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Description
 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with a firm hand. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own deeds of valor. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.
ADALAR is weary of war, has seen too many friends and comrades die. Yet dark forces are stirring in the shadows, and unless Adalar defends his lost home, those under his protection will perish.
SIGALDRA is the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, the final defender of her people. Now the darkness comes to devour the final remnant of Sigaldra's home and family. Even Sigaldra's courage may not be enough to turn aside the shadows.
For the goddess has been freed at last, and her servants are eager to slay in her name...
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Author's Note
MASK OF SWORDS has many characters and locations. At the request of numerous readers, I have added a Glossary of Characters and a Glossary of Locations to the end of the book, providing a short, spoiler-free description of all the characters (living and dead) and locations mentioned in the book. Both Glossaries will appear in the Table of Contents, and should you need to consult them, you can use your ereader's Table of Contents function to quickly check one of the Glossaries and then return to your previous place in the book.  



Chapter 1: We Are Free
 
Mazael Cravenlock awoke to the sound of screaming.
He had drank too much the night before, enjoying the hospitality of Toric and his thains, and now had a headache. The room around him was dark, the only light coming through the half-opened shutters. The room with its rough wooden walls and flagstone floor was the finest chamber in Toric’s hold, and Mazael had accepted it with gratitude. 
The screaming got louder, and Mazael’s foggy mind snapped into focus. 
He got to his feet. Was the hold under attack? Any number of foes might dare to attack Toric’s hold of Gray Pillar. A Malrag warband ranging down from the Great Mountains, seeking for men to slaughter. Bandits and brigands – the upheaval of the Runedead War had created no end of those. Or perhaps the attackers had come for Mazael himself. He had no end of enemies: the last ragged remnants of the Justiciar and Dominiar Orders, the San-keth and their proselytes, the former followers of Ragnachar, the surviving Aegonar seidjars, and numerous others. 
His anger was always there, held in check by long practice and hard experience, but it flared to life. These attackers, whoever they were, dared to attack his people? Mazael would make them regret that. By the time he was done, they would curse the day they had ever come to Gray Pillar. 
The door burst open, letting in firelight from the great hall, and a boy of about fourteen staggered into the room. His brown eyes were wide with fear, and he grasped a sword in his right hand, the blade smeared with something darker than blood.
“What is it, Rudolph?” said Mazael. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know, my lord,” said the squire. “The devils have gotten over the wall and are attacking the Tervingi villagers. Toric was rallying his folk at…ah!”
He stumbled forward a step, his free hand flying to his neck. 
“A dart,” mumbled Rudolph. “No, no, they can’t, I…”
The boy collapsed, foam bubbling at his lips, and Mazael realized that the dart had been poisoned. He cursed, snatched his shield and his scabbarded sword from beside the narrow bed as Rudolph’s attacker came through the door. Mazael froze for an instant. He had fought zuvembies and runedead, Malrags and San-keth changelings, but he had never seen a creature quite like this. 
The thing stood only four feet tall, its limbs spindly, its ribs visible beneath its mottled green-and-yellow hide. Its ears were enormous, as large as Mazael’s hands, and its eyes were huge and black and unblinking. Needle-like teeth rose from its jutting jaw, and the creature’s nostrils flared. It wore a peculiar armored shirt fashioned from plates of bone, and in its left hand carried a blowgun, no doubt the source of the dart that had felled poor Rudolph Larsar. 
“Who the hell are you and what do you want?” said Mazael. 
The creature started to speak in the Dark Elderborn tongue. 
“I smell you,” said the gangly creature, its voice like steel rasping over stone. 
“I’ve had a long night and I could use a bath,” said Mazael. “Doesn’t answer my question, though.” 
“We are free!” said the creature, rolling the blowgun around its bony fingers like an assassin with a throwing knife. “We are the lords of the shadows, the princes of the deep places. I smell you for what you are, tainted one! Fear of your father kept us from the surface.”
“My father?” said Mazael. 
Of everything the creature could have said, he would not have expected that.
“He bound us with his trickery and his lies,” said the creature, “but now we are free! The great goddess Marazadra shall rise once more, and her loyal servants shall feast upon the cattle of the surface!” The creature’s misshapen features were alien, but Mazael nonetheless recognized the battle madness that came over its face. “Starting with you.”
In a blur the spindly creature raised its blowgun, but Mazael was ready. He ran forward, getting his shield up, and the creature’s dart struck the thick wood. Mazael swung his shield, intending to smash the creature against the wall, but it darted to the side, yanking a dagger of bone from its armored shirt. It slashed at Mazael, but he jumped back, keeping his shield up, his scabbarded sword in his right hand. He feinted with the shield, driving the creature towards the corner. Dark slime gleamed on the blade of the bone dagger, no doubt poisonous.
The creature snarled and jumped backwards. The claws on its toes and fingers sank into the wood and it scrabbled up the wall like a spider. Mazael took a quick step back as the creature darted across the ceiling. His foe's strategy was plain. It was going to move into his blind spot and then drop upon him from above.
Mazael turned, pretending he had lost sight of his foe. He heard the hiss as the creature flung itself from the ceiling, and Mazael spun. His curved blade smacked into the creature’s bone-armored chest with a loud clack, and it shrieked in pain, clawed hands curling around the scabbard. The momentum of the blow ripped the scabbard free, and the creature bounced off the wall, still clutching the scabbard.
The pale golden glow from Mazael’s sword fell over the room.
His old sword Lion had been forged by the High Elderborn in the deeps of time as a bane to the Old Demon. The sword had met its destiny and been destroyed in the process. Mazael’s new sword had been made from one of the talons of the great dragon he had killed below the walls of Arylkrad. The Guardian of the Tervingi had worked his magic over the blade, writing symbols of golden fire upon it. The resultant sword was lighter, stronger, and sharper than steel, and capable of wounding undead and other creatures of dark magic. 
He had named the blade Talon.
The creature screamed and charged at Mazael, but Mazael swung, Talon’s blade tearing through the creature’s thin neck. Its misshapen head hopped off its shoulders in a fountain of greenish-black slime. Mazael sidestepped, letting the corpse fall to the floor, and drove Talon through its ribs just to be safe. He had encountered too many creatures that could keep on fighting even after their heads had been removed.
The severed head and the corpse remained motionless. 
Mazael ripped the sword free and strode to Rudolph’s side. Fortunately, Rudolph was unconscious, not dead, his breathing and pulse slow but steady. Mazael had seen Timothy deBlanc, his court wizard, prepare drugs that had the same effect. The creature’s dart had been drugged, not poisoned. Had the creatures come to take captives? The creature Mazael had killed claimed that the servants of Marazadra, whoever that was, had come to feast. 
Did the creatures want to eat the people of Gray Pillar? 
More noise from the great hall caught his attention. Mazael turned to his armor and weapons. He pulled on his quilted arming jacket and then donned his armor, a coat of chain mail reinforced with the golden scales of the dragon he had killed in the Great Mountains. Some of the scales over the chest had been replaced after the Old Demon had driven the Glamdaigyr through Mazael’s heart as Cythraul Urdvul burned around them. He slid on his gauntlets and helmet, since only an idiot went into battle without a helmet, and strode into the great hall. 
After Ragnachar’s defeat, Mazael had given Gray Pillar to Toric and his bondsmen. The village’s manor house had burned, but Toric had rebuilt it in the style of a Tervingi headman’s hall. Thick wooden pillars supported the beams overhead, a thatched roof spread between them. A firepit blazed in the center of the hall, the smoke rising to a gap in the ceiling. A dozen of Toric’s bondsmen and bondswomen lay unconscious upon the floor, darts stuck to their necks and chests. 
A half-dozen of the spindly creatures moved around the fire, their huge black eyes reflecting the flames. Their nostrils flared, and as one the creatures turned to face him. 
“Leave now,” said Mazael, lifting Talon, “and I’ll let you go. Try to kill my people and take my lands, and I’ll kill you all.”
“It is him,” snarled one of the creatures. “I smell him.” 
“The tainted one!” said another. “The slayer of the old world!” 
“Take him!” screeched a third. “Take him and the Prophetess shall reward us!”
The creatures charged, raising their weapons, and Mazael laughed. 
The rage of his Demonsouled blood was always with him, never sleeping or tiring. He had grown adept at controlling it, but the urge to fight, to conquer, and to slay never left him for a moment. Perhaps he had put it to good use, keeping the Tervingi headmen and the lords of the Grim Marches from tearing each other apart. Yet he always yearned to fight, and did not often have the chance.
So it was with something like relief that he rushed to meet the charge of the creatures.
A trio of darts flew towards him, and Mazael sidestepped, catching the volley upon his shield. The creatures tried to encircle him, but Mazael attacked first. His shield caught the nearest creature upon the face with enough force to shatter its jaw, and Talon took off its head in a burst of greenish-black slime. A second creature lunged at him, and Talon opened it from throat to groin. The creature’s heart and lungs and viscera fell out, along with several other organs Mazael did not recognize. A third creature lunged at Mazael with a bone dagger, and he caught the strike on his shield and stabbed back.
Talon’s tip struck the creature’s left eye, but bounced away without leaving a scratch. Mazael staggered, his balance lost, and raised Talon again. Little wondered the creatures never blinked. Before he recovered his balance, the creature struck with the dagger again, the blade opening a cut on Mazael’s left leg. Numbness spread from the wound, and his left leg twitched.
At once he felt the burning as his Demonsouled blood started healing the wound and fighting the poison.
The creature attacked again, and Mazael raised his shield to deflect the strike. As he did, something slammed into his back, and a wiry arm closed around his throat. One of the creatures had climbed onto his back. Mazael snarled and drove his shield arm over his head, slamming the edge of the heavy wooden shield into the creature’s skull. Bone snapped, and his hand closed around the creature’s neck, ripping it free. The creature slammed into the one in front of Mazael, and both creatures went sprawling to the floor. He killed them with two quick slashes and spun to face the remaining creatures, the numbness in his left leg fading as his Demonsouled blood conquered the poison.
The remaining creatures backed away, fear on their alien expressions, and ran for the hall’s doors. 
Mazael strode after them, adjusting his grip on Talon’s hilt. Perhaps he had indeed frightened the creatures away, or perhaps they were trying to lure him into a trap. The two creatures escaped through the hall’s double doors, vanishing into the village proper. Mazael followed them, his shield held out before him.
More screams and the shouts of fighting men filled his ears.
Chaos reigned in the village of Gray Pillar. The gates were closed in the earthen wall that encircled the village, though from what Mazael had seen of the creatures, they were dexterous enough to climb over the wall. Rows of houses built from fieldstone ringed the headman’s hall, roofed with sturdy thatch. Men and women and children lay upon the ground outside of the houses, stunned with the creatures’ drugged darts. 
A melee raged in the square before the hall. A dozen of Mazael’s armsmen stood back to back, shields on their arms and swords in hand. A towering knight in chain mail and a black surcoat adorned with the three crossed swords of the House of Cravenlock led them, bellowing commands as he wielded a war hammer, his face flushed with fury behind his black beard. Sir Hagen Bridgebane was Castle Cravenlock’s armsmaster. Now he had taken command of the armsmen who had accompanied Mazael to Gray Pillar, directing them to stand fast and fight. 
Close to thirty of the creatures swirled around the armsmen, stabbing and jabbing with their bone daggers. A half-dozen armsmen lay stunned on the ground, foam bubbling from their lips, and even as Mazael watched, another armsman fell. Dead creatures dotted the square. Sir Hagen and his men had put up a fierce fight, but they would not last much longer. 
They needed help.
The two creatures he had driven from the hall started shrieking, and Mazael killed one and forced the other back. It ran to join the others, and the ring of creatures around Hagen and the others wavered. Mazael did not slow, but slammed into the creatures, smashing the nearest one with his shield and cutting down a second with Talon’s keen edge. Hagen shouted and crushed another with a mighty blow of his hammer, and the armsmen rallied. Two more armsmen fell, stunned by the creatures’ drugged darts, and Mazael took another hit on his leg from a bone dagger. Yet his Demonsouled blood gave him resistance to whatever drug the creatures used, and he struck down the one that had struck him. 
They had killed maybe half of the creatures before the rest broke and fled to the east. Mazael turned, Demonsouled rage thundering through him, demanding that he hunt them down and kill them all, but he restrained himself. Mazael had been in too many battles to charge rashly after an enemy, given how easy it would be for their foes to set an ambush.
It was a trick he had used himself several times. 
“The gods’ be praised, my lord,” said Hagen, wiping sweat from his brow. “I thought those shrieking devils had knifed you in your sleep.” 
“They seem to be after live meat, not corpses,” said Mazael. “What happened?”
“I’m not sure,” said Hagen. “I went to sleep in the great hall, and awoke when one of the bondswomen started screaming. Found those creatures swarming over everything. Grabbed my hammer and armor and fought my way clear, gathering up whatever men I could find.” He shook his head. “Have you ever seen these things before, my lord?”
“No,” said Mazael. “They speak Dark Elderborn. Romaria might know what they are, or perhaps the Guardian.” He pointed with Talon to the east, the dark shapes of the Great Mountains blotting out the stars overhead. “We can bring them a corpse to identify.” 
Hagen’s teeth flashed in his beard. “Aye, my lord.” He gave one of the creatures’ corpses a rough kick, the bone plates of its armor rattling. “I heard one of the Tervingi call the creatures ‘valgasts’.”
“Valgasts,” muttered Mazael. “Where’s Toric? Have you seen him?” 
“Briefly,” said Hagen. “He led a group of swordthains around the back of the hall, toward the ruined church. Some of his men thought the valgasts had a wizard with them.”
“Damnation,” said Mazael. The valgasts were dangerous enough without the aid of a wizard’s magic. “Toric will need our help.” He pointed with Talon. “Head around the north wall of the great hall. Find the wizard and kill him. Anyone have a crossbow?” Two of the armsmen did. “Load them. If you get the chance, shoot the wizard. Easiest way to deal with a wizard is to shoot him from a distance.” 
The two men loaded their crossbows, and Mazael led the way around the northern side of Toric’s hall. The sounds of fighting grew louder, and they came to a square on the eastern side of the hall, facing the foothills of the Great Mountain. On the other side of the square stood a domed church built in the style of Old Dracaryl. It had been destroyed during the Malrag invasion, and since the Tervingi worshipped a combination of their ancestors and the gods of the Elderborn tribes, no one had yet rebuilt it. Next to the church stood the pens where Toric and his skythains kept their griffins. The griffins growled and roared, raking at their pens, their wings flapping and their claws slashing at the air.
A furious melee swirled below the ruined church, Tervingi spearthains and swordthains battling a mob of valgasts. These valgasts seemed larger and better armored than the ones Mazael had killed outside the hall, and some of them even bore weapons of steel instead of bone. Both Tervingi men and valgasts lay dead upon the ground. Mazael spotted Toric leading his men in to battle. Toric was lean and weathered from years spent in a griffin’s saddle. He had once been a skythain of the Tervingi hrould Athanaric, and had later become a headman in his own right. 
A glowing shape darted through the melee, a creature that looked like a wolf with a mane of razor-edged tentacles. Shimmering mist wreathed its form, and the creature looked vaguely translucent, almost ghostly. Yet the blows it dealt were real enough, and even as Mazael looked the wolf attacked a Tervingi spearthain, the warrior ducking behind his shield as he stumbled backwards. 
Mazael had seen such creatures before. It was beast of the spirit world, summoned by a wizard to attack his foes.
“Sir Hagen!” said Mazael. “Aid Toric. Find the wizard if you can. I will deal with his creatures.”
“Take them!” shouted Hagen, raising his hammer, and the armsmen charged into the fray. The Tervingi fought with renewed vigor at the sight of allies. Mazael cut down a surprised valgast and sprang at the wolf. The creature turned away from the wounded spearthain and snapped at Mazael, its tentacles lashing like whips. Mazael slashed with Talon, severing the tentacles, and the spirit creature reared back in pain. He drove his curved blade down, slicing through the wolf’s body, and it dissolved into gray mist, disappearing back into the spirit world. 
The wounded spearthain staggered to his feet, and Mazael waded into the battle. A blow from his shield snapped back a valgast’s head, and two spears pierced the creature’s chest. Talon ripped across a valgast’s throat, greenish-black slime spattering across the blade, and the creature joined the others upon the ground. A second spirit beast bounded through the fight, and Mazael took its head off with a powerful blow, both head and body dissolving into mist. The valgasts were quick and deadly, but Mazael’s armsmen and the Tervingi thains were better armored. The fight was turning their way, unless the valgasts’ wizard did something…
A bolt of flame erupted from the darkness of the ruined church and struck the ground with a roar. The blast killed one Tervingi spearthain, the man’s charred husk tumbling to the ground, and threw a half-dozen more men from their feet. The valgasts closed around them for the kill, and Mazael hewed his way through the creatures. A bone dagger shattered against his armor, and Mazael killed the valgast that had struck him.
He cut down one more creature, and then he was through, running for the yawning, empty door to the ruined church. Half of the dome had fallen in, filling the empty space with rubble. Mazael’s eyes scanned the darkness, seeking for a wizard.
Firelight flared in the gloom.
A valgast stood atop the rubble in the center of the church, fire playing about its clawed hands. Compared to the others, this valgast was enormous, standing nearly five and a half feet tall. The others were various shades of venomous yellow or sickly green, but this valgast was bone white, its huge black eyes like bottomless pits. Elaborate scars had been cut into its pale hide, various magical sigils shimmering and glowing with sullen flame. 
“Ah, I see,” said the valgast wizard in the Dark Elderborn language, “the tainted one. One of the last tainted ones, it seems.”
“Who are you and what do you want?” said Mazael.
“I am merely a priest and a servant,” said the wizard. “I wish to harvest your people for my cattle. Great days are upon us. The ancient bonds have been dissolved, and the valgasts require strength for the conquests to come.” He pointed, the flames around his right hand brightening. “You, however, shall not be here to see it.”
Mazael cast aside his shield and ran at the wizard. The creature let out a sneering, rasping laugh and gestured, a bolt of flames bursting from its claws. Mazael twisted at the last moment, and the blast slammed into his chest with terrific force, the flames washing over him. He bellowed in pain and fury, but his armor absorbed the worst of it.
The scales of the great dragon he had slain at Arylkrad had endured far stronger fires. 
The wizard just had time to flinch in surprise, and then Talon plunged into his chest. Mazael ripped the blade free, and the wizard tumbled down the pile of rubble, greenish-black slime leaking from the wound in his chest. 
Mazael turned and ran back into the fray. 
 
###
 
A few hours later, the last of the valgasts had been slain or driven off, and Mazael stood with Toric and Sir Hagen before the ruined church.
The loss of the wizard had demoralized the valgasts, and the creatures had fled into the darkness to the east. Mazael had commanded Toric and Hagen not to pursue, and neither the headman nor the knight argued. Many of their men had taken wounds, and all were exhausted from the fighting. Men moved from house to house, checking for the wounded and for any valgasts that might have lingered to cause mayhem later. 
“You’ve encountered these creatures before?” said Mazael.
“Aye, hrould,” said Toric. “A long time ago. A lifetime ago, in truth.”
“Tell me what you know about them,” said Mazael. 
“We called them the valgasts,” said Toric, rubbing his face. “I don’t know what they call themselves. They lived in the caverns of the underworld, and rarely came to the surface. When the Tervingi nation still dwelled upon the banks of the Iron River in the middle lands, some of the holds near the Endless Forest sometimes had trouble with valgast raids. They came in the dark of the night and to steal women and children and cattle and vanish with them into their caverns.”
“The Endless Forest of the east?” said Mazael. “The Tervingi nation almost migrated that way, did it not? During the great moot?”
“Aye,” said Toric. He shrugged. “I suggested it, for there were many Malrags to the south, and the journey to the west seemed too perilous. The moot did not approve of the idea, for the Endless Forest is infested with the soliphages, spider-devils, and we would lose many men pushing through their webs. Then Ragnachar spoke before the moot, persuaded us to come here…and you know the rest, hrould.”
“Indeed,” said Mazael. “But we wander afield from the matter at hand. What else can you tell me about these valgasts?” 
“Little enough, I fear,” said Toric. “So bold a raid as this is unusual. They are cowardly creatures, and prefer to attack from the darkness and the shadows. The time is wrong, too.” 
“The time?” said Mazael. “Do they not prefer to attack at night?”
“The time of the year,” said Toric. “In the middle lands, the valgasts only launched raids upon the days of midsummer and midwinter. Only those days, and no others.” 
“It’s barely spring,” said Mazael.
Toric shrugged. “I can offer no explanation. Perhaps these valgasts are of a different nation than the ones living in the underworld below the middle lands, and therefore follow different customs, just as we Tervingi follow different customs from the folk of the Grim Marches or the Jutai.” 
“Logical enough,” said Mazael, though the answer did not satisfy him. The valgast he had killed in the hall had spoken of his father, which meant that the valgast had known he was Demonsouled. The wizard in the ruined church had said the old world was dead, that new conquests were coming. Did that mean an army of valgasts was about to descend upon the Grim Marches, just as Ultorin had led a horde of Malrags from the Great Mountains? 
The valgasts had known that he was Demonsouled, but they had been surprised to see him. Why?
Boots slapped against the ground, and Mazael saw Rudolph Larsar hurrying towards him. The boy was a bit pale, but otherwise none the worse for wear. Most of those struck by the darts had recovered, with the younger men and women awakening sooner than the older. A few of the older men and women had not awakened at all, their hearts stopped by the drug. 
“The bondsmen have finished counting, my lord,” said Rudolph. “Five men and three women dead. They never woke up from the drugged darts.”
“Seventeen dead in the fighting,” said Toric. “It could have been worse.”
“Aye,” said Mazael with a scowl. It could have been worse, true, but it should have been better. 
“I don’t think the valgasts expected to find us here,” said Sir Hagen. “They weren’t prepared for us to put up a fight.”
“We shall be more vigilant in the future,” said Toric. “The valgasts do not seem to like bright light, so I fear we shall need to keep bonfires going at night. I suspect…”
A rasp of stone against stone within the ruined church caught Mazael’s attention.
He turned just as the valgast wizard staggered out of the church, fire crackling around its claws. Mazael snarled and yanked Talon from its scabbard, the symbols upon the curved blade pulsing with golden light, but the wizard let out a watery groan. The wound Mazael had carved into its chest still pulsed with black slime, and the wizard fell to its knees. 
Mazael, Toric, Hagen, and Rudolph all stared at the wizard, their weapons in hand.
“I thought,” said Mazael at last, “that I had already killed you.” 
“You have, tainted one,” snarled the wizard. “My magic was…not enough to heal me. Soon I shall perish.” The valgast glared at him with unblinking black eyes. “But it matters not. My death will not save you from what is to come.” 
“And what is to come, hmm?” said Mazael. “A tide of valgasts sweeping across the land like a storm?”
The wizard croaked a ghastly laugh. “Hardly. We are the masters of the deep places. What would we want with the surface? Gah! The sun is too bright and the air too cold. No, we shall merely come when we wish to harvest you as cattle. For that is all you are. Cattle, even if you knew it not.” The wizard snarled, baring its fangs. “Even the tainted ones. The Old Demon harvested for centuries, and the fools never knew it.” 
“It is neither midsummer nor midwinter,” said Mazael, wondering if he could coax the dying wizard into revealing more information, “and yet here you are.” 
“Do you not understand, fool?” said the wizard. “The pact was broken. Long ago the Old Demon imprisoned our goddess and bound us beneath the earth, permitting us to come forth only two days a year. But now the Old Demon is dead, and there is no one strong enough to stop us. Our goddess shall rule over mortals as a wolf rules over sheep. Marazadra shall rise again! And I may not live to see it…but you shall, tainted one, and you shall curse the day you were born.” 
The wizard shuddered once and went limp, bubbling black slime dripping from its fangs and onto its white hide. Mazael jabbed the creature with Talon, but the wizard showed no response. Just to be sure, he took off the wizard’s head. Had the wizard been a little stronger, it could have killed them all with a blast of flame before they even noticed. 
“What does that mean?” said Toric.
“I don’t know, not yet,” said Mazael, though he suspected more. He would not share those thoughts with anyone but his wife, his daughter, and her husband. “But I am certain it means there is more fighting ahead of us.”
“What shall we do now?” said Hagen. 
“It is simple,” said Mazael. “If more valgasts or their precious goddess attack us, we make them regret ever setting foot in the Grim Marches.”



Chapter 2: The Lord of the Grim Marches
 
Mazael waited another day before leaving Gray Pillar.
He oversaw the work of treating the wounded and burying the dead. In truth, he did very little real work. He circulated among the men, praising their valor and promising vigilance against the valgasts. Men needed to know that their lord would look after them, that he would fall with terrible wrath upon any who dared threaten them. 
That was a promise Mazael fully intended to keep. 
Toric augmented the fortifications around Gray Pillar, ordering a ditch dug and spikes driven into the wall to keep the valgasts from climbing it. The work would take time, and until then Toric ordered his spearthains and swordthains to light fires and watch at night. Additionally, the scent of the valgasts had driven the griffins mad with rage, and so two skythains would patrol over the village at night. The skythains hated flying in the dark, but the griffins’ keen noses would warn them if any valgasts approached.
Mazael led a troop of armsmen and spearthains from the village, following the trail of the retreating valgasts. It led to a cave in the foothills five miles from Gray Pillar. Mazael commanded Toric to seal it up, and the headman heartily agreed, but they both knew it would do little good. Caves riddled the Great Mountains, and many of them led to the underworld’s vast maze. For that matter, most of Gray Pillar’s wealth came from the gold mines in the hills, and Toric had just reopened some of the mines. The valgasts could use those tunnels easily enough. 
The folk of Gray Pillar would have to be vigilant, but the people of the Grim Marches were used to vigilance. They had survived the Malrag War, the Tervingi invasion, the Great Rising of the runedead, and the attack of the corrupted Justiciar Order. Mazael hoped they could survive this as well. 
He left Gray Pillar with his men the next day, riding west. 
Stakes now rose over Gray Pillar’s gate, topped with the heads of valgasts, their enormous black eyes staring into nothing. 
Perhaps that would discourage the valgasts from returning.
 
###
 
Mazael expected reports of alarm and fear as he rode west, but the countryside seemed calm. 
They passed through villages of Tervingi and Marcher folk both, and nothing seemed amiss. When the Tervingi had first come to the Grim Marches, Lord Richard Mandragon had settled them on lands depopulated by Ultorin’s Malrags. He had also made sure to scatter the Tervingi across the eastern Grim Marches, preventing the Tervingi headmen from gathering a large enough piece of land to declare their own realm. After Mazael became the liege lord of the Grim Marches, there had been far more empty lands available, their former inhabitants slain by Lucan Mandragon’s runedead, and Mazael had further scattered the Tervingi. Many of Ragnachar’s former followers were not pleased that Mazael was hrould of the Tervingi nation. For that matter, many of the surviving lords of the Grim Marches were not happy about Mazael and even less happy about their new neighbors, but fear of the Tervingi kept them loyal to Mazael. 
Mazael had built a tenuous peace, one that could fly apart into bloody war at any moment. But it had held so far, and the Tervingi and the men of the Grim Marches had stood together against the Justiciar Order and the runedead. If the valgasts and their goddess arrived, he hoped they would stand together. 
Mazael spoke with the Tervingi headmen and holdmistresses, with the village knights and bailiffs. There were always rumors. Sometimes people or cattle disappeared. The watchmen saw creatures lurking in the night that matched the description of the valgasts. Mazael urged his vassals to greater vigilance, and they promised to obey. 
He brooded as he rode west, wondering what the valgasts intended. Perhaps that wizard had spoken the truth, and they merely intended to carry off whatever captives and loot they could seize. Or perhaps they were scouting for a larger invasion. 
No answers presented themselves, and Mazael rode on.
 
###
 
A few days later they returned to Castle Cravenlock. 
The castle stood upon its rocky hill, grim and strong. More than one person had told Mazael that the castle looked like the stronghold of an evil wizard from a jongleur’s song, and Mazael could not disagree. For that matter, given how much time the Old Demon had spent there masquerading as Simonian of Briault, and how long Lucan Mandragon had kept his hidden workshop there, Mazael supposed the castle had indeed been an evil wizard’s stronghold more than once. 
It was a sour thought. But both the Old Demon and Lucan were dead, and could do no more damage to the world. 
Below the hill, perhaps a half-mile from the castle, stood the expanding walls of Cravenlock Town. Once it had been a sleepy town of four thousand people. The upheavals of the last few years had sent many people fleeing for its walls, and now its population had swollen to nearly ten thousand. Trade had sprung up between the Tervingi and the Grim Marchers and the people of the rest of the realm, and those trade routes converged on Cravenlock Town. 
“Better run up the banner, Sir Hagen,” said Mazael. “We wouldn’t want to startle Timothy and Cramton.”
Hagen snorted. “We wouldn’t want to startle Lady Romaria, you mean.”
“You’ve seen how well she shoots,” said Mazael. “You wouldn’t want to startle her, either.” 
Hagen unfurled the banner, attached it to his lance, and lifted it up. The black field fluttered overhead, showing the three crossed swords of the Cravenlock sigil. Mazael guided his horse to the castle’s hill, and they rode past Cravenlock Town and up the road to the barbican and the gates of the castle. Armsmen in black Cravenlock tabards bowed as Mazael rode past, and he reined up in the hard-packed earth of the courtyard. 
A storm of memories swirled through him as he looked around. He had grown up here, neglected by the man he thought had been his father and mocked by his mother, his sister Rachel his only friend. Master Othar and Sir Nathan had taught him, and likely only their discipline had given him the strength to hold back his Demonsouled impulses, to keep him from becoming a man like Amalric Galbraith or Ragnachar of the Tervingi. He had seen his brother Mitor die here, had faced the Old Demon in the castle’s chapel, and had seen Romaria die at his feet. Mazael had fought San-keth changelings within the walls of his castle, had seen the Guardian heal Romaria from Skalatan’s poison in this courtyard. 
He looked at the tree that still marked the spot, the only green and growing thing in the courtyard, and smiled. 
Two men awaited him below the doors to the great hall, and Mazael turned his mind from the past to the present. 
“Welcome home, my lord,” said the first man, stout and sweating and bearded. Master Cramton had owned Cravenlock Town’s inn until he had run afoul of Mitor’s men. Mazael had rescued him, and after Mitor’s death Cramton had become Mazael’s seneschal. Cramton’s cook Bethy had become the master of Castle Cravenlock’s kitchens and then Mazael’s mistress. After Mazael had married Romaria, Bethy had suddenly met and married a prosperous merchant of Sword Town. In fact, every woman Mazael had bedded at Castle Cravenlock – and he had to admit that there had been more than one – had found herself courted and married within a year. 
For all that Romaria disdained the social life of noble politics, Mazael could not help but admire her skill when she applied herself to it. Though he suspected that Molly had helped her. 
“Thank you, Cramton,” said Mazael. “Any news?” 
“Some,” said Cramton. “Our winter supplies are lower than I might wish, but the weather has been good so I hope the planting can begin soon. There are, ah, other reports as well, stranger ones, but Timothy can speak more of them.” 
The second man stepped forward. He was shorter and much thinner than Cramton, with his brown hair slicked back and his beard trimmed to a point in the Travian style. He wore a long black coat, a black tunic, black trousers, and black boots, the coat and clothes worn by wizards across the realm. 
At least wizards who were members of the realm’s Brotherhood, who had trained at Alborg or one of the colleges under the Brotherhood’s authority. Mazael doubted that the valgast wizard had studied at one. Timothy had, though. He had been sent to Castle Cravenlock to study under Master Othar, and after the San-keth had murdered Othar, Timothy had taken over as the court wizard of Castle Cravenlock. 
Timothy had been a loyal and valuable friend, had stood at Mazael’s side through some very dangerous battles, and Mazael trusted few men as much as him. 
“My lord,” said Timothy, “we found a…creature. I’m not entirely sure what it is.”
“Let me guess,” said Mazael. “Short. About four or five feet tall, rather spindly. Huge black eyes that are apparently made of crystal. Claws and fangs, and fights with poisoned daggers and darts.”
Timothy grunted. “You’ve encountered them, I see.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “A large band of them attacked Toric’s hold at Gray Pillar. We fought them off, but not without losses. Did they attack the castle or the town?”
“No, my lord,” said Timothy. “It was an outlying farm. A peasant came home to find his wife and children unconscious and a pair of the creatures trying to drag them away. He was a veteran of the Malrags and the runedead, so he fought them and won. He thought they were a new kind of Malrag, so he brought the creatures here.”
“Good man,” said Mazael, looking at Cramton. “Send him some silver and his lord’s thanks.” Cramton bowed. “Do you recognize the creatures at all?”
“No, my lord,” said Timothy. “Lady Romaria did, said she had encountered some of them during her wanderings years ago.”
“She fought them?” said Mazael.
“Aye, and won,” said Timothy, “though she knew little more about them. She thought the Guardian might know more.”
“Is Riothamus here?” said Mazael.
“No, my lord,” said Cramton. “He departed with Lady Molly for Sword Town two days past to attend to some business there.”
Mazael grunted. “Well, we can speak when he returns.” He swung down from his saddle, and Rudolph hurried forward to take his reins. “Cramton, make sure the men get fed. I will be with Lady Romaria until dinner.”
“Of course, my lord,” said Cramton. 
“Timothy,” said Mazael. “We have wards around the castle and town to warn against undead and Malrags. Could you modify them to include the valgasts?”
“I believe so, my lord,” said Timothy. “I shall start the work at once.” 
“Thank you.” Mazael nodded, handed his shield over to Rudolph, and strode into the castle. 
Mitor and Adalon and all the previous lords of Castle Cravenlock had kept their apartments between the great hall and the chapel, but Mazael had taken rooms atop the King’s Tower and had never left them. Not that the realm had a high king – the various liege lords conducted themselves as petty kings, waging war and ruling their demesnes as they saw fit. Centuries ago, the realm had been ruled by a high king, he had once stayed in the King’s Tower, and so the name had stuck. Yet the liege lords had gone their own ways after the last high king had died. As he climbed the stairs of the King’s Tower, Mazael wondered if his father had played a part in that. The Old Demon had raised generations of Demonsouled only to slaughter them for their power, and a realm perpetually at war would have played to the Old Demon’s purposes. Mazael’s entire life had been shaped by the Old Demon’s manipulations – but Mazael was forty years old. The Old Demon had lived for over three thousand years, and Mazael had seen just the barest part of his plans. 
Had the valgasts and their goddess been part of the Old Demon’s schemes? Some plan that had unraveled after his death? 
He pushed the thought from his mind. The Old Demon was dead, killed at the very instant of his triumph, and could harm no one else. 
But the evil that men did often lived on after their deaths. 
Mazael opened the door to his bedchamber at the top of the tower. He disliked ostentation, and the room reflected that. The only furniture was the large bed, a wardrobe, and a writing table and chair. A rack on one side of the bed held his weapons and armor, and another rack near the door to the balcony held leather armor, a bastard sword, and a bow wrought by the master bowyers of the Elderborn. 
Romaria stood near the wardrobe, wrapped in a blanket. 
She was tall for a woman, only a few inches shorter than him, and her long black hair hung to her hips. Her face was lean and just a little too angular to be human, a sign of her mother's Elderborn blood, and her eyes were a shade of blue so icy it was almost eerie. She was five years younger than Mazael, but if he had not known better he would have said she was anywhere from fifteen to forty. 
“Husband,” said Romaria. 
“Wife,” said Mazael.
“You’re a day late,” said Romaria. “I was worried.”
“There was trouble at Gray Pillar,” said Mazael. “Valgasts.” 
“I thought that might be it,” said Romaria. She half-smiled. “I shouldn’t have worried. I suppose there are fewer valgasts in the world now.” 
“A few,” said Mazael, stepping closer to her. 
Her smile widened. “We shouldn’t talk about that now.”
“No?” said Mazael. 
She cast aside the blanket, and was wearing nothing else beneath it.
Mazael picked his wife up and carried her to the bed. His Demonsouled blood gave him an urge for things other than violence, but Romaria, with her half-Elderborn soul, was match for him in more ways than one. 
After they finished Mazael rolled onto his back. Romaria stretched next to him and let out a sound that was halfway between a sigh and a purr, sweat beading upon her skin. 
“It’s good you’re home,” she said at last. 
Mazael laughed. “Yes, it is.” 
“All those lords and knights and thains,” said Romaria. “They all talk so damned much. Thank the gods of the Elderborn that Molly and Riothamus were here for most of it. Molly’s better at that sort of thing than I am.” 
“You have other gifts,” said Mazael. “Such as hunting down valgasts.” 
“Yes,” said Romaria. 
“Timothy said you encountered them before,” said Mazael.
“Years ago,” said Romaria. She raked her hands through her black hair, revealing the delicate point of her ears. “It wasn’t long after I left Deepforest Keep. The valgasts…they dwell in the underworld, and come forth on midsummer and midwinter to take slaves back to their hidden cities. Or at least they used to. I’d never heard of them coming forth in spring.” 
“Do they have wizards?” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Romaria. “Not powerful ones. A competent wizard of the Brotherhood could handle them, and Riothamus could hold his own against a dozen. But they’re troublesome if left unchecked.”
“There was one at Gray Pillar,” said Mazael. “It started talking about my father before I killed it.”
She sat up at that. “Your father?”
“It called me a tainted one,” said Mazael. “I think it could smell the Demonsouled blood. It claimed that the Old Demon had destroyed their goddess and bound the valgasts to a pact, but now that the Old Demon was himself destroyed, they could come forth as they wished and their goddess would return.” 
She frowned. “Their goddess. Was she called Marazadra?” 
“I think so,” said Mazael. “The wizard and some of the valgasts I killed talked about someone called Marazadra, but I don’t know if they meant their goddess or not.” He shrugged. “For all I know, it was an insult in their tongue.” 
Romaria sighed and lay back down, curling against him. His left arm wrapped around her back, the skin smooth and warm beneath his fingers. “They’re dangerous, but not like the Malrags or the runedead. Riothamus will know more, once he and Molly return from Sword Town.”
“Why did they go?” said Mazael. “I had hoped to talk with him about the valgasts.”
“Some business there,” said Romaria. “You did make Molly the Lady of Sword Town, and Riothamus is the Guardian of the Tervingi. They both have responsibilities.”
“I suppose I cannot complain when I gave her those responsibilities,” said Mazael. “She is learning to rule. She will carry on capably when I am gone.”
Romaria tightened against him. “But not for many years yet.” 
Mazael laughed and kissed her forehead. “I should hope not.” 
They lay in silence for a while, and Mazael dozed off. He blinked awake some time later. It was darker in the room, the sun sliding away to the west. Soon Cramton and the servants would hold dinner in the great hall, and Mazael would need to preside, to speak with his knights and vassals and headmen and thains. Tomorrow he would hold court in the morning and hear any cases that had arisen in his absence. He would have Timothy prepare letters to the lords of the Grim Marches and the headmen of the Tervingi, warning them about the valgasts. 
Though it was hard to see how they could exercise greater vigilance. The Grim Marches had seen much war in the last few years, and every man knew how to handle a weapon, and every village and town had its own watch and its own militia.  
Romaria lay asleep next to him, her black hair pooled around her head. Mazael pulled a blanket over her, rose from the bed, and walked to the writing table. A stack of letters awaited his attention, and he sorted through them one by one. Lord Robert Highgate reported that he had driven back a Malrag warband from the Great Mountains. Tanam Crowley had caught and hung bandits who had been harassing caravans near Sword Town. There was a letter from Lord Gerald at Knightcastle. Rachel was pregnant again, and the child was expected by summer. Gerald had been the youngest of five brothers, all of them now slain, and Mazael suspected Rachel wanted at least six of her own. 
The last letter caught his attention. 
“What is it?”
He looked up to see Romaria standing next to him. He hadn’t heard her rise or cross the room. She could move like a ghost when she wished. 
“A letter,” said Mazael, “from Adalar Greatheart.”
“Adalar?” said Romaria. “I remember him. He was your squire when you returned to the Grim Marches.” She thought for a moment. “I suppose he is a knight by now.”
“Lord Adalar, actually,” said Mazael. “Lord of Castle Dominus in Mastaria. While you were…”
“Dead?” said Romaria.
“Incapacitated,” said Mazael. “He came with me to Knightcastle for Rachel’s wedding. Saved my life from Amalric Galbraith during the Battle of Tumblestone. I knighted him after that, and he went into Lord Malden’s household. Lord Malden and Gerald made him the new Lord of Castle Dominus, and he stayed loyal to Gerald when Lucan corrupted Lord Malden.” 
Romaria laughed. “So Mazael Cravenlock’s former squire is the Lord of Castle Dominus? The knights of the Dominiar Order must be spinning in their graves.”
“Lord Malden’s sense of humor was always pointed,” said Mazael. 
“So what does Adalar want?” said Romaria. 
“To bury his father’s ashes,” said Mazael.
“Ah,” said Romaria, touching his shoulder. 
“Nathan Greatheart was a good man,” said Mazael, staring at the letter. “It’s just as well he died when he did. He did not have to live to see the runedead. I invited Adalar back to bury his father, but he was busy with Lord Malden’s campaign in Mastaria, and then the Tervingi came and the runedead rose.” He shook his head. “Sir Nathan had himself cremated after he died. He had seen too many undead...and that was before the runedead.”
“Where will you bury him?” said Romaria.
“Greatheart Keep,” said Mazael. “He wanted to be buried below the chapel at Greatheart Keep, and that’s what we’ll do when Adalar arrives.” 
Romaria frowned. “I thought Greatheart Keep was destroyed in the Great Rising.”
“It was,” said Mazael. “The runedead rose and killed everyone in the village. We cleared it out a few months later.”
“Does anyone live there now?” said Romaria. “I haven’t been that way for a few years.”
“Yes,” said Mazael. “The Jutai.” 
“I didn’t think there were that many of the Jutai left,” said Romaria.
“The Malrags almost wiped them out,” said Mazael. “When the Tervingi found them, some of them joined Athanaric, and Ragnachar wiped out their last town. There were few enough of the Jutai left to begin with, and many more of them died during the march. More fell during the Great Rising.”
“Why did you settle them in Greatheart Keep?” said Romaria. “Isn’t that land Adalar’s by right?”
“It is,” said Mazael. “It was supposed to be a temporary arrangement. But the Jutai were loyal to me, and fought valiantly at the Northwater against Caldarus and the Justiciars. They deserved a new home as much as the Tervingi…and, well, Adalar is lord of Castle Dominus in Mastaria. He likely has more lands than he can manage.” He scratched at his jaw. “That, and Greatheart Keep is a good distance from most of the Tervingi.” 
“The Jutai are not fond of the Tervingi?” said Romaria.
“Nor are the Tervingi fond of the Jutai,” said Mazael. “You can hardly blame the Jutai, and apparently the Tervingi and the Jutai were ancestral enemies before the Malrags almost destroyed them. Earnachar especially hates them, and they would have gone to war if I had not forbidden it.”
“In other words,” said Romaria, “they’re too frightened of your displeasure to fight each other.”
“More or less,” said Mazael.
“That sounds like the rest of the Grim Marches.” She stared at the letter on the table, a peculiar expression upon her face.
“What is it?” said Mazael. 
“That letter,” said Romaria. “When you looked at it…the Sight came upon me.”
“The Sight?” said Mazael with a flicker of alarm. The usurper Malaric had almost killed Romaria, and Riothamus had healed her, but the process had left its mark upon her in the form of the Sight. It let her see magical auras and sometimes showed her glimpses of far-off places and the future. “What did you see?”
She shook her head, hair brushing against her shoulders. “Nothing clear. I thought I saw a…mask made out of swords?”
“Sounds painful,” said Mazael. “Might be useful for shaving, though.”
Romaria took no notice of his jest. “That letter…it is the start of something significant. I know not what. But there will be trouble.” She sighed. “I am sorry I cannot be more specific. The Sight is often more vexing than useful.” 
“Do not trouble yourself,” said Mazael. “One hardly needs an oracle to know that tomorrow shall bring trouble.”
“The Jutai,” said Romaria. “Who is their headman?”
“They don’t have one,” said Mazael. “All their men of rank were killed fighting the Malrags. Their leader is their last holdmistress, a young woman named Sigaldra. Fierce little thing. I suspect no one else could have held together the remnants of the Jutai.”
“Fierce little thing?” said Romaria, raising her eyebrow. “If you had not married me, I suppose you would have bedded her by now.”
“Quite probably,” said Mazael. 
She swatted the top of his head. “Such a thing to say to your wife, Mazael Cravenlock.” 
He caught her wrist and tugged as she retracted her hand, and she lost her balance with a surprised yelp and landed upon his lap. Since they were both not wearing any clothes, he found it quite a pleasant sensation. 
“There were a lot of women before you, yes,” said Mazael, “but none after you.”
“Prove it,” said Romaria.
He did. That, too, felt quite pleasant.
They were late for dinner, but no one complained. Being the liege lord of the Grim Marches and the hrould of the Tervingi nation was a tremendous headache, but it did have occasional advantages. 
 
###
 
Mazael’s eyes opened.
It was the middle of the night, and Romaria sat up next to him, her eyes wide, her right hand clutching the dagger she always kept near at hand while sleeping. Mazael cursed and sat up, reaching for his weapons, his eyes scanning the darkened bedroom for foes, whether San-keth changelings or assassins of the Skulls or more of those damned valgasts…
At last Romaria let out a breath and lowered the dagger.
“Nothing,” said Romaria. “It was a dream…or a vision of the Sight.”
“The Sight?” said Mazael. “Another vision of the future?” 
“I think so,” said Romaria.
“What do you see?” said Mazael.
Romaria was silent for a long moment.
“Spiders,” she said at last.



Chapter 3: War Unending
 
Adalar Greatheart, once of the Grim Marches, now Lord of Castle Dominus and a knight of Lord Gerald Roland’s court, rode alone through the dead village. 
He knew what to expect. He had seen so many like it. 
Weeds choked the streets between the houses. Part of the village had burned, the stone walls of the houses standing like empty shells. In other places they stood in half-crumbled ruin. The walls of the village’s church still stood, the burned timbers of its roof jutting from the walls like dead fingers. Adalar could guess what had happened here easily enough. On the terrible day of the Great Rising, the runedead had burst from the graveyard outside the village. Panicked and desperate, the villagers had fought back, burning down their houses, until they had finally been forced into the church as it burned around them. Some villages had held out until the wave of blue fire from Swordgrim had enabled their weapons to harm the runedead.
Some had not. 
This one had not. 
Adalar had seen so many dead villages like this one. Large parts of Mastaria had once been filled with thriving villages and prosperous farms, but now were empty stretches of ruin-dotted wasteland. Entire villages and towns had been wiped out in an instant, their people slain and their history forgotten. 
In another generation, would anyone remember that a village had once stood here?
Adalar sat upon his horse and gazed at the church, lost in his dark thoughts.
“My lord?” 
Adalar blinked.
Sir Wesson Stillwater rode closer, maneuvering his horse around the bushes growing in the village square. When Adalar had met Wesson, years ago, Wesson had been fat and stuttering. He was still stout, but now bore muscle instead of fat, and his stuttering had turned to stoic taciturnity. Like Adalar, he had been knighted after Amalric Galbraith’s defeat, and he had fought in the campaign against Caraster’s runedead and Lucan Mandragon, gaining wide estates in Mastaria. When his father Lord Tancred died, Wesson would inherit Castle Stillwater and become one of the most powerful lords in Knightreach. A dozen of the most prominent noble daughters of Knightreach were vying for his hand. Wesson accepted it all with the same sober equanimity that he accepted everything, whether good or bad.
The war had been good for him. 
Adalar could not say the same for himself.
“Sir Wesson,” said Adalar. 
“Our column’s moving on,” said Wesson. He scratched at his nose. He had started growing a mustache in imitation of Lord Gerald, as had many of the nobles of Knightreach and Mastaria. “This place is deserted.”
“What about the manor house?” said Adalar. There had been a ruined manor house outside the village. Whether it had burned during the Great Rising, or if bandits or Malrags had burned it later, Adalar could not say. 
“Empty,” said Wesson. “It was picked over long ago.” He looked at the sky. “We can get a few miles further before dark. Unless you wish to make camp here? The manor house or the church would be defensible.”
Adalar looked at the ruined church. People had burned to death inside it, and the thought of spending the night there turned his stomach. 
“This village,” said Adalar. “Do you know what it was called?” 
“I fear not, my lord,” said Wesson. He shrugged. “I don’t know who ruled it, either. This far west in the Grim Marches, it might have been sworn to Lord Mazael. Or maybe to one of the petty lords of the Stormvales. Or maybe they were freeholders, sworn to no lord.”
“And now they are dead,” said Adalar. “As are so many others.”
“Aye,” said Wesson. “We should move on. This is an ill-omened place.”
Adalar nodded.
“Adalar,” said Wesson, and that caught Adalar’s attention. “It does the men little good to see their lord brooding in old ruins.”
“Why not?” said Adalar. “We are on our way to a funeral, after all.”
Wesson gave him a flat look.
Adalar sighed. “As ever, you are right. Very well.” He turned his horse around. “We shouldn’t camp here. We’ll make another five miles before dark, and then we’ll make camp.”
“As you command, my lord,” said Wesson. 
They rode to where the rest of their column waited. Fifty knights and mounted armsmen escorted their supply wagons. The lead armsmen held the banners, a stylized red heart upon a field of green for Adalar, and a gray castle tower upon a field of blue for Wesson and the House of Stillwater. 
“You needn’t have come, you know,” said Adalar. 
“You are my comrade and friend, my lord,” said Wesson. “I met Sir Nathan, too, when we came to Castle Cravenlock with Lord Mazael. He was a noble man, and it is proper to honor him.”
They returned to the head of the column, and it lurched back into motion. 
“I should have done this years ago,” said Adalar. “To have left it for so long…”
“You had duties,” said Wesson. “Your father would have understood. When word reached you of his death, we were both on campaign in Mastaria. By the time we returned to Knightcastle, Caraster’s rebellion had begun. Then the Great Rising and the runedead…”
“Perhaps there is no point to it,” said Adalar. 
Wesson frowned. “It is always proper to honor the dead.”
“Greatheart Keep isn’t there any longer,” said Adalar. “The runedead would have wiped it out. The Greathearts have been vassals of the Cravenlocks for centuries, and we vowed to defend that land. Now…now that is gone. A dead village. A tomb, like half the world is now.” He shook his head. “We go to bury a dead man in a dead village.”
“Half the world, perhaps,” said Wesson. “But not all of it.”
“Perhaps,” said Adalar, and he sunk into a grim silence and spoke no more. 
 
###
 
That night they made camp in the midst of the endless plains, and Adalar retired early to his tent. 
That was a mistake. 
As ever, nightmares awaited him. 
The runedead rose around him, their foreheads shining with the fiery green symbols of Lucan Mandragon’s accursed magic. Adalar fought and fought, cutting down runedead after runedead, the screams of dying women and children filling his ears as the undead swept across the land. Lord Malden and his household knights, men Adalar had once admired and revered, grew dark and murderous, corrupted by Lucan’s sorcery. 
Again he lived the final battle at Knightcastle, the horrible demon god forming in the sky and gloating over its triumph. 
They had won the battle. Mazael and Lord Gerald and Prince Hugh had defeated the runedead, stopping the horrible creature in the sky over Knightcastle. The runedead had been destroyed, the war ended. The war was over.
Adalar had to keep telling himself that. 
Not everyone had died. Not everyone had perished the way women and children had died in the courtyard of Knightcastle on the day of the Great Rising, screaming in pain and horror as the runedead tore them apart. Not everyone had died as the men and women under his protection in Mastaria had died, helpless against the runedead. 
So many people had died.
Sometimes in his dreams Adalar saw his younger self, when he had still been Mazael Cravenlock’s squire. He had ridden near Lucan Mandragon, the traitorous author of the Great Rising and the Runedead War. Adalar screamed at his younger self, begging the boy to put a blade through Lucan’s heart before it was too late. If Lucan died, it could all be avoided – the Great Rising, the runedead, Caraster’s rebellion, Lord Malden’s fall, all of it. 
If only his father had lived a little longer. Sir Nathan would have seen the truth. He would have stopped Lucan before it was too late. 
So many people who had died would now live. 
Adalar awoke drenched in sweat and sat up. He closed his eyes and coiled his hands into fists, forcing them to stillness. His men could not seem him like this. Wesson could not see him like this. They suspected something was wrong, that their lord was more melancholy than he should have been, but they did not know the truth.
Adalar didn’t know what was wrong, either. 
The runedead had been defeated and Mazael had killed Lucan Mandragon, and if the stories were true, even the Old Demon himself. Yet the war itself seemed to have sunk into Adalar’s bones. His thoughts turned again and again to the runedead and the dead of the war. If he was idle for too long he thought upon it. When he slept he dreamt about it.  
It was as if the war had left poison in him. 
A poison that he could not cure. Maybe it would kill him. 
Adalar waited until the trembling stopped in his hands, and then got up, pulled on his tunic and trousers, and stepped out of his tent. He stilled his face to calm. His men might think him melancholy, but he would not have them think him mad. He was still their lord, sworn to protect them, and by the gods he would not neglect that responsibility. 
The bonfire at the center of the camp had burned down to coals. Most of his men were asleep in their bedrolls, save for those assigned to the night watch. Adalar stepped past his tent and gazed into the darkness. A thousand times a thousand stars blazed overhead like jewels strewn across a black cloak. It was a beautiful sight, but it sent a chill down his back. He remembered fighting the runedead in the dark, the ghostly light of the sigils upon their brows shining like dead candles …
Adalar gazed into the darkness for a long time, and then returned to his tent. 
He did not sleep for the rest of the night, but that was just as well, since he did not have any nightmares.
 
###
 
“You ought to see this, my lord,” said Wesson.
“Oh?” said Adalar, shaking off his reverie. “See what?” 
The road led east, winding its way across the grassy plains of the Grim Marches. Another few days and they would reach the Northwater inn, likely rebuilt after the great battle against the Justiciars. Then they would cut through the hill country and reach Castle Cravenlock itself in another three days. Adalar could still see the grim mountains of Skuldar to the west, but just barely. 
“Something odd,” said Wesson. 
Adalar started to make a joke, but the serious look on his friend’s face stilled his tongue. Wesson was always serious, but this time he looked grim. The way he did when a battle was about to start.
“Trouble?” said Adalar. 
“It might be,” said Wesson. “Come and see.”
Adalar nodded, commanded the column to halt, and rode with Wesson and a few armsmen to a stand of nearby trees. Most men of the realm thought of the Grim Marches as one endless  plain, but Adalar knew better. There were patches of woods and rocky hills, lakes and marshlands, the foothills of the Great Mountains and the Skuldari mountains, the hills bordering the Burning Hills and the Stormvales. A small wooded patch waited nearby, holding a few acres of tough, bristly trees. 
“Bandits?” said Adalar. 
“If there were,” said Wesson, “I think something might have eaten them.”
Adalar gave his friend a look, and then they reined up. 
“There it is, my lord,” said one of the scouts, pointing.
“Yes,” said Adalar. “Trouble.” 
At first he thought a sheet of greasy white snow stretched between two of the trees. Then he realized it was an enormous, colossal spider’s web, with some of the strands as thick as his thumb. A wrapped bundle hung in the center of the web. It was the desiccated corpse of a man, still wearing leather ragged armor, a sword pinned to his side, mouth open in a silent scream. 
“This is the third time I’ve been to the Grim Marches,” said Wesson, “but I do not recall that spiders of such size lived here.”
“No,” said Adalar. “The rest of the wood has been searched?” 
“Aye, my lord,” said another scout. “No other webs, and no sign of whatever creature did this.”
“I heard some of the Tervingi speak of spider-devils, of soliphages,” said Wesson. “But such creatures dwelled in the middle lands, not here.”
“Perhaps a few of them followed the Tervingi during their exodus,” said Adalar. “Lord Mazael will need to hear of this.” He pointed at Wesson. “Keep the scouts out, but they are to go in pairs. They’ll cover less ground, aye, but I don’t want to lose any men to whatever did this.” 
They returned to the column and resumed their journey east.
 
###
 
Adalar frowned at the road.
“What is it, my lord?” said Wesson. 
“I think,” said Adalar, “that we’re about to walk into a battle.” 
He was not an expert at reading tracks, but he had been in a lot of battles and knew what to expect. The fresh imprints of horseshoes dotted the road, spaced as if the horses had been running. Footprints marked the road in chaotic spirals, and here and there he saw an arrow sunk into the earth or the distinctive pattern of splinters produced when a sword blade struck a shield. 
“I think you are right, my lord,” said Wesson as two of the scouts galloped back. 
“Fighting ahead,” said one of the scouts, breathing hard. “Looks like a merchant caravan, my lord. Twelve wagons, about thirty guards. Their foes have the look of savages, with blue-painted faces.”
“Blue?” said Adalar, astonished. The Skuldari tribesmen of the mountains painted their faces blue when they went to war, but they had not come down into the Grim Marches for generations. “You’re sure of that?”
“I am, my lord,” said the scout. “And some of them were riding…spiders. Large spiders, the size of a horse.”
Adalar had never heard of the Skuldari doing that. Though in truth he knew little enough about the Skuldari. No one did. They rarely came to other lands, but killed intruders without hesitation. 
“Well,” said Adalar, “large spider or not, a blade of steel will kill almost anything.” He raised his voice. “Battle formation! Lances in the front, swords behind on the wings!” 
His men hastened to obey. Adalar pulled on his helmet, strapped his shield to his left arm, and took a lance in his right hand. He designated five men to remain behind and guard the wagons and the remounts, and then urged the others forward. They spread out in a line, moving their horses at a rolling canter, the banners of the Greathearts and the Stillwaters flying overhead. 
The battle soon came into sight. 
It was as the scouts had said. Adalar saw twelve wagons of a merchant caravan, their beds laden with goods, the oxen stamping their feet and rolling their eyes with fear. Thirty mercenaries armed with crossbows and swords stood guard, and even the drivers had taken up weapons. 
The reason was plain.
A mob of a hundred Skuldari men encircled the caravan, shouting threats. The men wore ragged armor of leather and fur, their long black hair bound into braids, their faces painted a dark blue. Many of the men had human skulls hanging from their belts, or wore skulls upon their shoulders. They carried axes and spears and swords, shouting and brandishing their weapons. A half-dozen men, mercenaries and Skuldari both, lay upon the grass. The Skuldari were taunting the caravan, trying to intimidate it into surrendering. If the caravan’s master decided to fight, the Skuldari would overwhelm them. 
The spiders would likely see to that. 
A dozen of the largest spiders that Adalar had ever seen circled around the fight. The damned things had bodies the size of ponies, black with red stripes upon their abdomens and sides. Their legs looked like bundles of steel wire, and glistening mandibles jutted from their eight-eyed heads. Skuldari warriors actually rode the things, carrying lances in their right hands. Adalar didn’t have a problem with spiders, though he had never seen a spider larger than his thumb. 
The Skuldari had their full attention upon the caravan. 
“Now,” said Adalar to his standardbearer. “Sound the charge.”
The man nodded, lifted a war horn to his lips, and sounded the blast. Adalar’s men gave a mighty shout and put spurs to their horses, and their mounts surged forward, lances falling to present a wall of razor-edged steel. A ripple of shock went through the Skuldari, some of the warriors turning to face the charging horsemen. The mercenaries shouted and attacked with renewed vigor.
In that instant of hesitation, Adalar’s men struck. 
The horsemen thundered into the Skuldari, and a dozen men died as lances pierced leather and muscle and flesh. One of the spiders whirled and charged at Adalar, the man upon the creature’s back howling curses. The spider was damned quick, and could maneuver faster than a horse. Yet momentum and speed were on Adalar’s side, and his lance drove into the spider’s bulbous body just above its neck. There was a sound like ripping leather, and the force of the impact tore the lance from Adalar’s hand. The spider went into a mad dance, its legs ripping at the turf. The rider catapulted from its back, landed hard, and perished as one of the knights galloped over him. Adalar yanked the steel war hammer from his saddle and waded into the melee, swinging right and left. The Skuldari mob broke apart beneath the weight of the charge. Footmen, Mazael had often said, could stand against a charge of horsemen, but only if the footmen were drilled and disciplined and equipped with proper spears. The Skuldari raiders were neither disciplined nor well-equipped, and Adalar’s horsemen tore through them like a wind. 
Those damned spiders proved tougher. 
A dark blur shot to Adalar’s left, and one of the spider riders closed upon him. Adalar got his shield up, deflecting the stab of the rider’s spear. The spider itself rose up on its hind legs, its forelegs lashing at Adalar, and its pincers sank into the horse’s neck. The poor beast screamed and reared up, the poisoned wound foaming, and Adalar lost his seat. He struck the ground with bone-jarring force, but he tucked his shoulder and rolled. His horse screamed again and collapsed, and Adalar scrambled to his feet as the spider wheeled to face him, its rider laughing.
He reached over his shoulder and drew his greatsword with a steely hiss. Most of the men of the Grim Marches fought with sword and shield, but Sir Nathan had fought with a greatsword, and some of Adalar’s earliest memories were of his father teaching him to hold and swing the sword, how to unleash devastating blows that no shield could block.
The spider lunged, its mandibles opening wide, and Adalar swung. 
The heavy blade sheared through the spider’s front legs and struck home, splitting its head in twain. Yellow slime bubbled from the wound, and the spider came to a sudden halt. Adalar twisted to the side and ripped his blade free as the surprised Skuldari rider tumbled from his dying mount. The warrior came to his feet with a yell, drawing a short sword, but Adalar was already swinging. 
The warrior’s head hopped off his shoulders in a spray of crimson, and the limp body collapsed to the grass. 
Adalar turned, seeking new foes, but the battle was over. The Skuldari were fleeing back to the west, at least those who had survived. Dead Skuldari warriors lay everywhere, and Adalar saw that eight of the twelve spiders had been slain, the other four fleeing west with the warriors. 
Hooves stamped behind him, and Adalar turned just as Wesson reined up. 
“Good, you’re alive,” said Wesson, the head of his mace wet with blood. “When I saw that spider take your horse, I was sure you were finished.”
“We lived through the runedead,” said Adalar, cleaning the yellow slime from his blade. “It will take more than some great damned spiders to kill us.” 
Odd that he felt nothing. He had felt nothing during the fight, either. If death had come for him he would have regarded it with dull curiosity. 
But he did feel curiosity. 
What had the Skuldari been doing here? And where had those spiders come from?
He went to find out. 
 
