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Description
Mara is an assassin of the Red Family, the dreaded assassins of the city of Cintarra, and few can match her lethal skill.
But Mara has a dark secret. Her father was a dark elven prince, and his terrible power stirs in her blood.

And when she faces her next target, that power threatens to devour her… 
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The Assassin’s Tale

The assassination did not go badly, not as such.

Mara just hadn’t expected it to go so strangely. 
She walked along the Via Rexis, the broad street that led to the Forum of Princes in the heart of Cintarra. Mara had spent a great deal of time wandering (and sometimes fleeing for her life) through northern and western Andomhaim, and of all the towns she had visited, she liked Cintarra the best. It was the largest city in the realm, home to nearly a hundred thousand people, and it seethed with energy and activity. People filled the streets, human merchants and porters going about their business, orcish mercenaries visiting from the kingdoms of Rhaluusk and Khaluusk, dwarven traders from the Three Kingdoms, halfling servants in noble livery conducting errands for their masters. 
She wove her way through the crowds, her small stature letting her slip through with ease. Today Mara wore a green dress that matched her eyes, a belt of black leather around her waist, sturdy boots clicking against the flagstones as she walked. She wore her pale hair tied back in an unfashionable style, but it kept the hair out of her eyes.
And it also concealed the tips of her ears.
All those people going past on the street might well try to kill Mara if they knew what she really was. 
To say nothing of the organization to which she belonged.
At last she came to the Forum of Princes, the broad square at the heart of Cintarra. One side fronted the river, and gangs of workmen labored to unload barges laden with goods. The grim towers and walls of the Prince’s Castra rose upon another side, the Prince’s green dragon banner flying from the ramparts. Stalls and booths filled the Forum, clustered around the bases of statues of High Kings and Princes and Swordbearers of old, while shops lined the Forum’s remaining two sides.
Mara made her way to the Sheathed Sword, a wine shop with a fine view of the Prince’s Castra and the barges filling the river. The Sheathed Sword’s owner liked to claim that it was far above the taverns favored by the common rabble, that only the noble and wealthy came to his establishment, which Mara supposed simply made the Sheathed Sword a fancy tavern for rich men. 
Liveried footmen waited at the door, and they bowed and opened the door at her approach, as her dress was fine enough to allow her to pass as a merchant’s or knight’s daughter. The Sheathed Sword’s common room was opulent. Six hearths crackled with flame in the walls, throwing a cheery light over the gleaming floorboards and the walls of polished white stone. Tapestries hung on the walls, showing scenes from the scriptures and Old Earth, of the Dominus Christus feeding the five thousand, or Arthur Pendragon defeating the Saxon hordes at Mount Badon. Merchants and minor nobles sat at round tables, eating and drinking and discussing business and the affairs of the city. Halflings in the livery of the Sheathed Sword scurried back and forth, carrying trays of food and drink to the patrons. 
All save for one halfling. 
Mara’s target.
He sat alone, leaning back with his gleaming black boots propped upon his table. Some of the nearby merchants gave him sidelong, thin-lipped looks. Almost all the halflings Mara had ever met were the domestic servants of nobles or wealthy merchants. Centuries ago, the High King had defeated the pagan orcs, freeing the halflings from millennia of slavery, and in return the halflings had sworn eternal loyalty to the nobles. 
Yet here sat Jager of Cintarra, a halfling and one of the richest merchants in Cintarra. 
Despite herself, Mara found herself amused by the audacious front he displayed to the world. Jager had curly hair and bright amber eyes, his face pale and square-jawed. He wore a crisp white shirt beneath a black leather vest, his black trousers tucked into his gleaming black boots. A jeweled dagger and short sword hung at his belt, and he held a goblet of wine in his right hand, smiling as he regarded the Sheathed Sword’s common room. He looked like a king surveying his domain with indulgent amusement, not a halfling merchant regarded with scorn by half the room. 
A pity she would have to kill him.
She didn’t want to do it. But the cold jade bracelet upon her left wrist made it necessary. 
Mara walked towards his table, staring at the back of the common room as if she had spotted friends there. A small wax sphere, no larger than her knuckle, waited in the fingers of her right hand. The sphere would dissolve when it touched wine in Jager’s goblet, and the tremendously powerful poison within would stop Jager's heart and kill him in short order. 
Jager glanced to the right, smirking at one of the merchants, and Mara saw her chance. She walked past his table, her hand moving to drop the sphere into his wine goblet…
“How appalling,” said a deep voice.
Mara froze and saw Jager staring up at her with a smile that did not touch his amber-colored eyes. 
“I’m sorry, sir?” said Mara.
“My manners, of course,” said Jager, getting to his feet with a flourish. It surprised her that such a deep voice could come from such a short man. Though she only overtopped him by a few inches. “To let such a lovely woman pass without offering greetings. I am Jager of Cintarra, merchant of fine and beautiful things, and it pleases me to make your acquaintance.” 
He bowed over her hand and kissed her fingers.
Her right hand. Did he know about the poison? Did he know what she really was?
“Thank you,” said Mara, buying time to think. “I am pleased to meet you as well.”
Jager laughed.
“What is so funny?” said Mara.
“My charm is indeed overpowering,” said Jager, “considering it has made you forget your very name, my dear lady.” 
Mara considered for a moment. “You can call me Mara, Master Jager.”
“Mara?” said Jager. “A poor choice of name, I fear.”
“And why is that, sir?” said Mara. Did he know that she was a part of the Red Family? “Do you often make the custom of criticizing women’s names?”
“If I recall the lectures of my village’s priest correctly,” said Jager, “the word ‘Mara’ meant ‘bitter’ in the tongue of the ancient Hebrews upon Old Earth. The term hardly seems to suit you.”
“You do not know me well enough to judge, sir,” said Mara. “Perhaps I am most bitter and miserly.”
“If you were bitter, you would scowl more,” said Jager.
“It is rude to scowl at strangers,” said Mara.
“Ah, but we’re not strangers, are we?” said Jager. “So we may scowl all we wish. Like this. See?” He made a face at her, its appearance so comical that Mara burst out laughing. “Your turn.”
“Enough, Jager,” said one of the merchants at a neighboring table, a stout, white-haired man in his fifties. “Stop pestering the poor girl. If she wants male companionship, she can find it readily enough.” An ugly smirk came over his face. “And if she does, she will want a real man, not an uppity halfling rat in expensive clothes.”
She expected Jager to take offense, but instead he grinned. “Is that so, Quintilius? A real man? Meaning a man like you, I expect?” 
Quintilius leered at Mara, and she did her best not to cringe in disgust. “She would be most satisfied.”
“And flattened, I expect,” said Jager, and some of the other merchants laughed as Quintilius’s leer turned to a scowl. “You would be the death of the poor woman. Which, I imagine, explains the somewhat pinched expression of your mistresses. Why, they are taking the opportunity to catch a breath before they are smothered again…”
A chorus of laughter answered him, and Quintilius scowled and turned his attention back to his food and wine. 
“Now, then,” said Jager, hooking his left arm through Mara’s right and leading her forward, “now that the unpleasantness has been settled, let us return to our business.”
“We have business?” said Mara. 
They stepped back into the sunlight, the Forum bustling around them. 
“Oh, we do,” said Jager. “You were trying to kill me, which I admit is unsettling.”
“I don’t…” started Mara. 
“The wax sphere filled with poison,” said Jager. “As I recall, it is a favorite trick of the Red Family. You see, this might shock you, but despite my irresistible charm and rugged good looks, lovely women rarely walk up to me.”
“I was walking past,” said Mara. 
“They don’t do that, either,” said Jager. For just a moment, a hint of bitterness entered his deep voice. “The proud lords and wealthy men of Andomhaim mustn’t contaminate themselves with a haughty halfling who doesn’t know his place, oh, no. That would be unthinkable.”
“Perhaps you are misnamed, sir,” said Mara. “Perhaps you should have my name.”
Jager blinked, and then laughed. “Perhaps I should at that. But, you see, I must object to being murdered, even by a pretty young woman. I suspect you have the poison on your person, so if you will oblige me by accompanying me to the barracks of the city militia, then…”
Mara spun and drove a foot into his instep. Jager saw the move coming and twisted like an eel to avoid it, but by then Mara had already ripped free. She turned and sprinted for the alleys behind the Sheathed Sword, her skirts flapping around her legs. Jager turned and pursued her. He was fast, and unlike her, he was not encumbered by a long skirt.
Her mind sorted through potential courses of action. Killing him in the street was not an option. For one, she would be arrested. More importantly, the Matriarch had commanded that Jager’s death was to look accidental, and Mara knew better than to cross the Matriarch’s will. She supposed she could scream until someone came to her aid, but she was carrying the poison. 
No. It was time for a different course of action.
Mara darted into the alley, just a few paces ahead of Jager, and ducked into a doorway.
And then she drew upon the shadows within her. 
They were the gift and the curse of her blood. Her mother had been a freeholder’s daughter, kidnapped by orcish raiders and dragged to the Nightmane Forest as a slave. Her father had been the Traveler, the dark elven lord of that Forest, and from him Mara had inherited command over the shadows. 
She had also inherited a curse that would eventually destroy her, but mastery over the shadows had its uses. 
They rose at her command, wrapping her in darkness, and Mara went motionless.
An instant later Jager burst into the alley, looking around. Mara held her breath as he looked in her direction, but his eyes passed over her. He craned his head, examining the roofs and the windows and the doors, but he didn’t see her. All trace of his charm had vanished, and he looked hard and tense and wary, ready to flee or fight as the situation demanded.
She would not have expected such a reaction out of a wealthy merchant. 
“Damn it,” he muttered. “Why do the pretty ones always try to kill me?”
Despite the seriousness of the situation, Mara smiled at that.
Jager turned and strode out of the alley.
Mara waited and counted to a thousand, but Jager did not reappear.
She released the shadows, left the alley, and went to report her failure to the Matriarch of the Red Family of Mhor.
 
