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In the absence of light, shadows thrive.
—Canticle of Threnodies 8:21

Less than a year earlier, the only way Duncan would have seen the
inside of a palace would have been at the sword-point of a prison
guard. Perhaps not even then. In Orlais, lowly street thieves didn’t
receive the benefit of a judgment handed down personally by the
local lord. There, the best one could hope for was a bored magis-
trate in a dingy courtroom as far away from the glittering estates
of the aristocracy as they could manage.

But this wasn't Orlais, and he wasn't just a street thief any
longer. He was inside the royal palace in Denerim, the capital city
of Ferelden ... and he was not particularly impressed.

The city was gripped in the winter winds that blew in from the
south, and Duncan had never been so cold in his entire life.
Everyone in Ferelden wrapped themselves up in thick leathers
and furs, trudging heedlessly through the snowy streets, and yet
no matter how much clothing he wore he could still feel the chill
right down to his bones.

The palace was little better. He had hoped for some warmth
here, at least. Perhaps a few mighty hearths with fires blazing,
enough to keep the place toasty warm. But no, instead he was
left sitting alone on a bench in a hall with frosty stone walls that
loomed high overhead. There were probably pigeons nesting in
the wooden rafters, judging by the filthy floors, and he saw little
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about in the way of ornamentation. These Fereldans liked their
doors large, solid, and made of oak. They liked their wooden
sculptures of dogs and their smelly beer and they even seemed to
like their snow. Or at least that was what he had been able to tell
in the day or so since hed arrived.

What they didn’t like were Orlesians. There had been only a
handful of palace servants and functionaries that passed through
the hall while he waited, and all of them had shot him glances that
ranged from suspicion to outright hostility. Even the two elven
maids that came through with shy eyes and nervous twitters had
stared at Duncan as if he were surely about to run off with the sil-
verware.

Still, it was possible that all the looks might have had nothing
to do with the fact that he was from Orlais. He didn’t look the
part, after all. His swarthy skin and mop of dark hair marked him
as Rivaini, for one. The black leather armor he wore was covered
in straps and buckles, running all the way up his arms and legs in
a manner far removed from the more practical local style. Not to
mention the twin daggers on his belt that he didn't bother to hide.
None of those things marked him as a reputable person, not by
Fereldan standards.

Really, if anyone was staring at him it should have been for the
grey tunic he wore, adorned with the symbol of a rearing griffon.
In any other nation in Thedas that griffon alone would have drawn
raised eyebrows and nervous glances . . . but not in Ferelden. Here
it was all but unknown.

Duncan sighed listlessly. How much longer was he going to have
to wait?

Eventually the great wooden door at the end of the hall swung
open and admitted a female elf. She was petite even for her kind,
almost waiflike, with short mousy brown hair and large expressive
eyes. She looked annoyed, as well, which didn't surprise Duncan
in the least. As a mage, she would have drawn more stares even
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than he. Not that she dressed much like a mage, eschewing their
traditional robes for a hauberk of finely meshed chain and a long
blue linen skirt, but she did carry her staff with her. It was pol-
ished white, with a silvery ball clasped in a claw at its end that
gave off a constant and diffuse flow of magical power. She brought
it everywhere.

The elf strode across the hall toward him, her boots clicking on
the stone floor loud enough to echo. Her annoyed expression gave
way to amusement as she reached him.

“Still here, I see,” she chuckled.

“Genevieve would cut off my feet if I went anywhere.”

“Ah, poor Duncan.”

“Shut up, Fiona,” he snorted. His rejoinder lacked heat, how-
ever. He knew the elf probably did have some sympathy for
him ... well, a little, perhaps. Maybe a smidgen. There simply
wasn't anything she could do to help him. He sighed and glanced
up at her. “Did you see the Commander?”

Fiona nodded soberly toward the door behind her. “She’s still
negotiating with the captain of the city watch, thanks to you.”

“Negotiating? She does that?”

“Well, /e’ negotiating. She’s staring him down and not budg-
ing an inch, of course.” Fiona regarded him with a raised eyebrow.
“You're rather lucky, all things considered, you know.”

“Yes, lucky,” he sighed, sinking dejectedly back down onto his
bench.

They waited for several minutes, the mage leaning on her white
staft next to him, until finally the sound of voices approached from
beyond the doors. They slammed open and two people entered.
The first was a white-haired woman, a warrior in formidable-
looking plate armor that covered her entire body. Her face was
sharp and worn with many years of command, and she strode with
the powerful confidence of one who expected no impertinence
and usually found none.
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The second was a dark-haired man in the resplendent yellow
robes marking him as First Enchanter Remille of the Circle of
Magi, the ranking mage in Ferelden. It was perhaps odd, then, that
his pointed beard and the waxed curls of his mustache marked him
as an Orlesian. The sort of man, Duncan assumed, that believed
he could fare far better away from the Empire, even if it meant
assuming a position of authority in a backwater nation that had
thrown oft Orlesian rule only eight years ago. At least in this case,
his belief seemed to be correct.

The mage simpered after the warrior, and she did her best to
ignore him. “Lady Genevieve’—he wrung his hands nervously—
“are you certain—"

She paused, spinning about to glare at him. “You may call me
Genevieve,” she snapped. “Or Commander. Nothing else.”

“My apologies, Commander,” he quickly assured her. “Are you
certain that was necessary? Your order does not wish to antago-
nize King Maric, after all. . ..”

“We have already antagonized King Maric.” Genevieve shot a
withering glance in Duncan’s direction, and he did his best to
shrivel up out of sight behind Fiona. “And our order will bow to
no authority, especially not some foolish watch captain who be-
lieves he possesses more power than he does.” She cut oft further
protest by marching over to where Duncan sat.

He avoided her glower. “I trust you are satisfied?” she demanded.

“Maybe if I'd gotten away with it.”

“Don’t be a child.” Genevieve gestured sharply for him to rise
and he reluctantly did so. “We did not come to Ferelden to engage
in nonsense, as you are well aware. You are no longer the boy I
found in Val Royeaux. Remember that.” She took his chin in her
gauntleted hand and raised his head until she was looking him in
the eye. He saw little more in her expression than checked rage
layered in disappointment, and his face burned in embarrassment.

“I hear you,” he said glumly.
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“Good.” She let him go and turned back to the hovering First
Enchanter. “I trust the King is ready to see us, then? We won't
have to come back?”

“No, he'll see you. Come.”

The mage led the three of them down a long and dark hallway.
If anything, it was even colder here than elsewhere, wind whistling
through cracks in the walls. Duncan was certain he could spot
frost, and his breath came out in white plumes. Just brilliant, he
groused to himself. We came here to freeze to death, apparently.

They reached a large antechamber, a place filled with a scatter-
ing of dusty chairs that he imagined might at other times hold
whatever nobles awaited their audience. Four others rose and stood
at attention as they entered: three men and a dwarven woman, all
in the same grey tunics as Duncan. Two of the men were tall war-
riors dressed in the same bulky plate armor as Genevieve, while
the third was a hooded archer dressed in leathers. The dwarf wore
a simple robe underneath her tunic, though naturally she was no
mage.

The First Enchanter barely paused, sweeping past them and
throwing open the enormous double doors that led into the throne
room. Genevieve went after him and waved impatiently at the oth-
ers to follow.

The throne room was slightly more impressive than the rest of
the palace. Duncan did his best not to gape and stare as they walked
in. The vaulted ceilings in the chamber rose at least thirty or forty
feet, and the room was large enough to hold hundreds of men at
once. There were galleries on each side of the room where he could
imagine dignitaries shouting angrily at each other while the crowd
below shouted and jeered. Or did Ferelden not work like that?
Perhaps their gatherings here were dignified and quiet? Perhaps
the court danced a great deal and this was a place where they held
fantastic balls as they did in Orlais?

It seemed doubtful. The throne room had a dour look to it, and
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telt so empty he rather doubted there were many gatherings here
at all, never mind balls. Tapestries hung on the walls, most in dull
colors depicting scenes of battle from the days of some long-
forgotten barbarian king. Dominating one of the walls was a massive
wooden carving, a scene in bas-relief depicting a barely clothed war-
rior slaying what looked like werewolves. An odd choice, he thought.

The throne at the very end of the hall was little more than a mas-
sive chair with a high back, topped with what looked like a carved
dog’s head. It looked small up there on the large dais, raised above
the floor by a small number of steps and flanked by bright torches.
But one certainly couldn’t miss it.

There was a man sitting casually on the throne, and Duncan
wondered faintly if that was supposed to be the King. If so, he
looked like a man who hadn't slept in a long time. His blond hair
was unkempt and his clothing was hardly what Duncan would
call regal, consisting of a rumpled white shirt and riding boots still
covered in dirt.

The dark-haired man standing next to him, in a suit of grey
armor, looked much more like a king. That one had eyes like a
hawk, and he followed their entry with an angry intensity.

“Your Majesty, it is good to see you in such excellent health,”
First Enchanter Remille said when he finally reached the dais,
bowing low with a great flourish. Behind him, Genevieve dropped
to one knee, as did the others. Duncan reluctantly followed suit.
He had been told that their order owed fealty to no nation and no
king, but apparently they still bent knee when they felt like put-
ting on a good show.

“Thank you, First Enchanter,” the blond man on the throne re-
sponded. That meant he was the King after all, Duncan assumed.
“So these are the Grey Wardens you were so keen on me meeting,”
he said, studying those present with intense interest.

“They are, Your Majesty. If I may?”

The King gestured his assent. Pleased, the mage turned toward
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those behind him, making a wide arc with his arm as if presenting
something large and grand. “May I introduce to you Genevieve,
Commander of the Grey in Orlais? It is she who told me of the
order’s need, and thus I bring her here to you.”

The man bowed again and withdrew slightly as Genevieve
stood. Her stark white hair all but glowed in the torchlight. Tak-
ing a moment to adjust her breastplate, she stepped forward, her
expression grim. “I apologize for the delay in our arrival, King
Maric. It was not our intention to anger you.”

The stern man in the grey armor snorted derisively. “You Grey
Wiardens seem to get into a great deal of trouble in Ferelden, despite
your best intentions.”

Genevieve’s expression did not change in the slightest, though
Duncan noticed her back stiffen. She took a great deal of pride in
the honor of the order, and could be prickly at the best of times. The
King’s friend would be wise to watch his words a little more care-
tully.

The King seemed mildly embarrassed. He waved a hand to-
ward the man beside him, chuckling lightly. “This is Teyrn
Loghain of Gwaren, though I don't know if you would have heard
of him in Orlais.”

She nodded curtly. “The Hero of River Dane. Yes, we have all
heard.”

“You hear that?” King Maric teased his friend. “It appears you
have a reputation in the Empire. That should make you happy.”

“I am thrilled,” Loghain said dryly.

“If the Teyrn is referring to our order’s exile from Ferelden two
centuries ago,” Genevieve began, “I can offer an explanation.”

Loghain gave her a direct stare. “Of course you can.”

She clenched her jaw, tightly enough for Duncan to see the
tendons standing out on her neck, and for a long moment an un-
comfortable silence ensued. All that could be heard was the crack-
ling of the torches behind the throne.
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The First Enchanter interjected himself between them, making
conciliatory noises. “Surely there is no need for us to discuss some-
thing that took place so long ago, yes> What the leader of the
Grey Wardens did then need not have any bearing on today!” He
looked to King Maric pleadingly.

The King nodded, though he didn't seem very pleased. Whether
it was because of the Teyrn’s anger or Genevieve’s response, Duncan
couldn’t tell. “This is true,” he murmured.

“I have something much more recent I would like to discuss,”
Loghain growled. “Why did you keep us waiting for so long? If
I had gone to such great lengths to gain a private audience with
Maric, I would go out of my way to avoid angering him. Particularly
if I was about to ask for a favor, no?”