###
 
The master of the caravan was a short, fat merchant named Niles Carver of Barellion, and his gratitude veered to the obsequious. 
“It makes no sense, my lord,” said Niles, wringing his hands against the front of his fine furred robe. “No sense at all. The roads are always dangerous, more so after the chaos of the last few years. That is why I always hire the finest mercenaries of Barellion to accompany me.” He gestured at his men. “But I have never seen the Skuldari come down from their mountains. I used to trade with them, from time to time, in the villages they allow outsiders to visit. Unpleasant and prickly people, I must say. But I’ve never seen them on the plains before.”
“What are your wares?” said Adalar. Perhaps the prospect of a rich caravan had lured the Skuldari out of their mountains. 
“Paper and ink for the scriptorium of Cravenlock Town,” said Niles. “Some books, as well – one of the merchants of Cravenlock Town placed a large order. Stained glass from the master glaziers of Barellion. Some casks of spirits as well.”
Adalar frowned. “They demanded your goods?”
“No, my lord,” said Niles. “They demanded us.”
“Us?” said Adalar. “You mean they wanted to take you captive?”
“Aye, my lord,” said Niles. “They demanded our surrender, by the authority of Basracus and Marazadra.”
Adalar shook his head. “Those names mean nothing to me.”
Niles shrugged. “I believe Basracus is the name of a chieftain among the Skuldari. The name Marazadra…I have never heard it before. Perhaps it is another chieftain.”
“Perhaps,” said Adalar. “As it happens, we are riding to Castle Cravenlock. If you have no objection, we shall ride with you.”
“Of course!” said Niles. “We shall be most grateful for your presence, my lord. Thank you.”
“There is one thing I must ask of you,” said Adalar. “Put one of the slain spiders in your wagons. Lord Mazael needs to know what happened here.”
Niles only cringed a little. “Yes, of course. It shall be done.” 
Adalar nodded and went to rejoin his men. 
He had come here to bury his father. A quick journey to Cravenlock Town, a stop at the ruins of Greatheart Keep, and then he would return to Castle Dominus.
He hadn’t thought to find himself pulled into yet another war. 
The thought only filled him with dull, tired resignation. What would be would be…and he would do his duty to the very end.
Just as his father would have done.



Chapter 4: The Last of the Jutai
 
Sigaldra, holdmistress of Greatheart Keep, usually awoke alone.
Usually. 
So she was not completely surprised when she opened her eyes to see her younger sister staring down at her. Liane’s eyes were pale and wide and focused on something that was not there, something that no one else could see. 
“Today,” said Liane, her voice little more than a whisper, “today is going to be an important day.” 
A wave of near-uncontrollable irritation rolled through Sigaldra.
She closed her eyes again and made herself calm down. Liane looked so much like their mother. Their mother, who had died in the first wave of Malrag attacks. Their father had died defending the walls of their last town from the Malrags, and their brothers soon after. Then the Tervingi had come and Ragnachar had forced the remnants of the Jutai to join him, and Sigaldra had tried to hold the Jutai together during the long march west and the terrible war against the runedead. Liane was the only family that Sigaldra had left.
Liane, half-mad, scatter-brained Liane. Liane who talked to things that were not there, who saw things others could not see, who had visions.
Visions, as it happened, that came true. 
So if Liane said today was going to be an important day…
“Why?” said Sigaldra, sitting up. “What do you see? Why is today important?” 
“Because,” said Liane. “It is going to be important.”
Sigaldra felt the irritation come back. “It is much too early for this.”
“No, it isn’t,” said Liane.
Sigaldra looked out the window. The sun was already up. She had slept later than she had hoped. Despite that, she felt just as tired as he had yesterday. Sleep never seemed to bring her rest these days. But she was holdmistress of the hold of Greatheart Keep, the last hold of the Jutai nation, and she could not lie idle.
“Well, as long as you are here,” said Sigaldra, pushing aside the blanket and standing, the stone floor cold beneath her bare feet, “you might as well help me get dressed.” 
“That isn’t what you really want to do,” said Liane. 
“No, what I want to do is slap away that smart mouth of yours,” said Sigaldra, though she never had lifted her hand against her sister. “Now help me get dressed. The watchmen might have seen more valgasts in the night.” 
“That is why today will be important,” said Liane. 
Sigaldra gave her sister a sharp look. “Why? Did the valgasts attack in the night?” She had hoped, at least, the valgasts had not followed them to the Grim Marches. Sigaldra had hoped some of the horrors that haunted the middle lands would not reappear in the Grim Marches. 
But why shouldn’t they? All her other hopes had been dashed. Why not this one as well? 
“Spiders,” said Liane. 
“Don’t kill the spiders,” said Sigaldra, walking to her wardrobe. “They’ll help keep the flies away come summer.” She slipped out of her nightgown, the air chill against her bare skin. “Or is that why today is important?” 
“I don’t know,” said Liane.
Sigaldra sighed. “If you have been cursed with the Sight, at least it could be more useful.”
“I’m sorry,” said Liane. She bowed her head, her blond hair hanging around her face like a hood, and for a moment looked crushed as only a fifteen year old girl could. Had Sigaldra ever been that young? It had only been seven years ago. 
It felt like centuries. 
“No, don’t be,” said Sigaldra. “Come, help me dress. I must speak with Vorgaric the blacksmith and then Talchar. A walk around the hold will do you good. Perhaps we’ll find out why today is important.” 
Liane offered a shy smile, and then went to help Sigaldra dress. 
She chose brown leggings, a sturdy set of leather boots, and a faded brown dress. Over that went a quilted arming jacket and a coat of chain mail that had once belonged to her brother. Her blond hair went into a stark, severe braid, a short sword and a quiver of arrows at her belt, and a short bow over her shoulder. The Jutai needed headmen and hroulds to defend them, but all their headmen had perished in the middle lands, and their hrould Mazael Cravenlock could not be everywhere at once. So it fell to Sigaldra to defend what was left of her people. 
She examined her expression in a fragment of mirror they had found in the ruined village. She looked stark and grim, her face harsh, her blue eyes bloodshot and ringed in dark circles. In truth, she looked like one of the shieldmaidens from the epics the loresingers loved so much, pale and stern and doomed to die in tragic battle against the Dark Elderborn. 
Sigaldra did not think it a flattering comparison. 
“You look like a headman,” said Liane.
“I had better,” said Sigaldra. “Go get dressed and meet me in the hall.” 
Liane smiled and dashed from the room. Her sister’s moods were as changeable as the weather. 
Sigaldra descended to the keep’s great hall. Banners hung from the rafters, and weapons forged by the hands of humans and Malrags both adorned the walls. The Jutai had carried those relics of past glories with them out of the middle lands, and Sigaldra had insisted that they hang in the great hall, to remind the Jutai that they had once been a great nation. Doors behind the dais led to the chapel, where Sigaldra had placed the ashes of the past Jutai. The urns, too, had been carried out of the middle lands, and every Jutai that died was burned and a pinch of his or her ashes added to their ancestral urn.
Perhaps someday those urns would be all that was left of the Jutai. 
She stood alone in the hall, gazing at the bow in her hand. It was well-worn, its haft and grip familiar. She had held that bow during the great battle of the Northwater, standing with the other Jutai archers in the host of the Grim Marches…
“Holdmistress?”
Sigaldra shook off her dark thoughts. Old Ulfarna, the chief of her bondswomen, stood in the hall. Her face was as hard and as lean as if it had been carved from oak. She wore a widow’s black dress, and though she leaned upon a cane, she was still vigorous otherwise. Her husband had fallen against the Malrags, along with two of her sons, and two more once they had come to the Grim Marches. Yet she still had three living sons. Ulfarna was one of the fortunate ones. Sometimes Sigaldra thought that Greatheart Keep was a hold of widows and orphans and cripples. 
“Is anything amiss?” said Ulfarna. “I was going to prepare the evening meal.”
“No, nothing is amiss,” said Sigaldra. “I am simply lost in my thoughts, that is all.” 
“We all have much to be lost in, holdmistress,” said Ulfarna.
“I have too much to do to brood,” said Sigaldra. “If the Jutai are to thrive in our new land, then there is much to be done.”
“To which we owe a great deal to you,” said Ulfarna. 
“No,” said Sigaldra. 
“Yes,” said Ulfarna. “You kept Ragnachar from killing us all during the long march. When Athanaric sought for peace with Lord Richard, you supported him in the face of Ragnachar’s wrath. When Ragnachar betrayed Lord Richard, you sided with Lord Mazael. And when Mazael became the new hrould of the Tervingi nation, you accepted him as our hrould, and we now live on his land under his protection.” 
“I should have done more,” said Sigaldra. 
“You could not possibly have done more,” said Ulfarna, “and had you done any less, the Jutai would be no more, and there would be no one left to remember our ancestors.” She thumped the flagstones of the floor with her cane. “I say this to remind you of the obvious. You know I speak the truth. I am not a Marcher lordling, to speak honeyed words, or a Tervingi, to ramble endlessly about the deeds of Tervingar of old. I am Jutai, so I speak the truth in all things.” 
“Thank you,” said Sigaldra. “You are too kind.” 
Ulfarna snorted. “Girl, I just said am I not.” 
Sigaldra snorted. “Another way you are Jutai! You do not speak with proper language to your holdmistress.”
“Bah! When you have seen as many winters as I have, then we shall see,” said Ulfarna, though she smiled as she said it. Boots rasped against the stairs, and Liane ran into the hall, wearing a dress of green with a dagger at her belt. 
“Are we ready, Sigaldra?” said Liane. She looked at Ulfarna and smiled. “It will be under the table in the corner of the kitchen.”
“What will?” said Ulfarna. 
“The vial of spice that disappeared,” said Liane. 
“Ah,” said Ulfarna, and she bowed to Liane. “I see the ancestors have blessed you with another vision. I shall seek it at once.” She hurried from the hall, cane tapping against the floor. The Tervingi forbade the use of all magic, save for the power wielded by their Guardian, in memory of the dread wizards of the Dark Elderborn who had once held the Tervingi as slaves. The Jutai were more broad-minded, and believed their ancestors chose to grant visions to Liane, regarding her as sort of an oracle. 
Sigaldra did not know what to think. Perhaps her ancestors had no power, and she had carried an urn of ashes from the middle lands to no reason. 
“Shall we go, sister?” said Liane. 
Once again Sigaldra shook off her dark thoughts. She had to stop brooding so much. 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “Let us go for a walk.”
She led the way from the great hall, the armor heavy against her shoulders, though she had grown accustomed to its weight. Sigaldra and Liane walked from the doors of the keep and looked at the village. 
Sigaldra’s village, she supposed. Under the laws and customs of the Grim Marches, she was Lady Sigaldra of Greatheart Keep, holding these lands in vassalage from Lord Mazael of Castle Cravenlock. If she wished she could grant some of those lands in fief to other men, to raise knights sworn to her. The thought was alien. Mazael was her hrould, she was the holdmistress of this hold, and she would raise spearthains and swordthains. Why bother with lords and knights? 
The keep sat upon a hill, and Sigaldra walked down the path to the village. Once, before the awful day of the Great Rising, the village had held seven hundred souls. Then the runedead had killed them all and haunted the ruins. After the defeat of the runedead, the Jutai had been in need of a home, and Mazael had settled them here. The last fifteen hundred of the Jutai had been eager to farm their own land, and Sigaldra had hoped they could live in peace with their neighbors.
But their new neighbors, it seemed, had other ideas. 
She turned a wary eye to the north and kept walking. 
People greeted her, and she made sure to greet them back, to inquire after their lives and homes. Once, the Jutai men had worked the fields and the Jutai women had tended the houses, but there were too few men left to work the fields. So now men and women both worked in the fields, save for those craftsmen who worked full time. Their first year here had brought in a good crop, and their herds had increased. Sigaldra hoped the next year would be even more prosperous, that they could finally lay away a surplus for the future. She had confidence that the Jutai could do it. 
Unless, of course, they were driven from their homes yet again. 
With that dark thought in mind she went to the shop of the blacksmith. 
Her father had been a blacksmith, and Vorgaric’s shop always made her a bit wistful, its familiar smells of wood smoke and hot metal and sweat filling her nostrils. Over Vorgaric’s door hung a mangled steel cuirass, a massive hole in the center. At the great battle of the Northwater, a Justiciar knight had attacked Vorgaric, gloating that his magical black dagger would steal away Vorgaric’s life. The blacksmith had responded by collapsing the knight’s chest with a single blow of his massive two-handed hammer. 
Vorgaric’s wife Helen greeted Sigaldra at the door with a hint of nervousness. Helen was not Jutai, but a Marcher woman of common birth, her husband slain fighting the runedead at Swordgrim. Sigaldra was not sure how she felt about that. Vorgaric’s wife had died in the middle lands, there were no Jutai women of suitable age and birth for him, and she certainly did not expect him to spend the rest of his days alone. Many Jutai women had also married Marcher men. Yet if too many Jutai married the Marchers, would they cease to exist?
At least Vorgaric had not married a Tervingi. 
“Holdmistress,” said Helen with a bow. She was at least ten years older than Sigaldra, but still remained nervous around her. “You wish to see Vorgaric, yes? He is inside.”
Sigaldra nodded and stepped into the shop with Helen and Liane. Vorgaric straightened from his fire as she approached. He was a huge, shambling boulder of a man, his head a tanned dome, his remaining yellow hair and beard slowly turning to gray. 
“Holdmistress,” said Vorgaric, his voice a rumble. “You are here about the gates?” His teeth flashed in his beard. “Then I have good news for you. The braces, hinges, and bars are done.”
“Already?” said Sigaldra. 
“I know my business,” said Vorgaric. He smirked. “Plus, you always expect the worst, so it amused me to surprise you.”
“If I expect the worst I have rarely been disappointed,” said Sigaldra, “but you have disappointed me excellently, Vorgaric.”
“The carpenters are installing it now,” said Vorgaric. “Should be done by the end of the day. Is it true, though?”
“Which rumor?” said Sigaldra.
“About the valgasts,” said Helen. She shivered. Odd that valgasts should frighten her when she had lived through the Malrags and the runedead. But the unknown was ever terrifying. 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “It’s true. A band of them tried to make off with some of the sheep three nights past, and the watchmen shot them down. We’ll hang the bodies on the walls as a warning. Let them seek easier prey.”
“Will they be able to get inside the walls?” said Helen. 
“Perhaps,” said Sigaldra, “but I doubt it. We rebuilt the walls when we settled here, lining them with spikes to keep anyone from climbing over.” Perhaps that was why Sigaldra had a hard time thinking of herself as a lady of the Grim Marches instead of a holdmistress. A noble lady would have sipped wine and watched as her peasants toiled. Sigaldra and Liane had helped carry buckets of earth, had helped carve the stakes lining the ditch outside the walls. “I suppose they could tunnel into the village, but that much digging would draw notice. No, so long as everyone keeps their arms close at hand, we shall merely have to be vigilant.”
“Peculiar,” said Vorgaric. “In the middle lands, the valgasts only came forth on the days of midsummer and midwinter. I wonder what has changed. Perhaps fear of the Malrags or the runedead drove them forth from their caves.”
Sigaldra shrugged. “Perhaps. Or maybe the valgasts of the Grim Marches follow different customs, just as the people do.”
Helen laughed. “Surely, holdmistress, the people of the Grim Marches are better than these valgast devils.”
“I happen to think so,” said Vorgaric, giving his wife’s rump a pat. She turned the color of Vorgaric’s fire.
“Such high praise, husband,” said Helen, but Sigaldra could tell that she was pleased.
She left the blacksmith’s shop and headed for the wall. 
“She has conceived,” Liane announced. “She will bear her first child in nine months.”
“Truly?” said Sigaldra. “The Sight has shown this to you? That is good news.” 
“Probably,” said Liane.
“Probably?” said Sigaldra. “She might miscarry?”
Or would something worse happen to her?
Liane sighed. “I do not know, sister. The vision is cloudy. The future is cloudy.”
“Tell me something I do not know,” muttered Sigaldra. 
She climbed the stairs to the rampart. The village had been equipped with a sturdy wall of stone, fifteen feet high, but that had done the villagers little good during the Great Rising when the runedead turned immaterial and strode through the wall. Sigaldra had ordered the fortifications strengthened further, adding a stake-lined ditch and spikes upon the wall to deter anyone from climbing over it. Some of the Jutai had grumbled at the work, but Sigaldra had been proven right. 
She hated being proven right, since she always expected the worst. 
Talchar One-Eye, her only swordthain, waited atop the rampart, scowling to the north. He had lost his left eye long ago, long before Sigaldra had even been born, and replaced it with a red crystal sphere stolen from a tomb of Old Dracaryl. It gave his stern, craggy face an even more fearsome aspect, and at various times he claimed the crystal eye made him immune to magic, let him see when a man lied, or allowed him to see through an attractive woman’s clothes. 
But not ugly women – apparently the crystal eye had standards. 
Below Sigaldra saw the carpenters at work on the gate, pounding the final bars into place. Another few hours and they would be done, and the last weak point in the wall would be made strong. No place in the world was truly safe, but it would take a large and determined force to take Greatheart Keep. 
“Any valgasts?” said Sigaldra. 
“Maybe,” said Talchar. “Just one, I think. Old Eogar saw one last night near his sheep. Shot an arrow at it and the damned thing ran off. Or Eogar had too much beer and was seeing things again.” He turned his eyes towards her, one blue and one red. “We have bigger problems, though, holdmistress.”
She sighed. “Earnachar?”
“Aye,” said Talchar. “Another group of Tervingi horsethains rode through the northern fields last night. Didn’t damage anything, didn’t hurt anyone. But they all had torches, and they shouted at the top of their lungs.”
“To everyone know that they were here,” said Sigaldra, “and that they could burn our fields.” 
“That’s the way of it, I suspect,” said Talchar. 
A shiver of rage went through Sigaldra, and she kept her face calm, though her hands curled into fists. 
There was no one, no one at all, she hated as much as Earnachar son of Balnachar.
When Ragnachar had forced the Jutai to follow him, Earnachar had been the hrould’s trusted right-hand man. When Sigaldra had come before the terrifying, black-armored Ragnachar, Earnachar had urged him to kill at the Jutai and claim their goods and supplies for the Tervingi. Sigaldra asked Ragnachar to spare them, highlighting the valor of the Jutai thains against the Malrags. Earnachar mocked and belittled them, until finally Sigaldra had spun upon Earnachar, calling him an odious little keg of a man, a flatterer who polished Ragnachar’s armored boots with his lying tongue. 
Earnachar would have killed her then and there, but Ragnachar had laughed once, a brief, harsh grunt of amusement, and permitted the Jutai to swear to him. 
Ragnachar was dead now, cut down by Mazael Cravenlock on the day of the Great Rising, and Earnachar had sworn in haste to the new hrould. He had fought against the runedead and the Justiciars, and Mazael had awarded him and his followers with lands. Earnachar had been slowly but steadily expanding his influence, and now one of his villages bordered upon the lands of Greatheart Keep. 
“He wants our pastureland,” said Sigaldra. 
“He wants it all, I expect,” said Talchar. “Those pet sorceresses of his have made him bold.”
Earnachar had been a troublesome neighbor, but a cautious one. There was only one thing that Earnachar feared, and that was the wrath of Mazael Cravenlock. He had seen what happened to those who challenged the Lord of Castle Cravenlock.
Then the three strange women had come to Earnachar, and he had grown much more confident. 
Some said they were sorceresses, renegades from the realm’s Brotherhood of wizards. Others claimed they were priestesses, perhaps even servants of the San-keth. Sigaldra rather doubted that one. Earnachar detested the San-keth, as all the Tervingi did. Still others said the three women proclaimed a new faith and a new goddess, and that their leader called herself the Prophetess of this new goddess. 
“My guess?” said Talchar. “He’s going to try and force you to marry him.”
“No,” said Sigaldra. “He hates me too much for that. He shall try to force Liane to marry him.”
“I will not marry Earnachar,” said Liane calmly. Perhaps the Sight had revealed it to her. Perhaps she was simply in denial about how much danger they were in.
“You will not,” said Sigaldra, “I can promise you that.” 
“Earnachar’s not going to like it,” said Talchar.
“I do not give a damn what Earnachar wants,” said Sigaldra.
Talchar grinned, which made him look more villainous. “Good girl. But Earnachar gives a great heaping damn about what Earnachar wants. He’ll do everything he can short of open war to force you to yield. His men will set ‘accidental’ fires, disguise themselves as bandits and steal our cattle, poison wells, everything. If you appeal to the hrould, Earnachar will claim that he is innocent, that he knows nothing of these nefarious doings.”
“He is not going to marry my sister,” spat Sigaldra. “He wanted to kill us all in the middle lands. He will marry Liane over my dead body.”
“I suspect,” said Talchar, “that he would prefer it that way.” 
“Why I can’t I simply marry you?” said Sigaldra.
Liane made a choking noise, her eyes widening.
“Well, you are young and pretty and thirty years younger than I am,” said Talchar, “so I can’t say I would object. My wife might, though, and she would express that displeasure by feeding us both to her dogs.” Sigaldra could believe it. Talchar’s wife Kuldura had survived the Malrags and the exodus and the runedead, all while raising eight sons, and Sigaldra had once seen the woman beat a Malrag to death with a cast-iron pan. 
“I would rather marry Kuldura’s dogs than Earnachar,” said Sigaldra. 
Talchar grimaced. “You might get to tell him that in person.”
Sigaldra followed Talchar’s pointing finger with her eyes. 
A band of twenty horsemen were visible, riding down from the north. 
She turned to Talchar. “Sound the alarm and close the gates.” 
 
###
 
A short time later Sigaldra stood in the dust before the closed gate, arms folded over her chest. Talchar and Vorgaric and a dozen of her spearthains flanked her, weapons in hand, and militiamen waited upon the ramparts with short bows. Liane had wanted to come, but Sigaldra had refused. She would not put it past Earnachar to kill them all and kidnap Liane. 
The horsemen reined up, and Sigaldra stared at Earnachar son of Balnachar.
He was a squat, bald keg of a man with a round head and narrowed eyes, but only a little of his bulk was fat. He rode with an easy grace that surprised Sigaldra. Horses had been unknown in the middle lands, and mounted knights had been the chief reason Richard Mandragon defeated Athanaric and Ragnachar at the Battle of Stone Tower. The Tervingi had spearthains and swordthains and skythains, but Earnachar had created horsethains, equipping his followers with horses and lances. 
Earnachar walked his horse forward a few steps, staring at Sigaldra, and four other riders accompanied him. Three of the riders wore black robes, their faces concealed beneath heavy cowls, though the robed shapes seemed somehow feminine. Were these the mysterious sorceresses who had been visiting Earnachar of late? 
The fourth figure was a hulking giant in steel armor. He was so large that he made his horse look like a pony. A pair of sword hilts rose over his armored shoulders, and more weapons waited at his belt and in his saddle. A peculiar steel mask covered his features, looking as if miniature sword blades had been layered over his face like falling leaves. The effect was disturbing and grotesque, and Sigaldra felt the masked man’s eyes settle upon her with a heavy weight.
She recognized the masked man with sudden shock, and then turned her attention to Earnachar. 
For a moment they stared at each other, waiting for the other to speak first. 
An idea occurred to Sigaldra.
“That man,” she said into the tense silence, pointed at the sword-masked figure. “Why have you brought him here?”
“I am a headman of the Tervingi nation,” said Earnachar. She even detested the sound of his voice. “I have the right to bring my thains with me.”
“That isn’t a thain, but one of Ragnachar’s orcragars,” said Sigaldra, remembering the fierce, cruel, mad warriors that had served the cold hrould. “His name is Rigoric. I remember him from the fighting in the middle lands. He’s a worshipper of the Urdmoloch, bound to demons in a pact of dark magic.” That pact made the orcragars faster and stronger and more ferocious than normal men. With a flicker of unease, Sigaldra realized that Rigoric could likely kill her and half her men before he was taken down. “The hrould has banished the surviving orcragars from the Grim Marches and forbidden the worship of the Urdmoloch. Are you so bold, Earnachar son of Balnachar, that you would defy the hrould’s commands?”
Earnachar laughed, and his lackeys followed suit. Both Rigoric and the hooded women remained silent. “And are you so timid, holdmistress of the Jutai? The presence of one warrior unmans you so?”
“Given that I am a woman, I fail to see how I can be unmanned,” said Sigaldra. Her spearthains laughed at that, and Earnachar’s eyes narrowed. “But how I feel is unimportant. The orcragars are forbidden from the Grim Marches, and you have brought one back…”
“He is not an orcragar any longer,” said Earnachar. “True, the hrould has forbidden the worship of the Urdmoloch. But do not all men say the Urdmoloch perished at Knightcastle on the day the runedead were defeated? How, then, could Rigoric be a worshipper of the Urdmoloch?” 
“Men believe all manner of foolish things,” said Sigaldra.
Earnachar scowled at her for a moment. “Is that any way to greet a guest, Sigaldra of the Jutai? Are all the holdmistresses of the Jutai so miserly and cold to guests?” He laughed. “Apparently they are, since I am talking to the only holdmistress of the Jutai.”
“What do you want, Earnachar?” said Sigaldra. 
“Simply to call upon my neighbors and wish them well,” said Earnachar. 
“Well, you’ve done so,” said Sigaldra. 
“Such a short discussion,” said Earnachar with a mournful shake of his head. Again his men laughed. “Truly, the famed courtesy of the Jutai knows no bounds.”
“Likes the courtesy of the Tervingi?” said Sigaldra. “Like your men driving off our cattle and moving our fences? Like your men opening our barns and terrorizing my herdsmen?”
“You think to lay these misdeeds upon my sworn thains and bondsmen?” said Earnachar. His smirk sent a wave of hatred rolling through her. “It is not my fault if you are too weak to protect your lands and people, holdmistress. Perhaps if the Jutai had a proper headman instead of a woman to defend them, the Jutai might sleep safer in their beds.”  
“Perhaps if our neighbors were not deceitful rogues,” said Sigaldra, “we would have less need of protection.”
“Even if you had different neighbors,” said Earnachar, “you would still need someone to protect you. It is a dangerous world, holdmistress. The Grim Marches are not as dangerous as the middle lands, true, but they are dangerous nonetheless. Someone must defend the Jutai people.” His smirk widened. “Someone must defend your fair sister. Where is she, by the by? I should like to greet her.”
“Within the village,” said Sigaldra. “She does not issue forth to greet every passing brigand.” 
“Nevertheless, bring her out to me,” said Earnachar. “I wish to speak with her. She should meet the prominent men of the land.”
“Should one appear, I will summon her,” said Sigaldra. “Until then, you may be on your way.”
Earnachar walked his horse a step closer to her, and the spearthains bristled. “I must insist.” 
“And I must be blunt,” said Sigaldra. “I know what you want, Earnachar son of Balnachar. You want our lands. You want to make the Jutai into your slaves.”
His smirk did not waver. “So perceptive for one so young.”
“You will never marry either me or my sister,” said Sigaldra.
Earnachar threw back his head and roared with laughter. 
“Truly?” said Earnachar. “You think I wish to wed you, Sigaldra of the Jutai? I would not even take you as a concubine. A man wants strong sons from his women, and you are a withered, skinny thing. One pregnancy would rip you open like a dry husk.” 
It should not have hurt her, but the words stung nonetheless.
“You’ll watch your tongue, Tervingi,” said Talchar, his voice cold and flat. 
“Your sister, though,” said Earnachar, “is pretty enough, and young enough to be pliable. Quite insane, of course, but a woman needs good hips and a strong back, not wits. After a few beatings she will learn her place.” 
“I doubt that,” said Sigaldra, glaring up at him. “Given how old and fat you are, Earnachar son of Balnachar, I expect your heart shall give out on the wedding night.”
“As if a termagant like you would know of such things,” said Earnachar. “I could ride and fight all day, and still have the strength to take your sister and then you.” He looked her up and down and laughed. “Assuming I was desperate enough, of course.”
Vorgaric started to lift his hammer, and the spearthains their weapons, and it might have gone further, but a calm voice stopped them.
“This is a waste of time.” 
It was a woman’s voice, soft and gentle. Sigaldra turned as one of the three robed women rode forward. The rider reached up and drew back her black cowl, revealing a face of remarkable beauty. She had pale, clear skin, large green eyes, and red hair that hung about her face and neck, swaying in the breeze blowing across the plains. Sigaldra could not guess her age. One moment she seemed old, and the next she looked younger than Liane. Certainly she was attractive. Earnachar and most of the other men were staring at her. 
“Who are you?” said Sigaldra. 
“I am merely the messenger,” said the red-haired woman, and the other two robed women shifted. “I am the herald. I am the preparer of the way for the new age to come.”
Sigaldra felt her eyes narrow. “You are the woman they call the Prophetess.” 
“Some give me that title,” said the woman, “and it serves. I cannot see the future, not the way your sister can. I simply know what the future shall bring.”
Sigaldra frowned. “What do you know about my sister?” 
“I know that she is special,” said the Prophetess. “I know that she has the potential within her for greatness.” The pale woman held out a hand. “You should join with us voluntarily, Sigaldra, last holdmistress of the Jutai.”
Sigaldra let out a scornful laugh. “And just why should I do that?”
Unlike Earnachar, the Prophetess’s calm did not waver beneath Sigaldra’s mockery. “Because the headman is correct about one thing. The Urdmoloch did indeed perish at Knightcastle, overthrown in the very moment of his ultimate triumph. With his death, a great evil was defeated at last…but he held many lesser evils in check, lest they challenge him. Now that the Urdmoloch is dead, those lesser evils are free to do as they please, for they believe there is no one left strong enough to defeat them.” Her soft voice grew urgent. “The Jutai will perish in the coming storm. But join with me, and I can protect you.”
“Your goddess, you mean,” said Sigaldra. “I have heard the rumors. This strange goddess you serve…you have converted Earnachar to her worship, and you wish to do the same with me?”
“Yes,” said the Prophetess. “Why should this surprise you? Do not all priests proselytize? Have not the priests of the church of the Grim Marches come among you, seeking to harvest your souls for the Amathavian gods? Their gods are dusty and faded legends. My goddess has power. Join with me, and she shall protect you.”
“Your goddess,” said Sigaldra. “What is her name?”
“That is known only to the initiated,” said the Prophetess. “Follow me, and you shall learn all that and more.”
“No,” said Sigaldra. 
She met the other woman’s green eyes for a long moment. They did not have Earnachar’s malicious glee, but they held no emotion whatsoever. With a chill, Sigaldra realized that the Prophetess’s eyes would likely show no emotion as she killed.
“Very well,” said the red-haired woman, drawing her cowl back up. She turned her horse and rode back to the others. Rigoric moved to her side, and Sigaldra suspected that the masked orcragar served her, not Earnachar. 
“Bah,” said Earnachar. “We have given you more of a chance than you deserve, you and your band of widows and cripples and fools.”
“Not all of us are cripples, headman,” said Vorgaric, the massive hammer steady in his hands.
“Think on what we have said,” growled Earnachar, turning his horse. “Someday you will remember this day and curse that you were not wise enough to listen.”
He rode away, his men flanking the Prophetess and the other two robed women. 
Sigaldra and her men stood in silence for a moment.
“I don’t like him,” said Talchar at last, spitting into the dust. “Talks too much.” 
“That could have gone better,” said Sigaldra. 
“It could have gone worse,” grunted Vorgaric. 
“How?”
“We are not dead,” said Vorgaric. 
Sigaldra could not argue with that. “I…”
A scream rang over the walls.
Liane.
Sigaldra raced through the postern gate and up the stairs to the rampart. Liane sagged against the battlements, her pale blue eyes wide as she stared at the departing horsemen.
“I see them,” she whispered. “I see them, I see them, I see them…”
“You see what?” said Sigaldra, talking Liane’s shoulders. “The horsemen? They will not attack, and if they do, we shall send for the hrould…”
“No,” said Liane. “The spiders.”
“Spiders?” said Sigaldra, looking around. Liane had never been frightened of spiders before.
“The spiders riding the horses beneath the black cloaks,” said Liane.
“Those weren’t spiders,” said Sigaldra. 
“They had the souls of spiders,” said Liane. “I saw them…sister, we should not be frightened of Earnachar. We should be frightened of the priestess, for she owns his soul now.”
“The Prophetess, you mean?” said Sigaldra. “She is just a woman with silly ideas.” 
“No,” said Liane. “She has a soul full of darkness, full of dark magic, and she has marked us. She is coming for us, Sigaldra. She is coming for us.”
She fell into Sigaldra’s arms, weeping.



Chapter 5: Old Friends
 
Castle Cravenlock hummed with activity. 
Mazael walked through the courtyard, the golden scales of his armor flashing in the sun, his black cloak streaming behind him. Around him servants and squires and pages went about their business, loading armor and weapons into carts while knights shouted instructions. Mazael climbed the stairs to the rampart, looking down at Cravenlock Town and the plains below. The tournament field outside the town’s new walls had been cleared, and already the pavilions of knights and the tents of Tervingi thains rose. 
A traditional tournament would have been too expensive, and most of the Tervingi preferred to fight on foot, Earnachar’s new horsethains notwithstanding. The spring melee allowed the Tervingi thains and the knights to mingle, which would hopefully prevent violent misunderstandings once inevitable conflicts over land and pasture began. It was also a fine way to celebrate the end of winter and the start of spring.
And though Mazael had not planned it that way, it was also an excellent opportunity to warn the knights and the headmen about the valgast raiders. 
“You see someone?” 
Mazael turned and saw Romaria standing near him. She was wearing a blue gown with black trim, her hair tied back in an intricate braid. She rarely wore gowns, and followed the social conventions of the Grim Marches’ noblewomen whenever it happened to suit her, but she did make the dress look good. A dagger and a quiver of arrows rested at her belt, and she carried her unstrung Elderborn bow in her right hand like a staff. In other lands, that would have been peculiar, but no one went unarmed in the Grim Marches.
“You’re the one with the eyes of the Elderborn,” said Mazael. “You tell me.” 
Romaria laughed and lifted her hand to her eyes. “It’s Arnulf and his swordthains.”
“No sign of Riothamus or Molly?” said Mazael.
“Not that I can see,” said Romaria. 
Mazael had hoped that Riothamus would have returned from Sword Town by now. Likely the Guardian knew more about the valgasts and their mysterious Marazadra. Still, the valgast raids had been little more than nuisances. They had taken a few villages unawares, but once word had spread, the people had been more vigilant, and the valgasts had not wreaked any major harm. Perhaps they would be an ongoing nuisance, like bandits from the Stormvales, but would not become a serious threat. 
Or perhaps Mazael was simply fooling himself. 
“Well,” said Mazael, “let us go greet Arnulf.” 
“We could greet him formally in the great hall,” said Romaria. 
“For Arnulf?” said Mazael. “He would sleep through it. He’s here to fight and gamble. Shall we?”
She smiled, and they descended from the wall and headed out the castle gate. Of course, Mazael was the liege lord of the Grim Marches, so he couldn’t go anywhere alone, not any longer. Romaria came with him, as did Timothy. Rudolph Larsar followed, dutifully carrying Mazael’s shield in case he needed it, and a dozen armsmen fell in around him. Mazael shook his head. Twenty years ago, he had left the Grim Marches with nothing but a sword, a horse, and the armor upon his back, intending never to return. Now he was the liege lord of the Grim Marches, and the burden of defending the land and its people fell to him. 
“What are you thinking, husband?” said Romaria. 
“I am thinking,” said Mazael, “that I would like to get drunk and hit someone.” 
Rudolph edged back a step.
Romaria laughed. “He doesn’t mean you.”
“The burdens of ruling are ever onerous,” said Timothy.
“True,” said Mazael, tapping Talon’s hilt. “Thought that does mean someone will eventually rebel and I’ll have to hit them.”  
A short walk took them to the tournament field. Rows of pavilions and Tervingi tents lined the field, and larger tents stood some distance away, housing the enterprising merchants who came to make a profit off the melee fighters and the spectators. Mazael saw tents selling beer and weapons and food and cloaks and a dozen other things. A group of Tervingi swordthains and spearthains marched to the edge of the encampment, directing a group of bondsmen as they raised a tent. A scowling middle-aged man in chain mail watched them. The man had ragged yellow hair and a bushy beard, and Mazael had yet to see him smile.
“Arnulf son of Kaerwulf,” said Mazael. “Come to crack some heads?” 
Arnulf turned with a grunt. “Hrould. I merit the honor of a personal greeting?”
“You won’t weary my ears with a damn speech,” said Mazael. They clapped each other on the shoulder. “How are matters at Stone Tower?”
“Well enough,” said Arnulf. Originally Lord Richard had settled Athanaric at Stone Tower, but Ragnachar had murdered Athanaric and scattered his people. After that, Mazael had given Stone Tower to Arnulf and his bondsmen. “Planting’s underway. Should be a good crop, the old women say.” His perpetual scowl deepened. “Assuming the damned valgasts don’t make too much trouble for us.”
“You’ve had valgast raids, then?” said Mazael. 
“A few of the outlying farms have been attacked,” said Arnulf. “Some sheep have been stolen, and we caught a band of valgasts trying to drag away drugged children. Killed all the valgasts, and mounted their heads on stakes as a warning to others. Followed their tracks back to a cave entrance and sealed it up.” 
“Best way to deal with them,” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Arnulf. He stamped one boot against the grassy ground. “It’s so damned flat here. Never expected to find so many caves in the Grim Marches.”
“There are whole networks of them beneath the plains,” said Mazael. “The wizards and the priests think that in ancient days the Burning Hills exploded, and vast rivers of molten stone flowed beneath the plains to carve the caves. Gods only know what’s down there now. Adventurers and fools who wander there tend not to return.”
“The valgasts likely ate them,” said Arnulf. “When I was a boy, every midwinter and midsummer, we would prepare for the valgasts to raid. They never appeared on any other days. Perhaps the runedead and the Malrags have driven them forth.” 
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “Have you ever heard the name Marazadra?”
Arnulf shook his head.
“The valgasts that attacked Gray Pillar shouted that name,” said Mazael. “I suspect it is their deity.” 
“Do the valgasts even worship a god?” said Arnulf. 
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. “Perhaps we’ll be fortunate enough to capture one and make it talk. I’ve posted a bounty for valgast heads – one silver coin each. I may offer a bounty for a live one.” 
Arnulf shrugged. “Worth the effort. Still, whatever…”
“My lord,” said Timothy. “Horsemen, approaching from around the castle’s hill.”
Mazael turned and saw the riders approaching. The horsemen moved in good order, escorting a merchant caravan. The caravan peeled off towards the walls of Cravenlock Town, while the riders kept moving forward. As they drew nearer, Mazael made out their banners. One was blue with a gray castle tower upon the center, while the second was green with the sigil of a stylized heart. 
Mazael knew those banners, and he grinned. 
“We have more guests,” said Mazael.
The horsemen reached Mazael’s party and reined up, their supply wagons rolling up behind them. Two of the horsemen moved forward. The first was a stout knight, young and broad-shouldered, a well-worn mace hanging from his saddle. Sir Wesson Stillwater had changed a great deal from the pimpled, nervous youth who had come to Lord Malden’s court years ago. Next to him rode another knight, a rangy-looking young man in his early twenties. He had close-cropped brown hair and bloodshot brown eyes ringed with dark circles. He looked…tired. There was no other word for it. Yet there was no hint of sluggishness in his movements as he brought his horse to a stop.
“Sir Wesson Stillwater,” said Mazael, “Lord Adalar Greatheart, welcome to Castle Cravenlock.” 
Both men dropped from their saddles and bowed. 
“It is good to be here, my lord,” said Wesson. “This is the third time I have journeyed to the Grim Marches, and I had hoped for a quiet trip.”
Had hoped? Perhaps Adalar and Wesson had encountered valgasts. 
“My lord,” said Adalar. His voice was solemn. As if he had come to a funeral. Which, Mazael supposed, he had. “Thank you. It is good to be back.” He took a deep breath. “I have put this off for too long. My father’s ashes should have been laid to rest long ago.”
“I think Sir Nathan would understand,” said Mazael. “The last few years have been turbulent.”
“Aye,” said Adalar, his eyes distant, as if staring at something only he could see. He shook his head. “Lady Romaria, it is good to see you as well.”
“And you, Lord Adalar,” said Romaria. She smiled, but she seemed concerned. “You’ve grown quite a bit since last we spoke.” 
He smiled briefly. “When last we spoke, you died the next day. So you are indeed looking well.” The smile faded, the grimness returning. “My lord Mazael, there is something you must see.” 
“What is it?” said Mazael.
Adalar led the way the wagons. “On our way here, we were attacked.”
“Valgasts?” said Mazael. 
Adalar blinked. “I haven’t heard the name.”
“Creatures, green-skinned, about four feet tall,” said Mazael. “Vicious little scavengers. If you had seen them, you would know it. You must have encountered something else.”
“Aye,” said Adalar, stopping next to the final wagon. “A Skuldari raiding party.” 
“Skuldari?” said Mazael. He was so astonished that he stopped in place, and Romaria almost walked into him. “You’re sure?”
“Blue-painted faces,” said Adalar. “It was either the Skuldari or someone doing a good impression of them.” 
Mazael rubbed his jaw. He had passed Skuldar a few times during his wanderings, had even traded in a few of the towns the tribes permitted outlanders to visit. But the Skuldari never, ever came down out of their mountains and hills. War and chaos had roiled the Grim Marches a dozen times in the last twenty years, and in that time, Mazael had never heard of the Skuldari talking sides or even indulging in a little looting. 
What had changed?
He remembered the claim of the dead valgast wizard that the death of the Old Demon had shattered the constraints upon the valgasts. Had the Skuldari been under a similar compulsion?
“Also,” said Adalar, reaching for a large bundle in the wagon’s bed, “there was this.”
He pulled away the cloth, and Mazael reached for Talon’s hilt before he stopped himself. 
An enormous dead spider lay in the wagon’s bed, its eight glassy eyes staring at nothing. Its head and carapace had been split open with an axe, and yellow slime leaked from the wound, beading in its bristly black hair and staining the wagon’s boards. 
Arnulf grunted. “Damned thing is the size of a pony.”
“Oh,” said Romaria. 
Mazael looked at her. “You recognize it?”
“Aye,” said Romaria. “It isn’t good at all.”
 
###
 
Mazael paced as Adalar recounted the story of the Skuldari raiding party and Niles Carver’s caravan. 
The Lord of Castle Cravenlock had not changed much since Adalar had last seen him. After the defeat of the runedead, Adalar would have expected Mazael to slow down, to run to fat. Most lords his age usually did. Yet save for more gray at his temples and in his beard, Mazael was unchanged. If anything, he seemed restless, eager for action. Perhaps Mazael was the sort of man who could not bear inactivity. 
“Marazadra,” said Mazael at last. “He said that? You’re sure of it?” 
“Entirely,” said Adalar. “You can question Master Carver, if you wish. I suspect he will be lodging at the town’s inn.”
“I’ve heard the name of Basracus before,” said Mazael. “Some high chieftain among the Skuldari. That’s as much as anyone knows about him. Carver claimed the Skuldari demanded that he surrender in the name of Marazadra and Basracus?”
“Aye, my lord,” said Adalar. 
“Captives,” muttered Mazael. “The valgasts wanted captives, too.” He looked at Romaria. “You’ve seen this kind of spider before?”
“Aye, years ago,” said Romaria. 
“When?” said Mazael.
“When I visited the mountains of Skuldar,” said Romaria.
Mazael blinked in surprise, and Adalar found himself watching Romaria. He was uneasy around her. She was a striking woman, true, but attractive women did not make him nervous. She carried weapons and used them well, but Adalar had seen enough women fighting for their lives against the runedead horde that the impropriety of it no longer shocked him. Yet there was something otherworldly about Romaria, something eerie. Simonian had killed her during Lord Mitor’s rebellion, yet she had returned to life, and her ghostly blue eyes cut into him. 
“When did you go to Skuldar?” said Mazael.
“Years ago,” said Romaria. “Long before I met you. Before I even went to the middle lands. I thought I was going to go mad and die, remember, and I wanted to see as much of the world as possible before I did. I had heard the Skuldari killed any who ventured into their mountains, which made me curious, so I went.” 
“Clearly you got out alive,” said Wesson.
“It was a close thing,” said Romaria. “I shouldn’t have gone, but I was young and stupid and bitter. Worse, I was curious.”
“A deadlier affliction by far,” said Arnulf. 
“So what did you learn about the Skuldari?” said Mazael. 
“They worship the soliphages,” said Romaria. 
“Soliphages?” said Adalar, remembering his earlier conversation with Wesson. “You…mean spider-devils?”
“They haunted the Endless Forest, far to the east of here,” said Arnulf. “They devour the flesh of any who cross them.”
“I fear they are more dangerous than that,” said Romaria. “The soliphages are shape-changers. Shapeshifters.” She grinned. “A bit like me, I suppose. They can take the form of human women when they wish to remain unnoticed. Their true form, the form they use when they feed, is that of a hybrid between a human woman and a giant crimson spider.”
For some reason Mazael shuddered at that. “Then they eat flesh and blood, I suppose.”
“Not quite,” said Romaria. “They…drink the life energy, the very life essence, without needing to draw blood.”
“Soul-eaters,” said Timothy. The wizard looked as sober and as industrious as Adalar remembered. Quite different from a dark wizard like Lucan Mandragon or Caraster. “They are creatures of dark magic, and consume the life energy of their victims. I imagine only a desiccated corpse is left behind.”
“Exactly right,” said Romaria.
“I saw such corpses in the Endless Forest,” said Arnulf. 
“So the Skuldari worship the soliphages,” said Mazael.
“Not quite,” said Romaria. “More accurately, the Skuldari worship a goddess with the image of a spider, and they believe that the soliphages are her messengers, her angels. So spiders are sacred among the Skuldari, and they raise these spiders,” she gestured at the dead thing in the wagon, “as war beasts.” 
“Their goddess,” said Mazael. “Is her name Marazadra?” 
“I do not know,” said Romaria. “I never found out her name. The Skuldari do not speak it to outsiders.”
“According to Master Carver,” said Wesson, “the Skuldari raiders spoke the names of Basracus and Marazadra readily enough. Perhaps they have changed their minds.”
“Or Marazadra isn’t their goddess at all,” said Timothy. “Another powerful chieftain like Basracus, perhaps.” 
“Then why,” said Mazael, “did both the Skuldari and the valgasts call out the name of Marazadra?” 
No one had an answer for that. 
“It seems peculiar they would both worship the same goddess,” said Timothy.
“While in Skuldar, did you see any valgasts?” said Mazael.
“None,” said Romaria. “Until you returned from Gray Pillar, I had never heard of valgasts west of the Great Mountains.” 
Arnulf scowled. “The Great Rising wrought changes everywhere. Perhaps both the Skuldari and the valgasts think the Grim Marches have been weakened and think to conquer it for themselves.”
“If they do, they shall learn otherwise,” said Mazael, and for a moment his rage was so fierce that it was almost like a physical thing, and Adalar fought an impulse to take a step back. Then the Lord of Castle Cravenlock calmed himself. “Until we know more, we shall simply have to be vigilant. We are already on watch for the valgasts. Tanam Crowley has the best scouts in the Grim Marches. I shall write to him and ask him to keep watch upon the foothills near Skuldar. If raiders or even soliphages come out of the Skuldari mountains, I want us to be ready. And if Basracus and Marazadra think to invade the Grim Marches, they shall regret it.” 
The others nodded. Adalar had seen Mazael give orders before, but he was still amazed at how easily the older man took command. Even Adalar, tired as he was, felt a flicker of hope. Whatever dangers threatened the Grim Marches would be beaten aside. Yet Adalar knew better. Life was a struggle, an endless, futile struggle, and it ended in death sooner or later. 
“We have rooms for you and Sir Wesson in the castle,” said Mazael, “and bunks for your men in the barracks. Or, if you like, you could raise your pavilion here and take part in the melee.” He smiled. “I recall you won the melee at Lord Malden’s tournament, years ago, before Lady Rachel’s wedding.”
“A long time ago,” said Adalar. “A lifetime, it seems like.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “A lot has happened since. You’ve gone up in the world, and are now the lord of large estates.”
“Not so much, I fear,” said Adalar. “The runedead…they were bad in the Grim Marches and Knightreach, but they were far worse in Mastaria. They killed so many people, my lord Mazael, so many people. Caraster took command of them and led them north, and he exterminated everyone in his path. There are… many empty villages in Mastaria now, so many empty and moldering towns. You can ride for days and days and see nothing but the dead…”
Adalar fell silent as he realized the others were staring at him. 
“Forgive me,” said Adalar. “I tend to ramble. There is much on my mind as of late.”
“I can imagine,” said Mazael. “Come! Get your men settled, and we’ll walk through the merchants’ tents, get drunk, and talk of days past and days yet to come.” 
“Well,” said Adalar, “it would be discourteous to refuse, would it not, Sir Wesson?” He would really rather not, but there was no reason to be rude.
“I believe you are correct, Lord Adalar,” said Wesson. He, at least, seemed to look forward to the drinking. 
They paused at the base of the castle’s hill, and Adalar directed his riders to head to the barbican, escorting the slow-moving wagons. More caravans rolled towards the town and the tournament field. Adalar watched them, surprised at the changes that had come over Cravenlock Town. He had grown up at Greatheart Keep, but had often accompanied his father to Castle Cravenlock and Cravenlock Town. The lands around Castle Cravenlock had seemed almost half-desolate beneath Mitor Cravenlock’s misrule, but now they were thriving. That stirred something…if not quite hope, then not despair, within Adalar. Perhaps they could indeed rebuild, could start new lives in the lands left desolate by the runedead. 
Mazael discussed the Skuldari and the valgasts with Timothy and Arnulf, while Adalar listened with half an ear. He expected Romaria to join the discussion. Yet she was staring at one of the approaching caravans, her blue eyes narrowed, her fingers tapping against the staff of her Elderborn bow. The caravan looked unremarkable, six wagons flanked by guards in leather armor. A group of five Tervingi spearthains in mail followed them. 
“Is anything amiss, my lady?” said Adalar in a low voice. 
“Yes,” said Romaria. “No. Maybe. I’m not sure.” 
“I…see,” said Adalar. 
“I don’t know,” said Romaria. “There’s something wrong with those Tervingi spearthains.”
In truth, the Tervingi all looked the same to Adalar, fierce and bearded and barbaric. Any other lord would have destroyed them or been conquered by them, but Mazael had somehow tamed them. Or at least made the barbarians heed him. 
“They’ve got spears and crossbows,” said Adalar. “I don’t…”
“Crossbows?” said Romaria, and then her eyes widened. “Mazael!”
Mazael whirled, his hand falling to his sword hilt, and the Tervingi spearthains turned. 
As one, they lifted their crossbows. 
“Down!” roared Mazael, and he shoved Romaria to the ground as the Tervingi released their quarrels. 
A volley of quarrels shot towards them. One blurred past Adalar’s face. One struck Mazael in the chest and shattered against his golden armor, and he staggered with a grunt. Timothy began casting a spell, pale light flashing around his fingers, and Adalar drew his greatsword and charged. 
“Treachery!” thundered Arnulf, gripping his shoulder. Had one of the bolts hit him? “To arms, all loyal men! To arms!” 
Shouts rose from the camps near the pavilion, and by then Adalar had reached the nearest Tervingi. The spearthain was reloading his crossbow, but cast aside the weapon and lunged with his spear as Adalar attacked. The long spear gave the thain greater reach, but Adalar had the right weapon to counter. He slapped aside the spear point with his greatsword and thrust, the point opening a slash across the Tervingi thain’s right hip. The warrior grunted and lost his balance, and Adalar whipped his heavy sword around in a two-handed swing. He didn’t get quite all the way through the spearthain’s neck, but the amount of blood that burst from the wound ensured the spearthain was out of the fight. 
A second spearthain charged at Adalar, and he got his sword up to block. Something blurred past Adalar and slammed into the spearthain’s neck, and the Tervingi fell to his knees, clutching at the arrow jutting from his throat. Adalar risked a glance over his shoulder and saw Romaria standing with her bow strung, her hand dipping to the quiver at her belt. 
Adalar turned to find another foe, but by then the fight was over.
Mazael stood over three dead Tervingi, a curved sword of dark metal in his right. As Adalar looked closer he realized that the sword was bone of some kind, symbols of golden fire glimmering upon the blade. The Lord of Castle Cravenlock looked around, shook the drops of blood from his peculiar sword, and grimaced. 
“What the devil was that about?” said Wesson. He had gotten his mace out, but Mazael, Romaria, and Adalar had killed all the Tervingi. The entire fight had lasted maybe twenty seconds. 
“Not all the Tervingi are pleased I am their hrould,” said Mazael. “Likely these fellows sought to express their disagreement forcefully.”
Romaria still stared at the dead men, her frown deepening. Adalar remembered the runedead and tightened his grasp on his sword’s hilt, wondering if the dead spearthains would rise again to kill. 
The corpses remained motionless. 
“I know these men,” said Arnulf, stepping to Mazael’s side. There was blood on his shoulder. One of the quarrels had clipped him. “They’re Earnachar’s thains.”
“Earnachar,” said Mazael, his eyes darkening. “These were Earnachar’s sworn men?” 
“Earnachar?” said Adalar. He remembered the name from the battles of the Northwater and Knightcastle. “Is that significant?”
“It might be,” said Arnulf. “When we crossed from the middle lands, we had two hroulds – Athanaric and Ragnachar. After Lord Richard defeated us, Ragnachar wanted to continue the fight, while Athanaric pursued peace. Athanaric’s counsel prevailed, so Ragnachar murdered him and continued the war. After Mazael slew Ragnachar outside the gates of Swordgrim, the Tervingi swore loyalty to him as the new hrould.” He grimaced. “It was the path of wisdom, but not everyone agreed with it. Earnachar was one of Ragnachar’s strongest followers, and he argued that we should continue the war.” 
Mazael shook his head. “Earnachar is a troublemaker, and if you give him an inch he’ll take a mile, but he’s always done as I commanded.” He shrugged. “These could have been renegades. You all saw them attack us, so there’s not even a need for a trial or a wergild.”
“Timothy,” said Romaria, “can you cast the spell to sense magic over them?”
“Of course, my lady,” said Timothy, and he produced a chunk of smoky crystal wrapped in copper wire from a pocket of his coat.
“You think they were enspelled through some witchery?” said Arnulf, giving Timothy a sidelong glance. The Tervingi did not like wizards, Adalar recalled, though after seeing what Lucan Mandragon had wrought, he could hardly blame the barbarians. 
“There’s something…” said Romaria.
“The Sight?” said Mazael.
She nodded. 
Timothy gestured, light flashing around his crystal, and his eyes widened. 
“My lord,” he said. “Lady Romaria was right. There is dark magic upon each of these men, though I cannot pinpoint the source…”
“Upon?” said Romaria. “Or within?”
Timothy gave a sharp nod. “Yes, that’s exactly right. It’s inside of them somehow.”
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “I think…I think that you should probably cut one of them open and look at the heart.” 
He blinked at his wife. “The heart? Truly?” 
“It is ill to desecrate the dead,” said Arnulf. “Even traitors. The gods frown most sternly upon it.”
“I think these men desecrated themselves in life,” said Romaria. “Mazael, there’s something wrong with them. I’m not sure what, but I can see it with the Sight.”
Mazael shrugged. “Very well. Arnulf, Lord Adalar. Have your men form a shield wall around us. It wouldn’t do to let people see the liege lord of the Grim Marches mutilating corpses in public. Also, Sir Wesson, might I borrow your mace? This will go easier if I can break some ribs first.”
Wesson swallowed and offered Mazael his mace. Mazael shrugged out his cloak, handed it over to a nervous-looking boy who was likely his squire, and went to work. Adalar made himself watch as Mazael removed the mail shirt of a dead Tervingi, broke the fallen spearthain’s ribs, and start sawing with a dagger.
“You do that,” Adalar heard himself say, “so calmly.”
Mazael shrugged, his golden armor splashed with blood. “Not much different than a battle. Slower, though. I’ve seen and made a lot of dead men in my time. There’s nothing left to shock me any…what the hell?”
He shot to his feet, the bloody dagger in his hand. 
Something was moving in the bloody ruin of the dead Tervingi’s chest. 
At first Adalar thought that the dead man was still alive, that his heart was still beating and his lungs were pumping. Then he saw the black bulge rising from the ragged wound Mazael had carved into the dead man’s chest, a black bulge with slender legs and red streaks down its body.
A spider. It was the size of a man’s fist, but otherwise identical to the dead spider in the wagon.
Mazael speared the thing with his dagger. Its legs went into a wild, twitching dance, and then went still.
“A spider,” breathed Romaria. “That’s what I saw. There’s a spider inside each of those men.” 
“The spider is charged with dark magic,” said Timothy, waving his crystal again. 
Mazael looked at Romaria. “When you visited Skuldar, did the Skuldari have spiders like this?”
“No,” said Romaria. Mazael drew his curved sword and walked from Tervingi to Tervingi, impaling the corpses through the chest. “They had the larger spiders and used them as war beasts. But these smaller ones…I’ve never seen or heard anything like this before.” He ripped his sword from the last of the dead spearthains. “I think you got them all.”
“Arnulf,” said Mazael. “Did you see anything like this in the middle lands or in the old Tervingi homeland?”
“Nothing,” said Arnulf. “The soliphages in the eastern forests, aye, but I have no idea what these things are.”
“Then that means,” said Mazael, turning in a circle, “these dead spearthains acquired their spiders, whatever they are, in the Grim Marches.” He wiped the blood from his sword and returned the blade to its scabbard. “I wish Riothamus were here.” 
“I might be able to help,” said Timothy, pointing at one of the dead men. “I’ve seen him before.”
Mazael frowned. “With Earnachar?” 
“No, within the last few days,” said Timothy. “I was in town purchasing some ink. I saw him coming out of the Iron River.”
“The Iron River?” said Adalar. He did not recall a river flowing through Cravenlock Town. 
“A tavern,” said Mazael. “Just opened a few years ago. Caters to the Tervingi, mostly.”
“Though the landlady does make excellent fried mushrooms,” said Timothy. 
Mazael turned to Romaria. “If your Sight finds another man with a spider in his chest, you’ll recognize him?”
“Aye,” said Romaria. “I know what it is now.”
“Good,” said Mazael. “We’re going to the Iron River to have a look around.” 
Arnulf frowned. “Nearly every man of the Tervingi nation knows you by sight now, hrould.”
“I know,” said Mazael, “which is why we’re going to do it quietly. Adalar. Fewer people in the Grim Marches know you or Wesson by sight. Care to join us?”
Adalar hesitated. He was tired of fighting, tired of seeing corpses. Yet his father had never failed in his responsibilities, and neither would Adalar.
“Of course,” said Adalar.