###
 
Cintarra was centuries old, and the Matriarch had hidden herself in the city for almost as long.
Mara did not know the truth of the Matriarch’s story, not all of it, but the Matriarch liked to talk, and sometimes she seemed to forget that anyone else was there. She had once been a wizard and a noblewoman of the dark elves, one of the rulers of this world, a mistress of both fell sorcery and countless slaves. Then the urdmordar had come and overthrown the kingdoms of the dark elves, the surviving dark elves becoming slaves to the great spider-demons. To avoid that fate, the Matriarch had murdered her own children and fled, hiding herself in Cintarra. Hence the title the dark elves had given her – the titles they used among the lesser kindreds always had a hint of mockery to them.
And the Matriarch had slain her own children, a crime that even the dark elves found abhorrent. 
Over the centuries she had gathered the Red Family about her, training them as killers, as worshippers of the orcish blood god Mhor, unleashing them in exchange for payment. Most of the Family believed that the Matriarch was a follower of Mhor, that she had trained them as assassins to harvest blood for Mhor’s kingdom. Mara knew better. The Matriarch did not believe in Mhor or God or any gods, only in her own power. 
Legends surrounded the lair of the Red Family. Most of the realm believed that the Red Family was a grisly story and nothing more. Those who did believe whispered of a secret temple built of skulls around a pool of blood. Others claimed the Red Family laired in a tower with no doors that could only be entered with the spilled blood of an innocent, or in a hidden crypt deep beneath the city’s catacombs. 
Currently the Matriarch lived in an opulent domus not far from the heart of the city, attended by human and halfling servants sworn to secrecy. There was no hidden lair. The best hiding place, the Matriarch always said, was in plain sight. If someone even suspected the existence of her hiding place, she simply killed all the witnesses and moved to a new location. 
The strategy worked. The Matriarch had lurked in Cintarra for nearly five hundred years…and most of the lords of Andomhaim still thought her a myth.
Those who had not hired her services, at any rate.
The guards at the door looked like unremarkable footmen, but they were Brothers, and they admitted her without question. That was heartening. Had the Matriarch ordered it, they would have killed her without question. 
Inside the domus was silent. Mara climbed the stairs to the solar at the back of the house. The door swung open at her approach, revealing a glass-walled room with a fine view of the gardens of the inner courtyard. Two Red Brothers stood in the room, both wearing their formal blood-colored leather armor. One was middle-aged, with a narrow face beneath a tangle of graying yellow hair, his eyes hard and predatory as they considered Mara. The second was about Mara’s age, shorter than the older man, but heavy with muscle, his black hair and beard close-cropped. 
The Matriarch herself sat between them, and Mara felt the power surrounding the ancient dark elf. 
She was pale, her black hair piled in an elaborate crown upon her head, silver earrings glinting in her long, pointed ears and upon her slender fingers. She wore a voluminous blue robe trimmed in black, woven of the finest material. Her eyes were black, solid black, like windows into an endless void. Those empty eyes turned to Mara, and she felt the weight and power of them like a physical blow.
She knelt at once.
“Rise, my daughter,” said the Matriarch, her voice more musical and resonant than any human voice. Mara stood, and the Matriarch regarded her for a moment. “You have failed, I see.”
“Yes, Matriarch,” said Mara. “The target realized who I was, and spotted the poison before I could put it into his wine.”
“Were you exposed?” said the Matriarch.
“No, Matriarch,” said Mara, wondering if she was about to die. “The witnesses thought Jager was trying to seduce me.” His amber eyes and mocking smile flashed through her mind. “Once it became clear that he knew the truth, I fled, concealed myself until the way was clear, and made my way here to report my failure.”
“For you have indeed failed,” said Matriarch. She looked at the older of the two Red Brothers. “Rotherius. What shall we do next?”
Rotherius shrugged. He bore Mara no ill will, but if the Matriarch commanded it, he would kill her without hesitation. “Sometimes our plans are simply foiled by ill fortune, Matriarch. Let Mara try again. That shall determine if she is a worthy servant of Mhor or not.”
The Matriarch looked at the younger assassin. “And you, Cassius? What is your counsel?”
“Kill her at once,” said Cassius, his dark eyes cold and hard. After the Matriarch had first recruited Mara into the Red Family, Cassius had tried to lure her into his bed. She had rebuffed him as politely as she could, and when that failed, she had drawn on the shadows and resorted to force. He had never forgiven her for the humiliation, and would kill her if he ever had the chance. “She has failed you, Matriarch, and she had failed Mhor. Let her blood fall as a guilt offering to Mhor.”
“And you, Mara?” said the Matriarch. “You chose to employ the poison sphere, far too simple a stratagem against so cunning a target as Jager. Why did you choose that, might I ask?”
“He is a simple merchant, rich and arrogant,” said Mara. “I have used the poison sphere against such men before. I did not think he would see the danger.”
The Matriarch tapped her thin fingers together. “You did not think a man as notorious as the Master Thief of Cintarra would exercise caution?”
“The what?” said Mara, puzzled. “He is a merchant, Matriarch. Or so I believed.” 
Rotherius looked at Cassius and let out a nasty laugh, and the younger man shifted. 
“You truly do not know?” said the Matriarch. “Cassius, I am disappointed in you. I instructed you to tell Mara of her target. Did you disobey me?”
“Of course not, Matriarch,” said Cassius, a faint sheen of sweat appearing on his brow. For an assassin, the man could not keep a straight face. “I went to tell her of your instructions, but she had already left the domus, and by then…”
Mara understood. The Matriarch enjoyed playing little games with the Red Family, setting them against each other in petty feuds that often turned bloody. She claimed it kept them vigilant and strong in their service to Mhor. Mara suspected the Matriarch simply enjoyed the spectacle. 
“Do not lie to me, Cassius,” said the Matriarch. “You disobeyed my command, no doubt in hopes of seeing Mara fail and die. Disappointing. Only the strong and the clever prosper in the service of Mhor. I had expected better of you.” 
“Matriarch,” said Cassius, more sweat appearing on his face, “I must…”
“Silence,” said the Matriarch, turning back to Mara. “This halfling Jager is no mere merchant. That is simply the cover identity he uses to mask the source of his great wealth. He is in fact the man known as the Master Thief of Cintarra.”
“Him?” said Mara. “The Master Thief is real?” 
She had heard the tales, of course. The mysterious Master Thief of Cintarra, who had robbed the Prince’s Castra and the domi of a score of prominent comites and knights. The Master Thief who had broken into the High King’s citadel in Tarlion and made off with some of the treasury’s jewels.
“He is quite real,” said the Matriarch, “and the tales about him have only been slightly exaggerated. Quite an audacious little rodent. As you can imagine, such a bold thief gains powerful enemies, and those enemies made an offering to Mhor to have the Red Family exterminate him. It took a great deal of potent sorcery to uncover his identity, and once I had, I sent one of my most skillful assassins to kill him.” Her bottomless black eyes turned to Cassius. “Until another of my children managed to bungle the affair.” 
“Forgive me, Matriarch,” said Cassius. “Let me kill the Master Thief. Let me prove myself worthy.”
“No,” said the Matriarch. “Mara had incomplete information. Therefore the task is hers. My daughter, you shall find Jager and you shall kill him. And if you fail…”
“My life is forfeit,” said Mara.
“Not at all,” said the Matriarch. “You do not believe the word of Mhor, but instead choose to believe in the Dominus Christus and the feeble superstitions of the church.” Cassius scowled at that, and even Rotherius’s mouth thinned. They believed in the word of Mhor as Mara did not, but the Matriarch kept Mara because she was useful. “Why bother to kill you? What a waste that would be.” She smiled her cruel smile. “Instead I shall simply reclaim your bracelet, and you can serve me for all eternity. Is that not fair?” 
Mara felt a chill, her right hand straying to the jade bracelet around her left wrist.
The Matriarch did not need the threat of death to keep Mara under control. The Matriarch could do far worse things to Mara than kill her.
Mara’s dark elven blood granted her the ability to command the shadows, but it also carried a curse. Sooner or later it would overwhelm her, would spin out of her control. And after it consumed her, she would transform into one of the monsters of the dark elves, the war beasts they used against their foes. The lesser beasts, the urvaalgs and the ursaars and the others, were made from animals. But the more powerful creatures of dark magic, urshanes and urvuuls and worse things, were created when the dark elves mixed their blood with that of other kindreds. Mara’s father had intended that fate for her, had she not escaped with her mother.
And the Matriarch would do the same to Mara if she was no longer useful. 
Mara closed her eyes. “It will be done, Matriarch. He will die.”
“Good,” said the Matriarch. “I expected no less of you, my child. I have always prized your service. For you will serve me, one way or another.” 
 
