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Description
 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK is the last of the Demonsouled, and has defeated every enemy who ever challenged him.
Yet in the sinister Prophetess of Marazadra, he faces a subtle foe unlike any other adversary.

And unless Mazael's masters the Prophetess's deadly game, the dark goddess Marazadra will rise in blood and terror...
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Author's Note
MASK OF DRAGONS 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.  
A map of the book's setting is available on the author's website at this link. 



Prologue
 
For three thousand years the Old Demon walked this world, shaping it as he pleased. 
When he began so long ago, many dark powers contested for the rule of our world. The Imperium of the Dark Elderborn, which ruled from ocean to ocean. The soliphages, who feasted upon the souls of mortals. The Trichirabi, whose mastery of necromancy made the High Lords of Old Dracaryl seem as feeble children. The San-keth, worshippers of the serpent god. The princes of the deep waters and the lords of the burning realms, and a score of others. 
Yet the Old Demon overcame them all with his cunning, banishing them from his sight and locking them away in desolate places and the underworld, forcing them to creep through the shadows. 
He did this not out of benevolence nor kindness, but only that they should not hinder his plans. 
For the Old Demon raised up generation upon generation of Demonsouled, leading them to their doom so that one day he might feast upon their power and become a god. For thirty centuries the Old Demon moved unchallenged through the world, making kings and nations and empires dance upon his strings, until at last he was ready.
Yet at the very moment of his triumph, in the instant he reached out his hand to claim the power and become the new god, the Old Demon was defeated and slain, and mankind saved from his malignant grasp. 
But his old enemies remain, watching the realms of men with hungry, covetous eyes. 
For the Old Demon was the darkest horror of the ancient world…but with him slain, who left has the strength to vanquish the other creatures of dark power? 
 



Chapter 1: Spiders
 
Mazael Cravenlock rode west, battle on his mind.
Behind him rode his men, five hundred knights and armsmen upon fierce warhorses. Tervingi horsethains flanked them, clad in chain mail and furred cloaks, long spears in their hands and axes and swords at their belts. Behind Mazael rode his standardbearer, Sir Aulus Hirtan, and from his lance flew the banner of the House of Cravenlock, three crossed swords upon a field of black. Mazael heard the horses’ hooves clomp against the grassy earth of the Grim Marches, the creak of the wagons, the clatter of armor and the murmur of men speaking in low voices. He smelled the scent of horses and sweating men, but the wind coming from the west was cold and clear. 
To the west he glimpsed the distant, hazy shapes of mountains rising over the rolling bleak plains of the Grim Marches, gray and craggy and topped with mantles of white. 
“Skuldar,” said Mazael. 
“Aye,” said Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock.
Mazael’s wife was tall for a woman, and sat in her saddle with the easy grace of long experience. Her face was lean and just a little too angular to be human, a legacy of her mother's Elderborn blood, and her eyes were a shade of eerie, icy blue. Her black hair had been tied back in a thick braid that brushed her hips, and she wore leather armor and a green cloak darkened with the dust of their ride. A bastard sword hung sheathed upon her saddle, and the staff of her Elderborn bow rested behind her. In her hands she carried the short hunting bow favored by the men of the Grim Marches when on horseback, the bows they had used to devastating effect against the Malrags and the Tervingi and the Justiciar Order. 
And, unless Mazael missed his guess, they would soon use them against the Skuldari and their valgast allies. 
“Eager to return?” said Mazael. 
She smiled. “Not particularly. The Skuldari are a secretive and unfriendly people, and not fond of travelers. Nevertheless, I did make some friends there. I hope they are safe.” She gazed the distant peaks. “The mountains are beautiful, though.”
“Bah,” said Mazael’s daughter. 
Molly Cravenlock, Mazael had been told, looked a great deal like him, with the same brown hair, gray eyes, and perpetually grim expression. Fortunately for Molly’s husband, the resemblance ended there. She wore clothes similar to her stepmother, and looked like a lovely, albeit unusually fit, woman in her twenties. 
Many people had made the fatal mistake of underestimating her.
“You don’t care for mountains?” said Mazael.
Molly tossed her head with a scoff. “They’re great damned piles of rock, father dear. Everyone always goes on about how scenic they are, but I just don’t see it.” 
“The Tervingi traveled through the passes of the Great Mountains to reach the Grim Marches,” said Riothamus, Molly’s husband. The Guardian of the Tervingi was a sober-looking man with blue eyes and thick black hair, and even after coming to the Grim Marches, he was still uncomfortable in a saddle. He wore chain mail and leather, and across his saddle rested a long staff of bronze-colored wood. The staff of the Guardians of the Tervingi was ancient. It was, perhaps, the oldest single object in the Grim Marches. “By comparison, the mountains of Skuldar are foothills.” 
Romaria laughed. “This is so. Still, I would not wish to bring an army into them.”
“As we are doing,” said Molly. 
Mazael grunted, one hand upon his reins, the other tapping the pommel of his sword. He called the long, curved sword Talon, mostly because it had been wrought from the claw of the dragon he had killed in the Great Mountains. Riothamus had enspelled the sword, giving it the ability to wound creatures of dark magic. 
“Aye,” said Mazael at last. “As we are doing.” He turned his head. “Sir Aulus!” 
“My lord?” said Aulus. 
“Call for a halt,” said Mazael. “We’ll wait here.” 
Aulus lifted his war horn, blowing a long, wailing blast. Mazael reined up, and around him the knights, armsmen, and horsethains came to a stop. Molly frowned in puzzlement, but Riothamus and Romaria both looked to the west, towards the dark shape of the mountains of Skuldar. 
“Why are we stopping?” said Molly. “It’s not even noon. We’re to meet the host of the Grim Marches at Weaver’s Pass, and that’s still a few days away.” 
“I know,” said Mazael. “We’ll need to fight first.” 
A smile went over Molly’s face before she could stop it. Mazael understood. She was his daughter, and she shared the blood of the Old Demon. The Old Demon was dead, destroyed by his own pride in Cythraul Urdvul, but the blood of the Demonsouled lived on in Mazael and Molly. Mazael knew that she felt a savage joy in fighting, a furious rage that filled her with strength and power and speed, exultation in slaying and slaying until her sword and arm ran red with the blood of her foes. 
He knew she felt those things because he felt them himself, save that he felt them more strongly. 
She met his gaze, and a flicker of dark emotion went between them. Mazael had been a terrible father to her, but he could do one thing for Molly that no else could. 
He understood her completely. 
“Not that I object to a good fight,” said Molly, “but why do you say that? I don’t see any foes.”
“Nor do I,” said Romaria. 
“Not yet,” said Mazael, “but soon. We’ll see our scouts first, and then the enemy.” He pointed. “A dry streambed is about a half-mile to the west. It’s the closest thing to a road in this part of the Grim Marches. If a raiding party came down from Skuldar, this is the best path.”
“And that,” said Romaria, “is why we rode this way?”
Mazael nodded. “If I was the lord of Skuldar, that is how I would begin my war upon the Grim Marches.” He felt a hard smile go across his face. “And if I was Mazael Cravenlock, that is how I would start making Basracus and the Skuldari regret ever setting foot upon the Grim Marches.”
“Start?” said Riothamus in a quiet voice. Riothamus had more of a conscience than Mazael, which he had to admit was not all that hard. The Guardian could not use his magic to harm or kill a living mortal.
Of course, Riothamus son of Rigotharic was clever enough that it never slowed him down.
“The Grim Marches are my lands,” said Mazael. “Its people and the Tervingi nation are under my protection. Anyone who makes war upon them shall answer to me.” He looked to the west again. “And unless I miss my guess, at least some of them shall answer very soon.” 
“Here come the scouts,” said Romaria, shading her eyes.
“I don’t see them yet,” said Molly. “I…wait. Yes.” She looked at Mazael and rolled her eyes. “You do like showing off, don’t you, father?” 
“A lord needs to inspire confidence in his men,” said Mazael. “It helps to guess correctly now and again.” 
A dozen horsemen appeared on the horizon, riding hard. The men were horse archers, wearing light armor and carrying spears and the recurved short bows of the Grim Marches. At their head rode a thin, sharp-featured knight in chain mail, his green surcoat adorned with the sigil of a black crow perched upon a gray rock. 
“Sir Tanam!” said Mazael. “What news?”
Sir Tanam Crowley reined up before Mazael. “Another Skuldari warband, it seems. The bastards don’t know when to give up.”
“Stragglers from Greatheart Keep?” said Mazael. 
“Nay,” said Tanam. “Fresh lads, I deem. About two hundred, maybe two hundred and fifty. Heading down the streambed. Probably think to find a little loot and plunder.” He grimaced. “They have about fifty of those damned spiders.” 
Mazael nodded. “Mounted?”
“Aye, they’re riding the damned things like horses,” said Tanam. He shook his head. “Disgraceful. The gods intended men to ride horses to battle, and that’s all. Not giant spiders.”
“The Tervingi,” said Molly, “might disagree with you on the topic of griffins and war mammoths.”
“Well,” said Tanam, grinning at Riothamus, “a man must make allowances for the peculiar ways of outlanders.” 
“Even the Tervingi have taken to horses,” said Riothamus. 
“How far are they?” said Mazael.
“Four miles that way,” said Tanam, pointing. “They are coming fast. Those spiders aren’t as fast as proper horses, but have better stamina.”
“Did they see you?” said Mazael.
“I don’t think so,” said Tanam. “Impossible to swear to it, of course, but they didn’t react when we left, nor did they change direction.”
“Very well,” said Mazael. “Romaria. Take the horse archers, all fifty of them, and ride ahead. Once the Skuldari see you, hold their attention.” 
Romaria grinned. “Irritate them, you mean?”
“Exactly,” said Mazael. “Ride circles in front of them and shoot them until the spiders pursue. The footmen couldn’t possibly close with you. Then draw the spiders back here. We’ll smash through them, keep riding, and trample the footmen. They’ll run to follow the spider riders and stretch themselves out, and we can ride them down.”
“A good plan,” said Riothamus.
Molly snorted. “Something will go wrong.”
“Something always does,” said Mazael. 
His daughter rolled her eyes. “How very profound, father.” 
Mazael chose to ignore that. “Sir Hagen!”
Sir Hagen Bridgebane, the armsmaster of Castle Cravenlock, eased his horse forward. He was a big knight with a scowling face and a bushy black beard that made his scowl all the more formidable. Despite that, he had a steady temperament, and did a fine job of keeping Mazael’s armsmen ready for battle. 
“It will be done, my lord,” said Hagen, turning his horse as he stood in his stirrups. “Knights and armsmen in the center!” His voice roared like a thunderclap. “Horsethains on the wings! Mounted archers to the banner. Move!” 
The horsemen began to rearrange themselves, the knights and armsmen moving to the center, the lighter Tervingi horsethains to the wings. The horse archers came forward, grim-faced militiamen holding their bows at the ready. They centered themselves around Romaria, adjusting bowstrings and readying their arrows. 
“We’ll wait for you here,” said Mazael.
Romaria grinned, the smile and her cold blue eyes making her look wild and fierce. “I’ll bring you some spiders to kill for me, my love.” 
Then she put her spurs to the horse, dropping the reins to steer with her knees as she took her bow in both hands. The other horse archers followed, galloping forward to meet the advancing Skuldari. Mazael waited in his saddle, his face impassive even though unease and rage warred inside of him. He did not like watching Romaria go into danger. Of course, she could take care of herself better than any of the horse archers. If one of the archers was unhorsed, the man would die. If Romaria was unhorsed, she would use the power of her Elderborn blood to take the form of a great black wolf, and kill even more Skuldari. 
Both the Tervingi and the Marcher folk called Romaria the “she-wolf of Castle Cravenlock”, though never when they thought Mazael could overhear. Still, for all her skill and supernatural power, she was still mortal. She could be hurt or killed.
If she was…
Mazael shifted in his saddle, adjusting the weight of his armor.
If she was, Mazael could envision a world without the Skuldari.
And unlike most men, he had the power to make it happen. 
The horse archers disappeared into plumes of dust. A man could see a long way over the rolling plains of the Grim Marches, but Mazael did not have the eyes of the Elderborn, and soon the archers disappeared from sight. He did, however, soon see small dark shapes darting back and forth just before the horizon. 
The battle was underway. 
The dark shapes grew larger. The horse archers were coming back, and they were bringing the Skuldari spider riders after them.
“Are you ready?” said Mazael.
In answer, Molly only grinned, drawing her sword and the dragon’s tooth dagger that Mazael had given her after their duel in Arylkrad. 
“I thought you didn’t like fighting from horseback,” said Mazael.
“Well,” drawled Molly. She rolled her shoulders, loosening the muscles. “It’s easier than walking. Or traveling through the shadows.” 
Mazael nodded. “Sir Hagen?”
“We are ready, my lord,” said Hagen.
“Riothamus?” said Mazael. 
“If they show themselves, I will be ready,” said Riothamus, holding the staff of the Guardian across his saddle. 
“Good,” said Mazael, watching the horse archers. The archers scattered into two groups, heading for the sides of the mass of horsemen. 
Which gave Mazael a straight route to the advancing spider riders. 
“Sir Aulus!” said Mazael, drawing Talon, the symbols of golden fire flashing upon the dark dragon claw of the blade. “Now!” 
Sir Aulus lifted his war horn and blew a wailing blast, lifting high the lance with the Cravenlock standard. Behind him the knights and armsmen and horsethains cheered, brandishing their swords and spears. Mazael put his spurs to his horse, and the big destrier let out an irritated snort and surged forward. Around him the horsemen advanced, dropping their lances and spears to form a bristling wall of steel points. 
The horse archers passed them on the left and the right, and Mazael had a clear look at the Skuldari spider riders. 
The Skuldari raiders wore ragged armor of leather and fur, their long black hair bound into braids, their faces painted dark blue. Many of them had human skulls hanging from their belts, or wore skulls upon their shoulders. Romaria claimed that the Skuldari kept the skulls as trophies, that a Skuldari clan might pass the skull of particularly famous foes from generation to generation as a treasured heirloom. The riders carried axes and spears and swords, shouting and brandishing their weapons.
The Skuldari warriors were fierce, but their spider mounts looked far more formidable. 
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. Fortunately, their mandibles were not poisoned, though one bite in the right place could cripple or kill a man. The spiders were more maneuverable than a horse, though not as swift.
Mazael planned to exploit that weakness. 
“Aulus!” he shouted. “The charge!”
Sir Aulus blew another blast upon his war horn, and the knights, armsmen, and horses shouted. Mazael kicked his mount to a gallop, and the destrier whinnied and surged forward, eager for battle. His heart thundered in his ears like a drum, and he felt the fury come upon him, the Demonsouled rage demanding that he kill and kill until his arm ran red with blood. Long and often bitter experience let him keep the rage at bay, sealed behind the dam of his will. 
And now, at last, he had a release for that rage. 
The horsemen thundered forward to meet the Skuldari, and the horses and spiders crashed together. 
One of the Skuldari riders came at Mazael, the spider rearing up to bite at his horse’s neck. Mazael caught the Skuldari raider’s spear upon his shield, the shock of it going through his arm, and thrust with Talon. The curved blade of dragon claw ripped through the spider’s head with a ghastly puncturing sound, yellow slime spurting from the wound. The momentum of Mazael’s charge ripped the blade free from the spider, and the creature fell upon its side as it died. The Skuldari rider scrambled to his feet, only for Sir Hagen’s lance to punch through his chest and erupt out his back. 
“For Basracus!” roared a hulking Skuldari warrior, wielding a huge axe with both hands as his spider danced and skittered around a knight. “For Basracus the High King and Marazadra!” The axe hammered down with enough force to pierce chain mail, killing one of Mazael’s armsmen. The armsman fell limp from his saddle, his horse panicking and galloping away. 
Mazael spun his horse and charged, and the Skuldari warrior turned to meet him, his blue-painted face twisted with battle rage, his eyes wide, his braided black hair bouncing around his head. The Skuldari raider rose in his short stirrups, lifting the axe over his head for a single massive blow. Mazael’s horse surged forward and he swung Talon, catching the axe just below the head as it started to fall. The weapons crashed together, splinters flying from the haft, and the spider danced around Mazael’s horse as he wrenched Talon free.
“For Marazadra!” screamed the Skuldari, raising his weapon. Mazael swung Talon again, and this time the curved blade sheared through the huge warrior’s right wrist. The axe fell along with the warrior’s right hand, the heavy blade crunching into the spider’s gleaming black abdomen. The warrior howled, and Mazael finished him with a quick slash across the throat. 
A half-dozen of Mazael’s men had fallen, but the heavier horsemen crashed through the spiders. The Skuldari had been overconfident. They regarded spiders as sacred messengers of their goddess, so perhaps they had put too much trust in them. Or they had spent so much time in their gloomy mountains that they didn’t realize the power of a charge of heavy horsemen. 
Regardless of the reason, the horsemen of the Grim Marches broke through the spider riders. The spiders turned to flee, urged by their riders, but it was too late. The faster horses overtook them, the knights and men-at-arms and horsethains striking with sword and spear and axe. A few moments later the final spider rider had been struck down, the spider’s furred black legs twitching and clawing at the air, and Mazael rose up in his stirrups and waved Talon’s glowing blade over his head. 
“Reform!” he shouted. “Return to the line! Aulus!” 
Aulus Hirtan had stayed close behind Mazael through the charge, and the standardbearer raised his horn and sounded the call to reform. The scattered horsemen slowed, returning to the black Cravenlock standard. The horse archers returned as well, dividing themselves into two groups. In the distance Mazael saw the mass of the Skuldari footmen advancing. The Skuldari footmen were hideously vulnerable without their spider riders. Likely they would form into a shield wall to defend themselves against the heavy horsemen. The answer to that was to send the horse archers to circle around them, loosing shaft after shaft until the Skuldari finally broke or tried to pursue the mounted archers. 
Then Mazael would sweep them away and continue to the Weaver’s Pass to join Sigaldra and Adalar and the rest of the lords of the Grim Marches. 
Though the Skuldari footmen continued their advance, which was odd. Why were they doing that? They would get slaughtered when the horsemen ran them down.
Then Mazael saw three figures in ragged black cloaks striding at the head of the Skuldari warriors. They were taller and thinner than the Skuldari, and as they hurried forward, the black cloaks billowed back to reveal the creatures beneath them. They looked female, their bodies encased in overlapping plates of form-fitting, blood-colored chitin. Jagged claws rose from their crimson fingers, and four more legs rose from their sides, knobbed and armored, longer than they were tall. Their faces were eerily, inhumanly beautiful, with eight white-glowing eyes.
The creatures were soliphages, the soul-drinking spider-devils the Tervingi had fought in the Endless Forest. They could take the form of human women to lure their victims to their death, leaving only a desiccated husk behind. They also could cast spells, and already Mazael saw their clawed hands gesturing, greenish-blue light flashing around their fingers. 
“Riothamus!” he shouted, kicking his horse to a gallop. 
The soliphages thrust out their hands, and a thunderclap rang out. Invisible force exploded among the charging horsemen, and a half-dozen riders tumbled through the air, ripped from their saddles by the magic. Mazael snarled a curse and urged his horse faster. 
Golden fire flashed in the corner of his eye, and he saw Riothamus gallop forward, the staff of the Guardian raised. The Guardian of the Tervingi could not harm or injure humans, but the soliphages were alien creatures of dark magic. He gestured, and a pillar of white mist swirled a half-dozen feet over the heads of the soliphages. The soliphages started to dodge, but it was too late. The mist hardened into a jagged shard of ice the size of a coffin, and it plunged down, crushing one of the soliphages beneath it with a horrid crunching noise. The remaining two soliphages cast spells at Riothamus, bolts of purple fire bursting from their claws, but Riothamus swept his staff before him. A shimmering dome of golden light enclosed both the Guardian and his horse, and the bolts shattered against it.
Mazael crashed into the soliphages, Talon in his fist. The nearest soliphage leapt at him, raking with her claws. Mazael twisted and caught the claws upon his shield, the crimson chitin rasping against the steel-banded wood. The soliphage retracted her claws, cat-quick, but the Demonsouled rage was upon Mazael now, and he attacked before she could recover. Talon’s curved blade bit into the soliphage’s side, black slime bubbling from the wound, and the soliphage reared back with a scream. Mazael ripped Talon free, and the soliphage attacked again, two of her giant spider-legs whipping for Mazael’s face like barbed clubs. 
He swept Talon before him, severing the legs. They struck his chest and bounced off the armor of golden dragon scales he wore, and the soliphage screamed again, stumbling as she lost her balance. Mazael seized the opening and swung Talon again, the blade crunching through her skull and sinking halfway into her head. The glow in her eyes sputtered and went out, and Mazael ripped his blade free and turned to face the final soliphage. 
The creature raced towards him, claws raised to tear out his throat, and then a slender pillar of darkness swirled behind her. The darkness hardened into Molly Cravenlock, her face wild with the same battle madness Mazael felt, her slender sword and dragon’s tooth dagger flashing in her hands. The soliphage staggered as Molly’s blades punched into her back, and Mazael finished off the creature with a final stab of Talon. 
The last soliphage slumped to the ground, and Mazael turned, seeking new foes.
But there were none to be had. 
With the soliphages slain, the horsemen charged into the Skuldari raiders. On foot, the Skuldari were overpowered and outnumbered, and the men of the Grim Marches rode through them like a storm. The battle turned into a rout and then a slaughter. None of the Skuldari would escape to fight again.
Mazael felt no regret about that.
If the Skuldari had wanted to live, then they should not have tried to make war upon his people and his lands. 
He let out a long breath, forcing back the Demonsouled rage, and looked down to see Molly still standing next to the dead soliphage. 
“You lost your horse,” said Mazael. 
“I didn’t lose him,” said Molly, rolling her shoulders again. “I know exactly where he is. He was just getting in the way.” She watched the horsemen ride down the Skuldari. “Looks like we’ve won.”
“This battle,” said Mazael. “There will be more.” 
An hour later it was over. Riothamus healed the wounded, and Romaria rejoined Mazael. Sir Tanam’s scouts began screening the way forward, seeking for more Skuldari warbands or sign of valgast raiders. The horsemen rode west to Weaver’s Pass, where the armies of the Grim Marches gathered for war. 
From there, they would march into Skuldar itself.
The Prophetess had started this war by suborning Earnachar of the Tervingi and rousing the Skuldari and the valgasts to march against the Grim Marches.
Mazael intended to end it. 



Chapter 2: Scavengers 
 
“How does a young man learn so much of war?” said Talchar One-Eye. 
For a moment Adalar Greatheart did not answer. 
Memories burned through his mind, dark and heavy with spilled blood. He had first learned the arts of the knight, swordplay and horsemanship and the lance, from his father. Then he had become the squire of Mazael Cravenlock, and he had seen war after war. Lord Mitor’s doomed rebellion against Richard Mandragon, ending with Mazael becoming the new Lord of Castle Cravenlock. The war against the Dominiars, and the great battle at Tumblestone that ended with the destruction of the Dominiar Order. Then a war greater than all the others, the war against the runedead of Lucan Mandragon. Countless towns and villages had been destroyed in the Great Rising, their people slain to rise as runedead. Once the hills of Mastaria had been well-populated, but now there were places where a man could ride for days without seeing another living soul. 
They had all been slain in the Great Rising, and now only ruins filled Mastaria’s hills.
“Lord Adalar?” said Talchar One-Eye. 
Adalar blinked and rebuked himself for inattention. “The same way any man young or old learns of war, swordthain. The hard way.” 
Talchar’s remaining eye blinked, and he barked out a harsh laugh. “Good answer, Lord Adalar. Good answer. Everything I know, I learned the hard way.”
His scarred countenance lent weight to his jest. He had lost his left eye long ago, and replaced it with a red crystal sphere that he had 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.
Adalar grunted. “Do you think it will work?”
“Maybe,” said Talchar. He scratched at his jaw. “Maybe. It’s a good plan. Should work. Of course, I’ve seen a lot of good plans go straight to hell.” 
“Comforting,” said Adalar, looking at the craggy shapes of the Skuldari mountains to the west. 
“I’d wager that you have, too,” said Talchar. 
“So I have,” said Adalar, thinking of Mastaria again. “Let’s find out if we’re idiots or not.”
Talchar barked his harsh laugh once more. “We’re only idiots if it doesn’t work.” 
Adalar nodded and headed towards the camp. The fighting men of the Jutai nation, such few of them that were left, had camped at the uttermost western edge of the Grim Marches, where the plains ended and the foothills of Skuldar began. The Weaver’s Pass rose up from the foothills, climbing into a narrow gap between two craggy mountains. Lord Mazael had given command of the pass to Sigaldra, along with a written warrant commanding any knights and lords who arrived to obey her instructions until he arrived himself. Some of the local lords and knights had grumbled about taking orders from the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation, but they were too frightened of Mazael’s displeasure to disobey him. 
More to the point, they were frightened of the Skuldari warbands and the valgast raiders. The camp had grown as more knights and lords received Mazael’s summons to gather at the Weaver’s Pass, and now a thousand men waited under Sigaldra’s command, defending the Weaver’s Pass against Skuldari incursions. 
The Skuldari hadn’t been a problem so far. 
The valgasts, on the other hand…
The Skuldari hadn’t yet come down in force from Weaver’s Pass. The pass was the only way large forces could move in and out of the mountains, yet it seemed there were a dozen narrow paths that let small warbands in and out of the mountains. The Skuldari, with their spider mounts, could take those paths easily. Yet those warbands were no more than a nuisance, and with the Grim Marches rousing for war, the lords and knights marching west to the Weaver’s Pass would deal with them. Likely Mazael himself had destroyed a warband or two on his way here, and when he arrived, the host of the Grim Marches would march on Skuldar. 
Then, perhaps, they would find the Prophetess and Rigoric and get Liane back. 
Assuming the valgasts did not kill them all first. 
The valgasts worshipped the spider-goddess Marazadra, the same goddess the Skuldari revered. Unlike the Skuldari, the valgasts lived in the labyrinth of dark caverns beneath the Grim Marches, and boiled out of the ground like ants to attack. According to both the Jutai and the Tervingi, the valgasts had once only attacked upon the days of midsummer and midwinter. Now they claimed that the death of the Old Demon had freed them from their constraints, and they could attack freely.
So they did. 
Adalar was not sure they could hold Weaver’s Pass against the nightly valgast raids. 
The Jutai had fought against the valgasts before, but the men of the Grim Marches had never faced them before this spring. Consequently, they did not know how to fight them. Both the Jutai and the Marcher folk knew how to fight infantry and horsemen and archers…or Malrags and runedead. They did not know how to fight creatures that tunneled up through the ground beneath their boots. Adalar supposed that in the distant past, when ancient men had first encountered foes wielding swords or bows or chariots, they had not known how to fight them, but they found a way in the end.
So it was time for a new method of fighting.
Adalar only hoped his plan worked. 
By the gods, he hoped that at least it wouldn’t get all of them killed.
The camp came into sight, and Adalar was pleased to see that his instructions had been followed. Twelve large pavilions had been raised in a wide circle around the camp, and holes had been cut in the roofs of each of the pavilions. Within each pavilion burned a half-dozen braziers, their smoke rising into the sky. At Adalar’s command, the various knights, lords, armsmen, and thains had moved their bedrolls into the center of the ring of pavilions, with no cook fires or tents. That inspired a great deal of grumbling, but Vorgaric the smith had threatened to crush the head of anyone who disobeyed Lord Adalar’s commands, and that had inspired a spirit of swift obedience. 
“Sir Wesson!” called Adalar as they approached the ring of pavilions. “How goes the work?”
A stocky knight about Adalar’s own age turned, wearing chain mail and a blue surcoat adorned with the silver greathelm sigil of Lord Gerald Roland of Knightcastle. In imitation of Lord Gerald, Wesson had started growing a mustache, and it had grown out a bit since Adalar and Wesson had arrived in the Grim Marches. Adalar had come to the Grim Marches intending to bury his father and return to Mastaria without delay, but instead he had been drawn into a war.
Yet another war…
For a moment the exhausted apathy that had haunted him since the defeat of Lucan Mandragon threatened to wash through him, but Adalar shoved it aside. Tens of thousands had fallen to the runedead, but they were dead and beyond all aid. The living still needed his help – the Marcher folk, the Jutai, Sigaldra’s sister Liane.
Sigaldra herself.
“Well enough, Lord Adalar,” said Wesson before Adalar’s thoughts could dwell further on the Jutai holdmistress. “It took some doing to get the ropes tied properly, but we did it in the end.” He scratched at his chin. “One of your armsmen used to be a Knightport sailor, and he knew some things about trick knots.” 
“Good,” said Adalar, looking at the men within the ring of pavilions. “Everyone cooperated?”
Wesson grimaced. “Yes. Mostly. Some of the knights…ah, are not pleased about following the orders of a Jutai woman.” 
“They should learn to be pleased about it,” said Adalar. “Lord Mazael gave her the command until he arrives.” 
Talchar made a displeased noise. “Too many of the lords and knights have grown friendly with the Tervingi.”
“Isn’t that a good thing?” said Adalar. “Less of a chance of a civil war in the Grim Marches, and that would benefit no one.”
“The Tervingi have learned to live in peace with the Marcher folk,” said Talchar, “but the Jutai are not the Tervingi, and the Tervingi hate us.” The red crystal of his left eye flashed in the light of the setting sun. “Many of the Marcher folk have come to agree with the Tervingi.”
“They wouldn’t dare attack you,” said Adalar. “I imagine Lord Mazael takes a dim view of his vassals attacking each other.”
Wesson snorted. “Look what he did to Earnachar.” 
“And Earnachar was controlled by one of those damned heart spiders,” said Adalar. 
“Aye, lads,” said Talchar, “but there are long leagues of country between killing a woman and obeying her.” 
There were, in fact, all sorts of things one could do with a woman rather than killing her or obeying her…
Adalar grimaced and shook his head.
“What?” said Wesson. 
“Nothing,” said Adalar. “Let’s speak with Sigaldra. She ought to know that we’re ready for the valgasts.”
“Or as ready as we’ll ever be,” said Talchar. 
Adalar shrugged, adjusting the weight of his greatsword in its sheath over his shoulder. More than once other knights had tried to convince him to use a longsword and a shield, but he was used to the weapon. Besides, a greatsword had its advantages. 
“If I know much of war for a young man,” said Adalar, “then I know that something always goes wrong.” Talchar guffawed at that. “Come. We should speak with the holdmistress.” 
He led the way around the circle of pavilions, making their way to the eastern side the camp, the side facing away from the foothills and towards the Grim Marches proper. He saw a small band of horsemen there, flying a white banner with the sigil of a castle tower atop a mountain peak. If Adalar remembered rightly, that was the banner of Lord Robert Highgate. A stray bit of gossip came to the forefront of Adalar’s thoughts. Lord Robert had become betrothed to a Tervingi holdmistress for his latest wife, and might have absorbed some of the dislike of the Tervingi for the Jutai. 
Adalar spotted the young knight leading the horsemen. It was Sir Rufus Highgate, the son of Lord Robert. Like Adalar, he had once been a squire for Mazael himself, and he had only been knighted a few months earlier. Right now the expression on the young knight’s face warred between anger and uncertainty. 
Sigaldra stood facing Rufus, and there was no uncertainty on her face, only anger. 
She usually looked angry. 
The last holdmistress of the Jutai was young, perhaps Adalar’s own age, and wore a tan dress and heavy boots beneath chain mail. Her great mass of blond hair had been pulled away from her lean face and into a thick braid that hung to her hips, making her stark cheekbones seem all the sharper. Her blue eyes were cold and hard and bloodshot, her mouth a thin, unsmiling line. A short sword and a quiver of arrows hung from her belt, the end of a bow rising over her shoulder. She was a beautiful woman, but it was the beauty of a flower killed by an early frost, cold and hard and dead. 
Ever since the Prophetess had taken her sister, that anger had not left her. 
Around Sigaldra stood several of her bondsmen, all armed for battle. Adalar spotted the blacksmith Vorgaric, a hulking, balding man who carried his heavy hammer as easily as if it had been made of paper. All the Jutai bondsmen were gripping weapons, and looked as if they were about to attack Sir Rufus and his party. 
“What now?” muttered Adalar. The last thing they needed was to start quarreling amongst themselves.
He hurried towards Sigaldra before the confrontation could erupt into violence. 
 
###
 
Sigaldra wanted to raise her bow and shoot someone. She would have settled for the pompous boy of a knight on his horse in front of her. 
She was so angry.
Not specifically at Sir Rufus Highgate, though he did annoy her. The anger never left her for a moment, not since she had departed Greatheart Keep with what few fighting men the remnants of the Jutai nation could muster. 
The Prophetess had taken her sister.
They had taken Liane, scatter-brained, solemn Liane. Liane, who had the power of the Sight, which was the reason why the wretched sorceress who called herself the Prophetess had taken her. 
Liane, who was the only family Sigaldra had left in the world. 
They were all dead, all the others. Her mother, dead of exhaustion long before the Jutai had left the middle lands with the Tervingi. Her brothers, slain in battle against the Malrag hordes that had slaughtered the holds of the Jutai one by one. Her father Theodoric, the last hrould of the Jutai, killed battling a balekhan of the Malrags. Their ashes rested in her family’s ancestral urn in Greatheart Keep. 
One day, Sigaldra had thought that Liane would add her ashes to that urn. She had thought that Liane, or maybe Liane’s children, would place Sigaldra’s body upon the pyre and add her ashes to her family urn, mingled with the rest of her ancestors. 
Instead, Liane was gone, taken by the Prophetess and her champion, and Sigaldra would die alone and forgotten…
The rage blazed through her. 
No. She would get Liane back. Sigaldra would find the Prophetess and kill her. She would save Liane from whatever miserable fate the Prophetess intended for her, and bring her back safely to Greatheart Keep. Sigaldra would save her sister, no matter what she had to do, no matter who she had to kill.
And right now, this idiot boy of a knight was in her way. 
“Are you deaf?” said Sigaldra. 
“I assure you, madam, that my hearing is quite sound,” said Rufus. 
“Splendid,” said Sigaldra. “Then you know that you cannot camp out here. We are laying an ambush for the valgasts. If you camp outside of the ring, you will be alone and vulnerable when the valgasts strike.”
Rufus shook his head. He was handsome enough for a boy, but she wanted to smack that look of annoyance right off his face. “I will not.” 
“Why not?” said Sigaldra, trying not to grind her teeth. 
“My baggage contains many valuable items,” said Rufus. “I will not camp amidst the others, where thievery is likely rife. For that matter,” he waved a hand at the mounted men behind him, who looked at Sigaldra with thinly-veiled contempt, “my men require pasturage for their horses, who need to graze. We will camp some distance from your…arrangement,” he glanced at the ring of pavilions, “while we await Lord Mazael.” 
“Lord Mazael left me in command here until his arrival,” said Sigaldra, “and I say that you shall camp in the ring with the others.”
Rufus hesitated, glanced at his followers, and then looked back at her. “When Lord Mazael arrives, he can make his wishes in the matter clear. Until then, woman, I advise you to mind your own concerns.” 
“Woman?” said Vorgaric, tapping the scarred steel head of his hammer against his callused palm. “You had best speak to the holdmistress of the Jutai with a bit more respect, boy.”
Rufus hesitated, and one of the knights behind him scowled.
“Boy?” said the knight. “The son and heir of Lord Robert Highgate will not endure such impudence from a barbarian wild woman and her collection of elderly cripples.” 
Sigaldra’s eyes narrowed, and she might have ordered something she would regret, but Adalar’s voice cut into the confrontation. 
“Sir Rufus, welcome!” said Adalar, striding closer. He had a deep, hoarse voice, likely tired from years of shouting commands to his men in battle. “We are glad to have you here.” 
“Lord Adalar,” said Rufus, a relieved smile coming over his face. Likely he hoped that Adalar would deal with Sigaldra and the Jutai for him. “It is good to see that you have returned to the Grim Marches.”
“Aye,” said Adalar, Sir Wesson and Talchar One-Eye following him. “I think we last rode together at Knightcastle, in the final battle against the traitor Lucan Mandragon.” 
He stopped a few paces from Sir Rufus, and Sigaldra stared at him. Adalar was tall and long of leg and arm, lean with brown eyes and close-cropped brown hair, his face scored with deeper lines that it should have been for a man his age. He wore chain mail, as he almost always did, and a green surcoat adorned with the sigil of a stylized heart. His face was too long and dour to be handsome, but he had a vigor about him, a vitality that commanded attention. Certainly he took command of fighting men easily enough. In that he reminded her of Lord Mazael. Sigaldra knew that Adalar had once been Mazael’s squire, a position similar to a Jutai thain’s armor bearer, and likely Adalar had learned the arts of leading men from the hrould. 
“A great victory,” said Rufus. “And the battle of the Northwater before it. I was sure we would be lost at both battles.”
“As was I,” said Adalar. “But we won great victories at both battles.” He glanced at Sigaldra. “The Jutai were at both battles, fulfilling their oaths as we did.”
“Yes,” said Rufus, uncertain again. “Of course.” 
“Just as we now have come together to fulfill our oaths, to drive the valgasts and the Skuldari and the soliphages from the Grim Marches,” said Adalar. 
“Of course,” said Rufus once more. 
“So why does it look as if you are about to ride into battle here and now?” said Adalar. He glanced at the sky to the west, tracking the setting sun. She understood the need for haste. The plan that he and Talchar and Sir Wesson had devised required careful timing. “This is no time to squabble among ourselves, surely.” 
“This…ah, the holdmistress commanded us to camp in an unsuitable location,” said Rufus. “My horses require pasturage, and we need to camp away from the others.”
“I would not advise that,” said Adalar. “The valgasts are going to attack in force within the hour, and if you are outside the main camp, you will be vulnerable.”
Rufus frowned. “You know they are going to attack?”
Adalar shrugged. “They have attacked every night since we arrived, so we’ve laid a trap for them. You’re welcome to participate in the battle, sir knight. Or to camp out here, if you wish. No one here will stop you. But if you do, I fear the valgasts shall overwhelm and slay you and all your retainers.”  
Rufus shared a look with his followers. 
“Perhaps it would be best if we camped with the others,” said Rufus.
“If you wish, of course,” said Adalar. “I am not a lord of the Grim Marches and have no right to command here.” 
“No,” said Rufus. “Ah…Lady Sigaldra’s plan seems the course of wisdom.”
Lady Sigaldra? She realized the boy was trying to save face in front of his men. Her initial thought was to show him the rough side of her tongue (which, to be fair, seemed to be the only side it had). Yet something restrained her. 
Adalar, maybe. He was right. They were about to face the valgasts together. 
“Be welcome here,” said Sigaldra. “Go and camp, but make haste. Sundown comes soon.” 
Rufus offered her a courtly little bow from his saddle, and led his knights and armsmen into the camp. She watched him go, and then let out a long, irritated sigh.
“Idiot,” she muttered. 
“He was just made a knight a few months past,” said Adalar in a quiet voice. “This might be his first time commanding men in battle.” 
“He’s still an idiot,” said Sigaldra.
“He’ll learn,” said Adalar. “If he survives.” 
Sigaldra said nothing, watching as Rufus led his men within the ring of pavilions. Adalar seemed as calm as ever, ready to either fight or talk as necessary. It was a rare quality in so young of a man. Or any man, really.
“Thank you,” she said at last. “That…might have gone worse.” 
Adalar shrugged. “A gentle answer turns away wrath, or so the priests said when I was a boy.” 
Sigaldra snorted. “I’ve found a sharp sword and a strong arm are more useful than a gentle answer.” 
“Well.” Adalar gazed at the camp for a moment. “I suppose the sharp sword and the strong arm make the gentle answer more compelling.” He looked at Talchar and Wesson and Vorgaric and the others. “We had best get back to camp. We don’t want to keep the valgasts waiting.”
“Well spoken,” said Vorgaric.
The others headed towards the camp. Sigaldra hesitated for a moment, and then touched Adalar’s arm.
He blinked in surprise and turned to look at her. Part of her mind noted that the arm felt hard and heavy with muscle. She didn’t know what to make of that, so she put the thought aside.
“Thank you again,” she said in quiet voice. “I…did not want to say anything in front of the others. But I did not handle that well.”
Adalar shrugged. “You’ve had a lot on your mind.” 
“Yes. But I am the last holdmistress of the Jutai people. I cannot make mistakes or let my anger get the better of me,” said Sigaldra. “Thank you for…keeping me in check.”
“No thanks are required. I said I would help rescue your sister, and I shall,” said Adalar. Very gently he reached up and lifted her hand off his arm, his fingers callused from sword work. “We should go back to the camp.”
“Of course,” said Sigaldra, and she walked side-by-side with Adalar to the camp.
He was a useful man to have around. She suspected her father Theodoric and her brothers would have approved of him.
 
###
 
Adalar waited, his greatsword in hand, dozens of armsmen and militiamen standing near him. The sun had disappeared behind the mountains of Skuldar to the west, and utter darkness had fallen, save for the blaze of the stars overhead. The darkness was enhanced further when Adalar ordered every campfire put out, plunging the area within the ring of pavilions into blackness. 
Save for the pavilions themselves, of course. 
They glowed in the night like giant lanterns. When Adalar had commanded the campfires to be quenched, he had also sent men to light the braziers inside the pavilions. Jutai bondsmen had hastened from pavilion to pavilion, lighting the braziers. Then they had withdrawn through the maze of ropes holding up the pavilions to join the men huddled in the center of camp.
Now they waited. 
Adalar suspected they would not wait for very long.
Sigaldra and Talchar One-Eye stood next to him, silent in the gloom. 
He was a little surprised at that. Sigaldra had been fierce about maintaining her independence and asserting her authority. Adalar could understand that. The Jutai were a tiny minority within the Grim Marches. The Marcher folk were indifferent to the Jutai, and in truth, often confused them with the Tervingi, but the bulk of the Tervingi detested the Jutai. Not a few of the Tervingi thains and headmen, Adalar suspected, would have cheered if Earnachar had wiped out the Jutai. Mazael’s utter refusal to allow warfare among his vassals was the only defense of the Jutai, which Earnachar had found out the hard way. 
Yet Sigaldra refused to yield.
She was surrounded by enemies, and the Prophetess had taken her sister. Yet the woman absolutely refused to give up. She was as implacable as a glacier. If the Prophetess and Rigoric had taken Liane to the other side of the world, Sigaldra would have followed, whatever the cost, whatever the danger, whatever the risk. Adalar thought he understood, perhaps a little. He had no living family left in the world, and his father’s bones now rested in the crypt below Greatheart Keep. Yet if Adalar had a sister or a brother, he might have done the same. 
Of course, the valgasts would try to stop them. 
But if all went well, Adalar would teach them a stern lesson. 
He waited in the gloomy silence, the pavilion flaps rippling in the wind, light from the braziers within leaking into the night. Sometimes the waiting was the worst part of all. He remembered the long campaigns against the runedead horde in Mastaria, watching thousands of the animated corpses march out of the darkness, their foreheads shining with symbols of green fire like a field of macabre candles…
“Lord Adalar?” whispered Sigaldra. 
Adalar hadn’t realized that he had raised his greatsword to guard, that the others men around him had lifted their weapons. He rebuked himself, realizing that his dark memories had overwhelmed him.
Then he realized that the men had responded to something else. 
Dark shapes moved through the pavilions, creeping along in perfect silence, their shadows illuminated by the flickering light of the braziers. More of the shapes skittered forward, dozens of them, gathering around the entrances to the pavilions. 
One of them moved into the glow from a pavilion’s flap, and Adalar glimpsed a valgast. 
The creature stood only four feet tall, its limbs spindly, ribs visible beneath its mottled green-and-yellow hide. Its ears were enormous, as large as a grown man’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 it carried a short sword in its left hand. A wave of revulsion went through Adalar as he looked at the creature. It made him think of scavengers, of creatures that lurked in shadows and fed upon rotting flesh with needle-like teeth. The valgasts had carried off many captives to their dark tunnels.
Adalar didn’t want to think about what might have happened to them. 
“Now?” whispered Wesson.
Adalar gave a shake of his head, watching the pavilions. The timing had to be exact. If he acted too soon, most of the valgasts would be outside the pavilions. If he waited too long, the valgasts would realize the trap and escape, or find a way to turn it to their advantage. He watched as the dark, spindly forms slipped into the pavilions, dozens of them.
A screech rose up from one of the pavilions. 
The valgasts had realized the trap.
“Now!” shouted Adalar. 
Wesson barked a command, and a dozen of Adalar’s armsmen swung their axes, severing ropes tied to each of the pavilions. The ropes snapped with loud twanging noises, curling into the air as the tension left them.
And as they did, an intricate series of knots came undone, causing the pavilions to collapse on themselves. 
Trapping the valgasts within. 
As the armsmen cut the ropes, the rest of Adalar’s trap sprang into motion. Militiamen hurried forward, lighting the prepared bonfires. Soaked in oil, the wood burst into flame, throwing light across the camp. The Jutai archers and the militia bowmen were ready, and they released, sending shaft after shaft into the collapsed pavilions.
Furious screeches rose from the pavilions. Some of the collapsed piles of cloth caught flame as the braziers overturned, and the fire began to spread. Adalar gripped his greatsword and waited. Any moment now, he expected…
A mob of valgasts erupted from one of the burning pavilions and charged forward, brandishing their weapons.
“With me!” shouted Adalar. “Archers, keep on the collapsed pavilions!”
He sprinted forward, greatsword in hand, and Talchar One-eye and Vorgaric and a band of armsmen and militia came after him. The valgasts raised slender tubes to their fanged mouths and blew, sending a hail of darts whistling towards them. One struck Adalar on the arm, and another on his chest, but his armor deflected the darts. Two of the militiamen and one of the armsmen were not so lucky, the darts finding their exposed skin. At once they stumbled, falling to their knees as the potent venom coating the darts plunged them into sleep. They would sleep for some hours, and would wake up with a nasty headache but no other ill effects.
But only if Adalar and Sigaldra and the others were victorious. If they failed, the unconscious men would be dragged to the valgasts’ underground larders. 
Adalar crashed into the valgasts, and he had no more time to concern himself with anything but survival. 
A valgast lunged at him, slashing with a short sword of the hardened bone they used. Adalar didn’t know from what creatures the valgasts harvested the bones, but the material was almost as hard as steel and could hold a sharper edge. He parried with his greatsword and kicked out, his armored boot pushing the creature back a step. Before it recovered, he drew back the greatsword and swung with all his strength. The heavy blade passed through the valgast’s neck with a ragged jerk, and its head rolled away, its spindly body tumbling to the ground. Another came at him, and Adalar accepted the point of its short sword against the mail covering his right leg. His drove his greatsword down, and the sword split the valgast’s skull in half. 
Around him the men strove into the valgasts, weapons rising and falling. Talchar made his way through the enemy with methodical precision, wielding his broadsword like a man chopping wood. The sword masters at Knightcastle would have said his technique lacked grace, but it was unquestionably effective. Vorgaric smashed valgast skulls with his massive hammer, trampling the creatures’ carcasses beneath his boots. 
The valgasts were deadly foes, but only when they struck with surprise and stealth. In the open, facing prepared men, they were not nearly as effective. Adalar slew valgast after valgast, their dark blood running down his sword. Around him the other men pushed forward, driving back the valgasts that emerged from the burning pavilions. 
Then, suddenly, the battle melted away. The surviving valgasts turned and fled into the darkness, calling out to their fellows in their strange language. For a furious moment Adalar wanted to pursue the enemy, but he restrained himself. The valgasts were best when fighting from an ambush…and chasing them across the Grim Marches at night was a fine way to run right into an ambush. 
“Hold!” roared Adalar at the top of his lungs. “Do not pursue! Do not pursue! Swordthain Talchar!” The one-eyed Jutai swordthain turned to face him. “Focus on the pavilions. Don’t let any of the valgasts out. The more we kill now, the fewer there will be to kill us later.” 
Talchar nodded and shouted commands of his own. The men split up, moving from pavilion to pavilion, butchering the valgasts as they tried to escape. Sigaldra’s archers poured volleys into the pavilions, killing more valgasts, and screams and fire and blood filled the night. 
 
###
 
As the sun rose to the east, Sigaldra cast a weary look around the camp, the smell of the burned pavilions and valgast blood filling her nostrils. 
They had lost a total of nine men. Six had been overwhelmed and killed as the valgasts tried to escape. Three had been hit by the darts, the venom stopping their hearts. 
In exchange for their lives, they had killed over four hundred valgasts. It had been less of a battle and more simple butchery. The creatures had been entangled in the collapsed pavilions, and while a few had managed to organize themselves and fight, the rest had been shot down by arrows, cut down by swords and spears, or simply burned alive. It had been, all things considered, a great victory. 
Certainly the men were in an upbeat mood, congratulating each other. Even Sir Rufus seemed better disposed towards the Jutai than he had been last night. The young knight had killed nine valgasts in the fighting, so Sigaldra supposed the boy was good for something after all.
A great victory…but it changed nothing whatsoever. 
Four hundred valgasts dead, but the ancestors alone knew how many more lurked in the tunnels beneath their feet. They still had to defeat the Skuldari and their spiders, and the soliphages with their dark magic and their inhuman strength.
And the Prophetess and Rigoric still had Liane, and the Prophetess had dark magic of tremendous power. 
Sigaldra let out a long breath and listened with half an ear as the men talked, and then saw Lord Adalar approaching her. He, unlike all the others, still looked as grim as he had the night before. Though he did not seem tired. The man was indefatigable. 
After surviving the Great Rising and the runedead, the valgasts likely seemed like a small concern. 
“A great victory,” said Sigaldra in a quiet voice.
Adalar shrugged. “It could have been worse. The valgasts were overconfident. They won’t make the same mistake twice.” 
“Perhaps they shall refrain from further raids,” said Sigaldra. “The scouts saw more of Lord Mazael’s men coming.”
“Really?” said Adalar. “So soon?” 
“Another five hundred from Sword Town,” said Sigaldra. “They will arrive within the hour. Once Lord Mazael’s host gathers, the valgasts may not be bold enough to launch their night attacks.”
“Perhaps,” said Adalar. “I doubt we can relax our guard, though. Likely the valgasts will pick off any stragglers and raid our supply carts at night.”
“Aye,” said Sigaldra.
They lapsed into silence. Sigaldra was unsure of what to say. Without Adalar’s help, Earnachar would likely have destroyed Greatheart Keep and slaughtered the Jutai, and the Prophetess would almost certainly have killed her. This bleak, tired-looking young man had been of tremendous help to Sigaldra. 
Why was she thinking about him so much? Sigaldra had so many other things to occupy her thoughts. 
“It was a good trap,” she said at last.
“Oh?” said Adalar. “Ah. The pavilions, you mean. It wasn’t my idea. Lord Gerald came up with it when we fought the runedead in Mastaria. Lured them into an old barn stuffed with hay and set it aflame.”
“Nevertheless,” said Sigaldra. “I shall use any weapon at hand, so long as it works.” 
“Aye,” said Adalar. “I suggest that you go meet the men from Sword Town, my lady. Lord Mazael left you in command of the camp, and it would be best to establish your authority at once.”
She felt a flicker of irritation that he would presume to tell her what to do, but she quashed it. For one thing, he never actually told her what to do. He made suggestions that made sense. And she would obey her own words. To free Liane, she would use any weapon at hand, so long as it worked.
And grim, weary Lord Adalar was an effective weapon. 
Yes, her father and her brothers would have approved of him.
Sigaldra supposed that she did, too.