The King shrugged. “They havent asked for anything yet,
Loghain.”

“They will. Why else the formal introduction? Why else the
display?”

“Good point.”

Genevieve appeared pained as she searched for the right re-
sponse. “One of my people committed a crime in your city, King
Maric,” she finally stated. “I needed to deal with the matter before
things got out of hand.”

Duncan grew cold with dread. Here it comes, he thought.

Loghain appeared ready to launch an angry retort, but the King
cut him off; sitting forward in his throne with a great deal of inter-
est. “A crime? What sort of crime?”

Genevieve sighed heavily. She turned around and gestured for
Duncan to step forward. Her eyes bored into him, however. Szep
out of line now, they said, and I will make every second of your life
that follows a nightmare that you will never forget. He gulped and
scuttled quickly forward to stand beside her.

“This young man is Duncan,” she explained, “recruited into our
order a few months ago from the streets of Val Royeaux. I'm
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afraid he attempted to ply his former trade in your marketplace,
and when chased by your guardsmen he got into a fight with one
of them. The man was injured, but lives.”

“I could have killed him,” Duncan interjected defensively. Notic-
ing Genevieve’s outrage, he quickly bobbed a nervous bow toward
the King. “But I didn’t! I could have, but I didn't! That’s what I
meant, err . . . Your Highness. My lord.”

“Your Majesty,” Loghain corrected him.

“My guards can be a little overzealous at times,” the King ex-
plained amiably. It took Duncan a moment to realize that the man
was actually speaking to him and not to Genevieve. “Loghain is de-
termined to turn Denerim into the most orderly city in the south.
Truly I think all it’s done is drive the criminals underground.”

“I'd have been tempted to go there, myself,” Duncan joked, and
then quickly quieted as Genevieve clenched her gauntleted fists
tightly enough for him to hear the faint grinding of metal. He did
his best to look meek.

“He is quite skilled, King Maric,” Genevieve offered tersely.
“I believe, however, that the young man thinks if he misbehaves
we will release him from his duty. He is wrong.”

The King seemed intrigued by this. “You do not enjoy being
a Grey Warden?” he asked Duncan.

Duncan was unsure how to respond. He was surprised that the
King was speaking directly to him again. Even the lowliest baron
in Orlais would have sooner been covered in oil and set on fire
than be caught noticing a peasant. It made them much easier to
pickpocket. Maybe this man couldn’t tell he was a commoner, on
account of them all being Grey Wardens? He assumed he should
teel flattered, though he wasn't certain all this attention was neces-
sarily a good thing.

Genevieve kept her eyes focused on the King, her expression
pointedly neutral. So Duncan shifted from foot to foot and said
nothing, while the King stared at him curiously and waited for an
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answer. Couldn't he interrogate someone else? Anyone? Finally
Teyrn Loghain cleared his throat.

“Perhaps we should move on to why they’re here, Maric.”

“Unless the King wishes to have the boy arrested,” Genevieve
offered, completely serious. “We are in your land, and it is your
law we must abide by. The Grey Wardens will comply with your
wishes.”

Duncan’s heart leaped into his throat, but he needn’t have wor-
ried. The King dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “No, I
think not. The cells in Fort Drakon are full enough as it is.” Loghain
was clearly biting his tongue, but said nothing. Duncan bowed a few
times as he retreated to the back to stand once again with the other
Grey Wardens, sweat beading on his forehead.

Genevieve nodded graciously. “Thank you, King Maric.”

“I am more interested in why you're here. If you will?”

She paused for a moment, clutching her hands together in a
thoughtful gesture that Duncan recognized. Shes trying to decide
how much she should tell him. He also knew what her answer would
be. The Grey Wardens had many secrets, and never said more
than they absolutely needed to. He had learned that much very
quickly.

“One of our own has been captured by the darkspawn,”
Genevieve said slowly. “Here in Ferelden. Within the Deep Roads.”

“And?” Loghain frowned. “How does this concern us?”

She appeared reluctant to continue. “This Grey Warden . . . has
the knowledge of the location of the Old Gods.”

Both the King and Teyrn Loghain stared at her, stunned. The
air in the hall became thick with tension as nobody immediately
spoke. The First Enchanter stepped forward, tugging at his curled
mustache anxiously. “As you can see, my lords, this was why I
thought the matter of utmost delicacy. If these darkspawn prove
able to learn the location of an Old God—"

“Then a Blight begins,” Genevieve finished.



DRAGON AGE: THE CALLING 23

King Maric nodded gravely, but Loghain shook his head in dis-
belief. “Do not believe it.” He scowled. “There has not been a
Blight for centuries. We barely see the darkspawn on the surface
at all, never mind a full-scale invasion. They are trying to scare us,
nothing more. This order has been waning in importance since
the last Blight and would do anything to frighten the world into
believing they still have relevance.”

“I assure you, it is true!” Genevieve shouted. She strode forward
to the throne, dropping to one knee before the King. “There are
only a few Grey Wardens who possess this knowledge, Your
Majesty. If these darkspawn somehow know that he is one and
wrest this knowledge from him, they will rise to the surface in a
new Blight. And they will do so here, in Ferelden.”

“Are you certain?” the King breathed.

She looked up at him, her eyes intense. “You have seen the
darkspawn with your own eyes, my lord, have you not? You know
that they are no legend. Neither are we.”

Her words hung there, and King Maric paled visibly. Duncan
could tell by the man’s horrified expression that Genevieve was
correct. He had seen the darkspawn for himself. Only someone
who had would look like that. The King rubbed his chin thought-
tully. “I assume you are asking after permission to enter Ferelden
to search for this missing Grey Warden?”

“No.”

The King and Loghain looked at each other, nonplussed.
“Then what is it you need?” Loghain asked her.

Genevieve got to her feet, retreating a step from the throne. “If
all we needed to do was search, we could have entered the Deep
Roads at Orzammar and you would have been none the wiser. Your
domain, King Maric, encompasses only the surface, as I'm certain
you well know.”

Loghain looked as if he were about to object, but Maric held up

a hand. “Fair enough,” he said, his tone even.
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“We have a good idea where to search for our missing comrade.
What we don’t know is how to get there. We believe that the two
of you are the only ones alive that do.”

“Are you suggesting what I think you are?” Loghain asked in-
credulously.

“Eight years ago, both of you traveled in the Deep Roads,”
Genevieve explained. “You encountered a unit of the Legion of the
Dead, led by Nalthur of House Kanarek, and they assisted you in
your revolt against Orlais. We know you did this, because you told
King Endrin during your visit to Orzammar three years ago, and
it was entered into the Memories by the dwarven Shaperate.”

“Everything you say is true.” The King nodded.

“You journeyed through the Deep Roads under eastern Fer-
elden, a place no dwarf has traveled in well over a century. Or at
least lived to tell the tale.” Genevieve sighed, her expression grim.
“You two are the only ones alive who have been to Ortan thaig.
That is where we need to go.”

For several long minutes the throne room was quiet again. Dun-
can could hear the shuffling of the other Grey Wardens as they re-
mained on their knees behind him. He glanced back at Fiona, but
the elven mage refused to look his way. No doubt she was pleased
simply to remain in the background. He wished he could have
done the same.

The First Enchanter clenched and unclenched his hands, sweat
beading on his forehead despite the chill in the air. Genevieve
waited patiently as the two men on the dais digested what she had
told them.

“Surely the dwarves must have maps .. .,” King Maric began.

“Insufficient” She shook her head. “The Deep Roads have
changed, and we may need to travel beyond Ortan thaig. We need
a guide, someone who has been there.” She turned toward Teyrn
Loghain. “We were hoping to ask for your assistance, Your Grace.
You are well known as a fine warrior and in no—"
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“Absolutely not,” Loghain stated flatly.

“Can you not understand how vital this is?”

“I understand how vital you think it is, or at least how vital you
would like us to think it is.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Who
knows what you are really up to? Wouldn't it be wonderful for the
Hero of River Dane to find himself surrounded by Orlesians in a
place where his death could be ascribed to anything at all?”

“Don’t be a fool!” Genevieve stormed up the steps toward him.
Duncan tensed and waited for the guards to jump out of hiding
and attack before she reached the Teyrn, but none did. He had to
wonder just how many rulers would agree so readily to a private
audience alone with a group of armed Grey Wardens. Not many,
probably. Even so, neither man on the dais seemed alarmed, so much
as angered, by Genevieve’s sudden advance. “We do not ask these
things lightly! Have you no concept of what a Blight would mean
to this land if it began here?”

He remained where he was, staring her down with his pale blue
eyes. “We can offer you directions, if you like. You'll find the thaig
the same way we did, no doubt still infested by a horde of giant
spiders. I suggest bringing fire.”

“We need more than directions! This is a matter of urgency!”

“Maric and I were there briefly, eight years ago.” The contempt
was obvious in his voice. “What is it you expect us to remember,
tool woman?”

“Something!” she insisted. “Anything!”

“I'll go,” the King quietly announced behind them.

It took a moment for the others to hear him. Loghain was just
about to launch another retort at the furious Genevieve when he
paused. He turned around slowly, staring at King Maric in confu-
sion. “What did you say?”

“I said I'll go.” The King seemed equally surprised by his state-
ment, as if the words had come unbidden from his mouth. “I'll do

it. I’ll lead them.”
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A pin dropping in the throne room would have made more
noise. Duncan coughed nervously and glanced at Fiona kneeling
next to him. She looked as bewildered as he felt, and shrugged at
his unspoken question. She had no idea why the King would sud-
denly agree, either. The entire situation was too bizarre. The First
Enchanter appeared as if he were rooted to the spot, his face twisted
in discomfort.

“You'll do no such thing!” Loghain lost his composure com-
pletely. Duncan almost thought the man might draw his sword. On
his own king? Things worked very differently in Ferelden, after all.

Genevieve stepped forward, horrified. “We could not put you at
such a risk! You are the King of Ferelden, and this is a dangerous
task we ask for.”

“I quite agree.” Loghain added his voice to hers. “No one should
be risked on such a foolish plan . .. No, it is not even a ‘plan’! Itis a
faint hope based on ...what? How can you even be certain this
Grey Warden of yours is still alive?”

She gritted her teeth, studiously fixing her gaze on the King.
“We are certain.”

“How? What is it that you aren’t telling us?”

King Maric stood from his throne, cutting them both off. “I am
going,” he said firmly. “I will take them down to Ortan thaig. I
believe I remember the way.”

Teyrn Loghain stared at the King accusingly, clearly full of
heated objections but unwilling to continue voicing them in front
of an audience. From the way the King looked back at him, almost
resentfully, Duncan could tell there was a fight waiting to happen.
He could tell that this Loghain was more than an advisor. He
seemed almost like a brother, perhaps. Or the King’s keeper.

Genevieve seemed at a loss, but bowed low and backed off.
Duncan could understand her confusion. He had thought the idea
of asking the Hero of River Dane to come was desperate enough,
but this bordered on the ludicrous.
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Surely the King would soon change his mind, and the Grey
Wardens would be asked to fend for themselves. Perhaps they
would even be kicked out of Ferelden again; he really couldn’t
say. Duncan wasn't sure that would be a bad thing, either. Aban-
doning the entire idea of heading into the Deep Roads and facing
horrible creatures like the darkspawn had its appeal.

First Enchanter Remille crept forward toward the throne, his
hands out in supplication. “Is His Majesty certain that this is wise?
Wouldn't the Teyrn be a better choice to—"

“No,” the King cut him off. “I have made my decision.” He sat
back down in his throne, keeping his eyes locked on Genevieve
and refusing to look in Loghain’s direction. “I will contact you
shortly, Commander, to make arrangements. Until then, I'd like it
if you all left me alone with the Teyrn.”

