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From the Chronicles of the Black Sun:



Seeking to rekindle the Sun over his lands, the newly-crowned King of Hyborea dared to dream with the Dragons. Therian found an interested—if not sympathetic—ally in Anduin the Black. He beseeched her for aid. The Dragon in turn charged King Therian with tasks to become her champion upon the Earth:

“And then you must retrieve my children, as we agreed,” she said. She looked down upon King Therian’s companion, the barbarian rogue known as Gruum. “Also, young King, you must retrieve that which this jackal has stolen from you.”
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Gruum and Therian rode upon the dilapidated decks of the Innsmouth. She was a two-masted brig whose deck had seen more than its fair share of blood. The pair of them had traveled the seas for months, meeting with wonders, terrors and sadness in equal measures. 

As the skies darkened and the weather turned cooler, Gruum thought they might return to Corium. But instead, his master headed out into the open sea without stating his purpose. There they became becalmed, and for a full week, no breath of air stirred their sails. The days were long—and the nights even longer. Each morning, when Gruum arose and dared glance sidelong at Therian, he saw his master had become yet grimmer of aspect. 

Therian’s lips grew cracked, but he would take no food or drink. His eyes seemed to expand in size, color and intensity, but he would not sleep. He stared upon Gruum when addressed, but he did not respond. Gruum became increasingly concerned, knowing his master had withdrawn from the world of sunlight and sparkling waves. 

During the gray days Therian stayed in the darkest recesses of the ship’s stern hold. At night he came out and walked the decks while Gruum tried to sleep below. Gruum found sleep next to impossible. The boards creaked all night under his master’s pacing tread. Gruum’s heart pounded in rhythm to each of his master’s countless footsteps. When the steps paused, Gruum’s heartbeat paused with them, wondering what his master might be doing in the dark above. What strange thoughts must be twisting in the King’s mind?

In the middle of the eighth night, Gruum was unable to find sleep at all. Growing restless, he ventured to the deck. The ship had felt no breath of wind for days. No moon hung above them. Only cold stars gazed down upon the two men, who stood on the deck of the dead-seeming Innsmouth. In the starlight, Gruum could make out his master’s tall shadow. 

 “Milord?” Gruum whispered. “How is it you have not weakened? How is it you still walk when you do not eat, rest or—or perform sorceries?”

Gruum had asked the King a hundred questions over the last week, but all had been ignored. Up until that moment, however, he had never dared inquire as to the source of Therian’s continued strength. It was the question he had thought best left unspoken. Gruum had suspected that the answer, when he learned the truth of it, would fill him with horror.

The creaking upon the deck stopped. The night’s relentless pacing had come to an abrupt end. 

Gruum retreated as Therian turned and approached him. Gruum’s father had often said he’d rather a dead son than a grown fool, and the old man had endeavored to beat what he called a ‘dose of sense’ into his boy. Gruum had developed an acute sense of self-preservation as a result.  His feet moved him to the ship’s rail. He was very aware that the only being aboard the Innsmouth his master might feed upon was Gruum himself. He was determined to throw himself into the placid night seas rather than become the plaything of the Dragons this eve. 

“You’ve asked the question,” rasped Therian, standing a few paces away.

Gruum tensed, with one leg lifted and the boot planted upon the ship’s railing. He calculated that if Therian lunged at him, he should still have the time to make it over the side. He prayed the Hyborean wouldn’t dive into the deeps after him and skewer him anyway. Gruum doubted he could swim faster than his master when the sorcerer was possessed by bloodlust. He wondered at the nature of his death, should it be fated to come now. Would the Dragons recognize their own speech if Therian spoke his foul spells underwater? Gruum wondered if he could drown himself fast enough to escape. And would he keep his soul, if he did? 

“You’ve asked the question,” Therian repeated. “The question I’ve been awaiting.”

“Tell me the answer then, master—if it is your wish to do so.”

In the starlight Gruum could not see Therian’s burning eyes, but he felt them upon him. He waited for his master to either lunge or speak further. While he waited, he stared in the darkness and witnessed imagined events. In his mind, he saw bubbles swirling in seawater with clouds of his blood blossoming amongst them. Words meant to be spoken by a Dragon’s throat rose up, locked in colorful globes of breath. Each bubble shone silver, crimson or lime with eldritch light.

 “Slaying the Dragon-Child Humusi has changed me,” Therian said, speaking at last. “The passage of such a soul was not like that of others I’ve consumed. Rather than a single powerful draught, it was a full meal. The strength of such a creature has sustained me much longer than might the mortal soul of a dockhand.”

“Why then do we sit here? Can you not summon the wind spirits with your new strength to bear us on our way?”

“Why would I do that?” Therian asked. “This is exactly where I wish to be.”

“But we are nowhere, master. This place can’t be found on any known map. I do not know the name of this sea, nor even if it has a name. There is no land in sight in any direction by daylight. The stars are wrong here as well, and do nothing to guide me.”

“Yes, exactly. You describe the place I have long sought.”

“Why, milord?” Gruum asked.

“I wait to be summoned.”

“Summoned? By whom?”

“I await her. She who will call me to her dreams.”

Gruum paused, beginning to understand. “You wait for the Dragons?” he asked, whispering the last word lest it be heard by distant ears. The boot he had placed upon the railing slid down to the deck again. He realized he was in no immediate danger, but wondered if his next hours of life might prove worse than drifting at the bottom of this nameless sea. 

“Like us, they must sleep,” Therian said. “They must dream. Only then can I meet them.”

“You cannot, ah, open a way to their realm?” 

“This is not a place of power, and I do not know this part of the world well enough to find such a spot.”

“Perhaps, milord,” Gruum said, trying to hide the hope and pleading in his voice, “we should return to Corium? To the altar beneath the palace?”

Therian made a rustling sound and came a half-pace nearer. Gruum could not see, but thought he had thrown back his cloak. Was the King about to draw Seeker and Succor? Had this entire discussion been a ruse to lull him? Gruum’s left boot again found its way back to the top of the railing. He doubted he would have time to dive over the side, but knew he would attempt the leap anyway.

Therian froze in the attitude of one who listens intently. Gruum opened his mouth to speak, but Therian shushed him. For long minutes the two men listened to the sounds of the night. Gruum heard the slapping of water against the ship’s hull. He heard the timbers creak, rubbing against one another as the Innsmouth rolled gently upon the endless sea. 

Gruum squinted suddenly. Was there a new sound buried beneath the rest? It was a sighing sound, which ruffled the mainsail. Could that be a breeze? Gruum’s heart leapt at the thought. 

“Milord?” he said.

Therian lifted a single, black-gloved finger to shush him again. The breeze grew with a gentleness that was almost undetectable.  Gruum mounted the steps and grabbed hold of the helm, which they had lashed down and which had set them upon this course to nowhere. He could not stop from speaking, such was his excitement. “The wind had returned! What course should I set?” Gruum asked in a whisper. 

“There is no need.”

“But the breeze, milord,” Gruum hissed. “We would do well to catch it!”

“That is no breeze, faithful Gruum. It is the exhalation of the Dragon. She breathes in long, slow puffs when resting. Soon, she will fall asleep—and then we must slumber with her.”

Gruum blinked. Often, when traveling with Therian, the prospects of madness had been presented. He had all but grown accustomed to it. He had never discovered the true source of the madness, however. Was it his King, or the universe itself? 

“What should I do then?” Gruum asked.

“Prepare us both a cup of strong drink. We will sleep now.”

Gruum went below and did as Therian bid. There, he dared to light a tiny lantern. His master had forbidden the use of any such light upon the decks at night. But down here, in order to pour drinks with his shaking hands, Gruum found a small flame was necessary. He caught sight of himself in a tiny, broken mirror as he worked.  He wondered briefly which one of the dead pirates who’d previously owned this vessel had hung the mirror there. He looked at his distorted reflection and saw big, haunted eyes, a dark growth of bristling whiskers and a mouth twisted with worry. 

Gruum smashed the mirror with his fist. He grabbed up two leather cups which sloshed with rum as he carried them up to the decks.

Sleep overcame him very swiftly. He would not have believed it possible, but the moment he lay down, darkness glided into his mind like a thief with whispering feet. Perhaps it was the strong drink, or the release of his pent-up worries—or even the breath of the Dragon which Therian insisted now surrounded the ship. He knew not and cared not. He fell asleep on the rough decking beside his lord. 
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Gruum awoke in a different place. Lines of hard stone cut into his back. He felt blindly around his prone body, eyes still closed. He felt no decking. He was, as far as he could tell, lying upon a series of stone steps. He opened his eyes a fraction. He knew from experience that this new place was likely to be terrifying, and he was in no hurry to look around.

The stone steps beneath him led up to a throne of carven obsidian. With one widening eye, Gruum dared look at the being that lay draped upon the throne. She was a creature of exquisite beauty. He recognized her as Anduin the Black, but she looked different than she had upon their first meeting. She retained the lithe figure of a young woman and her silky, black hair. She was attractive and frightening all at once. But Gruum recalled her having pale skin and eyes of pale green. This time, her eyes were a malevolent shade of lavender and her skin was dusky. Did this mean her mood had changed, or perhaps her attitude toward them? Or was a change of eye color as natural to the Dragon as the changing of her shape? 

Therian knelt before her. Gruum thought it strange to see his King kneel before another. He’d never seen him give such deference to another being, not even a Dragon. Had this creature beguiled him? Who was using whom?

“Your jackal stirs, King,” said Anduin. Her voice was soft and sibilant.

“Pay him no heed, Mistress. I ask you again, may I become your Champion?”

“Yes,” she said, lifting her hand to be kissed.

Therian took her long fingers and brushed them with his lips. Her fingers ended in a set of reflective nails. Each curved nail had been polished to an iridescent sheen.

“But you must perform another service for me,” the Dragon said softly.

“I have returned Humusi—”

Anduin pressed her finger against his lips. Therian’s words halted. 

“You will finish the tasks I’ve already laid before you, or my favor will end,” she said. She removed her finger from his lips to allow him to speak.

“Yes, milady,” Therian said. “I ask for guidance.”

“Follow the wind of my breath. Seek that which does not sleep. And there is one other there whom you must meet.”

“I do not—” Therian began. 

Anduin’s hand reached out and clasped the top of his head. The fingers splayed. They became longer, and thicker. The skin now showed black scales intermixed with flesh. The polished nails had become inch-long claws. 

Therian’s words stopped abruptly. He sagged down until his chin rested upon the obsidian throne. Gruum realized his master had slumped and fallen instantly asleep at the Dragon’s touch. 

Anduin arose and came gliding down the steps. Gruum had been crouching where he’d awakened, but now he jumped to his feet. Seeing the Black Dragon approach him, and seeing his master insensate, he thought to run. 

Gruum turned away from the throne and looked at the world around him for the first time. In horror, he realized there was nothing for his rolling eyes to rest upon. A hanging mist of gray shrouded the steps and the throne. There was no floor beyond the base upon which the throne stood. The throne and the stone steps leading up to it simply hung in space, as if drifting in a gray void. He felt a wave of vertigo. It was as if he were already falling, as if the throne and all that stood upon it fell together forever into an endless abyss. 

As Gruum studied his impossible surroundings, he lifted his hands to his sides, fingers grasping at air for balance. His eyes grew wider as he felt her come nearer, walking up behind him as he teetered upon the edge of an unknown drop. The instinct to run was very strong, but there was simply nowhere to go. He felt like a rabbit in a snare, with the tread of a hunter coming fatefully closer.

Anduin was behind him—very near. He could smell her faint perfume, a scent that was at once both acrid and sweet. His fear was a live thing that pounded in his chest and gibbered in his mind. 

“What do you wish of me, great Lady?” he managed to whisper. He dared not turn to face her. He dared not look into those lavender eyes. He knew with the certainty of a dreamer, that to do so was to be lost. For a moment, he felt the hot sweetness of her breath on his neck. 

Her sibilant voice whispered in his ear. “Do you trust me as you do your master, Jackal?”

“No Lady, I do not.”

“I shall be rid you then,” she said, her words like drops of hot rain on his back. “But you have yet to play your part, Jackal. I will suffer your existence until you do.”

Then Gruum felt the Dragon’s claw upon his back. In the highest silver tower of Corium he’d faced death at the whim of another and had known a similar moment of terror. He was reminded, in an instant, of the moment he had felt Therian behind him. Then as now, he had looked down into a misty drop into nothingness and been at the mercy of another. 

But this time, the hand stiffened. Anduin shoved between his shoulder blades, harder than any woman should have been able. She sent him hurtling, flailing and screaming, out into the void. 

A cold wind whistled past him and his cloak and hair flapped wildly as if he were caught in a gale. Gruum spun around slowly as he fell. He looked up and watched as the tiny island of sanity he’d been standing upon shrunk to nothing very quickly. He could see the base of it, carved of fine, black stone.

“I’ll greet you in Hell, Dragon!” he howled.

Gruum’s fall continued. He believed each terrifying second to be his last.



#



Gruum crashed upon the deck of the Innsmouth. He rolled in pain and fear on the boards. Splinters prickled his back and he crawled to his knees. He felt his back with probing fingers, but he was not seriously injured. 

Looking around in bewilderment, he realized it was now quiet morning. The sun was invisible, hidden by a pall of thick mist which clung to the ship like an old man’s shawl. Bathed in sweat, he sat up and tried to catch his breath. He shook his head like a dog. He’d been dreaming, he told himself, and he had startled himself awake. It had been a nightmare when one falls at the end—nothing more, his sanity insisted. He felt a flood of relief at this idea, but unease and uncertainty lingered. 

Something bumped into him, and he felt about in the dark for it. He picked up one of the leather cups. He dropped it again, and it rolled about dribbling rum upon the deck planks. 

Gruum looked over at Therian then, who still slumbered deeply beside him. He lit a lantern and gazed upon the King’s face. Therian was pale and drawn, but he drew breath yet.

A breeze grew until it ruffled their sails, and then swelled further until it was a soft, steady wind. Despite the breeze, the strange mist clung to the ship like a gauzy glove. Gruum went to the helm and drew his dagger. He slashed the ropes that tied the wheel. He would let the ship go with the wind. He would let the sails decide their course.

Gruum walked back down to the deck, where Therian still slumbered. 

“Master?” he asked quietly. 

There was no response, no reaction, not even a twitch. The King was in the grip of exhaustion. It was the sleep of a man who had not known rest for a very long time.

Gruum took one of the two leather cups and went down into the hold with it. He filled it with the last draughts of rum they had aboard. He sipped—then gulped. Soon, he felt less chilled.

Going topside again, he squatted near his master. He gazed thoughtfully at his sleeping lord. He wondered about the Dragon they’d spoken with. Did Therian speak with her still? Perhaps, in Therian’s dream, the Dragon appeared with eyes of crimson. Or did the sorcerer somehow share his dreams with an entirely different being of their ancient kind? Gruum had no way of knowing these things, and doubted he would ever learn the answers.

Watching his master sleep, a strange idea took hold in Gruum’s mind. He had the power to slay the Hyborean at this very moment. How different might the world be if he exercised this option?

It was a painful thought, but one that came to him from time to time in moments like these. So much evil had been done in the name of good. Would it all turn out to be worthwhile in the end? If they failed in their quest to return sunshine to Hyborea, Gruum felt certain all that would be remembered would be their dark deeds, not their high-minded intentions. 

