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Description
 
RIDMARK ARBAN was once an honored Swordbearer. Now he is a disgraced exile, outcast and alone.
To redeem himself, he seeks the secret of the return of the Frostborn, guarded by the mysterious Elder Shamans of Qazaluuskan Forest.

But the Shamans hold their secrets tightly, and their guardians might kill Ridmark before he draws near... 
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The Skull Trees
 
Ridmark Arban had spent two days trying to find a way to cross the river, and so far he had failed.
Granted, he hadn’t expected to find a river here. 
The Qazaluuskan Forest was vast, as large as a third of the realm of Andomhaim itself, and its interior had never been mapped. The tribes of Qazaluuskan orcs often killed intruders and raised their corpses as undead creatures in service to Qazalask, the orcish blood god of death. Across Andomhaim, the Qazaluuskan Forest was a place of dread and fear, and only the mad or the bold dared to cross its borders. 
Ridmark wasn’t sure which one he was. Mad, probably. But also desperate. He knew that the Frostborn were returning, though he did not know how they would return. No one in Andomhaim knew, and no one in the High King’s realm believed him.
But the Elder Shamans of the Qazaluuskan Forest knew secrets forgotten by all others, lore that had otherwise been buried in the dust of history. From them, Ridmark might learn the truth. He had heard rumors that the Elder Shamans lived on the far side of the Qazaluuskan Forest, in the foothills of the Lion Mountains, and so Ridmark had set off to find them. He had expected to fight Qazaluuskan orcs and undead creatures and worse things.
He had not expected to find his path stymied by a river. 
The river was at least two hundred yards across, and swimming to the far bank was not an option. Pale serpents of a sort that Ridmark had never seen before lived in the water, and the first time he had stripped down, wrapped his clothes and equipment in his gray high elven cloak, and tried to swim across, the serpents had swarmed towards him. He had barely gotten out of the water before they caught him, and to judge from the length of their gleaming fangs, he suspected the pale serpents carried deadly venom. 
So he had traveled north, following the line of the river and looking for a way across as he wove through the silent trees of the Qazaluuskan Forest. His efforts had been unsuccessful. He would prefer to avoid the river entirely. Rivers meant water, and water meant villages – sooner or later, he would encounter more of the Qazaluuskan orcs, and he would prefer to avoid them as well. Perhaps he could try building a raft, but he didn’t have the proper tools for that kind of task, and if a crude raft disintegrated halfway across the river, the serpents would have him.
And, to make matters worse, he was being followed. 
For the last few minutes, he had heard someone crashing through the brush, always following his course as he paralleled the river’s path. Ridmark’s first thought was that it had been a bear, but it didn’t sound large enough. A predator like a wolf, or a creature of dark magic like an urvaalg, would be far stealthier. That meant something man-sized was following Ridmark, most likely a Qazaluuskan orc, but that didn’t make any sense either. The bone orcs could move like shadows went they felt like it.
Ridmark wondered if this was some kind of elaborate trap. Well, if it was a trap, springing it here would be to his advantage. The river’s bank was mostly clear, and there would not be room for any ambushers to conceal themselves.
He gripped his staff in both hands and waited, watching the shadowy trees. 
A moment later his pursuer limped into sight, wobbling a bit.
A long, long time ago, it had been an orcish man. Now it was a withered, mummified corpse, the green of its skin faded to a splotchy yellow. Its eyes and mouth had been stitched shut, and rows of stitches ran down its chest and back. From time to time fingers of blue fire glowed beneath its withered skin, likely from the dark magic that animated the creature. It gave off a foul stench, a ghastly mixture of rotting meat and the strange elixirs the Qazaluuskan shamans used to empower their necromantic spells. 
The bone orcs were skilled at necromancy. The kindreds of other lands buried their dead or burned them. Almost all the Qazaluuskan orcs knew at least a little magic, and when they died, their bodies were raised as undead creatures in the name of Qazalask. The bone orcs used their undead in as laborers and beasts of burden and guardians and as warriors. The undead were clumsy, but they were swift and struck with inhuman strength. Ridmark braced himself, raising his heavy staff, and prepared to fight.
The undead thing just stood there. 
It had no eyes, so it couldn’t stare at him, but Ridmark suspected he had the creature’s full attention. He took three quick steps to the side, closer to the river, and the creature jerked as it turned to follow him.
It made a spiraling, flailing motion with its right arm. At first, Ridmark thought it had tried to throw something at him, and then the creature repeated the gesture twice. 
“You…want me to follow you?” said Ridmark in the orcish tongue, wondering if the thing could even hear him. 
The disfigured head bobbed up and down. It was a reasonable facsimile of a nod. 
