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Chapter
1



 

Wolves ranged throughout the forest, howling furiously,
sending fear before them like a plague. Their howls shook the stones of the
great fortress that reared from the cliffs of the mountain, the fortress where
the wolf-lord lived. And in his hall, upon his throne, he sat and waited.


Presently a shadow stepped from
behind a pillar, its eyes shining yellow in the dimness of the chamber.


“I am here.”


Vrulug, the wolf-lord, smiled at
his visitor’s stealth, though his guards put their hands to the hilts of their
swords. He waved them away.


“Step forward,” he said.


The shadow obeyed. The low, leaping
red light of the braziers revealed it, an inch at a time. It was a man, or at
least it appeared like one for the moment—tall and dark and wild, broad of
shoulder, deep of chest, unclad. The smell of blood rose from him. Though he
stepped forward, his face remained in shadow, and his eyes glinted from the
darkness.


“I’m yours to command, my lord. What
would you have of me?” Raugst’s voice betrayed only a slight edge. He had been
called away from the hunt and clearly longed to rejoin it.


“Something important.” Vrulug
dismissed his Borchstog guards, and they left grumbling, obviously not pleased
at the thought of their lord alone with the visitor, perhaps even jealous of the intimacy it shared with him. Smoke
from a nearby urn drifted across the room, and from somewhere the cry of a
tortured prisoner echoed off the walls. 


“I need for you to infiltrate the
Wesrains,” Vrulug said, without preamble.


Raugst lifted his eyebrows in
appreciation. Then, smoothly, he bowed his head. “It shall be done, my lord.”


“Good.” Vrulug relaxed. Raugst
would do well, as he always did. “Grand times are approaching, my friend. The grand times.” He lowered his voice. “The
Master . . . makes His move.” He let the words stretch out, making each one
important.


“Truly?” There was genuine surprise
in Raugst’s voice. When Vrulug inclined his head, Raugst’s eyes glittered with
a different sort of light than before. “I did not think it would be so soon.”


“Nor did I, yet the hour of His
victory approaches. What’s more, we will
make it happen.” He let the importance of that sink in, then clapped his
hands. A servant emerged from an alcove with a platter bearing a bottle and two
sparkling glasses. The servant filled each glass with red fluid, fine wine
laced with human blood, and Vrulug and Raugst both took one.


“To the One,” Vrulug said, and
Raugst echoed the words. 


They drank. The howling of the
wolves outside reached a crescendo, and Raugst cocked his head, listening.


“Do you miss the hunt?” Vrulug said.
“I know I drew you away too soon.”


Raugst smiled. “On the contrary, my
lord. I have new prey now.”



 

 



 

“Here! This way!”


Giorn Wesrain spurred his mount,
pushing on through the forest. His brothers followed, close at his heels. Ahead
fled the great boar-like creature that had been terrorizing nearby villages of
late. Its grunts and squeals sent shivers down his spine. 


He burst out into a clearing. The
massive, wooly beast ran ahead of him, around an outcropping of rock, over a
knoll, then into the forest once more. The behemoth reeked of blood and death. Giorn
followed, head lowered, thighs pressed into his mount’s flanks. His eyes stayed
fixed on the great black shape. It must weigh upwards of a thousand pounds, a
nightmarish abomination that only vaguely resembled a natural boar. Two of
Giorn’s arrows sprouted from its flank, and blood trickled down its hide. 


Cypresses loomed ahead, and over
the thumping of his horse’s hooves Giorn heard water. Leaves whipped at his
face. He ducked, his heart pounding fiercely in his chest. Hurry, he told himself. He had to kill the thing before it
endangered his brothers. As the Baron’s oldest son, it was Giorn’s
responsibility to end the creature, but it was not theirs.


“There!” cried Meril, the middle
son.


“No, I think I saw it go that way!”
said Rian.


They
shouldn’t have come. They were too proud, and they wanted revenge for the
villagers the creature had slain. Giorn urged his horse on, faster. The boar
plunged through the trees and into the undergrowth, vanishing into the darkness
of the forest. Giorn rode after it, tense and wary. He could no longer see it,
no longer hear it. Where had it gone? One hand strayed toward the lance in its
bracket—


Growls, then howling.


The hounds! They’d found it.


Steering his horse toward the
sounds, he came upon the great beast, black and tusked, its wooly coat matted
with decaying material; it had literally wallowed in a mound of bodies in the
cavern lair Giorn had flushed it from. It had its back to the stream, which was
too wide and raging for even it to cross. To its fore were three hounds. One
sprawled on the ground, still and lifeless. 


Even as Giorn arrived, one of the
remaining hounds leapt at the monster’s side. The boar swung its massive head,
catching the hound on the point of a tusk and flinging it away. Giorn’s heart
wrenched, as he had trained the hounds himself and loved them well.


He snatched at his bow and readied
an arrow. Fired. Hit. Fired again. Quivering, the shafts stood out from the monster’s
head and neck, but the creature did not even seem to notice.


The last hound lunged for its
throat. The boar-thing swung its head, and the dog’s broken body hurtled to the
ground.


Giorn readied another arrow, fingers
trembling. Drew back the string to his ear, aimed and loosed. The arrow flew
directly into the beast’s right eye. It squealed but did not go down. Instead,
it lowered its long, broad head, fixing Giorn with its remaining eye, small and
hateful, and charged.


Giorn jerked at his horse’s reins,
hauling it to the side. He just barely dodged the black, furred beast as it
barreled past. Instantly he heard the sounds of heavy flesh striking flesh. A
horse neighed in fear and pain. His brother Rian screamed.


Horrified, Giorn wheeled about,
lifting his lance from his bracket. Rian was down, his entrails spilling across
the leaf-strewn ground. His horse, a bloody mess, mewled beside him.


Giorn felt something twist inside
him. “Rian!” 


The boar rammed Meril’s horse next.
Its tusks ripped deep into the horse’s side, and, screaming, the animal crashed
to the ground. Meril jumped clear. He hit the ground, rolled, and stayed down.


The boar moved toward him, who had
apparently landed badly, twisting an ankle. Giorn couldn’t reach him in time. Giorn
cocked his lance and flung it as hard as he could. The lance sailed through the
air, straight toward the beast, and blood spurted where it struck. The creature
screamed.


Still
it kept its feet, though it staggered and shook its head. Giorn swore. No
natural being could have resisted such a wound. A thing of Oslog, it must be.


He guided his mount around Rian as
he readied his bow. He needed to distract the creature. The beast was already
nearing Meril, foam fizzling on its snout. Flies buzzed about its gory tusks.


Meril’s face paled. Shakily, he
reached for his dagger and ripped it free. It glinted in the vague light that
fell through the tall trees, but the weapon seemed a puny thing compared to the
wooly vastness of the boar.


It all happened very fast. One
moment Giorn was approaching the beast even as it descended on Meril, who was
all but helpless against it. Then, suddenly, a wild shape burst from the
undergrowth, hunting knife bared and flashing.


The stranger caught the beast by
surprise. He wrapped one arm around its neck as far as it could go, bracing
himself, and with the other he plunged his blade under the beast’s jaw and
jerked it sideways, slitting the monster’s throat from ear to ear. Blood
sprayed everywhere, drenching Meril. The boar stumbled, collapsed to its knees,
and then, at last, fell to its side, dead.


The stranger, who bore a tusk wound
on his chest, gasped for breath and clung to his kill like a drowning man to a
log. Meril stared at him, too shocked to wipe the blood from his face.


Giorn shook off his surprise and
climbed down from his horse. He knelt beside Rian, who was trying to gather up
his guts and stuff them back into his body. Shame and grief welled up in Giorn
as he stroked his brother’s hair and kissed his forehead. 


“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I failed
you.”


Rian tried to smile. Blood came up.
“You did the best you could, brother mine.” His voice came weak and gasping,
but even so it carried his usual cavalier tone. “At least I saw the beast die
first. Even now it paves the way to hell for me.”


“You won’t go to the hells,” Giorn
said. He found Rian’s hand and gripped it tight. “You’ll find the Lights of
Sifril, and they will guide you to paradise.”


Rian chuckled, a ghastly sight with
the blood coating his teeth, then the luster in his eyes faded and he sagged. For
a long moment, Giorn remained beside him, and the wind whispered through the
trees. Then the elder brother mastered himself and rose. A quick look showed
the stranger bending over Meril, helping him stand. Both were drenched in
blood, not all of it from the beast.


“You’re wounded,” Giorn said,
noting the tusk wound on the stranger’s chest.


The man shrugged. “What is the life
of a woodsman compared to that of a lordling?” He was tall and sturdily-built,
Giorn saw, rugged but with a keenness to his dark eyes that spoke of
intelligence and character.


Giorn clapped him on the shoulder. “What
may I call you?”

“Raugst.” And he smiled.



 

 



 

Shortly Giorn’s retainers arrived, and he aided them in
building a litter for Rian’s body. His manservant Hanslib carried a flask of
whiskey, and Giorn shared this generously with Meril and Raugst as his
retainers built a second, larger litter for the beast. Its head would adorn his
mantle back home, of that Giorn would make certain.


“I owe you my life,” Meril told the
woodsman, lifting the flask in a toast. “To your long health.”


He drank, then handed the flask to
Raugst, who graciously said, “To yours.”


“What sort of name is Raugst for a
woodsman?” asked Giorn.


“I hail from the border. Names are
different there.”


Giorn could tell from the bitter
tone in his voice which border Raugst meant, and he nodded. Oslog, the empire
of the Dark One, bordered the kingdom
 of Felgrad to the south. It
had stood poised on the brink of destroying its northern neighbors for ages,
but so far the united kingdoms of the so-called Crescent Alliance, of which
Felgrad was a part, had held Gilgaroth, the Breaker, the Wolf, Lord of the
Second Hell, at bay. 


“The beast must have been a thing
from the South,” Meril said, gesturing to the bloody corpse of the boar. Flies
gathered to it, and it was beginning to stink in the sultry afternoon air. Rian will not be far behind, Giorn
thought. “It was no thing of these parts.”


“Likely enough,” Giorn said, who
had had similar thoughts. “It could have been sent by Vrulug himself.”


The Enemy’s chief agent in this quarter,
Vrulug had tried to raze Felgrad for a hundred generations. Some said it was
only the presence of the Moonstone, guarded by the Temple of Illiana
in Hielsly, that had stymied him for so long.


“I saw that and worse growing up in
the highlands,” Raugst said, eyes on the behemoth. “The creatures of the Breaker
are ravenous and cruel. They kill for pleasure. For sport. Death to them all!”


“Here here!” 


Giorn looked Raugst in the eye. “You
must come with us back to Thiersgald. Father will want an account of Rian’s
death. And he will want to meet the man that saved Meril.”


Raugst bowed his head. “As my lord
commands.”


With a heavy heart, Giorn led the
way back through the dense autumn forest. Though the many great pines were
still green, the majestic cypresses and elms and ash were skeletal and forlorn.
A cold breeze rustled Giorn’s hair and sent shivers through his body. Meril
broke out in a low dirge, and after some time Giorn joined him. They sang of
fallen warriors being born to the heavens by flights of angels and of the
weeping wives left behind. The retainers sang, also, and not just out of
loyalty; they had loved Rian well.


Raugst, likely unfamiliar with the
local songs, remained silent, sitting grim and dark atop the horse Giorn had
provided him.


They passed through the first
villages of Fiarth, and word spread from block to block as the procession
passed through. The villagers donned their blackest garments and lined the
streets to either side of Giorn’s party. Some carried candles. All bowed their
heads respectfully, and many of the men thumped their chests in a warrior’s
salute as Rian was dragged by. Giorn had placed his brother’s body with his
arms crossed over his chest and with his longsword depending from them. He’d died
protecting his people and deserved the funeral rites of a valiant warrior. Giorn
would see to it that a song was written in his honor.


Finally the procession crested a
low rise and beheld Thiersgald laid out before them. By then it was night, and
the lights of the city twinkled like a sea of stars on a rolling velvet plain. Home
to a quarter of a million people, Thiersgald was the capital of Fiarth. Giorn
and his people traveled along the brick-paved road and came upon the great South Gate of the city
with its twin guard towers standing to either side. The soldiers stationed
there verified Giorn’s identity before admitting him, as was customary after
nightfall, and when they learned of Rian’s passing issued word for the mourning
bells to be rung. Presently their tolling echoed throughout the city.


Side by side, Giorn and Meril rode
down the cobbled streets, meeting the eyes of the people that lined the road. Some
threw flowers or coins. 


The white-spired Temple of Illiana
blazed with a thousand candles, and the slender priestesses in their white
robes lined up before the elaborately-wrought edifice to pay their respects. The
High Priestess stepped forward, directly in Giorn’s path. He drew to a halt and
bowed his head. She was a beautiful woman, tall and willowy and fair, with
black curly hair and proud blue eyes, now saddened.


“Lady Niara,” he said.


“Lord Giorn.” She dropped her veil
of formality and stepped closer. Her voice lowered. “I’m so sorry. The barony
is a lesser place without Rian.” She went to the body, said a soft prayer that
Giorn could not hear, and stroked Rian’s hair. Then, serenely, seeming much
like an angel herself, she bent over and kissed him on first one eye, then the
other. Giorn fancied that he saw Rian’s eyelids glow for a moment after each
kiss.


Lady Niara looked upon the shaggy,
bloody mound of the beast, made a sign to ward off evil, then turned back to
Giorn. “Shall my ladies and I take Rian now and prepare his body for
entombment?”


Giorn shook his head. “Father will
want to see him first.”


“Of course.”


“But have one of your priestesses
seek me at the Castle later, and we’ll make arrangements.”


“As you wish.”


She let her eyes linger on his a
moment, questioning. He held her gaze steadily but made no further move. Not here, he thought. Not now.


She bowed and withdrew. Giorn led
on.


When they were some distance away,
Raugst said, with some awe in his voice, “She was lovely.”


Giorn turned to regard him. Raugst
wore a strange expression.


“Yes,” Giorn said. That was all. He
hadn’t the heart to say anything further. The funeral bells echoed loudly in
his ears.


The procession passed through the
outer city and then through the gates of the inner wall, the original wall of
Thiersgald, built long ago before the city had expanded to its present girth. Here
the road was lined by colonnades and great palaces of veined white marble, and
mansions of gold brick and red granite reared in the distance. The procession
passed over the gurgling river, through a great courtyard dominated by a tiered
fountain, then past the massive golden dome of the Library, where so much
irreplaceable knowledge had been gathered over the years.


Father was waiting for them at the
wide stairs that led up to Wesrain
 Castle. A tall, thin man,
with a likewise thin mustache and beard, and black pouches under his pale blue
eyes, he sometimes gave the impression of being lofty and aloof, but he was
very low now, and his servants stood anxiously nearby as if ready to catch him
should he fall.


Seeing his father’s grief saddened
Giorn all over again, and as he met his father’s gaze they shared a heavy
sorrow. They would miss Rian sorely.


Climbing down from his horse, Giorn
embraced Lord Harin Wesrain, then stepped back as Meril did the same. Raugst
stayed out of the way while the Baron bent over his fallen son and wept. Giorn
gave his father some time, then, in a soft voice, said, “We would’ve lost Meril
too were it not for our new companion, Raugst the woodsman.” He indicated
Raugst, who bowed his head.


The Baron scrutinized the woodsman
for some time, his eyes flinty. Raugst said nothing, which Giorn appreciated. At
last the Baron sighed, kissed Rian’s forehead, and in dull tones he said,
“Come. I have no appetite, but when I heard you were arriving I had dinner
prepared. Let’s not waste it. We will eat, we will drink, we will toast Rian’s
bravery, and the story shall be told.” He gestured to Raugst. “And you will be
our guest of honor.”



 

 



 

The dinner that night was somber indeed, and the candles
that stood in a row upon the ancient, darkly-stained dining table were black
and dripping. Even the roast venison with the savory brown gravy and the
cabbages and potatoes that Giorn normally loved tasted like ash in his mouth.


His sister Fria had taken Rian’s
death badly, and she wept quietly and did not eat. She was a pretty young
woman, with chestnut hair and a small straight nose, but she had one bad eye
that rolled around in its socket, a condition that disturbed her few suitors
greatly.


“By a hog,” she said through clenched teeth. Her small fists were white
and trembling. “How could one so bright and fair be brought low by a hog?” The notion seemed to offend her on
some deep level, and she did not bother wiping the tears that coursed down her
face.


The Baron merely pushed his food
around, and from time to time he would stare at first Meril, then Raugst, and
seem to sigh. He was a man who spent his days officiating and had little time
for pleasure. Thus he lived through his sons, who were wild and free. Rian had
been the wildest and the freest, and his carefree spirit would obviously be
missed keenly.


Raugst said little. He’d been given
new clothes and his wounds had been cleaned and dressed, but he still seemed
untamed, a creature of the forest. All these trappings of civilization must
seem foreign to him.


It fell to Giorn to tell the tale
of Rian’s death, and he did so with all the energy he could summon, which was
not much. He embellished a few details, making Rian’s death sound less random
and more truly heroic, as he thought only fitting. As he told it, Rian had
weakened the boar enough, fighting it with his tiny dagger, no less, to allow
Raugst to slay later. To wet his throat for the tale, Giorn drank one glass of
wine after another. By the time he finished, Giorn’s head swam and the
black-stemmed candles seemed like fireflies dancing about the heaving,
shimmering hall. A hammer pounded his temples, and he welcomed it, as it pushed
the grief aside.


Strangely, even though the dining
hall swam, Raugst on his chair remained still and tall, dark and wild, and his
eyes blazed with something Giorn could not place.


And, occasionally, though Giorn
couldn’t be sure, he thought he saw Fria even in her grief steal sidelong
glances at the woodsman.


For a time, Raugst did not seem to
notice these glances, if glances they were, but at last he turned and stared
her full in the eyes for several long moments. Apparently caught, for this time
she had been undeniably looking at him, Fria turned her face away and did not
look up again until the dinner was over.


Grateful, Giorn bid his family good
night and staggered from the room. He wanted to climb his tower, find his bed
and sink into a dreamless sleep, but he had one thing to do first.


He quit the castle through the rear
and shivered suddenly, shocked by the cold night breeze. Blinking, he marched
over to the stables, where the priestess waited beside her white horse. It was
better here, out of the wind, and she smelled of rose and honeysuckle. Giorn
approached her, feeling, as her fingers press into his hand, how warm she was,
almost hot.“I came,” she said.


He glanced cautiously around,
seeing no one, not even the stable hands. The place smelled of hay and horse
dung, and the beasts themselves were stamping and snorting in their stalls. Still,
there was no place he’d rather be.


“We’re alone,” Niara assured him.


“Your women can have Rian
tomorrow,” he said. “Let him stay with his family for one more night.”


“Yes. Of course.” She moved in
closer to him. Now their bodies were almost touching. “I’m so sorry.”


He squeezed her hand tighter. With
her he felt no pain. He breathed deep. “It’s been too long.” He placed a hand
on the small of her back, felt her gasp.


“Yes.” She tilted her face up, her
lips parting.


He bent down . . .


A noise.


Giorn whirled. A stable-boy was
darting in from the cold, huddling his shoulders and rubbing his palms over a
lantern hanging from the wall. He must have come to check on the horses. He
hadn’t seemed to notice Giorn and Niara.


Giorn stepped back. Niara looked
away. Her fingers slipped from his.


“I’ll send some sisters around
tomorrow,” she said.


“Yes.” His voice was choked.


With fluid grace, she swung astride
her mare. Then, looming over him like the moon, she smiled, and her smile was
like the sun. It ignited something inside him, something that roared and
blazed. Something dangerous.


She spurred her mount and darted
out into the night, the wind whipping her white robe, and then the darkness
swallowed her.


He watched the spot where she’d vanished,
and that roaring thing in him begin to ebb. It was a perilous fire she had
ignited in him. A high priestess of Illiana could not engage in pleasures of
the flesh, not in pious Felgrad, and the man that so tainted her would be
slain, and not slowly. Nobility was no shield.


Giorn checked on the stable boy,
spreading hay for Giorn’s stallion.


“’night, m’lord,” said the boy,
glancing at him. Giorn studied that glance tensely. It seemed idle enough.


“Good night,” he returned.


He turned about and left the warmth
of the stables for the cold outside. The castle reared up black and forbidding
before him, and he imagined Raugst, the wild man, staring out at him through a
window, and he thought of Fria, grief-racked but with eyes wide and adoring,
and suddenly Giorn shivered again, but this time not with the cold.



 

 



 

A rider lit out from Thiersgald that night and traveled
swiftly south, over the Eresine Bridge, through Feslan, finally leaving Felgrad
altogether and coming after many days upon the endless peaks of the Aragst
Mountains. There the rider brought his message to Lord Vrulug in the
wolf-lord’s great fortress of Wegredon.


Vrulug took several slaves and
journeyed through secret passageways, coming deep into the mountain, where the
walls dripped with moisture and thick black columns held up lofty ceilings. Here
was Vrulug’s private temple to the Great One, Gilgaroth, Lord of the South.


Vrulug forced the slaves onto the
high black slab that served as Gilgaroth’s altar and slew them, one by one. They
could not resist, such was his power, and he watched as their souls like wisps
of smoke left their bodies and were drawn up into the mouth of the huge
wolf-like statue that loomed over the altar. The massive stone wolf head
swallowed the shades, one by one, and fire suddenly blazed from its eyes, and
true smoke curled up from between its fangs.


The fiery eyes fixed on Vrulug, and
the wolf-lord swallowed, bowing.


“It has begun, my Lord.” 



 

 



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
2



 

Stormclouds crowned the skies the day Fria and Raugst were
wed. Thunder shook the rafters of the castle chapel and vibrated the long
stained-glass windows depicting the creation of the moon and of its
Stewardesses, the Niethi. It was with one such window behind her, glowing
intermittently with lightning, that Niara presided over the ceremony. Seeming
to glow herself—and perhaps she did, for if rumor held true she possessed some
elvish blood—she sang and spoke, her smile serene, as she joined Raugst
Irasgralt and Fria Selira Wesrain in holy matrimony.


It had not been long in coming. According
to whisper, Raugst had made many private visits to Fria in the wee hours of the
night, and she to him. They’d kept it very quiet, but a castle is a small place
and tongues will wag. Still, Giorn did not think his father had heard about the
romance, and that was just as well; it wouldn’t do for the Baron to kill his
son’s savior so soon after the saving.


Just the same, the Baron had been
ill-pleased when Fria had come to him two months ago and begged for him to
allow her to marry Raugst. Normally it would have been the man that came to the
father, but in this case, with him being a commoner, tradition was stood on its
head, and Giorn had heard the Baron grumbling about it for weeks afterward. Lord
Wesrain didn’t want his daughter to marry a woodsman, savior or not, but he
could not rightfully deny the hero of the realm, and he doted on Fria and would
give her anything she asked for besides. Even so, the Baron wore a slight frown
as Niara concluded the ceremony by asking Fria to sing the Song of Beginning. 


Fria, smiling at Raugst with purest
love, sucked in a breath and launched into song. Her voice was slender and
fragile, like her body, yet it achieved a level of delicate grace that
surprised Giorn, who smiled. Even the Baron visibly softened a bit. Fria was
not known for her voice, but in this tradition she held her own admirably.


Afterwards, Raugst took out his
hunting horn, threw it on the floor and ground it to shards beneath his heel. Men
groaned raucously. The horn was supposed to symbolize his bachelorhood, and
with its destruction came a new beginning. Only then did he take Fria in his
arms and kiss her.


The musicians opened a merry tune
and the newlyweds danced, ignoring the lightning and thunder that shook the
hall around them. After, the guests of the wedding rose from their seats,
shoved the pews back against the walls, and joined in. Someone passed a glass
of wine into Giorn’s hands, and he drank it down in one swallow. He caught a fair
girl’s arm, and they spun about the floor. He drank more wine, and the world
blurred.


Through merriment he saw a tall
womanly figure, white and dazzling, and she lifted her head and laughed, a
sound that warmed some place deep inside him.


Niara met his eyes, and for a long
moment neither looked away. But there were too many people here, too many that
might notice something amiss. Giorn dared not dance with her. It might betray
them both. He danced with one girl and then another.


He saw his father off to the side,
conferring grimly with his generals, and some of Giorn’s gaiety left him. Over
the last few weeks, the Borchstogs had grown bold, launching numerous raids on
the states of the Crescent, striking swiftly from the Aragst and then
retreating. Felgrad, at the very center of the Crescent, had been attacked most
ferociously. None knew exactly why the Borchstogs were conducting these raids,
though whenever they were captured, they would brag that the Age of Grandeur
was at hand, the time when the foes of Oslog would fall. This had caused much
consternation throughout the Alliance,
as the prophesied End Times had been feared for ages. Doubtless the Baron and
his generals were debating it even now, and planning strategy against it.


The
End Times . . . Giorn tried to dismiss the thought and enjoy the
festivities. An extra glass of wine helped.


At last he reached his blushing
sister and danced with her. Her eyes sparkled, even the rolling one, and she
was beaming so broadly.


It was infectious. He found himself
grinning and shaking his head.


“A woodsman!” he said. “Really!”


She laughed. “You had better not
ask him to chop you any wood.”


“And why not? We all enjoy showing
off our strengths.” He leaned in closer and said, “I’m very happy for you.”


She smiled again, but it was a
different smile this time, a more intimate one. “Thank you, Gi. I love him so.”


“I know.”


She sighed, and lowered her one
good eye. The other stared far off to the left, almost so that only the white
was showing. Something was bothering her.


“What is it?” he asked.


“It’s . . . nothing. Only . . .”


“Yes?”


Her good eye fixed on him. “Raugst
needs something to do. Some position.
I’ve asked Father, but he won’t see it. But Raugst isn’t cut out to be a
courtier, or some minor functionary, and certainly he’s not one to loiter about
all day. He spends much time riding and hunting.”


“I know. We’ve ridden together
several times. He’s quite the marksman.”


“Then you know what I mean. He’s a
man of action. He needs something to occupy him. Something Father would
respect.”


“The military! He would be a
natural, if his independence could be curtailed.”


“No no. I don’t want him doing
something dangerous.”


He looked at her seriously. “Fri,
remember, he came to us through
danger. He grew up on the border. Danger is likely quite natural to him. And he
takes to it well, as I have seen. He could be a great asset.” As commander of
the barony’s militia, Giorn could place Raugst in any number of positions.


She bit her lip, and at last
nodded. “Perhaps. If that is all you can find. I was thinking of something more
like weapons master. A teacher.”


Giorn couldn’t help himself. He
laughed. “Raugst’s weapon is an axe! Maybe
a bow, if he’s feeling extravagant. No, he is no trained warrior, and could not
train others. He came by war another way.”


She sighed again, this time in
resignation. “Very well. Just find something
for him. I cannot stand the way Father looks at him, as if he’s just some
vagrant!”


Giorn decided not to point out to
her that Raugst was in fact a vagrant. Just a few months ago, he had been
living by his wits in the forest, selling skins and meat when he needed money
for clothes and arms and women, and sometimes a drink or two, but generally
living off the land. Now Giorn supposed it was his responsibility to find
something productive for the man to do.


It was not long before something
occurred to him.


Done with his generals, Father arrived
and asked for a dance with the bride. Smiling, Fria took his hand and they
whirled away. Giorn watched them for a few moments, content, then moved off. He
declined several offers to dance and at last came upon Raugst. The groom was
speaking quietly to Niara, gesturing toward the dance floor. Smiling, she shook
her head.


“Please forgive me,” she said, “but
my legs are tired. I’ve been presiding over ceremonies all day and half the
night. What with the recent attacks, people are fearful, and it’s been one
prayer ceremony after another, blessing this house or that village. All have
friends or family to the south, and all want to protect them.”


“As you will, of course,” Raugst
said. Despite the words, there was a trace of disappointment in his voice.


Giorn approached. Nodding first to
Niara, he caught Raugst’s attention and said, “May I have a word?”


Raugst looked slightly annoyed, but
he came away readily enough as Giorn found a quiet place near an ornate column
to talk. 


“Congratulations, by the way.”


“Thank you,” Raugst said. Clearly he
was curious what all this was about.


“I’ve been thinking that, now
you’re officially a member of the family, it’s time you had a real position in
the barony.” Giorn studied Raugst for a reaction, but the big man was
impassive. Giorn continued. “It seems to me only natural that you assume Rian’s
role as head of castle security.”


Raugst raised his thick eyebrows. “This castle?”


“Of course. As I said, it was
Rian’s post before his death. It seems only fitting for his avenger to hold it
now. And don’t fear your lack of experience. General Hathorn provided Rian with
his full counsel when Rian needed it, and I am sure he will be only too glad to
do the same for you. You would have power, prestige, and a true place within
the family and the barony. You could even appoint your own men and make the
post your own. What say you?”


Raugst’s eyes glittered. “I could
place my own men?”


“Naturally.”


Raugst thrust out his hand. “I
accept, with honor. May I not shame Rian’s memory in the doing.”


Giorn clutched his wrist, and they
shook. Raugst slipped away, taking Fria in his arms. With a smile, Giorn
watched them dance.


Niara came to stand beside him. She
smelled of lilacs today. “A handsome couple, aren’t they?” 


“Yes,” he said, but when he turned
to look at her something nervous shone in her eyes. “All you all right?” 


“What? Oh. Yes.” She patted his
arm, lingering a little too long. “It’s just the recent attacks, I think.”


“We’ll be safe. Our army is ready.”


She smiled, but it was a thin
smile. “I’m sure. And the Moonstone still protects us.” 


“So it’s true, then. The Stone does
exist?” To him it was just a fairytale.


“I’ve seen it myself. Legend says
that as long as the priestesses in Hielsly possess the Moonstone, Vrulug’s
hordes will be spent in vain. It should protect us, if anything can.”


He took a drink off a passing tray.
“There’s some doubt?”


“My sisters and I have spent long
hours communing, Gi. Meditating. Something brews to the South. The Dark One is
up to something.”


“When is he not?”


This failed to reassure her. He
wanted to squeeze her hand or place an arm around her shoulders, but he didn’t
dare.


“It’ll be all right,” he told her. “I’ll
see to it.”


Overheard, thunder cracked, and
lightning lit the windows. Niara said nothing.



 

 



 

Horns blared.


“There!” someone shouted, Giorn
thought it might be Raugst. “There it goes!”


Then, unmistakably, the Baron: “After it!”


Giorn saw the movement. Instinctively,
he spurred his horse and lit out after the fox. The hounds, newly trained, ran
ahead in pursuit. The fleeting red shape of their quarry darted into the
undergrowth. 


Hot blood coursed through Giorn. This was living. Beside and behind him
came the others, his father and brother, the many nobles and courtiers. It was
the annual Baron’s Hunt, where Lord Harin Wesrain and the elites of Fiarth
gathered at the Wesrain country manor for sport and companionship. It was a
much more relaxed atmosphere than the Royal Hunt that King Ulea put on every
year, and it was a welcome distraction from the constant Borchstog attacks to
the south.


Giorn readied his bow, his hands
steady even atop his stallion. Branches and leaves whipped at his face, but he
dodged them easily. He kept his eyes on that darting red shape. All his senses
strained to their limits. The fox would not escape him. It was the center of
his world.


The baying of the hounds, the
thunder of the hooves behind him—all behind him now; he was in the lead—faded
from his awareness. All he could see was that speck of red and the greenery it
was vanishing into. The forest sprawled in all directions, green and lush,
awakening after the bitter winter.


There! The fox flashed to the side,
under an overturned log, through thick bushes. The hounds, momentarily stymied,
sniffed the ground, searching. 


Giorn ducked his head, evading a branch,
and guided his horse around the bushes. All he saw was green. No! He couldn’t lose it. 


The little bobbing red shape
flashed through two great cypresses. Giorn charged after. He leaned backward in
his saddle as his stallion ran down a muddy slope, splashed through a small
stream, then hunched forward as he pressed up the opposite bank.


The fox was dead ahead. And now,
here, in this one spot, no trees impeded Giorn’s aim. He raised his bow, nocked
his arrow, let fly—


The shaft took the fox through the heart.
Giorn reined his horse in, dismounted and stood over the body, exaltation
coursing through him. He lifted his head and whooped in the joy of the hunt. 


The hounds arrived, baying in low
tones. They seemed dismayed to see the fox already dead, and Giorn had to laugh.
They recovered and began howling, alerting the other hunters that the quarry
had been found and cornered. Giorn had yet to teach them how to sound out the
call of the kill. That would come soon, though. He loved training the dogs,
being with them. It had come as a great blow to him when his previous group had
been slain by the boar, and he was glad to have new dogs. He patted them and
howled with them.


A rider approached, a noble Giorn
knew well. Lord Efram Hadris looked grim and gaunt atop his horse.


“Don’t look so bleak,” Giorn told
him. “There are still more foxes to be had. Though, I fear, there is only one
first.” He pulled his face into an expression of mock woe. “But there’s always
next year.”


Giorn’s light-heartedness seemed to
disorient Lord Hadris, who shook his head as if to clear it. “No, my lord, you
don’t – ” He took a breath, seemed to steel himself. “Your father has been
shot.”


“What?” Giorn straightened. “What did you say?”


“An arrow—from behind.”


Giorn stepped forward. The movement
seemed to frighten Efram. “Does he live, man?” 


“For the nonce, my lord. Come.”


Giorn quit the hounds and the dead
fox without a thought. He swung astride his stallion and followed Efram through
the forest to the scene of the violence. Many servants and courtiers were
buzzing around a sun-drenched knoll, where the jutting limestone prevented a
profusion of trees. There on a patch of lime-green grass the Baron was laid on
his side, while a healer tended to him. The black-shafted arrow still stuck from
his lower back, and blood trickled down from the wound.


Giorn dismounted and joined Meril
in kneeling beside the Baron. Harin looked pale and drawn. His face was sweaty,
his eyes glazed.


“He’s lost a great deal of blood,”
the healer said.


“How?” Giorn said. “How could this
have happened?”


“Yfrin,” Meril said. “Duke Yfrin!”


“I don’t understand. Yfrin took ill
this morning and couldn’t come on the hunt. He’s still back at his tent . . .”


Meril shook his head slowly. His
jaw was clenched, his eyes narrow and hateful. Giorn would have laid a hand on
his shoulder but he saw that Meril would only shake it off.


“Several saw him do it.” Meril’s
gaze stayed on their father. “Father had ridden up here to view his friends
enjoying the hunt, when the Duke crept up behind him, bow in hand, and shot
him. Several riders were in the area and saw him do it. They chased him, but he
fled over the drop-off—” (Meril gestured to a modest cliff on the other side of
the knoll) “—where his horse waited. He fled back to camp, where we found him
in his tent, still pretending at illness.”


For a moment, Giorn grew faint, and
the world twisted about him. Sounds and smells receded, then flooded back with
shocking intensity. With effort, he concentrated on his father. The Baron
looked to be in intense pain as the royal healer attempted to remove the arrow.
Giorn moved forward and took his father’s hand. Lord Wesrain gripped his with
surprising firmness, which cheered Giorn. His father suddenly seemed more
alert, looking Giorn in the eye.


“It will be all right, Father,”
Giorn said.


The Baron gasped, trying to speak,
but could not. He shuddered and grew paler. 


“Why?” Meril whispered. “Why would
the Duke do it? He and Father’ve been
friends all their lives . . .”


“Why does anyone do anything?” came
a new voice. Giorn turned to regard Raugst, wearing the finery of his new
position as commander of the Castle’s defensive forces. He had taken to the
post well.


“That is no sort of answer,” Giorn
said. His father squeezed his hand even tighter. Both hands were sweaty. Giorn
noticed the Baron’s hand growing colder, even under the warm sun. It was
shaking.


“Then let us torture the truth out
of him,” Raugst said.


“Yes,” Meril said. “We must know
why he did it.”


Giorn frowned. If his father died, he
would become the new baron. He would not commence his rule by torturing a duke
and a friend


“Leave Yfrin to me,” he said.



 

 



 

At last the healer was able to remove the arrow from Lord
Wesrain’s back and sew up the wound, but the Baron had lost a great deal of blood,
suffered much damage to his organs, and the risk of mortification was high. The
healer pronounced it too traumatic to move him, but he had more than enough
comforts here at the camp—fine wines and linens, his favorite concubine brought
from the country manor to sponge his forehead. Yet even this would not be
enough, the healer, Masan,
confided to Giorn in Giorn’s tent late one night after a bout of fever had
gripped Harin Wesrain for several hours. Iarine the concubine had laid the
Baron’s head in her lap, stroked his hair and sang to him, but he hadn’t even
seemed to notice.


“I don’t think he has much longer,”
Masan said to
Giorn, his wide face bleak and drawn. “There’s not much more I can do for him.”


Giorn stared at the man for a
moment, then nodded curtly. “You’ve done the best you could.”


“It may not be enough.”


“I know. That’s why I’ve sent for
Lady Niara. It’s possible she can aid us. And she should be here soon, Omkar
willing; I sent for her immediately after the attack.”


The healer bowed, accepting this,
that his own skills might be inadequate. He seemed about to say something, but
hesitated. “Is it true she’s part . . . other?”


Giorn felt his throat tighten. “Why
do you think I would know?”


The healer swallowed nervously. “No
reason, my lord.”


Giorn forced himself to soften. “No.
Tell me. No harm will come to you. You should know me well enough to know
that.”


“Thank you, my lord. It’s you I fear for. And her. You two play a
dangerous game.”


Giorn felt fear grow in him, and
anger. He tried to suppress it, but even so he saw Masan start to take half a step backward.


The healer immediately added in a
shaky voice, “But maybe the gossips have the wrong of it. They usually do . .
.” He laughed nervously.


For some reason, Masan’s nervousness banished Giorn’s anger. Masan meant no harm, that
was plain. Still, the thought that his affair with Niara was known to some
terrified Giorn. He remembered the fate of the last man caught sleeping with a
high priestess, and he shuddered. Nevertheless, he clapped Masan on the arm, startling the healer. “You
worry too much about things that don’t concern you,” Giorn said, not unkindly. “I’ll
look after my own skin. You look after Father’s.”


“I’ll do what I can, my lord. If I
may ask, how goes the interrogation of Lord Yfrin?”


Giorn sobered. Now he saw why the
healer was acting so nervously. All knew that Giorn had been overseeing the
questioning of the Duke, and all feared he was implementing the harshest
measures. Any man who could be so brutal was surely capable of anything. The
truth was somewhat different, but Giorn would not go into such detail with Masan.


“As I said, you worry about Father.
I’ll worry about the rest.”


Masan nodded reluctantly. “There is one other matter, if I can ask
another moment of your time.” He took a breath. “It’s probably not my duty to
bring it up—I was waiting for Lord Meril to address it with you, but, as he
hasn’t, and there is no other, so—”


“Yes?” But inside Giorn already
knew what he would say.


Masan swallowed. “Succession. You are the
Heir. Perhaps now’s the time for you to step forward—”


Suddenly furious, Giorn gripped Masan by the front of his
tunic and hauled him close so that Giorn’s teeth were just inches from the
healer’s face. “We’re practically standing over him now! Your patient in the
very next tent! How can you say this to me?” 

Masan licked
his lips but evidently could find no voice to speak. At last, Giorn, abashed at
his outburst, set the healer down and half turned away.


“Forgive me,” he said. “But I
cannot do what you ask. I cannot give up on Father. Neither should you. You’re
his healer. Away with you.”


Masan nodded wordlessly and left.


Giorn found a bottle of wine among
his things and tilted its contents into his mouth. It was red and tart, and he
grimaced. He drank some more, straight from the bottle, then twisted the cork
back on.


“Time to visit Yfrin.”


It was dark outside, the stars half
hidden by amorphous clouds. A few braziers flickered in the wind, their coals
burning white-hot, and Giorn worried about sparks spreading from tent to tent. He
would have to get somebody to watch that. Gathering his green cloak about
himself for warmth, he cut through the camp, though his steps were a bit uneven.
Everywhere men saluted him or bowed. One or two approached him to give progress
reports and seek orders, and he dealt with them one by one, though he was
impatient to reach the Duke. Giorn recognized the importance of maintaining
discipline—principally his own. He could drink and wallow in private, but no
one must ever see. He was careful to appear sober.


The great limbs of the Tree of
Kings stretched overhead, their feathery green leaves filtering the moonlight. The
massive cypress loomed at the edge of camp, high and proud, majestic. Legend
said it was over eight hundred years old. It had already been huge six hundred
years ago when King Erryl Wesrain had met under it with King Haled Raegar. Two
kings had met beneath it, but only one had walked away.


Giorn neared the tent where Duke
Yfrin was being kept. Two guards stood before its closed flap and two more on
either side faced the tent. The primary pair bowed to Giorn and let him pass. Giorn
entered, shoving the tent flaps before him. Within it was darker than outside
but comparatively warm; at least there was no wind. Giorn blinked, adjusting to
the dimness, then made out the Duke, a huddled shape in soiled clothes chained
hand and foot, his ankle chain connected via a short length to a stake set deep
in the earth.


The Duke whimpered but rose to a
sitting position. He was just a shadow in the darkness. “Have you come to
finish it?” he said.


Giorn squatted beside him so that
he wouldn’t be looming over the man. “No.” He sighed. So far Yfrin had given
him nothing. He had not even admitted to the crime, despite the accounts of
several witnesses. “But I’m thinking that perhaps it’s time to question you
more . . . thoroughly.”


The Duke whimpered again, and Giorn
clenched his jaw. He hated having to do this, to be this man, though there was
nothing for it. But he also despised the Duke for his lack of fortitude. Giorn
had not tortured him, at least not physically. He had alternately starved him,
let him thirst, plied him with alcohol, interrupted his sleep, administered
hallucinogenic toxins (which had produced the screaming that gained Giorn his
notoriety), and more, and still Duke Yfrin would not talk. And yet he had no
trouble complaining about his treatment!


“Please don’t,” he said. “Have
mercy!”


Giorn, against his better judgment,
sat down next to him. The ground was cold and its moisture seeped through his
breeches. 


“Tell me,” Giorn said, “why
shouldn’t I? Why shouldn’t I torture you? You
shot my father.”


The Duke shrank back. “I—I—I
didn’t!” 


“You lie!”


“No! I would never! You know me,
Giorn. You know me.”


This was true, and it was why Giorn
had spared Yfrin thus far. The Duke had been a lifelong friend of his father’s,
and Giorn had grown up often traveling to the Duke’s castle to the north and
enjoying fragments of the easy life there, away from the Oslog border. Yfrin
had been a plump and happy man, and a good lord for his subjects, and his
bloodline was connected with Giorn’s in many places throughout history. Giorn
had always thought of him as something of an uncle and had actually called him
Uncle growing up.


The wind ruffled the canvas tent,
making it flap noisily. Yfrin jumped and cried out. Giorn was so distracted by
his musings that he hardly noticed. He scraped some cold dirt up in his hands,
clumped it, feeling its moisture, its richness, then let it drift through his
fingers.


“How?” he said at last. “How could
it not be you? You were seen.”


For a long moment the Duke said
nothing. He just crouched there, huddling in the dark, his head directed at
Giorn. “I don’t know,” he said, and there was weariness, but also earnestness,
in his voice. “I took ill that day. Shouldn’t have been drinking so early in
the morning.”


Idly, for had heard this story many
times before, Giorn said, “It’s not like you to drink so early. And before a
hunt! You could have fallen off your horse.”


“Would that I had!”


Giorn allowed himself a smile at
that. Yes, indeed. “Then why drink?” He
had yet to probe the issue.


He saw the Duke shrug in the
darkness. “Why does anyone? I was having a chat, he was tilting a flask, and I
thought, Why not?”


Giorn frowned. “He?”


“What? Oh, yes. That young fellow
Raugst and I. I wanted a talk with little Fria’s new husband. I haven’t gotten
to know him well—at all, really—and here I am the next thing to an uncle to
Fri. I remember sitting her on my knee when she was a little one. She used to
chase rabbits in my garden. So did you, for that matter.” His voice had grown
wistful.


“I remember. Those were simpler
times.”


“Indeed they were. Good ones,
though.”


Giorn scratched some dirt off his
pants. “Raugst, eh?” This was new.


“Yes. I didn’t mention it before?”


“No. No, you didn’t.”


“Well, no matter. Please, don’t get
him in trouble for my old body’s failings. Of course, that’s assuming you
believed me in the first place.”


“Who says I don’t? Perhaps that’s
why I haven’t tortured you yet.”


“Do you still think that you
should?”


“I . . . haven’t decided. I’ll
think on it tonight. At any rate, it’s been a long day, and I’m in no mood to
hear an old friend scream.” And should I
become Baron, this is only the first of many hard decisions I’ll have to make.
He did not relish it. “Good night.” As he rose to his feet, his head swam and
he had to lean against the tent pole to steady himself. 


“You all right?”


“I’m fine.” Hard decisions go easier with a dulled mind. Giorn started to go,
then turned back. “Tell me, Uncle, was it you that asked Raugst for a sip or
was it the other way around?”


The Duke scratched his chin. “It
was me that wanted a sip. Yes, yes, I’m almost certain.”


“That’s what I thought. ‘night.” Giorn
turned.


“No! Wait!”


“Yes?”


“It was Raugst! Yes, I remember
now. We were talking, and he was drinking, and I thought that it was odd for
him to be drinking so early, but then, he’s a southerner, a frontiersman, and
who knows with that lot?, and we were having a chat, about hunting stag I
think, and I was eyeing his flask, and he asked me if I wanted a sip, and I
started to say, No, it’s too early, but then I thought, Well, why not? I’m an
old man and should get my pleasures where I can. Who knows how long I’ll have
left? Not long, I’ll wager,” he added ruefully.


“And how long was it after this
that you began to feel sick?”


“Oh, I don’t know, perhaps half an
hour. But why are you so interested? It’s just the failings of an old man’s
body. Trust me, if they were interesting, I would fill a book with them.” He
laughed to himself.


“Likely nothing. You rest up. And .
. . I’ll see if I can’t get a blanket and some pillows for you.”


Giorn shivered as soon as he left
the tent, but it was not because of the biting cold wind that took just that moment
to gust up from the dreaded South and flap his cloak about him. It was the
thought of Raugst, the mysterious woodsman, and his equally mysterious flask of
spirits.


But no, Giorn thought as he made
his way through the camp, beneath the creaking branches of the Tree of Kings,
and finally back to his tent, it wasn’t possible. Whoever had shot Father had
looked like Duke Yfrin, and Raugst was a foot taller and many pounds heavier. It
was simply not feasible.


Unless . . .


But no, that was madness. Giorn needed
another drink.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
3



 

She came to him in the dark.


He hadn’t expected it. He had
wanted only a few hours of sleep before the hard decisions of the coming day
and had been dreaming of hunting rabbits at Duke Yfrin’s manor, but when he had
looked up the Duke had been covered in blood, his fingernails pulled, burn
marks on his arms, strips of skin from his cheeks missing, and all the while he
was saying, I tell you, I did not do it!


When Giorn felt her touch him, he lurched
up gasping. One hand shot for his hunting knife.


She laid a bare hand on his sweaty
chest. Instantly he calmed. In her other hand she carried a candle, and by its
frail, flickering light he stared into her blue eyes.


“Niara,” he breathed. 


“Giorn.” Her voice was a whisper.


Her lips were full and wide,
slightly parted. He acted instinctively. He drew her to him, pressed her body against
his, and met her lips with his. She melted against him, and for an endless
moment, he lost himself in her. She was warm and soft and wonderful. Then
reality returned to him, cold and sharp, and he broke away.


“No,” he choked.


“Why?”


“Father’s in the next tent. You
must go to him. He comes first. Only
then is there time for . . . us.”


She tilted his face so that he was
forced to look at her, and she smiled gently. She looked like an angel when she
smiled.


“I already have,” she said.


He cleared his throat, suddenly
nervous. “And?”


Her smile dimmed, but the light in
her eyes still shone. For the first time he realized she looked tired. She must
have ridden all through the night, all the way from Thiersgald. Bless her eyes!
A normal person could not have done it, could not have navigated at speed
through a dark forest, much less make her mount obey her. But she could. Even
for her, however, it could not have been easy. It must have drained her. And
then, so soon after that ordeal, to administer to Father . . . It must have
been painful, like tapping a dry well. He felt renewed love for her, and respect.


“I sang to him and poured into him
all the Grace I could,” she said. “But while I was bonded with him, I felt
something.”


“Yes?’


“A taint.” Her voice was grim. “That
arrow was poisoned.”

“Masan detected
nothing.”


“It was no natural poison. It was a
toxin of Oslog, perhaps venom from some fell thing, I don’t know. But it was
there, and it countered me. I could not drive it out, or destroy it. I’ll try
again tomorrow, when I’ve had time to recover, but I . . .” She lowered her
gaze. “I don’t have much hope.”


Now it was his turn to reach out
and raise her face so that she looked at him. He held her gaze steadily. “You’ve
done more than I could have asked. Thank you.” He said it with such gravity
that she did not deny her efforts, just nodded slightly. He let a moment go by,
closing that subject, then: “Masan
wants me to step forward. Take the reins of the barony.”


“You already have.”


“He wants to make it official.”


She considered that. “The time may
have come for that, or it may come soon, but . . . I see no need for it.”


“Exactly. There’s no cause, no
immediate threat to Fiarth. The fighting is far away. Without cause, it would
be unseemly.” And it would mean giving up
on Father.


She drew closer to him. Her voice
lowered as she said, “Do what you think right. You’re a good man, Gi.” Her lips
brushed his. They were so soft.


He hesitated. “Niara, I don’t know
how much longer I can do this.” He gestured around them. “How much longer I can
keep this—us—in the dark. I had planned—” He broke off suddenly. It was no good
talking of what could have been.


“Tell me. What did you plan?”


He let out a breath. “Lord Ryswin
is weak, dying.”


“Lord Ryswin? The ambassador to
Havensrike?”


“Yes. He’s an old man and wants to
return home, to die in bed surrounded by his family. King Ulea must choose a
new ambassador, and I’d been petitioning Father to recommend me to the King. I
think he might have done it, too, and then, after I’d been sent away, you could
transfer to the temple in Glorifel, and we could be together in Havensrike,
where they are not so devout as here, where a priestess is not supposed to be a
saint. Just think of it. We could be together, you and I, walking hand in hand
down the city streets of the most fabulous city built by Man, or riding through
the canals in a gondola . . . but now . . .” He sagged. “Now there is no chance
of that. Not unless Father recovers.”


Tears gathered behind her eyes. “Oh,
Gi.”


Gently, she kissed him, and he
could taste her tears on his lips. As he kissed back, a fire blazed brighter
inside him. She must have felt it, too, for suddenly her kisses became more
passionate, almost reckless. Then she tore at his clothes, and he at hers.


“Yes,” she said. “Yes, my love,
yes, this is how it should be . . .”


He kissed her breasts, her nipples,
and she moaned in pleasure. “Shhhh,” he said, and she quieted. He kissed her
more, working his way down her slim belly, past her navel, then between her
legs. He kissed her there for a while, and she gasped and breathed deeply, at
times closing her thighs tightly around his head, enfolding him in softness. At
last he spread her legs and entered her. She was tight and wet. She curled her
delicate white fingers through the hair on his chest and rocked her hips
against him as he thrust into her, at first slowly, then faster, harder.


Her breaths came more and more rapidly.
Finally she reached for his hunting knife in its leather scabbard and stuck it
between her teeth to keep from crying out.


Their lovemaking was desperate and
all-consuming, as if to deny the horrors of the outside world. For them, for
that one moment, there was only Giorn and Niara, and the hot, burning passion
that engulfed them. Then, panting, he spent himself inside her, and she held
him tightly. Both sweaty and exhausted, they lay together for a time, but at
last he fell asleep, and it was the deepest sleep he had ever known.


When he awoke, dawn had turned the
canvas sides of his tent pink.


Niara was dressing. She noticed
him, smiled, and leaned over to kiss him on the lips.


“Good morning,” he said.


“’morning.” Her voice was rich and
deep and soft. Her eyes shone happily, but with a tinge of sadness. She
straightened her clothes, stood and moved to the tent flap. “I must go.”


“Yes.” Sudden concern made him sit
up and grab her wrist. “What if somebody sees you?”


She smiled. “I’m a High Priestess
of Illiana, my love. I am not without power. Added to that, well, you have
probably heard the rumors . . .”


“It’s true, then. You are part elf.” He had never wanted to
cause her discomfort by asking about it; she would reveal it in time if she so
chose. Until then he had always chosen to believe the various things she was
capable of, such as healing a dying man with no surgical instruments, was
accomplished through use of the elvish stones her order regularly used.


Now she revealed the truth, nodding
wordlessly.


“So, what, you’ll use your magic to
make you invisible?”


“No,” she said. “Easier to go as
myself but plant the suggestion in the minds of any witnesses that I am simply
a servant woman. I don’t actually change my shape, I just cloud their minds for
a moment.”


He released her hand. Intrigued, he
said, “Show me.” 


“If I must.”


She seemed to shimmer, and Giorn
found himself looking into the eyes of plain-faced woman with gray-brown hair. Her
eyes were of the same color, and her clothing . . . well, it wasn’t drab
exactly. Drab might have been
noticeable in that camp of nobles. No, it was simply so boring that the eye
rolled off it. Indeed, the eye seemed to slide off her whole body, as though
she didn’t even exist.


“Remarkable,” he said.


She shimmered again, and he found
himself staring again into Niara’s beautiful blue eyes. “There,” she said.


“Amazing . . .” He had always heard
of the magic of the Light-born, but he had never seen it. Suddenly he felt
deceived. “You should have told me.”


“I want to be closer to you, Gi,
not farther apart. This power . . .”


He nodded, and with the same
sadness. “Man is fallen and without Grace.” He sighed. “It doesn’t have to
separate us, though.” It will in time,
he thought uneasily. I will age and die,
but she will live on.


She kissed his forehead. “I’ll see
you again later.” She sounded more formal now, less loverly, once again the
High Priestess.


He let her go, but as soon as she
was gone he felt something dark cross his soul. So: beings of power could appear to be someone else—if only for a
moment or two. It was enough. Duke Yfrin had only been seen for an instant
before he made his escape from the knoll. And once he was gone, away from the
prying eyes of witnesses, had he then ceased to be Duke Yfrin and become
someone else, perhaps the newest member of the royal family of Fiarth?


The thought was nightmarish in its
implications. Fria is sleeping with a
monster! 


Giorn shook his head. He reached
for his bottle of wine, finding it more than half empty. He uncorked it and
took a swig.


No, he thought. It couldn’t be. Surely
he was imagining things. 


Yet could he now truly go forward
with torturing Duke Yfrin?


He took another swallow. 



 

 



 

After breakfasting with the men and seeing to his first
round of tasks, including turning away the many villagers who had come from
surrounding towns to pay their respects to their ailing lord, Giorn reached a
decision. Raugst must be placed in custody. The problem, of course, was that
Giorn had no evidence of any kind. Thus he could not hold nor try Raugst. However,
Raugst was clearly far too dangerous to allow to simply walk around free. Giorn
needed some proof. Perhaps Niara could help him.


At lunchtime, as she was leaving
the Baron’s tent, looking exhausted and ready for nourishment, Giorn drew her
aside.


“How is he?”


“No better.” Her voice sounded
weary, and he noticed the skin over her face was thin and stretched. Her curly
black hair was lank with perspiration.


“And neither are you. Come,” he
said, “let’s take lunch. Then I have something to talk to you about.”


He didn’t dare lunch with her
privately for fear of talk circulating around the camp, so once again he ate
with his officers. Meril and Niara joined them. It was a tense, quiet lunch, as
all brooded on the imminent death of the Baron, and the mood was not improved
by the besieging well-wishers. Some of the nearby villagers had come in wagons
with their whole families and had set up camps beyond the cleared circle Giorn
maintained around the Baron’s camp. The well-wishers sang songs of the Baron’s
great deeds, chanted prayers to the Moon Goddess Illiana and to her noble
husband Brunril, Maker of the Sun.


Giorn had not allowed them to visit
his father—it would be too stressful for him—but was still unsatisfied with the
current state. Giorn was very tempted to drive them all away, well-wishers or
no. That would only anger them and hurt them, though, and if Giorn was to
assume the throne of the barony he would do well to appease the people, not
molest them. He decided he would ask them to relocate farther away, where their
songs and prayers would not bring down the morale of the Baron’s family and
soldiery.


During lunch he received the latest
reports from the south. Borchstogs had taken several fortresses along the
border in Havensrike. They were minor keeps, but even so it illustrated the
Borchstogs’ bloodlust. What had stirred them up to such an extent still
remained a mystery. Giorn consoled himself that at least the Moonstone still
guarded Hielsly and that as long as it did, Felgrad was, in theory, safe. 


After lunch, Giorn was able to draw
Niara aside once more into the shadow of the Tree of Kings, half hidden by one
of its high gnarled roots snaking down into the dry stream. It had been here
that the last King Wesrain had signed the famous peace treaty with King Raegar
and become the first Baron Wesrain. Whenever Giorn’s father went hunting
through these woods, he always found reason to camp at the base of the great
cypress. When Giorn had been little, Harin had set him upon its thick, knotty
roots and told him tales of the days when the Wesrains had been kings. Giorn
remembered those times fondly. He did not think the Tree would last much
longer. The creek on whose shores it had stood had dried up long ago, and it
looked as though the Tree would shortly follow. Soon it would be merely a giant
husk looming over the forest, dead and rotting. The thought saddened him. 


Wary of his soldiers’ eyes, Giorn
made sure to keep plenty of distance between him and Niara, though he longed to
reach out and tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. It hung down before her left
eye, distracting him. Though disheveled, she looked much replenished after the
lunch, if still tired.


“Take some sleep,” he suggested. “You’re
straining yourself too much.” He tried to smile. “I want my father to live, but
I want some of you left over when he comes back to himself.”


“Thank you, but I must give all I
can if I’m to drive out that taint.”


“Have you had any success?”


She shook her head and leaned
against the high root of the Tree. “It’s taken hold, I fear. I strive against
it, but it’s too strong.”


Suddenly Giorn wished he had a
bottle handy. He ran a hand through his hair and frowned when he saw that it
was shaking.


“I’m so sorry, Gi. I thought that
maybe . . .”


He patted her arm as platonically
as he could manage, careful still to keep at least a foot and half of distance
between them.


“Perhaps that time we talked about
has come,” he said. “At dinner tonight I’ll address the men. Fiarth may not by
in direct peril, but these are not the times to have her leaderless, either.”


“Yes,” she said sadly. “I think
you’re right.”


He knew why she was sad. He felt
it, too, and he was not proud of it. If his father died, and Giorn became
baron, the dream he had shared with her, of them loving each other openly in
Glorifel, would wither and die. Father
will be dead and I will be saddled with the throne. Niara and I will never know
peace, I will have to marry someone else, some nobleman’s daughter, and sire
children to ensure an heir. His days would be spent officiating, just as
his father’s had, and he would likely only ever see Niara at weddings and
funerals. And the only person he could ever have asked advice from would be
gone.


His thirst mounted. The sun grew
hotter. Even the canopy of the Tree was no shield. 


He mashed his eyes shut and pinched
the bridge of his nose. “There’s something else I need to talk to you about.” He
opened his eyes. She was looking at him steadily. Was the world still tilting? This
was all too much.


“Giorn?”


He blinked. Niara was looking at
him oddly. He smacked his lips. 


“Gi, you look pale.”


The world began to clear. “It’s
Raugst,” he said.


“What of him?”


“I suspect he may not be what he
seems.”


Concern touched her eyes, but he
did not know if it was concern over Raugst being an agent of the Enemy or
concern that Giorn was going insane. Possibly he was, he thought. Did he truly
imagine that Rian’s avenger was some shape-changing thrall of the Great Dark? It
was absurd! He had saved Meril!


“Gi, are you all right?”


“I’m fine. But I fear Raugst is an
agent of the Enemy.”


“Gi, I really think you should sit
down.”


“I know, I really should, but
listen.” He lowered his voice, though the wind was so loud he doubted anyone
nearby could hear even if they strained their ears. “Duke Yfrin could not have
shot Father. I know it in my bones. But he was
shot, and perhaps a spy, pretending to be
the Duke, just as you demonstrated to me, is the culprit.”


“Gi, I really think . . .”


He smiled tightly. “Niara, I know
what you think, and you’re right, but just answer me this: can you use your
arts to . . . examine Raugst? To find
out if he is what he seems? If you can do that, then I’ll have evidence enough
to place him in custody. The testimony of the High Priestess would carry more
than sufficient weight.”


She looked at him for a long
moment, and he did not like to imagine her thoughts.


“Trust me,” he said.


She did not blink. He tensed
inwardly. But at last she let out a breath and nodded. “If I were able to touch
him, and not just fleetingly, then yes, I could read him. But how could I get
that close? If he’s an agent of the Dark One, and I can’t believe that he is,
but if so, then why would he let me do that?”


He did not want to suggest the obvious
way. “I could have some soldiers hold him down for you.”


“Without proof? I don’t think it’s
a wise idea. Especially if you are to be baron soon. Do you truly want to start
your rule with the torture of a duke—that’s what the people think, true or not—coupled
with the harassment of the captain of the Castle Guard? Giorn, I really think
you need some rest.”


What he needed was a drink. “Find a
way. If you can’t read him by tonight, I’ll have some soldiers help you. I
don’t care if it makes me into a monster in the eyes of the people if it will
prevent a true monster from walking amongst us.”


She looked all around, as if
checking to see if they were observed, then reached out and squeezed his hand
tenderly. “Be well,” she said. With that, she turned and left, leaving him in
the shadow of the Tree.


He watched her leave, feeling
something go out of him. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps he was not in his right
mind. And yet, he could not start questioning himself now. All he needed was a
sip of wine to clear his head.


He walked back to his tent and
rifled through his things. He found the bottle. Only a sip left. Disgusted, he
took the sip, flung the bottle to the ground and quit his tent. He would have
to ask the cook for another. Only the cook knew how much he’d been drinking of
late.


Just as he quit his tent, a figure
bumped into him. He flinched, momentarily thinking it was Raugst. It was Meril,
blond and handsome.


“Giorn,” he said, clapping Giorn on
the shoulder.


“Meril.” 


The smile slowly left Meril’s face,
replaced by concern. “Come,” he said. 


“I have to . . .” 


“Just for a moment.”


Reluctantly, Giorn allowed himself
to be led into the shadow beside Meril’s tent. Meril and Raugst had been
drinking in it a lot, and it stank of spilled alcohol. Giorn breathed the smell
in deeply. It’s all well and good for
Meril to get drunk. HE has no
responsibilities. 


“What is it?”


Meril looked at him earnestly. “Brother,
I . . .” He swallowed, and there was something nervous about the action.


“Yes?” 


“It’s Niara.”


Giorn’s impatience left him. “What
of her?”


Meril sighed. “I’ve seen how you
look at her, brother, and she you. I know . . . well, I know.”


“Know what?”


“Don’t make me say it, not with all
these ears about. But you know, and I know.”


“There’d better be a point to all
this.”


Meril regarded him warily. “There
is, Gi. Remember the tale of Orin Feldred and Saria—how she betrayed him, her
own husband, to Vrulug.”


“I remember.” Orin Feldred was
their ancestor, if on the wrong side of the sheets, the hero of many tales who
had begun the revolution that had taken back this land from Vrulug when he had
occupied it long ago. His wife Saria had been working with Vrulug, though—some said she was his lover—and ultimately she
betrayed Orin, who died terribly. “How has this any relevance to Niara?”


Meril eyed him steadily. “Women
will get you killed,” he said, and his green eyes bore deeply into Giorn. “And that woman will get you killed more
slowly and more painfully than most.”


The urge for a drink was very strong
now. “Is that all?”


Meril slumped. “That’s all. Just be
careful, Gi.”


Giorn nodded and left. Where was
the cook? He needed a drink, now worse than ever. Saria! How could Meril dare compare Niara to that witch? No two
women could be less alike.


But as Giorn headed in the cook’s
direction, a group of mounted soldiers rode up to him breathlessly, grass and
dirt kicking up in a cloud behind them. Startled, he jumped back and glared up
at them. They were not from his company, but from the wall at Thiersgald, he
could tell from their uniforms. They were sweaty and covered in dust from their
ride. 


“What’s this?” he demanded. For a
moment, he had a terrible thought, that Thiersgald itself had been attacked. 


“Word just came from the south, my
lord,” said the captain, breathing heavily. “From Feslan. Borchstogs attack
from the Aragst, a great host of them. Feslan begs our aid.”


A chill poured through Giorn’s
veins. War. So it’s happened at last.
After news of the Borchstog bands storming the border fortresses in Havensrike,
he had known something like this would happen eventually, but he had not
thought it would happen to Felgrad .
. . The riders were floating around in his vision, but they began to steady as
the news sobered him. 


“How many Borchstogs are in the
host?” he said.


“None are certain, my lord, but
they are numerous enough to have besieged Hielsly.”


Giorn balled a fist at his side. Hielsly. It had to be Hielsly, holder of
the fabled Moonstone. He knew what he had to do, though he hated to do it,
especially now, but there was no other way. As commander of Fiarth’s army,
Giorn was the closest and best hope for Hielsly, capital of Feslan, Fiarth’s
neighbor to the south.


“We’ll break them,” he assured the
soldiers. “We’ll save Hielsly. Have word sent to Thiersgald to ready the army. We
go to war at once.”


He had forgotten about his thirst.



 

 



 

Giorn knelt beside his father. This might be the last time
he would ever see his sire, and he committed every detail to memory. Lord
Wesrain wheezed wretchedly, his eyes open but blank and lifeless. He wore a
blue tunic under green jacket, and the leaping candlelight danced on the Silver
Stag of the Wesrains emblazoned over his breast. A crimson blanket edged in
gold was laid over him, keeping him warm. His head lay in Iarine’s lap, and she
stroked his hair and wept over him. His wife Giorn’s mother had died giving
birth to Rian, and Iarine was the closest confidant the Baron had, and the
closest thing Giorn had to a mother. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, wearing green
velvet with a thin gold chain for a belt, she looked very beautiful now, and
very sad. Her love for Harin had been genuine.


“I’m so sorry,” Giorn told her.


She nodded, and tears spilled down
her olive cheeks. “I know.” She looked up. “He has told me often how proud he
is of you.”


A knot formed in Giorn’s throat. “I
must leave,” he said, his words thick.


“Yes.”


He reached out and squeezed her
hand. “Take care of him for me.”


She smiled. Tears gathered at the
corner of her mouth. “I will.”


He leaned over and kissed his
father on the forehead, which burned. “Father, be well. Come out of this. You’re
stronger than any poison. The barony needs you. I need you.” Niara and I both, though he hated to
think the thought. He loved his father and wanted him to live for more than
selfish motives. But those motives were there, and they shamed him. “The barony
needs you,” he repeated. “Not just the barony, the kingdom. You’re the right
hand of the King. I can’t fill your shoes, and it’s near blasphemy for me to
think I can. So please, Father, come back to us.”


After one last look at his sire, he
stood to go.


Iarine stopped him. “Giorn.” When
he paused, she said, “Your father would want you to accept the crown of the
barony. He would understand.”


“Thank you.” That made it easier,
as she had intended. He nodded farewell, and thanks.


The afternoon was warm, but the sun
descended swiftly and darkfall would bring swift chills. He needed to leave
soon so that he and his men could reach the highway before night fell. Their
horses could navigate the cobbled road without fear of a broken ankle.


Before he left, he summoned his
officers, royal guests, his brother and Niara in a tight gathering in the
center of camp. The cook and his helpers had built a great bonfire there for
warmth and to roast the night’s dinner, and the sparks flickered all about,
coasting like fireflies on the ever-present wind. The tall grass waved
underfoot. All was rustling clothes and billowing canvas tents and leaping
shadows. It was a day of portents and doom.


Raugst stood tall and dark, a silhouetted
shadow against the fire, yet somehow his eyes glowed bright and savage. Giorn
tried not to look at him lest his glance give the game away. 


When they were all gathered, Giorn
looked each one in the eye. “You all know that my father your lord and mine may
well not last the night, let alone the week. I hate to admit the possibility of
his passing, but I would be a fool and a traitor if I did not. Thus I now
petition you all to declare me the Sovereign of Fiarth until such time as my
father can wrest the crown back from me. Would that he will! All who agree to
this proposal say Aye.” Most of the highest nobles in the barony were present
at the Hunt, he knew, and their votes would carry sufficient weight to make
this legal.


“Aye!” they roared, or most of
them. Giorn could not tell if Raugst said anything or not. But at their vote,
he felt a weight press down on him, and he could not meet Niara’s eyes. We can be no more.


“Good,” he said, and turned to
Meril, looking grave and somewhat resentful. Giorn did not blame him; he would
likely have felt the same way. “Meril.” Meril, who had been lost in a reverie,
glanced up in surprise. “I temporarily give you the Crown and the rights
attached to it. While I am away at war, it is yours. The land needs a present
ruler, not one far away and with other concerns. It will free me to do what I
need to do, and it will give the people someone to look to as leader. You’re
free to act on mine and Father’s behalf, and on behalf of the barony. I retain
only the right to the offensive military of Fiarth, which I will take with me
to Feslan.”


Meril’s chest swelled proudly. Seeing
it, Giorn tried to suppress a smile.


“I accept, brother,” said Meril.


“Good. I have the utmost faith in
you.”


“I will do you proud.”


“Of that I have no doubt. Now,
gentlemen, my friends, I must away. I hate to hurry this, but the Borchstogs
care little about our problems, and while we tarry here the Feslans are dying.”


“May the Omkar give you speed,”
Niara said.


“And may they shield you from
harm,” Meril added.


“Aye,” said Raugst, stepping forward,
his eyes still glinting strangely, “and may you drink of black blood before
you’re through.”


Giorn shuddered but tried to hide
it. He fixed his eyes on the villain, who was still only a tall shadow against
the fire. “Before I leave,” he said, “I have one order of business I must
address.” He unsheathed his sword and stabbed it toward Raugst. “I’m arresting
Raugst for the attack on my father.”


There was an instant stir, people
murmuring and exclaiming to themselves. Raugst bore it all stoically. His bright
eyes, the only thing visible on him, just stared at Giorn, haughty and
immobile.


Meril stepped forward. Giorn had
expected that. Meril and Raugst had been close in recent weeks, drinking and
feasting and whoring together. The two had become quite good friends, by all
accounts. 


“This is madness!” Meril said. He stared at Giorn as though looking at a
lunatic, and there were loud murmurs of agreement from all around.


Giorn did not back down. Meeting
his brother’s gaze, he said, “Raugst is an agent of the Enemy.”


“Madness!”
Spittle sprayed from Meril’s mouth. Aggressively, he moved toward Giorn, and
for a moment Giorn was tempted to take a step back. He wanted no exchange of
blows with his brother. “Why are you saying these things?” 


“Duke Yfrin shot no one, Meril,”
Giorn said. “You’re too young to remember all our days at his manor in Wenris,
chasing rabbits in his garden, while he and Father smoked pipes and recounted
their glory days.” He shook his head. “You’re too young to remember Uncle
Yfrin. But trust me, he shot no one. Yet just before he fell ill—”

“Pretended to fall ill!”

“—Raugst gave him something to drink. Something which made him unable to go on
the hunt with us, and thus he looked suspicious from the first.”


“Because he did it!”


Giorn took a breath. “Meril, I am
your older brother and rightful baron. Heed me.”


Glowering, Meril took another step
forward. They were almost touching now. Till now, Giorn had not realized how tall his brother was. He actually had to
look up at Meril. The gathering muttered ominously. “You relinquished your
right to the barony,” Meril said.


Niara stepped forward, looking
concerned. “Giorn, Meril, please—”


Giorn motioned her to silence. Not
taking his eyes off Meril, he said, “I ride to war. I haven’t given up the
throne.”


“But you have. And thank the gods. You’d
arrest a friend of mine, the very man who saved my life, the very man who avenged Rian. Do you deny it?” Giorn
could feel his breath on his face; it stank of whiskey.


“I don’t deny that that’s how it
appears—”


“There!”


“Nonetheless. I order Raugst
arrested. Furthermore, if Father dies, I order that Raugst be beheaded at
once.”


“Madness!” Sweat coated Meril’s
cheeks and ran down his neck.


Again, Niara tried to intercede. “Please,
Meril, Giorn, you must be reasonable—”


“Away, woman!” Meril said.


He glared at Giorn, and Giorn
counseled himself to be patient, but then Meril actually butted his chest
against Giorn’s, and, staring into brother’s flushed face, Giorn knew they were
about to fight. How could it have come to
this? 


Reason came from a surprising
quarter. Raugst, clearing his throat, said, “Excuse me.”


“You would say something for yourself,
demon?” Giorn said.


Raugst smiled. “Indeed I would. If
what you say is true, and I did poison the duke, there would be poison in my
tent, would there not?”


“Perhaps . . .”


“And if what I say is true, and I did not do it, then it is the duke who would
have poison in his tent, for the arrow that pierced the baron was poisoned, was
it not?”


“It was . . .” Giorn shook his
head. “But we’ve already searched his quarters.”


“Search again. More thoroughly.”


Giorn wanted to protest, but it was
such a reasonable request that, had he refused, the crowd would have turned
against him and he would have gotten nowhere. Thus he ordered both tents
searched, he and Meril eying each other tensely all the while. Finally one of
Giorn’s officers approached, holding a small vial of what looked like riding
powder. Looking somewhat sheepish, the officer said, “We found this among the
duke’s belongings. I suppose we missed it during the first searches because it
looked so harmless. This time we went more thoroughly, and we smelled it. It
doesn’t smell like riding powder.”


He uncapped it and proffered it to
Meril and Giorn. Giorn wrinkled his nose at the bitter stench. 


Stopping the vial, the officer
said, “Poison, sirs. It must be. And well hidden.”


“Well planted, more like,” Giorn
said. “And what of Raugst’s effects? Did you find anything?”


“No, my lord.”


“There,” said Meril, looking smug. Raugst
stood next to him, seemingly saddened by this whole ugly affair. Giorn wanted
to punch him.


“This proves nothing,” Giorn said. “I
still place Raugst under arrest.”


“You are no longer baron,” Meril
reminded him. “Not until you return. You placed me in charge, remember,
retaining only command of the army.”


Giorn ground his teeth. “I haven’t
time for this. The sun sinks. I need to be away. Even now our allies to the
south are dying, being butchered by Borchstogs.”


“Then you had best go and help
them.”


“I cannot leave with Raugst free.”


“Then stay and imprison him. But
you will have to fight me to do it. Have you gone mad, Giorn? He’s Fria’s husband, our own brother now. How could you
speak so against him?”


“It’s the truth,” Giorn clenched
and unclenched his fists at his sides. “Now enough of this. You know as well as
I that I can’t waste time wrestling with you. If we delay here, hundreds of thousands
could die.”


“Then I suppose you have made your
decision.”


Giorn glared at him, then Raugst,
who still looked grieved by all this unpleasantness. “I will return,” Giorn
promised.


“I pray you do,” said Raugst, and
there was something hungry in his eyes.


Quickly Giorn summoned his riders
and made ready to leave. Niara came to him before he departed and kissed his
cheek. 


“I’ll miss you,” she said.


“And I you.” He met her eyes. “Do
not let them execute the duke.”


She nodded. “I can’t keep him from
the dungeon, but I’ll make sure that’s as far as Meril goes with it.”


“Thank you.”


“Promise me one thing,” she said.


“Anything.”


“Come back alive.”


He nodded, returned her kiss—again,
on the cheek—and swung astride his horse. Looking back, he could see Raugst
tilting a flask with Meril and chuckling. He grimaced. There will be a reckoning.


“Farewell,” he told Niara. Turning
to his riders, he called, “To war!”


He rode to the west, and they
followed, even as the sun turned to blood on the horizon.


 



 


 


 




















 


 


 

Chapter
4



 

For three days Giorn led his host of eight thousand riders
south from Thiersgald until at last they reached the great bridge that spanned
the Pit of Eresine. The Pit was the steep-walled gorge that ran roughly
east-west and divided Fiarth from Feslan. Giorn crossed the great bridge,
careful not to stare too long over the side, down into the rushing dark
currents a mile and a half below.


Onward he led his men, up into the
rocky, mountainous country of Feslan, the barony that bordered the Aragst Mountains,
the Black Wall that separated Oslog from the free countries of the Alliance, and consequently
bore the brunt of Oslog’s wrath, at least along this stretch of the Wall.


As he went, Giorn tried not to
dwell on the Borchstogs’ reasons for launching an offensive against Feslan. The Time of Grandeur is approaching. That’s
what the captured Borchstogs had said. Why now? And why strike at Felgrad? He
was still deeply irritated by their interruption of his plan to have Raugst
executed, and still more irritated that Meril had protected him. It would be a
bitter thing were Giorn to fall in the coming battle with his last words to his
brother spoken in anger.


He led his host up into the
highlands, surrounded by wet-green pines and jutting slabs of granite. Magnificent
vistas spread out before them.


They passed numerous villages, and
here Giorn began to see the effects of the war. Some of the villages were built
upon gentle slopes, surrounded by forests and rivers. Others set into the
cliffs of the mountains. One was even built into the mountain itself, fashioned
from an abandoned mine. But one and all were bustling, overflowing, filled with
refugees from the south. Giorn was obliged to stop at several of these towns
and barter for provisions for his troops and horses, and he saw the streets
teeming with farmers and villagers who had been forced to flee their homes. Pigs
and goats and chickens swarmed the lanes, the refugees having brought what
animals and property they could with them, even though they had no pens or
roofs. Giorn saw many lean-tos in the alleys and even in the main
thoroughfares. Old women watched over their chickens with grim eyes, canes in
hand, ready to swat the head of any urchin that thought to snatch one. 


Other refugees had no animals or
trade-skills to procure coin with and were forced into begging, thievery and
prostitution, some at shockingly young ages. Giorn kept his hand on his purse
as he made his way through. Several young women approached him, and boys, but
he turned them all away. He was sure his men would be only too happy to give
these poor souls custom, but he did not stop to camp.


As he led his men on, he saw more
and more evidences of the Borchstog host. Evidently they had ranged far from
Hielsly, spreading terror throughout the barony. Slaughtered pigs and cows,
covered in flies and vultures and stinking under the sun, lay in the fields and
streets of abandoned towns. The vultures wheeled away at the soldiers’ arrival,
and Giorn saw that whoever had slaughtered the animals had taken only the
choicest cuts of meat. Evidently the townspeople had fled the Borchstogs in
fear and had taken only what they could carry. Not all had thought to bring
their livestock with them. It was an eerie feeling, riding through these empty
towns, and Giorn was not glad of it. The fields around these towns were burned
and black. The villagers had fired their wheat and corn rather than leave them
for the ‘stogs. 


Even further south he saw worse
sights, towns that were blackened husks, smoke still rising from the ruins. Borchstog
bands had evidently put them to the torch, and recently. Severed human heads
and whole bodies were impaled on sharpened poles in the town squares, or heaped
in mounds amid the rubble, and Giorn chased away the ravens that pecked at
their eyes and ripped at their cheeks. He saw dead men and women tied to
numerous posts, and their mutilated bodies were horrors to look on. Borchstogs
delighted in torture, and Giorn saw the grisly evidence firsthand. When he came
upon the bodies, he drew rein and had his men take them down and burn them. He
had no time for burials.


Deeper and deeper into the
highlands he rode, and as he went the chill in his veins grew colder. The
Borchstogs were close, he could feel them. He could taste a rank, oily
malignance on the air, whispering through the pines and cottonwoods.


Now when he came to the high places
he could see, in the distance, just barely, the infinite sharp teeth of the Aragst Mountains.
Their roots were lost to mist, only the black fangs jutting upward out of the
white roils, ghostly and immortal. A shiver coursed up Giorn’s spine. He could
not help but to imagine the horrors that lay beyond them and the awful wastes
of Oslog itself. And somewhere in those wastes stood the black fortress of
Gilgaroth, the Wolf, the Lord of Ruin, who, it seemed, had turned His gaze upon
Feslan at last.


Giorn led his men over the shoulder
of a certain mountain and up the slopes of Triathad, the mountain where Hielsly
lay. That fair city was on the far side, the southern slope, keeping eternal
watch on the Aragst. Giorn warned his men to be careful and sent scouts to
range far ahead; if Hielsly was near, so too was the enemy. He could feel them
even more strongly now. The hackles on the back of his neck rose higher, and
gooseflesh covered his arms. He heard his men muttering prayers under their
breaths to Brunril and Illiana.


As he was picking his way up the
slope and along a dirt road that ran through the mountain forest, he was
startled by cries of alarm, then cursing and bellowing in Oslogon. A lone
Borchstog, its wrists chained together, was dragged through the dripping pines
and deposited before him. The creature, like all of its race, possessed eyes as
red as hell and flesh as black as death. Resembling a man greatly in aspect, it
stood tall and strong, broad of shoulder and deep of chest, but its face was a
thing of horror –- demonic and loathsome, with thick, sharp teeth, a flat,
broad nose, countless scars and tattoos, and, of course, those red, burning
eyes. Its black, oily hair fell in a lank mane over its shoulders.


“We found this one and several
others guarding the crest,” said the soldier that had brought the Borchstog. He
was the captain of Giorn’s advance scouts and did not have to say what the
fates of the other Borchstogs had been.


“Then that must mean we’re very
near the main host,” Giorn said. “Good.” To the Borchstog, he said, “Do you
speak Havensril?”


It spat on the ground at his
horse’s hooves. In a rough but intelligible voice, it said, “Death to all the
sons of the First Men!” 


Acting with shocking swiftness and
violence, it sprang into action. All the time it had been quietly bunching its
arms, pulling at its chains, but now Giorn saw that this was with purpose. For,
with lightning speed, it now pulled so hard with one arm that the other was wrenched loose from its socket. There
came a horrid, gristly ripping sound. Black blood spurted, and the creature
roared in agony, but even as it did it was leaping at Giorn. It swung its
severed arm like a club. The redness of its eyes blazed like hellfire.


Giorn dodged the swipe of its arm. Kicked
the creature in the chest. It fell back. By that point his men had recovered
from their shock and had skewered the Borchstog in a dozen places. Its black
blood sprayed the ground.


Even so, the thing never removed
its gaze from Giorn’s. The rage in its eyes faded and at last died, but still
those eyes met his, even as it sagged to the ground. It was a sight Giorn
doubted he would ever forget.


“What shall we do with it, my
lord?” panted the scout captain when the Borchstog was dead. 


“It was a noble warrior,” Giorn
said, honestly moved by the creature’s devotion to its cause, “but it was evil,
through and through. Throw it off the nearest cliff.”


Giorn led on. He sent out more
scouts, but no more Borchstog sentries were found. He only hoped that the
individuals of the main Borchstog host did not all possess the spirit of that one.


At last he led his soldiers to the
crest of the mountain and stared down at the besieged city of Hielsly, a thick-walled place of splendors
that sat on the very slope of the mountain. It sprawled up and down and side to
side, hugging the crags and fissures, embracing the springs that bubbled up
from below. Its people were known to sing songs to the hardy trees that grew
from the cracks in the rock and to the goats that leapt from crag to crag.


“Amazing,” Giorn said, sweeping his
gaze across the high spires and domes of that mysterious city. Its people were
the stuff of legend, bold and adventurous, cleaving to the old ways, before the
Crescent became so settled. Their priestesses still danced naked through the
streets at night, singing praises to Illiana, Maker and Goddess of the moon. Even
from here Giorn could see the priestesses’ great Temple, stabbing up toward the black heavens,
its bone-white towers seeming to glow.


He stared intently at the highest
tower, the central one. Its upper chamber shone most fiercely, though it was
not a painful glow, but soft and white and moon-like. Supposedly the
priestesses here wielded the fabulous Moonstone of song and tale. The myths
varied, but according to some Illiana herself had gifted it to them—a final
gift to the race of Man before the Omkar turned their back on them for all
time. Giorn had never truly believed in the Stone, but Niara said it existed
and so he was forced to give the legend the benefit of the doubt.


It was a marvelous city, but
currently masses of Borchstogs huddled in their smoking camps flung about its
mighty walls, tainting Hielsly with their very presence. According to the
messengers, the Borchstogs had launched their attack nearly two weeks ago, and
Giorn could see that they had dug in.


There were ranks upon ranks of the
filthy creatures, many grouped around great bonfires whose columns of smoke
rose high into the black sky, blotting out the stars. Looking through a spyglass,
Giorn saw that Borchstogs were dancing and cavorting about the pyres, seeming
to howl or sing or chant, possibly in some ritual to their Master. Indeed, Giorn
saw bodies of still-moving human captives be thrown upon the fires, and he
ground his teeth as the Borchstogs lifted their heads and howled. 


Other Borchstogs were gathered in
the torture parks, where Giorn saw rows and rows of posts the creatures had
erected, surely cut from the forests of the region, and upon each post writhed
a naked human captive, still living, still bleeding. The Borchstogs prodded
them with lances, whipped them with barbed whips, flayed strips of skin off
them with knives, and cut others down for rape and mutilation. Giorn, who could
stand no more, handed the spyglass back to Hanen, his second-in-command.


“The siege ends tonight,” Giorn
said, feeling sweat stand on his brow.


Hanen, his own eyes hard as he
stared down upon the Borchstog forces, simply nodded.



