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The last vestiges of daylight bled from the sky, painting the rolling hills in hues of bruised purple and sullen orange. Within the swaying cocoon of the wagon, two nobles, their faces etched by the flickering lamplight, spoke in low tones, their words a counterpoint to the rhythmic creak of the wheels and the steady tramp of armed guards outside.

“Have you heard the tidings from the northern marches, Wichmann?” Ludolf began, his voice a low rumble that seemed to be swallowed by the encroaching twilight. He drew his fur-lined cloak tighter, though the air was mild. “They say the light of Christendom gains ground against the barbarous savages that dwell in the wilderlands.”

Wichmann, a man whose sharp features were softened by a life of comfort, nodded slowly. His gaze was distant, fixed on the shifting shadows that danced at the edge of the light’s reach. “Such tales have reached my ears, my friend. A heartening thought in these darkening times. A triumph for the faith.”

A humorless smile touched Ludolf’s lips. “Indeed, a triumph. My own son, Frederick, has but recently returned from the campaigns in the forsaken lands of the Twangste. He led one of the great offensives.”

“A hero of the faith, then!” Wichmann declared, his voice ringing with a conviction that seemed out of place in the gloom. “The Lord will surely shower him with blessings for his valor.”

Ludolf’s expression tightened, the lines around his eyes deepening. “I would that it were so. But the Lord’s mercy has been... scant. He has returned to my halls, but I fear he did not leave the shadows of that accursed land behind him.”

Wichmann leaned forward, his interest piqued. “What mean you? Was he grievously wounded in the fray?”

“Grievously? No, not in the manner a soldier expects,” Ludolf said, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “His wounds are not of the flesh, but of the spirit. He is a ghost in his own home, Wichmann. He barely sleeps, and what little food passes his lips he takes with no relish. His eyes... his eyes are ever wide, as if watching for some unseen foe. The stories he tells... they would curdle the blood of a seasoned campaigner, let alone frighten children.”

A prickle of unease traced its way down Wichmann’s spine. The tales of the savage north were common enough, but this was different. This was personal. “If you would indulge me, Ludolf... what tales are these? My heart is strangely stirred by your words.”

Ludolf fell silent for a long moment, the only sounds the creaking of the wagon and the distant hoot of an owl. When he spoke again, his voice was heavy with a father’s sorrow. “The things that stir in the deep woods, where the light of our faith has yet to reach, are a blasphemy against God and man. My son speaks of forests that whisper in the dead of night, their branches weaving together to form a living, malevolent canopy. He warns that a man must choose his resting place with care, lest he wake to find himself impaled upon a bough that was not there when he laid his head down to sleep.”

He paused, taking a shaky breath. “He speaks of witches, their faces hidden behind masks of woven bone, who do not cast spells as our storytellers imagine. Instead, they brew a madness in the very air, a seething rage that turns brother against brother, causing whole regiments to tear each other apart in a frenzy of bloodlust. And then there are the creatures... small, he says, no more than a foot or two in height, with skin the color of a deep bruise and eyes that glint with a hateful intelligence. They carry daggers of sharpened flint and heavy stones, and though one is of little threat, they come in swarms, a chittering tide of blue that flows from the trees and the very earth itself.”

Ludolf’s gaze met Wichmann’s, and in their depths, Wichmann saw a reflection of his own growing dread. “Frederick bears the scars of such an encounter, a tapestry of small, vicious cuts that cover his body. He told me of an ambush in a shadowed grove. They fell from the trees like rain, a silent, deadly downpour. They swarmed underfoot, their tiny blades finding every gap in a man’s armor. Half his company was lost in that single, horrific encounter.”

“And when they finally reached the strongholds of the infidels,” Ludolf continued, his voice now a hoarse whisper, “it was to find a new kind of horror. They witnessed blood rituals performed under a black sun, heard chants that twisted the very air, and fought alongside men who had taken fiendish things from the forest as their companions. Frederick was one of the few who survived, his body broken and his spirit... shattered. The lord, in his wisdom, has rewarded his service with lands and a title, but I fear the truest prize would have been to never have set foot in that cursed place.”

Wichmann was silent, the image of a whispering forest and a swarm of blue-skinned creatures vivid in his mind. “Truly diabolical,” he murmured at last. “At the very least, your son has been blessed with worldly rewards for his bravery.”

“He has,” Ludolf conceded, “and for that, I am grateful. But whether he will ever truly recover from the things he has seen... only time will tell.”