“Very well,” said Ridmark. He wondered why the creature hadn’t attacked him, but realized that was a mistake. The undead thing was a puppet, and whoever was controlling it wanted to speak with Ridmark. 
That couldn’t be good. On the other hand, it was better than fighting his way through a horde of undead orcs.
The undead creature made the spiraling motion again, and then turned and started shambling north. Ridmark followed the creature in silence, watching for any sign of treachery. None came, but more of the undead emerged from the trees until a half-dozen of the creatures followed him in a loose ring. Ridmark wasn’t quite surrounded. He could take down one of the undead and escape before the others closed around him, but he suspected the master of the undead wished to avoid trouble. 
After about five miles, they stopped walking, and Ridmark saw the barge.
It had been beached on the river bank. It was a large flat craft of solid planks, its deck scarred and weathered from much use. A dozen undead orcs stood upon the barge, holding oars like spearmen awaiting the call to battle. A dozen more undead waited upon the bank, silent and twitching.
A shaman of the Qazaluuskan orcs stood near them, leaning upon a twisted staff adorned with a skull. The shaman wore only a pair of ragged trousers, his bare feet half-sunk in the mud of the river bank. Like most of the bone orcs, he had donned black and white war paint, giving his face the appearance of a grinning skull. The paint was flaking off, giving his flesh a leprous, diseased look. He wore amulets made from bone and stones and others that appeared to be mummified body parts. A withered hand hung from around his neck, bouncing a little with the draw of his breath. The shaman squinted at Ridmark, then nodded to himself, tucked his staff into the crook of his elbow, and drew out something from a pouch at his belt.
It was a site of three dice carved from bone, their facets adorned with peculiar red symbols. 
“I see the omens guided me truly,” said the shaman, rattling the bone dice in his fingers. His voice was deep and watery, almost as if he was speaking from the bottom of a drain, and even from a distance, his breath smelled vile. “You have come before me, just as the omens and portents have foretold. The Lord of Bones guides my path this day.” 
Ridmark said nothing. The Qazaluuskan orcs were superstitious to the point of madness and interpreted a bewildering array of signs, portents, and omens. If the shaman decided the omens favored killing Ridmark, he would attack without mercy. 
But the shaman had not. He had instead summoned Ridmark here. 
“We must start with introductions, yes,” said the shaman. “I am Mhralask, a shaman of Qazalask, the Lord of Bones.”
“What do you want to ask me?” said Ridmark.
“I see I must introduce you to myself,” said Mhralask. “You are the one who killed Hhrolazur at the barrow.”
“I didn’t kill Hhrolazur,” said Ridmark. “The Old One killed him.” 
“Mmm,” said Mhralask. “A fair point. A fair point! But you disrupted his spell, which was as good as killing him. If you tied a man’s hands and feet together and then threw him into the river, you could claim the water or the serpents killed him, but you would nonetheless be the author of his death.” 
“Have you come to avenge him, then?” said Ridmark, noting the positions of the undead. Fighting one of the undead would be bad enough. Trying to escape from a score of them while Mhralask brought his magic to bear was not something he wanted to attempt. 
“Certainly not,” said Mhralask. He shook his head, the skull atop his staff seeming to grin behind its tusks. “If Hhrolazur wanted to parley with an Old One of the barrows, he should have been more careful. The Old Ones do not tolerate fools. Besides, I never liked him. The pompous fool never shut up.” 
“If you don’t want to avenge Hhrolazur,” said Ridmark, “then why have you invited me here?”
“To discuss business, of course,” said Mhralask.
“Business,” said Ridmark. 
“I am of a more…mercantile disposition than many of my brethren,” said Mhralask. “All are gathered in the darkness of Qazalask’s kingdom in the end, of course, but there is no reason why one may not turn a profit on the way. The opportunities for profit are endless if one but looks for them.”
“You’re a ferryman,” said Ridmark. “You take people across the river for a price.”
“Yes,” said Mhralask. “You have seen the pale serpents, I trust? Did you know they are creatures of dark magic?”
“Are they?” said Ridmark. They were certainly larger and more aggressive than any other serpent he had ever encountered. 
“Long ago, a dark elven prince ruled this portion of the Qazaluuskan Forest,” said Mhralask. “He wished to keep his slaves from escaping his realm, so he created the pale serpents and stocked the river with them. Their venom is most exquisitely unique. If the victim is submerged in the river, it causes paralysis, allowing the serpents to feast. But if the victim is not submerged, it causes overwhelming and overpowering thirst. The victim will rush into the water to drink, even knowing that certain death awaits him.” 
“That sounds like the dark elves,” said Ridmark, glad that none of the serpents had bitten him.