Maybe ending his master’s life would prevent much suffering. Therian himself would certainly be relieved of his burdens, and the world would be free of his sorcery. Gruum had these dark thoughts, and many more like them. In the end, however, his hand was stayed by his vow to his lord and his memories of bright days past. He told himself the cause for his somber mood lay in the vestiges of sleep that still clung to his mind. The despair that darkened his heart this night must have been brought on by his meeting with the Dragon. He wanted to see good times returned to his world before he ended their quest. For all he knew, he and his master were the final hope, and to quit their mission was to condemn all humanity to infinite darkness. 

Gruum’s hand, which rested upon a worn dirk’s pommel, slid away. Therian would live another day and Gruum’s unease would continue. 

Gruum’s thoughts turned to pondering his dream and its meaning. Anduin was not a considerate being. She had power, Gruum believed that. But would she truly bequeath her power to two mortals who scratched about upon the surface of this crude world? Gruum wondered at the arrogance of their quest. It truly bordered upon insanity. They were as ants at the feet of the Dragons. 

He asked himself if he would he give a sword to an ant, if the ant had pleased him. And even if he did, he wondered, how would the ant wield it?
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Given free-rein, the Innsmouth drifted to the east toward the distant coast. They eventually found themselves sailing into the ancient port city of Kem. Once a thriving center for trade, Kem had fallen into disrepair since the fracturing of the Empire of Solerov. Now its aging, cobbled streets overflowed with beggars, cutpurses, squinting whores and besotted sailors. A series of warlords had ruled the city in recent decades, interested only in collecting tariffs from the few trade ships that still plied their ancient routes through the port. Duke Strad was the city’s latest ruler. He was a quiet, deadly tyrant who ruled via his fearsome reputation. The blood-red banners of Strad’s House fluttered over every crossroad in Kem. 

Kem’s dock district was still highly functional. If there were any institution left in the city that still worked, it was this one. A dozen dark ships swayed at anchor. Each was tied with thick hemp rope to the nearest quay. Each rope was collared by a spiked plate of rusty iron—a precaution required by local ordinance to prevent the egress of rats and other vermin.

Representing the bureaucracy that still functioned in Kem, a knot of men met the Innsmouth the moment she docked. The hooded tax collectors did not shout a greeting to Therian and Gruum, but rather stood waiting, silent. When not enough ships came near, the sneering folk of Kem turned their hands to piracy—commonly, they referred to their adventures as taxation by other means. These particular pirates, however, were land-bound.

Gruum noted the spot upon which the taxmen stood. It was stained dark with what he suspected was the spilled blood of argumentative taxpayers of the past. Therian seemed oblivious to the danger. He threw down the gangplank and walked upon it toward the taxmen, his every step measured and unconcerned. He stood among the men and after a brief conversation, they were sorely disappointed. They pushed past him and verified there was no cargo, nor passengers.

The taxmen snarled and took the thin purse of silver Therian tossed to them. After looking over the two adventurers and no doubt seeing the haunted light in their eyes, the tax collectors gathered their cloaks and their worn cudgels and left them alone. Gruum thought them wise indeed to do so.

As with every city they’d visited, the Therian started off cautiously. They did not openly inquire as to the whereabouts of a woman of Lady Sloan’s description. They’d learned in the past such an approach would only gain them access to a bevy of painted ladies and possibly serve to warn the Queen of their presence. Instead, they drifted about the smoky streets of Kem, seeking to learn why Anduin’s breath had carried them here.

Gruum was impressed by his master’s continuing strength of limb. Therian had not fed a soul to the Dragons for weeks as far as Gruum could tell. But no longer did the King slump over his bed each night, sicking up the night’s excesses into his chamber pot. Instead, he carried himself as a proper lord should, with grace and bearing. He did not have the feral light in his eye that came of a freshly-plucked soul, but neither was he as weak as a mewling kit.

The search, however, was a fruitless as ever. The first month passed into the second, and then slid into a third. They found themselves lacking in coin, and so were forced to move to the Salty Dog. It was an inn of less than top-quality service, even for the ramshackle dock districts of Kem. Therian became less talkative and more dismal of spirit. Worse, Gruum noted that a new winter was fast approaching. The cold weather was weeks early, and blew down from the sharp-peaked mountains that loomed over the city.

“This town should be scraped into the sea from whence it came,” Therian told Gruum one night. An unseasonably bitter wind blew through the streets outside. There was no snow yet, but everyone could sense the stinging flakes might fall at any time.

“Kem is no garden, milord,” Gruum said with false jocularity. His master’s mood left him uneasy. Low on money and spirits, he knew the King was growing more dangerous by the day.

Therian stood suddenly, knocking the three-legged stool of rough-hewn oak he’d been sitting upon onto the floor with a thump. “Come, faithful Gruum. We will win a purse and leave this town.”

Gruum stood and stared at his master. “Win a purse, milord?”

“Yes. You have an affinity for card play—don’t you?”

Gruum opened his mouth, then closed it again. “I do have a certain skill….”

“I want you to employ it fully. In fact, I want you to cheat overmuch. You shall win every pot. And you shall laugh while you do so.”

Gruum stared at him. He realized his lord had a plan, and did not like the sound of it. But as he was the servant, not the master, he nodded.

Therian led the way, and to Gruum’s surprise they didn’t go downstairs to the common room of the Salty Dog. Instead, they marched directly up the street to the highest end of it. There, the cobbles terminated on a hilltop where a large, stone-walled Inn known as the Counting House stood. Once a glorious establishment patronized by the wealthiest of taxmen, the last century or so had seen it fall into a steady decline. For those left in Kem who yet retained wealth and power, the Counting House still held allure. 

They had little coin, but their stained clothes remained fine-looking enough to gain them entrance. As was customary, they checked their weapons at the door. The porter’s eyes grew large as he handled Seeker and Succor. Their nature was such that they were clearly valuable, ancient, and well-used. Gruum suspected the porter usually saw ceremonial weapons for foppish dandies. 

Gruum felt oddly naked without his heavy saber at his side, but he understood the requirement. He still had a small dagger in each boot, of course. 

The two men joined a table packed with powdered nobles and Gruum began to play. Gruum lost two pots, folding early. He quickly gained a full knowledge of the rules. He also took the opportunity to remove two critical cards from the deck, both cards being trumps from the suit of vines. He caught his master staring at him meaningfully. No doubt, the King wondered why he had not yet begun to win. Gruum tried not to let his master’s impatience rattle him. After all, the King was an amateur in these matters.

The third pot went to Gruum, but it was a small one. He won it by luck, for the most part. The fourth however, offered an opportunity. One of the lords had a good hand, which he revealed with a drunken, leering attitude. Gruum exchanged the cards he’d pocketed earlier for two less fortunate ones in his hand. He won the hand with an amazing stroke of luck. Laughing, he scooped up the money of all present and made a great show of clinking their gold into stacks in front of him. 

The night proceeded in this fashion for the next hour. Many quit the table, and Gruum was forced to join another. Soon, regular patrons were glaring and muttering. Gruum’s back crawled as he continued to cheat, win and gloat. He expected at any moment a dagger might sprout from his spine.

 A heavy hand did finally fall on Gruum’s shoulder after the first hundred gold crowns had been won. Gruum turned to glare at the man who dared to handle him so roughly. He looked up into the large, round face of a killer. 

The man’s lips peeled back from square, yellow teeth. It was the man’s second hand that worried Gruum, however. It held a dagger with a fine steel point like a sharkstooth aimed at Gruum’s back. 

“You’re done here,” breathed the killer.

Therian cleared his throat. Somehow, the King’s black-gloved hand had appeared upon the larger man’s wrist. His grip was seemingly casual, but as the killer’s arm bulged and could not pull away, the man’s sneer turned into a look of shock.

“Unhand me, Hyborean,” said the man.

“Unhand my friend first.”

Glaring, the big man did so. Therian released the man’s wrist and he swayed back, clearly fogged by alcohol. He rubbed his thick wrist in vague confusion.

“He’s cheating!” he said, pointing at Gruum.

“You insult him, and therefore me, as I am his master,” Therian said dangerously.

The man’s demeanor suddenly changed. He twisted his head to one side and nodded. Then, oddly, he smiled. He pointed next at Therian, not Gruum.

“It’s you then,” he said. “I will have my satisfaction with you.”

Therian smiled slightly. “I would have it no other way.”
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Therian stood and gestured toward the porter who kept the weapons. “Shall we step outside?”

The big man snorted. “I’m Fareg. I do not fight with swords. I use my hands.”

Therian nodded. “What do you suggest, then?”

“We shall arm-wrestle. I shall break you as I break a pig that escapes the pen.”

Therian wrinkled his nose. “I thought I had detected… something.”

The man’s face darkened further. “We shall do it right here. All shall see.”

Therian hesitated. Gruum watched his master with interest. This was not the situation Therian had been seeking. Gruum felt sure the King wanted to lead Fareg off to an alleyway and steal his soul.

“Gruum, if you would be so kind as to remove yourself,” Therian said.

Gruum jumped up and stepped out of the way. Fareg took his seat. Therian and he now faced one another, with a corner of the table between them.

“Here, here,” said another of the patrons nearby. “I came to gamble, not to watch two ruffians grunt at one another.”

“Perhaps then,” ventured Gruum, “You would like to make a small wager with me sir?”

The man turned a hostile eye toward Gruum. Both knew full well Gruum would be betting with the man’s own gold. 

“All right,” said the patron at last. 

As Therian and Fareg faced off, the crowded laughed at the thinness of Therian’s arms. Others whispered that Hyboreans had a strange source of strength. Betting began, and soon grew into a firestorm of wagers. Gruum took many bets, gambling on Therian, but they would not let him hold the money. The porter at the door was given the task.

The contest began, and everyone was shocked to see Therian did not lose instantly. The Hyborean struggled and trembled. His arm looked like a stick in the paw of a forest bear. A second round of betting commenced, at which point Gruum began to dig deeply into the gold he had worked all evening to win.

When he had put out as much as he dared, he gave Therian a small nod. The King suddenly snapped his arm forward, forcing Fareg’s bulging muscles back. 

“NO!” roared Fareg, throwing his bulk into it. He grunted and strained and caught the smaller man’s onslaught. The two teetered for several seconds. Everyone stared in disbelief.

Then something cracked. For a moment, Gruum thought it was the sound of the table beneath the two straining men—that it had somehow given way. But then Fareg howled, and Gruum knew the truth.

Fareg stood, swaying. His arm hung down at an impossible angle. It was broken at the wrist. Gray-white bone shone through wetly. Blood came up in scarlet bubbles.

“His flesh is not flesh—it is steel,” said Fareg.

Gruum swept the room with his eyes. He met many hostile stares. The others might be too gentlemanly to come at them now—or perhaps not gentlemanly enough. They would send their men after them in a steaming alley, or in the deep of night while they lay in their beds. 

Therian stood and nodded cordially to Fareg, who nursed his arm. Fareg did not blubber, but tears ran down the big man’s face. 

Gruum, as always, had an excellent sense of timing in matters of exiting an establishment. He was already at the porter’s side, collecting his vast winnings and his weapons. Therian followed him out into the cold night a long minute later.

Therian turned his face up to the sky. “It’s snowing.”

Light flakes were coming down now, and the wind was picking up. Soon the cold night would howl and each flake would sting their faces.

“We’d best be going, sire,” whispered Gruum. He carried a heavy sack full of coins. He was very aware of the many eyes that looked out of the Counting House after them with displeasure.

“We are going.”

“Quickly, sire,” insisted Gruum as Therian adjusted the clasp of his cloak just so.

“They have fear in them now, Gruum,” Therian said. “It is better not to show a growling dog that you even acknowledge its presence.”

Exasperated and casting frequent glances over his shoulder, Gruum followed his master, who strolled at a leisurely pace down the quiet street. The snow began to fill the cracks between the cobbles until it resembled white grout.

Gruum relaxed fractionally when they reached the bottom of the street and turned toward the Salty Dog. There was no sign of pursuit. 

“What’s this then?” Therian asked.

Gruum’s head swung around to see there was a group of men standing in front of him. They appeared to be a noble and two men at arms. The men wore chainmail and caps with red plumes. Bits of snow had already caked in the plumes. The tall nobleman between the guards stepped forward. He was taller than the others and wore a fine, blood-red cloak. Even though he appeared to be unarmed except for a finely wrought rapier, he somehow seemed infinitely more menacing than his guardsmen.

“You gentlemen have had quite a night,” said the nobleman in the red cloak.

“Indeed we have,” said Therian. “Perhaps you’ve come to congratulate us?”

“I heard that you’ve mistreated a friend of mine, Fareg.”

 Gruum blinked at that. How could this man have heard the news so quickly? How could he gotten ahead of them—in this snowstorm? 

“I hold no quarter,” said Therian. “I ask no quarter.”

For the first time, the man in the red cloak looked annoyed. “You would not break me so easily, Hyborean.”

Therian presented him with a cold smile. “Perhaps not. Would you like to place a wager?”

“Come to my lodge in the mountain passes and we’ll see to a fair contest.”

Therian appeared surprised. Gruum rarely saw such an emotion on his master’s face. “Is that an invitation?”

“It is. You intrigue me. And you should consider that you’ve wore out your welcome in Kem.”

The noble in red retreated with his men-at-arms up a side street. Therian and Gruum headed in the opposite direction toward the Salty Dog.

“We will gather our things and leave before dawn,” Therian said.

“A wise move, milord. We should head straight to the Innsmouth and cast off.”

Therian looked at him in surprise. “I never wish to set foot upon that scow again. No, we’ll buy horses and head into the countryside.”

“But the storm, milord.…”

“You yourself said that we should get out of Kem.”

“Yes, but…” sputtered Gruum. He had the gold sack in both hands now, and he hugged it to his chest like a babe.

Therian glanced at the sack. “Ah, I see. You’re natural predilections have come to the fore. I understand, but the Dragon’s breath did not carry us here to secure a sack of coins for you, Gruum.”

“Yes milord,” said Gruum. Suddenly, he was struck with a thought. “You mean to head to the lodge that nobleman mentioned? Is that it?”

“It had crossed my mind.”

“Who was he, sire?”

Therian stopped and stared at him. “You mean you don’t know? That was Duke Strad.”

Gruum almost lost his grip on his money sack. “You mean the warlord—the one who rules this city?”

“The very same.”

Gruum’s mind raced with fresh worries as they reached the Salty Dog and bought a pair of mountain ponies from the sleepy innkeep.
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Several hours before dawn, Gruum and Therian followed a road up into the mountains. The snow came down in swirls and gusts, but was not so thickly as to blind them. Soon however, a storm of quiet whiteness would fall over the mountain road, Gruum felt certain of it. He found the thought comforting in some respects. At least their tracks would be covered. He carried a small, hooded lantern. Opening the hood only a notch, so that a yellow slit of light beamed forth, he guided them on the path.

When dawn broke overhead the dark skies brightened slowly into a gray half-light. Gruum’s worries returned with greater visibility. Pursuit wasn’t far behind. Gruum spotted their pursuers as they made their way up the stony road, which now cut into the side of a mountain. Nine men came, each wearing leathers and flapping cloaks. They were armed with spears and swords. They moved with grim-faced determination. 

“They follow, milord,” said Gruum, applying his spurs to his pony. The beast took a few trotting steps, then slowed again to its natural, plodding pace.

“Do they really?” asked Therian, not bothering to look back down the trail to where Gruum pointed. He seemed only vaguely interested. “I had not thought they had the stomach for a fight.”

“Yes,” Gruum agreed. “I’d expected them to waylay us back in town if they were going to try anything.”

“No,” said Therian with certainty. “Not with the Duke watching. But now we are out of his city, and they seek to make their move.”

“They look like a hard lot, sire. We can’t match their speed, and they will not be put off with words.”