 

 



 

Giorn dispatched scouts to mark the Borchstog positions,
then consulted with his generals to devise their plan of attack. At Giorn’s
direction, soldiers rolled boulders to the brink of the many short cliffs that
lined the upper reaches of the mountain. When they were in position, Giorn
shouted, “Now!” 


The soldiers shoved the boulders
over, and Giorn watched eagerly as the great stones, covered in moss and dirt
and severed roots, rolled and bounced and clattered down the cliffs and slopes,
sending up plumes of dirt. The Borchstogs stirred and pointed. Some set up a
cry and there was much pushing and shoving to get out of the way, but for many
it was too late. The boulders tore straight into the thick of the camps,
killing and scattering the demons by the scores. They abandoned their pyres. They
abandoned their victims. Giorn’s men laughed.


But he was far from done. To
further the Borchstogs’ disarray, Giorn now directed his archers, positioned
further down the slope. “Fire at will!” he said. 


They loosed their arrows, slaying
the hellspawn even as they scrambled out of the way of the bouncing boulders. Along
the cliffs, Giorn’s men laughed even louder, watching the demons flee and fall
and be ground to paste, watching the bonfires spark and explode as boulders
smashed through them.


Only then, when the Borchstogs’
formations were utterly shattered, did Giorn turn to his riders and say, “To
war!”


“To war!”


He led the three thousand riders
down from the peak to clear a path to the northern gates of Hielsly. His heart
leapt into his throat as he thundered into the midst of the Borchstogs. They
spread like a black sea all around him, howling for his flesh, their red eyes
burning into him, their white teeth flashing, their tar-black faces flickering
by the light of the bonfires. The stench of rotting meet nearly gagged him.


A lance whirled by his head. An
arrow glanced off his helm, setting his ears to ringing. Another embedded
itself in his saddle. The Borchstogs pressed in close. He spurred his horse on,
grinding the creatures beneath its hooves.


His sword hacked chests, cleaved in
skulls and drank deep of black blood, but at last the Borchstogs pressed in too
close and Giorn lifted his horn and blew three short notes.


At once, three of his generals,
leading more troops, speared into the Borchstog ranks from three different
directions, inciting even greater chaos and fear among the Oslogon ranks. Giorn
heard a Borchstog horn blow, long and loud, and gradually the Borchstogs broke
away from the fighting and withdrew, leaving a battlefield scarred by fire and
filth and corpses, both man and demon.


Giorn’s men cheered and gathered to
him at his call. By that time Hielsly had responded and its lord, Baron Oscrin
Hysthir, brought a host out to assist Giorn in pursuing the Borchstogs and
driving them away. Giorn and the Baron chased them through the forest of pines
and eucalyptus that stretched south of the city, at last sending the Borchstogs
fleeing over the cliffs and down their ropes. Giorn laughed as he chopped
through one rope, sending two-score Borchstogs plunging to their deaths in the
forests below. Their screams soothed something deep inside him, and for the
first time in days he began to breathe easy.


Only when the rout was complete did
the victorious armies return to the fields occupied by the Borchstogs, take
down the men and women tied to poles, find the young girls and boys tied by
chains to the ground in the Borchstog captains’ tents, and begin the process of
gathering and sorting the dead. The Borchstog dead were thrown into a huge
mound, doused with oil and burned on the spot. The stench was awful, but at the
same time sweet, and the Illiana priestesses said prayers over the burning to
drive away the taint the creatures had left behind them. The flames were still
licking high into black night as Giorn and his men were led inside the thick
walls of Hielsly.


A mug of ale was shoved into
Giorn’s hand, and he laughed and drank even as he climbed down from his mount. They
were in a crowded courtyard dominated by a tiered fountain spurting
crystal-clear water—spring water, Giorn knew—high into the chill air. The
spring was hot, and steam rose off the water in misty curtains. He appreciated
its warmth in the cold night.


Baron Hysthir, a barrel-chested man
with a thick beard and a booming laugh, embraced Giorn tightly. The Baron,
though hardy, was missing his left arm—lost to Borchstogs in some battle long
ago—but his hug nearly cracked Giorn’s ribs.


“Thank the Omkar you came! I feared
the ‘stogs had intercepted all my messengers.”


“A few got through,” Giorn said. “Brave
men.”


“Bless them! And you! Without you
we would have been overrun.”


“Fiarth would never have let that
happen.”


The Baron’s expression sobered,
even as men laughed and celebrated all around. “I heard about your father. How
does he fare?”


“The healer tells me there is
little hope.”


“That’s terrible. But—and don’t take
this the wrong way—he’s an old man. He’s led a good life, and a full one. We
should all be so lucky. Hopefully he will join his bride beyond the Lights of
Sifril. He deserves the rest.” Hysthir clapped Giorn on the shoulder. “Now
come. I will set you up at the castle for the night.”


“No, I’ll stay with my men. We’ll
camp outside the walls.”


“Nonsense! I won’t have our city’s
heroes so treated.”


“You haven’t enough space, and our
horses . . .”


Lord Hysthir’s eyes shone. “Hielsly
may look cramped, my friend, but we’ve found ways to fill every nook and
cranny, and there are many of those. It’s near an art with us. Now come! We’ll
feast and celebrate. You’ll be our guest of honor.”


So it was. There was singing and
merriment, and Giorn enjoyed the hospitality of the Baron and his people. The
warrior-priestesses of Illiana, so valuable in times of war, came round and
gave kisses on the cheek to Giorn’s men, and their kisses renewed the soldiers.
Some said the priestesses’ power came from the Moonstone, but even if the Stone
did exist Giorn half believed those tales were more myth than fact—useful in
keeping the superstitious Borchstogs at bay but no more. Still, he accepted his
kiss when it came, and felt lighter and more peaceful after.


And these priestesses, he reminded
himself, were fully human and not blessed with traces of elvish blood, as was
Niara; nor did they possess the numerous small charms that Niara’s sisters
bore. Something had to give them such
power. Man was fallen and without Grace, the high arts of the elves denied
them. 


Thinking on it, he ate and drank
and allowed himself to be light of heart. That night after the feast he danced
with one girl after another in the grand courtyard before the castle. Statues
of ancient barons on rearing horses loomed all about, as well as fair maidens
standing tall. His soldiers drank and danced, too, and music drifted through
the night. It was a gay time, and he was content.


But just as he was thinking about
retiring for the evening, denying the invitations of the Baron’s youngest
daughter, warning horns sounded from along the walls, and Giorn’s blood froze.


“Borchstogs!” soldiers cried out. “The
Borchstogs are attacking!”


Giorn, half-stumbling, met up with
the Baron and together they mounted the south-facing arc of the wall beside the
South Gate. Side
by side, they stared out at the night.


“There!” Giorn said, pointing.


A roiling dark mass swept up
through the forests that marched south of the city, disturbing the trees as
though a great monster were climbing toward Hielsly. And presently Giorn saw
that this was so. It was not one monster, but many: the Borchstogs rode their
great Serpents, the massive eel-like creatures known as gaurocks that could
stretch a hundred yards long and more.


There were four of them, and each
bore at least fifty Borchstogs. More Borchstogs came up behind. Thousands. Giorn
could see the starlight glinting off their helms as they poured like a foul
tide past the bases of towering eucalyptus.


“How?” the Baron said. “The
mountain walls’re too steep for gaurocks.”


“This is no idle attack, then,”
Giorn said. This is what he had feared, what he had known in his heart since he
had first heard the news of Borchstogs claiming that the Time of Grandeur was
approaching. Raugst, he thought. This all has to do with Raugst. “They’ve
planned this,” he heard himself say. “They must have erected cranes, scaffolds,
slings . . .”


The Baron’s voice came in a hoarse
whisper, and he spoke like a man in a dream: “Yes, sentries have gone missing
lately. I suspected an attack was brewing, but this . . . they could destroy
us.”


“Vrulug has wanted it for ages, I
know.”


The Serpents drew closer. Giorn heard
drumbeats from the Borchstog host. Boom. Boom.
Boom. Steady, rhythmic, inexorable. There was something in that drumming
that sapped the strength, drained the will.


“Aye,” the Baron was saying at his
side. “But Vrulug knew it would be too costly for him. He might break us, but
we would cripple him in the doing.” The Baron’s eyes flashed with heat. “And we
still shall, by the gods.”

“Vrulug must have received reinforcements from Oslog.” 


“If that’s true, lad, if the Dark
One has turned his gaze our way . . .”


As the enemy neared, Giorn saw that
each of the giant gaurocks wore an iron helmet with three long iron spikes on
the end. 


“They’re going to ram the walls!” 


He braced himself. All around him,
soldiers cried out in alarm. The screams of women and children echoed off the
buildings behind. Lord Hysthir’s curses filled the air.


The gaurocks charged, shaking the
earth with their passage. Moonlight glimmered off dark green scales and on the
hunched armored figures that clung to their ridged backs. The Borchstogs
howled, eager for blood, rape and ruin. Giorn remembered the one who had ripped
off its arm to beat him with and knew they were devoted utterly to their
Master. They considered themselves mere extensions of His will.


The Serpents lowered their heads,
and the iron spikes glinted by the light of the pyre even then roasting the
bodies of the Borchstogs slaughtered in the first battle. The spikes would
crack even the thick stone of the Hielsly wall. The gaurocks drew nearer, and
Giorn could see the red eyes of the Borchstog riders. Any second now—


The Illiana priestesses stepped
forward. Mixed among the soldiery upon the wall, they now summoned unearthly
strength. A white glow suffused them—like angels, Giorn thought. And yet they
held no gem, no elvish artifacts. They
must be channeling power from the Stone. He spared a moment to glance over
his shoulder to the great Temple of Illiana and its central spire; as the priestesses
upon the wall began to glow, the light emanating from the Temple’s central spire waned, just slightly. He
turned back.


The priestesses stretched out their
hands. White light burst from their palms, lances of energy that struck the
gaurocks full in the head. 


Smoke rose from the beasts’ skulls.
They shrieked—a sound that raised the hairs on the back of Giorn’s neck—and
slowed. The Borchstogs prodded them on, lashing them with whips and sticking
them with barbed lances.


The priestesses pressed their
attack. The white beams intensified. Flames licked from the gaurocks’ heads. Several
shrieked and thrashed—dying. Giorn allowed himself to hope that Hielsly might
yet be saved. In their death throes, the Serpents’ dark green coils roiled and
heaved, crushing the Borchstogs that rode them like vermin. The ground shook
and dust obscured the stars.


One got through. Huge, monstrous,
the gaurock actually blasted through the mountainous bonfire that was roasting the
bodies of a thousand Borchstogs, spraying fire and burning corpses everywhere. A
flaming Borchstog sailed right over Giorn’s head, and he had to duck. Even so
he felt the heat of its passing.


The gaurock rammed the wall with
such force that its iron spikes broke from the impact.


The wall heaved. Fifty yards away,
Giorn was pitched off his feet by the concussion. Stumbling, cursing, he
climbed back up, as did the Baron and the soldiers around them.


“Hells!” snapped Lord Hysthir.


The dust from the impact was just
clearing, but even so Giorn could see what Hysthir meant.


“The wall,” he said. “It’s
breached.”


The Baron turned to him with eyes
dull and glazed, the eyes of a dead man. “And so ends Hielsly.”



 

 



 

Giorn and Lord Hysthir summoned soldiers from their
respective companies and raced to meet again at the breach. The great Serpent
lay stunned from the impact, and already its head bristled with spears flung by
Hielsly troops. Blood ran in foul-smelling seas down its glistening scales, and
its movements were sluggish and moribund.


The Borchstogs took no heed. Howling,
they surged around the massive body of the leviathan and poured through the
breach.


Mounting his horse, Giorn noticed
the Borchstog standard bearer bore a lance with a human arm impaled on its tip;
it was covered in tar. Surely not,
Giorn thought. Surely that can’t be the
Baron’s arm. It must have rotted long ago, he told himself. Had the
Borchstogs’ arts truly kept it from decay just so that they could torment Lord
Hysthir with it? It would be like
them.


Giorn massed his riders and led
them in a charge that broke the Borchstog advance. He cut a bloody swath
through their ranks, riding them down and spearing them with his lance. When
that snapped off, he beat them with it, then drew his sword and hacked off
their heads and arms. Black blood spewed in gory fountains. Borchstog bodies
twitched on the ground.


There were too many. They pulled
his men from their steeds, gutted their horses, slit the men’s throats or kept
them for torture. They pressed in from all sides like ants overwhelming
grasshoppers, and at last Giorn led his riders back through the breach. Calling
for blood, the Borchstogs pursued them, only to be met by Baron Hysthir’s
layered wall of shields and spears. The wall opened to admit Giorn and his band
but closed immediately after.


“I have something for you,” Giorn
called to the Baron as he rode near.


Hysthir arched his wooly eyebrows,
and, smiling despite himself, Giorn lifted his grisly prize. 


The Baron’s eyes widened. “My arm!”


Giorn flung it to him. “May it
bring us luck!”


It didn’t. The Borchstogs broke on
the wall of shields like black waves on rocks. Still they came, dogged and
relentless, uncaring of whether they lived or died. They existed only to serve
the Great One and they would gladly perish in His service. Constantly their
cries of “Roschk Gilgaroth!” and “Un crostrig na-Vrulug!” pierced the
air.


While the greater portion of
Giorn’s and Hysthir’s men gathered to repel those Borchstogs that flooded in
through the breach, still more of the hellspawn stormed the walls and engaged
the soldiers there. Alarm bells rang throughout the city and all able-bodied
men—and even women and children, Giorn was dismayed to see—rushed to reinforce
the troops.


“We’ve never had to repel such a
concerted effort,” Baron Hysthir confided to Giorn breathlessly when they had a
moment to speak. Bloods, black and red, drenched his thick armor and tangled
his bristly beard. His severed arm was strapped to his back. “It makes no
sense! Why waste so many troops on Hielsly? The only thing we have of value is—”


Giorn saw it, too. “The Moonstone.”


“Yes.”


“We must safeguard the Temple.” 


The Baron looked around in despair.
Giorn felt it, too. Even then, Borchstogs were pouring over the walls and
setting fire to the buildings of the city to incite chaos and fear. The screams
of women and children rose to a continuous wail. Giorn held no illusions about
what the Borchstogs were doing to the women – and men, too, for that matter.
And boys and girls. 


“I’ll see to the Stone,” he told
the Baron. “You hold the demons back here.”


“Illiana be with you.”


“And you.”


Giorn took a thousand riders and
raced through the tight cobbled streets of Hielsly, having to navigate around
swarms of fleeing townspeople and thread through burning buildings. He passed
the great, tiered fountain he had admired before. Now corpses of soldiers and
townspeople glutted the tiered, spring-fed basins, and the hot crystal-clear
water ran red. Steam rose from butchered bodies. Giorn finally reached the
grand courtyard before the impressive edifice of the Temple of Illiana,
with its elaborate bas-reliefs of angels and brides and the Stewardesses of the
Moon. Already a score of priestesses stood on the steps leading up to the main Temple doors, and they
looked relieved on seeing Giorn and his men.


The High Priestess stepped forward.
In her middle years, she still had hair like gold and the body of an athlete. The work of the Moonstone, Giorn
thought.


“Lord Wesrain,” she said. “It’s
well you’ve come. I fear the reason for the attack—”


“Is to get the Moonstone. Yes, I
think you may be right—though what they want it for is anybody’s guess. It’s a
thing of the light. What use can it hold for them?”


She blinked. Evidently something in
his response had surprised her. Hurriedly, she nodded. “Yes, lord, I had
wondered the same—”


A rush of Borchstogs burst from an
alleyway and fell on Giorn’s men. With the wide open space of the courtyard,
the geography favored Giorn’s riders, and he gladly led them against the
Borchstogs. Wave after wave of the creatures poured from the alleys and
thoroughfares, however, more than he could counter, and everywhere buildings
burned and smoke choked the air.


Borchstogs like a congealing sea
lapped against his riders, pulling them down and ripping them apart with their
bare hands. Howling, blood-covered demons drove Giorn back toward the stairs of
the temple, where the priestesses drew on the power of the Stone and hurled
down shafts of light. The smell of roasting Borchstog flesh filled the air. Giorn
hacked into the enemy even as it surged around him, but at last a pair of black
hands dragged him off his steed.


He chopped the hands off. The
Borchstog fell back, screaming, blood pumping from the stumps.


Giorn wheeled, thrust his blade
through the next howling demonic face that rushed at him. The blade wedged in
the creature’s skull, and he could not retrieve it in time. Two more Borchstogs
were converging on him.


He yanked out his long hunting
knife, ducked the sweep of a Borchstog sword, plunged his blade through the
sword-wielder’s leather armor into its chest. He kicked out, knocking the
second one away. As soon as they were gone, five more took their places. All
around him horses screamed as Borchstogs gutted them or chopped through their
legs, and riders spilled to the flagstones.


“To me!” Giorn shouted. “To me!”


His men, most afoot now, massed to
him, and he led them in a fallback to the temple stairs, where the priestesses
were still using their powers to drive the Borchstogs back, but Giorn noticed
that they did not glow as brightly now. They were fading, their powers nearly
spent. The Stone was strong, but not infinitely so, it seemed.


Before him Giorn saw an endless sea
of Borchstogs—and behind them the flaming ruins of Hielsly. We’re lost. Still, he did not slacken
his pace. He led his men backward, and the priestesses went with them. They
retreated within the high temple doors, and the priestesses flung the doors
shut in the Borchstogs’ faces, then shoved the bolts home, sealing the doors.


“That should hold them for a
moment,” Giorn told the High Priestess. “But not for long.”


She nodded sadly. “We must take the
Stone and leave the Temple.”


“What could they want it for?”


She looked as perplexed as he felt.
“I cannot fathom. It’s the Last Gift—a great weapon of the light, forged by
Illiana Herself. We’ve used it for thousands of years to hold back Vrulug’s
hordes. Perhaps he merely means to destroy it, to weaken us. I don’t know. But
if he wants it this desperately, obviously we must keep it from him.”


“Is there a back way?”


“Yes, but the Borchstogs will be
there, too. However, long ago we dug a tunnel that leads to the sewers for just
such a contingency. It will not be pleasant, but we can use that to get outside
of town.”


Giorn stared. “I cannot abandon
Hielsly! Have you forgotten your liege? And most of my men—”


“Are dead, just like everyone
else.” Her face was grave. “Hielsly is lost, Lord Wesrain, and everyone in it. We
must safeguard the Moonstone. We need all the weapons we can get, especially
now, when the Enemy has chosen to make His move.”


“This is madness!” His men were
looking at him strangely. He wondered if they agreed with him or the priestess.


“It is the only way, captain,” she
said. “We must prevent Vrulug from taking the Stone.”


“At the expense of the city?”


Something heavy pounded on the
doors. They buckled but held. BOOM! They buckled again.


“They have a ram!” a soldier cried.


Flaming debris shattered the
windows, and Borchstogs poured in through the broken glass. Giorn’s men
repelled them, and blood ran across the temple floor.


“So be it,” he told the priestess. “We
can do no more here. I told the Baron I would safeguard the Stone, and so I
will. But may the Omkar have mercy on my soul.”



 

 



 

Stinking of filth and shame, Giorn looked down from the
mountain’s crest on the flaming city of Hielsly.
Just hours ago he had stood in that same spot, admiring the old metropolis and
vowing to save it. Now he watched as it withered and blackened, and the screams
of its people rose into the night.


“Come,” said Ystrissa, the High
Priestess of Feslan. “We must go. It will not be long before they realize the
Stone is missing.”


Giorn nodded dully. “Is it true
what you said—that it’s the Last Gift? I’ve heard the legends, but . . .”


She smiled faintly. “It is, my
lord. All the other Omkar turned their backs on Man when we fell from grace,
tempted by the Dark One out of the light, but not Illiana. She alone maintained
her faith in us. Yet she was forced to leave, to go and tend to the Dreamer. Before
she left she forged the Moonstone, so that we would have a light even in the
darkness of our Fall. Some in my order believe that is because of this gift
that Man was finally able to rally and break away from Him. From Gilgaroth.”


Giorn made a sign to ward off evil.
“You’re saying this thing was the salvation of Man.”


“Yes. Some of us, at least. Orin
Feldred, your ancestor, was one of our early leaders, one of those who heard
the call of the Stone. Some in my order even say that he was its possessor, its
keeper for a time, and that before he was captured he hid it, even from Saria,
and that to find it is why Vrulug tortured him so cruelly. But he did not
betray its location.


“In any case, many Men still serve
the Dark One, of course, but, because of the Stone, many oppose Him, as well. But
it is more than a rallying cry, my lord. You have seen yourself, it is an
effective weapon.”


“Quite.” He sighed. “Come. We must
make haste.”


He turned and led the exodus, all
afoot now, through the dripping forest that hugged the northern face of the
mountain. Down he marched, and the night grew cold and dark, yet he dared light
no flame to guide them lest Oslogon eyes spy it. He led his company through the
highlands for five days. They slept in the forests, sometimes in the trees, and
always he posted many sentries. Several times Borchstog bands moved past them
in the darkness, and once Giorn’s men were able to come on a band during
daytime; the Borchstogs were in their tents, resting, hiding from the sun, and
Giorn brought his men into their camp and slit the creature’ throats while they
slept. Afterwards he freed the captives the Borchstogs had taken in raids on
Feslan settlements, and these, mostly young women, joined his band. 


They had no choice, Giorn learned;
they had no home to return to. The Borchstogs were burning and razing
everything in Feslan. It was a rocky, mountainous country, and its men were
hardy and tough, but the Borchstogs were too many and too well prepared. What
was more, they seemed to have spies and agents everywhere. One of the young
women Giorn had rescued reported that her village had been overrun in the
middle of the night, and that the Borchstogs had not even had to assault the
walls to conquer it. Someone had opened
the gates for them.


The implications of that were dire.
Vrulug must have been honeycombing Feslan with his agents for years, all in
preparation for this assault. Giorn feared the worst. He feared that this might
be the first battle of the final war, the war to usher in the End Times. The Age of Grandeur. Legend said that at
a time of the Dark One’s choosing, He would send his hosts north to obliterate
the Crescent and then to sweep northward, to swallow the world. Giorn feared
that that dreaded war might finally be upon them. Why else would Vrulug have
triggered his hidden agents? Why else would the wolf-lord commit his full
forces to this assault, as well as the reinforcements Giorn suspected his master
had sent him from Oslog?


Thoughts of Hielsly haunted Giorn. He
did not manage to rest often, but when he did he saw the ancient city flaming
and heard the screams, and in his mind’s eye he saw Baron Hysthir tied to a
pole in the courtyard before his own castle, being tortured by the ‘stogs for
days even as he was made to watch them occupy the ruins of his city and rape
and devour his people.


Giorn vowed to bring the Moonstone
to Niara. Perhaps then the Baron’s death and torment—Giorn was certain it was
happening—and the fall of his city would not have completely been in vain. Giorn’s
greatest fear was that Borchstogs would get ahead of him and block off his
access to Eresine
 Bridge. It was the only
way in or out of Feslan without going hundreds of miles around through
treacherous mountains. And the Borchstogs had mounts, while he and his men were
afoot.


It was worse than he’d imagined.


After eight days he led his band to
a certain outcropping and, as he spied the great bridge that spanned the Pit of
Eresine, the canyon that divided Feslan from Fiarth, he saw that all his hopes
were shattered.


The bridge was in flames.


“The Omkar be damned,” Giorn said. At
his blasphemy, Ystrissa gasped.


Smoke rose into the blue sky. The
bridge blackened and crumbled, and as Giorn watched a portion of it broke off
and fell the mile and half to the rushing water below. Soon the rest of the
bridge would follow.


Borchstogs had set up a bonfire
before the bridge and were having a feast of what was likely human flesh on the
rocky ground of its southern end. Another, quite large, company of the fell things
could be seen in the distance, on the opposite side. In Fiarth.


Seeing it, Giorn grew cold. His men
swore. 


“What do we do now, my lord?” one
asked. “We’re trapped.”


He opened his mouth to speak, not
knowing what would come out, but just then a Borchstog horn sounded near the
bridge. Then another.


“Hells,” Giorn said. “We’ve been
spotted.”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
5



 

Reclining beside the long Pool in the great hall of the Temple of Illiana in Thiersgald, with the sunlight
streaming down through overhead windows and the Pool making dream-waves upon
the pillars and walls, Niara wept.


She could not believe that Giorn
was dead, yet word had spread rapidly of the terrible events in Feslan. Borchstogs
had razed Hielsly and many other towns. None had survived, except to be used as
slaves and sport, and she knew Giorn would never allow himself to be taken for
such. And if there were any survivors, there would not soon be, for the demons
had burned the bridge over the Pit of Eresine, trapping all Feslan forces south
of the gorge—but not before sending a company north. In the last few days,
reports had begun circulating of Borchstogs harassing the southern villages of
Fiarth; Meril had just returned from dealing with them.


Beams of light shone down through
the skylights in the grand dome overhead, making the long Pool seem to glow
with gold, but Niara could not appreciate its beauty, nor its purpose—to purify
brides before their wedding, as well as to heal. All she could think of was
Giorn, noble Giorn, apparently lost like so many others against the dark hordes
of Gilgaroth. 


She tried to summon the light
within her, to feel its reassuring warmth, but such was her despair that she
could not find it. It was only a faint flicker at most times, and when her mind
was in turmoil she could not even manage that.


She felt that to deny her grief was
to deny her love for Giorn, and that she could not do. She had denied their
love in life; she would not deny it in death. So she wept, letting her tears
fall into the cleansing waters of the Pool. Even this was in keeping with her
duties as High Priestess, for her tears would increase the potency of the
waters.


Niara looked up as a priestess
approached: Hiatha, Niara’s close friend and one of her inner circle. The young
woman looked nervous and ill at ease, obviously unsure how to approach the High
Priestess in her distress.


Niara smiled, trying to appear
stronger than she felt. I’m High Mother,
she reminded herself. “It’s all right, Hia,” she said. “What news have you?”


Hiatha tried to smile, but it came
out sickly. “Lord Meril is here, High Mother.”


“Oh?”


Hiatha knelt down beside her. She
was a pretty girl, with honey-blond hair and green eyes. “He would like to see
you, privately.” In a whisper, she added, “He looks in a bad way, Mother.”


Niara wiped the tears from her
face. “Tell him to meet me in the solar.”


Hiatha nodded, but she did not move
off. In a hushed, serious voice, she asked, “Has there been any word of . . .
of it, Mother? Any word of the
Stone?”


Niara sobered. “No. It did not
cross the Eresine before the Bridge was fired, and I would have felt it if it
had crossed since. It’s trapped in Feslan.”


Hiatha grimaced. “What will we do,
Mother? The Stone is our best chance of fighting Vrulug. If he should destroy
it—”


“He hasn’t. I would have felt that.
No, someone has it. Someone has the Gift and is keeping it from him.” Could it be . . . ? She couldn’t allow
herself to hope for it. In any case, she didn’t see how whoever had the Stone
could keep it for long. Vrulug had completely overrun the south and blocked off
any escape to the north. But she did not say this. It was her responsibility to
encourage others, not depress them. “We can hope that the Stone stays out of Vrulug’s
hands. If its holders are resourceful enough to keep it from him this long,
perhaps they can keep it from him longer still.”


Hiatha nodded and hurried off to
see to Meril. Niara straightened, sniffed and left the long, gleaming Pool. She
retired to her solar, the round, sun-filled room covered in flowering vines. It
smelled lovely, of rose and honeysuckle and jasmine, and it was so bright and
pretty, with veined, white marble floors and walls, and a small glass dome
overhead letting in the light. This was the room she used when visitors came
who wished a little intimacy, much smaller and less forbidding than the austere
Audience Room. Enjoying the smell of the rose-vines, Niara climbed into her
white seat, pressed flush against the wall, a hole in the wall of flowers, and
waited.


Meril entered almost immediately,
dressed in blue breeches and tunic, with a green jacket embroidered with the
silver stag of the Wesrains, and a crimson cape edged in wolf-fur swept behind
him. He was a tall, handsome youth, smooth of cheek, with blond curly hair and
bright green eyes. Upon his head he wore the crown, but as soon as he stepped
within her presence he removed it, twisting it nervously in his hands.


“Come,” she said.


Wordlessly, he knelt before her. His
eyes were troubled and red, as though he’d been crying. If so, she could not
fault him for it. First Rian had died, then his father, the very morning after
Giorn had left. And now word had come of the disaster in Feslan, and all feared
that Giorn must be dead, as well. All he
has left is Fria.


“You may rise,” Niara said.


Meril did not. He looked up at her
with his red-rimmed eyes, and to her surprise she saw that his lips were
quivering. He gathered control of himself, and his face hardened.


Her heart wrenched, and something
of the mother instinct rose in her. She leaned over and touched his hair,
cupped his face. “I know, dear,” she said. She had known him and his siblings
all their lives, and they had known her as well, precisely as she was now, for
she had not aged in all that time. It seemed like only yesterday that she had been
bouncing Meril on her knee. The thought that he was saddled with such tragedy
was heartbreaking. Strangely, she had never thought of Giorn as a child, even
when he had been one. He had always been so grave, so mature, and he had been
shooting her looks out of the corner of his eye since his early teens.


Not so, Meril. He had always seemed
young, innocent, even when he was chasing girls and landing himself in trouble
with Harin.


“They’re gone,” he said, and his
voice was raw. “Rian, Father, even Giorn. How can it be? Tell me, Lady Niara. You’re
the High Priestess of Illiana. How can the Omkar let us suffer like this? If anyone should know, it’s you.”


She looked at him for a long
moment, then sighed. “The Omkarathons are weak and scattered, dear. Illiana still
looks upon us with favor, and we have Her love, and Her teachings, and the
Moonstone she left for us to defend ourselves with, but she cannot aid us. We
are trapped with him, Meril. With Gilgaroth. We must find a way to defeat Him
on our own, without recourse to the Omkar. We have the Sun and the Moon, and
the Books of the Light. Those will have to be enough.”


He shook his head wretchedly, and
his hands twisted the crown with new vigor, as if he wanted to rip it apart. “No,”
he said. “It is not enough.” There
was so much pain and anger in his voice that she winced.


“It will have to be.”


“Then we’re doomed, High Mother.” Tears
sprang to his eyes, but he blinked them away. Fury gripped him, and his face
was seized in an expression of hate. There was so much rage in his eyes she was
surprised it didn’t burn up his tears. “Even now a company of Borchstogs sweeps
northward, burning and razing all in their path, enslaving and raping,
torturing and killing. And even more will come when the Bridge is rebuilt. My
people—isn’t that funny, my people,
they should be Father’s, they should be Giorn’s—but they are mine, and they’re
fleeing the Borchstogs. They flee their farms and villages and seek shelter in
the larger towns and cities. Soon those towns will be islands in a sea of
death. I don’t know how it happened, but Vrulug has begun the Last War. That’s
what the men are saying. That’s what the Borchstogs that we capture are saying,
before they slit their throats and bite off their tongues to bleed out, and
that’s if they go without taking my men with them. They say that we’re doomed,
Mother. They say that Vrulug intends to destroy us all. And that, somehow, he
has the means.”


He closed his eyes, and fell
silent. Niara stared at him. Silently she said a prayer. It cannot be as bad as he says. Surely
he’s exaggerating. He was young and inexperienced in war. It was possible
he was simply scared.


“Be strong,” she said. “The Light
will protect us.”


He snorted. “The Light! What good
has it done us? You haven’t seen, High Mother. You don’t know. I’ve ridden out, taken our forces south to fight the ‘stogs. They
hide from me though, slipping into the bogs and caves and deep woods.”


“Then that means they fear you.” He should have more spine. It was not
fitting for a baron to be so given to despair. Giorn would not have acted this
way.


“They fear my numbers,” he
admitted, “but only until the Bridge is rebuilt. Feslan is fallen.” His voice broke, and he hung his head. “You
haven’t seen, Mother. You haven’t seen what the ‘stogs have done. Little girls
raped, their throats slit, left to rot in the mud like pigs. Men on poles,
flayed of every inch of skin, their privates torn off, their hands and feet
sawed off, and still alive.” He
glared up her, and she was shocked by the violence in his eyes. “How can they
be so cruel, Mother? How can the Borchstogs hate us so much?”


She held his gaze, then sank back
in her chair. She took a deep breath, let it out. Perhaps Meril was not so weak
after all. “I have no good answer,” she said. “Save that they serve their own
dark god and hate us. We exist outside the shadow of Gilgaroth.”


He rose to his feet, began pacing
back and forth. “But they are not without intelligence. They’re beings of
reason, even if they choose not to use it. How can they do these things?”


“As I said, we exist outside the
shadow of Gilgaroth, Meril. We are like nothing to them. Nothing. All that matters is contained within his shadow. Everything
else is blasphemy and should be destroyed. Defiled.”


“Why?” He turned to stare at her.


“To show contempt for those that
stand outside their sphere, to assert the mastery of Gilgaroth. Vrulug believes
his god is the only worthy one, Meril, save perhaps Lorg-jilaad, Gilgaroth’s
sire. The rest of the Omkar and all those who worship them are refuse that must
be washed away.”


“How can I fight that? Tell me that, Mother.”


“I don’t know. But giving into them
will not suffice, so you had better go out and destroy them. It’s not just our
lives at stake, but our souls. If Gilgaroth claims these lands as his, our
souls will be at his mercy, and he will cast them on the Fire. And it’s more
than even that, Meril. It’s our whole way of life. It’s not just our
civilization, but all the civilizations of the North. So you must dry your eyes and stand up.” Her voice was harsher than
she’d intended, but it had the desired effect. Meril looked as if he’d been
slapped.


He blinked, then nodded. “As you
say, High Mother.” He lifted the crown and shoved it down on his head. She knew
it would never be comfortable for him. “Will you say a prayer for me?”


She gave him a kindly smile. He
deserved that much. “I will, Meril, if you will say one for me.”


That earned her a small smile in
return, though it was fleeting. He turned to go. Just as he was about to slip
through the entrance, he glanced back and said, “Shall we hold a funeral for
Giorn? We may never find his body. If so, I would like you to preside. I feel
badly enough our having parted on such terms, but . . .”


She shook her head. “I haven’t
given up hope.” She heard her voice begin to crack, and said no more. He nodded
and left.


When he was gone, she sagged and
closed her eyes. Illiana, protect us.


She heard voices in the hall
outside and recognized one as Raugst’s—Lord Raugst Wesrain now, for he had
taken his wife’s family name, as was the custom in his circumstance. Presently
Hiatha entered and came before her. “Lord Raugst wants to see you, Mother.”


“And what does Lord Raugst want
with the priesthood?”


Hiatha leaned forward. “It’s not
the priesthood he wants, my lady.” Her
eyes said exactly what she meant by this, though she did not voice the thought.
“Anyway, he came with Meril, but didn’t depart with him. He says he desires an
audience with you.”


“I rather think Fria might object
to that.”


“He did not mention her, Mother.”


“I would think not.” Niara shook
her head. Her conversation with Meril had wearied her, and she did not want to
have to put up with Raugst’s latest overtures. It was obvious he desired her,
and his pursuit was relentless, Fria or no. And Niara had not forgotten Giorn’s
suspicions, either. She didn’t quite believe them, but just the same she always
kept her guard up when around Raugst. But she was drained now, both spiritually
and emotionally. “Tell him my duties prevent me from seeing him.” She pushed
herself to her feet.


“What shall I tell him you’re
doing?”


“Anything. Just make sure it’s
something that would take awhile.” She departed the solar from the side
entrance. Immediately she missed the warmth and the smell of flowers.


Hiatha hurried to keep up. “Where
are you going, Mother?”


“For a ride. I cannot stand being
here any longer, cannot stand for people to see me like this. Fresh air will do
me good.”


“Would you like some company?”


Niara smiled gently and touched
Hiatha’s arm. “Not just now, sister. Perhaps another day.”


Hiatha blushed and moved off to
attend to Niara’s instructions.


Niara, grateful for the solitude, entered
the stables, where the priestesses’ horses were kept. There she brushed and
saddled Lissia, her beautiful white mare. When she was ready, she swung astride
and departed the temple grounds, clattering down the wide, tree-lined avenues
and past the bustling University
 of Hiarn, said to be one
of the finest in the Crescent. The sun was bright and warm overhead, and the rhythmic
beat of Lissia’s hooves on the cobbles soothed Niara’s nerves.


She passed the great, tiered
Fountain of Aryl, whose crystal clear waters spewed water high overhead to
catch the twinkling light. Niara felt a fine spray just lightly mist her face
and smiled. It had been at the base of that fountain that King Greggory Wesrain
had pledged his love to the Countess Aryl Hassoway, earning Count Hassoway’s
eternal hate and starting a series of events that would lead to the attempted
uprising immortalized in The Ballad of a
Winter Morn. 


Several times Niara fancied that
she was being watched, and once or twice she turned to see a dark shape
slipping into an alley. She shook her head and told herself she was imagining
things. At last she swept under the East Arch, passing through the great gray
wall that encircled the city, then rode past the farms and the farmers, finally
entering the Forest
 of Sinestra—so named
after a beloved baroness of ancient times who had taken many sojourns through
these woods after her lord husband had died. Legend said her ghost lingered
here, till calling out for him. The trees stretched tall and fair, and soft
yellow sunlight filtered through. A gentle breeze whispered, ruffling the
boughs. Birds sang and called to each other overhead.


Here, at last, Niara breathed easy.
She dismounted and let Lissia wander. 


The babbling of water drew her, and
he came to a silky stream with clear running water over a bed of soft round
silver stones. Niara knelt along the grassy banks and stared at her own reflection.
A sad woman looked back at her, a woman who had lost a true love she could not
even openly name.


Might there be some hope? Perhaps
Giorn had survived yet. Someone had
stolen the Moonstone from Vrulug’s trap. Despite what she had told Meril, she
could not allow herself to believe it, could not allow herself any false hopes.
But I will not preside over his funeral. Yes,
that I refuse to do.


She sighed and leaned back, forcing
her gaze to take in the beauty about her. Yet it had been in these woods, far
to the east, that Harin Wesrain had died. Even now the villagers were calling
the knoll where he been shot Harinmont. A statue of him was being erected under
the dying Tree of Kings in his memory. That place was far away, however. These
woods were soft, peaceful, unspoiled.


And yet . . .


She frowned. There was a strangeness
here, a taint.


She strained her senses, but she
could not tell what it could be. By the sudden shiver that coursed up her
spine, she knew tell it was coming closer. By the moment. The forest seemed to
grow dark around her, and the fragrance of the blossoms faded, turned sour. 


A sound behind her. Rustling grass.


She spun.


Raugst—Lord Raugst—emerged from the
undergrowth, wearing his hunting clothes, black on brown, with black boots and
a gray cloak.


She felt a sinking feeling inside
her but did not know why. “Raugst,” she said, rising.


He bowed. “Niara.”


She tried to contain the sudden
swell of fear that ran through her. She wanted only to back away, to flee like
the fox before the hound. Instead, she gazed at him levelly. “It was you, wasn’t it?”


He lifted his eyebrows. At the same
time, he stepped forward. “Me?”


“You were following me.”


“Not I.” Another step.


“Then one of your pack.” Immediately
after assuming his new position as Captain of the Castle Guard, he had begun
appointing his own men. They followed him about and followed his orders
unquestioningly. Niara had heard rumors that no one knew them. They must come
from the south, some said, from the border. His old friends, they said.


He did not answer. His eyes
fastened on her even as he stepped toward her. She could smell him now. A
strange musk rose from him. She felt a heaviness fall over her.


He reached out a hand and traced
her cheek. His finger was rough, but warm. She stared up at him dumbly, trying
to shrug off that heaviness. He was tall, and broad-shouldered, and she felt
small in his shadow. She was tall herself, and not many men could make her feel
small. 


“What . . . ?” She blinked.


“Niara . . .”


He bent his head. His lips neared
hers. She felt the desire to close her eyes and part her lips.


She slapped him and stumbled back. She
shook her head, clearing it.


“I don’t . . .” Feeling something
dark cross her soul, she looked up at him. “You aren’t . . . no, it can’t be .
. .” Could Giorn have been right? Surely it was the only explanation for the
fog that had stolen over her.


“Don’t fight me,” he said, taking
another step forward.


She moved back. Part of her
thought, No, don’t run from him. He will
chase you down. But she did not want to be close to him again. He was
powerful, and he had chosen to exert that power now, here, away from prying
eyes. Why?


Backing away, gasping for air, she
stared at him, and he matched her gaze unblinkingly. An undeniable power radiated
off of him. She could feel it on the air. It was then that she knew with
absolute certainty that Giorn had indeed been right.


Once again, he stepped forward. 


Once again, she stepped back, but
this time her foothold gave way. She pinwheeled her arms—too late—and fell
backward into the cold, gurgling stream. Raugst laughed above her. The coldness
shocked her back to herself. I cannot let
him know that I’ve caught on to what he is.


She stood up from the stream,
feeling her wet dress hanging about her like a weight, knowing she looked
pitiful, ridiculous. 


“Just leave me alone.”


She brushed past him. He paused for
a moment, then walked beside her. She loathed his presence. He was an
abomination. She wanted to flinch away but had to hide it. She kept her eyes
straight ahead. Where was Lissia? She must leave. Must warn Meril.


Raugst grabbed her arm. “I must
have you, Niara.”


Again she felt a heaviness fall
over her. This time she used her own power and threw it off. 


“Never.”


Raugst’s eyes widened. “The rumors
are true, then.” His voice was ragged. “You are of the Light-born.” He snorted,
a sort of laugh—wryly amused at something. “I’ve fallen under the spell of a
Light-born . . .”


“Unhand me.”


Surprisingly, he did. Staring down
at her, evidently seeing the disgust in her face, he said, “You know.” He did
not make it a question.


“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.” Her heart crashed against her ribs.


Turning away, she stalked through
the forest, dripping water as she went. She whistled, calling for Lissia. The mare
did not come. Where—? 


From somewhere, the horse screamed
in agony.


Niara ran toward the sound. Raugst
kept pace beside her, silent as death. At last she reached a small clearing,
where Lissia had been nibbling some grass, but now five great black wolves were
tearing at her and the beautiful white mare was on the ground, kicking feebly,
her red blood spilling across the grass.


“No!”


Niara started to run toward the
mare and scatter the wolves, but a strong hand held her back.


“It’s too late,” Raugst said.


He was right. The great black
wolves slavered and growled, and blood and flesh matted their whiskers. They were
huge wolves, unnatural, more demon than animal. Lurum-cruvalen, Niara realized belatedly—the great wolves of the Aragst,
the ones who did Vrulug’s bidding and whom legend said could change shape . . .


She wheeled on Raugst. “You did this.”


He stared at her, then to the
wolves ripping at the dying mare, eating Lissia alive. “You know.” That was all
he needed to say. 


It was his turn to whistle. Shortly
his handsome black charger appeared out of the forest, and he swung astride it.
“I really must go,” he said, looking down at her sadly. “I fear for Meril. All
these deaths have left him in a bad way.”


Niara was hardly listening. She
looked from Raugst to the wolves. Lissia had stilled now, and the wolves were
losing interest in her. They turned their gore-coated heads toward Niara. Flies
buzzed about their dripping whiskers.


“No . . .”


She backed away.


The wolves approached, hunched and
slavering. So, she thought. Raugst’s
pack had come with him after all. Giorn,
I am so sorry.


The wolves approached, and she
could smell the stench of death upon them. She backed away, but not too fast. If
she bolted they would be on her in an instant. She prepared herself to dredge
up her powers, but with Raugst here to counter her she knew she could not win. Soon
she would join Lissia.


Suddenly, Raugst interposed himself
between the wolves and Niara. Shocked, she stared up at him.


He lowered a hand to her. “Hurry. I
cannot contain them once their hunger is roused.”


Hating herself for doing it, she
took his hand and swung up behind him. Once more his musk surrounded her, but
Lissia’s death had rendered her numb, immune from his power. The wolves growled
and snapped at the horse’s hooves, but they made no real move against their
master. 


“Ra!” Raugst said, giving the
charger his spurs.


It bounded off, through the grand
trees of the forest, and Niara took one last look at the blood-coated wolves
and the torn carcass of Lissia, then turned forward once more. Reluctantly, she
wrapped her arms about Raugst. Otherwise she would be bounced off.


For a while they rode in silence. Then,
quietly, so quietly she did not know if he could hear, she said, “Why?”


He heard. He was a wolf, after all.
But for a time she didn’t realize it, as he said nothing. At last, though, he
said, “I’m not done with you yet. And there is nothing you can do to stop me in
any case. It’s already done.”


It was then that she remembered
what he’d said about Meril. “Dear Omkar, what have you done?” When he did not reply,
she pounded her fists angrily against his back. “You bastard, what have you done?”



 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
6



 

In the highest tower of the ruined fortress, Giorn sat on a
block of stone and smoked a pipe. The roof of this chamber had collapsed long
ago, and so the sun beat down on his bare shoulders and sweated beaded in the
hairs of his chest. Between his jaws he clamped a pipe, and he smoked on it
contentedly as Hanen, his second-in-command, gave his report.


“The last fifty yards is giving
them a time of it, sir,” Hanen said, “but they promise results soon.”


“How is their supply of ropes?”


“Oh, they have plenty, sir. The
supplies we’ve been taking from the ‘stogs have proven more than adequate. Though—”
He paused, looking sheepish. “The men say they hate to use the Borchstog gear. They
say it’s tainted. Evil.”


Giorn nodded, feeling the wind in
his hair and his newly-grown beard. The sun was beginning to set behind the
peaks to the west. He would miss it. “It is
tainted. But it’s all we’ve got. Are the engineers sure the last fifty yards
can be overcome?”


“Yes, sir. They’ve had some
rockslides further up, and now that they’re close to the water they’ve had some
mudslides, as well. It’s set them back, but they still promise to have it done
within a few days.”


“Very good.” Giorn was glad to hear
it. It had taken him weeks to find a suitable stretch along the Eresine wall
for his men to scale. The gorge was steep and treacherous, and the water ran
swift and brutal. At last, however, he had found a place that seemed workable. This
stretch contained numerous protrusions and ledges and rough surfaces for
handholds, and the wall that led a mile and half down to the dark rushing water
was not as steep as at other places. It would only need a little work,
chiseling and scoring and more, to allow a large number of people to be able to
scale down. Of course, once down, they would have to find a away back up the
other side. Crossing would not be too difficult. The river was narrow there,
and Giorn planned to hurl several tree trunks into the gorge to serve as
bridges.


And now, according to Hanen’s
report, only a few more days remained. Then Giorn could begin leading his
people out of Borchstog-overrun Feslan.


Only a few more days . . .


He sighed, thinking of Niara’s face.
He could almost smell her hair.


“What about glarumri?” he asked. “Have
there been any more sightings?” He hated the glarumri, the Borchstog riders of
the great crow-like birds, the glarums. They scoured the skies, seeking the
scattered bands that still resisted Vrulug’s invasion.


“Yes, sir,” said Hanen. “Just
yesterday there was a scare. A patrol was coming in from the east, but our
watchers caught them and sounded the alarm in time for the engineers to get under
cover. Your system is still working, sir.”


“Good.”


“There’s one more thing.” Hanen
made a wry face. “She’s asking to see the Moonstone again, sir. She says it
belongs with her and her priestesses.”


“She would.” The High Priestess
Ystrissa had been demanding custody of the Moonstone ever since Giorn brought
it out of Hielsly. Normally he would have let her have it, but these were not
normal times, and he had rescued several refugee women over the last few weeks
who claimed to be priestesses of Illiana. Accordingly, they had joined
Ystrissa’s sisterhood. Thus, remembering that Vrulug’s agents could appear like
anyone else, Giorn trusted no one, not even these supposed priestesses. He had
hidden the Moonstone away in this very tower and did not mean to relinquish it
until it was time for his band to move on. “Tell her to wait.”


“She is tired of waiting.”


“Nevertheless. Is there anything
more?”


“No. Cook said to tell you supper
is almost ready.”


“Have it served, then. I’ll be down
directly.”


Hanen nodded and withdrew down the
narrow steps. 


Giorn cast his eyes upon the
broken, thrusting towers of the keep and admitted to himself that he would miss
this place when he was gone. It had provided him and his men a perfect refuge
for the past two months, even as Vrulug sent out his bands to scour Feslan for
the Moonstone. Vrulug wanted it desperately, though Giorn still did not know
why. Neither did Ystrissa. All she could theorize was that Vrulug meant to
destroy it to prevent them from using it against him. In any event, the
Borchstogs had not thought to hunt for the Stone here, and the ruin was well
off the beaten track.


This was Balad’s Folly, notorious
throughout Felgrad. Long ago it had been the great keep of Baron Balad, lord of
Fenmarth, the precursor to Feslan. Lord Balad came from old stock, long
accustomed to fighting Vrulug and his thralls, and he had built this keep with
that in mind. He had located the grand castle at the end of a series of
switchback streams, deep into the jagged canyons of the mountain. There he had
built Balad’s Folly—at the time called Fengard—flush against the canyon wall at
the end of the stream. The stream actually bubbled up from springs in the
mountain, which was riddled with natural caverns, to flow through a channel in
the castle itself, through its courtyard and out from under its walls.


Baron Balad had built his great
fortress with thick, high walls that would take tens of thousands of Borchstogs
to storm. Added to that, they would have to approach the fortress along the
narrow defile of the canyon, where his archers could pick them off leisurely
from the cliffs and towers. It was an impregnable bastion, or so the Baron
thought.


Thus when Vrulug launched his next
assault on Fenmarth, Lord Balad withdrew his forces here, where they could
outlast any siege. Borchstogs came through the passes, and the Baron’s archers
picked them off and tumbled boulders down from the cliffs to crush them. Many
Borchstogs died. But then, unexpectedly, Vrulug drew his forces to a halt. Within
spitting distance of Fengard’s walls, he stopped his march. The Baron was
puzzled, at least until the Borchstogs came pouring out of the caves at his
back and directly into his castle. There had followed one of the bloodiest
massacres in Felgrad history. Over a hundred thousand people had gathered at
Fengard, and over a hundred thousand died. In desperation, the Baron had led
his forces out from the gates and along the defile, trying to break through
Vrulug’s lines. But Vrulug’s force had planned for this, and their lines could
not be breached. The Baron was caught between Vrulug to the fore and a tide of
blood-coated Borchstogs to the rear, and he was crushed between them.


Legend said Vrulug had let him
live. According to the story, the wolf-lord had captured the Baron after a
duel. The Baron had lost, and Vrulug had placed him in custody and forced him
to watch the butchering and torturing of his men and the raping and mutilation
of his women. Afterwards, Vrulug had stripped the Baron of his clothes and sent
him into the hills, there to live in shame for the rest of his days. Some said
it was the cruelest torture Vrulug had ever devised.


Giorn did not know how much of the
story was true, but, surrounded by the high walls of the canyon and staring at
the blasted towers, crumbling with time, and sweeping his gaze at the
avalanche-choked approaches, he could believe it. He could almost hear the
screaming of tens of thousands of men and women as they were tormented by
Vrulug and his thralls. The wind howled through the peaks of the mountain,
whistled through the towers, and Giorn shuddered. Time for supper.


Finishing his pipe, he descended
through the tower, making his way through the courtyard, over the small bridge
that spanned the spring-fed creek and into the main keep. Everything was
covered in dust and cobwebs and tumbled stones, and his men had only made small
improvements—lumping stones together to form tables, sweeping out corners for
places to sleep, finding an old brazier and stuffing it full of hot coals to drive
away the chill of Feslan nights.


Two-score of Giorn’s men were here,
playing cards and telling each other lies about their exploits, and he rounded
them up. They smiled and laughed and clapped him on the back.


“Only a few more days,” said Mikel.


“That’s what Captain Hanen says,”
added Thergin. “Just a few more days and we can cross the Eresine.”


“Is that true, my lord?” asked
young Hallys. She was a comely blond-haired girl he had found wandering the
woods—one of many—and she had taken a liking to Mikel. Giorn had found many
refugees from Vrulug’s latest campaign, and he had taken in one and all.


“That’s the plan,” he said, happy
to give them some good news at last.


He took them down through the
fortress, past the catacombs and dungeons, which he shuddered every time he
went by. When he had first set out to occupy the Folly, he had found a handful
of Borchstog squatters. Likely they had gotten cut off from their band, or else
they were all that was left of it. Either way, they had been camping in the ruins
for what looked like a few weeks, and they had brought prisoners with them. After
Giorn and his men slew the Borchstogs, they found the captives in the dungeons—mostly
young and comely women, but a few boys and men, too. They were not so comely
anymore. Borchstogs had cut off their noses, gouged out their eyes, amputated
their limbs and reattached them elsewhere. Most of the captives begged for
death from tongue-less mouths, and Giorn, trembling, had obliged. 


He tried not to think about it as
he led his men down into the caves that had caused Baron Balad’s downfall. Giorn
would not make the same mistake. He had placed many sentries down as many of
the caves as he could; he would not be taken by surprise.


The cook had been roasting goats
caught in the highlands, and the smell made Giorn’s stomach rumble. He had
prohibited any fires in the fortress proper during daytime, as the smoke could
be seen far and wide, but down here the smoke could find no escape and merely
wreathed the ceiling, slithering between drooping stalactites. There were more
braziers down here, some shaped like dragons’ heads, or fish heads, or the
heads of goats. The Bronze Ram had been Baron Balad’s family symbol, and there
were goats everywhere in Balad’s Folly—carved into the walls, inlaid in the scrollwork
along the columns, fashioned into braziers.


Stalagmites reared up from the
floor, and Giorn had to navigate around them as he came upon the feasting
table, a long stone slab set on chiseled stalagmites. The slab had been joined
together out of six of the tomb coverings in the catacombs above. Baron Balad
had relocated some of his ancestors’ remains here to watch over the fortress in
his absence, and though it had not done him any favors Giorn appreciated a
place to eat.


At Giorn’s arrival, the various
soldiers and refugees gathered around the table. There were smiles on the faces
of some, and nervous laughter escaped the mouths of others. Most looked tired
and haggard, but at least hope now glimmered in their eyes.


Giorn sat at the head of the table
and Lady Ystrissa its foot. When Cook laid the food down and his helpers passed
around the mismatched plates, Ystrissa bowed her head and led the men and women
in prayer. Giorn was not particularly religious, but he tolerated it and
finished by murmuring with the rest, “May the Light guide us home.” That at
least was something he could support.


He dug into his meal, and nothing
had ever tasted so good as that soot-seared goat. Bitter turnips had been found
growing along the slopes, and they served as a side dish.


“Is it true we’re going home?”
someone asked, and Giorn had to endure another round of eager questions.


He assured them that things looked
well in hand, but he did not want their hopes raised too high and so did not
make his answers as affirmative as the men and women around the table were
obviously hoping for.


“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll get
out of here. I don’t know if it will be tomorrow, or next week, but it will
happen.”


That disappointed them, and they
sank back in their chairs a bit glummer than before. Better than raising their hopes and then dashing them. Giorn looked
to Ystrissa and she offered him a smile. At least she understood, their
squabble over the Moonstone notwithstanding.


During the days Giorn frequently
led a band of men out from Balad’s Folly to harass the Borchstogs that roved
the mountains. Sometimes he came across a Borchstog encampment, and when they
were gathered in their tents to hide from the sun he would bring his men in
raids against them. He’d slaughtered many and rescued a number of their
prisoners, though he was always careful never to attack Borchstogs too close to
Balad’s Folly. He did not want the enemy to know his whereabouts. Along with
rope and women and boys, he had liberated several casks of Oslogon wine, and as
the people ate the black bottles were passed around.


Giorn filled an ancient, bejeweled
goblet, perhaps one used by Baron Balad himself, and drank the foul stuff down.
It was bitter and rancid, but underneath that was a strangely sweet flavor. It
sent a pleasant cloud to fog his mind.


“I hate this stuff,” said Captain
Hanen, sitting at Giorn’s right hand, “but I can’t stop drinking it.” He
laughed and took a swig.


“I understand,” Giorn said, taking
a sip himself. “I didn’t even know grapes could grow in Oslog.”


“Who says they can? Who knows what
this poison is made from?”


That was an unpleasant thought, and
it almost slowed Giorn’s drinking of it. Almost.


Easy,
he told himself. I cannot allow the men
to see me drunk. On the other hand, being drunk made him happy, and his
happiness cheered them. It was a weak rationalization, but it was enough to
keep him refilling his goblet.


After the feast, tipsy from the
wine, he staggered from the dinner table and lurched up the stairs to his
tower. Wind howled through the gaping windows and the fissures in the walls,
and the mountains rose into purple heights all around. If he strained his ears,
he could just hear the gurgling of the spring-fed creek that washed away down
the valley. He had convinced himself that this was Balad’s tower, and he
indulged himself by nesting in it. And nest it was. His bed was made of rags
and hay and grass, and he crawled into it gratefully. Another day gone. 


Only a few more days . . . 


Niara,
I’m coming.


He was hardly aware of the noise
when it came, and for a moment he was not sure what had jerked him out of his
sleep. Then it came again, a slight scrabbling sound. Then a feminine giggle. He
frowned, smacked his lips. His mouth was very dry. Why hadn’t he taken a bottle
with him?


A slender form appeared from the
top of the stairway, and a giggling girl clad in the wind tiptoed up to his
nest. She was young. Too young. Moonlight gleamed off the blond hair on her
head and the blond mound between her long legs. Her breasts were small and
high, and they jutted out from her chest, tipped by small dark nipples.


“Who . . . ?”


She knelt beside him, and for the
first time he noticed she held a goblet. When she knelt down, some of its
contents sloshed over, and he smelled the bittersweet odor of Borchstog wine.


“My lord,” she said, leaning over. He
could smell the wine on her breath.


Without thinking, he reached out
and grabbed a breast. Instantly he drew his hand back. Suddenly sober, he sat
up and backed away from her. 


“Who are you?” 


“Why, don’t you recognize me, my
lord?”


It was Hallys, he saw, the girl who
had fallen for Mikel. “Hallys. Why are you up here? You should be downstairs,
with Mikel . . .”


She giggled and sipped her wine. Some
of it trickled down from her lower lip and over her right breast. Niara, he thought. Think of Niara.


“I should,” she agreed happily,
“but instead I’m with you. I decided Mikel was too young.” Her shoulders
sagged. “Besides, he took up with that slut, Santha. Anyway, he isn’t a lord. He’s
just some foolish boy who can barely hold a sword. You’re a baron.” In a smaller
voice, she added, “A hero . . .” 


She edged closer to him and draped
herself along his side. Casually he took her goblet from her and downed a sip. The
bittersweet liquid parched his thirst, stung his throat. “Hallys,” he said. “You
must go.”


“Why?” She stroked his bare chest
with her light, small fingers, running them through the hair that covered his
belly. “Do you like it all alone up here, all alone in the Roost?” She giggled
again. “That’s what people are calling it, you know. The Roost.”


He shoved her hand away, setting
the goblet down. “Yes,” he said. “I do. Now, if you’ll go.”


She laid her head on his shoulder. Despite
himself, it felt good there. Her hair smelled clean. “You don’t really mean
that,” she said.


He did not immediately push her
away. Wind whispered over the edges of the crumbled wall, and clouds streamed
across the jewel-laden sky.


“Hallys,” he said.


She turned her face up to him. He
didn’t know if it was the wine, or something else, but when she parted her
lips, just slightly, he bent his head and kissed her. She tasted sweet, with
just a hint of bitterness, the exact opposite of the Borchstog wine. He found
himself squeezing one of her breasts again, and she moaned in his mouth.


Then she was pushing him back onto
his nest. Her hands fumbled at his breeches, jerked them down.


“No,” he said. “Niara . . .”


“No,” she answered. “I am Hallys.” She
giggled.


His member popped out, stiff and
proud. The breeze felt good against it. Then he couldn’t feel the breeze, for
Hallys had slid down upon it. All he could feel was her tight, wet, warm
embrace. She rose up and down on him, her curves framed by stars and clouds.


“Oh,” she said. 


“No,” he said. “This isn’t . . .” His
head swam. She towered over him, huge, a goddess. Her eyes gleamed strangely. His
head spun. That wine is no good . . .



Despite himself, he thrust inside
her. He cupped one of her buttocks, and she moaned. “Yes,” she said. “Yes.”


She rocked her hips, sliding herself
up and down. She closed her eyes and arched her back, gasping with pleasure.


“Yes,” he said, and the word felt
as though it were torn from him. The stars blurred and danced behind her. His
mind reeled.


She rocked her hips, faster,
faster. He couldn’t take it anymore. Suddenly, he erupted inside her, and all
his strength fled him.


“Where is the Moonstone?” she said,
panting.


“Over there.” He gestured to the
corner of his roost. “Under that mound, there’s a stone. It’s beneath it.” Why did I say that? The wine . . . But
there was a blurring in his mind that did not feel as though it came from wine.


“Thank you.” She smiled. “I never
would have found it otherwise.”


She slipped off him, his juices
running down her thigh. She bent, shoved away the pile of debris that Giorn had
erected, pulled up the stone he had so cunningly placed, and revealed the
ancient chest that held the Moonstone. The Last Gift. The salvation of Man. Still quivering in
ecstasy, Giorn tried to rise to his feet and stop her. His legs folded like
jelly. The stone floor rushed up and slapped him. Groaning, he crawled over to
her. She was staring down at the chest.


“I can’t open this,” she said. “Not
here.”


“No,” he said, crawling closer.


“It will have to be Wegredon . . .”


She turned to him. She was no
longer Hallys, but some stranger, tall, voluptuous, beautiful. A cascade of
black hair fell across her white shoulders, and her eyes flashed emerald green
by the light of the moon.


“No,” he said again.


She almost seemed to have forgotten
him. But now she remembered, and her foot lashed out and kicked him in the
face.



 

 



 

When he awoke, the woman was gone, and so was the Stone. Groggily,
he roused the castle. Ystrissa shrieked and slapped him when she found out the
Stone had been stolen, and she slapped him again when she found out how. The
girl Hallys was quickly found, nestling with Mikel, and questioned thoroughly. She
knew nothing. Giorn hadn’t expected her to. When the woman that seduced him had
turned to him, her hair had been black as death, not blond like Hallys’s. 


Where had she gone? He scoured
Balad’s Folly, but she was nowhere to be found. The search could take days, for
it was a massive fortress, made to contain the entire population of Fenmarth.


It was hours after midnight when he
received the first report of Borchstogs coming through the passes. His
sentries, posted on cliffs throughout the area, had seen them coming, a great
host of them.


“She told them,” Giorn said,
balling his hands into fists. “Omkar curse her, she stole the Stone, escaped
the Folly, then she told them where we were . . .” He wanted to punch
something, principally himself.


“What shall we do, my lord?” asked
Hanen.


Giorn mashed his eyes shut. “We
will have to go through the caves. They will be expecting that, I’m sure, but
the caves are vast and many. If we send scouts ahead, we should be able to slip
through them, and our sentries have already mapped them to a large extent.”


He saw to the preparations, and
within an hour he was leading his ragged band through the winding caverns below
the mountain. He’d had his men light a score of great bonfires in the
courtyards of Balad’s Folly so that the flames would be seen by the oncoming
hordes. Hopefully that would give the Borchstogs some pause.


It was a grim, silent procession
through those subterranean passages. So quiet was the gathering that Giorn
could hear the drips of water from stalactites overhead. Somewhere water
dripped on water. He pictured vast black lakes, slumbering under the mountain.


“What shall we do?” Hanen whispered
suddenly.


The sound startled Giorn. It had
been the first anyone had spoken in hours. “We’ll emerge from the caverns on
the other side of the mountain,” he said. “Then you’ll go north.”


Hanen made a face. “I’ll go . . .”


Giorn drew him aside, under an
ancient arch of stone. There were near a black pool, and the light from the
procession’s torches made it glimmer and sway. Giorn wondered how deep it went.


He looked into his friend’s eyes. “I
must go a different direction. The Stone has been taken. Even now it travels
south.”


“We will go with you, my lord. Our
swords are yours.”


“I appreciate that, but the Borchstogs
are too thick in that direction. They’re everywhere, occupying every keep, and
their patrols are like nets between them. There’s no way a band of us could
slip through. But perhaps one . . .”

“That’s madness, my lord. And where will you be going? Do you even know where
the Stone is?”


“Wegredon. She said she was taking
it to Wegredon.”


“The Keep of Fire.” Hanen sounded awed.
“You’ll need swords.”


“It would take the whole army of
Felgrad to storm Wegredon, Captain, and even then their chance of success . . .
but, again, maybe one man . . .” He let out a breath. It truly did seem
hopeless, but he saw no other choice. He could not let Vrulug have the
Moonstone. Whatever the wolf-lord wanted it for, he wanted it desperately, and
that could only mean death and worse to the peoples of the North if he got it. “You’ll
lead our people across the Eresine,” Giorn said. “And I’ll travel south. Hopefully
I can catch that witch before she reaches Wegredon, but if not . . .”


“The wolf-lord will catch you, sir.
He will catch you and he will feed your soul to Gilgaroth.”


For the thousandth time, Giorn
cursed himself. “That is the risk I must take.”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
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Silently, Raugst rode through the forest, Niara sitting
behind him in the saddle. He rode fast and she was forced to wrap her arms
about his waist or be thrown off. He seemed to enjoy it, but her flesh
continued to crawl at the touch. The wind whispered through the trees, and she
tried not to think of Meril’s red-rimmed eyes. 


At last they reached Thiersgald,
and Niara’s heart wrenched when she heard bells tolling from all the temples in
the city. A royal has died. Meril . . . She
almost wept, but she would not give Raugst the satisfaction.


They rode through the East Gate into
the city. Bells tolled, slowly, sadly, and people wandered the streets in
black, heads bowed. Raugst took her to the Castle, and they dismounted and
strode through the halls to the Throne Room, where Meril was laid out upon a
bed of white roses. Candles surrounded him, save for a space left open for
visitors. At the moment only family and nobility were being allowed to see him.


He was dressed in his richest
finery, a burgundy tunic under a dark green jacket trimmed in white. He had not
died in combat, and so no sword depended from his crossed arms. Not bothering
to hold back her tears any longer, Niara went to him and ran her hands through
his blond hair. His eyes were closed, and his cheeks were smooth and soft. He
almost seemed to be living still, but his flesh was cool, too cool. The smell
of the roses was sickly sweet.


“Oh, Meril,” she said, and lay her
head on his breast. The last of the
Wesrain men, she thought. Now there
is only Fria.


Fria was there, hunched against a
pillar at the edge of the room, staring at Meril with watery eyes. For her
sake, Niara straightened and tried to stand firm. When Niara went to her, Fria
flung her arms about her and wept into her bosom.


Niara stroked her hair. “It’s all
right, dear,” she said. “He is beyond the Lights of Sifril now. He is beyond
the cares of our world. He’s at peace.” She had said the words a thousand
times, and each time she had to find a new way to say it, or else it sounded
rote.


Fria drew back. To Niara’s
surprise, there was as much anger as sadness in the girl’s face. Her left eye
rolled restlessly in its socket. “Poison,” she said, and the word was almost a
snarl. “Poison. That’s how he did it.
A craven’s escape. How could he have done it? How could he have left us, and
now?” Her voice was raw and ragged.


Niara stared at her, the truth
bubbling on her lips. He did not leave
you willingly, she wanted to say. He
was slain by a jackal in human skin, or at least by his agents. Likely it
had been a cup of wine, she thought, given to him casually by one of Raugst’s
men.


Raugst was within earshot, though,
so she could say nothing. To her horror, she realized she must let Fria believe
Meril had sought solace in death, at least for the moment.


“Do not judge him too harshly,” she
heard herself saying. “These are dark times, and perhaps—”


Fria broke away. “No. No, there can be no excuse.” Over
her shoulder she added, “Don’t look for me to attend his funeral, Mother. I . .
. I cannot . . .” She paused when she reached Raugst, patted his chest, then
vanished from the room.


Raugst appeared sad, but it was
just a mask. Niara glared at him as he approached.


“Bastard,” she hissed, when he was
close enough. “How could you? He was your friend.
You sparred together, rode together, drank together. Rumor even had it that you
shared your whores. He considered you a brother.”
She couldn’t help herself. She beat at his chest. Once. Twice. Then she flailed
at him in a fury of hate, and he did not stop her.


At last, though, he stepped back,
and she collapsed to her knees before him, sobbing wretchedly. 


“How?” she demanded again.


He seemed to sag, just a bit. “Not
easily,” he admitted, and she sensed some honesty in his words. “He was my friend.” He glanced about to make
sure no one was listening. No one was, save his agents. The Throne Room was all
but empty. He returned his gaze to her, then knelt beside her. “But he stood in
the way of the One.” He took a deep breath, let it out. “Now the way is clear. I am baron. And the Age of Grandeur
shall begin.”


She ground her teeth. “No! I’ll go
to the priestesses and rouse them against you—”


“And I will be forced to declare
the priesthood an enemy of the barony, and the army will slaughter them all. Save
you.”


“They would never—”


“Oh, they won’t like it, but they
will obey their baron, especially after they discover evidence that you were
colluding with the Enemy. Much like poor Duke Yfrin.”


“Then I’ll tell the people, and
they will—”


“They will say you lie. I’m a hero
of the people—and their last hope. And
again I’ll have the army turn on your priesthood. Any move you make against me
will have the same result. There’s nothing you can do, Niara. Nothing. But . .
. there is a place for you at my side when this is all over.”


“Never.” She stormed from the room.



 

 



 

Niara oversaw the funeral the next day in the great square
before the castle, and it seemed as though everyone in the city came to attend.
Everyone but Fria. True to her word, the new baroness refused to grace the
gathering with her presence. Raugst, of course, was there. With Fria absent,
the people looked to him for a new beginning, and it was clear that they
considered him their leader. Indeed, by custom, since he was male, his
authority was greater than Fria’s, even though she was the true Wesrain. 


It was a somber ceremony, even
though the sun shone down from a blue sky and birds sang from their perches on
the buildings overlooking the square. The people kept silent, their faces
ashen. They had suffered much through the loss of the Wesrains, and their gazes
were distant and faraway. Niara resolved to go amongst them and counsel them in
the days ahead, to give them hope and encouragement. She wished there was
someone to give her the same.


But he was dead. He was dead, and
she could not name him.


Over the next few days, more
reports of the Borchstog raiders began to circulate, and word spread that
Raugst meant to challenge them.


Almost immediately, Niara’s days
grew hectic. It seemed half the men in the city chose that time to get married.
They knew war would be upon them soon and they wanted the chance to have been
wed before they died, perhaps to father a son so that their line could live on.
Niara’s days were full of preparing and presiding over bathing ceremonies and
marriages. She often performed as many as five weddings and five bathing
ceremonies a day. Normally she loved such duties, but not now. With each
wedding, she saw a death. The men and women she joined together wed not out of
love, but fear. To Niara the ceremonies were hollow, cold, and she could not
join in the dancing afterward but stood on the dais looking down on their
dancers, trying to hold back tears.


All the while she thought on Raugst
and how to destroy him. She confided the truth to her inner circle of
priestesses, and they discussed the matter endlessly. But none could agree on a
way to remove the demon, and at last Niara resigned herself to assassination. She
would go to him, pretend to give herself to him, then use her powers to destroy
him. His lieutenants—the wolves, she
thought, the murderers of Lissia—would surely kill her for it, but at least the
traitor would be no more.


Raugst came to her first. She was
in the gardens behind the Temple,
enjoying a peaceful moment between ceremonies, when a novice ran up to her,
breathless.


“Mother! Mother! Lord Raugst is
here.” 


Niara noted how the young girl
smiled, as if Raugst’s unholy presence in this holy place were a blessing.


“He wishes an audience with you,”
the girl continued. In a whisper, she added, “They say he’s massing a great
host before the South Gate.”


Niara had heard the calling of
military horns and guessed that something like that had been occurring. “Very
well. I’ll meet him in the Audience Room.”


Beaming, the girl darted off, happy
to relate the news in person to Lord Raugst.


Niara quit the garden and assumed
her white throne in the long, narrow, white-columned Audience Room, with the
mosaic on the white marble floor depicting the Niethi dancing about the Moon,
helping to guide it in its long trek through the Void. As soon as she sat down
she heard heavy footfalls echoing from the walls, and presently the tall,
masculine form of Raugst appeared, with wild black hair and a newly-grown
grizzled beard, a veritable wolf at the door. As soon as his black-booted feet
crossed the mosaic, actually stepping on the face of an angel, Niara shuddered.
His presence was profane, unnatural, a cancer on this place.


He bowed, but his face wore no
mocking expression. He seemed serious and business-like today. Strangely, when
he lifted his gaze and looked her in the eye, there was something in his face,
some sense of . . .


No, Niara told herself. She was
imagining things. Raugst was evil. Love and affection had no place in his soul.
Lust, perhaps, but no more. Yet he had kept her alive for a reason.


“Why have you come?” she asked. She
kept her back straight and her gaze steady. She
was in control here.


He drove straight to the point. “I
ride to war, High Mother. The band of Borchstogs that crossed the Eresine Bridge before its firing has made its
way north, and they are no longer hiding in the bogs and caves. We must rout
them.”

“We? But you are one of them.” 


His eyes widened, and now he did
give a sly smile. “You speak in riddles, Mother. I cannot see through your
screen of words. Whatever can you be implying?”


She narrowed her eyes, said
nothing.


He cleared his throat. “At any
rate, I ride to counter the Borchstogs and would beg the aid of a powerful
priestess. Perhaps you can assist me.”


She considered this, but any way
she looked at it, it made no sense. At last, she said, “True, I’ve aided Baron
Wesrain in the past, and my sisters have as well. Priestesses often ride out
with the host to combat forces of Oslog. But what could the likes of you want
with us?”


“You have me all wrong, my dear. I
want only what is in the best interests of Fiarth.”


“You’re up to something.”


“Then you had better come along
with me to see to what it is I am up. Perhaps you can stop me.” The half-smile
on his face spoke volumes.


She stared at him, honestly
perplexed. He was acting more like a coy suitor trying to connive her into
courtship than anything resembling what he truly was. It wasn’t until she
tapped her chin that she realized how far she had let her composure slip. Quickly
she gripped the arms of her chair and straightened. He wants me to go with him for some REASON. Some reason that benefits
him and weakens us. Yet if I don’t go, the demon will be leading the host of
the barony himself, without even my supervision. If I go with him, perhaps I
can stop whatever he’s about. I certainly can’t do that if I don’t go. Of
course, that sort of logic was just what he was counting on. Still, she saw
nothing else for it.


“Very well,” she said. “I’ll come.”


He bowed once more. “Fiarth is
grateful. I will await you at the South
  Gate. We ride immediately.”


He spun about and quit the Audience
Room, not waiting for her permission to leave, and she stared at the spot where
he had gone. When he left the Temple,
she felt it, as though someone had
been stepping on her chest and then stepped off. This should have relaxed her,
but it did not. Indeed, it seemed she still felt his taint on the air,
lingering like a disease.


With a sigh, she stood to go.


She gave orders to two of her highest
priestesses, Hiatha and Lisilli, who knew the truth about Raugst, and like her
they set off to pack their things. In short order they rendezvoused at the
stables, where they saddled up and set off through the wide streets of
Thiersgald. It was a bright and sunny day, but Niara hardly registered it. She
passed a cemetery and thought of Giorn. Was he truly dead? She often thought of
him, and sometimes she stretched out her mind, trying to find him, or some echo
of him. But he was either dead or beyond her ability to reach, perhaps in the Aragst Mountains
themselves, or near them.


She tried not to dwell on him, on
his soft caresses, his lingering kisses, the light in his eyes when he looked on
her. He had seen her as a woman, not a goddess, not a holy creature, as most
people of Thiersgald did. It was her elvish blood, she knew. In their eyes it
made her divine, or all too near it. And sometimes, surrounded by them, she saw
herself through their eyes—remote, cold, a being of Light and Grace, but not
human. Certainly not womanly.


Giorn had. Now he was gone, beyond
her sight. Could she see herself through his eyes even after he had departed? She
would try. She would not be that cold and distant entity, that unhappy being on
a pedestal. She would be herself, and proud.


Such were her thoughts as she rode
through the South Gates and beheld the grand army of Fiarth, all twenty
thousand soldiers—the riders on their horses, the infantrymen smoking and
talking, the generals gathered about Raugst, who sat a black horse and surveyed
his troops with an inscrutable gaze. Girls from the city were walking through
the milling ranks of the troops, kissing the soldiers on the cheek and throwing
wreaths of flowers about their necks. The new wives were in attendance, as
well, and these shooed away the kissing girls from their new husbands.


Unsmiling, Niara led her two
priestess through the crowds and met up with Raugst and his generals.


“High Mother,” he called, swinging
his steed around to face her. “You have come. Good.”


“I hope we have not kept you
waiting.”


“Not at all. I see you’ve brought
an escort.” He nodded to Hiatha and Lisilli, who met his eyes with stony
glares.


“Does that pose a problem?” Niara
knew that he would not gainsay her before his generals. They would have the
proper respect. Although, looking at them, there were several she did not
recognize. Had he placed his own kind among them, too?


“Of course not,” he said, waving
the question aside. His eyes stared into hers, and she felt a shiver course
through her. His eyes were those of a predator on the hunt, and she was his
prey. But, and there could be no mistaking it now, it was not a meal that he
sought. She would have been more comfortable if it were.


“Very well,” he said. “Since we are
all gathered . . .” He lifted his new horn, a lacquered black affair with a
gold band about it, and blew a long, low note. Instantly the soldiers began to
form ranks. “It’s time we were off. There are Borchstogs that wait to be
blooded, and we shall not keep them.” He lifted his sword over his head. “To
war!”


His generals lifted their swords,
too, and the metal flashed in the light of the sun. “To war!” 


Niara looked to her priestesses. Softly,
grimly, she said, “To war.”
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For weeks, Giorn headed south, skirting the
Borchstog-occupied fortresses, hiding from their roving bands. Often he saw
their glarumri fly overhead, searching for refugees, and he hid amongst the
trees when they came. At last he hit upon a Borchstog band headed south. This
was unusual, as every other Borchstog was intent on conquering the north. He
tracked the band for several days, and at last saw their leader. It was the
woman with the black hair and green eyes. She who had stolen the Moonstone. He
did not know who she was, what she
was, but he knew she was taking the Stone to Wegredon. 


He remembered the feel of her
kisses, remembered the feel of her body against his, and his mind burned.


As he tracked them, he kept on the
lookout for a chance to slip in and steal the Moonstone before they reached
their destination, but the Borchstogs were careful and he could not find an
opening. What was more, they had somehow sensed his presence, and they had been
hunting him steadily. The main host would continue toward Wegredon, while
smaller bands would be dispatched to track and kill him. The Borchstogs even
recruited vampires and lurum-cruvalen
from the surrounding countryside to help. Thus he had little time left for
retaking the Stone.


He followed the band of Borchstogs
through the highlands of Feslan, then through the rocky wastes between the
southern reaches of Felgrad and the northern foothills of the Aragst, and at
last trailed the band into the dreaded Aragst Mountains
themselves. It was a black land, unholy ground. These mountains had been raised
by Gilgaroth ages ago to impede the armies of the Alliance, or so it was said, and they bore
his taint. Fell creatures lived here, preying off the weak, following the will
of the One. Legend said that he could look through the eyes of his creatures.


Giorn hoped the legends were wrong,
or that the Dark One was occupied with business of His own, for Giorn spent
most of his time hiding from the roving bands. What little time remained to him
consisted of trying to find food and sleep. Fortunately the mountains provided
an endless number of fissures, caves and sprawling forests for him to hide in.


All the time he wondered what
Vrulug wanted the Moonstone for. The Enemy had some plan, some grand design
they were working toward, and it depended on the Stone. But how? Was it as
simple as destroying it? It couldn’t be; otherwise they would not need to take
the artifact to Wegredon. Surely the Last Gift could be destroyed just as
easily in Feslan. 


The question gnawed at him as he
worked his way up into the forbidding Aragst Mountains.
He drew closer ever to Wegredon, the keep of Vrulug. He could sense its taint
on the air, cold and bitter, could feel it in his bones. In his dreams dark
figures loomed over him, and he heard mocking laughter and horrid shrieks. He
saw Niara, weeping, bleeding, being savaged by Borchstogs, and he woke up
gasping.


Waking brought little relief. He
heard screams, far off in the woods, screams of men and others, and he
frequently came upon naked bodies of Borchstog victims. They would be nailed to
trees, their limbs crudely sawn off, their bodies showing signs of terrible
tortures and mutilations.


As he went, the unnatural chill in
the air turned to heat. Boiling hot drafts wafted up from the south, bringing
with them the stench of sulfur, and he wondered if it were true about the
moat-fires of Wegredon. Surely that’s
just a legend. On he went. He grew weary and overcome by a sense of
despair. Horrid, inhuman howling echoed throughout the forests, and the clouds
twisted into strange and sinister shapes. The air turned bitter in his mouth,
and his dreams grew worse. Always they were of Niara. He missed her keenly, and
feared for her. What if Meril had been fool enough to continue to trust Raugst?
The idea grew in Giorn’s mind until it became a paranoid certainty. I must return to Thiersgald. I must return soon.


One weary evening, his journey
ended. He heard the crackle of a great flame, and the Borchstogs in the company
he was following let loose howls of glee. Giorn dragged himself up a tall pine
tree on a knoll, not knowing what to expect, and beheld the evil splendor of
Wegredon itself.


“Dear Omkar . . .”


Great, thick towers stabbed high
into the night, jutting from a profusion of ramparts and bulwarks that were
actually set into the mountain wall. What
was most impressive about the fortress was its infamous Moat-Fire. Giorn had
thought the tales surely an exaggeration, but no: a moat of high, leaping flame
encircled the half of Wegredon that projected from the rock, and its bright
tongues melted the down-flashing snow, a war of fire and ice. Above the curtain
of flame loomed the high black towers of the keep, silhouetted against the
stars and drifting clouds that slithered and stalked their way across the
heavens with grasping tentacles and spit of flame. 


It awed him that the legend he had
heard so much about actually existed and was just as intimidating as he’d
always been told. Could it truly be fused with Illistriv, the Second Hell? Either
way, there was no easy way around it.


Movement drew his eye. He watched
the company of Borchstogs approach the leaping flames of the Moat-Fires. They
paused, and the great iron drawbridge slammed down, scattering sparks high into
the black night. The Borchstogs dismounted and began to enter the fortress,
passing over the drawbridge and between the leaping walls of fire. As soon as
they vanished within, the drawbridge lifted back up and the curtain of fire
sealed up behind them. There was no way through. Giorn cursed. 


Then he noticed the handlers that
took the great Serpents and guided them into the woods. Likely the gaurocks
were returning to their dark caverns. 


Giorn followed. Borchstogs led the
gaurocks through forests, down steep inclines, then up a dry ravine into a
great fissure in the mountain. As Giorn watched, the massive creatures
disappeared inside.


He did not follow. There would be
too many Borchstogs there, not to mention the gaurocks themselves. But higher
up the frozen, weed-grown face of the cliff were other caves, other fissures. They
must all connect somewhere. He had long heard the tales of Wegredon’s mines, of
how cruelly Vrulug had used his slaves. They had carved deep and labyrinthine
mines below Wegredon and had scoured the mountain of ore. Legend said that
Vrulug had been too cruel, had driven his slaves too hard, forced them to dig
too many tunnels too quickly, and that someday they would give out and Wegredon
would simply collapse into the mountain. 


Giorn thought that might be a
little too much to hope for, but these caves proved the existence of the mines.
It took little doing for him to scramble up the side of the cliff, hanging onto
frozen weeds and roots, and slip inside one of them.


He lit his lantern and squeezed
through the opening. Rough walls of rock pressed in on both sides. His small
light lit the way immediately around him, but the illumination did not go far. All
was blackness ahead. This is a bad idea.
But the alternative was to let Vrulug possess the Moonstone.


Shivering in the cold, sword in one
hand and lantern in the other, Giorn stepped forward. Bats chittered overhead
and the tight space reeked of their offal. Deeper he went, and the corridor
wound and twisted, branched and was bisected. The walls widened out and he
passed through broad avenues. Occasionally he encountered the skeleton of a
Borchstog or one of their slaves, or a piece of armor or pottery. Stalagmites
reared up like crooked fangs, beaded with frozen saliva. The lantern drove back
the darkness, revealing the tunnels bit by bit. Shadows swallowed the world in
his wake.


Something was wrong. The air grew
hotter, more oily, more bitter. The taint of this place grew thicker, and a
weight seemed to descend on his mind.


A more immediate problem confronted
him. He was lost. Perhaps hopelessly so. No,
he told himself. The Serpents are below. I
need only find the right cross-tunnel.


He pressed forward. The taint in
the air grew stronger, hotter, and suddenly it was as if all the hope and
warmth in him were driven away. Horrors rose in his mind. Dark shapes reared
over him, laughing. He saw Niara, screaming. Her flesh sloughed away from her
face. The world twisted, heaved, and Giorn gasped for air. With difficulty, he
blinked the horrid images away, but the feeling of madness and evil persisted,
and his heart beat rapidly.


Something powerful was near. Greater
than Wegredon. Greater than Vrulug.


Gilgaroth,
he thought. It’s the Wolf. It has to be.


That was crazy. Why would Gilgaroth
come here, to the borderlands? Unless . . .