Chapter 6: The Iron River
 
A few hours later Mazael walked arm in arm with Romaria through the streets of Cravenlock Town. 
His armor of golden dragon scales was too recognizable, so he had discarded it in favor of plain chain mail, a ragged jerkin, and a worn brown cloak. Talon was recognizable as well, though since it had the power to harm creatures of dark magic, Mazael did not want to leave it behind. So he wrapped the sword in a cloth and slung it over his shoulder, a normal longsword and dagger riding at his belt. Romaria walked next to him, wearing a dress of peasant brown and sturdy boots. She had rearranged her hair just enough to cover the points of her ears, her black hair bound beneath a bright blue kerchief. She carried no weapons other than a dagger at her belt, since her bow would be useless in the cramped space of a tavern. 
That hardly mattered. Even without a bow, she was extremely dangerous.
Adalar and Wesson walked in front, laughing and joking. Or at least Wesson was attempting to joke. Adalar grunted from time to time, but his grim expression rarely wavered. The fighting in Mastaria and Knightcastle must have worn heavily upon him. Mazael had seen it before among those who had fought against the runedead. Mazael was Demonsouled, and never stopped craving combat, the dark rage of his blood simmering beneath his thoughts, held in place only by years of practice. Other men, though, men who had not been cursed with the blood of a dead demon god, wearied of fighting, the violence wearing away at them like windblown sand against a stone. Time and distance were the only things that turned such wounds into scars. 
Adalar, though…Adalar was Lord of Castle Dominus, and most of Mastaria had been destroyed by the Great Rising and Caraster’s rebellion. He was lord over a land of shocked survivors and crumbling ruins. Adalar had seen some of the worst fighting of the Runedead War, and Mazael suspected that it still haunted him. 
He was not sure how to help Adalar, but if he could, he would. 
In the meantime, they had work to do. The Skuldari, the valgasts, and now these spider-infested Tervingi thains pointed at a plot, and Mazael had not fought off the San-keth, the Dominiars, the Justiciars, the Malrags, and the runedead  to allow the Skuldari and the valgasts and their mysterious goddess to bring ruin to the Grim Marches. 
“There it is, my lord,” said Timothy. He had traded his black wizard’s coat for a long, worn coat of wool favored by sheepherders. Evidently the wizards of the Brotherhood preferred long coats. “The Iron River.”
They were on a side street fronted with shops, the sounds of hammering and cooking and buying and selling filling the air. The Iron River was a tall inn of four stories, built of stone and timber and roofed in clay tiles. A steady stream of men came and went through the front door. Most were Tervingi, but Mazael saw Marcher-born men as well. 
“Prosperous-looking place,” said Mazael, looking at the stone walls and the tiled roof. 
“It’s a rare merchant who can go broke selling liquor, my lord,” said Timothy.
“Don’t call me ‘my lord’,” said Mazael. “We’re trying to be inconspicuous.” 
“Yes…ah, sir,” said Timothy. 
“Remember, we are mercenaries come for the melee,” said Mazael. “Adalar, Wesson, Timothy. Do the talking if necessary. Romaria. Have you seen any more spiders?”
Her eyes were fixed upon the inn. “Not yet. No sign of magic, either.” 
“Then let’s go have a drink or two,” said Mazael. “Talk to people, listen to rumors…and see if we find any more of these spiders.” 
“The liege lord of the Grim Marches attempting to walk unnoticed into at tavern,” said Adalar, adjusting the baldric that held his sword. “This ought to be interesting.” 
“You two look positively villainous,” said Romaria. “I would fear being robbed, were I not with Mazael.” 
Adalar snorted. “The man who tried to rob you would rather quickly regret it, I imagine.”
Romaria’s eyes danced. “I certainly hope so.”
“Adalar,” said Mazael. “Lead the way.” 
Adalar nodded, tugged at his baldric once more, and led the way to the inn.
The common room was different than most inns Mazael had seen. Instead of rows of tables and benches facing a bar, the room had been constructed around a crackling firepit. A cylindrical shaft had been constructed through the top floors of the inn, allowing the smoke to escape and the patrons of the common room to keep breathing. The benches and tables faced the firepit, and the entire arrangement reminded Mazael of the halls Tervingi headmen preferred to build. Men, mostly Tervingi but some Marcher-born, sat at the tables and drank. Maids came and went through the kitchen doors on the far end of the common room, and a dais occupied the wall before the firepit. Likely in the evening it would be occupied by a Tervingi loresinger, recounting the legendary deeds of Tervingar in his war of rebellion against the wizards of the Dark Elderborn. 
Mazael glanced at Romaria, and she shook her head. No spider-infested men were in the room. 
“Aye, lads, what will it be?” said a gaunt middle-aged Tervingi woman in an apron. “My name’s Grulda, and this is my house. We’ve enough beer and food to fill you up, but you’ll mind your manners, and you’ll not touch one of my girls without paying first.” She nodded at the door, where two hulking men in leather jerkins stood. “Else my friends and I will have words with you.” 
“Just beer and food for my men,” said Adalar, waving a hand at the others. 
“Also, a plate of fried mushrooms, please,” said Timothy. 
“Fair enough,” said Grulda, leading them to one of the tables. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”
“Not quite,” said Adalar. “I was born here, went west to Knightcastle when I was younger. Fought in the wars, then came back home to fight in the melee.” 
“Just as well,” said Grulda. She snapped her fingers and told one of the maids to get food and beer, the younger woman disappearing into the kitchens. “We need strong backs and sharp swords here. Lots of opportunity for a bold young man to make a name for himself.” 
“Aye,” said Adalar. “We were attacked on the road here. Skuldari tribesmen from the western mountains.”
“Skuldari?” said Grulda. “They never come down from their mountains, least not that I’ve heard.” 
“They were riding giant spiders, too,” said Adalar, his grim, tired expression never wavering. “Like horses. Damnedest thing I ever saw. Split one of the things in two myself.”
Grulda scoffed. “You should not lie to an old woman. Are not knights supposed to be chivalrous and truthful?”
“I’m not a knight,” said Adalar. 
“Bah, you wear steel and fight with a sword, is that not what a knight is?” said Grulda. Evidently the innkeeper was not clear upon the ranks of nobility of the Grim Marches. “Spiders! Heh. Such outlandish tales. Perhaps if you stand upon my stage and tell your tale, you will earn a coin or too.”
Adalar stared at her for a long moment, but a flicker of a smile came over his face. “If I do, will our supper be free?”
Grulda snorted. “Absolutely not. You can afford steel armor for yourself, you can afford to pay for your own damn bread and beer.” She walked off, still chortling to herself. “Spiders.”
“The Tervingi do have their own unique charm, don’t they?” said Adalar once she was out of earshot.
“They favor plain speech,” said Mazael. “Given how many people try to lie to a lord, it’s refreshing.”
To his surprise, Adalar laughed. “Gods know that is true. Many of the original lords and knights of Mastaria were slain, first when the Dominiars were broken and then when Caraster went on his rampages. So I constantly have to judge boundary disputes…gods! The way they lie for an extra acre or two of pastureland. I could stand some plain speech.”  
One of the Tervingi serving maids returned with a platter of food and clay cups of beer. She was only a few years older than Adalar, with blond hair and flashing blue eyes, and she smiled at Adalar as she set down the platter. Adalar nodded to her, but did not return the smile before reaching for a cup. Perhaps Adalar simply needed a woman in his bed to take his mind off the horrors he had seen. On the other hand, Adalar had inherited his father’s sense of moral rectitude, and disapproved of knights and nobles taking mistresses. He had disapproved of Mazael’s affair with Morebeth Galbraith, though given that Morebeth had planned to use Mazael as a weapon against the Old Demon, the boy had been right. 
Mazael pushed the thought aside. What was done was done. He was married to Romaria, the Old Demon was dead, and Morebeth’s spirit had saved him in Cythraul Urdvul. There were more immediate problems. Though as he remembered the words of the valgast wizard at Gray Pillar, perhaps the Old Demon’s dead hand was still against them. 
“The Tervingi are blunt,” said Timothy, reached for the fried mushrooms, “but one hopes the peace with them will last.”
“You fear more war?” said Wesson.
“Perhaps,” said Timothy. He ate a mushroom and sighed in contentment. “It is simply the nature of man to form tribes and nations and make war, and the Tervingi have very different customs from the Marcher folk. The lords and knights have court wizards, but the Tervingi fear wizards and allow only the magic of the Guardian. The Marcher folk have nobles and vassals, while the Tervingi have headmen and thains. The Marcher folk pray to the three gods of the Amathavian church, and the Tervingi revere their ancestors and the gods of the Elderborn. There are so many reasons for war, and now that we do not have a common enemy like the runedead and the Justiciars, I fear that petty quarrels may turn to battle.” 
“We shall see,” said Mazael. The Tervingi and the folk of the Grim Marches would live in peace if he had any say in the matter.
The door to the Iron River opened, and a Tervingi man strode inside. He was about thirty, tall and strong with a close-cropped beard and long yellow hair, his blue eyes glaring beneath bristling eyebrows. He wore chain mail and carried a heavy broadsword at his belt, marking him as a swordthain of one headman or another. The man crossed the room, placed an order with a maid, and then settled at a table in the corner, as far from the firepit as he could manage.
“Him,” said Romaria quietly, watching the man from the corner of her eye. “He has a spider in him. I can see its dark magic.” 
“Anyone recognize him?” said Mazael, but none of the others had. He wished he had been able to bring Arnulf. The dour headman was prominent among the Tervingi, and he knew most of the thains. On the other hand, his very prominence meant he was easily recognizable, and his presence might have scared off the spider-infested Tervingi. “Adalar. When Grulda comes by again, ask her if she knows who that swordthain is.” He thought for a moment. “Tell her that you were hired to carry a message to Toric son of Torvmund, and you think it might be him.”
“Very well,” said Adalar. He turned in his bench. “Holdmistress?”
Grulda stopped with a snort. “You know something of the Tervingi, lad, but I’m no holdmistress.”
“That man in the corner, the swordthain who just came inside,” said Adalar. “Is that Toric son of Torvmund? I was hired at the Northwater inn to carry a letter to him.”
“Him?” said Grulda. “No, Toric’s the headman at Gray Pillar, in the foothills of the mountains. He might come to town for the hrould’s melee. No, the fellow in the corner is Agaric, a swordthain of the headman Earnachar son of Balnachar.”
Mazael kept his face expressionless. Had these spiders infected Earnachar’s followers? Or had Earnachar himself made some sort of pact with dark powers? Earnachar was ambitious, but Tervingi to the core, and Mazael could not imagine him associating with anyone wielding magic. 
“Very well,” said Adalar. “I shall seek Toric in the camps, then. My thanks.”
“If you’re looking for work,” said Grulda, “you could do worse than to talk with that hard-hearted bastard Agaric.”
“That hardly sounds like a ringing recommendation,” said Adalar. 
“It isn’t,” said Grulda. “I don’t like him. But he pays on time. He’s rented out my cellar for the last month. He’s hiring mercenaries for something or another Earnachar wants to do.”
That definitely caught Mazael’s attention. Why the devil was Earnachar hiring mercenaries? 
“I shall speak to him, then,” said Adalar. “Thank you.” 
“You’re welcome,” said Grulda. “And if you want my advice, boy, once you speak to Agaric you should go to the Blood Rose House by the northern gate. You look wound up tighter than a catapult at a siege.”
“I’ll…do that,” said Adalar. 
Mazael started to laugh, made himself stop. Grulda winked at him, hesitated for just a moment as if she recognized him, then shook her head and walked away. 
“What’s the Blood Rose House?” said Adalar. 
“The one licensed brothel in Cravenlock Town,” said Mazael. 
Adalar frowned. “You have a licensed brothel in Cravenlock Town? That is immoral…”
“Probably,” said Mazael. “If I didn’t, I would have five unlicensed ones I couldn’t tax. With this many caravans coming through, we’d have trouble if the town didn’t have a brothel.” He shrugged. “A lord’s task is to defend his people, but part of that task means keeping order. I fear that keeping order sometimes means that there are no good choices, only degrees of prudence.” He rapped the table with his knuckles. “Speaking of which, let’s go ask our new friend Agaric for jobs. Take the lead, Adalar. Tell him you are a landless knight from Knightreach, and that you are looking for gold and adventure.”
“Why don’t you talk to him?” said Adalar. “I’m…not very good at lying.”
“He might well recognize me,” said Mazael, “if I talk to him.”
“True,” said Adalar. “Very well. Let’s get this over with.”
“Unless,” said Wesson, “you need to visit the Blood Rose House first. To unwind your siege engine.”
Timothy and Romaria both laughed.
“Do shut up,” said Adalar. His face reddened as Wesson snickered. “Ah…I mean you, Sir Wesson. Not Lady Romaria. A knight does not speak to a lady that way.” 
“Oh, I’ve heard much worse,” said Romaria. 
“Let’s go speak to a swordthain,” said Mazael. “He’s Tervingi, so you can be as blunt as you want.” 
They rose to their feet and crossed the room. Agaric’s eyes lifted from his drink and flicked over them as they approached. Mazael kept his face blank and closed, wondering if Agaric would recognize him or Romaria. Yet the Tervingi swordthain’s expression showed no sign of recognition. 
“You’re Agaric?” said Adalar. 
“Aye,” said Agaric, taking a drink of his beer. “What do you want? I don’t gamble, if you’ve a mind to play at dice. Slavery is forbidden in the Grim Marches, so you’re not here to sell me the woman.” His eyes flicked over Romaria. “Though if she wants to slip off to a room for an hour, I wouldn’t object.”
Adalar started to scowl, but Romaria only offered a lazy smile in answer. “You couldn’t afford me.” 
“Fine,” said Agaric, dismissing her. “What do you want?”
“Work,” said Adalar. “I hear you’re hiring men.”
Agaric smirked. “If you want to dig me a privy trench and scrub my floors, proceed. I’ll even let you do it for free.” 
“I heard something else,” said Adalar. “You need to hire swords.” 
“Perhaps,” said Agaric. “Who are you, and why would you be interested?”
“I’m a knight,” said Adalar. “My older brother inherited my father’s lands, so I’m off to make my fortune in the world.”
“My headman is Earnachar son of Balnachar,” said Agaric, “and he is a mighty man among the sons of Tervingar, and he intends to rise higher yet. He may have a use for skilled fighters in the days ahead.” He glanced over Agaric’s shoulder. “Who are these other men with you?”
“My retainers, all skilled swordsmen,” said Adalar. “One of their wives. Even she is competent with a bow, if necessary.” 
“Very well,” said Agaric, getting to his feet. “A short test, then. To see if you are worthy of entering Earnachar’s service.” 
“A test?” said Adalar. “What kind of test?” 
“To see if you are worthy,” said Agaric. “Are you craven, landless knight, or are you a bold man? A man worthy to fight alongside the Tervingi?” 
Adalar glanced back at the others, and Mazael gave him a curt nod. He wanted to see how this played out, and he wanted to know why the Earnachar was hiring mercenaries. If Earnachar planned to make trouble, better to nip any potential rebellion in the bud. For that matter, if Earnachar was tied up with this business about the valgasts and the Skuldari and their spiders, Mazael wanted to know about it. 
But more immediately, he wanted to know how the spider-infested Agaric had gotten a spider inside himself.
“As you wish, then,” said Adalar, turning back to the swordthain. “Lead on.” 
Agaric walked across the room, and Mazael and the others followed. The swordthain strode to a narrow door next to the kitchen entrance, produced a heavy key, and then unlocked it. Beyond Mazael saw a set of narrow stairs descending into the cellar, a dry, dusty smell coming to his nostrils. 
“You first,” said Agaric. He grinned. “I’d prefer not to be stabbed in the back.”
“That’s why you wear armor,” said Romaria. Agaric gave her a sour look. Adalar started down the stairs, hand hovering near the hilt of the dagger in his belt, and Mazael and the others followed. Agaric waited until they all had gone, then stepped after them and locked the door behind them.
“Any particular reason you needed to lock the door?” said Adalar.
“I don’t want to be disturbed,” said Agaric. “I rented Grulda’s cellar for a reason. It is both deep and secure, and I do not wish irritating interruptions.” 
“Interruptions?” said Adalar. “What are you doing that you fear interruptions?”
“You’ll see,” said Agaric. “Keep moving.”
The stairs ended in a large cellar, rough brick pillars supporting the ceiling overhead. The only light came from a pair of lanterns upon a long wooden table, shadows dancing against the walls. Four Tervingi men sat at the table, speaking in low voices. Against one of the pillars stood a wooden shelf holding a half-dozen small clay jars.
An altar stood against the far wall.
At first Mazael thought the Tervingi men were San-keth proselytes, that the cult of Sepharivaim had returned to the Grim Marches. He had rooted out and destroyed a half-dozen hidden San-keth temples in the Grim Marches, but the serpent people had operated in the shadows for millennia, and he had expected them to come slithering back sooner or later. 
But the symbol painted upon the rough stone wall was not a serpent. It was a red disc, with hooked lines coming out of its sides. Eight hooked lines, in fact. 
Like a crude drawing of a spider. 
Mazael glanced at Romaria, and she lifted the fingers of her right hand. All four of the Tervingi men at the table had spiders inside of them. 
“Have the others returned yet?” said Agaric, moving to the table. 
“No,” grunted one of the men.
“Others,” said Adalar. “What others?”
“Oh,” said Agaric, “just the five men we sent to assassinate Mazael Cravenlock.”
Silence answered his pronouncement. 
“A bold choice,” said Adalar. “The Lord of Castle Cravenlock is known as a hard man to kill.”
“He is still a man,” said Agaric, “and men can be killed. His daughter the shadow-witch and the Guardian are in Sword Town, and are unable to protect him. Not even his wolf-demon of a wife will be able to save him.”
“You’re quite brave to tell us this,” said Adalar. “How do you know we won’t run to Lord Mazael and warn him? He would pay us quite well. Better than whatever you can offer, I’m sure.”
“You’re not going anywhere,” said Agaric, tapping one of the clay jars upon the shelf. “You’re going to stay here and serve the goddess.”
“Goddess?” said Adalar. “What goddess is that?” 
“You’ll find out,” said Agaric, “when you enter her service.”
“Do you think you can convert us so easily?” said Adalar.
“I’m afraid,” said Agaric, stepping forward, “that you’re not going to have any choice in the matter.”
The Tervingi men at the table laughed. 
Agaric began whispering, a yellow glow appearing around his fingers, and Mazael realized that he was casting a spell.
“Timothy,” said Mazael, but Timothy was already moving, reaching into his shabby coat. Agaric flung out his right hand, the yellow glow pulsing, but Timothy gestured with his left hand, a green crystal flashing in his right. The yellow glow vanished, and the other men scrambled to their feet, reaching for their weapons. 
“Witcher,” snarled one of the Tervingi men, drawing a short sword. “He’s a witcher.” 
Agaric’s eyes narrowed as he lifted his broadsword. “He will not long defy the goddess’s powers.” 
“If that was an example of your goddess’s powers,” said Timothy, shaking his head with disapproval, “then she must be a feeble deity indeed. That was one of the poorest examples I have ever seen of a sleeping spell. A first-year student of the wizards’ Brotherhood could do substantially better.”
“Why don’t you tell us more about your goddess?” said Mazael. 
“Idiot,” said another of the men. “That’s Mazael Cravenlock himself, Agaric! Why did you bring them here?”
Agaric looked from the Tervingi to Mazael and then back again, and his eyes went wide with alarm. 
“The five you sent after me?” said Mazael. “They’re dead. Unless you want to join them, I suggest you…”
“Kill them!” roared Agaric, raising his broadsword. “Kill them all!” 
The Tervingi men surged to their feet, while Agaric charged. Adalar stepped back, whipping out his heavy broadsword. Mazael drew the longsword from his belt and met Agaric’s attack. Wesson wheeled to cover Mazael’s flank, while Timothy started casting another spell. Agaric lunged at Mazael, and he caught the slash on his own blade, the weapons clanging. Adalar whipped his greatsword around, opening one of the Tervingi from throat to groin, and the man screamed and fell to the ground, his blood pumping into the hard-packed earth of the cellar. 
Timothy shouted and clapped his hands, and a brilliant flare of silver light burst from his fingers. It did not trouble Mazael and the others, but Agaric and his men winced, stumbling away from the glare as they tried to shield their eyes. Wesson’s mace crashed upon the head of a Tervingi with a sickening crunch, and the man collapsed, blood dripping from his ears and mouth and nose. 
A dark blur shot forward and an enormous black wolf appeared, a hulking beast with bristling black fur and eyes that seemed to blaze with blue fire. The wolf slammed into the two remaining Tervingi men behind Agaric, knocking them to the ground. They tried to strike at the wolf with their weapons, but she was too quick, and bounded out of reach with fluid, deadly grace. Adalar attacked before the Tervingi could recover, killing one of them with a heavy blow of his greatsword. 
Agaric screamed and threw himself at Mazael, and Mazael dodged the blow, bringing his own sword down. His blade tore across Agaric’s neck, and the Tervingi swordthain fell dying to the ground. Mazael looked around, but no one else moved in the flickering gloom of the cellar.
“Damn it,” he said. 
“We are still alive,” said Timothy. “That seems cause for relief.”
“I had wanted to take some of them alive,” said Mazael, cleaning the blood from his longsword. “Perhaps learn the name of their goddess.” He scowled. “Or learn why one of Earnachar’s men tried to kill me.” 
Romaria walked out of the shadows behind one pillar, rubbing her right hip.
“Are you all right?” said Mazael.
“Yes.” She shook her head. “It’s just…I never transformed while wearing a skirt before. It is a surprisingly peculiar sensation.” 
“They all had spiders, then?” said Timothy.
“They did,” said Romaria. Adalar nodded, lifted his greatsword, and began spearing the blade through the chests of the dead men.
“It seemed foolish,” said Wesson. “Why invite five strangers into their lair? Four armed men? It seems a risk.”
“I don’t think they believed it a risk,” said Romaria. She pointed. “You see those jars? There are more spiders in them.”
Mazael frowned. “Live ones?”
“Aye,” said Romaria.
Timothy waved a hand, casting the spell to sense magic. “She speaks it true, my lord. They are…sleeping, I think. Their dark magic is latent.”
“So they thought to stun us with Agaric’s sleeping spell and then put those spiders inside of us?” said Mazael.
“That seems likely,” said Romaria. “It’s the only reason they would have let four armed men into their lair.”
“Why?” said Adalar. 
“Because,” said Mazael, a suspicion coming together in his head. “Because I think those spiders can control people.”
“That is a disturbing notion,” said Wesson. 
“You have a gift for understatement, sir knight,” said Romaria.
“The San-keth changelings were bad enough,” said Mazael. “But this…this would be worse. If they take people and turn them into puppets or slaves with these spiders, they could take over half of the Grim Marches.”
 “But if Lady Romaria can see the spiders,” said Timothy, “we have an advantage.”
“That stays in this room,” said Mazael. “No one else can know about it. If these spider-worshippers realize it, they will change their tactics.” Or, worse, they would try to kill Romaria to remove the threat. 
“What shall we do?” said Romaria.
“For now, we continue with the melee as if nothing has changed,” said Mazael. “We will watch the crowds and find more of these spider-infested men. Then we’ll depart for Greatheart Keep and lay Sir Nathan’s ashes to rest in the chapel…and after that we’ll stop at Banner Hill.”
“Who is lord there now?” said Adalar. That bleak look came over his face once more. “I suppose the original lord and his people were killed in the Great Rising.”
“They were, I fear,” said Mazael. “Earnachar and his thains have settled there, and so far the only spider-infested men we have seen have been Earnachar’s thains. I suspect we shall find our answers at Banner Hill.”



Chapter 7: Tunneling
 
Three days later, Mazael Cravenlock and Adalar Greatheart left Castle Cravenlock for Greatheart Keep.
The melee had concluded without incident, save for a drunken brawl over some gambling debts that took six knights and a score of armsmen to settle. Other than that, the melee had been a success. A knight sworn to Lord Jonaril Mandrake of Drake’s Hall had won the melee, one of Arnulf’s hunters from Stone Tower had taken archer’s trophy, and the drinking and revelry had carried on well until the dark hours of the night. Mazael had heard no talk about a mysterious new goddess. Many had spoken about the valgasts, and there were rumors of Skuldari raids in the west, but no one had mentioned a goddess. Nor had Romaria seen any spider-infested men in Cravenlock Town, the castle, or the crowds watching the melee. It seemed the assassination attempt and the fight below the inn had wiped them all out. 
There were too many separate threads, and Mazael could not piece them all together. Valgasts raiding in the name of their goddess, claiming that the death of the Old Demon had lifted the restrictions upon them. Skuldari coming down from their mountains for the first time in living memory, trying to take slaves back to Skuldar. Now Tervingi thains had been infested by spiders in the name of the same goddess. They were all connected, but Mazael could not yet see how. 
Riothamus might know more. Generations of Guardians had carried his staff, and many of their memories rested within it. Perhaps Riothamus could have told Mazael more, but the Guardian and Molly had not yet returned from Sword Town, and Mazael could not wait for them. If the Skuldari were stirring on the western reaches of the Grim Marches, if more valgasts launched raids upon the outlying farms and villages, he had to take action. 
He left a sealed letter with Cramton for Molly, instructing the seneschal to give it to her and no one else.  
Mazael doubted the Skuldari and the valgasts and the spider-infested Tervingi were all coincidences. What was driving them?
Mazael sat in his saddle and thought it over as he rode west. Romaria rode at his side with easy grace, the staff of her bow resting across her saddle, the hilt of her bastard sword rising over her shoulder. She had traded the gown for her usual leather armor and wool, a green cloak hanging from her shoulders. Her blue eyes roved endlessly over the plains, her expression serene. She was always happiest when traveling, so it was just as well Mazael spent so much time traveling from one end of the Grim Marches to the other. Rudolph Larsar followed with his shield, and Sir Aulus Hirtan rode nearby, carrying the black Cravenlock banner with its three crossed swords. Timothy rode behind Sir Aulus, a white crystal in his hand. His spell kept watch on the surrounding countryside, letting them know if any foes approached. Behind them rode a hundred of Mazael’s knights and armsmen, all of them veterans of the wars against the Malrags and the runedead. Alongside them walked Arnulf and fifty spearthains and swordthains. When traveling, Mazael preferred to take both knights and armsmen and Tervingi thains with him as a gesture of unity. 
Though the Jutai might respond badly to the presence of the Tervingi. Still, Arnulf had been sworn to Athanaric, not Ragnachar. The holdmistress of the Jutai was a steely young woman, and would keep her thains in check. 
Adalar’s column followed Mazael’s, the banners of the Greathearts and the Stillwaters flying overhead. Adalar and Wesson both rode at its head, and as before, Adalar seemed lost in thought. He had not participated in the melee. Mazael had been half-tempted to take up Grulda’s suggestion and send the boy to the Blood Rose House, but he knew Adalar’s grim mood went deeper than that.
“He’s not a boy any longer,” said Romaria. As ever, she had a knack for guessing his thoughts.
“Eh?” said Mazael. 
“Adalar,” said Romaria. “I suspect he feels adrift. His old home was destroyed by the runedead, and the Jutai have settled there. His new home was almost destroyed by the runedead. He’s the Lord of Castle Dominus, but there is hardly anyone left living in that part of Mastaria. His past is lost to him, and he thinks the future holds only ruin.” She shrugged. “I understand. I felt much the same way when I left Deepforest Keep.”
“How did you handle it?” said Mazael.
“I spent years wandering from one end of the world to the other,” said Romaria, “and then I fell for this bold knight with a temper.”
“Ah,” said Mazael. 
“You did much the same thing,” she said with a smile, “drinking and whoring your way across the realm for fifteen years until you returned to Castle Cravenlock.” 
“Adalar doesn’t have my temperament,” said Mazael. “Besides, I didn’t have as much responsibility when I was that age, and neither did you. Perhaps laying his father’s ashes to rest will ease his mind.” 
“Perhaps,” said Romaria. “We shall see.” 
Mazael looked back once more. Behind Adalar’s standardbearer rolled the wagon carrying Sir Nathan Greatheart’s ashes. It had been hung with the banner of the Greathearts, Sir Nathan’s sword and armor laid out upon the chest holding the urn. 
“We’re not like him, you and I,” said Mazael. 
“Who?” said Romaria? “Adalar?” 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “You know what I am. I should be as tired and weary of war as he is. Yet I’m not, and I have to hold myself in check lest I indulge myself. You’re not like me…but you’re a huntress. A predator. Were you not wed to me, you would be living in the woods and wandering the earth.”
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “You’re not a monster. Neither am I, whatever some of the Tervingi think. You’re still a man, and you’ve known losses and grief like any other man.” She shrugged. “So have I. I’ve lost friends, and I saw Ultorin kill my father at Deepforest Keep. Losses are like…oh, a wound, I suppose. Or a limp. Eventually you learn to live with it. Adalar just has to learn to live with his.” 
Mazael nodded, and they rode on.
 
###
 
Two days west of Castle Cravenlock, they reached the hill country that filled the land between Morsen Village and the Northwater further to the west. The lands around Castle Cravenlock were devoted to farmland with occasional patches of pasture. The people of the hills focused upon herding, and Mazael saw herds of goats grazing on the grassy hills, watched over by stern-eyed shepherds. 
“There are poets in Barellion and Castle Town,” said Wesson, “who wax lyrical about the rural lives of shepherdesses. I fear they utterly failed to mention the smell.”
Adalar offered a brief smile. “I grew up with the smell. The peasants near Greatheart Keep used to herd goats and sheep. Some things never change, I suppose.”
“That smell seems to be one of them,” said Wesson. 
“There’s a village not far from here, a place called Castyard,” said Mazael. 
“I know it,” said Adalar. “I suppose it was destroyed in the Great Rising.” 
“Actually, it held out,” said Mazael. “The village is held in fief by Sir Edmund Crowhand. He has a fortified manor house, and he withdrew inside it with his folk and held out until the Guardian spread the blue flame across the world. Sir Edmund fought off the runedead and held his village.”
“Truly?” said Adalar, blinking. “I would not have expected that.” 
“We’ll stop there for the night,” said Mazael. “We’ll also speak with Sir Edmund and exchange news. If Earnachar has been doing anything unusual, Edmund will likely have heard of it. And Agaric and his friends might well have passed through Castyard on their way to Cravenlock Town.”
“We can also see,” said Romaria, “if Agaric seeded any more of his spiders there.”
“If he did?” said Adalar. “Will we have to kill the infected men?”
“That may not be necessary,” said Timothy, clearing his throat. “I have been studying the spiders we took from the inn, and I believe I can prepare a potion that will expel the spiders from the bodies of their victims.”
“Good work,” said Mazael. “Given that Agaric seemed keen to infect people with the spiders against their will, I would rather not kill any of the infected unless necessary.”   
They rode on.
 
###
 
The sun was setting by the time they reached the village of Castyard.
Adalar stretched in his saddle and looked around. Given all the changes that had swept over the Grim Marches, it was shocking to see a place that remained just as he remembered. Castyard sat at the edge of the hill country, houses clustered within an earthwork wall, the stone dome of a church rising from within the wall. A fortified manor house sat on a low hill outside the town. It did not have a moat or an outer wall, yet the stone walls were thick and two battlement-topped wings flanked a central tower. If defended properly, the house could hold out against marauders. Fields surrounded the village, interspersed with grazing pasture. Herds of goats and sheep filled the pastures, and Adalar saw a herd of cows watching the horsemen with placid indifference. 
Mazael’s knights and armsmen, Adalar’s men, and Arnulf’s thains began to raise a camp in one of the empty fields. Mazael stared at the village, frowning. Adalar, who had served as Mazael’s squire, knew that look. Something was troubling him. 
“What is it?” said Adalar.
“The sheep,” murmured Romaria. 
Adalar looked at them. They seemed healthy enough, shaggy with their winter coats. “I can’t see anything wrong with them.”
“There’s nothing wrong with them,” said Mazael, still staring at the village. “Their tenders, though…”
Adalar turned his head back and forth, blinking.
“There aren’t any,” he said at last. 
“Sheep are valuable,” said Mazael. “Cows, especially. No one in their right mind leaves them unattended.” 
Adalar stared at the village. “There are no sentinels upon the walls. After the events of the last few years, every village in the realm posts a watch upon the wall, even during the day.”
“Do you see anyone moving around within Castyard?” said Mazael.
Romaria lifted her eyes to shade them. “No. No one. I see smoke coming from some of the chimneys.” Adalar could not, but Romaria’s eyes were sharper. “Some chickens loose in the streets. But no people.”
“That is…peculiar,” said Wesson at last. 
“It is extremely peculiar,” said Mazael, turning to Rudolph. “Speak to Arnulf and Sir Aulus and the others. Tell them to have their weapons ready and to come at my call.” He tapped a horn that hung from his saddle. “If there’s trouble, we may have a fight on our hands.”
“You think foes killed the men of Castyard, my lord?” said Rudolph, taking a deep breath.
“I don’t know yet know,” said Mazael, reaching for his belt and drawing the curved sword he called Talon, “but if they did, I would rather meet them with my sword in hand than in my scabbard. Go.”
Rudolph bowed, turned his horse, and galloped towards the half-assembled camp. 
“Valgasts, perhaps?” said Romaria.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “At Gray Pillar they tried to take captives. The reports we’ve heard from the knights and headmen say the valgasts have been trying to steal people and livestock. Perhaps they’ve gotten ambitious and tried to steal an entire village at once.”
“If so, they shall regret it,” said Adalar, a flicker of anger going through him. For Castyard to have survived the Malrags and the runedead, only to fall to scavengers like the valgasts…the thought was intolerable. 
“Castyard might be crawling with valgasts,” said Romaria, “and you want to simply walk inside.”
“Ride inside,” said Mazael. “And I certainly won’t go alone. I’ll take a dozen armsmen with me, and at the first sign of foes we’ll call for aid.”
“Naturally I shall go with you,” said Romaria. 
“I doubt I could stop you,” said Mazael. 
“I, too, shall come,” said Adalar, and Wesson nodded. 
“Splendid,” said Mazael. “Let’s see if we can find the villagers of Castyard.” 
 
###
 
Mazael rode through the gate and into the main street of Castyard, Talon hanging low in his right fist.
No one challenged them, which was a sign that something was amiss. The street beyond was deserted, lined on either side with houses of fieldstone and mortar with thatched roofs. Silence hung over the village, and the only moving things were a dozen chickens wandering through the street. The birds scattered at the approach of the horsemen, vanishing between the houses.
Many of the houses stood with their doors open, which was even stranger. 
Mazael turned in his saddle. Romaria, Adalar, Wesson, and a dozen armsmen followed him. 
“Hold a moment,” he said. “Check the houses. See if you can find anyone, or if anything seems amiss.” 
A half-dozen of the armsmen dropped from their saddles, armor clanking, and walked to the houses. Romaria slid off her horse and walked to the nearest house. Mazael waited, his fingers loose against Talon’s hilt. His back itched, and he felt as if something was watching him.
“No one inside, my lord,” said the first armsman to return, a scar-faced man of about thirty. “The house was empty. But…”
“But what?” said Mazael. 
“The floor was dirty,” said the armsman. “My mother’s past sixty, my lord, but she’d die before she would let her floor look like that. My wife, too. It looks as if someone tracked dirt all over the floor. Some things were disturbed, too, as if there had been a fight.”
“Were there tracks?” said Mazael. 
“Aye,” said the armsman, scratching his beard. “Thought the chickens had made them at first, but those…”
“Those would be large chickens, armsman,” said Romaria, returning from one of the houses. “Mazael, those are valgast tracks.” 
“Valgasts like to tunnel, don’t they?” said Mazael.
“Like ants,” said Romaria, “but more vicious.” 
“Be on your guard,” said Mazael as the armsmen returned to their saddles. Romaria climbed back atop her horse, drawing the short bow she used while on horseback. 
“Do you think the valgasts know that we’re here?” said Adalar, holding a steel war hammer in his right hand.
“I don’t see why not,” said Mazael, and tapped his reins. His horse started forward, the others following suit, and they came to the village square. The domed stone church, built in the style of Old Dracaryl, rose on the northern end, its doors shut. A tavern stood on the eastern end of the square, and houses rose to the south and the north. To the west Mazael saw the Crowhands’ manor house standing upon its hill. It, too, appeared abandoned. Not even smoke rose from its chimneys. 
“Quiet place,” said Wesson. “I think…”
Mazael never found out what he thought. 
As one the doors and windows of every house in the square burst open, and a tide of small, greenish-yellow figures surged forth. The valgasts wore the same peculiar bone armor that Mazael had seen in Gray Pillar, and carried bone blades and blowguns. They also carried rope nets between them. 
The valgasts had come to take captives. 
“To arms!” shouted Mazael, snatching the war horn from his saddle and lifting it to his lips. He blew a long blast, the note ringing over the village. The valgasts loosed their rasping, high-pitched war cries and surged forward in a greenish-yellow tide of claws and fangs and enormous black eyes. 
Dozens of valgasts raised their blowguns, and Mazael kicked his horse to a charge.
 
###
 
His shoulders ached from wearing his armor all day, but Adalar was glad, very glad, that he had worn it. His horse thundered towards the valgasts as he lifted the hammer in his right fist. He had never seen creatures like the valgasts, and they were not as threatening as the Malrags or as otherworldly as the runedead. Yet their teeth and claws looked long and sharp, and Adalar was reasonably sure that the darts that flew from their blowguns were poisoned.
And there were so damned many of the creatures. 
A volley of darts flew towards him, and Adalar caught a half-dozen on his shield, more clanging off his armor. His horse crashed into the creatures, crushing two of them beneath its steel-shod hooves, and Adalar swung his hammer. The blow collapsed a valgast’s skull, sending the creature sprawling, and Adalar turned his horse around for another pass. 
Yet his horse stumbled, and Adalar looked down to see three darts jutting from the beast’s neck. Surely his horse had not been drugged? His mount was a thousand pounds of muscle and bone, and it would take an exceedingly potent drug for three darts to put the horse to sleep.
The horse stumbled again, and Adalar realized the beast was going to collapse. 
He jumped from the saddle just as his horse fell with a wheezing groan. Adalar hit the ground hard, his armor clanging, and rolled to his feet. He had lost his hammer in the fall, but his greatsword rode upon his back, and he yanked the weapon from its sheath. 
A tide of valgasts surged at him. 
 
###
 
Mazael vaulted from his saddle, shield in his left hand and Talon in his right. The trained war horse would have given him a solid advantage against the spindly valgasts. Yet the saddle also put him too high to land effective blows with Talon, and the horse made for a big target. Mazael’s fears proved well-founded when the horse collapsed a moment later, a half-dozen valgast darts dotting its neck. He saw Romaria leap from her saddle, her Elderborn bow coming up as she sent shaft after shaft blurring into the mass of valgasts. The valgasts pouring from the inn converged on her.
Mazael met them first.
A volley of darts flew towards him, and he caught them on his shield. In the same motion he swung his left arm with all his strength, the shield smashing into a valgast’s head with enough force to crush bone. Talon was a blur of darkness and golden flame in his right hand, and Mazael struck down one, two, three valgasts in quick order, leaving them to leak their peculiar greenish-black blood into the earth. A valgast howled in fury and jumped upon Mazael’s back, but an arrow shot past his head to plunge into the creature’s neck. 
More valgasts came at him, and Mazael attacked with something almost like glee. The Demonsouled rage that always simmered beneath his thoughts burned through his mind, and it made the nimble valgasts seem terribly slow. From time to time one of their darts nicked him, but the rage overwhelmed the numbness at once, the cuts disappearing quickly. Mazael killed and killed, and all the while Romaria shot arrow after arrow with the uncanny accuracy of her skill and Elderborn senses. The valgasts’ charge faltered, and Mazael saw fear flashing across their alien faces. 
Then the ground shook, and a wave of Mazael’s horsemen thundered into the square. 
 
###
 
Adalar whipped his greatsword around, taking the head of another valgast. The blade was as long as the creatures were tall, and its length let him keep them at bay while his armor turned their darts. Yet there were so damned many of the things, and they were starting to encircle him. If three darts had been enough to stun his horse, it would only take one to bring him down. Yet another valgast lunged at him, and Adalar swept his greatsword up, parrying the stab of the bone blade, and then brought his sword back down. The blow bisected the valgast’s skull, and the creature collapsed. Two more darted into the gap, and Adalar stepped back, sweeping his sword before him to hold them back. There were too many of them, and they were simply going to overwhelm him and drag him down, like a pack of wolves pulling down an elk. He might kill two or three or even half a dozen, but the rest would drive their blades through the gaps in his armor.
Adalar braced himself, preparing for a final charge.
The ground shuddered beneath his boots in the familiar rhythm of charging cavalry. Three of Adalar’s armsmen thundered past him, clad in chain mail and green Greatheart tabards, their maces and hammers flashing. The valgasts were short enough that it was hard to strike them from horseback, but the horses themselves made up for it by smashing their way through the creatures. One of Adalar’s armsmen fell from the saddle, a valgast dart jutting from his elbow, and Adalar ran to the fallen man’s side, killing two valgasts that stooped over him. More horsemen poured into the square, followed by Arnulf’s spearthains and swordthains. The valgast attack began to collapse, the creatures fleeing back to the houses. 
They were winning. Mazael had called the valgasts scavengers, and the description seemed accurate. The creatures were bold enough when attacking weaker foes, but fled in the face of determined opposition. Adalar struck and dodged, his mind working through the implications. How had the valgasts gotten into Castyard? Had they climbed the wall? Or had they tunneled up from beneath the village? Would they flee back to the hills, or would they hide within Castyard? If the creatures decided to conceal themselves, it might take days to root them out…
A flash of light atop the church caught Adalar’s attention. 
A figure in a ragged black robe stood at the edge of the church’s dome, face concealed beneath a voluminous cowl. The figure’s hands were visible, encased in clawed gauntlets of red armor, hands that were starting to glow.
The figure was casting a spell.
Adalar looked around for Timothy, but saw no sign of the wizard. Had he remained with the camp?
The hooded shape atop the church gestured, and there was another flash of light. A roaring sound filled Adalar’s ears, and a half a dozen Tervingi thains went tumbling through the air, flung by the blast of magic.
 
###
 
Mazael cut down one of the fleeing valgasts, forcing his way closer to the church. 
His first thought was that another valgast wizard had appeared. Yet the black-robed figure was too tall and too wide to be a valgast, and unlike the wizard he had fought in Gray Pillar, this wizard attacked with blasts of invisible force rather than raging gouts of flame and summoned spirit creatures. That itself meant nothing – a wizard could know many different spells. Yet a wizard’s power could also turn the course of the battle, and if Mazael did not stop this wizard the black-robed shape might well tear his men apart.
Romaria raised her bow and sent three shafts at the robed figure. The arrows slammed into the robed shape’s chest, the black clothing rippling, but the wizard did not even so much as flinch. Likely a magical ward had turned aside the arrows. 
If Mazael could get close enough, he suspected the wards would prove less effective against Talon’s enchanted blade.
The robed shape raised its hands, revealing the peculiar clawed gauntlets of red armor, and began another spell. Before it finished a green burst of light flashed around the robed shape, and it staggered, more rocked by the light than by Romaria’s arrows. Timothy stepped forward, black coat flying around him, his right hand raised and holding the crystal he had used to block Agaric’s sleeping spell. Timothy began another spell, and Mazael expected the robed wizard to do the same. 
Instead the figure whirled, the movement peculiarly fluid, and then sprang from the roof of the church like a missile fired from a catapult. The figure soared overhead, robes flapping around it, and for a brief instant Mazael thought that it had taken flight, whether with wings or a potent spell. 
Then he realized it had simply jumped. 
“Move!” he shouted to Timothy. “Move!”
The wizard’s eyes widened, and he hastened out of the way.
An instant later the robed figure landed where Timothy had been standing, and Mazael was ready. He swept Talon before him in a powerful swing, and the robed figure twisted to the side with inhuman grace. Talon ripped across its chest, and Mazael felt the blade scrape against armor. The sword caught against the black robe, and as Mazael completed his swing the hooded shape stepped back, ripping the robe in half between them.
The creature beneath the black cloth was most certainly not human.
It looked female, her body encased in overlapping plates of form-fitting, blood-colored chitin. Mazael realized that that her armored gauntlets were not metal at all but part of her armor, their jagged spikes her natural claws. Her face was eerily, inhumanly beautiful, and eight white-glowing eyes shone upon her face. Even as she stepped back, four more legs uncurled from the sides of her torso. Those legs were long, far longer than she was tall, knobbed and armored and tipped with heavy black claws. The creature looked like some a cross between a woman and a giant spider. 
Cries of dismay went up from the Tervingi, and some of them reeled back from the sight of the creature. 
“Soliphage!” said Romaria.
So that was what they looked like.
Romaria sent another arrow at it, but the shaft shattered against the soliphage’s armored body as if it had struck a stone wall. The creature wheeled towards her in silence, its extra legs striking the ground and driving it forward with terrific speed. A Tervingi spearthain yelled and drove his weapon at the soliphage, but the spear’s point struck the dark red chitin and rebounded without leaving a scratch. The blow rocked the soliphage for a moment, and Mazael surged forward, slashing with Talon. This time the curved sword ripped across the soliphage’s flank, the golden sigils upon the blade shining brighter, and the sword sheared through the armored hide, black slime bubbling from the wound. The soliphage reared back upon its spider legs with a scream of pain, and lashed at Mazael with one of its long legs. He caught the blow upon his shield, the strength of the impact sending a jolt of pain up his entire arm, and brought Talon around in an answering strike. The curved sword sheared through the leg’s joint, and its clawed tip fell to the ground. 
Again the soliphage screamed in pain, and Mazael darted forward before the creature could recover. Talon’s next blow landed upon the soliphage’s neck. The soliphage raked at him with clawed hands, but his golden armor turned aside the blows, and his next strike took off the soliphage’s head. The creature’s legs went into a mad dance, lashing at the air, and its body collapsed to the ground. 
Mazael stepped back with a deep breath, black slime dripping from his sword. The valgasts had already been wavering, and the fall of the soliphage seemed to have broken their morale entirely. The creatures fled back into the church and the inn, crawling over each other to get through the doors and the windows. Mazael turned his head as Adalar approached, his blade and armor splashed with the greenish-black blood of the valgasts.
“That is madness,” said Adalar. “Why flee into to the church and the inn? They’ll be trapped. We could burn the building down around them.”
“No, they won’t be trapped,” said Mazael. “They’re retreating. And I think I know where we’ll find the villagers.” 
 
###
 
The church had a broad stone crypt, ancient and dusty, and the inn had a spacious cellar used to store beer and other supplies.
Both were filled with unconscious villagers.
“They came in the night,” said Sir Edmund Crowhand. The middle-aged knight was paunchy and red-faced, albeit with a chest like a barrel and the shoulders of a blacksmith. “We’d just gotten the warning about the valgast raids, so I had ordered the watch and my armsmen to greater vigilance.” He shook his head, his gray beard rustling. “I didn’t expect them to come up through the ground.”
They stood in the cellar of the inn. The walls were lined with brick and the floor covered with flagstones. Arnulf’s thains and Mazael’s and Adalar’s armsmen were busy at work, carrying villagers that were still unconscious to the square. 
“I cannot blame you for that,” said Mazael.
A huge hole gaped in the corner of the cellar, revealing a tunnel descending into the darkness. Mazael’s men had found a similar tunnel in the crypt below the church. Likely the valgasts had spent days digging their tunnels, and then had burst into the surface all at once, overwhelming the sleeping villagers before they could organize a coherent defense. 
“They were everywhere at once,” said Edmund. “One scratch from their weapons put strong men to sleep. I tried to rally my men, but I took one of their damned darts to my neck…and then I woke up here. If you had not come along when you had, my lord, we would all have been killed.”
“I suspect,” said Mazael, looking at the tunnel, “that they weren’t going to kill you. They wanted to take you back with them.”
Though for what purpose, he had no idea. 
There was a scraping noise in the tunnel, and Romaria climbed up, her face and armor layered with dust. Edmund gave her a wary glance. Many of the lords and knights of the Grim Marches did not know what to make of Romaria. Though to be fair, Mazael had not known what to make of her when they had first met. 
“The tunnel goes down about sixty feet,” said Romaria, wiping the dust off her face. “There’s a cavern down there. Big one. I don’t know how far it goes, but it reeks of valgasts. I suspect it leads deeper into the underworld proper, even to one of the valgasts’ cities.” 
“Did they wish to take us as captives, then?” said Edmund. “As slaves.” He swallowed. “Or food?” 
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. “But I intend to find out.”
 
###
 
They left the next morning, riding north along the boundary between the hill country and the plains. Sir Edmund’s villagers had been busy filling up the valgasts’ tunnels. The people of Castyard had had a close escape, and Mazael doubted they would be taken unawares again. 
Edmund had recalled that Agaric and his men had passed through Castyard on their way to Cravenlock Town two weeks past. Romaria had looked at each of the villagers and found no trace of any of the mind-controlling spiders. The only spider they had seen was the soliphage. 
Were Agaric’s spiders related to the soliphages? 
Mazael didn’t know, but he suspected the answers awaited at Banner Hill.
But first they would stop at Greatheart Keep and lay Sir Nathan to rest at last. 



Chapter 8: Hrould
 
Sigaldra awoke as someone shook her shoulders. 
For a confused moment she could not remember where she was. Were the Malrags attacking? If the Malrags were attacking, Ragnachar and his men would not lift a finger to help them. Likely he would even pull back, in hopes that the Malrags would kill the Jutai and the Tervingi could then claim their supplies. She would have to rally her people, send word to Athanaric and the Guardian to send aid…
Wait. Greatheart Keep, she was in Greatheart Keep. The Malrags and the runedead had been defeated, but the danger to the Jutai had not passed. Earnachar was coming. He had finally discarded his stupid little games, and decided to assail the village. 
Then Sigaldra’s tired mind snapped back into focus, and she heard Liane speaking. 
“He’s coming,” said Liane, shaking her shoulders, “he’s coming, he’s coming, he’s coming.”
“For the ancestors’ sake,” said Sigaldra, sitting up and taking Liane’s hands off her shoulders. For a moment irritation burned through her. Could she not even sleep the night in peace? Yet Liane was the only family she had left. 
“He’s coming,” said Liane, her voice a whisper. 
“Who?” said Sigaldra, “who is coming?”
“He is coming,” said Liane.
“That really doesn’t answer the question,” said Sigaldra.
The door to the small bedroom burst open, and old Ulfarna appeared, already dressed in her widow’s blacks, an axe in her hands. 
“Holdmistress,” said Ulfarna. “Are there foes? I heard shouting.”
“No,” said Sigaldra, pushing the hair away from her face. “The ancestors are gracing Liane with another vision.” 
“He’s coming,” said Liane again.
“I see,” said Ulfarna. “Well, I shall prepare breakfast. I imagine talking to the ancestors is hungry work.”
“Wait,” said Sigaldra. Liane’s visions were often incomprehensible, but they were always accurate. “Send word to Talchar. Perhaps the ancestors are warning us of foes.” Had Earnachar finally decided to risk the wrath of Mazael Cravenlock and attack? Even if he had not, there were any number of other foes, human and otherwise, that would attack villages. 
“It shall be done,” said Ulfarna, and the old holdmistress withdrew, her axe still in hand. 
“He is coming,” said Liane. “He will be here today.” 
“Liane,” said Sigaldra, getting out of bed. She guided her sister to a stool and sat her down. “Tell me. What do you see?”
“I am sorry,” said Liane. She shivered and closed her eyes. “I see…I see such terrifying things.  I do not understand them. I wish I could show them to you. No, I do not wish that, I would not wish for anyone else to see such visions. But words…there are no words for the things I see.”
“What do you see?” said Sigaldra, stroking Liane’s hair. The girl shivered like a trapped animal, eyes darting back and forth behind closed lids. “Don’t be afraid. I’m here, and we’re safe in the keep. Tell me what you see.”
“The fire,” said Liane. “The storm. Blood and war and chaos. All inside one man.”
“This man,” said Sigaldra, “who is he?” 
“The warrior,” said Liane. “The bringer of the storm. He was supposed to die and be devoured, but he overthrew his mortal enemy instead. He was the eye of the first storm, and he shall be the eye of coming storm. I see…masks, masks made of swords and spiders. I see a spider of brass upon a woman’s breast. I see a mountain filled with secrets. I see an altar before a giant spider. I see…I see…an egg.”
“An egg?” said Sigaldra. She thought of the chicken coops that Helen and Kuldura kept behind Vorgaric’s smithy. 
“An egg full of green flame and blood,” said Liane, her voice a shaky whisper, “an egg that will hatch and devour the world. The warrior who brings the storm is coming to us, sister. And he will set us upon the path to the egg.”
“This warrior,” said Sigaldra, “is he Earnachar?”
Liane let out an unsteady laugh. “No. No, he is not. The warrior makes Earnachar look like a simpering child.” She grabbed at Sigaldra’s arms. “Spiders, sister. I see…I see spiders, so many spiders, coming for us. Coming for us…”
She bowed her head and swayed on the stool. Sometimes the visions fell upon Liane with such force that she was as exhausted as if she had spent the day laboring in the fields. Sigaldra helped Liane to stand and guided her to the bed, and her sister collapsed into it and fell asleep at once. 
She stared at Liane, fury bubbling within her. Not at her sister, but at what her visions foretold
“Blood and death and storm,” whispered Sigaldra. 
Hadn’t the Jutai suffered enough? They had lost their homelands, loved ones, almost all of their material goods. They had suffered so much, and they had just barely been able to claw out a new home for themselves in the Grim Marches. Now someone wanted to bring a new war to them? 
For a moment the rage seemed to choke her, as if it was a suit of iron closing tight around her. 
Sigaldra took a deep breath, stalked to her wardrobe, and clothed herself in her tan dress and leggings and mail, taking her weapons in hand. 
If someone was bringing war to the Jutai, she would be ready. 
She left Liane to sleep off her visions and walked through the streets of the village. Nothing seemed amiss, and no one had seen any of Earnachar’s horsethains outside the walls for several days. Sigaldra made her way to the new gates, intending to speak with the night watchmen. Instead she saw Vorgaric and Talchar One-Eye there, both men wearing their armor as they spoke to a pair of Jutai farmers.
“What is it?” said Sigaldra. “What is happening?”
Talchar grunted, the red crystal in his eye glittering. “Holdmistress. We were just about to send for you.” He jerked his head at one of the farmers with a grunt. “Tell the holdmistress what you saw.”
“I awoke early to tend to my cows,” said the farmer, “and I saw a large band of armed men camped east of my pasture.”
“How many?” said Sigaldra. 
“About two hundred and fifty, I think,” said the farmer. “Knights and Tervingi thains both.”
“Not Earnachar’s, then?” said Sigaldra with surprise. 
“No, holdmistress,” said the farmer. “They flew the banners of lords and knights.”
“Did you recognize the banners?” said Sigaldra. 
“Two of them I did not,” said the farmer. “One was a heart upon green, and the second a gray tower upon blue. But the third…”
“A black banner,” said Vorgaric, “with three crossed swords upon it.”
Sigaldra blinked. 
“Mazael Cravenlock?” she said. “The hrould is coming here?”
“So it would seem,” said Talchar. 
Sigaldra blinked.
“Why?” said Sigaldra. Several possibilities flashed through her mind. Perhaps he had heard of Earnachar’s mischief and had come to chastise his rebellious headman. Perhaps he had unrelated business and was passing through. Perhaps he was coming to visit the Jutai. The liege lords of the realm often visited their vassals to ensure their loyalty. 
Or perhaps he had come to enforce Earnachar’s claim to Greatheart Keep. 
Sigaldra felt her lips press into a hard line. Had not Earnachar fought alongside the hrould during the great battles of the Northwater and of Knightcastle? Mazael needed the loyalty of the Tervingi far more than he needed the loyalty of the Jutai. Perhaps he cared nothing for the Jutai, and had decided to remove them from Greatheart Keep and bestow the village upon Earnachar instead. 
A shiver of fury went through her at the thought. 
“Very well,” said Sigaldra. “Close the gates and call the thains and militia to arms.”
Talchar’s good eye blinked. “Holdmistress? Surely you do not think to revolt against the hrould?”
“No,” said Sigaldra. “But caution has always served us well, and it shall serve us well again.”
And if Mazael Cravenlock had turned against the Jutai, if he had decided to side with Earnachar…a wave of despair went through Sigaldra at the thought. 
She did not know what she would do then.
Her eyes turned to the stone tower of the keep, where Liane slept off her episode, and drew strength from the sight. Her sister needed her. The Jutai needed her. She would not fail them.
If this was their day to die…well, they would make sure the enemy regretted it.
“Let us prepare,” said Sigaldra.
 
###
 
“I think,” said Timothy, squinting at the walls of the village, “that something is wrong.”
Arnulf grunted. “I concur.” 
Adalar stared at the village and the gray tower of the keep upon its hill, a churn of emotions swirling through his mind.
He did not really know what to feel as he looked at the village. 
Adalar knew what had happened here. After his father had died, the village had been in the hands of Sir Nathan’s bailiff, a solid, capable man, but one utterly unable to defend Greatheart Keep from the Great Rising. The runedead had slaughtered everyone in the keep and the village, leaving no survivors. Everyone who Adalar had known has a child had died on that day. 
A lot of people had died on that day. 
After the defeat of the runedead, Mazael had settled the Jutai here. That stung a little, but Mazael had been within his rights to do so. After a knight died, his fief passed to his eldest son, but only if the eldest son came to the land, claimed it, and did homage to the lord. Adalar had never returned to the Grim Marches to claim Greatheart Keep. He had been busy in Mastaria, first bringing the lands to order, and then fighting desperately against Caraster and his runedead. When he had fled to the Grim Marches with Lord Gerald, there had been no time to attend to Greatheart Keep or Sir Nathan’s ashes. 
But now he was here, the village was before his eyes, and the enormity of the change struck him. 
Many of the houses were still the same. Yet the village’s walls had been expanded and fortified, augmented with a stake-lined ditch, reinforced gates, and spikes upon the walls to discourage climbers. New barns and granaries in the Tervingi style had been raised inside the expanded walls, and the fields and pastures had been reorganized. It was the same as he remembered, yet different. 
Like meeting a man wearing his father’s armor.
Adalar knew he had no right to feel angry, yet he did nonetheless. 
“It seems everyone fled at our approach,” said Romaria, “and withdrew within the walls. The village isn’t deserted as Castyard was. I see the archers hiding behind the battlements.”
Wesson grunted. “Why do they flee? Do not we fly the banners of their lawful lord?”
“Any bandit with half a brain,” said Mazael, “can find some black cloth with crossed swords upon it and pretend to be the Lord of the Grim Marches. I hung a bandit who tried that last year.” 
Arnulf grunted again. “You have Tervingi thains with you, and the Jutai have reason enough to distrust the Tervingi.” 
“Perhaps they’ve been attacked by the valgasts,” said Wesson, “or the Skuldari.” 
“Or Agaric and his friends,” said Romaria. 
“My lord Adalar,” said Wesson, “you used to live here. Could this village be taken by storm?”
“This isn’t my home,” Adalar heard himself say. “Not any longer.” He blinked and forced himself under control, pushing aside the emotions. “But…aye, a large enough force could surround the village and overwhelm the defenders.” 
“I don’t think there has been a battle here,” said Romaria. 
Mazael said nothing, gazing at the walls. 
“Well,” he said at last, “let’s…”
The postern door in the gate swung open, and three men walked out. The first was middle-aged, a huge man with arms like the masts of a sailing ship. His chain mail hauberk could have held two lesser men, and he carried a war hammer that looked as if it weighed more than Adalar. The second man was also middle aged, lean with a craggy face, sword at his belt and shield upon his back. There was something wrong with his left eye – it looked as if it had been filled with blood, and it seemed to flash in the sunlight.
The final man…no, the final man was a woman. Adalar had not often seen women wearing chain mail. 
She was young, perhaps his own age, and wore a tan dress and heavy boots beneath the chain mail. Her great mass of blond hair had been pulled away from her lean face and into a thick braid, making her cheekbones seem all the starker. Her blue eyes were cold and hard and bloodshot, her mouth a thin, unsmiling line. She had a short sword and a quiver of arrows at her belt, the end of a bow rising over her shoulder. Adalar had spent enough time around the Tervingi to hear the battle hymns and sagas of their loresingers, and they had told tales of shieldmaidens, women so maddened by grief and loss that they had taken up sword and shield and died in the battle against the Malrags. 
He did not know if the shieldmaidens had been real or not (or even if the Jutai had shieldmaidens), but if they had, they would have looked like this grim woman. She was beautiful in the same way that a flower caught by an early frost was beautiful, a beauty cold and hard and dead. 
Bows creaked, and Adalar saw a score of archers taking position over the gate. 
“I am,” called the Jutai woman, her voice ringing over the field, “Sigaldra of the Jutai, the holdmistress of the Jutai and by the laws and customs of the Grim Marches the lady of Greatheart Keep. I bid whatever headman, hrould, lord, or knight that commands this invading force to come forth and parley with me, in the company of two guards. If this offer for parley is not met within ten minutes, I shall assume it is an act of aggression and take all appropriate steps.” 
Arnulf let out a hard little laugh. “She’s lost none of her fire.” 
“Who will you send to speak with her?” said Timothy. “I can serve as ambassador, as can Sir Aulus.”
“No,” said Mazael. “I am hrould. I will go myself. Romaria, too. Your Sight might come in handy.” Especially if this Sigaldra had been infested by the spiders. “Adalar, as well.”
“Perhaps Arnulf should go,” said Adalar. “He has higher rank in the Grim Marches than I do.”
“He does,” said Mazael, “but Arnulf is Tervingi, and the Jutai are suspicious of the Tervingi.”
“If her suspicion leads to her take arms against you, my lord,” said Wesson. “What happens then?”
“Then a lot of people are going to die today,” said Mazael. “Let’s see if we can keep matters from coming to that, shall we?” 
He did not wait for an answer, but started his horse towards the gate at a walk. Romaria followed him, and Adalar shrugged, adjusted his weapons, and followed the Lord of Castle Cravenlock and his wife. He felt the weight of the archers’ eyes upon him as he rode forward, and badly wanted to reach for his shield. But the archers might interpret that as preparation for an assault on their holdmistress, which might lead to the bloodbath Mazael feared. 
So Adalar kept his hands in plain sight as Mazael reined up a dozen paces from Sigaldra and her two men. 
For a moment the holdmistress and the Lord of the Grim Marches stared at each other.
Sigaldra looked away first. “Lord Mazael.” 
“Holdmistress,” said Mazael. Unlike Sigaldra, he seemed utterly calm. “I trust you are well?”
Sigaldra recovered herself and looked back at him. “That would depend upon the outcome of this meeting.”
“True enough,” said Mazael, looking at the huge man with the hammer. “Vorgaric, is that it?” The big man nodded. “One of Sigaldra’s spearthains?”
“A humble bondsman, hrould,” said Vorgaric. 
“Indeed?” said Mazael. “I remember you from the Northwater. Not many humble bondsmen can crush a Justiciar knight’s chest with a single blow of a hammer.”
Vorgaric’s shoulders rippled in a massive shrug. “Not all bondsmen are blacksmiths, hrould.”
“Clearly not,” said Mazael. “And you. Talchar One-Eye. You slew a Justiciar commander in single combat during the Northwater. Still wearing his chain mail and carrying his sword, I see.”
The lean Jutai swordthain grinned. Up close, Adalar saw that his left eye had been replaced with some sort of smooth crystal. The damned thing looked painful, but it lent his face a terrifying aspect. “Trophies won fairly in battle, hrould.”
“That is so,” said Mazael. “And you, holdmistress. My wife told me how you and the Jutai archers stood fast during the great battle of the Northwater. Even before that, during the battle of Swordgrim and the Great Rising, you and your folk turned against Ragnachar and sided with me, and then stood with the lords and knights of the Grim Marches against Lucan’s treachery and his runedead.”
“All this you say is true,” said Sigaldra. “Though I wonder why you tell me of history.”
“Because we have shed blood together and stood in battle together against powerful and terrible foes,” said Mazael. “So I am curious why you greet me now with closed gates, drawn bows, and harsh words.” 
There was a mild hint of a threat in his voice, but Sigaldra did not back down.
“Because,” she said, gesturing at the walls behind them, “this is all that remains of the Jutai people, hrould. All that remains of our nation, our living people and the ashes of our ancestors, are within those walls. I will do whatever is necessary to defend them from any threat.”
“An admirable goal,” said Mazael. “So what do you defend against now, Sigaldra of the Jutai?” He waved a hand at the walls. “The spikes and the additional fortifications. You’ve been attacked by valgasts, haven’t you?” 
“Valgasts?” said Sigaldra. “Aye, we have seen valgasts in the last few weeks. They have been raiding our cattle and trying to snatch anyone out at night. But they have not been bold enough to assail our village. Your lordlings and knights laughed at me when I built the extra fortifications, but are they laughing at the Jutai now?”
“I suspect not,” said Mazael. “Yet this does not explain why you reacted with such hostility to my approach.”
“I prefer to think of it as caution,” said Sigaldra. 
“The Skuldari, then,” said Mazael. “They have been raiding your lands.”
“The Skuldari?” said Sigaldra, blinking. “The men of the mountains to the west, you mean? No. I have never seen one.” 
“Yet something has you frightened,” said Mazael.
“The Jutai fear no foes,” said Sigaldra. 
“Of course they do,” said Mazael. “That’s why the Jutai are still alive, because you were smart enough to fear first the Malrags and then Ragnachar.” He rubbed at his chin for a moment, his eyes never leaving Sigaldra. “No, there’s something else that has raised your guard, something…”
He lowered his hand, closed his eyes, and then opened them again. 
Adalar could not see Mazael’s expression, but Sigaldra took a step back, and Talchar and Vorgaric twitched.
“Ah,” said Mazael, his voice cold, flat, and angry. “I should have realized. Earnachar.” 
Sigaldra said nothing.
“He has been raiding your lands, hasn’t he?” said Mazael.
“Nothing so overt,” said Sigaldra. “Nothing we could use to accuse him before you. His men steal cattle or drive off herds, throw down fences and move boundary stones. If they catch someone alone, they beat him up, but not kill him. Endless petty harassment, and Earnachar claims that it is the work of bandits, but I know his horsethains on sight.” She hesitated. “You…did not know of this?”
“I did not,” said Mazael.
“Then Earnachar does not act with your approval?” said Sigaldra.
“No,” said Mazael, his voice darkening. “He does not.”
“I thought you wished to drive the Jutai from our new home and bestow our lands upon Earnachar,” said Sigaldra.
“Why would I do that?” said Mazael, and for the first time he sounded baffled. “The Jutai have been loyal and fought with me at the Northwater and at Knightcastle. You’ve kept the peace and haven’t stirred up trouble, which is more than I can say for some of my other vassals and headmen. Why would I deprive you of your lands?” 
“Because,” said Sigaldra, “Earnachar is stronger, and his support is more valuable than mine. Because the Tervingi are more numerous than the Jutai, and their loyalty is more important than ours. Because you are strong and can do as you wish. Because,” she blinked a few times, her hard expression unyielding, “why wouldn’t you take our lands?”
It had not occurred to her, Adalar realized, that Mazael might not be her enemy. It seemed Sigaldra saw only two kinds of people outside of the Jutai – those who were threats, and those who might one day become threats. Given all the foes and dangers that the Jutai had survived to reach Greatheart Keep, perhaps it was surprising that Sigaldra wasn’t more paranoid than she already was.
“I am not going to strip the Jutai of their lands,” said Mazael. “You’ve lived peacefully, and you’ve come at my call when I summoned you to war.”
Sigaldra said nothing for a while. 
“I see,” she said at last. “Then Earnachar is acting without your knowledge?”
“Earnachar son of Balnachar likes to do as he pleases,” said Mazael. “As I am sure you know already. He supported Ragnachar’s rebellion, and since I settled him and his men at Banner Hill, he has taken every opportunity to increase his lands and his prestige. Earnachar has made no secret of the fact that he thinks that a Tervingi should be hrould of the Tervingi nation, that the Tervingi should never have sworn to me.”
“Then he is a fool,” said Sigaldra. “You defeated the Tervingi at Stone Tower and again at Swordgrim. If the Tervingi had kept fighting you would have killed them all.” She did not sound displeased at the prospect. 
“He’s ambitious,” said Mazael. “That often drives men to folly. So. Petty raids and sabotage. All things he can deny, and all tactics designed to put pressure on you. He doesn’t dare do more. An open attack upon Greatheart Keep would bring my anger down upon his head. He can’t simply kill the Jutai, he needs to coerce them. So he…ah.” He pointed at Sigaldra. “He’s trying to force you to marry him.” 
Sigaldra let out a bitter little laugh. “Earnachar hates me too much for that. I could have half the lands in the western realm, and he would still refuse to wed me. Not that I would accept the odious scoundrel in any event. No, he wants to marry my younger sister Liane.”
“You oppose the match, I take it?” said Mazael.
Her glare was like a living thing. “I will cut Earnachar’s throat myself before I allow Liane to wed him.” 
“Your sister feels the same way?” said Mazael. 
“She does,” said Sigaldra.
“Very well,” said Mazael, seeming to come to a decision. “Tell me. Have you seen or heard anything of spiders lately?”
Both Vorgaric and Talchar looked puzzled, but Sigaldra flinched as if slapped. 
“Spiders?” she said. “I…don’t understand. What do you mean?” 
“I suspect you do,” said Mazael. “I think that it is time we talked, you and I. Alone, but within bowshot of your archers upon the walls.” He swung down from the saddle. “My men will wait here, as shall yours. If there is any treachery, they may shoot me dead.” 
Sigaldra lowered her face for a moment, thinking. She did not look to Vorgaric or Talchar One-Eye for advice, Adalar noted. She would make up her own mind.
“Very well,” said Sigaldra. “Let us talk.”
“Wait here,” Mazael told the others, and he and Sigaldra walked along the base of the wall.
 