“Mmm. Yes. We are well rid of them. Though the urdmordar were worse. But then your ancestors arrived and killed all the urdmordar, and the orcs of the Qazaluuskan Forest were left alone,” said Mhralask. “But we wander afield from the subject at hand.” 
“You’re a ferryman,” said Ridmark. “How much to get across the river?”
“Gold is useful,” said Mhralask, “but in the Qazaluuskan Forest, skill is more useful. Hhrolazur was a fool, but a powerful fool, and you overcame him, which means that you must have some skill.”
“You want me to do something for you,” said Ridmark.
“You likewise are a man of business, I see,” said Mhralask. “Splendid.” He tossed the dice to himself again, scrutinizing their symbols, and then nodded. “A few miles northwest of here is a section of the forest called the Skull Trees.” 
“It sounds like the kind of place the followers of the Lord of Bones would appreciate,” said Ridmark.
“You would think so, but no,” said Mhralask. “It is ruled by a sorceress who calls herself the Red Maiden, and she kills any who enter the Skull Trees.”
“She’s not a bone orc?” said Ridmark.
“We are uncertain what she actually is, save that she wields potent magic, and kills anyone who enters the Skull Trees,” said Mhralask. “She then affixes the skulls to the branches, hence the name.”
“You want me to kill her,” said Ridmark.
“If you like,” said Mhralask. “What I would like you to do is to rescue my nephew Vhalqask, or at least learn of his fate. Yesterday the fool wandered into the Skull Trees to slay the sorceress who dwells within to make a name for himself. As you might expect, he has not returned since.” 
“And if I learn of his fate,” said Ridmark, “what will you give me in exchange?”
“My lads and I,” said Mhralask, “will ferry you across the river to safety.” He clapped one of the undead on the shoulder, which made a disturbing squishing sound. 
“No,” said Ridmark. “The risk is too high, and for all that I know this Red Maiden is a dark elven noblewoman. I don’t carry any weapons that could harm a dark elf. I will simply go around the river.” 
“The omens say you will not,” said Mhralask. “The omens say you are on a quest of importance.”
“Do they?” said Ridmark. “What else do your omens say about me?”
“Nothing, but the rest is a simple deduction,” said Mhralask. “You are a human from Andomhaim, and judging from the brand of a broken sword upon your left cheek, you are a knight who was banished in disgrace. Consequently, you are on a quest to restore your honor. You are traveling east, which means you are heading to the Lion Mountains to speak with the Elder Shamans.”
“You know of the Elder Shamans?” said Ridmark.
“All of the children of the Lord of Bones know of the Elder Shamans,” said Mhralask. “Sometimes fools from other kindreds visit the Forest, seeking the secrets of the Elder Shamans. They never return.”
“Never?” said Ridmark.
Mhralask grunted. “Not in living memory, and not to my knowledge. But if you wish to live long enough for the Elder Shamans to kill you, you shall take my deal.” 
Ridmark said nothing. 
“It is ten days’ journey to pass the river to the north,” said Mhralask, “and I doubt you will live that long. I have no wish to take vengeance for Hhrolazur. Hhrolazur’s relatives will feel differently, and they are hunting you even now.”
“How do you know that?” said Ridmark.
“The omens told me so,” said Mhralask. “Also, Hhrolazur had numerous wives, brothers, sons, and nephews, and all of them are hunting you to take your head for his death. Blood loyalty is important to the orcs of the Forest.” The old shaman smiled behind his tusks, some flakes of dried white paint falling from his face. “But if you cross the river, you shall easily be able to disappear before they catch up to you.” 
Ridmark sighed. Mhralask did indeed know how to drive a hard bargain.
“Fine,” said Ridmark. “Which way to the Skull Trees?”
 
###
 
A few hours later, the smell of the forest changed as Ridmark strode northwest. 
The Qazaluuskan Forest always smelled of decay and rot, with vast clusters of mushrooms squatting upon the forest floor, lichens and other fungi clinging to the trunks of the trees. The shamans likely had to use such strong-smelling elixirs on their undead to keep mushrooms from growing upon the corrupted flesh. As Ridmark walked northwest, weaving his way around the massive trunks of the ancient trees, the air became stale, dusty, like a cellar that had not been opened for years. It was an unpleasant odor, and he had smelled it before, years ago. 
The memory filled him with alarm.
The ground grew roughter, and at the base of a rocky hill, Ridmark saw the first of the Skull Trees. 
It was a dead oak tree. The branches had no leaves but were dotted with skulls, dozens of skulls. The stark white of the bone against the dark wood looked almost like pustules rising from corrupted flesh. As Ridmark drew closer, he saw that the skulls had been affixed to the branches with layers of pale, sticky webbing.
