spells ripped the land asunder. After the Warden sealed himself within Urd Morlemoch, the urdmordar assailed him again and again, but he drove them back every single time. So much dark magic unleashed over such a small space twisted the land.”
“And the things that live upon it,” said Ridmark. “Until we leave the Torn Hills, do not eat anything that you find, whether plant or animal. Do not drink the water.” 
Jager grunted. “Good to know we carried all those waterskins for a reason.”
“Be wary of everything,” said Ridmark. “Plants and animals both.” He stooped and picked up a stone from the ground.  
“The war beasts of the dark elves lurk here, then?” said Kharlacht. “Urvaalgs and ursaars?”
“Worse things, too,” said Ridmark. “But we needn’t worry about the beasts of the dark elves if the plants kill us first.”
Morigna laughed. “I promise not to eat any of the plants.”
“The other way around concerns me,” said Ridmark, and he tossed the stone into the bush.
For a moment nothing happened, and then the plant went into a frenzy. The vines whipped back and forth, the thorns digging furrows into the ground, and the swollen berries rolled back and forth like eyes seeking for prey. The others stepped back in alarm, and white light flared around Calliande’s fingers as she summoned power, while purple flames danced around Morigna’s hands. 
At last the bush stilled, the vines coming to rest.
“You know,” said Jager, “you could have just warned us about the bush.”
“A demonstration would be more effective,” said Ridmark. 
Calliande shook her head. “You have a knack, Ridmark, for dramatic gestures.” 
“I believe that is an understatement, my lady Magistria,” said Jager. 
“The thorns are poisonous,” said Ridmark before Jager attempted another witticism. “A paralytic. The vines drag the victim close to the bush, where the roots sink in and digest the flesh. There are many such plants in the Torn Hills, and the animals are more vicious and aggressive as well. There are also urvaalgs and undead left from the battles.”
“We shall indeed have to keep watch,” said Kharlacht.
“Aye,” said Morigna, “but there is no reason to tolerate this vile thing.”
She swept her hand before her, and a pillar of white mist swirled around the barbed bush. It began to sizzle and smoke and hiss, the acidic mist eating into the plant. A shudder went through the bush, its vines lashing at the air like the fingers of a dying man. Morigna released the mist, and the bush burst into flame, the smoke rising into the air.
“That,” said Jager, “is a most powerfully unpleasant smell.” 
“Given that we have been travelling for weeks,” said Caius, “I think we have become accustomed to unpleasant smells.”
“Not like this,” said Jager with a frown. 
“I will take the lead,” said Ridmark. “I’ve been here before, and I know the dangers. Morigna.” Her black eyes shifted to him. “I don’t know if you will be able to bind the animals of the Torn Hills or not. If you can, use them as scouts.”
“If not,” said Morigna, “I can scout quite capably on my own.”
“The rest of you,” said Ridmark, “stay with Calliande and keep watch over her.” The Magistria smiled at him. “If the beasts of the dark elves or undead attack us, her magic is our only chance of stopping them.”
“I fear the more intelligent beasts or powerful undead,” said Caius, “would be clever enough to attack her first.”
“Which is why,” said Ridmark, “we shall guard her.” He beckoned with his staff. “Come. I would like to be within the Torn Hills by nightfall.”
The others adjusted their weapons and packs, and Ridmark started up the hill once more, leaving the smoldering remnants of the bush behind. Every step took him closer to Urd Morlemoch.
Every step took him closer to the Warden, who knew the secret of the omen of the blue fire, who knew how the Frostborn would return. Ridmark would pry that secret from the Warden.
Or the Warden would simply kill them all.
 
###
 
Morigna walked through the hills like a ghost. 
The diseased grasses came to the middle of her thighs, but she moved through them without a whisper of sound. She had spent years living alone in the woods near Moraime, and moving silently came to her naturally now. In fact, she would have had to concentrate to make noise.
Which was just as well, because she did not like these hills. 
The forests of the Wilderland were a dangerous place, raided by tribes of pagan orcs and kobolds and dvargir and other things. Yet they were simply forests. These hills…something about them seemed tainted. Morigna sensed no magic in the earth itself, yet she did not doubt Ridmark’s assertion that the land itself had been poisoned by millennia of dark spells. 
That turned her thoughts to Ridmark, which in turn summoned a welter of emotions. 
Was she in love with him? She did not know. Morigna had been in love with Nathan Vorinus, had planned to spend the rest of her life with him, but Coriolus had murdered him. Ever since she had been a child, Morigna had wanted to become strong, strong enough that no one could ever harm her as her parents had been killed, and Nathan’s death had only redoubled that determination. 
Yet Morigna had made herself vulnerable to Ridmark. Though without his help, Coriolus would have killed her. And Ridmark’s mind and heart were wounded, blaming himself for the death of his wife.
That sent a flicker of anger through Morigna. The lords of Andomhaim had been fools to strip Ridmark of his soulblade and banish him. He was a valiant warrior and a capable leader, and he had the potential within him to become more. He ought to have been a powerful Dux, Morigna thought. If he had wished it, he could have raised an army, overthrown the High King, and claimed the ancient crown of the Pendragons for himself. 
Perhaps Uthanaric Pendragon deserved to be overthrown. He had allowed Ridmark to be banished, and under his reign the cancer of the Enlightened of Incariel had spread through Andomhaim. Perhaps it was time for a stronger man to take his place.
A man like Ridmark, for instance. 
Maybe she could convince him of that, convince him to reject the lords and nobles that had condemned him for a death that was not his responsibility. 

The thought of standing at his side for that, of sharing his life and his bed, was a pleasant one. It was a thought for another day, though. After she had fulfilled her promise to Ridmark, after they had returned from Urd Morlemoch and stopped the return of the Frostborn. 
Assuming, of course, that they survived.
Morigna returned to the others. Ridmark had not yet returned from his scouting, and Kharlacht and Gavin had taken the lead, the orcish warrior and the boy speaking in low voices. Caius and Jager walked on either side of Calliande, all three of them talking, and Mara followed them. The short woman wore sturdy traveling clothes of wool and leather looted from the Iron Tower, and her only weapons were a pair of daggers sheathed at her belt. 
That was all she needed. With the power of her dark elven blood, Mara was as deadly with those blades as a Swordbearer armored in steel plate. 
“Anything interesting?” said Mara. The cold wind tugged at her pale hair, revealing the delicate elven point of one ear. 
“The hills are quite deserted,” said Morigna. “We are alone. For a place of legend and terror, the Torn Hills are empty. Perhaps the Warden’s fearsome reputation has driven off all the monsters.”
Mara smiled. “Alas, I fear we are not so fortunate. From what I have seen of Ridmark’s band, I half-expect to find an army of Mhorite orcs led by an urdmordar and a dozen dark elven wizards over the next hill.”
Morigna laughed. “You exaggerate. Though perhaps not by much.” To Morigna’s surprise, she liked the former assassin. Mara was so calm and patient, which Morigna supposed were useful qualities in an assassin. For that matter, Morigna had never had a female friend before. The women of Moraime had regarded her with fear and suspicion, and Morigna had no desire for their company. 
“We’re getting closer,” said Mara. She closed her eyes for a moment. “I can hear his song.” 
“The Warden’s?” said Morigna. 
“It’s so strong,” murmured Mara. She opened her eyes and looked north. “We’re about…six days away, I think. Maybe five.”
“And you do not feel any urge to…do his bidding, shall we say?” said Morigna. 
Mara smiled. “No. Once, I would have had no choice. But I have my own song now. The Warden cannot compel me. Nor could my father, the Matriarch, or any other dark elven noble or wizard.” 
“One supposes they would just kill you now,” said Morigna. 
“That would be the rational decision,” said Mara. She adjusted her hair, arranging it to cover her ears. Likely it was an old habit. “Speaking of that, I need to ask you something.”
“You may,” said Morigna.
“What will you do if you become pregnant with Ridmark’s child?” 
Morigna opened her mouth, closed it again, looked around to see if anyone else had overheard. 
“Ah,” said Mara. “You’re not used to that. Usually you ask blunt questions that knock people off their guard. Not the other way around.” 
“How did you know?” said Morigna. 
“Given my previous occupation,” said Mara, “I have experience observing the people around me. You and the Gray Knight have spent a great deal of time scouting since we left the Iron Tower. You return looking quite satisfied with yourself. Ridmark…well, even Ridmark looks marginally less grim.” 
“You are a very dangerous little woman,” said Morigna.
“I know,” said Mara. 
“What about you?” said Morigna. “You wed Jager. How will you keep from bearing a child?”
“My mother was human and my father was a dark elf,” said Mara. “I am sterile. Like a mule.” She considered for a moment. “Which may not have been the most flattering way to put that.”
“No,” said Morigna. “But one fails to see how this topic is any concern of yours.”
“It isn’t,” said Mara. “I wondered if you had thought about it.”
“The man who taught me magic,” said Morigna, “was one of the Eternalists. He wanted to transfer his spirit into my flesh to avoid his own death.”
“Like the Artificer and Sir Paul,” said Mara.
“Precisely,” said Morigna. “A pregnancy would have complicated his efforts, so he taught me a spell to filter my blood. The same one we used to keep your dark elven blood from overwhelming you. So long as I use it, I will not conceive a child.” 
“Do you want Ridmark’s child?” said Mara.
Ridmark was a strong man. The thought of carrying his child was not a displeasing one.
“Perhaps,” said Morigna. “I do not know. After we have been successful, after we have stopped the return of the Frostborn and I can turn Ridmark’s mind to other matters…why are we even talking about this?”
“Because,” said Mara, “I owe you and Calliande and Ridmark much. Jager and I both do. We’re also about to go into danger, which is it not a time for quarrels amongst ourselves.”
“Why should we quarrel?” said Morigna. 
Mara glanced at Calliande, and then back at Morigna.
“What concern is it of hers?” said Morigna. “She does not even know herself, not truly.” She felt herself start to grow angry. “If she wanted Ridmark for herself, then perhaps she should have done something about it. Is that what you are going to say? That I should concern myself over what Calliande thinks? Or that I should stay away from Ridmark?”
“Actually,” said Mara, “I was going to say that you and Ridmark can make each other happier. Or at least less grim. I suspect you have both lost a great deal.”
“You suspect correctly,” said Morigna, some of her anger draining away as she thought of her mother and father and Nathan. In a twisted sort of way, she had also lost Coriolus, though she did not regret his death. He had betrayed her and used her, but he had still taught her a great deal. “Perhaps I am a fool, or Ridmark has made me into one.”
“You both deserve some peace,” said Mara.
“Ridmark is strong,” said Morigna, “but he could be so much stronger. Look at all of us. We follow him without question, even after he has tried to dissuade us again and again. Yet the nobles of Andomhaim cast him out. He could have power enough to purge the realm of the Enlightened of Incariel, to bring order and peace and…”
“There is more to life than simply power,” said Mara.
“No, there is not,” said Morigna. “It is the foundation of everything else. Without…”
The grass rustled, and Ridmark walked towards them, his face set in a scowl. A flicker of unease went through Morigna. Had he overheard them? He likely would not approve of their discussion. Then Morigna’s brain caught up to her emotions. Ridmark never did anything without a reason, and if he looked alarmed…
“Foes?” said Morigna. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “We’re here.”
 
###
 
Ridmark led the way to the top of the hill, the others following him, and gestured with his staff.
“The Torn Hills,” he said, his voice quiet.
The land beyond did indeed look torn, countless rocky hills jutting from the diseased grasses, steep ravines lying between them. More poisonous bushes dotted the slopes, and thick patches of white mist swirled between some of the hills. Nearby Ridmark saw a wide valley, a stream tricking down its center, the ground on either side of the stream mottled white and yellow. 
“What an unwholesome looking place,” said Jager. 
“Few ever come here,” said Kharlacht. 
“For entirely good reasons, it seems,” said Jager.
“Those white spots,” said Gavin, squinting into the valley. “Are they…”
“Bones,” said Ridmark. “Orcish bones, mostly. There was a battle here, long ago.”
“Surely it was not that long ago,” said Morigna. “Else the bones would have crumbled to dust.”
Ridmark shook his head. “Dead things do not always rot here.” He beckoned. “Stay watchful. Anything can be dangerous.”
He led the way into the valley. The cold wind never stopped moaning, and the gray clouds writhed and danced. Ridmark scanned the valley and the surrounding slopes, watching for any threats. When he had last come to the Torn Hills nine years ago, he had reached Urd Morlemoch without much difficulty. But nine years ago, he had still been a Knight of the Soulblade, had still carried the Heartwarden into battle. Calliande’s magic, for all of its potency, was not as effective against creatures of dark magic as a soulblade. If a large enough pack of urvaalgs or stronger creatures found them, they might not be able to fight their way free. 
The grass rustled around his boots as they crossed the valley, the creek murmuring against its stony banks. Bones dotted the ground, along with rusting pieces of armor and old swords. Ridmark stepped around the tusked skull of a long-dead orc, the empty eyes staring at the bleak sky. He wondered who had fought here. Perhaps these orcs had fought the high elves. Or maybe they had been slaves of the urdmordar, sent to besiege Urd Morlemoch. It was also possible that any number of predators had killed the orcs and left the bones behind.
As the thought crossed his mind, a thick white mist rose from the creek and began to swirl over the banks. 
“Back!” he said, thinking of Morigna’s acidic mist. The others obeyed, drawing weapons, and the mist over the creek started to glow with an eerie blue light.
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. “That’s a necromantic spell.”
“Someone’s casting it?” said Ridmark, looking around.
“No,” said Calliande with a shake of her head. “It’s…old. An echo of an old spell. I think…”
The mist resolved itself into ghostly figures. Ridmark saw warriors clad in overlapping plates of blue steel, winged helms upon their heads and gleaming swords in their fists. Their faces were the color of bleached bone, and their eyes were black pits into nothingness, a void without limit or boundary.
Dark elven warriors.
“Slay them!” bellowed the shade with the most elaborate armor, a staff wrought of gold and ebony in his right hand. “Slay the high elven vermin! Kill them all, and show them the true might of Incariel!” 
“High elves?” said Kharlacht. “There are none here.”
“It’s an echo of the spells they used,” said Calliande. “Shadows and nothing more.”
That alarmed Ridmark.
“Shadows,” he said, “can have power.”
“I see the spell,” murmured Mara, her eyes wide. Her peculiar transformation at the Iron Tower had left Mara with the Sight, the ability to see magical auras. “She’s right. It’s…old, repeating itself over and over. Like a broken clock stuck in a single second.” She blinked. “We’d better go. I don’t think it’s…”
“Rise up, my slaves!” bellowed the armored dark elf. “Rise and kill! Death does not release you from my service. Rise and kill in my name!” 
He thrust out his hand, the other shades dissolving into mist. Blue fire washed from his fingers and rolled across the ground, sinking into the scattered bones. The cold wind grew icier and stronger, and the bones rattled. The shade of the dark elven wizard vanished into the mist, but the blue fire around the bones brightened. 
Then the bones moved together.
“Calliande!” Ridmark shouted.
She was already moving, a burst of white fire erupting from her hands to sweep across the bones. Wherever the white flame touched the blue, the blue fire winked out, and the bones went motionless. Yet Calliande’s spell could not touch all the bones at once, and the skeletons reformed themselves before Ridmark’s eyes as the dark elf’s ancient spell took hold.
The ground erupted in a score of places. Mummified orcish corpses rose from the earth, their green skin withered to pale yellow leather, ancient armor still clinging to their desiccated limbs. Blue flames burned in the black pits of their eye sockets, and the undead orcs still held rusted weapons. 
“Defend yourselves!” said Ridmark, tossing aside his staff and drawing the dwarven war axe from his belt. Calliande began another spell and Morigna started one of her own, while Gavin fell back to shield Calliande.
The undead rushed forward in a charge, and Ridmark raced to meet them, axe in both hands.
The weapon had been a gift from the Taalkaz of the Dwarven Enclave in Coldinium, and the weapon had been enchanted, written with the magical glyphs of the dwarven stonescribes. It was not nearly as powerful as a soulblade, but it was nonetheless an effective weapon against undead and other creatures of dark magic. 
One of the orcish skeletons reached for him, and Ridmark whipped the axe around in a two-handed swing, driving the bronze-colored blade through the skull. The skull shattered into dust, the bones tumbling back to the ground. One of the mummified corpses attacked, swinging a rusted sword. Ridmark parried, catching the blow on the blade of his axe, and stumbled back from the force of the swing. The undead corpse was viciously strong, but it was not fast, and as the undead thing readied its weapon for another blow, Ridmark struck, his axe ripping across its neck. The undead corpse stumbled, and Ridmark took off its head with his next blow, the body collapsing at his feet.
A half-dozen more skeletons closed around him, and Calliande finished her spell.
White light burst from her fingers and jumped to the weapons of Ridmark and the others. The war axe thrummed in his hands, the white glow joining the sullen yellow-orange light of the dwarven glyphs upon the blade. Ridmark stepped back, caught his balance, and went on the offensive again, striking down skeletons right and left. The others charged into the fray, their weapons shining with the white light of Calliande’s magic. Kharlacht’s massive greatsword ripped one of the mummified corpses in half. Caius followed in his wake, exploiting the chaos created by the big orc’s charge and smashing skulls with his mace. One of the skeletons raced at Jager, who stood his ground, short sword and dagger ready in his hands. Blue fire flickered behind the skeleton, and Mara appeared out of nothingness, her eyes and veins glowing. She tripped the skeleton, and Jager dispatched it with a quick flourish of his sword and dagger. Gavin stood guard over Calliande, striking down any corpse that drew too close. Morigna stepped forward, sweeping her hand before her as purple fire snarled around her fingers. The ground rippled and folded, knocking a dozen of the mummified corpses from their feet, and Ridmark took the opportunity to strike, beheading three of them before they stood again, and took a fourth as it rose.
His companions were holding their own against the undead. Yet there were so damned many of the things. Sooner or later they would be overwhelmed, or the fighting would draw the attention of a more powerful creature. Ridmark destroyed another skeleton, the bones bouncing across the floor of the valley. Nearly a hundred skeletons had closed around them, and a score of the mummified corpses had risen from the earth. They could not fight such numbers. He had to…
Then, all at once, the battle was over.
The blue flames winked out, and the skeletons collapsed into piles of dry bones. The mummified orcs sank into the ground, the earth closing around them. Ridmark turned, the axe trembling in his fist, but peace had fallen over the valley. The others lowered their weapons, looking around in bewilderment. 
“Is anyone wounded?” called Calliande.
“Did you break the spell?” said Ridmark.
Calliande shook her head. “I didn’t do anything. I was focused on holding the spell over the weapons. Morigna?”
“I fear not,” said Morigna. “My magic gives me command over earth and beasts, not other spells.”
“An echo,” said Mara, the blue fire fading from her eyes and skin. 
They looked at her.
“The spell was an echo of something that happened here long ago,” said Mara. “And echoes fade. We…just reached the end of that particular echo.”
“But echoes repeat,” said Gavin, wiping sweat from his forehead, “over and over again.”
Ridmark looked at the stream and saw faint wisps of white mist gathering over the waters. 
The spell was repeating itself once more.
“It’s starting again,” said Mara. 
“Run!” said Ridmark, snatching up his staff. “To the northern lip of the valley. Quickly!” 
They ran across the valley, kicking aside the bones. Ridmark raced over the stream, jumping from stone to stone, and the chill of the Torn Hills deepened. He wondered how many thousands of times those undead orcs had been raised by the ancient spell. He wondered how many victims they had claimed over the centuries. 
Best not to join their number. 
They reached the northern edge of the valley. Ridmark turned as the others joined him, staff in his left hand and axe in his right. He expected the shades of the long-dead dark elves to reappear, the undead to rise once more. 
But the mist faded away, and the undead did not rise again. 
“What happened?” said Kharlacht. “Why didn’t the undead attack?”
Calliande frowned, one hand raised, a white gleam shining around her fingers.
“I think,” said Calliande, “I think the echo only responds to a living mortal. It was dormant until we drew near.”
“The other patches of mist,” said Caius, looking at the rocky hills to the north. “Are those further echoes?”
“Maybe,” said Calliande. “Or they could just be mist.”
“My Sight can give us some warning,” said Mara. 
“That will have to do,” said Ridmark. “We should keep moving. Stay on guard, all of you. It’s another five days to Urd Morlemoch, and it will only get more dangerous from here.” 
Of course, the dangers of the Torn Hills were nothing compared to the perils within the walls of Urd Morlemoch. 
Because the Warden waited within Urd Morlemoch.



Chapter 2 - The Sorceress and the Exile
 
They traveled another ten miles into the Torn Hills before Ridmark found a satisfactory campsite. 
The crumbled stump of a round tower filled the top of a rocky hill. The hill offered a commanding view of the nearby ravines, while the crumbled tower was a defensible location. Ridmark examined the base of the hill, but saw no tracks leading to or from the ruined tower. Calliande’s spells and Mara’s Sight detected no sign of any spells or magical echoes upon the ruins. 
It would be a safe place for a camp.
At least, as safe as anything could be this close to Urd Morlemoch. 
“We should do without a fire,” said Morigna, slipping off her pack and leaning it against the wall. “The light would be visible for miles.” 
“Alas, Gray Knight,” said Jager, “this is quite the unpleasant inn you have found for us. Surly barmaids,” he grinned at Morigna, who glared right back, “and I daresay the wine and the food are appalling.” 
“This isn’t the Inn of the Sheathed Sword back in Cintarra,” said Mara.
“Indeed,” said Jager. “More the pity.”
They shared a smile at that. A private joke, no doubt. 
“If the accommodations are not to your liking, master thief,” said Morigna with her usual acerbity, “then perhaps you can return to the valley of the bones. The skeletons, one is sure, would be happy to wait upon you hand and foot.”
The others entered the ruined tower, removing their packs and laying them against the walls. Calliande’s hand strayed to a leather pouch at her belt. That pouch held the empty soulstone Shadowbearer had intended to use upon her, the empty soulstone that Jager had stolen and given to Tarrabus Carhaine. 
The empty soulstone that Shadowbearer needed to restore the Frostborn, though Ridmark did not know why.
After everything they had been through to retrieve the soulstone, Calliande never let the thing out of her sight. 
“You’ve been here before, haven’t you?” said Calliande. 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “Nine years ago. It was deserted then, too.”
She blinked. “You didn’t encounter the valley of bones?”
“I confess I took a different route here,” said Ridmark. 
Calliande laughed. “Plainly it was the better route.”
He felt himself smile. “Plainly.” 
A peculiar flicker of guilt went through him. He had kissed her once, just before the wyvern had attacked and poisoned Kharlacht. If not for the wyvern, they might have done more together. Instead they had gone to Coldinium and the Iron Tower, and Morigna had come to him. Calliande was a very different woman than Morigna, yet if Ridmark was honest with himself, he was drawn to her just as much as Morigna. 
His guilt curdled into self-contempt. Was this the kind of man he had become? Once he had been a Swordbearer of Dux Gareth Licinius’s court, the husband of Aelia. That man, if he could see himself now, would have been appalled.
A further unsettling thought came to Ridmark.
He had seen the future, hadn’t he? The Warden had shown it to him in a vision. Ridmark had denied it, had vowed to avert it, but it had come to pass anyway.
Did that mean the Warden had known Ridmark would return all along?
That was a tremendously disturbing thought. 
“Is everything all right?” said Calliande.
Ridmark realized that he had started scowling. He felt Morigna’s eyes on him. 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “Given that we are traveling though the Torn Hills on the way to Urd Morlemoch.”
Jager snorted as he rummaged through his pack. “How cheering.”
“I am going to have a look around,” said Ridmark. “I thought it odd that this tower was deserted nine years ago, and I still think it odd.” If there was danger nearby, some compelling reason the tower was deserted, he could find it.
It would also give him a moment to collect his thoughts.
“I will come with you,” said Morigna. “Going alone is too dangerous, and if you are attacked you may need aid.”
Ridmark hesitated, a dozen different responses going through his mind.
“Very well,” he said at last. 
 
###
 
Ridmark moved through the ravine, Morigna silent as his side. 
He enjoyed scouting with her. None of the others could keep up with him and move as quietly. Gavin and Kharlacht moved silently enough, but Morigna was a ghost next to them. Calliande knew about many things, but woodcraft was not one of them. Mara and Jager were both stealthy, but they were creatures of the city, and Jager looked at everything he encountered in the wilderness as if it might try to attack him. 
Which, in the Torn Hills, was not wrong. 
Yet Morigna moved through the wilds with the ease of someone who had grown up there. In some ways she was better than Ridmark. Certainly she was a better shot with a bow. Ridmark had spent the last five years wandering through the Wilderland in search of answers, but she had spent most of her childhood in the woods, with nothing to eat save what her bow could capture for her. 
Little wonder she had gotten so good at it.
They made their way past jagged hills and diseased trees, the cold wind whistling around them. Morigna came to a sudden halt, her bow coming up. Ridmark turned, raising his bow as well, but he saw no sign of any foes.
“What is it?” he said at last.
“There,” said Morigna, pointing. “To the north. That blue glow. What is it?”
To the north, as the gray sky faded to black, Ridmark could see the palest hint of a blue glow reflected against the clouds. 
“Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark.
Morigna blinked. “It glows?” 
“Constantly,” said Ridmark. “I don’t know why. Something to do with the spell holding the Warden there, I expect.” He shrugged. “Perhaps you or Calliande or Mara will be able to tell us more when we arrive.” 
“Perhaps.” She looked at him for a moment. “Ridmark.”
He nodded, waiting. He expected something like this. Perhaps she had changed her mind about him. 
“Do you think the Warden knows that you are coming?” she said. 
“I don’t think so,” said Ridmark. “Certainly he had no reason to believe that I would ever return. Few people ever escape from Urd Morlemoch the first time. Only a complete madman would return a second time.” 
She almost smiled at that. “Here we are.”
“Here we are,” said Ridmark. “The Warden showed me a vision of the future the last time. I saw myself, as I am now.” He shook his head. “I thought it was a trick, a lie of the Warden’s. Yet the vision came true, did it not?”
“Do not start that again,” said Morigna, “blaming yourself for things beyond your control…”
“No,” said Ridmark. “No, I think we have something larger to worry about than the past.”
It was her turn to frown. “The Warden?”  
“If the vision he showed me was true, then he might have known I would return,” said Ridmark. “Why would he want me to come back? What would he possibly gain from it?”
“Perhaps it is one of his games?” said Morigna. “From what you have described, the Warden seems the sort of creature to enjoy such manipulations. Though it seems a waste of effort.”
“He’s been trapped in Urd Morlemoch for thousands of years,” said Ridmark. “It’s only been nine years since I left. To the Warden, nine years must seem like an idle afternoon. Perhaps he simply is bored. Yet…” He gazed at the blue glow. “Yet it seems a peculiar sort of a game. He must want something. But what?”
“I do not know,” said Morigna. “But we shall find out soon enough.” 
“You’re right,” said Ridmark. “Come. We have more immediate concerns. I want to make sure we shall not be eaten in our sleep.” 
She laughed. “A lofty ambition.” 
Ridmark led the way around another hill. His eyes scanned the countryside, but still he saw no sign of any foes. Even during his last visit nine years ago, the Torn Hills had not been so deserted. Perhaps the denizens of the Torn Hill avoided this region for fear of the stream and the undead caught in the ancient spell. 
Then Ridmark saw the tracks upon a trail, and he and Morigna came to a stop at the same time.
“You see it, too?” said Ridmark.
“Even Jager would not be blind enough to miss it,” said Morigna, pointing at the trail winding between two hills.
“Jager’s not blind,” said Ridmark.
“He thought he could steal from a man like Tarrabus Carhaine without consequence,” said Morigna. 
“That’s stupid, not blind,” said Ridmark, looking over the trail. “Someone’s passed this way recently.” He scrutinized the ground. “Just…one man, I think. Boots. Carrying a pack, or something heavy.” 
“Shall we?” said Morigna.
Ridmark nodded and followed the tracks, Morigna trailing a half-step behind him with her bow ready. The trail led into a hollow nestled in one of the hills, and Ridmark saw the signs of a recent camp. Ashes lay in a ring of stones, and he saw evidence that many men had camped here. The grass had been trampled flat, and he saw the impressions of tents. Ridmark squatted near the campfire and stirred the ashes. 
“A small fire,” he said. “Within the last day, I think. Just one man. He camped here, and then he left.”
“Look at this,” said Morigna, picking something up. She held three long, coarse white hairs. 
“Orcish hair,” said Ridmark.
“But they’re all white,” said Morigna. “All of them. There is orcish hair all over this clearing, and I cannot find a single black one. Are all the orcs of the Torn Hills elderly? One suppose they would not make a formidable force.”
“Not elderly,” said Ridmark. “Mutated.”
“Mutated?” said Morigna.
“The Old Man probably told you that the orcs are vulnerable to magical alteration,” said Ridmark. “A tribe of mutated orcs lives near Urd Morlemoch. The Warden’s magic has made them larger and stronger and faster, and some of them have the ability to cast spells. The mutations,” he gestured at his head, “make their hair fall out or turn snow-white. They worship the Warden as a god, and when they die they consider it an honor to have their corpses buried in Urd Morlemoch and raised as the Warden’s undead servants. Like a wealthy man making a gift to the bishop to have his bones interred beneath the cathedral.”
“As little as I think of the church of Andomhaim,” said Morigna, “I am reasonably certain there is not a single bishop or abbot who animates the dead in his graveyards.” 
“I hope not, anyway,” said Ridmark.
Morigna let the white hairs fall from her hand. “What does the Warden want with a tribe of mutated orcs? Pets, one assumes?” 
“Not quite,” said Ridmark. “He uses them for errands. To kidnap people or to steal things or books he finds interesting. He told me that he read all the books of Old Earth, the Scriptures and the histories of the Romans and the Greeks.”
“He must truly be bored, then,” said Morigna. 
Ridmark shook his head. “I didn’t think the Warden’s orcs came this far south. Not unless they had a special task from the Warden.”
“Well,” said Morigna, “they have been gone for weeks, I think. This lone traveler whose tracks we saw? Likely an overbold trapper chasing game. Or an adventurer thinking to loot Urd Morlemoch.”
“Then the Warden will soon have another undead servant,” said Ridmark. He looked at the darkening sky. “We should return. One lone wanderer won’t pose a problem, if we keep a watch, and the orcs left weeks ago. We should be safe enough.” He considered that. “As safe as anyone can be in the Torn Hills.”
Morigna hesitated. “Then you want to go back so soon?”
Ridmark wondered what she meant. Then he saw the way she was looking at him, and he understood what she wanted. He wondered how she could possibly think that was a good idea right now. 
A harsh cry rang out, echoing over the hillside. 
Morigna flinched and whirled, bringing up her bow, and Ridmark followed suit. The bow creaked in his hand, and he looked over the pale grasses of the hillside, seeking for the source of the cry…
A raven flapped overhead, and flew away to the north. 
“Damned ravens,” muttered Morigna.
“Perhaps it wanted to frighten you,” said Ridmark, “given how often you have used ravens to scout.”
“That,” said Morigna, “is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard, Gray Knight.”
She looked at him, and her indignant expression melted into laughter, and Ridmark felt himself laughing back. 
“Why is this funny?” said Ridmark. “This isn’t funny.”
She stepped closer, putting one hand upon his chest as she looked up at him. “You looked so solemn. So serious. But you always do.”
“And you find that amusing?” said Ridmark.
She grinned. “Yes, I do. So you ought to thank me. Apparently you allow yourself one moment of levity a day, and I help you to find it.” She tapped his chest with her other hand. “But why were you laughing at me?” 
“Perhaps I was startled,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps it is good to see you laugh, because Morigna the Witch of the Hills is just as grim as Ridmark the Gray Knight.” 
“The Gray Knight and the Witch of the Hills,” said Morigna. “It sounds like a dismal poem.”
“Is that what you want?” said Ridmark. “For me to recite poetry at you?”
There was something stronger than amusement in her black eyes. “What do you think?”
He drew her close and kissed her. It was a damned foolish thing to do, here in the Torn Hills, but at the moment he did not care. She shivered and melted into him, kissing him with vigor. 
Hunting and scouting were not the only areas where she could keep up with him. 
A short time later they took shelter in the hollow of the hill, Ridmark’s cloak spread beneath them. That, too, was a damned foolish idea, but again he did not care. Morigna had been right. It had been a long time he had touched a woman. When he was with her, when he felt her shivering beneath him, he did not care that they were unwed, did not care about the consequences, and he forgot his sorrows and guilt and regret beneath the fire of her kisses and the heat her body against his. 
He had heard the tale of David and Bathsheba from the book of the Kings of Israel, had read the history of Caesar and Anthony and Cleopatra of the Empire of the Romans, and he had always wondered how such powerful and honorable warriors had been foolish enough to risk everything to slake a moment’s lust.
Now, after meeting Morigna, he knew.
Though it was not as if he had much left to lose. 
When they finished Ridmark rolled onto his back, breathing hard.
“Gray Knight,” whispered Morigna when she caught her breath, “few men would have the vigor to walk all day, fight a battle, and then please a woman at the end, but you excel them all.”
He laughed a little, sat up, and pulled his clothing back into place.
She raised an eyebrow. “You have had your way with the Witch of the Hills and then you take your leave? Is that it?” 
“We,” said Ridmark, “should not linger here.” 
She sighed and stretched, arching her back, which held the entirety of Ridmark’s attention for a moment. “True enough.” She sat up and retrieved her clothing. “I suppose there will not be opportunity for this as we draw closer to Urd Morlemoch.”
“No,” said Ridmark.
Morigna considered him. “You seem…grim again. At least more solemn than a man should be, considering what you have just done.” 
“Should I?” said Ridmark. “I take this seriously. This is not a casual affair, at least not for me. I am not a man to take a lover lightly.”
“Given how much effort it took to persuade you,” said Morigna, a hint of her usual acerbity in her voice, “that is hardly a surprising pronouncement.”
Ridmark stared at her.
Morigna sighed. “Nor am I the sort of woman to casually take a man into my bed. You are only the second one, you know.” The hard edge drained from her voice, and for a moment she looked sad. “I would have been content if Nathan had been the only one. He would have been the only one, if not for the Old Man and that damned urvaalg.” 
“I would have spent the rest of my life with Aelia,” said Ridmark. To his annoyance, his voice caught a bit over her name, and he forced himself back to calm. “I was a knight of Andomhaim and a Swordbearer. I never thought there would be anyone else, or that my life might have any other purpose. And now…”
Her thin fingers closed around his hand. “Now there is. Now we seek to stop the return of the Frostborn, and you have someone else.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “You were right, you know.”
“I am always right,” said Morigna. “Though if you could remind of which particular instance, that would be helpful.” 
“I did need this,” said Ridmark. “More than I knew. Yet I am not…sure that this is wise.”
He expected anger or pain, but her fingers tightened against his. “I know. And I know why.”
“Do you?” said Ridmark.
“It is hard to speak of the future,” said Morigna, “when the Warden and his servants might kill us all in the next five days.”
“There is that,” said Ridmark. 
“Then let us not think of it,” said Morigna. “Not yet, anyway. We sit upon the edge of ruin, and we take a little joy in each other. Once we prevail, once we stop the return of the Frostborn, then we can speak of the future…and what we might do with it.” 
“You seem so certain of that,” said Ridmark. 
“Who can see the future?” said Morigna. “But I know you, Ridmark Arban, and if there is any man who can find a way into Urd Morlemoch and come out alive again, it is you.”
“Perhaps you have too much confidence in me,” said Ridmark.
She scoffed. “Perhaps you have too little in yourself.”
He stared at her, a tangled mass of memories and emotions churning through his mind. 
“I suppose we shall put it to the test, will we not?” said Ridmark. 
“That is so,” said Morigna.
He pulled her close and kissed her again. 
“As pleasant as this is,” said Morigna when they broke apart, “you were correct earlier. We should return soon. One suspects that wandering the Torn Hills alone at night is rather unwise.”
“One would suspect correctly,” said Ridmark, adjusting his cloak. In truth, they had already lingered too long. Morigna extended a hand, and Ridmark took it. “Let us…”
A ripple behind Morigna caught his eye. It was a peculiar sort of ripple, like the heat rising from a slab of hot stone under the summer sun. Yet it was too cold for that here. 
The ripple shot forward, and Ridmark’s brain caught up with his eyes.
Fool, fool, fool.
He shoved Morigna to the side, which meant that the urvaalg slammed into him and drove him backwards, its slavering jaws yawning wide to rip out his throat.



Chapter 3 - Things To Lose
 
Morigna hit the ground, rolled, and came to one knee, fury and pain roiling in her mind. For a mad instant, she thought that Ridmark had rejected her, that he had simply thrown her to the ground. 
Then she saw the hulking thing atop Ridmark. The beast looked like a ghastly hybrid of ape and wolf, long limbs heavy with ropy muscle, greasy black fur hanging from its rangy form in lank ropes. Dagger-like talons jutted from its paws, and its eyes burned like dying coals in a blacksmith’s forge. Its misshapen muzzle yawned wide, jagged fangs reaching to crush Ridmark’s head in one bite.
It was an urvaalg, one of the ancient war beasts of the dark elves, a creature immune to steel and all but the most powerful magic. 
An urvaalg had killed Nathan Vorinus on the very day that Morigna had decided to depart with him. The urvaalg had ripped out his throat, and now it seemed that Ridmark was going to die in the same way. 
Sheer dread flooded Morigna, followed by molten fury.
She had lost her mother and father to the dvargir. She had lost Nathan to an urvaalg. But Morigna would not lose Ridmark, would not lose him as she had lost everyone else she had ever cared about.
She would not!
Her magic could not harm the urvaalg permanently, and she dared not strike at the creature when it was so close to Ridmark. Her magic gave her power over wind and earth, storm and stone, and she could use that to aid Ridmark. Morigna drew on all her strength and thrust her hands as she screamed her rage at the urvaalg, her mind reaching to command the earth beneath the urvaalg’s talons.
The ground rippled like a banner caught in a wind. Ridmark was lying on his back, and the force of the spell flipped him over onto his stomach. Morigna’s spell flung the urvaalg over and knocked it on its flank, its vile-smelling breath exploding from its lungs in a surprised wheeze. Ridmark rolled over and scrambled to his feet, and the urvaalg regained its balance with fluid grace. The beast surged at Ridmark with terrible speed, but this time the Gray Knight was ready for it. He yanked the dwarven war axe from his belt and swung the weapon, the glyphs upon the blade starting to glow, and severed the fingers from the paw that reached for him.
The urvaalg reared back with a scream of pain and fury, dropping to all fours, and Ridmark pursued. Yet his momentum would not last forever. One man was not a match for an urvaalg, and sooner or later the creature’s inhuman stamina would outlast him. Morigna summoned more power, drawing the magic from the earth beneath her boots …
“Morigna!” shouted Ridmark, dodging under a swipe of the urvaalg’s claws. “Behind you!”
Suddenly she remembered that urvaalgs almost always hunted in packs. 
Morigna spun and saw the rippling blur of another urvaalg.
 
###
 
Ridmark attacked, pushing the urvaalg back, and the misshapen beast retreated to avoid the enchanted edge of his dwarven axe. He struck at its right side, forcing the creature to put its weight upon its maimed front left paw, and a spasm of pain went through its frame. He swung the axe for its chest, hoping to land a killing blow, but the urvaalg sprang aside, and Ridmark had to retreat. The edge of his axe opened a cut on the urvaalg’s right foreleg, but that meant little. The beast could heal wounds with uncanny speed, and was already regenerating the damage to its paw. 
If he did not end the fight decisively, the urvaalg was going to kill him. 
Worse, one of the other urvaalgs from the pack was going to kill Morigna. 
Ridmark’s dwarven axe could kill an urvaalg, and Morigna carried a dagger with a similar enchantment from Coldinium. But a dagger was a feeble weapon against an urvaalg, and her magic could not wound one of the creatures. 
Without his help, she was going to die. 
She would die in front of him, just as Aelia had. 
The rage at that prospect gave him new strength, and he attacked the urvaalg with everything he could muster. 
Yet still the beast eluded his blows.
 
###
 
Morigna cast a spell, purple fire blazing around her fingers. The ground beneath the blurred air rippled, and the second urvaalg appeared, roaring as it lost its balance and fell. Morigna began another spell, conjuring a column of acidic mist that rolled over the urvaalg. The beast screamed as the acid ate into its flesh, but the creature’s unnatural strength repaired the damage almost as quickly as she inflicted it. Morigna had to stun this one long enough to help Ridmark kill the first urvaalg, and then together they could dispatch the second.
Yet the urvaalg jerked and twitched towards her, its burning muscles clenching even as the mist ate into them. It was going to spring upon her, and once it got on top of her it would rip her to shreds. The dwarven dagger at her belt could harm it, but the wound would not slow down the urvaalg.
The urvaalg tensed to jump, and Morigna cast one last spell. 
Her mind reached out, her thoughts sinking into the urvaalg’s mind.
Morigna screamed as pain flooded through her head.
Her magic let her touch the minds of birds and beasts. Some she could control with ease. Others she could influence, even persuade. But the urvaalg was no natural animal. Its mind was a hideous, nightmarish maze of bloodlust and cruelty. Other predators killed for food and had no interest in the suffering of their prey. The urvaalg killed for both food and pleasure, and delighted in the suffering of its victims. It wanted to hear her scream, to kill her as slowly and painfully as possible.
And that cruel, blood-drenched, primitive mind was ancient. The urvaalg had hunted the Torn Hills for millennia. Morigna could not command such a monster, could not even influence it.
She could, however, force it to stop.
The urvaalg roared, shaking its head back and forth as it fought against Morigna’s influence. Morigna gritted her teeth, sweat dripping down her face, both hands thrust out in front of her. The urvaalg began to inch towards her, one agonizing step at a time. Morigna could not hold it back. 
She tried to find the power for another spell, but every scrap of her strength held the urvaalg back. She did not even have enough concentration left to draw her dagger and attack. 
Still the urvaalg crept closer, the burns from the acid healing, its entire body trembling as it fought against her spell. 
The Old Man’s sneering contempt echoed through her mind. If only she had been stronger. If only she had been stronger!
 
###
 
Ridmark dodged another slash and swung the axe, scoring a hit along the urvaalg’s ribs. The creature retreated a step, giving him an opportunity to glance at Morigna. She stood facing the second urvaalg, her hands outthrust, her arms trembling with fatigue. The urvaalg dragged itself towards her inch by inch. He understood what she was doing at once. She had done something similar against the mzrokar in the ruins of Thainkul Dural. 
Yet sooner or later the urvaalg would overwhelm her control, and then it would kill her. Her blood would pool across the ground just as Aelia’s had, and then…
He threw himself at his foe, accepting a minor hit across his ribs in exchange for driving his axe into its shoulder.
 
###
 
Morigna’s heartbeat thundered in her ears, the sweat dripping into her eyes despite the chill of the Torn Hills.
The urvaalg was only a dozen feet away now. Soon enough it would be close enough to spring on her, and then the fight would be over. 
Again Morigna tried to summon the strength for another spell, and again she failed. 
How the Old Man would have mocked her weakness.
 
###
 
Ridmark ripped his axe from the urvaalg’s shoulder, its black blood hissing and spitting upon the blade, and struck again. The impact of the heavy weapon knocked the urvaalg back, and it stumbled into a crouch, its glowing eyes fixed upon him. 
It was going to jump on him.
Ridmark took several deep breaths, his side burning from the wound.
He decided to let the urvaalg jump.
The creature snarled and flung itself forward in a dark blur, and Ridmark charged to meet it. The creature slammed into him, its strength and power driving him to the ground.
The force of the blow also drove the axe blade into its chest with enough force to crack ribs and shred flesh. The urvaalg loosed a wheezing cough, black blood bursting from its mouth, its claws raking at Ridmark. He ripped his axe free and rolled, ignoring the pain of his wounds, and brought the axe down onto the urvaalg’s neck.
Three heavy blows later, the creature’s head rolled away from the spurting stump of its neck.
Ridmark ran. The second urvaalg twitched towards Morigna, and was almost close enough to strike. 
He sprinted for them as fast as he could manage.
 
###
 
A spasm went through Morigna’s eyes as the horrible force of the urvaalg’s mind pressed against her. She swayed and almost fell, all her magic struggling against the malevolent weight of the urvaalg’s will. She closed her eyes to concentrate, trying to hold her spell in place as the urvaalg advanced.
Then, all at once, the malefic pressure vanished. 
She opened her eyes and saw Ridmark standing next to the urvaalg, the blade of his axe buried in the creature’s misshapen skull. He wrenched the weapon free with a grisly crackling noise, and the urvaalg collapsed motionless to the ground, a pool of black blood spread around its cloven head.
Morigna let out a shuddering breath.
 
###
 
“You’re not hurt?” said Ridmark, breathing hard.
Morigna shook her head. Ridmark had been sure, so sure, that he would reach the urvaalg too late, that he would strike down the creature to find Morigna bleeding to death on the ground, just as Aelia had done in Castra Marcaine. 
He could not have borne that again. Perhaps the urvaalg had killed Morigna, and he was only imagining her now, a hallucination as his mind refused to confront the truth. 
His free hand closed around her arm. She was real, flesh and blood and bone. He hadn’t failed to save her as he had failed to save Aelia.
The relief that passed through him threatened to turn his knees to water. 
He stumbled a bit, and Morigna grabbed his arms.
Now that he thought about it, it wasn’t the relief that was making his legs weak, it was likely the blood loss. Suddenly the pain from the wounds on his ribs and side flooded into him. 
“I am not hurt,” said Morigna, “but you are.” She tugged up his tunic and the damaged jerkin and grimaced. “You will not bleed to death right now, but you must get this healed. We had best return to the camp and bring you to Calliande.” She shook her head. “How did you kill that urvaalg?”
“I cut off its head with the axe,” said Ridmark. 
“Yes, I observed that,” said Morigna. “But…how? Urvaalgs are so strong…”
“It wasn’t going to happen again,” said Ridmark. “Aelia died in front of me. Not you, too.” 
She went a little paler at that. “I…see. Well. Thank you for my life. Yet again.”
“Let’s go,” said Ridmark.
They left the hollow, making their way to the ruined tower and their camp. Morigna moved with her stealthy skill, but Ridmark found himself watching her.
He had spent the last five years risking his life over and over again. After the omen of blue fire, he had set out for Urd Morlemoch without hesitation, intending to go alone. He had done that because he did not care for his own life, because he had nothing to lose. 
He still cared little for his own life, but as he watched Morigna, it occurred to him that he had something to lose.
 
###
 
Morigna followed Ridmark. She should have taken the lead, but she was afraid that he might pass out.
Fear and anger boiled within her mind.
Fear for what might happen to him, for what had almost happened to both of them.
And anger that it had been allowed to happen in the first place. 
The nobles of Andomhaim had taken Ridmark’s soulblade. If he had still possessed the weapon, he could have made short work of the two urvaalgs. Without it, he had barely overcome them, and if the dwarven Taalkaz had not given him that axe, he would have had no weapon against the beasts. 
The Old Man had been wrong about so many things, but he had been absolutely correct about one matter.
Power was the foundation of all things. 
If they lived through this, she would encourage Ridmark to take enough power among the nobles of Andomhaim that no one could ever threaten him again.
And she would acquire magical power enough to ensure that no one could harm either of them.



Chapter 4 - Memories
 
Calliande sat atop the ruined wall and gazed into the darkening Torn Hills, lost in thought. 
She had no right to feel sad, she knew, but she did nonetheless.
Though there were many things to concern her, certainly. Her memory only extended back seventy-nine days, to the moment she had awakened beneath the ruins of the Tower of Vigilance. She did not know how long she slept in the darkness.
Centuries, most likely. 
But she did know other things. She could command the magic of the Magistri, the powers of defense and knowledge and healing. The words of a dozen different languages filled her head, along with the skills of a capable physician. She knew histories and secrets of the ancient world. In her dreams a spirit called the Watcher spoke to her, urging her to seek the hidden place called Dragonfall.
For all her knowledge, she remembered nothing of the past. Calliande suspected that she had been a Magistria of the Order of the Vigilant, dedicated to preventing the return of the Frostborn, but Shadowbearer had arranged the destruction of the Order decades ago. The Frostborn were returning, and only Calliande was left. It was up to her stop them. 
But she could not stop the Frostborn unless she knew who she was, or the actual method of their return.
The Warden of Urd Morlemoch, the oldest and greatest of the dark elven wizards, knew the answers to both questions. 
She rested against the eroded stump of the wall, drew her knees up to her chin, and wrapped her green cloak around her. A pair of ravens flew overhead, cawing, and vanished to the north. Calliande wondered if Morigna had bound the birds, and decided against it. The ravens had a sickly, unhealthy look. Likely they had been twisted by the tainted magic of the Torn Hills, making them too unnatural for Morigna to control. 
Thinking of Morigna made the sadness redouble. 
Calliande had so many reasons to be grateful. The Watcher had sacrificed himself to save her, and his spirit had guided her. Shadowbearer had intended to kill her upon the altar of the Black Mountain, yet Ridmark had saved her. The powers of a Magistria had returned to her, and capable friends surrounded her. Ridmark Arban was the strongest warrior and the boldest leader she had ever seen, and Kharlacht and Brother Caius were deadly fighters. Even Gavin was becoming a skilled swordsman. Caius was wise, Jager was clever, and Mara was brave and calm. Morigna…well, even Morigna was valorous, if rash and arrogant. Calliande would have died on the Black Mountain without Ridmark’s help, and she would have died any number of times since without the aid of the others. Certainly she was grateful to them all, and she had no right for her heart to be heavy.
Nonetheless, it was. 
A boot scraped against stone.
“Brother Caius,” said Calliande.
The dwarven friar pulled himself up and sat next to her, his brown robes stirring in the wind. “My lady Magistria.” The head of his mace clanked against wall. “Might I join you at watch?”
“Please,” said Calliande. She peered into the tower. “Where are the others?” 
“Mara is keeping watch to the south,” said Caius. “Jager, Gavin, and Kharlacht are playing at dice. Jager is teaching Gavin to cheat. Kharlacht does not approve.”
Calliande laughed. “You sound as if you do not approve, either.” 
“Gambling is a sin,” said Caius, “though I suspect I have been gambling with my life for weeks, and therefore I am not without sin and cannot cast the first stone.” 
“No one is perfect,” said Calliande, looking at the darkening hills.
“Something troubles you,” said Caius.
Calliande shrugged. “Well, I cannot remember anything that happened before three months ago. I am carrying an object of immense sorcerous power that could bring back the Frostborn, and Shadowbearer is hunting us to take the soulstone and kill me. Meanwhile, we are about to walk into the stronghold of an ancient wizard of immense strength and demand that he answer our questions. I have no shortage of things to trouble me, Brother.”
“This is so,” said the dwarven friar. “But I suspect whatever troubles you cuts a little closer to the heart.” 
Calliande sighed. Brother Caius was indeed wise, and more perceptive than she might have liked. 
“Ridmark and Morigna,” she said.
“They are scouting,” said Caius. “As they have been wont to do lately.”
“Did you know that they have become lovers?” said Calliande.
Caius blinked. “I…did not. I suspected they would, sooner or later, though a man should not lie with a woman who is not his wife.”
“No,” said Calliande, looking at the sky. “Ridmark’s wife is dead. Five years…a man like him was not made for solitude, I think. A man like him has no trouble finding companionship, if he wishes it. I think…God have mercy, I think I am gossiping like an old woman.”
“You are over two hundred years old, if your calculations are correct,” said Caius.
“Which means I should know better,” said Calliande. “I should not gossip. Forget that I said anything.”
“Of course,” said Caius. “Are you jealous?”
Calliande stared at him.
He stared back without blinking.
“No,” said Calliande. “Yes. Perhaps. I don’t know.” She sighed and bounced her forehead off her knees. “I sound like a simpering fool.” 
“You sound,” said Caius, “like a woman who has known a great deal of loss and pain, and is uncertain about the path ahead.”
“If you will pardon the flippancy,” said Calliande, “what do you know of such matters? Are not friars sworn to vows of chastity?”
“So we are,” said Caius. “But…I was not always a friar. Not always. Nor was my name always Brother Caius. I had a life before I came to Andomhaim and then to the church. Quite a long one, by both the standards of dwarves and humans.” He smiled. “I am not as young as I look. Which I suppose makes me ancient indeed.” 
“A life before the church,” said Calliande. “One with pain?”
“No life is without pain,” said Caius. “But instead of trying to cleverly deflect attention to my past, which is both boring and not presently relevant, we should talk about your present, which is likely much more important.” 
Calliande laughed a little. “I should know better than to get into a debate of wits with a preacher. Perhaps I did know that in my past life.” 
“So, then,” said Caius. “What troubles you about Morigna and Ridmark?”
“I have no right to be troubled about them,” said Calliande. 
“It is wrong for a man to lie with a woman who is not his wife,” said Caius.
“This is true,” said Calliande. “Yet I cannot blame him for it. Nor her. Because…” She hesitated, trying to put her thoughts in order.
“Because,” said Caius, “you wish that it was you?”
“Yes,” said Calliande. “What a fool I am, Brother Caius. The Frostborn are returning, and I have a duty to stop them however I can. Yet I think upon this instead of more important matters.” 
“Perhaps,” said Caius, “but it is still important. We go into battle, and a warrior must have something to fight for. You wish to save the world from the Frostborn, but what is the world made of but people? And who do you fight for, if not the people closest to you?”
“Morigna is closer to Ridmark than I am,” said Calliande. “At least now.” 
“Does that anger you?” said Caius. 
“It should,” said Calliande, “but it does not. I told you I cannot blame him. It…almost happened between us, on the day the wyvern attacked. It shouldn’t have, though. I should have known better.”
“Why not?” said Caius. “The Gray Knight is a valiant man, and you, my lady Magistria, if you will forgive the observation, are a most lovely woman. At least by the standards of humans.”
“I don’t know myself,” said Calliande. “Not truly.”
“That does not change who you are,” said Caius. “Mortal man or woman is defined by action, not by deed. Your deeds have been brave and loyal.”
“Mortal man is defined by memory, too,” said Calliande. “I do not remember myself. I do not remember if I had a husband sleeping in some other ruin of the Order of the Vigilant. What if I do? How could betray him with Ridmark? And how could I betray Ridmark like that?”
“Plainly you could not,” said Caius, “not in good conscience.”
“No,” said Calliande. “And memory defines mortals in more ways than one.”
“What do you mean?” 
“I do not know for certain,” said Calliande, “but I suspect you were once a high dwarven noble of the Three Kingdoms. Something happened to you. Something that made you listen to a missionary, leave the dwarven kingdoms, accept baptism and the Dominus Christus, and join the church as a mendicant friar. Am I wrong?”
“You are not entirely accurate,” said Caius, “but, no, you are not wrong.”
“Whatever happened to you,” said Calliande. “Whatever tragedy that made you leave the Three Kingdoms and join the church…if you forgot it, would you have still accepted baptism and a new name? Would you still be the man you are today?” 
“I suppose not,” said Caius. “I suspect I would have remained at Khald Tormen.” 
“You would be a different man,” said Calliande. “I don’t know who I really am. You say I am valiant and kind, but I can only remember the last eighty days or so. Suppose we succeed and I recover my memories. I will become again the woman that I was. How might that change me?”
“Surely not for the worse,” said Caius.
“Do you think so?” said Calliande. “I was willing to seal myself away below the Tower of Vigilance for centuries. I had to know that everyone I ever knew or loved would be dead by the time I awoke. Any friends. Any brothers or sisters.” The brief memory of her father, the one thing she recalled from her past life, flashed before her eyes. “Even a husband and children, if they did not go into the long sleep with me. Everyone I ever knew. I was willing to outlive them and awake into a world of strangers, all to stop the Frostborn.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “What kind of woman does such a thing to herself?”
“A brave one,” said Caius.
“Bravery and folly are not mutually exclusive,” said Calliande. “Nor are they separate from pride. Perhaps I was a proud fool, and am now paying the price for it.”
“You do not know that for certain,” said Caius, “so it is foolish to castigate yourself for something that you may not have even done.”
“I know,” said Calliande, taking a deep breath. “I know this, too. Let us say that I followed the desires of my heart and body and seduced Ridmark. Then I recovered my memories, and they changed me into another woman entirely. Would that be fair to him? Or to me?” 
“Likely not,” said Caius.
“So, you see, I am not angry with Morigna,” said Calliande. “How could I be, for taking the opportunity when I could not?” She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against her knees for a moment, and then took a deep breath and looked Caius in the eye. “I hope she brings him joy, maybe even convinces him to leave some of his guilt behind. I hope he is a good influence upon her, because God knows that she is entirely too much in love with power. And I hope she does not lead him down a dark path, because he is in more pain than he understands.”
They sat in silence for a moment.
“You are wiser than you know, my lady Magistria,” said Caius at last. 
“No, I’m not,” said Calliande. “A wiser woman would not find herself in this dilemma in the first place.” 
“I am an old man,” said Caius, “and I have learned that we cannot control our hearts. Not even the khaldari, the dwarves, who prize becoming as cold and hard and unyielding as stone. We can only govern our actions.”
“Simple to say,” said Calliande, “but harder to do.”
“The best advice always is.”
That made Calliande laugh. “Fine words from a preacher.”
“It does make delivering a sermon easier,” said Caius. He peered into the deepening gloom.
“What is it?” said Calliande, getting to her feet. Caius could see better in the dark than she could.
“Ridmark and Morigna return,” said Caius. “I think Ridmark has been wounded.”
They came into sight. Morigna had her bow and tattered cloak. Ridmark matched her pace, but he was leaning more heavily upon his staff than was his wont, and the right side of his chest was shiny with blood. 
Calliande stifled a curse and hurried into the tower. The others got to their feet, reaching for their weapons, and Ridmark walked through the stone arch, Morigna trailing after him. 
“What happened?” rumbled Kharlacht, his greatsword in his hands.
“Urvaalgs,” said Ridmark. He looked almost haunted. “Two of them. Took us off guard.”
“Two urvaalgs?” said Jager. “And you’re still alive?”
His smile was nearly a rictus.
“I don’t want history,” said Ridmark, “to repeat itself.”
 