The
Stone, Giorn realized. Gilgaroth might have come for the Stone. The sound
of drums reached him, low, soft, rhythmic drumming, and Giorn stood
stock-still, not even daring to breathe. He listened, straining his ears.


Boom.
Boom. Boom. The drumming issued from many drums, but what he could hear was
only the faintest echo of it. He could feel it in his bones, reverberating up
through his feet. He could feel it in the air, shaking and malevolent. It was
everywhere, yet nowhere.


He couldn’t tell what direction it
came from, but he thought it would be best to go the opposite way.


Boom.
Boom. Boom.


He squared his shoulders, stabbed
the lantern forward, and took a step. The volume of the drumming remained the
same. He took another.


The drumming came faster.


The sound filled his ears and heart
as he marched through the darkness. His imagination spun, peopling the
blackness with strange and sinister things, picturing the drummers in a myriad
of different monstrous shapes and sizes. And what of the reason for the
drumming? Were the drummers summoning demons to some awful feast deep in the
dark halls of the forgotten earth?


As it happened, it was worse than
he had imagined.


He was just slipping around a bend
in the hall when the way opened out before them onto a gallery overlooking a vast
chamber. Darkness concealed its exact dimensions. It could have been hundreds
of yards across, or a mile. The ceiling stretched up into lofty and unseen heights,
shadows wreathing it. 


Great, twisted columns towered from
the ground high into the air in a rough circle hundreds of yards in diameter,
their tips supporting lurid flame that danced and swayed to otherworldly
currents. On some sat not flame but hunched, winged, alien figures, beady eyes
turned not within the circle but without. Giorn guessed these to be the
guardians of this affair, keeping unwanted visitors out. Not that any would
want in, for inside that vast circle of monolithic pillars stretched a sea of Borchstogs.
On their knees, the thousands of demons bowed toward a raised dais on which
stood a great black altar seeming to throb with horrid energies, and on this
altar was tied a slim young girl, naked and struggling against the ropes that
restrained her.


“Dear Omkar,” whispered Giorn, then
immediately clamped his mouth shut. He crouched down and dimmed the lantern. 


His heart went out to the girl. He
knew dire things were in store for her and longed to be of assistance, but the
Borchstogs were too many. 


And there were not just Borchstogs.


A tall figure stood before the
altar, facing the sea of supplicants. Grim and nightmarish it was, standing on
two feet like a man but covered in fur, with long, claw-tipped arms hanging at
his side, a demonic, wolf-like head, and great, bat-like wings sprouting from
his back: savage, bestial, evil.


“Vrulug,” Giorn whispered, and
unconsciously clutched a fist.


The wolf-lord’s voice rolled over
the gathering, harsh yet fluid. He spoke Oslogon so that Giorn could only
understand him after some thought and even then not every word. 


“ . . . honored by the Presence of
the Great One,” Vrulug was saying. “And we should be honored beyond measure to
be assisting Our Lord and Master in fulfilling His Destiny. Because of our
actions tonight and onward, His Will shall triumph, His Shadow shall stretch
over all and encompass the World, He shall be loosed from beyond the Black Wall
of these mountains and be free to devour His enemies, just as He shall devour
our offering of this elf maiden now . . .”


Giorn squinted, studied the girl
upon the altar, and saw that Vrulug spoke the truth. She was slender and
supple, and at first Giorn had thought this the result of youth. Now he saw
that she was a mite too delicate, too beautiful, too full of the Grace of the
Omkar to be mortal.


“All hail Our Lord, the Great
Gilgaroth!” roared Vrulug.


The Borchstogs thundered their love
and devotion. “Roschk Gilgaroth!”
they bellowed, and the hall shook to the sound of their passion.


A coldness descended on Giorn’s
mind, and he swayed drunkenly, nearly crying out. Something huge and dark
stirred in the shadows on the far side of the altar, something awesome, full of
might and malice. It surged forward, wreathed in shadows—no, emanating them—colossal and primal.


It opened Its eyes. Fire blazed
forth from them like twin red suns. It loomed over the girl on the altar, and she
cried out in fear, then, overcome by awe and terror, fell silent. The Thing’s
fiery gaze lifted from her to Vrulug, then swept the gathering. 


“I
have come!” it roared. The Borchstogs responded vociferously. “I have come to set the Final Days of this
siege in motion. No longer will the weaker races band together to stem the tide
of My conquest. Felgrad shall fall. My armies harry the other kingdoms of the
Crescent, thus they cannot come to its aid. Felgrad, weakest link in the chain
of the Alliance, shall be no more. The chain shall be broken. The Alliance will crumble. With
it destroyed, with the Crescent fallen, no might of Man or Elf can stand
against me. The northlands are soft. Too long have they relied on the Crescent
to protect them. I will pluck them like overripe fruit, and they will taste as
sweet.”


The Borchstogs roared their love
and approval.


Giorn could still not quite believe
it, that he was setting eyes upon the One. His mind spun, and his breath came
fast and shallow. Sparks
danced in his vision.


Vrulug knelt before his Lord,
proffering a glittering, pearly white jewel or stone. The light it gave off
drove back the darkness, and the Borchstogs cursed and grumbled fearfully. The
Moonstone! Giorn gasped. Finally, he was about to see what the Enemy wanted it
for, though it was too late to prevent them from doing it.


Gingerly, Vrulug set the Last Gift
down before the Dark One. Gilgaroth opened his mouth and the fires of the
Second Hell issued forth to burn and blister. Smoke shot up, and when it parted,
the jewel was revealed once more. It was no longer white and glittering but
blackened and foul. So, Giorn thought.
The Dark One had wanted the Stone so that he could taint it, infect it with his
corruption. Now he and his creatures could use it—though how exactly Giorn
still couldn’t guess.


Gilgaroth appraised the gathering
once more. “It is done! Rejoice as I do
now in the partaking of flesh and soul.”


His massive jaws of shadow closed
on the maiden, and the chamber suddenly grew very still. Giorn heard the girl’s
final pitiful wail and fancied that he could even hear the brittle crunching of
her bones. Fire gushed forth from Gilgaroth’s unseen mouth as though a log had
been thrown on the fires of Hell, and perhaps it had. His eyes blazed brighter,
and smoke curled up from his maw. Giorn did not know if he wore the shape of
the Wolf or if he wore some other shape now, or any at all. Could this be his
naked self, all shadow and malice?


He
ate her soul. Giorn tried not to imagine the elf girl’s spirit writhing
over the flames of Illistriv, there to be consumed by ethereal fire for
centuries until she was utterly burnt up, her essence mere fuel for Gilgaroth’s
furnaces.


It was then that Gilgaroth reared
up and the shadow emanating from him swelled and gave off a burst of power. Gilgaroth
roared, and the great hall shook.


The Borchstogs seemed to bask in
the power he loosed, and they bellowed their love for him. They tore out
daggers and slashed themselves, flinging their blood toward him. Some severed
fingers or ears or ripped out their eyes, or worse, and all threw their
offerings toward him; all vanished within his devouring shadow. At the same
time his eruption of power overwhelmed Giorn, who felt something heavy and cold
fall over him. Pain suffused him. He fell to the gallery floor, groaning and
tearing at his hair. Fire coursed up his spine.


Slowly the pain relinquished him,
or rather he pried himself loose from it. At last, sweating, he returned his
attention to events below. Gilgaroth had vanished and Vrulug was just then
flying upward and disappearing into the gloom, the corrupted Moonstone gripped in
his claws. The Borchstog host stirred and stood, milling out of the great
chamber—or temple, Giorn realized—in the same direction as Vrulug. Returning to Wegredon, Giorn thought. Good.
Then all he need do was follow them.


Still shaking, he lowered himself
carefully from the gallery to the black temple floor, taking his lantern but not
lighting it. Then, pulling his sword from his belt with his right hand, he made
his way toward the vanishing Borchstogs, swinging wide around the altar and the
circle of pillars.


The hairs on the nape of his neck
stood up as he thought on the horrors here in the darkness with him, some of
which he had just borne witness to. Of the hunched winged things on the pillars
there was no sign. Where was Gilgaroth? Was he returning to Oslog, or was the
Black One still here in these lightless labyrinths? Could he be watching Giorn?


Expecting death or worse at any
moment, Giorn followed the column of Borchstogs up toward Wegredon.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
9



 

For days Raugst’s host traveled south, riding over hills and
plains. They came upon several cities overflowing with refugees, with scorched
farms and hamlets all around. Fields were blackened, and monuments to Gilgaroth
and Vrulug had been raised in their midst—great, monolithic stones with human
bodies heaped in fly-covered mounds at their bases. Vultures and ravens pecked
at them. Raugst dispatched his scouts and spies, gathering reports from around
the land, and at last word came of the Borchstogs. They had besieged the city
of Ielgad to
the west. 


Raugst led the host thither. Niara
knew he could not be bringing them to save Ielgad, and she kept on the lookout
for hints of duplicity, but if he meant to betray them he gave no sign—not that
he would.


He stopped at Hasitlan to buy
supplies for the host. Hasitlan, the so-called City of the Golden Head, was a
large township of some two hundred thousand people sprawling along the banks of
Lake Varren. Niara could see countless boats
afloat on its glassy surface: a large, curving lake, filled with fish and bordered
by green forests. It was a bright, clear day, and the sight of the pleasant
city with its gray walls and red roofs, with smoke curling up from the
chimneys, cheered her. 


She rode in with Raugst to barter
for supplies, and inside the city she saw the throngs of peasants choking the
thoroughfares, Borchstogs having sent them from their farms and villages. Raugst
briefly met with Duke Avin Welsly, a tall, proud man, bowlegged from too much
time in the saddle, with a small gut overhanging his belt. The Wergild Head,
the crest of his family, shone on the breast of his jacket as he informed
Raugst that roving bands of Borchstogs terrorized the land all around. There
seemed to be many, he said, for they would strike in several places
simultaneously, then retreat to the Wylath
 Mountains to the west.


“It will be dangerous going to
Ielgad,” the duke added. “From this direction you must pass through the Vale of
Irrys, and it lies square in the midst of the Wylath range. Once the two dukes
guarded the Vale, but . . . well, you will be familiar with the story of the
Golden Head.”


Raugst nodded. “We will be wary.”


“Is it true your family still keeps
the Head?” Niara asked.


Lord Welsly smiled but did not
answer. Likely he was tired of the question, or perhaps he wished to keep it a
mystery. Niara did not press the issue.


Shortly they left Hasitlan, loaded
down with their provisions, yet Niara was uneasy as she stared at the mountains.
She wished that the ancient feud between the two dukes had never occurred, that
the Vale was still guarded. And all
because of a girl. If not for her, or
the love she engendered, we would be safe.


Hiatha saw her unease. “What is it,
Mother?”


“Nothing.”


They rode in silence for some time,
and the wind whispered across the scorched fields, stirring ash and dust. They
rode west, through the grassy hills, past the blackened villages and farms. The
land mounted higher in this direction, becoming the foothills of the mountains
shimmering on the horizon. Ielgad waited on the other side.


“I heard Hasitlan is called the
City of the Golden Head,” Hiatha said. “Why do they call it that?”


“You don’t know the story?” Niara
said.


“No.”


Niara pointed toward the two
highest mountains, and the vale that lay between them. “That’s the Vale of Irrys,”
she said. She indicated the blasted, broken ruin of a castle that perched on
the mountain to the right of the vale. She could see it, just barely, a dark blur
on the mountain, but she was not sure if Hiatha could. “That’s Maddar Keep,
where it all happened.”


“Where what happened?” asked
Lisilli, coming up.


Niara smiled. “Have you too never
heard the tale?”


“Never, Mother. Tell us.”


“Yes, tell us,” Hiatha begged.


“Very well, then.” And, as the wind
waved the high grass of the plains, Niara began. “Long ago there were two dukes
that guarded the Vale of Irrys. Duke Madrast lived there, in Maddar Keep, and
ruled over his people with a firm hand. Across the vale lived Duke Celborne on
the neighboring peak. He was a kind man and ruled his people gently, so it’s
said. But he was locked in a bitter feud with Duke Madrast. Their families had
hated each other for centuries, and they often clashed—over grazing rights, stolen
sheep, anything. Well, one day Duke Madrast was out riding. He was an old,
lonely man, his wife having died many years before. Maddar Keep was long
rumored to be haunted, and some say it unhinged his mind, though whether this
is true or not I can’t say. But he was out riding with some of his men one day—some
claim he was looking for Celborne goats to steal—when he came across a fair
maiden with her sheep, idling near a stream in the vale.


“She was a beautiful girl, tall and
fair, with straight blond hair and clear gray eyes—Eria. Duke Madrast fell in
love with her at first sight, and he fell to his knees before her and asked her
to accompany him back to Maddar and be his wife. Little did he know that she
was Duke Celborne’s daughter, and that she loved the outdoors and often tended
to her people’s sheep. But she knew him by the fox-and-sickle crest he wore,
and she refused. He was thrown into a rage, as he thought she was a common girl
and he was honoring her by asking for her hand. So he had his men tie her up
and throw her across his saddle, and he bore her away to Maddar.


“Well, as you can imagine, Lord Celborne
was quite displeased with this when he heard the news, and he decided to ride
to Maddar Keep and confront Duke Madrast personally. His only son Harryd
prevailed upon him not to, however. Harryd was a tall, handsome lad, given to
be reasonable and courteous. He knew that if his father confronted Lord Madrast
there would be war between their two peoples. So he himself rode across the
vale and up the mountains, to Maddar Keep, and there asked to parley with the
lord of the caste. Madrast met with him over dinner, heard his demands to
release Eria, and agreed. Harryd would spend the night there, then return the
following morning with his sister. But his wine was drugged, and he fell into a
deep sleep, and sometime in the night Duke Madrast crept into the guest
chambers and gutted him, then fed his body to the pigs.


“When Harryd did not return, Duke Celborne
summoned his townspeople, armed them, and rode across the vale. There was war. Duke
Celborne put Lord Madrast’s towns to the torch, and Madrast’s subjects fled and
took refuge in Maddar Keep. There was a long siege, and it’s said that terrible
things happened in that haunted castle, that Duke Madrast grew even more
unhinged, and haunts prowled the halls at night, and many of the people that
had taken refuge there perished in grisly and horrible ways. Meanwhile Eria
shared Duke Madrast’s bed, though she was far from willing. He raped her daily,
and the sounds of her screaming could be heard by her father, who was camped
with his host beyond the gates. Infuriated, Duke Celborne stormed the Keep,
again and again, but Madder’s walls were high and thick, and the approaches
treacherous and girded by cliffs.


“The siege stretched, and months
passed, and before long Eria whelped a child. Now Duke Madrast had a son. But
so wroth was Eria that she slew her own babe to spite him—dashed the babe’s
head against a wall. Enraged, the duke locked her in the highest tower, where
the wind shrieked and howled, and all she could hear was the wind. They say she
heard the sound of her baby crying in the wind, and the sound drove her mad.


“At last Duke Celborne pleaded with
Duke Madrast, and they had a parley. Celborne demanded wergild, recompense for
Harryd’s death and Eria’s suffering. If he had that, he said, he would end the
war. With a grim smile Duke Madrast agreed. But there was a strange light in
his eyes, and Duke Celborne fretted. The next day Duke Madrast lowered the
drawbridge and rode across it, bearing a stout chest. ‘This is the finest
treasure in all the land,’ he said, and so saying he dismounted and sat the
chest before his foe.


“It was a windy day, and stormy,
and Duke Celborne felt a grave misgiving. Yet with trembling fingers, he opened
that oaken chest, and sure enough there was a pile of gold coins that glimmered
by the light of lightning and torches, but atop this pile was the golden head
of Lady Eria, his only daughter, still warm, her blood running across the
golden coins, sticking them together. Duke Madrast laughed as his foe held up
that bloody head, and there was madness in that sound. Duke Celborne was
madder, and lunged at his foe and plunged his dagger into Madrast, again and
again, not giving a thought to the scores of Madrast archers that had him in
their sights. Madrast’s men feathered him with arrows, and he collapsed to the
ground, dying. His men roared and charged over him, through the open gates, and
a terrible battle ensued.


“Not one fighting man survived, only
a few refugees, and they spread the tale far and wide. That castle was haunted
before, they say, but now it is ruled by haunts. The dead can still be heard
shrieking to this day. Some say it’s the wind off the cliffs, but who knows? All
that is known is that Duke Celborne, riddled with arrows, dragged himself over
to Duke Madrast, who was dying on the sward at the lip of the drawbridge, and
sawed off Madrast’s foot with his hunting knife. ‘This is my wergild,’ he said.
‘But it is not enough.’ Then he sawed off an arm at the elbow and held it up to
Madrast. ‘This is my wergild. But it is not enough.’ Then he took his manhood. Bit
by bit he sawed at Madrast, who struggled but was too weak to fight, and with
every part he took he would hold it up and say ‘This is my wergild. But it is
not enough.’ At last he took Madrast’s head. ‘Now,’ he said, holding it up. Some
say the eyes were still blinking, that there was still life in Madrast yet. ‘Now
I have my wergild.’ And with that Duke Celborne collapsed dead, the head
clutched to his breast.


“Wanting to make peace, the
villagers who had survived gathered Duke Madrast’s head and presented it to
Duke Celborne’s widow, the Duchess, along with the tale. She had the head
dipped in gold. With no sons or daughters, her line vanished, and so did the
town, but her distant relatives received Madrast’s head after she died, and
they still keep it to this day. The Wergild Head. It has become their family
crest. Have you never heard of the Golden Head of the Welslys, rulers of
Hasitlan? That’s where it comes from.”


They rode on, and the wind
whispered dark thoughts, and the bright day turned darker. Hiatha and Lisilli
stayed quiet.


At last, Lord Raugst led his host
up a rise overlooking the sharp, mountainous land.


“Here we come to it,” he said. He
swept an arm before him, indicating a broken, treacherous landscape, with
narrow rocky peaks and plunging, twisting valleys. “On the other side of these
hills is Ielgad.” He turned to one of his generals. “How long has it been under
siege?”


“Nearly a week, my lord.” The
general was one Niara recognized, not one of Raugst’s recruits.


Raugst pointed. “There is the Vale
of Irrys. We must use it to go through.”


“It’s no longer guarded by the two
dukes,” Niara said. “Borchstogs could be anywhere. Remember what Lord Welsly
said.”


“The Borchstogs are at Ielgad. There
may be a few left in the mountains, but there cannot be many.”


The Vale of Irrys was narrower than
Niara remembered. Astride her white mare, she shared a dark look with her
priestesses. Yes, their looks seemed
to say. This is bad.


She directed her attention at
Raugst. “Surely you don’t mean to go through. It’s the perfect place for an
ambush.” Let him deny that.


“That’s why I’ve already sent
scouts ahead to determine the feasibility of our approach,” he said. “It’s
possible we may have to go around. If so, however, that means two weeks before
we can reach Ielgad.”


General Havlin shook his gray head.
“They will fall before then—if they’ve not already.” His eyes saddened. “I hale
from Ielgad, and I know: their walls are thick but low, and their store of
grain cannot be great.”


Niara trusted General Havlin, for
she had known him a long time, and what he said was true. Just the same . . .


“If we rush, and we all die in an
ambush, we can do Ielgad no service,” she said. “Nor anyone else.”


“True, true.” Raugst paused,
considering. Then an idea seemed to occur to him. He turned to her. “Perhaps you would like to go up into the hills
and scout the lay of the land.”


Taken aback, she stared at him. “I
. . .” She opened and closed her mouth, not knowing how to respond. Was this a
trick? Was this part of his plan, to get her away from the others, to let the
Borchstogs take her when she was alone? On the other hand, she could not trust
his “scouts” to tell the truth about a possible ambush.


Again she looked to her sisters. They
looked uneasy, and, like her, indecisive. At last she straightened, looked
Raugst full in the face, and said, “Hiatha and I will go immediately.” When
Raugst started to smile, she added, “But I will leave Lisilli behind to . . . aid you . . . if needed.” And kill you if you betray us.


“Very well,” he said. “Do you
require an escort? I would be happy to send some soldiers along with you.”


I’m
sure you would. “Hiatha and I will be fine on our own.” When she looked to
Hiatha, however, the young woman did not look entirely certain about this. 


“Are you certain about this?”
General Havlin asked Niara. “I know you’re powerful, but to send you, even two
of you, alone into the mountains . . .”


Niara was tempted to take him up on
his offer, but if the general gave her his men and Raugst was planning an
ambush then he would only increase the number of ambushers by that amount.
Also, and somewhat perversely, Niara would not show weakness before him. None
of the other generals protested the arrangement. Priestesses of Illiana were
known as mighty warriors and terrible foes of Oslog; they could handle
themselves, and in territory that had already been scouted there was really
very little danger in any case. Certainly none would dare question the judgment
of the High Priestess.


“I’ll be fine,” Niara said. Then,
to Hiatha: “Come.”


She nodded farewell to Lisilli,
clicked her tongue, and her horse trotted forward. Hiatha followed close
behind.


“May the Light guide you,” Raugst
called at their backs.


“Are you quite sure about this?”
Hiatha asked in a whisper, when they were some distance away.


Niara kept her eyes forward. “Certainly.
Beside, it’s either this or trust Raugst’s scouts.” May the Omkar be kind, and Raugst be slow.


She led the way up into the hills,
then the mountain, and the wind grew louder and stronger. Grass waved like a
live thing, then thinned. The land turned rockier, the trees scrubbier and more
gnarled. They passed the ruins of a small town and saw that nothing was left
but crumbling lines of mortared stone, grass growing up between them. In the
distance, upon the peak, the ruins of an old castle stood out, now black and
covered in weeds, its towers broken and ugly.


“There it is,” she said. “Maddar
Keep. This town was one of Duke Madrast’s villages, put to the torch by Duke Celborne
long ago.”


Niara paused on a particular crest,
surrounded by boulders, with a trail leading between lichen-covered stones up
to Maddar Keep. She could hear the wind howling through its broken towers, and
indeed the wind sounded like screaming. It’s
just the wind.


She turned to look back at the Vale
of Irrys and at the army gathered at its head. The soldiers seemed tiny from
here, ants, a sea of stars, their shields and helms flashing under the sun. It
was almost painful to look upon.


“What do you think Raugst plans?”
Hiatha asked.


“I don’t know. But it won’t be
good. I just know he can’t mean to save Ielgad. Why would he?”


“He’s a demon.” Hiatha wrinkled her
face in disgust.


“Don’t worry, we’ll deal with him
soon enough. I just pray it won’t be too—wait, what’s this?”


Both women strained their eyes,
staring down at the army. The bright sea of shields and helms was surging
forward, sweeping into the vale.


Niara felt the blood drain from her
face. “They’re going in . . .”


“But we never sent word!”


Niara struggled to overcome her
shock. “We must hurry.” It had taken them hours to reach this point. Hopefully
they could find a quicker way down.


She set off, guiding her horse down
around an outcropping of rock, through a stretch of twisted, stunted trees
whose roots and limbs seemed to grasp at her face and her horse’s hooves. It
was slow going, but it seemed a more direct way down into the valley.


Suddenly the hairs on the nape of
her neck stood up. A coldness swept her. And a smell—a faint, acrid odor—


“Borchstogs!” she said.


She drew rein. Too late. A crossbow
bolt whizzed out of the darkness of the gnarled forest. Hiatha’s mare screamed,
and blood spurted from its neck. It crashed to the ground, and Hiatha just
barely managed to throw herself clear in time.


Borchstogs rushed out of the
shadows wielding long, curved swords. The creatures were tall and strong and
dark, seemingly apart of the shadows they emerged from, but their eyes burned
red, and hate filled them. Niara could not tell how many of them there were,
but she guessed it was a small band, no more than a score. They had likely been
camping in Maddar Keep. The screams she had heard might have been their
prisoners.


Black hands grabbed her leg and
tried to haul her off her horse.


“Get your claws off me!” she
yelled. She took a breath, summoned the light within her, and laid her own
hands on this Borchstog’s head. Her hands glowed white, and the Borchstog
screamed. The demon fell away, smoke trailing from its head. 


Two more replaced it.


She stabbed her hand toward one,
and light shot out of her flesh and lanced the Borchstog through the chest. The
beam bore a hole through the demon, and it fell without a sound. With a
grimace, Niara burned off the second one’s head.


The others drew back. “Un oscrid-Hur,” they murmured.


“Get on!” Niara said, patting the
saddle behind her.


Hiatha climbed on. She was chanting
to herself and stroking the small white jewel she wore about her neck; it began
to glow.


Niara spurred her horse and it barreled
forward, riding down a pair of Borchstogs. A crossbow bolt whizzed by her ear. She
ducked. Hiatha screamed. Niara felt the other priestess’s hand, which had been gripped
around Niara’s waist, drop away.


“No! Hiatha, stay with me.” She
reached back and grabbed the hand. 


To her great relief, the hand
squeezed back.


“Just a graze . . .” Hiatha said,
but her voice was weak, as was the pressure on Niara’s hand.


“Use the jewel,” Niara said. “Heal
yourself.”


“I’m . . . trying . . .”


All of the priestesses of the
highest circle carried jewels or various artifacts infused with power from elvish
allies. It took years of training to learn how to wield such tools, but Hiatha
had possessed hers for quite some time. Usually Niara and her priestesses only
used them to heal, but in times of war they could be great weapons.


Hiatha chanted to herself, the
words a ragged whisper in Niara’s ear. Slowly Hiatha’s grip grew tighter, her words
louder and steadier.


Meanwhile, Niara guided her horse
down. She passed through another ruined village likely put to the torch by Duke
Celborne long ago. Borchstogs howled behind her. They blew horns alerting others
of their kind, and soon Niara heard horns before her.


She veered in the other direction. Tree
limbs whipped at her face, and roots stretched for her horse’s legs. Blood
pounded in her ears. All of her attention focused on the way ahead, on
navigating a path through the tight forest. Afoot it would have been easier,
but slower. Her horse was both blessing and curse.


At last she rode out of the forest
and down a steep incline that was all of rock. Her horse’s hooves scraped and
clattered. Slipped.


Niara leaned back, pressing into
Hiatha behind her; they helped balance the horse. It recovered its footing and
plowed on.


They plunged into another forest. The
trees here rose taller, fuller, and the space between them was greater. Niara
made her way swiftly.


Sounds behind her. ClompClompClomp.


She turned to see a dozen
Borchstogs on horses following her. They howled and called encouragements to
each other in Oslogon.


“I’ll deal with them,” Hiatha said,
turning in her seat. Niara heard more chanting, then felt a flash of power, of
Grace. The shadows ahead of her disappeared as an explosion of light came from
behind. The Borchstogs screamed, and the light faded.


Niara hunkered low, pressing her
thighs tightly into the mare’s flanks. Her whole body vibrated with the steady
rhythm of the impacting hooves.


Behind her Hiatha kept chanting,
kept using her jewel to counter the Borchstogs. Their screams and curses began
to grow fainter and farther away.


Niara rode on. At last she decided
that they were not being pursued any further and slowed her steed’s momentum so
that it would not smash into a tree or fly over a cliff. Besides, she knew it
could not keep up that pace for long. Already its sides were lathered in sweat.
Her thighs were sore from pressing against its flanks.


At one point they reached a jutting
protrusion of rock that overlooked the vale. A huge storm of dust from the
army’s horses billowed up, obscuring events for a moment. Then a gust of wind
whistled through, and Niara gasped in horror. Borchstogs in the high ground on
either side of the vale were triggering avalanches and raining down thousands
of arrows. The sun was bright to the west, and Niara knew it must pain the
Borchstogs, but they fought on. Looking closely, she thought she saw leather
visors on the archers’ heads. Not that they needed to aim with particular care,
of course. The whole valley was choked with Fiarthans. It would be hard to miss
hitting one.


“Illiana help us,” she whispered.


“We’re being butchered.”


“We must hurry.”


Even as she renewed her trek, she
wondered what use she could be. There were so many . . . Ielgad must have already fallen.


Eventually they descended enough
that she could hear the screams and crashings of the slaughter. When next she
rode along an overhang, she peered down into the conflict to see that a Borchstog-triggered
avalanche had sealed the pass to the fore. The army was being forced back the
way they had come. Their sea of shields and helms was not so bright anymore, as
everything was coated in dust and blood. There were so few of them left! Niara
tried not to despair, but it proved difficult.


She rode down an incline and into
the corpse-covered Vale of Irrys. Dust rose like living clouds all around her,
billowing and swaying, revealing and then hiding the fly-covered mounds of dead
bodies, horse and man alike. Hiatha sobbed. Niara prayed silently.


She rode through the carnage,
passing a stream choked with bodies. It might well have been the stream where
Duke Madrast saw Eria for the first time. If not for that fateful encounter,
this vale would still be guarded, and this massacre would not have come to
pass.


Coming out of the vale, Niara and
Hiatha followed in the wake of the army. The sun slipped behind the mountains,
but Niara didn’t need much light to follow the trail of blood and trampled
earth. She pressed over a rise and saw them, all the brave soldiers, fleeing
over the rolling plain.


“Borchstogs!” Hiatha said. “They’re
coming down from the hills!”


Niara craned her head. Hordes of
the demons poured down from the highlands to pursue the retreating army. Niara
summoned the Light within her and channeled it into her horse, giving it
stamina—speed. They must hurry, or they would be overrun. 


And night was falling.



 

 



 

The riders flanked the infantrymen, not willing to leave
them behind. Niara was heartened to see that. The riders had slackened their
pace anyway, for with the onset of darkness their horses had to pick their way
more carefully. Fortunately the rolling plain provided easy riding.


Niara summoned what little strength
she had left and forced herself to glow, enabling her horse to see where it
went. She gained on the army and at last threaded through the battle-weary
soldiers. They gave way before her, marveling at her shining presence. Many
made signs in praise of Illiana, assuming it was the goddess’s might at work
instead of Niara’s elvish heritage. She did not correct them. All Grace came
from the Omkar at any rate.


She came upon Raugst on his black
charger, riding at the head of the procession in the company of his generals. He
looked as weary and dusty as any of them, but when she looked more closely at
him she thought she detected the merest hint of self-satisfaction.


Niara, though considerably tired
from using her abilities, nevertheless maintained her glow as she rode into
Raugst’s presence.


It had the desired effect. He
looked at her, startled, his wolvish face caught by the light. He mashed his
eyes shut and turned away. She was very tempted to act against him in that
moment, but she was too weak and the generals and troops would take it the
wrong way. Most of them did not know the truth behind Raugst’s human façade,
and they would think her an assassin and strike her down. She would have done
it anyway, accepting her fate, but she was too weak to deliver a killing blast.
Soon, though.


Her light faded, and darkness once
more draped the land. Niara sagged, exhausted. She blinked her eyes, trying to
adjust to the uncertain light.


“So,” Raugst said, “you made it
back. We were concerned.”


Straining her eyes, she peered
about. “Where’s Lisilli?”


Raugst, now just a dim shape in the
darkness, seemed to shake his head. “Alas, she didn’t make it. A boulder, I
think it was, tumbled from the cliffs. Truly tragic.”


“She died bravely,” said one of the
generals, Niara thought it was one of Raugst’s. “A worthy end.”


“So it is,” Raugst agreed.


“Indeed.”


Niara glowered, seething in anger,
and it was anger she felt, more than
sadness, though she felt that too. Lisilli had been a friend, one of her most
trusted confidants, and a powerful and noble wielder of the light.


“May she find the Lights of
Sifril,” she murmured.


“May it be so,” Hiatha agreed. “Would
that we could retake the Vale and find her remains so that we could give her a
proper entombment.”


“Alas, we cannot,” Raugst said. “Even
now the enemy will be on our heels.”


“What is your plan, then?” Niara
demanded. Or have you already
accomplished it?


“To reach Hasitlan. There we will
turn and face them.”


“Aye,” said one of the generals. “It’s
our only option. There’s no defensible land between here and the city.”


Niara could see better now, and she
swept her gaze over the generals. “Where is General Havlin?” But she already
knew.


“He, too, fell,” said Raugst. “So
many did. We must have lost at least half the company.”


Niara’s heart wrenched.


“A sad day,” said a general.


“Grievous,” said another. Niara
thought both were Raugst’s.


“And why didn’t you wait for me?” she asked. “Hiatha and I were to scout
the lay of the land—”


“And so you did,” said Raugst,
sounding surprised. “We received the message from the scout you sent back.”


“I sent no—” Niara snapped her
mouth shut. She saw what had happened, what must have happened. Oh, the clever, horrible demon. She
would end him yet. She would end him, if it cost her her life. He had had his
own scout send the message, claiming it was from her, asserting that the way
was clear—which it most certainly was not. Now her own people would mistrust
her. Clever. But it will not save him.


The group lapsed into silence, save
for the soft thuds of their steeds’ hooves on the grass. A cool breeze
whispered over the undulating hills, and Niara shivered.


“What can we do?” Hiatha whispered
in Niara’s ear.


Niara saw little choice. Raugst had
orchestrated events well. Very well. He had rid himself of his closest enemies
and half the remaining army of Fiarth. Niara wondered if he had meant to kill
her, too. Those Borchstogs she and Hiatha had encountered had not appeared to
be trying to take the priestesses captive. And even though they had lived,
would anyone trust them now? After all, the soldiers had depended on her to
give an honest appraisal of the vale, and for all they knew she had
deliberately led them into a trap.


Suddenly, she felt very cold, very
small, and very alone. She wished Giorn were here now more than ever.



 

 



 

It took only two more hours to reach Hasitlan. By that time
the world had grown so dark it looked dipped in tar, and stars glittered on the
glassy lake. Raugst ordered his men to light torches, and they looked like
thousands of fireflies charging through the blackness, a great column of fire. It
must have intimidated the Hasitlans, who bristled with spears and arrows when
the army arrived at their encircling wall.


“It is Lord Raugst Wesrain. Let us
in!” Raugst called. “And ring the bells! Call every man to arms!”


The men on the walls, seeing the Silver
Stag, did as ordered. Bells tolled through the village, and townspeople rushed
to the walls with swords, pitchforks and machetes. Niara tried to keep herself
together, as well as Hiatha. The other priestess had been crying, but Niara was
able to stop her—not calm her, just stop her. There was no calming anyone.


Her heart thudding rapidly, Niara
mounted the wall with Hiatha to find Raugst talking quietly to Duke Welsly. 


“I told you to be wary in those
mountains,” the duke said.


“Would that I had been more so,”
Raugst said. “I fear my impatience to save Ielgad cost many lives.”


“Ielgad’s already fallen,” Niara
said. “That’s the only explanation for the number of Borchstogs that attacked
us. They wouldn’t have had the numbers to ambush us and besiege Ielgad both, at
least not until the Eresine
 Bridge is rebuilt.”


“True,” said Raugst, shooting her a
sideways look. 


“Don’t worry,” Duke Welsly said. “Hasitlan
won’t be overrun. We’ve stood too long to fall now.” 


Raugst clapped him on the shoulder.
“That’s the spirit! They won’t defeat us so easily.”


Duke Welsly bowed to Niara. “High
Mother, could I ask a boon of you?” 


“What may I do for the lord of
Hasitlan?”


He knelt before her, holding up his
sword on his two open palms. “Could you bless this blade for me, High Mother? I
would be most honored.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she
thought she saw Raugst snicker, but when she looked at him, he was all
seriousness.


“Very well,” she told the Duke,
“though I warn you that I’m weakened after my exertions.” She laid her hands on
the blade, closed her eyes, and allowed that well of light within her to rise,
overspill its boundaries and pour out through her hands into the sword. Slowly
it flowed out, soaking into the steel, and at last she felt it radiate a
certain energy.


She opened her eyes. The blade did
not glow, not exactly, she was too weak for that, but it did emanate a feeling
of goodness, of wholesomeness. And it was now a thing of the world, not a kept
treasure in her breast. Duke Welsly now wielded a powerful weapon—especially
lethal to darkspawn. Like Borchstogs.


And Raugst.


If it should run him through . . .


Sensing it at the same time she
did, Raugst took a step back.


The Duke, who had been closing his
eyes and holding his breath, looked up and inhaled loudly. “Amazing,” he said. “I
can feel it . . .” He stood, somewhat
off balance, and marveled at his blade.


Sagging, Niara nearly fell, but Hiatha
gripped her shoulders.


“Lady, are you all right?” Duke
Welsly said.


She waved his attentions away. “I’m
fine. Just tired.”


“Here, sit.” Hiatha directed her to
sit on the crenellated wall, where Niara took deep breaths and meditated. She
tried to tap that well of light again, but it was empty now, or nearly so,
drained by blessing the sword. It would renew in time, but not soon enough to
aid them in the coming fight.


And it was a finite thing, her well of light, she felt. A finite energy. Renewable,
if it was not entirely spent. But if she should ever have need to expend it
all, every drop of it, it would not
replenish itself. She would be permanently weak. Permanently mortal. She had
lived for a hundred and fifty years, and the prospect terrified her. She did
not know if she were truly immortal, in the way a full-blooded elf would be,
but at the least she expected to live many hundreds of years, perhaps thousands.


“Look!” one of the generals said. “They’re
coming.”


The darkness on the horizon moved, a
wide column of shadow that swept over the already dark hills. Here and there
Niara caught a helm or piece of armor glisten under the light of moon and stars
like the armor of cockroaches.


“Illiana protect us,” she
whispered, looking up at the nearly full moon above. It looked far away and not
of much help. Weak, like her.


Shakily, she stood, and Hiatha
supported her.


Horns sounded along the wall, the
soldiers alerting each other of the enemy’s approach. A gust of wind blew in
from the north, carrying with it a hint of rain. Niara shivered. She was cold,
and drained, and hunger gnawed at her belly. She was in no condition to fight.


The Borchstogs came on.


Raugst ordered his archers to fire.
They sent volley after volley at the Borchstog host, but the Borchstogs rolled forward,
a sea of death. The arrows bounced off their shields and helms. Several carried
standards, Niara saw as they came within the lights of the village—severed
human heads and torsos on sharpened poles. Grisly relics of their recent
conquests, no doubt. Lord Welsly’s standard of a golden head on a dark blue
background was bad enough, but real
heads, real bodies . . . The bile
rose in the back of her throat.


“The Omkar have mercy,” Raugst
said, and Niara didn’t have to wonder which Omkar he was referring to.


War came upon Hasitlan quickly. The
Borchstogs braved Raugst’s arrows and threw up ladders; some were simply hewn
trees from the nearby forests. The Borchstogs swarmed the walls like ants, preceded
by the smell of rotting meat. All around her Niara saw men give battle to the
demons. Swords clanged and axes thunked. She heard the sounds of a thousand
butchers hacking into a thousand sides of beef, punctuated by the scrape of
armor and gasps of pain. Roars and curses followed. Red blood and black washed
the parapet. 


A ladder was thrown up near her,
and Duke Welsly battled beside his men as Borchstogs scrambled over the wall. His
blessed blade whistled and flashed, spraying black.


Even Raugst, keeping up his
pretense, unsheathed his sword and leapt into the fray, as did his generals
around him. Blood flew, soaking Raugst from head to foot, and he laughed. He
laughed! Taking the lives of his own side, and he laughed.


“Use your jewel,” Niara told
Hiatha. “Fight!”


Hiatha chanted, and light glowed
from her jewel, then suffused her whole body. She stretched out her hands and light
blasted forth, incinerating Borchstogs to the fore. The effort quickly
exhausted her, and the jewel was not overly powerful. Soon enough she wilted,
and it was Niara’s turn to support her.


Borchstogs brought up a battering
ram, a stripped tree with its end sharpened to a dull point and charred by
fire, and crashed it against the city gates. BOOM! The ram sounded even louder
than Niara’s heart.


The Duke ordered men to reinforce
the gates, and they did, but it was not enough. All too soon, the gates
exploded inward, and Borchstogs poured in through the splinters, howling for
rape and slaughter. They were quickly overwhelming the walls, too. 


“Back!” Raugst shouted to the Duke.
“Get your men to fall back!”


Niara and Hiatha hustled down from
the wall as Raugst, the generals, the Duke and their surrounding soldiers
rushed to the courtyard and found their steeds. Breathless, Niara climbed
astride hers. Hiatha slipped on behind. The soldiers blew their horns,
signaling retreat. Villagers flocked to them, seeking protection. All around,
buildings blazed, and smoke made Niara cough. She could barely see. Screams of
pain and fear rose into the night. 


“The women . . .” Niara tried to
dismount, but Hiatha stopped her with firm hands on her shoulders. 


“You can do nothing to help them,
Mother.”


Nevertheless, Niara was just about
to shrug off the priestess’s hands when Raugst rode up to them. “We must flee,”
he said. “Again.” Raising his voice for all to hear, he shouted, “To me! Men,
to me! We must vacate the town! Follow me!”


Gathering riders and villagers to
him as he went, he rode through the streets of Hasitlan, and Niara and Hiatha
were swept up in the tide. She passed a park, a school, a maze of twisting,
cobbled streets lined with shops. Farther on she saw the docks. Many of the
townspeople were setting out from them in boats, seeking refuge on the water. She
doubted they would find it. She passed a statue of a great golden head, and far
off she saw the castle, hulking and silent along the lake. Already flames were
licking at it. She imagined Duke Madrast’s golden head melting, the gold
sloughing off it, pooling on the mantle and the stone floor below. She imagined
the gold melting, revealing the head in all its withered, ghastly glory, and
then the fires from the rafters and curtains would catch it, and the tale of
the golden head would end at last. 


The gathering poured through the
northern gates and fled the town. Niara slowed her horse and looked back at the
flaming city, the fires reflected off the lake a-swarm with boats, the forests
around it blazing. Leaping fires rose high into the night, and sparks vied with
stars for supremacy of the heavens. Tears coursed down Niara’s soot-stained
cheeks, and she hung her head in shame.


“To Thiersgald!” Raugst shouted. “Follow
me to the city! The Road isn’t far.”


Niara bunched her small hands into
fists. She was shaking, but not with fear this time—with rage. “And will
Thiersgald be next?” she demanded to the night, her eyes still entranced by the
spectacle of the fiery town before her. “No,” she growled. “By the eyes of
Illiana, I will not allow it!”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
10



 

In the blackness of the tunnels below Wegredon, Giorn
stalked the Borchstogs at a discreet distance. They were creatures of the dark
and required few lights. In their gathering of perhaps five thousand, only a
few score bore torches, and Giorn wondered how many of these were for
ceremonial purposes. The Borchstogs clomped forward, speaking in hushed
whispers. Giorn could not hear their words, but he could understand their
sentiments; their voices came in thrilled bursts of awe-inspired worship. Clearly
they were deeply moved and honored to have just set eyes upon their Maker. 


Giorn, too, still felt the echoes
of the Dark One’s power. He felt ill, nauseous and weak, and it was only slowly
that his trembling subsided. I set eyes
upon the Wolf. I set eyes upon the
Wolf and lived. Perhaps there was hope yet that he would succeed. He would
steal the Moonstone back from Vrulug, or destroy it if he could not, but either
way he would do what he had come here to do.


What had they done to it? It was the Last Gift, the very salvation of Man, and
they had taken it and turned it into some blackened, loathsome thing . . . 


Giorn had never considered himself
particularly religious, and at times, especially in the beginning of his affair
with Niara, he had thought himself practically sacrilegious, but even he
couldn’t help but think what an utter blasphemy corrupting the Moonstone had
been. And now that it was corrupt,
what did Vrulug intend to do with it? 


The Borchstogs led the way into a
broad passage, then passed through a high, elaborately carved archway. Giorn
waited for them all to go through and was about to follow when he noticed the
demonic faces carved into the archway. 


They seemed to be studying him. 


It’s
all in my head, he thought. Surely the eyes weren’t really focused on him,
measuring him, weighing his intentions. Besides, there was nothing for it. If
he lingered he’d lose the light. Even then the meager illumination of the
torches was vanishing around a wide bend in the avenue. All else was darkness.


He cringed as he passed under the
archway, and he more than suspected that some of the demonic faces set in it
observed him with some dark intelligence all their own. Rounding the bend, he
could no longer see the archway, but its oily, malignant presence lingered in
his mind. Where before the hall had been rough and obviously carved from the
living mountain, now the hall took on smooth, more orderly lines. Soon
cross-passages and rooms became apparent. Up he went, and niches filled with
ancient Borchstog remains lined the walls. Sealed doorways led to crypts. He
realized that he had reached the lower catacombs of Wegredon.


No sign of the Borchstogs. All lay
eerily still and quiet. Inset torches gave off red, lurid glows at irregular
intervals. 


A ragged figure in fine Oslogon
armor lunged at him.


Startled, he dodged aside, sword
flashing. He felt his blade connect, but the thing came on. He smashed his
lantern against its head, embedding its face with glass. It did not even pause.
It shot forward, and the faint light illuminated its ghastly, withered face,
twinkling here and there with shattered glass. It was a Borchstog—a dead one.


Its grasping claws reached for his
throat. With a growl, he swung his sword and took off the figure’s head at the
neck. No blood spurted. Its headless body stumbled toward him still, its gnarled
hands grasping, grasping, but only for a moment. Without its head, it toppled
to the ground.


Another dead one rushed at Giorn’s
back. This one let its sword lead the way. Cobwebs trailed from the blade to
the skeletal hands. 


Giorn parried the first thrust. His
opponent struck again, bringing its blade down at Giorn’s head. Giorn blocked,
his arm nearly buckling from the impact. The blow nearly drove him to his
knees. Breathless, he shoved the Borchstog away and leapt back. The thing
followed, sword flashing. Its eyes were partially dissolved, almost liquid in
their sockets, but still it saw. Its tar-black skin stretched taught over brittle
bones. Withered lips peeled back from long sharp teeth.


Even as he fell back, Giorn noticed
more forms slipping from their niches along the walls. He heard the clink of
their armor and the slither and rasp of their wasted flesh on ancient stone. The archway, he thought. They must have
been roused by the archway. 


He found a gap in his enemy’s
defenses. He hacked off the Borchstog’s sword hand. Still it came for him. Others
closed in from all sides. Giorn decapitated this one with an economic swing,
then grabbed one of the inset torches and ran. 


The undead guardians of the
Borchstog fortress pounded after. Ragged and skeletal, they should not have
been able to move with such relentless speed, but they did. With jerky, loping
gaits, they raced after him. Most were mere bones. Only on some did wasted
flesh still cling. Yet Giorn fancied he saw some faint inner fire flare from
the back of their deep dark eye sockets. 


The clink of their armor and the
grinding and creaking of their ancient bones echoed down the halls. His heart
pounded so loudly in his ears that he barely heard it. 


He passed a flaming brazier and
overturned it in his path. Sparks
flashed. Flaming coals scattered. The dead ones drew back, but only for a
moment, and like an undead tide parted by a rock they divided and went round.


Giorn darted ahead, down the wide,
high main hall of the catacombs. Countless shadowy doorways yawned on all
sides, offering false refuge. From some he detected movement. At last he
rounded a wide turn to behold a doorway flooded with red light.


With a groan, the large slab of
stone that served as the door began to slide shut. The rectangle of red light
diminished to a sliver. Then half a sliver.


Giorn swore. He would be shut in
with the dead ones. He lowered his head and ran full-out, pumping his legs as
fast as they would go. The sound of the dead things increased behind him.


Slamming his shoulder against the
slab, he ground it open just enough for him to slip through, but once there the
pair of Borchstogs that had been closing the door from the other side fell on
him. Fortunately they’d been pressing their shoulders against the stone and
hadn’t drawn their weapons, and he hacked halfway through the nearest one’s
head, splitting its skull to its jawbone, then ripped his blade free, spraying
blood and brains. By this time the second one had drawn a dagger and thrust at
Giorn’s throat. 


Giorn’s left hand knocked away the
Borchstog’s wrist, deflecting the blow. Before it could draw back for another strike,
Giorn stabbed his blade into the creature’s belly, angling his sword under its
ribs and ripping up through its heart. Hot black blood trickled over his hand,
and the stench of split intestines filled the hall. The Borchstog slumped to
the floor, its guts glistening in the dark. 


Not wasting a moment, Giorn pressed
his shoulder against the granite slab and shoved it closed just as the dead
ones reached it, then slammed the bolt home with a satisfying thud. The dead
ones clawed on the other side, mewling in wordless hunger and hate. Giorn
breathed deeply and wiped the sweat from his brow.


Time
to leave.


But he hesitated.


He knelt beside the nearer
Borchstog corpse and tugged at its darkly-fashioned armor. It took some minutes
of fumbling in the dimly-lit corridor even as the dead ones continued to
scratch at the stone door for him to don the Borchstog uniform and armor, but
at last it was done. He doubted he would pass a close inspection, but if he
kept well away from the fortress’s inhabitants and stuck to the shadows he
should be fine.


As for the bodies of the
Borchstogs, he waited for the scratching on the door to subside, then opened it
briefly and shoved the Borchstog corpses in. 


Disguised, he departed the
catacombs and stalked through one hall after another until he came to an
archway leading out into a main chamber of the fortress. He recoiled at the
sight.


It was hot within. Stifling. Torches
and great braziers lit the large chamber, and by their lurid, flickering light,
Giorn saw a glimpse of hell. Borchstogs in the hundreds amused themselves, the
sound of their revelry filling his ears: their laughing, hooting, shouting and
groaning. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was the sounds of their
victims.


Against the stone walls scores of
prisoners had been chained. Man and Elf and more, they thrashed against their
restraints, but to no avail. Borchstogs, drinking ale or wine, laughed at them
and tormented them, flaying strips of skin from them, sticking needles into
their nerve clusters, burning them with brands. The demons threw knives and
hatchets that clattered off the stone near the struggling prisoners when they
did not strike flesh. Other Borchstogs raped their victims in plain view of
all, holding them down on the floor, or the feasting tables, or in pools of
congealing blood. Frail white figures writhed against heaving dark bodies. The
cavernous room echoed with the screaming, and at hearing it, seeing it, red spots danced in Giorn’s
vision.


“Dear Illiana, no . . .”


Living shadows darted from column
to column and corridor to corridor on mysterious errands of their own. Some
partook of the torture. Giorn saw one such haunt steal up on a prisoner and
enter into him. The man screamed. His body began to change, mutate. Tendrils
sprouted from his face. His chest bulged . . .


Giorn looked away. 


Other Borchstogs sat at long tables
on which were laid the bodies of humans and others, the demons using crude
cutlery to carve into the bodies. They laughed and made obscene jests. Most of
the bodies were cooked. Some were not. One still moved.


Giorn, shaking, started to take a
step forward, raising his sword. Nearby Borchstogs glanced at him idly.


His blood ran cold. Instantly he
lowered his sword and returned to the shadows. The Borchstogs glanced away. 


The
Stone, he thought. I must get the
Stone. 


He edged along the wall of the
room, keeping to the shadows. Nobody paid attention to him. Still trembling, he
found a hall that led to a stairway and mounted it. He wound down one hallway
and then another, always climbing up. Vrulug would keep his chambers in one of
the central towers. Wegredon was large, larger than Giorn had supposed, and he
wandered its mazes for what seemed like hours. At one point a group of armored
Borchstogs marched past, and Giorn shrank into an alcove behind a many-limbed
statue of Mogra, the Shadow-Weaver. Fresh sacrifices were heaped on the altar
before her shrine, and their stench nauseated him. Their mound partially hid
him, and when the Borchstogs passed he resumed his hunt.


What must have been another hour
went by before he stumbled upon the entrance to one of the towers. The door was
guarded by two Borchstogs. This must be
it.


He moved toward the guards
brusquely, lowering his head so that they could not see his face through the
eye-slit in his helm, and grunted in what he hoped was an appropriately
Borchstog-like manner.


One of the guards lay a hand on his
breastplate, shoved him back. It grunted something at him in Oslogon: Where do you think you’re going? he
thought it said.


He had jerked his hunting knife out
when the Borchstog had touched him, its movement helping conceal his removal of
the weapon. Before it completed its question, he’d plunged his blade into its
throat. It fell back, gurgling, black blood trickling around the metal. Giorn
yanked his knife free even as the second Borchstog leapt at him. This one
tackled Giorn bodily, bearing him to the ground. 


Giorn drove his blade at the
Borchstog’s face. The Borchstog grabbed his knife hand with its left, balled
its right fist and smashed it across Giorn’s jaw. The world blurred. 


With his left hand, Giorn clawed at
its face, ripping off its helmet. He gouged his thumb into its deep-set eye. It
grunted and jerked away, but kept a grip on his knife hand. He wished he could
pull his sword, but it was too long, the quarters too close. 


He punched the Borchstog in the jaw
with his left hand. Blood trickled down its chin, but it barely seemed to feel
the blow. Meanwhile its heavier body was grinding him down, crushing the breath
from him. It drew its arm back to deliver another blow. If it landed, he would
be out.


He grabbed the Borchstog by the
breastplate. Yanked it close. Wrapped his jaws about its broad nose and bit
down with all his strength. Rancid blood squirted his mouth.


The guard released its hold on his
knife hand and tried to jerk backward, but he kept his grip on its breastplate
and plunged his blade into its throat. Blood sprayed him. Disgusted, he shoved
the creature off of him and rose to his feet. The Borchstog thrashed, then
stilled on the floor beside its comrade. Gasping, Giorn stared down at them,
wishing he had time to dispose of the bodies, but at any moment a party of
Borchstogs might swing by. 


Spitting out the foul taste of
black blood, he passed through the door and wound up another long stairway,
mounting what must be the central tower
 of Wegredon. At last, out
of breath, he came to the head of the stairs. There was no door, just a low
black archway inset with Oslogon runes. Vrulug’s
lair. Giorn mistrusted that archway, just as he had the last, but he had no
choice and so he stepped through.


The hall wound about, meeting many
others. Vrulug’s lair proved to be a veritable honeycomb of passages. Several
times Giorn passed windows overlooking the courtyards and spires of Wegredon;
some of the towers had flying buttresses from one to another, and they were
splendid structures, if nightmarish. One tower opened like a black flower at
the top, and another fanned into a protrusion of slender spires, all catching
the light of the stars. Still another tower contained what looked like roosts
for the glarums, the huge crow-like birds flown by the glarumri.


Giorn made his way through the
tunnels, finally coming upon a large laboratory area—a dark, loathsome room,
cluttered with strange relics: glass jars occupied by awful fetuses, some still
alive, tendrils whipping, human mouths gaping and sucking at the glass; obscure
herbs and elixirs; staffs with monstrous heads, some obviously sentient; a
great bat-like thing with a long, tooth-filled snout. This last spoke
intelligently, and Giorn was obliged to kill it lest it betray his presence.


More. Human heads hung on plaques
from the wall. A living brain hovered in a fluid-filled jar, pins sticking out
of it. This horrified Giorn, who put the brain out of its misery with a stroke
of his sword. What had its owner done to so displease Vrulug that he had
punished it in this fashion? For a moment he wondered if the brain of his
ancestor Lord Orin Feldred might have been persevered by Vrulug’s arts . . . But
no. When he turned the jar over, he saw a name inscribed on the bottom. The
letters were in Oslogon, but the name was Fiarthan: Adlan Osfryd. The name
meant nothing to him.


Giorn found more weird creatures in
jars, odd apparatuses, surgical instruments, rows of arcane books. A human
corpse was chained to a wall.


Noises led him from the laboratory
down a hall. He heard chomping, grunting, ripping. Moans of pleasure. What
could it be? There was a stench of rotting meat . . .


Dreading what he would find, Giorn
followed the hall until it terminated in a stone doorway. He paused at the
doorway and peered into a large, circular, domed room, all of stone. Vertical
niches at regular intervals lined the walls, black recesses from which one could
come and go if one knew the way. Comely, naked girls with collars about their
necks were chained to the walls between recesses. Some drowsed, but most stared
toward the center of the room. Giorn could not stop his jaw from dropping open
at the sight at what stood there.


It was a great mound of bodies of
all races—some whole, some in pieces, a mountain of dead flesh giving off an
awful reek. The mound rose up and up, high overhead, and on the crest of this
gristly hill sprawled Vrulug, lord of Wegredon. In one hand he held the
Moonstone—glistening and black. The other encircled the waist of a woman. She
had large, high breasts, long legs, flowing black hair, and haunting green eyes.


It’s
her, Giorn realized. The woman who had stolen the Moonstone. He remembered
the feel of her lips against his, the feel of their bodies joining.


She and Vrulug both lay on their
sides, her back to his front. Her white limbs were adorned with golden baubles,
and they flashed by the lights of the torches along the walls. Vrulug, covered
in blood, flies buzzing about him, had evidently been rolling about in his
mound of death, and he was a horrid sight, tall and wolf-like, but upright like
a man, with long, claw-tipped arms and black batwings spread out behind him. He
grunted as he rutted with the woman, she seeming enjoying it every bit as much
as he. He squeezed one of her breasts, and she gasped in and thrust her
buttocks against him.


“Yes,” she said. “Yes.”


At last Vrulug arched his back and
bellowed loudly. He groaned, long and loud. Red-tinged drool ran from his lips.
The woman gasped and collapsed, her sweat-stained breasts rising and falling.


“Oh, Vrulug,” she sighed.


“Saria . . .”


Giorn started. It can’t be, he thought. Saria—the Temptress. The bride of Orin
Feldred, Giorn’s ancestor who had died leading a rebellion against Vrulug. Saria
was the wife who had betrayed him and doomed his revolt, the one who had chosen
Vrulug over her husband. Giorn could hardly believe it. And he had slept with
her! He felt like he had walked into a fairytale. 


Vrulug withdrew from her, and his
thick, dark juices ran across her thigh and dripped from it over the mound of
death. His black, slick member stood stiff and proud, then gradually wilted.


Saria wiggled around to face him,
ran her delicate white hands through his fur and kissed his chest. “It’s been
too long,” she said.


“Yes.”


She looked up at him. “But I did
it, didn’t I? I got the Stone.”


“That you did, my little minx.” He
lifted the Moonstone so that the torchlight stroked its dark whorls and
glimmers. Most of it was charred and rough, but smooth, glassy sections poked
through.


“What will you do with it? Perhaps you
should forge a chain and wear it around your neck, or give it to your priests .
. .”


He chuckled. “No. There is only one
place it shall be safe. One place alone.”


“Where?”


Giorn strained his ears to hear the
answer, but he needn’t have bothered. Vrulug simply opened his wolf-like maw so
that his red-pink insides glistened, and Giorn fancied he could see bits of
human flesh clinging to sharp teeth; he could almost smell the fetid odor— Vrulug opened his mouth and shoved the
Moonstone down his gullet. Giorn watched, transfixed, horrified. Then Vrulug
pulled his hand free—now wet with his juices—and burped.


“There,” said the wolf-lord. “It is
safe.”


It was more than that, Giorn
supposed. Now Vrulug could absorb its power. 


Saria kissed the wolf-lord’s chest
again, then rose. She seemed quite steady atop the mountain of corpses. 


“Be well, my love,” she said. “There’s
a prisoner waiting for me to torture.”


“Enjoy yourself.” There was
something rueful in his voice. He watched admiringly—and so did Giorn, for that
matter—as she picked her way down the mountain of death with ease and entered
one of the dozen narrow doorways that led off from the chamber.


Vrulug stretched himself out on his
grisly bed and closed his eyes. Giorn waited. Time passed, and he heard the
whimpering of the slave girls and the slow drip of water, or perhaps it wasn’t
water but putrefying flesh. A shudder worked its way up his spine. All the
while, he stared up at Vrulug, wondering if he could really go through with
this. At the very least, it was unwise. And yet, what were his choices? He had
come here to take back the Moonstone and could not leave without it.


Vrulug snored, a low, rhythmic
sound, interspersed with what sounded like small growls. A furry leg kicked
occasionally. Every now and then one of his claws would twitch.


Giorn stared up at him, knowing
what he had to do.


It’s
madness!


He rose from his hiding place and
crept into the chamber. Immediately, the slave girls scurried away from him, as
far as their chains would permit. He placed a finger to his lips, and they
nodded, eyes wide. He could save them, set them free. He would slit open
Vrulug’s belly, steal the Moonstone, and they would be slaves no more.


Giorn approached that towering
mountain of corpses. It reeked of rotting meat and offal, and the stench
overwhelmed him so much that it was all he could do not to retch. At the base
of that awful, grisly mountain, he stared up at the slumbering, gore-coated
demon sprawled at its peak, then steeled his nerves and began climbing. Bodies
shifted and slid, some even breaking open at his touch, and he winced at every
glop and rasp and glug and rustle. Quiet!
He reached for a hand, meaning to haul himself up on it, but the arm the hand
was attached to had been severed below the elbow and there was nothing to
anchor him. He flailed, nearly fell, then stuck his fingers into the eye
sockets of a corpse so old its flesh had liquefied. It made slurping noises
when he pulled his fingers free.


At last, tasting bile on his
tongue, sweating and covered in unnamable filth, he reached the top of the
mountain and stood, chest heaving, over the inert body of Vrulug. He stared
down at the beast, slicked with blood and gore and sex, and hate surged through
him. This was the monster that had once ruled Felgrad, long ago, and now sought
to raze it—for thousands of years and more he had done so, and nearly had more
than once. This was the monster that had ordered Raugst to infiltrate Giorn’s
family and destroy the Wesrains, one by one. It must be.


Giorn, lip lifting, raised his
sword in both hands, ready to hack open the beast’s belly and recover what he
had come here for.


Vrulug’s eyes snapped open. It
happened so fast Giorn nearly stumbled backward. One of Vrulug’s arms lashed
out, and a claw slashed Giorn across the belly. 


Gasping, Giorn dropped the sword and
reeled back.


Vrulug laughed. Nonchalantly, he
climbed to his feet and towered over Giorn, and Giorn was overwhelmed with the
reek of his awful breath, which was worse even than the mound. And there was a great
power about him, as well. Giorn did not know if it was his naturally or if it
came from the Stone, and supposed it didn’t matter, not at the moment. What
mattered was keeping his guts from falling out.


Vrulug approached, a smile on his
lips.


Giorn took a step back—


Into nothing. He lost his balance
and fell, rolling and bouncing and sliding down the mountain of death. He
struck a body, dislodged it. It struck another, and another, and soon the whole
side of the mount was sliding down after him, and the new reek this unleashed
finally did make him retch, even as he was being borne down the side of the
hill on a crest of death. Above, Vrulug alternately laughed and swore at Giorn
for rearranging his lair.


At last Giorn found himself under a
pile of bodies on the chamber floor. Shaking in nausea, he shoved his way out
of it with his right hand, as his left was pressed against the thin line Vrulug
had drawn on his stomach. He didn’t know if it was deep enough to release the
tangle of his guts, but it felt deep,
and a torrent of blood gushed through his fingers.


He pushed himself free, spilling
out onto the floor near the entrance of the room. The slave girls stared at him
pityingly. Had they been in on it too? He knew he’d been toyed with, played
with. Vrulug, and perhaps even Saria, had known he was there all along. The archway . . .


Figures stirred from the dozen
narrow side entrances to the room. To Giorn’s shock, a dozen robed figures
emerged from them, and his skin crawled at the sight. Cowls drooped over their
faces, but despite the darkness he saw that they looked human, or at least they
looked like things that had been human once. They were maggot-white and
ghastly, and their noses had been severed, giving them a skeletal, alien look. Their
teeth had been filed to sharp points and their eyes glowed amber when the
torch-light struck them. 


“Back,” Vrulug said. Giorn understood
that these must be Vrulug’s priests. He was worshipped in Wegredon like a god. Indeed,
Giorn had heard that he was Gilgaroth’s son, and as such he was a god. “Back,” Vrulug said again. “He’s
mine.”


The priests bowed and withdrew into
their recesses. Giorn returned his gaze to Vrulug, just in time to see the
wolf-lord spread his bat-like wings, shake the blood and filth off them, and
launch into the air. He coasted down and Giorn felt the stir of air, then the
coldness of Vrulug’s shadow falling over him.


Giorn scurried back, still on the
floor, toward the main entranceway. Vrulug alighted before him, claws clicking
on stone.


“You’ve caused quite a mess,
haven’t you?” Vrulug said.


“Bastard,” Giorn said, even as he
inched backward.


Flames gathered in the back of
Vrulug’s throat. Giorn smelled sulfur, and he watched, entranced, as the flames
built. Vrulug opened his maw wide, and the fire rushed out, a great leaping,
frothing tide of it. Giorn just barely rolled aside in time. Smoke wreathed up
from the place where he had lain. 


Frantically, he scurried back, feeling
the rasp of the floor against his back. The reek of charred stone filled the
air, driving back the stench of death. Back he went, along the tunnel leading
from the chamber. Suddenly, he sensed a shadow behind him, blocking the way,
and turned to see the torchlight illuminating green glints where the eyes
should be.


“Saria.”


“Yes,” she said.


It was then that he realized who
the prisoner was that she had gone to torture. 


“Get you back, bitch! You won’t be
torturing me. I’m a Wesrain. I’ll die
first.” He knew that if he had to he could bite off his tongue and bleed out. He
would not give them the satisfaction of making him a plaything of their
torture-masters as they had his ancestor.


He yanked his hunting knife free
and staggered to his feet, one hand still pressing against his stomach. Waving
the blade before him, he staggered toward her. Smiling—he could see her teeth
shine by the light of the torches—she backed away from him, into the hall beyond.
Snarling, swearing, Giorn followed, knowing what a pitiful figure he looked.


“Saria,” he gasped, hearing the
rage in his voice. “Temptress. Bane of men.”


“Yes . . .”


“Die.”


The clicks of claws on stone told
him Vrulug was coming. Giorn moved away. 


“Flee, Wesrain!” Vrulug laughed. “Flee
before me!”


Giorn saw moonlight spilling in
from a terrace and staggered over to it. Blood still dripped between his
fingers and down his stomach. He did not think his guts would fall out, but he wasn’t
sure. He remembered his brother Rian with his entrails spilling across the
leaves and resolved not to die like that.


Behind him, Vrulug laughed some
more. “And where will you go, Wesrain?”


Off-balance, wobbling, his vision
blurring, Giorn made toward the terrace. Saria sauntered before him. Hells. She’s going to block my way. 


Instead, she opened the door for
him, smiling.


He snarled at her as he hobbled
past, onto the terrace. Wind rustled his hair, driving some of the stink away,
but not enough. Not near enough.


“Flee!” Vrulug roared. “Flee! Perhaps
you can fly, little Wesrain. That I would like to see.”


A small ledge wrapped the building,
and from it a flying buttress led to an adjacent tower. Giorn flung his dagger
backward, aiming at Saria, but she nimbly stepped aside, smiling that
infuriating smile.


Giorn climbed over the balustrade
gently, awkward with only one hand, and pressed his back flat against the stone
wall. The frigid wind blasted him. The stone froze his back. The ground dropped
a long way below. He tried not to look.


Vrulug stepped out onto the
terrace. When he saw Giorn on the ledge, he smiled. “Never give up,” he said. “That’s
the spirit. I knew you would come. For many years I’ve plotted and warred
against your family, Orin’s famous scion, but I was never able to duel one.” He
shook his head, grimly amused. “One swipe! It was hardly what I was hoping for.
But this . . . this almost makes up for it.”


Giorn edged around the building,
making for the flying buttress, then reaching it. The drop below sucked at him,
and he tore his gaze away from it.


He forced himself to remove his
palm from his belly. Blood came out, and there was a sense of weakness in his
abdomen, as if his guts might indeed spool out of the opening . . . but they
did not. The cut was deep, yet it had not severed all the walls of muscle that protected him. 


Breathing a sigh of relief, he got
down on his hands and knees and crawled along the flying buttress that spanned
the void to the neighboring tower. Even that was not good enough. The wind
blasted him, nearly knocking him off. He had to put his belly to the stone—which
was very cold—and wrap his arms and legs about it. Then, crawling like an
inchworm, shivering, the grain of the buttress rasping his wound, tearing it
wider, leaving a trail of blood in his wake, he made his way along it to the
next tower. From there he followed the same procedure, going toward the tower
that housed the glarums. He could hear their cantankerous caws and smell their
stench from here. The wind howled all around him, nearly blasting him off.


All the while, Vrulug laughed, and
sometimes Saria joined him. “Flee!” Vrulug shouted between gales of laughter. “Flee
for your life!”


Below him Giorn saw a courtyard
where Borchstogs were torturing men on poles. If he fell he would drop right in
amongst them. Convenient. But no, he
knew, he would die when he struck the ground.


An arrow whizzed by his ear. Another
struck the stone near his hand, sending fragments of stone into his fingers. More
Borchstog arrows thrummed around him, clattering off the stone.


No,
he thought. I cannot die! I promised
Niara I would return.


More of the demons were scaling the
walls and flying buttresses behind him. He must hurry, before the vampires and
various sorcerers that dwelt here could be roused against him.


“Halt!” Vrulug said. “Halt, you
fools! I won’t have this show denied me.”


He was not even sport, Giorn saw. He was a show. 


Gritting his teeth, he crawled on. He
could not give up. He reached the glarum tower and slipped in through one of the
many vertical niches that provided fresh air for the huge, black-feathered
birds. He found a glarum already saddled, a Borchstog in the armor of glarumri
standing near it. Staggering forward, half numb from the cold and weak from
blood loss, he caught the Borchstog by such surprise that he was able to yank
its hunting knife from the sheath on its chest and plunge it into the
creature’s throat before it could stop him or cry out for aid. It fell back
into the straw, gurgling and twitching pathetically. Black blood sprayed the
dried grass.


Giorn climbed into the glarum’s
saddle and prodded the bird out onto a windswept terrace. The bird cawed and
twisted its neck to snap at his feet, but he only kicked it and cursed it, and
it eventually relented.


“Away!” He kicked its flanks, and
with a nasty caw it took to the black skies. Giorn’s stomach lurched, and he
mashed his eyes shut, not wanting to see the heaving, rolling scenery all
around.


He knew they would be upon him
soon, vampires and glarumri. He only hoped his glarum was fast enough to outrun
them.


“North,” he whispered, pulling on
the reins. “Take us north.”


Still he could hear Vrulug’s
laughter. 


Giorn noticed the black clouds
massing above. Lightning flickered within them, illuminating one smoky roil, than
another. No, he thought. No. I’ve not come all this way to—


“DIE!” Vrulug said, and Giorn
turned back to see him standing on the terrace, gesturing at the skies.


Lightning flicked down from the
blackness above. There was a great roar of sound, and Giorn felt a terrible
heat, smelled something burning, and then his world turned white.



 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
11



 

The remains of Raugst’s host marched northward, through the
hills and plains, herding the refugees of Hasitlan. Among them were several
priestesses of Illiana. Niara led them and Hiatha in prayer every day, and
every day she sought to meditate and commune with the light. But the light was fading,
or else her powers were. She could still feel it, still wield it, but it was
weaker than it should have been . . . and, for some inexplicable reason,
growing weaker.


When the host reached Thiersgald,
Niara and her sisters saw to the refugees, finding them places to camp and
procuring food for them. It was tiring work, but she stayed with the refugees,
sleeping in their camps for several days while she tended to their needs. She
healed them, fed them, placed them in inns and hostels when she could, helped
them erect their lean-tos when she couldn’t. Many of the younger ones she
placed in the orphanages run by her order. At last, however, she was grateful
to retire to the Temple.


He came to her in the night. 


He was a black shadow slipping
through the doorway, gliding across the marble floor to her bed. He loomed over
her, a monstrous shadow in the darkness—breathing, breathing.


She had been dreaming of Giorn. Somehow
he had been with her during the fall of Hasitlan, smiling and laughing, and the
flames had been reflected in his brown eyes, and then he had turned into the
Wergild Head, and it too had been laughing, even as gold sloughed off it like
the skin of a snake, and when the skin sloughed away there was no rotting head
but Raugst instead. He had not been laughing, but smiling, and there was
something of the serpent about his eyes.


When she sensed a presence in the
room with her, she awoke. Instantly, she smelled him, all musk and primal
urges, and she thought for an instant she was still in the dream. She even
fancied she smelled the stench of melting gold.


Then he was rearing over her,
breathing, and she felt as though she had been drenched in ice water. She shot
up in bed, half expecting him to vanish. He was no nightmare, though, at least
not one her sleep had conjured.


“How—how did you get in?” she
demanded. “The Temple
is warded . . .”


He crouched beside her, his eyes
shining by the moonlight that flooded in through the nearest window—not like a
serpent, no, not at all, but very much like a wolf.


“No ward can stop me,” he said.


Holding her sheet over her breasts,
she scooted away from him. She wore only a silken shift.


“So,” she said, “you’re here to end
this at last. Do it if you think you can. Kill me.” She only hoped he had gone
unnoticed, that he had not been obliged to slay any of her sisters to
accomplish this trespass.


“No,” he said, and now his shadowed
face seemed quite still, quite serious. “I’ve been an assassin more than once,
true—and I’ve enjoyed it—but that’s not why I’ve come to you, and you know it.”
He sat down on the bed beside her. 


“Then why?” 


“You know why.”


She wondered if she should scream,
should summon the other sisters to come to her aid. She occupied a large,
private bedroom on the topmost floor of the Temple proper, but her sisters could be here
in moments if she summoned them.


He leaned in closer. His smell
wrapped her. “Play no games with me,” he said. “I want you. You want me.”


“No.”


“I know it. I feel it. I smell it.” He edged closer. “Feel me.” Closer.
“Here . . .” He reached out a hand to her. He clasped one of her hands in one
of his. “Like this.” 


She tore her hand away and slipped
from the bed. “Get out of here, you filth.”


“Come, Niara, don’t act coy. You
want me, I know you do, and here we are on the eve of battle, with a company of
Borchstogs traveling north towards us, and the Eresine Bridge
being rebuilt, and glarumri flying up from the South . . . Felgrad is on its
last legs. Your world, priestess, is coming to an end. My world is just
beginning. But there is hope. For you.”


He swiveled, throwing his legs to
her side of the bed, and stood with a flourish. He stepped toward her, almost
touching her. “I’m a lord now,” he said. “I can stand beside you. Before you.”


“Never. You’re a killer. A demon. You’re
not even capable of love.” 


He half-smiled, but it was a sad
half. He just stood there, calmly looking down on her. She was as tall or
taller than most men of Fiarth, but he towered over her, and his chest was
broad and deep. 


“I am capable of love,” he said, keeping pace with her, unwilling to
let her slip away. “I could have killed you long ago, but I did not. I had my
agents preserve your life, time and again.”


“Those Borchstogs—”


“Would not have harmed you. Their
instructions were merely to keep you prisoner. Your friend was optional.”


“Lisilli—”


He shrugged. “We’re at war, Oslog
and the Crescent. My duty is to win for my side. I did not do it out of
malice.”


“But you did. You are malice.” This was it, she decided. This
was her chance. She would end him now. It was the only way. And now that he was
here, in her realm, she need not fear the retribution of his agents. And she
could dispose of his body at her leisure. Nobody ever need know.


She smiled. “Fine. You want me to
feel you. I will.”


She spread her palms across his
chest and tilted her face up to him, letting her lips part, just slightly. He
responded, craning his head down, meeting her lips with his. That was all she
needed. She dredged up the light that dwelt within her, feeling it flow up her
well and overspill. It poured along her hands into his chest, from her mouth
into his, and all in one blinding second she channeled it into him—


Raugst blocked it.


She poured her light into him, and
it rebounded. The concussion knocked her away. She landed gasping on the floor,
white smoke trailing from her palms and mouth. It burned. 


Shocked, she stared up at him.


“You cannot kill me,” he said. “I’m
more powerful than you.”


“I s-see.” It hurt to speak. Her
ears rang, though she had heard no report. Sparks danced before her eyes.


He stepped forward, and she shrank
back, expecting a reprisal. But he only offered her a hand up. She refused.


He shrugged again. “Think about
what I said. Your kingdom will fall, your people will die or be enslaved, and
the shadow of the Wolf will spread. Towers to Him will be raised in every city
from here to the Inland
 Shores, and sacrifices
will be heaped at their bases . . . but there is a place for you at my side,
Niara, should you desire it.” He spun about and in a moment was gone from her
bedchambers, and she was left staring at the spot where he had vanished,
feeling the beating of her heart.


She took a breath, then another. Yes,
her attack had failed. His darkness was too strong. But, while she had been
connected to him, she had felt something . . .


There might be another way.



 

 



 

In the morning, she heard the latest reports of the war, and
they were grim. The Borchstog host that had ambushed Raugst’s men in the Vale
of Irrys and razed the city of Hasitlan
was marching swiftly north. Some said Lord Vrulug himself had joined them and
was leading them to Thiersgald. With him to spur them on, the Borchstogs were
expected to reach the city within days.


While the soldiers prepared for
war, Niara tended to her duties. Five days after she had returned to
Thiersgald, she oversaw the somber ceremony honoring the fallen warriors of the
Vale of Irrys and the City of Hasitlan from atop
the steps of the Temple.
Thousands gathered in the great courtyard to hear her words and pay tribute to
the fallen, and many others listened from terraces and rooftops. It was a
still, hot day, and the sun beat down mercilessly from clear blue skies.


Even Raugst sweated as he stood
beside her, at times alternating with her and Duke Welsly to speak for the dead
and to recount the story of their valor. He then gave a rousing speech,
stirring the people to defend Thiersgald from the legions of Borchstogs
sweeping north even then. It pained Niara to have to share the stage with the
likes of him, and it pained her more to look in the people’s faces and see
their love for him reflected there. He was a common man made good, a hero from
the working class. He was what each and every man here wanted to be, and he was
whom nearly each woman wanted in her bed. He was their dreams made flesh.


Only Niara and her closest sisters
knew it was a lie. Even the flesh was a lie. His real shape would be monstrous,
hideous. Oh, she loathed him with every fiber of her being. She had spent much
time trying to devise a way to expose him while not rousing the people to turn
on the priesthood—to dethrone him while leaving the throne intact. She and her
sisters had spent countless hours plotting and scheming, but they’d come up
with nothing feasible. Meanwhile Vrulug’s host drew closer every moment. On the
day Niara, Raugst and Duke Welsly gave their speeches, Vrulug’s arrival was
expected within hours.


Desperate, Niara knew she must do
something. If the wolf-lord arrived at the city while his agent was lord of it,
sure its downfall would be imminent. How could she remove Raugst from power,
though? She couldn’t kill him. He was too strong. She couldn’t lead her priestesses
in open revolt. His soldiers would slay them, especially now that they were
weakened, and the populace would turn on the priesthood. 


There was a way that occurred to her. It had come to her the night Raugst
had tried to seduce her. But it was a mad, desperate, reckless plan that
jeopardized all the good she could do if it failed. 


For now, there was a better way, a
simpler way.


There was Fria.


The Baron’s daughter was quiet and
reclusive, an attitude she had likely adopted due to her roving eye and the
reception it often received, and she had never dabbled much in public affairs. She
would have to dabble now. Niara would get her to turn on Raugst, imprison him
(for a start) and all those he had appointed to serve him. They were vipers at
the breast of Fiarth, and they needed to be removed. Only Fria, the baroness
and the only blood Wesrain alive, had the authority to do this. If Niara could
get her to turn on Raugst, the realm might yet be saved. 


That afternoon after the ceremony,
Niara went to Fria at the castle. She took Fria into the chapel to Illiana in
the east wing of the castle, where Fria and Raugst had been wed—the birthplace
of this whole sad affair—and spoke to her quietly.


“There’s something very important I
need to discuss with you,” she said.


“Of course, High Mother. What may I
help you with?”


“You will not like it.”


Fria gave a bitter little smile. “There’s
little to my liking these days.”


Niara took a deep breath. This was
the hard part. She held Fria’s hands, looked into her eyes, and said, “Raugst
swore his love to me.”


Fria gasped.


Inwardly, Niara cringed. This was a
loathsome task she’d set herself. She wished she could just reveal the truth,
but if she told Fria that her husband was a demon in human skin the baroness
would only do the natural thing. She would think Niara a liar, even a madwoman.
Fria had no reason to suspect her beloved as being anything other than what he
appeared to be. There was only one ill thing she would know about him: his
womanizing. Rumors of his lusty ways had spread throughout the realm. Even his
wife would have heard of it. Strangely, it only endeared him to the people all
the more—the Cock of the Castle, they called him.


Thus Niara did the only thing she
could think of to sway Fria against him. “Raugst swore his love to me,” she
said. “He’s violated the trust of Felgrad and must be incarcerated until he
repents.”


Fria jerked her hands away. “You
lie! He would never!”


Niara held her gaze as steadily as
she could. “It’s true, Fria. You’ve known me your whole life, as your father
before you and his father before him. I’ve never lied to anyone in your family,
and I am not lying now.”


Fria shook her head. “He would
never! He loves me, I know it. I know there have . . . been other women . . .
but there was no love there.” Tears
hovered behind her eyes, though for the moment they stayed there. She was a
Wesrain, and they were proud to a fault. Niara remembered how Fria had refused
to attend Meril’s funeral; he had shamed the Wesrain name, Fria had said. Swaying
her would not be easy.


Niara remained sitting, looking up
at the young baroness. “He may love you, dear—who can read a man’s heart?—but I
know what I saw in his eyes. He took me aside and stared into me. He was a wolf
on the hunt. He told me he must have me, that he loved me and wanted me to be
his.”


“Liar!” Fria’s voice was almost a
shriek.


Niara took a breath, letting Fria
calm down and making sure she had the girl’s complete attention, then said, “I
understand how you must feel. I do. I . . . I was not always a priestess. I was a girl once, just a girl. The daughter of
a minor lord in Larenthi.”


It worked. Fria’s gaze fixed on
Niara, and some of the rage and confusion left it. This was a change in subject
that Fria did not have to instinctually rebel against, and it had the advantage
of perhaps gaining Niara her sympathy.


“So it’s true,” Fria said. “You do come from the Elf-lands.” She still
sounded wary.


“Father had fallen in love with a
mortal woman some years ago, and she with him. He was already married, but the
elves are free people, and honest with themselves. It is common for them to
have more than one wife, or more than one husband.”

“Truly?”


Niara tried not to smile when she
saw the amazement in Fria’s eyes. It was working! Fria was coming around to her
side.


“Yes,” she said. “Truly. They were
deeply in love, and even my father’s first wife grew to love Silese, my mother.
But mortal she was, and time was her enemy. My father used his arts to lengthen
her life and ward off some of the worst effects of age, but in time she slipped
away, like water in a river. My father and his first wife were deeply grieved,
and they built a great statue in her honor. It stands even now on the banks of
the Ninis, a stream she loved. My father told me that it was there that he and
she conceived me, to the sound of the flowing water and the singing of the
birds in the trees. He told me that having me consoled him in the days that
followed, and though he vowed never to love another mortal he broke his vow
with me.” She smiled sadly. Her words had ceased to be mere manipulation. She
remembered those early years well, remembered the beauty of Larenthi, with the
golden sun on the vibrant green hills and endless forest-gardens. She
remembered her father’s face, so stern yet warm.


“And so I grew up with the elf-ways
and lived as they did, and I knew love, and passion. And, yes, lust. Only later
did I decide to explore my human heritage and travel to mortal lands. And here
at last I came. But ways here are different, and people don’t tolerate physical
passion in their priestesses. Yet they need the ways of Illiana most direly.”

Fria looked at her in amazement. In the baroness’s wonder, she had come to sit
beside Niara once more and clasp her hand. “You gave up all that just to improve
our sorry lot?”


“It is not so sorry, my dear. You
are good people. The people of my mother. In days gone by, when Elves and Men
were closer, before the age of the Grothgars in Havensrike, Men used to travel
back and forth to Larenthi all the time—and the reverse. So it was with my
mother. She loved Fiarth dearly. It always pained her that my father refused to
leave Larenthi. She’d wanted to return here someday.” She smiled, and again it
was sad. “And so I’m here, and I have known love. So hear me when I tell you
that Raugst desires me, and not for simple lust, though there is that too.” In
her heart, she wondered if that were true. Surely
he cannot love. He’s a thing of darkness. She tried to keep these thoughts
from her face and voice.


Perhaps she was unsuccessful, for
Fria seemed to sense some duplicity in her, or perhaps the truth was more than
she could accept. Either way, suddenly the new-found warmth and sympathy in the
baroness’s face fled like sunshine on a stormy day. Scowling, she shot to her feet.


“You lie! You lie, you lie, you lie!” She actually stomped her foot. 


Niara made placating gestures. “Mistress,
I assure you that I do not. Raugst told me he wants me.”


“He’s a good man!” The tears came,
finally, but with typical Wesrain pride she wiped them away with impatience. “If
he did say such a thing—if he did—then he was only being a man, and all men are
weak to such temptations. He may be a good man, but he is still a man.”


He
is no man at all! Niara tried to counsel herself to be patient. She
realized she must lie further. Looking the baroness in the eye, hating herself
for doing it, she said, “He said . . . he said he loves only me.”


Fria stared at her in horror, a
wounded deer seeing her end draw nigh. At last she tore her gaze away and balled
and unballed her hands at her side. Then she raised her fists and stepped
toward Niara. Niara shrank away, honestly worried Fria might try some physical
assault, but the baroness reined herself in and turned aside, trembling.


“He has blasphemed and must be
locked away,” Niara said. “We must uphold the laws of your land.”


Fria did not seem to hear her. “Out,”
she said, not looking at Niara. “I want you out!” She stomped her foot again.


Niara rose and moved toward her,
imploring. “Fria, darling—”


“I said Out!”


“Listen, Fria—”


“OUT!” 