The First Enchanter looked as though he wanted to speak
again, but Genevieve shook her head at him. She bowed gracefully
to the throne and turned to leave. Duncan and the others went
with her. The two men on the dais barely noticed them go.

Once the hall was cleared out, Maric sat back in his throne and
waited for the inevitable recriminations from Loghain. He wore
that suit of heavy grey armor every time Maric saw him now. He
had taken it from the commander of the chevaliers at the Battle of
River Dane, a war souvenir that he had worn to the victory parade
in Denerim years later. The people had loved him for it, and
Maric had been amused.

The amusement had lessened over the intervening years. At
first, Loghain and Maric and Rowan had worked tirelessly to re-
store Ferelden after the war. There had been so much to do, so
many issues left behind by the Orlesian withdrawal that it seemed
like there was never enough time for anything.

It had been a breathless time, exhilarating in its way. Harsh
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decisions had needed to be made, and Maric had made them. Each
one had taken a small piece of his soul, but he had made them.
Ferelden had grown strong again, just as they had always wanted.
Loghain was a hero, and both Rowan and Maric were legends.
When Rowan finally gave him a son, Maric had thought that
perhaps a bit of happiness was finally possible.

And then she had died, and everything had changed.

Loghain stared at him as if he had no idea who Maric was.
Suddenly, he drew his sword and pointed it at Maric’s chest.

“Here,” he offered curtly.

“I have my own sword, thank you.”

“It’s not for you to take. It’s for you to throw yourself on, since
you seem so eager.”

Maric pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. He had known
Loghain to dislike dramatics, once. It seemed that the years had
given him an appreciation for it. “Perhaps you'd prefer to throw
yourself on it instead?”

“I'm not trying to kill myself.” Loghain’s expression was dark,
almost hurt. “This will make it quicker, easier. At least this way
we’ll have a body to burn. I won't need to explain to your son why
his father went oft on a mad mission and never returned.”

“The darkspawn are real, Loghain. What if the Grey Wardens
are telling us the truth?”

“And what if they aren't?” Loghain walked over to the throne,
putting his hands on the armrests and leaning down to look Maric
directly in the face. “Even if you think the fact that they have come
from Orlais meaningless,” he pleaded, “you must know that the
Grey Wardens have a/ways had their own agenda. They serve no
nation, and no king. They will do what they think is best to deal
with this threat, and won't care about you, or Ferelden, or anything
else!”

He had a point. Two centuries ago, the Grey Wardens had
taken part in a plot to overthrow the Fereldan king. It had failed,
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and the order was exiled, but what few people knew was that it
had taken the entire Fereldan army to drive them out. Thousands
of men pitted against less than a hundred, and the Wardens had
very nearly won. They were a force to be reckoned with, no matter
their numbers.

“It’s not just that,” Maric muttered.

“Then what? Because Rowan is dead?” Loghain stood up, pacing
a short distance away as he shook his head. “You've been like this
ever since I returned. You barely see your son; you barely lift a finger
to rule the nation that you restored from ruins. At first I allowed it
as part of your grief, but it has been three years now. It’s as if you
wish to disappear.” He turned to look at Maric, his eyes full of so
much concern that Maric couldnt meet them. “Is that really what
you want? Does the madness of this plan mean nothing to you?”

Maric steepled his hands together and considered. He hadn't
wanted to tell Loghain, but it seemed like he had no other choice.
“Do you remember the witch we met in the Korcari Wilds?” he
began. “Back during the rebellion, when we were fleeing the Or-
lesians?”

Loghain appeared taken aback, as if he hadn’t expected a rational
explanation. He hesitated only a moment. “Yes. The madwoman
who nearly killed us both. What of her?”

“She told me something.”

Loghain looked at him expectantly. “And? She babbled many
things, Maric.”

“She told me that a Blight was coming to Ferelden.”

He nodded slowly. “I see. Did she say when?”

“Only that I wouldn't live to see it.”

Loghain rolled his eyes and walked a step away, running a hand
through his black hair. It was a gesture of exasperation with which
Maric was well familiar. “That is a prediction that almost anyone

could safely make. She was trying to scare you, no doubt.”
“She succeeded.”
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He turned and glared at Maric scornfully. “Did she not also tell
you I was not to be trusted? Do you believe that now, too?”

There was a tension in that look, and Maric knew why. The
witch had said of Loghain, “Keep him close, and he will betray
you. Each time worse than the last.” It was the only one of her
pronouncements to which Loghain had been privy, and obviously
he remembered it well. Perhaps he thought that if Maric believed
one, he believed the other. Loghain had never betrayed him, not
to his knowledge. It was something to keep in mind.

“You think it’s a coincidence?” Maric asked, suddenly uncertain.

“I believe this witch was serving her own purposes, and would lie
about whatever she thought convenient. Magic is not to be trusted,
Maric.” Loghain closed his eyes and then sighed. He shook his head
slightly, as if what he was about to say was madness, but he opened
his eyes anyhow and spoke with conviction. “But if you truly believe
that the witch’s warning has merit, let me be the one to go into the
Deep Roads, not you. Cailan needs his father.”

“Cailan needs his mother.” His voice sounded hollow, even to
himself. “And he needs a father who isn't...I'm not doing him
any good, Loghain. I'm not doing anyone any good here. It will be
better if 'm out there, helping the kingdom.”

“You are an idiot.”

“What you need to do,” Maric ignored him, “is to stay. Look
after Cailan. If something happens to me, you'll need to be his
regent and keep the kingdom together.”

Loghain shook his head in frustration. “I can’t do that. Even if
I believed this cryptic warning, I would not agree that it was
worth placing you in the hands of these Orlesians. Not without an
entire army to surround you.”

Maric sighed and sat back in the throne. He knew that tone.
When Loghain believed he was in the right, there was no dis-
suading him. He would sooner call the guards in here and attempt
to have Maric locked up in the dungeon than see him do this.
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In Loghain’s mind, the Grey Wardens were Orlesian. The First
Enchanter was Orlesian. This had to be some manner of plot—
not that it would be the first. There had been several assassins over
the years, as well as more than a few attempts by disaftected banns
to overthrow him, and while Loghain could never prove that the
Empire was behind them all, Maric did not disbelieve his theories.
Perhaps he was even right about this.

But what if he wasn't? The witch had been crazy, almost cer-
tainly, but Maric still found it impossible to discount her words
entirely. She had saved their lives, put them on the path out of the
Korcari Wilds when otherwise they would have died. He had al-
most forgotten her warning about the Blight, but the very instant
First Enchanter Remille had told him of the Wardens’ request for
an audience, he had remembered.

The thought of a Blight here in Ferelden was almost too much
to bear. The old tales spoke of vast swarms of darkspawn spilling
out onto the surface, blackening the skies and tainting the earth
around them. They spread a plague by their very presence, and those
the disease didn’t kill, their armies did. Each Blight had come close
to destroying all of Thedas, something the Grey Wardens knew
better than anyone.

Surely such a disaster was worth risking almost anything to avert.
Loghain could dismiss the idea, but Maric was less convinced.
What if the witch was correct? What if the whole point of receiving
such a prophecy was that it gave you a chance to try to prevent it?

“You're right,” he admitted with a heavy sigh. “Of course you're
right.”

Loghain stepped back, folding his arms and looking at Maric
skeptically. “This is new.”

Maric shrugged. “They’re desperate and asking too much. We
can give them advice, maybe even draw out a map with as much
information as we can remember. But going into the Deep Roads
again? No, you're right.”
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“You give them advice.” Loghain frowned. “I have had my fill
of Orlesians for one evening. Especially that lickspittle Remille.
You know he cannot be trusted, I assume?”

“He’s Orlesian, isn't he?”

“Fine. Joke about it if you wish.” He turned and began walking
toward the small door off to the side of the dais. “I will send some-
one to tell the Grey Wardens to come back, but do not take too long
with them. There is much that needs to be done in the morning,
Maric. The ambassador from Kirkwall wishes to discuss the raider
situation off the coast, and I trust that if you can stir yourself for
an audience such as this, you can manage it for actual business?”

“T'll do that,” Maric answered. As he watched his old friend
storm off, he found himself left with a weary hollowness. Perhaps
he even felt a bit of pity, and then guilt for pitying a man who had
done so much for him. For all of Loghain’s protests about how he
remained in Denerim to help run things, Maric knew why he re-
ally didn’t return to Gwaren. A perfectly lovely young wife was
there, raising their perfectly lovely young daughter.

They were all running away from something.

The Grey Wardens and the First Enchanter returned to the hall
tentatively, looking around and obviously confused by the fact that
Loghain was now missing from the dais. Maric felt about ten years
older, hunched over on his throne and nowhere near ready to lead
anyone anywhere.

Genevieve strode forward, the picture of a mature yet confident
warrior. It made him think of what Rowan might have been like
had she lived to that age. She would never have been so crisp and
businesslike, however, he was sure. Rowan had been all heart, al-
ways showing concern for her kingdom and doting on their son
every chance she got. She had enjoyed being a queen just as she
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had enjoyed being a mother, far more than she had ever enjoyed
being a warrior.

In fact, he found instead that the white-haired Commander
reminded him far more of Loghain.

“Have you changed your mind, King Maric?” Genevieve asked,
with the tone of one who expected that this was the only reason-
able course of action.

“No,” Maric answered with a grim smile, though from her tense
frown she obviously found this of no reassurance. “Provided that
no one else knows I am traveling with you and we move secretly, I
will go with you. Loghain will remain here. Unless you've changed
your mind?”

She shook her head, dispensing with any hesitation. “Not at all.
We need to move quickly, and I am certain nothing I could say
would make you more aware of the risk than you already are.”

“Good.” He stood and strode down the dais toward her. She
looked distinctly uncomfortable as he shook her hand. “Then let’s
dispense with the ‘king’ business, shall we? I'm as tired of it as you
are, believe me.”

“As you wish . .. Maric.” There was the slightest hint of a smile
as she inclined her head. Perhaps she wasn't as like Loghain as he
had thought. “But if you'll allow me one indulgence, perhaps I
might assign one of my people to you? Someone to watch over your
safety and see to your needs?”

“If you feel that is best, by all means.”

Genevieve beckoned to the young man she had introduced ear-
lier, the one who had committed the crime. The lad was darker-
skinned than the rest: Rivaini blood, perhaps? The boy grimaced,
reluctant to approach, though a warning look brought him quickly
enough. Once he stood at the Commander’s side, he sighed as if
the entire effort was an imposition of severe magnitude.

No subtlety there, Maric thought to himself. Wherever the Grey
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Wardens had found him, he was clearly accustomed to expressing
his every thought and feeling. After so many years spent in the
court, Maric might even find such company a refreshing change.

“Duncan, seeing to the King’s needs will be your responsibility,”
Genevieve said, her tone making it clear there was to be no argu-
ment on the matter.

“You mean, like fetching him chamber pots and cooking his
meals?”

“If he wishes, yes.” As the lad scowled, she smirked with no small
amount of amusement. “Think of it as your punishment. If you
fail to acquit yourself in the King’s service, he can always elect to
have you thrown in prison when we return.”

Duncan looked helplessly at Maric, his sullen expression say-
ing, Please don’t make me fetch your chamber pot. Maric was tempted
to laugh, but kept himself under control. There weren't likely to be
many chamber pots in the Deep Roads, after all. This would be no
pleasure trip.

“Allow me to introduce you to the others,” Genevieve contin-
ued. “This is Kell, my lieutenant. He has a sensitivity to the dark-
spawn taint, and will be our tracker once we're in the Deep Roads.”

The hooded man who stepped forward had the most strikingly
pale eyes Maric had ever seen. He bore a grim expression, and
moved with a deliberate caution that spoke of an acute self-
awareness. From the thick leathers and the longbow strapped to
his back, Maric would have taken him for some kind of hunter.
Kell inclined his head politely but said nothing.