Wichmann leaned back, the lamplight casting long, dancing shadows across the wagon’s interior. “Perhaps more time spent in the sanctity of the church will cleanse his spirit. The evil he has witnessed is a thing of dark magic, and only the divine light of God can truly hope to banish such a shadow from a man’s soul.”

Ludolf nodded, though his expression remained bleak. “Indeed. We can only pray that it is so.”

Outside, the darkness had fully consumed the world, and the rhythmic tread of the guards seemed to be the only thing holding the encroaching shadows at bay.
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The fort stood as a jagged wound upon the landscape. Its walls, great soot-blackened logs laid one atop the other, each the girth of a winter-fed ox, bore the fresh scars of the recent assault. This was a place of heathen strength, a bastion of the old ways, now consecrated by the sword and the cross. Within its heart, in the chieftain’s longhouse now repurposed as a war room, four men stood silhouetted against the flickering light of tallow lamps. The air was thick with the smell of damp wood, stale sweat, and old blood.

Upon a crude table lay a map of these godless northern territories, a parchment stained with wine and worry. Presiding over it was Von Wulf, High Commander of the Vanguard. He was a man forged in the crucible of war, his face a testament to its brutal artistry. A jagged white scar cleaved his brow and pulled one eyelid into a permanent, cynical squint. The thick, black hair receding from his temples was shot through with the frost of his forty years. His plate armor, a masterpiece of grim functionality, bore the dings and scratches of a hundred battles beneath the stark, black crosses painted on its white surcoat.

“Report,” he commanded, his voice the grating sound of stone on steel. “What is the butcher’s bill?”

The first to speak was Anno, a young noble whose mind was a finely honed instrument of sums and measures. Of average build but possessed of a coiled strength, his rise to Master of Logistics had been meteoric, a product of a mind as swift as his sword. He wore a fine coat of chainmail with plated spaulders and cuirass, his great helm resting on the table beside him.

“The situation is foul, my lord,” Anno stated, his tone devoid of emotion. “We lost a third of our strength taking these walls. By my ledgers, four supply caravans should have reached us by now. None have arrived. I can only assume the roads, and the men who guarded them, have been swallowed by these cursed woods.”

A new voice, dry as autumn leaves, entered the conversation. It belonged to Ulrich the Great, a living relic of past crusades. His skin was unnaturally pale, stretched taut over his skull, and his eyes were sunk in dark, bruised hollows. A chilling stillness clung to him, a void where other men had fear. This was his third holy war, a man said to be blessed by the Pope himself, whose legend was built upon charging headlong into the teeth of the enemy.

“What of the fortress’s own stores?” Ulrich asked, his gaze fixed on the map as if seeing ghosts in its lines.

Anno shook his head. “Scoured. The heathens burned their granaries before the end. The main well is also suspect. We found clumps of sickly, black-leafed petals and spiraling sigils painted in what could only be blood around its lip. I have forbidden anyone from drinking from it, though we had three volunteers... a grim lottery. We will know their fate by morning. As it stands, our provisions will be gone in two days. Our water skins will be empty by sunrise.”

“Damnation,” Von Wulf spat. “At dawn, send out scouts. Small parties, in every direction. Hunters as well. The rest will toil to repair and fortify the walls. We dig in like badgers and pray the headquarters has not forgotten us. We can push no further, not while we are bloodied and starved. Send a rider to report we have taken the fort, but that we are stranded without men and supplies. For now, get what rest you can. We are dismissed.”

As the others turned to leave, a fourth figure, who had remained in the shadows, stepped forward. It was Ludolf, the youngest son of a powerful noble. Lacking the prospect of inheritance, he had sought glory in the crusade, his father funding a retinue of fifty elite warriors to serve him. They were a mystery, these soldiers, clad in plate that obscured every inch of their being, their helms never removed in the sight of others, nor a word having ever passed their lips. So far, their silent vow had been matched by an unnerving lethality; not one had fallen, while the tally of pagans they had slain grew ever longer. Ludolf, a man of timid disposition, had been assigned the grim task of dealing with prisoners.

“My lord Von Wulf,” he began, his voice softer than the others. “The captives... what is to be done with them?”

Von Wulf did not even turn. “What else? Put them to the sword. Toss their corpses over the walls. Let them draw whatever carrion beasts haunt these woods. At least then our archers might have sport, though I doubt any creature spawned in this godless mire is fit for a Christian stomach.”

“Yes, sir,” Ludolf murmured.

“Then see it done,” Von Wulf growled. “Dismissed.”