Chapter 3: Armies
 
By the time Mazael reached the camp, they had fought and broken two more Skuldari warbands. Mazael put them to rout, killing most of them and sending the survivors scurrying back to Skuldar. The second Skuldari warband had a pair of soliphages with them, but the magic of the Guardian blocked their spells, and the knights cut them down. As Mazael rode west, he encountered more of his vassals making for the camp, and they joined his column, and soon he had fifteen hundred additional men with him. 
The Skuldari did not attack again after that. 
It troubled Mazael.
The victories had come easily. The Skuldari had remained hidden within their mountain homeland for centuries. The men of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi were both accustomed to hardship and battle. Did the Skuldari think they could overcome the Grim Marches so easily? If so, they would learn otherwise. 
Yet Mazael was uneasy. In his experience, when a foe did something foolish, it meant one of two things. Either the enemy was an idiot…or he had a trick up his sleeve, some trap or stratagem that Mazael had not yet seen. Earnachar and the Prophetess had done that to Mazael at Greatheart Keep, luring him into a trap so the Prophetess could stab Mazael with that Dark Elderborn maethweisyr and claim some of his demon-charged blood. 
He still didn’t know why she had done that. Earnachar had claimed the Prophetess would take Liane to the Skuldari city of Armalast, in search of something called the Mask of Marazadra, but Earnachar didn’t know what that Mask was and neither did Mazael. 
For that matter, he still didn’t know why any of this was happening, and that contributed to his unease. The Prophetess claimed to have a plan to bring all the world under the sway of her goddess. Marazadra herself had appeared in Mazael’s dreams, trying to recruit him, and had claimed that the Old Demon’s death had freed her. 
So what was the Prophetess planning to do? Claiming that she would bring the entire world under the sway of her goddess was one thing, but actually doing it was another matter entirely. Once, Mazael would have thought such plans the ravings of an unbalanced mind, but he knew better now. Ultorin had brought a horde of Malrags to the Grim Marches. Lucan Mandragon had raised countless legions of the undead. The Old Demon had almost become a god. A wizard with sufficient power and will could wreak horrible havoc. 
Mazael feared that the Prophetess might be one such wizard. 
“What troubles you, husband?” said Romaria from where she rode next to him, her braid bouncing against her back with the movement of her horse. 
“Many things,” said Mazael. “I’ve a war to win, but I don’t know why I’m fighting it.” 
Romaria shrugged. “Isn’t that enough for you? A war to fight and a foe to crush. Nor need you fear that you are making an error by going to war. The Prophetess and her servants attacked the Grim Marches first.”
“Aye,” said Mazael, “but the why of it, that’s what troubles me. It’s one thing to fight a man. But to defeat a man, you have to understand him. You have to know how he thinks, why he wants what he wants and why he does what he does. Mitor’s actions made no sense until we knew the San-keth and the Old Demon were pulling his strings. We didn’t know why Ultorin and his Malrags assailed Deepforest Keep until we found out what Malavost wanted.” 
“Or why Molly wanted to kill you,” said Romaria in a quiet voice, “until we understood how Corvad had lied to her.”
“Exactly,” said Mazael. He glanced to where his daughter rode with Riothamus, both of them speaking in low voices. Suddenly Molly threw back her head and laughed. He was glad that Molly had found Riothamus. The Guardian of the Tervingi balanced out Molly’s darker moods and wilder rages. 
“You understand,” said Mazael. He drummed his fingers upon the horn of his saddle for a moment. “So. Mitor wanted the Grim Marches, Malavost wanted the Door of Souls, and Corvad wanted the Glamdaigyr. What does the Prophetess want?” 
“Will it matter once you kill her?” said Romaria. 
“Maybe,” said Mazael. “I killed Lucan and it didn’t slow him down for long.” He rubbed at his jaw, his close-cropped beard rasping against his fingers. “So what does the Prophetess want?”
Romaria shrugged. “To give the world to her goddess. She said so herself.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “But the Skuldari aren’t going to give it to her. Nor are the valgasts or the soliphages. She must have something else in mind. Some reason that required her to take Liane from Greatheart Keep.”
And, Mazael reflected, a maethweisyr soaked with his blood. He was angry that the Prophetess had dared to kidnap Liane, but that blood-soaked dagger troubled him. Mazael was the last child of the Old Demon, and his blood had power. Lucan had taken some of Mazael’s blood to augment his magical powers, and that had started Lucan down the path to destruction. His intentions had been good, but the stolen power had destroyed him nonetheless.
Mazael had no doubt the Prophetess’s intentions were malicious. So what would she do with the blood of a Demonsouled? 
Maybe Romaria was right, and the Prophetess's plans wouldn’t matterwhen Mazael killed the Prophetess and crushed her allies. 
Somehow he knew it would not be that simple. It never was.
They reached the camp later that day. Mazael had commanded Sigaldra to make camp at the entrance to Weaver’s Pass, and she had followed his instructions to the letter, setting the camp at the edge of the foothills of Skuldar. He was pleased to see that nearly seven thousand of his men had gathered, equipped and armed for war. Furthermore, they had constructed themselves an orderly camp, with tents lined in rows, the camp itself ringed by a ditch and a low earthwork wall. That would be Adalar’s doing, Mazael suspected. The men of Knightreach had made similar camps for themselves to keep the runedead at bay during the Great Rising. He had thought that Adalar and Sigaldra would work well together, and that instinct appeared to have been right. 
Ashes crunched beneath the steel-shod hooves of his horse. 
“Big fire here,” said Molly, riding up with Riothamus. 
“Bonfire, maybe?” said Mazael. 
“No,” said Romaria, her blue eyes narrowed as she sniffed at the air. The gesture made her look peculiarly wolfish. “A couple of pavilions burned here, I’m sure of it.” 
“Pavilions?” said Riothamus. “Perhaps the valgasts launched a raid.”
“If they did, it failed,” said Romaria. “I smell valgast flesh in the ashes as well.” 
Molly laughed and pointed at the camp. “That might be a hint, too.” 
Stakes jutted from the top of the earthwork wall, and some of the stakes had been topped with valgast heads. There were dozens of the heads, their unblinking black eyes staring at nothing. No crows disturbed them. Apparently the carrion birds found the flesh of valgasts unpalatable, and their eyes were made a peculiar crystalline substance as hard as stone. 
“They must have gotten the idea from the Tervingi,” said Riothamus. “Of old, the valgasts only attacked on Midsummer’s Day and Midwinter’s Day. If a Tervingi hold repulsed them, they left the heads upon the walls as a warning to others.” 
A band of horsemen circled the camp and headed towards Mazael’s column. Most of the riders were Tervingi horsethains, and Mazael spotted the Tervingi headman Arnulf at their head, grim in his chain mail. A thin man in a black coat road next to him. 
“Ah, we’ll have some news now,” said Mazael. “Sir Hagen!” Hagen urged his horse forward, scowling at the valgast heads. “Get the men ready to camp. Oh, and find Sir Tanam. Have him send scouts around the camp, and a few men up Weaver’s Pass. If the Skuldari are about to throw their full strength at us, I would like to know about it.” 
“My lord,” said Hagen, and he turned to carry out his instructions. 
Arnulf and the black-coated man reined up before Mazael. The Tervingi headman was a big man, a perpetual scowl on his face behind his ragged yellow beard. The man in the black coat was shorter and thinner, with gray-streaked brown hair and a beard he kept trimmed to a precise point. His black coat and clothes were favored by the brotherhood of wizards, and he had served as Mazael’s court wizard for years. 
“Arnulf, Timothy,” said Mazael. “What news?”
Arnulf grunted. “Battle and fire.” 
“The valgasts tried to attack the camp several times before we arrived, my lord,” said Timothy. “Holdmistress Sigaldra and Lord Adalar devised a clever stratagem to defeat them.”
“How?” said Mazael. 
“Lured them into pavilions, and then burned the pavilions down around their heads,” said Arnulf. “Too bad I missed it. Easiest way to fight valgasts I’ve ever seen.” 
Timothy nodded. “After we arrived with the…ah, prisoner, I was able to raise warning spells around the camp. The valgasts have not attacked since. I suspect their wizards are able to detect the spells and so have held their fighters back.” 
“Good,” said Mazael. “Once we smash the Skuldari, perhaps the valgasts will reconsider their raids.” A lord had to show confidence to his men. Mazael could share his doubts with Romaria, but with no one else. “How is the prisoner?” 
“Behaving himself,” said Arnulf.
“Though his tongue is…rather abrasive,” said Timothy.
Arnulf snorted. “Earnachar son of Balnachar was always abrasive. Now that he’s vomited up his heart spider, he’s almost pleasant.”
“Have you decided,” said Riothamus, “what will become of him?” 
“No,” said Mazael. Sigaldra wanted Earnachar executed for his attack on Greatheart Keep, as did most of the Jutai, and Adalar was inclined to agree with Sigaldra. The Tervingi, however, wanted Earnachar forgiven. He had been under the control of one of the Prophetess’s heart spiders, and ever since the spider had been expelled, he had cooperated willingly. 
Mazael didn’t like Earnachar. The man was grasping, ambitious, and abrasive. Once, that would have been enough for Mazael to kill him. 
Now, though, that was the kind of impulse Mazael needed to control if he wanted to keep his Demonsouled nature in check. For that matter, he knew firsthand the coercive power of the heart spiders. 
It was a vicious dilemma. Fortunately, Mazael had an easy way out of it. 
“I already told you,” said Mazael, “that I have placed his fate into your hands. You are the Guardian of the Tervingi.”
“You are the hrould of the Tervingi,” pointed out Riothamus without rancor.
“True,” said Mazael. “And the hrould of the Tervingi has put this decision into your hands. The Guardian defends the Tervingi nation from dark magic, and Earnachar was under the influence of powerful dark magic. You, therefore, shall decide how responsible he was for his actions.” 
“You should either forgive him or kill him,” said Arnulf. “Anything else, you insult him and gain his lasting enmity. If you do an injury to a proud man, better to kill him with one blow. Else you shall leave him wounded and plotting your downfall.”  
“I agree,” said Molly. “Kill him and be done with it. The Tervingi will complain, of course,” she glanced at Arnulf, “but most of them don’t like Earnachar anyway, and half of them will be secretly relieved they don’t have to listen to him babble any longer.” 
“I will give the matter some thought,” said Riothamus. “He did commit evil, evil he wished to do, but he was not under his own will at the time.” He shook his head, frowning. “A matter for latter.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “We’ve a war to plan. The Prophetess is fleeing for Armalast, which is just as well, since that’s the chief city of the Skuldari. We’ll besiege the place, burn it down around the Prophetess’s lying ears, and take Sigaldra’s sister back.”
It sounded so easy, but Mazael knew the task would be far more complicated. 
“The holdmistress will wish to see you at once, my lord,” said Timothy.
Mazael grunted, turning his mind back to the more immediate problems. “The lords and knights have been heeding her?”
“Aye,” said Arnulf. He shrugged. “After Greatheart Keep, I don’t mind listening to her. Some of the lords and knights and headmen objected, but Talchar One-Eye and Lord Adalar follow her everywhere, and no one wants to cross either of them.”
“Really?” said Mazael. “Adalar?” He found it hard to think of Adalar as intimidating. Yet that was Mazael’s own fault. Sometimes he still thought of Adalar as the earnest boy he had met upon his return to the Grim Marches. Adalar had grown since then, becoming stronger and harder…and colder. The earnest boy had been replaced by a cold-eyed young lord. 
“He seems to work well with Lady Sigaldra, my lord,” said Timothy. “He promised to help her rescue Lady Liane, and intends to keep his word.”
“Ah,” said Romaria, with something like satisfaction. Mazael wondered what that was about. 
“Come, then,” said Mazael, swinging down from his saddle. “Let’s find them and plan our war.”
The others dismounted, and Mazael led the way into the fortified camp. 
Sigaldra and Adalar had kept the men busy. Everywhere Mazael looked, he saw men at work tending arms and armor, or stacking arrows, or caring for their horses. Many of them saw him as he went past, and offered hasty bows. Mazael greeted the men as he passed. Most of them had been with him in previous battles against the Malrags or the runedead, and he hoped they would survive the battles to come. 
Adalar and Sigaldra awaited him at the center of the camp with Sir Wesson and Talchar One-Eye. Adalar wore his usual chain mail and surcoat adorned with the stylized heart sigil of House Greatheart, the hilt of his greatsword rising over his shoulder. Sigaldra stood next to him, wearing a leather jerkin and a chain mail hauberk over her green gown, her mass of blond hair pulled in a thick braid that hung to her hips. It made her face look more forbidding, her cheekbones sharper, her blue eyes enormous in her pale face. 
She was a lovely young woman, and had Mazael been younger, stupider, and unmarried, he likely would have seduced her. The gods knew he had done it often enough before marrying Romaria. Yet there was a harsh, brittle edge to Sigaldra, a feverish light in her cold eyes. This was a dangerous young woman. She was going to do whatever it took to get her sister back, no matter what the price. 
Sigaldra reminded Mazael a little of Molly when they had first met, when she had been desperate to kill him. 
“Hrould,” said Sigaldra. “You came.” 
“I said I would, didn’t I?” said Mazael. 
Her mouth twitched a little at that. “The Jutai are accustomed to having promises broken.” 
“And I’m not accustomed to breaking mine,” said Mazael. “Maybe we can meet in the middle. Judging from the heads on stakes, I assume the valgasts attacked the camp?” 
“Several times,” said Sigaldra. “We had to fight them off, and then Lord Adalar laid a cunning trap for them.”
Adalar shrugged. “I cannot take the credit. It was one of Lord Gerald’s ideas…”
“Ah,” said Mazael. “I remember that one. The burning barn?” 
“Pavilions, this time around,” said Adalar. 
“Clever,” said Mazael.
Adalar almost smiled. “I’m just glad it worked.”
“It did,” said Sigaldra. “The valgasts have not attacked since. Then Timothy arrived with the headman Arnulf, and cast spells of warding around the camp. We have not seen the valgasts again, though we have caught some Skuldari scouts skulking in the hills.” 
“You killed the ones you caught, I trust?” said Mazael.
“Of course,” said Sigaldra with perfect coldness. There was not a lot of mercy in that woman. He understood that quite well. When Romaria had been poisoned, Mazael had brought utter ruin upon the head of the man responsible. 
Sigaldra would do the same to the Prophetess if given the chance.
“Come, then,” said Mazael. “Call together the lords, knights, and headmen who have arrived already. We have a maiden to rescue and a war to plan.” 
 
###
 
Sigaldra followed Mazael as he strode to the center of the camp, gathering his vassals and headmen around him. 
They followed him, she noted, like iron nails rolling after a lodestone.
She felt it herself, did she not? Sigaldra did not think Mazael particularly handsome, not with his hard features and graying hair and eyes the color of sword blades. For that matter, she disliked trusting anyone outside of the Jutai nation. Yet Mazael had a dark sort of charisma within him, in much the same way a hunting predator had charisma. 
Some of it was his reputation – the man had been known as a fell knight and a fearsome commander even before Ragnachar had forced the Jutai to follow the Tervingi to the Grim Marches. 
Some of it was the things he had done since becoming liege lord of the Grim Marches. Once the runedead had threatened to overrun the entire world, and the Justiciar Order had promised to drown the Grim Marches in blood.
There were no more runedead, and the Justiciar Order was extinct…but the folk of the Grim Marches, the Tervingi, and the Jutai were still here. 
That was in large part because of Mazael Cravenlock. 
Sigaldra needed to trust someone. The Jutai were only a remnant of the nation they had once been. They needed a protector, and Sigaldra needed someone to help her rescue Liane. Mazael might be that man. The fact that the Jutai were still alive at all had a great deal to do with Mazael. Another man, she knew, might have had no qualms about exterminating the final remnant of the Jutai and taking their lands. Ragnachar would have done it. Perhaps even Lord Richard Mandragon might have given such a command to ensure peace between his vassals and the Tervingi. 
Mazael hadn’t. Sigaldra wondered why he had not. For all his charisma and authority, he was clearly a man who loved war, which made his restraint all the more unusual. He was a fascinating man, but dangerous, and Sigaldra always thought there was something strange about him, something uncanny. 
Sometimes he reminded her of Ragnachar. 
An odd thought, that, given that Mazael had killed Ragnachar at Sword Town. 
Still, she would have preferred that someone like Adalar ruled the Grim Marches. He reminded her not of Ragnachar, but of her father and brothers and so many other of slain swordthains of the Jutai nation. They had been men who did not love war for its own sake, but who had been skilled at it nonetheless. 
She put aside such musings. She was the last holdmistress of the Jutai, and the final responsibility for their defense lay with her, not with Mazael or Adalar or anyone else. 
“Lord Mazael,” she said in a quiet voice. 
Mazael looked back at her, his eyes the color of cold steel. “Aye?” 
“Have you decided the punishment of Earnachar son of Balnachar yet?” she said. 
“The Guardian will decide his fate,” said Mazael.
A flicker of anger went through Sigaldra. “He betrayed you and made war upon the Jutai.” 
“He did,” said Mazael. “He was not in control of himself at the time, though. The heart spider was commanding him.”
“He cooperated with the Prophetess at first,” said Sigaldra. “If he had not done so, much evil would have been averted.”
“He claims that he planned to turn the Prophetess and Rigoric over to me,” said Mazael. 
Sigaldra scoffed. “He is a liar.” 
“Maybe.” Mazael considered that. “Probably. Though if I were to execute my lords and headmen for being ambitious liars, I’d have neither nobles nor Tervingi headmen left.” 
“The Grim Marches might be well improved for it,” said Sigaldra. 
Mazael snorted. “Perhaps they would. Still, I will leave Earnachar’s fate in the Guardian’s hands.”
Sigaldra glanced back at Riothamus. The Guardian was a starkly handsome man, with thick black hair and deep blue eyes. Right now the entirety of his attention was upon Molly Cravenlock, and the Lady of Shadows laughed at something the Guardian said. Riothamus had a good reputation, even among the Jutai. 
“He will spare Earnachar,” said Sigaldra. “Yet Earnachar deserves death.” 
“Maybe he does,” said Mazael. “I don’t like the man, and he has caused me a great deal of trouble. Yet he did most of that trouble while he was under the control of the Prophetess’s pet heart spiders. I cannot determine what effect that had upon him. So, his fate is in Riothamus’s hands.” 
Sigaldra pressed her lips together. Earnachar had more than earned death in her opinion. 
Perhaps she would yet have the chance to give it to him…
She shook her head. In the end, it hardly mattered. Earnachar had committed his crimes, and they had allowed the Prophetess to take Liane. Getting Liane back was more important than vengeance. 
But if the chance came to make Earnachar pay for his crimes…she would not hesitate to take it. 
They reached the center of the camp. Their one remaining pavilion had been raised to house the maps, and Mazael ducked inside, Sigaldra and all the others following him. The lords and knights and headmen crowded into the pavilion, and Sigaldra quickly took a place near Mazael. But not too near – a charismatic lord like Mazael would have a wandering eye, and Lady Romaria seemed like the sort of woman who would deal violently with any woman who showed too much interest in her husband. 
Someone bumped into Sigaldra. 
“I apologize,” said Adalar. 
She offered him a quick smile. “Do not fear. We must make do with close quarters.”
“Indeed,” said Adalar. 
His eyes met hers. This close, they were more of an amber color, and…
A wave of some strange emotion went through her, and Sigaldra looked away. 
“My lord and knights and headmen!” said Mazael his voice cutting through the noise. At once the others fell silent. “It seems the Skuldari interpreted the defeat of the runedead as a sign from their goddess, and have come forth to conquer the world in her name. The valgasts and the soliphages worship the same goddess, some dusty bitch named Marazadra, and so fight alongside the Skuldari. They’ve decided to attack the Grim Marches first. So we’ll chase them back into the mountains of Skuldar and burn their city down around their ears. Let’s see if Marazadra will save them. When we’ve finished, the Skuldari will wish they had stayed hiding in their mountains.” 
The men cheered, the noise tremendous in the confined space of the pavilion. 
“A good plan,” said Arnulf in his dry voice. “Just how are we going to do that?” 
“Armalast,” said Mazael. “It’s the chief city and stronghold of Skuldar. Some Skuldari chieftain named Basracus has proclaimed himself the high king of the Skuldari, and has raised his banner within its walls. Additionally, the Prophetess fled to Armalast after her attack at Greatheart Keep was repulsed.”
Sigaldra scowled. The Prophetess’s attack had been repulsed, but she had not been defeated there. No, there entire reason the Prophetess had gone to Greatheart Keep had been to capture Liane, and she had succeeded. 
“No one here has ever been to Armalast,” said a middle-aged knight that Sigaldra did not recognize. “The Skuldari slew all who ever passed their borders. How will we find it?” 
“True,” said Mazael. “The Skuldari have slain all who crossed their borders…almost all of them. Romaria?” 
Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock came to her husband’s side, her cool blue eyes sweeping over the pavilion. The lords and knights and headmen seemed uneasy around her, and Sigaldra could hardly blame them. She never knew quite what to make of Lady Romaria. Sigaldra would have expected a man like Mazael to either have a small army of concubines, or a pretty, empty-headed wife with wide hips for birthing many children (or, more likely, both the empty-headed wife and many concubines). Romaria could have been anywhere from fifteen to forty, depending on how the light struck her, and her eyes were a little too blue and her face a little too angular to be human. She had the pointed ears of her Elderborn blood, and various rumors claimed that she was a sorceress or that she feasted upon the flesh of the innocent while in her wolf form. The stories may have been inconsistent, but they all agreed that the wife of Mazael was mad and dangerous and not someone to cross. 
Come to think of it, Romaria might have been the perfect wife for a lord like Mazael Cravenlock. 
“My lords,” said Romaria, “I visited Skuldar a long time ago, and passed its borders and returned.” 
Talchar grunted. “Truly? Why?” 
Romaria shrugged. “I was curious and bored. Attend to the map, my lords.” She pointed at the map spread out upon the table. It showed many details of the Grim Marches and the Stormvales and the Krago Hills, but little of Skuldar save for the position of the mountains. “The Weaver’s Pass cuts through the mountains of Skuldari and leads to the Krago Hills, though none save the Skuldari have passed that road in many years. Armalast is located at the foot of the mountains halfway through the pass. Five or six days’ journey for men on foot, and maybe eight or nine days for an army moving with discipline.” 
Talchar grunted again. “I suppose the Pass offers many locations for an ambush?”
“Innumerable,” said Romaria. “But we have excellent scouts, and the Tervingi skythains can spot any Skuldari ambushes long before they become a threat. The walls of Armalast shall be a harder target. They’re old, very old, and look as if giants built them.” 
“We can besiege them,” said Mazael, “though it will be a challenge.”
“What of dark magic?” said another knight. “The soliphages cast spells, and the Prophetess was a sorceress of power.”
“Our court wizards are with us,” said Mazael, “and after the Malrags and the runedead, they are accustomed to fighting alongside each other. Furthermore, the Guardian of the Tervingi will march with us, and the Prophetess’s spells are no match for him.”
“The Prophetess is dangerous,” said Adalar. His voice was quiet, but he held the attention of the nobles and knights nonetheless. “But she is not as dangerous as someone like Lucan Mandragon or Caraster of Mastaria. She fled from the Guardian at Greatheart Keep, and I wounded her with a crossbow before she escaped. I am a knight, not a wizard or a sorcerer of great power, and I still managed to wound her.” He shook his head. “I suppose if my aim had been a few inches better, this war would have ended then and there.” 
“You saved my life,” said Sigaldra. “The Prophetess would have slain me, had you not shot her.” 
Again he met her gaze, and again that strange pulse of disquieting emotion went through her. By the ashes of her ancestors, what was wrong with her? Perhaps the strain of the last few weeks had caught up to her. 
“We shall continue Lord Adalar’s good work. Our task will be simple enough,” said Mazael. “As soon as the rest of the host of the Grim Marches gathers, we shall march into the Weaver’s Pass. We’ll hold and secure the pass, and then make our way to Armalast and put it to siege. Along the way we will attack any villages we find, and take their cattle and provender for our own. The Skuldari have decided to make war upon the Grim Marches, so we shall make sure they feel the hard hand of war. Once we’ve reached Armalast, we will starve it out or take it by storm if an opportunity presents itself. This brigand Basracus thinks to call himself the High King of Skuldar, so let us see if he can defend Skuldar. My lords and headmen, prepare yourselves to march. I want to set off for Armalast within three days.” 
The men began filing out of the tent, and Sigaldra felt a cold, grim certainty settle over her. 
She was going to get Liane back. It didn’t matter that Liane was in the fortress walls of Armalast. Sigaldra was going to get Liane back, no matter what she had to do. 
No matter how many men had to die.
She watched the lords leave the pavilion and realized that she was willing to sacrifice every single one of them to save her sister. 
Sigaldra might not be able to live with herself afterward, but she was willing to do it.



Chapter 4: Marazadra
 
Mazael didn’t do anything useful for the rest of the day, but his time was occupied nonetheless. 
He walked around the camp with Adalar, Talchar, Arnulf, Molly, Riothamus, Wesson, and Sigaldra herself, speaking to the lords and knights and headmen who had assembled to fight the Skuldari. Strictly speaking, Mazael supposed it wasn’t necessary. Every man in the camp was a veteran of one or more battles, and some of them had seen every fight in the Grim Marches since Richard Mandragon had overthrown Adalon Cravenlock twenty years ago. They knew their business, and didn’t need Mazael to stand over their shoulders. 
Nonetheless, men did need to know that their lord was looking after them, that he saw their toil and approved of their work. Morale was a necessary part of any army, and Mazael had seen a larger host of wavering men break and flee before the charge of bold knights. Of course, morale was not everything – an army of men with high morale could perish below fortified walls manned by dispassionate archers and competent siege engineers.
He supposed that was why war was an art, not a science. 
“That trap with the pavilions, that was clever,” said Mazael, looking at the burned patches outside of the camp.
Adalar shrugged. “I’m just glad it worked.” 
“How did you get them to go into the pavilions?” said Mazael. “I thought the valgasts would have realized they were empty.” 
“The braziers,” said Adalar. “It was Sigaldra’s idea.”
Mazael glanced at the holdmistress of Greatheart Keep. 
“Vorgaric suggested it,” said Sigaldra. “In the middle lands, the valgasts often hunted in the dark. He thinks they can see heat the way that you and I see light. The heat drew them in.” 
“It was a gamble, but it worked,” said Adalar. “They’ll see through the trick the next time.”
“Then,” said Mazael, “we’ll just have to find a new trick for killing them.” 
He continued his tour of the camp, inspecting the men and their work. As the sun started to go down in the west behind the Skuldari mountains, Mazael had to settle a dispute between a lord and a headman who both wanted to camp in the same spot. Once the argument was resolved, Sigaldra, Talchar, Adalar, and Wesson went about their tasks, leaving Mazael alone with Molly and Riothamus.  
“I don’t see,” said Molly, folding her arms over her chest, “why I had to walk around in circles with you.” 
“Men need to see their lord before a battle,” said Mazael. “You can’t ask a man to fight and kill and perhaps die at your command unless you’re willing to take the risk with him.”
“Romaria didn’t have to do it,” said Molly with feigned truculence. 
“Romaria will not rule the Grim Marches one day,” said Mazael. Romaria had, in fact, wandered off soon after they had left the pavilion. Likely she was taking a look around the hills. She had spent enough time traveling through the wilderness that she often preferred to be alone, and had only so much patience to spend in the company of others. “You will.”
Molly scoffed, tossing her head. “You’ll live forever, father.” 
“That’s strange,” said Mazael. “I recall a short time ago you were very keen to make sure I wouldn’t live forever.”
“Well, I was misinformed,” said Molly. “That happens sometimes.” She stared at the mountains for a moment. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
“Invading Skuldar?” said Mazael. “Battle is always a risk. But the Skuldari attacked the Grim Marches first. I would have been content to ignore them if they had not attacked my lands.” 
“Of course you have to crush them,” said Molly absently. Like Mazael, she never needed an excuse to fight someone. Finding reasons to hold their Demonsouled natures in check was the harder part. “But no one from the Grim Marches has entered Skuldar in centuries.”
“Romaria did,” said Mazael. 
“That was twenty years ago,” said Molly.
“Seventeen,” said Mazael. 
Molly made a derisive sound. “A lot of things can change in twenty or seventeen years.”
“True,” said Mazael. “We’ll have scouts, both Sir Tanam’s riders and Toric’s skythains. Hard to hide an ambush from a skythain on a griffin’s back.” 
“Aye,” said Molly, still staring at the mountains. She gave an irritated shake of her head, the dark tail of her hair slapping against her neck and shoulders. “But the Prophetess and Basracus and the Mask of Marazadra and all this other nonsense…why? Why do it at all?”
“You’re wondering that, too?” said Mazael.
Molly nodded. “You can’t defeat a man…”
“Unless you understand him,” said Mazael. 
“Exactly,” said Molly. “That also applies to women. So what does the Prophetess want? To restore her goddess? She’s got a plan, and I don’t like plans. Corvad had a plan. Lucan had a plan. My grandfather had the biggest plan of them all, and look how that turned out.” She scowled. “So what is the Prophetess’s plan?”
“If we burn Armalast to ashes around her ears and take back Liane,” said Mazael, “it doesn’t matter what her plan is.”
“You don’t believe that,” said Molly. “Why does she even need a Jutai girl with the Sight, for that matter? Maybe you’re right. Or maybe we’re marching to a massive disaster.” 
“Maybe,” said Mazael. He wondered if triggering an invasion of Skuldar was somehow part of the Prophetess’s plan. Still, that seemed unlikely. Certainly the Prophetess had tried to abscond with Liane undetected, and when that failed, she had used a heart spider in an attempt to control Mazael.
A flicker of old pain went through him as he remembered cutting the damned thing out of his chest. 
“Well,” said Molly. “Plan or not, it won’t matter once she is dead.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. Once again, he thought of Lucan Mandragon. Death hadn’t stopped his plans. “What do you think, Riothamus?”
Riothamus said nothing, his eyes narrowed as he stared at the gray mountains. His face was hard, his mouth pulled into a tight line, his hand gripping the bronze-colored wood of the Guardian’s ancient staff.
“Husband?” said Molly, moving to his side at once. For an instant all the hard, cold edges seemed to drop from her face, and there was nothing but concern in her expression as she looked at him. 
“Foes?” said Mazael, drawing Talon from its scabbard at his belt. The symbols of golden fire, symbols that Riothamus had written there, flashed with sudden force, but Mazael saw no sign of any enemies. Around him passing armsmen and knights paused, seeing their liege lord with drawn sword. 
At last Riothamus took a deep breath and shook himself. 
“No,” he said at last. Molly had one hand on his forearm, the other resting upon the hilt of her slender sword. “No, no foes. At least not yet.” He shook his head, blinking his eyes. “I think…”
“It was the Sight, wasn’t it?” said Molly. “The Sight came upon you.” 
Mazael frowned. He didn’t understand how the Sight worked, save that it was a kind of vision or foretelling that came upon the Guardian from time to time. After surviving Malaric’s poison a few years ago, Romaria also possessed a degree of the Sight. Her Sight worked differently, though, remaining active constantly at a low level while Riothamus’s Sight came upon him in visions of stunning power. 
“No,” said Riothamus. “Except…I think it is going to do so, soon. It feels like a storm is about to break.”
“A good description of a war,” said Mazael. 
“A vision like this,” said Riothamus, “only comes upon me before events of grave importance. Something of dire significance is about to happen, something on the scale of the Great Rising or the day the Old Demon took the Glamdaigyr into Cythraul Urdvul.” 
Mazael remembered those days, all too well. A lot of people had died on both days, and Mazael had nearly been one of them. He remembered the Glamdaigyr ripping into his chest, the sword drinking away his life even as the gathered power of the slain Demonsouled had surged through him. 
“What are you going to do?” said Mazael at last.
“Meditate,” said Riothamus. “See if I can focus the vision. The Sight, I fear, is rather like a flooded river. I can dig channels and raise levees to guide the flow, but sometimes the torrent rages out of all control.”
Mazael frowned. “So you have to dig a levee inside your mind?”
“Something like that,” said Riothamus. He smiled. “I fear the metaphor is imprecise, but it is close enough.” 
“I’ll keep you company,” said Molly. She glanced at Mazael. “I suppose you’ll retire to your tent now?” 
“Probably,” said Mazael. 
Molly smirked. “Give my greetings to Romaria…once she catches her breath, anyway.”
“And what does that mean?” said Mazael. 
Molly laughed. “I wasn’t born yesterday, father. I’m sure you two will read poetry to each other, have a cup of tea, and then retire early. And do nothing else whatsoever.” 
“Molly,” said Riothamus. He looked a little embarrassed. 
“Appalling,” said Mazael. “My own daughter would speak to me that way.” 
Molly laughed. “Don’t be so surprised. I am you, father, only prettier and with better poise.” 
“You are a patient man, Guardian,” said Mazael. “If you learn anything…”
“I will tell you at once,” said Riothamus. 
Mazael nodded, and his daughter and her husband walked into the camp. He wasn’t sure he should let Molly talk to him that way, but he had a hard time refusing her. The guilt of his early failures with her always gnawed at him. For that matter, she would rule the Grim Marches once he was dead, and the woman who would rule that unruly collection of proud lords and fierce headmen needed a steel spine and a sharp tongue. Molly had both, though the gods knew her tongue seemed to get sharper with every passing day. 
He shook his head and walked to his own tent, which the squires had raised in the center of the camp. 
Just as Molly had expected, Romaria waited within, sitting upon a camp chair as she tended to a quiver of arrows. 
“Find anything interesting?” said Mazael. 
“Nothing in particular,” said Romaria. She propped the quiver against the side of the chair and stood up. “A lot of tracks. Skuldari scouts on their spiders have been watching the camp from the foothills. Numerous valgast prints. But after Adalar’s trick with the pavilions, they seem content to watch the camp rather than raid it.” 
“Good,” said Mazael. 
“They’ll know when we march, though,” said Romaria.
Mazael shrugged. “They would have known anyway. It’s hard to hide twenty thousand men, especially when there’s only one way to move that many men into Skuldar. They’ll know we are coming, but they’ll be hard-pressed to hide themselves from us.” 
“Griffins are useful that way,” said Romaria with a dry note in her voice. “The trap with the pavilions was clever of Adalar.”
“It was,” said Mazael, wondering where she was going with that line of conversation. 
“Sigaldra certainly seemed to think so,” said Romaria, “though Adalar might not have realized it, given how Sigaldra followed you around like a puppy waiting for a treat.” 
Ah. That was it. 
There was mockery in her tone, but he knew her well enough to see the fear there. Romaria was not a jealous woman, but her fear wasn’t completely unfounded, was it? Mazael had been with a lot of women before Romaria. Given how many women had let him know, subtly or not so subtly, that they would have been pleased to be the mistress of the liege lord of the Grim Marches, it wouldn’t have even taken that much effort on his part. 
But he couldn’t do that to Romaria. They had been through too much together. They had suffered too much for each other. 
“Sigaldra,” said Mazael, “is not the sort of puppy a sensible man would pet. He’s liable to get bitten.” 
“Mmm.” She stepped closer to him, her eyes flashing. “Unless a man enjoys getting bitten.” 
“Well,” said Mazael, his hands sliding down her sides, “what does a man need with a puppy when he has a wolf?” 
“A wolf?” said Romaria, her voice soft. “What would you do with a wolf, my lord Mazael?” 
In answer he pulled off her coat of leather armor and the padded tunic she wore beneath it, leaving her naked above the waist.
“What do you think?” said Mazael, reaching for her belt. 
“You would rather have a wolf?” said Romaria. Her voice had gone soft, her breath coming faster. “Prove it.” 
He had gotten her trousers to the middle of her thighs when she surged forward, her arms coiling around him, her mouth pressed hard against his. A moment later they had discarded the last of their clothing, and were on the ground together. Vaguely Mazael tried to remember if he had closed the tent’s flap all the way, and then decided that he didn’t care. 
More important matters were at hand. His Demonsouled blood gave him a lust for blood and violence, but it gave him other appetites as well. Romaria understood, perhaps in a way no other woman could. He wasn’t entirely human…but neither was she. She had told him once that she liked strong men, that she was drawn to men capable of violence and battle. It came from the power in the Elderborn half of her soul, the same power that had once threatened to consume her. 
It was just as well that they were married. 
Then Mazael did not think about anything at all for quite some time. 
Much later Mazael lay upon his back, catching his breath. Romaria lay curled against him, her head pillowed upon his chest, one leg thrown over him. 
“They regret,” murmured Romaria.
“What?” said Mazael, surprised.
Romaria laughed. “No, no. My head’s still spinning. What I meant to say is that most lords leave their wives behind when they go to war. How they must regret it.”
“They do it to protect their wives,” said Mazael. “Most women cannot fight as you do, or use the Sight…or turn into giant wolves to savage their foes.” 
“No, I suppose not,” said Romaria. She pressed tighter against him. “I love you, Mazael.” 
“I love you, Romaria,” said Mazael. “And I would have no other.”
He felt her smile against his chest. “Truly? Not even blond little Sigaldra?” 
“Not even Sigaldra,” said Mazael, “though it might be worth it just to watch Earnachar sputter.” 
He wasn’t sure if she would take offense at that or not, but she laughed long and loud. “It would be amusing. But it’s just as well. I think she’s going to fall for Adalar.” 
“Adalar?” said Mazael. 
“Haven’t you noticed?” said Romaria. “I thought it was obvious.” 
“I suppose it’s what young men and young women do when you put them together,” said Mazael. 
“They both lost everything,” said Romaria. “So they understand each other in a way that most people do not. Just like you and me.” She yawned, stretched, and then settled against him. “Just watch.” 
“If they don’t get themselves killed,” said Mazael, closing his eyes.
“What do you mean?” said Romaria.
“Adalar and Sigaldra remind me of you when we first met,” said Mazael. 
He felt her lift her head in surprise. “What do you mean?”
“They’re looking for death, both of them,” said Mazael. 
“I wasn’t looking for death,” said Romaria. “I wanted to see as much as the world as I could before…the transformation became final. Then I met you, and…”
Mazael remembered the flare of fire in the Old Demon’s hand, Romaria falling dead to the floor of Castle Cravenlock’s chapel. 
“Aye,” he said at last. 
“So maybe I was looking for death,” said Romaria. “It’s damnably annoying when you’re right.” 
“I’ve made so many mistakes that I ought to enjoy being right when it does happen,” said Mazael. “But I fear I’m right about this. Liane’s the only family Sigaldra has left, and she’ll rip apart the world to get her back. Adalar’s seen too much war and death, and he doesn’t care if he lives or dies. I’ve seen it before.”
“Well, then,” said Romaria. “We’ll just have to make sure they both live.” 
If they could. If Mazael could unravel the Prophetess’s plan in time.
He drifted off to sleep.
 
###
 
The dream exploded through Mazael’s mind like a thunderbolt. 
He had suffered through such dreams before. The Old Demon had tried to corrupt him through dreams. When Romaria had been caught between life and death, locked in the form of the wolf, she had also appeared in his dreams. A creature claiming to be the goddess Marazadra had appeared in Mazael’s feverish dreams while he fought off the influence of the Prophetess’s heart spider. Mazael had come to suspect that such dreams, dark visions where creatures sometimes spoke in his thoughts, were simply another part of the curse of his Demonsouled blood. 
So he was not caught off guard when another such dream unfolded in his mind. 
The sky overhead boiled and churned, bands of black cloud swirling, bolts of crimson lightning jumping from bank to bank. Mazael turned, gritty stone rasping beneath his boot heels. He was standing atop a mountain, the air cold and dry and harsh, a bitter wind blowing past him and tugging at his clothes. In all directions he saw a range of grim gray mountains, a wide valley opening up far below.
He turned again, and saw the ruined temple rising over him.
The temple filled the mountain’s top, a structure unlike any Mazael had ever seen. He had seen a great many different kinds of ruins – the ruined High Elderborn temple atop Mount Tynagis, graceful and elegant despite the passage of time, or Arylkrad looming over the Red Valley in the Great Mountains, stern and cold and threatening, or any number of deserted keeps and villages that had fallen prey to the endless wars of the last ten years.
This place, though, was different from all of them. 
The stones were massive and rough-hewn, and looked for all the world as if they had been carved and piled by the hands of giants. Mazael strode into what had once been a vast nave. The roof had collapsed long ago, piles of broken stone standing here and there, but the megalithic pillars still rose up, as did the thick walls. Crimson lightning flashed across the writhing sky, and in that light Mazael saw that carvings and reliefs covered the pillars and the walls, the same image over and over again. 
Spiders, endless spiders. 
Some of the spiders had the head of a woman, while others had the body of a human woman with a giant spider for a head. One of the carvings showed the spider-headed woman devouring human victims, while others showed humans bowing and offering sacrifices up to the giant spider. He had seen similar scenes in the hidden temples of the San-keth, though of course those carvings had shown the serpent people conquering the world. 
He wondered if the soliphages and the San-keth had warred in the distant ages of the world.
Mazael kept walking. He looked down and saw Talon in his hand, the curved blade flickering with golden light. Having the sword in hand seemed like a good idea, so he raised the blade to guard position and kept walking, watching the looming ruins for any sign of enemies.
Yet they remained silent, and nothing moved save for the clouds and the lightning overhead. 
The nave of stone ended, and Mazael stepped into a vast circular courtyard. It had to be at least a mile across, and a wall of massive stone blocks encircled the entire thing. In the center of the courtyard rose a hill, its sides dotted with more spider-carved menhirs. Stone ramps circled the hill, making their way to its crest. Atop the hill rested a massive altar of rough stone, and above the altar there was…
Mazael frowned. 
He couldn’t quite make out the flickering thing atop the altar. 
At first he thought it was similar to the mistgates that Corvad’s Malrag warlocks had conjured before the Great Rising. Yet it looked too violent for that. It was like a curtain of gray mist ripped and torn by flickering fingers of violent lightning, snapping and ripping. It should have made a tremendous noise, but it was silent, utterly silent. 
Mazael had no idea what it was.
He turned in a slow circle, examining the rest of the vast courtyard. Looking at the flickering rift atop the altar made his head hurt. He saw the entrances to other naves opening off in the massive wall, maybe five or six of them…
No. Eight naves opened into the courtyard. Like the legs of a colossal stone spider. 
Which would make the thing atop the altar…
“The Heart of the Goddess,” said a woman’s voice, quiet and confident.  
Mazael whirled, Talon coming up to strike.
A woman in a black robe stood a dozen paces away, its folds stirring a little in the wind coming from the rift atop the mound. She reached up to draw back her cowl, revealing a pale face with wide green eyes and red hair that hung lose around her temples and neck. It was a remarkably lovely face, but there was an alien cast to the expression, as if something was wearing the face the way that Rigoric had worn his mask of swords. 
The harsh red glare glimmering in the depths of those green eyes only reinforced that impression. 
“Or the Heart of the Spider,” said the creature wearing the guise of the Prophetess, tilting her head to one side as she regarded him. “It depends upon whom you ask, of course, as it so often does.” 
“You’re not the Prophetess,” said Mazael. 
She smiled a lovely red smile that made Mazael think of hungry predators. “What a bright young man you are. You remind me of your father. Which is, of course, both a compliment and an insult.” 
“Marazadra,” said Mazael. 
“Ah,” said Marazadra. “You should be careful with that name. Some of my servants would cut you down for blasphemy should you dare to utter it.” She spoke as the Prophetess did, with a lyrical Travian accent, her voice musical. 
“If they try it,” said Mazael, “you shall soon have fewer servants.”
Marazadra laughed. “Yes. Very much like your father.” She considered Mazael for a moment. “Do you understand what is happening?”
“This is a dream,” said Mazael. 
“Obvious, but true enough,” said Marazadra. 
“Though I wonder why you are bothering,” said Mazael. “You know I won’t agree to serve you or side with you.”
She smiled. “Anyone can be persuaded, if given enough time.”
“The Old Demon himself spent most of my life trying to persuade me, and he failed,” said Mazael. “What makes you think you will have any greater success?” 
Marazadra’s eyes narrowed at the mention of the Old Demon, and for a moment the silent rift atop the altar seemed to flash and writhe with greater violence. “Because the Old Demon is dead,” hissed Marazadra, “and I am not.” 
“Given that I killed him,” said Mazael, “perhaps you should not make threats lightly.” 
Marazadra seemed to collect herself, her face settling back into its cool mask. “Who said this is a threat, child of the Old Demon?” 
“If this isn’t a persuasion, and it isn’t a threat,” said Mazael, “then what is this? If you’re trying to seduce me, you should know that I’m married…”
“An accident,” said Marazadra. 
“An accident?” said Mazael. That had happened once before, when the gathered power in Cythraul Urdvul had drawn Mazael’s dreaming mind there. The Old Demon had been annoyed by the intrusion, but otherwise indifferent to it. His father had been so certain of success that he hadn’t viewed Mazael as a threat any longer. 
Perhaps Marazadra would make a similar mistake. 
“My herald attempted to give you my gift,” said Marazadra. “Unfortunately, you proved more resistant than even I anticipated. You rejected my gift and silenced my voice.”
“I cut the heart spider out of my chest,” said Mazael.
“I expect it made quite the mess,” said Marazadra. “But the blessing of my venom remains in your blood. Consequently, you can hear my voice, even if you would rather not.”
“And you get another chance to persuade me,” said Mazael. 
“Precisely,” said Marazadra. “You will see the wisdom of following me soon enough, Mazael Cravenlock. Or else you shall die.”
Mazael stared at her, the flashes of purple light from the altar throwing crazed shadows across the courtyard. His first impulse was to threaten her, or to tell her just what she could do with her offer of persuasion. As a younger man he would have done exactly that. 
Yet he knew that she was his ultimate enemy. The Prophetess and Rigoric, the Skuldari and the valgasts, the soliphages and Basracus…they were just her tools, just as Lucan and Corvad and Ragnachar and the others had been the Old Demon’s tools. If Mazael was to defeat her, he needed to know what she planned to do. 
“All right,” said Mazael, meeting those red-lit eyes. “Persuade me. Why should I follow you?” 
The red lips smiled again. “Ah. Perhaps I shall spell out my entire plan, allowing you to defeat me?”
Mazael shrugged. “If you wish to do so, I shall not stop you.” 
“Tell me, then, child of the Old Demon,” said Marazadra. “What do you know of the ancient world?” 
Mazael frowned. “The ancient world? Old Dracaryl and the Roland kings of Knightcastle…”
She let out a laugh. “You are young! No, more ancient than that, far more ancient. The Old Demon was three thousand years old when you slew him, but this world is much older than that. Tell me, Mazael Cravenlock. What do you know of the ancient world?” 
“Little enough,” said Mazael. “The High Elderborn ruled the world, but were consumed when the Dark Elderborn created the first Demonsouled. When the Great Demon was destroyed, the Imperium of the Dark Elderborn conquered the world, but fell into ruin and decline, and the kingdoms of humans arose instead.” 
“A crude summary, but mostly accurate,” said Marazadra. “The High Elderborn were but one of the ancient races and powers that strove for dominion of this world. The San-keth were another, as were my children.”
“The soliphages,” said Mazael. 
“For a time, the High Elderborn ruled unopposed,” said Marazadra. “Then some of them became the Dark Elderborn and created the Demonsouled, and they destroyed one another.” She took a deep breath, her eyes seeming to flare. “For a time, we did as we wished. We contested for the rule of this world...and then your father interfered.” 
“He trapped you,” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Marazadra, her voice an icy hiss of hatred. “Many rules bound the Old Demon, and he could not harm another unless the other first harmed him. That never stopped him. He tricked and deceived and bound us, one by one. He convinced the San-keth to cripple their own god, and they never knew he had done it.” The red fire in her eyes flared brighter. “He bound me within a prison, and laid iron laws upon my worshippers that they could not break.” She laughed. “It is fitting that you fight dark powers, child of my greatest foe. Your father defeated and bound more dark powers than anyone else in the history of this world.”
“He didn’t do it out of benevolence,” said Mazael. 
“Of course not,” said Marazadra. “He wished to gather the scattered power of the Great Demon to himself, to rule this world as a tyrant god for epochs beyond count. The other powers that once contested this world were…competitors, and that was something the Old Demon would never tolerate. He could not destroy us, so instead he bound us, trapping us within our own power.” 
“But he’s dead now,” said Mazael. 
“Yes,” said Marazadra, “and with his death at your hand, the bindings that held us have been broken.”
It made a grim amount of sense. The Skuldari had not ventured outside of their borders in generations. The valgasts had only raided the surface twice a year. Yet now both considered themselves free to do as they wished. Fear of the Old Demon had kept them in place, but now the Old Demon was dead. 
Unease spread through Mazael. He did not regret killing the Old Demon. 
Yet he wondered what he might have unleashed upon the world with the Old Demon’s death.
“You begin to understand,” murmured Marazadra. “You made a new world, Mazael Cravenlock. Many things begin to awaken that once slumbered. And of the old powers that now stir, I must be victorious.”
“Why?” said Mazael. “So you can devour the world?”
“Of course,” said Marazadra. “But you misunderstand. I do not want to destroy the world. I merely want to feed upon it, just as humans feed upon their sheep and cows. You should side with me, Mazael Cravenlock, before it is too late. I merely want to feed upon the world. The others wish to destroy it.” 
“Perhaps I would prefer that no one conquers or devours the world,” said Mazael.
“That is not your choice to make,” said Marazadra.
“Isn’t it?” said Mazael. “Then why waste all this effort in trying to recruit me?” 
“I’m giving you a chance, child,” said Marazadra. “My rivals shall not be as generous.” She looked towards the sky. “As you may learn soon enough.” 
“What do you mean?” said Mazael, and the ground lurched beneath his feet. 
The temple collapsed, the colossal walls falling, the megalithic pillars weaving and stumbling like drunken men. Mazael stumbled, catching his balance, and as he looked at Marazadra, the guise of the Prophetess shredded and unraveled, revealing…
A creature from a nightmare. 
It was like a spider the size of Castle Cravenlock, its legs like towers, its mandibles like the blades of some titanic siege engine. Its eyes blazed like furnaces that threatened to devour anything their light touched.
The huge spider reared up before Mazael like a mountain wall, the true form of Marazadra revealed at last, and everything went black. 
 
###
 
Mazael sat up with a jerk, reaching for the dagger next to his bedroll. His eyes darted back and forth through the tent, seeking any sign of the huge spider, as if the creature would somehow squeeze its vast bulk into the small tent.
But there was nothing, save for the sounds of the camp settling down for the night.
Mazael’s next thought was for Romaria. He had set up so violently that he must have flung her off. He looked around, fearing that he had thrown her into the chair, but instead he spotted her squatting near the flap to the tent, still naked, her braid like a coil of dark rope against her pale back, her head titled as if listening, her eyes narrowed. 
She hadn’t even noticed that he was awake. 
“What’s wrong?” said Mazael.
“You should get dressed,” said Romaria in a distant voice. “Something…the Sight.”
“Something’s wrong,” said Mazael, getting to his feet and reaching for his clothes.  
“Not yet,” said Romaria. She straightened up and stretched, a sight which Mazael would have enjoyed in less ominous circumstances, and then began getting dressed. “It was hard to say. Like ripples in the Sight.”
Mazael nodded and reached for his sword belt. He remembered Marazadra’s threats from the dream. Were her servants about to launch an attack? Or were they about to face an assault from some other dark power, one of Marazadra’s rivals? The San-keth, perhaps? Mazael had driven them out of the Grim Marches, but he had always known the serpent priests would come slithering back one day…
The tent flap jerked open, and a squire stuck his head inside.
“My lord?” said the boy.
“Aye, what is it?” said Mazael. 
“Lady Molly asks that you join her, my lord,” said the squire. “The Guardian has…had a vision of some kind. He needs to speak with you at once.” 



Chapter 5: The Sight
 
Sigaldra stood alone in the heart of the camp, not far from where the great black banner with the three crossed swords of the Cravenlocks flew from its staff. Night had fallen, and the light of a hundred campfires threw back the darkness. She knew that the lords and knights would gather for their dinners, and part of her realized that it would be wise to speak with them. The Jutai had a powerful protector in Lord Mazael, but it would be a good idea to befriend as many of the lords and knights as possible, to make allies against the Tervingi headmen if they decided to make war against the Jutai as Earnachar had done.
Yet Sigaldra could not make herself do it. Her father Theodoric and her brothers had been good at making friends, especially among warriors. If they had been set loose among the lords of the Grim Marches with a few jugs of wine, by dawn they would have been fast friends with every lord and knight sworn to Mazael. Sigaldra did not have that gift. She was too prickly, too irritable, and had too much responsibility to find that sort of thing enjoyable. 
After Earnachar’s attack upon Greatheart Keep, she had even started wondering if she ought to find a husband among the lords of the Grim Marches, a man who could act as a protector for the Jutai. The thought of taking a husband not of Jutai blood displeased her, but she realized it may be necessary. She had seen some of the lords watching her, and knew that if she wished it, she could have been betrothed by dawn. 
Yet she could not think of the future now. Not until they had rescued Liane. 
Not until they had made those responsible for her kidnapping pay for their crimes. 
She stared at the tent, her right hand opening and closing, as if her fingers yearned to grasp a sword hilt. 
Two Tervingi spearthains stood guard outside the tent. It was small and unremarkable, and it could have been any of the countless tents that had filled the camp. Yet that tent currently held Earnachar son of Balnachar, headman of the hold of Banner Hill…and the man who had allied with the Prophetess to attack Greatheart Keep and wipe out the Jutai. 
He had not been responsible for his actions. Not completely. Earnachar was a venal, grasping ass…but he had not marched to war against the Jutai until the Prophetess had taken control of him with a heart spider. Sigaldra’s mind recited the facts, over and over again, a bulwark against her rage.
The bulwark was crumbling. 
She wanted to find a way into the tent and kill him. It would be so easy. She could distract the guards, slip into the tent, and cut Earnachar’s lying throat. The smug expression would vanish from his ugly face then.
Her hands clenched against, the fingers of her left hand brushing against the short sword that hung from her belt. Yes. A few moments to distract the guards, and she would slip into Earnachar’s tent and gut him like a fish…
A boot crunched against the ground.
Sigaldra whirled, her heart leaping into her throat as Adalar stepped out of the shadows, still wearing his armor, the hilt of his greatsword rising over his shoulder. For an awful moment she thought that he had guessed her intentions, that he had come to stop her. A deep stab of shame went through her, much to her surprise. Why should she care what Adalar Greatheart thought of her? He was not Jutai. 
But he had fought to defend the Jutai from the Skuldari. He had saved her life from the Prophetess, and promised to help her get Liane back. 
And he understood what it was like to have one’s entire world destroyed. 
“Lord Adalar,” said Sigaldra. Her voice only quavered a little. 
“Lady Sigaldra,” said Adalar. “Talchar wondered where you had gone. He thought you might wish to dine with the bondsmen.” 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “Yes, that…that is a good idea.” The Jutai capable of bearing arms had marched from Greatheart Keep. They were a pitifully small number compared to some of the retinues of the great lords and powerful headmen, but the Jutai would still come. “Would your men like to join as well, Lord Adalar?”
He lifted an eyebrow. “The Jutai do not seem very fond of outsiders.”
“You are not an outsider,” said Sigaldra. “Not any longer. You and your men fought to defend Greatheart Keep. That makes you a…a friend.” 
Adalar inclined his head. “I would be glad of it.” 
He hesitated, as if trying to decide what to say next. 
Then he frowned. 
“What is it?” said Sigaldra, wondering if the offer had somehow displeased him. 
“Something’s wrong,” said Adalar. 
She followed his gaze and saw Lord Mazael and Lady Romaria following a squire, all three of them moving with haste. 
“Are we under attack?” said Sigaldra. She didn’t hear any alarm from the rest of the camp, but…
“No,” said Adalar. “They’ve gotten news, though.”
“Perhaps the Guardian had a vision,” said Sigaldra. 
“He might have,” said Adalar. “Let’s find out.”
 
###
 
Mazael sent the squire away and pushed open the flap, ducking into Molly’s tent. 
“Good, you’ve come,” said Molly, her voice tight. “You’ll want to hear this.”
Neither Molly nor Riothamus had much taste for luxury, and the tent reflected their austere preferences. There was a bedroll, a chest for clothing, a stand for Molly’s armor and extensive collection of weaponry, and a corroded old bronze brazier holding a bowlful of smoldering coals. Mazael thought the battered brazier looked as if it should have been melted down, but Molly was found of the thing. Evidently Riothamus had found it for her at the market in Sword Town, and she had taken a liking to it, probably because her husband had found it for her.
Right now she knelt next to the brazier, gripping Riothamus’s arm. Riothamus himself looked exhausted, leaning upon the staff of the Guardian to remain sitting upright. The last time Mazael had seen him look so tired had been after the furious final battle in Cythraul Urdvul against the Old Demon and the archpriest Skalatan. 
“You were attacked?” said Mazael, reaching for Lion’s hilt. 
“No,” said Riothamus. He took a deep breath, blinking sweat from his eyes. Molly passed him a clay cup of water, and he drained it in two massive swallows. It was odd to see her being so…solicitous. 
“The Sight, was it not?” said Romaria in a quiet voice. 
“It was,” said Riothamus. “A vision. The Sight has given me visions before…but gods and ancestors, this was a strong one. Stronger than any I’ve had. I…”
Romaria turned. “Someone’s coming.” 
Mazael frowned and opened the tent flap. Adalar and Sigaldra stood a few paces away. Sigaldra blinked in surprise, and for a moment she looked like a child caught in the midst of some misdeed. Adalar merely looked as grim and tired as usual.
“Whoever it is, tell them to go away,” said Molly. 
“No,” said Riothamus, looking towards the tent flap. “That’s Lord Adalar and holdmistress Sigaldra, isn’t it? Tell them to come inside. My vision concerns them, as well, and Sigaldra’s sister.” 
Sigaldra jerked as if someone had stuck her with a pin, and she all but shoved past Mazael to stand before Riothamus and Molly. 
“You have news of my sister,” said Sigaldra. 
“Perhaps,” said Riothamus. He looked up, blinking. “Yes.” He took a deep breath. “Yes, it is good you are all here. Lord Mazael, Lady Romaria, Lord Adalar, holdmistress Sigaldra. I saw all five of you in the vision.”
“Five?” said Mazael. “There are only four of us.” 
“Earnachar was the fifth,” said Riothamus.
Sigaldra stiffened. “Earnachar?” 
“Yes,” said Riothamus. “He was in the vision as well.” 
“Why?” said Sigaldra, the hatred plain upon her face. 
“Perhaps you should rest first,” said Molly, “and speak of the vision later. It has taken a great toll upon your strength.” 
“It has,” said Riothamus, “and I will. But first I must speak. The matter is too urgent.”
“Very well, then,” said Mazael. “Speak your vision.” A flicker of alarm went through him. He didn’t really understand how the Sight worked, but he did know that it was often ambiguous, showing things that were symbolic or that could be interpreted in any number of ways. It rarely offered a great deal of clarity about the future. 
When it did, though…when Riothamus received visions like this, it was best to pay attention. 
“It was a vision of the future,” said Riothamus, “and of two paths the future might take, like a man coming to a crossroads in a forest cloaked with mist. In the first future, I watched the army of the Grim Marches take the Weaver’s Pass and enter into Skuldar. After hard fighting, we forced our way to the gates of Armalast and laid siege to the city.”
“What happened then?” said Mazael. 
“We were slain,” said Riothamus. “Every last one of us. You, me, Molly, everyone in this tent.” He looked at Sigaldra. “I heard your sister screaming from the mountains of Skuldar. As she screamed, the mountains erupted in fire, and cracked open like an egg. A colossal spider rose from the mountain, and it devoured Armalast and consumed the army of the Grim Marches. Its daughters spread across the world and cloaked the nations in their webs.” 
Mazael remembered his dream of Marazadra, of the titanic spider he had seen in the final moments, and felt Romaria looking at him. 
“Then we are doomed,” said Sigaldra. “We cannot prevail.”
“No,” said Mazael. “You said the vision showed two potential paths of the future. What was the second?”
“In the second,” said Riothamus, “you went into Skuldar.” 
“Alone?” said Romaria in a sharp voice.
“No,” said Riothamus. “You went with him. So did Lord Adalar, holdmistress Sigaldra, and headman Earnachar. The five of you went to Armalast. There Liane awaited you, and the Prophetess and the Champion guarded her. I saw four other things. A gate made from dragons, a mask wrought from spiders, a horn that could call forth the shadows of the past, and a dagger sheathed in blood.” 
Mazael frowned. Rigoric had worn a mask of swords, and the Prophetess had spoken of something called the Mask of Marazadra. The dagger coated in blood was probably the maethweisyr that had drank Mazael’s blood. He had no idea what the gate of dragons or the horn of shadows was. 
“And the end?” said Sigaldra. “If we take this path, what happens?”
“I do not know,” said Riothamus. “That future is uncertain. Anything could happen.” 
“But,” said Mazael, “if the host marches for Armalast, then we face certain destruction.” 
“Yes,” said Riothamus. “Beyond all doubt.”
“That is madness,” said Sigaldra. “Five of us? Five of us against all of Skuldar and the valgasts and the soliphages?” 
“Perhaps,” said Riothamus.
“Your vision must be mistaken,” said Sigaldra.
Molly scowled, but Riothamus remained calm.
“I fear it is not, holdmistress,” said Riothamus. “I wish it were, for the Sight is often as much a curse as a blessing. But this is beyond all doubt. If the army marches to Armalast, it shall perish.”
Sigaldra scowled, trembling with rage. “You are saying that because you are Tervingi. You care nothing for the fate of the Jutai, or of my sister…”
“You,” said Molly in a cold voice, “should hold your tongue.” 
“And you are married to a Tervingi,” said Sigaldra. “Of course you would care more for them than for the Jutai.” 
Molly’s gray eyes narrowed, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Are you calling my husband a liar, Lady Sigaldra? I hope for your sake that you are not.”
Sigaldra drew herself up, her eyes flashing. 
“That’s enough,” said Mazael. Some of his anger must have bled into his tone, because both women fell silent and looked at him. “If Riothamus says his vision is true, it is a true one. And if we cared nothing for the fate of the Jutai, we would have let Earnachar kill you all and saved ourselves much trouble.” 
Sigaldra stared at him, and then offered a stiff nod, folding her arms across her chest, tension radiating from her every line.  
“Now,” said Molly, “if we’re finished with tantrums…”
Sigaldra started to speak again. 
“Molly,” said Romaria. 
Molly blinked and fell silent. She often listened to Romaria when she would not listen to Mazael.
“Forgive me,” said Molly in a quiet voice. “I know what it is to care about sibling. Or, at least, I did, a long time ago.” 
Sigaldra opened her mouth, closed it, and looked at Adalar. Then she offered a stiff imitation of a Marcher bow.
“And…I should not have questioned the Guardian’s motives,” said Sigaldra. 
“A more important question,” said Adalar. “What are we going to do? If the Guardian’s vision is true, then marching to war against the Skuldari will bring disaster.” 
“Yes,” said Mazael, thinking hard. Ever since leaving Greatheart Keep, he had been wary of confronting an enemy that he did not fully understand, and both his dream of Marazadra and Riothamus’s vision confirmed that fear. If Riothamus’s vision was true, and Mazael had no doubt that it was, besieging Armalast would lead to disaster. 
“You’re going to do this, aren’t you?” said Molly.
“I’m considering it,” said Mazael. 
“Forgive me, Lord Mazael, Guardian,” said Adalar, “but a vision is still just…a vision, and nothing more. I doubt not your word,” Molly’s glare faded before it began, “but three men and two women going alone into Skuldar is madness.”
“Especially when one of the men is a rat like Earnachar son of Balnachar,” said Sigaldra. 
“What if we do nothing?” said Mazael. “What if we wait here, and wait for the Skuldari to come to us?” 
“And abandon Liane?” said Sigaldra at once. 
Riothamus’s eyes closed as he fell back into the Sight, the cords standing out on his neck. A fresh sheen of sweat glimmered on his forehead, and Molly watched him with concern. 
“Then I see destruction,” said Riothamus in a rasping voice as he opened his eyes. “The spider arises in Armalast and consumes the city, and then comes to the Grim Marches to devour us all.” He shook his head. “Besides, I know you, Lord Mazael. You will refuse to do nothing.”
“True,” said Mazael, still thinking. 
“Nor will Lady Sigaldra leave her sister to her fate,” said Riothamus. 
“Liane,” said Mazael. “Liane is somehow the key to all of this. The Prophetess went to great lengths to kidnap her. Whatever she intends, she somehow needs Liane to accomplish it.” He rubbed at his jaw for a moment. “So. Without Liane, her plan fails.” 
“What are you suggesting?” said Romaria.
“Simple,” said Mazael. “We sneak into Armalast, kidnap Liane back, and return to the Grim Marches. Without Liane, the Prophetess cannot do whatever it is she is planning to do. Once we have Liane safe in the Grim Marches, we can then crush the Skuldari and drive the valgasts back into their tunnels.” 
“Easier said than done,” said Adalar.
“Most things are,” said Mazael. 
“What about Earnachar?” said Sigaldra. “You cannot seriously trust that man.”
“Of course I do not trust him,” said Mazael, “but trust is not necessary. We…”
“That shall be his trial,” said Riothamus. 
They all looked at him.
“His trial?” said Adalar at last. 
“I could not decide Earnachar’s fate because I did not know his heart,” said Riothamus. “He claims that he planned to reveal the Prophetess’s plans to Lord Mazael, that he was infected with a heart spider before he could reveal her intentions. The Sight gives many abilities, but I cannot see into his heart. Therefore, he shall be tested, and this shall be his trial. He will help rescue Liane from the grasp of the Prophetess. If you are successful, then he shall be free to resume his position as a headman of the Tervingi nation. If you fail…then he will be executed.” 
“Though if we fail,” said Adalar, “then it is likely he shall be killed anyway.”
“That is his trial,” said Riothamus. “And that, I fear, is our chance of defeating whatever dark power the Prophetess thinks to raise in the mountains of Skuldar.” 
For a moment they stood in silence. 
“All right,” said Molly. “If you are going to do this, father, then let us think about how to do it rationally.” 
Riothamus offered a smile. “Logic from you, wife?”
“I was an assassin before I met any of you,” said Molly. “Irrational assassins tend to become dead assassins in very short order. So. You are Mazael Cravenlock, liege lord of the Grim Marches and hrould of the Tervingi and the Jutai…and you can’t just go riding off while the host of the Grim Marches goes to war.”
“No,” said Mazael. 
“Nor can you simply say that you are following a vision of the Guardian of the Tervingi,” said Romaria. “The Tervingi and a few of the wiser lords will heed the words of the Guardian. Most of the lords will not. If you say you are riding off on a quest from the Guardian’s vision, they will challenge your authority.” 
“Of course they will,” said Mazael. “So we won’t tell them.”
“You will simply disappear?” said Adalar. “That would be even worse.”
“No,” said Mazael. “I’ll send Sir Tanam out to scout in force. We’ll set out with him, and then depart on our own. You will be in command here, Molly.”
“Me?” said Molly, frowning.
“You are the heir to the Grim Marches,” said Mazael. “You’ve also been ruling in Sword Town for some time now.”
Molly shook her head. “I’ve never commanded the entire host before.” 
“You’ll have Riothamus to help you,” said Mazael. “Between him and the support of the lords, that should let you keep the host in line until I return.” 
“I will come with you,” said Romaria.
“The vision said so, didn’t it?” said Mazael. In truth, he would have preferred that Romaria remain behind, where it was safe. Yet her skills would be useful…and if Riothamus’s vision and Marazadra’s threats came to pass, then nowhere would be safe. “What of you, Adalar?”
“My lord?” said Adalar.
“You are not Tervingi,” said Mazael. “You are not one of my vassals, and I have no command over you…”
Adalar took a deep breath, looked at Sigaldra, and then back at Mazael.
“I promised Lady Sigaldra I would help her recover Liane,” said Adalar, “and I intend to see this to the end. Sir Wesson can keep command of my armsmen and knights until I return from Skuldar.”
“Of course I shall come,” said Sigaldra before Mazael could say anything. “If this is the best chance to save my sister and to save the Jutai from whatever dark power the Prophetess serves, then so be it. I will even…go alongside Earnachar.” She grimaced as if she had just swallowed something vile. “But at the first sign of treachery I will kill him.”
“So be it,” said Mazael. 
“One other thing,” said Molly. “You should take Timothy with you.” 
“He wasn’t in the vision,” said Riothamus. 
“So what?” said Molly. “You saw my father, Romaria, Adalar, Sigaldra, and Earnachar. None of them can cast spells, but all the soliphages can, and the Prophetess can work dark magic. A spell or two might come in handy. Timothy can also detect heart spiders, and if a heart spider infects one of you, he knows how to expel it. Besides, the man keeps his head in a fight, which is more than I can say about many wizards.” 
Coming from Molly, that was high praise. 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “I won’t command it of him.” But he knew that if he asked, Timothy would accompany them. “So be it, then. I shall speak with Sir Tanam, and we will leave at dawn with the advance patrol.”
Adalar nodded. “I had better see to supplies and horses.”
“I shall come with you,” said Romaria. “No doubt upon your abilities, Lord Adalar, but no one here has as much practice as I do surviving in wild lands.”
“Not all of us can become wolves and hunt our own food,” said Adalar. 
Her smile flashed like a white slash across her face. “Then if you travel with me, my young lord, you shall never want for meat.” 
“I’ll speak with Sir Tanam,” said Mazael, “and Arnulf and Toric and the other chief headmen. They will know to heed you while I am gone.”
“They had better,” muttered Molly. 
“First, though,” said Mazael. “We need to have a little talk with Earnachar.”
Sigaldra remained silent, but her scowl said enough.
 