###
 
Sigaldra remained tense. She seemed like a loaded crossbow, ready to go off at any moment. Or like a bowstring drawn back so far that sooner or later it would snap. 
In fact, she reminded him a great deal of Molly when Mazael had first met her. Certainly Sigaldra seemed to carry the same load of grief and pain that focused into rage and hatred. For all that she was indeed a lovely young woman. Had Mazael not been wed, had he been younger and stupider, he would likely have seduced her. He had always liked women with blue eyes. A dark whisper in the back of his mind, the same whisper that sometimes spoke of blood and death and carnage, urged him to do just that. 
He ignored it. 
“What do you know about the soliphages?” said Mazael.
Sigaldra looked up at him. “The spider-devils?”
Mazael nodded.
“There were some in the forests southwest of our old homes in the middle lands,” said Sigaldra. “They were very dangerous. They can change shape and form, and sometimes take the appearance of beautiful women to lure foolish men to their deaths. They drink the lives of their victims, and some of them cast magical spells. Weapons of steel can harm them, but they put up a tremendous fight before they go down.” She shuddered. “We passed through their forests on our way to the Grim Marches. Many fell victim to their webs. I have heard no rumor of the creatures here.”
“A few days ago,” said Mazael, “I killed one in the village of Castyard.”
“Truly?” said Sigaldra.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “The soliphage seemed to be commanding a large band of valgasts. They had tunneled beneath the village, drugged everyone, and were dragging them to the caverns of the underworld when I arrived.”
“Blood of the ancestors,” muttered Sigaldra. “How many were killed? Sir Edmund Crowhand did not deserve that. He has been a good neighbor.”
“Not more than a dozen,” said Mazael. “Mostly older men and women who did not recover from the valgasts’ drug. Had we come along a day later, it would have been much worse.” 
“Is that why you asked me about spiders?” said Sigaldra. “Because of the soliphage?”
“Partly,” said Mazael. “A few days earlier in Cravenlock Town, one of Earnachar’s swordthains tried to assassinate me.”
Sigaldra’s thunderous scowl returned. “There is your proof that he is a black-hearted villain.”
“That was my thought as well,” said Mazael. “But I happened to cut open one of the swordthain’s men during the fighting.” No need to tell her about Romaria’s Sight – Romaria’s reputation was already uncanny enough. “He had a spider coiled around his heart.”
“A…spider?” said Sigaldra. “Surely it must have been part of his innards?”
“I have seen the innards of enough dead men to tell the difference,” said Mazael. “The spider was about the size of his fist. It seemed to be controlling him. The swordthain was looking for new recruits, as it were, and had a fresh supply of spiders to use.”
“That is grotesque,” said Sigaldra. “Surely this is proof that Earnachar is trafficking with those who practice dark magic.” 
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “When I mentioned spiders, you flinched. You had heard something about them.”
“I had never seen a spider of the nature you describe,” said Sigaldra. “I have seen a soliphage, yes, but not since the Jutai left the middle lands.”
“Yet you know something,” said Mazael. “What is it?”
Sigaldra hesitated. “A holdmistress must look to the defense of her people.”
“And you think telling me about the spiders will put your people at risk,” said Mazael.
“It will,” said Sigaldra.
“It is also the task of a hrould to look to the defense of his people,” said Mazael, “or a lord to protect his vassals. For you are both Sigaldra, holdmistress of the Jutai, and Lady Sigaldra of Greatheart Keep. And I am the Lord of the Grim Marches and the hrould of the Jutai. If Earnachar has been stirring up mischief against you, if he has allied himself with the soliphages or worse creatures, I will put a stop to it.”
“I do not trust easily,” said Sigaldra. 
“Nor do I,” said Mazael. “So let us make a bargain, you and I. You may ask anything of me and I shall give you a true answer…but you must in turn do the same, and I will never speak of this conversation to anyone.”
Sigaldra hesitated. For just a moment, there was the tiniest crack in her cold mask. She was still young, and she had borne heavy responsibilities for years. Surely she would accept some help, no matter how grudgingly. Even if she did not, Mazael would not tolerate his vassals disturbing the peace of the Grim Marches. If Earnachar was attacking her, Mazael would put a stop to it. 
And if Earnachar had allied himself with the soliphages or a darker power…well, that blood-drenched whisper in Mazael’s head had wanted to kill Earnachar from the moment they had met.
That voice wasn’t always wrong. 
“You could just command me,” said Sigaldra.
“Willing cooperation is more reliable than coercion,” said Mazael. “Ragnachar and Toraine Mandragon found that out the hard way.”
“And you killed them both,” said Sigaldra.
“I killed Ragnachar,” said Mazael. “Lucan Mandragon killed Lord Toraine. Nevertheless, you see why I am not eager to follow their examples.” 
Sigaldra barked a short, harsh laugh at that. “Very well. Ask me what you will, hrould.”
“The spiders,” said Mazael. “How did you know of them?”
“I just learned of them today,” said Sigaldra. “My sister Liane…she has visions.”
“Visions?” said Mazael. 
“The Tervingi would call it the Sight,” said Sigaldra. “My people believe the ancestors bestow their wisdom upon her.” She shrugged. “I do not know which explanation is true, and I do not care. I do know that Liane’s visions come true. She said today a great warrior would come to Greatheart Keep, a man who stood at the heart of the storm, which can only be you. The visions are exhausting, and often cause her to collapse. But before she fell unconscious, she said she saw spiders everywhere. I thought perhaps she imagined it, or saw something that she did not understand. But after the things you told me, I believe she may have seen your spiders. That is why I was startled when you mentioned them.” 
“Perhaps my wife can help,” said Mazael. “She, too, has the Sight.”
Sigaldra blinked and looked at Romaria, who watched them from the back of her horse. “She does? Why would you tell me this?”
“I said I would tell you the truth,” said Mazael. “And most of the lords of the Grim Marches already think my wife is a wolf-demon that feeds upon human flesh during the full moon.”
“Is she?” said Sigaldra.
“No, but I wouldn’t make her angry,” said Mazael.
“It is my turn for a question,” said Sigaldra “Why are you here? I assume Earnachar’s men attacked you, and you came west to make war upon him?”
“No,” said Mazael. “The knight upon the horse, next to Lady Romaria?” Sigaldra nodded. “That is Lord Adalar Greatheart.” 
“Greatheart?” said Sigaldra, and her eyebrows came together in a deeper frown. “He gave his name to the village?”
“He did,” said Mazael. “Or his family did, rather.” 
“Then that is why you came here,” said Sigaldra, her words bitter. “To strip away our lands and give them to this knight.”
“No, it is not,” said Mazael, annoyed at her presumption. Still, after everything the Jutai had endured, he could not fault her caution. “That is Adalar, Lord of Castle Dominus in Mastaria, a vassal of Lord Gerald Roland of Knightcastle. His father Sir Nathan held Greatheart Keep as a fief from my brother. Sir Nathan was a good friend of mine, and he died a few months before the Tervingi and the Jutai arrived in the Grim Marches. His final wish was that Adalar take his ashes and inter them in the keep’s chapel. Adalar intended to come, and I intended to go…but then the Tervingi arrived, and you know what happened next.”
“Then you are simply here to bury Lord Adalar’s father?” said Sigaldra. 
“Aye,” said Mazael.
“Does not Lord Adalar wish to claim his father’s lands?” 
“No,” said Mazael. “Adalar has wide lands in Mastaria, far richer and larger than the fief of Greatheart Keep. Under the laws and customs of the Grim Marches, a son must do homage to his father’s lord to receive his father’s land, and Adalar swore to Lord Gerald, not to me. So the land was mine again, and I gave it to the Jutai.”
“Then you came here,” said Sigaldra, puzzled, “simply to…bury this man’s ashes? That is all?”
“That is all,” said Mazael. “Does that surprise you so much?” 
“It does,” said Sigaldra.
“Did not the Jutai carry the urns of their ancestors all the way from the middle lands?” said Mazael.
Sigaldra had no ready answer for that. 
“That was my intention, at least,” said Mazael. “But then I fought my way through a valgast raid, Skuldari bandits attacked Adalar on the road here, those spiders infested Earnachar’s men, and a soliphage led an attack upon Castyard. Some evil threatens the Grim Marches, and by the gods I will crush it. Now it is my turn for a question.” Sigaldra nodded. “Tell me what you know of Earnachar. When did the trouble begin?”
“About three months ago,” said Sigaldra. “He was always a truculent and unwelcome neighbor, and made no effort to hide his disdain for the Jutai. Yet fear of you kept him in line. Then his pet sorceresses came to Banner Hill, and started pouring their poison into his ear.”
“Sorceresses?” said Mazael.
Sigaldra shrugged. “Or priestesses. Or both. The rumors say both. They accompanied him to Greatheart Keep when he made his threats the last time.”
“What do they looked like?” said Mazael.
“Two of them wore hooded black robes, and I could not see their faces,” said Sigaldra.
“Like the soliphage in Castyard,” said Mazael. Could Earnachar have truly been stupid enough to ally with the soliphages?
Of course, if the soliphages were responsible for the spiders in Agaric and the others, Earnachar might not have had much choice in the matter.  
“The third, then,” said Mazael. “You saw the third?”
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “She called herself the Prophetess.”
Mazael blinked. “The Prophetess? Are you sure of that?”
“I heard it with my own ears,” said Sigaldra. 
“What did she look like?” said Mazael.
“Young,” said Sigaldra. “Maybe about thirty. Red hair and green eyes, very pale skin. I suppose most men would find her comely.” 
Mazael recalled no one who looked like that.
“You know her?” said Sigaldra.
“No,” said Mazael. “But at Gray Pillar I fought and killed a valgast wizard…”
“Vrokul,” said Sigaldra.
“I’m sorry?”
“A vrokul,” said Sigaldra. “That’s what the valgast wizards call themselves. They’re not really wizards, though they know spells. They worship a goddess called Marazadra, and try to capture sacrifices in her name.”
“That…makes sense,” said Mazael. “The…vrokul, you say? The vrokul at Gray Pillar spoke of someone named the Prophetess. The Skuldari worship some goddess or another. This goddess could be the unifying factor behind our recent troubles. Perhaps your Prophetess is a priestess of Marazadra, and the Skuldari, the valgasts, and the soliphages all worship her.”
“And they converted Earnachar?” said Sigaldra. “Earnachar is too much of a Tervingi to follow a soliphage goddess or work with valgasts.”
“I doubt they converted him,” said Mazael. “Perhaps he simply thinks to use their power.”
“Fine,” said Sigaldra, crossing her arms over her mailed chest. “What do you think is happening, hrould?” 
He considered how much to tell her. Mazael had promised to tell her the truth, but that did not mean he had to tell her all of the truth. 
“What do you know of the Old Demon?” he said. “The creature the Tervingi named the Urdmoloch?” 
“A great evil,” said Sigaldra. “Ragnachar and his pet orcragars worshipped him. Wait. I should have mentioned this as well. Earnachar has an orcragar with him, a man named Rigoric who wears a peculiar mask wrought in the shape of miniature sword blades.”
“I banished all the surviving orcragars from the Grim Marches under pain of death,” said Mazael. “Earnachar and I shall have much to discuss. But we wander from the main point. What else do you know about the Old Demon?” 
“The loresingers said he was ancient and evil beyond the capacity of man to grasp,” said Sigaldra. “That he was the father of all the Demonsouled, and he wandered the earth working woe and misery.” She looked him in the eye. “That Lucan Mandragon was his servant – and that you slew the Urdmoloch on the last day of the Runedead War, the day the runedead were destroyed.”
“I did,” said Mazael.
“Preposterous,” said Sigaldra.
“I told you,” said Mazael, “that I wasn’t going to lie to you.”
She said nothing for a moment, a muscle working in her jaw. “Fine. You slew the Urdmoloch. What does that have to do with anything?”
“The Old Demon was subtle and patient,” said Mazael. “He spent years corrupting Lucan into an instrument of his will. Before that, he spent thousands of years siring generations of Demonsouled, unleashing them upon the world to wreak havoc and grow strong so he could kill them and devour their strength. He spun plots and plans that no mortal could comprehend. And I think some of those plots were pacts he laid upon the Skuldari, the valgasts, and the soliphages.” 
Sigaldra’s frown deepened. He suspected that she always frowned, but this time it had more puzzlement than anger. “Why would he do that?” 
“To use them as his servants, most likely,” said Mazael. “The realm of Old Dracaryl that your ancestors fought in ancient days? He raised up the high lords of Dracaryl and then arranged their destruction once they had served his purpose. Or perhaps he wanted them out of his way so they could not interfere with his plans. Or maybe he simply did it to be cruel. He enjoyed cruelty.” The Old Demon could have simply destroyed Lucan, but he had made sure the wizard had known the depths of his folly before the final death. Of course, that cruelty had turned upon him in the end. Had he simply killed Mazael, he would have had victory. Instead he had made sure Mazael would suffer…and that had undone everything. 
“Do you have any proof for that?” said Sigaldra. 
“Think about it,” said Mazael. “The valgasts used to only raid your people twice a year, on midsummer’s day and midwinter’s day. Why?”
“I…do not know,” said Sigaldra. “I never considered it before. I thought that it was their custom, or simply their nature.”
“Or the Old Demon bound them to a pact,” said Mazael. “Forbidding from coming to the surface save for those two days a year. Perhaps he did the same with the Skuldari, too. Until this year, they never ventured from their mountains. They killed anyone who entered their borders, but they never left their lands. Now they attacked Adalar on his way to Castle Cravenlock, and we’ve received reports of additional raids. Did you know that the Skuldari worship the soliphages?”
“They do?” said Sigaldra, crinkling her nose. “I thought your church and its Amathavian gods were outlandish, but at least they were not malicious. What fool would worship the soliphages?”
“The same sort of fools that worship the serpent god of the San-keth,” said Mazael. “Though they don’t actually worship the soliphages themselves. They think the soliphages are messengers of their goddess, hold spiders as sacred…”
“Goddess?” said Sigaldra. “The Prophetess talked about a goddess.”
“So,” said Mazael. “The valgasts and the Skuldari worship a goddess, one likely named Marazadra. The Skuldari think the soliphages are emissaries of their goddess, and a soliphage was leading the attack on Castyard, while Earnachar’s men are infested with spiders. Where do these facts lead us?”
“To the conclusion,” said Sigaldra, “that the Skuldari, the valgasts, and Earnachar’s men are unified in worship of this goddess, this Marazadra, whatever she is.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael, “and now that the Old Demon is dead, whatever strictures he placed upon them have been lifted, and the followers of Marazadra are free to do as they wish.” 
“What shall we do?” said Sigaldra.
“Tonight,” said Mazael, “we shall inter Sir Nathan in the chapel. Tomorrow, we will ride for Banner Hill. I have some questions for Earnachar, and he had damn well better have some good answers for me.” He pointed at Sigaldra. “You shall ride with me as well.”
“We shall come in any event,” said Sigaldra. “It is my people that Earnachar threatens. I would see him called to account for these crimes.”
“He will answer for them,” said Mazael. 
Sigaldra nodded. “I will call the muster, then.” She hesitated. “The Prophetess…”
“What about her?” said Mazael.
“My sister was afraid of her,” said Sigaldra.
“That seems reasonable, if she is a dark sorceress of some kind,” said Mazael.
“No,” said Sigaldra. “Very little frightens Liane, save for some of her visions. Not even the prospect of wedding Earnachar frightened her. But the Prophetess…Liane said she was filled with shadows and dark magic. She said the Prophetess was coming for us.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael, touching Talon’s hilt, “but if she comes for you, she might find someone else waiting for her instead.” 



Chapter 9: Bones and Ashes
 
Adalar wandered alone through the streets of the village of Greatheart Keep.
Though not alone, not really.
The ghosts were always with him. 
He stopped in the village square at the foot of the keep’s hill. The smithy stood on one end of the square, smoke rising from the forge. An inn stood on the other end of the square, and a small domed church to the south. The hill and the keep rose overhead, stark and gray against the blue spring sky. 
All the same as he remembered…and yet now completely different. 
A Jutai smith and his apprentices now labored in the smithy. The front of the inn had been carved with the elaborate swirling knots and stylized beasts that both the Jutai and the Tervingi preferred. The church had been set aside as a village hall, no doubt where the holdmistress resolved disputes among her people. The impropriety of it stunned Adalar. The church ought to have had a priest. Perhaps in time the Jutai could be weaned away from the worship of their ancestors and the Elderborn gods and brought to the Amathavian faith. Or perhaps the barbarians would spread their practices through the Grim Marches.
Adalar found he did not care either way. 
He took a few steps closer to the keep. Mazael and Sigaldra and most of the others had withdrawn there to discuss their plans. Tomorrow they would march north and make their way to Banner Hill to confront Earnachar. 
Adalar was not sure he wanted to go with them.
Wesson wanted to go. Once upon a time Adalar would have wanted to go, too. He would have jumped at the chance, eager to ride into battle against a worthy foe and prove his skill and bravery. Surely the valgasts and the Skuldari with their giant spiders were worthy foes. Yet Adalar could not bring himself to care, could only regard the situation with a numb indifference. 
He knew that he ought not to feel that way, that there was something wrong with him. He had come through the Runedead War alive, the lord of vast lands in Mastaria. He was wealthy and he had friends among the lords of Knightreach. Adalar ought to have been overjoyed, or at least content. Instead he felt nothing but a weary exhaustion. 
They were all going to die, if not from the valgasts and the soliphages then from illness and old age. Did it really matter how?
Jutai men and women went about their business in the square, giving him a wide berth. Nearly fifteen hundred people lived in the village now. He recognized none of them. Adalar stood in the place where he had been born and had grown up, and he was a stranger here. He had known the blacksmith and the innkeeper and the village priests, and they were all dead now, slain when the runedead rose…
“Sir knight?” said a woman’s voice, calm yet hesitant.
Adalar blinked, shaken out of his dark thoughts, and turned. A woman of about thirty or thirty-five stood nearby, a bit of soot upon her face and brown dress, her sweaty hair tied back with a kerchief. Unless he was mistaken, she was Marcher-born, not Jutai. 
“Yes?” said Adalar, more harshly than he intended. 
“You…looked a bit ill, sir knight,” said the woman. “Would you like some water?”
“I…yes, forgive me,” said Adalar. “I was lost in thought. Some water would be welcome.” He realized that he had forgotten to eat and drink and rebuked himself. Riding and fighting were strenuous work, and he had to keep his strength up. It would not do for the Lord of Castle Dominus to pass out in the middle of the village. 
He followed the woman to the smithy, and she gave him a clay cup of water. It was cool against his dry throat and made him feel a little better. In the background a dozen apprentices, young Jutai and Marcher men, toiled at the forge. 
“Thank you,” said Adalar. “What is your name?”
“Helen, sir knight,” said the woman. “My husband Vorgaric is the village smith and one of the holdmistress’s bondsmen.”
Adalar nodded. “I…saw him at the gate.” He hesitated. “You were born in the Grim Marches.” 
Helen nodded. “Aye. A village near Cravenlock Town. Isn’t there any longer, I fear. The Malrags wiped it out, and we moved to Cravenlock Town.”
“You married a Jutai man,” said Adalar. “May I ask why?”
“I was married before,” said Helen, “but he died fighting the runedead on the day of the Great Rising.” She sighed. “I scraped by as best I could after that. Then I met Vorgaric when he came to Cravenlock Town on business. We got on well, and he kept visiting…and when he invited me to come back to Greatheart Keep with him, I said yes.” She smiled. “Vorgaric is a good man, and being the wife of the village’s best blacksmith is preferable to being a maid in Cravenlock Town.”
“I suppose it is,” said Adalar. 
She shrugged. “We have all lost so much. Everyone I know lost someone to the Malrags or the runedead. Yet old Lord Richard defeated the Malrags, and the runedead were destroyed when Lord Mazael killed the Dragon’s Shadow at Knightcastle. We must carry on as best we can.”
“I suppose so,” said Adalar. 
“If you will forgive my impertinence…you lost someone, didn’t you?” said Helen.
“No,” said Adalar. “My father died before the Great Rising, and I have no other family and no wife. But…”
She was silent, waiting for him to speak. 
“I grew up here,” said Adalar, his voice quiet.
“Oh,” said Helen. “I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” said Adalar. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault. Well, Lucan Mandragon’s, but he died.” He rubbed his face for a moment. “I shouldn’t have come back here. There’s no point. The runedead killed everyone I ever knew here. I…went west to pursue my fortune, and they died while I was gone.”
“If you had remained behind, likely you would have perished as well,” said Helen. 
“I know,” said Adalar. “Mastaria had it worse than the Grim Marches. The runedead here were random, and Lord Mazael crushed them quickly. In Mastaria the runedead were…organized, led by a mad wizard named Caraster who wanted to kill as many people as possible.” 
“The Tervingi hate and fear wizards,” said Helen, “and I cannot blame them that.”
“No,” said Adalar. He handed the cup back to her. “Forgive me for this. There is…much on my mind, and sometimes it wanders.”
“You sound like my husband,” said Helen.
“I hope that is complimentary.”
She smiled. “It is. The Jutai…their homes are gone, too. The Malrags destroyed them all and wiped out most of their people. They can never go back, and their old homeland is gone forever.” She shrugged. “They can only go forward and make a new home for themselves.” 
“Yes,” said Adalar. “Yes, that makes a great deal of sense. Thank you.”
“I am pleased to serve, my lord knight,” said Helen. “Though if you wish to buy something on your way out…”
Adalar laughed and bought a dagger of Jutai make, its wide steel blade adorned with an intricate design of swirling knots. Helen expected him to haggle, but he paid her price without argument. 
He set off for his camp outside the wall. Tomorrow, he decided, he would bid his farewells to Mazael and set off for Knightcastle and Castle Dominus once more. If Wesson wanted to stay, well and good, but Adalar would depart after finishing his task.
There was nothing for him here but ashes and the dead.
 
###
 
Sigaldra opened the door to her bedroom and looked inside. 
“Sister?” she said. “Are you awake?”
“I am,” said Liane. She was sitting in bed, eating a bowl of Ulfarna’s vile-smelling soup. Sigaldra couldn’t stand the stuff, but Liane loved it, and always ate it after one of her episodes. “I knew you were coming.”
“A vision showed you, is that it?” said Sigaldra, closing the door behind her.
“Yes,” said Liane. “Or I heard you coming up the stairs. You stomp when you walk, sister.”
“I stomp?” said Sigaldra. “If I do, it is because I have work to do and places to go. Or should I glide like these weakling western noblewomen?” She inched forward, ostentatiously rolling her hips, and Liane let out a giggle that turned into a snort. 
“Stop that,” said Liane. “I shall spill soup and stain your blankets.” She tilted her head to the side. “You are in a good humor.”
“Why should I not be?” said Sigaldra.
“You never are.”
“Lord Mazael will side with us against Earnachar and his pet sorceresses,” said Sigaldra. She felt her right hand curl into a fist. “I hope I can see his ugly face when the hrould questions him.”
“I hope there is no fighting,” said Liane. “There has been too much fighting already.” She shivered. “It isn’t Earnachar that is the enemy, sister.” 
“He damned well is our enemy,” said Sigaldra. “He would have killed us all if Ragnachar had let him, and since we’ve come to the Grim Marches he has harassed us and threatened to steal our lands. I don’t hope to see Earnachar humbled. I hope he fights Mazael. I hope we kill him, and that I get to spit upon his ugly corpse.”
“Would that bring you joy?” said Liane.
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “Or close enough to it that it does not matter.” She shrugged. “I know it makes you uneasy. But I will do whatever necessary to make sure the Jutai people survive. Whatever I must. Joy is for you, sister. Joy is for those who come after me. For myself…I want only the survival of our people.” 
“I understand,” said Liane. “I am sorry this burden fell to you.” 
“It is what it is,” said Sigaldra. “I am Jutai and the holdmistress of our people. I will do what I must.”
For some reason Liane’s words annoyed her. She wanted Earnachar dead, wanted him dead as badly as she had ever wanted anything. Why should Liane judge her for that? 
“I know,” said Liane. “Thank you. For everything. I would not be here if not for you. The Jutai people would not have survived.”
“Those of us who are left,” said Sigaldra. 
“But Earnachar isn’t the real enemy,” said Liane. “It is the Prophetess. I’ve seen her in my visions, Sigaldra. Even when I sleep, I see her in my dreams. She is at the center of the web…”
“Web?” said Sigaldra, chilled as she remembered Mazael’s talk of soliphages and spiders. “Why would you say web?” 
Liane shrugged. “It is what I see in my dreams. She stands at the center of a web, and the threads reach everyone. In her left hand she holds a knife made of blood, and in her right an egg made of green glass. A man wearing a mask of swords stands at her right side. She is full of dark magic and malice, and if her egg hatches it will devour the world.”
“What does that mean?” said Sigaldra. 
“I do not know,” said Liane. She sighed and pressed the heels of her hands against her forehead. “I wish…I wish I knew. I wish the visions were more useful, or that I could control them.”
“We might be able to help with that,” said Sigaldra. “Mazael’s wife, Lady Romaria.”
“The huntress,” whispered Liane. “The lady of the wolves. She has the soul of the Elderborn.”
“She does?” said Sigaldra, a bit surprised. It made sense. There was something uncanny about Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock, something that matched the Elderborn tribes that Sigaldra had seen during the Runedead War. And what other woman would a man like Mazael Cravenlock take to wife? There was something about him, something that commanded attention and loyalty. His steel-colored eyes had struck her like physical blows. Sigaldra did not think of herself as the sort of woman to have her head turned by charismatic men, but Mazael had something more elemental than charisma. If he had invited her to his tent, she was surprised to realize that she likely would have gone with him. 
Just as well that he had behaved with perfect propriety toward her. Romaria was not the sort of woman Sigaldra wanted to cross. 
“You’re turning red,” said Liane, blinking.
“I most certainly am not,” said Sigaldra, pushing aside the inappropriate thoughts. “But Mazael told me that Lady Romaria has the Sight. Or a form of it, at least. She can speak with you. Perhaps she can help you to control your visions.” 
“That would be welcome,” said Liane with a sigh. “It is…vexing. At least something useful sometimes comes of it, though.” She blinked. “You should go to the chapel now.”
“Why?” said Sigaldra.
Liane’s voice grew faint, her eyes distant. She was having another vision. “There is a knight made of rust, and you need to talk to him.”
“Are we in danger?” said Sigaldra. “Is he a foe?”
“Only to himself,” said Liane. “You have to talk to the rusted knight. I don’t know why. I…can’t see why. You must.” She sighed and slumped against the pillows again, her eyes growing heavy, and soon fell asleep.
Sigaldra stared at her for a while.
“That was helpful,” she muttered. 
She pulled up the blanket to cover Liane and left the bedroom, descending back to the great hall. The hall was deserted – Mazael and the other lords had returned to their men, and would return later to dine under her roof. The banners and trophies hung undisturbed from the wall. 
Sigaldra crossed the hall and opened the doors to the chapel. 
The chapel was a small domed room, perhaps thirty feet across. Images of the three Amathavian gods marked the wall, and a stone rail encircled the wall itself. When they had first settled here, some of the Jutai had wanted to paint over the images of the Amathavian gods, but Sigaldra had refused. She did not know if the Amathavian gods were real or myth, but there was no reason to offend them. 
Upon the stone rail sat urns, hundreds and hundreds of urns. Some were made of baked clay, others of stone, some of bronze or verdigris-encrusted brass. The Tervingi buried their dead in mounds, or at least they had until the Great Rising, and Sigaldra neither knew nor cared what the Tervingi did now. The Jutai had always burned their dead and scattered their ashes, save for one pinch that went into the family’s ancestral urn. The urns upon the stone rail held hundreds and hundreds of generations of Jutai ashes. 
This room, this old chapel, was the heart of the Jutai nation. Sigaldra felt the gaze of her ancestors upon her. 
Or, at least, she imagined that she did.  
The Jutai had always believed that the spirits of their ancestors guided them. After the last few years, Sigaldra was no longer so sure. What would happen to the ancestral spirits if every last Jutai perished? Would the ancestors cease to exist?
Maybe they had never existed at all, had been nothing more than the fantasies of the Jutai loresingers. 
She looked at her family’s urn. It was large and wrought from stone, its sides carved with stylized knots. That urn held the ashes of her mother and her father and her brothers, all of them killed by the Malrags. Someday, Sigaldra’s own ashes would lie within that urn. Assuming any of her family still lived to place those ashes into the urn. Perhaps Liane’s children would inter her ashes, given how unlikely it was that Sigaldra would wed.
A shiver of anger went through her.
“Damn you,” she whispered. “Why did you all leave me? I shouldn’t have been holdmistress. This burden shouldn’t have been mine.”
Neither the ancestors nor the gods answered.
Sigaldra shivered some more and closed her eyes until the anger cooled a bit. 
She could not blame the ancestors or the gods. The Malrags had done this to the Jutai, and then Ragnachar had been there to pick the carcass. Sigaldra would save what was left of her people, no matter what she had to do. If she had to kill every last damned Tervingi with her own hands, she would do it gladly…
A hinge creaked. 
There was a trapdoor behind the low altar, leading to the crypt beneath the chapel. Sigaldra had left the crypt undisturbed. Any corpses below would have been raised as runedead and then destroyed, and those that were left could sleep in peace. Now the trapdoor was opening.
Visions of runedead flashed through her head, and she yanked the short sword from her belt and leveled it at the trapdoor as it swung open.
She found herself looking into the face of a young man with brown eyes and close-cropped brown hair, a lantern in his left hand. He wore chain mail beneath a green surcoat adorned with a stylized heart, and the hilt of a heavy greatsword rose over his shoulder.
For a moment they stared at each other. 
“Greetings,” said the knight. “Please don’t stab me.” 
Sigaldra let out a long breath, the sword motionless in her hands. “You startled me.” She felt foolish. “It was just…when the crypt door opened, it made me think of the runedead.” 
The knight did not laugh. “I understand.” A tightness came around his eyes that made him look older. “I lived through the Great Rising, too.” 
“What the devil are you doing in the crypt?” said Sigaldra. “Are you robbing it?” She glared at the young knight. “Or are you here to defile the ashes of my ancestors?”
“Of course not,” said the knight. “I had business here, and now it is finished. Assuming you do not stab me in the next minute or so, I will walk out the door, leave Greatheart Keep, and never return.”
“Wait,” said Sigaldra. “I know you. You’re Lord Adalar, the one who was with Lord Mazael at the gate.” She had met him once or twice before the great battle at the Northwater, but every lord, knight, and headman in the Grim Marches had been gathered there, and he had been one face among thousands. “That’s why you are here, isn’t it?”
“Isn’t what?” said Adalar.
“To expel the Jutai,” said Sigaldra, “and to reclaim your father’s lands.” 
“For the gods’ sake,” said Adalar. “I don’t want Greatheart Keep. I didn’t want to come back to Greatheart Keep, not after what the runedead did to it. I only came back to bring my father’s ashes to the crypt. Now that it is done, I am going to leave. Unless you decide to kill me first.” 
“Very well,” said Sigaldra, lowering the sword. Adalar set his lantern on the stone floor, hauled himself up with a grunt, and closed the trapdoor behind him. “Why?”
Adalar straightened up, picking up his lantern. “Why what?”
“Why sneak into the chapel like a thief in the night?” said Sigaldra, her suspicion returning. “I thought there would be a ceremony, your Amathavian priests reciting prayers as the ashes were stored in the crypt. The lords and knights of the Grim Marches like their ceremonies. Instead you have slipped the ashes into the crypt like a messenger leaving bad news for his lord.”
“My father is dead,” said Adalar. “He wished for his remains to be interred in the crypt, and I have done so, but he is dead. The ceremonies mean nothing to him. The gods might hear the prayer, but what will they do? His already dead, his fate decided.” He shook his head. “Just as we all one day shall be dead, too.”
He turned to go.
“Why don’t you want Greatheart Keep?” said Sigaldra.
He glanced back. “Does it matter? I’m not going to challenge your claim, and if I can work my will I shall never return to the Grim Marches.”   
“I don’t believe you,” said Sigaldra.
Adalar frowned. “Why not? Is my given word not good enough for you?” 
“It is not,” said Sigaldra. “This was your father’s land. Why should you not wish to claim it? Perhaps you are simply lying to gain my trust, making it easier to claim Greatheart Keep later.”
“You are certainly mistrustful,” said Adalar. 
“Is there any good reason I should not be?” said Sigaldra.
“Lord Mazael gave Greatheart Keep to the Jutai,” said Adalar. She expected him to grow angry, but he only seemed…tired, perhaps? He reminded her of some of the older Jutai thains and bondsmen. “He is the liege lord of the Grim Marches, and he has given you Greatheart Keep as a fief. That is that.”
“Lord Mazael has never gone back on his word to me,” said Sigaldra, “but what of the other lords? Some of them counseled Lord Richard to wipe out the Tervingi after the battle of Stone Tower, and they would have killed the Jutai with them. Or Earnachar son of Balnachar. Do you think Lord Mazael’s commands mean anything to him? If he had the power, he would kill the Jutai and claim our land. Perhaps the Prophetess and her goddess offered him the power to do just that.” She pointed at Adalar with her left hand, the sword dangling from her right. “So how I do know you are not lying to me? How do I know you will not betray your word and return to reclaim your home from us?”
Sigaldra knew she ought to have moderated her words, but she was too angry to care. Adalar’s presumption annoyed her, and more importantly, alarmed her. She was the holdmistress of Greatheart Keep, and he had entered the keep and the chapel without her permission. More, if he thought he had the right to enter the chapel without her permission, then perhaps he thought he would have the right to reclaim Greatheart Keep whenever he wished. 
For the first time Adalar started to scowl. “You have no right to question me.” 
Sigaldra scowled right back. “You have no right to be here without my permission, Adalar of Castle Dominus. This is my hold and I am the holdmistress. You crept into the keep like a thief in the night, without an invitation, and I find you standing among the ashes of the Jutai ancestors!” Cold certainty began to close around her anger. Perhaps Adalar Greatheart was even in league with Earnachar and his Prophetess. “So why should I believe you? Why would you not try to reclaim your home at the first opportunity?”
His scowl darkened. “Because this is not my home!” 
She had not expected him to say that. 
“You were born here,” she said. “Your father held these lands.”
“My father is dead,” said Adalar. “I grew up here, yes…and everyone who lived here before the Great Rising is dead. I walk the streets of the village and I know the buildings, the smithy, the inn, the cooper’s shop, all of it. But the people are gone. The runedead took them all.” He shook his head. “The village is a place of ghosts for me. Greatheart Keep has become a foreign land to me. Even if you were to leave tomorrow and Mazael gave the village to me, what would I do with it? Even if I found peasants to fill it, my home is gone, and I cannot return to it.”
“I see,” said Sigaldra.
“I would not expect you to understand,” said Adalar.
“Truly?” said Sigaldra, the anger returning. She heard a rustling sound and realized it was the leather-wrapped hilt of her sword creaking in her grip. “My home is gone too, Adalar of Castle Dominus. For generations the Jutai lived in our homeland beyond the Great Mountains. All that is gone now, our towns razed and our villages burned by the Malrags. I had a mother and a father and brothers. All of them died fighting the Malrags. We were almost all gone, and then the Tervingi forced us to follow them to the Grim Marches.” Her voice grew cold, matching the icy rage inside her chest. “At least living people dwell in your home. At least the land has not gone to waste. Were the Jutai to return to our old homeland, we would find naught but burned ruins, bones, ashes, and Malrags waiting to slay us all.” 
She expected him to snap back, but again he surprised her.
“I am sorry,” said Adalar. “Everyone lost family and friends in the Great Rising, and it seems the Jutai lost more than most. I should not have presumed otherwise.” 
Sigaldra let out a long breath. “You did, too. Your father?”
“I have no family,” said Adalar. “My father died a few months before the Tervingi came to the Grim Marches. Just as well. He did not have to live to see the runedead wipe out his village and his peasants.”
“Perhaps that is a mercy,” said Sigaldra.
“I like to tell myself that,” said Adalar, “though I wish he were here nonetheless. He would…he would have known what to do.” He took a deep breath. “That is all I wished to do here. Place my father’s ashes in the crypt, and then to depart. That is all.”
“To go home,” said Sigaldra.
Adalar offered a bitter smile. “I don’t have a home.”
“Are you not the lord of Castle Dominus in the west?” said Sigaldra. 
“Aye, I am,” said Adalar. “But there is little enough there. The runedead rampaged through Mastaria and slew thousands. What was Greatheart Keep like when you came here?”
“An empty ruin,” said Sigaldra, “abandoned by both the living and the dead.”
“Entire regions of Mastaria are like that,” said Adalar. “I suppose in time they shall be rebuilt. But I doubt I shall see it in my lifetime.” 
“The Jutai have built a new home for ourselves in the ruins of yours,” said Sigaldra. “Perhaps in time you will be able to build a new home in Castle Dominus.”
“Perhaps,” said Adalar.
There was neither sadness nor anger in his expression. Just numb exhaustion. Sigaldra had seen that expression on the Jutai thains and bondsmen as they had toiled west, without hope but refusing to yield to death. It occurred to Sigaldra that Adalar had not wanted to come here, but had done so anyway. It spoke of an admirable devotion to duty. 
“I will grant you this as the holdmistress,” said Sigaldra. “I give you the freedom of Greatheart Keep. I know not the rituals of the men of the Grim Marches, but whenever you must pay pilgrimage to your father’s ashes or offer his spirit sacrifices, you may come to Greatheart Keep without hindrance and stay under my roof.” 
“Thank you,” said Adalar. “That is very generous.”
Sigaldra shrugged, realized that she was still holding her short sword, and returned the blade to its scabbard. “I understand what it is to be devoted to one’s duty, no matter how grim the path.” 
“I suppose the last holdmistress of the Jutai would understand that,” said Adalar. “Though…there is no headman? You are both holdmistress and headman?” 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “Most of our men of rank were killed by the Malrags. I am the daughter of our last hrould, and the burden has fallen to me.”
“You don’t look like the other headmen I have seen,” said Adalar.
“What is that supposed to mean?” said Sigaldra.
“Usually they have longer beards,” said Adalar, gesturing at his chin. 
Sigaldra bristled in anger, and then to her astonishment she burst out laughing. 
“It wasn’t that funny of a jest,” said Adalar.
“No,” said Sigaldra. By the ancestors, she had laughed so hard tears had come to her eyes. “No. It is…few people are so direct with me.”
“The Jutai seem like a direct folk,” said Adalar.
“We are,” said Sigaldra. “If you want to listen to windy poetry or endless boasting about the deeds of mighty Tervingar of old, go talk to the Tervingi. If you want to deal with honest men, visit the Jutai.”
“Ah, good,” said Adalar. “I worried that I offended you by pointing out your lack of beard. Now I see that I was simply respecting your customs. Perhaps I shall continue to respect your customs through blunt speech.”
“Do not be too blunt,” said Sigaldra, “or you shall offend me.”
Adalar frowned. “How will I offend you with blunt speech?”
“Truly?” said Sigaldra. “You are a great lord with vassals and knights of your own, and yet you know so little of women?”
Adalar blinked, and then laughed. “Ah. Now you are teasing me.”
“I owed you for that beard remark,” said Sigaldra. “The Jutai pay their debts.” For some reason his stare made her suddenly uncomfortable, and she gestured at the stone urn. “You may rest assured that your father rests in valiant company.”
“Your family?” said Adalar. “Lord Mazael said that the Jutai inter their dead in…ancestral urns, I think he said.” 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “This urn holds the ashes of my family, for as far back as we can remember. All my kin, save for my sister, are interred here.” She touched one hand to the cool, carved stone of the urn’s surface. “My mother, killed when Malrags overran our hold. My brothers, slain fighting the Malrags. My father, killed in single combat with a Malrag balekhan. My sister and I are the only ones left.”
“I…am surprised that you can speak so calmly of them,” said Adalar. “The grief must be very great.”
“It is,” said Sigaldra. She had wept her final tears years ago, long before they had left the middle lands. The Jutai needed her to be as strong and as hard as steel, for if she was to preserve her people she had to be strong. “But they all died valiantly. My brothers died with swords in their hands. My father slew the balekhan with his dying stroke. All deaths worthy of Jutai warriors…and perhaps quicker than dying in bed of old age many years.”
But she wished they could have lived to die that way. Oh, how she wished it. 
“My father died in bed of illness,” said Adalar, voice quiet. “At least it was quick.” 
“What manner of man was he?” said Sigaldra. 
“He was a knight of the realm,” said Adalar. “He was fierce in battle, loyal to his lord, generous to his friends, open-handed to his peasants. He served Mazael’s father and brother Lord Adalon and Lord Mitor for years, even though Adalon was weak but kindly, and Mitor weak but cruel. He always did what was right, even when it cost him. When Lord Mitor tried to launch his fool’s war against Richard Mandragon, my father counseled him against it, even though Mitor stripped him of his office as Castle Cravenlock’s armsmaster.” He sighed. “He was a good and wise man. He was what a knight should be.”
“He sounds a valiant warrior,” said Sigaldra. “He would be worthy to rest among the honored ancestors of the Jutai.” 
“Thank you,” said Adalar. He hesitated. “Forgive me if this is impertinent, my lady…but I hope you are successful against Earnachar.”
Sigaldra raised an eyebrow. 
“Greatheart Keep is no longer my home,” said Adalar, “but I had expected to find it an empty ruin. Instead you have built something…something that will take root and grow further. Riding here from Mastaria, I saw so many dead villages, so many empty towns, so many ruined castles. It is…it is good to see a growing village.”
“Thank you,” said Sigaldra. “Will you stay and aid Mazael? The hrould could use every sword against Earnachar and his sorceresses.” 
“No,” said Adalar. “This is not my home any longer. Tomorrow I am going to ride west for Knightcastle.” He shrugged. “Besides, I have a duty to my lord Gerald. If these valgast creatures and the Skuldari are allied in the service of the soliphage goddess, then Knightreach itself may be under threat from them. Someone must carry him warning.”
“Like your father,” said Sigaldra. “You shall do your duty.”
“I shall,” said Adalar, his voice quiet.
“I hope his spirit watches over you,” said Sigaldra. She hesitated. “I am glad you are not a foe of the Jutai people, Adalar Greatheart of Castle Dominus. I would have hated stabbing you.”
“Thank you, I think,” said Adalar. 
“It is ill fortune to kill a man in the sacred heart of the Jutai nation,” said Sigaldra with a serene smile.
“You are teasing me again,” said Adalar.
“Probably,” said Sigaldra. “Valor and good fortune to you, Lord Adalar of Castle Dominus.”
“And valor and good fortune to you, Lady Sigaldra of Greatheart Keep, holdmistress of the Jutai.” Before she could react, he bowed over her hand and kissed her fingers in the fashion of the Marcher lords, and then walked from the chapel without another word. 
Sigaldra watched him go with a flicker of…regret, was it? She understood why Liane had called him the rusted knight. His eyes were far older than the rest of his face. Sigaldra had seen horrors in the middle lands, but she suspected Adalar Greatheart had seen horrors of his own in Mastaria. It was a pity his lands were so far away from Greatheart Keep. 
He would have made a welcome ally of the Jutai nation…
A faint noise echoed through the chapel.
“Wait,” said Sigaldra.
Adalar turned. “What is that?”
Sigaldra hurried past him, her boots clicking against the flagstones of the great hall. Adalar ran after her, his hand twitching towards his weapons. Sigaldra burst through the doors and onto the top of the hill. The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the village, smoke rising from the chimneys as the Jutai kindled their fires for the night. 
Again the note of a horn came to her ears. 
“What is that?” said Adalar. “A signal?”
“Aye,” said Sigaldra, dread clenching within her. “The watchmen have seen enemies outside the walls.” 



Chapter 10: Painted Masks
 
Mazael hurried through the streets to the northern wall, Romaria, Timothy, Sir Wesson, and Arnulf following him.
The village of Greatheart Keep exploded into motion. Old men and young men alike burst from their houses clad in leather and chain mail, spears and bows in hands. Women, too, ran for the walls, carrying bows and quivers of arrows. Those too old or too maimed to fight readied buckets of water to douse fires and bandages for the wounded. Even children went to work, helping their elders with their burdens. Sigaldra had drilled her people well, and Mazael had seen only a few militias of the Grim Marches that could match their efficiency. 
“Our men are camped outside the walls,” said Wesson. “If the enemy comes, we might not have time to bring them inside.” 
“They are all veterans to a man,” said Arnulf. “They can hold out until we can relieve them.”
“I doubt anyone is attacking our men,” said Mazael. “No one in their right mind attacks thains and knights and armsmen when richer targets are at hand. Likely a group of raiders have struck one of the Jutai farms.” 
But which group of raiders, though? It was late afternoon, but the valgasts would not come out until full dark. The Skuldari, then? The mountains of Skuldar were far to the west, and Mazael doubted a group of Skuldari raiders had come this far without opposition. Had Earnachar grown bold enough to act openly? 
That sent a flicker of fury through him. If Earnachar was attacking Greatheart Keep and harassing the Jutai, he would regret it sorely. 
They reached the gate and climbed to the rampart. Talchar One-Eye stood there, grim in his mail, the red crystal of his left eye flashing in the setting sun. 
“What news, swordthain?” said Mazael. 
“Hrould,” said Talchar, his voice grim. “Raiders. And of a sort I have never seen before.”
He pointed, and Mazael raised a hand to his eyes and squinted. Even with one eye, Talchar’s sight was keen.
“I see…horsemen, my lord?” said Timothy. In the distance large bands of riders moved over the farms and fields of the Jutai, while the bondsmen who worked in those fields raced for the gate. “But their movements are peculiar.”
“That is because,” said Romaria, “they are not riding horses.” 
Mazael saw that she was right. He made out the distant specks of the riders, but they ran with peculiar, jerky movements. The creatures seemed far more nimble than horses.
“Spiders,” said Mazael. “They’re riding spiders.” 
“They are.” Adalar and Sigaldra hurried up to the rampart, and Adalar pointed over the battlements. “I fought those things before, west of here. I didn’t think the Skuldari would come so far east.”
“Perhaps they invaded and we only now are seeing their scouts,” said Timothy. 
“No,” said Mazael. “They would have to cross the Northwater, and to come this far into the Grim Marches with such a large force…we would have heard rumor of it by now.”
“Unless they had help,” said Sigaldra. “Unless someone invited them into the Grim Marches.”
“The valgasts?” said Talchar with a grunt. “Seems peculiar that they would work with anyone. Mostly they just eat people.”
“No,” said Sigaldra. “Earnachar. Perhaps he is allied with the Skuldari.” 
Her suspicion and hatred of Earnachar were unwavering, but she might not be wrong. Mazael had seen the valgasts, the Skuldari, the soliphages, and the peculiar heart-spiders all bound together in the worship of the goddess Marazadra. Perhaps Earnachar had indeed allied himself with this mysterious power. 
“Your folk are fleeing for the walls,” said Mazael. Dozens of Jutai farmers, hunters, and herders were running for the village gate. Smoke rose on the edge of the horizon as the spider riders set fires on the outer farms. 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “We’ve had enough trouble with bandits, valgasts, and Earnachar’s dogs that my people know to take shelter when the alarm horn sounds.” Her hands balled into fists at her side. “At least they cannot do too much damage. We haven’t yet put a crop into the ground, and all our seed is stored within the village. Though that will be small comfort to the men who lose their herds.” She looked at Mazael. “Will you withdraw your men within the walls? It will be crowded, but they can camp in the square and bed in the church. Best if they bring their supplies with them, too.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael, “but we’re going to ride out and deal with the Skuldari raiders.”
She blinked. “You are?”
“Adalar,” said Mazael. “You’ve fought these things before. Are horsemen or footmen better?”
“Horsemen, likely,” said Adalar after a moment’s hesitation. “The spiders sit lower than a horseman, so they’re harder to hit from the saddle. The spiders themselves have no armor, though their mandibles are venomous and their legs can strike like swords. I fear they could quickly surround and overwhelm footmen.”
“There’s more,” said Talchar, his good eye squinting. “Dust just over the horizon. A large band of men on foot, I deem, heading south for us.” 
“From Banner Hill,” said Sigaldra with a scowl.
“Possibly,” said Mazael. “I have a hundred mounted men with me. Adalar has fifty. Will you ride with us?”
Adalar hesitated, and Sigaldra looked at him. “Yes, we shall. A true knight would not turn away while innocent lives are in danger.” For some reason that seemed to surprise the holdmistress. 
“Good,” said Mazael. “We’ll drive off the spiders. Preferably we can take some prisoners. I would like to know why the Skuldari have come down from the mountains to raid the Grim Marches. Arnulf. Take our supplies and withdraw inside the walls. If the village comes under direct attack, help Sigaldra’s thains and militia defend the ramparts.”
Sigaldra scowled. “You would bring Tervingi thains within my walls?”
Arnulf grunted. “My men will not start trouble if yours do not.”
Sigaldra let out a long, hissing breath, but gave a sharp nod. “Very well.”
“Timothy,” said Mazael. “Stay here and use your spells to aid in the defense if necessary.” The wizard nodded, his black coat stirring in the wind. “Sigaldra. Keep the street behind the gate clear. We may need to return in a hurry if things go awry.”
She nodded. “This is not my first siege, hrould.”
“Let us hope this does not become a siege,” said Mazael. “Come.”
 
###
 
Adalar adjusted his grip on his spear, turning his horse in a circle. 
There had not been time to don all his armor. He wore a chain mail hauberk, armored gauntlets and boots, and a steel helmet. His shield rested on his left arm, and the spear in his right hand. The hilt of his greatsword rose over his shoulder, and his war hammer hung from his saddle. Around him the knights and armsmen gathered, pulling on their armor in haste and climbing atop their mounts. 
Adalar looked at them, and then at the Jutai bowmen standing atop the wall. 
This was not his fight, he knew. He had no obligation to follow Mazael, and if he wanted, could ride back to Castle Dominus. Of course, if he was foolish enough to do that, the Skuldari raiders might surround his men and kill them all. Adalar could even argue that he had an obligation to ride back and report to Lord Gerald, lest the valgasts and their goddess threaten Knightreach. 
Instead Adalar braced his feet in his stirrups and prepared to ride. 
He was not sure why he had remained. Loyalty to Mazael, certainly. When the Lord of Castle Cravenlock gave a command, it was hard to refuse him. A knight had an obligation to defend the weak and the helpless. Sigaldra and her men were hardly helpless, but Adalar could not turn his back upon them. They had built something in the dead shell of Greatheart Keep, something that might one day grow and thrive. 
If the Skuldari did not wipe it out first. 
Perhaps Adalar could keep that from happening.
His father would not have forsaken the Jutai. Maybe that was the only argument that mattered.
Sir Aulus Hirtan, Mazael’s herald and standardbearer, sounded a note upon his horn. The armsmen and knights formed up, horses snorting and stamping at the earth. The horsemen started forward at a quick walk. A half-dozen plumes of smoke rose against the sky, and the wind carried the scent of burning wood and straw to Adalar’s nose. The Skuldari raiders were burning the barns they found. The Jutai had already been made homeless once before, and it seemed the Skuldari were attempting to do so again. 
That angered Adalar. 
The horsemen swept across the empty fields, and Adalar saw the first spider rider. The giant spider looked similar to the one he had slain in the western Grim Marches. A Skuldari raider sat atop the spider, a spear in hand and a quiver of javelins strapped to his back. He wore leather and chain mail, his ragged hair streaming around his head, his face painted with elaborate blue designs. 
The Skuldari warrior sneered and lashed at his reins, and the spider spun, racing towards a burning barn in the distance. 
“They’ll see us!” said Wesson. “We should stop that scout.”
“No, don’t bother,” said Mazael. “They saw us coming. Aulus! Sound formation for a charge!”
The herald blew out a sequence of blasts upon his horn, and the horsemen slowed, rearranging themselves into a line for a charge.
The Skuldari spiders arrayed themselves far more quickly. 
Black shapes blurred around the smoldering barn, and dozens of the spiders raced towards the horsemen, Skuldari warriors upon their backs. A faint creaking, ticking noise came to Adalar’s ears, and he realized it was the noise of the spiders’ legs as they ran forward. Skuldari warriors sat upon the spiders, spears and javelins in hand.
“Now!” Mazael’s voice boomed over the horsemen. “Sound the charge!”
Aulus loosed a blast on his horn, and the horsemen spurred their horses forward, the ground trembling beneath their steel-shod hooves. Adalar rode in their midst, his spear ready. The spiders surged towards them, their mandibles clicking. He had ridden into battle any number of times, had been part of the great charges of mounted men at the battles of the Northwater and Knightcastle.
He had not, however, charged a mass of giant spiders before. 
The Skuldari loosed an ululating battle cry, drew their arms back, and flung a volley of javelins. Adalar raised his shield over his head, and his arm vibrated with a shock of pain as a javelin struck the sturdy wood. Behind him one of Mazael’s armsmen screamed as a javelin sunk into his throat, the impact throwing him from the saddle. 
The spiders crashed into the horses. 
A terrible cacophony rose around him. One of the spiders sprang upon a knight’s horse, its mandibles sinking into the poor beast’s neck. An armsman drove his spear through a Skuldari warrior’s chest, flinging the man to the ground. Adalar, remembering his previous encounter with the spiders, aimed his spear not at the nearest Skuldari but at the warrior’s spider. The spear’s head plunged into the spider’s abdomen with a sound like thick leather tearing, and the spider went into a mad dance as Adalar ripped his weapon free. The Skuldari warrior lost his balance and fell, only to die as his own spider’s legs stabbed into his back. 
Adalar’s horse carried him through the melee, and he wheeled around, seeking new foes. The knights and armsmen struggled against the line of spiders, swords and spears rising and falling. Adalar charged his horse back at the battle, lowering his spear, and drove the weapon into the back of a Skuldari warrior. The man screamed, his back arching, and Adalar ripped the weapon free once more, its head gleaming with the warrior’s blood. The dying main’s spider reared up, and Adalar drove his spear into its head. Yellow slime burst from the wound, and the spider fell backwards, crushing the dying warrior and ripping the spear from Adalar’s hands.
He raised his war hammer and kept fighting.
 