###
 
Ridmark sat against the wall as Calliande examined the cuts across his ribs. 
“They have to be cleaned first,” said Calliande, frowning as she concentrated. “Urvaalgs have all kinds of poisons upon their talons, and if I heal the cuts first, I might seal up the poison within you.” She dabbed at one of the gashes, every touch sending a pulse of pain through his chest.
He had endured worse.
“You know what you are doing,” said Ridmark. “Do as you think best.”
“This will likely hurt,” said Calliande.
“That seems a just punishment,” said Ridmark, “for the folly of having an urvaalg slip past my guard. Certainly the consequences could have been worse.” 
Calliande frowned. “You think this is your fault.”
Ridmark said nothing. Morigna stood at the other side of the tower, alternating between bickering with Jager and glaring at Calliande. She knew that Calliande could heal him, but Morigna nonetheless did not like Calliande touching him. 
Though considering how badly his side hurt, there was nothing enjoyable in the sensation. 
“I should have paid better attention,” said Ridmark.
Calliande nodded. “The urvaalgs caught you off-guard, while you were distracted.”
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “I should have known better.”
“Your attention never wanders,” said Calliande, dabbing away a bit of crusted blood. “The only thing that I can think of that might distract you would…”
He blinked and they looked at each other for a moment.
“Oh,” said Calliande with a bit of embarrassment. “Forgive me. I did not mean to pry.” 
Ridmark closed his eyes. “How long have you known?”
“Since the night before we left the Iron Tower,” said Calliande. “You went into the woods during the wedding feast. I thought you just wanted to be alone. But Morigna had already gone into the woods, and, well…neither of you came back until much later. It wasn’t hard to realize what had happened.”
Ridmark sighed. “I didn’t plan it. I did want to be alone. Then I happened across her and, well…”
“Nature took its course?” said Calliande. “That seems the most polite of the available euphemisms.” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “She was…insistent. Though the responsibility is mine.”
Calliande snorted. “Knowing Morigna, I am sure she would insist that the responsibility is hers alone.”
“I should have been on my guard,” said Ridmark. “Else those urvaalgs would not have caught us.”
“Urvaalgs are stealthy,” said Calliande, discarding one cloth and picking up another. “And if…ah, nature was taking its course, I imagine you would have been distracted.” 
“It was after,” said Ridmark. “So I am merely a partial fool, rather than a complete one.” 
“That would have been an ignoble end,” said Calliande, “ripped apart while you were sporting with your lover the wild sorceress.” 
Ridmark looked at her. 
“No, no,” said Calliande, squeezing the bridge of her nose. “Forgive me. That was…inappropriate. You owe me nothing, and I have no right to mock you like that.”
“Do not chastise yourself,” said Ridmark. “I owe you a great deal. You have saved my life not once but many times, and you have healed my wounds again and again. I promised you that I would help you find your staff and your memory, and if I live long enough I will do so.”
A ghost of a smile appeared on her face. “I would not have been able to save your life if you first had not saved mine.” 
“And if,” said Ridmark, thinking of the kiss they had shared the day the wyvern had poisoned Kharlacht, “and if things had been…different, if we had been different people. Or if we had met at a different time. I wish things could have been different.” 
Her smile was sad. “So do I, Ridmark Arban. But we are who we are, I fear.”
“And we have a duty,” said Ridmark.
“To stop the return of the Frostborn,” said Calliande. 
Ridmark nodded. He was starting to get a headache. Likely the day’s exertions had caught up to him. “I cannot do it without your help.”
“Nor can I do it without yours,” said Calliande. She hesitated. “Are we friends?”
“Very good friends,” said Ridmark. “Always.” 
Her smile was wider than it had been in some time. 
“Though given what awaits us in Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark, “always may not be a very long time.”
Calliande laughed, drawing a suspicious look from Morigna, who then glared at Jager. “Someday we shall have a conversation without you saying something gloomy, and then the sun will stop overhead and water will flow uphill.” She dabbed a little more blood from the cuts. “These can be healed safely now, I think. Brace yourself.”
“This is harder on you than it is me,” said Ridmark. 
Calliande shrugged. “I’ve healed much worse.” 
She lifted her hands, white light burning to life around them, and waved a palm over the cuts. One by one she healed the wounds. Ridmark felt a strange cold sensation as she did, and the pain vanished. He knew that she had to take the pain of the wounds into herself, that some Magistri simply could not heal because they could not endure the pain. Calliande did not cry out, though her lips thinned to a tight line and her eyes narrowed, a muscle twitching in the side of her neck. 
At last she sighed and slumped back. “Done. How do you feel?” 
“Fine,” said Ridmark. “A headache, but nothing serious.”
She frowned and placed a palm on his forehead. “You didn’t hit your head, did you? You’re likely dehydrated from the blood loss, though the healing will help with that. Go drink water until you’re sloshing like a barrel.” 
“As you command,” said Ridmark, and Calliande smiled and gathered up her supplies. “Thank you.” She nodded, and Ridmark retrieved a fresh tunic and jerkin and donned his gray cloak, returning the dwarven axe to its loop at his belt. 
“How are you feeling?” said Morigna when he rejoined the others. 
“Better,” said Ridmark.
“Quite remarkable, really,” said Jager, “given that I had seen butchered pigs with less blood upon them.” 
“Calliande knows her business,” said Ridmark. Morigna’s eyes narrowed a bit, but she said nothing. 
“It occurs to me,” said Kharlacht, “that if you slew two urvaalgs, others may be nearby. We must take precautions.”
“How will we guard against them?” said Gavin. “They’re hard enough to see in daylight. At night they’ll be almost invisible.”
“My spell,” said Morigna. “To sense when someone walks upon the earth. I can cast it around the base of the tower.”
Ridmark frowned. “Will you not have to stay awake to maintain it?”
“I can cast it as a ward,” said Morigna. “It will not be as effective, true, but urvaalgs are heavy. Their weight upon the earth will activate the spell. It will wake me at once, and I can sound the alarm.”
“What if one of those ugly ravens chances to land upon the slope?” said Kharlacht.
“That will wake me up, too,” said Morigna. “Given how close we are to Urd Morlemoch, one suspects that an overabundance of caution would not go amiss.”
“True,” said Ridmark, looking around. “Where’s Mara? Didn’t she…”
Even as he spoke, a column of blue fire swirled next to him, and Mara appeared out of nothingness. 
“It’s coming!” she said, the blue fire fading from her veins and eyes. “I think it followed me here!”
“What?” said Jager. “What’s coming?”
“The urhaalgar,” said Mara. “It is…”
A small dark shape darted through the arch of the ruined tower and skidded to a stop. The creature was gaunt, and about Jager’s height. Gleaming black scales armored its thin body, and hundreds of bony spines jutted from its back and the sides of its arms and legs, every spine dripping with poison. A long, barbed tongue rolled over its fangs, and its eyes burned like coals.
The creature was an urhaalgar. The urvaalgs had been war beasts, but the dark elves had used urhaalgars as spies and assassins and infiltrators. The creatures could move with perfect stealth, and when they put their minds to it, they were even harder to find than an urvaalg.
So why had this one shown itself? 
Before Ridmark could consider any further, the urhaalgar threw itself forward with a screech.
A blast of white fire shot across the ground, filling the ruined tower with dazzling radiance. Calliande’s spell slammed into the urhaalgar and threw it against the wall with enough force to crack bone. The creature staggered, the right side of its body a mass of smoking char. 
Ridmark took off its head with one sweep of his axe. The urhaalgar collapsed, black slime leaking from the stump of its neck. 
“Brace yourselves,” said Ridmark. “There will be more coming. Urhaalgars never hunt alone.”
“No,” said Mara. “It wasn’t after us. Gray Knight, there’s someone else out there. A man, I think, a knight of Andomhaim.”
“A knight?” said Ridmark. 
“He was wearing plate and chain and had on a surcoat, though I couldn’t see the sigil,” said Mara. “The urhaalgars were after him. I went to take a look closer, and one of the creatures pursued me.” She looked at the carcass. “I don’t think he realized that I had friends.” 
What would a knight of Andomhaim be doing in the Torn Hills? If the man lived, Ridmark could question him at length.
If the knight died, likely the urhaalgars would come for them next.
“Gather your weapons,” said Ridmark. “I will not leave anyone to fall to the creatures of the dark elves. Mara, lead the way.”
She nodded and headed for the arch, and the others followed suit.
Ridmark’s headache worsened as he headed down the slope of the hill.



Chapter 5 - The Swordbearer
 
Morigna put away her bow and lifted her staff. 
Arrows were useless against the creatures of the dark elves, and her staff could not harm them either. Yet the spells bound into the staff gave her the ability to command wood, and even the twisted trees of the Torn Hills were still made of wood. She could force the roots to erupt from the ground and entangle their foes, slowing them long enough for Ridmark and the others to land killing blows. Morigna looked at Calliande, the Magistria’s green cloak swaying from her shoulders. 
What had she been discussing with Ridmark? 
She pushed away the thought. She was not some child. Calliande had had her chance, and she had let it pass her by. 
Given the power of the foes they faced, she could not afford the distraction. 
A flapping sound came from overhead, and Morigna looked up, fearing that they were about to see an urdhracos. But a group of the misshapen ravens flew overhead, winging to the north.
“Can you bind any of them?” said Ridmark. She cast a spell and reached out with her thoughts, probing for the ravens’ minds. 
“No,” she said, scowling. “Their thoughts are too twisted by the corruption of the Torn Hills. They are not natural animals, and I cannot command them.” 
“Could not Lady Mara travel ahead and scout the foe?” said Gavin. He had changed a great deal from the hotheaded boy Morigna had met outside Moraime. The fighting had hardened him, made him quieter and steadier. It was growing harder to think of him as a boy. 
Mara laughed. “I fear I am not a noblewoman, Gavin.”
“You’re the daughter of a dark elven prince,” said Jager. “Technically you are a princess.” 
“Bastard daughter,” said Mara.
“Still counts.”
“In answer to your question,” said Mara before Jager could continue, “my travelling generates too much light. The urhaalgars would see us, and I expect the Gray Knight means to take the foe by surprise.”
“Correct,” said Ridmark. “Which is why we are going to stop talking now.” 
Jager rolled his eyes but fell silent, which was a relief, and they made their way through the dark hills. 
 
###
 
Ridmark’s headache sharpened, the pain throbbing through his temples with every beat of his heart, but something else occupied his attention. 
There was something odd about the fighting. 
Ridmark heard the sound of battle from the ravine ahead, the harsh roars of the enraged urhaalgars, an inhuman shout raised in command, and the hoarse voice of a man bellowing challenges. They had passed a dozen dead urhaalgars, and all of them had been slain by sword wounds. 
There was only one weapon that could inflict such wounds upon a creature of dark magic. 
Was the knight Mara had seen a Swordbearer? 
A Swordbearer might be a powerful ally. Or the Swordbearer might attack Ridmark on sight. Most of the Knights of the Order of the Soulblade knew him as the man who had been stripped of his soulblade and expelled from the Order, and he was traveling with a wild sorceress, a dark elven half-breed, and a master thief. For that matter, the Enlightened of Incariel had infiltrated the Magistri, and they might have made their way into the Order of the Soulblade as well.
But Ridmark would not leave any man to die beneath the talons of the urhaalgars. 
He crept over the slope of the next hill, the others waiting behind him, and looked at the fighting in the ravine below. 
Close to thirty urhaalgars filled the ravine, standing in a half-circle around the base of a hill. Trapped against the base of the hill stood a knight in chain mail and half-plate beneath a blue surcoat. In his left hand he carried a blue-painted shield adorned with the red dragon sigil of the Pendragons, its surface scarred from the slashes of claws. A full helm concealed his face, marred with bright streaks where the urhaalgars’ claws had struck home. 
In his right hand he carried a soulblade. 
A blaze of white fire crackled around the weapon, and the soulstone embedded in the base of the blade shone like a star. One of the urhaalgars lunged with a hiss, and the knight wheeled, catching the creature’s claws on his battered shield and striking with the soulblade. The glowing sword parted the urhaalgar’s right arm from its shoulder with the barest hesitation. The creature stumbled with a scream, and the Swordbearer took off its head with a single powerful chop.
The other creatures edged back. 
The mass of urhaalgars had trapped the Swordbearer in the ravine, but they were too frightened of his soulblade to attack in a single overwhelming rush. No doubt each of the creatures was hoping one of the others would die first. Ridmark was surprised that the urhaalgars had not fled in search of more vulnerable prey. 
The reason became clear when he spotted the dark shape lurking behind the urhaalgars. It looked like a mixture of a human and a serpent, her sleek body covered in gleaming black scales. Hooked claws tipped her fingers and toes, and a segmented, scorpion-like tail rose over her shoulder, tipped with a barbed stinger. Her face was almost feline, the yellow eyes split with a vertical black pupil.
It was an urshane, one of the more powerful creatures of the dark elves. Unlike the urvaalgs and the ursaars, they could command lesser creatures like the urhaalgars. Yet evidently the urshane’s control was not strong enough to force the urhaalgars to attack. Had a dark elven wizard like the Warden or the Artificer been here, the urhaalgars would have rushed enthusiastically to their deaths, their heads filled with the strange song that Mara had described. 
A second urshane appeared, shrieking commands in a hideous, grating voice. Two urhaalgars flung themselves at the Swordbearer. The knight blocked the first attack on his heavy shield and killed the urhaalgar with a quick slash of his soulblade. The second slammed into him, its claws raking at his cuirass. Yet his armor held, and the Swordbearer split the urhaalgar’s skull with a single blow of his sword. 
“Come on, then!” roared the knight in Latin. “Come, then! Which of you devils is next? Who wishes to join his fellows in hell? Come! I have plenty for all!” 
His voice was familiar. Ridmark was sure he had met the knight before, though he could not recall where. Yet if he did not hasten, the urhaalgars and the urshanes were going to kill him.
Ridmark went to join the others.
 
###
 
Calliande watched as Ridmark returned, his dwarven axe in hand. 
“We need to hasten,” he said. “Mara, that knight you saw is a Swordbearer. He’s holding off a group of about thirty urhaalgars and two urshanes.”
“Alone?” said Caius. “The man must be a puissant warrior.”
“The urhaalgars are afraid of his soulblade,” said Ridmark, “but they won’t be for much longer. Sooner or later they’ll overwhelm him. Two urshanes are controlling the urhaalgars. I suspect if we kill them, the remainder of the urhaalgars will lose their nerve and flee.”
“You are right,” said Mara. “Urhaalgars are not like urvaalgs or ursaars. Certainly they have the same level of bloodlust, but they also have a healthy regard for their own skins. If we strike with overwhelming force, they will likely panic and run.”
“Calliande,” said Ridmark. “Can you enchant our weapons?”
“Of course,” said Calliande. “I think…I think I am now strong enough to do that and strike at the urshanes at the same time.”
Morigna frowned. “You never used to possess that kind of strength.”
Calliande shrugged. “The fighting at the Iron Tower was an ordeal. I came out of it stronger, just as a man who carries a heavy bundle every day for weeks will grow stronger.” 
“Let us put that newfound strength to work,” said Ridmark. “Gavin, Caius, shield Calliande. If the urshanes figure out that she is a Magistria, they will try to kill her. Kharlacht, follow me and we’ll strike for the urshanes.” The big orc nodded, his face impassive, though his black eyes started to glimmer with the red rage of orcish battle fury. “Jager and Mara, keep the urhaalgars off-balance. Mind their stingers.”
Jager sighed. “We are going into battle as husband and wife. Perhaps some enterprising bard shall make a poem of it.” 
“I would not wish to hear it,” said Morigna.
“Well,” said Jager with a smile, “the Witch of the Hills would be the villain of the…”
“Morigna,” said Ridmark. “Make trouble wherever you can.”
“You do have a gift for it,” said Jager.
“Jager,” said Mara with a sigh.
“The mockery of my inferiors aside,” said Morigna, “it shall be done.”
Ridmark nodded, and the others raised weapons or prepared spells. Again Calliande was amazed by how easily they obeyed him. He guided them to a purposeful whole, a whole that managed to face great odds and prevail. Calliande could indeed see why Morigna had fallen for him.
Why Calliande herself had fallen for him, if she was honest with herself. 
She turned her mind to the business at hand. Perhaps Jager and Mara going into battle together would make for a bad poem, but it would be an even worse one if the urhaalgars killed them all. Calliande summoned power, the magic of the Well flooding through her, and directed it into a spell. White light burst from her fingers and jumped to the weapons of the others, sheathing them in an aura allowed the blades to wound creatures of dark magic. Holding the spell in place was a wearisome effort. Calliande could do it, but the longer she held the spell the greater the effort become. 
Yet it was not as hard as it had been two months past. The magical battles she had fought had made her magic stronger, just as regular sword practice strengthened a knight’s muscles. She would have enough power left to strike directly at the creatures of dark magic. 
“This way,” said Ridmark.
 
###
 
Ridmark walked around the curve of the hill, the battle coming into sight. The Swordbearer had killed a few more urhaalgars, yet Ridmark saw the weariness in the man’s every motion. A soulblade augmented its bearer’s strength and speed to superhuman levels, but no man’s stamina lasted forever. 
When it failed, the Swordbearer would die.
Ridmark’s headache intensified, increasing whenever he looked at the Swordbearer. Another mystery to worry about later.
The urhaalgars were focused upon the knight, the urshanes shrieking commands, so the creatures were completely unprepared for the attack to fall upon them. Ridmark split the skull of one urhaalgar and hewed the legs from another. Kharlacht struck with mighty blows of his two-handed sword. The ground folded in the grip of Morigna’s spell, and a dozen urhaalgars collapsed, and Jager and Mara darted into the chaos, striking with short swords and daggers. 
A ripple of shock went through the urhaalgars, the creatures spinning to face the new threat.
And as they did, Ridmark saw that they faced three urshanes, not two.
The urshanes shrieked, and the urhaalgars charged to attack, snarling and howling.
Ridmark spun his axe and ran to meet them.
 
###
 
Calliande concentrated on holding the spell over the weapons in place, while Morigna’s magic threw the urhaalgars into chaos.
The sorceress stood next to Calliande, staff gripped in her right hand, purple fire snarling around her left. She gestured with her staff, and twisted roots erupted from the earth, wrapping around the urhaalgars to hold them in place. The roots did not hold the urhaalgars for long, but that was more than enough time for Mara to appear behind them and open their throats. 
“For God and St. Michael!” roared the armored Swordbearer. His soulblade spun, cutting down one of the urhaalgars, and he charged into the fray. It seemed he was not the sort of man to sit idly by while others came to his aid. Calliande wondered if the Swordbearer knew Ridmark. Perhaps the knight was one of his friends, like Sir Joram Agramore or Sir Constantine Licinius.
Or perhaps the man would was like Sir Paul Tallmane or Dux Tarrabus Carhaine. 
“Gavin!” said Caius.
One of the urshanes broke from the press and raced towards Calliande on all fours, the poisoned stinger rising high. Calliande gestured, and a burst of white fire shot from her hand to strike the urshane. The spell flipped the creature over, smoke rising from its charred scales, but did the urshane no real harm. While she maintained the spell over the weapons, she could not spare the strength to destroy the creature. 
She prepared to strike again, but the urshane sprang to the side. 
Then the urshane’s form blurred and changed.
One moment it was a scaled horror of grace and power. The next it was a naked young woman about Gavin’s age, her eyes wide and fearful, her arms wrapped tight about herself for warmth or modesty or both. Calliande had seen her before, months ago, in Gavin’s home village of Aranaeus.
“Rosanna?” said Gavin, stunned.
“Help me,” said Rosanna, her voice quaking. Gavin had been in love with her, but Rosanna had been betrothed to the apprentice of the village’s blacksmith. Likely Rosanna and Philip had been wed by now. “They kidnapped me and brought me here, they did things to me, terrible things, help me, help me…”
Gavin ran towards her, lowering his sword.
“Idiot!” raged Morigna. “Stop, you fool! It is only a trick!” 
She raised a hand to cast a spell. 
“Wait,” said Calliande. 
Rosanna reached for Gavin, her face full of pleading hope. 
That hope turned to snarling fury when Gavin drove his glowing orcish sword between her ribs. Rosanna shuddered and melted back into the form of the urshane, alien eyes filled with rage, and Gavin ripped his sword loose and stabbed again.
The urshane crumpled to the ground, its tail twitching once or twice. 
“I’m sorry,” said Gavin, “but I’ve seen this trick before” He walked back, nodded to Calliande, and raised his shield and sword. 
“Who was she?” said Morigna.
“I don’t think you would understand,” said Gavin. A trio of urhaalgars charged them, and there was no more time for talk.
 
###
 
Ridmark and Kharlacht dueled the remaining two urshanes. 
The damned things were deadly quick, and moved with the fluid grace of striking serpents. The urshane facing Kharlacht blurred and shifted, and took the form of an orcish woman, tall and strong. The illusion enraged Kharlacht further. He rarely spoke of his past, but from time to time mentioned a woman that he had lost.
Perhaps that was her.
The urshane facing Ridmark kept changing form.
One moment she was Aelia Licinius Arban, her voice and face full of loathing as she excoriated him for his failures. The next she was Morigna, her expression filled with pain as she begged him to save her. The instant after that the urshane became Calliande as Ridmark had seen her on the day of the great omen, naked and helpless. 
It was a ghastly spectacle. Men had gone mad fighting urshanes, their throats ripped out as they refused to lift their blades against a creature wearing the guise of their loved ones. Or they had killed a creature disguised as a wife or daughter or son, and broken down sobbing at the death. Ridmark had already seen Aelia die because of his folly. 
Killing a facsimile held no power over him, and he would not fail Morigna the way he had failed Aelia. 
He drove at the urshane, wielding his axe with both hands. Around him the urhaalgars tried to charge, only to fall prey to Morigna’s earth magic. Mara and Jager killed stunned urhaalgar after stunned urhaalgar, leaving carcasses in their wake. The Swordbearer mowed his way through them, his armor dented and scratched, his soulblade rising and falling with the regular rhythm of a blacksmith working steel. 
Ridmark’s headache grew worse as the Swordbearer came closer. 
He ignored the pain and dodged the urshane’s stinger as it shot over Aelia’s shoulder. The urshane blurred into Morigna’s form and came after him, claws sprouting from the ends of her fingers. Ridmark swept the axe before him, and the urshane’s jerked her hands back to protect her fingers. She spun, her barbed tail lashing at him like a whip, and Ridmark jumped back. The creature pursued him, morphing into Calliande’s shape, her face alight with a malicious glee that the real Calliande had never shown. Once more the barbed tail shot for his face. 
Ridmark had anticipated the movement, and as he dodged he lifted his left hand from the haft of his axe. He seized the tail just behind the barbed stinger, the chitin cold and hard beneath his fingers, and yanked with all his strength. The urshane shrieked in surprise, struggling to keep its balance. The urshane’s torso was out of reach, but its tail was not, and Ridmark lopped it off with a single sharp blow. 
The creature’s enraged scream threatened to shatter his ears, and the urshane’s form went into a mad convulsion, shifting from Morigna to Aelia to Calliande to its own form and back again. The urshane threw itself at him, and Ridmark swung the severed tail like a whip. The barb stuck in the urshane’s cheek, and the creature stumbled to a halt, trying to pull its own tail out of its face. Most likely the urshane was immune to its own poison, but the distraction gave Ridmark all the time he needed to get both hands around the axe’s haft and launch a killing blow. 
The urshane’s head rolled away across the ground, the tail still stuck to its face, and the thin body collapsed. Ridmark turned, intending to aid Kharlacht, but he saw that the orcish warrior had already defeated his opponent. Kharlacht ripped his greatsword free with a snarl, his eyes glazed red, and turned to attack the remaining urhaalgars. 
There were not all that many left. The Swordbearer had fought well, and Mara and Jager had taken full advantage of Morigna’s spells. The remaining urhaalgars fled in all directions. The last of the sunlight had faded during the fighting, but since seven of the thirteen moons were out, it hardly seemed to matter. Their combined light made an eerie purplish glow, almost the color of a malignant bruise. 
“Is anyone wounded?” said Ridmark.
“A few minor cuts,” said Calliande, white glimmering around her fingers as she strode towards Kharlacht. “Nothing major. The Lord was with us.”
“Aye,” said Caius. 
“And you, sir knight?” said Ridmark, turning to the Swordbearer. “Are you wounded? Our Magistria can heal you. An urhaalgar’s poison is not a trifling matter.” 
The Swordbearer’s masked helm rotated back and forth, evaluating them as threats. Ridmark felt a stab of irritation compounded by the constant pulsing pain behind his eyes. They had just saved the man’s life. Yet Morigna was a wild sorceress, and Mara was a dark elven half-breed. They would have been regarded as dangerous in Andomhaim.
“Ridmark Arban,” said the Swordbearer at last, his voice made hollow by his helm. “I never expected to see you alive again.”
“Do we know each other, sir knight?” said Ridmark.
“Aye,” said the Swordbearer, drawing off his helm with his left hand. The knight’s face was lean and weathered, the skin lined by wind and sun. His thick mane of black hair was streaked with gray, his brown eyes hard and fierce. 
“Sir Arandar?” said Ridmark, surprised. 
“You know this man?” said Morigna, gazing at the Swordbearer with suspicion. 
“Ridmark Arban have met many times, my lady,” said Arandar with bow, “though you and I have not, I fear.” 
“Arandar is a knight of the High King’s household,” said Ridmark. “Though you were. I did not know you had been made a Swordbearer.”
“Aye,” said Arandar. “Five years ago.”
“Five years ago?” said Calliande. “Does that mean…”
Arandar turned his sword towards them as the blade’s white glow faded, and a shock of recognition went through Ridmark. 
Suddenly he knew what had caused his headache. Severing a Swordbearer from his soulblade caused all sorts of unpleasant physical side effects, including excruciating pain if the former Swordbearer ever drew near his former soulblade again. 
The soulblade Arandar carried was Heartwarden, Ridmark’s soulblade.
Or, at least, the soulblade he had carried on the day he had failed to save Aelia.



Chapter 6 - The Knight’s Quest
 
“That it, isn’t it?” said Calliande, stunned. “Heartwarden.”
Ridmark nodded, his expression distant. 
“If you do not mind,” said Ridmark, “you can sheathe your sword now, sir knight.” He blinked several times. “The foe has been defeated, and I confess the headache is…considerable.”
“Yes, of course,” said the knight Ridmark had called Arandar. “I should have thought of it.” 
He sheathed his sword, Heartwarden’s glow winking out. Ridmark took a deep breath and swayed upon his feet for a moment, but recovered himself. 
“What is wrong with him?” hissed Morigna. “Has he exerted himself too far?”
Calliande started to say that if Morigna was so concerned about Ridmark’s stamina, then she should not have lured him off into the hills for a tryst.
“The soulblade,” she whispered back instead. “Ridmark used to be bonded to it. The bond was severed when he was cast out of the Order. Touching the soulblade again would cause him agony. Even being near it is painful. Have you not wondered why he never fights with a sword? It is not just regret. Simply the reminder of wielding a soulblade would cause him pain.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark.
“No, thank you,” said Arandar, looking them over. His dark eyes, his gray-streaked hair, and his hooked nose made him look like a proud hunting hawk. “You, Ridmark, and your…eclectic band of companions.”
“That’s us,” said Jager. “As eclectic as it gets.”
“Indeed,” said Arandar, blinking. “I suspect there is quite a tale here.” He looked at Caius. “I…know you, Brother.”
“I confess that you look familiar,” said Caius. “Did we meet in Tarlion?”
“That is it,” said Arandar. “It was the day you preached before the gates of the Cathedral of Tarlion, commanding the lords and Magistri of Andomhaim to repent of their pride and licentiousness, petition the Dominus Christus for forgiveness, and lead sober and upright lives henceforth.” 
Morigna let out a nasty laugh. “One imagines that was not well-received.”
“For once we are in agreement,” said Jager. “I cannot see the nobles of Tarlion repenting of anything.” 
Calliande watched Arandar, curious he would react to the mockery. The nobles of Andomhaim were a proud lot. And given how many of them seemed to have joined the Enlightened of Incariel, their pride might have been a mask for something worse. 
But Arandar only looked pained. “I am a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, sworn to defend the realm of Andomhaim from creatures of dark magic.” He hesitated. “What I happen to think of the lords and knights of the realm is of no importance.”
Caius snorted. “Wisely spoken.”
“Before we speak any further,” said Arandar, “I would simply like to thank you for my life. All of you.” His eyes swept over them. “I know not who you are or your purpose. But if you had not come along when you did, I would have been slain, and my quest would have been in vain.”
“Quest?” said Gavin.
 “Before we trade tales,” said Ridmark, “I suggest we return to our camp. We are too exposed here, and God only knows what else is wandering the Torn Hills.”
“I accept your hospitality,” said Arandar. “I had a horse with some supplies, but the urhaalgar tore it apart.”
“We’ll retrieve the supplies,” said Ridmark, “and then be on our way.”
He beckoned, and Arandar walked to his side. Again Calliande was amused. Arandar was a Knight of the Soulblade, and Ridmark had no authority over him. Yet Arandar was already doing what Ridmark told him to do.
That was good. Given the dangers they faced, they needed all the help they could find. 
 
###
 
Ridmark’s headache dimmed by the time they returned to their camp. Whenever he looked in Arandar’s direction, he found his eyes straying to the scabbard at the knight’s belt, and the headache started to return. 
His right hand twitched as if it wanted to grasp a sword hilt. 
The last time he had held Heartwarden had been the day the High King had pronounced sentence on him at Castra Marcaine, the day Tarrabus Carhaine had influenced the High King and the Master of the Order to have Ridmark expelled from the Order and banished from Andomhaim. The pain of the severing had been excruciating, but Ridmark had hardly cared at the time.
The loss of Aelia had been worse. His failure had been worse. He had hoped the High King would have him executed. 
He saw both Morigna and Calliande staring at him. They knew him well enough to guess what was going through his head. The only thing more annoying than their arguments were the rare occasions when the two of them actually managed to agree, usually about something they had decided that he needed to do. 
But he did not have the luxury of wallowing the past. 
They were in too much danger. Part of Ridmark wanted to send Arandar and Heartwarden away. The rest of him, the rational part, realized that the knight would be a powerful ally. Ridmark and his companions were going into deadly danger, and Arandar’s courage and Heartwarden’s power might turn the tide.
Even if Ridmark could no longer wield Heartwarden himself. 
Another part of him wondered why Sir Arandar of Tarlion had come to the Torn Hills. Arandar was a bastard, and most of the knights of Andomhaim believed that Arandar’s father had been a minor knight or Comes. Ridmark knew who Arandar’s father really was. 
So Ridmark could not imagine why Arandar’s father had sent him to the Torn Hills, or why Arandar might have come for his own reasons. 
“Thank you,” said Arandar, his voice grave, “for sharing your camp.” He had aged in the five years since Ridmark had seen him at Dun Licinia, fresh lines upon his face and more gray in his hair. Yet he was still hale. He had held his own against those urhaalgars. 
Ridmark nodded. “You remember Brother Caius.” He gestured at the others. “This is Calliande, a Magistri of the Order. Kharlacht, a baptized orc of Vhaluusk. Gavin, from Aranaeus, a village in the Wilderland. Morigna, a woman from Moraime in the Wilderland.”
 “You cast those spells, then?” said Arandar, frowning. “The rippling ground and the nets of roots?”
“That I did,” said Morigna, eyeing him with a smirk.
“You are not a Magistria,” said Arandar.
“The Magistri,” said Morigna, “should be so fortunate.” 
“You travel with this woman, Ridmark?” said Arandar. “A wild sorceress?”
“She is brave and skilled,” said Ridmark, “and has saved our lives more than once.”
“Wizards outside of the Magistri inevitably turn to necromancy and dark magic,” said Arandar. 
“Oh, must they?” said Morigna. “It sounds tedious. Well, I shall see if I can fit it into my calendar.” 
“She has not worked any dark magic, Sir Arandar,” said Calliande. “I am sure of it.”
“I do not require you to defend me,” said Morigna, “nor do I need to justify myself to this preening fool who wields a weapon which rightfully belongs to another man.” 
“I am the rightful and lawful bearer of Heartwarden,” said Arandar, though he glanced at Ridmark as he spoke. 
Morigna let out a nasty laugh. “A better man’s leavings are good enough for you, one supposes? Perhaps once you return to Tarlion, your lord will have tired of his mistress, and you can take her into your bed while he…”
Arandar’s eyes flashed. Morigna didn’t know it, but she had hit upon his weak point.
“Are you sure this woman is not a wielder of dark magic?” said Arandar, stepping towards her. 
Morigna raised her staff, purple fire crackling around the fingers of his free hand. “Is that a threat?”
“You want to try me, witch?” said Arandar, his hand falling around Heartwarden’s hilt. A throb of pain went through Ridmark’s skull. 
“You think yourself so capable, then?” said Morigna. “Let us see if the fabled Swordbearers are as…”
“Stop. Now,” said Ridmark, his headache adding bite to his words. “Morigna, he’s a Swordbearer. Heartwarden will protect him from any magic you throw at him, and unless you happen to shoot an arrow through his eye, he will kill you without much trouble.”
Morigna glared at him.
“And you,” said Ridmark, pointing at Arandar. “She saved your life. If her spells hadn’t thrown off the urhaalgars, they would have ripped you apart before we killed the urshanes. She is not a wielder of dark magic. If you do not believe me, believe Calliande.”
“Very well,” said Arandar, and he offered a shallow bow to Morigna. “I apologize if I spoke too soon.”
“Morigna,” said Ridmark.
She rolled her eyes. “I apologize for threatening to defend myself from unjust accusations.” 
“Well,” said Jager, “isn’t this pleasant?”
“And this,” said Ridmark, “is Jager and his wife Mara, both of Coldinium.”
“Your servants?” said Arandar. 
Morigna laughed again. 
“Oh, yes, indeed,” said Jager. “Why, when his lordship Ridmark awakes, we bring him his porridge, his robe, and his razor, and…”
“Jager,” said Mara. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “Everyone here has chosen to follow me for reasons of their own.”
“Where are you going?” said Arandar. “This has…something to do with the Frostborn, does it not?”
“It does,” said Ridmark. “You saw the omen of blue fire?”
“I did,” said Arandar. “I was on the road from Tarlion to Castra Arban when it happened. It caused a great deal of panic. Many claimed it was an omen of the end of the world. The Magistri said it was a magical side effect of the conjunction of the thirteen moons.” 
“Perhaps it is,” said Ridmark. Maybe the conjunction was somehow connected with the return of the Frostborn. “The Warden told me, years ago, that the omen of blue fire would be a herald of the return of the Frostborn. The urdmordar Gothalinzur told me that the Frostborn would return within my lifetime.” 
“Dubious sources both,” said Arandar. There was a touch of pity on his face. Like many in Andomhaim, no doubt he thought Ridmark mad, that the quest to stop the return of the Frostborn was the effort of a grief-maddened man to ease his guilt by declaring war upon phantoms.
They were not entirely wrong, but the Frostborn were not phantoms. 
“After the day of the omen,” said Ridmark, “I set out for Urd Morlemoch, intending to wring the answer from the Warden. Along the way, I stopped in Aranaeus and fought an urdmordar named Agrimnalazur.”
“You…overcame an urdmordar?” said Arandar. “Without a soulblade?”
“The Gray Knight was valiant,” said Morigna.
“He was,” said Gavin.
“So were you,” said Ridmark. “And the Gray Knight was lucky. Agrimnalazur had been kidnapping the villagers of Aranaeus to use as a larder for the long winter to come. She, too, believed the Frostborn were returning. You know that the urdmordar only reveal themselves if they believe it necessary to their survival.” Arandar nodded. “She told me that the Frostborn would return within a year and a month of the great omen.” 
“That is indeed troubling,” said Arandar. “I will not lie to you. After Dun Licinia, when you went into the Wilderland, I thought you mad. That your reason had been overthrown by your grief. If just the Warden or one urdmordar had said this to you, I would believe they had lied. But for two urdmordar and the Warden to say the same thing, independently of each other…that is troubling indeed.”
“It gets worse,” said Ridmark. “Calliande was abducted by a renegade high elven wizard known as Shadowbearer.” There was no need to tell Arandar about the Order of the Vigilant and Calliande’s missing memories, not yet. “It seems this Shadowbearer is the one attempting to bring back the Frostborn. Why or how, I do not know.”
“But the Warden might know,” said Arandar, “and so you are going to Urd Morlemoch.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “There is one other matter. Have you heard of a secret society called the Enlightened of Incariel?” 
Arandar’s face went motionless. 
“Ah,” murmured Morigna. “I would say he has heard of them.”
Ridmark wondered if he had miscalculated. He would not have thought Arandar capable of becoming one of the Enlightened. Of course, Ridmark had once thought the same of Tarrabus Carhaine and Paul Tallmane as well. 
“Is that what this is about?” said Arandar. His hand was on Heartwarden’s hilt again, and Ridmark’s headache intensified. “It was not enough that the Enlightened had to arrange my death and falsely accuse my son? The demon-worshipping scum had to send assassins to dispose of me? I had thought better of you, Ridmark Arban.”
“We are not of the Enlightened,” said Ridmark. “They have tried to kill us repeatedly. You have heard of the fall of the Iron Tower?”
“I have not,” said Arandar. “I came north through Durandis and then Rhaluusk. The Mhorite orcs of Kothluusk have been stirred up, and raid both Dux Kors of Durandis and the King of Rhaluusk. I fought in several skirmishes on my way here.” 
“Sir Paul Tallmane was one of the Enlightened of Incariel,” said Ridmark. “He tried to kill me at Aranaeus and again at the Iron Tower.”
“My mother and father,” said Morigna, “and the man I would have wed were both murdered by an ally of the Enlightened. So you see, Sir Arandar of the Order of the Soulblade, I have more of a reason to oppose dark magic than most. Certainly more reason than a nobleman’s pampered son.”
Arandar’s smile was thin. “My life, my lady sorceress, may have been less pampered than you think.” 
“I had thought Paul a traitor to his lord,” said Ridmark, “but Tarrabus Carhaine himself is one of the Enlightened.”
“That…is a grave charge,” said Arandar, frowning.
“Both grave and true,” said Ridmark. “He is either the chief of the Enlightened or one of their principal leaders. He is closely allied with Shadowbearer, and is working with him to bring about the return of the Frostborn.”
“I can testify that the Gray Knight speaks the truth,” said Mara. “Dux Tarrabus kidnapped me and used my life as leverage to force my husband to act against the Gray Knight. It was only by the wisdom and valor of Ridmark Arban and his companions that we are still alive.”
“You helped, too,” said Jager. 
“I see,” said Arandar. He began to pace, his armor clanking with his footsteps. Morigna started to speak, but Ridmark raised a hand, and she fell silent with a scowl. He waited as Arandar thought it over.
“What do you think of our tale?” said Ridmark at last. 
“I think,” said Arandar, looking up, “that it explains a great deal of what I have seen in the last year.”
“Then you have heard of the Enlightened of Incariel,” said Calliande.
“To my sorrow,” said Arandar. “Perhaps we can help each other.”
“Say on,” said Ridmark. 
“You know who I am,” said Arandar, “but the others do not. I am the bastard son of a minor noble of Andomhaim.” Ridmark let that small lie pass. “My father never acknowledged me, so I took service as a man-at-arms of the High King. The High King often sends his knights and men-at-arms to aid in the defense of the frontiers, and I fought with the Dux of Durandis and the King of Rhaluusk, helping to keep the Mhorite orcs of Kothluusk at bay. After one such battle the Dux of Durandis knighted me. I found a wife, and she bore me a son and a daughter.” His face grew still. “I fear she died of plague six years past, a few months before word first came of the Mhalekites stirring in the north.” 
“I am sorry,” said Calliande.
“Thank you,” said Arandar. “I fought in the great battle of Dun Licinia against the Mhalekites, on the day you took command, Ridmark. Many Swordbearers fell to both Mhalek’s treachery and the fighting, and in the aftermath the new Master of the Order recommended that I join the Knights of the Soulblade. I did, and I took up Heartwarden, and began my duties in the Order. I was honored to serve, and it also meant advancement for my children. The son and daughter of a minor knight have only limited prospects. The son and daughter of a Swordbearer, well…more doors are opened for them. My son Accolon was made a squire in the household of Linus Rillon, one of the knights of Tarrabus Carhaine.”
“Go on,” said Ridmark. He suspected he knew where this story was going. 
“Accolon was…troubled by many of the things he saw Sir Linus doing,” said Arandar. “Sir Linus did not act as a knight of Andomhaim should. He was cruel and arrogant, and delighted in tormenting commoners whenever he had the opportunity.”
“That sounds familiar,” muttered Jager. 
“I told Accolon to carry on, that a man can do worthy service to an unworthy master,” said Arandar. “But then Accolon saw Linus attack a woman in the street. My son came to her defense…and Accolon swears the shadows rose and attacked at Linus’s command.”
“He was not lying,” said Ridmark. “The Enlightened of Incariel gain powers over shadows. We all have witnessed this many times.”
“Despite his power, Linus had neglected his sword work and my son is diligent,” said Arandar. “Accolon slew him, and was charged with murdering his master.” The Swordbearer’s hands coiled into fists. “No one believed him, and he was to be executed for murder. But then Tarrabus Carhaine approached me…”
“He offered you a deal,” said Ridmark. “With your son’s life as the reward.”
“Again that sounds familiar,” said Jager. 
“Aye,” said Arandar, looking at Jager. “I see you have indeed encountered Tarrabus before, master halfling. By ancient tradition going back to the first wars against the pagan orcs, the Dux of Caerdracon can request a task from a knight of the High King’s court.”
“You’re a Swordbearer, not a household knight,” said Ridmark.
“But I was one,” said Arandar, “and that was enough for Tarrabus. If I performed a task for him, a quest, he would arrange to have the charge against my son dismissed and his honor restored.” 
“That was a very bad deal,” said Jager. “I know the mighty lords and great knights of Andomhaim are not accustomed to listening to halflings, but you ought to mark my words. I fulfilled my bargain with Tarrabus, and he still tried to kill me.”
“What other option did I have?” said Arandar. “To let my son go to the headsman’s block for defending an innocent woman and killing a man who had sold his soul to dark powers? If I had been in Accolon’s place, I would have done exactly the same!” 
“We move afield from the main point,” said Ridmark. “What quest did Tarrabus want you to perform?”
“He desired me to travel to Urd Morlemoch,” said Arandar, “and to retrieve something for him.”
“What would he want from Urd Morlemoch?” said Calliande. “Are the Enlightened of Incariel in league with the Warden?” 
“He wanted a soulblade,” said Arandar. “Centuries ago, after the defeat of the urdmordar but before the advent of the Frostborn, one of the Dux’s ancestors, a man named Judicaeus Carhaine, was a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade. He bore the soulblade Truthseeker, and went into Urd Morlemoch in hopes of overcoming the evil within.”
“I suspect he never returned,” said Ridmark.
“No,” said Arandar. “That was the quest Tarrabus gave me. Go to Urd Morlemoch, find Truthseeker, and bear it back to him. Then he would intervene with the High King and lift the charge of murder from my son.” 
“I see,” said Ridmark. That was troubling news, perhaps more troubling than Arandar realized. Ridmark remembered his brief conversation with Tarrabus in the great hall of the castra of Coldinium. Tarrabus planned to purge the realm of all weakness, to make both it and humanity strong. 
To carry out his mad vision, he was going to have to kill a lot of people.
“Why would the Dux want a soulblade?” said Calliande. “Especially if he is one of the Enlightened of Incariel?”
“Soulblades are precious, my lady Magistria,” said Arandar. “Under the terms of the Pact of the Two Orders, the archmage Ardrhythain only forges new soulblades every hundred years, and he will not return to Tarlion for another twenty-two years. Given that the Magistri and the Swordbearers are the realm’s defense against creatures of dark magic, even the loss of one soulblade is a heavy blow.” 
“No,” said Ridmark. “Tarrabus doesn’t care about Truthseeker at all. It’s just a ruse. So is what happened to your son.”
“Then what is the purpose of the ruse?” said Arandar. 
“To kill you,” said Ridmark, “and leave Tarrabus’s hands looking clean. Both you and your son and your daughter are in more danger than you know.”
“What do you mean?” said Arandar. 
“I think it is time for plain speaking,” said Ridmark, “including truths you might wish to remain concealed.”
Arandar’s eyes narrowed. “I do not see how that is relevant.”
“It is the source of your danger,” said Ridmark. “The reason you are here. Tarrabus would have left you alone otherwise.”
“I do not understand,” said Calliande. “What truth?”
“Who Arandar’s father is,” said Ridmark. 
Arandar scowled, his eyes flinty.
“We can help you,” said Ridmark. “I’ve been inside Urd Morlemoch, and I’ve spoken to the Warden and lived. You have Heartwarden, which is a more potent weapon than any of us possess. Together we have a greater chance of survival or even success than we do separately.”
“Very well,” said Arandar. “We might die together, after all. Most of those who know me think that my father was a minor nobleman or knight.”
“He was not?” said Caius.
“My father,” said Arandar, “was Uthanaric Pendragon, the seventh of his name, the High King of Andomhaim and the Lord of Tarlion.” 
Silence answered his pronouncement. 
“Oh,” said Jager at last. “That was…unexpected.”
“Then you are the High King’s bastard son?” said Gavin.
“Aye,” said Arandar. “My mother was a widow with an inn along the banks of the River Moradel. One day the High King went riding, and she caught his eye.”
“Then perhaps your rise was not entirely from your own efforts after all,” said Morigna.
“No,” said Arandar. “The High King never acknowledged my mother, never sent her a single copper coin. He has done his best to ignore me, and I have been glad to return the favor.”
“So much that you took service as one of his knights?” said Jager. 
“He is still the High King of Andomhaim,” said Arandar, “and defending the realm from its enemies is a noble task.” 
“You may have done your best to ignore your blood,” said Ridmark, “but it’s the reason Tarrabus is trying to kill you now.” 
“Why?” said Arandar. “What wrong have I ever done him?”
“He doesn’t care about you,” said Ridmark. “He cares about your blood.”
“Bastards cannot inherit,” said Arandar, “and even if they could, the High King has several strong sons. The crown prince Kaldaine is hale and well-respected.”
“What if the High King and all his sons were killed?” said Ridmark. “What then? The Pendragons have ruled the realm of Andomhaim for a thousand years. If the High King and all his trueborn sons were slain, would not the lords of the realm turn to the final blood of the Pendragon line? Would they not turn to you?”  
“Surely you do not mean to say…my God,” said Arandar. “You think Tarrabus means to murder the High King and his sons and seize the throne of Andomhaim for himself?”
“I suspected it,” said Ridmark, “but after hearing your tale, I am certain of it.” 
“The man is ruthless, but he is a Dux of Andomhaim, a baptized son of the church!” said Arandar. “Those who would strike down the Lord’s anointed are cursed.”
“Tarrabus is more than ruthless,” said Ridmark. “He is one of the chief Enlightened of Incariel. He does not think the God exists and therefore does not fear his wrath. Tarrabus told me he wants to transform the realm, to turn humanity into something with the power of the urdmordar and the immortality of the dark elves. I believe he plans to seize control of the realm for himself, and would not hesitate in a moment to kill the High King and his family to do it. You and your son and your daughter are…a loose end. One he is tying off before it has a chance to unravel the tapestry of his plans. Like a freeholder shooting a wolf before the beast even has a chance to get into the pasture.” 
“Then he is trying to murder my son,” said Arandar, “and he has attempted to send me to my death, all because we might possibly challenge his claim to the throne someday?” 
“I fear so,” said Ridmark. “Likely your daughter is in danger as well. Where is she?”
“Nyvane is staying with my departed wife’s sister in my absence,” said Arandar. “She is a goodly woman and will look after Nyvane…but she cannot protect my daughter from a man like Tarrabus Carhaine!” He shook his head, striking his fist against Heartwarden’s pommel, which sent a flicker of pain through Ridmark’s skull. “What can I do? Even if I am successful, he will find another ruse to use against me. Perhaps I should return and try to free my son or die in the attempt.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “There is a better way. If you retrieve Truthseeker, you can force Tarrabus to release your son. Once he is safe, we can move against him.”
“We?” said Arandar. “You would help me?”
“We fight different faces of the same evil,” said Ridmark. “I seek to stop the return of the Frostborn. You seek to rescue your son from Tarrabus Carhaine. But Tarrabus is the head of the Enlightened of Incariel, and they are working with Shadowbearer to bring about the return of the Frostborn.”
“If you have doubts, Sir Arandar,” said Caius, “know that Ridmark is a bold warrior, and we would not have come so far without his help.”
“Indeed,” said Calliande. “He has saved each of our lives, often more than once.” 
“I do not doubt your valor, Ridmark Arban,” said Arandar. “I was certain the day was lost at Dun Licinia, yet you rallied the host and defeated Mhalek’s horde.” He looked at them. “I do not know whom to trust. You saved my life, but…you are an exiled Swordbearer and his band of renegades. The outcasts of the realm. I am to turn to you for help?”
“You can turn to no one in the realm for help,” said Ridmark, “because the realm has been corrupted.” He remembered the taunts of Agrimnalazur and Coriolus, their warnings that the High Kingdom of Andomhaim had rotted and would soon fall. “If Tarrabus Carhaine and his closest vassals are Enlightened, their reach will be long. If you are to obtain help, if you are to save your children, then you shall have to accept help from outside the realm of Andomhaim.”
“Such as our merry little band of rogues,” said Jager. 
Arandar looked at the night sky. “I have heard it said that neither a man’s titles nor his name nor his wealth are the truest signs of his character, but what he does. Tarrabus Carhaine is a Dux of Andomhaim, yet he has tried to destroy my family. You are an exile, yet you saved my life. Very well. I will help you enter Urd Morlemoch, if you help me obtain Truthseeker and free my son from Tarrabus’s grasp.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark. “Everyone should get some rest. I fear the road will only grow more difficult from here.”