“And this is Utha, recruited from among the ranks of the Silent
Sisters. She will not be able to speak to you, but most of us under-
stand the signs she uses.”

The dwarven woman who stepped forward wore a simple brown
robe covered by her Grey Warden tunic. Her coppery hair was
twisted into a long, proud braid that went down almost to the
middle of her back, and she carried no weapons that Maric could
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see. He seemed to recall that the Silent Sisters fought with their
bare hands—was that true? Despite her small size, she looked solid
and muscular enough that he wouldn’t want to tangle with her,
weapons or no.

“These other two gentlemen are Julien and Nicolas. They have
been with the order almost as long as I have.”

Two tall men stepped forward, each dressed in the same kind of
heavy plate armor that Genevieve wore. Both of them had burly
mustaches in the typical Orlesian fashion, though otherwise they
couldnt have been more different. The first, Julien, had dark
brown hair cropped close to the skull and a short beard. He had a
reserved air to him, his eyes shadowed but expressive, and he gave
Maric a curt nod. The other, Nicolas, had blond hair almost to his
shoulders and no beard to speak of. He clasped Maric’s hand and
gave it a vigorous shake, grinning boisterously.

Julien had a greatsword strapped to his back that was almost as
large as he was. Nicolas, meanwhile, had a spiked mace strapped at
his waist and an enormous shield on his back adorned with the
griffon symbol. They both walked with the quiet confidence of
warriors who had used those weapons often.

“And this is Fiona, recruited from the Circle of Magi in
Montsimmard just over a year ago.”

The elven woman who stepped forward was dressed in a chain
hauberk and a blue skirt, clutching a white staff at her side. He
wouldn’t have picked her out as a mage if he'd seen her elsewhere
without her staff, and it had nothing to do with her being elven.
Most of the mages he'd ever encountered had been more like First
Enchanter Remille: men, and the sort used to getting their own
way. She was pretty, too, even if she had a chilly expression as she
looked at him, and her bow was so slight it could barely have been
called one at all.

First Enchanter Remille approached, distinctly discomfited.
He clutched at his yellow robes nervously as he bowed several
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times to Maric. “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty, but time is
of the essence. We should be under way to Kinloch Hold as soon
as possible.”

Genevieve nodded. “The Circle has offered us some magical
assistance prior to heading into the Deep Roads. We have very
little time, but I believe this will be useful.”

“Why so little time?” Maric asked.

“We have never heard of a Grey Warden who wasn't killed by
the darkspawn on sight.” The thought made her grow silent, and
her eyes became distant for a moment. Then she brusquely turned
to walk to the great doors at the end of the hall. Maric followed her,
the others falling in line behind them. “The fact that he is still
alive is remarkable enough, and speaks of something unusual. We
need to reach him before they take him farther into the Deep Roads,
and before any information they might get from him spreads.”

“And if it does? What then?”

“Then we kill every one of them that knows,” she said somberly.
He believed she meant it. The idea that this small band could be a
threat to the darkspawn, rather than the other way around, seemed
surprising to him, but perhaps it shouldn’t be. The Grey Wardens
only recruited from among the very best, so the story went. Even
though there hadn’t been a Blight for centuries, their legend had
lived on. They were held in high regard by the people, and had a
presence in every nation outside of Ferelden.

That regard came with wariness in some circles, however. In
other nations the Grey Wardens were often treated as an order that
had outlived its purpose, the traditional tithes given only reluc-
tantly. Even so, they were never openly disrespected. For all their
small numbers in current times, their ability was unquestioned.

“I do have one question for you, if I may,” he asked.

“By all means.”

“Who is it that we're looking for, exactly?”

Genevieve stopped before the doors, turning to face Maric di-
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rectly. He saw her hesitate once again, considering exactly how
much she should tell him. If he was going to travel with them into
the most dangerous part of all Thedas, one would hope that even-
tually the Grey Wardens would trust him enough to let him in on
their secrets. Loghain certainly wasn't wrong about the order hav-
ing its own agenda, at least.

“His name is Bregan,” she said, her tone curt. “He is my brother.”



2

And so is the Golden City blackened
With each step you take in my Hall.
Marvel at perfection, for it is fleeting.
You have brought Sin to Heaven,
And doom upon all the world.
—Canticle of Threnodies 8:13

The powerful stench in the air reminded Bregan of rancid meat.
There was a strange humming off in the distance, a sound he could
just barely hear but which filled him with dread. He moved his
hand carefully and found he was lying on stone. It felt oddly grimy,
however, as if covered in a layer of soot and grease.

He was still in the Deep Roads. The sense of the miles of rock
above him was strong, as if there were an invisible weight pressing
down on his body. He took a deep, ragged breath and immediately
gagged as the smell of decay overpowered him. He rolled over and
retched uncontrollably, his empty guts roiling, but nothing came
out but ugly gasps. Sharp pain stabbed through him, reminding
him of the injuries he had suffered.

As Bregan brought his agonizing heaving under control, shak-
ing and sweating as he did so, he felt blindly for those injuries. His
armor was gone, as were his sword and shield, but they had left him
his robe and his tunic, encrusted with blood and filth as those
were. His injuries, meanwhile, had been dressed. In the utter dark-
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ness he couldn’t quite tell what they had been dressed with. Some
sort of poultice, it seemed, bound with a rough cloth that felt sim-
ilar to burlap.

But who had brought him here? Who had tended to his in-
juries? He remembered reaching a ruined thaig. He remembered
being swarmed by darkspawn in the Deep Roads, overwhelmed
by their numbers from all sides, and then ...? Nothing. He re-
called the feeling of their black blades slicing into his flesh, re-
membered their talons puncturing his armor and digging into his
shoulders and legs. By all rights he should be dead. Darkspawn
showed no mercy; they didn't take prisoners.

Bregan closed his eyes and carefully reached out with his senses.
There were darkspawn all around him. Not in the same room,
perhaps, but nearby. He could feel them tickling at the edge of his
mind. As always, the sensation came with a feeling of foulness, as
it a poison had seeped under his skin.

He closed his eyes and attempted to force the awareness of
their presence back out. How he had always despised it. Every
Grey Warden gained the ability to touch the darkspawn from afar,
and most considered it a gift. He had always thought it a curse.

The humming continued. Behind that sound, however, he could
hear other things. There was movement, things slithering against
rock. The sound of sloshing water. All of these things were muted
and faint, but they were there. From time to time the quality of
the smell would change, as well; it would become something burnt
and charred. He would feel a strange pressure against his mental
senses, as if something were ... pushing against his mind. And
then it would pass.

Apprehension tugged at him, and his heart began to beat more
rapidly. Moving awkwardly, Bregan got up off the ground and onto
his hands and knees. He felt around blindly to discern the limits of
his environment. He felt some kind of fur pelt, dirty enough that
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he was glad his captors hadn’t decided to toss him onto that instead
of the bare floor. He felt smooth walls, definitely a place that was
built and not a natural cave.

His hands came across something soft and sticky, like a putres-
cent growth that spiderwebbed its way across the rock. The dark-
spawn corruption. He forced down his revulsion. Best not to think
too hard about it.

Then a new sound began. Footsteps, boots on stone and not far
away. Bregan turned to face the source, the first hint of direction
he'd had since he awoke, and sensed a darkspawn approaching. He
crawled away from it, his alarm giving way to terror. Was there a
door there? Would he even see whatever was approaching him? His
inability to adjust to the utter blackness around him was maddening.

The steps grew louder, echoing until they were ringing in his
head. And then came the grinding sound of a metal door being
opened, and suddenly there was light so bright it seared his eyes.
He shouted in pain and recoiled, covering his face as he did so.

“My apologies,” came a male voice. It was soft and oddly reso-
nant, with an unearthly timbre, yet not unpleasant. The words
seemed clipped, as if the speaker was unaccustomed to using them.

Bregan sat back up, blinking hard and holding up a hand to block
out the worst of the light. It was difficult to make out anything, and
his eyes watered from the painful effort. He could make out a
vague shadow within the light, carrying what appeared to be some
manner of glowing rock. The shadow moved into the room but
maintained a respectful distance.

“The light is necessary,” the cultured voice continued. “I suspect
coming in the darkness would have been unpleasant for you. I am
correct in assuming that you cannot see in the darkness, yes?”

Wias this a darkspawn? The emissaries were capable of speech,
but he didn't recall any record of a Grey Warden having actually
spoken to one. They were the spellcasters of the darkspawn, and he
had heard one on occasion taunting the front lines, or crying out in
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anger as the Grey Wardens pressed the attack. He had even heard
of them delivering ultimatums from across the battlefield, but never
anything like this. He felt with his mental senses, and yes, this was
indeed a darkspawn before him. The very same sense of foulness
touched his mind.

“I shall wait,” the voice said. “Your sight shall return in time.”

It took only a few moments of rubbing for Bregan’s vision to
finally begin to clear. What he saw in the light of the creature’s
glowstone did nothing to assuage his confusion. It was an emissary,
a darkspawn who might have been mistaken for a human were it
not for its corrupted flesh and wide, fishlike eyes. It had no hair,
and its lips were peeled back from its sharp fangs to reveal a per-
manent, hideous grin. Instead of the usual assortment of decayed
leathers and pieces of armor that the darkspawn wore, however,
this one had a simple, soot-covered brown robe. It carried a gnarled
black staff in one hand and the glowstone in the other.

It also seemed quite calm, studying Bregan with its eerie eyes.
He shuddered, not sure how to react at first. His instinct was to
rush it, to snap its neck and get away. An emissary had command
over magic, but like any mage it needed time to summon its power.
If he moved quickly enough, even its staff would do it no good.

“Have your injuries healed?” it asked quite suddenly. “I under-
stand humans have the power to heal magically, but alas, that is
not something I am capable of. Even our knowledge of your
medicines is . . . limited.”

“I don’t understand,” Bregan stammered.

The creature nodded, seemingly sympathetic to his plight.
Bregan was having difficulty resolving the fact that civilized behav-
ior was coming from such a monstrous being. All the lore of the
Grey Wardens, centuries upon centuries of knowledge painstak-
ingly gained throughout the Blights ... nothing suggested that the
darkspawn ever did anything but mindlessly attack and infect any
living creature they came across.
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“What is it you do not understand?” it asked patiently.

“Are you . .. a darkspawn?”

It did not seem surprised in the slightest by his question. “Are
you a human?”The strange timbre of its voice seemed to roll around
the word human as if it were a foreign word. Bregan supposed
that, to a darkspawn, it probably was. “I think you are not,” it con-
tinued. “I think you are a Grey Warden.”

“I...Tam both of those things.”

It blinked at him, but Bregan couldn't tell if that indicated sur-
prise or disbelief or something else entirely. Were darkspawn
capable of emotions? They were capable of coordinated action.
They were known to make repairs to their armor, even build crude
weapons and structures from the remnants of dwarven supplies
they found in the Deep Roads. There had just never been any ev-
idence of actual motivation behind what they did, beyond the dark
forces that drove them. Perhaps the Grey Wardens were wrong.
Or perhaps they had known all along, and it was yet another of
the secrets they kept, even from someone as high ranking as
himself.

1t wouldn't be the first time, he thought bitterly. Slowly Bregan
sat back, keeping a wary eye on the emissary—assuming that was
what it was. If it had meant to kill him, it would already have done
so. What Bregan couldn’t be sure of was whether that boded
something far worse for him.

The darkspawn shifted in its dirty robes, leaning on its staff in
a manner that Bregan found disturbingly human. “Our kind can
sense a Grey Warden, just as a Grey Warden can sense us. And
you know why this is.” It looked pointedly at him, but he declined
to say anything.