Later, the moon rose, a great, bruised pearl in the ink-black sky, its cold light bathing the war-torn fortress in an ethereal glow. Torches sputtered on the palisades, their flames lonely sparks against an endless, suffocating forest. Suddenly, a sound ripped through the night—a deep, soul-shaking roar that was not of any beast known to the lands of men. It was a sound of primal hunger and ancient rage. It was followed by the splintering of wood and the shrill screams of men, which were brutally cut short by wet, tearing noises and guttural gnashing.

In the heart of the fortress, within the soldier’s camp, a nightmare had been born. Ludolf, rallying his silent garrison, was the first commander to arrive. The scene that met his eyes was a charnel house. The air was a fog of sweat and the coppery tang of blood. Three colossal bears, abominations warped and swollen to thrice the size of any natural bruin, were rampaging through the tents. Limbs were strewn like firewood. One of the beasts, its eyes burning with malevolent intellect, seized a fleeing soldier, its claws ripping his face away in a single, horrifying swipe.

“Archers!” Ludolf’s voice cut through the pandemonium, a point of order in the screaming chaos. “Fire at will!”

The command was a lifeline. Men, frozen in terror, regained a sliver of their wits. Bowstrings thrummed, and a desperate volley of arrows streaked through the torchlight. They clattered against the beasts' thick hides like hail on a slate roof. A few found purchase, sinking into flesh, but they served only to enrage the monstrosities further. Their aimless rampage focused, their burning eyes locking onto Ludolf’s position.

“Spear wall! Now!” Ludolf bellowed, drawing the magnificent, Cologne-blessed spear his father had gifted him. “Archers, keep firing through the gaps!”

Twenty men, their faces pale masks of fear, formed a bristling line of steel. Fear was a cold knot in their bellies, but duty was a fire in their hearts. The ground shook as the bears charged, a tide of muscle and fury. It was an eternity compressed into a heartbeat before they collided. Ludolf braced himself, aiming his blessed spear at the heart of the lead creature. The force of the impact was a thunderclap that he felt up his arms and into his teeth. The spearhead plunged deep, but the beast’s momentum was unstoppable. Ludolf was thrown back, dragged along as the bear, in its death throes, continued its charge. It tried to lift its head, to let out one final roar, but the movement only drove the spear deeper, silencing it forever. It collapsed a few meters later, a mountain of dead flesh.

The other two bears crashed through the spear wall as if it were made of dry twigs, sending men and splintered spear-shafts flying. The alarm had now spread throughout the fort, and the entire garrison descended into the fray. For a full, bloody hour, the battle raged. The second bear was finally brought down by a score of arrows and a dozen swords. The third, grievously wounded, clambered impossibly up the main wall and leaped into the darkness of the forest, vanishing.

In the chaos, no one had noticed the prison pen. The pagan captives, their bonds cut, had armed themselves with fallen weapons and, with a final act of spite, stolen what little provisions remained before melting into the woods.



After the dust had settled, Von Wulf strode into the main square. The ground was slick with blood, and Anno and Ludolf stood grimly over a growing pile of their own dead.

“In all the seven hells, what happened here?” Von Wulf demanded.

Anno spoke before Ludolf could draw a breath, his report as sharp and merciless as an executioner’s axe. “It appears three great bears manifested from thin air in the barracks. They killed more than a dozen men before they could be stopped. Lord Ludolf slew one himself, our archers another, and the third escaped. In the commotion, the prisoners broke free.” Anno paused, letting the next words land with deliberate weight. "They took the remaining supplies, my lord."

Von Wulf’s head snapped towards Ludolf, his scarred eye twitching. “Prisoners? Why were they still drawing breath, Ludolf!?”

“I... I was proceeding with the garrison to carry out the order, my lord,” Ludolf stammered. “We were close by when the screams began. We rushed to aid...”

“You schweinehund,” Von Wulf hissed, his voice dangerously low. “They should have been dead and rotting an hour ago. Do you have any idea what this means? If the enemy learns how bloodied we are... how low our stores run...”

“My apologies, my lord,” Ludolf whispered, his face ashen.

“I would have you flayed and executed on this very spot if I did not need every man who can hold a sword,” Von Wulf said, stepping so close their noses almost touched. “But those savages will return, and when they do, your pathetic soul will be on that wall, killing them. Is that understood?”

“My apologies, my lord. I will take ten of their lives for every one of ours lost,” Ludolf vowed.

The sky, as if in judgment, had veiled itself in cloud, and a cold, pitiless rain began to fall, mingling with the blood on the ground.