He had seen webbing like that before, and the sight filled him with alarm. 
The urdmordar used that kind of webbing, as did their minions, the half-human, half-urdmordar spiderlings. Once the urdmordar had ruled most of what was now Andomhaim, and they had nearly destroyed the High King’s realm. Only when the high elven archmage Ardrhythain had founded the Two Orders, the Magistri and the Swordbearers, had the realm been able to throw back the urdmordar. Ridmark himself had killed the urdmordar Gothalinzur in the village of Victrix.
Back then, he had been a Swordbearer, and he had still carried the soulblade Heartwarden. 
Now, he had no weapon that could harm an urdmordar, and if this Red Maiden of Mhralask’s was really an urdmordar, Ridmark had no way of overcoming the creature. 
He hesitated, contemplating another course of action. Perhaps it would be better to take his chances with Hhrolazur’s murderous relatives than to risk the Skull Trees. He could fight and kill bone orcs. He could not face down an urdmordar. For that matter, he had only Mhralask’s word that Hhrolazur’s kin were after him. If Ridmark still carried a soulblade, he would have faced down a spiderling or even an urdmordar without hesitation. 
But without a soulblade…
His hand clenched as he remembered the day he had lost his soulblade, and a wave of grief went through him, not for the sword, but for his wife. 
Soulblade or not, he had failed Aelia. He had been unable to save her from the orcish warlord Mhalek, and for that failure, Ridmark had been stripped of his soulblade and banished into the Wilderland. He deserved death for his failures, and for a wild moment, he considered walking into the Skull Trees, shouting for the urdmordar to come and find him…
Then he saw the footprints upon the ground. 
They were heavy footprints, from hobnailed boots. Whoever had left the footprints had been nearly seven feet tall, and had walked into the Skull Trees with a confident stride. Ridmark had found the tracks of Mhralask’s nephew Vhalqask. 
He wondered if Vhalqask was still alive, or if the orc’s skull would join the others upon the trees. 
Ridmark’s resolve tightened. Perhaps he desired death for his failures at Castra Marcaine. If he did, then death was welcome to find him. Despite whatever happened here, the Frostborn were still returning, and Ridmark was the only one who saw the danger. He had an obligation to find the truth and return with it to Andomhaim for anyone who would listen.
And if not…well, he supposed he would die trying. 
Ridmark strode past the skull-studded tree, watching for any sign of movement.
As he worked his way into the hills, he entered an eerie forest of dead trees. Webs mantled the branches, and each tree held dozens of skulls. Most of the skulls had the tusks and thick bones of orcish skulls, but there were human skulls scattered among them. Ridmark kept scanning the trees for any signs of movement, any hint of foes, but the forest was silent.
Silent as a tomb, come to think of it. He supposed any birds that wandered into the trees would get themselves trapped within the webbing. Ridmark looked up, and he did indeed find several dead birds caught in the webs of the branches, some of them rotted down to only bones and feathers. A few of the dead birds vibrated as if still caught in flight, and Ridmark wondered if the wind had set the web to moving…
Then he saw the crimson shape crawling along the web, and he leaped back, raising his staff in guard.
A half-second later and Ridmark would have been dead.
The crimson shape sprang from the web, landing where he had been standing a moment earlier. As Ridmark backed away, the crimson shape righted itself and whirled to face him in a blur of black legs. It was a massive crimson spider, about the size of a hunting hound, sleek and armored with a red carapace. Eight eyes like fiery rubies glared at Ridmark, and the creature’s black legs looked like slender sword blades. Its pincers looked strong enough to bite a metal pipe in half, and their edges gleamed with poison.
Ridmark had never fought a spider like this, but he had heard the urdmordar had commanded legions of such creatures. He looked a step back, and the spider skittered forward, its eyes fixed on him. The black legs flexed with a leather-like creaking noise, and Ridmark tensed. It was getting ready to pounce on him. Should he try to dodge? No, he suspected it would move too fast to dodge, and if it hit him, its strength and weight would drive him to the ground. Those poisoned pincers would close around his neck, and that would be the end of the fight and his life.
He drew back his staff, gripping it like an oversized club. The spider would have to be strong to climb along the webs, but it wouldn’t be that heavy. Otherwise, the webs would not support its weight. That meant…
The spider leaped in a crimson blur, and Ridmark’s reflexes took over. Even as the spider jumped, he swung his with all his strength, and the length of the weapon slammed into the spider’s abdomen. The impact knocked the spider backward, flipping it upside down, and the creature landed on its back, legs flailing as it tried to regain its balance. Ridmark raced forward, hoping to land a killing blow before the creature recovered its balance. At the last minute, the spider righted itself, avoiding the blow aimed at its head. Ridmark’s staff did crush one of its legs, and the spider threw itself at him, its pincers clacking. With the damaged leg, the spider was not as fast, and Ridmark managed to dodge, sweeping his staff around for another strike.