Chapter 7 - The Devout
 
Four days passed.
Ridmark led the way through the gullies and ravines of the Torn Hills. The strange, sickly grasses rustled in the endless wind blowing from the west, the misshapen trees jutting from the slopes like the moss-covered fingers of a corpse. From time to time the deformed ravens perched upon the branches, cawing. Something like slime coated their feathers, yet the birds had no trouble flying. Their black eyes gleamed with a pale blue glow, like the fires wreathing the central tower of Urd Morlemoch, and Ridmark understood why Morigna was unable to control them as she could natural ravens. 
The sun never came out, and the sky grew steadily darker, the clouds more agitated, the closer they came to the walls of Urd Morlemoch. 
Four more times they encountered echoes of ancient necromantic spells. Twice they encountered roving packs of urvaalgs. In every fight they made short work of their foes, destroying the undead and cutting down the creatures. Arandar and Heartwarden proved most effective against the creatures of dark magic, and the Swordbearer’s aid made the battles far easier than they would have been otherwise. 
That helped cut down on the tension between Arandar and the rest of Ridmark’s companions. Morigna’s initial dislike of the Swordbearer had not waned, a dislike that was repaid in full. Arandar had fought the shamans of the Mhorite orcs of Kothluusk, and seemed to regard Morigna as little different. Morigna, for her part, had inherited all of Coriolus’s prejudices against the Order of the Soulblade, a fact that she did not appreciate when Ridmark pointed it out. 
Jager, at least, stopped baiting Arandar. For all of his disdain for the nobles and knights of Andomhaim, Jager recognized that Tarrabus had dealt with Arandar as he had deal with Jager. That did not stop the former Master Thief of Cintarra from referring to Arandar as the Lord High Prince of Bastards. Ridmark expected Arandar to take offense, but the Swordbearer only replied that if he was a prince, then Jager could shut up and fetch some wine. After that they settled into a pattern of friendly insults, much as Kharlacht and Caius did, though Mara rolled her eyes from time to time. 
“You look like you are in pain,” said Calliande one morning.
“I’m fine,” said Ridmark, though he did have a headache. The pain was a small price to pay for the extra protection of Heartwarden. 
“But?” said Calliande. 
“That splendid speech you made about following the Gray Knight,” said Ridmark. “It would not have been such a rousing speech if you knew how difficult it was to keep you people from killing each other over damned trivialities.” 
Calliande laughed. “That is why we follow you. Though neither Arandar nor Morigna nor Jager would say that their differences are trivial.”
“My father,” said Ridmark, shaking his head. 
“Your father?” said Calliande. “You never talk about him, or your brothers.” 
Most likely because they would be ashamed of what Ridmark had become. Arandar had barely believed Ridmark’s story, and only then because he had seen firsthand evidence of Tarrabus Carhaine’s cruelty and corruption. Dux Leogrance Arban and Ridmark’s older brothers would never believe until they saw the proof with their own eyes, and perhaps not even then.
“He has spent decades mediating among the Comites and knights of Taliand,” said Ridmark. “After three months traveling in the company of all of you, I am beginning to understand why he looked so tired.”
Calliande smiled. “Well. Surely it is not all bad?” 
“No,” said Ridmark. He looked at her, and then back at Morigna, who walked with Mara. Morigna smiled at him, a smile that faded when she saw Calliande. 
“Ah,” said Calliande. “I should go talk to Caius. I wouldn’t want to upset Morigna.”
“For God’s sake,” said Ridmark. 
“If I walk too close,” said Calliande, “do you think I can make her scowl? Though if I touch your shoulder, she might try to kill me.”
“For God’s sake!” said Ridmark.
Calliande laughed. “I am only teasing.” Her smile dimmed. “Let me know if I can do anything for you. I suspect the presence of that soulblade is…draining.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “I will manage.”
“You always do, don’t you?” said Calliande. She moved off to join Caius, and Morigna came forward. 
“Morigna,” said Ridmark. He expected her to berate him, to question his decision to bring Arandar with them, to complain of the Swordbearer’s presence.
Instead she touched his right temple. “How much pain are you in?” Both her touch and her voice were soft. 
Ridmark hadn’t expected that. A flicker of shame went through him. The constant drumbeat of the headache had soured his mood, and the memories Heartwarden’s presence summoned were far more painful. He remembered the vigil he had spent the Chamber of the Well in Tarlion the night he had become a Swordbearer. That sword had slain Gothalinzur and saved the village of Victrix, had aided Ridmark against the dvargir and the kobolds and countless creatures of dark magic. 
He had driven it into Mhalek’s chest and watched as Mhalek’s dark magic transferred the wound to Aelia, killing her. 
“Some,” said Ridmark. “The headache is of no matter.”
“Cannot Calliande do anything for you?” said Morigna. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “The pain is not a physical ailment. At least not one she can heal. When I broke my bond with the soulblade, it left a…scar upon me, for want of a better word. So long as I am near it, I will feel pain. But a soulblade is a mighty weapon, and worth enduring the pain.”
“One wishes that we were in safer country,” said Morigna. “Then we could go scouting together.”
Ridmark suspected she was not actually talking about scouting.
“I wish that, too,” said Ridmark. “Once we depart Urd Morlemoch and leave the Torn Hills behind.”
“Assuming that Sir Arandar and I do not kill each other first, you mean?” said Morigna, her usual acerbic manner returning. 
“It would be best if you avoid that,” said Ridmark.
“I do not like him,” said Morigna. “He is pompous and too certain of himself. You said I believed the worst about the Swordbearers, thanks to the Old Man. Sir Arandar of Tarlion makes me believe that Coriolus may not have been wrong about everything.” 
“Arandar is an honorable man,” said Ridmark. “He will not raise his hand against you unless you attack him first.”
“Fear not, Gray Knight,” said Morigna. “I will not start anything with him. We might need that soulblade before the end.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. 
“I will just have Mara do it.”
“What?” said Morigna. 
“She was an assassin of the Red Family for years,” said Morigna, “so one assumes that she is most practiced in making deaths look accidental. If I ask nicely she may even do it for free.”
Ridmark stared at her.
“That was a joke,” said Morigna.
“Not entirely, was it?” said Ridmark. 
“I shall let you ponder on that,” said Morigna.
Ridmark sighed and kept walking.
 
###
 
The next day Calliande saw the first of the menhirs standing atop the hills.
“Not far now,” said Ridmark, looking at the grim standing stones. “A half-day to Urd Morlemoch at the most.”
Kharlacht grunted. “If we are not attacked first.”
Calliande said nothing, her eyes upon the menhirs. Those stones brought back dark memories. She had almost died upon an altar within a stone circle like that, bound and helpless as Vlazar raised his knife. Strange, alien designs covered the surfaces of the stones, sigils that blazed with ghostly light when their power activated. From time to time the misshapen ravens of the Torn Hills perched upon the stones, cawing and muttering to each other. 
“Wretched things,” muttered Morigna. 
It seemed she was not the only one with dark memories. 
“There are countless stones like that within the Nightmane Forest,” said Mara, her voice quiet. “The Traveler inscribes his spells of warding and protection upon them.”
Arandar glanced at her. “You’ve been to Nightmane Forest?”
Calliande hesitated. Mara had successfully concealed her dark elven heritage from Arandar. She did not know how the Swordbearer would react to the truth.
Mara only shrugged. “I’ve traveled quite a lot.”
“There was one of those stone circles near Moraime,” said Morigna, her voice cold. 
“Many in Vhaluusk,” said Kharlacht. 
“And in Kothluusk,” said Arandar. “Save for the shamans, the Mhorites hold them in dread and avoid them.”
“They should,” said Ridmark. “The dark elves of old used those stone circles to work terrible sorcery, and the power lingers.”
“So do their creatures,” said Morigna. 
“Why are there so many near Urd Morlemoch?” said Gavin.
“I do not know,” said Ridmark. The clouds were almost black now, and from time to time lightning leapt between them, a distant rumble of thunder rolling over the Torn Hills. 
“I suspect I do,” said Calliande, a flicker of forgotten knowledge coming to the forefront of her thoughts. “They were part of the spell the Warden used to shield himself in Urd Morlemoch. There must be hundreds of stone circles ringing the citadel, and he used all of them to summon the power he needed.”
“Too much power, apparently,” said Morigna, “if he trapped himself within Urd Morlemoch.” She was staring at the ground, frowning. 
“As far as I am concerned,” said Jager, “any sensible man will stay far away from those stone circles.”
“A good attitude,” said Ridmark, “but I suspect it is not one the Warden’s servants share.” He gestured with the staff in his right hand. 
“What are you looking at?” said Arandar. 
“Tracks,” said Morigna, “and quite a lot of them. A great many armed men passed this way recently.” 
Calliande looked at the sickly grasses. She did not have Ridmark’s or Morigna’s skill at tracking, but once it had been pointed out the signs were obvious. The grass had been trampled and crushed by the tread of armored boots, and she saw the marks from the butts of spears and the scabbards of swords. 
“At least a hundred of them,” said Morigna. 
“What fools would come so close to Urd Morlemoch?” said Arandar.
“Other than us, you mean?” said Jager.
“Precisely,” said Arandar. “Fools we may be, but at least we are desperate. Why would anyone else come here?”
“I think,” said Ridmark, “these were the Warden’s servants. A tribe of mutated orcs lives near Urd Morlemoch, and the Warden has trained them to revere him as a god. Likely they were going about his business.”
“Looking for us, perhaps?” said Calliande. That was a disturbing thought. If the Warden knew that they were coming, what chance did they have against him? Of course, he had known that Ridmark was coming the time nine years ago. Perhaps it was part of his game. 
Though if his servants and his creatures killed them first, it wouldn’t matter whether the Warden knew about them or not. 
“How long ago did these orcs pass by?” said Arandar, one hand resting on Heartwarden’s hilt. Calliande wished he wouldn’t do that. Just touching the weapon increased the amount of pain Ridmark felt in its presence. 
“A day,” said Ridmark. “Maybe longer.”
“They are likely still nearby,” said Kharlacht.
“Aye,” said Ridmark. He looked to the northwest, to where a ring of grim black menhirs covered in disturbing sigils rose from a hill. “We are a half-day from Urd Morlemoch at most. Our best chance is to reach it as quickly as possible. Another mile or two at most, and we’ll be within the Warden’s influence.”
“Influence?” said Morigna.
“The high elven archmage Ardrhythain sent me on the quest to Urd Morlemoch the first time,” said Ridmark. “He waited for me at the edge of the Warden’s influence. He could go no further. If he went any closer to Urd Morlemoch, he would fall within reach of the Warden’s warding spells, and would not be able to fight off the Warden’s magic.”
Jager snorted. “So instead we are marching into that influence?”
“It makes sense,” said Calliande. “The spell that imprisoned the Warden within Urd Morlemoch also made him unconquerable. He can’t leave, but he cannot be defeated either. Likely the effect of the spell extends for some distance around Urd Morlemoch.” She began casting a spell, seeking the presence of magic.
She almost wished she hadn’t.
Urd Morlemoch was about ten miles away, but even from this distance she felt the mighty dark magic radiating from the citadel. The magic was hideously powerful, stronger than anything she had ever sensed. She had faced an urdmordar and Shadowbearer, had faced the wrath of the Artificer in the burning ruins of the Iron Tower. 
The power blazing from Urd Morlemoch was stronger than all of them put together. 
She also sensed the powerful dark magic within the circle of menhirs upon the hill, old and malicious and latent. 
“Are you all right?” Ridmark’s voice cut into her thoughts.
She blinked and saw that the others were staring at her. 
“I’m…I’m fine,” she said, releasing the spell. “I cast the spell to sense the presence of magic. You’re right about the Warden’s influence. I can see why the archmage didn’t want to go any closer.”
Ridmark nodded. “Mara.”
“Yes?” said Mara, blinking her green eyes. 
“I need to discuss something with you before we go any further,” said Ridmark. “We…”
“Gray Knight,” said Jager, pointing. “Should those birds be doing that?” 
Calliande saw dozens of the deformed ravens flying overhead, spiraling around the ring of stones atop the hill. Even as she looked, more flocks of the dark birds rose from the ground.
“No,” said Calliande. “They shouldn’t.”
“They are bound in a spell,” said Morigna, purple flame curling around her hands. “Dark magic. I can’t see who’s casting it.”
A figure stepped from the stone circle, limping towards them.
It was an old, old orcish man, so old that his skin had faded to a sallow, sickly green, his face scored with a thousand lines, his tusks chipped, his hair a scraggly mass of white strands. He wore a ragged robe of black leather, the pieces stitched together, and leaned upon a staff. The staff looked had been made from femur bones, bolted together with rusted nails, and a trio of tusked orcish skulls swung from the top of the staff. 
He was…glowing.
Something like a tumor grew from his right temple, and a slightly larger one from his left. The misshapen lumps glowed with a pale blue light, much like the light that shone around Mara when she used her power. The veins beneath the wrinkled skin of the orc’s face shone with that pale light, as did the blood vessels in his hands. 
Dark magic hung around him like a cloak, and Calliande realized the orc was a wizard of considerable power. 
The others raised their weapons, and Arandar drew Heartwarden. The soulblade shone with white fire as it reacted to the dark magic around the orc. 
For a moment no one moved. 
 
###
 
Ridmark stared at the orc wizard. 
He had fought such a wizard before, years ago, when he had approached Urd Morlemoch. It had been a close fight, but Ridmark had prevailed. Nine years ago, though, he had still carried Heartwarden. 
And he suspected that this wizard was far stronger. 
“Intruders,” said the orc at last in flawless Latin, his voice a thick, phlegmy rasp. “Intruders in the master’s domain.” 
“Who are you?” said Ridmark.
He did not expect an answer, but the orc responded nonetheless. “I am Valakoth, the First of the Devout.”
“The Devout?” said Ridmark. 
“We are the servants of the master of Urd Morlemoch,” said Valakoth. “He is the lord of Urd Morlemoch and god over us. He has bestowed us with the blessings of his power,” the tumors on his temples pulsed, “and raised us above other mortals. Soon he shall be the god of every world, and we shall rule at his right hand.”
“Blasphemy,” said Arandar. 
“I urge you to turn aside from the Warden's lies, repent, and accept the faith of the Dominus Christus,” said Caius. “He offers salvation to all who follow him freely.” 
“A superstition of the humans,” said Valakoth. “What power have your priests? Our master’s magic is unconquerable, and the Devout are raised as undead within Urd Morlemoch, to attend to the master’s service forevermore.” He pointed the bone staff at Ridmark, the skulls clacking against each other. “I know who you are, Ridmark Arban.” 
“Do you?” said Ridmark. That wasn’t good.
“Nine years ago you came here and challenged the master to a game,” said Valakoth, “to rescue the high elven bladeweaver Rhyannis from her doom. The master permitted you to depart, but…what do those Scriptures you love so much say? As a dog returns to its vomit, so returns a fool to his folly? Nine years ago you were a Swordbearer, wielding a sword imbued with the resonance of a warrior of skill. Now you are less than you were, scarred and weaker, and a lesser man bears your sword. You were a fool to return.”
“Probably,” said Ridmark. “Does this monologue have a point? If you wish to practice your Latin oratory, I can refer you to some capable tutors in Tarlion.” 
“This is not an oration,” said Valakoth. “This is a demand.” He pointed a bony finger at Calliande. “The wielder of the Well’s magic carries two artifacts of power. She will surrender them to me, and in return I shall permit you to leave the Torn Hills with your lives.”
“Artifacts?” said Calliande. 
“An empty soulstone,” said Valakoth. “You also carry a weapon of the dark elves. A…soulcatcher, I believe, to judge from the aura. You will surrender it as well.”
“A soulcatcher?” said Arandar. “What are you doing with such an evil weapon?” 
Mara spoke before Calliande could answer. “She is keeping it safe. It once belonged to the Matriarch of the Red Family.”
“How do you know that?” said Arandar.
Mara shrugged. “I stole it from her.” 
“This discussion is irrelevant,” said Valakoth. “You will surrender your artifacts to the Devout, and then you shall be permitted to leave.”
“Will not the Warden be wroth with you?” said Ridmark. “If you are stealing magical artifacts?”
“We shall surrender the relics to the master,” said Valakoth. “Often he sends the Devout to obtain items and artifacts of interest to him. The master will find the soulstone and the soulcatcher of interest. Therefore you shall give them to me.”
“Why don’t you escort us to Urd Morlemoch?” said Ridmark. “Then we can give the artifacts to the Warden in person.” If Valakoth agreed, the Devout would escort them to the gates of Urd Morlemoch. They could avoid further attacks from the urvaalgs and the undead, and any attacks from the Devout themselves.
“This is not a negotiation,” said Valakoth. He lifted his staff, and blue fire blazed down its length, shining in the empty eyes of the yellowed skulls. “Surrender the artifacts. Or perish and we shall take them from your corpses.” 
“No,” said Ridmark, tossing aside his staff and drawing his dwarven war axe. Behind them the others lifted their weapons. A pulse of pain went through Ridmark’s head as Heartwarden’s fire blazed brighter, and both Calliande and Morigna held spells ready. “You will allow us to pass, or we shall fight you. You might have magic…but so do we, and we have a soulblade, too.”
Valakoth’s lined face twisted into a sneer. “The feeble magic of the high elves. The master of Urd Morlemoch fought the high elves long before any of your kindreds came to this word. He is our lord and god, and his blessings are of power. Behold!” 
He slammed the end of his staff against the earth. A pulse of blue fire rolled from the staff, and the air over the slope of the hill below the standing stones rippled and roiled. The distortion cleared, and suddenly dozens of white-haired Devout orcs stood there, clad in chain mail, swords and maces and bows ready in their hands. They stood larger and stronger than normal orcs, their arms and necks corded with muscle, their veins shining with blue fire. Ridmark realized that the orcs had been there the entire time, concealed by Valakoth’s magic. 
“Kill them!” commanded Valakoth, and the archers drew back their bows. 
 
###
 
Morigna waved her staff before her, its sigils flaring with purple flame. 
Her thoughts reached through the staff, its magic projecting to the orcish archers standing upon the hill. Through the staff she felt the wood of their bows, felt their grain and heft and weight, felt them strain as the archers drew back the strings. 
The wood responded to her command and shattered. The archers staggered, their weapons breaking apart. The rest of the Devout charged down the hill in eerie silence, their veins shining with blue fire. Valakoth turned to face Morigna, and she felt the weight of the ancient orc’s gaze strike her like a physical blow. The wizard pointed his staff at her, blue fire snarling around its length. 
Morigna didn’t recognize the spell, but she was entirely certain that she did not want to find out what it would do to her. 
Ridmark and the others charged. He crashed into the first wave of the Devout, blue-glowing blood flying from his axe blade. Kharlacht and Caius fought side-by-side as they often did, the dwarven friar stunning foes with his mace, giving Kharlacht the opening to land devastating blows with his greatsword. Gavin dashed into the fray, bashing with his shield, while Mara and Jager darted around him. Arandar was a whirlwind of death, Heartwarden writing lines of white fire into the air. The soulblade’s magic made him faster and stronger, and Morigna wondered again what a terror Ridmark must have been with Heartwarden in hand. 
The blue fire around Valakoth’s staff brightened, and Morigna cast another spell. 
A pillar of acidic mist swirled around the orcish wizard, the grass sizzling and burning. Yet the mist did not touch Valakoth. A faint blue glow shone around him, and she realized that the orcish wizard had wards strong enough to blunt her attack. She began another spell, drawing even more power, but realized she could not finish before Valakoth struck.
White fire snapped across the battle, hammering into the orcish wizard. This time he staggered back, leaning upon his grotesque staff for balance. Calliande moved next to Morigna, sheathed in pulsing white light, fire dancing around her fingers. 
“Morigna,” she said. “Keep the Devout off me. I will try to deal with Valakoth.”
She began another spell, as did Valakoth. Blue fire and shadow struggled against the white flame of the Well’s magic. A band of Devout warriors charged towards them in silence, weapons raised, their eyes shining with the blue fire of their veins. 
Morigna whipped her staff before her and drew upon the tainted power of the earth beneath her boots. The ground rippled, throwing the charging orcs from their feet. Roots burst from the earth, wrapping around the orcs’ limbs like cords. A third spell, and she sent acid mist rolling over them, their flesh sizzling and blistering and steaming. The Devout trapped her in spells began to scream, screams that ended when the acid air choked off their breath entirely. 
Spells snarled between Valakoth and Calliande, while Ridmark and the others fought their way through the Devout. 
 
###
 
Magic burned through Calliande, and she summoned more power. She had indeed grown stronger since she had left Dun Licinia in pursuit of Ridmark. The Devout, despite their magical augmentation, were still creatures of flesh and blood, and weapons of steel could wound them. That left Calliande free to direct all of her newfound strength at Valakoth.
It was barely enough. 
The orcish wizard’s spells struck her wards with tremendous force. Valakoth was strong, and would have been a match for Coriolus and a challenge for the Artificer. Worse, the old orc was experienced. He was stronger than Calliande, yet did not need to use his whole strength to produce powerful effects. Calliande had to draw upon her full power to match him. 
She flung another lance of white flame, the power splashing and snarling across his wards. His defenses held, and Valakoth unleashed a stream of hissing blue flame and crackling shadows at her. Calliande redirected her strength into her ward, and barely managed to turn aside the attack. 
She did not have the brute power to hammer through Valakoth’s wards, nor the skill unravel them. 
If the others could reach Valakoth, they might cut him down, but there were far too many Devout warriors in the way. Could Mara use her power to transport herself to the hilltop and stab Valakoth from behind? No, if Mara could do that she would have done so already. Likely Valakoth’s wards prevented Mara from utilizing her power. 
Arandar and Heartwarden were their best chance. If Arandar could reach the orcish wizard, Heartwarden would rip through Valakoth’s wards with ease. With their leader dead, likely the rest of the Devout would flee. 
Another blast of dark power drilled into Calliande, and she gritted her teeth, straining to keep the malefic energy from reaching her flesh. 
Of course, to use Heartwarden against Valakoth, Arandar first had to reach the old wizard, and the warriors of the Devout were holding their own.
 
###
 
Ridmark parried a sword blow on the flat of his axe blade and dodged another. The Devout orc facing him fought in silence, the muscles of his arm driving his sword with inhuman speed. His blows were powerful, and the effort of blocking them made Ridmark’s arms ache, but the orc’s moves were unskilled. The Devout warrior fell into a pattern, and Ridmark saw the opening. He ducked under the orc’s next strike and swung the axe with both hands, the dwarven blade sinking between the warrior’s ribs with a hideous cracking noise. Ridmark ripped the weapon free, the blade sheathed in blue-glowing blood, and turned in search of his next foe. 
There were simply too many Devout warriors. Ridmark wished he had kept his staff in hand. The longer weapon would have been useful against the large numbers of their foes. Well, it was too late to worry about it now. 
Arandar cut his way through the orcs, the pulse of Heartwarden’s fire matching the throbbing behind Ridmark’s eyes. Ridmark had seen better swordsmen, but Arandar used the enhanced speed and strength granted by Heartwarden well, cutting down the Devout left and right. Yet the warriors forced Arandar back step by step. Worse, groups of Devout were circling around the melee, moving towards the women. Morigna’s magic kept them at bay, but sooner or later they would overwhelm her and kill Calliande. Then Valakoth could bring his spells to bear against them, and the battle would be over in short order. 
Unless they killed Valakoth first. Arandar had the best chance of it. Heartwarden would make short work of the spells around an orcish wizard, no matter how powerful. Ridmark hewed his way through the battle and came to Arandar’s side, the light from Heartwarden stabbing into his eyes. 
“Valakoth!” he yelled, and Arandar glanced at him. “Get to Valakoth, and this ends!”
Arandar offered a sharp nod and charged, cutting his way into the warriors, and Ridmark followed in the chaos, killing orcs with heavy blows of the dwarven axe.
Blue and white fire struggled against each other overhead, every spell ringing with a mighty thunderclap. 
 
###
 
Morigna spun her free hand in a circle, a thin ring of flickering gray mist rising around her and Calliande. One of the warriors charged into it and collapsed as the sleeping mist shut off his mind. The other Devout orcs backed away, their glowing eyes shining through the mist. Morigna spun in a circle, sweat dripping down her face as she tried to keep all her enemies in sight at once. The sleeping mist took less power than the acidic fog, and she hoped to conserve her strength. 
The battle was not going well.
Calliande’s teeth were bared in a snarl, her body rigid and her fingers hooked into claws. Bursts of magic volleyed back and forth between her and the orcish wizard, more power than Morigna could have summoned. Even in the fury of the battle, it made her uneasy. Morigna could do things that Calliande could not. But in terms of raw power and magical strength, Calliande was far stronger than Morigna, had grown even stronger in the last few weeks.
The Old Man had taught her that power was the foundation of everything, that only strength was worthy of respect, and while he had been wrong about so much else, she had seen no proof he was wrong about this. Morigna needed to be stronger, needed more power. Else someday a man like Arandar would find her and kill her, or the Magistri of Andomhaim would force her into their order, or a creature like the Artificer would enslave her. 
She had to have more power.
Of course, if Valakoth and the Devout killed her, then it wouldn’t matter in the slightest. 
More warriors charged at her, and Morigna cast another spell through her increasing weariness. The ground rippled at her command, flinging the Devout from their feet, and Morigna cast the sleeping mist over them. One of the orcs reached her, his face frozen in a silent snarl of fury. Morigna dodged, but his sword opened a cut on her arm. She hissed, using the pain to fuel another spell, and a sphere of acidic mist swirled around the Devout warrior’s head. 
The flesh melted from his face, leaving only a tusked skull perched atop of the smoking mess of his neck, and the orcish warrior fell dead at her feet.
But still more attacked. 
 
###
 
Calliande flung another attack at Valakoth. 
Again the ancient orc blocked the spell, her power grounding out against the layers of wards surrounding him. Unlike Calliande, Valakoth showed no sign of exhaustion. The orcish wizard was simply too skilled for her to overcome. The Warden had likely taught him magic, and the Warden had practiced his art within the walls of Urd Morlemoch for fifteen thousand years, and centuries beyond count before that. Perhaps the Warden had given Valakoth spells that no other mortal wizard knew. 
Secrets that he now directed against her. 
She braced herself, pouring more power into her defenses, trying to hold on until Arandar and Ridmark reached Valakoth.
A single glance at the hillside told her that Ridmark and Arandar would probably die before they came anywhere near Valakoth. 
 
###
 
Ridmark took the head from another orc, his arms aching, his headache thundering, the wounds upon his chest and legs burning. The orcs showed no fear, and seemed contemptuous of both injury and death. And why not? If they fell, their bodies would be taken to Urd Morlemoch and animated as the undead servants of their god. Step by step Ridmark and Arandar were forced back, closer to Calliande and Morigna. Ridmark managed to risk a glance over his shoulder and saw that the others were in retreat as well. Both Calliande and Morigna looked exhausted, and all the others had taken wounds of varying severity. 
It seemed Ridmark had led his companions to their deaths after all.
If only he had been firm, if only he had been more persuasive, perhaps they might have stayed behind. 
He had failed to save Aelia, and he had led his friends to ruin.
Ridmark killed another orc, his axe’s blade gleaming with blue blood.
Perhaps he could yet redeem his mistake. If he charged at Valakoth, he might distract the wizard long enough for Calliande to land a telling blow. Either way, the loss of their leader would throw the Devout into disarray. Perhaps Calliande and the others could escape, and she could find a way to recover her staff and memory that did not involve challenging the Warden of Urd Morlemoch.
Even as Ridmark tensed himself for the final charge, dark shapes moved around Valakoth, and the last ember of hope died within him.
A dozen urvaalgs charged into the fray, followed by a score of larger shapes. These new creatures were the size of oxen, and looked like a deformed mixture of bear and ape, their twisted limbs heavy with muscle, their fangs like daggers, their greasy fur standing in ragged spikes. 
The creatures were ursaars, as fast as an urvaalg but ten times as strong. Defeating twelve urvaalgs would have been a challenge. Twelve ursaars gathered together were nearly unconquerable. Combined with the fanatic courage of the Devout and the might of Valakoth’s sorcery, there was no hope of victory.
The end had come at last, just as Ridmark had always known it would. 
Once he would have met with his own death with no regret, but now his eyes strayed to Calliande and Morigna.
He took his axe in both hands and prepared to sell his life with as much blood as possible.
 
###
 
Calliande’s legs trembled, her arms weak with exhaustion. Still Valakoth’s relentless assault continued, and the ancient orc showed no sign of wavering. Another few moments, and Valakoth’s spells would blast her to ashes. Or Morigna’s strength would fail, and the warriors of the Devout would tear them to pieces. Calliande risked a quick look across the hillside, hoping to spot Ridmark. If she could open a path for him, perhaps he could escape and continue the quest, could stop the Frostborn when she could not…
Power surged around her. Was this the final spell? Valakoth’s killing blow?
Calliande blinked, sweat stinging her eyes.
It was not dark magic.
“Morigna?” said Calliande, but the dark-haired woman looked equally puzzled. 
Valakoth flinched.
An instant later blasts of white fire began raining down from the sky.
 
###
 
One of the ursaars charged at Ridmark, its jaws yawning wide.
He turned to face it, and a blast of white fire turned the ursaar’s head, forearms, and most of its chest to smoldering coals. A ripple of shock went through the Devout warriors, and Ridmark turned as more bursts of white flame fell from the sky, slamming into the urvaalgs and ursaars. Lightning ripped from the dark clouds overhead, scattering the orcish warriors like toys. Valakoth looked around, his blue-glowing eyes wide with shock and fear, and struck his staff against the earth.
He vanished in a swirl of darkness and blue flame.
Still the barrage of white fire continued, and within an instant all the urvaalgs and ursaars had been destroyed. Scores of the Devout orcs died within the space of a few moments, and the rest fled to the northwest. 
At last the magical attack faded away, and Ridmark and his companions stood alone on the hillside, surrounded by the dead.
Ridmark limped down the hill, his wounds throbbing, his head filled with thunderous pain. All his companions had all taken wounds, and Kharlacht looked a heartbeat or two away from collapse, but they were still alive. He hurried towards Calliande and Morigna. Both women seemed exhausted, but they were alive.
“What did you do?” said Ridmark.
“I…I didn’t do anything,” said Calliande, blinking. 
“Look,” said Morigna.
A pair of figures stood on a hill to the south, and one of them stepped forward. The figure wore a black-trimmed red coat, a black staff shining with white fire in his right hand. 
“Shadowbearer?” said Kharlacht in alarm.
“No,” said Ridmark. He had last seen this man nine years ago, on the day he had escaped Urd Morlemoch with the high elven bladeweaver Rhyannis. “The last archmage of the high elves, the archmage who founded the Order of the Magistri and the Order of the Soulblade.”
“Ardrhythain,” said Calliande.



Chapter 8 - The Archmage
 
“You know him?” said Ridmark. 
“Aye,” said Calliande. “After the Challenge of Magistri in Coldinium. It…damaged the defenses around my mind, and Shadowbearer tried to destroy me. Ardrhythain drove him off. He knew me, and said we would meet again.”
“Then he knows who you are?” said Ridmark. 
“Yes,” said Calliande. 
“And he hasn’t simply told you?”
“No,” said Calliande. “Apparently I forbade him from telling me who I really am.”
“Ah,” said Ridmark. There was a hint of humor in his tired voice. “How very thorough of you.”
“Extremely,” said Calliande.
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” said Ridmark.
“Because I wasn’t sure if it was real or not,” said Calliande. “My mind was disordered for some time after the Challenge of Magistri. Perhaps I had simply dreamed it.” 
“Evidently not,” said Ridmark. Of all the others, Arandar seemed to have come through the battle with the least injury. Heartwarden would be healing his wounds even now, and the Swordbearer put one hand upon Kharlacht’s shoulder. White light pulsed around his fingers, and Kharlacht’s wounds started to shrink.
“Hold still,” said Calliande. “I will heal your injuries.”
Ridmark shook his head. “You should see to the others first…” 
She clapped her hands to the sides of his head. Magic flowed through her and into Ridmark, and he flinched as the healing power washed over him. An instant later it was Calliande’s turn to flinch as she felt the stabbing pain of his wounds flow into her. God and the saints, how was he still on his feet? He had been hit on the arms and chest and legs, to say nothing of the pain Heartwarden’s presence inflicted upon him. Calliande braced herself, letting the pain of the wounds fill her, and then the pain subsided as her magic healed the injuries.
“Thank you,” said Ridmark, taking a deep breath. 
“You’re welcome,” said Calliande. 
“You still should have healed the others first,” said Ridmark.
“Someone has to talk to the archmage,” said Calliande. “I will join you in a moment.”
Ridmark nodded, and Calliande went to work.
 
###
 
Ridmark returned his axe to his belt, picked up his staff, and walked to meet Ardrhythain. 
A high elven woman waited at the archmage’s side, wearing armor of similar design to Kharlacht’s, overlapping plates of metal sheathing her torso and hanging to her knees. Unlike Kharlacht’s armor, her armor was wrought of golden metal, and she wore a helm with sweeping wings on the sides. Twin soulblades, thinner and lighter than the heavy longswords used by the Knights of the Order of the Soulblade, waited at her belt. She removed the helm as Ridmark approached, revealing features that were too angular and sharp to be human, her large eyes like shimmering golden coins. She was beautiful, but it was a terrible, alien beauty, like the beauty of the stars or a frozen stream in winter. A man could look upon the stars and admire their beauty, but he could not desire them. 
Ridmark bowed. “My lady Rhyannis.” 
“Ridmark Arban,” said Rhyannis, her voice more melodious than any human tone. “It is good to see you again. I owe you a great debt for bringing me out of Urd Morlemoch.”
“It seems this time that it is you who saved me,” said Ridmark, “along with my companions.” 
“I fear that honor belongs to the archmage of Cathair Solas,” said Rhyannis 
Ridmark bowed in the archmage’s direction. “Lord archmage.”
“Ridmark Arban,” said Ardrhythain as Ridmark straightened up. His voice was deep, far deeper than any human voice, yet as musical as Rhyannis’s. “It has not been long since we last met…but much has befallen you, I see.”
For the first time in nine years, Ridmark looked upon Ardrhythain, the last archmage of the high elven kindred. 
Ardrhythain was tall, almost as tall as Kharlacht. His long red coat was open in front, the sleeves and hem and collar trimmed in black. Beneath it he wore a white tunic and black trousers tucked into black boots. In his right hand he carried a black staff carved with intricate designs, the symbols shining with the same pale light as a soulblade. His face was alien, thinner than a human’s, the ears long and pointed. An unruly shock of night-black hair topped his head, and his eyes were like disks of shining gold. The golden eyes considered Ridmark, and he was struck by a sense of weight, of heaviness. It was the same sense of vast age he had felt from Gothalinzur and Agrimnalazur, from the spirit of the Artificer. Ardrhythain was old, so old that Ridmark’s mind could scare grasp such an immense span of years. Malahan Pendragon and the survivors of Britain upon Old Earth had come to Tarlion a thousand years ago, yet Ardrhythain had already walked this world then. 
A thousand years were but a drop in the ocean of the time he had seen. 
“Nine years is not such a short time,” said Ridmark. 
“A matter of perspective,” said Ardrhythain. He almost smiled. “When you are my age, you might feel differently on the matter.” 
“Thank you for our lives,” said Ridmark. “Valakoth and the Devout would have killed us all had you not intervened. 
“He attacked you too early,” said Ardrhythain. He pointed at a hill in the distance, its top crowned with yet another ring of dark elven standing stones. “Do you see that hill? It is where we met the last time you came to Urd Morlemoch. Those stones mark the beginning of the Warden’s influence.” 
“I remember,” said Ridmark.
“Had the Warden’s servants ambushed you there,” said Ardrhythain, “I would not have been able to aid you. The Warden would have been aware of my presence, and within the circumference of his wards he unconquerable.”
Ridmark felt a chill, realizing how close they had come to death. “Just as well Valakoth was impatient, then.”
“Indeed,” said Ardrhythain. “I would speak to you and your companions before you proceed.”
“We have many questions for you,” said Ridmark. 
“I shall answer what I can,” said Ardrhythain, “though I will not be able to answer all your questions. Some things I cannot tell you, for I am bound by the promise I made to Calliande centuries ago. And some things I cannot tell you, for they would give me power over you.”
“Power?” said Ridmark. “I do not understand.”
“Three laws bind the high elves,” said Ardrhythain. “One of them forbids us from seeking power or dominion over the other kindreds upon this world. That was one of the errors of our brothers, those who became the dark elves. During our long war, they summoned other kindreds to this world as slaves and soldiers.”
“Until they summoned the urdmordar,” said Rhyannis, “and so wrought the destruction of both the high elven and the dark elven kingdoms.”
“But you founded the Magistri and the Swordbearers,” said Ridmark. “You taught the Magistri their magic, and you forged the soulblades and wrote the Pact of the Two Orders.”
“This is true,” said Ardrhythain. “There was much debate about the decision among the mages of Cathair Solas.” He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the black staff. “In the end, we decided to unlock the power of the Well in Tarlion’s heart and forge the soulblades, giving them to your High King without any conditions, save that we could request the aid of a Swordbearer in an emergency. Without the soulblades and the Magistri, the urdmordar would have destroyed most of your kindred and enslaved the rest. We gave you the weapons and the magic to resist them, to use as you saw fit without governance from us…whether for good or for evil. The consequences were both good and evil. The urdmordar were defeated at last…”
“But the magic proved too much of a temptation,” said Ridmark as understanding came to him, “and the Eternalists and the Enlightened of Incariel arose.” 
“As did the Frostborn,” said Ardrhythain. “You understand.” 
Ridmark frowned. “The Frostborn? The…Frostborn were a consequence of the Two Orders?” 
“In a way,” said Ardrhythain. “If you reach the Warden, you may find the truth. Come. Time is fleeting, and we must speak with Calliande and your other friends.” 
Ridmark led the way back to the others as Calliande and Arandar finished healing them. He watched their reactions to the archmage. Arandar and Caius looked reverent, while Morigna and Jager were suspicious. Gavin seemed downright awed, while Mara simply appeared curious. 
Calliande spoke first. “Lord Ardrhythain. Thank you for your assistance. Yet again.”
“It is…good to see you again, Calliande,” said Ardrhythain. “It is also strange. I last saw you in the flesh over two hundred and twenty years ago. Not often do as I see a living human across such a span of time.” 
“I suppose you cannot tell me why I did this to myself?” said Calliande. “Nor who I really am?”
“I cannot,” said Ardrhythain. “I am prohibited by my promise to you.” 
Morigna snorted. “For a woman who is so desperately keen to discover the truth of her past, you went to great lengths to conceal it from yourself. One suspects you could have simply saved yourself the effort and left a detailed note.”
Ardrhythain looked at her. The archmage said nothing, and there was nothing threatening in his expression or stance. Yet Morigna took an alarmed step back nonetheless, her hand coming up. 
“My companions,” said Ridmark before Morigna could do something rash. “Kharlacht of Vhaluusk.”
“A baptized orc of Vhaluusk,” said Ardrhythain. “A rare sight.” 
“My mother instructed me in the faith before she died,” said Kharlacht.
“It is well that she did,” said Ardrhythain. “Of old the orcs worshipped the dark elves and the urdmordar as gods, much as the Devout do today. Your Dominus Christus is a kinder master by far.”
“This is Brother Caius, once of Khald Tormen, now a brother of the mendicant order,” said Ridmark. 
Caius bowed. “An honor to meet you, lord archmage. My kindred have been on this world for long millennia, so it is rare to meet someone who has been here longer yet.” 
“I have heard of you in my travels,” said Ardrhythain. “The dwarven noble who renounced the gods of stone and silence and joined the church. The first one to ever do so, to my knowledge.”
“It is neither wise nor safe to ignore the demands of conscience,” said Caius, “and once a man knows the truth, he has an obligation to act upon it.” 
“This is so,” said Ardrhythain. “You may well have a chance to live that lesson again soon.” 
“Gavin of Aranaeus,” said Ridmark, and Gavin bowed. 
“I see the marks of the urdmordar upon you,” said Ardrhythain. 
Gavin hesitated. “My…village, Aranaeus. An urdmordar ruled it. I grew up there, and did not realize it until she tried to kill us all.”
“You never worshipped her,” said Ardrhythain.
“No.”
“And you stood against her when the truth was known,” said Ardrhythain. “That was a brave act. Most men would rather deny a hard truth than face it.”
Gavin shrugged, embarrassed. For a moment some of his newfound hardness fell away, and he looked very young. “I…did what seemed right at the time.”
“What was the urdmordar’s name?” said Ardrhythain.
“Agrimnalazur,” said Gavin. 
“I faced her once, long ago,” said Ardrhythain. “She was a terrible foe, and slew many high elves. You did a great deed to strike her down.”
Gavin got a little redder and said nothing. 
“This is Jager of Coldinium,” said Ridmark, “and his wife Mara.”
Jager offered a grand, flourishing bow. “Welcome, master archmage. It is very rare that one has the chance to meet a figure of history. Tell me, is it true that you can summon storms of flame and command the mountains themselves to obey you?”
“Jager,” Mara sighed.
Ardrhythain raised an eyebrow. “A storm of fire would be bad for the crops, and the mountains are not inclined to listen to me.” He considered the halfling for a moment. “I see the marks of dark magic upon you. In the past you have borne a weapon of the dark elves.”
“It was a bad day,” said Jager. 
“He stole a soulcatcher from the Matriarch of the Red Family,” said Mara.
“Indeed?” said Ardrhythain. “A bold feat, indeed.”
“I know,” said Jager. “I was there.”
“Your wife…” Ardrhythain’s voice trailed off as he gazed at Mara, and for the first time he looked surprised. “You are half dark-elven.”
Arandar made a strangled noise and looked at her.
“Yes,” said Mara. “My mother was a freeholder, taken by the orcs in service of the Traveler of Nightmane Forest. My father was the Traveler himself.”
“By rights your dark elven blood should have overwhelmed you long ago,” said Ardrhythain, his unblinking golden eyes fixed upon her. “Yet…the transformation has come, has it not? But you are not an urdhracos. You are still your own…”
Mara shrugged. “It came a few weeks ago at the Iron Tower. I’m still not entirely sure what happened to me.” She gestured, disappeared in a column of blue fire, and reappeared a few yards away. “I can do this now, and I have the Sight.”
“You have dark elven blood and the Sight, and yet you look upon me without fear?” said Ardrhythain.
“I can see you,” said Mara. “All that power. You’re the strongest wizard I’ve ever seen, but that power is…clean, without taint. But you’ve seen so many things, I think. You’ve lost a great deal.”
“I fear so,” said Ardrhythain. “Parents. Brothers. Sisters. Children. Grandchildren. Comrades and friends and colleagues and servants and entire nations. Once the high elves were as numerous as the humans and the orcs. Now only a few of us remain within Cathair Solas.”
“My lord,” said Rhyannis, and she sounded shaken. “Is she…”
“It is,” said Ardrhythain. “You are something I have never seen before, Mara of Coldinium, and that has not happened for a very long time. A dark elven half-blood who transformed and yet retains control of her mind and will. You can hear the Warden’s aura, I assume?”
“Quite loudly,” said Mara. “It is rather grandiloquent.” 
“Yet you feel no compulsion to obey?” said Ardrhythain. 
“No,” said Mara. “It is difficult to put into words. There is a fire inside of me, one with its own song. It is louder than the Warden’s, and that gives me control of myself.” 
“A dark elven half-breed,” said Arandar, shaking his head. “I never would have guessed it.”
“Your powers of observation astonish me,” said Morigna, still keeping a wary eye on the archmage. 
“But you are so…polite,” said Arandar. He shrugged. “If the founder of the Two Orders says that you are not a threat, who am I to gainsay him?”
“Well, that,” said Jager, “and if you hurt her I shall pour poison into your mouth while you sleep.”
To Ridmark’s surprise, Arandar offered a bow to Jager. “A man should be no less zealous in the defense of his wife.”
“This is Sir Arandar of Tarlion,” said Ridmark before the conversation could escalate into another argument, “a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade.” 
“Greetings, Sir Arandar,” said Ardrhythain. “You bear Heartwarden, the blade once carried by Ridmark himself.”
“I do,” said Arandar.
The archmage looked at Ridmark. “That does not trouble you?”
It gave him a damned fierce headache. “What I think does not matter. I lost the sword by rights.”
“Why have you come to Urd Morlemoch, Sir Arandar of Tarlion?” said Ardrhythain. “Surely the High Kingdom has greater need of you elsewhere.”
“Perhaps,” said Arandar, “but my duty compels me to be here. A quest of honor has driven me to Urd Morlemoch, and I will save my son, whatever the cost to myself.”
Ardrhythain inclined his head. “A worthy cause. I had hoped that men like you would take up the soulblades once they were forged.”
“I only hope that I do not fail in my duty,” said Arandar.
Ardrhythain’s eyes shifted to Morigna, who met his golden gaze without flinching. 
“And this,” said Ridmark, “is Morigna, once of Moraime.”
“Tell me," said Morigna before Ardrhythain could speak, “if you know who Calliande is, why do you not tell her? You would save us much trouble and toil.”
“Calliande herself asked me not to do so,” said Ardrhythain. “To speak nothing of her past before she could recall it.” 
“That is a pitiful excuse,” said Morigna. 
“Morigna,” said Calliande, her voice sharp.
“Perhaps,” said Ardrhythain, “but it is necessary. Our law forbids us from seeking power over the other kindreds. Such a course walks the path of corruption, and leads in the end to the fate of the dark elves.”
“A convenient excuse,” said Morigna, “to keep you from dirtying your hands. Let the humans wield the soulblades and fight the wars while you remain safe behind the walls of Cathair Solas.”
“The temptation to abuse power is great among the humans,” said Ardrhythain, “but it is greater among us. To use our power in the way you describe would inevitably give us power over you, and we dare not trust ourselves with power.” 
“How very convenient,” said Morigna. 
“I hear the mark of dark magic upon you,” said Ardrhythain. 
“One supposes you shall now cloak that observation in some oracular nonsense?” said Morigna. 
“Nothing of the sort,” said Ardrhythain. “I hear it in your arguments. When the urdmordar besieged Tarlion and I offered the soulblades and the magic of the Well to the High King, some of his nobles said the same thing. That we ought to use our magic to remake the world, to build it stronger and better than God intended. Even after the High King accepted the Pact of the Two Orders, such arguments persisted…and one day became the foundations of the Eternalists and the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“Do you think me enamored of dark magic?” said Morigna. “One of the last of the Eternalists murdered my mother and father, and prepared me to serve as the vessel for his corrupted spirit. So I hate dark magic more than someone like you ever could. If I had the kind of power you wield, I would not sit idly while mouthing pious platitudes about the dangers of action. No one would ever harm me and those I love ever again.” 
“What do you think dark magic is?” said Ardrhythain. “The Eternalists had a vision for what they thought was a better world. So do the Enlightened of Incariel. So did the dark elves. You think power is freedom? No. It is much heavier than that. Power is a burden, a grave responsibility, and the more power you wield the graver the responsibility. A freeholder’s sins might destroy his family. A Dux’s mistakes could destroy a nation. I urge you to think upon this. Your quest for freedom could lead you far upon the path to destruction.” 
“Thank you for the counsel,” said Morigna, her voice cold and hard as ice, “but I shall rely upon my own judgment.” 
“So be it,” said Ardrhythain. “I have said what I must say to you. Whether you listen is in your hands.” He turned back to Ridmark and Calliande. “My time grows short, and you will have questions for me.” 
“Why does your time grow short?” said Ridmark.
“Shadowbearer seeks me,” said Ardrhythain, “and if he does not find me, he will come for you instead.”
“Shadowbearer?” said Calliande.
“Have you not wondered,” said Rhyannis, “why the bearer of shadow has not found you? Why he has not slain you and taken the empty soulstone?” 
“Often,” said Ridmark. “I feared that he would find us ever since we rescued Calliande from the altar upon Black Mountain.” 
“He has not found you,” said Ardrhythain, “because I have been pursuing him ever since he stole the empty soulstone from the caverns beneath Cathair Solas four months ago. We have been locked in magical battle ever since.”
“You hardly look,” said Morigna, “as if you are locked in magical battle at the moment.” 
“He is too deep into the threshold for us to reach each other,” said Ardrhythain. “In a few hours he will emerge, and I shall have to be ready to pursue him again.” 
“The threshold?” said Calliande. “I’ve…I’ve heard that term before, I’m sure of it.”
“The knowledge will come to you,” said Ardrhythain, “now that you have heard it.”
“It’s the shadow,” whispered Calliande. “Or the reflection.” She gestured, trying to frame her thoughts. “This world, it throws a…a shadow, a reflection, into the spirit realm. Powerful wizards can access this place. It is a dangerous realm, but magic is far more powerful within the threshold.”
“Our duel,” said Ardrhythain, “has taken us there frequently. Yesterday I pressed him hard, and he retreated deeper into the threshold. It will take him some time to extract himself and return to the waking world, which is why I am able to speak with you now.” 
Jager snapped his fingers. “That’s why he didn’t blow us all to ashes when we sacked the Iron Tower, isn’t it?”
“When Shadowbearer convinced Qazarl to attack Dun Licinia,” said Kharlacht, “his comings and goings were erratic. This account explains much. I told Qazarl that Shadowbearer was simply using us and not to be trusted.”
“It is regrettable that he did not heed you,” said Ardrhythain. “Once the bearer of shadow returns from the threshold, I will be there to meet him. By then you will beyond his reach. You will have entered the circumference of the wards around Urd Morlemoch, where Shadowbearer cannot harm you and I cannot aid you.”
“You called Shadowbearer by name when you faced him,” said Calliande. “Tymandain. Is that truly his name?”
“It is,” said Ardrhythain. “The bearer of shadow was once an archmage of the high elven kindred, like me. He listened to the lies of Incariel, and became the bearer of shadow long ago.”
“So much for not ruling over the affairs of other kindred,” said Morigna.
“Then you see,” said Ardrhythain, “why our law forbids it? Tymandain sought power to protect that which he loved. Look at what he has wrought. Look at what he has become.”
Morigna said nothing. 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “You shielded us from a grave danger, and we knew it not.”
Ardrhythain nodded. “Calliande was in danger since before you were born, Ridmark Arban. Shadowbearer would have slain her in the vault below the Tower of Vigilance, but the wards around it were too powerful.” 
“So he waited until I awoke, and sent Qazarl and the Mhalekites to kill me,” said Calliande. 
“This is so,” said Ardrhythain. “You, Ridmark Arban…you have been in danger ever since you agreed to help me during the Festival of the Resurrection nine years past. The shadows of your future pointed in this direction. By choosing to aid Calliande, the danger has grown sharper. Soon it approaches a crisis point. Ask me what you will, and if I can aid you without violating our law, I shall.” 
Ridmark considered this. There were limits to what Ardrhythain would do. He would not follow them into Urd Morlemoch, and he would not violate Calliande’s ban on discussing her memory. But the archmage likely knew other useful things.
“I assume you will not be able to tell me how the Frostborn are returning,” said Ridmark. “Probably because of the prohibition against speaking about Calliande’s past. But I will ask you this…does the Warden know?”
“He does,” said Ardrhythain. “He knows everything that you want to know. The Warden is the mightiest wizard the dark elven kindred ever produced. His knowledge is wide and deep, as is his malicious wisdom. He can answer your question.”
“And me,” said Calliande. “Does he know who I really am?” 
“The Warden will know,” said Ardrhythain. “He knows less about you than he does about the Frostborn, and he will not know as much as you might like. But he does know who you really are, and he knows where Dragonfall and your staff wait.” Calliande stepped forward at that. “If you can best him, he will tell you.” 
“How can we defeat him?” said Ridmark. 
“As you did before,” said Ardrhythain. “The Warden can obliterate you any time he chooses, once you step within his influence. He has been trapped within Urd Morlemoch for tens of thousands of years, and he is bored. He will play a game with you. A deep, subtle, deadly game. If you can best him as you did before, then you will have a chance of departing Urd Morlemoch alive with the knowledge that you require.” 
“I beat his game once before,” said Ridmark, “and he still tried to kill me. Only your intervention turned back his creatures.”
“I will return to the Torn Hills as soon as I am able,” said Ardrhythain, “if I can keep Shadowbearer at bay. Perhaps I will be able to assist you. I fear you cannot trust to my arrival, though. Shadowbearer is powerful, and it will take everything I have to keep him from killing you. But once you enter the shadow of Urd Morlemoch, you will be beyond Shadowbearer’s reach…and beyond my ability to aid you.”
“How heartening,” said Jager. 
“It is not, is it?” said Ardrhythain. “But I cannot rule your fates. I have not that right. I can only equip you to face them as best as I can.”
“And what,” said Morigna, “have you given us?”
“Knowledge,” said Ridmark. 
“You have the magic of the Magistri,” said Ardrhythain, “and the power of Heartwarden. I can do one other thing for you.” He gestured. “This ravine is outside of the Warden’s influence. Tonight I can ward it so that neither the Devout nor the Warden’s other creatures will disturb you. You may rest and recover your strength.”
“Calliande healed our wounds,” said Ridmark. 
“You have gone long without proper rest,” said Ardrhythain. “If you are to enter Urd Morlemoch, at least you can do so with your full strength. The spell can give you that much.” 
“We will be grateful,” said Ridmark, “for any aid.”
“May God go with you, Ridmark Arban,” said Ardrhythain. “The shadows of your future have led you here, but the outcome of that future is still in your hands.” He looked them over. “It is in all of your hands.”
Ridmark was not sure, but he thought Ardrhythain’s gaze lingered over Morigna.



Chapter 9 - Something New
 
Morigna sat upon a low boulder and gazed into the campfire, scowling.
Night had fallen over the Torn Hills, though the thick clouds overhead blocked out the moons and the stars. A bright blue glow shone to the northwest, covering everything in an eerie azure light. Likely it was the glow of Urd Morlemoch itself. Ridmark had said that three ribbons of flame danced and writhed around the central tower of Urd Morlemoch, lashing at the lightless vault of the sky. 
Tomorrow Morigna would see it for herself. 
If the Devout or the urvaalgs did not catch them first.
If the Warden simply didn’t unleash his magic and kill them all.
And if Ardrhythain’s warding spell was ineffective and Valakoth returned. 
Morigna shivered with anger. 
How dare the archmage accuse her of contemplating the use of dark magic. Ardrhythain had confirmed everything Coriolus had ever said about the high elves. The Old Man had complained constantly about the Magistri and the Swordbearers, but Coriolus had reserved special vitriol for the high elves. They hoarded magical secrets, Coriolus claimed, guarded their power as jealously as a miser guarded his gold. They had only fed humanity a few pieces of magic, just enough to make mankind into a weapon against the urdmordar but not enough to allow Andomhaim to challenge the high elves. If humanity was ever to advance, it would have to cast off the restrictions of the Pact of the Two Orders and claim more power …
Morigna’s anger increased. 
To claim that power, Coriolus had murdered her mother and father and Nathan Vorinus, and had planned to steal Morigna’s body to extend his own wretched life. She wondered how many other bodies Coriolus had stolen, how many other lives he had blighted and ruined. His influence lay upon her still. 
Perhaps Ardrhythain was right to fear that she might turn to dark magic. 
Still, Ardrhythain’s arrogance only confirmed the central lesson of Coriolus’s teachings. The Old Man had lied about everything else, but he had been right that power was the foundation of everything, that all life was a struggle for power. Those with power did whatever they pleased to those without power. If Morigna was to protect herself and those she cared about, she needed more power. She had met so many creatures that could have destroyed her – the Artificer, Valakoth, Ardrhythain. If they were to respect her, if she was to guard herself from them, she needed more power. 
But where to get it?
Suddenly she wanted nothing more than to find Ridmark and lure him to a quiet place where they could be alone. Though so close to Urd Morlemoch, such a notion was suicidal. It had almost gotten them killed on the edge of the Torn Hills. 
A boot scraped against the ground, and Morigna looked up. 
“You cannot sleep?”
Calliande stepped into the circle of light from the fire, the blue glow from the sky glinting in her eyes. Morigna saw that the others had gone to bed, wrapping themselves in blankets. 
“Where is Ridmark?” said Morigna.
“Talking to Mara,” said Calliande. 
Morigna snorted. “I imagine that Jager’s attempts at wit grow tiresome.” 
“Actually, he wanted to talk to Mara alone,” said Calliande. “He has something in mind for her in Urd Morlemoch. Some plan he doesn’t want to share with the rest of us.”
Morigna frowned. “Why not tell us?” 
“The fewer people who know about it,” said Calliande, “the fewer people from whose minds the Warden can rip the knowledge.”
Morigna opened her mouth to argue, and then realized that Calliande was right. 
“Do you think we can do this?” said Morigna.
“Go into Urd Morlemoch and come out again alive with the knowledge we need, you mean?” said Calliande. 
“No, I mean keep the campfire lit,” said Morigna. “Yes, that is what I meant.”
Calliande’s eyes narrowed at the barb, but her voice was calm. “If anyone can do it, Ridmark can. He did it once before, and he was alone. This time he has help. We are all capable, every one of us. It is a risk, aye, but if we keep our wits about us, we might be able to defeat whatever game the Warden has in mind for us.”
“No thanks to the noble lord archmage,” said Morigna. 
“He has done all he can to help us,” said Calliande.
“Which seems to be precious little,” said Morigna. 
“He unlocked the magic of the Magistri,” said Calliande. “He forged the soulblades and gave them to the High King. Without either of those things, we wouldn’t have lived long enough to make it this far. Our ancestors would have been killed even before we were born.”
“He knows who you are,” said Morigna, “yet refuses to tell you.”
“Apparently, I asked him not to,” said Calliande.
Morigna scoffed. “That is like a promise made to a drunkard or an idiot.”
Calliande’s eyes narrowed a little further. “Which one am I, pray?” 
“I have never seen you drink to excess,” said Morigna, and Calliande frowned. Morigna rebuked herself. The very edge of the Warden’s demesne was a foolish place to bicker. Yet Ardrhythain had set her teeth on edge. “But consider. How often does a drunken man make a foolish boast, or speak some vow? Yet he repents of it once he comes to his senses.”
“So that is what you think I am?” said Calliande. “A drunkard who made a foolish vow?”
“You could have saved yourself much trouble,” said Morigna, “if you had simply left yourself a letter.” Calliande started to protest, but Morigna kept talking. “Do you think you had any idea of the consequences when you cut out your memory and buried yourself alive? Ardrhythain likely knew. Maybe he even helped you to do it. But did he warn you of the consequences?”
“Maybe he did,” said Calliande. “I just don’t remember.” 
“He is using us as weapons,” said Morigna. “He could not fight the urdmordar himself, so he gave magic to the High King and his knights. They can do all the fighting and dying while he waits safe within the walls of Cathair Solas.”
“The urdmordar would have destroyed Andomhaim and enslaved humanity if not for the Magistri and the Swordbearers,” said Calliande. “Whatever you might think of his motives, that is a simple fact. Are you simply aggrieved because he warned you against dark magic? It is nothing different than what I have said to you several…” 
“What right does he have to accuse me of such a thing?” said Morigna. “I have lost more to dark magic than he…”
“Truly?” said Calliande. “The high elves once filled this world. Now they are almost all gone. You might have lost much to dark magic, but so did he.” 
“He reminds me,” said Morigna, “of Coriolus.”
Calliande frowned. “I don’t see how.”
“Two old men,” said Morigna, “both using others as their weapons, as their tools. What right do they have to do that? What right does anyone have?” 
“He doesn’t have the right,” said Calliande. “He has the responsibility. Just as I have the responsibility to stop the return of the Frostborn.” 
“Then perhaps you should have chosen a different approach,” said Morigna. 
“Ridmark is willing to follow his advice,” said Calliande. 
“Ridmark is not always right about everything,” said Morigna.
“Yes,” said Calliande. “I agree completely. He is a brave and valiant man, but he has made some serious mistakes in the past, and may even be making one now.” 
Morigna’s eyes narrowed. “Such as?”
“Given that we are all about to walk into Urd Morlemoch,” said Calliande, “I think we will find out very soon whether or not we are about to make a huge mistake.”
That wasn’t what she had meant, and they both knew it. 
“Enough,” said Morigna. “I do not want to fight you.”
“Indeed?” said Calliande. “That is news to me. You have seemed most interested in starting a fight ever since we met.”
“And you,” said Morigna, getting to her feet, fingers tight around the length of her staff, “have been eager to start a fight ever since Ridmark and I…”
“Since you what?” said Calliande.  “Since you crept off together for urvaalgs to attack? I…” She closed her eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose for a moment. “No, that is not my concern.”
“No, it isn’t,” said Morigna. 
“But consider this,” said Calliande. “Ardrhythain reminds you of Coriolus because they are both men of power. Ardrhythain tried to use his power to defend humanity from the urdmordar and the Frostborn, even if you disagree with how he did it. He treated his power as a responsibility. Coriolus used his power to make himself immortal, or as close to it as he could manage.”
“What is the point you are trying to make?” said Morigna. 
“You told me that you want power to make sure you are safe, that those you love are safe,” said Calliande. “That is exactly what Coriolus did. Save only that he loved himself.”
Morigna opened her mouth to answer, but could not think of a rebuttal, and Calliande walked away from the fire.
 