“There is a taint that is within the darkspawn,” it supplied its
own answer. “A darkness that pervades us, compels us, drives us to
rail against the light. It is in our blood and corrupts the very world
around us.” The creature gestured toward Bregan with a withered,
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taloned hand. “It is also within your blood. It is what makes you
what you are, what you sense in us and we in you.”

Bregan felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. He said nothing,
and avoided meeting the darkspawn’s alien gaze.

“You take that darkness into you,” it continued. “You use it to
fight against us. Your immunity to its effects are not complete,
however. When the corruption takes its inevitable toll, you come
into the Deep Roads. Alone. To fight against us one last time.
This is why you came, is it not?”

The question hung in the air. Bregan still didn’t look up at the
creature, a powerful foreboding making him wary. The idea that
the darkspawn could communicate in such a fashion was one thing.
That they were capable of knowing such things .. . that was quite
something else.

He waited, considering if he shouldn't try to get out while he
still could. Did it matter if they killed him? He had come into the
Deep Roads to die, after all. What was the worst they could do,
other than knock him out again and put him back in this cell?

The idea weighed down on him, made him hang his head low.
The strange humming seemed to be everywhere. He could feel the
greasy slickness of the taint inside him now; it permeated every
membrane and filled every orifice. He wanted to scratch at his
face, peel off the flesh from his bones. He wanted it out of him.

“Yes,” he slowly admitted. “The Calling. That’s what we call it
when it’s our time to come, to make an end to it.”

“The Calling,” it repeated, nodding as if in approval. “You wish
a glorious end rather than succumbing to the taint? Is that what
happens?”

“I don’t know!” Bregan snapped. He looked up at the creature
and was taken aback to find that it was staring at him with a strange
clinical curiosity.

“No? Has it never happened before?”

Bregan lurched to his feet, ignoring the dull jabs of pain from
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his wounds and the nauseated rumbling of his stomach. The hum-
ming got even louder, and for a moment he swayed on his feet as
light-headedness overtook him. “What are you?” he cried. He
stormed toward the creature, got close enough that he could smell
its carrion flesh, see its pale pupils watching his every movement.
It didn’t retreat. “Why have you brought me here? Maker’s breath!
I should be dead!”

“Is that truly why you came? To die?”

“Yes!” Bregan screamed. He grabbed the emissary by its robes,
pulling it toward him as he reared his fist to strike. It didn't fight
him. Bregan’s fist shook as he gritted his teeth and stared the dark-
spawn in the face. He should hit it. He should kill it. He had no
reason not to; why was he hesitating?

“I think,” it whispered, “that you came because you felt you had
no other choice.”

Bregan let it go, shoving it away from him. The darkspawn
stumbled back, almost falling to the ground, but righted itself with
its staff. It seemed unconcerned. He turned away from it, shaking
with fury. “I'm not going to give you whatever it is you want,” he
growled. “So you may as well go ahead and kill me.”

For a long minute he heard simple rustling, the darkspawn
smoothing its robes and regaining its composure. The humming
thrummed in the distance, and behind it he could sense the other
darkspawn. He could faintly make out the sounds they made, the
unnatural rattling and the dry hiss that had haunted his dreams
ever since the Joining, when he had taken their dark essence inside
himself. He could feel them pressing in on the wall of his mind.
Relentless. He broke out in a sweat and closed his eyes, trying to
focus on the mad rhythm of his heart.

He had known. When the ceremonies for the Calling were done
and the dwarves had all finished paying their solemn respects, they
had opened the great seal on the outskirts of Orzammar. He had
looked out into the Deep Roads and known it couldn’t possibly be
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this easy. Better to fall on one’s sword, end it quickly and cleanly
no matter what the Maker might think of it. Better that than to
walk slowly out into a sea of darkness and be drowned in it.

Yet he had gone. It didn’t matter what he wanted. His entire life
it hadn’t mattered what he wanted; why should it be different now?

“The answer to your first question,” the emissary intoned, “is
that I am the Architect.”

“Is that your name?”

“We do not have names. That is simply what I am. The others
of my kind do not have even that much. They are simply dark-
spawn, and nothing more.”

He turned slowly back, puzzled. “But you are? Something more?”

The darkspawn held up a finger. “What if I told you that there
could be peace between our kind and yours? That such a thing
is possible?”

Bregan wasn't sure what to think of the question. “Is that some-
thing that we would even want? I mean, peace with the dark-
spawn? It’s ... hard to imagine.”

“The Grey Wardens have never been successful in wiping out
our kind. Four times we have found one of the ancient dragons
slumbering in their prisons beneath the earth, the beings you call
the Old Gods.” The Architect looked off into the distance, its de-
meanor melancholy. “They call to us, a siren song we cannot resist.
We seck them out, and when they rise up to the surface, we fol-
low. We cannot resist. And when your kind drive us back down,
the cycle begins anew.”

Bregan frowned. “Then the only way there can be peace is if the
darkspawn are destroyed.”

The Architect stared at him with sudden intensity in its pale
eyes. “That isn't the only way,” it said, the resonance in its unearthly
voice making him shiver.

And then Bregan realized what the darkspawn sought from him.

In a flash he ran forward, shoving the startled creature out of
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his way as he snatched the glowstone from its hand. The Archi-
tect stumbled against the wall of the cell, its staft clattering loudly to
the ground. Not waiting for it to start casting a spell, Bregan darted
out into the hall. He slammed the metal door behind him and it
closed with a resounding zhoom.

The hall was worse than the cell, overgrown with what looked
like organic tendrils and sacs of black mucus. There were other
doors, some rusted shut or all but covered in strange, barnacle-like
growths. He ignored them and started running, holding the glow-
stone before him.

Already he heard the hue and cry beginning around him, angry
hissing and the sound of creatures running in all directions. The
darkspawn were connected to each other by the same dark force
that the Grey Wardens used to sense them—the Architect had
been completely correct about that much, though Bregan didn't
want to know how it knew.

His attention was focused on expanding his senses, trying to dis-
cern where the darkspawn were moving. It was difficult. Their taint
was all around him here, and every time he tried to push outward
with his mind, the infernal humming noise just became stronger.
Homing in on individuals when he was surrounded by such filth,
it was as if every breath of it flooded him.

As he rounded a corner, he almost ran into a small group of
darkspawn—real warriors, tall hurlocks with mismatched heavy
armor and wicked-looking blades. They bared their fangs, hissing
as they reared back in surprise.

Bregan didn't give them a chance to act. He charged the nearest,
grabbing hold of its curved sword and kicking it in the chest. The
creature was startled enough to let go, issuing a shout of dismay.
He then spun around, slashing the blade across the neck of a sec-
ond darkspawn. It fell, clutching at the black ichor that fountained
from the wound.
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The third darkspawn let out an ululating cry, bringing its blade
swinging down on him hard. Bregan dodged to the side at the
last moment, letting the creature overbalance, and then knocked it
on the head with his sword’s pommel. Tossing the sword up, he
reversed his grip on the hilt and then stabbed down into its back. It
let out a gurgling cry as he wrenched the blade about in the wound.

The darkspawn he had kicked was already recovering. It bar-
reled into him with a roar, knocking him away from his sword,
and bit hard into his arm. The fangs sank deep into his flesh, and
he could feel the dark corruption oozing into his blood. If he were
anything other than a Grey Warden, that would be the end of him
right there. He would contract a wasting illness, bringing madness
and delirium and eventually an agonizing death.

But Grey Wardens paid a heavy price to become what they
were. And for good reason.

Bregan fought hard against the hurlock, gritting his teeth as it
emitted a rattling screech right over his face. He could smell its
fetid breath, see the glistening black tongue rolling behind its long
fangs. Already the cries of other darkspawn were drawing near.
They struggled on the stone, and then he got a hand free and jutted
it hard under the creature’s chin. It squealed in rage as he pushed its
head away from him, harder and harder until it was stretched back,
struggling to maintain its leverage.

Finally, when it let go of him, he shoved. It hit its head against
the passage wall, hard enough for there to be a muted cracking
sound. Before it could reorient itself, he snatched up the sword
and jumped to his feet in one smooth motion. As the darkspawn
attempted to rise, he hacked down. Once. Twice. And it was done.

He paused, gasping for breath, and leaned against the wall. A
wave of weakness came over him, and he let the sword drop to the
ground. The smell of the flowing ichor was pungent, overwhelm-
ing even the stink that surrounded him. The humming grew more
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strident, more insistent. It threatened to block off all other sounds.
For just a moment he pressed his forehead against cool stone and
closed his eyes.

He heard a reverberating hiss nearby, and as Bregan opened his
eyes and turned, he saw another heavily armored darkspawn run-
ning at him with a spear. Barely pausing to consider, he grabbed the
shaft of the spear behind the tip and pulled it hard into the wall.
The darkspawn stumbled toward him, and he lifted his elbow to
connect with its face. There was a sickening crunch of teeth and
bone, and as the creature recoiled, he snatched the spear away. He
spun the weapon around and thrust the point through its abdomen.

Not waiting for the creature to fall, he let go of the shaft and
turned to leave. He had to get out. Quickly. Scooping up the fallen
sword, he ran into a large open chamber. It was filled with many
pillars, some half crumbled, others reaching to a distant ceiling.
All of them were covered in black fungus and corruption. The
glowstone sent shadows dancing everywhere.

As he raced through the room, he saw more darkspawn run in
ahead of him. Some of them were short genlocks, with their
pointed ears and toothy grins. When they spotted him, they raised
their bows and began firing arrows. Two whistled by him. One
struck his shoulder, but he ignored it and began charging toward
them. With a loud cry, Bregan raised the sword and slashed it
down hard as he mowed through the darkspawn line. He wasn’t
even paying attention to individual targets, just slashing hard and
then spinning and slashing again as he ran past them. Ichor sprayed
across his face, and for a moment the dizziness threatened to
overwhelm him, but he bit down hard and fought it back.

The genlocks tried to rally their numbers, but there was noth-
ing they could do. Some of them were falling back, trying to reor-
ganize, but he was already through. He turned a corner into another
passage, and as a larger hurlock roared and raced toward him, he
cut it down without another thought and kept running.
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There had to be a way out. There had to be. This was some kind
of fortress, long abandoned by the dwarves when their ancient
kingdoms were overrun by these creatures. If he could just find a
way out, get back into the Deep Roads, he could ...

He stopped midway down a flight of cracked stairs. He could
hear the darkspawn not far behind him, as well as more ahead of
him. It was like an anthill stirring to life. His shoulders sagged and
he dropped his head low, breathing heavy. He tried to ignore the
sweat pouring into his eyes.

Even if he got out of here, where was he supposed to go? He
was supposed to be dead. Rightfully, he should let the darkspawn
kill him, if they even would.

He stared at the sword in his hands. The blade was tinged with
soot, irregularly shaped, with a sharp and curved point at its end,
not unlike a large saber. The hilt was crude, wrapped in a leather
that Bregan didn't really want to know the origin of. Poorly made,
to be sure, but effective. That point could tear his throat out
easily; just put it up to his neck and with one swift jerk it would
be done.

There would be no way they could get the location of the Old
Gods from him then. No way that he would be responsible for the
beginning of another Blight, another invasion of the surface lands
by these monsters. He had to assume they couldn’t just read his
mind somehow, or they would have already done so, but who knew
what tricks the Architect had? Best that the knowledge died with
him here.

Gritting his teeth, he raised the sword, the curve of the point
covering his throat almost perfectly. Heading out into the Deep
Roads to die fighting hadn’t been his idea. It was centuries of Grey
Warden tradition that had been forced on him, and he had reluc-
tantly agreed, as he had agreed to everything in his life. It was better
this way.

The blade wavered. A despairing wail escaped him and he began
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to shake. He let the blade drop to his side, closing his eyes as the
sobs racked his body.

