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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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Upon returning from Anduin’s domain, Gruum found weeks had past, although it seemed to him he had spent but a single night in the Black Dragon’s strange domain. Therian laid plans to take to the sea at the first opportunity to fulfill the Anduin’s demands. The ice, however, had other designs. It was more than a month before the blue-white floes broke enough to allow ships to leave the harbor. 

Therian prepared carefully. He took pains to disguise their departure, telling his staff he would be away on a diplomatic journey of a discreet nature. By this time, the various stewards and councilors who had survived the first year of his reign gave him no argument. They murmured their approval and shuffled away, backing and bowing until they were out of his sight. Their velvet slippers made only the softest, whispering sounds on the flagstones. No doubt, Gruum thought, they would all be glad to see their grim King leave for as long as possible. 

They opted to depart quietly when the shipping lanes finally reopened for the season, making no fanfare about it. Identifying himself only as a Hyborean noble who sought warmer climes, a common enough theme among passengers leaving Corium, Therian took passage upon a nondescript smuggler’s vessel. They had reasoned that a Hyborean dreadnought, cruising toward southern ports, would surely warn the Queen of their arrival and give her time to flee. Barely forty paces in length, the Innsmouth was a ratty, two-masted brig with a mob of lean-muscled, gap-toothed men for a crew. The ship left the harbor ice behind and sailed away southward, unnoticed by the cheerless people of Corium. 

After visiting several of the nearest southern ports, they had found nothing. When they put silver into dirty palms and asked to be led to fine ladies, they found themselves presented with cackling crones and whores with missing clumps of hair. 

Gruum noted that Therian had spoken no more words to him about the Queen’s escape. He felt relieved, hoping that the issue had been resolved between them, at least for now. He wondered how things might go if they did indeed meet the fair Lady Sloan again.

To curious crewmen, they traveled as a Hyborean lord whose lands had been lost to the glaciers, accompanied by his last faithful man-at-arms. It was a believable enough guise, and none questioned it. After learning more of Therian, the inquiries stopped. Word got around that asking questions of the moody noble was a dangerous pastime.

With each passing week, Therian became more sullen and resolute. He spoke little, and the crew responded by falling quiet in his presence. As they traveled from port to port, Therian became known as a man who was quick to anger. It was said he often dueled with common folk in dimly-lit side streets. These fights would always end in bloodshed and, some whispered, a vile curse. Gruum suspected that Therian picked upon the surliest of the dock scum in the ports they visited that he might draw their strength from them and thus keep up his own. Over time, everyone came to avoid him.

At the least, Gruum reflected, this far south the sun did give a hint of warmth, although it was only a fraction of what it had provided a decade ago. As was his habit of late, Gruum took to the stern deck and sat beside the First Mate, Karn. 

“Hail, Gruum,” said Karn, an easy-going man whom Gruum had come to like. He wore a cap of black felt and pantaloons of ragged silk. He offered Gruum a jack of hot mead, which Gruum took and sipped contentedly.

“Well met,” replied Gruum. “This mead will do the trick to take the chill out of a cold evening.”

The helmsman stood nearby. He was a saturnine man who took his job most seriously, and did not even acknowledge the other two. He worked the creaking wheel, his eyes distant as he watched the stars and the currents with dark, vigilant eyes.

“Good to see you, Gruum. How is your master this evening?” asked Karn.

“Sullen, and in a foul mood.”

Karn nodded, sipping his mead. “Still no hint as to his lady fair?”

Gruum shot the man a glance. Did everyone aboard know of his master’s search for a lost woman? He hesitated, but then decided that secrets weren’t meant to be kept upon a ship at sea. “No, no sign.”

“Ah, lost love has a way of warping a man’s soul.”

Gruum nodded, taking a heavy gulp of mead. It ran hotly down his throat and exploded with warmth in his belly. “Yes, it does indeed.”

None of them spoke for a time. The sea furled at the prow and splashed up the sides of the ship. The sails overhead ruffled and snapped in the chill winds.

“And how is your master this evening?” Gruum asked finally.

Karn gave him a glance, and smiled. “Sullen, and in as foul a mood as yours. I imagine he is abusing the cabin boy again.”

Gruum grunted. Karn’s master, the Captain of the Innsmouth, was indeed a brute.

The deck creaked behind them. It was their only warning.

Gruum ducked as something swished over his head. Karn was not so lucky. A heavy pinion of stout hardwood caught him in the ear and dashed him to the deck.

Gruum rolled and came up with his saber in his hand.

There, drunken and swaying, stood the hulking shape of the Innsmouth’s captain. A very large man, he loomed over them. His huge arms seemed to hang down to his knees. “So, drinking on watch again, Karn?”

Gruum lowered his saber and stepped back uncertainly. This was a matter between the ship’s master and his mate.

The Captain eyed Gruum. “Aye, you’d best be putting that toy away, little man.”

Gruum glowered, but did not raise his saber. He stood beside the helmsman, who quietly watched the scene with inscrutable eyes.

Karn took this moment of distraction to spring up and attack his master. A sliver of steel flashed in his hand. The Captain whirled back to face him, faster than his bulk and his drunken state should have allowed. Karn slashed open the Captain’s arm, but the pinion rose and came down again, dashing Karn to the deck a second time.

Karn sprang back up and circled the bigger man, a dagger plainly in his hand. He favored his left side, which no doubt now carried a set of broken ribs. 

“You’ll take your thrashing and like it,” breathed the Captain. “Put away that tiny blade or it will go the worse for you.”

“I’ve taken my last beating on his ship,” Karn snarled. “You are my master no longer.”

Gruum looked around and realized that many of the crewmen had slipped up from below decks and were watching the fight. He was surprised that none moved to stop it. But then, perhaps they would cheer if Karn slit the huge bastard’s throat.

The Captain lashed out with the pinion again, but this time Karn darted to one side and thrust his dagger into a meaty shoulder. The Captain howled and slammed his fist into the smaller man, sending him reeling back. Again, Karn circled.

Therian appeared at Gruum’s side. “An opportunity,” he said quietly.

Gruum turned to him. Therian looked weak and drawn. Seeker was out, but its twin Succor was still sheathed.

“Milord?” asked Gruum.

“I’m tired of fish and seabirds. Their tiny lives do nothing to warm my bones on this freezing ocean.”

So saying, Therian approached the two sparring men.

They paid him no attention, until he stepped close and without ceremony thrust Seeker’s tip into Karn’s side. The man howled and twisted upon the sword.

Everyone staggered back, stunned. Therian eyed them, his teeth tightly clenched. “He took up a weapon against his rightful Captain,” he cried aloud, addressing the surprised crew. “On any ship, the Captain is as a lord over the crewmen. Karn’s life was thus forfeit by the law of the sea.”

Then Therian began to speak the words of the Dragons, and all there cried and clutched at their ears, save the Captain and Gruum, who merely winced. Upon the starlit deck, eldritch lights of yellow and green chased one another along the length of Seeker’s blade, which was still planted firmly in Karn’s ribs.

“I beseech thee, milord,” shouted Gruum. “Damn him not!”

“Aye! Aye!” cried the crewmen.

“Have mercy, sorcerer!” 

The helmsman spoke for the first time. “He does not deserve an eternity with the Dragons for defending himself.”

Therian gritted his teeth while the lights did play upon his blade. The spell was unfinished. He turned his wolfish gaze upon the Captain. “How say you, master of this vessel? Is he at fault or were you?” he hissed out.

The Captain blinked and his mouth sagged as he faced of the horrors of sorcery. “He does not deserve to sleep with the Dragons. I gave him cause for his mutiny.”

“Very well,” Therian snarled. He ripped the sword from Karn’s ribs and allowed the corpse to sag down upon the deck. The lights upon the blade dimmed. In moments the twisting sparks turned to silvery gossamer and floated away toward the stars. The spell had been broken.

The terrified crewmen crawled upon the rigging and tried to cower into the very deck of the ship in their fear, but upon a small vessel at night in a frozen ocean, there was nowhere to hide. With terror and fascination, they watched the sorcerer. Even as they stared, they desperately strove to avoid his attention.
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“I’ve had my fill of your evil stench, Hyborean witch,” said the Captain, his face twisting into a scowl. “You should not have interfered. Time to put you off my ship.”

“Agreed,” responded Therian. “I’ve breathed enough of your stench as well. Put in to the nearest port and that will be the end of my passage.”

The Captain’s scowl twisted slowly into a dark grin. He rumbled with what could only be laughter, and Gruum realized that he had never heard him laugh before until that instant. “No, worm-skinned freak. I’m putting you off right here,” he said, indicating with his bloody pinion the black, icy sea that slid beneath the ship. As Gruum watched, he took it up with a new, purposeful grip.

Therian approached the Captain. He took one step, then two. His eyes narrowed. He stared coldly, and then nodded. “Do you maintain that Karn was an innocent man and should not have died?”

“He was mistreated, yes.”

“Then by your own admission, Shipmaster, I have slain an innocent man and the fault is yours. I demand satisfaction.”

The Captain gaped like a dying fish. “This is no duel, fool!” he roared. He waved to his men. “Cast him over the rail, and that land-loving nomad with him!”

The crew shuffled, uncertain. Gruum tensed, but no one made the first move to follow the order. 

Seeker rose up as if it had a life of its own and the tip paused before the Captain’s nose. Succor, in turn, slid quietly out of its sheathe, as a snake might flow from a rat’s burrow. The Captain shook himself awake. His eyes narrowed. He reached out a hand to his crew.

“Very well then, a duel it is. A blade, my men!”

For a moment, no one moved. Gruum looked down upon his own saber, and felt an urge to give it to the man, but with a spike of shame in his heart, he did nothing.

Then the helmsman stepped forward and pressed the hilt of a heavy cutlass with a sharkskin grip into his master’s hand.

The Captain nodded his thanks. He turned back to Therian, cutlass held high.

“I’ve never liked you, nor any of your arrogant people. I’d rather feed your corpse to the leviathans than spend your gold.”

They both slashed at one another. The cutlass and Succor clashed together, sparks flying in the night. More strokes were quickly exchanged, each was parried. It quickly became evident that Therian was much faster, and more skilled, but he lacked the strength to face the Captain.