###
 
“You can hear it now, can’t you?” said Ridmark.
Mara smiled. “I’ve been able to hear it since the Iron Tower.”
She stood alone with the Gray Knight at the edge of their camp, the fire crackling in the distance. With the Sight, Mara noted the weave of power flowing around them, the ward Ardrhythain had cast around their camp. It would keep any creatures of dark magic at bay until dawn, and she saw the flows of power touching her and the others. The archmage’s magic was healing and rejuvenating them, allowing them to recover the strength they had expended over the last few days. 
The Warden’s song thundered in her head. 
It was not a song, not really. It was more of an aura that her mind chose to interpret as a song. She had heard it ever since that awful day the Artificer had triggered her transformation in the Iron Tower, and it had grown louder with every step she took toward Urd Morlemoch. An urvaalg or an urshane or an urdhracos that heard the song would have no choice but to heed the Warden’s will. In fact, such a creature would joyfully obey the Warden, would cut its own throat with glee if the Warden commanded it. 
“You feel no compulsion to obey it?” said Ridmark.
“No,” said Mara, “I have my own song.” She hesitated. “But I have seen three dark elves before this day, Gray Knight. The Traveler, the Matriarch, and the Artificer, even if the Artificer had no body. The Warden is more powerful than all of them by far. They are right to fear him.” She considered. “We are right to fear him.”
“About that,” said Ridmark. 
He looked bone-deep tired. Mara had hoped that his relationship with Morigna would ease some of his cares, but instead it had only added to them. She could tell that he feared seeing Morigna die in front of him, just as his wife had, and that he felt he had betrayed Calliande somehow. Perhaps he could finally rest if they stopped the Frostborn, if he fulfilled his promises to Calliande and Arandar. Or Ridmark Arban was the kind of man who would only rest when he was dead.
Mara hoped not. 
“What about it?” said Mara.
“We need an advantage against the Warden,” said Ridmark. “I escaped Urd Morlemoch once before, aye, but only barely. The Warden might condescend to play a game instead of simply obliterating us, but he is still clever and dangerous. So we need something he will not expect, something he will not see coming.”
“Me, you mean,” said Mara. “My ability to travel from place to place.”
Ridmark nodded. 
“How can I use it to help?” said Mara.
“Don’t use it,” said Ridmark.
Mara blinked. “That is a curious strategy.”
“I was thinking upon it before we encountered the Devout,” said Ridmark, “and Ardrhythain’s reaction to you confirmed it. The archmage had never seen anything like you before. You were something new. A dark elven half-breed who had successfully controlled her transformation and had not become a monster.” 
“I had help,” said Mara, thinking of the Watcher.
“Nevertheless,” said Ridmark. “Ardrhythain had never seen anything like you before. And I would wager that the Warden has not either. If he doesn’t know what you truly are, what you have become, he will not be able to plan for you. Or he will lay a plan for you, but his strategy will be flawed. The most dangerous knife…”
“Is the one that the victim never sees coming,” said Mara. “The Red Family was a firm believer in that proverb.”
“In that, at least, they were not wrong,” said Ridmark. “Once we enter the Warden’s influence, do not use your power unless absolutely necessary. The secret will give us an edge against the Warden, an advantage we might be able to use only once.” He shrugged. “I wish it were possible to prepare a better plan, but there is no way to predict what the Warden will do once we enter Urd Morlemoch.”
“Then we shall have to improvise,” said Mara. 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. “One way or another, we will find out the truth tomorrow.”
 
###
 
The next morning they broke camp, and Ridmark turned to face the others.
“This is the last chance,” he told them, “to turn back. Once we enter the Warden’s demesne, he will likely know of our presence, and he will not let us go without a challenge. So. If you have any doubts, if you wish to turn back…go in peace. You have come farther with me than I have any right to expect, and neither man nor God could blame you for turning back.”
Calliande frowned. “We have had this discussion before, have we not?”
“We have,” said Ridmark. “But this is the point of no return.” 
“Then let us proceed over it without hesitation,” said Kharlacht. “My kin are all dead, and I have nowhere else to go. If I am to die, I would prefer to do so in the service of a noble cause.”
“I said I would see this through to the end, Gray Knight,” said Caius, “and I shall not turn back now.”
“I, too, have nowhere else to go,” said Gavin. “I cannot go back to Aranaeus. I have seen what happens when an urdmordar runs amok, and I expect the Frostborn would be ten times as worse.” 
“Well, you two may want to die nobly,” said Jager, “but I would rather be home in bed. Granted, if I go home, Tarrabus Carhaine will probably have me killed. So, really, why not stroll into Urd Morlemoch?” He shrugged. “And I do owe you, you know. For Mara and many other things.”
“We are with you,” said Mara.
“Both honor and the sake of my son demand that I press forward,” said Arandar. 
“I told you I would repay my debt to you,” said Morigna, “wherever it might take us.” 
Ridmark nodded. He wanted to kiss her, but this was not the time. The thought of slipping away to the woods of Moraime with her and living as hunters and trappers was a pleasant thought, but he had come this far. He would not waver from his duty now. 
“I am bound to stop the Frostborn,” said Calliande. “It is my duty as much as it is yours…and our best chance of fulfilling that duty is within the walls of Urd Morlemoch.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark. He had hoped to dissuade them, to convince them to turn back, but some part of him was pleased that they would come. “Onward, then.”
He beckoned with the staff, and led the way past the hill with its standing stones and into the demesne of the Warden of Urd Morlemoch.
 



Chapter 10 - Urd Morlemoch
 
Ridmark had been to Urd Morlemoch before, so he knew what to expect. 
The sky darkened as they traveled northwest. The Torn Hills had been shrouded in gloom, but the sky grew darker the nearer they drew to Urd Morlemoch. Soon it was black, without a trace of sun or cloud or moons or stars. It was as if a lightless void had swallowed the heavens and consumed all the moons and stars, leaving nothingness in its wake.
The only light came from the ribbons of blue fire dancing overhead. 
The Torn Hills ended in a wide bay facing the endless choppy expanse of the western sea, the air heavy with the smells of salt and rot. The hills stopped at a sheer cliff that plunged a thousand feet to the choppy waters of the bay, the waves splashing endlessly against the stone. At the apex of the bay, overlooking the cliffs, rose a tall, rocky hill.
The ruins of Urd Morlemoch filled the hill. 
“God and his saints,” said Caius, crossing himself. “I have never seen a dark elven ruin that size.”
“Urd Arowyn could fit in there,” said Gavin. “Easily.” 
“A dozen times over,” said Kharlacht. Even the usually taciturn orc seemed shaken. 
“The spells,” said Mara, her voice dazed. Her right hand flailed out and seized Jager’s. “I can…I can see the spells binding the fortress. My God. They’re not just powerful. They’re…complex. The Traveler couldn’t do anything like this. The Matriarch couldn’t do anything like this. The Artificer…the Artificer was a fool if he thought he could challenge the Warden.” She looked at Ridmark, her green eyes wide. “If the Warden wasn’t trapped with Urd Morlemoch, he could shatter the Magistri and conquer Andomhaim with ease.” 
“The dark magic in the citadel is very great,” said Arandar, face grim. 
Neither Morigna nor Calliande said anything. Likely they could feel the dark power around Urd Morlemoch without utilizing any spells. 
Ridmark stared at the citadel. 
Urd Morlemoch had been built of gleaming white stone, and was at least as large as Coldinium, its ruins covering the entire hill. A wall, reinforced with bastions and ramparts, encircled the hill’s base. The hill had been cut into terraces, and crumbling mansions and towers covered their sides. A massive white tower, rising nearly five hundred feet tall, rose from the hill’s crest. Even in their half-ruined state, the walls of Urd Morlemoch could have repulsed a mighty army. 
Looking at the ruins gave Ridmark a headache. 
The angles were...wrong, the layout strange. The dark elves had a sense of aesthetics foreign to human eyes, and the ruins of Urd Morlemoch proved it. They looked alien and cold, as if constructed by a mind incomprehensible to human thought. Or as if the Warden had constructed his stronghold out of gleaming, polished bone. 
Three ribbons of cold blue fire flickered and danced around the high tower, spreading like crooked fingers across the sky. They were a central part of the mighty spells binding Urd Morlemoch and holding the Warden imprisoned within, though Ridmark could not fathom their function. Perhaps no one other than the Warden himself understood how the spells worked. 
“How,” said Gavin, “how are we ever going to get into that place?”
“The gates are shut,” said Kharlacht. “Though I can see no watchers upon the outer walls.”
“Oh, there will be watchers,” said Ridmark. Calliande flinched at that for some reason. “Just because we cannot see them doesn’t mean they are not there. If we try the main gate, we’ll likely have to fight a horde of undead or a thousand urvaalgs. For that matter, I’m sure the Warden’s wards will alert him if we approach the main gates.”
“That does not answer the question,” said Arandar. His hand was clenched tight around Heartwarden’s hilt, which did not help Ridmark’s headache. 
“We shall enter Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark, “the same way we entered Urd Arowyn.” 
“How did you enter Urd Arowyn?” said Morigna. 
“Through the hidden tunnel behind the waterfall,” said Gavin, and then he laughed. “That’s how you knew dark elven ruins always had a bolt hole. From Urd Morlemoch.”
“Aye,” said Ridmark, pointing with his staff. “You see that stream running below the southern wall?” It flowed between Urd Morlemoch and the surrounding hills until it reached the cliff and fell in a spectacular arc to the ocean below. “It conceals a hidden entrance to the catacombs below Urd Morlemoch.”
“This is the entrance you used the last time?” said Arandar. 
“It is,” said Ridmark.
“Will not the Warden have sealed it?” said Arandar.
“I doubt he cares,” said Ridmark. “No one who comes here can harm him. Likely the purpose of the traps and guardians is to make sure that any intruders who reach him are not boring.”
“Then let us make sure,” said Gavin, “that the Warden finds us more interesting than he would like.”
“Well spoken,” said Kharlacht.
“Be on your guard, all of you,” said Ridmark. He had told them all of this already, but it was wise to repeat it. None of them had ever gone into a place like Urd Morlemoch before. Perhaps Calliande had, but if she had the memory was of no use to her at the moment. “When we encounter the Warden, do not cast any spells at him. Any hostile magic directed at him rebounds to its caster. Be wary of everything we see. When last I came here, the Warden disguised himself as a Swordbearer named Sir Lancelus. He aided me against many of the creatures within the walls, no doubt in order to better observe me.”
“The Sight will allow me to pierce any illusions,” said Mara. “Though perhaps the Warden has the power to work illusions of sufficient potency that I cannot pierce them.”
Jager offered a florid shrug. “Really, this is no different than breaking into the domus of any other rich man.”
“You were a thief?” said Arandar. 
“A thief?” said Jager. “I take umbrage at that, sir knight. I was a master thief! The best there ever was.”
“Pride is a sin,” said Caius.
“So is theft,” said Jager. “But confession is good for the soul, or so my village priest always said. So by boasting about my thefts, I am actually confessing them, which is itself meritorious, which means I should boast about my thefts whenever possible.” 
“Perhaps you should boast of your exploits to the Warden,” said Morigna. “No doubt he shall be so overawed that he will surrender and offer to tell us whatever we wish. Or he will blast you to dust and spare us your insufferable monologues.”
Jager made his florid shrug again. “Well. I would not want to overwhelm the poor man. It seems only fair to give him a sporting chance, wouldn’t you say, Sir Arandar?”
“You are utterly mad,” said Arandar. 
“Almost certainly,” said Jager. “But consider, Sir Arandar. You were willing to walk into Urd Morlemoch alone before you had met any of us.”
“You…may have a point,” said Arandar. 
Ridmark let them bicker for a little longer. It was no different than men exchanging barbs to vent tension before walking into battle. Urd Morlemoch and its dark master were more dangerous than any battlefield. In a battle, a man could be slain, but his soul would be free to join the Dominus Christus in paradise.
The Warden could inflict far, far worse fates than death. 
“This way,” said Ridmark. “Remain watchful, all of you.”
He led the way towards the stream, the gleaming ruins of Urd Morlemoch rising above them like a silent fist of bone. Nothing stirred upon the outer wall or the bastions save for the ribbons of blue flame writhing around the massive central tower. Ridmark reached the stream and turned west, following its course until it fell arcing into the bay far below.
He stopped at the edge of the cliff and looked down, the others fanning out behind him. It was a long way down, at least a thousand feet of grim, weather-beaten rock. The water of the stream fell in a widening white spray until it struck the heaped boulders far below. By then the waterfall was little more than a gentle fall of mist.
The cavern entrance yawned behind the waterfall, a darker hole in the dark rock of the cliff. 
“There,” said Ridmark, pointing with his staff. A set of narrow stone stairs had been hewn from the rock, descending to the cavern entrance. “Be careful. The stairs are slick, and it is a long way down to the ocean.”
“It need not be so,” said Morigna, and she gestured, purple light glimmering around her hand. The light shone around the stairs for a moment, seeming to sink into them, and vanished. 
“What did you do?” said Calliande.
“I commanded the rock to grip us,” said Morigna. “One suspects it would be most anticlimactic to have come all this way only to slip and fall a thousand feet to one’s death.”
“One would, indeed,” said Ridmark. “Thank you.”
For a moment the hardness of her face faded in a brilliant smile. She smiled like that so infrequently, and it always surprised him when she did. Perhaps he could coax more of those smiles from her in the future. 
If they lived through this. 
“You know,” said Gavin, “I’ve never seen the ocean before.” He shook his head. “It’s so…big.”
“How profound,” said Morigna. 
“The western sea is grim and storm-ridden,” said Arandar. “The southern sea is calmer by far. Perhaps if we live through this, you should come to Tarlion. I would be proud to sponsor you as a man-at-arms in the High King’s service, or even entry to the Order of the Soulblade, if the Master found you worthy.” 
“Truly?” said Gavin. “Thank you. I have given little thought to the future of late.” 
“Come,” said Ridmark. “If we do this, if we enter Urd Morlemoch and return, you will have done a greater deed than many living Swordbearers.”
He picked his way down the steps. Morigna’s magic proved effective. The rough-hewn stairs looked wet and slick, yet the stone gripped his boots. At last he reached the cavern entrance, the spray damp against his face, and pulled himself into the cave, the sandy floor gritting beneath his boots. One by one the others joined him, and Ridmark helped pull them from the stairs and into the cavern. 
“Ah,” said Jager, brushing a bit of dust from his vest. “Cozy place.” 
“Were those bones here the last time you visited?” said Arandar. Bones lay scattered across the floor. A heap of tusked orcish skulls lay near an archway of white stone on the far wall, a flight of stairs rising beyond. Red crystals gleamed in the apex of the arch, throwing off a pale, blood-colored glow. 
“No,” said Ridmark, tapping one of the skulls with the end of his staff. “But there were urvaalgs in the caverns. Maybe other things, as well. Ardrhythain said the caverns below Urd Morlemoch join with the Deeps, so God only knows what could have wandered up from below. The caves open into Urd Morlemoch’s catacombs, and from there we can make our way to the surface and then the Warden’s tower. Follow me, and remain quiet unless absolutely necessary. There is no telling what we might encounter.”
He crossed the cave and reached the stairs, climbing them in silence. The others followed, weapons in hand. Arandar’s soulblade gave off a steady, pale white gleam as Heartwarden reacted to the dark magic saturating Urd Morlemoch. The glow of the weapon might draw attention, but Ridmark doubted they could sneak past any guardians. Easier to kill them with Heartwarden and Calliande’s magic than to avoid them.
It was possible the Warden already knew that they were here. 
Beyond the stairs, Ridmark remembered, they would find a series of large natural caverns dotted with clusters of glowing ghost mushrooms, the floor carpeted with bones. A pack of urvaalgs had lurked in the caverns, killing any intruders. Ridmark had killed the urvaalgs with Heartwarden during his last visit, but the Warden would have replaced the guardians by now, perhaps with something fiercer. He turned the last twist in the spiraling stair, staff ready…
He came to a confused halt, blinking.
“Gray Knight?” said Caius. “What is it?”
Ridmark stepped away from the archway so the others could enter, his boots clicking against the smooth, gleaming white stone of the floor.
A floor completely different than the rough cavern he had seen nine years ago. 
Instead of a natural cave, he stood in a massive hall of worked stone, the ceiling rising to a high arch far overhead. Slender columns rose along the walls, adorned with the grisly reliefs the dark elves preferred in their architecture. In the center of the vast hall stood a double ring of black standing stones, similar to the ones upon the hills outside, their flanks covered with more reliefs. Blue fire danced around the menhirs, throwing flickering shadows across the walls. Ridmark stared at the stones for a moment, something scratching at his mind. They looked similar to the countless other dark elven standing stones he had seen throughout the Wilderland, yet there was something different about them…
“They’re new,” said Ridmark.
“What is new?” said Caius.
“I thought you said those stairs opened into a natural cavern,” said Arandar, Heartwarden burning in his hand as the soulblade responded to the dark magic within the menhirs. 
“Clearly the Warden redecorated,” said Jager. “His taste leaves much to be desired.”
“The standing stones,” said Ridmark. “Look at them. They’re freshly carved. We’ve all seen stones like this before. But they were old, millennia old, and weathered. These are newly cut.”
Both Calliande and Morigna whispered the spell to sense the presence of magic. 
“You’re right,” said Calliande. “All the spells upon Urd Morlemoch are ancient. These are new. No more than a few months old, I would guess.”
“A trap?” said Ridmark. “A defensive ward?”
“I…don’t think so,” said Calliande. “It’s more like a…a channel, I think.”
“A pipe would be more accurate,” said Morigna.
“A valve,” said Mara, the blue fire reflecting in her green eyes.
Calliande and Morigna both looked at her. Mara was probably the only person who could make Calliande and Morigna stop arguing long enough to listen.
“It looks like a valve,” said Mara. “I see the spells in the stones, and it looks like they were made to…channel and focus power.” She hesitated. “A lot of power.” 
“Are we in any danger from them?” said Ridmark.
“So long as you don’t enter the circles,” said Mara. “Then I think you would be…um, melted. Maybe. Whatever happens wouldn’t be pleasant.” 
“Then by all means,” said Jager, “let us leave the Warden’s little light show undisturbed.” 
Ridmark led the others across the hall, making sure to stay well away from the stone circles. Why had the Warden built the things? Some magical spell? Some research he pursued? The Warden had been trapped with Urd Morlemoch for millennia, and no doubt had turned to all sorts of diversions to keep his mind occupied. 
Another archway opened in the far wall, opening into a second hall, larger than the first. The central quarter or so of the floor was taken up by a still, square pool, clumps of red-glowing ghost mushrooms growing at its edges. The ceiling rose high overhead, so high that Ridmark could barely see it in the gloom. Hundreds of plinths of white stone stood in neat rows across the floor, each one supporting a statue of a dark elven warrior carved from white stone. The warriors wore carved armor, swords thrust towards the ceiling. 
“Ridmark,” said Mara. “There are spells on each of the statues. I can’t tell what kind.”
“Calliande?” said Ridmark. 
She gave a sharp shake of her head. “I cannot discern their nature. They’re not wards, though. Something else.” 
“I suppose if we walk into the hall,” said Gavin, “the statues will come to life and attack us? It sounds implausible, but we have seen stranger things in the dark elven ruins.” 
“I think this used to be one of the natural caverns,” said Ridmark. “The Warden must have rebuilt it. There were urvaalgs here. Morigna.”
She closed her eyes and gestured, casting the spell that allowed her to sense the presence of anyone standing upon the ground.
“Nothing,” she said, opening her eyes. “No urvaalgs. But…there are blank spots upon the plinths.”
“Blank spots?” said Ridmark.
Morigna grimaced. “It is hard to explain. It feels like there should be something standing there. Yet I can sense nothing.”
“The statues, perhaps?” said Calliande. 
For once Morigna did not have a biting rejoinder. “I do not think so. The spell would detect the statues as part of the ground.”
“There is another arch on the far end of the hall,” said Ridmark. “Keep your eyes open and your weapons ready. If this is a trap or a guardian of some kind, we will have to fight our way free.”
He started forward, making his way between the rows of silent statues. The plinths came to his waist, and the statues seemed to look down upon him. He glanced up, wondering if the statues were actually looking at him, but they remained motionless. Soon they reached the pool at the center of the chamber. Halfway across, and nothing had happened.
A bolt of pain went through Ridmark’s head. He turned and saw Heartwarden blazing in Arandar’s fist. The sword was reacting to a sudden surge of dark magic around them.
“I don’t see anything,” said Arandar. “There’s not…”
“Ridmark!” said Mara. “The statues! They’re not really statues. They…”
Every single statue in the hall rippled and vanished.
In their place stood undead Devout orcs. Most still had their flesh, while some had decayed to skeletons. Yet all had the blue fire pulsing in their dead veins and dancing in their empty eye sockets. 
“Illusions,” finished Mara, her voice a croak.
“Defend yourselves!” said Ridmark, raising his staff.
In identical motions the undead jumped, raising swords of dark elven steel in their hands. One of the undead flung itself at Ridmark, and he swung his staff with both hands, catching the creature in its chest and throwing it to the smooth stone floor. The creature surged back to its feet, raising its sword, and Ridmark cast aside his staff and seized the axe from his belt, dodging the corpse’s blow. He whipped the axe around, driving the heavy blade through the withered thing’s neck. Dust flew and bone shattered, and the corpse collapsed motionless to the white floor. 
Dozens more rushed to take its place. 
Ridmark saw Calliande fall beneath the weight of two skeletal corpses and ran to aid her. A blast of white flame erupted from Calliande, throwing the undead from her and spreading in a ring through the nearby plinths. A dozen undead fell, the dark magic upon them ripped apart by the force of Calliande’s magic. Mara helped Calliande to her feet, and the Magistria cast another spell. A second wave of white fire rolled out from her, and this time the fire wrapped around their weapons, the axe’s haft trembling in Ridmark’s grasp. 
“The aisles!” shouted Ridmark as he split the skull of another undead. “Defend the aisles between the plinths. Calliande and Morigna, get in the center. Go!” 
The others cut their way free and moved into position. Ridmark, Caius, Kharlacht, Gavin, Arandar, and Mara and Jager together could each block one of the aisles. Calliande and Morigna stood in the center, Calliande’s face tight with concentration as she maintained the spell upon the weapons and flung the occasional blast of white flame. Morigna worked a spell of her own, and Ridmark expected the ground to ripple and fold, flinging the undead from their feet. Instead the stone became spongy and soft, and the undead started to sink into it. The altered stone slowed their advance, and Ridmark found it easy to strike down one, two, three of the creatures at once.
Yet more took their place. 
Arandar cut through the undead like a storm, Heartwarden a torch of white flame in his fist. Whenever the sword cut through one of the creatures, the undead simply fell apart. Arandar shouted a battle cry and began to push forward, his battered shield leading.
“Hold!” shouted Ridmark, ducking under the swing of a sword and striking with his axe. “Hold! Wait for the undead come to you! Don’t let them surround you.” Even a Swordbearer would fall if the undead surrounded him. 
Arandar nodded and fell back a few paces. Again Morigna cast her spell, and the stone tiles beneath the undead became spongy. Ridmark hacked and slashed with his axe, the dwarven blade hammering through undead flesh and bone. It reminded him absurdly of chopping wood. Again and again he swung, and soon a ring of corpses surrounded Calliande and Morigna, held back by spell-enhanced steel.
And still the undead came. Ridmark hacked and swung and dodged, sweat dripping down his face, his arms aching with the effort. The Warden likely had an unlimited supply of the undead corpses. Perhaps he would not even notice the new corpses in his collection until he happened to come down here and find the bodies.
Ridmark took the head from another undead, raised his axe, and looked for another foe. 
But there were none left.
Surprised, he blinked. A ring of orcish corpses encircled them, the blue fire gone from their veins and eyes. Nothing else moved in the vast hall, and all the plinths were empty.
“We…we destroyed them all?” said Gavin, astonished. He had taken a cut on his jaw and another on his sword arm, but was otherwise unhurt.
“It would appear so,” said Kharlacht, lowering his sword. 
Arandar snorted as Heartwarden’s fire dimmed, easing Ridmark’s incessant headache. “Perhaps the Warden is not as formidable as he seems. Maybe there are no more undead to throw at us.”
“No,” said Ridmark. “The Devout have buried their dead here for thousands of years. This is just the beginning.” He shook his head. “We shall face worse things yet.”
Calliande and Arandar healed their wounds, and they pressed deeper into the catacombs of Urd Morlemoch.



Chapter 11 - Mechanisms
 
Utter silence reigned in Urd Morlemoch’s vaults. 

Ridmark led the way through the corridor, his staff and his axe in hand. Kharlacht trailed on his left and Caius on his right. Arandar and Gavin brought up the back, shielding Calliande and Morigna. Arandar had wished to walk in front, ready to bring Heartwarden to bear against any foes, but Ridmark wanted him in place to guard the women. Heartwarden was a powerful weapon, but so were Calliande’s magic and Morigna’s spells. The cleverer creatures of the dark elves, the urshanes and the urhaalgars and the urdhracosi, would know enough to attack Calliande and Morigna first. 
Without their magic, the battle against the undead would have gone very differently. 
Mara and Jager flanked Calliande and Morigna, blades in hand. The two of them moved with a silence that was almost uncanny. Even an urhaalgar would have been hard-pressed to move with equal quiet. 
Their quiet was matched only by the funereal silence of Urd Morlemoch itself. They moved through high corridors of stone, the crimson crystals overhead throwing a pale illumination. From time to time they passed through wide galleries, some even larger than the chamber of the undead. Often bones and rusting weapons littered the floors of those chambers, and Ridmark watched for more undead creatures. Yet they encountered no other creatures, living or dead, in the catacombs of Urd Morlemoch. 
“Where are we going?” said Arandar.
“Up,” said Ridmark. 
“You don’t know?” said Arandar.
“Not that the moment, no,” said Ridmark. “The layout of the catacombs has changed since my last visit.” He glanced at Jager. “Evidently the Warden did not limit his redecorating to simply the outer chambers.”
“How thoughtful of him to consider his guests,” said Jager.
“Then we could wander these galleries until we die of thirst?” said Arandar.
“It is possible,” said Ridmark. Arandar scowled at that. “But we have ample water with us, and we know how to find our way back. Unless the Warden’s power extends to rearranging the maze with us inside of it.”
“I doubt it,” said Caius. “To rearrange the interior of Urd Morlemoch so thoroughly without destroying the hill was a staggering feat of engineering. If he used magic to accomplish it, certainly Calliande and Mara would sense it first.”
“We keep going up,” said Ridmark, pointing. The corridor ended in a broad staircase that rose higher into the hill, the crimson light gleaming off the steps. “Eventually we will find an entrance that leads to the surface. From there we make our way to the Warden’s tower.”
“We must also find Truthseeker,” said Arandar. “It could be anywhere in this maze.”
“Likely it is somewhere within the Warden’s tower,” said Ridmark. “A soulblade is a weapon of such surpassing power that I doubt the Warden would let it lie where Judicaeus Carhaine was slain.”
“If you say so,” said Arandar, his doubt plain.
“Fear not, sir knight,” said Calliande. “I shall be able to sense the weapon as we draw near to it.” 
“Or we shall simply challenge the Warden for it,” said Ridmark.
They reached the top of the stairs, and Ridmark froze.
He did not like the gallery that awaited them.  
It was a long, high gallery of white stone, red crystals gleaming in the apex of the arches high overhead, little different than the others they had already seen. Yet the subtle differences nagged at Ridmark. A raised walkway of stone, about three or four feet higher than the rest of the gallery, led from the top of the stairs to the archway at the far wall. The walkway and the recessed floor looked peculiarly shiny, as if they had been cleaned often. Even stranger, the walls bore hundreds of tiny black holes, each one no larger than Ridmark’s thumb. He looked up and saw a single small balcony near the vaulted ceiling, ringed in an ornate railing of blue dark elven steel. 
As if the Warden could stand there and watch whatever went on in this chamber. 
“What are you looking for?” said Jager at last.
“Metal plates,” said Ridmark. “Anything that could conceal a machine. I think this room is a large mechanical trap.”
“Like the chamber of blades in Urd Dagaash,” said Gavin.
“Or the flood chamber in Thainkul Dural,” said Morigna.
“Do not remind me,” said Calliande. “We were nearly killed in both places.” 
In Thainkul Dural Ridmark had carried Morigna as she bent her will upon the dvargirs’ pet mzrokar, holding the monstrous animal in place until they could clear the flood trap. He remembered how she had felt in his arms as she strained to hold her spell in place, which made him think of how she had felt lying in his arms, her breath and body hot against his…
It was not surprising that he would think about that now, given that this room likely held death. 
“I do not see anything that looks likely,” said Jager. “No plates of either dvargirish or dwarven steel.”
“Caius,” said Ridmark. “Your kindred are more familiar with mechanical contrivances.” 
“This resembles no trap of the dwarven kindred,” said Caius. “At least none that I have seen with my own eyes. And I have seen no traps like this in any of the dark elven ruins it has been my misfortune to visit.” He tapped the archway. “No hidden door. Nor a crack to conceal one.”
Jager shrugged. “I suppose that entire stone slab could fall to seal off the chamber, though it is six feet thick.”
“Mara?” said Ridmark. “Did the Traveler have anything like this?”
Mara shook her head. “The Traveler lives almost entirely outdoors. He keeps his court in various stone circles scattered around Nightmane Forest. There are a few dark elven ruins among the trees, but he uses them to store his treasures. Certainly I never saw the inside of one.” 
“Perhaps the room simply isn’t trapped,” said Calliande. 
“Those holes could shoot poisoned darts,” said Gavin.
“They’re too low,” said Jager. “The darts would bounce off the side of the walkway. A danger if you were foolish enough to stroll up to those holes and stick a finger inside, but I hope no one here is that foolish.”
“This from the man who tried to steal from Tarrabus Carhaine,” murmured Morigna. 
Arandar gave the Master Thief of Cintarra an incredulous look.
Jager shrugged. “To be fair, he really deserved it.” 
Ridmark tapped the end of his staff against the walkway. Some mechanical traps were triggered by mechanisms hidden beneath stone tiles, but the walkway was a single massive piece of stone. He put his weight upon the staff, but nothing happened. He took several strides upon the walkway, but still nothing happened. Ridmark crossed halfway into the room, his muscles tensed, but saw no sign of movement.
At last he shrugged.
“We may as well move on,” said Ridmark. “Be ready to run at the first sign of trouble.”
“That would have been weeks ago,” said Jager. Ridmark paused, waiting for the others to catch up with him. Perhaps if there had been a trap here, the mechanism had broken down millennia ago, or the Warden had removed it.
The walkway quivered beneath his boots, and a click reverberated through the gallery. 
The realization flashed through Ridmark’s mind. Usually the dark elves hid the triggers for their traps beneath stone tiles. The walkway was one solid piece of stone, which meant in essence it was one large tile. His weight had not been enough to trigger the trap, but when his companions strode onto the walkway…
He spun just in time to see a slab of stone seal off the way back, landing with a thunderous crash. Ridmark whirled towards the exit on the far end of the gallery just as it vanished beneath a similar slab of stone.
The echoes lasted a long time before they faded away. 
“Fool, fool, fool,” said Ridmark. “My weight wasn’t enough. It took all of us to set it off. If I had sent us across one at a time, that would have let us pass unharmed.” 
“A more pressing concern,” said Caius. “How shall we escape?”
“I have no spells to open the door,” said Calliande. 
“I might,” said Morigna. “This white stone of the dark elves is most easy to manipulate with earth magic. I think I can command the doors to dissolve into sand.”
“Truly?” said Calliande.
“It will take a few hours,” said Morigna, “but I believe it can be done. You shall have to be patient, though.”
“I suppose we are in no danger of encountering any foes here,” said Kharlacht. 
“Not until Morigna opens the door,” said Ridmark. “The sound will have drawn creatures from the rest of the catacombs. We may have to be ready to fight.” He thought he heard a faint murmuring whisper. Perhaps a side effect of his headache. “It…”
“Water!” said Gavin. “Water is coming out of the holes!”
Ridmark followed the boy’s pointing finger and saw water flowing from the holes. It was just a trickle, but already the flow was increasing. The white stone floor foamed and bubbled wherever the water touched it, releasing a strange, sharp odor…
“Then we are to be drowned?” said Jager. “A cruel trap.” 
“Oh,” said Caius. “That’s not water.”
“What is it, then?” said Ridmark, though he already knew the answer. 
“Vitriol,” said Caius. “Acid.” 
“I fear we might wish we had been drowned,” said Kharlacht.
Ridmark turned in a circle, watching the small holes. Every single one of them was leaking acid, and widening puddles of the stuff were spreading across the recessed floor. Wisps of white smoke rose from the edge of the pools. Standing too close to the smoke made Ridmark lightheaded, and he kept well away from it. 
“We shall likely be asphyxiated first,” said Mara, waving a hand in front of her face.
“The door,” said Ridmark, pointing at the sealed slab of stone on the far end of the chamber. “Quickly!” 
They rushed to the massive slab of stone, and Ridmark’s heart sank. The damned thing had to weigh at least two or three tons. Arandar touched Heartwarden’s hilt and drew on the sword’s power to fill him with strength, and Calliande cast a spell. White light flickered around them, and Ridmark felt stronger as her magic augmented his natural strength. They gathered around the stone, heaving and pulling, but it did not move a single inch. 
“Morigna,” said Ridmark, “your spell.”
She stepped forward, purple fire flaring around her fingers. An inch of acid now covered the floor, foaming and smoking where it touched the wall. Mara was right. The toxic smoke rising from the acid would asphyxiate them long before the acid covered the walkway. 
Morigna placed her free hand upon the stone door, eyes closed tight in concentration. For a moment nothing happened, and then a steady trickle of white sand fell from the door, her palm sinking into the stone. Her magic was working, unbinding the stone and collapsing it into sand. 
But it was not doing it quickly, and Ridmark suspected the acid would overflow the walkway long before Morigna’s hand got more than three or four inches into the door. For that matter, the fumes would likely kill them first.
“I suggest you move faster,” said Arandar. 
“I am trying,” snapped Morigna, eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. “I make this look easy, but I can assure you that it most certainly is not.” 
“Don’t disturb her,” said Ridmark, stepping away from the door. Nearly three inches of acid covered the recessed floor now. That explained why the gallery had been so clean, the stone of the walls and floor smoother than usual for dark elven architecture. Though the peculiar smoothness only extended six or seven feet above the walkway. The trap must have some mechanism to drain off the acid. The walls and stairs below had shown no signs of damage. There had to be a hidden drain somewhere within the room. For that matter, there was likely a means of disarming the trap entirely. The room of blades in Urd Dagaash had been disarmed with a simple lever located on the other side of the trap. Ridmark had almost been crushed to death by another mechanism during his last visit to Urd Morlemoch, and he had escaped that trap by smashing its machinery with an axe. 
More sand fell from the door. Morigna’s hand had sunk maybe an inch into the stone, while the acid had risen another two inches. 
“Again!” said Arandar, and they tried to lift the door. It did not even tremble.
Ridmark looked for a drain or some sort of mechanism. It would have to be above the level of the acid. Too low and the vitriolic fluid would eat away the metal. His head swam with the fumes rising from the dissolving stone. Where would the dark elves had hidden it?
His eyes fell upon the small balcony high overhead. For the first time he looked at the intricate metal framework of the railing, and saw a metal rod rising beyond the scrollwork.
A lever.
“Stop!” said Ridmark. “Look. I suspect that is the release lever.”
“We pull on it and the trap releases?” said Gavin. “Just like that?”
“It worked in Urd Dagaash,” said Ridmark. 
“Well and good,” said Arandar. “But we have no hope of reaching the lever.”
A foot of acid now sloshed and rippled below the walkway. The air was taking on an acrid reek, and Ridmark was finding it increasingly difficult to draw breath. He did not know how much longer they had until the foul air overwhelmed them, but he suspected it would not be much longer. 
“Can either of you reach it with your spells?” said Ridmark. 
Calliande shook her head. 
“If it was closer,” said Morigna. 
“Ridmark,” said Mara. “I could…”
“Not yet,” said Ridmark. It was entirely possible that the Warden was watching them. If he was, Ridmark did not want to reveal Mara’s unique abilities. Those abilities might be their only advantage against the Warden. But if it was a choice between revealing them and choking to death…
“Oh, ye of little faith,” said Jager, his voice cheerful. “No faith in me at all! I am deeply wounded.”
“This is not the time for jokes, little man,” said Morigna. 
“Really?” said Jager, holding something up. “I was merely trying to lighten the mood before I save our lives in a dramatic fashion.”
A coiled rope and a collapsible steel grapnel rested in his hands.
“You think you can make the climb?” said Ridmark.
“Of course I can,” said Jager, opening the grapnel. “Give me some room, please.” They backed away, and Jager whirled the grapnel over his head. “Not only was I a thief, Gray Knight, I was a very good thief. Exceptionally good.”
“Until you got caught,” said Morigna. 
Jager ignored that. “And one of the keys of competent thieving is to be good at climbing things.”
He flung the grapnel, the rope arcing over the pool of acid. The grapnel hit the intricate railing and stuck fast. Jager tugged the rope several times, leaned on it with his full weight, but the grapnel remained in place. 
“Splendid,” said Jager. “Kharlacht, please hold the rope, as you are the largest and the strongest of us and I really don’t want to fall.”
“Sound logic,” said Kharlacht, taking the rope and pulling it taut. 
“Be careful, my love,” said Mara, kissing her husband.
Jager grinned. “I am always careful.”
“You are as a bad a liar as the Gray Knight,” said Mara. 
“Now that was an insult!” said Jager. “Though I’m not sure to which of us.”
He grabbed the rope and clambered up hand-over-hand, his legs coiling around the rope for support. The halfling kindred were not as strong as humans or orcs or dwarves, but they were far more agile, and Jager scaled the rope with the ease of a cat prowling along a rooftop. Ridmark watched, hoping the rope would remain in place. It would have been a cruel fate for Jager and Mara to escape the Iron Tower only for Mara to see her new husband burn to death in a pool of acid. 
Yet Jager retained his grip, and rolled over the railing and onto the balcony. 
“I see the lever!” he shouted down. 
“Pull it!” said Ridmark.
Jager did not answer. A moment later Ridmark heard a loud click, followed by a series of clanks and clangs. The walkway began to tremble beneath his boots.
“I don’t think that did anything,” said Jager. 
Two more clangs came from behind the wall, and then a pair of trapdoors opened in the recessed floor. The flow of acid from the holes shut off, and the acid pools poured into the trapdoors. A fresh plume of white smoke rose from the trapdoors, and the slabs sealing the doorways rose with rasping groans.
“Jager, get back here,” said Ridmark as a fresh wave of acrid stink rolled through the gallery. “Those fumes…”
Jager was already hurrying down the rope. He jumped the last few feet and landed on the walkway, and Mara caught him in a hug. 
“Celebrate later,” said Ridmark. “Go.”
He urged the others to the far archway. Gavin and Caius were both coughing, and Arandar was rubbing the side of his chest. Ridmark did not know how long it would be before the trap reset, but he wanted to be out of the gallery before then. They hurried through the archway, and Ridmark saw another set of steps leading up. That was good. The higher they went, the closer they came to the surface…
A loud click echoed through the trapped gallery.
“Go!” said Ridmark, shoving Morigna and Calliande through the arch.
An instant later he heard another click, and a massive thud as the stone slab slammed shut again behind him, landing only a few inches from his boots. Ridmark looked around, afraid that someone had been trapped behind the door, but everyone had gotten through.
“Disappointing,” said Jager.
“I fail to see how,” said Kharlacht, “since we are still alive.” 
“I really liked that grapnel,” said Jager.
“God and St. Michael and all the apostles!” said Arandar. “If we live to reach Tarlion, I shall buy you a dozen grapnels from the best smiths in the city! A thief you may have been, but not many men would have the nerve to climb over a pool of acid.” 
Jager offered a bow. “Thank you, sir knight. I confess I have never received praise from a Swordbearer before.”
“To be fair, you’ve never saved a Swordbearer’s life before,” said Mara. 
“Well, yes, that.”
“Let me heal each of you,” said Calliande, summoning her magic in a pulse of white light. “Those fumes would have damaged your lungs and airways, and perhaps your eyes as well.” Ridmark’s chest did hurt. “We need to be uninjured for what is to come.” 
Calliande moved to each of them, healing the damage from the fumes. 
Once she was done, they took the stairs, climbing higher into Urd Morlemoch.



Chapter 12 - Guests
 
Morigna sniffed at the air.
“I think,” she said, “I smell sea air.”
It was a relief. She had seen dark magic, had seen the power Coriolus wielded, had seen the might of the Artificer’s sorcery.
They were as nothing against the dark majesty of Urd Morlemoch. She could not imagine the scale of the power that had raised the wards around the citadel, the skill with dark magic that had gone into their creation. It horrified her.
It also fascinated her. Such power…what could it do in the proper hands? Such as hers, for instance? 
A small part of her admitted that Calliande and Ardrhythain were right, that she was vulnerable to this kind of temptation. 
At the moment it did not matter. Even if she possessed ten times her current power, the creator of those wards could still have crushed her like an insect. The briny smell of the sea was a reminder of the world that existed outside of this maze of dark magic. 
“Good,” said Ridmark. “We must be drawing near to the surface.” 
After leaving the chamber of acid, the stairs had ended in a series of linked galleries of white stone, all lit by more red-gleaming crystals. Some rooms were carpeted in bones, ancient armor and weapons lying scattered about the floor. Others held statues upon plinths, showing dark elven warriors and wizards in armor and robes, some holding swords, others brandishing staffs. Fortunately, none of the statues concealed any undead creatures. 
Twice they were attacked by packs of urvaalgs, and once by a pair of urshanes. Calliande’s magic and Arandar’s soulblade, coupled with the skill of Ridmark and the others, made short work of the creatures. The Old Man had spoken sneeringly of the Swordbearers, calling them fools wielding weapons they could not possibly understand. Yet after seeing Arandar in action, Morigna could not entirely agree. Arandar was a stubborn, rigid-minded fool, though she sympathized for his son’s plight at the hands of Tarrabus Carhaine. But with Heartwarden in his hand, Arandar was a terror. Little wonder the High Kingdom of Andomhaim had stood fast against the pagan orcs and the dark elves and the urdmordar and the Frostborn, if warriors like Arandar defended the realm. 
Though by rights Heartwarden belonged to Ridmark. Andomhaim had mighty warriors in its service, but the Enlightened of Incariel were eating the realm from the inside out.
Blue light caught Morigna’s eye. Most of the light down here was red, but blue light shone from an archway in the gallery ahead. She realized that the archway opened to a flight of stairs leading to the surface, that the blue light came from the ribbons of fire dancing around the Warden’s tower. Relief flooded through her, followed by grim alarm. They had finally found their way out of the catacombs, but other dangers awaited them within the walls of Urd Morlemoch. 
“Splendid,” said Jager. “I have had enough of mucking around in underground mazes.”
Caius snorted. “You should have seen some of the places we visited before we met you.”
“The ones I have seen since,” said Jager, “are quite enough.”
Morigna followed as Ridmark crossed the gallery. The archway opened into a stairwell, and at the top of the broad stairs she glimpsed the black nothingness of the sky and the ribbons of coruscating blue flame. No guards stood there, whether Devout orcs or undead corpses or urvaalgs or worse things. Morigna cast a quick spell, seeking for unseen guards, but she felt nothing.
“The way is clear,” said Morigna.
Ridmark nodded. “Be on your guard.” 
“If I see someone named Lancelus, I shall promptly cut his throat,” said Jager.
“I doubt he will use the same ruse twice,” said Ridmark. “So remain watchful.”
He led the way up the stairs, and Morigna followed with the others. The black archway ahead grew wider, and Morigna felt the potent dark magic radiating from the stone around her. The archway opened into a wide courtyard of gleaming white stone, a cold wind blowing around them. Ahead the tiers of the half-ruined city climbed up the sides of the hill, the Warden’s massive tower and the ribbons of blue fire stabbing into the sky. Morigna and Ridmark and the others stood in the courtyard of a half-ruined mansion, its roof collapsed inward. Something about its design, its angles and corners, filled her with unease. A ring of the black standing stones occupied the center of the courtyard, their sides inscribed with ominous sigils. More of the sigils marked the sides of the ruined mansion, and Morigna felt the latent dark magic waiting within the symbols.
“Don’t touch those stones,” said Mara, her voice hoarse. “Bad things will happen.”
“There is quite a lot of power within them,” said Calliande. 
“They look weathered,” said Ridmark. “Not new, then.”
“No,” said Mara. “But the spells within them…I think they’re linked to the ones upon the standing stones we saw in the catacombs.”
“She’s right,” said Calliande. “There is power flowing between them. But to what purpose, I cannot guess.”
“You said the first ring of stones seemed like a valve,” said Ridmark. “Perhaps it is trying to draw down power from something else.”
“Not yet, though,” said Mara. “I see only the power of the channeling spells themselves. Nothing else.” 
“Maybe the Warden is waiting for something,” said Morigna. “Or maybe we have caught him in the middle of a project.” 
“Waiting for something,” murmured Ridmark. “For what?” 
Morigna knew that look. Something was starting to bother Ridmark, some realization scratching at the back of his mind. If something was troubling him more than simply standing within the walls of Urd Morlemoch, that was a bad sign. 
“I think,” said Ridmark, “that we should…”
A roar of rage rang over the courtyard, a voice shouting commands in the orcish tongue.
A dozen Devout orcs burst from the inside of the ruined mansion, swords and axes in hand. 
 
###
 
Ridmark spun to face the charging orcs, his staff in both hands. 
The enchanted axe the dwarves of Coldinium had given him was a powerful weapon, but its reach was shorter and it was slow. His staff was a more versatile weapon. He could wield it one-handed or two-handed, could use it to attack from any angle. 
And it was also far quicker. 
The first Devout orc came at him, a broadsword in hand. Ridmark jabbed with the end of his staff, and the butt of the weapon slammed into the wrist of the orc’s sword hand. The warrior bellowed the bones of his wrist shattered, the blue fire in his black eyes burning brighter, and Ridmark whipped his staff around. The heavy length of the weapon slammed into the orc’s skull, splitting bone, and the Devout warrior collapsed to the ground. A second warrior came at Ridmark, with a two-handed axe. Ridmark dodged around the heavy blow, his staff spinning, and knocked the weapon from his foe’s hands. The orc jumped back, reaching for a dagger, but Ridmark was faster. His staff crushed the orc’s windpipe, and the Devout warrior fell to the ground. 
The rest of the orcs charged at him. 
But by then the others reached the fray. Arandar attacked, Heartwarden’s blaze of white fire matching the pain behind Ridmark’s eyes, striking down warriors with every blow. Kharlacht and Caius fought side by side as they often did, leaving dead enemies in their wake. Jager, Mara, and Gavin hung back to guard Morigna and Calliande. Morigna cast her spells, and the white flagstones beneath the orcs’ boots turned mushy, hindering them long enough for Ridmark and the others to land killing blows. 
More Devout warriors emerged from the ruined mansion, but Ridmark and the others drove them back. Without the aid of a powerful wizard like Valakoth, the orcs fell beneath the skill and valor of his companions. Ridmark struck down another warrior, his mind racing. He had not encountered any living orcs within Urd Morlemoch the last time, and he wondered what these ones were doing here. Perhaps they were a burial party, come to inter their dead comrades in their sacred site. Perhaps they were here to bury the orcs that had died in the fighting against Valakoth…
Blue fire and darkness writhed atop the ruined mansion.
Ridmark looked up, fearing that Valakoth himself had returned. An orc in a robe of ragged black leather stood at the edge of the ruined mansion’s crumbled roof, blue fire blazing in his hands, shadow rippling around him. He was younger than Valakoth, and had only one bulbous, glowing tumor bulging from his temple. 
Yet his magic seemed just as deadly.
He pointed at Ridmark, the blue fire brightening. 
 
###
 
Calliande felt the spike of dark magic as the orcish wizard cast a spell. The wizard was not nearly as powerful as Valakoth, yet his spell had enough power to kill Ridmark and anyone else caught in its path. 
She acted first. 
White fire burst from her hands and struck the wizard. Her magic could not harm any living mortal, but it could wound creatures of dark magic, and the Devout wizard had voluntarily brought dark magic into his flesh. Her spell burned into him, and the wizard stumbled with a scream of pain. Shadows rose around him, a ward to blunt her attack, and the white fire faded away. Yet she had dealt some injury to him, and more importantly, his attention was turned from Ridmark and the others. 
The wizard screamed a command, and a group of warriors charged at Calliande. Gavin jumped to meet them, catching the blow of an axe on his shield and striking with his orcish sword. Jager and Mara circled around the melee, slashing with their daggers. The wizard atop the ruined mansion began another spell, and Calliande summoned her power, preparing a ward to deflect his next attack. 
Then the stone upon which the wizard stood seemed to ripple and fold, almost like a sponge wrung out over a sink. The orcish wizard toppled over the edge and fell into the courtyard.
His head made a loud cracking noise as it bounced off the flagstones.
Calliande looked at Morigna, who lowered her hand. 
“It seemed simpler,” said Morigna. 
“Truly,” said Calliande. With the wizard dead, she could use her magic to aid the others, and she started another spell. 
 