A priestess poked her head into the
main room of the chapel, glanced from Niara to Fria, then, white-faced, ducked
back out of sight.


Swallowing, Niara said, “Really,
dear, that’s no way to behave.” She must be motherly now. Fria had never known
a mother, and Niara had always been there to act the part for her. Maybe she
would respond to that role now. “Sit down and listen like a proper young lady. I
am only trying to help.”

Fria lifted her head and roared—roared—“You’re trying to tear me and Raugst apart!
You’re a monster!”


Niara winced at the pain in Fria’s
voice. Fria had, after all, been all but a daughter to her, just as she had
been a mother to the girl. She hated to manipulate her, and hated for it to
have gone so horribly wrong. She realized she could no longer go on with her
pretense. Fria wasn’t having it anyway.


“Raugst is the monster,” she said,
looking with her soul bared into Fria’s eyes. “He is a demon sent by the devil
Vrulug to destroy us. I don’t know how, but I know that when those Borchstogs
get here tonight, he’ll help them somehow, and that will be the end of
Thiersgald.”


Fria stared at her, shocked by this
abrupt change in topic and by the frank manner in which Niara accomplished it.


But it was too late. Her face red,
tears coursing down her cheeks, her one lazy eye rolling like a mad thing, she
glared at Niara and said, “Just when I thought you had sunk to your lowest
point, you bitch, this.” Her voice
wasn’t angry anymore; she had moved past that. She spoke in icily calm tones
now. “I don’t know what to do with you. My High Priestess, a liar, a traitor,
trying to break up the royal family on the eve of battle. Yes,” she added,
apparently pleased with her logic. “A traitor. A foul-mouthed Oslogon
sympathizer. A spy.”


“No! Fria, I would never—”


“Guards!”


At all times, Fria was accompanied
by at least a pair of soldiers. They were waiting outside the chapel even then.
At her summons, they burst into the holy place, hands at the hilts of their
swords, though obviously reluctant to draw them here. They stared from Fria to
Niara, confused.


“Arrest her!” the baroness said,
stabbing a finger at Niara. “Arrest her for high treason. The High Priestess is
a spy!”


“This is madness!” Niara said. She
looked desperately at the guards. “Don’t do this thing.” She was aware that she
could slay them both if she had to, but if she did there would be no going
back. The whole kingdom would turn on the priesthood.


The guards hesitated another
moment. Finally, with great reluctance, they stepped forward and took Niara
delicately by the upper arms.


“Take her to the dungeon,” Fria
said. As the soldiers started to bear Niara away, the baroness added, “On the
morrow she will be executed.”


“Fool,” said Niara. “There will be no tomorrow.”



 

 



 

With few exceptions, the dungeons below the castle had been
out of use for some time and were dank and decrepit. The soldiers showed Niara to
a cell dripping with moisture and overgrown with slime mold, its walls composed
of large stone blocks and its bars black iron encrusted with age. The guards
abandoned her there, leaving only a torch on the wall so that she wasn’t
plunged into absolute blackness, and a bucket for her to void her bladder and
bowels into when the time came. The senior guard apologized before he left.


When they were gone, Niara slumped
against the cold wet wall, feeling the moisture seep into her dress, and tried
not to weep. Think of Yfrin, she
thought. He’s been down here for weeks.
Where was the old duke? She had not seen him on the way in. He must be on
another level.


The moist chill bit at her and she
shivered. This turned into an uncontrollable shudder, and for a long while she
was held in thrall to the fear and hopelessness which gripped her.


She told herself she could escape
if she had to, though she was unsure. The truth was that she was not
particularly powerful, or did not think she was. She’d undergone some training
when she was young, but her human heritage complicated things and frustrated
her teachers. She could not draw on the light as easily and in quite the same
manner as her elvish friends, so she had been forced to create her own system,
her own tools. 


Could she bend iron bars and escape
through a heavily-guarded castle? And if so, where could she go for safe
harbor? The only place she could think of was the Temple, but Fria would surely seek her there,
and if the priestesses hid her away, which they would, the barony would turn on
them, and that’s exactly what Niara needed to prevent. Indeed, as High
Priestess of Fiarth, it was her sworn duty to promote the ways of Illiana, not
bring ruin to Her agents.


Trying not to weep, Niara sank down
the wall and stared into the dimness of the chamber. Somewhere rats squealed
and fought. A drop of water fell from the ceiling. The torchlight ebbed. Soon
it would go out altogether, hurling Niara into blackness.


How could this have happened? How
could she have done this to herself? And that Fria had been the one to put her
here! Niara shook her head, horrified and yet grimly amused that Raugst could
twist people so well. Oh, yes, her enemy was a worthy one. But even he must
have his weakness. He was out on the edge, past the edge, a pretender in the
land of his foes. Surely he couldn’t keep the pretense up forever. Even he must
slip eventually.


By then it would be too late,
though. Fiarth would have already fallen.


For the thousandth time, Niara wished
that Giorn was here, that he could wrap her in his arms and tell her everything
would be all right. Even if he lied, it would have meant a lot to her.


Suddenly the screeching of the
fighting rats cut off. The torchlight had burned down to an ember, and from its
vague light she saw a tall shadow with flaming eyes approach the bars.


“Raugst.” She nodded her head to
the shadow, not quite a bow, but acknowledging his victory.


“Darling.” There was irony in his
voice, but also honesty. It was a disturbing combination.


“It must please you to see me like
this.”


“Perhaps. A little.”


“Just go away. Leave me.”


“You’re to be executed on the
morrow, my good wife tells me.”


“Did she tell you why? To save your honor.” Niara laughed
sourly.


Oddly, his voice held a note of
sadness. “She told me. Apparently you were spreading lies about me.”


“Yes, that’s right. I’d forgotten. Lies.”


He paused. Then quietly, he said,
“You know, all this could’ve been avoided if you had only said yes to me that
night. If you could have only yielded to what you and I both know you desire.”


“Never!” Niara felt her cheeks grow
hot.


He gripped the bars with his large
hands. “You know it’s true. Why deny your heart?”


“My heart? My heart?” She glared at the dark shape that was Raugst. “If I felt
anything for you, you monster, it wouldn’t come from my heart.”


“Then you do feel something.” 


She narrowed her eyes. “Leave me
alone. I prefer the company of the rats.”


“Oh, I’m sure.”


“At least they’re honest about what
they are.”


“I’m honest.”


“How can you say that?”


The dark shape that was Raugst
leaned against the bars, as though straining to be closer to her. She could
feel his heat from where she squatted along the wall.


“I am honest with you,” he said. “In fact, I do not recall
ever lying to you. Not once.”


That was possibly true, she
thought, strangely disturbed by the idea. “I hope you don’t think that
impresses me.”


He leaned back. “You are a hard
one.”


“I am. I really am. I hope when
your friends are overrunning Thiersgald, when they’re raping and torturing and
burning the city to its foundations, and you’re likely joining them, that you
remember how hard I was, that you remember that I didn’t yield, and that it
brings you some twinge of pain, some minor pang of dissatisfaction. I hope it
tarnishes your victory, just a bit. Maybe then my life will have counted for
something.” She closed her eyes and prayed that he would leave.


His voice was cold now, but not
cruel. Had she wounded him? “Very well, then,” he said. She could feel him,
could smell him, drawing back from the bars. “But that time may be sooner than
you think.”


She opened her eyes. The torch took
just that moment to go out, and she strained her gaze into the darkness. A few
embers still burned, but all that she could see of him was a red-gilded
silhouette. She could still feel him, though, like a burning hole in the
blackness. 


“What do you mean?” she asked. But
she already knew.


“Vrulug has arrived.”

A heavy weight descended on her. “Dear Illiana . . .”


“If you must. But he is here. Even
now my old friend launches his first wave against the city.”


“Then I must get out of here!” She
stood and pushed herself away from the wall. She would use her powers if she
must. She had to free herself, however she could.


“That’s why I have come,” he said. “I
hoped you would join me. Together we can watch the sacking of Thiersgald. It
shall be a glorious night.” 


“But . . . how can you release me? I’ll
only fight you.”


There was no victory in his voice. “There
is nothing you or your priestesses can do, Niara. You are now . . .
irrelevant.”


“What do you mean? How?”


He did not answer. Instead, he held
up something in his right hand. In the fading light of the torch’s embers, the
key shone the color of blood.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
12



 

A cold breeze gusted up from the south, rustling Niara’s
hair, but she barely felt it as she stood atop the wall near the South Gate. To either side
of her, peppered throughout the soldiery, her sister priestesses waited as
well. Her gaze fastened on the sickly, glistening masses of the Borchstog host
as it closed on the wall of the city—a great, devouring shadow against the
gently rolling plain, a shadow that grew closer with every heartbeat, so that
she could all but taste it on her tongue—and could not look away.


“Dear Illiana,” she whispered. They
were more numerous than she had supposed, perhaps twenty thousand. And this is just an inkling of their true
number. When they’ve rebuilt the Eresine
 Bridge . . . 


The Borchstogs swept northward, a
vast host that covered the rolling plains like locusts. Only each one was tall
and strong and proud, steeped in shadow. They lived for, and would happily die
for, Gilgaroth. They would laugh as they raped the women of his enemies, as
they flayed the skin from enemy warriors, as they redecorated Thiersgald with
the viscera of the fallen so that vultures wheeled overhead and maggots
wriggled through mounds of flesh, and the reek of it all rose to the impotent
heavens with the smoke from the ruins.


That is what they wanted, Niara
knew—what they had been raised to achieve. They marched in time, each one in
step with the other, so that she could almost feel their footfalls shake the
earth. The closer they drew, the more she felt cold, and ill, and the air
turned sharp and bitter. Someone powerful
is with them, she thought. Someone,
or something.


They didn’t march in total
darkness. They trampled through the flaming ruins of the farms that checkered
the lands south of the wall. Even now the refugees from those farms flooded the
streets of the city. Some of the soldiers even then watching the Borchstogs
advance hailed from those very farms. Not all of the farmers would have fled,
of course. Some particularly obstinate ones would have remained, and even now
the Borchstogs would be amusing themselves with them. 


The creatures came on, beating
their drums as they went. The beats were steady and rhythmic, going before the
army like a chill, stilling the limbs and numbing the minds of the Fiarthans. Niara
drew on the power of the stone she wore about her neck and fought against it,
but it was too powerful to throw off completely.


The Borchstogs marched closer.
Closer.


Niara found herself holding her
breath. The soldiers around her muttered prayers, and, hoping to soothe them, and
perhaps herself, too, she recited an old standard: “Father and Mother, hear us
in our hour of need. Darkness comes upon us, but through You we have Light. Bless
us now as woe becomes us. Bless us as we are tested. Bless us now in this time
of torment, for through us You shine anew.”


“Bless us,” the soldiers repeated. Several
bowed to Niara, and she inclined her head back to them.


The Borchstogs came on. Niara could
smell them now, filthy and foul. Rancid, like rotting meat. The drumbeats
thundered around her, shaking the earth in time to the demons’ footsteps. At
last they came within bowshot range, and Raugst shouted, “Fire!” He occupied
one of the guard towers that rose to either side of the South Gate. As with any city of the Crescent,
the southernmost gate was the most heavily fortified, and the towers were high
and thick. “Fire!” he said again, his voice rolling down from the tower to be
repeated by his captains all along the wall. 


The archers obeyed. Arrows thrummed
through the night, dark blurs against the stars, and Borchstogs fell twitching
to the ground, though for the most part the shafts simply embedded in their
broad shields or glanced off their armor. The Borchstogs walked right over
their dead, not stopping.


The air turned more bitter, more
cold. Vrulug. He is truly with them. And he has the Stone. Niara pushed the
thought aside. The moment for her to lead her order against the Borchstogs had
come, and she must let nothing slow her.


She didn’t summon the light within
her, didn’t use the Grace that was her elvish heritage. That she was reserving,
and strengthening, for a special purpose—should she live long enough to carry
it out. All other options had been discarded; she must launch her desperate
plan, the plan to rid Fiarth of Raugst, once this battle was over.


She drew strength from the white
stone she wore about her neck, blessed long ago by a powerful elf, and sent a
beam of light deep into the advancing Borchstogs. Screams rose up and many of
the demons crumpled. At the signal of her initial salvo, her priestesses drew
on the power of their own elvish artifacts and blasted the approaching
Borchstogs. It was an awesome sight, the white-garbed priestesses of the Light
arrayed along the jutting arc of the wall smiting the demons of Oslog that
surged forward like a dark, devouring sea. The Borchstogs wore helms with masks
shaped like monsters, bulls, wolves, rotting human faces, and they stopped and
wilted when struck by the light.


On their host came, steady and
inexorable. Borchstogs reached the walls, flung up ladders and gave battle to
the men. Niara tensed as the first wave swarmed up, and the knights about her
set upon the demons. Then her veins filled with fire. She flung out her hand,
light flashed, and a Borchstog fell away. Then another.


A knight stumbled backward, a sword
protruding from his abdomen. Blood fountained and slicked the stones at his
feet. The knight nearly collided with Niara, and she had to step out of the
way. The Borchstog that had stuck him lunged for her. She drew on the strength
of the jewel, and a white-hot beam burst forth from her and consumed him
utterly so that he was ash and blackened bone by the time he crashed into her. She
barely felt the impact, though she felt its heat singe her clothes. The knights
around her screamed and scurried away from the sudden blaze. Breathing heavily,
Niara turned to face the next threat.


Swords clanged, sparked and
shattered all along the walls. The great cacophony of war overwhelmed her. At
any moment she feared a Borchstog might slay her, and several times she was
forced to dodge and strike, and twice she was obliged to reposition herself
along the wall. Fortunately, the soldiers around her, devout lads all, shielded
her from the worst of it, and she in turn did what she could to aid them—blinding
the Borchstogs with her light-stone, smiting them with beams of energy, fogging
their minds when she could.


Hours passed. Two generals led
thousands of riders out from the eastern and western gates, and these drove
their forces deep into the Oslogon ranks, breaking their formations and
stymieing their advance.


Legions of glarumri swept down from
the skies and rained arrows, some flaming, some poisonous, into the men below. Some
of the glarum-riding Borchstogs sent their flaming shafts into the houses of
the city, and fires rose up into the night. Quickly bucket brigades formed and
quenched the flames. Priestesses helped. Archers in the high towers drove the
glarumri back, and many of the black-feathered birds plummeted to the ground.


Niara drew on the white stone until
its energies were exhausted, which happened much sooner than it should have. Indeed,
she was having a great deal of difficulty harnessing the light, as though
something were blocking it, weakening it. She had never felt the like before.


You
are now irrelevant. What did that mean?


Fortunately, she had another stone,
and another. Such artifacts were limited in quantity, and she began to fear
that she would run out. Every single one lasted for less time than the one
before, as if whatever strange force opposed her grew in strength. What could
it be? Without Grace to aid them, the forces of Thiersgald were vulnerable.


For the moment the men held strong.
With the aid of the generals who had stymied Vrulug’s advance, the
Thiersgaldian forces repelled the Borchstogs, and to much cheering along the
walls the Borchstogs drew back, out of arrow range. They began to pitch their
tents and make camp.


Thiersgald was under siege. 


The withdrawal of the Borchstogs
wasn’t the end of the drama. It wasn’t long before their ranks folded away and
Borchstog drummers began beating their drums again, slowly, rhythmically. Men
along the wall stirred and muttered.


A ghastly procession stepped from
the line of Borchstogs and approached the South
  Gate. A tall, dark figure strode in the middle, but
Niara could not get a good look at him at first. A dozen black-robed priests
escorted him and lit the way before him with red jewels that glowed with
hellfire. The priests looked like men, but their flesh was a pale, worm-belly
white, and their noses had been severed. And their teeth, their needle-sharp
teeth . . . 


A Borchstog standard-bearer strode
before the procession, holding aloft on a sharpened pole the dismembered carcass
of what had been a young boy with close-cropped hair. The sharpened pole had
been run up through his anus and exited his mouth. Coagulated blood clung to
the tip and darkened the pole’s sides. A fat black snake coiled about him, its
scales glimmering by the light of the torches along the wall.


With each footfall of the members
of the procession, the Borchstog drummers beat their drums. Boom, step. Boom, step. Drawing closer with each beat, so that Niara winced
with every throb. She had to steel herself to see that hideous standard. She
knew that the snake represented a victorious Gilgaroth and the dead boy his
fallen foes.


The surreal procession drew the
attention of the men, who they murmured fearfully along the wall. “Vrulug!”
they whispered. “The wolf-lord comes.”
They made signs to ward off evil, and so did the priestesses in their midst.


It was the wolf-lord. As the procession approached the wall and the
torch-light that bathed it, Niara saw the tall dark figure in the center of the
procession, his eyes reflecting the light of the fires. At first he was just as
shadow, then she caught the fire-light gleaming off his fur on one side, and
his black armor. She saw firelight stroking his long claws, and turning his
sharp teeth red. He remained half in shadow, half in fire-light, but even so
she could see his wolf-like head, grim and terrible, a living reminder of
Gilgaroth, the Breaker, the Great Wolf. 


Vrulug stopped before the South Gate and called,
“Tremble, mortals! Your end has come!”

Several nervous archers loosed arrows at him, but the whistling shafts burst
into flame and fell from the sky. Vrulug laughed, and the hairs on the back of
Niara’s neck stood up.


“Come forth, leader of Men, and
address me!”


Raugst mounted to a landing on one
of the towers that flanked the South
  Gate. “I am here, hellspawn! Speak your piece and be
off!”


They eyed each other, Raugst and
Vrulug—and Niara, who was standing not far from the pretender, fancied she saw
a faint smile play at the corner of Raugst’s lips. 


“Surrender!” Vrulug called. “Surrender
now and I’ll preserve some of your number as slaves and sport. Refuse and you
will die, every one.”


Raugst seemed to hesitate, as if honestly
considering the proposal. It was here, at this critical moment, that he turned
his head and stared Niara directly in the eye. Is this why he released me—so that I could see how he holds the fate of
Thiersgald in his hands? 


All along the wall, men waited
breathlessly to see what their baron would do. Raugst swelled his chest and with
a contemptuous sneer said, “We will never surrender, spawn of Gilgaroth! You
are a plague upon the earth and when we have driven you forth we will salt the
very ground where you stand!”


Men shouted their approval.


Vrulug bellowed in mock rage, and
the Borchstog host roared at his back. Their
rage was genuine. They likely didn’t know the details of the plan. Their roar
was a thunderous, primal sound that jangled Niara’s nerves and made her grind
her teeth. At last it faded, and she breathed a sigh of relief.


“Very well, lord of Men,” Vrulug
called. “Then you have sealed your fate and the fate of your people!” He stalked
off, and his eerie priests drew back with him, taking the standard-bearer with
them. 


We’re
doomed, Niara thought. Then she remembered her last reservoir of energy. She
remembered her mad plan, and she had hope. But it was not much.



 

 



 

The Borchstogs made their camps and tortured men they had
captured during the fighting. The screams of the soldiers rose high into the
night, and the eyes of the Fiarthan troops along the wall blazed with fury. Many
argued that they should lead a charge out and scatter the Borchstogs, but their
leaders cautioned against this; the Fiarthans’ numbers were too few. They had
lost too many in the Vale of Irrys, while the Borchstogs were many and led by
Vrulug.


Niara stayed along the wall,
helping tend to wounded soldiers as best she could and leading others in prayer
until Raugst drew her aside. He had seen battle and was drenched in blood. His
eyes twinkled. “Do you see?” he whispered. “Do you see now?”


He had taken her wrist, and she
jerked it away from him. “Why didn’t you surrender? Isn’t that what you’re here
to do?” 


“As soon as I had given the order,
my own men would have beheaded me. No, I have a different plan, but just as
simple. Before dawn, Thiersgald will fall. Make your decision soon, and make it
well, Niara, or it will be you up on the next pole.” With that he stalked away,
and she glared after him. No. Soon it will YOU who submits, not me.


She conferred with her priestesses
and made plans for the night. From them she learned that her various talismans
weren’t the only ones to have drained more swiftly than they should have. All
of her sisters reported the same phenomenon. Something seemed to be blocking the
light, even tainting it, yet none of the priestesses could posit a theory why.


Niara had a suspicion.


You
are now irrelevant. She felt certain that the Moonstone was close. She
could feel a great power, and though it did not radiate Grace and Light as it
should, it felt like the Last Gift. She
had been to Hielsly numerous times over the years, and she knew the Moonstone,
knew how it made her feel, like a vibration in her soul. It was here. Vrulug
possessed it. But it was . . . changed.


Niara mounted her mare and prepared
to depart for the Temple.
She hated to leave the wall, but there was no more she could do there, not now.
She needed to revive the charms on her stones, commune with Illiana and launch
her most desperate plan. Raugst was drenched in evil, just as she was drenched
in light. But if her light was finite, then so was his darkness.


Before she left, she saw him climb
into his carriage and ride off for the castle. Good, she thought. There she might catch him alone. My plan might just work. 


Astride her new white mare, Brieni,
Niara rode for the Temple.
As her horse’s hooves clattered on the streets, she saw townspeople and
refugees gathered in groups, in courtyards, on terraces, in gardens and on
rooftops. Some had their heads bowed, eyes closed; some had their eyes wide
open; some chanted; some sang; some said nothing; but one and all prayed,
prayed to Illiana and Brunril and Egran and Dulas and all the other
Omkarathons, praying for deliverance from Vrulug and his hordes. Niara heard
their prayers rising all around her, and they strengthened her, hardened her to
her purpose. She would give her people the deliverance they sought, no matter
the cost.


It was a hot night, and she’d
worked hard over the last few hours, so she was sweating as she reached the Temple, entered through
the grand white archway and passed into the high main hall, gleaming and ivory.
She wore the bloods of several men, as well as an equal number of Borchstogs,
which she felt tainted the Temple
much as Raugst had done, so she stripped and bathed in the hot baths in the
temple interior, where she finalized her plan. She would commune with Illiana,
then go to Raugst at the castle and end this matter. It would cost her half of
herself and condemn her to a mortal life without Grace, bereft of the Light. She
would no longer be the Niara she had known all her life. She would have to
rediscover herself. Perhaps, she thought, she would then be closer to the
people of Fiarth . . . if she dared reveal what she had lost.


But in all likelihood what she was
about to attempt would kill her, so any speculation past tonight was wasted
effort.


She finished bathing, taking her
time to caress her skin as she did so. She felt its smoothness, its perfection—and
not in idle pleasure but in sadness. Soon, should she survive this war, this
perfection would ebb, her skin would wrinkle, her body would wither and at last
become dust like the rest of humankind. It was no small thing she was giving
up. If it could save Fiarth, though, it would be worth it.


She dried, dressed, and ascended
the spiral stairs that mounted to the highest chamber of the most lofty tower
of the Temple,
its walls all of veined white marble. It was a smallish room, with a simple
white altar at the far end, and ornate white columns lining the sides: her
private sanctuary to Illiana. She lit all the candles in the room, and there
were a thousand. Usually she used her powers to do this, but she must conserve
them now, so she used matches instead. It took longer, but at last the
sanctuary glowed with light, and she knelt before the white altar and sparked a
white stalk of incense.


She closed her eyes, clasped her
hands, and sent out her thought: Illiana,
Mother of the Moon, Goddess of my people, hear me if You would. Tonight shall
be the last time I ever speak with You in such wise. I do not know if what I am
about to do is right or if it will even work. If I fail, and I have given away
my heritage for naught, then Thiersgald will not have my abilities in the days
ahead and the people here will fall that much sooner.


Even now, if she strained her ears,
she could hear the screams of the Fiarthans borne on the hot night winds. Vrulug
and his hellspawn were having a grand time, and Niara tried not to hear, tried
to close her mind to it so that she would not lose her bond with her Mistress.


And the Mistress was there, she could feel it. She was
like a weight on the other end, a fullness. Excitement began to course through
Niara, despite the direness of the situation. Rarely before had she felt that
connection. Then something happened that she had never felt before.


Illiana answered.


It was like a gentle smile in
Niara’s mind, and she imagined the Goddess’s face, beautiful but sad, blue eyes
twinkling.


Daughter,
I am here.


Niara’s mind went blank. It was
only with difficulty that she remembered to breathe and take a deep lungful of
air. Mother! I . . . She fumbled for
words, thoughts. Then it was as though Illiana reached through time and space
to touch her shoulder, and she felt lighter and cleaner, and clearer, all over.


Be
well, Daughter. Know that you do the right thing. At least, I can see no other
course for you. Would that I could help, but I am weak and must stay here to
safeguard the Sleeper. There was tenderness in her voice as she mentioned
Him. She must love Him dearly, Niara thought dreamily.


I
understand, Mother, Niara sent. You’ve
helped me enough. By the holy light of the Moon You created to plague the Dark
One even at night, You have helped. Through Your teachings of peace but
strength, You have helped. I can ask no more of You.


Thank
you, my daughter.


But
is it possible, what I aim to do? Am I mad to think it can be done, that the
wretched filth that is Raugst can be salvaged and placed at Your service? Is it
mere hubris to think I can do such a thing?


There was a pause. He is a thing of Gilgaroth. He has no Grace
in him, and only one with Grace can serve me.


Niara nodded. But I have Grace. If I were to give my Grace to him, every bit of it .
. .


You
would have none left.


But
will it work?


I
do not know, daughter, but I am proud of you. Know that. Remember: for your
plan to work, not only must Gilgaroth’s chain be removed from about Raugst’s
neck but in that very instant a guiding hand must be placed on his shoulder. Everything
hinges on teaching him the ways of the Light while he is still lost and
masterless.


I
will do it, Mother.


Good.
Now go with my love. Your task comes upon you sooner than you had planned.


What
do You—?


The connection faded. Niara could
feel that the weight on the other end had vanished. Illiana had returned to her
duties, tending to Brunril the Sun-God in his eternal slumber.


A shadow spilled into the
sanctuary. Niara could feel him, smell him. Like before, he was a stain, a
cancer on this place. She would have felt him sooner had her thoughts not been
distracted.


Slowly, making him wait for it, she
stood and turned to face him.


He was tall and dark, covered in
bloods, both red and black, and his black beard was wild and matted. His dark
eyes blazed, and he stank of death as he crossed beneath the archway toward
her. A draft swept in through the terrace doorway, driving some of the stink
away, but it was a warm wind and Niara did not shiver. She felt hot, her blood
a burning river within her.


“Raugst,” she said. Has it really come to this? Can I truly go
through with it? What would Giorn say?


Tall and dark Raugst was, a thing
of primordial passions and tempers, and there was no give in his eyes. After
hours of spilling blood, his own blood was up. “Niara,” he said. He spoke it
like a curse, as though the very word haunted him.


He approached her, and she could
feel his heat now more than ever. He loomed over her, letting his musk surround
her, disorient her. The image of Giorn rose inside her. She pushed it aside. There is no Giorn. Giorn is dead. I must do this thing, for the good of the living.


Raugst seized her in his arms and
pressed her to him. In that moment, surrounded by his smell, she knew she had
wanted him. She also knew that that was merely a physical response to his
physique and manner that she could not control, though, and so she forgave
herself. She held no love for him, no tenderness, for he was a fell creature,
and so she still had her pride.


“How was your Mistress?” he asked,
his lips an inch from hers. His thick arms encircled her waist, crushing her
against his body. He was warm. “Did she bid me hello?”


He did not wait for a response but
kissed her savagely.


She could have resisted, could have
fought back. She did not. She wanted to, she truly did, it was her natural
instinct to fight, but she forced herself to relax, to open to him. More, she
made herself respond, to kiss him back. 


And there, right there in the inner
sanctuary of Illiana, a place of Light and Grace, surrounded by a thousand
candles dancing in the hot breeze, he lowered her to the white marble floor and
ripped off her silken clothes as though he were some savage beast on the hunt. Despite
herself, she gasped as he kissed her breasts, her nipples, as he ran his tongue
over her body, up to her throat, her cheeks, down her slim belly, down below
her navel, kissing her white thighs, then tasting the cleft between them.


“Yes,” she moaned, cupping his
thick wavy black hair in her slender white fingers. “Yes.” No! Do not enjoy it. 


She helped him shrug off his
clothes, and blood, kept warm and liquid by his body heat, spattered the holy
floor, spattered her smooth white belly. At last he pried open her legs and
plunged inside her. He filled her, and she cried out, both in pain and
pleasure.


“Yes,” she gasped.


“Yes,” he moaned, staring down at
her, lust and something more than lust in his gaze. “Feel me, woman.”


He thrust inside her, and she cried
out again. He thrust slowly, again, again, then more rapidly. She arched her back,
pressing her belly to his. She rocked her hips, grinding against him, opening
herself to him. He squeezed her breasts, bit them, kissed the hollow of her
neck.


A fire filled her, thrilled her,
coursed throughout every inch of her body. In the sanctuary of her goddess,
still aglow from the first commune ever with that same divinity, she allowed
herself and the temple to be violated, gloriously, by this very demon of
Illistriv, as outside his armies ringed the city and the screams of men rose
into the night. At last she could hold out no longer, but shuddered long and
well, even as he kept thrusting inside her.


As if stimulated by her pleasure,
he exploded inside her. Trembling, trembling, tears—tears, she marveled—standing out in his eyes, he collapsed on top
of her.


She ran her hands through his hair,
kissed him, held him close. 


“I knew it,” he gasped. “I knew you
wanted me.”


“Yes. Yes, I did.”


“Damn you, woman.”


“Raugst.” She tilted his face up,
stared into his eyes. He was weak, spent, his energies exhausted. Now, she thought. It must be now. This is what she had saved her energies for. This
is what she had allowed herself to be profaned for. She had not planned on
doing it here, in this light-fused place, but it would make it all the easier. It
might not kill her as she had half-supposed it would.


Yet she hesitated. If she did this
thing, there could be no taking it back. She would never be the same again, and
it might not even work. She sighed. I
will just have to take that chance—it’s the only one we have.


“Kiss me,” she said.


He pressed his lips to hers, and
she tasted herself upon them.


She plumbed that well of Grace
within her, dredged up all that Light, all that power, harnessed it in one
great shining, golden wave that threatened to tear her apart at the seams it
was so bright, and channeled it into him through their kiss, through her
fingers, through their carnal union.


She could not kill him, she knew. He
was too powerful for that. His darkness was simply too strong. Instantly, it
rose up inside him and fought her, shielding him from the assault.


She had anticipated that, and so
she did not attack him. She attacked
the darkness.


It hadn’t expected that. Neither
had he. As soon as she funneled her light into him, letting it flow from her
mouth into his, and from her palms into his chest and shoulder, he started,
then relaxed, a lazy half-grin on his face. She could feel it against her lips.
Doubtless he thought she was repeating the same attack as before. 


But no. This time she tried
something new. She blasted his darkness with her light, flooded him with it,
even as she was still flooded with his juices. Indeed, he was still inside her.


She blasted the darkness. Spent as
he was, weakened by his exertions, his emotions, and by the very nature of this
place, he could not prevail. He was infused with the taint of Oslog. It
drenched him, every particle of him. He was literally soaked in evil. She
disintegrated it.


She kissed him, cupping his head in
her hands, shoving his lips against hers, wrapping her legs tight about his
middle, not letting him tear himself away, as he now tried to do, struggling,
thrashing—she pressed him to her and flooded him with the Grace of Illiana. She
shone a lantern into the dark caves of his being, and the shadows retreated. She
summoned all of her energies, every last ounce, for he was mightier than she
was, and poured it all into him. 


At last she felt it go out of her, all of it, and she sank back, exhausted.


Stunned, confused, Raugst jerked
away, gasping and staring wide-eyed about him.


“What . . . ?”

She tried to speak but could not. She was simply too tired. Tired . . . and
mortal.


She had given him her Grace, and
now she had no more. She was human. She felt the difference as soon as it came
upon her. A weakness . . .


His scared gaze went from her to
his hands. He flexed them, as if just seeing them for the first time. She
wasn’t sure why, but it made her smile.


“Your eyes are open,” she said.


Then, pitying his helplessness, she
crawled—too weak to stand—over to him. For a moment he looked as though he
might strike her, but he did not. Gently, she laid her head on his sweaty,
hairy, bloody chest. He started to shove her away, but hesitated. She felt him
tense, then unwind. He let out a long sigh.


“What did you do to me, woman?”


Now it came, the time Illiana had
prepared her for. Gilgaroth’s chain had been removed; now Niara must put her
hand on his shoulder, must guide him in the ways of her people. Everything
hinged on this one moment.


She was about to answer him,
framing her response according to her task, but, just then, at the worst
possible moment, when she and Raugst were naked and sweaty, smelling of each
other’s juices, his arm about her shoulders, she heard a sound behind her. 


A man stood in the doorway.


He was tall, gaunt and bearded, but
with an earnest vigor in his eyes, and a nobility to the way he carried
himself.


He stared in horror at Niara and
Raugst. Immediately she felt consumed with shame, but also fear. The man in the
doorway was Giorn.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
13



 

Giorn had nearly died when the lightning-struck glarum fell
from the skies. Flaming, smoke trailing from its wing, it had plummeted to the
snow-covered treetops. The thick branches had slowed its fall but had also
knocked Giorn off its back and dealt him severe cuts. Shaken and bleeding, he’d
climbed down from the trees, taken a few necessities from the satchels of the
by-then-dead glarum and taken off through the forest.


Freezing and wounded, he had
pressed through the woods. The slash Vrulug had dealt him across his abdomen
pained him. Worse, Vrulug’s claws must have been crawling with filth, and some
nameless infection made the cut turn red and enflamed, and black lines radiated
from it. Giorn felt sick, and his will seemed to drain from him. Nevertheless,
he pushed on. He was able to go on for several days, hiding at night and
traveling when it was bright, before he had felt a powerful presence and looked
up to see a squadron of glarumri fly through the black skies above, and at
their head, bat wings pumping, had been Vrulug—and inside him, the Moonstone. He wants it for the war, Giorn realized.


After that Giorn went faster. His
wounds had mainly healed by then, except for the one dealt by Vrulug, and even
it was better, the inflammation ebbing, black lines fading. With renewed
purpose, he made swift progress through the foothills of the Aragst and then
over the alternately rocky and swampy wastes between the foothills of the Black
Wall and the foothills of the highlands of Feslan. Once in Feslan he’d found
the men he had left under Hanen’s leadership. Hanen had sent most of the
refugees north, across the Eresine, but he himself had refused to leave without
Giorn. He and a hundred men had stayed to wait for their lord’s return. Giorn
had instructed Hanen to send a spy every few days within sight of a certain
blasted stump, and there Giorn waited. After several days, Hanen’s man arrived.
Greatly surprised to see Giorn still alive, as the men had just about given him
up for dead, they led him back to the stretch of treetops where the mobile band
was hiding that particular day. A great celebration took place, or as great as
could be had with their resources.


Giorn did not ask Hanen to give
back his command, but Hanen did so gladly, and so it was that Giorn led the
hundred-odd Fiarthans down into the great gorge, across the Eresine River
and up the other side. At last, they were in Fiarth once more. 


Vrulug had arrived before him. Southern Fiarth was a blackened wasteland, and Giorn did
not come across one single township still standing, but he passed many altars
to Gilgaroth, black monoliths with rotting mounds of bodies at their bases, and
beheld whole forests of posts with the ragged ruins of men and women tied to
them. He wished he had time to bury them, even burn them, but he did not.


All the while his wound pained him,
the claw-swipe dealt by Vrulug. It had faded and scabbed over, but it remained
a livid red scar across his belly, and it never ceased aching, though the pain
diminished over time. He drank to dull the pain, and when he realized his cure
had become a bane he let the pain come on.


Grimly he continued, at last coming
upon a high, grassy plateau littered with the blackened, crumbling remains of
an ancient city. Swarms of refugees had gathered here, and they were overjoyed
to see that one of the Wesrains still lived. From them Giorn obtained horses
for his men.


“You shouldn’t venture further
north,” Duke Alreth advised him. Alreth had assumed command of the disparate
rabble living in the ruins. “The Borchstogs’re thick there. On all sides, really.
We’re trapped here. Cut off.”


Giorn nodded. “I won’t be going
far.” He looked around him. The sun was sinking, turning the world into shades
of red and black. Still, he thought he recognized the ruins, with their alien
architecture, many of the buildings fashioned of huge stone blocks, black as
tar. All was tumbled now and overgrown by grass, or weathered by the winds, but
still, a memory stuck in his mind. “My father took me here when I was young . .
.”


“You recognize it, then.”


“Grasvic. Vrulug’s capital when he
ruled in these parts.”


Alreth sighed. “So it is. Now it
gives shelter to a hive of human refugees. I’ve looked for the sewers, but I
cannot find them.”


“Why the sewers?”


“Orin Feldred held meetings there,
down in the foulness, conspiring against those who dwelt above. A morbid
thought, I know, to find them, and yet . . .”


“I understand. You know, you and
your people had best not stay here long. Vrulug will retake this place, if only
out of sentimental value.”


Alreth frowned. “Strange to think
of such as he having sentimental thoughts, but you might be right.”


Giorn let his men rest that night,
and they drank and carried on with the refugees long into the wee hours. Their
bonfires leapt high amidst the ruins, driving back the shadows, and their
laughter warmed some place deep inside him. Yet he could not make himself take
part. The ruins called to him. Seduced by ancient whispers, he allowed himself
to be beckoned into the shadows. Guided by the light of the moon, he wandered the
overgrown streets, at times finding great black columns, fallen and broken long
ago, that must have lined the road. Some looked to have been topped with grisly
sculptures. At last he came upon a great open area and stopped, feeling the
echoes of a lost age. Drinking it in, he lit a pipe and sat on a heap of stone.


Here must be the great square in
the middle of the city where Vrulug tortured Orin Feldred for weeks before a
loyal follower slew him out of mercy, then slew himself. How that must have
enraged Vrulug! Giorn grinned faintly, imagining it.


His scar throbbed, as if the
lingering echoes of Vrulug’s presence roused it. When his bowl was smoked, he
stood to go, then paused, staring down at the heap of stone he’d sat on. It was
weathered and overgrown, and part of it merged with a mound of earth. Even so,
he could see ghastly, twisted limbs and a screaming face. What sort of monster
was this? Intrigued, he kicked some of the earth away, revealing a plaque in
Oslogon. Moonlight just barely illuminated the words Ol um-Nustrig.


Could it be . . . ?


The twisted limbs were limbs
twisted in agony, the ghastly flesh was no flesh at all but muscles and
tendons, and the screaming face was not the screech of a demon but the mortal
cry of a man. Ol um-Nustrig. The
Skinless Man.
What the Borchstogs called Orin Feldred.


For a long time, Giorn stared at
that horrid statue of his ancestor, lit only by the light of the pale moon, and
then he turned to go.


Someday, he vowed, he would return.
He would melt that statue down and use it for Vrulug’s tomb.


The next day, he took his men and
rode on. The sun rose and set, then rose again. At last his band mounted a
certain hill and came upon the fair city of Thiersgald spread out before them, glittering
like a sea of stars. 


Another sea, a darker one, was just
then drawing up to its walls. Giorn cursed when he saw the legions of
Borchstogs marching forward, ladders over their broad shoulders. Thiersgald—home
to a quarter of a million—was under assault. And these legions were just the
beginning; Giorn had seen the Eresine
 Bridge. The Borchstogs
had half-finished rebuilding it.


The men swore and cursed, and some
had wept.


“How can we hope to fight them?”
Hanen had said.


The two leaders were far from the
rest of the men, having climbed a knoll to speak privately, and Giorn didn’t
rebuke him for his despair. “There is a way,” he said quietly. “An old escape
tunnel for the Baron.”


“I didn’t know your father was so
fearful.”

Giorn half-smiled. “Oh, he was, more than you know, but twas not he who built
it. A baron did it long ago. Actually it began as a secret tunnel to his mistress,
a widowed duchess who’d left her manor to the running of her sons and moved to
Thiersgald to be close to him.”


“But he was married, I suppose.”


“Indeed. And so the tunnel. But
over time it was enlarged, expanded . . . My father showed it to me, and I made
use of it more than once.” He wanted to smile at the recollections of sneaking
about under the city on errands young men understand—and old men too—but he
could not. He could smile at nothing, not while Thiersgald lay besieged.


“Can you reach the spot where the
tunnel comes out?”


Giorn squinted at the creek that
ran through a grate in the city walls and trickled over a short waterfall some
distance from the city. “There’s limestone caves near those falls,” he said. “They
connect to the tunnels. We should be able to reach them.”


Hanen looked doubtful. “They’re
awfully close to the Borchstog camp . . .”

“We’ll wait until the battle.”


When it came, and Vrulug led his
host against the city, Giorn at some pains convinced his men to leave their horses
on the rolling hills and travel afoot toward the falls, which they did, as the
sound of battle raged along the walls. Giorn’s heart beat like a drum in his
chest, and he wondered if he did the right thing. Perhaps he should lead his
men in a suicidal charge, driving into the rear of Vrulug’s host. After all, if
he made his way into the city, how more could he help Thiersgald? By leading a
frontal attack out from the gates? It seemed that striking from the rear would
kill more of the enemy. Yet he could not convince himself that those were his
only options.


Besides, he alone of all the men of
the Crescent knew where the Moonstone was. He could not die before he made the
information known to others.


He entered the limestone tunnels,
struck a torch, and plowed on through the darkness. Muttering curses at having
to leave their mounts and at letting their swords grow cold while battle raged
above, his men followed at his heels. For hours they traveled through the
darkness. The limestone caves gave way to more orderly, square-hewn passages,
and unlit torches in brackets lined the walls.


“We’re under the city now,” Giorn
said. “It shouldn’t be long.”


The going went much faster in the
straight, clear passageways built by generations of Wesrains, and in another
hour Giorn led his men under the castle itself.


“I don’t want to alarm Meril,” he
said, and now he did smile, thinking of the reunion he was about to experience.
He told himself that Meril must have forgiven him by now, that all would be
well between them. He pictured his brother’s happy face on seeing him, and
Fria’s, and lastly, but most deeply, he pictured Niara, beautiful Niara, and let
out a breath. “I’d best not lead a hundred armed men up into his castle in the
dead of night during a pitched battle. You wait here with the men, and I’ll let
Meril know you’re coming.”


“Of course, sir,” said Hanen.


Giorn clapped him on the back. “Soon
we’ll be feasting and wenching, have no fear.”


That put a glint in Hanen’s eyes,
and the men smiled and jested with each other. They had come during wartime,
but they were alive and victory might yet be won. Giorn was a Wesrain, after
all, descendants of Lord Feldred himself.


Feeling optimistic, Giorn emerged
from the secret tunnels into the lower catacombs of the castle, then up into
the castle proper. All was deserted, or nearly so, and he did not have to
wonder why. Surely everyone had rushed to join the fighting along the wall.


Even now there were a handful of
guards in the castle, and he sought them out, presently finding a pair and
making his way toward them. 


Swords drawn, they watched him
approach. These were not men he recognized. Meril had likely appointed some new
lads what with the war and all.


He laughed at himself. “I must be a
wild sight,” he said, touching his beard and fingering his torn clothes. “But
don’t you recognize me? It’s Giorn Wesrain.”


They stared at him, speechless,
then glanced at each other. One stepped forward.


“We don’t know you, but that
doesn’t matter. Her Highness, the Baroness Wesrain, is here. She’ll know you,
if you are who you claim.”

“The Baroness? Really? So Meril married, after all! Ha! I thought he’d enjoy
his new position a bit longer. Well, good for him. Perhaps he was more mature
than I thought.” Or perhaps she’d only
bed him if he wed her first, Giorn added wryly to himself. “Well, no
matter. If she’ll recognize me, it must be someone I know. Who could it be?” He
was beginning to picture the girls at court, guessing who Meril had been
smitten with, but the looks on the faces of the guards stopped him. “What is
it?”


“He doesn’t know,” said one.


“No,” said the other. 


“Know what?” 


“She’ll have to be the one to tell
you. Come.”


Giorn followed them up the stairs
and to the thickest, if not the highest, tower of the castle. The Tower of the
Baron. He marveled at the burgundy tapestries, running his hands along the
couches and thick stone walls. Home! He’d dreamed of it for so long. It would be
good to see Meril again, to put the angry words of their last encounter behind
them. The guards led him into the chambers of the Baron, the chambers that his
father had always occupied. So, he
thought, realizing it then for the first time, Father didn’t survive. It did not surprise him, of course. Still,
the realization of it deflated some of the happiness at his homecoming.


Strangely, it was Fria that waited
for him in a drawing room. A handmaiden had been brushing her long chestnut
hair and Fria had been gazing through the large windows out at the battle
below, whispering, “I hope he’ll be all right.” 


The handmaiden responded, “I’m sure
he will be, my lady.” 


Then the two women heard the noise
behind them and spun to see Giorn and the guards.


“What’s the meaning of this?” Fria
said. “Just because my husband appointed you doesn’t mean you don’t have to
knock—wait . . .” She studied Giorn, narrowing her one good eye, the other
staring inward so that she would have been cross-eyed if it had been a willing
counterpart to the first—looked him up and down, from his shredded boots, to his
rags for clothes, to his tangled beard and newly-scarred face.


“By the Omkar,” she whispered. She
shot to her feet and ran to him. “Giorn!”


She flung herself against his chest,
almost knocking him over, and sobbed into his rags. Laughing, feeling tears
come into his own eyes, he held her in his arms. She was warm and clean and
smelled of flowers. “Dear Fria, it’s so good to see you! But tell me, what do
you here? This is Father’s room . . .”


She sniffed wetly, not seeming to
hear him. “Oh, Giorn, Giorn, Giorn, it’s so good
. . .” Still clutching him tightly, she drew back and stared up into his eyes. “Oh,
you look ten years older, and all those scars! But you’re the best thing I’ve
ever seen. Oh, Gi! You can’t imagine
what hell we’ve been through!” She blinked, and water spilled down her cheeks. “But
maybe you can. Look at you! Oh, Gi, what have they done to you?”


The soldiers left. Fria dragged
Giorn to a couch, sat him down, and promptly ordered for food and hot tea to be
brought to him, and for a bath to be drawn for his cleaning.


“I don’t have time for all that,”
he said. “There’s a war on, and I . . . but where’s Meril, and why . . . ?”


For a long time she said nothing,
and it wasn’t until tea had been served and he was drinking—tea! for the first
time in months; it tasted divine—that she began to speak. And when she did, the
taste of the tea vanished, and so did all his enjoyment.


Father was dead. That he had
guessed. But Meril was dead, too—sly, young, vigorous Meril. A suicide, Fria
said—and with such disdain that it tore at Giorn’s heart. Fria hated Meril now, that was plain,
despised his weakness. Giorn thought he knew better.


Grief welled up inside him, and
anger. Because of Raugst—and the poison in Meril’s drink could only have come from Raugst, he was sure—Giorn
would never be able to make things right between him and his brother. Their last
words would always be in anger.


It got worse. Now Raugst—Raugst—was Baron. Giorn choked on his
tea at that. 


Then, looking terribly guilty and
ashamed of herself, Fria told him that Niara had come to her only earlier that
day and told her terrible lies about Raugst, and she had flung the High
Priestess into the dungeon, meaning to execute her on the morrow. 


“I wouldn’t have gone through with
it,” she said, crying wretchedly. “Please forgive me! I wouldn’t, I swear! But
she was saying such terrible things .
. . ” She pressed her face against his chest. “I wouldn’t have, Gi, I wouldn’t.
Say you forgive me.”


“I . . . I . . .” He swallowed with
difficulty. Part of him wanted to strangle Fria. He shrugged it off and patted
her narrow back. “I forgive you, Fri. Now tell me, is she well? The guards
didn’t . . . treat her harshly, did they?”


“What? Oh, no, of course not! In
fact, Raugst, bless him, went around my back and freed her, the poor dear. How
she must hate me. And her like a mother to me!” She looked at him strangely. “And
she was more than that to you, I know. No, don’t look at me like that. I know.”
She smiled, and tears dripped off her chin. “I’m not sure you deserve her, in
all honesty.”


“Gods,” he said. “It must have been
the worst kept secret in the Crescent. Good thing I’m no spy.”


Almost smiling, she said, “Only
Meril and I knew.” She squeezed his hands. Her eyes turned sad. “She’s on the
wall now, with Raugst. Even now they’re both fighting for the city. Both are in
grave danger.”


He rose to his feet. “I must get to
the wall. No—wait!” He rushed to the terrace door, flung it open. A strong
breeze blew in. The braziers flickered.


“What is it?” Fria asked.


He pointed. “The battle, it’s over,
and look.” He indicated the highest tower of the Temple of Illiana,
white and graceful, its uppermost windows glowing with orange-white light. “Look
at the Inner Sanctum. It’s all ablaze. Niara’s returned, and she’s praying to
Illiana even now. I must go to her.”


“I’ll have a horse brought for
you.”


“While I’m away, see to my men. Captain
Hanen and a hundred soldiers wait in the secret ways under the castle.”


“I’ll see to them gladly.”


With his heart beating with
ever-increasing fervor, he mounted the horse Fria’s retainers brought for him
and galloped through the streets, hell-bent for the temple. He passed through
the Inner Wall and into the outer city, where he saw throngs of refugees
packing the streets and choking the allies. Some were so thin he could see
their bones. This war must end soon, or many would die of simple starvation.


Reaching the temple, he flung open
the heavy doors. All was empty. Still.


He wasted no time but found the
stairwell leading up the Inner Sanctum. He mounted it with ragged breath, sweat
streaming down his face, all the while imagining Niara in his arms. He had
loved her for years, and for the last few months he had thought it unlikely he would
ever see her again. Yet he could speak of his fears to no one, not even his
closest confidants, not even Hanen, his most trusted lieutenant—not even to an
equal like the Baron of Hielsly. It was a truth that he could share only with
the one the truth regarded, and so it was a bittersweet pang in his heart, but
the bitterness only made the sweetness all the sweeter. 


At last he reached the highest
landing and threw open the doors to the Inner Sanctum. There, lying naked on
the floor, wrapped in the arms of the demon himself, was Niara, covered in
sweat, cheeks flushed with ardor, stinking of sex, with the demon’s juices
still leaking out of her.


For a moment, everything turned
still. Time stopped. Giorn’s gaze went from Niara’s, to Raugst’s, back to
Niara’s. The world tilted, and for a moment he thought he might collapse. 


Time clicked back on. Rage overcame
him. With a roar, he drew his sword and leapt on them. He wasn’t sure if he
meant to slay one, or the other, or both. His sword flashed, struck the marble
floor where the lovers had lain, but at his leap they scattered, Niara rolling
one way and Raugst the other.


Howling like a wounded animal,
Giorn pursued Raugst, slashing at the naked man. Raugst, though looking dazed,
neatly grabbed his own sword from his pile of clothing and blocked Giorn’s
blade. The peel of clanging metal rang in Giorn’s ear and set his teeth on
edge. The impact coursed up his arm. 


Raugst had become his world, the
sole focus of his vision. “Die!” Giorn said. It was the only sensible word he
could find to utter.


He slashed at Raugst’s bull neck. Raugst
blocked him, shoved him back. The demon rose, not seeming conscious of his
nudity, not seeming to care. Indeed, he used his clothes as a weapon, scooping
them up with a toe and flinging them into Giorn’s eyes.


Giorn danced back, felt the air
part before his neck, heard the whistle of steel.


He tore the clothes away—just in
time to avoid Raugst’s next blow.


Giorn thrust, and Raugst parried. Raugst
came on with brute strength, dark eyes furious at being interrupted and
attacked when vulnerable. Giorn wasted no words but strove for his adversary’s
vitals. Their swords rang and flashed, sparks dancing from the metal. The
echoes of their battle reverberated from the white marble walls.


Raugst’s energies were spent from
his warring and lovemaking, and he still wore that expression of dazedness. So
it was that Giorn, consumed with rage and betrayal, dashed the sword from the
demon’s fingers, then backhanded Raugst across the jaw and sprawled him on to
the floor.


Victorious, Giorn pressed his blade
to the demon’s throat. “Burn well,” he said, and prepared to shove the blade
home.


Niara pulled Giorn back. Her
strength surprised him.


“What . . . ?”


“Hear me,” she said. She didn’t
blink, just stared into his eyes. “Raugst is goodly now.”


“That’s—”


“Hear
me.” 


He tried to step around her, but
she had put herself in his path, and meanwhile he could hear Raugst getting up
on the other side of her. For a moment he was very tempted to shove her aside.


“Are you listening?” she asked. “He’s
goodly now. I poured my Light into him.”


“You laid a spell on him?”


“No. I removed the spell on him. Don’t you see? I gave him my Light, Giorn—all
of it. I drove the darkness from him.”


“You did what?” said Raugst,
sounding stricken. Giorn looked to see him standing, staring at Niara. She
turned to face him. His face had gone very still, but his eyes burned. 


She maintained admirable poise. “I
cleansed you. You’re . . . free. Free of Oslog.”


“You’re mad,” Giorn said, inwardly
repeating All of it. What could that
mean? Surely . . . “Nothing can remove the taint of Gilgaroth,” he said. “He’s
beyond help, Niara. He’s Forsaken.”


She hardly seemed to be listening. She
stared at Raugst, looking worried. Giorn turned to see the demon’s face slowly
contorting in rage. His lips twisted in a horrible leer.


“You bitch!” Raugst said. “You
cunt! What have you done to me?”


He sprang forward. His hand flew at
Niara’s face, Giorn heard a smack, and she flew backward. She struck the floor
with her hip and slid hard against a wall. 


Giorn stabbed at Raugst’s neck. Raugst
dodged, batting the sword away with his bare hand. It raked his knuckles, and
blood wept out. The action bought him just enough time to retrieve his own
sword. Giorn saw the hate in his eyes and knew Niara’s attempt had been a
failure. There was no rehabilitating this thing, no purifying it. It was a
thing of darkness and such it would always be.


“Bastard,” Giorn snarled, aiming a
strike at Raugst’s abdomen. “How could you hit a woman?”


“You nearly killed her.” Raugst
deflected the blow. “Beside, I’ve done a lot worse.”


He came at Giorn, teeth set, eyes
afire, almost seeming to growl, his sudden ferocity catching Giorn by surprise.
The demon slashed Giorn’s right palm, sliced his side, swung at his feet. Pain
flared up from Giorn’s ankle. Finally Raugst struck the sword from his hand,
and Giorn’s fingers tingled with the blow. 


Weaponless, Giorn fell back before
the onslaught. Raugst sliced and thrust, cutting candles in twain so that
flaming pieces flew about the room, getting underfoot. 


Reeling, Giorn stumbled on a candle
and fell backwards. Now it was Raugst who loomed over him. Raugst, breathing
hard, naked, hairy chest rising and falling, stared down at him.


“Die, Wesrain,” he said, shoving
his blade down to hover over Giorn’s throat.


So
this is how it will be, Giorn thought. The
demon will slay my father and brothers, steal my sister, steal my beloved, my
barony, and now he’ll end me, as well. 


No.
I will not let it happen! Giorn kicked out, sweeping Raugst’s feet out from
under him. Giorn rolled away, clutched up his sword and climbed to his feet. 


He spun to see the demon rising,
and now the two circled each other, both bloody and tired and wary. Off in the
corner, Niara watched them and wept. “No,” she said, though Giorn was hardly
listening. “Don’t do this. This is madness. You are both good men, don’t
you see?”


Giorn scoffed. “He is neither good
nor a man. NOW DIE!” 


He sprang at Raugst, who just
barely parried in time. Giorn drew back, raised his sword high and chopped down
at Raugst’s face with all his might. Raugst blocked him, the demon’s arms
buckling, mouth locked in a grimace. Sweat ran down the side of his face,
tangling in his beard.


Something was wrong. The cut Raugst
had given Giorn on his palm pained him, made his swings awkward. As well, the
slice to his ankle had been deep, and he was unsteady and wobbly on his feet. Now,
as Raugst shoved Giorn back and drove at him, blade harrying him relentlessly,
Giorn stumbled back, blood trickling down him. He limped, wobbled, and tripped
on the fallen candlesticks. He couldn’t move properly. What had the demon done
to him? Every time he moved his right leg it wouldn’t cooperate. Pain coursed
up him. He tried to ignore it, focusing only on Raugst, but the pain was too
great, and his body would not respond as it should.


Raugst slashed at his middle. Giorn
parried, swayed. He hacked at Raugst’s neck. Raugst knocked the blow aside. The
defense nearly tore the weapon from Giorn’s hand. He gritted his teeth, trying
to ignore the stab of pain from his palm, but the slice there was deep. Perhaps
some tendon had been cut . . .


Raugst forced him back, at last
driving Giorn out onto the terrace. Moonlight washed the marble, and the hot
breeze ruffled Giorn’s hair.


Raugst’s sword flashed at his head.
Giorn ducked. Raugst’s sword drove at his chest. Giorn barely knocked the blow
aside. Sweat flew from his hair.


Off to the side and up he was vaguely
aware that a tide of glarumri was sweeping down over the city, shooting flaming
arrows into buildings. Human archers were firing back from high towers. A
Borchstog screamed and a glarum fell from the skies, then another . . .


Raugst’s eyes shone with furor.


Back he drove Giorn. Swords clashed
and rang, Giorn’s arm going numb. His hand and ankle throbbed. Don’t give in, he told himself. 


Niara screamed in the background. “No,
Raugst! You don’t have to do this!” Giorn
thought he saw her try to rise, but the pain in her hip was too great. 


Raugst hounded Giorn to the very
lip of the terrace. Giorn reeled there, flailing for balance. At his back
stretched a drop of hundreds of feet. He glanced back, just briefly, and felt
the blood drain from his face, then turned back to Raugst, staring at him
intently. There was no mockery or humor in the demon’s face, no hint of
gloating, only hot rage—and a sense of finality. This was the end.


Raugst wasted no effort on words. He
raised his sword in both hands and, using all his strength, brought it down
toward Giorn’s head.


Giorn raised his own blade, knocked
the down-sweeping sword aside, but the impact nearly drove him to his knees. As
it was, it enflamed his wounded right hand. Raugst had cut it deeply, and now,
at this worst possible moment, it seized up. 


No.



Raugst raised his blade again, rage
in his eyes, his face locked in a snarl, teeth gleaming. He seemed to sense
victory on the wind.


Giorn, breathless, arm cramping,
tried to raise his blade again to block Raugst’s next blow, but his hand and
arm were not cooperating. Even as he watched on in horror, Raugst’s sword came
down. Moonlight glimmered off the cold steel. 


From somewhere, Niara screamed.


Raugst chopped down. His blade
clove through the fingers of Giorn’s right hand. His sword hand. Giorn cried
out as pain flared up past his elbow, as though his arm were made of fire. Blood
spurted from the stumps that were his fingers. The stag-hilt sword, bloody,
clattered to the terrace, then bounced over the edge and sailed down and away,
spinning into the night. His fingers followed.


Giorn clamped his left hand over
his bleeding stumps and sank to his knees before the blood-drenched monster
that was Raugst. Niara, how could you?
Meril had been right.


Raugst loomed there, a black mountain
against the white pearl of a moon. Hair fluttering in the wind, he glared down
at Giorn, his sword bright and covered in Giorn’s blood.


“Everything that was mine is yours
now,” Giorn said. “You’ve taken it all, you bastard.”


Raugst inclined his head, just
slightly, accepting the truth of this and showing a hint of respect to the man
whose life he had destroyed.


“I will use it well.”


He drew back his sword for the blow
that would separate Giorn’s head from his shoulders.


Just then Niara screamed, even louder
than before. She had managed to drag herself out onto the terrace, and now,
throwing aside all dignity, she flung her arms about Raugst’s ankles.


“No, Raugst! Don’t do this! This is
madness! After all that I’ve just given you, you would slay Giorn? No! No . . .”


Raugst hesitated. 


Giorn glanced desperately about. On
a lower terrace, there was movement. Something large and dark, with a long
sharp beak, was eating something . . .


A glarum! With a flash of insight,
he saw what must have happened. One of the glarums, its rider shot by an archer
so that the Borchstog had listed over in his saddle, making the great bird
off-balance; thus it had spiraled down, alighting on the terrace, and now it
was eating the rider that it had borne.


Providence.


The only problem was that the
terrace where the glarum stood was too far away, too low. Giorn could just make
it, maybe, but he could not survive the fall, at least not whole.


It was his only chance.


Raugst was distracted, his legs
encumbered by Niara. Giorn rolled out from under the blade, to the side edge of
the terrace, and bolted to his feet. He coiled himself, gauging the distance,
the wind, waiting for the updraft to die down lest it knock him backwards . . .


“NO!”
Niara screamed.


“You’re a fool,” Raugst called at
his back, and Giorn could hear him approach, dragging Niara with him; he could
hear the rasp her slim body made along the cold marble. “You’ll never make it.”


“Then I’ll pave the way to hell for
you,” Giorn said over his shoulder.


Without another word, he bunched
his legs and . . . leapt.


The wind shrieked all around him.
Somewhere Niara’s screamed. He flew. Weightless, a feather on the wind . . .


The terrace shot up at him. Fast. He
shoved out his leg to take the fall.


He struck. His leg shattered.


The world turned to red. It spun
and wheeled, and he was dimly aware that he was screaming and gnashing his
teeth, and the great black bird was cawing in fear and snapping at him.


With great effort, he pried himself
loose of the pain, dragged himself to the dead Borchstog, untied the straps that
bound it to the glarum, and hauled himself into the saddle. The glarum cawed
and snapped, but he jerked at its reins, whipped it about the head, and it
subsided. Pain suffused him, and he heard screaming and thought it might be
himself.


“Ra!” he said, spurring the bird
with his one good leg. “Away!”

He twitched the reins. The glarum soared off into the night, and the white
tower receded behind. Giorn turned his head to see Raugst, standing tall and
naked, staring after him, and Niara sobbing at his feet. Giorn swore and turned
away. 



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
14



 

With Niara weeping at his feet, Raugst seethed. 


He strained his eyes, watching
Giorn on his stolen glarum.


“Damn him, he’s going toward the
castle!” 


He broke free of Niara and strode
indoors, where the candle-flames danced erratically, and threw on his clothes.


Dizziness overcame him suddenly,
and he swayed. He mashed his eyes shut, shaking the weakness away. What had the
woman done to him? He did not seem . . . himself. Something was missing, like a
hole in his being.


Niara dragged herself inside, still
crying. Would she never run out of tears? He studied her. She was still
beautiful, still lovely, but somehow he perceived that she was . . . lesser . . . now. She’d been an angel before,
a goddess. She had seemed to glow with the light of the moon, but now the light
was gone out of her. She looked frail and small. Mortal.


He shuddered. Finished dressing.


Her wide blue eyes filled with more
tears. “What do you mean to do?”


“He’s going to the castle,” he said
impatiently. “He means to make a stand there. He’s baron, after all, or thinks
he is.”


“If he can get Fria on his side . .
.”


“Bah. He doesn’t realize how much
control I’ve taken.” He grinned, but somehow his cheer was forced. He felt a
rage in him, a burning, devouring rage, and he directed it at Giorn in his
mind. “I will beat him yet.”


He moved to the doorway, but a
quick feminine sob made him turn. Niara looked pitiful. Strangely, as though
moving in a dream, not completely understanding what he did, he crossed to her
and helped her to her feet. She seemed surprised, then smiled, but she was
smiling through her pain.


“Are you . . . all right?” he asked
her, marveling at the words. He must hurry! Giorn would beat him to the castle!


Nevertheless, he made himself look
her in the eyes, to give her that attention, if only for a moment.


“Y-yes,” she said, but she bit her
lip to stifle the discomfort. “I’ll be fine. Just . . . a bruise tomorrow. And
I’m not . . . not what I was.” She hung her head.


He lifted her chin. “Niara, what
did you do to me? I feel . . .”


“Yes?” Hope lit in her eyes. “How
do you feel?”


“Like . . .” He shook his head. “There’s
no time for this!” 


“Don’t go. It doesn’t have to be
this way. You and Giorn don’t have to be enemies.”


He looked at her as though she were
mad. “I must get to the castle before he’s able to rouse enough support to be a
threat to me. He’s wounded. Badly. That will help.” He grinned, and when he did
he felt a swell of that old wolvish pride. “Yes, I got him. He may have
escaped, but he will not win. I am the hunter, and he is the prey.”


Laughing, he left her and descended
from the Inner Sanctum. Shortly he swung astride the horse he’d ridden to the
temple stables after seeing the lights in the tower and rode for the castle. He
was a wolf on the hunt, and he could smell the trail of blood before him.


By the time he’d finished with
Giorn, his men would have taken their places by the South Gates. When he gave
the order, they would be opened, and Vrulug would be free to sack the city.



 

 



 

Sadly, Niara watched him go. She limped out onto the
terrace, feeling the warm wind in her hair, and gazed into the distance, where
Raugst on his black charger raced toward the castle.


“What have I done?” 


He was still Raugst, still an
animal, trained against the light and everything touched by it. Niara had
driven away his darkness, had removed his leash and collar, but Giorn had
interrupted her before she could teach him the other way, the way of the white.
Thus Raugst was still a beast, a wolf, and he was still full of rage and
wildness. 


He was his own master now, though. He
could direct his energies how he would.


Only he didn’t realize it, yet. 


She must reach him, must teach him,
before it was too late.


“Oh, Giorn,” she whispered, closing
her eyes, trying to drive away the memory of her beloved’s expression when he
had caught her in Raugst’s arms. His horrified, wounded gaze rose before her. What must you think of me?


She must stop Raugst from killing
him. And, she admitted to herself, she must prevent Giorn from killing Raugst.


She dried her tears and gingerly
crept down the stairs, still naked, her clothes torn apart in their wild
lovemaking. She found her chambers and dressed, washed herself of his juices,
hoping nothing of the old Raugst had found root in her, then went to the
stables. Retainers helped her climb astride her white mare, and slowly, wincing
with every clatter of the hooves, she made toward the castle.


She was stopped outside the temple
grounds by three riders on white mares racing up from the South Gate: Hiatha, Rieb and Cirais, looking
concerned and out of breath.


“Mother!” cried Hiatha. “What took
so long? We saw the lights in the tower . . .” 

Niara waved the questions aside. “No time for explanations. But I’m glad you
came. I may need some help. First you must get new stones or replenish your old
ones. Rieb, bring enough for many.”


They nodded. “Something’s weakening
us, Mother,” Cirais said. “What could it be?”


Niara had no idea, but lately when
she stretched out her thought to the Moonstone, she connected with something dark
on the other end. She mused on it as the girls went inside and furnished
themselves with stones that still possessed some power. Even those wouldn’t
last long, she knew, not with the force out there blocking their access to the
light, if that’s what it was doing, or perhaps weakening the light in general.


The priestesses returned, and Niara
told Rieb, “Go to the wall. While I am away, you are the leader of our forces there.”


“I understand, Mother.” Rieb vanished.


Flanked by the other two, Niara
rode toward the castle. In the distance, she could hear the Borchstogs bang
their drums, preparing for another charge. The sound grated on her nerves. Worse
were the screams of men the Borchstogs were torturing, the ever-present
background noise to the siege. It sapped the will of soldiers and civilians
alike. Niara passed ragged groups of townspeople and refugees, gathered in
courtyards and on rooftops. They still prayed, their faces uplifted to the
night, and the sight made her wince. What she had done she had done for them,
but she was afraid she’d made a terrible mistake.


Just as she rounded a bend and came
within sight of the castle, horns blared along the eastern arc of the wall.


“Vrulug’s attacking!” Hiatha said.


“Don’t worry about him for now,”
Niara said. “We have a different
enemy.”


“Who?” Hiatha asked. “What?”


That was a good question. Niara
thought of Raugst, thought of the rage surrounding him. 


“Inertia,” she said. 



 

 



 

“Baroness!” a guard said, rushing in. “A glarum! He’s come
in on a glarum!”


Fria had been entertaining Giorn’s
men in the feasting hall, where Hanen and his hundred men lounged, drank and
boasted of their adventures with doubtful degrees of veracity. Scullery maids
and serving wenches laid out meat on silver platters, poured wine from silver
jugs, and frequently received pinches on the backside for their efforts. It was
quite a merry scene, and Fria found it good to hear laughter (and a few slapped
faces) in the castle once more. Raugst and his men were too secretive, too
mysterious.


Then guards rushed in, shouting,
and she was compelled to follow them to a couch not far from a terrace window
on the third floor, where some activity was going on. A glarum, thrashing,
snapping and moribund, lay bristling with arrows on the flagstones, blood
trickling off the terrace to fall in torrents below.


“He came in like a devil,” a
soldier was saying, “and we all thought him one. Our men had riddled his mount
before we got a look at him. I can’t imagine how he made it. Look at him! But
he hung on, and I mean he hung on,
and somehow he did it, but . . .”


Fria saw what he meant. A broken
thing, Giorn lay on the couch. He was ragged and bloody, the fingers of one
hand—his right hand, Fria noted with anguish—missing, his right leg (as she
soon saw) bloody and shattered in a dozen places. 


She stripped him of his rags and
helped the nurses administer to him. He was pale and shaking. When she saw the
ruin of his leg, she couldn’t understand how he’d maintained consciousness long
enough to make it to the castle. He must have hung grimly on, both to life and
to the glarum, until he had crashed on the terrace and given himself up to the
mercy of the guards. He seemed unconscious, but from time to time he would jerk
and twitch, and his eyes would roll.


“Fria, Fria,” he moaned, left hand
clutching.


“I’m here,” she said, taking it.


“Fria, I need Fria, my good
sister.” In his delirium he didn’t seem to realize she was right there. “Tell
her her brother’s here. Tell her for me. Tell her her husband is a demon, her
High Priestess a whore . . .”


Fria’s heart twisted, and she
became gradually aware that she was squeezing his good hand rather tighter than
she should. “What did you see? What happened? Was it Raugst that did this to
you?”


“There is no Raugst!” he snapped,
half sitting up. Then pain overcame him and he groaned and collapsed back onto
the couch. “There is no Raugst,” he repeated, cold sweat drenching his
forehead, his hands turning clammy. “Only a demon. Don’t give the thing a name. That gives it power, gives
it reason, purpose. It’s a monster,
through and through. A thing of hunger, devouring . . .” He went on like that
while the nurses put a splint on his leg and bandaged his arm, and plied him
with medicines to deaden him. At last he subsided, lapsing into unconsciousness
once more.


The nurses glanced worriedly at
Fria, who still held his hand. She patted his head and ran her hands through
his lank, dark blond hair.


“Move him to the royal infirmary,”
she said.


They brought a stretcher for him
and men carried him to the west wing of the castle, where the royal hospital
was situated. They gave him a bed, attendants saw to him, and through it all
Fria held his hand.


Giorn was a good man. That she knew
well. So what had he seen to enrage him so? 


She thought she knew. She thought
she knew full well. There could only be one thing to explain his words. With a
heavy heart, she sat by his side and tried to tell herself everything would be
all right. Besides, her small problems amounted to little with the city under
siege, its people on the verge of being overrun.


Her handmaiden flew in, pale and
worried.


“Mistress,” she gasped, “my lord
Raugst is here!”


“How does he fare?”


“He looks like a wild animal, my
lady. His eyes! My lady, his eyes!”


Raugst must not find Giorn. Fria
swore the nurses and guards to silence. It would not buy Giorn much time, as
several of the guards had been appointed by Raugst, but they would at least
wait until they could get him alone, away from the ears of those he hadn’t
appointed, before informing on Giorn. That would win her brother some time . . .


“I must go to him,” she said. Before his guards get him to themselves.


She found Raugst in the main hall,
upending a flagon of wine. It gushed over his mouth and beard and he slammed it
down with a groan. He turned to her, his dark eyes huge and murderous. She
started. Trael had been right; his eyes were like brands, and they seared her.


“M-my lord,” she stammered. His clothes
were hastily assembled, and blood seeped through them from many shallow slices.
“Dear Omkar! What happened?”


He smiled cruelly and patted his
sword. “Nothing but an honest difference of opinions, good wife. Now out of my
way!” He swept past her. She scurried to keep up. Guards converged, but they
saw the fury in his eyes and stayed back.


Suddenly Raugst paused. “What’s
this?” He cocked an ear.


Sounds of Hanen and the hundred’s
revelry drifted down the halls, echoing off column and fresco.


“A feast?” he asked. He surged
forward, aiming toward the feasting hall. Fria tried to catch at his arm, but
he shrugged her away. “Off me, woman! I’ve had enough of the gentle sex tonight.”


She forced herself to be strong. I’m a Wesrain. We were kings!


Raugst came to the squat archway
leading into the hall and stopped, peering within. Hanen’s men, not paying him
any attention, went right on guzzling and eating and having fun with the women,
who were not immune to their attentions.


Slowly, Raugst smiled, but it was a
smile totally devoid of humor. “So,” he said, “my brother-in-law brought
friends. Well, that should prove an interesting tale. He brought friends, through a Borchstog siege, and nobody
bothered to tell me how.” He fixed Fria with his gaze. 


She jumped. “H-how do you mean?”


“Play no games with me, woman. There
is a secret tunnel or I’ll be damned. And you never showed it to me, did you?”


“There is a t-tradition, my lord. Only
members of the family know, not till there are ch-children. When you and I had
b-babies, we w-would have told you—”


“Bah! No matter. I’ll find it
sooner or later. But it’s good to know that my enemies still possess some secrets. That makes it all the more
sporting.”


“Enemies, my lord?” Could Niara and
Giorn have been right? “I’m no enemy . . .”


He wasn’t even listening. His eyes
still on Hanen and the hundred, he said, “So . . . they are thirsty, eh? Well, I have a drink for
them. Yes I do.”


He turned to one of his guards, the
one named Kragt.


“Prepare my special recipe. Add my
secret spice to their wine.”


Kragt grinned and ducked away.


With horror, the truth dawned on
Fria. “No, my lord,” she said. “Don’t do this. You’re not evil! I know you’re
not!” Her voice broke, and she realized she was crying. “Say you’re not. Say it!”


He threw her off, and when she
struck the floor he glared down at her with open disdain. “Stay away from me,
whore. And don’t look at me! I cannot stand your rolling eye. Ach!”


She sobbed and clamped a hand over
her left eye. “Don’t turn away from me, my lord. I’ll wear a patch, I swear
it.” She couldn’t bear his hate. Something shriveled, dying, inside her. She
found it difficult to breathe.


“Take her away,” Raugst said to his
guards. “Take her to her old rooms and do not let her out.”


“Yes, m’lord.”


They dragged her away. Raugst did
not even look at her as she left. That hurt most of all.



 

 



 

From the doorway of the feasting hall, Raugst smiled as the
new jugs of wine were brought round, and smiled further as Giorn’s men began to
drink from them. Yes, this would do nicely. He actually began to laugh as the
hundred-odd soldiers started to choke and gasp and clutch at their throats. His
laugh was a full-on bellow by the time they fell from their chairs and writhed on
the floor, foam beading their lips.


Then, sighing contentedly, he
walked out into the feasting hall, stepping over and around the dead and dying,
and surveyed his conquered foes.


“Stand not in my way,” he said. “For
mine is the path of the Wolf.”


He passed a dead man, fluid
trickling from his mouth, eyes staring, jaw agape. He passed another, his
fingers locked around his throat. He stepped over a corpse that had begun to
turn blue. He passed another and another, and slowly, ever so slowly, his mirth
left him.


He stared about him, at the glossy
eyes, the lolling tongues. These were not men anymore. They were meat.


It should have pleased him. But
somehow it did not. He stood there in the center of the room, gazing about him
at the dead, and it seemed as if they whirled about him, a wheeling vision of
mortality. The ground rocked beneath him.


He touched a dead face with his
toe, prodded it. It lolled lifelessly. Just minutes before it had been laughing
and drinking. Now it was a waxen mask, a caricature of a man.


He
had done that. He, Raugst, without lifting a finger, had slain this man. He had
slain all of them. It is what he lived for, the exercise of his power. This was
a glorious mission, a most beautiful assignment gifted to him by the great lord
Vrulug, the wise and generous. This was the grandest assignment Raugst had ever
been given, the grandest assignment possible—to bring down the Crescent!—and
here he was, at the height of his success, and he could not enjoy it.


What had that witch done to him?


More. Not only did he not enjoy it,
but the longer he stood there, surrounded by his victims, the more their dead
eyes seemed to stare at him accusingly. What was happening?


They gazed at him, wide-eyed,
glassy, dead, bony fingers stretched toward him, pointing, pointing at the
murderer who had done this to them. 


“No!” he said. He pressed his hands
against his ears, as though hearing their accusations in his head. “No! Don’t
you . . . don’t you look at me like that!”


His me, hovering at the edges of
the room to keep out the servants, glanced at him nervously, then to each
other.


“My lord?” one ventured, stepping forward—Kragt.


Raugst waved him off. “Come no
closer. I . . . I need air.” 


Kragt nodded, uncertain. “As you
say, my lord.”


“Go. Release Fria. She can do no
harm, not anymore.”


“Of course, my lord. What shall be
done about the bodies? Should we leave them to rot? The Gates will be opened
soon in any event. It’s not as if we fear discovery . . .” 


Something strange coiled inside
Raugst. “No. Put them on carts. We’ll deliver them to the ‘stogs. Release Fria
first. Then . . . see to the bodies. Let us use the tunnels, if we can find
them.” But inside he knew he was only saying this because it was what Kragt
needed to hear. He needed to hear that his lord and master had not . . . gone
soft . . .


Is that what had happened? Had that
witch turned him soft? If I cannot kill,
I cannot serve the One.


Raugst lifted a goblet from a
table, still half full of red wine, and sniffed at it, smelling the bare hint
of bitter tang that was the poison. For a moment he considered quaffing it. He
could die with honor. He would not abandon his path, abandon his Master.


But . . . was the Great One his master? Surely he was his own man, a free
agent upon the earth. He could say and do anything he desired.


Blasphemy!
Gilgaroth was the One. Everything bent in service to the One. Even Vrulug, wise
and mighty Vrulug, served the One. He was the core of all existence. There was
only one higher, and that was the great and terrible Lorg-jilaad, exiled and lost
in the gulfs of the void before the Breaking of the World. But here all bent to
Gilgaroth. He was the burning center of the universe. 


And yet, if that were so, why then
did these men not serve Him? If He was the
core, then He should be their core,
as well. 


Could there be . . . two cores? More?
It was unthinkable! Yet it fit the facts. And Raugst was a creature of
intellect, as well as brawn. Under the weight of such thoughts, he sank to the
floor, sweaty and breathless. He was other
now, he realized. He stood outside the circle of his Master.


No.


All of his life, everything he had
ever known, was contained in the One. All his life he had lived in the hot
protective shadow of Gilgaroth. The Great One’s warmth, love, His marvelous
Plan: it was Raugst’s entire world. To be outside of it . . .


“Oh, Master,” he whispered. “Don’t abandon
me.”


A new horror occurred to him. For
now, if he truly were shut out of the Great One’s circle, that meant that
Illistriv was denied him, too. The afterlife of his people, gone, its black
gates shut to his presence forever, save as fuel for the Inferno.


“No,” he moaned. Tears welled in
his eyes.


How could it have come to this? His
whole world, his whole life, shattered, in ruins, all he had worked for, hollow
. . .


Fria entered. She gasped, overcome
at the sight of the dead men, and he could feel her fear, her horror, could
smell it on the air. Then, seeming to gather herself, she came to him, slowly,
and wrapped her arms about his thick neck.


“Oh, Raugst,” she breathed, “what
have you done, my love? What have you done?”


He did not answer. At that moment
he was imagining how he must look to Kragt and the others: a kneeling, crying,
brooding thing hung with a weeping woman. He must look broken. Disloyal . . .


He rose to his feet, shrugging Fria
off. 


“Off me,” he growled, genuinely
sorry to say the words. He thought fast. He could sense Kragt’s confusion and
fear, could sense his lieutenants wondering if Raugst required a visit in the
dark.


“I was not weeping for them,” he said, gesturing to the bodies
all around. “I was weeping because my task is almost over. This is the greatest
task ever given to me, the greatest I can imagine, and I have loved every moment
of it. And now it will end. My agents will open the Gates, and Vrulug’s legions
will pour in. Thiersgald will burn. Yes, Fria, it will burn.”


“You monster!” She beat at his feet
with her tiny fists. “You monster! Giorn
and Niara were right . . .”


“I’m no monster. I am a servant of
the One. He is the center. Soon He will be your
center, as well.”


“Never! Never, never . . .” She
could hardly speak through her sobs.


“Either that, or you shall die, or
become a plaything of the Borchstogs, and they are ungentle with their toys.”


She stared up at him with eyes that
were just seeing him for the first time. The look in them hurt, but he must
play this out—at least, until he could think of a way past it.


“How could I have ever loved you?” Even
her roving eye took that moment to obey her, and both glared at him. No, not
glared, not exactly—she hadn’t the will to glare. She loved him too much for
that. She was just looking up at him with immense disappointment, and a sense
of terrible loss and betrayal. “Was it a lie?” she said. “Was it all a lie?”


He leaned down, took her hand, and
hauled her to her feet. He could at least show her that much tenderness. She
jerked away, as though his touch scalded her.


“Answer me!” she said.


He stepped forward, letting his
shadow fall over her. Trembling, she cowered before him, her vehemence faded in
an instant.


“I am lord here,” he said. “Not you.”


“I am the true Wesrain . . .”


“I am Baron. My agents run this castle
and the army. It is me Fiarth
follows. Not you. So keep silent, continue to amuse me, and I’ll let you live. You
will be my personal slave.”


Trembling, she turned away, unable
even to look on him. That shamed him, but with his men watching he could not
show it.


“As my slave,” he said, “you will
watch Thiersgald fall. And it will have no defense. My agents will open the
gates of the city shortly, and Vrulug will devour it. Not even your priestesses
will be able to resist. The Master took the Moonstone, turned it, and now Lord
Vrulug spreads his poison from it outwards, tainting the light in the whole
region. It will not aid you. Your priestesses and sorcerers are helpless. You
are as babes against the Wolf.” He lifted his head and said, “Roschk Gilgaroth!”


Kragt and the others, overcome,
lifted their heads, as well: “Roschk
Gilgaroth!”


Raugst breathed easier.


Kragt approached. “Master, I just
had word. Lord Giorn lives. That one—” he indicated Fria “—was seeing to him in
the hospital wing.”


Raugst tried to hide his dismay. He
had wanted to kill Giorn, but that had passed. Now he was uncertain. Giorn had
a right to his rage, of that there could be no doubt. Yet it looked as though
Raugst would be called upon to slay the last male Wesrain; he could not spare
him, not in front of Kragt and the others.


“Take me to him.”


Kragt strode proudly ahead, eager
to show his master to the Baron’s son. Raugst’s mind spun, trying to imagine
some way he could save Giorn. He could think of nothing, except to keep him
alive for torture, and that would be no kindness.


Kragt led the way into the hospital
wing and boldly stepped in through the archway that led into the infirmary. Stained-glass
windows let in the night’s illumination, almost as if this were a chapel, but
then the Wesrains would look to Illiana to heal their injuries, and it would be
her priestesses who oversaw the healers.


“Here he is,” Kragt said, sweeping
an arm at a line of low beds that stood along one wall.


“Where?” There was no one there.


Kragt frowned. “But I don’t
understand. Our men saw him. Fria was seeing to him.”


“Fria . . .”


They looked at each other. Raugst
hated this, but he knew what would be expected of him. Trying to conceal a sigh,
he marched back to the feasting hall, where Fria wept over one of the dead
Fiarthans. “Hanen,” she was saying. “I’m so sorry.” She glanced up when Raugst
approached her, and even through her tears Raugst saw defiance.


“Where’s Giorn?” he demanded.


“I don’t know what you’re talking
about.” She wiped at her eyes, but there was no weakness in the movement.


“You lie! Where is the secret
passage?” That had to be where she had hidden him.


“Why should I tell you?”


He jerked her roughly to her feet,
and her lazy eye spun like a tornado. 


“Speak!”


A smile tugged at the corner of her
lips. “Very well, I will show you.”


He did not like the look in her
eye, but he had little choice. “Lead on.”


She left the chamber, and Raugst
and several of his men followed close behind. Ambling and stumbling, seeming
either mad or drunk, Fria led down a flight of stairs, then another. The air
grew cold and moist, the tunnels dark. Raugst was obliged to light a torch. He
could see well in the dark, but not that
well, and it seemed his ability had diminished since Niara’s kiss. Fria ushered
him past the wine cellars into the catacombs, where the Barons Wesrain had been
entombed for centuries. Remembering the legends that spoke of their ghosts
haunting these passages, the hairs prickled on the back of Raugst’s neck. At
last Fria showed them into a small domed chamber containing in its center a
large stone sarcophagus, pressed a panel along the wall, and a section of the
wall swung away, revealing a black tunnel.


“Have at it,” she said.


Raugst thrust his torch into secret
passage but saw only a tight, low tunnel. A fungus-like odor repelled him. 


“Where is he?” Raugst demanded. “I
haven’t time to be sneaking about in rat-holes! These could go on for miles.”


One of her fingers twirled a strand
of hair. Her roving eye looked off to the left so that he could only see the
white. “I don’t know,” she said, her voice carrying a singsong lilt. “Are you
sure you would not like to venture in?” She cast her gaze at the square of
blackness where the wall had been.