###
 
Mazael’s spear shattered in his hand when he drove it through the ugly maw of one of the giant spiders. The creature thrashed, legs raking at the earth, and the warrior fell from its back. Mazael’s horse trampled the warrior and kept going. He snapped at the reins, slowing, and drew Talon from its scabbard at his side.
The sigils of golden flame written upon the dark blade did not glow any brighter. The spiders were natural beasts, not creatures of dark magic. Still, that made them no less dangerous. The men and horses who had been wounded by the spiders’ pincers fell to the ground, twitching and foaming at the mouth. 
Mazael charged at the nearest spider. The Skuldari warrior upon the spider’s back started to turn, but Mazael swung Talon with all his strength. The blade tore through the man’s neck, his head rolling away in a fountain of blood. The spider reared up and started to attack, but Mazael’s horse was already past it. He wheeled around, slowing, as the spider leaped forward. Talon plunged into its head with a spray of yellow slime, and the spider rolled over and struck the ground with a dull thud. 
An arrow blurred past his face and struck another Skuldari warrior. The warrior fell backwards off his spider and went motionless, the spider veering away. Mazael risked a glance to the side and saw Romaria standing in her stirrups, her expression cool and focused as she loosed arrow after arrow. 
A dozen knights and armsmen had died in the first clash of the fighting, but three times as many of the spider riders had perished. Mazael suspected that the Skuldari were used to fighting from ambush and stealth in the rocky hills and cold mountains of their homeland. Fighting on the plains and facing a group of heavy horsemen was alien to them. 
Though he still didn’t know what to do about the unknown force just to the north. A larger band of Skuldari, perhaps? Were these spiders the scouts of an army? Greatheart Keep was well-fortified, but it could not hold off an entire army. If Mazael was wrong and the Skuldari had invaded the Grim Marches, he would need to call his vassals to arms…
No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than another dozen spider riders came into view, racing across the empty field. Mazael cursed and turned his horse to meet them, blood dripping from Talon’s curved blade. The additional spiders would not decide the battle, but they would prolong it, and more of Mazael’s and Adalar’s men might fall to the spiders’ venom and the Skuldari warriors. He turned his horse, preparing to sound a charge at the new threat.
Surprise caught his throat.
A man ran in the midst of the spiders. 
He was huge, over seven feet tall, his mail hauberk large enough to serve as a tent for a smaller man. A pair of sword hilts rose over his armored shoulders, and more weapons waited at his belt. A strange mask completely covered his face, save for his eyes. The mask looked as miniature sword blades had been layered over the man’s features. The effect was grotesque and unsettling. 
This must be Rigoric, the masked orcragar Sigaldra had seen with Earnachar and the Prophetess. 
Rigoric ran at Mazael. 
Mazael wheeled his horse around and kicked the beast to a charge, his shield coming up, Talon drawn back for a swing. Around him the spider riders fell back, retreating to join their advancing comrades. Rigoric kept charging, and Mazael rode for him.
Rigoric leaped into the air.
He hurtled forward like a stone flung from a catapult, covering a dozen yards in an instant, his swords blurring from their sheaths.
The orcragars had been stronger and faster than normal men, but not that much stronger. 
The sight was astonishing, but Mazael had been in too many fights to freeze. His shield snapped up, and both of Rigoric’s swords smashed into it with terrific force. The shield shattered, and the force of the impact threw him backwards out of the saddle. 
He hit the ground hard, his armor rattling, but kept his grip upon Talon. His horse neighed in fear and shied away from Rigoric. The orcragar stalked forward, a heavy Tervingi broadsword in either hand. He raised the weapons, preparing to bring them down upon Mazael’s skull. 
An arrow slammed into Rigoric’s arm. The orcragar rocked a bit, glanced in Romaria’s direction, and then surged forward, stabbing the swords for Mazael. 
Yet the distraction gave Mazael the time he needed to regain his feet, and he brought Talon around in a slash for Rigoric’s head. The orcragar retreated in silence, wielding his heavy broadswords as if they were no heavier than a pair of daggers. As he fell back, he yanked Romaria’s arrow from his arm, and the wound shrank alarming speed. 
The orcragars had been able to heal themselves, but not that quickly. 
Romaria loosed another arrow at him, and Rigoric swept his swords before him and spun, the shaft blurring past him. He recovered his balance and came at Mazael, swords flying. Mazael retreated, Talon in both hands as he parried and dodged, steel clanging against the dragon’s claw. One of Rigoric’s swords slipped past Mazael’s guard and jabbed into his side. The scales of his armor turned aside the blow, but the man hit hard. Pain flooded through Mazael’s chest, and he knew from the texture of the pain that he had broken a rib. His Demonsouled blood would heal it in short order, but the distraction might slow him long enough for Rigoric to take off his head.
His Demonsouled blood couldn’t heal that. 
Mazael had to end this fight, now.
He caught both of Rigoric’s swords on his blade, shoved, and sent the bigger man stumbling back. Mazael whipped Talon around, low and fast, and tore a gash across Rigoric’s lower right leg. The orcragar stumbled without even so much as a grunt of pain. Perhaps the mask made him unable to speak. Mazael attacked again, his thrust forcing Rigoric to retreat, all the orcragar’s weight going down upon his wounded leg. Superhuman healing or not, the gash upon his leg still had not healed, and Rigoric’s leg twitched from the movement. Again the orcragar stumbled, and Mazael drove Talon forward with all his Demonsouled strength and momentum behind it. The blade punched through Rigoric’s chain mail and sank into his chest. The orcragar tottered backwards, and Mazael ripped his sword free and stabbed again.
Still Rigoric was silent.
The orcragar’s legs flexed, and he jumped backwards, tearing free of Talon’s bloody blade. Rigoric landed in a crouch and straightened up, swords hanging at his side. Already the massive wounds Mazael had carved into his chest were vanishing.
His mask was rippling, moving. Some of the blades upon its sides lengthened, sprouting from the mask like metal roots. The metal filaments sank into Rigoric’s neck and shoulder, throbbing like veins. His wounds shrank faster, and in an instant they had vanished entirely. He seemed fresh and rested, ready for battle. 
“Well,” said Mazael. “That’s a neat trick.”
Rigoric rolled his neck and lifted his blades. Romaria moved her horse to Mazael’s side and fired again, and Rigoric dodged the arrow with inhuman speed. 
“Watch yourself,” said Mazael. “He’s fast even for an orcragar.”
“He’s not just an orcragar any longer,” said Romaria in a low voice. “I see the taint of Ragnachar’s blood in him…but it’s that mask. It’s magical. It’s…alive, somehow.”
“When I cut off his head, we can examine the mask,” said Mazael. He shot a quick look around the battlefield as his damaged rib healed. The additional spider riders had joined the fray, but the horsemen were pushing them back. Rigoric was fast and strong and dangerous, but even he could be overcome if surrounded.
For a moment Mazael met Rigoric’s eyes. They were black and bloodshot, full of cold knowledge and certainty. The orcragar raised his swords, the miniature blades of his mask writhing as they sank additional tendrils into his skin. 
The ground began to shake, and a war horn rang out. 
Mazael and Rigoric both looked to the side, and horsemen swept down from the north. The horsemen rode smaller, faster horses than Mazael’s knights and armsmen, and wore leather and steel chain instead of plate. Many of them had heavy, fur-lined cloaks. All carried spears and axes. 
They were Tervingi horsethains, Earnachar’s men. 
Mazael hesitated, wondering if the horsethains would attack his men or the Skuldari. 
His answer came a moment later when the spiders fled, racing away to the west. The horsethains started to pursue them. Rigoric took one more look at Mazael, his fingers tightening around his sword hilts. 
Then he shoved his blades into their scabbards, whirled, and took a flying leap, hurtling to the west like a missile flung from a siege engine. Rigoric landed twenty yards away and kept running, moving with a speed that matched the giant spiders. 
“I suppose that settles that,” said Romaria. 
“What’s that?” said Mazael, rubbing his sore side. 
“Earnachar isn’t working with the Skuldari,” said Romaria. 
“It doesn’t mean he’s not a worshipper of this new goddess,” said Mazael. “It’s the sort of thing the San-keth would do, to make as many secret allies as possible without letting them know about each other.” He snorted. “It’s the sort of thing my father would have done.” 
“Perhaps we’ll have some answers now,” said Romaria.
“Perhaps,” said Mazael, unconvinced. Agaric had been one of Earnachar’s men, and he had been busy spreading those spiders in Cravenlock Town. Earnachar had also been hiring mercenaries, perhaps to infect them with spiders. Why go to all the trouble of gathering followers if he didn’t intend to make mischief with them? 
“Lord Mazael!” Adalar rode over, followed closely by Sir Wesson. “Are you injured? That orcragar hit you hard.”
“A bit bruised, but otherwise well,” said Mazael. Neither Adalar nor Wesson knew that he was Demonsouled, and Mazael preferred to keep it that way. “The gods know I’ve had enough practice at getting knocked out of the saddle.”
“Convenient that the horsethains arrived when they did,” said Wesson, eyeing the Tervingi riders warily. “I thought the Tervingi didn’t fight from horseback.”
“There are no horses in the middle lands,” said Mazael. “The Tervingi had no cavalry, which is how we won at Stone Tower. Since coming to the Grim Marches, Earnachar has seen the advantage of horses, so he’s begun training his thains as horsemen.” They had gotten good at it, too. Earnachar’s horsethains had handled themselves well at the Northwater and at Knightcastle. 
“Was not Earnachar working with the Skuldari?” said Adalar.
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. Around him his knights and armsmen began to form up again, watching the Tervingi horsethains. “Or perhaps Earnachar started to accept help from this Prophetess, and realized just how dangerous she was. Like a merchant who gets in too deep with the harder sort of moneylender. Romaria. Do they have any spiders within them?”
She shook her head, her heavy braid rustling against the back of her leather armor. “None.” 
“Let’s see what they want,” said Mazael.
He flicked the blood from Talon’s blade, sheathed the sword, and walked towards the waiting horsethains. There were thirty of them, and Mazael felt the weight of their eyes as he approached.
“Hrould?” said the leader of the horsethains, a burly man with a ragged yellow beard and a maze of scars across his face and arms. 
“I am,” said Mazael. 
“I am Kalochar son of Velchar,” said the horsethain. “The headman Earnachar bade me to ride south and meet you. He feared you might come under attack from the Skuldari dogs.” 
“Don’t you mean the Skuldari spiders?” said Romaria.
Kalochar gave her a flat look, but it was a look tinged with fear. Likely he had figured out who Romaria was. 
“He feared correctly,” said Mazael. “I heard that Earnachar decided to side with the Skuldari and their goddess.”
“Lies,” said Kalochar. 
“Sigaldra of the Jutai might say differently,” said Mazael.
“The holdmistress of the Jutai vermin,” said Kalochar, “is a liar and a deceiver. I would call her a whore, but no man in his right mind would pay good coin to lie with such a termagant.” Adalar bristled a bit at that. “Her folk have been encroaching on lands rightfully held by the Tervingi.”
“So Earnachar decided to turn to the Skuldari and their goddess for help?” said Mazael.
Now it was Kalochar’s turn to scowl. “Slander. The Skuldari worship the spider-devils of the middle lands, the soliphages, and have summoned them to the Grim Marches. Lately they have infiltrated Earnachar’s bondsmen and thains, infecting them with spiders the size of a man’s fist.” Kalochar raised his own fist, as if it to demonstrate. “The spiders force the infected to obey the priestesses of the soliphages and their goddess. Many among Earnachar’s folk were infected, and there has been much fighting over the last few days.”
“So why have you come south?” said Mazael. “Why are you on the lands of the Jutai?” 
“We pursued Skuldari raiders,” said Kalochar. “After we drove out the soliphages and the spiders hiding in our midst, Earnachar called his thains and bondsmen and marched south. We are making for Castle Cravenlock, to warn you of the threat and deal with any other soliphages we encounter. Then we learned that you had come to Greatheart Keep, and made our way here.”
“I see,” said Mazael. Kalochar’s story made sense. Earnachar was an ambitious scoundrel, but he was Tervingi to his core, and the Tervingi would never voluntarily associate with creatures like the soliphages. Though that utterly failed to explain why Sigaldra had seen the Prophetess with Earnachar. Perhaps Earnachar had thought to use the Prophetess and had then turned against her. 
Perhaps Kalochar was lying. There was something that Mazael was missing, some connection between Earnachar and the soliphages and the valgasts. 
Maybe Earnachar himself was the key.
“Where is Earnachar now?” said Mazael.
“A few miles north of here, hrould,” said Kalochar, “patrolling with his horsethains. The main body of his spearthains, swordthains, and militia bondsmen are following.”
“Hunting for the Skuldari, no doubt,” said Mazael. “And if you happen to terrorize the Jutai in the process…well, isn’t that just tragic?”
Kalochar shrugged. “Accidents happen.” 
“Indeed,” said Mazael. “Gather your men, Kalochar. You will take us to your headman. I will have words with Earnachar.”
“Of course,” said Kalochar. “Earnachar is ever eager to serve his hrould.”



Chapter 11: The Circle
 
Dusk fell by the time they came upon the Tervingi riders. 
Adalar followed Mazael, but kept his hands near his weapons and his eyes upon Kalochar and his horsethains. He did not trust these Tervingi, not even a little. Adalar knew lords like Earnachar, treacherous and slippery, keeping the letter of their promises while ignoring the spirit. 
If Earnachar had indeed betrayed Mazael, if he had sided with the Skuldari and the soliphages and whatever mysterious dark power moved behind them, there would be more fighting before the sun set, fighting that would end with Earnachar’s head upon a spear. 
Or so Adalar hoped. 
They outnumbered the Tervingi horsethains, but if Earnachar brought up more men and decided to make a fight of it, things might not go so well. 
Perhaps it was inevitable, just as the runedead and the destruction of Mastaria had been inevitable. 
If it was, Adalar would make a good accounting of himself before he fell. 
Fifty more Tervingi horsethains awaited nearby, and Adalar reined up as the column came to a halt.
 
###
 
“Tell me,” murmured Mazael, “if any of the Tervingi have spiders inside of them.” 
Romaria offered a faint nod, her expression distracted. Her hands were tight against her short bow.
“You see something?” said Mazael.
“I…don’t know,” said Romaria. “There’s a…ripple. Like someone cast a spell here recently. A powerful one, too. But I’m not sure. It could be something else entirely. Or I’m simply seeing things.” She shook her head. “The Sight is not always as unambiguous as I might wish.” 
“I suppose not,” said Mazael. “Keep an eye out if Earnachar decides to make trouble.” She nodded, and Mazael spurred his horse forward. One of the men in the mass of waiting Tervingi horsethains did the same, while Kalochar and his men went to join the others. 
Mazael watched as Earnachar himself rode forward. The headman of the hold of Banner Hill was squat, bald keg of a man with a round head and black eyes that were perpetually narrowed with suspicion. He sat in the saddle with capable ease, steering his mount with his knees alone. It always surprised Mazael how quickly the Tervingi had taken to using horses. Perhaps it shouldn’t have. The Tervingi had used mammoths and griffins in war for generations, and a griffin was harder to train than a destrier. 
“I am Earnachar son of Balnachar of the Tervingi nation, headman of Banner Hill,” announced Earnachar, reining up halfway between his horsethains and Mazael’s men “and I wish for parley with Mazael Cravenlock, Lord of the Grim Marches and hrould of the Tervingi nation. I wish to speak with him alone concerning grave matters.” 
“Does he have a spider?” muttered Mazael.
“No,” said Romaria. “There’s a ripple around him, though.”
“Maybe the soliphages attacked and he fought his way here,” said Mazael. 
“Maybe,” said Romaria. “I don’t like this, Mazael.”
“We outnumber him,” said Mazael, though he agreed with her assessment. “If he makes any trouble, we can retreat back to Greatheart Keep.”
“If he attacks you,” said Romaria, “I am going to shoot him through the throat.”
Mazael grinned. “You’ll be Sigaldra’s new best friend, then.” He touched Talon’s hilt and nodded to himself. “Let’s see what Earnachar wants.” 
He spurred his horse forward and rode to Earnachar, stopping a few feet away from the headman. Earnachar looked pugnacious as ever, but sweat glittered upon his forehead despite the cool of the dusk.
Was he nervous? Afraid, even?
“Hrould,” said Earnachar at last, breaking the silence.
“Headman,” said Mazael.
“You received my message, yes?” said Earnachar. “You have come in answer to my call?”
“I received no message from you,” said Mazael. “I was in Greatheart Keep on unrelated business, and I happened to hear from Sigaldra what you’ve been doing.” 
Earnachar’s scowl deepened. “Sigaldra? You should not believe her lying words, hrould. I have tried to befriend her, for her own benefit.”
“I’m sure,” said Mazael.
“Yet she has spurned my offers of friendship,” said Earnachar. “She is a most rude and ungrateful young woman.” 
“I came to Greatheart Keep to bury the ashes of a knight who died in my service,” said Mazael. “Before I departed Castle Cravenlock, I was attacked.”
“Valgasts?” said Earnachar. “They have been acting strange of late. In the middle lands they only came to the surface on the days of midwinter and midsummer.”
“I was attacked by valgasts,” said Mazael. “I was also attacked by a group of your thains, led by a swordthain named Agaric.”
Earnachar flinched. “What happened?” 
“Some of them tried to assassinate me outside the walls of Cravenlock Town,” said Mazael. “They failed. I tracked them to where they had been lodging, and met with Agaric. He, too, tried to kill me.”
“That…” said Earnachar. “That makes sense. Agaric left a month ago with some of my thains. He intended to participate in the spring melee at Cravenlock Town.” 
“Why was he hiring mercenaries for you?” said Mazael.
Earnachar looked to the side for a moment, but they were still alone. “I feared my thains and bondsmen would not be enough to hold Banner Hill.”
“To hold Banner Hill from what?” said Mazael. “The Jutai?”
“Among others,” said Earnachar.
“I just came from Greatheart Keep,” said Mazael. “The Jutai are no threat to Banner Hill.”
“The Skuldari,” said Earnachar. “They have been active of late.”
“The Skuldari only just started launching raids upon the Grim Marches,” said Mazael. “Agaric and whoever else you sent to gather mercenaries must have been busy for months. You’ve been planning something for a long time, Earnachar. What is it?” 
“You killed Agaric, I assume,” said Earnachar. “Can you not guess what I fear?”
“Tell me,” said Mazael.
Again Earnachar looked around. Mazael followed his gaze, but they were still alone between the two groups of horsemen, the setting sun throwing long black shadows. 
“Who do you keep looking for?” said Mazael.
“You would not believe me if I told you,” said Earnachar.
“Try me,” said Mazael. 
Earnachar sighed. “Spiders.” 
“Soliphages, you mean?” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Earnachar. “They can turn invisible, you know.” He hesitated. “Tell me. When you killed Agaric and his men, did you notice anything…unusual?”
“Unusual?” said Mazael. “Such as the spider wrapped around his heart?” 
“You saw it, then,” said Earnachar. “Do you know what it is?”
“I have my suspicions,” said Mazael.
“They are a lesser form of soliphage,” said Earnachar. “Heart spiders, they are called. Once it enters a victim, it takes over his will and mind. The soliphages give commands, and the victim thinks the commands are his own idea and performs them cheerfully.” 
“I thought as much,” said Mazael. “How did you find out about them?”
Earnachar’s smile was grim. “One of my thains was infected, and tried to place a heart spider within me. Alas, he forgot that Earnachar son of Balnachar always keeps a weapon near at hand, and I slew both him and his vile spider. I stabbed him in the heart, and I saw the spider trying escape through the wound. I realized that a vile conspiracy was afoot. I took a few of the infected men and interrogated them, and learned the details of their plot.”
“And what was their plot?” said Mazael. He was not sure what to make of Earnachar’s tale. It was possible that the headman was telling the truth, albeit a truth slanted to put his actions in the best possible light. It was also possible he had eagerly allied himself with the Prophetess, the Skuldari, and the soliphages, decided that he had gotten in too deep, and now wanted to side with Mazael against his former allies.
Or perhaps he was talking to Mazael for another reason. He didn’t have a spider within him, else Romaria would have seen it. Earnachar’s will was still his own, which meant he was acting for his own self-serving reasons, whatever those happened to be. 
“To conquer the Grim Marches in the name of their goddess,” said Earnachar.
“What is the name of their goddess?” said Mazael.
“Marazadra,” said Earnachar. “The great spider. The Skuldari believe that the soliphages are her handmaidens, her angels, her messengers. The valgasts apparently worship her as well. The valgasts think she shall slay the world, and they shall feast upon the carrion that is left, maggots that they are.”
“And this Prophetess,” said Mazael, “she is a priestess of this goddess?”
“She is Marazadra’s high priestess,” said Earnachar, “her emissary and her apostle. Evidently she grants the Prophetess visions, and the woman has tremendously potent magical powers. Normally, the Skuldari and the valgasts would never cooperate, and the soliphages would never deign to work among mortals. The Prophetess has unified them and brought them to the Grim Marches.”
“She tried to recruit you, I take it?” said Mazael. 
“Ah,” said Earnachar. “Yes. That. She promised the destruction of the Jutai…and that the Tervingi would reign supreme in the Grim Marches, with the liege lords of the other lands as our vassals.”
“With you as Marazadra’s viceroy, I presume?” said Mazael. “Perhaps with my head upon a stick, hmm?” 
Earnachar actually managed to look embarrassed. “Well…your fate was not mentioned.”
A flicker of anger went through Mazael. “It was just assumed.” 
Earnachar scowled. “I will not deny that it was a tempting offer. I would have preferred that the Tervingi go their own way upon arriving at the Grim Marches, but…I am a realist. A pragmatist.”
“Just as Tervingar of old was wise in his judgments and shrewd in his counsels,” said Mazael.
Earnachar evidently missed the sarcasm, because he bobbed his head with agreement. “Yes, exactly. I realized that the Prophetess regarded us only as tools, and would discard us the moment she no longer had a use for us. Just as the Urdmoloch discarded Lucan Mandragon on the final day of the Runedead War.”
“So you decided to play along until you had a chance to contact me and betray the Prophetess,” said Mazael, “thereby saving the Grim Marches.”
Earnachar nodded. “You grasp my purpose entirely, hrould.”
“I’m sure.” 
They stared at each other for moment. Earnachar was lying, Mazael was certain, but the headman was also afraid. Likely he realized his danger, and had decided to betray the Prophetess and side with Mazael. It was a polite fiction, but so many of the arrangements among the lords and knights of the realm were based upon polite fictions. 
“Very well, then,” said Mazael. “What is the next step in this conspiracy?”
“Greatheart Keep,” said Earnachar. “The Prophetess promised it to me, but she doesn’t care about the village, the keep, or the Jutai. She just wants something within it.”
“What?” said Mazael. “There’s nothing valuable there. The Jutai have little wealth among them. All they have is their land and their animals.” Which Earnachar wanted to steal. “Why does this mad sorceress want something from within Greatheart Keep?”
“I misspoke,” said Earnachar. “She doesn’t want something, she wants someone. Liane.”
“Liane?” said Mazael. For a moment he could not place the name, and then he remembered. “That’s…Sigaldra’s sister, isn’t it?”
“The only family the bitter little bitch has in the world,” said Earnachar. “Quite fair to look upon, but as insane as she is lovely. She has uncontrollable visions that throw her into wild seizures.”
“Why would the Prophetess want her?” said Mazael, though he realized the reason even as Earnachar answered. 
Liane had the Sight. 
“Her visions are apparently true visions,” said Earnachar. “The Prophetess is looking for something, and she thinks that Liane’s visions will lead her to it.”
“Do you happen to know what the Prophetess seeks?” said Mazael.
“We have not yet reached that phase of her plans,” said Earnachar.
“Ah,” said Mazael. “She didn’t trust you enough to tell you.”
Earnachar grunted. 
“Given that you’re betraying her to me, that was a wise decision upon her part,” said Mazael.
Earnachar’s frown turned sour. “Indeed.”
“So the Prophetess and her minions are moving upon Greatheart Keep,” said Mazael. “When can we expect their attack?”
“Within a few days,” said Earnachar. “A large band of Skuldari warriors are north of us, and the Prophetess and several soliphages are with them, and a group of valgasts are moving through the tunnels of the underworld south of here. My horsethains are to keep any messengers from departing Greatheart Keep to summon aid. The Skuldari will besiege the village and keep the Jutai from escaping while the valgasts dig a tunnel beneath the walls. Once they breach the walls, the Skuldari and the soliphages will kill every last one of the Jutai, and the Prophetess will take Liane.” 
“I can see how that plan would appeal to you,” said Mazael, “given how it would rid you of the Jutai.”
Earnachar shrugged. “That would be a fine outcome. But I would prefer not to have a soliphage drink my life force once the Prophetess has no further need of me.” 
“Very well,” said Mazael. He would deal with Earnachar later, once the threat to Greatheart Keep had been defeated. 
Earnachar looked around once again.
 
###
 
Adalar waited.
Mazael and Earnachar continued their discussion, speaking in low voices. Even from this distance, Adalar could tell that Mazael was angry. Of course, Mazael was often angry, but the focus of his rage was on Earnachar. Adalar’s hand curled around the haft of his war hammer, the pre-battle tension drumming through him with every beat of his heart.
Pre-battle? Mazael was a liege lord meeting with a vassal. Yet when that vassal was as ambitious and slippery as Earnachar, the gods only knew what was going to happen.
Yet no one had drawn weapons yet, and no blood had been shed. Perhaps Earnachar would see reason and side with his lawful lord against the Skuldari. 
Romaria looked back and forth, the short horse bow resting across her saddle, her fingers drumming against it. She looked as tense as Mazael, her pale face pulled into a frown. 
“My lady?” said Adalar. “Is everything all right?”
“No, it’s not,” said Romaria, her voice distant. “I’m missing something. All those ripples. What are they?” She shook her head. “I wish Riothamus were here.”
“I think we all wish that, my lady,” said Adalar. He had seen the Guardian of the Tervingi wield mighty magic. Such power would have been welcome against the soliphage at Castyard. 
“Or Timothy,” said Romaria. “If there was magic he would be able to detect it, to dispel it.” 
“A spell?” said Adalar, alarmed. “You…think Earnachar has a spell on him?”
“Not that I can see,” said Romaria. “Or any other others. Yet those ripples…” She made a frustrated sound and bounced her fist off the side of her leg. 
“The soliphages can cast spells,” said Adalar, thinking. “The Prophetess, too, if all the tales we’ve heard are true.” 
“Then you think Earnachar has set a trap for us?” said Wesson. 
“Or that he is hiding something?” said Adalar.
“The man is an ambitious liar,” said Romaria. “Of course he is hiding something.” She fell silent, closing her eyes, and then they opened wide with alarm. “Hiding!”
In one smooth motion she raised her bow, drew back the string, and released an arrow. 
Adalar let out a startled curse, wondering if she had decided to simply shoot Earnachar, or if she had loosed the arrow into the horsethains. Shooting either would start a battle, and he reached for his hammer. But the arrow had been aimed at neither Earnachar nor his men.
The arrow came to a stop in midair, a few yards from where Mazael and Earnachar sat upon their horses. It quivered as if it had struck something. 
Something invisible.
“Mazael!” shouted Romaria. “They’re everywhere. It’s a trap! It’s…”
Earnachar grinned, the air around him blurring. A score of figures in ragged black robes appeared around him, and in their cowls Adalar caught a glimpse of armored red faces and glowing white eyes.
Soliphages.
 
###
 
“You treacherous rat!” roared Mazael, yanking Talon from its scabbard. Earnachar quailed back, his eyes wide as he fumbled for his sword. “I’ll…”
“No,” said a woman’s voice. It was soft and quiet, yet it somehow cut through the chaos.
A woman in a hooded black robe appeared from nothingness. She reached up to draw back her cowl, revealing a pale face with large green eyes and red hair that hung loose around her face and neck. 
“Who are you?” said Mazael, pointing Talon at her.
“I am merely the messenger,” said the woman, her serenity unwavering. She looked at the revealed soliphages. “Kill them all.”
The soliphages surged towards Mazael’s men, and he spurred his horse towards the red-haired woman, the woman he was sure was the Prophetess. 
She gestured, and hellish light exploded from the ground. 
A sigil of fiery light appeared on the earth, filling the space between the horsethains and the knights. It did not effect the soliphages, who charged over the sigil’s glowing lines without hesitation. Neither Earnachar nor the Prophetess seemed troubled.
But pain exploded through Mazael, agonizing, crippling pain. Every muscle in his body went rigid at once, and his horse screamed and bolted forward. He fell backwards from the saddle, landing hard upon the ground, and everything went black.
 



Chapter 12: Prophecy
 
For a long time Mazael hovered at the edge of consciousness.
He heard screams, shouting, the clash of steel upon steel, the cries of men and horses as they fought and died. The drumbeats of hooves fleeing in all directions, and Tervingi horsethains shouting in triumph. He struggled to stand, struggled to fight. His men needed him. Earnachar had betrayed him, and those sworn to Mazael needed his protection.
But he could not move through the burning light that filled his mind, and darkness swallowed him.
Fragmented dreams flittered through his reeling thoughts. The Old Demon, laughing. Romaria falling before the altar in Castle Cravenlock’s chapel in a flash of blood-colored light. The Malrags sweeping across the Grim Marches in a tide of blood, and Lucan Mandragon standing in the glow of his terrible spells, the Glamdaigyr burning in his hands. 
Slowly his thoughts and dreams settled.
Eventually his mind was clear enough that he could think again, and his eyes opened.
He was in a large tent, a pavilion, the only light coming from a steel brazier in the corner. His armor and weapons were gone. He was sitting propped against something rough – a boulder, he thought – and heavy iron manacles bound his wrists and ankles. 
He did not feel at well. His limbs felt sluggish and heavy, and there was a burning pain in his heart and his stomach. It felt as if he had been poisoned. 
Perhaps one of the soliphages had bitten him.
His eyes focused further, and he saw Rigoric standing near the entrance to the tent, staring down at him.
The big man was motionless, his hands clasped behind his back. The mask of sword blades that covered his face had returned to its normal shape, the tendrils withdrawing from the skin of his neck and shoulders. He had put on additional armor, a cuirass and gauntlets, no doubt to cover the damage Talon had inflicted upon his hauberk. 
For a moment Mazael stared at the orcragar, who stared right back. 
“That mask,” said Mazael, his voice a heavy rasp, “looks like it hurts.”
Rigoric did not answer.
“It looks stupid,” said Mazael.
The orcragar did not even blink. 
“Did it cut out your tongue when you put it on?” said Mazael.
“He has no need to speak,” came a woman’s voice. 
Mazael managed to turn his head and saw the Prophetess. 
She sat upon a stool near the opposite wall of the pavilion, draped in her black robes, her eyes glinting in the light from the brazier. 
“You see,” she said. Her voice had a faint accent. Travian, he thought, from the northern lands of the realm. “He is the Champion of the goddess, her mailed fist to bring her wrath to those who defy her will. His task is not to share the words of the goddess with her foes, but to deliver her wrath.”
“And your task is to share the words?” said Mazael. 
To his surprise, she smiled briefly. “An oversimplification, yes, but essentially true.” She rose from the stool, the black robes stirring. “I share the words of the goddess with the world. I share her truth, her wisdom. The world shall bow before her.” She shrugged. “And for those who refuse…well, the wrath of the Champion will suffice for them, will it not?”
“Is that why I am here?” said Mazael. “So you can share the wrath of Marazadra with me?”
The Prophetess hesitated. “You learned her name, then? It is sacred and you should not speak it lightly. I suppose you learned it form the valgasts. They are loyal servants of the goddess, true…but they are nonetheless filthy creatures. Still. All shall be gathered under the goddess’s shadow in time, even the valgasts.”
“That’s why I am here, is it?” said Mazael. “So you can convert me?”
“No,” said the Prophetess. “You are here because you are the last son of the Old Demon.”
Mazael said nothing.
“Do not bother to deny it,” said the Prophetess. She stooped over him, and Mazael strained against the chains, hoping to break free and kill her. Yet the manacles held him fast and his limbs felt terribly weak. The Prophetess raked her fingernails across his arm, drawing blood, and then stepped back.
A few moments later the cuts vanished. 
“The last son of the Old Demon,” said the Prophetess, pacing away. “The Old Demon killed most of them, and Lucan Mandragon slew most of the rest. There are only a few of you left, and certainly none like you.” 
“If you wanted to talk to me,” said Mazael, “you could simply have come to Castle Cravenlock.” 
“You would not have listened,” said the Prophetess. “Surrounded by your stone walls and your knights and your wealth, you would not have been receptive to the truth of the goddess.” He jerked at the chains again, but still could not muster any strength. “No, do not bother. With your full power, you could have broken free and killed me already. But I wish you to remain there until we conclude our conversation.” 
“What did you do to me?” said Mazael.
“A poison brewed by the apothecaries of the Justiciar Order in ancient days,” said the Prophetess. “Designed for hunting and overcoming Demonsouled. To those entirely human, it is harmless. It is…mostly harmless to a Demonsouled, but weakens you for a span of a few hours. It makes you easier to kill. Or to talk with, as it happens.”
“The Justiciars?” said Mazael with a ragged laugh. “The Justiciars didn’t believe that the Demonsouled existed. Or the San-keth, or the Malrags. They were founded to protect the realm from dark powers, but they didn’t believe those dark powers existed. So where did you really get the poison?”
“When you destroyed the Justiciar Order,” said the Prophetess, “they were at the height of their power and their wealth. Yet they had forgotten their purpose. They were devoted to the Amathavian gods, yet they had forgotten their faith. So Lucan Mandragon corrupted them, and you smashed the empty shell that they had become.” She crossed to the pavilion’s flap, lifted it, and gazed into the night for a moment. “An important lesson for us. A man needs faith, or else he is a rotten shell.” 
“Are you Demonsouled?” said Mazael. “Another child of the Old Demon?” 
“Certainly not,” said the Prophetess, turning back from the tent flap. “I am not Demonsouled. I am not a San-keth changeling, or a soliphage, or an undead revenant of Old Dracaryl. I am merely a human woman of flesh and blood…though I am rather good at magic.”
“And you are the voice of Marazadra,” said Mazael.
“I am,” said the Prophetess. “You should not use her name lightly.” 
“I’m not,” said Mazael. “You attacked my men in the name of the damned giant spider you worship.” Had Romaria gotten away? Had Adalar escaped? Or had those soliphages killed them all? If the Prophetess’s pet spiders had killed Romaria, Mazael was going to kill them all – the soliphages, the Skuldari, and the valgasts. Every last one of them.
“Some of your men were killed, yes,” said the Prophetess. “Some of them escaped back to Greatheart Keep, where if they do not submit to the will of the goddess, we will kill them.” 
“You’re going to regret that,” said Mazael.
“There’s the Demonsouled rage,” said the Prophetess. “Not that it will accomplish anything. You should not mourn their deaths overmuch. They would have died anyway, whether in one of the endless petty wars between petty lords or of disease and old age. This way, their deaths have meaning, preparing the way for the coming of the goddess.” 
“You want Liane,” said Mazael. “Why?” 
“She is special,” said the Prophetess. “She has a mighty destiny before her. You might have a great destiny before you, Mazael Cravenlock. If you are wise enough to heed my words.” 
“You’re going to make me an offer,” said Mazael. 
“Of course I am,” said the Prophetess. “For you put all this in motion.”
“What do you mean?” said Mazael.
“You killed your father,” said the Prophetess.
“I did,” said Mazael. “Do you think to blame me for that? My only regret is that I did not figure out how to kill him years sooner.”
“Not at all,” said the Prophetess. “Your father was a monster. He manipulated the nations for centuries, arranging them to his bidding. The world is well rid of him. He was a monster, yes…but he was a genius. He could not harm anyone unless they attacked him first, but that never hindered him. After the destruction of the High Elderborn, competing powers littered this world – the San-keth, the Trichirabi, the princes of the deep places, so many others. The Old Demon bound them all, one by one, tricking and chaining them with his pacts. Not from benevolence, you understand, but so they would not hinder his plans, leaving him to do as he pleased.” 
“Your goddess,” said Mazael. “The Old Demon bound her.”
“Yes,” said the Prophetess. “In a manner of speaking. You see, Mazael Cravenlock, you slew the Old Demon, and when you slew him, his pacts were broken. He had bound the valgasts to stay in the underworld and the Skuldari within their homeland, lest their raids disrupt his plans. He also banished the goddess from the world.”
“And you’re the one to restore her,” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said the Prophetess. 
“That’s not insane at all,” said Mazael. 
“Those with vision are always considered mad,” said the Prophetess, “until their vision comes to fruition.” 
“And what is your vision?” said Mazael. “Your goddess restored?”
“Yes,” said the Prophetess.
“Let me guess,” said Mazael. “Your goddess will devour the world, and she’ll make you immortal and invincible, and you’ll rule at her side forever.” He glanced at Rigoric. “With a retinue of steel-masked fools to wait upon your every whim, I suppose.” 
“No,” said the Prophetess. “The goddess’s advent will create a new world. An ordered and virtuous world.”
“Virtuous?” said Mazael.
“What makes men virtuous?” said the Prophetess. 
Mazael shrugged. “Laws. Customs. Their own consciences, I suppose.”
“No,” said the Prophetess. “Fear.”
“Fear makes men virtuous?” said Mazael.
“Does it not?” said the Prophetess. “What keeps a thief from stealing? What keeps the merchant from cheating? What prevents a murderer from killing?”
“Tell me. Your answer ought to be entertaining,” said Mazael.
“The fear of consequences,” said the Prophetess. “Yet there are not always consequences, are there? A clever man can escape consequences for his crimes. A strong man can defeat any retribution for his misdeeds.”
“What does this have to do with your precious Marazadra?” said Mazael.
“It is a wicked world,” said the Prophetess, “is it not?”
“Yes,” said Mazael. “And you think your goddess will fix it?”
“She shall,” said the Prophetess, “by bringing fear to the world.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” said Mazael.
“Consider,” said the Prophetess. “The lords war endlessly among themselves, spilling blood for their greed and pride. The merchants cheat and scheme. The clergy of the Amathavian church are corrupt and hypocritical. The peasants are slothful and indolent. Do you know why?”
“Because they’re not afraid?” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said the Prophetess. “Fear alone makes men virtuous. Humanity has been the dominant race upon this world for far too long, and it has made us corrupt. We are without fear. We are too arrogant in our pride, and believe ourselves beyond consequences. When the goddess is reborn and her angels are at her side, they shall prey upon the wicked and the slothful. Fear will come upon man once more.” A note of fervor entered her otherwise calm voice. “All men shall fear the wrath and the judgment of the goddess…and in this new world, we shall be at peace, for no man will dare to be wicked.”
“That,” said Mazael, “is the stupidest thing I have ever heard.”
The Prophetess looked at him, and for a moment there was a glint of irritation in her green eyes.
“Why is that?” she said. 
“Have you ever been a liege lord?” said Mazael. “Or even the lord of a small village?”
“No,” said the Prophetess. 
“Pity. If you had, you would know that you can’t rule people entirely through fear,” said Mazael. 
“Your lords fear you,” said the Prophetess. “Earnachar was terrified of you.”
“If you are a lord, you cannot let your vassals cross you,” said Mazael. “But they need hope in addition to fear. They need to know that if they abide by the laws, they will be rewarded and left in peace. Men cannot live on fear alone. They need hope as well. What hope does your goddess give them? That she will eat them last? Let men live without hope, and in time they will grow desperate enough to rise up against you.”
The Prophetess shook his head. “A naïve view, Lord Mazael. You do not understand the wickedness of the human heart.”
Mazael laughed. 
“Did I say something amusing?” said the Prophetess. 
“I am Demonsouled,” said Mazael, “the last son of the Old Demon. His blood fills me with the urge to fight, to kill, to slaughter and conquer and dominate. I’ve lived with that for forty years…and you think to lecture me about the wickedness of the human heart?” He looked at Rigoric. “Tell me, does your mistress descend into the sea to give the fish lectures about swimming?”
The masked man made no response. 
“You may have the chance to put your theories into practice,” said the Prophetess.
“You want to convert me?” said Mazael. “Why?”
“I am the voice of the goddess, and Rigoric is her champion,” said the Prophetess. “You can be her regent, Mazael Cravenlock. Convert to her worship, and you can rule the world in her name.”
“I heard that offer,” said Mazael, “from a far more effective tempter than you. I refused him, and I refuse you.”
“You would not even need to shed any blood,” said the Prophetess. “Lord Gerald and Prince Hugh respect you and follow your lead. The other liege lords fear you too much to cross you. You could bring them to heel with little effort, and you could rule an orderly realm of virtue and obedience.”
“No,” said Mazael. 
“I thought not,” said the Prophetess. “Fortunately, the goddess gives her servants many tools.”  
She reached into her robe and drew out a peculiar silver dagger. Its blade was about a foot long, and the silver had an odd, dull shine to it. 
“Do you like it?” said the Prophetess. “It is called a maethweisyr. A relic of the Imperium of the Dark Elderborn of old.”
“If you wanted to cut my throat and have done with it,” said Mazael, “you could have spared me the speech first.”
“I have something different in mind for you,” said the Prophetess. She turned the dagger over. “A maethweisyr had a very specific purpose. The Dark Elderborn recognized that certain kinds of blood had magical power. Blood, alas, goes bad so quickly. Therefore they needed a way to store the blood for future use. Hence, the maethweisyr.”
“Blood,” said Mazael. He felt a flicker of alarm. “Is that what this is about? You want to use my blood for some magical purpose. Don’t. Lucan Mandragon did, and look what happened to him.” 
“Lucan Mandragon was a fool,” said the Prophetess. “He believed only in himself, and so the Old Demon led him to ruin. More, he sought to use your blood’s power for himself. I do not seek to use your power for myself.”
She knelt, and in one smooth motion slammed the dagger into Mazael’s chest.
He went rigid with pain, an agonized grunt escaping his clenched teeth. He had been stabbed before, several times, and knew what to expect, though it did not make the sensation any less painful. Waves of pain blurred through him like fire, and his breathing grew wet and heavy. The damned dagger had punctured his left lung. Rage filled him, and if he could have, he would have surged to his feet, ripped the dagger from his chest, and carved the Prophetess and Rigoric to pieces. 
But weakness filled his limbs, and Mazael could do nothing but tremble as the dagger sank deeper into his chest.
“Ah,” said the Prophetess, and she tugged the blade free. Mazael let out a grunt and looked at the blade. His blood coated the maethweisyr, but as he watched, the blood seemed to sink into the metal, during the silver blade a dull crimson. It was as if his blood had infused the dagger’s very metal.
“You,” croaked Mazael, his voice a rasp, “are a fool. You are…playing with dangerous…dangerous things.”
“I am quite aware of that, thank you,” said the Prophetess. The wound began to burn and tingle as his Demonsouled blood healed it. It hadn’t killed him, and his Demonsouled nature would repair it, though the process would leave him exhausted. “But fear not, Mazael Cravenlock. Your blood shall serve the goddess. As shall your heart and mind and soul. I would prefer that you had given them willingly…but more coercive means are at hand.”
She placed her left hand upon his chest, next to the wound, and something black and furred appeared on her fingers. At first Mazael thought a rat had climbed down her arm, but then he felt the tiny points of pressure.
A heart spider.
“The process rather scrambled poor Earnachar’s wits,” said the Prophetess. “I hope you shall be stronger.”
The spider crawled forward, and then plunged into the wound. Pain exploded through him, and he strained against the chains, hoping the rage would give him the strength to break free. 
The Prophetess watched him, a small smile on her face.
Mazael felt the spider’s legs curl around his heart, and then everything went black.



Chapter 13: Surrender
 
Sigaldra stood upon the wall, gazing to the north.
“Another group,” said Talchar One-Eye, pointing. 
It was hard to see in the gathering gloom, but even with one eye, Talchar’s vision was keen. Bands of scattered horsemen galloped south, making their way to the walls of the village. Sigaldra could not tell if the horsemen were Mazael’s men, Adalar’s, or Tervingi horsethains. She had watched the battle at the edge of the horizon as Mazael drove off the Skuldari spiders, and then the horsemen had ridden away to the north. Were they pursuing the Skuldari, or was something else afoot?
She wished Mazael had sent word. 
“That is a rout,” said Talchar in a quiet voice. “Seen it before. The horsemen ran into something they couldn’t defeat, so they’re fleeing back here.”
“A rout?” said Sigaldra, shocked. Mazael and Adalar had ridden out with nearly a hundred and fifty horsemen. It would take a powerful force to overwhelm that many knights and horsemen. Had the Skuldari brought that many of their giant spiders? Or had Earnachar turned against Mazael at last? It was disturbing thought. A very disturbing thought. If Earnachar had been strong enough to defeat Mazael, he would have no trouble whatsoever destroying the final remnants of the Jutai nation. 
“The first group is nearing the gate,” said Vorgaric. 
“My lady Sigaldra,” said Timothy, his black coat stirring in the wind. She felt uneasy around the wizard, but if Earnachar attacked she would not refuse the aid of his spells. “Those are some of Lord Mazael’s armsmen.” 
“Should we admit them?” said Talchar. “They might have been infested by those heart spiders.” 
“I have a spell,” said Timothy. “I can detect the spiders within them, if they have been infested.”
“If they are infected,” said Vorgaric, “do we kill them?”
“We may have no choice,” said Sigaldra.
“No!” said Timothy. “Forgive me, but I have prepared a potion that will expel the spiders from their bodies. If they were forced to take the spiders against their will, then they are innocent men, and Lord Mazael has no wish to kill innocent men.” 
“Can you cast your sensing spell from a distance?” said Sigaldra. 
“I believe so,” said Timothy. “If they wait below the gate, it should be adequate.”
“Fine,” said Sigaldra. “Have them wait below the gate. If they’re free of the spiders, admit them.” If Earnachar was coming, Sigaldra would need every fighting man she could find. “If they’re not, admit them anyway, and give them the potion in the guise of wine.”
“It shall be as you command, my lady,” said Timothy.
Sigaldra glanced towards the gray tower of the keep. Perhaps she should rouse Liane and ask for her help. Her visions were always true, and they had been useful in the past. Sigaldra dismissed the idea. Liane still needed to rest from her last episode. 
But if the situation became dire enough…
The horsemen reigned up before the gate and asked admittance. Timothy cast his spell and claimed that the men were free of the spiders. Sigaldra nodded, and Vorgaric admitted them. The men reined up, and Sigaldra spoke to them. She heard differing accounts of what had happened. The Skuldari raiders had been driven off. Mazael and Earnachar had been parleying, and then a score of soliphages had appeared from nowhere. Mazael and Earnachar both had vanished, and the knights had tried to fight off the soliphages. They had killed one or two, but the soliphages were too strong and wielded too much dark magic. Finally Lord Adalar had ordered a retreat, and the armsmen and knights had fled back to Greatheart Keep. 
As the sun vanished to the west and the sky darkened, more groups of knights and armsmen arrived. Timothy checked them one by one. Arnulf ordered his spearthains and swordthains to take up positions alongside the Jutai thains and militiamen, and Sigaldra permitted it. From the tales the returning men told, Sigaldra suspected that they would come under attack soon enough. 
Full night had fallen by the time two more horsemen came to the gate, their mounts breathing hard. Adalar sat in his saddle, his shield hacked to splinters, the war hammer in his right hand covered in blood and black slime. Sir Wesson rode at his side, his armor scratched and battered, his surcoat torn half to shreds. 
No other riders came with him. 
“Are they safe?” said Sigaldra. Timothy nodded, and Sigaldra descended from the rampart to the gate. Timothy followed her, as did Talchar, Vorgaric, and Arnulf. 
“My lady Sigaldra,” said Adalar, sketching a bow from his saddle. “I fear we may have to impose upon your hospitality for a little while longer.”
“What happened?” said Sigaldra. “One of your men says one thing, and a second another. Where is Lord Mazael?”
“We rode into a trap,” said Adalar with a scowl. He wiped off some of the slime from his hammer, cursed, and hung the weapon from his saddle. “Earnachar planned it from the beginning, the treacherous swine. Rigoric was leading a group of spider riders, and we drove them off. Just as the battle swung our way, Earnachar arrived with his horsethains and claimed that the Prophetess had tried to recruit him, but he had planned to betray her to Mazael all along.” 
“Lies,” said Sigaldra.
“Yes,” said Adalar. “There was this…light. A spell of some sort. That is more your field of expertise than mine, Timothy. Once the light cleared, a score of soliphages appeared out of thin air and attacked.”
Arnulf grunted. “One soliphage is a dangerous enough foe. A score would be…”
“A slaughter,” said Adalar. “I killed one of them, and Wesson took another. But Earnachar’s horsethains joined the battle on the soliphages’ side, and we were overwhelmed. I called for the retreat and commanded the men to withdraw here. How many made it?”
Sigaldra looked at Vorgaric.
“Perhaps a hundred and ten,” said the blacksmith.
“Damnation,” spat Adalar. 
“What of Lord Mazael?” said Sigaldra. “And Lady Romaria?”
“I don’t know,” said Adalar. “Both Lord Mazael and Earnachar disappeared when the soliphages appeared. After…there was too much chaos. I couldn’t see what happened. The last I saw of Lady Romaria, she was trying to cut her way to Mazael.”
“Are they dead?” said Arnulf.
“They might be,” said Adalar. “Or captive. I don’t know.” He struck his leg with his fist. “I should have stayed. I…”
“If you had stayed you would be dead,” said Wesson. “There were too many of them, and more Skuldari were coming from the north.”
“What?” said Sigaldra. “More Skuldari?”
“Footmen and spider cavalry both,” said Wesson. “I could not count how many. At least a thousand. Maybe a little less, probably more.”
“Gods and ancestors,” said Sigaldra. A thousand Skuldari combined with Earnachar’s men would make an army.
An army that could take Greatheart Keep and kill the Jutai. 
They could not run. The fighting men and the younger women might be able to escape, but the old and the maimed and the children would not be able to flee. She could send messages to the nearby knights and headmen asking for aid, but if Mazael was dead, the lords and headmen would do as they wished. Lady Molly was Mazael’s heir, but it would take time to establish her authority over the lords. 
By that time, Greatheart Keep would be ashes. 
“We have no choice,” said Sigaldra. “We must prepare for a siege.” She looked at Adalar. “Will you fight alongside us, my lord?”
“Of course,” said Adalar. 
“You have no bond or obligation to us,” said Sigaldra. 
“Nevertheless, I will stay and fight,” said Adalar. “The Skuldari attacked my men as well, and I would see that repaid.”
Wesson snorted. “And if we were to ride out into the dark, likely we’ll be eaten by spiders.” 
“And you, headman,” said Sigaldra to Arnulf. “Will you fight to defend Greatheart Keep?”
Arnulf scowled. “Earnachar has betrayed us and attacked our hrould. Perhaps even murdered him.” He spat in the dust. “He will be called to account for that.” 
“I would advise,” said Timothy, “that we send out riders at once. To Castyard and Morsen and the other nearby villages. They need to be warned of the Skuldari and Earnachar’s rebellion, and we can ask them in the name of Lord Mazael to aid us.”
“That will do us little good if Lord Mazael is dead,” said Sigaldra.
“He may not be dead,” said Adalar, and there was a hard edge to his voice. He was loyal to Mazael, in the same way that a young thain was loyal to the first swordthain who had taught him to hold a blade. 
“No,” said Timothy, “but the other headmen and lords do not know that yet. They may come. And Mazael may not yet be dead.” He looked at Sigaldra. “With your permission, I will ask for volunteers among Lord Mazael’s armsmen. Five, I think, should reach the nearest villages.”
“Go quickly,” said Sigaldra. 
“It shall be done, my lady,” said Timothy with a bow, and he hastened away. 
“Then the rest of us must prepare for a siege,” said Sigaldra.
Adalar frowned. “Have you been in a siege before, my lady?”
She did not bother to answer. “We will have your men and Mazael’s rest first. They have fought the most recently. My militia and my thains will quarter near the gate, and we shall keep Arnulf and his thains in the square, ready to act as a reserve in case the enemy gains the walls.” She rubbed at her jaw. “We should keep Timothy in reserve as well, for the moment when his powers are needed the most. The women and children among my folk are organized into groups to carry supplies and arrows.” She shook her head. “Some of them will have to keep watch for the valgasts as well. I doubt they can climb over the wall, but they may try to tunnel into the village.” 
Adalar was silent for a moment, then he offered a deeper bow from his saddle. “I see you have endured a siege before, my lady.”
“Several, Lord Adalar,” said Sigaldra. “The towns of the Jutai came under siege from the Malrag hordes many times.” She lifted her chin. “Yet the Jutai endured. If we faced the full wrath of the Malrag balekhans and shamans and survived to come to the Grim Marches, we can withstand the Skuldari rabble and Earnachar’s vermin!”
She let her voice rise for the final words, and the Jutai thains and bondsmen near her nodded, and even some of Arnulf’s Tervingi. They had all been through too much to cheer. Yet they all knew her, and she knew them. They would not yield.
She would save them, if she could. Perhaps the Jutai were doomed no matter what she did, and perhaps Earnachar would prevail. But by the ancestors, if the Jutai were doomed then she would make Earnachar pay for every drop of Jutai blood he spilled. 
“Come,” said Sigaldra. “There is much work to be done.”
 
###
 
Adalar walked at Sigaldra’s side as she strode from one end of Greatheart Keep to the other.
They labored through the night.
Adalar found himself amazed by how easily Sigaldra took command of the defense. Of course, she was the holdmistress of Greatheart Keep and the Jutai were her people. Under the laws of the Grim Marches she was the lady of the fief, and its defense was her duty. Yet Arnulf and Adalar and Wesson all had considerable experience in battle, and he had no doubt that Talchar One-Eye and Vorgaric and the other leading men of the Jutai had seen countless fights. 
Yet Sigaldra took command of them all, and they obeyed her without question. 
It certainly helped that her commands were sensible, and that she had made prudent precautions. The woman had hoarded supplies like a miser preparing for a years-long famine. The elderly and the children carried bundles of arrows and bandages and buckets of water, and blankets and cots were assembled in the church to prepare for the inevitable arrival of the wounded. 
Sigaldra strode among the Jutai thains and bondsmen. She knew the names of every last one of them, and spoke encouraging words. Adalar listened as she reminded the Jutai of how they had withstood the Malrags, how they had made the long exodus from the middle lands to the Grim Marches, how they had fought in the great battles at Swordgrim and the Northwater and at Knightcastle. Her words seemed to cheer them. 
Near dawn Sigaldra turned a corner onto a deserted street and stopped for a moment, leaning one hand upon the wall.
“Are you well, my lady?” said Adalar. 
“I am fine,” said Sigaldra. She let out a bitter laugh. “Though that is not really true, is it? I am just…a little light-headed, that’s all.” She looked around.
“What is it?” said Adalar. “Foes. Valgasts?” 
“No,” said Sigaldra. She stepped to the door of the small house, pushed it open, and walked inside. Within Adalar saw a plank table before the hearth, dried herbs and vegetables hanging from the rafters. Sigaldra walked to the table and all but fell upon the bench, bracing one arm on the table.
“Are you all right?” said Adalar again.
“No,” said Sigaldra. “I just…need to sit down for a few moments. And to have some water. Would you,” she swallowed, “you would mind bringing me a cup? I know it is appallingly rude, but I do not want to fall over.”
A stone jar next to the hearth held water, and Adalar filled a wooden cup and brought it to her. Sigaldra downed it one gulp, and Adalar rebuked himself as a fool. He had been on enough forced marches to see the signs of dehydration, and he should have noticed them in Sigaldra sooner. He refilled the cup twice and watched as Sigaldra drank.
“Thank you,” she said. 
“That was why you came in here,” said Adalar. “You knew there was water.”
“No,” said Sigaldra. “I thought I might fall over, and I didn’t want any of my people to see. I am their holdmistress, and since we have no headman, I must act in his stead to defend the Jutai. They cannot see me show weakness.”
“Ah,” said Adalar. “But you can show weakness in front of me, is that it?”
Her smile was cold, but did have a bit of humor to it. “Your lands are far from Greatheart Keep, Lord Adalar of Castle Dominus. I don’t have to care what you think.” She looked away. “Though…I am grateful for your help. We shall need every sword.” 
“Perhaps Lord Mazael is not dead,” said Adalar. The man had seemed invincible, had come through so many battles to crushing victories that it seemed astonishing that he could have fallen to the treachery of someone like Earnachar. 
But all things ended, did they not? Once the Grim Marches had been under the firm hand of Richard Mandragon. Now the entire house of Mandragon was extinguished, and half the Grim Marches had been wiped out by the runedead and the Malrags. Once Greatheart Keep had been Adalar’s home and his father’s fief, but the village had been destroyed and a foreign nation lived here. Mastaria had once been a thriving land, even if its people had been ruled by the heavy hand of the Dominiar Order, but Caraster and the runedead had turned Mastaria into a desolate graveyard. 
Even Mazael Cravenlock would not live forever. 
“Perhaps,” said Sigaldra. “Not even the greatest hrould and strongest warrior can see the hour of his doom, can he? Yet if Lord Mazael is not coming to defend us, then we must defend ourselves.”
“Aye,” said Adalar. He refilled the cup. “You should drink more water.”
“I am no longer thirsty.” 
“Drink it anyway,” said Adalar.
She arched an eyebrow at him, but took up the cup and drained half of it in one swallow.
“Did you know Lord Mazael well?” said Sigaldra. 
“Yes,” said Adalar. “Somewhat, anyway. I was his squire.”
“He trained you in the arts of war, then,” said Sigaldra. 
“He did,” said Adalar. “We even fought together in the great battle below the walls of Tumblestone.”
“Tumblestone?” said Sigaldra. “I have not heard of that battle.”
“A son of the Old Demon named Amalric Galbraith had taken command of the Dominiar Order,” said Adalar. “He was as brutal and cruel as a Malrag. Mazael attacked him as the Dominiars laid siege to Tumblestone, and dueled Amalric below the city’s walls. Amalric would have won, but I struck him, and Mazael was able to land a killing blow.” It had been years ago, but he still shuddered at the memory of the howling sword of crimson fire that Amalric had carried. 
“That must have been a fearsome battle,” said Sigaldra.
“I thought so at the time,” said Adalar. “But after the runedead and the Northwater, it seems the merest skirmish.” 
“Did you know his wife?” said Sigaldra.
“Lady Romaria?” said Adalar. “Not as well. She was killed soon after I became Mazael’s squire.”
“For a dead woman, she looked most hale,” said Sigaldra. 
“She is half-Elderborn,” said Adalar. “Her heritage gives her supernatural powers, I think.” He hoped she had not been killed in the ambush. “She was a woman of great valor.” He snorted. “Before I met her, I never thought to see a woman in battle. If Mazael is alive, Earnachar had better pray that Romaria lives. Otherwise Mazael will kill him and his followers and wipe every trace of them from the earth.”
“Is his wrath so terrible?” said Sigaldra. 
“The usurper Prince Malaric of Barellion once poisoned Romaria,” said Adalar, “so Mazael slew him, destroyed his army, and put Malaric’s half-brother on Barellion’s throne instead.” 
“Good,” said Sigaldra, a chill light in her eyes.
“You truly do hate Earnachar?” said Adalar. “Even before his treachery…”
She scowled. “He is venal and brutal. The Jutai are no threat to anyone. You have seen us. We are a nation of old men, widows, and the maimed. We wish only to be left in peace. Yet Earnachar wants our land, and he will not leave us alone. He will not rest until either the Jutai are driven from Greatheart Keep or he has wed my sister against her will.”
“Your sister?” said Adalar, astonished. “Why would he not court you instead? Is the fool blind? I…”
She stared at him with her cold blue eyes, and Adalar felt a flicker of embarrassment. She was beautiful and strong, but there was a terrible coldness about her. He could not blame her for that. Not after what the Jutai had endured. Yet if she thought she could save her people by killing him in cold blood, he was fairly certain she would do it. 
At last she smiled a little. “You are very kind, but Earnachar hates me, and I hate him. He would rather marry my sister to spite me and claim our lands. To kill two birds with one stone, as it were.” She sighed. “Perhaps it is futile. Perhaps we shall all perish, regardless of what we do, and Earnachar will triumph and the Jutai shall be forgotten.” 
“All men die,” said Adalar. “All things end in death.”
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “You understand.”
“Better than I might like,” said Adalar. 
“It is…refreshing to be candid with someone,” said Sigaldra. “We can despair, you and I, but we can never show it to those that follow us.”
“No,” said Adalar. Had he truly despaired? Despair, he had always been taught, was a sin, the false belief that the future was known beyond all hope of change. Perhaps Earnachar would indeed overrun Greatheart Keep, but Adalar did not intend to wait passively for his fate. If he was going to die, it was going to be with his sword in hand. “But if we are to die, then let us first leave a ring of our foes at our feet.”
Teeth flashed in Sigaldra’s mirthless smile. “Well spoken.” She stood. “We should return to the walls. They will have need of us soon.”
“Aye,” said Adalar, “and I would not want to start talk among your folk.”
“Talk?” said Sigaldra. “What talk?”
Adalar hesitated. “You are unmarried.”
“So?” 
Adalar sighed. “It is not proper for a man to be alone with an unmarried woman, and I would not want to reduce your standing among your people.”
He expected a scornful laugh, but she only smiled. “That is kind of you to consider, but the Jutai would not care, and both the Tervingi and the lords of the Grim Marches hold the Jutai in little regard. The ancestors only know what I could do to lower their regard of the Jutai further.” 
Adalar nodded. A small part of his mind pointed out that they were in fact alone. Before he could follow that line of thought to its conclusion, the door swung open and a young woman stepped into the house. She was about fifteen or sixteen, and wore a simple green dress with a leather belt. She looked a great deal like Sigaldra – the same blond hair, the same blue eyes, the same sharp face, though her expression lacked the hard edge and coldness of Sigaldra’s face. Her blue eyes seemed hazy, almost out of focus, as if she was only half-awake. 
“Liane,” said Sigaldra, rising from the bench. “You should not be out of bed.”
For the first time Adalar saw something gentle upon Sigaldra's expression. 
“I am rested,” said Liane. “You might need me. The spiders and the Prophetess are coming for us, sister. You might need my visions.”
“Visions,” said Adalar. 
“Yes,” said Liane, her eerie eyes turning towards him. “I saw you.”
Sigaldra scowled. “You should not have told him.”
“Told me what?” said Adalar.
Sigaldra closed her eyes and sighed. “Here is something to prove that you are truly worthy of trust, Adalar of Castle Dominus. My sister Liane has visions, a form of the Sight. Her visions always come true. I have kept it a secret, lest the men of the Grim Marches try to use her or kill her.” 
“I see,” said Adalar. Magic made him uneasy, even more so after living through the Great Rising, but Liane seemed harmless enough. “It is not my secret to give, so keep it I shall.” 
Sigaldra nodded, her mouth a hard line. “Thank you.”
“The rusted knight,” said Liane.
“Rusted?” said Adalar, looking at his armor. “I should hope not. I take very good care of my weapons and armor. A man’s life depends on them in battle.”
“Not your armor,” whispered Liane. “You. You have seen too much blood and too much pain and too much death, and it has rusted you. Just as my sister has seen too much death and too much loss and her blood has turned to ice. Neither ice nor rust are strong, and you must be strong for what is to come.”
“What?” said Adalar. “What is to come?”
“I…” Liane shook her head. “I am sorry, Lord Adalar. Sometimes I see things, and I do not understand them. That was…that was one of them.”
Adalar shrugged. “I did not understand what you said anyway, so do not trouble yourself over it.”
To his surprise, she giggled. It made her look even younger. “That is a very honest answer.” 
“A knight must be honest, if he is to be true to his vows,” said Adalar.
“I like him,” said Liane. “He’s honest. A man of rust might lie to himself, but he will not lie to others.” 
“Lady Sigaldra,” said Adalar. “If your sister has the power of prophecy…might I ask her some questions?”
Sigaldra hesitated. “The effort of her visions often exhausts her.” 
“That is not important,” said Liane. “Sister, you will exhaust yourself leading the people, and the knight of rust will exhaust himself wielding his greatsword. I cannot lead the Jutai or fight with a bow as you do, and I cannot swing a sword. But am no less Jutai than you are.” For an instant Adalar glimpsed a hint of Sigaldra’s steel in Liane’s face. Their mother and father must have been formidable. “Let me aid in our defense.”
“Very well,” said Sigaldra. “Ask what you will, Lord Adalar.”
“Your visions,” said Adalar. “Do they tell you if Lord Mazael is dead?”
“He yet lives,” said Liane. “You do not understand what he is. He is the slayer of the Old Demon, the bane of the serpents, the sword of wrath to bring terror to all those who threaten mortal kind.” She hesitated. “Yet he is in grave peril. He wrestles with a spider, and it may yet devour him. His fate is in his hands, as it ever has been. The lady of the wolves will aid him, if she can.”
“The lady of the wolves?” said Sigaldra. “That must be Lady Romaria.”
“Can you see where they are?” said Adalar. They were alive, which was good news, but Adalar would not leave them to the mercies of Earnachar and his soliphage allies. “If you do, perhaps we can rescue them.”
“You cannot,” said Liane. 
“You cannot see where they are?” said Adalar.  
“They are some miles north of here,” said Liane. “But you cannot leave. The storm comes for Greatheart Keep, this very day. The woman of shadows and lies and dark magic.”
“Earnachar’s pet Prophetess,” spat Sigaldra. 
“The other way around seems more likely,” said Adalar.
“She is coming with her slaves and servants and dupes,” said Liane. “She is coming for us. I cannot…I cannot see what will happen. Too many powers are in competition. We may be defeated. We may be victorious. We may all die.”
“All men die,” said Adalar, and Sigaldra nodded.
Liane let out a little laugh. “Little wonder your path has crossed my sister’s, knight of rust. You share the same dark vision. All men die…but it need not be today.”
“Come,” said Adalar. “I suggest that we return to the walls, Lady Sigaldra. If your sister’s visions are true…”
“They are,” said Sigaldra.
“Then the foe will arrive this day, and we must be ready,” said Adalar. 
“Your counsel is sound,” said Sigaldra, and she led the way from the house, and Adalar and Liane followed her. Liane gave him a small smile and went to her sister’s side. Adalar was not entirely sure what to make of her. He had heard tales of prophetesses and seers whose visions had driven them insane, but Liane seemed more…scattered than mad, in truth, and pleasant enough.
He hoped she was right about Mazael and Romaria.
They turned a corner as one of the Jutai spearthains ran into sight, breathing hard. 
“What is it?” said Sigaldra. “Has the foe come?”
“Not yet, holdmistress,” said the spearthain, “but soon. You must come.”
Sigaldra nodded and started running, and Adalar and Liane followed her.
 