The spider led him in a mad dance, the pincers snapping, the legs raking. Ridmark avoided its attacks, aiming his strikes at its legs, and a few minutes later he had crushed three of the spider’s eight legs. As he did, its movements slowed, its balance shifting as it struggled to keep proper footing. At last, the spider stumbled, and Ridmark seized the opening, driving his staff against its head. There was a cracking sound, and the spider wobbled. Stunned by the blow. Ridmark hit the head three times in rapid succession, and on the third blow, the crimson carapace shattered, yellow slime spattering across the spider’s thorax. The creature went into a twitching dance, fell over, and then landed on its back, its legs curling up like its smaller cousins. 
Ridmark let out a long, ragged breath, looking around for other spiders, but the Skull Trees had returned to silence. The skulls upon the branches seemed to grin down at him as if entertained by his duel with the spider. 
“God and the saints,” muttered Ridmark. He knelt and wiped the yellow slime from his staff upon the dead leaves of the ground. Perhaps the Skull Trees simply housed a nest of these giant spiders, and the Qazaluuskan orcs had created the legend of the Red Maiden to explain the spiders’ depredations. 
Still, Mhralask had claimed that the Red Maiden could use magic. 
Ridmark left the carcass of the spider behind, walking deeper into the Skull Trees. The trees grew higher, the webs thicker and dotted with more skulls, the dusty scent mingling with the odor of rotting meat. Ridmark scanned every inch of the webs for more spiders but saw no trace of the creatures. Nevertheless, he could not shake the feeling that unseen eyes watched his every movement.
Once again his hand itched to grasp the hilt of his soulblade. A soulblade could have shielded him from dark magic, and permitted him to strike at an urdmordar. Even if the Red Maiden was a spiderling or simply a renegade sorceress, a soulblade would have torn through her protective spells with ease. 
Ridmark did not have a soulblade, and he continued onward, following the tracks left by the heavy boots.
The trees cleared, and Ridmark found himself entering a clearing at the base of a rocky hill. No trees grew upon the boulders of the hill, though webs stretched across the stony surface, dotted here and there with still more skulls. A stone archway yawned at the base of the hill, blackness filling the space beyond, the lintel carved with ancient symbols Ridmark recognized from his confrontation with Hhrolazur. The hill was a barrow, the burial place of an Old One, a Qazaluuskan shaman that had achieved an undead state. Was the Red Maiden an Old One? That would explain her magic, though Ridmark did not think the Qazaluuskan orcs allowed their women to become shamans. 
The orcish man standing at the base of the hill held Ridmark’s attention. 
He was about eighteen or so, tall and strong and broad-shouldered, his skin a healthy shade of green beneath the white and black war paint. The orcish man wore leather armor and carried an enormous two-handed axe strapped to his back. He looked formidable, but right now his expression was dazed and his jaw slack.
His lips were bleeding, almost as if they had been bitten. 
“Vhalqask?” said Ridmark, looking around. “Vhalqask, your uncle Mhralask sent me to find you. Are you wounded?”
“I am unworthy,” said Vhalqask. His deep voice was sluggish, slurred as if he had been drugged. “I am unworthy of becoming a husband.”
“A husband?” said Ridmark, puzzled. “Who wants a husband?”
“I do.”
The voice was quiet and low and musical, yet Ridmark whirled, bringing up his staff to strike. 
A woman sat on a boulder at the base of the hill.
Ridmark was certain she had not been there a moment before. 
She was young, perhaps his age, and wore a loose red robe cinched at the waist with a rope, her bare feet stark and white against the ground. Her face was pale and angular, and though it was lovely, it had an alien cast to it, something Ridmark could not quite explain. Her red hair was long and wet and loose about her shoulders.
Her eyes were red, so red it looked as if they had been filled with blood. 
She stared at him with her strange eyes.
“I assume,” said Ridmark at last, “that I am speaking to the Red Maiden?” 
“The cattle that live nearby call me such,” said the woman. “The ‘Red Maiden.' Such a ridiculous title. The cattle need their little tales. Though I have not been a maiden for a long time. A long time.” 
“Cattle?” said Ridmark, watching her. The urdmordar he had fought at Victrix had spoken that way, and he wondered if the Red Maiden was an urdmordar wearing human guise. If she was, he likely was about to die. It was also possible she was a spiderling in human form. If she was, he might be able to escape.
Death was still likely, though.