After several passages of arms, the Captain played a foul trick. He grabbed the cabin boy by the tunic. He was a blond lad with teeth that were very white, but which had been planted at random angles in his mouth. The Captain propelled the boy toward Therian then rushed in behind him.

Therian’s blade clipped the boy’s ear, and the arm that held Succor was entangled by the boy’s flailing limbs. The Captain was too close for a clean stroke, but managed to bring his cutlass’s pommel crashing down on Therian’s shoulder. Gruum sucked in his breath, wondering if his master’s collar bone might have snapped. The cabin boy crawled away on all fours, keening.

One of Therian’s knees touched the deck and it was all he could do to deflect the larger man’s blade. He was yet uncut, but spent. The Captain roared and chopped at the smaller man, and each blow parried by the curves of Succor slid away and caused splinters to fly from the deck. 

Gruum reached into his shirt and slid out a throwing knife.

A hand appeared upon his wrist. He looked up into the helmsman’s eyes. The quiet man shook his head. Gruum felt hot shame and secreted the knife back into its sheathe. If these men could watch their shipmaster duel without interfering, then he would have to do the same.

Therian managed to climb to his feet again, using the helm to support his weight. He stood over the corpse of Karn, which Gruum thought he saw twitch. He wondered with disgust if somehow, the man might yet be alive.

Therian lifted Seeker and watched his opponent’s final charge. His mouth opened, and alien words tumbled forth.

Gruum knew enough to turn away.

For a brief moment, the blade of Seeker burned with a cold white fire that was brighter than the sun. It dazzled everyone who looked at it.

“Sorcery!” cried the Captain, clawing at his eyes with his free hand. With the other, he lay about him with his blade, still advancing. Dropping to his knees again, Therian ducked low and thrust up into the man’s vitals. 

Like a heavy beast of the plains, the Captain sagged down to the deck beside his mate. Therian spoke dark words, consigning the soul to the Dragons, and this time none of the crewmen cried for mercy.

Surging with strength, Therian sprang up upon the forecastle. He addressed the cowering crewmen, whose eyes slid about in desperation.

“Know thee, crew of this vessel, that I acted justly,” said Therian. “The mate served his own death warrant by taking up arms against his shipmaster. And who among you has not dreamt of slaying the Captain in a duel? He insisted upon throwing me to an icy death in the sea, after I paid him good silver for passage. His blood was long overdue upon the deck of this ship.”

For a moment the crew was silent. They shuffled about and their eyes roved the scene in shock.

Therian was annoyed with their lack of enthusiasm. “Who among you loved him so greatly as to imperil your mortal soul for his beloved memory?”

The helmsman stepped forward finally. “None of us do, milord,” he said. He turned to the crewmen. “The sorcerer speaks plainly. Although his deeds were foully done, they were just.”

Therian pointed Seeker at the helmsman. “And now I declare you the new Master of this vessel—if her crew will have you.”

With nods and muttering, the crew assented.

“Tell me your name, man,” said Therian.

“I am Bolo.”

Therian appraised him. “I do not want the Innsmouth. She is yours. I ask only for passage aboard her.”

Bolo gave Therian a nod. Then he retrieved his cutlass from the Captain’s dead fingers. He wiped blood from the sharkskin grip. He straightened and faced the crew. “Prepare the bodies for burial. Weight them well,” he said, giving his first order as the new Captain. 

With little relish, the men took up the task. It took three of them to lift their former captain’s body. They took Karn as well, and worked in the hold to wrap them in tattered sailcoth.

Bolo took Therian aside. “May I ask a favor, milord?”

“Speak.”

“When next we sail this vessel into port, I beg thee to leave her, and never again stain her decks with blood.”

Therian stiffened. Gruum eyed the two, wondering if the man had forfeited his soul as well. But Therian said nothing. He merely nodded.

Gruum sighed as the muttering crew began to break up. Perhaps he could now get back to his hot mead, though his previous host was dead. He found his drink, and tasted it. He discovered it had grown cold, like the blood of Karn who had given it to him. He cast it over the side in disgust. 

Soon after, a scream sounded from below decks. A sailor came running out upon the main deck. A figure lumbered after him. Gruum recognized the shape that chased the man. He recognized the black felt cap that it wore and the silvery blade in its hand. Strips of canvas trailed from his limbs.

“Karn!” cried Gruum, rushing down onto the main deck. “I had thought you dead.”

The figure turned to face him. Gruum’s heart froze. Karn’s dead eyes gazed at him. Slack, dead lips pulled up into a familiar grin of recognition. Even as it grinned at him, the thing approached with ill intent.

“Stand back,” cried Therian, coming forward with his blades upraised. Other crewmen approached with boathooks and bared daggers.

“Don’t you know enough to stay dead, Karn?” Gruum asked his old friend, saddened at what must be done. He drew his saber and muttered an oath from the Steppes.

Dead, slitted eyes moved over the scene. Karn shuffled to the railing and halted to look back at Gruum. The leathery lips worked, but no words were issued.

Therian lunged to thrust Seeker into him yet again, but Karn toppled over the side of his own volition and disappeared into the cold, black sea.

The body did not resurface. Gruum grabbed Therian’s shoulder as they both stared down into the inky depths. 

“How is this possible?

“I halted the cantrip. His soul was ripped from its natural path, but given no new destination.”

“So—Karn is a shade?” 

“Something much worse than a spirit, I fear,” answered Therian. “It is a dead thing that yet harbors a mind and a shred of soul.”

“Like Vosh?”

“Do not speak that name.”

Gruum nodded. “Well, at least the crewmen are too scared to abandon the ship now.”

Therian nodded in turn. “I shall frighten them further, lest they think to slaughter us in our bunks.”

So saying, Therian set out upon the deck six indigo candles. He drew a pattern upon the oaken planks and worked a spell within the pattern. Sailors backed away and scattered. Therian continued his work. 

Soon, Bolo appeared at his side. “May I suggest that my crew has seen enough sorcery for one night, milord?”

“Suggest as you will, Captain. You have told me you will land me in but one more port. Rest assured, the wind spirits I summon now will make sure it is the correct one.”

The crewmen watched in fascination and terror as Therian summoned more sorcery right before their eyes. One man fell upon his sword when the glimmering spirits came to hover over the ship. Another jumped from the stern, only to cry out moments later and beg to be hauled back aboard. None moved to save him, fearing what they might pull up with him. He wept, claiming that something grasped at his legs, but still none moved to save him. In time, his cries were lost in the dark seas of the ship’s wake.

Gruum knelt beside Therian in concern. “What of the boon the wind spirits will claim? Will it not be too great?”

“The Captain’s soul was strong. I can now pay the price for their help.”

Gruum lingered beside his master, frowning.

“Speak, if you must,” Therian said to him at last. “You are distracting me.”

“Milord, I’m wondering about our… our mission.”

Therian sprinkled dark wax and added tiny motes that sparkled, reflecting the fluttering candlelight in silvery flashes. Gruum imagined that the motes might be fish scales.

“I’m moving us closer to our goals even as you interrupt,” said Therian. He moved with speed and precision, clearly the soul he had consumed had given him rare strength and purpose.

“No, I don’t mean our mission to find your Queen, I mean our original mission.”

Therian glanced at him briefly, a flick of the eyes. “You wonder what all this has to do with rekindling the sun?”

“Yes, milord,” sighed Gruum. “That’s it exactly. Not that finding the Queen isn’t a noble goal. I just wanted to know that the other isn’t….”

“Forgotten?” finished Therian for him. 

Gruum nodded.

Therian shook his head, as if amused. “The goals are one and the same. They are as intertwined as lovers on Midsummer’s Eve. Everything I do, I assure you, is focused upon nothing else. You might not see the connection yet, but I assure you there is one, and finding my Queen and my heir is absolutely necessary for my plans to succeed. If it were not so, I would not have spent a single hour in pursuit of her.”

“Your heir, milord?”

Again, that wintry smile played over Therian’s lips. “Did you not know? When you released her, she was already with child.”

Gruum’s mouth opened, but then snapped shut. He nodded and stood up. He had many questions, but thought the better of asking them. He sensed that he might not like the answers. 

But then Therian spoke again, and Gruum was forced to hear more in any case. “Gruum,” said Therian, his voice deep now—bass. The spell had begun to take hold. “You should understand. We are upon a path, a very long path. The path leads to great power. One man does not turn a forest into a farm in a single afternoon. Many steps and seasons are involved. In a like fashion, we are in the early stages of our quest. We are only at the point of clearing the land of trees and rocks. We have not yet planted seeds, nor even plowed furrows.”

“You speak of a path. What path?” asked Gruum.

“The path to power. Great power. Sorcerous power great enough to change the heavens, to alter the course of the sun as it crosses the sky. That kind of power cannot be won in a day. It may well take a lifetime.”

Therian sat upon the deck, weaving his spell, which now consisted of circling the main mast with splatterings of mixed wax. Therian had added a new substance as well, which Gruum suspected might be blood. 

Gruum hoped he would not spend the rest of his life on this mission, although right now such a thing seemed very possible. He continued to watch his master work the spell. Briefly, he mused that some magic was rather like baiting and trapping beasts. The sorcerer worked like a poacher, luring distant creatures with sounds and scents that appealed distinctly to those you wished to capture. In this case, fish scales and blood attracted wind spirits. 

He shook his head to rid himself of such thoughts. He did not want to taint his mind with even the faintest knowledge of the dark arts. He found himself wishing he had not tossed his mead over the side after all. He went in search of a fresh mug to dull his senses.

After a time, the spell was complete. Soon thereafter, glimmering spirits enveloped Therian and he vanished from sight. Gruum could hear the howling of the summoned winds.

The sails snapped and pulled with unnatural force. The ship heaved around to starboard, and set a course not laid by human hands. The course was commanded by the sorcerous winds, and no rudder could alter it.

Barely audible beneath the roaring wind, Gruum could make out Therian’s faint screams. Gruum shuddered, knowing his master was paying whatever price the wind spirits demanded for their unearthly service.
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For four days and four nights the wind spirits drove them with speed that all but broke the mast. The crew became increasingly restless. They muttered openly of murder and stared at Gruum with furrowed brows. Therian, the moodiest passenger, seemed unconcerned with their discontent. Rarely did the crew dare meet eyes with the sorcerer, and Gruum knew Therian preferred it that way. 