###
 
Ridmark wheeled, ducked the blow of an axe, and lashed out his staff. The heavy weapon bounced off the Devout orc’s knee, and the warrior stumbled with a grunt of pain. That gave him an opening to reverse the weapon and swing again, bringing the staff down upon the crown of the warrior’s head. 
The warrior fell to his knees, and Ridmark finished him off. 
He looked around, seeking a new foe, but the fighting was over. The Devout orcs lay slain across the courtyard. Kharlacht and Arandar and the others lowered their weapons, breathing hard. Ridmark turned towards the mansion, but no other warriors emerged from within. 
“I think we won,” said Gavin.
“This skirmish, anyway,” said Arandar. 
“Aye,” said Ridmark, nudging one of the dead warriors with his staff. “I think these orcs came here to bury their dead. They just had the misfortune to run into us instead.”
“Which way now?” said Arandar. 
“To the street,” said Ridmark, and the others headed for the gate at the other end of the courtyard. “We’re not far from a ramp leading to the upper tiers of the citadel, and then to the plaza below the Warden’s tower itself.”
“Can you guess where we shall find the Warden?” said Calliande. 
“His library, most likely,” said Ridmark. “Or the standing stones at the top of the tower itself.” He thought it more likely that the Warden would find them first. “This way.” 
He stepped through the gate and into the narrow street of white stone. Ruined mansions rose on either side of the street, adorned with statues of dark elves in armor. The road curved away around the side of the hill, making for the ramp to the higher tiers.
As Ridmark looked around the curve, he saw dark shapes coming towards them. Devout orcs, dozens of them, all armored in chain mail and armed with swords and spears. The leader of the orcs spotted Ridmark and let out a shout, gesturing with his sword as his black eyes flared with blue fire.
“Ridmark!” shouted Calliande. 
Ridmark turned and saw the corpses in the courtyard starting to rise, blue light washing down their limbs. He had assumed that the Warden personally raised the corpses of the Devout as his undead servants, but perhaps the dark magic cloaking Urd Morlemoch raised them without any effort from the Warden. Between the Devout charging down the street and the undead rising behind them, Ridmark and the others could find themselves trapped and encircled. 
They would not last long.
“Run!” said Ridmark, and he broke into a sprint. The Devout shouted challenges and came after them, while the undead rose in silence. Ridmark raced forward, following the curve of the hill, the ruined mansions and towers stark around him. Soon the ramp leading to the second tier came into sight, and Ridmark urged the others onto it. They reached the second terrace of the hill, more of the half-ruined mansions and towers rising over them, and Ridmark risked a look back down the ramp. The Devout warriors pursued them, while Ridmark saw more groups of orcs emerging from the ruins in pursuit.
“Morigna,” said Ridmark. “A wall of acidic mist.” He waved his hand over the top of the ramp.
“It will not slow them for long,” said Morigna, though she began the spell anyway. “The living Devout can send their undead through the wall, and they only need wait until enough undead pass through the mist to collapse my spell.”
She gestured, and a thick curtain of white mist rose across the top of the ramp. 
“Nevertheless,” said Ridmark. “They will have to wait. That will let us get to the Warden’s tower. I doubt they will be brave enough to follow us in there…or the Warden himself will come to greet us.”
And then the real challenge could begin.
“We had best move,” said Morigna. “My spell will not hold for long.” 
They ran for the next ramp, and the next. Finally they came to the apex of Urd Morlemoch’s hill, to a vast plaza at the foot of the Warden’s tower. The mansions here seemed in better condition, ringing the plaza in a wall of gleaming white stone. The bulk of the tower rose high overhead, its sides studded with buttresses and columns and turrets. Statues of dark elves and urvaalgs and ursaars and worse things stood in niches along the tower’s side. The three ribbons of fire revolved slowly around the tower’s length, throwing a flickering blue glow over everything. 
A figure in a black robe stood in the center of the plaza, leaning upon a staff of bones topped with the skulls of orcs. His ragged robe hung from his gaunt frame, and twin tumors gleamed with blue fire upon his temples, their glow falling over his sallow green skin and his long white hair. 
“Valakoth,” said Ridmark as the others came to a halt behind him. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said the orcish wizard in his thick, wet rasp. “Welcome. The master shall be pleased to see you at last.”
“I will speak with your master,” said Ridmark. “Stand aside or it will not go well with you.”
“Indeed?” said Valakoth, shadow and blue flame flickering around his staff. “The archmage of the high elves is not here to save you this time.” His black eyes flickered to Calliande and Morigna. “Your pet sorceresses are not strong enough to withstand my magic. Do you truly wish to fight me?”
“No,” said Ridmark. “If I must, I will defeat you. But stand aside. I have business with your master.”
Valakoth stared at him, and then began to laugh in a phlegmy cackle. 
“Fool, fool, fool,” he said. “Do you not understand? Your business with my master is finished! It was concluded the moment you set foot within his walls. You should have never returned to Urd Morlemoch, Ridmark Arban…and before you die you shall understand the magnitude of your failure.”
“Oh?” said Ridmark. “And just what failure is that?”
“It is not mine to tell you,” said Valakoth, “merely to make you understand that you shall never leave Urd Morlemoch again.” 
He beckoned, and a roar came from the mansions surrounding the plaza.
Devout orcs poured from the mansions, hundreds of them, all of them holding swords and spears. Ridmark turned, thinking to retreat back to the ramps, but the warriors from the first tier were ascending. He looked towards the great doors to the Warden’s tower, but even as he started in that direction, the doors burst open, and scores of urvaalgs poured forth. Shadows flickered overhead, and Ridmark saw a dozen urdhracosi leap from the balconies of the tower and circle above the plaza. They looked like women of inhuman beauty sheathed in armor of black steel, their great wings billowing behind them like sails. Even with Heartwarden, he had barely been able to defeat one urdhracos, let alone a dozen. 
They were surrounded by hundreds of foes. Perhaps even thousands. The silence of Urd Morlemoch shattered with the snarls of the urvaalgs and the growls and shouted taunts of the Devout. There was no possible way Ridmark and his friends could fight their way through such a vast horde. 
But they could not win by fighting. There was only one way to prevail. 
“The Warden,” said Ridmark, pointing his staff at Valakoth. “You will summon the Warden. Your master’s greatest foe is boredom, and he will be wroth if you deny him the pleasure of killing us.”
A different voice answered. 
“There is no need to summon him, Ridmark of the House of the Arbanii. He is already here.”
The voice was deep and inhuman, yet more melodious than any human voice. It sounded a great deal like Ardrhythain. Yet the archmage’s voice had been calm and patient, even when answering Morigna’s taunts. A current of cold, alien malice ran through this voice, a malevolent contempt so deep that Ridmark could scarcely comprehend it. 
He knew that voice.
Ridmark turned and saw the Warden of Urd Morlemoch step from the ring of orcish warriors. 
The Warden was tall and gaunt, taller than even Kharlacht, clad in a long blue coat with black trim upon the sleeves over black trousers and a tunic. His head was hairless and bone white, elven ears rising alongside his long, lean face, a diadem of blue steel encircling his brow. His eyes were utterly black and empty, colder than the blue fire wrapping around the great tower and darker than the eyes of the urdhracosi. Even without Heartwarden, Ridmark felt the tremendous dark magic wrapped around the Warden’s undead form.
“And he has been watching you,” said the Warden, “for a very long time.”
Calliande and Morigna both started spells. The others raised their weapons, and Arandar charged with a shout, Heartwarden shining like a bolt of frozen lightning in his fist.
The Warden crooked a single finger. 
A pulse of shadow washed out from him, and Calliande’s and Morigna’s spells collapsed, both women stumbling. Unseen force seized Arandar and threw him to the ground. Heartwarden blazed as the soulblade fought the dark magic, but the Warden’s will was stronger, and his spell held the Swordbearer prone. 
The Warden threw back his head and howled with laughter. It was a booming, deep laugh, filled with amusement and madness. The Devout laughed with him, and even Valakoth managed a brief chuckle. The Warden fell silent, and the Devout followed suit, the echoes fading away.
“Such a greeting for an old acquaintance, Ridmark of the Arbanii?” said the Warden. “To think the men of Andomhaim pride themselves on their knightly courtesy. Though you are not a knight any longer, Ridmark.” The bottomless black eyes dug into him. “Just as you foresaw, no?” 
“That is him?” said Morigna. “That is the Warden?”
The dark elven wizard looked at her, and Morigna flinched from the force of his gaze. “She is clever. Though she doesn’t know what to do with her wits, alas, which might have proved a problem. But she is most unimportant in the larger view.” His black eyes turned to Calliande, who met his gaze with defiance. “This one is far more important. I am pleased that you brought her to me unharmed, Ridmark of the Arbanii. I confess you worried me. But if anyone could do it, you could.” 
“Warden,” said Ridmark. “Let us play a game. The stakes are questions we wish to ask you.”
“Oh?” said the Warden. “And what questions are those?”
“You warned me about the omen of blue fire,” said Ridmark. “I know the Frostborn are returning within a year and a month of that omen. How are they returning?”
“And one other question,” said Calliande.
“You want to know,” murmured the Warden, “who you really are. You want to know where to find Dragonfall. You want to know how to recover your staff.”
“Yes,” said Calliande. 
“I have come,” rasped Arandar, regaining his feet, “to claim the soulblade Truthseeker, which was once wielded by the Swordbearer Judicaeus Carhaine.”
“That is of no importance,” said the Warden, “but I will permit you to learn Sir Judicaeus’s fate.” 
“A game, then,” said Ridmark. “One of your choosing, with our lives as the stakes. If we win, you shall answer our questions and allow us to depart in peace. If you win, we die.”
Valakoth chuckled again, a quiver going through his gaunt frame. 
“Amusement is most rare here,” said the Warden, “and your offer is a compelling one. But, no.” 
For a moment the word did not quite register. In all Ridmark’s planning, in all his contemplations of what might happen if he reached Urd Morlemoch once more, Ridmark had never considered that the Warden might refuse to play a game. 
“No?” said Ridmark. “Why not? Are you so glutted with amusements?”
“Because one does not start a second game until the first is complete,” said the Warden. “Our game is just about finished. We started nine years ago…and now I have won.”



Chapter 13 - To Your Deaths
 
“Explain,” said Ridmark. “What game?”
The Warden looked at Valakoth. “Are you ready?”
Valakoth bowed deep, leaning on his staff for support. “All is in readiness, great master.”
“Good,” said the Warden. “Dispatch the acolytes to the circles of power and await my coming.”
“It shall be a glorious day, master,” said Valakoth. “The dawn of a new age.”
“More than you can imagine,” said the Warden. “Go.”
Valakoth bowed again and hobbled towards the waiting Devout. 
“What was that about?” said Ridmark. “Are you going to answer our questions, or are you simply going to kill us?”
“So impatient,” said the Warden, turning back to Ridmark. “These things must be done properly. Still, it is logical. You have such short lifespans. Seventy years, or eighty if you have the strength, do not your own scriptures make that claim? Even you, dwarf.” He waved a hand at Caius. “Three hundred years or five hundred, and then your bones shall turn to stone in the endless darkness of the Deeps. Or they would have, had you not come here.”
“And you, Warden?” said Caius, looking at the dark elf without flinching. “Has fifteen thousand years within the walls of Urd Morlemoch taught you wisdom?”
“A form of it,” said the Warden. 
“You want something from us,” said Ridmark.
The Warden said nothing, his black eyes stark against the bone-white pallor of his face.
“Else you would have killed us already,” said Ridmark, “or you would have let the Devout and your pet urvaalgs slay us.”
“Still clever,” said the Warden. “But not quite clever enough, alas.” He looked at Morigna. “Perhaps your ancient philosophers were right, and sins of the flesh do weaken the will and corrupt the intellect. Sir Ridmark, Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, might have been able to realize the truth. Ridmark Arban, branded exile and the lover of a renegade sorceress, did not realize the truth in time. A pity for him.” 
“And what truth is that?” said Ridmark.
“Did you ever wonder, my lady Calliande,” said the Warden, “why you were walking into Urd Morlemoch with an empty soulstone?” 
Calliande shrugged. “A wizard of your power…what use would you have for a soulstone?”
“That is the wrong question,” said the Warden. 
“If you kill us here,” said Calliande, “then Shadowbearer will not be able to use the soulstone to restore the Frostborn.”
Again the Warden threw back his head and howled his insane laughter.
“No,” said the Warden when he calmed down. “No, he will not. But there is one more question you must ask yourself, for I know the answers to your questions. The truths you have sought for so very long. Are you sure you want to know the answers? For once you know them, you can never forget them…and you might very much desire to forget.”
“We’ve come this far for the truth,” said Ridmark. Yet the feeling of impending disaster that had come upon him in the ruined mansion grew stronger. 
Had he been wrong the entire time? Had he led his friends to their deaths? He had warned them of it, but knowing it would happen and seeing it happen were different things entirely. 
“Bold words,” said the Warden. “Let us see if you can still speak them in an hour. You wish to know how the Frostborn will return? You desire to know who you truly are, Calliande of Tarlion?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” said Calliande. 
“Very well,” said the Warden. “I have no reason to withhold the truth from you. As you have said, boredom was my greatest foe…and your reaction to the truth shall be most amusing. Shall we begin, then?”
He snapped his fingers, and black fire engulfed Ridmark. Agony erupted through him, as if his body was being torn into a thousand bloody shreds. He recognized the sensation. The Warden was using magic to transport him somewhere else.
Ridmark fought to remain conscious, but the black fire devoured him, and he knew no more.
 
###
 
When he awoke, Ridmark saw the ribbons of blue fire dancing across the black sky, felt cold stone beneath his back. The icy wind blew around him, moaning and whispering. After a while Ridmark’s thoughts jolted back into focus, and he made himself sit up. 
He was sitting upon the roof of the world.
More precisely, he was atop the Warden’s tower, the highest tower of Urd Morlemoch itself. From here he could see Urd Morlemoch in all its ruined, malevolent splendor, the rippling gray sea to the west, the mountains of Kothluusk to the south, and the mist-shrouded Torn Hills surrounding the citadel. Points of blue fire flared in the mists, burning within the various rings of standing stones scattered around the ruins and the hills. 
“You see it, then?” said the Warden. “But you do not understand. Not yet.” 
Ridmark turned his head. 
The same ring of black standing stones he had seen during his last visit filled most of the space atop the tower. Some of the menhirs had lintels over the top to create crude stone doorways. An altar waited in the center of the circle, holding a massive soulstone than shone with ghostly blue light. Smaller altars stood against each of the menhirs, each altar holding a soulstone the size of Ridmark’s fist. His companions lay sprawled upon the floor in various states of consciousness. Mara was fully awake, and already on her feet. Calliande and Morigna were unconscious. Jager was crawling inch by inch towards the Warden, his dwarven dagger in his hand…
“No, do not bother,” said the Warden without turning towards Jager. “It would be a pity indeed if I had to kill you in front of your wife. Though it would be a fitting end for the Master Thief of Cintarra, would it not?” 
“You…know who I am?” said Jager. He looked at Mara, shrugged, and got to his feet. “So my fame has extended even to the halls of Urd Morlemoch?”
The Warden turned from the parapet, and Jager flinched as the full weight of the undead wizard’s gaze fell upon him. 
“That…that is quite the trick,” said Jager, talking faster as he did when nervous. “The thing with the eyes. Does it work on everyone?” 
“How droll,” said the Warden. “I remember when we opened the doors between the worlds and summoned your first ancestors here. They fell upon their knees and wept, begging for mercy. A simple demonstration of elementary magic, and they worshipped us as gods. Your ancestors were useless as soldiers, but they made excellent slaves. They even thanked us when we gave them to our orcish slaves as drudges. You remind me of them.” 
Jager’s free hand curled into a fist and he opened his mouth.
“Jager,” said Mara, her voice tight. “Don’t.”
He scowled at the Warden, but remained silent. 
“Why have you brought us here?” said Ridmark, stooping to help Morigna sit up. She gave him a nod and got to her feet. He helped Calliande to stand, and by then the others had recovered.
“The final move in our game,” said the Warden.
“I thought you said I had already lost,” said Ridmark.
“You have,” said the Warden, nodding towards the ring of standing stones. “My lady Calliande. Tell me. What do you think of my circle?” 
“Why would you want my opinion?” said Calliande. 
“Amuse me,” said the Warden. 
Calliande whispered a spell and waved her hand. “You’ve…bound spells in each of the soulstones, the smaller ones. The large one,” her blue eyes widened, “the large one is the apex. The focus point of the spells upon the citadel.”
“Very good,” said the Warden. “I am impressed. It seems you didn’t completely excise your skill with your memories.”
“Who am I?” said Calliande, a few strands of blond hair blowing around her face. 
“The spells upon the lesser stones,” said the Warden. “Do you know what they do?”
Calliande shook her head. 
“Pity,” said the Warden. “Well, we shall come to that soon enough. Gray Knight! You have changed since your last visit. No brand upon your cheek then. You came here to win enough renown to wed your beloved Aelia. Did you?”
“I did,” said Ridmark. He did not want to speak of Aelia to him.
“What happened to her?” said the Warden.
“She died,” said Ridmark, his hand tightening against his staff. 
“Just as you foresaw,” said the Warden. He stepped forward, his black-trimmed blue coat blowing around him in the cold wind, the ribbons of flame painting his skull-like face with pale light. “A pity you did nothing to avert her death. But you saw another catastrophe coming, didn’t you? The advent of the Frostborn. Gothalinzur warned you. I warned you. Others have likely warned you since. And so you have returned to me at last.” His black, bottomless gaze swept over them. “Quite the collection of companions you have gathered, Ridmark of the Arbanii. Broken fools following a broken fool.”
“Does this speech have a point?” said Ridmark. 
“It does,” said the Warden. “The final move of the game.” He pointed at Kharlacht. “You, for instance.”
“If you have things to say to me,” rumbled Kharlacht, “spare your breath.” 
“The broken orc,” said the Warden. “Of Vhaluusk, correct? The Vhaluuskan orcs place such great emphasis upon their kin, upon their blood. You have no kin left, do you? No father, no mother, no brothers, no sisters, no cousins. No children, either? No woman to bear your progeny? The last of your blood, and you shall die here.”
“All men die,” growled Kharlacht, a glimmer of red coming into his eyes. 
“So they do,” said the Warden. “You shall die forgotten, with no wives to weep over your pyre, no children to carry on your blood. A futile and meaningless death, as futile and meaningless as your life.” 
Kharlacht said nothing.
“And you,” said the Warden, pointing at Caius. “I know of you.”
“Alas,” said Caius, “I fear rumor of you has reached my ears as well.” 
“The dwarven apostate,” said the Warden. “The first dwarf to forsake the gods of stone and silence and follow the path of the Dominus Christus. Tell me, dwarf. Did it bring you peace?”
“The Dominus Christus offers salvation to allow who follow him,” said Caius. “Perhaps even you, Warden, should you repent of your sins.” 
“A long-dead desert prophet from a world you have never visited nor will ever visit,” said the Warden. “Do you think he can save you? That his forgiveness will save you?”
“Yes,” said Caius. 
The Warden smiled. “Would it make any difference? I’ve heard what you did. Perhaps the Dominus Christus really is God as you believe. Perhaps he can forgive you.” He leaned closer. “But do you really think it will matter? Even if God himself descends from the heavens to forgive you…will it change anything?”
Caius said nothing, a muscle working in his jaw behind his beard. 
“I thought not,” said the Warden, turning to Gavin. “The boy with a sword.”
“No,” said Gavin. “No, I don’t want to hear it. Agrimnalazur tried the same sort of stupid speech,” the Warden’s void-filled eyes narrowed, “and Coriolus and the Artificer.”
“What sort of speech is that?” said the Warden.
Gavin made a disgusted sound. “The ‘I am a mad wizard who will rule the world’ speech. I’ve heard them before, and I’m not interested in hearing it from you, even if you’re a hundred thousand years old.” 
“Well spoken,” said the Warden. “You have defied powerful foes, boy, and lived to tell the tale. If you lived, perhaps you would have become a great warrior. But what has your defiance earned you? What as all your suffering and bloodshed gained you?”
“We saved the people of Aranaeus…” said Gavin. 
“You are not among them now,” said the Warden. “You have no home. Like the orc, you have no family. Another broken wanderer following the broken Gray Fool. If you are victorious…do you think you will find a home? No. You will wander the world alone and lost until death takes you at last. By then, I think, you shall find it a mercy.” 
“No,” said Gavin, but there was a brittleness in his voice that hadn’t been there before.
“So we come to the halfling,” said the Warden. “The Master Thief of Cintarra.” He towered over Jager like a white shadow. 
“Now you are going to taunt me?” said Jager. “Will you start with jokes about my height? After rotting away inside these walls for fifteen thousand years, I think you could do better.”
“Why make jokes?” said the Warden. “I will merely observe that you are a failure.” 
Jager laughed. “A failure at what?” 
“At your purpose,” said the Warden. “The halfling kindred were made to be servants, to be slaves to those stronger and wiser. Just as birds were made to fly and fish were made to swim, halflings were made to serve. Even in Andomhaim, with the nobles claiming to respect the teachings of the Dominus Christus, your kind are still servants.”
Jager sneered. “You think to taunt me with that? My father was a servant to an unworthy master, and it brought him to his death.”
“So you struck out on your own, because you were so much stronger and wiser,” said the Warden. “Did you become a great warrior? A powerful lord? A learned scholar? A wealthy merchant? No. You are a thief. A parasite. A leech that feeds upon the wealth of his superiors. Boast all you like, halfling. In the end, we both know that your words are hollow. Your jokes are nothing but a mask to hide that you are simply a parasite that feeds upon stronger men.” 
“Am I supposed to weep over that?” said Jager. 
“No,” said the Warden. “Simply consider what your father would think of the man you have become.”
Jager had no answer for that.
“And your wife,” said the Warden, his gaze falling upon Mara. She flinched a little. “The bastard spawn of a dark elven noble and some human slave? You are one of the Traveler’s, are you not?” 
“Yes,” said Mara, her voice little more than a whisper. 
“Do you know what will happen to you?” said the Warden. “I can see it within you. The darkness is overwhelming you. Already your transformation is underway. Soon the power will manifest and you will become an urdhracos, a slave to whatever dark elven noble commands you first.” 
Mara said nothing, and Ridmark blinked in surprise. The Warden was wrong. Mara had already completed her transformation. The Warden had missed it. Perhaps that would give them an advantage against his dark magic. 
“When you change, when you lose yourself, you will do whatever I command,” said the Warden. “You would kill your husband joyfully if I asked it of you.” He smiled at Jager. “Would that not be a fitting fate for the master thief? Have you nothing to say?”
Mara shook her head, blond hair sliding before her green eyes. 
“A slave to the end,” said the Warden. “A tool of stronger men.” He stepped before Arandar, who still held Heartwarden, the blade pulsing with white flames. “Just as you are. The bastard son of Uthanaric Pendragon, are you not?”
“I am, sorcerer,” said Arandar, his voice hard and deadly. 
“The blood of royalty,” said the Warden, turning away from him, “and it matters not at all.” He stopped at a stone table outside of the circle of menhirs, a table covered by a black cloth. “Or perhaps it does matter. All your life you have been an outsider, an outcast. You have struggled for everything you have in your life, fought with every bit of your strength to claim it. And it matters not at all. Your royal blood will doom you, like an anchor tied around your neck while you struggle to swim. Tarrabus Carhaine sent you to your death and will find a way to murder your children because your blood is one more obstacle between him and the throne of Andomhaim.”
“He is a traitor, then?” said Arandar.
“He is a fool,” said the Warden, “playing with the same powers that destroyed my kindred. Yet do you know the cruelest part of the joke, Sir Arandar? You would have died anyway.” He yanked the cloth from the table and tossed it aside. Upon the table lay a sheathed soulblade and a yellowed human skull. “Behold the soulblade Truthseeker, and the last mortal remains of its former bearer, Sir Judicaeus Carhaine.”
“That…is it, then?” said Arandar. “The soulblade?”
“Had you arrived at any other time, I simply would have let you take the weapon and leave,” said the Warden. “I have no use for the blade, and even magic as potent as a soulblade cannot harm me within Urd Morlemoch. It would have annoyed Tarrabus Carhaine, and annoying the servants of Shadowbearer is always an amusing pastime. But do you not understand, my bastard knight? You were never meant to succeed. You were meant to die here. And even if you were to leave and present Truthseeker to Tarrabus beneath the throne of your father, it would mean nothing. Tarrabus would still contrive your death because you are an obstacle. That is all you are, Sir Arandar. You and your family shall be murdered because no matter what you do, no matter what great deeds you accomplish, you are still the High King’s bastard, and that is all you shall ever be.” 
Arandar said nothing, his fingers tight against Heartwarden’s hilt. The Warden ignored him and stepped closer to Morigna.
“And what cutting words shall you have for me, then?” said Morigna, attempting her usual acerbic manner and not quite reaching it. “Shall you talk of my parents’ death, or the Old Man’s deceits?”
“I shall merely remind you of things you already know,” said the Warden. “You could not save your parents. You could not save your lover. You were a dupe of that petty Eternalist for years, never realizing the truth until it was almost too late. Did you not vow to acquire enough power to save those you love? Yet you have failed utterly. You are going to die here, and so is Ridmark. What a broken thing you are. The shattered child desiring security and love and possessing neither.”
“Such brave words,” spat Morigna. “Let us see you put them into action.”
“In due time,” said the Warden. “We have things to do.” He turned once more and faced Ridmark again. “You have questions you want answered, no?” 
“I do,” said Ridmark.
“How the Frostborn will return, is that it?” said the Warden. 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. 
“Why?”
Ridmark frowned. “Because they almost destroyed the realm the last time. Because they killed tens of thousands of innocent people, and will do worse if they return.”
“That does not answer the question,” said the Warden. “Why you, Ridmark Arban? Why not the Swordbearers? Why not the Magistri? Why not the High King and his nobles? Why are they not laboring to defend their realm? Why are they not here instead of you?”
“They do not see the threat,” said Ridmark. “They have not seen what I have seen.”
“Indeed not,” said the Warden. “They are cowards and fools and traitors…but you are not. You are merely a failure. I know why you are here. I have foreseen it. Your wife perished because of your folly. You failed to save her, and it broke you. So now you are here to save your corrupt and tottering realm.”
“Believe what you like,” said Ridmark.
“Belief is not required when one already knows the truth,” said the Warden. “You are a broken fool, and you have gathered other broken fools around you. The orc without a family. The dwarf without his gods. The boy without his village. The halfling without his master. The half-breed dark elf about to become a monster. The bastard knight and the sorceress without the strength to protect those they love. You have thrown yourself headlong into destruction, Ridmark Arban, and they have followed you here. For that is all that awaits you in my walls. Your deaths.” 
Silence answered his pronouncement.
“I noticed,” said Calliande, “that your litany of miserable half-truths and outright lies did not mention me, Warden. Perhaps you do not know who I am after all.”
“I know exactly who you are,” said the Warden. “You’re the one who vowed to stop the return of the Frostborn. A futile goal. The Frostborn shall return regardless of what you do.” He smiled, cold and cruel and mocking. “Would you like to know how they shall return? How Shadowbearer shall bring them back?”
“Yes,” said Ridmark.
“Then come,” said the Warden, beckoning, “and see the truth at last.” 



Chapter 14 - The Frostborn
 
The Warden led them into the circle of black stones and stopped between the altar with the massive soulstone and one of the arches. Gray mist flickered and swirled within the arch, punctuated by occasional flashes of silver light. Nine years ago, the Warden had shown Ridmark visions through that arch and had sent him to face the past and the present and the future. 
All of the visions had come true, one way or another. He had seen himself as he was now, a grim exile with a coward’s brand upon his face. He had seen Tarrabus wreathed in shadows, one of the Enlightened of Incariel, though Ridmark had not known the name back then. And he had seen a vision of a Frostborn, the creature strong and dark and terrible.
Was that vision about to come true?
The Warden stopped before the stone arch and gestured, the gray mist rippling. 
“The Frostborn,” murmured the Warden. “Tell me. What do you know of the nature of this world?” He gestured at the black sky. “Of the nature of its thirteen moons?”
“What do you mean?” said Ridmark.
“Perhaps the question was imprecise,” said the Warden. “This world’s inhabitants. What do you know of them?”
Ridmark shrugged. “There are many. The high elves. The dark elves. The dwarves. Orcs. Halflings. Dvargir. Lupivirii. Kobolds. Many others.”
“I applaud your grasp of the obvious,” said the Warden. “The high elves and the dark elves. Two sides of a sundered kindred, yet we are different from all the others. What makes us different?” 
“You are the oldest kindred upon this world,” said Ridmark. 
“Not quite,” said the Warden. “The dragons were older, but they are extinct. Let us say instead that the dark elves and the high elves are the oldest kindred remaining on this world. You touch upon the difference, but you do not yet grasp it.” 
“Native,” said Calliande. 
They looked at her.
“The elves are native to this world,” said Calliande. “All the other kindreds were summoned here.”
“Very good,” said the Warden. “I was there when we discovered the secret. The war between the dark elves and the high elves had been locked in stalemate for millennia. We sought additional weapons, powerful slaves to wield against our foes. The bearer of the shadow of Incariel taught us many secrets of dark magic and necromancy, but we required more. Are you familiar with the concept of the threshold?” 
“The shadow of this world,” said Calliande, “cast into the spirit realm. An echo, a reflection of the real world.”
“Correct, if simplistic,” said the Warden. “Our researches revealed that every world possesses a threshold, a shadow in the spirit world, and that with the proper spells those shadows could be made to overlap. The physical distance between two worlds is so great that the distance, expressed in numbers, would be utterly incomprehensible to your minds. Yet a spell of great power can join the thresholds of the two worlds together, creating a gate that allows passage between the worlds with a single stride.”
“So you opened gates to other worlds and summoned other kindreds to make into your slaves,” said Ridmark. 
“Precisely,” said the Warden. “Would you like to see those other worlds?” 
A strange chill went through Ridmark. “What do you mean?” 
“The omen of blue fire,” said the Warden. “What do you think that was? Simply an omen? No. It was a conjunction of the thirteen moons. The position of this world’s moons strongly influences the operation of certain spells. Including…”
“Including spells that touch the threshold,” said Calliande, her voice and face distant, as they often were when she remembered something from her past. “That’s exactly what the omen was. A conjunction of the moons, their auras combining in such a way to make it easier to reach the threshold with magical spells.”
“Very good,” said the Warden. “For a year and a month after the conjunction, it will be far simpler to open magical gates to other worlds. Far easier to view them, as well.” He pointed at Kharlacht. “You, orcish warrior. Your ancestors were the first we summoned. Would you like to see your homeworld?” 
He did not wait for an answer, but gestured again. The mist within the archway rippled and stirred, and an image appeared between the menhirs. Ridmark saw a landscape of wild forests and vast canyons, of seas of lava and broken mountains that spat molten stone. Tribes of orcs lived upon the slopes of burning mountains and the vast forests and waged war endlessly upon each other with weapons of stone and bone, calling out to Mhor and the other ancient blood gods of the orcs.
“A harsh world,” said the Warden, “that produced savage warriors, suited to our needs.” He gestured, and the image changed again, world after world flashing before their eyes. “Of course, armies of orcs alone did not allow us to defeat the high elves. We required more. So we summoned others. Dwarves, for one.” The image showed an airless and waterless world. The view sank below the surface, revealing vast subterranean cities of gray-skinned dwarves laboring and building. “A magical war destroyed the air and water of your homeworld long ago. Hence your kindred adapted themselves, learning to live below the surface, developing your skills of engineering and masonry.” 
“Summoning my kindred was a mistake,” said Caius. “We did not submit to your tyranny, and founded our Nine Kingdoms and allied with the high elves.”
“Mmm,” said the Warden. “Quite true. Alas, my kindred were never quite able to learn from their mistakes. A weakness the bearer of shadow exploited to the fullest extent. So we continued, opening gates to other worlds, and summoning other kindreds and binding them to our service.” He flicked his wrist, and the view within the arch changed again, showing a peaceful world covered in an ocean dotted with ten thousand islands of varying sizes. Halfings lived upon the islands, building cities in the branches of the towering trees that rose from the islands. Again the Warden gestured, and Ridmark saw the gloomy jungles of the world that had birthed the lupivirii, and the broad, arid savannahs and deserts of the world where the manetaur had once walked. “Kindred after kindred we summoned, binding them into our service…and then we opened the final gate.” 
“The urdmordar,” said Calliande. 
“Correct,” said the Warden. “I counseled them against it, the fools.” The field of mist showed a world of vast forests and plunging canyons, its lands riddled with thousands of caves and mantled with the webs of the urdmordar. “My peers saw the urdmordar as simple war beasts. I knew better, but they refused to heed me. So they opened the gates and demanded that the urdmordar serve them…”
“And the urdmordar then devoured them,” said Ridmark.
“It was almost comical,” said the Warden. “The urdmordar use the most potent dark magic as naturally as a bird takes to the air, and we were overmatched. Within five years the urdmordar had destroyed or enslaved the dark elven kingdoms, and then turned their attention against the remaining high elven kingdoms.”
“And you fled to Urd Morlemoch,” said Calliande, “and accidentally imprisoned yourself here.”
“My magic made me secure against any foe,” said the Warden, “even the urdmordar.”
“But you could never leave,” said Calliande.
The Warden stared at her, his black eyes seeming to grow harder and colder.
“Yes,” he said at last. 
“So how did humans come to Andomhaim?” said Jager. “Did the dark elves summon them to stop the urdmordar?” 
“The humans brought themselves here,” said the Warden. “Nearly one thousand years ago, in the year 538 after the birth of the Dominus Christus. There was a kingdom upon Old Earth called Britannia, wrought from the wreckage of the Empire of the Romans. The barbarian nations that destroyed the Empire invaded Britannia and slew the High King Arthur Pendragon. In desperation, Arthur’s bastard grandson Malahan turned to the Keeper of Avalon, the last of an ancient order of sorceresses. The time was right and the forces of magic were in alignment, and she opened a gate joining the threshold of Old Earth to the threshold of this world. Malahan, his people, and the Keeper escaped through the gate and founded the realm of Andomhaim here.” 
“How far away is Old Earth?” said Calliande.
“Farther than you can imagine,” said the Warden. He pointed at the sky. “If the sun were to explode, we would not see the light of the explosion for about eight minutes, so great is the distance. Old Earth is so far away that the light from the explosion would not be visible upon that world for nearly one hundred billion years. But magic…magic can bridge the gap between worlds in an instant.” He pointed at the arch. “Do you wish to see what Old Earth looks like now?”
“Why would you show us this?” said Ridmark.
“My own amusement,” said the Warden, “and you will not understand the origins of the Frostborn until you understand the nature of your own world.” Again he gestured at the archway. “Though understand this. Upon this world, according to your calendar, it is the year 1478. Upon Old Earth, it is the year 2012.” 
“Why?” said Calliande. “Have our calendars grown out of sync?”
“Yes,” said the Warden, “but that is not the primary cause. Time flows at different speeds in different parts of the cosmos, for reasons that have to do with the mass of nearby stars. For every year that passes upon Andomhaim, close to a year and four months pass upon Old Earth.” He swept his long, bony hand before the archway. Again the image changed, and Ridmark saw a strange city spread out on either side of a broad river. Towers of glass and steel rose from the land, separated by black roads. Peculiar vehicles of glass and metal moved along the roads, seemingly by their own power. Vast throngs of people strode on paths of concrete below the great towers, most of them wearing sleek suits of stark black and white. Many held metal rectangles against their heads, speaking into them at a rapid pace. 
“What is this place?” said Ridmark.
“Old Earth,” said the Warden. “Specifically, the city of London, or Londinium, as it was known during the Empire of the Romans. The men of Old Earth have no skill at magic and have deluded themselves that there are neither God nor any gods in the universe, only natural forces, yet they have acquired a modicum of skill at manipulating those natural forces. The rectangles they carry? Those are speaking devices that allow them to communicate with anyone in the world with a similar device. The vehicles upon their streets? They are propelled by fire, allowing them to travel many times the speed of even the fastest horse. The men of Old Earth have even conquered the air.” The view swept up from the gleaming city of steel and glass, showing metal birds soaring through the air that carried hundreds of people in their hollow bellies. “With such machines, do you know what else the men of Old Earth have fashioned?”
The others looked confused, but Ridmark understood with a sinking feeling.
“Weapons,” he said. “They have fashioned weapons.”
“Of such destructive power that you can scarce imagine,” said the Warden. “Behold.”
The scene changed from the city of steel and glass to images of horrific carnage. Ridmark saw machines that spat thousands of metal balls of a second, ripping men to bloody pulp. Metallic casings held poisons and plagues and exploded among men huddling in muddy trenches, killing them horribly. Metal birds flew in formation over cities, throwing down canisters of explosive fire. A single metal device exploded with such force that an entire city burned, a glowing cloud shaped like a giant mushroom rising overhead.
“If my kindred had been just a little more patient,” murmured the Warden, “if we had not summoned the urdmordar and instead claimed the weapons of natural force the men of Old Earth would one day fashion, we would have destroyed the high elves and founded an empire that would last for eternity. Perhaps it is just as well. The bearer of shadow would have betrayed us eventually.”
“Betrayed?” said Ridmark. “Shadowbearer betrayed you?”
“The high elven archmage you know as Shadowbearer was not the first bearer of the shadow of Incariel,” said the Warden, “and likely he shall not be the last. When my kindred first worshipped Incariel and drew upon his power, the bearer of shadow came among us and taught us secrets. In time I realized his secrets and his power were a trap, a lure designed to convert us into his tools and weapons. We thought we were the masters, but we were fools. I realized it in time. My fellows did not, and the dark elves were ground into the dust.”
“What did Shadowbearer want?” said Ridmark.
“What do we all want?” said the Warden. “Freedom.” His cold smile returned. “But this is supplementary to the main point. I have only shown it to you so that you may understand.”
“Who are the Frostborn,” said Ridmark, “and how are they returning?” He looked at the archway. “They’re…a kindred from another world, are they not?”
“Yes,” said the Warden. “Humans, elves, dwarves, halflings, and orcs all have a great deal in common, despite our differences. An elf will leave nearly forever, barring mischance, while dwarves endure for centuries. Humans and orcs and halflings have much shorter lifespans, but reproduce far more quickly, hence your greater numbers. Yet we all require food, water, air, shelter, much the same things. The urdmordar are considerably alien to us. They are born with an aptitude for dark magic that took me millennia of study to achieve, and can survive, even thrive, in conditions that would kill any of us. The Frostborn,” said the Warden, considering, “the Frostborn are even more alien than that. Observe.”
The view in the archway changed from scenes of mechanical carnage to a frozen world sheathed in ice, the sun concealed forever by gray clouds. Massive citadels of ice and stone covered the world, and within them strode towering creatures with skin like crystalline ice and eyes that burned with cold blue flame. The creatures wore elaborate armor of steel plate and carried massive swords, and even through the image Ridmark felt their terrible power, the same sort of aura of power that surrounded an urdmordar.
“The Frostborn,” whispered Calliande, her eyes wide. 
“You remember,” murmured the Warden. “They are immortal and very difficult to kill, being impervious to most forms of attack. They possess tremendous natural command over the elemental magic of wind and water and ice, more than any human or dark elven wizard could hope to achieve. They are arrogant and without mercy, and crush any who stand in their way. They have conquered world after world, using magic to open the gates, and exterminate any who oppose them and enslave those they find useful.”
“Worlds?” said Ridmark. “They came here, didn’t they? They opened a gate from one of their worlds to this one, and came forth to conquer.”
“Precisely,” said the Warden, “save for one aspect. The Frostborn did not open the gate. Shadowbearer did, and he invited them to this world.”
“Why?” said Ridmark.
“To utterly destroy the High Kingdom of Andomhaim,” said the Warden. “The Swordbearers and the Magistri had become a threat to his plans, and he wished to see you removed. When you proved strong enough to defeat the Frostborn, he turned to another plan. He created the Eternalists and then the Enlightened of Incariel, and provoked fifty years of war between the five Pendragon princes a century past, undermining your realm from within. That way, when he summoned the Frostborn to this world once more, you would not be strong enough to withstand them. Nor will you be.” 
“The empty soulstone,” said Ridmark. “That is the tool he needs to open a gate between worlds. He needs the strength of a powerful wizard to charge the stone. That is why he tried to sacrifice Calliande upon Black Mountain, and why his servants have sought the empty soulstone ever since.” 
“Correct,” said the Warden. “Shadowbearer desires the utter destruction of Andomhaim. So he will summon the Frostborn and invite them to add this world to their empire. With the Enlightened of Incariel infesting the nobles and the Magistri, your realm will be too weak to fight them off a second time.” He spread his hands. “Now you know the truth, Ridmark of the House of the Arbanii. Now you know how the Frostborn shall return.”
“And how they shall be stopped,” said Ridmark.
Assuming he could figure out a way out of Urd Morlemoch. 
“No,” said the Warden. “They will not be stopped again.” His terrible eyes turned to Calliande. “Would you like to know how they were stopped the first time?” 
Calliande said nothing, fear and hope warring upon her face. 
The Warden’s cruel smile widened, making his gaunt, pale face look all the more like a grinning skull. “Would you like to know who you really are, Calliande of Tarlion?”



Chapter 15 - Who Am I?
 
Calliande forced moisture into her dry mouth.
“Yes,” she said. “If you know.” 
Her heart hammered with anticipation and fear. Ever since awakening in that dark vault below the Tower of Vigilance, she had sought to recover her lost past. The Watcher had been able to guide her without telling her much, bound by her own forgotten command to keep from speaking of her past. Coriolus had known some things about her, as had Talvinius in the village of the Blue Hand kobolds. She had glimpsed an image of her father the day Ridmark had found the stoneberries, the day he had kissed her. Yet, in the end, she knew nothing of significance, save only that she needed to find Dragonfall and her staff…and that it was her duty to stop the return of the Frostborn. 
“Tell me,” said the Warden. The malevolent weight of his dark magic washed around her like the wind of a freezing storm, and the horrible pressure of his empty black eyes fell upon her like a physical blow. She forced herself to meet his gaze, refusing to show any weakness before this ancient monster. “The magic of the Magistri and the Swordbearers allowed Andomhaim to defeat the urdmordar and then the Frostborn. Yet Ardrhythain did not found the Two Orders until the year 953. Andomhaim was founded in 538, and the sons of Malahan Pendragon waged war against the orcish tribes and petty dark elven princes for centuries, all foes that possessed potent magic. How did they prevail without magic of their own?”
“Because they did have magic of their own,” said Calliande. “The Keeper of Avalon wielded her powers against the foes of Andomhaim, and her staff was passed from apprentice to apprentice for generations.”
“It was the Keeper of Avalon who traveled with the knight Calobrand to Cathair Solas,” said Ridmark, his face grim as he watched the Warden, “to ask Ardrhythain for aid against the urdmordar.” 
“And so Calobrand became the first Swordbearer, the first Master of the Order of the Soulblade,” said Arandar, “and his sister became the first Master of the Order of the Magistri.” 
“And the realm was saved in glorious battle,” said the Warden, his words heavy with mockery. “Until then, the Keeper’s magic stood against the powers of Andomhaim’s foes. For the Keeper’s magic was of Old Earth, and no magic of this world could contest it. Hence the Keeper could match the power of dark elven wizards a thousand times her age. Tell me, then, Calliande of Tarlion. What became of the Keeper?” 
“The Keeper oversaw the Order of the Magistri,” said Calliande, “and usually a Magistria became the new Keeper. She led the realm of Andomhaim against the Frostborn when they appeared, and she summoned Kalomarus the Dragon Knight to defeat them. And then…and then…”
“The Keeper disappeared,” said Arandar, “from the histories and chronicles of Andomhaim. No one knows what became of her.”
“She had been slain fighting the Frostborn,” said Ridmark, “and she left no apprentice to pass on her staff…”
His voice trailed off as he stared at her.
They were all staring at her.
“No,” said Calliande, her voice hoarse. “I…I cannot be…”
“The Keepers never revealed their names and only used their titles in public,” said the Warden. “So no one recorded that Calliande of Tarlion was the last Keeper of Avalon. No one knew that she was the only daughter of a fisherman who lost his wife to the plague. No one knew that on the day her father drowned her power manifested as she tried to save him. No one remembered that the Magistri took Calliande as a novice, that her grief for her father’s death drove her to become the most gifted healer the Order had seen in its two and a half centuries. Certainly no one recalled that Calliande’s talents caught the eye of the Keeper, that she became the Keeper’s new apprentice after the Frostborn slew the first. All of this was utterly forgotten.”
Every word hammered in Calliande’s mind. She wanted to scream a denial. But she knew in her bones that he was right. 
“I was the last Keeper of Avalon?” said Calliande. 
A small voice whispered that the Keeper would have taken no husband, that Calliande could have kissed Ridmark without hesitation. That she had let him go to Morigna for no good reason. 
But even that paled to insignificance against the Warden’s next words.
“You were,” said the Warden. “Actually, you still are, since you never passed your staff and office to a new bearer. You were a remarkable woman, for a human. I watched your progress from afar with great interest. When the old Keeper fell in battle as the Frostborn began their final assault, you took up her staff and mantle. You rallied the lords of Andomhaim and led them to victory. You could speak with lords and commoners both. Your powers were immense, and your skill in wielding them considerable. You were the architect of Andomhaim’s victory against the Frostborn. You convinced Ardrhythain to give you the Dragon Sword, which you bestowed upon the knight Kalomarus, making him the first human Dragon Knight.”
“So the Keeper and the Dragon Knight led the hosts of Andomhaim in the final battle,” said Ridmark, quoting the chronicles of the High Kings of Andomhaim, “and shattered the host of the Frostborn and destroyed them utterly.”
“More accurately, you closed the gate to the world the Frostborn had used for their invasion,” said the Warden. “Cut off from their world, they could not survive here, and so they perished and Andomhaim had the victory.”
“Why?” said Calliande. “Why did I do this to myself? Why did I cut out my memory and bury myself alive?”
The Warden’s smile grew crueler. “Because your apprentice was one of the first Eternalists.” 
“What?” said Calliande.
“The apprentice betrayed you and tried to kill you at Shadowbearer’s bidding,” said the Warden. “What you did next…in a way, it was farsighted. For a human. Humans are blind. Your lives are so short, and every generation must learn anew the fundamental truths. Little wonder so much is lost between generations. Little wonder the bearer of shadow has found humans so easy to corrupt. But you saw the dangers of the coming corruption. You realized that Shadowbearer had summoned the Frostborn the first time, and would do so again. You also realized that he had set in motion secret societies that would eat away at the foundations of the realm, so that when the Frostborn returned, Andomhaim would be ill-equipped to resist. You saw the danger, as did your contemporaries…but would your children? Would their children? In two hundred years, would anyone believe that the Frostborn would return,” he gave a contemptuous flick of his hand at Ridmark, “or would only ragged exiles see the danger while the lords of Andomhaim rested secure in their pomp and pride?” 
“I did this to myself,” said Calliande, “to…prepare for the return of the Frostborn?”
“Indeed,” said the Warden, “and to keep your most potent weapons from falling into the hands of the bearer of shadows.”
“When I awoke,” said Calliande, “Shadowbearer looked into my mind. He kept asking about a sword and a staff…he meant the Dragon Sword and the Staff of the Keeper, didn’t he?”
“That is correct,” said the Warden. “The woman you were foresaw the danger. So she prepared. You founded the Order of the Vigilant, to keep watch for the return of the Frostborn. You hid the sword of the Dragon Knight in a place hidden even from me and the Staff of the Keeper at Dragonfall. Then you cast a spell beneath the Tower of Vigilance, binding your memories to your staff and putting you into a deep sleep. The Order of the Vigilant would guard you and keep watch until the day of the omen of blue flame. When the omen came, they would awaken you, you would retrieve your staff, and defend the realm from the danger. A solid plan.”
“But it went wrong,” said Calliande, “didn’t it?”
“Remarkably so,” said the Warden. “You hid your staff and the sword too well for Shadowbearer to claim them, but he could move against you in other ways. He founded the Eternalists and the Enlightened, and after the Eternalists were destroyed the Enlightened of Incariel grew strong. He instigated the civil war within Andomhaim simply to destroy the Order of the Vigilant. The spells upon your vault meant that he could not enter…but he knew you would awaken on the day of the omen of blue flame. He simply needed to await you, kill you, and use your stolen power to activate his empty soulstone. From there he would proceed to the circle of standing stones atop the Black Mountain to open his gate, and the Frostborn would come to Andomhaim once more.”
“My God,” said Calliande, shaken. She looked at Ridmark. Shadowbearer had come so close, so utterly close, to complete triumph. If Ridmark had not rescued her from the Mhalekites, if they had not defeated Qazarl’s siege of Dun Licinia, then she would have been killed and Shadowbearer would have opened the gate. The Frostborn would have returned, and everything Calliande had done would have been in vain. 
Everything would have been in vain. The destruction of the Order of the Vigilant. The Watcher’s long vigil. The terrible things she had done to herself…it would all have been for nothing. 
“Yes,” said the Warden. “He almost prevailed…but the Gray Knight intervened. Such is his gift. His destiny and his curse, as it were.” He turned in a circle, regarding them with his deadly smile. “Now you know the truth. You know what the Frostborn are, and you know who Calliande really is. Tell me. Does the knowledge comfort you?”
“It does,” said Ridmark, “save for one thing. Where is Dragonfall?”
“Dragonfall,” said the Warden, “is the tomb of the last of the ancient dragons. It is located in the heart of the ruins of Khald Azalar, beneath the mountains of Vhaluusk.”
“Khald Azalar!” said Caius. “That is preposterous. Khald Azalar was one of the Nine Kingdoms of my kindred. Surely the stonescribes would have known if a dwarven kingdom had been built around such a place.”
“Does not the King of Khald Tormen have his secrets?” said the Warden. “So too the King of Khald Azalar had his secrets, including a pact with Ardrhythain to guard the tomb of the dragons. A secret that was forgotten when the Frostborn destroyed Khald Azalar. Forgotten to all save Ardrhythain…and the last Keeper of Avalon.” 
“My staff and my memories are in Dragonfall, then?” said Calliande, and the Warden nodded.
“We walked right past it,” said Gavin with a shake of his head. “A turn north of Moraime, and we could have been there in ten days.”
“Azakhun was taking artifacts from Khald Azalar that the Vhaluuskan orcs had found,” said Jager. “We were very close.”
“The sword of the Dragon Knight,” said Calliande. “Where is it?”
“I have no idea,” said the Warden. “You concealed that well enough that even my sight cannot discern the location.” 
“Then we know what we must do next,” said Ridmark. “We must go to Khald Azalar and retrieve Calliande’s staff.” He looked at the Warden. “Unless you mean to stop us?”
The Warden stared at him for a long time, and then threw back his head and roared his insane laugh. 
“Ridmark Arban,” he said. “Do you not yet understand why you are here? None of you are leaving Urd Morlemoch alive.”
 
###
 
Ridmark braced himself. The Warden’s revelations had given him fresh hope. If they could escape Urd Morlemoch, they could retrieve Calliande’s staff. They could defeat Shadowbearer and stop the Frostborn from returning. 
If they could escape Urd Morlemoch.
“No more games, then?” said Ridmark. “You’re just going to kill us?”
“The time for games is past,” said the Warden. “I am deadly serious. Why do you think I let you depart nine years ago?” 
“Because I won your game,” said Ridmark.
“In part,” said the Warden. “Do you remember what Ardrhythain told you about the nature of time?”
“That the past is like stone, unchanging,” said Ridmark. “That the present is a fire that burns, and the future is a changing shadow cast by that fire.” 
“It is the nature of the elven kindreds that we can see the shadows of the future,” said the Warden, “and I saw that your shadow, Ridmark Arban, was long and black indeed. I saw that you would return to Castra Marcaine and suffer a terrible loss. And I foresaw that loss would set you upon the path of your quest, a quest that would lead you to the Keeper of Avalon…and would, inevitably, lead you back here to me.” 
The sense of unease, the sense of a trap closing around him, grew sharper. “Why would you want the Keeper to come here? She has neither her staff nor her memory.”
“Yet she is still the Keeper,” said the Warden. “She still possesses certain unique magical properties.”
“Properties that you would find useful?” said Calliande, her hands flexing as they did when she prepared a spell.
“Exactly,” said the Warden. “You saw the weapons of Old Earth. Bombs that can annihilate entire cities in a single heartbeat and poisons that can destroy the population of a nation. All these weapons, and their possessors neither believe in God nor possess any magical power. They would have no defense against me. I could conquer Old Earth in a matter of weeks, simply through enthralling the leaders of the most powerful nations. From there it would be easy to unify Old Earth under my command, and then to open gates to new worlds. With the armies and weapons of Old Earth, I would rule an empire that would span the cosmos, an empire that would make the empires of my destroyed kindred seem like the playrooms of half-witted children.” 
“A fine plan,” said Ridmark, “but you are bound within Urd Morlemoch.”
“Yes, Ridmark of the Arbanii,” said the Warden with gleeful malice. “You are entirely correct. My physical body is undead and invincible, and it is bound within Urd Morlemoch. It can never leave.” 
“Your body…” said Ridmark. 
He remembered the Eternalists. He remembered what Coriolus had tried to do to Morigna. 
And in a single horrified instant, Ridmark realized just how badly the Warden had fooled him.
“No,” said Calliande, her eyes wide as she came to the same realization. 
In that same instant they all attacked. Ridmark seized his axe and swung it for the Warden’s head. Calliande and Morigna both began casting spells, and Arandar charged with Heartwarden. Kharlacht and Gavin and Caius and Mara and Jager ran forward with their swords and daggers, attacking the Warden from every angle. 
The Warden crooked a single finger.
Blue fire erupted from him, and Ridmark froze in midair, caught between one step and another. He could not move a single muscle. The others had been frozen as well, and stood like a ring of motionless statues around the Warden. 
“I have,” said the Warden, “been waiting a very, very long time for a suitable host to come to Urd Morlemoch. And a suitable host bearing an empty soulstone of Cathair Solas, no less! I can grow my own, but those of Cathair Solas are stronger by far. It will make opening the gate to Old Earth considerably easier.” He gestured, and the unseen force spun Ridmark around. “Do you see the standing circles?” Blue fires pulsed in the darkness of the Torn Hills. “Already my acolytes among the Devout are at work, preparing the way. Soon they shall be ready, and they require only an activated soulstone to open the gate. All is in readiness…and I need only a suitable vessel for my spirit.” 
Ridmark struggled, trying to break free of the Warden’s spell. He might have well tried to pull down Urd Morlemoch with his bare hands. It felt as if he had been encased in bands of iron. 
“Come,” said the Warden. “Let us commence.” He beckoned, and the invisible force lifted Ridmark a few feet into the air. The Warden strolled into the ring of standing stones, and Ridmark and the others floated into the ring. The Warden gestured, and Ridmark drifted to one of the menhirs. He felt an electric jolt as he came into contact with the black stone, its aura of cold, malevolent power wrapping around him. One by one the Warden’s magic moved the others against the menhirs, pinning them in place like crucified men. 
All save for Calliande.
Her eyes rolled back and forth in terror as she floated towards the central altar. At last she touched the enormous blue soulstone, and she went rigid with pain. The sight filled Ridmark with rage, and he heaved against the spell. 
Unless. He could not move even an inch. He could not even speak. 
“This world is doomed,” said the Warden. “Shadowbearer will not stop, and sooner or later he shall summon the Frostborn and they will destroy the world. The Frostborn are his dupes, of course, just as we were. But I shall leave this doomed world to its inevitable fate, and I will forge an empire to span the cosmos. And I could not have done it without you, Ridmark Arban. Without your boldness. Without your grief, your determination to do some great deed to atone for your wife’s death. Without your determination to overcome any obstacle and any foe in your path. Here you find the end of your quest at last, the fate that awaited you ever since you agreed to rescue Rhyannis from Urd Morlemoch.” He spread his arms, the blue coat rippling around him in the icy wind. “Do you find your atonement pleasing?”
Ridmark tried to move, but the spell held him as motionless as a statue, the menhir cold against his back.
The Warden turned and began a spell. 
 
###
 
Calliande screamed in the silence of her mind, the talons of the Warden’s spell digging deeper into her flesh.
Terror and fury warred within her. She had come so close! She knew how to retrieve her staff and memories, how to stop the Frostborn and defeat Shadowbearer. But she could not break free of the Warden’s grasp, and she felt his magic reaching into her mind. The sensation was familiar. Talvinius had tried to possess her body in the Deeps below Black Mountain. There her latent magic had risen up in a storm to repulse his attack and destroy him. 
Now her magic rose to defend her, but the Warden batted aside the attacks with ease. He was so strong that he made Talvinius seem as weak as a mewling kitten, so strong that her attacks were like jabbing pins into a boulders. She felt the talons of his magic closing around her mind, ripping her spirit from her flesh, and she screamed.
Fire erupted through her, and everything went black.
 
###
 
The Warden floated into the air, a sphere of blue light shimmering and pulsing around him. As he did, Calliande arched her back and shrieked, every muscle in her body going rigid at once, and blue fire burned around her. 
The fire faded away, and Calliande rolled to her feet and stepped away from the altar, even as the Warden’s body continued to float in the sphere of blue light.
Calliande’s eyes were…empty.
They had become bottomless pits into a black void, and ghostly blue fire and shadow flame coiled around her fingers. She looked back and forth between them, her face a cold, emotionless mask of arrogant contempt. Calliande had never worn an expression like that. 
But, Ridmark realized with sinking despair, that body no longer belonged to Calliande.
“This shall serve,” said Calliande, and the Warden’s inhumanly deep voice issued from her lips. “This body will last no more than another five or six decades. That is adequate time to complete the conquest of Old Earth and several other worlds. Suitable replacement vessels can be obtained in the interim.” Calliande’s hand dipped into her belt pouch and came out holding the empty soulstone.
It was empty no longer. 
The soulstone pulsed with an inner crimson fire, something like black smoke writhing around its facets. 
“The harvested power of the Keeper of Avalon,” said the Warden. “More than adequate to join the threshold of this world to the threshold of Old Earth and open a gate.” Calliande’s body stepped forward, her blond hair waving about her face in the wind. “Farewell, Ridmark Arban.”
Ridmark struggled again, hoping the transference had weakened the Warden’s magic, but still the spell held him motionless. 
“After fifteen thousand years, you have arranged my freedom,” said the Warden. “You are too dangerous to leave alive, of course, but there is no need for you to suffer. In gratitude, I shall kill you painlessly. Your bodies shall die of thirst while your minds remain locked in a pleasant dream. Of old we often granted this death to slaves who had served us well.” Calliande’s face twisted in a malignant smile. “You shall each receive your heart’s desire before you die. Falsely, of course, but I suppose an illusion is better than nothing.” 
Calliande’s left hand came up, the shadow fire darkening. That darkness fell over Ridmark’s eyes, and it pulled him into nothingness. 