###
 
Four days later, Mara stood outside of Jager’s domus.
It was rather more opulent than the Matriarch’s lair. A small garden encircled the domus proper, its walls of crisp red brick. Liveried footmen stood watch at the gate. Mara walked past the garden wall, noting the position of the windows and the doors. This time she wore the clothing of a common maid, a bundle of rolled washing under her arm, and the footmen paid her no notice. She kept walking, leaving the wealthier districts of Cintarra, and came to a tavern overlooking the river. Mara had rented a room there, to use as a base as she plotted Jager’s death. 
It would not be much longer now. She had noted the position of his guards and doors, and with her skill at stealth and command over the shadows, she could enter his domus, kill him in his sleep, and escape before anyone noticed. The Matriarch wanted his death to look natural, and there were any number of ways to achieve that. 
Mara still thought it a pity as she climbed the rickety wooden stairs to her room. She had rather liked Jager with his boldness and quick wit.
She unlocked the door, stepped into the room, and froze.
“Greetings again.”
Jager sat in the room’s chair, his boots propped on the narrow bed. 
For a moment Mara stood motionless, her mind sorting through possible answers.
“It is inappropriate,” she said at last, “to enter a lady’s room without an invitation.”
Jager grinned. “You are no more a lady than I am a lord.” 
“You do not know that,” said Mara. “Perhaps I am the exiled daughter of a nobleman, making her way in a cold and hostile world as best she can.” That wasn’t completely divorced from the truth. Of course, if Jager knew that her father was a dark elven nobleman, the dreaded Traveler of Nightmane Forest, then he would try to kill her on the spot. 
Jager got to his feet, offered an elaborate bow, and again kissed the fingers of her right hand. “I can be utterly certain of that.”
“And just why is that, sir?” said Mara.
“Because,” said Jager, “you are far too polite to be a noblewoman of Andomhaim. You haven’t thrown a tantrum once yet.”
Despite herself, Mara laughed. God knew that most of the noblewomen she had met had hardly been paragons of virtue and sobriety. Some of them had hired the Red Family to dispose of their husbands. “Perhaps I simply locked myself in a closet and carried out my tantrum there.”
“Unlikely,” said Jager, “giving that you have been watching my domus for the last few days.” 
That displeased her. Had she been that obvious? “And it is peculiar for you to call me polite, given that I tried to kill you.”
“All the more proof that you are not a noblewoman of Andomhaim,” said Jager, “given that killing is honest work. Well.” He thought for a moment. “At least closer to honest work than a noblewoman would ever venture.” 
“As opposed to thieving?” said Mara. “Bold words from the Master Thief of Cintarra.”
Jager grinned. “I steal from the nobles and their pet merchants. God knows they deserve it.” He tilted his head to the side, thinking. “You…didn’t know, did you? The Red Family didn’t tell you? Oh, dear. You should find a different line of work, my lady Mara. Sooner or later they shall fail to give you information about a target far more formidable than me, and that will get you killed.”
“Everyone dies,” said Mara. Certainly worse potential fates awaited her than death. “Which I suspect I may find out sooner or later. Are you here to kill me, Master Thief?”
“Not at all,” said Jager. 
“Then to turn me over to the Prince’s magistrates, then?” said Mara.
“Actually, I wish to invite you to dinner,” said Jager. “It is growing late, and believe me, I know firsthand how all that sneaking about can fire the appetite.”
Mara blinked in astonishment. “You…are asking me to dinner?”
“I believe I just said that, yes,” said Jager.
“You are aware that I have been hired to kill you,” said Mara. “That is an important fact, and I hope it has not slipped your mind.” 
“It is hard to forget,” said Jager. “But if you are trying to kill me, I suppose we can do it in comfort, no?”
“Why?” said Mara, baffled. 
He offered a shrug. “Because you intrigue me. Because I dislike boredom. Because I don’t turn my back on risks. Because in chaos lies opportunity.” He flashed his grin. “And because I would enjoy the expression on the faces of the fat fools at the Sheathed Sword…and unless I miss my guess, I think you would too.” 
“Very well,” said Mara. She could always kill him at dinner, and the more she knew about him, the better the chance of accomplishing her mission. “Let me change and I shall join you.”
“Of course,” said Jager, leaning against the wall and folding his arms. 
She gave him an arch look. “You may wait in the hall.”
Jager grinned and swaggered out the door.
 