“Of course, they are,” said the Red Maiden without rancor. “Little cattle, living out their little lives in their little villages. Mother always said they were small.”
“Who is your mother?” said Ridmark. 
“Oh, she died a long time ago,” said the Red Maiden. “The silver knights of the southlands slew her with their burning swords. All my sisters died alongside her, but I fled to the forest, far from the lands of the High King. I have remained here ever since with my husbands.” 
“Did your mother give you a name?” said Ridmark, wondering if her “husbands” would emerge from the barrow to attack. Vhalqask had said he was unworthy of becoming a husband, and the Qazaluuskan orc had stood motionless during Ridmark’s conversation, gazing at the Red Maiden with an expression caught between horror and lust. 
That was puzzling. It wasn’t impossible for a human woman to lie with an orcish man, but it was rare. Human women usually found orcish men ugly, while orcish men considered human women too feeble and small to be attractive. Even pagan orcs raiding from the Wilderland typically used enslaved human women as workers rather than as unwilling concubines. 
Unless, of course, the Red Maiden was an urdmordar. 
“What need have I for a name?” said the Red Maiden. “Cattle have names. They die like the grass of the field. Mother had a name. She has been dead for four hundred years.” The bloody eyes flicked to Vhalqask, her red lip curling with contempt above her white teeth. “He has a name. What good has it done him? All my husbands had names, and they are dead.” She sighed. “Like all cattle.”
“Your husbands are dead?” said Ridmark. She had not yet attacked him, but she did not seem entirely sane. For that matter, she had done something to Vhalqask. 
“Alas, yes,” said the Red Maiden. “They went the way of all mortals. Though they are with me still.”
Ridmark frowned. “Are they away on business? It…”
His voice trailed off. 
He suddenly felt the weight of the eyeless gaze of the hundreds of skulls webbed to the trees surrounding the barrow. Aelia had been fond of keeping little keepsakes, mementos of times past…and Ridmark suddenly knew just what had happened to the Red Maiden’s husbands.
More to the point, he knew what she did with them once she tired of them.
He did his best not to shudder, to keep his expression calm. 
“I am sorry to have troubled you,” said Ridmark, “and I will just take my friend and be on my way.” 
“No,” said the Red Maiden. “You won’t.” She rose, stretching as she did, the red robe clinging to the curves of her body. “A bold warrior you are, to stride so openly into my home. Usually, only fools do so.”
“Maybe I’m a fool,” said Ridmark, his fingers tight against his staff. He was beginning to suspect that she was a spiderling who had lurked for centuries in the Skull Trees, feeding upon her victims and adding their skulls to her macabre collection. Urdmordar were immune to weapons of wood and steel, but their half-human spawn had no such protection. If she drew close enough without using her magic, he could strike her down.
“No,” murmured the Red Maiden. “No, you are not a fool. Bold. Reckless, yes. But filled with implacable purpose.” She flicked a derisive finger in Vhalqask’s direction. “This fool is worthy to serve no purpose but food. You, though…you shall make a worthy husband.”
“I’m afraid not,” said Ridmark. 
“No,” said the Red Maiden. She gestured with her left hand, and blue fire and crawling threads of shadow writhed around her fingers. “I’ve quite made up my mind.” 
Ridmark started to charge, and then the Red Maiden gestured, the blue light washing over him. For a moment Ridmark could not move, a freezing chill washing through him as the Red Maiden’s spell took hold. 
Then the chill turned to fire…and a wave of lust unlike anything he had ever known roared through him like a storm. 
The Red Maiden smiled, her crimson eyes glittering.
Ridmark wanted to pull her close, rip off the crimson robe, and feel her pale flesh beneath his hands and to crush her mouth against his. He wanted to throw her to the ground and take her right then and there, to feel her moan and shiver beneath him. He felt like a man dying of thirst who had found a fountain of water, a man dying of hunger who had found an unattended banquet, and the Red Maiden was the water, the Red Maiden was the feast, and his flesh screamed for her.
He took a staggering step forward, and the Red Maiden smiled.
“Even the strongest ones,” she murmured, “fail in the end.” 
Ridmark took another step and then forced himself to stop.
He wanted the Red Maiden…but he had wanted Aelia, too, and that had felt completely different. It had been a warm desire, not an all-consuming hunger like a sickness. It had been nothing at all like what he felt now, and at least part of his mind knew that the mad lust came from the Red Maiden’s dark magic.
Ridmark forced himself to stop, his body trembling, and the Red Maiden tilted her head to the side.
“Come to me,” she said. “Do you not desire me?”
Ridmark did not trust himself to speak, concentrating instead on trying to lift his staff. Yet he could not bring himself to strike the Red Maiden. The same magic that filled his mind with lust also recoiled at the thought of raising a weapon against her.