Chapter 16 - Bliss
 
Kharlacht turned in surprise, blinking.
He was back in the foothills of the Vhaluuskan mountains, walking to his home in the village of his clan. 
For some reason that seemed odd. 
He climbed the path alongside the hill, making his way through the pine forests of the Vhaluuskan foothills, and gazed upon his village. For a moment confusion overwhelmed him. Did he not see this village every day? Had he not lived here his entire life?
Why did it seem as if he had not looked upon it for years?
Puzzled, Kharlacht climbed the path to his home just inside the village’s stockade. Inside the wall the orcs of the village went about their tasks, the men to their fields and pastures, the women to the well or their workshops. The men nodded to him as he passed. He knew them all, had helped repair their homes and harvest their crops, had gone hunting with them and taken up arms with them to defend the village from kobold raiders. The last of his blood kin had been wiped out when Qazarl and the remaining Mhalekites went on their fools’ quest in Andomhaim, but that was all right. Kharlacht had settled here, and…
He pushed open the door to his house and stared in surprise. 
His wife sat at the table, humming to herself as she stitched up a torn dress. Their daughter worked at her mother’s side, sorting needles and spools of thread, while their son lay in his basket, gurgling and waving his small arms. 
“Husband?” said Lujena, looking up from her work with concern. Her long black hair hung in a braid to her waist, and her skin was the color of the forest in summer. Her black eyes were wide with surprise, and her tan dress left most of her strong arms bare. “Is something wrong? Usually you are not back until sundown. Does…”
He did not remember crossing the room and seizing her in his arms, but suddenly she was there, warm and alive. 
“Husband?” said Lujena, laughing. “I am glad to see you, too…but are you sure everything is all right?”
“Yes,” said Kharlacht. “It is now.”
 
###
 
The man who had called himself Brother Caius of the mendicant order strode into the Stone Heart of Khald Tormen, his armor clanking with every step. 
The Stone Heart was a huge cylindrical chamber with a domed roof, so large that many villages and towns of Andomhaim would have fit within it. The Stone Heart marked the spot where the dwarven kindred, the khaldari, had first entered this world, where they had fought and defeated the dark elven wizards who had tried to enslave them. Unable to return home, the dwarves had instead founded their Nine Kingdoms, spreading through the Deeps. Nine massive corridors branched off from the great Stone Heart, leading to the nine kingdoms of the dwarves. Six of those kingdoms had been destroyed, but three remained.
A pool of molten stone dominated the center of the Stone Heart, filling the chamber with its harsh glow. A pedestal of harder stone rose from the molten rock, supporting the massive soulstone the dark elves had used to open their gate so long ago. Nine rivers of molten stone flowed from the pool and into the nine corridors. The liquid fire welled up from the heart of the world, but the engineering skill of the dwarves, unmatched by any other kindred, kept it controlled. 
Caius stopped and looked at the assembled nobles of Khald Tormen. Armored dwarves stood around the pools and streams of molten stone, the harsh glow reflecting in their bronze-colored armor. Balconies ringed the round walls, and more dwarves stood there, staring down at him. Traditionally the nobles and warriors of Khald Tormen gathered in the Stone Heart to hear the edicts of the king, or to listen to the stonescribes consult the records and pronounce upon matters of importance. 
Today they were here for another reason.
Caius found himself breaking into a run.
“Lord Taalkhan,” said some of the Taalmaks, the dwarven knights, as he ran past. “Lord Taalkhan, we…”
Caius ignored them all.
He stopped before the king’s throne, at the very edge of the molten pool. As ever, the king of Khald Tormen looked solemn and grim in his ornate robes and his crown of dwarven steel, the very image of sober control and stoic acceptance of death. Caius barely noticed. At the king’s side stood a young dwarven man of about fifty or sixty years, his armor dented and battered from combat.
“Nerazar?” said Caius, barely able to recognize his own voice.
“Father,” said the young man.
“No, no,” said Caius, “I saw you die, I was sure of it. I…” Yet the desperate hope flared anew in his heart. Often men made misjudgments in the fog of war. Perhaps Caius had been mistaken. Oh, God and the Dominus Christus, let him have been mistaken! 
“It was close,” said Nerazar, “but I managed to get away before the deep orcs sprang their ambush. I…”
The rest of the words were drowned out as Caius caught his son in a hug.
 
###
 
Gavin turned in a circle, marveling at the change. 
When he had departed Aranaeus, the village had been a smoldering ruin, the houses and the barns burned by Agrimnalazur’s arachar warriors. Now they had been rebuilt, taller and stronger than before. Father Martel’s church, previously half a ruin, was now twice the size, and filled with people come to hear mass now that the lies of Agrimnalazur’s cult had been exposed. 
He stopped for a moment at the place where the praefectus’s house had stood, now a stone cross carved with the names of those who had died fighting Agrimnalazur. What would his father think, he wondered, to look at Aranaeus now? Cornelius had lived in terror of Agrimnalazur his entire life, had even married a spiderling at his goddess’s command. At the final moment of his life he had found the courage to defy the urdmordar, and had lived just long enough to see Agrimnalazur defeated. 
What would he think of the things Gavin had done since? Would he be proud?
“Gavin?”
He turned and saw Rosanna staring at him. 
She looked as lovely as he remembered, her dark eyes sparkling, a wide smile spreading over her face. 
“You came back,” she said, stepping closer, her fingers tugging at the sides of her skirt. “I thought…I thought we would never see you again. That you would go off with the Gray Knight and his Magistria to have adventures in far lands.”
“I did,” said Gavin. “We did. We stopped the Frostborn and saved the realm, and I thought…well, I thought I would like to come home again. Just for a visit. I wanted to see how you were doing.”
“We are doing well,” said Rosanna, pushing some hair away from her face. “We’ve rebuilt the village, and the harvests have been good.”
“How is Philip?” said Gavin.
“Well,” said Rosanna. “He is still praefectus, and the people respect him. He and his wife are expecting their second child.”
“His wife?” said Gavin, his eyes flicking to her belly and then back to her face. “Then you…”
“I didn’t marry Philip, Gavin,” she said, blinking tears from her eyes. “He wed the cobbler’s daughter instead. I…well, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Every day I would look at the gate and…”
He pulled her close and kissed her long and hard upon the lips. The other villagers would see and gossip, but he did not care. She melted against him with a little moan, her fingers digging into his back. 
“Come with me,” she said, her voice husky, and Gavin followed her.
 
###
 
The carriage rattled to a stop, and Jager adjusted his fine cloak, the gleaming leather of his boots creaking, and descended. He reached up and held out a hand for Mara, and she descended after her him with a smile. The entire village of Caudea had turned out to see Jager home, and he strolled with his wife to his new domus, a fine house of white-painted stone with a roof of red tiles. It had once belonged to Sir Alan Tallmane and then his son Sir Paul, but Sir Alan had died and Sir Paul had paid the ultimate price for his crimes at the destruction of the Iron Tower.
So Jager had bought the domus for himself. 
He could afford it. He could afford almost anything he wanted. After returning from the Gray Knight’s successful quest to stop the Frostborn, he had invested his money in various enterprises across the realm. His businesses had prospered, and he was possibly the richest man in the realm, richer than even the High King himself. 
His father and his sister awaited him at the front steps of the domus. Hilder had aged in the ten years since Jager had fled Caudea, his hair thinning, his face lined, though he still looked vigorous. Dagma stood next to him, smiling, her blond hair still hanging loose around her shoulders. 
“Father,” said Jager, a flicker of unease going through him. Hilder had wanted Jager to follow in his footsteps, to become the perfect halfling servant as Hilder had been. What would Hilder think of what Jager had become? “It has been a long time.”
“It has, Jager,” said Hilder, and the old man smiled. “Time you put to good use. Look at what you have done. Look at all you have built. A halfling becoming the richest merchant in the High Kingdom? I never would have thought such a thing possible.” He beamed at Mara. “And you have brought home a beautiful wife.”
Mara smiled. “You are too kind, sir.”
“Come inside,” said Hilder. “Come home, Jager.”
 
###
 
Arandar stepped onto the balcony.
All of Tarlion spread below him, a hundred thousand people housed within its strong walls. The red dragon of the Pendragon banner flew from every tower and every parapet, and to the west the River Moradel gleamed in the afternoon sun, a thousand boats crowding its surface. Accolon and Nyvane stood with him. Accolon wore his finest clothes, looking as brave as a thirteen-year-old boy could manage, while Nyvane clutched her father’s hand, staring in fear at the old man standing at the railing. 
The High King turned as Arandar approached. 
He looked old and tired, for he had carried the weight of the realm for decades. Yet he still wore chain mail beneath his robes of black and gold, and the soulblade Excalibur, forged from the blade that Malahan Pendragon had carried from Old Earth, rested in the scabbard at his belt. His diadem glinted with jewels, and his dark eyes, still sharp and keen despite his age, looked over Arandar and Accolon and Nyvane. 
“My lord High King,” said Arandar with a deep bow, and his children followed suit. 
“Sir Arandar,” said Uthanaric Pendragon. He stood in silence for a while. “We have never spoken, have we?”
“No, my King,” said Arandar. “I would never presume…”
“I know,” said the High King. “You haven’t. You have never used your connection to me for advancement, Sir Arandar. In truth, it is hard for me to look at you…it is a reminder of a moment of weakness. If I could have gone my life without speaking to you, I would have done so.”
Arandar said nothing. The words stung more than he expected.
“But I was wrong,” said Uthanaric. 
“My lord High King?” said Arandar.
“You went into Urd Morlemoch and came out alive again, bearing the soulblade Truthseeker,” said the High King. “You exposed Tarrabus Carhaine for the traitorous swine that he is. The knowledge you brought back allowed the realm to withstand the wrath of the Frostborn.” He shook his head. “I…was wrong, Sir Arandar. You are a knight and a Swordbearer any man should be proud to call his son. That I am proud to call my son.” 
“Father,” said Arandar, the word passing his lips for the first time. “I do not seek honors or lands or offices, only…”
“Only acknowledgement that you are my son,” said Uthanaric Pendragon. “And you shall have it.” He hesitated. “I…have a favor to ask.”
“Of course, my King,” said Arandar.
“Would you introduce an old man to his grandchildren?” said the High King. 
Arandar smiled and led Accolon and Nyvane to greet their grandfather. 
 
###
 
Morigna yawned, stretched, and opened her eyes. 
She lay in her bed in Castra Arban, the ancient seat of the Duxarchate of Taliand, where the House of the Arbanii had ruled in the High King’s name for centuries. Morigna rose from the bed and wrapped a robe around herself, the stone floor cold beneath her bare feet. Not that it troubled her. She had spent years living in the forest and sleeping in a cave, and the experience had made her strong. Little wonder she found it so easy to dominate these weak southern noblewomen. Most of them had never seen a pagan orc, let alone an urvaalg. One harsh look and they melted like icicles in sunshine. It made them easy to persuade, and they in turn persuaded their husbands to support her husband.
Not that their husbands needed much persuasion. Ridmark Arban, Dux of Taliand, was the sort of man other men followed willingly, even gladly. 
She crossed to the window, walking carefully with the unaccustomed weight in her belly, and gazed at the fields beyond Castra Arban. Ridmark’s firm rule had brought order to Taliand, and with order came prosperity. After he had rooted out and destroyed the Enlightened of Incariel, executing those who resisted and exiling those who surrendered, he was the most powerful man in the realm behind the High King, respected by many and feared by all. Andomhaim was entering a age of order and prosperity, with the Mhorite orcs crushed and the other pagan tribes brought to heel. Not even the kobolds or the dvargir dared to raid the surface in fear of the Gray Knight’s wrath. 
Morigna had always known there was greatness in Ridmark, that he had the potential to become so much more.
And he had risen high with her standing at his side. 
The door opened, and Morigna turned as Ridmark entered. He wore black trimmed with gold, the colors of the Arbanii, and the stark look suited him. He had gained a bit of weight since their days wandering the Wilderland in pursuit of the Frostborn, but he still moved with the same fluid grace and confidence of a deadly warrior. 
“You are not dressed, wife?” said Ridmark, taking her hands and kissing her. “We sail for Tarlion at noon.” 
“You have spoiled me,” said Morigna. “Too long sleeping in this soft bed.” 
“A few days upon the barge sailing south to Tarlion will cure that,” said Ridmark.
She smiled back at him, feeling his hands against hers. Those hard hands had brought order and peace to Andomhaim.
The child growing beneath her heart would never know the kind of fear and pain that she had.
 
###
 
After so many years of wandering, Ridmark Arban returned to Castra Marcaine at last.
Aelia was waiting, and her face lit up with joy at the sight of him. Ridmark crossed the great hall of Castra Marcaine, the tiles of black and white clicking beneath his boots. They had met in this hall, they had danced together for the first time here, and they had wed here. Something else had happened here, something terrible…
No. A dark dream. Nothing more. 
Aelia came into his arms, and he kissed her, heedless of the breach of public decorum. Around them the knights and lords filling the great hall of Castra Marcaine cheered. Aelia broke away and grinned at him, and Ridmark smiled back.
For a moment he thought her black eyes belonged to someone else. Another woman. Someone he had known and forgotten… 
“Ridmark?” said Aelia.
He shook off the peculiar sensation. “I am fine.”
Together they turned to face the dais as Gareth Licinius, Dux of the Northerland, rose from his formal curule chair. Aelia’s father was still hale and strong, despite the gray in his black hair. 
“Ridmark Arban, Knight of the Order of the Soulblade,” said Gareth. “Again you have brought great honor to Castra Marcaine. You have succeeded in your quest, and prevented the return of the Frostborn. A grave peril has been ended.”
“My lord Dux,” said Ridmark. “That is all I have ever desired. To serve your court with honor as a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade.” He also desired to be a good husband to Aelia and a good father to their children, though that was not the sort of thing one said in front of the court. 
“Then you have succeeded,” said Gareth. “It would please me to award you a benefice of land with a manor, so that you may support yourself, my daughter, and any children.” His stern face softened in a smile. “I do hope there are grandchildren soon, Sir Ridmark. I am not getting any younger, and it would please me to teach my grandson to hold a sword.”
“We shall endeavor to fulfill that duty with all haste, Father,” said Aelia, and the court laughed. 
He smiled down at her, and for an instant, he saw another woman. A woman paler than Aelia, with long black hair and black eyes, a mouth that rose in a mocking grin. Then she became a third woman with long blond hair and blue eyes. 
Morigna and Calliande. 
For a moment those names hovered at the edge of his consciousness, along with a horrible feeling of dread. After a moment the feeling and the names faded. He had never met anyone named Morigna or Calliande. He was Ridmark Arban, a Swordbearer, the husband of Aelia. 
That was all he had ever wanted to be. 
“Let the feast begin,” said Gareth. His guests cheered, and Ridmark led his wife to the high table.
 
###
 
Calliande awoke in pain, but not to darkness.
She stood, finding herself in the strange place she visited in her dreams, the mist-choked gray plain where the Watcher spoke with her. She looked around, her heart racing, stabs of pain shooting up and down her legs and arms. Previously the gray mist had been lit by a dull glow, but now a harsh crimson glare blazed around her, arcs of snarling ruby lightning jumping through the mist. One of the bolts struck her. Calliande flinched, preparing a ward, but the bolt of lightning did not burn. Instead it coiled around her arm and sank into her.
“What is this place?” said Calliande, looking around for any foes. “Where am I?” 
“At the end, I fear,” said a man’s voice, rough with sorrow.
Calliande saw the Watcher appear out of the mist. He was an old man with a tangled gray beard and a mane of gray hair, and wore the white robe and a black sash of a Magistrius. Previously his eyes had been heavy with sadness. Now the spirit’s face was taut with horror, his eyes wide.
“The end?” said Calliande. “No. The Warden wouldn’t have killed me. He needs my body…”
“We are,” said the Watcher, “inside the empty soulstone.” 
“How?” said Calliande.
“The Warden ripped your spirit from your flesh and imprisoned it within the stone,” said the Watcher. “He has achieved what Shadowbearer and Qazarl failed to do. His spirit inhabits your flesh, and even now is walking for the gates of Urd Morlemoch.”
“Then…then we are trapped here?” said Calliande, horrified. She had slept for over two centuries below the Tower of Vigilance. But to be trapped in the misty void of the empty soulstone, conscious the entire time…how long would the Warden hold her imprisoned? 
“Yes,” said the Watcher. “But not for long. The Warden will use the soulstone as the crux of a spell to open a world gate.”
“Similar to the one Shadowbearer created to summon the Frostborn here?” said Calliande. “The one he wanted to use me to create?”
“You understand,” said the Watcher. “You know the truth now, and I can speak more of it. Shadowbearer sought to use your death and the empty soulstone to create a gate to the world of the Frostborn, allowing them to return. Now that power has fallen into the hands of the Warden. He will instead travel to Old Earth and conquer it, and use their engines of war to conquer world after world, building himself an endless empire.” 
“I know who I am now,” said Calliande. “The Keeper of Avalon.”
“Aye,” said the Watcher, “but I fear it is far too late to make any difference.”
“Why not?” said Calliande. “Ridmark will find a way. He…”
“He is imprisoned in a spell along with all the others,” said the Watcher. “The Warden has trapped them in a dream of their greatest desires and losses. They will not wake. They will not want to wake, and will die of thirst within their sleep.”
“No,” said Calliande. “Ridmark will…”
“He will not,” said the Watcher. “You should not have trusted the Gray Knight. He has led you to your death. The Warden will take the soulstone and use it to open the gate to Old Earth. The power of his spell will destroy your spirit…and you will be dead at last, Calliande.” He shook his head, tears gleaming in his eyes. “We have failed. After so many years, after so many centuries, we have failed. Shadowbearer will find another soulstone and open the gate, and this time there will be no one to stop him. There will be no one to fight the Frostborn, for the only men and women who believed the threat are dead in Urd Morlemoch, and the High Kingdom has been hollowed out by the Enlightened of Incariel. God forgive us, but we have failed and doomed our world.” Tears trickled down his lined cheeks and into his beard. “I have failed you, my lady Keeper. Forgive me. If only I had advised you better. If…if only I had offered you better counsel, then perhaps we might not have come to this bitter end. Forgive me…”
“No!” said Calliande, seizing his hands. “Do not say such things. You have done nothing to require forgiveness! You watched over me for centuries. Without your counsel, I would not have come this far…”
“To your death,” said the Watcher.
“I…” said Calliande.
She saw no answer to his remorseless logic. 
They had gone to their deaths…and worse, they had failed utterly.
Calliande closed her stinging eyes and waited for the end.



Chapter 17 - The New Empire
 
The Warden of Urd Morlemoch stood atop his citadel and rolled the shoulders of his new body. 
Human bodies were less durable than elven ones, less able to repair themselves. Human females had less muscle mass and weaker bones and suffered from the additional inconvenience of menstruation, which left the body vulnerable to any number of disorders. Neither would hinder the Warden. He would use magic, not crude material force, to conquer his foes, and taking as many human bodies as necessary would be a minor inconvenience. Even at peak health, the Keeper’s body would only last for another sixty years at the most. He would take a new host long before that. 
He looked down at the soulstone in Calliande’s right hand. It blazed with an inner crimson glow, the shadow of dark magic writhing around it. He felt the tremendous potency within the stone. The Keeper possessed immense magical power, power that the soulstone magnified exponentially. Of course, the Keeper possessed no means of accessing that power, not with her memory locked in Dragonfall. Had she possessed her full magic, the Warden might not have been able to overcome her so easily. 
She had been a fool to give up her power.
One more item at Calliande’s belt held his attention. She carried a soulcatcher, a dark elven weapon of extreme potency, and he recognized the distinctive touch of the Matriarch’s magic. Likely the half-breed had stolen the weapon from the Matriarch when she had taken up with a halfling lover.
That, too, pleased the Warden. He detested the Matriarch, and looked forward to leaving her behind for the Frostborn. A pity he would not get to hear her scream. 
Greater pleasures awaited him. 
He looked at his old body. It floated above the central altar, enmeshed in the intricate currents of the spell that bound his flesh to Urd Morlemoch. An impenetrable sphere of force surrounded the body, manifesting as a globe of pale blue light. Ridmark Arban and seven of his companions stood pinned against the menhirs, bound in place by his spell. Even now they would be dreaming their sweet dreams, believing they had been granted their heart’s desires, thinking that the real world was a fading nightmare. Perhaps they would die of thirst in the grips of their dream. Or perhaps they would awaken in the moments before they died and realize the magnitude of their error. 
The Warden did not care. If any of them managed to awaken, the conquest of Old Earth would be well underway by then.
He left the top of his tower, descending through the long winding stairs and galleries to the ruins below. He took the measure of his new body as he descended, gauging its balance and strength, and soon had full control. Generations of undead Devout stirred as he passed, following their master, and soon a column of undead servants trailed his passage through the tower. 
The Warden left the tower and made his way down the ramps, living warriors of the Devout falling in around him. The enhancements he had made to their eyes let them see the truth of their master, even in his new body, and they obeyed him without question. At last the Warden stood before the outer gates, and he gestured. The great doors of blue dark elven steel swung open. 
Without hesitation, the Warden strode through them.
A surge of magical force snarled around him, and for the first time in fifteen thousand years, the Warden left the walls of Urd Morlemoch.
He stopped for a moment to savor the triumph. The high elves had tried to defeat him. His fellow dark elves had tried to kill him. The full might of the urdmordar had tried to destroy him. Yet he had outlasted them all, and countless worlds were his for the taking.
The Warden’s howl of laughter echoed off Urd Morlemoch’s outer wall, and the living Devout roared, brandishing their weapons in the air as they shared in their master’s triumph. And why should they not? He was their god, and he would lead them to new worlds to enslave and plunder. 
The ranks of the Devout parted, and Valakoth approached, leaning upon his staff of bone. 
“Master,” said Valakoth. Even the withered orcish wizard seemed awed. “It is as you have said. The great day has come at last.” 
“Indeed,” said the Warden. “Let us proceed at once. The acolytes are ready?”
“All is as you have commanded, great master,” said Valakoth. “The acolytes are in the stone circles around Urd Morlemoch. Already they begin the spells of summoning. By the time you reach the grand circle, they shall be ready, and will await your command.”
“Good,” said the Warden. “Bid the Devout to stand guard at the base of the hill below the grand circle. I have commanded the urvaalgs to heed you. Watch for intruders. If anyone attempts to interrupt the spell, kill them without hesitation.” 
“It shall be as you wish,” said Valakoth. 
“Excellent,” said the Warden, and set off from the gate of Urd Morlemoch, making his way to the grand circle east of the citadel. There was no time to waste.
Because, in truth, he was vulnerable until the gate was open. 
The nature of the spells binding his previous body to Urd Morlemoch meant that the Warden had left a great deal of his power in the citadel. He was still mighty, but not invincible as he had been within Urd Morlemoch. A concerted attack could kill him. In this fragile body, even simple mischance might kill him. If that happened, his spirit would simply return to his original body. But he would be trapped once more, and he would have to devise a new stratagem to escape this world before the return of the Frostborn. 
In his current condition, both Ardrhythain and Shadowbearer would have been strong enough to defeat him. Fortunately, Shadowbearer and Ardrhythain were locked in their endless duel. Both archmages would have tried to stop him, had they known what he was about to attempt. But by the time they sensed the presence of the mighty forces he was about to summon, the spell would be complete, and the Warden would have opened the gate and traveled to Old Earth.
Once he reached Old Earth, his full powers would return, and the conquest of his new empire would begin. He would start with the dominions of the Americans and the Russians and the Chinese. All three nations possessed potent militaries, countless engines of war, and foolish leaders. Once he had enslaved and suborned those empires’ leaders, it would be a simple matter to force the lesser nations to heel…
The Warden dismissed the thought. First he had to open the gate.
He walked through the Torn Hills, the Devout, the undead, and packs of urvaalgs flanking him. Circles of standing stones stood on the crests of the nearby hills, and even with his weak human eyes he saw the robed figures of the Devout wizards within, arms waving as they worked their spells. Fires of blue and green burned atop the altars within the circles, and the Warden felt magic stirring in response, like the earth tensing in the instant before a quake. 
He came to a large hill a few miles east of Urd Morlemoch. Three massive, concentric circles of black menhirs crowned the top of the hill, each consecutive circle rising higher than the last. Within the central circle stood a mound crowned with a jagged black altar. Behind the altar rose a pair of towering menhirs topped by a lintel, its entire surface carved with intricate glyphs of summoning, opening, and binding. The other circles surrounding and within Urd Morlemoch focused the entirety of their power here, upon the great stone arch.
Within that stone arch, the Warden would open the door to Old Earth. 
His guardians moved to encircle the hill, and the Warden ascended alone with Valakoth to the top of the hill. The sigils upon the menhirs began glowing as he passed, tracing twisted designs across the stone. He had spent centuries building the stone circles around Urd Morlemoch, carving the glyphs and charging them with arcane power, instructing the Devout exactly where to place them. 
Now he was ready to rip his way free from the confines of this world. 
He held up the soulstone as it blazed brighter, so bright than he saw the bones of Calliande’s fingers where they rested against the stone. The Warden placed the soulstone upon the altar, and a deep, resonant thrum went through the menhirs, a thrumming noise echoed through the dozens of other circles ringing Urd Morlemoch. 
Almost as an afterthought, he drew the Matriarch’s soulcatcher, whispered a spell, and sank the blade into the black stone of the altar. The three yellow soulstones flickered and turned a deep crimson as they responded to the magic of the greater soulstone. That was an unexpected bonus. The soulcatcher’s power was not necessary to open the gate, but the Warden would not turn away its aid.
He cleared his mind and began summoning power, moving Calliande’s hands through intricate gestures, her lips and tongue through the words of power. The light from the menhirs pulsed and throbbed, matching the cadence and rhythm of his words. The thrumming noise became a steady groan, punctuated with a moaning hum like the pulse of a heartbeat. Rings of fire erupted from the glyphs upon the menhirs, linking them together in chains of arcane flame. The bloody light from the soulstone spread, seeming to sheath the black altar in a shell of crimson light.
And still the Warden’s spell continued. 
At last he stopped speaking, the ground beneath Calliande’s boots vibrating with the gathered arcane forces. 
“Valakoth,” said the Warden. “Now.” 
The withered orc drew forth a war horn and lifted it to his lips. Despite his age, he blew a mighty blast upon the horn, the note ringing over the Torn Hills. It was a long moment until the echoes faded away.
The horn was answered by a second, a third, a fourth, until a cacophony of droning notes rang over the hills. An instant later a pillar of blue-green fire erupted from the nearest circle as the acolytes within it activated their spells, followed by a second pillar from another circle, and then a third, until dozens of burning pillars stabbed into the endless black night. 
“Go!” said the Warden. “Guard the approach. I shall open the way.”
Valakoth bowed. “Soon, great master, the glorious conquest shall begin!” The orcish wizard hurried away, and the Warden bent all his power upon the soulstone, beginning another spell. The ground began to shake, and behind him the pillars of fire flickered and writhed. 
He gestured, beckoning, and the pillars curved. The Warden floated a few feet off the ground, suspended in the power of the mighty spells, Calliande’s hands hooked into claws. Another gesture, and the pillars of fire bent further, reaching down to touch the earth. 
Specifically, the other circles of standing stones.
Thunder roared through the Torn Hills, and in that instant a ring of blue-green fire surrounded Urd Morlemoch, leaping from circle to circle. The apex of the ring closed upon the grand standing circle around the Warden. He had spent centuries designing and constructing it, and the power flowed exactly where he desired. The grand circle activated around him, torrents of magic pouring into the soulstone. 
Which, in turn, focused it open the great archway. 
Gray mist swirled and writhed within the arch, the beginnings of the gate. 
The first step was complete. The thresholds of Old Earth and this world were beginning to touch. Soon a portion of each threshold would merge entirely, and then he could punch through and open the gate. 
Then he would walk upon the face of Old Earth in the flesh, and teach its humans to obey. 
“At last,” he murmured.
He began the final sequence of spells, shaping the awesome powers he had summoned.



Chapter 18 - Power at a Price
 
Mara did not dare open her eyes. 
Opening them would be a considerable effort, given how the Warden’s spell held her pinned against the menhir. Yet the spell felt…wrong, somehow. Like trying to force a square peg into a round hole, or a key into the wrong lock. The sensation was distinctly uncomfortable and accompanied by an increasing amount of pain, but it gave Mara hope.
Ridmark had been right, and the Warden had been wrong. 
The Warden had thought that she was on the verge of transformation, and had failed to realize that she had already transformed into something new. Consequently, his spell was not affecting her the way he had intended. Or, at least, Mara didn’t think so. The Warden had spoken of imprisoning them within pleasant dreams, but Mara felt nothing like that. A peculiar vision flickered through her mind, an image of a reunion with her mother, but the thought was ridiculous. Mara had loved her mother, but she had been dead for years, and Mara would not see her again until they were rejoined with the Dominus Christus in paradise. 
Likely the spell was touching the human half of her mind, while the dark elven half was immune. Or she had enough dark elven blood to resist the spell. Mara kept her eyes closed, her breathing slow and deep. If the Warden realized the spell hadn’t affected her properly, he would simply kill her.
So she waited, despite the increasing pain in her chest and head. After a moment she heard the click of Calliande’s boots against the floor, and then the sound of someone descending the stairs. 
Mara counted to one hundred, and then forced her eyes open.
That hurt, and it took more effort than it should have, but she did it. 
She was pinned to one of the menhirs. Calliande’s body was gone, as was the soulstone. The Warden floated in a globe of blue light over the altar and the enormous azure soulstone. Or, rather, the Warden’s body, given that his spirit had taken over Calliande’s flesh. Mara saw Jager pinned to the menhir next to her, his eyes closed, his expression peaceful. Ridmark and Morigna and all the others were held in similar positions, all of them unconscious. 
Magic lashed and writhed before Mara’s Sight.
She felt her eyes widen.
A lot of magic. 
Vast oceans of magical power stirred, spinning around Urd Morlemoch like an invisible vortex. Blue-green fire flared in the hills, rising from the stone circles. The Warden was gathering power to open his gate, and once he did, Calliande would perish forever, and Jager and Ridmark would die of thirst in their dream while the Warden conquered Old Earth. Unless Mara did something clever. Now she just had to figure out what that was…
Something wet hit her lip as her headache increased, and Mara tasted blood upon her tongue.
Her nose was bleeding. Maybe her dark elven blood wasn’t resisting the spell. Perhaps it was more like trying to drive a wagon with the brakes on. Sooner or later the axle would snap. Mara was not sure how that metaphor applied to her mind, but she really didn’t want to find out. 
She tried to push away from the menhir and the spell, and managed to kick her legs and flail her arms a bit before the effort became too much. Mara closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to clear her mind. Her head felt as if she had an icepick between her eyes, and similar pains were flaring in her chest and shoulders. She did not think she could muster the strength to push away from the menhir.
Fortunately, she had other means of travel…but she did not know what would happen if she used it while that damned spell was drilling into her.
Mara had no choice but to find out. 
She reached for the fire within her, the furious song of her dark elven blood, and forced the power to envelop her. Pain exploded through her, and Mara screamed as blue fire consumed her.
The fire cleared, and Mara found herself standing outside the ring of standing stones. 
The pain was gone.
She sighed, took a step forward, and passed out.
 
###
 
Mara awoke.
Fear jolted her to her feet, and she looked around, her heart hammering. There was no sign of the Warden, Calliande, or any of the Warden’s creatures. Jager and Ridmark and the others were still pinned to the menhirs. Mara staggered forward, her head swimming, and reached for the nearest menhir to support herself…
She stopped herself.
The power of the Warden’s dream spell surged through the menhirs, channeled through the soulstones on their small altars. If Mara had touched it, the power would have redirected into her. 
More light burned in the dark hills outside of Urd Morlemoch. With the Sight, Mara saw the titanic spell coming together, like watching a great cathedral assemble itself in mere moments instead of decades. She did not know how long it would take the Warden to open his gate. A few hours, perhaps? Maybe half a day? Even a wizard as powerful as the Warden needed time to work such a tremendous spell.
If they acted at once, perhaps they could stop him and save Calliande, but Mara could not face him alone.
And she had no idea how to awaken the others. 
She considered the intricate network of spells upon the menhirs, more complex than she could understand. Perhaps Calliande could have dispelled them, but Calliande’s spirit was imprisoned in the soulstone and her body was occupied by the Warden’s malevolent spirit. Mara suspected that removing the smaller soulstones from their altars would break the spell, but moving the stones could trigger a backlash of misdirected magic that would kill her and everyone else atop the tower. She had to find a way to break the others free of the spell.
But how?
Perhaps her power could move them. Mara had wondered if she could transport others with her when she used her power to move from place to place, though she had never been desperate enough to risk it. Well, she was desperate enough to try it now. 
Her first impulse was to free Jager. She wanted to save her husband, but Mara doubted she had the strength to break more than one or two of the others free. Whoever she freed would have to help her undo the spell around the others. Arandar, maybe? A soulblade gave its bearer the power to dispel hostile magic. Yet Heartwarden’s power had not been enough to protect Arandar from the Warden. 
That left Morigna. The wild sorceress did not have Calliande’s power or skill, but she could do things the Magistria could not. Perhaps she could figure out how to undo the spell. 
At least, Mara hoped so. 
She stepped back into the ring and gazed up at Morigna. Like the others, the sorceress was pressed against the menhir, her arms spread as if she had been crucified. Her eyes were closed, her expression serene. Mara wondered what filled her dreams. 
“I’m sorry about this,” whispered Mara.
She took several deep breaths, drawing on the song of her blood. Her head spun, and her body ached. The timing would have be just right. 
The blue fire rose to swallow her, but in the instant before it did, Mara grabbed Morigna’s shoulders and pulled her along. The snarling dark magic of the menhir closed around Mara, pain erupting through her skull, but the blue fire swallowed her. 
She reappeared a few yards away and fell to her knees, coughing and gasping.
Morigna sprawled motionless to the floor.
 
###
 
Black fire screamed through Morigna’s mind. 
She lay stunned upon the cold stone, her mind paralyzed by two competing sets of memories. In one she was a sorceress of the Wilderland, living alone in the woods. In another she was the wife of Ridmark Arban, Dux of Taliand, standing at his side as he brought order and prosperity to the High Kingdom…
Which set of memories was real? She could not tell. 
Then the sound of coughing filled her ears, and the false dream vanished, and Morigna realized just how much danger they faced. 
She sat up, summoning power for a spell. She was still at the top of the Warden’s tower. The Warden’s body floated in a sphere of blue light over the central altar, and there was no sign of Calliande or the soulstone. Mara knelt a few paces away, coughing and thumping on her chest with a fist. The blue-green fire blazing outside the walls of Urd Morlemoch made her face look ghostly.
It took Morigna a moment to find her voice. 
“We are not dead?” she said at last.
“Not yet,” said Mara, wiping blood from her nose. She sniffled, spat, and cleared her throat. “But we are in a lot of trouble.”
“Plainly,” said Morigna. “What happened? How long was I unconscious?” 
“Not long,” said Mara, wobbling to her feet. “A few moments. The Warden moved his spirit into Calliande’s body, and bound hers within that empty soulstone. He’s going to use it to open a gate to Old Earth. He trapped the rest of us in that enchanted sleep, and then left with the soulstone.”
“How are you still awake?” said Morigna. 
Mara grinned. “The Warden doesn’t know what I really am. So he didn’t use the proper spell on me. His magic didn’t knock me out.”
“The dream was so real,” murmured Morigna. She remembered the taste of Ridmark’s lips on hers as they lay together in Castra Arban, the feel of his child growing beneath her heart. That solidified her resolve. She had been trapped in a dream, but Ridmark was real. She would kiss him again, if they did not die here.
Though that seemed unlikely at the moment. 
“Aye,” said Mara. “The Traveler used to do it to slaves. He would bind them in an enchanted sleep, a dream that fulfilled their every desire. Except he would let them awake in the final moment before they died of thirst and hunger, so they would realize that the dream had been false in the instant before death.”
“I do not care for the dark elves,” said Morigna. 
“I don’t think they even liked themselves,” said Mara. 
“How did you break the spell and wake me up?” said Morigna. 
“I didn’t,” said Mara. “I grabbed you and transported you a short distance.”
Morigna frowned. “I thought Calliande said that transporting a human through magic almost always causes insanity.”
“She did,” said Mara. “But she also said the likelihood increases with further distance, and we only went a few yards. Given the alternatives, it seemed the best risk available.”
“It would seem so,” said Morigna. “Can you do it again?”
Mara shook her head. She looked exhausted, paler than usual, her eyes ringed with dark circles. The blue fire had not yet faded from her veins as it usually did after she used her power. “I doubt it. Not without killing myself in the process. I hoped you have a spell or two to use.”
“Ah,” said Morigna. She had wondered why Mara had freed her instead of Jager. “I will see what I can do.” 
Mara nodded. “We should hasten. If the Warden opens that gate, we’ll never see Calliande again.”
Morigna did not like Calliande, but even she would not wish such a hideous fate upon the Magistria. Nor would she condemn the people of Old Earth to millennia of slavery beneath the Warden’s iron hand. Of course, the nations of Old Earth seemed eager to enslave themselves, if the Warden’s visions had been true. But that was of no consequence. Ridmark was in danger, and she had to save him.
If she could figure out how to do so. 
She took a deep breath and cast the spell to sense the presence of magic.
It almost overwhelmed her. The tremendous magic stirring outside the walls of Urd Morlemoch washed over her senses like a storm. For a moment fear choked her. The Warden was nightmarishly strong. He could have brushed aside the Old Man like an insect and crushed the Artificer in a matter of moments. How could Morigna hope to oppose a wizard of such sorcerous power? 
“Are you all right?” said Mara.
“No,” said Morigna. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to focus upon the menhirs.
The spells upon the standing stones were tremendously complex. The spells bound their prisoners with chains upon the mind and the body, locking them in a sleep and filling their minds with soothing dreams. Worse, even touching the menhirs would release the power, killing both Morigna and whoever she touched. 
“Can you do anything?” said Mara. 
“I believe so,” said Morigna. The black menhirs were impervious to her magic, but she could fold the white stone beneath them. If she moved the menhirs, perhaps it would cause their prisoners to fall and break contact with the stones, shattering the spells. Or she could command a gust of wind to blow them away, though playing with the wind at this height was dangerous. She recast the spell, focusing it again. 
Something occurred to her. 
She swept the focus of her spell against the menhir Mara had occupied, and her eyes widened. That spell was damaged, bleeding power. Mara was right. Evidently whatever spell the Warden had used had not been designed for whatever Mara had become. 
“The power,” said Morigna. “The power for the spells is coming from the soulstones.” She left the circle, examining the small altars that stood against the exterior of the standing stones. “Look at this. There are thirteen menhirs, but only eight of us were trapped here.” 
“And only eight soulstones,” said Mara. “Mine looks…broken.”
It did. The other seven soulstones shone with a steady blue light, like domes of crystal draped over blue-burning candles. The one that had held Mara flickered and sputtered, seeming to vibrate like a rope under excessive tension. Morigna sensed the power leaking from it. 
A surge of excitement went through her.
Power that she could use, perhaps? Power that could use to break the spell?
“You can do something?” said Mara. 
“Yes,” murmured Morigna, staring at the damaged soulstone. “If I use the power in that soulstone, I can break the other spells.”
“What?” said Mara, horrified. “No, that’s not what I meant at all.” 
“It will work,” said Morigna. “Like when we faced the Artificer. The Warden’s magic can defend against everything except itself. If I draw on the power, I can use it to break the spells on the menhirs and awake the others.”
“You’ll have to draw that power into yourself,” said Mara. “That’s the Warden’s magic, Morigna. It will do bad things to you.”
“We have to break the others free,” said Morigna, looking at Ridmark.
“There are better ways,” said Mara, pointing at Morigna’s belt. “Your dwarven dagger. You can use it to push the soulstones off the altars. Its enchantment will resist the dark magic, and moving the soulstones will break the spells on the menhirs.”
“It might,” said Morigna. “Or I can turn the Warden’s own magic against the spells.”
“No,” said Mara. “Morigna, this is an extremely bad idea. You have seen what dark elven magic does to mortals. The soulcatcher almost turned Jager into an urhaalgar. You don’t know what this power will do to you.” 
“I know what I could do with it,” said Morigna. With that power she could free Ridmark and the others. If they lived through this, if they managed to escape Urd Morlemoch…she could put that power to great use. 
Great use, indeed. 
“Morigna,” said Mara, “please, listen to me…”
Before Morigna could change her mind, she reached out her left hand and placed it on the soulstone upon the altar. 
The soulstone blazed brighter, and blue light poured up Morigna’s arm. She gasped in surprise, her fingers clenching tighter against the soulstone’s cold, rough surface. The veins in her hand and arm shone with blue light, as Mara’s did when she used her power. Strength rushed into Morigna, and she felt her magic growing stronger. The sensation was almost intoxicating. With this power she could free the others, and perhaps she could even challenge the Warden himself…
Then the pain came.
Morigna threw back her head and screamed. It felt as if every fiber of her body had caught flame. Suddenly she felt the currents of magic roaring around Urd Morlemoch and flowing to the east, currents that pulled at the power burning with her.
“Morigna!” said Mara, grabbing her arm.
Blue fire and black shadow erupted around them both, and everything vanished into the void.
 



Chapter 19 - Threshold
 
Mara felt something rough and cold beneath her cheek. 
After a moment she realized it was concrete, though concrete far finer and smoother than any she had seen in the realm of Andomhaim. A peculiar murmuring sound filled her ears, and after a moment she realized it was the sound of a city, of boots clicking against the ground and voices raised in conversation in a language she did not recognize. Yet stranger sounds came to her ears. A deep rumble, like some great engine laboring endlessly. Peculiar beeps and chirps, like the songs of metal birds. Many softer rumbles, and the whooshing noise of something moving with terrific speed.
She gathered her strength, opened her eyes, and sat up.
The first thing she was saw the gray mist. It swirled around everything, through everything, and to her Sight it was saturated with magic. In the distance she saw a blazing sheet of blue-green flame, and realized that it was the Warden’s gate. Or, rather, what would soon become the Warden’s gate. The forces were gathering, and it was not yet fully open. 
Then the strangeness of the other sights forced their way into her consciousness. 
Mara was in the city of glass and steel the Warden had showed them.
She was in London, in Britannia upon Old Earth. 
The great buildings of glass and steel rose over her, and the strange horseless vehicles moved back and forth with terrific speed down a strip of black tar between the buildings. Paths of concrete ran on either side of the black road, filled with men and women on foot. Most of the men wore suits of shiny black cloth with gleaming black shoes and stark white shirts, peculiar ribbons of colored cloth hanging into their coats from their collars. The women’s clothing had more color, though most of them wore skirts that left their knees and legs bare, and rigid shoes with high heels that made a constant clicking against the concrete. Many people held their speaking machines to their ears, talking into them. One florid-faced man stepped towards Mara, talking into his device, and she tried to get out of the way.
Instead the man walked through her. As if she were not there. 
As if she were a ghost. 
Puzzled, Mara waved her hand, and her arm passed through the head of a nearby woman. The woman showed no reaction. Mara turned and strode through several men and women. None of them displayed any reaction.
Was she a ghost? Had she died and gone to Old Earth? That seemed most unlikely. When she died, Mara had thought she would either go to paradise because of her faith in the Dominus Christus or to hell because of the various crimes she had committed with the Red Family. She certainly had not expected to go to Londinium. 
Or perhaps she was real and she had come to a world of ghosts. 
A groan came to her ears.
Morigna lay upon the street.
She did not look well. 
Physically, she looked unharmed. Yet the Sight revealed the dark magic swirling and pulsing within her. Morigna had taken that power into herself, and now it was sinking into her like a poison working its way through the blood. Mara wondered if Morigna would transform into an urshane or an urdhracos. 
Yet that didn’t seem to be happening.
Mara knelt and touched Morigna’s shoulder. That felt real, at least. To her Sight, it looked as if Morigna was somehow absorbing the dark magic. Using the soulcatcher had almost transformed Jager into an urhaalgar. Yet Jager hadn’t been a user of magic. Morigna was, and it seemed her natural abilities were assimilating the dark power she had absorbed. 
She still wasn’t sure what it would do to Morigna. Right now they had larger problems. 
Figuring out where the hell they were, for one. 
Morigna groaned again, and her eyes twitched open. They were still black and hard, but a haze of blue fire seemed to shimmer within them. 
“We are alive,” said Morigna at last. The fact seemed to astonish her.
“Yes,” said Mara. “I told you not to touch that stone.”
“Clearly I should have listened,” said Morigna, sitting up. She winced and pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead. “I have never been drunk, but one imagines this is what a hangover is like.”
“There’s usually more vomiting,” said Mara.
Morigna got to her feet and looked around.
“This is not Urd Morlemoch,” said Morigna. 
A man in a dark suit walked through her and she flinched. 
“That…should not have happened,” said Morigna. 
“I think we’re on Old Earth,” said Mara. She waved a hand at the blue-green fire in the distance. “That, I believe, is soon going to become the Warden’s gate. I’m not sure what happened to us.”
Morigna turned, considered the gate for a moment, and looked at Mara.
“Threshold,” she said at last. 
“I’m sorry?” said Mara. 
“I believe we are on Old Earth’s threshold,” said Morigna. “Remember what the Warden said. The spell to create a gate first joins the worlds’ thresholds, their shadows in the spirit realm. He must have joined together the thresholds while we were unconscious. Then when I touched the soulstone…the power drew us into the threshold of our world, and then we were sucked here.” 
“Is the gate open, then?” said Mara. 
Morigna cast the spell to sense the presence of magic, and Mara noted the swirl of blue fire around her fingers. “No. I do not believe so. It will be soon, though.”
“We have to get back,” said Mara. “If we wait until the Warden opens the gate, he will kill us, and Calliande will never get her body back.”
“How do we get back?” said Morigna. “I do not even know how we got here.”
“My power,” said Mara. “After I touched you, after you picked up that stupid soulstone, it triggered my power. The dark magic combined with the power in my blood must have thrown us into the threshold.”
“Perhaps that is how your power works,” said Morigna. “It shifts you into the threshold and then back into the mortal world, allowing you to cover dozens of yards in the blink of an eye.”
“Except the power of the additional dark magic pulled us here,” said Mara, “and the Warden’s spell drew us into the threshold of Old Earth.”
“We can theorize later. Can you take us back?” said Morigna.
“Maybe,” said Mara. She reached for the fiery song within her and drew on its power. She started to travel, blue fire shining in her veins, but nothing happened. Something was blocking her, holding her back. It was the boundary between the threshold and the mortal world, she realized. It was too strong.
In the distance the blue-green fire of the gate brightened.
The barrier was too strong here, but the Warden was tearing a hole through it. 
“I can’t do it here,” said Mara. “But if we get closer to the gate, I might be able to punch through.”
“The gate?” said Morigna with a frown. “If we return to the material world there…will not we simply appear in front of the Warden and his gate?”
“We might,” said Mara. “Do you have any better ideas?”
“I do not,” said Morigna. 
“I was afraid you would say that,” said Mara. “Let’s go. Oh, give me your dagger.”
“The dagger?” said Morigna, but she slid the dwarven blade from its sheath and passed it to Mara. “Why the dagger?”
“Because,” said Mara, “if there are any creatures here, I suspect they will be magical in nature, and I have no means to harm magical creatures.”
“A good point,” said Morigna. “Let us hope your pessimism is misplaced.”
Mara shrugged. “There is a first time for everything, I am told.” 
They set off through the misty street.
 
###
 
Morigna could not stop staring. 
She knew she ought to be watching for danger, but she could not turn her eyes from the sights that thronged the streets of London. The peculiar vehicles seemed like living beasts wrought of glass and enameled metal, moving with a speed that even an urvaalg could not match. Signs glowed with an inner light as if by magic, but no doubt through some mechanical contrivance. From time to time she even glimpsed one of the metal birds flying far overhead, so high it was a speck against the blue sky. 
The peculiar sights were also a welcome distraction from the fear that churned in her heart. Fear for Ridmark, fear of remaining trapped in this strange place. 
And fear of what she had done to herself. 
The dark magic coiled within her, sinking further into her flesh with every step she took. Part of Morigna’s mind recognized that something was very wrong, that she ought to be alarmed. The dark magic was dangerous. Dark magic had led to the deaths of everyone she had ever loved. 
Another part of her exulted in it.
The power could make her much stronger, perhaps even as strong as Calliande. With it she could augment her spells of earth magic, making them far more potent. She could even attack creatures of dark magic directly as Calliande did. Perhaps Morigna could even imbue weapons with enchantments. Ridmark would not need a soulblade if she could fashion a weapon of power for him. 
Morigna made herself look around, forcing aside the wild thoughts that bounced around the inside of her head. None of those dreams would ever come true if she died here, if she wandered Old Earth’s threshold until she starved to death. 
Or if Mara’s fears were correct, and dangerous creatures did wander the threshold. 
“There,” said Mara.
A sheet of blue-green fire rose from the center of the misty street, the vehicles passing through it without hindrance. Mara strode into the street without stopping. Morigna hesitated, and then followed, wincing a bit as the vehicles ripped through her without slowing. She knew the things could not hurt her, but nonetheless stepping in front of something so large that could move so fast put her instincts on edge. 
“It hasn’t opened yet?” said Mara. 
“I do not believe so,” said Morigna. The amount of raw power coursing through the half-formed gate made her teeth vibrate. As her eyes focused upon the gate, suddenly she could see through it. Beyond she glimpsed a grand circle of the dark elves, similar to the one where the Old Man had tried to steal her body. Calliande floated a few feet off the ground before the gate, blue fire and shadows snarling around her hands, her eyes bottomless black pits. In the distance rose the half-ruined walls and thrusting stone towers of Urd Morlemoch. 
“Can he see us?” said Morigna. 
“I do not think so,” said Mara, squinting at the gate. “I think…I think he sees wherever the gate will open in Old Earth.” She gestured at the busy street around them. “The city of London in Britannia, presumably. Though if no one on Old Earth knows how to use magic, they won’t even realize that they’re about to be invaded.”
“Then let us spoil the Warden’s plans,” said Morigna. “Can you punch through the barrier here?”
“I…I think so,” said Mara, closing her eyes. “Let me concentrate for a moment. Make sure no one kills me, please.”
“I do not think we are in any danger of that,” said Morigna, watching the vehicles and the people go past. “The men are so absorbed in their speaking devices that one doubts they would notice the Warden and his hordes walking through the gate. And the women…if they tried to run in those ridiculous shoes, they would snap their ankles like twigs.”
Mara said nothing, her eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids, the veins in her hands and neck glimmering with blue fire. Her face was taut with strain, sweat rolling down her jaw and forehead. Morigna wanted to help her, but could not think of a way. She hoped the strain of breaking through the barrier to the mortal world was not too much for Mara.
“Yes,” said Mara. “I think….yes, I think I can do it. Just need to gather my strength for a moment.”
Morigna nodded, remembered that Mara could not see her, and then saw the man in the suit staring at her. 
He looked little different than the other men, pale and gaunt, his black suit close-fitting, a shiny strip of black cloth wound around his collar and dangling into his buttoned coat. Unlike many of the others, he wore a peculiar pair of black spectacles that concealed his eyes. And unlike the others, he appeared sharp and clear, while everyone else Morigna had seen was wrapped in white haze. 
He was looking right at them.
The man stepped off the curb, and one of the horseless vehicles shot through him, leaving him untouched. 
He was here, with them, in the threshold. 
“Mara,” said Morigna. 
“Almost there,” said Mara. “I need…”
The man reached up and removed his spectacles, and Morigna flinched. 
His eyes were missing. Instead he had clusters of barbed tentacles, each one tipped with a razor-edged claw. His mouth yawned wide, far wider than a human mouth could open, and a rough black tongue rolled over jagged fangs. The black suit shredded as he hunched over, bony spines jutting from his legs and arms. Suddenly he looked a cross between a lizard and a insect.
A cross between a lizard and an insect that was hungry. 
“Mara!” said Morigna, summoning her magic as the creature charged.
Mara’s eyes opened, then opened wider, and she raised the dwarven dagger. 
Morigna focused her magic, the dark power she had stolen from the soulstone surging through her. For a moment she did not know what to do. She could have commanded the earth to fold and ripple beneath the creature, or roots to come up and encircle it, but she was reasonably certain that she was not standing on actual earth and that it held no roots. 
The answer came to her.
She raised her palm and focused the power as the patterns for a new spell burned in her mind, and a blast of eerie blue flame erupted from her fingers and struck the charging creature. It staggered to a halt with a scream. The creature collapsed, the wrath of the magic burning it to ashes.
Morigna gaped in astonishment. She hadn’t meant to hit it that hard. 
“What did you do?” said Mara, who looked as surprised as Morigna felt. 
“I do not know,” said Morigna. “I…”
A dozen more men in suits surged through the crowd below the buildings, changing shape and growing more monstrous with every step. 
“Brace yourself!” said Mara, reversing her grip on the dagger.
Morigna raised both hands and unleashed spells. Instead of folding the earth, her will flung a wave of snarling blue flame at the charging creatures, burning three of them to ashes. She cast the spell to summon roots, and instead howling coils of blue flame erupted from the ground and wrapped around the creatures. The coils burned into their flesh, black slime erupting from the wounds, and sent them tumbling to the ground in death agonies. Mara moved with sleek grace, the dwarven dagger driving into a creature’s heart. In the same motion she wheeled and opened another creature’s throat. Whatever the things were, they apparently needed to breathe, and the creature fell, choking on the black slime that served as its blood. Morigna burned down another, and another, the new power surging through her like a storm. Exultation filled her. She had never wielded power like this before. If the Old Man faced her now, he would not find her so easy to overcome.
But even the new power was not enough. More of the misshapen things emerged from the mists, and Morigna felt the limits of her new power. Even with the stolen magic, she could not hold back the creatures for much longer. She flung out a blast of blue fire and threw the creatures back, sending them rolling across the road as the vehicles shot through them.
And as Morigna did, she saw the figure watching her. 
It stood beyond the creatures, wearing a long black coat with a hood that concealed its features. Gloved hands gripped a long black staff, its length carved with odd symbols. Was that figure commanding the creatures? 
The hooded shape raised its staff, and the symbols pulsed with yellow-orange light, as if flames burned within the staff’s core. Morigna sensed the surge of magical power, and she prepared to strike back. 
But there was no need.
The figure thrust the staff and a wall of flames erupted from the ground, rolling forward in a wave. The inferno ripped through the gathered creatures, reducing their flesh to ash and sending their bones rolling across the ground. The heat of the firestorm made Morigna’s eyes water. 
It was too much for the creatures. The survivors fled in all directions, some of them still on fire. The hooded shape lowered the glowing staff, the long coat whipping in the wind from the flames, and Morigna saw the figure was a woman. Beneath the long coat she wore dusty boots, faded black trousers, a long vest, and a ragged black shirt. 
The flames died away, the last of the creatures fleeing, and Morigna stared at the woman in the black coat. 
Mara spoke first. “Thank you for your assistance. I fear things would have gone badly if not for your help.”
“Latin,” said the hooded woman. Her voice had an odd, worn rasp to it. “You…are speaking Latin?” 
“We are,” said Mara. 
“A long time,” said the woman. “I have not heard someone speaking Latin for a long time.” She snorted. “At least not as a native speaker. The priests try, but…it is not the same.” 
“If you will forgive the question,” said Mara, “might my friend and I know your identity?”
The hooded woman was silent for a long moment. “Are you sure you want to know?”
“Why,” said Morigna, “would we hesitate? You did save our lives. Unless, one suspects, you have an ulterior motive.” 
“I do,” said the woman. “You know the Keeper, don’t you?” A strange note entered that worn voice. Hope? Desperation? Fear? Morigna could not tell. “I can sense the echo of her magic upon you.” 
Morigna and Mara shared a look.
“The Keeper?” said Morigna. This woman knew Calliande? That seemed unlikely. Calliande had never mentioned knowing a hooded woman with command of magical fire. Of course, Calliande couldn’t remember anything that happened before three months past.
Had this woman known Calliande before she went into the long sleep?
“The Keeper of Avalon,” said the hooded woman. “She left this world with Malahan Pendragon long ago, when all hope seemed lost, when the darkness threatened to swallow the world.” She waved her staff at the opening gate. “The magic of the gate drew my notice. I recognized it. It was the same magic that opened the gate to the world where the Keeper went with Malahan. You are from that world. You know the Keeper, I am sure of it.”
“Let us propose a bargain, then,” said Morigna. “If you tell us who you are, we shall tell you what we know of the Keeper.”
The woman laughed without humor. “Very well. Though you might not enjoy the knowledge.” 
She drew back her hood, and Morigna managed not to flinch. 
Beneath the hood the woman’s skin was the pallid gray of a corpse, her face marked with deep scars. Her eyes were a harsh, vivid yellow, the color of sulfur, her hair a brittle mane of black. 
“Not a pleasant sight, is it?” said the woman.
“I have seen worse,” said Mara. 
The scarred woman laughed. “You are kind.”
“Thank you,” said Mara, “but I really have seen worse.”
The yellow eyes narrowed. “I suppose you have, at that.”
“How shall we address you?” said Mara. 
“I do not remember my name,” said the woman. “It has been too long. You may call me Antenora, if you wish.”
“Antenora?” said Morigna.
“A poem,” said Antenora. “Long ago, there was a poet named Dante. He wrote of heaven and hell and the realms between, and named the nine circles of hell. In the circle of Antenora he housed the blackest traitors. I took the name Antenora to myself when I read his poem, for I am a traitor.”
“A traitor?” said Morigna. “Whom did you betray?”
“Myself,” said Antenora. “A better man than myself. A better woman than myself. But it was so long ago. I have suffered for it. Do you not see?” She gestured at her scarred, corpse-like face. “I have suffered and suffered, and still it is not enough. Tell me what you know of the Keeper.”
“We are hard-pressed for time,” said Mara, “so I will be brief. The Keeper is on our world, and she has taken it upon herself to defend our realm from the Frostborn, fell creatures from another world. She is in grave danger. A sorcerer of the dark elves has seized her body for his own, and will use her soul to power this gate.” She waved a hand at the sheet of blue-green fire. “Once the gate is open, the sorcerer will come through and use his power to subjugate Old Earth.”
“I will fight him,” said Antenora. “I have stood in the Keeper’s stead to defend this world from the powers of dark magic. Often I have failed, but if this sorcerer comes, I will fight him.”
“Then you will fail again,” said Morigna. “Your magic is strong, but his is stronger by far. He will sweep you from his path.” 
The venomous yellow eyes narrowed. “I sense the taint of dark magic within you. Perhaps you are allied with this sorcerer.” 
Morigna glared right back. “And what of you? By your own words you have betrayed one of the Keeper’s predecessors. Perhaps you wish to continue with her successor?” 
Antenora snarled in silence, the runes upon her staff bursting into flame. 
“For God’s sake!” said Mara. “This is not the time to squabble. That sorcerer is about to open his gate, and if he comes through, he will conquer this world in a day.” She smiled a cold smile. “And…you owe the Keeper a debt, do you not, Antenora? Or a debt to her successor? If the sorcerer comes through the gate, he’ll destroy the Keeper in the process, and you will never have a chance to repay your debt.” 
“If the Keeper is in danger upon your world, we must aid her,” said Antenora. 
“I can get us back,” said Mara. “But I will need to concentrate for a few moments to gather my strength. Can you keep those…creatures from attacking us for that long?”
Antenora smiled. “The cockroaches, you mean?”
“Those are the largest roaches one has ever seen,” said Morigna. 
“Then you have never been to New York,” said Antenora. “Or Novum Eboracum, I suppose you would say. Suffice it to say the creatures swarm like cockroaches. They are the scavengers that haunt the ways between the worlds. The raw magic radiating from this gate will draw them like flies to carrion.” She lifted her staff. “I will hold them off while you gather your power. And then I shall follow you to your world.”
“How precisely shall you accomplish that?” said Morigna.
“I know how a gate between worlds works,” said Antenora. “The thresholds of the two worlds must be joined before physical passage is possible. Once you have returned to your world, I shall transit to your world’s threshold, and make my way from there.” She turned, fire crackling down the black staff. “Go! Already the scavengers return. Tell the Keeper I shall find her. I shall repay my debt. Go!” 
More men in dark suits appeared, striding through the speeding vehicles, and they changed, claws and tentacles and spikes sprouting from their limbs and faces. 
“Help her,” said Mara, putting one hand on Morigna’s shoulder and closing her eyes. “And stay in physical contact with me. When I go, I think you’ll have to be touching me to come along.”
“I should not dream of letting go,” said Morigna, summoning her own magic. 
She flung bolts of blue flame at the charging scavengers, striking down one after another. Antenora’s magic was more effective. The scarred sorceress summoned gales of flame, reducing the creatures to heaps of charred bone covered in smoking ash. Waves of heat rolled over Morigna, and Antenora’s long coat billowed behind her in the hot wind. Her magic did not seem that different than Morigna’s, save that Antenora’s power commanded fire instead of earth and air. 
Mara threw back her head and screamed, her fingers digging into Morigna’s shoulder.
Blue fire rose up to devour her, and everything went black.