As they sailed quickly southward, moving with unnatural haste, the air grew thicker and hotter until it felt like the velvet-gloved fist of a lady giant. The humidity softly wrapped Gruum in an inescapable grip. Never in his life could he recall feeling such heat outdoors. He found the sensation odd, but not altogether unpleasant. He was from the wild, wind-swept Steppes. Cold and heat he knew, but not this clinging air that draped him like a blanket. On the Steppes, when he had huddled near a roaring fire, the heat that stung his skin had been dry and less penetrating. 

“I’ve been watching the others,” Therian said, appearing at Gruum’s side. Knowing the step of his master, Gruum had not startled at his approach.

“Yes, milord?”

“None of them seem discomfited by this wet heat. In fact, they seem to relish the sensation. They are smiling more, and they remove their helms. Watch—often they will close their eyes and turn their faces up to the sun.”

“The sun itself is no longer a pale, ghostly disk in the skies above,” said Gruum. “Does it not bring you good cheer as well?”

“Cheer? I do not want to freeze, but this is too much. It is a hot malevolent eye that glares down with the intensity of an angry god.”

Gruum had no answer to this. The air was cloying, but not overly-so. He suspected that his King’s pale blue skin was overly-sensitive. Together, they watched the crew further. When the crewmen noticed the scrutiny, they quickly darted their eyes from Therian’s smoldering gaze in fear. This didn’t seem to perturb Therian. 

“These men are like stray dogs,” said Therian, as if reading Gruum’s thoughts. “If they didn’t deeply fear me they would come for us in the night with bared, dirty blades. Look how they remove their helms, something unthinkable for a Hyborean when outdoors. Some even loosened the straps of their ragtag doublets and spread open their tunics at the chest.”

“It relieves the heat, milord.”

“It also serves to reveal the disgusting froth of spindly hairs most of them conceal beneath their filthy clothing. I can only surmise that this heat is stimulating the furry growth.”

“Don’t the men of Hyborea bear hair upon their bodies?” asked Gruum, honestly curious. He’d never seen much naked skin among the people of Corium. It had always been too cold.

Therian made a dismissive gesture. “Sometimes, it occurs amongst the low-born—or those who’ve crossbred with beings such as these.”

Gruum blinked at him. He wondered if his master truly considered himself human at all. Perhaps, he thought after a moment, Therian had a point. The Hyborean people were a different race, if not a different creature altogether. He thought to himself that Therian’s Queen, the Lady Sloan, had clearly been ‘crossbred’. Her skin had a healthy glow to it that attracted everyone to her. Her allure had certainly entranced Therian, for all his scoffing about barbarians. 

“What of Lady Sloan?” Gruum asked.

Therian looked at him in surprise. Gruum tried to appear nonchalant, but he felt his face redden. He’d again brought up a sore topic, one he’d sworn to avoid.

Therian looked away again and nodded, conceding his point. “You are correct. Her skin tones show as much pink as blue. And she has attracted me like no other. I suppose I only dislike the looks of barbarian males. I find their females strangely acceptable.”

They smiled at each other. Therian enjoyed his joke while Gruum felt relief at his master’s good humor. 

“What I can’t abide is the sharp increase of floating stench that follows this ship now in a roiling cloud. Can the heat possibly be making these barbarians even more offensive?” asked Therian wrinkling his fine, aquiline nose. “I had not thought it possible.”

“I believe you are correct in that assumption, sire,” said Gruum.

As the heat wore on into the fifth day, Therian finally relented and removed his own helm and opened his own tunic. Gruum watched the reaction from the crew with interest. Seeing him thusly revealed for the first time, the men’s response was one of startlement. His exposed chest was as hairless, smooth and pale as his face. This no doubt seemed perfectly natural to Therian, but gained him many new, furtive glances from the bemused crew. Indeed, his flesh was a great deal more pale than their own ruddy, craggy, randomly-haired heads. The King’s jet black hair flowed over skin that was a very pale blue intermixed with very light pink. No beads of sweat stood upon his forehead.

“Do you not sweat at all, milord?” asked Gruum after watching his master for a full day in the sun. 

“I’m not sure my body is capable of producing such a vile substance.”

“Are we only so many red, dripping beasts to you?”

 Therian’s answer smile was slight, thin-lipped and wintry. “Only in odor. I will take my meals from now on at the stern deck while you man the helm.”

The cabin boy was one of the few crew members that didn’t seem to dislike them. He often brought salted meats, fresh fish and warm-clime fruits without being asked. Gruum found the fruits, when sliced and peeled, to be quite palatable. They had a vague sweetness, a rubbery texture, and a slightly unpleasant aftertaste that grew upon the tongue over a period of time. An acquired taste, he supposed, which he was surprised to realize he was acquiring.

Gruum knew there was another, much more important reason why they took their meals upon the stern deck. With each day that passed Therian weakened. Simply remaining upright would become difficult for him, in time. 

Inevitably, as each day faded into night, Therian’s false strength ebbed away. Gruum often found his master eyeing the crew in a predatory manner. Would they make it to their next port before the Dragons must be fed again?

Upon the sixth night, in the dark, Gruum found his lord half-slumped over the rail, one hand clutching the pommel of Succor. 

“Are you well, milord?” asked Gruum quietly.

“You know I’m not. This blade—and its twin—they beg me to wield them.”

“Are they ensorcelled?”

“Nay. They speak only in my mind. They speak because I give them leave to. In truth, it is not the swords that speak, but my hunger for new strength. Perhaps it is the voices of the Dragons I hear. They beg me every night to allow my swords to drink the blood of just one more foul soul. But I will not release the blades. I have done so too often. The crew is close to mutiny.”

“I suspect you are right about that, sire.”

“I must hold on until we reach the farthest southern ports. There they can put me off and there I can sate myself upon some deserving ogre of a man. One more day. The seventh day. We shall reach the last port soon.”

Gruum nodded, but he suspected Therian had even darker reasons for holding back. He suspected that once released in his famished state, Therian may well massacre the entire crew. He eyed his master and chewed his lips until they oozed blood. Only he had any real inkling of the battle that his master must win each night to keep them all alive. 

Gruum looked up at the sails then, which still snapped in the unnaturally strong winds. If one watched closely, the glimmer of a wind spirit could be seen. The spirits would blink down at the crewmen when stared at. They could only be seen at night, and for the most part the only thing a man could see was their eyes, which were long slits of glimmering magenta.
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Two hours after midnight, long before the dawn of the seventh day, Gruum’s eyes snapped open. At first, he was not sure what had awakened him. Then he heard it again. A creaking, scraping sound. The sound of a boot being dragged slowly over the splintered deck boards. 

His hand slid immediately to the pommel of his knife. Hard fingers closed in a claw-like grip over his wrist.

“Milord!” he managed to get out, but then they fell upon him, and he could not make a further utterance. He suspected his throat was about to be slit. He struggled with an animal strength while blows fell upon his body and oaths and grunts of displeasure were muttered by men who received his kicks and blindly thrusting elbows.

“Where is the other?” asked a rough voice. 

“He’s not here.”

“Find him, fool,” said the rough voice. Gruum now recognized the voice. It was Bolo, and he had betrayed them. The man Bolo had spoken to thumped away.

Gruum bit down on a filthy set of salt-crusted fingers. The man’s hand leapt away from his face with a curse. Gruum spoke quickly while he was able. “Bolo, I beseech thee for all our sakes, do not provoke the sorcerer.”

In the dark, a chuckle met Gruum’s words. “Let him speak, but hold him,” said the new Captain. “Your master is as weak as a bilge rat. We will not give him time to speak foul spells when we catch him.”

“One more day, Captain,” said Gruum earnestly. “One more day, and we will be off your ship. Let us go and save your crew.”

The other hesitated. The crewmen who held Gruum didn’t slacken their grip, but he felt in their silence a hint of uncertainty. None of them wished to slumber with the Dragons until the end of time.

“The sails rip further every day with his cursed winds. He is wrecking this ship and damning us all further each hour he is upon it. Even now, I feel the worm-like words you speak wriggling in my mind. You are the sorcerer’s monkey, and no doubt when we cast you over the side, you will return to your natural form.”

After that, Gruum was gagged and he couldn’t get out another word. He struggled, but they were too many and they held every limb fast. 

A blade reflected in the starlight that filtered down through the cracks in the deck above. Gruum watched as the short line of metal came close to his face.

“Let me end it now, Captain,” said the crewman with the knife in Gruum’s face.

“No, we must find the sorcerer first. Perhaps, if needed, we can bargain with this imp’s life.”

Thumping boots returned to the cabin. “Sir, the sorcerer climbs into the rigging. He is up amongst the strange spirits that haunt the ship’s sails!”

“How did he—?” began Bolo.

“It was the cabin boy, sir. I found him helping him, giving the demon a leg up.”

Bolo loosed a stream of curses. “Let’s go up. Bring the imp with us.”

Gruum was marched up into the starlight. He realized, as he was roughly hustled into the open night air, that it was not only starlight that lit the scene. Overhead, like a celestial shower, the wind spirits moved and shimmered. They looked like soap bubbles, perhaps, bubbles that shown with inner light and twisted into alien shapes. Magenta eyes shown brightly, gazing down upon them. What had Therian done? And where was he?

The ship’s sails no longer luffed and snapped with unnatural winds. Instead, the winds seemed to swirl around the ship in a circular fashion, pushing it nowhere and everywhere at once. 

“Devil!” shouted Bolo, holding aloft his cutlass of dark, rusty iron. “Come down and face an honest man’s blade.”

An odd laugh floated down from above them. Gruum thought it might be Therian’s throat that had made the laugh, but he could not be sure. The swirling winds of the spirits that circled the ship masked and warped the sound of it.

“Crossbows,” growled Bolo. “Shoot him down.”

Soon, three men stood on the deck and wound back their winches with grim purpose. Gruum thought them brave indeed to stand in the face of sorcery. Perhaps they’d grown accustomed to it over the last week. Perhaps they believed the wind spirits were frightening but harmless. Gruum himself was not so sure. 