“Oh,” murmured the Red Maiden. “The strongest ones are always worth the effort.” She stepped closer to him, the red eyes glittering like gems. “How you struggle. Do you not understand? You are mine now, body and mind and heart.”
Ridmark tried to speak a denial, but it took all his strength to remain motionless. Unfortunately, the Red Maiden had no such limitations, and she glided forward, the hints of the outline of her body beneath her robe only fueling his lust further. 
“I can see your heart and mind, exiled knight,” whispered the Red Maiden. “I can feel everything you feel. I can see everything you see.” She stopped just out of reach, and Ridmark’s blood screamed for him to pull her to him, to take the final step. 
He swayed on his feet, fighting the overwhelming urge to take her. 
“I can feel your mind, exile,” said the Red Maiden. “You’ve known so much pain. You’ve known so much loss. I feel everything that you feel. Come to me and you will know bliss as few men have ever known, pleasure beyond anything that you can imagine. Then you shall know sweet oblivion, free of pain, free of loss. Is that not desirable, my exiled knight?”
It was. His body screamed for it. He was so tired, his heart heavy with grief and anger and determination like madness. Could he not rest? Could he not enjoy the nothingness that she promised? 
But he knew that the oblivion she promised was the oblivion of death, and he was not ready to die. He knew the Frostborn were returning, and he had to find proof of it before he died.
He could not let the Red Maiden kill him.
“Come to me, my exiled knight,” said the Red Maiden. “I know you will. I can feel all that you feel. I know all that you know. All mortal wills have their limits. Even yours, and I feel it wavering. Come to me, and know bliss beyond imagination and then sweet sleep of death.” 
She was right. He felt his restraint start to give way, felt the lust for her start to overwhelm his judgment. If she could feel everything that he felt, she would know that. 
Everything…
If she felt everything that he felt, did that also mean she could feel things she would rather not?
If he was going to die anyway, he might as well find out.
Ridmark released one hand from his staff, his arm moving with jerking, trembling movements. The Red Maiden blinked, puzzled. 
“Stop struggling,” she said, her voice soft and gentle, “stop your pain, stop your…”
Ridmark drew back his arm and slammed his fist into his own face with as much force as he could muster.
That rather hurt. He both felt and heard something crunch inside his nose, and his head snapped back, pain exploding through his face and skull. 
The Red Maiden’s soothing voice exploded in a screech of agony, and she rocked backward, hands flying to her face. 
All at once, the overpowering lust vanished from Ridmark’s mind. The Red Maiden was still attractive, still a beautiful woman, but her alien aspect seemed more prominent, and he no longer felt the overwhelming desire to take her in his arms. 
Perhaps that was because he recognized the colossal danger.
Vhalqask shuddered, seeming to wake from his stupor.
“What?” he said, looking around. “What is going on?” He looked at the reeling Red Maiden and his black eyes widened in surprise. “What is…”
The Red Maiden straightened up. Her face changed as she did, seeming to become longer and thinner as red pincers emerged from her jaws, red claws bursting from her fingers. Six more red eyes glowing with a harsh crimson light appeared on her forehead, and all eight of her eyes glared at Ridmark. She was indeed a spiderling, and while she was not as dangerous as a true urdmordar, she was still ancient and dangerous and powerful. 
“Run, you idiot!” shouted Ridmark. 
Vhalqask took the hint and followed Ridmark as he sprinted from the barrow, dodging back into the trees. The Red Maiden shrieked and cast a spell, and again Ridmark felt the wave of lust roll through him. Yet, this time, it did not hit him as hard. Perhaps the spiderling was still distracted by the pain, or perhaps she had tried to divide the spell between him and Vhalqask. Whatever the reason, he was able to shake off the spell, and he kept running, the big orc keeping pace next to him.
“Who are you?” said Vhalqask.
The Red Maiden’s shriek of fury rose behind them.
“Shut up and run!” said Ridmark. 
Vhalqask had the wit to listen, and together they sprinted from the Skull Trees and into the forest proper. Another furious scream rang out, and Ridmark risked a glance over his shoulder. 
The Red Maiden was pursuing them.
She had changed form, casting aside her human guise for the form of a spiderling. The pincers still jutted from her jaw, gleaming with poison, the eight crimson eyes glaring with rage. Her arms had become longer, her fingers tipped with serrated claws. Her red robe had become form-fitting armor, plates of overlapping chitin that rasped against each other as she ran.
She was running fast, and Ridmark was not sure that he and Vhalqask could take her in a fight, especially if she brought her magic to bear. He needed to find some advantage, something that he could turn against her…
He felt the blood dripping from his nose and onto his mouth, and an idea came.