Darkspawn began to pour toward him from both ends of the
passage, but he barely noticed. He stood numbly on the stairs and
waited, the blackness closing in on his mind. The humming sound
reached a crescendo, an urgency that tugged on the edges of his
consciousness and stretched it thin.

It was inside him.

All at once, the darkspawn swarmed over Bregan and pulled
him to the ground. They bit into his flesh, and several sharp objects
poked him painfully. He didn't cry out and didn't resist. The glow-
stone was borne away, and as the darkness became total something
struck him on the back of the head.

It was better this way.



3

Those who had been cast down, the demons who would be
gods,

Began to whisper to men from their tombs within the earth.

And the men of Tevinter heard, and raised altars to the
pretender-gods once more,

And in return were given, in hushed whispers, the secrets of
darkest magic.

—Canticle of Threnodies 5:11

Duncan sat in the small boat, quite miserable and certain that it
would tip over at any second and spill everyone on board into Lake
Calenhad. The journey west from Denerim had taken them sev-
eral days, and he wasn't even sure why they were bothering. If First
Enchanter Remille had wanted to give them something, why hadn’t
he brought it with him to the capital? It seemed pointless to drag
the Grey Wardens all this way, even if the entrance into the Deep
Roads was supposedly not far from here. If time was as tight as
Genevieve kept claiming, it seemed like it would make more sense
to go after her brother now.

But no. Instead he was forced to squeeze into a boat that had
room only for the King and the burly fellow with the oar, freezing
as they navigated their way across the lake. The wind howled
fiercely, and with each gust Duncan shivered. Really, he couldnt
stop shivering, even with the fur cloak the King had given him to
wrap up in. Was everywhere in this country cold?
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Chunks of floating ice thumped against the boat with alarming
strength and regularity. The oarsman was forced to concentrate on
his task, sweating with the effort. Sometimes he would do little more
than push the ice away from the boat with his oar. Other times he
would start paddling furiously, only to reverse their course a mo-
ment later. What happened if the lake froze over completely? Did
people just walk to the tower, then?

Only the King seemed unperturbed by the entire experience.
He had been quiet since they left the city, mostly keeping to him-
self and asking very little of his appointed keeper . ..something
Duncan heartily approved of. Once or twice the King had asked
some probing questions about the Grey Wardens, questions Dun-
can had warily answered. Genevieve had warned him that the King
might do so, and in the same breath had said that Duncan should
tell the man as little as possible. The King had merely shrugged
at the responses. He didn’t appear to expect more.

It did make for several days of quiet, however. They had left
Denerim by the North Road, traveling quickly along the Coastlands.
It wasn’t very busy at this time of year, according to Genevieve, and
that meant less chance of them being either followed or recognized.
Once the snows came, most traffic resorted to the sturdy ships that
sailed the Waking Sea. Theyd seen only a handful of others, mer-
chants bundled up in woolens pulling their carts, and pilgrims
forced to wait until almost too late in the season to travel. None of
them had so much as glanced their way.

Dwarves didn't ride very well, but Utha did her best to suffer the
indignity quietly. Really, Duncan thought she rode far more grace-
tully than the few other dwarves he had seen do it. Usually her
people preferred to ride in carriages or carts, and not on the ani-
mals themselves, though he'd heard that in Orzammar the dwarves
sometimes rode oxen. He'd asked Utha about it once, and from her
grin he could tell she found the question amusing. Maybe it wasn't
true? He didn’t know; hed never been to Orzammar.
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Kell retrieved his warhound, Hafter, as soon as theyd left the
palace. He was a giant of a dog, all muscle and teeth and shaggy
grey hair. Duncan had no idea what breed of dog Hafter was sup-
posed to be, only that he could tear out a man’s throat in defense of
his master. In fact, Duncan had seen him do so. Hafter bounded
merrily along beside the hunter’s horse, long tongue hanging out
of his mouth. One would never guess the happy hound could trans-
form into a killer at the slightest command.

Julien and Nicolas kept mostly to themselves, as they often did.
Duncan supposed they had fought back to back for so long they
were simply more accustomed to each other’s company. Sometimes
Genevieve rode with them, but usually she rode up front with Kell.
There she kept her gaze intently fixed on the horizon, as if by sheer
will she could somehow bring it closer.

Normally Duncan would have ridden with Fiona, and they would
have chatted amiably during the trip as the quieter Grey Wardens
shot them dark looks. He had come to know the elven mage fairly
well in the months since he'd joined the order. Now, however, she
mostly stayed away. On the few chances he did get to speak to her,
she seemed agitated, and as soon as King Maric returned to Dun-
can’s side, Fiona would scowl and move her horse away. She didn’t
trade a single word with the man, and brusquely ignored any of his
attempts to make conversation.

The King had glanced at him quizzically, and he'd shrugged in
response. Who could tell why the elf did anything? Not him.

The first night they spent in a village had been uncomfortable,
to say the least. Genevieve hadn't liked the idea of being exposed,
but they had left the city too hurriedly to properly equip them-
selves. A tense night had been spent in an inn, the King hooded
and kept far from prying eyes. Duncan had rested on the wooden
floor next to the King’s cot, shivering and swearing at the icy Fer-
eldan weather that seeped through his threadbare blankets and
made for an unbearably sleepless night.
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After that they'd avoided most of the small hamlets that dotted
the road, skirting the edge of the central Bannorn as they headed
westward. Only once had the King insisted they stop at a particu-
lar farmhold on the outskirts. It seemed unremarkable to Duncan,
just a holding made of cracked and worn whitestone and fenced
pastures given over mostly to goats and sheep.

Who was within was anyone’s guess, and the Grey Wardens
waited outside for the King to finish his business. Fiona had bris-
tled at the brief delay even more than Genevieve, and her scowl at
King Maric once he returned left little to imagine as to what she
thought of the entire business. He ignored her, and she spent the
next hour whispering an angry complaint to the Commander loudly
enough for the rest of them to hear. Duncan assumed that they
were meant to.

Afterwards Genevieve had driven them double time, stopping
to camp only when it was absolutely too dark to ride and merci-
lessly stirring them all as soon as the first sliver of sun was sighted
on the horizon. Duncan was happy to do the majority of the com-
plaining, not that anyone listened to him. They were all exhausted
and tense. The more time that passed, the more agitated Genevieve
became. Finally reaching the shores of Lake Calenhad had been
a relief.

Now King Maric sat not a foot away from Duncan in the small
boat, staring out across the lake with his eyes half closed as the
wind washed across his face and ruffled his blond hair. He seemed
to take pleasure in it, Duncan observed, and even after giving up
his fur cloak didn't seem the least bothered by the cold.

The King apparently noticed that he was being watched, and
regarded Duncan in return. Duncan should probably have felt self-
conscious at being caught, but didn’t. For a king, this fellow was a
very odd man. Who had ever heard of a king just up and leaving his
palace, heading off into possible danger without so much as a send-
off? The group of them had snuck out of Denerim like criminals,
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and not even Teyrn Loghain showed up to give them a proper
scowl. It was very likely nobody even knew the King had left. The
man deserved to be stared at.

“Are you curious about something?” he asked Duncan, slightly
bemused. His breath came out in a plume of fine mist.

“Is that silverite?” Duncan asked, pointing at the King’s armor,
as fine a suit of plate as he'd ever seen. It seemed light as well as
comfortable, and reflected the dim sunlight with a brilliance that
he couldn’t help noticing. The amount that such a suit of armor
would fetch on the black market boggled his mind.

“It is. I haven't worn it since the war, however. 'm surprised it
still fits. Have you seen silverite before?”

Duncan pulled out one of his daggers and showed it to the
King, who raised his eyebrows in surprise. It was made of silverite,
as well. “I have two of these,” Duncan explained.

“You're full of surprises. Should I ask where you got them?”

“You can if you want, but I won't tell you.”

The King smirked. “Aren’t you supposed to do what I ask? I
seem to recall that being mentioned at some point.”

“Fine. I bought them with the vast fortune that was left to me
by my parents. They were once the ruling Prince and Princess of
Antiva until they were unfairly deposed, and one day I will return
to claim my throne.”

King Maric chuckled gamely, and for a moment Duncan thought
that maybe this King wasn’t such a bad fellow after all. Then, as an-
other chill gust of wind blew across the boat and set Duncan’s teeth
to chattering, the life drained out of the King’s smile. A shadow
passed behind the man’s eyes, and he turned to stare out grimly over
the water once again.

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” he muttered.

It was proving difficult to reconcile Maric the Savior—the man
who, according to everyone, had single-handedly wrested his na-
tion back from the Orlesians and then set about rebuilding it into



56 DAVID GAIDER

a force to be reckoned with—with the sad fellow that sat across
from him. Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned anything about
a throne? Maybe thrones were bad.

“My chances are pretty bad anyhow, I'm told.” Duncan smiled
apologetically. “And Antiva is a terrible place. All full of assassins
and ... Antivans. So maybe I'm better off.”

The oarsman glanced back, huffing and puffing from the exer-
tion as he rowed, but made no comment on their exchange. Duncan
wasn't certain the man knew he was ferrying the King of Ferelden
across the lake, to be honest. Genevieve had made all the arrange-
ments and had already gone across with the First Enchanter.

The King was silent for several minutes, simply staring out at the
lake. Just when Duncan thought that he should probably go back
to shivering in his furs, however, the man abruptly turned and
asked a question. “What are the darkspawn, exactly?”

“Don’t you know?”

“I've seen them,” he admitted, “and I was told a little about them
back then, but you people are Grey Wardens. Your order has been
dealing with them for centuries. You must know more about them
than anyone.”

Duncan chuckled. “They’re monsters.”

“And?”

“And what? I've been a Grey Warden for six months, maybe.”

“So that’s it? That’s all you know? That they’re monsters?”

Duncan rubbed his forehead, trying to think. It was hard when
it was this cold. It snowed in Val Royeaux from time to time, but
when it did everyone stayed indoors and the market district all but
shut down. Those were difficult days to be a cutpurse. “Well, let’s
see. You know about the magisters, I assume?”

“I know what the Chant of Light says about them. It says that the
mages of Tevinter grew bold enough to open a portal into heaven so
they could usurp the Maker’s throne, but instead corrupted it with
their sin.”



DRAGON AGE: THE CALLING 57

He nodded. “And were corrupted in turn, right. The first dark-
spawn. What'’s wrong with that story? Not enough for you?”

The King peered at him curiously. “Doesn’t it seem, I don't
know .. .a bit pat?”

“Don’t let the priests hear you say that!” Duncan laughed.

“But there must be more to it. Why are there so many? How do
they live?”

Duncan spread his hands helplessly. “You're talking to the wrong
Grey Warden. All T know is that the darkspawn spend all their time
searching for the Old Gods.”

“That’s it? Nothing else? They must be boring at parties.”

“That’s pretty much it. They don't zink, exactly.”

King Maric gave him a significant look. “But they take prisoners.”

He shrugged, avoiding the man’s gaze. “Apparently.”

For another hour they sat in silence, Duncan watching Kinloch
Hold loom larger and larger before them. The thin spire appeared
to rise out of the middle of the lake, and he wondered faintly how
the mages had built it out there. Had they used magic to pull it up
out of the rock? This tower looked elegant, at least from afar. Up
close it was weathered and stained, the wider structure at the base
standing on a rocky island almost completely covered in snow.

The only sounds were the low whistling of the wind and the
rhythmic sloshing caused by the rowing. They passed directly
under what had once been a giant causeway that led from the shore
all the way out to the tower. Now it was just a crumbling arch, one
of several. The fact that it was even partially standing after so many
centuries was probably a tribute to the skill of those who had built
it, Duncan supposed. He couldn’t begin to guess why they didn't re-
pair the bridge so that these long ferry rides weren't necessary.
Maybe they didn't know how any longer? Maybe they forgot why
they built a giant tower out in the middle of a lake, as well. That
thought brought him no small amount of amusement.