“I’m certain,” he said. He had not
wanted to find Giorn, not really, but at the same time he’d always prided
himself on accomplishing what he set out to, and she had quite ably frustrated
him. Ah, well. It was better this way. He tried to keep the relief out of his
voice as he said to his guards, “Well, I don’t fear the likes of Giorn. He’s
broken. He can be no threat to me. Still . . .” He looked to Kragt. “You and
some men search these tunnels. If they do go beyond the wall, I may find use for
them. We can cart the bodies out through here, for one.” That, too, would be
expected of him, and Giorn—if he were in these tunnels somewhere—would
hopefully have prepared for it.


“But aren’t we going to open the
Gates, my lord?” asked Kragt.


“Perhaps there is another way.”


“Another way, my lord? But—”


“Just see to it.”


“Yes, my lord.”


Raugst leaned back, allowing
himself to relax. Giorn was safe for the moment, though where he could be was
anybody’s guess. Now all Raugst needed to do was figure out how to save the
city.


Or not.


He let out a breath. “I need a
drink.”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
15



 

As soon as Raugst—the
bastard!—and his minions had gone, some into the tunnel, others
accompanying Raugst back to the feasting hall, Fria, who had followed the latter
group to delay suspicions, doubled back and reentered the catacombs. She took
quite a different route this time, going even deeper into the dank, squat passages.
I can’t believe it, she thought. They were right. Raugst is a . . .


She couldn’t quite bear to think
it. It was too awful, too monstrous. She had loved him. Cared for him. Slept
with him. She had even looked the other way when she knew he was bedding
others. She would have done anything
for him. She had been hoping, praying she would get with child, that she could
bear a fine strong son by him and renew the Wesrain line. Oh, he would have
been such a handsome boy, with broad shoulders like Raugst, maybe with Giorn’s
dark blond hair and lithe muscles, and Raugst’s strong jaw . . .


But no. He would have been a
monster. Her baby would have been . . . tainted.



She realized she was trembling and
leaned against a wall for support. She couldn’t catch her breath fast enough. She
just wanted to slide down the wall and weep. But she was a Wesrain, a descendant
of Orin Feldred, and she pushed herself off and forced one foot in front of the
other. Revenge. I can’t undo what’s happened, but maybe, just maybe, I can get revenge.


It had to be more than that, though.
Vrulug had besieged Thiersgald, and Raugst, the traitor, was positioned to open
the gates for him. No, she remembered. Raugst had said he had something else
planned. What could be worse than opening the gates?


She came upon a certain shrine to
one of the first Wesrains: Soran Wesrain, the first of the family to be crowned
king. It was here, behind the great statue of a smooth-faced young man with
flowing locks, behind the bulky sarcophagus, that Giorn lay gasping and feverish,
with one of the nurses tending to him. Mushrooms grew in the corners. 


Fria knelt over him and kissed his
forehead. “You were right, Gi. You and Niara both.” She clenched her hands into
fists. “How could I have been so blind?”


Giorn, even through his fever,
reached out his good hand and clasped hers. “It . . . will be . . . all right.”
Each word obviously cost him. He shook and sweated, and his hand was hot to the
touch.


Fria smiled, cheered more by the
fact that he still had the strength to lie for her than by the lie itself. “I
know,” she said. But how?


The fever overcame him. His hand slipped
away. Fria exchanged a nervous look with the nurse.


“He needs the proper medicines,”
the nurse said. “Access to facilities . . .”


Fria sighed. As soon as she had
been released from her old bedchambers, she had gone to the nurses and
instructed them to bring Giorn here, knowing that Raugst would search the
hidden tunnels now that he knew of them. She wondered if she had done the right
thing. Certainly she had saved Giorn from instant death, but now he might die a
slow, agonizing one.


“He’s strong,” she insisted. “Both
in will and body. What one lacks, the other will supply.”


Her words firmed the chin of the
nurse, but they struck hollowly inside Fria herself. They were in dire straits
indeed, the capital of the barony besieged, a demon on the throne, the true
baron ill, crippled, perhaps dying, the priestesses without their powers . . .


Realizing that she’d laid her head on
Giorn’s slowly rising and falling chest, she jerked up. I will not be the helpless maiden. 


She pushed herself to her feet.


“My lady?” said the nurse. “What do
you intend to do?”


Fria wiped the tears from her eyes.
“As of now, I am the rightful ruler of the barony. When Giorn is better, I’ll
relinquish the throne to him, but for now there’s only me. The fate of Fiarth
rests solely in my hands. And I will not suffer that traitor to live!”


The nurse stared. “You mean to kill
your husband?”


“He is not my husband. He’s a demon
spawned in the Abyss. And I will return
him thither.”


It felt good to say that. Of
course, the question of how was a bit
more dicey. She could perhaps poison Raugst in some fashion, but what would
prevent his lackeys from instantly killing her and then going through with
Raugst’s plans anyway? No. She needed to end Raugst and his lackeys together. Only
then could she reclaim the throne and steer the fate of Fiarth herself.


She sagged against the statue of Soran.
The face of the nurse, which had begun to blaze with hope at Fria’s words, lost
its luster.


Giorn half sat up. The movement
startled Fria, who had to strangle the cry that rose in her throat. “Lay down, Gi,
you need to conserve your strength.”


He waved her words away with his
bad hand. Blood stained the bandages, but it was old blood. The wound was
scabbing over.


“Tell me,” he rasped, “does Hanen
still live?”


At first she could not answer, but
she summoned her strength. “I’m sorry, Gi, but Raugst slew him and his men. Not
one survived.”


His shoulders slumped. Half to
himself, he said, “Hanen, I’m so sorry . . .” He looked up. “What of Duke
Yfrin?”


“Yes, he lives. As soon as Raugst
took the throne, he announced to the people that the duke had been executed for
killing Father, but he never saw it through. Niara spoke with him, though I
don’t know what they spoke of exactly. Afterward he said he’d rather have the duke
alive in case he needed something from him, perhaps to use as a pawn against
his family.”


“Good,” said Giorn, clearly
speaking through his pain. “His own craftiness will be his undoing.” Wincing,
he swung his legs round. “Bring me a cane. We’re going for a walk.”



 

 



 

Niara approached the castle warily. She and the other
priestesses dismounted. Servants took their horses and led them away. The
breeze whispered eerily. Niara glanced at her sisters, who looked nervous as
they stared up at the towers of the keep.


“It will be all right,” she told
them. “He’s one of us now, even if he doesn’t realize it.”


They nodded doubtfully. Niara felt
a different source of dread. Giorn. He
was in there somewhere. Does he live?


She moved up the stairs toward the
high doors, where a pair of guards stopped her. She wasn’t sure, but she
thought they were Raugst’s men. 


“Admit me.” She made it an order.


“Lord Raugst said you might be
following him,” one said. “He ordered us not to let you in.”


Yes,
Niara thought. He was very angry when he
left the temple. Hopefully he’s calmed.


“I am High Priestess,” she said,
straightening her back and leveling her gaze like a weapon. “You will do as I
say. Now let me in!” Ignoring the pain that flared from her hips, she strode forward,
as if confident they would step aside.


They moved closer together and
crossed their spears before her.


“No.”


She nodded to her priestesses. They
returned the gesture tersely, grabbed the white stones about their necks,
muttered a short prayer, and began to glow.


The guards swore. One coiled his
arms, ready to thrust his weapon through Hiatha. That shocked Niara; she knew
they were Raugst’s men, but that he had given them permission to slay a
priestess could only mean that he was ready to end this farce. Thiersgald’s
time was almost up.


The priestesses blazed with white
light and threw a flash toward each soldier. The soldiers cried out, dropped
their weapons and fell to the stairs, where they twitched and groaned, drool
running from their mouths. Niara made a sign to ward off evil. Only complete
devotion to the dark powers could bring about such a response. Hopefully these
guards were men Raugst had brought in from outside and not true Fiarthans; Niara
could not bear the thought that Fiarthans would succumb to evil so thoroughly.


Hiatha wiped sweat from her brow.
“We cannot . . . the light . . .” Both priestesses breathed heavily. 


“I know,” Niara said. “Whatever’s
weakening us is getting stronger.”


“Even the stones emanate a . . . a
darkness. So weak . . .”


“Come.”


Niara shoved open the doors and led
the way down the main hall. She followed voices to the feasting hall, where
Raugst’s lieutenants were piling dead bodies—scores of them—onto carts, then
draping the carts with sheets to hide the contents. Niara clamped a hand over
her mouth to keep from gasping and indicated that her priestesses should keep
silent. She led on, past the feasting hall, sticking to the shadows and moving carefully
to avoid being seen. Her pelvis pained her still, and she winced at every step.
I’d best get used to aches and pains. I’m
truly mortal now. Before she might have lived for hundreds of years,
perhaps even forever, there was no way to be certain, but now . . . 


Who were those dead men in the
feasting hall? Where was Raugst? Giorn? It was like an alien place she was
walking into, a dreamscape, not a place she had been a thousand times and more.


Footsteps around the bend. Perhaps
a dozen soldiers. Niara and her priestesses shrank into an alcove and waited till
they passed by, then continued on toward the Throne Room. At the high archway,
two more guards waited.


Niara didn’t bother to engage these
two in conversation. At her order, light flashed from her sisters and the
guards crumpled mewling to the floor. Again, their reactions dismayed her. 


“No more,” Hiatha gasped. She
looked wan.


Cirais nodded. “We’re too weak,
Mother. The stones . . . they’re like anchors, dragging us down . . .”


Niara nodded. “Hopefully we won’t
need to use them anymore tonight. Now come, we’re almost there.”


She stepped over the
still-twitching bodies of the guards and into the Throne Room. High, thick
columns lined the chamber, hung with tapestries depicting great battles against
the shadow, as well as simpler ones depicting hunting scenes or marriages, or
particular heroes of lore.


And there, hunched upon the throne
and drinking from a bejeweled goblet, was Raugst. He looked weary and troubled.
Good.


A half dozen of his lieutenants
grouped around him, taking orders, but they spun as Niara and her sisters
marched up. Hands flew to sword hilts. Niara halted, alert, and her sisters
tensed to either side.


“Stay your hands,” Raugst said. “They’re
not a threat to me.”


“But tonight is the night!” said
one. “We can risk no interference.”


Raugst smiled patiently. “Stay your
hand, or I’ll take it off.”


With obvious reluctance, the
soldiers assumed more relaxed positions, but they did not take their eyes off
Niara and her sisters.


 “Perhaps we can have some privacy,” Niara
said.


Raugst nodded. “So be it. Lads, you
have your instructions. See to them.”


Grumbling, the men moved off,
casting backward glances at Niara as they went, and when they were gone she
relaxed.


“Pull up a chair,” Raugst told her.
“And some for your lasses.”


“We’re not tired,” Hiatha said,
though she still looked sickly.


Niara allowed herself a small
smile. “Some might not be.”
Approaching Raugst, she saw that he appeared disheveled.


For a long moment, they just stared
at each other. There was no malice in his dark eyes, only sadness and a sense
of . . . confusion.


He let out a sigh. “What did you do
to me, woman?” It had become a mantra.


Gently, she laid a hand on one of
his. He did now draw it away. “I released you from the Dark One’s power. His hold
on you is gone.”


He frowned, raised the goblet to
his lips, downed its contents in one swallow and refilled it from the jug on
his armrest.


“And who said I wanted it gone?” he
said. “Now I’m no one. I have no home. No purpose . . .” He took another sip
and grimaced. “Even the wine’s not as sweet.”


She knelt beside him, ignoring the
muttering from Hiatha and Cirais behind her. They would not like her apparently
kneeling before Raugst. They did not understand that she needed to show support
for him, not arrogance. She should not be standing over him now.


“You do have purpose,” she said, “now more than ever. You must do what’s
right.”


He sneered. “And what’s that?”


“You know what it is.”


He looked away. “To save the city .
. . to betray my people.”


“They are yours no longer. We are.”


His eyes focused on her again, as
if just seeing her. “You . . . my
people?” He snorted. “I think not. You’re a child of the Larenth—or you were. I’m
a son of Oslog. I was raised in a city of men deep in the heart of that great
empire. I prayed and worshipped to the Great One every day of my life, and every
day I attended sacrifices in His honor. All my life I was assured of a
place beyond life, a place in the Master’s service. And so it was. I died, but
my spirit went to Him, and He gave me new bodies, new tasks, and always it was
for Him. Everything—for Him! My whole life, and beyond, wrapped in His shadow,
His loving shadow. And now here I am, ripped violently from it, from Him. And
told by one of His enemies to betray
my mission and save this pitiful city!” Glaring, he downed this cup of wine as
well and reached for the bottle.


Niara stopped him with a hand on
his wrist. “Easy, Raugst. I know this is hard for you. Of course it is. But
don’t pretend that I don’t know hardness, as well. Do you know what I gave up
to take you from His shadow? Do you know what I sacrificed to make you free?” She
heard the brittleness in her voice and made herself take a breath. “I gave up
eternity, Raugst. Eternity. Immortality.
For you. All of my grace, my light. For
the good that you can do.”


Hiatha and Cirais muttered at her
back.


This time he did not look away. He
studied her, grave and sad. “Then you are a fool. I can do no good. I am—”


“You are baron, and you’re the only one who has any sway over your agents,
or Vrulug for that matter.” 


His hand fell away from the wine
jug. “I think I know what must be done. I’ve been sitting here, playing my part
with my men, but my mind has been concocting one plan after another, discarding
them one by one, trying to figure a way out of this mess.”


“And? You’ve thought of something?”



“Aye, I have a notion. You won’t
like it—I don’t like it—but it’s all
there is. I can’t simply step down and let Fria rule. My men would kill her,
and me, and one of them would replace me. Literally. One of my lieutenants,
probably Kragt, would take this shape, or convince others that he had long
enough to open the Gates for Vrulug.”


A trifle nervously, she asked, “So
what is it? What’s your plan?”


His eyes glinted, and once more he
was his lively, conniving self. “You shall see.”


She was not sure if she should feel
reassured or horrified by his return to form. She took in a breath, held it. Now
had come time to ask him the question she’d been dreading. “Giorn,” she said
softly. “Where is he?” Giorn, I am so
sorry. You were dead . . .


“I don’t know,” Raugst told her. “Fria’s
hidden him somewhere.”


Niara breathed a sigh of relief. 


The doors of the Throne Room burst
open and in walked Kragt and several of his men. They looked dirty and weary,
but excited.


“We did it!” Kragt announced. “We
followed the secret tunnels to where they come out near a waterfall beyond Lord
Vrulug’s camp.”


Raugst grinned. “Excellent. You’ve
mapped it, I trust?”


“Yes, my lord. And it needs mapping. A windy way it is, with
many side-tunnels going hither and thither. A few of my men are still down
there, lost. They’ll miss all the fun.”


“Is this part of your plan?” Niara
said.


Raugst ignored her. “Any sign of
Giorn Wesrain?”


“Nothing,” Kragt said. “He must
still be here in the castle somewhere, or down a side-tunnel.” His eyes fell on
Niara and the priestesses. Hiatha and Cirais bristled. Niara could almost see
the hairs standing up on their necks.


Kragt’s men, by contrast, hunched
up and actually drew back their lips from their teeth, which were now sharper
than they should be.


“Relax,” Raugst said. “These girls
aren’t our enemies anymore.” He stroked Niara’s head as though she were a pet,
and she flinched away. He laughed.


The action seemed to amuse Kragt,
and his men stood straighter and lowered their lips. Niara, who had been
gripping the white stone she wore about her own neck, ready to channel its
power like her sisters had channeled theirs, let her hand drop away.


“Can we have a go?” Kragt asked.


“They’re all mine,” Raugst said,
rubbing Niara’s lips with his thumb. She suppressed her rage, though she did
think he was enjoying it a bit too much. “Now go and enjoy yourselves. But no
raping or killing. We can’t have the people turn on us yet.”


Kragt seemed confused. “But isn’t
tonight the night?”


Raugst pulled a face as though he
were mulling things over. “Perhaps, perhaps not. There may be a way to increase
our Lord’s blow against the Crescent, to make it even more damaging.”


Satisfied, Kragt bowed and
withdrew.


Niara turned a concerned eye on
Raugst. “Make it more damaging?”


“Yes, what is this?” Hiatha
demanded.


He laughed at their looks of
concern. “A pretty lie, do not worry.”


Niara worried.


Raugst stood, swayed, caught
himself. He chuckled and stepped down from the dais, his crimson cape flowing
behind him.


“Where do you go?” Niara said.


“The tunnels,” he called over his
shoulder, his voice one of good humor. He was making for the door. “I go to
meet with His Imminence, Lord Vrulug of Wegredon, favorite of the One. We will
have a palaver wherein we will determine the fate of your world.”


He swept through the doorway and
was gone.


Niara and her priestesses gaped at
each other. Niara held her head in her hands. “What have I done? Have I
neutered the monster or birthed him?”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
16



 

Raugst was glad of the chance to vent his problems. It made
them lighter somehow, easier to bear. Yet it did not remove them. He was not
sure anything could. Oh, he did have a plan, desperate and illogical though it
was, but he was not sure it would save them. It might only make things worse. It
might be . . . too successful.


He took the map from Kragt and
appointed Kragt to act for him while he was away.


“You really go before Lord Vrulug?”
Kragt asked, awe in his voice.


Raugst smiled. “I do.” Vrulug might
as well be an Omkar, such reverence did Kragt show him. But, then, Kragt and
his ilk would never have met the wolf-lord. At best they had only seen him from
afar, at some speech or gathering.


“What will you discuss?” Kragt pressed.
“He’s attacking right now. What more’s there to talk about?”


Raugst clapped him on the shoulder,
a familiar gesture but one that reminded Kragt of his place. “The future of the
War,” he said. “But that is for us to decide, not you.”


For a moment Kragt fumbled for
words, and it seemed he was reminded of just whom Raugst was, how high he was
in the Master’s service. The fact that he could actually sway the course of the
War obviously impressed Kragt.


“Yes, my lord,” was all he said, and
he bowed his head as he said it.

“That’s better. Now I must go. It wouldn’t do for Vrulug to conquer Thiersgald
without my leave.” Raugst laughed. “Remember, don’t open the Gates while I’m
away.”


“As you say, my lord.”


“That is most important. Open the
Gates and I will flay you alive and force you to devour the pieces as I do so. And
that’s just for starters.”


Kragt visibly flinched, aware that
Raugst had done worse.


“Good,” Raugst said, then departed,
taking his handful of men with him. He led them into the catacombs and from
there into the secret passageway. All carried torches, and the light shifted
and flared, little blobs of liquid flame searing the darkness, the wounds healing
as soon as the lights moved on. From time to time Raugst felt the reverberation
of a crash as a siege engine roared above, but otherwise all was still and silent
save for the drip of water or the screech of rats. His men kept silent at his
back. Likely they both dreaded and anxiously anticipated meeting Lord Vrulug,
but Raugst was the most anxious of all. What if Vrulug sensed the change in
him? What if he knew?


Vrulug was a true son of Gilgaroth,
the Dark One, and Mogra, the Shadow-Weaver. He was a veritable god in his own
right, great and powerful. He was steeped in the Dark One’s shadow, a part of
it, made of it, while Raugst had
simply been surrounded and sheltered by it.


It was for that reason that Raugst
had served Vrulug for hundreds of years, ranging as the leader of a pack of lurum-cruvalen that protected the
forests around Wegredon. He had served Vrulug well and faithfully, and the
wolf-lord had found occasion to send him on several vital tasks, similar to the
one he was presently on, though this one’s import was greater by far. It had
all been leading to this, he knew, this one glorious assignment, the assignment
to collapse Felgrad and breach the Crescent Union. Then the Crescent would
fall, and, without it to shield them, the northlands would crumble, and the world
would belong to Gilgaroth, its rightful Heir. But now it had all gone horribly,
horribly wrong, and Raugst was risking death and worse—much worse—by what he
was about to do.


Still, he saw no choice, save to
let Thiersgald fall. That in itself was tempting, and if Niara had not played
on his all-too-human guilt he might have done it. But she had, and here he was.
And Thiersgald was important, he did not lie to himself. Should Thiersgald
fall, Fiarth, the most powerful barony in Felgrad, would buckle, and without
Fiarth, Felgrad would collapse. And when Felgrad collapsed, the Crescent would
be breached, the Alliance
shattered, and the rest of the Crescent states would be easy pickings. It all
hinged on Thiersgald. Should Thiersgald fall, so too would the world. It was up
to Raugst to avert this, the very thing he had been raised to desire above all.


As he passed beneath the city wall,
he could feel and hear the great roar of armies clashing above. Dust rained
down, the tunnel shook, and for a moment he thought it might cave in. When it
didn’t, he wiped dust from his eyes and pressed on. The tunnel seemed to
stretch forever, but at last he saw light ahead—dim and gray, but light just
the same.


He emerged beneath a waterfall and took
the opportunity to wash himself of the dust and grime and stench the tunnel had
coated him with, and his men did likewise.


Dripping wet, he took them up out
of the defile and appraised the rear of the Borchstog army, which was all a
surging, roiling chaos, at least on first glance, but further observation
showed shrewd formations and restless order. The Borchstogs and their generals
lived for war. They studied it, trained for it, and practiced it with religious
fervor. To them, it was a religion. War
was the only thing to bring the Master’s enemies to their knees, the only way
for Him to retake the world. 


Not only did they exult in war, they
excelled at it. Raugst watched the progress of the battle for awhile, saw the
Borchstogs scaling the walls and assaulting the men with all their force, all
their passion. It was breathtaking. Raugst had witnessed and participated in
many battles, but none this grand.


As he moved toward the Borchstog
positions, roars, screams and thuds sounded in the distance. This isn’t wise, Raugst old boy. With
every step his mind spun, fleshing out his mad scheme.


Vrulug had established Borchstog
positions to guard the rear, and it wasn’t long before dark shapes leapt out
and surrounded Raugst’s party. Anticipating this, he had ordered his men not to
move when it happened.


“Who are you?” the Borchstog leader
demanded in Oslogon. He seemed calm enough, even relaxed. War was his natural
element.


“I am Raugst, Baron of Fiarth,”
Raugst answered in the same tongue. He drew himself up to his full height,
though this was still less than the Borchstog’s, and let his cape swirl about
him. “I’ve come to barter with Lord Vrulug.”


The Borchstog drew back. Raugst
wondered how much of the plan Vrulug had told his soldiers. It was possible the
Borchstogs didn’t even know that Raugst was on their side. 


“Come with me,” the Borchstog
captain said.


Raugst and his men fell in with the
Borchstog captain, and the Borchstog troops flanked them—herded them—both
protectors and captors. 


The breeze gusted up from the south
with sudden violence, hot and vile, bringing with it the stench of Oslog. Before
tonight, Raugst had basked in the southern winds. Now they disgusted him. He
tried to hide it.


The Borchstog leader, whose name was
Uvrastig, led Raugst and his men into the Borchstog camp, and Raugst struggled
not to gag on the stench of rotting meat. They passed countless rings of black
tents, all empty now, their occupants battling along the city wall, and edged
around a courtyard filled with poles rearing toward the black sky. On each was
tied or nailed a naked human, man or woman, for when the Borchstogs were not
warring, they enjoyed torturing their enemies. The women must have come from
the townships this company had attacked prior to Thiersgald. Raugst saw that
there must be more than a thousand humans. He had known he’d see this, but it
was still a shock. Before, he might have been pleased by the sight, even asked
the opportunity to skin a human himself, but not now. He couldn’t even meet the
gazes of the people on the poles.


Uvrastig showed him into the inner
rings, where the tents were high, sharp and blood red. Many of them were
occupied by the Borchstog sorcerer-priests, the leaders of the Borchstog communities.
Inside their circles stood a circle of off-white tents, the abodes of Vrulug’s
personal priests with their maggot-white skin and nose-less faces. At their
very center stood the highest tent of all, crimson and guarded by demons.


“Vrulug’s command tent,” Uvrastig
said. “Here we wait.”


They waited. Raugst studied the horrible,
demonic guards, worse than Borchstogs, that stood to either side of the tent’s
entry, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling. The guards looked somewhat
like charred human corpses with roaches and maggots crawling over them, but
their eyes were hollow, looking into black gulfs. The creatures seemed empty,
mere husks, their bodies kept upright and moving only by the sheer will of
their fell souls. When Raugst looked closely, he could see a faint dark wisp
rise from their empty eye sockets, their nostrils, and their mouths, as if
smoke filled them—smoke, or the Abyss. They remained immobile, and because they
did not have true eyes Raugst could not tell if they even noticed him.


He sat down on a troll skull and
waited. Crows and vultures wheeled overhead, from time to time descending to
pick at the men and women tied to poles, some of whom were able to frighten
them off, or alighting on the ground to nibble on the corpses or pieces of
corpses the Borchstogs had casually strewn about the camp.


This place made Raugst edgy. It
smelled of death and offal and sulfur; this last issued from the tents of the
necromancers. The Omkar alone knew what sorceries they practiced.


To Uvrastig, he said, “Send a
runner to Vrulug. Tell him that I’m here, and that it’s urgent I speak with
him.”


Uvrastig grumbled but complied. At
last a company of Borchstogs detached from the battle and marched into camp. At
their head strode a gaggle of black-robed priests with ghastly white skin, all
grouped around Vrulug. Steam poured from his wolvish mouth when he exhaled, and
his bat-like wings flexed restlessly behind him, spraying blood. Raugst did not
see the Moonstone anywhere on him. Where was he keeping it?


Raugst bowed, while his men dropped
to one knee and lowered their heads.


“Raugst,” Vrulug said. He touched
Raugst's head, honoring him, and Raugst could feel his heat as he neared. 


“Master,” Raugst said.


“Why are you here?” Vrulug asked. “You
should be in the city. You should have opened the gates by now. I was beginning
to wonder what kept you. And now I find you here?”
He shook his head. “Speak”


Raugst forced himself to smile with
his old, devilish charm. “I have a plan.”


Vrulug stared, and Raugst did not
like the appraising, measuring look in his eyes. There were bits of flesh
matted in his fur. The wolf-lord sighed and gestured to the tent flap. “Let us
talk in private.”


They entered the tent, passing
between the charred demon-things. The creatures radiated coldness where Vrulug
radiated heat. Raugst had seen them before at Wegredon, but they kept mainly to
the shadows and had never posed a threat to him. Now, though, with the change
that had come over him, they worried him greatly. Inside Vrulug’s tent the air
was warm, even hot, and darkness hid most everything. Raugst received only dim
impressions of strange machines rearing all about, and huddled, feminine (and a
few masculine) forms lying naked here and there, bound by chains to the floor. Raugst
could not tell if the dimness was due to his change or Vrulug’s sorcery; Vrulug
might want none to be able to see his chambers. Perhaps he kept the Moonstone
somewhere here—or wanted others to think he did. There was no way to know for
sure.


“Sit,” Vrulug said, and Raugst took
a seat on the furs that lined the room, careful not to fumble about.


Despite his blood-covered
appearance, Vrulug sounded patient and warm, and he spoke as one equal to
another. “Drink,” he said.


Raugst accepted a glass and took a
sip: spiced wine laced with elvish blood. He tried to hide his grimace but was
not sure if he succeeded. Omkar damn that
woman! Previously this had been his favorite drink, and Vrulug knew it
well, was catering to him. Many times over the years Raugst and he had dined
together, Raugst taking his human form and coming to feasts and gatherings held
by the wolf-lord, sometimes even coming to visit Vrulug in private. Raugst was
the wolf-lord’s protector, one of his highest and closest servants.


Vrulug was a friend.


Raugst sighed, tasting the wine,
looking through the darkness at the dim shape of the wolf-lord and reflecting
on what he’d lost.


“So what is this plan that’s important
enough to delay the battle?” Vrulug’s voice sounded friendly, but beneath the
surface lurked an unmistakable threat. Raugst was aware that Vrulug did not
have the numbers to take Thiersgald by force, not until the Eresine Bridge
was rebuilt; he needed Raugst to open the gates for him. Even now, while the
battle raged, Vrulug was wasting good soldiers.


“It’s simply this,” Raugst said,
taking another sip. “If I open the gates and admit your armies, Thiersgald will
fall. But what about the rest of the barony?”


Vrulug shrugged. “With Thiersgald
fallen, Fiarth will fold. And with it gone, and with the armies that will come
across the Eresine shortly, the rest of Felgrad will be washed away. Not even
the priestesses of the Moon-witch will be able to stop us now that we have the
Stone.”


And
where is that? “Yes, but that will get many Borchstogs killed. We won’t be
able to withstand Felgrad’s allies when they come to her aid.”


“If they ever do. We are harrying
their borders, as well.”


“Yes, and even more Borchstogs
die.”


Vrulug frowned, visible even in the
darkness. “Raugst . . . my friend . . . what is this plan of yours?” He did not
need to add that it had better be good.


Trying to appear relaxed, at ease, Raugst
said, “A Borchstog’s duty is to die, and I do enjoy watching them fulfill their
lot. They’re dirty and loud. I’ve been a wolf for too long, perhaps. I enjoy
the cleanness and quiet of the forest. Still, even I have to acknowledge they
have their uses, and I think it imperative that we preserve as many of them as
we can in case our foes to the north are tougher than we think.”


“Yes?”


Raugst laughed. “Don’t you see, my
friend? We don’t need for them to
die. Let the humans die for us.”


Vrulug’s stare turned curious. “How?”


Raugst shook his head ruefully. “You
really don’t see, do you? I’m Baron, Vrulug. Baron. Ruler of the largest barony in a land of large baronies. I
wield a powerful force. And Fiarth is a popular barony, well-liked by the
others. If I can get the other baronies on my side, and array them against the
King, I can topple Felgrad itself without
losing a single Borchstog life!” He stood up, chest heaving. “I will be
King!”


Vrulug sipped his wine, and Raugst
felt his blood cool as he waited. Vrulug was not a hasty decision-maker. He had
to mull things over, and this was a big one. Trying to conceal his nervousness
and impatience, Raugst sat back down, not wanting to loom over his master.


“Tell me more,” Vrulug said.


“Ha! I thought you’d like it. All
right, here’s the best part: once I’m King of Felgrad, I can send her armies against her allies in the Crescent! The
Crescent will be at civil war. Then,
when they’re in shambles, we can attack them and bring them down for good and
all.” He drained his glass, too excited to notice the taste. He wasn’t excited
by the plan itself necessarily, but by the deception inherent in presenting it.
Deceit was a heady game.


Vrulug pursed his wolf-lips. “I
don’t know . . . This is not the Master’s plan. I will need to commune with
Him.”


Raugst shivered. “As you will, my
lord.”



 

 



 

Fria heard voices as she passed the feasting hall.


“. . . acting oddly, I tell you.”


“Yes, I noticed it, too.”


“Something strange going on . . .”


She pressed her back to the wall
beside the doorway and listened. She’d been on her way to find Giorn a cane and
several other items he’d asked for, but that could wait.


“Perhaps I should open the gates,”
someone said. She thought it was the lean one, Kragt.


Fria felt her spine turn into a rod
of ice.


Someone else was saying, “. . . good
idea while he’s off with Lord Vrulug.”


“Exactly,” the one who must be Kragt
answered. “No one could stop me. I’m not afraid of him.”


There was some murmuring at this,
some in favor of it, some against. 


Gathering up her courage, Fria
moved to the archway and stepped through. No one paid her any mind. To them,
she was likely little more than a servant woman. She knew that now. She had
been lied to. Deceived. Used. The
word left a bitter taste in her mouth, but she must push past it. Perhaps she
could be of some value yet.


Kragt sat on a table, eating a leg
of lamb with his bare hands. His men—Raugst’s men—busied themselves by loading
Hanen and his hundred on carts. There were not enough carts, and Kragt’s men
were forced to pile the corpses five and more deep, then rope them down so they
didn’t spill off. It was taking some time, and it was a gory, nasty business. Fria
tried not to look.


“You cannot go against Lord
Raugst,” one of the men said, holding down a body while he tied it down. There
were several beneath it, and the body kept trying to slide off. “He’s the
chosen of Master Vrulug.”


“I know,” said Kragt, too sharply. His
eyes strayed to Fria, looked her up and down. Nervously, she sank to her knees
and began rubbing at a bloodstain with a nearby rag. There were maids about
doing likewise; Raugst’s men were watching them carefully.


Fria could feel Kragt’s eyes on her.
Then evidently his thoughts distracted him, and he said to his men, “Normally I
would never consider such a thing, of course, but I tell you, he was acting
strangely. Not himself.” He ripped
off a bite of lamb and chased it down with a swig of wine.


“That’s true, sir,” one said. “I
saw it, too.”


“He was acting queer,” another
agreed.


“But he’s Lord Raugst!” said a
third.


“Aye. Who are we to gainsay him?”


Fria scrubbed harder. On her hands
and knees, she made toward Kragt. The stench in here was awful. How could these
men stand it? They must be used to the reek of death. Perhaps they even enjoyed
it. If they truly did serve the Enemy, they might not even be entirely human. 


She inched closer. She was
surrounded by death and villains, at the mercy of forces much more powerful
than herself, and Giorn was waiting for her. But this is important, she thought. The gates! They must not open the gates!


“Like I said,” Kragt continued,
“normally I wouldn’t even think of questioning Raugst. But . . . tonight . . .”
He tossed down a gulp of wine. “Perhaps I should just give the order to open
the gates.”


“But he said there was a way to
kill even more of the enemy.”


“Aye, don’t do it, my lord,” said
one. 


“Oh, I don’t know,” said another. Fria
looked up to see him run his grimy, blood-encrusted hands across his square
bald dome. “Lord Vrulug might thank us for it. Raugst might not even be
conferring with him, for all we know.”


“What are you saying?” 


The bald one shrugged. “Could be
Raugst is over with the true generals, the Fiarthan loyalists, conferring,
conspiring, meaning to bring down Lord Vrulug. We only have his word he was
going to the wolf-lord, and that’s a fact.”


Angry murmuring rose from most of
them, but some just looked thoughtful. Kragt ripped another bite off the lamb
and smacked his lips noisily.


Fria, still scrubbing, moved
closer.


“That’s a point,” Kragt admitted. “He
could be with the enemy.” He drained his cup of wine, burped. “All I know is
that our ‘stogs are attacking and they need those gates open.”


“Lord Raugst ordered you not to,”
growled one of the men, spreading a corpse across an over-laden cart.


“Yes, and that’s just why I
consider him so suspect.”


“That’s Master Vrulug’s decision to
make, not yours.”


“Raugst left me in charge. It’s my
decision.”


They stared at each other. At last
the man standing over the cart began tying down the corpse. “As you will,” he
muttered.


Kragt nodded. Again his eyes fell
on Fria. She was quite close now. “And what do you here?” he asked.


Hesitantly, she raised her face to
him. She closed her left eye, not wanting it to distract him. Or, more
properly, she wanted the rest of her to
distract him. He was vacillating, swinging one way, then the other. If she
could get his mind on other things . . .


“Just cleaning, my lord,” she said.


“I’m not your lord, and you are not
a servant.” He climbed down from the table. One of his hands grasped her upper
arm and hauled her almost gently upright. “What does a baroness do, scraping up
blood from a floor?”


She stared up into his lean,
wolfish face. “I just . . . just wanted to be of service. It seems I have no
place now. I was only trying to create one. To be useful.”


The bald man snorted. “Likely! She
was spying on us, or I’m a fool.”


“You are a fool,” said another, “but that doesn’t mean she wasn’t
spying.”


Kragt looked down into Fria’s face.
“Is that true?”


She hung her head. “I . . . I did want to know what’s going on.”


“And? What do you think? Is Raugst
genuine or false?”


“I . . . I do not know what you
mean . . .” She was trembling, and she wanted to faint dead away. Her knees
shook, and her head buzzed. They were all staring at her.


“What are you asking her for,
anyway?” said one of the men. “She can only answer one way.”


“True,” said Kragt. He reached out
and stroked her cheek. His fingers were grimy, but warm. “She is a daughter of
the men of the North. A fair one, though.”


They laughed.


She studied him. There could be no
mistaking the desire in his eyes. Had he always wanted her? 


“She’s Raugst’s,” someone said.


Kragt’s eyes did not leave Fria. “Yes.
She is.”


That’s
what he liked about her. He ran a hand through her golden hair, and again
several of the men chuckled. She trembled but kept herself from pulling away.


“There is one thing,” she said, trying to suppress the quaver in her
voice.


“Yes?” His voice was thick. She half
feared he would take her right then, in front of the others and surrounded by
death.


“If you open the gate,” she made
herself say, “what will Raugst do to you?”


“Let him try his worst. I’m not
afraid of him.”


She hesitated. Saying anything else
would reveal that she knew whose side they were on. Then again, they didn’t
seem too concerned about that any more. Likely they counted on fear to keep
their secret . . . for however long it needed to be kept.


“Well,” she said, “then if you do
open the gate, and Raugst is acting
on Vrulug’s behalf, what do you think Vrulug
will do to you?”


Slowly, he removed his hand from
her hair, and a speculating look came into his eyes. The others waited. Please, Fria thought. Please let this work.


At last, grudgingly, Kragt nodded.
“Fair . . . and smart.” His eyes ran
her up and down. “Too good for the likes of Raugst. What is his . . . could be mine.”


She dropped her gaze demurely. Let
him think what he would.


“So you’ll leave the gates alone?”
one of the men said.


Kragt paused, then gave a single
nod. “To hell with them. I’m not afraid of Raugst, but Vrulug . . . Let this
little charade continue, if that’s what must happen. There are interesting . .
. diversions . . . here.” Again his gaze strayed to Fria.


She retreated from the room. She
thought Kragt might call out to her, might halt her and ravish her, but it
seemed being the wife of Raugst still had some meaning, and when she turned her
head to look back she saw Kragt loading bodies onto the carts once more, though
not without a glance in her direction. Fria breathed a sigh of relief and
slipped away.



 

 



 

While Raugst waited without the wolf-lord’s tent, Vrulug
sent runners to confer with the Borchstog generals, and the host moved back
from the walls. The battle, for the moment, was over. Raugst told himself that
at least he had bought Thiersgald some time.


The Borchstogs returned, bearing
thrashing Fiarthans in their nets—soldiers caught during the fighting. As
Raugst watched on helplessly, they were tortured on the spot. Some survived
long enough to be nailed onto the poles. They were stripped, whipped, beaten,
and then the Borchstogs truly proceeded to make sport with them.


Ol
Undracost, it was called. The Art. Borchstogs were cruel, malicious things,
but it was more than that. To hear the screams of their victims was to know the
impotence of their victims’ gods. The Omkarathons, the gods of the light, such
as Brunril and Illiana, were weak and scattered. They could not even save their
own worshippers. As the Fiarthans screamed in pain, the Borchstogs laughed and
made gestures of blessing. By torturing their victims, they honored their
Master and shamed His enemies.


Raugst watched them with their
needles and knives and turned away. He heard the screams of women, and men too,
boys mostly, from the larger tents as higher-ranking Borchstogs enjoyed their
personal captives. Raugst ground his teeth.


“My lord, are you all right?” It
was one of his men.


Raugst realized he was shaking and
sweaty. Steady, Raugst, he told
himself. Steady. Screams and torment are
mother’s milk.


He laughed. “Just a bit tense. I
stopped the battle because I had a plan.
What if the Great One disapproves?”


The others paled. If their leader
was taken for torture and sport, it was possible they would be considered
guilty by association. They asked no further questions about Raugst’s
anxiousness, but several did ask to be excused so that they could participate
in ol Undracost. Raugst refused under
the pretext that they might have to leave at any moment.


He didn’t follow his own orders. A
pair of nearby Borchstogs had nailed a cursing Fiarthan soldier to a post and
were flaying the skin from his thigh. They laughed as they shoved the bloody
wad between his lips. The man snapped at them, but they were too quick. “Eat it!”
they shouted. “Eat!” He tried to spit out the wad, but they cuffed him and
threatened to peel the skin from his privates next. 


Raugst stalked over. “Fools! You’re
doing it all wrong.”


The Borchstogs were large, nasty
creatures, taller than he was, their shoulders broad, their arms and legs thick
with muscle. Their skulls were heavy, their heads hard, and their red eyes were
set deep so as to be difficult to gouge. Thick, sharp teeth glistened in their
mouths. Their flesh was as black as tar, and covered in drying red blood. Flies
buzzed about them.


Raugst ripped the flaying knife out
of the larger one’s hands. “Let me show you.”


They grumbled but stepped back.


“The skin on the neck is very
tender,” Raugst explained. “It causes much more pain than the skin of the
thigh. Look.” He raised the flaying knife to the man’s neck. The soldier
thrashed and cursed him. Beads of sweat ran into the man’s eyes. Raugst grabbed
him by the hair, stilling his head, then pressed the blade down. “Like this,”
he said over his shoulder. He pressed down . . .


Blood spurted him in his eye. A
stream of crimson erupted from the soldier’s neck.


“Curse it!” Raugst said. “I’ve hit
his jugular.” The man sagged, dying, his lifeblood spraying the muddy ground. His
agonies were ending, instead of beginning. “Well, you get the idea,” he said to
the Borchstogs, shoving the knife back into its owner’s hands.


The demons cursed him as he walked
away.


Vrulug emerged from his high, sharp
tent and approached Raugst. Smiling hideously, he bowed slightly, and Raugst
returned the gesture, wiping the blood out of his eyes. Fear made his throat
dry. Was Vrulug smiling because Gilgaroth had accepted the plan or because
Vrulug would get the chance to torture a spy? Agents of the Great One loved little
more than torturing enemy agents.


“What says He?” Raugst asked,
hearing the raggedness in his voice.


Vrulug’s smile widened. He let the
suspense gather a moment longer, then let out a breath. “He says He appointed
me to lead this campaign and I can alter it how I see fit.”


“And so? What have you decided?”


Vrulug clapped him on the shoulder.
Raugst started. “You may do it,” the wolf-lord said. “I don’t know how you plan
to gather the support of the other barons and dukes, especially against their
beloved King, but if you can do what you say . . . it would be, ah, amusing.” His smile widened to show
sharp, slaver-coated teeth.


“Excellent.” The knot in Raugst’s
chest began to unwind. “There is a way you can help.” Quickly Raugst outlined
what he needed, and it wasn’t long before he had the papers he required. 


“Thank you,” he said. “I will make
you proud.”


“I have no doubt.” Vrulug gestured
to a comely young woman in chains being ushered toward Vrulug’s tent. “Would
you like to amuse yourself before you return? It’s a while still to daybreak.”


Raugst shook his head, half
smiling. “I’d best get back. With the battle over, I’ll be expected to oversee
the clean-up.”


Now doubt did touch Vrulug’s eyes. The
claw that lay on Raugst’s shoulder tightened, drawing blood. His dark eyes bore
deep into Raugst, and the wolf-lord’s nostrils widened, as if trying to actually
smell deceit.


“Are you sure?” he said, his voice
unnaturally mild. “If not a girl, then a boy, perhaps?”


Raugst glanced at the girl. Her
eyes were red with tears, and her shoulders hitched. Still, she had not been
used too terribly. It was obvious that she had been saved for Vrulug. She was
beautiful. Perhaps . . . 


“No time,” Raugst said. “If I don’t
return, my people will get suspicious.”


“Your people?” That look of doubt intensified. “Are we not your people?”


Raugst cursed himself. “Of course,
my lord. You know that’s not what I meant. I suppose I’m letting this whole
notion of being king affect me.” He laughed at himself.


“Yes,” Vrulug said, but he said the
word very slowly.


Raugst tried to look as indifferent
as he could.


Wind hissed and sighed. Tents
flapped. Women wailed, and Borchstogs grunted rhythmically. Men on poles
screamed.


“You know,” said Vrulug at last, “I
think it might be wise for one of my
people to go with you. To help you out, as it were.”


Raugst tried to hide his dismay. “I’m
quite capable of handling things on my own, I assure you.”


“Oh, I have no doubt. But you never
know when an extra pair of hands can come in handy.” 


“Truly, I—”


“No.” Vrulug’s voice brooked no argument. The laughter was gone. “You
will accept one of my lieutenants into your fold, and he or she will speak
directly for me, even if that means countermanding your own orders.” He flicked
his dark eyes to the men Raugst had brought with him, making sure they
understood the ramifications of this. Nervously, their gazes going from Vrulug
to Raugst, they nodded. 


Vrulug withdrew.


Raugst scowled at his men, finding
that they couldn’t meet his gaze. Nevertheless, they did not seem about to cow
to him, either, which in itself was disturbing. 


Presently Vrulug returned, at his
side what appeared to be a human woman, tall and beautiful, with long black
hair and green eyes, clad in exotic clothes that seemed composed in large part
of sparkling green scales, though Raugst could see this was just a trick of her
tailor.


She curtsied to him. “It’s been
awhile,” she said, almost purring.


“So it has,” he agreed, inclining
his head. Saria! Omkar damn me! She
was nearly as powerful as Vrulug.


“Saria will accompany you,” Vrulug
said. “She’ll merely be an observer unless the time comes when she must step
forward. When that happens, she acts on my
behalf.” He lowered his long, wolvish head, letting his eyes bore deeply into
Raugst’s. “Act wisely, dear friend.”


Raugst tried to swallow, but the
spittle would not go past the knot in his throat.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
17



 

The scuffle of footsteps echoed loudly in the tight confines
of the catacombs, and they were all Giorn could hear, save his labored
breathing and the tap of his cane.


“What’s this?” he asked.


They’d come to a squat hall with
rooms to either side. These had been empty rooms when Giorn had left, but now
he saw tombs on each side. Feeling something tear in his heart, he limped into
one room and stood over the stone-carved sarcophagus, fashioned to resemble a
bearded warrior king—Harin Wesrain, as he had been years ago. Though the
representation was idealized, and Harin in life had not been particularly
war-like, Giorn recognized him instantly.


“Father . . .” 


He ran his unmaimed hand over the
tomb, patting his father’s chest. 


Fria came up beside him. “It was a
lovely funeral. Niara sang The Passage to Sifril. It . . . was most beautiful.”


“I still can’t believe he’s gone.”


“Neither can I.”


Giorn forced himself to cross the
hallway and enter the next tomb, going slowly, his footsteps seeming to echo
forever. He moved to Meril’s sarcophagus and stared down at the chiseled
representation of his brother—flat and lifeless, he thought, devoid of the
devilish charm Meril had evinced in life. Yet it was him. There were his
chubby, babyish cheeks, there his full lips, his strong jaw, wavy hair.


“Meril . . .” Giorn laid his
forehead against the representation of his brother’s. It was disconcerting to
realize that Meril’s real forehead would be gray and rotting just inches
beneath the lid. “I’m sorry.” How could their last words have been in anger? And because of Raugst.


For a time, he stood there, staring
down at the sarcophagus, but then he noted Fria’s absence and turned to see her
silhouetted against the doorway. 


“Won’t you come in?” 


She shook her head. “I can’t.” Her
voice was thick. “He abandoned us, Gi. Abandoned Fiarth.” In a quieter voice,
half to herself, she said, “Craven.”


He hadn’t the time to explain to
her what must have really happened. He could not believe his brother would have
taken his own life, but Raugst had all the motive in the world. Sighing, he bid
Meril farewell and returned to the hallway. Time to go.


A secret passage connected the
catacombs to the castle’s dungeon, so Giorn was able to avoid the guards that
Raugst had surely posted at the entrance to the dungeon level. Giorn had
expected to find the cells teeming with dissenters, as it was always the way of
tyrants to populate their dungeons vigorously, but to his surprise the place
was largely empty. For some reason, this made Giorn hate Raugst all the more. The
traitor had the love of the people.


Fria must have seen his expression,
for she squeezed his arm. “He’s put on a good show, that’s all. Made the people
think he’s one of them.”


Giorn hobbled along on his cane,
wincing at every step. He said nothing.


“Don’t worry, Gi. We’ll find a way
to end him.”


He smiled humorlessly. “Oh, I’ve
thought of many ways. It’s just about all I can think of.”


She looked at him strangely and
said no more. She had seemed subdued since her foray into the castle.


Shortly they reached the cell of
Duke Yfrin at the end of a dank hallway, near a small, barred window. This was
about as good as conditions in the royal dungeons went—relative privacy and
natural light, even a view of the grounds if one strained one’s neck. Giorn
found the Duke drowsing in a corner, and Giorn smiled, this time with warmth. The
Duke looked rested and healthy, with a white, bushy head of hair and beard, and
a nose red from too much drink over the years.


Giorn cleared his throat.


The Duke blinked his eyes and
glanced up blankly. When he recognized Giorn, he exclaimed with surprise and
climbed to his feet.


“It cannot be! Look at you!” He
crossed to the bars and gripped them with pudgy hands. “What did they do to you, lad?”


“There’s no time to tell, my
friend. We must get you out of here.” When Fria had gone to fetch the cane, she
had also retrieved her set of the dungeon keys, passed on by Meril, and given
them to Giorn. Now Giorn produced the keys and shook them before the duke’s
widening eyes.


“Could it be that I’m still
dreaming?” said Yfrin.


“If so, don’t wake up. We’re on the
verge of getting out of here.”


Giorn unlocked the door, and Duke
Yfrin wrapped him in a tight hug, then embraced Fria. Even Fria’s handmaiden
got a kiss on the hand, which made her blush prettily. The Duke laughed.


“Shh,” Giorn said, putting the
stump of a finger to his lips. “We can’t let them hear us.”


The Duke’s expression fell, his
gaze settling on the finger. “What did
they do to you?”


“Never mind. We must hurry.”


“You mean he’s still in charge?” When Giorn nodded, Yfrin slumped. “When you
showed up, I thought . . . but no matter. I’m sure there’s still hope.”


“There is. Some of it depends on
you.”


“How my I help, my lord?”


“We must go to your home. We’ll go
through the secret tunnels and leave the city—it’s under siege—then make our
way afoot until we can find mounts somewhere. Fria’s supplied me with some
gold, so that shouldn’t be insurmountable, if you’ll pardon the pun.”


Duke Yfrin’s enthusiasm visibly waned.
“Afoot, and you with a cane . . .” He stared at Giorn’s shattered leg. “It’s
still bleeding . . .”


Yes,
and it burns like fire. The medicines the nurses had given Giorn had made
the pain bearable, but no more. “I know. The situation is less than ideal. Nevertheless
. . .”


“Gi’s right,” Fria said. “You can’t
stay here. You must get out of the city and rally the nobles against Raugst.”


“It’s the only way,” Giorn said.


“I wish I could give you horses,”
Fria said.


“The tunnels won’t accommodate
them.”


She nodded, then kissed his cheek. “Are
you sure you’ll be all right?”


Giorn smiled. “It has to be safer
than staying here. I need time to heal and gather supporters.” He paused. “Are
you certain you wish to stay? It won’t be safe now that Raugst has revealed
himself to you. And should the city fall . . .”


She looked down, and he saw the
telltale glimmer as tears coursed down her cheeks, but she did not make a
sound, nor did she let him see her face. A brave young woman, he realized.


“I’m sure,” she said. “It’s the
only way for me. Someone must keep an eye on him, and perhaps, if the
opportunity arises . . .”


“Don’t get yourself killed doing
it. I want to have some family to come back to when this is all over, and
you’re all there is.”


“I am still your uncle,” Duke Yfrin said. 


 “That you are,” Giorn agreed, heartened. “Now
come. It’s a long walk we have before us, and the tunnels may not be as empty
as we would like. We must have our wits about us, and our arms.” He patted the
sword at his waist and the dagger at his chest.


At the cue, Fria pressed a sword
and dagger on the duke, and he stared at them dumbly, almost as though he’d
forgotten what they were, but then he shook himself and strapped them on.


“It’s been awhile,” he muttered,
“but I’m sure it will come back to me.”


“Hopefully you won’t need them,”
Fria said. Her eyes were clear now. Her left one stared upwards, as though in
prayer.


Giorn began hobbling back the way
he had come, and the others followed. Through the window, he had been hearing
the far-off but constant susurration of war, but now began to fade. Was the
battle drawing to a close?


He ground his teeth as a stab of
pain coursed up his right leg and kept going. 



 

 



 

Niara looked at him levelly. “You did what?”


Framed against the stars, Raugst
was just a black shape on the terrace. The stars were beginning to fade as
light grew toward the east.


“It was the only way,” he said.


She rose from the couch and went to
him. The warm wind whispered over the balustrade and felt good against her
cheeks. Her robe danced. “The only way to what?”
she asked. “To bring down the Crescent?”
Fury rose in her. She wanted to beat at his chest, but that would only amuse
him.


Looking down on her, half-smirking,
he said, “Perhaps. But perhaps it will save the Crescent.” He turned and stared
toward the sun just thrusting over the eastern horizon. “Believe it or not,
Niara, it was the only way, the only thing I could say to Vrulug to make him
stop. Otherwise those Borchstogs would be sacking Thiersgald right now and the
rest of the Crescent not long after.”


Part of her anger dissipated. “Would
you . . . would you truly have opened the gates to them?”


He did not even hesitate. “Happily.
And I would have waited upon my throne for Vrulug to come to me. I would have
had you across my lap, naked and bleeding, and he would have come into the Throne
Room, him looking up at me for once
and . . .” He sighed, and she could hear his longing. “But that’s gone now, a
dream dead, slain by that kiss you gave me.” By the red light blooming to the
east, she could see the sadness in him.


“I certainly won’t apologize for
it,” she said. In a smaller voice, she added, “But perhaps I shouldn’t have
saved you from Giorn.”


He grabbed her shoulders roughly,
forcing her attention to return to him. His face pressed close to hers. “Had
you done that, girl, the city would have fallen. Giorn could not have dealt
with Vrulug.”


“No, but he would not have opened
the gates, either. He could have
rallied the soldiers and driven Vrulug away.”


“It would have been a hollow
victory, girl.”


“Do not call me girl.” 


“It would have been hollow,” he
repeated. “When the bridge is rebuilt, and Vrulug’s main force comes up from
the south, Giorn could not have stopped them. But I can.”


“How? As king?”


Raugst leaned back. He looked weary.
“We shall see. I know King Ulea is a beloved figure in Felgrad, and he’s sent
me several messengers asking if I required his aid against Vrulug. I put him
off, of course. At the time, I didn’t want his help.”


“Naturally. But now you’re prepared
to kill him and take his place.” 


“Don’t be cross. Sure, he seems a
good man, but I’ve killed many good men. However, this might be the first time
I’ve ever done so for the cause of
good men.” He smiled humorlessly.


“I can’t allow you to do it.”


“You have no say in the matter. And
as long as Saria hangs about my neck, neither do I. I must rid myself of her.” 


Niara nodded grimly, recalling the
woman that had accompanied Raugst back to the castle. Even Raugst’s minions had
shown her deference, and fear. Could she
be . . . ? Surely not. The name
must be just a coincidence. She couldn’t truly be Orin Feldred’s wife and
betrayer. 


Tall and stately, Saria had seemed
like a queen, but there was something loathsome about her, too, something rank
just below the surface. Raugst had shown her to the quarters that would be hers—Giorn’s
old apartment in the tallest tower—where she had demanded that any prisoners he
had be brought to her for her to feed on. Niara had understood then: she was rithlag, a dead thing that needed to
steal the life from others in order to maintain her foothold in this world. Niara
wondered if Duke Yfrin was even then lying dead at the abomination’s feet,
drained and empty.


“How?” Niara asked. “How can you
rid yourself of her?”


Raugst frowned, rubbing his beard. It
was a very human gesture, and it encouraged her. Perhaps he was not too far
gone, after all.


At last he shrugged. “I’ll worry
about it when Thiersgald is safe.”


“So you mean to help us?”


“I would not say it if I did not.” In
a lower tone, he added, “Not to you.” Something gentle, or half gentle, came
into his eyes, and he reached out to her and took her wrists in his large hands.
“You gave me mastery of myself, girl.” This time she did not correct him. “I .
. . I thank you for it.”


He bent down and kissed her lips. Giorn, she thought. Think of Giorn. She pulled away. 


“No,” she said, and it was almost a
choke. 


Reluctantly, he let her go. Flushed
and shamed, she quit the terrace and retreated indoors. 


 “I must leave,” she said.


“Niara.”


She paused, hating herself for it,
and was about to turn around to face him when the door to Raugst’s chambers
swung open, and a tall, voluptuous form stood silhouetted in the doorway.


“Saria,” said Raugst. 


“Raugst.” She entered the room
without asking, her black hair glimmering in the candlelight, set with ornate golden
pins that made the black waves sparkle. Her jade green eyes swept the room and
fixed on Niara, who shuddered. How many
men did she feed from? Niara fancied she could smell the stench of blood
coming off the woman—the thing. Saria
looked very healthy, and roses blossomed on her cheeks. Her lips were very red.



“Niara,” she said. “I’ve been told
about you. Interesting to find a priestess of the Moon-witch here, in the
bedchambers of our lord Raugst . . . .”


“She is mine,” Raugst growled. “Leave
her be.” To Niara, he added, “Go. You will have no trouble. I’ve already given
orders to the men.”


Warily, Niara circled around Saria,
who turned to watch her. The amused, mocking expression never left Saria’s
face. 


“You don’t have to leave, dear,”
Saria said. “You can stay and . . . join us . . . in our games. I’m sure Raugst
wouldn’t mind.”


Stammering, not sure what to think,
Niara said, “N-no. I . . .”


Saria laughed. She turned to
Raugst, seeming to forget Niara instantly. “By the way, you should know that
one of your prisoners escaped. A duke, I think he was. A shame, really. There
were so few other prisoners for me to take.”


“Duke Yfrin?” Niara had been at the
doorway, but she turned back. “Is that who it was?”


“Perhaps. Does it matter?”


Niara lowered her head, not wanting
to meet the other’s questioning glance. “No.”


She left the room, but not before
turning back one final time to see beautiful, wicked Saria glide across the
furs of Raugst’s room toward where he still stood on the terrace. She moved in
lithe, cat-like strides, a panther on the prowl. Raugst seemed to tremble as
she wrapped her arms about him and pressed her head to his chest. Then she
turned her face, very deliberately, toward Niara, and smiled.


Without anyone touching it, the
door slammed shut in Niara’s face.



 

 



 

Niara did not see Fria as she left the corridor, but Fria
saw her.


The baroness’s eyes widened and she
felt the breath catch in her throat. Startled, she withdrew into an alcove as
Niara passed by. The priestess’s head hung down, obviously in preoccupation. Heart
racing, Fria watched her go. What had she just seen? Fria had come to visit
Raugst after she’d learned of his return to negotiate a new place for herself
in the castle, but had hesitated when she heard voices beyond the doorway. She
had expected anything but Niara emerging.


What could it mean? Surely the High
Mother had not, would not . . . It
was a thought too horrible to entertain. Yet what else could it mean? Niara had
no business with Raugst. And after what Giorn had implied about what he’d seen
at the temple, Fria could only imagine one reason for a meeting between the
two. 


How
could she? She’s High Mother! Could
Niara have been lying the whole time? Fria wondered if she had been right to throw the bitch in the dungeon.
And to think Fria had cried about it to Giorn and begged his forgiveness!


She realized she was shaking. She
certainly wasn’t in any condition to visit Raugst any longer. She waited in the
darkness, giving Niara enough time to make good her exit, then emerged and
descended from the Tower of the Baron. Fria would not be wanted in her marriage
bed, not anymore—not that she would have accepted her place there in any event.
Besides, it was soiled now. 


Fria thought of Kragt. He would come
for her, she believed. He wanted her, and she had roused his interest in the
feasting chamber. She didn’t think he would take her—Raugst’s wife— without her
leave, and so she did not fear him. Could she turn the situation to her
advantage? Kragt would make an excellent tool to use against Raugst, that was
certain, and Raugst’s destruction was the reason she’d remained behind. 


Still shaky, Fria made her way to
her old bedchambers and flung herself on the bed. She struggled to keep the
tears at bay, but there was so much inside her, so much anger, so much fear, so
much sadness, that they burst out despite her best efforts. Niara had been all
but a mother to her, and Fria loved her dearly. Must she now add the priestess
to her list of enemies? It was unbearable. Not only was her beloved Raugst an
agent of the Enemy, not only was he surrounded and supported by his lackeys,
now he had the support of the High
Priestess.


With an overwhelming feeling of
horror, Fria realized it was up to her to kill them all. 



 

 



 

Raugst stared down at Saria in his arms. 


“What do you think you’re doing?” 


She was all big eyes and pouting
lips. He could see how Orin might have been deceived. And back then she would
have been . . . different. Mortal. Perhaps even honestly conflicted.


“Only seeking protection in your
big, strong arms,” she said, snuggling closer.


He said nothing. Though her
appearance seemed innocent, her words were all mockery.


“And they are strong, aren’t they?” she continued. “Strong—and loyal. These
are arms that serve the One. Yes?”


He tried pushing her away gently,
but she was as iron. “Yes,” he choked.


Her arms drew tighter about him. “Truly?”



“Yes,” he said. He could barely
draw breath.


Her arms drew even more
unyieldingly about him. His ribs ached. Wheezing, he said, “What—?”


She hugged him, and he felt
something begin to crack in his chest. He struggled against her, pushing,
wrestling, at last, in desperation, about to hit her, knowing it would be
futile—


She stepped away, and her eyes were
shards of green ice. “That was to show you who is master here. Your body is big
and strong, Raugst, but that’s because the Master gave it to you. It is your
soul that matters. My soul is
stronger. I am deeper in the councils
of the One.”


Touching his tender ribs, he
scowled. “What gives you the right to be stronger? I was born in Oslog. I am of
it. You’re from here—an enemy.”


She smiled, and he had to admit it
was a seductive smile. “I was,” she admitted. “Then I found our lord, great
Vrulug, ruler of ancient Ulastrog. I did not come willing to his bed, I admit—but
was taken, dragged to his palace against my will, even while I was betrothed to
Orin. Beautiful Orin . . .” She sounded almost sad. “But I learned his ways,
Vrulug’s ways, and I embraced them. I
accepted the ways of Oslog willingly, I wasn’t raised to them. You were never
given a choice, Raugst. I chose this
life, and I sacrificed my own beloved and my own people to keep it. And so, in
a way, my devotion is the greater.”


She stepped back, and the wind
whispered over the terrace. The eastern horizon grew red with blood. He
wondered if it made her thirst, or if the few prisoners in his dungeon had
slaked it for the nonce. He touched his fingers to his ribs and looked at them.
No blood. 


“You needn’t have done that,” he
said, lumbering toward her. “I didn’t need a reminder.”


“Yes, you did.” She returned her
attention to the panorama of Thiersgald. “It is a pretty city.”


“Yes.”


“It will be prettier still when we
have taken it, when monuments to the Great One stand in the courtyards and the
bodies of His enemies rot at their bases. Ancient Ulastrog will rise once
more.”


“That does sound glorious. But only
if my plan is achieved and we bring the Crescent down entire, and the Age of
Grandeur begins. Otherwise our efforts would have been mere table dressing.”


“It is an interesting thing, this
plan of yours. To install yourself as King of Felgrad. How will you accomplish
it?”


“I have my way.”


“Is this Moon-witch whore part of
it?”


“No,” he said.


“Then why was she in your room? What
is she to you?”


“Nothing. Only my private jest, to
corrupt a daughter of the Moon.”


“You will stop seeing her.”


“I will not.”


She narrowed her eyes. “You will
obey me.”


“We shall see.”


Amusement touched her lips. Raugst
became aware of two figures emerging from the shadows of the room to either
side of her. Suddenly cold, he stared. They were the tall, charred
corpse-things Vrulug used for his personal guard. Raugst wasn’t sure if the
shadows clung to them, or if they clung to the shadows, but either way they
seemed part of them. The creatures gave off a chill, and their eye sockets
plunged through black holes into the Abyss.


“My lord has given the Twain to me,
to use as I see fit,” Saria said. “Cross me and you will regret it.”


The creatures stepped forward, and
the sweat on Raugst’s forehead turned to ice. They were cold.


“So,” Saria said, “you will stop
seeing the whore?”


Raugst nodded.


The Twain melted back into the
shadows. He had no doubt Saria could recall them at will, however, noting her
stroke a black jewel set in a golden ring on her finger.


“They’ll keep an eye on you,” she
told him.


He sighed, trying to affect weary
patience. “You needn’t doubt me, Lady. I don’t know why Lord Vrulug sent you
with me.”


“Don’t you?”


“No.”


She nodded slowly. “We shall see. You
have two weeks.”


“What do you mean?”


“It will take my lord two weeks to
rebuild the bridge over the Pit of Eresine. Then he can bring his full might
across the gorge and conquer Felgrad through main force. He will not need the
likes of you. But . . . if you can become king of Felgrad before then . . . if
you can make Felgrad a tool of the One . . . he will spare it.”

“Two weeks to usurp the king . . .” He shook his head. “It’s not enough time.”


“Then Felgrad will fall.” She did
not seem to care.


He moved to the doorway, his ribs
still aching. “We’ll discuss it later,” he said.


“Where are you going?” 


He forced a laugh. “I have a city
to save, remember.”



 

 



 

Giorn paused as he reached a crest and turned back to take
in the sight of Thiersgald, his home, laid out upon the plain, just now
receiving the first faint rosy light of dawn. Its domes and rooftops gleamed,
and the rivers that cut through it sparkled molten red. The sight touched him,
as always, and he tried to ignore the Borchstog army that befouled it. Thankfully,
with the coming of the sun, the creatures were retreating inside their tents. Only
a few hardy sentries would keep watch while the others slept. Even the screams
of the Borchstogs’ victims had faded.


“Would that I had my army,” Giorn
mused. “Now would be the perfect time to strike.”


At his side, Duke Dalic Yfrin
nodded. “Don’t think of what could be, lad. Think of what will be.”


Slowly, Giorn regarded the duke. “Are
you sure you’re up to this, Uncle? It’s no shame to back out. I can escort you
to your home and go my own way from there.”


The older man seemed to sink within
himself, thinking. At last he shook himself, sort of smiled, and said, “No, I
will see this through with you, my boy.” He glared at the Borchstog army,
coughed up some spittle and spat in their direction. “Death to the Enemy!”


Grinning, Giorn spat likewise. “Death
indeed.”


He saw a stirring. Dalic turned to
look, too. It was a great, glittering mass of soldiery sweeping out from the
North Gate. The Borchstogs were camped near the South . . .


“What’s this?” Giorn asked.


The host of men circled around the
great wall of Thiersgald, coming upon the Borchstogs unexpectedly. The
Borchstogs had obviously thought an attack would come from the South Gate, not the North. As well, the sun
disoriented them. The men were rushing down upon them when they were weak and
tired and hiding in their tents.


Raugst was attacking, Giorn
realized. The demon was attacking his own
side. Giorn and Dalic stared in amazement as the mass of men formed a wedge
and drove deep into Vrulug’s camp, scattering and slaying the invaders. They
set fire to the tents, inciting panic, and prevented the Borchstogs from
reaching their horses and murmeksa, then scattered the mounts and glarums,
causing more chaos. The Borchstogs fought back, but they had fallen into
disarray. Giorn watched as dust rose to obscure the action, and minutes gave
way to hours, and mounds of bodies littered the ground. Giorn and Dalic watched
it all, transfixed. At last a horn called out, great and low, and Vrulug’s host
. . . fell back. The Borchstogs fled
Thiersgald, with Raugst’s men chasing them over the hills.


“I don’t believe it,” Dalic
whispered.


“This is it,” Giorn said. “This is
part of what Raugst planned.”


“What do you mean? He saved the
city!”


“No. He’s up to something, just as
Fria said. Remember, she said he had a way to cause even more damage to the
Crescent. That’s what he went to confer with Vrulug about. Vrulug has the
Moonstone, remember. He could have destroyed Raugst and his men—if he wanted
to. For some reason he didn’t. This battle was all a show.”


“But why?”


“I don’t know. But now Raugst
controls the city, and he will be thought a hero even more than before.” The
idea infuriated Giorn. “Come. Thiersgald is Raugst’s. We can’t return, not until
I’m well and we have some men to support us. Perhaps then we can stage a coup.”


“Let us hurry. There will be
scattered Borchstogs about, and they won’t be feeling friendly.”


Giorn continued west and north,
hobbling over the low hills, and Dalic walked with him. It only got hillier in
the direction they went, and with every step fire coursed up Giorn’s leg. If
only he could survive long enough to reach a hamlet, where a healer or
priestess might be able to aid him . . .


With the rising sun at their backs,
the two men picked their way through the low hills to freedom. With every
painful step, Giorn plotted Raugst’s downfall.



 

 



 

There was a great festival in Thiersgald that night, though
the city guard kept watch. At any moment Vrulug could return. But while the
soldiers stood on the blood-stained wall and stared out into the darkness, the
rest of the city celebrated. Thiersgald blazed with light. In every courtyard,
there was a bonfire, and over every one cooked a stag or a hog or a dozen
chickens. Each courtyard thronged with people—old men and boys, women of all ages.
Many were refugees. In every hand was a glass or a mug.


They all toasted Raugst. Again and
again, as he wandered the city atop his black horse, the people of Thiersgald
and the refugees that filled its streets and alleys lifted their glasses to him
and bellowed out their love and gratitude. 


Feeling sick, he smiled back. He
would climb off his horse and circulate among the gathering, jesting at
Vrulug’s expense and telling lies about the day’s combat. The people loved it. Loved
him. Never would Harin Wesrain have
gone amongst the people so. The old baron had been aloof, cerebral, comfortable
atop his dais. He would never do this. But Raugst would, and they adored him
for it.


The sight of their laughing,
cheerful faces made him wilt inside. This
is no true victory, he kept thinking. Only
a short reprieve. Two weeks, and Vrulug will destroy you.


Unless—


Raugst drank mug after mug of ale.
His feet turned to jelly, and his head swam. Memories of the battle surfaced,
and he saw Borchstogs fleeing before him, and it felt good. It had been a long,
wearying battle, though the outcome had never been in question, at least to
Raugst and Vrulug. Vrulug only held out long enough to make it look good. Then,
with no undue haste, he had wheeled his army about and slipped away into the
nearest bog. But he would be back. Oh, yes, he would be back.


Raugst pushed it from his mind, or
tried to. He found himself dancing with one girl and then another, despite the
fact that he could barely stand upright, but he never got close to any of them.
There was someone else . . . 


Often he looked toward the Temple of Illiana and saw a light blazing in the
uppermost, central spire, which seemed to bask in the starlight. Niara was in
the Inner Sanctum again. Praying for guidance? Telling Illiana that the plan
had worked? Weeping and wishing she had never been born? Whatever it was,
Raugst discovered that he had a powerful urge to visit her. Only she knew who he truly was. It was only
to her that he could confide.


But it was more than that, and he
knew that, too. And, in the inner workings of his own mind, he accepted it,
admitted it. She was lesser now, she was human,
but the feelings he’d had for her remained. It had not been her grace he had
been attracted to, after all. He could not get her beautiful face and fiery
blue eyes out of his mind.


His feelings could hold no place in
his life. Not publicly. The people would rise up against him. And not in
private, either. She had spurned him, after all.


Still, he could not banish the
thoughts, and the drink and the dancing was only making it worse. Her face
swam, doubled, quadrupled, in his vision, her delicate white features framed by
curling black hair, blue eyes wet, cheeks stained with tears—


He tore himself loose of the girl
he was dancing with, climbed astride his horse and made for the temple. His
horse’s hooves clattered on the road, and he winced at every step. His ribs still
stung from Saria’s embrace, and that worried him. Just how mortal was he now? He
hadn’t tried to shift shapes since his change and feared the worst. Also, it seemed
he could no longer shrug off wounds.


He laughed bitterly. Niara had
given up her immortality to make them both
mortal. 


As he drew close to the temple, he
slowed. The hot breeze had turned cold, and it whispered sinister things as he
climbed down from his mount. He ignored it, stepped forward, expecting a
priestess to emerge and take his horse.


Instead, something else emerged—from the shadows.


“Hells!” Raugst reeled backward, a
hand flying to the pommel of his sword.


A tall dark shape glided out, and
slowly the starlight and moonlight revealed its blackened husk of a face. Its withered
limbs lifted toward him, moving with power they should not have possessed. Indeed,
as it stepped forward, it was not slow or awkward—as it should have been,
lacking the requisite muscles and tendons—but fully mobile and capable, almost
fluid.


“You,” Raugst said.


“We.”


The other slipped from the shadows,
its empty eye sockets looking inward to the endless depths of its own foul
soul, or perhaps to the Void which birthed it.


Raugst swore again. Saria had not
been bluffing. The Twain, if that’s what they were called, kept a close watch
on him. 


“What do you here?” he demanded.


The first one stepped forward
again, and Raugst could feel the burning cold emanating from it. He feared to
touch it lest his hands turn to ice.


“You may not visit the Moon-witch whore,” it hissed. Its voice was
the soul of the Void, cold and cruel. 


Raugst drew his sword. “We’ll just
have to solve this the old-fashioned way.”


He sliced at the first one’s skull.


He did not even feel the blow. The
thing did not move. Raugst’s sword struck its skull, shattered and sprayed him
with its shards.


Screaming, he flung his hands
before his eyes and stumbled backward. When it was over, he marveled at his
bloody hands and arms and glared at the demon.


“You’ll regret this, whatever you
are,” he said.


“We
. . . are servants . . . of the One.”


“You’re also corpses, and that’s
half my work accomplished. Now out of my way!” Ignoring his wounds, all of
which seemed minor, he strode forward, ready to strike the foul things down if
need be with his bare fists.


They stepped toward him, opening
their mouths wide, and as if summoned from the Void itself a cold wind gusted
from their depths and knocked him backward, actually picking him up off his
feet and hurling him to the road beside his horse, which reared and trotted off
a ways.


Feeling pebbles dig into his back
and blood trickle down his arms, shivering from the cold, Raugst climbed to his
feet and studied at the Twain.


The normal breeze blew, and in the
distance people cheered his name.


The creatures stepped back into the
shadows as if they had never been. Raugst stared into the darkness, trying to
find them and failing. They could be anywhere. They possessed strange powers,
even stranger than those he had wielded for so long. 


Swearing, picking shards of what he
now saw to be ice out of his arms and chest—they
had turned his sword to ice—he strode over to his horse and swung himself
astride. The night grew dark about him.



 

 



 

Niara knelt before the white altar of Illiana and prayed for
hope and guidance. Nothing greeted her on the other end. Illiana was gone,
beyond her reach. Niara was truly mortal now, bereft of the Grace of the Omkar.
She told herself that at least her sacrifice had not been in vain, that it had
saved Thiersgald, but in her heart she knew it was only a temporary fix. Vrulug
would return, and she did not like to think on what would happen when he did. 


As she rose, her knees and lower
legs prickled. They’d gone asleep she had knelt for so long. The sensation made
her smile, but it was a sad smile. Her legs had never gone to sleep when she
had knelt before.


Resisting a sigh, she crossed to
the terrace, feeling the wind on her cheeks, relishing the feel of it in her
hair. The sounds of revelry drifted up to her, and she gazed fondly down on the
bonfires of the celebrants. They deserved their festivities. Part of her was
tempted to go down and join them. But no. She was in no mood, and what if they
sensed the change in her? She did not think they would stop loving her if they
knew the truth, but they would want certain questions answered, answers which
she could not give lest she betray Raugst.


She saw a dark rider at the gates, wheeling
his horse about, then clattering away. Could it be . . . ?


She was imagining things. And did
she really want to see him again?


Giorn,
I’m so sorry.


Where was he now? Was he even still
alive? And why did she hope that that dark rider had been Raugst?


She had to laugh at herself. These
were silly questions, a girl’s questions. She had more important things to
worry about. Vrulug would return, bringing the End Times with him, and Niara
did not know how she or Raugst could stop him, especially with Saria watching
their every step.


Once more she looked to the altar. Now
she did sigh. Rubbing her knees, she made her way back to the white marble slab
and sank before it.


Illiana,
she prayed. Illiana, Lady of the Moon,
hear me in my hour of need . . .


As wind howled about the tower, she
prayed on.



 

 



 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
18



 

Three days later, Giorn and Duke Dalic Yfrin entered the
small township of
 Thrais. It had been a
long, weary three days, and Giorn was hot and feverish by the end of it. Puss
seeped from the wounds in his leg, and he trembled with such force that he
could barely walk. Fortunately his gold secured the services of a reputable
healer, who was able to treat Giorn before he succumbed to his ailments. 


Giorn had been existing only partly
in the waking world, spending most of his time submerged in hallucinations and
dream-fancies. Now he saw Thiersgald burning, and Niara raped by Vrulug on the
altar of Illiana. He saw a darkness growing in the South, a great and terrible
Being with a burning core of shadow, stretching out Its hand to Fiarth, and
everything It touched withered and blackened—


Gasping, Giorn shot up from a
narrow bed. He blinked the sweat from his eyes and stared about the small
wood-paneled room. Morning light filtered in through the drapes over a small
window. The scent of old pine perfumed the air. And, in the distance, eggs. Someone
cooked breakfast.


Instantly his mouth watered, and he
realized that he was ravenous.


He only dimly remembered hiring a
healer and supposed that he must be at the house of healing. Where was the
duke?


Giorn swiveled in bed and prepared
to stand, and it was then that he saw his right leg was splinted and braced. An
herbal-smelling ointment had been rubbed all over it, and it burned faintly. Some
of his enthusiasm for breakfast died. I
will never be able to run again. It was a bitter thought. He had been
athletic all his life, a lover of the outdoors, of riding and hiking. Now here
he was, the great Giorn, beloved heir of Fiarth, a cripple and exile. Pain still
radiated from the livid scar across his abdomen, a living reminder of his
failure at Wegredon.


Tears built up behind his eyes. No. If I start I might never stop. Niara,
how could you have DONE this to me? 


With an effort, he rose to his
feet. He grabbed his cane and hobbled to the door. His leg throbbed, but he
ignored it. He reached for the door, but before he could touch it, it opened. Startled,
he leapt back, nearly falling.


The healer, a thin man with a short
black beard and watery eyes, seized him before he could fall. “Don’t collapse,”
the man said. Giorn recalled that his name was Sifram. “That wouldn’t do. And what
are you doing up? I didn’t give you permission to be up. Now sit back, back. There
you go. Sit, yes, you don’t have to lie down, but keep that leg up and
immobile. There you go.”


Giorn reluctantly obeyed. “I
smelled food.”


“Did you now? And you’re hungry? Well,
that’s a very good sign.” He gestured to a woman standing in the doorway. She
wore the green uniform of a nurse and carried a plate of food. “Fortunately, as
it happens, that food is for you.”


The nurse placed the tray on
Giorn’s lap. The eggs, sausage and toast, all unseasoned, nevertheless looked
like the best meal he’d ever seen. Without being asked, he began to eat. He
almost wept, it tasted so good.


“Where’s Dalic?” he asked around a fork-full
of eggs.


“A few rooms down,” Sifram said. “Sleeping
off a bit of drink, I’m afraid. He was quite worried about you, ever since your
arrival two days ago, and yesterday your fever had you firmly in its grip. I’m
afraid we all expected the worst. He took a bottle to his room and I haven’t
seen him since. But when I checked up on you earlier, I noticed your fever had
broken, and now here you are, hungry as I hoped you’d be. A bit hungrier, to
tell you the truth.”


By the end of this speech, Giorn
had finished his breakfast. His belly rumbled. “Can I have more?” 


The healer smiled. “Yes, my baron. You
certainly may.”


“What did you call me?”


“You are Lord Wesrain, are you
not?”


Dalic
should not have told, Giorn thought. We’re
no longer what we were. We are outlaws, refugees. He would speak with Uncle
Yfrin about it. If anyone they encountered should report back to Raugst,
Giorn’s rebellion would die before it had a chance to begin.


“No,” he said. “That was my
friend’s little jest. My name is Balad, as in Balad’s Folly.” That was
appropriate. “Torent Balad.”



 

 



 

Giorn spent two more days there. Sifram’s draughts and healing
salves helped greatly, and his leg was quickly healing, flesh knitting, bones
setting. Even Vrulug’s scar seemed to hurt less. Sifram instructed him to
remain abed for another few weeks.


Instead, Giorn departed that night.
He knew he could not stay in one place, not while Raugst would be hunting for
him, and especially not after Dalic had let their true identities slip. Not
only that, but it was quite likely that Raugst had sent word out to the nearby
villages to apprehend a man fitting Giorn’s description. Thus Giorn gathered
Duke Yfrin, their new horses (which the duke had purchased while Giorn healed),
left the gold he owed Sifram on his bed along with a note of thanks, and took
his leave. The night was dark and cold, and the horses unsure of their footing,
but Giorn kept them on the main road and they faired well enough. The road
branched at last, going further north, or west, to the province of Wenris—Yfrin’s
dukedom.


At the fall of evening the next day
they entered the outskirts of Wenris, where they came upon a likely hamlet and
took rooms for the night. Giorn had taken with him a compliment of salves and
pills, and once holed up in his room he administered to himself as he’d seen
Sifram do. Irritated by the ride, his leg pained him, but he bit back the
discomfort, drank some whiskey—carefully—and carried on.


The next morning they departed. Now
that Giorn had spoken to him, Duke Yfrin allowed no one to discover his true
name or even see his face, as he was well-known here, often traveling through
his dukedom and staying at the various towns. He was officially listed as dead and
could risk no one recognizing him and drawing attention to himself and Giorn,
not before he reached the castle, restored his good name, if that were possible—for
officially he was considered Baron Wesrain’s assassin—and reclaimed his crown.


That night when they repeated the
procedure at a small inn in a town along their way, Yfrin lowered the cowl of
his robe over his face and retired immediately to his room, while Giorn,
hungry, thirsty, and curious about events in the south, limped to the bar, took
a seat and ordered a meal and a brew. The inn’s main room was large and
crowded, and smoke wreathed the ceiling, lantern light making the shadows long
and sinister. The customers’ conversations created so much noise that Giorn had
to pitch his voice high when he asked the barkeep, “What news from Thiersgald?”


After shoving a couple of mugs at
some customers, the barkeep said, “Lord Raugst drove the ‘stogs out.”


“Has Vrulug been seen since?”


“Sure. He’s raiding near Branagh. But
at least Thiersgald is safe.”


Safe
from Vrulug, maybe. Not from Raugst. 


“Yes,” the barkeep went on, “that
Raugst is a good one. Lucky to have him, we are.”


Giorn ground his teeth. “You think
so? Myself, I preferred the Wesrains.”


“Each to his own. But the old Baron
was too high-minded. He liked his books of philosophy and history and such. Thought
of himself as an intellectual, above the likes of us.”


“He was a better leader than this
Raugst,” Giorn said. “No one even knows who this Raugst is, or where he comes
from. Where’s his family, I ask you? Has anyone seen them, does anyone know
them?”


The barkeep looked at him
strangely. “You implying something, stranger?”


Giorn relented. “No.” He drained
his mug. A fight with the barkeep would accomplish nothing.


“Good,” the barkeep said. “Besides,
everyone has to come from somewhere, eh? Everyone must have family. We never
heard o’ Raugst’s because they’re not uppers, are they? They’re of the common
rabble, like us.” He studied Giorn. “Where you from, anyway?”


“The south. Fleeing north. My home
was destroyed by Vrulug.” That was true enough, in a way. To explain his
upper-class accent, he gave the usual explanation: “My father was a minor noble
in Hasitlan.”


The barkeep served another customer,
then turned back to Giorn. “Lot o’ these folk
are in your place. Why it’s so busy here. Vrulug put a lot of homes t’ the
torch. An’ he’s still out there, somewhere, and the Eresine Bridge
is nearly finished, they say. Soon his whole might’ll come up from the south,
and then . . . Well, I hear the King is ready to marshal his army to come to
our aid. Hopefully that’ll be enough.”


“You don’t think it will?”


“What do I know? But it does occur
to me that Vrulug hasn’t missed a trick so far. I don’t know why King Ulea
should trip him up.” 


Giorn ordered a refill. As he
drank, he recalled the spies that Vrulug had called into service in Feslan, the
ones who had opened the gates to the Borchstogs. And now Raugst, up to some
devilry. All that combined with the corruption of the Moonstone hinted at many
threads coming together, of a well-laid plan just now reaching fruition. The
plan was at its peak now, and the forces of the Enemy looked unbeatable. The
End Times might truly be nigh.


It was Raugst, of course. Raugst
was the reason Vrulug thought he would prevail—Raugst, and the Moonstone. Perhaps
if Giorn could take one from him, the plan would unravel.


First Giorn needed supporters. Duke
Yfrin could help with that. As he drank, Giorn mulled on how he and the duke
should go about Yfrin’s homecoming. The duke was thought dead, after all, even
by his own family—and a traitor.


“Do you think he did it?” he asked
suddenly.


“Did what?” The barkeep’s thick
black eyebrows rose.


“Duke Yfrin. Do you think he’s the
one that slew the old Baron?”


The barkeep’s face screwed up in
resentment. “That’s a sore subject ‘round here.”


Giorn sipped his drink, saying
nothing more, and eventually the barkeep relaxed. After dealing with more
customers, he returned to Giorn and said, by way of apology, “He was a good
man, the duke. A bit soft, but good. No one knows why he did what he did. Just
doesn’t make sense.”


“No?”


“No. He and Baron Wesrain were
friends all their lives. Some say they were cousins, but that’s just talk. The
Baron’s brother was a guest at Castle Yfrin for awhile after the Duchess was
widowed, and who knows how he comforted her? But enough of that. I’ll not soil
her good name by repeatin’ that sort o’ talk. But they were fast friends, our
duke and the Baron. Some say perhaps they had a falling out, some say the duke
must have been sleeping with Iarine, the Baron’s favorite concubine, and he and
the Baron had a row—but, really, who knows?” He lowered his voice
conspiratorially. “There are those that say the duke wasn’t the one that fired
that shot, after all.”