When attention strayed from him, he tried to slide a hand to a dirk he had tucked into his tunic. But the men who still held him tightened their grips. Realizing their mistake, they bound his hands behind his back.

“Captain, I beseech you one more time,” said Gruum urgently. 

Bolo’s eyes turned to him. Gruum saw there, that despite all his outward appearance of firm command, the Captain was afraid. He did not know what steps he should take.

“He’s a King,” Gruum hissed.

“That pale devil?”

“Yes. Imagine the ransom!”

Bolo stared back, more uncertain than ever. But then the crossbows were ready. “He mocks me on my own ship’s deck. He has cursed this vessel and all who sail upon her. His spirits shred the sails further with each day we travel toward the ends of the Earth. I must get him off my ship.”

Bolo waved to the three crewmen with crossbows. They snapped bolts up into the rigging. For a moment, there was no reaction, then a body sailed down out of the night above. It thumped down on the deck, like a slab of meat dropped by a butcher. 

The men gathered around the corpse. A crossbow bolt sprouted from the man’s back.

“I know that headscarf,” said one of them. They rolled the man over, so his face could be seen. The cabin boy held up a lantern. 

“It’s Abaras. We shot Abaras.”

“No,” said Bolo, kneeling and closing the eyes with his fingers. “The corpse is cold. It has been dead, perhaps for hours. Look at the sunken face. The sorcerer has consumed him.”

Bolo straightened again. His face was full of cold fury. Every glittering eye watched him closely. 

“I will not have this devil on my ship for one minute more,” he said. He placed the tip of his cutlass at the cabin boy’s throat. “You helped this monster up into the rigging. You are a traitor, and Abaras’ blood is on your head. You are the sorcerer’s creature.”

The cabin boy’s eyes were impossibly wide. By the light of the flickering lantern he held, and the strange, eldritch light coming from the wind spirits that floated above, everyone watched the tip of Bolo’s sword.

A second resounding thump struck the deck boards. This time, however, the man who fell landed on his feet. Everyone heard the jingling of the man’s chainmail shirt. He stepped forward into the circle of yellow light. Therian’s face was recognized by everyone, but tonight it held a new vigor and intensity of aspect. In each hand a sword flashed. Therian held his blades low, but ready. He approached the group slowly, watchfully.

“Do not slay the boy on my account,” he said softly.

Bolo kept the tip of his cutlass on the cabin boy’s throat. “You must leave my ship. You and this monkey of a man who serves you,” he said, indicating Gruum with a crooked finger.

“Wait another dozen hours,” said Therian calmly. “We should reach our port by then.”

Bolo looked down at the dead, slack face of Abaras. His lips pulled away from his face. “Why? Will that be time enough for you to slay us all?”

“If need be,” said Therian. The shining blades of his twin swords twitched upward. The crewmen who circled around regripped their weapons in response.

Bolo made his decision then. Gruum could see it in his eyes. So could everyone aboard the Innsmouth. He raised his cutlass and smashed it down upon the cabin boy’s upturned face. The boy’s angled teeth were broken, his face bled freely. He fell to his knees, choking. Quickly, the lad slumped on the deck. 

Bolo then turned his attention back to Gruum. “Throw the sorcerer’s monkey overboard. You may join him, devil-king, or you may die on my decks.”

“You have chosen an unwise path,” said Therian in a cold voice.

Gruum saw little of the fight that followed. Blades flashed and flickered. Men growled and screamed. Therian backed to the rails and held Succor high to catch the weapons that slashed out to taste his flesh. He kept Seeker in a low grip, and snaked it outward with blinding speed when the body of a sailor came within reach. It dipped into the thigh of a man who shuffled close. The man had been quaking with fear and snarling all at the same time. The snarling turned to howls of agony. Another man with a boathook sought to catch Therian with the tip of his weapon. Instead, his weapon was caught by the flashing curves of Succor. He was dragged close and Seeker stabbed between his ribs. 

But there were too many, and their rage and their weight of numbers pressed Therian back. Gruum did not see the finish of the battle. An oaf of a man fell back, arms pin wheeling, eyes protruding in shock. The oaf’s slashed-open face fountained blood onto the deck. He stumbled into Gruum and knocked him overboard. 

In an instant, Gruum’s world turned dark, cold and quiet.
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Gruum, his hands bound, kicked to the surface, but the weight of his clothes pulled him down. He was a man of the earth, and not a good swimmer. He began to tire and sink. His head slipped under the waves and he felt himself going deeper. After struggling for perhaps a minute, a moment of peace reached his mind. It was not a bad way to go, he had the time to reflect, for a man who had lived life by his wits and his blade. Most men such as he were destined to die in a cooling puddle of their own blood. 

Then a shape loomed near, a shadow he felt as much as saw. His heart grew cold in fear, despite the nearness of death. Was he to be devoured in his final moments, denied a peaceable end after all? A worse thought came to him, as the shape seemed vaguely like that of a man. Was it Karn? Had Karn somehow followed the ship all this way? Surely, not even a deathless shade could have swum so far, so fast. The unnatural winds the spirits had blown upon the sails had driven the Innsmouth with great speed. No man could swim so fast. Not even a dead man, Gruum would wager.

The shape grabbed him with an impossible grip. Iron hands encircled his wrists like shackles and ripped loose his bonds, nearly snapping his finger bones with the force of the motion. The shadow left him then and he swam after it with what strength he could muster. 

Gruum knew the touch of his master. In possession of a fresh soul, Therian was almost as frightening as Karn had been. Gruum kicked and stroked with numb limbs. He rose quickly toward the distant surface. He gasped desperately for air when he reached the open night again. Waves rolled over his head and choked him. He dared not utter anything other than gasps as he drank in sweet air. He rubbed at his swollen wrists in between a hundred gasps and coughs. Saltwater burned his throat. Soon, his mind and his body were functioning fully and he marveled at his own survival.

Gruum finally noted that Therian floated beside him. Together, they gazed after the retreating stern of the Innsmouth. The Hyborean King didn’t breathe harshly or shout with rage after the ship. His master’s rage was there, Gruum could feel it, but it was a cold thing.

“Milord?” Gruum said above the winds and the slapping sounds of the open sea. “You came back for me?”

Therian made no response. He glowered after the escaping ship. The hanging stern lanterns formed gleaming, yellow-orange points wrapped in the hulking shadow of the vessel itself. Distantly, as if in a dream, the sounds of cheering and celebration could be heard floating back to them on the sea breezes.

“They hold festival,” said Therian in a quiet, dangerous voice. Gruum found his master’s mood disturbing. He half-expected Therian to summon a great spell of vengeance. Perhaps the ship would burst into wrathful sorcerous flame and sag down into the depths.

“Could you have taken the ship? Instead of coming after me, I mean?” asked Gruum, curious now as to how valuable he had become to his lord. He found it hard to believe his life had been valued more highly than the ship, and even more incredibly, his master’s dignity. Therian had been tossed overboard by a throng of stinking ship-rats, and that had to wound the King’s pride.

Therian glanced at him in the darkness. “Probably not. I was disarmed.”

Gruum was alarmed. “Seeker and Succor
have been lost? The blades of kings have slipped into the depths?”

“No, I lost my swords on the ship. I saw your saber go down into the sea, however. In fact, when I fell over the rails, I had to choose between climbing back onto the deck, saving you, or saving the saber.”

Gruum made a sputtering sound. “Milord, I thank you—“

“Don’t,” interrupted his master. “You were saved by the fact I was unprepared to face an armed crew without a weapon. That, and the fact that your flesh sank much more slowly than did your steel.”

“Ah, of course,” Gruum said, feeling strangely relieved. His master had made no sudden changes in demeanor. The logic of Therian’s actions was cold and clear, as usual. Gruum understood that saving his life had probably been the third most important item on Therian’s list of possible actions, but it had been the most achievable goal.

Gruum thought to ask what they would do next, but held his tongue. They were lost as sea on the blackest of nights. The moon had set hours earlier and dawn was hours still away. Only the stars hung overhead to light their world. At any moment, a sea creature might well up and devour them for supper. At least the seawater wasn’t deadly cold, but neither was it comfortable. They’d long ago left the numbing cold of the northern seas behind. Soon however, their muscles would tire. 

A thousand questions ran through Gruum’s mind, but he sensed his master had a plan. He waited quietly for the moment and worked to tread water as economically as he was able.

Therian let three strange, guttural syllables tumble from his lips. Gruum wanted to clap his hands over his pained ears, but before he could do it, the words had been spoken. The words soon floated off into the night air, but they remained in the mind. They rolled around in Gruum’s head, like a bard’s song that could not be banished from one’s thoughts. Fortunately, they were not followed with more words, Gruum noted with relief. The spell, whatever it was, must have been a simple one.

Gruum waited, tensely, wondering what would happen. After a minute or so, a glimmer of light came to his eyes, from somewhere down within the infinite depths beneath them. Looking down, he thought to see the distant bottom, or perhaps it was only the dark shapes of vast slumbering monsters that existed a league beneath his churning feet. 

Fear gripped Gruum’s heart with fresh intensity. Long experience in the presence of sorcery allowed him to keep himself under control, however. He did not whimper or cry out. The light became an unnatural bluish in color and the nimbus of it soon outlined the long features of his master, who he could now see still wore his iron helmet and his shirt of chainmail. Gruum marveled at this, as any normal man would have been sucked down into the depths by the weight of the armor. 

The light had formed a blue globe which Therian now cupped in his hands. He handled it as would a man nursing a tiny tongue of flame into a blaze. This flame was unnatural, however, and burned about a foot beneath the surface of the water itself, but without causing bubbles or heat. Without thinking about it, Gruum let himself drift several feet further away from his master and the shimmering blue globe.

Looking down into the sea, Gruum found he could see a great distance by the cold, growing light of the globe. He imagined he could make out a few details of the bottom itself, far below. A dark shape moved here and there. One of the shapes, even as he watched, seemed to take notice of the globe. It swam nearer, rising swiftly as a great bird might soar upward with a gust of wind.

“Master, I—” said Gruum, eyeing the approaching sea creature with alarm.

“Shhh,” said Therian, in a hushed voice. “You make a terrible fisherman. Do you still have your dagger?”

Gruum nodded and pulled his leaf-bladed weapon from his belt, careful to keep a firm grip. It was the only weapon he had left. 