###
 
Adalar followed Mazael and Sigaldra through the camp. Mazael seemed calm, though his movements put Adalar in mind of a lion preparing to kill its prey. Sigaldra’s agitation was plain, and her hands kept opening and closing into fists. 
“At the first sign of treachery,” said Sigaldra. “At the first hint of it. I will kill him, and his heart will be revealed for all to see.”
“Yes, you’ve mentioned that before,” said Mazael. 
“I cannot believe you are trusting him,” said Sigaldra.
“I am not,” said Mazael. “I’m giving him the opportunity to prove himself worthy of trust.”
Sigaldra’s lip twisted. “Because he is Tervingi. Because he is powerful and commands many men.”
“No,” said Mazael. 
“If he were Jutai, you would have killed him already,” said Sigaldra.
“No,” said Mazael again. 
Sigaldra let out an irritated snort. “For a man who does not tolerate rebellion among his vassals, you give Earnachar a great deal of…”
Mazael turned so fast that Adalar barely saw it. His expression had turned flat and hard, his gray eyes cold. Sigaldra flinched, losing her balance, and Adalar caught her arm. For a terrible instant, Adalar was certain, utterly certain, that Mazael had lost his temper and was about to kill Sigaldra. 
“What I want,” said Mazael in a quiet voice, “is to kill Earnachar and mount his head upon the gates of Banner Hill as a warning to other fools. But we don’t always get what we want, do we? No. A lord’s vassals should fear him, but they must also have hope. Earnachar claims he was controlled by dark magic. I know what that is like. So I will give him the chance to prove himself. The same chance, I point out, I gave to you when you closed the gates of Greatheart Keep to me. If I was as ruthless as you wished me to be, I would have burned Greatheart Keep to the ground for that insult.” He tilted his head to the side, regarding her with unblinking eyes, and again Adalar thought of a lion. “If I was that ruthless…I suppose that would rather make me like Ragnachar, wouldn’t it?” 
Sigaldra swallowed. 
“Would you prefer that?” said Mazael, his eyes glinting in the gloom. “If I was more like Ragnachar?”
“No,” said Sigaldra at last, her voice shaken. 
“Lord Mazael,” said Adalar, uncertain of what to do. Whenever he had heard that cold fury in Mazael’s voice, it had almost always been before a battle. “Isn’t…that enough?”
Mazael blinked at him, and then took a deep breath, seeming to calm himself down. “Yes, you’re right. Forgive me, Lady Sigaldra. I fear my temper rather carried me away.” 
“No,” said Sigaldra, shaking his head. “No, you are nothing like Ragnachar. He…never asked forgiveness for anything.” 
“That may be one of the kindest things anyone has ever said to me,” said Mazael. “Come.” 
He strode the rest of the way to the tent housing Earnachar, Adalar walking at Sigaldra’s side. The spearthains guarding the tent stepped aside at Mazael’s approach. He nodded to them and threw open the tent’s flap. The furnishings within were austere – a cot, a table, and a stool, light coming from a lantern upon the table. 
Earnachar son of Balnachar, headman of the Tervingi hold of Banner Hill, sat at the table, scowling at an open book.
Adalar had met him a few times, and the man always scowled, save for when he talked about the deeds of mighty Tervingar in ancient days. He was a balding keg of a man without much fat, his arms like tree trunks, and Earnachar was a formidable warrior. Certainly he commanded the loyalty of his spearthains and swordthains and horsethains, and Adalar wondered if there was a kernel of truth in Sigaldra’s accusation that Mazael had not executed Earnachar because the headman was too influential. 
Or perhaps Mazael did indeed think Earnachar had been under the Prophetess’s control. 
Earnachar looked up at them. 
“You can read?” said Sigaldra, incredulous. 
Earnachar shrugged. “Not well.” 
“Tervingar of old did not read,” said Sigaldra. 
“The Tervingi nation have come to a new land,” said Earnachar. “We must learn new ways. So I hired one of the Amathavian priests to teach me.” He turned a page of the book, and Adalar saw it was a history of the realm, describing the wars between the ancient Roland kings and the necromancer-lords of Old Dracaryl. “It seems a useful tool, and it helps a man to pass the time.” He sighed. “So, I suppose the Guardian has decided to kill me. That is why the Jutai woman has come, to watch my death, and her pet knight has come to deal the blow.”
“Pet knight?” said Sigaldra, her anger plain. 
“He follows you around like a trained puppy,” said Earnachar. “Perhaps you have seduced him…no. You haven’t seduced him yet. It is the hope of your favors, such as they are, that compels him…”
“You, sir, will hold your tongue,” said Adalar. “I have fought runedead and mad wizards, and I will not be insulted by a man who betrayed his lawful lord to side with a renegade sorceress and her pet spiders. Perhaps she rewarded you with some of her favors, or maybe you preferred the spiders instead of a woman…”
Sigaldra let out a shocked, angry little laugh.
Earnachar scowled, but sighed again. “I am in no position to argue. I certainly underestimated that damned woman.” He looked at Adalar. “Well, be quick about it. That greatsword ought to take off my neck in one blow if you do it properly. Though you might want to make…”
“Earnachar,” said Mazael, “shut up.” 
Earnachar blinked and fell silent.
“Let us be candid,” said Mazael. “The Prophetess controlled you with her heart spider, but she inflamed what was already there. You want to be hrould of the Tervingi nation, and perhaps rule the entirety of the Grim Marches yourself. Good sense kept you from acting on those ambitious, but I suspect the heart spider’s influence removed that inhibition.” 
“It is as you say,” said Earnachar. “Though in your position, I would have killed me already.” 
“True,” said Mazael. “But, I am not you. I put your fate into the Guardian’s hands, and the Guardian has decreed a trial for you. Succeed, and you shall live and return to your hold of Banner Hill. Fail, and you shall die.” 
“Very well,” said Earnachar. “What is the trial, then?” 
“To test your motives, you shall undo the damage you have wrought,” said Mazael. “We’re going to go to Armalast, kidnap Liane to ruin the Prophetess’s plans, and return to the Grim Marches.” 
For a while Earnachar said nothing. 
“Very well,” said Earnachar at last. “I owe that bitch the Prophetess a debt of pain anyway. When do we leave?”



Chapter 6: Messengers of the Goddess
 
At noon on the next day, Mazael broke away from Sir Tanam’s band of scouts and rode higher into the Weaver’s Pass. Romaria, Adalar, Sigaldra, Earnachar, and Timothy followed him, all with mounts of their own. Tanam’s scouts would continue screening the hills, and Mazael had told the lords and headmen that he would be gone for some time, scouting the ways of the enemy in preparation for the assault. Molly had taken command of the host, with Riothamus at her side, holding the army ready to fend off any attacks from the Skuldari. 
Mazael wondered how long the ruse would last. 
Hopefully they would reach Armalast, rescue Liane, and return before it ended. 
No man of the Grim Marches had set foot in the Weaver’s Pass and Skuldar for centuries, at least none who had returned to tell the tale. 
Fortunately, their guide was someone other than a man of the Grim Marches. 
“The pass climbs for another three or four miles,” said Romaria. “After that, it enters a wide vale that cuts through the heart of Skuldar.”
“It will be quite heavily populated, I imagine,” said Timothy. The wizard rode much better than he had when Mazael had first met him, his long black coat wrapped around him to ward off the chill of the foothills. 
“That would make sense, but no,” said Romaria. “The soil is too stony and too sandy for proper cultivation. The Skuldari keep their farms and pastures in the higher, smaller vales. The vale itself is called the Weaver’s Vale, and it is mostly pine forest.” 
“Unpopulated?” said Adalar. 
“By men,” said Romaria. “The soliphages and the giant spiders of the Skuldari lurk there in great numbers. We shall have to be on our guard.” 
Earnachar grunted. “Will not the Skuldari stop us?” He had the traditional Tervingi dislike of wizards, and so kept his horse as far from Timothy as possible. Of course, Sigaldra kept her horse as far from Earnachar as possible, and Adalar stayed near her. If they were not careful, Mazael thought, they would wind up scattered all over the pass. 
“Normally, they would have killed us already,” said Romaria, looking back at Earnachar. “But they’re all scouting in the lower hills. I suspect we’ll have a clear ride to the Weaver’s Vale proper.” 
Earnachar snorted. “Will you take the form of a bitch wolf and scout the path for us with your nose, my lady Romaria?” 
Mazael rolled his eyes. Sigaldra would have flown into a rage at the remark. Romaria only looked back at him and grinned. 
“If you need a wolf’s nose to see a soliphage’s web,” said Romaria, “then you had best fall upon your sword now, for if you cannot see a soliphage then you are too impossibly stupid to live.” 
Earnachar snorted again. “You Marcher women are bold. No Tervingi woman would speak to me that way.” 
Romaria laughed. “I’ve faced the Old Demon and runedead and San-keth serpent priests, Earnachar. A bald barbarian from the middle lands is hardly frightening after all that.”
“Will you let your wife speak to me that way?” said Earnachar. 
“You provoked her,” said Mazael. 
“You should intervene,” said Earnachar.
“If I intervene,” said Mazael, “it will be to stop her from killing you, which would depend on my mood at the time.”
Earnachar scoffed. “In the days of old, Tervingar himself said…”
“Do you,” said Sigaldra, her voice cold and sharp, “ever shut up?” 
Earnachar went through the same reaction that he displayed whenever Sigaldra snapped at him, staring with anger, traversing a flash of guilt, and then settling upon surly silence. 
“An excellent idea,” said Mazael before the argument could begin again. He trusted Riothamus and he trusted Riothamus’s Sight, but the thought of traveling to Armalast with Sigaldra and Earnachar at each other’s throats the entire way was not a pleasant one. For that matter, he wasn’t even sure they could reach Armalast with the two of them prepared to kill each other. Still, if the other option was inevitable destruction, he would do what he had to do.
Though Riothamus had said that an uncertain future lay before them if Mazael went to Armalast. Perhaps that, too, would end in inevitable destruction. 
“How far to Armalast?” said Mazael.
“Six days, maybe seven,” said Romaria. “Depends on how far we have to go out of our way to avoid any soliphages. For that matter, I think we should make a stop first.”
“Why?” said Mazael.
“To talk to an old friend of mine,” said Romaria. 
Earnachar scowled. “You have friends among the Skuldari?”
“I have friends among the Tervingi,” said Romaria without hesitation. “My stepdaughter even married one of them.” 
“This friend of yours,” said Mazael, before Earnachar could resume his quarrel.
“I met him when I passed through Weaver’s Vale to the first time,” said Romaria. “His name is Danel. He was a trader, made his living selling goods between the various villages.”
“And he didn’t try to sacrifice you to Marazadra?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Romaria. “I suppose the Skuldari are a great deal like the Aegonar, at least as the Aegonar were before Skalatan abandoned them. Some of them, many of them, are fanatically devoted to the goddess. More of them are lukewarm, and only follow the goddess because it is the custom of the land. And some actively hate the goddess and her priests. Danel was one of them. He had traveled widely, and he even crept into the villages of the Krago Hills and the Stormvales. Danel even had a secret shrine to the Amathavian gods.” She smiled at the memory. “I think he was quite taken with me, in truth.” 
“Really,” said Mazael. He knew that he had not been her first lover. She knew about some of his past adventures (and misadventures) with women, but she had never spoken about her past lovers. He gathered the subject was too painful for her.
She smiled at him. “Don’t worry. He was twice my age then, and that was fifteen years ago.”
“He might not even still be alive,” said Mazael.
“Perhaps not,” said Romaria. “But if you think it worth the risk, I believe we should speak with him. He will know more about Skuldar than any of us, and perhaps he could help us.”
“How far is his home from here?” said Mazael.
“About three days,” said Romaria. “In the midst of the forest. It’s about a day out of our way to Armalast.” 
“He might have died years ago,” said Earnachar. 
“And every day we delay is another day Liane is in the Prophetess’s hands,” said Sigaldra.
Earnachar and Sigaldra both glared at each other, as if annoyed to find themselves in agreement. 
“It is worth the risk,” said Mazael. “Timothy.”
“My lord?” said Timothy.
“You have your sensing spell ready?” said Mazael.
“Of course.” The wizard reached into a pocket and drew out a quartz crystal wrapped in copper wire. “I will be able to detect if anyone comes within…oh, one hundred and fifty yards with us.”
“One hundred and fifty?” said Mazael. “Isn’t it usually a hundred?”
“The events of the last few years have given me ample opportunity to practice,” said Timothy. “However, if a soliphage is aware of our presence, I suspect it will be able to cloak itself from my detection spell.” 
“Hopefully the soliphages will not be that clever,” said Mazael. “Romaria, please lead the way. The rest of you, keep quiet unless absolutely necessary. Most of the Skuldari might be down in the lower foothills, but the stragglers might be up here. Or the soliphages. No sense in bringing them down upon our heads unless necessary.” 
Hopefully that would also keep Sigaldra and Earnachar from arguing. Riothamus’s Sight had never yet led Mazael wrong, but this might be its ultimate test.
They rode on in silence, climbing higher into the foothills, the mountains rising over them like the gray ramparts of an enormous castle. The wind grew sharper, tugging at Mazael’s cloak and hair. His armor of golden dragon scales was too distinctive, so he had traded it for an unremarkable shirt of chain mail. He missed the dragon scale armor already. It provided better protection than a hauberk of chain, and the thing was warmer. 
The trees and bushes thinned as they climbed, the Weaver’s Pass growing narrower, until bare gray rock rose around them. Here and there stood standing stones, each one about nine or ten feet tall. Their tops had been adorned with carvings of spiders, and a row of peculiar glyphs marched down their sides. 
“What are those?” said Mazael. 
“Shrine stones,” said Romaria. “The Skuldari raise them in honor of Marazadra.” She waved her hunting bow in the direction of the glyphs. “Those symbols are the language of the soliphages. I don’t know what they say.”
“Are they alphabetic symbols or pictograms?” said Timothy.
Mazael had no idea what that meant.
“I don’t know,” said Romaria. 
“In the wizards’ college at Alborg,” said Timothy, his eyes distant with the recollection, “they have some old scrolls written by the soliphages. No one knows what they say, either. The language is lost to the knowledge of mankind, and I doubt the soliphages will share it.”
“Better that some things remain lost, witcher,” said Earnachar. “The magic of the soliphages is dark. Earnachar son of Balnachar knows that all too well.” 
“I suppose you do,” said Mazael.
By sundown they reached the apex of the pass, and the Weaver’s Vale yawned before them. 
It stretched into the mountains like a vast canyon carpeted in thin green pine trees. Mazael saw countless gray boulders lying tumbled and eroded amongst the trees. Romaria had been right that the soil was too rocky to support crops, and even the pine trees themselves looked stunted. He supposed that the entire vale had been carved out of the mountains long ago by a passing glacier or a titanic flood. 
“See that?” murmured Romaria, pointing with the end of her hunting bow. A thick, tangled web stretched between two of the nearer pine trees. 
“Soliphages?” said Mazael.
“No,” said Romaria. “The giant spiders. The soliphages control them, like a lord with his hunting hounds. They use the spiders as hunters to bring prey to bear, or to set webs to trap their victims.” 
“A pleasant thought,” muttered Sigaldra, reining up her horse near Romaria. “The soliphages in the middle lands were terrible foes, but at least they were rare. I suspect they shall be more common here.” 
“They are,” said Romaria.
“Someone moves in the trees,” said Earnachar. “Skuldari warriors, I think, climbing the road to the pass.” 
Mazael nodded. “It’s time for the disguise. Timothy?” 
They moved their horses away from the main path through the Weaver’s Pass, sheltering behind some rocks. Timothy and Romaria both dropped from their saddles. The wizard produced several small vials from his saddlebags, mixing together some paste, while Romaria busied herself with her hair, winding it into a braid that encircled her head like a crown. It was an elegant look for her, but it also served the useful function of concealing the points of her Elderborn ears. Once she had finished, she pulled a ragged black cloak from her saddlebags, exchanging it for her green cloak. 
“Ready?” said Timothy, dipping a brush into one of the vials. 
“Yes,” said Romaria. “Make me hideous.”  
She closed her eyes, and Timothy lifted the little brush and started to paint her face. It only took a few moments, but when he had finished, he had painted the sigil of a blue spider across her features, its legs curling across her forehead and down along her cheeks and jaw. The Skuldari warriors painted their faces blue before going into battle, but according to Romaria, the priests and priestess of Marazadra painted the symbol of the spider upon their features. 
“How do I look?” said Romaria as Timothy stepped back. 
“Like you’re about to order our deaths for the glory of Marazadra,” said Mazael. “With luck, that shall fool any Skuldari we meet.” He looked at the others. “Let Romaria do the talking. She knows the Skuldari better than any of us.” 
“So if she is pretending to be a priestess of the spider,” said Earnachar, “then we shall masquerade as her bodyguards?” 
“Precisely,” said Mazael, and he led the way back to the path. Mazael and Adalar took the lead, Romaria behind them, and Timothy and Earnachar fell in behind her. Sigaldra took the rear, glaring at everything in sight. 
Mazael hoped she wouldn’t shoot Earnachar in the back.
“Sigaldra,” said Mazael. “Stay next to Romaria. If anyone asks, you are her…”
“Acolyte,” said Romaria. “The priestesses have acolytes.” 
“As you said, I shall let Lady Romaria do the talking,” said Sigaldra. 
“Just as well,” said Romaria. “An acolyte would not presume to speak before a priestess.”
They rode down the slope, the Weaver’s Vale yawning open before them. The familiar smell of pine trees came to Mazael’s nostrils, but with a musty, vaguely rotten scent. He realized it was the odor of the webs scattered throughout the pine forest, mingled with the smell of animals that had gotten caught in the webs and died.
Animals, and perhaps people.
The Skuldari warband came closer, about fifteen men, all of them with blue-painted faces, wearing leather armor, axes and swords and clubs in their hands. They planted themselves in the road, weapons ready. Mazael raised his hand, and the others stopped behind him. He walked his horse forward a few paces, dropping one hand to Talon’s hilt.
“Who are you to block our path?” he said. If it came to a fight, they had good chances. Mazael could ride down several, and Adalar, Earnachar, and Romaria were all good fighters, and Sigaldra was capable with a bow, while Timothy’s spells were potent. Mazael did not want to risk any of the Skuldari escaping to warn the others.
“What is your business?” said one of the Skuldari warriors. 
“My business?” snapped Romaria, her voice harsh. She spurred her horse forward, glaring down at the Skuldari warriors. “My business is the business of the great goddess, and you impede me?”
A few of the Skuldari warriors stepped back, while the leader shifted.
“Forgive us, mistress,” said the leader, “but the high king Basracus commanded us to stand guard upon this road.”
“What news of Basracus?” said Romaria. “I have a message for him from the field of battle. The men of Skuldar have won great victories against the faithless of the plains.” 
“He awaits the messenger of the goddess at Armalast, priestess,” said the leader.
“The outlander who called herself the Prophetess?” said Romaria. 
The leader frowned. Given how insular the Skuldari were, Mazael suspected the Prophetess may not have been all that popular among the commoners. “It is not for me to question the ways of the goddess.”
“It is not,” said Romaria. She drew herself up. “Clear my path!” The Skuldari warriors hastened off the road, pine needles crunching beneath their boots. “I ride for Armalast. The servants of the goddess have won great victories. The lords of the Grim Marches have been broken, and flee in disarray to their castles. One by one we shall overcome them all.” She beckoned to the other riders. “Come! We waste time!” 
They rode away in silence, keeping the horses at a quick trot. Mazael glanced over his shoulder, but the Skuldari warriors did not pursue. After a mile he slowed his horse to a walk.
“Timothy?” he said.
Timothy’s fingers clenched against the wire-wrapped crystal, his eyelids fluttering. “There is no one else nearby, my lord.”
Romaria threw back her head and laughed, and Mazael laughed with her. 
“Did you see their faces?” said Romaria. “If I had told them to walk back to Armalast while hopping upon one foot, they would have done it.”
“You were very convincing, my lady,” said Timothy.
“Why did you lie to them about the battles?” said Sigaldra. 
“Because a man needs accurate knowledge to make good decisions,” said Mazael. “Especially when he goes to war. Rely upon bad knowledge, and you make bad decisions.” 
He still didn’t have all the information he needed, the knowledge of the Prophetess’s plans and motives and goals. But he knew where she would be. She was going to Basracus, and the self-proclaimed Skuldari high king was Armalast. 
They rode deeper into the pine forest. 
 
###
 
The day began to fade, the sun dipping beneath the mountains to the west. 
Adalar and Earnachar had fallen back to watch the rear of their little column, and his eyes moved back and forth over the trees. Timothy’s spell could likely detect any approaching foes, but Adalar preferred to trust his own eyes. Magic was useful, but magic could fail. 
Besides, it also kept Sigaldra away from Earnachar. 
Her hatred of the man did not waver. Adalar could not blame her for that, considering the mess that Earnachar’s decisions had caused. Yet the Guardian had said that they needed Earnachar’s help, and after the displays of magic that the Guardian had worked against the runedead, his word was good enough for Adalar.
He knew that was not good enough for Sigaldra. She made sure to keep away from Earnachar, staying near Romaria or Timothy. In another woman, Adalar would have taken that as a sign of fear. In Sigaldra, it meant she was afraid she might lose her self-control and attack Earnachar. He had seen her standing outside of Earnachar’s tent, and if he had not distracted her…
“This reminds me a great deal of the middle lands,” announced Earnachar. 
“Does it?” said Adalar. 
The strange thing was that he could not bring himself to hate Earnachar. He didn’t particularly like the man, but he didn’t dislike Earnachar either. Adalar had spent his entire life around men like Earnachar son of Balnachar – venal, grasping, bold, and ambitious, but the same boldness that let Earnachar threaten the Jutai also let him face Malrags and runedead and soliphages without fear. 
Men like Earnachar, Adalar had learned, went exactly as far as their lords permitted and no further. In point of fact, Earnachar had left the Jutai alone as Mazael commanded. And then the Prophetess had come, and her heart spider had overridden Earnachar’s good sense. 
“Aye, Lord Adalar,” said Earnachar. “We faced soliphages there. Many of them dwelt in the Endless Forest to the east of the middle lands, though only the boldest thains of the Tervingi ever went there. During our long march to the Grim Marches, we faced soliphages in the ruins of the kingdoms in the shadow of the Great Mountain. They would follow the column and prey upon the sick and the unwary and the old.” He shook his head. “We had come to the Grim Marches to escape the terrors of the middle lands, the valgasts and the soliphages and the others, but it seems they followed us here nonetheless.” 
“Perhaps war is the natural state of man,” said Adalar. “I know most men think that peace is common and war is exceptional, but perhaps it is the other way around.”
“Indeed,” said Earnachar. “Indeed! Even in the songs of mighty Tervingar, he spent all his days in battle, from his youth to the sunset of his years. It is the lot of man to spend his days in strife and struggle. You are wise for a young man.”
“I do not know if I am wise or not,” said Adalar. “Though I doubt that I am.” 
Earnachar barked his harsh, braying laugh, and Sigaldra cast a cold glance at him. “That is what a wise man would say. Or so spoke the first Guardian who helped Tervingar bring our nation to freedom from the Imperium of the Dark Elderborn.” 
“I have seen many wars,” said Adalar. “Lord Mitor’s rebellion, the Dominiars, the runedead, the Aegonar, and now the Skuldari.” 
He watched Sigaldra as she kept her horse alongside Romaria's. 
“Ah,” said Earnachar. “I see. Well, even the wisest of men can fall prey to the folly of the flesh.”
Adalar looked at him. “What does that mean?” 
“You were a valiant foeman at Greatheart Keep,” said Earnachar, “and without your efforts, I suspect we would have taken the town and handed it over to the Prophetess. So I will give you some counsel. Stay away from Sigaldra of the Jutai.”
Adalar frowned. “It is not your concern, sir, with whom I spend my time.”
“It is not,” said Earnachar, “but it is your concern, and she is dangerous.”
“The Jutai are not a threat to anyone,” said Adalar. 
“No,” said Earnachar. “But they are doomed nonetheless. Even if I ignored them, they are doomed. Barely two thousands of them remain. The Malrags and Ragnachar slew the rest. Those that remain are old women and cripples. They shall either die out, or they shall be conquered and enslaved. If they went off into a corner somewhere to die quietly, that would be one thing, but instead they hold rich lands.”
Adalar started to understand why Sigaldra detested the Tervingi headman so much. “They deserve to die because they are weak? Is that it?”
Earnachar shrugged. “Do they deserve to die because they are weak? No. Will they die because they are weak? Yes. You know as well I as do that the world cares nothing for justice, only strength. That is why I wished to wed Liane, or wed her to one of my thains. That way Greatheart Keep could pass into my hands gradually, and as the Jutai died out or their women wed Tervingi men, they would pass away peacefully, like an old man dying in his bed. In a few generations the land would be entirely Tervingi, and the Jutai only a tale remembered by the loresingers.” He gave an irritated shake of his head. “Then the Prophetess ruined everything with her heart spider, damn her.” 
“So if you don’t want to destroy the Jutai, then simply leave them alone,” said Adalar. “You might have come to the Grim Marches to leave behind the dangers of the middle lands, but the gods know there are plenty of dangers here. Wage war against one of them.” 
“Easily said, and easily done,” said Earnachar. “But what happens when I am dead? What happens when the hrould Mazael dies and a man with less restrain takes his place? Who will restrain the Tervingi then? The Jutai will be slaughtered. Not married off, not permitted to die off quietly, but slaughtered. Such a dire fate could have been avoided if only Sigaldra had seen sense and married her sister to me.” 
“It is not for a man to decree the passage of events after his death,” said Adalar. “He must use well the span he has been given, and leave the rest in the hands of the gods.”
Earnachar grunted. “Maybe. That has the sound of a proverb.”
“My father often said it,” said Adalar. 
“Was he a warrior as you are?”
“He was a better warrior than I am,” said Adalar. “A better knight and man.” He frowned. “I do wonder one thing.”
“Ask, then.”
Adalar did not like the question, but he asked it anyway. “Why did you try to marry Liane? Why not Sigaldra? Surely she would be more suitable.”
Earnachar barked his braying laugh again. “Her? Truly, Lord Adalar?”
Sigaldra shot another suspicious look in Earnachar’s direction. It was probably just as well that she could not hear their conversation. 
For some reason the laugh irritated Adalar. “Why not? Surely she is not so unpleasant to look upon.”
“She is quite pleasant to look upon,” said Earnachar, “though somewhat bonier than a woman ought to be. Ha! You are so solemn I forget how young you still are, Lord Adalar. Young men are easily turned by a pretty face.” 
“What do you mean?” said Adalar.
“When you’re older, you’ll understand,” said Earnachar. “A wife is for breeding children and tending your household, so the best qualities in a wife are wide hips for birthing, a strong back for work, and a kindly heart. A pretty face and a shapely body are pleasant, but less important in the long term.”
“Sir, I urge you to speak your point,” said Adalar. 
“Sigaldra is pretty and shapely,” said Earnachar, “and tragic, too. The young maiden who lost her family, fighting to defend what is left of her nation. Yet she has lost too much, and her heart has turned to ice and hatred. To save her sister, she’ll kill us all, if she must. Do not delude yourself, my young lord. To save her sister, she would kill you without hesitation, or let you die if necessary. She would kill us all. And if we cannot save Liane, she will kill us all out of spite.” 
“Just as you would have killed all the Jutai?” said Adalar. 
Earnachar shrugged. “I would have killed the Jutai to defend my people, but only if necessary. Sigaldra would kill me and all the Tervingi out of hatred. Even if she was the very last of the Jutai, she would still kill us all, and wander the earth alone with her hatred until the end of her days.” 
Adalar snorted. “You are indulging in poetry.” 
“The poetry of the Tervingi loresingers is the finest poetry ever produced by the mind of man,” announced Earnachar. “But this what you should do, if we are victorious. Go home and seek a wife among your own people. Who is your hrould?”
“Gerald, Lord of Knightcastle and liege lord of Knightreach,” said Adalar. 
“He will help you find a proper wife for a nobleman, one with good hips and a kindly heart,” said Earnachar. For a moment there was something almost like pity on his blunt features, and it was shockingly out of place, like finding a gold coin upon the dust of a tavern floor. “I have seen such men as you before, men who have seen too much battle and too much death. Go home and have as many children as your wife has the strength to bear, and in time the battles shall be only a memory.”
Adalar laughed a little. 
“Did I say something funny?” said Earnachar.
“Only unintentionally,” said Adalar. “I have no home, lord headman. My father was my only family, and his bones now rest in the crypt below Greatheart Keep. I won wide lands around Castle Dominus in Mastaria, but the runedead slaughtered most of their inhabitants. Just as the Malrags did to the Tervingi homeland, so too did the runedead do to the lands of Mastaria. It is now a land of ruins and ghosts and silence.” 
His voice trailed off.
“Ah,” said Earnachar. “It is our ill fortune to live to see such days. If we live through this, come to Banner Hill, and we shall get properly drunk. I shall introduce you to my nieces and nephews. Some of my nieces have both wide hips and fair faces, and would make excellent wives.” 
Adalar blinked at him in astonishment, and then looked toward Sigaldra again. To his surprise, she was looking back at him. Had she been able to overhear them? No, she was too far away for that.
Sigaldra was simply looking at him. 
She was beautiful, but as Earnachar had said, there was something cold and brittle about her. There had been more truth in Earnachar’s words than Adalar would have liked, damn him. 
“My lord,” said Timothy, his voice sharp. “Something’s wrong.” 
Adalar blinked, tearing his thoughts back to the present, and he rebuked himself. They were riding into danger, and he was daydreaming about women. By the gods, what was wrong with him? Lord Mazael had half-jokingly offered to hire Adalar a whore when they were in Cravenlock Town, and maybe that hadn’t been a bad idea…
He shoved the entire tangle out of his mind and looked around.
A shrine stone rose at the edge of the road twenty yards ahead, nearly twice the height of the ones Adalar had seen in the pass. The artistry was also better, and the carved spider atop the monolith looked so lifelike that for an instant he feared that it was a living creature. Rows of soliphage glyphs climbed down all four sides of the shrine stone, and some of them flickered with tongues of harsh purple fire. 
“There is a spell on that stone,” said Romaria, staring at it. “Not sure what kind. Timothy?” 
Timothy cast a spell of his own with his free hand, a flicker of hazy gray light appearing around his fingers. Earnachar looked uneasy at the sight. Just as well he had never met Lucan Mandragon, who had wielded fell power with the ease of a scholar wielding a pen. On the other hand, Earnachar might have bashed in Lucan’s skull with a mace, and therefore saved the world much pain. 
“It’s a binding spell,” said Timothy. “It’s calling something…my lord! Something approaches! The woods from the south!”
No sooner had the wizard spoken when rustling sounds came from the pine trees. 
“Defend yourselves!” said Mazael, drawing his curved sword of dragon claw. 
A moment later the spiders burst from the trees. 
They were the same kind of spiders that the Skuldari warriors had ridden into battle at Greatheart Keep, long and sleek with low-hanging bodies, their carapaces covered in bristly black hairs. They were not as large as the spiders the Skuldari had ridden into battle, but were still the size of hunting hounds, and their mandibles looked just as sharp. Additionally, the spiders’ smaller size meant they were faster, and they surged forward. 
Around Adalar the others exploded into motion. Romaria stood up in her saddle and began loosing arrows, one after another. Sigaldra turned her horse and began shooting, even if her shots were not quite as accurate as Romaria’s. Mazael charged forward, Talon flashing with golden light in his fist, and Earnachar bellowed a line from a Tervingi battle hymn and charged, yanking his mace from his belt. Timothy began casting a spell, pulling something that looked like a misshapen fork from his coat and making rapid gestures with it. 
Adalar leapt from the saddle, his boots crunching against the road. In the same motion he yanked his greatsword from its sheath, the heavy blade rasping against the leather. One of the spiders came at him, and Adalar swept his blade down. The sword sank between the spider’s mandibles, ripping into its head, yellow slime spurting from the wound. Adalar yanked the weapon free as another spider came at him, and he swung again. The spider started to dodge, but the long blade sheared through the spider’s right four legs, cutting them off with loud snapping sounds. The spider’s body hit the ground with a thud, and its remaining four legs scrabbled at the dirt, driving it towards Adalar. 
He struck again, putting the thing out of its misery, and rushed to defend the others.
The battle fell into a predictable pattern. Mazael and Earnachar charged into the spiders, trampling them beneath the hooves of their mounts and striking with sword and mace. For a man who had never seen a horse until he had come to the Grim Marches, Earnachar had become a capable horseman, steering his mount with his knees as he hammered down with his mace. Mazael tore through the spiders like a thunderbolt, his arm swinging Talon faster than a man of his age should have been able to move.
Yet even with Earnachar’s help, Mazael could not stop all the spiders, and some of them rushed towards Sigaldra and Romaria as they loosed arrows. Adalar planted himself before the women and fought, his greatsword sweeping back and forth. His father had told him that the greatsword had been designed to fight ranks of massed spearmen, but it also proved a marvelous weapon against the spiders, cracking through their armored carapaces before their mandibles could reach him. Timothy finished his spell, and a peculiar thumping sound filled Adalar’s ears. An instant later a half-dozen spiders went tumbling into the air, landing upon their backs, and Adalar killed three of them before they could right themselves, while Romaria and Sigaldra shot down the other three.
He spun, breathing hard as he looked for more foes, but none remained. 
“Timothy?” said Mazael, spinning his curved sword as he turned his horse in a circle. “Any more of those damned things?” 
Timothy gestured with his wire-wrapped crystal once more. “Ah…none that I can sense, my lord. It seems the spell upon the shrine stone has gone dormant as well.”
“It has,” said Romaria, gazing at the menhir. “I think it summoned them.”
Mazael frowned. “Why would it do that?” 
“Perhaps this is a hunter’s trap, yes?” said Earnachar. “Lady Romaria said the soliphages use the spiders as a Tervingi hunter uses his hounds. Perhaps the spiders hunt prey for a soliphage.” 
“A grim thought,” said Timothy, “but a likely one, I fear.” 
“Then we had best move on,” said Sigaldra. 
“At least we left no spiders to report back to whatever soliphage controls them,” said Adalar.
“True, true,” said Earnachar. “Nonetheless, a diligent hunter checks his traps regularly. As the holdmistress said, best to be gone before this huntress comes to check upon her slain hounds.” He gave one of the dead spiders a tap with his mace.
Sigaldra scowled at him, but didn’t say anything. Adalar supposed it was hard to argue with a man who was agreeing with you. 
“Very well,” said Mazael. “Was anyone wounded?” No one had taken any hurts in the fighting. The spiders were dangerous, but they were not terribly clever. “Then let us be gone.”
“Lead my horse, if you would,” said Romaria, dropping down from her saddle. “I want to have a look around.” 
Timothy frowned. “It will be soon too dark to see anything, even for you, my lady.”
Mazael snorted. “She wasn’t planning on using her eyes.”
Romaria took a step forward, and her body seemed to…melt, flowing into itself as her form thickened and lengthened. She disappeared, and an instant later a huge black wolf stood in her place, a wolf with thick black fur the color of her hair and eyes like gleaming disks of blue ice. The wolf loped away, sniffing at the ground, and vanished into the pine trees. 
“She’ll be back,” said Mazael, taking the reins of her horse. “Come. I want to make another few miles before sundown, and we need to find a decent site for a campsite.”
“By Tervingar’s sword,” muttered Earnachar, staring at the forest where Romaria had vanished. “I will never get used to that. By all the ancestors and all the gods, I will never get used to that.”
Adalar smiled a little as he swung into his saddle. “Not quite a wife with wide hips and a kindly nature.”
“Indeed not,” said Earnachar. “She is fair enough to look upon, true, but…gods! I would not wed such a woman for all the lands in the Grim Marches. Though Lord Mazael is a madman, so it seems reasonable that his only proper wife would be a madwoman.” 
“A madman?” said Adalar. 
Earnachar shrugged. “What else would you call such a man? Some men are born to war, and he is one of them. That is his madness. Perhaps such a woman as the she-wolf of Castle Cravenlock is the only woman who can satisfy him.” A speculative look came over his face. “I wonder if she ever transforms while they…”
“Dear gods!” said Adalar. “I do not even want to think of such a thing. Have we not seen enough horrors in our lives?”
He urged his horse forward, ignoring Earnachar’s laugh, and settled next to Sigaldra.
She gave him a speculative look. “What were you discussing with Earnachar?”
“Believe me,” said Adalar, “you are better off not knowing.” 



Chapter 7: Image
 
Five miles later, as the last rays of the sun vanished behind the mountains to the west, Mazael called a halt. 
He had taken them off the road, into a patch of pine trees that looked healthier than the ones to the east, and stopped in the hollow of a rocky hill. The trees here did not have as many webs as elsewhere in the forest of Weaver’s Vale, and the air seemed fresher. Mazael doubted that anywhere within Skuldar would be truly safe, but this seemed as defensible of a location as they wound find. If any Skuldari stumbled across them, they would have to trust to Romaria’s masquerade as a priestess of Marazadra to scare them away.
And if the Skuldari wanted to fight…well, he could do that, too. 
“Will Lady Romaria be gone for a long time?” said Sigaldra, dropping down from her saddle. She wobbled a little, unused to long days upon horseback, and Adalar caught her elbow. She nodded her thanks to him, and for just a moment, looked less harsh than usual. 
Gods. Apparently Romaria was right about those two.
“She’ll be gone as long as she needs to be,” said Mazael. “Don’t start a fire just yet. If she comes running into the camp at full speed, we’ll need to leave at…”
Pine needles crunched, and Romaria strode out of the gloom, back in her human form once more. Her face was twisted up as if she had just tasted something unpleasant.
“This forest,” she announced, “smells terrible.” 
Sigaldra hesitated. “It…is a bit musty.”
“It’s the webs,” said Romaria, rolling her shoulders. “And all the dead things caught in them. But your noses aren’t sensitive enough to detect the smell of the spiders, and you should be grateful for that. Gah! They smell almost as bad as the San-keth.” 
“Any nearby?” said Mazael. 
“Probably,” said Romaria. “But not recently. I think the last group of spiders passed through here about three or four hours ago, and they were likely the band that attacked us at the shrine stone. Other than that…I don’t think there’s anyone else around, whether human, soliphage, valgast, or spider.” 
“Could the soliphages use their dark magic to cloak themselves from your…ah, powers of scent?” said Timothy.
“Maybe,” said Romaria. “Probably.”
“Anything is possible,” said Mazael. “We need to rest somewhere, and this is as good a spot as any. We’ll take turns keeping watch through the night. Earnachar, give me a hand. We’ll need a fire.”
There were enough loose branches scattered around the forest to make cutting down any trees unnecessary, and soon Mazael and Earnachar had gathered enough to make a fire, dumping in them in the shallow fire pit that Adalar dug. Timothy ignited the branches with a quick spell, and soon they took flame, the smell of burning sap filling Mazael’s nostrils. 
“I will take the first watch,” said Sigaldra. “I have done nothing useful today…”
“You shot several of the spiders,” said Adalar at once.
Romaria raised her eyebrows, just enough for Mazael to notice.
“I will not be able to sleep in any event,” said Sigaldra. “There is too much on my mind.”
“Very well,” said Mazael. “If you volunteer, I will not argue with you.” 
 
###
 
Sigaldra sat at the edge of the firelight, her back to the flames, her bow laid across her lap. Behind her the others slept wrapped in their cloaks, the fire dying down to sullen coals. Sigaldra had made sure to sit on the opposite side of the fire from Earnachar, with all the others between her and the Tervingi headman.
The temptation to creep to his side and cut his lying throat as he slept would have been hard to resist otherwise. 
Even so, she still had her bow. It would have been easy, so easy, to turn and shoot Earnachar as he slept. He would be dead by the time the others awoke. 
Of course, if she did that, she would lose her chance to save Liane. The Guardian had said that the five of them had to go to Armalast to stop whatever dark power the Prophetess wanted to unleash. Sigaldra did not care much about that, but she did care about rescuing Liane. So she would grit her teeth and swallow her hatred and work with Earnachar until the moment Liane was safe. 
Besides, if she tried to shoot Earnachar, Sigaldra was reasonably sure that she would awaken Romaria. The strange woman might have been able to turn into a wolf, but even in human form her senses were uncanny. For that matter, quarreling among themselves might draw the attention of the wandering spiders or perhaps a soliphage. That would make a bitter, grim end to her journey, if she failed to rescue Liane because her hatred got the better of her.
So Sigaldra sat alone in the gloom, a long way from home, and watched for enemies.
Though she supposed Greatheart Keep wasn’t home, not really. Her home had been in the middle lands, but the Malrags had destroyed most of it and Ragnachar and the Tervingi had destroyed the rest. All that remained of the Jutai people clustered around Greatheart Keep, and between Earnachar and the Skuldari, even that refuge was in danger. 
She glanced at where Adalar lay motionless next to the fire, his weapons ready at hand. He had fallen asleep with the speed of the veteran campaigner, though she knew he would awake again in an instant at the first sign of danger. Sleep eased some of the harshness from his features, made him look younger, almost vulnerable, and Sigaldra felt the sudden urge to touch his cheek, to feel the stubble beneath her fingers. 
At once she rebuked herself. She had no right to ask more of Adalar Greatheart than she already had. Sigaldra knew why he had accompanied her, why he had aided her against Earnachar and the Skuldari. He was a warrior who had outlived his war, a man who had seen so much death and so much destruction that it had poisoned his mind. He had been lost and without purpose, and suddenly his path had crossed Sigaldra’s just as her need had been dire…
She felt guilty that he had accompanied her, that he had followed her into Skuldar to what would likely be their deaths. Yet she had not turned him away. Sigaldra needed all the help she could find to rescue Liane, even the help of a loathsome scoundrel like Earnachar. 
Like Adalar, Sigaldra had lost everything. She had lost her home, had seen all her friends perish beneath the blades of the Malrags. She had lost her father and brothers to war, and so many of the Jutai in the long, terrible march to the Grim Marches. Liane was all the family Sigaldra had left, all that remained of her blood and her home. 
And Sigaldra had lost her.
She let out a long, shuddering breath, squeezing her eyes shut, her fingers clenched tight against the smooth wood of her bow. She would not cry! A shudder went through her shoulders as she fought to get herself back under control. 
Gods and ancestors, she would not let that preening fool Earnachar weep. 
What would Adalar think of her if he saw her sobbing like a child? 
At last Sigaldra let out a long, ragged breath, opening her stinging eyes. She glanced back at the others. Her little fit had not awakened any of them, which was just as well. Her embarrassment would have been acute if they had seen her. She was the last holdmistress of the Jutai, and she had to uphold the honor of her people. 
Which meant staying on guard. She could hardly uphold the honor of the Jutai if they were all slaughtered while she was having a crying fit. 
Sigaldra turned her attention back to the darkened forest, and saw Liane staring at her. 
The blood froze in her veins. 
Sigaldra jolted to her feet. Liane looked just as she remembered, with her pale eyes and long blond hair, her features so similar to their mother’s. She was only fifteen, but she was becoming a woman of stunning beauty, which likely explained why that lecher Earnachar had wanted to wed her. Liane wore the same clothes she had on the day she had been abducted, the same green dress. 
It was utterly impossible. Yet hope surged through Sigaldra. Perhaps Liane had escaped from the Prophetess’s grasp. Her younger sister had always been scatter-brained, but she hadn’t been stupid, and she had the Sight. Perhaps she had found a way to escape…
Sigaldra stepped forward, starting to speak, and then Liane sprinted into the trees. 
No! To have come this far, only to lose Liane at the final moment…
Sigaldra ran after her sister, following the flashes of green cloth as Liane ran. 
“Liane!” she shouted. “Liane! Stop! What’s wrong? Liane!”
Part of her mind hoped her shouts would awaken the others. Another part of her mind screamed that this was a very bad idea, that dashing into the darkened, spider-haunted forests of Skuldar was tantamount to suicide. Yet she kept running. She stumbled into a clearing between two rocky hills and came to a stop. Pine trees jutted here and there from the slopes, mantled in webs. The air stank of dusty webs and rotting flesh, and Sigaldra looked around, half-fearing to see spiders lurking nearby. 
But she was alone with Liane. Her sister trembled and shivered, her eyes bloodshot from tears.
“Liane,” said Sigaldra, stepping towards her. “Come with me, quickly. This cannot be a safe place.”
“You left me,” whispered Liane. 
“What?” said Sigaldra. “No, no, the Prophetess took you. I tried to stop her, I…
“You promised our father that you would keep me safe,” whispered Liane, her body shaking as she started to sob. “You promised your brothers. You let them take me, you let them take me!”
“No!” said Sigaldra, hurrying towards her. “I tried to save you.” She reached for Liane. “I’ve come with the hrould to rescue you, to take you back home…”
Liane backed out of reach, her pale eyes full of rage and pain. “She hurt me, Sigaldra. She hurt me and cut me, and…and…”
“I’m sorry,” said Sigaldra. This time she caught her sister, her hands settling upon Liane’s shoulders. “But I’ve come for you now, I’ve…”
Her voice trailed off as a peculiar fact penetrated the burning guilt and regret that filled her mind.
Liane’s shoulders felt wrong. 
Sigaldra should have felt cloth and warmth beneath her fingers. Instead she felt something smooth and cold and hard, the chill radiating up her arms.
“Liane?” said Sigaldra. “What…”
Liane’s lip twisted with contempt, and she raised her right hand. 
Purple fire flared around her fingers, and everything went black. 
 
###
 
“Mazael!” 
Mazael opened his eyes. For a moment of disorientation he could not remember where he was, and wondered why his bed felt so damned hard and uneven. 
His mind snapped into focus, and he sat up, seizing Talon from where the sword rested next to him. 
The fire had died down to sullen coals, darkness shrouding the forest. Mazael looked back and forth, seeking enemies, but nothing seemed amiss. Romaria was on her feet, her Elderborn bow in hand, and the tethered horses stirred next to her. The others were waking up, rolling to their feet and raising weapons. Mazael looked around as he stood. 
“Where’s Sigaldra?” he said. 
“I don’t know,” said Adalar. 
“She seems to have wandered off,” said Earnachar.
Mazael frowned. “Why?”
“I don’t know,” said Romaria, pacing back and forth as she scowled at the ground. “I woke up to relieve her at watch, and she was gone.”
“The foolish girl ran off,” said Earnachar.
“She wouldn’t have,” said Adalar. “She’s angry, not stupid, and wandering around this place at night is a fine way to get…”
“She did walk off,” said Romaria, stopping at the edge of the coals’ glow. “This direction. Looks like she walked away, and then started running.” 
“Why would she do that?” said Adalar. “There’s only one thing that would make her run off like...”
“Liane,” said Mazael. “She saw her sister.” Could they have caught up to the Prophetess already? The Prophetess and Rigoric had a good head start, but perhaps they had diverted from the road to Armalast. Mazael could not believe that they had caught the Prophetess already, but if they had…
No. Something else was going on.
“Romaria,” said Mazael. 
She nodded, stepped forward, and blurred, becoming the great black wolf once again. Earnachar flinched and muttered something under his breath, but the wolf prowled forward, sniffing at the ground. Mazael followed, Talon ready in his right hand, and they followed the wolf into the darkened forest.
 
###
 
Sigaldra swam back to consciousness, step by painful step. 
The first thing she noticed was the stench. The musty smell of rotting meat filled her nostrils, along with the overpowering odor of rotting flesh. Her gorge threatened to rise, and it was just as well she had been too agitated to eat anything when they stopped to camp. The next thing she noticed was the damp chill against her entire body.
Her clothes were gone. 
In a panic she opened her eyes, trying to stand up.
Her eyes opened, but her arms and legs refused to move, and she felt herself start to sway back and forth, as if she was suspended in something.
She was in a cave, a dim blue glow coming from somewhere, the rough rock walls of the chamber covered in layers of webs. Dozens of grayish-black lumps hung in the web, and with a surge of sick horror Sigaldra realized that they were desiccated corpses. 
Some of their mouths hung open as if they had died screaming. 
Sigaldra tried to turn her head, and found that she could do so only with great effort. Strands of something wet and sticky clung to her neck, tangled in her hair. She looked down at herself and saw that she hung suspended in a web of pale cords stretched between the two walls of the cave, her arms and legs splayed. More webbing wrapped around her limbs and torso, holding in her place. 
She was trapped, as helpless as a sheep trussed up and awaiting the butcher’s knife. She started to struggle, trying to pull free of the web, but the sticky cords held her fast. Panic flooded through her, and Sigaldra thrashed and heaved, trying to break loose. All she accomplished was to make the web bounce back and forth a little, and soon vertigo filled her. After a moment she heard a whimpering, keening sound of pure terror, and realized that it was coming from her.
“You woke up sooner than I thought,” said Liane. 
She stepped into Sigaldra’s field of vision, her hair glinting in the gloomy blue light. Yet there was an expression of gloating, sinister malice that Sigaldra had never seen upon Liane’s face before.
“Liane?” said Sigaldra. “Please, help me down, before…”
“Oh, dear,” said Liane, putting a hand to her cheek in mock sympathy. “You really think I’m…Liane, is it? Who is that, I wonder? Your mother? The females often cry out to their mothers or their mates in the final moment.”
“You’re my sister,” said Sigaldra. 
“Interesting,” said Liane. “The sister, you say? That is new. It is hard to predict what effect the spell will produce.” 
Sigaldra stared at Liane, a fresh wave of dread going through her. A spell? Did that mean the girl standing before her was actually a wizard, wrapped in a spell of illusion? 
Or was “Liane” something worse?
“Who…who are you?” said Sigaldra.
“You humans,” said Liane with exasperation. “So dull and stupid. How did you ever come to dominate this world? You are fit for prey and nothing more.” She giggled, a reedy, unsteady sound. “Once the goddess awakens, things shall change.” 
“I demand that you tell me who you are!” said Sigaldra.
“Why bother?” said Liane. “I shall show you, instead.”
She gestured with her left hand, purple fire flaring around her fingers. 
Liane vanished, and a soliphage appeared in her place.
The creature looked much the same as the ones that Sigaldra had seen at Greatheart Keep. It was taller and thinner than a human, and it looked female. The soliphages at Greatheart Keep had been crimson, but chitin of deep blue encased this soliphage, marbled here and there with swirling black streaks. Jagged claws jutted from the creature’s fingers, and four more legs rose from its side, knobbed and armored. The creature’s face was eerily beautiful, and eight eyes burned with a peculiar white light.
A wave of sheer revulsion went through Sigaldra, and she screamed before she could stop herself. Facing a soliphage during battle was bad enough. Hanging here naked and helpless was much worse. She desperately tried to fight the panic that welled through her, but it was a losing battle.
“It has been a long time,” rasped the soliphage, “since I’ve had a meal so young. Usually I get the old and the sick who come into the woods to die. Humans taste better, fresher, when they’re younger. I would put you to sleep and feed upon you when I am hungry…but, no, some pleasures shouldn’t be deferred.” The soliphage moved closer, and one of its distended legs came up, sliding along Sigaldra’s side. The feel of the cold chitin set a violent shudder through her, which made the web sway again, increasing her vertigo. 
This time Sigaldra could not stop herself from screaming.
 