“This way!” he shouted, and Vhalqask followed as he sprinted to the east. They began to put distance between them and the Red Maiden, but the spiderling had inhuman stamina, and she would pursue them long after their own strength had failed. 
A short time later the wide, gray expanse of the river came into sight.
“We are trapped!” said Vhalqask. “We cannot cross! The serpents will tear us apart.”
I know,” said Ridmark, wiping his hand across his nose and mouth. His palm came away wet with blood, and he smeared it across the end of his staff.
He stopped at the edge of the river and thrust the bloody end of the staff into the water.
At once the river rippled, the pale lengths of the serpents coming into sight. 
The Red Maiden burst from the trees and stalked towards them, blue fire and shadow snarling around her talons. Vhalqask growled and yanked the battle axe from over his shoulder, holding the weapon before him.
“Ungrateful fools,” rasped the spiderling. “You both rejected my gifts. I could have given you joy beyond mortal understanding, and…”
“And then you would have eaten us,” said Ridmark, watching the water. The serpents swirled around the end of the staff. “I don’t think it was worth the trade.” 
The Red Maiden strode towards him, raising her talons as she began a spell. As she did, the staff jerked in Ridmark’s hands as one of the serpents bit the weapon, drawn by his blood. 
He reacted at once, yanking the staff from the water and spinning around, the startled serpent clinging to the weapon like a pale whip. 
The serpent flew from the staff and struck the Red Maiden. The creature’s reaction was immediate, and the enraged serpent reared up and struck, plunging its fangs into her neck again and again. The spiderling screamed and with a flick of her talons she ripped off the serpent’s head. The white coils fell in a limp heap to the ground.
As they did, a strange, hungry expression came over her distorted face, a look of overwhelming lust and need.
A look of overwhelming thirst.
Mhralask had been right about the serpents’ venom.
With a hoarse cry, the Red Maiden ran to the water’s edge, scooping up handfuls of water and bringing them to her face. That was not enough, so she thrust her head into the water, drinking. 
The serpents boiled up from the water, dozens of them, and coiled around her, pulling her into the river. The Red Maiden screamed once, and then she vanished beneath the surface of the river. For a while, the water churned as the serpents dragged their feast into the depths, and then the water turned smooth and still once more. 
“By Qazalask,” rumbled Vhalqask. “By Qazalask and the other blood gods.” 
Ridmark let out a shaking breath. “Let’s go. Your uncle is waiting. The sooner we are gone from here, the better.”
 
###
 
The barge bumped against the eastern bank, and Ridmark stepped off, giving the river a wary look. During the entire trip across the river, the serpents had bounced against the underside of the barge, though Mhralask had seemed undisturbed, his undead rowers keeping their steady pace.
“As promised,” announced Mhralask, Vhalqask standing at his side. “The other side of the river. Let it not be said that I do not keep my word.” 
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” said Ridmark, taking a further step up the bank.
Mhralask considered him for a moment. “You truly mean to speak to the Elder Shamans?”
“I do,” said Ridmark. 
“Why?” said Mhralask, baffled. “Why would you take such a risk?”
Ridmark decided to tell the truth. “The Frostborn are returning.”
Vhalqask laughed. “Your High King and Swordbearers killed all the Frostborn long ago.”
“Nevertheless,” said Ridmark. “The Frostborn are returning. I don’t know how or when, but they are. Perhaps the Elder Shamans will have the answers to my questions.”
“There have been…strange omens of late,” said Mhralask. He tapped his staff against the deck, the skull at its top rattling. “Dire omens, warning of some terrible catastrophe in the years to come. Nations falling and thrones shattering, and every kingdom warring against every other.”
“Perhaps the omens are true,” said Ridmark.
“Mmm,” said Mhralask. “Some advice, exiled knight. Go home. You are a young man. Find some woman of your kindred and sire a pack of brats upon her. That will give your restless heart a reason to put aside your quest. If you continue on this path, if you seek out the Elder Shamans, you will regret it. No one who goes to speak with them ever returns.”
“I cannot turn back,” said Ridmark.
“Ah,” said Mhralask. “I thought not. Very well. Continue traveling to the east. The city of the Elder Shamans is in the Lion Mountains, deep within the peaks.” He snapped his fingers, and his undead stirred around him. “May your God watch over you, human, for Qazalask surely will not, and the Elder Shamans shall gladly kill you in his name.”
The undead rowers went to work, turning the barge and rowing it back to the western side of the river. 
Ridmark watched them go and then headed into the forest to the east.
The Frostborn were returning. He would either find the answer or die in his quest. 
 
THE END
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