###
 
A short time later, they sat at a table in the Sheathed Sword. As Jager predicted, the surrounding merchants seemed surprised, which did amuse her. Still, if too many people realized that she was a member of the Red Family, her effectiveness would be limited, and she might even get killed.
“Tell me,” said Jager, sipping at his wine. For all the fine food offered at the Sheathed Sword, he ate only sparingly. Likely he needed to remain fit for running across rooftops and climbing through windows. “Who has hired my death?”
“I don’t know,” said Mara. “The information was not given to me.”
“How very typical,” said Jager. “You do all the work and receive none of the credit, I assume?” He took another sip of his wine. “Let me guess. I can think of perhaps three or four dozen men who might wish to purchase my death. Or perhaps they pooled their funds. I cannot imagine you come cheap.” 
“I do not know,” said Mara. “I have never hired an assassin of the Red Family.”
Jager laughed. “Why haven’t you just stabbed me? As enjoyable as this little game is, simply stabbing me or slicing my throat in my sleep seems like less work.”
“Your death is to look like an accident,” said Mara. “And I would have slain you at our first meeting, had I know you were in fact the Master Thief of Cintarra. I would not have used so simple a stratagem.”
“Why, thank you,” said Jager. “It’s always nice to be called clever. And your masters did not tell you that I was the Master Thief? It is good to know that incompetence extends even to the ranks of the fabled Red Family.” 
Mara frowned. She hadn’t expected him to deduce that. She would have to be even more careful around him. “What a peculiar man you are.”
“Thank you,” said Jager. “But do elaborate.”
“A halfling merchant is rare enough,” said Mara, “but a halfling thief?”
His smile took a sour edge. “And what did you expect? That I would be the servant of some corrupt noble? That I would wait on him hand and foot and accept his insults with good cheer, all while prattling about our long and honorable tradition of service?” 
“Have I touched upon a sore point?” said Mara. 
Jager grunted. “So it would seem. But I suspect you have your own sore points as well.”
“Oh?” said Mara. “Do elaborate.”
“You needn’t be an assassin,” said Jager.
Mara laughed. “And will you try to talk me out of it, then? Convince me to repent and leave behind my life of iniquity? You know nothing of me.” 
“No,” said Jager, “but I do know that you must have a very compelling reason to be an assassin.”
“Enlighten me, sir,” said Mara. 
“You are beautiful woman,” said Jager. He smiled. “A bit short, true, but I know firsthand that height is an overrated quality.”
“Until one needs to fetch a jar from the top shelf,” said Mara. 
He laughed. “You could easily charm someone to get the jar for you. Which is precisely my point. If you wanted, you could command large sums as a prostitute.”
Mara raised an eyebrow. “If that is flattery, you are doing it wrong.” 
“You already kill strangers for money,” said Jager. “Is that much worse than sleeping with strangers for money?”
She could think of no good rebuttal to that, so she gestured for him to continue.
“And since you obviously find that idea distasteful,” said Jager, “you could simply disguise yourself as some minor noblewoman and find a wealthy husband that way.”
“Perhaps I enjoy killing,” said Mara. “I’m good at it.” She didn’t know if it was a legacy of her dark elven blood, or if she was simply good at it the way some people were good at knitting or drawing. “Everyone needs something they are good at. Such as stealing.” 
“Religious motivation, then,” said Jager. “You are a devoted follower of Mhor…though rather more polite about it. I’ve met a few Mhorite orcs, and they are quite unpleasant.”
“No, I do not follow Mhor,” said Mara. 
“Then I would hazard a guess,” said Jager, “that someone in the Red Family has a hold over you. Blackmail, maybe, or some sort of coercion. One sees it all the time in criminal enterprises.”
Mara said nothing. He could not know the truth, could not know about her dark elven blood and the enchanted jade bracelet upon her wrist. Yet his guess had come closer to the mark than he knew. 
“And will you rescue me, sir?” said Mara, putting a bit of mockery in her voice. “Carry off the fair maiden from the lair of the dragon?”
Jager snorted. “If you are a maiden, then I am the Prince of Cintarra. And you don’t need me to rescue you. I am trying to rescue myself. If I talk you out of killing me, the Red Family will send someone less competent after me.” 
“And what about you?” said Mara. “Why steal?”
Jager shrugged. “Why not? Perhaps I’m bored.”
“Or you could be a halfling servant,” said Mara.
His smile didn’t change, but a bit of hardness came into his amber eyes. “And give up all of this?”
“You’re going to die, probably in a lot of pain,” said Mara. “Boast all you want, but sooner or later I will find a way to kill you, and even if I fail, someday you’ll make a mistake and get killed. If you’re a servant, you won’t have all this adventure and wealth. You might have to wait on some fat fool of a knight. But you’ll have security and peace. You could find a wife and have a crop of children, instead of a long drop at the end of a short rope.” 
His smile did not waver, but his eyes got colder. Angrier. And…sad, perhaps?
“All that could be true,” said Jager. “But perhaps I tried that life, and found it wanting.” 
“You were betrayed, I think,” said Mara.
“And how do you know that? Were you there?”
“Because,” said Mara, “only betrayal can create that kind of rage.”
“Well.” Jager sighed and took a longer drink of his wine. “You think I was betrayed, and I think you were coerced. Let us make a bargain. Tell me if I am right, and I shall tell you if you are right.”
They sat in silence for a moment.
“You are,” said Mara.
“And you are, too,” said Jager. “The honorable life of humble service and devoted duty. I believed in that once. I believed it with all my heart…and then my eyes were opened.”
“I’m sorry,” said Mara.
“An odd thing to apologize for,” said Jager, “considering you are going to kill me.” 
“I know what it is to lose something,” said Mara.
“We all do, in the end,” said Jager. “So you have been coerced into joining the Red Family. Was it money? They bought up your debt? Or a threat over a…parent, perhaps, or a child, or a lover?”
“My parents are long dead,” said Mara, since her mother was dead and he would not believe that her father was the dark elven lord of Nightmane Forest. “I have no children, and no lovers.”
“Then what is their hold over you?” said Jager.
“You would not believe me,” said Mara, “if I told you.” 
“Well,” said Jager. “Aren’t we a pair? The rogue and the coerced assassin.”
“You are wearing a mask, are you not?” said Mara.
“Really?” said Jager. “An appalling thing to say about my face.” He rubbed his cheek. “I shave every day, you know.”
“All the jokes and the smiles and the audacity,” said Mara. “You’re a very sad man beneath it all.”
He shrugged. “One can weep or laugh.” He lifted his goblet. “A toast, then. To all we have lost.”
Mara lifted her goblet, and they drank to it.
 
###
 
“Well, my daughter,” said the Matriarch later that night. “How goes the hunt?”
They stood alone in her solar, the Matriarch gazing into the darkened garden. The Matriarch often invited Mara into the solar at night. She held the rest of her servants in contempt, and she seemed to consider Mara the closest thing she had to an equal, even if Mara was a half-breed bastard. So the Matriarch often talked to her, or at least at her, for hours. 
“It is a dangerous game, Matriarch,” said Mara. “He knows I am of the Red Family, and he knows that even if I fail, others will come.”
“But he speaks to you nonetheless,” said the Matriarch in her unearthly voice.
“Yes.”
“Why?” said the Matriarch.
“I think,” said Mara, “that he is lonely. That he rarely has the opportunity to speak honestly with someone.”
And if she were honest with herself, she knew that both things were true about her as well.
“Enemies can often be candid with each other,” said the Matriarch. “A deadly game you play, my daughter. Do not fail me. For if you do,” her empty black eyes strayed to Mara’s left wrist, “the consequences shall be most dire.” 
 