###
 
Adalar ran after Mazael and the others, his greatsword in hand. Timothy jogged next to him, holding the wire-wrapped crystal in one hand, gesturing with the other. Around them stood rocky hills, dotted with pine trees, and the smell of the webbing and dead meat grew stronger with every step. 
Suddenly the wolf came to a stop, and blurred back into the shape of Romaria.
“There,” said Romaria in a quiet voice, raising her bow. Adalar wondered how she managed to take her clothes and weapons when she transformed, and decided that he really didn’t want to know. “She went this way, into that cave in the base of the hill.”
“Why would she do that?” said Mazael.
“There was a soliphage with her,” said Romaria. “I’m sure of it. I can smell its stink everywhere.” 
“A soliphage?” said Mazael. “Why the devil would she run off with a soliphage?”
“Likely she betrayed us,” said Earnachar, but Mazael’s glare silenced him. 
“She must have gone to look at something unusual,” said Adalar, “and the soliphage surprised her.”
“Maybe,” said Mazael, lifting Talon. “We can find out after the soliphage is dead. Timothy! Some light.” 
Timothy nodded and raised his free hand, a ball of blue-white light shimmering into existence above his palm. Adalar went to Mazael’s left and Earnachar to his right, while Romaria and Timothy brought up the back. The cave mouth yawned in the side of the rocky hill, larger than Adalar would have expected. Webbing clung to the walls and roof of the cave, and the smell of dead flesh was very strong. 
Gods, Sigaldra had gone into that place? 
Or she had been taken into the cave…and she had been that hellish place for at least an hour. 
They entered the cavern. The floor sloped down into the darkness, Timothy’s spell-light throwing harsh shadows over the rough walls. Here and there Adalar saw corpses trapped in the webbing, long decayed and crumbling into dust. 
A woman screamed somewhere ahead, the noise full of hopeless terror, and Adalar recognized Sigaldra’s voice.
He sprinted forward.
“Adalar!” snapped Mazael, but Adalar was past caring. Part of his mind pointed out that sprinting ahead like was a terrible idea, that he ought to wait for Mazael and Romaria and the others. The rest of his mind did not care. That scream…
He burst into a large cavern, lit by a pale blue light. More webs covered the walls, holding dozens of long-dead corpses. A massive web stretched through the center of the chamber, diving the cavern in half. Sigaldra hung suspended in the web, trapped in its thick strands. Before her stood a tall, thin man in chain mail, a heavy greatsword strapped to his back. The man started to turn…
Adalar skidded to a halt with shock. “Father?”
Sir Nathan Greatheart stood before him, thin and severe, his features twisting into a scowl.
“Adalar,” he spat. “What a disappointment you have been. I left you my lands, and you failed to protect them. All our people are dead, and you are nothing but the lord of a ruined castle and a land filled with corpses. How I wish I had fathered another son, a worthy son…”
For an instant the sheer pain of the words froze Adalar.
Then his mind caught up to his pain, and pointed out that Sir Nathan Greatheart had died years ago. Adalar himself had interred Sir Nathan’s bones in the crypt beneath Greatheart Keep. Which meant that this had to be a trick or a ruse of some kind.
Adalar sprinted forward, drawing back his greatsword to strike. 
“You wretched, useless child,” said Nathan, shaking his head with sorrowful disappointment. 
“Adalar!” screamed Sigaldra from the web. 
“I wish that you never had been…” started Nathan.
Adalar swung his sword with all his strength, and for the first time it seemed to dawn upon Nathan that he was under attack. The old man leaped back, his right arm snapping up to block with fluid speed. Adalar’s sword struck the limb, and the heavy blade should have sheared it off at the elbow. Yet Adalar’s sword rebounded as if it had struck a steel bar. Adalar stumbled, caught his balance, and raised his weapon in guard, watching Sir Nathan.
Or whatever creature pretended to be Sir Nathan.
“It’s a soliphage!” said Sigaldra, the web swaying as she struggled to break free. “Whatever you’re seeing, it’s not real! It’s…”
“Bother,” said Nathan. “I should have killed you all in your sleep.”
Sir Nathan blurred and disappeared, replaced by a sleek blue soliphage, its eyes burning with harsh white light. Adalar attacked, and the soliphage leaped back, avoiding his blow. With its four additional legs, the creature was faster and more maneuverable, using its legs to execute quick turns and sudden withdrawals. Adalar swung again, and the soliphage moved back, his blade blurring a few inches before its face. The creature raised its left hand, purple fire snarling around its claws as it summoned dark magic. 
A hissing sound went past Adalar’s left ear, and an arrow plunged into the soliphage’s torso. The creature screamed in fury, and Adalar heard the sound of running boots. He did not allow the noise to distract him, but attacked again. For an instant the soliphage’s attention was focused upon the arrow embedded in its chest, and it did not see the blow coming in time. Adalar had aimed his blow at the creature’s head, but instead his greatsword lopped off one of the spider legs jutting from its right side. 
The soliphage stumbled with a shriek of fury, yellow slime spurting from the stump of the severed leg. Adalar hit it again, and the armored chitin of its chest absorbed the blow, though the power of the strike knocked the creature back. It lunged towards him, but Mazael attacked from the side, Talon a blur of golden fire in his hand. The blade of dragon talon proved more effective than Adalar’s greatsword, and the curved sword tore a smoking gash across the soliphage’s torso. Once more the soliphage stumbled with a cry of pain, and Adalar hit it on its human-like right leg. 
The soliphage fell to one knee, its remaining spider-legs clawing for purchase, and Earnachar stepped behind it, mace gripped in both hands as he lifted the weapon.
His first blow caved in the back of the soliphage’s head. The creature went into a twitching, spasmodic dance, and Earnachar struck again and again, methodically reducing the soliphage’s head to pulp. On the fifth blow the creature collapsed in a heap to the cavern floor. Its remaining limbs twitched once, and then went motionless, a pool of slime spreading over the rock. 
Adalar let out a long breath and stepped back, looking for additional soliphages or spiders, yet the cavern was deserted. 
“Damned things,” muttered Earnachar, shaking the droplets of yellow slime from his mace’s head. “Mighty Tervingar of old was right to kill them wherever he found them.”
“Sigaldra,” said Adalar, stepping towards the web. “Are you wounded?” 
“No,” said Sigaldra. “Just…stuck. If you could cut me down, I would…I would be grateful.” She was trying to keep her voice level, but he heard the note of barely controlled terror in her words. 
“Aye,” said Adalar, sheathing his greatsword and drawing his dagger. 
“I’ll help,” said Mazael, lifting Talon. 
Adalar took a step forward, and then realized that Sigaldra was naked beneath the strands of webbing. For a moment embarrassment more intense than anything he had ever known and the overpowering desire to simply stare warred in his mind, but he forced himself to step forward and start cutting the sticky strands from her legs. 
Her well-muscled, well-formed legs...
Adalar rebuked himself and forced his mind to focus upon cutting the web. 
“Why did you run off like that?” said Mazael. “That was foolish.” Unlike Adalar, he seemed perfectly at ease, and Talon sliced through the webbing without trouble. 
“I thought,” said Sigaldra, taking a shuddering breath. “I thought…I thought that I saw Liane. I thought that the soliphage was Liane. I don’t know how.”
“It must have been a spell of illusion,” said Timothy. He scowled at the corpses hanging from the ceiling. “Clearly the soliphage has lived here for a long time, and has been luring travelers to their deaths for years.”
“It must have controlled the pack of spiders we fought at the shrine stone,” said Romaria. 
“Charming little trap,” said Mazael, raking Talon through another strand of webbing. The web jerked, and Sigaldra lurched forward, her feet waving in the air. 
“This next cut will get you down,” said Adalar. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” said Sigaldra. “Just get me off this thing, please.” She sounded more frightened than he had ever heard her. 
Adalar nodded and sawed his dagger through the final strands. Sigaldra fell from the web, landed upon her heels, and lost her balance. Adalar moved to catch her, and she slammed against him, all her weight on him as she fought to recover her balance on the slick cavern floor. For a moment she looked up at him, blinking, and he stared back, unable to look away. 
Gods. He had promised to help her, and she had almost been eaten alive by that damned soliphage. He would have to do better. 
“Did anyone bring a cloak?” said Adalar, his voice hoarse. 
To his surprise, Earnachar nodded. “I have a spare.”
Sigaldra hesitated, but not for very long. She gave a sharp nod, not meeting Earnachar’s gaze, and then took the cloak, wrapping herself in it. 



Chapter 8: The Secret Church
 
Sigaldra had endured a lifetime of terrifying experiences, but her ordeal in the soliphage’s web had been the worst. Always before she had been able to fight or run when her life had been in danger. Never before had she been trapped and helpless, unable to do anything at all while death came for her. 
It did not help that her brush with death was followed by one of the most embarrassing experiences of her life.
“Is this really necessary?” said Sigaldra, her teeth chattering as she stood naked in the predawn chill. 
“I’m afraid so,” said Romaria, plucking another strand of sticky web from Sigaldra’s right thigh, her hand protected by a thick leather gauntlet. She had started at the feet, working her way up as she removed the strands one by one. “The soliphage used a fresh web for you, but if it finishes hardening, it will pull off your skin.”
Sigaldra nodded and folded her arms across her chest for warmth. That made her arms stick to each other, so she cursed and pulled them apart, resigning herself to the cold until Romaria finished. At least none of the men were here. Timothy had gone to keep watch with his crystal and his spells, and Adalar, Mazael, and Earnachar were searching the cavern for anything useful. If she had been forced to ask Mazael or Adalar to help her remove the remaining strands…gods and ancestors, she might have died of pure mortification. It was bad enough that they had already seen her trussed up in the web. 
Sigaldra let out a shuddering breath, blinking as she tried to keep the tears back. 
“A rough time,” said Romaria, tugging a thick strand of web from Sigaldra’s hips. 
“What would you know about rough times?” snapped Sigaldra. 
“One or two things,” said Romaria, her calm unruffled.
“Forgive me,” said Sigaldra, closing her eyes. “I am overwrought. I…”
“No forgiveness is necessary,” said Romaria. “If you want to have a good cry, I won’t mind. It might make you feel better.” 
“I am the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation,” said Sigaldra. “I do not have time to waste with such…nonsense.” 
“True,” said Romaria, getting to her feet with a grunt. She circled to the right and started peeling the webbing off Sigaldra’s back. “But there is no one here to see you but me.” 
“If you are implying,” said Sigaldra, “that I do not want Lord Adalar to see me cry, then you are mistaken. I…”
“Actually,” said Romaria, “I didn’t think you would want to cry in front of Earnachar.” 
Sigaldra said nothing for a moment, blinking.
“Oh,” she said at last. “No. I…wouldn’t want to do that either.”
Romaria peeled a strand of webbing from Sigaldra’s neck. It came off with a burning, pulling sensation, stronger than the others. 
“Ouch!” said Sigaldra.
“See what I mean?” said Romaria. “Another hour and you wouldn’t have much skin left, which would feel much worse. Have you ever seen a man tarred and feathered?” 
“I have not,” said Sigaldra.
“Mmm,” said Romaria, examining Sigaldra’s braid. “I forgot they never developed the custom in the middle lands. But it’s important to take care of things before it’s too late. Like the webbing.” 
Sigaldra closed her eyes. She didn’t think Romaria was talking about the webbing any longer. 
“Lord Adalar shouldn’t have come along,” said Sigaldra. “This isn’t his fight. He doesn’t owe me anything. He doesn’t owe Liane anything. Yet he came. Why?”
“I suppose he didn’t have anywhere else to go,” said Romaria. Sigaldra felt a painful tug as Romaria tried to get the webbing out of her hair. “I knew him when he was a boy. His father was a dutiful man, and so is Adalar. He wanted to fulfill his duty to his family and his people and his lord. Well, he has no family left, and his lands are mostly empty of people. A man needs a purpose in life, something to fight for.” She felt Romaria shrug. “Maybe rescuing your sister is his new purpose.” 
“But we are Jutai,” said Sigaldra. “He is not Jutai.”
“There are valiant men outside of the Jutai nation,” said Romaria. “I was at the Battle of Stone Tower, the day old Richard Mandragon the Dragonslayer defeated Ragnachar and the Tervingi. Most of the lords wanted to exterminate the Tervingi and the Jutai with them, and I think Lord Richard would have done it. Yet Mazael persuaded him otherwise.”
“Why?” said Sigaldra, wincing as Romaria pulled upon her braid again. 
“If there is any man in this world who knows the value of not killing,” said Romaria, “it is my husband.” She sighed. “The webbing is wrapped up in your braid. I’m afraid we’re going to have to cut it off.” 
That upset Sigaldra more than it should have. She was lucky to be alive. Yet Jutai women wore their hair in braids, and had done so since time immemorial. Her mother had taught Sigaldra how to braid her hair, and Sigaldra in turn had taught Liane… 
“Fine,” said Sigaldra. “Do it. Just…quickly, please.” 
Romaria drew a dagger. “This will probably hurt a little.” 
She gripped Sigaldra’s hair and hacked through the braid with the dagger. Sigaldra winced at the tugging in her scalp, and then it was over. Romaria dropped the braid, which coiled at Sigaldra’s feet. Sigaldra raked her fingers through the ragged length of her remaining hair. Her head felt lighter, though she did not like the sensation at all.
“How does it look?” said Sigaldra.
Romaria hesitated. “It will have time to grow back before you see a mirror again.” 
That wasn’t reassuring. 
“Lady Romaria,” said Sigaldra. She took another deep breath to calm herself. “Thank you. For…helping me.” She tried to smile. “Even if you are not Jutai.”
Romaria shrugged. “If it makes you feel better, I’m only half human, which means only half of me isn't Jutai. Let’s find you some clothing.”
Sigaldra dressed in the spare clothing she had taken from Greatheart Keep, trousers and a loose shirt and a heavy leather jerkin. Thankfully, she had left her chain mail shirt in the camp, so she hadn’t lost that. Likely the soliphage had destroyed her clothes, and the thought of that wretched creature ripping away her garments sent another shudder through her. 
“Ah,” said Romaria. “Here they come.”
Adalar, Mazael, Timothy, and Earnachar returned to camp. Timothy carried a small sack, while Adalar held…
Sigaldra blinked. “You found my boots?” 
“Aye,” said Adalar. “It looked like the soliphage destroyed the rest of your garments, but these were still intact. We found your bow and dagger as well.” 
“Thank you,” said Sigaldra, taking the boots and the weapons. “Those were good boots.” She felt absurdly glad to have them back. Though given how much walking lay in her immediate future, perhaps it was not such an absurd thought. “And thank you for…coming after me.” 
Adalar inclined his head, and Sigaldra felt another wave of emotion go through her, and she had to look away.
“Did you find anything else?” said Romaria.
“Some coins and jewels,” said Mazael. 
“Isn’t that grave robbing?” said Romaria. 
“Probably,” said Mazael, “but the poor fools in the soliphage’s cave are not likely to need the money. Since we’ll use it to aid our pursuit of the Prophetess and her soliphages, I suspected they would approve. We also found this.”
He gestured to Timothy, and the wizard reached into his little bag, producing a round disk of dark stone. It had been carved as a seal, marked with a stylized spider similar to the ones atop the shrine stones, a ring of soliphage glyphs encircling its edge. 
“Oh,” said Romaria. “That might be useful.”
“It is not a thing of dark magic?” said Sigaldra, eyeing it. 
“There are no spells upon it, my lady,” said Timothy. “I made certain to check.”
“It’s the seal of a priest or priestess of Marazadra,” said Romaria, taking the stone disk from Timothy’s hand. “They use them as badges of their authority.” She pointed at the blue paint on her face. “If some flaking blue paint fails to persuade the Skuldari to let us pass, this should help.” 
Mazael grunted. “What’s the penalty for carrying one of these under false pretenses?”
“Death,” said Romaria. 
“What’s the penalty for killing a soliphage?” said Mazael.
Romaria blinked. “I don’t know. The Skuldari regard the soliphages as messengers of their goddess. I expect killing one would be blasphemous.”
“Splendid,” said Mazael. “Let’s see if we can break a few more of Skuldar’s laws.”
 
###
 
Two days after leaving the soliphage’s cave, a village came into sight. 
“Volmaya,” announced Romaria. “Danel lived here when I passed through Skuldar the last time.”
Mazael nodded, considering the village. It was some distance off the main road, facing the northern wall of mountains overlooking the Weaver’s Vale. The village occupied a small valley at the foot of the mountains, surrounded by cleared pastures and terraced fields carved into the stony slopes. Houses built of fieldstone surrounded the village square, and in many ways it looked similar to the villages in the hill country of the Grim Marches.
Of course, no villages of the Grim Marches had a massive shrine stone rising from the center of the square, a carved stone spider crouched atop it.  
Mazael saw a great deal of activity in the village, both in the square and in the surrounding pastures. Romaria’s disguise as a priestess of Marazadra ought to let them ride through Volmaya without question, but Mazael doubted they could pass as Skuldari for long. For that matter, sooner or later the Prophetess would realize she was being pursued, or Basracus might realize that enemy spies had come to his land. Best to pass through with as little notice as possible. 
“I suppose he lives right in the center of the village,” said Mazael.
“Actually, on the outskirts,” said Romaria, pointing at a wooded patch at the edge of the valley. “He was a trader who dabbled in hunting and trapping, not a farmer or a herdsman. With luck, he still lives there.” 
“Let’s find out,” said Mazael. 
They arranged themselves with Sigaldra and Romaria in the center, Mazael and Adalar in the front, and Earnachar and Timothy in the back. Romaria had painted a fresh spider upon her face, and at Mazael’s suggestion, she had done the same for Sigaldra. Two priestesses of the goddess, he reasoned, ought to have more authority than just one. With her hair ragged and short, Sigaldra’s eyes seemed larger, the harsh angles of her face sharper. The addition of the painted spider made her look a touch mad. Romaria sat stiff and proud in her saddle, the black cloak hanging from her shoulders. A few of the villagers in the fields glanced their way, but gave them a wide berth. Evidently the villagers of Volmaya preferred to stay out of the priestesses’ way. 
Mazael steered his horse down a narrow path between two fields of wheat, the patch of woods drawing nearer. He wanted to keep from trampling the villagers’ crops, which struck him as absurd. If the villagers attacked him, he would kill them without mercy. He planned to lead an invasion of Skuldar once he rescued Liane, and the crops would almost certainly be burned or stolen in such a war.
Yet, nonetheless, he kept from trampling the crops. 
The path led into the woods, and in the distance Mazael glimpsed a stout house of stone, surrounded by a few outbuildings. 
“It appears Danel has prospered,” said Mazael. 
“So he has,” said Romaria. “Or his son. He had a little boy fifteen years ago. Basjun, I think his name was. I…”
“Do you enjoy games?” 
Mazael turned, dropping his hand to Talon’s hilt.
A figure limped out from beneath the shadow of a pine tree, leaning hard upon a cane. As it drew closer, Mazael saw that the shape was an old, old woman in a loose black robe. For a moment he thought that she was a priestess of Marazadra, but she did not have any paint upon her face, nor did she bear any jewelry or sign of rank. 
Mazael glanced at Timothy, wondering how the old woman had gotten past the wizard’s detection spell, but Timothy only looked startled. 
“Be off with you,” said Mazael. “You interfere with the business of the priestesses of the goddess.”
“The priestesses?” said the old woman, hobbling closer. She looked ancient indeed, the lines in her thin face like canyons, her eyes hazy, a few wisps of white hair hanging from the edges of her cowl. The woman had to be at least a century old, but as she grinned at Mazael he saw that she still had all her teeth, white and straight in her mouth. “I’ve no wish to interfere with the priestesses of the goddess as they go about their work. But I wish to talk to you, young man.”
“Me?” said Mazael. Did this woman know who he really was? “Why?”
“So eloquent,” said the woman in her thin, rasping voice. “I just wish to ask you a question. Do you enjoy games?” 
“That depends on the game,” said Mazael.
“I enjoy games very much,” said the old woman. “But you have to play in the right way, you know. Children and fools play the game so that if they lose, they lose everything. Most unwise, is it not? No, the better way to play is that no matter who wins or loses…you still win. Would you not agree?” 
Mazael felt a chill.
The Old Demon had told him something like that. His father had set up endless schemes, some of them playing out over centuries, schemes designed that no matter the outcome, he moved a little closer to his goal of seizing the gathered power of the Demonsouled. He had tricked Lucan Mandragon and the San-keth and his own Demonsouled progeny into doing the dirty work for him, reaping the benefits no matter how events played out. 
“Who are you?” said Mazael. 
“A good question,” said the old woman. “I suppose here in Skuldar they called me Mother Volaria.” She considered that for a moment. “Though everyone who did has been dead for quite some time.” 
“What are you?” said Mazael.
“Ah,” breathed Volaria. “A better question.” Her pale eyes glinted. “Suffice to say that I am someone who enjoys games.” 
“I don’t,” said Mazael.
“Then you had better learn, boy,” said Volaria. “Because you’re playing the game, whether you wish it or not. You’ve been playing your entire life, and it’s time to master the game, or else it will kill you.”
“And what game is that?” said Mazael. Adalar eased to his side, and Earnachar started to move his horse forward, while Romaria reached for her bow. 
“A game with five pieces,” said Volaria. She lifted her hand and began ticking them off on her bony fingers. “The child. The dagger. The mask. The horn. The altar.” 
Mazael blinked. Liane was a child. The Prophetess had used a maethweisyr dagger, and she had gone in search of the Mask of Marazadra…
“You’re one of her servants!” said Sigaldra, her voice a harsh crack of accusation. “You’re with the Prophetess.”
“Do not be silly, girl,” said Volaria. Those peculiarly white teeth flashed in her lined face. “I serve no one but myself. Certainly not our pompously self-titled Prophetess. She is your opponent in this game. She needs five pieces to win the game, and she already has two of them.”
“The child and the dagger,” said Mazael. 
“Perhaps you are teachable after all,” said Volaria. 
“All right,” said Mazael. “Where are the other three pieces?”
“That you will have to discover for yourself, boy,” said Volaria. “But the path to the remaining three pieces begins in Armalast. You are on the correct path, but alas, so is your opponent. I wonder which of you will win. Right now, I expect that the Prophetess shall prevail. But I have been mistaken before. Perhaps you shall learn how to play the game properly.”
“Or perhaps you should explain yourself better,” said Mazael, urging his horse forward.
Mother Volaria smiled, and then she vanished. 
She was gone, just gone. There was no flash of light or ripple of mist or any of the usual effects of a spell. She had simply vanished. 
“Timothy!” said Mazael.
“As far as I can tell, she did not cast a spell, my lord,” said Timothy, his frustration plain. “I would swear to it. Yet my detection spell did not sense her approach.” 
“Is it working?” said Mazael.
“I sense all of you, and the villagers nearby,” said Timothy. “I think there are five or six people in the house ahead. But I didn’t sense the old woman.” He spread his hands. “I can offer no explanation, I fear.” 
“Romaria?” said Mazael.
“She didn’t use any magic,” said Romaria in a slow voice. “I’m sure of that. The Sight would have shown that to me. Yet…she seemed odd. Hazy, almost.”
“Hazy?” said Mazael.
Romaria sighed. “I cannot explain it better than that.”
Mazael stared at the spot where Volaria had stood for a moment, then cursed and hit the pommel of his saddle with his fist, making his horse shift nervously. 
“Gods and devils!” he spat. “As if this business was not complicated enough!”
“Of old, mighty Tervingar often dealt with mysterious witches,” said Earnachar. “Sometimes they were helpful, sometimes baneful.” 
“Well, if this Mother Volaria is baneful, we’ll mow her down with the Prophetess and Rigoric,” snapped Mazael. Gods, but he was sick of prophecies and visions and cryptic oracles. He felt his anger spiral out of control, calling to his Demonsouled rage, and forced it back with an effort. “Still, she said she was going to help us, and she did.”
“How?” said Sigaldra. 
“She confirmed the Prophetess was going to Armalast,” said Mazael.
“We already knew that,” said Sigaldra. 
“And that she was looking for the Mask of Marazadra, whatever that is,” said Mazael. “Plus a horn and an altar.” He remembered his dream of Marazadra, the rippling rift above the altar in the Heart of the Spider. Was that the altar that Volaria had mentioned? “She might have been a phantom, but maybe men of flesh and blood will have better answers for us.”
He tapped his spurs to his horse and rode deeper into the woods. A short time later a stone house came into sight. Like all the houses in the village, it was built of fieldstone, though the construction was of better quality. Several smaller buildings surrounded it, and to judge from their sturdy doors, Mazael suspected they were warehouses to store goods. 
A young Skuldari man of about twenty years walked around the corner of the house, his arms thick with muscle and his face half-hidden behind a bushy black beard. He wore a leather jerkin, a sword at his belt, and carried a hunting bow with an arrow resting upon the string. Next to him trotted one of the ugliest dogs that Mazael had ever seen. Its lank black fur hung from its sides and rangy limbs, and it looked more like a wolfhound than a hunting dog. Yet despite its size, the dog moved with quick grace, and Mazael had no doubt that it was dangerous. 
“Aye?” said the young Skuldari man. He looked at them for a moment, his face solemn. “State your business.” 
Romaria steered her horse forward. The Skuldari man took one look at her and swallowed, but stood his ground. 
“Basjun, isn’t it?” said Romaria.
“Aye, priestess,” said Basjun. “You…know me?” 
“I knew your father a long time ago,” said Romaria. “Is he still alive?”
Basjun opened his mouth, and then the door to the main house swung open. An old man limped out, leaning hard upon a cane. He was taller and thinner than Basjun, his hair receding, but the family resemblance was obvious. 
“Honored priestesses,” said the old man at once, “if this is about the tithe, I paid it earlier this month, when the High King’s men passed through Volmaya. I have documents to prove it.” 
“Danel,” said Romaria. “It’s been a very long time.” 
Danel stared at her, and then his dark eyes widened in shock. 
“Romaria Greenshield?” he said. “Don’t tell me you’ve become a priestess of the spider.” 
Romaria grinned. “Not likely. If you don’t mind, we’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
###
 
Danel of Volmaya proved to be a generous host. 
Adalar sat next to Sigaldra at the dining table of Danel’s house. The main room was spacious, with rafters supporting the thatched roof overhead, a cheerful fire crackling in the fieldstone hearth. A long table of pine planks ran the length of the room. Danel’s servants came forth, bearing trenchers and pots of stew and pitchers of wine, and disappeared back into the kitchens, leaving Danel and Basjun alone with their guest. 
Adalar ate with enthusiasm. The stew was hot and spicy, the bread was thick and good, and the wine was tart. Evidently Danel’s business had prospered. He was grateful that Mazael and Romaria would do the bulk of the talking, freeing Adalar to eat. Additionally, Mazael and Romaria had decided to tell only a portion of the truth to Danel and Basjun, which was just as well, since Adalar had never been good at dissembling. 
Even Sigaldra ate. Adalar knew firsthand how a brush with death awakened the appetite. 
“Trade has been good, then?” said Romaria. 
Danel grunted. “Trade was good. For a while I had a fine business smuggling goods out of Skuldar and into the towns of the Krago Hills. The priests of the goddess forbade it, of course, but not many people cared. The faith of Marazadra was a dying faith, and I thought my friends in the secret church might live to see the day when the worship of Marazadra faded away entirely.”
“Secret church?” said Mazael.
“Those of us who follow the Amathavian gods, not the way of Marazadra,” said Danel. A flash of defiant fire went through his expression. “Why should we follow Marazadra? The teachings of the goddess are cold and cruel. The way of the Amathavian church teaches mercy, and that is something Skuldar sorely needs. I have seen other lands, and compared to them we Skuldari have stagnated in our superstitions. We would be well-rid of the soliphages, too.” He sighed and shook his head. “And then the Prophetess came.” 
“She was not Skuldari?” said Romaria.
“No.” Danel shook his head. “From some other land. I don’t know which one. Truth be told, her accent sounded like that of your friend in the black coat.” He gestured at Timothy.
“Travian,” said Timothy. “I was born in Travia.” 
“Travia,” said Danel. “I never made it that far north. So the Prophetess is Travian. A pity she didn’t stay there. She appeared in Armalast and started preaching that she was the messenger of the goddess, that all mankind had fallen into wickedness and debauchery, and that only fear of the goddess and the soliphages would compel men to virtuous behavior.” 
“She said much the same to me,” said Mazael. 
Danel grunted. “Frankly, I am surprised she did not try to dominate you with a heart spider.”
Mazael smiled. “She did. It didn’t go well.” 
“Then you are a fortunate man, sir,” said Danel. “Only a few have escaped the Prophetess’s clutches. Many of the chieftains rallied to her side, and those who resisted were compelled with heart spiders. She proclaimed that the goddess would soon return to walk among us, and the Skuldari would conquer the world. She crowned Basracus as high king in Armalast, and went to the Grim Marches to find the things needed to summon the goddess.” 
“I see,” said Mazael.
Adalar wondered if that was the Prophetess’s plan, to summon Marazadra to the world somehow. The San-keth had attempted something similar when the Malrags had invaded the Grim Marches. Of course, the San-keth had been manipulated by the wizard Malavost, who had intended to seize the power of the serpent god for himself. Maybe the Prophetess was attempting something similar. 
“Who is Basracus?” said Romaria. “We’ve heard the name…”
Danel snorted. “A toad.”
“A weasel,” said Basjun, looking up from his stew.
“Aye, that’s better,” said Danel. “A vicious little weasel. He murdered his father and seized Armalast, and then amused himself by making war on the neighboring chieftains. When the Prophetess appeared, he was the first to join her. In repayment, she made him the High King of Skuldar. Now all the priests and priestesses obey him, and even the soliphages heed him in the Prophetess’s name. The other chieftains hate him, but they dare not disobey him, not when he can call on the priests’ magic. Which is a pity, because the idiot thinks he can conquer the Grim Marches.” 
“You don’t agree?” said Mazael.
“I’ve seen the outside world, sir,” said Danel. “We Skuldari think ourselves the finest warriors in the world. We are not. We do not have heavy horsemen as the lords of the Grim Marches and Knightreach do. Their wizards are better organized than our priests. Worse, rumor says that a mighty warlord rules the Grim Marches now, a man who has crushed many armies beneath his boots. Basracus thinks he can conquer such a man? No. The fool will lead Skuldar to destruction.” 
“We need to go to Armalast,” said Mazael.
“Why?” said Danel. 
Romaria looked at Sigaldra. “The Prophetess kidnapped our friend’s younger sister. The girl has the power of the Sight, of visions and foretelling. The Prophetess needs the ability, that power, to work some evil, though we know not what.”
Danel snorted. “Perhaps she will sacrifice the girl as a blood offering to summon Marazadra back from the void.” 
Sigaldra stiffened next to Adalar, her hands curling into fists. 
“Maybe,” said Romaria. “We don’t know. We do know she is going after something called the Mask of Marazadra. Do you know of it?”
“I fear not,” said Danel. “Her pet warrior wears a magical mask, something she calls the Mask of the Champion. The man is an outlander named Rigoric. He never speaks, but he is a savage killer.” 
Mazael nodded. “I’ve seen him fight.”
“Danel,” said Romaria. “We mean to enter Armalast, steal away the child from the Prophetess, and escape Skuldar. You have no reason to help us, I know…”
“Nonsense,” said Danel. “You save my life when we first met. Those raiders would have cut my throat if you hadn’t shot them down.” 
“And if we steal the child back,” said Mazael, “it will severely hamper the Prophetess’s plans. I don’t know why she needs the girl, but I do know she expended a great deal of time and effort to kidnap her.” 
“I can offer little in the way of help myself,” said Danel. “However, the secret church has grown large, and we help each other. I have a friend in Armalast, a man named Hirune. He keeps the inn near the gate, and he is a brother of the secret church. He will aid you, and give you additional information.” 
Mazael frowned. “How will he know us?”
“My son Basjun shall accompany you,” said Danel. Basjun put down his trencher and nodded. “He is a skilled hunter and tracker, and knows Skuldar well. Additionally, we have many friends in Armalast who are part of the secret church. He will know who you can trust, and where you can hide if necessary.” 
“Thank you, Danel,” said Romaria, smiling at the old man. “That is more than we hoped for.”
“I suggest you leave on the morrow,” said Danel. “You can lodge here tonight, and then continue on your way with Basjun. He knows the back ways to Armalast, which should let you avoid both the priests and Basracus’s press gangs.” 
“I have two more questions for you,” said Mazael, leaning forward. “In addition to the Mask of Marazadra, I think the Prophetess is looking for a war horn of some kind. Do you know of anything in Armalast like that?”
Danel grunted. “A war horn? Every Skuldari village has a horn to summon the men to arms, but the Horn of Doom and Fate is secured in the citadel of Armalast.”
“The Horn of Doom and Fate?” said Earnachar. “That is hardly a cheering name.”
Danel shrugged. “According to legend, the ancient high kings of the Skuldari carried it to battle. When sounded, its blast summons the dead to fight alongside whoever carries the horn.”
“That sounds dark enough,” said Adalar.
“Like the day of the Great Rising, when the runedead rose to kill,” said Earnachar, scowling at the memory. 
“Perhaps,” said Danel. “Perhaps not. According to the legend, the horn kills anyone who sounds it.” He shrugged. “Regardless, I do not think the Prophetess would seek to summon a horde of undead upon us. She said the runedead were proof of mankind’s wickedness.”
“They weren’t,” said Mazael. “Proof of one man’s wickedness, perhaps.” He tapped his fingers against the table. “One other question. Have you ever met a woman named Mother Volaria?” 
Danel blinked, and then looked as Basjun. A moment later Danel burst out laughing, and even the stoic Basjun cracked a brief smile.
“What?” said Mazael. 
“Mother Volaria is a children’s story, my friend,” said Danel. 
“I just met a woman who called herself that,” said Mazael.
“Then I fear someone has played a peculiar practical joke upon you,” said Danel. “Mother Volaria, or so the story goes, is a witch who has lived in the mountains of Skuldar for generations beyond count. Sometimes she meets travelers and poses riddles to them. If the travelers please her, she rewards them with purses of gold or magical spells. If the travelers annoy her, she kills them, or places curses upon them, or transforms them into beasts of burden to pull her chariot.” 
“Chariot?” said Mazael.
“In some stories she rides in a chariot pulled by fire-breathing boars,” said Basjun. It was the longest sentence he had spoken since they had entered the house. 
“So someone must have been amusing themselves at your expense,” said Danel.
“No,” said Mazael, shaking his head. “Something else was going on. I’m not sure what.” He gazed at the wall for a moment, scowling. “Another player in this damned game, whatever it is. We’ll find out soon, one way or another. Master Danel, thank you for your counsel and your aid. We shall leave tomorrow.” 



Chapter 9: Choices
 
The next morning they prepared to leave. 
Danel was generous with his supplies. Evidently he did indeed remember how Romaria had saved his life from bandits fifteen years ago. Or he was eager to discomfort the Prophetess and save his people from the soliphages. Perhaps his hopes could come true. If Mazael killed the Prophetess at Armalast, or simply stole away Liane, then the entire war with the Skuldari and the soliphages and the valgasts might come to naught. 
Danel also provided them with animals – a string of donkeys, loaded down with supplies.
“You’ll need to leave your horses behind, I’m afraid,” said Danel, limping along the line of pack animals as his servants loaded them with supplies. “The road to Armalast is steep, and not in the best repair. Your mounts will break their legs. Best to leave them here, and you can retrieve them upon your return.”
Mazael grunted. “And if we’re all killed, you can sell them at a handsome profit?”
Danel shrugged. “A man must prepare for the worst and hope for the best.” 
Basjun helped load the animals. The young man did everything with quiet competence, and did not speak unless he thought it necessary. Given how Earnachar never shut up, it made for a welcome contrast. Mazael had known a lot of young men like Basjun. If they lived through this, Basjun would likely come home, find a wife, settle down to his father’s trading business, and raise a crop of children. 
A lot of men like Basjun had died in the last few years, fighting in the armies of the Grim Marches and Knightreach and Barellion. 
A woman’s laugh rang out, and it seemed so out of place in the grim forests and mountains of Skuldar that it shook Mazael out of his dark thoughts. He saw Romaria walk around the corner of the house, Danel limping next to her. 
“Basjun!” called Danel. “Come help an old man move some things, will you? Our guests will leave soon.”
Basjun nodded, patted one of the donkeys on the head, and headed towards the house. His big, ugly dog padded after him. He called the beast Crouch, and as vicious as the dog was, it heeded his commands as joyfully as a year-old puppy. Danel and Basjun and Crouch disappeared around the house, and Romaria headed towards Mazael. 
“How did you meet him, by the way?” said Mazael. 
Romaria blinked, and grinned. “Still wondering if I ever slept with him, is that it? Mazael Cravenlock, with all his hundreds and hundreds of women?”
“It was not hundreds and hundreds,” said Mazael, though it had been a lot. “And I didn’t know you preferred cripples before we met.” 
She shook her head. 
“He got the bad leg the day we met,” said Romaria. “Some bandits had captured him, and were amusing themselves by torturing him to death. I lured a few into the trees and killed them, and then shot the rest with arrows. Naturally, Danel was grateful. I didn’t think he would remember after all this time, but I guess some things are hard to forget.” 
“Some things are,” said Mazael.
She touched his hand, smiling. “It’s sweet that you’re jealous.” 
“Of an old man with a limp?” said Mazael. “No. Not jealous. Guilty, maybe.”
“Guilty?” said Romaria. “Of what?” 
“A lot of things,” said Mazael. “Mostly of the pain you’ve endured since you met me.”
“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Romaria. “This is unusually contemplative for you.”
“I wonder what your life would have been like if you hadn’t met me,” said Mazael. “Perhaps you would have been happier with someone like Danel.” 
“Really? Well, consider what would have happened if we hadn’t met,” said Romaria. “I would have been consumed by the Elderborn half of my soul and become a monster, and the Old Demon would have turned you into the Destroyer and killed you to harvest your power, like he did with all the others. Don’t regret anything, Mazael.” She leaned up and kissed him. She was almost as tall as he was, so she didn’t have to lean very far. “There has been pain, yes, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way.” 
“I’m glad you think so,” said Mazael. “Well, shall we find the Prophetess and wreck her plans?” 
“Oh, yes,” said Romaria. 
 
###
 
The air grew colder as they climbed higher into the foothills, the wind sharper. The moan of the wind seemed ominous, like the wailing of damned souls warning them off.
Given their intended destination, Sigaldra thought it seemed appropriate. 
Basjun led them by the back trails to Armalast, through the rocky foothills of the mountains. He said they would be less likely to encounter priests or Skuldari warbands than upon the main road, and Mazael agreed with him. 
“Young Basjun,” Earnachar announced. For some reason he had decided to address Basjun as “Young Basjun”, though he wasn’t that much younger than Sigaldra or Adalar. 
She tried to glare at Earnachar, but couldn’t work up to it. Ever since the soliphage’s cave, she had found it harder to hate him. Last night, as they slept in Danel’s barn, she hadn’t even thought about killing Earnachar in his sleep.
“Aye?” said Basjun. For his part, Basjun never seemed to mind anything. He walked along with the same placid expression, that ugly dog of his loping at his side. 
“Why did the Skuldari build their chief city in such an inhospitable location?” said Earnachar. “We are high enough that no crops will grow.” 
“Defensibility,” said Basjun. “The city’s location is all but impregnable. A great host could take the city, but it would cost many lives.” He scratched at his thick black beard. “The priests of the goddess say that the Skuldari built the city in ancient days. That way, if the enemies of the goddess came for the Skuldari, we could shelter inside Armalast until the besiegers starved to death.” 
“That is the proper use of a fortress,” said Earnachar. “Though it is difficult to maintain provision.”
Basjun shrugged. “I know little of grand strategy. There are granaries in the city. In the event of a siege, I expect Basracus to expel anyone who cannot fight and let them starve upon the mountainside. It is the sort of thing he would do.” 
They continued through the winding paths of the foothills. Twice they were attacked by lone spiders the size of horses. Basjun proved his worth with the bow, shooting both the spiders, once even before Romaria did. The lone spiders were a danger in the foothills, Basjun claimed, where they preferred to prey upon the herds of truculent mountain goats wandering the slopes. 
After the day’s march ended, they stopped in a narrow ravine sheltered between two hills. Both Romaria and Basjun announced that it would make a suitable campsite. After the campfire started, Sigaldra sat alone at the edge of the camp, staring into the shadows of the flames.
She had almost died alone and terrified and helpless in the darkness, a long way from the remnants of her people and anyone who loved her. Adalar and the others had saved her, but it had been close, so close, and the fact of it seemed to sink into her blood like a poison. 
Maybe Earnachar was right. Maybe the Jutai deserved to die, to pass away from history and be pushed aside by the Tervingi. Maybe the strong deserved to rule and the weak deserved to die. She had always thought of herself as strong…
But she hadn’t been able to save herself from the soliphage’s cave, had she? 
She sat alone, listening as Earnachar and Basjun traded hunting stories. A wave of resentment went through her. Earnachar, too, had been taken by dark magic. The heart spider had controlled and dominated him, just as the soliphage had imprisoned her, yet Earnachar seemed to have shaken off the experience. 
Maybe he was stronger. Maybe he deserved to survive, and she did not. She had failed her people, her sister, the memory of her family…
Maybe she was just losing her mind. 
Sigaldra closed her eyes, pressing her hands against her forehead, her ragged hair brushing her fingers. 
She heard the faint rasp as someone sat down next to her, and opened her eyes to see Adalar. 
“You should come eat something,” he said, the firelight glinting in his brown eyes. 
“Later,” said Sigaldra. “I’m not hungry. Tomorrow, maybe, before we set out.” 
“It will keep your strength up,” said Adalar, “for when we rescue Liane.”
“Maybe,” said Sigaldra. “If I live long enough.”
“You will,” said Adalar.
“I heard some of the things Earnachar was saying,” said Sigaldra. “When you were riding together.”
“I don’t agree with him,” said Adalar.
“Why not?” said Sigaldra. “He’s right.”
“What?” said Adalar. 
“I thought he hated the Jutai,” said Sigaldra. “He’s not fond of us, true…but he doesn’t hate us. He just loves his own people. I understand that now. He loves his people, and wants them to thrive. The Jutai are dying, Adalar. He could see that. I could not. I couldn’t save the Jutai. I couldn’t save myself. I should have died in that cave.”
“No,” said Adalar.  
“I just want to save Liane,” said Sigaldra. “And my people. I cannot do both. Maybe I cannot do either. Maybe…”
“You are in a dark mood,” said Adalar. “I understand.” 
“Do you?” said Sigaldra, her voice harsher than she intended. 
“I’ve seen death,” said Adalar. “I saw all of Mastaria wiped out by the runedead. It…stays with you, a sight like that. Sinks into your blood like poison. Or salt sown into the furrows of a field.”
“Yes,” whispered Sigaldra. “I have seen too much poison, and it has changed me.” 
“We will get your sister back, I promise,” said Adalar. He hesitated, and then took her hand. His hand felt warm, almost shockingly so against the cold wind of the mountains, his fingers heavy with calluses from the use of sword and shield and lance. “And we will find a way to help the Jutai, to make them safe.”
Sigaldra stared at him. A dozen possibilities warred in her mind. If she let him, it was possible that he was going to kiss her. Or she might kiss him first. None of the others, occupied with their meal, seemed to have noticed what was happening. She wanted to lean closer. She wanted to kiss him.
Instead, very slowly, she slid her hand from his.
“Adalar.” Her voice was a faint rasp. “You should forget about me.”
“What?” he said. 
“When this is over, you should go home and find a wife from among your own people,” said Sigaldra. “You should forget about the Jutai. We are dying. Go home, leave us to our death, and forget about me.”
Adalar stared at her for a while.
He rose without a sound and went to sit by Timothy and Mazael. 
A fresh wave of pain went through Sigaldra, and she squeezed her eyes shut.
It was for the best.
 
###
 
Three days after leaving Volmaya, the walls of Armalast came into sight. 
“Gods,” muttered Mazael, staring at the grim city. 
“A mighty fortress,” said Timothy. 
“I would not want to besiege this place,” said Earnachar, “even if I commanded every Malrag and Ograg in the middle lands and every valgast from the underworld.” 
Mazael agreed with that assessment. 
It was just as well that Riothamus had seen his vision. The host of the Grim Marches, Mazael judged, with the combined might of the lords and the Tervingi, could have taken Armalast by storm, especially with the aid of the Guardian’s spells and the magic of the wizards. But the cost would have been appallingly high. 
Catastrophically high, even. 
Armalast reminded him a little of Deepforest Keep, the city of the Elderborn where Romaria been born. It sat on an outthrust spur of the mountain, large enough to hold tens of thousands. Walls of grim gray stone encircled the spur, rising thirty feet high, built of massive blocks of rough-hewn stone. Within the walls, Mazael glimpsed towers of blocky stone thrusting skyward. 
“Those are the towers of the citadel,” said Basjun, pointing. “The high king’s citadel now, I suppose.”
Mazael nodded. The road led alongside the spur, following the line of the walls to rise to the city’s only gate in its northern wall. Any attackers would have to climb the road under the ramparts of the wall, allowing the defenders to rain missile fire down upon their heads. He supposed the best approach would be to construct ladders, allowing the attackers to assault the southern wall while siege engines bombarded the ramparts and another force assailed the gate. Yet such an assault would inflict hideous casualties upon the attackers. 
Riothamus’s vision had foretold catastrophe if Mazael’s army had marched to Armalast. It seemed that vision had been well-founded. 
He glanced at the others. Romaria and Adalar walked behind him, followed by Earnachar and Basjun, Crouch trotting at his master’s side. Timothy followed, from time to time urging the row of donkeys along. At Mazael’s suggestion, he had painted a blue spider upon his face. He reasoned that a priest and two priestesses of Marazadra where much less likely to be questioned, especially if Timothy backed up their authority with a display of magical prowess. 
Sigaldra followed Timothy, one hand guiding a donkey, her blue eyes staring at nothing. She had been subdued since the soliphage’s cave. Both she and Adalar had sunk into grim, depressed moods, and only spoke when necessary. Sigaldra, in particular, seemed to have been shaken by her ordeal. Mazael hoped she still had the will to fight.
They would find themselves fighting for their lives soon enough.
“I suggest, sir,” said Basjun, “that you let me do the talking.”
Mazael nodded. “You know the city best.”
“Our story should be,” said Basjun, “that we are the attendants of two priestesses and one priest, and that we have come at the call of the Prophetess to hear her words. Many priests of the goddess have come to Armalast, both to hear her and at the high king’s call. Three more should pass unnoticed.” 
Mazael nodded. “Then we’ll proceed to Hirune’s inn.”
“It’s called the Guesthouse,” said Basjun. “Also, sir, two points you must remember. High priests and priestesses wear robes with red borders, and all must bow their heads and make way as they pass, even other priests. Additionally, the messengers of the goddess come and go freely in Armalast, and dwell in the caverns below the city. If you see a soliphage, you must also bow your head and wait for her to pass. The soliphages may claim anyone they wish…”
“No,” said Sigaldra, her voice sharp. “No. I won’t go with a soliphage, not again. I will fight to the death first.” 
“Then,” said Basjun, “I suggest we avoid drawing the notice of the soliphages at all costs.”
“Sound counsel,” said Mazael. “First the Guesthouse, and then we’ll decide how to proceed.” 
They climbed the road the rest of the way to the gate, the walls rising like cliffs on their left. The road looped around the corner of the wall, and then the gate yawned before them. Twin towers of rough-hewn stone rose on either side of the gate, and Mazael marveled at them for a moment. The dark blocks were so large it looked as if some long-dead race of giants had built Armalast for themselves, and the Skuldari had simply claimed the city after their passing. 
Maybe they had. Many strange things had lived in these lands before the coming of mankind. 
Mazael had fought some of those creatures. 
Four Skuldari warriors in chain mail stood before the gate, their faces painted blue, scowls upon their features. The scowls vanished once they saw the blue spiders painted upon the faces of Romaria and Sigaldra and Timothy. 
“Aye, then,” said one of the guards, his tone respectful. “State your business.”
“The servants of the goddess,” said Basjun, gesturing at the others, “come to hear the words of the great Prophetess of the goddess.” He held forth the stone seal they had taken from the soliphage’s cave, and that seemed to convince the guards.
“Then the goddess has smiled upon you,” said the guard. “The Prophetess arrived yesterday.”
Mazael saw Sigaldra stiffen, her eyes widening with excitement. Hopefully the guards would interpret that as religious fervor. 
“So soon?” said Basjun. “Forgive me, sirs, but my mistresses and master have been in remote parts of Skuldar, and we are starved for news.”
The guard shrugged. “The Prophetess and the Champion arrived yesterday, attended by a dozen messengers of the goddess. A peculiar outlander girl with golden hair was with them.” Sigaldra’s lips pressed into a thin line. “They went at once to the citadel to confer with the high king, and have remained there ever since. The Prophetess will address the people tomorrow, before the high king prepares his final march to bring the world under the sway of the goddess.” 
“Thank you, sirs,” said Basjun. “Is there still room at the Guesthouse? My mistresses and master have stayed there before.”
“Of course,” said the guard. “The host of Skuldar gathers in the Vale below for war. The city is half-empty. You shall have your pick of rooms.” 
“Thank you,” said Basjun again, and the guards stepped aside to let them enter. Mazael and the others led the donkeys through the dark tunnel of the gate, and they stepped into a large market square. 
Mazael had visited numerous towns and cities in his travels – Sword Town, Barellion, Knightport, Tumblestone, and others, but he had never seen a market square quite like this one. 
Huge buildings of massive gray stone blocks fronted the square, looking as if they had indeed been built by the hands of giants. Between the stone structures stood smaller houses and shops built of pine planks, as were most of the stalls in the market. For the first time Mazael saw Skuldari women. They wore high-collared dresses of gray and blue that left the arms bare, woolen mantles hanging from their shoulders, their hair piled high and their ears and necks adorned with jewelry of amber and polished stones. All the men wore armor and carried weapons, both of finer quality than most of the Skuldari warriors Mazael had seen, and trophy skulls hung from their belts. Likely these were Basracus’s own followers. Several of them had dogs of the same breed as Crouch, though none quite so ugly. 
The advantages of disguising Romaria and Sigaldra as priestesses and Timothy as a priest became apparent. The crowd in the market didn’t quite disperse at the sight of them, but they kept out of the way. Basjun led them across the square, and Mazael looked around as they walked, staring into the surrounding streets. For all the crowds, the streets leading deeper into the city seemed largely deserted. It appeared that much of the population had departed to make war upon the Grim Marches. For that matter, the city was so large that Mazael suspected it was half-deserted anyway in peacetime. 
He saw a pair of soliphages moving their way up an otherwise empty street, heading in the direction of the citadel. His hand wanted to grasp Talon’s hilt, but the soliphages seemed uninterested in their surroundings. 
Basjun took them to a large building on the far side of the square. It was ringed in makeshift wooden structures, surrounded by scaffolds like mushrooms growing around a tree stump. As they approached, the smell of strong beer and cooking food came to Mazael’s nose, and the laughter and rumble of raucous conversation. 
“The Guesthouse,” said Basjun, ducking beneath one of the scaffolds. A large pair of double doors stood there, revealing a long stone hall with a lofty roof supported by thick stone pillars. Round tables stood scattered throughout the hall, ringed in short cushioned stools. Skuldari men and women sat at the tables, eating and drinking, while serving women carried trays of food and drink. A plank bar ran the length of one wall, and behind the bar stood a stocky, scowling man in a leather apron, watching everything with cold eyes. 
The man’s expression softened as Basjun approached, though he looked over Romaria and Timothy and Sigaldra with wary eyes. 
“Master Hirune,” said Basjun.
“Basjun,” said Hirune. “Thought you would have been drafted into one chieftain or another’s warband by now. Though it looks like you’ve joined the retinue of the priests, may the goddess rise in glory.” He reached into a pocket of his apron and tossed something over the bar. Crouch hopped up and caught it in his jaws. 
“All glory to the goddess,” said Basjun. “These priestesses and priests are friends of my father.” 
“Are they?” said Hirune. His frown deepened further. “Your father has many friends in Skuldar, but I didn’t know he was honored with friends among the servants of the goddess.”
“These are friends of my father’s,” said Basjun, lowering his voice further, “from outside the borders of Skuldar.” 
Hirune stared at him for a moment, and then blinked.
“Ah,” he said. “Lad, we’d better talk.” 
 
###
 
Adalar followed Hirune and Mazael and the others to the cellar below the common room. 
The cellar, like the common room above, seemed larger than human scale, with columns of massive stones supporting the ceiling above. Adalar wondered if the ancient Skuldari had built the city themselves, or if they had found it and claimed it after the original inhabitants had departed. Whatever the original purpose of this room, Hirune used it for storage. Casks of beer rested against one wall, while sacks of grain stood heaped against another.
“Better watch the door,” said Hirune.
“Crouch,” said Basjun. The ugly dog grasped his master’s intent, and climbed the stairs to stare at the door to the common room, his tail wagging back and forth.
“I shall keep watch as well, my lord,” said Timothy. “I can sound the alarm if someone approaches from the other side of the door.”
“Do it,” said Mazael, and Timothy climbed the steps.
“My lord, then?” said Hirune. “Suppose that means you’re in charge? The women and the man in the black cloak do a good job, but if you watch them for long enough, it’s plain they’re not Skuldari.”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “My name is Mazael, and this is my wife Romaria. I am a lord of some lands outside of Skuldar’s borders, and this is my vassal Sigaldra. The Prophetess of Skuldar kidnapped Sigaldra’s younger sister and brought her to Armalast, and so we have come to kidnap her back. And, if possible, to kill the Prophetess in the process.” 
Hirune stared at Mazael. The man’s leathery face gave away little, but Adalar thought he seemed incredulous.
“I see,” he said at last.
“It is the truth, sir,” said Basjun. “My father vouches for Lady Romaria. She saved his life from bandits years ago, during her travels.” 
“I see,” said Hirune again, rubbing his jaw. “Well…if the priests caught me with a cellar full of outlanders, we all would be executed, so I may as well be honest with you. And if you do manage to rid us of the Prophetess, you shall have done us a great service.”
“She is here, then?” said Mazael.
“Aye, I saw her enter into the city,” said Hirune. “I feared she would stop at the Guesthouse, but she went to the citadel at once. Likely she wanted to meet with that rat Basracus as soon as possible.”
“Who was with her?” said Mazael.
“A dozen messengers – ah, soliphages, I think you outlanders call them,” said Hirune. “The Champion as well. And an outlander girl with yellow hair – pretty little thing.” He glanced at Sigaldra. “Suppose that was your sister, madam.” 
Sigaldra gave a sharp nod. Adalar watched her for a moment. Since their conversation, she had spoken little to him, but she had not spoken very much to anyone. Something seemed to have broken within her at the soliphage’s cave, as if after so many years of struggle she had at last despaired of the future. He wished he could do something for her, something to snap her out of it. 
But he had lived with that kind of despair himself, hadn’t he? In some ways, he still did. 
“Then our best option,” said Mazael, “is to kidnap the girl and escape Armalast for the Grim Marches.” He looked at Hirune. “The Prophetess needs the girl, Hirune. I don’t know why, but she has some mad plan to summon Marazadra and enslave all the world to the giant damned spider. Yet she cannot do it without the girl.” 
“So you kidnap the girl, and her plan fails?” said Hirune.
“Aye,” said Mazael. “And if possible, we kill the Prophetess.” 
Hirune offered a sour smile. “You’re not the first to try, you know. Many chieftains have tried to rid Skuldar of the blight of the Prophetess. All of them are dead. She is a powerful wizard, and unafraid to use her power.”
Mazael grinned back. “She would not be the first powerful wizard I have slain.” 
He looked so confident of victory. Adalar wondered if Mazael ever suffered doubts, if he had even known a period of despair. If he did, he kept it well-hidden. Maybe that was how he had kept the lords of the Grim Marches and the Tervingi headmen under his control. 
Or perhaps a man like Mazael Cravenlock did not trouble himself with doubts. 
“You’re either reckless or a madman,” said Hirune.
Romaria shrugged. “There’s no reason he cannot be both.”
“Can you help us?” said Mazael. “Danel said the secret church had many friends in Armalast. One way or another, I intend to rescue the girl and get out of Skuldar. But if you can help us, all the better.” 
“You ask us to take a grave risk,” said Hirune. “The secret church has so far remained a secret. Yet I know the Prophetess and the high king suspect our existence. Basracus regularly rails against spies and apostates. Should he learn that we are real, he will kill us all, or the Prophetess shall feed us to the soliphages.”
“Then give the risk to us,” said Mazael. “We shall strike on your behalf, but our enemies will never realize you helped us. The Prophetess knows that I will come for her sooner or later. When I find her, she will focus upon that. Not upon a ‘secret church’ that may or may not exist.” 
Hirune frowned, drumming his fingers against his leg. 
“You, girl,” he said at last to Sigaldra. “You might follow this Lord Mazael, but it’s your sister the Prophetess took. Do you really think that he can get her back?”
Sigaldra opened her mouth, closed it again. For a moment she stared at Mazael, and then looked back at Hirune. 
“I do not know,” she said in a quiet voice. “No one can see the outcome of a battle. All ends in death, regardless of what we do. But I shall try.”
Silence answered her.
“Inspiring,” said Earnachar at last. 
“Very well,” said Hirune. “If you see fit to risk your lives in this madness, far be it from me to stop you. Hearken, then. The secret church has existed in Skuldar for a long time, and for years we have seen the worship of Marazadra fade away. Then the Prophetess came with all her power. The soliphages obeyed her, and she installed Basracus as the high king of Skuldar.” 
Mazael nodded. “Danel said much the same.”
“Before he became high king,” said Hirune, “Basracus was only the chieftain of Armalast. Before he became chieftain of Armalast, his father was a member of the secret church, and attended our liturgies. He therefore entrusted us with many of his secrets. Secrets which Basracus never learned, since he murdered his father to become chieftain of Armalast.”
“Secrets,” said Mazael, “such as a hidden way into the citadel?”
Hirune smiled. “Ah. You understand. Yes. Basracus’s father entrusted us with the knowledge of a hidden way in and out of the citadel. You see, there are many catacombs and caverns hidden beneath Armalast. The soliphages keep their lairs in some of them.” Sigaldra shuddered at that. “Others open on the mountain slope north of here, leading to the pass to the Dragon’s Gate. One such passage is a hidden escape tunnel to the citadel.” He shrugged. “We had hoped to use it to avenge our fallen brother, but then the Prophetess came. Basracus is always guarded by soliphages, and the Prophetess is often with him. We cannot stand against their power.”
“We can,” said Mazael. “We’ve killed soliphages before, and if we get close enough, we can kill the Prophetess.”
“Can you?” said Hirune. “She may not even be human. For all I know, she does not even bleed.”
“She bleeds,” said Adalar, speaking for the first time since they had entered the cellar. “I know she does because I saw it myself. I shot her with a crossbow before she fled to Skuldar. If I had been able to line up another shot, I could have killed her. She is powerful, but beneath that power she is still flesh and blood. Still as mortal as anyone in this room.” 
He felt Sigaldra staring at him, but did not look back.
“Well, if you are willing to take the risk, I shall show you the secret entrance,” said Hirune. “Gods know there is no risk to me.”
“Because if we fail, the Prophetess will kill us all and your secrets will die with us?” said Mazael.
“You guess correctly,” said Hirune. “I suggest that your best chance of striking is tomorrow night. Tomorrow morning, the Prophetess will address the faithful in the courtyard of the citadel. After that, she will withdraw into the inner chambers to confer with Basracus.”
“How do you know that, sir?” said Earnachar.
“Because that has always been her custom,” said Hirune. “If Basracus really is her puppet as I suspect, then she must make sure the strings are still tied around his arms and legs. Once that is done, if she follows her usual pattern she will depart on one of her errands. But tomorrow night, she will be alone with Basracus in the inner chambers of the citadel, save for the Champion and one or two soliphages. If this child is so important to her, she will be nearby…and that is your best chance to take her and kill the Prophetess.” 
“All right,” said Mazael. “We shall put yourselves in your hands, Hirune. Thank you for the danger you are undertaking upon our behalf.”
“If you rid us of the Prophetess,” said Hirune, “it shall be well worth the risk. Without her, the other chieftains would tear down Basracus in a second.” 
“One more question,” said Mazael. “Have you ever encountered someone who called herself Mother Volaria?” 
Hirune’s face went very still. 
“You are outlanders,” said Hirune. “Where did you hear that name?”
“Outside of Volmaya,” said Mazael. “Before we met Danel and Basjun. We met an old woman who called herself Mother Volaria. She knew more about our task than I would like, and she vanished without a trace. Damned if I could figure out how she did it.” 
“A children’s story,” said Basjun. 
“She is,” said Hirune, “but only because she often appears to children.”
“You’ve seen her, then?” said Adalar, intrigued. He still could not figure out how that strange old woman had disappeared. Neither Romaria nor Timothy thought she had used magic, which meant she was either a trickster of superb cunning, or a wizard of such power that she could mask her traces from Romaria’s Sight. 
“A long time ago,” said Hirune. “My family was from western Skuldar, not far from the Krago Hills. I was tending my father’s goats, and I fell into a crevice and broke my leg. I thought I would die of thirst before anyone found me, but Mother Volaria came to me. She said she would ask me a question, and if she liked the answer I would live, but if she disliked the answer or if I lied to her, she would let me die.” 
“What was the question?” said Mazael. 
“Why I had gone into the crevice after the goats,” said Hirune. 
Adalar blinked. He expected some sort of mystical riddle, or perhaps some puzzle. 
“What was the answer, then?” said Mazael. “Presumably she liked the answer, since you are still alive.” 
Hirune shrugged. “I told her the truth. It had been a hard winter, and food was scarce. My mother would often go without food so my brothers and my father could eat. She was sick so often…if we lost the goat, she would have to go without food for even longer.” 
“I like that answer, too,” said Romaria. 
“She carried me out of the crevice and back to my village,” said Hirune. “After…I told no one of what had happened. Who would believe me? Over the years I met a few others who claimed that Mother Volaria had spoken to them, but I never knew if they were telling the truth or not. To hear outlanders speak of her so openly…it is a strange thing, which I suppose loosened my tongue. Few will speak of her, for it is said that her fury is as terrible as her mercy is kind.” 
In that sense, Adalar supposed, Mother Volaria sounded a great deal like Mazael. 
Mazael grunted. The answer had not pleased him. It was another mystery. 
“If she intended you harm,” said Hirune, “I doubt you could have stopped her. It is said that her power is great and her knowledge vast.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “So long as she stays out of our way when we come for the Prophetess, well and good. For tomorrow, one way or another, we will settle with the Prophetess and her servants.” 