“Really? Who do they say fired the
shot?” This is unexpected. The people
suspected Raugst, after all.


“Why, the Baron’s son, of course. Giorn.”


“And why would Giorn do such a thing?”


“Why, to become baron, o’ course. They
say he was a greedy one, impatient for his father to die. He was next in line,
remember. Would’ve worked, too, if Vrulug hadn’t attacked when he did.”


Giorn just stared. Something about
his demeanor must have frightened the barkeep, for the man found excuse to
wander to the other end of the bar and clean some mugs with a dirty cloth.


Giorn finished his brew, paid and
limped out. As he went, he overheard some men around a table speaking. One was
saying, “And I heard he faced Vrulug bare-handed. He was standing on a mound of
dead ‘stogs, all of ‘em slain by hisself, when out of the smoke comes the
wolf-lord, all covered in blood, and he looks at Raugst, and Raugst looks at
him, and they fly at each other. They say the earth trembled when they struck,
and the sound of their roars deafened the men about them. They say they
grappled there on the battlefield, right there before the gates of Thiersgald,
and they fought a fight of the gods, surrounded by mounds of bodies, with
thunder rumblin’ and lightning blasting all around, and at last good Lord
Raugst, he takes Vrulug by the clawed foot and swings him around and swings him
around and hurls him from the battlefield!”
The man laughed and drank from his mug. “They say you can still see Vrulug on a
clear night, sailing through the stars.”


The men around the table laughed
and ordered another round of drinks.


Grinding his teeth, Giorn retired
to his room.



 

 



 

Giorn and Yfrin left early the next day, riding northwest
for Isaldt, capital of Wenris. They found the road thick with refugees, forcing
the duke to keep the cowl of his robe pulled low over his face for much of the
time.


“’tis a sorry thing when a man has
to go in masquerade through his own sodding land,” he grumbled.


“At least you have a home and
family waiting for you,” Giorn reminded him gently. “My home and family are
gone, slain or usurped.” His good hand balled into a fist.


His other did, as well. At one of
the towns he had hired a carpenter to fashion a device for him, a sort of glove
that slid over what was left of his right hand. Wooden pieces shaped like
fingers fit over his nubs, and they were strapped to his hand and wrist so
tightly that he could actually hold things, as long as they did not require too
much dexterity. It was not a whole hand, and he could never wield a sword with
it, but it was not completely useless. At least it could make a fist.


Duke Yfrin nodded understandingly. “We’ll
destroy him, my boy, fear not. Then
you will have your home back, and once more a Wesrain will rule Fiarth. That’s
as it should be, lad. That’s as it should be.” His eyes gleamed, and Giorn
realized with some appreciation that the old duke truly meant it. “For a
thousand years Wesrains have ruled here, and I mean to make it a thousand more.
They were kings for hundreds of years, you know, before they bent the knee to
King Raegar.”


“Father raised me on those
stories.” The Wesrains had ruled for much longer than the Raegars, as a matter
of fact, and the Raegars had not survived long after they’d forced the Wesrains
to submit. The war with Fiarth had weakened them politically, and a rival
family, the Uleas, had eventually usurped them. Still, the capital of Felgrad
had been named after that ancient clan of kings, and the Uleas had not dared
change it. The Raegar line had not lasted long, but it had burned bright.


Dalic looked at him sideways. “You
know that it was an Yfrin that ended him, don’t you?”


“Who?”


“Orin Feldred, who else?”


“I don’t . . .”


Dalic smiled, but it was a sad
smile, tinged with bitterness. “When Vrulug had him in the torture-racks of
Grasvic, after he’d flayed him. One of Lord Feldred’s supporters shot him, that
you must know. What you probably don’t is that that man was an Yfrin. Oh, they
didn’t call themselves Yfrins, not back then, it was Osfryd, but it was an
Yfrin just the same.” 


“Osfryd?” Why did that name sound
familiar . . . ?


“That’s right, lad. His name was
Adlan Osfryd, one of Orin’s closest friends and highest allies. I’m proud to
count him an ancestor.”


Suddenly it came to Giorn where he’d
seen that name before, and he shuddered. As if he’d seen it just yesterday, he
remembered the brain kept alive in Vrulug’s lair. He realized what must have
happened, and what it implied about Vrulug’s wrath, for it could only have
happened one way: the wolf-lord, denied Orin, had taken his vengeance out on
the man who had slain him. Gods knew what terrors he had subjected Adlan
Osfryd’s still-living brain to over the many centuries since that fateful day. Giorn
paled just to think about it, and he wondered if he should tell Dalic. He
decided against it. Let him think Adlan had died bravely, years and years ago.


“He couldn’t stand to see Orin
tortured so,” Dalic was saying, “so he shot him, once through the head, once
through the heart, then killed himself with his dagger. The crossed
dagger-and-arrow, my family’s coat-of-arms, didn’t you ever wonder why?”


Giorn, though feeling ill, looked
at him with new respect. “Truly?”


The duke patted his shoulder. “So,
you see, our families have been linked for ages, and always we’ve been your
allies and friends. So shall it be still.”


They rode on, Giorn and Dalic, and
the sun rose hot and bloated overhead. Giorn’s mind turned to Niara, as it
often did, and he tasted something bitter on his tongue. Why had she betrayed him—betrayed
Fiarth? It made no sense. She was so goodly, so pure. Even now, despite
everything, he ached to hold her in his arms . . . and to throttle her.


Somehow she had done it for Fiarth,
he told himself. She had not done it out of love for Raugst. However misguided,
she had done it to thwart Raugst. Somehow
. . .


The hilly ground gave way to
forest-covered flatlands, with here and there settlements carved out for human
use. Some of these isolated townships had stood for a thousand years and more,
and they had developed their own dialects and cultures. Duke Yfrin prided
himself on knowing them all, and Giorn was impressed that he lived up to his
boasting. As they went, Giorn heard him converse fluently in not less than
three dialects with villagers whose speech Giorn could barely understand, and
that after some thought.


They slept in the forest that night
along the main road. They were not the only ones. Many refugees fleeing Vrulug’s
path of destruction made for Isaldt. Some erected campfires, sang songs and ate
what was at hand, holding little impromptu celebrations—of just being alive, as
far as Giorn could tell—long into the night. Giorn and Yfrin joined one, and
the young baron partook of the flask that was passed around perhaps more
liberally than he ought to have done. A pretty young woman, equally affected, offered
to share his blankets that night, and for a moment he was tempted, then he
thought of Niara and declined. As he watched her go, he wondered at himself. Fool, there’s no reason to be loyal to one
who is not loyal to you. 


He and Duke Yfrin rode on, and the next
afternoon they arrived at Isaldt, a large city of tall square-cut gray stone
towers overgrown with ivy, with here and there a sturdy bridge from tower to
tower. The city sprawled across a couple of low hills and was surrounded by a
low, thick stone wall that had been torn down and rebuilt many times over the
years as the city expanded. Ivy grew along much of its dark gray length and
soldiers constantly had to chop it away for the handholds it provided. A river
passed through Isaldt and wound down through the forest Giorn and Yfrin had
slept in, and Giorn saw many of the refugees bathing and washing their clothes
in the water as he passed.


These
are my people, he thought. They
depended on me to keep them safe, and look what I’ve done to them. I’ve turned
them into vagabonds. 


Only too soon, he and Yfrin reached
the gates of the city, which were open, somewhat to Giorn’s surprise; he had
half feared he would find them sealed against the overwhelming number of
refugees. But no, Isaldt had elected to admit them, one and all, at least for
now. Perhaps, Giorn thought, the situation might yet grow dire enough for the
city to change its mind. I won’t let that
happen.


“So what’s our plan, lad?” Yfrin
asked as they rode through the crowded streets. And they were crowded, packed building-to-building with desperate people
seeking shelter and food and loved ones lost in the chaos. More thronged the
alleys, having built little lean-to shelters. Laundry was strung on so many
lines that Giorn could not see the alleys’ other ends. In the streets, women
dressed seductively, selling their bodies for coin, and men too. Some were very
young. He wished he had taken more gold from Fria so that he could distribute
it among them and save these people’s honor, but it was not to be.


“Well, lad?” the old duke pressed.


“We’ve no time to linger,” Giorn
said. “We’ll go straight to your castle.”


Yfrin nodded in a mulling fashion. “Yes,
but by now Raugst will have heard of my escape. What if he’s sent agents to
capture me? If so, they’ll be waiting for me to show up at the castle.”


“I doubt he’d waste his resources
tracking you down. What’s one escaped prisoner in the midst of a war?” Giorn
paused. “Just the same, are there any secret ways into the castle that might
help us?”


“None that I know of. Though within the castle is another story.”


“It doesn’t matter. Secret ways didn’t
avail me much last time, and Captain Hanen and all our men died because of it. Perhaps
the direct way will be better.”


Several times women came to Giorn,
strutting, pouting, posing provocatively, but he refused their overtures. Duke
Yfrin turned them down, as well, but there was a lusty vigor in his eyes when
they came to him and it was only with reluctance that he sent them away. Giorn saw
many beggars and thieves, too, and he made sure to keep a close eye on his
purse, not that there was much left in it.


At last they passed through the
great courtyard before the castle. Here the refugees had come first and had
settled in more thoroughly than the latecomers, having dug latrine ditches and
organized food preparation. Giorn grimaced at an old woman skinning a dog,
possibly a beloved pet—or someone else’s. He passed a makeshift tent just as a
young girl, no older than thirteen or fourteen, left it, buttoning her blouse
as she went. Her cheeks were flushed and she had clearly just been engaged in
private acts. Giorn felt a swell of rage build in him at whoever had dared to
take advantage of her, and he glared into the shadows of the tent only to see a
broken man, crippled, his arm shriveled and held awkwardly to his chest, the
flesh of his face seemingly melted away. He had been burned terribly by some
fire—by the looks of it, a recent one, surely caused by Vrulug’s soldiers. Giorn
moved on.


He was relieved when they came
finally to the high gate in the wall that surrounded the castle. The soldiers
there were talking with each other and did not give Giorn or Duke Yfrin much
notice—not until Giorn rode forward, shouting, “Good sirs! May I have your
attention!”

He spoke with his old voice of command, and it had the desired effect. The guards
swiveled their heads. 

“You have it, friend, but be quick.”


“I’d like a private word, if I may,”
Giorn said, “with your captain.”


“There’s nothing we can do for your
lot,” the man said tiredly. “We have told you many times, we’re doing all we
can.”


“I’m not a refugee—not precisely.” Actually,
that is precisely what he was. “Now, may I have a word? It will only take a
moment.”


Grudgingly, the soldier who had
spoken, evidently the captain, climbed down and ordered the gates opened. He
approached Giorn, and Giorn climbed down from his horse, aware that archers
watched him carefully.


“Now, what is this all about?” the
captain said.


Giorn motioned for Duke Yfrin to
ride forward. At the sudden movement, the archers tensed. Even the captain went
a bit rigid, and his hand strayed toward the hilt of his sword.


“Uncle,” Giorn said gently. “Show
him.”


As usual, Yfrin wore his cowl low
over his face, but now, with a bit more drama than Giorn thought strictly
necessary, he whipped it back, revealing his identity. Slowly, the captain’s
eyes widened.


“My lord!” Instantly, he sank to
his knee.


His soldiers muttered along the
wall. They likely couldn’t see Yfrin’s face well enough to recognize it from
their positions.


“Is it you?” the captain asked,
staring up at the man on the horse.


Yfrin inclined his head—looking
very regal, Giorn thought. “It is I, Captain Halstern. I’ve come home.”


It all happened very swiftly after
that. Soon Giorn and Yfrin were within the wall of the castle, the gates closed
behind them, and the soldiers were laughing and surrounding them, shouting a
hundred questions at the duke. He grinned broadly and clapped them on the back
or shook their wrists. He seemed to know each and every one by name, and to be
known and liked by all. Once again, Giorn was impressed. His own father had
been far too aloof to act in such a manner. Feeling optimistic, Giorn followed
the happy crowd as it swept up the stairs and into the high hall of the keep. No
one asked who he was and he didn’t bother to tell them. They’d find out soon
enough. Let Yfrin have his moment.


The soldiers showed them to the
throne room, where the new lord of Wenris sat in conference with several stout
older men—his generals, Giorn saw by their uniforms. The lord looked up,
apparently irritated by the interruption, but irritation gave way to surprise,
then curiosity. Finally the old duke was ushered before him, and the current lord’s
jaw fell open.


Yfrin smiled. “Son, it has been too
long.”


The younger man, whose name, Giorn
recalled, was Serit, laughed and leapt to his feet. In an instant he was
throwing his arms about his father, and the reunions began. Giorn was very pleased
by it all. Finally here it was, something glad. Even in these grim times, moments
of lightness and hope existed. 


The next few hours passed as if in
a dream, and before he knew it Giorn was the honored guest in at a sumptuous
feast celebrating Dalic Yfrin’s homecoming. It seemed superfluous to him to
have a guest of honor, when clearly Uncle Dalic was the main attraction, but he
tolerated it just the same. He gave several toasts, telling of Dalic’s bravery
in his escape, and in return Dalic toasted him, telling more lies of Giorn’s
own boldness. In truth, of course, they had both run away quite handily and
with a complete absence of bloodshed, but that did not make for a good tale.


At one point Serit, a bit unsteady
from drink, stood, lifted his bejeweled goblet in his father’s general direction
and said, “Father, I’m so glad to have you back. When I first saw you, I
thought for sure that you were a ghost.” This drew a few chuckles. “Happily, I
was mistaken. I want you to know that we never believed Lord Raugst’s lies and
that all here are loyal to you and Lord Wesrain, and we pledge to do anything
in our power to help you set things right.”


“Here here!” said the gathered
noblemen.


Continuing, Serit said, “I have
ruled as well as I’ve been able in your absence, but now, with your return, I
gladly hand the dukedom back to its rightful wielder. May you live to rule a
hundred years!”


The others echoed the toast,
raising their own goblets. Even Giorn joined in. “A hundred years!”


“I thank you, my son, and it’s a
most gracious offer,” Duke Yfrin said. “Yet I’m an old man and not fit to lead
Wenris in wartime. I have never led a battle in my life, and I’m too old to
start now. No, Serit, I think it’s time a younger man sat the throne. Besides,
too many will have believed the lies. They will think I slew Lord Wesrain.”


“That’s not so, Father! Not in
Wenris. We’ve never lost faith in you.” Serit smiled. “In fact, many think it
is our guest of honor that did the deed.” 


There were some uncomfortable
chuckles at that, and Giorn smiled politely, indicating, he hoped, the
falsehood of the jest. He tried to ignore the sweat that broke out on his
forehead.


Dalic shook his head. “No. I’m too
old. I will retire to our country estate and live out my days there, watching
your children hunt rabbits in my garden.” He smiled kindly at Giorn and added,
“As I have in the past.” Returning his attention to Serit, he said, “I must
refuse your offer. May you rule a
hundred years!”


There was more cheering, but Giorn
did not join in. What’s the old man
doing? The possibility that Dalic would decline to take his old seat of
power had never occurred to him. Giorn needed someone he knew and could trust
on the throne of Wenris. Surely he knows
that. The fool!


When he was able, at a lull between
toastings, Giorn went to where Dalic was sitting, drinking his wine and
smiling, if somewhat sadly.


“I know you must be wroth with me,”
he started.


Giorn was, but he did not say so. Instead,
he waited.


“It’s just, being here, after all
we’ve gone through, I feel my age more than ever.” Yfrin took a sip and
grimaced. “I’m an old man, Giorn, and I fear this war has only made me age
faster.” He touched his head absently. “When we were being bathed and cleaned,
I caught sight of myself. All white, my hair. All white. I would swear there was a touch of the old yellow in it
before all this started, but now . . .” He shook his head ruefully. “Let Serit
have it! He’s a good man—I should know, I raised him—he’ll do you proud.” He
leaned in closer. “And he will do you
proud. He’ll help you win your throne back, have no fear. He’s loyal to the
Wesrains, just as I taught him to be. The bow-and-dagger, remember.”


Still, Giorn was uneasy as the
feast ended and he was shown to his chambers in the guest quarters of the royal
wing. Uncle Dalic was a few doors down, in Serit’s old chambers, while Serit
occupied Dalic’s old rooms at the end of the hall. Giorn slept fitfully,
tossing and turning. Nightmares haunted him. He wasn’t sure if it were the
wine, the war, or something else, but something just seemed wrong. 


She came to him in the dead of
night, it must have been three in the morning. He had finally been beginning to
doze, if restlessly, and didn’t hear her approach. Then he felt a feminine form
recline on the bed with him, and he smiled and wrapped her slender body in his
arms.


“Niara . . .” He kissed her,
finding her lips soft and warm.


“Giorn.”


“Niara . . .” He frowned. It wasn’t
Niara’s voice.


His eyes fluttered open and he
stared, blinking, up at the woman that lay over him. He had only the moonlight
shining through the window to see by, and that was blocked by the heavy drapes.
Only a trace of ghost-light filtered in, providing just enough illumination to
see that this wasn’t Niara. She smelled of flowers and incense.


She did not draw away from him as
most women would have after a stranger kissed them. “Giorn,” she said again. She
had a soft, young, pleasing voice.


“Who—?”


For an instant he thought of Saria—she’d
come to him much like this—but no, this was another, he was certain of it. He
shoved her away, climbed to his feet, having forgotten his bad leg in his alarm,
then reached for his cane.


She slipped from the bed, graceful
as a shadow. He raised his cane menacingly, balancing himself awkwardly on his
good leg.


“Explain yourself!”


The dark, oval shape that was her
face parted slightly, and he saw the flash of teeth. For a moment, that trace
of fear rose in him again, and his cane nearly came down on her head, but then,
as his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he realized that she was smiling—and most
sweetly.


“I’m Histra,” she said. “A friend,
fear not.” She swept a delicate arm about the room. “This is the chambers of a
concubine of an ancient duke, did you know that?”


“No.” He didn’t lower his cane.


She laughed lightly. “Well, it is. By
rights it should be my chambers, not
yours.”


He frowned. “You’re Serit’s
mistress?” He was aware that the duke was married; his wife had been at the
feast.


“You’re rather blunt, I think.”


Reluctantly, he lowered his cane. “What
do you here? Did you mistake my quarters for Serit’s? Or are you planning on
making the switch from duke’s woman to baron’s?”


“Not just blunt, but rude.”


He massaged his forehead with the
hand not gripping the cane. “It’s late, I’m tired, a bit worse for drink, and a
strange woman has entered my chambers without announcing her reasons, and this
after I have endured many attempts on my life throughout recent months.”


She softened. She stole forward and
gripped his forearm, giving it a light squeeze. “I’m sorry, Lord Wesrain. I
didn’t mean to startle you.”


“Then what, precisely, did you mean
to do?”


She nodded her head to a black space
in the wall, a narrow gap that had to be the way she’d entered by.


“Come with me,” she said. “I came
through the tunnel the old duke built to visit his concubine.”


Giorn raised his eyebrows.


Histra smiled again, this time
softly. “The duke knew his wife would kill him if she found out about the
concubine, so he kept it from her. They slept in adjoining rooms, he and his
wife, but she would know if he left through the front door, so he had this
passage built.”


“Did it work?”


“Oh, she caught him in the end. She
first slew his mistress, then she dressed up in the girl’s clothes, waited in
her bed, and when her husband came to her in the night, thinking it was his
lover, she let him have his way with her and afterward, with him still inside
her, she slit his throat and drank his blood.”


He shivered. “Hell of a thing.”


“It was. And that’s how the guards
found them later, with her straddling him, drinking his blood, his
death-hardened member still inside her. The most interesting thing about the
tale is that afterward, since they had no issue, the guards didn’t dare
apprehend her or even report the crime. Chaos would have broken out. There would
have been civil war. So she continued ruling the dukedom till her death twenty
years later. After her husband’s death, they say, she acquired a taste for
human blood, and—”


“Enough. Why should I come with
you? Did Serit summon you to bring me to him? If this passage goes to his
chambers, then, by all means, let us go, if it will get you to stop talking and
allow me to get some rest.”


“Thank you.” She gestured toward
the doorway.


“Oh no,” he said. “After you.”


She slipped like a slim pale ghost
into the darkness.


Giorn took the moment to shove his
hunting knife into the waistband of his nightpants. Whatever trap this was, he
would meet it armed.


He found the passageway dark and
cold. He could smell the girl’s scent even more acutely in the tight space. Flowers,
incense, and . . . something else. Something coppery.
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“Here,” the girl said, pausing to trigger a panel, which
opened for her.


A
secret passage within a secret passage. Giorn’s mind spun as he stared into
the blackness. Histra took a lantern that hung on the wall, lit it and stepped
into the narrow tunnel. On the first step, Giorn nearly fell.


Cursing, he righted himself and
squinted about. It was a small, tight stairwell, spiraling down into darkness. The
stairs proved steep and small, and he would have to make his way carefully with
his bad leg. Glaring at Histra’s back—she could have warned him—he followed her
down, several times nearly slipping on slime mold.


“What’s this? I thought we were
going to Serit’s quarters.”


“Oh, no. That wouldn’t do. He has
several servants that sleep in the antechambers. They would overhear our
discussion.”


“And what are we to discuss?”


“You shall see, my lord.” With one
hand holding the hem of her dress, the other the lantern, she led on through
the darkness. The small orange-red blob of light shifted and swayed, making the
shadows leap like drunken things.


“Why is this stairway here?” he
asked. “You said the old duke built the passage we just left to visit his
concubine. So why the stairs?”


“Oh, he built the passage, all
right. As for the stairs—well, after his wife slew them—and, I should add, ate
them afterwards—well, remember, I told you that she developed a taste for human
blood?”


Carefully, Giorn took another step
down. He slipped on a patch of slime and had to grab a rough stone along the
wall for support. With a ragged breath, he said, “Yes. And?”


“Think about who she was. She’d
killed two people, totally given in to her darker passions, then, consumed with
her hate for those that had wronged her, she ate them. At the same time, she
was ruler of a prosperous duchy. A dark-willed duchess, yes.”


She seemed to like this tale a
little too much. “Please just get to the point.”


“Oh, I am, my lord. For, you see,
it wasn’t long until Gilgaroth reached out to her.”


“Gilgaroth?” 


“The Breaker felt her darkness, her
hate, her bloodlust, her power, and He reached out to her. Touched her in
dreams. Spoke to her, whispered promises in the night. And she heeded Him.”


“What are you saying?” Gooseflesh rose
on his skin.


“She turned to the worship of the
Wolf.”


“Impossible!” He needed both hands
now, one on his cane and one to brace himself on the sometimes rough, sometimes
slick walls. Otherwise he would have reached for his hunting knife.


“Oh, no, not impossible. She turned
to Him. She journeyed down into the deepest catacombs below this castle, where
the servants were too superstitious to venture, and built an altar to Him.”


Giorn shivered. “A Black Altar, here . . . ?”


“There she brought prisoners to be
sacrificed to Him. Just as now, there were no public executions in Fiarth, and
so the sentences were carried out in private. She took over the duty herself. There
were many rumors about her in those days, and her actions caused many scandals,
but no one could prove anything, and all were too afraid to try. So it continued.
For a score of years it went on like that, until at last she went to her dark
master for good and all, and her nephew assumed the throne of the dukedom.”


“Amazing. And this . . . this altar
. . . is it still here? Surely it was destroyed. If you know the tale, then
that must mean . . .”


“Oh, it was found, years later. But
not destroyed. All feared that her spirit was still near, still haunting the
lower portions of the catacombs, and that it still served the Dark One. Castle
servants even to this day refuse to sleep on the ground level. Those that did
in older times reported that their breath was stolen in the night, and they
woke up weary and gray. Some didn’t live long. This went on for a long while
until the duke at the time ordered that the servants’ rooms be moved to the
second floor. Since then, there have been no problems. Apparently the duchess,
if it really is her spirit feeding off the living, cannot venture far from the
Altar.” She let that sink in. “But that’s why this tunnel is here. She
commissioned it to be built so that she could visit the Black Altar in secret. I
don’t know what happened to the masons—nothing good, I would imagine.”


She stopped at a blank, black wall.
She pressed a certain stone, then shoved at the wall, which swung away, and
stepped out into a broader corridor.


“Here we are,” she said, smiling. “The
catacombs.” 


He did not smile back.


She led on. Giorn was more than
beginning to think he should never have come. He had thought he was just going
a few rooms down, to the duke’s chambers. Surely nothing overly bad could
happen there, in the royal wing. But here, in the catacombs . . .


“Where are we going?” But inside he
already knew.


“Why, the Altar, of course.”


He stopped. “I’m not going any further.”
Without another word, he pulled out his hunting knife.


Histra turned, her green eyes
falling on the weapon. “Dear Omkar! You would assault a young woman alone in a
dark corridor at night? Truly you are not your father’s son!” Despite her
words, her eyes showed no fear.


“I don’t know what you are or why
you brought me here, but I won’t be party to your games. Now—you stay here. Come
after me and I’ll be forced to hurt you. I
am going back up—and through the proper way.”


She lifted the lantern to her face,
pursed her perfect lips, and blew out the tiny flame, drowning everything in
darkness.


“I don’t think so, Baron.”



 

 



 

Someone grabbed his shoulder. Instinctively, he spun to
slash at his attacker, but a second grabbed his knife hand and wrenched the
weapon from his grasp. A metallic clatter sprang from the void.


Two pairs of hands seized him. Something
punched him across the face, and he tasted blood in his mouth. His ears rang. Another
punched him in the gut. He doubled up, groaning. Tasted bile in the back of his
throat. The arms, which seemed unnaturally strong, did not release him. 


“Now,” Histra’s voice came, “will
you come willingly, or will you fight?”


Giorn lunged sideways, clamped his
jaws around one of the arms that gripped him, and bit down, hard. To his shock,
the flesh he tasted was cold and fetid. Dead
flesh. Horrified, he spat.


Another fist smacked his face. His
head spun. Somewhere, Histra laughed.


His attackers dragged him forward. Though
weakened, he fought them, but they were like iron as they hauled him through
the dark hall. Crypts reared on all sides. 


Dread filled him. Dimly he
remembered the altar beneath Wegredon, the great shadow surging forward and
snapping up the elf-girl with monstrous jaws; he remembered the spurt of fire. The fires of the Second Hell. If they
slew Giorn on a Black Altar, would his soul be cast into that same inferno?


He struggled with greater fervor,
but to no avail. They wound down a stairway, then another. They were deep below
the earth now, below the castle. The air grew colder, and moisture dripped on
him from above.


At last he saw light ahead—red and
low and lurid, spreading like thickening blood from some point just out of
sight. His captors dragged him on, and presently he came within sight of what
must be the Altar. The old duchess had used the lowest crypt in the castle, the
deepest one, and there, beyond the statue of the ancient duke who was entombed
beneath his image of bronze (an image of a stern, bearded man, face tilted downward
in a contemplative pose, sword clasped before him in both hands, point in the
ground), was the long, low black slab, scored by many thrustings of the knife
and surely, though it was too dark to see, stained with the bloods of many.


Looming over it on the other side
was the high black wolf head on its dais, the massive bust of Gilgaroth just a
shadow in the dimness. The brazier’s light made the eyes dance, just slightly,
as though the thing were alive. Giorn stared at it with mounting dismay. Gilgaroth, here. 


Duke Serit Yfrin waited nearby. He wore
a long black robe and held a curved dagger. The red light of the small brazier
flickered, coating everything in tones of fresh blood. 


“How?” Giorn said. “How could you
worship Him?” Uncle Dalic would be
horrified.


Serit’s bland, youthful face did
not look smug or arrogant, or even particularly proud. He looked sad, actually,
and grave, as though what he did disturbed him. He did not answer.


“Was it the ghost of the old
duchess?” Giorn pressed. “Did she come to you and . . . ?”


Serit shook his head as Histra went
to stand beside him. In the light of the brazier, Giorn was able to get a good
look at her for the first time. She was slender and pretty, and younger than he
had thought. She had curly blond-brown hair that fell to the middle of her back,
and small, bow-shaped lips. 


Serit bent his head and kissed her
briefly, adding a whispered, “Thank you, dear. I hope he wasn’t much trouble.”


“Not much.” She indicated Giorn’s
handlers, and her gesture drew his attention to them, whom he could just now
see.


Shocked, he struggled and beat at
them, but to no avail. They were human, but dead—dead and rotting and clad in
armor. There was no expression in their faces, no humanity to them at all. Even
the Borchstog-things Giorn had fought below Wegredon had evinced more life than
these creatures. What were they?


“How?” Giorn asked again.


Serit looked at him pityingly. “Raugst.”


“What of him?”


“Don’t you see? Soon Felgrad will
be overrun, and Vrulug’s armies will devour it like locusts. They’ll slay all
the men and rape all the women, and they will keep the issue of those rapings
for their slaves.” 


“So why in the world would you
worship the Thing they do? Would you
be as evil as them?”


“No. Of course not. That’s why I
had to do it.” His face was earnest, his eyes imploring. Histra wrapped her
arms about one of his for support. “Felgrad will fall. The Age of Grandeur will
begin, and the time of our civilization will end. There is nothing we can do to
stop it. But Raugst sent out his agents, and they spoke with several of the
barons and dukes of Felgrad in private. This was months ago. He gave them each
a Black Book, the bible of Oslog, and told them to follow its rites. If we turn
to the service of the One, Vrulug will spare us and our provinces. Not all
agreed to follow him—Raugst chose his targets well, but there were still
dissenters, and they paid for it—but enough of us did. We’ll save our people no
matter what. Now do you see?”


“You’re a fool,” Giorn said.


“I am saving my people.”


“You’re damning them. You’re weakening Fiarth by taking away a powerful
dukedom, making it all the likelier that Vrulug will win. That’s why Raugst came to you, don’t you see? He doesn’t care if
you live or die, if your women are ravished or not, he only wants to destroy
Fiarth, then Felgrad as a whole. And you’re only making it easier for him!” Giorn
spat blood in Serit’s direction. “Your father would be ashamed.”


Serit’s eyes narrowed. “My father
is a foolish old man. Rabbits! He wants to watch rabbits, when I am trying to
save our people!”


“Delivering them to Gilgaroth is
not saving them!”


They glared at each other for a
long moment, and smoke from the brazier drifted across the chamber. Giorn
smiled. He imagined it was a bloody smile. “It must have given you a tense
moment when you offered the dukedom back to him,” he said.


Serit nodded. “It was a calculated
risk. I didn’t think he would take it. If he had . . .”


“He’d have met with some accident
sooner or later, wouldn’t he?”


“Regrettable, but he will not stand
in the way of my saving Wenris. Do you understand that? I’d hoped to make you
see before I do what must be done. Your sacrifice does have a reason, Lord Wesrain. I wanted to give you the chance
to die with honor, as a martyr to Fiarth. My father raised me to love the
Wesrains, and I do. The bow-and-dagger, forever. What say you?”


Giorn wanted to laugh in Serit’s
face. He wanted to spit more blood and mock the fool. A better plan occurred to
him.


He let a long moment go by as he
pretended to think on it. Then, finally, he made his face go blank as though in
resignation and slumped his body. 


“Yes,” he said in a dispirited
voice. Then, more firmly, raising his eyes to meet Serit’s: “Yes. Yes, I will
do it. My people have served Fiarth for a thousand years, and if this is the
only way I have left to serve her, then I will do so gladly.”


Serit looked surprised, then proud.
Tears actually built up behind his eyes, but he did not let them out. He
actually believed it! And it was not due to stupidity, Giorn saw, but the
absolute conviction in Serit’s mind that he did the right thing and that others
would recognize that. Which, of course, made him all the more a fool to Giorn.


“Stand forward and lay upon the
Altar,” Serit instructed.


Histra slipped toward the black
slab, meaning to grab some item from it before Giorn lay down, but the
following events stopped her.


Giorn tried to step forward. The
dead hands that restrained him did not let go. He tried to shrug them off. They
did not leave.


“What’s this?” Serit asked. Histra
glanced up.


One of the dead ones said, very
clearly and shockingly, its mouth opening and closing with no expression
showing on its withered face: “Beware of
this one, nephew.” Its voice was that of an oak grinding in a storm.


“I trust him, Aunt,” Serit said. “But
if he should turn, I have you to deal with him.”


Giorn looked from one dead face to
the other. “Aunt?”


“That is the duchess,” Histra explained. 


“I don’t . . .” Both corpses were
male.


“She’s been down here so long that
she’s learned to manipulate the bodies of the dukes that came later, though
their souls are long gone. She had no issue, but her brother did, so she calls
all those of his line nephews and nieces.”


“And uses them like puppets when
they die,” Giorn finished. “Charming.”


One of the dead ones shook him. “Quiet, Wesrain.” 


The corpses threw him forward to
land at Serit’s feet. Giorn picked himself up gingerly, the young duke helping.


Serit held the knife in his right
hand. Giorn grabbed it with his left.


Surprised, Serit fought him. Giorn’s
balled the curled wooden fingers of his right hand into a fist and smashed it
across Serit’s mouth. One wooden finger cracked. Serit fell back, hands over
his mouth. Blood spurted from between his fingers. Giorn grinned savagely; his
wooden hand could deliver quite a blow.


He held the dagger in his left
hand.


Screaming like a hell-cat, Histra
flew at him. She leapt onto his back and beat his skull with her tiny yet
surprisingly hard fists. Screeching, she scratched at his face, meaning to
gouge out his eyes, and blood ran down his cheeks. 


Giorn reached overhead with his
left hand, grabbed her by the hair with two fingers not gripping the weapon and
hauled her off with all his strength. Screaming, she fell in an unladylike heap
to the floor.


By this time, Serit had recovered
his wits. He lunged for Giorn. Giorn twisted, swayed. Serit sailed by. Giorn
slashed him across the ribs with the ceremonial dagger.


Serit, fuming in anger and
clutching his side, ran around the statue of the old duke and huddled on the
far side of the dead things.


“Craven!” Giorn said.


Histra joined her lord, touching
her head where Giorn had yanked her hair. 


Serit lifted a trembling finger and
pointed it with great deliberation at Giorn. “Kill him, Aunt.”


“No. It must be done properly. You must read from the Book.” 


“I don’t have it!” 


Giorn noticed a large black volume
lying on the Altar. This is what
Histra had been reaching for. He snatched it up and, without a thought, hurled
it onto the brazier. Serit screamed. The dead ones moaned. Instantly, the Book
exploded, the energies contained within it being released. Smoke and fire
filled the tight space, and Giorn coughed and blinked his eyes. 


“Now kill him!” Serit shouted.


The dead things did not answer. Giorn
took that to mean they were already hunting him. Could they see through this
smoke? The flames on the brazier leapt high, turned purple, then black, then
green, and weird smoke curled up, forming strange shapes. All this Giorn could
only vaguely see, every now and then, when the smoke that filled the tight
chamber shifted slightly. The old bronze duke reared up in the center of it all,
proud and defiant, daring the chaos all around him to do its worst.


A footstep nearby. The dead ones
were almost on him.


Giorn circled around the huge bust
of Gilgaroth. It was set almost flush against the wall, but not quite. Slipping
into the space behind it, he braced his back against the wall and shoved with
his good leg against the statue’s back. After much straining, it tilted. Yes! 


“Come for me!” he said, drawing
them forward.


A tall, corpse-like shape surged
through smoke and shadows, directly before the statue. Giorn shoved, and the
statue toppled forward. There came a crash, a crunch of bone and armor, and
something man-like writhed beneath the black wolf head, making no sound.


Giorn slipped forward. Another
shape lurched at him, claw-like hands outstretched. 


Desperate, he dodged aside. It came
on. He hurled himself behind the brazier, then shoved the brazier over, right
into the oncoming corpse. It fell back, flames coursing up its dry, withered
limbs. It staggered forward, flaming, still intent on killing him, but then its
body gave out and it collapsed, falling apart as it went.


Giorn spun toward Serit and Histra.


Through the smoke, Serit must have
seen him, as the duke said, “Gilgaroth take him!”

Giorn limped through the darkness, a soot-stained, blood-spitting specter of
death. Serit and Histra fled up the hall. Giorn followed as fast as his poor
leg allowed him. 


Not fast enough. The duke and his
mistress slipped up a stairway and were gone. Giorn reached it, turned to
regard the catacombs one final time, just to be sure nothing was coming up on
him, and saw a dark shape lurching from down the hallway in the opposite
direction of the Altar. Giorn cursed. Auntie was rousing more of her puppets. 


Limping, he mounted the stairs,
dragging his bad leg behind him like a dead weight. He had wrested a thigh bone
from the fire, and it was wrapped with dry tissue and fabric, now burning
slightly. It wasn’t much light, but it lit the way before him.


In his good hand he held the
dagger. It dripped small droplets of Serit’s blood. Giorn swore that it would
drip still more. Sweat stung his eyes. His right leg throbbed. He heard noises
behind him—shuffling, shambling noises, the scrape of bone, the click of teeth.



Giorn pushed himself to go faster. He
could hear absolutely nothing of Serit and Histra. They were far ahead of him
now. 


Hungry moaning issued up from the
well of darkness below. At last the stairwell ended and a long dark corridor
stretched before him. This was the highest level of the catacombs. If he could
remember where the secret passage was . . .


He didn’t. He would have to make
for the stairwell at the end of the hall, the one that led up into the castle
proper. Gritting his teeth, trying to ignore the fire that coursed up from his
leg, he made for the stairwell. 


Stone grated on stone to his right.
The slab of a sarcophagus fell to the floor with a crash, and something
leathery rose up. Giorn ran, dragging his bad foot. 


Another crash, off to his left.


A footstep behind him.


Something raked his back. He
yelped. Hobbled faster. Blood trickled down his back.


Something tripped him. No! He went sprawling. Knocked his chin
on the cold marble floor. The concussion jarred his head. Groaning, he flipped
himself over. Dark things loomed over him. The bone-torch had fallen from his fingers,
and its light was fading.


“Die,” said the dead ones. “Die,”
said Aunt Yfrin.


They bent over him. 


Screaming insensibly, he stabbed at
their wrists with the dagger, hacked at their jaws. He kicked with his good
foot. Then his bad. They were all around him. With a last, desperate burst of
strength, he rolled, knocking two of them away. He broke free and scrambled to
his feet.


They closed in.


The bone-torch died, plunging him
into pitch blackness.


He thought he remembered where the
stairwell was and made for it. The scraping and clicking and moaning increased
behind him. Aunt Yfrin was hungry. He supposed Serit had given her some flesh
and blood over recent weeks, but it hadn’t been enough. More claw-like hands
raked at his back, caught at his clothes. They tore away. He was one step ahead
of them. 


All was darkness. His heart beat
like a drum in his chest. Flesh-less jaws clicked behind him. The dead ones
were almost on him. He pushed himself to go faster. Please, Illiana, don’t let me die like this, devoured by corpses and
ghosts in the dark.


Something hard struck his feet. He almost
sprawled on hard stone stairs—he’d reached them!—but at the last moment he
pushed himself off with a hand and, tottering, ascended. 


A bony hand grabbed his ankle. He
pulled loose. Climbed. The things followed him, clicking and skittering. Cold,
slick walls rolled by under his hands, his only touchstone in the darkness.


Finally, he saw vague light above. Almost there . . .


The things moaned behind him. Their
clicks and clatters grew faster. He forced himself on, chest burning. The vague
light ahead strengthened, surrounded him. After what seemed like an eternity,
he emerged from the stairwell into the castle.


Still
the things came on. He remembered what Histra had said, about how Aunt Yfrin
could steal the breaths of people on this lowest level. But above, she could not.
If he could only reach one more stairwell . . .


Braziers stood at intervals, always
lit, even at night. And there would be guards.


Guards.


Giorn could not get a lungful of air
to scream with. He wove through the thick, squat columns of the main hall. Aunt
Yfrin’s puppets chased him. He didn’t turn his head to look, but he could hear
them. Click, click, scrabble. Skitter. Moan.


They were almost on him. He would
be devoured alive, right here in the castle, mere feet away from help.


Finally he was able to draw breath and
shouted as loud as he could: “Guards! To
me!” It came out in a choking rasp, but it was enough.


Foul hands grasped at him. A living
skull, with flesh still clinging to it, snapped at his throat. He could feel
the air moving against his jugular. He placed his hands on the creature’s cold,
cobweb-covered ribcage, and shoved. It was strong. He pushed harder, and it
fell back, just for a moment.


More surrounded him. Their stench
of rot and fungus filled his nose. A skeletal hand stretched for his eyes. He
shattered its wrist with his dagger. Another swing clove a gnashing skull. His
blade lodged in the thick bone of the head.


Guards burst into the main hall. In
moments they descended on the scene, swords flashing. They hacked the dead
things to pieces, and bone dust filled Giorn’s mouth. A severed skull snapped
on the floor and, breathless, he kicked it away. 


One of the guards helped him up,
and Giorn panted, recovering. “You have my thanks,” he managed. “All of you.” Sweat
still stung his eyes. He could feel it mix with the bone dust on his cheeks.


“My lord,” the guard captain said, “what
do you here? What . . . what happened?
Where did these things come from? Are there more?”


Before he could answer, a gong
peeled above. The guards started.


“The call to arms!” the guard
captain said. “What’s this?”


“Are we under attack?” 


The soldiers looked around
nervously.


Giorn swore, his mind churning. He
was all too aware of what the drumming must signify. Indeed, it was only
moments later when Duke Serit Yfrin rushed into main hall followed by a score
of knights, all of whom were bleary-eyed, their armor hastily and only
partially thrown on. Obviously their master had roused them from sleep. Serit
had discarded his ceremonial robes and wore his court finery. Wise choice, Giorn thought. The duke’s
lip still bled where Giorn had struck him.


Serit drew his sword and stabbed it
toward Giorn. “Apprehend this villain!” 


The guard captain that had aided
Giorn stared at the exiled baron fearfully. “What’s this, my lord?”


Serit allowed no time for explanations.
“Seize him!” 


With obvious reluctance, the
captain of the guard drew his blade again. It was still coated in bone dust. Quietly,
he said to Giorn, “Will you submit?”


Still wearied from his exertions, Giorn
nodded. The captain grabbed his arm and jerked him forward—not out of
maliciousness but to assert his authority over Giorn so that the arriving
knights would not be even more rough in their handling of him. Giorn realized
this, and appreciated it.


The guard captain brought him before
Serit. “Here he is, sir. May I inquire as to what his crime is?”


Serit glared at the captain and
hesitated, as if unsure how to reply. 


Giorn did not give him time. “The
crime is discovering Lord Serit’s worship of Gilgaroth.”


The soldiers gasped. They stared
from Giorn to Serit.


“A lie!” Serit said. His sword was
still drawn and he seemed honestly unsure of whether he should cut Giorn down
right then and there. “It’s you who
worship Gilgaroth! I caught you in the act and you tried to slay me. Oh, you
are a foul one!”


“I just arrived at the castle. How could I have known of the altar in
the lowest level of the catacombs?”


“An altar?” asked the guard captain.


“Yes,” Giorn said. “A Black Altar.”


“No!”


“Yes. Your duke and his mistress Histra
were planning on sacrificing me to their new Master.”


“Is this true?” said a new voice.


All turned to regard Dalic Yfrin,
standing in the doorway Serit and the knights had just emerged from. He had not
taken the time to don formal attire but wore his nightclothes. Somehow he
looked all the more regal for that, as though his very comfort at wearing such
informal clothes bespoke his power.


“All lies, Father, I swear it,”
Serit insisted.


“And would Histra, too, swear the
same?” Uncle Dalic’s tone was grave.


“Of course. Why, she’s sleeping in
her chambers even now. As for being my mistress, why that’s—”


“Enough.” Dalic stepped forward, a deep frown etched into his face.


The guards looked from him to Serit
and back. Giorn instantly noticed the shift in dynamics. The guards would do
whatever the old duke said. No longer was Serit the ruler here. They would side
with him whom they had served their whole lives, and some their fathers’ before
them.


“Please, Father, don’t even think
that I would ever serve the Dark One,” Serit pleaded. “It’s absurd!”


Uncle Dalic’s eyes shifted to
Giorn, and Giorn was struck by the change in him. No longer did Dalic seem like
a doddering oldster ready to watch grandchildren play in his garden. He seemed
like a battle-hardened king ready to exact judgment on a hated foe.


“Tell me, Giorn, and tell me true,”
Dalic said. “Did Serit try to sacrifice you to the Wolf?”


Giorn sighed and nodded. “He did. And
Histra with him.”


“I will have to survey the
catacombs, of course, and find out if this altar exists, but if it does, I must
believe you.”


“No, Father!” cried Serit. “This is
madness!”


Dalic’s eyes turned hard as they
appraised his son. “I never would have thought it of you. But Giorn is right. He
could not have known of the altar. I
did not know of it.”


“Histra did,” Giorn said.


Dalic rubbed his chin. “Yes . . . I
recall the tales. Old wives’ tales, I thought them. As a child, my brothers and
I would dare each other to venture into the lowest levels of the catacombs. Once
I lied and said I did. But . . . so, there really is an altar down there?”


Giorn nodded. “And there’s more you
should know of.”


“Yes?”


“It’s possible other dukes and
barons have been seduced by the dark powers. Serit may know which ones have
succumbed, and we should question him—though, truth be told, I’m not sure how
much of what he says we can trust. Still, perhaps he has some letters or
articles in his chambers.”


“Yes.” Dalic shook his head in
disgust. “What times we live in . . . my own son . . .”


“No, Father, don’t listen to him!” Serit
said. 


Giorn had been waiting for it, and
he was not disappointed. All of a sudden Serit leapt forward, his sword a blur
of steel. Giorn twisted. He just barely dodged the blade as it sped past.


Instantly, guards tore the weapon
from Serit’s hands. Others restrained him.


But it was Dalic himself, wrenching
a sword from a soldier’s grasp, that struck his son on the head with the flat
of the blade. Serit, who had been thrashing in rage, went limp, and guards
lowered him gently to the floor.


Dalic looked unutterably sad,
staring down at his son. The old duke’s eyes were very moist, but he did not
release his tears, not before his men. 


Giorn squeezed his shoulder. “I’m
sorry, my friend.”


“Yes. Me, too.” Yfrin paused. “I’m
almost glad Elira did not live to see this. She would have been devastated.” He
sniffed wetly. “I won’t know what to tell his brothers and sisters. And the
people! How to explain this to the people?” Dalic looked sideways at Giorn. “And
you say there are more?”



 

 



 

There were more. A search of Serit’s rooms yielded a bundle
of letters from various nobles of Felgrad in which they discussed their painful
decisions to accept Raugst’s overtures and turn to the worship of Gilgaroth. Giorn
and Dalic found one half-finished letter by Serit himself speaking of how his
own decision was eased by the knowledge that an ancestor had gone down that
path before him and had even erected a Black Altar in the deepest level of the
catacombs. The search also turned up a newly-arrived invitation from none other
than Baron Raugst Irasgralt Wesrain himself. It was an invitation to a summit
meeting of the available aristocracy of Felgrad, but this particular invitation
revealed that many of those attending would be among Raugst’s recent converts,
of which Serit was a prominent member.


“A gathering of traitors and
jackals,” Duke Yfrin muttered, staring at the invitation. He and Giorn were in
the duke’s study, sipping wine and pondering the situation. A fire blazed in
the hearth. “I wonder what they’ll be discussing.”


“The letter mentions something about
the King,” Giorn said.


“So it does.” Dalic held the letter
up and peered at it through his spectacles. “‘. . . in which we shall discuss
the fate of Felgrad and, indeed, its current and future leadership . . .’”


Giorn arched his eyebrows. “Raugst
plots to overthrow King Ulea.”


“Yes, and he’s using Serit and the
other converts to help him seduce the faithful nobles into aiding his doing it.
What’s more, the meeting is in three days.” His voice was grave. “We haven’t
time to prevent it.”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
20



 

Niara smiled as the castle neared. The sun beat down from
blue skies overhead, the wind whipped her hair, and her horse rode steadily
along, and though its rhythmic bumps and the sounds of its clattering hooves
reassured her, she was not lulled. She went into the lion’s den. 


Drawing rein before the great doors,
she dismounted. 


“I wish to see Lord Raugst Wesrain,”
she told the guards. It was still odd to think of him as a Wesrain.


The shorter, broader guard shook
his head. “I’m sorry, my lady, but we have orders not to admit you.”


“There must be some mistake. Raugst
would wish to see me.”


“Nevertheless, we are not to admit
you.”


She frowned. She needed to see
Raugst, and not simply for herself. She had driven the evil from him and had
partially guided him toward the light, but he needed someone to teach him, to
instruct him in the ways of the good. Now, with Saria hovering over his
shoulder to reinforce his own dark past, this was even more important.


She stared steadily at the shorter
guard. “Nisben, I see you at temple twice a week, as it should be. How can you
deny your High Mother access? It is the High Mother’s right and duty to give
counsel to the Baron.”


He paled. “I cannot, my lady. I’ve
been commanded.”


“Commanded by Raugst?”


He wiped sweat from his forehead. “No,
Lady. It was . . . the other.”


“Saria.” She spoke the name like a
curse.


Nisben nodded. “It is so, my lady.”


“And is Saria lord here?”


Again the guards exchanged worried
glances. “It’s Lord Wesrain, of course,” said Nisben. “Only . . . only he has
commanded that Lady Saria’s orders be followed in all aspects.”


Niara knew Raugst would have little
choice; Saria was simply too powerful. “Does it not disconcert you that your
new mistress bears the same name as she who betrayed Lord Feldred all those
years ago?” she said.


“That’s not all that disconcerts us
about her, my lady.” Nisben’s voice was ragged, but his intent unwavering. “We
still can’t let you in.”


She saw she would make no further
progress. She climbed astride her mount, wheeled about and departed. Saria had
won this round, perhaps, but she would not win the war.


When Niara reached the Temple, she
found Hiatha meditating in the White Room.


Hiatha looked up. “Yes, Mother?”


“We need to talk.”



 

 



 

Raugst stopped and strained his ears. Was that a footstep? He
waited. Nothing came. He continued on.


The chill wind groaned as it drove
through the garden in the rear of the castle, waving the rose bushes that lined
the path, rustling the water lilies that erupted from the ornamental ponds,
even shaking the high banks of the hedge maze ahead. Everywhere was darkness
and shifting shadows. Dark clouds scurried across the sky, almost furtively, at
times reaching out their smoky talons and clutching the moon in their grasps.


Raugst told himself to relax. Shoulders
squared, he entered the hedge maze. The hedges rising on either side of him
trembled. He focused on the smell of the roses, the delicious chillness of the
wind.


It grew darker and colder as he pressed
deeper into the labyrinth. He glanced up. From here he could just barely see
the tip of the castle rising to the right. Good. Hopefully no one could see him
from there. He’d been forced to climb out of his own window, scale the side of
the castle, reenter another window and pass through the servants’ quarters to
make this meeting. He couldn’t afford to be caught. Fiarth could not afford for him to be caught.


Something emerged from the shadows.
Raugst jumped. A hand flew to his sword.


“It’s only I,” said Duke Welsly.


“Wear bells, for the gods’ sakes. Were
you seen?”


“No. I came here hours ago, just as
your letter instructed. I haven’t moved from this spot. Now will you tell me
what all this is about?”


Raugst sighed. The duke had been
Raugst’s guest ever since Hasitlan had been overrun, but he had had little to
do save visit his surviving flock from time to time; they were residents in
scattered hotels and hostels and orphanages throughout Thiersgald. The duke
would visit with them and see to their needs as much as possible, and he had
even participated in the fighting when the city was under siege. Now he looked weary,
his face lined and his back slumped. By the light of the moon Raugst could just
barely see the golden head sewn into the breast of his jacket.


“I have a request for you,” Raugst
said.


“Oh?”


“It’s important. The very realm
depends upon it.”


A look of wary eagerness came into
the old man’s eyes. Raugst could tell this is what he had been wanting,
needing. Purpose was a powerful thing.


“What may I do for you, my lord?”


Raugst clapped him on the shoulder.
“It’s that sword of yours. The one Lady Niara blessed for you. You did bring it?”


The old man patted the sword; it
hung at his side. “Just as you asked, my lord. But I still don’t understand. What
do you want of me? Of it? And why is there so much strangeness here lately? Those
guards that follow you about, there’s something not quite right about them, and
that woman, Saria—what a name . . .”
He shuddered. “People say prisoners are sent to . . . amuse her . . . Some even say they never leave her rooms, that she
keeps them there and does unspeakable things to them. Where did she come from? What’s
going on? Why this sneaking about? Why did you have to use the kitchen staff to
communicate with me? Don’t you trust your own men?” He shook his head,
obviously at a loss.


“Those are all good questions, my
friend, but I cannot answer them now. But here, let me see the sword.”


Welsly removed it from its sheath
and passed it to him. Raugst held it up, and the moonlight glimmered off it,
seeming to awaken an echoing light within it. Holding it, he felt lighter,
cleaner, clearer than he had before. But he also felt a threat. This blade was
now a weapon of some power, and it had been blessed to be used against creatures
of darkness. Like me. But like Saria,
also. Yes, he thought, this should do.


“Take it,” Duke Welsly said. “It’s
yours, if it can aid you.”


“No.” Saria would sense it on him. He
passed it back to the duke. “But I may need to call on you soon, and I want you
to be ready to wield that blade when I do.”


That eager look stole back into the
duke’s eyes. “Against Saria?” He paused. “Normally I would not dream of striking
down a woman, but her . . .” He stuck out his chin. “You and I both know she is
not . . . right.”


“Perhaps not.”


The duke frowned, looking afraid to
ask his next question, and finally summoned his courage. “If I may ask, my
lord, why have so many nobles arrived today? I’ve heard rumors that there is to
be some sort of feast tomorrow night.”


“There is.”


Welsly looked perplexed. “Then why,
my lord, if I may ask, was I not invited?”


Raugst almost smiled. Because YOU would not betray the King. “I
have my reasons, good duke. Just trust me.”


After he saw Welsly off, Raugst
descended through the castle to its catacombs, where he found the secret
tunnels, but as he entered them, the hackles on the back of his neck stood up. His
agents were down here, waiting in the darkness. Raugst had placed them here to
ambush Giorn and his men should the young baron attempt another strike at
Raugst. But none of Raugst’s agents were really his any longer, he knew. They were Saria’s.


Curse
that witch. I’ll kill her yet. Duke Welsly’s light-blessed sword should
help.


He fantasized about hacking off
Saria’s head as he made his way through the darkness below Thiersgald, lighting
his way with a torch. Smoke choked his lungs and teared his eyes, but he did
not stop, even when he was obliged to skirt the sewers. At any moment he
expected one of his men to lunge out at him, but he made it to his destination
safely, and it was with great relief that he emerged from a gutter and into the
open air once more. Wind gusted down the street, driving away some of the
stench of the sewers. He hoped the smoke of the torch masked the rest of it. He
didn’t want Niara to blanch at his smell.


He doused the torch and left it
behind. Smiling despite himself, he straightened his tunic and ran a hand
through his hair as he made his way through the dark streets. The fine shops of
the inner city rose on both sides of him, and the well-cobbled streets were lit
at intervals by street-lamps. As it was the dead of night, everything was
deserted. Raugst heard noises ahead and ducked into an alley as two horsemen
rode by—the city watch.


When they were gone, he resumed his
trek, coming at last on one of the many parks in the city, actually a small
island in the Halyd River, and Raugst had to cross a delicate, lacy bridge to
reach it. On both sides of the River stretched a walkway, with occasional shops
and restaurants along it. Thiersgaldians loved to walk and enjoy the outdoors,
and were known to take frequent strolls along the River. The island Raugst
crossed to was known as Branad’s Isle, and it was a famous place for lovers to
meet, full of high hedges and gazebos. During the time leading up to Vrulug’s
siege it had become a place for outlaws to take advantage of the unwary, but
Raugst had painstakingly hanged all the outlaws he could and had driven the
rest away.


With light steps, he slipped
through the hedges, and for some reason he was even more nervous in this hedge
maze than in the one behind the castle. Saria
is far away, he told himself. But that was not the reason he felt nervous. No,
it was Niara that made him so. It amused him and chagrined him at the same
time.


At last he rounded a corner and
came on a gazebo shining whitely under the moon. There, in its center, stood a
slender figure clad in white, black hair glimmering down her back.


Raugst smiled. He had not been sure
she would come, not sure that she had even received the message. Saria watched
him carefully, and he had been forced to be extra cunning in sending the
message to Niara asking her to meet him here. He had not even been certain she
would come if she had gotten it. But
she had, and here she was.


He went to her. She had her back to
him, and was staring off into the night, perhaps listening to the running of
the river. Raugst could hear it gurgling pleasantly in the background.


His heart in his throat, he stepped
onto the gazebo.


Niara must have heard his
footsteps, but she did not turn around. 


Slowly, savoring this, he reached
out a hand and took hold of her shoulder, meaning to turn her around and kiss
her. 


Something was wrong. Her flesh was
ice cold, and now that he was near he smelled something peculiar, a hint of . .
. rot. And she seemed taller than she should.


The figure in white turned about. Its
blackened skull glistened under the light of the moon, its eye sockets deep and
empty. It threw back its withered head and laughed, a horrible clacking sound,
and one of its claws rose and tore away the wig on its head.


Raugst stumbled backward, bile
rising in his throat. Bumped into something behind him. Whirling, he saw that
it was the other one, tall and skeletal and ghastly, emanating cold. The Twain. 


Unable to contain himself, he struck
at it, but before his fist could land, the one wearing the white gown grabbed
him from behind. He felt air whish by him, felt wood snap under him, and he
landed heavily on the grass beyond the gazebo. The first one had thrown him
through the railing.


Gasping, he glared up at them, and
they turned to face him, both making gruesome clacking noises that must be
laughter.


“Why?” he demanded. “Why won’t you
let me see her?”


They simply drew back into the
shadows and did not appear again.


Raugst shivered and cursed. For a
long moment, he just sat there, staring into the shadows, collecting himself. He
took some solace in the fact that if the Twain had been awaiting him here, then
they would not have been able to overhear his conversation with Duke Welsly
earlier. Saria should be less worried about Niara and more worried about
Raugst. He allowed himself a grim smile as he picked himself up and made for
the sewers.


Before he reached them, a figure
stepped out from around a corner of a building, directly into his path. His
breath caught in his throat, and his hand reached for his sword. The figure
stepped forward, into the light of a street-lamp.


It was Niara.



 

 


 


“You shouldn’t be here,” he said after he’d caught his
breath. He looked around hastily, his eyes scrutinizing every shadow. He looked
quite handsome. “There are enemies around.”


Niara nodded. “I know.” She
stretched out her hand toward him, beckoning. “They’re not here. Saria made her
point, and now her pets have returned to her.”


With obvious unease, he came toward
her. He looked very grim, and he smelled of smoke. She had not wanted to feel
anything toward him, had told herself not to, but as he approached her, she
felt something stir within her, and when he clasped her hand in his she felt
that faint ember blaze once more. Think
of Giorn.


“How?” he asked, and his voice was
husky. She knew he meant the manner of her finding him.


She tried to keep her own voice
steady. “I’ll explain.” She led him around the corner of the building, where
Hiatha and several priesthood guards waited. Hiatha looked wary at seeing Raugst,
but she only nodded. Niara walked on, and the others fell in behind her, except
for Raugst, who stayed at her side.


“Check the breast pocket of your
jacket,” she told him. 


Frowning, he did so, producing a
single golden hair. It was long, obviously from a woman. Still frowning, he
held it up so that it seemed to glow in the light of a street lamp.


“I don’t . . .”


“It’s Hiatha’s.”


He looked over his shoulder, and
Hiatha said, “Please, keep it. We may need it again.”


“I still don’t understand.”


“The priesthood’s powers are
weakened now,” Niara said. “The only real sources of grace left to us are our
elvish charms, and we’re finding it difficult to renew their power. Without my
old skills, the Pool is fading.” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her
voice and was not sure if she succeeded. “What I mean to say is that our
abilities are lessened, and we’ve been forced to use more primitive means. Hiatha
is our most skilled practitioner with the elf-stones, but even she needed not
only an elvish charm but strands from her own hair to work the charm.”


As she spoke, Niara continued to
lead the way down a main street. Suddenly hearing the clip-clop of horse hooves
and knowing that members of the city watch were making their rounds to enforce
Raugst’s curfew, she slipped into an alley, and the others followed. When the
watchmen were well past, she continued on. The inner city was much quieter and more
orderly than the outer one, where the Temple was, and she made sure to keep her
voice low.


“What are the strands of hair for?”
Raugst asked.


“To find you,” Hiatha answered. “If
we still had our powers, I could have done it differently, but with the situation
being what it is the only things I could locate from a distance are parts of my
own body, if you see what I mean. The connection between me and what I sought
had to be very strong.”


Raugst nodded slowly. “But how did
you get them into the castle? Into my clothes?”


“It was difficult,” Niara admitted.
“Saria has sown the seeds of fear throughout your house. Fortunately there are
still a few stalwart members of the Faith serving there. Women mostly. Maids
and serving girls. Men seem to fall under Saria’s power more easily.”


He looked sideways at her. “Did
Fria help?”


Niara let out a breath. “Alas, we
feared to tell her. She’s taken up with that creature of yours, Kragt, and I’m
not sure whose side she’s on.”


“Surely you don’t think she would
side with Saria!”


“She may view Saria as a tool to
strike at you. Her only known ally is Giorn, and Giorn is your enemy. Surely
the only reason she didn’t steal away with him is so that she could stay behind
and deal you an injury if she could.”


“Yes, I’d thought of that, too. I
keep my distance from her.”


“Be sure you maintain it.”


Shortly they stood before a
handsomely-wrought edifice, an old-fashioned inn called the Leaping Stag, a
reference to the Wesrains. There was some noise coming from within, inn-goers
having a drink in the bar before retiring for bed, but Niara didn’t lead her
party inside from the front. She slipped down an alley and entered the bar from
the rear, where clean sheets and kegs of ale customarily passed through. A
stairway ascended up to the second floor, where Hiatha took her room and Niara hers.
The guards slept in a third chamber. All the rooms had been secured by a
priestess in disguise that afternoon.


Niara saw the disapproving look
Hiatha shot her as Niara led Raugst into her room, but she ignored it. Hiatha
knew the stakes. Let her frown if she would.


Raugst was grinning somewhat
annoyingly as Niara shut the door behind her. He and Niara were alone. He
surveyed the small room and the one bed with that same stupid leer, then turned
his eyes to her. 


“I have to say, this night’s just
improved,” he said.


“There will be none of that.”


“Come now, surely you did not bring
me here for conversation.” He
laughed, shrugged off his jacket and began to slip off his tunic.


She put a hand on his chest and shoved
him down on the bed. “Sit,” she said. “And keep your clothes on.”


“Don’t be foolish, woman—”


In addition to the bed, there were
a couple of chairs about a small table. She dragged one of the chairs close to
the bed and perched there. When Raugst saw that she would not sit beside him,
he shut up, but not before adding, “This is ridiculous.”


She smiled humorlessly. “Nevertheless.”


“Surely . . . surely you want to . . .”


“I love Giorn.”


“But . . . you and I . . .” He
opened and closed his mouth several times, looking utterly flummoxed. Once
again, he said, “This is ridiculous.”


Still smiling, she said, “Hiatha
and our guards, and all those women in the castle, did not go through all this
effort and risk just so you and I could, ah, enjoy a tryst.”


He slumped back. “Then why, if I
may ask?”


“We need to discuss the fate of
Felgrad. We need to formulate a plan.”


“I already have a plan. You won’t
like it, but I do.”


“And it is?”


He scowled. “Murder.”


“Then you still intend to slay the
King.”


“I have nobles from all over the
realm arriving at the castle to discuss it. The feast is tomorrow night.”


“How you will convince them to slay
Lord Ulea?” But he only smiled enigmatically and would not answer. “Very well,
keep your secrets. But I say this to you: Lord Ulea is a good man, and a just
king. Slaying him would be wrong. There must be another way.”


“There isn’t.”


“There must.” She said it emphatically. “And what will you do after? You
said the last time we met that you would think on that once Vrulug was gone. Well,
he is, so what of it? How will you rid yourself of Saria and her master?”


He rolled his eyes impatiently. “For
that too I have a plan. Vrulug did not appoint me this task because I’m dull,
girl. And now that sharpness is aimed at him.” He reached out a hand toward her
leg. “Now that business has been concluded—”


She slapped his hand away. “No.”


He slumped back again. 


“I mean to save the barony and the
kingdom,” she said. “That comes first.”


“And after . . . ?”


“You must return to the castle
before anyone misses you.”


“It need not take long . . .”


“No.”


He groaned. “I suppose we’re done,
then. You arranged this meeting for no reason, only because you lack faith in
me.”


“Why should I have any?”


He grinned cockily. “You’re my
mother, aren’t you? You did make me. Of course, if that’s true than I am my own
father, and thus my own son, as well. But if I am the son and not the father
then it was the father that slept with you and not the son, and thus I am a
virgin and ready to be bedded. It seems only fitting that my mother should be
my first.”


“That is obscene, and it gives me
no more reason to trust you.”


“Fine, then think on this: I’ve
saved the city once already, haven’t I?”


That was true enough. Nevertheless,
she did not like the thought of leaving things in his hands. “Surely there’s a
way I, or the Order, can aid you. How exactly will you deal with Saria?”


“Duke Welsly’s blade.”


She had to force herself to
maintain eye contact. For some reason, she could not bear to think of Raugst
slaying a woman, even one so wicked as Saria. Trying to keep the distaste from
her voice, she said, “That won’t work. I was weak when I blessed it. It’s not
powerful enough to destroy her.”


“You have a suggestion?”


She thought a moment. “Actually,
yes. Sneaking some priestesses into the castle under the guise of serving girls
should not be an insurmountable difficulty, and once there they can use their elvish
artifacts to strengthen Duke Welsly’s blade.”


“Very well, then.”


She resisted a smile. For some
reason, she felt lighter now. Clearer. She had feared she was useless now that
she was mortal, that there was nothing further she could do against Vrulug and
his thralls. Now she knew otherwise. And, somehow, to be able to help Raugst .
. .


He rose from the bed and frowned
down at her. “I suppose I should be off, then.”


“We have plans to discuss.”

“Nothing that will take long.”


She admitted to herself that she
wanted to keep him here for reasons other than what was best for Thiersgald. With
an effort, she pushed the feelings aside. He was just trying to needle her.


“Unless . . .” he said, raising his
eyebrows.


“No. You’re right, it will not take
long to sort things out. My priestesses must meet with Duke Welsly. Tomorrow, I
think. Early. You must tell him to expect them.”


“I will do it.” He moved to the
door, placed his hand upon the knob. Turning, his face serious now, he said, “I
would stay.”


The ember she had felt flare inside
her burned bright for a moment, and she had to force it down. “No,” she said,
and now her voice was choked. “Go.”


He left, and she felt something go
out of her. Hearing his footsteps recede down the hall, she whispered, “And may
the light protect you.”



 

 



 

The next evening, as he dressed in his most formal attire,
Raugst tried to resist scratching his left hand. It itched terribly. This
morning, after meeting with Duke Welsly, he had transformed it into a wolvish
claw, amidst much straining and grunting. He had felt the bones snap, grow,
felt the skin swell . . . It had been painful, and slow. Whatever Niara had
done to him had weakened him. He would have to practice his transformation in
secret, perfect it all over again. He could still change, only now it required
more effort and pain. 


He buttoned up his shirt,
remembering how Niara had looked last night, remembering how she had smelled, of
roses and jasmine. She should have asked
me to stay. He wondered if it were pride that had forbade her, or Giorn. He
had hoped to see her today, when her priestesses met secretly with Duke Welsly,
but she had not accompanied them. He supposed her face was too well known.


He pushed her from his mind. He had
more important matters to contemplate. Just as he was finishing, an attendant
arrived. “The guests are gathered, my lord.”


“Very well.”


Five minutes later saw him groomed and
dressed and entering the feasting hall. The worthies glanced up at him as he
took his seat at the head of the table, and he smiled and addressed them:
“Thank you all for meeting me here, my friends. I hope your journeys were
pleasant.” Murmurs ensured him that they had been. “Good, good. Then I hope you
will enjoy the feast. Afterwards, we shall send the servants from the room and discuss
. . . more serious matters.” 


They commenced with the appetizers.



“You look most handsome,” Saria
told him, sitting to Raugst’s right.


He allowed himself to preen in his
fine evening wear. “You look lovely, as well.”


“Thank you, my lord.” To his
surprise, color rose in her cheeks. 


Raugst helped himself to the
appetizers, then to the main courses when they came, pheasant and rice pudding.
Everything was excellent—especially the wine, though he made sure not to have
too much. He needed his wits about him tonight. He knew that roughly a third of
the two-score nobles gathered here from all over the kingdom were among those
he had so recently converted, the ones who had secretly turned to the worship
of the Wolf. But the bulk of them were honest, loyal citizens of the realm. It
would not be easy to sway them to turn against King Ulea. 


“I’m sure you’ve been looking into
the matter most closely,” said Baron Rathen, leaning forward and speaking in
hushed tones. Naturally this only made those close by listen even more
attentively. “You would be the one to know if the rumors are true.” In an even
quieter tone, he asked, “Did Giorn Wesrain really slay his father?”


Happily, Raugst said, “Indeed. I’m
afraid so.”


The nobles whispered among
themselves, and Raugst exchanged a smile with Saria. The dinner continued,
people gossiping as they would, and Raugst studied his guests intently. He
anticipated the coming performance with both trepidation and excitement. At
last the feast ended and he sent the servants from the room. The feasting hall
fell silent, and all eyes turned to him expectantly, some fearfully.


“Now is the time,” he said, “for us
to discuss a most important matter.”


They waited. He let the suspense
build, the tensions mount. The coming moment is what all this had been leading
up to, what everyone had come all this way for. Their faces were tight and
pale, and several of the guests were swallowing nervously. Good.


Raugst said, flatly and harshly,
“King Ulea is a traitor.”


There were gasps and wide eyes. Lord
Evergard shot to his feet. He was a tall, straight man in his early middle
years, with a full mustache over his upper lip. “That’s a lie, sir!”


“Is it now?” Raugst narrowed his
eyes. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t call you out for that. Naming me a liar.” He balled his large
hands into fists on the table.


Evergard narrowed his eyes, and Raugst
relaxed his hands and clasped them before him, his eyes on Evergard, not
blinking.


Finally Evergard said, “I have no
wish to duel with you, sir, but your accusation is insupportable.”


Raugst snorted. This was all too
easy. He beckoned to one of his lieutenants, who had been waiting along the
wall holding a satchel. Now he stepped forward, removed an item from the
satchel and passed it to Raugst.


“This, good sir,” said Raugst,
still staring at Evergard, “is a bundle of letters I found in the remains of
Vrulug’s camp when I drove him and his army from the city.”


Evergard looked at him
suspiciously. All eyes went from Raugst’s bundle to Evergard, then to Raugst’s
bundle again. Everyone waited for Evergard’s next outburst, or Raugst’s next
revelation. The air thickened with tension.


At last, his gaze fixed on the
bundle, Evergard said, “And what, sir, did you find?”


With a jerk that made many gasp,
Raugst tore off the ribbon that bound the short stack of letters. At their
gasps, he had to resist another smile. He had always had a flair for drama.


Triumphantly, he held up a letter. “This,
my good Lord Evergard, is a communiqué from Vrulug, the wolf-lord of infamy, to
our dear, beloved King Ulea.”


“Preposterous,” Evergard said. Nevertheless,
he took this opportunity to retake his seat. Perhaps his legs had gone weak.


Raugst passed the letter to Duke
Hored on his right. The Duke scanned the letter, shook his head and cursed
quietly, then passed it on.


“What does it say?” someone asked
him tensely.


Duke Hored, frowning, glanced from
Raugst to the questioner. “It’s as Lord Wesrain says. A letter from Vrulug to
the King. It congratulates Lord Ulea for having the sense to join the side of
Oslog and for turning to the One for guidance.” He took a deep breath, let it
out. “It bears Vrulug’s signature and seal.”


Many people at the table paled. They
glanced at each other nervously. Duke Evergard’s hands shook as he at last took
the letter and examined it. When he finished, his hands twitched as if he
wished to tear the letter apart. Instead, he grimaced and passed it on. He
lifted his gaze to Raugst’s, then dropped it. “Madness,” was all he could say.


Raugst said in a steady voice,
“These are grave times, my friends. Not even the ground is stable. Why should
people be? All the might of Oslog is poised to overwhelm us, and even our most
worthy individuals are pledging their loyalty to the Beast.” He sneered as he said this last word, making sure that his
guests knew how much he hated Gilgaroth even as he spoke treason against the
King. Sadly, he shook his head and added, “We cannot let this be. King Ulea must be dethroned, and his family
removed from any chance at the crown.”


“Why?” asked Duke Hored, looking
grieved beyond measure. Raugst was wryly amused. Duke Hored was a leading
member of the recent converts.


“Because these letters indicate
that King Ulea has passed his corrupt ways on to his family.” Raugst thumped
the remaining letters at his elbow. He passed them to the duke, who examined
them, grunted his acceptance, and passed them on.


“What are you saying, man?” Lord
Evergard demanded. “Are you implying that we should overthrow the King?”


Raugst leveled his eyes at
Evergard. “I am not implying it, good sir. I am demanding it. It is the only reasonable course of action. He is a
traitor to Felgrad who will deliver our kingdom to the Enemy.”


Evergard looked at him
suspiciously. “And I suppose you think we should install you on the throne in his stead.”


Again, Raugst resisted the urge to
smirk. Evergard was admitting his agreement that the King must be removed from
power. Now it was all a matter of bargaining for leverage.


“I do,” Raugst said calmly. “It was
I that drove Vrulug away, I who have learned how to combat his
forces. And it is I who rule the
largest and most prosperous barony in the land. Who else could possibly be
better suited to the task? And, of course, you have my word to step down as
soon as the hostilities have ended, assuming a better candidate for the seat
has been found.”


Evergard said nothing, but that in
itself was a victory. There was much talking and debate after that, and Raugst
let it run its course, only interrupting at times. Meanwhile the recent
converts spread their support of Raugst’s plans, and it was not very long
before the gathering as a whole reluctantly agreed to his proposal. In fact,
they came to the conclusion that King Ulea should be dethroned even more
quickly than Raugst had anticipated. Well
done, Raugst, old boy, he congratulated himself. And thank you for your letters, Vrulug.


Saria seemed proud, and her eyes
were adoring as they gazed upon him. Still, she did not completely trust him,
he noticed; she never ate or drank anything that he had not already sampled.


Watching the faces of his guests,
Raugst had to admit that he had truly enjoyed this performance. Now for the
distasteful part: following through.


“Very well, then, friends,” he
said, and at the sound of his voice the conspirators instantly quieted and
turned to him. “We shall remove the
traitor from the throne. Let us drink to victory!”


“Here! Here!”


Raugst lifted his glass in a toast
to regicide.



 

 



 

Three days after the feast, word reached Raugst that the
bridge over the Pit of Eresine had been rebuilt. Vrulug was leading his great
host northward, razing everything that was still standing in his path. Raugst
was hard pressed to find room and food for the new flood of refugees. More and
more turned to desperate acts to earn coin. People joked that there were more
whores in Thiersgald than soldiers, and more thieves than whores, and Raugst
was not sure they were wrong.


He was prepared. He and King Ulea
had long since established a dialogue. The King had offered to aid Fiarth some
weeks before, but Raugst had put him off. Originally, Raugst had done this
because he wanted Vrulug to prevail, but after Niara’s fateful kiss he had
stalled the King, telling him that Fiarth could look after its own. The truth
was that he needed more time to organize the conspiracy that would bring Lord
Ulea down.


That time was now. As soon as
Raugst heard word that Vrulug was marching over the Pit of Eresine, he sent
word to the King, and the King sent word to him. It all happened very quickly
after that. Raugst invited the King and his host to meet with him in
Thiersgald, where the battle with Vrulug would surely be joined, being as it
was the southernmost large city still standing, and King Ulea agreed. He was a
goodly man, so all said, and Raugst felt ill at the thought of destroying him. Yet
if that sacrifice saved Felgrad, it would be worth it. Surely even King Ulea would
agree should he know the truth of the matter.


So it was that in seven days after
news of Vrulug’s march reached Raugst’s ears, King Heril Ulea IV and his host
of twenty thousand arrived at Thiersgald. Raugst stood on the wall near the North
Gate, watching them steam over the gently rolling plain. King Ulea and the
troops of his region wore silver armor lined with gold, and they were an
impressive sight indeed, all bright and dazzling, sparkling under the sun like
a river of mercury against the green rolling hills. There were other companies,
as well, for the King had summoned every army from every barony and dukedom in
the country to him, but the King’s men rode in the fore.


The people of Thiersgald were
permitted to stand upon the wall alongside the soldiers and watch their saviors
pour in. There was much of cheering and joyful weeping.


Raugst ordered the Gate opened, and
King Ulea, at the head of his host, rode into Thiersgald atop his chestnut
stallion. Raugst climbed down from the wall, mounted his own black charger and
met the King in the city square known as Edrin’s Court. 


King Ulea wore not silver armor
chased with gold as his soldiers did, but gold chased with silver, with a
golden helmet sporting a silver crest. The effect was breathtaking, as though
he were some golden god of war suddenly materialized in the city square. The
monarch smiled, his dark red beard parting to reveal thick, even white teeth,
and he and Raugst closed the distance and clasped wrists. Raugst saw more gray
in the man’s hair than he had expected, and pock marks above his beard, but for
all that the King’s grip was firm, and the way he stared Raugst in the eye made
Raugst sit up straighter. To his amusement, sweat actually began to bead his
brow.


“Well met, Lord King,” Raugst said.
“Though grim times bring you here, may your time in Thiersgald be joyful.”


The King nodded judiciously. “I’m
sure they shall be.” He regarded Raugst in silence a moment, frowning. Then, at
last, he nodded. “Yes, you will do fine, I think. Grieved I was to hear of Lord
Wesrain’s passing, and the passing of his sons nearly devastated me. But at
least Fiarth had you, waiting in the wings as it were, to take the throne when
needed.”


I’m
not done taking thrones yet. Raugst bowed his head. “Your words honor me,
though I’m not sure I’m worthy.”


“Time will tell. Let us march.”


Raugst blew his horn, and his
knights flanked them. Next the King blew his
horn, and the grand host of Felgrad began to march through the gates. What
followed was a fantastic parade, as Raugst and Lord Ulea rode side by side
through the main thoroughfares of the city and the silver and golden host
marched behind them, an endless stream of mounted knights in glittering armor,
their horses’ hooves making thunder on the cobbled streets. Girls flocked to
the balconies and tossed flower petals down on the riders, and musicians played
gaily in the city squares. The sun shone, hot and unmerciful, but a favorful
wind blew through the city and cooled Raugst’s sweaty brow. 


He thought of the conspirators, most
of whom marched behind him, leading their own garrisons from their own baronies
and dukedoms that the King had gathered to him, and Raugst winced at the bloody
work that must soon be done. It was a bright and cloudless day, but as he
glanced sideways at the King it seemed something passed across the sun, and the
world grew dim and red.


At parade’s end, Raugst and King
Ulea led the host through the South Gates and out onto the undulating plain
that gave way to forests to the east and farmlands to the south and west. Here
upon the plain the soldiers would camp until Vrulug came, at which point the
soldiers would relocate within the walls. Many of the refugees then would be
forced to move from their makeshift homes and the city would be more cramped
and crowded than ever—which was why the soldiers would camp here for the nonce.
Meanwhile Raugst had been building up Thiersgald’s store of grain and supplies,
preparing for the coming siege. More supplies arrived each day.


Raugst stayed with the King as the
camp was erected, large green tents for the enlisted men and darker ones for
the officers. The King’s tent was a muted gold color—not ostentatious exactly,
but it did not hide the fact of whose tent it was, either.


The King breathed deeply as he
beheld the city wall and the gently rolling land leading away to the burnt
wheat farms that scarred the land to the south. Tall grass waved, and the wind
blew, and the sun sank to the west, turning red as it descended. “Yes,” he
said, “this is good country. Solid country. My grandfather died here, you know,
just a little way south of the gates, somewhere around that knoll right there. Odhen
Ulea the Second, a great man.”


“I didn’t know that.”


Lord Ulea nodded. “The Summer of
the Wolf, you’ve surely heard of that war. Vrulug launched his hosts against us
while my grandsire was visiting. His niece, Lady Erys, was marrying Dashen
Wesrain, and my grandfather had arrived early for the wedding. A mistake, as it
turned out. Borchstogs besieged the city. Dashen handed the army over to him,
as was only proper. Odhen led the army out, time and again, against Vrulug and
his hordes, but at last his company was surrounded and butchered. Vrulug
ordered Odhen to be taken alive, and my grandfather knew Vrulug meant to make a
spectacle of his death and demoralize the city.” He shook his head. “He slit
his own throat. Right there near that knoll, or so I’ve been told.” He smiled,
and it contained great pride, but also sadness. “And he laughed in Vrulug’s face as he did it! He slit his throat
laughing!” Just thinking about it, Ulea chuckled, too, and Raugst chuckled
along with him. “I hope I live up to him, someday,” Ulea said. “When my time
comes. I hope I achieve a death so fine.” 


You
won’t, Raugst thought. You will die
asleep in bed. “Are you certain you would not rather stay at the castle?” Even
then soldiers were finishing raising the golden tent. The sounds of hammering
and grunting and the stamping of hooves filled Raugst’s ears.


The King shook his head. “No. I’ll
stay here and camp with the men.”


On the one hand, Raugst approved of
this. On the other, he needed the King at the castle so that the sovereign
could be dealt with.


“Of course, my lord. I plan to camp
with my men, as well, when the fighting starts.”


“As it should be.”


“Until then, however, I plan to
stay at the castle. It’s quite comfortable there . . .” He let this offer hang
in the air for several long moments. The sun was sinking, but it was far from
darkfall yet. The King did not respond. Raugst sighed. “Well, at least dine
with me tonight. We will gather the nobles and have one last feast before the
war.”


The King allowed himself a smile. When
he smiled, his hard, broad face filled with wrinkles, and Raugst could see all
his scars and imperfections. Strangely it made him like the King all the more.


“Very well,” Lord Ulea said. “I
will dine with you tonight. I could do with a feast.”


Raugst shook his wrist. “I will be
honored to have you.” Enjoy the feast, my
friend. It will be your last.



 

 



 

Darkness fell and the townsfolk came out to greet the
soldiers, as was the custom. Meat was laid over leaping bonfires and mugs of
ale shoved into strong hands. Unmarried girls went around giving kisses on the
cheek to smiling soldiers, and the whores gave them more than that. Musicians played,
wandering amongst the camp, and people danced, driving the darkness away.


It was a happy time, and King Ulea
seemed reluctant to leave it. Nevertheless, Raugst convinced him to come away
with him finally, and the other nobles, mostly Raugst’s fellow conspirators,
gathered, sharing significant looks as they mounted up. Atop his black charger,
Raugst led them through Thiersgald, past the huddled masses, and finally to
Castle Wesrain rising grim and forbidding into the night, a black hulk blotting
out the stars. 


While dinner was being prepared, the
worthies gathered in the royal study where they smoked cigars and drank wine,
and after the manservant Hanslib informed Raugst that dinner was ready, the
nobles relocated to the feasting hall. Dinner began as a somber affair, and
Raugst missed the gaiety of the celebration beyond the wall. For, as most of
the nobles present were those he had persuaded to help him slay the King,
conversation was minimal. Few seemed to feel comfortable engaging His Majesty
verbally, and Lord Ulea for his part was apparently brooding on the war to come
and did not offer many comments of his own.


Thus Raugst was forced to provide
entertainment, and he regaled the gathering with fanciful tales of his supposed
life along the Feslan-Aragst border.


“ . . . and I saw it there, upon
the ridge, its eyes gleaming, fangs bared. And I knew it was the thing that had
been preying on Father’s goats. So I crept up on it with my bow and arrow, I a
young lad of sixteen summers but quite an excellent marksman by then, and came
around at it from the rear. Oh, it was a long, black, slinky thing, and drool
ran from its mouth. It was nearer the pens now. It didn’t seem to see me. And
so I crept—closer, closer.” Raugst paused, looking around. All eyes were on
him, even the King’s. “I could tell it was a thing of Oslog. It was beast of
nightmare, no natural wolf, and there was a red glint in its eye. The strange
thing was that it was also so beautiful, and graceful. I couldn’t help but
think it moved more like a cat than a wolf. So slinky and poised. The moonlight
shining on its slick black fur.


“Well, no matter. I wasn’t going to
let such a beast eat Father’s goats. We needed the food. So I came up on it,
careful to keep downwind, and took aim. I looked down the shaft of that arrow,
my hands fair to trembling, for I knew that if I missed I wouldn’t have time
for a second shot before the thing would be upon me. And so I aimed. Right at
its heart.