###
 
Two weeks later, Mara sat in an overstuffed chair in Jager’s library, her knees drawn up around her, another goblet of wine in her hand. The library was as opulent as the rest of the domus, the shelves lined with handsome books. Jager had admitted that he had not read most of them, that he had bought them as simple markers of status. 
“Ten years,” said Mara. She had drunk too much wine, and it had gone to her head. 
“You’ve been part of the Red Family for that long?” said Jager. He sat in the chair next to hers, both of them facing the crackling fireplace. 
“Almost,” said Mara. “My mother died. Orcish raiders had taken us as slaves, and she never stopped looking for an opportunity to escape. It came, and we took it. But she was already sick, and the journey was too much for her. She died in the wilderness, and I have been alone ever since.”
“And the Red Family found you,” said Jager.
“Yes,” said Mara, taking another sip of the wine. Actually, the Matriarch had found her, as Mara had struggled to keep from transforming into a monster. But Mara did not dare tell Jager about the Matriarch. The Matriarch valued her secrecy, and would kill them both if Mara breathed a word about her. “They were…impressed by my skills. How I had survived on my own for all these years. They recruited me.”
“So you joined, as you had nowhere else to go,” said Jager. His voice had the faintest hint of a slur. Perhaps he had drunk too much and lowered his guard around her. Or perhaps he was trying to lure her in. “And now, years later, you regret it, and they have a hold over you.”
“No,” said Mara. “I never wanted to join. They coerced me from the beginning.” Without the jade bracelet, she would have transformed into a monster years ago, becoming the slave of the Traveler or whatever dark elven lord found her first. 
“It is a cruel world,” said Jager. She looked to see if he was making a joke, but he gazed into the fire instead, his expression distant. “Still, my past is not as cruel as yours, it seems. I am sorry for your losses.”
“Thank you,” said Mara. She felt a little woozy. She had indeed drunk too much wine. “What of your family?”
Jager shrugged. “Dead. Mostly. My mother died when I was a child. My father died about…nine years ago. I do have a sister. But we have not spoken since my father’s death. She…would disapprove of some choices I have made. Severely, I fear.” 
“It was your father’s death,” said Mara. “Wasn’t it?”
“Wasn’t what?” said Jager.
“That made you lose your faith,” said Mara. “That made you hate the nobles of Andomhaim so much.”
Jager stared into the fire. “Yes.” 
“I’m sorry, too,” said Mara.
Jager let out a bitter little laugh. “An odd thing to say to a man you plan to kill.”
“True,” said Mara. “But I do not want to cause you pain. I do not delight in cruelty. I am not a dark elf, I am not…”
She stopped talking, aware that she had said too much.
“A dark elf?” said Jager. “An odd thing to say.”
“You have made me drunk, sir,” said Mara, hoping to cover her lapse. “One might think you have untoward intentions toward me.”
“Well, of course I do,” said Jager. “But considering you plan to kill me, that is a most hypocritical accusation.” 
“True,” said Mara.
Jager grunted, got to his feet, picked up a poker, and started to shift the coals in the fireplace.
Mara stared at his back, which she had to admit she found handsome, and a thought occurred to her.
They were both slightly drunk. Or more than slightly drunk. All it would take was one sharp push, and he could crack his skull on the mantel or the side of the fireplace. When the servants found him in the morning, they would assume that he had drunk too much wine, lost his balance, and fell. Or, even better, Mara could push him now and then fake a hysteric fit, weeping and screaming until the servants arrived. They would simply assume their master had tried to seduce her, lost his balance, and come to a tragic end.
It all flashed through her mind, clear as crystal. 
She stared at Jager’s back, and did not move. 
She desperately did not want to kill him. It had been a long, long time since she had been honest with someone other than the Matriarch. And the Matriarch was cold and hard, her heart as black as her eyes. The Matriarch only laughed at her pain, regarding it as an amusing diversion. 
Jager straightened up and turned, and the moment passed. 
“Were you planning on pushing me into the fire?” he asked. 
“Certainly not,” said Mara, holding out her goblet.
Jager grinned and refilled it. 
 
###
 
A week later, Mara stood in the Matriarch’s solar again. This time Cassius stood at the left of the Matriarch’s chair, scowling at her. 
“It has been over three weeks, my child,” said the Matriarch. “And the Master Thief of Cintarra yet lives.”
“I know, Matriarch,” said Mara. 
“Do you mock me, child?” said the Matriarch, a note of anger entering that alien voice. 
“Of course not, Matriarch,” said Mara. “I would never…”
“Do not presume to question the Matriarch,” rumbled Cassius, his black eyes digging into her. “She has brought us the word of Mhor. You dare to question her?”
“I would never question her,” said Mara. “Nor go against her wishes.”
“Of course not,” said the Matriarch. “Your devotion does you credit, Cassius.” The Red Brother beamed at the praise and bowed. “And I am sure our Mara would never go against my will. Yet it is my will that the Master Thief of Cintarra perishes. And he still lives.”
“I will kill him, soon,” said Mara. She would find a way. She would force herself to do it. She had killed at the Matriarch’s command before.
But this time…
“Yes,” said the Matriarch. “Soon.”
 
###
 
A month after that, Jager finally told her what had happened to his father. 
“He was the seneschal of a knight of Caerdracon,” said Jager, his voice quiet. They stood on the balcony at the rear of his domus, looking at the light of the moons glinting off the water of the River Cintarra. “Our family served that knight’s family for centuries, since before the wars with the Frostborn and the urdmordar, before the Two Orders were even founded. My father was the knight’s seneschal, and…I wanted to be him when I grew up. To be the perfect halfling servant, just as he was.”
“And then he died,” said Mara.
“Murdered, to be precise,” said Jager, staring into the river. “The knight’s son killed a freeholder. At the trial, the knight convinced my father to take the blame for the good of the noble house. They promised my father they would spare his life. Instead they let him be executed to protect their secret.” 
“I am sorry,” said Mara. “Truly, I am.” She had seen her mother die of illness and exhaustion, but it would have been worse if she had been betrayed and murdered. Or perhaps the pain would have been the same either way. 
“So you can see, I think,” said Jager, “why I hold the nobility of Andomhaim in little regard. I started by burning down the knight’s domus and stealing his valuables. I thought I might go to Westhold and become a merchant, but the nobles there were just as corrupt, and I…kept stealing. I was good at it. Very good at it.”
“I can see that,” said Mara. She waved a hand at the domus. “It paid for all of this.”
“I wound up with more money than I knew what to do with,” said Jager. “I have caches of it hidden across the realm. Properties and businesses I bought under false names. I could retire and live in comfort for the rest of my days.”
“Why don’t you stop, then?” said Mara.
“I don’t know,” said Jager. “I don’t know how to do anything else.”
“I suppose I do not, either,” said Mara.
They stood together in silence for a moment.
“We could leave, you know,” said Jager.
“Leave what?” said Mara. “The balcony? The weather is quite nice tonight.”
“Cintarra, I mean,” said Jager. “We could leave the city. Strike out together and start anew, far from the Red Family.”
“What would you do then?” said Mara. “Keep stealing?”
“Probably,” said Jager. “But I would pretend to be a merchant. Maybe I would actually become a merchant. I’ve been making more money from my legal interests lately.”
Mara shrugged. “You can do that without me. Go and leave the Red Family behind. If you disappear, we’ll never find you again.”
Jager looked at her without blinking. “Maybe I don’t want to go alone.”
Mara’s heart sped up. 
He stepped closer to her. 
“I’m supposed to kill you,” said Mara. 
“You don’t have to kill me any more than I have to be a thief,” said Jager. 
“Why would you want me to come with you?” said Mara, her throat going dry. 
“What do you think?” said Jager, one hand coming up to stroke the side of her face. 
An electric jolt went through Mara at his touch, and she shivered. 
“Jager,” whispered Mara. “I think…you should probably kiss me now…”
His hand slid along her cheek as he leaned forward, brushing the hair near her ear.
Her ear.
She flinched in alarm, jerking away, and her hair came loose, exposing her ear.
“Mara,” said Jager, blinking. “What? Is…”
Then he saw her pointed ear. 
Mara bit her lip, surprised at how upset she was. 
Jager blinked several times, his hand still lingering near her face. 
“That…was not what I expected to see,” said Jager. 
“I suppose not,” said Mara, her body tensed. “I told you the truth. My mother was a slave. My father…was the Traveler.”
“A traveler?” said Jager.
“No. The Traveler of Nightmane Forest,” said Mara.
His eyes widened at that. “Then you are…”
“Half human,” said Mara, “and half dark elf.”
Jager did not look away from her. “But…I thought that dark elven half-breeds…”
“Transform,” said Mara. “I would have. But the Matriarch…”
In that moment she realized that she would tell him everything.
“The Matriarch is a dark elven sorceress,” said Mara, “and she rules the Red Family from the shadows. She found me, and gave me this bracelet. It suppresses the transformation. Without it, I will become a monster. That is why I kill for the Red Family. Because without that bracelet, I will become something terrible.”
She waited for him to answer, for him to attack her, to demand that she leave.
“Or you could come with me,” said Jager. 
Mara blinked. “But the Matriarch…”
“If she thinks that you are dead,” said Jager, “if we disappear together…you can take the bracelet and go. You can be free of the Red Family and do as you like.”
“How?” said Mara.
“I will think of a plan,” said Jager. He grinned. “I am rather good at plans.” 
“And…you want me to go with you,” said Mara.
“Of course,” said Jager. 
“Even…knowing that I am half dark elven,” said Mara. “Even knowing that I might…transform one day and kill you.” 
“We all have to die one day,” said Jager. “And we are both outcasts, are we not? The halfling who forsook his family’s tradition and the half-breed assassin.”
“This could be a trick, you know,” said Mara. Somehow she found herself holding his hands. “You could be luring me away to kill me.”
“This is true,” said Jager, stepping closer. “You could be trying to trick me. Luring me to a quiet place to kill me. Seducing me with your beauty.” 
“You think my beauty is seductive?” said Mara. 
“Perhaps this will persuade you,” said Jager.
He drew her close and kissed her. Mara went rigid at first, and then melted into it, her hands running through his curly hair. It went on and on, a pleasing warmth spreading through her.
At last they broke apart.
“Well?” said Jager, his voice a little hoarse. “Have I persuaded you?”
“Not yet,” said Mara. “But I would like you to keep trying.”
“As you wish,” said Jager. He took her hand and led her inside.
 