“Kneel,” Von Wulf commanded.

Ludolf hesitated for a second, then obeyed, sinking to his knees in the mud.

“Hold out your left hand. Pinky finger extended.”

With a trembling hand, Ludolf did as he was told. Von Wulf drew his longsword. The blade, a tool of war, seemed to absorb the scant light. With a motion that was terrifying in its casualness, he slammed the edge of the greatsword down. It bit through the soft, wet earth, and through Ludolf’s finger.

Ludolf clenched his jaw so hard he felt teeth crack, a strangled gasp catching in his throat. He let no other sound escape his lips, though the world dissolved into a white-hot star of pain behind his eyes.

Von Wulf sheathed his sword, wiping a single drop of blood from the crossguard.

“Dismissed.”
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A DISSONANT CHORD WAS struck in the symphony of life that was Kernavė. It came as a lone rider, a specter of dust and desperation, his horse a foam-flecked, lathered beast, galloping not on the well-trod roads but straight through the golden sea of wheat that lapped at the settlement’s edge. He did not slow as he entered the sprawling tapestry of life outside the great wooden fortress, a place where the world of men and the world of spirit bled into one another in a vibrant, chaotic harmony.

Here, the air was thick with the scent of woodsmoke, roasting meats, and damp earth. It was a living thing, filled with the clang of the blacksmith’s hammer, the lowing of cattle being led to market, and the murmur of a hundred dialects. Men with the sharp, watchful eyes of hawks and cloaks that seemed woven from raven feathers bartered alongside stout, bearded merchants. Pixies with iridescent wings, drawn by the glitter of polished bronze and the sweetness of honey cakes, drifted on unseen currents, their laughter like the chiming of tiny, silver bells. On the verges of the settlement, beneath the shadow of the ditch-girded walls, shamans in deer-hide masks danced before smoking effigies, their chants ancient, guttural songs of protection. And beyond them, the Treekin, ancient sentinels of oak and ash, stood in silent communion with the sun, their bark like wrinkled shields, their presence a profound and peaceful anchor to the land.

The rider, heedless of this wonder, charged through the main gate, the guards recognizing the urgency in his flight and clearing a path. He was led, stumbling with exhaustion, into the fortress’s heart, into the longhouse of the chieftain, Živinbudas.

The room was a cavern of shadows and power. Torchlight flickered, making the furs that lined the walls—shadow-cat, dire-boar, and the pale pelts of winter wolves—seem to breathe. The very air was heavy with the scent of incense and old secrets. In the center, upon a throne hewn from the heartwood of a thunder-struck oak, sat the chieftain. The wood was a masterpiece of profane art, carved with spiraling knots and the glowering visages of forgotten gods, its arms draped in the skins of beasts no lesser man would dare hunt. Živinbudas himself, a man whose presence filled the room as surely as the smoke, watched the crier’s approach, his eyes dark and unreadable.

“I bring tidings from the west, great Živinbudas!” the crier gasped, his voice raw. “The Prussian tribes... they are beset by an invading host. They come from the sea, clad in iron shells that cover them from head to foot. They accept no parley, offer no quarter. They are a tide of savages, slaughtering all in their path. The Prussian chieftains beg for aid!”

Živinbudas leaned forward slightly, his gaze unwavering. “What else?”

“They burn the sacred groves, my lord. They shatter the shrines. The spirits of the forest are enraged, driven from their homes. Beasts not seen for generations now stalk the daylight hours, maddened with grief and fury. Our shamans have laid curses upon the land, weaving hexes of blood and root to poison the invaders, but...” The crier’s voice broke.

“But it does little good,” Živinbudas finished, his tone flat. “Such desperate magic often turns upon the caster.”

“It... it only gives them zeal, my lord,” the crier whispered, a new terror in his eyes. “I am from Truso. It was one of the first settlements to fall. We faced them with axe and spear, but it was like throwing pebbles at a mountain. The clang of our weapons on their armor... it is a sound of utter futility. We could only wound them through the gaps in their steel shells. The elders, in their despair, unleashed the old powers, awakening things that should have slumbered. But these invaders... they did not flee. They roared hymns to their one-god and fought with a fervor born of madness. I have run since that day, lord, to warn our Romuva brethren of the coming storm.”

“You have done well, boy,” Živinbudas said, his voice softening for the first time. “Your courage honors your fallen people. Rest now. You will be fed and housed within these walls.”

“Thank you, my lord,” the crier said, bowing his head. “At first light, I must ride on. All our brothers must know of this atrocity.”