“But then, curse the gods, at that
exact moment the wind shifted! That wolf, it lifted its twitching nose and
turned to look right at me.” Several
of his guests gasped. “Well, that shocked me so bad I could barely shoot. I
steeled my spine and was ready to let fly, when all of sudden—” He leaned
forward and lowered his voice dramatically “—when all of a sudden it spoke.”


Muttering greeted this.


“Aye,” said Raugst, grinning
tightly, “it spoke.”


“What did it say?” asked the King. His
eyes were wide, and he was leaning forward.


Raugst arched his eyebrows. “It
said, ‘Well, are you going to shoot me, or not?’” Nervous laughs arose, and
Raugst let them run their course. “I said, ‘Why, sure I am. Just stand up a
little straighter. Move to the right a bit. And . . . hold still.’” More
laughs. Raugst smiled. “But then, to my utter astonishment, that wolf, that
slinky, black wolf, well, it seemed its blackness turned to smoke, and its shape seemed to change. I was so shocked
I let fly an arrow, right into the ground. The thing was busy changin’, though,
so I, fingers tremblin’, drew another and took aim.


“The goats were mewling, and the
wind was screaming, and the thing, the thing that had been a wolf . . . the
smoke had cleared, if there had been smoke, and now that wolf was no wolf at
all. It was, to my great surprise, a beautiful woman.” There were chuckles and
grins. “Oh, she was like a goddess, hair like shadow, long and black and shiny
under the moon, and eyes, violet eyes, I’ll never forget ‘em. They burned right
into me. Oh, and ‘o course, she was naked as the day she was born.” He bit his
lower lip and shook his head. “Friends, I tell you she was a creature to die
for. Long legs, high, full breasts, flat stomach, those lusty eyes, shadowy
hair streamin’ in the wind . . .”


“Well, what happened?” the King
demanded again.


“Now that’s the interesting part. See, she speaks again, and she says,
‘You don’t have to shoot me, you
know. There are other things that we could be doing.’ Now, I look at her, and I
look at the goats, and I say, ‘What are you suggesting?’ And she says, ‘Let me
take a goat and I’ll show you pleasures you can’t dream of.’ Well, I look down
the shaft of my arrow. I’ve got her heart dead center, just above one of those
perfect breasts. And again I look at her, and I look at the goats, and back at
her. Then I throw down that bow and stand up and say, ‘I guess you might be
worth a goat or two.’” 


The whole table laughed heartily at
this, the King most of all. Raugst knew he had the King’s trust then. Good.


“So, what happened afterward?” Lord
Ulea asked, wiping tears from his eyes.


“Oh, she took a goat, just like she
said. And I let her. She’d upheld her end of the bargain by then. Shown me
pleasures I can’t even describe. The next day when Father found out, I got a
whipping, sure enough, a whipping I’ll never forget, but I grinned all the way
through it.”


“I’ll just bet you did!” said one
of the men.


“Did you ever see her again?” asked
the King.


Raugst nodded. “Several times. She’d
come slinkin’ around, wanting a goat, and we’d strike our bargain, same as the
first. And I will say that though I didn’t eat so well that year I was never
dissatisfied for a moment.”


The King made a toast to beautiful
women. They all drank.


Raugst, sipping his wine, looked
across at the King and sighed inwardly. It was a shame what would happen. He
was actually beginning to like the man.


Dessert was served, then coffee,
and talk went on more casually. The King relaxed, as had been Raugst’s
intention. He wanted the King good and asleep when the time came.


Finally the meal broke up and each
of Raugst’s guests went to their rooms. For three hours Raugst waited tensely
in his chambers—plenty of time, he hoped, for the King to fall into deep sleep
and for his Royal Guards to become drowsy. What had they to fear, after all,
here in the castle before battle had even started?


Only then, after three full hours,
did Raugst send out Hanslib to give the signal.


Raugst and his conspirators
gathered in the oak-paneled study. The night was dark and cold, and wind
shrieked around the castle, its screams sending shivers up and down Raugst’s
spine. He could tell his fellow conspirators felt it too, the tension. He’d
brought a tray with him, silver and covered with a red silk cloth, and set it
upon the mahogany table. All the conspirators stared avidly at it and its
concealed contents, and he saw excitement mix with dread in their faces.


“Now’s the time,” he told them
quietly. “Are you ready?”


Tight nods greeted him from drawn,
pale faces.


“Then let us see what’s under this
cloth.” He tore the silk away, revealing a dozen gleaming silver knives, each a
foot and a half long. The conspirators let out a collective breath.


Raugst selected a weapon, finding
the metal cold but smooth in his grip, the weight perfectly balanced.


Slowly, Lord Evergard followed his
example. The duke stared at his blade, swore, and nodded to Raugst. It was easy
after that, and soon everyone had picked out a gleaming silver instrument of
regicide.


“Excellent,” said Raugst. “Now to
business.”


Holding his blade at his side, he
quit the study. The others, silent and ashen, followed at his heels. He led
them down one quiet, carpeted hall and then another. Candles in niches at
regular but infrequent intervals gave just enough light to see by. At last they
arrived at the juncture leading to the corridor where the King’s suite lay.


“Wait here,” Raugst told his
conspirators, and moved around the corner. Two members of the Royal Guard,
though stifling yawns, stood vigil to either side of a stout wooden door—the
suite of the King. They carried naked steel in their hands.


Raugst, his knife in the waistband
at his back, approached them, smiling. Seeing him, they straightened. 


“Gentlemen,” he said, careful to
keep his voice soft, for he knew the soldiers would not want to wake their lord,
“have you truly been awake all this time?” He yawned, feigning sleepiness.


“What are you doing up so late, if
I may ask, my lord?” asked one of the guards.


Raugst shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep.
Battle comes. My city might be razed to the ground. So I put on some clothes
and went for a walk. A shame that everyone else is asleep. I was hoping for a
game of cards. I don’t suppose you . . . but never mind, you’re on duty. I
wouldn’t want you to find yourself in trouble with the King on my account . .
.”


The soldiers glanced at each other,
then to him. “I think we had better not, my lord. Still, we appreciate the
offer.”


Raugst nodded, as though he had
expected this, and clapped one on the shoulder. He had come to stand beside
him, so that they were facing the same direction and the second soldier was on
the far side. Now Raugst yanked his blade free and plunged it into the gut of
the soldier whose shoulder he had grabbed, using that purchase to shove the man
deeper onto the weapon. Hot blood trickled over his fingers. The man gasped and
doubled over.


The other soldier leapt back, brandishing
his sword. “My lord!”


Raugst yanked his blade free, and
blood spurted from his victim’s wound. He released his hold on the man, and the
soldier toppled to his knees, then sprawled fully on the ground, where he
twitched and bled all over the expensive carpet. Raugst tried not to glance
down at him, tried not to feel the swell of remorse that rose unwanted in him,
but it came regardless.


He didn’t let that hinder him.


He sprang forward, batting the other
soldier’s blade away with his own. Even as he moved, Raugst changed his free
hand into a claw. Pain coursed up his arm as he felt the bones shifting,
changing, jerking, but then his claw was ripping out the soldier’s throat.


Blood sprayed Raugst full in the
face, and he drank it up. The man, clutching his wound, fell to the floor, his
mouth working but saying nothing. His feet kicked. Raugst knelt over and ran
him through the heart, giving him a clean death.


A hand grasped his ankle. Turning,
he saw the first soldier he had stabbed clutching at him with one hand and
holding in his guts with the other. A wave of pity and self-loathing rose in
Raugst. Snarling, he kicked the man onto his other side and plunged his blade
straight into the soldier’s heart. The man stopped moving. 


Sweating, Raugst staggered back
from the bodies, watching as their blood spread across the carpet. He shuddered
and swore. Why did this disturb him so much? He’d done worse before. Much
worse. For the thousandth time, he cursed Niara and her kiss.


When he got his breathing under
control, he shifted his claw back into a hand—it had become easier with
practice—and returned to the conspirators. They gaped at his bloody appearance,
and he met their gazes grimly.


“The way is clear. Now come.”


Obviously frightened—at him as much
as the task ahead of them—they followed him down the corridor until they stood
over the still-warm bodies.


“Dear Omkar,” whispered Lord
Evergard, blanching. “I never thought . . . they never . . . it was him . . .”


Raugst put a finger to his lips. It
was still possible the King was asleep. Chagrined, Evergard nodded.


Raugst moved around the bodies,
withdrew his master key, and inserted it into the keyhole of the large oaken
door. A twist of his wrist, a shove of his palm and the door heaved open. Darkness
like a demon’s mouth gaped where it had been. Raugst glanced over his
shoulders, met the eyes of his fellows, saw the depth of their resolve, and
moved inside. It was black. Not a single candle had been lit. Blindly he
fumbled about in the foyer, felt a couch, a candelabra, an incense burner . . .


His eyes adjusted, and he made out
the dim archway ahead. Moved through it, pulling out his still-dripping knife. The
others followed wordlessly. It was a grim procession that entered the massive
guest bedroom that housed the King. They stole like ghosts to the giant,
four-posted, canopied bed, knives glittering like fangs in the corpse-light
that filtered in through the heavy drapes. Like carrion-speckled vultures, they
gathered over the King, and Raugst looked down on the large, restful form that
stretched under the burgundy blanket and cream-colored sheets.


The King’s eyes were open.


Raugst stifled a gasp.


Those loathsome eyes scrutinized
the assassins and at last came to rest on Raugst. Raugst felt a sinking in his
belly.


“And so,” said the King, thick
white teeth flashing through the part in his beard, “it is you, after all.”


Raugst forced himself to meet King
Ulea’s eyes. “Yes, my lord.”


The King grunted. “I am clearly not
your lord, traitor.” He struggled to
sit up in bed, but Raugst shoved him back down with his left hand.


“You won’t be going anywhere,”
Raugst said


The King glared. “When I heard
voices, I wondered, and then the creak of the door . . . but you . . .” He sighed. “Can I ask why? Is
it just power you want?”


Raugst saw what the King was doing
and respected it. Still, he could not let the King take control of the
situation. He raised his blade to the light. The others had clearly been
unnerved by finding the King awake, and several had drawn fearfully away. But
at Raugst’s gesture, they returned to the bed and raised their own blades,
though more than one shook in its wielder’s hands.


The King’s face darkened with rage.


“No,” Raugst told him, answering
him. “It is to save your kingdom.”


The King snorted. 


“We found out about your dealings
with Vrulug,” Duke Evergard started. Even in the darkness, Raugst could see
that anger flushed his face. “You were going to betray the kingdom!”


“What? I—” The King looked confused.


Raugst knew he could not give him
time to speak. Lord Evergard had opened a subject that the King could not be
allowed to address.


“For your crimes, we sentence death,”
Raugst said. 


Hastily, he plunged his blade down,
felt it tear into the hard, muscular flesh of Lord Ulea’s chest, felt the blade
scrape on a rib and snap. 


The King screamed. His back arched.
Hands like claws strove for his attacker.


Too late. After Raugst’s initial
stab, the others joined in. They plunged their blades into the King, then
lifted them, dripping, and plunged them home again. Again and again they
stabbed, and crimson stained the cream-colored sheets and spattered the
conspirators. The King screamed, and wind howled beyond the thick stone walls.


At last Lord Ulea stopped moving. A
ragged gasp escaped his mouth, blood foamed on his lips, then he sagged and was
no more.


Raugst, panting, stared on the
mutilated body. You died as well as you
could, he thought. Odhen would not be
ashamed. 


He raised his gaze to his
conspirators. “It’s finished,” he said, wiping blood from his face. “Well done,
my friends. A traitor has been laid low.”


Lord Evergard nodded. “And now it
is you we follow, Lord Wesrain.”


He bowed to Raugst, and, to
Raugst’s astonishment, the others followed him, until all the grim bloody vultures
were kneeling at his feet.


“Hail Lord Wesrain!” they cried. “The
new lord of Felgrad!”



 

 



 

That night, Saria slipped into his suite, smiling proudly. 


He’d expected her, had even
prepared a bottle of wine and some glasses. He had been reclining on his
terrace, staring out over the city, eyeing the white spires of the Temple of
Illiana and wondering where Niara was when he heard the door open and turned to
see Saria, like some sleek jungle cat, glide across the room, black hair shining
by the light of the moon, jade eyes flashing.


“You did it,” she purred, reaching
him. 


“Hail the new King of Felgrad.”


She stroked his cheek. “Oh, I will.
I will, my lord.”


He gestured to the chair opposite
him, and the bottle of wine that sat on the table. She deftly poured herself a
glass, took a sip, and sighed. “It was a brilliant plan you had, Raugst—to
install yourself as king. And you did it. Vrulug will be pleased. Now we can
use the armies of Felgrad to assault the rest of the Crescent.”


“Indeed.”


Drinking, smiling, she ignored the
empty chair and draped herself across him. Her skin felt warm and soft, and her
weight pleasant in his lap. 


“I had a thought,” she said. “A way
to further our cause. Instead of merely sacrificing Felgrad, we could use her. We could make an alliance
between her and one or more of the other Crescent states, make a bloc, and
instead of having Felgrad merely going to war against the greater Crescent, it
would be one bloc against another. Civil
war amongst the Crescent.”


“Brilliant.”


“You think so?” Her eyes twinkled. He
could feel her breath against his cheek. She snuggled closer. “Raugst, my king,
you know . . . we do not have to be
enemies, you and I.”


“No?”


She smiled, drained her glass, and
set it down. Finally, she trusted him, and it had only cost a crown. Using the
hand that had held the glass, she ran her fingers through his dark, wavy hair. He
saw her black-gemmed ring glimmer faintly.


“No,” she said. “We could be . . .
allies, I think . . .” She blinked sleepily. “Allies . . . yes, and more than .
. . allies . . .” She stretched, yawning. “So . . . tired . . .”


She slid off of him and collapsed
to the floor at his feet. For a long moment, he stared down at her, honestly
ashamed. But you were too strong, he
thought. It was the only way. 


He dug out the little bell he’d
stuffed into a pocket, removed the cloth that muffled it and rang it. Shortly
Duke Welsly entered, holding his light-blessed sword. Raugst hauled Saria’s
still-breathing body into the interior of the suite so that no one could see
what it is they did, then demanded the sword. Warily, the duke handed it to
him.


“I don’t understand,” the duke
said. “What . . . ?”


Gritting his teeth, Raugst shoved
the blade into Saria’s slowly rising and falling chest. She gasped. Blood
spurted. The pain seemed to rouse her. The fingers of one hand reached out to trace
that glimmering black gem—


“No,” Raugst said. Oh, she is strong. 


He chopped down, again and again. Duke
Welsly turned away and retched. At last there was nothing left of Saria, at
least not whole. When he was done, panting and covered in blood, Raugst brought
his blade down on the black-gemmed ring, destroying the Twain, he hoped, for
good, or at least sending them back to the Abyss.


Looking pale and sickly, Duke
Welsly regarded him with fear and disgust. “You butchered a sleeping woman . .
.”


“She was no woman.”


“Even so.”


Raugst said nothing.


“And what of the King?” Welsly
demanded. “For the last hour there’s been much coming and going from his
chamber. Has something happened to him? Is the King all right?”


Raugst shook his head sadly. Saria’s
blood dripped off his face and chest. Her body, or its chunks, cooled at his
feet. Don’t go to Him, he thought. Don’t go to Gilgaroth. If your spirit can
hear me, go away from Him. You can still be free.


“He’s dead,” he said. “I . . . am
sorry. The King is dead.”


The duke staggered back a step, eyes
wide. . “You . . . you killed him!” 


Raugst did not deny it. “It had to
be done.”


“No . . . no . . .” Anger replaced
the fear, and the duke jerked out his hunting knife and lunged at Raugst. “Traitor!”



Raugst stepped aside, cutting with
his light-blessed blade. And the blade, the damnable blade, turned aside, missing the duke by
inches. It surprised Welsly almost as much as it did Raugst, but the duke did
not pause. His knife struck toward Raugst, and Raugst only barely moved aside. As
it was, the blade scraped along his ribs. 


He cast the sword aside. It was a
righteous weapon and would not slay a righteous man.


Raugst needed no weapon.


He was hardly even aware of his
body changing, of the rage consuming him, but in mere moments he towered over
Welsly, and the duke stared up at him in horror. 


“What—?”

Raugst tore the duke apart. Blood matted his wolvish fur. At last his claws
tore open Welsly’s ribcage and he gobbled down the duke’s heart. Only then did
the rage subside, and he dropped the duke’s remains as he slipped forms. Naked,
chest heaving, he glared down at the butchered carcass of Welsly and the chunks
that had once been Saria, the Whore of Grasvic, Temptress of Orin Feldred, the
woman who had damned the rebellion and yet guaranteed the second rebellion’s
success.


Raugst took a breath, closed his
eyes for a moment and crossed to the liquor cabinet.
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The first thing in the morning, Raugst summoned all of King
Ulea’s generals, who had been camping with the host. Blinking sleep from their
eyes, they came to Raugst in his Throne Room, where he sat on the throne surrounded
by his conspirators, the highest nobles of Felgrad, some of whom were members
of the recent converts, but most of whom were not. Scowling dramatically,
Raugst allowed Duke Evergard to present the evidence of King Ulea’s treachery
to the generals. They responded with the expected shock and disbelief, but as
the duke’s testimony was joined by the others, and all the falsified letters
were presented, the generals at last, rocking on their heels, came to a
reluctant acceptance. 


Their voices shaking, they asked
about the whereabouts of the King.


Only then did Raugst speak. “In
hell, most likely,” he said with strategic bluntness. “Evil like his deserves
no better. Though, in truth, since he is such a high servant of the Dark One,
it’s not likely he was cast into the Inferno. Likely Gilgaroth put him in the
other places, the happy places of Illistriv, the dark afterlife of his thralls.
Even now the King’s soul probably laughs at our stupidity, thinking that he was
so close to delivering us all into Gilgaroth’s clawed hands.” 


His eyes bore into the generals, daring
them to defy him. His words were carefully thought-out, however, and they had
the desired effect of deepening the new-born resentment these men had for King
Ulea. Their jaws stuck out and their eyes flashed as they considered Raugst’s
imagery, of the King enjoying his afterlife even after all he had done. 


“What shall we do?” asked General
Miled, looking shaken. “Vrulug approaches! There’s no time to send for Prince
Henier.”


“And no need,” Raugst said. “Obviously
you did not listen very closely. Those letters implicate the King’s family as
much as they do the King himself. Prince Henier can’t be trusted. None of them
can.”


“Are you saying we should slay the Royal Family?” 


“Not at all. Though they certainly
should be placed under arrest when it is feasible to do so. However, I am saying that the time of the Uleas is
over.”


“But . . . who shall lead us?”
asked another general, glaring at Raugst suspiciously. “You, I suppose? I think not.”


Lord Evergard stepped forward. He
had been Raugst’s chief opponent before, but now he had become Raugst’s
greatest advocate. “We need a new sovereign,” he said, “one who has experience
fighting Vrulug, but also someone who commands a large barony or dukedom and
has the love of the people.” In a very calm, reasoned voice he added, “There is
none better suited than Lord Wesrain.”


“Here here,” Baron Sifus agreed. The
rest of the conspirators chimed in.


A long silence greeted this. The
generals rubbed their chins and glanced at each other, and Raugst tensed. He needed
the generals if he was to wrest control of the army, and so he waited, trying
not to look like the greedy, scheming throne-stealer they might fear him to be,
trying to appear as reluctant and as weary—and as noble—as possible.


At last, General Hraest let out a
breath. “Yes. I see no alternative. Lord Wesrain is King.”


The other generals shot him sharp
looks, but, one by one, they nodded their agreement. “Lord Wesrain is King,”
they said, one after the other. In the end, all in the hall bowed to him. 


“Long live the King!” 


If
only that were likely, Raugst thought. 



 

 



 

Steam rose from the glimmering waters of the Pool, and from
it emerged a goddess. She was tall and blond and buxom, clad in a sheer, thin
gown of white pasted to her body, and her eyes shone with pleasure.


Niara, who stood in the water
before her, smiled kindly. Of all of her duties as High Priestess, this was
Niara’s favorite. Reciting from the Books of Light, she said: “And do you now
accept the blessing of the Father—” (this was Brunril) “— and of the Mother—”
(Illiana)—“who together begat the First Men and imbued them with Light and
Grace and love?”


“I do, High Mother.”


They were surrounded by a circle of
smiling priestesses each holding a candle on a silver holder, all clad, as Niara
was, in a thin white gown cinched by a slim golden belt shaped like intertwined
leaves. With the water and steam, the gowns were now molded to their frames. The
lights of the candles became blurry, leaping fairies in the steam.


“Then I bestow upon you that same
Grace,” Niara said. “May your cares be lessened, your past transgressions
washed away, and may you travel in the Light unto the end of days.” The girl
bowed, and Niara kissed her on the forehead. The girl’s flesh was warm. Niara
had to use the white stone she wore about her neck to bless the girl, for she
had no more grace to give. Raugst had taken it all.


When the girl stood, she beamed
brightly, her cheeks flushed, her hair dripping and steaming. Perhaps she was
not truly a goddess, Niara thought—her hips were a bit too wide, perhaps, her
breasts were a bit too full, too low—but she was a vision of beauty
nonetheless. She was so happy. May you
stay that way. 


Light shone down through the
sun-shafts overhead, turning the walls and pillars to shining white, and the
steam to wispy, glowing cotton. Vapor curled up from the water, and Niara
basked in it. There were furnaces beneath the Pool that priestesses would stoke
during a Bathing Ceremony, the ritual by which a bride-to-be was purified
before her wedding. When Niara had first journeyed here, when she had first
become a priestess, she had slaved away in the heat, stoking those fires during
the ritual, and now she presided over it.


Smiling, she led Liela, the
bride-to-be, out of the water, embraced her, and sent her to be dried and
dressed by a gaggle of blushing young priestesses. Niara remembered when she
had blushed so. This was the romantic part of being a priestess, the magical,
girlish part. Only women were allowed during a Bathing Ceremony, but all women
were girls underneath.


Niara watched wistfully as Liela
was led away, and she could not help but sigh. I will pray for you. I will
pray for us all. Yet she had little real hope. Vrulug may have spared
Thiersgald for the moment, but he had taken his army and sacked Branagh and
Galamheim. Legions of refugees had escaped those cities and sought a haven
inside Thiersgald, and Niara had been spending her days and nights seeing to
them. Many had been raped or tortured by Vrulug and his thralls, and more had
lost loved ones. These were dark times, and Niara was forced to admit, at least
to herself, that Gilgaroth’s dreaded Age of Grandeur might finally be upon the
world. She did not see how any host of Man could stop Vrulug. But, of course,
she confided her fears to no one save Illiana.


Hiatha, who had not participated in
the ceremony but had been overseeing things High Motherly while Niara was
occupied, entered the Hall of Beginning and approached. Still glowing a bit
from the ceremony despite herself, Niara puzzled at the strange expression she
wore. 


“What is it, dear?”


Hiatha lowered her voice. “It’s . .
. him. Raugst.”


Niara felt beads of sweat stand out
on her skin, and it wasn’t because of the steam. Instantly she felt a stirring
of anger—Raugst had ignored the letters she had sent him over the past week—but
also a stirring of something else. 


“I had heard he was busy with the
King.,” she said. 


“He wants to see you.” 


“Very well. Tell him I’ll meet with
him in the solar after I dress.” Hiatha nodded and began to move off, but Niara
stopped her, half smiling. “And tell the girls below that they can stop the
bellows.”


Quickly Niara went to the large
bathroom areas of the Temple, where the bathing basins were. She found her
storage cabinet, took out a dry robe and laid it aside. Her black hair hung in damp
waves around her shoulders and her ceremonial gown was pasted to her body like
a second skin. She untied the golden belt and slipped out of the gown.


“Very nice.”


She spun, clutching at the garment.
He stood before her, dark eyes smiling. Wearing his hunting finery, with his
black mane combed back over his head and his beard trimmed, he looked most
handsome in that moment.


“Raugst, you shouldn’t have come
here. These are private rooms . . .”


He strode across the marble floor,
past the marble benches, threading through the bathing basins toward her. Her
back was to the wall. Smiling, he came to stand over her. Steam still rose from
her hair, and she felt very warm. He smelled of leather and, faintly, sweat.


“You shouldn’t be here,” she said
again, but her voice had lost its strength.


He smiled. He laid his hands upon
her shoulders and drew her to him. Her gown fell away, and her wet breasts
pressed against his chest. He bent his head and kissed her. His lips were warm
and soft, and she gave in to them. For a moment.


She tore herself away and snatched
up her dry gown. “No.” Her voice was a coarse whisper.


“Damn you.”


She hid behind a pillar and slipped
the gown over her head. Clothed, she reemerged, grabbed up a belt and cinched
it about her waist. She was still wet, however, and she caught him staring at
her chest. She grabbed a towel and began to dry her hair.


“Why didn’t you reply to my
messages?” she said, trying to glare at him.


“Messages?”


“Don’t deny it. I had my girls
deliver them to the drop spot at the castle, but we never received a reply.”


“Ah. That.”


“So you don’t deny it.” Somehow that disappointed her.


“You don’t understand. It was
Saria. I thought she was acting awfully smug the other day. She must have
discovered our drop spot. I never received any messages.” He sat down on a
bench, suddenly seeming to lose his strength. “She’s been keeping a close watch
on me, and lately the staff too. She must have noticed something unusual.”


“Truly?”


“Truly.”


She stepped closer to him. He eyed
her up and down. 


“Why are you here?” she asked.


He raised his eyebrows. Patted the
seat beside him. “To see you, of course,” She ignored his offer. “Saria will no
longer keep us apart.”


“You speak as though we were torrid
lovers.”


He stared into her, and she felt
suddenly uncomfortable. 


“Are we not?” he asked.


She turned away. Her hair was as
dry as the towel could get it. She laid it over the side of the hamper. Not
turning to face him, she said, “What became of her?”


There was genuine sadness in his
voice, and something haunted about his face. “I slew her. Her and her
shadow-slaves. And . . . and one more. They will bother us no longer.”


She faced him. She still felt oddly
conflicted at the thought that he had slain a woman, but she forced herself to
admit that it was for the best, and she did not let her eyes waver.


“The sword worked, then,” she said.


He seemed relieved that she did not
rebuke him. “Yes, and I thank you for it.”


“And what do you want of me now?”


Almost violently, he rose to his
feet. “I don’t want anything of you,
woman. I want you.” He grabbed her
shoulders again and shoved his lips against hers. 


She kissed back, then ripped
herself away. He growled. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she tried not to let
them out. 


“No,” she choked. “Giorn.”


“Damn him!”


She made a cutting motion with her
hand. “Just go. I cannot betray him.”


“Bah! This is madness.” He towered
over her, and she had the urge to shrink away. She stood firm. “I know you feel
it too, Niara. I can smell the fire in your blood, and the juices in your
cunny. Don’t be a fool!”


She slapped him. “I will not betray
Giorn.”


“Why not? He’s betrayed you.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“It’s true. Saria told me how she
got the Moonstone from him, and it wasn’t by flattering him.”


The blood drained from her face. “He
would never . . .”


“He would. He did. But never mind
him, woman! You’re mine. don’t deny it. Once was not enough, for either of us.”


He started to kiss her again, but
she placed her hands on his chest and shoved him away. “The Moonstone, you
said. Tell me, how’s Vrulug using it against us?”


He rolled his eyes. “He’s corrupted
it. Or the Master has, anyway. Vrulug’s using it to taint the light, to block
it. Your priestesses are worth less than horse dung now, as far as the War is
concerned.”


“Can the Stone be purified? Perhaps
the Pool, weakened though it is . . .”


“No pool can reverse what Lord
Gilgaroth did to it. He’s stronger than all of you.”


She stared up at him soberly. “Then
the Stone must be destroyed. It is the only way.”


“You destroy it. Vrulug has it. Vrulug, the son of Gilgaroth and
Mogra, at the head of his army—which, according to my spies, is marching toward
us even now. It could be here as soon as the morrow. Besides, I don’t even know
where it is, where he’s keeping the Stone. I looked for it when I was with him,
but . . . No. The only way is my way, to become King.”


She shoved him farther back. “You
still mean to go through with it? But
Saria is dead!”


“How do you think I killed her? The
only way I could get her to trust me enough to drink the poison, was, well . .
.” 


She blinked, putting the pieces
together. When the truth dawned, she nearly sank to her knees. “You slew him. King
Ulea, he’s . . .”


“It was the only way, Niara. Now Saria’s
dead, and because I’ve upheld my end of the agreement Vrulug will forebear
attacking long enough for us to unify against him.”


“Monster!” That seemed to pain him,
despite everything, so she said it again, “Monster!” He flinched. She stepped
forward and beat against his chest. “Monster!”


“Niara . . .” 


She stepped back, wiping at her
eyes. “Go,” she commanded. She couldn’t even look at him. “Just go.”


For a moment, he stood there,
conflicted. Then he turned and walked away through the mist.



 

 



 

Word about the king’s demise spread fast, first among the
soldiery, then among the townspeople. There were official announcements in the
city squares telling the people of King Ulea’s wickedness, his secret devotion
to Gilgaroth, and how Raugst, the great hero, had saved the kingdom from his
vile clutches. It was painted as a grim and close battle, as King Ulea summoned
the forces of darkness to combat brave Lord Raugst. Somehow Raugst had summoned
the strength and the righteousness to overcome these blasphemous sorceries and
had at last, in single combat, slain the King with his own hands, throttling
the very life from him.


Of course, there was a lot of
disbelief. The King was a beloved figure throughout the land, and his family
had been beloved likewise for hundreds of years. 


Just the same, it was hard to
refute the evidence of the letters found in Vrulug’s camp, and harder still to
refute the united word of Felgrad’s aristocracy combined with the solid front
of King Ulea’s generals. Could King Ulea truly have deceived everyone so
brilliantly? To make it easier to believe, as well as to accept, Raugst let it
be known that Lord Ulea’s conversion to the worship of Gilgaroth was a recent
event, and that the King had done so in order to save Felgrad—in a manner of speaking. The King had feared Vrulug
would win out and that only by turning Felgrad over to him could Felgrad be
spared. King Ulea would still rule Felgrad, but Vrulug would be his overlord.


This logic worked, and it allowed
people to believe their faith in King Ulea had not been entirely misplaced. Still,
they considered him a rank traitor, a blasphemer and a craven, and most were
glad of his death.


The story also served to instill
fear into the people. If King Ulea had expected Felgrad to fall, then why shouldn’t
they? This made them desperate for strong leadership, and there was Raugst,
already a well-liked and heroic figure, waiting on the throne. To cement this,
Raugst’s officials let it be known that the Crowning Ceremony would take place
the following evening at sundown in Mitsgald Square. High Mother Niara Ilimfad
would preside. To this neither she nor her priestesses gave comment.


Today, however, would be a day of
mourning for Felgrad’s lost lord. Traitor or not, he had been a popular king. Funeral
bells tolled throughout the city, and the townspeople wore black.



 

 



 

Fria stroked Kragt’s hair. He lay drowsily in bed, his eyes
barely open, even though sunlight poured in through his bedroom window along
with the tolling of bells. Naked, Fria lay beside him, sweat from their
coupling cooling on her skin.


“That’s right, my darling,” she
said, curling her fingers through his dark hair. “Rest.”


“What need have I for rest?” Kragt
gestured angrily. “I’ve nothing to do. Nothing to occupy me.” 


She snuggled tighter to him. He was
long and lean and tightly muscular, with a lean, wolvish face, and deep dark eyes.
He was actually quite handsome, she admitted to herself. Not that she felt any
attraction to him, nor affection, though she was careful not to let him know that.


She sighed, pretending to share his
sadness. “Yes. And now Raugst is to be king. It’s a strange world . . .”


He said nothing. He knew something
she did not, some secret Raugst was keeping. There was a reason Raugst had
maneuvered himself onto the throne. What could that be? Damn Kragt! She wished
he were not so tight-lipped. 


“King,” she mused. “But, perhaps,
he’ll let you remain lord here. Let you be lord of Fiarth . . .”


He frowned. “I do not want his leavings.” He cast her a sullen
glare. She was all too aware that she, too, could be considered Raugst’s
leavings. Still, as she had expected, Kragt had come to her shortly after
Vrulug’s army withdrew, and she had allowed him to take her, then and many
times afterward. Indeed, she had enjoyed it. But it had all been for this
moment.


“So what are you to do, my lord?”
she asked. “If you will not take Fiarth, then . . .”


His right hand clenched into a
fist. “I should take all of Felgrad. I’m as worthy as him. Worthier! I’ve seen how he looks at that Moon-witch
whore. I would never be seduced by
the likes of her, a slave to the Master’s enemies.”


“Yes,” she said, injecting some
honest venom into her voice. She still couldn’t believe Niara had taken up with
Raugst. “I’ve seen it, too. But what can you do?” 


“I can kill him.” 


She gasped—quite convincingly, too,
she thought. “But is that wise, my lord? He has other followers, and how would
you take his place?”


“Easily enough. I could . . . yes,
I could poison them all.”


“But surely that would be too difficult . . .” She made herself sound
somewhat awed by his daring.


A bit of pride entered his voice. “Not
so much. There’s plenty of the old store left. I know just where it is, and how
to get it. We used it once on Giorn’s men in the feasting hall, remember. Yes, you remember that night, don’t you?” He
smiled unpleasantly. “Almost tasteless it was. It must be how he slew Saria. That was foolish. Wait until Vrulug
discovers it! Yet if I could bring
Vrulug his head . . . yes . . . after I’d already taken his place as king . .
.”


“That’s too dangerous! And how
could you possibly take his place?”


“Oh, it could be done. I am not
without power.”


She shuddered. He and the others
did not hide their secrets very well these days. They were not too open about
their otherworldly natures, but they were not too subtle, either. Nor did they
hide, at least from her, the truth of the One they served. The Castle Guard
knew something was wrong, too, but their leaders had been appointed by Raugst,
and so they were paralyzed. And the castle staff was impotent with fear.


“How do you mean, my lord?” she
asked.


He laughed. “Don’t play the
dullard, woman. It doesn’t suit you. I
know that you know I am not what I
appear. Well, I could, with certain effort, appear to be what Raugst is not, either.”


“You could . . . change your shape
into his?”


He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Easier
to cloud people’s minds for a space. He’s more powerful than I, but I am not
without some skill. Though . . . all those people . . . at the crowning
ceremony . . . it would be too many to deceive, even for one very powerful . .
. But afterwards, at the feast . . . yes, that might do. That might do very
well.”


She spotted a flaw in his plan. “And
you would keep your shape altered for the rest of your days?”


He frowned. “If I must . . .”


“You don’t. Once Raugst is crowned, I will be queen, remember.”


“Yes! I’d forgotten. So we have
only to announce his death, and your remarriage . . .”


Her grin widened. “You would make a
most dashing groom, my lord.”


He leapt to his feet and threw on
some clothes. “There are plans to make, things to see to.” He paused at the
door and turned to her. A calculating look came into his eye, and she felt a
chill. “You are not to mention this to anyone.” He glared at her, and she said
nothing. Then, unexpectedly, he chuckled. “But you wouldn’t have, would you? You
wanted me to do it. You led me to it. Well, that is fine by me. I
like a woman with a taste for blood.”


With that, he was gone. She stared
at the place where he had disappeared, feeling the beating of her heart.


At last she allowed herself to
relax. Yes, she thought, Kragt was the perfect tool to use against Raugst. Kragt
had served the bastard for many years, had seen the praise and respect Vrulug
lavished on him, and Kragt wanted that respect for himself. Fria would help
him. And then I will send you to Raugst,
and you can explain your betrayal in hell.


Fria thought of her husband and all
his awful lackeys, and that traitor Niara, all choking on poison tomorrow night
after the crowning, and she smiled. Soon,
Father, brothers, I will avenge you. 



 

 



 

Giorn rode to the crest of the hill, Duke Yfrin at his side.
Together, they surveyed the hills that rolled all the way to the high outer
wall of Thiersgald and the great towers inside. Night had just fallen, and
lights twinkled like stars throughout the city.


“It’s beautiful,” Duke Yfrin said.


“Let’s hope it stays that way.”


The host of soldiers rode up behind
them, coming through the forest. It had been a difficult ride with darkness
stealing up on them and tree trunks all around, roots grasping at the horses’
hooves. More than one mount had broken a leg and had had to be put down. But
now it was over, and they left the forest behind. They had been forced to take
this dangerous route, as Raugst maintained spies along the main roads.


“But how are we to enter the city?”
the duke said. “They’ll be watching the secret passages this time.”


Giorn shook his head. “We don’t
need them. There’s no Borchstog host to avoid. We’ll enter separately through
different gates, just as our agents did before us, in the guise of refugees.” He
gestured to a wagon train approaching the East Gate. “It will not be
difficult.”


Before Giorn led them down, he
allowed himself a moment more to enjoy the sight of the city. Wind caressed the
hills and sighed through the forest. And there, carried on the wind, the sound
of bells . . .


Not just any bells. 


“A royal has died,” Giorn said,
feeling suddenly cold. Fria, he
thought. What did that bastard do to my
sister? He clenched his good fist, dug his heels into his horse’s flanks
and made for Thiersgald. 



 

 



 

Someone knocked on Raugst’s door, and he glanced up from the
armchair where he had been smoking a pipe and brooding on the days ahead. He
was king, yes. Vrulug would honor their bargain and spare Felgrad. But what then? Raugst must somehow array
the Crescent nations against Vrulug before the wolf-lord could discover
Raugst’s treachery, and hope the combined might of the six kingdoms would crush
Vrulug, even aided by the corrupted Moonstone. 


Raugst would have to make war on
his old master and friend. He thought of all the years they had shared, all the
feasts they had enjoyed together, all the orgies, the drunken revelries . . . Idle
pleasures, perhaps, but Raugst and Vrulug had experienced them almost as
brothers. And now . . . to twist a blade into his back— 


The knocking broke Raugst’s
musings.


“Come in,” he said.


One of his men entered, bowing. “You
have a visitor, my lord.”


“Send him in.”


The man withdrew, and presently a
silhouette materialized at the doorway, one Raugst knew well.


“Niara . . .” He rose to his feet,
pipe forgotten.


“Your Majesty.”


“I’m not king yet. Not officially.”


She closed the door, then came to
him. She smelled heavenly, of light and roses. He inhaled.


“Does my scent please you, my
lord?” Her curly black hair hung in locks before her bright blue eyes.


“It does.” He took her hand and
guided her to the divan, stealing glances at her slim, womanly body in white. Her
blue eyes stared back at him, and they were as warm as her hand. 


“I . . .” She broke off.


Sensing her awkwardness, he stepped
in. “I didn’t expect to see you. Not after . . .”


“Yes. I’m sorry. I know you did
only what you had to. If killing an innocent man will spare Felgrad, then . . .
I suppose I understand. I don’t like it, but I see there was no other choice.”


“And Giorn?”


“If he was with Saria, and . . . and
you feel for me . . .”


“I do.”


She smiled, and there was relief in
that smile. Color rose in her cheeks, and she lowered her eyes.


“Niara . . .” He put a hand on her
shoulder, but for some reason he wasn’t comfortable with it.


She sidled closer to him. They were
both very self-conscious.


“Raugst,” she said. 


He leaned in closer. Her smell
intoxicated him. His heart beat faster. He had not expected this, for her to
seek him out. And she had come here, to him, alone at night, for more than to
issue an apology.


He leaned in closer.


She tilted her face up and kissed
him. He kissed back.


They embraced awkwardly at first. Then,
slowly, they relaxed, exploring each other’s bodies as if for the first time,
and in a way it was. At last, as if seized by a frenzy, he tore at her clothes,
and she tore at his.


He lifted her in his powerful arms
and carried her off to bed, slamming the door shut behind them.



 

 



 

Giorn smelled roast mutton. His mouth watered. Someone had
made a bonfire in the park near the Temple to Illiana, and refugees had
gathered there for warmth and food. A priestess occupied a makeshift platform
and alternately preached and read from the Books of Light. The people listened
raptly, their faces ashen. Their beloved king had died and Vrulug the wolf-lord
was marching north, his full might gathered. Most thought the end was truly at
hand, and Giorn did not know if they were wrong. He had a plan, but it was a
fragile, desperate thing, and it depended more on the loyalty Thiersgald’s
soldiers felt to the Wesrains than anything else.


He stood with Dalic and several
soldiers in the park, smelling the roast mutton on the night breeze and trying
to calm the fury in his mind.


“We’re doomed,” said an old woman
not far away, crying against the chest of a plain-faced girl that must be her
daughter; both looked starved and harried. The daughter patted her back and
hugged her, but she did not argue.


Giorn studied the soldiers around
him. They looked fearful but resolved. They knew these were grim times, maybe
in truth the End Times, but they understood that their cause was the only route
to salvation. Vrulug was almost here and a traitor sat the throne. Only Giorn
could save them. Giorn wished he could be so sure. Vrulug has the Moonstone. It had once been the salvation of Man,
but now it might be the opposite.


The voice of the priestess rolled
over the gathering, competing with the chill wind and the crackling of the
fire. Giorn thought she might be Hiatha. “And though we travel through the dark
of the Abyss itself, there is light,” she said. “There is the light of the
Mother and the Father, and the spark that they put in each of us. Look within
to find it. Let each of you be a beacon to the others. Even in the dark of the
Abyss, there is hope, for there is each other.” The fire turned her honey-blond
hair to red gold. Her green eyes were filled with vigor and earnestness. 


One of the soldiers appeared out of
the throng, pushing his way through it as Hiatha—it was she; Giorn was certain
now—spoke on. Giorn had sent him on a mission, and now Giorn tensed to hear
word of his success or failure. He could tell immediately which way it had gone
by the man’s haggard face.


“I did as you ordered, my lord. Went
to the Temple and begged an audience with the High Mother. The priestesses said
she was occupied. When I pressed them, they admitted that she wasn’t there.”


“Where could she be? It’s the eve
of war.”


The soldier shrugged. 


“Very well,” Giorn said. “Thank
you.” 


The soldier moved off, and Giorn
frowned into the heart of the bonfire. He had wanted to see Niara again, to
apologize for his actions and to make up with her. He’d told Dalic (and
himself, for that matter) that she was of strategic importance, that they
needed to ally themselves with the High Mother for Giorn’s plan to work, but in
his heart he knew otherwise.


Dalic clapped him on the shoulder. “It
will be all right,” he said gently. Of course, he had no idea how close Giorn
and Niara were—or had been—and Giorn could not tell him. If nothing else, Dalic
was devout. “She is not as essential as you might think.”


Giorn forced himself to nod. “No,
you’re right. The plan can still work. Come, we have things do to.” After
looking around at the drawn, desperate faces of his men, he added, “But perhaps
we can have a little mutton first.”


They approached the fire as Hiatha’s
voice rolled on, preaching hope in the darkness. But all around, the darkness
deepened.


Vrulug would be here on the morrow.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
22



 

Raugst scowled out at the oncoming horde from atop the outer
wall of the city, flanked by his guards, generals, Niara and several lesser
priestesses. Wind whispered through his hair, and the morning sun cast golden
light upon the world.


Staring through a spyglass, Raugst
tried to pick out Vrulug among the tens of thousands of Borchstogs and gaurocks
and other assorted creatures of Oslog, but they were just a vague black wave on
the horizon. He estimated fifty thousand Borchstogs, a score of the massive,
wall-shattering gaurocks, a full fleet of glarumri, doubtless a handful of
vampires and their undead thralls, many trolls, corrupted giants and . . .


More. Many more.


Wind shrieked and howled. The dark wave
on the horizon drew closer. Closer. Marching through the ruins of farms they’d
leveled weeks ago. A few intrepid or foolish farmers had attempted to rebuild
and reoccupy, but these had been put to flight and Vrulug’s thralls even then
erased the efforts at reconstruction.


“They’ll be here by nightfall,”
Raugst said, lowering the eyepiece. “They’d be here sooner, but the sun makes
them slow.”


“Aye,” said General Levenril. He
was not one that Raugst had appointed but a true soldier of Felgrad, and Raugst
wished he had a hundred more like him. “Of course, for them it already is nightfall.”


This was true. Vrulug had been
burning and razing everything in his path since crossing the Pit of Eresine,
and he’d used his sorcerous arts to congeal the smoke from those burning towns
into one great black cloud that slithered through the air directly above the
host. Sunlight beat down, straining to sear the eyes of the Borchstogs, but the
black cloud protected them from the worst of it.


Raugst turned to Niara. “Can you
dispel their cover?”


“Not while Vrulug holds the
Moonstone.” 


“But if it were destroyed . . .”


“Yes.” She looked sideways at him. “There’s
no way, my . . . my lord.” Had she been about to say ‘my love’? “Not when
Vrulug is surrounded by his army.”


She was throwing his own words back
at him. Still, he didn’t see how he’d been wrong. 


“But he will have the Moonstone with him, is that correct?” Raugst, though
a being of power, knew little of sorcery.


She nodded, wind making her hair
billow like ebon waves behind her. “He would need to keep it with him always,
to direct its energies. He fears that there might be a powerful light-born
here, someone strong enough to oppose him.”


In a lower voice, he asked, “Could
you have done so . . . before?”


“I don’t know. I tried once, and he
blocked me. If I’d had more time . . . perhaps. But I doubt it.” 


He could tell that she was not
certain and cursed their ill luck. If she had not given him her fateful kiss,
she might have countered Vrulug and the Moonstone. In that case, of course,
Raugst would still be a fell thing, a thing of the Shadow. He wondered if he
still would have preferred that. It seemed abhorrent to him now, yet there was a
certain allure to the notion. Back then he had known his place, his purpose. He
had been an important part of a greater whole, and he had reveled in it. Now he
was feeling his way blindly and did not at all think that he belonged. Nevertheless,
he was here, and he would make the most of it.


To General Levenril, he said,
“Begin the evacuation.”


“Aye, my lord.”


They had discussed it beforehand
and most of the generals had agreed that the residential areas between the
outer wall and the inner wall needed to be emptied in case Vrulug’s host
managed to breach the outer defenses. Looking at the oncoming army, Raugst
thought it a wise precaution, though it meant living conditions within the
inner wall would be horribly cramped. The conditions would not last long, he
told himself. Once Vrulug sees that I’m
king . . .


General Levenril moved off to oversee
the evacuation, and Raugst turned to another general. “Vrulug’s host is coming
faster than we’d hoped. We must begin the crowning ceremony immediately. See to
it.”


“Aye, my lord.” This general too
hurried off.


To Niara, Raugst said, “Are you
ready to preside over the ceremony?”


“I must dress and gather my
sisters.” She hesitated, then moved a little closer to him. Her voice lowered. “Are
you coming straight back here after the ceremony?”


It was plain what she was asking,
and he had to smile. “We’ll see. I’ve told the chefs to begin feast
preparations. If there’s time after the crowning, we, you and I and a few
others, will retire to the castle for a brief celebration.” There were too many
people around for him to finish the thought, but he winked at her to imply that
after the feast, the two of them might rendezvous privately—if there was time. Vrulug’s
host was hours away yet, but there was no telling for certain when he would
arrive.


Niara seemed to understand, as she
nodded and edged away. What had passed between them last night evidently made
her feel uncomfortable, but she did not seem displeased by it. Her shyness
amused him. 


“I’ll see you in the Square, my
lord,” she said.


She descended from the ramparts,
her priestesses with her. Raugst watched her go, feeling something warm inside
him, then turned to the oncoming horde. The warmth died.


No,
he thought. The plan will work. Vrulug
won’t attack. Once I’m crowned, I’ll have upheld my end of the bargain and he
will relent.


A vague sound reached him, and he
strained his ears. The sound grew stronger.


Boom.
Doom. Boom. The enemy drums rolled across the hills. The sound shouldn’t be
loud enough to reach the city—Vrulug was much too far away—but the sound
continued. Boom. Doom. Boom. Borchstog
war drums. Raugst let out a breath. Vrulug was using his arts, sending the sound
before his army to sap the will of the defenders of Thiersgald. Glancing about
him, Raugst saw his soldiers pale at the drumming. It did him no favors,
either.



 

 



 

It was a beautiful ceremony, Niara thought, although the
beating of the Borchstog drums in the distance—growing ever louder, from a
vague pounding to an incessant, imminent throbbing that made her head ache—diminished
it somewhat.


Still, when she looked at her
gorgeously-clothed and painted priestesses arrayed to either side of her, all
wearing white dresses with silver embroidery, with pearly, diamond-studded
tiaras, and the rows of royal soldiers, silver and golden armor gleaming under
the sun, and beyond them the sea of the townspeople, aristocrats in their
finery nearest the dais in the center of Mitsgald Square, middle-class
merchants second, and so on, stretching on and on, with great monuments rearing
to the sides, and then, coming up the center aisle, Raugst in the trappings of
king, with long, burgundy cape edged in fox fur, shoes of velvet, hair sculpted
like artful black waves over his proud head, and the silver trumpets blasting
loudly all around as if to drive out the sound of the Borchstog drums—she had
to admit it was quite a brilliant spectacle. But the trumpets could not drown
out that awful noise entirely. Sometimes she thought it was simply the crashing
of her heart, but she knew better.


Raugst approached. She could almost
smell him, all musk and power, and despite herself she felt a stirring.


Slowly, dramatically, he knelt before
her. The crowd quieted.


Niara, in her silver-white robes,
her long train held by four priestesses when she walked, her own tiara heavy on
her brow, smiled kindly down at him. His eyes twinkled. Focus on the task at hand, she told herself.


She spoke the words of ritual,
letting her voice ring out over the gathering, telling those assembled of the
proud history of their people and the great nobility of character their kings
had always embodied—ignoring the stain on their honor that was King Heril Ulea
IV; he was the sole aberration that proved the rule, she said—and that the
Omkar chose only the highest paragons of virtue to sit the Throne. Raugst embodied
those ideals to the fullest. Not only this, but he had defeated Vrulug once,
and he would do it again. The people roared their approval, though she saw that
Raugst himself looked uneasy. 


“And do you, Raugst Irasgralt
Wesrain, swear to uphold the values and traditions of Felgrad?” she said.


“Yes, High Mother. I do.”


“And will you swear to defend her
from her enemies, even if those enemies be within, and especially if they be
without?”


“I will and do, High Mother.” The
crowd was very quiet now, and his words were heard near and far. Many had brought
their children to witness the event, and little boys and girls perched on their
fathers’ shoulders, which irritated townspeople behind them.


“And do you give your pledge to
oppose always the workings of the Dark One and his agents and to hold him and
them in contempt until the end of days?”


“I give that pledge, High Mother.” Then,
raising his voice, he shouted over his shoulder, “Death to the Shadow!”


There was a great roar from the
crowd at this. Many repeated his words, thrusting their fists in the air and
making signs to ward off evil.


Niara waited until the noise faded,
then continued as if she had not been interrupted. “And do you vow to uphold
the teachings of the Light, to hold close to your heart the wisdom of Brunril
the Sun-Maker and Illiana, Mother of the Moon?”


“I do so vow,” he said. Niara saw
his lieutenants, who had flanked him as he came up the aisle but had not
ascended the dais with him, look at each other nervously.


“Then I bestow upon you the Crown
of Felgrad and all rights and duties attached thereto.” So saying, she turned
to the side, plucked the glittering golden crown from the red silk pillow held
in a priestess’s white hand and raised it up to the light. The sun set it
afire, the gold blazing, the sapphire gems sparkling, and the crowd muttered in
awe. “May you wear it well,” Niara said, and placed it, with all due drama, on
Raugst’s brow.


He stayed bowing for a full minute,
and the crowd hushed once more. Then, slowly, theatrically, he unfolded. He
rose to his full height, spun to face the crowd, and in one motion unsheathed
his light-blessed sword and thrust it high overhead. The sun caught the blade and
turned it into a rod of white gold.


The crowd responded
enthusiastically, crying out their love and support. Niara felt her own heart
flutter. He was such a strong, dashing figure. It was the girlish part of her
that felt this way, she knew, but what of it? 


She looked down to the soldiers of
King Ulea in their silver and golden armor, and they were looking up at Raugst
with unease. She understood. They had listened to their generals and had been
forced to accept the tale of King Ulea’s betrayal, but they still did not quite
believe it, and they viewed Raugst with suspicion. As they should, Niara thought. They
are no fools. She only hoped it did not impede their readiness to accept
his orders.


Horns blew suddenly, and the three
great fountains in the Square burst into life, jetting flower-scented water
high into the air. Musicians played the Anthem of Felgrad, then made music of celebration.
The people danced, and sang, and tried to enjoy themselves, as was traditional.



But, in the distance, the drums
were steadily getting louder, and Niara noticed that the dancers moved more
mechanically than they should. Others just stood there looking glum, refusing to
partake in the celebration, and more than a few sipped liberally from flasks or
mugs. At that moment, Niara longed for a sip herself.


Raugst, wearing his crown as though
born to it, stepped down and consulted with his generals. A runner had just
arrived from the wall. Everyone wanted to shake Raugst’s wrist or clap him on
the back, but his attention was fixed on the report his generals were giving
him. Niara was too far away to hear what they were saying, and there was too
much noise in the air in any case.


“I thought the ceremony went very
well,” Hiatha said, approaching.


“Why, thank—” Niara started but was
interrupted by more well-wishers, mainly priestesses wanting to tell her how
much they had enjoyed the service. Fools!
she wanted to snap. Can you not hear the
drums? It seemed they were all she could hear, even now when the noise of
celebration was so loud that, intellectually, she knew it was impossible to
notice them. Somehow she still felt them, like an echo to her heart. Boom. Boom. BOOM.


She constantly had to fight the
urge to wring her hands or run those hands through her sweat-dampened hair. Only
one thing would relieve her tension, she could not deny it. Please, Giorn, forgive me.


At last she went to Raugst’s side. He
was still engaged with his generals, but, noticing her, he broke loose.


“Well?” she said. “Are the
Borchstogs here yet?” 


He stared at her, the expression on
his face showing tension but also, delightfully, intimacy. His voice, too, was
very intimate when he said, “They’re coming closer by the second. But . . .
they appear to be hours away still.” Slowly, he smiled. “We have time.”


Thank
you, Illiana.


He offered her his arm. “Shall we
adjourn to my coach? Several of my fellow nobles and generals will be joining
us at the castle.”


“And will we be honored with their
hospitality in the coach, as well?”


His smile was very sly. “Sadly,
no.”


“Then let us be quick, my lord.”


To his coach they went.



 

 



 

Not everyone participated in the celebration following
Raugst’s crowning, but there was one man in particular that held himself
conspicuously apart from the festivities. He was a tall, gaunt, bearded man,
wearing a wooden device on his right hand that suggested fingers he did not
have, and whose right leg was stiff and unbending, as though braced. But what
was most striking about him were his eyes—his dark, deep-set eyes that seemed
to burn as they beheld Raugst. And when Niara placed the crown on Raugst’s head
and smiled down at him with that horribly, grotesquely
familiar smile, the tall man clenched his left fist so tightly that blood was
seen dripping from it to the flags below.


By his side stood another man,
shorter, rounder and older, and his expression too was grim. At length a
messenger ran up to him, whispered in his ear, and the man nodded.


Turning to the taller man, he said,
“It’s time. Everyone is in place. Are you ready?”


“I’ve been ready for this for a
long, long time.” 


The tall man turned about and, side
by side with his companion, vanished into the crowd. Blood dripped from his
hand as he went.



 

 



 

Fria had not attended the crowning. Raugst had not seemed to
expect her to. Indeed, whenever he looked at her lately and saw that she was
meeting his eyes, he would glance away. He was ashamed, she supposed, surprised
that he could feel such a human emotion.


Well,
let him feel shame, she thought, as she brushed her hair and watched from
Kragt’s bedroom window as Raugst’s carriage, escorted by many riders, rolled in
through the gates in the wall surrounding the castle. The westering sun turned
a rich, dark golden color, and Fria knew night would be upon them soon. So
would Vrulug. In the distance, she could still hear the throbbing of the
wolf-lord’s drums. Every time they pounded, she winced, but at least her fear of
Vrulug was lessened by the knowledge of what she would do tonight. She would
slay Raugst and so end Vrulug’s hold on Thiersgald. Perhaps then there would be
some hope for the city. 


Raugst’s carriage rolled to a stop
before the castle’s main steps, and the man himself, if man he could be called,
emerged from the interior, looking breathless and pleased with himself, as he
righted the crown on his head, which had become askew. Fria smirked. You won’t be smug much longer.


Then she emerged—Niara. Fria’s blood burned hot when she saw the
priestess shamelessly step down from the carriage, taking Raugst’s hand as she
did so, then straightening her dress and tucking a strand of hair back behind
an ear. Somehow it had gotten dislodged. 


Such flagrant blasphemy! Fria saw several of the soldiers giving Raugst
and Niara wary glances, and she did not blame them. She could not believe that witch’s gall. And Raugst’s!
Oh, Fria would dearly love to expose them both. That would be an amusing death.
But her plan was faster and more expedient, and she did appreciate that Niara
would partake of the feast and the resulting doom that night. Fria pictured it,
imagining the treacherous high priestess clutching her throat, eyes bulging, rolling
around on the floor until the poison consumed her utterly.


Fria’s smile withered. She felt her
lower lip trembling and bit it. Niara,
how could you? How could you make me do this? She tried not to think about
it as she brushed her hair and watched the carriages of various generals and
nobles arrive. As the worthies emerged, she reflected that it was a shame they
would have to die, too. Then again, most of them were those that had turned
against King Ulea. They deserved what they got.


The nobles passed inside, and Fria
waited, brushing her hair, having handmaidens help her into her dress and apply
her face-paint.


“It’s time, my dear,” Kragt said,
entering.


“I’m ready.”


He looked nervous, eyes darting,
sweat trickling down from his hair. When she embraced him, he was hot to the
touch.


“Having second thoughts, my lord?”
she asked.


He chuckled, but even his chuckle
sounded edgy. “Not at all. I will be king.”


The handmaidens screeched in
horror. He growled at them, and they shrank away. One fainted.


“Curse these wenches!” he snarled. “I
should slit their throats.”


Fria stroked his chest, his arms,
soothing him. “They won’t talk, my lord. There are too many intrigues in this house for servants to take sides.”


At that, he actually smiled. “Yes,
I suppose there are at that. Besides, they can’t inform against someone who
will be their king soon. Come. We have an interesting evening ahead.”


He offered her his arm, and she
accepted it. Together, they strolled through the corridors of the castle and
down to the feasting room, where the nobles already gathered about the long
table. The lights were low, the candles in their ornate candelabras flickering
fitfully. The nobles appeared tense. As they should, she thought. They had
sided with Raugst against their king, and now that Vrulug’s host was all but
breathing down their door they wondered if they had done the right thing. Well,
after tonight they would wonder no more. About anything.


She was seated, to her disgust,
next to the traitorous witch herself, Niara.


The High Priestess smiled at her,
and Fria noted that the witch’s cheeks were flushed. She even smelled of sex. Had she no shame? And to
think, just weeks ago she had come to Fria complaining of Raugst’s advances,
demanding that he repent his sins and be locked away. Just what was her game? Fria
supposed she would never know. Dimly she remembered a time when she had been a
child and had fallen out of a tree Meril had convinced her to climb; Niara had
kissed her wounds and held her while she cried. Her kisses had helped with the
pain. That time seemed very long ago.


“Well met, dear Fria,” Niara said.


“Yes. To you, as well, I suppose.” Again
she pictured Niara departing Raugst’s chambers in secret. “It’s a pleasant
night.”


“Is it?” Niara frowned. “Vrulug is
almost here.” As if Fria might not be aware of it!


“I thought you might be looking
forward to that,” Fria said. Then you and
Raugst can quit sneaking around. 


Niara glanced at her strangely, and
silence fell between them. Fria forced herself to hold her tongue and tried to
make more civil conversation as the first course was served, then the second. She
helped herself to the wine, needing the fortification. Before long she felt a
pleasant tingling, and the world grew fuzzy and more bearable. All except for
Raugst, who sat smugly at the head of the table, his horrid crown resting on
his villainous head. Fria wanted to wrench it away and dash it to the floor,
and it was only with effort that she restrained herself.


“Lovely steak,” Niara said, taking
a bite.


Fria looked sideways at her. “Yes,”
she said. “I suppose.” She had not even been paying attention to the food.


The men talked about what strengths
Vrulug possessed, and what numbers of what troops he had, and Fria found it all
quite dull. No one seemed to be making any sort of effort to include the women
in the conversation, not even Kragt, which irritated Fria most of all. Here she
was, the only other person in the room slated to survive the evening, and Kragt
was still trying to curry favor with
the others! It made her furious. 


Her fury made her all the more
resentful of Niara’s pathetic stabs at conversation, but, by and by, Fria relaxed.
She took deep breaths and tried to focus on Niara’s words, to exist in the
present and not in her head. The whore was saying something about the ceremony,
something about the selection of music, then the style of dresses worn by the
priestesses, and how she had been forced to guess what was appropriate and what
was not since she’d never been to a coronation ceremony before, at least in
Felgrad . . .


Fria stifled a yawn.


Niara paused. “Have you ever been to a coronation ceremony?”


Fria just stared. Then, slowly, she
chuckled. “Listen, witch,”—Niara
flinched—“you can make all the pretty words you want, but you and I both know what’s
true and real lies under.”


“And what, dear Fria, lies under?”


Fria narrowed her eyes, aware that
one was rolling left. “Don’t call me ‘dear’. I put you in the dungeon, remember?” When Niara went slightly pale,
Fria nodded. “That’s right, I remember. It wasn’t my finest hour, I admit, and
I’m ashamed of it. Or at least I was. Now I wish Raugst had never let you out. But
I guess he had to. You and he are . . . together.”


Stammering, the priestess said,
“W-what are you t-t-talking about?”


“You know very well, witch, and
don’t try to deny it. Oh, it doesn’t offend me, a priestess having earthly
passions. I knew what you felt for my brother, and I knew what he felt for you.
That’s what offends me. How dare you
dishonor him! How dare you engage in trysts with that abomination you crowned
today.” She spoke in a hissing whisper, too low for those around to hear over
their conversation, but quite loud enough, and virulent enough, for Niara to
understand.


“I . . .” Niara opened and closed
her mouth, evidently failing to find the right words.


Fria sneered. “Yes, I know all
about Raugst. I know exactly what he is. And I know you’re a traitor to your
kind, a traitor to my brother.”


Sadness filled the witch’s face. Sadness!
Fria was contemptuous.


“Giorn . . .” Niara whispered. Her
shoulders slumped.


“So you don’t deny it?”


“No. I . . . I denied him before. But
now . . . no.” She raised her eyes to meet Fria’s good one. “Yes, Fria, we
loved each other,” Niara whispered. “We loved each other very much. It pains me
a great deal that I’m able to find solace in another’s arms, and especially Giorn’s
enemy. I don’t deny it.”


Fria blinked. Something strange
rose inside her, and she wasn’t sure what it was. Pity? Remorse? She wasn’t
sure. But she did know that she believed Niara. The priestess truly had loved
Giorn and truly did miss him.


Fria shook it off. “You should have
thought of that before you took up with that thing.” She nodded toward the crowned demon at the head of the
table. He was making some joke about border women, and the men were laughing
coarsely.


Tears—actual tears!—built up in
Niara’s eyes. Impatiently, she brushed them away. “I know it,” she said. “But .
. . but you don’t understand, Fria. He’s not a bad man. He’s not! He’s—”


“Please! He’s a liar and a demon,
and you know it. And you’ve sided
with him.”


The priestess’s eyes were very
earnest. “No. Fria. You don’t understand. He’s changed. Raugst has changed.” She leaned forward and spoke
in a heated whisper: “He’s goodly
now.”


Fria stared at her open-mouthed. Finally
the baroness shook her head and barked a laugh. “He’s got you under some sort
of spell, doesn’t he? It must be.” She could tell that Niara truly believed
what she was saying. If that was so . . .


She sat back, sipping at her wine. If
that was so . . .


“He’s goodly,” Niara repeated.


Fria continued to stare into her
wine. The other wine, the lethal
wine, would shortly be passed around. They were on the dessert course now. Kragt
had planned on using a stratagem of Raugst’s by proposing a toast at the end of
the meal using the poisoned wine.


Fria did not answer Niara, but
merely sat there, frowning. Finally Kragt caught her good eye and nodded,
indicating that the time was right and that she should forgo any further drinks,
then asked for a round to be poured—from a new bottle, of course. When everyone
had a glass of the deadly wine before them, Kragt said, “Let us toast to our
new king and queen and the victory that is sure to come!”


“Here here!” they shouted and
lifted their glasses.


Niara lifted hers.



 

 



 

Giorn felt something stir in his chest as he neared Wesrain
Castle, its towers blocking out the purple twilight sky. Old memories surfaced
in him and for a moment he heard Rian’s laughter, and Meril’s, and from
somewhere the smell of baking apples as Fria made them a treat. Giorn was
showing Rian and Meril a new trick he had trained the hounds to do, and the sun
shone, and Father watched from a high window, and all was right with the world.


Then Giorn heard the sound of
Borchstog drums, heard the vague rumble of thunder overhead, and the good times
vanished like smoke, as if they had never been.


Before him, the gates opened, and
with Duke Yfrin beside him and the duke’s men behind them, they rode onto the
grounds of the castle. Home, Giorn
thought, though he knew it was home no longer. But soon.


For the past day he had been going
around to the soldiers that had served as the Wesrain castle guard; their
leadership had been replaced by Raugst, but most of the rest were still the
same as when Giorn’s father had been alive, and they hated Raugst. Immediately after deposing Serit, Duke Yfrin had sent
out his agents to infiltrate Thiersgald and seek out the dissatisfied soldiers,
thus Giorn knew who to approach, and how. He had papers to show them, the
papers recovered from Serit’s belongings implicating Raugst in collusion with
Vrulug. The rest was easy. When they found out Giorn still lived and that he
had the support of the duke, that a demon sat the throne even as more demons
approached the city to sack it, the soldiery was only too happy to throw in
with Giorn.


The feasting hall windows blazed
with light—Raugst was celebrating his victory. He won’t be celebrating for long. The ghost of a grin twitched at
Giorn’s lips, and his good hand tightened about the handle of his sword.



 

 



 

All the glasses twinkled by the lights of the candles as each
dinner guest raised their wine in toast. Kragt and Fria lifted theirs to their
lips, pretended to drink . . .


Niara lifted hers to her own lips,
upended her glass—


That strange feeling rose in Fria
again. Damn it.


Her leg knocked against Niara’s
knee violently, disrupting the priestess’s movements. 


“Wha—?” said a startled Niara. Wine
spilled over her lips and down the front of her dress.


“Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Fria. But
she was only half watching Niara. The rest of her attention was focused on the
nobles—and on Raugst, that great, horrid, putrid thing, drinking down his wine
like he was drowning and it was the only thing that could save him.


All of a sudden, he choked.


Fria smiled.


The nobles made gagging noises and
clutched at their throats. Just as Fria had hoped, their eyes bulged. What was
more, veins popped out on their hands, foreheads and cheeks, and their faces purpled.
Gagging, they toppled from their chairs and twitched on the floor.


“Dear Omkar!” Niara said. She leapt
to her feet and ran to Raugst. “What’s happening?”
Desperately, she tried to beat at his back as if to dislodge something in his
throat. When that didn’t work, she tried rocking him, then splashing him with
water from a nearby glass.


Fria and Kragt shared a secret
smile.


By that time, Raugst’s two other
present lieutenants—Mircas and Osrof, Fria thought their names were—who had
been standing guard in the main doorway, had overcome their own shock, and they
leapt into action.


The nearest one, Mircas, recognizing
that Kragt, as the only unaffected male, must be the culprit, drew his sword. 


“What did you do, you fool?” 


He hacked at Kragt’s head. Kragt was
already out of his chair and ducking under the swing. He didn’t bother
answering. As Fria watched on in horror and fascination, Kragt became a dark,
monstrous beast with a wolf-like head and long sharp claws, standing man-like on
two legs.


Mircas was changing, too, but too
late. Kragt swiped out his throat. Then Kragt’s clawed hands reached out and
actually twisted the creature’s head off his body. A dark geyser spewed up from
the stump of the neck. A furry leg kicked as the body fell.


Kragt hurled Mircas’s severed head
at Osrof, who had already changed shapes and was even then hurtling toward him.
The head struck Osrof with such force that it knocked him off balance. Kragt
leapt at him, and they wrestled about on the floor, two black demons with
red-glinting eyes, grappling and struggling among twitching bodies. They had
likely known each other for hundreds of years, but that friendship ended now. At
last Kragt, the larger, pinned his opponent down and crushed Osrof’s windpipe
between his powerful jaws. Then he twisted Osrof’s head sideways and crushed
his comrade’s spine between his jaws. Osrof went limp.


Kragt slipped back into his human
form. Naked, gasping and covered in blood, he looked solemnly down at Osrof.
“Sorry, my friend. I wish you could have joined me in my new empire, but I
could not trust you with the plan.” He stood. Wiping his gory mouth, he added,
“Now there are none to stand in my way.”


“I s-suppose not, my lord,” Fria
said.


Obviously frantic, Niara glanced
from Fria to Kragt, then back to Fria. The priestess’s face was full of pain. She
had loved Raugst sincerely, then. 


“Fria, tell me—what’s going on?” she said. Tears ran unchecked from her
eyes. “What have you done?”


Fria stood. “All we’ve done is try
to right a terrible wrong.” She nodded to Kragt. “We will have a new king now.”


“What?” 


Raugst was twitching before Niara,
his eyes rolling.


“That’s right,” Kragt said. Blood
dripping off him, he moved around the table to stand over Raugst, and Fria
joined him. “I thought you wanted the witch dead,” he said to her. “Why did you
stop her from drinking?”


Fria shrugged. “I thought of something
more fitting.” 


Kragt didn’t seem concerned by it. Naked
and bloody and on fire with his ambitions, he was blind to all but Raugst. When
Niara placed herself between him and his target, Kragt coiled his arm and
struck her, sending her flying.


Raugst, uncomprehending, just
jerked and twitched on the floor. His eyes rolled unseeing in his head, and
foam flecked his lips. Kragt stared down at him.


Fria snatched up Raugst’s silver
steak knife from his plate and plunged it into Kragt’s back, right next to his
shoulder blade. She stuck it all the way to the hilt, driving that silver blade
right into Kragt’s miserable little heart.


Kragt stiffened, gasped. His eyes
went wide.


Fria jerked the blade free, plunged
it in again, then again. Hot blood spurted her hands and trickled down Kragt’s
naked back. Every time she stuck him, Kragt gasped and sputtered. Blood beaded
his lips. She wasn’t sure exactly what could kill him, so at last she plunged
the blade into his throat and ripped outwards, away from her. It took more
effort than she would have thought, and she had to grunt and strain, sawing
back and forth like she was working a piece of meat, but at last she severed
his jugular and windpipe. Blood sprayed Raugst, and Niara, too, who lay some
feet away. 


Fria let Kragt collapse to the
floor. He was still twitching and she wasn’t sure if he was really dead or not,
but that would do for now. She kicked him off Raugst.


“Oh, thank you, thank you,” said
Niara. Blubbering her gratitude, she climbed to her feet and stepped closer.


“Don’t thank me,” Fria said. “I just wanted this pleasure for myself. He is my
husband, after all.” She indicated Kragt. “That bastard thought he could use
me, destroy my country, and that I would help
him! Fool! He deserves what he gets just as much as Raugst. I am queen. I will rule our people now.”


Niara stared. At last, anger
overcame her and she rushed Fria. “You
will not touch him!” 


Fria still had her knife in hand,
but she was loath to slay Niara. She stepped back, avoiding Niara’s rush, and
struck the priestess sharply over the head with the handle of the weapon. Niara
fell to the floor, clutching her head. It wouldn’t disorient her for long, but
Fria didn’t need much time.


Savoring this, she knelt over
Raugst. He had quit twitching and jerking, though he still looked feverish. His
eyes had stopped rolling, and they gazed at her as if just seeing her for the
first time.


“Yes,” she said. “See me.”


She would have to be fast. Raugst
was quickly recovering from the effects of the poison, although the rest of
Kragt’s victims lay dead and motionless all around; apparently Raugst’s power
could not be so easily overcome. Also, Niara was beginning to get back up,
groaning.


Fria grasped Raugst’s sweaty hair
with her left hand and jerked his head back, exposing his neck, muscular and
well-formed and gulping. Pearls of sweat stood out on it.


“May you burn in the fires of the
Second Hell,” she said.


She began to draw her knife across
his throat—


A strange sound reached her. Pointed
coughing.


She looked up, expecting to see one
of Raugst’s lieutenants, one she and Kragt had overlooked, but instead there—grinning,
tall, handsome and maimed—was Giorn Wesrain, her brother, the rightful baron of
Fiarth, with a host of men at his back.


“If you don’t mind,” he said, “I
would prefer that honor myself.”



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
23



 

Giorn had been eager to see the look on Raugst’s face when
he arrived with his men. As he had entered the castle, a fire had raged through
him. He’d been training relentlessly in left-hand-oriented combat, and he
intended to fight Raugst himself. Indeed, he had spread this order among his
men and all knew: Raugst was his. Instead he found Raugst dying on the floor,
foam beading his lips, and bending over him, knife to his throat, was Fria. Despite
himself, Giorn smiled. She was grinning savagely and covered in blood, and her
left eye rolled like a mad thing, but she was the sweetest sight he’d ever
seen. 


Just the same, he couldn’t allow
her to slay Raugst, so he made his presence known. Instantly Fria dropped the
knife and ran into his arms, nearly knocking him over, and he laughed and
patted her back. He was hardly even aware that she was getting blood all over
him.


“Fria,” he laughed. “It’s so good
to see you.”


She sobbed and clung to him, then
drew back. Her eyes filled with water. “Oh, Giorn . . . I never thought I’d see
you again.”


He kissed her forehead. “Neither
did I, Sister. Neither did I. But fate’s been kind, and here I am.” He gestured
to the dead bodies, many of which he was beginning to recognize. At first all
his attention had been on Raugst, and Fria, but now, as the madness of the
moment receded, he realized that many of the corpses around him were high
aristocrats of Fiarth. There was Duke Evergard, there Baron Rathen, there Lord
Hored, one of Raugst’s recent converts. Indeed, nearly all of them were of the
converts . . .


“Dear Omkar,” he breathed. “A
massacre.”


“Yes . . .”


“Don’t play coy now,” came a new
voice. Giorn looked up to see none other than Niara picking herself off the floor from the other side of the
table, clutching her head as though it pained her. “Tell him who killed all these
men,” the priestess said, eyes on Fria.


Giorn was hardly listening. “Niara,”
he whispered, leaving his sister’s side and coming toward his beloved.


A mistake. Niara looked angry. Furious.
And the blow to her skull did not seem to have mollified her any.


“I suppose you think it’s all very
amusing,” she said.

“Why would I think that?” He took another step toward her, edging around
Raugst’s barely-moving form.


She moved back, eyes flashing. “Don’t
you touch me!” 


Something heavy began grinding his
heart. It became difficult to breathe. “What—what can you mean? Why are you so
hostile?” He had dared allow himself to believe that her tryst with Raugst had
been a temporary thing, that when he returned she would fly into his arms, the
past forgotten.


“Don’t mind her. She sides with
that thing,” Fria said.


“What . . . ?”


Giorn noticed, out of the corner of
his eye, that Duke Yfrin and the soldiers were securing the room, blocking all
the exits and entranceways, coordinating with the castle guard to suppress any
of Raugst’s followers.


“Is this true?” Giorn asked,
watching Niara.


She studied him, then Fria, but at
last let her eyes fall on Raugst. The demon was breathing heavily and blinking.
One of his hands ran across his face. He was awake. 


In a moment Giorn’s blade pressed
against his throat. “Be still, demon.”


“You’re making a mistake,” Raugst
said. His voice was deep and labored.


Giorn shoved his blade down just enough
to draw a line of blood from Raugst’s throat.


“Don’t!” called Niara. Now she stepped forward. At Giorn’s
touch she had recoiled, but to save this demon she would not hesitate to act. Her
face was pale, and she seemed frightened. For
Raugst. Giorn he swallowed bitterly. He had loved this woman so much he had
risked torture and death just to be with her, and now she had given her love to
this thing.


“Niara . . .” He felt like he was
in a dream.


She stopped just beyond range of
his sword—as if he would hurt her! Her eyes were fixed on Giorn’s, beseeching. 


“Don’t hurt him,” she begged. “Please.”



Seeing the love she obviously bore
for Raugst merely wounded Giorn more. He pressed his blade deeper. The demon
grimaced.


“He’s a monster,” Giorn said. “How
can you feel for him? Has he corrupted you, too?” 


“It’s me, Giorn,” she said. “It’s me, as it’s always been. Do not do
this.”


He returned her gaze, honestly
torn. At last he said, “Duke Yfrin, have Niara secured. I will tend to Raugst.”


“No!” Niara screamed, as two
soldiers moved up behind her. She was too quick. She flew at Giorn, faster than
he had expected, her weight knocking him backwards. With this bad leg, he
couldn’t right himself, and they went over. He landed on his back. Niara
scratched at his eyes. He released his sword, grabbed her wrists. They rolled
about on the floor, the High Priestess kicking and biting, tears coursing down
her cheeks.


At last the two soldiers grabbed
her upper arms and tore her loose. Wheezing for breath, Giorn stared up at her.
Seeing her frantic, hate-filled eyes, her tear-stained cheeks flushed with fury,
something died inside him, and he knew that look of loathing in her face would
never leave him.


He climbed to his feet, refusing
the offer of his soldiers for help. Weaving slightly, he strode to the table
and leaned on it, letting it take some of his weight. He gulped for air.


“What will you do?” Duke Yfrin said.


Giorn sighed. “What I must.” 


He forced himself to stand upright
and walked around the corner, to where Raugst’s body should be. But Raugst, and
Giorn’s sword, were gone.


A scream. Giorn whirled to see one
of his soldiers being decapitated by the tall, dark, broad-shouldered form just
then slipping through a side-entrance and vanishing from the room.


“After him!” Giorn said.


A blade glimmered on the floor,
held in the fist of a creature that seemed halfway transformed from man to
beast. It was a horrid abomination and could be none other than one of Raugst’s
lieutenants. Giorn didn’t know what sort of intrigue and double-crossing had
gone on here and he didn’t care. 


He snatched the sword off the
ground and charged after Raugst. His men followed. 



 

 



 

Most of the men surged after Raugst, including the two that
had held Niara. She darted after them, determined to be there when Raugst was
brought to bay. Perhaps she could help him yet.


She ran after the soldiers, who in
turn chased Giorn. She was impressed that, even though his leg obviously
crippled him, his fury lent him such strength that he remained in the lead. She
knew then that she still loved him.


He was gone from her, however. Hatred
and circumstance had separated them, irretrievably. But Raugst loved her, and
needed her, and she needed him.


Breathless, she followed.



 

 



 

The broad-shouldered shadow staggered down a corridor and
around a corner. Giorn pursued. Suddenly a staircase confronted him. He knew it
would be difficult to mount with his leg the way it was, but he didn’t
hesitate. He charged upward, Raugst only a few steps ahead.


The demon spun about. Whirring
steel hissed at Giorn’s throat. Breathless, Giorn dodged aside. Crack! The blade hit the stone wall.


Giorn thrust, meaning to pierce
Raugst’s middle. Raugst hurled himself backward. Fell. Giorn leapt, aiming at
Raugst’s heel. Raugst moved just in time. Giorn’s blade struck the stairs, the
impact coursing through him. Raugst slashed. Giorn felt a sting on his cheek.


Raugst twisted, jumped to his feet
and fled on. Giorn limped after.


Soldiers followed at his back, but
the narrow spiral stairway was only large enough to fit one at a time. Giorn
hobbled up the stairs as fast as he could go, the panting, poison-stricken
Raugst just ahead. His labored breaths echoed in the tight confines.


Giorn passed a window. Night had
fallen, and all was black outside. He could see the lights of the city and, in
the distance, the many pinpricks that denoted the Borchstogs’ torches. Vrulug
was almost here. The Thiersgald army needed its leader. Giorn must end this
quickly.


Raugst led up, and Giorn realized
belatedly that he was in his old tower. His bedchamber was at the very top.


Raugst was getting farther ahead.
Soon he was out of sight. 


The sound of wood creaking reached
Giorn, and when he rounded the next bend he saw a door open, leading into a
shadowed suite of rooms. They were mid-way up the tower, and there were more
rooms above. It was likely Raugst had simply opened this door to distract him,
but he couldn’t neglect to investigate it.


He turned to the soldiers rushing
up. “You four, search this room. Be on your guard.”


White-faced, they disappeared into
the suite, leaving Giorn with seven soldiers. He led on, careful to keep a
lookout for drops of sweat or blood, some indication that Raugst had gone this
way. He saw nothing, and he could no longer hear the demon.


The next door he came to was open,
as well. He ground his teeth. There were two more chambers in this tower after
this one. He would not let Raugst divert all his men. On the other hand, he did
want to face the villain alone.


“Search it,” he ordered the next
four men, and they vanished into the rooms. 


The remaining three looked nervous
and pale but committed to the fight. As Giorn was appraising them, Niara
rounded the bend, breathing hard.


“What are you doing here?” he said.


She gasped for air, apparently too
winded to speak.


He would love to have his soldiers
escort her down, but he needed the men. Swearing, he spun about and continued
the ascent. Once more he found a gaping door leading in to a suite of rooms—Rian’s
old quarters. He sighed, staring into the dimness of the chambers, thinking of
his brother and how all this began. Then, once more hating to do it, he ordered
his last three men into the darkness. 


“But that leaves you alone,” one
said.


“I’ll call if I need help. Should I
die, Lady Fria will lead you.”


The soldiers obeyed. That left
Giorn and Niara. He shared an awkward glance with her, wishing that she had
elected to stay behind and knowing that she would only try to impede his efforts.
Then, without another word, he mounted the stairs. They were almost to the top,
to his old rooms. 


Then there it was, the thick oak
door—closed.


Giorn twisted the knob, but it was
locked.


“Fool,” he said. “You think I won’t
have a key to my own rooms stashed away?” He found the loose stone in the wall and
fished out the key he’d left there long ago. Shoved it into the lock, turned
it, and yanked the door open. Blackness greeted him. He stepped inside,
shoulders squared, teeth clenched. 


“Face me!”


An awful, noxious smell rose all
around him. It stank of death and the by-product of dark arts. At any second he
expected some horror to burst out at him.


He swept his sword before him, and
the blade cleaving the air was the only sound. He listened for Raugst’s breathing
but heard nothing. Then, a scrape of shoe.


He turned to see Niara framed in
the doorway. 


“Get out of here!” he said.


“No.”


He moved through the living area,
trying to make as little noise as possible, but it was too dark. He bumped his
hip against a chair, nearly tripped on a carpet. Finally his fumbling,
half-wooden right hand found a box of matches and a lantern. Holding his sword
awkwardly, conscious that Raugst could spring out at him at any moment, he lit
the lamp, and light flared, driving back the shadows. The ghastly head of the
great boar that had started this whole mess glared down at him over his mantle,
the firelight making its face snarl convincingly.


Holding the lantern in his damaged
hand and his sword in his left, Giorn moved through the room, constantly
ducking and whirling, expecting to see a pair of eyes glowing in the darkness.


There! A huddled, human-like shape
against the wall. Giorn drew closer, his lantern light revealing it an inch at
a time. 


It was a body. A half-blackened,
half-festering human body. It appeared partly melted, and its juices had
stained the rich carpets. Its eye sockets gaped emptily, but a red tongue
protruded from its teeth.


Giorn stumbled back. His light
picked out another form, slumped against a chair. This one was more melted than
blackened. Its black teeth grinned at nothing, and its eyes were like wax in
its skull.


A wave of dizziness rose in Giorn. He
was in some sort of nightmare. This is my
home! As he moved about the room, he saw other bodies. A human head was
mounted to the wall, still living, its eyes rolling. Giorn saw what he at first
thought was a corpse chained to a wall, with visible ribs. Then its finger
twitched. Further on, Giorn saw what had
to be a corpse sprawled across the bear-fur rug; its entrails had been spread
out in a halo around it. The intestines writhed like snakes. 


“Dear Omkar,” he whispered, over
and over again, finding more horrors.


His words drew Niara, and soon she
was choking back sobs.


He shoved his lantern in her face. “Now do you see? That thing is evil! Look what he’s done!”


She shook her head tearfully. “No. He
didn’t do this, Giorn. It was Saria. This was her room.”


How could she still be so blind? “This
was my home,” he said.


“I’m so sorry.”


“Spare me your pity.”


She looked at him as though his
words had wounded her. “Giorn. Don’t. Don’t hate me. I—”


She stretched out an arm to him. He
shrugged it off, and she looked stung.


Screaming erupted from below. 


“What’s this?” Giorn said.


More cries echoed up the spiral
stairs. Giorn and Niara shared a look.


“A trick,” he said. Raugst had not
gone on to the highest level, but had remained at the penultimate one.


Giorn flew to the doorway and
hobbled down it, going as fast as he could with his lame leg. Several times he
nearly stumbled and fell headlong, but at last he reached the doorway to Rian’s
old suite.


Something moved on the floor. He entered
the chambers, his lantern illuminating the area in a tight circle about him. The
thing on the floor showed itself to be the remains of one of his soldiers,
disemboweled, legs missing, his face a ruin, but somehow still alive, dragging
itself along. 