###
 
Later, sometime after midnight, Mara stretched, the sheets of Jager’s bed smooth against her skin. Considering how much of her life she had spent sleeping on the ground, she could appreciate the luxury. Mara stretched and sat up, the blankets falling away, and saw Jager standing near his wardrobe, getting dressed. 
“Is that it, then?” she said, half-joking, half-afraid. “You’ll have your way with me and slip away in the night?”
“Given that this is my domus,” said Jager, “that would be unwise.” He looked at her and grinned, and Mara remembered that she was not wearing any clothing. “And if I did that, I would miss this most excellent view.”
“Flatterer,” said Mara. 
“Though I am glad you are awake,” said Jager. “I had some thoughts on how to escape from Cintarra.”
“You do?” said Mara. She rolled to her feet and stretched, aware that Jager was admiring the view, and she felt both a little embarrassed and quite pleased by that. She began to gather her clothing. “What did you have in mind?”
“We fake our deaths,” said Jager. “I have quite a few people annoyed at me, given that they hired you to kill me. And I imagine that the Matriarch is rather offended by betrayal.”
“That is rather an understatement,” said Mara, donning her shift and then her dress. 
“So, we shall fake our deaths,” said Jager. “We’ll steal a few corpses from the mortuary and secure them here. Then we’ll start a fire in the bedroom. That will give my servants time to escape, and when they dig the corpses out of the rubble, everyone will assume that it is us. Most likely the Matriarch will believe that you tried to kill me and things got out of hand.” 
“Will that work?” said Mara.
“It has before,” said Jager. 
Mara frowned. “You mean you have stolen corpses and committed arson to fake your death before?”
“Only twice.”
“Twice?” 
Jager smiled. “A long story.” Mara finished dressing, pulled on her boots, and clipped her dagger to her belt. “Would you care to walk with me to the mortuary? A friend of mine works there, and more importantly is most amenable to bribes.” 
“Charmer,” said Mara. “We…”
The door burst open. Jager spun and snatched up his short sword and dagger in one smooth motion, the weapons’ jeweled hilts glittering. Mara drew her dagger and stepped to his side, holding the blade out before her. Three men stormed through the door, armed with swords and daggers. They wore leather armor the color of blood beneath hooded dark cloaks. Masks of red steel covered their faces, wrought in the shape of grinning skulls.
The masks of the Red Brothers of Mhor, worn when they went to kill in the blood god’s name. 
Evidently the Matriarch had lost patience at last. 
“Run,” said Mara, her voice hoarse. “Go!” 
Jager said nothing. Did he wonder if she had betrayed him? If she had lowered his guard only to invite the Red Brothers into his domus? 
“Traitor,” said the lead assassin, his voice familiar. He reached up and lifted his mask, and Mara saw Cassius’s blocky features glaring at her. “I knew you would betray the Matriarch. I knew your zeal for Mhor was lacking. But I never expected you to spread your legs for a halfling worm.”
“Flattery, sir?” said Jager. “You should know that I am not amenable to it.”
He took a sidelong step towards the massive wooden wardrobe. 
“Silence, dog,” said Cassius, gesturing with his sword. 
“What do you want, Cassius?” said Mara, hoping to buy time. Perhaps Jager had a rope and could scramble down from the balcony. 
“Don’t think to beg,” said Cassius, taking a heavy step forward, his weapons coming up. “I want the blood of the target poured out as an offering to Mhor. And I want your blood, Mara. A fitting end for you, since you spurned Mhor.”
“Since I spurned you, Cassius?” said Mara, hoping to keep his attention upon her. “Jealousy? Well, I’m not surprised. Jager was twice the man you’ll ever be.” 
Jager snickered. “Why, thank you.” He took one more step toward the wardrobe.
“Shut up,” said Cassius. 
“Kill me if it will make you feel better,” said Mara, “but then live with the knowledge that I preferred a halfling to…”
Cassius bellowed in fury, dropping his skull mask back into place, and Mara saw her death in the movement. The shadows stirred within her, rising in response to her fear and rage, and she knew that if she removed her jade bracelet and called to the darkness, she would transform. She would become invincible and immortal, and could slaughter Cassius and the others with ease. 
But in her rage, she would likely kill Jager. And anyone else she could find.
And then the Matriarch would exert her will and make Mara her slave forever. 
No. Better to die as herself. That had always been the best fate Mara could hope for. 
Though she wished she could have spent more time with Jager…
She raised her chin and set herself as Cassius strode forward.
In one smooth motion Jager plucked a massive crossbow from the wardrobe, raised the weapon, and pulled the trigger. 
The quarrel blurred past Cassius and sank into the chest of the assassin behind him. The assassin fell with a gurgling scream of pain, blood leaking from his skull mask. For a moment Cassius froze, stunned by the sudden death, and Mara sprang into action, driving her dagger for his chest. At the last moment Cassius twisted aside, and Mara’s blade sliced his left shoulder, drawing blood. The Red Brother bellowed in fury and attacked, and Mara retreated as Jager charged into the fray, his sword and dagger flying. Both Cassius and the surviving Red Brother were bigger and stronger than Jager, and were both hardened killers. Yet Jager was faster and considerably more nimble, dodging their attacks with ease. Yet he did not manage to land any blows, all his efforts devoted to staying ahead of his foes’ attacks. It would only take one solid hit to wound him critically, maybe even to kill him. 
Mara reached for the shadows within her blood. Cassius knew about her ability, and would have taken precautions against it. If she simply disappeared, he would be ready for a surprise attack. 
So she covered the entire room in darkness. 
The effort made her light-headed, but shadows blanketed the bedroom, drowning the light from the fireplace. Both Cassius and the Red Brother bellowed in fury, but Jager made no sound at all. Mara darted to the right, jumping upon the bed, and tensed.
The shadows dissipated, and she spotted Cassius a few feet away. The second Red Brother screamed as Jager’s short sword and dagger entered his back. Jager ripped the weapons free and stabbed again with grim efficiency. The Red Brother collapsed, and Cassius bore down on him. Jager whirled, trying to block, but Cassius had the momentum. Cassius hammered down with all his strength, and though Jager managed to parry, the sheer power of the blow threw him from his feet. 
Cassius loomed over him for the kill. 
Mara sprang from the bed and slammed into Cassius, her left arm wrapping around his chest, her right driving her dagger into his back. Yet she did not have the strength to drive the weapon in deeply, and it only sank an inch or two past his leather armor. Cassius bellowed in rage, and his left fist hit her face. Mara lost her grip and fell backwards, landing hard upon the floor. 
“You stabbed me!” spat Cassius, thrusting his sword toward her. Mara rolled, and the blade missed her by less than an inch. It pierced her skirt and sank into the floor, pinning her in place. 
Mara ripped her skirt free, trying to scramble backward, but it was too late. Cassius reversed his grip on his dagger and prepared the killing blow.
Then he, too, went rigid, a gurgling scream coming from his mouth.
“I stabbed you, too,” said Jager. He climbed up Cassius’s back, ripped free the skull mask, and opened the assassin’s throat. “More than once.”
Cassius toppled to the floor and did not rise again. 
Mara scrambled to her feet, breathing hard. 
“You’re not hurt?” said Jager.
Mara shook her head. “No. You?” 
She was afraid of what he would say next, afraid that he would accuse her of leading Cassius and the others here, that she had seduced him and set him up. 
“Well,” said Jager, “my carpet is thoroughly ruined, but I am unharmed.” 
“Thank you,” said Mara.
Jager blinked. “For what?”
“For…believing me,” said Mara. “For trusting me. No one has trusted me in a very long time.”
Jager grinned and began cleaning his blades on the cloaks of the dead men. “Well, the nobles of Cintarra bought my death from the Red Family, and the Red Family wanted to kill you. I think it is us against the rest of the world, my dear.”
“Yes,” said Mara. “I would like that.” 
“And Cassius did us one favor,” said Jager. 
“What’s that?” said Mara. 
“We won’t have to bribe my friend in the mortuary for corpses,” said Jager, holding out a hand. “Mara, my dear…would you like to commit arson with me?”
Mara smiled and took his hand. “I really would.”
They donned disguises, set fire to the domus, and fled into the night.
And for the first time in her life, Mara felt free. 
 