Chapter 20 - Knights
 
Mara awoke and found herself lying upon a floor of chill stone, the cold wind moaning around her.
Her first thought that she was desperately tried of waking up on the floor. She had spent years sleeping in alleys and fields and forests, but she had a soft bed in Jager’s house in Coldinium, and she really ought to start using it. 
Then the memories forced themselves through the sluggish ache filling her brain, and she sat up.
Once again she was stop the highest tower of Urd Morlemoch. A ring of blue fire blazed through the hills outside the ruins, encircling Urd Morlemoch entirely. The Sight revealed colossal currents of magic moving around the citadel, pouring into the gate the Warden was opening in the grand circle to the east. The spells upon the menhirs seemed puny by comparison. Jager and Ridmark and all the others remained transfixed against the menhirs, still bound in the spell. 
How long had Mara been gone? An hour? If the Warden was right, if the river of time flowed faster upon Old Earth, it would have been longer. They would not have much time before the Warden completed his spell and opened the gate. 
“Morigna?” said Mara, getting to her feet. If she had left the sorceress behind in the threshold of Old Earth…
“I am here.” Morigna limped into sight, leaning upon her staff. She looked as weary as Mara felt. “Thank you. I feared we would not escape that place.”
“What of Antenora?” said Mara. “Do you see her?”
Morigna shook her head. “Unless you brought her back with us, I fear she shall have to find her own path to Andomhaim.”
“I dislike leaving her at the mercy of those creatures,” said Mara.
Morigna barked a laugh. “Better to say we left those creatures at her mercy. She seems to have experience dealing with them. We must attend to our own problems.” She turned to face the stone circle, the blue glow from the soulstones and the Warden’s floating sphere falling over her face. “I believe I can dispel the enchantments with the power I have taken.”
“Is that safe?” said Mara, watching the taller woman with unease. “That was dark magic. It…”
“This is Urd Morlemoch,” said Morigna, her voice harsh. “Nothing in here is safe, and I will not leave Ridmark to die in that spell!” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and opened them again. When she did, the glimmer of blue light had returned. “Guard me, please, while I cast the spell.”
Mara nodded and adjusted her grip on the dwarven dagger. Morigna closed her eyes and gestured, blue fire flaring around her fingers, beneath her skin, and in the sigils of her staff. The Sight showed Mara the power that Morigna gathered. It was quite a bit more magic than Morigna had even been able to summon before. 
Just what had that dark magic done to her? 
Morigna shouted and slammed her staff against the floor, and bursts of blue flame lanced from her to strike the menhirs.
For a moment nothing happened. 
Then the spell upon the circle simply collapsed, and the men pinned to the menhirs fell motionless to the ground.
 
###
 
Ridmark Arban’s head swam. 
Two sets of memories warred inside his mind. In one he was a husband, a father, a Swordbearer of the court of Dux Gareth of the Licinii, living at Castra Marcaine with his wife and children. In another he was an exiled wanderer, grim and alone, forever seeking the answer to the question of the Frostborn. 
The seeking had nearly killed him, and the finding of it certainly had.
Ridmark reached for the set of memories he wished to keep, but they faded away like mist in the dawn.
A woman’s voice filled his ears.
“Wake up,” she said. “Can you hear me? Ridmark, can you hear me?”
His eyes opened.
He was lying on cold stone, ribbons of blue fire dancing across the black sky overhead. A woman was looking down at him, a woman with hard black eyes, black hair pulled away from her lean face, her hands grasping either side of his head, those black eyes full of doubt and anguish. 
Aelia?
No. 
“Morigna?” said Ridmark. 
He sat up, and she pulled him close in a tight embrace. 
“I thought,” she whispered, “I thought you might not awaken, that…”
“Awaken from what?” said Ridmark, and suddenly all the memories came crashing back. Calliande and the soulstone. Urd Morlemoch and Valakoth. The Warden and the Frostborn…and the gate to Old Earth.
“Oh,” said Ridmark. “We are in a lot of trouble, aren’t we?” 
“I am afraid so,” said Morigna.
“Then we had best move,” said Ridmark, getting to his feet and looking around.
The others were awakening. Mara knelt by Jager, helping him up, and for once the master thief had no joke upon his lips. One by one the others stood, looking around and blinking. Outside of Urd Morlemoch a ring of blue fire burned through the hills, leaping from the rings of standing stones, and to the east a blue-green fire shone like a fallen star. 
“I am surprised,” said Caius at last, “that we are still alive.” 
“I am sorry,” said Ridmark. “I warned you against this, all of you. I told you we might come to this end if we came to Urd Morlemoch…”
“Yet we followed you nonetheless,” said Morigna. “What is done is done. What matters is what we do next.” 
“Yes,” said Ridmark. “You are right.”
“How did we escape from that false dream?” said Gavin, pushing back his sweaty hair. “It seemed…it seemed so real.”
“The Gray Knight was right,” said Mara with a smile. “The spell didn’t work properly on me. I was able to break free and awaken Morigna, and she broke the spell on the rest of you.”
“Thank you,” said Ridmark. “Both of you. That must not have been easy.”
For a moment Morigna looked haunted. “You have no idea.” 
“It was a bold deed, my love,” said Jager, “but I fear all that remains for us is to choose how to die.” 
Arandar scowled. “Do not speak counsels of despair.” He drew Heartwarden, pain pulsing through Ridmark’s skull, and pointed the soulblade of the floating globe of light that held the Warden’s previous body. “Perhaps if we destroy that body, it will collapse the villain’s spells.”
“Do not bother,” said Morigna. “Not even a soulblade could penetrate the globe. The sun will burn out and the world crumble into ash before that globe fades.” 
“Then we must pursue the Warden and destroy him,” said Arandar
Gavin frowned. “You would kill Lady Calliande?”
“I fear Lady Calliande is already lost to us,” said Arandar. “The Warden has taken her flesh for his own.”
“The point is moot,” said Jager. “We decide to fight the Warden, fine. How could we overcome him? You saw his magic. He handled us as easily as if we were kittens. If we attack him, he shall slaughter us all. Or more likely, the urvaalgs and his glowing orcs will kill us along before we get anywhere near him.” 
“Then let us die as warriors,” said Kharlacht, “rather than trapped in a dream, or hiding in the ruins until the Devout find us.”
“Is that it, then?” said Mara. “We have come this far and faced so much only to die here?”
“I fear it is so,” said Caius. 
Arandar shook his head, sighed, and closed his eyes. “I see no other way.” 
“If my father could see me now,” said Jager, “I do not know if he would laugh or weep.” He drew himself up. “Well, if we are to die in one glorious last charge, let us…”
“Wait,” said Ridmark.
Again they all looked at him.
“How did you break the spell?” said Ridmark. “The Warden’s magic should have been too strong for you.”
Morigna hesitated. She looked almost embarrassed for a moment. “I…Mara transported herself away from the menhir. That caused the spell on her soulstone to collapse. I was able…”
“Then the spells on us were powered by the soulstones?” said Ridmark. 
Mara nodded. “They were.”
“Mara. What happened to your soulstone?” said Ridmark. “The one powering the spell upon you?”
“I…don’t know, come to think of it,” said Mara. 
Ridmark hurried out of the circle, looking at the altars. Most of the soulstones still shone with the cold blue fire of the Warden’s magic. 
But the one against Mara’s menhir had gone dark. 
Ridmark picked it up. It was larger than the one Calliande had carried, its surface rougher. 
“Mara,” he said as the others stepped out of the circle. “You have the Sight. The stone. It’s empty?”
“Aye,” said Mara. “But it’s still linked to the spells upon the menhirs, and those are tied to the wards around Urd Morlemoch. I suppose a powerful enough sorcerer could use it to draw upon the power of Urd Morlemoch’s wards.”
“That would be a foolish idea,” said Morigna. “Those wards seal their master’s original body within Urd Morlemoch.” She waved a hand at the globe of blue light. “Any fool trying to use the power of those wards would imprison himself here, just as the Warden did.” 
Ridmark stared at the milky crystal of the soulstone, his mind sorting through everything he had ever heard about soulstones. Suddenly he felt the way he had in the hour before the great battle outside of Dun Licinia, the day he had taken command of the High Kingdom’s host. Utterly calm, his mind racing to consider the weapons at his disposal, and the iron certainty that he was about to face the fight of his life. 
Now the stakes even higher than the dark day he had fought Mhalek and his horde. 
“The soulstone is empty,” said Ridmark. “Nature abhors a vacuum, is that not what the philosophers say? Pour water into an empty vessel and it fills up.”
“So what?” said Morigna.
“So what would happen,” said Ridmark, “if we took this soulstone, still linked to the spells upon Urd Morlemoch…and touched it to Calliande while the Warden’s spirit was inside her body?”
Morigna frowned. “I…do not know. I think…”
She fell silent, her brow furrowing.
“Oh,” said Mara. “Oh. Oh!” Her mouth hung open in surprise as she waved her hands. “That…that would work! That would actually work!” 
“Mara?” said Jager. 
“What would work?” said Morigna, and then her eyes went wide. “It would! Ridmark!” She reached up and kissed him hard upon the mouth. “Clever man!” 
“For those of us who are not so clever,” said Arandar with asperity, “would you please explain what is going on?”
Kharlacht shrugged. “You get used to it.”
“The Warden’s body is trapped within Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark. “He’s been looking for a suitable replacement for millennia, one strong enough to allow him to wield his magic, and who better than the Keeper of Avalon? That’s why he let me go all those years ago. He looked into the shadows of my future, and realized that I might one day return with the Keeper of Avalon. The he could take Calliande’s body for his own and abandon this world to the Frostborn. All he needs to do is cross over to Old Earth in Calliande’s body, and he’ll be free forever.”
“Go on,” said Jager.
“But this,” said Ridmark, holding up the rough soulstone in his fist, “this is still linked to his wards. It’s still linked to the spells binding his old body to Urd Morlemoch…and it’s empty. Do you not see?” He looked at each of them. “If we touch it to Calliande, it will pull out his spirit and return it to his original body. He’ll be trapped in Urd Morlemoch once more…”
“Then we take Calliande’s body and run like hell?” said Jager.
“That is the plan, yes,” said Ridmark. 
“Clever indeed,” said Morigna. “I was ready to despair.” 
“It could work,” said Arandar. “If we fight our way through the Warden’s guardians. But will the Warden himself not destroy us?”
“Easily resolved,” said Jager. “My darling wife uses her power, travels behind Calliande, and sucks out the Warden’s soul before he even realizes what is happening.” 
“Actually,” said Mara. “I can’t travel while holding an empty soulstone. I tried at the Iron Tower. An empty soulstone is too…heavy, sort of. Like a magical anchor.”
“Then the odds are still against us,” said Arandar. 
“They are,” said Mara, “but perhaps not as much as you think.” She gestured at the ring of blue fire. “Look at all that light, sir knight. All of the Warden’s power is going into opening the gate. He will not have much left to spare for us. This time you might find Heartwarden will give you a shield against his power.”
“That is another concern,” said Kharlacht. “Gray Knight, you have your axe, I have my dark elven greatsword, and the Swordbearer has a soulblade. We will surely face urvaalgs and worse things, and the others only have the dwarven daggers. How will we fight the beasts of the dark elves?” 
“There is an armory several levels below us,” said Ridmark. “We shall help ourselves to weapons and armor of dark elven steel. I will not lose any sleep by stealing from the Warden.”
“Given the magnitude of his crimes,” said Caius, “I think we will not need to seek absolution for it.”
“There is one other advantage we can give ourselves,” said Ridmark. He pointed at the stone table that held the skull of Judicaeus Carhaine and the sheathed soulblade Truthseeker. “We can give ourselves another Swordbearer.” 
Arandar blinked, looked at Ridmark, at Gavin, and then back at Ridmark.
He started to smile. 
“You should take up the sword,” said Morigna, “if Heartwarden is to be denied you.”
Ridmark shook his head. “I cannot. If I have broken my bond with one soulblade, another would reject me.”
“Don’t look at me,” said Jager.
“Believe me, no one was,” said Morigna.
“Nor me,” said Mara. There was a glint in her eye. Likely she had realized what Ridmark intended. “I am half dark elven. If the sword would reject you, imagine what it would do to me.” 
“I am unworthy to bear a soulblade,” said Kharlacht, though the orc gave Ridmark a shallow nod. “I have too many failures in my past.”
“The Dominus Christus forgives all sins,” said Caius, “to those who repent. But I, too, am unable to take up the soulblade. I have already given my vows as a mendicant friar, and I cannot spill blood with the edge of the sword.”
“Though the blunt edge of the mace is allowed?” said Kharlacht.
“It is,” said Caius, “as many a Mhorite and Devout orc has discovered.”
“Then,” said Gavin, “that would mean…”
His brown eyes went wide as he understood.
“No,” said Gavin. “No, I’m not worthy of it.”
“Does not the Master of the Order and the Magistri create new Swordbearers?” said Morigna.
“The Master does,” said Arandar, “but upon the field of battle, there is often no time for ceremony. A Swordbearer can pick up a fallen brother’s blade and bestow it upon a recipient he deems worthy, one who has displayed exceptional valor. Many new Swordbearers were made in such a fashion during the first days of our Order, when the urdmordar and their hordes besieged the walls of Tarlion itself.” 
“But I am not worthy of this honor,” said Gavin.
“It is not an honor but a burden,” said Ridmark, “and you are worthy of it. You saw the danger in Aranaeus, Gavin, and you went alone into the Wilderland to find help. You refused to believe the lies around you, and when the arachar took your neighbors, you faced an urdmordar to help rescue them. Since leaving Aranaeus and Urd Arowyn, you have faced dangerous foes beyond count, and you have not flinched.”
“I have only known you a few days,” said Arandar, “but I have seen your bravery. You have never shown your back to the foe. You walked into this place of horror without fleeing. Few men could do the same. Do so with Truthseeker in hand, and you will have a far greater chance of defeating the foes you face.”
“But you need to take the soulblade,” said Gavin. “To prove your son’s innocence, to rescue your children from Tarrabus. I cannot take it.” 
Arandar smiled. “Even if I present the blade to Tarrabus, it still belongs to the Order, and would be granted to a new Swordbearer in time. You should be that Swordbearer, Gavin.” 
“I’m only sixteen years old,” said Gavin. 
“I was eighteen when I became a Swordbearer,” said Ridmark, “and at that age I had not seen a third of the foes you have seen.”
“Just take the damned sword already,” said Morigna. “As much as it pains me to admit it, you are certainly a far worthier bearer of the weapon than many we have met from the High Kingdom.” 
“High praise, indeed,” said Gavin. He blew out a long breath. “So be it. If it is necessary…then I will take up Truthseeker.” 
“Then let us proceed at once,” said Arandar, crossing to the table and picking up Truthseeker. He gazed at Judicaeus Carhaine’s skull for a brief moment, and then shrugged and tucked it away in his belt pouch. “Whatever lows Tarrabus might have sunk to, there is no doubt that Judicaeus himself was a brave man. What is left of his mortal remains should lie in honor below the Basilica of the Knights in Tarlion.” 
“I agree,” said Ridmark. 
“Gavin, take this,” said Arandar, holding out the sheathed soulblade. Gavin swallowed and took Truthseeker in both hands. The soulstone embedded in the base of the blade started to flicker a little at his touch. “Now kneel, with both hands around the hilt.”
Gavin nodded and knelt, the sword between his hands, the sheathed tip resting upon the white stone of Urd Morlemoch. Arandar lowered Heartwarden and placed the flat of the blade upon Gavin’s left shoulder. The sword’s white flame grew brighter, and some of the light seemed to sink into Gavin. 
“Gavin of Aranaeus,” said Arandar. “Do you swear in the name of God and the Dominus Christus to wield this soulblade against creatures of dark magic? If you agree, say that you so swear.”
Gavin swallowed. “I so swear.”
“Do you swear to defend the weak, to succor the orphan, to guard the widow, and to fight for those who cannot fight for themselves?”
“I so swear.” 
“Do you swear to stand ever vigilant against the urdmordar, the dark elves, the dvargir, the undead, the Frostborn, and any other creatures of dark magic or wielders of dark magic?”
“I so swear.” 
Arandar nodded. “Do you swear to keep to all these promises in the face of torment and death?”
“I so swear,” said Gavin, his fingers tight against Truthseeker’s hilt. 
Arandar lifted Heartwarden and placed the blade upon Gavin’s other shoulder. “Then by my authority as a Knight of the Order of the Soulblade, I grant you the soulblade Truthseeker. Wield it wisely and well, and hold always to your oaths.”
Heartwarden blazed with white light, a corresponding spike of pain going through Ridmark’s skull. He staggered a bit, and Morigna’s fingers closed tight around his arm. Truthseeker answered with a similar pulse of white flame, the soulstone in its blade shining like a piece of the sun. Gavin let out sound halfway between a gasp and a strangled groan and leaned against the soulblade like a cane, shivering as if he had been plunged into a freezing bath. Ridmark remembered the sensation well. Gavin would feel the soulblade’s magic within him, a well of power he could use to make himself faster or stronger, to sense the presence of magic, to heal others, to shield himself from dark magic. 
“Rise, Sir Gavin,” said Arandar, raising Heartwarden. “Knight of the Order of the Soulblade.” 
Gavin got to his feet, drawing the soulblade as he did. White flames curled up and down Truthseeker, and Gavin stared at the sword in wonder.
“I can feel it,” he said. “Like it’s in my head.” 
“A link has been forged between you and the sword,” said Mara. Arandar glanced at her. “I saw it happen.”
“Indeed,” said Arandar. “You will be able to draw upon the sword’s magic to imbue yourself with greater strength and to heal others.”
“I think…yes, I understand,” said Gavin. He frowned, and the weapon glowed brighter. “This…this will take some getting used to, I think.”
“Hopefully we will live long enough for that to be a possibility,” said Morigna. 
“Welcome to the Order, Gavin,” said Arandar. He grinned. “It is always an honor to welcome a new brother to our Order.” 
“You shall do well,” said Kharlacht. He frowned. “So long as you remember to move your feet properly when parrying.” 
“You will bring honor to both Truthseeker and the Order,” said Caius. “Andomhaim needs more men like you.”
“If we live long enough to escape,” said Jager, “when we return to a proper town I shall buy you your first drink and your first whore.”
“Jager,” said Mara, “that’s not appropriate.”
“True,” said Jager. “It is your first, isn’t it?” Gavin turned a bit redder. 
“Gavin,” said Mara, “I have met many different knights and noblemen, and I can say that you are one of the very few I am glad to know.” 
“Try not to get yourself killed,” said Morigna. “Carrying that sword all the way back to Tarlion would be most inconvenient.” 
“You will do well,” said Ridmark. “Better than I did.”
“Thank you,” said Gavin. “All of you. For your trust in me.” 
“I suspect,” said Jager, “you shall have the opportunity to repay that trust soon enough.”
“If you wish,” said Ridmark. “I am taking this soulstone to free Calliande and stop the Warden. No one else has any need to accompany me. I…”
“No,” said Morigna.
“I almost led you to your deaths,” said Ridmark. 
“We came of our own volition,” said Kharlacht. 
“Gray Knight,” said Caius. “You shall have our aid, whether you will it or not.”
“Calliande is our friend, too,” said Gavin. “She has healed every one of us more than once. We will not abandon her.”
“Too much is at stake to turn back,” said Arandar. “For all of us, and for the world.”
Ridmark nodded. “Then let us rescue Calliande, and save two worlds while we’re at it.” 



Chapter 21 - Wrath of the Devout
 
Ridmark stepped through the gates of Urd Morlemoch, adjusting his new armor. 
The citadel had been deserted, which had let them loot the armory and move through the streets without hindrance. Ridmark suspected the Warden’s minions had moved to the grand circle where Mara and Morigna had seen the gate opening.
They would have to fight before they reached the Warden. 
Just as well they had come prepared. 
Ridmark wore a cuirass of overlapping plates of blue steel, similar to what Kharlacht had taken from the Tower of Bones all those years ago, and Gavin, Jager, and Mara had equipped themselves with similar armor. Mara and Jager carried short swords and daggers of blue steel, while Caius had helped himself to a massive two-handed hammer. Arandar had feared that the metal was infested with dark magic, but Mara and Morigna confirmed that the weapons and armor bore no enchantments. The superior metallurgic skill of the dark elves meant that the metal was lighter and stronger than normal steel, and more importantly, could wound urvaalgs and other creatures of dark magic. 
“I do not think,” said Caius, “that it will be hard to find the Warden.”
“No,” said Ridmark, looking into the darkness of the Torn Hills.
Or, at least, the hills that should have been dark.
A beam of flame encircled Urd Morlemoch, leaping from stone circle to stone circle. The beams converged upon a large hill several miles to the east. A pillar of bluish-green flame erupted from that hill, covering everything in eerie, sickly light. Ridmark had no arcane ability and no longer carried a soulblade, but even he could feel the waves of tremendous power radiating from the grand circle atop the hill. 
“It’s not open yet,” said Mara, “but soon. Another few hours, I think.” 
“Then we have no time to waste,” said Ridmark. 
“What is the plan?” said Morigna. 
He looked at her. She seemed…different, somehow. Stronger, perhaps. Or simply jittery, as if she had consumed too much tea. Perhaps it was simply the strain of the danger. 
“We confront the Warden,” said Ridmark. “Distract him if at all possible. While he is distracted, I’ll touch the soulstone to Calliande.” He tapped the pouch at his belt that held the rough soulstone from Urd Morlemoch. “If I am killed, take the stone and continue. Calliande has to survive this, has to reach Dragonfall and retrieve her staff. Someone needs to stop the Frostborn and Shadowbearer, even if we are all killed here.” 
“The Warden’s minions?” said Kharlacht.
“We avoid them if possible,” said Ridmark. “If we can sneak up behind him and slap the soulstone against Calliande’s back, well and good. If not,” he shrugged, “if not, then we will have to fight.” 
“Then let us fight, and may God grant us the victory,” said Arandar.
Ridmark strode from the gates, the others following.
He cut a circuitous path through the hills. To his surprise, they encountered no foes, whether Devout orcs, undead, or dark elven war beasts. The Warden’s minions had gathered around the rings of standing stones that encircled Urd Morlemoch, likely to guard the acolytes feeding their magic into the Warden’s great spell. Step by step Ridmark made his way towards the hill crowned with the grand circle and the snarling pillar of blue-green flame, moving as fast as he dared. 
But once the hill came into sight, he realized there was no chance that they could surprise the Warden. 
Devout warriors stood in ranks at the base of the hill, weapons in hand. The glowing veins beneath their skin pulsed and throbbed in time with the fire surrounding Urd Morlemoch. Undead stood among their numbers as well, blue fire burning in their eye sockets. Here and there Ridmark saw the twisted form of an urvaalg, the Devout keeping well away from them.
“So many,” murmured Mara. 
They crouched behind a boulder not far away, looking at the waiting orcs. 
“Aye,” said Ridmark. 
“Any clever plans?” said Arandar. 
“If I am clever,” said Jager, swallowing, “I might be able to sneak past them and touch the Warden with the soulstone before he realizes that I am there.” 
“No,” said Mara. “One mistake and they’ll kill you. I should go.”
“With the soulstone, you won’t be able to travel away if they catch you,” said Jager.
“That would be no different than you sneaking in,” said Mara. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “No more time for cleverness. We hit them as hard and as fast as we can. Break through and make for the grand circle.” He glanced at the menhirs at the top of the hill, outlined in the harsh light of the blue-green flames. “Whatever happens, we have to touch Calliande with the soulstone.” 
“Then let us stop talking,” said Morigna, “and teach these Devout fools that their precious god will not save them.”
“For once,” said Caius, hefting the warhammer, “I am in agreement with you.” 
Ridmark nodded, took a deep breath, and then spun around the boulder and ran at the Devout orcs, his dwarven axe in hand. The others followed him. White light flared as Truthseeker and Heartwarden burned with the fires of their power, reacting to the maelstrom of dark magic around them. 
For a moment the defenders did not notice. The Warden might have ordered them to stand guard, but many of the orcs were gaping at the vortex of magic swirling around Urd Morlemoch. One of the urvaalgs began to snarl, and the light from the drawn soulblades fell over them. 
That got their attention.
The warriors spun, shouting commands. The undead started forward, and the urvaalgs charged, snapping and snarling as their claws raked at the earth. Ridmark raised his axe, both hands around the handle, his eyes tracking the urvaalgs as they advanced. 
Morigna shouted and whipped her staff in a circle over her head, its sigils shining with blue-tinted purple fire. The ground rippled like a banner caught in the breeze, and the spell threw dozens of warriors and undead and urvaalgs from their feet. Her spells had never covered such a large area before. Had she become stronger? Or perhaps fear had simply enhanced her strength.
Regardless of the reason, Ridmark would not let the opportunity pass.
He charged the stunned orcs, burying his axe blade in the skull of the nearest urvaalg. He barely slowed as he ripped the weapon free and beheaded a Devout warrior who started to rise. One of the undead reached for him, and Ridmark spun, taking off its arm and its head in short order. The warriors regained their feet and charged, and Ridmark fell back, blocking and ducking and parrying. A blow skidded off the plates of his armor with enough force to stagger him, and he barely kept his balance. Morigna shouted again, and the ground rippled around Ridmark, throwing the warriors to the ground once more. 
Then his companions struck.
Kharlacht mowed his way through the ranks of the warriors, his greatsword rising and falling, the blade glowing with the spilled blood of the Devout. Caius, as usual, fought near him, crushing skulls with his massive warhammer and stunning the warriors long enough for Kharlacht to land killing blows. An urvaalg lunged at Caius, and he swung the warhammer. It impacted the urvaalg with enough force that its skull collapsed like a pumpkin thrown from a tower. Jager and Mara darted around the melee, Jager cutting throats and tripping orcs, leaving them vulnerable to Caius’s and Kharlacht’s devastating blows. Mara disappeared and reappeared in flashes of blue flame, cutting the throats of Devout warriors and vanishing again before their fellows noticed. It was hardly an honorable way to fight, but it was certainly effective. 
The two Swordbearers were like a storm.
Arandar fought with skill and experience, Heartwarden augmenting his strikes with speed and power. He took the head from a warrior, crushed one of the undead, and ripped open an urvaalg from maw to heart with a single slash. Gavin was less skilled, but fought with no less strength. A blow from his shield shattered a Devout warrior’s skull and sent the orc motionless to the ground. Truthseeker tore through two of the undead, the white fire ripping apart the creatures. The soulblade’s flame seemed almost joyful, as if the weapon was glad to fight the creatures of dark magic after its long imprisonment in Urd Morlemoch. Ridmark saw the training he had given Gavin reflected in the new Swordbearer’s attacks, saw echoes of Kharlacht and Caius as well. 
Ridmark cut down another warrior, and the ground heaved. Massive tangles of roots, thick as a grown man’s legs, erupted from the earth and seized half a dozen Devout orcs. The warriors bellowed, trying to tear themselves free, but the roots bent and flung them to the ground. 
He cut down one more urvaalg, and then he was through. The way was clear to the top of the hill.
Ridmark started running, and blue light flared ahead.
An orc in a long black robe strode towards Ridmark, his right temple bulging and glowing with a tumor. Blue fire burned around his left hand, twining with strands of darkness, and the orcish wizard pointed at Ridmark. He doubted the wizard had anything like the Warden’s power or Valakoth’s. But Calliande was not here to disrupt the wizard’s spells, and Ridmark did not carry a soulblade that would protect him from a killing spell.
He sprinted at the wizard, raising his axe to strike, but he knew it was too late.
The wizard jerked and tried to scream as Mara appeared behind him, raking her dagger across his throat. He fell to his knees, still trying to cast a spell, and Mara drew a second dagger and buried both the blades between his shoulders. 
The wizard’s fire faded to nothingness. 
“Good timing,” said Ridmark, still climbing the hill. The ground trembled beneath his boots. How much longer until the Warden’s gate to Old Earth consumed Calliande’s soul?
“I’ve had practice,” said Mara. She frowned as she did when preparing to travel, but nothing happened. “What? Wait. Ridmark…look out!” 
Blue fire blazed around a dark figure standing just outside the outer boundary of the grand circle. It was an ancient orc draped in a ragged robe of black leather, twin tumors rising from his temples like glowing horns. A staff of bones danced with shadows in his right hand, the tusked skulls atop them clicking as he waved his hands through the gesture of his spell. 
“A fine trick, half-breed,” hissed Valakoth, “but it shall not save you from me. A pity you did not become one of the master’s beasts.”
He leveled the staff at Mara, and a bolt of blue fire erupted towards her. Mara jumped back, but the bolt veered to follow her. Valakoth’s power would prevent her from traveling, and the orcish wizard’s spell might kill her.
Ridmark threw himself forward and slammed into Mara, knocking the diminutive woman out of the way. The spell struck him instead, and he screamed as the cold pain spread through him.
 
###
 
Dark magic and earth magic mingled together within Morigna, and spells of a strength she had never been able to cast before tore into her enemies. Her earth magic shook the ground, throwing the orcs so hard that they snapped their necks when they landed. Masses of roots rose from the ground to rip her foes apart, and she conjured columns of acidic mist so potent that they stripped the flesh from the Devout in a matter of seconds, leaving only crumbling bones behind. 
But even with her newfound power, she still faced stronger opponents.
Such as Valakoth. She saw Ridmark rolling down the side of the hill, his limbs limp.
“No!” said Morigna, the fury filling her. She leveled her staff and unleashed her full power at Valakoth. Roots erupted from the ground to wrap around him, the ground beneath his boots rippled, and a blast of blue first burst from her staff, screaming towards him like a bolt from a ballista. 
Yet Valakoth’s wards blocked every one of her attacks. Shadows swirled around him, crumbling them into dust. The ground around him rippled, but blue fire burst from his staff and turned the earth into smoking ash. The shadows drank the flame of her final attack, grounding out its power around him.
The ancient orc’s eyes turned towards her, and he gestured with his staff. 
A lance of darkness leapt towards her, and Morigna drew upon all her power. Shadows of her own swirled around her, dispersing Valakoth’s attack. The sheer force of the wizard’s spell knocked her back, her head ringing with the effort of holding back the orc’s wrath. 
Still Valakoth’s assault continued, and Morigna put all her strength into holding back his power.
 
###
 
Truthseeker thrummed like a living thing in Gavin’s hand.
He felt the soulblade’s power flowing through him, filling him with strength and washing away his weariness. It made him feel as if he had the strength of ten men. Yet thanks to his training from Ridmark and Kharlacht and Caius, Gavin was a disciplined enough fighter to hold the euphoria at bay, to prevent it from driving him foolishly to his doom. 
Of course, even if he kept his head, doom might find him anyway.
Through Truthseeker he felt the dark magic around the ancient orc upon the slope. He also felt the dark magic in Morigna’s spells. Morigna had sworn that she did not use dark magic, sneering at and mocking anyone who dared to suggest such a thing. Her spells now burned with it, and he felt the power snapping back and forth between her and Valakoth like a pair of enraged dogs snarling at each other. 
Morigna might have used dark magic, but Valakoth was far stronger, and both were dwarfed by the power radiating from the hilltop. 
They could not stop the Warden if Valakoth killed them first, so Gavin raced at the orcish wizard, Truthseeker’s magic giving his legs speed. He seemed to fly at the wizard, even as the battle slowed around him. Valakoth’s eyes turned towards him and widened, recognizing him as the greater threat. Morigna could pound away at Valakoth all she wanted, but Truthseeker would tear through the orcish wizard’s wards like paper. Valakoth flung another spell at Morigna, turned, and leveled his staff at Gavin. 
Gavin kept running, hoping to close the distance, and Valakoth unleashed his power.
A lance of blue fire and writhing shadow burst from the staff of bones. Gavin skidded to a stop and raised Truthseeker in a parry, calling upon the sword’s power to shield him. The spell struck him and Truthseeker rang like a bell, the sword’s soulstone flaring and pulsing as it struggled to hold back Valakoth’s attack. Gavin gritted his teeth and tried to force himself forward, but Valakoth’s spell held fast. 
More white light flashed as Arandar charged, Heartwarden in his fist. Valakoth whirled with a furious snarl at the sight of a second Swordbearer. He threw a spell into Arandar, and Heartwarden burned bright as it fought off the killing magic. Yet the pressure around Gavin eased, and he was able to move forward again. Still another blast of blue flame shot over the melee at the base of the hill as Morigna resumed her attack, and this time her spell knocked Valakoth back. 
“Fools!” screamed the First of the Devout. “You will not stop the master! Perish! Perish!” 
He raised his staff over his head and howled to the sky, and the sky answered him back. 
A stream of blue flame broke off from the ring encircling Urd Morlemoch and stabbed into him. His staff transformed into a shaft of blazing fire, and Valakoth screamed with agony or ecstasy, or perhaps both. His free hand came up, fingers hooked into claws, and volleys of blue flame and twisted shadow erupted from him. One stream tore into Gavin, Truthseeker chiming as it struggled to hold back the attack. Still another struck Arandar, and a third shot down to the hill to strike Morigna. 
Gavin braced himself, preparing to charge when the attack faded.
Instead it intensified. 
“Die!” shrieked Valakoth. “Die in the name of the master!” The ancient wizard’s screams cycled into mad laughter. 
Gavin gritted his teeth, trying to move forward, trying to think of a plan.
The inferno of dark magic engulfed him. 
 
###
 
It was not enough.
Morigna dropped to one knee, both hands clenched around her staff. She felt her wards collapsing beneath the assault.
All the power she had taken from the soulstone, all the power of her earth magic, and it was still not enough. She was still helpless before a stronger wizard. 
If only she had possessed more power. Perhaps she could have saved them. 
Perhaps she could have saved Ridmark. 
She tried to see if he was still alive, but she could not see past the storm of shadow and blue flame.
 
###
 
The pain from his headache dragged Ridmark back to consciousness. 
He sat up. His limbs felt as if they had been dipped in ice, and his chest as if it had been beaten with wooden rods. He jerked to his feet, leaning upon the haft of his axe for support. A storm of shadow and flame roiled back and forth over the hillside. Gavin and Arandar stood frozen, their soulblades flaring as they fought to defend from the assault, while another volley of blue flame flew at Morigna. Kharlacht and Caius and Jager fought below against the remaining Devout orcs, while Mara…
He stumbled a bit, and Mara caught his arm. 
“I can’t get any closer,” said Mara. “He’ll blast me to ashes if I try, and I can’t travel. The others are overwhelmed. What are we going to do?”
Valakoth shrieked with incoherent laughter, shaking his staff of bones over his head as the dark magic poured from him.
“This,” said Ridmark, and he drew back his arm, stepped forward, and flung his axe with all his strength. 
The weapon had not been balanced for throwing, but Ridmark’s aim was true. Valakoth, his attention focused upon the Swordbearers and the sorceress, never saw it coming. The heavy blade sank into his chest with a loud crack, and the wizard flinched. Valakoth looked at the axe in his chest, then at Ridmark, his eyes wide and surprised.
The dark magic around him fizzled and went out, and Valakoth fell dead upon his face. 
“Oh,” said Mara. “I suppose that works, too.” 
Ridmark grunted, ran to Valakoth’s corpse, and ripped his axe free. The others hurried to join him. They all looked exhausted, and sweat glistened on Morigna’s face. Jager and Kharlacht and Caius had all taken wounds despite their dark elven armor. 
“Is anyone hurt?” said Mara. 
“There’s no time,” said Ridmark. “That gate is almost open.” 
“She was using dark magic,” said Arandar. 
Ridmark blinked and looked at Morigna, who looked caught between anger and embarrassment. 
“If we live through this, we can worry about it later,” said Ridmark. “Follow me. Either we stop the Warden now, or the Warden takes Old Earth and the Frostborn destroy our world.”
He turned and started up the hill, bloody axe in hand, and the others followed him in silence.



Chapter 22 - The Long Game
 
The grand circle blazed with blue and green light. 
The circle was a huge, ugly thing, as large as the one where Coriolus had tried to possess Morigna. Three rings of carved black menhirs stood in concentric circles around a central mound, their carvings glowing with dark magic. A black altar of rough stone stood atop the mound. Atop the altar the soulstone shone with crimson light, and the Matriarch’s soulcatcher had been driven into the rock. Behind the altar rose a tall stone arch, nearly twenty feet high, its interior shimmering with gray mist. Sometimes within the mist Ridmark glimpsed the city of glass and steel the Warden had shown them from Urd Morlemoch. 
In a matter of moments that arch would become a gate to Old Earth. 
Calliande floated before the altar, her eyes closed, her arms outstretched, blond hair and green cloak billowing around her. Arcs of blue lightning leapt from her fingers to dance around the menhirs, and her lips moved in a constant stream of soundless words as the Warden cast his spells.
It was a terrifying sight. Ridmark had never seen dark magic worked on this scale before. Perhaps no man of Andomhaim had ever seen dark magic worked on such a scale. 
Yet it gave him a glimmer of hope.
The entirety of the Warden’s attention was upon the gate, and he hadn’t yet noticed the fighting at the foot of the hill. If Ridmark could sneak up behind him and touch the soulstone to Calliande …
He looked at the others and they nodded, fanning out in silence around the perimeter of the outer circle. Ridmark planned to sneak up behind the Warden and touch Calliande with the rough soulstone. If that didn’t work, if the Warden saw him and killed him, the others would charge the Warden at once, hopefully distracting him long enough for someone to grab the stone and use it. 
It was a thin plan, Ridmark knew. But it was all they had left. He rebuked himself for his folly. He should have never returned to Urd Morlemoch, or he should have returned alone, without companions. Perhaps if he had returned alone, the Warden would have simply told him what he needed to know and let him depart without trouble. 
Ridmark moved from menhir to menhir, keeping to the shadows. More arcs of silent blue lightning sprang from Calliande’s hands, curling around the menhirs, and the ground vibrated beneath Ridmark’s boots. 
Perhaps Ridmark had been an even greater fool than he had thought. The Warden had planned for this, had laid the groundwork for Ridmark’s return nine years ago. Perhaps Ridmark had been a puppet of the Warden, every step taking him back to his inevitable return to Urd Morlemoch. 
Yet he had realized the error, if only at the last minute. Ridmark was going to free Calliande and get the rest of his companions out of here, or he was going to die trying. He owed them that. 
He reached the second circle and crouched behind a menhir. To his left he saw Jager moving in silence. Still the Warden did not stir. Ridmark hurried to the final circle, gazing up at the mound, the soulstone shining like a molten star upon the altar’s dark surface. Calliande floated just twenty yards away, chains of lightning leaping from her fingers to the standing stones. 
Ridmark hesitated, the rough soulstone in his right hand. For a moment he considered throwing the stone at Calliande. Yet he suspected the stone had to come into contact with her flesh. He had to get closer.
Ridmark started up the mound, moving as fast and as silently as he could manage.
Then Calliande threw back her head, the Warden’s voice thundering from her lips, and the ground heaved. The jolt knocked Ridmark from his feet and sent him rolling back down the mound. The gray mist in the archway brightened, and brilliant white light poured from the archway.
The gate was open. 
Calliande came to rest atop the mound, the Warden’s black eyes fixed upon the archway.
“At last,” murmured the Warden, and Calliande started walking towards the gate.
Ridmark sprinted up the mound, the soulstone in his hand.
He made it halfway up the slope before Calliande spun in surprise, the Warden’s bottomless black eyes staring at him.
 
###
 
For a moment the Warden could not believe what Calliande’s eyes were reporting. Perhaps the human woman’s brain had malfunctioned, reporting false images to her eyes. The vast magic he had worked had put her flesh under a great deal of stress, and perhaps her brain was hallucinating, conjuring images of Ridmark Arban. 
Yet Ridmark sprinted at him nonetheless, and the Warden’s astonishment shifted into mild alarm.
The former Swordbearer could not be here. There was absolutely no way he could have escaped from the spells atop Urd Morlemoch. The wild sorceress did not have the strength to break the spells, and neither did Heartwarden. They should have remained imprisoned against the menhirs until they died of thirst.
All that was true, and yet somehow Ridmark was here. 
The alarm shifted to unease, perhaps even a hint of dread.
Had the Warden overlooked something? Some small, important detail? It had happened before. He had not intended to imprison himself in Urd Morlemoch, yet he had spent the last fifteen thousand years there. Had he missed something this time?
Ridmark Arban was free, so clearly he had. 
Fortunately, the problem was simple to solve. In Calliande’s body, his powers were reduced until he stepped through the gate to Old Earth, and most of his strength was tied into keeping the gate open. Still, that left ample power to blast Ridmark Arban and his followers to ashes.
He pointed Calliande’s hand at Ridmark and summoned the killing fire. 
 
###
 
“Wait!” said Ridmark. 
Calliande did not move, fire playing around her hands. 
“Don’t you want to know how I got loose?” said Ridmark. If one of the others created a distraction, he could cover the final few steps to Calliande. 
“No,” said the Warden. Blue fire ripped from Calliande’s fingers, and Ridmark tried to dodge. 
Another column of blue fire appeared next to him, and Mara slammed into Ridmark, throwing him out of the path of the spell. The Warden’s attack missed and struck the ground with enough force to dig a smoking crater the size of a horse. 
“What?” said the Warden. “How did you do that?”
Mara disappeared in a swirl of blue flame, and Ridmark got back to his feet. 
“You’re making,” said Ridmark, “a very big mistake.”
“Clearly,” said the Warden. “I should have killed you all.” Calliande tilted her head to the side, the bottomless black eyes narrowing. “Why do you struggle? Why do you not embrace the end? Do you not see what the purpose of your life was?”
“And what purpose was that?” said Ridmark, taking a cautious step forward. The Warden did not attack. Perhaps the ancient sorcerer simply did not see him as a threat.
“To bring my freedom to me,” said the Warden. “I looked into the shadows of your future, Ridmark Arban. I saw the path your life would take. I saw your wife die from your folly, and I saw your expulsion from the Order.” Ridmark’s fingers tightened against the soulstone. “All that was of no importance…for I saw that the shadow of your future crossed great events to come, the return of the Frostborn and the awakening of the Keeper.” 
“Then you tricked me,” said Ridmark.
“I merely told you the truth,” said the Warden. “Just enough of the truth to give you a purpose when your wife perished. A quest for the fallen knight to redeem himself. Enough to make you come back here with the Keeper, both of you seeking the truth. I did not coerce you. You came to Urd Morlemoch of your own free will, and you returned of your own free will.”
“Then my entire life has been your strategy?” said Ridmark.
“Yes,” hissed the Warden. “Do you not see, Ridmark of the Arbanii? I told you that our game had never ended, that you had been playing from the moment you first set foot within Urd Morlemoch. Now the game ends.”
Again Calliande raised her hand, the killing fire burning around her fingers. Ridmark started forward, hoping to reach her before the Warden cast his spell, and knowing once again it was too late.
A burst of blue flame screamed over the mound and struck Calliande, driving her back several steps towards the altar. Ridmark glimpsed Morigna running outside the inner circle, her staff in hand. 
“Ah!” said the Warden. “You stole power you lack the strength to master! So that explains how you escaped.” Shadows writhed around Calliande’s hands. “You should have remained in your dreams. That would have been a kinder death than the one you shall receive now.” 
White light blazed at the foot of the mound, and Arandar and Gavin charged up the hill, Truthseeker and Heartwarden burning in their hands. Caius and Jager and Kharlacht followed, each coming from a different angle, forcing the Warden to turn his attention from threat to threat. Calliande’s face twisted in a snarl, and she leaped atop the altar, dark magic shimmering around her. Ridmark took a cautious step forward. He wasn’t as much of a threat as Morigna and the two Swordbearers. If the Warden focused upon them long enough for Ridmark to draw closer…
Calliande’s face stilled into a mask of icy calm, and the darkness of the Warden’s eyes grew deeper. 
“Die, then,” said the Warden, his voice still calm. 
His dark magic sprang from him like a storm. Bolts of power struck Arandar and Gavin, sending them rolling away down the hill. Morigna disappeared in a volley of blue lightning bolts that ripped from Calliande’s right hand. Invisible force caught Kharlacht and Jager and Caius, sending them sprawling to the ground. The same force caught Ridmark, and he knelt and rolled, catching his balance as the Warden’s power washed over him. The assault was so strong they could not resist.
Yet it was not nearly as strong as the power the Warden had displayed in Urd Morlemoch. He had indeed left behind most of his power, and much of what remained was holding the gate open. If Ridmark could just get a little closer…
Invisible force seized him and lifted him into the air. 
“And you,” said the Warden. “The Gray Knight. The poor, broken fool questing to redeem himself. Think on this as you die. You were my instrument. All your suffering, all your victories, all your determination, their sole purpose was this. To free me and give me dominion over Old Earth and a thousand other worlds. Now your purpose is fulfilled, and your life ends.” 
Calliande closed her fist, and the invisible power closed around Ridmark with crushing force. 
Blue fire flashed, and Calliande went sprawling, her darkness-filled eyes wide. She hit the ground with a gasp and rolled. Mara stood atop the altar, her hands outthrust from the shove that had knocked Calliande over. 
The force holding Ridmark sputtered and wavered as the Warden’s attention turned away from him. 
“You were wrong about me,” said Mara. 
“Plainly,” said the Warden as Calliande sat up. “But this is one mystery I have no interest in solving.”
Again fire gathered around Calliande’s hand.
It was Ridmark’s very last chance. 
He threw himself forward just as the spell went off, the deadly magic striking his chest. He landed atop Calliande, driving her to the ground, the Warden snarling in fury. Pain erupted through Ridmark, but his right hand came down, the rough soulstone coming to rest against Calliande’s forehead. 
The soulstone blazed with white fire, and a furious howling noise came from the gate. 
The Warden screamed, and Ridmark screamed with him as the magic ripped into his heart. 
 
###
 
Calliande wept in silence, defeated. 
The Watcher stood nearby, head bowed.
Failed. She had failed. It had all had been for nothing. The Warden would enslave Old Earth, and the Frostborn would destroy Andomhaim. The Order of the Vigilant had sacrificed itself for naught. Calliande had locked away her memories, lost everyone she had ever loved, and slept for two hundred years all for nothing. She had walked to her death at Urd Morlemoch, and Ridmark and the others had come to their deaths with her. 
The crimson lightning writhed and snapped in the mist around her. Any moment the Warden would complete his spell, and she and the Watcher would be consumed at last…
“What?” said the Watcher. “What…is that?”
Streaks of white fire shot through the mist, quenching the red lightning. The mist itself began to swirl, spinning away in ragged tatters. Calliande felt the world twist and heave around her.
“This is it, isn’t it?” said Calliande in a heavy voice. “This is the end. God forgive me for all that I’ve done.”
“No,” said the Watcher. “I do not understand. What is the Gray Knight doing? This shouldn’t be possible.”
“The…Gray Knight?” said Calliande.
For the very first time since the Warden had called her the Keeper of Avalon, Calliande felt a flicker of hope. 
“Get ready,” said the Watcher, his eyes wide. “You shall have one chance. You must take it.”
“I don’t understand,” said Calliande, and then the world ripped apart around her.
 
###
 
“Ridmark!” shouted Mara.
She sounded concerned. Ridmark was in agony. He suspected the spell intended for Mara had hit him much harder than he had thought. 
Yet the soulstone blazed with white fire in his grasp, Calliande shaking beneath him. The gate let out a low howling noise, and the crimson glow of the soulstone atop the altar sputtered and dimmed. Ridmark realized that Calliande was not shaking, that Calliande had gone limp. The mound itself was shaking. 
Calliande groaned, and the darkness in her gaze drained away.
The soulcatcher embedded the altar sputtered and melted like a candle, and the crimson light from the soulstone went dark.
 