“Have you ever been here before?” he asked the King.
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“Once during the war. Then again for the last First Enchanter’s
tuneral, though we didn’t go inside. Otherwise the Chantry objects
to me coming here, just in case.”

“Tust in case of what?”

“Just in case there are mages within who have learned a spell or
two that they shouldn’t have. Wouldn't do to have the King of Fer-
elden having his mind controlled, would it”’

Duncan’s eyes went a bit wide. “They can do that?”

“I think it’s more important that the Chantry believes they can.”

Duncan had heard of blood magic. That was how the ancient
magisters bent all of Thedas to their will, using the blood of their
sacrifices to fuel their magic and open up portals into heaven. They
were responsible for the Blights, according to the Chantry.

Andraste had thrown down the magisters with that accusation,
claiming that magic was meant to serve rather than rule. It was a
rallying cry that had spread across all of Thedas. It was the reason
such towers as the one to which they were now rowing existed.
In such places mages could be trained, and, more important,
watched closely. If blood magic meant the mages could actually
control someone’s mind, maybe the priests had good reason to be
so suspicious.

“I've been to one of the Circle’s towers once,” Duncan explained.
“It was the one outside of Montsimmard, but it was nothing like
this one. More of a fortress. That’s where Fiona was recruited.”

The King looked at him quizzically. “Fiona. That’s the elven
woman?”

“That’s the one.”

Duncan stared up at the tower again, which now loomed large
and blotted out most of the sky. They had rowed into its shadow, and
Duncan could make out the cave they were headed for amid the
sharp rocks. Supposedly the base of the tower was in there, as well as
a place to park the boat. If not, they would no doubt crash on the
rocks and drown. Seemed simple enough.
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“They were a gift,” Duncan finally said, breaking the silence.

The King seemed honestly surprised. “A gift?”

“My daggers. Genevieve gave them to me.”

“That’s quite the gift.”

“Maybe. They were an apology. Or at least I think they were.”

Now the King was truly interested. “An apology? Your com-
mander doesn’t strike me as the sort of woman who does that often.”

“She’s not,” Duncan said flatly. He turned his attention to the wa-
ter rippling along the side of the boat, and the King let him be. The
boat sailed serenely past a jagged rock that jutted out of the wa-
ter, slimy algae pooled around it and clinging to its sides. A dirty
gull sat on the rock and looked at him curiously, tilting its head to
one side. Duncan ignored it and huddled miserably in his fur as
another cold wind sliced across the lake and seeped into his skin.

“It’s a mistake to bring him with us,” Fiona told Genevieve as they
waited in the docks underneath the tower. The cavern walls slick
with moisture loomed high overhead, bathed in the orange glow
of magical lanterns. In Orlais there were entire streets lit by such
devices, the wealthiest districts in the entire Empire. There the
Circle of Magi was paid handsomely to keep the lanterns lit, and
once a month in the early morning a herd of young apprentices
would make their rounds under the watchful eyes of a guardian
templar. Every lantern would be checked to see if the chunk of
specially enchanted chalk within had lost its dweomer, and replaced
it it had. It was a painstaking process, and the Empire’s elite took
great pride in the fact that they could afford such a wild extrava-
gance.

That such lanterns existed within the walls of the mage tower,
however, was hardly indicative of its wealth. Here it was simply
expedient. Fiona suspected that, unlike in Orlais, the tower was
the only place she would see such devices in Ferelden. The idea
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that the practical locals would willingly spend coin for such a lux-
ury, even had they any to spare, seemed laughable.

Genevieve unsurprisingly ignored Fiona’s comment, keeping her
arms crossed as she watched the opening that led into the cavern.
She awaited the arrival of the King with the same unwavering in-
tensity that she did almost everything. Fiona had explained her
objection to the King’s presence three times now since they had
left Denerim, and each time the Grey Warden commander had
responded with little more than indifference. No doubt she was well
aware of all the reasons why taking royalty on their excursion
might be considered unwise, and was proceeding anyhow.

Fiona scowled and turned away from the Commander before
she said something to the woman that she would regret. It would
not have been the first time she'd spoken her mind without think-
ing. Best not to give herself the chance to do it again.

The docK’s platform was a solid block of stone, wooden posts
spaced evenly along the water’s edge to offer something to tie a boat
to. As if there was a need for more than one, considering that only a
single ferry operated out of the tiny hamlet at the edge of the lake.
The few dour folk at the inn there had paid the Grey Wardens little
heed, evidently accustomed to strange people coming and going.
Theyd been forced to cross the icy waters two at a time. What would
happen if there was ever a pressing need to bring more people to the
tower at once, or perhaps away from it, she really couldn’t imagine.

Perhaps that was the way they preferred it? Where Fiona had
been trained, they relied on tall stone walls to keep the suspicious
outside world at bay. No doubt an entire lake worked equally well.

The platform was littered with old crates and wheelbarrows, as
well as various other tools that might be used to cart arriving goods
up into the tower. Did they bring all the needed supplies across
the lake one boat ride at a time, too? She imagined that ships could
always come from Redcliffe in the south, but that would be a long
way to sail. That oarsman must be very busy indeed. A large
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dumbwaiter was closed oft behind a warped and grey wooden
gate, while a set of wide stairs curved up and out of sight into the
shadows.

Even with the mystical lights, this was a dim and forbidding
place. The staccato rhythm of droplets hitting the lake’s surface
was constant and almost maddening. The water was littered with
bits of flotsam that pooled at the edges, lapping wetly against the
stone with a whispery echo that made her skin crawl. The smell of
damp and fetid oil was almost overwhelming.

Fiona had sworn she wouldn’t step foot in another Circle after
becoming a Grey Warden, not ever, and yet here she was. She had
voiced her objections on that subject to Genevieve as well, but the
response had been little better. Their mission was vital. Time was
vital. Genevieve might as well have had those words carved into
her flesh, she repeated them so often.

The possibility that there might be any truth to them made
Fiona shiver.

She had seen a darkspawn only once in her entire life, on the
very eve that shed joined the order. She had not been a Grey War-
den long enough to repeat the experience, and for that she consid-
ered herself fortunate. The few tales she had heard of the creatures
had all said the same thing: The darkspawn had been defeated by
the order for the final time long, long ago, never to arise again.
Now she was told otherwise. The Grey Wardens had impressed
upon her the fact that an entire army waited for the chance to
spread over the surface lands again like a swarm of locusts. If that
was indeed true, then they needed to be stopped, without question.

But why did they require the company of a human king in
order to do it?

She left Genevieve standing at the edge and strode angrily back
to Kell, who leaned casually against a far wall, his arms crossed and
his head low. The hunter’s hood was drawn, and he might very well
have been sleeping. Fiona had seen the man sleep on his feet before;
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it was almost impossible to tell. Even at rest there was a tension
to his stance, as if he might spring into action at any moment.

Kell’s grey warhound curled up at his feet. Hafter, at least, was
openly snoring, his back paws twitching slightly as he dreamed.
Every time she saw the beast she marveled at how huge it was. She
would never have thought a hound could be a credible threat to an
armed warrior, but the first time she saw Hafter racing toward
an opponent with his fangs bared, she quickly revised that opinion.

Where she came from, they didnt allow dogs. Shed known a
street cat once, a skinny thing she'd slipped nibbles of her evening
meal. The cat always knew she would come, and every night with-
out fail it would be sitting there in the moonlight waiting. It
would perk up at the sight of her, and when she got near it would
undulate ecstatically between her legs. To Fiona, the cat was a secret
treasure in a world of ugliness.

And then one night it hadn’t been there at all. Somehow she
knew that it was gone forever, yet she continued to go out night
after night in hopeless desperation. The last night shed even for-
gone her evening meal entirely, saving the few scraps of fatty pork
with the idea that perhaps a larger offering would attract the cat
back to her side.

Finding only darkness outside, she'd wept bitter tears and prayed
to the Maker. Perhaps in His infinite wisdom He might see fit to
watch over a lone alley cat, wherever it was. Her fervent whispers
drew the attention of a nearby vagrant, an elf who had lost one of
his limbs and thus could no longer even work in one of the menial
jobs allowed their people. No doubt he smelled the pork she car-
ried, for he pushed her down and stole it. She'd fled screaming
back to her family’s hovel.

She never saw the cat again. When she was a child, her mind
had shied away from the truth, preferring to believe that the cat had
found a way past the tall walls that surrounded the alienage.
Surely it had voyaged bravely into the human part of the city with
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all its fine food and fat mice. There a cat could live like a queen,
feasting upon scraps tossed aside by ignorant humans that would
make any elf drool with envy. Her adult mind now knew better,
that the poor creature had likely been snared by the very vagrant
who had attacked her. Most of the elves she had known were too
proud to prey on vermin and street animals, but not all. That her
father had managed to shield her from that desperation as long as
he had, surprised her still. After his death, all that changed.

Fiona knelt down and slowly rubbed her hand along the
hound’s coarse fur. His twitching slowed, and in his slumber he
whined softly. When she reached the back of one ear, he half
woke and curled his head inward in pleasure. She grinned and
gave it a good scratch.

“You'll spoil him,” came Kell’s soft voice.

She glanced up at the hunter. He had not moved, but now she
could see his pale eyes watching her with a wry smile. Kell was a
man of few words, she'd found, but he always managed to make
his point known.

“He deserves to be spoiled a little,” she chuckled. “He fights be-
side us in battle. One day he will get a mouthful of darkspawn blood
and that will be the end of him.” As she scratched, the hound lazily
rolled over onto his back. His muscled legs stuck up in the air and
he made a cute, sleepy groan. She gamely rubbed his belly.

“Hafter is as much Grey Warden as the rest of us.”

Fiona was surprised by that. “You mean he’s ... ?”

He nodded. “I doubt it will be his tainted blood that takes him
in the end, even so.” With a leather boot Kell reached out and
affectionately nudged the hound along the ribs. Hafter opened his
eyes and swiveled his head back in order to gaze with happy ado-
ration at his master. She found it a peculiar expression for such
a powerful beast, one so obviously bred for combat.

“No more than the rest of us, surely. Aren’t all Grey Wardens
destined to die in battle against the darkspawn?”
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“Not all,” he murmured, nodding toward where the white-
haired Genevieve still stood. “There has been no Blight for the
order to combat in centuries. Many of us live long enough to grow
old, no matter how hard we might try otherwise.”

“And then what? We take the Calling?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you?”

She wasn't sure how to respond to that. Having only become a
Grey Warden recently, the idea that she might one day live long
enough for the dark taint to force her into such a choice seemed
impossible. Yet if it did happen, if the immunity should one day
wear off . .. the thought made her shudder. She had seen what hap-
pened to most when they became infected by the darkspawn cor-
ruption. Knowing that such vileness now swam in her blood made
her shudder.

Still, she couldn’t bring herself to be bitter about it. She was
thankful to be a Grey Warden. More thankful than most.

Fiona patted Hafter on his belly to indicate she was done, and
he sighed contentedly and rolled back over. His big brown eyes
looked to Kell in a silent plea for more scratches. In response, the
hunter reached into a belt pouch and produced a length of jerky.
The massive dog leaped to life immediately, ears perked up as it
eagerly awaited the treat. Fiona was very nearly bowled over.

“My apologies,” Kell offered, tossing the jerky down. The dog
snapped it up before it even touched the floor. It hardly seemed
like it would take more than a moment for him to gobble it up,
but his canine dignity demanded he trot off to chew in private
around the corner.

Fiona smiled and picked herself off the stone, rubbing some of
the dust and dirt off her hands. She turned to Kell, unsure if she
should speak, and he regarded her expectantly.