“End me,” the man gasped. “Don’t let
me die . . . like this . . .”


Giorn suppressed the wave of pity
that threatened to unseat him. He nodded and pressed his blade over the man’s
heart. “What happened?” he said.


The man’s face screwed up in pain. “Demon.
Struck from the shadows . . . blood . . . blood everywhere . . .” He grabbed
the blade, guiding it toward his heart. “End . . . me.”


“Go to the Lights of Sifril,” Giorn
said, and plunged the blade home.


Niara was in the doorway. By
Giorn’s lantern she would have been able to see what happened. 


“Raugst did this,” he said. “You
cannot deny that.”


She said nothing, just looked sad.


Giorn wondered if Raugst were still
here, or if any of the soldiers had survived. A quick inspection turned up two
more bodies, each more torn-up than the last. Just as Giorn found the second
one, more screaming filled the stairwell.


Knowing what he would find but
unable to do anything else, Giorn hobbled down the stairs, his breath coming
fast and hard. Sweat trickled down from his hair and burned his eyes, sticking
his shirt to his back. Niara came behind.


At the next suite of rooms Giorn
found more bodies. These were in the hallway, apparently having just emerged
from their inspection of the rooms. None of the soldiers were in one piece. Their
body parts were strewn up and down the stairs, and Giorn slipped in their blood
and intestines as he made his way down. 


The first group of soldiers had
fared the best, he saw when he rounded the next bend. By this point Raugst must
have been weakened by blood loss sustained from the first two groups, so he had
not been able to slay all of this last group. One survived, though his chest
bore deep scratches and his arm had been broken in several places.


Sitting amid the ragged body parts
of his fellows, the man’s eyes widened when he saw Giorn. With his good arm, he
pointed down the stairs. 


“There,” he gasped. “The demon . .
.”


“I’ll send a healer,” Giorn
promised. He descended the stairs, slipping on blood, entrails, and, once, a
severed hand. Over his shoulder, he barked, “Now do you see what you’ve fallen for?”


Niara let out a sob behind him but
did not answer.


Giorn returned to the feasting
hall, where Duke Yfrin and several soldiers were looking harried. Three freshly
dead and mutilated bodies lay upon the floor.


When the duke saw Giorn, he said,
“Thank the Omkar! I thought it killed you all.”


It was then that Giorn saw the
fourth body. His heart twisted.


“Oh, Fria . . .”


He sank down beside her ravaged
form, holding her to his chest. She was still warm. He stared down at her
pretty face framed by that curling, chestnut hair. One eye seemed to be staring
at him, the other had rolled upward. Indescribable grief filled him. 


“Fria . . .”


“She came at him,” Duke Yfrin said,
stepping forward, looking ill. “While the others rushed him, she slipped up on
him from behind . . .” He shook his head. “He slew them all.”


Weeping and not caring what the
others thought, Giorn said, “Where did he
go?” 


The Duke swallowed nervously and
pointed. “The catacombs, I think. A handful of men went after him. I don’t know
if they stand a chance.”


Giorn rose and limped after his
quarry. A line of blood showed the way. I
will end him, he thought, his mind a whirlwind of hate. I will end him, if I do nothing else. He slew Father. Meril. He caused Rian’s
death, I know that now. And Fria, poor, sweet Fria . . .


Just as Yfrin had said, Raugst had
descended toward the catacombs, and soon Giorn, following the trail of blood,
found himself delving into the corridors below the castle, the place where the
Wesrains kept their dead. The darkness grew darker, and moisture dripped from
the walls deeper in. The air turned cold. Behind, of course, came Niara. She
wasn’t crying anymore. Probably she was too exhausted. Hopefully Fria’s death
had served to at least bring home her shame.


The ancient sarcophaguses of Giorn’s
family lined the halls. Many had their own chambers, and black doorways loomed
on all sides. Giorn expected attack from any of them. Candles burned from
within recessed niches, lit at irregular intervals. It was customary to light
these catacombs so that visitors could pay their respects, but the light was
dim and uneven, and it left more in shadow than not.


Sounds ahead. Screams. The scrape
and thunk of swords striking flesh and stone. The growling of some loathsome
creature. Giorn’s blood ran cold. Nothing living should make such sounds.


When he came upon the scene of
combat, he swore.


It was in a relatively large
chamber, with a high, domed ceiling supported by thick stone pillars, and in
the midst of it all stood a terrific demon, black-furred, two-legged, arms long
and tipped with hideous claws. Its monstrous, wolf-like head was coated in gore
around its mouth, and its whole body was spattered and dripping red. But its
eyes, its burning black eyes, were what arrested Giorn. They seemed to blaze
from the very depths of the Abyss.


A dozen bodies lay around the
great, shaggy demon, which must have stood ten feet tall, and the last two
soldiers were lunging at it. They hacked at it with their swords, plunging
their blades home even as it slashed and snapped at them. The towering
abomination roared as one soldier stabbed its side. The creature grabbed the soldier
and hurled him against a pillar so violently the body broke open, bursting with
blood. The soldier sagged to the ground, dead instantly.


The last remaining soldier used
Raugst’s distraction to duck under Raugst’s arms and thrust his blade through
the demon’s ribcage. The attacking man, eyes wide and hair limp with sweat,
shoved his blade toward Raugst’s heart.


Overcoming his shock, Giorn hobbled
forward to help. The soldier’s blade was wedged between two ribs. He struggled
to free it, shove it deeper. Giorn was almost there. If only—


Raugst snatched the man up by the
arms and pulled the arms in separate directions. The soldier shrieked. Raugst
wrenched the arms off. Blood fountained from the sockets. The man would have
fallen to the floor, but Raugst clamped the soldier’s head in his great,
monstrous jaws and, with a wet crunch, crushed the skull in his teeth.


Niara screamed.


Raugst let the body fall. He spit
out the pulped head. His eyes fell on Giorn.


Crouching, Giorn stared up at him. The
final confrontation would happen in that catacomb chamber, Giorn knew—the
great, wolf-like demon rearing over a mound of dead bodies and body parts,
Raugst covered in the bloods of his victims; Giorn, furious and weary, slender
blade upraised; and Niara, heart-sick, leaning for support against a pillar.


“You won’t escape,” Giorn said.


Raugst’s lips drew back from his
fangs. Blood and saliva trickled down.


Strangely he did not attack. Perhaps
something vaguely human still lurked inside him; perhaps he felt remorse. Whatever
the case, for a long moment he stared down at Giorn, unmoving. His gaze strayed
to Niara. Some of the madness left him. Where before he had been overcome by primal
instincts of rage and slaughter, now something of a gentler nature stole into
his eyes.


“Niara,” he said. His voice was wet and garbled, but intelligible.


“Raugst,” she said.


Seeming to muster her courage, she
moved forward, having to step over two bodies on the way. She came to stand
only a few feet from Giorn. He could smell her perfume war with the stench of
death all around.


“Don’t go to him,” Giorn said. “Don’t
make this more difficult.” His voice shook. “He slew Fria. Please. Look
at him!”


“He’s not . . .” Niara took another
step. She was almost within range of Raugst’s claws. 


Raugst just stood there, seething,
letting them work it out for themselves. Perhaps he hoped Niara could help him.


“You’re mad,” Giorn said. “Stay
back. If we allow him to escape us, he’ll just go down to the secret tunnels. That’s
where his agents are, guarding the tunnels there—against me. If he gets down there and organizes them, he could storm the
castle and retake it.”


Niara looked slowly from the great
demon to Giorn. “Yes?” she said.


He nodded frantically. “Yes.” Maybe
she would see reason, after all.


But no. For then, madly, insanely,
she stepped closer to Raugst, and turned
her back to him to face Giorn.


Giorn regarded her in horror.


Raugst looked down at her. Slaver
ran from his jaws. His clawed fingers twitched.


Giorn didn’t know if Raugst would
have slain her or not, though later he suspected not, but it was too much for
him. He lunged forward, knocking Niara aside, and ran his blade up under
Raugst’s ribcage.


Raugst did not immediately block
him because Niara was in the way. As soon as Giorn knocked her aside, though,
he acted. Too late. Giorn drove his blade deep under Raugst’s ribcage and
shoved up, toward his heart—


Raugst batted him through the air.


Crack!
Pain suffused Giorn. The world tilted, blurred. Grew dim.


When he woke, he was staring up
from the floor. The world spun slightly, and there was a ringing in his ears. His
back hurt.


Groaning, he sat up. Fire filled
him. Only then did he notice the pillar beside him and realize what Raugst had
flung him against. He was resting on a corpse. Giorn picked himself up. The
body was soft and wet beneath him, its split intestines reeking. Why hadn’t
Raugst finished him?


Then he saw the demon, and his
heart sank. 


Raugst, the great, black-haired,
gore-coated wolf-creature, lay sprawled upon the pile of bodies. He lay on his
back, Giorn’s sword hilt sticking from just under his ribs. Half a hundred
sword cuts and thrusts had maimed him and weakened him, but Giorn’s had been
the most potent. His sword had gone the deepest. Blood trickled out of Raugst’s
mouth, and he made pitiful choking noises, which cheered Giorn. The cheering was
completely overshadowed by the awful grief he felt, and rage, for Niara,
beautiful, beloved Niara, had not gone to cry over Giorn’s inert body. She had
gone to Raugst. Even as Giorn struggled to his feet, she was pulling the swords
from Raugst’s chest, weeping over him as she did so. She flung herself on him
and kissed his wolvish face, then buried her face in the hollow of his hairy
neck.


Giorn stared.


Earlier, he had felt something die
in him when he realized Niara loved Raugst. But now, when the evidence against
Raugst was so plain, and she still
loved the demon, something even greater went silent in him.


It was with a dull ache that he
crossed that horrid chamber. He picked up a sword, gingerly, and limped over to
the great, black, bloody mound that was Raugst. Giorn moved slowly, every step an
agony. His leg burned like fire.


His mind was clear, though. Clear,
and cold, and dead. 


He stared at Niara, weeping, then at
Raugst, and as he drew near he marveled at all the cuts the great beast had
endured. If nothing else, he was a worthy enemy. Raugst’s chest still rose and
fell, just slightly, and the faintest traces of steam rose from his maw.


“Get back,” Giorn told Niara.


She ignored him. Perhaps, over her
sobbing, she didn’t even hear him.


Footsteps echoed on the stone
walls. A dozen castle guards burst into the room led by Duke Yfrin. He stared
agog at the terrible beast and the maid who wept over it.


Giorn nodded to two of the soldiers.
“Secure the lady,” he said.


Cautiously, the two he had
indicated approached Niara and the demon and tried to pull her away. She
resisted at first, but then the fight seemed to leave her, and she was dragged
away. She watched Raugst unblinking, and tears poured freely down her cheeks.


Raugst breathed, in, out, in, out. Blood
coursed in rivers down his mangy hide.


Giorn, feeling dead, stood over
him.


“So it ends.” Giorn raised his
blade, shared a look with Duke Yfrin, then prepared to swing. Raugst stared up at
him, weak but conscious. Good. Giorn wanted him to see who slew him. “Farewell,”
Giorn said.


He swung.


It all happened very fast.


One moment, he had been triumphant.
The next moment, disaster.


Niara had been merely pretending at
obedience. She had gone limp and fooled the guards that held her so that they
would not grip her too tightly, and then, when they had relaxed, she had torn
loose. She was slippery with blood, and it was easier than it should have been.


Just as Giorn swung, she flew like
an angel in white directly between his blade and her beloved.


Giorn struck down, saw a flash of
white, saw her beautiful, tear-stained face, and tried to check his blade’s
descent. Too late. He felt the thunk
of his blade striking deep, saw crimson stain her gorgeous ceremonial gown. Then
she was down, bleeding, sprawled across Raugst.


“Niara!” Giorn cried


She lifted a bloody, white hand,
let her blood fall into Raugst’s open, gasping mouth, and sagged.


“Niara!” Giorn dropped his blade. Knelt
down and pulled Niara off the demon. “Oh, Niara . . .”


That deadness he’d felt was gone,
evaporated on the instant. In its place he felt overwhelming pain. What have I done?


He inspected the wound. His blade
had slashed across her front, shattered a collar bone and several ribs and bit
deep; she was bleeding terribly. There was nothing he could do, nothing anyone
could do. She was dying.


Her eyes found him. They were
dimming, but they were still the beautiful blue eyes he had fallen in love with
years ago, when he had been but a boy. She smiled. A trickle of blood ran down
from her lips.


“Giorn . . .”


His tears fell onto her upturned
face. Only then did he realize he was crying. “Niara . . .” He found her hand
and squeezed it. “I’m so, so sorry.” 


Her expression was serene. “I did it,” she said. “Not you.” Her hand
returned his squeeze weakly.


“Why?”
He was desperate to know the answer, why she had chosen Raugst over him.


Her free hand pointed, indicating
the demon. Giorn looked. To his astonishment, he saw that Raugst had reverted
to his human form. Naked and bloody and apparently dying, he lay on the
corpse-strewn ground. His eyes were open, and he was looking at Niara with
great sadness. Later Giorn would realize that it was Niara’s blood that had
given him the strength to heal, and transform.


As Giorn watched, Raugst tried to
sit up and crawl over to Niara, but his wounds were too great. Shuddering, he
collapsed.


“Niara,” he moaned. 


She smiled, first at Raugst, then
Giorn. “Do not kill each other,” she said. She squeezed Giorn’s hand with what
must be her last strength. “Promise me, Giorn. You will not kill him.”


“But he’s . . . look at what he’s done. And Fria!”


Her eyes grew troubled. “You did this, Gi. He just . . . defended
himself.” Her hand fell away. “You’re not enemies. You both . . . oppose
Vrulug.” She was fading. “Promise me,” she said. She still had enough strength
to meet his gaze. “If you ever loved me, promise me.”


He stared at her, perplexed. Yet
there was only one thing to say. “I promise.”


She rewarded him with one last
smile, and he felt that old familiar warmth inside him. Then the light in her
eyes faded, and she went limp. She did not move again.



 

 



 

For a long time, Giorn just knelt over her, cradling her in
his arms, unaware of anything else. Then, slowly, he became aware of Raugst
dragging himself across the corpse-strewn catacomb chamber toward them.


Duke Yfrin and the soldiers
surrounded the demon and drew their swords. A circle of naked steel glittered
in the dim light. The circle drew tighter about Raugst, whose face was impassive.
He said nothing. His cheeks were wet, Giorn saw with surprise. The demon had
been crying.


“What shall we do, my lord?” Duke
Yfrin said. “End him?”


Giorn looked from Raugst to Niara’s
lifeless body, then to the bloody sword on the ground. 


“Release him,” he said. With a
ragged hiss of air, he added, “He’s free to do what he will.”


“Are you sure, my friend?” Yfrin
said.


 “I’m sure.”


With obvious reluctance, the
soldiers stepped back, but kept their swords bared. Raugst, who had not taken
his eyes off Giorn, nodded once. Giorn returned the gesture.


“Leave us,” Giorn told Dalic.


“Madness,” said the duke.


“I know.”


“But . . .”


“Please, Uncle. Just . . . leave
us.”


Duke Yfrin sighed. Doubt in his
eyes, he led the soldiers from the room. When they were gone, Raugst resumed
his crawl, dragging himself over to Niara, leaving a trail of blood in his
wake. Now he and Giorn were close enough to touch, and they eyed each other
tensely.


“I should kill you,” Raugst said.


“And I should kill you. We should
kill each other. But not her. She, of all of us, should have lived.”


“Yes.”


As one, their gazes traveled to
Niara. She was already cooling in Giorn’s arms.


“She loved you,” Giorn said, hearing
the bitterness in his voice.


Silence. Then: “She loved you,
too,” Raugst said, “though you don’t deserve it.” 


“How can you say that?” 


As they spoke, they had kept their
gazes on Niara. Only now did Raugst raise his eyes, letting them bore into
Giorn. “Because she could have let you come close to me when you first came in.
She could have let you come in close, then picked up a sword from the ground
and run you through from behind. But she did not. She chose to sacrifice
herself to save the both of us.”


Giorn shuddered. “She would never .
. .”


“No. I wish she had, but no, she
wouldn’t. That’s what I mean.”


“I need no saving.”


“Is that right? Then what of the
army that closes on us? Can you defeat them?”


“I can if anyone can.”


Raugst shook his head, resolute. “No.
You can’t. Only I can save us.”


There was still a trace of warmth
in Niara’s flesh, but it was slipping away. 


“How?” Giorn asked.


Raugst told him. Giorn listened.


Raugst, he realized, much to his
dismay, was right. Only the demon could stop Vrulug.


“But what if your plan fails?”
Giorn said. “What if you have to destroy the Stone?”


“Then I will destroy it.”


“Do you even know where it is?”


Raugst opened his mouth to say
something, then closed it.


“Well?” Giorn pressed.


Raugst grunted. “Do you know? I doubt it.”


“As a matter of fact, I do.”


“Really?”


Giorn nodded. “It’s in the belly of
the beast. Vrulug swallowed it.”


“The cur! He never told me . . .”


“Why would he?”


An awkward moment passed. 


“We’re wasting time,” Raugst said.


“Then let us be at it.”


As if to underscore the point, Duke
Yfrin returned, looking even grimmer than before.


“It’s Vrulug,” he said. “He’s
here.”


“Don’t worry,” said Raugst. “He
won’t attack. We have a deal.”


Duke Yfrin glowered. “I don’t know
what sort of deal you had with him,
demon, but it wasn’t a very good one. He’s already launching his first wave.”
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The carriage wheels rattled on the roads, bumping Giorn up
and down. The horses trotted, rushing Giorn to his destination. Over the sounds
of hooves and carriage wheels he could hear the driver cracking his whip and
shouting, “Ra! Ra!”


Giorn shoved the window curtains
aside. Night had fallen, but bonfires, street-lamps and the moon lit the world
quite well, at least for the nonce. The dark cloud over Vrulug’s host swept
northward. Soon it would obliterate the sky.


They were passing through Inner
Thiersgald, and the streets were so choked with citizens and refugees that the
carriage could hardly navigate them. Raugst had had the outer city evacuated
and now the entire population of Thiersgald—and the even greater numbers of
refugees—were all packed into this one place. It was a beautiful quarter, with
great towers and mansions and monuments all around, and there the magnificent
golden dome that marked the Library, but it was not meant to hold so many. It
was surreal and horrible, to see so great a number of people pressed so close
together, in streets Giorn knew so well.


Everywhere people gathered in tight
groups, praying silently or listening to sermons. The people thought their doom
was upon them, that these truly were the opening days of the End Times. They
thought Vrulug’s victory inevitable, that shortly the city would burn and
Borchstogs would be raping the women in its ashes and torturing the men over
its white-hot embers. Giorn knew they were right, too. Unless Raugst prevails. The notion did not sit well with him, and
it especially galled him that he was forced to pray for the bastard’s success.


Giorn’s carriage passed through the
beautiful, ornate inner wall of Thiersgald and into the outer city. It was
supposed to have been emptied, but he saw that some stubborn townspeople had
remained. Pale faces stared out through windows. Families gathered in gardens
and on terraces to pray. A group of youths broke the window of a house, surely
looking to loot the place. Giorn sighed.


The Temple to Illiana rose into
sight ahead, its windows shining with golden light. The white edifice seemed to
glow. Strangely, though, it was dread that welled up in Giorn as he neared that
splendid structure, and for a moment he didn’t see the temple at all but
Niara’s face, lovely and anguished. He could still feel the thunk that had coursed up his arm when
he struck her—could still see her blood, bright as the sun. With a shudder, he
closed the drapes and turned to his fellow passenger.


“We won’t be long,” Giorn assured
him.


General Levenril frowned. “Are you
quite certain the priestesses will be necessary? They’re useless now.”


“If all goes well, they won’t be
useless for long.”


The procession rolled up to the
Temple, where Hiatha and several other priestesses were waiting. They must have
seen and heard the royal procession and come out to meet it. Hiatha was at the
forefront of their circle, looking like someone trying to struggle for calm
despite overwhelming worry. She kept raising her hands as if to wring them,
then, realizing what she was doing, she would drop them, square her shoulders,
and lift her chin.


Giorn sprang from the carriage
before it was completely stopped, not minding that he nearly tripped and fell
on his face. Even before soldiers from the carriage behind his could come to his
side, Giorn hobbled forward, and Hiatha and her sisters converged on him. 


Hiatha clutched his hand and stared
deep into his eyes. “We felt something,” she said. “Something terrible. Tell
us, is it true? Has Niara fallen?”


Wordless, he nodded. 


The priestesses gasped or exchanged
horrified looks. Tears built up behind Hiatha’s eyes, but she did not release
them. “I’d hoped it was just Vrulug’s presence that darkened our thoughts, but—”
She stared up at the black sky, at the moon that hung overhead, proud and
dazzling, then focused on Giorn. Only then did she seem to notice to whom she
spoke. Grief over Niara had blinded her. Now her eyes widened. “Why, could it
be? Is that you, Lord Wesrain? Dear
Illiana . . .”

“I know. I know. Now listen, I need your help. Are you the High Priestess now?”


Warring emotions flashed across her
face, but she reined them in. “Rites must be performed. There is ceremony,
ritual—”


“But you are the leader?”


“Yes. I suppose. What would you ask
of me, my lord?”


“Gather your most powerful sisters
and your weapons of light and meet me at the South Gate.”


“But Vrulug blocks us. We cannot
aid you.”


“Not yet, but hopefully soon you’ll
be able to. I can’t say for sure, but I know we won’t win without you. Now go. Prepare
for war. That is an order from your baron and king. Raugst is gone. I’m the
leader now.”


There were more gasps at this, but Hiatha
consented to his demands and withdrew into the temple, her sisters with her. Giorn
returned to his carriage. 


“Ra!” the driver shouted, cracking
his whip. The horses neighed and pulled. The wheels rolled. 


Giorn, settling himself in,
breathed out heavily. Niara was gone from this world, but the temple still
stood. It was a living reminder of the Grace of the Omkar, a symbol of the
sacred. There was hope left yet.


General Levenril evidently misinterpreted
his distraction, as he said, “Fear not, my lord. The other generals of Fiarth
will take your orders. They will be most
glad to know that a true Wesrain has returned.”


“Will they? Good.” It had been a
strange scene at the castle, when Raugst, newly clothed and drinking from a
goblet of wine laced with the blood of his victims—to strengthen him for his
coming endeavor, he said—had told General Levenril that he was abdicating the
throne to Giorn. The General, who had brought the news of Vrulug’s arrival
personally, meaning to brief Raugst in full on the situation on the ride back
to the wall, had been quite shocked at Giorn’s return and Raugst’s ill state. He
had been further shocked when Raugst had, without ceremony, handed Giorn the
crown. Giorn had yet to put it on. Even now it rested on the general’s lap,
waiting to be claimed.


“And what of King Ulea’s men?”
Giorn asked. “Will they accept my orders?”


“They’ll have to. They’ll be confused,
especially if you insist on arresting some of your own officers—”


“Raugst’s appointments must be seen
to before they can cause any further damage.”


“Yes, I suppose.” Levenril looked
troubled. Like everyone else of a certain station, he would have heard the
bizarre rumors circulating about Raugst and the company he kept, but it would
still be difficult for him to credit. “But yet another change of leadership on
the dawn of war, and the arrest of key generals and officers—it will undermine
our troops’ morale even further.”


“There’s no other way. Raugst
appointed unnatural beings in the guise of men, things loyal to Oslog. They
cannot be allowed to lead our soldiers in combat, especially when they discover
that Raugst is no longer in command.”


“Yes. Yes, I see what you mean, but
I still can hardly believe . . .”


“Remember the claw, General. Remember
the claw.” To convince Levenril of Raugst’s true nature, Giorn had asked Raugst
to give a demonstration, and Raugst had turned his right hand into a claw. The
General had gone even paler than he was now.


“Y-yes,” he said. “I had not
forgotten.”


“Good.”


The rest of the trip passed in
silence save for the cracking of the whip, the thunder of the hooves and the grinding
of the wheels. When the procession slowed, Giorn disembarked. Soldiers were all
over the place, milling about or forming groups. Some saw to the horses. Others
sharpened blades or engaged in silent prayer. Many shot Giorn curious glances. Some
pointed to him, and he heard the words “Giorn” and “Wesrain” mentioned again
and again. The soldiers began whispering to each other, excitement—but also, he
was not surprised to see—consternation in their faces.


Giorn did not pause to explain or
proclaim. Side by side with General Levenril, he ascended one of the thick
towers flanking the South Gate. There he met up with a group of generals and
other officers. This tower had become the center of command. When Giorn
arrived, all those gathered were staring out at the oncoming horde.


He hobbled to the parapet. The
rolling fields south of the city were dark, but a greater darkness rolled over
them, shielded from stars and moon by the black clouds over Vrulug’s host. It
was as if Giorn were staring into the Void itself, hungry and devouring, and
coming closer, like a great black maw opening, and here he was, unable to flee,
a fly trapped in amber, like something out of a nightmare.


And from the darkness came
drumming, steady, rhythmic, like the throb of some monstrous heart. BOOM. BOOM.
BOOM.


He swore. At the sound, the others
turned to him. 


“Giorn Wesrain!”


“It can’t be!”


Giorn waited for the expected
confusion to run its course, then smiled grimly and said, “Well met, friends. I’m
back. Raugst is gone and I have taken his place.” He nodded to General
Levenril, who handed him the crown. Giorn took a deep breath, then shoved the
crown onto his head. It was heavier than he had expected. “For now, I’m King. I
won’t hold the office, but I do hope to preserve it.”


The officers stared at him, jaws
open. Then one dropped to his knees. Another followed, then another. Soon all
knelt to Giorn save for two generals in the rear, who hunched their backs.


“Where’s Raugst?” one demanded.


Giorn gestured to the soldiers that
had accompanied him into the tower. “Seize those two.”


The soldiers obeyed and in moments
the two struggling generals were cornered. One of them tried to change shapes,
becoming something wolf-like and monstrous, but he was cut down and dismembered
before he could complete his transformation. The other tried to leap out the
window, perhaps meaning to fly away, but a soldier, unnerved by the first
general’s transformation, hacked halfway through his head and the creature fell
unmoving to the floor, brains and blood pooling about him.


The others in the tower muttered
fearfully in outrage and terror. 


“What’s the meaning of this?” 


“What were they?” 


“What they were doesn’t matter. They are
dead,” Giorn said firmly. “And so shall the others be.” He turned to General
Levenril. “You have the list of names Raugst drew up for us. I need for you to
find all those that he appointed and remove them. I don’t know if all of them
are demons or not, but if they put up a resistance slay them. Dismember them. Burn
the bodies.”


“Aye, my lord.” The general took a
last look at the half-changed thing on the floor, made a sign to ward off evil,
and departed.


Giorn ordered the soldiers to
remove to two dead ones and instructed them to burn the corpses. The soldiers
were loath to touch the one that had attempted to change, but they carried out their
new lord’s orders.


Giorn turned to the gathering. “Who
here represents the royal forces?”

“I do, my lord,” said a short, broad man with a full black beard. “I’m General
Miled, Lord Ulea’s chief general.”


“Well met, General Miled. Will you
accept my direction until this crisis is over?”


The general glanced at the
bloodstains on the floor, swallowed, and nodded. “I will, my lord.”


“Good.” They clasped wrists. “Now,”
said Giorn, “what we need is to break Vrulug’s momentum. He’s almost near enough
now to unleash his gaurocks, and without our priestesses to aid us they will
surely breach the wall. We can’t prevent that, but we may be able to delay it.”


Quickly, he outlined what he would
do. Over his words came the incessant pounding of the Borchstog war drums,
coming closer and closer and closer, almost seeming to shake the room. Giorn
left the officers under the direction of General Miled, gathered to him three
thousand riders in the great square before the South Gate, made his plans, and
issued forth.


With a horse beneath him and the
wind in his hair, Giorn rode out. He could see the endless ranks of the
Borchstogs ahead, with the great dark shapes of the gaurocks among them,
slithering along at amazing speed. The behemoths wore iron helms on their heads
with long iron spikes jutting forward. When Vrulug gave the order, the Serpents
would charge forward and ram the walls with their iron spikes, just as they had
at Hielsly. The impact would disorient and perhaps kill the creatures, but if
they were successful the wall would be breached and Vrulug’s hordes could pour
in through the gaps. Normally the priestesses could help counter these threats,
but until the Moonstone was destroyed they were all but useless.


You
will not end us, Giorn thought, watching the ravenous hordes close in. There will be no Age of Grandeur for you.


At the forefront of a V formation,
he led his men forward in a rush. The Borchstogs’ red eyes narrowed as Giorn’s
company neared, and many lowered their spears to rebuff the mounted men. Riders
of Thiersgald were well-trained, though, as were their horses, and Giorn gritted
his teeth and pressed forward.


Arrows streaked out, and he lifted
his shield high, using his right arm to manipulate it. He still had a thumb and
a palm and could grip the strap. Arrows thunked into the wood, but none got
through. His horse cried out but kept going. A glance told him that his mount
had been struck in the flank. 


The line of spears shot toward him.
Giorn hunkered low and trusted to the horse’s training. The animal leapt high,
through the line of spears, and Giorn knocked aside spear-points with his
sword, as he had been trained to do. 


He was through.


His riders followed behind him,
breaking the orderly formation of Borchstogs. Giorn shuddered as the black
shadow of Vrulug’s clouds fell over him. The host of Borchstogs stretched before
him, a great dark mass. Their helms glinted. Their eyes burned. There was
enough light for him to see by, and the clouds occasionally flared with
strangely-colored lightning overhead. A fine, bitter mist fell.


Giorn’s sword swept out, hacking
off a Borchstog’s head. A spear jabbed at his middle but scraped off his armor.
He brought his blade down with all the strength his left arm could muster,
cracking his foe’s helmet and splitting his skull to his teeth.


A troll reared above, roaring its
rage. In the darkness it was simply a huge, foul-smelling shadow. Lightning
glimmered off its great sharp teeth.


It stomped down at Giorn. Giorn jerked
the reins, and his horse swept aside. Giorn’s blade lashed out at the troll’s
heel, meaning to cut the tendon there. The heel was armored. Giorn’s blade
glanced off. 


He rode on, leading his riders deep
into the Borchstog host. Glarumri wheeled overhead, showering his men with
arrows. The riders did not pause.


Giorn lifted his horn to his lips
and blew, signaling the second charge. His force had distracted Vrulug’s host
and compelled it to shift its focus, realign its warriors. Now the second group
of riders stormed out through the South Gates and bit deep into Vrulug’s host
from the opposite side, where the defenses had faded. Borchstogs screamed. Giorn
grinned tightly.


He hacked and slashed, slaying
Borchstogs all around. A corrupted giant came on him from the rear. He had been
surrounded with a solid wall of Borchstogs to the fore and had been trying to
hack his way through them, when he felt the earth shake behind him. He glanced
over his shoulder to see the giant looming over him, eclipsing the lightning overhead.
Giants were huge, taller even than the trolls, and if they were corrupted by
Gilgaroth they became monstrous. This one seemed to have no skin, and it had
strange tendril-like limbs protruding from its middle.


One of its massive hands grabbed
Giorn’s horse and wrenched horse and rider up off the ground. The other hand
grabbed the horse’s rear legs. The giant pulled in opposite directions. The
horse screamed.


Giorn managed to leap onto the giant’s
arm. He crawled up the limb, hacking at the tendrils that strove to ensnare
him, and crawled onto the giant’s shoulder. From there he plunged his blade
into the giant’s horrid, skinless face. He shoved his sword through its eye,
into its brain, and the monster gave one last groan and fell. Giorn clung
desperately to a tooth as it went down, his stomach rising. The impact knocked
him loose, and he found himself on the ground beside the giant’s head. His
horse, still living, was trying to kick and thrash its way out of the giant’s
lifeless hands.


The circle of Borchstogs converged.


Swearing, limping, his shield lost,
his sword still in the giant’s eye, Giorn backed up until he bumped against the
giant’s skull. The Borchstogs swarmed in.


Giorn jerked his blade free and
thrust it through the throat of the nearest enemy. It gurgled, black blood
spurting, and crumpled to the ground.


The others howled and fell on him.


He set to right and left, ducking
and weaving, hacking and slicing. Forced backward, he managed to crawl atop the
giant. The great corpse was thronged by demons, an island in a sea out of
nightmare. The Borchstogs surged all around, climbing up after Giorn. Giorn
thrust and parried furiously, and blades clanged and sparked.


By then Giorn’s horse had freed
itself. Giorn whistled, and it came. He swung astride, deflecting one last blow
from a Borchstog’s blade, then rode off, trampling the demons in his path. The
Borchstogs howled in fury behind him.



 

 



 

Giorn found his company once more and led them against the
enemy, at last merging with the second group of riders and striking even deeper
into the heart of Vrulug’s host. Ultimately, though, unable to ward off the
arrows from the glarumri and beset all around by demons, Giorn led the riders
in breaking free of the enemy ranks. Returning inside the wall, they streamed
through the sally ports.


Covered in black blood but his own
blood on fire, Giorn mounted the stairs of the gate tower and conferred with
his generals and officers. As per his orders, General Levenril had arrested or
slain all of Raugst’s appointments. Hiatha and her priestesses had arrived, and
she was waiting for him.


“Soon I hope we’ll have need of
you,” he told her. Raugst, be swift.


He returned his attention to the
oncoming army. His raid had slowed and disrupted Vrulug’s host, but, as he had predicted,
it had not stopped them. Vrulug came on, more wrathful than ever. If anything,
the shadow draping his host deepened. The drums rolled on, steady and
inexorable. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. The heart of the ancient monster whose rhythm they
sounded thundered, unwavering and resolute. It was the heartbeat of Gilgaroth
himself, and the Wolf was relentless. 


Giorn hoped his charge had at least
bought Raugst some time. He hated to admit it, but he needed the demon. Not
just Giorn, but the city, the world. Should Thiersgald fall, so would Felgrad. And
should Felgrad fall, so would the rest of the Crescent, Giorn had little doubt.
The battle of the End Times would be fought right here, right now, and it all
depended on the creature Giorn loathed above all others. Giorn’s very
civilization was in the hands of a monster.


All too soon, Giorn heard a horn
blow from the enemy host, long and loud. Giorn’s blood ran cold. Even through
the darkness he saw the massive gaurocks reined and prodded into position at
the forefront of the Borchstog formations. Howling, Borchstogs scurried out of
their way. Some were ground into paste.


Men muttered all along the wall. Here it comes, some said. Now it happens. 


“Brace yourselves!” Giorn called.


Another horn-blast rang out. The
great serpents slithered forward at terrific speed, out from the shadow of the
clouds. Starlight, moonlight and lightning flickered off their wet scales. The
fifty or more Borchstog riders that bestrode each of their backs hunched low
and raised their shields, expecting an onslaught.


Giorn did not disappoint them. At
his command, the Felgrad archers riddled the gaurocks and their riders with
arrows, but the leviathans could not be deterred. The arrows either glanced off
them or stuck unnoticed. The Borchstogs riders howled defiantly, even as arrows
sank into their shields.


The gaurocks surged on.


“Illiana preserve us,” whispered
Hiatha. Many of the generals repeated the prayer under their breaths.


The Serpents struck the wall. CRACK!


As Giorn had feared, without the
priestesses’ aid the behemoths managed to breach the wall at half a dozen
points. On both sides of him, Giorn saw clouds of dust billow up from the
impacts, saw the arrow-riddled mounds of the gaurocks, their riders climbing
off them and pouring through the breaches. Somewhere, Vrulug blew on his black
horn, and the rest of the Borchstogs and assorted creatures of the wolf-lord’s
host surged forward, a great tide of them. Some heaved up ladders and battled
the men on the walls. Others poured in through the gaps the gaurocks had
created, following in the wake of the riders. Giorn issued frantic orders,
gathering his men to resist the Borchstogs in the breaches, assembling his
archers to combat the fleet of glarumri that swept down from the black skies,
raining poisoned arrows down upon the men.


The black cloud swept north, and
once more Giorn felt its shadow descend on him. Fine, oily rain misted through
the windows, raising gooseflesh on his arm. Before him, the black tide rolled
unchecked, endless.


His earlier charge had done its
work, and Vrulug’s advance was not as orderly or as effective as it would have
been otherwise. Still, Vrulug held every advantage, and Giorn did not lie to
himself. He could not defeat the wolf-lord.


Thunder rumbled. Blue-white tongues
licked down from the black roof of clouds and struck the wall, again and again.
Men screamed, and sparks flared. The oily taint Giorn had tasted on his tongue
at Wegredon returned. The Moonstone,
he thought. Vrulug is using the Stone.
The wolf-lord had learned to wield it not just to block the priestesses of
Illiana, but to counter the armies of Fiarth, as well.


The tower shook. The generals cried
out in fear. 


Giorn gripped the parapet. What now? “Hold on!” 


It was too late. The ground
rumbled, and the tower rattled. A piece of the roof collapsed, crushing two of
the generals.


“Flee!” cried one. “Flee the
tower!”


Giorn took one last look at the
hordes of Vrulug, turned and followed Hiatha and the generals down through the building
even as it shook apart around him. Lightning turned the world to white, and he
tasted dust in his mouth. He made it to the ground outside just in time. The
tower groaned and then collapsed, right onto the wall, killing two score men in
an instant.


Giorn stared at the smoking rubble,
feeling rain on his face, and felt one of the soldiers clap his shoulder.


“I hope you’ve lived a virtuous
life, my lord,” the man said. “Make your peace with the Omkar.,” another
agreed. “We go before them soon.” “Better pray it’s soon. Vrulug could keep us
alive for years if he wanted.” The other patted his ornate sword. “Not I.”


Clouds deepened overhead, blocking
out the stars. From their smoky masses lightning flickered down, blasting apart
men with every strike. Thunder nearly deafened Giorn. The ground rumbled
angrily.


“Come,” he called.


He took his officers some distance
away, then looked back to see that great, proud wall that had stood a thousand
years break and crumble as the ground shook it apart from below and lightning
blasted it from above. 


“It’s the Moonstone,” Hiatha told
him. “He’s using it against us.”


Giorn had come to that conclusion
himself.


“What shall we do?” General Miled
asked. He was wild-eyed, his wet hair in disarray, his beard matted by rain,
but his jaw was set and he was visibly struggling to maintain his poise.


“We’ll do what we must,” Giorn said.
“Fall back to the inner wall.”


The generals grumbled, but none had
a better suggestion, and soon Giorn was leading the defenders in a rear-guard
action as the host of Felgrad fell back from the outer wall. They poured
through the streets of the city, past the parks, the university, over the
rivers, and regrouped at the ancient fortification of the inner wall. It had
not been used or even particularly maintained in many years, but it was a proud
and beautifully-constructed edifice, half overgrown by vines, and it would
serve.


Giorn mounted this wall alongside
his generals. He deployed the soldiers along it and readied the others on the
ground, then set his men to hacking the vines down so that the Borchstogs could
not use them for handholds.


The greatest portion of Thiersgald
lay between the outer and inner walls, and even now Giorn saw flames shooting
up from the houses and business centers as Vrulug’s host rolled forward. The University
of Hiarn went up in flames. The rain was too weak to put the fire out.


“They’re burning the city,” Hiatha
said. She sounded as though the idea had never occurred to her, as if the city
were inviolate.


Giorn looked sideways at her. “Do
you feel any difference? Is Vrulug still in possession of the Stone?”


“There’s no change.”


He shared grim looks with his
generals. “Perhaps burning the city will slow Vrulug down,” he said. “Perhaps
that will give Raugst the time he needs.”


Unable to do anything else, Giorn watched
the fires spread throughout his city. The flames came closer—closer. Soon
Vrulug would have razed the outer city, and then he would fall on Giorn’s
defenders without mercy. If nothing else, it would be difficult for Vrulug to
utilize his gaurocks against the inner wall. There were too many buildings in
the way, burned or not. This wall was lower and not as thick, though. It would
not be difficult for Vrulug to overcome. 


Giorn instructed his men to be
careful when firing upon those who approached the wall. They could be
townspeople who had remained in the outer city, not Borchstogs. A few
Thiersgaldians did trickle in, fleeing their homes at last, but not enough. Not
near enough. Giorn watched for the boys who had gone out looting, but he did not
see them return. 


He heard soldiers whisper along the
wall that they were doomed, that Vrulug would prevail, and he did not see how
they could be wrong. Unless Raugst succeeded, they would all perish, and the
ones that died swiftly would be the lucky ones.



 


 


 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
25



 

“Oathbreaker,”
Raugst snarled, furious. “Bastard!” How could Vrulug be attacking? They had a
deal!


Darkness gathered about him, but he
thrust his torch forward and drove it back, one foot at a time. The stench of
the sewer nauseated him, but he had anger to distract him. He thought of Vrulug,
and rage filled him. 


The face of Niara rose up in front
of his mind’s eye, then, and everything else faded away. How could she be dead?
It seemed impossible. What made it even worse was the surety that she could
have healed herself had she not given him her grace. She had, though, and now
she was gone—and slain by one who loved her! It was a cruel jest of uncaring
gods. Raugst had thought, foolishly, that now that he was beyond the sway of
Gilgaroth, the goodly gods would smile on him and his endeavors. But no. The
world was just as loathsome and unkind as ever. He was half-tempted to abandon
his quest, simply to crouch down in these tunnels and await the fall of
Thiersgald.


Knowing that Niara would have
wished otherwise, he pressed on. He walked beside the foul currents of the
sewer, where the underground escape route connected and intertwined for a ways.
He held a rag to his nose and mouth, though it did little good. 


Why
does Vrulug attack? The wolf-lord was violating their arrangement. Raugst
had become king; Felgrad should be safe. Perhaps when Raugst met with him and
showed the wolf-lord his signet ring, Vrulug would relent. That was our bargain, curse him.


A dark figure emerged from a cross-tunnel,
and another behind it—inhuman things, tall and furred and monstrous. Raugst’s
torch caught their gleaming, slaver-coated fangs and turned their eyes to
glittering red orbs.


They advanced on him.


He held his torch in closer, giving
them a look at his face. “Molest me and suffer,” he warned, a hand straying to
the hilt of his light-blessed sword.


“My lord,” one growled. “We did not
expect you.”


“Good. I don’t like to have my
itinerary known.” He strode forward, his lieutenants falling in beside him.


“No sign of Giorn or his men,” said
one.


“There won’t be.”


“Pardon, my lord?”


“I’ve dealt with him to my
satisfaction.”


They fell silent. He had positioned
them and others down here to prevent Giorn from reaching Castle Wesrain by the
secret route, and now that Giorn was not a threat they were doubtlessly
wondering what their new orders would be. He could obviously not order them to
return to the castle—although, he reflected, it would be amusing to see Giorn’s
face if he did.


“You lot’ll stay here,” he said. “I
have other enemies that might try and attack.”


“We shall, my lord.”


“Leave me.”


They withdrew, merging with the
darkness of the sewers with eerie ease. 


Raugst moved on. He had informed
Giorn of the creatures in these tunnels, though Giorn had already guessed at
their presence, and he did not doubt that the baron would send a raiding party
to deal with them in time. Raugst would never know. He never planned to return
to Thiersgald. He had worked and schemed to become King of Felgrad, and he had
done it, but with Niara’s death civilization held little meaning for him, and
little interest. He would return to the wild, there to live out his days as a
creature of the woods. Whether he would keep his man-shape or resume his
wolf-form he did not know, but he looked forward to the solitude and splendor
of the forest.


At times during his trek through
the darkness he would come across other of his lieutenants, but when they
realized who he was they merely bowed and became one with the shadows once
more. Finally he emerged from the tunnels and passed through the waterfall,
which washed away of the stench of the tunnels, though it did douse his royal
finery.


He came ashore and made his way
through the woods until they ended. Before him stretched the gently rolling hills
that led to the South Gates, and between him and the Gates lay Vrulug’s army—vast,
dark, crushing. Borchstogs swarmed the walls, and Raugst saw several breaches
where gaurocks had struck. He sighed. Many buildings would be razed, and many men
would die. He could not stop that. But perhaps, just perhaps, he could prevent
the total obliteration of Thiersgald and the rest of Felgrad. 


Rain fell on his head and
shoulders, pattering against his face, but he barely felt it. He strode through
the blackened wastes left in Vrulug’s wake, where tens of thousands of
Borchstogs and other fell things had passed, trampling and tearing the earth. All
was mud. He came upon some sentries Vrulug had left to guard his rear. Riding
murmeksa, the large, tusked hog-like creatures favored by the Borchstog
cavalry, the soldiers surrounded him, lances bristling.


“It is I,” he said in Oslogon,
“Raugst, high servant of Vrulug.” He hoped they could not feel the presence of
the light-blessed sword. He had raided Saria’s apartment and taken several
tokens of hers, and he hoped the darkness they radiated would mask the sword.


It seemed to work. The Borchstog captain
lowered his lance and the others followed. “Lord Raugst,” he said, bowing his
head. “I’m Captain Grastrig. Welcome to the Age of Grandeur.” He smiled, and
his teeth had chunks of human flesh in them. “Master Vrulug said you might seek
an audience.”


“I do. Will you give me escort?”


Grastrig ordered one of his
soldiers to ride behind another, freeing up a steed for Raugst. With him in the
center, the band rode toward the outer wall of the city. Raugst saw that the
defenders were in retreat and that fires spread throughout Outer Thiersgald. As
he drew nearer, the smell of smoke made him cough. The rain dampened it, but
not enough.


Again he worried about his sword,
and he found his hand resting on its pommel. It had become more than a mere
weapon to him, he realized. Niara had poured her Light and Grace into it. Raugst
liked to think that she had poured some of herself into it, as well—that, in a
way, she was here with him.


Grastrig led him through the
blasted gateway with its ruined towers and then through the chaotic streets of
the city. Houses burned all around, and screams rose into the night from every
quarter. Raugst had ordered the outer city emptied, but apparently many had
stayed—to loot, to prevent looting, or out of simple human stubbornness. Raugst
frowned to see the devastation around him. Despite himself, he had come to view
Thiersgald as his home, or at least his responsibility. The Borchstogs showed
him through the broad main avenues lined with trees, from which bodies hung,
twisting in the hot winds. Others dangled from lampposts or were nailed to
doors. Still more Thiersgaldians lived, though not happily, and their screams
made sweat stand out on Raugst’s forehead.


He wondered where Vrulug would have
made his headquarters. Perhaps the University. There were some fine buildings
there, if any still stood. Perhaps Ferin Island, the small isle in the center
of the river, where an ancient castle stood, now a museum. Or perhaps it would
suit Vrulug’s grisly moods to make his lair in a graveyard, or a school, or . .
. 


Grastrig brought Raugst toward the Temple
of Illiana. As the white towers neared, Raugst grew cold despite the heat of
the fires. No, he thought. Surely even Vrulug wouldn’t—


But of course he would.


Raugst hoped they might be swinging
around the structure to a destination on the other side, but the Borchstogs
began to slow, and finally Grastrig drew rein before the temple gates. 


“This is it,” he said.


Raugst’s legs almost did not
support his weight as he dismounted. He found it difficult to catch his breath.


He gazed up at the slender white
spires framed against the black night sky, saw the ornate dome glowing with
light, and he had a grave foreboding. Not
this. Anything but this.


Muttering praises to Vrulug and
Gilgaroth, Grastrig led him through the gates, past and the courtyards with its
gazebo and high elm trees, then up the wide stairs, flanked by lacy white
columns, and inside. Raugst hesitated before he crossed the threshold, too
briefly for his escorts to notice, then marshaled his resolve and stepped
across.


It was worse than he’d feared. The
high white halls of the temple were now the settings for debauchery and
carnage. Red blood ran across white marble, and the delicate bodies of
priestesses in their white robes sprawled along the floor. These were the young
priestesses, the acolytes. The more experienced ones would have had ridden off
to war. Raugst’s escorts led him through the dining halls, and he saw
Borchstogs holding priestesses down on the tables, taking turns with them. Other
priestesses were being tied to the columns and mutilated. Their screams drove
shards of ice through Raugst.


This
is all my fault. He had told Niara of his plans, of his arrangement with
Vrulug, that Vrulug would not attack. Raugst had emptied Outer Thiersgald as a
precaution, certainly, but mainly he had done it to keep up appearances. Niara
had believed in him and had not forced her priestesses to evacuate with the
others. I promised her I could save them,
and now they’re dead, or worse. 


Grinding his teeth, he stepped over
and around the graceful bodies, some of which still twitched. Some of the
priestesses had apparently slain themselves rather than be taken, but most had
not had such easy deaths.


The temple, a place of light and
beauty and grace, had been profaned. Blood spattered the walls, congealed in
pools upon the floor, slim white bodies lying in them, some still moving. The
Borchstogs’ grunts echoed down the halls, accompanied by squeals of pain.


Grastrig ushered Raugst through the
Hall of Beginning. Here it was hot and steamy. Like Hell. The Borchstogs had discovered the furnaces below the
Pool. Likely they were down there even then, in the sweltering, smoking heat,
driving their slaves to stoke the fires. The Pool was not just steaming but
boiling. The very air burned Raugst’s lungs. As he watched through wisps of
vapor, a group of Borchstogs dragged a writhing priestess toward the water,
which churned like a witch’s cauldron, running red with the girls that had gone
before. The priestess was blond and green-eyed, young and fair. Naked, crying,
she was dragged to the bubbling Pool, obviously having already been raped;
Raugst could see the bruising. As he watched, helpless, the Borchstogs,
laughing, hurled her into the boiling water, where several other bodies were
already bobbing, red as apples. She screamed and thrashed, then fell silent.


Raugst looked away, and Grastrig
led him to a winding stairway. Raugst realized he was being led to the Inner
Sanctum. Dread built in him. The Inner Sanctum was the touchstone to the gods,
to Illiana of whose grace and beauty an entire religion had been founded upon. That
room had been the place of Raugst’s birth, in a way. Now he supposed it would
be the place of his death.


The stairs ended and they came to
the threshold of that room of Light. Again Raugst hesitated, then, trembling,
stepped over. The smell of death rose about him.


Before him towered Vrulug—tall, batwinged,
wolf-headed, encased in ebon armor, spattered with blood and stinking of death,
standing over the altar of Illiana, where he held down a naked priestess. A
gaggle of his black-robed priests surrounded him. Raugst had always hated
Vrulug’s priests, with their slick white skin and skeletal visages. Now the
priests chanted ominously, cowled heads bowed in prayer.


Raugst wanted to intervene, but
there was nothing he could do. The white slab of veined marble glimmered in the
light of the two braziers. Raugst knew Niara would from time to time place candles
or incense or flowers on the altar, but that was it. Never anything like this. 


Vrulug produced a ceremonial knife
and slit the girl’s throat. Her blood spattered the white altar, and her body
jerked and twitched for a while, then subsided, her blood running in rivers
down the sides of the slab. Raugst felt sick. The priests ended their chant.


“There,” said Vrulug in Oslogon. “Now
this is an altar to Gilgaroth. Roschk Gilgaroth!”


“Roschk
Gilgaroth!” 


The veins in the white marble slab
of the altar began to turn black. The veins spread, joined up with others,
tributaries leading into rivers, and soon the whole altar was crisscrossed in malignant
black lines, which then seeped outward. It would not be long before the whole
thing turned black. Raugst felt the altar emanate a chill, a darkness, and it
seemed that the block of stone hummed and the air rippled around it, the
ripples spreading, changing all they touched. This was now a fell place, a
place of the Dark One. Raugst could taste it on his tongue, a rancid, bitter
oiliness. And here, where he and Niara had made love for the first time! It was
obscene. His hands turned into fists at his sides. He tried to relax them. Appear natural, he told himself.


Grastrig had been silent, awaiting
the end of the ritual. Now he cleared his throat, drawing Lord Vrulug’s
attention. 


“My lord, you have a visitor.”


The wolf-lord’s eyes burned bright
when they saw Raugst. He gestured for Raugst to step forward, saying “Come.”


Raugst obeyed. The slender bodies
of priestesses lay strewn about the room. A pile of their body parts had been
heaped at the base of the white altar of Illiana, and black candles had been lit
and mounted on it. The bitter taint that filled the air grew stronger and
raised the hackles on the back of Raugst’s neck. Mother’s milk, he told himself. I
used to live for the feel of Gilgaroth’s presence. He threaded his way
around the blood-soaked bodies and through the chanting priests, who parted
before him. He hoped and prayed that his former master did not feel the
presence of the sword.


“You may leave us, Captain,” the
wolf-lord told the Borchstog leader, and Grastrig left, taking his crew with
him. It smelled better when they were gone, but not much. “You as well,” Vrulug
told his priests, and the pale-skinned things departed wordlessly. Raugst
breathed easier.


Vrulug led Raugst away from the
profaned altar to the moon-washed terrace, where Raugst had lopped off Giorn’s
fingers weeks ago. Raugst wondered if the bloodstains were still here.


“Look!” Vrulug said, sweeping a
heavy arm at the panorama of the burning city. Flaming towers stabbed high into
the black sky. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” He flung one arm around Raugst’s shoulder
and clapped him on the back. Raugst started, but Vrulug didn’t seem to notice. “For
thousands of years I’ve longed to see Thiersgald burn, and now it does. It
burns for me.” He breathed. “Soon, from its ashes, Ulastrog will rise once
more, and I will rule here as I did of old.”


Scowling, Raugst looked sideways at
him. “We had a deal.”


“Did we?”


“Yes.”


Vrulug drew back and appraised him
seriously. “You’ve become King?”


Raugst fingered his kingly clothes
and cape, and raised his royal signet ring to the light. “Yes,” he said. “I am
King.”


Vrulug—great, grim, bloody Vrulug,
stinking of death and sex—laughed. The sound made Raugst grind his teeth. “Hail
Lord Raugst! Hail the king of ashes!” 


Raugst did not blink. “I ask you to
honor our bargain and withdraw your forces.”


“Why should I? I have my full host
with me now, and the aid of the Moonstone.” His chest swelled. Indeed, now that
Raugst was aware of it, he could feel a power radiating from Vrulug that had
not been there before. “I can prevail without your help.”


Raugst flexed his fingers. “My lord—my
friend—please reconsider. With my
authority, I can do what you can not. I can wield Felgrad as a weapon against
the Crescent, a weapon that can blunt their swords and make them easy pickings
for you. Without my help, you may be
able to break them, but they will break you, as well, and when you occupy the
charred remains of their cities you will be spread thin, thin enough for the
North to unseat you. Work with me, my
friend. Honor our deal. You will not regret it.” He said this with great
enthusiasm, hoping Vrulug would see the sense in it. Raugst did not expect him
to, but he had arranged with Giorn to remain as king should Vrulug agree.


Vrulug frowned, mulling on it. The
shadows of the tower grew darker, colder. The bodies of the priestesses began
to stink. The black candles flickered on the altar. The bitter taint of
Gilgaroth grew. The back of Raugst’s mind itched.


He cast a glance over the city. The
flames rose high into the night, spreading unchecked throughout the outer city
despite the thin mist. He heard distant screams. Lightning licked all around,
descending from the clouds like the legs of some monstrous insect. Thunder
cracked and roared. 


In the distance hosts of Borchstogs
neared the inner wall of the city, surely under the direction of Vrulug’s
generals. It would not be long before the defenders there fell. Unless . . .


Trying not to show his loathing,
his fear, Raugst turned back to Vrulug. The wolf-lord eyed him intensely.


“Well?” Raugst demanded. “What of
it? Will you honor our bargain?”


At last Vrulug sighed. “Sadly, I
must decline. I am more powerful than you know. Thiersgald falls tonight.”


“Oathbreaker! We had a deal.”


Vrulug chuckled, but his eyes held
no mirth. “You’re determined to play this part till the end, aren’t you? I
admire that.”


Raugst shivered. “What do you
mean?” Even as he spoke, his hand strayed to the hilt of his light-blessed
sword.


Vrulug was faster. One of his hands
lashed out and struck Raugst full across the face. Raugst flew backward,
through the Inner Sanctum, and crashed into a wall. Pain flared across his
back. He slid down the wall and came to rest next to the mutilated body of a
priestess.


He groaned. Tasted blood on his
tongue. Sitting up gingerly, he felt needles of fire rush through him.


Vrulug stepped forward, over a
white-robed body. “You think I didn’t know?”
the wolf-lord raged. Outside, thunder crashed and rocked the tower. “You think
I wouldn’t find out?”


He opened his mouth. Fire licked at
the back of his throat and gushed out, a great, frothing tide of flame. Raugst
just barely rolled away in time. Even so, the heat singed the hairs on the back
of his neck and set his royal finery afire.


In the distance, priestesses
screamed as Borchstogs raped them, and the city burned all around.



 

 



 

At that moment, the Borchstog host reached the inner wall of
Thiersgald. 


“Archers!” Giorn called.


Arrows thrummed all along the wall,
and Borchstogs fell twitching to the ground, but the black tide rolled forward,
inexorable, their columns threading through the buildings of the city like the
tendrils of some undersea abomination. Smoke and fire rose up all around them. In
the forefront of their legions strode their standard-bearers, tall, black
figures carrying aloft sharpened poles with the remains of men and women
impaled upon them; some still moved, slicked with rain. Fat, gore-coated snakes
coiled around the fly-specked bodies. 


“Stand your ground!” Giorn shouted.


He unsheathed his sword as the
first wave of Borchstogs scaled their ladders. One of the red-eyed demons climbed
directly before him, stinking of death. Giorn’s sword glanced off the demon’s
helm, which was in the shape of a rotting human head. The Borchstog laughed,
heaved itself off the ladder and sprang at him.


Frantically, Giorn beat it back,
and their swords clashed and rang. Giorn’s left arm was not as nimble as his
right, but his training paid off. At last he stuck his blade through the
demon’s eye-slit and into its brain. Black blood spurted, and the demon sagged
backward. 


More poured up behind it. All along
the wall, as far as Giorn could see, the Borchstogs poured like a wave of
death, and men battled them desperately. The priestesses led by Hiatha stood
by, unable to draw on their powers. Some took up swords and aided the men, but
their otherworldly arts were useless.


A Borchstog lunged at Giorn. He
parried its first thrust, feeling the skittering of the blades course up his
arm. He balled his ruined right hand and smashed it across the Borchstog’s
face. Two of the recently mended fingers cracked, and the Borchstog fell away. One
of his men stabbed it through the belly.


Giorn allowed himself a moment to
look over his shoulder, to stare out over the inner city. He saw the golden
dome of the Library, the mansions rearing in the distance, the fires of
gathered townspeople—they would be on their knees praying, some hoping for
peace, but most trying to make their own peace with their makers—then turned
back. The Borchstogs swarmed toward him.


Giorn said a silent prayer and
stepped forward.



 

 



 

Raugst, rolling, evading Vrulug’s stamping foot, grabbed his
sword and wrenched it free of its scabbard. Still on the floor, he rolled
sideways, slashing at Vrulug’s leg. Connected.


The wolf-lord leapt back, bat-wings
pumping. “What do you wield?” Black
blood trickled from his ankle. The armor there had shattered.


Raugst levered himself to his feet.
Crouching, he brandished the sword before him. A drop of foul-smelling black
blood dripped off the tip. 


“A gift of the Light,” he said. Thank you, Niara.


Vrulug opened his mouth. Another
wave of fire gushed out, enveloping two of the bodies that littered the floor. Raugst
lunged aside, rolled, quenching the flames that had caught in his clothes. The
stench of burning human flesh filled the room. Smoke drifted through the air,
hiding and then revealing Vrulug.


“Tell me, how was I betrayed?”
Raugst said.


The tall, monstrous shape of Vrulug
appeared from the smoke, which wreathed about him, embracing him like a lover. In
answer to the question, Vrulug drew his lips back from his teeth in what might
have been a smile, or a grimace. An arm gestured at the darkness to his right,
and from out of the shadows emerged another shadow, thin, wispy, phantasmal, gliding,
but not part of the smoke.


Raugst stared. “A ghost . . .”


The black spirit glided forward,
whispering sibilantly, and he fancied just for a moment that it said, “Raugst, my love”. He thought he saw it
take on a vaguely womanish form.


“Saria,” he said, understanding.


Sssss,
she said, or was that the wind blowing in from the terrace? The shadow glided
closer. Ssssss . . . 


Raugst slashed his sword toward it,
and it drew no nearer. “You’re stronger than I gave you credit for,” he told
her, “if you had enough control over your spirit to return to Vrulug.”


“No,” Vrulug said, stepping
forward. “It was I who had the power.
When I Turned her long ago, I gave her some of my blood. I bound her to me. When
she died she returned to the source of her power. She told me what you had
done.” He shook his head sadly, grimly. Smoke stirred around it. More poured
from his wolf-like nostrils. “She saved me once from a friend that betrayed me—Orin
Feldred, the Skinless Man. He was like a brother to me. Now you. We have known
one another for ages. How could you
have betrayed me, my friend?”


Raugst stared at the wolf-lord and
sensed genuine anguish there. Raugst too felt a pang of regret at what might
have been. He had loved and worshipped Vrulug, had been proud to be the
wolf-lord’s right hand. It had been his place, and he had been content. And, in
truth, he missed it. But there was no getting it back now. The past was lost to
him forever.


“I am sorry,” he said, meaning it. “I
would never have wished ill upon you. Not before. But now . . .”


He sprang. His sword leapt, cutting
into Vrulug’s left arm, but not severing it. 


Vrulug screamed at the touch of the
light-blessed sword. His blood hissed and boiled on Raugst’s blade. Raugst thrust
at Vrulug’s middle, hoping the sword could pierce the wolf-lord’s armor. 


Vrulug dashed Raugst aside. Raugst
cracked against a white marble wall, felt a rib snap.


He did not hesitate. He rebounded
immediately, driving at Vrulug, not giving him time to summon his fire.


But Vrulug was not unarmed, and in
an instant he unsheathed his own sword. It was long and sharp and dull of
color, unadorned. It was simply an instrument of death, a cleaver without
ornamentation. He parried Raugst’s thrust with one hand and slashed at Raugst’s
head with the other.


Raugst dodged, trying to get close
enough to deliver a mortal blow. He struck again and again, beating against
Vrulug’s blade. Priestesses screamed below. Smoke drifted through the chamber,
forming unnatural shapes. Sometimes it hid Vrulug from view, then Raugst would
smell fire and spring aside before the wolf-lord could roast him. All around,
thunder crashed, and the tower shook violently.


The presence of Gilgaroth thickened,
seeping outward from the now-black altar, and a heaviness settled on Raugst’s
mind. His limbs grew heavy, his thoughts dull. Blackness gripped him.


He forced himself to conjure the
face of Niara, and, slowly, the darkness burned away.


Sparks flared from the swords as
they clanged against each other, the dark sword and the light, and strange
illuminations bathed the room.


Saria, shrieking, wrapped ghostly
talons about Raugst’s neck, and he felt the breath choke in his lungs. He
struggled to wrestle her away, but he could not dislodge her.


Seeing Raugst’s weakness, Vrulug
leapt forward, plunging his blade into Raugst’s side. Raugst screamed. The
blade burned like fire. He threw himself aside, feeling blood trickle down his
flesh. Still the wound burned, as
though the blade had left a residue of acid.


Saria’s shade continued to try to
throttle him, but now that he had a moment of respite from Vrulug he slashed
his blade through her incorporeal form, and she flew back, seeming to diminish.


“Enough!” Vrulug roared. 


He sucked in a deep breath, his
chest swelled, and Raugst could feel the puissance in him throb. He was using
the Moonstone, summoning its powers. Everything else in the world seemed to
vanish. There was only Vrulug, drinking up all the light, all the life,
crackling, shimmering. The wolf-lord swelled, gathered his strength— 


He loosed his breath, but it was
not the same fiery red breath as before. The wave that gushed forth between his
terrible fangs now was black. The dark tide surged toward Raugst.


Trembling, Raugst raised his blade.
Niara, help me.


The black wave struck it.


BOOM!

The impact flung Raugst back and turned the world into all shades of color. He
heard bells and saw suns born and die. He heard his nearly-forgotten mother
call his nearly-forgotten human name, and he smelled flowers and saw Niara’s
face.


The noise and pain receded, and he
saw Vrulug slumped against the far wall near the bloody altar, atop a pile of
corpses and body parts, breathing heavily. Smoke wreathed up from his wolvish
maw. 


Raugst heard footsteps coming up
the stairs—Vrulug’s priests coming to check on their master. Raugst must hurry.


Breathing heavily, he heaved
himself up. He put one foot in front of the other and dragged himself toward
Vrulug. His sword scraped along the floor. It seemed very heavy. With great
effort, he stepped over a body, lifting one foot, then the other. His sword left
a trail of blood in its wake, grating loudly along the marble floor.


The wolf-lord, barely conscious,
watched him approach with heavily-lidded eyes. Saria circled him. Raugst could
hear her hissing sobs in his ears.


Closer and closer he drew to
Vrulug. Time seemed to slow, and hours passed, and years dragged into
centuries, and still he could feel the echoes of that explosion. Smoke trailed
up from his light-blessed sword.


Then he was standing over Vrulug. Saria
shrieked and wrapped her ghostly talons around Raugst’s throat. You will not touch him! 


Unable to breathe, he lifted his
sword. His arms almost buckled under its weight.


“No,” said Vrulug. His eyes opened.
“No . . .” He was too weak to summon his fires.


Raugst brought his blade down with
all his strength. Vrulug’s armor shattered. Blood spurted. Raugst chopped down
again, and again, widening the wound. Then he thrust his hand inside, hearing
Vrulug’s moans, and rooted around in the warm, sloshy guts of his friend until
he found what he sought. His breath caught in his throat. The thing was hard
and rough, and covered in fluid, and so hot that it nearly burnt his fingers. Nevertheless,
he yanked it from the steaming wound—it did not come easily—and held the
glistening, gore-coated Moonstone up to the light. It was the Last Gift of Man,
or once had been, but now it was grotesque and corrupt, and Raugst felt
filthier just holding it.


Vrulug, still alive, grabbed it
from his hands. “Thief!” His voice was watery, his lungs filling with blood.


The black-robed priests spilled
into the room. The High Priest’s amber eyes widened, then narrowed. “Stand away
from the Master!” he shouted, air whistling strangely in his nose-less face. The
red light of the braziers flickered on his maggot-white visage. His sharp teeth
were slicked with slaver.


Suddenly, pain filled Raugst. Gasping,
he stared downward. Vrulug’s sword stuck out from his belly, and Raugst’s blood
coursed down the blade to flow over Vrulug’s clawed hand. While the priests had
distracted him, Vrulug had run him through.


Blood bubbled on Raugst’s lips as
he tried to form words to curse the wolf-lord with. Saria, laughing, throttled
Raugst with greater ferocity. He could not draw breath. The world dimmed and
faded. All except for Vrulug’s eyes. They blazed with hate and fury. Raugst
gasped again as the wolf-lord twisted the blade, shoving it up under Raugst’s
ribs.


“Die,” Vrulug growled, pushing the
blade deeper, seeking Raugst’s heart, a sneer on his wolvish lips. “Die, my
friend, and burn in the fires of the Second Hell.”



 

 



 

A sword glanced off Giorn’s helm. His head rang. He stabbed
forward, feeling hot black blood gush over his hand. The Borchstog fell away. Three
more replaced it. 


A sword whistled out, slashed at
his face. He dodged back. The blade sliced his cheek.


His bad leg gave out. He fell. The
floor smacked his back, driving the breath from him.


Borchstogs swarmed toward him. He
tried to rise but slipped in the blood of a soldier. The Borchstogs converged. He
saw their blades lift, hover over him. They flashed by the light of the
lightning and the fires, sharp as needles.


“Farewell, King of Men,” said one. It
had seen his crown.


Giorn closed his eyes. Niara, I am coming.



 

 



 

Fire suffused Raugst as Vrulug’s blade dug inside him,
seeking his death.


With his left hand, Raugst reached
out and gripped the blade in his naked flesh. Blood, red blood, trickled over
his fingers. Vrulug shoved deeper, harder, seeking Raugst’s heart, but Raugst
clamped his hand tight and the blade stilled.


The pain was great. He wavered, and
the world grew dim, and the darkness from the altar seeped into him. He grew
cold, and the world receded, and he saw a great black shape looming over him
and knew it was the One, come to claim his soul at last . . .


Somehow he gathered the strength to
lift his own blade overhead. He gripped its hilt in his right hand and summoned
all his might for one final blow.


Vrulug’s priests, momentarily stunned,
moved forward to help their lord.


Vrulug shoved harder, forcing his
blade up under Raugst’s ribcage—Raugst could feel the grate of metal on bone—shoving
toward the heart . . . closer . . .
Raugst seized Vrulug’s sword tighter, slicing flesh and tendon. He only needed
another moment . . .


Vrulug’s face turned fearful, even
as Raugst’s blood puddled on the floor. In his other hand, the wolf-lord raised
the Moonstone. It glistened with viscera, but it was so hot that it burned
through its coating, smoke rising from it.


It was Vrulug’s last hope. Once more
it seemed to swell, and the world around it receded. Darkness emanated from it.
Its energies were building for one more burst . . . 


Raugst bunched his muscles,
readying for the final blow. Saria still wrapped her ghostly talons about his
neck, choking the breath from his lungs. Stars flashed before his eyes. 


“Kill
him!” said the High Priest.


Vrulug’s priests closed on Raugst,
daggers glimmering.


Raugst wasted no time, said no
final words. This was it, what Niara had kissed him for, this one moment. Staring
Vrulug in the eyes, using all his strength, he slashed down, ignoring Saria,
ignoring the priests that even then stabbed into him—he slashed down and struck
the Moonstone with all his might.


The Moonstone . . . cracked. The sword shattered, bursting
brightly, showering all around with white fragments. The priests screamed and
fell back.


Raugst, pierced in half a dozen
places by their blades, grinned fiercely down at Vrulug. “Farewell, my friend,”
he said.


Vrulug growled hatefully, his eyes
savage.


The Moonstone exploded.


Black light and white suffused
everything. It turned the world to fire and pain, and Raugst howled in agony,
feeling his flesh blister and peel away as if torn from his bones by a powerful
hurricane, and then the world turned to white, and he knew no more.



 

 



 

All the Borchstogs near the temple felt a tremor, saw a
flash of many lights from the tower, and heard a strange roar. They glanced up
at the graceful white spire to see purple, green, and red light glowing, then
fading, from the topmost chamber. Smoke sifted through the chamber’s windows. As
one, a wave of dizziness and confusion swept the Borchstogs, and they knew,
without being told, that Vrulug was dead.


Desperate, the Borchstogs inside
the temple quit raping and slaughtering and stormed the tower. They ascended to
that topmost chamber, what had once been the Inner Sanctum to Illiana, to find
that all was blackened and smoking.


A score of pale-skinned corpses, or
their blackened husks, lay upon the floor. To the side, propped against the
blood-stained altar, clung the smoking remains of Lord Vrulug the wolf-lord,
master of Wegredon, favorite of Gilgaroth, he who would have destroyed the
peoples of the North. Steam rose from his skeletal jaws, imitating life, and,
as the Borchstogs watched, one of his arms fell to the floor and broke. All
that remained of him was a blackened skeleton.


Shards of some unidentifiable
artifact littered the floor. Borchstogs looked at them but did not touch them.


A final smoldering body drew their
gaze. This skeletal figure was of a man, and he had been blown across the room
by the force of the explosion. In his right hand he gripped a sword, or the
shattered remains of one. All that existed now was the hilt and the fragment of
a blade that jutted up. The Borchstogs saw strange lights gleam on the sword,
and they refused to go near it.


They were also intimidated by the
man himself. For, though he was clearly dead, he wore the most ghastly grin
upon his blackened face.



 

 



 

White light flashed. The Borchstogs fell back, screaming.


Giorn opened his eyes to see Hiatha
standing over him. “The Light,” she gasped. “It’s returned.” She stared at her
hands in amazement.


She helped him stand, and just in
time. A Borchstog rushed them. Giorn knocked its blade aside and prepared for a
thrust. No need. Hiatha raised a hand. Light flashed from it, and the Borchstog
burned away.


Giorn stared around him. All the
other priestesses were stepping forward and aiding the soldiers, not with
swords but with their powers. Light gushed from their hands and fingers, and
Borchstogs fell away, howling.


As well, some calamity seemed to
have been sensed by all the Borchstogs at once. Many screamed and beat their
chests and slashed themselves, and the human defenders looked on in surprise. Not
Giorn. Giorn had not expected this, but he had hoped for it, prayed for it. Vrulug
was dead.


“It’s a miracle,” Hiatha whispered.


“No,” Giorn said, half in
gratitude, half in disgust. “It’s not the work of the light at all. It’s the
work of a demon.”


“What . . . ?”


“Never mind.” He gestured to the
Borchstogs, whose advance was now in disarray. “See to them.”


Hiatha led her priestesses against
the enemy, and the creatures screamed and gave back. The priestesses stood
arrayed on the inner wall at regular intervals, and when Hiatha gave the signal
they blasted into the Borchstogs simultaneously, like the very wrath of Illiana
herself. Streams of white light poured from their hands and from their blessed
artifacts, lancing into the Borchstogs and roasting them where they stood.


Giorn rejoined the fray, stabbing
furiously, spraying Borchstog blood with every stroke. All around him,
priestesses called on the light, and the Borchstogs died in agony. Soon they
began falling back from the wall, crying to each other to retreat.


Giorn encouraged them by leading a
host of riders out from the gates of the inner wall. He brought his riders
against the scurrying Borchstogs, lopping off their heads and grinding them
into the mud. He laughed as he rode one down, splitting its skull to the nose. All
around him, the outer city burned, and he rode through it in a red haze of
fury, along with his riders, skewering the Borchstogs where they hid and
smashing them when they tried to form into defensive positions.


They fell back, gravitating toward
the Temple of Illiana. There before its gates they massed, and Giorn stared at
the smoking tower and felt a great darkness there. The air seemed to hum, and
there was a bitter taint on his tongue. The hackles on the back of his neck stood
on end, and his riders muttered fearfully. Even Hiatha paled, her eyes fixed on
the Inner Sanctum.


“Roschk
Gilgaroth!” the Borchstogs cried. “A
Uchas Saria!”


Seeming to gather strength from the
darkness, the Borchstogs rushed Giorn’s forces. At the head of his men, Giorn
drove like a fist into their ranks, and beside him Hiatha and her sisters smote
the creatures with bursts of light. The Borchstogs pulled men from their
saddles, hurled spears at priestesses, and for a moment it looked as if the
demons might rally, might prevail. The dark energy in the air intensified, and
Giorn could feel a heaviness descend upon him and knew it came from the Inner
Sanctum. Something powerful was there.


Blood spattered him, and a rider
beside him listed over and fell from his saddle, gripping the spear that stuck
from his chest.


“Ra!” Giorn said, spurring his
horse. “To me!” 


His men surged forward, a great
wedge plowing into the Borchstog masses, dividing them and trampling them. If
there had been more of them, if so many of the demons had not gone off to loot
and rape and torture, they might have won out. But Giorn’s men were many, and
mounted. As well, the priestesses of Illiana blasted light from their fingers
and burned the Borchstogs to cinders where they stood. At last Giorn broke
through, and the Borchstogs scattered.


His men laughed. Captains urged him
to rout the demons, to pursue them, and he assigned General Levenril to see it
done.


“But where will you go?” the
general asked.


Giorn pointed to what had been the
very essence of Light and Grace on earth. Now the tower’s top smoldered,
sending black gouts of smoke across the stars. At least Vrulug’s cloud was
beginning to disperse. 


“Something evil is here,” Giorn
said. “I must see to it.”


He dismounted and made his way
inside. A group of soldiers came with him. He steeled himself against the
horrors he would see, but even so he was not prepared. White, slender bodies
ravaged, mutilated, used . . . Blood dripped from the walls, and ran in
congealing rivers across the white marble floors. Several Borchstogs had
remained to amuse themselves with the priestesses who had survived, and Giorn
gladly led his men against them, making their deaths as painful as he could. Die
they did, but as they perished they cried, “Roschk
Gilgaroth! A Uchas Saria!”


Giorn puzzled on it as he mounted
the stairs of the central tower. Drenched in blood and sweat, breathing in
labored gasps, his sword arm tired and his dulled blade dragging on the steps,
he hobbled up the tower alone, his soldiers safeguarding the rest of the temple,
and at last came upon the Inner Sanctum. Here the darkness he had felt was very
powerful, and growing, as if some dark Thing had shoved a toe into the doorway
of Fiarth and was trying to widen the gap, to drag the rest of It through. All
the love and tenderness in Giorn was ground down, made bitter, and he wanted
only to fall to the floor and wait for death.


He forced himself through the
archway and beheld the small white room and the butchered corpses. There was
Vrulug, it had to be, and there Raugst’s blackened remains. But what seized
Giorn’s attention was the altar, black and awful, and giving off a chill, as
well as a sulfurous stench.


The heaviness in his mind grew. He
found himself lifting his sword, swinging it around, meaning to slice at his
own neck. He dropped it, and it clattered to the floor beside a smoking body. Breathless,
knowing he did not have much time before Gilgaroth’s presence grew strong
enough to destroy him, he hobbled over to Raugst’s corpse. The bastard gripped
the shards of Niara’s light-blessed sword in his hands, and the remains of the
blade still glimmered with strange lights. Giorn ripped it free. Turned to the
altar. 


“Now for you.”


He stumbled toward it. Darkness filled
his mind. The chill sapped his strength. If not for the opposite power the
sword emanated, he had no doubt he would have collapsed or even slain himself on
the altar, right beside the body of a priestess that lay slumped before it. It
must be her blood that stained it.


Gritting his teeth, Giorn crossed
to the slab, dragging his bad leg behind him.


A wispy figure rose directly before
him.


Die,
he heard in his head. Strangely, he recognized the voice, or perhaps its
author, though the voice was made by no human lips. It was Saria’s, the temptress
of legend, the woman who had seduced him and stolen the Moonstone. That was why
the Borchstogs had chanted her name. As the highest servant of Oslog nearby,
and the guardian of this altar, she commanded them now.


“You failed,” Giorn said. “Your
troops are scattered, your cause lost.”


You
look so like him, you know. So like Orin. I did not see it before. Orin reborn
. . .


“You seduced and betrayed us both,
I suppose, that’s the only similarity. Only I
will have my vengeance.”


She flew at him, wrapping her
ghostly hands about his throat. Their coldness shocked him, and he could not
draw breath, despite the fact that Saria’s talons were phantasmal. She still
had power.


Just
like Aunt Yfrin, he thought. And just like her, her power must come from
the altar. Destroy the altar, destroy Saria.


Wheezing for breath, Giorn stepped
over a body and approached the block of stone, which seemed to throb with
horrid energies. He felt a Presence reach out from it, toward him . . . but the
doorway was not wide enough yet. It was getting wider, moment by moment. 


Giorn raised the sword, admiring
the whitish lights that danced in the shards. He gripped its hilt in both
hands, using his right hand and arm to give his blow strength, and pointed the
shards downward.


No!
Saria cried.


A deeper voice, wordless but
mighty, growled in Giorn’s head, and his legs turned to jelly. He nearly
wavered, and for a moment his weapon angled toward his breast, but he turned it
aside and drove the sword down into the black altar. 


He saw light, felt a blow, and heat,
and was flung back. The world grew gray and dim.


He blinked. The world snapped back
into focus. His soldiers stormed up the stairs, their footsteps echoing on the
marble walls. They must have been drawn by the noise. Giorn picked himself up
and stared about him. No sign of Saria. And the altar . . . it was not white
anymore, nor black. It was grayish and cracked. The sword hilt jutted up from
the slab, and the remains of the blade no longer glimmered.


His soldiers reached him just in
time to catch him as he fell. 


The tower shook. They heard a great
roar, and Giorn felt a darkness swell up from the room, a great Presence with
nothing to anchor It now. It rose up, drifted through the gaps in the ceiling,
became one with the smoke still rising upward. A shadowy, shapeless form
emerged, writhing and furious. The moonlight shone down on it, and the Presence
made a sound of wordless hate. Giorn and the soldiers clapped their hands over
their ears. Giorn felt needles crawl through his skull. Then the shape wheeled
away toward the south, and the winds dispersed it.


Giorn breathed easier.


The moonlight shone down into the
profaned sanctum, and Giorn stared up at the white orb and ground his teeth. 


“Come,” he said.


He rejoined his troops and led them
against the surviving Borchstogs. The fighting was close and bloody, but he and
his men drove them from the city and sent them fleeing into the hills.



 

 



 

For days Giorn pursued the Borchstogs, driving them back and
back and back. He left in his wake tens of thousands of dead demons and their
allies, the trolls and corrupted giants and the vampires and others. The bodies
of glarums and their Borchstog riders littered the ground, and he laughed when
he saw vultures eating their guts.


Finally he drove the Borchstogs
over the Pit of Eresine and beyond, drove them through the ruins of Feslan and
at last out of Fiarth altogether. Only then did he rest. But in his mind and
heart, he was uneasy.

















 


 


 

Epilogue



 

For months Giorn helped the people of Felgrad rebuild, never
returning once to Thiersgald. He helped the Feslans reoccupy Hielsly, helped
priestesses reestablish the temple there. It would never hold the Moonstone
again, true, but they could still be a force of good in the world, and they
still had Ystrissa as a leader. She had survived the war, though not without
some scars to show for it.


After that, he went north, helping
farmers rebuild their homes, their barns, working alongside them in the blazing
heat and the freezing gusts. And always he held Niara and Raugst and the old
days close to his heart.


Sometimes he wondered, on the long,
lonely nights, if the two had been reacquainted beyond the veil of death. Then
he would sigh and shake his head. It was unlikely. He was not even sure
Raugst’s spirit would be shown the Lights of Sifril. Giorn was not an overly
religious man, and sometimes he doubted the existence of an afterlife, but if
there truly were a Paradise, as the priestesses of Illiana maintained, could
one such as Raugst find sanctuary there? 


To Giorn’s surprise, he hoped so.


He made a vow to himself that when
he returned home he would gather up Raugst’s remains, and Niara’s, wherever
they were buried, and he would have them entombed together in a great mausoleum
whose beauty would be admired for ages, and the story of the two doomed lovers
would never be forgotten.


So the days passed, one after
another, rolling into a seamless dream of working, rebuilding, and trying to
drive certain thoughts away.


Only after much time did he return
to Thiersgald. Much had been restored, and the outer city was not as badly
razed as he’d feared, though the scars of Vrulug’s invasion would be slow to
fade, if they ever completely did. But somehow it did not feel like home, and
he was restless and troubled.


Duke Yfrin visited him often, and
one day found them staring out over the city from the second-highest tower in
the castle. The highest, Giorn’s old residence, he had abandoned. After the
horrors witnessed there, he planned to demolish it and to throw the stones into
the Pit of Eresine. There they would keep company the stones that had composed
the Temple of Illiana, which he had seen dismantled—but not before removing
Vrulug’s remains, burning them and locking the ashes away in the recast statue
of the Skinless Man taken from ancient Grasvic.


Giorn had taken up residence in the
second-highest tower, his father’s old tower, and it was from the terrace there
that he and Duke Yfrin shared wine and watched the sun set in a golden haze over
the spires and domes of Thiersgald.


“You don’t have to stay here, you
know,” Dalic told him. The duke brought the goblet of wine to his lips and took
a sip, but his eyes never left Giorn’s. “I’ve seen how restless you are, how
unhappy. This city holds bad memories for you, anyone can see that. But . . . you
are the King, my friend. The royal
family has disclaimed all rights to the throne as long as you possess the
Crown. They have even offered you their Palace. They have lands they can return
to. You can leave this city, rule the
kingdom from its capitol as a good king should.”


Giorn looked at him, then let his
eyes stray over the city. At length he sighed and shook his head. “No, my
friend. That is not my place. Now that I’ve returned, I intend to restore the
crown to its rightful owners.”


Dalic chuckled ruefully. “But you
are king, and still young. You could
have a splendid life, if you would let yourself. You are a hero, lad. A hero.”


Giorn smiled mirthlessly. He rose
to his feet and stared out over the grand courtyard before the castle. There,
in the square below, workers were fashioning a great statue. Maybe, Giorn
thought, maybe when that statue was finished he would feel at ease.


Gesturing to it, to the proud,
broad-shouldered figure, whose bearded face was even now being carved, he said,
“No, my friend. I am not the hero of
this tale. It was Raugst. Curse it, it was Raugst,
the demon, the monster—wife-slayer,
brother-slayer, traitor, stealer of women, slayer of my family—it is Raugst, curse him, who is the hero of
this tale.”


Making a fist with his good hand,
he drained his goblet with his right.


And the sun burned redly in the
west.



 


 


 

THE
END



 
















 


 

A NOTE FROM THE
AUTHOR:



 

Thank you for reading The
War of the Moonstone. I hope you enjoyed it. Either way, please leave a
review wherever you purchased it. Help me get the word out! I would also love
to hear your feedback at jackconnerbooks@gmail.com or you can find me on facebook
at https://www.facebook.com/jack.conner.98
. 



 

You might enjoy some of my other novels, such as The Song of Doom, a two-part epic
fantasy that is a semi-sequel to The War
of the Moonstone, only with different characters. The first volume can be
found HERE.  You might also check out Empire
of the Worm, a short fantasy novel that might be described as “Cthulhu
comes to Rome”.
Other novels soon to come. Stay tuned!
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