###
 
Talchar One-Eye, Vorgaric, Sir Wesson, the swordthain Arnulf, and the wizard Timothy awaited Sigaldra over the gate. 
The enemy awaited outside the wall. 
“Quite a lot of them,” said Vorgaric in a quiet voice.
“Bah,” said Talchar, and he spat over the rampart. “There were more Malrags in the middle lands.”
“And more runedead on the day of the Great Rising,” said Wesson. 
“Aye, there were,” said Sigaldra. But the Malrags had almost destroyed the Jutai in the middle lands, and during the Great Rising the Jutai had been with Mazael Cravenlock’s host below the walls of Swordgrim. 
Today they were alone. 
Close to a thousand men marched towards the walls of Greatheart Keep. Most of them looked Skuldari, with blue-painted faces, wild hair, and armor of leather and hide. Dozens of giant spiders walked alongside the host, Skuldari warriors with lances and swords riding them. Sigaldra had ordered the spikes and the ditch added to the wall in hopes of keeping out valgasts, but looking at the giant spiders, she was grateful that they had added the spikes and the stake-lined ditch. Horsemen in mail and leather flanked the mass of Skuldari warriors.
“Tervingi horsethains,” said Sigaldra. “Earnachar.” 
“He will regret his treachery,” said Arnulf. His face could have been carved from granite.
“There’s one thing we’re not seeing,” said Adalar.
Sigaldra nodded. “The valgasts.”
Talchar shrugged. “The spindly little devils dislike the sun. Perhaps they are hiding.” 
“The best way they could hide from the sun,” said Vorgaric, “is by digging a tunnel underneath the wall. That army out there will posture and shout and wait for the valgasts to dig a tunnel and open the gate for them.”
“Have some of the children go from house to house,” said Sigaldra. “Tell them to check every cellar and cistern. If they see anything strange – anything at all – they are to tell one of us at once.” 
Vorgaric nodded and went to see it done. 
“There is one other foe absent, my lady,” said Timothy.
“The soliphages,” said Adalar. “I’m surprised there are none here. We saw close to a score of the creatures with Earnachar.”
“Their dark magic is potent,” said Timothy. “I suspect I could overcome one in a magical contest, perhaps even as many as two or three if fortune favored me. But while I fought one with magic, the others would quickly overwhelm me.”
Talchar grunted. “If I commanded those rabble, I would keep my strongest men in reserve. Send the weakest against us first, to wear down our defenses. Then when we’re tired, throw in the best fighters.”
“That strategy is sound,” said Sigaldra.
“The soliphages could make themselves unseen,” said Adalar. “Or the Prophetess could, at any rate. Perhaps they are sneaking into the village even now.” 
“Wizard?” said Sigaldra.
“I am pleased to report that I prepared for that contingency,” said Timothy, reaching into one of the pockets of his long black coat. He withdrew a lump of pale crystal wrapped in silver wire. “The soliphages can make themselves invisible, but such a spell requires a considerable expenditure of magical power, and that is much harder to conceal. If there are any active spells nearby, I will be able to sense them.”
“Including the invisible soliphages?” said Sigaldra, and Timothy nodded. “You are a useful man to have around, wizard.”
Timothy bowed. “I strive to be useful, my lady.” 
“There are a group of horsemen coming forward,” said Vorgaric as he returned to the rampart. 
A group of horsethains emerged from the mass of Skuldari warriors. A shiver of rage went through Sigaldra as she saw Earnachar riding at their head. The Tervingi headman looked smug as ever. 
“That is her,” whispered Liane. Sigaldra had almost forgotten that she was there. “The Prophetess.”
A figure in a hooded black robe strode alongside the headman’s horse. It was the same slim, black-robed figure Sigaldra remembered from Earnachar’s last visit. The towering form of the orcragar Rigoric walked next to the black-robed woman. There was no sign of the other two sorceresses who had accompanied the Prophetess the last time. Though Sigaldra supposed that those robed women had not been sorceresses at all, but soliphages wrapped in black cloaks. 
“There are spells of considerable power around her,” said Timothy. “Defensive wards, I think, to turn aside blade and arrow and spell.” 
“No soliphages, though?” said Sigaldra. 
“None,” said Timothy. “At least none that are using magic.”
“If Earnachar comes close enough,” said Sigaldra, “shoot him.” She lifted her own bow and strung it. “Simply shoot him.”
“He may come to speak parley,” said Wesson.
“Anything he tells us would be a lie,” said Sigaldra, “and he already betrayed and possibly murdered his lawful hrould.”
Yet Earnachar, to her great disappointment, reined up just out of bowshot. 
“The Prophetess is casting a spell,” said Timothy. He squinted. “A…minor one, I believe, one to allow…”
“Hear me!” roared Earnachar, his voice booming over the walls like a thunderclap.
“To allow him to address us,” said Adalar, rubbing at one of his ears.
“Dogs of the Jutai nation, hear me!” said Earnachar. “I am Earnachar son of Balnachar, a headman of the Tervingi nation, and your time as a free people has come to an end!”
“Can you make it so he can hear me?” said Sigaldra.
“I believe so,” said Timothy. He gestured, silver-white light flashing around his free hand, and whispered a phrase under his breath. Arnulf and Talchar tensed, but Timothy merely gestured once more. “It is done. Focus upon Earnachar, and your words shall be amplified.” 
Sigaldra nodded, took a deep breath, and concentrated upon Earnachar.
“Earnachar son of Balnachar!” she said. The volume of her voice shocked her, her words rolling across the plain, but she kept talking. “What is the meaning of this craven challenge? Would you defy the peace of our hrould? Would you break his laws and commands?”
“Mazael Cravenlock is dead!” said Earnachar, striking his chest with a fist, “slain by my hand. There is a new law in the Grim Marches, the will of the great goddess Marazadra! She rewards the strong and punishes the weak, and the Tervingi are strong and the Jutai are weak! I shall make the Tervingi stronger, and I will start by destroying the Jutai.”
“If this is a negotiation,” said Sigaldra, “you have much to learn about bargaining.” 
“This is not a negotiation, slattern,” said Earnachar, and the Jutai thains bristled. “These are my demands. You will throw down your weapons and open your gates to me. You will surrender your homes, goods, chattels, beasts, and all other property to me. You, your families, and your children shall be the slaves of the Tervingi for all time.”
“And if we refuse?” said Sigaldra.
“Then you all shall die,” said Earnachar. “My men shall rip down your gates and storm your walls. We shall butcher your fighting men, and my thains shall ravish your women in front of their children, and then I shall feed the children to the soliphages. I shall kill every last living thing in Greatheart Keep, save for your sister.”
“My sister?” said Sigaldra. “Why?”
“She,” said Earnachar, “belongs to the messenger of the goddess.”
“To the darkness,” whispered Liane. “She belongs to the darkness. She would feed us all to the darkness, if she could.” 
“This is what I have to say to your offer, Earnachar son of Balnachar,” said Sigaldra. “Throw your men and your monsters against our walls, and watch them die upon our blades and our arrows.” She lifted her bow and pointed it at him. “Come a little closer, and I will show you just what I think of your offer, you traitor and murderer of your hrould.”
The Jutai cheered, and to Sigaldra’s surprise, so did Arnulf’s Tervingi and Adalar’s men. That heartened her more than she thought it would have. 
“There are Tervingi inside your walls,” said Earnachar. “They need not die with Jutai dogs. Come forth and join us! Join the new order of the goddess Marazadra, and you shall rise high.”
“To hell with you, Earnachar,” said Arnulf. Timothy’s spell did not extend to him, but the headman shouted so loudly that he needed no magical enhancement. “To hell with your offer, and to hell with your dusty spider of a goddess!”
“And what of you, Lord Adalar of Castle Dominus?” said Earnachar. “Will you die for these Jutai dogs? Will you spill your blood in defense of the Jutai vermin that have infested the ruins of your home?” 
“All men must die,” said Adalar. “Whether today or tomorrow. Better to die honorably rather than to cringe and scrape for a few extra days.” He looked at the Tervingi headman. “And I will not do anything to aid the man who murdered the Lord of the Grim Marches.” 
Sigaldra nodded with approval. That speech would have been worthy of a Jutai thain. 
“So be it!” Even across the distance she saw the sneer on Earnachar’s ruddy face. “Then die! All of you, die! Perhaps when you hear the screams of your children and the lamentations of your women, you shall…”
“Wait.”
The Prophetess’s voice was soft, but it cut through Earnachar’s ranting nonetheless.
The black-robed shape stepped forward, and slender hands drew back the cowl, revealing the Prophetess’s pale face, red hair, and bright green eyes. 
“What do you want?” said Sigaldra. 
“Your sister,” said the Prophetess. 
“Do you think to corrupt me with your lies as you corrupted Earnachar?” said Sigaldra. “I am not so feeble-minded. I will not let you sacrifice a single drop of Jutai blood to your goddess.”
“Sacrifice?” said the Prophetess. “You do not understand, Sigaldra of the Jutai. Your sister shall be honored above all others, and called blessed among women. She shall bring peace to the world and harmony to all men, and a thousand times a thousand generations shall revere her name.” 
“What are you talking about?” said Sigaldra. 
“Have you not suffered enough?” said the Prophetess. “Have you not seen your mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters perish? I have come to bring an end to wickedness and corruption, to found a new and better world. Join with me.” Earnachar sputtered, but Rigoric looked at him, and the headman fell silent. “Join with me. The goddess will gather all nations to her. Join with me, and the Jutai shall know peace and safety forevermore.”
“She’s lying,” whispered Liane. “No…she has been deceived. She has deceived herself, and now she repeats the lies she believes so fervently. Sister, do not heed her.” 
“You speak of peace and yet you bring war to my gates?” said Sigaldra. “You speak of order and you ride with that murderer Earnachar? You speak of harmony with the soliphages standing in your ranks? I say again, no. Be gone from Greatheart Keep, and if you try to enter, we will stop you.” 
It was a futile threat, she knew, but if the Jutai were to die here they would not go easily. 
“So be it,” said the Prophetess.
She lifted her hands, crimson light flaring around her. A howling wind whipped over the plain, the grasses rippling and the horsemen swaying in their saddles. Sigaldra lifted her bow, wondering if she could put an arrow into the Prophetess. The sorceress was just out of range, and even if she had been closer, the damned wind would have played havoc with the accuracy of Sigaldra’s shot. 
“Oh,” said Liane, her eyes widening. “Oh, that isn’t good at all. She’s summoning the darkness. I think…”
Timothy gestured, shouted a phrase, and clapped his hands. White light flared around him, and the bloody glow from the Prophetess faded. The black-robed woman lowered her hands, stared at the wall for a moment, and turned to Earnachar. 
“What did you do?” said Sigaldra.
Timothy coughed and leaned on one of the battlements. “She is…ah, quite strong. Quite strong.” 
“But you are able to counter her,” said Sigaldra.
“Not…not quite,” said Timothy, wiping sweat from his forehead. “She is much stronger than I am. But consider a strong man lifting an anvil over his head. While he strains to lift it, a weaker man can come along and poke him in the stomach, forcing him to drop the anvil.” 
Talchar snorted. “Charming image.”
“But she is powerful,” said Timothy. “Had I not interrupted her, the spell would have ripped open the gates.” 
“Then you neutralize her,” said Adalar. “She cannot bring her powers to bear, lest you collapse her spell, but neither can you use your spells to aid the battle, lest she strike while you are engaged.” 
“That is the whole of it,” said Timothy. “My lords, I will do what I can, but I am only one man. If the soliphages aid the Prophetess, or if the vrokuls lend her their powers, I will be quickly overwhelmed.”
“Vrokuls?” said Wesson.
“Valgast wizards,” said Sigaldra. “They like to summon fire and supernatural beasts to slay their foes.” 
“That will be pleasant,” said Arnulf.
“We shouldn’t have to worry about them until dark,” said Talchar. “Valgasts hate the sun, and will not venture forth during the day. Even on the days of midsummer and midwinter.” 
“They’re moving,” said Adalar.
Sigaldra saw the Skuldari warriors stirring, carrying massive ladders to the front of their lines.
Ladders tall enough to reach the ramparts of the village.
Sigaldra took a deep breath.
“Summon our spearthains and archers,” she said. “The battle begins.” 



Chapter 14: Heart’s Blood
 
Mazael drifted in and out of consciousness, pain flaring through him every time his eyes opened.
He was alone in the tent, the brazier flickering in the corner, the manacles clamped around his wrists and ankles. The Prophetess and her pet orcragar had left, and some time ago Mazael had heard the sounds of an army upon the march. Likely they were headed south to Greatheart Keep. That alarmed Mazael. Or, at least, it ought to have alarmed him. Every time he regained consciousness, the pain flooded through him, and he forgot everything else. 
The wound on his chest had healed, but he felt the spider moving beneath his skin, his heart shuddering every time the creature touched it. He felt its legs wrapping around his heart, its venom pumping into his blood. At least, he thought it was pumping venom into him. His mind reeled and lurched, his thoughts collapsing into disorder. 
“Get up,” whispered a woman’s voice, soft and melodious and disturbingly alien. “Get up and kill for me. It is your heart’s desire, to kill and to slay and to rule. In my name you can do all these things. Bring me food, Mazael Cravenlock, and you can do whatever you wish in my name.”
“Who are you?” rasped Mazael. He didn’t see anyone. Perhaps he was imagining the voice.
“If only your father were here to see this,” said the woman’s voice, growing more satisfied and still more alien. “I would laugh to see his expression once he realized his own progeny would undo his work.”
“My father?” croaked Mazael. “My father is dead.” Dead at Mazael’s own hand. “How could…how could you…”
The spider around his heart squeezed, and everything went black. 
 
###
 
Mazael awoke, and was not sure if he was dreaming. 
The pavilion blurred and wavered around him. He felt as if he had been drugged. No, he must be awake, because the spider was a dull coal of agony inside his chest, and he rarely had dreams with that much pain.
Unless they had been dreams of the Old Demon. 
A woman stood over him, scowling. 
His mother was just as he remembered her. Arissa Cravenlock was a beautiful woman, but she looked like a flower that had just started to wilt. She had grown old before her time. No doubt worshipping the San-keth and taking the Old Demon as a lover had aged her. 
“You’re dead,” said Mazael. 
“I am,” said Arissa. Her eyes gleamed with blood-colored fire. “But I will live again, Mazael Cravenlock. With the catalyst of your blood I will live forevermore.”
“You’re not my mother,” said Mazael. “She has been dead for years. So either you are a phantasm of my own mind, or you’re something using her guise and appearance.” 
“Does this guise displease you?” said Arissa. “Perhaps another will disturb you even more.”
She blurred and became the tall, dark-armored form of Amalric Galbraith, Mazael’s half-brother. He had been the first Demonsouled that Mazael had killed, but not the last. Amalric went to one knee next to Mazael, his black armor creaking, the red-burning sword of the Destroyer aglow in his right hand.
Yet his eyes shone with the same red glow as Arissa’s had. 
“Unceasingly you struggle,” said Amalric. “Perhaps it is time to relent. Perhaps it is time to succumb to your true nature.”
Mazael snorted, blood on his lips. “That speech was more impressive when your sister delivered it, and I renounced that, too.” 
“Indeed,” said Amalric, and he changed form yet again.
This time he became another black-armored warrior, a young man of about twenty, with the same gray eyes and brown hair as Mazael. He wore the elaborate black plate of Old Dracaryl, the Glamdaigyr burning with ghostly green fire in his armored fist.
“Corvad,” said Mazael.
“You failed me, Father,” said Corvad. His eyes, too, shone with the bloody fire.
“I did,” said Mazael. “I deny it not.” The hellish pain pulsed in his chest. “But you are not him.” 
Corvad’s form stretched and swelled, becoming a middle-aged man with a gray beard and cold eyes the color of sword blades.
“Or this form, perhaps?” rumbled Ragnachar, once a hrould of the Tervingi nation. “Yet another of your half-brothers dead upon your blade. You are a kinslayer, Mazael Cravenlock. You slew your brothers and your sisters and your son, and you have driven your footsteps through this world in paths of blood.”
“I have,” said Mazael, “but you are not Ragnachar or Corvad or any of the others. Who are you?” 
“An enemy of your father’s,” said the black-armored form.
Mazael coughed out a laugh. “You’ll have to be much more specific.” 
“Perhaps this form,” said Ragnachar, “will prove helpful.”
The shape blurred and became the Prophetess, slim and lovely in her dark robes. Yet her eyes shone with the blood-colored fire, and previously her expression had been calm and serene. Now there was a hard, alien edge to her face, making her red eyes all the more eerie. She looked…she looked…
“Hungry,” said Mazael.
“Hmm?” said the Prophetess. 
“You look hungry,” he said.
She laughed, long and high. “You have no idea.” 
“You’re not the Prophetess, either,” said Mazael, every beat of his heart sending a wave of pain through him. 
“Go on,” said the Prophetess. “Perhaps I’m simply a reflection of your own mind.”
“No,” said Mazael. “You’re garbed in my memories, but you’re not part of my mind.” He thought of the spiders, of the creature lurking in his chest. He thought of how fanatically devoted Agaric had been to his goddess, how strange it would be for a Tervingi swordthain to worship a foreign god. “No. You are…”
“You’re almost there,” said the Prophetess with a smile.
“Marazadra,” said Mazael. “The Prophetess’s precious goddess.”
For a long moment the black-robed woman said nothing, and the spider writhed inside Mazael’s chest. He knew, with utter certainty, that he was right.
“I see now,” whispered the creature wearing the Prophetess’s form, “why you slew your father. Why you, out of three thousand years of Demonsouled, were the one to at last slay the Old Demon.” She stepped closer. “My herald chose well.”
“Is that why you’re here?” said Mazael.
“Yes,” whispered Marazadra. She knelt next to him and poked a finger into his chest, sending a wave of pain through his torso. “I would have dominated any other mortal by now. The spiders are my voice, and once their venom flows through your blood, you shall hear my voice…and you will yearn to fulfill my commands. Yet you resist. Every fiber of your flesh and soul struggles against me. It is futile, though. You shall be mine.”
“That’s very kind,” said Mazael, “but I’m married.”  
“She will be mine, too,” said Marazadra. “All the world shall be mine.” 
“No,” said Mazael. For a moment the rage against her threat to Romaria drowned out of the pain. 
“It is your doing, you know,” said Marazadra, straightening up. “All of this.”
“I think not,” said Mazael.
“You slew the Old Demon,” said Marazadra.
“Would you rather he have been triumphant?” said Mazael.
“Of course not,” said Marazadra. “He was my mortal enemy long before you were ever born. I hated him before the Grim Marches even bore that name, when your ancestors were still skin-clad savages wandering the ruins of the middle lands. He ruined my plans and bound me, rendered my servants powerless and condemned them to skulk in the shadows.” She turned back to Mazael, her eyes burning hotter. “But now I am free.”
“Because I killed him,” said Mazael.
“Because you killed him,” said Marazadra. “You have no idea what you set into motion, do you? Your father had so many enemies, and he defeated them all, binding them and imprisoning them in other worlds. He could not kill, of course, not unless he was attacked first. But he could trick and deceive and cajole, and he was so very good at it. But now he is dead…and I am free.” She looked down at him. “You should join me, Mazael Cravenlock.”
“The Old Demon made me the same offer,” said Mazael. “I refused him. Why should I not refuse you?”
“Because I am not the Old Demon,” said Marazadra. “He wanted to destroy the world and torment the souls of its inhabitants, but I want to preserve it.”
“To feed on it,” spat Mazael.
“Yes,” said Marazadra. “Why does that trouble you? Do you not feed upon cattle? Do not wolves feed upon deer? My messenger was not entirely wrong when she spoke to you. Men are like deer…for deer, if left unchecked, will spread and destroy their homes. Predators are required to keep the herd in check lest it destroy itself. My children, the ones you name the soliphages, are to mortal men as wolves are to deer.”
“That is not a compelling argument,” said Mazael.
“You are more wolf than deer,” said Marazadra’s spirit, prowling closer. “Are you not weary of the constant treachery? Lord schemes against lord, and the Tervingi plot behind your back to wipe out the Jutai. They fear you enough to keep the peace, yes, but not enough to stop them from hatching their petty little schemes. Fear could bring them to heel, Mazael. Fear of a new goddess and her children.”
“No,” said Mazael.
“I thought not,” said Marazadra. “But it matters not. Even your Demonsouled blood will not resist my venom forever. Either your will and mind shall succumb to me, or you will die.” She smiled. “Consider this. You may think me a monster…but I am not the only dark power of the ancient world bound through the Old Demon’s schemes. There are others, far worse than I am. I would care for mortal men as the peasant cares lovingly for the pigs he slaughters for his dinner. The others have no such scruples, and the Old Demon is not there to stop them any longer.”
“No,” said Mazael.
Marazadra shrugged. “Then die.” 
The spider’s talons seemed to tighten around his heart, and Mazael bit back a scream. Pain flooded through him, sweat drenching his blood-stiff clothing. Every muscle in his body went rigid, the chains creaking. His heartbeats sent knives of pain into his temples. 
Marazadra, it seemed, had decided to simply kill him.
“No,” said a man’s voice, a low, sardonic drawl. 
Mazael blinked and turned his head, and a bolt of terror went down his spine.
The Old Demon stood near the tent wall, clad in his black robe. He looked just as he had on the day Mazael had killed him, with the same close-cropped beard, the same graying brown hair, the same hawk-like nose and wolfish smile, and the same gray eyes that seemed glazed with red fire. 
“No,” said Mazael. “You’re dead. I killed you.”
“Oh, you did, you did,” said the Old Demon. “But I’m not really here.”
“What?” said Marazadra. “Who are you talking to?” The Prophetess’s face twisted in confusion. “Who is there?”
“You see,” said the Old Demon, grinning down at the Mazael, “I am part of you. I have always been a part of you. From the moment you were born you had my blood and my power.”
“Then you are part of me,” said Mazael, “not the Old Demon himself.”
A flicker of alarm went over Marazadra’s face. 
“You understand,” said the Old Demon. “I am you. You are me. Why should your Demonsouled blood not appear to you in the form of your father? You hate and fear it just as you hated and feared the Old Demon. But the time has come to use your power. She cannot dominate you and she cannot convince you, so that tattered old ghost will kill you instead.” The Old Demon bared his teeth in a snarl. “She thinks to feed upon the Grim Marches, that which is ours! She would kill the people under our protection! Will you allow that?”
A shudder of rage went through Mazael, fighting against the agony filling his chest. 
The chain creaked, and Mazael realized that he felt stronger, much stronger, than he had before. For a moment he feared that his Demonsouled fury was blazing out of control, but then he realized the truth. He had been delirious for hours, and the drug the Prophetess had given him had worn off. 
He strained, and his arms and legs burst free from the iron shackles with a shriek of tearing metal. The effort left his wrists and ankles shredded and bloody, but his Demonsouled blood started to heal the wounds at once. Mazael ripped open the front of his shirt and gripped a jagged shackle in his right hand. 
“What madness is this?” said Marazadra. “Mortal fool, do you think to slay yourself to escape your agony? I…”
He ignored her and drove the iron shard into his chest, just below his ribs.
That hurt quite a lot. 
“What are you doing?” said Marazadra. 
Mazael dragged the shard back and forth, making the wound bigger.
That hurt much more. 
Marazadra was saying something, but Mazael had stopped paying attention. He thrust his fingers into the wound in his chest and entered a whole new universe of pain. Every last one of his nerves screamed with it, and the tent spun drunkenly around him. Blood gushed across his fingers, and he felt his own beating heart brush against his hand. 
An odd feeling, that.
He also felt the hard, jagged legs of the spider, fresh agony blossoming through him as it tried to scurry deeper into his flesh. Mazael let out a hoarse bellow, grabbed two of the spider’s legs, and pulled. 
It ripped free from his chest in a spray of blood, its legs thrashing, its mandibles digging into his hand. Mazael heard a wheezing groan, and realized that it was his own voice attempting to scream. 
He made a fist and crushed the spider, yellow slime spurting between his fingers, and the image of Marazadra vanished without a trace.
Then he pitched backwards, his head bouncing off the ground, and knew no more. 
 
###
 
A long time later, perhaps an eternity later, Mazael’s thoughts started to lurch back into focus. 
He felt terrible.
Which was good, because it was still an improvement. Every inch of his body ached, and he was ravenous, his throat dry as dust, but the pain in his chest was gone. After a moment he made his eyes open, and saw daylight leaking through the flap of the tent. He started to sit up, slowly, his back aching, and felt something sticky between the fingers of his right hand.
The crushed spider was stuck to his palm, the yellow slime crusted and dry. Mazael grimaced and wiped off the vile thing upon the ground. He pushed aside the ragged remnant of his shirt and saw that the wound in his chest had healed. It must have taken a long time. He was reasonably sure it had been only a little past midnight when he had carved the spider out of his chest, and to judge from the position of the sunlight it was almost noon. 
He had been incapacitated for nearly two days. Where had the Prophetess gone? No doubt she and Earnachar had launched their attack on Greatheart Keep by now. What had happened to Adalar and the others? Had Earnachar and the soliphages killed them all? For that matter, where was Romaria? A flicker of sick dread went through him. Had the Prophetess killed Romaria? Or was Romaria prisoner somewhere?
Mazael looked again at the dead spider. His memories of last night were hazy. He vaguely remembered cutting the spider out of his chest and crushing it, remembered speaking with shadows from his past. Perhaps he had hallucinated the entire thing. 
He could contemplate it later. Right now he had to act, though he was not sure what to do. The first thing was to get away from here, wherever here was. He started to stand, and then froze when he heard the voices. Two men were arguing outside of the tent. Mazael looked around for a weapon and saw nothing. The broken chain, however, would make a useful garrote, so he wrapped it around his right fist. Then he crept towards the tent’s flap as quietly as he could, which was easy, since they had taken his boots. 
“We shouldn’t wait any longer,” said a man’s voice, Tervingi from his accent.
“Why? You heard the Prophetess’s command,” said a second man. “We are to wait another day. Either he’ll be dead, or he’ll come out of the tent and belong to the goddess.”
Mazael smiled. Evidently their plans had not included the possibly of a man carving a hole in his own chest and surviving the process. Not that he wanted to do it ever again. 
“He was screaming and ranting all last night,” said the first Tervingi. “Then nothing. He must be dead by now.” He lowered his voice. “And if he isn’t, I say we stick a spear in him and move on.”
“Aye, and how shall we hide that from Earnachar and the Prophetess?” said the second man. “A spear wound is a bit obvious!”
“Then we’ll stick a wet blanket over his face and wait until he chokes,” said the first Tervingi. “They’ll think the spider killed him when he refused the wisdom of the goddess.”
“We should obey the Prophetess,” said the second man. “She speaks with the voice of the goddess.”
“She’s not here, is she?” said the first. 
“No,” said a third, deeper voice. “She and the Champion have gone to Greatheart Keep to claim the girl.”
Liane, Mazael remembered. The Prophetess wanted Liane. Why? Liane had the Sight, and perhaps the Prophetess needed her to find something. 
“The girl is more important,” said the first man. “The Prophetess went to claim her. I don’t think the Prophetess would mind having the hrould on her side…but she wouldn’t object if he happened to die.”
“What are you so afraid of?” said the third man, scorn in his voice, and the second chorused his agreement.
“Are you blind?” said the first. “Ruaric and his lads went hunting yesterday. They should have been back by now.”
“Maybe they got lost chasing deer,” said the second man.
“Or maybe someone got them,” said the first. “Some of the knights got away from the ambush.” Mazael’s fist tightened against the chain. “They’ll be a lot harder to fight without the soliphages to help.”
“We are Tervingi,” said the third man with contempt, “and now we have the power of the goddess behind us. Your cowardice does you no credit.”
“We are Tervingi,” said the first man, his voice growing hot, “and Ragnachar trusted in the Urdmoloch, and look where that got him.”
“You deny the goddess’s power?” said the second Tervingi.
“I deny nothing!” said the first. “But I do not deny what is before my eyes. We…”
All three men started arguing.
Mazael figured it was the best chance he would get, so he took a deep breath, wrapped the chain around his fists, and burst from the tent. 
The noon sun shone overhead, the grasses of the Grim Marches swaying in the breeze. Mazael found himself in the center of a circle of a half-dozen tents facing a smoldering firepit. Three Tervingi spearthains stood nearby, arguing and pointing at each other. 
They did not see Mazael until he was upon them.
He looped the chain around the neck of the nearest spearthain and yanked with all his strength. There was a hideous sound of cracking bone and tearing flesh, and the spearthain went down in a heap. Mazael caught the man’s spear as he fell and stabbed, catching another spearthain in the gut. The Tervingi warrior howled, and Mazael ripped the spearhead free and spun to face the third man. The Tervingi charged, and Mazael jumped back, beating aside a thrust of the spear with a sweep of his own weapon. More spearthains erupted from the nearby tents, and Mazael realized that he was in trouble. He was outnumbered, exhausted, and had no armor. Demonsouled rage and strength could only take him so far. 
At least he would take as many of the traitors with him as he could.
Mazael killed one, and then another, and five Tervingi spearthains moved into a half-circle around him, stabbing and thrusting. He took wounds on his hip and ribs, fresh blood spilling across his stained clothes. His mind raced as he look for some way to turn to the situation to his advantage, some tactic he could use…
An arrow hissed past him and slammed into one of the spearthains.
That would work. 
The spearthain fell back, screaming and grabbing at the arrow in his chest, and Mazael took the opportunity to strike, gutting another Tervingi warrior with a sweep of his spear. The remaining three men fell back, and another arrow plunged into the man on the left. The final two spearthains had seen enough, and they turned to run. 
They barely made it past the ring of tents before the unseen archer shot them both dead in the space of three heartbeats. Mazael turned, spear ready, but saw no other foes. 
Silence fell over the ragged little camp, and Romaria appeared around one of the tents, her Elderborn bow in hand, her face grim. Her eyes widened when she saw Mazael, and she sprinted to him.
“You’re alive,” she said, touching his face as if she could not believe he was real. “I heard…I heard you screaming.” A tremor went through her face. “What did they do to you?”
Mazael grinned. “The Prophetess fed me a spider, but I spat it out.”
She blinked. “Truly?” 
“Actually, I had to cut it out of my chest,” said Mazael.
“Oh.” She blinked again and took a deep breath. “Oh, Mazael. That…must have hurt.”
“Just a bit,” said Mazael. He gripped the hand touching his face. “But…I am glad you are safe. Gladder that I can put into words. What happened?”
“It was a near thing,” said Romaria. “The Prophetess had some sort of cloaking spell that hid the soliphages and the heart spiders from Sight, along with the entrapping sigil she used on you. The soliphages went after the horsemen. Adalar and the others put up a good fight, but they couldn’t hold against that many soliphages, and they retreated. Some of the soliphages went after me, but I went wolf and lost them. Then I came back to get you. Earnachar left twenty spearthains to guard you.”
“Where did they go?” said Mazael. One of the men he had killed had mention something about a hunting party.
“I killed most of them,” said Romaria, her voice soft. That surprised him. She was often less willing to kill than he was. “I waited until they wandered off to relieve themselves or to patrol, and I shot in the back or took the form of the wolf to tear out their throats. Some of them went hunting, and I picked them off one by one.” She shivered. “They were hurting you. I could hear you screaming. I would have killed them all if I had enough time.” She blinked several times and looked away. “I…am just glad you are alive. I saw you die once before, after Cythraul Urdvul. Again…no, I have no wish to see it a second time.” 
“I saw you die once, too,” said Mazael. “Never again.” 
She blinked again, wiped at her eyes, and laughed a little. “Do you think other husbands and wives have talks like this?”
“Probably not,” said Mazael. “Thank you.” 
She shrugged. “You got yourself loose.”
“And they would have killed me if you hadn’t shot most of them,” said Mazael. 
“They shouldn’t have hurt you,” she whispered, and in that moment she looked more dangerous than any of the Demonsouled he had fought and faced. “So. What do we do now?” 
“We go to Greatheart Keep, stop the Prophetess, and kill Earnachar,” said Mazael.
“He has a spider in him, by the way,” said Romaria. “The Prophetess’s cloaking spell also hid the spiders. Earnachar and all of his men had heart spiders.”
“I should have known,” said Mazael. “Earnachar was too stubborn to cooperate with me half of the time. Why would he cooperate for the Prophetess and Marazadra?”
“Why attack Greatheart Keep?” said Romaria. “I see why Earnachar wants it, but what interest does the Prophetess and her goddess have in the place? If she is merely looking for sacrificial victims for her goddess, surely she can obtain them with less work.” 
“Liane,” said Mazael.
“The girl with the Sight, Sigaldra’s sister,” said Romaria, some of her tension draining away as she considered the puzzle. “What does the Prophetess want with her?” 
“I don’t know,” said Mazael, rubbing a heel of a hand against his forehead. “I think…while I was fighting off the spider, I think I spoke with the spirit of Marazadra herself.”
“Truly?” said Romaria. “It wasn’t simply a hallucination?”
“I don’t believe so,” said Mazael. “I don’t remember all of it. Something about a bloody dagger, and spiders preying upon men...bah.” He grimaced. “I was a little distracted. But I think the Old Demon bound Marazadra somehow, and now that he is dead the binding has been destroyed. She is free to act, and apparently she wants Liane for something.”
“For what, though?” said Romaria.
“A good question,” said Mazael. “Perhaps I will beat the answers out of Earnachar.”
“He will be at Greatheart Keep by now,” said Romaria. “He has over a thousand Skuldari warriors with him, along with his horsethains and the soliphages. I don’t know how long Sigaldra can hold out.”
“Especially if the Prophetess throws her magic into the fray,” said Mazael. “Or the soliphages. Or if the valgasts dig under the walls.” 
“I think your armor and Talon are in there,” said Romaria, pointing at one of the tents. “Along with the spearthains’ supplies. I haven’t eaten in two days, and healing that much injury,” she glanced at his chest through his ragged shirt, “always leaves you ravenous.” 
It did. “Any horses?”
“I fear not,” said Romaria. “Earnachar took them all.”
Mazael nodded. “We’ll walk, then. Let’s go.”
 
###
 
An hour later they headed south. 
Mazael had found his armor, weapons, and boots in the largest of the pavilions, along with clothing that had not been stained by blood and spider guts. They had also found the spearthains’ rations, loaves of hard bread and strips of jerky. Mazael and Romaria ate as they walked, flicking the crumbs into the waving grasses of the plain. It was easy enough to follow Earnachar’s trail. A thousand Skuldari and a few hundred horsemen left a trail a child could follow.
“What are we going to do,” said Romaria, “when we find Earnachar?”
Mazael grunted, thinking. 
“Earnachar will have sent out patrols,” said Romaria. “We can fight them, but when we get to Greatheart Keep, we’ll have a thousand enemies in our way. Not even Mazael Cravenlock can fight past them all.” 
“He can’t,” said Mazael, “which is why we’re going to the surrounding villages – Castyard and the others. We’re going to raise an army of our own and attack Earnachar while he besieges Greatheart Keep. Even the most powerful army is vulnerable while maintaining a siege.”
“Do you think Greatheart Keep can hold out that long?” said Romaria.
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. He hoped they could. If not, then Mazael would make certain that the Jutai were avenged. 
“Mazael,” said Romaria, lifting her left hand. “Look.”
Far overhead, Mazael saw a black speck against the blue sky. 
He grinned. “Ah, Molly, you clever girl.”
“Molly?” said Romaria. “What did you do?”
“I left her a note,” said Mazael, and he stopped and waited for the skythain on his griffin to descend.



Chapter 15: Siege
 
Adalar drew his greatsword with a steely hiss as Earnachar, the Prophetess, and Rigoric withdrew to the ranks of the waiting horsethains. 
“Go back to the keep,” said Sigaldra to her sister. “Do it right now.”
“Sister…” said Liane.
“Go,” said Sigaldra, her voice soft but hard as iron. “You’ll be safest there. Go now.”
Liane hesitated, then turned and walked from the rampart. 
“Lady Sigaldra,” said Adalar. “The ladders.”
The Skuldari warriors moved forward. Four groups of twenty warriors each carried a massive wooden ladder topped with iron hooks. The men would reach the walls and throw up the ladders, the iron hooks catching upon the battlements. A stake-lined ditch encircled the wall, but the ladders were long enough to reach over it. If the Skuldari charged up their ladders and established a hold on the ramparts, the battle would be over in short order.
“Archers!” said Sigaldra, her voice ringing like a trumpet. 
The Jutai archers stepped to the battlements, bows in hand. Many of them were older women, their hair gray and their hands hard from years of labor. 
“Release at will!” said Sigaldra. “Stop those ladders!”
The Jutai obeyed, and a storm of arrows fell from the wall, landing amongst the Skuldari carrying the ladders. At first nothing happened, and the ladders continued their inexorable advance. The Jutai kept raining arrows upon the ladders, and Adalar saw one Skuldari warrior fall, then two and three. The advance of the ladders wavered as the Skuldari tried to take cover.
“They haven’t done this before,” said Adalar. 
“What?” said Sigaldra, staring at the ladders.
“The Skuldari,” said Adalar. “They ought to have sent men with shields to screen the ladders.”
“Likely they are accustomed to raiding each other in their mountains,” said Wesson, “rather than assaulting fortified positions.”
“All the better, then,” said Sigaldra. “Let us teach them the price of folly.”
The rain of arrows continued, the ladders bobbing back and forth drunkenly as the Skuldari warriors fell. Two of the ladders retreated back to the main body of the Skuldari forces, leaving a trail of dead and dying men in their wake. Adalar felt his lip curl in contempt. Surely Earnachar should have known better. Yet it seemed that while Earnachar commanded the Skuldari and his own men, the Prophetess commanded him, and her goddess had not imparted a knowledge of war to match her knowledge of magic. A third ladder wavered and then turned back as its bearers retreated.
The fourth rushed forward, its bearers screaming as they ran. They were going to reach the wall. Sigaldra simply didn’t have enough archers to bring them down. 
“We can’t stop that one,” said Talchar One-Eye. 
“Talchar,” said Sigaldra. “Have half of our archers keep watch for new ladders. The others are to focus on the ladder that reaches the wall.” 
“We shall aid in the defense,” said Adalar. “You can keep your thains in reserve if the enemy overwhelms us.” 
Her cold eyes turned towards him, and he thought he saw a flicker of gratitude there. “Thank you.” 
“What I would not give for a bigger postern gate,” said Wesson, hefting his mace. “The way the Skuldari are bunched together, we could ride through them like a wind. Spiders might be a problem, though.” 
“Not to worry,” said Adalar. “We’ll have plenty of Skuldari to kill up here.”
He jogged along the ramparts behind the archers, Wesson and his men from Castle Dominus following. The width of the ramparts impressed him. Sigaldra and her people had not been idle since arriving in Greatheart Keep. With proper siege engines and enough men, Adalar could have held the walls for months.
The ladder’s hooks slammed against the wall, and the Skuldari warriors started scrambling up the rungs. A massive shout went up from the waiting warriors, and they charged forward, making for the ladder. More arrows hissed from the walls, and this time the charging Skuldari raised shields of hide and leather to protect themselves. Adalar set himself, both hands wrapped around the hilt of his greatsword, and drew the weapon back. 
A moment later the blue-painted face of a Skuldari warrior appeared atop the ladder, and Adalar swung. The power of his swing drove his heavy blade through the warrior’s neck, a burst of crimson blood shooting into the air. Head and body both fell down the ladder, and a second warrior started pulling himself over the battlements. He caught Wesson’s mace in the side of his head, and the warrior twisted and fell from the rungs. 
The rush came after that. 
Adalar sheathed his greatsword, took up an axe and a shield, and fought alongside his men. Skuldari warriors rushed up the ladder, howling the names of Marazadra and Basracus. Adalar bashed with his shield and swung with his axe, blood splattering across his armor. One of his men went down, his throat opened by a Skuldari sword, and Adalar slew his killer with a quick slash. Sigaldra’s voice and Talchar’s hoarse bellows rang over the fighting, and Adalar saw another ladder hastening towards the wall. This ladder has something red and black atop it, and for an instant Adalar wondered if the ladder had been topped with blood. 
No. It was a soliphage in a black robe.
“Brace yourselves!” shouted Adalar, and the second ladder slammed into the wall.
The soliphage leaped forward with deadly grace, the black robe tearing away to reveal the creature’s armored, feminine form. The soliphage struck, its spider legs uncurling from its sides, and killed two of Adalar’s men with vicious sweeps of its claws. The white glow in its eight eyes brightened, and the soliphage whirled, seeking more victims. 
In that moment, Adalar attacked.
The soliphages were fearsome creatures, but they were still living things of flesh. They were not like the runedead, undead horrors that could only be destroyed through magic or the fire of wizard’s oil. Their chitinous armor, Adalar had discovered, was about the strength of steel plate. The soliphages moved far faster than a man wearing actual steel plate, but a heavy blow could penetrate to their innards and even kill them.
So Adalar launched a heavy blow of his own, dropping his shield and swinging his axe with both hands.
He caught the soliphage in the torso, his axe sinking home with a heavy crunch. Black slime gushed from the wound, and the soliphage reared back with a shriek of fury, its legs lashing at the air. Adalar ripped the axe free and ducked under a sweep of the soliphage’s legs. Two spears slammed into its chest and tore through the chitinous armor. The soliphage reared back with another shriek, and Adalar swung his axe once more. This time his blade bit halfway into the creature’s neck. He did not pause, but ripped the weapon free and swung twice more. 
The soliphage’s head fell over the battlements in a spurt of blackish slime, while the body slumped to the ramparts. Adalar picked up his shield as two of his armsmen seized the corpse and flung it over the wall. A second soliphage was several yards further down the rampart, three corpses at its feet, ghostly white light playing around its hands as it cast a spell at a group of Arnulf’s thains. The thains charged the soliphage, but Adalar was faster. He came up behind the soliphage and buried his axe in the back of its head. Its chitin let out a hideous cracking noise, and the soliphage lurched. As Adalar tore his axe free, the spearthains drove their weapons into the soliphage’s lurching body. The impacts overbalanced the creature and sent it tumbling over the wall, past a ladder heavy with ascending Skuldari warriors. 
A groan of dismay went up from the Skuldari fighters. Adalar wondered why, but then he remembered some of the things Lady Romaria had said about the Skuldari. They believed the soliphages emissaries of their goddess, and they would consider killing a soliphage to be a desecration, a blasphemy. Perhaps it would weaken their morale. 
Or perhaps it would drive them into a killing frenzy.
Yet the Skuldari attack wavered. No more ladders reached the walls, and it seemed the Skuldari had only built six of the damned things. From time to time a group of Skuldari warriors attempted to get another ladder closer to the wall, only for volleys of arrows to drive them back. More Skuldari warriors streamed towards the ladders already at the wall, but the narrow ladders provided an excellent bottleneck. A mound of Skuldari corpses began to rise below the ladders. For a moment Adalar wondered if the Prophetess intended to construct a ramp of the dead. He had heard tales of Malrags doing similar things during their invasion of the Grim Marches. 
A quick glance over the wall proved that theory wrong. The Prophetess and Earnachar were well out of bowshot, yet neither one of them looked particularly happy. Earnachar in particular seemed to be ranting. Then a silvery blur shot from the horsethains, running for the wall with inhuman speed.
Rigoric was coming.
 
###
 
Sigaldra aimed, took a deep breath, drew back her string, and released. The arrow flew from her bow and slammed into the leg of a Skuldari warrior ascending a ladder. The warrior bellowed in pain, the whites of his eyes stark against his blue-painted face. He reached for his leg, overbalanced, and tumbled from the ladder to land on one of the sharpened stakes below. 
Part of Sigaldra’s mind reveled with vicious joy. That man was an enemy of her people, and he had met his just fate. Part of her, a small part, was sickened by the carnage, though she had seen too much war and too much death for that part of her heart to touch her. 
But most of her mind was focused upon the cool discipline of archery. 
One of her oldest memories was of her father teaching her to hold a bow. Sigaldra had taken to the bow well, had even gone hunting with her father and brothers before they fell in battle. Sometimes, when she held a bow, she felt as if her father and brothers were still with her.
Then she realized they were still dead, and her anger returned anew. 
She sent another arrow into a Skuldari warrior, and felt nothing but furious satisfaction as the man fell dead to the ground. 
A flash of metal caught her eye, and Sigaldra turned. 
Something metallic raced towards the wall with such speed that for a moment Sigaldra thought that Earnachar had loosed a ballista bolt towards them. Then she realized it was Rigoric. He was moving faster than any man had the right to move. The ladders were choked with Skuldari warriors. What did Rigoric think to do? He couldn’t climb the ladders, and if he tried to climb the walls, Sigaldra and the other archers would shoot him dead.
Instead, he jumped.
She had thought Rigoric a ballista bolt, but now a catapult stone was more accurate. He hurtled through the air in a high arc, soaring over the battlements, and landed amidst Adalar’s and Wesson’s men. For a moment the knights stood stunned, gazing at the armored giant. Rigoric straightened up, his bloodshot eyes moving back and forth behind the peculiar mask of sword blades. 
The armsmen yelled and charged, and Rigoric burst into motion.
His twin broadswords whistled from their sheaths, and in two heartbeats as many men fell dead, one of them tumbling from the rampart to land with a crunch in the street below. The orcragar went into a whirlwind of death, striking down men with every blow of his blurring swords. The armsmen and knights fell back, and Sigaldra realized the Prophetess’s intended tactic. Rigoric was an army to himself, and he could clear and hold a spot on the rampart. Once he did, the Skuldari would swarm up the ladders and surge into the village.
“Archers!” shouted Sigaldra.
Rigoric killed another one of Lord Mazael’s armsmen, and then Adalar was there, striking with his axe. The orcragar turned and drove both his swords at Adalar’s shield, which shattered beneath the force of the impact. Yet Adalar had somehow anticipated the movement, and he used the momentum to spin past Rigoric, skirting the very edge of the rampart. For an awful instant Sigaldra was sure that he would fall to his death, but Adalar swung his axe as he turned. The heavy blade crunched into Rigoric’s side, breaking the links of his mail, and the big warrior staggered. He whirled to follow Adalar, and Sigaldra saw bladed steel filaments sprouting from his mask, sinking into his skin like metallic roots. 
Still Rigoric did not cry out.
The orcragar charged, and Adalar drew his greatsword in a blur of his own. The wound ought to have slowed Rigoric. Yet the big warrior showed not the slightest sign of pain. For an instant Sigaldra was sure that Rigoric was going to kill Adalar. Rigoric was stronger and faster, but Adalar’s sword gave him the longer reach, and in the close confines of the rampart that granted Adalar the advantage. Adalar managed to land several glancing hits on Rigoric’s arms and neck, blood flowing from the wounds. Yet the wounds shrank even as Sigaldra watched, more of the metal filaments bursting from the mask and sinking into Rigoric’s flesh.
It wasn’t possible. The orcragars had been faster and stronger and more resilient than normal men, but even they could be killed. What sort of magic had the Prophetess worked upon Rigoric? More Skuldari were pouring up the ladders, and unless Rigoric was stopped, he would hold the rampart long enough for the Skuldari to fortify a foothold. 
If that happened, Greatheart Keep would be overrun in short order. 
A dozen archers gathered around Sigaldra, drawing their bows.
“Adalar!” shouted Sigaldra, hoping that he could hear her. “Get down!” 
Adalar jumped back, out of reach of Rigoric’s blurring swords, and risked a glance over his shoulder. His eyes widened and he ducked. 
Sigaldra hoped that was enough.
“Release!” she said.
The archers released, and a dozen arrows slammed into Rigoric. Some bounced off his steel cuirass and skittered away. Yet a few of the arrows punched through the gaps in his armor and into his flesh. One drove right through his throat and out the back of his neck, blood sheeting down the front of his armor. Still the huge warrior made no sound, though the force of the impacts knocked him back several steps. More steel threads burst from the mask and plunged into his skin, and it almost looked as if a maze of tiny steel roots hung from the mask. 
Adalar struck, swinging his greatsword with both hands. The steel blade struck Rigoric across the stomach. The blow did not penetrate his armor, but instead forced Rigoric back against the battlements. Adalar stepped back, stabbed his sword behind Rigoric’s knees, and yanked it forward. Rigoric’s legs went out from underneath him, and he lost his balance and fell over the battlements. There was a loud clank as Rigoric struck the ground. Sigaldra looked for him, hoping that Rigoric had broken his neck in the fall, or at least had been speared upon one of the sharpened stakes.
Instead she saw him hurtling back towards Earnachar and the Prophetess with tremendous speed, moving so fast that she could not hit him with her bow.
A groan went up from the Skuldari upon the ladders. Rigoric’s withdrawal had disheartened them, and Adalar, Wesson, and Talchar led a charge to clear the Skuldari from the walls. The Skuldari warriors retreated down the ladders and fled out of arrow range from the wall, much to the obvious rage of Earnachar. 
Her men started to cheer, shouting insults as the besiegers. 
Something hotter than fury and colder than death shuddered through Sigaldra. She wanted to scream defiance at them, to spit upon the corpses arrayed below her wall. But she held herself in check. This wasn’t a victory, not yet.
This was only the beginning.
 
###
 
Later Adalar stood over the gate with the others, drinking from a cup of cool water one of the Jutai bondswomen had brought him. His throat always got dry after he was done fighting. Or maybe it went dry while he was fighting, and he never noticed until the killing stopped and his heart slowed down again. 
He was not troubled by the men he had killed today, which troubled him, and the absurdity of it made him want to laugh. Adalar had killed men today, had seen them die screaming, and felt the heat of their blood spatter across his face. The runedead had been undead monstrosities, and a man could fight them without a twinge of conscience. The Skuldari were living men, sons and fathers and brothers, and Adalar had slain many of them today. 
Yet they were in the wrong. The Jutai only wanted to be ignored, left to live in peace upon their farms. Earnachar would not even grant them that, and he had invited the Skuldari into the Grim Marches. They would kill everyone in Greatheart Keep in the service of their new goddess and her Prophetess.
Adalar found he had no qualms about killing such men. 
“It was a mistake,” said Sigaldra. 
“Hmm?” said Adalar, shaken out of his thoughts. He rebuked himself for letting his mind wander. Still, he had not slept for nearly two days, and his mind was starting to drift. He was going to need rest soon.
“This attack upon our walls,” said Sigaldra. “They do not have enough men to take Greatheart Keep by storm.” 
“Perhaps they thought the soliphages and Rigoric would be enough to clear the ramparts,” said Vorgaric, leaning on his heavy hammer. The blacksmith had come through mostly unscathed, though he had some cuts on his arm and a slight limp where a sword had bounced off the chain mail guarding his hip. 
“It could be,” said Adalar, “that for all her power, the Prophetess is a fool.”
They all looked at him. 
“How so?” said Sigaldra.
“At least in matters of war,” said Adalar. “She has magical power and knowledge, that is clear. Yet that does not translate into the skill of a captain. Perhaps she thought that the soliphages and Rigoric would overcome us.”
“Or she planned on opening the gates with a spell,” said Timothy, “and did not anticipate finding me here.”
“Earnachar, though, is no fool,” said Talchar. “A scoundrel, surely, but the man can keep his men in good order during a battle. He would not throw away lives in a futile assault.”
Sigaldra scoffed. “I doubt he cares about the Skuldari.”
“He wouldn’t,” said Arnulf, “but the Prophetess might.”
“I doubt she cares, either,” said Sigaldra, looking at the warriors waiting out of bowshot. “If they die, what of it? It’s all in the glorious name of her goddess.” 
“If the Prophetess is controlling Earnachar through her magic,” said Adalar, “he might not be thinking clearly. Or the Prophetess is forcing him to make mistakes he would not otherwise commit.”
“They’re in a hurry,” said Wesson. He scratched at his moustache. “You’ve got enough food, so they can’t starve us out. If they wait too long outside the walls, someone else will strike.”
“Aye,” said Arnulf. “Even if the hrould is dead, Lady Molly will come to avenge her father, and her wrath is just as fierce as his.” Adalar, who had met Molly Cravenlock once or twice, thought that an understatement. “The Guardian of the Tervingi yet lives, and I have not seen anything to make me think that the Prophetess’s magic is the equal of his own.”
“It’s not,” said Timothy. “I can disrupt the Prophetess’s spells, but I cannot defeat her. The Guardian could overcome her in a battle of spells, I am certain.” He took a deep breath. “My lady, my lords, I think that is the reason behind the attack on the walls. The Prophetess cannot take the time to starve us out, for sooner or later a force capable of destroying her would arrive. She must take the village, seize Lady Liane, and depart before she faces serious opposition.” 
“Why take the village at all, then?” said Arnulf. “Why not simply kidnap Liane and have done with it?”
“She tried,” said Sigaldra, realizing. “That was why Earnachar wanted to marry her.” She let out a bitter little laugh. “I fear our own vigilance has brought this upon us. Of all the folk of the Grim Marches, only the Jutai were on guard against valgasts, so she couldn’t have them tunnel into the village and take us by surprise. The valgasts and the soliphages can’t scale the wall, and I refused to have anything to do with Earnachar.” 
“So what the Prophetess could not gain by guile, she will try to take by force,” said Vorgaric. He spat over the wall. 
“There is another explanation,” said Timothy, his voice uneasy. “It is possible that the Skuldari attacks were a distraction.”
“I feared that, as well,” said Sigaldra, “but I know not for what. Did the Prophetess and the soliphages work any magic during the attack?”
“None that I could sense,” said Timothy. “Not even cloaking spells.”
“Holdmistress!”
Ulfarna hurried up the steps, her black skirt flowing beneath the leather armor she wore, her cane tapping against stones.
“What is it?” said Sigaldra.
“You must see this at once,” said Ulfarna. 
 
###
 
Adalar scowled, lay down upon the floor, and put his ear to the flagstones of the cellar.
At once he heard and felt the distant vibrations.
“You hear it, too?” said Sigaldra. 
“Aye,” said Adalar. “Same as the other two.” 
He got to his feet and looked at the others. Sigaldra, Arnulf, Wesson, and Vorgaric had followed Ulfarna, leaving Talchar in command at the wall, with Timothy waiting to counter the Prophetess’s magic if necessary. 
“The valgasts are tunneling beneath the village,” said Arnulf.
“It is worse than that,” said Vorgaric. “I fear that they are digging multiple tunnels at once. Three, maybe even four. If they all burst from the tunnels at once, we may not be able to contain them.”
“Worse,” said Adalar, remembering the carnage at the wall. “If the Skuldari attack at the same moment the valgasts break through…”
“Which they almost certainly will,” said Wesson.
“We will have a hard time holding them,” said Adalar. “We might be forced to fall back to the keep itself.” 
“There isn’t enough room in the keep for everyone,” said Sigaldra. “It would be a slaughter.” 
They were silent for a moment. Adalar had thought he was going to die more than once while fighting the runedead – at Tumblestone, at Knightcastle, at the Northwater, countless times in Mastaria. He had never thought he would die in a village of the Jutai surrounded by the worshippers of an ancient spider goddess. 
Then Sigaldra straightened up. 
“We will hold out,” she said. “We have sent out riders. Help will be on the way, sooner or later. If it comes sooner, we shall hold. And if it comes too late…we shall at least make Earnachar and the Prophetess pay in blood for every foot of land they take.” 
“Well spoken,” said Adalar.
Sigaldra looked at him without blinking for a moment, and then nodded. “Thank you. But words are empty. Let us be about our tasks, then.”
They left the cellar and returned to the walls.



Chapter 16: Wrath of the Demonsouled
 
Romaria sniffed at the wind.
“I smell them,” she said. 
“Smell what?” said Mazael. In all likelihood, she probably smelled him. Mazael had spent two days bathing in his own sweat and blood, to say nothing of spider ichor, and the clothes he had taken from the camp had not been terribly clean. 
“Mammoths,” said Romaria. “Nothing else in the world smells like mammoth musk and fur.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s not a pleasant odor. I’m surprised that you can’t smell it.”
“Not all of us have the senses of the Elderborn,” said Mazael. 
“Just as well.” She grinned. “You might have to smell yourself, then.” She lifted a hand and shaded her eyes. “And there they are.”
The skythain had been one of Toric’s men, sent ahead to scout. Molly had followed Mazael’s instructions and headed west to Greatheart Keep with as much of a force she could muster. Since Molly was not a fool, that force had included skythains mounted upon griffins to act as scouts, and one of those scouts had told Mazael where to find his daughter and her army. 
He saw the distant brown shapes of Tervingi war mammoths. The massive elephantine beasts looked as if they were moving slowly, but that was only an illusion caused by their immense size. Even when walking, they covered a great deal of ground, and when charging, they were nearly unstoppable, as the Justiciar Order had discovered in its final moments. Near the mammoths moved ranks of horsemen, keeping well away from the great beasts. The black Cravenlock banner flew from their standards. Mazael guessed that there were nearly five hundred knights and mounted armsmen. 
“Molly came prepared,” said Mazael.
Romaria shrugged. “She’s your daughter.” 
No sooner had the words left his mouth than a column of darkness swirled before them. The shadows cleared to reveal a lean, muscled young woman in her early twenties with gray eyes and long brown hair pulled back into a tail. She wore dark wool and black leather, loose and comfortable, and a sword rested on her right hip, a dragon’s tooth dagger upon her left. Her only concessions to rank were the high quality of her sword and the jeweled wedding ring upon her left hand. 
“Father,” she said. 
“Molly,” said Mazael. 
“You look,” said Molly, “rather the worse for wear.” 
“It’s been a busy few days,” said Mazael. “I was poisoned, kidnapped, and had to cut a giant spider out of my chest.”
The heir to Castle Cravenlock frowned. “If you’re not going to tell me the truth…”
“He is,” said Romaria. “I was there for part of it.”
“Gods,” said Molly. “You mentioned the spiders in your note. Riothamus can see them, by the way, with his version of the Sight. We found a few more of Earnachar’s thains skulking around Castle Cravenlock. Riothamus forced the spiders out of them. A few of them were grateful and told us everything they knew.” She scowled. “A few of them were furious. They worshipped this spider-bitch goddess of their own free will, and they had taken the spiders to better hear her voice or some such rubbish.” 
“That part may not be nonsense,” said Mazael. “I don’t remember it all clearly, but I think I heard the voice of Marazadra while that spider was in my chest. Or I thought I did, at any rate.”
Molly frowned. “Did she say anything useful?” 
“She wanted me to join her,” said Mazael.
Molly burst out laughing. “After hearing that speech from Grandfather, I doubt some dusty old spider had much to offer.”
“No,” said Mazael. Molly was perhaps the only other person who understood just how dangerous the Old Demon had been, understood how hard it was to resist the call of Demonsouled blood. “Different when it’s not family, I suppose. But…she talked about the Old Demon, said he had bound her. That she was free, now that he was dead.” 
Molly glanced at the column of horsemen and mammoths. “We had best rejoin the others. I think you’re going to want to talk to Riothamus.” 
They started walking.
“He knows something about Marazadra and the spiders?” said Mazael.
“He does,” said Molly. “Part of the lore of the Guardians that he learned from Aegidia. Some of it is memories from his staff. Apparently the Tervingi dealt with the soliphages during their history.” She shook her head, the tail of her hair swishing against her shoulders. “Funny. The Tervingi came here to get away from the Malrags, and instead they found all the other monsters from the middle lands, the valgasts and the soliphages and the gods know what else. I hope no dragons turn up.” 
“Unless the dragon has a taste for valgasts, I agree with you,” said Mazael. 
They reached the horsemen, the ground vibrating a bit as the mammoths continued their steady stride. Wooden platforms rested atop the mammoths’ backs, bound in place by an intricate net of ropes and leather bands. Tervingi archers waited atop the platforms, ready to rain death upon any foes. Though given how easily the mammoths trampled through enemy ranks, the archers hardly seemed necessary. Mazael greeted his knights and armsmen as he passed them.
A tall, rangy Tervingi man rode at the head of the column, clad in chain mail, dusty trousers, and worn boots. He had thick black hair and blue eyes, stark against the hard planes of his face. In his right hand he carried a long staff of bronze-colored wood, its length carved with arcane sigils. 
“Husband,” said Molly. “I found them.”
Riothamus, the Guardian of the Tervingi, smiled back. “So I see.” He swung down from the saddle with a sigh of relief. Mazael was impressed that he had spent that much time on horseback. Earnachar’s horsethains might have taken to riding, but the rest of the Tervingi still preferred their own feet. The Jutai, too, for that matter. 
“Guardian,” said Mazael.
“Lord Mazael, Lady Romaria,” said Riothamus. “I am glad you are safe. My Sight saw that you were in peril, but there was nothing I could do to aid you.” 
“So I gathered what men we could find and headed west with all speed,” said Molly. “Just as your note said. If there was going to be fighting, I wouldn’t want to miss it.” Molly rarely did what Mazael told her to do. She had his Demonsouled blood, though, which meant she had his same lust for battle, his same yearning for blood and death. 
Another thing they understood better than anyone. 
“You did well,” said Mazael. “We need to make for Greatheart Keep with all speed. I expect Earnachar and the Prophetess have the place under siege by now.”
“Prophetess?” said Molly. “Some valgasts tried to raid Sword Town, and we drove them off. Their wizards…”
“Vrokuls,” said Riothamus. 
“Whatever,” said Molly. “I can’t pronounce that. Their wizards kept babbling about a Prophetess.” 
“I saw her with the Sight,” said Riothamus. “A woman wrapped in shadows as she spins her webs, a woman who has deceived both others and herself.”
“That’s her,” said Mazael. “We met and had a little talk.”
He gestured, and they moved forward, out of earshot of the knights and the Tervingi thains. Once they were far enough away, Mazael told Molly and Riothamus everything that had happened – the valgasts, the spiders, the Skuldari, Sigaldra and Liane, the Prophetess and Earnachar’s treachery. 
“You have been busy,” said Molly. She tapped her fingers against the hilt of her dragon’s tooth dagger. “I never liked Earnachar. Shall I kill him for you, Father?”
“Earnachar is either a dupe or a pawn,” said Riothamus. “He is not the real enemy. The Prophetess is our real foe…the Prophetess, and her goddess Marazadra.” 
“You know of her?” said Mazael.
“She had many names,” said Riothamus, and the sigils of his staff glimmered with golden fire for an instant beneath his fingers. “Marazadra was what the valgasts called her, and apparently the Skuldari used that name too. Others named her the Weaver of Shadows, the Spinner of Souls, the Maiden of Blood, and a dozen other titles, all equally grisly.”
“Then the Tervingi encountered her before?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Riothamus. “She is older than the Tervingi. Tervingar led our people to freedom a millennia ago when the Imperium of the Dark Elderborn collapsed in the middle lands. She had already been bound for two thousand years by then.” He tapped his staff. “But the office and the staff of the Guardian is older than the Tervingi, too. The Guardians of old housed their most important memories in the staff, so that future Guardians could benefit from their experiences.” 
“And the Guardians encountered Marazadra,” said Mazael. 
“We never did,” said Riothamus. He closed his eyes and walked in silence for a moment. “The Old Demon, the Urdmoloch, bound her long before that. After the High Elderborn were destroyed, there were many dark powers that competed for mastery of this world. Marazadra and her children, the soliphages, were one of them. They warred against the San-keth and the Dark Elderborn and the others. The Old Demon must have seen them as a threat to his plans.” 
“It makes sense,” said Molly. “Grandfather wanted to devour all the Demonsouled himself. He certainly wasn’t about to share with this spider goddess. Like a fat child refusing to share a pie with his brothers.”
Romaria laughed. “I had not thought of it that way.” 
“The Old Demon could not take direct action against Marazadra, not unless she attacked him first,” said Riothamus. 
“That never slowed him down much,” said Mazael.
Riothamus nodded. “The lore of the Guardians says that the Urdmoloch hated direct confrontation and preferred to manipulate affairs from the shadows using catspaws and proxies. The San-keth thought that way, too, but the Urdmoloch was better at it. He allied with the San-keth archpriests of the west against Marazadra, while simultaneously allying with Marazadra against the San-keth archpriests.”
“He convinced them to destroy each other,” said Mazael.
“The Urdmoloch promised both that he would provide aid in the final battle,” said Riothamus. “Instead he prepared a trap. Marazadra defeated the San-keth archpriests, but her physical form was destroyed and her spirit imprisoned. The Old Demon bound the soliphages, keeping them away from the realms of the west, where he sired and destroyed most of his Demonsouled progeny.” 
“Like a breeding pen,” said Mazael. He wondered how much of the realm’s history had been shaped by the Old Demon, wondered how many kings and lords and wizards had been manipulated to feed the dark power in Cythraul Urdvul.   
“Gods,” said Molly. “The devil, the snake, and the spider.”
“What?” said Mazael, and Riothamus nodded.
“It’s a song of the Tervingi loresingers,” said Molly. “The snakes and the spiders go to war, and they both ask a devil for help. The devil agrees to help them both, but instead tricks and destroys them. I thought it was just a fable.”
“It is,” said Riothamus, “but a fable based upon truth.” 
“What about the Skuldari?” said Mazael. “Do you know anything about them?”
“I fear not,” said Riothamus. “None of the Guardians ever encountered them. Marazadra was the goddess of the soliphages, but she had many human worshippers, and the soliphages themselves had human slaves, both as servants and as livestock.” He shrugged. “I expect the Skuldari are the descendants of these slaves, though they have forgotten much of their history. Just as the Tervingi forgot that the office of the Guardian is older than our nation.” 
“And the valgasts?” said Mazael. “Did they always worship Marazadra?” 
“To my knowledge, yes,” said Riothamus. “The valgasts are scavengers. They believe that Marazadra will devour the world, and that the valgasts can then feast upon the remnants. I had always thought the valgasts only ventured to the surface upon midsummer’s day and midwinter’s day out of tradition, but it seems that the Old Demon bound them as well. Now that he is dead, they are free to as they wish. I fear they shall remain a constant menace.” 
“They are less dangerous than the Malrags, at least,” said Mazael. “What about the Prophetess? Did the Guardians ever encounter her?”
“I do not believe so,” said Riothamus. “Based on what you have said, I think she is a relatively young woman, albeit one of considerable magical power. Is she Skuldari?”
“No,” said Mazael. “The Skuldari I’ve seen tend to be tall, with dark eyes and hair. She is shorter, with green eyes and red hair, and far paler than most Skuldari. Her accent is wrong, too. She sounds Travian.”
“Travian?” said Riothamus. “Like Timothy, you mean?”
“Aye,” said Mazael. 
“There are female wizards?” said Riothamus. “The Brotherhood of wizards accepts women as students?” He considered. “Is it not a brotherhood?”
“Some,” said Mazael. “Not many. Some of the wizards’ colleges accept women, and some do not. The Dominiars and the Justiciars used to kill any wizard they could catch.” 
“So why is a Travian wizard leading the worshippers of a dead spider goddess in some ragged little war?” said Molly. 
“A very good question,” said Romaria.
“I have been catching glimpses of her with the Sight,” said Riothamus. “Not many, and not clearly. She is powerful enough to cloak herself.”
Mazael grunted. “I noticed.” 
“Yet I have been able to see her, if briefly,” said Riothamus. “She is powerful. Not as strong as the Old Demon or as Lucan Mandragon, but powerful nonetheless. It is unusual to find someone of that age with that much magical power.”
“You’re not that old, husband. Lucan wasn’t that old, either,” said Molly. “He went digging around in the past and found the Wraithaldr, and look what that did to him. Maybe this Prophetess did the same thing.” 
“You think she found some relic of Marazadra and the soliphages,” said Mazael, “and its power set her upon this path?”
Molly grinned. “We can search her corpse after you kill her.” 
“She claims it is for a better world,” said Mazael. “That only fear can make men moral, and that when she finishes her plan, she will bring order and harmony to the world under her goddess.
“She is wrong,” said Riothamus. “A man might rule by fear, but the minute the fear falters his power is gone. Malaric would still be ruling in Barellion if he had not lost the battle to the Aegonar invaders. She is half-right, though. Men are good for two reasons, either love or fear. But love is the more reliable of the two.”
Molly smiled at him. She often smirked, but rarely smiled. Mazael had failed her as a father in every way possible, so when she had come to Castle Cravenlock he had determined to find her a worthy husband. She had met Riothamus on her own, which was just as well. He could not have found a better husband for her than Riothamus, Guardian of the Tervingi.
“What do you think she intends?” said Romaria. “All this scheming. It must have some purpose.” 
“Whatever her intention,” said Mazael, “she has brought fire and sword against the Grim Marches. Her valgasts have attacked villages under my protection. That must be answered.”  
“Then you do intend to kill her?” said Riothamus.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “The Grim Marches have suffered the Malrag attack, the Tervingi invasion, the Great Rising, and the battle again the Justiciar Order, but we have endured. I will be damned if we have survived all that only to fall to the Prophetess and her goddess.” He shrugged. “Whatever her plan, she will not be able to carry it out when she is dead.”
Riothamus nodded, his face grave. “Her goddess feared the Old Demon. Perhaps she should fear to challenge the last of the Demonsouled.”
“Technically,” said Molly, “I am the last of the Demonsouled.”
“Eh?” said Mazael. 
“I’m younger than you,” said Molly, “and assuming we don’t get ourselves killed, I’ll outlive you. So I’m the last of the Demonsouled. You’re the second-to-last of the Demonsouled.”
Romaria burst out laughing. “I must admit, that ‘bride of the second-to-last of the Demonsouled’ does not sound nearly as impressive.” 
“It’s too cumbersome for a formal title,” said Mazael. “Well, then, last of the Demonsouled. How do you suggest we proceed?”
“We go to Greatheart Keep,” said Molly, “defeat the Skuldari, kill any valgasts and soliphages we find, kill Earnachar, and then kill the Prophetess.” 
“That,” said Mazael, “is exactly what I had in mind. Do you have horses you can spare for us?” Molly nodded. “Good. Let’s be on our way. The sooner we get to Greatheart Keep, the better.”