Therian gestured impatiently. Gruum handed the dagger to Therian. He already suspected the way of things to come.

The creature paused, circled once, and then dashed in. It had been attracted by the light as a wolf might be drawn to the bleating of a hobbled lamb. Therian played the part of the lamb until the final instant, when his hands drew apart and the will-o-wisp of watery flame vanished. Cast into sudden and total darkness, Gruum could only imagine the splashing struggle that came to his ears and which blasted cold shocks of water into his face. Therian hissed and howled—the sea-creature thrashed and twisted. Soon, it was done and the black waves smoothed out again.

“Milord?” 

A deep, self-satisfied sigh rolled out from his master’s lips. Gruum knew relief, but he also had to shudder slightly at the unnatural sounds coming his sated lord. They were not entirely human, those sounds. It was more akin to listening to a great predator while it did its natural work in the pitch-black of night. 

“Quiet,” said Therian, his words thick in his mouth. “Don’t speak for now, lest your voice become tiresome to me.”

Gruum blinked his eyes and his heart sped up in his chest at this suggestion. It would have been far easier, he realized quietly, for his master to slaughter the useless servant that floated so near, than to spend the time and effort it required to summon creatures up from the deeps. 

After a time, in the darkness, foul words were uttered. They grated on Gruum’s mind so much that he ducked his head beneath the waves, hoping to escape the sound of them. His gambit didn’t work, as he could still hear the Dragon Speech through the seawater as clearly as if Therian had whispered each syllable into his ear. Whatever spell Therian cast, Gruum was sure it was a powerful one.

When the chanting was done, nothing seemed to happen immediately. Gruum paddled at the water, feeling the cold more in the blackness. He felt so cold and alone he considered asking his master to light the blue globe of sorcery again, but he did not quite dare to speak yet. 

More long moments passed before a single bubble—a very large bubble the size of a horse head—came up between them from the sea and popped. A noisome gas issued from the bubble, causing Gruum to cough and retch. 

It then seemed to Gruum that the very sea beneath his body roiled. The water lurched about as if they swam in a huge goblet while an impossibly huge hand tipped the goblet and set the wine within to sloshing.

“Get ready,” said Therian thickly, speaking for the first time in several minutes.

“For what?” asked Gruum, suspecting an army of new, stinking bubbles. The truth, when it dawned upon him, was so much stranger that his mind could scarcely grasp it.

Suddenly, a great object struck his feet and heaved him upward out of the water. He was dashed onto the surface of it. The only cause he could imagine was that the parent of the sea creature they had lured to the surface had risen up to swallow them in vengeance. So broad was the back of this dark monster which rose up beneath them he was lifted completely up out of the sea and began to slip away over the side. Instinctively he threw himself flat on his stomach on the monster’s back, he clutched at whatever his groping hands could find. His fists closed on something large and round and jagged, perhaps the great horn of the beast.

“Master, we can’t defeat such a monster!” cried Gruum, clinging to the horn and almost reduced to blubbering.

“What are you babbling about, man?” Therian asked. Then his master laughed at him, and Gruum felt hot shame. He was again the ignorant barbarian in the presence of the learned. How he been made the fool this time?

“Stand up, man,” Therian told him with a mixture of annoyance and amusement in his voice. He reached down and jerked Gruum to his feet as a father might lift up a toddler by his nightshirt. 

Gruum stood unsteadily on the surface, which he noted was fairly even. “What manner of beast have you summoned, milord? Is this one at your service?”

Therian snorted. With a flourish he produced another blue globe of light, which he hung upon the horn that Gruum had so recently clung to. 

Gruum’s jaw sagged down in amazement as he realized the rounded thing he had clung to, assuming it to be the great horn of some fantastic beast, was in truth the broken mast of a ship. Indeed, he gazed around and realized he stood upon the deck of a lost vessel, sunken eons ago to the bottom of the sea and now raised from the depths to do Therian’s bidding. 

There were no sails, nor was there a rudder. There were holes in the ships gunwales, but the seawater stayed outside the vessel, as if afraid to enter. Therian stood tall at the prow of the ship with his arms outstretched. The derelict swung around to face away from the wind, to face in the direction the pirate ship had vanished over the horizon.

“My blade!” said Gruum, scrambling over the deck. In the prow, stuck down deeply into the rotted timbers, was his saber. It had sunk to the bottom and stuck here in the ancient deck boards. Gruum could scarcely believe the providence.

“What are the odd, milord?” he asked.

“The odds of what?”

“My retrieval of this blade.”

Therian shrugged. “Quite high, I should think. There were many ships down there. We floated over the site of an ancient sea battle. I chose to call upon the one that bore your blade stuck in its back. It seemed an expedient way of rearming us.”

Gruum looked at his master with wide eyes. Sorcerers were indeed difficult to get used to.

Therian directed the vessel to pursue the Innsmouth. Gruum knew that his mind burned with the desire to retrieve his own ancient blades, which in his view her crew had stolen from him. The derelict vessel they rode upon followed his silent bidding as if the ship were fully-fit and well-manned.

Gruum tried to relax, but instead shivered and dripped seawater. He was unsure that he preferred the ghost ship’s deck to floating in the clean sea. He thought of going below to get out of the wind, but rejected the idea. He feared he may meet up with the horrors he suspected may well lurk beneath the rotted, barnacle-encrusted timbers.
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They headed southward on their enchanted ship. After the breezes dried Gruum’s clothing, he was able to think more clearly. He sat huddled at the stern, where scraps of rickety railing still stood and felt reasonably secure. When the dawn tinged the skies pink, he found himself nodding off. It had been an exhausting night.

He dreamt strange dreams. In them, the things beneath the ocean moved. The mountains that lurked there in the silent dark shifted and glided about quietly. They made waves that ruffled the surface. They made the storms rise up, as a boiling pot made steam rise into a smoky kitchen.

He awoke with a start to the welcome heat of the sun in the sky. It warmed his bones, and for the first time he truly appreciated the warmer clime of the southern seas. Therian still stood in the prow of the vessel, his black cloak and equally black hair fluttering in the winds.

“Master?” croaked Gruum. He rubbed salt from his bleary eyes. “Where are we?”

Therian treated him with a cool glance. “We have paused in our journey. Our quarry is nearby.”

Therian pointed to the starboard. Gruum followed his gesture and squinted. He shielded his eyes with his hand. Before he saw the ship, he noticed an island of fairly large size dead ahead of them. The island was covered in rocky hills and thick green vegetation. Looking along the shoreline, Gruum spotted what must be the Innsmouth. The ship had an odd appearance to it. He had to stare for a few moments before he understood what he was gazing at.

“The sails are in tatters and the ship lists to one side. They have anchored at that island?”

“They’ve run aground, more likely,” said Therian. He produced a small spyglass from his pouch and handed it to Gruum. The lens had cracked at some point, and the metal shaft of it had some seawater sloshing about inside, but the instrument still worked.

Gruum eyed the ship and the island further through the spyglass. It seemed to him that he could still see the sparkle and shimmer of the wind spirits from time to time, as if they winked at him. Gruum stepped up to the prow at Therian’s side. “I’m surprised such experienced men would run aground in broad daylight.”

Therian turned him a half-smile. “The wind-spirits are without guidance, but are still chained to serve the ship. They have gone mad, and have driven the Innsmouth hither and yon. Now that it has run aground, the crewmen are probably more petulant and insufferable than usual.”

“Couldn’t they steer away?”

“A strong enough wind will break a rudder or render it useless.”

“They should have brought down the sails then,” suggested Gruum.

“Yes. But I doubt there were many volunteers for the job of climbing the rigging and facing irate spirits,” said Therian with a dark chuckle.

Gruum looked at the ship and the island with uncertainty. “Perhaps we should just sail on and head to our destination, milord?”

Therian shook his head. “I can accept the loss of honor and even their rudeness at putting me off their ship. But I’ll not lose Seeker and Succor so easily.”

Gruum rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Only the two of us, half-armed and in broad daylight… do you think we can take the whole crew, sire?”

Therian stood silent for a time. Then slowly, he nodded. “Yes. If we must. This makeshift vessel will soon return to its rightful place at the bottom of the sea in any case. Notice the freeboard. We are half-sunk even now as the power of my spell fades.”

Gruum looked over the side and saw with alarm that Therian was right. In fact, if anything, they looked to be three-quarters sunk. “Are we just going to walk up there and demand they return your swords?”

“Certainly not. Give me your saber. You will bear your dagger. It will have to do. We will have to pull around to the lee of the island and head into the forest there. We will need fresh water and food… or at least, you will.”

Gruum made no arguments. They were sinking, and he could tell that arguing would be useless in any case. He would have to trust to his master’s prowess once again. He handed over his saber and tucked his broad-bladed dagger into his belt. He did not relish facing that crowd of angry cutthroats again, with a weapon that was less than a foot in length. They would be desperate now, driven perhaps more mad by the spirits Therian had left behind to swarm over their vessel. They would see the once beneficial spell had turned into a curse, and they knew with certainty who had laid this curse upon the Innsmouth.

Out of sight of the other ship, Therian brought his derelict around the island to float in a lagoon on the far side. Both men jumped overboard and Gruum found himself soaked and floundering again. At least this time he was able to wade out of the water onto solid land. 

Therian stood upon the white sands and faced the sinking derelict from the deeps. He made dismissive gesture. The ship reacted as if stricken. It drifted away, to the deeper end of the lagoon, then quickly took on a fatal dose of water. The nameless dead vessel listed to one side, then rolled over slowly and sank. Gruum stared into the clear, light blue waters. He could still see the dark hulk of the wreck down there. He shivered, despite the growing heat of the day.

Gruum turned to find Therian striding up the beach toward the cool, green gloom of the forest. He hurried to catch up. Once they entered the forest, Gruum was stricken by how different the growths were here. The plants were brighter green and had leaves of great length and breadth. They waved like a thousand scarves in the beach breezes that never seemed to pause. 

As they walked into the interior, Gruum tasted many fruits and found most of them palatable. They found a stream and drank their fill. Therian ate only sparingly. Gruum felt his belly roil and growl within him. He longed for a clean haunch of freshly roasted meat.