Chapter 10: Citadel of the Goddess
 
That night, Mazael could not sleep. 
Some of it, he supposed, was simple tension. Tomorrow he would be going into battle alongside Romaria and the others. There was every chance, he knew, that they would prevail against the Prophetess and the Champion, especially if they took her and Rigoric off guard. 
Yet chance and fortune ruled battles as much as skill and courage, and he knew it was just as likely that the fight might turn sour. 
Still, he judged it worth the risk. Assaulting Armalast with the army of the Grim Marches would prove catastrophic, and if he did invade Skuldar, the Prophetess and Basracus would almost certainly withdraw all their forces behind the city’s wall. 
No. Better to strike here, and to cut the head from the serpent. 
Or the head from the spider, he supposed. 
Still, he could not sleep. He had made all the preparations he could, hiding the greater part of their supplies outside the walls in case they needed to escape quickly, scouting the layout of the city, and observing as much of the citadel as he could. Danel's donkeys had been secured in Hirune's stables, to be returned to the merchant if Mazael was slain. There was nothing to do but wait until the moment came to act. 
He rose from the bedroll he shared with Romaria, the stone floor cold beneath his feet. Hirune had given them his finest suite of rooms, as he would have for a real priestess of Marazadra. Romaria sighed and curled up in the blankets, and Mazael donned his clothes and armor, buckling his sword belt around his waist, and slipped into the hallway.
He knew it was a risk going to the common room, but it wasn’t much of a risk. With his unremarkable chain mail and clothing, he looked like any other Skuldari fighting man. The Prophetess knew that he would come for her, but she assumed he would come at the head of an army. He doubted she would expect him to come with a small band of infiltrators. 
Certainly the idea would not have occurred to him without Riothamus’s vision. 
Besides, perhaps he could learn something useful. 
He descended the stone stairs to the cavernous, gloomy common room, the hearths casting flickering firelight across the walls. Perhaps two dozen men still sat at the tables, some singly, some in groups. Mazael strode to the bar, purchased a mug of Skuldari beer from one of Hirune’s scowling workers, and considered the room. He had been in countless rooms like this, during his travels across the realm, taverns and inns and wine shops. He took a sip of the beer, blinking in surprise. It was quite good. Better than much of the beer produced in the Grim Marches, in truth. The Tervingi brewed their own beer, but by the gods the stuff was foul. This, though…he saw possibilities for trade there, if the Prophetess was defeated and Skuldar opened to the outside world, free of the baneful influence of Marazadra’s priestesses…
The thought amused him. Once he would have thought of nothing more than drinking the excellent beer until the room spun and he passed out. Now he was thinking of trade for his lands. It seemed that he was getting old after all…
“Buy me a drink, will you?” 
Mazael looked up, stirred out of his wandering thoughts. 
A Skuldari woman leaned against the bar, smiling at him. She was about twenty-five, with pale eyes, slicked-back black hair, and white teeth. She wore the sleeveless, high-collared dress of the Skuldari women, but hers was tighter than those he had seen earlier, and to good effect. It was made of finer material, and jewels glinted on her fingers and her ears. She was remarkably beautiful…and that made Mazael realize that something was amiss.
Beautiful women did not come alone to places like this at night. For that matter, they did not approach men like him. The Lord of the Grim Marches, to be sure…but for all this woman knew, Mazael was just another swordsman at loose ends. 
There was no good reason for her to approach him. 
“That’s very kind,” said Mazael, “but I’m married.”
He glanced around the room. None of the other men had noticed her, and since she was the only woman in the room, that seemed unlikely. That meant either they were ignoring her, or that they knew who she was and wished to avoid drawing her attention…
Or they could not see her.
Either possibility did not bode well.
“Oh, I know,” said the woman. “I like your wife, Mazael Cravenlock. She is good for you. And there is no one else like her. Not even I have ever met someone like her, and I have met a very great many people.”
“Who are you?” said Mazael. 
“Truly?” said the woman. “Surely you have figured it out by now.” 
His first impulse was to say that she was the Prophetess. Yet that seemed wrong. When he had spoken to the Prophetess, she had been full of righteous, unyielding zeal. And this woman looked familiar. Like the daughter of someone he had already met…
It clicked.
“Mother Volaria,” said Mazael.
She inclined her head, earrings glittering. 
“Now, then,” said Volaria, “won’t you buy a drink for a tired old woman? Children used to be more respectful of their elders.”
Mazael placed a coin on the bar without looking away from her, and received another mug from the worker. He could not tell if the man saw Volaria or not. 
“You clean up well,” he said.
“How very kind of you,” said Volaria. She lifted the mug and took a sip, a rather unladylike sigh of satisfaction coming from her. “The Skuldari have good beer, don’t they? You wouldn’t expect it of them. Still, I suppose they need some relief. Living with the soliphages must be simply dreadful.” 
“Are you Skuldari?” said Mazael.
“Certainly not,” said Volaria, sipping at her beer again. “I am no more Skuldari than the soliphages are. I simply happen to live here. Near here, anyway.” 
“Then who are you?” said Mazael. 
“You may call me Mother Volaria,” said the woman. She took another drink. “Most of the Skuldari do.”
“You ought to pay Hirune a visit, then,” said Mazael. “You would astonish him.” 
“I remember him,” said Volaria. “The little boy with the broken leg. I liked his answer.” 
“You would have let him starve?” said Mazael.
She shrugged, the cloth of her dress sliding against her slim shoulders. “If he had lied to me, yes. The world has so many false people. It shall not miss one.” 
“Do you like my answers?” said Mazael.
Volaria grinned at him. “I wanted to meet you. Romaria is unique, but so are you, or very nearly so. The last of the children of the Old Demon.” A cold chill went through Mazael. “But the first of the Old Demon’s children to outlive him. One of the few, in truth.”
“Who are you really?” said Mazael. His hand itched to hold Talon’s hilt.
“Have you figured it out yet?” said Volaria, stirring her beer with a finger. “It will be a challenge, I admit, but you might be able get there.”
“You’re Demonsouled,” said Mazael.
“Oh, no,” said Volaria with a frown. “No, no, no. Not at all. I knew your father, though.” She smiled. “You remind me of him.”
“Don’t say that,” said Mazael. “He was a monster, and…”
“You’re not,” said Volaria. “Not yet. Maybe not ever. But do you know what your father’s secret was? I already told it to you.” 
“He didn’t play the game,” said Mazael, remembering their conversation at Volmaya. “He designed the game and let others play. He arranged things so that no matter what happened, he would accrue some advantage.” 
“He spend three thousand years doing that,” said Volaria. “Gathering power, a little bit at a time. Siring Demonsouled progeny and then slaying them, storing up their power in Cythraul Urdvul. He was so careful for so long…and then he underestimated you and you killed him.” She let out a little laugh. “It was fitting.”
“You’re a Guardian, then,” said Mazael, another idea coming to him.
“Oh?” said Volaria, her smile widening. “Do explain.”
“The Guardian of the Tervingi was not always part of the Tervingi nation,” said Mazael. “It was an older office, one established by the High Elderborn to fight the Dark Elderborn and the Demonsouled. I always thought there was more than one. You must be one of them.” 
“Closer,” said Volaria. “I knew several of the Guardians. But, no. Disappointing. If you don’t get better at this game, Mazael Cravenlock, you’re going to lose.”
“And what game is that?” said Mazael, his patience wearing thin.
“Why, the same game your father played,” said Volaria. “One of the games he designed. The game of gods. The game of dark powers. He won it, of course…but he’s dead now, and many of his opponents were very, very sore losers.” 
“Like Marazadra,” said Mazael.
“The spider is one,” said Volaria. “There are others, of course, but you need concern yourself with the spider now. She’s almost awake, and her little puppet will awaken her the rest of the way soon.”
“The Prophetess,” said Mazael.
“Your plan is a good one,” said Volaria, taking another sip of the beer, “and it may succeed. But something may go wrong. Something will go wrong.” 
“You will make something go wrong?” said Mazael. 
Volaria gave him a scornful look. “Come, now. How many battles have you been in?”
“Something always goes wrong in a battle,” said Mazael. “Something you did not anticipate.”
“Exactly,” said Volaria. “I suggest, prodigal child of the Old Demon, that you arrange your game so that you gain some advantage no matter what happens. Because if you lose, now, so close to the end of the spider’s game…the price of that loss will be more than you can bear.”
She vanished.
Mazael blinked and looked around. There was no trace of Mother Volaria, whether in her older or younger guises. For that matter, it seemed as if none of the patrons or any of the workers managing the bar had noticed anything at all. 
“Gods,” muttered Mazael. 
He finished his beer and climbed back to his room, leaving Volaria’s half-finished mug upon the bar. 
Romaria stirred as he lay down next to her. “Anything interesting happen?” 
“I had another visit from Mother Volaria,” said Mazael.
She stiffened. “What did she want?”
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. 
 
###
 
The next morning Sigaldra followed Adalar and Mazael and the others from the Guesthouse, joining the crowds making their way to the high king’s citadel. 
She did not like towns very much. In the middle lands, the Jutai and the Tervingi and the other nations had lived scattered across the hills and the valleys, mostly dwelling in small villages. It had been rare to see a town with more than a few thousand people. After coming to the Grim Marches, she had visited Cravenlock Town, which housed eight thousand people, and Sword Town, which had ten thousand. Both had been unbearably crowded to her, and it seemed shocking that there were larger cities upon the coast of the sea to the west. 
Sigaldra had no particular urge to see those towns. It was so easy for enemies to hide in the crowds, to lurk in the alleys, to lie in wait upon the rooftops. Armalast, with its grim buildings of gray stone and ramshackle houses of pine planks, seemed like a maze that could hide an army.
Of course, given that most of the people in Armalast would kill her if they knew who she really was, perhaps her fear was justified.
She walked between Romaria and Timothy, their faces painted with the sigil of the blue spider. Sigaldra did her best to keep her face cold and haughty, watching the Skuldari around her with disdain. It reminded her of when she had parleyed for the lives of the Jutai with Ragnachar, knowing that the slightest show of weakness might provoke him to wipe out her people. Mazael, Earnachar, and Adalar walked in the front, clearing the way for the priest and priestesses of Marazadra. Earnachar, in particularly, did a good impression of a strutting bully, likely because that was his true character. Basjun brought up the back, Crouch padding at his side in silence. 
Sigaldra’s eyes strayed to Adalar. Since she had pushed him away, he had not been rude to her. He hadn’t even been cold. He had simply been…distant. That was for the best. He had been under no obligation to help her and the Jutai, yet he had anyway. 
That thought in turn sent a wave of guilt through her, and she pushed it aside. 
Today. Today was her best chance to rescue Liane, and she dared not hesitate.
No matter what it might cost her. She had to save Liane. Sigaldra’s own fate was of no consequence. 
Soon the citadel of Armalast came into sight. 
“Gods,” muttered Mazael, “it’s as bad as the city itself.”
Sigaldra had seen enough sieges to agree with his assessment. The citadel of Armalast occupied the full southern third of the city, sealed off from the streets with a towering wall of rough stone blocks. A single gate pierced the wall, and a steady stream of people moved through it under the watchful eye of Basracus’s warriors. With the wall stood the citadel itself, four massive towers joined by their own wall. If Sigaldra gauged the distance right, practically the entire city could take refuge within the citadel’s vast courtyard. An army that seized Armalast would have to fight another battle to break into the citadel proper. 
“Just as well we didn’t have to put this place to siege,” said Mazael. 
Adalar shook his head. “To take it by storm, we would need the armies of every liege lord of the realm. I wondered why the runedead had not wiped out Skuldar as they did Mastaria. This place could have held off the runedead, especially if the walls had been warded to keep them out.”
“They were, my lord,” said Timothy. “Likely the priestesses or the soliphages themselves cast the spells.” 
“It’s not our concern how the Skuldari survived the Great Rising,” said Mazael, “and if we’re successful, what they do next shall not be our concern. Best to keep quiet now. If anyone challenges us, let Basjun do the talking.”
They walked in silence the rest of the way to the citadel’s cliff-like wall. The guards at the gate let them pass, and they strode into the vast courtyard. Enormous basalt flagstones paved the ground, and the towers of the citadel itself rose like hills. Wooden buildings stood at the base of the outer wall, stables and forges and barracks and kitchens. A large crowd had gathered at the foot of the citadel’s towers, but still only managed to fill about a third of the courtyard. 
“Stay near the edges,” muttered Mazael, “in case we need to retreat in a hurry.”
Sigaldra nodded, and they stopped near the edges of the crowd. Given the fear in which common Skuldari held the priests of Marazadra, it was not hard to keep their distance. She spotted dozens of priests and priestesses in the crowd, and a cold finger of fear brushed her spine. If they were discovered, Sigaldra and the others could not overcome the combined magical power of so many wizards, to say nothing of all the Skuldari warriors. Unconsciously she found herself moving closer to Adalar, and rebuked herself for it. She had asked too much of him, had…
A hush fell over the crowd, and Sigaldra followed their gaze.
A bolt of molten hatred shot through her, her fear and guilt and doubt forgotten.
Her enemy was at hand.
A balcony jutted from the wall halfway up one of the citadel towers, perhaps forty feet above the courtyard. Two figures stepped upon the balcony, a man and a woman. The man was tall, clad in armor of black steel plate, the hilt of a greatsword rising over his shoulder, the plates of his armor adorned with reliefs of spiders. A strange mask that looked as if it had been fashioned from miniature sword blades covered his face, gleaming in the morning sunlight. The woman was shorter and slender, clad in a hooded black robe that concealed her features and figure, but Sigaldra would know her anywhere. She would know both of them anywhere. 
The Prophetess and Rigoric. 
Sigaldra still had her bow, a quiver of arrows hanging at her belt. Thankfully, it was not out of character for a priestess of Marazadra to go about armed. The balcony was not all that far away, and perhaps she could make the shot. One arrow through the Prophetess’s lying, scheming throat, and…
“Don’t,” whispered Romaria. “She’s warded against arrows. You’d waste your life.”
Sigaldra trialed to dial back her rage. Even if she shot the Prophetess dead, she would not live long enough to rescue Liane. The crowd would tear her apart, and she and Adalar and all the others would die for nothing.
No. Better to wait. Her hand curled into a fist so tight that her knuckles creaked.
“Hear me!” said the Prophetess, her voice rolling over the courtyard with the aid of a spell. “Men and women of Skuldar, hear my words, and hearken to my counsel, for I am the messenger of the goddess! I am her Prophetess, sent to prepare the way for her return and make smooth the paths for her conquest!” 
Utter silence answered her. The crowd stared at her, rapt. Like Timothy, she had a strong Travian accent, though hers was sharper and more precise. 
“Already it has begun,” said the Prophetess. “The armies of your high king have won victories against the faithless lords of the Grim Marches. Soon Basracus will lay the Grim Marches at your feet, and the men of Skuldar and the servants of the goddess shall conquer the entire world.”
Still silence ruled in the courtyard.
“Perhaps you think this unlikely,” said the Prophetess. “Perhaps you think the goddess has withdrawn her protecting hand from you. Fools to think such nonsense!” She gestured at the mountains rising away to the north. “Soon I shall take the Horn of Doom and Fate and the Mask of Marazadra! I shall bear them with me to the Heart of the Goddess, and there I shall call Marazadra back to this world once more!” 
Sigaldra saw Mazael stiffen at the mention of the Heart of the Goddess. He had heard about it before, she was sure. What was it? A place? A relic of some kind, like this Mask of Marazadra or the Horn of Doom and Fate? Perhaps that was why the Prophetess needed Liane. Liane had the Sight, and maybe the Sight could show the way to the Mask. 
“For you shall be the chosen instruments of the goddess,” said the Prophetess. “I have seen the world outside of the borders of Skuldar, and it is a wicked and vile one. The lords loot and plunder as they please, growing fat on the labors of the peasants. The swinish commoners themselves are no better, for they are lazy and insolent. The clergy of the Amathavian church are hypocrites and fornicators. The merchants are cheats and scoundrels. The knights are craven thugs. None of them are worthy! None of them are virtuous! All of them have abandoned the path of the upright to wallow in their own wickedness like a pig rolling in its filth.”
“She doesn’t like anyone,” whispered Romaria to Mazael. The comment was so unexpected that Sigaldra almost laughed. She stopped herself. Laughing in this bleak fortress would have been the best way to draw attention to herself.
No one else was laughing. 
“But we cannot blame them for their iniquities,” said the Prophetess. “It is the nature of man to be evil, and so to evil they have turned. What makes men virtuous? Is it love? Is it the law? No. All these things are illusions. The only thing that makes men virtuous is fear. Fear is the only justice. Fear is the great teacher of virtue. The Skuldari are the most virtuous nation upon the earth, for you live in fear of the messengers of the goddess.” She stepped forward, raising her hands. “Soon, the goddess herself shall walk the world, housed in flesh once more. And when she does, all nations and all kingdoms shall know the terror of the goddess! All people shall fear her and tremble at the sight of her. When the world is gathered under her sway and lives in terror of her shadow, then at last shall all men know the path of virtue!” 
It was a mad, fiery speech, yet the Skuldari priests and priestesses scattered throughout the crowd nodded in agreement. The Prophetess sounded so noble, but Sigaldra knew better. In their final confrontation in Greatheart Keep, a mask had fallen from her. The Prophetess projected cool serenity and certainty, but in that moment, Sigaldra had seen that beneath the serenity was an arrogant, cruel young woman who had paused to gloat over Sigaldra’s defeat. In fact, if the Prophetess had not stopped to gloat over Sigaldra’s impending demise, she could have escaped without a trace. Adalar would not have shot her with the crossbow, and the Prophetess would have killed Sigaldra and vanished with Liane. 
Perhaps the Prophetess was the kind of woman who claimed to hurt people for their own good, but simply enjoyed their suffering. 
“Already the host of Skuldar gathers,” said the Prophetess, and she beckoned into the shadows behind her.
A tall man stepped to her side, with a thin, proud face and thick black hair going gray at the temples. Like Rigoric, he wore plate armor of the finest craftsmanship, the plates adorned with images of spiders. He carried a helmet under one arm, and a jeweled sword rested at his belt. 
“Behold Basracus, High King of Skuldar!” said the Prophetess, and the warriors cheered, thrusting their fists into the air. 
Basracus gazed at them, his face impassive, and then he raised an armored hand. The cheering subsided.
“Let every man attend to his weapons,” he boomed, “and take up armor and shield. Soon we shall march to bring all lands beneath the sway of our goddess. Already the campaign in the Grim Marches is underway, and our men have won victory after victory. Soon all of the Grim Marches shall fall under our sway, then the Krago Hills and the High Plain and Knightreach and all the other lands of the liege lords. When the Prophetess raises the goddess to walk among us, our armies shall be invincible!” 
Again the warriors cheered. 
“Let every man be ready to march,” said Basracus. “When the Prophetess returns with the goddess at her side, we shall descend upon the world and bring it beneath the shadow of the goddess!” 
The Prophetess faded back into the darkness of the balcony while Basracus spoke, Rigoric trailing her like a silent shadow. The High King of Skuldar basked in the cheers for a moment, and then followed the Prophetess into the citadel proper. The crowd below the balcony started to break up, heading back towards the gate. Sigaldra followed Mazael and the others as they broke away from the crowd, joining the general drift towards the gate. 
Though, of course, they were not going to the gate at all. 
“She’s going to summon Marazadra?” muttered Mazael. “Skaloban thought to do the same at Deepforest Keep, but he was tricked. And what the devil does she need Liane for? If she’s going to summon a goddess, one girl with the Sight will not make a difference.”
“Perhaps the Horn of Doom and Fate is to call to the goddess,” said Earnachar. She scowled at him, and then realized he wasn’t joking. For all she knew, she was right. What did she know of dreadful magic like this? She had already lived through the Great Rising, and she feared the Prophetess might use Liane to unleash another magical catastrophe. 
“Maybe,” said Mazael. “How should I know? I’m a knight, not a wizard. I wish Riothamus had come with us. He might have known the truth…”
“I think I know her,” said Timothy, blinking at the balcony.
For a moment they looked at him in surprise.
“The…Prophetess?” said Sigaldra, confused. “You’ve met her? You must have seen her at Greatheart Keep…”
“I did, but only from a distance,” said Timothy. “I did not hear her speak. But her voice…I’m sure I’ve heard it before, but I cannot seem to recall where.” 
“Your accents are the same,” said Earnachar. “Perhaps that is it.”
“Their accents aren’t quite the same,” said Romaria.
They were not, come to think of it. Timothy’s was rougher, harsher, but the Prophetess’s voice had been more lyrical and refined.
“They are not, my lady,” said Timothy. “I am a commoner of Travia, but the Prophetess speaks like a Travian noblewoman.”
“Did you know many Travian noblewomen?” said Adalar.
“Some, my lord,” said Timothy. “Some came to the college of the wizards’ brotherhood when they manifested magical ability. Others came there for refuge. Travia suffers from many civil wars, and it is common for entire noble houses to be extinguished in such wars. Sometimes the noblewomen have to flee for their lives and go into exile, or take refuge where they can.” He shrugged. “Apparently a wizards’ college is a better refuge than a convent.” 
“So how does a Travian noblewoman with magical ability become the Prophetess of Marazadra?” said Mazael.
Timothy shrugged again. “I fear I do not know. I cannot recall where I have seen the Prophetess before…but I have heard her speak, I am sure of it. I will think on it…”
“We need to move,” said Romaria. “If we wait too much longer, we’ll be the only ones standing in the citadel courtyard.” 
“Agreed,” said Mazael. “Follow me.”
Sigaldra fell in behind Mazael as the others followed him across the courtyard. A large crowd had formed around the bottleneck at the gate, and no one was looking in their direction. Mazael ducked into a ramshackle forge built of stone and pine planks. The fire was dark, the forge deserted, the anvil looming like a tombstone before the cold forge. The back wall was the base of the citadel’s outer wall itself, gray and weathered from the centuries. A row of soliphage glyphs had been carved into the stone. 
She watched as Mazael crossed to the wall, following the directions Hirune had given him. He reached for a specific glyph, pressed his fingers into it, and pushed hard. For a moment nothing happened, and then a faint click came from the basalt flagstones beneath Sigaldra’s boots. 
In perfect silence, a portion of the wall swung aside, revealing a set of stairs that sank into the darkness below the citadel.
Just like the cave of the soliphage. 
Sigaldra even smelled the same musty odor of old webbing drifting up from the darkness. All at once it was like she was there again, hanging helpless and terrified as the soliphage came to devour her…
She shivered, closing her eyes, forcing herself to keep from fleeing. Gods and ancestors, she was Sigaldra daughter of Theodoric, the last holdmistress of the Jutai nation. She had survived Malrags and Ragnachar and the Great Rising. She would not flee like some cringing girl. She would not! 
If getting Liane back meant marching into that gloomy darkness, then she would march into it.
But, gods, she was terrified.
She opened her eyes and saw Adalar standing next to her.
“I’ll walk with you,” he said in a quiet voice, “if you wish it.”
Something within her seemed to crack.
“Thank you,” whispered Sigaldra. 
Adalar nodded, and she had the sudden impulse to take his hand, just as he had taken hers at the camp. 
But this was not the time for such things. 
“Let’s go,” said Mazael, “before anyone notices. Timothy, some light, please.” 



Chapter 11: The Horn Of Doom And Fate
 
Silence ruled in the darkness below Armalast. 
They all carried torches, of course, but Timothy conjured a spinning little ball of blue-white light. Still, if the wizard was incapacitated, they would lose the light, and Adalar did not want to wander in the darkness down here. 
Especially not with the old webs clinging to the walls and ceilings of the catacombs. 
The catacombs themselves were spacious. If some long-dead race of giants had indeed built Armalast, they had constructed the catacombs to similar size. The passages were tall and wide, rising overhead in round arches. Niches in the walls held crumbling skeletons lying in eternal rest. 
“What do the Skuldari do with their dead, Basjun?” said Adalar, holding his greatsword ready. 
“Traditionally, they are left for the soliphages to consume,” said Basjun. “As you can imagine, this caused something of a problem during the Great Rising.”
Mazael snorted. “Don’t remind me.” 
“Those of us who belong the secret church know that our souls reside in the mercy of the gods after we die, if we are repentant,” said Basjun, “so we burn our dead in secret to deny them to the soliphages. Sometimes, though, it is necessary to follow the old rites, lest we arouse suspicion. But since the soul resides in the hands of the gods, the fate of the body is of little concern.” 
“The Jutai burn our dead as well,” said Sigaldra. “Their ashes are interred in the ancestral urn of the family.” Adalar remembered the rows of urns of stone and clay and bronze standing in the chapel of Greatheart Keep, the ashes of the Jutai dead carried out of the middle lands by their living descendants. “The ancestors watch over the Jutai. Those of us who are left, anyway.”
“Do you not wonder what happens to their souls?” said Basjun.
Sigaldra shrugged. “I gave it little thought. Presumably the righteous are rewarded and the wicked punished. Or the wicked rule while the righteous suffer. Why should the land of the dead be any different from the land of the living?”
“The secret church,” said Basjun, “teaches that…”
Romaria went motionless, and Crouch turned his head, his nostrils flaring, his ears pressed tight against his head. 
“Quiet,” said Mazael. 
Adalar looked around. They had come to an intersection between two of the catacomb galleries. Following Hirune’s directions, they ought to continue down the passage on the right until they reached the stairs leading to the citadel proper. Adalar didn’t think it would be much farther, though he had a hard time keeping his sense of direction underground.
Crouch stepped forward, sniffed the air, and let out a rumbling growl that echoed through the gallery.
“They’re coming,” said Romaria, raising her Elderborn bow.
“What’s coming?” said Sigaldra.
“Spiders, probably,” said Basjun. 
“Timothy,” said Mazael. “Light!”
Timothy made a throwing gesture, and the ball of light leaped from his hand to hover a few inches below the curved stone ceiling. It blazed brighter, throwing harsh blue light across the gallery. 
In that light Adalar saw a score of hound-sized spiders hurrying towards them, their legs clicking against the floor. They were similar to the spiders they had fought at the shrine stone in the Weaver’s Vale, their bodies covered in sleek black fur, their pincers like daggers, their eyes shining like black jewels. 
Sigaldra let out a sound of pure disgust and hate, raising her bow. 
“Defend yourselves!” said Mazael, Talon sweeping from its scabbard in a flash of golden fire. 
Adalar gripped his greatsword and charged. Mazael, Earnachar, and Basjun joined him, while Romaria and Sigaldra fell back, both raising their bows, and Timothy started casting another spell. Adalar attacked first, whipping the greatsword in wide arcs. The long weapon’s superior reach kept him away from the spiders’ pincers, and the blade ripped across the abdomen of a nearby spider, drawing yellow slime from its body. One of Sigaldra’s arrows crunched into the spider, and it shuddered and went still. Romaria loosed one of her longer arrows, and it stabbed into a spider with a sound like a spike plunging into a leather wineskin. The spider wobbled, and Earnachar crushed its head with a swift blow of his mace. 
With his greatsword’s longer reach, Adalar drove back the spiders, keeping them off balance. Sigaldra and Romaria loosed arrow after arrow, while Mazael and Earnachar attacked with sword and mace. Basjun fought well, wielding an axe with two hands, and attacked with the methodical precision of a man chopping firewood. The spiders did not like Crouch, and shied away from the snarling dog. Given that Crouch seemed adept at leaping upon the backs of the spiders and ripping off their heads with his jaws, that seemed a prudent fear. Timothy cast a spell, and two spiders hurtled into the air, caught in the grip of his magic. His spell slammed the spiders against the wall and knocked them to the floor. Earnachar crushed one with his mace, while Romaria sent a shaft through the abdomen of the second. 
The spiders might have been individually dangerous, but against skilled opposition, they stood no chance. In a matter of moments nearly all the spiders had been killed, and the rest fled, retreating back into the darkness of the catacombs. 
“Get down!” shouted Romaria, throwing herself towards the wall.
Adalar blinked, wondering what she had seen, and then purple fire flared in the darkness. In the glare of purple light he saw the crimson form of a soliphage, clawed fingers gesturing.
An instant latter a strange, rippling distortion exploded from the soliphage’s fingers, rolling up the corridor.
Adalar started to dodge, but the distortion slammed into him with the force of a club. He lost his balance and hit the ground, the greatsword falling from his fingers with a clang. The soliphage surged forward, its spider legs driving it forward with terrific speed. Adalar struggled to catch his breath, to grip his sword, but the spell had hit him hard. The soliphage reared over him, clawed legs drawing back to impale him.
An arrow sprouted from the soliphage’s belly, and then another. Sigaldra stalked forward, loosing arrow after arrow. The soliphage hissed and turned to face her, clawed hands coming up to work another spell. It gave Adalar a chance to get his breath back, and he seized his greatsword and swung, rolling to a sitting position. The blade ripped down the soliphage’s right leg, tearing through the crimson chitin. The soliphage hissed again, the purple fire brightening as the creature’s next spell reached its climax. 
Mazael appeared next to the soliphage, swinging his curved sword with both hands. The blade of dragon claw ripped halfway into the soliphage’s neck. The creature staggered to the side, the white glow of its eight eyes flickering, and Earnachar raised his mace and brought it down. The soliphage’s skull collapsed, and the creature slid from Talon’s blade and slumped into a tangled heap. 
Adalar let out a long, ragged breath and got to his feet, his head spinning a little.
“Are you all right?” said Sigaldra.
Adalar nodded, wiping sweat from his face. “Fine. A little bruised, that’s all.”
“The soliphage cast a spell of psychokinetic force,” said Timothy. The ball of blue-white light floated down to his hand once more. “I fear you took the brunt of it.” 
Adalar rolled his shoulders, wincing a little. “I think it was trying to take us alive.”
“As a pleasant afternoon snack, no doubt,” said Mazael, looking into the gloom of the catacombs. 
“Thank you for distracting it,” said Adalar, meeting Sigaldra’s gaze. “It had me. Another second, and it would have opened my throat.”
Sigaldra blinked and looked away, swallowing. 
“Let’s go,” said Mazael. “I want to be gone before any other soliphages decide we would make for a likely meal.”
 
###
 
A cold wind struck Mazael’s face. 
The galley ended in a closed iron portcullis, the cold wind coming from the gaps between the bars. To the right an archway opened, revealing a staircase that spiraled up to the citadel of Armalast.
But, for the moment, the portcullis held Mazael’s attention. 
Beyond the portcullis opened a natural cavern, vast and dark. A narrow stone path clung to the right wall of the cavern. To the left of the path yawned a wide chasm, its depths vanishing into the darkness. The cold wind rose from its depths, and Mazael thought he heard the sound of splashing water.
“The stairs to the citadel, sir,” said Basjun.
“Aye,” said Mazael, staring at the portcullis. “But where does this go?”
“It is the escape tunnel from the city, sir,” said Basjun. Crouch padded over to the portcullis, sniffed it, and then decided it was not worthy of his attention. “The tunnel opens in one of the passes north of the city, the one that leads to Dragon’s Gate.” 
Mazael stared at the portcullis. His plan was a gamble, he knew, but it ought to work. Only Basracus and his most loyal lieutenants occupied the interior of the citadel. Most of the Skuldari stayed away from it for fear of the soliphages. The Prophetess would be alone and isolated, with likely no more defenders than Basracus and Rigoric, and Mazael suspected that if the fight went bad Basracus would flee before risking himself. Right here, right now, was his best chance of defeating the Prophetess, rescuing Liane, and preventing a war that would kill thousands of the fighting men of the Grim Marches.
And yet…
Mother Volaria’s warnings whispered in his mind. 
Set up the game so you gained an advantage no matter what happened, she had said. Do not risk everything on a single throw of the dice. Some of that was simple good counsel, the advice that every commander of armies knew. Always leave open an avenue of retreat, and have fallback positions prepared. If something could go wrong, it likely would. 
Yet Mazael doubted the strange woman had appeared to give him obvious advice. 
What if she had been giving him a specific warning? A warning about this exact plan?
“That portcullis,” said Mazael at last. “How does it open?”
“It is a cunning mechanism, my lord,” said Basjun. “Observe.”
He reached into one of the burial niches in the wall and grasped a metal lever. He pulled it with a grunt, and a faint shudder went through the stone floor. A moment later the portcullis slid open with a rattle.
“That’s impressive,” said Mazael. “Few engineers in the realm could have built something like that.” He considered the metal lever. It was old and worn, but well-made. “I didn’t think such engineering skill could be found anywhere in Skuldar.”
Basjun shrugged. “I do not know who made it, sir. Perhaps the priests of Marazadra. Perhaps the soliphages themselves, in ancient days, though they have little interest in tools and towers.” 
“Indeed not,” said Mazael, gripping the lever. He gave it a tug. The lever had been well made, but the housing was starting to come loose. One good tug with all his Demonsouled strength behind it, and the lever would break free.
He gave the lever a gentle push, and the portcullis rasped back into place, settling closed with a clang.
“Does this have a point?” said Sigaldra. Some of her old icy asperity, missing since her encounter with the soliphage, returned. “Surely we have not traveled all this way to play with a lever.”
“Why not?” said Mazael. “It’s an interesting lever.”
Sigaldra just stared at him. Adalar and Earnachar had near-identical expressions of confusion.
“And if we need to retreat in haste,” said Mazael, stepping away from the wall, “then this might become very important, indeed.”
“You fear a trap,” said Romaria. “That was why you hid our supplies outside of the city.”
“Maybe,” said Mazael. 
“I have not led you false,” said Basjun. “Nor have my father and Master Hirune.” 
“I don’t doubt it,” said Mazael. 
“This is our best chance to get Liane back,” said Sigaldra.
“It is,” said Mazael. “But best to prepare for the worst.” He walked back to the niche and pulled on the lever, the portcullis sliding back open. “Basjun. Earnachar. Stay here and guard this portcullis. Romaria, Adalar, Sigaldra, and Timothy, come with me.” He looked at Basjun and Earnachar. Crouch waited next to his master, tongue lolling over his teeth. “One way or another, we should be back soon…or you’ll know what happened to us. If we fail, retreat through the secret tunnel. Likely the city will be sealed, and you can escape this way.” 
“May the gods go with you, sir,” said Basjun. 
“And you,” said Mazael. Basjun nodded and busied himself with lighting a torch, while Earnachar planted himself next to the lever. “Come.” 
He turned towards the stairs, drawing Talon, and Sigaldra, Romaria, Timothy, and Adalar followed him. Mazael climbed the stairs as silently as he could, the steps winding higher into the rock of the mountain. 
After about thirty feet, he turned back to face the others, lifting one finger to his lips to silence. The others nodded, and Timothy dismissed his light, casting the stairs into darkness. The gloom was not absolute, though. Mazael saw torchlight ahead, faint and flickering. He moved up the stairs in silence, and came at last to a stone door, light leaking around its edges. After a moment’s fumbling he found the hidden lever Hirune had described. Another click came to his ears, and the door slid aside with a rasp. 
Mazael stepped through the door and onto a balcony of stone, built in the same rough-hewn style as the rest of Armalast. The balcony overlooked a great hall, illuminated by torches burning in sconces attached to the massive pillars. A dais stood at one end of the hall, holding a looming throne of rough stone, the sort of thing that would have looked at home in the hall of a Tervingi warlord. 
The hall was deserted and silent. Mazael started forward…
“Down,” whispered Romaria. 
He ducked at once, getting on his knees, and the others followed suit. An instant later Mazael heard footsteps crossing the great hall, the click of boots against the flagstones. He crawled forward, making his way to the railing. Unlike the rest of the balcony, the railing had been made of wood, and through the gaps in the slats he had a good view of the great hall. 
“You ask a great deal of me,” said a deep voice, and a moment later Basracus strolled into view, still wearing his armor. He flung himself down onto the throne with a clang, hooking one leg over the arm of the chair. 
“I ask,” said a woman’s cold voice, “nothing that you value, Basracus. And I have already given you a great deal.” 
The Prophetess moved into sight, shrouded in her black robe. A heartbeat later Rigoric stepped to his mistress’s side, still clad in his black plate armor. From his vantage point, Mazael could see the back of Rigoric’s head, and the Champion’s flesh was marked with numerous deep, livid scars. Mazael wondered how many injuries the Mask of the Champion had healed for its bearer. 
“Nonetheless,” said Basracus. 
“You have no use for the Horn of Doom and Fate,” said the Prophetess.
“It has great symbolic value,” said Basracus. “The high king of Skuldar has always been the custodian of the Horn of Doom and Fate.”
“Has he?” said the Prophetess, her voice glassy calm. “Curious, given that the high kings of Skuldar were nothing more than distant history before I came to Armalast. Before I put you upon the throne, Basracus of Armalast, Skuldar had no high king. The Horn was of no use to you then, and it is of no use to you now. Therefore, you shall give it to me.”
“Surrendering the Horn will diminish my authority in the eyes of the people,” said Basracus. 
“Your authority?” said the Prophetess. “Your authority is based upon the promise of the advent of the goddess. That advent will not happen unless I bring it about.”
“Nor will it happen,” said Basracus, “if I am deposed while you are gone and you find Skuldar in the hands of someone less friendly to you. Or the secret church, for that matter.”
“The secret church!” said the Prophetess, and a hint of scorn entered that smooth voice. “There is no secret church, Basracus. You do not listen. Why would anyone who has heard the word of the goddess forsake her truth for the bloodless shadows of the Amathavian church?” 
“Yes, I’m sure,” said Basracus.
The Prophetess overlooked the cynicism. “I require the Horn of Doom and Fate to complete my task, and therefore you shall give it to me at once.” 
Basracus leaned back in the throne, glancing back and forth between the Prophetess and Rigoric. “And if I do not?” 
For a moment silence ruled in the throne room, the Prophetess and Basracus staring at each other. Mazael glanced at Romaria, but she gave a shake of her head. The Prophetess’s back was to them, and Mazael doubted that she was wearing armor beneath that black robe. One arrow through the chest would kill her. Yet she had warded herself against attack, which was probably a wise precaution when dealing with Basracus. Of course, those kinds of warding spells were usually proof against steel and wood, not flesh and blood. If Mazael could get close enough to the Prophetess and get his hands around her neck…
He supposed Adalar would be appalled by the unknightly task of throttling the Prophetess to death, but Adalar would get over it. 
“A challenge, then,” said the Prophetess. “Perform one simple task, and I shall permit you to keep the Horn.”
“And what is this task, pray?” said Basracus, raising his eyebrows.
“Sound it,” said the Prophetess. "Sound the Horn." 
Basracus said nothing.
“You understand the concept?” said the Prophetess. “Take the Horn, lift it to your lips, take a deep breath, and blow into it. It should generate a rather loud wailing noise. I trust that this is within your capabilities?” 
“You know full well,” said Basracus, “that the Horn kills anyone who attempts to sound it. Rather painfully, too, if the legends are true. I cannot bring an army to march beneath the goddess’s banner if I am dead.”
“Then since you cannot use the Horn,” said the Prophetess, “you shall have no objection if I take it with me.”
“Damn it,” snarled Basracus. “Fine. Take the damned thing. Why do you need it, anyway? If you wanted to kill yourself there are easier ways to go about it.” 
“What do you think the Horn does?” said the Prophetess. 
“You know that as well as I do,” said Basracus. “According to legend, it summons up the souls of the dead and binds them to serve whoever sounded the horn. Except that is a legend, because as I have said repeatedly, the Horn kills anyone who sounds it.” 
“An interesting tale,” said the Prophetess.
Basracus scoffed. “What are you going to do with it? Force that outlander brat of yours to sound it?”
Mazael saw Sigaldra stiffen from the corner of his eye. 
“Both are necessary for the return of the goddess,” said the Prophetess. 
Basracus smirked. “She is a pretty little thing. What, fifteen, sixteen years old? Old enough to satisfy a man. You ought to lend her to me for a night. I promise I shall put her to good use.”
If Sigaldra’s glare had been capable of killing, Basracus would have fallen over dead in that moment. 
“The goddess requires,” said the Prophetess with a hint of asperity, “that the girl remain a virgin.” 
Basracus smiled. “What that goddess doesn’t know won’t hurt her, will it? And there are ways she could remain a virgin while I…”
“You and your carnal urges,” said the Prophetess, making no effort to disguise her contempt. “You are ruled and enslaved by them. You have seen the angels of the goddess and heard her messenger, and still you wallow in your filth? When the goddess comes, perhaps terror of her shall bring you to wisdom…or you shall die in horror and shame at your depravity.” 
“I doubt that very much,” said Basracus with a smile, “but I’m willing to put it to the test.”
“Enough,” said the Prophetess. “I will depart with the messengers of the goddess tomorrow, and we shall make for Dragon’s Gate. When I return…”
“If you return,” said Basracus. “Most of those who have gone to the Veiled Mountain have never returned.” 
“They did not understand the Veiled Mountain or the Dragon’s Gate,” said the Prophetess. Mazael wondered what the Veiled Mountain was. He had assumed that the Dragon’s Gate was another mountain pass, like the Weaver’s Pass. He wished that he had thought to ask Basjun or Hirune. “I do. I shall make them instruments of the goddess, to assist in her return.” 
“If you do not return…” said Basracus.
“If I do not return,” said the Prophetess, the exasperation returning, “you shall undoubtedly loot the treasury and make war upon the neighboring chieftains until one of them has you assassinated. Fear not, though. I shall return, and I shall be the herald of the goddess.” Her voice slipped back into the cadences of her sermon. “She shall return, and all the world will tremble in fear of her, and in their terror, men shall relearn virtue. Even you, Basracus. Even you shall know fear and discover virtue, whether you wish it or not.” 
Basracus rose from the throne and offered her a sardonic bow. “Then I wish you good fortune, Prophetess. I suggest you hurry. Our forces have encountered setbacks in the Grim Marches, and that madman Mazael Cravenlock is likely preparing to march upon us, now that you have irritated him. I…”
“Enough,” said the Prophetess. “I have wearied of your voice, Basracus. Have the Horn of Doom and Fate brought from the vault and placed with my baggage. I shall take it with me when we depart for the Dragon’s Gate tomorrow. I will withdraw to my chambers to rest. Only disturb me for an emergency.”
“But…” started Basracus.
“You have your commands,” said the Prophetess. “Carry them out. Rigoric. Come.”
The Prophetess glided away, the black robe and cloak swirling around her like a shadow. Basracus scowled at Rigoric, who stared right back, his bloodshot eyes glinting within the mask of sword blades. Then the Champion followed his mistress to a door beneath the balcony, and both of them disappeared from sight. For a moment Basracus stood motionless before the throne, scowling after them.
“Bitch,” he announced at last, and then he stalked away.
Silence fell over the hall once more.
“They’re gone,” said Romaria in a whisper. “I think we can talk, but quietly. Before we were interrupted, I was going to say that I saw some powerful warding spells that way.” She pointed to the left, towards the end of the balcony, where a wooden door stood in the stonework. “Those are likely the Prophetess’s chambers.” 
“This Veiled Mountain of hers,” said Mazael. “Any of you recognize the name?”
“I heard it a couple of times in the common room of the Guesthouse,” said Adalar. “Some men mentioned it as a landmark. I suspect it is some distance north of Armalast.” He hesitated. “One of them said their chieftain could ‘go to the Veiled Mountain’ for all he cared. I suspect it was a curse.”
Mazael shook his head. “I wish I had thought to ask Basjun.”
“None of that will matter,” said Sigaldra, “when the Prophetess is dead.”
“No,” said Mazael, his thoughts stirring with unease. “But the more we know about our foe, the better our chances of victory. Timothy. Did you remember where you had seen her before?”
“I fear not, my lord,” said Timothy. “But I have seen her before, I’m certain of it. In Travia, years ago. If I could just get a good look at her face without that cowl…”
“You can look all you want,” said Sigaldra, “when the Prophetess is dead. We can even cut off her damned head and take it with us back to the Grim Marches.” 
That was an excellent point.
“Come,” said Mazael, straightening up. The great hall remained deserted, and nothing moved save for the flickering shadows cast by the torches. “Let’s finish this.”
He crossed the balcony and eased the door open, finding himself in another corridor that looked as if it had been built for giants. Here and there more torches burned upon the walls, the light pooling in the rough stonework. The citadel so far had looked dusty and ill-kept, and Mazael wondered how many servants it took to keep all those damned torches lit.
“They’re magical,” murmured Romaria in response to his unspoken question. “A minor spell. One of the priestesses likely worked it.” 
“Pity we cannot burn the place down upon the Prophetess’s head,” said Mazael. 
They moved down the corridor, weapons raised. Mazael heard the faint creak as Romaria set an arrow to her bow, starting to draw back the string so she could shoot quickly. Adalar prowled at Mazael’s side, his greatsword ready. Mazael had always thought the greatsword a cumbersome weapon, but like his father before him, Adalar wielded the thing with skill. Like Romaria, Sigaldra held her bow, and Timothy had some kind of spell ready, the air flickering and vibrating around the fingers of his left hand. 
Five of them, against the Prophetess and Rigoric. Would that be enough? 
It might be, but only if they took the Prophetess by surprise and cut her down quickly. She might not have possessed the raw power of someone like Malavost or Lucan Mandragon, but she was nonetheless a deadly wizard. If she brought her spells to bear, the battle would quickly turn in her favor.
No. Best to kill her as swiftly as possible.
A wooden door stood at the end of the corridor, a massive slab of pine planks bound in bands of iron. Mazael stepped to the door, listening at the jamb, but heard nothing.
“Through there,” whispered Romaria. “I think the warding spells are on the other side of the next room.”
Timothy worked a quick spell. “There are no wards upon this door, my lord.” 
Mazael nodded, gripped the handle with his left hand, and pulled the door open. It swung on silent hinges. Beyond he found a small dining hall, the ceiling supported by more thick pillars of rough-cut stone. A narrow wooden table ran the length of the hall, ringed by high-backed chairs. Hearths stood on either wall, both of them dark and cold, and the only light came from a pair of torches attached to opposite pillars. Tapestries in somber colors hung between the pillars, thick and heavy and dusty. On the far wall of the room stood another door, and it glowed with a pale blue light. 
The door to the Prophetess’s chambers. 
“I’ll go first,” said Mazael in a low voice. “Adalar, stay with me. The Prophetess might have dismissed her wards so she can sleep. If not, she will have warded herself against steel, not flesh, so hit her if you can. Romaria, Sigaldra. If Rigoric tries to intervene, shoot him. Timothy, use whatever spell you think best. Attack as swiftly as you can, all of you. Our best chance for victory lies in speed.”
The others nodded, preparing their weapons. Mazael took a deep breath, starting across the dining hall, Adalar at his side.
“Mazael!” said Romaria. 
He stopped, wondering why the devil she had shouted, and then a shadow moved along the hall’s ceiling. 
Mazael spun, raising Talon, and saw the black shape hanging overhead. 
It was a huge, hulking spider, far larger than the creatures the Skuldari had ridden into battle. The creature crawling along the ceiling was to them as a hunting wolf was to a dancing 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.
It was a spirit creature, a Crimson Hunter, the progenitor of the spiders the Skuldari used as cavalry. The Prophetess had summoned them during the final battle at Greatheart Keep, and Mazael and his companions had defeated them. But Riothamus had been there to lend his powers to the battle. The Crimson Hunters were immune to normal steel, much as the runedead had been, and only the Guardian’s magic had allowed them to strike the Crimson Hunters. 
Which meant Mazael was the only one carrying a weapon that could harm a Crimson Hunter.
He supposed it was obvious in hindsight that the Prophetess would have summoned a guardian to watch over her as she slept.
The giant black spider leapt from the ceiling in silence, legs raised to stab Mazael.



Chapter 12: Games
 
Mazael threw himself to the side, and the Crimson Hunter just missed him, its legs striking the floor with a sound like arrows rebounding from a stone wall. He rolled, sprang back to his feet, and twisted around, Talon blurring in a slash before him.
It was the only thing that saved his life.
The Crimson Hunter shot forward, moving far faster than its bulk should have allowed, two of its legs striking at Mazael. Talon’s wild slash intercepted the flailing legs, and though the impact knocked Mazael back a step, he nonetheless kept his feet. Talon’s blade bit into the Hunter’s legs, and the creature rocked back. Mazael recovered his balance and attacked, swinging Talon for the giant spider’s head. It danced back with eerie grace, and Adalar struck, his greatsword impacting against the rear of the Crimson Hunter’s abdomen. The weapon struck the obsidian carapace and rebounded without a scratch. The Hunter hadn’t even bothered to dodge the blow.
“Don’t!” said Mazael. “You can’t hurt it!” He didn’t dare take his eyes from the Crimson Hunter. “Only magic can wound it!” He attacked, and the Crimson Hunter moved to the side to avoid the blade, kicking aside the long table. The table flipped end over end and struck the wall with a shattering crash. Mazael lunged as the Crimson Hunter recovered its balance, and his blade score a gash behind the creature’s head. The giant spider spun, its legs lashing out, and one of the segmented limbs whipped across his chest. The impact knocked Mazael back, and he hit one of the hearths with a grunt, the breath exploding from his lungs.
The Crimson Hunter closed on him, and Timothy cast a spell, the air around his fingers rippling. A blast of psychokinetic force hit the Crimson Hunter, knocking it off balance, and instead of Mazael’s chest, its pincers closed upon the side of the hearth with enough force to rip chunks from the stone. 
Mazael shoved away from the wall, backing away as the Crimson Hunter spun, preparing itself to spring once again.
The door on the far side of the dining hall boomed open, and Mazael cursed. He could barely keep one Crimson Hunter at bay. Trying to hold back a Crimson Hunter and another opponent would prove impossible.
Rigoric stepped through the door, the Mask of the Champion glinting in the dim torchlight. Rigoric made no sound, and his reaction was impossible to gauge behind his strange mask, but his bloodshot eyes narrowed. 
He reached over his shoulder and drew his greatsword, the steel rasping. 
The Champion took one step forward to join the fight, and then two arrows slammed into him. Sigaldra’s arrow rebounded from his fine cuirass, but Romaria’s arrow punched through the chain mail covering his right shoulder. 
Rigoric did not even slow. He reached up and ripped the arrow free, and as he did, steel threads seemed to erupt from the wound, knitting it closed like living metallic stitches. 
Rigoric advanced, silent and implacable, and the Crimson Hunter skittered after Mazael.
 
###
 
Adalar charged, raising his greatsword high. 
His weapons could not hurt the Crimson Hunter. Yet Rigoric, for all his strange abilities, was still only flesh and blood. The mask had to be the key. If Adalar could get the mask off the Champion, then Rigoric could be killed. 
Rigoric spun as Adalar attacked, flicking his blade down in a parry. Adalar’s sword rebounded from his opponent’s weapon, but he retracted his sword as Rigoric attacked, wielding the heavy greatsword as if it was made of paper. The Champion was fast and hellishly strong. Given enough time, he would wear down Adalar and kill him.
Two more arrows slammed into the Champion. This time one of Sigaldra’s arrows punched through the armor in his knee, and Romaria’s shaft pierced his recently wounded shoulder. 
“Remember me?” shouted Sigaldra, her voice filled with hate. “You got away once before, but this time…”
Rigoric attacked, steel threads erupting from his wounds, and Adalar fell back on the defensive, the Champion driving him across the hall. 
 
###
 
Mazael ducked under the lash of the Crimson Hunter’s legs, sweeping Talon across its carapace once more. Strange grayish light and mist leaked from its wounds, but the injuries did not seem to slow the creature at all.
Timothy finished his next spell, and a pool of glowing mist swirled across the floor. From the pool sprang three gaunt gray wolves, their bodies lean with muscle, their fur stringy and lank, their eyes burning with hellish light. The wolves were just slightly translucent…and each one of the spirit creatures had a pair of barbed tentacles rising from their shoulders. The creatures leapt upon the Crimson Hunter, and since they were creatures of the spirit world, their claws and fangs bit into the creature. The huge spider reared backwards, trying to dislodge the wolves, but they were more of an annoyance than anything else. 
Yet Mazael could exploit that annoyance, and he attacked, hitting the spider behind its head once, twice, three times. Talon bit deeper and deeper into the armored black carapace, and gray mist and light poured from behind the Crimson Hunter’s head. Mazael pressed closer, trying to land a decisive blow.
The Crimson Hunter’s legs flexed, and the spider leaped backwards, landing on the far side of the hall. The movement knocked the spirit wolves from its back, and the creatures fell sprawling to the ground. Before they recovered, the giant spider went on the attack, stabbing with its obsidian legs and snapping with its pincers. In a matter of moments it destroyed all three spirit creatures, their forms dissolving into mist as they were drawn back into the spirit world. Timothy stumbled with a grunt of pain, his mental link to the creatures shattered. 
Adalar and Rigoric wheeled around each other, greatswords flashing. Adalar had grown into a swordsman of vigor and skill, and Mazael saw no flaws in his technique. That was probably the only thing that kept him alive against the fury of the Champion. A half-dozen broken arrows jutted from Rigoric, but the wounds did not seem to slow him at all. 
The Crimson Hunter came at Mazael again in a blur, pincers snapping, and Mazael had no choice but to retreat, keeping Talon up to ward off the spider’s attacks. The Skuldari cavalry spiders were dangerous, but they were still animals, and possible to frighten. The Crimson Hunter was far more intelligent, and Mazael suspected the ancient creature had a malign and cunning intellect. Step by step it pushed him back towards the corner of the dining hall, using its long legs to stay out of his reach while it attacked. Another few yards, and the spider could pin him in place with its legs and rip him to pieces with its pincers.
Or it could simply crush him beneath its armored bulk. 
Sooner or later Rigoric would overpower the others and turn his attention to Mazael, and then the battle would end. Or, worse, the Prophetess would rouse herself and throw her spells into the fray, which would end the battle even sooner. 
Mazael had to do something to win the fight, now.
He launched a rapid series of attacks, the Crimson Hunter weaving and stabbing with its legs as it avoided Talon’s gold-burning edge. Mazael feinted to the right, and then threw himself forward, leaping upon the Crimson Hunter’s back.
As he did, its pincers closed around his left leg, just above the knee.
That hurt. That hurt a lot. 
He felt the jagged pincer sink deep into his flesh, and then a shudder as it impacted upon the bone. One side of the pincers deflected off the edge of his mail hauberk, which was likely the only thing that kept the Crimson Hunter from biting off his leg. Yet Mazael’s momentum ripped his leg free from the creature’s grasp, blood pouring into the inside of his boot, and Mazael stabbed down with Talon once, twice, three times, the blade of dragon claw sinking deep into the Crimson Hunter’s carapace. 
The creature reared back with a shudder, and Mazael lost his grip, hitting the floor hard and slamming into one of the chairs. He scrambled backwards, every movement filling his left leg with agony, though he already felt the slow pulse as his Demonsouled blood healed the wound. The Crimson Hunter jerked back and forth, its movements growing slower. Its wounds were starting to heal, but slowly, and cracks spread across its carapace from the gash Mazael had carved into its abdomen. Mazael heaved himself to his feet, trying to ignore the agony in his leg. If he could just land a killing blow before the spider recovered…
The door on the far side of the hall swung open, and a slight figure in a black robe stepped out. 
“What madness is this?” came a familiar woman’s voice.
Mazael’s gaze met the Prophetess’s green eyes, and she flinched in shock. 
“You!” she said. “How can…” She looked at Rigoric. “Kill them! Kill them all, now!” 
“Timothy!” said Mazael, stepping back. “Now!” 
 
###
 
Adalar wheeled in his duel with Rigoric, moving back and forth across the hall. 
Sigaldra saw that he was overmatched. 
Adalar fought as well as any man she had ever seen, as well as her father and brothers. Any other foe would have fallen to his greatsword by now. 
Any human foe, at least. 
The Mask of the Champion had transformed Rigoric into something other than human. 
Watching Rigoric fight was like watching a force of nature. Romaria had hit Rigoric a half-dozen times with arrows that had pierced his armor. Sigaldra herself had landed four arrows that had sunk into his flesh. Any two of Romaria’s arrows would have killed a charging boar.
They didn’t even slow Rigoric down. 
Every time an arrow hit him, steel threads erupted from the wound, ripping apart the arrow and sealing the gash closed. She saw the steel threads flowing down from the mask, piercing his skin and weaving their way into his flesh. During the fight at Greatheart Keep, she had seen Mazael cut Rigoric down, yet he had risen again to fight here.
Could anything kill the man? 
Adalar’s face glistened with sweat, his breath coming hard and fast. His movements hadn’t slowed, but sooner or later the relentless Rigoric would wear him down. Mazael and Timothy were locked in battle with the Crimson Hunter. Sigaldra had to do something, something that would change the course of the fight before they were overwhelmed and killed. 
“Kill them! Kill them all, now!”
That voice, that familiar, hated voice, filled Sigaldra’s ears.
The Prophetess stood in the doorway at the far end of the room, her eyes wide with shock. A mixture of terror and exultation and pure molten fury surged through Sigaldra. Here stood her enemy, the architect of all that the Jutai had suffered since settling at Greatheart Keep. Here stood the woman who had kidnapped Liane.
It was possible Liane was in the very next room. 
“Liane!” screamed Sigaldra as the Prophetess cast a spell, more gray mist swirling at her feet.
Sigaldra aimed and released, sending an arrow speeding across the room, and her fingers moved in a blur, sending another at the Prophetess. The first arrow slammed into the black-robed woman’s hip, and the Prophetess rocked back with a cry of shocked pain. A fierce surge of vicious, joyous rage shot through Sigaldra. The Prophetess had not warded herself! The impact of the first arrow knocked the Prophetess back, and the second arrow missed her, sinking into the thick wood of the door. As the Prophetess fell to one knee with a shriek of pain, the mist at her feet swirled, condensing into a pair of hulking, gleaming shapes.
Two more Crimson Hunters shimmered into existence and stalked forward with deadly grace. 
 