“You are wrong on that point, Gruum,” said the King. He pulled upon his horse’s reins and climbed down unhurriedly.

“Ah, sire? What are we doing?”

Therian’s black gloved hand rose to halt Gruum’s words. “Do not disturb me. I must recall certain… thoughts.”

Gruum sat upon his horse nervously. The men that followed—mercenaries by the look of them—were only minutes behind. He watched with concern as Therian worked with the contents of a leather pouch. Therian kneaded it and squeezed the pouch, as a drunk might work at a flagon of wine in an effort to extract the final drops.

“Milord, we must go,” hissed Gruum. He thought to hear the clatter of hooves rising up from the switchback below them.

Therian flashed up the gloved hand again. “No more words, Gruum. You must not frighten it.”

Gruum licked his lips and watched, wide-eyed. Frighten what? his mind asked.

Something slid from the pouch then. It was dark, and thick, and… silky. At first, Gruum thought it might be a serpent… but no. As he watched, he came to realize he gazed upon nothing living. In fact, he gazed upon nothing at all.

A gauzy wad of shadow slipped like a mass of baker’s dough from Therian’s pouch. Gruum wondered with considerable alarm just how long this substance—if it could be called that—had lain within that pouch. He himself had carried the same pouch a dozen times for his master. Never had he ventured to probe within and learn the contents. It had always felt like a very light liquid, or perhaps an oily fat. He had assumed it was some kind of cream or powder his master might use in a ritual.

Now, as he watched, he learned the truth. There was nothing in the pouch. A solid form of nothing, a void that had shape. A shadow with volume. 

The shadow fell upon the cold, snow-covered stones of the road with a tiny plopping sound. It quivered there on the fresh, white snow, as black as black could be. Gruum watched with growing alarm. Was this thing akin to the shadow-being that had sought to strangle him on previous occasions? Or was it a creature apart from the man-shaped shadows, but equally vicious?

Therian knelt beside the quivering blob of blackness and spoke softly to it. The words, though spoken in low tones, caused pain to Gruum’s ears and even more discomfort to his mind. Still sitting upon his horse, he urged it further up the road. The pony needed no spurs, as its eyes rolled in fear and its breath came in white, labored plumes.

Gruum tried to avoid looking at the thing on the roadway, but could not keep from glancing over his shoulder again. He saw Therian caress the thing on the path and whisper to it, his lips almost brushing the glistening black surface as might a young maid’s when she spoke to a favorite cat. Gruum’s lips curled upward in disgust.

“I hear them now, milord,” Gruum said. “They can’t be but a single turn behind on this road.”

Therian stood and brushed frost from his knees carefully. A crusting of snow had formed upon his cloak while he bent over the thing on the roadway. Gruum noted that the snow did not pile upon the shadowy blob. Perhaps the flakes melted the instant they touched the thing—or perhaps there was nothing for the snowflakes to cling to.

Therian mounted and goaded his horse into a trot. Gruum followed in great relief. At last, they were going to flee. Perhaps that thing, left like a deadfall in the path behind them, would perform some sinister trick and delay the enemy.

Therian slowed, however, before they reached the top of the next rise, where the road switched back upon itself on its serpentine route up the mountainside. He wheeled his pony smartly and sat waiting. Gruum slowed, then stopped in the middle of the turn.

“Shall we not flee, milord?” he asked in a hissing whisper, lest those that followed hear him. 

“My pet needs time to do its work. We will stand here.”

“Should we not at least stay out of sight?”

Therian turned toward Gruum with a quizzical expression. “Whatever for?”
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The nine men clattered up the road and made the turn. They spotted Gruum and Therian sitting upon their horses at the top of the road, staring down at them. They pulled upon their reins, suspecting an ambush.

“See?” Gruum said in frustration. “They will come on with great caution now. They suspect your trap.”

“No,” Therian said. “They have no idea what awaits them.”

When no ambush materialized, the horsemen advanced cautiously. Gruum watched nervously as the mercenaries approached at a steady pace. They were indeed a hard lot. They bore the scarred faces and the hooked noses of men who’d been in many rough fights. 

When they reached the spot where Therian had left his quivering blob upon the roadway, Therian raised his hand in greeting.

“I wish to speak with you, men of Kem.”

His words were answered with exchanged glances, but no speech. They kept coming, slowly, watching the road and every bush they passed.

“I would offer each of you coins for your troubles.”

One man who led the rest sneered. His face bore a mouth slit up one cheek. His teeth could be seen inside, slobbering and drooling because he could not close his slashed face entirely. The effect made his words somewhat hard to understand.

“Have no fears, sorcerer,” said the scarred man. “We will have your coins.”

“No, I’m afraid not. You see, I’ve hidden them.”

The men looked at one another. One from the rear of the pack came forward then. He had one arm in a dirty sling of linen. His eyes were red with strong drink and his brows were deeply furrowed. Gruum recognized him as Fareg, the man Therian had humiliated at the Counting House.

“Then you have nothing to bargain with, and your lives will end the sooner,” said Fareg.

“I did not say they were lost to you,” said Therian. “I’ve hidden them just there.”

Fareg and the others halted in their advance. Their horses milled nervously. The men squinted at Therian and Gruum and peered into the indicated bushes at the side of the road.

“Very amusing, sire,” said Gruum in a whisper.

“What?” asked Therian, turning to look at his servant.

“This business of pretending they will find the gold.”

Therian stared at Gruum. “I’ve pretended nothing,” he said.

Just then, one of the men shouted. Every eye went to him. He held aloft a bulging sack. His face split into a wide grin. None present was more surprised than Gruum himself, whose mouth sagged.

“When did you…” Gruum asked Therian, but could not finish the words. 

The man with the sack fairly danced upon the stones, such was his delight.

“What will happen now, milord?” Gruum asked.

Therian touched his chin with a black glove. “I’m not sure,” he said.

The men gathered and dug their hands into the coins. Each drew out a fistful. They whooped and shouted while Therian and Gruum watched. For the moment, the mercenaries had forgotten about them.

The first odd occurrence struck the horse of the man who had dismounted and dug the sack of gold from the snow banks. The animal whinnied, the sound quickly rising in octaves into a drawn-out scream. One foreleg went down, as if it had split a hoof. The horse got up again, painfully, favoring the leg. Most of the men took little heed, so interested were they in the sack of gold in their midst. They had begun counting it out, sharing the coins. Their eyes shone wetly. Their mouths were open and they shouted hoarsely to one another.

But they finally paid attention to the oddly behaving horse when it shouldered another horse. The rider of the second beast, who had been leaning far with his hand grasping for his next coin, was jostled and fell to the ground. He sprawled upon the snowy road, and began to slide downhill. At first, his companions laughed, but their laughter ceased when the man slid to the edge of the road and over. The rocky cliff stood a hundred feet above the next twist of road below. With a surprised whoop that turned into a screech, the man flew into the icy air and vanished. He howled all the way down for a full second, then another, before his cries were abruptly cut off. 

The first horse, the one that had come up lame, collapsed completely upon the ground now. Foaming from the mouth, its roan-furred sides were lathered from exertion despite the cold. The horse went into convulsions. It lay on its side, striking out with its hooves.

The men backed away and circled it warily in confusion. The man with the slashed mouth stepped forward with his spear and thrust it into the throat of the horse. It took a long time to die, however, despite the mortal wound. Blood ran and ran and glistened upon the fresh snows.

Warily, the mercenaries turned toward Therian and Gruum. “What evil have you released, sorcerer?”

“Only that which lives within each of us,” said Therian.

The men surged forward. Their shoulders were hunched, their weapons were in their hands. “You did something. You’ve bewitched us. Hergard was born in these mountains. He would never have fallen. What did you do, witch?”

Therian walked his horse toward the men, looking at them intently. “In truth,” he said, “I’m not quite sure. But I’m curious to find out.”

The men looked at one another, then snarled. They came on then, in a surging knot. Only a few dozen paces away, they lifted their spears to cast them. The first was hurled, a battle-cry splitting the lips of the scarred man. 

The cast went strangely low. Fareg, who led the pack, recoiled in shock and dropped from his saddle. The spear sprouted from his back while the gleaming point protruded from his chest. The other men slowed their charge and wheeled to accuse the scarred man. 

“What did you do, man?”

“You have slain the best of us!”

A strange look came over the group. Gruum thought to see a… a blackness to their eyes. As if all the color in the irises had drained away and left the whites, which in their turn had been dyed slate-gray, like boiled eggs in an offering basket left upon an altar for Anduin. The eyes grew darker as they circled the scarred man who’d cast the fatal spear. When their eyes had changed to purest jet, they fell upon the man with the slashed mouth, and they tore him apart. He was not the sort to die easily, however, and gave back with his drawn blade as much as he received. Bloody and cut a dozen times, he kept fighting long after he should not have been able. When the fight was over, there were only four men left of the nine who had pursued Therian and Gruum to this spot.

“We’d best leave this place now,” Therian said.

Gruum knew his master was right. But he could not help himself. “Milord—what about the gold?” he objected.

Therian shrugged. “You may go down and retrieve it, if you wish.”

Gruum looked back down the road. Events had grown stranger still. Two of the last men slashed at one another’s legs as if they beat rugs. Blood flowed, but neither defended himself. A third man repeatedly thrust his spear into the bodies of horses and men that lay dark upon the white carpet of snow. Already, the dead were being covered with flakes. The last man that was capable of walking shambled about, reaching in front of himself with two sets of groping fingers. Gruum realized with a shock that he had torn out his own eyes, but seemed not the slightest upset by the fact.

Therian turned and rode his horse around the bend and up the mountainside. Gruum, almost weeping with a mixture of frustration and fear, followed his lord. 

Neither spoke for a long hour. The snow grew heavier until everything more than a dozen paces away was lost in soft whiteness. Their cloaks crackled when they moved, breaking up the shells of ice that formed there.

“What was the substance in that pouch, milord?” Gruum asked finally.

“The stuff of madness,” said Therian. “In concentrated form. The pure essence of fear, pain and insanity. I took it from the organs of the Dragon-Child Humusi as she lay rotting in the sun. I thought it might be useful.”

Gruum shuddered, and he asked no more about the matter.
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The storm worsened as the day went by. As they climbed the mountains, the breezes grew to winds, the winds turned into a gale and soon the snow turned into a blinding whiteness that encrusted the scarves wrapped around their faces. Therian did not stop, and Gruum could not allow his master from his sight, so he followed the other. Sometimes, only a pony’s tail could be seen fluttering in front of him. 

Gruum trusted his lord, but with every step he suspected the ponies might tread upon a shelf of ice that mimicked the roadway, but which was not solid. He took no solace in the thought that if such an event were to occur, Therian should be the first to plunge down the mountain. Somehow, Gruum knew he was the more likely of the two of them to come to an unhappy, accidental end in this storm.

The King proceeded as if he rode in a summer rain. He did not slow the pace, nor take rest. Gruum was impressed even more by the sturdy mountain ponies, however. The reliable beasts continued to march up the mountain road without complaint, plowing through a foot of snow with their fur-circled hooves.

They came to an open mountain pass eventually, where the way was not so steep, but neither was it so clearly marked. The road was buried in white, and they could only guess at its location under the thick blanket of snow. Here, Therian stopped. Gruum pulled up beside him and blew out his cheeks.

“Looks like we’ll have to make camp until this blows over, milord,” he said.

Therian ignored him. He sat on his horse, stock-still for a time. He had the attitude of someone who listened intently.

Accustomed to his master’s odd moods, Gruum fell silent beside him. He listened too, and eyed their surroundings carefully. There were trees here, pines with dark green needles and big pinecones choked with snow. Occasionally, the branches snapped and showers of heavy snow fell sliding down the trees, crashing to the ground below. Otherwise, he heard nothing.

After a time, Gruum cleared his throat. His master still did not so much as glance at him. Gruum, tired from the journey, dug out a hunk of cheese from his saddlebags and chewed unenthusiastically.

“There,” said Therian, pointing suddenly to their right.

Gruum followed the outstretched arm. He saw nothing at first, but as he watched, he thought to realize something. A swirl of snow looped in the air, and through its spiraling center a clearer patch of air allowed him to see what Therian was pointing at. It was a shape in the snow.

“Looks like a patch of fur,” Gruum said. “A dead animal, perhaps? The remains of a huntsman’s kill?”

“Go and determine which, good Gruum,” Therian said.

Gruum eyed his master warily for a moment, then shrugged. He dismounted from his shuffling pony.

The mass in the snow was indeed a dead thing. There were wounds, and blood. Gruum was surprised, however, as he brushed at the head. He found a cloak and a tightly drawn hood. He found a woman’s face, encircled by the woolen hood. She looked young. 

“It’s a dead woman, milord! A huntress, by the look of her. A pity.”

“How did she die?”

Gruum glanced back at Therian, wondering if the answers to these questions weren’t already known to the sorcerer. He pawed further at the huntress, lifting the body partly from the snow. It was a simple matter to follow the trail of dark, frozen blood. He found the injury quickly. Her throat had been opened.

“Her throat’s been slashed—” 

A hand shot up from where it had been buried beneath the snows. It gripped Gruum’s arm. The fingers were strong, probing, urgent. Eyes wide, Gruum loosed a curse from the steppes. He jerked away, freeing himself from her grasp. He clawed for the hilt of his dagger. He gaped, suspecting she was dead, but possessed of limbs empowered by sorcery. Then he saw her fluttering eyelids and the color in her cheeks.

“What’s the trouble, Gruum?” Therian asked.

“She’s still alive, milord!”

“Well then, dig her out of there.”



#



Wrapping up the woman as tightly as he could, Gruum carried the woman he’d dug out of the snow bank across his lap, cradled in his arms. He didn’t like having his arms thus engaged. Pulling out his saber would be quite difficult; he would probably have to dump the woman into a snow bank first. But he knew he was her only hope of survival, so he couldn’t very well just leave her to die in the storm.

Gruum followed Therian with his eyes roving over the trees that lined the pass on both sides of them. Someone or something had attacked the woman, that much was certain. He had no desire to meet her attacker unarmed and encumbered.

They reached a fork in the road. The only indication of the fork’s existence was a weathered, snow-encrusted sign of ancient wood. Strange curling symbols were carved into it. 

“I can’t read the script, milord,” Gruum said, squinting up at the sign.

“I would have been surprised if you could have. The script is Cederian.”

“What’s it say?” Gruum asked.

“Just a place-name. No doubt it is the lodging of the Duke, our benefactor.”

“Benefactor?” Gruum snorted. “He looked as if he’d like to kill us last time we met.”

“Just so,” Therian said, turning his horse with a jerk of the reins. The pony began plodding uphill down the side path, leaving behind the main road they traveled upon.

“Wait!” Gruum said unhappily. “Do we have to go there, of all places?”

Therian looked at him in surprise. “We have been invited.”

“But sire, we are fugitives, and there is no greater representative of local law than the Duke himself. What if another comes up this mountain with a tale of nine dead men on the path which no others have traveled, save for us?”

“Then we will show our hands, which bear no blood, and our blades, which are unstained and without notches,” Therian said with calm reason. “Who would suspect we two could have slain such a group of hardened men without so much as a scratch upon us?”

“Perhaps we should wait out the storm instead,” Gruum said hopefully.

Therian gave him a cold smile. “I think not. At least one of us would be dead by that time, if not all three.”

Gruum heaved a sigh, and looked down upon the woman in his arms. He could see her face more clearly now. She was prettier than he had thought at first.

“All right, but tell me one thing, milord.”

“And what would that be?”

“What is the name of the lodge we will be sharing with the Duke?”

Therian looked back up at the sign. “It translates to: That which grips stone.”