“I wonder if there is any game on this island. Besides the squawking birds, that is.”

Therian pointed aloft. Gruum followed the gesture. A monkey regarded them curiously from the strange treetops. The creature ate seeds and spat out the shells one at a time.

“I’m not eating that!” 

Therian shrugged, bored with the topic. They climbed toward a rise on the island. The entire scrap of land, Gruum estimated, could be no more than a league long and half as wide. Still, while climbing in the hot sun, it seemed large enough. He hoped they would not run into the crew of the Innsmouth on open ground. He doubted they could beat them all, and he knew Therian would be too proud to run from them.

They reached a long open slope of crumbling land. Nothing here grew, as the land was blackened and volcanic in nature. An ash field, Gruum recognized it to be. They stood near the peak of the highest hill on the mountain, and Gruum studied that peak. Was that perhaps, a wisp of sulfurous vapor rising up from the top? 

“Oh, hold milord.”

“What is it?”

“This, I do believe, is a volcano.”

“Of course it is, Gruum. These islands rise up from the distant floor of the sea. I’ve read about such places. What we walk upon is the crown of a huge mountain that is buried beneath miles of seawater.”

Gruum swallowed. He tried not to look sick. “Milord, such places are vile in every way.”

“Not always. A bit of healthy caution is in order, however.”

Therian continued with the ascent to the crown of the volcano, but Gruum held back. Finally, he forced himself to follow his master. He’d never scaled an actual volcano before, but in his own lands such places were known to harbor the worst of fiends.

It was there, in the open exposed lands at the top, that they met the men of the Innsmouth. The crewmen had come up the volcano from the other side. Apparently, each group had had the same idea, planning to move to the high ground and spot the other.

Therian stood tall. Gruum halted at his side. The cone of the volcano was filled with water, not lava. The crater of the volcano was an open, steaming lake a hundred yards wide. On the far side of the lake the crewmen of the Innsmouth stared back at them.

Bolo pushed through his stunned, muttering men and stood staring at Therian and Gruum. 

Therian put the cracked spyglass to his eye. “The impudent bastard dares to wear my blades.”

Gruum eyed the group, looking for crossbows. None of them were in evidence.

Bolo cupped his hands and called out to them. “Fancy meeting you here, sorcerer. Come closer, so we may parlay.”

Therian cupped his own hands and called back to them. “What is there to discuss?”

“We have a ship, but it is cursed. Lift that curse and all will be forgiven. We will take you to the nearest port.”

“And what of my blades?”

Bolo hesitated only an instant. “They will be returned,” he shouted back.

“Don’t trust them, sire,” said Gruum in a quiet voice.

Therian huffed. “I would sooner trust an eel.” He raised his voice to shout back to the crewmen. “I would forge a different bargain. Thrust my blades into the earth where you stand and retreat down the mountain to your ship. After I retrieve the swords I will release the wind spirits.”

“What of you?”

“We will fend for ourselves here.”

This seemed to surprise them. For a minute or so, they talked amongst themselves. The men, by their gestures, appeared to like the arrangement. Bolo, however, seemed less than pleased.

“I’m sure his plans did not include letting us live,” said Gruum.

“That is my reading as well.”

In time, the crewmen agreed. Seeker and Succor were thrust upstanding into the soft earth of the volcano’s cone. The crew left them behind.

Gruum was in favor of moving around the cone of the mountain with great caution and stealth. Therian would hear nothing of it. He strode to his blades and drew them from the earth. “They have been scratched in several places,” he complained.

Gruum, hunkered down and moved almost on all fours. He came up beside Therian, looking everywhere at once. “I expect an ambush at any moment.”

Therian shook his head. “There is nothing to fear right now. They want the curse lifted. Time is on their side. Once I have released their ship, they can decide to hunt us down or leave. If the curse does not lift, they believe they can kill us to lift the curse directly.”

“Will you lift the spell, sire?”

“Of course, I gave my word. But I did not specify when I would lift it. I have not yet decided upon the timing of the act.”

Gruum looked at his master sharply. It wasn’t like his master to go back on a deal. He eyed the stern lines on the other’s face. “You think they will come back up here for revenge, once the spell is lifted?”

Therian flicked his eyes to Gruum, then back to the downward slope that plunged to the shores. Barely visible over the treetops was the Innsmouth. It still sat listing in the waters offshore.

“It is my revenge that needs to be feared upon this scrap of land,” said Therian. “But as to my concerns, have you thought, Gruum, of how we will leave this island once they maroon us here?”

“I had thought you might raise the sunken vessel again. I had thought sorcery would be employed to rescue us.”

Therian nodded slowly. “I have fed the Dragons a single soul in the last dozen days, that of the lookout I dropped upon the deck of the Innsmouth.”

“What of the other sailors you fought with, milord?”

“I had not the time, nor the breath to spare, to relieve them of their souls—just their lives.”

“Ah, so you’re saying you don’t have the strength left to cast more powerful sorceries?”

“I have enough strength to fight, but without a fresh soul, I doubt I will be able to get us off this island.”

“A fresh soul?” asked Gruum. Certain realities began to sink into his mind. “If the sailors leave, that leaves a few monkeys and birds… and me.”

“Exactly.”

Gruum’s eyes slid about in his head. “I think the crew of the Innsmouth do not deserve to be dealt with honorably, sire. They mutinied and broke our deal. They attempted to murder us in our beds.”

“Now,” said Therian, turning to him with a wintry smile, “I believe you and I have achieved a mutual understanding of the situation.”

Gruum gazed downslope at the ship sitting offshore. “Soon, they may calculate that you are delaying. They will assume you have broken your word. They will come back… and they will be insistent.”

“Just so,” said Therian. “We must prepare for them.”

“How master?”

“We will dream.”

“Dream?” Gruum asked. He thought immediately of the last time he was invited to dream with Therian. He suppressed a shudder with difficulty. “Why would we dream here? Will you ask Anduin for aid?”

“She would not give it.”

“Why then?”

“Tell me, Gruum, what was the last thing you dreamt of?”

Gruum thought hard. He wasn’t sure at first, then the memory of the things under the water, the unseen things of the deep, came back to him. “I recall something about moving mountains—under the water. Vast creatures.”

“Only one creature was there.”

“You mean… my dream was true?”

“One vast being,” repeated Therian, as if he did not hear Gruum. He stared out at the sea thoughtfully. “Did you see anything, when I worked with my lure—that tiny blue light that burned in the water?”

“I thought I did. I thought I saw something moving down there. It seemed as if the entire seafloor were shifting of its own accord.”

“You did see it, then. My sorcery tends to attract things…. In this case, it has attracted a being of significant power. It has followed us to this island out of curiosity.”

Gruum blinked in alarm. “So, if we leave the island….”

“Yes, the creature’s curiosity might grow. It may decide to take action to encounter us.”

“What does it want?”

Therian shrugged. “To know who dares to work sorcery in its domain. To protect that domain. Perhaps, just to know what we taste like.”

Gruum swallowed. “What will we do?”

“We have a bit of time until the crew figures out the spirits are not leaving their ship. Night will come in a few hours. I suggest we eat what we can find and prepare to meet with this being of the deeps.”
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Gruum dreamt of another place. It seemed to him that he awoke there, and that the real world was a hazily recalled dream. 

He did not awaken on dry ground, but rather suspended in deep water. The water wasn’t cold, but rather pleasantly warm. It was very dark, the only sources of light being a white, wavery shimmer far above and a lurid, red glow far below. He could not breathe, but he felt no urge to, and no panic for the lack of it. Experimentally, he moved his limbs and found them operable. He stroked toward the surface, naturally enough. He proceeded at a leisurely pace. There was no need for air, no hurry to reach the distant surface.

Something caught his attention during that long slow rise toward the roof of this watery world. Movement, huge and dark gray. A shadow loomed. He regarded it, hands drifting at his sides, hair floating like seaweed in his face. A tiny stream of bubbled rose from his nostrils.

A huge face regarded him thoughtfully. It was not a human face, but rather that of a leviathan. A monster of the deeps. Gruum returned the stare, and slowly, as the black eyes stared back, each as big as his own puny skull, he began to feel fear grow inside him. It was a familiar, but unwelcome sensation. 

What if this was the real world? What if—somehow—Therian had worked a spell while he slept that let him breath in the deeps? Such a sorcery he could easily believe. The King had done things far more surprising than that. Gruum stared at the monster a moment longer. Maybe he had no need to breathe, but he certainly could be consumed, if this were the real world he floated within.

Gruum screamed. His mouth opened, and bubbles shot outward. A silvery mass of them. He could hear his scream, muffled and indistinct, in his ears. Knowing not what else to do, he swam upward. He grabbed at the water as a man might grab at the earth while sliding over a cliff. With desperate clawing motions he swam upward. But the surface seemed so distant, so impossibly far. 

The creature followed him, nosing along in his wake. He could feel its presence. Perhaps it was curious about him. Perhaps it enjoyed the chase. Those jaws. He had not yet seen them open, but he had no doubt they could swallow him without chewing. He was no more than a gulp to this creature. No more than a wriggling sardine in a fisherman’s pinched fingers.



#



The dream tore to shreds and Gruum sat up, gasping. He coughed and spat. Ants had swarmed over his body while he slept. He clawed at his face and slapped at his hands. He coughed further, gasping for air and blinking in the night.

Gruum looked around, befuddled. Therian lay sleeping beside him. A dozen paces away was the bubbling lake. Gruum stared at it. Had he been down there? Had he seen the future, the past—or had it all been a world of phantoms, like most dreams. For a time he sat there, allowing his breathing to slow and become even. He smashed the last of the ants with his thumb and stood up. 

What had awakened him? Were the cutthroat crewmen of the Innsmouth creeping near? It seemed insane to him then that they had both slept out in the open, waiting for their enemies to set upon them and slay them in a helpless state. He vowed he would not soon go on another of Therian’s dream journeys without good cause.

Gruum tried to relax, but could not. The dream had left him restless. He rubbed his eyes with briny water from the lake, but could not wash away the image of the sea monster. He paced about the cone of the mountain. He reasoned he could leave the spot. If Therian trusted they were in no danger slumbering here, then certainly nothing worse would happen if Gruum went for a walk. He could scout the night, if nothing else. If he spied the sailors, he would alert his master.

