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A TYPICAL
' NIGHT IN
| DENERIM

‘I confess to a

1 relbe E%AS gﬁ“—" g "Yes, we're all here and all
. Wardens and all fine.” Bronwyn assured her, a bit shortly.

' YOU ALL RETURN, Morri-
2| »

There was a great deal to do, and not much time to do it in. §

Anders smirked. “You missed a terrific party, Morrigan.
And presents.”

Morrigan glanced at the griffon tabards and rolled her eyes. &

In truth, the new Wardens had taken the bad news far

tite, the nightmares, even the infertility did not seem to

| better than Bropnwyn had hoped. The increased appe- &

particularly distress them. Bronwyn was surprised, as the §

last was the aspect of being a Grey Warden that she found

most troubling. Perhaps because there were now eight of §

| them, and more would presumably be recruited, the fact

that one of them must die to kill the Archdemon did not
seem so immediate and terrifying. Cullen, in fact, almost...

| brightened... at the news, speaking reverently of a such a

noble sacrifice. Leliana, too, had seemed very touched.




"It's like Andraste,” she breathed, "giving her life for the
! whole world.”
. "We're only here for tonight,” Bronwyn told her party.
| "We'll move out early tomorrow. I'll finish my letters,
| and the Commander has promised to send out a courier
| immediately. If anyone here has a letter for anyone in the
§ army at Ostagar, get it to me immediately, and I'll include
| it with my own.”
. There followed visits to the quartermaster, to the farrier,
§ to the smith, to the leather worker. Bronwyn's armor was
| in deplorable condition, and she had the armorer do what
| he could to repair it.
!  When she returned from her errands, Morrigan met
. her, obviously wanting a quiet word.

"Our party will divide, I understand. You are going to
| Denerim.

"T am, but I will not be gone long.”
| "That is perhaps wise of you. Were you planning to take
| a mage with you on your adventure?”

Bronwyn looked at her searchingly. "I was planning to
| take you.”
{ "I do not wish to go” Morrigan informed her. "I am
8 instructing Anders in shape-shifting, and his training
! ought not to be interrupted. In his impatience, he may
8 attempt a hazardous change, and without supervision,
that could be fatal.” She raised a black and perfect brow.

"T...see.” Bronwyn thought she did. Morrigan and Anders

were engaged in some sort of flirtation. If it included mag- §
ical instruction, this was the first Bronwyn had heard of §
it. She had no power to command this woman to do some- |
thing she obviously did not want to do, and her usefulness |
would be compromised if she went unwillingly.

She shrugged. “Very well, then. I shall take Tara with &
me, instead. You and Anders will be under Alistair’s
command.” She smiled faintly at the witch's grimace,
and turned away. In fact, she decided, her mind sorting &
through the changed scenario, Tara might actually be E
better for her purposes...

Their supplies had cost quite a bit. Riordan had been gen- §
erous with his time and information — even with the new
tabards — but Bronwyn would have appreciated an infusion §
of gold. However, that was another reason to go to Denerim.
Trying to access the Warden Compound would not be pru- |
dent, if she wanted her mission to remain secret. However, &
there was the cache in the Market District, and Riordan had |
told her that there was some coin to be had there. :

She sat down at the rough table and scratched out a
cover note for her enormous letter to Fergus.

Dear brother—

I am well and safe. The massive amount of parchment |
enclosed is as much a journal of my daily adventures as it is
a letter to you. Nonetheless, I offer it for what it is worth. No, I §
have not told you everything, for the Wardens will have their §
secrets, as winter will have snow, and the dwarves their ale. I §




| have tasted dwarven ale, by the way, and do not recommend it.
_ The King will be pleased to know that the Grey Wardens of
| Ferelden are now eight in number... or nine if one includes Scout,
| who is probably the best of us! The dwarves have agreed to honor
| their treaty, and are moving south to join with our own army.

|  Orzammar was in absolute chaos when I arrived, with the

§ factions cutting throats in the very streets. You will no doubt be

| horrified to know that it was left to your little sister to sort out
| the muddle. It involved falsified documents, cleaning out the

sprawling lair of a criminal organization, and penetrating far
| into the Deep Roads to find a madwoman. I learned a great deal
| — more, I think, than I wanted to. At any rate, I returned with a

8 crown made by a Paragon, with which I crowned the King of
i my choice before the assembled deshyrs. It was an astonishing

| scene, but I have written of it in greater detail in my journal.
| Bhelen may not be the best king for the dwarves, but he is the
8 Dest ally for Ferelden.

I also saw the Archdemon. I will not say more of that now.
\ That, too, is in that bundle of parchment.

| [ think of you often, and pray that you, too, are well. I am
| doing all I can to raise Ferelden’s allies against the Blight, and
| there is yet more to be done.

She decided to let him know a little of what concerned
{ her, and wrote her next paragraphs in their private code.

|  Father always said that the Orlesians are always up to some-
3' thing, and he was absolutely right. You are not to tell the fol-

1 lowing to anyone but Teyrn Loghain, for good people would

suffer were it to be known: I received a kind invitation from &
the Senior Warden of Jader to meet him at the border. I was §
to give my reply to the commander of Roc du Chevalier, which §
would be forwarded to this Senior Warden Riordan. As Alistair §
and I were ignorant of so much Warden lore, we could see no
sense in rejecting the opportunity. For obvious reasons, I left [
Alistair behind, and went with one of my recruits across the
border, where I was greeted in the grand style by the Chevalier

. du Guesclin. So I have seen the Rock, and it is very great and g

terrible, and I was glad to put it behind me within an hour. -
The next day, I was surprised by the appearance — in dis-
guise — of the Senior Warden and one of his command. They §
had come secretly over the border to warn us not to return to
the Rock, for plans were afoot to abduct us and take us into
Orlais, in order to force King Cailan to admit the Orlesians.
Senior Warden Riordan got wind of it, and being Ferelden- §
born — and a Warden faithful to his principles — disliked being
made use of in that way, and forestalled a disaster. I learned §
from him a great deal of Warden lore — everything, in fact, that §
I hoped for, and know now what Wardens must do to defeat §
the Archdemon. Only Wardens can, they always said, and now
I know why. It is a dark thing, but it will save us all. There are
good reasons to consider Riordan and his companion truthful,
but I will disclose those to you in person.
The quill's end was wearing down. She took a fresh one, §
trimmed the tip a little, and wrote the rest without code.
I hope to see you in three weeks or a little less, as the dwarven




| army makes it way southeast to Ostagar.

Your loving sister,

Bronwyn

) She sat for a moment, deciding if that really was all she
| had to say. Then she blotted the letter, set it on top of the
| rest of the parchment, bound the whole together with a
8 wrapping of heavier parchment and string, and marked
| it for "Teyrn Fergus Cousland.”

. There were others to apprise of her success. She took a
| fresh piece of parchment, and wrote carefully.

My lord Teyrn —

Bhelen is King in Orzammar, and the dwarven army is on
& the march.

_ She paused, smiling to herself. After a moment, her quill
| resumed its scratching, giving numbers, dispositions, routes.

. — with a contingent of the Legion of the Dead, a thousand
8 in number, led by their Commander Kardol himself. These will
| travel by the Deep Roads to the Belannas entrance noted on the
| map enclosed.

.  We hope to reach Ostagar within three weeks, weather and
| darkspawn permitting.

My companions and I saw the Archdemon in that portion of
the Deep Roads called Bownammar, otherwise known as the

y Dead Trenches. The creature was at some distance, but there

8 was no doubt as to what it was.

_' Our neighbors have been very busy. Suffice it to say that I
' have much to tell you that I cannot entrust to writing.

Another, even shorter letter was written to the King, |
praising their dwarven allies, and referring to her letter ;
to Teyrn Loghain for the details.

Tara and Cullen had letters for friends at Ostagar. Even
Anders had a note for his friend Niall. Morrigan, of course,
laughed out loud at the idea of correspondence.

"“You are not suggesting, I hope, that I should write to

. my mother!”

When everything was signed and sealed, Bronwyn took &
them to Commander Roark, who sent a courier out with
them immediately. That much was done. She must make §
plans for her private quest.

Leliana, unsurprisingly, was ready and eager to go.
When Bronwyn explained her idea to her, Leliana was
delighted, and immediately came up with a half-dozen §
ways to improve the scheme. :

"How lucky that I bought a new gown! But it would be §
best if I used the name of a real person...” :

They worked on the details, and then Bronwyn
approached Sten and Zevran, who were both willing to
take part. And then...

“Tara,” Bronwyn asked quietly. "Can you do magic with- §
out your staff?”

"Of course,” the girl replied. "The staff is only focuses my
magic... it makes it stronger, but it doesn't create it."

"Good.” Bronwyn thought a moment. "You are going with




| me to Denerim, and since we are going in disguise, I want
| you to leave your staff behind.

She saw no way around it. There was no way to hide

| a five-foot-long pole on horseback — or in one's clothes.

8 Magic was too useful not to include a mage in the party,
but the trappings of magic were to be avoided.

Next, she must speak again to Alistair. Naturally, he

| was not entirely satisfied with the scheme.

"“You are leaving me in charge. With Morrigan.”
"It can't be helped. Everyone knows we're splitting up.

| Morrigan came to me and said flatly that she was not going

| to Denerim, if it meant leaving Anders. She serves volun-

8 tarily, and I can't force the issue. I want Anders with you.
2 Ordinarily, Morrigan would be my first choice of mage,

| but I will take Tara instead. Besides, Tara knows a spell to
! make the horses go faster and longer, and her own riding
{ is much improved. I cannot take any of the dwarves, for I
| must ride hard for Denerim. I am going with Tara, Leliana,
| Zevran, Sten, and Scout. That is all. You will be moving
| more slowly, marching at the army’s pace.”

T still can't believe we're doing this.” Alistair looked at

her pleadingly. “You could put Cullen in charge.”

"No, I cannot. You are in command, and we are all rely-

ing on you. Hold fast, and the surfacers will join you in a

8 week. While you are waiting, have the dwarves practice

| riding, and keep up everyone's archery, just as we agreed.”

1

: She lowered her voice, and clapped him on the shoulder.

“Your mother is very proud of you, Alistair. You know that. &

If you cannot do this for me, do it for her” :
"Now that's just mean,” he complained. Then, thinking g
about it, he smiled shyly, and gave her a little shrug. Bron- §
wyn laughed, and swatted him on the arm.
_ N N
They left Gherlen's Halt in good spirits. Rather to &
Alistair’s dismay, there was a suitable boat at the West-

. ern Docks, which for a reasonable sum would take them &

across Lake Calenhad. -
"Tt'll be nearly a week before the dwarves arrive at the Deep
Roads entrance,” he grumbled. "It's all hurry-up-and-wait!” |
Bronwyn patiently explained, “That's a warrior's life for &
you. But it will shave two days off my own little detour to
Denerim. [ want to get there, find that bard, get back, and join §
forces with you before you get to Ostagar. Every day matters!” §
Their horses were led carefully onto the boat. The dwarves §
marched as if to their doom: Astrid rigidly stoic, Oghren rum- §
bling curses, and Brosca shooting wild looks over the side. _
"First no stone over our heads, and now no stone under §
our feet!” she muttered rather desperately. “No stone at all!” §
The three of them huddled by a bulwark, looking as if they
were under attack. It had not occurred to Bronwyn until §
then how alien and unpleasant travel over water would be |
to them. The rest of the companions sprawled comfortably
on deck, free of their duties for the moment. Morrigan and §
Anders quietly discussed a gull that had alighted on the




| yardarm. Tara and Zevran whispered together. Tara gig-
! gled, and then burst out laughing. Cullen watched them,
| eyes shadowed. Alistair leaned over the rail, brooding.

| “Alistair!” Bronwyn approached him, and then beck-
y oned Cullen over. Quickly, she murmured to the two

| big men, "I've made something of a blunder. I really did

i not think about how distressing this would be for our
| dwarven companions. ['ve got to do some planning with

| my Denerim party, so could the two of you sit with the

i dwarves and try to distract them? There's that keg of ale

| we brought. How about a round of drinks and some talk?

| They look like cornered rabbits."

: Being kindhearted men, they had no trouble doing as

. they were asked. Brosca looked more cheerful in no time.
! Cup of ale in her hand, she wriggled nearer to Cullen, sit-
| ting as close as she could without actually sitting on his

# lap. Cullen blushed, but did not push her away.

|  The ship scudded before the wind, making good time.
| Bronwyn briefed her chosen companions on their mission.
 She had already spoken to Leliana about their disguise,
! and knew that an experienced former bard would have

| no trouble at all in falling in with her plans.

Leliana said, "I shall take my Chantry robe along. [ shall

¥ look very inconspicuous in it, just as I did in Lothering!”

| Anders overheard that last, and laughed. "Now that's

something I just can't see. I can't picture someone like you

' as a Chantry sister!”

Leliana turned indignant blue eyes on him. "What do |
you mean — someone like me?” _

"Oh, I don't know... " Anders smirked. "Aside from the
deadeye archer thing and the daggers, there's the fact §
that you're a beautiful young woman!”

Leliana came up to him, hands on hips, and stared him
in the face. "As a matter of fact, there were many young
and beautiful women at the Lothering Chantry!”

Zevran laughed. "Tt is true, my friend. You cannot win g
your argument by claiming that the Chantry is home g
only to the old and ugly. In Antiva, the beauty of Chantry
sisters is fabled in song and story.” :

"What story?” Tara instantly demanded.

Zevran laughed and shrugged expressively, “Well..."

"Ha! Zevran wants to tell a story!” Tara called out, clap-
ping her hands. "Story! Story!”

People were looking around in pleasure and interest. :

The handsome elf smiled, flashing white teeth. "Well... §
if you insist... I do know a story about the Sisters of Antiva.” |

'T don't like the sound of this... " Alistair muttered.

"Oh, Alistair!” Bronwyn waved a hand. "How bad can it
be? Besides, he can claim Minstrel's Privilege. We all need
a diversion. Go on, Zevran, tell your tale.

The elf looked very amused. He rose, bowed elaborately,
and began to speak.




ZEVRAN'S STORY OF GROUNDSREEPER MADAL
AND The ChANTRY SISTERS:

y friends, there are indeed people foolish enough
to believe that, once a girl has assumed the robes
of the Chantry, that she is no longer a woman. As
though by taking a vow, she has turned to stone! And if those
| people hear anything contrary to this belief, they rage with fury,
| as if an unnatural sin had been committed, when indeed nothing
| could farther from the truth.

There is in Antiva the city of Treviso, famed for its wine, its
! abundant flowers, and its lovely women. Ah, Treviso! The veiled
2 ladies lean over their balconies and sing to the lute in the twilight!
§ All except, of course, the ladies of a famous Chantry on the
| outskirts of the city. 1 shall not tell you its name, lest 1 detract
| fromits reputation for piety!

Some years ago, there were eight Sisters in this Chantry, ruled
by their Revered Mother, and their magnificent garden was kept
by an elf named Nuto. He had grown old in their service, so old
| that he wished to retire to the Alienage. His wages were paid, and
| he returned to his childhood home, where he fell in with his great-
! nephew, the sturdy and handsome Mahal.

“Where have you been all these years, Great-Uncle?” asked
| Mahal, as they sat on a bench in the sun, drinking wine.

“Oh, 1was groundskeeper for the Chantry outside the walls, and

used to tend the fine, big garden there. 1 would carry water, fetch
'1- wood, do odd jobs. But those women drove me crazy! The worst

of it was that they were all young and full of mischief — even the §
Revered Mother, who is not even thirty! Nothing 1 did suited them. §
This one would say, ‘Plant that rose here!” and another would |
grab the spade out of my hand, and shout, “That’s no good!” and §
another would say, “Why have you not thinned the carrots, you
stupid old elf?” By the Maker, 1 am too old for such tricks! 1 got
sick of it and now 1 shall live in peace, far from the Maker’s Brides.”

“You just left them?” asked Mahal. “Left them to manage on

. their own?”

“That 1 did!” said Nuto with great satisfaction. “Even though £
they begged me to stay in the end, and the Revered Mother told
me that 1 was always welcome to come back, or if 1 would not, to
recommend someone else.”

Mahal smiled, for a wonderful idea had come to him. He was §
filled with a tormenting desire to take care of those Sisters and
cultivate their garden: to plow it, and water it, and fertilize it as §
soon as he possibly could. :

Hewasnot without experience in such work, and yet he knewhe |
might wellberejected, even with his great-uncle’s recommendation,
for he was young and handsome. He cudgeled his brains for a way
to be accepted and then he hit on it. If he were a poor, mute, simple
fellow, unable to speak, surely the Revered Mother would take pity
on him and give him the post of groundskeeper. :

“Why not?” he thought to himself. “No one knows me there. 1
shall write a recommendation for myself on my uncle’s behalf — §
and he cannot read, so | can say anything 1 like!”

No sooner said than done. He wrote the saddest story ever put




| toparchment for the Revered Mother, and his great-uncle signed it
| without even asking Mahal to read it to him first, for the afternoon
| was warm and the wine was heavy. Mahal packed a bag with his

| linen and his tools, rolled up his recommendation, and went his

| way to seek his fortune.

_ He came to the famous Chantry with its walled garden and rang

8 thelittle bell. The sister on duty came — a dark-eyed beauty with
» lustrous locks like clusters of grapes — and she asked the young

| elf his business. He, with a timid dumb-show, made gestures that
8 he could not speak, and gave her the little parchment that sang his

' praises as a gardener and hard worker, and his virtues as a meek
| and modest servant. The sister was not sure what to do, but led
2 him to the Revered Mother, who was busily at work in her office.
» She was a tall and beautiful young woman, of a noble household
! that had lost its fortune and influence, and she had been sold to

the Chantry at the age of twelve to pay the family’s debts.

3 She asked the Sister who he was, and the sister replied, “Your
Reverence, this is a poor mute boy, the great-nephew of dear old
! Nuto. He is an orphan and penniless, and Nuto prays that you will
| give him the post of groundskeeper here, for otherwise he shall
| surely starve.”

i Mahal looked very sad, and he thought so much about what a
shame it would be if the Revered Mother did not let him stay, that
| tears filled his eyes, and the lady’s heart was touched.

. “Very well,” she relented. “Show him the gardening shed with
the quarters next door where old Nuto slept.” She turned to Mahal,
¢ and spoke slowly and loudly, as if he were deaf and stupid as well

asmute, saying, “ hope you will work as hard as your dear uncle!” §

Mahal grinned and bobbed his head, thinking about how hard §
he hoped to work. He was shown his quarters and his work, and |
set to with a will. He thought, “I'll show them gardening like §
they’ve never seen!”

He worked very hard indeed, cutting wood, weeding in the
garden, fetching water for the sisters: working tirelessly and
without complaint. It was clear that he could work twice as hard

. for twice as long as his old great-uncle. The garden bloomed like £

never before, and the sisters felt they had done well in trading £
Nuto for Mahal.

They grew used to him, and then they began to tease him as he §
worked about the grounds. Sometimes they would address the
wickedest little words to him, the way people do with deaf-mutes, §
confident that they were not understood.

One day, he was chopping wood. 1t was hot, and he had §
removed his shirt. Two young sisters stopped to admire his §
muscular frame, and began talking about him, thinking that he |
could not hear a word.

“I'll tell you a secret,” said one, “if you promise never to breathe
aword.”

“Oh, 1 promise,” said the other, “1love secrets.”

“Well,” said the first. “l have heard that there is no greater §
pleasure than what a woman feels when she lies with a man. 1've
often thought of that, and 1've been thinking recently that there §
would be no better way to try it out that with Mute Mahal!”




| forgotten that we have pledged our chastity to the Maker?”

: The first girl said, “There are a thousand things promised to
| him all day long all over Thedas, and He doesn't get a single one.
Besides, there are plenty of girls who will keep their word. Think
| of it! He’s perfect! He can't possibly tell on us, and he’s so very
| pretty. What do you say?”

i At that hot time of afternoon, many of the other sisters were
' taking their rest, and Mahal listened to the girls’ discussion, trying
| not to laugh out loud. In the end, they took him by his hands, and
8 led him back to his own little quarters, soothing and cajoling him
. with many gestures, while he grinned like a zany. Afterward,
§ when the girls talked the matter over, they agreed it was indeed
® the delight they had heard of, and more!

From then on, they took every available moment to go
frolicking with their deaf-mute groundskeeper. It happened
| one day that another sister spied on them from her narrow
# cell window, and called it to the attention of two others. They
watched for some time, and whispered that it must be reported
| to the Revered Mother, but then, changing their mind, they came
| to anunderstanding with the first girls, and they too enjoyed their
! share of the groundskeeper’s attentions.

As time went on, every sister in the Chantry was in on the

secret. The Revered Mother wondered at the happy faces about
| her, fresh and pink as their climbing roses. At length one day, as
she walked in their beautiful garden. Mahal was sleeping under
an arbor, for between tending to the garden and tending to the
¢ girls he was often tired. He looked so young and handsome

that the lonely Revered Mother’s heart hurt for all that had been §
taken from her, and she was tempted beyond her resistance. She §
awakened him, and swept him away to her cell, and kept him §
there several days, to the consternation of the other sisters.

Finally she released him, but was not fully satisfied, and she
became so demanding that Mahal became exhausted with the
efforts of the maintaining the garden and satisfying nine women. So
one night, when he was with the Revered Mother, he suddenly spoke.

“My lady, 1've heard that one cock is enough for ten hens, but g
that ten men could hardly toil hard enough to please a single £
woman. As for me, 1 have nine women to work for, and it’s just
too much. 1 give up. Let me go, for the Maker’s sake.”

The young woman's jaw dropped. “l thought you were mute!”

“So 1 was,” Mahal assured her. “But no more. It must a miracle,
wrought by living here in this holy place!”

The Revered Mother was silent a moment, thinking very fast, §
for all was now clear to her, and she knew she must be very wise
to avoid disaster.

So Mahal was given a goodly sum of gold, and the sisters and §
their Revered Mother bid him farewell with tears in their eyes. He
went home to the Alienage, and used his capital wisely, and with
some generosity. A fine public fountain was built in the center of 2
the Alienage, where all could go to for clean water. Mahal married §
well, and fathered many pretty children, and everyone agreed that
his garden was the finest the Alienage had ever seen. He himself §
attributed this to his useful experiences as a Chantry groundskeeper.




! Zevran smirked at the various reactions. Cullen's face
| was red with rage. "I don't believe any such thing ever
| happened! You slander the Chantry!”

|  Brosca caught him by the arm, and was dragged along
| a few feet. She said, "Well, it's a different country isn't it?
| Maybe they do things differently there!”

§ "That's right,” Alistair agreed reluctantly, "It is Antiva
| he'’s talking about.”

. Leliana pointed out primly, “In Orlais and Ferelden, the
2 Chantry is always careful to appoint Revered Mothers of
| mature years. And there are always Templars to protect
| them. And we all know that there are sometimes people
2 who cannot keep their vows!”

| The mages were still laughing. "That was great,” sighed
| Anders, with heart-felt satisfaction.

: Sten only grunted, his suspicions of Andrastean hypoc-
! risy confirmed.

{ The dwarves had been amused by the story too, if only
| because it was dirty, and made human surfacers look like
| idiots. Bronwyn hid her own embarrassment, not wanting
! to appear the sheltered maiden from the backwoods she
| sometimes felt like. Perhaps she should check out the stories
her people told, before they told them to everyone else...

| In due course, they arrived at the other side of the lake,
and Bronwyn kept their farewells brief and cheerful.
| Alistair was still very uneasy at the prospect of his first

command, and plagued her with his questions and con- §
cerns while she readied her own party for departure. _

"Well," he sighed, running out of ways to delay the inev- |
itable. "Don't get killed. That would be really disappoint- §
ing. All right?”

She squeezed his arm. "All right.”

They cantered off, and as they had previously agreed,
stopped four miles away, near a stream marked on the

. map, not far from the River Dane Road. There, changes &

were made. No one in Denerim needed to know that the £
Wardens were in the city.

The River Dane Road was a green and mossy trail that §
led through the heart of the Bannorn, and on it they §
could gallop straight east to Denerim. The road was not a §
Tevinter masterwork, and so allowances would have to be
made for bad weather; but on horseback, with good luck, §
they could get to Denerim far faster than on the North §
Road, where they might run afoul of Rendon Howe's forces. |

— N T :

Startled farmers backed away as the mounted party §
galloped past.

“Nobles,” grumbled an old woman. "Always have to make
a show of themselves.”

"Fine horses, though,” a red-haired plowman observed.

His brother grunted, "Too good for them knife ears!” :

They were still worth watching, though: the black- §
haired noblewoman in the costly blue gown, big mabari




| hound running at her stirrup, her elf maidservant in a

| better dress than even the freeholder’'s wife dreamed of

. owning. An elf manservant, too, and two guards, one of

| them a giant of a man on a huge warhorse.

| "Ought to have him down south in the Army. Looks like

¥ he could fight them darkspawn all by himself!”

i  The riders took the turn at Green Springs Road, and

| melted into the trees. The farmers went back to work.
e S, S

¢ I am Lady Vera Porodolin,” the self-assured aristocrat

| informed the admiring barkeep, "and I require lodging

| for myself and my retinue.”

1 The Gnawed Noble, quite the finest establishment in

y Denerim, was completely at the lady’s service and that of

| her plentiful gold coin. A large suite — on the ground floor

| — was available. The lady was from Ostwick, it transpired,

# which accounted for her pretty accent, and she had come
| to Ferelden to see after some private business. Taking the
! hint, she was promised the well-known discretion of the
| inn. A pair of servants, a pair of guards, and a fine hound

8 were not too large a party to house. A bath was arranged,

| food was ordered, the horses were stabled, and life at the
Gnawed Noble Tavern went on, in its expensively quiet way.
. The dark-haired elf servants were good-looking, of
8 course, but that was nothing remarkable. Neither were
the two guards: a warrior in shabby chainmail whose

: visored leather helmet hid her eyes in a professionally

1

threatening manner, and a big Qunari. Qunari guards
were becoming quite the fashion in aristocratic circles. |
Neither of them said much, which was the mark of reli- §
able bodyguards. The dog was a real charmer. The lady |

liked to keep to herself. Plenty of ladies did.

The trays of food were brought, the door was shut, and
the lady's party left to eat in peace. _
Bronwyn removed her helmet, blowing out a breath. Noth-

. ing much was said while they inhaled their meal. Over the £

past few days, they had gone over the plans in detail. -
"That was the house, all right,” Leliana assured them.

"I remember it well" She changed into her Chantry robe, |

and pulled the elaborate braids out of her hair. "No one
notices a Chantry sister in the Market District. I will go §
along the street, apparently on errands of mercy, and §
watch the house. There is a corner on the opposite side §
where I can conceal myself” :

"Right,” Bronwyn rose, and peered out the window at the |
street. Now, just after blazing noon, the Market District §
teemed with life. "Zevran, Sten: position yourselves where we §
agreed. Listen for all the gossip you can. Tara, you're with me. §
['ll meet the rest of you opposite the house after sunset.” :

Leliana slipped out of the inn, avoiding the notice of §
the maids. The rest of the party went about their business, |
just as a noble lady's servants ought to. :

"This way,” Bronwyn muttered to Tara, who nearly §
walked into the wall as she stepped into the street. The elf &
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| looked about in eager delight.

! 'Tt's enormous!” she whispered, eyes radiant. "I never imag-
| ined a city could be so big! Could we go to the Alienage? Or is
| it too far? I'm sure I came from the Denerim Alienage, but I
| don't remember anything about it! Let's go, Bronwyn!”

| "Nottoday,” Bronwyn whispered back. "And remember to
i call me Jennet!" She was not sure she wanted to go there
| anyway, and deal with Tara's disappointment and horror.
| Considering what the elf had thought of Dust Town, it was
8 likely that the Alienage would seem far worse, since the
| inhabitants were her own people.

| "What's that?" Tara whispered, pointing to a shop door.
| Bronwyn smiled. "The Wonders of Thedas. It's a shop
y full of things made at the Circle. Amazing stuff, really.
! Books and magical artifacts...”

"I want to go there!”

"Shh... Maybe we will, but not now.”

| She had been told how to slip into the unguarded
! warehouse, and also how to unlock the door to the
| secret room. Now that Tara was a Warden, it was fit-
| ting that she learn this as well.

i The warehouse was a jumble of crates and barrels.
Bronwyn moved softly, looking about for guards or mer-
{ chants. Her luck held, and it was deserted. Moving to the
i back, into a small alcove, she tested the locking mech-
anism. A harrowing pause, and then the cupboard slid
| away, revealing a room lit only by a few tiny windowed

holes, too small for anything other than a mouse or the |
sun's rays to penetrate. _

"Scout,” she ordered. "If anyone tries to open the front ;
door, let me know and delay them until I can close the §
room up again.”

A quick yip assured her that she was understood. Now,
to see what they could find...

"All I have to do is bind my breasts down,” Bronwyn told
Tara, heady with success. "It's more than I hoped for. With §
the gold I took, I can go to Master Wade's and fix it up a
bit. Wade is the best armorer in Denerim. My father and §
brother always go to him. I've never been there, so there’s &
no chance he'll recognize me..."

New armor was a cure for low spirits, she discovered.
Furthermore, there was far more in the cache — really a §
good-sized room — than armor and weapons: there were §
books and foodstuffs. There were cloaks and blankets and §
tents and scrolls and journals. There were armor stands |
and weapon stands, and chests filled with treasure and
coin. She could carry only little with her, but she took a
great deal of the gold, a quiver of fine arrows, and some
maps and books, as well as a set of heavy dragonbone §
chainmail that she was absolutely sure would fit her. In
the privacy of their rooms at the Gnawed Noble, Tara |
helped her into it. There were a few dings, here and there, |
that needed to be hammered out. The straps needed to be




| fastened more tightly than on the previous owner, but that
{ would be no trouble. It was decent armor — better than

t decent. It was infinitely better than the shabby practice

| armor that she had worn since the night of the attack on

§ her home. She felt no sentimental attachment to that relic.

She dug an awl from her pack, and set about drilling

i new holes in the straps. Tara stepped out to the bar to ask

| after a reliable laundress. There was no reason they could

| not have their linen seen to while they were in Denerim.

Thus is was that Tara carried a basket of dirty shirts

¥ and smallclothes out of the Gnawed Noble, with Bronwyn,

| helmet concealing her identity, trailing along. The inn-

8 keeper had recommended the services of one Goldanna, a
. woman only steps from Master Wade's shop.

The laundress was sharp-tongued but business-like,

! and agreed to have the lot washed, dried, and ironed by
| sunset the next day. Tara did the talking, playing the part

| of the elf maidservant, while Bronwyn lounged by the

| door, every inch the bored guard.

The laundress said, "If you'd come much later, I couldn't

§ have promised tomorrow, what with the to-do over the

King coming back to town, but I'll see you right.”

Bronwyn was so surprised that she blurted out, "The

| King's in town?"

The laundress snorted. "Didn't think you had a tongue

in your head. That's right. He's back and a good job for

1
1

: him, too. Got himself wounded down south, and he's

come back so the Queen can give him a bit of cosseting.
Not that he don't deserve it, poor soul. It's a hard thing, all §
this fighting and killing and all them darkspawn. Lucky &
we've got Teyrn Loghain to look after us.”

They moved on to Master Wade's shop, which was as

. fascinating as she had always imagined. Wade and his

shop assistant Herren, however, were not particularly £
fascinated by her. She was just another bodyguard of

. just another noble, and Denerim was swarming with £

them. Wade was only interested in his art, and second- &
hand heavy chainmail was not a sufficiently challenging
project. Luckily, Herren was interested in ready cash, and §
within a few minutes, Wade gave his grumbling consent 3
to make some adjustments to her new armor right away.

“It's worth every copper to me,” she assured them. "I'm §
lucky to come into this. It's so superior to what I've been |
making do with!” :

"Yes, yes, yes,” sighed Wade, "Spare me your tale of woe. §
We've heard them all. Keep an eye on that mabari of yours. §
I'm not responsible if he singes his tail.”

The forge sparked with Wade's hammer blows. Bron- §
wyn watched in amazement at his skill, and Tara crept §
out of a corner to join her. The alterations Wade was will- §
ing to do would be complete by the morning.

"It would do more harm than good to tamper with it §
further. It is... adequate armor. I suggest you mold yourself §
1o it, rather than demanding it mold itself to you.”




"Thank you, Master. And do replace any straps and
} buckles that are unsound.”

.  Wade and Herren rolled their eyes at each other, and
| Herren looked askance at the old chainmail that Bronwyn
| wanted to sell to him. He told her loftily that it was only
| good for scrap metal, but that he would take it off her
. hands when she picked up her new armor.

"Might I interest you in a helmet?” Herren ventured,
| regarding hers with contempt. "I have something quite
| superior in dragonwing...”

Bronwyn laughed. "I like this style.”

"Ah.” Wade and Herren exchanged another glance, this
8 time one of complicity. Wade pointed out, “You haven't
. asked the price of the alterations.” Herren tried to hush him.
i  Wade did mostly custom work, but there was a stock
| of excellent second-hand pieces. Herren liked her a little
# Dbetter when she found some dragonbone gauntlets that fit
| her. She caught him discreetly eyeing her weapons, which
| she knew were uncommonly good for a mere bodyguard.
| She gave him a cheeky grin. Let him think her a scaveng-
| ing mercenary, if he liked.

! "As such a very good customer,” Wade drawled, "I might
add some advice. You seem to be new to Denerim. Am
§ 1 right? Well... keep your little elf friend close. After all
8 the unpleasantness at the Alienage, tensions are running
| high in some quarters.”

"The laundress next door had no problem... " Bronwyn began.

Wade sighed, his eyes to Heaven. "In exalted quarters. §
Bann Vaughan is always interested in pretty elf girls.” :

Herren tried to hush him again. "We don't want to get §
involved!” he hissed in Wade's direction. He gave Bronwyn §
a professional smile. "You didn't hear Wade. Sometimes he
speaks indistinctly. I've warned him about it

"I didn't hear a thing.”

Bronwyn and Tara strolled around the Market District,

. looking and listening. They bought hot pasties from one

street vendor, and a red apple each from another. Some &
people did not seem to see Tara, or want to sell to her, but
they had no problem with a tall woman warrior. Bron-
wyn was munching her apple when she heard a high, &
nasal voice she recognized immediately.

It was her cousin, Lady Habren Bryland, with maid
and bodyguard in tow, torturing a silk merchant with §
her shrill demands. Bronwyn had not seen Habren in §
years, but there was absolutely no doubt it was she. Bron- §
wyn edged closer, admiring the yellow silk in her cous- §
in's manicured hands. Her shadow fell on the cloth, and
Habren looked up, displeased.

"Get away, churl! How dare you look at me? My father
can have you sent south to fight darkspawn!”

Tara said, "Come away, Jennet!” and pulled at her arm.
Bronwyn looked at her cousin, her lips twisted in a sour |
smile. Habren's bodyguard tensed, then relaxed as Bron- §
wyn withdrew. Scout raised a leg and gave his opinion.




{  Well, Bronwyn had known that Habren was in Denerim. I‘ described the interior of the house in detail, and told them &
y She wondered what had come of the matchmaking coun- § S8l what she had observed, while tearing hungrily into the §

2 cil between Cousin Leonas and Arl Urien. It would be a
! good marriage for Habren, in a material light. For the
8 people of Denerim, who would some day have Habren as
! their Arlessa? Perhaps not so much.

% Gossip they overheard confirmed that the King was
| back in Denerim. Nobody seemed to know much about it.
| Loghain was still with the army, so there had been no
8 disaster on that front. Apparently the Arl of Denerim had
| come with the King. When questioned, no one appeared
| to think the King's wounds dangerous... rather, they were
8l just serious enough to need some convalescence away
2 from the fighting. Now and then, she heard some sarcas-
| tic remarks, but only a few. The King was a popular figure.
: She caught sight of Zevran and Sten, early on. Eventu-
# ally Zevran slipped away to their meeting place, and after
| sunset, so did Sten. Bronwyn, still pleased with herself
| about her new armor, strolled a bit more, buying some
¢ food and drink for Leliana. As the sun dropped below
§ the horizon, the merchants closed their stalls for the day.
| Carts wheeled out of the Market place, and Bronwyn and
Tara clung inconspicuously to the edges of the buildings,
! moving down the little dead-end street where Marjolaine
8 lived. Scout padded ahead, shaking off the attentions of
the last of the children playing in the dirt.

They found Leliana's hiding place. She once again

food Bronwyn gave her.
“She has at least two Qunari guards. As I said, there isno
back entrance. I remember that well from when I used to

. live here. A man left the house and then returned, and I'm

sure he's an apostate mage — the way he holds himself tells
a lot. He also has a very large walking stick.” She laughed

. softly. "Marjolaine lives there. I'm sure of it, but she almost £

never goes out during the day. At night, however... " -
"If she goes out,” Bronwyn whispered, “We go in. If noth-
ing happens before midnight, we'll go in anyway.”
Darkness fell over the city, and the stars glittered above. &
The usual noises came from the surrounding houses: a
man and woman quarreling, a child wailing for attention, §
someone throwing dirty dishwater out into the street. Far- §
ther away, there was a thread of sound from the Chantry, §
as the choir intoned the Chant of Light. Leliana sighed softly. §
Boots crunched on the ground, turning the corner, and §
a cloaked figure strode into view. Behind him was a well- §
armed guard. Bronwyn put her hand out to still her com- §
panions’ eagerness. :
The cloaked figure rapped three times and then once |
more on Marjolaine's door.
"Message for the lady.” :
The door creaked open, and there was a muttered con- |
ference. The cloaked figure passed some parchment to




| someone within, and Bronwyn heard him hiss, "No — he
| wants to see her himself!” There was more talk, and after a
| moment, the door opened wider, and three people emerged
| from the door: a cloaked woman, a heavily armed Qunari,
| and someone who might be...

: Tara nudged her, and nodded. Yes, a mage, then... The door
| closed, and there was the sound of a bar sliding into place.
After the sound of their footsteps faded, Bronwyn made
| up her mind.

:  "We're going in, and we'll wait for her inside. Try to keep
| at least one of the guards alive.”

. Sten grunted acknowledgment, and Zevran chuckled softly.
"All right, let's go,” Leliana murmured.

.  Bronwyn strode up to the door and knocked three times,
| and then once. "Message for the Lady.”

i  Someone inside unbarred the door, and cracked it open,
8 "What's going on — "

! He froze in place, caught by Taras spell. Bronwyn
| leaped into the room, and found herself attacked by one of
| the Qunari guards. Leliana flanked the man, and snarled
! as she drove her dagger under his armpit. Scout charged
! him, and knocked him down. Behind them was a thud
and gurgle, and Zevran's excited laugh. Another spell
| hissed, and the two guards were dead.

' They were in an anteroom, dimly lit by a pair of candles.
It was not an unattractive place. Another door accessed
'1- the rest of the house. The walls were plastered and white-

washed. The plank floor was covered by woven rugs. There
were benches for visitors, and a big wardrobe for storage. |
Bronwyn bit her lip. Yes. It was big enough for her purposes. &

“Bar the door, and put the Qunari in the wardrobe,” she §
ordered quietly. "And hide that other poor fellow in the big
chest. Let's move this rug a bit to cover the bloodstains.”

It was done. They drew a deep breath and eased the
next door open.

Lightning popped at them, its sudden brightness burn-
ing dark patches in Bronwyn's vision. Tara ran out, low &
and quiet, and shot a freezing spell into a doorway. A pair
of warriors rushed out from the opposite side and Leliana |
and Zevran were on them. Sten did not roar a battle cry, &
but was the more terrifying for his silence. He sneered at
the Qunari who faced him, and knocked him backwards
with a brutal slam of his sword pommel.

“Katara, Tal'Vashoth!” he growled, driving his blade
through his opponent’s neck.

A tell-tale sphere of blue light bloomed in a doorway, |
and Bronwyn rushed at it. She tripped, caught by a booby- &
trap, and fell head-long, but not before she could lash §
out at the mage's feet with her silverite blade. The man
shrieked, ankles spurting blood. Scout was leaping past §
her, smashing the man back against a bench.

Tara cried out, but it sounded more like victory than
distress. Bronwyn untangled herself from the tripwire, §
and dusted herself off.




What had been quite a nice house was now a shambles.

| The cozy sitting room floor was littered with bodies, and the

¢ furniture was splintered with blows and charred with spells.

! Blood smeared the wall by the door like a crude painting.

Zevran came out of the single bedroom, calling out, "Clear

here!” On the other side, the open doorway appeared to lead

| to a kitchen and larder. There was a faint, smothered rustle.

.'; Scout growled and lowered his head. Bronwyn glanced at

| Leliana, and they moved in to check it out.

There was an alcove to the right, where the noise had

| come from. Bronwyn stepped out to look into it, and saw a

! young girl crouching in the stone laundry basin.

"Please,” she whimpered. "Please don't kill me.” Trem-

. bling and young, her voice was sweetened by an Orlesian

| accent, and her eyes were large and blue. "Please,” she
! sobbed, nodding at Scout. "Please, I'm afraid of big dogs.”

"Put your hands up,” Bronwyn ordered, "and come out

| of there slowly.”

Leliana sighed deeply, looking the girl over. "Marjolaine

| has a new apprentice, I think."

"No!” the girl cried. "I am only the kitchenmaid. Madame

| brings me from Orlais. I cook, I clean, I serve Madame!

I am never allowed to go out! Please, please save mel!

! Madame is so cruel!”

Bronwyn was relaxing, about to lower her sword,

when Leliana’s voice sounded in the little room, hard and

| unyielding. "Marjolaine is never cruel to her tools,” she

1

contradicted, "until she is done with them — " :

The sharp little dagger was spinning out of the girl's §
hand already, and a flask of acid was ready in the other. &
Bronwyn snarled as the dagger lodged in her leather §
helmet, and she lunged quickly, her sword extended. The

. flask of acid dropped and broke, the fumes rising up, sharp

and acrid. Scout barked, rearing back from the stink. _
"Stupid girl!” Leliana said bitterly. "Dying in a laundry

. tub for the likes of Marjolaine.” The girl sagged to her [

knees, coughed, and was dead. Leliana's voice rose. "Did §
you think she would die for you?”

They left her there, the acid eating away at her skin. |
One of the mages was badly wounded, but still alive, and
they took away his staff and bound his hands. Zevran §
knelt over him, the point of his sword as the man's throat. |

And then they had a talk. Tara would heal the man, §
which he needed if he wanted to live, but at a price. Sten §
and Scout guarded the front door, waiting for the return |
of the mistress of the house. :

“You're not from the Chantry,” the captive mage guessed. §
He was a bearded, rangy man, who looked like he had
gone for long periods without enough to eat. :

“No,” Bronwyn said shortly. “We're not from the Chantry. §
I don't care if you're an apostate. I want to know all about
Marjolaine and what she’s up to. Where does she keep her |
papers? Who is she working with? Give me something I |
can use, and this lady will stop you from bleeding to death.” |




He was only hired help, and so was perfectly happy to

| tell them anything that would save his life. He was not

. allowed into the lady's private room, but he knew her

! papers were there. He did not go with her to meet her cli-

8 ents, but he knew who some of them were. His testimony
was written down, his bleeding stopped; and he was tied

| up and put under a sleep spell.

Leliana, of course, remembered all of Marjolaine’s

| hiding places: even the secret drawer in her desk. Behind
! a bookcase were hidden files and something that Leliana

| called "dossiers,” which contained lengthy information on

| every important person in Ferelden.

In easy reach were the bard's tools of forgery: model

. letters from individuals which were rewritten to suit her

! needs. Bronwyn flipped through them, and her stomach
| dropped at the sight of one of her father’s, along with some
{ drafts of the document that Marjolaine had transformed

| it into. It had taken some attempts, evidently, before she

! had made it something useful for her purposes. Knowing
| Father, it was clear to Bronwyn which was the original. It

8 was quite bad enough. She read it through, and then read

through it again with growing anguish.

"Oh, Father!” she whispered. "How could you do that to me?”
m‘w

Two hours passed, while Bronwy_n, Leliana, and Tara

sorted through the papers. Bronwyn's misery had hard-

1
1

: ened into a cold, dark rage that she grasped like a sword.

4
She would be taking everything here, and the nobles of &
Ferelden would bear the consequences. :
Zevran was watching at the window, and gave the quiet

signal that Marjolaine was returning. The companions
assembled in the anteroom to wait.
"T would like to talk to Marjolaine,” Bronwyn murmured.

"The others need to be eliminated instantly.”

Sten unbarred and opened the door at the secret knock,

. his size and armor making him much like any other [

Qunari in the gloom. Marjolaine and her guards did not g
realize the substitution until they were inside, and the
door closed behind them. :
The woman was stunned, and her surprised body- §
guards disposed of with lethal dispatch.
"Bar the door,” Bronwyn said, her voice icy and inhuman §
even to her own ears. "We don't want any surprise callers. §
Bring the woman into the sitting room and we'll have a talk.” §
"T1l tie her up,” Leliana said fiercely. "You don't know |
how clever she is.” She slipped her hand into the woman's §
bodice, and withdrew a thick packet of folded and sealed §
parchment. Moving over to a candle, she used heat and
the tip of her dagger to expertly pop open the seal with-
out damaging it. Bronwyn took the packet, paused as she |
recognized the seal, and began reading the contents, her §
brow darkening at every sentence. :
Marjolaine’s hands were tied behind her back, and her |
thumbs were bound togther — a trick Leliana had learned §




| from Marjolaine herself — and she was moved to one of
| the settees. When Bronwyn had read enough, she gave
t a nod. Tara revived the prisoner, and the interrogation
! began. Bronwyn stood in a shadowed corner, not wanting
8 to show her hand right away.

"Ah, Leliana,” Marjolaine said softly, her Orlesian accent
§ drawling out the words. "How lovely to see you! But what
| have you done to yourself? Your hair — short as a boy's! And

| such a color! You have not been taking care of yourself, I fear”
"Is that why you sent your men after us?” Leliana asked.

| "To 'take care of me?' They failed, as you see.”

"You understood my invitation, then. And here you are,’

§ smiled the dark-haired woman, "come back to play the Great
2 Game. | always knew you would, after you tired of your little
! holiday in the Chantry. We are not so different, you and 1"

|  Tara cried, "Leliana is nothing like you!”

. "Ah, a fierce little mage! And pretty, too! Always a useful
| servant — unless they are like that one,” she sneered at the
| unconscious bound mage on the floor.

5 Leliana stood over her, eyes searching. "We killed your
# guards and found your correspondence. You have been
| very busy, here in Ferelden. I thought you would have
gone home to Orlais after the last time we met”

_ Marjolaine laughed darkly. "And so I would, ma petite, but
8l there is always so much to do here in Denerim. I would love
to leave, but not until the Game is played to the finish. I hate

| Ferelden, as you know: the entire country smells of wet dog.

1

The smell is in my hair, my clothes — bah! I cannot get it out.” §
Bronwyn glanced at Leliana, who understood, and ask, §

"And the Game itself? Or the endgame, I should say? It &

seems that you are playing for very high stakes. If you §
succeed, the Empress herself will reward you.”
"Ha!” the woman shook her long dark hair, smirking. §

"Reward me? She might even give me one of these little

dog provinces to rule! To win by marriage what her pre-

. decessors failed to win by war —now that is triumph! That §

is victory!” Her voice lowered to an insinuating purr. ‘And g
there will be riches enough for all. Enough even for you
and your most efficient companions. If you have seen the |
documents I was carrying — and I must presume that you
have —you know that I am on the winning side. To oppose
me might even be called treason! You will never have a |
better opportunity, my dear. Untie my hands, and together §
we shall deliver this very good news to the Empress!” :

Leliana paused, thinking it over. "Untie you so you can |
stab me in the back, you mean...” _

“No, no! Not with all these swords pointing at me!” Mar- §
jolaine laughed. "If you have done so well, you deserve to
be a partner in my success.” :

"And leave?” Leliana seemed off-balance, even hopeful. |

"Tust leave? Go to Orlais, you mean?”

"But of course! We can leave this horrible place behind §
us. I have horses in the Market stables. We can take our |
letter and leave all else behind. Untie me, and we can be £




| gone together, tonight!”

Tara took her cue from Leliana, looking at the bard with

| wide eyes. "Would we really go with her? What about him?"
| she asked, pointing at the mage on the floor.

Marijolaine shrugged. "Bring him or leave him. It is all

| one to me. A little fire will cover our departure.”

"And your correspondence?” Leliana asked. "Do we take

| it or leave it, t0o0?"

"Most should be burned: but the Empress might enjoy

i some of the dossiers. Not all — some are no longer of use...”

Bronwyn spoke, her words dropping like icicles into the

| conversation. "Not the dossier of Teyrn Bryce Cousland,

§ for instance?”” She stepped out, removed her helmet, and
. stared down at Marjolaine. "Not the dossiers of those who

| are already dead by your intrigues?”

i "Ah!" Marjolaine looked up at her. Her eyes changed,
# then, and her voice softened. "You do not look much like
| your description, my dear. War is a hard master, is it not?
! The scar does nothing for you. And such eyes... very com-
| pelling, very strange. They are new, yes?"

“Yes.”

T see. You must know, my dear, that it was nothing per-

sonal. That Arl Howe —how easy it was to make him believe

¢ what he wanted to believe. Your father was a charming

i)

man, and not unskilled, but he played the Game, and lost.”

Bronwyn shivered under the stress of maintaining her

:- calm. She took a deep breath, and hefted her dagger. "Be

sure to tell my nephew Oren,” she murmured in Marjo- §
laine's ear, "that it was only a Game.” :
The dagger struck home and twisted. Marjolaine’s eyes
widened, and she ground her teeth, too proud to scream. §
Her feet kicked out, reflexively, and then she flopped back.
Bronwyn was frozen in place. unable to withdraw her g
dagger. Scout whined, and rubbed against her side.
Zevran took charge of the aftermath. "Now, bellissima,

. let us move her quickly, yes? We must make the house look £

like she has gone on a long journey. We do not want her to g
bleed on the cushions!”

Brownyn could not move. "And by the way,” she snarled §
furiously at Marjolaine’s corpse, "Ferelden does not smell
like wet dog!”

Scout yipped comfortingly, while Zevran and Sten
pulled Bronwyn away. The assassin and the Qunari §
exchanged eye rolls. :

There was much to do, and Zevran was experienced in |
the art of concealing murders. There was a cellar beneath |
the kitchen, and Sten was put to work digging a grave, §
wide and deep enough for all the bodies. It was fortunate
that there was a shovel down there—or not so fortunate
as ironic, when digging quickly revealed that there were |
already bodies under the house.

"How well our hostess has provided for us,” Zevran §
laughed. "Shovels, quicklime to consume the bodies! One |
might almost say she was our accomplice!”




The blood was scrubbed away, and the furniture rear-

. ranged. Bronwyn, still numb from the night's disclosures
. and events, was brought a cup of herbal tea. It was then
| she noticed that the captive mage was awake and looking
§ at her, terror in his eyes.

"What shall we do with this one?” Zevran asked lightly.

8 "It is a pity you have awakened, my friend. Better to die in
| one's sleep, feeling no pain.”

Bronwyn croaked, "Let him go.”
"Bellissima,” Zevran said reproachfully, "you know it cannot

* be. The man knows little, true, but he knows too much.”

"Let him go!” she cried out. "Look,” she said to the man, a

il little desperately. "if you go blabbing to any of Marjolaine’s
} old friends, you'll just end up dead. Here... here's three
| sovereigns. I want you on a ship out of Ferelden tomorrow.”

Zevran sighed. Leliana sat down by Bronwyn and took

# her hand, giving Zevran a look he understood perfectly. "It is
| your noble nature,” she said softly. "I understand that. If that
! is what you really want, Bronwyn, we must take the man
¢ with us and put him on the boat ourselves to make sure of it

"All right,” Bronwyn subsided. "Let’s do that.”
Zevran told the mage, "T hope you appreciate this lady’'s

generosity. Myself, I would kill you now and bury you in
| the cellar, but she is full of mercy, and I am her sworn man."

"What is that you have?” Bronwyn asked Tara, whose

hands were full of something sparkling.

1

"Marjolaine’s jewelry,” Tara told her at once. "It would be

silly to bury her with it

Bronwyn took an angry breath, but Leliana cut in. "That is |
very sensible. Her jewelry is worth a lot of money. In fact, we &
should go through the house carefully. We should take every- §
thing of value, and what we cannot take we should bury with

. the bodies, to make it look like she packed up and left”

It was logical, and perfectly disgusting. Bronwyn pulled £
herself together and gathered all the papers she could find.

. They went into a backpack she found in a cupboard. Mean- £

while, Leliana and Tara packed some of the best clothes, and £
a few of the best weapons. Leliana lingered over Marjo-
laine's beautiful vanity set: brush, comb, hand mirror, and §
jewelry box of silver and ivory, and then packed them too.

The bodies and the unwanted equipment were con-
signed to the deep hole in the cellar. The nameless young §
girl fell backwards like a crushed flower, Marjolaine was §
thrown in next and her arms spread wide, one covering
the girl's face. When all the bodies were in the grave, Leli- |
ana murmured a prayer: :

“I shall not be left to wander the drifting roads of the Fade, For §
there is no darkness, nor death either, in the Maker’s Light, And &
nothing that He has wrought shall be lost.” :

Zevran poured the bag of quicklime over all, and he and §
Sten quickly shoveled the earth back and tamped it down. §
The companions went back upstairs without speaking. :

Murder, Bronwyn thought wearily. That was murder, not |
war. I am a murderer, and I must live with it. Scout sniffed at [




| her, puzzled at her strange smell, and whined.

y Leliana broke the silence. "Let us all wash ourselves
| carefully, and no one will guess what we have been up to."
|  She took her own advice, and after she was clean, she
| went into the bedchamber, looked at herself in the mirror
| briefly, and began changing into Marjolaine's richest silk
8 gown. Bronwyn, wiping off her armor in the sitting room,
| listened to the bard's calm voice, soothing as a lullaby.

, "Ifound the key to the front door. We shall lock the house,
8 ves? If Marjolaine is expected to be delivering a letter in
| person, then no one will be coming here for at least a month.
| Even then, they might think she has had some misadventure,
8 or has changed her mind. Now come, what's done cannot be
. undone, and we shall all sleep late tomorrow.”

: Edwina, the sleepy and irritated owner of the Gnawed
# Noble Tavern was awakened by knocking, and roused her-
| selftolet the foreign lady and her retinue back in. The lady
| was very pretty, very drunk, and very happy. Some sort of
| wild party, Edwina supposed. The guards were silent, and
| the servants half carried the lady back to her rooms.

Y Another typical night in Denerim, Edwina sighed to her-
self. She blew out the candle and slipped back into bed.

ATER 1apreD GENTLY AT THE
EACHED ROWBOAT. Two ravens |
fperched on the bow, sooty |
il feathers gleaming with health.

A Dbrief dispute, and one of the birds pecked at the

other, who fluttered up with a squawk. Anders flapped |

unsteadily back to the grassy shore, and transformed. §
“Ouch!” he complained. Morrigan followed, and resumed §

her human form in the blink of an eye. .
“You must practice, Anders, if you wish to master this |

form. That means, if you do not comprehend it, that you @&

must fly, and fly frequently, whether you find it odd or not!” §
‘T am practicing, and [ was going to fly,” he insisted. "I'm |
just not ready to fly that far!” .
He pointed to the Circle Tower, clear and imposing in
the morning sun. He added, "And I never thought I would
voluntarily go there ever again!” ;
Morrigan stroked his hair with a light touch. He really &
was perfect in every way for her purposes, and not an
unworthy companion. “We must go, and we must go soon.




| In three days, 'twill will be too late. I may never have such
! a chance again!” She leaned in, breath warm and urgent

t on Anders' throat. "And what a rare jest — to plunder the

i Tower for treasures they do not even know they possess!”

Anders’ face vielded a smile at last. "There is that" he

laughed. "T'd risk a lot to put one over on that bastard [rving! I
2 still think his study is the most likely place to find your book.”

“You know the Tower, and I do not,” Morrigan agreed,

| pleased that he was once more in a good humor. “We shall
| fly there, fly back, and none the wiser!”

Her mother had always kept her many secrets close. Yet

| there was that one time they had slipped her leash: after

§ a long journey gathering herbs, they had returned to find
Y Templars rifling the hut. A quick and ugly battle had dis-

| patched the intruders, but Mother’s wrath was bound-
| less when she discovered that two Templars had already
| escaped through the marshes, bearing away ancient tomes,

| and, by chance, her personal grimoire. Rarely had her ene-

! mies so vexed her, and Flemeth had taken her revenge on
| the bodies of the Templars left behind. They had provided

§ her with rare ingredients for some time, and what she had

| no use for had hung from nearby branches until the marsh

birds had their fill. The rest was slowly absorbed by the

! looming sylvan trees themselves: bones, sinew, and all.

Where else would the Templars have taken books of

magic, than back to the Tower where magic itself was

1

: imprisoned? The fools who dwelt therein might embrace

the chains that bound them, but Morrigan knew better. §
To his credit, Anders felt likewise, and had agreed to help |
her search for the lost item. The Black Grimoire, the object &
of her search, would tell her those things that Flemeth §
had not wished to share.

Anders’ price was not high: a tumble or two on the soft
moss of the forest, a kind word now and then, a smile. He
was a comely man, and a gentle lover. He was educated

. and magically powertul, even by Morrigan's standards.

He was refreshingly clean in his personal habits. He §
was, in fact, far and away superior to the rough-handed
Chasinds Mother had lured in to initiate Morrigan in the §
ways of men and women, or the clumsy peasants Mor- &
rigan herself had chanced upon from time to time. His §
company was... agreeable... to her.

She remembered to grant him a smile then, the better §
to have her way. :

"Let us fly now, to the bluff and back again... thrice. If you |
do well,” she purred, "you shall be rewarded as you like!” :

If this was command, Alistair decided, it wasn't so bad. §
At the moment, he really didn't have to do much of any- §
thing. He was lonely, though. He missed Bronwyn even §
more than he had expected. She was the alpha of their §
pack, he decided, chuckling over the image: the leader who
defined them all and their relationships to one another. §
And she was very nice to look at.