Gruum nodded. “Excellent,” he said, “sounds most inviting.”

Therian ignored his sarcasm, or perhaps was not even aware of it. With a distant look in his eyes, the Hyborean continued up the side path. Gruum coerced his shaggy, worn-out pony to do the same. The horses plowed stoically through the drifts, following the snow-coated road into a deep grove of trees.
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Night fell, and the snow fell more thickly than before. The storm closed over them, quiet, white and heavy on their backs. Layered, numbing drifts blew and swirled over every stone and fallen branch. Therian took the lantern, as Gruum carried the girl and had no hands free. Gruum followed his master, or rather the horse’s tail, which fluttered like a banner ahead of him. The trail grew ever less distinct as it wound up through the darkening trees into the mountains.

The girl was heavy in Gruum’s arms, but when he hugged her to him he felt that her body was still warm, and he could not let her down. He would not allow the storm to cover her again.

“Milord,” spoke Gruum at last, when he could barely see to follow his master. “We must stop and wait out this cursed storm.”

Therian paused and turned back. “I think you are correct.”

“Shall we make camp then?” asked Gruum in relief.

“No.”

“But milord, you said…” Gruum trailed off, baffled. 

“I meant that you were correct when you said the storm is cursed. But cursed storms do not pass easily. To sit and huddle here—is to die.”

Gruum pawed at his eyes, which stung with flakes. “How can we continue? I cannot see, not even with the lantern you carry. We could walk off a cliff at any moment.”

Therian did not answer him with words. Instead, he climbed down from his saddle and tugged at one black glove. He produced Seeker, and touched the tip of that ancient blade of Hyborean Kings to his exposed palm. A single, dark drop of blood fell, then another.

Therian carefully wrapped the tiny wound and replaced his glove and sword. He stared down at the spot in the snow, aiming the lantern’s feeble yellow glow upon it. 

Gruum watched through squinting eyes as the King knelt near the place the blood had melted into the snows. Gruum’s horse sidestepped and nickered. Did the animal sense something wicked? Gruum felt the hairs on the back of his neck move as well.

Therian waited, staring intently at the bloodspot on the pure white snows. Soon, enough fresh, fat snowflakes came down from the black skies to cover the bloodspot. A divot was left in the snow where the blood had melted a coin-sized circle. 

When the bloodspot showed no more red, only white, Therian took in a deep breath. He let strange words fall from his lips. They came out not with white plumes of steamy breath, but rather with dark, smoky gouts of vapor. This haze of frozen speech hung briefly, and then fell, rather than floating upward and vanishing. It was as if the breath Therian used to speak his sorcerous words was colder than even the blizzard that surrounded them. The words, frozen and dark, formed a surface resembling smoked glass over the snow-covered bloodspot.

Gruum wanted to look away. As always when he faced sorcery, he felt the twin tugs of revulsion and fascination. This time fascination won out however, and he gazed on without blinking, despite the stinging snow that encrusted his eyes.

The girl in his lap moaned then, and Gruum shifted his hold on her. She lives yet, he thought. When he looked again to see how Therian’s sorcery had gone, he gasped in shock.

There was a thing rising up from the bloodspot. It was an anomaly—a shape of gossamer. Spherical and smoky at first, it quickly took on a more distinct shape. The exterior took on a veined, translucent quality, like that of a dragonfly’s wings. In moments Gruum realized, it had wings, wings that unfurled as he watched. He found his throat was unable to swallow. 

The wings were translucent, like those of an insect. The wings pumped, causing bright tendrils of blood to pulse in a tiny network of visible veins. No bigger than a sparrow, the rising thing stretched as if waking from a long sleep. The body and head were white, as white as ice, with two blue sapphires for eyes. The eyes flicked up to Gruum and met his stare with an alien curiosity of their own.

“What is this tiny monster?” whispered Gruum.

“It is a snow-wisp,” said Therian. “It will serve to guide us.”

Therian instructed it briefly, and the creature took flight, buzzing. Gruum recoiled as any man might when a wasp came near his face. He wanted nothing more than to swat it, but restrained himself. Flying aloft at the level of their heads, he could see now the wisp gave off a distinctive, blue-white glow. Against the dark trees, it was quite visible. 

The wisp set off, buzzing ahead of the two men and their disgruntled ponies. They followed it through the heavy snowfall. 

An hour past, then three more came and went. Cold, bitter and biting… almost unbearable cold sank into Gruum’s body, weakening his arms. The horse kept his legs warm, the girl in his arms kept his chest warm, but his hands, even inside gloves, could no longer report feeling back to his mind. 

Gruum no longer bothered to direct his pony. The job of following the mountain trail was up to the beast itself, which seemed to know enough to keep the flickering flight of the snow wisp in sight. Gruum’s sole concern was not to drop the girl. His eyes were almost blinded by the snow, which no longer stung, but felt numbing and warm when it hit his frosted cheeks. He suspected vaguely that the wisp would yet lead them to their deaths, as no legend he’d ever heard told of a wisp that had done a good deed for a man. But he did not stop and lay down, nor did he let the girl fall from his arms. He did not embrace death for either of them, although that path would have been the easiest and it beckoned to him, like a ghost on a dead man’s mound.

Long after midnight, Gruum had given up thoughts other than the dim glow of the wisp flittering ahead and the swaying of the horse under his clamped thighs. 

His mind dimmed and in his exhaustion—he dreamed.
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Gruum dreamt of red fires. He was in a place of warmth, if not beauty. He climbed to his feet. The horse, Therian and the jewel-eyed wisp were all gone. But the girl was still in his arms, sleeping deeply. He carried her across hot stones that steamed at his feet. 

He looked this way and that, but saw no one he knew nor any landmark he recognized. The world was a blasted one, a place of heat and fire. There were only black rocks, ridges of stone in every direction, and smoking heat underfoot. Sweeping tall walls of stone stood in every direction, as if he were in a deep gully, or….

Gruum knew where he was, with sudden certainty. He had walked along the cone of a volcano before. This was like that other, with the deep lake in its center. But the lake was gone, replaced only with hot stones at its bottom. He looked up and gauged the walls, the breadth of the crater. It seemed to him to be the same. He believed he walked at the bottom of the volcanic cone where he had first met Humusi. But the deep lake was gone now.

Sweat tickled under his arms. Frost melted from his body and as he took another dozen steps, knowing not where he headed, he halted in shock. He could see now what lay ahead. A brilliant depth of lava. Orange-red and glowing like shimmering coals. There was the source of heat, a lake of lava so near he almost stepped into it.

Gruum cursed in his old tongue, in the language of his father from the steppes. Something echoed that curse, sending the words back to his ears.

The lava bubbled and flared, burning the air and sending up a hot gush of vapors. Gruum reeled back further. The girl in his arms still did not stir.

The lava gave birth to something then, something most unexpected. A great head rose up and up, with a neck as long as a palm tree’s trunk, but much thicker. Two baleful eyes gazed down from the top of that neck. The head shook itself, and slagging lava flew like lather from a horse’s shoulders. Smoking bits of molten rock fell and sizzled on the ground.

“What have you brought me, insect?” asked a voice so deep, so bass, Gruum had trouble understanding the words.

“I have nothing to give, Lord Yserth,” Gruum replied, for he knew it to be the Red Dragon himself that he faced.

A claw extended at the end of a foot so huge it resembled the root-work of a centuries-old tree. “What is that there? In your arms?”

Gruum looked down at the girl in his arms. Such was his fright that he had forgotten her. “She is unknown to me.”

The claw reversed itself, turning upward like a taxman’s palm, waiting to receive a payment. “Come then, give her to me.”

Gruum looked at the steaming Dragon’s claw and then at the girl’s face. He looked back up at Yserth.

“I can’t,” he said. “She is not mine to give.”

“Well then, why did you come to this place?” Yserth the Red asked.

“I do not truly know, lord,” Gruum said miserably. 

Yserth’s claw reached out and hovered over Gruum. It was so huge as to blot out the sky overhead. The claw-tips pinched together, and Gruum was lifted aloft by his cloak and tunic, as a mouse might be lifted by its tail. He clung to the girl in his arms, and knew he faced his final moments. The monster would eat them both now, due to his stubbornness.

“Do not come back to my realm without a proper gift, mortal,” Yserth told him. Then he tossed them both through the air into the lake of fire.



#



Gruum awoke with a howl of terror. 

“What are you doing, man?” a voice asked sternly.

Gruum stirred, struggling to rise. There was a weight across his chest. He realized dully he was lying on his back in a deep snowdrift, with the girl draped over him. A dark shape loomed close, but he could dimly see it was not Yserth. It was Therian, sitting on his horse.

“Sorry, milord. I—I must have fallen asleep in the saddle. Perhaps if we took a short rest.”

“Rise if you wish to stay among the living,” Therian said. He turned away his shaggy pony and continued on the path.

Gruum struggled up to one elbow. He set the girl aside in the snow and it struck him how much she looked like a stone laying there. A still, gray shape on a perfectly white expanse.

Therian and the wisp faded slowly from view. In another minute, Gruum knew he would be left behind forever in the cold darkness. He forced himself to stand. His feet tingled in his boots from the long ride and the bitter weather. He gazed down at the girl in the snow, and he pondered again whether or not he should leave her. He suspected that if he did, Therian would never speak a word of reproach to him.

Heaving a sigh and wondering if he were only giving death yet another shot at him for his foolishness, he gathered her up into his arms and with great effort managed to climb back into the saddle. He was glad she weighed no more than a waif. 

Gruumn dug in his spurs and goaded his pony into a shambling trot. Soon, he was close enough to Therian to see the wisp flittering in front of him. The wisp turned in its bobbing, drifting flight and looked at him. It seemed to Gruum as if their eyes met—Gruum’s snow-crusted, squinting slits stared into the exquisitely bright blue gems of the wisp. Was that a tiny hint of a smile? Did the creature mock him? These thoughts served to strengthen Gruum’s resolve.

“If we keep on much longer, it will be morning, milord,” Gruum said with cheerfulness he did not feel. “The going will be much easier then, and we can dispense with this slow-moving wisp.”

His words earned him a second glance from the wisp. This time, however, the blue eyes seemed to sparkle with malice. Could it have understood his jibe?

“There will be no need,” Therian said. “We have arrived.”

Gruum stopped his horse and tore his eyes from the flickering wisp. There, to their right, an opening presented itself. There was a wide sward where the trees had been cut down. A broad blanket of snow led to dark walls of stone, which rose up a dozen feet or more. A crenulated parapet ran along the top of the wall. A single arched gateway of dark hardwood stood in the center of the wall.

“There are no torches? No guards?” Gruum mused aloud. “What kind of a lodging is this?”

“One that is quiet and sleeping, I would imagine,” Therian said. He approached the wall and the gate in the middle of it.

Gruum came up behind him, staying in the saddle. If the need were about to rise for flight, he did not want to have to climb back up with the girl. 

Therian dismounted. His hand touched the heavy iron ring in the center of the gate.

“A moment, sire,” said Gruum.

Therian glanced at him. “What is it, man?”

“Maybe we should move on. I don’t like the look of the place.”

Therian snorted. “You would not make it to see the sunrise. This storm allows no option other than to beg refuge here.”

“How can you be sure, milord?”

“Because I have designed such things, and I know how they work. Just as a baker might recognize a trace flavor in a rival’s work, so can I see the handiwork of another sorcerer, and know his purpose.”

Gruum licked his lips. He climbed down from the saddle and stepped forward to stand beside his King. “We shall do as we must, then.”

Therian lifted the heavy, iron ring and he let it fall. It struck the wood with a deep, sonorous boom that made the stones around them echo. Snow shifted on the branches of trees and sloughed away, falling into heaps on the ground.
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The gate did not open after the first knock, nor the seventh. After the iron ring had struck the wood perhaps a score of times, each causing a loud, booming report that rang out in the night, the lock finally rattled. Someone worked at the mechanism. They heard scraping sounds.

Gruum swallowed hard, wondering who was about to greet them. He swayed in his saddle from fatigue and noted something had changed about the world. He blinked and wondered what was different. Slowly, his fogged mind realized two things, almost at once. One, the snow had stopped. Two, the snow wisp had vanished.

“Milord,” he said aloud, calling to his master. 

Therian never looked at him. He gestured for Gruum to be silent. The King lifted his lantern and adjusted the grille so that it cast a pool of yellow light downward.

The door swung open. The space within was as black as a root cellar. A shadowy figure stood there. 

“Who might you be?” asked a gruff voice. 

Gruum was relieved to hear the human tones in the voice. He had suspected—but no, it was best not to mull over such thoughts. 

“I am Therian of Hyborea. Introduce me to your lord.”

The other was quiet for a moment. Then the gate began to swing shut again, the bottom edge of it plowing through blown snow. 

“And I’m the chamberlain here. Come back in the morning for a proper introduction, sir,” said the man.

Therian’s hand shot forward, instantly halting the gate’s progress. 

The chamberlain struggled to push it shut anyway, but it would not be budged.

“I have an invitation,” Therian said quietly.

The chamberlain stopped struggling with the gate. He leaned out with a lantern held high. He eyed the two men, the unconscious girl and their half-dead ponies. He huffed, clearly not impressed.

“Very well,” he said. “You may enter. But be forewarned, my lord does not deal lightly with beggars nor highwaymen.”

“Neither does mine,” said Gruum, becoming angry.

The chamberlain showed them into the courtyard and led their horses away. 

“What’s wrong with the girl?” asked a voice from behind them.

Gruum whirled around to find a familiar figure standing behind him. It was Duke Strad himself, standing resplendent in his blood red cloak. 

“She’s been attacked, milord,” Gruum said. “Her throat is a ruin, but she lives yet.”

The Duke nodded. “Good of you to bring her—although I did not expect you to take up my invitation so soon, Lord Therian.”

Therian bowed. 

“You’ll have to surrender your weapons, of course,” said the chamberlain, stumping up to the group standing in the courtyard. He’d handed the horses to the stable boy and returned as quickly as he could.

Therian stiffened. “My blades are ancestral,” he said. “I would rather not surrender them.”

The Duke nodded. “That is acceptable. But you must swear not to harm my guests or retainers.”

“Of course,” Therian said, inclining his head. “If you will be so kind as to swear the same.”

The Duke stared at him for a long, cold second. Then a smile flickered. “What is the harm in it? For so long as you are my guests here—I so swear.”

“I so swear,” echoed Therian.

Everyone relaxed then, as matters of weapons and honor had been sorted out. They were ushered into the lodge proper. Gruum thought the place was no palace, but it was much better than a leather tent on a snow bank. There were candles and the stone floors were strewn with fine rugs, and the windows—although mere slits in the thick walls—were at least covered with hanging tapestries to keep out the worst drafts.

Best of all, to Gruum’s frozen eyes, was the large open hearth against the Hall’s back wall. The open hearth was designed in the tradition of such places in cold climates. Being about ten paces long and two paces deep, entire logs were burned to coals there, requiring many hours to turn tree trunks into ashes. The fuel had burned low, as it was late in the evening. What must be a single roaring fire at dinner had been reduced to a line of smaller fires that burned with flickering orange light.

“I will have the huntress cared for,” the Duke said. “I have the finest physician in these mountains. None know more of the arts of flesh, blood and bone.”

“Summon him then,” Therian said.

The Duke flicked his fingers toward the chamberlain, who paled, then hurried off to do his lord’s bidding. Gruum frowned after the man, wondering at his attitude. Why should he fear to awaken a doctor?

“Perhaps you should place her there on the divan, Gruum,” suggested the Duke.