“A noble cause,” Živinbudas rumbled. He reached into a pouch at his belt and tossed a heavy rod of hacksilver onto the floor before the crier. “For your haste and your hardship.”

The crier’s eyes widened at the glint of wealth. He snatched it up, his weariness momentarily forgotten. “My lord is generous. When my task is done, my life is yours to command.” He bowed low again and was led away, clutching his prize.

When the heavy door had boomed shut, Živinbudas turned to a figure who stood cloaked in the shadows near the throne. “Aras. Send riders. Muster the war bands. We have an opportunity.”

Aras, a man as lean and sharp as a hunting spear, stepped into the light. “An opportunity, my lord? You mean to aid the Prussians?”

A slow, cold smile spread across Živinbudas’s face. “Help them? Aras, the wolf does not help the wounded deer. It waits for the hunter to leave. While these iron men are busy chewing on the Prussians, we will secure the eastern lands of the Masovians, territories I have long coveted.”

“But these invaders,” Aras countered, his brow furrowed. “Men who can forge such armor... whose faith makes them immune to our oldest fears... They sound a formidable foe. What if, after they are done with the Prussians, they turn their gaze upon us?”

Živinbudas’s eyes glinted in the torchlight, a spark of something ancient and predatory within them. “That thought does prickle the mind, does it not? All the more reason to claim what we can now, to strengthen our borders. And if they do come... what a glorious hunt that will be. To meet such a foe in the depths of our own forests, and to break them.”

“As you command, my lord,” Aras said, bowing his head. He turned and strode from the room, his steps echoing with grim purpose.

The war was brewing. Like a sickness on the wind, the news spread from settlement to settlement, a tremor of fear disrupting the ancient rhythms of the land. The harmony of the world had been shattered. Throughout the deep woods, shamans called upon the spirits, witches demanded blood sacrifices for their services, and in the dark places between the roots of the world, the old gods began to stir. They were not pleased, and they were letting their people know.
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THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED were a descent into a slow, grinding purgatory. The fort, once a prize of conquest, had become their prison. The only source of water was a scummy, stagnant bog that seeped from the forest's edge, a brew that had already claimed a dozen men, their bodies swelling with a fever that turned their insides to water. The game they managed to hunt in the blighted woods was itself cursed; a fine stag brought down at dawn would be a writhing pile of maggots by dusk, and the meat, if eaten quickly, brought on a fiery flux and nightmarish visions.

Exhaustion was a shroud that lay heavy on every man. They toiled under a hostile sun, their armor a searing cage, rebuilding the splintered palisades. At night, a freezing, damp cold crept from the ground, chilling them to the bone. Every whisper of the wind in the endless trees was the hiss of an approaching arrow, every shadow a lurking beast. Hope was a currency scarcer than food, hoarded and dispensed only once a day, at the communal morning prayer.

Leading them was Joseph, the army's last priest. He was a man eroding before their eyes. The hair of his monk's tonsure, once a raven black, was now streaked with the grey of shock and sorrow, and his face had aged a decade in as many weeks. Deep, bruised bags hung beneath his eyes, testaments to sleepless nights spent wrestling with the profound evil of this land. He was a truly devout man, praying with equal fervor for the souls of his comrades and the damned heathens they slew, his large silver cross a cold weight against his chest. It was this weary figure that Anno, his own face drawn and taut, approached one sullen morning.

“Good morning, Father,” Anno said, his voice carefully neutral.

Joseph turned, his eyes unfocused for a moment before recognizing the Master of Logistics. “May the Lord’s blessing find you, my son.”

“I wished to speak with you again about the well,” Anno pressed, keeping his tone respectful.

A flicker of anger crossed Joseph’s exhausted features. “There is nothing more to speak of. I have prayed over it for days, my son. I have poured the last of our holy water into its depths, and the water hissed and evaporated before it even touched the surface. That well is a font of Hell itself. It is the Devil’s work, and it must be shunned.”

“But a source of clean water within these walls would save so many lives, Father,” Anno insisted, the pragmatist in him unable to let it go.

“Do you think I do not know that!” Joseph snapped, his voice cracking. The fire died as quickly as it came, leaving only embers of despair. “Did you not see what that water wrought? The three men who volunteered... who drank from it in their gluttonous thirst? Those were not bears that tore our camp apart, Anno. They were the twisted forms of those poor, damned souls. The curse did not kill them; it fed their sin and gave it monstrous form.”

Anno flinched. “I gave the order for them to drink. The fault is mine.”