Chapter 17: Fall
 
Adalar’s eyes opened. 
He sat up, reaching for the weapons next to his cloak. 
“What is it?" he said. "The foe? Have they come over the wall? Are…” His hand curled around the handle of a dagger, and he prepared to strike, expecting to see Skuldari swarming down the walls or a horde of valgasts boiling up from the ground. 
Yet nothing moved, and Adalar realized he was alone.
He took a deep breath and lowered his dagger. 
The alley was quiet around him, and he heard no sounds of battle. The air stank, of course, but the corpses scattered below the wall made certain of that. It had been three days, and the dead were becoming increasingly malodorous. Adalar feared an outbreak of plague if the dead were not buried soon. It would be darkly amusing if the Jutai withstood the siege only for a plague to carry off both the besieged and besiegers alike. 
With Arnulf’s thains, Mazael’s knights and armsmen, and Adalar’s men, the village was full to bursting. The wounded men rested in the church, and every available bed and flat surface hosted sleeping men. Adalar refused to take a bed that a wounded man might need. He would not ask his knights and armsmen to do anything that he would not do himself, so he slept wrapped in his cloak upon the ground. 
He sat up, brushing dust from his armor. Sleeping in armor always made him ache, as if he had slept with a brick or two resting upon his chest. Yet there was no telling when the Skuldari might strike again, and Adalar had no idea when the valgasts might finally break into the village. The cellars had been vibrating for days. He leaned against the wall of the nearby house with a sigh. A few more moments of rest, and then he would return to the ramparts. The Skuldari had not attacked in the last day, and the Prophetess had not worked any magic. Of course, that meant they would likely try something today…
He heard the scrape of leather and reached for his dagger.
Sigaldra came around the corner and stopped when she saw him. 
“Oh,” she said. “I didn’t know you were here. I will go elsewhere.”
“It is all right,” said Adalar. “I was waking up.” He hesitated, a mischievous thought seizing his tired brain. “Unless you were planning to relieve yourself here. Then it is not all right.”
Sigaldra scowled. “I have issued strict commands. Plague is always a danger during a siege. My folk are to relieve themselves into chamber pots and empty them in the communal midden in the other…ah.” She blinked. “You were making a joke.”
“Not a clever one, I fear,” said Adalar.
He expected her to leave, but instead she shrugged and sat down next to him, her chain mail rasping against the wall as she sat. She looked even more tired than Adalar felt. Dark rings encircled her bloodshot blue eyes, and her face seemed sharper than he recalled, the cheekbones tight against the skin. 
“There is no need for jokes,” she said. “We already are living one.”
“I fail to see how,” said Adalar.
“You might not be living a joke, Lord Adalar,” said Sigaldra, “but the Jutai are. We came here to be safe, to get away from the Malrags. We simply wanted to live in peace, to be left alone.” She shook her head and let out a bitter little laugh. “Now the Tervingi are going to kill us.”
“To be fair,” said Adalar, “they had help from the Skuldari and the valgasts.” 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra, her voice flat and empty. “I suppose that is at least some consolation. The Tervingi could not do it on their own. They needed the help of the Prophetess and her pets.” 
He laughed.
Sigaldra raised her eyebrows. “You find the destruction of my people funny, Lord Adalar of Castle Dominus?”
“Not in the slightest,” said Adalar, shaking his head. “But…I find my impending death funny, my lady Sigaldra. I am still a young man, I know, but I do not feel like one. I have been in so many battles. The San-keth, the Dominiars, the Malrags, the runedead, Caraster’s rebellion…I survived them all when many better men than I fell to the blades of our foes. I never thought I would come back to Greatheart Keep, yet now I am going to die here. I thought I would die in battle against the runedead hordes of Lucan Mandragon…instead I am going to be killed by the ragged followers of a madwoman who worships the soliphages as the emissaries of a long-forgotten goddess.”
“It is grimly funny,” said Sigaldra, “when you put it that way.”
“I confess that it never occurred to me that I would die at Greatheart Keep,” said Adalar.
“No man can see his fate, or so the loresingers claimed,” said Sigaldra. “Perhaps that is for the best. If we saw our fate beyond all doubt, we might die of despair.”
“Then it wouldn’t really be our fate,” said Adalar.
She didn’t laugh, but a brief smile flickered over her lips. “I thought I would die in the middle lands, slain when the Malrags overwhelmed us at last. I thought I would die upon the march, when Ragnachar tired of the Jutai and killed us all. I thought I would die outside of Swordgrim when Lucan Mandragon summoned the runedead, or upon the banks of the Northwater. I never thought I would die within the walls of Greatheart Keep, slain by valgasts and soliphages.” She scoffed. “Though I always knew that Earnachar was a treacherous dog.” She spat upon the ground. “If I can kill him, if I can put an arrow through his lying, treacherous throat, then I can at least die content.” 
“Vengeance is enjoyable,” said Adalar. “Life is better.”
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “It seems we have little choice in the matter, though.” 
“I fear that is so,” said Adalar. “I wish,” he sighed, “I wish I had done better.”
Sigaldra frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I have seen many men die in battle,” said Adalar.
“We have not lost that many men yet,” said Sigaldra. “More than I wish, surely, but not as many as we could have lost.” 
“Not just here,” said Adalar. “All the other battles, too. I survived, and they did not. I couldn’t save them.” He looked up at the gray tower of the keep upon its hill. “My father…”
“What about him?” said Sigaldra. 
“He would have found a way,” said Adalar. “He was everything a knight is supposed to be. He would have found a way to save Greatheart Keep and defeat Earnachar. I cannot, just as I could not save the others at…”
He frowned, looking at the keep.
“You should not compare yourself to your father,” said Sigaldra. “I have no doubt he was an honorable and valiant warrior, but what man could stand against the runedead and live? What man could hold Greatheart Keep against a larger force for so long?”
“I don’t know,” said Adalar, voice quiet. 
He had dreamed from time to time about how things would have been different if he had killed Lucan Mandragon when he had still had the chance, but he knew that was unreasonable. Mazael had trusted Lucan, and no one had known what kind of monster the Dragon’s Shadow would become. Even Sir Nathan had not lifted his hand against Lucan Mandragon. Yet Adalar could not help but think that Sir Nathan would have done something, would have found a way. His father had been the perfect knight, an exemplar of chivalry and valor. 
His father had been a good man, but he had just been a man. Perhaps Sir Nathan would not have been able to save those men.
“I don’t know,” said Adalar again. 
“You should not rebuke yourself,” said Sigaldra. “You have risked life and limb to defend a place that is no longer your home, a people not your own. You are a valiant warrior, Adalar Greatheart. Even Talchar thinks so, and Talchar hates everyone.”
“Talchar said that?” said Adalar. Talchar was a formidable warrior, and his wife Kuldura was equally terrifying. There had been some Skuldari wounded left upon the ramparts after the last skirmish, and Kuldura had cut their throats with all the calm efficiency of a woman slicing vegetables. Talchar had even looked on with husbandly pride. 
“He did,” said Sigaldra. “He is not a man to say what he does not mean.”
“I imagine not,” said Adalar. “And you, Lady Sigaldra, are a valiant leader.”
She scoffed and looked away. “One who led her people to their death.”
“Anyone else would have despaired by now, I think,” said Adalar. 
“Perhaps I have,” said Sigaldra. 
“But you do not show it,” said Adalar. “Not before your people. They are fighting to save their homes, but it is you they follow.”
“I am weary of it,” said Sigaldra, her voice so soft Adalar could barely hear it. “It should have been my father. It should have been my brothers. Not me. I cannot…I cannot bear the burden.”
“You bear it well,” said Adalar. “I think the Jutai would not have survived this long without you.”
“I should have done more,” said Sigaldra. “I should have saved more of them.”
“Just as I should have saved more men in battle?” said Adalar.
She blinked, scowled at him, and then gave a rueful shake of her head. “It is peculiar that I can be so honest with you, Lord Adalar. I cannot speak so freely with anyone else, even my sister.”
“Because they rely upon you to lead them,” said Adalar. 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra, gazing at him. “I wish…I wish we could have met under different circumstances. In more peaceful times.” 
“I wish that, too,” said Adalar. 
He stared at her bloodshot eyes, and realized that once again they were alone. He wasn’t sure why that made him uncomfortable, and then once again the obvious occurred to him. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to kiss her very badly. Beneath the armor and the grime of battle and the weariness, she was a lovely woman. More than that, she was valiant and strong. He had never met someone quite like her. 
Perhaps he was thinking too damn much.
“Sister?”
Adalar looked up as Sigaldra’s head snapped around. 
Liane stood at the entrance of the alley, tugging at her sleeves. She wore a simple tan dress with a heavy apron over it, pouches hanging at her belt. At first Sigaldra had insisted that Liane remain in the keep, but there was simply too much work to be done and not enough hands to do it. So Liane had been helping to tend the wounded in the church. Adalar disliked the thought of a young girl having to help wounded men, having to wash away the blood and the dirt and listen to the men scream as their wounds were cauterized and stitched shut, but it was nothing Liane had not done before. 
“Sister,” said Sigaldra, her voice quiet.
“I am sorry,” said Liane, her eyes flicking towards Adalar. “I thought…I thought you would be elsewhere, I didn’t know you would be with the rusted knight.” She flinched. “I am sorry. I mean Lord Adalar.”
Adalar laughed. “If things continue on as they have, soon I shall be the rusted knight in truth.”
Liane offered a tremulous smile, and Adalar realized that the girl was afraid. Everyone in Greatheart Keep was afraid, but the Jutai were used to fear. Liane’s fear seemed to have become open terror, her fingers plucking at her sleeves, a muscle jumping in her jaw. 
Sigaldra rose and walked to her, and Adalar followed. “What is it? What is wrong?”
“I…just wanted to talk to you,” said Liane. “There has not been much time for it in the last few days.”
“No,” said Sigaldra. “There has not. Is everything well at the church?” 
“Not really,” said Liane. “But it is as well as can be. The wounded men have all been made comfortable.” She hesitated. “Sometimes…sometimes visions come to me when I tend them, and I know which men will recover of their wounds and which men will die.” She shivered. “I wish I did not see such things.”
“You should not speak of them,” said Sigaldra, “to the men themselves. Or to their families.”
“I don’t,” said Liane. “The knowledge…it would not comfort them. It does not comfort me. It is like being holdmistress, I think.”
“What do you mean?” said Sigaldra. 
“You know many terrible things that you cannot tell the others,” said Liane. 
Sigaldra’s blue eyes flicked towards the wall. The Skuldari had been repairing their damaged ladders and building new ones, and would soon have twelve ladders ready. If they all came at the wall simultaneously, the defense would quite likely be overwhelmed. 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra.
“I should go,” said Adalar, stepping towards the mouth of the alley. Likely Sigaldra and Liane wanted to have a moment alone. They might never have the chance again. 
“Wait,” said Liane. “Please wait, Lord Adalar. I should tell you this, too.”
“Tell us what?” said Sigaldra. “Liane, what is wrong?” She hesitated. “Other than the obvious.”
“I think,” said Liane. She took a deep breath. “I think I should surrender to the Prophetess.” 
“No,” said Sigaldra. “No. Absolutely not. I forbid it.” 
“You are the holdmistress,” said Liane. She rubbed at her eyes, and Adalar saw tears there. “You have to guard the Jutai people, not just me. This is all happening because of me. All those dead and wounded men. I do not…I do not want any other men to die on my account. You cannot sacrifice the Jutai nation to save your sister.”
“You are my sister, but that has nothing to do with it,” said Sigaldra. “You are Jutai. I would not surrender a single one of our people to Earnachar and his damned Prophetess. Not for any reason. The Malrags and the Tervingi and the runedead have already taken too many of us.” 
“But…” said Liane.
“No,” said Sigaldra. “No argument. We will not give you to the Prophetess. Not you, not anyone.”
“But if it could save the others…” said Liane.
“It wouldn’t,” said Sigaldra. “If you sacrificed yourself, it would be for nothing. The Skuldari would not stop. Earnachar certainly would not stop. They would take you for whatever evil purpose the Prophetess has in mind, and they would keep attacking Greatheart Keep.” 
Liane shook her head, her frustration plain. 
“Forgive me, Lady Liane,” said Adalar. “It may not be my place to speak here, but I fear that your sister is correct. The Prophetess strikes me as a woman without mercy, a woman so dedicated to her cause that she will commit any crime and speak any lie to reach it. Lucan Mandragon and Caraster of Mastaria were of a similar mold. If you surrender, it will be for naught. The best thing we can do is to hold out for as long as we can, in hopes that aid will reach us before it is too late.” 
“But I had a dream,” said Liane. “A vision of the Sight that came to me while I slept.” 
A flicker of dread went over Sigaldra’s face. “What did it show you?”
“I stood in a dead forest with two paths before me,” said Liane. “On the left-hand path, I went with the Prophetess and left Greatheart Keep behind. On the right-hand path I stayed in Greatheart Keep, and our homes burned and the Jutai were slain, the urns of our ancestors smashed and their ashes thrown into the wind.” 
Silence answered her.
“Perhaps you were mistaken,” said Sigaldra. “Perhaps it was not a dream of the Sight.”
“No,” said Liane, her voice grave. “It was not, sister. I wish it was…but it was not. I know the difference between the two.” 
Sigaldra shook her head, her lips pressed into a bloodless line.
“In your vision,” said Adalar, “in the left-hand path, the path where you went with the Prophetess…did you see what happened to Greatheart Keep?”
“The vision did not show it,” said Liane. 
“Then it seems to me,” said Adalar, “that you had best not go with the Prophetess.”
“But if I stay, Greatheart Keep shall be destroyed,” said Liane. 
“If you leave, Greatheart Keep could be destroyed anyway,” said Adalar. “Nor did the vision show every possible future. Aid could yet come. Disease could break out among the besiegers, thanks to all the corpses.” Adalar shrugged. “I know little of visions and prophecies, but I do not think that you should presume that you know the future beyond all doubt.” 
They stood in silence for a while. 
“Perhaps…you are right,” said Liane.
Sigaldra nodded. “He is. Go back to the church, Liane. I think Kuldura and Ulfarna will have tasks that need to be done.”
“Yes.” Liane hesitated. “Be careful, sister. You are afraid of losing me…but I am just as afraid of losing you.”
“I will,” said Sigaldra, and Liane turned and left.
Sigaldra closed her eyes and let out a shuddering breath.
“She would have done it, wouldn’t she?” said Adalar after a while. “Surrendered herself to the Prophetess.” 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “When she makes up her mind, she is as stubborn as a mule.” She looked at him. “Thank you. I think…I do not think I could have persuaded her otherwise.” 
Adalar nodded. “We should not give up hope.”
She snorted. “You have already given up hope, as have I. You are just…acting the lord in front of me, persuading me not to despair.” 
“You are the holdmistress of the Jutai,” said Adalar, “and I am the Lord of Castle Dominus. Despair is not a luxury we are allowed to permit ourselves.”
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “You are entirely right.” She took a deep breath. “Let us return to the walls and see if our doom shall come today or tomorrow.”
 
###
 
“It’s going to be soon,” said Talchar One-Eye, pointing. 
Sigaldra scowled. 
Reinforcements, both Skuldari raiders and Tervingi thains, had bolstered Earnachar’s forces, and two thousand men now waited outside the walls. The Skuldari and the thains had dispersed, ripping down every barn and cottage and silo they could reach. From the raw materials they began to assemble ladders. They had brought six with them, and Talchar thought they might have constructed six or eight more. 
That could mean twelve ladders hitting the walls at once. And if the soliphages spearheaded the assault, or Rigoric threw himself into the fray, the enemy might well seize the ramparts. 
To say nothing of what would happen if the valgasts at last finished their tunnels. 
“I agree,” said Arnulf.
“Perhaps a sortie,” said Wesson. The stocky knight had been a pillar of their defense, his steady equanimity never wavering. “Their footmen are dispersed widely, and we still have most of our horses. If we hit them while they are constructing their ladders, perhaps we can inflict heavy losses upon them.” 
“I fear not,” said Adalar. “See how the Skuldari have positioned their spiders? And where Earnachar placed the horsethains? If we ride out to charge the footmen, the spiders and the horsethains will encircle us in short order, and we shall be overwhelmed.”
Arnulf grunted. “Their men seem better arrayed.”
“Perhaps they’ve learned from experience,” said Vorgaric. 
“Or perhaps,” said Adalar, “Earnachar himself has taken a hand.” 
“What do you mean?” said Sigaldra. 
“The first assaults ended badly for the enemy,” said Adalar, gesturing at the rotting dead strewn below the wall. “I think the Prophetess was controlling the attack directly. After that fell apart, she must have told Earnachar to do what he wished, so long as Greatheart Keep fell.” 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra, “you’re likely right.” The enemy seemed to be controlling themselves much more competently now, and Earnachar, for all his bluster, was an experienced commander. 
“They’ll try and hit us all at once,” said Talchar. “All twelve ladders. Archers can stop three or four of them, but…” He grunted, his crystalline eye reflecting the afternoon sun. “If Earnachar’s smart, he’ll have the soliphages leading the attack, holding the rampart so the Skuldari can ascend.”
“The valgasts might strike as well,” said Adalar. The vibrations in the cellars had not stopped. Sigaldra had ordered the cellars blockaded, but she knew that would do little. The valgasts might well tunnel up into the main square. 
“We may have to fall back to the keep,” said Talchar. 
“We can’t fit everyone into the keep,” said Sigaldra. 
“We can’t,” said Talchar. “But we can fit some into the keep. And we can fight in the streets as we withdraw.”
“Where the valgasts can ambush us,” said Vorgaric. 
Sigaldra nodded. Earnachar’s plan was obvious. Unfortunately, it would also be effective. If the Skuldari and the soliphages overwhelmed the walls, and the fighters and the Jutai fell back to the keep as the valgasts ambushed them in the streets…
It would be a slaughter.
She had always known it would end like this, but it was nonetheless chilling to see how her people would die. 
“Let all the folk know,” said Sigaldra. “At the sound of the horn, abandon the walls and fall back to the keep. Tell the women and children…tell the women and children to proceed to the keep now. As many as can fit inside. If we have to fall back from the walls…when we have to fall back from the walls, we will fight in the streets. Hold out for as long as we can until aid arrives.”
“If aid arrives,” said Talchar. 
“It will,” said Sigaldra, forcing hope into her voice that she did not feel. “And if does not, we shall die as Jutai.”
“I suggest we hold a force in reserve,” said Timothy. “If the valgasts strike, and we are caught between them and the walls, the battle will be over quickly.” 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “Arnulf?”
“I will wait in the square with my thains,” said Arnulf. “If the walls seem on the verge of falling, we shall intervene. If the valgasts emerge from the earth, we shall hold them back until you can withdraw from the walls.”
“Very well,” said Sigaldra. “We…”
“They’re moving,” said Talchar.
The Skuldari had arranged themselves into twelve columns around the ladders. Earnachar rode back and forth before the columns, the Prophetess riding at his side. To judge from his posture, he was haranguing the Skuldari. 
“Arnulf,” said Sigaldra. “Withdraw to the square. If we call, come. If not…”
“If not,” said the Tervingi headman, voice grim, “then we shall hold back the valgasts as long as we can.”
“Thank you,” said Sigaldra. “All of you, thank you.” She took a deep breath. “You are not Jutai, but you have defended us nonetheless. You have met your obligations to your lord honorably.” She looked at Adalar. “Even those of you who are not of the Grim Marches. You are all honorable men and valiant warriors.”
“Thank you,” said Adalar. 
“If the speeches are done,” said Talchar, “we should prepare ourselves. I think the Skuldari are going to come at us any minute.”
“Go,” said Sigaldra. “May the ancestors and whatever gods you worship watch over you.”
A roar went up from the Skuldari warriors, and the twelve ladders started forward.
 
###
 
Adalar adjusted his grip on the greatsword, the setting sun throwing long shadows to the west. 
The twelve ladders came closer. The Skuldari had learned from their previous failures. Warriors with shields screened the ladders, protecting them from arrows. The archers loosed steady volleys, and some of the warriors fell, but most of them did not. The ladders were going to reach the wall.
All of them at once. 
The archers stopped, holding their fire until the warriors started ascending the ladders, when they would be more vulnerable and less able to shield themselves. 
“Stand ready,” said Adalar, looking at his men. Some of them had been with him since the Great Rising and Caraster’s rebellion, and he hated the thought that they had survived the Runedead War only to die here.
“There’s so many of them,” said Wesson, “that it will be all the easier to hit them.”
Adalar nodded. The ladders reached the base of the wall, and the Skuldari warriors started to lift them. The ladders were empty, and Adalar was surprised that the Skuldari had not sent up some warriors on the ladders. It would be easy enough to throw the ladders back, especially since…
“My lords!” Timothy’s voice rang over the wall. “The ladders! Beware! A cloaking spell! It…”
The top of the ladders undulated with ripples and mist. The ripples cleared, and atop each ladder crouched a dark-cloaked form, the black robes billowing to reveal crimson-armored hides. 
“Soliphages!” shouted Adalar.
The ladders slammed against the battlements, and the soliphages leapt onto the ramparts and started killing. 
Everything exploded into motion at once. 
Volleys of arrows ripped from the walls, plunging into the mobs of Skuldari warriors racing towards the ladders. Men fought and screamed and died as the soliphages attacked, forming open spaces that the Skuldari warriors could claim. 
The nearest soliphage struck, killing one of Mazael’s armsmen. Adalar whipped his greatsword around in a massive two-handed swing. The soliphage started to turn to face him, and his heavy blade sank halfway into the soliphage’s neck. The creature thrashed in pain, and three of the armsmen drove their spears into its torso. Adalar tore his sword free and shoved, and the dying soliphage tumbled over the battlements, knocking a pair of Skuldari warriors from the ladder. 
“The ladder!” said Adalar. “Quickly!” They rushed forward and sent the ladder falling backwards. 
A cheer went up from his men, but only from his men. Adalar whirled and saw fighting raging up and down the ramparts. The soliphages were brutally effective fighters, and their prowess had seized enough space to allow the Skuldari to scramble up. Three more of the soliphages had been killed, but the others were holding. The longer they held, the more Skuldari could get upon the ramparts…
“Attack!” said Adalar. “After me!”
He raced down the rampart, joining the fight against the other soliphages. Arrows hissed from the gate as Sigaldra commanded the archers to fire. Flames flashed and roared from the rampart, and a cone of fire swept across one of the ladders, setting both it and the Skuldari warriors upon it ablaze. Timothy had abandoned his restraint and thrown his powers into the fray. Adalar hoped the Prophetess did not respond with her magic. 
It hardly seemed necessary.
Her forces were already winning. 
Adalar drove his greatsword through the chest of another soliphage, sending the creature collapsing to the rampart. They had killed a half-dozen soliphages and thrown down as many ladders, but Skuldari warriors were swarming onto the wall. Already they had established several beachheads, and more warriors were climbing up. In a matter of moments they would drive the defenders back. 
Then Adalar heard the screaming from the village.
 
###
 
Sigaldra’s fingers ached and her shoulders throbbed, yet she ignored the pain, releasing arrow after arrow. 
She had no shortage of targets. 
Skuldari warriors swarmed the ramparts, and she drew and released, picking targets at random. Around her the other archers loosed in all directions. Fire flashed as Timothy unleashed his magic into the battle, turning Skuldari into living torches. 
It was not enough. 
“We must go!” said Talchar, droplets of blood flying from his broadsword. He cut down a Skuldari warrior. “We cannot hold! We must fall back to the keep.”
Sigaldra hesitated. He was right. The ramparts were on the verge of falling. If the Skuldari swept away the defense, Earnachar could carry out his promise and kill everyone in the village. At least if they withdrew they could retreat in good order, keeping some semblance of defense. 
Though she doubted they would last out the night.
“Very well,” said Sigaldra. “Sound…”
Screams rose from below. 
Sigaldra turned and saw valgasts racing through the street. 
A dozen of the spindly, yellowish-green creatures ran towards the gate. A surge of panic went through Sigaldra. There were no guards on the gate. Everyone capable of holding a weapon was already on the walls.
The valgasts could open the gate, and if they did, the battle was over.
“Stop them!” said Sigaldra. She shot one of the valgasts, and then a second. The other archers loosed, and two more valgasts fell.
But the rest reached the gate, and Sigaldra saw more valgasts running through the village, battling Arnulf’s thains. Beneath her boots the ramparts shuddered as the valgasts threw aside the bar and opened the reinforced gates.
A cheer went up from the horsethains and the spider riders, and they charged for the gate.
Sigaldra snarled and loosed shaft after shaft, but it was pointless. 
The battle was over, and this was the final day of the Jutai nation.



Chapter 18: Charge
 
“Halt,” said Mazael, reining up. 
Around him the horsemen came to a stop. Romaria, Molly, and Riothamus stopped, and the knights and mounted armsmen, five hundred strong, brought their mounts to a halt. The sun set to the west in a fiery blaze, throwing shadows long and black across the plain. They had passed the ruins of barns and silos as they entered the lands held by Greatheart Keep. The Skuldari and Earnachar’s men had swept the countryside clean. Unless Mazael missed his guess, the Skuldari were assembling siege engines or other equipment from the scavenged timbers. 
“What are we waiting for?” said Molly. She waved a hand to the west. There was smoke on the horizon, quite a lot of smoke. The only thing nearby that could have produced that much smoke was Greatheart Keep. “I think the village is about to fall. If it hasn’t fallen already.” 
Mazael pointed at the sky, and Molly tilted her head back.
“Ah,” she said. “However did you scout before you had skythains, Father?”
“There was more guessing involved,” said Mazael, and the griffin spiraled out of the sky and landed before him. The great beast had the body and limbs of an enormous lion, and the head and vast wings of a giant eagle. A young skythain, a whip-thin Tervingi youth of about twenty, sat in the griffin’s saddle, calming his mount.
“What news, Rilaric son of Rilago?” said Mazael. 
“Ill news, hrould,” said Rilaric. “I fear the village is about to fall. Nearly two thousand of the blue-painted warriors assail their walls, and there are valgasts in their streets.”
“Were you seen?” said Mazael.
“I do not believe so,” said Rilaric. He patted his mount’s neck. “The folk were focused upon their battle. Someone might have glanced skyward, though…but the battle shall occupy them for some time.”
“They’re about to have more problems,” said Mazael. “Head north and find the mammoths. They should be in position by now. Tell them to proceed immediately.”
“It shall be done, hrould,” said Rilaric, and without further ceremony his griffin launched itself into the sky with a shriek, its great wings beating at the air. 
“Well,” said Molly. “What do we do?”
“We ride to Greatheart Keep and lift the siege,” said Mazael. “An army is vulnerable when laying siege, especially when its target is about to fall.” He had used that stratagem once before, hitting Amalric Galbraith’s army as it laid siege to Tumblestone. “Ride them down, and kill as many as you can. Find the Prophetess and kill her. If possible, I want Earnachar alive.”
“Earnachar?” said Molly. “Why?”
“The Prophetess is too dangerous to keep alive,” said Mazael. “Earnachar, though, is not. I suspect that the Prophetess disclosed a large part of her plans to him. He’s going to tell me everything he knows.”
“If he has one of these heart spiders,” said Riothamus, “I might be able to expel it. Along with any other men who have been infected. If I cure them, they might be willing to aid us.”
“Do not be entirely sure of that,” said Mazael. “The Prophetess probably inflicted the spiders upon some against their will, as she tried to do with me. Others took the spiders voluntarily. If we win the battle, you can seek out the spiders and remove them. Until then, we shall need your powers to deal with any vrokuls the valgasts might have among their numbers…and any spells the Prophetess might fling our way.” 
“It shall be done,” said Riothamus. 
“Let’s finish this,” said Mazael, and he snapped his mount to motion. He shouted orders, and the horsemen spread out into a broad line, lances and spears glittering in their hands. They headed west at a fast walk, passing buildings destroyed by the Skuldari. It was just as well that Earnachar had launched his attack so early in the spring. There were not yet any crops for the Skuldari to steal. 
Hopefully there would be enough Jutai left to plant a crop. 
The Demonsouled rage stirred beneath Mazael’s thoughts, urging him to action. The Jutai were under his protection, and he had promised Sigaldra that he would defend her people. Yet Earnachar had betrayed him, allying with the Prophetess and the Skuldari and the valgasts to bring war and fire to the Grim Marches. 
It would end tonight. One way or another.
Romaria lifted her face and closed her eyes for a moment.
“What is it?” said Mazael.
“Corpses,” said Romaria. “Dead flesh. I can smell them. A lot of dead men.”
“There are going to be a lot more dead men in the next few hours,” said Mazael.
“Let’s hope most of them are Skuldari,” said Molly. 
“We haven’t seen any scouts,” said Romaria. “Neither Tervingi horsethains nor Skuldari spider riders.”
“Earnachar must have pulled them all in,” said Molly. “Or they came of their own volition, to get their share of the loot when the village falls.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. He might have come too late to save Greatheart Keep and the Jutai, which only made his anger stir further. “If we’ve come too late to save them, at least we can avenge them.”
“No,” said Riothamus, a pulse of golden fire gleaming in the sigils of his staff. “It’s not too late. Someone has been casting spells within Greatheart Keep, I can see it.”
“Timothy?” said Mazael. His court wizard had been a loyal friend through some very dangerous times, and the man knew how to handle himself in a fight. 
“I think so,” said Riothamus. “A lot of spells, and recently. The fighting is still going on.”
“Then let us hasten,” said Mazael.
He ordered the horsemen to a trot, and the plume of smoke on the horizon grew larger.
A few moments later, Greatheart Keep itself came into sight.
A half-dozen houses burned within the walls of the village, throwing up the high plume of dark smoke. A dozen ladders rested against the spiked outer walls, and Skuldari warriors surged up the ladders, weapons in hand. A score of small melees raged along the ramparts as the defenders struggled against the Skuldari. Worse, someone had opened the gates, and the great mass of the Skuldari warriors was surging towards it. If the Skuldari got into the village, they would impossible to dislodge again, at least until Mazael had summoned more lords and knights to his side.
The Jutai would be dead by then. 
Yet neither side in the battle had noticed Mazael’s force yet. 
“Sound the charge,” said Mazael.
His standardbearer nodded, lifted a war horn to his lips, and blew a long blast, the note echoing over the field. For a moment the fighting along the walls of Greatheart Keep seemed to pause as the defenders and the attackers alike looked for the source of the noise. Mazael put spurs to his horse, and the destrier let out an angry snort and surged forward, steel-shod hooves tearing at the ground. His knights and armsmen shouted and charged, their lance points falling. A ripple of alarm went through the Skuldari warriors below the wall. They were in a horribly vulnerable position, and they knew it. Footmen could withstand a charge of horsemen, but only if they were properly equipped and positioned. The Skuldari warriors were neither, and they knew it. 
Mazael lowered his lance, raising his shield, and his horsemen slammed into the mass of Skuldari footmen. His lance speared a blue-painted warrior, driving through his leather armor and erupting out his back in a crimson spray. Another fell beneath the hooves of Mazael’s horse, his screams ending as the horse trampled him to a bloody pulp. The lance ripped from his hand with the impact, and he yanked Talon from its scabbard, striking right and left as his horse surged forward. He had been skeptical about using a curved blade at first, but it was a superb weapon to use from horseback, and his Demonsouled strength coupled with his mount’s momentum allowed him to strike the head from a Skuldari warrior with a single blow. All around him wedges of horsemen drove into the Skuldari, trampling and killing, and the Skuldari attack broke apart. The mass of warriors turned and fled, some running into the opened gates of Greatheart Keep, others fleeing into the fields. 
A horn rang out, and as the Skuldari fled, Mazael saw new groups of warriors forming up to the north. Tervingi horsethains, hundreds of them, gathering for a charge, and hundreds of Skuldari warriors upon their pony-sized spiders. The Skuldari footmen fled, but the spider riders and the horsethains arranged themselves for a charge.
“Halt!” said Mazael. “Call the halt!” His standardbearer blew a sequence on his horn, and Mazael’s men slowed. “Reform! Reform the line, prepare to charge!” The horsemen formed up, and a blast of horns came from the spiders and the horsethains. The mass of Earnachar’s horsethains surged at Mazael’s men, flanked on either side by wings of Skuldari spider riders. “Molly! Go make trouble.”
She laughed, high and wild, blood dripping from the blade of her slender sword. There was an edge of manic glee on her face, the lust of battle mixed with the joy of killing. It was a sensation Mazael knew well. “It’s what I do best, Father.” 
“Charge!” said Mazael, and his standardbearer blew another blast. His men cheered and kicked their mounts to a charge, trampling down any remaining Skuldari footmen in their path. Mazael adjusted his grip on Talon, raising his battered shield. He wished his lance had survived the first clash of battle, but a man could die on Talon’s edge just as easily. 
Molly disappeared in a swirl of darkness, leaving her horse to continue its run. Shadows rippled on the right wing of the spider riders, and suddenly Molly appeared in their midst, her sword and dagger flashing. One of the Skuldari fell dead from his saddle, his spider twitching, and Molly disappeared again as the other riders turned to face her. The right wing slowed just a little, and then Mazael’s men and Earnachar’s horsethains crashed together. 
A lance stabbed for Mazael, and he caught the blow upon his shield, the shock exploding up his left arm. He swung his shield as the horsethain galloped past him, the heavy wood smashing into the Tervingi thain’s face. The man tumbled backward out of his saddle with a bellow, only to vanish beneath the churning hooves of the other horsethains. 
Both charges came to a grinding halt as the horsemen and the spider riders battled. One of Mazael’s men went down as a spider leapt upon the neck of his horse, its pincers tearing into its flesh. A horsethain went flying from his saddle, speared upon a lance like a piece of meat on a skewer. Darkness flickered through the battle as Molly disappeared and reappeared, her sword and dagger flashing. Romaria hung back, standing in her stirrups with her short bow in hand as she sent shaft after shaft at the Tervingi and the Skuldari. One of her arrows drove a horsethain from his saddle, and another punched into a giant spider’s eye, throwing the beast into a mad, frenzied dance. 
Mazael let the Demonsouled rage burn through him, making him faster and stronger, and he hewed a bloody path through the Tervingi horsethains. The fight hung in the balance around him, men screaming and shouting and bleeding and dying. He cut down a Skuldari warrior, his horse rearing up to trample the spider, and risked a look around. In the distance, the Skuldari footmen had recovered from their panic, reforming their ranks for a charge. That was bad. If they attacked while Mazael’s horsemen were still engaging the Tervingi horsethains and Skuldari spiders…
“Cravenlock!”
Mazael spun his horse as one Tervingi charged at him, a burly horsethain with a broad face and a heavy mace in his right hand. 
Earnachar himself.
“Die!” screamed Earnachar. “Die for the glory of the Tervingi nation! Die in the name of the goddess! Die in…”
“Shut up!” said Mazael. 
Their horses crashed together, the beasts lashing at each other with their hooves. Earnachar hammered at Mazael with his heavy mace, sending chips of wood flying from his shield. Mazael struck back with Talon, but the movement of the horses kept him from landing a telling blow upon Earnachar, and his sword’s edge rebounded from the Tervingi headman’s chain mail. 
“The old order dies!” screamed Earnachar. “The new world rises! The new world shall bow before the goddess!”
Mazael swung a blow at Earnachar’s head, and their mounts finally jerked apart. 
“Behold!” said Earnachar, pointing his mace. “Your doom comes!”
To the west, the Skuldari footmen had reformed and were running into the fray. The charge had given Mazael’s men the momentum, had driven the Skuldari and the horsethains back in disarray. But once the enemy recovered themselves and counterattacked, Mazael’s horsemen would be outnumbered. 
“Perish!” said Earnachar, and he spurred his horse towards Mazael. The heavy mace rose, and Mazael caught the blow on his trembling shield. He struck back with Talon, and this time the blade bit into Earnachar’s shoulder. The headman bellowed in fury and redoubled his attack. Mazael felt a flicker of grudging admiration for Earnachar’s skill. A few years ago no one among the Tervingi had ever seen a horse. Now Earnachar handled his mount with the skill of an expert rider.
“So sure about that?” said Mazael, glancing to the west.
“The goddess is invincible,” said Earnachar. “The world is hers. The victory is hers! We…”
A booming cry interrupted his ranting, a trumpeting bellow of rage and fury. 
Earnachar’s speech faltered, his eyes widening.
The five Tervingi war mammoths that Mazael had sent to circle around Greatheart Keep charged into the fray. When walking, the mammoths moved with deceptive speed. When the beasts charged, their momentum was nothing short of terrifying. It was as if a group of hills had decided to march to war. The archers atop the mammoths loosed volleys of arrows, but that was insignificant compared to the damage wrought by their stamping feet. A giant spider and a Skuldari warrior disappeared beneath one of the mammoths’ legs, crushed to a pulp in an instant. The mammoths also had spiked chains stretched taut between their massive tusks. As they charged into the Skuldari footmen, those chains acted like a reaper’s scythe. Dozens of men died as the mammoths stampeded forward, crushed beneath their feet, torn to shreds by the chains, or shot down by the archers. 
The Skuldari footmen fled in all directions before the mammoths’ charge. They had never seen the massive beasts before and had no idea how to fight them. The Skuldari lines dissolved into a chaotic mob, the spider riders clawing over their comrades to get away. 
Earnachar whirled to face Mazael, his teeth bared in a snarl.
“Your goddess’s triumph might be delayed,” said Mazael. 
The headman bellowed and drove his horse forward. Mazael waited until the last second, and then turned his mount to the side, swinging his shield. He did not aim for Earnachar, but instead smashed his shield into the face of Earnachar’s horse. The animal reared up in surprise and pain, and Mazael swung Talon with all his strength. The blade slammed into Earnachar’s chest. The chain mail stopped the edge, but the force of Mazael’s strike drove the headman from his saddle. He fell backward with a grunt, and Mazael vaulted from the back of his horse. Earnachar started to rise, but Mazael hammered down with Talon’s pommel.
Earnachar fell unconscious to the ground, blood leaking from his nose. 
“For your sake,” grunted Mazael, yanking off Earnachar’s weapons belt, “you had damned well better hope that one of those spiders is inside your chest.”
“It is.” Riothamus reined up nearby, his staff glimmering with golden fire. “He has one of the spiders within him, and so do most of the men we’ve fought.”
Mazael bound Earnachar’s wrists and ankles together with the belt and straightened up. “We’ll see if you can expel it after the battle is over. Any sign of the Prophetess or the vrokuls?”
“None,” said Riothamus. “She is here, though, I am sure of it.”
A ripple of shadow appeared before them, and Molly stepped out of it, her bloody sword and dagger in her hands. 
“Earnachar,” she said, looking down. “Should I kill him? I really ought to kill him.”
“Not yet,” said Mazael. 
“Well, the battle’s over,” said Molly. “The Skuldari are on the run, and I don’t think they want to come back.” She let out a nasty laugh. “They’ve never seen mammoths before, I suspect.”
“A wise man,” said Romaria, steering her horse to a halt besides them, “has that reaction when seeing a mammoth for the first time.”
“The battle’s not over,” said Mazael, climbing back into the saddle. “Not until we’ve found the Prophetess and dealt with her. Molly. Send word to the mammoth drivers. Have them harry to the Skuldari until we’re sure they’re not coming back. We need a few men to keep an eye on Earnachar, as well. I want to have a talk with him once the battle is over.”
Molly nodded and disappeared in a flicker of shadow. 
“Find the Prophetess,” said Mazael, and turned his horse toward the gates of Greatheart Keep.



Chapter 19: A Mask of Swords
 
Sigaldra loosed arrow after arrow, her teeth bared in a snarl.
She was running out of arrows, but she was not running out of targets. 
The valgasts swarmed through the streets, battling Arnulf’s thains. Sigaldra took a deep breath, drew her bow, and released. The shaft slammed into the back of a valgast, and the creature went sprawling. It hardly mattered. There seemed to be hundreds of the damned things. Arnulf’s thains were putting up a ferocious fight, but step by step they were falling back into the village square. Worse, Skuldari warriors were pouring through the gate. The archers around her fired arrow after arrow, but it had little effect.
There were simply too many of the enemy. 
Greatheart Keep had fallen, and the battle was over. 
Sigaldra’s next arrow sent a Skuldari warrior stumbling to the ground. Other warriors saw her and shouted commands, and a group of Skuldari ran for the stairs to the rampart. Sigaldra shot at them and missed. Most of the archers near her were older men and women, and the Skuldari warriors were all young, strong men. Her archers would not last long. She looked around, hoping to summon help, but the Skuldari had seized most of the ramparts, and Adalar’s men and her thains were fighting frantically.
It was…odd, really. She knew that the battle was over, she knew that she was about to die with the rest of her people, but her mind could not stop trying to find a way to save as many of them as she could. She had been doing it for so long that she could not stop, even at the bitter end.
Her fingers closed around another arrow, and then a pair of horsemen galloped through the gate, trampling down any valgasts in their path. One was Rigoric, a hulking, giant form in his plate armor and his strange bladed mask. The other was a slim figure in a hooded black robe, riding with easy grace as her mount surged forward.
The Prophetess. 
Fury surged through Sigaldra, and she raised her bow and released. The arrow flew true and hurtled towards the Prophetess. At least it would have, but the air around her rippled, and the arrow shattered into a hundred tiny splinters. A group of Arnulf’s thains charged towards the two riders, and the Prophetess gestured, rolling her wrist through an intricate gesture. Invisible force seized the thains and flung them against the walls of the nearby houses, and the Prophetess and Rigoric kept riding. 
They were going to get Liane. The Prophetess and Rigoric would not deign to slaughter the Jutai themselves, but would leave that chore to the Skuldari and to Earnachar’s men. The Prophetess wanted Liane, and there was nothing Sigaldra could do to save her sister. 
Pure panicked fury filled her, overriding her despair, and Sigaldra took a step forward, but the Skuldari warriors stormed onto the rampart. She cursed, dropped her bow, and yanked the short sword from her belt with a steely hiss. The archers followed suit, and the Skuldari warriors attacked. A man with a blue-painted face stepped toward her, grinning, and Sigaldra stabbed. The warrior must not have seen her as a threat, because her steel blade punched through his leather armor and sank into his breast. The man screamed and toppled backward over the rampart, but so did one of Sigaldra’s bondsmen, a man she had known her whole life. 
Another Skuldari came at her in a flurry of blows, and Sigaldra retreated, trying to parry with her short sword. The Skuldari warrior was faster and stronger, and his blow slipped under her guard to rake across her stomach. The chain mail stopped his sword, but the power of the strike knocked her over. Sigaldra landed on the edge of the rampart and almost fell, the sword slipping from her grasp. She grabbed at the stonework and managed to keep herself from falling. 
The Skuldari warrior grinned, his teeth flashing white in his blue-painted face, and raised his sword for the kill. 
Sigaldra spat a defiant curse, though she knew it was futile. Words were a useless shield against blades.
The sword came down…
Darkness flickered behind the Skuldari warrior, and a woman appeared out of nowhere. She looked about Sigaldra’s age, with brown hair bound in a tail and icy gray eyes. She wore dark wool and leather, and carried a slender sword and a dagger that looked as if it had been made from a giant fang.
It was a peculiar weapon, but nonetheless effective, which the woman proved when she opened the Skuldari warrior’s throat. The man staggered, his sword stroke missing Sigaldra, and the dark-clad woman put a boot in the small of his back and sent him tumbling from the rampart. The woman whirled and vanished again in a pulse of darkness, only to reappear in the midst of the attacking Skuldari. Her sword and dagger flashed, and she carved a bloody path through them.
In a matter of moments she had cleared an empty space on the ramparts. Sigaldra started to sit up, her head ringing a bit, and one of her bondswomen helped her up. 
“Greetings,” said the dark-clad woman, shaking blood from her sword. “You must be Lady Sigaldra. Glad to see you’re still alive. Father would be even angrier if you were dead.”
“You,” said Sigaldra, blinking. “You’re…Lady Molly, yes? The hrould’s daughter, the Guardian’s wife. What the devil are you doing here?”
Molly grinned. It made her look half-mad. “Killing Skuldari. I found my father and brought some friends to help.”
Sigaldra looked over the wall, something like hope flaring in her chest.
Chaos reigned in the fields outside the wall. A mammoth lumbered past, driving the Skuldari warriors before it. Knights and armsmen galloped towards the gate, pushing Earnachar’s horsethains and Skuldari spider riders before them, and Sigaldra saw the black Cravenlock banner with its three crossed swords. 
Help had come. Gods and ancestors, help had come. 
She hoped one of those mammoths trampled Earnachar into paste. 
“The hrould is alive?” said Sigaldra.
“Aye,” said Molly. “The Prophetess tried to put one of her pet spiders into him, but it didn’t take. It rather offended him, so now he’s come to kill the Prophetess.”
“She’s in the village,” said Sigaldra, snatching up her bow. “Heading towards the keep. She’s come to take my sister.”
Molly looked over the street, her gray eyes narrowed. “We’ll have to carve our way through those valgasts first. Ugly little devils, aren’t they?”
“Can you not…walk through the shadows and stab the Prophetess in the back?” said Sigaldra.
Molly grimaced. “Short hops are easy. Long strides are much harder. And the Prophetess is warded. If I stab her in the back and fail to kill her, she’ll blast me to ashes.” She glanced over the battlements. “We should have help coming shortly. Meanwhile, let’s clear a path to the square.”
Sigaldra nodded, took a quiver of arrows from a dead man, and followed Molly from the ramparts.
 
###
 
Adalar’s arms and shoulders ached from the strain of the battle, sweat pouring down his face. At least, he thought it was sweat. He had taken a few glancing blows upon his helm, and he wondered if he had a gash upon his forehead. He really ought to check it before he passed out from blood loss. 
The Skuldari had not given him the opportunity. 
Endless waves of enemies kept storming up the ladders, howling the names of Marazadra and Basracus. Adalar and Wesson fought side-by-side, flanked by some of Adalar’s remaining knights and armsmen. The dead and dying lay around them, the ramparts and battlements spattered with blood. Adalar killed another Skuldari, though his opponent’s sword bounced off his armor. He stumbled, almost losing his balance from the blow, and another Skuldari warrior stabbed at him with a spear. Wesson caught the thrust on his shield, and brought his mace down upon the warrior’s blue-painted face. There was a hideous crunch of breaking bone, and the warrior collapsed atop the dead. 
Adalar nodded his thanks to Wesson and turned toward the siege ladder, raising his sword to intercept the next warrior. 
Yet no other Skuldari warriors appeared.
Adalar peered over the battlements. There was no one on the ladder, nor the one next to it. For a wild instant he wondered if they had killed all the Skuldari, but he dismissed the notion as absurd. Perhaps with the gate open, the Skuldari had abandoned their ladders. Yet Adalar should have come under attack from the streets as the Skuldari encircled them.
“Adalar!” said Wesson. “Look!”
Adalar had been so focused on the fighting that he had not looked over the wall in some time, and his eyes widened in shock.
Chaos spread through the fields outside the village. The Skuldari fled in all directions, trapped between a mass of horsemen flying the black banners of the Cravenlocks and five Tervingi war mammoths. There were far more Skuldari than there were knights and armsmen, but pinned between the mammoths and the horsemen, the Skuldari force had degenerated into a panicked mob. 
“They’re fleeing,” said Wesson. “Help came.”
“I think,” said Vorgaric, leaning upon his massive hammer as he took deep breaths, “that we’re winning now.” 
“Not yet,” said Adalar. “Not until we find Earnachar and the Prophetess. This isn’t over until we kill them.” The Skuldari were scrambling back down their ladders, but the valgasts still swarmed through the streets. He looked for Sigaldra but could not see her. He hoped that she had survived, but Adalar had to take action.
“To the streets,” he said. “The Skuldari and the horsethains are fleeing. We have to clear the valgasts from the village.” 
“Should we not close the gates?” said Vorgaric. 
“No,” said Adalar. “Not yet, anyway. If that’s Lord Mazael out there, he’ll send men into the village. We will need all the aid we can get to finish off the valgasts.”
“Lead on, then,” said Vorgaric, and Adalar lifted his sword, commanding his men to gather around him.
 
###
 
Mazael galloped towards the village’s gate, a new spear in his hand. Romaria rode at his right, bow ready, and Riothamus at his left, the Guardian’s staff laid across his saddle. A wedge of knights and armsmen rode behind him, striking down any Skuldari raiders within reach. The great majority of the Skuldari raiders, at least those that had escaped the mammoths, were making their way to the west. The spider riders had abandoned the field long ago. Mazael hoped they would make their way back to Skuldar and trouble the Grim Marches no more. If not, he would have to hunt them down. The skythains could shadow them, and…
Later. He pushed aside the thought and focused on the gate. His horse thundered through the gate and into the village. Valgasts filled the street, battling against Tervingi thains, and Mazael rode into the press, trampling valgasts beneath his mount’s hooves and skewering them upon his spear. The valgasts were too short to strike from the saddle with his sword, but they were quite easy to hit with the spear. More horsemen galloped into the street, and the valgasts began to flee. A cheer rose up from Arnulf’s thains. 
The air shimmered next to his horse, and a pair of translucent wolves appeared, manes of barbed tentacles streaming from their necks and shoulders, scorpions’ tails rising up over their haunches. Mazael wondered if the Prophetess had taken a hand in a fight, but then the spirit wolves attacked the nearest valgasts. Mazael turned and saw Timothy standing atop the wall, coat flapping around him as he worked a spell. 
“Hrould!” shouted Riothamus, sweeping his staff before him as it blazed with golden fire. “Ahead! A cloaking spell!”
Riothamus thrust his staff, and the street rippled. The distortion cleared, and a half-dozen crimson soliphages appeared. Their eyes gleamed with a pale white glow, and their spider legs hurtled them forward with terrific speed, their clawed hands coming up to work spells of their own. 
The Guardian of the Tervingi struck first, shouting and slamming his staff against the ground. White mist swirled above the soliphages and hardened into shards of razor-edged ice. Riothamus gestured again, and the shards hurtled forward. The soliphages cast counter-spells, but not quickly enough. Four of them withstood the attack, but the shards ripped through two of the creatures, tearing them to pulp. 
The Guardian was forbidden from taking mortal lives, but evidently the soliphages did not count. 
Mazael charged his horse, crashing the beast into the nearest soliphage. A man would have been knocked over by the shock of the impact. The soliphage held its ground, and the horse whinnied in fury. The creature raised its clawed hands to attack, and Mazael brought Talon hammering down. The curved blade of dragon claw ripped through the soliphage’s skull and sank deep into its head. The creature arched its back, its spider legs flailing in a death dance, and one of the legs struck Mazael in the chest and knocked him from the saddle. 
He struck the ground, rolled, and came up with sword and shield in hand, the Demonsouled fury filling his blood with mad eagerness. The three remaining soliphages surged at him, and Mazael met their attack, shield raised and Talon flying. A black shape bounded past him and slammed into one of the soliphages, knocking the creature from its feet. Romaria crouched in her wolf form atop the soliphage, her blue eyes blazing. The creature stabbed its talon-tipped fingers at her, but Romaria bounded to the side. Mazael took the opportunity to thrust, and Talon crunched through the soliphage’s chitin-armored chest and sank into its heart, killing it. Riothamus thrust his staff again, and a blast of golden fire ripped apart another soliphage. 
Mazael spun to face the final soliphage as the creature backed away. It was hard to read expressions on the alien, inhumanly beautiful face, but Mazael saw fear there. An arrow hissed out of the gloom and struck the creature in the belly, and the soliphage turned. Sigaldra hurried forward, bow raised, a band of Jutai archers around her. The soliphage darted towards them, and a silvery blur shot burst the nearby alley. Adalar appeared, his greatsword in both hands, and brought the heavy blade around for a mighty blow.
His sword sank a third of the way into the soliphage’s neck. The creature flinched, and Mazael drove Talon into its chest. The soliphage shuddered once more, and collapsed to the street. Mazael ripped his sword free and looked around. Chaos still reigned in the village, but the area around them was clear.
“You’re alive.” Sigaldra stepped towards him, her bloodshot eyes wide. “How? I was sure Earnachar would have killed you.”
“Earnachar would have,” said Mazael. “He’s not in command, though. The Prophetess wanted to recruit me, so she tried to feed me one of those heart spiders. It didn’t take.” 
“How did you escape, my lord?” said Adalar, Wesson at his side. The young knight looked exhausted, his armor spattered with blood and slime, but he seemed otherwise uninjured. 
Romaria moved to Mazael’s side, wearing human form once more. “We had to kill a lot of people.” 
“We’re not done yet,” said Mazael. “We’ve dealt with Earnachar, but the Prophetess…”
“She’s in the village,” said Sigaldra. “Heading for the keep with Rigoric. She’s here for my sister.”
“I know,” said Mazael. “We had a little talk. She has brought fire and sword to the Grim Marches, and I will not forgive that.”
“Her magic is strong,” said Sigaldra.
Mazael gestured at Riothamus. Darkness swirled next to him, and Molly appeared, her weapons ready in her hands. “Others have stronger magic. Come. Let us show the Prophetess what it means to wage war against the Grim Marches.” 
He strode forward, the others following. 
 