“How is it Strad, that you know our names and the occupation of this girl?” asked Gruum. “I don’t recall—”

The Duke cleared his throat. Therian gave Gruum a severe stare.

“I’m sorry, milord,” said Gruum, bowing his head.

“I had not expected you to take me up on my invitation so soon, Lord Therian.”

“I found I’d grown tired of Kem. And I find the mountain air refreshing.”

“Of course,” the Duke said, pouring them each a goblet of red wine.

While they spoke, another figure entered the room. He was cowled and robed in heavy red cloth. He glided over to the girl on the divan.

The Duke took notice of the physician’s arrival and turned to greet him. “That’s her, Vosh. See what you can do for her.”

Gruum choked on his wine. Red liquid ran from each corner of his mouth and into the melting snow in his beard. He took one step toward the divan and the figure that hunched over the girl. He took a second, and his hand fell to the pommel of his blade.

“It’s true, sire!” he shouted aloud. “I see the network of bones! He lays his cold touch upon the girl!”

Gruum drew his saber—or at least he tried to. A black-gloved hand gripped his wrist and held it, keeping the blade in its sheathe.

Gruum whirled. Therian’s face was inches from his. It was his own King’s hand that kept him from drawing his sword.

“But, milord—” Gruum sputtered.

“Remember my words, Gruum,” Therian said. “We have foresworn any such rudeness.”

“Does your word mean more to you than this poor girl’s soul?” Gruum demanded.

“I have sworn.”

“And if I draw?”

“Then I shall be forced to remove your head, for you will have dishonored me.”

Gruum shoved his saber back into its sheathe. The blade rang with the force of the motion.

From the divan, Vosh looked up at the two of them. Bare teeth showed, because there were no lips to cover them. To Gruum, it appeared as if Vosh’s skull permanently grinned.

“She may live yet,” Vosh said. “You managed to get her up the mountain just in time. She has lost much blood… a pity, really. I can feel the nearness of sweet death in her. I can tell from touching her hot flesh, that her soul would have a fine, light taste. A taste like that of spring water in summer.”

Gruum could not restrain himself. He turned on the Duke. “How is it a mortal man such as yourself has retained the services of such a creature? This is no physician. This is a monster, a thing that should not speak, nor stir from its grave.”

“Vosh is not my retainer. I would not conceive of such an arrangement with so great a being. He is a guest here—as are you, mouthy commoner.”

Therian took a deep breath, as if faced with an unpleasant task. He struck Gruum a sudden blow to the cheek, using the back of one hand. Such was the force of the strike that Gruum was spun around and nearly dashed to the ground. 

“I apologize, Duke Strad,” Gruum heard Therian say over the ringing in his ear. “He is a good man, but addled by the storm. He’s lost sight of his place in this world.”

“I accept your apology,” said the Duke formally.

“I must admit, however,” Therian said with carefully chosen words. “That I am surprised by your choice of houseguests.”

“Indeed,” the Duke said, smiling with half his mouth. “A Hyborean Lord, a Lich, a barbarian from the steppes and a wayward girl. This shall no doubt be an entertaining lodging.”
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They were ushered to a room and brought hot stew and hot brandy. Gruum sipped and sniffed the food distrustfully.

“My good man,” said Therian in amusement, watching him. “They would not bother to poison us, should their intent be to break their word.”

“Something is not right here, milord,” Gruum responded. Reluctantly, he dipped a crust of bread in the stew and chewed. The flavor was good, but he could not enjoy it.

“Something is not right?” asked Therian. “I rather would say that nothing is right here. This is a cursed placed full of cursed beings. And I do not hesitate to include ourselves in that description.”

“I’ll not be able to sleep here,” said Gruum sitting on a cold, musty bed. The sheets so cold as to be half-frozen, but he had to admit the goose feather mattress was softer even than the snow outside.

“As you will,” Therian said. He folded his cloak over a trunk and addressed his own featherbed.

“What do you think they are doing with that poor girl, milord?”

“Hopefully, they are allowing her to get some sleep before dawn grays the windows.”

Gruum finished his food, then fretted and stretched on the bed. The sleep of exhaustion crept upon him and snatched away his mind. He could not resist the velvet blackness of slumber.

Sometime later, in the stillest hour of the night, his eyes snapped open. Had something entered the room with them? He sat up.

There, in the corner of the room, a pool of deep shadow lay. This was strange only because there was no bright light. The windows had grayed with the dawn, but there was no sunlight. Nothing, at least, that could be responsible for casting a shadow of such black depth. 

 “Milord?” whispered Gruum. He watched the shadow. Did it twitch? No, it could not have. His eyes ran to the ceiling, expecting to see an assassin hanging there, but there was none. There was nothing in the room that could have cast that shadow. No source of harsh light, nor an object to block it.

As Gruum watched, the shadow did move. There could be no doubt of it. The darkness left the corner. It crept to the foot of Therian’s bed, where it halted and lay in an ovoid puddle like thick, spilled ink.

 “Milord?” Gruum called, his voice louder.

“What is it, man?”

“There is something… something that lies at the foot of your bed.”

“Yes,” said Therian, sighing. “Take care not to step in it. Do not turn the beam of a light directly upon it, either.”

Gruum thought these statements over for a moment before speaking further. While he watched, the shadow crept beneath the thick, round posts of Therian’s bed. Gruum was reminded of a cat, withdrawing from unwanted scrutiny.

“What is it, sire?”

“Do you not recognize it?”

Gruum blinked, and watched as the last of it moved under Therian’s bed and vanished completely. He could feel the presence of it, as if it watched him.

“It is the substance we left upon the roadway, is it not?” Gruum asked.

“Yes. It is Humusi’s bile.”

“Perhaps we should put it back in the pouch from which it came.”

“Be my guest.”

Gruum thought about it, and soon came up with a plan. He made no attempt to capture the gelatinous shadow nor to speak with it. Instead, he took the pouch, opened it, and tossed it upon the floor near Therian’s bed. He hoped if it had returned to them looking for solace, it would find further comfort in the depths of the pouch. Never once did he set a foot upon the cold flagstones. 

“Will it slay us as we sleep?” Gruum asked.

“I think not. I think it was lost when we left, and it has followed us here. We are all that it knows.”

Gruum shuddered in his bed. He lay there, desperately tired, but could not sleep for another moment. 

Later, when dawn was full-fledged, the breakfast bell rang in the Duke’s Great Hall. When Gruum arose, he checked every inch of the floor before setting a foot upon it. He inspected the interior of his boots with the intensity of a Kem taxmaster before daring to slide his toes inside. There was no sign of the shadowy puddle, but the pouch he had cast upon the floor did seem to bulge somewhat. Gruum avoided it carefully.

Therian was escorted to the head table, where he sat beside the Duke’s tall, empty chair. The Duke himself was absent. Gruum sat at the lower table, with the servants and guardsmen. Gruum watched carefully to see if Vosh would show himself, but he did not. 

The food was excellent. There were fresh eggs, whipped and cooked in a mass within an iron kettle. The eggs were topped with glistening melted cream. Hot loaves of bread were served to everyone, which they used to scoop out the eggs and cream. Snow was melted over the fire in another kettle. Leaves were crumbled into the boiling water and strained out. The amber liquid that resulted was ladled out for drinking into dozens of stone mugs. Gruum sipped his and found the concoction flavorful. It filled him with warmth.

Gruum ate his fill and watched everyone. They in turn seemed to be watching him. There was little conversation and voices were muted when people did speak. The greatest surprise of the morning occurred when a new figure stepped out of the shadowy halls from the northern wing of the lodge. Light of step, but obviously weary, this new diner came late to breakfast and sat at the lower table across from Gruum. None there scolded her for her tardiness. 

Gruum dipped his head and craned his neck, trying to get a look at the face beneath the drawn hood.

Finally, she turned to him. “What is it, sir?”

“I—” began Gruum, but stopped. He recognized her face, but in his shock he knew not what to say. “It’s nothing, Miss.”

How was he to speak to her? How was he to tell her that only one night before, she was as good as dead, and he had borne her at risk of his own life to this place? What had Vosh done to revive her, to bring her to this table as if she had not been at death’s gate hours earlier? He was haunted by the idea that he might have damned her soul in his attempts to save her, rather than allowing her a clean escape into death. Maybe, he thought, he had damned them all.
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After breakfast, the chamberlain approached Therian and Gruum. It was the same man who had opened the portal for them last midnight. He invited them to join the retainers for a hunt.

“A hunt?” Gruum asked. “But the storm has only just passed.”

“Fresh game will be out and hungry after such a blizzard,” the chamberlain said.

“You are dedicated sportsmen to want to go out in waist-high drifts,” Gruum said.

The chamberlain sniffed. “We hunt every day while we lodge here. It is the purpose of this place.”

“What of the Duke?” Therian asked, speaking for the first time.

“He will not be joining us. You will see him tonight, I’m sure.”

Therian nodded. “We will join your hunt. But we have no spear or bow.”

“There is an armory downstairs, milord. I’m sure you can find suitable equipment there.”

Gruum watched the man leave. He turned to Therian. “What an odd bunch. Every one of them makes me uneasy. How can they know a lich walks among them and yet seem unperturbed?”

Therian gave him a slight smile. “You slept with a living shadow last night, and even managed to coax it into its pouch for transport. Who are you to judge the strange habits of these people?”

“I suppose you have a point there. But milord, we have not spoken of the Dragon’s charge. Do you know what we are to seek here? Is this the right place?”

“Oh yes,” Therian said. “We are in the right place. Of that much, I am sure.”

When they stepped downstairs, they found the armory to be a place of gloom, dust and cobwebs. 

“Everything here seems ancient and disused,” remarked Gruum. Therian did not respond.

The two men poked about. There were barrels of rusty spears and an entire wall hung with swords. None of them seemed to be well cared-for.

“Perhaps I can help you gentlemen,” said a fair voice behind them.

Gruum and Therian turned with their brows uplifted. It was the huntress, wearing the same cloak and hood she had worn while Gruum carried her through the previous night. Gruum was especially surprised to see her standing behind them. He had not heard her feet echoing upon the stone steps.

Gruum smiled at her. “I did not catch your name at breakfast, miss…?”

“I’m Margaret,” she said, returning his smile.

“Maybe you can help, Margaret. I can’t find a weapon that isn’t coated with the work of a thousand spiders.”

She led them to a door in the back. They followed her through and Gruum made appreciative sounds. The room was full of well cared-for boar spears. Every point was shining, polished steel. There were crossbows as well, a dozen of them with strong prods. Each had two strings of fresh, braided gut hanging from the prods, ready to be strung by a huntsman’s hand. 

Gruum took down one of the lighter crossbows and bent the prod against the stone floor. He found plenty of spring in the prod and had to grunt and struggle to string it. “I prefer a short bow, but this will do nicely,” he said. “Can I string one for you, master?”

Therian made a dismissive gesture. He stood inspecting the boar spears for a time before selecting one with a wide head and a haft of stout hardwood. He took it down and worked the air with it experimentally. Gruum sidestepped, frowning. Margaret stood her ground, smiling.

“An excellent weapon,” said Therian. “By the look of the grain, I believe the shaft is made of ash.”

“Ash wood is the best,” agreed Gruum, looking for a spear of his own. “Lighter than oak and almost as strong, it is less likely to split. What of you, Miss Margaret?”

“I have my own bow and dagger,” she said.

Gruum turned to her. “Do you recall how you came to be here?” he asked her.

By her reaction, he judged he had made a misstep. She looked down, and appeared embarrassed. “I’m told I owe you thanks, sir.”

“Think nothing of it,” Gruum said quickly, not wanting to upset her. Perhaps the idea of having spent the night helpless and in the care of two strange men was disturbing to her.

Therian watched them closely. He tested his spearhead to see if it was firmly seated. The spearhead had a thick, central rib down the center of it, a sharply tapered point and twin broadening blades that ran down the sides. To prevent the spearhead from sinking too deeply into the target, two quillons extended from the base where it sat upon the shaft. The quillons resembled the crossguard of a broadsword.

Therian turned to Margaret. “I would ask you a question, girl. Do you recall your physician’s role in your recovery? It was nothing short of a miracle.”

She blinked at him. “I—I’m not sure. I remember someone. A figure in a red robe. He did not come to check on me this morning when I awoke. Strange, the entire experience was like a dream to me.”

“How did you become injured?” Gruum asked, keeping his voice gentle and informal.

“Injured?” she asked, as if she had never considered the possibility. “I suppose I must have fallen. Perhaps my head struck a stone.”

“And your throat?” Gruum asked, unable to contain himself. His eyes probed at her neck, but he could not see beneath her hood in this torch lit chamber.

Margaret put a hand to her neck. She frowned. Gruum thought again that she had a lovely look to her. “It does itch. My voice is slightly scratchy, and when I swallow I feel an obstruction. What else can you tell me?”

Therian’s face flickered into a smile. “Forget about it, my dear. Let us focus on the hunt.”

Gruum cast an annoyed glance toward his master. He had hoped to learn more of this girl and her amazing recovery. 

“Yes,” Margaret said brightly. “The hunt. I’ll meet you upstairs. They will be gathering the hounds and the horses now.”

She left, and Gruum stared after her. After she had disappeared up the steps, his eyes still lingered at the spot where she had vanished.

Therian huffed. “So easily beguiled. It is a wonder you do not trot after her.”

“You are one to talk!” Gruum said. “I saw you kissing Anduin’s claws, remember?”

“No, I do not recall your presence,” Therian said with sudden severity.

“I’m sorry, sire. I misspoke.”

“Indeed.”

Gruum cleared his throat. “But, um… milord, what do you think of the girl? How is it she still lives?”

Therian eyed him. “You don’t want to know.”

Gruum opened his mouth to insist that yes, he very much did want to know, but then stopped himself. He realized he did not want to know anything upsetting about Margaret. Perhaps an unplumbed mystery was better than the truth in such situations.
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Outside in the courtyard, the hunting party assembled. The skies were brighter than they had been the day before, but still fully overcast. Gruum was glad for this, as the direct sun would have been blindingly bright if it were to reflect from the snow into their eyes. As it was, every tree was blanketed in snow. Broken branches and icicles like crooked spears hung down everywhere. To him, the frozen world looked as if it were caught in the very pit of winter. He had to remind himself that the true season was autumn. He wondered what kind of storms they would have up here later this year when winter truly took hold. It was unimaginable. Surely, no one could dwell up here then.

The hunting party seemed unperturbed by either the cold or the depth of the snows they were about to go plunging through. The hounds had been loosed, and the hunters milled on their horses in the snow, talking and waiting until they caught a scent.

Baying rose up to ring from the stone walls of the mountain in short order. Margaret rode up to Gruum, her eyes alight with excitement. 

“They’re after something. Let’s hope it’s an elk, I don’t care for bear meat.”

 “Venison is your favorite?” Gruum asked. “You have good taste. I wouldn’t mind a platter of fresh meat tonight.”

Margaret eyed Gruum and Therian, seeing the swords that still rode on their belts. She laughed. “Spear, crossbow, sword and dagger? You shall break your horses’ backs! You are geared for battle, not hunting.”

Gruum smiled and shrugged. “Force of habit, I suppose.”

Margaret goaded her horse then, and Gruum felt the urge to gallop after her. He glanced over at Therian, who inclined his head forward, giving his permission.

Gruum tilted forward in his saddle and held his spear with the tip high and well out to his side so as not to clip his own horse or another’s. He set off after the girl, and heard the thunder of many more hooves behind him.

The chase led to a clearing. Following the hounds was a simple matter in the snow drifts, they left a well-plowed trail as they plunged along. Gruum looked for signs as to the nature of their game as they went, and soon saw the deep hoof-strikes that sank all the way to the stony soil beneath the snow. 