“The fault belongs to the Satanists who defiled this ground!” Joseph countered, his hand tightening on his cross. “Cursed are these lands, and all who dwell within them. I pray only that we may bring the Lord’s light to them before we are all consumed.”

“Please, Father,” Anno said, his voice softening. “You have broken their curses before. I believe God may yet grant us one more miracle through you.”

Joseph sighed, a sound of utter defeat. “Fine, my son. I will pray again. But mark my words: let no man approach that well until I myself declare it cleansed.”

“I understand, Father,” Anno said, relief warring with his unease.

The day passed in a haze of labor and hunger. A hunting party returned with two lean elks, and for a few hours, the smell of roasting meat provided a fragile imitation of morale. But whispers spread through the ranks. Men on watch duty spoke of seeing the great pines at the forest's edge swaying and shifting, as if they were drawing closer, an army of giants gathering in the twilight. Most dismissed it as delusions born of thirst, but others felt a primal dread, a warning from the very land itself.

As dusk fell, painting the sky in bloody streaks of red and orange, Anno saw Joseph approaching him, walking with an odd, jerky gait.

“Anno!” the priest called out, a wide, unnatural smile on his face. “I have prayed, and the Lord has answered! The well is cleansed! You may drink!”

“That is wonderful news, Father!” Anno exclaimed, his heart leaping with triumph. “I will send men to test it at once, but we will proceed with caution.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Joseph said, already turning away. “I must return to my prayers now. So much to do.”

The priest hurried off into the gathering gloom. Anno found his abruptness strange, but the elation of his success washed away any doubt. This victory was his. He had pushed, and Providence had yielded. He found two soldiers from his own logistical corps, their faces cracked and pale from dehydration, and personally led them to the well. He drew the bucket himself, the water dark and still in the twilight. He filled two large cups and handed them to the men. They drank with gasping, desperate joy, their gratitude shining in their eyes. The rumors of bears and curses were nothing compared to the reality of a tongue swollen with thirst.

Puffed with pride, Anno strode towards the chieftain's longhouse to inform the other commanders. On the path, he met Ulrich, the old warrior’s pale face a skull in the dim light. Anno could not contain his boast.

“Ulrich! I bring glad tidings. At my urging, the priest has finally managed to cleanse the well. Our water troubles are over.”

Ulrich stopped, his dark eyes narrowing. “Joseph? When did he find the time for such a feat?”

“This very evening!” Anno declared proudly.

Ulrich’s expression did not change, but a cold stillness settled around him. “That is impossible. I have been with Joseph all day. We were burying the dead from the bog fever. He has been praying over every grave, and he remains there still.”

The blood drained from Anno’s face. The prideful warmth in his chest turned to a spike of ice. “What? No... I spoke to him not half an hour ago.”

“Then you spoke to a liar or a ghost,” Ulrich said, his voice flat. “For I just left him at the makeshift graveyard on the eastern wall, and he had not moved.”

Ulrich saw the horror dawn in Anno’s eyes. “What did you do?”

Anno’s breath hitched. “The water... two soldiers... I let them drink. I must raise the alarm!”

As Anno began to tremble, his mind a chaotic whirl of fear, Ulrich’s armored gauntlet shot out and seized his arm, the grip like iron. “Wait. Panicking will only get more men killed. Do you know who they were?”

“I... I cannot remember their names,” Anno stammered, his mind blank with terror. “Their faces... shit, shit, shit...”

SLAP!

Ulrich’s open palm struck Anno across the face with calculated force. It wasn’t a blow of anger, but of brutal necessity. Anno stumbled back, stars bursting behind his eyes, the shock clearing the fog of panic in a flash of pain.

“Get yourself together, boy,” Ulrich hissed. “We need names or faces. And we need to move now.”

“I’ll... I’ll know them if I see them,” Anno managed, rubbing his jaw.

“Then we hunt,” Ulrich said, turning and striding into the camp.

They moved like wraiths through the flickering firelight, a predator and his unwilling guide. The sun had vanished, and the camp was a maze of shadows and weary men. Anno’s mind raced, the faces of the two soldiers slowly re-forming from the morass of his fear. They passed group after group of huddled men, none of them the ones they sought. Time was bleeding away. Ulrich was on the verge of sounding the general alarm when, by a stroke of desperate luck, Anno saw them. By a lonely campfire near the inner wall, the two soldiers sat apart from the others, laughing and talking with the giddy energy of men whose suffering had just ended, feeling better than they had in weeks.