They were staying at the Spoiled Princess for the next

! two days. At that point, they would have to move out and
| walit at the meeting place Bronwyn had so carefully marked
| on his map. Until then, they could take turns caring for the

i horses, practicing their marksmanship, trading, sparring
| a bit, or resting. It was a nice place: the innkeeper was a
| friendly sort, and the barmaids seemed to think that Grey

| Wardens were genuine heroes. The ale was good, too.

Bronwyn had suggested that he plan out a schedule, and

8 Alistair had actually sat down at a table in the common

. room and written one out. He went outside, where Cullen
| was exercising his horse, and went over it. Cullen thought

8 it was all right.

‘T like it that you've put the dwarves on horse duty with

| an experienced partner,” he said. "They need to get used to

} them, but we don't want any accidents or injuries.”

Alistair snorted. "I wouldn't call Anders or Morrigan

| exactly experienced with horses.”

Cullen laughed. "Well, they don't confuse them with

| brontos! Speaking of the mages, where are they?”

"I don't think I really want to know. Anders has been

d smirking more than usual lately.”

The horse was reined in. Cullen dismounted, frowning.
| "Anders had something of a reputation in the Tower. Bron-
i wyn won't like it if he breaks that witch's heart.”

| "It's more likely to be the other way around.”

"I don't think she'd like that either. I have to tell you,”

i)

Cullen said frankly, lowering his voice a little, "that I don't §
approve of those mages cavorting off by themselves. It's §
not decent. I don't want people to get the idea that Grey &
Wardens are... are... libertines, or something of that sort!” §

Just at that moment, Brosca leaned out of an upstairs
window, and called, "Cullen! I'm having trouble fastening
my belt. Come upstairs and help me!”

Alistair’'s brows rose.

Cullen blushed, "She doesn't mean anything by it! She's
a nice girl, and not some kind of temptress like that Mor- §
rigan. She's just being friendly.”

"She likes you a lot,” Alistair remarked, completely dead- |
pan. "Don't worry about the horse. I'll lead it back.” :

Astrid emerged from the inn, just as Cullen was enter-
ing, and she granted him a grave nod as they passed. She
saw Alistair walking out the horse, and strode over to him. §

"Oghren said that you were making out a rota of our §
duties. May [ see it?”

Surprised, Alistair handed it over to her at once.

The dwarf woman studied it frowning, and then
nodded. "I might suggest more archery practice, but this
is quite acceptable. The horses require no more care for
the moment?”

"No." Alistair grinned. "Cullen’s very diligent with them.
The point of the schedule is to make sure he doesn't have |
to do all the work with them!”

"Fair enough. We are an order of equals, I understand. It




| is proper that we share all the duties. I see that you have
! nothing planned at the moment. Would you care to spar?”
. Alistair hesitated. It was a struggle to get used to the
| idea of sparring with dwarves — especially dwarf women.
| It seemed too much like attacking children. Astrid was
| still looking up at him coolly, brows raised. She was not
i a child, of course, and would be offended if she knew
| he thought of her as one. The keen blue eyes were not a
| child’s, and no child’s mouth had ever been marked with
| those faint lines of humor and irony.

"Sure,” he said, aware he was staring. He had never real-
| ized that dwarf women could actually be... good-looking.
2 "That would be great.”

.  They sparred, and within five minutes she handed him
| his helmet, so to speak.

|  Alistair gasped, on his back, winded. His entire shield
# arm tingled from the force of Astrid's last blow. She stood
| over him, head cocked to one side.

"“You were going easy on me,” she remarked. "Don't”
"Sorry.”

"Am I a Grey Warden, or not?" she asked.

He sat up, wincing. "You're a Grey Warden.”

! "Good. Because either I'm a Grey Warden, or I'm noth-
| ing; and I don't care to be nothing.”

| She put out a hand to help him up. Alistair was aston-
ished at the strength of her grip. He shouldn't have been,
'1- of course. Wasn't that what people called the dwarves?

“The Stout Folk?” Astrid was stouter than most, he guessed.

“What are you doing?” :

Brosca and Cullen came out of the inn, tankards in hand. §

Alistair dusted himself off, grinning wryly. “Trying to spar.” §

"Nuh-huh!” Brosca laughed, shaking her head. "You
were trying, Alistair: Astrid was succeeding.”

"Well..” he dug the toe of his boot into the dust, embar-
rassed. "Let's go another round.”

They took turns. Each of them had his or her own tricks. &
Some time later Oghren came out and joined in the prac- §
tice. There were special tactics needed to deal with an axe
man like the red-haired dwarf. Astrid knew quite a few, but |
Oghren knocked her flying more than once. Then Brosca f
took on Oghren, and showed what a pair of really fast prac-
tice daggers could do to take down a stronger opponent
when he was still winding up for a crushing blow.

"Or would be crushing, if he could land it!" Brosca
laughed triumphantly.

"That was a good practice,” Astrid admitted. "A decent §
workout. Perhaps the dreams will not be so bad tonight.”

“Don't count on it Alistair warned her, following her §
back into the cozy inn.

She actually laughed a little.

The mages did not return until the first stars came out.

—=a=a :

A night, a day, a night. Two ravens followed the moon- §

light to the dark tower in the middle of Lake Calenhad.




Their arranged destination was a window ledge on the

| second floor. The first raven backwinged down; the second
t landed awkwardly, talons scrabbling on stone. The two
| ravens used their beaks to tug at the stiff, narrow window.
8 After a moment, the hinges yielded, and the window
creaked open. A small aperture: one that no human, elf,
8 or dwarf could hope to enter. For the ravens, however, it
| was more than sufficient. Their dark plumage concealed
| them as they flapped down through the darkened cham-
{ ber to the stone floor, fifteen feet below.

In a2 moment, a man and a woman stood there, eyes

| adjusting to the dim light from the hall beyond. The cham-
8 ber had no door. Anders had led Morrigan to his old digs in
. the Senior Mage Quarters. The Templars allowed the mages
| no real privacy. There were partitions only, and Templars
| could peer at the sleeping mages as their duty — or fancy

— took them: as they washed or dressed or relieved them-

| selves. Mages must not be allowed any privacy, lest they
! go mad, ally with demons, becomes abominations, and
¢ destroy all life on Thedas before breakfast. The tiny win-
8 dows let in minimal air and light, but were not a practica-
| ble exit — unless one could shape-shift, which the Chantry
had decreed was a very improper magical discipline indeed.

It was long after midnight. Only the Templars on guard

§ would be awake, and that not for long, when Anders cast
| Somnium on them.

1
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The two of them peered around the edge of the wall at the

figure in massive armor, leaning a little against the wall.
“Carroll,” Anders whispered softly to Morrigan. "A com-

plete moron, and generally lyrium-addled. No one will be &

surprised if he’s asleep.” _
Morrigan chuckled, and the spell was launched: per-

. haps not as powerful as it would have been had Anders

had his staff to focus it, but strong enough. The gawky &
Templar's knees buckled, and he slid down the wall slowly,

. with a series of quiet clanks.

“Now for the First Enchanter’s study. The door will probably &
be open. There's a Templar on duty at that end of the hall, too.”

Morrigan looked about, yellow eyes taking it all in. These §
endless, circular halls, this maze of bookshelves and stone- &
work might have been her home, in another life. Her home,
or rather, her cage. Not even to have the right to a door! It §
did not surprise her that Anders had tried to escape. :

They glided along the arc of the corridor, watching and §
listening. Anders gave Morrigan a nudge as they neared |
the First Enchanter’s study. He looked beyond, to where §
the stairs led up to the next floor, recognized the Templar §
on duty, and a scowl darkened his face.

“That bastard,” he hissed. "T'll never forget him.” :

Morrigan caught at his arm and quickly shook her head. |
Anders snarled soundlessly, but cast sleep over the man. §
They crossed the hall and tried the door. It was unlocked, §
of course, for even the First Enchanter could not be per- §
mitted a lock on his door.




They eased the door shut behind them, and Morrigan

| raised a light. Not wanting to seem a bumpkin from the Wilds,

e she refused to show her admiration for the wide and lofty

| room, for the fine, carved desk, for the beautiful windows of

8 colored glass and the fascinating trinkets. Instead, she joined
! Anders as he opened chests and rifled the bookcases. She had

| described the Black Grimoire carefully to Anders, and they

| could not miss it, once they laid eyes upon it.

A rustle among the parchment, and a mouse darted

across the floor. Morrigan, fresh from her bird form,

| momentarily saw it as prey, and then noticed Anders’

| knowing grin. She huffed, and went on with their search.

There was only so much she could carry in her robes, and

) still successfully transform. They had devised a plan to carry

| the book, but there were other things in the study that caught
| their interest. Anders found some notes that he thrust into a
| pocket, and a thin volume joined them shortly thereafter.

Morrigan moved to a large chest in a corner, opening it,

| and quickly sorting through the jumble within. Parchments,
| letters... a parcel wrapped in more parchment... more letters.

She paused, and dug through to the parcel again. It was

| book-sized, and yes — it was indeed a book. Carefully, she

pulled the parchment away from a corner, and thrilled

{ with triumph to see the black-dyed leather cover. Flemeth

2 had once claimed that her grimoire was bound in brain- §

| cured human skin, but Morrigan suspected that that was

1

: one of her mother’s tall tales. This leather looked and felt

like oxhide to her. She distracted Anders from his own @
search, and tapped her finger on the book. He hurried §
over, smiling broadly.

"Put everything else away just as it was!” he whispered. §

"Trving may never know it was gone. The library —"

"Anders, we have no time!” She soothed him with a light
touch. "The day may come when, as a Grey Warden, you
can simply walk into the Tower and demand to use the

. library. We will never have another chance to loot the g

First Enchanter’s study!” .
Clutching her precious grimoire, she urged him to the
door. She dimmed her witchlight, and the room fell into §
darkness once more. The door was carefully opened, and
they were relieved to see that the nearby Templar was still
sleeping. Anders sneered, but readied himself to creep out,
and find the window they had entered through. :

Then the door to the next floor opened, and their plans
were changed for them.

“What is — Kendrick! Wake up, man!” _

Anders clutched at Morrigan’s arm. "Knight-Commander §
Greagoir!” he whispered, his blood turning to ice. Grey Warden
or not, it would be fatal to be found poking about the First §
Enchanter’s study after midnight. The door was shut, and the §
two of them backed away hastily, stumbling in the dark.

The Knight-Commander's angry rebuke lasted for some |
time. Then they heard heavy, metal shod footsteps stalk |
down the hall. A pause. The door opened. -




Greagoir held a light crystal up and glanced about the
! room. Behind him stood a sheepish Templar. The two Tem-
. plars saw only vague shadows, and nothing resembling
| mages. It would have taken a closer examination to reveal
il the two ravens hiding behind the chest in the corner.

| “"We will do the inspection together,” Greagoir was stay-
8 ing, "since you seem to have found your duties too great a
| burden tonight.”
| "Sorry, Knight-Commander,” mumbled the Templar.
8 "Won't happen again.”
"It had better not!”

To Anders’ horror, they left the door open when they
8 moved away.
| Morrigan stepped out into the shaft of light from the
! doorway and she murmured, "We can still do this.”
: They could open the small window — very gingerly —
# with the hooked pole kept for the purpose. Furniture had
| to be moved, quietly and carefully, but they could do that,
! too. Anders pulled out the square of fine silk and the long
* light cord they had brought, and Morrigan shifted again —
8 to her preferred shape of a hawk — a hawk big and strong
| enough to snatch up a rabbit. The hawk settled on the
window frame, and Anders wrapped the grimoire in the
| silk and bound it to the hawk's legs, grimacing.

‘T still don't like this,” he told Morrigan. “It's dangerous for you.” i

8 The hawk pecked at him in exasperation. Anders fin-
| ished the last knot, and stood back. "Good luck... "

Morrigan dove from the window into the chilly moon-
light. There was a moment of terror as the book dropped |
the length of the cord and a leaden weight tugged at her.

She opened her wings, and the first downstroke was
agony. All she had to do was make it to the broken end of

. the causeway...

Anders jumped down silently from the desk, and moved &
it back where it had been, rearranging the papers on it. If

. something were out of order, the First Enchanter would

think it was the Templars, spying again. He took a breath, &
and transformed into a raven again, flapping up to the
window ledge, and glancing with keen birdsight to see the §
hawk laboring with its burden.

Darting out, far more swiftly, Anders flew past with §
a “‘caw” of encouragement. The hawk was finding it hard §
going, but there was no help for it now The lake glit-
tered beneath them, silver on black; the broken end of the §
causeway was marble-white. He flew faster, wanting to be
ready when Morrigan arrived. She was coming, a grow- §
ing silhouette against the moon.

A rush of dark feathers, the bump of an unbearable weight. §
Anders hissed as a talon caught his hand, drawing blood. §
He tore at the thin rope, and the knots came free. Between |
one breath and another, Morrigan lay stretched out on the §
cracked stones of the causeway, trembling with exhaustion. |

He fetched his staff and cast a general rejuvenation spell, |

and then used his fingertips and a word to heal his own hand.

1
1




"I hope this bloody book is worth all that. I thought for
! a moment you might not make it," he told her, sweeping
| her up in his arms.

) She did not push him away. "I am not so feeble in will
| as to let a mere book kill me, even though 'tis Flemeth's!”
¢ Cold rain sheeted down, making the encampment at
| Ostagar even more inhospitable than usual. Smoke rose
| from damp fires in a white cloud, reducing visibility from
| the lookout posts.

Loghain, walking along the pickets, heard the chal-
| lenge and the response. Reports from Gherlen's Halt? It
8 was not Roarke's usual time. He must have something
. notable to say. He sent a man to fetch the courier, while he
| continued inspecting the improved defenses Voldrik had
| devised here on the north approach.

: There were two young men, this time, worn out with
| hard riding.

! "We made good time enough, my lord,” one explained. "Arl
| Teagan gave us remounts when we went through Redcliffe”

| "Did he?” Loghain considered it. "Sensible of him. I'll want
| to hear about Redcliffe later. Let's see what Roark has to say..”
Emboldened by his excitement, the other boy burst out,
§ "It's not just the Commander, my lord! The Girl Warden
8 was at Gherlen's Halt and she sent letters for you, and her
brother the Teyrn, and his Majesty!” He saw the panicked
| look on his friend'’s face, and lowered his voice. "I reckon

it's good news, my lord,” he mumbled, chastened.
“Indeed? Then let us have it... " :
He would question the lads later. Right now, he wanted §
to read the letters in the privacy of his quarters at the §
Tower of Ishal. The heavy leather bag was deposited on
his camp desk, and the riders sent off for rest and a meal.
“Stay, Cauthrien. The rest of you are dismissed.”
They were too disciplined to show the disappointment

. they must be feeling. If the news was good, he would tell £

them himself, and in his own way.

There was thick parcel of parchment, directed to Fergus
Cousland, and sealed with the Grey Warden griffon. There §
was a letter to Cailan — a thin folded parchment. And for
Loghain himself...

“My lord Teyrn —

Bhelen is King in Orzammar, and the dwarven army is on §
the march.” :

He felt his lips curl upward. The smile could be indulged, |
for this was the best news he had had in weeks. :

No. Months. Maybe longer.

He told Cauthrien, "It appears that Bronwyn has been
successful in her appeal to the dwarves. They are coming.” §

He read the letter through, and hesitated over the refer- §
ences to their "neighbors.” She must mean the Orlesians,
and that was ominous. :

He gave the letter to Cauthrien to study, while he pored §
over the nice little map Bronwyn had drawn for him. It was




| a useful thing, to know where the Deep Roads lay under

| the soil of Ferelden. Bronwyn had marked them in red ink,
¢ and then shown where the old entrances were situated. It

! was not complete, of course. Perhaps someday he could per-
8 suade her to give him a complete map of the Deep Roads,
! or at least one that showed where they wound underneath

2 Orlais. Of course, an underground march would not be fea-
| sible, but it would be amusing to see if was even possible.

|  Meanwhile, his second remarked, "Based on this, she

8 will be here with the dwarves in less than two weeks.
. Hardly an outcome that anyone expected.”

| Loghain snorted. "You mean it was unexpected by our

8 King, with all his defeatist talk! I am not so surprised.” He

Y gave Cauthrien a grim smile. "I shall see to it that His Maj-
| esty gets the news just as fast as our couriers can reach

i Denerim! Perhaps he will be moved to rejoin us, in order

! to share in what he must describe as a 'glorious moment.”
| Cauthrien considered and said frankly. "It is rather a

! 'glorious moment.' The dwarves last came to Ferelden’s aid

| in the days of the Rebellion.”

: Loghain tried to resist the moment of nostalgia, but it

d swept over him nonetheless: sweet, painful, intoxicating...
"The Legion of the Dead. That name certainly brings

! back memories. Superb fighters, too. She's done well." He

8 studied the Fergus' thick packet, and said, "So, Cauthrien,
It seems that we'll have to reorganize the camp to accom-
| modate our stout new allies.”

1
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After she had gone, he had decisions to make. Cous-
land was already in Denerim, and possibly in parts north. |
Loghain would have to forward this parcel to him tomor- &
row, but there must be untold amounts of intelligence §
within. No doubt both brother and sister would be furious

. if they knew what he intended, but he needed to know just

how far the Cousland family was in with the Orlesians...
Over the years, he had learned skills that would have

. been useful in his younger days. It took time to remove

the seal from the tangled string, but he had also learned g
patience. The lump of griffon-impressed wax was care-
fully set aside, and the string unbound. The heavy parch-
ment was folded back, and the lengthy correspondence f
inside exposed. A note lay on top, and Loghain felt not §
even a moment's shame at reading it.

Eight Grey Wardens? That was impressive. Eight in such |
a short time. After twenty years, Duncan had commanded
only two dozen. Bronwyn had been very busy.

So she had been in the Deep Roads. He did not envy her. He #
had spent time enough and to spare there himself. For some
reason the dwarves had let her choose their king for them. §
That sounded so incredibly unlikely that it must be true. He
liked the idea that she had chosen the king based on his value |
as a Fereldan ally. This was all very satisfactory, so far.

As to seeing the Archdemon... She had no doubt seen |
something...

Ah, yes, their little private code. Very sensible of them.




| How convenient it was to be Commander of the Armies
! and above suspicion: so much so that when Fergus Cous-
s land was away from his quarters, Loghain could walk
| past the guard, tell the man that he would wait for Teyrn
8 Fergus inside, and then go through his private papers and
make a copy of the cipher. How convenient not to have
i been born a nobleman, and thus not to be repressed by
| one's own chivalry. Loghain was proud to say that he had
| not chivalric bone in his body.
4 He found the cipher and began decoding the mysteri-
| ous paragraphs. In a few moments, he laughed aloud.
| “.You are not to tell the following to anyone but Teyrn Loghain...”
i  Well. There was as pretty an invitation to read her cor-
. respondence as a man could ask for. He went back to work,
| quickly decoding the rest, and then sat back, scowling in alarm.
: Bronwyn had been incredibly reckless to cross the border
# and put herself in du Guesclin's hands. Loghain had known
| the father — who had been killed at the Battle of River Dane
| —and a pompous, preening swine he had been.
“For obvious reasons, I left Alistair behind...”

Loghain paused, wondering which reasons had been
| uppermost in her mind. He returned to his reading. So
the Orlesian Warden had lured her to the border? This all
| sounded very suspicious.
| ..secretly over the border to warn us not to return to the Rock,
for plans were afoot to abduct us and take us into Orlais, in
4 order to force King Cailan to admit the Orlesians...”

Loghain sat up straight, eyes blazing. "Foc;T{)f a girl! Do £
you imagine that is the only use the Orlesians would have §
made of you?”

A son of the late king. A daughter of the deceased heir- §
presumptive. The latter was as dangerous as the former,

. for Fereldan inheritance laws being as fluid as they g

were, Bronwyn's claim to the throne was as good as her &
brother's — and as good as an unacknowledged bastard’s.

. If Cailan died in battle, the two young Wardens would

have made a pretty pair of puppet monarchs to dangle E
on Celene's strings. At least this note supported his own
theory — and Howe's — that Bronwyn knew nothing of her §
family's treason. Or alleged treason, if Howe was lying.

This Riordan fellow had intervened for reasons of his own. §
It was touchingly naive of Bronwyn to put it down to some §
sort of attachment to the land of his birth. Though very capa- §
ble, she was young, after all. At any rate, the fellow had inter- §
vened and Ferelden still had its Wardens, and Cailan would §
have no excuse to go crawling to that bitch Celene. :

“...and know now what Wardens must do to defeat the Arch- §
demon. Only Wardens can, they always said, and now I know
why. It is a dark thing, but it will save us all...” :

Loghain blew out a long, long breath. Blood magic, prob- §
ably. The room turned chilly, despite the good fire in the bra- §
zier. He had always suspected that the Wardens had some
sort of dealings with Blood Magic. Why be so very secretive, §
after all? Why did so many of their recruits disappear? What




| power could they wield that was great enough to slay Gods?

_ Did the Chantry know? Or did they suspect? Or had the

¢ Wardens made an arrangement with them, long ago: an

! exception to the ban on Blood Magic, because the War-
8 dens had confided their secrets to the Divine.

It made sense. He grimaced, regretting that the girl had

§ gotten mixed up with anything so foul. Not her fault, of

| course, but very unfortunate.

| Yes, the cunning Orlesians in the Chantry at Val

8 Royeaux must know. They had no doubt passed it down,
| from Divine to Divine, since the days of Kordillius Drakon.
| The Chantry did not interfere with the Wardens — much —
8 and Loghain suspected that it was because they were busy

» holding their noses so very hard.

i So Bronwyn believed that this secret Warden power would

i work, did she? It hadn't done much for Duncan. Did it only

# work on the Archdemon itself? If that was the case, putting

| the Wardens in the vanguard had been a foolish waste.

1 No more secrets. When the girl rode in with her dwarven

¢ friends, she and Loghain would have a very private talk,
8 and she would tell him everything.

| The captive mage's name was Betancourt. He had been

| trained in the Orlesian Circle, and then assigned to serve

8 Marjolaine in Denerim a year ago. Zevran questioned him

when they awakened, gritty-eyed and exhausted, the morn-
| ing after the events at Marjolaine’s house. He had been tied
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up and put under another sleep spell, and now he was fright- &
ened and thirsty and in desperate need of a chamberpot. §
Zevran saw to his comfort and allowed him a hearty break- &
fast. Sten watched him unblinkingly, sword drawn.

The women stumbled out of the inner bedchamber a little

. later, first Tara, then Leliana, and then Bronwyn, who looked

quite awful. Dark smudges purpled the skin under her eyes:
she was haggard and irritable. Leliana encouraged her to

. have a bowl of the inn’s good porridge, which was enriched

with apples and honey and a touch of nutmeg. Then there £
was a good strong cup of honeygrass tea, and then Leliana
insisted on giving Bronwyn's hair a good brushing. :
While she brushed, she told Bronwyn her plan. "You &
said you must go fetch your armor. While you are there,
Zevran and I will take the mage to the docks and put him §
on a ship. We cannot leave until tomorrow, so why don't §
we see a bit of the town... do some shopping,... have some §
fun? I thought I would grieve over Marjolaine, but [ feel as |
if a heavy weight has been lifted from me.” :
With more prodding, Betancourt could tell them quite a bit §
about Marjolaine’s operations: even things he did not know
that he knew. They learned the procedure for delivering mes-
sages to the Palace, and he told them that messages to various |
nobles went through the barkeep right here at the Gnawed
Noble, who was paid a regular fee for the service. Bronwyn
nodded, and filed the information away for future use.
"We have to pick up the laundry this afternoon,” Tara




| reminded her. "I want to go to that Wonders of Thedas place...
| and maybe see the Alienage... if there’s time,” she added.

"Come with me to Master Wade's,” Bronwyn said gruffly.

| "After I get my new armor, we can go to the Alienage. I
8 don't think you'll like it, but you can see it."

"What are you going to do, Sten?” Tara asked.
"I shall guard the mage as well,” Sten answered instantly.

| “We cannot be too careful”

Leliana and Zevran caught each other’s eye, and then

shrugged.

"All right then,” Bronwyn considered, her voice still a

| little gravelly. "We'll run our errands this morning. Let's

8 meet back here for the noon meal, and then we shall go
} to the Wonders of Thedas and perhaps some other shops.

| I also wanted to call on Brother Genetivi, and see if he's
! come home from that quest of his yet. Someone at the
! Cathedral should be able to direct me to his house.”

"Do you think he might have already returned?” Leliana

| wondered.

Bronwyn shrugged. "If he survived at all, possibly. That

8 village he was going to was only on the other side of Lake

| Calenhad, and a day's travel into the hills. I wonder if he

actually heard anything about the Urn of the Sacred Ashes.”

She asked the frightened Betancourt, "Do you still have

8 your three sovereigns? Good. I don't care where you go, as i

| long as it's not Ferelden. Good luck to you, and I hope you

1

: find better friends at the end of your journey.”

"Thank you! thank you! Maker bless you for your mercy!” §
the man replied, head bowed. Bronwyn nodded to him, §
and left with Tara and Scout.

The Gnawed Noble itself was sleepy in the early morn- |
ing. A few chambermaids were at work, silent and efficient,

. mopping floors and sweeping carpets, polishing the long,

shining bar before the rest of the inn was up and doing.
Outside, it was a fair and sunny day. Bronwyn inhaled

. the usual smells of Denerim: fresh bread and rotting gar-

bage; oiled metal and stale urine. She bit back a wry smile, §
acknowledging that there was more than a hint of dog in
the air, but perhaps that was just the proximity of Scout.
They strolled through the market, watching the end- §
less parade of people, listening to the merchants crying &
their wares. It was, luckily, not too early to be admitted |
to Master Wade's workshop. Wade himself was not out of §
bed, but Herren gave her the armor, took her old suit in §
trade, and spoke with professional civility. Bronwyn felt |
better, simply for being in decent armor. After last night, §
she never wanted to see her old chainmail again. She §
paid for the repairs and for the new gauntlets, fended off §
another attempt to sell her a better helmet, and left. :
"You look very impressive,” Tara told her. "So that is drag- §
onbone. What a strange color. I think your other helmet §
will look nice with this. Could we go to the Alienage now?" §
“"We could.”
They could not. They arrived at the Alienage gates to find




| that they were locked. The bored guard on duty informed
i him that at Bann Vaughan's command, the Alienage was
2 closed. No one could go in, and no one could leave without
| his express permission.

| "Them knife-ears have been causing trouble for months,”
the man told Bronwyn. He eyed Tara as he would a mangy

| stray cat. "Move along, now! There's nothing to see here.”

"Sorry,” Bronwyn said to the disappointed Tara, as they

walked away.

"Why would they lock them in like prisoners?” the elf

* protested. "That sounds as bad as the Circlel Who does

| this Bann Vaughan think he is, anyway?"

"He is the son and heir of the Arl of Denerim,” Bronwyn

i explained. "The Arl rules the city, and since Arl Urien was

| in Ostagar with the King, he deputized his authority to his
| son. Vaughan is a rather unpleasant man.”

“Evidently!” Tara bit out, and then stalked along beside

| her, sulking. Scout whined at her consolingly

They went next to the Cathedral, Tara shrinking fearfully

| from the big Templars at either side of the open door. Bron-

& wyn felt like a boor, wearing her helmet inside the sacred

§ precinct, and slipped it off, taking care to remain in the shad-

ows, as far as possible. The light from the stained glass win-

| dows was fairly dim, and glancing about, Bronwyn saw no

1
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8l one she knew, and no one likely to know her in return.

"Behave yourself, Scout!” she whispered. “"We have to put

on our best manners here!” The dog whutfed a dismissal,

unimpressed by his surroundings. :

Bronwyn spoke to the priest on duty, mentioning that she |
had met Brother Genetivi on her recent travels, and was con-
cerned that he had returned home safely. The woman raised §
an inquisitive brow, and told Bronwyn to wait. She moved

. off to a side chapel, and spoke to another priest. Bronwyn

scowled as she distinctly heard the word “crackpot.”
After a moment, the other priest came forward, smiling

. pleasantly: a nice-looking woman in her late thirties with £

coils of fair hair.

"T am Sister Justine. You know Brother Genetivi?”

"We met out by Lake Calenhad some months ago. He told me §
he was looking for the Urn of Sacred Ashes. He seemed a very [
decent fellow. I told him that this was perhaps not the best
time 1o be traveling. I wanted to see if he made it safely home.” |

"He's a brilliant man,” Sister Justine told Bronwyn, her §
voice very low, "but he isn't... well... politically-minded, if
you understand me. Sometimes he writes things because |
the evidence supports them, and they're quite contrary to &
established doctrine. I agreed with him that the Urn of §
Sacred Ashes was certainly real, but I found it hard to §
believe that it could still exist after all these ages. He found §
a reference to an obscure village and was convinced he §
would find a clue there. [ have not heard from him since, §
but sometimes he gets so involved in a project... " She bit §
her lip, and said, "He lives opposite the Gnawed Noble, in |
the downstairs flat. I couldn't go there alone, you under- §




| stand. If he's home, do tell him to pop 'round to see me?"

| "Ishall” Bronwyn turned to go, and Tara was away, eager
. 1o be out of the Chantry, when the Sister's voice stopped them.
"Wait! I don't know your name!”

Bronwyn gave her a polite nod, and said, "No, you don't.”
|  They walked on, and stepped out into the sunlight. Tara
§l took a deep breath, and then saw the Templars. She hur-
| ried away, and Bronwyn laughed, lengthening her own
| strides to catch up. Scout bounded along with a happy yip.
2 The Templars admired him, not even noticing the women
| the dog accompanied.

. Bronwyn said, "We'll go to the house. We can knock, at least.”
|  Taranodded, and then glanced back discreetly, to make sure
. the Templars were out of sight. "T was so scared. I was scared
! that I would do magic accidentally and then theyd catch me.”

| "Youre a Grey Warden,” Bronwyn assured her. "I would
# have had to identify myself, and that would have been
| inconvenient, but not disastrous. You're fine. The Templars
| only have power over you if you give it to them.”

¢ Tara shrugged, feeling a little skeptical. She was still an
§ elf, and still a mage, and if she were alone and tried to tell a
| Templar that she was really a Grey Warden, she wondered
what would happen. Probably nothing she would like.

!  They found Brother Genetivi's lodgings without trou-
§ ble, and knocked. And knocked again. Scout snuffled, and
then growled.

"What's wrong?” Bronwyn asked. "Is there... " She leaned

closer to the door, and her nose wrinkled at the smell. §

“That's not good,” she muttered. She pounded the door, and §

gave it a kick. To her surprise, the door cracked open, and &
a young man peered out at her.
"Is Brother Genetivi at home?” Bronwyn demanded. The

. stink washed out over her, sickly-sweet and all too famil-

iar. The young man was shuffling and ill at ease.
"He's not here. Brother Genetivi went west to do some

t research. Shall I tell him you called..”? What are you doing?”

he squeaked, at Bronwyn shoved hard at the door, forcing &
him back. Scout leaped in, teeth bared. Tara came last, and at
a gesture from Bronwyn, closed the door behind them. :

“Who's dead here?” Bronwyn demanded, tall and terrible. §

They got very little information out of the young man. §
At first he denied everything, and claimed to be Genetivi's |
secretary Weylon. Scout raced across the long room and §
scrabbled at a door. At that point, the farce was over, and §
the stranger attempted to curse them. Tara brought him |
down, and he was killed in the scuffle. Bronwyn opened §
the door that Scout had growled at, and found the remains §
of another young man under a blanket. He had been dead
at least a week. They searched the body of their assailant, §
and found only the front door key and some copper coins. |
The other young man was too decayed for either Bronwyn §
or Tara to stomach putting their hands inside his clothing. §

Given their situation, it was quite impossible to simply |
call the City Guard to their assistance. Nor was there a
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| convenient cellar where they could store the bodies. Their
| assailant was put in a wardrobe, and the rotting corpse

. was eased into an emptied trunk. The jumble of items

| cleared from said trunk included some of Brother Gene-

§ tivi's notes, which Bronwyn appropriated. Around the
! house were some curious volumes: books on Dragon Cults,

| histories of Andraste and the fate of her remains.

“That... fellow... was looking for something,” Tara said.

| "Maybe Brother Genetivi ran into trouble out west.”

T think that's more than likely,” Bronwyn agreed. "Let’s

| find anything pertinent to his travels. We can store it in

| the Warden's cache, and if he ever returns, we'll give it

® back to him then.”

Not long after, they locked the front door behind them and

| strolled casually away, down the street toward the warehouse.

— =N

The walk to the docks was a silent one. Leliana con-

| fidently took the lead. Betancourt, the bindings on his

! hands discreetly hidden by his long sleeves, followed.
| Zevran walked at his side, a companionable arm on his

8 back, and a ready dagger out of sight. Sten was last, and

| if the mage attempted either fight or flight, the Qunari

appeared quite capable of tearing the man in two.

Zevran suggested the north end of the dockyards, telling

them of a ship he knew: The SIREN's CALL. The owner and cap- i

| tain, a Rivaini named Isabela, was a friend of his, and Zevran

1

: foresaw no difficulty in obtaining passage for Betancourt. Isa-

bela might even have a use for a mage among her crew. ;

They talked quietly, of inconsequential things. Leliana §
hoped the good weather would hold for their journey g
south. Sten scoffed at the possibility, and predicted disas- §
ter on their way. Zevran hoped that a street vendor by the

. docks still made that fish stew he liked.

What they all agreed on, was their own homelands’ &
infinite superiority to chilly, misty, inhospitable Ferelden.

. And even Betancourt agreed that the entire country did, £

indeed, smell like wet dog. -

"Of course, there are far worse smells,” Leliana pointed
out. "And Scout is such a brave and clever dog. Bronwyn §
is very fond of him, and naturally she does not mind his
smell — in fact she probably likes it because it is associated [
with her canine friend.”

“The dog smell is bearable,” Sten allowed, “for the beast is a §
true warrior, and worthy of respect. The smell of rotting gar-
bage, however, is inexcusable. The Fereldan people have not yet §
grasped the concepts of proper drainage and sewage treatment.” &

This was so, they all agreed.

"And the city could also be much improved with some public
gardens” Zevran remarked. "Statuary, other than the usual §
votive images of Andraste, would be attractive. Some planters §
with greenery and a few flowers would cover the odors.”

"An excellent idea,” said Sten. "It has been proven that §
the presence of green plants purifies the air. Thus, public |
gardens are not merely ornamental: among the Qunari




we recognize their functionality.” - : of the Amaranthine Ocean. The three companions turned, &

“Well, I like them because they are pretty” Leliana E[¥ ! and made their way back to the Gnawed Noble Tavern. -
declared. "Oh, there is the sea! How sharp the east wind is!" § :

They moved along a narrow alley, twisting through a
maze of warehouses and tradesmen’s shops: sailmakers,
netmakers, caulkers, ironmongers. The smell of rotting §
garbage and wet dog gave way 1o salt air and tar. Around
the corner was a deserted pier.

"Is this the place you meant, Zevran?" Leliana asked.

"Yes. This will do, I think. The current is right here,” |
answered the elf. Like a striking snake, he stabbed up
into the mage's ribcage and pierced his heart. Betancourt
could not even scream. His eyes widened with shock and
betrayal and disappointment. Zevran twisted the dagger, §
and the mage slumped to the ground.

"Sorry, my friend,” Zevran said kindly. "You knew too
much, and did not offer your services to our leader.” He |
squatted down, and deftly retrieved the three sovereigns
Bronwyn had given the man. "We have arranged a pas-
sage for you that is entirely free of charge.”

Leliana sighed, and whispered a prayer. Sten gathered
up the dead man, and slipped him into the water.

“You do not look surprised,” Zevran said to the Qunari, |
| as he distributed the coins.

"Hardly. It was the logical thing to do.”
The mage’s limp body sank into the dark water, and began | i i . _
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f SITTING ROOM WAS IN DISARRAY,

BUT IT WAS ALWAYS IN DISARRAY
S WHEN THE KING WAs IN DENE-
! RIM. He would move the chairs from their carefully
| arranged positions; he lounged and put his boots on the
\ low table; he threw cushions out of his way and onto the
| floor. The brocade draperies fluttered, their ends trailing
. out the windows like banners, because the King always
! threw open the windows and sat on the sills. And, of course,
i he demanded something more substantial than cucumber
. sandwiches for tea-time with the Queen, He liked those,
100, and it was necessary to make extra when he visited,
8 but along with them were a number of the high-heaped
. roast beef-smoked cheese-and-mustard sandwiches he
| particularly favored. At the moment, crusts decorated the
| little table ,and crumbs dotted the silk carpet beneath the
. settee. The plate of honey cakes, marchepane horns, and
! oatmeal cookies was as yet untouched, forgotten in the
® confusion of the unexpected news.

"No, Your Majesties. It's absolutely certain,” the guardsman |
told them breathlessly. “The Girl Warden chose a king for |
the dwarves, and he agreed to honor their treaty. There are
dwarves marching south to Ostagar! Thousands of them!”

Anora interrogated the man a little further, dismissed
him, and considered this matter in silence, while her g
royal husband jumped to his feet and started pacing. The
afternoon light was just starting to soften to old gold. She

. ate her cucumber sandwich with disciplined relish, and £

watched Cailan wear out the silk carpet. -

T thought she might have gone to Orlais to make some
sort of deal” Cailan burst out, when the messenger was §
gone. “Since you showed me Howe's letters, I thought it §
had all fallen into place.”

"It you will remember,” Anora said patiently, "I said at
the time that those letters might be forgeries. I find it hard §
to believe that Bryce and Eleanor were plotting with the §
Orlesians. And I can't see why Bronwyn would want to §
marry an Imperial Prince.” :

“Well, Bryce and Eleanor are dead!” Cailan pointed out. §

"And she could be looking for the crown for herself! It all

makes sense! Leaving the army when it needed Grey War- §
dens! Taking so long to enforce the treaties — "
‘T hardly think three months is a long time. In fact —"
" —It looked to me like she was after the crown! And Fergus §
would be Teyrn of Highever, and that would put them in a |
very, very strong position. And if she did marry Prince Flo- &




| restan, then the Orlesians would be bound to support her!”

Anora took a deep breath. "But she did not do those

t things. Instead, it seems that a large dwarven army is

| coming to our aid, making the Orlesians superfluous.

8 Father thinks very highly of Bronwyn Cousland, and he'll
! think even more highly of her now.”

Cailan threw himself into his chair, sulking. He hated

.'; it when he thought he had found out something amazing

| and secret, and was proved wrong. And it was all so very
| inconvenient, anyway. Bronwyn had taken so long that he

| had presumed her mission to the dwarves a failure. Once

| that was clearly established, no one would be able to pro-

il test when he gave Celene permission to send her troops
. over the border. At least it didn't look like Bronwyn was

| after his crown. Yet. He could tell Anora that Bryce had
| been trying to persuade him to set Anora aside and marry
| Bronwyn, but that would hurt Anora’s feelings, and give

| her a hint that something of the sort was in the works.

As if he would set Anora aside for just another noble-

| man's daughter!

This was such a bother! He had really wanted this

d opportunity to prove that Ferelden and Orlais were enter-

8 ing a new era of friendship and cooperation, and now

! Bronwyn Cousland had spoiled it all with her meddling.

§ Of course Anora did not understand, since he had not

| shared his plans with her. She would play only a limited

1 part in them, which was sad in a way, but she would be

1

handsomely provided for, and would understand, in the @
end. They would always be friends. :

Duncan would have understood, and not got in his
way. Cailan missed Duncan a great deal. Duncan would §
not have deserted the army in its hour of need. Bronwyn

. should have stayed, and sent Alistair to enforce the trea-

ties, or she should have gone by herself, and left Alistair. &
His own wounds had been due to her selfishness.

He sniped, "T know exactly what your father thinks
of Bronwyn Cousland! He fancies her! I never thought I §
would see the day when the Hero of River Dane’s judgment
was impaired by a pretty face.” :

Anora took a deep breath, not sure if she was comfort- §
able with the idea that her father fancied anybody. "I am §
sure my father's judgment is not impaired. Bronwyn has §
done wonders in a very short time — "

Cailan offered an irritated grunt, still pacing. Anora
went on, quietly and persuasively. "And much of this will §
be resolved if Arl Howe comes before the Landsmeet. He §
must have received your summons by now. If he has §
proper evidence — and not these copies, which could be
written by anybody — let him present it. It cannot affect §
Bronwyn, since she is now a Grey Warden, and I hope that §
Fergus will not be implicated... "

"If he is,” Cailan said with inexorable virtue, "he must §
still bear the burden of his family’'s treason. Very sad, but §
there you are. I shall have to think about whether Howe §




| can keep both Highever and Amaranthine.”

{ "I think giving nearly the whole of the north of Ferelden
| to one man is an extremely bad idea,” Anora declared.

"Not if he's truly loyal. It simplifies things, really.”

"Will you go south to greet the dwarves?”

Cailan pursed his mouth. It would be rather historical, but...
¢ "No. There's too much for me to do here, with the Lands-
| meet and whatnot. [ can't let the Cousland and Howe feud
| go unresolved. I need to be here when Howe arrives with
! his evidence.”

"And if Howe does not arrive within the week,” Anora

| insisted, "you must allow Fergus Cousland to march on
® Amaranthine” She saw the look on Cailan’s face and
i repeated herself. "Yes. You must. If he does not come, then
| that's proof positive that his evidence is rubbish, and only
! a pretext for a power grab. One way or another, this situ-
| ation must be resolved, and soon.”

. "You need to keep your heels down, Astrid,” Cullen said
| gently. "You have better control that way.”

“You're doing awfully well,” Alistair encouraged her.

| Astrid, once Gytha, Lady Aeducan, gave him a serious nod.
If she was going to be a surfacer, then by the Stone, she was
! going to be good at it. It had not escaped her that riding a
& horse was a sign of power and prestige here on the surface.

_' She cast an eye on the supply train they were guarding,
'1- and smiled grimly. Now that she was a Grey Warden, her

fellow dwarves were forced to admit her existence omnce &
more. It had been awkward for them, but sod that. :

With luck, Bronwyn would return in a few days from &
her mysterious mission to the Fereldan capital. When she §
arrived, Astrid believed she would be pleased with the
situation. Alistair was a shy young man, unused to com- &
mand. With Astrid's guidance however, he had kept the
convoy moving along well.

The contingents of dwarven warriors needed time to g
get used to the surface. Astrid had detailed her fellow g
dwarves, Oghren and Brosca, to mentor and encourage
them. This was a great undertaking, worthy of an Aedu- §
can, and Astrid intended for it to be a success. Surfacer §
maps were a bit unusual, but she was becoming accus-
tomed to them, too.

The mage Anders was coming back up the line, a grin §
on his handsome face. :

"T've made more of that ointment, Astrid! Tell everyone |
to slather it on any exposed skin. Here, you too. Lean over §
and let me put it on you. Your nose is looking a bit pink.”

She cautiously leaned out of the saddle, and permitted the
mage the liberty of anointing her distinguished Aeducan
noise with his concoction. It was a disturbing notion that §
the sun could actually burn one'’s skin when one stood out
in it too long. Supposedly, after a time, one simply turned §
brown, but Astrid had not turned brown yet. It was consid- §
erate of Anders to think of easing her discomfort.




He was a fellow Grey Warden, after all, like Alistair and

| Cullen. Like the casteless girl Brosca, too. While it was

s easier to accept warriors like Alistair and Cullen — and

! even the talented mage Anders, too — as equals, the caste-

8 less girl had something in her, too.

It only made sense that there were differences among the

casteless. She had seen for herself that many casteless served

.'; reliably in the Legion of the Dead. Brosca was an excellent

| fighter and a cheerful companion. There was something in
| her blood that had raised her above the level of mere Duster

| trash. Her sister, too, must have unusual qualities to have

! ensnared Bhelen. That she was beautiful was undoubted, but

8 Bhelen would have wanted something more.

Of course, Astrid considered, one never spoke of it, but

| something must happen to the girl babies of noble-hunt-

| ers. They remained at the bottom of society with their
! mothers, but they really did have the blood of their father

| in their veins. It was not considered nice to talk about, but

| it was certainly true. The Brosca girls' father might have
| been from a noble family. In fact, Astrid decided, there

# was nothing more likely.

Satisfied with that explanation, she continued her

exploration of the art of horsemanship. Being on a horse

| was an excellent idea for an officer, here on the surface.

i One had wide vistas to study, and from horseback one

| could overcome the limitation of one's height. When she

1

: had accumulated enough coin, she would buy a horse.

Cullen and Alistair could teach her how to choose a good &
one. Riding had more dignity, certainly than riding in §
the back of a trader's wagon, the way the mage Morri-
gan chose to. However, if Morrigan wished to sit and read, §
Astrid would be quite happy to ride her horse in her stead.
Brosca and Oghren marched with the dwarves, which
was very sensible and proper. She could hardly look at §
Oghren without wishing for Gorim instead. Her former

. second would certainly have Joined the Wardens with g

her, and would have been the Stone’s Blessing. Every time g
she heard Oghren's raucous, ale-sodden voice voice, she
remembered another voice: deep, reassuring, and musical. §
Her loyal and sensible Gorim. He had been exiled to the
surface, from what she could gather. It was always pos- &
sible that they might meet again, someday, but she had §
learned that the surface was a very big place indeed. :

Anders trotted by the Feddics' trading wagon to have a |
word with Morrigan. She was still immersed in her mother’s §
grimoire, and hardly had said a word to him since she open §
the covers. He thought he was looking quite dashing — mage
on horseback, and all that, and wanted her to notice him. :

"Good morning, Bodahn!” he called out. "And to you, too, §
Sandal! Lovely weather we're having!”

"A fair morning to you, Warden!” the tradesmen granted. §

“Enchantment!” Sandal seconded happily.

"My words, exactly!” agreed Anders. He slowed his horse




| to get behind the wagon, and peered in at Morrigan, sit-
| ting on a crate in the shade of the canvas cover.

"My lady! Coming out for a bit of sunshine eventually?”
) She pursed her lips, and did not look up from the book.
| "Eventually, perhaps. This is most engrossing... and disturbing.”
Anders’ smile faded. "Disturbing?”

2 "My mother had many secrets... * Morrigan regarded
| him gravely. Would he help her in this? Perhaps, if she
| continued to be civil to him. It was worth the effort, and it
8 was not so difficult to be civil to Anders as to some others
| she could name.

! "This is not the time,” she told him in a low voice. "I must
® finish this, and then we shall talk. What I found here is
. unexpected. This is not the book I believed it to be, but it is
| nonetheless something my mother would not want me to
| know. I promise that I shall come out later and we shall...
| fly... together, but for now I must read this to the end.”

|  "Vaughan's not happy with me. Not happy at all. No
| help for it though,” Arl Urien told Fergus Cousland. "A
| few months more in the chill of the south will finish me
| off for good. I asked the boy outright if that was what he
had in mind! Told him he should be looking to you as
| an example, instead those parasites he surrounds himself
8 with. Slack and soft-handed, the lot of them!”

_' Fergus sighed, and made himself listen with only sym-
'1- pathy on his face. The Common Room of the Gnawed Noble

was not the place to be going on and on about the short- §
comings of the future Arl of Denerim, though the entire §
city knew them already. He finished his wine, and glanced &
about, hoping that Bann Ceorlic had not yet arrived. The §
man was known to spend a good part of his afternoons
here everyday, and if Ceorlic saw him, he would want
to corner Fergus and complain about Bronwyn and his
bloody horses one more time.

He resented having to spend yet another day in Denerim,
anyway. Everything was in readiness for the march north £
against Howe, and yet the King, for reasons of his own,
had Fergus cooling his heels at Court functions. It was §
odious and unpleasant to accept the empty sympathy of &
people who had hardly known his parents, and painful to §
acknowledge the sentiments of those who had.

The Queen, however, had been notably considerate and §
tactful. She had called him in for a private audience and
spoke very kindly of his family.

“Eleanor, especially, was dear to me...”

He accepted her words more easily than those of others,
and was glad to meet with her. The Queen knew what was
going on in Denerim better than most, and Fergus had an
uneasy feeling that there were things going on behind the §
scenes about which he was completely in the dark.

Urien drew his attention again, having more to say |
about The Degenerate Youth of Today — always, of course, |
excepting Fergus.




A shadow fell on him. He looked up to see a pretty, well-
! dressed elf girl — probably some sort of upper servant —
| standing shyly by his settee, a sealed noted extended in
| his direction.

"My lords," she said softly, and dropped a little bob of a curtsy.
: Urien was eyeing her with more than grandfatherly
} interest. Fergus grimaced and unsealed the note. Probably
| some sort of petition...

Fergus —

e Do not say anything, or even looked surprised. Jes, it is
. your only sister, and not a prank! I'm here in Denerim, and
| I'm down the hall in the second suite to the right. No one can
& know that I'm here. No one.

.  One of our party is pretending to be our cousin Vera
Porodolin, here from Ostwick, and I'm playing the part of
| a bodyguard. The bearer of this message is a fellow Grey
8 Warden, so be polite. I have so much to tell you. Get away
from Arl Urien as soon as you can!

Bronwyn

1 Fergus controlled his face with an effort, and looked up
| at the pretty elf with a smile.

' "Yes, I'll see to it directly”

| The elf backed away politely — completing the picture of
| the well-trained servant — and vanished down the hall, her
8 light footfalls muffled to silence by the rich green carpets.

| "Good news?" asked Urien, full of curiosity.

"More teyrnir business. I'm afraid I have to leave our

pleasant corner here and get back to work. I'm sure §
Vaughan will do very well, once he’s put to it, Urien. Per- §
haps all he's needed is a real challenge. I shall see you at
the Palace tonight, I trust?”
"Indeed you shall”
Second suite to the right. Excitement quickened his step.
What was Bronwyn up to this time? Hiding from Bann
Ceorlic, most likely, and he could hardly blame her. But

. why was she in Denerim, at all? A niggling worry that £

this might be a trap crossed his mind, just before he heard £
the muffled "woof!”

The door cracked open, and Scout was pushing out past §
the pretty elf, panting eagerly, stubby tail vibrating.

"Hello to you, old fellow!”

There were others in the handsome, paneled room: another
elf, a tall Qunari, a beautiful black-haired lady, and...

"Get in here!” Bronwyn whispered. She gave him a hard §
tug, and threw his arms around him, while the others |
shut the door quickly and quietly.

"Bronwyn!” he gasped, "Your eyes!”

Her hand jerked to cover them, and then she forced
herself to laugh about it. "They're fine! I see perfectly well.
It was a fluke, but no lasting harm was done, other than §
changing the color.” She saw his eyes drift to her scarred
face, concerned and grieved, and she said, more firmly, §

"T'm fine. Let me introduce you to my companions.”

She gestured around the room. "These are our friends




| Sten of the Beresaad, and Zevran Aranai from Antiva... "
"Antiva!” Fergus’ eyes lit with memory

. "..and these are my fellow Grey Wardens, Tara Surana
! of the Circle of Magi, and Leliana, formerly of the Lother-
| ing Chantry. She's been using the name and identity of
| our cousin Vera Porodolin... "

4 Fergus laughed. "You're much better looking that our
{ cousin from Ostwick!”

. Leliana beamed in response. "You are too kind, my lord.
8 It is easier to pretend to be a real person than to invent an
| identity.”

| "Please excuse us, all of you,” Bronwyn said, putting a hand
8l on Fergus’ arm. "I must speak to my brother in private.”

|  They moved into the inner bedchamber, and Bronwyn
| gestured at a chair. She poured him some wine, and then
| sat down opposite him.

"Nice armor,” he commented.

| A half-smile. T found it in a Grey Warden cache here in
! Denerim. The wretched stuff I was wearing was ready to dis-
| integrate. Now tell me: why is the King in Denerim, and why
| are you with him? Is the war in the south going that well?”

i Fergus grimaced, and knew there was no time to be
anything other than frank. "We're doing well enough. The
| fact is that the King suffered a minor wound, and it was
8 the tipping point for him. He's sick of fighting darkspawn
and bored with the lack of amusement. He was also... "
 he voice slowed " ...disappointed in his hopes of the Grey

Wardens riding in to save the day. He's been complaining |
of you, pup.”
"Has he, now?"
Fergus looked at his sister, startled. He had never heard §
such a snarl issue from her throat.
Bronwyn said, "Well, as it happens, the Grey Wardens
are even now riding to his bloody rescue! I secured the
dwarven alliance, and theyre sending five thousand

. warriors to Ostagar right now, along with most of the g

Legion of the Dead, which makes another thousand. Now &
that I've taken care of my business in Denerim, I'm riding
back to join the rest of the Wardens and the dwarves as |
they travel down to Ostagar.” She rose, and began pacing, §
seething with anger. "So he's disappointed, is he? Not [
nearly so disappointed as I am in him!”

“You've got the dwarves?” Fergus looked up at her in §
amazement. "That's bloody marvelous! I heard they were
engaged in some sort of succession crisis.”

"I sent you a huge letter with the whole story, and I §
haven't time to recount it today. I resolved the crisis, chose §
the king, and the king agreed to honor the treaty.” Her §
voice softened. "Plenty happened to me in Orzammar,
Fergus, and even more in the Deep Roads. That's where I §
got this... " she gave a look of distaste, and gestured at her
face, " ...this altered appearance. I met a new kind of dark- §
spawn — don't worry, it never comes to the surface — and §
it spat poison in my eyes and then tried to claw my face §




| off. Believe it or not, I was lucky. But that's not why I'm
! so relieved to see you, Fergus. I've found some things out:
t things you have to know. People are plotting behind the
| scenes, and you are going to end up dead or exiled unless
Y we make some wise choices.”

. "What do you mean?”

 'It's complicated. It involves some really devious Orlesian
| plotting, and the reason why Howe attacked us. You're not
| going to like what I'm going to tell you, but I have the papers
8 to prove it. It came to my attention when a very well-armed
| band of mercenaries tried to kill me near the border...”

1 She told that part of the nasty little story fairly quickly, and
il then added the Orlesian plan to kidnap Alistair and herself.

. Fergus nodded. ‘T can see why the Orlesians would want
| to browbeat the King into giving leave for their Wardens and
| chevaliers to enter Ferelden. I asked the King in fact, if we

! could get the Wardens without the chevaliers, and he says not.”

y Bronwyn sprawled in her own chair, snorting. “The
! King would have loved the opportunity. Complaining
¢ about me is a way of setting the stage for the admission of
8 the Orlesians. I'm not saying he was in the plot to kidnap
| us himself, but he wouldn't regret it for a minute —and I'll
tell you more about that later.”

. "Youre not just a Warden, pup. And if youre right about
8 Alistair, the Orlesians could have used you other ways. They
could even try to present you as a client king and queen!”

1
1

She nodded slowly, frowning. In the light slanting through

the shutters, she looked vaguely menacing. "Believe it or not,
that had occurred to me, but I didn't want to put that in writ- §
ing. Even writing it down might be construed by a stranger &
as a secret desire to put myself forward for the throne. Except §
I don't think that's what the Orlesians had in mind at all.

. Based on what I've learned, I believe they wanted not only to

deprive Ferelden of its Wardens, but of possible alternatives to
Cailan, if things started going wrong.”

“You mean... if he were killed?”

“Well, that could certainly happen, but I'm thinking g
more in another direction. If Cailan were to do some-
thing..." she sighed deeply, and started up again. " ...some-
thing profoundly offensive to the majority of Fereldans, §
it would be easier for him if there were no other viable §
candidates for the throne. Among other things, brother, I §
am urging you to be very, very careful. Howe sent a party §
of Crows after me, and it's likely he'll do the same for you. §
Watch what you eat and drink. And don't try to disagree |
with me. You know I'm right.” :

He grunted. "I do. And I am. I try to be inconspicuous
about it. Crows, you say? They're supposed to be tough.”

She shrugged. "I didn't give them a chance to show how
tough they were. Maybe they had an off day. Keep your §
loyal men close. And now I'm going to get to the dark heart |
of the matter, Fergus, and you will like this even less. We §
discovered the name of the woman who sent the assassins |
at the border. She was an Orlesian bard, by name Marjo- §




| laine, who had dealings with most of the nobility of Ferelden

i and worked out of Denerim. Many letters went through

| her hands: letters to the King, letters to the Empress, letters

i from one noble to another. Some letters she transmitted,
| and other were... altered... to suit her purposes.”

: She leaned forward, unnervingly green eyes intense.
2 Fergus tried not to look away and pain her by his dis-
| comfort. They were like the eyes of a serpent, full of mys-
| terious light. She steepled her fingers, and said, "Do you

2 know that there is plotting afoot for the King to divorce

. the Queen and replace her with another?”

| "One hears things, of course. How could he? Loghain

8 commands the Army, and wouldn't tolerate it! You'd have

i to be mad to get involved in that”

. I regret to tell you then, that Father was involved in it.
! Up to his neck. He was not only talking with his peers —
# notably Eamon Guerrin and Urien Kendells — but he was

| in negotiations with the King."

. "He had written to the King?" Fergus sat up straight,
| horrified at what he might hear next.

| “"He had, and I think you can guess whom he suggested
| as a worthy replacement for Queen Anora.”

Fergus was silent a moment. "Oh, pup. Don't be angry,
' but I can see why.."

| "Yes, certainly. And if it hadn't been for the Blight, it
3' might not have been so horribly dangerous. I'm sure he

:- felt it would be for the best, and that I would understand

that it was my duty, but I can't say I'm happy to know that
he never had the least intention of keeping his word to me.” |

"Pup, whatever he did, he did because he loved you and |
wanted the best for you... ”

She hissed at him, her eyes more snake-like than ever. "I
know! I will forgive him someday, but I wonder if you will, §
for that little plot is what led to Howe's attack on our castle.”

"What do you mean®?”

"T've been through the bard's correspondence... there's a 2
bit more to go, but I've seen the balance of it. Cailan was not §
in the least interested in me, I'm sure. He was only string-
ing Father along. I killed that bard last night, you see, and §
one of my finds was a present he intended for the Empress.” &

A chill up his spine. Fergus tried to make light of it. §

"And what is he giving her? A wheel of cheese? A mabari

music box?"