“Elk!” he cried ahead to Margaret.

She turned her head and glanced back at him, rewarding him with a smile. She increased her speed then and was soon lost from his sight. Gruum muttered curses. His pony was unable to keep up with its short legs and the heavy load it bore.

They were gaining on the elk, he felt sure. He could not yet hear it crash through the trees ahead, but the baying of the hounds was closer every minute. Soon, the hounds would corner the beast and it would have to turn and make its stand. The hunting party must arrive quickly then, lest the beast kill the dogs. 

Gruum was excited to see the elk with his own eyes. He had glimpsed elk before, but those that dwelled high in the mountains were known to be bigger than the ones that grazed on the steppes. The stags were monstrous animals, standing higher than a man at the shoulder and often possessing a set of antlers that spanned ten feet. Not normally dangerous, a stag could be ferocious in rutting season or when forced to fight.

Blood trails! There they were, glistening and fresh on the white snows. He looked over his shoulder and saw none of the others from the hunt. Odd, he thought. Perhaps they had driven their mounts with less urgency down the snow-covered trails.

Gruum lifted the horn he’d been given to his lips. He blew a blast, calling the rest of the party that may have lost their way to this spot. He knew he was close, whether the blood on the snow was from the veins of a great elk or a hound.

He rounded a bend in the trail, heading down slope, when his eyes lit upon a strange sight in front of him. A large, dark shape lay stretched across the trail. It was black against the snow, with one end showing bright red. His first thought was he had found the fallen body of the elk they hunted. If that were the case, he had to wonder next where the hounds were. He heard them then, baying up ahead. This carcass in front of him then could not be the elk. 

A moment later he was close enough to identify what he gazed upon. It was Margaret’s horse, and it was stone dead. He pulled hard on his reins, but it was already too late. A hulking figure stepped out into the roadway in front of him. 

Shaped like a man, but impossibly large, the giant had a blue face and a white beard. It was dressed in a mass of layered furs, each of which still bore the head, feet and rotting eyes of the animals whose flesh they’d been scraped from. The giant held a club high. The head of the club was a round stone, fixed to the haft with leather thongs. The stone head was stained dark.

Gruum was far too close and his horse could not change directions or halt in time to avoid the giant. Reflexively, Gruum thrust with his spear. The furs belted to the monster’s belly absorbed the spear tip. Then the club came crashing down.

The skull of pony that had borne him faithfully up the mountain was bashed in. Shivering, the small horse collapsed, and Gruum rolled free of it. He scrambled to his feet and ran with snow flying from his heels. He glanced back toward the bulky figure on the roadway. It reached down with one massive fist and plucked the boar spear from its belly. Gruum took the moment of its distraction to look around for Margaret. He thought to see her, floundering through the snow and the trees. His heart leapt, she had escaped.

Gruum turned his head back to the snow giant—for that’s what he was now sure he faced—and ducked just in time. His own spear came whistling back at him, hurled with fantastic force. The tip and the blade missed him, but the quillon caught his right ear as it passed over his hunching shoulder. It tore an inch long gash there, then sped into the trunk of a tree twenty paces behind.

The snow giant turned its attention back toward Margaret, perhaps judging her the easier prey. It lumbered forward, heedless of the blue blood spurting from its belly and flowing over the hanging skirt of furs.

Gruum had lost his crossbow when he’d been cast from the horse. He still had his blades, however. He drew them both. He followed the giant and the girl.

Margaret was at a clear disadvantage. She was heading into fresh, deep snow. The giant had no trouble with this, its waist being six feet up. The snow came up no further than its knees. Gruum’s path was likewise made easier, all he had to do was follow the giant who plowed deep furrows through the snow with each step.

Gruum did not quite make it to the giant in time. The monster caught the girl, and although she threw her dagger at the blue face and cut it open, her attack did no more than cause the monster to grunt. The stone head of the club swung once, twice. The girl was a crushed and broken doll on the snows.

Gruum howled and cast his dagger into the giant’s back. It winced and turned. It cursed him then, in its own grating tongue. The words sounded like the speech of trees.

Gruum had his saber out and slashed at the huge being. It was hopeless, but he felt he wanted to at least hurt it. Attacking was better than running when there was no hope of escape. With both horses down and this monster clearly able to outrun him, there was no point to being chased down.

The giant’s boulder head swiveled. They both heard a sound Gruum thought was most welcome: The sound of approaching hooves.

Therian rode into the clearing and came up to the two of them. He addressed the giant.

“Man of the forest, parlay with me,” Therian said.

“Don’t talk to it, kill it!” Gruum demanded.

“Don’t be rude, Gruum,” Therian said.

“Rude? It killed Margaret.”

“This is its place. Possibly, these events are all a misunderstanding.”

Therian spoke again, this time in the strange speech of the Dragons. Gruum gritted his teeth. The giant, however, smiled. It answered in the same tongue, and the two held a brief, ear-shattering conversation.  At the end of it, the giant turned and trudged away into the snows. It left a dribbling trail of azure blood on the snow as it went.

“What did you tell it?” Gruum asked, amazed.

“I apologized and promised it a favor from my people, should it ever have the need of such a thing.”

“Are you mad?”

“This is the giant’s home, Gruum. Its territory. The girl has led you astray.”

Gruum made his way to Margaret’s crushed body. He thought to see—no! It could not be! 

“White breath still comes from her lungs…” Gruum said. “Her spine must be broken. Her chest is crushed. Yet she still lives, milord! How can this be?”

“Leave her, Gruum,” Therian said.

Gruum stooped over the girl and touched her throat. “She’s warm yet. I don’t know how—she can’t have survived.”

“No one could have.”

Gruum looked over his shoulder to his lord, who still sat upon his horse. He stared up at him. “What are you saying?”

“That she is dead. That she was dead when we first found her.”

Gruum fell to his knees by the girl’s mangled body. “Is this true, Margaret?” he asked in a voice that was barely above a whisper.

Her eyes snapped open. They slid to meet his, but her head did not turn, because her neck was too badly broken to function. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Gruum sucked in a gasp. He let it out again in what sounded like a sob. 

Margaret’s eyes stared at him, unblinking. The whites showed all around her unnaturally wide orbs. Gruum got to his feet again, but felt as if he wobbled on his legs. Her eyes followed him as he moved. He turned back to Therian.

“She is Vosh’s creature,” Gruum said, understanding at last. “He made her into something—something full of false vigor.”

Therian nodded. He looked around the clearing. “We’d best be leaving.”

“What of the girl? What of the hunt?”

“The girl will wait for the next man to find her. Of the hunt… do you hear the hounds?”

Gruum listened. All was silent save for the whisper of the wind. “No,” he said.

“Do you hear the thunder of hooves, the winding of horns, or the crashing of the great stag’s antlers?”

Gruum shook his head. 

“Then come. The hunt is over—if it ever was. We shall return and have words with our hosts.”

“Yes,” said Gruum, his lips compressing tightly. “Let us have words.”

Therian rode uphill then, and Gruum followed on foot. As they were about to leave the clearing, he dared glance back at the crushed girl. Margaret remained hopelessly broken on the snow. Her eyes… he thought to see them still. They followed his every step, staring. 

Gruum realized her eyes had never blinked since the moment they had snapped open to meet his. Not once.
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When Therian and Gruum arrived at the hunting lodge, they found the gate standing open, but no one was there to greet them. Therian dismounted and removed a leather pouch from his saddlebags. He handed the pouch to Gruum.

Gruum almost dropped the pouch when he recognized it. He held on with trembling fingers.

“Milord, do not ask me to carry this shadow,” Gruum said.

“It will do no harm until you release it.”

“Release it? I have no intention—”

“You will know the moment. Remember the girl in the snow. Remember what it is we face. And remember the sun that should be shining and bright here, bringing life and good cheer to all.”

Gruum’s face hardened. He nodded once and followed his master into the courtyard. He carried the leather pouch carefully, as if it held a viper. In truth, he knew he carried something far worse.

The Duke stood just inside the open doorway that led into the Great Hall. He did not come forward to greet them, but instead stayed within the shadowy interior. Gruum wondered as to the Duke’s true nature, and whether he could leave his house at all in the light of day. Was that, perhaps, the true mission of these beings? To end the tyranny of sunlight completely, so they may walk the cold earth in everlasting darkness?

“Hyborean,” called the Duke from the dimly lit doorway. “You return early from your hunt. How was your luck?”

Therian stepped forward several more paces before answering. Each step was measured, unconcerned. He walked as if he were strolling in his own palace gardens back in Corium. 

As Therian approached, the retainers of the house stirred themselves. Silently, glancing around, a handful of them filed out into the courtyard. Others stood behind their Duke in a knot. Gruum reached with his left hand and loosened his saber and dagger in their sheathes. He kept his right fist tightly wrapped around the mouth of the pouch. The pouch bulged with its strange contents, but felt as if it were weightless. It reminded him of carrying a blown up bladder full of nothing but air.

“My luck has failed me this day, Duke Strad,” Therian said, halting his advance. He took no notice of the men who gathered around. 

The retainers squinted in the sunlight and rubbed their gear with their gloved thumbs. None of them smiled.

“How so?” asked the Duke.

“I took a man at his word, and he betrayed me.”

The Duke stared, all playfulness and jocularity gone from his face. “You dare insult me in my own house, standing before my own servants?”

“My apologies. It is rude of me to have hard words with a man in his own house. Come outside into the light of day. Let us set matters straight in the open air as two gentlemen should.”

The Duke attempted a smile, but failed. If anything, his pale, oval face looked longer and less pleased than before. “I would instead invite you inside. Let us discuss your grievances by the hearth.”

Therian made a broad gesture of dismissal, as if he had tired of the conversation. “I will let the matter pass. But there is another, greater thing I must ask of you.”

“Speak,” Strad said.

“I would ask you to release your physician from your service.”

“Vosh is a guest, as I’ve said.”

“Then expel him from your house.”

“And why would I do that?” Strad asked.

Therian looked surprised. “Is it not obvious? So I may slay him without breaking my pledge of peace.”

“Why would you want to do that? He is a strange one, but there is no better master of the healing arts.”

Therian laughed then, and the laughter had more than a hint of mockery in it. “Surely sir, you jest. Vosh is a monster. He cannot lodge with the living. He is an indescribable evil that needs to be erased from this world at all costs.”

The men-at-arms standing around them looked uneasy at these words. They shuffled from foot-to-foot and traded dark, uncertain glances between themselves. Gruum felt they clearly agreed with Therian.

The Duke took an angry step forward. His black boots were visible now in the gray light of the day. The bottom edge of his vermilion cloak swayed over the threshold and ruffled there in the cold breezes. Still, his body remained inside the doorway.

“I will not release you from your pledge. I would rather ask you to leave my house this day. You have overstayed your welcome here.”

Therian smiled. It was not a pleasant expression. “Very well. I swore not to harm your retainers or guests. However, I swore nothing concerning your own person. I would have satisfaction, Duke Strad of Kem. In fact, I demand it. Now.”

It was the Duke’s turn to laugh. It was a deep, sonorous sound. “Duel me? A mortal cannot kill that which is already dead.”

Gruum looked around at the retainers. Was the fiction finally unveiled? Surely, these men had to have known in their hearts that their lord was no longer a man. But to hear it said aloud in the cold light of day….

The men registered shock. Some licked their lips. Others looked this way and that, including over their shoulders. They appeared to be looking for an exit. All of them, Gruum knew, had sworn to protect their lord, to serve him with their hearts and souls. But did that include such circumstances as these? At what point might an honorable man quit his lord and run?

Therian continued smiling in the face of the Duke’s wrath. He utterly ignored everyone else. “Perhaps I cannot truly kill you. But I can relieve you of your vitality, and I can relieve this world of your foul presence. Twin deeds worthy of doing.”

The Duke stopped laughing and eyed Therian appraisingly. “You do not fear me?”

“Certainly not.”

“I have never before met one of the living who could stand at my door with such unflagging self-confidence.”

Therian stared at him flatly. “You have not yet answered my challenge.”

“Well then, a duel it must be,” the Duke said thoughtfully. “As the challenged, I will choose the time, place and weaponry.”

“As is your right,” said Therian.

“I choose now. We will duel here, inside my Great Hall. For weapons, we will use our bare hands.”

Therian stared at him for a moment. The Duke grinned. His flat, white teeth were like those of a nickering horse.

“Accepted!” Therian boomed.

Gruum watched the Duke’s eyes. They widened slightly. Had he perhaps expected Therian to quail upon hearing his terms?

Therian removed the black leather belt from which hung his twin blades, Seeker and Succor. He handed the belt to Gruum and asked that he keep the weapons safe. Gruum nodded. 

When Therian handed his weapons to Gruum, the two exchanged glances. Therian tilted his head slightly, indicating the knot of retainers. Gruum dipped his head to inform his master he had gotten the message. After Gruum took Seeker and Succor into his hands, he went to stand among the retainers. At first, they looked at him in surprise, but then they seemed to accept him. He was, after all, a man-at-arms in service of another strange lord. The armsmen could sympathize with his status.

Therian then turned back to the Duke and addressed him. “I would ask a moment to convene with the gods of my homeland.”

Duke Strad snorted softly. “Be my guest.”

Therian threw back his cloak from his shoulders so that it hung behind him. He raised his arms overhead and closed his eyes. “I call upon thee, Anduin the Black, Lady of the night winds, to give me strength of limb and mind.”

Everyone fell silent. A full minute passed, during which the retainers shuffled their boots in the snow. During this period, nothing unusual occurred. A few smiled at one another and shook their heads.

Then a breeze rose up. It came in the form of a rushing sound that first touched the treetops outside the walls. Then it howled down with sudden force into the courtyard and picked up the finest granules of frost from the ground. The frost swirled around Therian’s feet and looped about his body in a manner that appeared—unnatural.

All sneers and smirks died. The men standing in the gray daylight looked down in concern. Little swirls of white frost circled their boots as well.

As the winds rose in volume, Therian began to chant. His words filled the volume of space around everyone within earshot. They tumbled forth from his lips, and became visible upon exit into the open air. Dark bubbles of vapor puffed from his mouth as he formed each alien syllable. The retainers clapped their hands over their ears and hunched as if they were turtles trying to suck their heads down into their shells. They staggered backward, away from Therian, widening the cleared circle around him.

All the while these strange events played out, Strad stood in his doorway. He watched silently. His mouth was a grim line of determination.

When the spell was done, Therian advanced toward the Duke. He removed his cloak with a flourish and tossed it in Gruum’s direction, who hurried to scoop it up.

Therian bounded up the stone steps to the doorway, taking three at a time. The Duke backed up at his approach and let him pass within. 

Therian paused to stare into the Duke’s cold face. He dared put a hand on his host’s shoulder. The scene was an odd one, as the Duke appeared to be a head taller and possibly twice the weight of the Hyborean. Still, the smaller man showed nothing resembling fear. Instead, he appeared eager to get to the contest.

“Come!” boomed Therian, his voice sounding louder than Gruum could recall it ever having sounded before. “Let us grapple then, Strad!”

Therian pushed past his host and headed for the fire that burned high and brightly on the open hearth. Gruum, Strad and the retainers followed him. 

Grunting, Therian made a show of pushing aside the huge tables, shoving them toward the walls. The oaken tables were made of thick posts and planks. Each must have weighed as much as a horse. The furnishings scraped and groaned as they were forced over the flagstones.

“So, you are a sorcerer,” said Duke Strad, pulling off his own gloves and stepping toward the open space before the fire. “Just as rumor has had it. I had not put much credit to the whispers about you, King Therian.”