Anno grabbed Ulrich’s arm and pointed with a shaking hand. “There they are.”

“Follow my lead,” Ulrich whispered, his voice devoid of any emotion. “And say nothing.”

Ulrich strode forward with a heavy, purposeful tread, his cape concealing the movements of his hands. He approached the campfire, and the two soldiers, seeing the legendary warrior, scrambled to their feet to salute.

“At ease, soldiers,” Ulrich said, his voice a low rumble. “Sit.”

They obeyed without hesitation, awed to be in his presence. Ulrich moved closer to one of them, his gaze fixed on the dancing flames of the fire. The light reflected in his pale eyes. For a moment, he seemed lost in thought. Then, in a single, fluid motion, his right arm shot out from under his cape. A long, thin dirk was in his hand, and he plunged it into the first soldier’s throat. Before the man could even make a sound beyond a wet gurgle, Ulrich’s other hand snatched the dying man’s own sword from its sheath. He lunged forward, a lightning-fast advance, and rammed the blade through the chest of the second soldier, who looked down in utter, uncomprehending shock before collapsing.

The camp had gone silent. Every eye was fixed on the tableau of death by the fire. Ulrich stood over the bodies, the bloody sword in his hand, and roared with the force of a thunderclap.

“LET THIS BE A LESSON! THE WELL IS FORBIDDEN! DRINK FROM IT, AND THIS IS YOUR REWARD!”

He let the sword drop with a clang. He turned and walked back towards Anno, who stood frozen in horror. As he passed, Ulrich brushed his shoulder against Anno’s, stopping for a second to mutter, “You owe me a blood debt.” Then he continued on his way, disappearing into the darkness.

It took several moments for Anno to regain control of his limbs. He forced his voice to work. “Soldiers! Throw them over the wall!”

**
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UNSEEN, UNHEARD, THE cause of the night’s horror had already ceased to exist. It had been a pixie, one of the small, fey creatures of the Romuva woods. Once, it had flitted through the boughs of the chieftain’s longhouse in Kernavė, a creature of harmless mischief and shimmering light. But the coming of the crusaders had poisoned its simple heart. It had seen its people slaughtered, its sacred places desecrated. Fueled by the raw, grieving magic of the land and the awakening wrath of the old gods, it had gathered all its fading strength for a single act of vengeance. It wove the ambient misery of the fort into a phantasm, a perfect, fleeting imitation of the priest Joseph, and whispered its poison into Anno’s ear. But the effort, a feat of magic far beyond its nature, had been its undoing. The moment the trick was played, the pixie’s form had unraveled, its light extinguished, dissipating into the foul air like a forgotten dream.

**
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THE NEXT MORNING, THE mood in the fort was colder than the grave. Anno stood upon a raised wooden platform in the main square, forcing himself to adopt a posture of command as he addressed the gaunt, sullen faces of the assembled army.

“You may have heard what transpired last night,” he began, his voice echoing in the tense silence. “Two soldiers were executed for disobeying a direct order. They drank from the cursed well, endangering every one of us.”

The crowd remained silent, their eyes hard and accusing.

“Furthermore,” Anno continued, his voice straining, “we have reason to believe that trickster daemons are active within these walls. They can take the form of those you know. They will seem familiar, but something will be... off. Be on your guard. Trust no one implicitly.”

A single voice, sharp with scorn, cut through the silence from the back of the crowd. “How do we know you’re not one of them, then?”

A wave of low, bitter laughter rippled through the soldiers.

“This is not a jest!” Anno snapped, his authority fraying. “These devils are real!”

Another soldier shouted from a different section. “Where are the blasted reinforcements? We are starving to death for your glory!”

A murmur of angry agreement swelled from the crowd.

“We are all hungry,” Anno said, trying to placate them. “The relief column has likely run into...”

“You don’t look hungry!” a third voice roared, raw with desperation. “Share some of the officers’ stores, you noble bastard!”

The crowd erupted in cheers. Anno realized he was losing them. He was losing everything. With a nod to his personal guards, he began to back away. “That is all. Let us pray the supplies arrive soon.”

As he turned to leave the platform, a group of a dozen soldiers, well-armed sons of minor nobles who served as heavy infantry, moved to block his path, their spears lowered.

“We heard rumors, Lord Anno,” their leader said, his voice dangerously calm. “Rumors about a weak-willed commander who ordered two men to their deaths, then ran crying to Ulrich to clean up his mess.”

Anno’s guards drew their swords, their faces grim. The crowd was vastly larger.

“Those are lies,” Anno said, his throat dry.