Bronwyn smiled coldly. "He was giving her Ferelden.” §

Then he too had to read the letters and the clever forg- §
eries, and the fulsome letter in which Cailan declared §
his previously unknown passion for a distant monarch
whom he had never met in the flesh. He had had help, §
for spelled out in it was the complete arrangement: Orlais
and Ferelden united as equal partners in a great Empire; |
Cailan to be Emperor of both; Celene to receive the title
of Queen of Ferelden when in that country; the child of §
the union to be heir to the united Empire. In the event of |
either party’s death without issue, the remaining spouse




| would continue to reign over the Empire, with the succes-
| sion of the two nations to be decided separately.

_ Fergus threw the papers aside at that point. "As if it
! would have any meaning at that point! I can see from
| this that the Landsmeet would become a mere ceremonial
| body, with no power at all! It's a barefaced land grab to
8 win by marriage what they lost by war!”

"Look at some of the other items, too. They're lovely.
| Within a generation Ferelden freeholders would be enser-
i fed and bound to their liege lord's estates, just as they are
| in Orlais. This is just appalling, Fergus. This cannot stand.”
| "Loghain won't let it stand” Fergus agreed, dreading
8 the moment that the Teyrn of Gwaren learned of this. "If
? he knew... " He paused, and said quietly. "If he knew, he
! would kill the King himself”

! "Just as we're going to have to kill Howe.” She tossed
# another packet of papers down. "For this is what the bard
| Marjolaine made of Father’s letters. She sent the forgery
| to Rendon Howe. She succeeded in making Father out to
{ be after the throne, under the patronage of the Empress.
| If Howe believed this — and I'm sure he did, for it's quite
| a good forgery — he probably thought he was doing the
patriotic thing, killing Father.” She snorted a bitter laugh.
| "Marjolaine’s mission in Ferelden has been quite the suc-
§l cess. Act as a provocateur to create division and chaos
among the nobility. Seduce the King into an alliance that
 will swallow Ferelden up like a snake swallows a goat. It

was quite clever of Marjolaine to get rid of Father. Howe §
will be under a cloud that will prevent Delilah being a §
viable candidate for Queen, and I'm a Grey Warden. The |
only other nobleman’s daughter of any stature is Habren §
Bryland, and even Cousin Leonas couldn't imagine that
Cailan would marry her. "

"Do you think Howe has written about this to anyone?”
Fergus asked.

"T'm quite sure he has,” Bronwyn said grimly. "T'1l bet [
serious money that he has sent copies of these letters to §
Teyrn Loghain and to the Queen. Possibly not to the King.
Howe despises the King. If it came to it, I have no doubt §
that Howe would take Loghain's part, because he hates [
Orlais like poison.”

"And whose part shall we take?” Fergus whispered.

“Either way reeks of treason. Even if I were to agree with §

Howe about this great matter of the King's marriage, he is
still the man who killed our family.”

“Just so.” Bronwyn rose and walked over the fireplace,
leaning against the wall, while she thought. "Howe has to
go. You're here about that, I take it?”

"The King is going to call Howe to a Landsmeet to
answer for the murder of our family.” He looked at Bron- §
wyn, horror dawning in his eyes.

" — Where Howe will present the evidence of our fam- §
ily's treason. You'll be lucky to leave the Chamber alive. |
Even were you to duel him... even were you to kill him, &




| the stain of those forgeries will never be erased. We can't

| even show the originals, because that would antagonize

| the Queen and Loghain. No. Howe has to die, and he

! has to die soon, and he has to die privately. He cannot be

| allowed a public forum to use to smear the Couslands. He

| was duped into murdering his friend, but he did murder
i him. I think,"” she said, with a hint of her old mischief, "T'll

| do my bit to muddy the waters. My friend Leliana has a

| few bard's skills of her own, and we learned how Marjo-
8 laine was distributing her messages. A letter will be sent

| to the Arl of Amaranthine, warning him that the King's

| invitation is a cheat, and that if he values his life he will

8l fortify his castle of Vigil's Keep strongly, and remain there,
Y until Fergus Cousland is arrested for treason.”

: They talked a long time while day eased into twilight. It

# was agreed that if Cailan openly moved to divorce Anora,
| they would have to throw their support behind the Queen

! and her father. They ordered food, and Fergus ate an early

| supper with them all, by turns amused and horrified by

| their adventures. Sten and Tara went out to collect their

d laundry, and the companions began organizing them-
selves for their ride west.

_ Fergus was expected at the Palace very soon, and Bronwyn

8 would not let her brother walk alone after sunset to the Palace.
_' "I'm not going alone,” he promised her. "I'm going back

| to Highever House to collect my guard. I'll have them with

me all the way there and back. I don't intend to make it §
easy for anybody.” _

"I""11 come with you to the house. You're a target, Fergus:
I'm serious about that. You need to have people with you §
from now on.”

"T'll come along too,” Tara offered. In fact, everyone was
willing to go, but Bronwyn took Tara, Sten, and Scout. She
did not want to leave Leliana alone, and she did not want

. to leave their belongings — and their precious correspon- [

dence — unattended. Leliana and Zevran would stay and g

guard their quarters, while Bronwyn and the rest saw

Fergus safely on his way. :
"All right, then, I'll have to keep my helmet on, Fergus, §

"“Bronwyn said, "I can't afford for anyone to recognize me.”

Outside, night had fallen on Denerim: a black night pierced
only by a few lanterns glowing dimly over doorways. Their §
party was not far from Alienage gates, so Tara indignantly 3
whispered the story of how they had been turned away.

"And look!” she hissed, gesturing out at the deserted Market |
District. "They are opening the gates for those people!”

Two canvas-covered wagons were drawn up in front
of the gates. Very quietly, amid muttered orders, a line of §
elves was climbing into the back of the wagons and hud- |
dling out of sight. The guards in charge of the little party
were wearing the colors of the Arl of Denerim. :

The silence was broken by the cry of a young girl from §
the shadows.




"Don't go, Kirri! You can't trust Vaughan! We haven't
y heard from any of the others!”

| A male elf hissed out, "Shut your stupid face, Shianni!
! Don't spoil things for the rest of us!”

| "Typical,” grumbled a woman. "There’s no other way for
| us to get out of the Alienage and find work, and she comes
| along to make trouble — as usual!”

Another girl spoke from the shadows, her low voice
| curiously hoarse. "Come on, Shianni. You can't save people
2 who don't want to be saved.”

"Let go of me!” shouted the girl. "Wake up, you people!
| Andraste’s ass, don't you see what they're doing?”

. A guard nearly threw the last of the elves into the
i wagon, and his officer stalked back toward the gate.

| "Shut that noise, there! Who are you, creeping around in
| the dark? Youd better come out.”

"Maybe she'd like to come along for the ride!” gibed a guard.
| "Good idea! Quick, close the gates!” the officer barked.
! “That'll teach her to make trouble! Come along now and
| get in the wagon. You and your friend, too!”

: The half-dozen guards moved in, drawing their weap-
' ons. Four of them lunged into the dark maw of the Alien-
age gateway as the barrier creaked shut.

. "I told you this was stupid!” snarled the hoarse-voiced
8 girl. "Run, Shianni!”

_' A scuffle in the shadows, a faint cry and running feet.
| More scrapes and thuds, and a faint spark of metal on metal.

"The bitch cut me!” roared a guard. "T'll fucking kill her!” |
It had all happened very quickly. Just as quickly, Fergus §
had changed direction, his step heavy and determined. :

"What's going on here!” he demanded.

The officer turned toward him, angry face yellow in the
lantern light, and then paused, seeing Fergus’ fine clothes.
He peered closer, and his face became a mask of subservience.

"Nothing, my lord Teyrn. Just trying to do our duty. Some

. elf whore was interfering with Bann Vaughan's work crew.”

“If she doesn't want to go with you, release her,” Fergus &
ordered. The thought of armed men attacking helpless
women made his stomach roil; made him think of things |
he kept as far as possible from his conscious mind.

A guard swore again, dragging the girl toward them. §
"Stinking little knife-ear cut me! She's got a knife. 'Tisn't

legal for elves to have weapons!”

"Shut up, Greer!” one of the guards muttered at him. "It's
the Teyrn of Highever!”

They could see the girl now: a small, hunched form in |
the grasp of two large men. Fergus walked over to have a
look. Bronwyn sighed and followed, gesturing at Sten to
hold the lantern so her brother could see better.

The girl was scrawny, like most Alienage elves, but |
with a sinewy, wiry look to her. Her short-cropped hair
was matted and filthy. Her clothing consisted of a ragged, §
shapeless gown over a coarse shift, and both she and the §
garments smelled unclean. Her eyes were black burnt




| holes of fear and defiance. One guard indignantly held
| out the little knife.

| "See, my lord? Carrying a weapon!”

|  Fergus turned it over in his hands. It was double-bladed
| dagger, razor-sharp, and of no metal that Bronwyn recognized.
| It was not unknown to Fergus, however, who had trav-
§l eled further in the southern forests. "This is Dalish iron-
| bark! Where did you get this?”

| The girl growled back in her hoarse voice, "I didn't steal
| it, if that's what you mean!”

The officer cuffed her quickly. "Speak properly to his
| lordship!”

| "My mother gave it to me, my lord,” the girl croaked sul-
. lenly. “It's mine.”

| "It's a fine knife,” Fergus said, studying the markings in
| the dim light. "What's your name, girl?"

| A pause. "Adaia.”

A false name, clearly.

. "Well, Captain,” Fergus said to the officer in his mildest
| tones, "it seems to me that even elves need knives to eat with."”
| “That's as may be, my lord,” The officer replied stiffly,
| "but she'll have to come with us now. The Bann's orders
were to open the gates only for the work crews, and to
| keep the Alienage locked up tight otherwise.”

| "She can come with me,” Fergus said, carefully casual.
"I need another kitchenmaid anyway. As for you,” he said
'1- coldly to the wounded man, "You wouldn't get cut if you

didn't run at young girls with your sword out. Sometimes
they get the idea that you mean to hurt them.” He turned |
his back on the Bann's men and said, "Let’s go.” :

Tara slipped to Adaia’s side, and whispered, "Come on! §
Let's get away from here!”

Adaia looked around: at the looming soldiers, at the
covered wagons, silent but for the breathing and whispers
of the elves, at the big nobleman who had her knife, at his

. huge dog and the two tall bodyguards, and finally at the £

pretty elf girl who was whispering to her. She was clean g
and well-dressed, and so was probably the lord’s doxy, but
she didn't seem frightened or beaten-down. There was no |
choice. She fell into step with the nobleman’s party, and
followed them to an unknown fate.
Bronwyn wondered what they could do with the elf girl. §
She sympathized with Fergus' generous impulse, but the §
dirty, sullen creature was obviously unfit to be anybody's §
kitchenmaid. She looked more like a beggar, or... well, of §
course Brosca had looked worse when they had rescued her. §
This girl had something of the same desperate air about her. §
"What's this about ‘work crews’ taken out at dead of night?”
Bronwyn asked Fergus quietly. "What is Vaughan up to?” :
"No idea. It's the first I've heard of it” He frowned to
himself, thinking. They were nearing the King's Bridge
when he stopped and asked the elf girl. "What kind of §
work? Where are they going?” .




She shrank back, but Tara pushed her forward, giving
| her a nod.

"Don't know,” Adaia croaked. "It doesn't sound right,

| though. That's why Shianni was worried. She’s scared of
y everything that involves the Bann, of course, but this was
| different. The Bann's men say there's work that pays well
8 north of town. If you volunteer, you're told to bring a change
| of clothes and three days' food and to keep your trap shut
| and be at the Market gate after dark. Nobody's come back
8 vet, and it's been going on for a couple months. They even
. let people bring their children. A lot of people have gone.”

{ "Three days' food,” Bronwyn muttered. "North." She and
8 Fergus looked at each other. "Amaranthine?”

.  "Where else? So it could be that Vaughan is sending
| laborers to Howe. What are they up to? Maybe working on
| the fortifications of Vigil's Keep or Amaranthine City?" He
# turned to Adaia. "Did Vaughan or his men say anything
| about Arl Howe?"

_ She stepped back, alarmed, and shook her head. "I
| haven't seen Bann Vaughan since... I don't go out much. I
! just hear what people say. I wasn't going to go with them! I

d was only out because [ was trying to take care of Shianni.”

|  Tarasaid, looking at the girl's neck, “Is your throat hurt?
{ Did they grab you there?”

' Adaia shrugged her off. "It happened months ago. My
voice has been like this ever since.”

Bronwyn asked her outright, "Are you in trouble with

the Bann?” _
The girl studied the ground. "Might be. My name is on a §
Ppaper they put up on the gates, so I stay in the cellar, mostly." &
Fergus asked, "What did you do?” :
She wanted her knife, very badly. Looking away, her
hoarse voice thick with misery, she said, "I was stupid. I
washed myself and dressed in my best, and [ went outside
where shems could see me. If you're dirty they don't look

. at you as much.”

"What did you do?" he repeated impatiently. -
She whispered, "I said no.” She flicked a glance up at Fergus
and then looked away. "My cousin killed a guard and I got §
away. He didn't. I can't let the guardsmen know who I am.” :

Bronwyn turned to Fergus, "So Adaia is certainly not
her real name. I think having her in your kitchens would
be a very bad idea. You know how servants talk. If Vaughan §
is involved with Howe in some way, you don't need this
sort of complication.”

Tara spoke up. "She can come with us!”

Sten broke his silence. "We must ride fast. This girl will
slow us down.”

"No, she won't!” Tara said fiercely. “The two of us won't
weigh as much as you... or even as much as Bronwyn in all §
her armor!” She whirled on Adaia, "Can you cook and sew?"

"Of course...”

"Can you do laundry?""




|  "Well, then!" Tara pleaded with Bronwyn, "Let her come with

| us! There's work for her with the army, and she'll be safe!”

. "Tara..." Bronwyn sighed, recognizing her own pity come

! back to bite her. She had rescued Tara out of pity, and now

| Tara was moved in the same way. On the other hand, Tara

| had proved a brave and useful companion... She sighed

§l again, and addressed Adaia. "All right then. You'll have to

| come with us. We're going south to the army. You'll work

| and you'll be paid, and no one will meddle with you. In

| return, you will keep silent about us being here in Denerim.”
'T don't want anybody to know I'm from Denerim!” the

| girl said quickly. "I'm not a whore, though. I won't do that!”
| Bronwyn snapped, "Nobody's asking you to! Now be

Y quiet and come along.”

.  After a long and weary walk, Adaia had the courage

| to whisper back to Tara, “Where are they taking us now?”
s "The teyrn is going to his house to find his his guards-
| men. Then he’s going to the Palace. We'll return to our inn

| afterward, I suppose.”

"Will he give me my knife back?"

"Probably. You'll want it where we're going.”

|  Emboldened, Adaia croaked out, "Can I have my knife

back, my lord?”

|  Fergus snorted, and pulled it from his belt. "Here,” he

8 grunted. "Be careful where you stick it. You said it was

| your mother’s. Was she Dalish?”

The girl growled, "Grandmother. My lord,” she added hastily.

Ahead, the King's Bridge threw out its ancient stone §
span over the River Drakon. A dim lantern guttered on a §
pillar at their end. The other end was dark. Bronwyn felt ;
the slightest prickling...

A deep musical hum through the air, and Bronwyn shoved
Fergus to the side, out of the way of a sudden volley of arrows.

“Stay behind me!” she shouted.

"Sod that!"” Fergus shouted back, drawing his long dag-

. gers from his fine tall boots.

Scout growled, barreling down the length of the bridge &
at the dim figures there. Sten lifted Asala, and roared a
challenge, the arrows deflecting from his plate armor §
with a series of disappointed thunks.

Tara shouted, too. Lightning spurted from her hands, &
leaping ahead of her companions, sizzling up the attack-
ers from head to toe. Cries of pain and shock shattered §
the night. She ran forward, gathering herself for another
burst of magic. Beside her, the girl who called herself §
Adaia jumped away, fearfully startled. Magic! The friendly §
elf girl was a mage! :

While she hesitated, trying to balance “friendly” and “elf” §
against the dreadful word “mage,” an arrow cracked against
the stone rail of the bridge, only a foot to her left. Whoever §
was attacking them did not care that she had just met these
people. For a terrible instant, she thought it might be Bann |
Vaughan himself, come to finish what he had started. She |
could run, and maybe get an arrow between her shoulder




| blades, or she could stay with her new companions, and
¢ hope to escape from Vaughan altogether.

_ So she followed them, crouching low, clinging to the
| shadowy side of the bridge. Fang was in her hand again,
s and felt good there.

Bronwyn saw a tripwire and jumped over it, yelling,

| "Trap!” Fergus stumbled briefly, and Sten tore through it,

.'; unhindered. Ahead were more traps: leghold traps, cam-

| ouflaged by piles of trash and straw. Fergus avoided them
| easily, not inclined to walk in filth while wearing fine

: boots. Sten was caught by one and dragged it along, snarl-

| ing until he could kick it away. More arrows came their

8 way, and Tara shouted again. An archer froze in place,
? and another moved slowly, as if caught in tar.

A swordsman leaped out at them, quick and silent, his

| white teeth flashing in a fierce grin. Bronwyn crossed
{ blades with him, and he parried quickly, the dagger in

| his left hand darting out like a serpent’s tongue. It scraped

| along her side, defeated by dragonbone and Master Wade's
| skill. Scout flanked him, and tore at him with teeth and

claw. Another attacker burst from the shadows, sword lifted

| to cut Scout in two. Fergus lunged, and wrapped an elbow

around the man neck, dragging him backward. He gritted

| his teeth and plunged a dagger exactly into the spot his

father had circled on a diagram a lifetime ago. He threw

| the dead man aside and went after one of the archers.
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There was another archer, up on a roof overlooking the

bridge. Tara hissed in anger at the arrow sticking in the @
skirt of her fine dress. It could be mended, but it would §
always show. The archer turned to ice, and toppled into the &
black current of the Drakon with a heavy splash. Another §
man rushed at her, and was struck by a bolt of lightning.

. He spun around and fell hard, and Adaia crept quickly g

from the side of the bridge, and buried Fang in his chest.
A pair of assassins tried to break away and retreat back

. into the alleyways. They could not hide from Scout, and g

Bronwyn raced along with him, her sword arcing out to £
catch one along the back of the neck, severing his spine,
and dropping him with a single sharp cry. Scout leaped on §
the other, a fearsome sight on his hind legs, as tall as the
man himself as he bit down on the man's head and shook 3
it. The horrified screams were muifled, and then silenced.

“Come on!” Bronwyn ordered, and raced back to find Fergus. §

His velvet sleeve was torn, and his pale skin glistened §
with blood. Nonetheless, he was toe-to-toe with one of the §
assassins, and had knocked the sword from the man's §
hands. He was now grappling for his dagger. Sten, who §
had just killed his man, turned to hack at Fergus' opponent,
when Bronwyn shouted, "We want to talk to that one!” :

Sten reversed his sword, and rapped the man's head |
smartly with the pommel. Stunned, the assassin stag-
gered, and was thrown to the ground. :

Bronwyn pounced on him like a mabari herself, while §
Sten held Asala to the man's throat. "Are you a Crow?" §




| Bronwyn demanded.

_ The man grinned up at her, defiant in the face of cer-
| tain death. One of his handsome white teeth had been
y knocked out, and blood trickled over his lips.

d Bronwyn grinned back, and asked, "Were you paid for
| silence?”

_ The assassin snorted, and shrugged as best he could with a
| warrior on his chest. "I was not paid to answer your questions.”
Fergus asked, clutching his wounded arm, "Who hired you?”
¢ The assassin shut his mouth, and looked stubborn.
| Bronwyn pressed her dagger to the man's face. "That's
| three questions you have not answered. This can be a
§l great deal more unpleasant than it needs to be. Let us start
. again. Are you a Crow?”

No answer. Bronwyn hissed, and flicked the dagger tip
! up, slicing the man’s nostril up to the bridge of his nose.
# He cried out, shocked. Fergus gasped, but forced himself
| to let his sister do as she saw fit. He had no use for the
| man himself. Even if the assassin were taken before the
| Landsmeet and testified openly that Howe had hired him,
§ who would care? Everyone already knew that Howe had
! murdered his family.

The man winced, and sniffed away some of the blood in
! his nose. He ground out. "Yes. I am a Crow. The contract on
8 Fergus Cousland was paid for by the Arl of Amaranthine.”
| "As was the contract on Bronwyn Cousland,” Bronwyn

:- told him, smirking. "That failed, too, by the way." The

man’s eyes opened wide, just for a moment, and he sighed. §
Bronwyn asked, "I understand that your master here in |
Denerim is a man named Ignacio. Does he still live at the
House of White Flowers? In the Market District?”

“You are well informed. Yes. He lives there still.”

"Really? How convenient.” She looked at him a moment
more, thinking of Zevran, and then decided she had
shown all the mercy in her for one evening. Still, she

. asked, "What is your name?”

He smiled then, perfectly calm. “Taliesin. My name is Taliesin." §
Bronwyn rose from his chest, and nodded to Sten.

“That's all, then.”

Sten stabbed down with his huge blade, and the assas-
sin writhed briefly. He lay still, and they walked on. Tara §
hung back to go through the fallen assassins’ pockets.
Adaia crept up beside her, her eyes wide at the quick glint §
of gold pieces disappearing into the mage’s purse. :

"Here,” Tara whispered, giving the girl a coin. "You |
helped.” She hurried ahead to heal the teyrn's arm. She §
was nowhere as skilled as Anders, but she could do that
much. He was as nice and polite as his sister.

"“Thank you,” he said, marveling at how quickly she
healed his wound. Then he regarded his torn sleeve with |
annoyance. "So much for this doublet,” he said, "Their
Majesties will simply have to wait until I change.” :

"Fergus.." Bronwyn thought a little more as they walked, §
and then said, "I am going to write to the Warden-Com-




| mander in Antiva, and inform him that the Crows have been
| interfering with the Grey Wardens during a Blight. Consid-

. ering how hard Antiva was hit in the past, I'm sure such

! behavior is quite unacceptable. I don't think the Crows want

8 to have the Grey Wardens declaring blood feud on them. I
shall send it before I leave in the morning. My friend Zevran

| tells me that a ship named the SIREN's CALL is leaving for

.'; Antiva City the day after tomorrow. Perhaps you should write

| to Oriana’s family, and tell them what has happened.”

He stopped dead, and suddenly had a very good idea. Tl

write” He smiled grimly. "Certainly. Oriana’s family was...

| connected, so to speak. All the great merchant families are.

2 [ shall let them know what Arl Rendon Howe did to their
. daughter and to her child. I shall tell them that Howe has

{ hired Crows to finish off the rest of their family, but that
| they might be amenable to the pressure of a higher bid.
| It would be extremely convenient if Rendon Howe were to

| die of natural causes as soon as possible. It would be most

| satisfactory if those natural causes were extremely painful”

Bronwyn smiled darkly and nodded, very pleased.

§ However great a satisfaction it would be to kill Rendon

! Howe in a fair, public fight, it was more important simply

that he be dead. If he died of what appeared to be natural

§ causes, it might not even be necessary to pursue the feud

with the rest of the family. She only suggested, "Whom- i

| ever they send should take Howe's private papers as well,

1

4 and forward them on to you."”

Highever House loomed ahead at last, tall and black g
above the other roofs of Denerim. Lanterns burned in the §
courtyard. Bronwyn looked at it longingly, thinking of &
her room and her bed and her things stored in her own §

chests. Fergus clapped her on the shoulder.

"I wish you could come in."
“Twish I could, too. I hate leaving you here in this pit of £
vipers, but our day will come.” She whispered, "Be careful,

i Fergus. Go armed and armored everywhere from now on. g

There are hands raised against you in secret. Beware of §
the Kendells, since they have some sort of alliance with a
traitor. Beware of the King, whose mood shifts with every §
passing breeze. Above all, beware of Howe.” She embraced
him, hoping it was not for the last time. "Maker watch §
over you, brother.”

He squeezed her hard, heedless of the stout chainmail. §

“"Maker watch over us all”

They dragged themselves to the Gnawed Noble, bloody &
and sweaty and filthy. Leliana had managed to wheedle a §
great deal of hot water from the innkeeper Edwina, want- §
ing to wash the black dye from her hair; thinking that §
baths their last night in Denerim would be pleasant. They §
were essential, as it happened.

Their new addition was greeted with bemusement, and
Leliana and Tara threw her into the bath to plane off the crust §
of filth, heedless of her protests. Adaia’s hair proved to be a




| fine dark gold, and not dirt brown, as they first thought. Leli-
| ana produced some scissors, and cut it a little more neatly. The
| girl's clothing was fit for nothing but rags. Tara thought she
| had seen something in the cache that would fit her. It involved
| going out again, since there would be no time in the morning,
| so the light hunting leathers were gathered up and brought
§ back, and Tara gave the girl clean smallclothes of her own.
| The armor was designed for a man. Luckily, Adaia had almost
| 1o breasts, and it fit well enough. Some pillows and a blanket
2 were arranged on the floor of the bedchamber for her, and
| she curled up by the fire and was asleep instantly. Scout went
| over to sniff at her, and then whuffed and lay down at her side.
"Think she's all right, do you, boy?"

He blinked calmly, and his eyes closed, too.

.  There was still work to be done. Leliana could imitate
! Marjolaine's handwriting very well, and wrote a message
# to Rendon Howe, warning him to stay in Amaranthine.
| Bronwyn wrote her own indignant letter to the Antivan
| Warden-Commander.

|  With first light, they had reclaimed their horses from
| the stable, packed their gear, gave the first letter to the
| barkeep of the Gnawed Noble, and delivered the second to
Captain Isabela. After that they made their way through
! the Great Gate, and were soon riding hard on the West
8 Road, on the first leg of their journey that would lead
them back to Ostagar, and war.

1S THE Warpen-1ep DWAR- 3
{ VEN ARMY MARCHED SOUTH, THEY |
§ BEGAN ATTRACTING ATTENTION. &
=8 While most of the dwarven army

was fighting and chiseling its way through long-deserted

Deep Roads, enough of their forces were above ground |
to make them an attractive target for those who always |
followed armies. Traders, gamblers, thieves, would-be and |
has-been soldiers, minstrels, scavengers and whores: all |
them were drawn to the troops on the march south.

It was at the last camp before Lake Belennas where |
Alistair heard the full details of the disaster at Redclitfe.
The sun was low in the sky, and the tents were being §
pitched by a group of dwarven servitors. It was a good
campsite, on fairly high ground: dry, but with water not
too far; defensible, and just off the road. :

Granted, the shifty trader who told Alistair the tale did §
not seem a particularly credible witness, but even if a frac-
tion of the news was true, it was shocking and dreadful. |

"...And the old Arl's son was a mage! A mage! Think of }




| it. Possessed by a demon, he was. Killed his own mother!
! It took the King and Teyrn Loghain himself to sort it all
| out. The King stabbed that abomination right through the
i heart, and that was the end of it!”

|  Alistair tried to take it all in. and wished he could call
| the man a liar. "The King killed Connor?” He asked, heart-
| sick. How old was the boy? Nine? Ten?

"Well... he had to, didn't he?" the grubby little man shot back.
| "An abomination and all. Nearly the whole town of Redcliffe
} dead. The new Arl will be put to it, cleaning up that mess.”
Alistair regarded the messenger of evil tidings with
| loathing, and turned away, sitting in silence in front of
§l the Wardens' campfire. The man shrugged, and left to
. share the thrilling gossip with someone more receptive.

i Morrigan was curled up with a book, as far from Alistair
| as possible. Oghren, Brosca, and Anders were playing
# cards. Since Oghren was fairly sober, he was winning
| handily. Anders threw down his hand in disgust, and left
| tojoin Morrigan. Cullen noticed the look on Alistair’s face,
| and sat down by him.

‘I'm sorry,” Cullen said quietly. "I heard that you're from

' Redcliffe. You must know some of those people.”

"The old Arl was my guardian,” Alistair told him. "He sent
{ me to the Chantry when I was ten, but I spent my earlier
§ vears in Redcliffe. I knew the Arlessa. I saw Connor, that
poor little boy, when he was a baby. I know Arl Teagan. He's
| a good man. I just wish there was something I could do.”

Astrid sat down with them, nursing a mug of ale. "You ¢
are from a noble house?” _
Alistair hesitated, torn between the desire for her to think §
well of him, and the habitual rejection of his birth. He tem- §
porized. "I'm no relation to the Arl. I was just fostered there.”
Astrid frowned. It was not unheard of for noble houses
to foster one another’s children: it was a way of cementing
alliances by providing mutual hostages as surety. Why

. would a nobleman be guardian to a lower-caste child? [

The fact that Alistair appeared reluctant to speak of his §
paternity indicated that there was a secret there.
"Ha!” bellowed Oghren. "Oghren wins again!” :
“You cheated!” Brosca shouted back over Oghren’s boom-
ing laughter.

"Wardens!” called a young dwarf, on guard outside the
camp. "Horsemen approaching! They've got a wagon, too.” §

Astrid rose. "Someone has to speak to them.” She gave
Alistair a hard nudge.

‘ow!”

"That means you, Senior Warden.”

"Oh.” He had not been doing so badly, he felt. He had
maps and orders, and had followed them pretty faithfully. §
Strange men on horseback were not in Bronwyn's plans. §
He hoped they were nice horsemen.

He walked out to where the guards were calling to the §
small party to identify themselves.

" —the Arl of Redcliffe...”




_ Alistair paused, and thought for a moment of Arl Eamon.
. Who was dead. Then he smiled, and pushed past the gath-
| ering dwarven warriors. The newcomer was surrounded
! by a half-dozen knights, and was asking to meet with the
| Warden-Commander.

"Arl Teagan!”

¢ He looked older and more careworn than he had at
| Ostagar, but his smile was as wide as ever. Teagan Guer-
| rin swung down from his horse, and came forward, arms
8 out. Alistair grinned, happier than he had been in weeks.
! He was caught up in a fierce hug.

{ "How are you?" Alistair asked at once. "T've heard such
® terrible stories!”

. Teagan's face creased briefly with anguish. "All true, I
| expect. I heard the Wardens were leading the dwarves to
! Ostagar. [ had to come to see it for myself. Redcliffe is in
# grim shape, but I put together a wagon of supplies for you.
| It's the least I can do.”

. There was no doubt that the supplies were welcome.
| Alistair laughed. "Since you've brought supper, you might
{ as well share it. You and your men are most welcome.”

| "And where is the beautiful Girl Warden?" Teagan asked,
looking about. "I expected to see her at the head of the army.”
' "Oh,” Alistair chuckled ruefully. "She'll be along soon
8 enough. There was a problem she had to sort out. She took
two of the new Wardens with her and some others, and
{ actually left me in charge! I'm expecting to see her in the

next day or two. Disappointed?”
"Unspeakably!” _
"Well, too bad, because you'll just have to make do with
me. But we've added to the glad throng.” He gestured at §
the rest of his party, now approaching to have a look at
the nobleman. "Arl Teagan of Redcliffe, let me present my g
fellow Wardens and my good friends: Warden Cullen,
Warden Astrid, Warden Freydis — "
Brosca growled, "I hate that name! Stick to Brosca!”
“Brosca, then! I don't see Warden Anders, who is no g
doubt chasing after Morrigan...”
"He's probably caught Morrigan!” cackled Oghren. :
“Yes, well... he probably has. This is our friend and com- §
rade Oghren, who's come all the way from Orzammar §
with us to fight the darkspawn. A motley crew, you might
say, but we do pretty well” :
Teagan studied all the faces. They seemed a decent §
group to him. Perhaps they would be good friends to
Alistair: better friends than he had been himself... and §
better than his brother. He repeated the names, feeling
he owed Alistair the courtesy of knowing his associates. §
Cullen was a tall and strong young man, with a knightly g
but modest air. A suitable companion. The dwarves were §
all very different from one another: Astrid was a digni-
fied young woman, with keen, knowing eyes. Brosca had §
a turned-up nose, a huge grin, and a loud voice. Oghren §
seemed the most like the other dwarves Teagan had met: &




| brash, bearded, and boisterous. Of course, if he really was
! like most dwarves, he would be a doughty warrior, which

. is what was wanted at the moment.

After the exchange of pleasantries, Teagan clapped a

8 hand on Alistair's shoulder. "If you have a moment, I'd
like to speak to you."

They took a walk together by a quick-flowing brook.

.'; Water tumbled whitely over boulders in the stream bed.

| The noise would cover the sound of his words quite effec-
| tively, since Teagan had things to say that he wanted no

' one but Alistair to hear.

"Alistair, my brother did you wrong. No. Don't disagree

8 with me. Just hear me out for now. Why he did what he
» did will always be a mystery to me. When I was young I

| accepted it, but as time went on I could see that it could
! not be at all what the King your father had intended for

# you. I should have taken you into my own household, but

| Eamon wouldn't have it, and he was my liege lord as well
! as my brother. I've come to the opinion that he thought
| he was protecting our nephew Cailan, by making sure

8 you could never be a rival to him. Perhaps he felt he was

d avenging our sister Rowan as well. I'm not sure. Then,

later, when Isolde was so jealous, he felt that sending you

! to the Chantry was the perfect solution. He was fond of

you in his way, but it was the way of a powerful lord with

| an eye to his own advantage. I know that he told you that

1
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your birth would never matter, because you were a bas-

tard, but you and I know that that is not hh;fv the world
is. Your birth does matter, and there are those who might §
seek to make use of you because of it. I just wanted to let §
you know how sorry I am at how it all turned out, and §
how sorry I am that I did not do more to help you.”

Alistair shook his head. With a grin, he said, "There’s
nothing to be sorry about. I hated the Chantry, sure, but &
I love being a Grey Warden. Hardly anybody knows who

. my father was. It's not something I go blabbing about.”

Teagan looked at him searchingly. "Does Bronwyn g
Cousland know about it?”

A sheepish blush. "She figured it out on her own. Hey! It §
was the King's fault! He called me ‘brother’ when we were 3
leaving Ostagar and she heard him. She agrees that it's §
something to keep quiet about.”

‘I am glad to hear it Teagan said, though his uneasy §
expression belied his words. "Unfortunately, I know that §
other people — people who may not have your best inter- §
ests in mind — also know about it. Since Eamon and Isolde §
died, I have been going through their papers. Isolde must §
have written to her family in Orlais about your birth, §
based on something in some of the letters I've looked at. &
It could be dangerous for you.” He frowned, and grasped §
Alistair by the forearm. "My brother was involved in all §
sorts of plots. Some of them were his own affair. Some of |
them involved the King. Some could cause a great deal of |
upheaval in this country. Alistair: [ want you to promise




| me that you will never let yourself be put forward as King.
| Never: no matter what happens. You must not oppose your

t brother, and you must not let people use you in order to

| oppose him. It would be your death.” He leaned forward,

i blue eyes intense. "Promise me!”

Alistair almost mentioned the failed Orlesian plot, but

| decided against it. It would only worry this decent man. He

.'; had escaped the Orlesians, and who else would try to pass him

| off as anything resembling a Crown Prince? A Clown Prince
| seemed the best he could manage. He smiled and agreed.

"All right, all right! I promise not to pretend to be King.

! I promise not to let anybody put a crown on my head...

8 again. Actually, there was this time in Orzammar...well,
y come on back to the campfire, and we'll have some supper,

! and I'll tell you all about it!”

—==Tta

Bronwyn's party rode fast on the West Road. Adaia clung

| to Tara, refusing to show her growing misery and dis-

! comfort. She had never been outside the walls of Denerim
| before. She had never slept on the ground, or in a tent. She

had never searched for firewood. She had never seen so

 many trees. This was supposedly the heritage of the elves,

but it seemed odd and alien to her.

Only a few months ago, she had had the wild idea of run-

ning away from the Alienage and trying to find the Dalish i

| elves. It would have been hopeless. This world beyond the

1

: Alienage was vast and incomprehensible. If she and her

cousin Soris had made it through the city gates, they would &
have died of hunger and thirst and cold in this terrible wil- §
derness. She was learning, but it was hard. She missed her &
father. She missed Shianni and all the people of the Alien- §
age who had been her world her entire life long. If it were

. not for Tara and Zevran, it would be unbearable.

They made camp after a long day’'s ride. Adaia was led
about, first by Zevran, and then by Leliana, but she had

. 1o idea what she was doing. The giant growled at her, and £

the noble lady was patient in the way people were when g
their patience was sorely tried.

Water was found, a fire was built, and some oats were |
measured out for porridge. Adaia knew how to make por- §
ridge, and tried to make herself useful to Tara. _

"Don’'t people hunt when they live out of doors?” she |
whispered to Tara. "I mean, isn't that how they find food?" §

"Hunting takes a lot of time" Tara explained, feeling §
like a very experienced adventurer, in comparison to this |
young neophyte. “We brought food with us so we could §
find the rest of the Wardens fast”

Adaia had discovered that she was traveling with Grey §
Wardens. It was like traveling with storybook heroes. At
home in the Alienage, their hahren, Valendrian, always §
spoke well of the Grey Wardens. Adaia had not quite §
realized that Grey Wardens still existed. Tara was a Grey |
Warden too, and very nice, even though she was a mage. |
She was kind enough to share a tent with Adaia and to




| arrange the blankets so Adaia would not be cold.

| "Since you're new, you get to sleep all night” Tara said,
| leaving the tent to take her turn standing watch. Adaia
| sighed, knowing that it was probably because she did not
| know how to stand watch, and had only a little knife to
| protect herself with if she saw something dangerous. She
i hoped she would be useful someday for something other
| than making porridge.

4 Night yielded slowly to day. A clear light rose in the
| east, the first faint glimmer before the dawn. Bronwyn
| was building up the fire for their breakfast when Scout
8 lifted his head from his paws and rose to his feet, star-
) ing into the woods. Bronwyn paused, sifting through her
| senses. No darkspawn, but there was certainly something
| moving out of the trees.

"Grey Warden.”

|  Shestood up at the low voice. Sten was patrolling the camp,
| and moved quickly toward the voice, loosening his sword.

|  The figures moved closer, hands out in the common
! gesture of peace. Shorter than human, and slender: a
! man and a woman.

: "Everybody up!” Bronwyn ordered quietly.

_ Leliana emerged from her tent, and look at the new-
8 comers, blue eyes widening.

_' “Dalish elves!” she murmured, astonished. "I have never
'1- met any before.”

More rustles. Adaia crept out of Tara's tent, and Zevran §
stepped out of his, bare-chested, lacing his breeches with §
an elaborate show of disregard.

Tara stumbled out, dark hair tousled, looking eager. §

"This is so exciting!”

Zevran only shrugged and laughed to himself. Adaia
whispered to him. "They're all right, aren't they? I mean,
we're all elves, aren't we?”

He murmured, "You will soon find that that there are
elves, and then there are elves, carina.” -
"Have you ever met Dalish elves before?” she asked,
watching the two strangely dressed figures come forward. §

“Long ago,” Zevran admitted, with a little half-smile, "I §
tried to join them. They called me 'flat ears, and conde-
scended to try to teach me their ways. I discovered that I
missed a comfortable bed, a glass of wine, and the famil- §
iar stink of city life. Dalish are very proud and very fierce, &
and terribly, terribly boring.”

“Shh!” Tara hushed them, trying not to grin. “They look §
very dignified.”

Zevran's smile faded completely. "They are savages with
delusions of grandeur.”

Savages or not, they greeted Bronwyn with chilly dig- §
nity. The woman spoke first.

"I am Ineria, and my companion — " she gestured to the §
male archer at her side — "is Junar. The Keeper of our clan §




| the southern forests that you are calling on the ancient
| allies of your order.”

"That is so,” Bronwyn assented. "I am the Grey Warden

| Bronwyn. I was planning on searching for you as soon as

8 the dwarven army arrived at Ostagar. I expected it to be a
} long and difficult search.”

The woman asked harshly. "And why is that? Do you

.'; think that the elves would not honor their oaths? Do you

| deem us of little worth?”

Bronwyn had always heard that the Dalish were dif-

* ficult and stiffnecked. She would have to tread carefully.

“Not at all,” she replied. "However, I have heard of the con-

8 summate woodcraft of the Dalish. While the Circle of Magi
. and the dwarven city are on every map, the Dalish can

| disappear into the landscape. I could not know if you had
| heard of my search, or not. That you have found me makes
! my task far easier. Is it possible to speak to your Keeper?”

"It is,” the male archer replied. "She has sent us to bring you

! 1o her. She is not far: but one league’s journey into the forest.”

It was too good an opportunity to miss. The newcomers

§ were invited to join them for breakfast, and Leliana and Sten

| put together a meal. Bronwyn sensed that it was extremely

important that the Dalish not see her treating any elves in

| her party as servants. The introductions were briefly made:

"My sister Wardens, Tara and Leliana. My friends and

| companions, Sten, Zevran, and Adaia.”

1
1

Ineria’s eyes narrowed. "Adaia! That is a Dalish name!”

"My grandmother was Dalish,” Adaia sa?df*shyly. "She E
passed this down to me... " The girl displayed her little §
knife of ironbark. The archer raised his brows, and Ineria =3
scowled. She gave Adaia a stern look, as if finding her §
unworthy of such a weapon, and then turned to Bronwyn

. without further words to the Alienage elf. Adaia blushed,

but could not take her eyes from them... especially from
their strange and elaborate facial tattoos.

"We thank you for your courtesy,” said the more civil
Junar. They sat down, and a stiff and oddly formal break- §
fast was shared around the campfire. The camp was then
rapidly packed up, and they followed the Dalish into the §
trees, leading their horses.

A short, careful walk, and they saw signs of the Dalish camp.

"Do you see those wagons with the sail-like structures?” |
Zevran asked the Tara and Adaia, discreetly pointing. “They §
are called aravels: some people call them landships. Those §
are the homes of the Dalish as they travel through the world. §
As you might imagine, most of their lives are spent outdoors.” §

They emerged into a clearing, where a large camp lay before
them, complete with aravels arranged in a defensive array.

"You may leave your horses here,” Ineria told Bronwyn §
brusquely, with a hint of scorn. She turned suspicious eyes §
on Scout, who stayed close to Bronwyn's side, and gazed
up at the elf with winsome innocence. :

The Dalish did not keep dogs or use horses, Bronwyn |
had once read, but instead domesticated the halla, a
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| strong but delicate-looking white deer. Halla were revered,
! and while they pulled the aravels, no elf would describe

t them as a beast of burden. In addition, they provided the

| elves with milk and cheese. Not meat, of course. No elf

i would eat the flesh of a halla, and elves were known to
! kill humans who were so reckless or arrogant as to do so.
i Bronwyn hoped they would be allowed to see the halla.

Possibly: possibly not. First she would see the Keeper

| of the Clan, who was an elderly female mage named
| Marethari. This important personage awaited them by

| her aravel. The sides were carved with strange shapes and

| inhuman heads. Perhaps some of their gods. The Dalish

§ clung to their ancient beliefs, in spite of the Chantry and
i the Exalted Marches that had driven them from their

¢ homeland in the Dales.

Keeper Marethari welcomed them with quiet courtesy.

¥ "Andaran atish'an, Grey Wardens,”

She wanted something, of course, and told them so directly.
The story was a strange one: of two young elves explor-

d ing haunted ruins; monsters; a mysterious mirror. One of

8 the young elves had vanished, the other had been found

| later, badly injured.

"After some time, it was clear that Danith had somehow

been exposed to the Taint. I had been expecting my old

§ friend Duncan to return for some time. He came through

| in the spring, talking of the massing of the darkspawn.

1

: He would be recruiting, he told me, and I knew he wished

to take some our young people. Time passed, and he did @
not come. When Danith was found, so damaged, I wished |
every day for him. Then I heard of the battle in the south, &
and that he was dead. I almost lost all hope. I believe there §
is something you can do for Danith, if you will. Come.”

. She paused. "And bring the mage with you. What is your g

name, cousin?” she inquired of Tara.
Surprised at being addressed, Tara blinked and answered,

. "Tara, Keeper. Tara Surana, formerly of the Circle of Magi”

‘I know of your Circle,” the Keeper said with a hint of §
disapproval. "I am glad to see one of our kin free of it."
Tara's smile bloomed. "Not nearly so glad as I am to be |
free of it
Marethari's expression softened. "It is well, then.”
The Keeper invited them to enter her aravel. Bronwyn |
stooped as she climbed into the covered wagon. There §
was a wide, gauzy curtain at the back. Marethari pulled
the curtain aside, revealing a young girl lying immobile |
on a narrow bed. Her skin was faintly tinged with grey. &
Watching over her was another Dalish girl, who stared at §
the Warden with huge green eyes.
“Atishan!” she whispered. "You are a Warden! I've never g
seen one before...” :
Marethari said, "This is Merrill, my First. And here is our §
hunter. I have kept her in a deep sleep for quite some time. It
has slowed the progress of the disease, but not cured her.”
Bronwyn studied the unconscious girl, feeling the faint- §




| est thrum in her own blood. Tara must have felt it, too,
} and she touched Bronwyn's arm, and nodded.

. "Yes,” Bronwyn said to Marethari, "this is Taint. I have
| seen it.” She had seen it indeed, in the Deep Roads. Ruck’s
| Taint had been more advanced, of course, but it was in
| this girl as well. She was a very slender, athletic-looking
i young elf woman. Her limbs were long and muscular, her
| head shaved for cleanliness. The tattoos on her face traced

| a butterfly-like shape, refined and delicate.
¥ "Her name is Danith Mahariel, and she is one of our
| most promising young hunters. Is it too late for her?”

! Marethari asked, her gaze intense.

i  Bronwyn paused. What could she say? What did this elf
i know? More than most, it would seem. Had Duncan told her,
| or was this lore something known to the Keepers of the Dalish?
: She chose her words carefully. "She may still die. And if
| she does not die, she must leave your people and join us.”

|  Marethari smiled sadly. "I think Duncan would have
| taken her anyway. If you can save her life, it will be yours,
| and you will have the gratitude of my clan and all its allies.”
_ Good enough. They could attempt a Joining. If the girl
d died, Bronwyn would have to talk seriously about the trea-
ties, which did not allow the elves any conditions regard-
\ ing the life of a single elf.

Tara knelt down to examine the Dalish girl more carefully.
“This is an amazing sleep spell.”

Marethari regarded the Circle mage with interest. "It is

old magic. A shadow only of the Eternal Dream of ancient §
Arlathan.” _
Merrill whispered, “Uthenera...” the word shivered in &
the air, until the spell was broken by the Keeper.
Marethari turned to Bronwyn. "So you will do it? Shall
I awaken her, then?”
"Yes,” Bronwyn agreed. "We will need to go somewhere
private, however. I shall send Warden Leliana to fetch the

. proper supplies from my pack.”

The Keeper seemed willing enough for Bronwyn to go. &
She asked Tara to stay, however, to see how the girl Danith
was awakened from her enchanted sleep. :

Bronwyn found Leliana, sitting in a circle with the §
others, listening to a Dalish elf recounting a long story &
of the wicked treachery of humans. Interrupting the elf
would only cause trouble. She nearly leaned against a tree,
and then wondered if that would be offensive to Dalish §
customs in some weird way. Instead, she waited politely, §
inwardly fuming, until the tale was done. Leliana dealt §
with the accusatory questions that followed the story with
great tact, and then saw Bronwyn standing nearby.

"Excuse me,” she said to the storyteller. "My commander §
wishes to speak to me.” :

Bronwyn led her away a little, and spoke softly. "Emer-
gency Joining. One of the elves is Tainted. I don't know if §
it will work, but if it does, we'll have the clan's support. If |
she dies, they may be angry, but if we refuse, they would




| be angry anyway. Get the supplies from my pack, and
y find the nicest silver cup we've got.”

_ Leliana smiled impishly. "I don't think Tara will mind
| sharing her loot for such an occasion.”

| Adaia sat in the circle beside Zevran, listening to the
2 hahren tell the story, completely fascinated. These strange
| elves lived in another world, one that frightened but
| excited her. How could Zevran think so little of them? She
§ did not mind their pitying looks. Her life in the Alienage
| was pretty horrible at times. These people did not bow to
| a monster like Vaughan. They did not beg for coppers, or
8 grub for scraps. Their life was hard, obviously, but they
Y were independent, and beholden to no one.

!  The hahren actually spoke to her, which made her blush.

i I am told that your grandmother was Dalish. From
% which clan was she?”

| Adaia stammered, "Please, ser, I don't know. My mother
! died before she could pass on all my grandmother had
| told her. From south of Denerim, from what I know. Her
| name was Talanni. I do know that.”

¢ "Do not call me ‘ser,” the elderly hahren mildly rebuked
her. "That is a shemlen title. The name sounds like one
§ in Zathrian's clan. Perhaps your grandmother came from
8 there. And you, cousin,” he asked Zevran. "Have you near
| relations among the Dalish?”

Zevran smiled tightly. "My mother was Dalish. She died

when [ was a small child. She fell in love with a city elf in §
Antiva and went to live with him. Things went badly for her" §

There were many sage nods around the campfire. The
hahren declared, "As they do when elves live among humans.” §

Adaia glanced around nervously. She did not want to
tell these elves her real name, which was not Dalish at all. §
She wondered if Lady Bronwyn would be offended by the
things the elves were saying. She was talking quietly to

. Leliana. Sten, the huge Qunari, was sitting at some dis-

tance, apparently meditating on his Qun, or something g
of the sort. Zevran was carefully expressionless, and she
sensed, being very alive to the feelings of those around |
her, that he disapproved of these people.

"Warden Bronwyn,” Zevran declared, "is... an honorable §
woman, and treats her companions equally and fairly. All
elves are not the same. All dwarves, I have found, are not the §
same. It is unreasonable to hold that all humans are the same.”

"Did she invite you to join the Wardens?" one elf woman |
asked sharply.

"She did,” Zevran answered shortly. T refused. It is not
for me.”

Adaia watched them, to see if the elves would be angry.
They did not seem to be. Zevran, she knew, thought a lot §
of Lady Bronwyn, and it was true that she was a fair-
spoken noblewoman, and had treated Adaia herself very §
well. Still, how could she really trust her, Grey Warden |
or not? Shems always had their own reasons for doing




Bronwyn and Leliana were directed to the west of the

! camp, where they would be sheltered by overhanging
% vines. Very carefully, since not just a life, but a great alli-
ance depended on it, Bronwyn mixed the ingredients of
§l the Joining potion. This was the time-consuming proce-
| dure that Riordan had shown her. It would be nice to have
| Tara hurry it along with her magic, but Keeper Marethari
§ wanted to talk to Tara. Anything that would sweeten these
| difficult people should be encouraged. She had seen Adaia
| and Zevran sitting with some elves, apparently exchang-
8l ing stories. That too, was very nice. Anything to improve
, relations was desirable.

Her own feelings and prejudices mattered not. Father

! had had no end of trouble with the Dalish up in Highever.
# A clan lived in the Coast Mountains, and sometimes
| migrated across Amaranthine down through the Wend-

| ing Wood and into the Blackmarsh. They used all their
| skill to hide when doing so, and for good reason. Rendon

§ Howe considered Dalish Elves to be useless vagrants and

| no better than thieves, since they hunted and gathered

wherever they traveled. He treated them as vermin: raid-

! ing them when he could; breaking up their camps and

1

g killing those who resisted.

Father had phrased his views more moderately, but had

1 essentially felt the same. There was no doubt that the elves

had been dispossessed by humans, and they certainly had @
been treated unjustly. However, their refusal to assimilate §
into normal society — to convert to Andrasteanism and &
to surrender their mages to the Chantry — made deal- §
ings with them fraught with tension. They disregarded

. property boundaries; they killed game on noble preserves;

they were infernally quick to take offense.
Now that she had seen how children were treated at

. the Circle, Bronwyn could not quite blame the Dalish for [

hiding their own. If a child of hers were a mage, she might £
well try to find a way to save them from such a fate. That
the Dalish insisted on worshipping their silly heathen gods §
seemed foolish, since it appeared that those gods did noth-
ing to help them. To be honest, though, the Chantry itself §
admitted that the Maker had turned his face from his cre- |
ation and did nothing for anyone either, and would not: not §
until the Chant of Light was sung in every corner of the [
world. Considering how satisfied the Qunari seemed to be §
with their own religion, it did not appear to Bronwyn that §
the Maker's stipulation would be met any time soon. She §
decided to concentrate on her potion.

A drop of Archdemon blood. It mixed greasily with that
of the darkspawn: black on darkest red, filth on filth. Now, §
to add the lyrium...

A whiff of the substance rose with the insistent breeze, |
briefly tingling through all her senses. She stirred with §
the dragonthorn twig that would afterward be burned




| or buried. She swirled the substance in the cup carefully,
| remembering her own Joining.

"Shall I call Tara and the new recruit to join us?” whis-

| pered Leliana.

“Yes. I have almost finished the potion. Nice cup, by the way.”
The bard laughed. "I thought you would like it. Such

| pretty designs. With the deer chasing each other around

.'; the rim, I thought it suitable for a Dalish Warden's Joining.”

"T hope we'll have a Dalish Warden when it's all over.”
T shall pray to Our Lady Andraste and to the Maker.”

Leliana stepped out to look for Tara, and then gave her a

| wave. Tara nodded and waved back. Very gently, the Dalish

8l girl was led to her fate in the little glade among the trees.

—=TN

"So, we have another Warden,” said Tara. "That is some-

! thing to celebrate.”

"And we have the word of Keeper Marethari to provide at

| least three hundred archers from her clan and her clan's allies,”

| Bronwyn agreed. "That's the real reason we're here, after all”

A new Warden, of course, was a good thing: even if the

8 new Warden had been summarily Joined without much

| chance to express her own opinion of the matter. Bronwyn

had barely been introduced to her before she had been put

! through the ritual. The girl had survived, which was some-

8 thing of a surprise, considering how sick from the Taint she i

had been. Perhaps her Keeper was as wise as she made her-

1

: self out to be. At any rate, they had the beginnings of an

alliance with the Dalish, and another Warden. :

Danith Mahariel, like the best of the Dalish, had a rep- §
utation as an archer. She was also considered to have con- &
siderable skill with a pair of daggers. Bronwyn studied §
the fine-boned face as the young woman struggled with

. the horror of her Joining nightmares.

Leliana asked, "Will you go north to find the clan of E
this Zathrian? From what Keeper Marethari says, his

. word carries a lot of weight among the Dalish in Ferelden.”

“Not yet. We must meet Alistair and the dwarves. Mer- §
rill will lead Marethari's clansmen to Ostagar. It's not like
[ expect her to lose her way.” :

She needed to get back to Ostagar. Things were hap-
pening there that she needed to know about. More to the §
point, she needed to retain the good will of Teyrn Loghain |
in her struggle to defend her brother and herself against §
the Howes and their secret supporters. Should she show
him the King's letter? It might enrage him. It might cause a |
public rift that Ferelden could ill afford in this time of crisis. §
On the other hand, keeping secret the King's intention to set §
aside Loghain's daughter in order to marry the Empress of §
Orlais would certainly be regarded as disloyal on a deeply &
personal level. She would have to keep her wits about her. |

At length, the new Warden's eyes opened: dark blue as
a midsummer night. If Danith thought Bronwyn’s face an §
improvement over seeing the Archdemon in the Fade, she §
did not show it. She accepted her fate with calm stoicism, §




| like a noble girl accepting an arranged marriage.

_ The Dalish wanted them to stay, but Bronwyn had to say
¢ no to them. Yes, it would be better for their new Warden
! Danith to have a day or two to bid farewell to her clan, but
8 there was no time. They had already lost a day dealing
with the elves. They would resume their journey, riding
i hard to find Alistair.

|  For the first time in her life, Danith Mahariel rode on a
8 horse, clinging to the waist of the city elf named Zevran.
| She had seen horses in passing, but had never dreamed she
| would actually travel on one herself. The horse was a heavy,
8 slow-witted creature compared to a halla, but it carried
» them willingly and faithfully. She must learn more about
| these animals. Her light pack was tied to the horse, and her
| fine new bow and daggers were strapped to her back. Her
! clan had been generous with loving farewell gifts.

|  Zevran's manner of speech was foreign, and he had an
| insouciant air like that of no elf she had ever met; but his
® strong and compact body was that of a true elf, and she felt
§ more comfortable holding onto him than she would have
| been touching the giant who traveled with them, or the
tall shemlen women. One, the leader, was quite tall indeed,
| with eerie green eyes that sized Danith up very coolly.

| At first, Danith had thought the woman's face was
marked like an elf's with vallaslin: the blood writing of
4 the Dalish. Looking closer, she realized it was a long pale

1

scar. She was a warrior, certainly: and a Grey Warden. &
The Keeper had a good opinion of the Grey Wardens. They |
were an order that did not discriminate among human, elf, &
or dwarf. In fact, the Keeper had been friends with their §
former leader, a shemlen male named Duncan. Duncan

. had died in battle against the darkspawn, and this young

woman had assumed command. :
There were other elves in their party, which was a pleas-

. ant surprise. Not only was there the young mage Tara

who had spoken to her kindly, and the handsome, foreign g
Zevran, but there was also another young girl of the city
elves. Adaia was a good name, rolling off the tongue in a §
pleasantly familiar way. The girl, however, was as helpless [
and clumsy as a little child. She had lived all her life among &
shemlens, and did not know how to take care of herself.

The girl, in her strange croaking voice, had shyly told §
Danith of the beautiful tree in her quarter of the city. A §
great vhenadahl grew there, which was well and proper, §
but as she talked of it, it became apparent that that was §
the only tree she had known there. The thought of a single §
tree, alone, surrounded by the ugly dwellings of the shem- §
len and the poor ignorant flat ears, made Danith a little §
queasy. Adaia was not a Warden, but was traveling with |
them for her own protection, since she had found herself |
in trouble with some shemlen bullies in the city. :

Tara, the mage, had lived her whole life until recently |
in the Tower of the Circle of Magi, imprisoned by the




| shemlen Chantry. There, she said, elves and humans were
| treated as equals: but equal in that they were prisoners all
v alike. Tara had many friends who were shemlens, and did
| not like to hear the term used of them. One of Tara’s good
§ shemlen friends had left the Tower with her. He was a not
! a lover, she told Danith, but more a brother of the spirit,
8 and now her brother in the Wardens. Tara also thought
| highly of Bronwyn, their leader, who had saved her from
| some unspecified danger at the Circle.