###
 
Mazael stumbled back, Talon raised in guard, his leg throbbing.
He and Timothy had barely been able to overpower one Crimson Hunter. Three Crimson Hunters, backed by the fury of Rigoric, would make short work of them. 
It was time to leave. 
“Timothy!” said Mazael.
Timothy reached into his coat, producing a copper tube about a foot long, both ends topped with cork. He yanked away one of the corks and started casting a spell, gesturing with the tube, flames crackling around the fingers of his free hand. Mazael seized one of the chairs and flung it. The chair missed the injured Crimson Hunter, but it smashed into the side of Rigoric’s head. The Champion stumbled as the chair shattered against him. Adalar stepped back, breathing hard.
“Come on,” said Mazael, grabbing Adalar’s shoulder and pushing him towards the others. “Time to go.” 
Adalar blinked, and then his eyes grew wide. 
He had seen Timothy use one of those tubes before.
“We cannot go!” said Sigaldra. “Liane’s here! We…”
“If we stay here we die,” said Mazael. “Behind Timothy, now!”
Her expression hardened, but she snarled and ran behind Timothy. 
“Kill them!” snarled the Prophetess. The two new Crimson Hunters blocked Mazael’s view of the door, but he heard the Prophetess’s voice fill with venomous rage. “Kill them! You will not stop the return of the goddess, Mazael Cravenlock. You will die here! You will…”
“For the gods’ sake, shut up!” said Mazael. “Timothy!” 
Timothy finished his spell and thrust the copper tube as Rigoric and the three Crimson Hunters charged. 
The results were impressively explosive.
The end of the tube erupted in a snarling cone of flame, so hot that Mazael felt it singe his hair and beard. A gale of fire tore through the hall, setting the broken table, the chairs, and the tapestries upon the wall ablaze. The fire sheeted across the Crimson Hunters, and they erupted into flames, their carapaces crackling, the horrible smell of their burning flesh flooding the hall. The flames engulfed Rigoric, and the Champion fell to one knee, a hissing noise rising from his armor as the fire consumed his flesh. Mazael wondered if that would be enough to kill him, but the Mask of the Champion erupted with steel threads, digging into Rigoric’s skin. 
The heat was terrible. It was like standing a few inches from a blacksmith’s fire.
“Go!” said Mazael. “We can’t stay here! Go!”
They stumbled back into the corridor, and Mazael slammed the door shut behind them. 
“We’re so close!” said Sigaldra. “If we just wait for the fire to die down…”
“There is no time,” said Mazael. “That fire won’t slow the Prophetess for long.”
Sigaldra started to protest. 
“He’s right, Sigaldra,” said Romaria. “The Prophetess is already casting wards to dispel the flames. Another few moments and she will summon fresh Crimson Hunters to kill us. We must flee.”
A look of furious, twisting pain came over Sigaldra’s face, and for a moment Mazael thought she would rip open the door and take her chances with the inferno beyond. 
“He’s right, Sigaldra,” said Adalar. “We could barely hold back Rigoric and one Crimson Hunter. With the Prophetess’s magic behind them, we don’t have a chance.”
She glared at him, but gave a single sharp nod.
“Go,” said Mazael as the door began to smoke, black spots spreading across the thick wood.
They ran down the corridor, hastening back to the balconies of the great hall. Mazael’s leg slowed him, but he felt the gash healing, the torn muscle and skin knitting itself together. Hopefully the others would be too distracted to notice. Romaria knew the truth about his dark heritage, but Adalar and Timothy and Sigaldra did not, and Mazael saw no reason to let them know. 
His Demonsouled rage screamed through him, demanding that he go back, that he kill and kill until his enemies lay in their own blood at his feet. His mind, however, knew that such a course was suicide. 
So he pushed on, ignoring the hideous pain in his leg. The gods knew he had a lot of experience at ignoring ghastly agony. 
They reached the balcony overlooking the great hall and hurried down the spiral stair to the catacombs. Mazael closed the hidden door after him, and as he did, he heard a thunderous explosion echo through the great hall. Either the fire had chewed through the door to the corridor, or the Prophetess had simply blasted it off its hinges. He doubted Sigaldra’s arrow would slow the Prophetess for long. Adalar had hit her with a crossbow bolt in Greatheart Keep, and the Prophetess had shown no sign of that injury. Likely she possessed some magical method of healing herself. 
He could not count on the injury slowing her down for long. 
Mazael half-ran, half-limped into the gallery of the catacombs, the light from Basjun’s torch flickering ahead. Both Basjun and Earnachar stood with weapons ready, while Crouch bared his teeth, his ears flattened against his head. 
“The battle has gone amiss?” said Earnachar. 
“Yes,” said Mazael. “Through the arch, all of you. Quickly!” 
“You had better not,” said Romaria, “be thinking of making some kind of useless last stand while we escape…”
“Of course not,” said Mazael. “I have something better. Go!” 
The others hurried through the arch and into the natural cavern. The cold wind from the darkness felt good against Mazael’s throbbing leg. He hobbled to the burial niche with the lever, returning Talon to its sheath as he did so. The lever glinted from the light of Basjun’s torch, and Mazael reached out and grasped it with both hands.
He took a few deep breaths, letting the Demonsouled rage blaze brighter as he did so, fighting the urge to rush up the stairs and charge howling into his enemies. 
Then he pulled the lever, the floor shivering beneath him as the ancient mechanism stirred to life once more. A rasping noise came from the arch overhead, and as it did, Mazael kept pulling the lever, his muscles straining with all his strength. 
The sound of tearing metal came to his ears, and the lever ripped free from its housing.
Mazael did not hesitate, but threw himself forward, hitting the ground and rolling. An instant later the portcullis slammed down behind him, so close that he felt the edge of one of the iron bars brush his forehead. Yet he had gotten on the other side of the portcullis, and hands closed about his arms as Romaria and Adalar pulled him back to his feet. 
“That,” said Romaria, “was risky.”
“Clever, though,” said Earnachar. “If we are pursued by foes, they will be unable to pass the barrier for some time.” He paused. “I assume we are being pursued by foes?”
“Yes,” said Mazael. “Let’s…” 
Light flickered in the gallery, and Rigoric came into sight.
He was still on fire. 
Flames flickered beneath his armor, and what Mazael could see of his flesh was charred and blackened. Yet the Mask of the Champion was intact, and the eyes visible beneath the mask were filled with rage. Rigoric looked at the portcullis and whirled towards the burial niche, reaching for the hidden lever with his left hand, his right hand still grasping the hilt of his greatsword. 
He froze when he found the lever missing. 
Mazael cleared his throat and raised the lever. Rigoric’s head snapped around to stare at him, and Mazael grinned and tossed the lever into the abyss to his right.
He didn’t hear it hit the bottom. 
Rigoric stepped forward and seized the bars of the portcullis, his arms straining. For a moment Mazael thought he would have the strength to lift the portcullis or bend the bars, but at last Rigoric stepped back, breathing hard.
“Tell the Prophetess,” said Mazael, “that we’ll be seeing her very soon.”
Rigoric glared at him.
Mazael gave the Champion a jaunty wave and headed down the narrow path into the vast cavern, the others following.
 
###
 
They did not stop fleeing until dawn.
Sigaldra followed Mazael and Basjun until the cavern opened onto a steep hillside north of Armalast, the mountains rising over them like storm clouds. The night was a blur of running and climbing and scrambling over rocky paths in the darkness. Once they recovered their packs and their supplies, they headed north. Romaria and Basjun scouted the path constantly, Romaria often taking the form of the great black wolf, which startled Basjun and terrified poor Crouch to no end. Yet it was necessary. If Basracus or the Prophetess had sent pursuers, Romaria and Basjun could find them. 
But no one seemed to be pursuing them.
At last, as a hazy, dim dawn rose to the east, Mazael called for a halt. They had reached a rocky hilltop with a good view in all directions, and to the south Sigaldra saw the distant bleak shapes of Armalast’s walls and towers. She sat down upon the ground, utterly exhausted, her legs aching. She had not been this tired since the Tervingi and the Jutai had made the dangerous passage over the Great Mountains to reach the Grim Marches. 
“Romaria?” said Mazael. He, at least, seemed tireless. Even that wound in his leg didn’t seem to trouble him. It must have been less serious than she had thought. 
Romaria shook her head. “As far as I can tell, no one has followed us.”
“Then no one is following us,” said Mazael.
Romaria frowned. “The soliphages and the Crimson Hunters are able to disguise themselves from me.”
“A dozen of them at once?” said Mazael. “No. They’re not pursuing us.” 
“Why not?” said Earnachar. 
“Perhaps we wounded the Prophetess, between Sigaldra’s arrow and Timothy’s fire,” said Adalar, “and it will take her time to recover.”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael, “but I doubt it will take her much time. No. She is not pursuing us because she doesn’t consider it as important as her ultimate goal, which appears to be summoning Marazadra to our world. She will leave with Liane at once.”
“How did you know?” said Sigaldra, her voice hoarse. 
“Know what?” said Mazael. 
“That this would go bad,” said Sigaldra. 
For a moment he looked almost…haunted, perhaps. Or disquieted. 
“It was something my father said, a long time ago,” said Mazael. Sigaldra found that surprising. From what she had heard, Mazael’s father had been a weak and ineffectual lord, nothing like his sole surviving son. “Anyway, a wise commander always leaves open an avenue for retreat. You can never tell when something will go wrong. Like today.” He shook his head. “The error is mine. It takes a great deal of magical power to summon one of those Crimson Hunters…”
“It does,” said Timothy. 
“I didn’t think the Prophetess would have strength enough to set one to guard her for hours at end,” said Mazael.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Sigaldra. “We’ve failed. The Prophetess will take Liane, and we shall never find either of them again.” 
“We’ve had a defeat, yes,” said Mazael, “but this isn’t finished yet.”
Sigaldra blinked. “Why not?”
“Because,” said Mazael, “we still know where the Prophetess is going.” 



Chapter 13: The Dragon’s Gate
 
Mazael looked at the others, gauging their mood. 
He had been in a lot of fights alongside a lot of men, and he knew how men (and women) reacted to battle. Most men did not respond to battle as Mazael did, filled with rage and anticipation and the insane desire for killing brought about by his Demonsouled blood. Romaria seemed unfazed by their fight in the citadel, perhaps even excited by it. Of course, like Mazael, she was not entirely human. 
Adalar and Sigaldra both looked tired. Adalar always did, but Sigaldra had pinned all her hopes on rescuing Liane from the citadel of Armalast. Timothy remained stoic as ever, but Earnachar and Basjun simply looked puzzled. 
“How do we know where the Prophetess is going?” said Sigaldra.
“You heard her talking with Basracus,” said Mazael. “She is going to the Dragon’s Gate and the Veiled Mountain.”
“Wherever that is,” said Sigaldra.
Basjun flinched. It was perhaps the most intense reaction Mazael had ever seen from the somber young man.
“The Veiled Mountain, sir?” said Basjun. “Are you certain the Prophetess said she was traveling to the Veiled Mountain?”
“Entirely,” said Mazael. “She and Basracus had a long argument about it, before she persuaded him to hand over the Horn of Doom and Fate.”
“The Prophetess will take the Horn of Doom and Fate to the Veiled Mountain?” said Basjun, still astonished. 
“So it would seem,” said Mazael. “Just what is the Veiled Mountain?”
“A mountain some miles north of here,” said Basjun.
“I gathered that, yes,” said Romaria. 
“The mountain…has an evil reputation,” said Basjun. Mazael wondered if the mountain contained the Heart of the Spider, the altar that Marazadra had shown him in the strange dream. “A very evil reputation. Anyone who goes there never returns. It is…”
“Sacred to the worshippers of Marazadra?” said Mazael, hazarding a guess.
“Not at all,” said Basjun. “They declare it to be cursed.”
Mazael hadn’t expected that. “Why?”
“According to the ancient tales, a dragon of great age and power resides in the caverns of the mountain,” said Basjun.
“Dragons!” said Sigaldra. “There are no such creatures.”
“There are,” said Earnachar. “In ancient days, the high lords of Old Dracaryl commanded dragons with their black magic.” Mazael knew firsthand the truth of that. “And in my youth, a dragon attacked some of the villages in the homeland of the Tervingi. Ragnachar drove off the beast. He slew it not, but he did wound it sorely and force the creature to flee. I, Earnachar son of Balnachar, saw this with my own eyes, and in the ancient sagas of mighty Tervingar, he slew many dragons that…”
“Dragons,” scoffed Sigaldra.
“He’s right for once,” said Mazael, before Sigaldra could share her precise opinion of Tervingar and start another quarrel. “I killed a dragon in the Red Valley of the Great Mountains, outside the walls of Arylkrad.”
“I was there, if you do not believe him,” said Romaria.
“Lord Richard Mandragon slew two dragons as a young man when they came out of the mountains to attack the Grim Marches,” said Mazael. “The armor I wore in the Grim Marches was made from the scales of the dragon I killed in the Great Mountains.” He tapped Talon’s hilt. “So was this sword.” He rolled his shoulders, wincing at the remaining pain in his leg. “I wish I had that armor with me. It would have helped soak up some of the heat in the citadel.” 
“Very well,” said Sigaldra, though her expression remained dubious. 
“This dragon,” said Mazael. “What do the tales say about it?”
Basjun shrugged. “Contradictory things, as such tales do. They say the dragon is thousands of years old, and has dwelled in the mountain since before Skuldari settled here. The dragon loves treasures and baubles, and keeps a great hoard of rare jewels and relics in his caverns. Anyone who enters the dragon’s caves is killed, or the dragon might let them go if the intruders answer a riddle. I do not know whether any of that is true. I do know that the mountain is much warmer than the rest of Skuldar. No snow crowns its cap, and it is forever wreathed in mist and steam.” 
“Because the dragon’s fire?” said Adalar, blinking.
“Perhaps,” said Basjun.
“Or it is a mountain of fire, like the ones we saw in Red Valley,” said Romaria. “One that vomits forth lava.” 
“Whatever the reason,” said Basjun, “from time to time bold men venture into the caverns in search of the dragon’s treasure. They never return.”
“The dragon eats them?” said Sigaldra, half-dubious.
“Maybe,” said Basjun. “Or the salamanders burn them.”
“Salamanders?” said Mazael. The term stirred a half-forgotten memory of some old Tervingi song or another, something that…
“Mighty Tervingar,” said Earnachar at once, “in the depths of time, faced and overcame salamanders. They are great lizards the size of horses, armored in black scales and covered in blotches the color of gold. They set themselves on fire, and use that fire to slay their foes.”
“There are salamanders near the Veiled Mountain, and sometimes they venture into the Dragon’s Gate,” said Basjun. 
“Just what is the Dragon’s Gate?” said Mazael. “I’ve been assuming it is a mountain pass.”
“It is, albeit one both narrow and treacherous,” said Basjun. “Only travelers in need of great haste use it, and even the priestesses and priests of Marazadra will only use it under the direst circumstances.”
“It seems,” said Romaria, “the salamanders do not respect the sanctity of Marazadra’s servants.”
Basjun missed the joke. “They do not.” 
Mazael grunted. “So the caverns beneath the Veiled Mountain apparently hold the gathered treasure of an ancient dragon. Exactly the sort of place one might expect to find an ancient relic like the Mask of Marazadra.” 
“Did the Prophetess say what this Mask was?” said Earnachar.
“Unfortunately not,” said Mazael. “It has to be a magical relic of some power. Else she would not undertake such risks to claim it. Her journey to the Grim Marches was to claim something of power – Sigaldra’s sister.”
And some of Mazael’s blood, secured within the blade of a Dark Elderborn maethweisyr, but none of the others except for Romaria knew that. 
“She went to Armalast to claim the Horn of Doom and Fate,” said Adalar. “Perhaps she will take it to the Veiled Mountain and summon the dead to fight for her.”
“There cannot be that many dead treasure hunters within the Veiled Mountain,” said Mazael. “If she truly wanted to raise an army of the undead, she ought to visit one of the battlefields in the Grim Marches. Or the field outside of Tumblestone. And even then, that will be as a child’s effort compared to the Great Rising. No, she must need the Horn for something else, for the same reason she needs Liane and the Mask of Marazadra. She seems to think she is summoning Marazadra back to this world, and she needs the Mask to do it.” 
“Is that even possible?” said Romaria. “Skaloban thought he was summoning Sepharivaim at Mount Tynagis, but he was only Malavost’s tool. Perhaps someone else is using the Prophetess.”
“Maybe,” said Mazael. “Or maybe the Prophetess is simply mad.”
“She is,” said Sigaldra. “You heard that speech she gave to Basracus. I do not think that was a lie. She really believed what she was saying. She really thinks she will lead mankind to a new era of virtue.”
“Grand Master Caldarus thought that, once,” said Adalar, “and it did not end well for him.” 
“No,” said Mazael. “The world is what it is, and so is mankind. Trying to remake either leads only to disaster…and we wander afield. We must decide what we are going to do next.” 
“Isn’t it obvious?” said Sigaldra. “We can’t take the Prophetess by ourselves. We…we have to go back to the Grim Marches and get help. The Guardian, surely, and perhaps Lady Molly and the others. Perhaps then we can overcome the Prophetess.”
“If we go back,” said Adalar, “we shall never find the Prophetess in time. She will locate the Mask of Marazadra and…use your sister for whatever dire purpose she plans.”
“What other choice do we have?” said Sigaldra. “We cannot overcome the Prophetess alone.” 
“No,” said Mazael. “No, I shall not go back. You all heard Riothamus’s vision. If we go back, I shall have no choice but to bring the army of the Grim Marches against Armalast. You all saw the strength of the city’s walls, and attacking Armalast would be a disaster. For that matter, Riothamus’s vision will come to pass. His foretelling of a spider devouring the world seems clearer now that we know the Prophetess intends to summon Marazadra. If we abandon the chase now, the Prophetess will likely reach her goal. No, I will not turn back.”
“Where you go, I go,” said Romaria. 
Sigaldra grimaced. “I will not turn back. My sister is all the family I have left. I will not abandon her to the Prophetess and her wretched goddess.” 
“Nor shall I,” said Adalar. “I promised you I would see this to the end, however it ends, and I shall.”
Sigaldra looked at him, and her harsh expression softened, if only for a brief moment. 
“I go where my lord goes,” said Timothy. 
“You speak of strange things I do not fully understand, but this is the best chance to free Skuldar of the Prophetess,” said Basjun. “I will continue on.”
Crouch barked, once, as if in approval. 
Earnachar snorted. “If I go back, the Guardian shall have me put to death. So I, too, must continue on. Besides, I owe the Prophetess a debt of pain, and Earnachar son of Balnachar always pays his debts!” 
Sigaldra’s lip twisted, but she said nothing. 
“Very well,” said Adalar. “We are all agreed that we must stop the Prophetess. How? We tried at Greatheart Keep and failed, and we failed again at Armalast.” 
“The next step,” said Mazael, “is to reach the Dragon’s Gate before the Prophetess, and lie in wait for her. She was resting at Armalast, and so had summoned that Crimson Hunter to watch over her. Now she will be traveling in haste to the Veiled Mountain, and these hills and mountains offer a thousand different places to set an ambush for her.”
“We couldn’t take her off guard before,” said Adalar. “And she knows that we will be coming for her. She has to realize that we escaped.” 
“She will,” said Mazael, “but she cannot guard herself every moment.” He felt a tight smile spread across his face. “She should never have come to the Grim Marches. We will not give her a moment of rest or peace until she is slain and Liane is returned to her sister.” 
“Thank you,” said Sigaldra. She took a deep breath. “It is folly, I know…but I feel heartened.”
“Every battle feels like folly in the moment before it starts,” said Mazael. “Basjun. Do you know the way to the Dragon’s Gate from here?” 
“Of course, sir,” said Basjun.
“Then lead on,” said Mazael. “I would like to reach the Veiled Mountain before the Prophetess and lie in wait for her.” He hesitated. “One more thing. Timothy. Thank you for your quick action in the citadel. Molly was right to insist that you accompany us. Without your fire, the Crimson Hunters would have slain us.” 
Timothy shrugged. “I did only my duty, my lord. I wish I could have been more effective against the Crimson Hunters, but they are creatures of fell power. I could not do much against them, but almost all creatures of the spirit world are vulnerable to fire.” 
“I don’t suppose,” said Sigaldra, “that you remembered where you had met the Prophetess before?”
“I fear not, my lady,” said Timothy. “Of necessity, my full attention was on the Crimson Hunters. But I am absolutely certain that the Prophetess was once a noblewoman of Travia. If you will forgive my bluntness, her whole manner drips with it. The confidence, the certainty…”
“The arrogance?” said Mazael.
“The utter certainty of her own righteousness?” said Sigaldra. 
“You have struck the proverbial nail upon the metaphorical head,” said Timothy. “Additionally, many noblewomen of Travia have red hair and green eyes. A legacy of ancient Aegonar raids, I understand.” 
Earnachar let out a nasty laugh. “The Aegonar had a taste for Travian women, was that it?” 
“Conquerors often take native women as wives, my lord headman,” said Timothy.
“Except for the Tervingi,” said Romaria. “The Marcher women are apparently too mouthy.”
“You weren’t from the Grim Marches,” said Mazael
Earnachar shrugged. “And the Tervingi came as supplicants after Lord Richard crushed us at Stone Tower. We were hardly conquerors.” 
Sigaldra blinked. “That is…”
“What?” said Earnachar.
“Surprisingly humble.”
Earnachar shrugged once more. “Is it humility to see the stark truth, or wisdom? Even mighty Tervingar knew his limits. Is Earnachar son of Balnachar any better than Tervingar? That was why I sought to marry your sister, not conquer Greatheart Keep. Why risk a trial of arms and when I could win everything without bloodshed?” Sigaldra scowled, and Earnachar kept talking. “And then the Prophetess came and meddled with everything.” 
“What is done is done,” said Mazael, before Sigaldra and Earnachar could resume their quarrel. “Speculating on what might have been is a waste of time. Let us lay a trap for the Prophetess, and put an end to this matter. Basjun! Show the way.”
 
###
 
Basjun had spent his life traveling with his father across Skuldar, and he had a detailed knowledge of the mountain country’s narrow paths and winding roads. At Mazael’s insistence, they pushed hard the rest of the day, climbing the hills and scrambling through the ravines. At last night fell, and Mazael relented, allowing the others to rest. Truth be told, he was exhausted himself, but he had reserves of strength and stamina the others did not, thanks to his Demonsouled blood. 
Nevertheless, a rest sounded pleasant. 
They stopped in the hollow of a rocky hill, the mountains towering over them on either side. A cold wind whistled down from the stony peaks, and of necessity they had to light a fire for warmth. Mazael volunteered to take the first watch, and the others collapsed around the fire, wrapped in their cloaks. 
He leaned against a rock, Talon hanging in his hand, his eyes roving over the hills, moving back and forth as he watched for any foes. Mazael would have preferred to sit, but then he would have fallen asleep, so he remained standing, his eyes moving back and forth.
They settled upon a black-cloaked figure, a black-cloaked figure who had not been there a moment earlier.
Mazael started forward, raising Talon. 
He was certain that the Prophetess had doubled back to find them. But then the figure raised thin hands to draw back a cowl, revealing a lined, ancient face with pale eyes and unusually white teeth.
He stopped, staring at the woman, who smiled at him.
“Volaria,” said Mazael. 
“Mazael Cravenlock,” said Mother Volaria. “It’s time for another little talk, I think.”
“We’ll wake the others,” said Mazael. In fact, he wanted to wake both Romaria and Timothy. Volaria had changed her appearance again, which meant she was either a shapeshifter or wielding spells of illusion. Perhaps Romaria’s Sight or Timothy’s spells could reveal which. Of course, their abilities had not worked upon Volaria outside of Danel’s house, and Mazael doubted the strange woman’s skills had lapsed since then. 
“Oh, do not worry,” said Volaria. “They’ll sleep right through this, the poor dears. Won’t they?” She turned to face them, yelling at the top of her lungs and rapping her cane against the stony ground, the echoes rolling off the hills. 
No one stirred.
“You see?” said Volaria, spreading her arms. 
“What did you do to them?” said Mazael.
She smiled, her white teeth flashing in the light of the fire. “Something polite. They do need their sleep. Not all of us have the stamina of the Old Demon, Mazael Cravenlock.” 
“That’s probably for the best,” said Mazael, watching the old woman. 
“Oh, I agree,” said Volaria. “The Old Demon had many children, and all of them had a great deal of stamina, which they used to make trouble. You killed…two of your siblings, was it?” 
“Three, if you must know,” said Mazael. An idea occurred to him. “Is that who you are? An ancient Demonsouled, one living in the Skuldari hills since time immemorial?” 
“Wrong on the first, but correct on the second,” said Volaria. She took a hobbling step towards him, leaning upon her cane. “I am, in fact, something quite alien to the Demonsouled. But I have lived here for a very long time.”
“Which is why all those legends have sprung up about Mother Volaria,” said Mazael, “the mysterious witch of the hills. Sometimes she curses, sometimes she blesses, but she is always inscrutable and powerful.”
The white teeth flashed in her lined face. “It is a woman’s prerogative to be inscrutable.” 
“I never found women to be very mysterious,” said Mazael. 
Volaria snorted. “Yes, and you landed in all manner of trouble thereby. Sometimes too much knowledge is a dangerous thing.” 
“Is it?” said Mazael. “Is that why you’re helping me?”
“Who said I am helping you?” said Volaria. 
“You warned me that the attack on the Prophetess was going to go bad,” said Mazael. 
Volaria snorted. “A child could have foreseen that.” She shrugged. “You took preparations to survive, and you did. Your reward is that you get to live to fight another day.” 
“Yet you are still helping us,” said Mazael, “even if you refuse to admit it. Why?” 
The old woman was silent for a long moment, her robe stirring in the cold wind.
“The world is not perfect,” said Volaria.
“Are we stating the obvious now?” said Mazael.
“Don’t be smart to your elders, boy,” said Volaria. She made an impatient gesture with her free hand towards where Adalar and Sigaldra slept. “I’m sure the young knight and the brittle girl could give you a long speech about all that is wrong with this world, and they would speak truly. Yet it could be worse. Mankind rules itself, not dark powers. The Demonsouled and the San-keth do not rule here, at least not openly. And there are dark powers, Mazael Cravenlock, so many dark powers, all of whom want an empire. You know about the Demonsouled and the San-keth. The soliphages and their goddess, too, thanks the Prophetess, and others stir now that your father is dead and they are freed. I would rather the world continue on as it is now, rather than be ruled by Marazadra, or the princes of the deep places, or the Dark Elderborn, or the Trichirabi, or all the others that would make men as cattle.”
“Why?” said Mazael.
Volaria shrugged. “Why not? Perhaps I like freedom, and desire it even for creatures as stupid and shortsighted as mortal men. Perhaps I have a grudge against Marazadra. Perhaps I am simply bored, and this is how I choose to amuse myself.” 
“All right,” said Mazael. Whoever or whatever Volaria was, he would not scruple to turn away her help. “So amuse yourself some more. Are we on the right path?”
“You are,” said Volaria. “The Prophetess and her servants hasten to the Veiled Mountain. You might catch them, or you might not. Or you might arrive to find them slain by the dragon and its guardians.”
“The salamanders?” said Mazael. 
“And others,” said Volaria with a faint smile. “The dragon, you see, is quite old and irritable and irascible. The dragon is also fond of traps and puzzles and little games for anyone foolish enough to enter her caverns.”
“Wait,” said Mazael. “Her?” 
“Of course,” said Volaria. “Dragons were created male and female, just as mortal men were. Though humans do not, generally speaking, lay eggs. A key difference.” 
“This dragon,” said Mazael, thinking hard. “Will she simply kill the Prophetess?” 
“Possibly,” said Volaria. “It is also possible that the Prophetess will succeed and steal the Mask of Marazadra from the dragon’s hoard. For the Mask has been there a very long time, ever since your father left it there with the dragon…”
“Wait,” said Mazael. “The Old Demon left the Mask at the Veiled Mountain?”
“Haven’t I mentioned that?” said Volaria, her brow furrowing. “I’m sure I must have mentioned that.” 
“You did not,” said Mazael, voice flat.
“Oh, well. I do get forgetful sometimes,” said Volaria. “Suffice it to say that a very long time ago your father defeated Marazadra through trickery and lies, as he defeated most of his enemies. He couldn’t kill Marazadra, of course, but he could keep her out of his way. So he left the Mask with the dragon, knowing that the soliphages and the priestesses would try to steal away the instrument of their goddess’s return…”
“But they could not,” said Mazael. “Because of the dragon.”
“Precisely,” said Volaria. 
“So then we need do nothing,” said Mazael. “The dragon will kill the Prophetess, and that will be that.”
“Maybe,” said Volaria. “Though the dragon will also kill poor little Liane.” 
Mazael said nothing.
“And,” said Volaria, “it is entirely possible that the Prophetess will succeed. She is a madwoman, but she is nonetheless clever, and sees the dangers clearly. Furthermore, she has a source of power beyond that of most mortal wizards. Had she been a man, she would likely have conquered the world by now. Instead, she seeks to change the world rather than rule it.”
“The Mask of Marazadra,” said Mazael. “What is it?”
“Why, a mask,” said Volaria. “One thinks that would be obvious from the name.”
Mazael grunted. “The Mask of the Champion is as mask as well, but it is clearly not just a mask.”
Volaria stared at him for a moment, her robe stirring. 
“Think about wasps,” she said at last.
“Wasps?” said Mazael. “Marazadra is a spider, not a wasp.”
“Nevertheless,” said Volaria. “Think on that, and you shall have your answer.” 
Mazael opened his mouth to reply, but she vanished between heartbeats. He looked around, but he knew that was a waste of time. Mother Volaria had vanished yet again. 
Gods and devils, but what he wouldn’t give for a straight answer! No prophecies, no visions, no ancient legends, just a straight, direct answer, maybe even phrased as a simple yes or a simple no. 
As long as he was at it, he might as well wish for a chicken that laid golden eggs and a flagon of beer that never went dry. Both were just as likely. 
“Probably more likely,” muttered Mazael, settling back in to complete his time at watch.
Still, at least it was confirmation that the Prophetess was indeed going to the Veiled Mountain, where she planned to steal away the Mask of Marazadra from the treasure hoard of an ancient dragon. 
Perhaps the dragon would simply eat her.
Somehow Mazael doubted it would be that simple. 
 
###
As they traveled north and moved higher into the mountains, following Basjun’s guidance through the maze of paths and old roads, Sigaldra expected the air to grow colder. It did, at least for the first few days.
Then, to her surprise, it started getting hotter.
The air of Skuldar was cool and dry, but after starting their travels on the third day after Armalast, a clammy, warm mist seemed to settle over the slopes. Sigaldra felt the air grow warmer, until she started to sweat beneath her clothes and tugged off her cloak, slinging it over her arm.
“This weather is wrong,” said Romaria. “It shouldn’t get this hot this high in the mountains.”
“Unless the mountain is bleeding liquid fire,” said Mazael.
“This path, sir,” said Basjun, pointing at a narrow path that climbed a rocky hill. “I believe it will rise above the level of these mists, and then we can see the Veiled Mountain for ourselves, at least before the wind changes.”
“Lead on,” said Mazael. 
They climbed the hill, the boulders looming like silent guards, the mist rippling past them. Sigaldra griped her bow tighter, making sure that her arrows were ready in their quiver. She could not see more than a dozen yards in any direction, and she disliked the feeling. For all she knew an army of valgasts was crouching just out sight, or a soliphage, or the Prophetess herself. If any enemies attacked, she would have only a few seconds to release an arrow before they closed. 
She glanced at Adalar. He kept his greatsword in its sheath, but she saw the wariness in his stance. 
Then, all at once, the hill broke through the mists 
The cold at the summit of the hill was shocking compared to the warmth of the mists, and around them Sigaldra saw the tops of rocky hills jutting from the haze like islands in a lake. 
Before her rose the Veiled Mountain.
It was a jagged mass of dark stone, silent and solemn, with no trace of anything alive upon it. Unlike the other mountains, it had no snow upon its peak or slopes. In fact, its peak had been broken off in a jagged crater. Sigaldra imagined molten stone and ash erupting from that lofty crater, pouring forth to incinerate anyone foolish enough to approach the mountain.
The perfect home, she supposed, for an ancient dragon. 
“The Veiled Mountain,” said Basjun. 
“An ominous-looking place,” said Earnachar. 
“Didn’t mighty Tervingar often venture into ominous places?” said Romaria.
For once, Earnachar did not answer with bluster. “He did. So must we, it seems. If we survive an encounter with a dragon, then the loresingers must add us to their tales.”
“Didn’t Ragnachar drive off a dragon?” said Sigaldra, unable to resist baiting him.
“He did,” said Earnachar again. The sight of the mountain had quieted some of his usual bombast. “That is why we followed him, of course. He never lost. Until the Grim Marches.” 
“Basjun,” said Mazael. “Which way?”
“Here,” said Basjun, Crouch trotting to his side. The dog seemed annoyed to return to the warm, clinging mist. If Sigaldra had a coat of fur, she supposed, she would feel the same way. For an instant she considered asking Romaria what having fur felt like, and then dismissed the entire thought as inappropriate. “This way.” Another path descended the north slope of the hill, vanishing into the mists. “That will take us to the Dragon’s Gate. From there it is a short distance to the caverns below the Veiled Mountain. I suggest we remain on our guard. I do not know if the salamanders will issue forth or not.”
“How do you fight a salamander?” said Adalar.
“Kill it before it burns you alive, sir,” said Basjun.
“Sound counsel,” said Mazael. 
They picked their way back down the slope, sinking into the mist. Crouch let out a long whine as they entered the mist, and then fell silent. The path descended to a valley, and as it did, the mist thinned a little as the wind picked up. The Dragon’s Gate looked little different than the other mountain valleys Sigaldra had seen in Skuldar, rocky and dotted with pine trees. The Veiled Mountain loomed overhead like the wall of a black fortress.
An unpleasant smell came to her nostrils.
“What is that smell?” said Earnachar. “None of us have bathed for some time, but…”
“It’s not us,” said Romaria. Sigaldra crinkled her nose. It smelled rather like burned hair, but stronger and somehow greasier. “I’ve been smelling it for some time. It must be the salamanders.”
“I understand salamanders have no odor, save that of sulfur,” said Basjun. “The flames burn everything else away.” 
They approached a small valley nestled at the base of the mountain, the strange burned smell growing stronger. As they did, Sigaldra spotted a dozen motionless black shapes scattered in the valley, twisted and charred. At the far end of the little valley yawned a cavern, opening like a mouth in the side of the mountain. For a moment Sigaldra had the uneasy sense that she was walking into the gaping mouth of a beast. The last time she had been in a cave had not been pleasant. 
“Those are soliphages,” said Adalar. “They used to be, anyway.” 
The black forms were indeed soliphages, and the vile odor radiated from their burned husks. The fire that had killed them must have been intense indeed, hot enough even to melt iron. 
“The dragon?” said Sigaldra.
“The salamanders, most likely,” said Romaria, pointing at the ground. A confusion of tracks marked the few patches of loose soil, but Sigaldra saw the distinctive tracks of the soliphages among them. She also saw the prints of something that looked like a lizard, albeit a lizard the size of the horse.
“Do you see the Prophetess among them?” said Mazael. “Or Rigoric?” 
Fear surged through Sigaldra. Perhaps the Prophetess’s confidence had led her to a fiery death…and perhaps she had taken Liane with her. Sigaldra hurried from charred husk to charred husk, looking for any sign of her sister. 
“No,” said Romaria. “No, they’re all soliphages. It looks as if a…half-dozen salamanders attacked the Prophetess, I think. She fought them off, but at a sharp price. She must have killed…ah. Here’s one.” 
Romaria strode around a low boulder, pointing. 
A dead salamander lay behind the boulder, smoke rising from where its blood spilled upon the rocky ground. The thing was indeed about the size of a horse, though less bulky and much lower, with a long, snake-like tail and thick limbs that ended in webbed feet. Black scales covered its long body, marked here and there with brilliant golden splotches. A massive cut had severed the salamander’s head from its body, and its yellow eyes stared at nothing. Sigaldra had seen Rigoric fight often enough to recognize the wounds from the Champion’s greatsword. 
“Mazael,” said Romaria. “I think this happened about two hours ago. Maybe less.” 
“We are right behind the Prophetess, then,” said Timothy. 
“Then let’s catch her,” said Mazael, beckoning towards the cavern mouth. 
 



Chapter 14: Fire Caverns
 
The cavern beyond the entrance was not as dark as Mazael had expected.
The entrance tunnel had been gloomy enough. Beyond the cavern’s mouth the floor had been carpeted in ancient bones, some of them charred, some of them still clad in rusting bits of old armor. Pieces of the armor, Mazael noted, had melted. Mushrooms grew in clumps along the walls, and the air carried the heavy smell of rotting eggs.
Mazael was pretty sure that the odor wasn’t really rotten eggs.
Ahead, the cavern widened, and he saw a sullen crimson glow. He wondered if the Prophetess had set a fire ahead, or if the glow came from the fires of the salamanders or perhaps the dragon herself. Then he remembered the Red Valley at night, remembered looking down from the walls of Arylkrad at the pools of molten stone. 
Lava made that kind of light.
“Timothy,” said Mazael. “Dismiss your light. I don’t think we’ll need it, and the Prophetess might see it.”
For all he knew, the Prophetess was directly ahead. 
Timothy dismissed his ball of glowing light, plunging the cavern into gloom. 
“Now how are we supposed to see?” said Earnachar.
“Give your eyes a minute to adjust,” said Mazael.
They waited, and Mazael’s eyes adjusted to the red-lit gloom. The tunnel did not go on much farther, and ahead the red light grew brighter. He didn’t seen anything moving, though given the soliphages’ gift for stealth, it was possible that any number of them lurked ahead.
On the other hand, maybe the salamanders had burned all the Prophetess’s soliphages to death. Maybe the ancient power that dwelled within this mountain was more than a match for the Prophetess.
Maybe it was more than a match for Mazael.
Time to find out.
“Stay watchful,” said Mazael, and he followed the sloping floor of the tunnel as it descended. The others followed him in tense silence, weapons ready. Yet nothing moved in the gloom, and the sulfurous smell grew stronger. 
The tunnel ended and opened into an enormous cavern, easily as large as the naves of the great churches in the city of Barellion. Thousands of stalactites hung from the shadowy ceiling like stone fangs, and a broad stone path wound its way through the cavern.
Pools of bubbling lava filled the rest of the floor. 
The lava glowed a sullen red, the air above its surface rippling with heat. The glow filled the cavern, drawing shadows in stark relief across the rough rock walls. It was hellishly hot, and Mazael felt the sweat trickle down his forehead and neck. He wondered if it would be too hot to cross the cavern, but he thought if they kept to the center of the stone path, they would be able to cross unscathed. 
“Maybe,” said Earnachar, “there is no dragon. Maybe anyone who enters this place simply cooks alive, or chokes on the bad air.”
“Maybe,” said Mazael. 
He took a step forward, and then stopped.
Something was moving on the stone path.
It was a soliphage, pulling itself along with its spider legs. Mazael raised Talon, and he heard the creak as Romaria and Sigaldra drew their bows. Yet the soliphage did nothing threatening. The creature heaved itself forward another step and went motionless, glaring at them with its white-glowing eyes. As it did, Mazael saw that the light in its eyes was flickering, that the creature had been horribly burned along the right side of its body, so badly burned that its right forearm was missing. 
For a moment they stared at each other. 
“Run into a salamander, did we?” said Mazael. 
The soliphage hissed at him. “It is of no concern, human prey.” 
“Isn’t it?” said Mazael. “Those burns look pretty severe, I think.”
“The messenger of the goddess shall prevail,” said the soliphage. 
“The Prophetess?” said Mazael. “Let me guess. You were badly injured, and the Prophetess left you behind. There’s a leader worthy of loyalty.”
“My injuries shall regenerate,” said the soliphage. “Yet my fate is of no concern. The messenger shall prepare the way for the goddess, and the goddess shall return to the world once more. And then you mortal worms shall perish.”
“Maybe,” said Mazael, “but you will not live to see it.”
He took a step forward, lifting Talon, and then a voice thundered through the cavern. 
It was a female voice, but it was not a woman’s voice, at least not the voice of a human woman. It was far too alien for that. Power and confidence filled the voice, along with sort of a vicious amusement. 
“Perhaps none of you shall live to see it.” 
Mazael stiffened, and the soliphage looked around with alarm. He knew in his bones that it was the voice of the dragon. He looked up, half expecting to see the dragon clinging to the ceiling of the vast cavern like a bat, but saw no sign of the creature.
“A spell,” murmured Timothy, his hands gesturing. “She’s using a spell to speak with us.”
“Of course the dragon can use magic,” muttered Earnachar. “As if fangs and claws and wings and breath of fire were not enough.” 
“So the apes and the spiders continue their war upon my doorstep,” thundered the female voice. “For centuries I have watched you war upon each other, and for centuries you have dared to steal from my home. None of you have survived. Behold! For I am Azurvaltoria, and I am as old as the sky and as strong as the mountains! Steal from me, worms, and perish!”
“The goddess,” rasped the soliphage, “shall overcome you, lizard, and…”
Evidently Azurvaltoria could hear them, and she took umbrage at that remark. The lava pool rippled, and a spell-wrought hand formed of molten stone reached up and coiled around the soliphage. The creature had one moment to cream, and then the hideous stench of burning soliphage carapace flooded the cavern as the creature sank into the pool of molten stone. 
“Gods,” said Adalar. 
“The goddess,” thundered Azurvaltoria, “was not able to save you, was she?”
“Are we next?” said Mazael.
The dragon’s voice responded. “Do you choose to insult me as well, mortal?”
“Certainly not,” said Mazael. “We’ve come to help you.”
“Help me?” said Azurvaltoria. “Amuse me, human. How can you help me?”
“We are not here to steal from you,” said Mazael. “Our foe, a woman called the Prophetess, kidnapped the sister of one of my vassals. The Prophetess came here to steal the Mask of Marazadra from your hoard. I have no wish to steal from you, and am not foolish enough to try. Simply do not hinder me as I kill the Prophetess, and I shall leave without stealing from you.”
“An amusing proposition,” said Azurvaltoria, “and I am not often amused. Very well, human. I shall watch as you pursue the priestess of Marazadra, and will not hinder you. Should you attempt to steal from me, of course, the consequences shall indeed be dire.” 
“We wouldn’t dream of it,” said Mazael. 
Evidently that answer satisfied the dragon, because Azurvaltoria did not speak further. 
“What was that all about?” said Adalar. “Why didn’t the dragon just kill us?”
“Where would the fun be in that?” said Mazael. “You heard her. She’s bored.” He suspected that the Old Demon had somehow bound or tricked the dragon into guarding the Mask of Marazadra for the last three thousand years. “This is probably the most amusing thing that has happened in the last thousand years or so. The dragon will sit back and watch us fight for her entertainment.”
“The dragon,” spat Sigaldra, “will treat my sister’s life as a game?”
“Aye,” said Mazael. “There’s nothing we can do about it, either. To the dragon, we’re just mice…and she’s a cat that’s watching us fight. All our lives are a game to her.” 
A game…
Mother Volaria had warned Mazael, hadn’t she? Had the strange old witch known all along that it would end up like this? Or perhaps she was allied with Azurvaltoria? If Volaria had lived in the mountains of Skuldar for as long as she claimed, surely she would have encountered the dragon at some point. Perhaps she even served Azurvaltoria. 
There was a disturbing thought. 
“If this is the dragon’s game,” said Adalar, “then our best course is to win it.”
“Agreed,” said Mazael. “Now let’s keep moving and find someplace cooler before we all die of thirst from the heat.”
He started forward, taking care to keep to the center of the stone path. The heat was excruciating, and he felt his face and hands start to sting, the sweat evaporating from his face before it had a chance to drip down his neck. He would not have wanted to fight anyone in this room, but they passed the lava pools quickly and reached the far end of the cavern. Another tunnel opened at the far end, revealing a broad flight of stairs that climbed higher into the mountain. 
“Stairs?” said Adalar in surprise. “The dragon has stairs?” 
“Perhaps she hired masons from Armalast,” said Earnachar.
Adalar gave him an incredulous look. 
“Surely she would not have need of them,” said Sigaldra. “She could fly…”
“And her magic would likely allow her to change shape,” said Mazael. “Or the stairs were already here when she moved in. Perhaps this was someone else’s stronghold long ago. It doesn’t matter now.” 
They climbed the stairs, the air growing cooler as they left the lava-filled cavern behind, and Timothy conjured his glowing ball to provide light once more. As they climbed, Mazael saw evidence that the cavern had been worked by tools. There were carvings upon the walls, peculiar blocky symbols that he did not recognize. Certainly they were not Skuldari glyphs. 
“Romaria?” said Mazael. 
She shook her head. “I do not recognize the signs. I’ve seen them in old ruins elsewhere.”
“The wizards of the brotherhood think such symbols belonged to one of the elder races that ruled this world before the coming of mankind,” said Timothy. “Probably the High Elderborn destroyed them, or so we think. Only fragments of the history have survived to the modern day.”
“More history,” muttered Mazael. Sometimes he thought the past was trying to choke him. The old San-keth cult beneath Castle Cravenlock, the relics of Old Dracaryl from Arylkrad, and his own father’s millennia-long schemes…the past never lay buried for long, and often its bony fingers erupted from the earth to attack the present.
The stairs opened into a vast natural cavern, larger than the first. Mazael looked back and forth in wonder. The entire village of Volmaya could have fit in this cavern. Countless stalactites hung from the ceiling like fangs, and pools of lava were scattered haphazardly upon the floor, throwing a crimson glow over the surrounding stone. Clusters of stalagmites put Mazael in mind of small copses of trees. As before, Mazael saw clear signs that the cavern had been altered. The floor between the lava pools had been leveled and smoothed, and here and there stood steles marked with more of the strange symbols.
The three dead soliphages lying prone upon the floor held his attention, though. 
Like the ones outside the Veiled Mountain, they had been burned to a crisp, the vile stench of their blackened carapaces flooding Mazael’s nostrils. Wisps of smoke rose from the carcasses, and…
“Mazael,” said Romaria, her voice sharp. 
He looked around, expecting foes to spring out from behind the stalagmites or erupt from the lava pools. 
“Those dead soliphages,” said Romaria. “They’re still warm. Hot, even. You’d probably burn your hand if you tried to touch one.”
“The ones outside the mountain weren’t hot,” said Mazael. “That means…”
“We are right behind the Prophetess,” said Sigaldra, her voice trembling with anger. “Perhaps she is still even in the cavern, right now.”
“What will we do when we find her?” said Earnachar. “She has escaped from us twice.”
Mazael shrugged. “Kill her.” He considered for a moment. “If possible, see if you can knock her or Rigoric into one of those lava pools. No matter how powerful her wards or the Mask’s regenerative powers, I doubt they could handle a swim in molten stone.” 
He wished there was time to come up with a better plan, but there wasn’t. The last time they had fought in the Prophetess in the citadel of Armalast, in the heart of her power. Here, at least, the battlefield was unfavorable to her. Of course, it was unfavorable to Mazael and the others as well, unless he found a way to turn Azurvaltoria against the Prophetess…
The light in the cavern shifted, seeming to grow brighter. 
Mazael turned, wondering if one of the lava pools had burst from its banks. The shifting light threw dancing shadows across the floor and walls, and it looked exactly like the light thrown from a large bonfire.
Except the light was moving.
The salamanders came into sight.
There were three of the creatures. Like the dead salamander Mazael had seen outside of the mountain, they were long and low, covered in thick black scales. Unlike the dead salamander, these creatures were on fire. Blazing yellow-orange flames covered them from head to tail, and even from a distance Mazael felt the heat. 
The salamanders came right at them. In a flash, Mazael realized how the salamanders had killed the soliphages. The creatures need not bother with fang or claw. They would throw themselves upon their foes and let the fire do the rest. Likely the salamanders had wiped out half of the soliphages before the Prophetess realized what was happening.
“Scatter!” shouted Mazael. “Don’t let them touch you!” 
He raised Talon, bracing himself for the attack. 
 
###
 
Sigaldra drew back her bow and released, sending an arrow hissing across the cavern. 
It slammed into the nearest salamander, rocking the lizard-like creature back. At once the fires sheathing its body consumed the arrow’s shaft, turning it to ashes so quickly that it seemed to vanish. Yet the fire did nothing to the steel arrowhead, and the salamander stumbled. The giant lizard wheeled and came at her, flames blazing brighter around it, and Sigaldra felt the heat of its approach. 
She loosed another arrow from her bow. This time the arrow struck the salamander in the head, and the creature came to a skidding halt, its legs drumming against the ground, its tail lashing like a whip. The salamander fell upon its side, and the crackling flames vanished. It seemed the fires died with the salamander. 
Around her the others struggled. Basjun and Earnachar fought alongside each other, while Crouch let out a steady stream of furious barks. Basjun darted in, chopping with his axe, aiming his blows at the salamanders’ legs. Once the giant lizards were distracted, Earnachar brought his mace hammering down, crushing their skulls. Both Basjun’s and Earnachar’s weapons were starting to glow at the edges, and Sigaldra feared the terrible heat would destroy the weapons or render them too hot to hold. 
Mazael’s sword, wrought from dragon claw, had no such limitation. Timothy cast spells, stunning the salamanders with bursts of psychokinetic force, and Mazael attacked with Talon, the curved blade slicing through the salamanders’ necks. As ever, the Lord of Castle Cravenlock fought like a devil, leaving a trail of dead salamanders in his wake. The fires of their foes cast his face in hellish light, and Sigaldra could not but think that he looked like he was enjoying himself. 
She was glad that he was on her side. 
Romaria ran in circles around the salamanders, pausing only long enough to raise her Elderborn bow and loose shots of uncanny accuracy. Sigaldra looked for Adalar and found him circling a salamander. As when they had faced the giant spiders, his greatsword’s superior reach made an excellent weapon against the salamanders’ stubby limbs. As she watched, he wheeled, whipping the greatsword around, and took off a salamander’s head. The head soared away like a fiery comet, and the salamander’s body twitched and curled up around itself, the fire going out. 
Another salamander appeared from around a cluster of stalagmites, rushing towards him.
“Adalar!” shouted Sigaldra. He began to turn, but the salamander was too fast. It would reach him before he could bring his heavy weapon to bear. Frantic, Sigaldra raised her bow and released. The arrow missed Adalar by a few inches, but struck the salamander at a shallow angle. The salamander stumbled from the impact, and that gave Adalar the time he needed to recover, landing a strike with the greatsword. His blade sank into the creature’s side, sending it into its death throes, but its tail whipped around and caught Adalar across the chest. The impact knocked him back, the sword falling from his grasp, but the fire went out on the salamander. Adalar hit the ground and rolled, putting out the fire that danced on his trousers and cloak. 
Sigaldra sprinted forward. “Are you hurt?” 
“A little singed,” grunted Adalar, staggering back to his feet. He seized his greatsword’s hilt and pulled the weapon free from the dead salamander. She thought the blade was starting to look a little misshapen from the heat. “Some burns. Not serious, though. I can still fight.”
But for the moment, it seemed there was no more need for fighting.
A dozen dead salamanders lay in a loose circle around them. Smoke still rose from their carcasses, the air above them rippling with heat. Sigaldra looked around, but the others seem to have come through more or less unscathed, though everyone looked a little scorched. 
“Anyone hurt?” said Mazael. 
“A little singed,” said Adalar, “but otherwise I’m fine.” 
“I wonder,” said Earnachar, “if the salamanders are edible.”
Mazael gave him an incredulous look. “Edible?”
“The beasts give off such great heat,” said Earnachar, “I wonder if their flesh would be already cooked. Perhaps it would even be quite flavorful.” 
“If you want to put something in your stomach that might start on fire,” said Romaria, “do not let us stop you.” 
Earnachar grunted. “Perhaps not. If…”
Before Earnachar could share his further culinary speculations, the female voice thundered from the roof of the cavern once more.
“Well done,” said Azurvaltoria. “Better than I expected. Certainly you performed better than the priestess of Marazadra and her pet soliphages.” 
“The soliphages are used to fighting with their claws,” said Mazael. “Useful against humans. Less useful against something that is on fire. And by the time they thought to bring their spells to bear, it was too late.” 
“Indeed,” said Azurvaltoria. “You have slain a great many of my pets, mortal man.”
Mazael shrugged. “Does that offend you?”
“It might.”
This dragon, thought Sigaldra with a frown, was a most mercurial creature.
“If you didn’t want them slain,” said Mazael, “then maybe you shouldn’t have sent them to kill us.”
Silence answered him, and Sigaldra wondered if Mazael had offended the dragon. 
Then roaring laughter rang out. 
“A bold tongue, human,” said Azurvaltoria. “A most bold tongue indeed. Is the rest of you as bold?”
“That would depend,” said Mazael. “Would you find that offensive?”
The dragon’s voice was an amused growl. “Perhaps.” 
“Well,” said Mazael, “if you kill the Prophetess and her Champion for us, we shall be happy to take their captive, depart, and never trouble you again for any reason.” 
“And spoil my game?” said Azurvaltoria. “Hardly. You have entered my home, human, and by my rules you shall play. If you wish to leave here alive, face the Prophetess and overcome her.”
“I wish to point out,” said Mazael, “that we are not the ones who have come here to steal from you.”
“Then prove it,” said Azurvaltoria, and her voice faded away. 
Silence fell over the cavern, save for the hiss of the gases bubbling from the lava pools.
“Gods,” snarled Mazael, shaking his head. 
“Women are indeed inscrutable,” said Earnachar.
Sigaldra rolled her eyes. 
“Most women,” said Mazael, “cannot fly, breathe fire, and wield deadly magic. Well, if Azurvaltoria wants her damned game, she can have it, and it will end when we lay the Prophetess’s head at her feet and take Liane.” 
“We keep going, then?” said Adalar.
The firmness in his voice heartened Sigaldra. 
“We keep going,” said Mazael.
They continued on through the red-lit cavern.
 