THE END
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Bonus Chapter from FROSTBORN: THE GRAY KNIGHT
A letter to the surviving kings, counts, and knights of Britain:

I am Malahan Pendragon, the bastard son of Mordred, himself the bastard son of Arthur Pendragon, the High King of all Britain.
You know the grievous disasters that have befallen our fair isle. My father betrayed my grandfather, and perished upon the bloody field of Camlann, alongside many of the mightiest knights and kings of Britain. Before that came the war of Sir Lancelot’s treachery and the High Queen’s adultery, a war that slew many noble and valiant knights.
Now there is no High King in Britain, Camelot lies waste, and the pagan Saxons ravage our shores. Every day the Saxons advance further and further, laying waste to our fields and flocks, butchering our fighting men, making slaves of our womenfolk, and desecrating holy churches and monasteries. Soon all of Britain shall lie under their tyranny, just as the barbarians overthrew the Emperor of Rome.
My lords, I write not to claim the High Kingship of Britain – for Britain is lost to the Saxons – but to offer hope. My grandfather the High King is slain, and his true heir Galahad fell seeking the grail, so therefore this burden has fallen to me, for there is no one else to bear it. 
Britain is lost, but we may yet escape with our lives.
For I have spoken with the last Keepers of Avalon, and by their secret arts they have fashioned a gate wrought of magic leading to a far distant realm beyond the circles of this world, certainly beyond the reach of the heathen Saxons. Here we may settle anew, and build homes and lives free from the specter of war.
I urge you to gather all your people, and join me at the stronghold of Caerleon. We shall celebrate the feast of Easter one final time, and then march to the plain of Salisbury, to the standing stones raised by the wizard Merlin. 
The gate awaits, and from there we shall march to a new home.
Sealed in the name of Malahan Pendragon, in the Year of Our Lord 538.
 
###
 
The day it all began, the day in the Year of Our Lord 1478 when the blue fire filled the sky from horizon to horizon, Ridmark Arban returned to the town of Dun Licinia.
He gazed at the town huddled behind its walls of gray stone, his left hand gripped tight around a long wooden staff. He had not been here in over five years, not since the great battle against Mhalek and his horde of orcs, and then Dun Licinia had been little more than a square keep ringed by a wooden wall, an outpost named in honor of the Dux of the Northerland. 
Now it was a prosperous town of four thousand people, fortified by a wall of stone. Ridmark saw the towers of a small keep within the town, alongside the twin bell towers of a stone church and the round tower of a Magistrius. Cultivated fields and pastures ringed the town on three sides, and the River Marcaine flowed south past its western wall, making its way through the wooded hills of the Northerland to the River Moradel in the south. 
Ridmark’s father had always said there was good mining and logging to be had on the edges of the Northerland, if men were bold enough to live within reach of the orc tribes and dark creatures that lurked in the Wilderland.
And in the shadow of the black mountain that rose behind Ridmark. 
He walked for the town’s northern gate, swinging his staff in his left hand, his gray cloak hanging loose around him. When he had last stood in this valley, the slain orcs of Mhalek’s horde had carpeted the ground as far as he could see, the stench of blood and death filling his nostrils. It pleased him to see that something had grown here, a place of prosperity and plenty. 
Perhaps no one would recognize him. 
Freeholders and the freeholders’ sons toiled in the fields, breaking up the soil in preparation for the spring planting. The men cast him wary looks, looks that lingered long after he had passed. He could not blame them. A man wrapped in a gray cloak and hood, a wooden staff in his left hand and a bow slung over his shoulder, made for a dangerous-looking figure. 
Especially since he kept his hood up. 
But if he kept his hood up, they would not see the brand that marred the left side of his face.
He came to Dun Licinia’s northern gate. The wall itself stood fifteen feet high, and two octagonal towers of thirty feet stood on either side of the gate itself. A pair of men-at-arms in chain mail stood at the gate, keeping watch on the road and the wooded hills ringing the valley. He recognized the colors upon their tabards. They belonged to Sir Joram Agramore, a knight Ridmark had known. They had been friends, once.
Before Mhalek and his horde.
“Hold,” said one of the men-at-arms, a middle-aged man with the hard-bitten look of a veteran. “State your business.”
Ridmark met the man’s gaze. “I wish to enter the town, purchase supplies, and depart before sundown.”
“Aye?” said the man-at-arms, eyes narrowing. “Sleep in the hills, do you?”
“I do,” said Ridmark. “It’s comfortable, if you know how.” 
“Who are you, then?” said the man-at-arms. He jerked his head at the other soldier, and the man disappeared into the gatehouse. “Robber? Outlaw?”
“Perhaps I’m an anchorite,” said Ridmark.
The man-at-arms snorted. “Holy hermits don’t carry weapons. They trust in the Dominus Christus to protect them from harm. You look like the sort to place his trust in steel.”
He wasn’t wrong about that.
Ridmark spread his arms. “Upon my oath, I simply wish to purchase supplies and leave without causing any harm. I will swear this upon the name of God and whatever saints you wish to invoke.” 
Three more men-at-arms emerged from the gatehouse. 
“What’s your name?” said the first man-at-arms.
“Some call me the Gray Knight,” said Ridmark.
The first man frowned, but the youngest of the men-at-arms stepped forward.
“I’ve heard of you!” said the younger man. “When my mother journeyed south on pilgrimage to Tarlion, beastmen attacked her caravan. You drove them off! I…”
“Hold,” said the first man, scowling. “Show your face. Honest men have no reason to hide their faces.”
“Very well,” said Ridmark. He would not lie. Not even about this.
He drew back his cowl, exposing the brand of the broken sword upon his left cheek and jaw.
A ripple of surprise went through the men.
“You’re…” said the first man. He lifted his spear. “What is your name?”
“My name,” said Ridmark, “is Ridmark Arban.”
The men-at-arms looked at each other, and Ridmark rebuked himself. Coming here had been foolish. Better to have purchased supplies from the outlying farms or a smaller village, rather than coming to Dun Licinia. 
But he had not expected the town to grow so large. 
“Ridmark Arban,” said the older man-at-arms. He looked at one of the other men. “You. Go to the castle, and find Sir Joram.” One of the men ran off, chain mail flashing in the sunlight. 
“Are you arresting me?” said Ridmark. Perhaps it would be better to simply leave.
The first man opened his mouth again, closed it.
“You think he made the friar disappear?” said the younger man, the one who had mentioned his mother. “But he’s the Gray Knight! They…”
“The Gray Knight is a legend,” said the first man, “and you, Sir…” He scowled and started over. “And you, Ridmark Arban, should speak with Sir Joram. That is that.”
“So be it,” said Ridmark.
A dark thought flitted across his mind. If he attacked them, he might well overpower them. Their comrades would pursue him. Perhaps they would kill him.
And he could rest at last…
Ridmark shook off the notion and waited. 
A short time later two men approached and spoke in low voices to the first man-at-arms. 
“You will accompany us,” he said.
Ridmark nodded and walked through the gates of Dun Licinia, the men-at-arms escorting him. 
 