4 Danith did not like the idea of these elves revering a
| shemlen woman as a protector, since they should be able to
| protect themselves. However, the world being what it was,
8 it was understandable that they preferred to be patron-
) ized by a better sort of shemlen to being killed or even ill-
| treated by the worst of them. They believed this Bronwyn
| to be well-meaning, and the Keeper had also believed her
# to be so. Time would tell. The shemlen woman Andraste
| had clearly meant well when she had befriended Thane
! Shartan and freed the elven slaves, but her followers had
® suppressed that part of her story, and had used her name
§l to destroy the elven homeland and scatter the survivors
| all over Thedas. Danger could wear many masks, and
none more dangerous than the mask of friendship.

. The other shemlen female, Leliana, had some redeem-
8 ing qualities, too. She sang well, in a sweet voice that not
even an elf could despise, and she was polite to everyone.
| She was supposed to be something of an archer, though
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Danith would believe that when she saw it for herself. :
They stopped to camp at last. The Warden leader set §
Danith her first task. She was to teach Adaia the ways of &
the forest: of earth, tree, and stream. She advised Danith §
to teach the girl Adaia as she would a child of the Dalish,

! beginning at the very beginning, with skills like finding

firewood, and moving quietly through the trees.
Danith took the city girl in hand, and began her lessons

. at once, showing her the proper way to collect fallen wood, £

in a way that did not result in poisonous bites from serpents £
or spiders. Adaia did not know better than to break twigs as
she walked, so that had to be addressed. While they worked, §
Danith spoke: old words, words meant more to comfort her- §
self than to educate such an unpromising pupil. _

"The Way of the Dalish is Vir Tanadahl, meaning "Way |
of Three Trees. It is made of three parts, which are: Vir §
Assan, The Way of the Arrow, Vir Bor'Assan, The Way of §
the Bow, and Vir Adahlen, The Way of the Forest. Repeat |
those words,” she ordered. Adaia stared at her in confu- §
sion. With a deep sigh, Danith said, "Vir Tanadahl.”

A slight hesitation, "Vir Tanadahl.”

“"What does it mean?”

“The Way... of the People?” :

"No! The Way of Three Trees. Say it, and say what it §
means.”

"Vir Tanadahl. The Way of Three Trees.”

“What are the three parts?”




"Er.. The Way of the Bow is one, I know..."

| It took some time for Adaia to learn those few words, and

| then they had to go on to the meaning of the three parts:

The Way of the Arrow — Fly straight and do not waver.

The Way of the Bow — Bend but never break.

The Way of the Forest — Together we are stronger than the one.

¢« Tara came up and listened in silence to the lesson.

| Afterward, she said, "Those aren't bad precepts for Grey

| Wardens, either”

e Perhaps not,” Danith replied coolly. "However, there are

| other words that are only for our people. This is the Oath of the

| Dales, from the time when our people were hunted from their

8 second homeland. Listen well, Adaia, and learn it by heart:

. “We are the Dalish: keepers of the lost lore, walkers of the

| lonely path. We are the last elvhen. Never again shall we submit.”
— =N

: The West Road followed the River Drakon as it stretched

| to the southwest. They had swung wide, avoiding South

! Reach, since Bronwyn did not want people gossiping about

| having seen the Girl Warden on the road from Denerim.

| Likewise, she wished to avoid Lothering and its time-con-

| suming well-wishers.

Half a day’s ride from Lothering, however, they found

| themselves in battle.

' They were moving fast, trying to make up time, when

Bronwyn shuddered with the familiar tingle of nearby

4 darkspawn. She lifted her hand, and they halted, while

they all swept the horizon for signs of the enemy. It seemed §
that it was a fairly strong band. :
"They have an emissary with them,” Tara judged. "Maybe two."
‘I agree.” Bronwyn bit her lip, wanting to press on, but §
they had no choice. If there were darkspawn nearby, they
had to be dealt with. They found the nearest ramp and
left the road, picking their way toward the Southron Hills.
They had not gone far when they heard the screams.
They were not soldiers, the mob they saw running for g
their lives. There were tiny figures among the terrified E
people, being dragged along or carried or simply knocked
aside in the rush. About two dozen refugees were making §
a break for the West Road. A few among the crowd were
armed, and some of these were running back to engage &
the darkspawn. Further on, half-hidden in the trees and
scrub, there were bursts of magic, brilliant and fearsome. §
The rasping sensation of Darkspawn! Darkspawn! Intensi- §
fied as Bronwyn headed toward the refugees at a gallop.
“Out of my way!” she shouted, hand flung out to direct the |
scrambling human tide. "The ramp's over there! Get up to
the road and turn left. Lothering’s not ten miles away!”
She pulled on her reins, and kicked the horse toward the
trees, ducking under a low-hanging branch. "Come on!”
"Hold tight, carina!” Zevran called out to Danith. "Grip
the horse with your legs!” :
"What he said!" yelled Tara. She decided that as soon §
as she saw the darkspawn, she would have to get off the




| horse and fight on foot. She could not wield her staff and
| hold the reins at the same time. There was no time to let

e Adaia slide off the horse, and no guarantee she would be

| safer if she did.

Leliana shrieked a war cry, her bow already in her

hands. Sten was thundering past on Trampler, a raging

! mountain of defiance. He, too, must dismount when he

.'; found the enemy, for it was impossible to wield a blade the

| size of Asala from horseback.

Danith had ridden hallas often enough to know how

| to stay on. How to fight when mounted was not a skill

| she possessed. As soon the darkspawn were in sight, she

8 jumped from the horse, landing lightly on booted feet,
i and threw herself behind some cover. In another second

! an arrow was nocked and aimed, and she was shooting
| into the mob of darkspawn.

The horses screamed protests, alarmed at the dark-

| spawn stink. Trampler was not as frightened as the others,

| and reared up, brandishing heavy hooves in the creatures’
d faces. One hurlock screamed in agony, and went down,

the left side of its skull caved in. The horse landed on its

4 front hooves, and Sten grabbed another of the darkspawn,
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snapping its neck with his gauntleted hands.

Tara shouted to Adaia. "['ve got to get off the horse! Slide

down and hide!”

It seemed good advice, and Adaia stumbled from the

horse, clutching frantically at her little knife. An arrow

hummed past her. She shrank down behind a tree. Twenty g
feet behind her was the Dalish girl, her eyes bright and &
fixed on the darkspawn. Her bow twanged again.

Everyone but Adaia seemed to know what to do. She felt §
scared and useless, her insides shrinking up very small at

. the sight of these unbelievable monsters: nightmare crea-

tures from a cruel fairy-tale. She crouched down behind
the tree, her breath coming quick and shallow. Zevran

. was yelling something, and she glimpsed a bright flash of £

his sword, and a head bouncing to the ground and rolling. g

Ahead of her, Tara's staff was lifted high, and she was
shouting strange words. Frost sparkled from the monsters, |
slowing them down. Another shout and the air rippled
with a sudden blow, knocking two of them off their feet. §

Leliana was shooting from horseback, not even touching §
the reins. Somehow her horse also knew what to do, and was |
circling the darkspawn, curvetting out of their way, dodg-
ing and biting, while her rider twisted in the saddle and §
shot the darkspawn with long, steel-tipped arrows. Adaia §
wondered if something was on the tips, for the darkspawn §
stuck by Leliana’s missiles suddenly clutched at themselves,
and jerked until they fell thrashing to the ground. :

Even the big dog knew what to do. He was running §
beside Bronwyn's horse on the left side, knocking down |
darkspawn who attacked her there, ripping at them with §
horrible growls. Adaia could not believe that this was the |
same dog who had wagged his tail when she had tossed




| him a piece of jerky that morning.
_ Some of the refugees were lying dead on the ground.
. Some were wounded and bleeding, and calling pitifully for

! help. Abandoned wagons were tipped on their sides, and

8 wounded oxen lowed dismally. A tiny boy tottered past a
¥ dead woman, face red and tear-stained, howling with fear.

Bronwyn saw Adaia and shouted, "Stay down!” She

.'; galloped past, leaning out of the saddle, slicing at one of

| the strangest of the creatures, one who wore a bizarre
i headdress and carried a mage's staff. A nasty green mist

: spurted from the staff. Bronwyn spurred her horse out of

| its path, and then her sword cut the staff in two. The dark-

8 spawn uttered a baffled roar, and tried to chase after her.
2 Her horse spun round and her sword sheared through the

| creature. It coughed blackly, suddenly sat down, and then
| collapsed to the side, dead. Bronwyn galloped on, and then

8 reached down and plucked the little boy from the ground.

In a flash, the horse was headed toward Adaia’s way,

! and the screaming toddler was dropped next to her. “Look
d after him!" Bronwyn shouted, and then galloped away,

8 seeing Sten chasing a pair of darkspawn who were drag-

ging a woman behind them.

Adaia stared at the little boy, nonplussed. He whim-

pered at the sight of her, and she managed a weak smile,

pulling him into her arms. "Shhh! We're going to hide

from the monsters, and let the heroes save us!”

1

Bronwyn charged down a shallow hill, sword dripping.

Sten was ahead of her, running with astonishingly speed &
for all his size and heavy armor. One of the genlocks &
turned to face the Qunari, and was knocked down and &
pinned to the ground by the point of Sten's greatsword. _
The other genlock was doggedly dragging the woman

. by a leg. She was bruised and bloody, and appeared to be

dead or unconscious: her arms lax, her long dark hair £
trailing through the dust. Bronwyn picked up speed,

. judged her moment carefully, and brought her sword

down, cutting through the tough left arm of the dark- §
spawn. Tainted blood spurted from the stump, and the
mortally wounded creature actually attempted to cross §
swords with her. Sten smashed it down. He snarled, as he
tried to brush the dead hand from the woman's leg, and &
found the grip too tight. Painstakingly, he broke the dark- |
spawn’s fingers, and threw the hand behind him. By now, §
the darkspawn was dead. The woman did not move. Sten
studied her more closely.

“She is alive,” he declared. With two fingers to his lips, §
he blew a shrill whistle. Trampler appeared, and loped §
after them, stamping briefly as it stopped at his master’s
side. Sten put the woman over the saddle, and led the §
horse back toward the road. Bronwyn gave him a nod and §
turned back to see how the rest of her party had fared.

—=NT :

Another burst of magic to her left. Tara took off on foot, §

shouting a paralysis spell at a hurlock in her way. The




| ground sloped off, and she stumbled, nearly falling. More
y fighting was going on here. Another emissary was spew-
t ing his primitive spells at a black-haired mage. A pile of
! darkspawn lay dead between them.

“T'm stronger than I look!” shouted the mage. Another

spell sucked life from the darkspawn, and a spurt of fire

y followed, setting the emissary’s crude garb on fire.

Tara sent a bolt of lightning at the monster, and ran up

| to support the other mage. The darkspawn swayed on its
| feet, uttering a last weak gobble. Tara reversed her staff and

i knocked the creature down, giving it a kick for good measure.

The mage turned, relieved to be rescued, and then yelled

® when Tara's fist connected with his nose.

"Bloody hell! What was that for?” He wiped the blood

| from his face, and looked up, just in time to be hit again.

| “Wait! Tara!”

“Jowan, you bastard!” Tara screamed. "T'm going to kill you!”
“ow!”
Bronwyn rode back toward the hill to find Tara beat-

| ing not on a darkspawn, but a human mage. He was not

8 fighting back either, but had put up his hands to protect

his head. Tara shouted as she clouted him again.

"Do you know what I went through because of you? Do

you know what the Templars did to me? And you just ran

away. Just ran away and saved yourself!” She hit him

! again. "And now I'm a Grey Warden, and guess what?

1

| You're conscripted. Conscripted! Conscripted! Conscripted!”

she shrieked. "Don't try to run away this time or I'll hunt £
you down myself, and our very tall commander will chop §
you into mincemeat!”

"Tara!” shouted Bronwyn. "Stop larking about with that §
mage and do what you can to heal the wounded. You!” she

. called to the stranger. She kicked her horse closer, and

stared down at the quailing Jowan. "Whoever you are, §
this Warden has conscripted you. You will help her in her

. efforts. You will assist us in rounding up the refugees and £

protecting them on their way to Lothering, and then you g
will Join the Wardens.”

Tara made a face at Jowan and stalked away, slapping §
him on the back of the head. "So there! Bastard.”

They hurried to heal whom they could, though some §
were already beyond help. Tara saw Sten walking toward |
them, leading Trampler, and she began casting spells on §
the woman draped over the saddle. :

"Leliana!” Bronwyn called. "Ride after those people |
and tell them the darkspawn are dead. They might have §
wounded or belongings back here. Or a child,” she snorted, §
seeing Adaia comforting the little boy in her arms.

Danith began methodically collecting her arrows. These
were not her people, and she had done her duty in slay- |
ing darkspawn. It was more important that she not lose
her excellent arrows through her own carelessness. Zevran
had tied up his horse, and was helping the Qunari right a |
shemlen wagon. One of the beasts that had pulled it was




| dead, and the other was living but bloody. A stranger mage
! healed the beast quickly, and its dead mate was unbuck-

¢ led from the harness and the wagon pulled away from it.

| Another beast — an ox — she remembered it was called, was

i found alive, and was harnessed in place of the dead one.

What a lot of rubbish the shemlens carried with them!

. The ground was littered with their possessions. Some

.'; of them were already on their feet, picking through the

| trash, moaning about the things they had lost, while
| other humans lay dead or injured.

Leliana was leading some the refugees back to help their

| clansmen. The red-haired Warden was indeed something of
§l an archer, and the feat of shooting from a moving horse was
. to be respected. Whether the shemlen woman was Danith's
! equal in a straight match of skill was yet to be determined.

| A shemlen male shouted, and rushed down from the road,
| arms out. He ran at Adaia, and snatched the child from her.
"Lorcan! Give him to me!”

He clutched the child, weeping, and without a word of

| thanks to Adaia for sheltering his son, he walked away. He

8 was looking for his wife, it appeared, and was distraught,

d but it was still discourteous and ungrateful. Danith gri-

2 maced, and resumed her search for the lost arrows.

—

Bronwyn's temper was beyond frayed by the time the

bedraggled little caravan reached the safety of Lothering.

1

: She had been hard put to it, resolving the disputes over

ownership of the surviving oxen, over what should be g
carried in the usable wagons, and over who was to ride §
in them. The mages burned the dead, humans and dark- &
spawn both, and it was time to be gone, if they were to §
reach Lothering before dark.
Bronwyn led them out, with Leliana and Tara on either
side. Scout trotted happily along, sniffing the air for more
of the Tainted ones. Adaia and Jowan walked with them.
"T want him where I can see him,” Tara said fiercely, point- |
ing at Jowan. "If he tries to run, I swear I'll paralyze him." She &
leaned over and spoke to Scout. “You watch him, too. All right?”
Scout agreed with a yip. He did not know the black-
haired mage very well yet. He smelled of blood and regret. §
"Tm not going to run,” Jowan protested wearily. "T've §
been trying to make up for all I've done. If being a Grey |
Warden is what you think I should do, I'll do it :
"Enough talk about Warden business,” Bronwyn admon-
ished them quietly. "Let’s get these people to Lothering, and §
then be on our way. I don't even want to camp there tonight. §
They'll find a way to slow us down, and we are out of time." §
"No baths at the Manor, then,” sighed Leliana.
Bronwyn laughed. "Certainly not! I can't imagine that
poor seneschal being happy at the sight of me. Baths at Bann §
Ceorlic’'s manor must henceforth be enjoyed only in memory.” §
“A very nice memory it is. Perhaps the bathing facilities at |
the Wardens' compound will require similar improvements.” |
"That sounds like a good idea,” Bronwyn agreed. "From




8 what Alistair told me, they seem a bit primitive.”

d Sten mounted Trampler, and formed a rear guard with
8 Zevran and Danith. They kept an eye on the landscape on
| either side of the road, especially where the forest crept up
very close. Danith insisted on walking, keeping her bow
at the ready. Her clan rarely journeyed on shemlen roads,
8 but they certainly made travel quicker.

§  The people of Lothering would have made a celebration
i for them if Bronwyn had let them. Some of the refugees
! had arrived before the Wardens, and had spread scare
| stories of the darkspawn horde advancing on Lothering
from the east. When the lookouts saw instead a caravan of
i humans with a rider wearing a winged helmet in the lead,
| there was an outpouring of relief and gratitude.

| Bronwyn refused to stop, telling Ser Bryant that they
§ were in a hurry to rejoin the army marching south to
2 Ostagar. People forced presents on them as they made their
8 triumphal way through the town. Danal rushed out with a
tray of tankards from Dane’s Refuge, and all the party was
il refreshed by the ale. Even Danith allowed that this shem-

len drink was not bad. Loaves of bread and bags of apples |

§ were thrust at them. Flowers strewed their path, and Bron-

| wyn was hit in the face with a thorny bouquet of roses. She §

caught it and smiled gamely, thanking the giver with a
8 wave. Leliana was delighted by a bunch of fragrant white
¢ flowers, given to her from a Chantry sister she knew.

"Thank you! Thank you!” she called. "You remembered! £

| Sister Beatrice, tell the Revered Mother I am a Warden §

now, and ask her to pray for me. Pray for us all!” ;
She shouted to Bronwyn over the noise. "Andraste’s Grace! &
These were my mother's favorite flowers. When I smell them, §

. [ can almost remember what she looked like!” She pressed the

cool white petals to her face, and then smiled radiantly. .
The Revered Mother herself appeared on the porch of §

. the Chantry, but Bronwyn only bowed respectfully from §
i horseback as she passed. The refugees they had shep- §

herded joined the crowd in the Commons, and the War- §

. dens climbed the far ramp back to the road.

"Everybody on horseback now,” Bronwyn ordered. §

“Jowan, get up behind Sten. Trampler is strong enough to §

carry you both. We can't get where we need to be at walk-
ing speed. Yes, Danith, I mean you, too. Tara, you said you
knew a spell to make horses go faster. We'll need it now.” §
“You mean Haste?” Jowan asked. "I know that one. I can help.” §
“Then do it,” Bronwyn snapped. "Now."




" LEGENDS OF
THE STONE

OWAN HAD SURVIVED. Bron-

wyn wondered if there was
#something about mages and the
i ¥ Joining. Tara might be angry
| at her old friend, but Bronwyn sensed that "old friend”
| trumped "angry.” Tara might want to punish him, but she
! did not want him to die, and she certainly did not want
| to turn him over to the Templars for summary execution.
. He was a mystery to Bronwyn: nothing like the Blood
| Mages in Mother Mallol's sermons — those powerful, half-
| demonic beings who had stormed the Golden City and
| brought sin and suffering to the world. Jowan was gentle-
eyed and biddable. His voice was soft, and when stressed
| he became whiny rather than threatening. Above all, he
| was a useful mage, and was now a brother Grey Warden.
{ “The Circle only lets us recruit one mage at a time,” Duncan
' had told her. Due to the Blight, the Knight-Commander
' and the First-Enchanter had allowed her to walk out of
{ the door of the Circle Tower with two mages in tow. About
® Morrigan they knew nothing at all. Now there would be

a fourth mage among her companions, and Bronwyn §
was extremely pleased. Having seen and experienced for §
herself how immensely useful mages were in battle, she
wished she could recruit a dozen more.

Of course, he would only be useful if the resistance to
his presence were not too great. She must not flaunt him
in the face of the Chantry. Cullen would be a problem. So,
too, to some extent, would Alistair. She would have to find
a way to mitigate the tension. Before she could make any §
decisions, she needed to get back to her people and assess §
the current situation.

And then she would have to equip Jowan a little more §
respectably. The sutlers with the army must have a better |
backpack, and a pair of boots without holes. The mage
had a curiously fragile appearance, as if he had not had
enough to eat in a long, long time. Bronwyn knew little §
about the lives of apostates on the run, but she suspected
that such was the case. He accepted the bowl of oat por-
ridge cooked with dried fruit from Adaia with fervent §
thanks — and without even looking at what it was. Any §
food was a blessing to one who had gone without.

Zevran was being a good sport about sharing a tent. §
They must get Jowan a tent of his own, too, as soon as
possible. With the money she had taken from the War-
dens’ cache, Bronwyn could provide more fittingly for her |
people. That would be good for morale.

Tara took her own bowl of porridge and sat down by Jowan.




"How are you dealing with the nightmares?”

Bronwyn listened carefully, not looking their way.

. "They're not so bad." Jowan dug into his porridge, and
| shrugged. "Not as bad as I thought the Harrowing would be.
| 1suppose that's what made me scared enough to run away.”

| "Not just your dream of spending your life in a country
| cottage with Lily?" Tara asked, with a sharp edge to her voice.
Jowan kept eating, not looking at anyone. "What hap-
| pened to her?” he asked softly.

2 "Taken off to the Aeonar. At least that's what the Knight-
i Commander said. Whether she was or wasn't I don't know.
! I was tossed in the dungeon a few minutes later, and I
8 never heard anything about anybody after that” Her face
. tightened, and she hit him over the head with her silver
{ spoon. "Why did you run off like that, Jowan? Why didn't
| you take me with you, at least?”

"I thought you were dead!” Jowan burst out. "I thought
| Id killed everybody. The spell was more powerful than I
! imagined. I saw you all fall, and I thought I'd killed you. I
| was afraid! I ran out the door and I kept running.”

“You thought I was dead?”

1 "I did,” he said, his face wretched. "I found out later that
[ was wrong. There was talk on the roads about an escape
{ and I found out that everybody survived. But at the time I
8 panicked. There was so much blood...”

_' Bronwyn spoke up. "About the Blood Magic thing. I
{ don't want to see that going on.”

"Of course, Warden-Commander,” Jowan hurriedly |
assured her. _
"Call me Bronwyn. You're a Warden. I repeat: I do not

want to see that going on, unless were all about to be §
slaughtered by the darkspawn. Then, if someone were to
pull off an impressive feat of magic in order to save our g
lives, I'd be absolutely fine with it

Zevran snickered. Leliana was a little shocked, but resigned.

"Intention is very important. That is so true.”

Sten was stoically indifferent. "It makes little difference £
to me. All magic is perilous.” He flicked ominous lavender
eyes in Jowan's direction. :

Jowan nodded, and wolfed down more porridge, glanc- &
ing up now and then through his lashes to see people’'s §
expressions. No one was paying any attention to him at
all, which actually was a great relief. Except for the dog. §
Scout panted happily in his direction, wagging his tail. :

"T'll throw the stick some more, I promise,” Jowan sighed. |

"Just as soon as I finish my porridge.”

S

Bronwyn and her companions rode into camp on a
rainy afternoon, just before the last of the dwarven troops.
These last were expected soon, and everyone enjoyed some |
much-needed rest before the final push south. Bronwyn
made her introductions brief. The additions to the fellow- §
ship were met with varying degrees of surprise, interest, |
and dismay, before they were dismissed to pitch tents and




| find the mess wagon. Cullen glared at Jowan, and turned
| and stalked off, radiating fury.

“You've already got the Dalish to agree to join us?”

| Alistair looked beyond Bronwyn, blushing a little at the

8 ensnaring vision of Danith in her midriff-baring Dalish
! armor. "That's... wow... I'm impressed... "

"She is quite beautiful,” Bronwyn agreed, good-naturedly.

| "A fine archer, too. A chance encounter with some dark-

| spawn exposed her to Blight disease. Saving her life with
! theJoining was all it took to get the agreement of her clan.”

Alistair ducked his head. "I wasn't really looking... all

| right, I was. But I'm really impressed that you got the

8l Dalish to join us so quickly. That should please the King.
. You said he was interested the Dalish alliance.”

"That would be nice,” Bronwyn shrugged. She had decided

| not to tell Alistair all the details of his brother’s courtship of
| Orlais. As few people as possible should know of that. "It was

| just one clan, really, and their close allies. I've been told of a

! more important clan to the north. Their Keeper is very influ-
| ential. At some point we should try to parley with him. None-

§ theless, we've got ourselves a sizable force of Dalish scouts and

| archers, and I'm sure their aid will be welcome.”

She needed to say something about the Denerim affair. "We

found that Orlesian bard who made trouble for us. She's dead

now, but some of her plots might linger on. We should keep

| our eyes and ears open. I saw my brother in Denerim, too,

1

: and warned him. It looks like the woman was feeding false

information to Arl Howe to make it look like my father was
a traitor. It doesn't excuse him, of course, but it does explain §
what he did. Anyway, the woman isn't in the picture any- &
more. Don't tell anyone that I was in Denerim. All they have §
to know is that I met with the Dalish.”

"T won't say a word,” he said earnestly.

She put a hand on his arm. "You've certainly handled
the march well. How are the dwarves doing?”

Alistair grinned, lowering his voice. He jerked his head g
at a dismal-looking group of dwarven soldiery, huddled £
by their smoky fire, rain dripping from their helmets and
beards. "They do better at night than during the day. The |
sky isn't so empty-looking then, they tell me.”

A dwartf sergeant glanced up and saw the cloud-heads §
looking at him.

“Nobody told us, “he growled, “that that Stone-forsaken §
Maker of yours was going to piss on us!”

Love in the afternoon in her private tent was something §
Morrigan was learning to enjoy. Anders lazed at her side, §
fingers running through her dark hair. Morrigan was
still considering the new arrivals. "That timid fellow is a §
blood mage?” Morrigan queried, amused and astonished. §

"I find that hard to credit.”

"True, though,” Anders assured her. "He's the one who
broke out of the Circle with a spell powerful enough to §
knock down the Knight-Commander, the First Enchanter, §




| and all the Templars within fifty yards, And it kept them
! down while he ran out of the door, commandeered the
| boat, and rowed to shore. He got away clean. I've never
{ heard of anything like it
. "He doesn't look like a powerful blood mage,” Morrigan
| remarked, peering through the tent opening at the black-
§ haired mage, who was being scolded by Tara, as usual, for
| some deficiency. "He looks like a clerk.”
. "That'’s just his sneaky mageness manifesting itself. He
8 disguises himself as a mild-mannered clerk, and then
| works his wicked wiles.” He gave Morrigan a squeeze.
| "Have a care for your small clothes!”
—=STaN
.  They were not the only ones speculating about Jowan.
| Cullen was appalled that he had been made a Warden,
! and it took all his ingrained discipline not to smite him
! on the spot. Every time he saw him.
|  Alistair saw him glaring, and came over to talk. "I know
| it's hard, but Bronwyn really thinks he should make up
| for the wrongs he's done by helping us.”
_ Cullen growled, "He should make up for the wrongs he's
d done with a sword separating his head from his shoul-
ders! Or in the Aeonar, at the very least!” He shook his
| head as Alistair opened his mouth. "Yes, I heard Bronwyn.
i He wouldn't be so useful in the Aeonar. But he's danger-
ous. Bronwyn is a wonderful leader, but she simply doesn't
| have experience dealing with Jowan's sort!”

Alistair advised him, "We'll keep an eye on him, all §
right? If he puts a toe out of line, we'll be waiting.” _
Cullen nodded, casting a dark look at Jowan, who was
diligently pitching Tara's tent for her. "I'll be waiting.”
"Tara conscripted him publicly. Bronwyn didn't want her
1o lose face in front of everyone else by refusing. Of course,
he's not all that our fearless leader brought back from her
trip for us. What do you think of Danith? Isn't she strange?”
Cullen really wanted to watch Jowan, but he answered g
readily enough. "Strange? Yes, of course. ['ve never met a &
Dalish elf before. Naturally Bronwyn allowed her to Join
in order to save her life, because she's generous that way,
but the woman is a heathen savage.”
“Well," Alistair temporized with a smile, "She's Dalish. §
That's what they are. If she had to let her Join to get the
Dalish alliance, then that's understandable. I'm still trying §
to figure out that other little elf girl she brought along.” :
Cullen said stiffly, "I sometimes fear that Bronwyn's §
noble generosity will be her undoing. She trusts too §
easily. The girl admits she is wanted by the City Guard in
Denerim. Tara says — "
"Cullen!” cried Brosca. "I was looking for you! I found a
better whetstone...

Tara called Adaia to join her at mess wagon, and said, |

"Hurry up and eat! We've got some training planned for you!” §

"It's already started,” Adaia complaining, rubbing sore




| thighs. "My legs really hurt from riding.”

| "Anders can do something for that. He's brilliant. Come
| on, I'm starving!”

“You're always starving.”

|  After a hearty meal —and Adaia had never seen so much
| food in one place — there were chores to be done. Everyone

| joined in, even the shems — even the haughty Dalish elf.
Then Zevran came over, beckoned by Tara. He gave
| Adaia an elaborate bow, and said, "Carina, the beaute-
8 ous Tara is concerned that you know how to take care
| of yourself in the situations that — " he grinned at Tara
! — "adventurers such as ourselves sometimes cannot avoid.”
® He handed her two short sticks. "Before darkness falls, I
} am to teach you something of the art of fighting. Come.”
He had found a clear space that he thought good for the
! purpose, and began with showing her some stances and
#l simple moves. Thinking her an absolute beginner, he was
| surprised that she even knew how to hold the practice
| daggers correctly.

|  Studying her with more interest, he smirked. "Someone
| has taught you a little of this before, yes? You are not so
| helpless as you think."

Adaia smiled shyly. "My mother taught me a little. I was
§ supposed to keep it secret, so it would not be so hard for
i my father to find a husband for me.”

_' Zevran laughed aloud, white teeth gleaming. "Foolish
| fathers! They do not realize that a weapon in a beautiful

woman's hand makes her irresistible!” :

Leliana found Bronwyn, and said, "Come and see! §
Zevran is teaching little Adaia to fight with daggers, and &
she is learning so quickly!”

They strolled over and saw Zevran teaching her how
to block. The girl was painfully thin, but wiry and quick. §
She had obviously not had much practice, but was at least
willing to learn.

— =TS

The camp was well organized, but the dwarven new- g
comers had the usual difficulty with adjusting to the open
sky. Alistair had been right: as night fell, the problems |
lessened. The dark blue vault at twilight was not so bewil- §
dering. As the stars shone forth, the dwarves enjoyed §
looking at them, as at jewels glittering in the high roof of
a great cavern. Evidently feeling more at ease, one of the §
dwarven commanders came forward to meet Bronwyn, as
she sat with her friends around the Wardens' campfire.

“Lord Ronus Dace, Warden,” the dwarf nobleman intro- §
duced himself. "A strange place, this surface of yours.”

“Well met, Lord Ronus,” Bronwyn smiled. She found a
bottle of good wine and offered some to him and his offi- §
cers. This smoothed the way for a pleasant talk by the fire. |
Scout, at last bored with scrounging treats from the camp
followers, trotted over to Bronwyn and put his head on §
her knee, demanding to have his ears scratched.

Oghren and Brosca came back from a knot of dwarves, §




| laughing. Brosca plumped herself down by Cullen and
| squeezed his arm. Bronwyn smiled to herself, as she
| wiped an imaginary speck of dust from her armor. She
! was absurdly proud of this armor. Even Fergus did not
i} own something so fine, though she supposed that would
| change, in time. Indeed, he would probably go to Master
i Wade for a new set of plate as soon as possible — though not
{ soon enough for any possible advance on Amaranthine.

. "It's so long since we've all been together!” Brosca cried.
2 'Im so glad youre back, Bronwyn. We all missed you,
| especially Alistair”

{  Alistair ducked his head, embarrassed. He caught
8 Astrid’s eye, and she gave him an amused look. Encour-
i aged, he grinned back.

{ I certainly did!” he admitted frankly. "I was expecting
| any minute for disaster to strike, and at the very least to
! lead everyone straight into the Waking Seal!”

| "But you didn't” Astrid pointed out, “We're all here, and
| all well, and so far we've been unopposed. You must have
| cleared out all the darkspawn when you came through
| here last. As for bandits — well, not even bandits are fools
' enough to tangle with a force of this size!”

Bronwyn eyed Astrid with reserved approval. It was
| clear who had stepped up to assist Alistair in her absence.
8 The dwarf noble was an intelligent person, though she
as yet knew little about the surface. Perhaps, in time, she
 would be someone Bronwyn could rely on more and more.

"And I wanted to tell you my story!” Brosca told her, |
diverting her attention. "I thought of a good one.”

"Oh, how nice!” Leliana said, "An entertainment!”

More dwarves gathered round at the prospect,and not §
just Lord Ronus and his honor guard. Brosca's status as a
Warden made her a person in their eyes: otherwise they g
would have turned from her in disgust.

"Well, go on,” Bronwyn laughed, gesturing at Brosca to

. stand. "We're waiting!”

Made a little nervous by such august auditors. Brosca &
began her story quietly, but then gathered her courage
and went on her usual brash, cheerful way.

"Back before she was drunk all the time, my ma used §
to like stories. She told me a lot of them, and most of §
them had a moral. That's funny, when you think about it,
because Ma has no morals at alll Anyway, [ remembered |
this story, and I thought youd all like it."

— =N
BROSCAS STORY OF The NUG AND The DeepSTALRER

long time ago, in the great days before the darkspawn

overran the dwarven realm, there was a Nug who lived

a cozy little pocket of stone in the walls of Kobaliman §

Thaig. She was an excellent housekeeper, and kept her little lair
so tidy that all the other nugs agreed that someday she'd be a §
wonderful wife and mother.
All the boy nugs wanted to mate with her, but our nug had §




| dreams and imagination, and she wanted something different.
| As it happened, she fell in love with a Deepstalker.
i The Deepstalker was lean and muscular, unlike the nug boys
in the neighborhood, and he had a dangerous air that was very
| exciting. And he was so sensitive. He brought the Nug presents:
| sparkling rocks and tasty lichen.
§  “Stick to your own kind!” wailed her mother. Her aunts and
' cousins said, “He’s no good! Did you see the gang he runs with?
| Don’t you remember what happened to Cousin Fulbi?”

But the Nug cried, “He’s different from the rest! You don't

. know him, so your shouldn't judge him. He’s not bad. He’s just...

! misunderstood.”

“Listen to your heart, baby,” crooned the Deepstalker, when he
y came to call. “What do those fat old slags know about love?”
. Sothe Nug didn't listen to her mother or her aunts or her cousins.
| She listened to her heart, and soon she and the Deepstalker were
8 living together in her cozy little nug-hole.
|  The Nug wanted to cook for him like a good wife should, but
| the Deepstalker didn't like lichen bread or lichen pudding. He was
| gone quite a lot, “on business,” and he ate out with his gang. For,
_3 sad to say, while he was very affectionate with the Nug, he still
{ ran with his old pals.
“Theyre my friends, baby,” said the Deepstalker. “You can’t
| expect me to dump them just like that.”

“You don't like my mother to visit,” sulked the Nug. “It’s not fair.”

| “Hey, Inever said you couldn't go see your mother! 1 don't bring
'1- my pals home, do 1? 1t is fair. This place is just for us. 1've never

even told my pals where it is.” :
So things went, and the Nug was happy most of the time, and §
thought the Deepstalker was, too.
But over time, things changed. The Deepstalker was gone for |
longer and longer at a time. “Game’s getting thin, baby,” he told
her. “Look like this thaig’s just about hunted out.”
She was lonely, and went to visit her mother, but when she
looked in her mother’s lair, it was deserted. She couldn’t find her

. aunts or her cousins, either, and she went home, very sad.

Finally, the Deepstalker returned, and the Nug was so happy.
“Glad to see you, too, baby,” the Deepstalker said. “' m starving!”
“1've made a lovely lichen salad,” she told him, “I'm sure you'd

like it if you tried it.”
“1 was thinking more about fat, juicy nug. You're looking pretty 3
good, baby.”

At first she could not understand what he was saying. Horrified,

she backed away. “You told me you loved me!” :

Some time later, after the screaming had stopped, he licked his §

chops and said, “I do, baby. 1've always loved nug.”

“Yup!” laughed Oghren, "I saw that one coming!”

Lord Ronus unbent sufficiently to say, "My nurse told
me that story. Sometimes the simple tales are the best.”

"It's... horrible,” Cullen finally managed. Brosca's face fell.

Leliana saw it, and defended her. "I think it is a clever §
fable. Using animals in stories makes them timeless.”




| the dangers of moving out of one's appointed sphere. The
| foolish nug should have remained in the environment
| appropriate to her. To mate without regard for her people’s
| customs and laws invited the retribution of Fate"

| Thedwarveslistening generally agreed with the Qunari,
| since nothing seemed more natural than for castes to
| remain set in Stone.

Jowan said nothing, but miserably wondered if he had
| been the Deepstalker to poor Lily's Nug.

§ "The nug and the deepstalker really had nothing in
| common,” Bronwyn pointed out, "and so their relation-
| ship was bound to fail, even if hunger had not precipi-
8 tated quite such a radical... divorce... "

Alistair and Anders laughed. Even Morrigan smirked.

. "Anyway,” Bronwyn continued. “it seems to me like one
| of those situations in which young women are determined
# to love someone in spite of family disapproval, or even
| because of it, in order to prove their independence. That
| often ends badly”

i Zevran smiled oddly. "There are all sorts of ways a story
! like that can end. I knew a man in Antiva who preyed on
4 young girls who came from the country, looking for work.
He would flatter them, gain their love and their trust,
' and before they knew it, they were working in a brothel,
8 addicted to Black Lotus. You might say that he did, in a
sense, eat them. Not many survived long there.”

"It's a wicked world,” Adaia whispered to herself. Jowan,

sitting silently on the edge of the firelight, gave her a brief. §
sad look of understanding. She smiled timidly back. :
"Still," Brosca said cheerfully, "My sister is living with §
the King, and they seem to be getting on.”
Astrid smiled thinly, "I gather that your sister has a clearer
idea of who is in charge than the Nug in your story did.”
Brosca chuckled and shrugged. "Maybe so.”
"It is true that Bhelen may shake things up in Orzam-

. mar,” Lord Ronus admitted. "He has new ideas. Some of [

them I agree with, some of them I'll need time to adjust to. §
But the King's the King.”

Grunts of agreement. Bronwyn had her own opinion on |
that matter, but kept her counsel.

Oghren belched and stretched. "Good story... " He sat up |
a little straighter. "My turn next.”

“Already?” Alistair was surprised. "You've already §
thought of a story?” :

"Haw!” cackled the dwarf. "I got a million of 'em! I could §
tell you the one about the twin sisters of King Darran — §
heh-heh — " he saw Bronwyn's raised brows, and hastily §
added, " ...or maybe not. Or the one about the warrior who
taught the noblewoman how to make Stone Soup — heh- §
heh — or maybe not." He tugged on his beard, grinning, §
and slowly swayed to his feet.

"Yeah, I can stand. See me standing? Got a story for you. §
There was these three Templars — uh — " He glanced over §
to see Cullen's narrowed eyes, and Leliana’s wary expres-




| sion. " ...or maybe not .. Right.”

_ He squared his shoulders. "Political story, then. And

| historical. Yeah, it's historical. I didn't make it up to insult

| anybody. Every word of this is true. And when Lord Ronus

| says the King's the King, think about it."
—=SN

OGDREN’S STORY OF ThE JUuSTICE OF RING VALTOR

ing Valtor was a evil bastard: everyone knows that.

You've heard yourselves how he condemned dwarves
to be transformed into golems, cooked alive inside
| stone casings, white-hot lyrium cascading over their heads. He
® stole men's wives and daughters, and he stole property and
y wealth. After years of this, he was so used to having his own way
§ that he couldn't tolerate anyone disobeying his orders, no matter
how crazy they were.

: And it was not a good idea to criticize him for his drinking, not
| that it has ever been wise to criticize kings.

Once, when he was so drunk that he vomited into his own soup

bowl, one of his warriors told him he needed to stop drinking so much.

“You majesty,” said he, “Strong drink is the joy of a dwarf, but

§ too much makes the hand clumsy and the wits befuddled.”

These words made the king so angry that he had the warrior
tied to a chair, and then he called for the warrior’s young son to
2 be brought forth.

“Think I'm clumsy, do you? Think I'm befuddled?” he roared.
¢ He snatched a bow from a guardsman, and put arrow right into

the boy’s eye. The boy fell down screaming, and died there in §
front of the king's table. :

Valtor turned to the warrior and laughed. “1 think 1'm doing
pretty well.” With that he shot the warrior in the throat, and let §
him die slowly. After that, no one ever told King Valtor that he
drank too much.

Another time, it happened that a patrol was in the Deep Roads,
and one of the warriors did not return to the city. King Valtor

. accused one of the other dwarves of Killing him and hiding the body. £

To the captain of the patrol, he ordered: “Take this man out to §
the Deep Roads entrance and cut off his head! He’s a murderer!”

The captain bowed, and the accused was chained up and §
dragged out to be executed. When they were at the Deep Roads
entrance, who should come limping up but the lost warrior!

The captain was glad that he had survived, and took both men
back with him to the Palace, eager to give the King the good news. §

The King greeted the men, and then looked at them, while the
captain started to get just alittle uneasy.

Finally, the King said, “You ought to be dead.”

He pointed at the chained warrior, “1 condemned you to death,
and my orders must always be carried out.” Then he pointed at the
warrior who had been lost. “And your friend is going to die because
of you, so you're a murderer, and thus 1 condemn you likewise.”

Then he turned to the captain, “And you! You refused a direct
command! Guards!” :

The three men were cut down on the spot. And that was the |




There was a stir at the story.

.  Lord Ronus was carefully unoffended. "We have all
! heard of King Valtor. It is a lesson to the dwarven people
| about the importance of choosing our leaders wisely.

| "Alesson,” Bronwyn said smoothly, “that is important to
8 all peoples, and not just the dwarves. Humans have borne
| —and thrown off — their share of tyants.”

Lord Ronus, bowed his head, appreciating her tact.

2 I can't believe... " Alistair paused, wondering if he was
| about to say something undiplomatic. He thought again,
! and asked. "Did he die of old age?”

! General laughter from the dwarves. Oghren laughed
. loudest, but Astrid smiled grimly, and even Lord Ronus
! was amused.

| "No indeed, Warden,” Lord Ronus assured him. "He was
# assassinated by members of those families whom he had
| wronged. And his end is a lesson to tyrants about how
! much a warlike people will stand.”

|  Brosca muttered to Cullen, "It sounds to me like they
| stood for quite a bit"

| Astrid came forward, and looked Lord Ronus in the eye.
He gave her a slight nod. She was technically non-exis-
| tent as a dwarf, but she was also a Warden, and therefore
8 deserving of the courtesy shown a distinguished foreigner.
: She said, "It's really all a matter of who suffers and who

:- does not. If King Valtor had directed his cruelty only at the

casteless, the poor and the uninfluential, he might well §
have died in his bed. He grew bold, and he grew careless. |
No deshyr cared when he forced servitors and warriors
from poor houses to be made golems. When he threatened §
the wealth and power of the noble houses, it was then that
his day was done.”

"And that is why the deshyrs are the guardians of the
dwarven kingdom,” Lord Ronus agreed mildly.

"Such as they are,” Astrid stood. "I wish to tell a story. It, §
oo, is true.”

— =N T
ASTRID’S STORY OF SIGNY VAREN

ong, long ago, in the days of the Paragon Bemot, Lord

Falkor Varen was a powerful deshyr, and few dared cross

im. His wife, of the noble house Lantena, had been the §

most beautiful woman in Orzammar, and Falkor swore he would 3
not settle for less in his second. His children lived in fear of him. §
The elder was a son, Orm, and the younger was a daughter, Signy. §
After his wife’s death, Lord Varen paid little attention to his
daughter, and allowed her to grow up unheeded by him, cared
for by servitors, and guarded by the warriors sworn to his House. [
This changed when she turned sixteen, when he saw that she §
was becoming very beautiful: as beautiful as her mother.
It occurred to him that she was the only woman in Orzammar §
fair enough to be his wife. He decided to take her as his wife, and |
celebrate the event with a great feast, to which all the deshyrs of




| Orzammar were invited. He commanded that the women of his
| house devise garments of the finest surface silks for his daughter,
| but she was to be told nothing of his plans.

{ To his son, Orm, he did confide his intentions, first telling his
| son that he should soon have a new mother, and then telling him
| who that mother would be.

£ “Youcannot mean to do this, Father!” his son protested. “When
' was it ever heard of in the dwarven kingdom, that a father would
| take his daughter to wife!”

4 But Lord Varen struck him, and shouted, “Well, now you have
i heard of it! Cannot a Head of House do as he wills with those
! under his hand?”

Orm went to the Shaper of Memories for counsel, but there
Y he found no comfort. No law specifically forbade the marriage of
father and daughter, for no one had ever imagined such a thing.
| Additionally, the law was quite clear about the absolute power of
# aHead of House. Orm went to the King, hoping for a royal edict
that would prevent the marriage, but the King owed money to
| Lord Varen, and did not think it prudent to offend him.

i Thinking his father mad, and this marriage a disgrace, Orm
| went to his sister, and told her all.

“And you will stand aside while 1 endure this?” she cried,

horrified. “You are a coward!”

! “Are you asking me to kill my own father?” Orm burst out in
8 anger. “That 1 will not do, for such a deed is Stone-cursed. If you
want him dead, you must arrange this yourself. Find some loyal
¢ man to help you, if you must. 1 do not want to know about it.”

He left Signy to her fear and sorrow. No longer could she take §
pleasure in her new garments, for they were to her like the silken §
web of the spider. She brooded, thinking over what she could do, §
wondering if when the time came, she would have the courage to §
use her dagger on her father, or failing that, on herself.

The day before the celebration, a young warrior named Haldan
came to her secretly. He told her he pitied her, and if she would
pledge herself to him, he would do all he could to save her. He

: would not have been her first choice, but now he was her only £

hope. She agreed, and promised herself to him.

Haldan found a cunning apothecary, and from him he
purchased a poison of great power. It was a powder made from
lyrium sand ground very fine, then mixed with firestone and dried
deathroot leaves.

“Sprinkle this on the food of your enemy,” said the apothecary,

“and it will shred his belly and bowels in short order.”

Haldan paid for the poison with a bar of fine gold, and thought it §
a good bargain. He arranged that he would be the guard standing
behind Lord Varen's high seat at the feast. The food would pass §
by him, and he would poison it then.

The next day, Signy was dressed in her new robes. They
shone with the colors of deep-delved jewels: red as ruby, blue as
sapphire, purple as the amethyst of the finest water. The hems §
were embroidered with gold a handspan wide. She was led out
to the high-pillared hall of House Varen, where all the deshyrs of §
Orzammar were gathered, even to the king himself. Beside her |
father, the Shaper of Memories stood ready to record the marriage.




_ Arush of whispers and chatter greeted her arrival, for her beauty
| was indeed remarkable. As her father was her Head of House, he
| merely declared that he was taking her as wife, and the Shaper in
| his turn declared that it would be recorded in the memories.

| “But 1 do not consent!” Signy cried, pretending shock and
| surprise. “This is a great evil, and a dishonor to our house! Surely
| this can not be.”

But it was as if she had said nothing. The whispers and chatter
| continued, like an draught of foul air in the Deep Roads. She
was forced into a chair by her father, and dishes both sweet and
' savory were brought forth to feast the happy couple. There were
| great tuns of ale, and precious wines from the sky-lands. Signy
® touched nothing, saying that she was ill.

1 Lord Varen, however, ate heartily and well, not noticing the
subtle dusting of poisoning on the costly roast boar — or perhaps,
as the dish was rare in Orzammar, he merely thought that it was
! the way it was supposed to taste. Fair women sang and danced

and played the string harp, and the feast lasted many hours.

_ After the feast would come the bedding, but as time passed,
| Lord Varen felt unwell. He called for more ale to quiet his belly,
§ and held up his gold cup to the beautiful bride, who shrank from

| him as if he were a hurlock.

“To my lady wife, Signy Varen, the fairest jewel of Orzammar!”
{ He drank, and suddenly screamed out. Blood dripped from his

nose, and trickled from his mouth. It spurted from his bowels,
dyeing his fine breeches crimson.

Instantly the hall was in an uproar. Those who had said nothing, or

merely gossiped at the wedding were horrified at the sight of at the §
sight of a deshyr bleeding to death before them. His guards rushed to §
his aid, but in minutes Lord Falkor Varen had breathed his last. :

“Poison! Poison!” cried the guests, and everyone turned |
accusing eyes on Lady Varen, but the warrior Haldan suddenly
shouted, “1t was my doing! Mine alone!”

The deshyrs cried out in anger as such treachery, but Haldan
declared, “l1 wished to save the lady his daughter. She knew

. nothing of my deed. 1 procured the poison. 1 sprinkled it on Lord £

Varen'’s food. 1, and | alone, have done this!” -
The king commanded, “Let the traitor be sent to the Deep
Roads, weaponless and unarmored, and thus be given to the §
darkspawn!” And the deshyrs roared their agreement.

A procession of the greatest in Orzammar descended to the
barrier doors to the Deep Roads. Vast and heavy, they opened slowly,
revealing the dim and dreary halls. The guards tore Haldan’s armor §
from him and cast his weapons aside. Just as they readied themselves
to push Haldan through the entrance, Signy Varen, clothed in her |
silken garments, came to the warrior’s side, and spoke. :

“Thisman has done what he has done to protect me! No one else
in Orzammar lifted a finger to save me from my father’s perverse
desire! 1 pledged myself to Haldan if he would save me from rape
and incest. He has kept his word. Now 1 shall keep mine.” ;

She took Haldan’s hand in hers, and together they walked away,
into the Deep Roads. Slowly the barrier doors closed behind them, §
and neither Haldan nor Signy Varen were ever seen again.




_ Lord Ronus looked at her, frowning. Not angry, clearly,
{ but sad and thoughtful. "A noble tale, and well told.”

: Astrid bowed, "I thank you, Lord Ronus.”

| “Very noble for the lady to keep her word, Leliana
| agreed. "The descriptions of the lady’'s dress give the story
| vivid detail, essential to good storytelling. There is a simi-
§| lar story in Orlais — or it at least it begins in a similar way.
| It is called "Donkey Skin,” and it is about a princess whose
| father wishes to marry her. She, however, puts on a dis-
| guise and escapes from him...”

Astrid granted her a dry chuckle. "There is no escape
| from Orzammar, save by way of the Deep Roads."

i "Unless you brave the surface!” Brosca lifted her cup of
. ale in salute. "Like us!”

. "Everybody dies in your stories!” Tara complained to Astrid.
| "Every one of your stories ended with somebody dying!”

?  "Of course they do,” Astrid looked at her strangely.
| “Everybody dies. That's life.”

! "That's true,” Oghren agreed. "Death is the only proper
| way for a story to end.”

Alistair protested, “"What about "happily ever after?"”

i Morrigan burst out laughing — startlingly like a witch's
cackle. "And what comes after the 'happily ever after’ is
| done?” she scoffed. "When the princess is a wrinkled hag,
8 and the hero grey and toothless? Everyone's story ends
| like everyone else’s.”

Bronwyn disagreed. "Everyone dies, that's true, but

each person dies his or her own death. Each is different. §
Death is the end, but it can be met with courage or cow- |
ardice, with strength or weakness, in venomous hatred &
or in loving sacrifice. Death comes to us all, but we can §
grovel before it, or rise to meet it

“That is so true!” Cullen cried. He blushed then at his
own outburst, and Brosca punched his arm, grinning.

One of guardsmen had been quite struck by the sto-

. ries, and having had more to drink that he should have, £

wished to join in.

"Hell, [ know a story. 'S a good story. Appropriate, like."

"Shut up, Banak," a comrade said, putting a hand on his §
arm. "It's time for you to turn in.”

"No!”

"Let him tell his story,” Bronwyn agreed, hoping it was
something more light-hearted than the others.

"It's not fair,” Brosca complained. "It's not his turn. It's
what's-her-name...Adaia’s turn to tell a story.”

Adaia, on the edge of the campfire, was struck dumb §
with horror at the prospect.

T don't know any stories!”

Tara laughed at her, and patted her back. "It's not as bad
as you think,” she whispered. "We've been taking turns. |
You don't have to until you're ready.”

"Did you already tell your story?” Adaia whispered back.

“Yes, but I don't mind telling it again. After we turn in, §
I'll tell you, I promise.”




_ Danith had been repairing arrows, half hidden in the
i shadows, but she was listening very carefully to all that
| had gone on before. Would she, too, be expected to tell a
| tale? It was not a bad way to entertain the company of an
| evening. What could she tell them that would not cheapen
| the Dalish? Surely she could do better than this drunkard
i who was demanding a turn.
The dwarf, ale trickling through his black beard, stag-
| gered to the campfire, and then briefly into it.
¢ "Hey!” he protested, half in a stupor, "My boots are get-
: ting hot!”
|  His friend dragged him out of the fire. Lord Ronus’
8 expression promised the man nothing good.
. "Get on with it. The Warden-Commander is permitting
! you the liberty. I advise you not to abuse it.”

— =T
The DWARVEN WARRIOR BANAK'S TALE

nyway, these two warrior caste types were captured by

arival family, and condemned to die. They were chained

_ to a huge granite boulder by their feet, and there was no

y way to get loose. Trapped, they were. Utterly doomed.

So they knew they were going to die and they started talking,
you know, to keep their spirits up before the executioner showed.
| “lwishlcould be sure we're returned to the Stone when we die,”
said the first fellow.

“Of course, we're going to be returned to the Stone, you gravel-

brained half-prick,” said his friend. :
“Well, 1 don't know. Do you know? Maybe there’s nothing. Maybe
we just rot and the darkspawn come and eat us and that'’s that.”
“Look,” said the first guy. “They said they were going to kill me
first, so I'll tell you what: I'll take this cloak pin of mine, and if 1
know anything after they whack my head off, 1'll stick you with it. [
Then you'll know what to expect.”
Well, the executioner came with an axe damned near as big as

. mine, and he whacked the first guy’s head off. Clean off. It flew off

and landed in a barrel of mead. Haw! The second guy waited to £
see if his friend would stick him with the cloak pin, but it just sort
of tumbled out of the first guy’s hand, so the second guy didn't §
know what happens after you die until he lost his own head about §
two minutes later.

So 1 don't claim to know what happens when you die, and
1'll bet my stones none of you know either. And that’s the story.
Where's my drink?

The dwarf was hustled away by his friends, and there |
was some scattered laughter.

Cullen was annoyed. "None of that proves that there is
nothing after death: only that the body is insensible, and
everyone knows that already.” :

T liked the part with the head flying into the barrel of
mead,” Oghren mused. "That's pretty funny.” :

Zevran nodded, “A vivid detail, essential to good storytell- §
ing!” He smirked at Leliana, who sighed loudly.




:; mander of the combined dwarven forces. Lord Piotin Aedu-

! can was a proud warrior, and a cousin of the King. Astrid
| gave Bronwyn some background information on him.

| "My brother Trian called him, ‘the horns of the army.
i His prowess as a warrior is renowned, and he’s nearing
| the record for decapitations within the Proving Grounds.”
. "Impressive,” Bronwyn said, wondering if an ability as
8 a headsman would translate into a talent for command.
| Astrid seemed to think well of him, at least.

_ Kardol and the Legion arrived with Lord Piotin. There
8l were cheerful greetings — as cheerful as possible for the
Y Legion of the Dead — and the united dwarven army read-
| ied itself to face the darkspawn with its allies.

: They moved out, heading southeast. They avoided the
8 Dbottleneck at Lothering by following an old Chasind hunt-
| ing trail until they rejoined the Imperial Highway, five
| miles south of Lothering,

|  There they were met by a band of horsemen: knights of South
! Reach, who had been sent out to make contact with them.

! "Teyrn Loghain didn't really expect you until the day
after tomorrow, my lady,” their leader said, "but he's had
| us out for the past three days, just in case.”

_ Bronwyn gestured at the long parade of dwarves
marching in her train. "I hope the Teyrn has a place to
'1- put all the reinforcements!”

"He has, my lady,” the knight assured her, "A camp has §
been arranged for them on the north side of Ostagar. If it |
pleases you, we can lead you there directly.”

“That it does.”

There was no great need for haste. Dwarven marching
speed covered sufficient ground. Brosca and Oghren were
happy to walk. So too was Danith, striding along proudly,
ignoring the curious stares.

Ostagar had changed in the months since she left, Bron-
wyn realized. Cunning minds and deft hands had been g
at work strengthening the defenses. A deep ditch, lined
with abbatis, protected the north approach to the camp. f
Someone had constructed a strong gate where the Impe- &
rial Road entered the site.

And the fortress — for that it now was, beyond ques-
tion — had been used hard. The ancient stone was pitted §
and scarred from attack. Remains of pyres old and new §
blackened the landscape. The most distant must be for the §
darkspawn, but distant or not, there was a faint reek of §
them tingling in the air.

Soldiers began crowded along the way, pointing and
shouting. A shout went up:

“The Girl Warden!”

Bronwyn smiled, accepting their joy, and making it her own.

— =St :

"My lord! The dwarven army is not a half-hour distant! |

The Warden is —"




"] can see them for myself, Sergeant,” Loghain grunted.
He had been keeping a desultory watch here for the

. last few days, hoping for the spectacle that now unfolded

{ before him. The Tower of Ishal commanded a view of sev-

§ eral miles in all directions. Due north on the Imperial
Highway, a little dark serpent crept toward Ostagar. As it

| moved down from the low hills toward the Ostagar Valley,

.'; the snake grew longer and longer, as the thousands of

| dwarves coming to reinforce them became visible.

At the head of the snake were bright glints of metal.

| With time, the glints resolved into little moving shapes,

| and then more clearly into horses and riders leading the

® dwarven footsoldiers.

From a soft leather case, Loghain produced one of his

| chief treasures, a little spyglass of Qunari make: a rare
! wonder that permitted one to see distant things as if they

# were much closer. The collapsible tube of polished silverite

| held two pieces of specially ground glass. Loghain held the
! narrower end to his eye, and looked down at the approach-
| ing army. He recognized one small shape near the front as

8 Alistair, remembering the splint mail. The leader must be

| the girl, from the winged helmet and the casual excellence

of the horsemanship. She had found herself some new

y armor. The little black figure by her horse would be her

1

dog, of course. Loghain smiled faintly. That was a good dog.