Reaching the far edge of the cone, he looked downslope. He could see their fires on the beach. There were two of them. He thought he heard something, gazing down that long way. A scrap of sound was brought up to him on the night winds from the direction of their camp. Had someone cried out? Or did someone blow upon a flute? He could not tell. Curious, he walked downhill into the gloom beneath the trees. He moved with stealth, staying in the deepest shadows. 

Unlike his sorcerous master who did not bother with security measures, Gruum knew the pirate band was likely to have placed pickets in the forest, watching for just such a scout as he. Fortunately, Gruum spied the  lookout before the other man spied him. He left him alone, however. Moving with care, he traveled down the mountain and circled to come out upon the beach a hundred paces or so from the beach fires. 

Gruum had many thoughts as he snuck down to scout the enemy. Had he thrown his lot in with the wrong side after all? Was Bolo a better man than Therian? Maybe he could parlay with these men. When the sun and the tide came in, they could sail away from this place of nightmares. He would forget about the northern lands and live in the south, where a man could still find a warm port and a warm woman. 

He stepped out on the darkened beach and carefully surveyed the scene. Out in the lagoon the ensorcelled ship rolled, half-turned upon its side. When high tide came in the morning, it would be free of the sandbar it sat upon. But the ensorcelling spirits were still there. They twisted and roiled around the masts, sparkling and blowing at the last tatters of the Innsmouth’s sails.

Now that he was close, the scraps of sound Gruum had heard had grown in volume and clarity. He was sure of it now, he had heard someone cry out. A voice moaned, sobbed, and shrieked in pain. Could the wind spirits have caught one of the crew and decided to torment him for sport?

Reaching the beach, Gruum lifted his spyglass and eyed the two fires. The first was circled by a smiling lot of sailors. They had broken out the rum, probably to make their predicament more palatable. Despite the wind spirits circling their lolling ship, they seemed to be in a celebratory mood.

Then Gruum moved the glass to spy upon the further fire, one that sat apart, under the trees. It seemed at first that a face was there, silhouetted above the flames. A shock went through him. Were they burning one of their own?

It took him a few more moments to understand what it was he gazed upon. He felt sick when the flickering tongues of flame loomed high enough to allow him to understand what he was seeing. They had built a framework of sticks. Upon it was lashed a figure. The flames danced and blew, and when the wind was right, they loomed up to scorch the naked, straining body. 

Gruum knew before he saw the face, who it must be. It was the cabin boy. They had finally, fully, exacted their revenge upon his young person. They were roasting him alive. 

His jaw set in a firm line, Gruum slipped away again into the trees. It took the better part of an hour, but he managed to come near the boy. He studied the situation, his stomach rebelling. There was no hope for the lad. He had already chewed out his tongue in his raving—or perhaps they’d tired of his begging and cut it out for him. Parts of his limbs were missing, burnt away to charcoal. It was a wonder he was still conscious. 

Gruum knew he could not best a score of men single-handedly, but he could end the torment. He took careful aim and flicked out a knife from the shadows under the trees. The knife sunk into the boy’s throat. The lad gargled, and the fire sizzled as blood spattered down into it. But in a few minutes, the boy quieted and slumped for the last time.

Gruum retreated into the gloom of the trees. His face was twisted in a grimace of disgust. These men had no right to their lives nor even their souls. He would not parlay with them. Better the devil that he’d sworn himself to, than these men, who were true barbarians, and who had no higher purpose.




  



-8-



In the morning, it was Gruum who roused Therian from his slumber. 

“Milord? I believe the men are mounting the slopes. 

Therian drew in a deep breath. He sat up and frowned around him, as if he did not fully see the same surroundings that Gruum did. “They come to speak with us,” he said.

“Or to slay us.”

Therian dug fruit from his pack. He leaned against a rock, and delicately sliced the fruit into thin wedges. He ate each piece thoughtfully. “Where were you in the dreamlands, Gruum?” 

Gruum told him of the leviathan he’d met while suspended in deep, boundless water. 

Therian nodded and sliced his fruit. Gruum gazed downslope. “The men will come up on the opposite side of the steaming lake, if they take the most direct route.”

“How big would you say it was?”

“The sea monster?”

“Yes.”

Gruum shook his head. “Perhaps as big as the Innsmouth. Longer than that counting its great neck, surely.”

“Would you say that it was an intelligent creature?”

“Milord, I—I can’t see how we have time for this discussion. The men who are coming will be in a foul mood.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you didn’t release the spirits that haunt their sails, for one.”

“And why else?”

“Because—because I may have interrupted their plans.”

“You?” said Therian, looking up from his sliced fruit for the first time. “I see. Well, it is a small matter. I have made arrangements.”

“Arrangements, milord? I think I see them. Yes, at the far side of the lake.”

“You still have not answered my question, Gruum.”

“What was that, sire?”

“Was it an intelligent creature?”

Gruum blinked at his master. Sometimes, he truly did think Therian bordered upon madness. He cared more for a phantom of a half-forgotten dream than he did for the score of approaching men who hunted them with murderous intent.

Gruum sighed. “Yes, milord. Now that I think of it, the monster did act as if it were capable of curiosity at least.”

Therian nodded and seemed pleased. He stood up and brushed his black-gloved hands together, banishing the scraps of his breakfast. “Good. I had hoped it would be so.”

Gruum spared his master a final quizzical glance then crouched. The men across the way had brought crossbows this time. He could see them clearly, as well as the glint of the steel bolt-heads with which they were loaded.

Bolo cupped his hands. “Sorcerer! I demand you do as you promised. Release the spirits! The high tide is upon us, and we would prefer to be away.”

Therian lifted his arms into the air. Seeker and Succor gleamed overhead. He spoke foul words of Dragon Speech. The men winced and ducked as if each word were a bat, determined to fly into their faces.

Between the two groups of men the lake bubbled. A massive white froth erupted in the center of the steaming pool. Every man there, save Therian himself, stepped back a pace and eyed his surroundings with dread.

“What are you doing? Release my ship, blue devil!”

“It is done,” shouted Therian suddenly. He lowered his twin blades and crossed them over his chest. A wind blew up suddenly, rippling every cloak and dry lock of hair. The wind was a fetid thing, like the exhalation of a rotting mouth.

“Did you truly release their ship?” asked Gruum, unable to see the shoreline.

“Do you doubt me?”

“No, sire.”

The men looked downslope behind them toward the shoreline. Some of them whooped with happiness. 

Bolo called for their attention. His men gathered around. Gruum and Therian watched. Gruum felt a growing disquiet as the men showed no signs of retreating down the mountainside. 

Bolo called out orders to his crew. They broke into three groups. Two groups began to approach, taking opposite routes around the lake. The third group stood with Bolo himself. These last seemed preoccupied with their crossbows.

“Sire! They betray their word to us!”

“Naturally. That is the sort of men they are.”

“But why?”

“Would you leave a sorcerer behind you? One who might conjure up a boat and follow in the night?”

Gruum thought about it. “I would if I’d sworn to do so.”

Therian smiled. “That is why you serve me, and not these others. What are you doing down there, Gruum?”

Gruum had dropped down to his knees, crouching behind an outcropping of crumbling stone. “They fire their crossbows, sire!”

Therian stood and stared. The crossbow bolts flew, but they sailed by harmlessly. At a distance of well over a hundred paces, fired through steamy currents of air, the enemy would have to get lucky to strike them. But Gruum wasn’t taking any chances. He hunkered down lower.

“I suggest, sire, that we retreat down the slope, or better yet, charge one group or the other of the approaching squads of men. If we can take them as separate groups, our chances will be better.”

“It’s interesting,” said Therian, his tone that of a man who discusses a sequence of moves upon a chessboard, “that the two flanking groups come on without haste. Neither wants to meet us before the other, I would suspect. They would do better with a determined charge.”

Another flight of bolts fell among the stones at their feet. One flew high, a foot over Therian’s head. 

“Milord, your bravery is legendary, but I would implore you to duck at least.”

Therian looked down as if noticing Gruum for the first time. “Stand up man, or you will miss it.”

“Miss what?” 

But Gruum had no sooner spoken these words than an amazing event transfixed the attention of everyone present. A huge treetrunk exploded out of the water at the feet of the men approaching on their left flank. No, thought Gruum, it was a ship’s prow, perhaps one that had been released by the bubbling of the volcanic lake. Then, as the thing continued to rise up, higher and higher, fountaining steam and brackish water, he recognized it. 

The great head swiveled once, taking in the crouching, shouting, retreating knots of men. The huge black eyes rolled over them, then the head dipped and lunged downward. The first sweep of the great jaws caught two men, and a great chunk of black earth with them. Legs drooped from its mouth. One man’s sandal fell away and splashed down in the frothing lake.

Gruum looked at those eyes and knew what he faced. It was the creature from his dreams. It was the leviathan.

The creature loosed a wild, undulating howl then. It heaved itself upward onto the shoreline with a tremendous effort, like that of a walrus humping up onto a rocky beach. It chewed as it came, and the moment it swallowed, the head dipped again. Another sailor was caught and consumed.

The crossbowmen around Bolo fired their bolts, but quickly broke. They did not have the stomach to stand and reload. Sticking out of the creature’s neck and scarred head, several crossbow bolts pierced its thick hide. They did not seem to seriously discomfit the monster, however. Gruum imagined a bolt would be like a pin stuck in a man’s side. Irritating, but nothing more.

Gruum himself crouched low, hoping the monster wouldn’t turn their way. Bolo could be seen shouting to marshal his men, but they ran in every direction. Finally, when those huge skull-sized eyes swung in his direction, he retreated as well, running down from the cone of the mountain into the forests.

Only Therian stood calmly throughout the affair. He watched with the idle curiosity of a man who was winning a small bet upon a public race.

“Did you summon this creature, lord?” asked Gruum, his voice shaking.

“No. I simply alerted it to our presence.”

“Then why does it attack them and not us?”

“Standing still is an excellent way of avoiding a predator’s attention. Especially when livelier game is available.”

Gruum stared at him, then turned his attention back to the monster. It had climbed out of the volcanic pool and now gave chase. Lumbering down the side of the mountain, it smashed down trees as a man might smash down tall reeds in a marsh.