“Is it?” the soldier sneered. “Funny, because those two poor souls were bragging to half the camp that you, personally, had given them leave to drink from the ‘cured’ well. Now they lie unburied, carrion for wolves, denied even a Christian burial. Our brave comrades, murdered for your incompetence.”

“Step aside,” Anno commanded, his hand on his own sword. “Or you will all face execution for mutiny.”

The soldier laughed, a harsh, ugly sound. “The only one facing judgment today is you, my lord. Unless your guards wish to join you.”

The air crackled, the moment stretched taut, a breath away from exploding into a bloody civil war within the fort’s walls.

And then, a sound cut through the tension, high and desperate and clear. The alarm horn.

ENEMY APPROACHING! TO THE WALLS! ENEMY APPROACHING!

Shouts erupted from the watchtowers. CLOSE THE GATES! THEY COME FROM THE WEST AND THE EAST! A HOST OF HERETICS! ARCHERS TO THE WALLS!

The mutiny dissolved in an instant, replaced by the instinct of survival. The soldier who had faced Anno gave him a look of pure hatred.

“Your lucky day, it seems. We’ll die fighting infidels instead of hanging you. But you had better die on that wall, Anno. Because if you survive, we are coming for you.”

With that, the men dispersed, a frantic rush for shields and spears, a mad scramble to their posts.

High above, a single black raven circled the fortress, its obsidian eye taking in the chaos below. From all sides, the forest itself seemed to exhale, and from its shadows emerged the pagan host, a tide of leather, fur, and iron. And higher still, in realms unseen, gods of old gathered to watch the spectacle. The Allfather prepared a seat in Valhalla, while the ancient deities of the Romuva woods stirred from their slumber, eager to welcome their warrior children home. The true battle was about to begin.
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​Živinbudas
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In a breathtakingly short span of seven suns, a feat that would have shattered the logistics of a lesser chieftain, Živinbudas had called, and the land had answered. From the deep woods and the sun-dappled river valleys, a host had assembled—fifteen hundred strong. It was not an army of uniform steel and marching discipline, but a raw and bristling congregation of the Romuva peoples, a river of fierce life ready to flood the blighted lands of their Prussian brethren.

They stood mustered in the fields before Kernavė, a living tapestry of clan and tribe. At the fore were the two hundred horsemen of the Wind-Rider brotherhood, lithe men on wiry, wild-eyed steeds bred for speed and stamina in the trackless forests. Their only armor was hardened leather and iron-studded jerkins, their weapons the short, curved saber and the deadly throwing axe. Behind them, several hundred archers stood with their great yew bows unstrung, their quivers filled with black-fletched, bodkin-tipped arrows capable of piercing mail at fifty paces. The great bulk of the force was the footmen—a thousand grim-faced warriors, a sea of round shields painted with the totems of their clans: the wolf’s head, the striking serpent, the three-taloned claw of the eagle. They carried long-hafted spears, heavy, bearded axes that could split a helm and the skull beneath, and the long, single-edged knives known as the seax. A fire of righteous fury burned in their eyes, a zeal to defend their world from the iron plague that crawled from the west.

Živinbudas himself sat astride a great black warhorse at the very head of the column, a figure of immense power and quiet authority. He wore no enclosed helm, his long, dark hair braided with silver rings, his gaze sweeping over his gathered strength. All around the vanguard, a coterie of shamans moved like smoke, their forms indistinct in the haze of burning herbs. Mugwort, juniper, and sacred mushrooms smoldered in clay bowls, the thick, cloying smoke intended to obscure them from evil eyes and fortify their spirits. They chanted, a low, buzzing drone that was more a vibration in the chest than a sound to the ear, a symphony of guttural prayer to the ancient gods of the earth.

From this weaving circle of magic, one figure detached himself and approached the chieftain’s horse. He was an ancient man, so entwined with the wild that he seemed more a manifestation of the forest than a human. This was the Vaidila, the high shaman, a name he had held for so long that his own had been forgotten by all, perhaps even by himself. A great white beard, tangled and plaited with moss and twigs, cascaded down his bare chest, a living ecosystem where beetles and spiders made their homes. His only clothing was a pair of coarse linen trousers, his gnarled, emaciated body a canvas of spiraling charcoal symbols that spoke of seasons, stars, and spirits. Upon his nearly bald head, a few pathetic tufts of hair sprouted like lonely weeds, crowned by a simple circlet of fresh wildflowers. He walked with a staff of twisted hawthorn, and in his other hand, he clutched two items.
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