Chapter 15: Dragon’s Ice
 
Adalar had never been in a place quite like the caverns of the Veiled Mountain. 
He had fought in the hidden San-keth temple beneath Castle Cravenlock, and the caverns had something of the same eldritch aura, the same air of vast antiquity. Adalar had heard tales of other places like the caverns, places of wild magic that hostile to mankind. Mazael’s account of his journey to Arylkrad in the Great Mountains, for one. Scattered throughout Knightcastle and Greycoast stood ruins of the Dark Elderborn, and those ruins had an evil reputation. People who entered them in search of treasures or secrets tended not to return. In Mastaria there were circles of standing stones and ancient barrows of ill repute, and no one approached them. 
At least until the runedead had killed most of the people of Mastaria. 
Yet the maze of caverns in the Veiled Mountain made the San-keth temple below Castle Cravenlock seem small by comparison. 
They passed through another vast cavern, one that showed more signs of ancient masonry. The floor had been leveled and paved in hexagonal flagstones, and more of the strange carvings marked the walls. Adalar wondered who had put them there, and why. Had this place once been ruled by the San-keth, or perhaps the soliphages? Maybe the dragon had come here, killed the previous residents, and then claimed the mountain for her own.
The next chamber was even larger, so large that Adalar could not see the far side. It was a vast domed cylinder, its floor entirely covered by a rippling pool of glowing lava. It was a sea of molten stone, the very heart of the Veiled Mountain. Perhaps when this chamber filled up, the mountain’s crater would explode with fire. A bridge of worked stone crossed the chamber, arching over the lava to the far wall of the cavern three hundred yards away. By some cunning art builders of the bridge had driven supports into the lava lake, and both supports and bridge had survived the passage of the centuries, and more importantly, the centuries of flowing lava. 
Nevertheless Adalar’s skin crawled as the crossed the bridge. 
For all their brilliance, the ancient builders had not thought to include any railings. 
It was narrow enough that they had to walk single file, and they were hideously vulnerable to ambush during the crossing. Facing Rigoric in battle with room to maneuver had been bad enough. Adalar didn’t even want to imagine fighting the Champion on this narrow span, with fiery death awaiting him on either side. 
Fortunately, it seemed the Prophetess and Rigoric had the same fear, and no enemies awaited them on the other side. 
“Gods and ancestors,” said Earnachar, wiping sweat from his brow. The bridge ended in a wide arch of stone, its sides marked with more of the strange symbols. “I never want to do that again.” 
Adalar glanced at Sigaldra, but she said nothing. Her face was drawn and paler than usual. Halfway across the bridge, her boot had slipped on the smooth stone, and for an awful moment he had been sure that she was going to overbalance and plunge into the liquid fire. He had caught her belt, but she had been as white as a freshly laundered sheet ever since. 
“You’ll have to do at least once more, my lord headman,” said Romaria. 
“What? Why?” said Earnachar. 
“You do want to leave again, don’t you?” said Romaria.
Earnachar growled something under his breath.
“More stairs, my lord,” said Timothy, lifting his ball of shimmering light. Another broad flight of stairs climbed higher into the mountain, illuminated by the harsh glow of the lava below. Yet Timothy’s light reached further, and higher up Adalar saw that the stairs and the walls shimmered with white light. 
“It’s like they’re made of crystal,” said Sigaldra, blinking. “The walls, I mean.”
“No,” said Romaria. “They’re covered in frost.”
“Frost?” said Adalar, incredulous. “Here? After all that lava?”
“It must appeal to Azurvaltoria’s twisted sense of humor,” said Mazael. “First fire, than ice. All part of her game. Just as well that we dragged our cloaks with us.” 
They climbed the stairs. At first it seemed impossible that Adalar was looking at a layer of ice upon the walls. The air still felt as hot and stifling as the inside of a blacksmith’s shop. Yet as they ascended, the air grew cooler. It was a relief after the hot caverns below, but soon it became uncomfortably cold. Adalar thought of the stonemasons who had once worked in the quarries near Greatheart Keep, shattering boulders by pouring boiling and freezing water over them in rapid succession, and wondered if the same fate would befall him. 
Yet he didn’t shatter. He did almost slip when his boot rasped against the ice upon the stairs.
“Careful,” said Sigaldra, grabbing his elbow.
Adalar offered her a tight grin. “Better to fall here than from that bridge.” 
She smiled a little at that. “True.”
“Best not to fall at all, my lord,” said Timothy. “Rolling down the stairs from this height would result in many broken bones.” 
“And then you would likely roll off the archway and land in the lava anyway,” observed Basjun. 
Adalar snorted. “Not quite the end I imagined for myself.”
Sigaldra raised an eyebrow. “I suppose you thought you would die in battle surrounded by thousands of runedead?”
“I…” started Adalar, and he fell silent. 
He had expected that. 
He had expected that ever since the Great Rising. Even after the destruction of the runedead and the defeat of Lucan Mandragon, he had expected ruin to befall him. That certainty had remained with him, the utter conviction of inevitable catastrophe and certain death. 
He had certainly not expected to end up creeping through the lair of a mad dragon with the liege lord of the Grim Marches and his half-human wife, a bombastic Tervingi headman, a wizard, a Skuldari follower of the Amathavian church, and the beautiful holdmistress of the last of the Jutai…
She was beautiful, wasn’t she? He had never quite realized it before.
And to his surprise, Adalar was laughing.
“What?” said Mazael, looking back with bemusement. 
“Life is strange,” said Adalar. “It’s just…if you had told me a year ago that I would be chasing a mad sorceress into a dragon’s lair, I would have thought you were mad. Or drunk.”
“Men are often both,” observed Basjun. 
“Aye,” said Adalar. “Maybe I’m mad.”
“Are you all right?” said Sigaldra. 
“I think so,” said Adalar. “I shouldn’t be, but I am.” He smiled at her. “Let’s go kill the Prophetess and get your sister back.”
She laughed a little, taken aback. “If you insist.” 
“I’m so glad we’re all in agreement,” said Mazael. “Come along, Adalar. If we’re going to play at being noble knights who rescue the innocent maiden, we may as well have our swords ready.” 
They continued climbing the stairs, the ice glittering upon the walls, their breath steaming in the frosty air. At last the stairs ended, and opened into another cavern.
Adalar took a moment to look around.
The previous caverns had been filled with fire and molten stone, but glittering ice filled this cavern. Ice covered the walls and the floor, and snow stood heaped in drifts. From the floor rose giant clusters of pale blue crystals, some of them larger than a horse, glittering and shining in the glow of Timothy’s spell-light. After a moment Adalar realized that the crystals were giving off a gentle glow of their own. 
“Beautiful,” murmured Romaria. 
“A crystal cavern,” said Basjun.
“Chilly,” said Sigaldra.
“And easy to track,” said Mazael, pointing. 
Footprints marked the snow, and Adalar felt a flicker of excitement. Those had to be the tracks of the Prophetess and Rigoric. One set of tracks was enormous, likely from Rigoric. The second set was smaller, and the Prophetess had left those behind. There was a third set of tracks, though…
“Liane,” said Sigaldra. “Liane is with them. Liane was just here.” 
“And she’s alone with the Prophetess and Rigoric,” said Romaria, a hard satisfaction in her voice. “There aren’t any soliphage tracks with them. It looks like the salamanders and the lava accounted for them all.”
“No Crimson Hunters, either,” said Mazael. He frowned. “Would the Crimson Hunters even leave tracks?”
“Spirit creatures do not always leave footprints,” said Timothy, “but I suspect the Crimson Hunters are massive enough to leave traces.” 
“She could summon more, though,” said Sigaldra. 
“Not if we kill her before she works a spell,” said Mazael. 
He stepped forward, and the floor shivered beneath Adalar’s boots. A freezing gale sprang up from nowhere, howling through the crystal cavern like the wail of a damned soul. The loose snow whipped up in a white curtain, and suddenly seemed to harden, crystallizing into a wall of solid ice.
“Mazael!” shouted Romaria.
Lord Mazael was stuck on the other side of the frozen wall.
 
###
 
Mazael turned, Talon in his hand, and sought for any foes in the frozen cavern.
He saw nothing. The snow still stirred and billowed in the gale, but the wind was dying down. He turned back to the frozen wall. He wasn’t sure how large it was, but he thought it was at least two or three feet thick, and it sealed off the rear of the cavern. 
What was the point of that? A trap, to cut him off from his companions? Or to cut them off from him? The ice wall would not last long. He already heard the thumping from the other side as Basjun and Earnachar brought their heavy weapons to bear against it. 
Mazael turned again, and Mother Volaria was waiting for him.
“Perhaps it is time,” she said, “we had another little talk.” 
This time she used the form she had worn in Armalast’s Guesthouse, the lovely young Skuldari woman of about twenty-five years. She still wore the high-collared, sleeveless dress, and it struck him that her pale eyes and white, white teeth were similar to the colors of the glittering crystals. 
“An ice wall?” said Mazael. “A little dramatic, don’t you think?” 
She shrugged, a twitch of her slender shoulders. “The dragon is quite fond of fire. It makes for a pleasing contrast, I think.” 
“I see,” said Mazael. “So are you on the dragon’s side? Are you Azurvaltoria’s…apprentice, I suppose? An ancient dragon might be able to teach you secrets of magic known to no one else alive. Or her slave, perhaps?” A more disturbing thought occurred to him. “Or do you command the dragon?” 
That white smile flashed over her pale face. “On the dragon’s side, child of the Old Demon? What a thing to say! I am on my side, and my side alone.” 
“I imagine,” said Mazael, “that Azurvaltoria would not be at all pleased to find you here.”
“She is not fond of trespassers,” said Volaria. “You should understand that, I think. What have you done to the Malrags and the Tervingi and everyone else who tried to invade the Grim Marches?”
“Then you are friends with the dragon, or at least allied with her,” said Mazael. “Else she would not allow you to stand here.”
“Perhaps, my dear child,” said Volaria, “she doesn’t know that I’m here.”
“I somehow doubt that,” said Mazael. “I’ve enjoyed these excruciatingly mysterious little talks of ours, but my enemy is a short distance away. So unless you have some business with me…”
“I’ve come,” said Mother Volaria, “to give you some help.”
“What kind of help?” said Mazael.
“A little lesson in history,” she said. 
“History,” said Mazael, remembering his earlier dark musings about bony fingers rising up from the past to strangle the present. “History is dangerous.”
“Mmm,” said the Volaria. “Good. A fool would not understand the value of what I am about to say.”
“So,” said Mazael. “What kind of history?”
“For you, family history,” said Volaria. “A story about your father.” She stepped closer, pale eyes glittering. She ought to have been freezing in that sleeveless dress, but she looked perfectly comfortable. Of course, her entire appearance was likely an illusion. “A long, long time ago, your father tricked, defeated, and bound Marazadra. Once she had physical form and could walk the world, invincible and invulnerable, but she was banished, her power and essence bound in the spirit world.”
“I gathered as much,” said Mazael. “The Prophetess said something similar.”
“The Old Demon had gotten her out of the way,” said Volaria, “but he couldn’t kill her. Not even your father could kill a goddess. And the means of her return was readily at hand, for she had foreseen her defeat at his hands. She left behind an instrument of power, a means by which she could be summoned and given physical form once more.”
“The Mask of Marazadra,” said Mazael. 
“Indeed,” said Volaria. “The Old Demon, of course, knew all this. Not even he could destroy the Mask of Marazadra, for it had been charged with Marazadra’s own power. He also knew that the worshippers of Marazadra would do anything to claim the Mask and summon their goddess back. So he needed to find a place to hide the Mask, a place where it would be safe and unused.” 
“Such as the lair of a great dragon,” said Mazael. 
“He came before Azurvaltoria a long time ago,” said Volaria, “and challenged her to a duel of magic. In her pride and folly, the dragon accepted. She knew that the Old Demon could not harm her or kill her, but she did not realize the Old Demon was cleverer than she was. He defeated her and bound her to the Veiled Mountain and to the mountains of Skuldar, commanding her to look after the Mask of Marazadra for all time.”
“He didn’t care about Marazadra,” said Mazael. “He just wanted her out of the way so he could harvest the power of the Demonsouled.” 
“And so Azurvaltoria has been guarding the Mask of Marazadra ever since,” said Volaria. “A secret forgotten by even the soliphages themselves, forgotten until the Prophetess dug the bones of the secret from the dust of history. And now the Prophetess has come to bring it to light once more.”
Mazael shrugged. “If the dragon is so concerned about it, then tell her to burn the Prophetess to ash. I’ve seen the kind of power the dragon wields, and I’ve seen the kind of power the Prophetess has. Azurvaltoria could crush the Prophetess easily.” 
“Your father,” said Mother Volaria, “had rules.” 
“Aye,” said Mazael, “but not by choice. He was half-demon, half-spirit, so the rules of the spirit world bound him. He could not harm or kill someone unless they attacked him first. What do those rules have to do with Azurvaltoria?” 
“What else do rules govern?” said Volaria in a quiet voice.
The ice wall behind Mazael thumped. 
The realization came to him in a dark flash.
“Games,” said Mazael in a quiet voice. “Rules bind games as well. Which is why you’ve been talking to me about games, isn’t it?”
“Your father loved games,” said Volaria, “but he also loved cruelty for its own sake, just as a man might admire sculpture or painting or a sunrise. That, and the nature of a magical binding compels rules. So when the Old Demon bound the dragon, the binding included rules. She could not simply kill anyone who came to steal the Mask, no. She had to give them a chance of victory. To lay out a game for them that they might win. Of course, it could not be an easy game, no. But a game with a chance of victory nonetheless.”
“That’s the point of the lava and the salamanders and the ice, then?” said Mazael. “To start the game?”
“To weed out the weak,” said Volaria. “When the Prophetess stands before Azurvaltoria, she can issue a challenge to the dragon. Azurvaltoria will present her with a game, a deadly and dangerous game. If the Prophetess loses, she and the Champion will perish in fire. But if she wins…” 
“She can leave with the Mask,” said Mazael. 
“And she can then proceed to the Heart of the Spider, and Marazadra shall be reborn,” said Volaria. 
Mazael considered this for a moment, listening to the crack of axe and mace upon the wall behind him. 
“Well?” said Volaria, raising a black eyebrow. “Nothing to say, child of the Old Demon?”
“Thank you,” said Mazael. 
She blinked, and he had the distinct satisfaction of seeing her caught off-balance.
“Gratitude from a Demonsouled?” murmured Volaria. “I never thought I would see the day.” 
“It was my father’s world for a long time,” said Mazael. “He’s dead now. Perhaps it’s time for a new way of doing things.”
“Many share your thoughts,” said Volaria. “The followers of Marazadra among them.”
“Why, though?” said Mazael. “Why help me?” Another thought occurred to him. “Is this a rule of the game? Something that you and the dragon planned between you? I suppose the rules require you to give the same kind of ominous hints to the Prophetess.”
“Not at all,” said Volaria. “I have not yet spoken with her. I’ve only been talking to you.” 
“Why?” said Mazael. 
Volaria shrugged again. “Because I knew your father, and the Prophetess is an arrogant child with pretensions of power. Because, as I told you, I would prefer a world of chaos rather than a world ruled by the order of Marazadra.” She grinned, her teeth whiter than the snow around them. “And because I like you, Mazael Cravenlock. You’re charming, albeit in a thuggish short of way.”
“I told you,” said Mazael, “I’m married.” 
“A pity I didn’t meet you ten years ago,” said Volaria. “Of course, I expect you were immensely stupider ten years ago. Certainly you would not have survived this long. Then again,” she glanced over her shoulder, “I might be wrong. Do be careful, child of the Old Demon. I expect we shall see each other again very soon.” 
She vanished between heartbeats once again. 
“Hell,” muttered Mazael, his cold fingers grasping Talon’s hilt. Help or not, he still didn’t like riddles. 
And he was certain Volaria had been warning him about a more immediate danger. 
There was a cracking sound, and the wall of ice shattered into millions of snowflakes once more, swirling across the floor. Romaria was the first one through the swirling snow, bow in hand, and relief went over her face when she saw Mazael. 
“You’re all right?” she said. 
“Aye,” said Mazael. “And I had another little chat with Mother Volaria.”
The others emerged from the snow, kicking it aside.
“The sorceress?” said Sigaldra, scowling as she brushed the snow from her trouser legs. “What did she want this time?”
“For that matter,” said Adalar, “how did she even get in here?” 
“It seems that the Old Demon bound the dragon to watch over the Mask of Marazadra,” said Mazael. “As part of the binding, the Prophetess can challenge to dragon to a game of some kind. If she wins, she takes the Mask and departs. If she loses, the dragon burns her to ash.”
“And Liane with her,” said Sigaldra.
“Maybe,” said Mazael. “Probably. If we kill the Prophetess first, it doesn’t matter. The game’s over before we can stop playing, and the damned Mask can sit here in the mountain until the sun goes out.”
“Is Volaria…working with the dragon?” said Sigaldra. “Allied with her?”
“Perhaps,” said Mazael. “But if she is, then all to our advantage. She’s given us our shot at this game. Let’s go win it. Stay watchful. I’m sure both the dragon and the Prophetess have some more tricks to throw at us.”
“Ice salamanders, perhaps,” said Earnachar, staring at one of the clumps of glittering crystals. 
“Ice salamanders?” said Sigaldra.
“Well, we have seen burning salamanders,” said Earnachar. “Why not freezing salamanders?”
Sigaldra opened her mouth, closed it again, and finally shrugged. “I can think of no good reason. Certainly we have seen many strange things in here.”
Mazael led the way, the snow and ice crunching beneath his boots. The Prophetess and Rigoric had left a clear trail in the snow, and Mazael had no difficult following it. After a hundred yards, they came to the far wall, and Mazael saw a flicker of yellow-golden light. Torchlight, perhaps? It was coming from a small archway in the wall, and the tracks led to it.
He stepped through the archway and into a square chamber of worked stone. The walls were covered in more of the strange symbols he had seen scattered throughout the caverns. On the far wall was another archway, this one sealed by a massive stone door. In the center of the room stood a stone plinth, supporting a polished bronze bowl about three feet across. The bowl was half-filled with a clear fluid that looked like water, but gave off a peculiar chemical stench. 
“There are powerful spells over everything in here,” said Romaria, looking around. Timothy nodded and started casting spells of his own. Mazael crossed the room, ignoring the plinth, and considered the door. It was a massive slab of solid stone, with no locks, handles, or cracks that he could see. 
“Romaria?” said Mazael. 
“They came in here,” said Romaria, frowning at the dusty floor. “Then they went through that door. It looks like they…dropped something heavy for a while. No. Look at the scratches upon the floor. Rigoric fell here, lay down for a while, and then got up.”
“There is a powerful spell upon that door, my lord,” said Timothy, pointing at the stone slab. “I believe it is linked to the plinth, specifically to the potion upon the plinth.”
“The potion?” said Adalar. “You mean that strange-smelling water?” 
“That is not water, my lord,” said Timothy. “I suspect that it is a highly lethal poison.” 
“Poison?” said Mazael. “Linked to the door? That makes no sense. Unless…”
Another idea started to stir in his mind, and then Azurvaltoria’s voice thundered from overhead. 
“The final lock,” said the dragon’s voice. “Only the strong may enter my inner chamber. Behold the basin. Drink of the poison within, and the door shall open. The antidote lies beyond, if you are strong enough to drink of it.”
“Really?” said Mazael. “A poisoned lock? Isn’t that overly dramatic?”
“Choose quickly,” said Azurvaltoria. 
Every single one of the symbols upon the wall started to glow at once, shining with harsh yellow-orange light. A wave of heat rolled from the symbols, and Mazael took a cautious step back as the crashing roar of stone upon stone grated through the chamber. 
“The door!” said Basjun, Crouch barking. 
The door to the ice cavern slammed shut, sealing Mazael and the others within the chamber.
“An oven,” said Adalar, looking at the glowing symbols. “It’s a damned oven, and we’re locked inside it.”
“Not for long,” said Mazael, sheathing Talon.
He suspected he was about to be in a lot of pain, and he didn’t want to land on his sword by accident. After everything he had survived, tripping and impaling himself upon his own sword would have been a ridiculous way to meet his end.
“Mazael,” said Romaria, her voice tight with sudden dread. 
“I don’t know how long the door will be open,” said Mazael, “so when it opens, run.” 
“My lord,” said Timothy, “what…”
“Why you?” said Romaria. 
They both knew why it was had to be him. If something didn’t kill Mazael immediately, his Demonsouled blood could heal him. Of course, the poison might kill him dead on the spot. But none of the others had his healing abilities, and he was the one with the best chance to survive. 
“Because I wager there is a basin full of antidote in the next room,” said Mazael, “and if we stay in here much longer, we’ll all be cooked alive. And I am the Lord of the Grim Marches. I cannot ask any of my vassals to do something that I would not be willing to do myself.” 
Sigaldra said nothing, her lips pressed into a tight line. Mazael knew she was perfectly willing to sacrifice every one of them if it meant getting her sister back. At least, he suspected Sigaldra had told herself that. Likely seeing the reality of it before her eyes was rather harder than she had expected.
“Get ready,” said Mazael. 
Before anyone could stop him, he cupped his hands, scooped up some of the clear liquid from the basin, and swallowed it. Despite the unpleasant smell, it had no taste. It tingled on his lips and burned going down, rather like an expensive brandy from the distilleries of Greycoast or Knightreach. 
For a moment nothing happened.
Then the pain exploded through him like a fire.
Mazael would have screamed, but every muscle in his body clenched at once, and the best he could manage was a strangled grunt. He staggered, grabbed the edge of the plinth, and managed to stay upright. The symbols upon the walls and floor and ceiling shone brighter and hotter, and for a terrible instant Mazael was sure that he had made a mistake, that the entire room had been a trick and they would now cook to death.
Then the door in the far wall slid open.
“Go!” barked Earnachar, sprinting for the archway. The others followed him. Mazael shoved away from the plinth and staggered forward, Romaria grabbing his arm and pulling him along as his legs started to buckle. He stumbled into the next room, identical to the first, save that the walls and the ceilings had no symbols upon them. Another plinth rose in the center, holding a bronze basin of blue liquid, while the archway in the far wall revealed yet another vast cavern. 
His insides burning and clenching, Mazael slammed into the plinth, shoved his hands into the basin, and got a shaking handful of the liquid into his mouth. It poured down his throat, and the pain inside him exploded, his head spinning and reeling. 
His legs collapsed beneath him, and blackness swallowed him. 
A short time later his eyes blinked open. He was lying on his back, and the familiar crawling tingle of his Demonsouled blood’s healing power filled him, along with a gentle burning sensation. Likely the healing effect of the antidote, he suspected. Arguing voices filled his ears, and he realized that Basjun and Earnachar and Adalar were trying to decide what to do next.
“He’s not dead,” said Romaria.
“He is,” said Earnachar. “We must decide what to do next. If…”
“I,” said Mazael, his voice rasping, “am not dead.” 
He sat up with a grunt, Romaria kneeling next to him. 
“How do you feel?” said Romaria. 
“Like hell, but better,” said Mazael. “Sorry that I frightened you.” 
Romaria snorted, once, but said nothing. 
“You are still alive?” said Earnachar, astonished. 
“Obviously,” said Mazael, getting to his feet. “I do hope you’re not too disappointed.” 
Earnachar scoffed. “Given that Sigaldra would likely shoot me in the back if you were dead, I rejoice in your recovery.” 
“Splendid,” said Mazael, rolling his shoulders. He felt almost normal again, and he suspected that the potion from the basin had done most of the healing. “The dragon claimed this was the final lock. If so, let’s see what’s beyond it.”



Chapter 16: Wealth of Kings
 
Sigaldra followed Mazael and the others down the narrow tunnel, her bow ready in her hand. 
Excitement and fear warred for control of her.
The end had come at last.
The Prophetess had to be in the next cavern, and Liane would be with her. At long last, Sigaldra would get her sister back, and she could avenge herself upon the enemy who had done so much harm to the Jutai nation. 
Or they would all die when the Prophetess and her magic killed them.
One way or another, Sigaldra would settle this. 
Mazael had Talon out, the sword’s dark blade flickering with golden light from time to time. Romaria held her Elderborn bow ready, an arrow resting at the string. Adalar has his greatsword in hand, and Earnachar his mace and Basjun his axe. Crouch padded next to his master in silence, his ears pressed flat to his head, his fur bristling. The clever beast seemed to recognize the danger. Timothy brought up the back, light shimmering around his left hand, one of those explosive copper tubes in his right. Sigaldra shuddered at the thought of the damage that fiery spell could do in an enclosed space. 
Perhaps they would have the chance to use it against the Prophetess. 
The Prophetess and Rigoric were but two, and Mazael and Sigaldra and the others were seven. The numbers favored them…but they had no counter for the Prophetess’s powerful magic, and the Prophetess could call those damned Crimson Hunters to her side. 
They had to kill the Prophetess quickly, before she could bring her spells to bear. 
Sigaldra did not know how they could take her unawares, though.The Prophetess had escaped Greatheart Keep, and had fought them off at Armalast. Perhaps the woman was invincible…
No. Adalar had almost killed her at Greatheart Keep. They had escaped the Prophetess’s grasp at Armalast. The woman had made mistakes. Beneath the power of her magic, the Prophetess was still flesh and blood. She could die as easily as any other woman. 
Sigaldra vowed it. 
“That light,” said Adalar. “What is it?”
Ahead, the tunnel started to widen, and it in Sigaldra glimpsed a pale golden glow.
“I don’t know,” said Mazael. 
“It looks like firelight reflecting off a golden coin,” said Earnachar.
“Of course you would know that,” said Sigaldra. “I imagine you’ve spent many nights in front of your hearth, gloating over your hoard of golden coins.”
“Gold is only a tool,” said Earnachar without hesitation. “True wealth lies in the number of your children and the extent of your lands.” 
Sigaldra started to point out that his greed for land had gotten them all into this mess, but bit off the remark. It would have been useless. And as much as she detested the man, he had kept his word, risking his life alongside her during this mad pursuit.
Just as Adalar had.
Her eyes shifted to his lean form as he moved through the tunnel, every muscle wary. 
She detested Earnachar…but she did not detest Adalar. Earnachar was attempted to atone for his crime, to fulfill the sentence laid down upon him by the Guardian. Adalar had accompanied her with no thought of reward, simply because Liane’s plight had moved him to help. 
For a wild, fanciful moment, Sigaldra entertained thoughts of what she might say to him if they survived. 
She could not think of such things now. Not when Liane’s life hung in the balance. 
Not when all of their lives hung in the balance. 
Mazael stopped, and she saw him frown in the faint golden light.
“What is it?” said Romaria. 
“You’re wrong, Earnachar,” said Mazael. “That’s not the light reflecting off one golden coin.” 
He strode forward, and the tunnel opened into another enormous cavern, large enough to hold a small town. Pools of lava bubbled here and there upon the cavern floor, and between the pools…
Sigaldra felt her eyes widen, felt her mouth fall open in astonishment.
“That’s the light reflecting off a great many golden coins,” said Mazael at last. 
 
###
 
During his travels, Mazael had seen a great deal of wealth. He had visited the mansions of the wealthy merchants of Castle Town and Knightport, and seen the riches stacked up in the treasury of Lord Malden Roland. Lord Richard Mandragon had controlled gold mines in the foothills of the Great Mountains, and after Lord Richard’s death and the destruction of the House of Mandragon, those mines had passed to Mazael. The gold bars had accumulated in Castle Cravenlock’s treasury ever since, stored up in preparation for an emergency. 
Yet Mazael had never, ever seen a treasure like this. 
The cavern held wealth enough to purchase every castle and every town in the realm. 
Piles of gold coins stood everywhere, heaped like the drifted snow in the ice cavern. Here and there Mazael saw stone jars filled with glittering gemstones. Suits of golden armor hung upon stone stands, standing like silent guardians. Stone tables held ornate weapons, swords and spears and bows and daggers. Statues rose upon stone plinths, fashioned from gold and silver and marble and bronze. Gold bars had been stacked in little towers. Upon other tables rested books and scrolls. Mazael wondered why a dragon would collect books and scrolls, and then supposed that even a dragon might want something to read to pass the centuries. 
“By mighty Tervingar,” said Earnachar, shocked out of his usual bluster. “Even in the ancient days of the Dark Elderborn, when their Imperium ruled from sea to sea, surely even the Exarchs of the Dark Elderborn did not possess such unimaginable wealth.” 
“Where did it all come from?” said Sigaldra. She sounded dazed. “There could never have been so much gold in all of Skuldar.”
“These mountains were not always inhabited by the Skuldari,” said Romaria. “Look.” She pointed at a stand of brilliant golden armor, the plates adorned with elaborate reliefs. “That armor is High Elderborn. There was some in the Tower of the Champion in Deepforest Keep.” She gestured at a row of silvery armor. “Dark Elderborn, at my guess. All of this must have been sitting here for centuries beyond count.” 
“According to the books of the master wizards,” said Timothy, “dragons are fond of beautiful things.” 
“The master wizards,” said Adalar, “may have understated that desire.” 
Mazael stared at one of the tables of weapons. His old sword Lion, proof against dark magic, had been fashioned by the High Elderborn in the deeps of time. Could he find another such sword here in the dragon’s hoard? He could have used Lion’s power many times during the fight against the Prophetess and her dark magic. And perhaps he could find better armor, and enchanted treasure…
“No,” said Mazael aloud.
The others looked at him.
“Whatever you do, do not take anything,” said Mazael. “I know what you are thinking. A few coins wouldn’t hurt. Or a dagger or a sword or perhaps a new shield. I have no doubt that Azurvaltoria is watching us from somewhere right now. If we try to steal from her, we break the rules of her game, and she will kill us. Understand?” 
The others nodded their agreement.
“Follow me and stay together,” said Mazael. A rough stone ramp led from the ledge down to the cavern floor. “Don’t go wandering off on your own. The Prophetess will be down here somewhere, and we will have to search until we find her. And keep your voices down. I don’t know how far sound will carry, and I don’t want to warn the Prophetess of our presence.” 
The others nodded. 
“Look,” murmured Romaria. “There, in the center of the cavern.” The floor rose slightly in the heart of the cavern, and atop the swell of stone stood something that looked like a circular shrine, a ring of pillars supporting a domed stone roof. “That looks promising, and if the Mask isn’t there, we’ll have a better view of the cavern.”
“Very well,” said Mazael. “This way.” 
They set off for the center of the cavern. It was one of the strangest walks of Mazael’s life. He walked between piles of glittering golden coins, stacks of goblets overflowing with jewels and necklaces and amulets, tables laden with golden statuettes of animals and armored warriors. A handful of those jewels would let a peasant family live for the next three generations without working. One of those gem-encrusted goblets would have bought a minor lordship in the High Plain or Travia. Should the knowledge of this treasure leak to the realm at large, it would trigger a war that would kill thousands. 
And he didn’t dare touch any of it. 
As a younger man, he might well have gotten himself killed. He would have tried to get out of here with as much gold as he could have carried, and Azurvaltoria would promptly have incinerated him. He would not touch the treasure, not for any reason.
Unless…
They were at a serious disadvantage against the Prophetess. Mazael had the only weapon that could harm the Crimson Hunters, and the Prophetess possessed powerful magic. He was not sure that they could take the Prophetess and the Champion in a straight fight, not unless they ambushed her and killed her before she could bring her magic to bear.
Unless, of course, Mazael found a weapon that could kill her in the treasure hoard.
It was possible. Lion had been forged by the High Elderborn, and there were a great many High Elderborn suits of armor scattered among the riches. If there was another weapon with Lion’s power in this cavern, Mazael would wield it against the Prophetess and take his chances with the dragon’s ire. He would try to claim that he had only borrowed the weapon, that he would not try to take it from the Veiled Mountain. 
The dragon might kill him on the spot. 
The Prophetess might well kill him, too. 
Besides, Volaria had talked so much about the dragon’s damned game…but sometimes the best way to win a game was to cheat outrageously. 
Yet for now, Mazael saw no foes or suitable weapons. They moved through piles of unfathomable wealth, and then down a row of stands holding silvery Dark Elderborn armor. The armor was beautiful, but it was an unsettling, dangerous sort of beauty, much like the beauty of a raging sea in the instant before it dashed a ship against the rocks, or the gleaming beauty of a sword’s edge in a foe’s hand. 
“Where did all this come from?” said Earnachar. 
Basjun shrugged. “The dragon Azurvaltoria must have collected it.” 
“Some of it,” said Romaria. “I think much of it was already here, before the Skuldar or Azurvaltoria ever settled in these mountains. The High Elderborn and the Dark Elderborn had been at war for a long time before they destroyed each other. One of their kings or lords must have secured the treasure here before they fell in battle…”
“And then the hoard was forgotten,” said Earnachar. “Such things were common in the middle lands. Sometimes farmers unearthed old hoards of strange coins.” 
“It happens here as well,” said Adalar, his voice grim. Likely he was thinking of the destruction of Mastaria. 
“Then the dragon found the hoard and claimed it for herself,” said Romaria.
Or the Old Demon had bound Azurvaltoria, and she had remained here to guard the Mask of Marazadra ever since. 
They circled around a pool of lava, the air rippling with heat, and headed down an aisle lined with suits of Dark Elderborn armor. At last the shrine rose above them, its columns carved with geometric designs, the dome lined with bronze. A shimmering haze filled the air between the columns. At first Mazael thought that more molten stone flowed around the base of the shrine, but he realized the distortion came from a warding spell, and a powerful one.
A flash of light came from the shrine, and then another.
Romaria went motionless. 
“Down,” she whispered, gesturing. “Quickly. I think the Prophetess is trying to unravel the wards around the shrine.”
The others ducked, taking cover behind stone tables holding elaborate Dark Elderborn helmets. Mazael crouched next to Romaria, Talon still in hand 
“Let’s get closer,” he whispered. “I want a better look.” He looked over his shoulder. “The rest of you stay here.”
Sigaldra looked as if she wanted to sprint to the shrine, but she gave a tense nod.
Mazael and Romaria crept closer to the shrine, circling around a cluster of stalagmites. There was a broad, open space at the foot of the shrine’s hill, a flight of stone steps rising to the shrine proper. A pair of tables holding Dark Elderborn arms and armor faced the empty space, and Romaria ducked behind it, Mazael following her. 
He peered through the gap between the tables, and saw the Prophetess standing not twenty yards away. 
Ghostly blue fire danced around her fingers as she cast a spell. Her cowl had fallen back, her long red hair glinting in the glow from her spell. Rigoric stood a half-dozen paces from her, silent and impassive in his dark armor, the Mask of the Champion concealing his features. 
Liane stood next to him, her face tight and strained.
She looked healthy, and did not appear to have been ill-treated. Likely the Prophetess needed Liane alive and hale for her plan. Her hands were bound behind her back, and a leather collar encircled her neck, tied to a leash in Rigoric’s left hand, and Mazael saw a hobble around her ankles. Evidently the Prophetess was not taking any chances that she would escape. 
But that put an idea into Mazael’s head. Maybe they need not kill the Prophetess at all. If Mazael could steal away the girl and escape, that would ruin the Prophetess’s plans. In this fiery maze of a cavern, they could slip away with Liane, perhaps even trapping the Prophetess here with Azurvaltoria. Or if the Prophetess pursued, they could lure her back to the Grim Marches, where Riothamus could crush her. Powerful or not, she was no match for the Guardian, and had fled rather than face him at Greatheart Keep.
The Prophetess clapped her hands, and a pulse of blue fire washed over the wards of the shrine. She bowed her head, breathing hard, and then threw back her head. Mazael caught a glimpse of her expression, and her face was serene, but her eyes blazed with something like exultation. 
“Soon,” she said. “Soon, my Champion, the ward will collapse. One more spell will shatter the final defense. I can feel the mask of the goddess waiting. Once its power is in my hand, victory will be ours.”
Rigoric, as ever, said nothing. Mazael wondered what he thought of the Prophetess’s speeches. The Prophetess seemed like the kind of woman who liked to make a speech on a regular basis. It had to get tedious after a while. 
“You will fail.”
Liane’s voice was thin, but it had always been thin, and Mazael heard no fear or even doubt from her. Her pale blue eyes remained steady upon the Prophetess, as still and calm as a lake on a windless day.
The Prophetess glanced at the girl. “Still you doubt, child? Soon all your doubts will be answered. Soon you shall see the glory of Marazadra revealed. Soon the goddess shall rise, and her terror will bring men to virtue in the shadow of her fear.”
“You are wrong,” said Liane.
The Prophetess had started her spell again, but she turned a cool look upon Liane. “Am I?”
As she turned, Mazael saw two things hanging from her belt. One was the sheathed maethweisyr she had used on him at Greatheart Keep, the blade charged with his blood. Likely she needed the blood of a child of the Old Demon to empower her spell. The second thing was a curved horn of dark material, banded with gold at either end.
Presumably, that was the Horn of Doom and Fate. 
“Yes,” said Liane.
“You are mistaken,” said the Prophetess, taking a step towards the girl. “I shall be victorious.” 
“You may be victorious,” said Liane. “I see that in the shadows of your future. You might succeed. But I see other shadows gathering around you. My sister and the lord of war and the lady of the wolves and the rusted knight are coming for you, and they have a wizard who knows your heart.”
“Mazael Cravenlock?” said the Prophetess with glassy calm. “The man is a violent, raging fool. Dangerous, yes, but he cannot stop me. He failed to stop me at Greatheart Keep. He could not defeat me at Armalast. He will not be able to stop me here. The wretched fool likely doesn’t even know that I am here. How would he have followed me?”
“My sister wounded you at Armalast,” said Liane, and the Prophetess’s mouth tightened for just a moment. 
“She wounded me,” said the Prophetess, “but she failed to defeat me.” 
“Maybe you will be victorious,” said Liane, “but if you are, you shall wish that you had been defeated.”
“And just why is that?” said the Prophetess. 
“Because the great spider lurks in the shadows of your future,” whispered Liane, and a flicker of fear went over her expression. “The great spider. She will devour all the world. She will devour you. She is already devouring you, and you see it not.”
“Foolish child,” said the Prophetess. “I am the messenger of the goddess, the harbinger and instrument of her return.” 
“But it will destroy you,” said Liane. “Can you not see it? The spider cares nothing for you, nor for anything but her hunger. If you summon her anew, she will consume you first. She is already consuming you. Can you not see it?”
The Prophetess let out a soft breath. “You lack faith, child. You shall see the splendor of the goddess revealed.” 
She turned back towards the shrine, gathering blue fire in her hands once more.
“Listen to me!” said Liane. “The spider will consume you! Can you not see it? Can…”
“Rigoric,” said the Prophetess. 
Rigoric stepped forward, reaching into his belt. He gripped Liane’s hair and gagged her with smooth, efficient moments. Mazael suspected this was not the first time Liane had tried to talk the Prophetess out of her course. Liane shouted into the gag for a moment, and then fell silent. 
The Prophetess cast her spell once more, and for an instant the rippling distortion between two of the pillars faded.
For the first time, Mazael looked upon the Mask of Marazadra.
It sat upon a stone altar in the center of the shrine. The Mask had been wrought of a peculiar steely metal, likely the same metal that had been used to make Rigoric’s Mask of the Champion. It looked a great deal like the stylized spiders painted upon the faces of the priestesses of Marazadra, with the same sleek body and legs, though the legs curved further back to grip the bearer’s face. It looked painful to wear, and Mazael suspected the claws at the end of the legs would sink into the bearer’s flesh.
Then the ward snapped back into existence as the Prophetess continued her spell. 
As it did, Mazael’s eyes fell on the stone table before him.
It held a pair of Dark Elderborn helmets and a trio of leaf-shaped silvery daggers. The weapons looked very familiar. In fact…
Mazael’s hand curled into a fist.
They were maethweisyrs. 
The Prophetess had used a maethweisyr to steal some of his blood, and now three of the damned things lay just within his reach. Could the daggers penetrate her warding spells to kill her? 
Something else caught his attention. A quiver of arrows lay next to the maethweisyrs, the quiver made from the same peculiar material as the daggers. Mazael came to a decision and reached for the table. Romaria’s eyes went wide, but he reached up, drew back the arrows in silence, and moved his mouth next to Romaria’s left ear.
“Back to the others,” he whispered. “I think this is our best chance.” 
She nodded, and they crept away from the tables, moving back down the aisle of armor. Mazael gripped the quiver of arrows in his left hand, half-expecting to feel dragon fire devouring his flesh at any moment, but so far Azurvaltoria had not responded to his theft.
There was an excellent chance that she was in this cavern, right now, concealed by some spell. He supposed it was likely that Mother Volaria was here as well. He didn’t know how the dragon and the sorceress would interfere in the coming fight. Perhaps both Volaria and Azurvaltoria would do nothing and watch the battle unfold for their own amusement. Or maybe they would take sides. If the Old Demon had indeed bound Azurvaltoria here, it was possible the dragon would do nothing until the Prophetess actually touched the Mask of Marazadra. If they could kill the Prophetess before she took the Mask, perhaps they could leave Veiled Mountain without confronting the dragon.
The others waited behind the cluster of stalagmites, weapons ready.
“Well?” hissed Sigaldra. “What did you find?”
“She’s there,” said Mazael. “The Prophetess and Rigoric both. No soliphages – it looks as if the salamanders finished them off. Liane is with Rigoric. Tied up, but I don’t she’s been hurt or maltreated.” 
Sigaldra nodded, her lips tight.
“What was the Prophetess doing?” said Adalar. “Just standing there?”
“There’s some kind of ward around the shrine holding the Mask,” said Mazael. “I think she was attempt to unravel it. I think…”
“Was she warded?” said Sigaldra, lifting her bow.
“I don’t know,” said Mazael.
“Yes,” said Romaria. “A powerful ward, too.” She offered the younger woman a faint smile. “I fear you taught her a greater measure of caution at Armalast.” 
“Your sword could hurt her, couldn’t it?” said Sigaldra.
“Probably,” said Mazael. “If I can get close enough, but Rigoric is keeping a close watch over her. If I am a half-second too slow, he will cut me down, or the Prophetess would call up another Crimson Hunter. Fortunately, we might have another way.” 
He held up the quiver and drew out an arrow. The entire arrow looked as if it had been crafted from silver, but it felt as light as a normal shaft. It also vibrated oddly beneath his fingers, almost as if he had just struck it against a stone, yet to his eyes it looked motionless. 
“There are powerful spells upon that arrow,” said Romaria, staring at it as if it were a poisonous serpent. 
“Extremely,” said Timothy, working a spell of his own. “I cannot ascertain their nature, but I suspect they are spells of wounding and killing. Ah…under no circumstances let the arrowhead touch your skin. I suspect the effects would be unpleasant.”
Mazael nodded. “I was hoping that. Let’s introduce the Prophetess to some unpleasant effects. Quivers.” Romaria and Sigaldra presented their quivers, and Mazael split the arrows between them. Each woman would have four Dark Elderborn arrows.
“Won’t the dragon take offense?” said Sigaldra, giving the arrows a doubtful look. 
“She hasn’t yet,” said Mazael. Sigaldra’s expression grew even more dubious. “Besides, she told us not to steal her treasure. She said nothing about making use of it. I fully intend to leave every single one of those arrows here in Veiled Mountain, preferably entombed within the flesh of the Prophetess and Rigoric.” 
“I suspect that is sophistry, my lord,” said Timothy. 
“Maybe,” said Mazael. “But this is a game. If the dragon wants to play a game with us, then by the gods we’ll play. And in a game the spirit of the rules does not matter, but only the letter. Timothy. Can you do anything about the Crimson Hunters?”
“I suspect I can banish one,” said Timothy, reaching into his coat and producing a wand carved from an oak branch. Mazael had seen him laboring over that wand at the camp, carving it with magical symbols. “I have had time to prepare, but I fear my spell will affect no more than one of the creatures.”
“That will have to do,” said Mazael. “We’ll attack the Prophetess unawares. Romaria, Sigaldra. Shoot her with the Dark Elderborn arrows. Timothy, keep your spells ready to deal with any Crimson Hunters. The rest of us will attack Rigoric. If you can get past him, try to strike at the Prophetess. Ready?”
The others nodded. Crouch kept quiet, his fur bristling, his fangs bared in silence. Basjun certainly knew how to train a hunting dog. If they lived through this, perhaps Mazael would hire him as Castle Cravenlock’s master of hounds.
They headed forward, dropping to a crouch behind the cluster of stalagmites, circling around it to the tables holding the Dark Elderborn helmets and maethweisyrs. Romaria and Sigaldra both set silver arrows to their bows.
The Prophetess and Rigoric came into sight again, the Prophetess casting another spell at the shrine. Mazael heard Sigaldra’s hiss of breath at the sight of her sister, but fortunately neither Rigoric nor the Prophetess noticed. Mazael eased forward, balancing Talon in his right hand. Once he got past the tables, he would have a clear path to Rigoric. 
Then the Prophetess shouted the final words of her spell, thrusting her hands. Blue fire swirled around her fingers, and with a crackling snarl the ward around the shrine snapped out of existence, revealing the Mask of Marazadra upon its altar. The Prophetess slumped at let out a long sigh, her green eyes glittering like the cold emeralds scattered around the cavern.
“At last,” said the Prophetess. “At last! Horn of the dead. Blood of the demon. Vessel of the spirit.” She gestured at the Mask. “And instrument of the goddess. Behold, my Champion! All that remains is to take the relics to the Heart of the Goddess, and our goddess shall rise once more to…”
Then, at that moment, Liane turned her head, and she saw Sigaldra. 
An electric jolt went through the girl’s slim frame, and her eyes went wide. She let out a shocked cry, muffled by the gag, and Rigoric whirled. The Prophetess turned as well, and a mixture of shock and rage went over her face as she saw her enemies. 
“Now!” shouted Mazael.



Chapter 17: The Mask of Marazadra
 
Sigaldra surged to her feet, drawing back her bowstring, the strange arrow vibrating against her fingers. 
Rigoric shoved Liane aside, and she fell to a sitting position, still screaming into the gag. Sigaldra wanted to tell her sister to run, but the hobble still bound Liane’s ankles. At best, Liane would have been able to manage an awkward shuffle, and that would be fatal in the midst of the battle. 
For this moment, the Prophetess held Sigaldra’s full attention.
The sorceress raised her hands, and gray mist swirled before her feet. It was the start of the summoning spell she had used to call the Crimson Hunters. Sigaldra saw the Prophetess’s face flash with triumph as she gestured, the mist spinning faster.
Sigaldra released her bowstring a half-second after Romaria did.
The Prophetess’s expression of gloating triumph turned to shock as Romaria’s silver arrow punched through the warding spells and sank into the Prophetess’s chest, followed an instant later by Sigaldra’s arrow plunging into her right shoulder. The Prophetess shrieked and stumbled towards the stairs leading to the Mask, and Sigaldra grabbed another silver arrow from her quiver. 
 
###
 
Mazael sprinted forward, bringing Talon back to strike. 
Rigoric charged in a blur, and Mazael ducked, the Champion’s huge greatsword whistling over the top of his head. He straightened up and attacked, his blade connecting with Rigoric’s torso, but the black armor deflected Talon’s edge. Rigoric recovered his balance, raising his weapon for an overhead blow, but Adalar struck, and the Champion had to step back, dropping his sword down to defend. Earnachar sprinted to Mazael’s right, bellowing a Tervingi battle hymn, while Basjun went left, his axe in his hands. 
The Mask of the Champion gave Rigoric inhuman strength and speed, but even that strength and speed would only go so far against four foes at once, and Rigoric fell back, whipping his greatsword in wide arcs to keep them at bay. He charged forward, sweeping his blade around, and Mazael fell back, trying to keep ahead of the massive blade. Yet as Rigoric tried to press his advantage, Adalar and Earnachar and Basjun closed around him. 
Mazael attacked once again, and this time Talon slipped through the Champion’s guard, drawing a shallow cut across his neck. At once steel threads erupted from the bloody cut, but Rigoric stumbled for a moment. Earnachar wheeled and smashed his mace into Rigoric’s hip. The weapon deflected off the black armor, and as Rigoric stumbled again, Mazael attacked, Talon biting into the joints of the armor upon Rigoric’s left arm. The Champion drove at Mazael, accepting hits from Adalar and Basjun in exchange for momentum. Mazael had no choice but to throw himself to the side, rolling as he avoided the sweep of Rigoric’s greatsword. Mazael scrambled back to his feet, and Rigoric whirled, putting his back towards the shrine as he retreated, sword held out before him.
And as he did, gray mist swirled behind him, and three Crimson Hunters shimmered into existence, sleek and black and deadly.
 
###
 
The Prophetess collapsed against the stairs leading to the shrine and the altar, clawing at the arrows jutting from her torso, and Sigaldra lined up her second shot.
And as she released, the pool of gray mist rippled and three Crimson Hunters seemed to spring from the mist, like lions leaping from their dens. Sigaldra’s arrow slammed into the nearest Crimson Hunter, and the impact rocked the giant spider back, the arrow tearing a huge glowing wound through its abdomen. Romaria’s arrow, aimed at the Prophetess, plunged into its head. The Crimson Hunter rippled, and then exploded in a spray of gray mist and pale light, like a plume of smoke blown apart on the wind. 
Sigaldra sidestepped, trying to get a clear shot at the Prophetess, but the bulk of the Crimson Hunters blocked her. 
One of the huge spiders charged at her, while the other wheeled, rushing towards Adalar and Mazael and the others. Sigaldra stepped back, trying to find the Prophetess, but the Crimson Hunter filled her vision, drawing nearer with terrific speed, the tapping of its legs sounding like a rain of knives against the stone floor. 
Belatedly Sigaldra realized she should have been taking aim at the Crimson Hunter. She shifted her bow and released another silver arrow. It slammed into the Crimson Hunter, missing its head and tearing through its abdomen. The sleek black spider reeled from the impact, but the creature kept coming.
And Sigaldra realized that she was about to die.
The Crimson Hunter’s pincers yawned to bite off her head, and Romaria slammed into her.
Sigaldra hit the ground and rolled, and Romaria came to one knee, raising her bow and releasing in a single smooth motion. Yet, for once, Romaria’s uncanny Elderborn skill failed. The arrow plunged into the Crimson Hunter’s abdomen, ripping another glowing wound, but it missed the creature’s head.
The Crimson Hunter turned to face them, and Sigaldra heard the Prophetess’s pain-filled voice start another spell. 
 
###
 
Adalar dodged, the tip of Rigoric’s greatsword brushing his chain mail. Even the glancing impact of the Champion’s sword was enough to stagger him, and he struggled to keep his balance. Rigoric’s next blow should have split him in half, but Mazael attacked with a flurry of swings, forcing Rigoric back on the defensive. The Champion fell back, trying to reach the Prophetess. Adalar struck again and again, and Rigoric had no choice but to block Adalar’s attacks or dodge them. As Rigoric focused upon Adalar, that gave the others the chance to land blows. The Champion’s fine black armor now bore a dozen dents and scratches from Earnachar’s mace and Basjun’s axe, and Talon blurred in Mazael’s hand, landing hits through the gaps in Rigoric’s armor. The four of them might prove enough to finally overwhelm the Champion’s defenses, even as the Prophetess staggered beneath the silver arrows…
Crouch let out a furious snarl, and Adalar turned his head just as a Crimson Hunter shot towards him in a black blur, the crimson hourglass blotch upon its carapace glowing like a hot coal. Adalar threw himself to the side, ducking under the sweep of the giant spider’s clawed legs, and swung his greatsword. The blade rebounded from the spider’s carapace as if it had been made of stone, and the Crimson Hunter lunged forward. Adalar retreated in such haste that he lost his balance, falling upon his back as the spider loomed over him for the kill. 
Mazael struck before the Crimson Hunter could finish him, Talon carving chunks from the spider’s carapace. The Crimson Hunter leapt back, positioning itself between Mazael and the Prophetess, and Adalar shoved back to his feet, his legs and back aching from his landing. Rigoric charged at Earnachar and Basjun in a fury, forcing both of them to retreat. Adalar hesitated for an instant, unsure of what to do. He could not aid Mazael against the Crimson Hunter, but he could hurt Rigoric. Better to help Earnachar and Basjun against the Champion. Yet there was a second Crimson Hunter loose in the cavern, and he heard the clicking of its legs against the ground as it pursued Romaria and Sigaldra. Adalar braced himself to distract the giant spider so they could get away.
Then Timothy’s voice rang through the cavern. 
Adalar spotted the wizard standing next to the cluster of stalagmites, brandishing that carved oaken wand. The wand shone with blue light, and Timothy thrust it in the direction of the Crimson Hunter attacking Mazael. The giant spider went motionless, trapped in a shell of bluish light. Then a shudder went through the creature’s form, the light contracting, and the Crimson Hunter vanished in a swirl of gray mist. 
At once Mazael turned, driving at Rigoric. The Champion’s full attention was upon Earnachar and Basjun, and Rigoric did not see Mazael’s attack until it was too late. Mazael drove Talon under the side of Rigoric’s cuirass, plunging the curved blade deep into his vitals. Rigoric staggered, and Adalar threw himself forward, swinging his greatsword with all his strength and speed behind the blade. He aimed for Rigoric’s neck, but Rigoric’s inhuman reflexes let him dodge. Nevertheless, the full power of Adalar’s strike hit Rigoric in the face, right against the Mask of the Champion. Rigoric’s head snapped back, and he stumbled, waving his greatsword back and forth before him to ward off any blows. Mazael did not let up, slashing and thrusting Talon. Adalar sprinted to join him as Rigoric retreated towards the shrine. He had been in enough battles to have a sense of their momentum, and all the momentum was going against the Prophetess and Rigoric. If they could strike down the Champion and the Prophetess, the last remaining Crimson Hunter would be banished, and then…
“Enough!” 
The Prophetess’s voice snarled through the cavern like a thunderclap.
An instant later Adalar heard a howling gale, and a blast of invisible force struck him like a giant fist. The impact threw him backwards to land upon the floor, and he saw Mazael fall as well, and to judge from the sound of cursing, the spell had caught Earnachar and Basjun as well. Rigoric retreated to the base of the hill supporting the shrine, greatsword clasped in both hands. The Prophetess stood next to him, seemingly recovered from the arrows, though she looked pale and strained. Purple fire snarled and hissed around her hands, sheathing her in a translucent, flickering shell of light, likely a spell to deflect any more silver arrows. 
Adalar got to his feet, Mazael and the others following suit. He looked around and spotted Romaria and Sigaldra a dozen yards away, on the other side of a row of stone tables. The Crimson Hunter stood facing them, but the creature had gone motionless. Adalar wondered why the women did not shoot at the Prophetess, but then he saw the glowing wounds on the side of the Crimson Hunter. Likely they had used all their arrows trying to elude the spirit creature. 
“Enough, Mazael Cravenlock,” said the Prophetess, her voice calm. “I will not permit you to interfere any further with the return of the goddess.” 
“Permit me?” said Mazael. “Well, you’ve done a fine job of forbidding me so far.”
“This is madness,” said the Prophetess. “Why have you not come for me with your armies, your vassals, your knights? With only these fools to help you?” She let out a single irritated breath. “Better that you had died in the Grim Marches. Or that you had accepted the will of the goddess.”
“Let the girl go,” said Mazael, glancing in Liane’s direction. Liane still stood gagged and bound at the foot of the stairs, watching everything with frantic eyes. “Let her go, and I will permit you leave here alive.”
The Prophetess raised a single eyebrow. “You will permit me leave, Mazael Cravenlock?”
“Or I will kill you,” said Mazael. There was such iron certainty in his voice that Rigoric raised his sword a few inches, as if anticipating an attack. 
“Will you?” said the Prophetess, drawing herself up. Her voice was as cold and calm as the dead of winter. “You are a fool, a violent animal blundering through matters far beyond your comprehension. Do you not understand? I am the messenger of the goddess. I am her herald, her harbinger, the preparer of her way. The old age of the world is passing away. A new age arises in splendor, and…”
“Wait!” 
The Prophetess blinked as the unexpected voice.
Timothy staggered into the clear space below the shrine, breathing hard, smoke rising from the charred wand in his right fist. The spell to banish the Crimson Hunter must have been more difficult than planned. 
The Prophetess frowned, as if trying to recall something.
But Timothy spoke first.
“I remember you!” he said.
 
###
 
Mazael looked back and forth, the Demonsouled rage howling through his blood. It wanted him to attack, to strike down his foes, but his mind counseled caution. The Prophetess had been wounded, but she was still formidable.
And for the first time, she looked…confused. 
Perhaps even frightened?
“Little wizard,” said the Prophetess, her arrogance returning. “Do you think to challenge the herald of Marazadra? The spells and arts of the wizards’ colleges are the merest tricks of imbecilic children next to her power, and…”
“Your name,” said Timothy, “is the Lady Celina du Almaine.” 
Mazael expected the Prophetess to sneer, or to deny Timothy with glassy calm.
Instead she flinched as if he had slapped her, her green eyes going wide.
“Do not,” spat the Prophetess, “call me that! I have been reborn! I…”
“Just who,” said Mazael, watching her, “is the Lady Celina du Almaine?”
“A noblewoman of Travia,” said Timothy. “Ah…she was at the wizards’ college of Alborg when I studied there. We never spoke, but I saw her many times.”
The Prophetess’s face tightened into a bloodless mask, her eyes blazing. 
“So what happened to her?” said Adalar. 
“There was a civil war in Travia,” said Timothy. “Whenever the Prince of Travia dies, there usually is a civil war. At the time, Lord du Almaine wanted an alliance with Prince Malcolm. So he offered Lady Celina to Malcolm in marriage. Malcolm accepted, and took Celina as a mistress, but Celina manifested magical power. So Lord du Almaine and the Prince sent Celina to the wizards’ college, and she eventually disappeared after seducing one of the master wizards. Gods! That was years ago. I had forgotten all about it.” He shook his head. “I thought she would have died in the Great Rising.”
“You will be silent,” hissed the Prophetess. “I saw the feeble weakness of the wizards of the college. They understood little of true power, of true virtue. They…”
“I am sorry, my lady,” said Timothy. Even when facing a mad sorceress, his ingrained politeness remained unwavering. “But you are Celina du Almaine, youngest daughter of old Lord du Almaine, whatever you might call yourself now…”
“I told you,” snarled the Prophetess, “to be silent!” She raised her hand. “I shall…”
Sigaldra’s laughter interrupted her.
Again the Prophetess flinched, shock once more coming over her face. 
“Do you find something funny?” hissed the Prophetess. 
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. “You.”
“You find the messenger of the goddess funny?” said the Prophetess, her voice climbing an octave in her fury. 
Sigaldra laughed again. “Messenger of the goddess? Is that what you call yourself? After all your speeches and spells, all your threats of doom, all the death and destruction you caused? You’re not the Prophetess. You’re just some empty-headed woman who had her heart broken by a wealthy man, an empty-headed woman who was too stupid to see that she meant nothing to him…”
The Prophetess flinched again. “You will be silent.”
Sigaldra’s face twisted with disgust. “All of this, the goddess and the valgasts and all of it…you’re just having a damned tantrum. All your power, and you’re acting like a loose woman cast off by her…”
“I said to be silent!” screamed the Prophetess.
Sigaldra stopped talking, glaring at her enemy, but Earnachar’s laughter filled the silence. 
Earnachar had an annoying laugh. It was a harsh, monotonous bray, and it had always irritated Mazael, but right now it seemed to infuriate the Prophetess beyond measure.
“What,” she hissed, “are you laughing at, barbarian dog?”
“Myself, I think,” said Earnachar, wiping at one of his eyes. “I was afraid of you! I thought you were someone like the great traitor Lucan Mandragon, or one of the Dark Elderborn Exarchs that mighty Tervingar faced in the deeps of time. A wizard-lord of great power and might. Instead, you are…”
“I am the messenger of the goddess!” screamed the Prophetess. Two bright spots of color appeared upon her pale cheeks. 
“You are just a whore,” said Earnachar, laughing his braying laugh again. “Not even a very clever whore, because this Prince Malcolm of yours did not pay you with his promised coin!” 
“Gods and ancestors!” said Sigaldra, blinking. “In a thousand years I never thought I would agree with you, Earnachar son of Balnachar, but you have hit the nail upon the head.”
Again Earnachar laughed his irritating laugh. “If two mortal foes can agree that you are a whore, then it must be true, eh, Lady Celina? A pity I did not think to hire you for a night’s work when you came to Banner Hill! What do you think, young Basjun? Does she look worth two or three copper coins for the night? Or would I be overpaying?”
“It is immortal to lie with prostitutes,” said Basjun.
Earnachar shrugged. “Well, we have already discovered that she is a prostitute. Now we are just haggling about price.”
Still the Prophetess said nothing. For a moment Mazael wondered if she had been shocked into silence, but he realized that she was too angry to speak, too angry to control herself. If she was indeed a Travian noblewoman, it was possible no one had ever spoken to her as insultingly as Sigaldra and Earnachar. 
“You dare,” hissed the Prophetess at last. “You dare!” 
Sigaldra spat upon the ground. “A pity your father did not give you a lashing when you misbehaved. You might have learned wisdom from the…”  
“Fools!” said the Prophetess, her voice rising to a scream. “You understand nothing at all! I have seen the wisdom of the goddess! I have seen her power, and the true nature of mankind…”
“You’ve seen nothing,” said Mazael, a moment’s sympathy going through him. The obsession had eaten the woman out from the inside, consuming whoever Celina du Almaine had been and leaving the Prophetess in her place. “Only your own rage. Leave aside this madness before it destroys you.”
“Madness?” hissed the Prophetess.
“Your father hurt you,” said Mazael. “I understand that. Better than you ever would, probably. If you really want to spite him, then live. Turn aside from your path before it slays you…”
The Prophetess let out a sound that was halfway between a scream and a wild laugh. 
“My path?” said the Prophetess. “You think me a common whore? A screaming child? Then you understand nothing of the truth! Behold!” 
She reached to her collar and tugged open the front of her black robe. 
Mazael’s first, instinctive thought was that the Prophetess would have had no trouble whatsoever seducing Prince Malcolm. Her breasts rose and fell with the furious draw of her breath, her stomach taut, her skin smooth and clear. 
The metal spider wrapped around her torso ruined the sight, though. 
Its body nestled between her breasts, its fangs sunk into her flesh. The eight legs curled around her torso, their tips buried in her sides and back. Purple fire flickered up and down the eight legs, and the metal spider’s eight eyes shone with the same flame. The spider’s body pulsed slightly, as if it was breathing or perhaps sucking upon the Prophetess’s blood, and the entire thing looked like a grotesque parody of an infant suckling at its mother’s breast. 
“Dear gods,” said Adalar, his disgust plain.
“The Talisman of the Messenger,” said the Prophetess, once hand coming up to stroke the spider’s metal body. “When my father left me to rot at the wizards’ college, I understood the true wickedness of mortal kind and I despaired. But in the library of the college I found the secret. I discovered the truth. It led the way to the Talisman of the Messenger, and the goddess’s voice filled my thoughts. I understood my purpose at last. I would be the instrument of the goddess’s return,” her voice filled with malicious gloating, “and men like my father and the Prince would understand the nature of fear at last.”
“Prince Malcolm is dead,” said Mazael. “The runedead killed him on the first day of the Great Rising.”
“So is Lord du Almaine, my lady,” said Timothy. 
“You are pursuing revenge against dead men,” said Mazael.
The Prophetess laughed again, her eyes glittering like jade knives. “But there are others like them, my lord Mazael. So many men and women just like them. My wretched father and the wretched Prince were slain before I could teach them virtue through fear. But there are so many others.” She closed her robe, concealing the metal spider once more. As she did, the spider started to glow with purple fire, and Mazael still saw its light leaking through her robe’s collar and the hems of her sleeves. “You, however, shall not live to see it. None of you shall!” 
Liane screamed into her gag, and Mazael charged forward, drawing back Talon to strike.
This time the Prophetess was faster. 
Perhaps the metal spider encircling her chest, the Talisman of the Messenger, lent its power to her, just as it had healed her wounds. The Prophetess raked her hand through the air, fingers trailing purple fire, and a pool of mist appeared at her feet once again.
But this time, four Crimson Hunters came at her call, shimmering into existence before her. Worse, the surviving spider from her earlier summoning remained, and the creature whirled, turning to pursue Romaria and Sigaldra as they retreated. 
The four new Crimson Hunters rushed at Mazael.