There was noise in the Tower: shouts and gossip, and

| booted feet on the stone stairs, as everyone began rushing

out to greet their allies. Loghain caught Bryland's enthu- &
siastic voice, echoed by Wulffe's deep rumble. Vaughan, §
newly arrived from Denerim, was calling out indignantly, &
loudly wanting to know what was happening. Loghain §
rolled his eyes. The only way to work with a useless prick

. like Vaughan was to step on him: early and often. Loghain

had already begun that task with some relish.
He must go down now, if he wished to meet the girl on

. her arrival. He had not felt so stirred in years: his heart [

thudded with pleasurable excitement. Bronwyn's mission g
had been a brilliant success. In raising the dwarves alone,
she had done more to aid him than anyone had in...
His thoughts halted as he hurried down the long and &
twisting stairs, his guards clearing the way. Their engi-
neers and masons had repaired and furnished the lower §
chambers of Ishal for the dwarven leaders, and set aside §
quarters for the Wardens themselves. A great deal had
been done to make the campsite to the north livable. §
Loghain believed their allies would not be displeased. :
The ground floor was in chaos, the great door open to
the tentative sun. Loghain walked through, breathing
deeply, hoping the scattered patches of blue among the g
lowering clouds was a portent of better days. :
Bryland saw him, and waved genially. "A great occasion for us!” §
Tt is.”
"Too bad the King isn't here.”
Loghain managed a slight, false smile. The King ought &




§l to be here. That he was not was something of a relief.

{  Waulife joined them, more sedately, and Vaughan puifed
! up behind, annoyed at being last. Together they strode out
| to the ramp that would lead the dwarves out to the field
Y set aside for their camp.

Loghain could hardly blame the men for behaving as
§l if it were a holiday. The cheers and clamor increased as
| the girl in the winged helmet drew near. Soldiers lined
! the way, waving. She waved back. Most of the Wardens
2 were waving and smiling as well, but for a huge, scowl-
| ing figure who must be the Qunari; and walking nearby,
| a slender Dalish archer, who paid no more heed to the
cheering human soldiers than she would to tall grass
i blowing in the wind.

| A hawk soared overhead, and fluttered down, back-
winging, to light on Bronwyn's shoulder. Another cheer
8 went up, and the girl truly smiled then: smiled as if she
8 would light up all the world with her smiling. She and
8 Alistair looked at each other, a look pregnant with friend-
ship and understanding, and Loghain experienced a
§ sharp, shocking, utterly disgraceful pang of jealousy. It

8 was ridiculous, and he would put it from his mind imme- §

y diately. Whatever the girl had done on her travels in the
| past few months was her own business.

|  Bryland was waving like a madman. Bronwyn looked
their way and smiled at her cousin. She saw Loghain, and
¢ the smile did not fade, but softened a little, and her hand

' \, = i .
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lifted in a grave salute. What he felt then was far more &

i than any man of his age had any right to feel.

Rather than making an ass of himself, he simply stepped [
forward to greet her. -
“"Welcome back to Ostagar, Warden-Commander. I see you've &

. brought some few thousand of your closest friends with you.”

FREYDIS Brosca, GReY
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HE cir 5aD cuaNGED. Months
! of hardship and command had

lent her a new toughness. Loghain

B might say that her experiences
i had aged her. Yes. She did seem older, and that was not
| necessarily a bad thing. The soft edges were gone, and she
# was fined down to the essentials.
: She seemed aware of it, too: aware of all the changes. There
. was that brief, stiff moment when he had seen her scarred
| and altered face, and she had seen his reaction. There fol-
8 lowed a sudden hardening of her expression; a defiant lift
| of her chin; a level stare from those startling green eyes. She
bore the marks of her adventures proudly, as she ought to.

Not that any of it made her less desirable. After all,

| Rowan had borne a scar on her face: a cut on her fore-
! head that had been put there by Loghain himself during
y a sparring match.
No, Bronwyn might not be the dewy fresh maiden from
 Highever that Duncan had brought to Ostagar, but she
® was still herself... only, perhaps, more so. Perhaps... even

better. At least he no longer felt as if he were contemplat- |
ing robbing the cradle. She was a very engaging young
woman, and so many people seemed convinced that she &
actually wanted him... :
The introductions were handled well. The dwarven lords
seemed to know their business, and with this influx of sol- &
diers, the army could extend its defensive line. Loghain was
concerned that bands of roving darkspawn were flanking

. them, and pushing past them to the soft underbelly of the £

Southron Hills. They had much to discuss. -
Nor were the dwarven lords been particularly sur-
prised or offended at the absence of Ferelden's king. After §
all, their own king was far away in Orzammar, consoli- |

dating his grip on the throne.

"My lords of Orzammar,” Loghain said, "Grey Wardens:
you are most welcome. You will be escorted to your quar-
ters, and when you are refreshed, we can talk. I invite you
1o join us in a feast tonight.”

Bronwyn was slightly surprised by this, but caught §
Loghain's intent look, meant for her eyes only. :

He added quietly, "After the feast, Warden-Commander, §
we shall speak privately.”

"My lord.”

She was glad enough of a chance to settle in and wash |
the dust of travel from her face. The Wardens were quickly §
shown to their quarters in the Tower of Ishal. Space was at




| a premium, so these amounted to two fairly spacious rooms,
| equipped with cots and blankets. In the larger room was a
+ long table, flanked with benches, and with a chair at head
| and foot. A few folding screens and blankets stretched on
2 ropes would lend some the companions a modicum of pri-
vacy. Many now had a chest or trunk, where they stowed

| keepsakes or booty. The sutlers who had accompanied the

.'; army brought these up the endless stairs for them.

Bronwyn herself did not have such item. Traveling light

§ was essential, in her opinion. The old traveling chest she

| had claimed had been shipped off to the Wardens' Com-
| pound months ago. Everything she currently owned fit

8l into two saddlebags and a backpack.

"This isn't bad, Boss!"” Brosca exclaimed, happily arrang-

| ing her little space to her liking. Danith made a face, find-

| ing the surroundings cramped, stony, and evil-smelling.
¢ How would the shemlens dispose of waste here, or would

| they have to live in the stink of that, too?

Alistair looked around, shaking his head. "The last time

| I was here, [ was killing darkspawn. I think there were

8 traps in these rooms. Sleeping here is just... weird.”

Bronwyn slapped him on the shoulder and laughed.

Alistair was still following her around, but his eyes drifted

from time to time: now and then to Danith, who was so

8 incredibly exotic; and occasionally to Astrid, who was so i

| sensible and seemed somewhat interested in him. Bron-

1

# wyn herself had no intention of encouraging him. He was

too much like a brother — and a younger brother at that. It &
simply felt wrong to her. _

She glimpsed Jowan, quietly arranging his new belong- &
ings. She gave him a brief, encouraging smile, and went §
into the adjoining room to remind another of her people

. of something extremely important.

"Cullen!” she said, urging him over to a private corner. "I
know you're unhappy with this, but it's very important that

. you not mention Jowan to anyone outside our own group.”

He did look unhappy, but not rebellious. "I know youre &
confident in your abilities, Bronwyn, but Jowan, even if he
means well, is a danger to us all.”

“Jowan is a Warden, Cullen. He is our responsibility, not §
the Chantry's.” _

That he did accept. "I know that telling the Revered Mother |
about him would make all sorts of trouble for you, Bronwyn. §
I don't want to do that. I just want us to be safe... or as safe as
we can be. We already face such terrible danger, and it's just §
going to get worse. We don't need all the horrible things a §
maleficar-turned-abomination could do to us!”

“Jowan is trying to atone, Cullen. You saw for yourself §
how he put himself in danger, protecting those refugees. §
Many would have died if it weren't for him.” :

He nodded, thinking it over seriously. “It's sad, when |
otherwise decent people give in to temptation. Blood
Magic will always tempt him now: always. I'll do my best |
to see that he doesn't go astray again. And [ promise,” he




| said patiently, "not to talk about him. Are you satisfied?"

He looked so anxious that Bronwyn felt guilty about

s causing him such conflict. She squeezed his arm. "Yes, I'm

| satisfied. You're a wonderful Warden, Cullen, and a good

8 friend. It was a lucky day that you joined our company.”

That brought a smile to his lips, and he stood a little

| straighter. As Bronwyn went back to her room, she saw him

.'; diligently making up his cot, stretching out the blanket

| smoothly, tucking in the ends in perfect right-angles. There

8 was something to be said for the disciple of the Templars.

. Oghren’s cot was already a mess, and it had yet to be slept in.

Anders, accustomed to the lack of doors in the Circle, knew

§ a handy enchantment for muting the sound in the little
. screened cubicle he would share with Morrigan. Whatever

| went on in there would be inaudible to everyone else. Bron-
| wyn was very pleased about that, and was not the only one.
{ Tara had learned the same charm, and Bronwyn guessed

| that Zevran might become a frequent visitor to the cot she

! had chosen in the corner, shielded with blankets. The young
| elf girl had not entirely recovered from her experiences in

§ the Circle Tower, but was not averse to some gallant atten-

| tions, as long as they did not become too pressing.

Other romances were blooming, or failing to bloom.

Brosca was still trying to get Cullen to understand how

interested she was in him. The ex-Templar had eyes only

| for Tara, and Tara showed not the slightest interest in him.

1

: Bronwyn hoped it did not all end in grief.

She chose the empty cot between Leliana and Danith. £
Scout, close at her side, stretched out by the cot, panting, §
interested in the curious odors that lingered in the room. &
The only thing Bronwyn had to wear to council and feast §
that was not armor were the spare clothes in her back-

. pack: her shirt, breeches, boots, and Grey Warden tabard.

She would take down her hair, brush it thoroughly, and §
rearrange it. Alistair’s gift, the Silver Sword of Mercy,

. she could wear on the outside of her tabard, rather than g

under her shirt, as usually did. There was Belarion's emer- §
ald ring, which she kept in a little pouch inside her coin
purse. It even fit her. That was the extent of Lady Bronwyn §
Cousland's finery. It hardly mattered. She was not engag- &
ing in the blood sport of husband-hunting, anyway.

Leliana was pulling her fine blue gown out of her trunk, |
and fussing over which of her looted jewels she would §
wear with it. She was very fond of silver. A dwarven smith §
had hammered a silver ring into a new shape that could |
be used to bind the end of the single braid she wore on the
left side of her head. She had a silver chain with an ancient §
silver amulet as a pendant, and another ring, set with a
blue topaz. Completing her ensemble was an elegant belt, §
dyed dark blue. She would be quite the fashionable lady, §
but Bronwyn supposed there was no rule against female |
Wardens dressing well. If there was, she planned to ignore
it. If she had possessed a gown, she would be slipping into |
it right now. Perhaps she would find some green silk, now




| that her eyes were that color...

Danith was staring at Leliana, but Bronwyn did not

2 know either the Dalish, or this woman in particular, well

! enough to guess at what she was thinking. Perhaps she

8 was embarrassed at her own lack of finery, or perhaps
she thought Leliana absurd. Bronwyn slipped her Warden

| tabard over her head. She had given one to Danith on the

.'; way to Ostagar, but had no idea what the elf had done

| with it. After a time, the elf quietly donned shirt, hose,
i and boots of soft doeskin, and then produced the Warden

. tabard and put it on. It did not look at all bad.

Astrid, too, was watching Leliana, and her feelings

§ Bronwyn could more easily guess at. The dwarf woman
. followed Bronwyn's lead, asking gruffly for help getting

{ out of her armor, and then she too wore her best shirt,
| some rather worn breeches, and her Warden tabard. She
{ asked if she might use Bronwyn's hand mirror, and looked

| at herself for some time, her face bleak.

She remarked quietly to Bronwyn, "I believe I shall take

| looting more seriously in future.”

Adaia hung back, standing in the shadows, thinking it

| unwise to wear anything other than her light armor ever

again. In armor, sitting with the Wardens — for she knew

that Tara would not send her to the servants' table — she

1

i might even be taken for a Warden.

Tara had her very pretty dress and bright red shoes;

Morrigan, of course, had the splendid green gown Bron-

4
wyn had bought for her. They would have to be the grand
ladies, and represent their fellowship with honor. :
Meanwhile... "Come on, Scout!” Bronwyn called brightly &

“"We'll leave them to it.” On the way, she grabbed Alistair, §

forced him to put on his Warden tabard, and dragged him

! away to the tortures of a council of war.

— =N

The council table was fairly full. There were more faces

. here than at the council before Bronwyn's maiden battle.

Fortunately, all of them were known to her. -
Loghain and the arls, of course: gruff Wulffe and cheer-
ful Bryland. Bann Vaughan was here, too, as representative §
of his father the Arl of Denerim. Bronwyn granted him a
nod and a polite smile, but could not forget an awkward §
encounter many years before, when Vaughan — six years §
older than she — had grabbed her and kissed her after a §
salon in Denerim. It was not her first kiss, fortunately, or it §
might have been her last. He had stuck his tongue in her §
mouth, and Bronwyn still shuddered, remembering how it §
had wriggled like a fat worm. She had slapped his face, and §
Vaughan kept his hands and mouth to himself thereafter.

The dwarven lords and Kardol, the commander of the §
Legion of the dead, sat together, along with their seconds. §
Other dwarves were there as well: surface engineers, |
apparently, whom Loghain respected. Senior Enchanters §
Uldred and Torrin represented the mages. To Bronwyn's |
annoyance, Revered Mother Clarine was at this coun-




| cil, accompanied by two smug-faced priests and a pair
i of Templars. Clarine was the Grand Cleric's right-hand

. woman, and no doubt anything that went on here would

| be reported to the Cathedral in Denerim. The number of

2 Chantry personnel at this council was out of all propor-
tion to their numbers in the army, which Bronwyn found

| particularly galling. She had heard that Loghain, at the

.'; beginning of the war, had asked the Grand Cleric for a

| contingent of her plentiful Templars to fight the dark-
i spawn, and had been refused. Fighting darkspawn was

: not the mission of the Chantry, he was told. Apparently,

| telling everyone else how to fight them was.

To her relief, the Chantry group said very little, except

i among themselves. The meeting was mainly Loghain's

| exposition of their current situation, the reported move-
! ments of the darkspawn, and his planned expanded recon-
! naissance. No one knew exactly where the darkspawn

| were coming from, but he had some ideas about that. The

| dwarves asked some intelligent questions, and the mages
| reported that their people were all fit and willing.

Bronwyn, when asked, was glad she was able to reply

in kind.

"Since leaving Ostagar, my lord, I have succeeded in

! recruiting addtional Wardens. There are now ten War-

dens in Ferelden. In addition to the generous help of our

| dwarven friends —" here she nodded gravely to the dwarves,

1

i who returned the nod graciously, " — I have made contact

with a clan of Dalish elves. They have promised to spread
the word among their allied clans. We may expect at least |
three hundred Dalish archers to make their way to Ostagar =&
within the next two weeks.”
This raised a stir of interest and amazement.
Leonas Bryland asked, "You found the Dalish?”
She smiled. "They found me, my lord. They are quite will- &
ing to fulfill their obligation to the Wardens. They should

. prove of use in the scouting operations Teyrn Loghain has £

outlined. One of my new Wardens, in fact, is Dalish.” -
The reaction seemed generally quite positive, though the
Revered Mother and one of her priests muttered remarks to
each other, glancing occcasionally at Bronwyn. She thought 3
it incredibly rude, but there was little she could do about it.
By the time everyone had his or her say, it was growing §
dark, and Loghain's camp seneschal appeared, with the §
welcome news that dinner was ready and waiting. A plen-
tiful welcoming feast was laid out in the huge chamber on |
the second floor of the Tower of Ishal. Lord Piotin and Lord §
Ronus seemed pleased at the variety of surface delicacies. §
Not everyone was satisfied with the seating arrangements,
but with a minimum of grumbling, dinner was served. |
Bronwyn found her arm taken by Loghain, and was §
steered to the chair to his left. It was quite the honor, but §
she was the Warden-Commander of Ferelden, after all, |
and ancient tradition granted her status equal to great |
lords, most especially during the Blight. It was rather §




| exciting, too. She was close enough to Loghain to feel his
. warmth and smell his distracting scent of oiled leather,

. polished metal, high-quality soap, and vigorous male. It

| was pleasant: very pleasant, but she must not sniff at him

8 like a mabari. The Revered Mother was trying to catch
her eye, but Bronwyn looked determinedly at her plate

| and winecup. It seemed ages since she had a meal. The

.'; Revered Mother probably only wanted to know how many

| of the Wardens were mages. Very fortunately, she saw,
i only Anders was wearing robes. Jowan had been dressed

: in the plain clothes of a countryman when she had met

! him. Now those were covered by a Warden tabard, and

8 his staff was nowhere in sight.
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There was a great deal of ale and wine available.

! Loghain suspected that most of the dwarves would be
! revoltingly drunk by the end of the evening, but undoubt-

| edly they would not be the only ones.

To his left, the girl was enjoying her dinner. Her man-

| ners were too good for her to snatch at the food like a wolf

8 — or like her fellow Wardens, sitting together and laugh-

| ing uproariously. They were certainly as gluttonous as all

the Wardens Loghain had ever known. Bronwyn simply

| seemed glad of the food, and was paying it due attention.

He wondered if she had gone hungry on her travels. It was i

| a good thing for nobles to know what it was to be hungry:

1

d it taught them all sorts of lessons.

=
Bryland and Wulffe were chatting up the dwarves. |

Wulffe was getting on particularly well with them, for his §
bluff manner was very like their own. Vaughan seemed to
find it a strain to accept anyone not human as his equal. §
He had bloody well better get over that. Most of the other

. banns were doing well enough.

More uproarious laughter from the Wardens' table.
Some mages and soldiers had turned on the benches to

. exchange quips and lies. A few of the banns, too. It was an £

interesting, rather eclectic mix that Bronwyn had brought £
back with her. He had not missed the polite demeanour
of the dwarven lords toward that good-looking dwarf §
woman who sat next to Alistair. She was a Warden, yes, &
but obviously Somebody to them.

Loghain asked Bronwyn, "The dwarven Warden with |
the unmarked face... what is her name?” :

Bronwyn glanced over and then spoke, very softly in §
his ear. Her warm breath tickled him pleasantly. "She goes §
by the name Astrid, but she is actually Gytha Aeducan, §
the King's sister. From what I can gather, she was the late §
King's favorite child, but was outmaneuvered and exiled
to the Deep Roads without a trial. She made her way to §
the Legion of the Dead, and thus is legally dead in Orzam- §
mar. She is Lord Piotin's cousin, and he has known her all §
his life, though he scrupulously addresses her as "Warden.' |
She's very competent.”

Loghain grunted, glad that she had someone reliable in




| her party. And who had no ties to Orlais at all, which was
! excellent. This was no place to discuss anything confiden-
| tial, but there was no harm in asking her about the rest of
| those rowdies she called Wardens.

"The male dwarf?”

| "Not actually a Warden yet. He's still thinking it over. His
| name is Oghren Kondrat, and he's a tremendous warrior.”
Loghain regarded her pityingly. "He's a drunk.” It was
| obvious to the meanest intelligence.

4 Bronwyn frowned at him, and answered him a bit impa-
| tiently. "I am perfectly aware of that. In the Deep Roads

| he had no access to liquor, and he is a tremendous warrior.
8 That's all that mattered there. He suffered some personal

i losses, which led to his drinking; and he feels there's noth-
! ing much left for him in Orzammar. I value his service”

: This was said so coolly that Loghain dropped the sub-
| ject, and moved on. "And the loud girl with the tattoos?”

| Bronwyn smiled. Brosca saw her looking her way and

! grinned back, saluting her with an overflowing tankard

| of ale. "Hey, Boss!"

| “That is Freydis Brosca. As you can see, the tattoos indi-
| cate that she is one of the casteless. When I found her, she

was the prisoner of a vicious criminal. Even weak from

| starvation she fought brilliantly. She's a cheerful soul, too,
8 and very loyal. Also,” Bronwyn lowered her voice again,
“Her sister is King Bhelen'’s favorite concubine... the one

! who gave him his heir. Thus, she has some royal connec-

tions, though on the wrong side of the blanket.” :
“Is that why you chose to support Bhelen?” he whispered.
She shook her head. "No." :
There was obviously more to the story, but he would §
learn it in due time. "So... " he thought about it. "You were
in the Deep Roads. Any particular reason?”
"In order to enforce the treaty with the dwarves, there
had to be a king. [ had to jump through all sorts of hoops

. to crown one.” She murmured, nodding at the nearby g

dwarf lords, "Let’s not talk about this now.” She gestured &
1o a servant for more of the roast venison.

"I see you've learned to eat like a Warden, if nothing else.” §

She gave him a quick, bitter smile, her strange green [
eyes glinting oddly. “"Wardens are always hungry. 'm no §
exception.”

"Hungry, or simply gluttonous?”

"Hungry,” she answered, pointedly taking three more
slices of venison. Her smile faded. "Always.”

Well, that was one more thing to ask her about when §
they could speak in private. He leaned in to ask. "Is the
red-headed girl the Orlesian?”

"Her mother was Fereldan,” Bronwyn said softly, “but yes. §
She’s quite a good archer, and she is now a Warden. However, §
I do have quite a bit to discuss with you that relates to her. We
became a bit... entangled... with her past. You'll find it inter- §
esting.” She decided to tell him about her other companions. §

“We can't see all of them, but you know Morrigan, of course,




{ and the mage sitting beside her is Anders, our Healer.

Loghain frowned at the tall, blond young man who bore

e a startling resemblance to Alistair, and also to another

| tall blond man he had known. He scowled, then noticed

8 Bronwyn smiling slyly at him.

“Well, is he?’ he asked roughly. "Does he know?”
"He does not. His mother hinted at some secret to his

.'; birth but died without divulging it. Besides, he pointed

| out that since he is a mage, it can mean nothing to him,
| anyway. He's a brilliant Healer, and we're incredibly lucky

' to have him in the Wardens.”

Loghain glanced briefly at the long silver scar extending

8 to her jaw, wondering how she could call him brilliant, if
. that was the kind of healing he practiced. She laughed a bit

{ wildly. Perhaps the wine was affecting her a little

“You don't care for my scar? I think he did a extraordi-

! nary job, considering that he had to work in the dark of

| the Deep Roads, and that most of my face was gone at the

! time. I'm lucky to have a face — or eyes — at all. It was dis-
| gusting. I don't care to discuss it while I'm eating.”

"As you wish.” He knew himself that not much good

| could come of traveling the Deep Roads. "There is another

mage, too, I understand.”

She looked down the table. The Revered Mother was

chatting with Bryland. "I have two more, actually. We

| recruited Tara at the Tower. She looks like a dainty little
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: elf, but is actually a ferocious battlemage. I pity the man

who tries to bully her. I also recruited an old friend of hers &
that we met on the way. He was defending a band of refu- |
gees at the time, very competently; despite a timid manner 2
that hangs over him like a pestilential vapor.”

The description made Loghain chuckle. "T've seen it in some

. of the mages you sent us, though one or two have bloomed

a bit. There is this ridiculous little girl named Keili, who's &
constantly casting healing and rejuvenation spells my way... "
Bronwyn laughed out loud, which pleased Loghain a
great deal. He said, "You've certainly recruited a great §
many elves. Is that young woman your Dalish Warden?”
"Yes!" she beamed. "Her name is Danith, and she'’s also a |
splendid archer. Her clan was extremely helpful. In addition
to their own archers, I also was given the name and location
of another Keeper, whom they told me was very influential.”
Loghain shook his head, amused. "Perhaps the King §
might return to see the elves arrive” He saw a curious
darkening of Bronwyn's expression as he mentioned the
King, and immediately asked, “What? Have you had word §
of the King? You have. What is it?" -
She stared at her plate. "Not now. Really. Not now, my &
lord.” She looked up, assuming a sunny smile to deceive
any casual observer. "And that enormous fellow is Sten §
of the Beresaad, our Qunari ally, who is an army in him- §
self. That is Cullen, a former Templar from the Circle, |
and you can just see our handsome friend Zevran... " she |
whispered in his ear, "who is an Antivan Crow hired by @&




| Rendon Howe to assassinate me!”

He whirled on her, wondering if she had lost her mind.

t She burst out laughing again. "He is! Really and truly! But

! he decided that he liked me better!”

Bryland looked their way, hearing Bronwyn's laughter.

He smirked at Loghain with almost paternal pride, and

! began sharing a thrilling bit of gossip with the Revered

.'; Mother. Bronwyn laughed all the harder, knowing she

| had already had too much to drink.

— S

She was tired and tipsy, and wanted nothing so much

| as a good sleep before facing Loghain and his questions,

8 but Bronwyn knew there was no way out of the loom-
\ ing conversation, short of pretending to faint, or drinking

| herself into incoherence. Neither was likely to do much for
| her reputation, so she resigned herself to the inevitable.

Most annoying were the grins and raised brows or

| frowns and scandalized expressions on the faces of her

| own people, as she accompanied Loghain to his quarters
| after dinner. The eager whispers made her want to knock

8 some heads together. Loghain, unsurprisingly, was utterly

| indifferent to gossip, probably because everything that

could be said about him had already been said, at some

| time or other. They climbed the stairs in silence.

"Come in." At least this was simply an office, with no bed

in sight. That would have reduced her to gibbering idiocy.

1
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The intense awareness of him as a man had not receded.

Her heart was pounding. Her belly warmed with excite-
ment — a most improper excitement. She must keep her §
mind on her report, and not make a fool of herself.

"Sit” He waved vaguely at a hard wooden chair by the §
writing table, but did not sit himself. He seemed restless,

. and in an odd humor.

Loghain, for his part, was in rather an odd humor. He
had not missed the general interest in their departure,

. or the smirks, or the significant looks, or the wide-eyed £

amazement. What was the matter with people? If Duncan g
had still been alive and had been told to make a report to
him in private, no one would have batted an eyelash. :

But of course, Bronwyn was not Duncan: she was the glam- 3
orous Girl Warden, and the object of many a young fool’s fan- &
tasies. And, if he were honest, of many an old fool's as well...

Was Alistair her lover? He had imagined so, but the §
boy's expression was not that of a jealous rival, but of a
shocked and innocent admirer.

He poured wine for them both, and gave her a goblet. He
wanted her tongue as loose as possible. Restlessly, he paced
back and forth, paying little heed to the cup in his hand.

Bronwyn, for her part, thought that yet another cup g
of wine was the last thing she needed. She felt odd and §
nervous, and rather off-balance. In fact, she had not felt so §
awkward since that ghastly conversation with her mother §
about men and women and babies. Then she thought about §
having that conversation with Teyrn Loghain instead of




| Mother, and nearly laughed aloud. She hid the treacher-
i ous smile behind the cup, and pretended to sip.

The room was no temporary dwelling, as his tent had

| been. This room spoke of the man: uncluttered and male.

2 Weapons were neatly stored in racks. Armor was oiled, pol-
ished, and hung on stands of the correct size. Dominating

| the room was a big writing table, arranged by a methodi-

.'; cal hand, displaying items of good but not garish quality:

| a pitcher of wine, and goblets of chased silver, probably a
| gift; maps and notebooks; a small carved chest for private

: papers; fine writing and drawing tools, including a splen-

! did bronze inkstand. The chair behind the table looked

® comfortable. The chairs in front of the table were mark-
2 edly less so: discouraging idle visitors from lingering.

He paused in his pacing, and fixed her with a probing

| stare. “You've been a busy girl, Warden. Mages, Dwarves,
! and now the Dalish. You've done well”

She tried to think of an answer that was witty, or at least

! not insipid, and failed. He made her too nervous. "Thank
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® you, my lord,” she simply said. She hoped she would not
8 spill her wine or drop the cup.

"I was astonished that in the midst of your journeys, you

£ yet found time to visit Orlais.”

Of course he would know. The commander of Gherlen's

Halt must have told him.

"Yes,” she answered easily. "I crossed the border to send

1 a message to the Senior Warden of Jader, who had offered

his assistance to me. Warden Riordan answered all my g
questions, and greatly aided my mission.” :

He pounced. "And why would you need an Orlesian to [
enforce the treaties with the allies that you assured me §
would be anything but Orlesian?”

She should have known that the first word out of &

his mouth would be "Orlais.” She took care to make her &
response as reasoned and calm as possible.
T did not, my lord. Enforcing the treaties is not my only
mission. Rebuilding the Grey Wardens in Ferelden was &
not possible without the assistance of a Senior Warden,
well-versed in all the lore and secrets of the Order.”
"But you've been recruiting so very energetically,” he §
said, the faintest hint of mockery in his voice. "A pair of §
mages here, a trio-forgive me — another pair of dwarves |
there. Elves and ex-Templars and Orlesian bards. Such an §
interesting company, loyal to you, I daresay.” :
"They have given me every proof of such loyalty,” she |
answered, wondering where this was going. Was he §
going to accuse her of building a private army? If so, she §
was going to laugh in his face at the idea of such a paltry §
force being any threat to Ferelden — or to him personally. §
She added, "I needed information from the Senior Warden. §
Simply calling a recruit a Warden does not make him one.”
There it was, the first Warden secret, dropped for him
to pick up and examine, if he wished.
He did. "The Wardens have always guarded their secrets




| closely.”

_ He was trying to catch her out, which annoyed her.
| She had already chosen her course, and had not the least
| desire to play silly games.

| "You do not need to trick or cozen the secrets from me,
| my lord. I came to Ostagar with every intention of sharing
{ them with you."

That stopped him. He paused, startled and wary. This
| was too easy. "Just like that?”

2 Yes. Just like that, my lord. There are things you ought
| to know. And [ have it on good authority that heads of state
| are routinely entrusted with the Wardens' secrets. As you
8 have been the de facto ruler of Ferelden for thirty years,
2 [ think it's time you were told these things. And they are
| nothing that the Empress of Orlais does not already know.
! [ am not sure Duncan told King Cailan all of them, based
# on some of the things the King has said and done. Perhaps
| Duncan was shielding him on account of his youth.”

. There was a certain flatness to her voice. Duncan might
| have wished to shield the King, but no one had shielded her.
"The Empress... knows... "

| "She knows everything, my lord. She knows about the
Wardens. How they are made, about their special abili-
| ties, about the things they sacrifice to be Wardens. Above
8 all, she knows why only Wardens can slay the Archde-
mon. That was perhaps why she has not been particularly
'1- generous with the Wardens of her own country while

Ferelden is threatened by a Blight.” _
“Do you believe what this Riordan told you? Might he §
not be trying to deceive you for purposes of his own?" :
Bronwyn thought it over. It would not do to be credulous. §
"T do believe him, my lord, and not just because he
seemed trustworthy. The Wardens, whatever you might
think, are not an Orlesian order. There are Wardens in
every country in Thedas. If Riordan were to give me false

. information, that would be all too easily revealed by the [

Antivan Wardens, or the Wardens of the Free Marches. §
Furthermore, the historical record, if examined, supports
Riordan's claims. Yes, I believe what he told me, if only §
because it is so extremely unpleasant.”

Loghain nodded. She had thought it through, at least.
Was she in contact with Antiva and the Free Marches?
She had family connections in both places.

"At any rate, my lord, on to the Warden ‘secrets.’ I shall
begin at the beginning.” She took another sip of wine. T §
am not certain that you noticed, as you were extremely §
busy just before the Battle of Ostagar —" :

“ — The first Battle of Ostagar,” he put in, rather dryly. §
There had been a dozen more battles since she left.

“ — As you say, my lord. I am not certain you noticed at §
that time that I was not Duncan’s only recruit.”

He frowned. "I knew there were others. I presumed §
them killed in the battle” She was staring at him with |
those strange green eyes. They were quite distracting. Not




| unattractive, mind you, but different.

"Not so, my lord. They did not live long enough to see it.

¢ They perished during the Joining ritual. Many do. I am

| told it is often fatal”

He really had had no idea. Duncan had recruited so

few... "An ordeal of some sort? A duel to prove your worth?”

"Not a duel. I suppose you could call it an ordeal, but it is

| the thing that transforms us into Wardens. A great many

| words are spoken, but what it really comes down to,” she
| took a deep breath—" is drinking a potion, of which the

: principal ingredient is darkspawn blood.”

A silence. Loghain's eyes widened, and he began hastily

il to rearrange some opinions. "Darkspawn blood is deadly
. poison, even to the touch. To drink it —"

“The potion has some other essential ingredients. It took

| thousands of lives before a compound was discovered that
| did not simply kill or turn those who drank it into mind-

| less ghouls. But yes, it is indeed deadly poison. The Joining

| potion kills many who drink it outright, hence Duncan'’s

® wariness about recruiting people whose loved ones might
8 wish to come looking for them later.”

"But you survived.”
“For now. Darkspawn blood is always fatal. Always.

| Either one dies immediately and horribly, or one becomes

a Warden. After some decades, | am told — thirty years on

| average — the poison finally takes hold, and the Warden
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| begins to deteriorate. We experience something known as

the Calling. We go off to the Deep Roads té{iie in a last @
battle against the darkspawn — and also to spare the sur- |
face the distressing sight of Wardens turning into ghouls.” &

Loghain stared at her, utterly horrified. It was a form of §
Blood Magic: a cruel, shocking form. How was such a horror

. permitted to exist? Other heads of state knew of this?

"If the Divine knew about this —"
Bronwyn smiled sourly. "She knows. So does the Black

. Divine in Minrathous. They know it and they toler-

ate it because of the reasons that this is done. The First §
Blight destroyed the Tevinter Empire: shattered it so thor-
oughly that an invasions of barbarians led by the Prophet §
Andraste could sweep up to the gates of the imperial city
itself. The Tevinter legions were vast, and had seemed
irresistible: their magisters had magic of inconceivable §
power. All of it was vain against the Blight.

“Until the coming of the Wardens.” :

"Until then,” she agreed, firelight glinting into her green |
eyes. "although you might as well say, until the creation of §
the Wardens." She took another sip of wine. Speaking all §
this aloud, so long held within her like a lump of unworked
lead, was tiring. "Make no mistake, my lord: we were created.
Thousands of people died hideously in failed experiments to §
created a being that could kill the Archdemon. The formula §
of the Joining potion is generally not entrusted to Junior War- §
dens. Neither Alistair nor I knew how to make more War- |
dens until Riordan taught us the formula and supervised the




| Joining of our first new recruits. And that is the matter — the
| great matter — that I am coming to."
_ He sat down, facing her, fingers interlaced, his blue
| gaze intent on her green one.

“Then let us have it”

| "Very well" She paused, looking for right words, the
! clear, eloquent words that would satisfy this man.

. "The Archdemon,” she began, "is not simply a dragon. If
| it were a simply a dragon, it could be killed like any other
8 beast, however powerful. After all, the Nevarran dragon
| hunters nearly drove such creatures to extinction only a

| few generations ago. No. The Archdemon is a god. An Old
8 God, perhaps, but a god all the same.” She laughed bitterly.
y "If the Revered Mother were eavesdropping on us now,
! no doubt she would squawk in outrage, and correct me,
| saying that the creatures the Tevinters worshiped were
# false gods, and no better than demons, but we are not
| children, my lord, and no one is listening. The Chantry
| itself teaches that the Maker has turned his face from us,
¢ and has no interest in our doings. I can assure you that
8 the Archdemon is quite godlike enough to threaten us,
| and it is very interested in us indeed.”

| "You claimed to have seen it in the Deep Roads.”

. Offended, she stared at him a little longer. "I saw it in the
8 Deep Roads — and elsewhere. Even were it a mindless beast,
it would be very, very dangerous, and very hard to kill.
§ Which brings me back, once again, to the Wardens, and
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why we are not so irrelevant as you might believe us to be.” &

She took a moment to fight down the rising anger. It irri- §
tated her beyond words that this man should be question- &
ing her like a criminal. After all she had done — after nearly §

dying in the filthy Deep Roads — she felt she deserved better.

But of course he knew nothing about that. She bit her lip, &
forced herself to stay on task, and continued. "The Joining
makes Wardens immune to the Taint. Perhaps you know

. this —or something of it. It also gives us other powers. The £

Taint in us gives us a link to the darkspawn. We can sense §
them. And they can sense us.”

He straightened, making a connection. "That is how the |
darkspawn were able to target the Grey Wardens so quickly”

She nodded, not saying anything for a moment, remem- §
bering the horror of that battle. Finally, she sighed, and §
said, "As you say. It is a double-edged sword. I have heard §
that some older Wardens, after long experience, claim that §
they can hear the darkspawn, after a fashion, or at least |
comprehend the commands the Archdemon is giving to its §
mindless minions. I have sensed nothing from the Archde- §
mon other than raw emotions, such as rage and hatred, but
it may be so. | have not been a Warden all that long.” :

He watched her carefully. She believed what she was |
saying, he was certain. Some of it might even be true. The §
Warden lore made sense. :

She went on: "The crux of the issue, of course, is our abil- §
ity to slay the Archdemon. The Tevinters could slay the Old




| God in its dragon form, but the spirit of the Old God lived
i on, and followed the pull of the Taint to the body of one of

t the other darkspawn, and when that was slain, into yet

{ another, and so on, and so on... After a time, the Archde-

i mon simply rose again. And again. It is hard to imagine
! the terror those ancient folk must have experienced”

She sipped from her cup, and thought for a moment.

| "Here it is: because of the Taint in us, when a Warden slays

| the Archdemon, it stays dead. The essence of the Archde-
| mon, freed from its dragon form, follows the Taint into the

" Warden. Since a Warden is not a soulless vessel — unlike the

| darkspawn — the Old God's essence collides with the soul of

8l the Warden, destroying them both. That is why, if you make
. a study of the matter, you will find that every Warden who

| slew an Archdemon died in the act of doing so.”

"The Grey Warden who slays the Archdemon... dies?”
"Exactly so. There is no other way. It also explains why

| the Wardens closed in on the Archdemon, not allowing

! others an opportunity to bring disaster down upon every-
| one by making a 'lucky’ shot, for example. Others joined

§ in the fight, but at the end, it needed to be Wardens, and

only Wardens, lest the Archdemon rise again.”

Loghain was still wrapping his head around the sen-

tence of death that the girl was under. Either immedi-

il ate death — and complete destruction, if she were to be

| the one to strike the killing blow; or to have only thirty

1
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years before a miserable, lonely death. She would never

live to see his own age. It was cruel and unfair, but mortal £
life was like that. Still, thirty years was thirty years, and |
many did not live that long anyway. What mattered was &
to make the most of the time one had. :
He said, "T will indeed make a study of this. There should be

. some sort of loophole in this. There always seems to be. I can

see why you would want to have quite a few Wardens, certainly
"T am hoping to learn more from the Grey Warden texts

. about killing dragons. There don't seem to be a great [

many live ones to practice upon.” -
He frowned, shaking his head. "I remember seeing one
in the Wilds at the end of the war, It was the only one, |
though. And they fly, of course. Have you given thought
to how you will fight a flying creature, now that the War- §
dens no longer have griffons? Or am I mistaken in that? |
Do the Wardens have a secret paddock of griffons hidden §
away in the Anderfels?” :
Bronwyn scowled at him. "If they do, they are not |
inclined to share them. I shall have to rely on the fact §
that the Archdemon will be drawn to us by the Taint. The §
problem, as I see it, is not so much bringing it down upon
us, as it is keeping it down.” :
“Ballistae could be used to damage or cripple it. I've had §
some dwarven engineers working on the problem.”
She looked up at that, interested. "Have you indeed, my |
lord? I should like to talk to them at length.”
He nodded, his mind already on the next issue. "What




| about the King? Do you plan to share your secrets with him?"

_ She really was unsure about that. Could the King be

. trusted? She temporized.

| "The King is not here, my lord. He is in Denerim, recov-
{| ering from wounds, as I understand it."

| Loghain snorted. "I had thought he might return for
i your triumphal procession with the dwarves, but there
| are political concerns that keep him in the capital. He has
| called for a Landsmeet. Did you know?

¢ I had heard that, my lord,” Bronwyn said carefully. "In
| order to call Arl Howe to account for his crimes.”

“Yes. Well." He opened his box of correspondence and
8 held the accusatory letters in a moment of contemplation.
. Why not? Let us see if the Girl Warden, who has an answer
for everything else, has an answer for this.

| "Arl Howe feels that he was more than justified in his
8 actions. He has sent me documents supporting his claim
| that the Teyrn of Highever and his wife were guilty of trea-
! son and espionage.” He slapped letters down on the pol-
y ished writing table, and gave her a level, challenging stare.
: Bronwyn stared back, utterly taken aback at the accu-
| sation. She had imagined they were getting on, that they
were talking as equals — or nearly. She had imagined that
! he returned her feelings for him... a little. She had imagined

8 that he respected her for her achievements, and was grate- i

8§ ful for her sacrifice. She had entrusted him with her deepest
| secrets. The magnitude of her folly was before her, and rage

.‘;IL

rose up to choke her, like an inky black wave of Taint. _

Unable to speak at first, she rose slowly from her chair, her §
eyes on Loghain. She would not lose control before this man, &
self-satisfied in his power, throwing her confidence in him §
back in her face with this studied insult. She would not —

Anger slipped its leash. She hissed in rage and threw
her goblet in Loghain's face, the wine spattering the room
like blood.

"How dare you!” she shouted.

Startled, he knocked the cup aside with his arm, and §
took an angry breath himself. With a scrape and a silvery
clang, the cup felt to the stone floor, spinning crazily. Before §
Loghain could say a word, Bronwyn was in his face, all her §
terrors and miseries pouring out in a scalding torrent. _

"I have gone to the limits of the Deep Roads for this §
country, and you repay me with suspicion and contempt! §
Let your friend Arl Howe find troops for you, if you find §
me so unworthy!”

"I did not say I found you unworthy!” He shouted back. §

"Don't put words in my mouth!”

Unheeding, she stalked to the table, and furiously swept
off everything on it, letters, maps, parchment, ink stand, and §
all. The ink ran over the floor and the parchment swirled §
down, settling gently. Loghain, furious himself, grabbed her §
by her shoulder, and whirled her around. She twisted out of §
his grasp, and stepped back, her fists clenched to fight.

"Don't you dare to put your hands on me!” she snarled. "I




| won't endure such insults from you or any man! And Arl
. Howe is a fool, and a coward, and a bastard, and a snake,
| and the dupe of the Orlesians! And he hides in his castle
| like a filthy spider in his web while the rest of Ferelden
| fights for its life! I am personally going to rip his tongue
| from his lying mouth, and I cannot believe that you would
il credit his feeble, half-witted slanders, but for the fact that
| [ know that all he had to do was write the word 'Orlesian’

| and you would believe the worst of anyone!”
4 He slammed his own cup down on the table, and roared,
' "Hold your tongue!”

_ She should, she should, she really should, but it felt so
8 good to release all this pent-up wrath...

. "I will not! You dare to call my parents traitors, know-
! ing them dead and unable to defend themselves! You call
| them traitors to my very face —"

"I never called your parents traitors!” he shot back. "I said
| that Arl Howe said he had evidence, which he sent me!”

. The door creaked open, and a trio of guards peered in
| nervously. "My lord,” one ventured, "is everything all —"
“Get out!” Loghain bellowed. The door slammed shut.

¢  Trying to pull the pieces of herself together, Bronwyn
lowered her voice and growled, "His evidence is rubbish: a
| forgery concocted to make him believe what he wished to
8 believe. I'm willing to wager what coin I have left that he
only sent you copies.”

He loomed over her, eyes narrowed. Bronwyn gulped,

remembering at whom she was ranting. She would not §
flinch, not even were he Korth the Mountain Father himself.

"It is understandable,” he ground out, "that you would
defend your family, regardless of their innocence... or §
guilt. These papers contain a letter in which your father
offers his allegiance to Empress Celene in exchange for &
the name of King of Ferelden.”

"Rubbish!” she exploded. "Absolute rubbish! How dare

. you accuse my family of treason! I suggest you look to your [

own, before you speak against the Couslands!” -

“What do you mean?” he asked, his voice lashing her
like a whip.

Too angry for half-measures, she shouted. "You want to f
see something treasonous? I'll show you who's a traitor to §
Ferelden! You wait here! Wait right here and I'll show you
something to make the blood freeze in your veins. Don't §
move a muscle!” :

She rushed from the room, slamming the door open. §
The unfortunate guards, trying to eavesdrop, were §
knocked down. She roared, "Out of my way!” nearly trip- §
ping over them.

Loghain followed her to the doorway, seeing the back
of her as she raced for the stairs, and ran up them still §
raving to herself.

His blood was up. The girl had behaved inexcusably. §
Who did the chit think she was?

He glared at the unfortunate guards. "Idiots,” he muttered.




"Sorry, my lord,” they muttered sheepishly.

|  That could have gone better, he admitted to himself. It
| was not at all the reaction he had expected.

| I suppose I thought that she would protest their innocence
| with wide and wounded eyes. Perhaps even cry. Possibly that
| I would have to comfort her. I really had no idea she had such
§ a temper. I've haven't been shouted at like that since Anora
| was a teenager.

| More gapers were arriving to witness the drama, but
8 the girl was ahead of them, pounding down the stairs,
| parchment in her hand, green eyes blazing. She saw him
| waiting, and stalked toward him, shaking the parchment
8 like a deadly weapon. Perhaps it was. It must be some-
. thing he was not going to like.

i She strode through the doorway, slamming the door
! behind her, and proceeded to slap the parchment onto the
| table, just as he had done.

| "All right! Read that! And that'’s the original and no forg-
| ery, for I took it from the courier herself!”

|  Warily, with a glance at the girl to ascertain whether
! she meant to throw anything else at him, he picked up
4 the parchment. And then he recognized the broken seal,
dread pooling in his gut.

Cailan, what have you done?

' "This is royal correspondence,” he growled ominously.
"“What are you doing interfering with it?”

"Go on, read it!" she insisted. "I dare you to tell me after-

wards that you're sorry it was intercepted!” ;

He did read it, his rage and fear growing with every |
paragraph; for each sentence was a knife in his back, a &
betrayal of Anora, and a mortal blow to Ferelden. He had §
known that there were treacherous leeches among the
Bannorn who wanted to replace Anora with a queen of [
their choice... but this...

It was not a forgery. He knew the hand of Cailan's pri-

. vate secretary too well. And he knew Cailan's hand from g

the day the boy had started learning his letters. Not E
only his signature was there, but little notes to some of
the paragraphs. This was real: Cailan meant to turn his §
country over to the Empress in exchange for the name of §
Emperor. It was the most genuinely horrifying document 3
that Loghain had ever read.

He read it again, standing by the window. He moved to §
his chair and read it again. Bronwyn leaned against the §
wall, watching him, her blood calming, her temper cool- §
ing, regrets and shame surfacing.

She had not meant to give him this. Or at least not the §
way she had: out of anger and spite. It must alarm and hor- §
rify him. On a human level, it must grieve him deeply. This
was his best friend’s son: the husband of his only child. :

"How did you lay your hands on this?" he growled at her,
more suspicious than ever. :

"How?" she exhaled deeply, and told him. "Six days ago |
[ was in Denerim.” -




Loghain was quite the master of the frown. Bronwyn

i reminded herself that she had looked darkspawn in the eye.

¢ Loghain was only a man. A powerful man, certainly, but he was

| 1ot as terrible as a Broodmother, or as dangerous as a demorn.

"Why were you there?” he asked in a hard, cold voice.
"Because the Crows and Arl Howe weren't the only

people trying to kill me. Between Orzammar and Gher-

.'; len's Halt, my party was set upon by some very skilled and

| professional people. We discovered they were after us due
i to Leliana — the half-Orlesian archer. Her old associates

' were afraid she would reveal what she knew about them.”

"And had she?”
Bronwyn snorted, "No. I wish! She had spent the last

y two years atoning for her sins in the Lothering Chantry,

! and had largely put them out of her mind. They had not
| forgotten her, however, so I discovered that she had been
| quite the naughty girl prior to serving Andraste.” She was

| breathing more slowly now, though she was still angry

! and disappointed. "She was the cast-off apprentice of an
| Orlesian bard who lived in Denerim.” She smirked at the

8 look of anger and alarm on Loghain's face. T say 'lived,

! because six days ago I killed that bitch and all her hench-

{l men. Her name was Marjolaine, and it was she who was

! the King's secret contact with Orlais. Of even greater per-

} sonal interest to me, it was she who turned the Arl of §
§ Amaranthine’s wits the seamy side without, and made

* him think his best friend was a traitor!”

1

Naturally, Loghain wanted to hear every detail about g
the woman. Bronwyn looked at him a moment, and |
thought about what she cared to tell him. An hour ago, &
she would have told him all. :

That her own father had approached the King about a

. Cousland marriage, Bronwyn decided was simply none of

Loghain's business. She possessed the original of that letter, &
and would take care that no one else ever saw it. She had

. kept it, indeed, because she had nothing else of her father's £

at the moment, and because he spoke so lovingly of her in §
it. Loghain would never touch it, or scoff at it, or scowl over
it. She continued with her carefully edited tale. :
"After Leliana told me that the men sent to kill us had §
come from this woman Marjolaine, I knew I would have §
to do something about her. She had attempted to interfere §
with Wardens in the course of a Blight, and that could not §
stand. In addition, Leliana told me that this Marjolaine
had been a confederate of the late Harwen Raleigh — "
Loghain glanced up at this, very interested and intent. §

"I suspected that Raleigh was disaffected. Maric should not §

have cast him off so completely, but that's all blood under §
the bridge now.” :

"Asyousay,’ Bronwyn agreed. "At any rate, Raleigh was one of §
Marjolaine’s useful sources of intelligence about Ferelden, but |
she had obviously been very active for some time. If someone §
wished to communicate with the Empress through other than §
the approved diplomatic channels, she was the person to see.”




"And Cailan... saw her.”

| "Leliana knew where she lived in Denerim. We disguised
¢ ourselves and watched the house. Late one night, a mes-

| senger claiming to be from the Palace knocked on the door

y and demanded that she accompany him there. After she
and some of her guards had left, we gained access to the

| house and awaited her return. When she came back, we

.'; had a talk. She had just obtained the document before you.”

“"Was it absolutely necessary to kill her?” he asked, irri-

| tated. "Surely it would have been better to turn her over to

| more experienced interrogators.”

"As I was in Denerim incognito, and was in a hurry to

8l return to the main party — yes, it was necessary to kill her.
y [ am hoping that since she had that remarkable document,

! no one will be concerned about her absence for weeks —
| perhaps months. The King no doubt thinks her on her

# way to Val Royeaux. The Empress might not be expecting

| her any time very soon.”

"No one's going to find the body?"
She regarded him grimly. "No.”
He grunted at that, looking at her sharply. She was a very

| different girl now than the one who had left Ostagar a few

months ago. "Did she say she had dealings with Howe?"

Bronwyn looked strained. "She was so very smug about

§ how easy it was to make Arl Howe believe what he wanted

| to believe, She recognized me, and assured me that the

1

{ murder of my family was not a personal matter for her,

but merely part of the Great Game. Yes, at that moment I §
found it necessary to kill her.”
"How do you intend to disprove Arl Howe's evidence?”
“What evidence?” she asked, her voice rich with con- §
tempt. "Those papers of yours could be written by anyone.

. [ see no reason even to read them, since I know them to

be invented out of whole cloth by that vicious bard. Mar- §
jolaine was something of a forger, but let Arl Howe come

. forward with his falsehoods. Either I or my brother stand £

ready to prove him a liar in trial by combat. He knows &
this, which gives him even more reason to send the Crows
after us. They attacked Fergus when I was in Denerim, but §
luckily I was there at the time. We killed them all. Fergus §
knows to take serious precautions now.” _

Loghain brooded a little longer, and shook his head. "No §
doubt Rendon Howe seems important to you, but you must §
see that I look upon the King's treachery as a far greater §
danger to the nation. He is planning to cast my daughter — §
his wife — aside, and unite us with our ancient enemy.” His §
voice grew sarcastic. "How he plans to do that is a matter §
of some concern to me, if you will forgive me for saying so.”

She answered sharply. "Obviously it is a dire matter, which 2
is why it is before you right now. But it is not simply a matter §
of the King's say-so. The Queen was married by the Chantry §
and publicly crowned. The King cannot undo that with a §
proclamation. And the Landsmeet would not ratify it if he did.” |

His eyes bored into hers. "You think not?”




| "Well,” she considered. "He obviously won't have the sup-
i port of Gwaren and the banns sworn to you. Nor, I can
. assure you, will he have the support of Highever and our
| vassals. To do him justice, if Rendon Howe were to attend
8 a Landsmeet, he would not support the King in this either.
My cousin Bryland's loyalty to Ferelden I am certain of.
8 Arl Wulffe, agree to recognize the Empress as Queen of
| Ferelden? I don't believe it for an instant.”

“You say nothing of the Arl of Denerim.”
4 She bit her lip. "I don't know him well enough to say. It's
| possible that he had dealing through Marjolaine, but to say
| he is a traitor — no, I can't support that with serious evidence.
2 Arl Eamon does seem to have been an intermediary, but..”

“Eamon is no longer a problem.”

“Indeed. I heard dreadful things of the events at Redcliffe”
|  "Whatever you heard was paler than reality. Teagan seems
# honest enough, and his arling is too weakened to be a threat.
| However, that might be an incentive to seek help from over
{ the border. And the Bannorn is a wayward animal.”
1 She sat down again, thinking. With a half smile, he
8 pulled his chair closer, and sat down facing her. He said,
| "T would offer you another cup of wine, but you might shy
it at my head again.”
. That got an angry, embarrassed scowl from her. "If it
8 makes you feel better, you can throw your own cup at me,
and call us even.”

1

A grim laugh escaped him. "Perhaps I shall, someday, if

you make me angry enough.” He sat back thﬁ“ﬁ*dng. "What g
a time to instigate a civil war! For civil war we shall have,
if Cailan follows through with this scheme of his. And &
with what army does he expect to enforce it?” _
"Well,” she said slowly, a quite horrible thought occur-

. ring to her. "The Empress knows it is a Blight. Her own

Wardens will have told her so. She knows the bulk of the &
Fereldan army is pinned down here in the south. She may

: not wish to involve herself openly, but there is something

that must be done before she can marry the King, and only £
the Divine in Val Royeaux can do it for her. The Divine
could annul the marriage of Cailan and Anora, and the §
Grand Cleric in Ferelden would proclaim it. You have &
always been so concerned about the Grey Wardens being §
a private army under foreign control. May I direct your §
attention to a much large armed force, also under foreign §
control, whose commander is indisputably Orlesian?” :

It had already occurred to Loghain. The bloody Tem- |
plars. They were indeed under Chantry control, and they §
were everywhere. In a low voice, he ground out, "How I §
hate the bloody Chantry.”

Bronwyn nodded. She was quite fond of their own priest, §
Mother Mallol, back in Highever. She hoped that she had |
escaped the massacre. For all that, Father and Mother had told §
her stories of how the Chantry had collaborated in the inva- |
sion: how the Grand Cleric, Mother Bronach, had declared §
it the will of the Maker, and those who rebelled against the




| usurper Meghren, to be rebels against divine authority. Most
| of the priests and Templars had been loyal to the Grand Cleric,
| and had formed a network of informers: educated and literate,
| collecting intelligence in every town and village.

| "They've been traitors to Ferelden in the past. Father
| explained that King Maric could not sever ties with the Divine,
8 for fear of her calling an Exalted March against Ferelden.
| They've always been the dagger poised to strike against us.
| Even now, they are doing nothing to defend this country. It's
8 all completely business as usual. The Grand Cleric even has
| her right hand, Revered Mother Clarine, here, spying and
| interfering. I don't suppose you can get rid of her?”

| "Short of feeding her to the darkspawn, I think not,
2 Loghain said acidly. He thought a little more. "Anora is in
! danger, but I cannot leave the army.”

"I really don't think the King would harm her.”

He raised his brows at her.

| ‘Imean,” Bronwyn clarified, “that I don't think he would
! physically hurt her. Here's a thought... " she considered. "I
| have to go north — a little north of South Reach, I under-
| stand, to find that other Dalish clan. I'll go to Denerim
4 and warn her personally. I could take her a letter from
you, and no one else would need to know.”

"And what about the darkspawn?”

| 'T'll leave most of the Wardens behind... including...”
she made her decision. "Including Alistair. He's Senior
'1- Warden, anyway, so it would seem reasonable. If things

get very bad, you'd want him with you, anyway.” _

He scoffed. "Are you proposing that I ultimately replace |
Cailan with another son of Maric, even more deplorably &
unprepared to be King?"

‘I am not proposing anything of the sort. However, it
might be more prudent for him to be under your com-
mand than under the King's. Alistair is a very fine war-
rior, and a very decent and modest young man.”

"It is my understanding that he has a great deal to be [
modest about.” -
She did not find that funny. "I see you find it easy to
despise someone who was abandoned by his own father, |
and brought up as a stableboy by a malicious noble, who

wanted his nephew to have no rivals!”

"Come,” he said tiredly. "let us not quarrel over trifles. I
promise not to be unkind to your faithful Alistair, but he'll §
have to pull his weight with me.” :

"And he will. He knows nothing about my intent to lay |
bare the cherished secrets of the Wardens, so please don't |
gloat about it to him. It's enough that you know the facts
and can plan accordingly.”

"Enough about him,” Loghain said roughly. "We have
more important things to consider. I want you to meet §
with my engineers tomorrow, and hear what they have
planned for the Archdemon — if the beast ever deigns to |
make an appearance. I'll write a letter to Anora, warning |
her of Cailan’s plans. Meet that Dalish Keeper if you must, §
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but then we must consider the army complete. Try not to |

get distracted by blood feuds when you're in Denerim.”

"Howe may not attend the Landsmeet. If he does not, |

Fergus will want the King's leave to attack him.”
Loghain used a word Bronwyn had not expected to hear

from him. "And so we shall have civil war of some sort. |

Was that the bard's plan all along?”
"One of them certainly. I think it's clear that Orlais

has more than one string to its bow. Even the attempt |
to abduct Alistair and me I regard less as an attempt to §
Create puppet monarchs than to remove possible alterna- §

tives to Cailan. Fergus, too, is in danger for that reason,

hence the attempt to discredit the Couslands. The Empress |

will do everything to smooth his way.”
"And hers. You do realize, don't you, that if Cailan renounces
Anora and betroths himself to Celene, I will march on him.”

She nodded gravely. "T would expect nothing else. And I §

will march with you, if the darkspawn let me.”

He thought himself too old to be touched by gallant ges-
tures, but so he was. "Even though I shall be declared a |

traitor to Ferelden?”

She thought a little longer, and said, "Ferelden is not the §
King; and the King is not Ferelden. This is our country as §
much as Cailan’s. It is not his to barter away like a drunken §

woman selling her children’s clothes for more ale.”