“What do you think of this king being with us?” she asked.

“I think you should speak to Genevieve about it, and not 1.”

“Don’t you think it would go poorly for the Grey Wardens if
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the King of Ferelden died in our care? Is that what we really
want?”

“Is that truly your objection?”

She scowled. Kell looked at her without any hint of mockery,
and finally she sighed and turned to glance in the Commander’s
direction. “I don’t think she would care even if it was.” Her voice
carried less bitterness than she felt.

If Genevieve heard, she made no indication. She remained where
she was, staring resolutely out into the dim cavern. It would be
hard for her not to have heard, however. Irrationally, Fiona wished
she could pierce the woman’s iron demeanor just once. The quiet
rage she saw behind those eyes terrified her, but it would almost
be better than the waiting. One day the Commander would break,
all that anger she'd smothered behind a veneer of cold competence
bubbling up to the surface like a volcano, and they would all pay
the price for it.

“She’s going to get us killed, you know,” she muttered, just loudly
enough that there was no way Genevieve could avoid overhearing.
“The King, too. Just you wait and see.” Fiona watched her closely,
but the woman didn’t even blink.

Kell’s smirk told Fiona what he thought of her brave words, but
he declined to add his own comment. As Hafter trotted back in
their direction, nose sniffing madly in the hope that another piece
of jerky might manifest itself, Kell nodded toward the cavern. Fiona
had already heard the rhythmic splashes of the boat approaching.
It seemed the King had finally arrived.

“Oh, joy,” she griped under her breath.

Genevieve stirred, glancing back toward them with a steely
gaze. “Kell, inform the First Enchanter that we will be coming up
shortly. I do not wish to stay longer than we absolutely must.”

The hunter quietly vanished up the stairwell, the warhound
padding after him. Fiona and Genevieve locked gazes only for a
second, and still that was enough time for Fiona to shiver at what
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she saw there. Had she likened the woman to a volcano? More
like a shelf of ice, chill fog wrapped around it like a blanket, ad-
vancing inevitably across the water’s surface in search of a helpless
boat to crush under its immense weight.

The ferry slowly came into sight, blotting out the cave entrance
for a moment as the oarsman swiftly paddled over the dark water.
Poor Duncan huddled within a fur cloak, while King Maric sat
next to him seemingly unaftected by the weather. Fiona kept her
face deliberately neutral. Her father had always scolded her that
anyone and everyone could read her every opinion on her face like
an open book. Normally Fiona considered that to be a strength
rather than a failing, but perhaps a touch of Kell’s inscrutability
would be advisable, considering the King was a man who could
make all their lives a living nightmare if he so chose.

It took only a few moments for the boat to bump up hard against
the platform. A rope was tied to a post, and both occupants dis-
embarked with Genevieve’s assistance. Duncan took off the fur
coat and reluctantly handed it back to the King, who was looking
around at the cavern with admiration.

“The last time I came here it was winter, too,” he remarked.
“But I think they’ve made it larger since then. Can they do that?
They can probably do that.”

Genevieve ignored his question. “Maric, we should proceed.
I have no desire to stay the night, if we can at all avoid it.”

“You mean we’ll be rowing back right away?” Duncan cried in
dismay. “Why didn’t you just leave me at the inn?”

She leveled a direct gaze at him. “To do what? Guard the
chickens?”

He didn't argue, just crumpled in his own misery in a way that
almost made Fiona laugh. Duncan was only a handful of years
younger than her, but there were times he seemed more like a boy
than a man. She knew there was much more to him than that. The
place where he grew up ... that was the sort of place that forced
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one to mature quickly. Whatever Duncan suftered from, it was not
naiveté.

“It might be kinder to knock him out for the trip back,” Maric
suggested with a mischievous grin.

“I think he will survive.” Genevieve turned and marched up the
stairs without waiting to see if she was being followed. Duncan
trotted after her, and as the two of them disappeared Fiona belat-
edly realized the King had not moved. She had been left alone
with him.

The man made no indication of a desire to go, instead standing
there by the water’s edge and watching her with a strange look she
couldn’t decipher. Was it anger? Concern? She had to admit he pos-
sessed a certain charm, something unexpected in a king. No doubt it
was also deceptive. Shed learned a long time ago never to take such
men at face value.

Shrugging indifferently, she turned to go. The King could stand
in the cavern until he froze, for all she cared. She certainly didn't
teel the need to wait on him.

“Wait,” he suddenly called out. “It’s Fiona, isn't it?”

Fiona paused, her stomach sinking. Silently she cursed her too-
expressive face. You couldn’t just blink and smile prettily like some
vapid whore, could you? Would that be too difficult to master? Taking
a ragged breath, she slowly turned back around. “Is there some-
thing you wished of me?” she asked, keeping her tone as cheerful
as she dared.

“Something I wished?” He seemed startled by her question. “I
was actually hoping we could speak. I understand you have an issue
with my presence.”

“A man of your stature need not concern himself with my
thoughts.”

“Nice try.” Maric wagged a finger and walked toward her. She
stood her ground, refusing to retreat. She would be damned if she
would retreat from anyone, even some fool of a king. “You might
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think I'm deaf, but I managed to overhear your objections to your
commander on several occasions.”

“So? Is it so unreasonable to believe that bringing the King of
Ferelden into the Deep Roads is not a good idea?”

“Not if that’s all it is.”

Fiona snorted indignantly. It was an unladylike thing to do, she
knew, but her patience was rapidly running thin. The Enchanter
who had trained her had been an elegant woman with perfect man-
ners and porcelain skin, and she had sighed laboriously every time
Fiona had so much as twitched an eyebrow. It had only served to
compel Fiona to do it all the more often, thus increasing the
woman’ suffering.

The oarsman sat forgotten in his boat nearby, trying his best to
be unnoticeable. He fished a piece of sweetmeat out of his coat and
turtively began nibbling on it, eyes flicking to Fiona and Maric as if
he hoped they might go away and leave him to his meal. Or perhaps
he enjoyed the spectacle. She couldn't rightly say.

“I apologize then, my lord, if I have offended you,” she gritted
out through a clenched smile. “It won’t happen again.”

He folded his arms stubbornly. “I'm not offended. If you have
something to say, however, then say it.”

She looked longingly toward the staircase. Escape was an op-
tion, but then King Maric would assume that she was fleeing.
Simply telling the man off was tempting.

Genevieve had specified with severity that the man was not to
be bothered, however, and that gave her pause. Being censored was
something she would normally not abide, but she had seen what
defying the Commander had brought Duncan. Genevieve was one
of the few people she respected.

“Look,” she began. “This is ridiculous. Why should you care
what I think? Or what anyone thinks, for that matter?”

“Are you avoiding the question? Did your commander tell you
to do that?”
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Perceptive twit. She was not about to be outmaneuvered, how-
ever. “Is this what you do in your palace? Run around to all the
servants and the groundskeepers and worry about whether or not
they like you enough? That must keep you very busy.”

“I think if one of the servants glared at me the same way you
do, I would at least stop and ask why.” He paused, the wry grin re-
turning. “Or is it your opinion that I shouldn't care? That this
would be unkingly of me, perhaps?”

“I've yet to see a single thing remotely kingly about you. No
reason for you to start now.”

“Oh-ho!” He seemed inordinately pleased to have dragged
something out of her. She tried to rein in her rising temper, even
though she could feel her control slipping. She had really never
been very good at this sort of thing. “Have we stumbled on the
problem? Your estimation of my kingliness?”

Fiona rolled her eyes. “That,” she snapped tartly, “is a problem
for your subjects. Of which I am not one. I do feel for them, how-
ever. How grand it must be to have a king that would so readily
abandon them to play the hero.”

Maric paused. “You think I've abandoned them? I'm here to
help the Grey Wardens protect them.”

“Of course you are,” she chuckled incredulously. “And it’s none of
my business anyhow, is it? My business is killing darkspawn.” She
gestured toward the staircase. “And we should get on with it, no?”

“There are no darkspawn up there.”

“There are none down here, either. Just a human with a large
ego who insists that everyone like him.”

“I never insisted you do any such thing.”

“Then you shouldn’t be worried that I dont.” With that, Fiona
walked away from Maric and marched up the stairs. She imagined
he continued to stand there by the water’s edge, staring after her
in confusion as the oarsman shifted uncomfortably in his boat.
She would leave it up to the King to decide if he should complain
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to Genevieve about being overly bothered. If anyone asked her
about it, her opinion would be that she thought the man needed a
little bothering.

Maric didn't follow her up, at least not immediately. It was a re-
lief, really, and she breathed a little easier as she ascended into the
dark heart of the tower.

Duncan was doing his best not to yawn.

It was the one thing that Julien had advised him against as the
mages led the King and the Grey Wardens into the massive as-
sembly hall at the top of the tower, whispering that at such official
functions the worst thing one could do was yawn. At first, Dun-
can didn’t think the advice was necessary. In fact, it was all he could
do to keep from openly gawking.

The hall was domed, with a great window at the very top that
allowed the sunlight to filter through. Marble pillars lined the hall,
behind which rows of benches allowed for an audience of well over
a hundred—and they were packed with people, robed mages rang-
ing from young apprentices to elderly enchanters. A higher gallery
at the end of the hall contained the templars and priests, all of
whom watched with severe and disapproving expressions. How ap-
propriate, Duncan thought, for them to look down on the proceed-
ing from on high.

In the center of the chamber, standing in the beam of sunlight
that shined down from the window, were the First Enchanter and
an impatient-looking Genevieve. The mages around the room were
straining their necks to gawk at the group of them, and a buzz of
conversation rose. Duncan couldn’t be sure if they were more
amazed by the presence of the King or by the Grey Wardens. Grey
Wardens were a rare sight here, after all. It was a slightly different
reception than the order normally received elsewhere.

What followed, however, was a ceremony long enough to bring
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him from awestruck amazement to utter boredom. The First En-
chanter insisted on giving a lengthy speech, mostly extolling the
honor of the Grey Wardens and lavishing praise on the King. Dun-
can had to wonder how this was okay, considering Maric was sup-
posedly traveling with them secretly, but neither Genevieve nor
the King appeared to object.

Each of the Grey Wardens was called up by the First Enchanter
in turn and given black brooches that had been specially crafted for
them. Duncan took a close look at his and found it unremarkable:
polished onyx, without even a fancy setting or any particular em-
bellishment. Completely functional.

Considering that they were intended to hide the Grey Wardens
from being sensed by the darkspawn, however, they were extremely
useful. Clearly this was why Genevieve was willing to delay their
entrance into the Deep Roads and put up with the entire cere-
mony business. Though even she was slowly losing her patience,
he could see.

King Maric was given a leather satchel full of potions, each of
them contained in a delicate glass vial. According to the First En-
chanter, this was a precious mixture of herbs that would enable
Maric to resist the disease spread by the darkspawn. He was, after
all, the only one in the group without the Grey Wardens” immu-
nity. One full vial was to be swallowed each morning; according to
Duncan’s count, that meant the King had a two-week supply.

Rather optimistic of the First Enchanter, really.

The droning that followed, Duncan mostly ignored, his atten-
tion wandering. At this point the Grey Wardens were mostly rel-
egated to the sidelines anyhow, and Genevieve was clearly itching
for an opening simply to excuse themselves and leave—not that
First Enchanter Remille was providing one, of course.

So Duncan looked around, staring at the individual mages in
the crowd. There was one in particular to whom his attention kept
returning: a rather pretty young apprentice with tousled brown
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hair and intense doe eyes. And she was staring back at him, too.
He looked away initially, but his eyes kept being drawn back to her.
No, she was definitely looking at him and only him.

Then she discreetly waved at him and beamed. He reluctantly
waved back, trying not to smile too encouragingly. Then he kept