Therian did not seem surprised at the Duke’s mention his true identity. “As I did not put much stock in tales of your strange ways,” Therian replied, finished with the task of shoving tables about. 

“What tales?” asked Strad sharply.

Therian shrugged. “The usual. Stories of drunken groping fingers, young children and whores found dead on the bed sheets when the light of morning comes.”

Strad had finally had enough. He came at Therian then in a headlong charge. His thick fingers were extended like claws. A gurgling, growling sound came out of his throat.

Therian reared up to meet the charge, his hands clasping Strad’s. The two locked fingers and strained for a moment. Neither seemed to gain instant advantage. The Duke threw himself free. They separated, sides heaving. The Duke snaked out a fist, which whistled past Therian’s dodging head. Therian returned a sharp blow of his own, which caught the Duke full in the face. There was the crunching sound of broken bone. Strangely, the Strad’s nose did not bleed much, even though it was clearly misshapen. 

The retainers standing around the combatants did not cheer or roar. They did not bet, nor call for jacks of ale. They watched this fight as they had never watched another. They mumbled and gave hissing, nervous intakes of breath. They cringed when unnaturally hard blows were delivered and received stoically by the combatants. It was clear to everyone present that both were supernaturally imbued. Knowing this made the fight unwholesome and even frightening to witness.

Duke Strad fell, cracking his skull on the flagstones, but never lost a moment’s ferocity. While down, he plucked a thick, oak leg from a stool and held it like a truncheon. He leapt back to his feet and beat Therian’s shoulder with it. 

Therian took the blow, which sent him reeling backward. He took the opportunity to snatch up a metal candlestick from a table and hurl it into the Duke, who caught it in his midsection with a heavy grunt.

Gruum dared to clear his throat, when none of the others spoke up. “Lords, let us recall our terms, please. Bare hands.”

Therian straightened and laughed. “Right you are, Gruum. We should not forget ourselves and brawl as if we were two louts in a tavern.”

The Duke nodded and reluctantly dropped the rest of the oak stool. The contest went on, and certain relationships became clear. Strad was stronger, but Therian was faster. Strad could be injured, but his body seemed to continue to function no matter what injury he withstood. Therian’s body was as tough as cordwood, but an injury sustained slowed him as it would a normal man. Therian bashed the Duke down, again and again, but always the other arose. Each time the Duke landed a good strike upon Therian, the King weakened slightly, whereas the larger man seemed to be unstoppable.

Gruum stood among the thickest knot of retainers. He thought of emptying the pouch there, of spilling its contents amongst the pushed-aside tables. But he did not. He felt that if anything, these armsmen deserved his loyalty more than either of the two combatants. Compared to the Duke or Therian, these men were relative innocents.

Therian lunged and feinted several times, each time sidestepping away without completing his attack. Sensing that perhaps victory was near, the Duke matched his sidesteps, grinning.

“Is your spell weakening, Sorcerer King?” asked the Duke.

“We shall see which enchantment will last longer.”

“Mine has empowered my body for a full year,” boasted the Duke. “After this winter passes, if we still continue our struggle here in this place, will your spell remain fresh and potent?”

“By then you will be ash,” Therian said. He did something then which took everyone by surprise. He grappled with the Duke, and pulled both of them into the open fire.

The fireplace had enough wood stacked up within to build a new bench. It burned merrily, sending flames four feet up. A hot bed of coals glimmered orange beneath the blackened logs.

The Duke hissed and screeched. Therian’s clothes smoldered, but his ensorcelled body was only singed. Therian took the moment to hammer at the Duke’s neck until it crackled, then he hopped out of the flames. He quickly planted his boot upon the Duke’s neck and held it there while the other struggled. Due to the great deal of damage his body had sustained, Strad was unable to rise.

Therian leaned on his planted boot, breathing heavily, while the Duke’s clothes burnt away and the flesh beneath bubbled.

“Pull him out of there!” shouted the retainers. 

Gruum tensed, expecting them all to rush his King.

“I will if he yields to my terms,” Therian shouted back. He pulled the Duke’s body forward by the hair of his head. He propped up Strad’s head on a hearthstone so all could see his face. The dead eyes rolled about, and his struggles continued. Therian’s boot kept him down. A most horrid smell arose in the room. Gruum wrinkled his nose, knowing the odor to be that of burning manflesh. 

“I will not yield, though you burn me down to a skeleton. Know that I will fight you even then, Therian. You can’t kill that which does not truly live!”

Vosh appeared in the arch of a darkened hallway. The retainers who stood closest to the spot shuffled away. 

“You will release the Duke,” Vosh said, the sound of his words echoing in the minds of everyone present.

“And if I do not?” Therian asked. Skin peeled from the Duke’s limbs, but Therian seemed unconcerned.

Vosh lifted a finger and approached Gruum. “Then I will have your manservant here. His soul has teased my palate for far too long.”

Therian snorted. “You have foresworn combat with me and mine when we met in Anduin’s lair.”

“It has been more than a year and a day since we made that bargain. My vow has ended.”

“And what of the Duke’s pledge? Did you not take service with Lord Strad? Were you not at least a guest in his house, if not a retainer? We stand in his lodge. He has sworn to me his men will not harm mine. You cannot dishonor that, lich.”

Vosh let his hand of white bone drop down slowly to his side. He turned to the retainer who dared stand closest to him. It was the chamberlain, the very man who had opened the door to Therian and Gruum the night before.

“I have no pledge regarding you, child,” Vosh told the chamberlain.  “Unfortunately, I require sustenance.” 

Vosh stepped forward, and the chamberlain shook, but did not retreat. Gruum watched in horror. He knew not what power kept the man from running. Perhaps it was sheer terror. He recalled having seen the phenomena before in the caverns beneath Corium. He drew his steel and swore to himself he would fight when the lich came for him.

The chamberlain fell to his knees before Vosh. He strained his neck, lifting his head up to the splayed finger bones, as a dog might stretch when seeking its master’s caress. The moment the lich touched him, the howls began. 
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Gruum looked back toward Therian, who gestured toward the door. Gruum followed the gesture. Was the King suggesting a hasty retreat? The thought was sweet in his mind.

But no. Therian made a tossing gesture and pointed toward the pouch in Gruum’s hands. He’d almost forgotten about the oily pool of shade within. Did Therian wish him to block the exit with it? To infect any man who might run?

Gruum could not do as his master wanted. Not this time. Instead, he uncinched the pouch and threw it toward Vosh. The leather landed upon the flagstones. Something dark leaked from the mouth, resembling tar. Neither the lich, nor the screaming chamberlain, paid it any heed.

At this point, the armsmen in the room had had enough. They backed up two paces each, and then turned to flee.

Vosh had paid them no attention at all up until this moment. But now, his skull snapped toward them, as a predator’s gaze might fall with burning precision upon fleeing prey. He lifted his second hand, as the first was engaged with clasping the chamberlain’s skull. The chamberlain’s face had sunken, becoming flaccid and empty. His howls had stopped, turning into fluting sounds as he drew his final breaths.

“No,” Vosh said to the fleeing men. The door before them slammed shut. The bar fell, and though they raced to it and grunted and strained with trembling arms, they could not lift it free. 

All around the Great Hall each door slammed shut. There would be no escape for any of them.

Therian knelt upon the hearth and, using both hands, he dragged the struggling Duke’s head up to see what transpired.

“What say you now?” Therian asked. His voice was not mocking, nor angry. Instead, he held the tone of a man who was idly curious about the thoughts of another. “You shall watch as Vosh drains away the soul of each of your loyal retainers. You are Vosh’s creature, whether you know it or not.”

Vosh stepped now to catch the nearest armsman, who had climbed the stacked furniture toward an archer’s loop high up the wall. The Lich caught him by the ankle and plucked him from the wall. Screaming, the man knew the agony of having his living essence ripped from his body. He thrashed like a fish upon a fisherman’s deck. Blood and spittle flew from his lips in a spray.

“Release me,” gargled the Duke.

“First, you must release me from my pledge,” Therian said, leaning close, “I can end your servitude to this network of bones. Or do you wish to burn here until you are only a head with rolling eyes and a slack mouth?”

“I will stop the lich,” Strad said, “as I have no soul for him to drain.”

“I admire your will, but you have no strength. I can only release you from this wretched existence. You are not truly the master of your own house. You are an embarrassment to your bloodline, man. Have you no pride?”

The Duke rolled his eyes up to meet Therian’s. “I ask for an honorable ending. I must defend my house. Allow me this, Hyborean.”

Gruum had come near to his master now, calculating that Therian might be his only hope of survival. He held Seeker and Succor still with is left hand, while his right brandished his saber.

“Milord, we must do something!” Gruum said.

Therian held up his hand. Gruum was surprised to see his master looked—troubled. That was a strange emotion to see upon his ever-certain face. Gruum was barely able to identify the expression.

Therian suddenly stood up and lifted his black boot from the Duke’s neck. He offered the other a hand and dragged him out of the fire. 

A wave of stench washed up Gruum’s nostrils. The Duke’s legs were charred black. Much of his clothing had burnt away.

“Give him your dagger, Gruum,” Therian ordered.

“Milord?” Gruum asked, but at a single, blood-red glance, he nodded quickly and handed it over. 

The Duke took it and shuffled forward, his body smoking. That horse-toothed grin which Gruum had seen before returned. He crossed the room toward Vosh.

“Release me from our pledge,” Therian called to him, “that I may avenge you should you fail.”

The Duke lifted one smoking glove. “I release you!” he said, then he began a shambling charge.

“My weapons, Gruum,” Therian said.

Gruum handed them over. Therian strapped them on and drew his twin blades.

The Duke reached Vosh and grappled with him. It was a strange thing to witness. Half-burned, but still vital, Strad fell upon the lich. He stabbed deeply into the vermilion robes again and again, but found no flesh there to pierce. The robe tore in places and the ribcage, yellowed with age, was revealed.

A strange sound erupted that made all there save Therian wince. Gruum knew the sound, he had heard it a year ago. The lich was laughing. 

Vosh had dined on no less than three souls now. His muscles had withered away centuries before, but he had power in his bones again. He backhanded the Duke and sent him flopping and sliding away. The Duke crawled to his feet, but Vosh stepped to him and grabbed one of the great oak tables. With a crashing sound, he flipped the table over and slammed it down upon the Strad’s shivering form.

Gruum watched, amazed, as the table continued to heave and shudder. The Duke kept struggling to rise, but could not. His body was too badly broken, the table too fantastically heavy. Gruum had a vision then, a scene to be played out perhaps a century hence, when a lost woodsman might rediscover this place. Would the woodsman find the Duke—by then nothing but bones—still pinned beneath the table and squirming?

While Vosh dealt with Strad, a strange thing had overcome a group of men. They no longer ran from the lich, nor tore at the closed doors until their fingers were nailless and bleeding. They had drawn their weapons and advanced. 

“Brave men,” Gruum said, watching. 

“It is not bravery that fills them,” Therian said. 

“What then?”

“Madness.”

Gruum squinted and he saw then the blackness in their eyes. The armsmen were full of the oily shadow he had released upon the flagstones.

It was madness to approach the lich. But it was madness to approach Therian as well. Therian thrust Seeker into the back of a huntsman who stood too close. The other had time to crane his neck around and witness the cold face of his slayer. Therian spoke words then, words of Dragon Speech. He consigned the man to sleep with Anduin this eve.

Gruum dared to grab his master’s shoulder. Therian whirled upon him, snarling. Gruum did not drop his hand.

“Milord, what are you doing?”

The light of a fresh soul’s strength shone in Therian’s eyes. Gruum thought it was no less terrible to see than the strange madness that had overtaken those who now traded blows with Vosh.

“Unhand me if you value your life,” Therian growled. “I have been released from my pledge. I may harm any in this house now.”

“But why, milord?” Gruum asked, pointing down toward the cooling corpse on the floor.

“Did you think I could defeat both Duke Strad and Vosh without supping upon the strength of another? Upon many others?”

Horror overcame Gruum’s face. “All of them?”

Therian shoved him away and strode toward a surviving group of terrified armsmen and servants. A washerwoman, a butler and two armsmen who clenched broadswords in white fists stared at him.

“Know, retainers of Duke Strad, that you have knowingly and willingly served the dead,” Therian said loudly. His words rang in the ears of everyone present, drowning out the screams of the panicked. His voice was like that of doom itself. “I have borne witness to your willing participation in events here. Such wickedness can never be forgiven. No quarter shall be given this day.”
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What followed was a most gruesome slaughter. Vosh consigned each soul he captured to the Red Dragon Yserth, while Therian sacrificed in the name of Anduin the Black. It was a race between the two to see who could harvest souls faster. Vosh had a head start, but was hampered now by the fact that his victims were no longer compliant and weak. They fought him with the black madness in their eyes. They strove with Vosh, despite his growing strength and power. They slashed and beat at the bones that hugged them. They grinned as they died, even as their souls were ripped from the shriveled husks of their bodies. 

Therian’s victims fled, but he was a wolf among trapped fowl. He killed each with greater speed than the last. He leapt from place to place, traveling half the Great Hall’s width in a stride. He fell upon them, and whether they fought him or not, their throats ran crimson, their bellies opened, and their guts slid out upon the floor. Some met their fate upon their knees, pleading. Others went down fighting and growling like animals. 

Within a few minutes, none survived save Therian, Vosh and Gruum. The only other source of activity was Duke Strad, who still heaved and strained stoically beneath the massive oak table. 

“So,” said Vosh. “We meet again, King of my homeland.”

Vosh had gorged himself upon most of the retainers in the room, and his gluttony had swollen the lich’s form. His skull brushed the hanging candles in the Great Hall. Every bone had thickened and swollen. The vermillion robe he traditionally wore had become nothing more than a tattered cape that fluttered over the curving ribs, each of which was now as thick as the haft of an axe. 

“You speak truth, Vosh,” Therian said. “I am your King. As is my right, I would offer you peace.”

Vosh looked about and discovered there were no more souls to harvest. He took a step toward them, then another. After three great strides, he stood in the center of the chamber.

Gruum looked on fearfully. As terrifying as Vosh was, Therian was nearly as fearsome. Such was the strangeness of his master’s voice—such was its potency, that Gruum did not dare to gaze upon the Hyborean’s countenance.

Vosh’s great jawbone sagged open. The lich’s rang in their minds. “You fear! You see me in my bloated state, full of fresh, wriggling souls and you fear Vosh!”

Gruum wondered at the change the lich had undergone. His manner was very different. Rather than being calm and philosophical, he had become bestial in speech and attitude. Gruum recalled the lich had likened the consumption of souls to that of drinking wine. Perhaps he had become drunk with the souls he had consumed. 

Therian shook his head. “Sadly, I see you do not understand. What I offer you is the everlasting peace of the grave. I will aid you on your journey. You shall pass on as you should have so long ago.”

“You are a cockroach,” Vosh said, taking two more strides forward. Therian stood his ground. His twin swords gleamed.

Therian turned to Gruum. He pointed. “Stand just there and await the outcome of this fight.”

Gruum’s eyes widened. “But, milord…”

“Have faith, man.”

“Yes milord.”

Gruum walked toward the spot Therian had directed, his feet leaden with fear. 

Vosh’s huge skull swiveled to follow Gruum as he passed by. “I marvel to gaze upon a man so low he services a cockroach,” he said.

Gruum sneered up at the monster, although he feared Vosh. He expected the lich to reach down and pluck his limbs from his torso, but Vosh let him pass. Gruum stood upon the flagstones. Next to him, he knew, lay the pouch he had tossed. The contents had gone missing, but surely the thing would come back to rest in its pouch, as it had done before. He did not watch for the sliding pool of shadow upon the floor. He did not want to see it stalking him, for if he did, he knew his bravery would fail him and he would run from it.