He studied her face. "I thought the Wardens were loyal §

to no country.”
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Her wry smile reached to her brilliantly green eyes. §

: "I've never claimed to be a very good Warden, my lord.”

He reached out to her, and they shook hands on their alli- §

. ance with conscious gravity, wondering what would come of it. §




' T BRON'WYN rovcsr

 SHE WOULD BE PERMITTED TO
GO TO BED IN PEACE AFTER HER
8 STORMY INTERVIEW WITH TEYRN
§ LOGHAIN, SHE WAS MUCH MISTAKEN.
: Her companions were waiting for her in the Wardens'
8 quarters. Every eye was on her, and the moment she came
! through the door, they gathered around her like a clutch
| of hens, squawking and clucking at her, full of questions,
! and the men as bad as the women. Questions, supposi-
8 tions, utterly bizarre scenarios poured from their mouths.
Bronwyn shook her head. "I'm going to bed!”
She slipped off her Warden's tabard and folded it neatly,
8 then sat down on the edge of her cot, struggling out of her
" boots. Tara knelt down and helped her, while still carry-
! ing on about the excitement of the day.
" ...s0 we wondered what had happened, of course, when
| you went upstairs with him and shut the door... "
With the mob around her, a thorough wash was impos-
¢ sible. Bronwyn decided she would get up very early in the

morning — before anyone else — and clean up properly &
then. She lay back wearily on the hard and narrow cot, |
trying to ignore her comrades standing around her, star-
ing down at her. She shut her eyes.

No one moved. They simply carried on their conversa-
tion, surrounding her on all sides. Bronwyn blew out a
breath and opened her eyes.

They were still staring at her, only now they had been

. joined by Scout, who was staring at her as well. And panting g

in her face. And everyone started clacking away at her again. §

True, not all of them. Adaia hung back from the mob, not
daring to ask questions, but attentive to any shred of gossip.
She had sat at the end of the Wardens, hidden behind Zevran,
and had hardly dared to glance at the table where Lady Bron-
wyn sat with Teyrn Loghain and the other nobles. Next time

— perhaps tomorrow night! — she would be bolder.

Two of the others were less interested. Sten oiled the straps
of his armor, impervious to the fascinations of human poli- §
tics. Danith had moved away to a bench and looked at the §
rest of the companions as if they were speaking Tevinter.

"All right. I surrender” Bronwyn groaned and sat up, know- §
ing she had to tell them something. She found it was it too
annoying to sit when they were all still staring down at her, §
so she forced herself to her feet, and moved to the center of
the room, so everyone could hear what she had to say. :

Briefly, she gave them the bare bones of the discussion, |
without, alas, the gory details they were hoping for.




"Teyrn Loghain and I discussed our mission, and I told
| him about our adventures in Orzammar. [ told him about
| our meeting with the Dalish at some length. We agreed
| that I should go north and find that other clan we were
| told of. Some of you will go with me, and some of you will
| stay here to assist the army, which will now expand its
| operations and extend its defensive line.”

"But you were arguing,” Anders said. "Everyone could
| hear you!”

% 'That's right” Alistair agreed. "We thought you might
! be having a fight” He looked very hopeful, which did not
| improve Bronwyn's temper, already in a fragile state. She was
i still irritated with the Teyrn for seeming to lend credence to
. Arl Howe's lies, but she did not want to spread the word that
! there had been dissension between the two of them.

: Cullen put in, "We were alarmed that he might even
# attack you. We were deciding what to do in such a case,
| but then you stopped shouting at each other... "

! "Teyrn Loghain told me of some letters received by him
| from Arl Howe, detailing his reasons for his treacherous
! murder of my family. The lies were so egregious that I
| became upset. It hardly matters. We resolved our differ-
ences, and we're all right now.”

. "How all right?” Brosca asked baldly. "I think he's inter-
8 ested in you. I could see him giving you the eye at dinner,
when you weren't looking.”

"That's true!” Tara seconded her. "Everybody could see it!

He thinks you're very pretty. [ can tell” ;

Oghren chuckled, "After the all the yelling, we thought |
maybe you two were having some hot make-up sex. Some- &
times that's the best kind — "

Bronwyn was on the verge of explosion. She gritted her
teeth, and very carefully did not shout. "I have never had
sex with that man! And I would appreciate it if my own
friends did not spread such horrible rumors!”

Leliana said kindly, "There’s nothing horrible about romance. 2
If you and Teyrn Loghain found each other desirable, then we £
would never stand in the way of your happiness.”

Most of the women nodded solemnly, except for Mor- §
rigan who laughed at her, yellow eyes bright and noticing; §
and Astrid, who raised a questioning brow.

Most of the men, however, had their own and very dif-
ferent opinion about the idea of sex involving Bronwyn §
and Teyrn Loghain. She could see the looks exchanged §
between Alistair and Cullen (aghast), Anders and Jowan §
(concerned), and Oghren and Zevran (amused, but clearly §
thinking it a very bad thing). :

She was their commander, and there was a limit to how §
much impertinence she was prepared to put up with.

“The Teyrn and I do not have a personal relationship. If §
that changes in the future —"

"Aha!” cackled Oghren. :

Brownyn frowned, "If that were to change in the future, §
[ would be sure to tell my friends. In the meantime, I shall




| keep you informed of the military situation. Now. No more
| questions or I'll set Scout on you. I am going to get some
| sleep. I suggest you all do the same.”

| Afew discontented murmurs trailed after her. Bronwyn
{ shut her eyes, lay down again, and was soon, unpleas-
| antly but necessarily, in the Fade.

While her companions were silenced — at least as far as
| speaking to her directly — Bronwyn could see, to her exas-
8 peration, that she was Ostagar’s favorite object of gossip.
i When they came down to breakfast the next morning,
| grabbing an empty table to share, Bronwyn found herself
8 the cynosure of all eyes in the mess hall. A bowl of por-
. ridge was put before her, and she ate ravenously, trying to
| ignore the stares — hungry stares and envious stares and
| shocked stares — and the eager whispers. Apparently, her
| conversation with the Teyrn was the talk of the camp.

y Everyone grabbed at her comrades, dragging them
| away to corners, trying to get the whole story out them.
| Leliana was a favorite: she was young and pretty and
| human, and the women thought she'd be a good source of
| gossip. The men thought the same, and thought that even
if she weren't, she was well worth chatting up.

| She smiled and shook her head, and sometimes added
8 a few words. Her listeners were disappointed, and went
away. Bronwyn tried to busy herself with her porridge.
They learned not to try it with Alistair or Cullen. Alistair

was a terrible gossip himself, but was displeased with the &
kind of questions people were asking. Cullen looked like §
he was about to go for his sword. A man backed away, :
smiling, hands up in a peaceful gesture. Cullen snarled §
something in a low voice.

There were dwarves in the hall, and they were gossip- &
ing too: more frankly, and with no emotional stake in the
matter. Some were approaching her people. Brosca and

. Oghren would laugh and shake their heads, making some

sort of quip or other. Astrid was quieter, but absolutely §
firm with the busybodies.
After awhile, her friends came back to the table, and sat |
there, watching her with bright, alert eyes. It was terribly
annoying, but better than being stared at when she was §
trying to sleep.
Bronwyn finished her bowl, wishing there was more, |
and then abruptly asked, "What?" :
Tara announced, "Everyone's talking about you, Bron- |
wyn. You want to know why?”
"Somehow,” Bronwyn grimaced, ‘T think I really, really don't”
Brosca grinned, and leaned in, "Well, we're going to tell
you, anyway. Everybody heard you and the big guy yell- §
ing at each other last night. And then they heard things §
get quiet. And then you came out of his quarters, looking
relaxed and with messy hair. And his servants said that §
somebody had pushed everything off his desk onto the §
floor — like they were in a big hurry.” -




| "Youdidn't tell us that Teyrn Loghain pushed everything
i off his desk,” Leliana said reprovingly.

"That's because he didn't,” Bronwyn said frankly. “T did.”

| Seeing their shocked, incredulous faces, she shrugged,
| rather embarrassed in retrospect. "I did it in a fit of temper.
| Itold you that he brought up Arl Howe's accusation. I threw
8 a wine goblet at him and I swept everything off his writing
| table. Please don't spread that around. It makes me sound
| like a naughty child.”

2 "So..." Oghren leered. "You didn't clear the desk in order
| to... how shall I put this delicately...?”

! "Vou couldn't!” laughed Brosca.

1 Bronwyn tried to follow the conversation, more and more
Y bewildered and exasperated.

| Astrid cut the misery short. "They are implying that you and
| Teyrn Loghain cleared off the desk in order to have sex there”

Y “What?” Bronwyn shot to her feet, eyes blazing. Like waves
| in an ebb tide, everyone else at the table leaned away from
! her. She glared at them, and lowered her voice. "Nothing of
| that sort happened, and I will thank you not to make up
| scandalous stories about me. Sex on a desk, indeed!”

Her face must be red. It felt hot enough.

| “Itold you so!” Alistair declared triumphantly. "Bronwyn
¥ would never do something like that!”

|  She could hardly hear him. She did not want to look at
any of them at the moment. Enraged and humiliated, she

¢ stalked from the mess hall, and strode down the stairs,

needing some fresh air to cool her burning embarrass- &
ment. Scout placidly trotted after her, wanting a run out-
side. Soldiers watched her, wide-eyed, and nudged each §
other, talking in low voices.

To complete her morning, she was almost immediately
joined by Loghain, looking infuriatingly well-rested and
freshly-shaved. He was, of course, already out and about,
and wanted to show her something. Scout, the traitor,

. wagged his tail at him.

"And look at this one, Warden!” A pop and a slam, and
the bolts were soaring out over the bone-riddled Ostagar §
Valley. Smoke drifted back in a wake of black and grey.
The bolts slammed into the ground, and a second later,
an explosion shook the stones. A sullen blaze licked at the
dead, dry grass in the distance.

"Pretty neat, huh?" asked Dworkin, leering at her, unin-
timidated by the looming presence of Teyrn Loghain.

“I'm impressed!” Bronwyn granted freely. "T'd love to see §
what they do to an ogre!” :

"I can describe it for you, if you like,” Loghain offered, §
his smile sardonic. "It's very interesting seeing something
that large burning while disemboweled.”

"Ew, thanks all the same!” Bronwyn laughed. She waved
a hand at another of the prototypes. "I like that design §
with the multiple bolts.”

"Look at this!” Dworkin said excitedly, winding a crank,




| which caused the aim of the bolts to spread out, fan-like. "I
! can focus on a target, or we can go for wide-spread damage.”

"And that's not all, Warden,” Dworkin's brother Voldrik

| assured her, in a calmer, smoother tone. “We can load the

8 trebuchet with explosives too, and put them in a container
! with trash — stones, broken metal, bits of chain. When

| the container explodes, all that metal causes catastrophic

| damage to the enemy.”

Bronwyn nodded, appreciating the image that conveyed.
T can certainly see why you've been holding the Horde

back so well. Isn't that something of the effect that Qunari

| cannon are supposed to have?”

“Why don't you ask your pet Qunari?” Loghain wondered.
Bronwyn made a face. "It's impossible to get him to talk

{ about that. It's a deep, dark secret of his race. For all I

| know, he’s not in on it, and it embarrasses him. We're not
| likely to get the secret of cannons out of Sten.”

"No,” Loghain said crisply. "Instead, he is gathering useful

| intelligence about Ferelden and its military capabilities.”

Bronwyn gave him a tight smile, not wanting to argue with

& him so early in the morning. He really was a very difficult

| man, just as Mother had always warned her. It was so vexing

to have her every decision second-guessed after the fact. She

§ took a firm grip on her temper and changed the subject.

1
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T suppose accurate aim is difficult to achieve..?”
Voldrik and Dworkin were off: telling the lengthy and

rather boring tale of how they had created sighting devices

that permitted them to nail a target at long range within @
a few feet. While she could hardly follow the technical §
details, the result was clear enough and very satisfactory. &
She asked to be given a chance to aim and fire one of the §
improved ballistae herself, and the three men were only

. too happy to accommodate her.

Loghain, truth be told, was as enthusiastic as any @
dwarven engineer. Bronwyn had not known that he was

. interested in machines, but she should have guessed that £

war machines — or anything that would give him an edge £
over an enemy — would have his undivided attention.
More than that, though: he actually seemed to under- |
stand what the dwarves were talking about when they
went on about “trajectory” and "payload.”
The dwarves withdrew, debating an arcane issue between |
themselves, hands sketching the argument in the air. :
Loghain put a hand on the mount of one of the ballistae,
admiring it as he would a good horse.
"Something worthwhile will have come out of this, if §
Ferelden has new weapons to defend itself.”
"If their accuracy is as good as the dwarves claim, per- §
haps similar devices need to be installed to defend for- §
tresses and harbors throughout Ferelden.” :
Loghain nodded. The Orlesians had invaded by sea, and |
had swept over Ferelden like a storm. If the ships could
have been destroyed before the chevaliers had landed...
But this time, if the ships came, it would be at the invi-




| tation of Ferelden's own King. Gherlen's Halt would admit
i the chevaliers at the border, the mountain passes open to

¢ them like any trollop at the Pearl. How much time did they

! have to prevent this? Could they defend a divided Ferelden

8 against the darkspawn, the Orlesians, and its own King?

The girl felt the Blight had to be the first priority, which

i was no great surprise. Loghain admitted to himself that

| she had made good arguments for it. Ferelden had risen
| from the ashes of the Orlesian occupation, and it could do
! so again. If, however, the country were laid waste, pol-

: luted, and depopulated by the darkspawn, it might be too

| weakened to constitute a viable nation ever again.

After sleeping on it, it was clear to Loghain that they

2 could not give up the fight at Ostagar, without consigning

{ half of Ferelden to the darkspawn. That did not mean that
| there were not other priorities.

Cailan. Loghain had to find a way to neutralize the

| threat Cailan posed to Ferelden. He needed to get him

i back under his eye. And there were ways to do that...

“When you take the letter to Anora,” he said to Bronwyn,

8 "Ask for an audience with the King. You need to report to

¢ him, anyway. Be sure to take your Dalish girl with you.

Have her wear that scanty Dalish armor. Perhaps His

! Majesty will not wish to miss the glorious moment when

1
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§ the Elves arrive to fight once more at the side of Men.”

The shadow of the Orlesian Empire was creeping closer, but

it would not fall on Ferelden again while Loghain Mac Tir lived.

attentively to Danith’s daily lesson of elven lore. Zevran &
was kind enough to give her an hour of training time, §
but then he wanted to see more of the camp. She decided

. to tag after him. People had broken up into groups, since

Lady Bronwyn went off to consult with Teyrn Loghain. §
Adaia was supposed to find work at Ostagar, and might

. as well see what was available. Before... everything... hap-

pened, she might have sung songs like Leliana, but Bann g
Vaughan and his men had ended her singing forever.

Sten was sitting in a position that ought to be impossible,
his eyes shut. Tara told her it was called ‘'meditating,’ and it §
was something Qunari did, when they were thinking about
their Qun thing. It did not look very comfortable to Adaia.

Brosca was fun and friendly, but she had gone with §
Oghren to visit some dwarves they knew. They were talk-
ing about setting up a proper brewery here. Dwarves §
were good at brewing ale out of nearly anything. If it was §
drinkable, they would probably make their fortune.

Tara was busy, talking in low tones with the other mages. §
They did not seem to want anyone to hear what they were §
saying. That yellow-eyed witch, the woman named Mor- |
rigan, had a book she was showing them. They all were ¢
looking worried, especially the witch's lover, the tall blond
mage. It was some sort of magical business, and while |
Adaia was growing used to mages, she knew she wanted




| to do nothing to annoy them. The two men always spoke

| pleasantly to her, but Adaia was afraid of Morrigan.

| Alistair and Cullen and Leliana were visiting people

| they knew, important people like knights and templars

| and captains. They were going on a patrol tomorrow, and

| wanted to find out what other people knew about the

§ nearby darkspawn. Astrid, the serious dwarf Warden,
| had gone with them. She was important, too. Tara had

| told her she was a princess in exile, driven from her home

2 by her brother. Adaia did not think Astrid looked much

| like a princess ought to look, but maybe that was just

| because she was a dwarf. Or maybe because she needed to

8 do something with her hair. Adaia had seen Queen Anora

2 once, and her hair had been lovely.

| "Danith!” she called shyly. She was becoming less self-con-
| scious about her voice. The Dalish girl looked up. "Zevran

# and I are going for a walk around the camp. Would you

| like to come with us?”

. "That is very courteous of you,” Danith answered, feel-
| ing some hesitation in accepting. Still, it was very dull in

| this stone tower... "Yes, I should see the camp and under-
| stand the ways of these shemlens.”

Again she hesitated. Her armor was safe and familiar,
{ but the shemlens stared at her so. After a moment, she

8 snatched up her Warden tabard and dropped it over her

head, covering herself with it. Perhaps it would be best if
| the shemlens saw a Warden, and not an asha of the elvhen.

There was no shame in a being a Grey Warden, though the §
separation from her clan and the hideous dreams made it §
a burden. She remembered she had some coin, too, and a &
few items shared out to her from darkspawn loot. Perhaps §
the shemlens might have useful items for trade...

The air outside was foul, but not as foul as the air inside. &

The camp stank of shemlen and durgen’len and their
beasts, but there was at least a breeze. Far away, Danith

. could catch the deeper foulness of darkspawn, and sense [

a faint, unwelcome presence in her blood. Bronwyn had g
told her that eventually she would be able to sense fellow
Wardens as well, which would be useful, she supposed. :

And since they were together, she could continue Adaia’s §
lessons.

"Who is the Great Protector?” she asked.

“Mythal,” Zevran answered instantly, grinning at her. §
Danith frowned at him.

"The question was for Adaia.”

“Mythal,” Adaia croaked out, a moment later. "I know §
that one. [ really do.”

"And who, Adaia,” Danith continued, glaring at Zevran, "Is
the Goddess of the Hunt, and the creator of the Vir Tanadahl?"

"I know that one, too!” Adaia said, excited. "That's §
Andruil: Sister of the Moon, Mother of Hares, Lady of the
Hunt. Andruil” :

“Well done. And who is her sister?”

They talked, happily oblivious to the admiring stares, &




| all the way to the quartermaster, and then all the way to
| an equally interesting place...

—= S

"They let us stay and see everyt};ing," Adaia croaked

8 happily to Tara, enjoying her midday meal. "And then
! they let me help!”

Zevran shrugged. "I know few craftsmen whether

.'; human, dwari, or elf, who will refuse free labor. Nonethe-

| less, I agree that it was interesting. I have some small skill

2 with poisons myself, but I found much to learn there.”

Danith said nothing, but nodded. In the crafthouse, all

| three races had worked together, and the dwarven craft-

i masters had not spoken slightingly to anyone. What mat-
. tered there was not race, but skill and diligence. She herself

| was familiar enough with what could be done with death-
| root and blood lotus, but the craftmasters had studied the
matter, and were not only creating stronger poisons, but

| 'bombs.” These were mixtures held in flasks, which when

| thrown would make a firestorm, or freeze any enemy (or
| friend) upon whom the mixture splashed. Some contained

8 lyrium sand, and would explode with a great noise. The

4 blast from these bombs struck the enemy like a great fist.

Small bombs were made for soldiers to carry, and large

! ones were being built, to be loaded into the great war

1
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® machines, to rain death upon the darkspawn.

It was worthwhile to learn stronger poisons for arrows

and blades, but the bombs made her a little uneasy. It

would be so easy to harm innocents if they were cast §
carelessly. Nor did using them take any more skill than a §
strong throwing arm. They seemed... impersonal... to her. §

But Adaia was eager to make herself useful, and the dwarves, §
seeing her in the company of a Warden, were well-disposed

. toward her, and had offered her employment. Zevran stepped

in, seeming to think the amount of coin offered was insuffi- g
cient. After some strange talk and much complaining, Adaia

. was offered a larger sum, and seemed very pleased.

‘Tll be earning more than I ever did when I was in the §
Alienage, and I'll be doing my part for the war effort! I have
a real job!” She was very happy, and her curious croaking §
voice was not as harsh as usual. Danith could not grudge
her the chance to be of use. Nonetheless, she would see that
the girl continued her lessons in the ways of their people.

The news of Adaia’s good fortune was passed up and §
down the Wardens' table, and everyone had kind words
for her. Sten was particularly approving.

“For a woman to work as an artisan is appropriate, and §
in accordance with the Qun. Very suitable.”

Adaia looked at the door to the mess hall, hoping that
Lady Bronwyn would arrive soon. She was particularly g
anxious to tell the noblewoman that she had found some- §
thing to do besides cook porridge and sponge on the War- |
dens. Making poisons and bombs was something the §
Warden-Commander was bound to approve of.

A quick hand snatched a piece of bread off her plate.




| Brosca grinned at her teasingly. "Too slow, newbie! Anyway,
! good luck with the poisons! Before you know it, you'll be a
: respectable tax-paying member of society! Too bad.”

{  Oghren modestly agreed, "Aye. You could have learned to
y brew ale from an expert. Oh, well, we can't all be lucky...

| They were talking and laughing so much that Adaia
§ never heard the footsteps behind her. Not until he was
| nearly on her did she see the look on the faces of her
| friends across the table.
— =N

Loghain remembered that Grey Wardens were always
| hungry. His morning meeting with Bronwyn had gone
i extremely well, with no goblet-throwing or other acts of
. violence toward him. Truth be told, he did not hold last
! night's explosion against her. So many people were afraid
| of him: afraid to disagree, afraid to tell him their true
| opinions, afraid of losing their privileges or offices.
1 Cailan had no problem shouting at him, of course, but
! Cailan was invariably wrong. Bronwyn was young and
: inexperienced; but she was a brave and clever girl, and
§ had learned a great deal from her adventures, and knew
| she had yet more to learn. She was capable of opposing
him with sound arguments, and in that she was rather
§ like Anora. It was very pleasant, spending a morning with
8 her, seeing her interest in the new machines, sharing
ideas and making plans. He regretted that she would be
| leaving the day after tomorrow. He had almost suggested

1

that she send one of her Wardens instead, but that was g
simply a moment of weakness on his part. She must go. §
No one else could manage the business as well.

‘I imagine you're ready for a midday meal after all that,”
he said, walking back to the Tower with her. "Perhaps you

. wouldn't object to sharing mine. I want to go over some

maps of the Wilds with you... " :
There was noise ahead. Loghain quickened his step.

. Bronwyn flicked him a concerned glance, matching her g

stride to his. The doors were open, and there was excited §
shouting coming from the mess hall. For a moment Bron-
wyn was rather pleased. It appeared that the army would |
have something to talk about, other than the imaginary §
romance between Teyrn Loghain and herself. _

She felt very differently when they entered the mess hall, §
and found Bann Vaughan, face purple with rage, facing off §
against a furious, indignant Alistair. He was too fit to turn §
purple, but was a rather handsome shade of reddish bronze. |

“Enough!” Loghain bellowed. His voice cut through the cat- §
calls and shouts, and a path opened up as soldiers shrank
back to make way for the Teyrn and the Girl Warden. The
atmosphere of the room changed slightly, as everyone hoped &
for a different but equally entertaining spectacle from that of §
a nobleman and a Warden fighting over an elf girl.

Vaughan's bodyguard had their hands on their swords: §
a dozen of them were eyeing the motley band of Wardens. §
Rather dubiously eyeing them, actually, for the motley




| band looked uncommonly menacing. Brosca ducked
| under Alistair's arm and stuck her tongue out at Vaughan,

t then grinned ferociously. The mages had slowly risen to

| their feet, and they were not smiling, but looking very

8 calm and deliberate. Alistair and Cullen were bigger than
¥ any of Vaughan's men. And then there was Sten.

For a moment Loghain was tempted to let them have at

.'; it, just to see how quickly the Wardens could annihilate

| Vaughan and his men. That was a bad idea, of course.

"Bann Vaughan,” he growled, with a semblance of calm.

| "If there is a dispute, let us take it somewhere private.”

"That little whore is a wanted criminal!” Vaughan

§ snarled, pointing at Adaia. She did not cringe, but bared
. her teeth, crouching defensively. To Loghain she looked

| like a starved kitten, readying herself to fight to the last.
! With a start, he recognized one of the mages. It was that
| apostate... Jowan... the one he had set on Eamon. The

| fellow flinched as Loghains gaze fell on him, and he

| stared fixedly at the floor.

Alistair yelled back at Vaughan, "She’s a Warden recruit!

8 She was conscripted, and there’s nothing you can do to her!”

Bronwyn nearly hissed in surprise, but managed to con-

trol her face. Alistair had put her in quite the predicament,

| laying her credibility as Warden-Commander on the line.

i He was her second, and she could not make a fool of him

| in front of these men. Not in front of Vaughan, whom she

1

: despised. Not in front of Teyrn Loghain, who would be

glad to have an excuse to think meanly of Maric's bastard. &
Alistair trusted her, and she would not betray him. :

"The Senior Warden is correct,” she said clearly, in a
calm and neutral tone. "This young woman has been con- §
scripted, and is therefore no longer under the authority of

. the Arl of Denerim. Or his son.”

Vaughan looked ready to burst. "Outrageous!” he sputtered. &
"Come,” Loghain said sharply. "My lord, we will discuss

. this privately. Warden-Commander, bring your Second g

and the recruit with you." -

Scout was growling at Vaughan, which would not
improve matters. Bronwyn whispered, "Stay!” and Sten |
obliging caught the dog by the collar. Leliana distracted
him with a bit of smoked venison.

A very uncomfortable walk to Loghain's quarters followed. §
Bronwyn pretended to have little personal stake in the matter,
though she was enraged that Vaughan would insult any fol-
lower of hers in such a way. She kept her face pleasantly neu- §
tral, and walked beside Vaughan, looking at him seriously, §
with a show of respect for his status and his anger.

The door was shut, and Loghain said curtly, "Bann
Vaughan, if you please, tell us... quietly... what claim you
have on this girl” :

Vaughan sneered. "She's a thief, a whore, and a mur- |
derer from the Denerim Alienage.” :

Alistair and Adaia each took a breath, ready to counter
the accusation. Bronwyn shook her head, just a little at




| Alistair. He calmed himself, and put his hand protectively
i on Adaia’s shoulder. Tears of despair and helplessness

. Wwere pooling in the girl's eyes.

Vaughan stared down at her from his greater height, but

y did not come within Alistair's reach. "She was one of the
! instigators of the riot in which I was attacked and wounded.”

| He fingered the fading scar on his jaw, recalling the utter

.'; shock of a pack of knife-eared wenches daring to turn on

| him. "Members of my personal guard were murdered, and
the estate was looted of treasure over the felonious amount

| of one sovereign. As the attack was made on the house-

| hold of her rightful lord, we can add Petty Treason to the

8 charges of murder, riot, and grand theft. As such, she won't
§ just hang: she’ll be drawn and quartered as well.”

Adaia was crying now. “But he was the one —"
Bronwyn put a hand on her other shoulder, and

| turned to Vaughan, using every ounce of control. It was

| easier than last night. She had not had too much wine.

| She expected nothing better of a man like Vaughan. She

® would deal with this, and she would win.

"I am sorry that situation is so grievous to you, my lord,”

4 she said quietly. "I deeply regret that you were injured. I,

certainly, can imagine the pain you must have endured.”

Those words, uttered in a soothing tone and with a sad

smile, drained the worst of Vaughan's rage. He glanced at

| the long white scar marring her face — a great pity, that, he

1

: thought — and nodded brusquely. He had no great desire

to start a feud with a Cousland. Fergus was close to the g
King, and everyone had heard the rumors about Bronwyn §
and Teyrn Loghain.
“...That said,” she continued, "law and custom are per- |
fectly clear on the matter. Adaia here —"
"That's not her name,” Vaughan interrupted nastily. §

"The little strumpet has lied to you even about that. She’s

Melian Tabris, daughter of Cyrion Tabris the ragpicker.”
Bronwyn raised her brows at Adaia.
The girl croaked out, "Adaia was my mother’s name, my &
lady. I like it
Loghain frowned at the sound of the girl's voice. Had §
she been injured? He looked at her neck for bruises, but &
saw none. He had never met an elf with a voice like that. §
Bronwyn shrugged. "She wouldn't be the first lad or lass |
who went for a soldier under an assumed name. In fact, §
her having a Dalish-sounding name disposed the Dalish
to be friendlier toward us than they might otherwise have |
been. No, my lord,” she smiled, pleasantly self-deprecating, &
at Vaughan. "Her name means little or nothing. As I said, §
law and custom are quite clear. No matter how grave her §
offences, they were committed prior to her conscription. §
She is now under the aegis of the Grey Wardens, and is as §
dead to her old life as if she had been executed.”
Before Vaughan could finish taking another breath, §
Loghain cut in. "Vaughan, the girl is now beyond your |
authority. You must accept it, as indeed must we all. As




| for you, Warden-Commander, choose your recruits with
| greater care in future.”

Bronwyn bowed her head in nicely-judged submission.
| Loghain was not finished. " — and I do not want to see this
§ girl flaunting her impunity in the face of a Ferelden lord.” He
! frowned at the little elf, and his gaze shifted to Alistair, who
i grimaced. "And while I understand that your Senior Warden
| was doing his duty in defending a recruit, he must also
| remember the respect owed to members of the Landsmeet”

2} "Yes, my lord," Alistair muttered. "Sorry, my lord." He

| saw Bronwyn raise her brows again, and he turned to

! Vaughan. "Sorry, my lord. Just doing my duty.”

§  Vaughan preened, somewhat mollified, and smirked at

. Alistair. His sense of superiority was finding solid ground

| once more. "Quite all right, Senior Warden,” he said, flick-
| ing his fingers at him as if dismissing a clumsy servant.

5 Bronwyn suggested, "Perhaps the Senior Warden and
| my recruit could return to their duties now, my lord?"

1 Loghain waved them away. Alistair gave him a very
# shallow bow and the girl a frantic bob of curtsy. They
8 were gone, and the door shut behind them.

' Vaughan growled, "I can't believe you'd defend that little

knife-ears!”

' Bronwyn had been expecting something of the sort,
# and maintained her composure.

"What I cannot believe, my lord, is that you would wish
| to quarrel with me over an elf girl!” she smiled warmly at

- —— —

Vaughan, deceit curdling in her belly. "Really, we came
across her on the road and conscripted her. The War- |
dens are always looking for people whose families won't &
be crying after them. Her punishment, which you are so §
eager for, is to come south and fight the darkspawn! How

! long do you think she’ll live, raw and untrained as she is?”

Vaughan was still indignant and thwarted, but hutfed
a contemptuous snort at that. "Her head will be on a stick

. within the week!”

With a show of sad resignation, Bronwyn agreed with §
him. "Very likely. The Maker metes out his justice in mys-
terious ways. Let us not quarrel over trifles, my lord. Of §
course you are angry at the abnegation of your usual
authority. I understand that. It is very vexing, but these §
things happen. Had I known her background, of course I |
would have left her to your justice, but what's done is done. §
[ cannot release her to you. She is a Warden, and therefore §
my problem. [ will fulfill all my duties. That means that I §
shall allot her tasks, punish her fairly, and protect her to §
the best of my ability.” -

“It's the principle of the thing, Bronwyn,” Vaughan whined, §
very aggrieved, but on the way to accepting the current situation. §

‘Tknow," she agreed sympathetically. “These are strange times.” §

"You can't discharge her from the Wardens into my cus- §
tody?” he asked, a little slyly. :

"No, Vaughan,” she assured him, perfectly polite but per- |
fectly firm. "Once a Warden, always a Warden. Besides, |




| was conscripted myself. If I have to serve, then that girl
| certainly does!”

He nodded. "Father told me all about it. An absolute

| scandal, that fellow Duncan taking advantage of the

8 Highever crisis like that.”

“We must be united,” Loghain broke in sharply, annoyed

| at how easily the girl was winding Vaughan around her

.'; little finger. The temper she had shown him last night

| had been all Eleanor. This was Bryce at his most subtly
i engaging. She had better not try such tricks with him.

However, if she could do something to keep Vaughan

| from becoming disaffected, and prevent him from col-

§ luding with Cailan and his puppeteers in Orlais, Loghain
2 acknowledged that he would have to put up with witness-

| ing this kind of shoddy spectacle. He continued, "To that
! end, I want you, Bann Vaughan, to sit beside the Warden-
| Commander at dinner tonight, and to make plain there

| are no hard feelings.”

"What a good idea!” Bronwyn said, managing a cheer-

ful smile.

Vaughan gave her what he imagined to be a gallant

| bow. "I would be honored... and charmed.”
=N

' Anora was not a fool. That was the quality in herself

she clung to. She was not a fool. Her intelligence was her i

d sword and shield, and she could use it as effectively as her

| father wielded a blade.

1

Cailan was up to something. He thought himself very @
clever, but there was a boastfulness in him, a childish vain-
glory that prevented any real disguise. He went about the &
Palace smiling, even smug. His expression practically shouted, §

"Something is coming, though you do not know about it

Erlina had been watching him, but was herself baffled. &
Somehow, Cailan must be receiving secret communica- g
tions from somewhere. It was genuinely alarming.

He had been particularly friendly with Fergus Cousland 2
of late. Genial... even generous. He had given Fergus some g
fine gifts, and had invited him to sit at his side at dinner.
For all that, there was something in his manner that rang §
false. Was he plotting against the Teyrn of Highever?

The true Teyrn of Highever, of course. Rendon Howe &
was calling himself Teyrn of Highever, but Anora did not §
write to him using that title. At the very least, the Lands- §
meet would have to ratify it, and Anora did not see that
happening any time soon.

Rendon Howe was in serious trouble, anyway. A week [
had passed, and he had not arrived in Denerim to make his §
case before the Landsmeet. Letters had come, explaining his
delays very plausibly, wanting assurances and offering ful- §
some flattery. It annoyed Anora beyond words that Cailan §
gave any weight to the man's excuses. While a true politician §
kept all his options open, it seemed too egregiously two-faced
to act as if Fergus Cousland were his blood brother, while also |
indulging the disobedience of Rendon Howe. It was clumsy: it




| was not subtle, but the very opposite. The Arl of Amaranthine
! had refused to obey his King's command to attend him, and

. that, Anora thought, should be that.

But the week was over, and there could be no more

8 delays. The young Teyrn had readied his forces, recruited
yet more, hired some dwarven engineers, and was ready

| to march on Amaranthine.

She had spoken to Cailan about it. She had spoken to

| him repeatedly, and he had put her off: treating it as a
| great joke. She could not make him see that every day

| he permitted Rendon Howe to ignore royal commands

| resulted in a further diminishment of royal authority.

§ What were the rest of the nobility to think, when they saw
% that Arl Howe could disobey the King with impunity?

The dwarves were joining the army in the south, but

| Cailan did not seem interested in the war anymore. He
! spoke slightingly of Bronwyn Cousland’s diplomacy —

| though never to her brother's face — as if anyone could

! have managed it. From the rumors that were coming out
| of Orzammar, Anora suspected that it had taken quite

8 a bit of doing to persuade the dwarves to commit to the

| fight on the surface. Cailan seemed to feel that the Girl

§ Warden had inconvenienced him in some way. Anora did

! not know what to make of it.

The Grand Cleric had come to see him yesterday, and

Anora had known nothing about it until the woman was

1 gone. Worse still, she still did not know what the two of

1

them had talked about, closeted together for two hours in
the mid-afternoon, while Anora had her tea break. Cailan |
had chuckled, and patted her head, and told her that it §
was nothing for her to worry about. He felt it was only §
right to take on some of the burden of those tiresome, rou-

. tine visits, especially when she was unwell.

Unwell? Yes — it was true. She had not been particularly £
well of late. She tired easily, and was often oddly thirsty. It

. was hard to concentrate sometimes. When it was particu-

larly bad, her thoughts circled in her head like startled E
magpies. Her afternoon tea soothed her. She was looking
forward to it very much today.

"Majesty?” Erlina called softly. "Are you awake?"

That was another thing. Perhaps she was overtired, for she §
found herself falling asleep in the afternoons. It was absurd. |
She was no child, to be taking naps. The strain of the past few §
months had been great, but her father was certainly under §
even greater stress, and no one told tales of him weakening. §
Quite the contrary. It would be dreadful if word came to him §
that his daughter was growing slack and slothful...

“Yes, I am quite awake,” Anora said clearly, after taking
a moment to clear the cobwebs from her mind. "You may §
fetch the tea now, Erlina.”

The maid took a moment in the anteroom to arrange |
the tray. The Queen was fond of roses, and the gardener |
had gathered some lovely white ones today. Erlina had |
chosen the most perfect of them for the Queen’s tray. Poor




| thing, it was the least she could do.

The tea was just as it should be. The King was not taking

. tea here today, being busy in the sparring yard this after-

! noon. The tea, therefore, could be brewed more effectively.

Erlina finished stirring in the powder, and sighed.
It was such a shame. Such a pleasant life she had, here

| in the Palace, serving charming Queen Anora. It was very

.'; unfortunate that the Empress and the King were plan-

| ning to marry, and thus make said charming Queen

8 Anora entirely redundant. The King imagined that plans

| were in motion to annul his marriage, and it was true that
| all the proper people had been informed.

However, the Empress was far too shrewd and — really,

) it must be said — had too much moral delicacy to marry a

| divorced man. His marriage must be dissolved indeed: dis-
| solved so completely that no one would ever be able to claim
{ that there was any impediment to their union. Charming

Queen Anora must fall sick, and then go into a decline, and

| then die peacefully in her bed, surrounded by her grieving
| servants. It was a sad thing, but completely indispensable

8 for the legitimacy of the new order. The poison the Orlesians

| called "inheritance powder” was tasteless, odorless, and unde-

tectable, save for those few who knew about it.

What could seem more natural? The King would cer-

8 tainly accept it. That ladies sometimes went into irrevers- i

| ible, incomprehensible declines was a fact of life. His own

1
1

' mother, that doughty warrior woman Queen Rowan, had

herself faded away into death when the King was only a @
young child. Of course, it was known to a few in Orlais §
that the Queen’s death was a last, exquisite piece of spite &
on the part of Emperor Florian. King Maric could not §
be assassinated, for in those days Ferelden was in such

. upheaval that the death of the King might have resulted

in the elevation of Loghain Mac Tir. And that hard man
was notoriously difficult to kill.

No, it was the Queen, the brave, heroic, strong-hearted
Queen, the other power propping up an essentially weak &
man, who was the target. Her death plunged Maric into
depression and apathy. For a great deal of his reign he §
had neglected both his kingdom and his son and heir.

He had completely abandoned his other son, the bastard §
Alistair. The Empress could hardly believe such stupidity. |
The boy could have been so useful to his father and brother §
— a support for the rightful king, a serviceable pawn in the
marriage market. To throw him away in a stable!

If nothing else, a younger brother would have pre- §
sented Cailan with a challenge. He would have had a rival §
to keep him up to the mark. He might not have been the
shallow, foolish young man who believed that the world §
was his to play with: The Empress had divined Cailan’s |
character early, and had sent Erlina to Ferelden as soon as
there was a Queen to spy upon. :

[t sometimes took decades for Shadows of the Empire to |
position themselves effectively. Erlina had managed it in




| five years. Other nations barely knew of their existence.
i She had seen a missive from the late Teyrn Cousland,

. warning the King of 'sleeper agents.’ The Teyrn of Highever

i had been a clever man, she admitted, a charming, ami-

§ able, clever man, and he had uncovered something of the
¥ truth. Too much, indeed, for him to be allowed to live.

That arrogant bard had transmitted the order for the

.'; Queen’s death — the order that Erlina had hoped would

| never come — the last time she visited the Palace. Nothing

8 was to be left to chance. Marjolaine, afterwards, had left

! Denerim to convey the King's signed marriage contract to
| the Empress. Even with the country in turmoil, she should

8 be in Val Royeaux within three weeks. In another three,
2 she should be back with the Empress’ agreement. And by

| then, the King would conveniently be a widower. After
| a respectful — but brief — period of mourning, the King

# would make the announcement, and the Chantry would

| declare its support for the union.

‘Who would resist them? The Queen's father, of course,

¢ would be angry, but there were ways to deal with him.
8 Nothing was easier to arrange than death in battle. Plans

| were in motion for that. An honorable death, too. Erlina did

not much like Teyrn Loghain: a hard-bitten, dour man who

y always scowled at her. He was, however, the devoted father

of her kind mistress the Queen, and he would be devastated

by her loss. Erlina herself thought it would be wise — even

1

: compassionate — if his heroic death took place before the

Queen’s passing, but that matter was out of her hands. :

Arl Teagan of Redcliffe would be loyal to his nephew. §
The Arl of Denerim, too, would stand by the King. Erlina £
made a little face, thinking of his odious son Vaughan. §
The things one had to endure in her position!

The Arls of West Hill and South Reach had not the wealth
or power to stand alone against the coming changes. &
Rendon Howe was a fierce enemy of Orlais, but he was

. already discredited, and would soon be eliminated, allow-

ing the King to choose a less opinionated man in his stead. £

The Couslands were dead, all but the brave and pleasant
son, and the daughter who no longer mattered politically. |
A rumor had come to Erlina that the Crows had tried to
assassinate Fergus Cousland. He had fought them off, and §
now the Crows were reassessing the feasibility of the con- |
tract. In a Ferelden weakened by Blight and by the loss of §
so many leaders at once, the young teyrn might be per- &
suaded to accept the union of Orlais and Ferelden. Erlina §
hoped so. She rather liked him. Perhaps the Empress, in §
order to encourage his submission, would marry himtoa §
charming lady of high birth, great wealth, and undoubted §
loyalty. Soft diplomacy was sometimes the most effective. |

She poured a cup of the poisoned tea for the Queen, who |
was looking quite ill, poor thing: face drawn, grey smudges
under the eyes. She had lost appetite, and regarded her §
sandwich and cookies with no interest whatever. Erlina §
was sorry that the Queen's suffering must be prolonged to &




8 make the story of natural death plausible.

"Thank you, Erlina,” Anora said, sipping her tea thirstily.
« "This is delicious.”
) Erlina smiled, and discreetly smoothed the Queen's hair.
. "Be sure to drink it all, Majesty. It is the best thing for you.”

i HERE was stmprytoo mucs §
#TO DO, AND NOT ENOUGH TIME. §

Not enough  time. Bronwyn
B needed to go north, and would -

hkely be on her way the day after tomorrow. The party §

she was choosing to accompany her was something §
of a headache. She sat down at the work table with |
Alistair, and went over her list with him.

First things first. "Find Danith, and give her a riding
lesson. If there is time for a rest break, give her two. I must §
take her with me to the other Dalish camp, and [ need to |
be able to move quickly.” .

"Twish I could go,” Alistair sighed. "Teyrn Loghain won't 5
be all butterflies and rainbows to deal with.”

She laughed then, at the image of dainty butterflies
winging around Loghain’s stony face. I think it will be g
good for you, Alistair. You're a fine Warden and a splendid §

} warrior. You know what the Wardens can do, and how |

we can be useful. We have enough Wardens now to take
turns scouting. Stand up for yourself and tell him the




y truth. Believe it or not, that's what he likes best.”

{ "Maybe he likes it from you,” Alistair muttered, scratch-
| ing his head. "Me, on the other hand..”

. Bronwyn gave it some thought. "Obviously, I'm not
| telling you to contradict him in public, standing in the
| middle of the camp, and speaking as loudly as possible.
i However, when he asks your opinion, or when he should
i be asking your opinion, don't tell him what you think he
, wants to hear. Tell him the truth, even if he glares. That's
. his default expression, anyway. It doesn't mean he’s angry.
| It could mean that he's thinking, or that you've surprised
! him, or that he wishes you weren't right, or even that it's
i his special time of day to glare”

Alistair chuckled a little, and blew out a breath, a little
! overwhelmed. Knight-Commander Killian had glared all
' the time, too. Alistair had become rathe good at interpret-
| ing the man's repertory of glares. Maybe he could manage
| the same feat with Teyrn Loghain.

! "Who are you taking with you besides Danith?" he asked,
# resigned to his dreadful fate.

, "Tara. She did very well on the last mission. I think...
! Jowan, too. It might be better to get him away from Cullen.”
| "Me, t00,” Alistair growled. "Watch him, Bronwyn. He's
! no good. And speaking of no good, are you going to take
| Zevran again?”

¢ I think so. He heard that I was going north, and remi-
' nded me that he is my sworn man, not the Grey Wardens.”

"Well... watch him, too!”

She laughed, and squeezed his arm, making him blush a
little. "T'll be the soul of prudence and discretion!” She leaned in
and spoke softly. "Tm not just going to the Dalish, Alistair. I'm
going to Denerim first, with a private message from the Teyrn
to the Queen. Don't tell anyone else, but you need to know. I'll
see the King of course, and try to persuade him to come and
greet the elves. It might raise morale if he were here.”

"Maybe,” he agreed. A brief silence, followed by a sly
smile. "I have some news for you, too. I think I've found us
another Warden!”

"Someone who wants to be a Warden?" Her tone made
clear how peculiar she thought that aspiration.

Alistair was a little offended. "Lots of people want to
be Wardens!” He added lamely, "Not a lot of people here, I
know, but still...”

"Is he any good?”

"Not bad at all,” Alistair said more cheerfully. "Cullen tried
him out on greatsword, which is the lad’s chosen weapon. He's
from Lothering, and saw us the first time we went through. |
That's what gave him the idea. He's got some skills.”

"He's from Lothering? Why didn't we see him there at
the muster?”

“Well, he's pretty young. His mother kept him out of it, he
said. It sounds like there’s a sickly sister at home. He got fed up
and came south to join the King's Army. Even if his mother
comes after him, she won't be able to do anything about it. §




§ His sergeant thinks a lot of him. There was even talk about
| transferring him into Maric’s Shield. He's that good.”
Bronwyn frowned at the idea of recruiting a young boy with
\ his whole life ahead of him into the Wardens. A nice, normal
: boy, with a mother, too: not a spy or a condemned criminal,
, not someone out of options, with all other doors closed to him.
. Twantyou tounderstand, Alistair, that if there weren't a Blight
! 1o be dealt with, I would never accept him. It seems so cruel”
"Being a Warden is great!”

. He would never understand her, and she would never
| understand him.

! "Being a Warden is a great sacrifice. He could die, Alistair!
i We've been very lucky so far with Joinings, but that's bound
. to end some time. Even if he survives, it means giving up
! his family and his land and his future children and spend-
| ing his comparatively short life fighting monsters. And he
! can't change his mind later, when he knows better.”

! Alistair shrugged. "I never had a family anyway, so I
. don't miss it. They tried to make me a Templar, and believe
¥ me, that's a lot worse!” He looked at her with brown puppy-
¢ dog eyes. "He'd really like to meet you.”

"I daresay.” Bronwyn rubbed the back of her neck, feeling a
| headache coming on. 'T1l speak to the lad. What's his name?”
"Carver Hawke."

"T suppose I'd better talk to him."”

"Er — he's here. I told him to wait outside.”

When Bronwyn repeated her reservations to young

Hawke, he was unmoved. He was everything she had
feared: young, good-looking, innocent, in teenage rebel- &
lion against a loving family, and blind to the awful truth
about the Wardens.

"T'm sick of my family!” he stormed. "T've given up every-
thing for them. I've done enough!”

"And just how old are you?” Bronwyn asked, a hint of
frost in her voice, "and what exactly have you given up?”

He scuffed on the stones with the toe of his boot, frown-
ing. He did not want to tell her, or could not. Finally, he said, §

“We had to protect my sister. She’s... not like other girls. She

stays home a lot. I could never bring my friends there.”

Bronwyn asked mildly, "Your sister has recovered, then?
She no longer requires your protection?”

Carver Hawke gestured a quick, hot, denial. "She'll
never be all right! Why should I have to give up my whole
life because of her problems?”

"Tassure you,” Bronwyn said grimly, "that if you become
a Warden, you will be giving up a great deal more than
not being able to invite your friends to your house!” :

"I want to be a Grey Warden!” young Hawke sulked. "A
Grey Warden is somebody!”

There was no doubt that they needed more Wardens. How
were they to kill that monstrous Archdemon otherwise? Her
nightmares were acute, frustrating: populated with the irre-
sistible Horde and a pathetically small force of Wardens.

“Very well,” Bronwyn considered. "I will speak to your |




{ commander. If he is amenable, we will take you on as a
| recruit. You will accompany us on some missions, and we
| shall see how you shape up.”

| He had a beautiful smile. He was absolutely radiant,
! poor boy, at the idea of Joining them. She sent him on his
. way, and then talked it over with Alistair.

. "If he turns out all right, have him Join when out in the
i Wilds on a mission with only Wardens. If he dies, it will
| be easier to cover it up.”

. 'Right.” Alistair saw the sense in that. Bringing the nec-
| essary items for a Joining was not that difficult, after all.
| They went on with the day’s business. Bronwyn ticked off
! yet another item on her list.

"T don't want Adaia going back and forth to the work-
| shop alone,” she said. "Now that she really is a recruit, we
. owe it to her to see to her safety. I don't trust Vaughan to
¢ leave her alone, but you never heard me say that.”

. Alistair frowned and fidgeted, looking over her shoul-
. der at her notes. Bronwyn had suspected he was unhappy
§ with the situation. "I don't see how you could coddle that
! —that — man,” he complained. "How could you let him call
! Adaia those filthy names?"

|  Exasperated, Bronwyn threw up her hands. “What would
! you have me do? Draw my sword and run him through in
' front of Teyrn Loghain and the entire army? That would cer-
§ tainly win friends for the Grey Wardens! Shout him down
¢ and permanently antagonize not only him, but his father,

the Arl of Denerim? We have to work with him, Alistair! We
have to work with all sorts of people we may not like. We
can't simply take our toys and walk away because some of the
powerful nobles of Ferelden are not the nicest people!”

"T've heard rumors about Bann Vaughan,” Alistair mut-
tered. "Adaia should have had a chance to defend herself.”

"T defended Adaia!”" Bronwyn said impatiently. "Has she
been imprisoned, or executed, or rendered over to Vaughan
for rape? No. Nothing she could have said would have made
a particle of difference to that man. Alistair, he has the law §
on his side! It doesn't matter if it's a bad law, or an unfair one.
All I could do is trump Ferelden law with the ancient rights of
the Wardens, which made any crime of hers irrelevant.”

"It's not irrelevant to Adaia,” Alistair pointed out. "She
should have a chance to defend herself to you.”

Bronwyn frowned, thinking. It truly did not much matter
to her what Adaia had done. She could well imagine that §
the odious Vaughan had provoked the girl in some way,
and she had tried to defend herself. Unfortunately, while
common Fereldans had the right of self-defense in theory, it §
could be a very murky matter when defending themselves
against their rightful lord... or the lord's son and heir.

Still, she admitted to herself, if she were accused of seri-
ous crimes and there were mitigating circumstances, she
would want to clear the air, so her comrades would not
think so ill of her.

“You're right,” she decided. "Fetch Adaia from the work- |




8 shop yourself, and bring her here to me before supper
| tonight. Tell her I want to hear her side of the story, and
. that she can have anyone else here she wishes. Or no one
| else, if she prefers. And if she really doesn't want to tell me,
. that's her decision, and I won't hold it against her.”

| Adaia did indeed want to tell her what happened in her
i own words, with Tara on one side and Danith on the other.
, She muttered permission for Alistair to stay and hear as
. well. Bronwyn did not want this to seem like a trial, and
| so invited the girl to sit down at the table with her. None-
| theless, there was tension in the air, and the girl sat on the
§ opposite side, seemingly afraid to look her in the eye.

. "I just want to give you the opportunity to defend your-
| self against Bann Vaughan's accusations, Adaia,” Bronwyn
. said mildly. "But it's not a matter for punishment. Alistair
! has declared you a recruit, and that will not change, no
! matter what you say today. You are one of us. We thought
. you would feel better, though, if we made clear that we
¥ do not necessarily believe everything Bann Vaughan said.”
| Adaia mumbled something. Tara whispered to her to
| speak up. Danith regarded her gravely. Adaia cleared her
| throat, and croaked, “m not a whore. He called me that,
. but I'm not. I'm not a whore."

. "Why don't you start at the beginning?” Tara suggested,
{ "Tell Bronwyn what happened the day Vaughan came to

"It wasn't the first time,” Adaia said bitterly. "He comes
there a lot, and usually we run and hide. I couldn't run
that day, because I was getting married.”

"Married?” Bronwyn sat up straight, and exchanged
surprised glances with Alistair. "You are married?”

"Almost,” Adaia muttered. Tara gave her an encouraging
look. "It was my wedding day. I was all dressed up, ‘cos it
was my wedding day. Washed my hair and everything.
Put on perfume. Pretty stupid, huh? All it did was make
me a target.”

Bronwyn began to realize that this was going to be
much worse than anything she had imagined.

"Go on, please,” she managed.

"Td never seen my groom before that day, of course
Adaia went on. "It was an arranged marriage, like most
in the Alienage. The hahren and the rest of the elders try
to keep the bloodline going, though Maker knows why. §
MYy cousin Soris was getting married, too, and neither of
us was happy about it.” She gave Danith a wry smile. "We
even talked about running away to find the Dalish.”

"T wish you had,” Danith said, scowling at Bronwyn.

“We probably would have died in the forest, but it wouldn't
have been worse than what actually happened. Anyway,
Soris met his bride and wasn't pleased, because she wasn't
really much to look at. In fact, she was the plainest elf I
ever met. Not that that saved her. [ feel bad about saying
anything about her looks, because she was all right. Better |




§ than me, in the end. I was a lot luckier. My groom’s name
. was Nelaros, and he was from the Highever Alienage. He
| was handsome, and he seemed kind, and had a nice way
. of speaking. I did too, then. Would you believe that I used
! to be famous in the Alienage for my singing? Thought not.
. Anyway. Nelaros was nice, and I thought that maybe this
! marriage thing wouldn't be so bad. See, in the Alienage
i you have to be married to be considered an adult. So we
| got up on the platform where we have weddings and cer-
. emonies, and the priest showed up with her Templars to
. protect her from scum like us —"

! "Do you remember the priest's name?" Alistair asked.

. "It was Mother Boann,” Adaia answered instantly. "It's
2 always Mother Boann. She's a do-gooder.”

.  Bronwyn took note of the name, and decided to see if
| she could find her in Denerim.

. "Anyway, we were up on the platform, so everybody
! in the Alienage could witness our marriages, and who
. should show up but Bann Vaughan and his friends, along
§ with his guard. Mother Boann tries to tell him it's a wed-
' ding, and he says that she could dress up her pets how-
{ ever she liked, but it makes no difference to him. He and
| his friends are having a party, see, so he tells them to grab
{ some whores for the entertainment.

! "And that's what happened. Me and Soris’ bride Valora,
§ and my cousin Shianni and Nola and Lyris. I begged him
! just to take me and leave the others alone, but Vaughan

laughed, and said that ‘wouldn't be much of a party!"™”
Bronwyn couldn't believe Vaughan's brazen effrontery.

"He did this in front of your father — and all the other elves?”

She found it hard to believe that a father would not defend
his own daughter.

“What were they supposed to do?” Adaia challenged
her. "They begged for mercy, of course, but if they had so
much as raised a hand, Vaughan would have had his men
slaughter everybody, and then the good people of Denerim
would be proud of their Bann for keeping the peace and §
saving them from the vicious, rioting elves!” She added
bitterly, "It's easy for Vaughan and his guards to be brave,
when they've made it a crime for an elf to own a weapon!”

That was too true for debate, so Bronwyn nodded at her,
wanting her to go on.

"So we were dragged away. Someone knocked me in the
head, so I don't remember anything until I woke up in a |
locked room with the other girls. We were all really scared,
and Lyris said we would just have to let them do whatever
they liked. With luck, they'd let us go afterward, and then §
we'd go home and never, ever talk about it again.”

Bronwyn was still shocked. "Has Vaughan done things
like this before?”

Adaia looked at her as if she were insane. "All the time.
What's to stop him?”

Bronwyn was silent. Alistair remembered how Arlessa
Isolde had treated her elven maids.




X Adaia shrugged. "He's something you have to look out

| for. There’s only one law that matters in the Alienage: a

. human can do anything he likes to you, if you don't run

. fast enough. And if you resist, you and all your family will

| die” She thought a little more. "Lots of nobles and rich men

| look for girls in the Alienage, but Vaughan started early.
, Some men will take care of their bastards, but Vaughan

i won't. Elva was the first, and she tried to go to him and ask

| for help after he got her with child, but he threw her out,
, after he turned her over to the men in the guardhouse first”
"Did she... lose... the child?" Bronwyn asked.

Adaia shook her head. "That was probably what he

8 wanted, but no, she wasn't that lucky. She had the baby all

¢ right, and her family made her do the sensible thing. She

| left it at the Chantry door. When humans and elves pro-
| duce a child, the child always comes out human — shemlen.
! That means 'quickling’ in the old Elvish tongue, because

| in ancient times elves were immortal, and humans so

. short-lived. It would be insane to raise a human-looking

8 child in the Alienage, and the elders wouldn't put up with

! it, anyway. So Elva gave her child to the Chantry to raise,
\ and her family found an older man who was looking for a

| second wife. She's pretty bitter.”

. Danith frowned, nodding. It made perifect sense to give

} shemlen children to the shemlens. Keeping them in the

§ Alienage would simply further thin to nothing what little

i remained of elven blood there. That the shemlen lord was

a tyrant was nothing more than she expected, but she
could see that the Commander was disturbed by this:
being a young woman, it was possible that she had been
sheltered from such things, by whatever sense of decency
shemlen males could command.

Tara fidgeted in her chair, growing ever more angry.
Either it was the Chantry persecuting mages, or it was
some bullying human noble persecuting elves. Bronwyn
clearly had no idea how bad it was in an Alienage. She
had mentioned that there was an Alienage in her own §
town of Highever, but she probably never went there. On
the other hand, it was impossible to believe that Bron-
wyn's brother, the handsome and gallant Teyrn Fergus,
who had spoken to them all so politely, could ever behave
like that monster Vaughan. He had defended Adaia, after
all, and had asked nothing of her in return. It would not
be fair to judge all humans to be the same, when Tara's
own experience showed her that it was simply not so.

"So you were knocked out and dragged away.." Tara
prompted Adaia, wanting to get back to the girl's story.