###
 
A strange silence filled the village square as Sigaldra followed Mazael Cravenlock and the others. 
The valgasts, it seemed, had fled. The cowardly little scavengers had vanished back down their tunnels. Sigaldra would have to order the tunnels filled, assuming the Prophetess did not kill them all. Adalar walked behind Mazael, and Sigaldra was glad to see that he had survived. He deserved better than to fall beneath a Skuldari spear. 
Arnulf and a score of his surviving thains stood in the square, blocking the path to the gates of the keep. Dead valgasts carpeted the ground, pools of their blackish-green blood spreading across the earth. Rigoric stood in the center of the square like a tower of steel, his broadswords in either hand.
The Prophetess waited at his side, a slender dark shadow.
She drew back her cowl as Mazael drew nearer, and her green eyes widened.
“Impossible,” she said. “The touch of the goddess should either have killed you or converted you. How…”
Sigaldra did not care.
She raised her bow, and before anyone could stop her, she loosed an arrow. Her aim was true, and the arrow hissed towards the Prophetess’s chest. Or it would have, had the air around the sorceress not rippled and torn the arrow to splinters. Sigaldra spat a curse, and Rigoric’s cold eyes turned towards her. 
“Foolish child,” said the Prophetess. There was no scorn in that voice, only disappointment. “All this bloodshed is your fault.”
“My fault?” said Sigaldra. “My fault? You bring war and death to my people, and you have the temerity to blame me?”
“All the world shall be gathered to the goddess,” said the Prophetess. “I am her instrument and her herald, and her triumph is inevitable. The sooner you accept this, the sooner you shall have peace.”
“Damn you, and damn your spider of a goddess,” said Sigaldra. “You shall not have my sister.”
“Your sister will be blessed beyond all women,” said the Prophetess, “and men yet unborn shall praise her name a thousand years from now. For she shall be the agent of the goddess’s return…”
“Enough,” said Mazael. “This is over.”
The Prophetess offered him a thin smile. “You were unable to withstand my power before.”
“True,” said Mazael. “But this time, I’ve brought help.”
His daughter stepped forward, as did the Guardian of the Tervingi. Sigaldra shivered a little at the sight of the Guardian’s staff. The sigils cut into the bronze-colored wood shimmered and pulsed with golden flame, and she had seen the power of the Guardian’s magic during the battle at the Northwater. 
“This is madness,” said the Guardian, his quiet voice cutting through the square. “Your goddess is defeated. She was defeated long ago, and she shall not return.”
“You are so certain of that, Guardian?” said the Prophetess. “The goddess was defeated, but the Urdmoloch has been destroyed. He bound this world for long centuries, but now he has been overthrown, and the world is in chaos. A new order shall arise, and the goddess shall rule that order. You ought to join with me, Guardian. Your powers shall be welcomed.”
“No,” said Riothamus. “Marazadra is dead, and she shall remain dead. Even if you were to restore her to the waking world, you would only unleash horror upon mankind. If you restore Marazadra, she will not bring order to the world. She will only feast upon it like a scavenger craving dead flesh.” 
“Then it is you, Guardian,” said the Prophetess, “who are blind to the true nature of reality.”
“It is over,” said Mazael. “You cannot prevail against all of us, and your magic cannot contest against the Guardian. Surrender.”
“Or?” said the Prophetess, raising one eyebrow. 
“Or I will kill you,” said Mazael.
“I am the herald of the goddess,” said the Prophetess. “Do you think she would send me without defenders?” She gestured at Rigoric, who stood motionless next to her.
“The soliphages are dead,” said Mazael, “and your pet orcragar,” Rigoric’s eyes shifted to Mazael, “is only one man. He cannot overcome us all.”
“No,” said the Prophetess. “The soliphages are the emissaries of the goddess. But they are not the only emissaries.”
She shouted and flung out her hands, ghostly fire playing about her fingers. The Guardian thumped his staff against the ground, and a white haze played before them, a barrier to turn aside any magical attacks. Yet Sigaldra realized that the Prophetess had not launched an attack at them, but was casting another spell.
Gray mist swirled around her feet, shining with an ugly purple light. 
“Stop her!” said Mazael, but the Prophetess thrust her hands into the air.
“Too late!” she said, and a shape erupted from the mist.
It was a huge, hulking spider, far larger than the creatures the Skuldari had ridden into battle, nearly the size of a pair of oxen. The Skuldari spiders had been sleek and deadly, but this creature was to them as a hunting wolf was to a mewling puppy. It moved with the dangerous grace of a lion, its narrow body armored in black chitin, its legs like the blades of massive swords. A large crimson blotch, like a crude hourglass, marked the gleaming obsidian-like chitin of its thorax. Its eyes shone like dying coals, and a peculiar shimmering haze surrounded the creature, like the Prophetess’s wards but much stronger. The creature looked as if it could take on an entire army by itself. 
Two more of the giant spiders erupted from the Prophetess’s mist. 
“Behold!” said the Prophetess. “The Skuldari use their hunting spiders in war, but they are but the pale imitation of their ancestors! Behold their ancestors, the personal guard of the goddess Marazadra herself, the Crimson Hunters of old! Behold them, and know the wrath of the goddess!” She beckoned to Rigoric. “Champion! The voice of the goddess calls on you. Kill them! Kill them all!”
The Guardian leveled his staff and loosed a burst of brilliant golden fire at the Prophetess, but the black-robed woman was already casting another spell, and she vanished in a ripple of distorted air. Sigaldra could not tell if the Prophetess had traveled away using magic as Lady Molly did or if she had simply turned invisible, but she knew that the sorceress would go after Liane.
Sigaldra ran forward, but Rigoric sprang into the air, and the Crimson Hunters shot forward in a black blur. 
 
###
 
The attack came so fast that Mazael could barely react.
Rigoric landed before him like a thunderbolt, and Mazael just got Talon up in time to parry the hulking warrior’s furious attack. Steel clanged against the dragon claw of his blade, and Mazael retreated. Rigoric did not give him a moment to catch his breath, and Mazael had no choice but to keep retreating. Romaria loosed an arrow at him, and the shaft sank into Rigoric’s left shoulder. The orcragar reached up and snapped off the shaft without looking, and bladed steel threads sprouted from his mask, sinking into his neck and shoulders. He showed no sign of pain. The orcragar never showed any sign of pain, never made any sound of discomfort. 
Perhaps the mask blocked his voice. Perhaps he never stopped screaming. 
Mazael launched a slash at Rigoric’s face, and the orcragar did not get his blades up in time. Talon struck the mask with enough force to split a normal man’s head in twain. Yet Talon rebounded the mask, though the blow had enough force to snap Rigoric’s head back. Mazael ripped Talon across Rigoric’s throat, blood spraying from the wound, yet more steel threads wound down from the mask and sealed the gash shut. Even that did not slow the orcragar down, and he stabbed with both blades. Mazael managed to parry one, but the other struck his chest. His armor turned the blade, but the sheer power of the strike rocked him back. 
Mazael caught his balance and prepared to hit back, and then the nearest Crimson Hunter crashed into Arnulf’s thains. The spearthains bellowed and stabbed their weapons, but the steel points rebounded from the giant spider’s obsidian armor. The creature lashed out with its bladed legs and pincers, and three men fell dead in as many heartbeats. The Crimson Hunter charged at Mazael, and he dodged the lash of its bladed legs, swinging his sword in a two-handed blow. He expected his sword to rebound from its armored hide as the spears had, but instead the golden sigils upon the dark blade flared brighter, and Talon ripped through the Crimson Hunter’s armored hide, glowing crimson slime bubbling from the wound. 
That was bad. The others had blades of steel, but Mazael’s was enhanced with magic. If he had the only weapon that could harm the Crimson Hunters…
Riothamus’s voice rolled out over the square, and he gripped his staff with both hands, raised it high, and struck the end against the ground. A thunderclap echoed through the village, and a ring of golden fire rolled out from him. It passed through both the men and the giant spiders without touching them, but the fire clung to their blades, wreathing them in brilliant golden fires. 
“Strike!” said Riothamus, the same fire playing about his staff as he maintained the spell. “Your weapons will harm them! Strike!” 
Mazael ducked under the Crimson Hunter’s furious swipe, only to find himself face to face with Rigoric once more. The wounds he had dealt to the orcragar had vanished, and Rigoric pressed his attack with vigor. 
 
###
 
Golden fire thrummed up and down Adalar’s greatsword, the hilt seeming to vibrate beneath his gauntlets. 
It reminded him of the day of the Great Rising, the day that the Guardian had spread the blue fire of Mazael’s sword Lion to every blade in the world. Then the blue fire had allowed them to fight off the runedead. Now the effort seemed to strain the Guardian, his face taut as if he was struggling under a heavy load. Adalar did not know how much longer the Guardian could maintain the spell. 
Best to put the time to good use, then.
He charged at the nearest Crimson Hunter, Wesson and Arnulf at his side. The hulking creature wheeled to face him, its bladed legs slashing, and Adalar swung. His golden-burning sword sheared though one of the legs, severing it at the base, and the Crimson Hunter shrieked, its pincers snapping a few inches from his face. Adalar stepped back, trying to recover his balance before the Crimson Hunter bit off his head, but the creature was too fast. One of its surviving legs swept beneath his knees and knocked him over. The giant spider stooped over him, and would have torn off his head, but Wesson’s mace smashed down and snapped off one of its pincers. The Crimson Hunter went into a wild, thrashing dance, its legs hammering down, killing an armsman that took a slash at its flank. 
Adalar rolled to the side and seized his greatsword, the vibration of the golden flame traveling up his arm. The Crimson Hunter turned towards its attackers, limping a bit from its severed legs, and Adalar seized its back and vaulted up. The glossy hide felt deathly cold beneath him, as if it had been wrought of black ice, and the peculiar crimson hourglass mark seemed to glow. The giant spider reared up, trying to dislodge him, but Adalar locked his legs in place, raised his greatsword high, and drove the blade down with all his strength. The sword plunged through the creature’s abdomen and into its head, and the Crimson Hunter loosed a hideous wailing shriek. A violent convulsion went through the cold body, and the force of it sent Adalar flying. He hit the ground, his armor clattering, and rolled to his feet, preparing to dodge the Crimson Hunter’s next attack.
But the huge spider was motionless.
“I think,” panted Wesson, “I think you killed the damned thing.” 
The Crimson Hunter unraveled into nothingness, vanishing into a swirl of gray mist. Adalar’s greatsword clanged to the ground as the creature faded away. The Hunter had been a creature of the spirit world, he realized, and its death had sent its corpse back to the spirit realm. 
Yet there were still two more Crimson Hunters. 
Adalar snatched up his greatsword and ran into the battle.
 
###
 
Sigaldra loosed arrow after arrow, the shafts flying from her bow in blazes of golden fire. 
Her bow seemed like a puny weapon against the giant spiders, and her arrows couldn’t possibly be doing much injury to the Crimson Hunters. Yet the Guardian’s magic snarled around her shafts, and the arrows actually penetrated the spiders’ gleaming black hide. Sigaldra did not like the Tervingi and she did not trust magic, but she was nonetheless grateful for the Guardian’s presence. Without his magic, she suspected the Crimson Hunters would have killed everyone in Greatheart Keep.
They still might. 
One of the giant spiders speared a Jutai bondsman through the chest, its leg penetrating him like a massive black spear. A second blow sent a Tervingi swordthain motionless to the ground, the man’s skull crushed, and one of Mazael’s armsmen fell dying, green foam bubbling around his lips as the Crimson Hunter’s poison did its work. Sigaldra sent another arrow at the giant spider, the shaft sinking into its thorax, and the huge creature shook itself with annoyance. The head, she had to aim for the head. She needed to land a killing blow on the creature, or distract it long enough for someone else to do so. Adalar had already killed one in a display of daring valor, but the other two were holding their own.
The Prophetess had vanished. Sigaldra had no doubt that the sorceress had gone to abduct Liane while her minions fought and died. Everything the Prophetess had done had been about claiming Liane. Perhaps she had even allied with Earnachar simply because of the Tervingi headman’s interest in claiming the lands of Greatheart Keep. Sigaldra hoped that Earnachar had died for his folly. 
They all might die for his folly.
Sigaldra put an arrow into the Crimson Hunter’s head, and the creature’s gleaming eyes turned towards her. She felt the creature’s malevolent attention wash over like a freezing river, and its legs bunched as it prepared to tear her apart. Before it could move, Adalar and Wesson and his men attacked from the left and Arnulf and his thains from the right. The Crimson Hunter lashed out, killing one of the armsmen, but Adalar’s burning greatsword tore a massive gash down its side. The creature reared up, and Arnulf darted beneath its flailing legs and sank his broadsword to the hilt into its flank. 
Sigaldra seized the opportunity to put another arrow into its belly.
“Holdmistress!” 
She saw Talchar One-Eye and the wizard Timothy hurrying into the square. Mazael and Rigoric still danced in their furious duel, steel clanging and blood flying. 
“The valgasts are retreating back into their tunnels,” said Talchar, “and the Skuldari are fleeing, at least those that escaped the mammoths. What the devil are those things?” 
“Spirit-creatures of great power and potency,” said Timothy. 
“Do you have any spells that would work against them?” said Sigaldra.
“Possibly,” said Timothy, “though nothing as effective as the spells the Guardian has already…”
“Use them!” said Sigaldra, sending another arrow at the nearest Crimson Hunter. “The Prophetess has gone to the keep. We have to stop her.”
Timothy nodded and began casting a spell, and Sigaldra drew still another arrow.
 
###
 
A maze of steel threads wound their way beneath Rigoric’s skin, and to Mazael’s alarm, the masked warrior was getting faster. 
It had something to do with that strange mask. The bladed filaments erupted from its surface whenever Mazael dealt a wound to Rigoric. The wounds closed in time, healed by whatever power gave Rigoric his inhuman strength and speed, but those steel threads wove their way into his skin. Perhaps they were like conduits, pouring magical power into his flesh. 
Which meant if Mazael was going to defeat him, he had to find a way to remove or destroy that mask. 
He blocked another swipe from Rigoric’s broadswords and stepped back, watching his deadly opponent. Even without magical enhancement, Rigoric would have been a dangerous foe. His bladework was masterful, his footwork precise, his movements controlled and disciplined. Very few men could fight competently with two swords of equal length, especially with weapons as heavy as broadswords, yet Rigoric wielded them with the speed of a man fighting with daggers. Combined with his magical augmentation and his inhuman healing speed, and Mazael was not sure he could have taken Rigoric in a straight fight. 
Fortunately, he was not alone. 
Riothamus was busy maintaining the spell around the men fighting the Crimson Hunters, but Romaria circled around Mazael and Rigoric, shooting an arrow whenever the opportunity presented itself. Molly disappeared and reappeared around the orcragar, striking at him and then disappearing once more. Yet her attacks were not as effective as they could have been. Rigoric’s mask seemed to grant him the ability to sense where Molly would reappear, and he was almost always ready for her attacks. Yet Molly distracted him, and despite his inhuman prowess, Rigoric could only split his attention in so many directions at once, and when Molly distracted him, Romaria sent an arrow into his chest, or Mazael landed a blow with Talon. 
Yet none of it seemed to slow Rigoric. Mazael had hit him in the face several times, but Talon had not even scratched that mask of swords. Their battle hung in the balance as the men struggled against the remaining Crimson Hunters. The giant spiders were wreaking an appalling amount of carnage, and Mazael wanted to aid his men. Rigoric dodged around an arrow, and Mazael attacked, ducking under the sweep of a broadsword and coming up with a swing of his own. Talon opened a gash in Rigoric’s neck, cutting through the peculiar steel filaments like string. The orcragar rocked back, and Mazael pressed the attack. Yet the wound upon Rigoric’s neck sealed shut, the steel threads writhing through his skin, and he recovered his balance and regained the offensive. Mazael danced aside as a sword opened his left forearm, pain flooding up his arm, and lashed out with Talon. The orcragar backed away, and an idea came to Mazael. 
He could not get the mask off Rigoric’s face, but there might be another way. 
“Molly!” he shouted, Talon raised his guard. Romaria loosed another arrow, and Rigoric swatted it aside.
Molly appeared next to Mazael in a flicker of darkness, sweat glittering on her forehead.
“Remember when we fought in Arylkrad?” said Mazael.
“All too well,” said Molly.
Mazael looked at Rigoric, backing away as the orcragar advanced, and then glanced at Molly.
His daughter blinked, and then she grinned. “Ah. I understand.”
She sidestepped and vanished. 
Rigoric charged at Mazael, and he backed away, sword flying as he parried and dodged. Rigoric landed several minor hits, blood flowing from Mazael’s cuts, the blades ringing against the golden scales of his armor. Mazael kept retreating as Romaria circled around them, trying to get a clear shot.
Suddenly Rigoric glanced to the side and stopped his advance. Molly appeared out of the shadows, and Rigoric whirled to face her, his swords coming up to block. Yet Molly dropped her weapons and dove, slamming into Rigoric’s knees. The impact rocked the orcragar, but only briefly, and he reversed his swords and prepared to bring them plunging into Molly’s back.
Molly disappeared in a swirl of darkness, and this time she took Rigoric with her. 
They both reappeared a few yards away. Molly gasped in exhaustion and rolled away as Rigoric’s blades came stabbing down. Rigoric, disorientated by his journey through the shadows, lost his balance, his blades clanging off the ground, and Mazael had his chance to strike.
He ran forward, all his weight and strength behind the blow, and swung Talon with both hands. The curved blade sank into Rigoric’s neck, and Mazael ripped the weapon free and swung once, twice, three times more.
Rigoric’s head rolled away in a trail of blood, and his massive body collapsed to the earth with the clang of armor. 
Mazael stepped back, breathing hard, and Molly reclaimed her weapons and scrambled to her feet. The steel threads dangling from Rigoric’s mask writhed and twitched like metallic tentacles.
“That worked,” said Molly. 
Mazael shrugged. “Couldn’t get his mask off his face, so I figured it would be easier to get his head off his shoulders.” 
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “Don’t touch the corpse.” Her blue eyes glimmered in the light of the fires within the burning houses. “The magic in the mask. It’s…”
Gray mist swirled around Rigoric’s head and corpse, and when it cleared both his head, his corpse, and the mask of swords were gone, though the bloodstains still marked the earth.
“What the hell?” said Mazael. “He was a spirit creature?”
“No,” said Romaria. “He was a mortal man. But the mask was powerful. It…I think it might be powerful enough to heal him.”
Mazael shared a look with Molly. Their Demonsouled blood could heal almost anything, given enough time, but it could not heal decapitation. Just how much power did that mask of swords contain?
“We will figure it out later,” said Mazael. “Right now we have a battle to win.”
He turned towards the remaining Crimson Hunters.
 
###
 
A second Crimson Hunter went down, speared upon the blade of Adalar’s sword. He and Wesson and Talchar One-Eye had maneuvered around the creature, leading the thains and the armsmen in an attack while Timothy harassed the creature with minor spells. At last Adalar had been able to drive his greatsword through the creature’s head, and it collapsed in death, dissolving back into the spirit world. Across the courtyard, Mazael led the rest of his men in an attack on the final Crimson Hunter, while Lady Molly flickered around it in a haze of shadows.
Which meant that the path was open to the keep. 
“Talchar!” shouted Sigaldra. “Take command here!”
She did not wait for an answer, but sprinted across the square, jumping over the dead valgasts and the men who had been slain in the fighting. Her heart hammered against her ribs, her bow creaking beneath her fingers. Liane was in the keep, along with those too old or sick or young to fight. If the Prophetess had gone to get Liane, she would kill anyone who was in her path. Sigaldra scrambled up the path to the keep, drawing an arrow and setting it to the string of her bow. She would have to be quick. One arrow through the Prophetess’s heart. If she hesitated, if she let the sorceress bring her magic to bear, than Sigaldra was dead and Liane was lost.
Sigaldra slowed as she approached the doors to the great hall. They stood partly ajar, firelight leaking out into the deepening dusk. Sigaldra took a deep breath, calming herself and forcing her hands to stillness as her father and brothers had taught her. 
One shot. She would only get one shot.
She glided through the doors, bow ready in her hands, the arrow resting upon its string. 
The great hall of the keep was silent, the trophies and captured weapons throwing black shadows across the wall in the firelight of the hearths. Men and women and children lay motionless upon the floor, and for a horrified instant, Sigaldra thought that the Prophetess had killed them all. Yet their chests still rose and fell, and Sigaldra realized they were only unconscious. The Prophetess must have stunned them with a spell. 
A shadow moved at the far end of the hall, and the Prophetess herself stepped closer. Liane floated in the air next to her, bound in the grasp of the Prophetess’s magic. She was unconscious, as was everyone else in the hall. Perhaps the Prophetess had simply cast her spell over the entire keep.
She had not yet noticed Sigaldra.
In one fluid motion, Sigaldra raised her bow, drew back her string, and released. The arrow hissed across the hall and slammed into the Prophetess’s chest. 
Or it would have, had the air around the Prophetess not rippled, tearing the arrow to splinters. The sorceress looked up, her green eyes growing wide, and Sigaldra threw aside her bow and drew her short sword, charging across the hall. Again and again she had seen the Prophetess’s spells block arrows, but perhaps they would not stop a blade of good steel.
The Prophetess sneered, her mask of serenity falling to reveal irritated contempt.
“Pathetic,” she said, and gestured.
Invisible bands of force seized Sigaldra, lifted her into the air, and ripped the sword from her grasp. Sigaldra tried to fight, tried even to scream, but the Prophetess’s power clamped her mouth shut. The sorceress stalked closer, Liane floating after her. 
“What vermin you are,” said the Prophetess. All trace of her previous calmness had vanished, and there was nothing but loathing and rage upon her face. “You filthy barbarians, Jutai and Tervingi both. I cannot believe Mazael allowed you to settle upon his land. He should have killed you all. A Travian lord would have killed you all. You…”
Her voice trailed off, and her eyelids fluttered, sweat dripping down her face. The Prophetess shook her head and raked a hand through her hair. She looked exhausted. The effort of all the magic she had cast recently must have finally caught up with her. 
“This would have been so much easier,” said the Prophetess, “if you had just married Liane to that idiot Earnachar like I had planned. He never would have touched her, you know. I would have killed the fool as soon as I no longer needed him. All I needed him to do was to get Liane before anyone could stop me.” She gave a disgusted shake of her head. “You wretched, useless barbarians. By the goddess, what miserable savages you are. You’re worse than the Skuldari – at least most of them are loyal to the goddess.”
Sigaldra tried to scream, tried to fight. The best she could manage was a small grunt. 
The Prophetess laughed. “Still, you can take solace in this. I am glad Mazael did not exterminate you barbarian vermin, because that saved your sister’s life…and your sister is special. She is the one I have sought.” She smiled and tapped Sigaldra’s forehead. “Look at you. What a worthless thing you are. The best you can aspire to is to be a brood mare for some barbarian thug like Earnachar. But your sister…ah, she has a greater destiny. She shall be the instrument for the return of the goddess. I have a child gifted with the Sight, I have the catalyst, and soon I shall have the Mask of Marazadra. And then,” her eyes seemed to shine with something like lust, “and then the goddess will return, and then we shall have order in the world.”
Sigaldra wrenched against the invisible spell.
“But you,” said the Prophetess, stepping past her, “will not be there to see it. I suppose you would chase me like one of the imbecilic shieldmaidens from the barbarous songs your nation loves so much. That could be inconvenient, thought I would enjoy watching the Skuldari torture you to death.” She turned towards the doors, Liane floating motionless and unconscious after her. “Farewell, holdmistress of the Jutai.” The Prophetess lifted her hand, flames burning atop her palm as her face tightened with the strain of one more spell. “The entire purpose of your nation was to produce your sister, the key to the return of the goddess. The rest of you can die forgotten and…”
Something clicked.
An instant later a crossbow quarrel slammed into the side of the Prophetess’s chest. The sorceress fell back with a shocked scream, her green eyes wide with alarm. The spell holding Sigaldra vanished, and she hit the floor hard, the impact knocking the breath from her lungs. 
Adalar stood in the doorway, a crossbow in his hands. He discarded the weapon and raced into the hall, drawing his greatsword from its sheath. Sigaldra got to her knees and snatched her fallen short sword, fury driving her on. 
The Prophetess staggered back, grabbed Liane, and cast a spell. Both the Prophetess and Liane turned hazy and insubstantial, wraiths wrought out of mist and pale light. Sigaldra yelled and stabbed at the Prophetess, but her blade passed through the sorceress as if she was not there.
Even in her ghostly form, Sigaldra saw the smirk on the Prophetess’s features. The sorceress took Liane and fled through the wall, passing through the stonework as if it were not there. 
“No,” spat Sigaldra, “no, no, no.” 
She sprinted out of the hall and back onto the hilltop, but the Prophetess was long gone. 
 
###
 
Mazael raised Talon, calling for another charge, when the last Crimson Hunter shuddered.
The giant spider had a score of wounds carved into its armored hide, but none of them had slowed it. Yet now it began to twitch and shudder. Perhaps the wounds had done it more harm than Mazael had thought.
It vanished in a swirl of gray mist, leaving Mazael and the others alone with the dead.
Riothamus lowered his staff with a sigh, the golden flames vanishing from the weapons of the knights and armsmen and thains. 
“What happened?” said Mazael. “Did we kill it?”
“No,” said Riothamus. “The spell holding it here was canceled.”
“Then someone killed the Prophetess?” said Molly. 
“Or she needed the power binding the Crimson Hunter to cast another spell,” said Riothamus. 
“To escape, perhaps,” said Mazael. 
He let out a quiet curse. They had saved Greatheart Keep and the Jutai, driving off the attackers. The battle had been won.
The war, he suspected, was about to begin.



Chapter 20: Debts To Pay
 
“Bring him,” said Mazael. 
Two days after the battle, he stood in the hall of Greatheart Keep. There was a great deal of work to be done. The dead had to be buried. The Jutai dead had to be burned, their ashes interned in their families’ ancestral urns. The damaged houses had to be rebuilt. At least there was not yet a crop in the ground, and the fires had not damaged the barns storing the seed. Greatheart Keep would be rebuilt in time. Dozens of Jutai had been killed and wounded in the fighting, but the Jutai would recover. 
Assuming, of course, the Skuldari did not overrun the Grim Marches.
Riders had come to Greatheart Keep, bearing messages from the western Grim Marches. Bands of raiders had been seen on the borders with Skuldar, some of them accompanied by valgasts and soliphages. For the first time in living memory, the Skuldari were stirring from their homeland, and they intended to turn their eyes toward the Grim Marches. 
Mazael intended to stop them. 
The two armsmen he had commanded bowed and left the hall, leaving Mazael alone with Romaria, Adalar, Sigaldra, and Timothy. Adalar leaned upon his sheathed greatsword almost as if it was a staff. He had spoken little since the battle, his expression grim. Mazael suspected he blamed himself for the Prophetess’s escape. He shouldn’t – the Prophetess would have escaped in any event, and his intervention had saved Sigaldra’s life. 
Sigaldra said nothing as well, standing motionless at the edge of the dais. Mazael doubted that Sigaldra had slept. She had spent every moment with her people, directing the repairs. 
She had almost ridden out in pursuit of the Prophetess. Mazael had thought to dissuade her, but in the end Sigaldra had dissuaded herself. Neither Romaria nor Riothamus had been able to find any trace of the Prophetess’s trail. The sorceress was too skilled with cloaking spells, and Mazael had no doubt that she would could heal the wound that Adalar’s crossbow had inflicted upon her. 
Mazael intended to find her, recover Liane, and stop the Skuldari. 
First, though, he needed to know where to start. 
A moment later the armsmen returned with Earnachar. The Tervingi headman had lost none of his fierceness nor his bluster in defeat, and he glared at them. Sigaldra took a deep breath, her hand brushing the hilt of the short sword at her belt. 
“Steady,” said Mazael. He knew what she was thinking.
Sigaldra gave a sharp nod, not meeting his eyes. 
“The goddess will destroy you,” said Earnachar, glaring at them. “All of you.”
“She did a poor job of it so far,” said Sigaldra, “seeing as we are still here.”
Earnachar grinned at her. “But your sister isn’t, is she?”
Sigaldra started forward, reaching for her sword, and Adalar stepped to her side. 
“Wait a moment,” said Mazael. “Romaria?” 
“It’s still inside of him,” said Romaria.
Mazael nodded. “Hold him steady.” The armsmen gripped Earnachar’s arms and forced him to his knees. “Timothy.”
The wizard followed Mazael from the dais. Earnachar started to snarl a threat, but Mazael pinched his nose shut and wrenched his jaw open. A small part of his mind, actually a rather large part, wanted to crush the man’s skull. Instead he held the struggling headman in place as Timothy poured a vile-smelling potion down his throat. Mazael stepped back, and Earnachar started coughing. 
“Are you trying to poison me?” said Earnachar. “This is dishonorable! This is…this is…”
He started gagging, then choking, and then heaved forward with such force that he ripped free of the armsmen. Earnachar landed on his hands and knees, still coughing. His eyes bulged and his face turned red, and he started gagging. 
Mazael gave him a sharp blow between the shoulders.
The heart spider burst from his mouth and landed upon the flagstones with a wet splat. The ugly little creature went into a spastic dance, and before it could escape, Mazael brought his boot down upon it. 
The crunching noise echoed through the hall, and Earnachar flopped onto his back with a groan. 
“Now,” said Mazael when Earnachar had caught his breath, “I suppose you are ready to talk.”
“Where is my sister?” said Sigaldra, stepping forward. Her hand hovered near the hilt of her sword. Mazael would have to keep her from killing Earnachar until the Tervingi headman had told them everything useful. After that, he hadn’t yet decided if he was going to let Sigaldra kill Earnachar. “Where did your damned Prophetess take my sister?”
“What?” said Earnachar, staggering to his feet. “Hrould? What…what the devil am I doing here?” He shook his head. “I have such a headache. How much did I drink?”
“Do not play dumb with me, you blithering fool!” said Sigaldra. “Where is my sister?”
“You,” said Earnachar, swaying a bit on his feet. “The Jutai whore. Why…”
Sigaldra did not scream, did not curse. Her face went utterly flat, and she drew her sword and stepped forward, drawing back the blade to stab. Earnachar scowled and reached for his weapons, but he did not have any.
Mazael had expected this, and he caught Sigaldra’s wrist. 
“Let me go,” she said, her voice as flat and empty as her face. 
“Not until he tells us what he knows,” said Mazael.
“He doesn’t need his fingers to talk,” said Sigaldra. 
“Lady Sigaldra,” said Adalar, stepping to her side. To Mazael’s surprise, a flicker went over Sigaldra's face and she stopped straining against him. “I will help you find your sister, I swear. But we don’t know where to look for her. He might know.”
The tension went out of Sigaldra’s arm, and Mazael released her. 
“I had,” said Earnachar, shaking his head, “the most peculiar dream.”
“Did that dream happen to involve a sorceress calling herself the Prophetess forcing a spider down your throat?” said Mazael. 
Earnachar blinked. “How…how did you…”
Mazael pointed at the crushed spider upon the floor, and Earnachar blanched. 
“That’s not…that’s not…that’s not possible,” said Earnachar. “It was a dream, it was…”
“If it was a dream,” snapped Sigaldra, “then how did you get here, hmm? Did you sleepwalk all the way from Banner Hill?” 
“I don’t know,” said Earnachar. For the first time that Mazael could remember, he saw doubt upon Earnachar’s face. “I remember…I remember everything, but it was a dream.”
“No,” said Mazael. “It wasn’t. If you want to leave Greatheart Keep alive, I suggest you start talking.” 
“You are threatening me?” said Earnachar, some of his bluster returning.
“In the past few days,” said Mazael, “you threatened one of my vassals, disobeyed my commands by allowing an orcragar into the Grim Marches, kidnapped me, and broke the peace of the Grim Marches by waging war against the Jutai. I am not threatening you. I am merely stating facts. Whether or not I execute you depends on what you tell me next.”
“Then it wasn’t a dream?” said Earnachar, growing horror on his face. “I…truly did all those things?”
“I’m afraid not,” said Mazael. 
“Gods and ancestors,” said Earnachar. “Surely you can see that I am not at fault? The blame lies with the Prophetess and her lies. You…”
Sigaldra’s hand twitched towards her sword again. 
“I suggest,” said Mazael, “that you start at the beginning. When did you meet the Prophetess?”
“A few months past,” said Earnachar. “She came to Banner Hill with that masked orcragar. I thought about simply killing them and claiming the bounty you offered for any orcragars, but…”
“But the Prophetess,” said Mazael, “had a tongue dripping with fine promises, is that it?”
Earnachar shifted a bit. “Yes. You see, hrould, you had made a mistake.”
“And what mistake is that?” said Mazael. 
“You should never have settled the Jutai at Greatheart Keep,” said Earnachar. “Not so close to the Tervingi. The Tervingi are a thriving and growing people, and…well, what are the Jutai? Cripples and dying old men, led by a crazed termagant. The Tervingi people need room to grow, and Greatheart Keep holds fertile lands. You should have put the Jutai near the Burning Hills or the Great Mountains, some dead land where they could die off in peace and not disturb the rest of us.”
“Such pretty words,” said Sigaldra, “to justify oath breaking and murder.” 
“Let me guess,” said Mazael. “You realized that the Prophetess was a madwoman, but you also realized that she had power. You decided to turn her over to me…but only after she had helped you claim Greatheart Keep and drive out the Jutai.”
“That is preposterous slander,” said Earnachar. “I am the victim of her machinations as well.”
“It’s not slander,” said Mazael, “if it’s true.”
Earnachar sighed. “Perhaps…there may be a kernel of truth to it.”
“What went wrong?” said Mazael.
“The Prophetess promised me power and glory,” said Earnachar, “but I am not a fool.” Sigaldra let out a derisive laugh, and this time Earnachar did glare at her. “It was soon clear to me that the Prophetess simply wanted Liane of the Jutai for whatever reason. The simplest way to claim her was to marry her, of course, but I had no interest in wedding a Jutai woman, and neither did any of my men. This displeased the Prophetess, so I commanded Agaric to go to Castle Cravenlock and warn you of her.”
“Instead,” said Mazael, “the Prophetess gave you a heart spider.”
“And most of my chief thains,” said Earnachar. “After that…well, you know what happened. The Prophetess summoned the valgasts and the soliphages to her side, and…it seemed like a good idea to do what she commanded. The influence of that damned spider, I suppose.” He waved a hand at Sigaldra. “A lot of bloodshed could have been avoided if she had simply surrendered her sister.” 
“And if you had not been such a fool,” said Sigaldra.
Earnachar scowled. “Will you allow this woman to address me so, hrould?”
“Why not?” said Mazael. “You were a fool to listen to the Prophetess.” He moved forward, and Earnachar flinched back a step. “Now. The Prophetess obviously had a plan. She came here to take Liane. What did she intend to do after that?”
“I am not entirely sure,” said Earnachar. His lip curled with disgust. “She did not confide her plans in me. She merely commanded, and the spider ensured that I obeyed. But I know where she is going next, and what she intends to do. I know why she took Liane.”
“Why?” said Mazael.
“She needs Liane to find something called the Mask of Marazadra,” said Earnachar. 
“Do you happen to know what that is?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Earnachar. “Some magical relic like the mask upon Rigoric, I suppose – she called his mask the Mask of the Champion.”
“Do you know where the Mask of Marazadra is?” said Mazael.
“I do not,” said Earnachar, “but I know where she is going next, as I said. The Prophetess is going to Armalast.” 
The name meant nothing to Mazael, but Romaria stirred. 
“I know the place,” she said. “A town in eastern Skuldar. It’s one of the few towns the Skuldari allow outlanders to visit.” 
“What does the Prophetess intend to do there?” said Mazael.
Earnachar shrugged. “She did not say. I overhead some of her conversations with the soliphages. Evidently the priests of Marazadra rule in Armalast, and she intends to get something from them before searching for the Mask of Marazadra.” 
“Very well,” said Mazael.
“I have told you all that I know,” said Earnachar. “What are you going to do with me?”
Mazael considered. He wanted to kill Earnachar, but the Tervingi headman had not been completely responsible for his own actions. He had always been ambitious and unscrupulous, but he had not acted on those impulses until the heart spider had sunk its claws into him. Still, he had cooperated with the Prophetess, which had started this entire mess. Earnachar might have claimed he would have sided with Mazael against the Prophetess eventually, but if the Prophetess had been triumphant, Mazael had no doubt that Earnachar would have switched sides.
Of course, the same thing could be said of half of Mazael’s vassals. 
For that matter, Earnachar had the support and friendship of a great many Tervingi thains and headmen. If the Skuldari were planning to invade the Grim Marches, Mazael needed their help.
“The Prophetess forced you to attack Greatheart Keep against your will,” said Mazael. Sigaldra stirred, her glare turning towards him. “She tried to place a heart spider in me, so I know their power, and I see no way you could have resisted it. But you invited her into your home, even knowing my law against orcragars. You willingly trafficked with a wielder of dark magic…and by ancient tradition, the Guardian protects the Tervingi from dark magic. So the Guardian of the Tervingi shall decide your fate.” 
Earnachar swallowed, but managed a nod. Riothamus would likely not kill him. The Guardian of the Tervingi was a merciful man…but sometimes, Mazael had found, the mercy of a righteous man was more terrifying than the vengeance of an evil one. 
The armsmen led Earnachar from the hall.
“You should have killed him,” said Sigaldra, her tone bitter.
“Probably,” said Mazael. “But there is a war coming. This is just the beginning. Perhaps Earnachar’s punishment will be to die in battle defending Greatheart Keep from the dark powers with whom he allied himself.” 
“Then you are sure that war is coming?” said Sigaldra.
“Entirely,” said Mazael. “The Skuldari are stirring, and I suspect the Prophetess has stirred them up.”
“And what of my sister?” said Sigaldra. There was no pain on her face or in her voice, only tired despair. “Shall we abandon her to the Prophetess?” 
“The Prophetess has declared war upon the Grim Marches,” said Mazael. “We have not defended the Grim Marches from Malrags, runedead, and the Justiciars only to have the worshipper of a dead spider plunge us into ruin. I am going to stop her, and if I can, I will get your sister back.”
Sigaldra stared at him for a long time, and then at last nodded.
 
###
 
Greatheart Keep had survived the battle, but now it prepared for war. 
Sigaldra stood atop the keep and watched the activity in the village. Mazael had sent out the call to war, and the lords and knights and armsmen and thains of the Grim Marches would assemble and march to the west in preparation for a campaign. A hundred Jutai would accompany him as he rode west, all that Greatheart Keep could spare from the repairs and the planting. Sigaldra himself would lead them. She was the holdmistress of Greatheart Keep, and she would shoulder the responsibilities that should have belonged to the headman.
She shivered. 
Responsibilities she had already failed. 
Her sister was gone. Sigaldra would have wept, but she had shed the last of her tears long before she had ever come to the Grim Marches. All she had left was a sorrow that had hardened to something like a frozen knife in her heart, a constant weariness…and rage.
Plenty of rage. 
She vowed to make the Prophetess pay, to rescue Liane, or die trying.
The trapdoor atop the tower creaked, and Sigaldra turned with a scowl. She had wanted to be alone, if only for a moment, but she could never escape her duties. 
Yet when the trapdoor opened, it was not duty that appeared, but Adalar Greatheart. 
“Lady Sigaldra?” he said. He still wore armor, though only chain mail, and had washed the grime and blood of battle from his face. 
“Lord Adalar,” said Sigaldra. 
“Ulfarna told me you were here,” said Adalar. “I wished to speak with you of two matters.”
“Of course,” said Sigaldra. 
“First, I would like to apologize,” said Adalar.
Of everything he could have said, she had not expected that.
“Why?” she said at last. 
“I was too slow,” said Adalar. “I should have followed you to the keep at once. If I had come sooner, perhaps I could have stopped the Prophetess. Or if my aim had been better…”
“No,” said Sigaldra, shaking her head. “No. You owe me no apology. You saved my life. The Prophetess would have slain me and departed, and if you had not intervened, no one would have known what had happened to Liane.” She hesitated. “And you fought with valor during the siege. Like one of the great Jutai champions of old. Without your help, Greatheart Keep might have fallen to the foe.” 
Adalar grimaced. “You are too kind.”
Sigaldra managed a tired laugh. “I have many flaws, but a honeyed tongue is not one of them. So when I tell you something, I mean it.” She shook her head. “You fought…you fought as well as my father and brothers did, in our final stand against the Malrags.”
“Thank you,” said Adalar. 
“I suppose you shall leave now,” said Sigaldra, “and return to Castle Dominus? You have laid your father to rest, and done rather more besides.”
“No,” said Adalar. “That is the second matter I wish to discuss.” He looked at her. “I told you I would help you save Liane. With your permission, I would like to accompany the Jutai as the host of the Grim Marches rides against the Skuldari.”
Again Sigaldra was surprised. “Why?” 
“Because,” said Adalar. He stared at the village for a moment. “Because the Prophetess reminds me of Lucan Mandragon, and I fear she might work some evil as dire as the Great Rising.”
“I thought you were weary of war,” said Sigaldra, “and this is not your war.”
“I am,” said Adalar, “but it seems that war is not weary of me.” He seemed lost for words for a moment. “And this…the Jutai deserve better. I have seen all you have done here, all you have built. Perhaps it is not my fault the Prophetess took Lady Liane. But I will help you get her back, if it is in my power.”
For a moment Sigaldra could not speak. 
“Thank you,” she said at last. 
 
###
 
Adalar followed Sigaldra as she walked among her people, helping them with the work of rebuilding. 
Perhaps Adalar was not the man his father had been, but if he could find a way to help Sigaldra and the Jutai, he would.
 



Epilogue: A Rigged Game
 
Night fell across the western Grim Marches, and the woman who now called herself the Prophetess waited. 
She stood in a ruined church, a dozen soliphages waiting motionlessly near the windows and doors. Ruins dotted the Grim Marches, left from the Malrags and the runedead and the Tervingi barbarians. Some of them had been repopulated, but many had not, and the Prophetess had no trouble finding shelter as she made her way to Armalast.
Liane floated near the dusty altar, her eyes closed. The venom of the soliphages would keep her unconscious and healthy for months if necessary. The girl’s Sight was powerful, and it would call like a beacon to the Guardian. It was fortunate that the Crimson Hunters had distracted the Tervingi wizard. The Prophetess was not strong enough to overcome him in magical battle.
She smiled, rolling the sheathed maethweisyr in her palms.
Not yet, anyway. But soon…
A shadow fell over the church’s doors, and the Prophetess turned as Rigoric strode inside, his wounds healed. The Mask of the Champion glinted upon his face, reflecting the glow of the magical light that the Prophetess had conjured. The Mask of the Champion made Rigoric immortal and invincible, and no one could prevail against him.
Not even the last son of the Old Demon.
“You returned,” said the Prophetess, stepping towards him and running a hand along his armored chest.
Rigoric said nothing. It was one of his virtues. Even before the Prophetess had found him, he had been a man of few words. The Mask had taken his power of speech, though it had given him great gifts in return. The Prophetess did not miss his ability to speak. She had other uses for him.
Destroying the enemies of the goddess was just one of them.
The Prophetess undid her robe and cast aside her garments, standing naked before him, save for the metallic brooch clinging to her chest just above her left breast. Rigoric removed his armor, pushed her down, and took her upon the floor as the soliphages stood guard around them. She thrilled at his touch. She had wrought this – all of it. The goddess would return, but the Prophetess was the architect of her return. She was the voice of Marazadra, and Rigoric was her Champion. It was only proper that they should lie together. The fact that Rigoric was a creature of the Prophetess’s own making made it all the sweeter.
Much later, after they had finished, the Prophetess stood, stretched with a languid sigh, and gathered up her clothing. Rigoric armored himself in silence, though his eyes strayed to her belt. 
“This?” said the Prophetess. She held up the sheathed maethweisyr. “This is one of the reasons we came to the Grim Marches, my champion.” 
He tilted his head to the side.
“Ah,” the Prophetess murmured. “You see, the Old Demon was the great enemy of our goddess. Yet he was brilliant. Subtle beyond compare. He never played his own games, no. Instead he designed the games so that no matter what happened, he was still victorious in the end. Until Mazael Cravenlock slew him, that is.”
Rigoric seemed to tense, like a lion preparing to spring upon its prey.
“Fear not, my champion,” said the Prophetess. “You shall have your chance to revenge yourself upon Mazael soon enough, for I suspect he shall come for us. But we already have what we need from him.”
She smiled and drew the dagger, revealing the crimson blade, the blade that had drank Mazael’s blood and stored it up like a sponge.
“You see?” said the Prophetess. “Even Mazael shall serve the return of the goddess. Perhaps I shall inform him of that before you kill him for me.” 
She could tell that thought pleased Rigoric. 
The Prophetess had almost everything she needed. She had Liane and the power of her Sight. She had a dagger charged with the blood of the most powerful Demonsouled yet living. Now all she needed was the Mask of Marazadra, and she could restore the goddess.
And then the Prophetess could bring the world to order at last.
THE END
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CARASTER – A renegade wizard and rebel, and one of the last remaining Demonsouled. Killed by Lucan Mandragon, and raised as a runedead wizard. His undead form was destroyed at the battle of the Northwater. 

CIRCAN - A wizard formerly in Lord Malden's service, and now aiding Gerald Roland's rebellion. 

CORMANE - A Justiciar knight. Killed at the battle of the Northwater. 
CORVAD – Son of Mazael Cravenlock and twin brother of Molly Cravenlock. Killed by Mazael in the throne chamber of Arylkrad. 

CRAMTON - Formerly the innkeeper of Cravenlock Town, rescued from an unjust execution at the hands of Lord Mitor Cravenlock by Mazael Cravenlock. Now serves as Mazael's seneschal. 

EARNACHAR SON OF BALNACHAR – A headman of the Tervingi nation. Once a loyal supporter of the hrould Ragnachar, but now a grudging follower of Mazael Cravenlock. The village of Banner Hill, north of Greatheart Keep, is his hold. 

EDGAR TALLBARTH – A knight of Greycoast, in service to Lord Alberon Stormsea of Castle Stormsea. A capable scout and skirmisher, skills acquired during his checkered past of stealing cattle from his neighbors. 

EDMUND - The bailiff of the village of Lord's Stump.
EDMUND CROWHAND - The knight of Castyard and a vassal of Mazael Cravenlock.
ELISE – A maid in service to Rachel Roland of Knightcastle. 

ETHRINGA DAUGHTER OF JORDANIC – A holdmistress of the Tervingi nation, respected and influential among the other holdmistresses. Known for her sharp tongue. 

EVERARD CHALSAIN - Formerly Prince of Barellion and the liege lord of Greycoast. Murdered by Malaric during the Aegonar invasion of Greycoast.

GAITH KALBORN – The knight of Morsen Village, and a San-keth proselyte. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during Corvad’s attack upon the village. 

GARAIN ROLAND - Once Lord Malden's eldest son and the heir to Knightcastle. Murdered by the San-keth during the Malden's war against the Dominiar Order, making Tobias Roland the heir to Knightcastle. 

GERALD ROLAND – The youngest son of Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle. With all his brothers dead, he was the heir to Knightcastle, and led his father's vassals in a revolt. Now the Lord of Knightcastle and liege lord of Knightreach.

GRULDA - Owner of the Iron River Inn at Cravenlock Town. 
HADRAINE - A commander of the Justiciar Order. Killed at the battle of the Northwater. 
HAGEN BRIDGEBANE – The armsmaster of Castle Cravenlock, and one of Mazael’s loyal vassals. Known for his utter lack of humor. 

HARBINGER - A rebel of Knightreach and a follower of Caraster. 

HELEN - The Marcher-born wife of Vorgaric of Greatheart Keep. 
HIRAM STORMCREST – Liege lord of the Stormvales, and lord of Castle Stormcrest. Generally ignored by his nominal vassals. 

HJALSK - An Aegonar warrior, skilled at carpentry.
HUGH CHALSAIN – The Prince of Barellion and the liege lord of Greycoast. Formerly the youngest son of Prince Everard Chalsain, Hugh became Prince of Greycoast when Malaric murdered most of the House of Chalsain and usurped the Prince's throne. 

KADARIUS - A commander of the Justiciar Order. Killed at the battle of the Northwater.
KALOCHAR SON OF VELCHAR - A Tervingi horsethain in service to Earnachar son of Balnachar. 
KARLAM GANELON - Lord of Castle Rutagne in eastern Greycoast, and only a grudging supporter of Prince Hugh Chalsain. Killed by Hugh Chalsain during Lord Malden's siege of Barellion. 
KULDURA - The wife of the Jutai swordthain Talchar. 
LADY OF BLADES - A powerful spirit creature, and ruler of a domain within the spirit world. 

LIANE - The sister of Sigaldra, the last holdmistress of the Jutai. Blessed and cursed with the Sight. 
LUCAN MANDRAGON – A wizard of terrible power, and the architect of the catastrophic Great Rising. Bearer of the Glamdaigyr and the Banurdem. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during the Great Rising, and now an undead revenant. Destroyed by the Old Demon in the Trysting Ways below Knightcastle. 

KORVAGER – The High Priest of Sepharivaim among the Aegonar, second only to the Heralds and the High King himself. A powerful wizard, and ruthless even by the standards of the Aegonar. Slew himself in despair at the battle of Knightcastle. 

MALARIC - The bastard son of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Using the skull of Corvad, Malaric obtained Demonsouled powers, and used them to slaughter his half-brothers and father and claim the throne of Barellion for himself. Later defeated and killed by a spirit he had attempted to enslave. 
MALAVOST – A renegade wizard who tried to murder Aldane Belifane, using his blood to open the Door of Souls. Killed by Rachel Cravenlock Roland in the High Elderborn Temple atop Mount Tynagis. 

MALDEN ROLAND - Lord of Knightcastle, husband to Rhea Roland, and father of Tobias and Gerald. His youth has been restored by Lucan Mandragon's necromancy. Died during the battle of Knightcastle. 

MARAZADRA - A mysterious goddess worshipped by several different sects. 
MATHER - A master assassin of the Skulls.
MAURUS – A master wizard in service to Prince Hugh Chalsain of Barellion. 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK – Lord of Castle Cravenlock, liege lord of the Grim Marches, and the hrould of the Tervingi nation. The son of the Old Demon, and one of the most capable warriors, skilled commanders, and powerful Demonsouled now living. 
MITOR CRAVENLOCK - The older brother of Mazael Cravenlock and Rachel Cravenlock Roland. Allied with the San-keth and rebelled against Richard Mandragon, but killed by the San-keth after his defeat. 

MOLLY CRAVENLOCK – Mazael Cravenlock’s daughter and heir to Castle Cravenlock. A powerful Demonsouled. Raised as an assassin by the Skulls, Barellion’s feared brotherhood of paid killers. Called “the Lady of the Shadows” by the Tervingi for her Demonsouled-granted ability to travel instantaneously through the shadows. Married to Riothamus, Guardian of the Tervingi. 

MOREBETH GALBRAITH - A daughter of the Old Demon, and half-sister to Mazael Cravenlock. Seduced Mazael, and attempted to turn him into the Destroyer, the prophesied Demonsouled who will destroy the kingdoms of men. Killed by Mazael and Lucan Mandragon at Knightcastle. Her spirit has returned to aid Mazael agains the Old Demon, and saved Mazael after the final battle in Cythraul Urdvul. 

NICHOLAS RANDERLY - Lord of Knightport. Young, and newly come to his position, as his father and older brothers were slain in the Great Rising. 

NILES CARVER - A merchant of Barellion. 
NIZIUS - A calibah of Aegonar descent, in service to Skalatan.
THE OLD DEMON – The eldest and most powerful of the Demonsouled, and the father of Mazael Cravenlock, Morebeth Galbraith, Ragnachar, Amalric Galbraith, and the grandfather of Molly Cravenlock and Corvad. A wizard of unsurpassed might and a manipulator of great skill and cunning. Killed in the instant of his triumph by Mazael Cravenlock.

PHILIP MONTIGARD – A Travian knight, now in service to Prince Hugh Chalsain of Barellion. 

THE PROPHETESS - A mysterious sorceress, her origins and purpose unknown. 
RACHEL CRAVENLOCK ROLAND – The younger sister of Lord Mazael Cravenlock, and the wife of Sir Gerald Roland. Mother of Aldane and Belifane. Once a San-keth proselyte, but since repented. 

RAGNACHAR SON OF NO ONE – Once a powerful hrould of the Tervingi nation. A son of the Old Demon, and at his bidding led the Tervingi over the Great Mountains to the Grim Marches. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock outside the walls of Sword Town. 

RANDUR MAENDRAG – The most powerful high lord of Old Dracaryl, and using knowledge obtained from the Old Demon, the creator of the Glamdaigyr, the Banurdem, and the Wraithaldr. The creator of the Great Rising, and transformed into a revenant in the great spell’s failure. Later destroyed by Lucan Mandragon using the Glamdaigyr, who then claimed Randur’s knowledge and powers. 

RHEA ROLAND – Wife of Lord Malden Roland, and mother of Tobias and Gerald Roland. Dignified and respected, and indifferent to her husband’s frequent infidelities. Killed by the runedead at Knightcastle.

RHODEMAR GREENSHIELD - The half-brother of Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock, and current champion of Deepforest Keep.
RIGORIC - An orcragar and former thain of Ragnachar. 
RILARIC SON OF RILAGO - A Tervingi skythain. 
RIOTHAMUS SON OF RIGOTHARIC – The Guardian of the Tervingi nation, their defender from supernatural threats, and wielder of the ancient Staff of the Guardian. Married to Molly Cravenlock, the heir to the Grim Marches. 

ROBERT HIGHGATE - The Lord of Castle Highgate, and one of the most powerful lords of the Grim Marches. A skilled commander. 

ROCARD - A knight of Tumblestone, in service to Lord Agravain.
RODRIC CHALSAIN – The eldest son of Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion, and heir to the throne of Greycoast and Barellion. Murdered by Malaric at the Prince's Keep in Barellion.
ROGER SPEARSHORE - Son of Lord Bryce, and currently serving as squire to Hugh Chalsain.  

ROMARIA GREENSHIELD CRAVENLOCK – Wife of Mazael Cravenlock. Half Elderborn, giving her the ability to change her shape to that of a great black wolf. A skilled hunter, archer, and tracker.

ROSALA - A serving maid at the Knights' Inn of Barellion, and a member of the assassins' brotherhood known as the Skulls. 
RUDOLPH LARSAR - Squire to Mazael Cravenlock.  

RUFUS HIGHGATE - The eldest son of Lord Robert Highgate. Formerly served as Mazael's squire, and now a knight of the Grim Marches. 

RYNTALD - Formerly an earl of the Aegonar and a trusted advisor to High King Agantyr. Known for his cunning in battle. Ryntald became the High King of the Aegonar after Agantyr's death.

SIGALDRA - The last headmistress of the Jutai nation. 
SKALATAN – Archpriest of the San-keth, known for both his great age and brilliant intellect. The other San-keth clerics consider him both mad and heterodox, yet fear to cross his tremendous magical power. Now carries the skull of Corvad, taken from Malaric after his death. Vanished into the shadows after the defeat of the Old Demon. 

SKALJAR - An earl in service to the High King of the Aegonar.
SKHATH - San-keth cleric who masqueraded as the human knight Sir Albron Eastwater. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during Mitor Cravenlock's rebellion against Richard Mandragon. 

SOUTHER – The First Dagger and leader of the Skulls, the assassins’ brotherhood of Barellion. One of the most feared men in the city. 

STRAGANIS - San-keth archpriest of great power. Betrayed and killed by Amalric Galbraith during the Dominiars' war against Malden Roland. 

SYKHANA – A San-keth changeling, and the abductor of Aldane Roland from Knightcastle. Betrayed and murdered by Malavost at Deepforest Keep. 

SZEGAN – High priest of the San-keth temple hidden beneath Morsen Village. Slain during Corvad’s attack upon that village. 

TALCHAR ONE-EYE - A swordthain of the Jutai, sworn to Sigaldra. 
TANAM CROWLEY - A knight in Mazael's service, famed for his skill as a scout and skirmisher.
TANCRED STILLWATER - Lord of Stillwater and a vassal of Lord Malden Roland. Known for his skill as a quartermaster.

TERVINGAR - The semi-legendary founder of the Tervingi nation, who led the enslaved Tervingi to their freedom after escaping from their Dark Elderborn masters. Revered among the Tervingi, and held up as an exemplar of valor and strength. 

THOMAS – A serving man in service to Lord Malden Roland.

TIMOTHY DEBLANC – Court wizard of Mazael Cravenlock, and veteran of many battles. 

TOBIAS ROLAND – Formerly eldest surviving son of Lord Malden Roland, and the heir to Knightcastle. Killed by the runedead at Knightcastle, leaving Gerald Roland as heir to Knightcastle. 

TORAINE MANDRAGON - The older brother of Lucan and briefly the liege lord of the Grim Marches. Killed by Lucan at Swordgrim during the Great Rising. 
TORIC SON OF TORVMUND - A Tervingi headman in Mazael's service, formerly a skythain. 
WESSON STILLWATER - Once Gerald Roland's squire, and now a knight in Gerald's service. Currently riding with Adalar Greatheart. 

ULFARNA - A bondswoman of Sigaldra. 
ULTORIN – The last Grand Master of the Dominiar Order, and commander of the Malrag invasion of the Grim Marches. Corrupted by a bloodsword forged by Amalric Galbraith. Killed by Mazael Cravenlock during the siege of Deepforest Keep. 
VORGARIC - A bondsman of Sigaldra, and the best blacksmith in Greatheart Keep.



Glossary of Locations
 
AEGONATH ISLES - The ancient homeland of the Aegonar kingdoms. 
ARYLKRAD – Ancient stronghold of Old Dracaryl located at Red Valley, in the heart of the Great Mountains. Once the resting place of the Glamdaigyr.

BANNER HILL - The hold of Earnachar, located north of Greatheart Keep. 
BANNERED FOREST, THE - A forest in north-central Greycoast, north of the River of Lords. Its name comes from the numerous battles that have been fought in the forest.  

BARELLION - The chief city of Greycoast, and the stronghold of the Prince of Barellion. The largest and most prosperous port and city in the realm. 

BARREN POINT - A peninsula south of Castle Stormsea, home to minor lords and small fishing villages.

BLUEHOLT - A village in southern Greycoast.
BLUEPEAK VILLAGE – A village in the eastern Stormvales, abandoned due to runedead attacks. 

BREAKSWORD - A castle on the northern borders of Knightreach, coveted by the Justiciar Order. 

CASTLE BRIDGE, THE - A fortified bridge over the River of Lords, and the only safe crossing over the River for a week in either direction. Destroyed by Malaric during the Aegonar invasion of Greycoast.

CASTLE CRAVENLOCK – Seat and stronghold of Mazael Cravenlock, located in the southern Grim Marches. Once home to a San-keth temple, which Mazael destroyed. 

CASTLE DOMINUS - Castle in Mastaria. Once the stronghold of the Dominiar Knights, now held by Lord Adalar Greatheart.

CASTLE RUTAGNE - The seat of Lord Karlam Ganelon, located in the hill country of eastern Greycoast.
CASTLE STORMSEA – A castle in northwestern Greycoast, sworn to Prince Everard Chalsain of Barellion. Once prominent, but now falling into ruin. 

CASTYARD - A village west of Castle Cravenlock and south of Greatheart Keep, located at the eastern edge of the hill country. 
CRAVENLOCK TOWN – The town of Castle Cravenlock, a half-mile from the castle proper. Swollen to ten thousand people from peasants fleeing the Malrag attacks, the Tervingi invasion, and the Great Rising. 

CYTHRAUL URDVUL - The birthplace of the Demonsouled, where the corrupted Dark Elderborn attempted to summon a demon god. Pushed into the spirit world by the destruction of the demon god, and now the repository of the power of the slain Demonsouled. 

DRACARYL - Once a mighty realm that ruled what is now the Grim Marches, the Great Mountains, the barbarian lands, and many other lands. The high lords of Dracaryl were powerful wizards and necromancers, and commanded dragons and legions of the undead to enforce their will. Destroyed when Randur Maendrag attempted to cast the Great Rising. 

DEEPFOREST KEEP – A castle in the heart of the Great Southern Forest, home to human settlers and their Elderborn allies. 

EBEN'S HOLD -  A small village in northeastern Greycoast.

GRAY PILLAR - A village in the eastern Grim Marches, located in the foothills of the Great Mountains. Once held by Ragnachar, now held by Toric son of Torvmund. 
GREATHEART KEEP - A large village northwest of Castle Cravenlock. Once held by Sir Nathan Greatheart, now home to the remnant of the Jutai nation. 
GREAT MOUNTAINS, THE - The massive mountains east of the Grim Marches. Few ever survive crossing the mountains, due to Malrags, dragons, and more mundane hazards. 

GREYCOAST – Located northwest of the Grim Marches and north of Knightreach. The princedom ruled by the Prince of Barellion. 

GRIM MARCHES, THE – A plain located east of Knightcastle and the High Plain and west of the Great Mountains. Currently ruled by Mazael Cravenlock. The appellation “Grim” comes from the many battles that have been fought here. 

IRON RIVER, THE - The river that ran through the old Tervingi homeland, east of the Great Mountains. 

HIGH PLAIN – A broad plain northwest of the Grim Marches and northeast of Greycoast. Known for peaceful stability.

KNIGHTS’ BAY – A bay of the western sea bordering on Knightreach. Knightport and Tumblestone are the chief ports on the bay.

KNIGHTCASTLE – Seat and stronghold of Malden Roland, famed for its long and illustrious history. Located far to the west of the Grim Marches, and south of Barellion and Greycoast. 

KNIGHTPORT - A port town west of Knightcastle, located at the mouth of the Riversteel. Held by Lord Nicholas Randerly. 

KNIGHTREACH - A hilly peninsula west of the Grim Marches and south of Greycoast. Also the term for the lands sworn to the service of Knightcastle and Lord Malden Roland.

KYNOTH – A small village in Greycoast, a few miles north of Castle Stormsea. 

LORD'S STUMP - A village in the Grim Marches, east of the Northwater.
MASTARIA – The hilly country south of Knightreach. Once the domain of the Dominiar Knights, and now controlled by Lord Malden Roland of Knightcastle. 

MISTWATER - A small river in southern Greycoast.
MONK'S REST - A small village in northeastern Greycoast.

MOUNT TYNAGIS – A mountain in the heart of the Great Southern Forest. A ruined High Elderborn temple sits atop its peak. 

MORSEN VILLAGE – Village in the hill country west of Castle Cravenlock. Once the fief of Sir Gaith Kalborn, San-keth proselyte. Destroyed by Malrags during Corvad’s search for the Glamdaigyr. A San-keth temple lies hidden beneath the village.

MORVYRKRAD - The crypt of the high lords of Dracaryl, located deep in the caverns below the Great Mountains. Once the resting place of the Wraithaldr. 

NORTHWATER - A river several days' ride west of Castle Cravenlock, flowing north into the Lake of Swords. 

PRINCE’S REST – A village in northern Greycoast. Famed for its inn, where one of the Princes of Barellion once spent the night.

RIVERSTEEL - A river flowing west past Knightcastle. 

RIVER ABELINUS - The river marking the traditional border between Mastaria and Knightreach. Fordable in only a few locations. 

RIVER OF LORDS, THE – The river flowing through Greycoast, terminating in the harbor of the city of Barellion. 

SKULDAR - A mountainous region west of the Grim Marches, home to a secretive people who kill any intruders. 
STILLWATER - A castle in the hills east of Knightcastle, held by Lord Tancred Stillwater. 
STONE TOWER - A village northeast of Castle Cravenlock. The site of Lord Richard Mandragon's defeat of the Tervingi host, and where Ragnachar betrayed and murdered Athanaric and Aegidia.
STORMVALES – The land northwest of the Grim Marches. Known for its hilly terrain, deep rivers, and frequent banditry. 

SWORDGRIM – Once the castle of Lord Richard and the ancestral seat of the House of Mandragon. Destroyed during the aftermath of the Great Rising.  

SWORDOR - The stronghold of the Justiciar Knights. Located north of Knightcastle and south of Barellion. 

SWORD TOWN – The largest town in the Grim Marches, rivaled only by Cravenlock Town. Directly south of the ruins of Swordgrim. 

TRAVIA – A princedom north of the Grim Marches, Knightcastle, and Barellion. Currently in the midst of a civil war after its ruling Prince was killed during the Great Rising. 

TRYSTING WAYS, THE - A maze of secret passages and hidden galleries threading through Knightcastle, built gradually over the centuries by generations of Roland kings and lords. 

TUMBLESTONE - A port town south of Knightcastle, held by Lord Agravain Rainier. Near the River Abelinus and Mastaria.
URDBAEN TOR - A ruin of the Dark Elderborn in eastern Greycoast, near Castle Rutagne. 
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