Vosh struck the first blow. His great fist, now bigger than a man’s head, came down from the smoky ceiling and crashed onto stone. Therian had stepped aside. Masonry cracked and fired splinters in all directions, such was the force of the lich’s strike. 

Seeker flashed out to cut into the bones of the great forearm. With a sound like that of a woodsman’s axe chunking into a sapling, the sword bit into bone, but did not sever it.

Vosh’s other hand swept by and caught Therian a backhanded blow. The King went flying, but sprang back up, unharmed. He stalked forward, his blades ringing as they slashed and thrust.

Gruum could stand it no longer. He looked for the stalking shadow. The pouch was there, but—it was fatter than before. As his eyes stared, incapable of blinking or shifting away, he saw the pouch rise and fall, shifting about as if something within settled itself into a comfortable place.

Gruum reached down slowly, offering the shadow the flesh of his hand. He knew if the madness took him he would be able to fight Vosh, but he could not hope to be more than a distraction. He wondered a thousand things in his mind at once as his hand went nearer the pouch’s mouth. Would he see the steppes again? Would he know the love of a warm woman? Would it hurt when the thing in the pouch suborned his mind?

A crashing sound made him turn his head. One of the great oak tables had been smashed down, broken in two by Vosh’s elephantine fist of bone. A score of wooden shards fired around the room like arrow shafts.

Gruum ducked, and looked back down upon the pouch. The shadow had indeed crept forth. Just an inch. It sought his flesh, he felt certain. It had sensed his warmth and slid out a finger-thick tendril of itself into the open again. The surface was oily—so deep a shade of black as to be slightly reflective.

Gruum recoiled, snatching his hand back. He wiped his fingers again and again on his tunic. The thing in the pouch had never touched him, but his hand felt as if it were soiled. He realized he could not force himself to reach out to the creature any more than he could force himself to plunge his fingers into a viper’s mouth. 

Something made a scraping, screeching sound behind him, then stilled again. It was the Duke, he knew, still squirming relentlessly beneath his oaken table. The sound filled Gruum with a thought. He acted upon it without further contemplation. He snatched up the pouch and flung it beneath the heaving oak table. He flung it right into the Duke’s straining face. 

“Bastard!” grunted the Duke, rolling his dead eyes to see him.

Gruum took no notice. He found one of the guardsmen who lay like an empty sack of soft leather upon the floor. He took up a pike from the flopping fingers and ran back to the Duke. Plunging the butt of the pike under the table, he began to lever it up, heaving and straining as greatly as he could.

Therian dodged beneath Vosh now, slashing futilely at the knees. A dozen scores showed upon the other’s thick bones. But try as he might it seemed the bones were as hard as stone and would not break. The lich, for its part, lunged and clacked its hands together, unable to catch the lighting-quick sorcerer.

Gruum roared and heaved with greater energy. Duke Strad, sensing his purpose, went into a frenzy of scrambling activity. The odor of Strad’s burnt flesh, clothing and bone filled Gruum’s nostrils with a sickening stench. 

Something touched Gruum’s foot then. Something hot, that burned like the venom of an insect bite. The burning sensation ran up his leg and touched his mind. 

After a moment of cold realization, Gruum went mad.
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Gruum’s mind was not his own. Within it, another dwelt, one that gibbered with insanity. His body was controlled by a malevolence the likes of which he had never known. Gruum and Duke Strad, their limbs powered by madness, rolled away the oak table together. Strad lurched to his knees, but no further, as the table still pinioned one foot. 

Gruum—or what had been Gruum, grinned and reversed the poleaxe in his hand. He chopped away the Duke’s limb with three hard strokes. Strad was able to get to his feet then and begin a lumbering charge. He limped badly due to the missing foot.

Gruum followed him and when the Duke grappled with the back of Vosh’s legs, Gruum hacked at the Duke’s back, grinning all the while. He chopped and slashed and thrust with gleeful abandon. He sang at the top of his lungs while he worked, but never afterward could recall a single word of the song.

The Duke paid him no heed. His fingers—dead, unfeeling and driven with the strength of insanity, clung to Vosh’s tall legs. 

Therian took full advantage of the lich’s imbalance. He managed to drive the towering skeleton to one knee, then prone. 

Vosh drove his elbow back into the Duke’s head, crushing in one side. The cooked contents of Strad’s skull oozed out upon the stones. The Duke did not release his grip, however. His one remaining eyeball rolled in its socket and the last of his blackened teeth stayed clenched. 

Gruum likewise did not give up on his mission. He scraped the last tatters of flesh from the Duke’s scapula.

Taking up Seeker with both hands, Therian spoke painful words. He struck again and again. Soon, one of the huge bone fists had been hacked off. The second grabbed him, but he hacked that one away as well.

“You have damaged me!” Vosh said. 

“I will chop you to pieces,” Therian replied, smiling broadly.

“I cannot be slain.”

“I will separate every bone in your form,” Therian said. He set to work on the left elbow, ignoring the thumping it gave him. Mammoth bones cracked and split.

Gruum, for his part, slashed at the Duke’s exposed back, still ignoring Vosh and Therian. He set about cracking the vertebrae one at a time like walnuts.

“My bones will grow back together,” Vosh said, “after you have died of old age.”

“I will place them each in a different dimension,” Therian replied. “Time will stop and the Dragons will fight their final battle ere you are whole again.”

 “Stop! I would offer you an arrangement.”

“Why wait another year and another day to finish matters between us? You serve Yserth, I serve Anduin. Never can there be peace between us.”

“I know that which you seek. I know where it lies.”

Therian hesitated. “You dare speak of my Queen? Have a care, for you are in my power now.”

“Stop your depredations, and I will give her to you—and the child.”

Therian placed his boot upon the great neck of linked bone. He leaned close to what had been a face seven hundred years before.

“Speak, and your torment will end.”

Vosh told Therian where his bride had lain for many long months.



#



When Gruum was brought back to his senses, he found himself in the gray light of day. They were still within the walls of the hunting lodge, but behind the Great Hall. They were in a quiet spot circled with highborn graves. Gruum climbed to his feet.

“How is it I still live, milord?” he asked. His voice was scratchy, as if he had spent the night screaming. Perhaps, he thought, he had done just that.

“There are few enchantments two sorcerers can’t break when they wish to.”

“Vosh helped you?”

“Not willingly, but yes. He has moved on from this place now.”

“Where are we?”

“At my wife’s crypt.”

Gruum looked around, blinking in alarm. He saw only one grave that might qualify as a crypt. It was built of hand-carved stones and crusted with ice. The iron grille that covered the entrance had been torn open. Blackness and a faint odor of decay met them as Gruum followed Therian toward the opening.

“What’s inside, milord?” Gruum asked.

“Steps.”

“And where do they lead?”

“Downward, to a chamber.”

Smelling earth, frost and death, Gruum hesitated on the threshold of the tomb. He thought then to ask if either of them were still mad. “What of the Duke?” he asked instead.

“Strad would not cease to be, so I buried him—in several places.”

Gruum’s eyes traveled the tiny graveyard. There were indeed fresh spots dug down into the frozen ground. He wondered if Strad’s parts still twitched down there, where they had been buried. The idea made his stomach roll uneasily. When he looked back toward Therian, he found the other had vanished into the crypt. 

“Come man,” Therian called. “I need your help. At the very least, its warmer down here.”

Gruum followed Therian downward into the earth. There were indeed steps within. They were very steep, and went winding down in a spiral. The ceiling was so close overhead he had to duck down to pass within.

They found Therian’s Queen on a slab of marble in a chamber beneath the earth. She appeared to be sleeping. She wore a blue dress that had once been velvet and finely made. But now, the hem was soiled and ripped. The neck and bodice were stained with splatterings Gruum suspected might be old blood.

“Is she dead, milord?” Gruum asked.

“Oh yes,” said Therian. “I—I think this is as good a place as any to leave her.”

“I don’t want to leave mother,” said a very small voice behind them.

Gruum startled to hear the words. He whirled, one hand on the hilt of his saber. He tensed, but did not draw. He saw now the source of the words. There was a small child in a nightdress standing in a dark corner of the crypt.

“Who is this then?” Gruum asked.

“This is Nadja, my daughter.”

Gruum tried not to stare, but he failed. “She speaks? She can be no more than—”

“Time runs differently in some places, Gruum,” Therian said. 

“You mean, they’ve been with—”

“I believe so,” Therian said, interrupting.

The little girl looked at them very seriously. “I do not want to leave mother,” she repeated.

“I am your father, Nadja. Your mother must rest here. I will speak no more about it.”

Nadja’s face was expressionless. Gruum was reminded of a glass doll. He noticed, examining her face further, that there were dark stains around her mouth. He almost shuddered, but controlled himself. What had the child supped upon down here in this cold, lightless tomb?

“Nadja,” Therian said as lightly as he was able. “Go upstairs now. I will join you. We will ride a horse together. After that, I will take you for a journey on a ship.”

“A ship?”

“Yes. Now head upstairs.”

The girl looked at them doubtfully. Gruum thought she was perhaps three years old. He could see she liked the idea of a horse ride and a voyage aboard a ship. She ran up the stairs. When she had gone, Therian turned to Gruum.

“Why have you brought me down here, sire?” Gruum asked in a whisper.

“I would ask you to aid me now, loyal Gruum,” said Therian. 

“What would you have me do?”

“Wait until I take Nadja beyond the gates. Go upstairs and find the shaft of a spear. Or perhaps the leg of one of those stools the Duke was so fond of beating me with. Snap it so it splinters. Then bring it here—and do what must be done.”

Gruum stared at his master. Then his eyes crept to the Lady Sloan. She slept there so peacefully. She did not appear to have died, but she must have. He knew she was no longer the young thing full of life that she had once been. She was a monster now, beautiful or not. 

“I will do as you ask, milord,” he heard himself saying.

Therian nodded, clasped his hand briefly, and mounted the steps.

Gruum was left staring at his hand. Never could he recall the King having made such a gesture before. Thinking of that helped get him through the vile task.

Gruum chose the oaken stool, splitting one of the stout legs with his sword. Oak, as he knew, was the strongest and split more easily than other types of hardwood. Making a hard, sharp point from the leg was a simple matter.

At the end, when he drove the point home, she opened her eyes and saw him. 

“Gruum?” she asked. “Why are you here?”

“I don’t truly know,” he whispered to her. “I’m sorry, milady.” Then he struck the stake again, and her eyes closed for good. 

Gruum stepped back, panting. He wiped away a tear with the back of his hand. He eyed the wound where the stake had sunk in deeply. No blood issued there. She was as dry as a tomb inside.

Many long days of travel followed as the three made their way back to Corium. With each passing hour, the early winter grew more bitterly cold. By the time they’d reached Therian’s home isle, the sun was only a distant memory.
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Gruum and Therian returned to Corium with Nadja in the spring. It had been an arduous journey. Gruum reflected that an unfortunate number of people had died to get them back to the silver towers of Therian’s palace—some innocent and some not. They had lost the Innsmouth in Kem, the ship having been confiscated by unfriendly locals. Chased overland northward for a hundred leagues, they’d come to another pirate’s den named Port Thaup. There they were able to secure passage out onto the open sea. After a few deadly detours, they’d managed to reach the island kingdom of Hyborea. The final leg of the trip involved hiking across the ice shelf that now surrounded the island completely in the winter months. Arriving at last at the gates of Corium, Gruum was surprised to see little fanfare. None of the citizenry seemed glad to witness their grim King’s return.

Gruum eyed the wretches that huddled inside the great walls of Corium as they passed through the portal. They were thin, even for Hyboreans. Their pale skins were ice-blue and they looked even colder than they usually did. Snow covered everything and everyone, as ubiquitous as sand coating a desert. Snow had to be shoveled over the walls and melted with unnatural fires every morning just so people could walk the streets unhindered.

“What are you thinking, Gruum?” Nadja asked him. She sat upon their sole surviving pony. Her pale fingers were wrapped into the pony’s blond mane.

Gruum startled. He led the pony by the bridle, and it puffed at him as he turned around to see the girl’s face. Gruum opened his mouth, but did not answer her immediately. He had been staring at the people as they passed through the lower districts, thinking how hopeless they looked. Not even the sight of their long lost King walking by lifted their dismal spirits. Therian walked ahead, talking to his guardsmen of events missed during the last year. The King appeared to be distracted and out of earshot, but Gruum knew better than to tell the girl his true thoughts.

“I’m thinking of the fine, hot dinner we’ll have when we get to the palace,” he told Nadja, giving her a smile. He glanced down at her fingers, as he had a hundred times before on their long journey. The girl’s hands were pink and full of blood, despite the bitter cold. She never wore gloves, saying they irritated her. Gruum had never understood how she kept from freezing. 

“Humph,” Nadja said, “Dinner? I’m not thinking of that at all. I’m thinking of the games father has told me of.”

Gruum forced his smile to freeze on his face. He nodded encouragingly. Nadja was too young, in his opinion, to witness the blood sports the Hyboreans so reveled in. The games turned his stomach at times, especially when he felt sorry for those sentenced to participate for one minor infraction or another. He had to remind himself, not for the first time, that he was not Nadja’s father.

Therian turned and glanced back at Gruum and the girl. His daughter responded by waggling her bare fingers at him. Then she shoved her hands back into the horse’s snow-crusted mane. 

Therian returned to his hushed conversation with the guardsmen. He did not acknowledge his daughter’s wave.
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By nightfall they had reached the palace and Gruum headed down to the lowest levels of the south side. He paid two silver pieces and gratefully sank into his first hot bath in months. The tub itself was a natural one, a large, stone cavity filled with bubbling water. The cavity was almost big enough to swim within. Heated by infusions of sulfurous waters from deep beneath the earth, the baths of southern Corium were famed for their health-replenishing properties. Gruum didn’t know if they would heal his hurts, but the heat certainly felt good. It sank into his bones, which he believed had been permeated by frost all the way down to the marrow. 

Dozing in the pool, Gruum nodded off momentarily. He immediately began to dream.



#



Gruum met Yserth the Red Dragon. The Dragon was greater in size and even more terrifying of aspect than Anduin was, when she took her natural form. Gruum stood upon a flat, muddy strip of land that bubbled with heat. He suspected the heat came from a source not unlike that which warmed Corium’s baths. 

Looking up from the landscape, Gruum stared fixedly at the Dragon. Every red scale it wore was blackened by soot and many scales were large enough to serve a soldier as a kite shield. There were bony ridges around each of its huge orbits. The eyes within were yellow, with vertical slits for pupils. Gruum’s eyes met those of the Dragon, but he did not speak. The monster opened its mouth. 

“You dare return?” Yserth asked. “Where is my promised gift, tiny mote of meat and dust?”

“I—I have none, lord Dragon,” Gruum managed to stammer out.

Yserth’s great claws moved forward, causing a sound like the falling of boulders upon sand. One step, then a second. The Red Dragon now loomed over Gruum, blocking out the ruddy sun that baked this world. 

“How is it you slip in and out my realm so freely, when you are no sorcerer?” Yserth asked him.

Gruum could not answer the huge creature, such was his fright.

“It is not yet time for you to be here, traveler,” Yserth said. “In fact, I have grown weary of your visits. I will come to find you next time.”

The Dragon dipped its great head with the jaws yawning wide. Hot breath swept over Gruum. There was no escape, no way out of the expanse of the mouth, nor of the hot, muddy flatlands. 

Gruum was swallowed alive.
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