###
 
Calliande opened her eyes. 
She saw nothing but utter blackness, felt nothing but the cold stone beneath her back, its chill soaking through her robes. She took a deep breath, her throat and tongue dry and rough. Something soft and clinging covered her face and throat, and she tried to pull it off. But her shaking hands would not obey, and only after five tries did she reach her face, her fingers brushing her cheek and jaw.
She could not see anything in the blackness, but she recognized the feeling of the delicate threads she plucked from her face.
Cobwebs. She was pulling cobwebs from her jaw.
A wave of terrible exhaustion went through her, and a deeper darkness swallowed Calliande.
 
###
 
Dreams danced across her mind like foam driven across a raging sea.
She saw herself arguing with men in white robes, their voices raised in anger, their faces blurring into mist whenever she tried to look at them. 
A great battle, tens of thousands of armored men striving against a massive horde of blue-skinned orcs, great half-human, half-spider devils on their flanks, packs of beastmen savaging the knights in their armor. Tall, gaunt figures in pale armor led the horde, their eyes burning with blue flame, glittering swords in their hands. 
The sight of them filled her with terror, with certainty that they would devour the world. 
“It is the only way,” she heard herself tell the men in white robes, their faces dissolving into mist as she tried to remember their names. “This is the only way. I have to do this. Otherwise it will be forgotten, and it will all happen again. And we might not be able to stop him next time.”
She heard the distant sound of dry, mocking laughter.
A thunderous noise filled her ears, the sound of a slab of stone slamming over the entrance to a tomb. 
“It is the only way,” Calliande told the men in white robes.
“Is it?”
A shadow stood in their midst, long and dark and cold, utterly cold.
“You,” whispered Calliande. 
“Little girl,” whispered the shadow. “Little child, presuming to wield power you cannot understand. I am older than you. I am older than this world. I made the high elves dance long before your pathetic kindred ever crawled across the hills.” The shadow drew closer, devouring the men in the white robes. “You don’t know who I truly am. For if you did…you would run. You would run screaming. Or you would fall on your knees and worship me.”
“No,” said Calliande. “I stopped you once before.” 
“You did,” said the shadow. “But I have been stopped many times. Never defeated. I always return. And in your pride and folly, you have ensured that I shall be victorious.”
The shadow filled everything, and Calliande sank into darkness.
 
###
 
Her eyes shot open with a gasp, the cobwebs dancing around her lips, her heart hammering against her ribs. Again a violent spasm went through her limbs, her muscles trembling, her head pulsing with pain.
Bit by bit Calliande realized that she was ravenous, that her throat was parched with thirst.
And she was no longer in the darkness.
A faint blue glow touched her eyes. She saw a vaulted stone ceiling overhead, pale and eerie in the blue light. The air smelled musty and stale, as if it had not been breathed in a very long time. 
She pressed her hands flat at her sides, felt cold, smooth stone beneath them.
On the third try she sat up, her head spinning, her hair falling against her shoulders. 
She lay upon an altar of stone, or perhaps a sarcophagus. The altar stood in the center of a stone nave, thick pillars supporting the arched roof. The blue light came from the far end of the nave, near an archway containing a set of stairs. 
Calliande sat motionless for a moment, listening to the silence.
She had no idea how she had gotten here. Nor, for that matter, did she know where she was.
And, with a growing sense of panic, she realized she could not remember who she was.
Calliande, her name was Calliande. She knew that much. But the details of her past turned to mist even as she tried to recall them. Shattered, broken images danced through her mind. Men in white robes, warriors with eyes of blue flame, armies of blue-skinned orcs…but all of it slithered away from her grasp.
Something, she realized, had gone terribly wrong.
“They were supposed to be here,” she whispered, her voice cracked and rasping. “They were supposed to wait here.”
But who?
She didn’t know.
Her panic grew, her hands scrabbling over the altar’s stone surface. After a moment she realized that she was looking for something. A…staff? Yes, that was it. A staff.
Why?
Calliande looked around in desperation, her panic growing. 
“They were supposed to be here,” she said again.
But through her fear, her mind noted some practical problems. She was alone in a strange place, her stomach was clenching with hunger, and she was so thirsty her head was spinning. Despite whatever had happened to her, she could not remain here and wait for someone to find her. 
Calliande took a deep breath, braced herself on the edge of the altar, and stood. Her boots clicked against the stone floor, and her legs felt as if they had been made of wet string. Yet she did not fall, and after a moment she took a step forward.
Something brushed her left arm and fell to the floor.
She looked down at herself and saw that she wore a robe of green trimmed with gold upon the sleeves and hems, and the left sleeve had fallen off, exposing the pale skin of her arm. Once it must have been a magnificent garment, but now it was worn and brittle, the seams disintegrating. The leather of her belt and boots was dry and crumbling, and the few steps she had taken had already split her right boot open.
The clothes looked centuries old.
Her fear redoubled. Was she dead? Had she been buried alive?
Another part of her mind, the cold part that had urged her to find food and water, pointed out that a dead woman would not feel nearly as hungry as she did. Had not the Dominus Christus eaten food in front of his disciples to prove that he was not a spirit? 
Whatever had happened to Calliande, she was still alive.
But she needed to take action to stay that way. 
She crossed the nave, her boots crumbling further with every step. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, and she glimpsed more cobwebs stretched between the heavy pillars supporting the ceiling. No other footprints marked the dust. It was clear that no one had entered this chamber in a long time. Soot stained the pillars, and here and there Calliande saw piles of burned wood that had once been furniture.
Had this place caught fire?
She saw the first bones after that.
Three skeletons lay in the dust nearby, clad in rusted armor, swords and maces lying near their bony hands. She saw the marks of violence upon their bones. Plainly a battle had been fought here, long ago, and it had been followed by a fire.
How long had she been lying in this place of death?
Calliande reached the archway at the far end of the nave. A skeleton lay slumped against the stairs, clad in the ragged remnants of a robe. 
A white robe.
She remembered the image from her dream, and reached to touch the bones.
As she did, the blue light brightened, and a specter appeared on the stairs.
Calliande took a step back in alarm, but the specter made no move to harm her. It looked like an old man in white robes, his head encircled by a tangled mane of gray hair, his eyes deep and heavy and sad. 
“Forgive me, mistress,” said the specter.
“You can see me?” said Calliande. “Who are you?”
“Forgive me, for we have failed in our sacred charge,” said the specter. “The Tower of Vigilance is overrun. The warring sons of the old king brought their foolish quarrel here, and the Tower is taken. I wished us to remain neutral, but the others thought differently…and our Order has paid for it.”
“Answer me!” said Calliande. “Who are you? Why am I here?”
But the specter kept talking, and Calliande realized it wasn’t really there. Or, rather, it was not a spirit or a ghost. Rather, it was a spell, a final message to her.
Left by the man whose bones now lay moldering at her feet. 
“I have no doubt they would kill you simply out of spite,” said the old man, “and I have my suspicions of the darker forces behind the strife. But I have activated the defenses of the vault. Sealed it from the inside.” He took a deep breath. “Only you can open it.”
“But that means…” said Calliande. 
That meant the old man had sealed himself inside the vault.
And to judge from the skeleton, he never left.
“Do not mourn for me,” said the old man, “for my course is run. I am wounded unto death.” She saw the spreading crimson stain across his white robes, and realized that he had been wounded. “You will be safe here, until you awaken.”
He closed his eyes and shuddered with pain.
“Mistress, I beg, listen to me,” said the old man. “You were right. You were always right, and I should have listened to you as a young man. This war between the Pendragon princes…no, it did not occur on its own. They were manipulated into it. Mistress, beware.” His voice grew thicker, his breathing harsher. “The bearer…the bearer of the shadow. You were right about him, too. This was his doing. Everything has been his doing…and he has been laboring in the darkness for centuries before Malahan Pendragon raised the first stone of Tarlion itself. Mistress, please, beware…he will come for you…he…”
The specter vanished into nothingness.
And the blue glow faded. 
With a surge of alarm Calliande realized the glow had been part of the spell. And now that the spell’s message had been delivered, the light would fade away.
Leaving her alone in the darkness.
“No!” she said, her voice echoing off the walls.
The blue light faded away a moment later, leaving her in utter blackness. 
Follow this link to continue reading Frostborn: The Gray Knight.
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