###
 
Calliande woke to a great deal of pain and confusion. 
Her body ached and throbbed, and her head pulsed as if she had just channeled a colossal amount of magic. Ridmark lay atop her, which under other circumstances she likely would have found enjoyable, but he looked on the verge of collapse. A howling roar filled her ears, blue and green lights playing madly around her. 
“Ridmark?” said Calliande, her voice a croak. “What…what happened?”
“Calliande,” he said, pushing off her. Then his eyes rolled up and he collapsed, blood pouring from his nose. Calliande sat up with alarm as Mara came running at her, a dark elven dagger in her hand. 
“It’s you,” said Mara, skidding to a halt. “It worked.”
“What happened?” said Calliande. Above her rose a stone altar and a massive arch of black stone, a sheet of white light sparking within it. “I…”
Ridmark shuddered once and went still. 
“We have to go,” said Mara, gazing at the arch. “When he touched the Warden with that soulstone, it ripped apart the binding on that spell. All that power has to go somewhere. I think the hill is going to explode.”
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. 
He had stopped breathing. There was dark bruising under the skin of his neck and jaw and hands, and she realized that he had been hit by a spell of potent dark magic, one that had inflicted such a pounding that his heart had stopped. She summoned all the power she could manage to hold, the Well’s magic flaring around her fingers, and placed her hands upon him.
Agony howled through her as she felt his pain as if it were her own. For a moment it was too much, and the spell threatened to slip away from her. She gritted her teeth and fought through the agony, and bit by bit the pain lessened as the magic healed Ridmark’s damage. 
His eyes shot open, and he sat up, breathing hard. 
“Ridmark,” said Calliande. 
He looked at her. “It is you, isn’t it?”
She nodded. “Yes. Thank you. I thought…I thought all was lost. Thank you for coming back for me.”
“Goddamn it,” said Mara, more agitated than Calliande had ever seen her. “We have to go right now.”
Ridmark stood and helped Calliande up, and she cast the spell to detect the presence of magic. The sensations coming through the spell alarmed her. “She’s right. That thing, whatever it is…”
“The Warden’s gate,” said Ridmark. He hurried to the altar and snatched up the soulstone, its depths white and cool once more. 
“It’s about to collapse,” said Calliande. “That won’t be…clean.”
The others hurried to the top of the mound. Calliande saw the white fire of a soulblade and looked for Arandar’s face, but instead saw Gavin, the boy armored in blue dark eleven steel. Had he taken up Truthseeker? Arandar followed him, face grim and weary, his armor and shield spattered with the blue-glowing blood of the Devout. Then came Caius and Kharlacht and Jager, the master thief hurrying to his wife’s side. Morigna came last of all, leaning on her staff. Dark circles ringed her black eyes, and something seemed off about her. Yet she rushed forward and caught Ridmark in a hug. 
“You madman,” she said. “You actually did it.”
Ridmark started to say something, but Calliande never found out what.
The mound lurched beneath them, and the howling noise from the gate rose to an agonized scream. The light from the menhirs flickered and twitched, and the altar began to glow, sinking into the mound as it did so.
“Go!” roared Ridmark, and raced ran down the mound and into the rings of menhirs. The slope shuddered and heaved, and it took all of Calliande’s concentration to keep her balance. Soon they reached the bottom of the hill, the bodies of Devout orcs and undead and urvaalgs lying thick upon the sickly grass. Had Ridmark and the others fought their way through all that? Calliande risked a look back and saw blue-green flames devouring the top of the hill, the menhirs melting in the heat. 
They ran through a narrow ravine between two hills. The howling noise from the hill rose to a molten scream, so loud it threatened to rip Calliande’s head in half. 
“There!” shouted Ridmark, pointing at the side of a low cliff. “Take cover! Now!” 
He urged them on, and Calliande scrambled against the base of the cliff, squatting beneath it, the others ducking around her. Calliande looked at the light staining the black sky, the terrible screaming noise audible even through the cliff. When the explosion came…
The ground jolted beneath her as if she had stepped upon a trapdoor.
Roaring sound and blazing light filled the world.



Chapter 23 - One Hundred Thousand Years Of War
 
A long time later, Ridmark sat up, coughing. 
The air was heavy with dust and a harsh, burnt smell. The light of the standing stones had faded and the ring of fire around Urd Morlemoch had vanished. Only the light from the ribbons of flame overhead remained. 
Ridmark got to his feet, a white glow catching his eye. Calliande knelt over Kharlacht, healing his wounds, her face tight and drawn.
“You should save your strength,” said Kharlacht. 
“No,” said Calliande. “Not when you have taken these wounds in my defense.” She shivered a bit and straightened up. “Done.”
“Is everyone all right?” said Ridmark. 
Caius coughed out a laugh, his brown robes matted with dust. “Well, we have taken no fresh wounds, and we are still alive. That in itself, I think, constitutes a miracle.”
“For once,” said Morigna. “I will not argue with you.” 
“My God,” said Ridmark. “No argument? You must indeed be exhausted.”
She offered him a wan smile, which concerned him all the more. Morigna was never without a sharp retort. She had exhibited strange new powers in the battle, and both Arandar and Gavin had said that she had used dark magic. What had happened to her in Urd Morlemoch? 
Later. They could worry about it later, if they got out of the Torn Hills alive. 
“Gray Knight,” said Mara, her voice soft. “Look at that.” 
Something dark stood at an angle in the nearby ravine. Ridmark started to reach for his axe, fearing it was an enemy, but then saw that it was a menhir. After a moment of confusion Ridmark realized that it was one of the standing stones from the grand circle. The explosion had thrown it there.
He stepped into the ravine, looked for the hill with the grand circle, and failed to find it.
Instead a crater yawned between the hills, its sides glowing molten hot. Boulders and broken menhirs had been scattered across the surrounding hills, and many of the twisted pine trees had caught fire. Ridmark stared at the devastation, stunned. He had seen potent destruction unleashed by magic, but never anything like this. 
“I am amazed that we lived through that,” said Mara.
“Yes,” said Ridmark. He took a deep breath. “We had better move. Quickly.”
“Why?” said Mara, and then she looked at the white gleam of Urd Morlemoch’s ruins. “Oh.” 
“What happened?” said Calliande, white light dancing around her fingers as she healed Caius. 
“That rough soulstone,” said Ridmark. “We took one from the menhirs. It was still linked to the wards around Urd Morlemoch. When I touched you with it, it pulled out the Warden’s spirit and sent it back to his first body.”
Calliande touched her belt pouch. She had taken the rough soulstone from the hill as they fled. “I wondered where this stone came from.”
“Splendid,” said Jager. “Now we have two of the damned things. Perhaps we’ll have twice as many mad sorcerers after us.”
“Probably,” said Ridmark, “but only if we live long enough to get away. The Warden spent the last nine years plotting to use me to escape, to bring Calliande here so he could take her body for his own. So when he wakes up in his old body, he’s going…”
The scream cut off his words. It was a cry of frustrated rage and fury, so loud that the ground trembled with it. The flames rising from Urd Morlemoch’s central tower grew more violent, lashing at the black sky like whips. 
“He’s going,” said Jager, “to be a little upset.”
“Your grasp of the obvious,” said Morigna, “never fails to astound me.” 
The Warden’s voice thundered from the sky.
“Kill them all! Kill them all! Find Ridmark Arban and his companions, find them and kill them! Kill them all!” 
An answering roar rose from the stone circles in the hills. Dark shapes poured from the gates of Urd Morlemoch, and Ridmark realized that the ruins had not been empty after all. The creatures had merely been waiting for their master’s call. More shadows rose from the central tower of Urd Morlemoch, their wings spreading against the sky. Urdhracosi, most likely, along with other things. On the other hills the warriors and wizards of the Devout came to heed their master’s command and slay his enemies.
“We have to run, now,” said Ridmark. “Make for the east.”
The others nodded and gathered up their weapons. Calliande had healed their wounds, but they were exhausted from the ordeal. They would not make it far before the Warden’s creatures caught them. Alone, Ridmark might have had a chance. But he would be damned before he would abandon his friends and his lover, his allies who had stood with him through so many mortal perils. 
The best he could hope for was to raise a ring of corpses around them before he finally fell. 
“We will not be able to outrun them,” said Jager, “and I doubt we can hide.”
“Perhaps not,” said Ridmark. “But we are two Swordbearers, the Keeper of Avalon, the Master Thief of Cintarra, the first dark elven half-breed to command her own will, the first dwarf to join the church, the sorceress who defied the last of the Eternalists, and a warrior of Vhaluusk. By God, if we die here, we shall make an ending worthy of song.” 
“Well, I had hoped to die in bed at the age of a hundred and forty,” said Jager, “but I suppose this will have to do.”
“Run,” said Ridmark, and they headed to the east as darkness boiled from Urd Morlemoch. 
 
###
 
Morigna ran a few paces behind Ridmark, her breath rasping in her throat, every step dragging at her legs. She wanted to stop for a few moments and catch her breath. But if she did that, she was dead. Better to keep moving.
A dark part of her mind pointed out that she was likely to die anyway. 
She grimaced and kept running. She was not going to give up, not after everything they had endured. Not without a fight, at any rate. 
“Where are we going?” she said, between rasping breaths. 
“East,” said Ridmark. “If we can get far enough east, we’ll be out of the Warden’s reach. Ardrhythain might be waiting for us.” 
“He went to fight Shadowbearer,” said Morigna. “He might not have returned. Or Shadowbearer might be waiting for us.”
“I know,” said Ridmark. 
She, too, could think of nothing better. 
The only sounds were the whisper of corrupted grass around them, the crunch of gravel beneath boots, the rasp of heavy breathing. The soulblades glowed in the hands of Gavin and Arandar. Morigna wished they could hide that damned light, lest unfriendly eyes find them. It hardly mattered, though. The Warden knew where they were, and Urd Morlemoch had been emptied. Sooner or later something would find them, and they would have to fight.
A dark shadow flitted overhead. Morigna turned her head. Perhaps her tired eyes had imagined it…
“Urdhracos!” shouted Mara.
The dark shadow plummeted towards them, great wings stretched wide behind it. Morigna glimpsed a slim, dark-armored form, a pale face of unearthly beauty with a shock of black hair. The urdhracos opened her mouth, and a cone of flame swept forth to engulf them. Calliande started to cast a spell, but stumbled with a gasp, and Kharlacht caught her before she fell. 
Morigna raised her staff and drew on the earth magic. A gust of wind howled over them, driving the flames to either side. The urdhracos circled overhead, coming around for another pass, but by then Calliande had recovered. White fire slashed from her hand and caught the urdhracos’s left wing, tearing it to shreds. The creature screamed and struck the ground, and before she could recover, Gavin and Arandar attacked, driving their soulblades home. White fire flashed through the urdhracos as she screamed, and then she twitched and went limp. 
“We need to move,” said Ridmark. “Keep…”
Furious voices rang out, and Morigna glimpsed specks of blue light upon a nearby hillside. The specks resolved into a band of Devout orcs, their veins and eyes shining with the light of dark magic. The leader shouted a command, and they surged down the hill.
“We’ve been found,” said Jager. 
“Fight our way past them,” said Ridmark. “Go!”
 
###
 
Ridmark raised his staff and charged, rushing at the Devout orcs. They had to win this fight quickly. The sound of fighting would draw the other orcs and the creatures, and Ridmark and the others would be surrounded. Their only chance was to break free and continue running. 
But Ridmark was not sure they could defeat these orcs. 
Every bone in his body ached and throbbed. Calliande had healed the damage the Warden’s spell had inflicted, but he was still exhausted. Well, what he had told Jager was still true. They would either break free, or have an ending worthy of song. Even if no one would remember their end. 
The first orc charged at him, and Ridmark dodged, whipping his staff through a swing. The length of the heavy weapon caught the orc across the knees, and the warrior fell. Ridmark drove the end of his staff into the orc’s temple with skull-cracking force, and then charged into the remainder of the orcs. They swarmed around him, the long swings of his staff keeping them at bay, and then his friends charged into the melee. 
The Swordbearers crashed into the warriors first, Heartwarden and Truthseeker rising and falling. The soulblades gave Gavin and Arandar more than human stamina, but even their strength had limits. Arandar and Gavin kept striking, cutting down Devout warriors with every step. Blue fire flickered, and Mara appeared behind one of the warriors, giving him a sharp shove. The Devout orc fell with an angry grunt, followed by a crunch as Caius’s warhammer impacted with his head. Kharlacht waded into the fight, clearing the Devout from his path with wide sweeps of his greatsword, glowing blood flying from his strokes. 
Ridmark kept attacking, and the Devout wavered and then fell back, fleeing up the slopes of the hill. 
“No!” shouted Ridmark as Gavin and Arandar started after them. “No, don’t pursue them! Keep going to the east! We…”
“Ridmark!” Calliande’s voice rang out, and he turned to see more points of blue light coming from behind them. 
Undead, dozens of them, moved forward at a steady pace, some carrying ancient weapons. Ridmark looked back and forth, his mind racing. If they broke and ran for the east at once, perhaps they could outpace the undead. But the Devout orcs were rallying, readying themselves for another charge. If they attacked at the same time as the undead…
“Gavin, Arandar,” said Ridmark. “Your soulblades can harm the undead. Go aid Calliande. Kharlacht, Caius, Mara, Jager. Stay with me and hold off the Devout.” 
Arandar and Gavin ran to Morigna and Calliande, and Ridmark turned to face the Devout as the orcish warriors rallied themselves for another attack.
 
###
 
Calliande forced herself to summon more magical power, the white fire blazing around her hands. A spasm of exhaustion went through her arms, and for a moment her vision darkened. She was not sure what the Warden had done to her, but it had left her drained. She ought to feel exultant. Her identity had been revealed to her, and she knew where she had to go. Her staff and her memory waited in the depths of Khald Azalar. At long last, she knew what she had to do. 
Right now she wanted to crawl under a blanket and sleep for a week. 
But if she stopped fighting she would die, and she had not come all this way to die here.
So Calliande forced herself to summon power, and unleashed her strength upon the advancing wall of undead. Bursts of white fire ripped from her fingers, tearing apart the dark magic on the ancient corpses and sending them to the ground in smoking heaps. Arandar and Gavin surged forward, striking with swords wreathed in white flame. 
Morigna cast a spell as well, sweeping her staff before her. Masses of thick, knotted roots rose from the ground and coiled around the undead, ripping them apart like straws crushed in a fist. Morigna had never been able to cast spells so strongly before, and Calliande sensed the taint of dark magic within the other woman’s power. 
What had happened to her in Urd Morlemoch? 
It was something else Calliande could worry about if they lived through this.
Like the fact that she was the Keeper of Avalon, that she had led the first war to defeat the Frostborn. That she had been so devoted to their defeat that she had buried herself alive below the Tower of Vigilance, stripping away her memory and her power and her very identity. 
All to stop the Frostborn. 
She had to escape this place. She had to! Otherwise it would have all been for nothing, and the Frostborn would return to destroy the world. 
Her magic turned more undead to ash, but endless waves of the creatures continued to charge at them. 
 
###
 
Ridmark swept another warrior from his feet, following with a killing blow. The orc’s head bounced off the ground. Another warrior stabbed at him, and Ridmark jerked back, but too slow. The blade struck the plates of his dark elven armor with terrific force, and pain flooded through his chest. His answering blow caught the orc in the forehead, and the Devout warrior stumbled with a grunt of pain. Blue light glimmered, and Mara appeared behind the warrior, opened his throat, and then disappeared again. 
Ridmark turned, staff gripped in his aching hands, and sought a new foe. 
But for the moment, there were none left. Devout orcs lay scattered across the ground, and the few survivors fled back towards Urd Morlemoch, likely to get reinforcements. Ridmark turned again and found Kharlacht and Caius and Jager and Mara. Kharlacht looked untouched, his armor and sword spattered with blood, while Caius was breathing hard and leaning upon his hammer like a cane while Mara daubed blood from a cut over Jager’s eye. 
“Ready for another round?” said Ridmark, hurrying towards the undead attacking Calliande and Morigna and the Swordbearers. 
“Oh, I wish you were talking about a game of dice,” said Jager, lifting his weapons. He glanced at Caius. “What? Are you not going to tell me that gambling is a sin?”
“It is, it is,” said Caius, coughing as he lifted his hammer. Ridmark wondered where he had been wounded. “But since we have been recklessly gambling with our lives for days, it seems foolish to strain at gnats when were are attempting to swallow a camel.”
“I’ve always wondered,” said Mara, “what is a camel?”
“Animal of Old Earth,” said Ridmark. “They don’t live here, apparently.” He gestured. “Come on. If we break through the undead, we can make our way to the east, and…”
A snarl filled his ears, and Ridmark spun just in time to see the first urvaalg bound down the hill, its dagger-like talons tearing at the grass. He cast aside his staff and seized the axe from his belt, taking the haft in both hands, and swung. The blade sank into the urvaalg’s chest, shattering bone and tearing its heart to pulp. The beast let out a dying scream and tumbled down the hill, and Ridmark used the momentum to tear the blade from his chest. 
More urvaalgs bounded down the hill, nearly a dozen of them.
“Back to back!” roared Kharlacht, and Caius hurried to join him. 
Ridmark risked a glance back at the waves of undead still pressing towards Calliande and Morigna. No help would come from that direction, but with the urvaalgs pinning him down, neither could he aid them.
Another urvaalg bounded at him, and Ridmark dodged, swinging his axe.
 
###
 
Morigna slammed her staff against the ground, more roots rising from the earth to rip apart the undead. Her newfound strength let her destroy the undead with ease, more power flowing through her than she had ever managed before. 
It was still not enough.
The undead seemed endless. If the Warden had lurked inside Urd Morlemoch for fifteen thousand years, and the Devout had buried their dead inside his walls for all those centuries, then the Warden would have limitless thousands of the undead. 
It made her want to scream with frustration. No matter how much power she acquired, no matter how strong she became, it was never enough. If she had been a little stronger, if she had possessed a little more magical power, perhaps she could have blasted a path to safety through the undead. Perhaps she could have saved them all.
“Morigna!” said Calliande, her face ghostly and drawn in the blazing white light of the spells. “Ridmark. Go help them.” Her words came between the ragged rasp of her breath. “We can…we can hold off the undead. Urvaalgs.”
Morigna looked over her shoulder and saw Ridmark, Caius, Kharlacht, Mara, and Jager battling against a dozen urvaalgs. They were holding their own, but the urvaalgs had encircled them like wolves bringing prey to bay. Sooner or later one of them would fall, and the urvaalgs would swarm over them.
She flashed back to that awful day in the hills north of Moraime, the day the urvaalg had killed Nathan Vorinus. She was not going to see that again. She was not!
Morigna cast a spell, blue and purple flames twisting around her fingers. She had never been able to reach into the mind of a dark elven war beast. Their thoughts were a fortress of rage and hatred and cruelty. But now, with the new power flowing through her, perhaps she could attempt feats that had previously been denied her. 
Her mind reached out, her thoughts sinking like claws into the urvaalgs’ minds. This time, the rage and fury that choked their thoughts did not seem alien. Her mind entered three of the urvaalgs, and she commanded them to strike at their fellows. The enslaved urvaalgs screamed in fury and attacked, the ring of beasts dissolving into chaos. Ridmark and the others seized the opportunity and attacked, carving their way through the urvaalgs. Within moments all the urvaalgs had been killed or mortally wounded, and Morigna released her control over the dying urvaalgs with a vicious satisfaction. An urvaalg had taken a man she had loved, but with her new power, no urvaalg could ever hurt her again…
The ground started to shake. 
Morigna wondered if the Warden had cast a spell at them, or if a wizard with the power to match Valakoth had entered the fray.
Then she saw the colossal dark shape lumbering towards them. 
 
###
 
Ridmark stepped over the dying urvaalg and saw the creature come at them.
The huge beast was the size of a barn, its segmented legs pulling it forward with terrific speed. The creature looked like a mutated cross between a beetle and a giant squid, its hide gleaming with jagged, chitinous armor, tentacles as thick as oak trees lashing at the air. The great beast loosed a deafening, brassy bellow and charged, the massive tentacles blurring before it.
“What in the hell is that thing?” said Jager. For once he had nothing witty to say.
“Urvuul,” said Mara. “The dark elves used them as siege engines. Only the most powerful dark elven wizards could create one.” 
“Distract it,” said Ridmark, trying to put a hope into his voice that he did not feel. “Long enough for Arandar and Gavin to bring their soulblades to bear. They have the only weapons that will hurt it. Not even Calliande’s magic will do much to slow it down.”
He raced forward, axe in both hands, the others following him. The urvuul had no visible eyes, yet it somehow sensed their approach. The great beast wheeled and sped towards them, its talon-tipped legs ripping up great chunks of turf. One of the tentacles reached for him, and Ridmark swung his axe with both hands. The blade sheared off the tentacle’s tip, but the spurting end clipped his shoulder. The impact lifted him from his feet and sent him sprawling, the breath exploding from his lungs. Ridmark rolled to the side just in time to avoid the next blow of the huge tentacle. Blue steel flashed, and Kharlacht severed six feet of the appendage with one massive blow of his greatsword. Blue fire flickered as Mara danced along with the side of the urvaalg, disappearing and reappearing as she struck with her dagger, but Ridmark doubted the urvaalg even noticed her. The lash of another tentacle sent both Kharlacht and Caius sprawling.
Neither one of them rose again. Perhaps the blow had killed them both. 
Ridmark growled, gripped his axe in both hands, and charged.
 
###
 
Truthseeker’s power flowed up Gavin’s arm. It was like a mad, violent dream. Wave after wave of undead came at him, and the soulblade’s power let him strike them down. Calliande’s magic had enhanced his weapons before, but that was nothing compared to the soulblade’s power. The weapon had been forged to destroy creatures of dark magic, and it almost seemed to rejoice as it fulfilled its purpose. The sword’s strength was almost limitless. 
Gavin’s was not.
Even with the sword’s magic, he felt himself tiring. Or perhaps the sword was keeping his fatigue at bay, allowing him to fight longer and harder. He really didn’t know, and there wasn’t time to ask Arandar or Ridmark. If they escaped, as soon as the battle was done Gavin would likely collapse in exhaustion.
Or simply die. He remembered something Father Martel had once said, that most Knights of the Soulblade fell in battle sooner or later. Very few of them ever retired. Perhaps Gavin was one of them. Perhaps the Devout would take his skull and Truthseeker back to Urd Morlemoch, and in a few centuries another Swordbearer would come on a quest to retrieve the sword…
His thoughts were drifting, and he forced himself to remain focused on the fighting.
“Gavin! Arandar!” Calliande’s voice rang over the battle, and Gavin stepped back and saw the huge black shape stoop over Ridmark and the others. “Help them!”
“But the undead!” roared Arandar, cutting down another rotting corpse. 
“Morigna and I will hold them,” said Calliande, and Morigna turned back to the undead, more twisted roots rising from the earth. “Help them! You have the only weapons that can hurt an urvuul.” 
Gavin frowned. “You can’t hold them off…” 
“Go!” said Calliande. “If that thing kills Ridmark and the others, we’ll be next, and neither of us can stop it. Only you can.” She unleashed another wave of white flame that struck down a half-dozen undead. “Go!”
Gavin took the head from one more undead and ran at the urvuul. Arandar slashed his way free and joined the charge. The huge urvuul lumbered forward, and Ridmark hacked and slashed at the lashing tentacles, barely keeping ahead of them. Kharlacht and Caius lay motionless upon the ground, while Mara disappeared and reappeared around the beast, stabbing with her dagger. Jager slashed at its legs with his short sword, but the urvuul ignored his attacks. 
“For God and the High King! For God and St. Michael!” roared Arandar, swinging Heartwarden. The soulblade sheared through one of the urvuul’s clawed legs, severing it at the joint, and the beast let out a bellow of pain so loud that Gavin’s skull vibrated. The urvuul wheeled, and before Arandar could recover one of the massive tentacles slammed into his chest.
It was like watching a man get hit by a falling tree. Arandar flew backward with the sound of snapping bone, hit the ground, bounced several times, and did not get up again, Heartwarden’s glow fading away. The urvuul tried to turn, righting itself, and Gavin saw his chance.
He raced forward, Truthseeker filling him with power, and jumped. Gavin grabbed the severed leg and hauled himself onto the creature’s back. The tentacles reached back to seize him, but before they could grip him, Gavin grasped Truthseeker’s hilt with both hands and drove the soulblade into the urvuul’s head. 
The sword shone like frozen lightning. 
The urvuul loose a hideous wail of pain and reared back on its hind legs. The motion flung Gavin backwards, Truthseeker still clenched in his hands. For a moment he soared like a bird, and then he hit the ground.
Hard.
Everything went black. 
 
###
 
Ridmark tried to catch his breath as the urvuul collapsed before him. 
Gavin. That brave mad fool. He was likely dead now, and even if he had survived the fall, Calliande would not have the strength to heal him. He looked around, but could see no sign of Mara and Jager, and Kharlacht and Caius and Gavin and Arandar were all down, dead or unconscious. Morigna and Calliande stood in the center of a tide of undead, their sputtering magic trying to hold them back.
In the distance, beyond the dead urvuul, Ridmark saw dark shapes moving.
Six more urvuuls, and hundreds upon hundreds of urvaalgs and ursaars, drew closer. Dozens of urdhracosi circled over the charging horde of beasts, and beyond them Ridmark saw the hills crawling with hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Devout orcs. 
He had, indeed, led his companions to his death, just as he had warned them. 
Ridmark turned towards Morigna and Calliande, intending to die with them. Perhaps if he charged the undead, he could distract the creatures long enough for the women to get away. Maybe Calliande could even reach Khald Azalar, Dragonfall, and her staff. 
But if not, he would die with them. He owed them that. 
“Gather your companions and stand behind me.” 
For a moment Ridmark thought that the inhumanly deep, melodious voice belonged to the Warden. The Warden’s voice had been filled with cold, arrogant malice, but this voice was only calm. Ridmark turned and saw a woman armored in plates of gold, a winged helmet upon her head and a gray cloak identical to his streaming from her shoulders, curved soulblades in either hand. Next to her stood a tall man in a black-trimmed red coat, his eyes like discs of molten gold, the black staff in his hands flashing with pale white light. 
“Ardrhythain,” said Ridmark, wondering if his exhausted mind had conjured a final delusion of hope.
“Yes,” said Ardrhythain. “Hasten. We are the very edge of the Warden’s influence, and he will try to kill us both. Gather your companions and get them behind me. I may be able to defend us, or perhaps the Warden will kill us all. Rhyannis! Assist him.” 
“As you command,” she said, and she dashed forward, charging into the undead. Every blow from the curved soulblades struck down an undead creature, and she cut through them like a scythe through a field of hay. For an instant Ridmark watched her, awed. He had known that high elves could bond with their soulblades to an extent that humans could not, but he had never yet seen a bladeweaver of the high elves in battle. As Rhyannis drove back the undead, Calliande and Morigna broke free of them and ran to join Ridmark and Ardrhythain.
“Lord archmage,” said Calliande. “What…”
“Get Gavin and Arandar,” said Ridmark, pointing to the fallen Swordbearers. “If they’re still alive, bring them here. I’ll see to Kharlacht and Caius. Hurry!” 
He ran to where Kharlacht and Caius lay near the hulk of the dead urvuul. Mara came into sight around the dead creature, helping along a limping Jager.
“You’re alive,” said Ridmark. 
“Barely,” said Jager. “I could dodge the urvuul, but I couldn’t do anything to hurt the damned thing.” He blinked. “Is that the archmage?”
“It is,” said Mara. “He’s summoning a lot of power…but we’re right at the edge of the Warden’s warding spells. I don’t know what he can do here.” 
“Help me get Kharlacht and Caius behind him,” said Ridmark.
He took Kharlacht under the arms, and both Mara and Jager lifted one of his legs. The big orc was heavy, but the three of them managed to get him to Ardrhythain. Caius was lighter, but he was in worse shape than Kharlacht. His breathing had a wet, tearing sound, and from time to time a bubble of blood appeared on his bearded lips. Ridmark did not want to move him, not when the extent of his injuries were not clear, but to leave him here would mean his death.
Ridmark set down Caius as gently as he could, Mara and Jager gripping his legs. The others had gathered behind Ardrhythain, and Calliande fell to her knees at once, casting healing spells over the wounded men. Rhyannis whirled, striking down several undead, and then fled back to join them. 
“Stay within the circle,” said Ardrhythain, striking the end of his staff against the ground. Light flowed from the staff, forming a glowing circle twenty yards across. Even as he did, the ground began to shake as the urvuuls drew closer, and Ridmark saw the first edge of the urvaalg packs come into sight. 
“What are you going to do?” said Morigna. “Surely even you cannot prevail against so many.”
“We are at the very edge of the wards upon Urd Morlemoch,” said Ardrhythain. The archmage lifted his staff, the symbols upon it shining brighter. “Likely he will try to strike me. Stay within the warding circle.” The trembling of the ground grew more violent. “I had hoped to wait until you were completely outside of the Warden’s wards before intervening, but it appears I shall have to contest against him as well. Perhaps here, at the edge of his reach, I shall be able to withstand his power.”
“Then why are you here?” said Morigna. “Why not let the urvuuls kill us? We walked into Urd Morlemoch of our own will.” 
“I could not let such valor go unanswered,” said Ardrhythain. “I thought the same as I watched the urdmordar besiege Tarlion.”
Morigna opened her mouth and said nothing. 
The urvuuls thundered into sight, bellowing, hundreds of urvaalgs racing around their armored legs like the foam of a black-furred sea. The urdhracosi flew overhead, their dark wings darker against the dark sky. Behind the urvuuls came Devout orcs, warriors and wizards both. It was a vast horde, and had the Warden loosed it upon Andomhaim, it could have conquered half the High Kingdom.
Ardrhythain merely raised his arms, the staff shining in his right hand. Morigna gasped, and Mara’s eyes grew wide. Even Ridmark felt the magical power vibrating in the air around them. 
White fire fell from the sky. 
The urvaalgs began to burn first, their cries of rage and fury transforming into shrieks of pain. The undead went up like candles, the magical fires burning into their corrupt flesh. The urvuuls snarled and thrashed, shaking their heads and tentacles in an effort to shield themselves from the falling fire. Ridmark watched the spectacle, glancing down to the side as Calliande labored to heal the others. She looked on the verge of collapse, and he wanted to tell her to stop, but if she didn’t heal Gavin and Kharlacht and the others they might die. 
The maddened urvuuls kept charging, and the urdhracosi folded their wings and dived, their mouths opening to reveal flames dancing behind their fangs. Ardrhythain swept his staff before him and shouted, and lightning ripped through the black sky, jumping from urdhracos and urdhracos, burning them to ashes. Pieces of smoking urdhracosi rained around the circle, but the survivors breathed their flame. A cylinder of shimmering white light sprang up from the circle, absorbing the fire, and the urdhracosi soared away, coming around for another pass. The urvuuls were so close that they seemed like a wall of gleaming black armor, and Ridmark braced himself.
Ardrhythain gripped his staff in both hands and slammed it against the ground.
Ridmark had thought the prowess of a high elven bladeweaver was impressive, but it was nothing, nothing at all, next to the fury of the last archmage of Cathair Solas. 
The world exploded.
Pillars of white flame erupted from the earth, incinerating the urvaalgs and ripping the urdhracosi from the sky. Nets of lightning fell from the darkness and covered the ground, tearing through war beasts and Devout orcs and undead alike. A column of white fire fountained from the earth with such force that it flung one of the massive urvuuls a thousand feet into the air, the great beast flipping end over end like a child’s toy, its astonished bellows ringing out. The creature landed a half mile away, black ichor spattering across the hillside. Ardrhythain lifted his free hand, and precise bursts of white fire lanced out, each bolt incinerating an urdhracos and sending it spinning from the air. The creatures erupted in white flame when they struck the earth, the detonations ripping apart a dozen more war beasts.
The spectacle was beautiful and horrifying at the same time. Ridmark had seen Ardrhythain unleash his power twice before, once nine years ago as he fled Urd Morlemoch with Rhyannis, and a few days past when they faced Valakoth and the Devout. But both were as nothing prepared to the destruction the archmage unleashed now. Ardrhythain could have destroyed Tarlion itself, had he wished it, and overthrown Andomhaim in a day. Little wonder the law of the high elves forbade them from dominating other kindreds.
They could have done it so easily. 
Still the storms of fire and lightning continued, and at last the charge broke. No matter how enraged the urvaalgs, no matter how loyal the Devout, nothing could withstand that terrible power. The survivors fled in all directions, leaving behind the burnt corpses of dead beyond count. 
A bolt of blue fire screamed from Urd Morlemoch and struck the circle, vanishing in a fountain of sparks. Ardrhythain staggered, the light of his staff flickering, and the Warden’s voice boomed out of the heavens.
“Fool!”
Urd Morlemoch itself disappeared in a veil of swirling darkness. 
“You put yourself at risk to save these vermin?”
The darkness began to spin, shrinking into itself.
“They hampered your plans,” said Ardrhythain, “did they not?”
The darkness compressed into a floating sphere a thousand feet across, its depths even blacker than the Warden’s eyes. 
“And to save them, you have doomed yourself!” The Torn Hills trembled with the thunder of the Warden’s enraged voice. “You have put yourself within my reach at last. I may be imprisoned within Urd Morlemoch, but you shall die here, Ardrhythain. You shall perish, the Frostborn will return and devour this world, and the high elves shall fail in their trust at last when the great shadow is freed. A hundred thousand years of toil undone because you took pity upon the human vermin! Think upon your failure as you die!”
The great sphere of darkness floated towards them. A hurricane wind began to blow across the hills, and trees and menhirs and even boulders were sucked up and pulled into the dark sphere, vanishing without a trace. Slowly the sphere floated towards them, and it sucked in the corpses of the slain Devout and urvaalgs.
Ardrhythain shouted and thrust his staff with both hands. White fire ripped from the staff and struck the sphere of nothingness, and the globe shuddered, coming to a halt. Yet a moment later it resumed its slow, inexorable advance. Ardrhythain kept shouting, and for the first time strain appeared on his eternal face, sweat beading on his brow. The Warden’s voice howled around them, screaming maledictions. 
A deathly chill washed over Ridmark as the globe drew closer. This was magic beyond his comprehension, yet he had seen countless battles, and he could tell that Ardrhythain was losing this one. 
Yet he could think of no way to aid the archmage.
 
###
 
Calliande staggered to her feet as Arandar rose, the worst of his wounds healed. 
She could not remember feeling so exhausted. Even in her past life, when she had still been the Keeper of Avalon, she doubted she had ever been so tired. Calliande reeled on her feet, trying to keep her balance. The great globe of darkness, the manifestation of the devouring void, rolled towards them, and Ardrhythain strained to hold it back. She sensed the clashing powers, the archmage struggling against the enraged Warden, and realized the two ancient wizards were evenly matched. 
Anything could tip the balance.
Calliande stepped forward.
“No,” said Ridmark, “stay away from…”
Before he could stop her, she seized Ardrhythain’s staff and poured all her remaining power into it, adding her strength to his own.
Compared to his power, to the Warden’s power, her own strength was nothing. So might a mosquito seek to attack an elephant. But the added force of her attack distracted the Warden for the merest fraction of a second.
That was all the time Ardrhythain needed.
The white fire blazed, and the great ball of darkness hurtled towards Urd Morlemoch with terrific speed.
All the strength drained out of Calliande, and she was unconscious before she struck the ground. 
 
###
 
“Run!” shouted Ardrhythain. “That will not distract the Warden for long.” The sphere of darkness struck Urd Morlemoch, and blue fire and shadow snarled around the fortress. “Run!” 
The others staggered to the east, running as fast as they could manage. Calliande collapsed to the ground, and Ridmark knelt, picked her up, slung her over his shoulders, and kept running. She was not heavy, but he was utterly spent, and his shoulders and back and knees screamed with the strain. He stumbled, almost fell, and then Morigna caught his arm and helped him catch his balance.
Then he kept running.
Strange, horrible sounds came from behind him, accompanied by the noises of tearing earth and shattering stone, and Ridmark fought an overwhelming compulsion to stop and look back. For a moment he remembered the tale of Lot’s wife from the Book of Genesis. Perhaps if Ridmark looked back the Warden would turn him into a pillar of salt. 
They climbed to the top of a barren hill, Ridmark’s legs burning with the effort. Ardrhythain stopped and turned, one hand raised to shield his eyes as he looked back at Urd Morlemoch…
The shock wave knocked Ridmark from his feet, Calliande tumbling from his shoulders, and a moment later the roar filled his ears as the ground shook and heaved. 
Later Ridmark’s senses returned, and he forced himself to stand and look back.
Urd Morlemoch still stood upon its hill, untouched and unbroken. Yet everything between it and the hill upon which they stood was a molten, burning wasteland. Hills had been shattered and thrown down, and a great plume of steam rose behind Urd Morlemoch as molten stone poured off the cliff and into the sea. 
“What happened?” Ridmark heard himself say. 
“The Warden’s spell collapsed,” said Ardrhythain. “The backlash of energy was…notable.”
Jager let out a laugh that had an edge of hysteria. “Do all high elves have such a gift for understatement?” 
“We’re out,” said Mara. “Away from the Warden’s influence. I doubt any of his creatures survived that.”
“Then…then we did it?” said Morigna, leaning on her staff. Ridmark put his arm around her shoulders, and she slumped against him, so tired that the display of weakness did not seem to trouble her. “We actually did it?” 
“Thanks to Ardrhythain,” said Ridmark.
Ardrhythain shook his head. “I intervened at the last possible moment. If not for your determination, if not for the valor of your companions, you would have been dead long before I could reach you.”
“Then we did it,” said Ridmark. “I know where I must go next…and I know how to stop the return of the Frostborn.”



Chapter 24 - Where The Secret Rests
 
Ardrhythain busied himself with healing spells.
Ridmark watched as he healed first Calliande and then the others. Calliande had patched up the worst of their wounds, but she had lacked the strength to heal every injury. Ardrhythain was able to finish the work. One by one the others lay down and went to sleep, and even Morigna submitted to Ardrhythain’s efforts.
At last Ridmark stood alone with Ardrhythain and Rhyannis upon the hilltop as the others slept. A smoldering sea of molten stone surrounded Urd Morlemoch, giving off a reddish glow. The Torn Hills would be very different once it cooled.
Ridmark hoped to never return. 
“You should rest as well,” said Ardrhythain. “There is much work before you.”
“Later,” said Ridmark. “Someone needs to keep watch.”
“You shall be safe enough,” said Ardrhythain. “Most of the Warden’s creatures were destroyed in the fighting, and the rest shall be trapped in Urd Morlemoch until the stone cools. Along with the Warden himself.”
“He survived, then?” said Ridmark.
“I fear so,” said Ardrhythain. “His body is undead, and within Urd Morlemoch he is invincible, but he is trapped.” He sighed. “Though he could leave any moment he chose.”
“How?” said Ridmark.
“By laying aside his power,” said Ardrhythain.
“That will never happen,” said Ridmark. 
“No,” said Ardrhythain. “I fear not. Power is addictive, and so corruptive.”
He looked at Morigna’s sleeping form as he spoke.
“What happened to her?” said Ridmark.
“When she broke the spell around the menhirs,” said Ardrhythain, “she absorbed a portion of the Warden’s magic. It is hers to use as she wishes now.”
Ridmark frowned. “Then she uses dark magic?”
“Yes,” said Ardrhythain. “So does Mara. Her power comes from a dark source, but she does not use it with dark intent. Perhaps it will be the same for your lover. Or perhaps the power will corrupt her. I see both possibilities in the shadows of her future. She loves power more than anything, even more than she loves you, but her heart is fierce and her will is strong. I cannot foretell which shall prevail.” 
“Thank you,” said Ridmark, “for our lives.”
“No, thank you,” said Ardrhythain. “For I did not know what the Warden truly intended. I thought he simply wished to amuse himself. I did not know he could use the empty soulstone, and I never dreamed he hoped to conquer Old Earth and a thousand other worlds.” He sighed. “There is no fool like an old fool, and I am very old.” 
“When I was nineteen and I came here for the first time,” said Ridmark, “I thought I knew everything. Now I feel as if I know nothing.”
The archmage smiled at that. “Wait until you are my age.” He looked at Calliande. “What will you do now?”
“I will go with her,” said Ridmark. “I promised to help her regain her memory and her staff, and I vowed to keep the Frostborn from returning. By taking her to Khald Azalar, I can do both.”
“I can assist with that,” said Ardrhythain. “Shadowbearer will return from the threshold in a matter of hours, and will seek you and the empty soulstone. Rhyannis and I will be there to meet him. A year and month, Ridmark Arban. That is how long the conjunction of the moons will last, and that is how long Shadowbearer has to open a gate to the world of the Frostborn.”  
“That is how we will stop the return of the Frostborn,” said Ridmark. “Three of those months have already passed. To reach victory, we simply have to deny the soulstone to Shadowbearer for another ten months.”
“Yes,” said Ardrhythain. “I will keep Shadowbearer occupied for as long as I can, but he is my equal in power and skill. Sooner or later, he may elude me. That is why you most proceed to Khald Azalar and Dragonfall with all haste.” 
“So Calliande can recover her powers?” said Ridmark.
Ardrhythain smiled. “Once the Keeper of Avalon recovers her power, Shadowbearer will not be able to take the soulstone from her.”
Ridmark remembered the sort of power Ardrhythain commanded and tried to think of Calliande, kind, brave Calliande, wielding magic like that. “What was she like? Long ago, I mean. Before she surrendered her memory.” 
“You fear what the return of her power might do to her?” said Ardrhythain. “Do not be troubled. Power is addictive…yet she surrendered her power until both it and the Keeper of Avalon might be needed again. Not many could willingly lay down the kind of strength she bore.” He considered for a moment. “She was much as she is now, Gray Knight. But stronger and more confident. She rallied Andomhaim to defeat the Frostborn the first time, and she saw the danger that Shadowbearer posed to the High Kingdom, the danger that would become the Eternalists and the Enlightened of Incariel.” 
“You disapprove?” said Ridmark.
“We cannot control the future,” said Ardrhythain. “None of us can, whether high elf or human. We work for the best future we can, yes, but we are not God to mandate the fate of nations. Tell me, if you are successful, if you stop Shadowbearer, what do you think he will do?”
“I…had not considered it,” said Ridmark.
“He will vanish into the shadows,” said Ardrhythain. “The next proper conjunction of the moons will be in two hundred and fifty-one years. He will disappear and prepare for his next chance, and prepare his servants anew…just as he did with the Enlightened of Incariel for the last century.”
“Then we cannot stop him?” said Ridmark.
“In two hundred and fifty years you will be long dead,” said Ardrhythain. “Even you, Ridmark Arban, cannot try to take responsibility for events in two and a half centuries. No. Your responsibility is what you do now.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. “Then I shall go to Khald Azalar and help Calliande to find her staff.” 
“A wise choice,” said Ardrhythain. “Remember, you can still ask a boon of me.”
“A boon?” said Ridmark.
“For rescuing Rhyannis from Urd Morlemoch,” said Ardrhythain, and Rhyannis bowed. 
“After everything you have done for us,” said Ridmark, “it seems churlish to ask for a boon.”
“Very well,” said Ardrhythain. “Perhaps you will not need to ask it of me. I hope you will not need to ask it of me. But if that day comes, the boon will await you.” He glanced at the sky. “I must depart, but there are two more things I can do for you. What happened to your staff?”
“My staff?” said Ridmark. “I…am not sure. I dropped it when the urvaalgs attacked. Likely it burned with the rest of the land around Urd Morlemoch.”
“Then you shall have need of this,” said Ardrhythain, holding out his black staff.
“Your staff?” said Ridmark. “I am not a Magistrius.”
“I should hope not,” said Ardrhythain. “No, you shall find this staff lighter and stronger than your previous weapon. Additionally, it has taken on a magical aura of its own. It is not as potent as a soulblade, true, but it will wound creatures of dark magic.” He shrugged. “I have seen you fight. You are better with a staff than with an axe, and I can make myself a new staff easily enough.” 
“Then I accept,” said Ridmark, taking the staff. The black wood felt warm beneath his fingers, and it was indeed lighter than his old staff, which had been wood sheathed over a steel core. Yet the new staff somehow felt far stronger. Certainly he could swing it with greater speed. “Thank you.” 
“There is one other thing I can do for you,” said Ardrhythain. He waved his hand in a circle, and a pale ring of white light appeared around them, encircling the hilltop.
“Another ward?” said Ridmark.
“Aye,” said Ardrhythain. “Until you leave this hilltop, you will be invisible to any foes, and no creatures of dark magic or undead can cross the boundary. You may rest undisturbed, Ridmark Arban. I suggest that you do so. It is a long road from the Torn Hills to Khald Azalar, and you shall need your strength to face what is to come.”
Ridmark laughed at that.
“What is it?” said Ardrhythain. 
“I…was certain I would die in Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark. “Just as I was certain that I would die wandering the Wilderland in search of clues about the Frostborn. That was why I tried so hard to keep anyone from coming with me, because I knew death awaited us.” 
“It almost did,” said Ardrhythain. 
“It almost did a dozen times from Dun Licinia to Urd Morlemoch,” said Ridmark. “And yet…here we are. I knew that survival was always a possibility, but I never thought I would actually survive Urd Morlemoch.” He considered for a moment. “I suppose that means success is even possible, that we can recover Calliande’s powers and stop Shadowbearer from summoning the Frostborn for another two hundred years.”
“It is possible,” said Ardrhythain, “though not assured. Many perils lie before you, and the future is never assured.”
“I know,” said Ridmark. “But if we are triumphant…”
He looked at where Morigna lay sleeping. He knew they still faced dangers. And even if they stopped the Frostborn, the Enlightened of Incariel had sunk their corrupting roots deep into the realm of Andomhaim, and Ridmark had promised to help Arandar rescue Accolon and Nyvane from Tarrabus’s grasp. For that matter, it was entirely possible they would be killed before they got anywhere near Khald Azalar. 
Yet if they survived, the thought of slipping away with Morigna into the Wilderland, of leaving the realm behind entirely, was an appealing one. 
“If we live,” said Ridmark, “I suppose I shall have to decide what to do then.”
“Such is the nature of life,” said Ardrhythain. “Farewell, Ridmark Arban. For now. You have done well, but there are foes ahead of you, and challenges you do not foresee. Be vigilant, keep your trust in God, and turn not from your purpose.”
“For now?” said Ridmark. “Then we will meet again?”
“Perhaps,” said Ardrhythain. “The shadows of some of our potential futures cross once more.”
“Farewell, Ridmark of the Arbanii,” said Rhyannis with a bow. “Remember this, whatever befalls you. Do not despair. There is always hope. You taught me that in the depths of Urd Morlemoch, and if it can be true there, it is true everywhere.” 
She stepped to Ardrhythain’s side, her golden armor gleaming in the harsh light of the molten stone surrounding Urd Morlemoch, and the archmage gestured. White light flashed, and both high elves vanished, leaving Ridmark atop the hill. 
He looked around for a moment, unsure of himself. He was exhausted, but he had returned to Urd Morlemoch after nine years, and he had come out alive again. He knew what to do next, of course, but if he survived that, and then…
Hope. He felt hope. 
Ridmark lay down next to Morigna and went to sleep.
 
###
 
“We need,” said Ridmark the next morning, “to decide what to do next.”
Two days had passed, and they had spent most of them asleep. Ardrhythain’s ward still shimmered and flickered at the edges of the hilltop, and Ridmark had seen no trace of any foes. Given that the Torn Hills around Urd Morlemoch were still a seething, molten sea, Ridmark was not surprised. He wondered if the catastrophic forces the Warden and Ardrhythain had unleashed had permanently altered the landscape, if the Torn Hills would now encircle a lake of molten stone with Urd Morlemoch rising from its center like an island. 
“Well,” said Jager, “I vote for breakfast.” 
“After that,” said Ridmark. “We must decide what all of us will do.” 
They stood in silence for a moment. 
“Is it not obvious?” said Calliande. She looked far stronger than she had two days ago. Sleep had done wonders for her. More, there was a light in her blue eyes that had not been there before they had entered Urd Morlemoch. Calliande had not recovered her memory, but she knew who she was and what she had to do. “Khald Azalar and Dragonfall.” 
“Aye,” said Ridmark, “for you. And I will accompany you. But the others have no such bond upon them.” 
“What do you mean?” said Caius.
“You all promised to follow me into Urd Morlemoch, despite my efforts to convince you otherwise,” said Ridmark. 
“Just as well that you did not,” said Morigna. “Without our aid you would have died long before you had come anywhere near Urd Morlemoch.”
“If Mara and I had not accompanied you,” said Jager, “we would still be imprisoned atop the Warden’s tower, and the Warden would be conquering Old Earth.”
“You only accompanied us,” said Morigna, “because you were foolish enough to steal from Tarrabus Carhaine.” 
Jager grinned at her. “Does not the Lord work in mysterious ways his wonders to perform, Brother Caius?”
“This is so,” said Caius. 
“Regardless of how we got here,” said Ridmark, staving off the argument, “it is done. We went into Urd Morlemoch, and we actually came out alive again. We found what we came to find. We know how the Frostborn are returning, we know where Calliande’s staff is, and more importantly, we know how to stop the Frostborn.” He looked at each of them. “If you feel any debt or obligation to me, it is discharged.” 
“Nevertheless, you shall require my help,” said Kharlacht. “The way to Khald Azalar lies through the hills of Vhaluusk. I am familiar with the country and its dangers, and have contacts among the tribes there. Furthermore, the road to Khald Azalar passes through a place called the Vale of Stone Death. You shall require a guide.”
“Sounds a pleasant place,” said Jager. 
“This task is only halfway completed,” said Kharlacht. “I will see it through to the end.” He looked at Ridmark and Calliande. “You are going to Khald Azalar and Dragonfall, and I shall accompany you.”
“As will I,” said Caius. “The Frostborn will return unless we act, and all men of good conscience must join forces to stop them.” 
“Thank you,” said Calliande. “I will be glad to have you with us.”
“What of you, Sir Arandar?” said Ridmark. “You found Truthseeker and the skull of Judicaeus Carhaine. I thought that you and Sir Gavin,” the boy reddened a bit at that, “might wish to return to Tarlion to win your son’s freedom and to formally induct Gavin into the Order.”
“I considered it,” said Arandar, “but your words were correct earlier. If we return now, Tarrabus will merely find another way to kill me and my children. Gavin, too, likely. Furthermore, I have no right to command Sir Gavin, and he wishes to accompany you on your quest.”
“I do,” said Gavin. “With Truthseeker, perhaps we shall have better chances than we did before.” 
“With two Swordbearers, we shall,” said Calliande.
“Brother Caius is right,” said Arandar. “The Frostborn are the gravest threat the realm has faced in centuries, as are the Enlightened of Incariel. If I forsake you now and the Frostborn return to destroy the realm, what sort of world shall I leave to Accolon and Nyvane? No. I am with you as well.” He bowed to Calliande. “For was it not the Keeper of Avalon who journeyed to Cathair Solas and convinced Ardrhythain to found the Two Orders? Was it not the Keeper who led us against the urdmordar during the great siege of Tarlion?”
Calliande offered a grave nod in reply, and for a moment Ridmark caught a glimpse of what she might have been like in the fullness of her power. “I am glad of your help, Sir Arandar. And of yours as well, Sir Gavin.” She smiled. “We have come a long way from Aranaeus, have we not?”
“Aye,” said Gavin. “I shall never get used to people calling me Sir Gavin.”
“Oh, you had better get used to it,” said Jager. “If we live through this and return to the High Kingdom…”
“Actually, I’ve never been to Andomhaim,” said Gavin.
“Oh. Well, then. When you come to Andomhaim for the first time,” said Jager, “you’ll have the commoners scraping and bowing and calling you ‘my lord’ and ‘my lord knight’ and a dozen other honorifics. But never forget who you are!” He pointed at Gavin. “And never forget that you cannot beat me at dice.”
“You cheat,” said Gavin and Kharlacht and Morigna in unison. 
“Better than you do,” said Jager. “Which proves my point.”
“I…do not see how,” said Calliande. 
“You and Mara can depart, if you wish,” said Ridmark. “Our bargain is done. You helped us recover the soulstone from Tarrabus, and we helped you rescue Mara from the Iron Tower.”
“This is true,” said Jager. “I am a man of my word, after all. And I would very, very much like to return to Andomhaim and live in comfort.”
“As befits a man of your status,” said Ridmark.
“Exactly,” said Jager. “I am glad you understand.” He hesitated. “But…well, I suspect returning to the realm at this particular moment would be unwise. Tarrabus Carhaine likely still has a grudge against me, what with the soulstone and all.”
“And blowing up the Iron Tower,” added Mara.
“That too, that too,” said Jager. “So, it occurs to me, that if I return to Andomhaim now, I’ll get killed. But if I return in triumph with the Keeper of Avalon restored to her powers, one of the noble heroes who dared great deeds in defense of the realm…I suppose I shall have a rather more pleasant welcome.”
“We are with you,” said Mara. 
“Thank you,” said Calliande.
Ridmark looked at Morigna. “And you?” He hesitated, unsure of what to say. “We saved your life at Moraime, and you promised to see me to Urd Morlemoch and back. You need not go…”
“Wherever you go,” said Morigna, her voice quiet, “I am going to follow.” 
Ridmark nodded. Those simple words, spoken without Jager’s grandiloquence or Caius’s stately oratory, cheered him more than he would have thought possible. 
“I would be remiss,” said Arandar, “if I did not say that I felt Morigna using dark magic during the fight.”
“As did I,” said Gavin, and Calliande offered a slow nod as well. 
Morigna frowned. Ridmark expected her to fly into a rage, but her voice remained cool. “When Mara and I freed you from the menhirs, I had to absorb the power from one of the soulstones.” She tapped the pouch at Ridmark’s belt, the pouch that held the rough soulstone from Urd Morlemoch. “Would you have preferred that I left you there?” They had no answer for that. “I am not going to raise undead, enslave the minds of the innocent, or gather an army of pagan orcs and descend upon your precious High Kingdom. I will not use dark magic, even if it is part of me now. Is that enough for you?”
“I suppose it shall have to be,” said Arandar, though he did not look pleased.
“Then it seems,” said Jager, “we are bound for Khald Azalar.”
“And Dragonfall,” said Calliande. 
“Come,” said Ridmark, beckoning with Ardrhythain’s staff.
He crossed the ward and started down the hill, heading east for Vhaluusk and Khald Azalar. 
To Dragonfall, where Calliande’s staff and memory awaited.



Epilogue
 
The forests upon the western edge of Vhaluusk were cool and quiet. After the spell-haunted Torn Hills, that suited Morigna just fine.
When they finally finished, she climbed off Ridmark and lay on her side next to him, her heart thundering in her ears, her breathing hard and fast, sweat beading on her bare back. They had not lain together since their first night in the Torn Hills, and Morigna had looked forward to their arrival in Vhaluusk for more reasons than one. Vhaluusk was just as dangerous as the rest of the Wilderland, torn between warring tribes of orcs, haunted by creatures of the dark elves, and raided by the denizens of the Deeps.
But it was not nearly as dangerous as the Torn Hills, which meant they could afford a little distraction.
“I am always amazed,” she murmured, “that you can walk all day, and have the stamina for this when we stop at night.”
He murmured something incoherent and kissed her, and a moment later had fallen asleep, his breathing slow and steady. Morigna let out a quiet little laugh. Stamina or not, even Ridmark had limits, and she had exhausted him past them. She kissed him and slipped away from his grasp, pulling up their cloaks to cover him.
She stood unclad in the night, and it did not trouble her in the slightest.
For she felt strong, stronger than she ever had, and she knew in her bones that there was nothing in this forest that could hurt her.
Morigna lifted the fingers of her right hand, watching the blue flames curl and dance at her will. She had promised not to use the power she had taken from Urd Morlemoch, but that had been a lie to keep that fool Arandar and Gavin from bothering her. The power she had taken was growing stronger, and she was becoming stronger with it.
Why had she been so afraid of dark magic? It was simply another form of power and nothing more. Coriolus and the Artificer and the Warden had abused their power, but Morigna would put hers to better use. With it, she would help Calliande recover her staff and defeat the Frostborn. With it, she would destroy the Enlightened of Incariel.
And when Ridmark returned to Andomhaim, she would use her power to help him rise high, with her at his side as he brought the realm to order.
Morigna looked from the fire in her hand to the shadows of the forest.
They seemed darker, deeper, richer than they ever had been.
It was as if they were speaking to her.
With her power, the shadows said, she could be strong. She could keep those she loved safe. She could destroy the Enlightened and free men everywhere from want and pain, if she but heeded them.
Morigna stood in the darkness, listening as the shadows whispered secrets to her.
THE END
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Visit his technology blog at:

http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com
Contact him at:
jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com
You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page.
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