Chapter 18: Challenge
 
Then all four Crimson Hunters froze in perfect unison.
Mazael blinked. He looked to the side, towards the spider pursing Romaria and Sigaldra, but that Crimson Hunter had frozen as well. Between the spiders’ gleaming bodies, Mazael glimpsed the Prophetess and Rigoric, and the Prophetess’s fury had changed to stark bewilderment. He shot a quick look at Timothy, to see if the wizard had found some way of stunning the summoned spirit creatures, but Timothy looked just as surprised as everyone else.
“What are you waiting for?” said the Prophetess. “Kill them! Kill them now!” 
The Crimson Hunters rippled, and the four of them in front of Mazael shimmered and dissolved back into mist. For an instant the mist swirled across the ground, and then vanished, clearing the way to the Prophetess. The fifth Crimson Hunter, the one pursuing Romaria and Sigaldra, remained intact, quivering as if gripped by some terrible force.
Romaria moved in a blur, yanking the final silver arrow from her quiver. The Prophetess flinched, trying to avoid the shot, but it proved unnecessary. The arrow came to a sudden halt in midair. Had the Prophetess’s warding spell caught it? 
The arrow shivered and clattered to the ground. 
“That,” said a woman’s voice, worn and old but still strong, “will be quite enough of that, children.” 
Mazael heard a cane tapping against the stone of the cavern floor. 
He was not at all surprised when Mother Volaria came limping around the side of the shrine, her cane rattling with every step. She wore the guise of an old woman once more, draped in black, her white teeth gleaming in her cold smile. 
“Who in the name of the goddess are you?” said the Prophetess. 
“Now, now,” said Volaria. She reached the top of the stone steps and started down, taking them one at a time. “I hope you would have figured that out by now. To be fair, Lord Mazael did not, but he came very close.”
“What are you babbling about?” said the Prophetess. “I demand that you name yourself.”
Volaria sighed. “The young are so impatient. Really, girl. If you’re going to play the game for such high stakes, you’ll have to cultivate quicker wits.” 
The Prophetess’s rage and irritation vanished, replaced by cool control once more.
“Let us see,” she said, “if your quicker wits will save you from this.” 
She thrust her hand forward, and a blast of purple fire howled from her fingers and shot towards Volaria with the speed of an arrow. Even from a distance, the power radiating from the blast of ethereal fire made the hair on Mazael’s neck stand on end, and he knew if the spell had touched him, it might have killed him where he stood.
Volaria made a swift gesture with her free hand. The burst of flame struck her and winked out of existence. 
The Prophetess rocked back, stunned.
“Oh, dear,” said Volaria. “You really ought to learn better self-control. Power without self-control is a recipe for destruction.” She smiled at Mazael. “But you knew that already, didn’t you?” 
“Who are you?” said the Prophetess.
Volaria reached the bottom of the stairs and walked past the Prophetess. The tap of her cane was loud in the tense silence. Rigoric stared at her, greatsword motionless in his fists, but did not move. Mazael turned his head and beckoned to Romaria and Sigaldra, and they hurried to join him, keeping away from the remaining Crimson Hunter. 
“You don’t know?” said Mother Volaria. She stopped between Mazael and the Prophetess, leaning upon her cane, and her form shimmered and rippled, changing into that of the young woman who had approached Mazael at the Guesthouse. “Perhaps your pet spider hasn’t told you yet. Though in point of fact, I suspect you are the spider’s pet.”
“You don’t recognize Mother Volaria?” said Mazael. “You ought to pay better attention to the legends of the Skuldari, Lady Celina.”
Her eyes narrowed at the use of her name, but her cold sneer returned. “Mother Volaria? The witch of the mountains? There is no such woman. A fable the Skuldari told each other as their thoughts turned from the true worship of the goddess.” She glared at Volaria. “I say again. Who are you?”
“It is customary,” said Volaria with a smile, “for the guest to introduce herself first.”
Mazael blinked. 
“Guest?” he said. “This is the dragon’s mountain. How…” 
And then the pieces fell together in his mind, and he started to laugh.
“Do you find this funny?” snapped the Prophetess. 
“Not in the least,” said Mazael, “for the joke is upon us.” 
“Ah,” murmured Volaria, her pale eyes flashing. “You do understand.” 
“Understand what?” said the Prophetess. 
“She’s right, you know,” said Mazael. “If you’re going to play this damned game, you need to pay better attention. Do you not yet realize it? Mother Volaria is real. She’s not a legend. She’s very real, and she’s been wandering the mountains of Skuldar for three thousand years. Except Mother Volaria isn’t her real name. It’s just what the Skuldari called her when she visited them.” 
Romaria understood first. Mazael saw her eyes go wide, saw her take an involuntary step back.
“Go on,” said Volaria. “You’re almost there.”
“The Old Demon bound Azurvaltoria to watch over the Mask of Marazadra,” said Mazael. “I thought that meant the dragon was trapped within these caves, unable to leave. But in game like this, the letter of the rules apply, not the spirit…and I assume that also applies to spells of magical binding. The dragon was bound to guard the Mask, but she could leave the Veiled Mountain…so long as the trip had something to do with protecting the Mask.” 
“Indeed,” said Volaria. She spun and ran up the steps to the shrine, the black skirt flaring around her legs, and whirled to face them again. “After all, I imagine the dragon needed to keep watch over the Skuldari, lest they try to break into the Mountain. And they tried, again and again and again.”
The Prophetess’s eyes narrowed. 
“Then,” said the Prophetess, “you are…”
“Would you like to know who I really am?” said Volaria. “Lord Mazael figured it out. You, alas, shall have be shown.” She spread her arms, smiling her white smile. “Watch closely.”
She blurred and shimmered once more, disappearing.
The dragon appeared an instant later. 
Mazael had been expecting it, but he still took an involuntary step back. Earnachar’s stunned cursing filled his ears. Sigaldra muttered something about her ancestors, and the Prophetess hissed and lifted one hand. 
The dragon was a little smaller than the one Mazael had fought and killed outside of Arylkrad, but she was still nearly a hundred feet long from snout to tail. Scales of electric blue armored her sleek form, and Mazael knew from experience that those scales would be as tough as steel armor. Her muscled body had to weigh several tons, and her forelimbs and hind legs were tipped with claws like sword blades. Great black wings rested against her back, folded and ready to lift her into the sky, and a row of spikes went down her spine, turning into something like jagged horns near her head. Her huge eyes were a pale shade of blue, and her dagger-like teeth were very white and very sharp. 
“Have you now realized the truth?” said Azurvaltoria, her voice like thunder. 
 
###
 
Sigaldra stared at the colossal dragon, her mind refusing to believe the evidence of her eyes. 
She had seen Mazael’s sword and armor and Lady Molly’s dagger, and numerous others had testified to the existence of dragons. Yet some part of Sigaldra had never quite believed them. Seeing Azurvaltoria in all of her terrible splendor proved the existence of dragons beyond all doubt. Sigaldra could hardly tear her eyes from the colossal creature, and some part of her mind gibbered in stark terror. She had been terrified of the soliphage in the cave, and that creature had haunted her nightmares ever since.
Azurvaltoria could have crushed the soliphage in an instant. 
Part of Sigaldra’s mind trembled with fear…but the rest of it performed cold calculation.
The dragon held the full attention of Mazael and Romaria and Adalar and the others.
The Prophetess had her full attention on the dragon.
That meant no one was paying any attention to Liane. 
Sigaldra took a few quiet steps backwards. No one noticed. She took a deep breath, ducked behind a cluster of stalagmites, and broke into a run. If she circled around the cleared space at the foot of the shrine, past a pool of lava and a few stacks of gold bars, she could approach back of the shrine holding the Mask. That would put her behind the Prophetess and Rigoric.
It would also put her behind Liane. 
With the dragon commanding the attention of everyone else, perhaps Sigaldra could cut Liane’s ropes and break her free. She doubted Azurvaltoria would care. So long as Liane took nothing from the dragon’s treasure, Azurvaltoria would do nothing to stop them. In fact, if the Prophetess tried to interfere, the dragon would likely burn her to ashes. 
It was worth the risk. 
The heat of the lava pool washed over Sigaldra, and she hurried past it, circling towards her sister.
 
###
 
Adalar stared at the dragon, unable to take his eyes from the great creature. 
He had never seen a dragon, but he had heard the tales. In Knightreach, the singers and the jongleurs liked to sing songs of knights who had overcome dragons in single combat, and the Dominiar Order once claimed to have rid Mastaria of dragons. 
Looking at Azurvaltoria, Adalar wondered how anyone could possibly defeat a dragon without an army and a dozen powerful wizards. If the dragon felt like it, she could have bitten a grown man in half as easily as Adalar could bite into a loaf of bread. 
“Behold, for I am Azurvaltoria!” thundered the dragon, her massive head waving atop the thick, serpentine neck as she glared down at the Prophetess. “The Veiled Mountain is mine, and everything within it is mine! For three thousand years I have guarded this mountain, and you presume to steal from me!” The dragon moved forward with fluid grace. “You shall meet the fate of all thieves.”
A harsh light flashed behind the dragon’s white fangs. 
Adalar could not believe it would be that easy. Had they come all this way only for Azurvaltoria to burn the Prophetess and Rigoric to charred bone? It would make for an anticlimactic end to their quest, but Adalar would not complain.
“Azurvaltoria!” said the Prophetess. “Hear me! It is my right to challenge you!” 
“You speak to me of rights, thief?” said Azurvaltoria. 
“Three thousand years ago the Old Demon bound you to guard the Mask of Marazadra,” said the Prophetess. “By the laws of the binding, I have the right to challenge you, and you must therefore set a trial for me. When I succeed, you will surrender the Mask of Marazadra.” 
“But when you fail,” said Azurvaltoria, that massive voice purring like a cat, “your life is forfeit to me.” 
“So be it,” said the Prophetess.
“Then I challenge her in turn,” said Mazael, stepping forward. Rigoric raised his sword in menacing guard, but the Prophetess remained motionless. “The Mask must remain here.”
“Nevertheless, I have the right to offer a challenge to claim the Mask,” said the Prophetess. 
“And that, in turn, means I have the right to offer a challenge,” said Mazael. 
Azurvaltoria let out a musical, thunderous laugh, the echoes bouncing off the ceiling and walls of the vast cavern. The Prophetess stared at Mazael, her eyes narrowed. Her right rose to her collar and vanished within her robe, and Adalar had the distinct feeling that she was grasping that metal spider wrapped around her torso. 
Something moved from the corner of his eye.
Adalar glanced to the side, not wanting to draw the Prophetess’s or Rigoric’s attention. To the right, he saw that the remaining Crimson Hunter had started to move, circling around the confrontation. Usually the Crimson Hunters moved with the furious click of their claws against the stone. Apparently the creatures had the ability to move in perfect silence when necessary, which was more chilling by far. He looked back at the Prophetess. Her face was calm, but her eyes did not blink.
She was controlling the Crimson Hunter. Why? Did she think to use it in an ambush? It couldn’t hurt the dragon, and if the spider interfered with the dragon’s game, Azurvaltoria would likely respond with rage. 
“A challenge,” said Azurvaltoria. “So be it. I have decided that you shall challenge each other.” 
 
###
 
Sigaldra circled around the base of the shrine as fast as she could.
For an instant she considered taking the Mask of Marazadra and using it as a bargaining chip. Perhaps she could hold it over a pool of lava and threaten to destroy it if the Prophetess did not surrender, but she dismissed the idea. For one, the dragon would likely interpret it as an attempt at theft. That, and Sigaldra had seen how that metal spider had sunk into the Prophetess’s flesh, like a giant leech drinking her blood.
Would the Mask of Marazadra do the same to Sigaldra? 
Best not to find out. 
That, and it seemed that the Prophetess needed both Liane and the Mask to summon Marazadra. If Sigaldra could deny the Prophetess access to Liane, then the Mask was useless. 
She eased around the base of the shrine’s low hill, loosening her short sword in its scabbard. 
Just a few more moments, and Liane would be free.
 
###
 
“We’ll challenge each other, you say?” said Mazael. “To what? Dice? Jousting? A drinking contest.” He gestured towards one of the glittering piles of treasure. “I’ve always wanted to drink cheap wine from an expensive goblet.” 
“You think to make jokes?” said the Prophetess, her tone frosty.
“You worship a giant spider that you think won’t eat you,” said Mazael. “If that doesn’t call for mockery, than nothing does.”
Azurvaltoria let out a rumbling laugh. “Bold. I can see why you like him, Lady Romaria.” 
Romaria smiled. “He’s also very good a ridding a woman of her enemies.”
“Enough!” said the Prophetess. “I did not come here to endure feeble japes. State your challenge, Azurvaltoria. By the laws of the binding laid upon you, I command you to speak your challenge!”
The dragon’s pale eyes seemed to flash with displeasure, a glimmer of fire dancing behind her fangs, but she spoke nonetheless. “I understand that among humans it is common to decide disputes with a trial by combat between two champions. The Prophetess already has a Champion – the tainted human in the process of being consumed by one of Marazadra’s relics. He can serve as the Prophetess’s champion in the combat. You, Lord Mazael, will have to choose a champion.”
“I choose myself,” said Mazael at once. He had faced Rigoric before, and he had the former orcragar’s measure. He had overcome Rigoric once before, and he was sure he could do it again.
He was also sure that the Prophetess would attempt some kind of treachery. 
“Ridiculous,” said the Prophetess. “The next age of the world is imminent, and you think to decide the course of history with a simple brawl?” 
“You decided to challenge me, Celina du Almaine,” said Azurvaltoria. “By the laws of my binding, you have the right to challenge me…and I have the right to set the terms of the challenge.” The fire behind her teeth brightened. “If you refuse the challenge, that is your right, yes. You can act within your rights. But so can I.”
“Very well,” said the Prophetess. “I accept.”
She looked at the Mask upon its altar, and then back at Azurvaltoria, smiling a little. 
“The path of wisdom at last,” murmured the dragon. “The Champion and Lord Mazael shall face one another in a duel to the death. I shall summon a circle of flame at the base of the shrine. Anyone who crosses that circle shall die at once, and the duel shall continue uninterrupted until one man is dead.”
“Can we remain in the circle?” said Romaria.
“If you wish,” said the dragon, indifferent. 
“And if we interfere in the duel?” said Romaria. 
Azurvaltoria let out another rumbling laugh. “Then I shall kill your champion upon the spot, along with all your companions. You should do well to heed that, Prophetess.” 
“And when I prevail,” said Mazael, “you will kill the Prophetess?”
“Of course,” said Azurvaltoria. “Though if you fall, I shall likewise kill all of your companions.”
“And when I prevail, you will permit us to depart with Liane?” said Mazael.
“I shall,” said Azurvaltoria. “Though if you attempt to steal from me, none of you shall leave the Veiled Mountain alive.” 
“Very well,” said Mazael, looking around to make sure the others were nearby. Romaria stood near him, as did Adalar and Earnachar. Timothy waited halfway around the circle, and Basjun stood a few feet away, Crouch at his side, the dog’s wary eyes fixed on the dragon. Sigaldra was…
Mazael frowned. Where the hell was Sigaldra? There had been one Crimson Hunter left as well, and the creature had disappeared. 
“The duel begins now,” said Azurvaltoria, raising a clawed foreleg, and Rigoric stepped forward, raising his greatsword.
“Wait,” said Mazael. “She’s…”
“Sigaldra!” shouted Adalar.
Mazael saw Sigaldra standing a dozen paces behind Liane, creeping forward. She flashed a furious look at Adalar, but she did not see the final Crimson Hunter gliding up behind her, legs tensing as it prepared to spring.
Adalar sprinted towards her as Azurvaltoria cast a spell, blue fire bursting from the earth.
 
###
 
The blue fire curved in a ring before Adalar, and he threw himself forward and jumped with all his strength. 
The heat from the ghostly blue flames struck him like a blow, and pain shot through him. Yet his momentum carried him forward, even as the flames erupted into a blazing wall. His clothes caught fire in a few places, but Adalar hit the ground, so he rolled, tumbling forward and smothering the flames.
He came to his feet an instant later.
“What are you doing?” snarled Sigaldra. “I could have saved her, I could…”
Adalar plowed into her, knocking her sideways before the silent Crimson Hunter’s pincers ripped off her head. Sigaldra stumbled, turning, and shrieked as she saw the Crimson Hunter surge towards them. Adalar shoved her behind him, striking with his greatsword. The heavy steel blade rebounded from the giant spider’s gleaming carapace. The Crimson Hunter lunged at him, and Adalar deflected its stabbing legs with him sword. 
The blade shattered on the impact. 
The heat of the salamanders had damaged the steel, and he suspected their blood had an acidic quality. Carrying the sword through the freezing cavern had weakened at it further, and the blade had finally given away. 
“Run!” screamed Sigaldra, grabbing his arm, and Adalar turned and sprinted after her. 
The Crimson Hunter clacked after them in pursuit. 
 
###
 
“Adalar!” said Mazael.
It was too late. The ring of blue fire encircled the clear area at the foot of the shrine, a circle about sixty yards across. The flames themselves blazed twenty feet high, and to judge from the charring upon the stone floor at their base, Mazael suspected attempting to cross the flames would result in a painful death. 
“We have to delay the duel,” said Mazael. 
“It has already begun,” said Azurvaltoria. 
Mazael pointed at the Prophetess. “She is cheating.” 
“How, my lord Mazael?” said the Prophetess, lifting her eyebrows. “I am abiding strictly by the terms the dragon has laid upon us. I have not crossed the circle, nor I have attempted to aid my Champion against you.” 
“You sent your summoned Crimson Hunter after Adalar and Sigaldra,” said Mazael. 
“Your vassal…”
“He’s not my vassal,” said Mazael.
The Prophetess’s lip twisted. “Your…companion crossed the circle of his own free will, and happened to be fast enough to escape the flames. I released my control of the Crimson Hunter the moment I agreed to the dragon’s terms. It is not my fault the Crimson Hunter has returned to its customary predatory behavior once free of my control.” 
Mazael doubted that. Likely the Prophetess had implanted a final command into the creature, and sent it in pursuit of Sigaldra. The sheer pettiness of it enraged him, and he wanted to take Talon and split her smirking head in half. 
“Perhaps,” said the Prophetess, “the little bitch will regret her arrogance and stupidity in the final moment before she dies. Assuming she is not too busy screaming, of course.” 
The tears tricked down Liane’s face, her screams still muffled by the gag.
Mazael took a deep breath, letting the Demonsouled rage burn through him. He lifted Talon, the sword ready in his hand. If he was going to save Adalar and Sigaldra, if he was going to stop the Prophetess and her mad plan to summon Marazadra, if he was going to save Liane, there was only one thing to do.
Fight Rigoric and kill him while Azurvaltoria watched.
“All right, Champion,” said Mazael. “Let’s see if your goddess will save you now.”
Rigoric charged at him in silence, and Mazael rushed to meet him. 



Chapter 19: Game Over
 
Sigaldra sprinted past a glittering pile of jewels and gold coins, Adalar running at her side, still holding the useless hilt of his broken greatsword. The Crimson Hunter raced after them, its legs stabbing at the ground as the creature hurtled forward. The thing was at least as fast a cantering horse. Sigaldra and Adalar dodged around piles of coins and statues and rows of stone tables, but the Crimson Hunter kept on gaining. Sometimes it climbed over obstacles like a smaller spider. 
Her mind raced, but she could think of no way to fight the creature. Mazael’s sword and Timothy’s magic were the only weapons they possessed capable of wounding the Crimson Hunter, and both the hrould and the wizard were trapped within that ring of blue fire. Sigaldra did not know whether the Prophetess or Azurvaltoria had cast that spell. Perhaps the dragon had lost patience and decided to kill every single one of the intruders. Or maybe the Prophetess had some trick up her sleeve, some trick that even the ancient dragon had not foreseen. 
Sigaldra did not know, and she would never find out, because the Crimson Hunter was going to kill her. 
At least it would be quick. The Crimson Hunter would not pause to torment her like the soliphage in the cave. It would simply tear her apart. She only regretted that she had not been able to save Liane, and hoped that Mazael had something clever in mind. 
She glanced at Adalar.
No. She regretted two things. She regretted that Adalar had come with her to die here. He deserved better than that. He deserved better than to have met her…but she could not bring herself to regret meeting him. 
She only wished…
“This way!” said Adalar, turning to the left.
Sigaldra blinked, but followed as Adalar ran towards a row of stone tables. More arms and armor of the Dark Elderborn sat there, and sudden hope flared in her chest. Had Adalar found more of the silver arrows? But she saw no arrows, only rows of helmets and shields, all of which would be useless against the spirit creature. Yet even as she looked the hilt of a sword caught her eye, wrapped in black leather. 
Adalar had come here to get the sword. 
The dragon had warned them about stealing from her hoard, but since the Crimson Hunter was about to kill them, it hardly mattered. Adalar threw himself forward, seized the hilt of the sword, and spun. The sword was made from the same peculiar silvery metal as the Dark Elderborn armor and the arrows, and the blade came to a slight curve, similar to that of Mazael’s sword. The Jutai and the Tervingi had always used broadswords in battle, so Sigaldra could not remember if that kind of sword was called a saber or a falchion. 
The Crimson Hunter threw itself at Adalar, and he attacked. The silvery sword blurred in his hand, and the blade ripped a glowing line down the spider’s thorax. The sword did not bite as deeply as the arrows or Talon, but it did wound the Crimson Hunter. Some of the grayish light from the wound seemed to sink into the Dark Elderborn sword, which itself began to shimmer with identical light. 
The Crimson Hunter retreated, its glowing eyes fixed upon Adalar and his sword. Adalar sidestepped, keeping himself between Sigaldra and the spider, and the creature moved with him. 
It did not intend to let them go.
“Adalar,” said Sigaldra. 
“Run,” said Adalar, not looking back at her. “Get back to your sister. I’ll hold it here! Go!” 
She hesitated. Part of her wanted to run to Liane. The rest of her knew she had no way of passing that massive ring of blue fire. 
And she did not want to abandon Adalar to his death. 
Adalar let out an aggravated sound. The spider feinted forward, and he flicked his blade towards it.
“If you’re not going to go,” said Adalar, “then at least find a damned weapon!” 
Sigaldra ran to the stone tables, looking for something she could wield against the Crimson Hunter. 
 
###
 
Mazael and Rigoric met in the center of the ring of fire. 
Rigoric attacked first, all his strength and speed behind the blow of his massive greatsword. Mazael knew he could not have blocked that terrible strike, so he didn’t even try, changing his angle at the last moment. Rigoric’s blade blurred over the top of his head, and Mazael straightened, stabbing with Talon’s curved point. The sword of dragon claw started to bite through the mail covering Rigoric’s elbow, but the Champion leaped back, avoiding the rest of Talon’s thrust. Mazael thrust again, but Rigoric flicked his sword to the side, deflecting Mazael’s attack. The Champion stepped into the attack, driving the edge of his sword towards his opponent.
Mazael got Talon up to block, gripping the weapon with both hands. A sword of steel would have shattered under the weight of Rigoric’s inhuman strength. But Talon had been wrought from the claw of a great dragon, and it had the strength of the last child of the Old Demon behind it. Rigoric strained against Mazael, but was unable to break the block. 
Mazael shifted his foot, moving to the side, and Rigoric stumbled. As the Champion recovered his balance, Mazael kicked out with his left foot, his boot slamming into Rigoric’s right knee. Rigoric remained silent as ever, but a rasping hiss escaped his mask, and he stumbled. Mazael went on the attack, landing three blows against Rigoric’s cuirass in rapid succession, though the Champion’s armor turned the sword’s edge. Nevertheless Talon left shiny cuts in the armor, bright against the dark metal. 
At last Rigoric recovered his balance, thrusting with the pommel of his greatsword. Mazael tried to dodge, but the heavy pommel clipped his shoulder, and he staggered back, circling away before Rigoric could strike again. 
For a moment they stood just out of reach of their weapons, regarding each other. Romaria and Earnachar and Timothy and Basjun stood motionless. Mazael hoped they would not intervene. He had no doubt that Azurvaltoria would kill them all of someone interfered. The dragon loomed over her wall of flame, watching the duel with obvious interest. The Prophetess stood below the dragon, eyes closed, both hands reaching into her robe, likely grasping the metal spider against her chest. 
Mazael was sure she was preparing a spell. 
But what kind of spell? Nothing to interfere in the duel, surely. Azurvaltoria would detect it and kill her on the spot. A spell to control the Crimson Hunter? The dragon would interpret that as interference and kill her. 
Yet Mazael could think of no other reason the Prophetess would risk using magic right now. Maybe he could find a way to warn the dragon, to convince her that the Prophetess was…
Rigoric attacked, and Mazael could spare no thought for anything but his defense.
 
###
 
Adalar dueled the Crimson Hunter, the strange sword of curved silver seeming to vibrate in his grasp. 
The sword could wound the Crimson Hunter, and if Adalar closed, he thought the weapon could kill or banish the creature back to the spirit world. Yet he could not get close enough to land a killing blow. The sword was shorter than his broken greatsword, and Adalar could not move close enough to hit his foe for more than a second. Any longer and the Crimson Hunter’s pincers or legs would find his flesh. He tried hewing off one of the Crimson Hunter’s legs, hoping to upset the creature’s balance, but the legs were simply too thick for him to sever. 
Worse, the wounds the sword had cut into the creature were healing, the gray light dimming as the cuts shrank and closed themselves. The Crimson Hunter had an endless supply of stamina. Adalar did not, and sooner or later he was going to stumble and the Crimson Hunter would have him. 
He didn’t mind that part. He had thought he would die in the Great Rising, torn apart by the runedead horde sweeping across the land. By comparison, getting killed by a giant spider after the runedead had been destroyed was almost a relief.
Adalar just wished he could have found a way to save Sigaldra.
She was still scrambling through the tables of armor, looking for arrows. There had been a few more swords, but he was relieved that she had not taken up one of the swords and tried to join him in the fight. Sigaldra was a good archer and competent with a blade, but she simply was not strong enough or fast enough to fight something like a Crimson Hunter in hand-to-hand combat.
Adalar was barely strong enough. Try as he might, he could not land a deadly blow upon the creature. He needed something faster, something stronger, something that could rip through the Crimson Hunter’s defenses with irresistible force. Something like a stone thrown from a catapult…
He blinked, sweat streaming into his eyes.
He didn’t have a siege engine in the caverns of the Veiled Mountain, but he knew where to find the next best thing.
“Sigaldra!” he shouted. “Follow me!”
She nodded and ran after him, and Adalar raced to far wall of the cavern, the Crimson Hunter pursuing them with deadly speed. 
 
###
 
Rigoric hammered at Mazael, his greatsword falling in massive overhand strikes again and again. Mazael retreated before the onslaught, deflecting some of the blows, dodging others, and throwing himself out of the way for a few. If any one of those overhand strikes connected, it would split Mazael in half. 
Yet those mighty blows had a dangerous weakness. Even with his inhuman speed, it took Rigoric a half-second to prepare them, and Mazael could exploit those half-seconds with his own speed. Again and again he struck, and Talon bit again and again into Rigoric’s black cuirass. The Champion made no effort to dodge, trusting in the strength of his armor to protect him. 
So far, he had been proven correct.
But every one of Mazael’s blows left a deep, shiny cut in the black armor. Mazael suspected that Rigoric hadn’t realized that Talon’s edge was biting into the steel. A sword of normal steel would not have been able to manage it, but Talon had been made from dragon claw, a substance lighter and stronger and more flexible than steel. With every hit, the blade sank a little deeper into Rigoric’s cuirass.
Mazael did not think that the Champion had realized his danger.
Certainly the Prophetess had not warned him of it. 
Mazael doubted that she had even noticed. Her eyes were still closed, darting back and forth behind their lids, her hands still hidden by the front of her robe. He would have thought that Azurvaltoria would have stopped her, but Azurvaltoria seemed fixed upon the combat, her massive head twitching back and forth as she watched the flow of the duel. 
Would the dragon realize if the Prophetess tried treachery? Perhaps Azurvaltoria thought herself beyond the reach of anything the Prophetess could attempt. Such an attitude was folly. The Old Demon had considered himself unconquerable right up until Lion’s fire had incinerated him from the inside out. 
Rigoric went on the attack once more, untiring, and Mazael defended.
 
###
 
Sigaldra sprinted next to Adalar as he wove and dodged across the cavern. 
The Crimson Hunter shot after them. 
“Where are we going?” Sigaldra shouted. Their desperate flight had taken them far from the ring of blue fire and the shrine holding the Mask.
“Not far!” said Adalar, gasping. 
The far wall of the cavern came into the sight, along with the rough ramp leading to the chambers holding the basins of poison and healing antidote. Adalar ran up the ramp, and Sigaldra followed him. Did he think to escape the Veiled Mountain? They couldn’t outrun the Crimson Hunter, and Sigaldra would not abandon Liane. She would leave the caverns with her sister, or she would not leave at all. 
They stumbled into the chamber with the basin of healing potion. Adalar ran to the archway leading to the chamber with the basin of poison and stopped a few feet away. 
“What are you doing?” said Sigaldra.
“Wait a moment,” said Adalar, the strange sword shimmering with gray light in his fist. 
“We can’t stay here,” said Sigaldra. “If the Crimson Hunter catches us in an enclosed space it will tear us apart.”
The huge spider appeared atop the ramp, its carapace gleaming, the red hourglass splotch upon its abdomen seeming to glow.
“I know,” said Adalar. “Wait.” 
The Crimson Hunter glided forward with eerie grace. It was the perfect predator, quick and fast and deadly, and Sigaldra had no chance against it.
Gods and ancestors, but Sigaldra had come to detest spiders. 
“Adalar,” she said.
“Now!” said Adalar. He ran through the archway into the next chamber, pulling Sigaldra along. They stumbled to a stop next to the plinth holding the basin of poison, and Adalar whirled to face the archway, sword ready. Sigaldra caught her balance as the Crimson Hunter shot forward, pincers yawning wide to rip into their flesh.
Then the stone doors to the chamber slammed shut.
The Crimson Hunter had gotten halfway through the archway when the massive slab of stone fell into place. It cut the giant spider in half, one portion sealed away in the chamber with the healing potion, the other skidding to a halt a few yards from Sigaldra. The pincers snapped open and closed, the legs lashing at the air, but gray mist and light leaked from the stump where the creature’s abdomen had once been attached.
For a moment the severed half of the Crimson Hunter thrashed, and then it dissolved into nothingness.
Sigaldra let out a long, shaking breath, and then to her astonishment, she started to laugh. 
“What?” said Adalar. “What’s funny?”
“Nothing,” said Sigaldra. She laughed once more, shook her head, and then got herself under control. “Nothing at all. I just…I wasn’t expecting that. Gods and ancestors! I’ve never seen a giant spider cut in half before.”
“Neither have I,” said Adalar. “I’m glad that worked. I wasn’t sure if it would. But I could think of nothing else to do.”
Sigaldra smiled at him, still a little giddy. “That was clever, my lord Adalar. Now let’s rejoin the others and defeat the Prophetess.”
He looked graver than usual. “About that part…”
The sigils upon the walls began to glow with harsh yellow-orange light, flooding the chamber with heat.
 
###
 
The edge of the greatsword clipped Mazael’s shoulder. His chain mail turned the edge of Rigoric’s blade, but the Champion still struck with the force of a kicking bull. Mazael stumbled, barely keeping his footing, and Rigoric charged without hesitation. The greatsword hammered down, and Mazael staggered to the side, slashing with Talon. Rigoric twisted his wrists, pinning Mazael’s blade in place beneath the heavy greatsword.
Mazael’s left hand was still free, so he punched Rigoric in the face.
That hurt a great deal. His fist slammed into Rigoric’s mask of sword blades, and even through his leather gauntlet, it still felt as if he had punched a stone wall, the shock of it shooting up his shoulder. The punch was still strong enough to snap Rigoric’s head back, and the Champion retreated, sweeping his greatsword before him to ward off any attacks. Mazael dodged and went on the attack before Rigoric could recover. 
Again Talon bit into Rigoric’s armor, and a shudder went through his cuirass.
 
###
 
“What do you mean?” said Sigaldra, the heat from the symbols washing over her face. 
“There’s only one way out of here,” said Adalar. “I have to drink the poison.”
“One of us has to drink the poison,” said Sigaldra. 
“It should be me,” said Adalar, sheathing the Dark Elderborn sword in his shoulder scabbard. “To be blunt, you’re smaller than I am, so the poison will affect you more quickly. I just have to make it to the healing potion before it kills me.”
“Lord Mazael barely made it to the potion!” said Sigaldra. 
“See?” said Adalar. “He’s at least fifteen years older than I am. It won’t kill me as quickly.” 
“No,” said Sigaldra.
“There’s no other way,” said Adalar. “If one of us has to die here, better that it is me. I have no family left. You have your sister and the rest of the Jutai. You have to escape to rescue you sister.”
Sigaldra stared at him, stricken. His words made cold, logical sense. She had told herself again and again that she would do anything, sacrifice anyone, to save Liane. 
Now that it came to it…
“No,” said Sigaldra.
“It has to be me,” said Adalar with a faint smile. “Then I just drink the healing potion, and we’ll go kill the Prophetess.”
Sigaldra opened her mouth, closed it again, unable to speak through the emotions warring through her.
“I’m sorry,” she said at last.
“No,” said Adalar. “Don’t be. I thought I would die for nothing. If I am to die today, let it be for something.”
Before she could answer, before she could stop him, he cupped his hands, plunged them into the basin, lifted the poison to his lips, and drank. 
At once the symbols upon the walls went dark, and the doors slid open with the grating rasp of stone on stone. 
Adalar managed three strong steps before he groaned, his eyes going wide, every muscle in his body seeming to go rigid at once. He staggered forward another step, and Sigaldra rushed to him, helping to hold up.
“Come on,” she said, “hurry, hurry, please hurry…”
He managed a jerking nod, clenching his teeth. He staggered forward, and Sigaldra half-dragged him to the archway to the next chamber. Another dozen yards and they would reach the basin with the healing potion…
Adalar fell to one knee, pulling Sigaldra down with him.
“Get up,” she said. “Get up, get up…”
He smiled at her, but his eyes rolled up into his head, and he fell upon the floor. Sigaldra stared at him, trying to think of what to do. She was not strong enough to carry him to the plinth. She might be able to drag him there, but he would not be able to drink, and by the time she got him there, he might be dead.
Could she bring some of the potion to him? She had nothing that could carry a liquid, and his mouth was closed. She couldn’t cup it in her hands, because she needed her hands to pry his mouth open and hold his nose to pour it down his throat. 
She couldn’t save him. 
“No,” whispered Sigaldra, pure fury rising up to swallow her.
She had lost so much. The Malrags had slaughtered her people. Battle had claimed her father and brothers. Ragnachar had taken their homeland away. The Prophetess had kidnapped Liane. Sigaldra had lost too much already. She was not going to lose Adalar. 
She was not!
Sigaldra ran to the plinth, plunged her hands into the basin, and filled with them the blue potion. She lifted her hands and drank, holding the potion in her mouth without swallowing. Adalar shuddered, his breathing coming slower and slower, a ghastly blue tinge coloring his lips and fingers. Sigaldra shoved away from the plinth, the potion sloshing around her teeth, and ran to Adalar’s side. She knelt next to him and pulled his jaws open.
Then she bent over him, put her mouth against his, and let the antidote potion fall into his opened mouth. She pinched his nose shut and pushed his head back, and after a moment he swallowed. 
He shuddered once more, and then went limp, the sweat glistening on his forehead.
Nothing else happened. 
Sigaldra stared at him, horrified. She should have told him to stay at Greatheart Keep, or to go home to Castle Dominus and Mastaria. This was her fault. She had known following her would lead Adalar Greatheart to his death, and she had let it happen away because she was selfish and ruthless and…
Adalar’s eyes popped open, and he sucked in a heaving breath. Then another came, and another, and Sigaldra almost sobbed with relief. 
“Did…did it work?” said Adalar. 
“Yes,” said Sigaldra, cupping his cheek with her left hand, the stubble rough beneath her fingers. “Yes, it did. We’re out.” 
He blinked in surprise, his right hand closing around her left. She thought he would pull her hand away, but instead his hand rested atop hers. Then he seemed to draw his thoughts back together, and he straightened up and stood, helping her up as well. 
“Then let’s finish this,” said Adalar, “and save your sister.”
Sigaldra nodded, and they ran back into the cavern. 
 
###
 
Mazael’s shoulders ached, his arms throbbed, and his knees screamed with pain. Sweat sheeted down his face, and even with his Demonsouled rage, he felt his stamina starting to waver. Rigoric suffered from no such limitation, and his swings and parries were just as sharp and as crisp as they had been at the start of the duel.
But Talon’s edge had carved a deep valley into the center of his cuirass, just below his chest. 
Once more Rigoric attacked, as implacable as an avalanche, and Mazael ducked under the blow. He spun, whipping Talon around, and drove the sword of dragon claw against the Champion’s armor. 
This time the sword dug through the steel with a loud snap, cutting the cuirass in half. The lower half fell to the ground, and Talon’s edge slashed through the padded gambeson beneath the armor to rip open Rigoric’s belly. The Champion stiffened as blood poured over his stomach, steel threads erupting from the wound to heal it, more steel threads bursting from his mask to sink into his neck. 
Mazael stepped back, and Rigoric raised his sword up to block. Instead of slashing, Mazael ducked low, and drove his fist into Rigoric’s wounded stomach.
The Mask of the Champion gave Rigoric great strength and power, but that terrible wound across his stomach had to hurt. Mazael felt something squish and tear beneath his gauntlet, and Rigoric let out a hissing gasp of pain. The Champion started to straighten up, and Mazael punched again, tearing the wound open wider.
Rigoric staggered, doubling over, and Mazael stepped back, his bloody hands grasping Talon’s hilt, and brought the sword down. Rigoric still had enough presence of mind to dodge, but Talon sank a third of the way into his neck. The Champion shuddered as Mazael ripped the sword free, the steely threads snapping and coiling around his neck, and Mazael raised Talon for the death blow. 
The Demonsouled blood in him screamed with satisfaction.
“Behold!” thundered Azurvaltoria. “Lord Mazael has triumphed over your champion, Celina du Almaine. Behold the price of challenging Azurvaltoria in her…”
The Prophetess’s derisive laughter cut through the dragon’s pronouncement, and Mazael froze in astonishment.
Why the devil was she laughing?
“And now you shall behold the power of the great goddess herself!” said the Prophetess. She flung her arms wide, the collar of her robes loosening, and Mazael glimpsed the purple fire dancing around the Talisman against her chest. “Behold the power of Marazadra!” 
The dragon’s head displayed nothing like human expressions, but Mazael could have sworn that he saw contempt there, followed by the blaze of fire gathering behind the white fangs. 
The Prophetess made a hooking gesture, and purple fire blazed around the Mask of Marazadra upon its altar. A haze of shadows swirled around the Mask, and it erupted with a shaft of purple fire. The shaft struck the Prophetess, and she threw back her head and screamed with ecstasy. 
Power exploded from her in all directions. The ring of blue fire winked out, and a gale struck Mazael, knocking him over. He saw Romaria and Timothy and the others fall as well, Crouch’s furious barks echoing through the cavern. Mazael hit the ground and rolled several times, coming to a stop near the stone table that had held the silver arrows. For a moment his battered, exhausted body refused to move any further, and then he snarled and shoved against the ground, getting to one knee.
As he did, he saw an arc of purple lightning leap from the Prophetess’s hand to strike the dragon. 
Mazael expected Azurvaltoria to shrug off the spell, as she had when wearing the guise of Mother Volaria. Instead the dragon screamed in agony, her head arching back as fire erupted from her maw to rip across the cavern ceiling overhead. The awful heat of that fire struck Mazael, and the cavern’s ceiling glowed from the blast of dragon fire. 
The purple lighting coiled around Azurvaltoria, and she shrank, blurring back into the aged form of Mother Volaria. Then she shifted again, becoming the young woman who had spoken with Mazael in the Guesthouse, and then she shifted again, becoming the form of the mighty blue dragon once more. 
The shifts came faster and faster, from old woman to young woman and back again. Strange, twisted forms appeared as the Prophetess’s magic attacked the dragon, half-human, half-dragon shapes, hideous and distorted. Azurvaltoria screamed in agony all the while, and snarling bolts of purple lightning and blasts of furious dragon fire leapt off her to strike at the ceiling and walls of the cavern. The floor began to tremble beneath the bombardment of magical forces, and Mazael heard a snapping, grinding noise as cracks began to spread through the stone. 
The Prophetess raced up the stairs to the shrine, black robe billowing around her. 
Mazael snarled, drawing on his Demonsouled rage for strength. He looked around and saw that Rigoric had already regained his feet, running towards Liane, the wound in his neck healed. The girl had lost her gag in the wind, and she was screaming for Sigaldra. Without ceremony Rigoric scooped her up, hoisted her over his shoulder, and ran to join the Prophetess within the shrine. 
Mazael turned to pursue them, and then another thought occurred to him.
Azurvaltoria had forgotten her own advice. She had urged him to set up the game so he won no matter what happened. The Prophetess herself had done so, drawing on the power of the Mask to cripple Azurvaltoria, perhaps even to kill the dragon. There was every possibility, Mazael realized, that the Prophetess would escape with the Mask of Marazadra.
What then? 
Mazael snatched one of the maethweisyrs from the table and sprinted after the Prophetess and Rigoric. The dragon thrashed in her death throes next to the shrine, her body blurring and shifting from human to dragon and back again, limbs and wings and eyes appearing and disappearing at random over the rippling mass. Blast after blast of purple lightning ripped off her to strike the ceiling, the entire Veiled Mountain groaning with the strain of it. 
The ceiling might collapse around them at any moment.
Mazael raced up the stairs, Liane’s screams ringing in his ears. The Prophetess whirled, purple fire snarling around her fingers, the Mask of Marazadra glowing in her other hand. 
“Farewell, Mazael Cravenlock,” she spat, raising her free hand. “This is the last…”
Mazael flung the maethweisyr at her. 
It was the only thing that saved his life. The blade ripped across the side of her face, drawing blood, and the Prophetess screamed. The spell that would have blasted him to ashes instead clipped him on the left side, sending him spinning down the hill to land at the foot of the stairs below. 
 
###
 
The cavern shuddered around Adalar, Sigaldra stumbling next to him.
“What is happening?” she shouted over the snarling roar of the purple lightning bolts erupting from the shrine.
“I don’t know!” said Adalar. He assumed the dragon had chosen to unleash her magic. But why? If Azurvaltoria had decided to kill them all, wouldn’t it be easier to burn them all to death?
They reached the empty area below the shrine. Romaria, Earnachar, Timothy, Basjun, and Crouch lay stunned, though some of them were beginning to regain their feet. A….twisted thing, blurring through shape after shape, lay next to the shrine, diminishing and swelling to immensity and shrinking again. Adalar glimpsed Mother Volaria and Azurvaltoria blended together, shrinking and growing and twisting and blurring together. Somehow the dragon had lost control of her shapeshifting power.
Or the Prophetess had done this to her.
If the Prophetess was stronger than the dragon, how could Adalar and Sigaldra hope to defeat her?
He spotted Mazael sprawled at the foot of the stairs leading to the shrine, stirring as he regained consciousness. The Mask of Marazadra was gone from the altar, and Adalar glimpsed Rigoric’s dark form on the other side of the shrine.
“No!” said Sigaldra. “No, no, no!”
She sprinted up the stairs, Adalar following her. They entered the shrine, running past the empty altar. Adalar spotted the Prophetess and Rigoric running for the far end of the cavern, heading for a narrow tunnel visible on the distant stone wall. 
“Liane!” said Sigaldra.
Liane was slung over Rigoric’s shoulder, still bound, though the gag was gone. She looked up at them both, and even across the distance Adalar felt the sudden power in her pale blue gaze.
The Sight had come upon her.
“Remember, sister!” said Liane, her voice ringing through the cavern, louder even than the roar of the lightning and the snarl of cracking stone. “Remember! When the time comes, sound the Horn! You must do it! You and no one else!” 
Sigaldra started to run after them, and a slab of stone the size of the common room of Armalast’s Guesthouse fell from the ceiling and landed with a crash next to the shrine. Gold coins and jewels sprayed in all directions, and the impact knocked Adalar from his feet, Sigaldra going to one knee. 
When he stood again, Mazael stumbled into the shrine. 
“We have to go after them!” said Sigaldra.
“We can’t,” said Mazael, looking at the floor. “This whole cavern is about to collapse. Azurvaltoria has lost control of her power, and she’s going to bring the mountain down atop us.” He scowled…and then a vicious, pleased smile came over his bearded face.
He snatched up a curious dagger with a crimson blade. 
“This is our last chance,” said Sigaldra. “She has the Mask, she has my sister…”
“She’s getting away now,” said Mazael, “but she won’t get away the next time, and we can’t help your sister if we’re buried here. Run!”
They scrambled down the stairs and rejoined the others, and fled from the cavern as the ceiling started to collapse, the blasts of purple lightning drilling into the walls. 
 
###
 
A short time later they emerged into the sunlight once more, back into the damp, misty air of the Dragon’s Gate. Faint tremors went through the ground beneath Sigaldra’s boots, and she heard the distant sound of cracking stone from within the cavern. A cloud of ash rose from the jagged top of the Veiled Mountain, lit from within by harsh fire. 
The ash blew away to the west, but Sigaldra tasted its bitterness upon the tongue nonetheless.
They had failed. Sigaldra had failed her sister one last time.



Chapter 20: Cheating
 
“We’ll rest here,” said Mazael, “and then continue on in the morning.” 
He had led them away from the Veiled Mountain and the Dragon’s Gate, back to the foothills where the air was colder and drier. After the harsh heat inside the mountain, the cool air was a relief. 
“To what point?” said Earnachar, wiping the soot and the sweat from his face. “We have failed.”
“Have we?” said Mazael.
“Aye,” said Sigaldra. Her face was drawn and pale, her ragged hair lank with sweat, her eyes bloodshot from exhaustion and grief. “We knew where the Prophetess was going. First Armalast, and then the Veiled Mountain. Now…we couldn’t follow her before the cavern collapsed. She could go anywhere in the world.”
“I don’t know where she’s going,” said Mazael, “but I know how to find out.”
“How?” said Sigaldra.
In answer Mazael reached in to his belt and drew out the crimson maethweisyr. 
Romaria looked at it, blinked, and then let out a quiet laugh. 
“My father,” said Mazael, “was right about one thing in his life.”
Adalar blinked. “Lord Adalon?”
“Yes,” said Mazael. There was no reason for Adalar to know that Lord Adalon Cravenlock had not been Mazael’s father. “He told me once that the best way to play a game was to make sure that you came out ahead no matter what happened, that no matter who won or who lost, you found an advantage.” He tossed the maethweisyr to himself, catching it by the handle. 
“If he had followed his own advice,” said Adalar, his doubt plain, “perhaps he would still be the liege lord of the Grim Marches.” 
“Maybe,” said Mazael.
“What was the point of that little speech?” said Sigaldra, her annoyance plain. “And why are you playing with that dagger?”
“This is called a maethweisyr,” said Mazael. “A Dark Elderborn weapon designed to store the blood of a victim. I threw it at the Prophetess before she escaped.” He tapped the crimson blade with a finger. “This is her blood. And what can a wizard do with blood?”
For a moment no one spoke. 
“I can track her, my lord,” said Timothy, his eyes widening. 
“You…you can?” said Sigaldra, something like hope returning to her. “Will she not block it?”
“She cannot,” said Timothy. “That is why wizards are so careful not to let drops of their blood fall into the wrong hands. With a sample of her blood, I can track her anywhere in the world. There is no spell or relic that can shield her from it. We can find her anywhere!”
“And we will follow her,” said Mazael. “This isn’t over yet, Sigaldra, I promise you that. We’re going to follow the Prophetess, find her, and kill her. No matter where she goes next, no matter where the Heart of the Spider is, we’re going to find her.”
And this time, Mazael promised himself, she would not escape. 



Epilogue
 
“You’re going to fail,” said Liane. 
The woman who had abandoned the name of Celina du Almaine ignored the girl’s voice.
The Prophetess and Rigoric walked north of the Veiled Mountain, the Mask of Marazadra cradled in the Prophetess’s arms. 
Exultation burned through her heart. At last, after years of searching, she had all that she needed to complete her work. A maethweisyr holding the blood of the last child of the Old Demon to empower the summoning. The Horn of Doom and Fate to call forth the dead to serve the goddess. The Mask of Marazadra to act as a channel for the power.
“You’re going to fail,” said Liane again. “The spider will consume you. Can you not see it?” 
The Prophetess smiled to herself.
And Liane, to act as a vessel for the reborn goddess. 
Yes, let the smug little brat talk. Her words would turn to screams soon enough.
Still…
Doubt gnawed at the Prophetess. She was so close to victory…and many a victory had turned to defeat in the final moments. Mazael Cravenlock should not have been able to follow her to Armalast. Certainly he should not have been able to track her to the Veiled Mountain and Azurvaltoria’s lair.
Yet he had.
It shouldn’t trouble her. Undoubtedly Mazael and his crazed wife and the brittle Jutai girl had been buried alive with Azurvaltoria’s bloated carcass. 
And yet…
The doubt would not leave the Prophetess. 
“The valgasts,” said the Prophetess. “They are ready for war, so we shall summon them. They can hinder the path of our foes. And Basracus, as well. He needs something useful to do. Let him hunt down Mazael Cravenlock and his allies.”
Rigoric inclined his head in agreement. 
The Prophetess would succeed. Marazadra would be reborn, and all the world would know virtue in the shadow of her fear. 
And if Mazael Cravenlock tried to stop her, the Prophetess would just have to kill him first. 
THE END
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Mask of the Demonsouled Trilogy
 
MAZAEL CRAVENLOCK has prevailed over terrible foes and now rules the Grim Marches with firm justice. Yet ancient evils are stirring in the shadows, freed at last by Mazael's own hand. Unless Mazael fights with all his strength, the world will fall.

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 darkness.

Read Mask of Swords and Mask of Dragons along with the short stories The Ransom Knight, The Bronze Knight and The Serpent Knight.
 
The Tower of Endless Worlds
 
THOMAS WYCLIFFE just wants to finish his dissertation in peace and quiet. So when a man in a black robe appears in his closet, claiming to be the last of the Warlocks, Wycliffe figures it is a bad joke.

But he soon realizes the last of the Warlocks can give him power beyond imagining.
And all it will cost is his soul.
SIMON WESTER needs a job. Badly. So when a rich and powerful Senator offers him employment, he jumps at the chance. Sure, Simon expects to find some corruption, some shady deals.
He doesn't expect to find black magic.
LIAM MASTERE is a Knight of the Sacred Blade, defender of the mortal races. But can swords stand against guns? As bullets and bombs destroy his kingdom, Liam must risk everything to save his homeland's one chance of salvation.
By daring the horrors of the Tower of Endless Worlds…
Read The Tower of Endless Worlds for free. The saga of the Tower continues in A Knight of the Sacred Blade, A Wizard of the White Council, and The Destroyer of Worlds.
 
Cloak Games
 
In 2013, a gate to another world opened, and Elves used their magic to conquer Earth, crushing all resistance before them. 
Three hundred years after the Conquest, the exiled Elven High Queen rules an orderly but stagnant Earth, with humanity forced to fight in the High Queen’s war against the traitors on the Elven homeworld. 

Nadia Moran doesn’t care about that. She doesn’t care about the High Queen, or the Rebels seeking to overthrow her. All she cares about is getting her baby brother the treatments he needs to recover from his potentially fatal disease…and those treatments have a steep price.

Fortunately, Nadia has magic of her own, and she’s a very, very good thief.

Unfortunately, the powerful Elven lord Morvilind has a hold on Nadia. If she doesn’t follow his commands, her brother is going to die.

Of course, given how dangerous Morvilind’s missions are, Nadia might not live long enough to see her brother’s death… 

Read Cloak Games: Thief Trap, Cloak Games: Frost Fever and Cloak Games: Rebel Fist.



  
About the Author
Standing over six feet tall, USA Today bestselling author Jonathan Moeller has the piercing blue eyes of a Conan of Cimmeria, the bronze-colored hair of a Visigothic warrior-king, and the stern visage of a captain of men, none of which are useful in his career as a computer repairman, alas.

He has written the DEMONSOULED series of sword-and-sorcery novels, and continues to write THE GHOSTS sequence about assassin and spy Caina Amalas, the COMPUTER BEGINNER'S GUIDE series of computer books, and numerous other works.

Visit his website at:

http://www.jonathanmoeller.com
Visit his technology blog at:

http://www.computerbeginnersguides.com
Contact him at:
jmcontact@jonathanmoeller.com
You can sign up for his email newsletter here, or watch for news on his Facebook page or Twitter feed.
 



Glossary of Characters
 
ADALAR GREATHEART - Lord of Castle Dominus and a vassal of Malden Roland. Once the squire of Mazael Cravenlock, and known for his valor and skill with a sword. 
ADELAIDE STORMSEA CHALSAIN – The bastard daughter of Lord Alberon of Castle Stormsea. Wed Prince Hugh Chalsain of Barellion after the defeat of the usurper Malaric, and is now Hugh's Lady Consort.

AEGIDIA - Once the Guardian of the Tervingi, the teacher of Riothamus, and the mother of Ragnachar. Betrayed and murdered by Ragnachar at Stone Tower. 

AGANTYR – Formerly the High King of the Aegonar and the anointed of Sepharivaim. Killed by Hugh Chalsain during the defeat of the usurper Malaric.

AGARIC - A Tervingi swordthain sworn to Earnachar son of Balnachar.
AGRAVAIN RAINIER - Lord of Tumblestone and a vassal of Malden Roland. A skilled battle commander. 

AIDAN TORMAUD - A Commander in the Justiciar Order. Fled with Gerald Roland, and now in rebellion against the Grand Master of the Justiciars. Now a vassal of Lord Gerald Roland.

ALDANE ROLAND – The eldest son of Gerald and Rachel Roland. Now three years old. 

ALBERON STORMSEA – Lord of Castle Stormsea, and now Prince Hugh's Lord Lieutenant in Barellion, though the Lady Consort holds most of the actual power. Known for his petulant and morose nature. 

AMALRIC GALBRAITH - A son of the Old Demon, and half-brother to Mazael Cravenlock. Formerly the Grand Master of the Dominiar Order, and killed by Mazael and Adalar Greatheart at the Battle of Tumblestone. 

ARDANNA - The High Druid of the Elderborn tribes and Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock's mother.
ARDIFF - The bailiff of Blueholt village.
ARNULF, SON OF KAERWULF – Headman and swordthain of the Tervingi nation. Steady and unflappable in combat. A loyal follower of Mazael Cravenlock.

ATARANUR - The alias adopted by Lucan Mandragon while in disguise at Knightcastle. A High Elderborn title meaning "Lord of Gifts."

ATHAELIN GREENSHIELD - Romaria Greenshield Cravenlock's father, and formerly the Champion of Deepforest Keep. Killed by Ultorin during the siege of Deepforest Keep.
ATHANARIC - A hrould of the Tervingi nation, betrayed and murdered by Ragnachar at Stone Tower.
AULUS HIRTAN - A knight in Mazael Cravenlock's service, and Mazael's herald.
BASJUN - Son of the merchant Danel, and a skilled hunter and tracker. 
BASRACUS - A chieftain of the Skuldari. 
BELIFANE ROLAND – The youngest son of Gerald and Rachel Roland, now a year and a half old. Named for Gerald’s elder brother, slain in battle against Lord Richard Mandragon of the Grim Marches. 

BRYCE SPEARSHORE - Lord of Spearshore in southern Greycoast, and a loyal supporter of Prince Hugh Chalsain.
CALDARUS - The Grand Master of the Justiciar Order of knights. Famed for his ruthlessness and his single-minded advancement of the Justiciars' wealth and power. Corrupted by Lucan Mandragon, and then killed at the battle of the Northwater. 

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 in the service of Lord Gerald Roland. 

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. 

DANEL - A merchant of Skuldar. Father of Basjun. 
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. 

HIRUNE - The keeper of the Guesthouse in the Skuldari city of Armalast. 
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 returned to aid Mazael against 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. 
ARMALAST - The capital city and chief stronghold of Skuldar.
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. 

VOLMAYA - A village in eastern Skuldar. 
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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