"Right.” Adaia was still a moment, reliving the memory.

"So Shianni told me we were at the Arl of Denerim'’s estate,

locked up in a room near the kitchen. Vaughan was hardly
going to drag us in through the front door, after all. Even
as prisoners, we were only good enough for the servants’
entrance.” She managed a brief, halfhearted chuckle.
Alistair understood exactly how she felt.




. Adaia said, "Nola was babbling prayers tohfie Maker.
| Like that was going to help... Anyway, some guards showed
. up to take us to the 'party’ Nola started crying, and told
| them they couldn't do this to us. So they killed her”
.  Bronwyn stared. "Killed her? For crying and praying?”
| "Yup. Cut her open like a pig. They told us that was what
. happened to knife-eared whores who didn't shut up. After
: the first few screams, it shut us up, all right. We were too
\ scared to make a sound.”
. "None of you were armed?” Danith broke in. "You could
| not fight these shemlens?”
! Adaia rolled her eyes. "Of course we weren't armed! It's
§ illegal for elves to have weapons. You can be killed on sight
> for carrying a sword or a bow. Besides, we were dressed
{ up for a wedding. A wedding! That meant fancy dresses,
. and no place to hide a knife. We weren't expecting to have
! 10 go into battle!”

Bronwyn said quietly, "But you did fight, eventually.”
. T had to!" Adaia burst out hoarsely. "When someone’s
¥ trying to kill you, you fight! You have to! Even an animal
: fights when someone comes to kill it
: Scout looked up at her quizzically, from where he was
| sprawled on the floor.
. Adaia looked right back at him. "I know,” she said,
| "everybody knows about mabaris. I mean regular animals
§ like cats and mice, not warrior animals like you. I wish
¢ youd been there. Youd have shown them,” she muttered.

"We've got dogs in the Alienage, but they're nothing like

Scout. Of course, we couldn't have afforded to feed a dog
as big as him either.”

That was probably true, Scout allowed. He subsided, and
lay back down at Bronwyn's feet.

"So they took Shianni and Valora and Lyris. They left me
for later, they said. Bann's orders. I guess he had some-
thing special planned for me. A couple of the guards
stayed behind, looking Nola over. One of them said she
was still warm, and asked the other how particular he §
was. But they left and followed the others, so I guess they
were just making a sick joke. They locked me in again, just
me and Nola, and I sat there while time passed, and the
flies buzzed. I wanted to cover Nola with something, but
there was nothing in the room to do it with. I had to move
away from her, because there was a lot of blood, and it got
black and sticky after a while. I closed her eyes, anyway.”

She fidgeted on the bench, unsure how much to tell. It
would be terrible if the elven servants who had helped her
got into trouble. Looking stupid and saying “I don't know, §
master,” only got you so far.

"Then I heard the door being unlocked. It was my cousin
Soris. He had friends who worked in the kitchens, and they
let him in through the servants’ entrance. He told me that
Nelaros was with him, and had gone ahead to check things
out. Soris had knives, and gave me one. We wanted to see if
we could get to Shianni and the others and help them escape. |




§ 1 was so scared, but I couldn't just run away. The cook — he
. was a human — saw us and started shouting. So we killed
| him.” She glared defiantly at Bronwyn, and ducked her head.
. She went on: "The servants — the other elves — made
, themselves scarce. We could get as far as we did because
| there weren't as many guards as usual. The old Arl had
| taken a bunch of them when he went south. We didn't
: know where to go, so we just went from room to room,
. with our heads down, trying not to be seen. Sometimes
: that worked. We were just elves, after all, and most people
' thought we were servants.”

' She was not going to tell Bronwyn and Alistair about the
i sleeping, off-duty guardsmen she had killed on impulse. It
¢ had felt right, but humans might not see it that way. She
! had taken everything they had, too, and it had made her
. feel a little bit better.

¢ "We got to a big room where the guardsmen had their
i meals — the mess hall — " she said, using the term she
. had learned here at Ostagar. "Some guards had spotted
# Nelaros, and knew he didn't belong, and I guess he said
! something they didn't like, because one of them ran him
' through. Soris and I rushed at them, and I stabbed one
| in the back, before he even knew I was there. There were
: only three of them, and I was so angry that they were
i dead before I knew it. All I could see was Nelaros, bleed-
§ ing to death. He was there to save me, and he'd never even
{ seen me before that morning.”

She wiped her nose. "He was dying. There wasn't anything
[ could do. He smiled at me, sort of —he was gritting his teeth
against the pain, too. He dug into his pocket and pulled out a
ring. It was my wedding ring. He wanted me to have it." She
put out her hand, and showed them a thin silver band. “Then
blood came out of his mouth and he was dead.”

There was a long silence. Bronwyn waited for the girl to
go on. After a few moments of thought, she did.

"It seemed stupid to go so far and for Nelaros to be killed,
and then run away. So we went on. We had blood on us, §
and [ felt like everybody could see me. We found a long
hall, and opened all the doors. Sometimes we had to fight.
At the end,” she sighed, remembering that awful moment,

"we opened the wrong door. Or the right door. I don't know.

This big guardsman in armor rushed out at us. We had
picked up some better weapons by then, but of course
all the armor we found was too big. The guard knocked §
me down and hacked at Soris — " another pause. "and [
jumped on his back, and cut his throat. But it was too late.”

"Soris died?” Tara asked softly.

"His head was almost off,” Adaia whispered, hardly daring
to believe it. "Almost off. And after all that, I couldn't go any
farther. I got into the room he was guarding. Through the
door to the next room I could hear Shianni screaming and
the men laughing. I don't think they even heard the fight
outside, they were making so much noise. And the door
was locked. [ tried to open it, but it was locked. I sat on the |




{ stone floor and cried. I could have pounded on the door,
| and they might have opened, but there were four of them
. and just one of me, and Soris was dead.”

\ Tara put an arm around her. Danith was silent, think-
! ing of Tamlen, lost in a dark cavern: Tamlen, whom she
. would never see again, whose fate she would never know.
» Alistair looked at Bronwyn in helpless indignation.

y  "Thirsty,” Adaia croaked. Tara poured her a cup of ale,
. and the girl drank it down, clearing her throat. "So I left,”
. she said. "['d come so far, but I left with my tail between
. my legs. I walked out the way I came, and a guard caught
! me. He had been in the dungeons, and came up and found
§ the bodies. He saw the blood on me. He hit me with the
¢ pommel of his knife — " she touched the side of her head,
! "and he hit me again and again, and he dragged me into
! his room. I tried to fight, but he started choking me.

! She would not tell them all that happened. She would
! never tell anyone about the stuffy room, and the horribly
' strong shem grunting on top of her. "I couldn't breathe,”
8 she whispered. "I felt something pop in my throat. I got
! hold of his dagger and I stabbed him in the side of the
' neck. We fought a long time. I got hurt, but he died. There
| was water in the room. I cleaned myself up, and then I ran.
{ I ran all the way home, and I went down into the cellar
. and curled up and never wanted to go anywhere else. My
§ voice has been wrong ever since.”

Tara said, "Shianni survived. We saw her in Denerim.”

"Yeah, she survived. After she passed out, they forgot
about her. She staggered home with Lyris a few days later.
They were in bad shape. Nobody's ever going to marry
them now. Valora died. They tried to make her do some-
thing so awful that she bit Vaughan and cut his face with
a broken bottle. So they tortured her to death and hung
her naked body outside the estate as a warning. We don't
know what they did with Nola. Probably threw her away
in a midden somewhere, or in the river.”

Bronwyn wanted a drink herself. All of this had trig- §
gered memories of the night of blood and death at Highever
Castle. Had Mother died fighting, or had she been taken
prisoner? What would Howe have done to her, when she
was at his mercy? What would he have done to Bronwyn
herself? She got up and walked away, looking out the
window, willing her hands not to shake, as she tried to
pour herself some ale. Alistair followed, and poured it for §
her. Vaughan needed to die, he decided, but how could it
be done without hurting the Wardens?

Tara fought off the nausea at memories of anonymous
Templars. She knew what it was like to think that you
were dying. Things were never the same after. The world
was never the same after. She hugged Adaia with one arm,
while watching Bronwyn pace back and forth.

She whispered to the other girls, "Bronwyn's family
was murdered before she became a Grey Warden. All but
her and her brother.”




« Danith had been told that before, and haﬁ)not been

y much moved. The Commander was decent, for a shem-
| len, but the deaths of her shemlen family meant little to

. Danith. Still, knowing what had befallen her was reason

} to hope she might have some compassion for the suffer-
| ings of the city elf.

i Tara’s words only annoyed Adaia. What did she care?

{ She was talking about Soris and Shianni, and there was

. no room for anyone else. Angry as she was, she did get

. the message that Tara thought that Lady Bronwyn would

| understand what it was to lose family.

Bronwyn got herself under control, thinking of the

i smug and smarmy Vaughan, and how she had smiled

¢ at him the night before. How many men — noblemen of
| Ferelden — were just like him? How many raped and killed
| as they liked, with no one to call their power to account? It
! was as bad as the Orlesians. In fact, it was exactly like the

¢ worst Orlesians, with not a pin to choose between them.
. How many noble sons had she danced with, and hunted
§ with, and smiled and chatted with, who had gone home

! to terrified servant girls, or innocents dragged off the

| streets? Surely Fergus would never..?

|  Her breathing slowed. No, she was sure of Fergus. He did
{ not hurt people because he could. The servants had never
. gossiped about him. He had never hurt Oriana by looking
§ at another woman after they were married. Anyone else,

was once again glad, glad, a thousand times glad that she had
not allowed herself to be talked into a marriage with him.

But there was nothing she could do about Vaughan
at the moment. She would be gone in a day or two, and
must rely on Alistair to keep Adaia safe. Nor could she
challenge Vaughan, even had she had the time. The army
must be united against the darkspawn. They needed the
Arl of Denerim’s troops. Highever was in contention, and
Fergus needed the Arl of Denerim’s vote in the Landsmeet.
Vaughan’s, too, for that matter. She must be careful and §
cunning, and keep her people safe: smiling at Vaughan
while loathing him in her heart. It was a disgusting
double game, and the idea of it made her feel dirty. For
the moment, she could see no other choice.

She finally turned to the others and said, "Adaia, I'm glad
that you honor the sacrifice of Nelaros by wearing his ring.
It does you credit. I don't want to you go about the camp
alone. Vaughan is just the sort to feel he's been robbed of his
prey. Always have someone with you coming and going to
your workshop. I've talked to Alistair about that.” :

"Right,” he seconded her fiercely. "We'll stand by you.
There's always someone in the workshop, so wait until one
of us comes for you in the afternoon. You're one of us,now.”

Bronwyn nodded her approval. "Vaughan has been told
to leave you alone. He doesn't want to offend me, so if he
tries anything, it would be by stealth. You must all keep
your eyes open.”




« With a hint of truculence, Adaia croaked, "You don't

| want to ask if I stole anything?”

"No,” Bronwyn said briefly. "Of course you picked up

. weapons when you were fighting. Everyone does that. I

i know that Vaughan was lying when he claimed that what

. you had stolen amounted to a sovereign! He knew it would

! be impossible to prove otherwise.” She took another sip of
: ale, and resumed her pacing.

. SoAdaia said nothing about the necklace she had found in

. one of the rooms they had gone into when they were search-
| ing for Shianni. Or about the gold ring the big guardsmen

! had been wearing. The ring had only brought a few silvers

§ at Alarith's shop, since both the merchant and Father knew it

® was stolen, but those silvers had been welcome. The necklace

! had brought nothing. It was still hidden in the cellar. Some-
. day it might be safe to sell it. It might bring in quite a bit of
{ silver, since it had a glittering red stone in it.

. "T've killed, but I'm not a whore,” Adaia repeated, a little

y fiercely.

8 "Of course you're not!” Bronwyn said impatiently. “That’s

! something rotten men call any woman who gets in their

| way. I've been called a whore myself, generally by men I

| killed a few seconds later.”

"That's true,” Alistair agreed, a little cheered at the thought.

. Danith said stiffly, "We do not have whores or whoring

§ among the Dalish, nor do our men call women by such

¢ names. And rape is very rare, and punished harshly”

Bronwyn bit back something she would have regretted.
Tara said tactfully, "That's very civilized. I've been called a
whore, too, when I was a prisoner. It's also what some men
call women when they want to give themselves a excuse
why it's all right to attack them. Some men feel that a
whore cannot be raped.”

"That is a ridiculous notion,” Danith declared. "Only a
sh — a brute could believe that.” Perhaps it would not be
appropriate to accuse the shemlens to the Commander's
face. And for all she knew, perhaps the city flat-ears and §
the dwarves practiced rape, as well. She eyed the big
shemlen male accusingly.

Alistair looked at them, feeling harassed. Why were
these women were glaring at him? "I've never done any-
thing like that. Grey Wardens don't. We respect women.
If we're men. And women respect... men. And themselves.
Anyway, of course it's ridiculous!”

"Ridiculous or not,” Bronwyn said, "we must accept the
reality that some people think that way. Therefore, we must
be watchful. This does not hold for only elves, by the way. §
Morrigan, has also been accosted here in camp, the last time
we were here. I shall speak to the other women among our
companions. However, Adaia, you are in particular peril,
because you have a personal enemy. Be on your guard, and
most importantly, do not allow yourself to be alone.”

— =TS

“If Bronwyn won't go for it, you know Alistair won't” |




! Anders lay facing Morrigan on their cot, stroking her
y back. It was a quiet moment, a moment to be cherished,;
| and he was reluctant to get up, leave their enchanted pri-
| vacy, and venture into the cacophony of Ostagar. His old
| friends from the Circle — and even some who had never
. been friends — all wanted to meet Morrigan, and talk
| to Morrigan, and learn all about a mage who had not
: needed the imprisonment in the Circle to learn her skills.
. On her own, she had remained both free of the Templars
. and demonic possession. Her very existence was a rebuke
| to the heavy hand of the Chantry. And no maleficar she:
! Morrigan regarded Blood Magic with contempt, as a
§ shortcut seized upon out of magical weakness.

She was decent enough to Jowan, which rather surprised
{ Anders; but it was true that while Jowan was a Blood Mage,
. he had proved himself an independent thinker, who had
! boldly cast off the authority of the Circle. Furthermore, he
! had survived on his own. Even Morrigan acknowledged
. that his first days outside the Circle he had known all his
§ life must have been bewildering.

i Jowan really was not such a weak mage, when Anders
| looked at it critically. He had fought very effectively in that
| battle to defend the refugees. He lacked confidence, cer-
| tainly. Perhaps that was the root of his problem. He had
| been a late bloomer, and his instructors at the Circle were
i merciless. His fellow apprentices, too, had been relentless
{ in their teasing. He had clung to his only friend, Tara, who

in contrast had been a prodigy from an early age. Anders
supposed that measuring himself against her would have
been an exercise in humiliation for Jowan in those first
years, and something he had never quite got over.

If Morrigan were to be protected, they would need all
the mages — all their little company, in fact — to work
together. Perhaps Bronwyn would see it from that angle.
She was friendly with Morrigan, and Morrigan actually
seemed to like her and respect the young noblewoman —
at least, as much as Morrigan liked or respected anybody. §
Yes. Morrigan was in danger. Morrigan was a comrade.
Bronwyn was certainly one to stand by her comrades. But
if they were to get her approval, they would have to talk to
her immediately. Bronwyn was talking about going north
to find that other Dalish clan, and would be leaving soon.

"Let's go talk to her tonight,” Anders suggested, "Show
her the book. Tell her Flemeth's plan.”

"Flemeth rescued her brother. Perhaps Bronwyn feels a
debt to her for that. She is unlikely to turn on one she
regards as a benefactor.”

"But she didn't like Flemeth. You said they looked like
they were quarreling when they were out of earshot.”

“Like?” Morrigan laughed, a whispery, throaty sound,
her breath tickling his lips enticingly. "Well, no. Of course
not. No one could like Flemeth: someone like Bronwyn
least of all. However, she is just the sort to feel bound by
duty and obligation and the rest of that tiresome rubbish.” |




. "Then we have to give her really good reasons to look

| beyond that. Your danger is certainly a good reason. We

. need her to want to kill Flemeth. What, besides protecting

| you, could Flemeth's death do for Bronwyn?"

. Morrigan paused, her hand resting on Anders’ warm

| and well-formed shoulder. He really was a very comely
! man, by the far the most agreeable she had ever known.
i Sometimes she thought that it might be pleasant to remain

| in company with him indefinitely...

. But he must not know the reason that Flemeth had

! manipulated Morrigan’s placement amongst the War-
! dens. He must never know. The Old God Reborn was the

§ great goal. To be the mother to such a God was her des-
> tiny. Anders was merely the tool, an essential tool in that

| endeavor. If he failed her, there were others who could be

' cozened or beguiled. Her mind, reluctantly, slid to Jowan —
! a poor second to Anders indeed, and then, with even more

| reluctance, to Cullen and Alistair. She would do as she must,
. in the end. She took her herbal tea regularly, protecting her

# from a premature conception that would ruin everything.

i And it was for their own good, after all. Morrigan

¢ would save them, even if they never knew what she had

y done. The Old God would be preserved from the Taint, and

! Bronwyn would survive, and perhaps even marry that

| irascible, middle-aged hero with whom she was incom-
# prehensibly in love. Tara would survive, and become the

: Senior Mage Warden she aspired to be. Those two were

the only women friends Morrigan had ever had, and she
confessed to a sentimental wish that they not die in slay- §
ing the Archdemon. They were very much at risk, as they
were outstanding fighters and likely to take their respon-
sibility seriously — unlike some.

And Anders... Flemeth's plan demanded that Morrigan
leave the party and seek solitude before delivering the
Child, but Morrigan was inclined now to think that was
simply Flemeth making things easy for herself. Flemeth,
it now was clear, had not told her everything — or even §
the most important things. It was hideously possible that
once Morrigan had suffered pregnancy and labor, and
perhaps had cared for the Child through its exasperating
first year, that Flemeth planned to make an appearance
and take Morrigan's body and the Child for herself.

Perhaps it would be wise to keep Anders about. Even
if he sensed something odd in her, he might think it had §
come from him, and would continue to help and pro-
tect her. Perhaps the other Wardens would feel the same.
The Wardens sensed Taint, but they would not sense an §
untainted God Child. She hoped.

But it was best to be rid of Flemeth now, and not live in
fear. How could she forge the Wardens into a weapon to
strike at her mortal enemy?

“There is something Flemeth can offer Bronwyn... " she
murmured. She smiled darkly at Anders.

"Practice.”




Rumor in Denerim had it that the Queen was pregnant.
| That was the word on the street, Fergus was informed of
| this by the seneschal of Highever House. The man actually
: begged the teyrn to confirm it, hope brightening his eyes.
. The servants paused at their work, leaning in, longing for
| the happy news. Fergus told them the truth: that the Queen
: was unwell, and not expecting; and he was sorry for their
| disappointment. He was sorry for his own, for that matter.
. If the Queen were to produce a child, it would put paid to
| the King's flirtation with Orlais. Surely the Divine would
! not countenance dissolving a fruitful marriage?

.  But there was no child, nor did there seem to be any
. prospect of one, with the Queen unwell and the King
! making hay with his mistresses. Nor were any of said
| mistresses pregnant. Even a bastard would have been
| something, but to Fergus' knowledge, the King had never
| sired a child. It was unlikely he would do so on Empress
' Celene, either, though that was probably not going to pre-
§ vent her from giving birth to an heir she would attribute
| to Cailan. There were all sorts of stratagems available to
| an unscrupulous woman. It spoke well for Queen Anora's
| character that she had not taken recourse to any of them.
. Atlast, the King had given his leave for Fergus to march on
. Amaranthine. The Queen had not been present at the Council
¥ meeting, but Fergus had decided to pay a courtesy call on her
¢ before departing, if she was well enough to receive him.

It bothered him that the King did not seem worried
about his wife's condition, when she had been ill for over
a week. Fergus thought it would be appropriate to take the
Queen a gift — some little thing to lift her spirits.

Useless to try to give her flowers: the Palace boasted
the finest garden in Denerim. There was no time to visit
the shops, so he poked through the chests and closets of
Highever House. There was quite a bit here, though of
course they had carted most of their belongings back and
forth between Highever Castle and the city estate...

— =N

“Who is it, Erlina?" asked a soft, weary voice.

"Do not distress yourself, Majesty. He is going,” the maid
crooned.

"Who is it?"

"It is the Teyrn of Highever, Majesty,” Erlina replied, in a
more subdued tone.

"I want to see him. Send him in. Do not contradict me.”

Fergus had heard she was not well, but her condition
looked serious to him. Perhaps it seemed more so since he
had not seen her in a week. The Queen was ghostly pale,
and had noticeably lost weight.

"Come to gather intelligence for the rest of the Landsmeet?”
she asked. Her tone was ironic, and just the least bit defensive.

"T have come to wish you in better health, Your Majesty,”
Fergus replied gravely. "And to give you a present.”

That merited a little interest from her, and he held the §




Y anonymous object, wrapped in a piece of lavender silk,
| in his outstretched left hand. With his right hand, he
. whisked the silk away.

. It was alittle glass music box, Tranquil-made, enchanted
§ to play "Princess on the Glass Hill,” whenever the rune
! was touched. Inside, a little princess with braids of real
§ gold sat on a throne, holding a rose. It was a piece of non-
. sense, of course, as Oriana had said, finding it a bit unso-
i phisticated and very Fereldan. She had kept it at Highever
{ House, purely to please him, he knew. It was hardly his
¢ fault that she had not grown up with the story.

f It was a silly trifle, and Fergus was beginning to feel a
§ hint of embarrassment, when Anora said, "How charm-
§ ing! Let me see it, my lord.”

.  He showed her where to touch it, and she smiled a little,
Y listening to the faint crystalline tune.

¢ "I shall put it here on the table. How kind of you, my
! lord, to think of something to divert me. Sit, I pray you. I
§ was about to have tea. Would you not join me? Erlina,” she
¥ raised her voice slightly, “The Teyrn will stay for tea. Make
¢ enough for two today. Now, my lord,” she said to Fergus,
® "tell me how you plan to approach Vigil's Keep.”

"Of course, Your Majesty.”

i The maid left the room and sighed, emptying the con-
' tents of the pretty Orlesian pot into the slop jar and rins-
§ ing it carefully. She would have to brew it all over again,
& without the powder. It would raise more questions than

she could answer, were the Teyrn to sicken, too. These
things always took longer than one planned...
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KEEP HAD BEEN ON ALERT, LIKE
“HA BEAST ABOUT TO SPRING. Gold
sl 28 had flowed in and then out,
' and the forces of the Arl of Amaranthine had never
. been so numerous, or so superbly equipped.

! "Message for the Arl!” shouted the horseman. The gate
! guard recognized him, and let him through, but the guard
| at the inner courtyard demanded the password as well.

| “Avvar!” the horseman snapped. "Don't delay me! His
. lordship will flay you if you keep this news from him." He
! jumped down, right leg flicking over the horse’s neck, and
. hurried through the throne room.

' "Where is he?” he asked the seneschal, not even pausing
¢ to shed his wet cloak.

"His study. Follow me.”

1 Eyes followed the courier. Soldiers nudged one another,
| wondering if they would finally get the order to do some-
{ thing other than wait. Rendon Howe's troops were prey
| to dozens of rumors: that the King would march on them

and put everyone in Vigil's Keep to the sword; that the
Arl would march on Denerim and defend the King and
Queen from the Cousland conspiracy; that Teyrn Loghain
was coming to join them, or to mediate the differences
between the Crown and the Arl; that the so-called "dark-
spawn” were really Orlesians in disguise; that the dark-
spawn were real, but were controlled by the mages at the
Circle; that Fergus Cousland would send Crow assassins
against the Arl and his family.

Howe was widely respected, but not loved, so there were §
other rumors: that the Couslands had been innocent of
treason, and the attack on them had been an attempt to
seize by force what the Arl had not been able to win by
marriage; that the Arl had hoped to keep secret his own
part in the attack, and blame it on rogue mercenaries;
that the Teyrna of Highever was a prisoner in the deep-
est dungeons, and visited regularly by the Arl; that the
Arl had sent for his eldest child, Lord Nathaniel, and was
planning to marry him to the old Teyrn's daughter to
make peace; that the old Teyrn's daughter was now the
famous Girl Warden, fighting to save Ferelden from the
darkspawn,; that the Girl Warden was a dangerous siren
who had seduced Teyrn Loghain, or King Cailan, or the
new Dwarven King, or the Knight-Commander of the
Templars — or all of them at various times.

Up the stairs and down a hall were the Arl’s private quar-
ters. It was not very far from the Throne Room, in fact. The |




§ courier had served Arl Howe for many years, and knew
y that the late Arlessa’s rooms were in a distant tower, so
| as to be as far from the Arl as possible. The Arl's daughter
. had taken over those rooms after her mother died. The Arl
i approved of that, wanting her protected from danger and
. from rough-tongued soldiers. The heir, Lord Thomas, had a
| fine bedchamber near his father, but preferred to sleep in
} the knights’ quarters: drinking, most of the time, it was said.
. The seneschal announced him, and the courier was
. shown in. There was the Arl, at work at his desk, looking
| over some maps with his faithful right-hand, Captain Chase.
"Ah, Catesby,” Rendon Howe turned cold grey eyes on the
§ messenger. "What news from Denerim?”

. A little later, a pair of guardsmen were called to the
{ Arl's study. The seneschal was grim and non-committal,
| and instructed the men to take the dead body of the cou-
| rier to the common midden for disposal.

! "Andraste’s tits,” grunted one. "Remind me never to give
{ the Old Man news he don't like!”

| Useless fools. Rendon Howe stormed down to the armory,
| cursing quietly and thoroughly. I am surrounded by fools.

.  Catesby had not seen Marjolaine in Denerim. No one
: answered the door. It was believed that she had gone a long
. journey. Wherever she had gone, it was not north to report
§ to her employer. Where the bloody Maker was the woman?
: Howe had not heard from her since her last message, advis-

ing him to wait for Fergus Cousland's arrest. That, appar-
ently, was not happening any time soon. Instead, the King
was on his way south to rejoin the army, and Fergus Cous-
land had been given leave to seek revenge. Catesby had left
the advancing troops only half a day behind.

Everything was bloody falling apart. The Crows had
failed to kill either Bronwyn or Fergus. Filthy foreign cheats.
And now, news had come to Denerim that the bloody Girl
Warden had arrived at Ostagar at the head of an army of
four thousand dwarves. If that were not bad enough, she
had made contact with the Dalish, who were sending a
company of archers. Bloody Bronwyn Cousland. She had
given him the slip at Highever, and was as great a danger
to him as her brother. The girl who had thought herself too
good for Thomas was now very close in Loghain's councils,
and the whispered rumor was that they were lovers.

Bryce had fed him some codswallop about her being ¢
in love, as an excuse to refuse the Howe alliance. Well,
she must have got over being in love quick smart, if she
was bartering herself to Loghain. At that, she was show- §
ing more sense than he had anticipated. He should have
remembered how talented Couslands were at ingratiating
themselves with those in power. He had occasionally won-
dered if Bryce would try for a marriage alliance there, but
had dismissed it, knowing how disinclined Loghain was
to match himself to a highborn, high-maintenance bride.

Bronwyn’s tomboy antics must have amused Loghain, or |




Y recalled happier days to him. The girl did resekfr{ble Queen
| Rowan slightly, though the relationship was very distant.

. And that greedy fool Vaughan had been sent to Ostagar

| in his father's place, thus putting an end to Howe's profitable

\ trade in elves. Urien was too cautious an old fox to take part in

. such a scheme, and it was too late to deal with him, anyway.

. It had been, he admitted, too good to last, but had filled
| the coffers of Vigil's Keep with more gold than he had seen
. in all the years he had ruled Amaranthine. That gold might
. be his only salvation now: with it he had fortified the Vigil,
| strengthening the walls and hiring soldiers. No ordinary
{ force could take this fortress, and if he held out long enough,

§ Fergus and his troops would break on the stone of the cur-

¢ tain walls. The darkspawn continued to be a menace in
| the south. If Howe could hold out long enough, he might
. manage to kill Fergus and wring a settlement. Now that
! Bronwyn was a Grey Warden, she could not inherit. Fergus’
. brat was dead. Once Fergus was out of the way, Thomas or
. Nathaniel still had a good chance of keeping Highever...

§  He met with the rest of his captains, and gave his orders
' quickly, tersely. A message to Esmerelle in Amaranthine;
| more messages to the Packtons and Tyrells. They were
| well-stocked as to victuals. He had been taking his duties
¥ from freeholders in kind instead of in coin since the prof-
| itable trade with the Tevinters had begun.

¢ To one of his men-at-arms, he said, "Find Lady Delilah.
¢ Escort her to her rooms, and lock her in. No one goes in,

and she does not come out. Understood?”
"Yes, my lord!”
"And you —" Howe said to another soldier. "Send my son to me.”
SN

"May I speak to you in private?” Bronwyn asked Loghain
softly, as dinner ended.

He smirked, half-amused. Apparently there had been
some sort of foolish gossip about the two of them. Soldiers
were easily bored.

"If you dare.”

A dutiful smile, not concealing her vexation. Bronwyn
no longer blushed so readily, but she was still quite young
and still easily unsettled by his notice. It was a poignant
pleasure, to realize that she was stirred by him. She must
have heard the gossip, too. Naturally, a young lady felt
rather differently about that sort of gossip that a man in
his position. A smile rose to his lips, irresistible.

Her fine hound was lounging on the floor between them.
Loghain tossed the dog a tidbit from his plate, which Scout
snapped up almost without moving his head. A lazy tail- §
wag expressed his thanks.

She was playing with her food now, Grey Warden appe-
tite or not, and was clearly anxious to have her say, He rose,
acknowledged the salutes, and led the way to his office, her
dog trotting along behind them. Waving her in, he shut
the door, with a brief, hard look at the guard. He wanted
no eavesdroppers, whatever Bronwyn had to tell him. The |




Y dog found a corner and sprawled there, completely at ease.
{ Bronwyn took the chair he pointed her to, and was
| actually blushing again. He had missed that, but forbore
, to smile, which would make her even more uncomfortable.
} At some point, he must speak to her. Not now, of course,
| but someday, when the worst was behind them.

. She began without preamble. "T've had some extraordi-
: nary news. I had planned to leave tomorrow, but perhaps
. I can put off my departure a day or so. My people have
. given me word of a dragon near to hand. And not just a
. dragon: a High Dragon.”

{ Loghain frowned at her. "My scouts have given me no
2 word of such a creature.”

She looked unsurprised. “This dragon has wit enough
| to remain invisible, until it is sufficiently provoked. You
: know — " she paused, and looked at him with those pierc-
{ ing green eyes. He was growing used to the strange color.
| It was odd, but rather beautiful.

. She began again. "Morrigan is a shape-shifter, taught
§ by Flemeth, the Witch of the Wilds herself. Flemeth is also,
{ obviously, a shape-shifter. Morrigan tells me that her
! most powerful form is that of a High Dragon.”

| He stared at her, trying to see what lay behind her eyes.
' "And why would Morrigan tell such a story about her mother?”
| "Because Flemeth is not her mother at all. When [ was
# riding to Denerim, Morrigan and her mage friends took
: advantage of my absence to penetrate the Tower of Magi

and abscond with a book that was once Flemeth's. In it,
the witch reveals the secret of her long life.”

He waited.

Bronwyn grimaced with distaste. She had been reluc-
tant to strike at one who had saved her brother, but what
Flemeth had planned for Morrigan — and for an infinite
series of innocent girls — was unspeakable. It was reason
enough to put an end to her.

"Every few decades, Flemeth abducts a girl child with
the gift of magic. She raises and teaches the girl, training §
her magic to its fullest capacity. When that is done, she
takes possession of the girl's body for herself, condemn-
ing her ‘child’s’ soul to oblivion. So she has done since
the Towers Age. Morrigan was to develop her magic with
the challenges of our expedition. At some point, Flemeth
planned to take the body for herself, and thus enjoy what-
ever rewards and benefits accrued to Morrigan for her §
loyalty to our company and to Ferelden.”

It was an extraordinary story, indeed, but Loghain
thought Flemeth capable of anything.

"I take it that Morrigan does not wish to be possessed?”

She smiled slightly. "It would seem not. I had wondered
what was wrong with her for the past week. She has qui-
etly boiled with fear and anger since she comprehended
certain passages in Flemeth's grimoire. She approached
me, asking for my protection. That Flemeth will almost
certainly, if attacked, transform into a High Dragon would |




} give us the opportunity to test our tactics and weapons
| against a formidable opponent. Morrigan asks only that
. she not be present, as she fears that once dead, Flemeth
. would attempt to possess her on the spot. She believes that
: distance would be her best defense in this situation. How-
| ever, I would bring all the rest of my Wardens and other
, companions to the fight. We might also try a ballista or
: two, if they can be positioned stealthily. The darkspawn,
| from your account, have been quiescent for several days,
. especially to the west. This might be our best opportunity.”
"Flemeth is a powerful mage. Have you considered
\ asking the assistance of the Templars in camp?”

. 'l considered, but rejected the idea. Morrigan tells me
. that Templars have not had much success against Fle-
! meth in the past.” The stories, in fact, were horrifying. It
. was hideous, what Morrigan had been forced to watch,
{ when living with that abomination. "Alistair and Cullen,
: of course, have had Templar training, and possess all the
' usual abilities. We can see if they are useful when sup-
§ ported by other tactics.”

: Loghain considered the proposal. It was tempting: very
| tempting. Flemeth's malicious predictions had pursued
. and haunted him for years.

. “Ifyou keep him near you, he will betray you: each time worse
. than the last.”

¥ So she had declared to Maric. A vicious lie, of course. He
¢ had never betrayed Maric. Yes, he and Rowan had been lovers,

but only when Maric had cast Rowan aside for that treacher-
ous elf Katriel in the most egregious, humiliating way. Rowan
had needed the support and validation of Loghain’s love.

As to dealing with Cailan — well, he refused to feel
bound by the ridiculous prophecy or by his ties to Maric.
The son was not the father, and if Cailan planned to betray
Ferelden — as he so obviously did — then Loghain felt all
obligation to the son was at an end.

Flemeth. There would be a real satisfaction in putting
an end to that sinister creature. She would pour no more
poison into men's ears: spread no more lies. And if what
Bronwyn told him was true — murder no more young girls.

“Very well. We move out at dawn. We shall take my
engineers and two of their portable ballistae. A company
of archers, too. Perhaps some of Maric's Shield. Do you
need more mages?”

"I think that would be an excellent idea. I wish I knew §
more about the tactics of the Nevarran dragon-hunters. I
don't know much more than that they hunted the crea-
tures nearly to extinction. What weapons they used... how §
large their hunting parties were... this is all a mystery.”

Loghain grunted. He knew nothing about it either, and
had never seen a book that dealt with it. It was one of
those things that belonged to the distant past, right up
until it didn't. "Better for a bit of overkill than to be unpre-
pared. We'll have a surprise for Flemeth. By the way..." he
paused, "Td like to have one of your Wardens with me, §




{ so the darkspawn don't ruin the effect. Perhaps that new
i mage of yours — the dark-haired one...

"All right,” Bronwyn agreed, thinking it a very reason-
| able precaution, and very glad he had not asked for Tara,
. who was a superior battlemage, or for Anders, their healer.
} "T'll let him know that he’ll be with you.”

, "—andIdlike a map to Flemeth’s lair, if that is possible.
. Melian Tabris was guarded by one of the Grey Wardens
. both going and coming to her labors in the bomb workshop.
So Vaughan's man told him. It was annoying, but not
| surprising. Bronwyn Cousland had made a pet of the elf.
§ Noblewomen sometimes did such things. His own mother
> had filled her apartments at the city estate with her pets:
{ lapdogs, cats, nugs from Orzammar — and elves, too.
. Vaughan had learned early not to risk Mamma's wrath by
! harming one of them. Ladies were fond of small, pretty
! creatures, and liked to have them about. If one of Mam-
' ma’s pets displeased her, she always saw to the punish-
§ ments — or disposal — herself.

| Father thought highly of Bronwyn, and was disappointed
| that she had been removed from the marriage market by
| her conscription into the Grey Wardens. Vaughan agreed
¢ that it was an outrageous abuse of the Right of Conscription.
. Bronwyn was making the best of it, being dutiful like all
§ the Couslands, and she was quite charming and of unim-
{ peachable lineage. Before the darkspawn had ruined her

face, she had been quite beautiful, as well. He had not seen
her in years, but she had been exceptionally appealing
even as a very young girl. A shame, what had happened.
Ladies should not be put in a position in which they were
forced to take up arms. It was... unfeminine.

Still, she was a willful creature, and would have been
a handful as a wife. His intended, Habren Bryland, was
much more to his taste: delicate, refined, ladylike, soft-
handed, fond of pretty things, and with a keen fash-
ion sense. When Father had written of the arrangement §
between him and Arl Leonas, Vaughan had dutifully
made his courtesies to the young lady. To his surprise and
pleasure, he found that they had much in common. He
was quite looking forward to their wedding...

But he had unfinished business with that elf whore. Just
because the bitch had ingratiated herself with Bronwyn,
the little tart imagined herself beyond justice. Bronwyn, §
however, had serious business to attend to, and would be
gone in a day or so. It was doubtful that she would burden
herself with a useless pet. When she was gone, it should §
not be hard to lure the elf beyond the camp, and then let
the darkspawn take the blame when her body was found...

—=Tt

The Wardens and their friends gathered just before they
turned in for the night. Bronwyn told them their mission
for the following day: to hunt down and slay The Witch of
the Wilds, who when roused to fury took the form of a High §




Y Dragon. It was daunting, to say the least, but they would have
| support, in the form of ballistae with poisoned and explosive
| bolts, a company of archers, and a dozen more mages.

| Zevran grinned at Carver Hawke. "You will find, my
| young friend, that we lead lives of high adventure! A dragon!
. Now that is something that even I have never fought.”

,  Sten frowned. "We are undertaking this as a training
i mission? That is a valid use of time and resources. I have
. never faced a dragon either. It will be interesting to see
. which tactics prove effective.”

Cullen was suspicious of Morrigan's grimoire, but very
| eager for the adventure: possibly the most eager of all the
8 Wardens. Simply the fact that she was an apostate mage
. made her a suitable target. That she had no doubt killed
| dozens — possibly hundreds — of Templars, confirmed that
| it was their duty. When he heard the secret of her long life,
' he was implacable.

! "She’'s been murdering innocent young girls for hun-
. dreds of years!” he burst out passionately, ignoring the fact
§ that under ordinary circumstances he would never have
! described Morrigan as an “innocent young girl" He stalked
| back and forth, full of tall indignation. "Kidnapping little
| children! Possessing them like a demon — driving their souls
} from their bodies. That is murder! To think that she's been
' doing this for ages. I thought that the Hero Cormac killed her!”
¢ "'Tis a myth,” Morrigan said with a shrug. "Flemeth told
. me that she never had dealings with Cormac at all.”

Danith's curiosity was aroused. "This Flemeth... she is
the same one we know as ‘Asha’bellanar’?"

Morrigan bowed her head in assent. "The Woman of
Many Years. You are indeed correct.”

"I don't know the story at all,” Brosca interrupted. "Tell
us about it!”

Smirking, Morrigan gestured at Leliana. "Surely our bard
has heard something of Flemeth, The Witch of the Wilds?"

Leliana said, "The story of Flemeth is very famous. This
is what I was taught:”

— N
LELiANA'S STORY OF The LeGEND OF FLeMeTh:

ges ago, legend says Bann Conobar took to wife a

beautiful young woman who harbored a secret talent for

magic: Flemeth of Highever. And for a time they lived
happily, until the arrival of a young poet, Osen, who captured the
lady’s heart with his verse.

They turned to the Chasind tribes for help and hid from Conobar’s
wrath in the Wilds, until word came to them that Conobar lay dying:
His last wish was to see Flemeth's face one final time.

The lovers returned, but it was a trap. Conobar killed Osen, and
imprisoned Flemeth in the highest tower of the castle. In grief and
rage, Flemeth worked a spell to summon a spirit into this world
to wreak vengeance upon her husband. Vengeance, she received,
but not as she planned. The spirit took possession of her, turning
Flemeth into an abomination. A twisted, maddened creature, she |




} slaughtered Conobar and all his men, and fled back irkf‘ff) the Wilds.
: For a hundred years, Flemeth plotted, stealing men from
. the Chasind to sire monstrous daughters: horrific things that
s could Kkill a man with fear. These Korcari witches led an army
} of Chasind from the Wilds to strike at the Alamarri tribes. They
| were defeated by the hero Cormac, and all the witches burned, so
| they say, but even now the Wilders whisper that Flemeth lives
on in the marsh, and she and her daughters steal those men who
| come too near.

Adaia listened with wide eyes, for this was a story
! she had never heard. The mages listened more critically,
§ looking for the facts amid the fancy. Carver Hawke was
. impressed that they would be going up against such a
| creature. He was a bit impressed with himself for being in
. such dauntless company.

. Morrigan listened with increasing impatience. "Yes, yes,
} yes. "Tis all very well, and that is the story, but Flemeth
| tells a different tale!”

— =S
MORRIGAN'S VERSION OF The L€GEND OF Flemeth.

s the tale is sung by the bards, there was a time when
Flemeth was young and beautiful. A fair lass in a land
of barbarian men, the desire of any who saw her. And

that much, Flemeth says, is true. She was indeed beautiful and
} desirable, and many men wished her favor.

However, Flemeth told me that it was the bard Osen who was
her husband, and Lord Conobar the one who admired from afar.
At length, he offered Osen a rich reward, if he would relinquish
Flemeth to him. 1 see that you are shocked at the idea, but the life
of a bard — most especially the life of a bard in those savage days

— was poor and hard. Osen and Flemeth agreed to Conobar’s offer.

But Conobar bargained with coin he did not possess. Instead,
he ordered his men to slay Osen and take Flemeth to his castle.
He showed himself to be a man without honor, and Flemeth
despised him in her heart. Spirits gathered about her, sensing
her hidden power, and spoke to her, and gave her the means to
revenge herself upon Conobar.

So she slew him and escaped, fleeing south into the Wilds,
where she has lived to this day. She denies that she and her
‘daughters’ ever rallied an ‘army’ to attack the Alamarri tribes.
There was such a incursion, but she says she played no part in
it. As to the ‘Hero” Cormac, Flemeth says that he instigated a
bloody civil war amongst the chiefs of the land, claiming to be
ridding it of evil. She was attached to his story much later. As 1
said, Flemeth herself insists that she never fought any warrior
named Cormac at all.

But none can deny her power. Some call her the Witch of the
Wilds. The Chasind know her as The Woman of Many Years.
So too, as we have heard, is she known to the Dalish. Yes,
Asha’bellanar is the name.

1, too, have heard the tale of Flemeth’s ‘daughters,” and the
Chasind tell of how she waged war against them, slew them, and |




§ ate their hearts. There is a grain of truth in all old stories, and now
y Lknow that there is truth in that one. No doubt Flemeth wishes to
| ‘eat my heart” as she has all the rest of her daughters through the
| ages. 1 do not intend to permit it.

\ "Of course,” Astrid said afterwards, "there’'s no partic-
, ular reason to think Flemeth's version is more accurate
: than the other”

. Morrigan said coolly, "I know of no reason for her to lie.
i "That's just it,” Astrid pressed on. “You wouldn't. On the
| other hand, what reason has she to tell the truth? We
| already know she never hesitated to keep the truth from
§ you. I think we should be very careful about anything
> this being says. You say she looks human. Is she? I hadn't
! heard that humans live for hundreds of years.”

"She is a very powerful mage — "

! "She must be a maleficar!” Cullen declared. Jowan slunk
' back into a corner.

.  "No!” Morrigan denied it, but seemed a little shaken.
§ "She despises Blood Magic. She considers it the resort of
. weak mages. She forbade me ever to attempt it

! Anders thought about it, "“But if she were, and she
| wanted to keep you under her domination, that is exactly
. what she would say... "

;.  This seemed to disturb Morrigan even more. "I do not
§ think she is. I have never her seen her use blood to power

to Astrid " — may be truer than you know. It is possible that
she is no longer human. Her story tells of a demon within
her, but she has never taken the form of an abomination.”

Cullen was fascinated, despite himself. "And abomina-
tions cannot be hidden,” he said. "They have a very dis-
tinctive appearance. And for both her soul and a demon
to jump from body to body sounds very... unusual, to say
the least. We must be vigilant that she does not attempt to
possess one of our mages!”

Bronwyn nodded slowly. "They will be warned to be
on their guard. Loghain is letting us bring several of the
Circle mages along. Any recommendations?”

A list was put together, and Bronwyn detailed Anders to
talk to Uldred and Torrin as soon as their own council ended.

"Bronwyn... " Tara asked hesitantly. "In the story, Fle-
meth is from Highever. You're from there. Is she just in a
story, or is she in real history?”

Bronwyn had been thinking that over as well. The story
had implications that made her a little uncomfortable.
Highever Castle was very old: one of the oldest in Ferelden. |
Flemeth had been the chatelaine — however unwillingly
— of the very castle that had been Bronwyn's home from
the day of her birth. It was disturbing to imagine Flemeth
presiding in the same hall where Bronwyn's father and
mother had held sway.

Nonetheless, she saw no reason not to share with them
what her tutor had taught her.




. With a self-conscious laugh, she said, "You might say
y that the Cousland family owes its rise to Flemeth. Back
| in the Towers Age, before there was a Ferelden, Highever
. was ruled by the Elstan family. They were cousins of the
i Howes. In our chronicles, it is indeed written that the last
. of the Elstans, Bann Conobar, was murdered by his wife
! Flemeth. That would have happened just after the end of
{ the Third Blight, around Towers 3:30. After his death, a
. cousin, Sarim Cousland, claimed Highever, and the Cous-
. lands have ruled there ever since. In the Black Age, Haelia
! Cousland rallied the North against the Lycanthrope Plague,
! and she was acclaimed as Teyrna. That was a hundred
§ years before the crowing of King Calenhad and the unifi-
® cation of Ferelden in Exalted 5:42. Thus, if this Flemeth is
| the same Flemeth in our chronicles, she has to be at least
| six hundred years old. I would say that even if she began
| life as a human, she can't be considered human anymore.”
!  Oghren began to chuckle. "Human or not, you're still
| related to her. I guess it's sod-all true that you can't pick
§ your relatives!”

| Morrigan snickered, glad to see someone else the center
| of such unwelcome attention.

i Bronwyn said, a bit hotly, “If we are related at all, it is
. only by marriage. Six hundred years ago.”

:  "Can't pick your in-laws either,” Oghren agreed genially.
| "Stone knows that's true!”

Anders turned to Morrigan. "That's nice. No, it's really nice.

You and Bronwyn are some sort of foster-cousins-by-mar-
riage. It's a small world, after all” Morrigan scowled at him,
not at the idea of being related to Bronwyn, but at his tone.

“There is one other thing,” Bronwyn announced. "Teyrn
Loghain wants a Warden in his party to keep watch for
darkspawn. Jowan, that's you.

"Me?" Jowan asked, his voice rising to a squeak. "With
Teyrn Loghain?”

Light laughter. Bronwyn smiled patiently. “Yes, you. It's
a very reasonable request. When we separate, you will §
stick close to him, and let him know if you sense dark- &
spawn. Once we are engaged, you can still use long dis-
tance spells on Flemeth.”

"Twouldn't mind sticking close to Teyrn Loghain,” Tara said
teasingly. "He's so very imposing. [ suppose he doesn't like elves.”

Leliana sighed, "I suppose he would not like my accent,
either. He is indeed a very impressive man. In his silverite
armor, he looks like the noblest of chevaliers, but probably
he would not like to hear that.”

Bronwyn struggled in vain against a grin. "I am quite sure
he would not. He asked specifically for a mage, and you must
not feel snubbed, Tara. I think he wanted to avoid appearing
in the least like Bann Vaughan, with his horrible behavior
toward elf women. Besides, Jowan is most junior, and is thus
the proper candidate. Don't look like that, Jowan, and don't
quail before him. He hates that sort of thing!”

Adaia whispered to Danith. The Dalish elf frowned, and §




Y then after more prodding, reluctantly spoke. "h\)/\/ould this
| dragon be vulnerable to bombs and poisons?”

Bronwyn considered this, and when she turned to reply,

| she saw a beaming Adaia, practically jumping up and

! down beside the impassive Danith.

{ "I should think,” Bronwyn said slowly, 'that such things

' might be very useful indeed.”

.  The following morning, they moved out at first light,
. barely taking the time for a hasty breakfast. Along with
! the Wardens' party, a band of Circle mages, and a com-
| pany of skilled archers, Loghain brought Cauthrien and

§ some two dozen picked men from Maric’s Shield. Trun-
> dling with surprising ease over the marshy terrain were a
| pair of light two-wheeled carts that could be handled one
. man — or dwarf each. These were laden with an assortment
{ of supplies and a cylinder filled with ballista bolts.

!  Morrigan remained at their quarters in the Tower of
| Ishal, sitting with queenly dignity by the window. When

8 the party marched out, she made herself join the excited
! Adaia in waving at their companions. They were acting
| to a certain extent to protect her, and she owed them that
. much courtesy. Anders glanced up, looking for her. She
. did not find it hard to grant him a smile.

. She had agreed to escort Adaia to and from her work at

¥ the bomb workshop, and knew to keep a sharp lookout for

ferent to whatever story the elf-girl had told Bronwyn, but
she had heard the shreds of gossip and was unsurprised.
That creature, Bann Vaughan, had leered at her as well.
Leered with more restraint than he used with the elves,
but it was still offensive. He was offensive.

What should she do with herself today? Without Bron-
wyn ‘s presence... without Anders’ near her, or the support
of the rest of the company... Morrigan confessed to herself
that she felt rather at loose ends. Teyrn Loghain had gone
with the expedition, too, and he at least could exert some
control over the mob of stupid, brutal men. There were a
half-dozen Templars in the camp, which was never a good
thing. Luckily with the large number of mages present, it
was unlikely that she would attract their attention. She
would take Adaia to her workshop, return swiftly to the
Wardens' quarters, and spend the day in pleasant privacy:
washing her hair, reading, brushing her gown, mending §
a tiny tear in one of her stockings.

Arl Bryland was in charge of the camp, and Morrigan
had been introduced to him, along with the rest of Bron- |
wyn's companions. He had been quite polite and friendly,
but he was clearly only interested in Bronwyn, who was
his near relation. Probably in an emergency it might be
possible to appeal to him, but Morrigan would prefer than
there was no such emergency.

It was tempting, so terribly tempting to shift into a
hawk and follow the Wardens back to Mother's — no, to |




§ Flemeth’s hut. She would like to see them deafwith her
. with her own eyes. She was concerned, too, lest Flemeth
. do damage to those who had befriended her. Morrigan
. had given Anders strict instructions to remain in the back
. of the party, providing support as a healer. Let the others
\ risk their foolish necks battling Flemeth. Nothing must
. happen to Anders. There was nothing she could do to pro-
| tect Brownyn and Tara, however, and she would not insult
. them with vain pleas to let others face the danger.
Bronwyn had little need of the map she and Morri-
! gan had devised together. She had been this way twice,
§ and even with the change of season it seemed perfectly
¢ familiar. No doubt Teyrn Loghain felt more secure with
| his copy, so it was hardly a wasted effort. It was a relief
' that Loghain had fallen in with her own plans so read-
| ily. She faced today's adventure with some anxiety, despite
! her pretence of cheerful calm. The additional equipment
. she carried only reassured her a little.

® A gloomy day it was: the sun shown red briefly at day-
! break below an increasing cover of dark grey cloud. The
. wind had stilled, after a stiff breeze earlier. Now it was
| ominously silent. Bronwyn concentrated and found only
| the faintest hint of darkspawn: probably a mere remnant
i of some prior incursion. They marched on, making as
§ little noise as possible. Everyone had been ordered to avoid
¢ any but the most necessary speech.

Just before the last low ridge that led to Flemeth's lair,
the party divided. Three of the mages would join the War- &
dens: Niall, Ilon, and Gwyneth. They were nervous, but
pleased to be chosen. The rest of the Circle Mages would
stay with Loghain. Jowan fidgeted before Wynne's angry
glare. Uldred smirked at him, and Torrin and most of the
rest simply look disapproving. Gwyneth, at least, gave
him a smile. He managed a small smile in return.

Loghain laid a hand on Bronwyn's forearm, and mur-
mured, "Luck in battle.” _

She smiled radiantly, cheered by the words. “You too, my lord.” §

Wardens, soldiers, mages, and archers all smirked and
nodded to each other. Bronwyn caught the glance Zevran
shared with Tara, and narrowed her eyes. Their expres-
sions instantly changed to masks of perfect innocence.
Jowan threw her a last look of appeal, and she mouthed,

"Good luck!” at him, in what she hoped was her most §

encouraging way. He did not seem comforted, and slunk
after Loghain and Cauthrien as if going to his execution.

The Wardens moved on directly, no longer attempting
to be silent. Loghain took his party along the back of the
ridge, using the tree cover, ordering some of the men to
carry the carts over the awkward terrain. They curved
stealthily around the high ground, avoiding the treacher-
ous marshes, moving to the west of the abandoned tower
shown on the map. At one point, Loghain motioned his

party to stop, and clambered cautiously up the ridge, lying §




§ flat to get a look at the killing ground.

i  When he had been here, more than half a lifetime ago,
. he and Maric had been cold and starving: too disoriented
| to take proper note of their surroundings. However, he
, did recall the witch's hut vaguely, and remembered now
. that stone wall to one side. That was the ruined tower. Fle-
! meth’s dwelling was of wood, and leaned crazily against
{ the stone. There was no one in sight. He hoped that at this
. early hour the witch was inside and not roaming about
. in animal form, discovering their plans. He slipped back
| down the ridge, stooping, and led his people on.

! His eyes met Jowan's briefly. The mage flinched and
§ looked away. They would have to have a talk. It seemed
. unlikely that Jowan had told Bronwyn of his prior deal-
! ings with Loghain. She simply was not that good at con-
! cealing her feelings. She would no doubt disapprove, if
{ she knew that he had sent Jowan as his agent to Redcliffe.
! Word had reached him that young Connor was a mage,
. and that the Arlessa was looking for an apostate mage to
§ teach the boy how to conceal his magic. His most trusted
i men had been on the lookout for an apostate who could
| be of use to Loghain. They had rescued Jowan from the
| hands of the Templars who had captured him after his
| escape from the Tower.

.  The mage had been terrified of him, but grateful —even
8 eager — for the opportunity to serve his country. The poison
¢ he had given Jowan was not supposed to kill Eamon, but

to keep him quiet and out of the political arena. How-
ever, such things happened. Either Jowan had given him
too strong a dose, or the poison was more powerful than
its reputation. Or Eamon was weaker than Loghain had
judged him. All of these things were possible. However,
after learning of Eamon's participation in Cailan's plot
against Anora, Loghain felt no regret at all at his part
in the man's death, other than the harm the debacle had
caused the innocent people of the castle and the village.

Others, of course, might feel very differently. He consid- §
ered the need for Jowan to have a fatal accident during the
current expedition. Too risky, unless a very good oppor-
tunity came his way. Bronwyn would be incensed if he
attacked any of her Wardens, just as he would be at an
attack against his own men. Perfectly natural.

Jowan walked a little faster, and muttered, just loud enough
for Loghain to hear, "Please, my lord. Don't ever tell her”

Loghain glared at the mage, but that was a mere
cover for his thoughts. So the mage had no more desire
for Bronwyn to know of the poisoning than Loghain did. §
Very convenient.

He muttered back, "You were supposed to seek me out
for your reward.”

"T don't need a reward, my lord. I'm a Grey Warden now.
Bronwyn has given me a second chance. I don't want her
to regret it

“Very well,” Loghain shrugged, secretly very pleased. "Suit |




Y yourself. I shall keep your secret as long as you keep mine.”
{ "Thank you, my lord,” Jowan whispered. "Thank you!”
| Loghain waved at him impatiently, frowning him into silence.
. They were nearly in position now, and there was no
, more time or opportunity to talk. Loghain could hear
| Bronwyn's clear voice, pitched to carry in the open air,
| and a lower, harsher female voice answering her. Fle-
. meth. Cauthrien’s eyes were on him, eager for his orders.
| He raised his hand, gesturing to the dwarves. It was time.
"So lovely Morrigan has found someone to dance to her
| tune,” Flemeth drawled. The contemptuous amusement in
8 her voice irritated Bronwyn, and she was not alone. Around
2 her, her companions tensed. She could feel the hostility radi-
| ating from Anders, behind her, glaring at the old woman.

i “We did not come here to talk, Flemeth,” Bronwyn said
¢ clearly, hoping that Loghain could hear her. Beside her,
{ Scout growled, teeth bared.

' "Really?” The Witch of the Wilds cocked her head, study-
¥ ing her. "And what are you here for? A book, perhaps?”

. Anders narrowed his eyes. Of course Flemeth would know
\ about that. Morrigan had told him that if he took nothing
| else, he must find and bring Flemeth's true grimoire back
! with him. Tara and Jowan had been informed as well. What
' they wanted to avoid, aside from being killed by this power-
§ ful mage, was for the book to fall into the Circle’'s Hands.

“"We are here to stop you, creature!” Cullen shouted.

"A Templar!” Flemeth was even more amused. "I have
known so many of your kind, over the years. Not for long,
granted, but they were invariably too weak to survive...
Her eyes, dancing with mock reproach, turned once more
to Bronwyn, "I did not think you the sort to turn on one
who had once served you well.”

"Well, it seems that great age has not made you wise,”
Bronwyn said. It sounded deplorably pert, even to her
own ears, but she wanted to get this over with.

Flemeth shrugged. "Very well. If nothing else will sat- §
isfy you... " She turned her back to them and began walk- §
ing away, up to the high ground near her hut, as if they
were of no further interest to her. Some of the Circle Mages
murmured, confused. Bronwyn had a moment of sicken-
ing doubt, wondering if Morrigan was wrong; if she had
brought Loghain and all his men here, simply to watch
her cut down a defenseless old woman. _

“Well,” Brosca demanded eagerly, “is she going to do that
thing she does, or.... Stone save us!”

The air exploded outward, like a body blow. Some of §
the smaller party members, like Tara and Danith, were
knocked back a few steps. The sudden vast bulk before
them was startling, huge, unthinkable. Bronwyn caught
her breath in a quick gasp, and shouted, “Bombs!”

The High Dragon screamed defiance with a bellow that
shook the earth. To the rear of the hut, Loghain's voice was
heard, raised in command, and then was a sudden hard §




{ slam, and then another, as two ballistae sent explosive
| bolts at the dragon on the hill. One soared over the dragon's
. haunch and drove into the marsh beyond with a crackle
. and a hiss. The other connected, and chunk of armored
| scale was blown from the creature’s vast back. It threw its
| head back and shrieked. Uldred's ice spell connected briefly,
| freezing its hindquarters. A volley of poisoned arrows cast
: a dim shadow. Some struck and bounced off the creature’s
. armor, some lodged harmlessly in cracks between the
| scales. Some struck the wings, and were deflected by the
| leathery skin. One struck the dragon near the eye, and it
| flinched, shaking its horned head back and forth. A huge
§ foreclaw rose up and batted at, finally pulling it loose.

¢ Sten had a mighty throwing arm. He lobbed a shock
! bomb at the Dragon's feet, casting blue-white sparks in a
| fearsome crackle. Bronwyn cast another, which fell a little
{ short. Still, sparks flew up and struck the Dragon's nose,
| startling it backwards. Five more bombs followed. Carver
! Hawke's bomb struck the Dragon at the top of her head,
8 spilling acid into her left eye. Flemeth shrieked again, and
{ with a tremendous downstroke, attempted to take to the air.
Cauthrien shouted, "Loose!”

i Another volley was launched. Loghain had briefed the
i archers to aim high. Under no circumstances were they to
\ risk hitting one of the ground troops.

Dworkin cackled, and fired his ballista a few seconds

blowing a bloody hole in it the size of a shield. Voldrik's
bolt would have missed entirely, had not Flemeth flapped
her right wing in an attempt to gain her balance. A flash
and a bang, and the wing joint shattered. The Dragon
ceased to be a flying creature in that moment.

Another soul-wrenching shriek. Another half-dozen
bombs struck on or near the Dragon. It shook off the
trickles of ice and acid, and faced its attackers, opening
huge jaws. It breathed in, sucking the air from the lungs
of everyone facing it, and then —

"Move!” Bronwyn screamed. "Get out of the way!”

A firestorm erupted from the dragon. Searing yellow
flames licked and pummeled them, Fire so hot that for
the first second it was painless. Alistair and Astrid threw
themselves behind their shields, letting the Dragon spend
her wrath on them.

Bronwyn lay gasping, face-down on the marshy ground, §
grateful beyond words for her dragonbone armor. Scout hud-
dled by her, whining from the pain of a scorched ear. Bron-
wyn pushed herself up on her elbows, and looked around. §
Others had not fared so well. Leliana was keening with pain,
her voice wild and unbeautiful. Tara had fallen, and rolled
down the hill, without a sound. The young Hawke boy was
not moving either. Zevran's wide, wide eyes were surrounded
by soot, as he scrambled on hands and knees.

Brosca's face was red with a glancing burn. She stood
up and said something that Bronwyn did not quite under- §




Y stand, other than it must be extremely ﬁlthy,%r Oghren
| burst out with a laugh that resembled a groan.

There was a deep, deep growl, and Bronwyn instantly
, focused on the Dragon before her. It had lowered its head,
. and was readying itself for another blast.

“Now!” Bronwyn screamed. "Follow me!”

. Alistair understood her. She ran to one side, and he to the
| other, their teams behind them, while Sten taunted the beast
| in the center, distracting it from the puny figures charging it.
. Lying on her belly on the ground. Tara raised her staff,
| briefly stunning the Dragon. It coughed, choking on its own
| fiery breath. More spells followed: paralysis spells, weaken-
8 ing hexes, Torrin's very powerful imprisonment spell, more
> ice spells. Anders could only give a glance to the battle raging
! on the hillside, as he healed Leliana’s arm and Danith’s
| broken leg. Niall moved forward in his stead, casting and
| casting as the warriors before him faced death.

. Jowan was ashamed to be relieved that he was so far
' from the fight. The best spell he could cast at this dis-
§ tance drained life from the Dragon. It was not much, but
{ he could target it precisely enough not to endanger his
| friends. It would suck that much of the creature’s life force
| every time he cast it. And it felt... wonderful. Some of the
¢ other mages saw what he was doing, and tried it as well.

:  The Dragon managed another blast of flame, but the
§ attackers had moved to the sides and Sten rolled out of the
' way... mostly. Niall cast another healing spell.

The archers and ballistae could do no more without hit-
ting allies. Loghain roared, "Charge!” and Maric's Shield
burst into a run behind him. The Dragon screamed in
surprise and alarm.

Bronwyn was aware of almost none of this. A sword and
a dagger, she found, were almost laughable weapons against
a High Dragon. It was so hard 1o stay clear of claws and the
lashing tail that she could hardly get in a stab. Hacking at
the scales was all but useless. What would work? The mages
were helping a great deal, slowing it down, not giving it time
or peace to take a deep, lethal breath.

"Cullen!” she shouted. "Give me a boost!”

The dear fellow understood her immediately. He
dropped Yusaris to the ground, and cupped his hands for
her boot. A mad scramble and a jolt, and Bronwyn was
on Flemeth's back, trying to dig in with her dagger to a
crack in the scales. The creature lurched, and Bronwyn's §
chin hit the rugged back. Teeth met on the inside of her
cheek and she tasted blood. Behind her, Brosca was yell-
ing, "Me! Me! Do me, too!” A few seconds later, a rattling |
thud announced her arrival.

Ice formed, cold and slippery, under Bronwyn's gaunt-
lets. The dragon was trying to draw a deep breath again.
Bronwyn got her feet under her and stabbed down hard
where the scales curved at the base of the long neck. Trying
to fight two-handed was insane. She frantically sheathed

her dagger, and gripped her longsword’s hilt with both §




§ hands, using all her weight to force her blade into the
| creature’s spine. How much armor protected it?

She looked up, and found herself face to face with the
. Dragon. Its head was snaked back on the long, long neck, glar-
| ing at her with hatred and malice. The dripping jaws opened...
| An acid bomb exploded in them, and Brosca shrieked.
| "Got you, bitch!”

i The dragon bellowed its anguish to the skies. Bronwyn
. tugged her useless longword out of the creature’s back, and
. clambered forward, clinging to the spikes that sprouted
! from the neck. Luckily, they were not dangerously sharp,
| and she began inching her way to the creature's head. She
§ was good at climbing, and this was like climbing... a little.
> Like climbing a wall that moved. The Dragon thrashed
! and twisted, trying to shake her off. Behind her Brosca
| laughed and whooped, crawling up behind her. Flemeth's
! head ducked down, biting at the warriors on the ground.

. It was madness: it was chaos. The Dragon’s tail knocked
§ warriors aside like toys. Brief gouts of flame blossomed
! from the gigantic jaws. One of his men screamed as he
| was stepped on. A few other dragged him aside. Foot-long
| fangs snapped where Cauthrien had been only a moment
§ before. Loghain bashed at the massive head with his
} shield. Nothing else seemed to make any impression on
# it. Bronwyn's hound had found him and was baying at

: the Dragon. taunting it. Loghain was pleased to have the

dog by his side, and hoped nothing would happen to the
animal that Bronwyn would never, ever forgive. Where
was she, anyway?

Flemeth was hurt and weakened, but still very, very
dangerous. Loghain had no idea how the Nevarrans had
done this for a living. They must have been absolutely desper-
ate. All things considered, I'd really, really rather be a farmer
than a dragon-hunter.

The head slammed down again in a frenzy, like a horse
trying to shake a burr from under a saddle. Loghain §
caught an outline of something that ought not to be on
the dragon's neck and nearly froze in his tracks. Bronwyn!

Was the girl completely insane?

He flinched aside from a strange stink. Alistair was there,
pouring something vile from a flask over his blade. Seeing
Loghain looking, the boy yelled, “You want some? It's great!”

It couldn't hurt. Quickly he offered the flat of his blade
and the boy splashed out the rest of it, and hurled the empty
flask far out into the marsh. The head was low enough
again for his blade. Loghain jabbed up and caught it under §
the jaw. The sword briefly caught against the bone, and for
a harrowing moment, Loghain was lifted off his feet.

He fell to earth with a crash of silverite, and rolled out
of the way of the pressing mill of angry, almost ineffec-
tual warriors.

No, not entirely ineffectual. The Dragon was distracted
by them. The bearded dwarf was hewing at a massive §




} foreleg with his axe. He was doing damage. An axe was
| certainly a better weapon against a dragon than a sword.
Others had seen what the girl was doing and had followed
. her lead. That blond elf was on the dragon's back, digging his
| blade into the hide just under the hip, where it was thinner. It
| seemed to slow the Dragon. Another little figure was weigh-
! ing down the dragon's neck, stabbing at it again and again.
. Loghain could not tell whether it was a dwarf or an elf.

. He felt a sudden rush of renewed strength and well-
. being. It was that mage of his, no doubt. He hoped she was
' doing likewise for everyone else.

!  Flemeth howled and lurched again. Above him, Bron-
2 wyn was clinging to one of the massive horns.

i  She was almost there. She was so very close. The Dragon
. shook her head from side to side. Bronwyn's belly roiled
! with nausea. She swallowed hard against the bile rising
{ in her throat. The horn was almost as long as she was tall.
. She lodged herself between it and the massive head, and
# crawled closer. The head dipped down. At the sudden jolt,
i Bronwyn felt like she had left her stomach behind. Frantic
' as the beast was, she could feel that it was weaker now.
| Below her in the melee, she saw people she knew. Loghain,
| utterly fearless, and Ser Cauthrien, swinging her immense
. sword. Scout was there: alive and barking. Young Carver
# was on his feet again. Bronwyn felt a fleeting relief that
' she had not killed him with this first mission.

The space between the scales was wider over the back of
the head. The creature relied on the huge horns to protect
it there. Bronwyn slid forward, groping for the joint. She
put the tip of her sword against it, braced her legs, and
pushed. And pushed...

A high-pitched shriek, surpassing anything that gone
before, rose up. Warriors clutched at their ears in agony.
The mages shuddered back, fumbling at silencing spells.
It lasted, it seemed, forever, and then was cut off abruptly.
The dragon's head fell like stone, slamming hard into
the earth. The body tottered and collapsed to the side, as
everyone screamed and pushed and rolled and thrashed
to get out of its way.

Bronwyn fell with it, half-stunned by the concussion,
clutching at her sword in a death grip. People were yelling
and cheering, laughing and hugging. She decided she should
get up from the dragon’s head and say a few words of thanks. §

She rose slowly... and then vomited a little on Flemeth's
head. Everyone was still cheering. Even dignified sorts like
Astrid and Cauthrien were cheering. Alistair and Cullen §
were slapping each other on the back. Loghain was not
cheering, but he was smiling at her. Not smiling, exactly...
more like grinning. She must be dizzy from the shock. She
wiped her mouth and gave a little wave, smiling weakly.
Maybe no one would notice the vomit.

"Boss!” Brosca slid off the dragon's shoulder and ran to
her. "Boss! You are the biggest, baddest badass of all time!” §




WA.S DIFFICULT NOT TO

Il GLOAT OVER THE THINGS HER...

M FRIENDS. .. BROUGHT TO HER FROM
: §FLEMETH'S HUT. Morrigan knelt
: by the big chest, smllmg at the contents within.

Yes, they were her friends. Some of them, anyway. Bronwyn
! and Tara, certainly. Jowan was not so bad. Anders behaved
| as if he loved her, though of course that was nonsense. What
| mattered was that they had stood by her and protected her.

| All Flemeth's rare and precious books were now hers,
| including Flemeth's true Grimoire, possibly the most
| extraordinary book of magic in all Thedas.

There were various trinkets, magical and non-magical.
| There was a curious amulet that seemed to be more deco-
| rative than useful. There was a set of fresh robes, obvi-
y ously made for her by Flemeth. Her friends were looking
' them over, for Jowan sensed some subtle enchantments
| that might be harmful. She was thinking about finding
| something else to wear anyway, as she was tired of all

* the gaping and gawkmg and gogglmg She had taken to

wearing her fine green gown here in Ostagar. It caused
the underlings to treat her with more respect. Bron- &
wyn thought she should wear light armor, but Bronwyn
thought everyone should wear armor...

There had even been a bit of coin. Bronwyn and Anders
had made certain that that was Morrigan's, too. Coin was
a very pleasant thing to have.

Bronwyn seemed to think that Morrigan should thank
everyone for their assistance, and she would do so before
they all went to dinner tonight. She would show Anders
more material gratitude afterward...

While they were gone to their Flemeth-slaying, she
had performed her own assigned duties most diligently,
shepherding that little elf. Yes, some men had followed
them, pretending to be about their own business. Mor-
rigan was not deceived for an instant. Her pride would
not permit the louts to have their way in harming the girl,
not when Morrigan herself had said they would not. She
lurked nearby in bird form for much of the day, keeping
an eye on the workshop; and then had walked back to
their quarters with the girl. She had considered a visit to
the quartermasters, but it was the sort of place where the
wrong sort could make difficulties. Morrigan did not fear
them, but she did not want to have kill some fools and
then be ejected from the camp by Teyrn Loghain. That
would be embarrassing, and would not suit her purposes
at all. Her quarters were very comfortable, and she pre- |




Y ferred that her food be prepared by servi‘[of's‘.'JI Better to

| avoid a confrontation...

And then the expedition had returned, victorious but

, battered. Bronwyn had slain Flemeth herself, which was

! most gallant and heroic. She was in a thoughtful mood,
| remarking that they had learned a great deal — mainly
| about the impotence of blades against dragonhide. The

| ballistae that Teyrn Loghain was so exercised about

. had proved of some use, though more work was needed.
. Everything was going as well as could be, all things con-
| sidered. Morrigan felt as if a huge burden had been lifted

| from her. Flemeth had raised her, acted as a parent to her,
i taught her. Was Morrigan a monster to feel not the least

E regret at her passing?

. "I I am, then so be it,” she whispered to herself. "For I
. regret it not at all”

! Rumor had it that the Girl Warden had slain the Arch-
. demon. Even some of the soldiers who had accompanied
§ the mission wanted to believe it: even those who had wit-
! nessed the transformation from woman to dragon. How
y could the Archdemon be worse than that mountain of
| flame and violence?

i Loghain heard the rumor early on, since his officers

| were trained to give him important news whether it was

§ what he wanted to hear or not. He called the nobles and
¥ senior officers into a briefing, and informed them — force-

fully — that the creature they had killed in the Wilds was
not the Archdemon, but a High Dragon that was a mani- &
festation of the creature known as Flemeth, the Witch of
the Wilds. Flemeth would have been very dangerous to
them, in time, but she was not, alas, the Archdemon. They
had kept the mission quiet so as not to alert Flemeth to
their intentions. However, they had successfully destroyed
her threat, and learned a great deal about dragon-slaying
tactics that would no doubt prove useful when the Arch-
demon eventually made its appearance.

Bronwyn attended the briefing, of course, along with
Alistair, as her Second. Her testimony supported Loghain’s,
as she fielded anxious questions and starstruck awe.

"Yes, I am sure it was not the Archdemon. This dragon
was not Tainted. I saw the Archdemon, albeit at a distance,
when I was in the Deep Roads. Although a deep chasm
separated us, that creature was larger, and disfigured by §
the darkspawn Taint. Furthermore, I spoke to Flemeth
before she transformed. She was not the Old God Urthe-
miel, but unquestionably Flemeth, whom I had met twice
before. We learned that she was planning an attack of her
own. She was a powerful mage who had lived for centu-
ries and had the power to transform into a High Dragon.
She did so, and as a High Dragon she perished.”

A red-haired officer called out, "Word is that you slew
the creature yourself, Warden!”

Loghain smiled slightly, and nodded at the gathering. "I |




§ can confirm it. It was Warden-Commander Bronwyn who
y drove her sword into the creature’s brain.”

These were not foolish young warriors, but a hum of
. admiration arose from those assembled, nonetheless.

.  Bronwyn declined to take all the credit. "While I struck
y the killing blow, I would not have got near the creature
| without the efforts of every man and woman who took part
| in the expedition. Warriors, mages, archers — our estimable
, dwarven engineers — everyone played a part in this victory.”
. Arl Wulffe growled, "Not everyone jumped on a dragon's
' back, my girl!”

! The hum grew louder, more excited. Bronwyn put up a hand.
. "[f the ballistae hadn't rendered the creature flightless,
. jumping on its back would have been a remarkably fool-
! ish thing to do!”

. Loghain snorted, nearly laughing. He had thought it a
! mad thing to do, anyway. It was a relief that the girl had
! a modicum of sense.

i Arl Bryland thought Loghain was too reserved in giving
§ Bronwyn credit. The man was always taciturn, but this
| was an extraordinary deed.

. "Your modesty does you credit, cousin, but the truth is
| the truth. Let all present hear me! I name this woman
¢ Dragonslayer, and I offer my esteem and honor to her.”

. "Hear, hear!” agreed Bann Vaughan loudly. Arl Wuliffe
® grunted approval.

The hard-bitten officers cheered. The nobles cheered,

too — even those who did not care much for the Couslands
— even those who thought Bryland was using his kin- g
ship to the Girl Warden for his own advantage. Killing a
dragon was something to cheer about, no matter who did
it. And it was, of course, an excellent reason to party hard.
S S .

"T want to tell my story before Bronwyn leaves tomor-
row,” Adaia told Tara. She had thought about it, and it was
something she could do. The more she thought about it, the
more important she felt it was to communicate this story to
people who did not understand her. She wanted important
people to hear it. She wanted Bronwyn to hear it, and those
Chantry types like Leliana and Cullen to hear it, too.

“Well," Tara said, finishing with her hair, "Go tell her. You
should do it before we go down 1o dinner, because I suspect
that dinner will evolve into a pretty wild party, and some
of our friends might be sleeping elsewhere tonight.”

"You tell her.”

"Melian Tabris, you go right over there and do it your-
self!” Tara commanded, pointing to Bronwyn, who was
slipping on the cleaner of her two Warden tabards. Tara
thought briefly that it was a shame that Bronwyn, who
had been so generous to everyone else, had no gown to
wear to this celebration.

"Don't call me that,” Adaia sulked. "I don't want to be
Melian anymore. All right... I'm going.”

Bronwyn was chatting with Brosca as Adaia approached. |




! The cheerful dwarf girl nudged the Commander who
{ looked up, smoothing her hair.

"Did you want something, Adaia?"

{ "Uhh... I'was thinking I'd like to tell my story before you go
. away. I might forget it if I have to wait until you come back."

. "Ooo! A story!” Brosca cheered. "Hey! Astrid! Oghren!
! Yeah, you, Oghren! Get your lazy backside over here.
i The kid wants to tell a story. Good idea, telling it before
. dinner,” Brosca pointed out pragmatically. "Likely we'll all
. be drunk as King Valtor tonight!”

. "People riding with me tomorrow had better be fit by
| daybreak,” Bronwyn warned, only half-seriously. Her
i team seemed fairly levelheaded, and one of the mages
> could use a rejuvenation spell in case of emergency. All
| her people deserved a celebration.

| "Allright,” she said to Adaia. “The cooks should not summon
! us so very soon. I wanted to call everyone together, anyway.”
!  They gathered by the big fireplace, and found chairs or
| chests to sit on, or leaned against the wall, or perched on the
# sills. Brosca sat cross-legged on the floor. Scout sat beside her,
: about the same height. She scratched his doggy chin, and he
{ let her. The small stone-smelling packmate was all right.
Bronwyn stood by the fire, and raised her hand for silence.
. "Before dinner, there are some things that need to be
| said. First, I hope not to be gone long. My team and I will
§ seek out Keeper Zathrian and his clan, find out where
¢ they stand on the treaty, and return as soon as possible.

It's hard to say how long that will take. While I am gone,
Senior Warden Alistair is in charge, and he has my full
confidence. Yes, you do, Alistair: don't make that face!”

Everyone laughed, even Alistair, who blushed. Adaia felt
sorry for him, and thought about patting his hand, but
then decided that would be too bold. Carver, sitting near
Adaia, scowled, He was a bit jealous of Alistair. The Senior
Warden was only a few years old than he was, and he
had the full confidence of the Girl Warden, Lady Bronwyn
Cousland. Alistair reminded him of his brother Adam, §
who Mother and Father treated as if he practically perfect
in every way. Not that he could complain to Cullen about
Alistair. They were best friends, after all. Carver wished
he was going with Lady Bronwyn, so he could show her
how much better he was than that blond ponce Alistair...

Bronwyn went on, "None of us knows when the Arch-
demon will rise. I don't sense anything imminent, and §
none of you have said anything to the contrary. If we can
continue to contain the darkspawn threat here in the far
south, then we are doing our jobs as Wardens. Everyone
keep your ears open for rumors of darkspawn incursions
elsewhere. We know there are other entrances to the Deep
Roads. It's possible the Archdemon might send a sortie up
through one of them. We can't watch them all”

She gestured at Morrigan. "Morrigan has something
she wants to say to all of you.”

The witch almost sighed loudly, and then realized that §




§ might be construed as discourteous. Instead, she rose,
| arranging the skirt of her green gown, and stood before
. them to say what had to be said. Anders was beaming at
| her, so it would certainly be worth her while.

. "I thank you all for your courage and skill at arms. Fle-
. meth is no more. 'Tis good news to me, as I shall be safe
| hereafter from her scheming. It seems only reasonable for
: me to point out that you are now safe from her too, since her
. schemes were legion and would no doubt have affected you
} at some point. Nonetheless, I do thank you, most sincerely.”
Mutters of "You're welcome,” "No problem,” sounded in reply.
! Oghren grunted, "You should thank me. My arse is still burn-
§ ing from where that stone-cursed thing breathed on me!”
Brosca gave him a shove. "Next time, don't try mooning
' a dragon!”

"Or anything, ever,” Alistair muttered, grimacing.

_ Sten remarked, "It was an interesting battle. Much was
{ learned. My people believe dragons to be extinct. That they
| are not is news that should be reported to the Arishok.”

®  "There might not be any more dragons,” Cullen pointed
{ out. "That Flemeth creature was some sort of abomination.
. While she took the form of a dragon, she wasn't really a
| dragon. Maybe real dragons are extinct.”

 "After fighting her,” Leliana shuddered, remembering
. her pain, "I certainly hope so.”

¥  Morrigan shook her head. "You do not understand the
¢ magic of shape-shifting. When Flemeth was transformed,

she was a real dragon. And the Archdemon certainly is one.
The lore of the Tevinters states clearly that the Old Gods
were dragons: intelligent, powerful dragons. We know that
the Archdemon exists. Presumably at least two more of the
Old Gods still sleep. Thus, there are certainly dragons.”

"We need more of those ballistae,” Astrid spoke up. "If
the dragon’'s wing had not been damaged, it could have
flamed us to cinders from the sky.”

Bronwyn agreed. "More ballistae are under construc-
tion, with additional improvements. We also need to con- §
sider our own weapons. At the officers’ briefing, Teyrn
Loghain discussed needed upgrades to weaponry. My
dragonbone dagger was far more effective against drag-
onhide than my silverite sword, until I found a particu-
larly vulnerable spot.”

"And some spots were more vulnerable than others!”
Zevran said. "When I was being trained, we used outlines
with the kill points marked. We should consider the nature
of the dragon carefully, and learn its kill points, too.”

"That is an excellent suggestion,” Bronwyn said. "Youre |
in charge of it, Zevran!” They all laughed. "Really, draw
the outline, and everyone needs to think about what
worked and what didn't. [ expected the belly to be softer,
but it wasn't. The joints, though, were weak spots. Anyplace
where the scales did not overlap is a possibility. That was
what I found at the back of its head, where the neck joined.”

“T'1l help him!” Carver volunteered. If he played his cards |




Y right, he might find himself with a real dragonbone sword.
y Dear brother Adam had never even seen dragonbone.
While they were talking, Loghain and a few of his
| officers appeared at the door. Loghain paused, intending
| to ask Bronwyn to come down to dinner with him. She
| appeared to be having a meeting with her people, but she
! saw him and gave him a slight nod of acknowledgment.
i He motioned that she should go on, quietly enough that
. most of her people, watching her, did not notice him. She
. smiled, and changed the subject.

"Dinner will be announced soon, so enough of shop-
| talk! We have an entertainment. Another companion has
§ a story for us! Adaia was good enough to have hers ready
t before some of us head north tomorrow. Please give her
\ your full attention.”

i  She took the big chair by the fire that Alistair had been
{ holding empty for her, and then Adaia stepped forward,
! nervous but determined. Loghain was curious. He had
. heard something about the Wardens and their stories, and
§ he moved into the room and took a seat by the door. One of
' his officers had pulled out a piece of parchment was was
| scribbling on it in pencil. It was Darnley, who was quite a
| good artist. Loghain supposed that the scene before him
¢ could be considered picturesque: the beautiful Girl Warden,
. lounging in a throne-like chair by the fire, a dog and a
§ fierce little dwarf by her feet. Beside her, her loyal and
: handsome Second, a secret son of a king. On a low stool on

her other side was that Orlesian bard of hers, whispering
to the pretty elf mage standing behind her. Dangerous and
debonair, the Crow assassin kept watch. A tall and serious
Templar leaned against the wall. An even taller and more
serious Qunari glowered from the shadows in a corner. A
pair of lovers, the man tall and blond, the woman dark
and exquisite, looked into each other's eyes. On a nearby
bench, a bearded dwart quaffed a tankard of ale, while a
handsome dwarf woman leaned forward, interested in the
story. A tattooed Dalish elf, hair cropped close, crouched §
with casual alertness, oiling her bow. Their new young
boy fidgeted near Bronwyn, eager for her notice. Farthest
away, the maleficar Jowan sat, looking longingly at the
rest, clearing wishing to be accepted as a friend and equal.
Before them all, casting dancing shadows, stood the little
city elf Adaia, long ears peeking through her shining hair.

“You may not like my story,” she whispered.

"Didn't hear you!” Oghren rumbled. "Speak up!”

“Some of you may not like my story!” she nearly yelled. Turn-
ing red, she lowered her voice a little. "But this story is
important to me. My friend Nola told it to me, and I think
she made it up, like a lot of stories she told. Even you elves
might not like it, or think it's a proper elven story, because
it doesn't take place in a forest or an ancient palace. It's
an Alienage story, so for me it's a story about home. I don't
know if I like it either, but it's important to me, and it's
important to me that I tell it to you.”




— =N N
ADAIA'S STORY OF The hANOFUL Of RushLightTs

ere was once a little girl who was wandering the streets
of the Alienage one First Day Eve. It was nearly sunset,

i and it was so cold that the sewage in the gutters was

frozen solid. Everyone who had a home to go to was eager to go

: there and stay there.

_ Andit was First Day Eve after all. The rich people were roasting
| chickens with dried apples. Others were stewing pumpkin and
* salt pork. Even the poorest people would have hot bean soup
! with a bit of smoked mutton, and barley bread to dip in it. The

§ good smells drifted the length and breadth of the Alienage, all the

® way to the gates on either side.

|  The girl lived with her aunt and her aunt’s husband, because her

| father and mother were dead, and her old grandmother had died too.

! That was when things that were already bad got a lot worse for her.

. She had been sent out into the street to sell rushlights, as she

was every day. Shems can afford candles, but rushlights are

popular in the Alienage. All you need is a penny’s worth of rushes

and some melted fat to dip them in, and they give a good steady

| light for a quarter of an hour. The girl’s aunt made them now, but
| they were not as good as the ones her grandmother used to make.
: That day, she had been told that she must sell enough rushlights
to bring home ten coppers, but she had earned only seven. She
§ was afraid of the beating her uncle would give her, so she found
} acorner when one house stuck out a little in front of another and

she crouched there, drawing her feet up under her.

Slowly, it grew dark. The street emptied, and the little girl was
alone with her handful of rushlights.

Her curling hair was sprinkled with snowflakes, and the tips
of her ears were numb. Her hands were red and blue with cold,
because she had no gloves. Her grandmother had knit her some
thick woolen mittens, but her aunt had taken those away and
given them to her own child.

She thought about going to the hahren’s house, because she
knew he would give her something to eat; but he would take her
home later, and her uncle would beat her where it didn’t show. If
she went to the orphanage, they would send her home without
taking the trouble to feed her. She had tried that before.

Her hands were so stiff that she thought that one rushlight
would do her good. She struck her flint against the wall, and
lit a rushlight. How it blazed up! It burned with a bright clear
flame when she held her hand around it. The light changed, and §
it seemed to the little girl that she was sitting in front of a big,
warm fire. She watched it popping and crackling, but just as she
stretched out her feet to warm them, the fire vanished, and she
was left sitting with a burnt-out rushlight in her hand.

She struck her flint and lit another one. It blazed up and where
the light fell on the wall next to her, she could see right through
it. She saw a big table with sturdy benches. A family was sitting
around the table, and the mother was dishing out a hearty helping
of redfish stew into everyone’s bowls. The stew smelled so good
that the poor child leaned closer. Her nose touched the cold wall, |




: and the rushlight burned out.

: So she lit another rushlight. This time she was sitting in a room
| lit for a feast. Rushlights shone all around her, warming her. She
| stretched out her hand and the lights went up and up into the sky.
} Her rushlight went out, and she realized that she was looking at
| the stars. One of the stars fell, and made a bright streak of light
| across the sky.

, “Someoneisdying,” thought thelittle girl, for her old grandmother
| had told her, “When a star falls, a soul is going to the Maker.”

_ Now she lit another rushlight, and this time she saw her
2 grandmother in a circle of flame. She saw her clear as clear could

! Dbe, looking so kind and happy.

§  “Grandmother,” the little girl begged. “Take me with you! I'm
. afraid you'll vanish when the rushlight goes out!”

_ To keep her grandmother with her, she lit her whole handful
| of rushlights. A circle of light surrounded and warmed her. Her
! grandmother had never looked so beautiful. She lifted the little
| girl in her arms and together they soared away, far, far above the

§ world, to a place where there was no more cold or hunger or pain.
o In the morning, the little girl still sat there in the corner between
! the houses, frozen dead, with a handful of burnt-out rushlights in
! her hand.

1 The elves of the Alienage shook their heads sadly. Some said,
| “She must have tried to warm herself.” And others added, “She’s
| inabetter place now.”

1 Her aunt found the seven coppers in the girl’s pocket and put
them in her own. The morning after First Day, the rubbish men

came to take her away, for there was no money for a pyre. Her
body was still frozen as they tipped her into the sea.
S

Silence held every man and woman in the room in its
grip. Danith strode away from the group and frowned out
the window, terribly upset. How could elves treat a pre-
cious child in such a way? "It must be the influence of the
shemlens they live among,” she muttered.

Equally upset, Alistair burst out, “That's horrible!”

Adaia’s face crumpled. To forestall tears, Tara said, "You
told it beautifully, but it's so, so sad... ”

"Yes,” murmured Leliana. "Very sad. Still, sometimes one
needs a story that pierces the heart. The story is composed
very well, with many fine and poignant details.” She mur-
mured 1o herself, "especially the falling star, which I shall
use in future... ”

"Tthink,” Bronwyn ventured, uneasy at showing how much
the story had moved her, "that we were all expecting the story
1o end with someone coming to rescue the little girl”

Adaia stared at her blankly. So did the dwarves. Brosca
especially, had no problem accepting that some children
would never be saved. She had seen plenty of them herself in
Dust Town. Stone knew that she had nearly been one of them.

"Children die,” Morrigan said coldly. "Children die every
day, and the world goes on. No one can pretend it is not so.”

"Then that is a scandal,” pronounced Sten, his face a storm
of disapproval. "A scandalous waste of your most valuable |




{ resources. Children should not be wasted in such a way. If
| you southern peoples do not want your children, send them
| to the Qunari, and we will train them according to their
| abilities, and put them to useful labor.”

. Anders spoke up, and asked Adaia, "Do you really believe
. that child is in a 'better place?"”

.  Adaia burst out, "No! I mean... I hate that kind of talk! It
: makes me crazy! What kind of world is it when people say
y a child is better off dead?”

Uncertainly, Cullen began, "The Chantry says — "
Adaia interrupted him, "My friend Nola died begging
| the Maker to save her, and he didn't! She made up the
§ story, soIleave that bit in, and it really is the sort of stupid
¢ thing people say, but [ hate it!” She took a deep breath. "I
| hate it. It's wrong.”

| Zevran said softly, "Mia bella, your story was beauti-
! ful, and moved many hearts. That is why everyone is so
| stirred by it. Perhaps none of us will ever again dismiss a
. beggar child so easily, " He bowed grandly. "I thank you.
8 "Yeah,” Brosca agreed. "I liked that story. Usually in Dust
! Town the kids just starve to death, or the parents put the
| babies out in the Deep Roads if they can't afford to feed
i them.” She asked Cullen, "Does freezing to death hurt?”

| "It wasa fine story,” Bronwyn decided. "Thank you Adaia.
. 1shall never forget it."

¢ Alistair nudged Bronwyn, and jerked his head toward
¥ the door. Bronwyn rose, politely smiling, but still some-

what distressed.

"Teyrn Loghain!”

All her people either looked at the floor or stole little sig-
nificant glances at each other; or they stared shamelessly,
not wanting to miss a thing. Loghain's officers, deplor-
ably, were only marginally better behaved. Alone among
them, Ser Cauthrien was coolly impassive. Bronwyn was
immensely grateful to her.

Loghain gave Bronwyn a faint smile. "They sounded
the dinner bell some time ago. I thought Wardens were
always hungry.”

“We are always hungry, my lord,” Bronwyn laughed,
falling into step beside him. "I want to eat heaps.”

Heaps were certainly being served, along with seem-
ingly unlimited amounts of wine and ale. Wardens and
soldiers and engineers fell to with gusto. The wine served |
at the head table was the good kind, too, and Loghain
unbent sufficiently to permit the servant to fill his goblet
for the fourth time. He was feeling uncommonly relaxed, |
and thoroughly enjoying the company of the young
woman beside him.

Bronwyn, on the other hand, was not relaxed at all.
Loghain’s presence disturbed her. They were so crowded
together at dinner that they touched, over and over again.
When his thigh touched her it was most distracting:
like little hot darts of lightning. There was a ridiculous |




Y warmth in her belly, seeping down, luring her into mind-
| less complacency —

She would have none of it. She was in control of herself.
. She was not a little elf girl to be bullied or forced by an
, arrogant noble; she was not a silly woman to be seduced by
| a cup of wine and a reputation. She had trusted him, and
! he had insulted her, and she had not forgotten or forgiven
. him. She sipped slowly at her wine, and brooded over it.

. She had always been what people called "a good girl."
| She was the greatest prize in Ferelden — at least before she
. became a Grey Warden. Mother and Father had told her
| that, over and over again. It was important to do noth-
§ ing foolish to lessen her worth. People loved to gossip,
¢ and would make up ridiculous, even malicious stories
| on the slightest provocation. The daughter of the teyrn of
. Highever must be above reproach.

.  Even when she was far away, she learned that people
! were still gossiping about her. Here and there — even from
. Duncan — she had heard what had been said, all those
¥ long years when she been kept from Court, proving her-
| self a good girl to Father, over and over again. People had
| said she had borne a bastard, that she had a disgusting
| disease, that she had gone mad, that she was half-witted,
| that she was besotted with the King.

. A good girl. She had been good — oh, yes — and it hadn't
# protected her reputation at all. It mattered not a particle
: that she listened to Mother’s advice about never being

overly friendly to Rory Gilmore and the rest of the young
knights and squires at Highever.

“It wouldn't be fair to them, dearest,” N\other had explained.
“VYou mustn't raise hopes you cannot fulfill. You are so pretty that
it's only natural for young men to be attracted to you, and want
to... kiss you. If you flirted with them, you could make them very
unhappy and uncomfortable.”

Gently, Mother had explained certain things about men
to Bronwyn: how distressing men found it to be refused
when a woman had aroused... expectations. Nice women...
true noblewomen... did not do those things to men. Those
were the sorts of heartless tricks used by wicked Orlesian
females to manipulate men... and even other women.

“But you flirt with Father,” Bronwyn had pointed out, “I've
seen you get your way by teasing him and batting your eyes!”
She refrained from adding “and losing your temper...”

“Your father is my husband,” Eleanor Cousland smirked. §
“It's not like I'm making him any false promises. When you're
married you'll understand.”

And her tutor Aldous had played his part, too. Bronwyn
loved to hear about the great women of Ferelden: about the
Rebel Queen Moira, Haelia Cousland, Lady Shayna, Rowan
of Redcliffe; even about Sophia Dryden before she went to
the bad and induced the Grey Wardens to attack the right-
ful king. She learned about great women of other lands,
too: the Assassin Queen of Antiva, the ruling Empresses of
Orlais, the devious female magisters of Tevinter.




«  What successful women leaders had in common, she
{ discovered, was that their personal lives were generally
. chaste — or at least appeared to be, and when they ceased
| to be chaste, things went rapidly downhill for them.

:  Soldiers, Aldous had taught her, might enjoy the com-

. pany of loose women, but they generally did not respect

: them, nor would they follow them with the kind of blaz-
| ing loyalty inspired by a young widow like Moira or an
. avowed virgin like Empress Blanchefleur.

.  Uncomfortably, she wondered how much of the virtue she
| prized in herself was inspired by fear: fear that she would
! bear a bastard; fear that she would disappoint her parents,

8 or make herself a laughingstock; fear that she would be

. despised by her social inferiors; fear that she would lose the
| respect of those she led. Fear, too, that the man she allowed
. liberties would lose interest, or prove false, or hold her up
| to ridicule. It had prevented her from seeking comfort from
! Alistair or Cullen or any of the attractive men she com-
¢ manded. She was not likely to change that now.

¢ She studied her cup, and held on to her self-control as
{ Loghain’s thigh brushed against hers again. If he ever
! kissed her, and then mocked her; if she offered him her
| heart, and he disprized it—she would kill him. There, that
{ was a solution. It might be ridiculous, and the result of too
! much wine, but the determination made her feel much,

# much better. If he betrayed her, she would kill him.

"This, I swear,” she muttered.

Loghain, tossing the torpid Scout yet another treat, gave
her a brief, puzzled glance.
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After two hours of feasting and drinking, Arl Leonas
Bryland was red-faced, and more than a little past his
measure. Loghain regretted that he had let the man know
of the plan to send Bronwyn to Denerim first. He clearly
could not be trusted with wine in him.

"Call on Habren, won't you, Bronwyn? ['ve got a letter for
her. And for my boys, too. They need to know I'm thinking
of them. Werberga means well, but she lets Habren get
away with too much. Their tutor is supposed to put a rein
on that with Corbus and Lothar. I'll wager the boys would
be thrilled to be visited by the Girl Warden.."

Werberga was his older sister. Loghain repressed a
shudder. The woman had spoiled the daughter rotten, and

was probably doing likewise with Bryland's young sons. §

The man should have married again, but word was that
Werberga wouldn't have it, and had made the lives of any
woman Bryland courted a living hell. She should have
long ago been put in a coach and deposited at a distant
manor, but Bryland was tender-hearted...

Vaughan was flushed with wine, too, and with other
things, very likely. He was glaring at the Wardens, most
especially at the elf girl. It was lust, certainly, but rage
was there as well: rage and naked cruelty. Some people
could not bear for anyone to thwart their desires. It was




Y not uncommon among nobles.
\  Quite a few of the Wardens were beyond tipsy as well.
| The little dwarf girl was sitting in the former Templar's
| lap, playing with his hair. For his part, the Templar was
. gazing longingly at the pretty elf mage — Tara — yes, Tara,
. the one Bronwyn thought so well of. She was flirting
. with the blond Crow assassin. His attentions were divided
| among nearly every female at that table, but perhaps he
. gave Tara more notice than the others.
.  The dwarf warrior Oghren’s eyes were glazed, and he
would probably be under the table fairly soon. The exiled
| dwarf princess was far more in command of herself, and
! was talking, quietly and forcefully, to Alistair: touch-
. ing his arm for emphasis. The boy blushed every time.
{ Loghain snorted into his goblet. Not much like his father.
. Maric would have had the woman in a dark corner by
. now. Of course, she was not an elf...
.  "Oh, how nice!” Bronwyn said to Bryland. "Leliana is
| going to sing. She’'s wonderfully talented.”
!  The bard was going to sing. She had her lute with her and
! was strumming opening chords. Maker's Breath! She was
' comely creature — for an Orlesian — and had a fine voice,
| he supposed. Being a bard was what Bronwyn had taken
' her on for, after all. He scowled at the bottom of his cup,
. annoyed that he could not find fault. And she was singing
§ an old Ferelden song, too. He might as well relax and enjoy it.
A holiday, a holiday,

The first one of the year
King Arland’s wife came to the Chantry
The priests’ singing for to hear.

And when the chanting it was done
She went out the Chantry door
And there she saw Ser Kerran Loys,
And desired him full sore.

“Come home with me
Ser Kerran Loys,
Come home with me tonight.

Come home with me
My own true love,
And sleep with me tonight.”

Of course it all ended badly, with the two lovers waking
to find King Arland standing at the foot of the bed. There
followed a bloody duel, and the Queen pinned to the wall
with the King's longsword. It was quite a beautiful song, §
though, and the chorus was bewitching.

“Come home with me

Ser Kerran Loys,

Come home with me tonight.
Come home with me

My own true love,

And sleep with me tonight.”

Bronwyn toyed with her own goblet, and would not
meet his eyes. She was blushing. He had a great deal to say |




§ to her before she left in the morning, and if she was no
| longer hungry, then there was no more reason to remain
| at the table, drinking themselves into insensibility.

| Thesong was ending, to great applause. Loghain caught
. Bronwyn by the hand.

. "Come with me."

.,  Her shocked face revealed that she had been listening
} to the song. He could not resist a brief smirk. Then he
| pulled himself together and rose, not letting go of her
! hand. "Come. I want to give you Anora’s letter. And you
| need a secure cipher.”

Most of the hall was wrapped up in private concerns,

§ and was just this side of losing all restraint. Loghain
? tugged her hand again, liking the feel of it. She wanted
! him, did she not? They should certainly get to know each

! other better before she went galloping off again. She was,
{ he admitted to himself, not just a desirable young woman,

{ but his most important ally. He must bind her to him by
| any means possible.

®  "Bring your goblet,” Loghain said. "In case you want to
{ throw it at me again.”

.  Bronwyn decided that he had definitely had too much to
, drink. She considered setting Scout on him, but the mabari
! was asleep at her feet and snoring. There was no help to be
. had there. Struggling against Loghain would only attract
§ more attention. He was closer to her than a man had a

dinner: the musk of an active man, mixed with good, plain
soap and the lavender his shirts were done up with. She
went upstairs with him, her hand still in his.
SN
Loghain closed the door behind them. Bronwyn very
casually withdrew her hand and moved away, so nervous
that she felt ready to jump out of her own skin.
How tiresome men were! And for all that he was a hero,
and a splendid warrior, and even quite a bit cleverer than
most people she knew, Loghain had turned out to be... a §

man. After a few cups of wine, men were ready to fight... §

or feel up the first girl that came their way. Loghain
seemed to be more the latter sort.

Perhaps she was being too harsh. He did not seem the
sort to force himself on just any girl. He had standards,
presumably, since he was not gossiped about, other than
in connection with Bronwyn herself. :

She set her goblet down. Loghain lifted the decanter on
his desk and raised his brows at her.

"T don't think either of us needs any more to drink,” she
said flatly.

That drew a rueful smile from him. "Perhaps not.”

Loghain studied her, pushing away the wine's pleasant
haze. The girl was as skittish as an ill-treated mare, wary as a
trapped vixen ready to bite, glaring at him as if she expected
him to make a grab for her, and clearly not liking the idea.

Fancy him she might, but she was also young, and |




! proud, and clearly inexperienced. Rowan had been like
| something like her: the Rebellion had given Arl Ren-
| dorn Guerrin's daughter plenty of practice at leadership
| and swordsmanship, and done nothing at all for her self-
| image as an attractive woman. He needed to put Bronwyn
, at her ease, somehow. Well, then, to business: she seemed
} to have no trouble with that.

.  Heunlocked his correspondence chest. "Here is the letter
| for Anora. In it, I tell her that I trust you, and urge her to
. do likewise. [ lay out the plot, and how you have thwarted
| it thus far. Put this letter into no one else’s hands,” Loghain
| said sternly. "It must reach her”

"So it shall,” Bronwyn assured him.

“"While you're at it,” he said, handing her two more
| sealed parchments. "Here's a letter for my seneschal in the
| city, and another to the commander of the Palace Guard.
! They are loyal to me, and you can rely on them. And here,”
! he said significantly, adding a thin parchment to the pile,
| "is a cipher for you to use if you need to send me a message.
# What else do you plan to do when you're in Denerim?”

. She had thought it over at length. "After I see the
. Queen, I'll be largely at her disposal. Depending upon
| what she needs, I also hope to make a thorough survey
i of the Warden Compound and see what could be of use to
' my people. I've promised to pay a social call on my Bry-
# land cousins. There's certainly no harm in keeping their
: friendship. I want to visit Master Wade and give him a

number of commissions. [ have an idea for some weapons
to use against dragons, and he's not afraid of innovation.”

Loghain snorted, "Hardly!”

"I was thinking of a kind of short lance or spear. Some-
thing with a long tip and good penetration. Maybe some-
thing that will tangle up their feet or their wings. Also,
something to help me keep my footing if I'm demented
enough to jump on one again.”

He gave her a dark half-smile, that for some reason
filled her with confidence. He understood what she was
getting at, and thought her ideas were all right.

"Then,” she said, "T'll scour the libraries and bookshops of
Denerim for anything about the Nevarran dragon-hunters.
I can have my people do quite a bit of that. Meanwhile,” she
said, taking a breath, "T also want to see my brother. If [ can
make time to help him in any way, obviously I want to.”

"Where does your brother stand in all this?" Loghain |
asked, light eyes fixed on hers.

"Beside me in all things. The Couslands will not endure an
Orlesian marriage. Fergus will have his rightful revenge on |
Howe, and then bring the North in line. Chaos is what the
Orlesians wanted, but he will yet see them disappointed.”

He gave him a brusque nod, satisfied. It was the most he
could hope for. He regretted the loss of Howe, who was a
brave and cunning man. Had he not fallen prey to a bard,
he would have been a valuable ally. The die was cast, how-
ever: Loghain could not have both Couslands and Howes. |




i He must choose wisely; and in this situation there was
| really no longer any choice at all. "And Alistair will lead
| the Wardens remaining in Ostagar. I hope he's up to it.”

{ "I think you'll be pleasantly surprised. We've already
. worked a way to arrange scouting. Of course, I want to
| keep someone in camp at all times, unless Adaia actually
| goes on patrol with them.”

! "Adaia... also known as Melian Tabris. Vaughan won't let
. go of his vengeance. Do you know what the issue is there?”
. 'He wanted to rape her, and she got away. Her cousin
| and friends were not so lucky, and some of them died. He
| still wants to rape her, and then kill her, I suppose.”
"That's her story?”

2 "It's easy enough to verify. She gave me the name of
| the priest who officiated at her wedding — the one that
. Vaughan broke up in his quest for ‘elf whores. I shall find
! Mother Boann and ask her for her version. Something
! else on my to-do list in Denerim. At any rate, I already
! believe Vaughan to be a genuinely vile human being. Yes,
# yes, we need him. I understand.”

| "Bronwyn,” Loghain sighed. “When you know the things
' I know about the Ferelden nobility, you'll understand that
! most of them are genuinely vile human beings. Nonethe-
§ less, I'll keep an eye on Vaughan, and your little seller of
. rushlights as well.”

¢ He picked up his chair and moved it over to another by
¢ the fire, kicking it to face his own. "Sit with me,” he said,

gesturing to the girl. He realized immediately how that
sounded. "Please.”

Cautiously, she sat, pressed against the back of her chair,
her head cocked like a wary she-wolf. He leaned forward,
hands gripping the arms of his chair, his knees nearly
touching hers.

"You need to make more Wardens,” he told her, very seri-
ously. "And you need to recruit more Wardens capable of
taking the initiative, not charity cases. If you find ways
to jump on the back of a raging dragon, share them with §
your people. The duty of slaying the Archdemon is not
yours alone.” He saw her frown, and pressed the matter.

"Yes, I noticed that it was you who found the way to strike
the killing blow against Flemeth. You told me what that
means when facing the Archdemon. There is no reason
why it must always be you. Do not withhold these tactics
and weapons from your people, in order to protect them. §
They are not children. Respect them, and give them their
chance at honor. For that matter, one of the mages might
have got lucky with one of those concussive spells.”

Bronwyn looked annoyed, and then nodded reluctantly.

"You do understand that I am their leader, and that [ am

not going to hang back and send someone off to die simply
to preserve my own life?”

"Of course I do!” he snapped. "On the other hand, you don't
have to stage-manage your own death! Let the others take
their chance. Take your own, for that matter, but don't treat |




{ the sacrifice of the Wardens as your personal death sentence.
. What if something happened to you that would make you
. unable to face the Archdemon when it comes? Would you
| leave your people unarmed out of your own vanity?”

. Don't call me vain!” she shouted, trying to rise. He
. caught her wrists, holding her down.

. "What would you call it? Do you believe that you are the
. destined Hero of legend: the only warrior of your genera-
. tion capable of saving the world?”

i "You make me sound ridiculous!” She glared at him, but
| she was not rejecting his words.

i "If you were so arrogant as to believe such a thing, then
§ you would be. I think you're a more sensible girl than that.
E A Grey Warden must kill the Archdemon, and in so doing,
| die. I understand that. It might well be you, but it might
| also be another. In that case, the Blight will be over, and
{ what will you do then, Bronwyn Cousland? What will you
: do with yourself after the war?”

. She could not bear the intensity of his gaze. "What if there
§ is no 'then?"” she whispered. "What if there is no ‘after?"”

| "There always is.” He gripped her harder and gave her
| a little shake. "There always is. I've been through this. I
| know what it's like to have your life consumed by war,
. and not be able to see beyond it. I know what it's like to
| feel that this — this —is the way it's always going to be. But
§ there is a future, and you have to be ready for it. Maker
¢ knows I wasn't, and I was caught flat-footed when there

were no more Orlesians to skewer. But [ found other duties,
other ways of living. So will you.”
She sighed, and her gaze drifted away into the shadows.

"T will always be a Grey Warden. There is no escape.”

“Yes,” he agreed, very patiently, "but you will have done
your duty, and can leave both leadership and active duty to
others. What is Weisshaupt going to do? Send the Warden
guard after you? I think not. Once the Blight is over, there
is no reason you cannot make what you wish of the rest of
your life.” He paused, and then took the plunge. "You made
a bargain with your father: one that he planned to discuss
with me, I understand. Are you still interested in it?”

Shocked, she felt herself burning with embarrassment.

“Who told you that?"

“Your cousin Bryland really cannot be trusted with infor-
mation after two cups of wine. We must both remember that
in future. Your father did not, and confided in him. He told §
me. He expected your brother Fergus to broach the matter
with me months ago. In fact, he thinks your brother did so.”

"Let go of me,” she said suddenly. He did, and she cov- |
ered her face with one hand, leaning wearily on the arm
of her chair. He gave her a moment to compose herself,
wondering if she had completely changed her mind. If so,
it was better to face it at once.

"My father,” she said, her voice muffled and bitter, "My
father never intended to keep his word to me. Another

thing I discovered in Denerim that night. He had other §




! plans for me — plans he preferred to my own. I do not
y wish to discuss them, for they are dust and ashes now. Do
| not speak of my father’s plans.”

“Then what of your own... wishes?”

. She lowered her hand and looked at him, her eyes red
. and damp. "I wish that none of this had happened. I wish
! I could go home.” She waved a hand, silencing the wise
. words ready on his lips. "I know... I know. Yes, if you are...
| interested, then so am I. I've already invested years and
, years in you, after alll It's expecting a bit much for me to
| start over with someone else. But,” she glared at him, a
| single tear trailing down her scarred cheek like a glitter-
§ ing jewel in the firelight, "you must never, ever call my
. family traitors! Not ever again!”

. "l understand,” he murmured, reaching out to wipe the
| tear away, his finger stroking down the scar to the fine,
| firm jaw.

"Twon't live more than thirty years at the most,” she said.
"T don't expect that much myself,” he replied.

* "—andImay be barren,” she whispered, acknowledging
{ the grief of it. "It's a Warden thing.”

. "I have a child,” he pointed out. "T am looking for a friend
! and a companion. A... lover,” he admitted. "Not a breed-
! ing mabari. Speaking of which, do you think Scout will
. approve?”

"If you keep stuffing him with smoked boar,” she smiled.

think I would like some wine, after all.”

He went to his writing table, and poured the strong
Antivan red into her goblet. She followed him and watched,
silent and tense, her breath quick. They gravely touched
their cups together, the silver ringing out a plangent note.
They drank.

She hardly knew herself. After a time he took her cup
away from her and set it aside. Then he moved closer, and
she felt him against her, a man against a woman.

His strong arms held her fast, the heat of his body join- §
ing with hers, the pulse in his throat flickering against
her mouth. Somehow his lips were testing hers, drawing
her will from her. The soft sound she made must have
pleased him, for the kiss deepened, lengthened, and the
pressure against her became intoxicating and urgent.

"Wait,” she murmured. "Wait."” He looked down at her,
pale eyes fierce and hungry. She licked her lips. "If you
laugh at me later... if you betray me... if you forsake me, I
shall stab you right through the heart.”

"Of course,” he agreed gently, drawing her into the dark- |
ness of his bedchamber. He must be gentle. This must go
well. And she was not the first virgin to come to him, after
all. "Of course. And I'd do exactly the same.” The words
pained him, even in this moment of victory; a memory
of Maric, grief-stricken, pinning the traitor Katriel to the
wall with his sword. "Right through the heart.”




LORD Teyenr”

The shout, surprisingly, was

H audible above the hellish noise

: i of Fergus' troops as they dug in

. around Vigil's Keep.

He turned to hear the exultant captain’s report.

"My lord, the Packtons’ manor is ours! Our raid took

| them completely by surprise. Lady Liza and her men are

| prisoners, and her cousin Lord Simon is dead. We found

. her granaries and cellars well-stocked. The teamsters are

| retrieving much of the supplies even now.”

“Well done,” Fergus replied. "We'll be glad of it, if we're
here as long as I anticipate.”

. He did not expect this to be easy, but the brief clash
| along the Pilgrim's Path yesterday had raised his men's
{ morale. Howe had set a trap for them, but had not reck-
y oned on Fergus expecting it, and having sent out some
| excellent scouts the day before. Without alerting the enemy,
| they had reported back, and Fergus had sent some light-

® armed skirmishers out to surprise Howe's men, while he

advanced with his main body.

The ambushers had themselves been ambushed, and
Howe's foot soldiers were slaughtered. Thomas Howe and
some of his knights had managed to break away, and there
had followed a running fight north. A few brave men had sac-
rificed themselves; more of them were picked off by mounted
archers. Fergus reckoned that only a handful had survived
to reach the Vigil. He had not seen Thomas' body among the
slain. Perhaps it was weak of him, but he was relieved.

Thomas had been the little tag-along brother: the one §
who had pestered everyone, wanting to join in all their
fun. He was only a few years younger than Bronwyn, but
she had managed to make herself part of the older crowd.
They had never been close, but Fergus was sure that Bron-
wyn would not relish Thomas' death.

Nor Delilah’s, for that matter. Fergus' spies were sure
she was at Vigil's Keep, probably in the same tower cham- §
bers her mother had favored. Fergus wondered if some
of Rendon Howe's ire had stemmed from Fergus reject-
ing a match with Delilah, and choosing for himself on |
that long, exciting journey to Antiva. Delilah was a nice
girl, but marrying her would have been like marrying
his sister — though without all the hot temper, swordplay,
and competitive spirit, to be sure.

Howe's fortress was strong; but not so strong as Howe
believed. Fergus knew the place well from childhood,
and had made good use of his enforced wait in Denerim, |




Y thinking through a workable strategy. The Hiﬁner Keep
 was strongly fortified, but the outer works were weak: too
| spread out, and too dependent on a low wooden palisade.
| On the other hand, Howe might be well fixed for water
i and food: Fergus expected nothing else. They would dig
| in here, build counterworks, and Howe would be trapped.
. In fact, Howe was trapped already. There was no back-
! door to Vigil's Keep. Fergus had learned the lessons of
. Ostagar well, and had taken on a team of dwarven engi-
, neers, telling them that he wanted the best siege engines
! his money could buy. He could not hold this force together
| indefinitely. He must make quick progress, or his mercu-
¥ rial King would be wanting his troops back.

®  After a brief consultation, and some sketches of what
| was being done at Ostagar, his engineers agreed that they
{ could devise weapons that would make Rendon Howe's
| life very miserable indeed, and his tenure of Vigil's Keep
| briefer than perhaps he had planned.

. The dwarves were gloating now, smirking at the stone
# defying them. Their foreman approached Fergus, grinning.
. "Sandstone, lord,” Galtak chuckled. "The place is built
¢ of sandstone. Proof against arrows and swords, but not
| against dwarven wit! After a week of our trebuchets, it
: will melt like butter. Granite would have been trouble, but
' this...” he shook his head.

you be ready for my signal today?”
"We'll earn our gold, my lord, no fear!” the dwarf gave a
little bow, and went back to his men, still laughing
Howe's men were shooting from the palisades. Fergus
shrugged. Let them. They were wasting bolts and arrows,
and doing him no harm at all. He called for his squire.
"Tyrone!” Fergus smiled down at the eager young lad.

‘Tm going to change my armor. I want to look my best

when I issue my challenge to Arl Howe."
In an old chest lay a suit of silverite plate, lovingly pre- §
served and carefully reworked to fit him well. It had been
worn by his father the day he refused a kingdom. It had
been worn by his grandfather when he defied the Emperor
of Orlais. It had been worn by his great-grandfather, Aong-
has Cousland, to the tournament where he had won the
heart of K