“What do we do now?” asked Gruum.

Therian lifted a thoughtful finger and pointed it down behind them, toward the beach where they had first brought their own sunken vessel. “We will await them down there. Come.”

Gruum followed Therian down the mountain with many apprehensive glances over his shoulder. In the distance, they could hear occasional weird, warbling cries. The beast hunted in the forest, smashing its way through the trees. Finally, Gruum could not stand the tension any longer and spoke again.

“Sire, let us make haste to the beach!”

Therian turned him a surprised look. “And where would you have us go?”

“Further away from that thing. As fast as possible.”

Therian shook his head and snorted in amusement. “We are not trying to escape it. We are on an island. There is nowhere the chase will not lead. We will stand upon the beach and wait.” 

“What if they go to ground and hide? Will it not find us standing in the open first?”

“Those that hide will be sniffed out and devoured. Those that run will live a bit longer.”

“And what of us, milord?”

“That remains to be seen.”
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Gruum and Therian stood upon the beach for the better part of an hour before anyone made an appearance. Then the last eight sailors came up the beach, running with frequent terrified looks over their shoulders. They were ragged, sweating and exhausted. 

Gruum and Therian stood fast. They held their ground as the knot of men approached. Their cloaks fluttered around them in the beach winds.

The crewmen slowed, approaching warily. Their swords were bared. They halted fifty paces away. Bolo stepped forward. His lips curled back into a snarl. “You brought this monster upon us, didn’t you?”

“The creature followed our vessels,” Therian shouted back. 

“You tricked us. You knew it was in the smoking lake, and you commanded it to devour my crew.”

“I do not command the monster. I am as much trapped here by it as you are.”

“Trapped here?”

Therian lifted a long arm. Succor gleamed in his hand, and he pointed with the sword’s tip out to the cresting waves. “The creature is from the sea. If we try to leave this island, it will follow us and finish what it has begun.”

“You knew it was out there!” cried another crewman, a man with few teeth in his head and a bare scalp that displayed a dozen thick scars. “You freed the spirits from our sails and expected us to be devoured by it!”

Therian shrugged, bored by their accusations. “The question now is what we are going to do about it.” 

“We?” demanded Bolo. He took several paces forward, as if too angry to contain himself.

“We have crossed blades before, men of the Innsmouth,” said Therian. “You are now too few and too weary to defeat me. I shall send the first who comes near to slumber with the Dragons. With his strength, I shall quickly best the rest of you.”

The men stepped about uncertainly on the beach. None appeared to want to be the first to test Therian’s words. Gruum looked among them for crossbows, but saw none. It seemed likely they had dropped them in their mad rush through the forests—or perhaps the creature had targeted and devoured those men first, irritated by their stinging, feathered bolts.

The beast, wherever it was, loosed a rumbling, howling sound in the distance. Gruum and the other men cringed and cast their eyes in every direction. Was it about to lunge up upon them from the waves? Did it ramble down the slopes in the forest, snapping trunks of trees as a man’s boots snapped away dry sticks? 

Only Therian seemed unperturbed. He stared flatly at the gang of crewmen on the beach. His black hair flew about him in the gusts that came up from the sea. His eyes were narrow, calculating. “There is a way,” he shouted after watching them for a moment longer. “There is a way some of us might yet live.”

They stopped staring at the trees and straightened their backs. “How so?” Bolo asked. He took several mores steps closer. His men shuffled after him.

“We cannot run away over land, for this is a small island. We cannot flee over the waves, for the creature is too swift in the water.”

“We must kill it, then,” Bolo said.

“Yes,” agreed Therian. “But I am too weak to face the monster. Men I could slay—perhaps a dozen men. But this creature is more terrible than a regiment of guardsmen.”

“What then? You don’t—” suddenly, Bolo broke off. His face displayed anger and shock. “You are too weak, but you could become stronger, is that it? A soul? You want one of us to give up our soul? You want another of my crew to slumber with your Dragons?”

Therian nodded grimly. His lips were drawn into a tight line. He stared flatly at them. To Gruum, his visage was reminiscent of a hunting snake.

Bolo shook his head. “No. A pox on all your kind and your foul beasts and magicks. No more souls will I see fed to a Dragon this day! You ask too much!”

 Therian shrugged. “Very well. May we all die well, and may the beast sup upon us quickly.”

The men argued amongst themselves. Therian turned to Gruum. Their eyes met. 

“Will they agree, milord?” asked Gruum.

“Of course they will. A chance at survival is far better than none at all. Especially to the mind of a sea-rat.”

Therian stooped and grabbed up a handful of stones in his hands. He picked through them, some he kept, while others he discarded. Gruum looked on, wondering what his lord was doing. He knew from long experience it was best not to ask such questions.

“Sorcerer,” Bolo called out after a time. “We will do this thing. How is it to be done?”

Therian stepped forward. Both sides watched the other warily. The last living mortals on the island approached one another. Therian held out his closed fist. He opened his black-gloved palm. Upon it rested eight stones. Seven were a milky-white, but one was a black, shiny lump of ebony. 

“Each of you will draw a stone. The matter may thus be decided.”

“Must the chosen man die unarmed, trussed and gutted by your foul swords like a pig?” demanded Bolo.

Therian made a dismissive gesture. “Hold onto your arms. Stand with eyes closed—or fight for your life, if you wish. It makes no difference to me.”

The crewmen, with many suspicious glances, placed the stones in Bolo’s steel cap. They drew them, one at a time. Their Captain left his stone in the steel cap, unrevealed. Slowly, each man turned his palm upward and showed his stone. 

The first three showed milky-white. One of these men, a coxswain who was a fleshy fellow with fat, red cheeks, dropped to his knees with relief, laughing and shaking his head.

The men who had not yet revealed their stones stood with watchful eyes and baleful expressions. The fourth and fifth men decided to get it over with quickly and showed their stones. They were both milk-white. Sighs of relief were puffed out. 

In the distance, another odd, warbling howl rose up. 

“A hunting cry,” said Therian, with the attitude of idle interest. “It comes this way. It has picked up our scent. I believe it has entered the waters now and will make much faster progress circling around the island in the sea.” 

“Show the last stones,” ordered Bolo grimly. 

The sixth and the seventh showed their stones. All were white. Slowly, everyone looked toward Bolo, their Captain. With his lips drawn into a firm line, Bolo drew out the ebony stone and revealed it to all. 

“I have been chosen,” he said.

“Are you ready?” asked Therian, eyeing the group. 

“Wait!” cried the fat-cheeked coxswain. “This is not right. Bolo held back the black stone in his hand. He’s sacrificed himself.” 

“The choice has been made,” Bolo said. 

“Should not one of us trade with him?” pleaded the coxswain. “Do any of us possess the honor?” 

None met his gaze. 

“What of yourself, coxswain?” asked Therian in sudden interest. 

The coxswain eyed Therian’s blades, and then the black stone, which Bolo still held out in the palm of his hand. He licked his lips. His eyes narrowed to slits. They slid back again to the silvery blades in Therian’s hands. Finally, he shook his head and hung it low in shame. 

“Very well,” said Therian. “The stones have been distributed.” 

“I choose to defend myself,” Bolo said, drawing his notched cutlass slowly. He took a firm grip on the sharkskin-wrapped hilt. The rest of the men drew back and formed a circle around them.

Therian’s eyebrows rose, but he made no comment. He stepped forward, unconcernedly. There was a predatory grace to his walk. His twin blades twitched upward as he came near, as might the ears of a great, stalking cat.

Bolo lifted his cutlass and took a deep breath. 

Therian spoke words that injured the mind of all there who heard them. Succor and Seeker ran with eldritch lights. White flames sparked and twisted unnaturally over both blades, but no heat issued from these manifestations. 

Therian lunged suddenly, unexpectedly. His blade pierced the coxswain’s round belly. Seeker twisted and thrust upward. The man’s heart was instantly stilled by the tip of the sword. 

The coxswain fell to his knees. His lips worked silently. His eyes popped wide, but it was clear to all present that those eyes did not see the same world the rest saw. White lights played in those dying eyes, and his expression was one of shock and infinite horror.

“Treachery!” shouted Bolo, stepping forward. His raised his cutlass. 

Gruum stepped forward to meet him. “It is not treachery,” he said, speaking up for the first time. “Think man! One soul is not enough to face such a monster!”

“One is not enough? Why didn’t you tell us?” Bolo asked, dismayed.

Therian snorted. “I thought it was abundantly clear.”

From somewhere behind the trees there came a laborious splashing—a slopping sound, like that which great hogs might make heaving themselves out of a pool of thick mud. 

“But I drew the black stone!” Bolo cried. 

“Exactly,” said Therian, his voice cool. “And I worship the Black Dragon. Her color is the color of good fortune. Thus, you are to be spared.”

“Seven souls?” Bolo asked in despair. “You need seven to face the sea monster?”

Therian made another lunge. This time the act was even faster and more suddenly done. A sailor who had strayed a step nearer fell stricken. His eyes mirrored the surprise and horror of the coxswain who lay crumpled in death upon the sands. 

“I’ll not allow it!” Bolo roared. He made as if to charge Therian, but Gruum interceded and engaged him with his blade. The two traded strokes, slashing and parrying. 

“Let me go after him, man!” Bolo shouted. “He’s a devil. None of us shall live to see another sunrise. Let’s at least die with honor.”

“You have no honor. You roasted a boy and celebrated the event last night.”

Bolo’s eyes narrowed. “I had wondered which of my men weakened and finished him off. It was you, then.”

“Yes it was, and I’ll enjoy watching your soul leave your body with the rest of us this day.”

Bolo lay into Gruum then, orange sparks flew from their blades as he cut high and low, seeking a way past Gruum’s determined guard. 

The other crewmen ran for their lives and their immortal souls. Therian sprinted after them with unnatural speed. Like a panther leaping upon wounded gazelles, he rode down each man in turn. He slashed their legs from them and drank their souls. With each life he took, he grew faster, stronger and more feral of aspect. Gruum, witnessing this nightmare, had to wonder if Bolo spoke truthfully.

 Bolo and Gruum stepped back from their swordplay and circled one another. 

 “A man has to keep discipline or a ship of pirates can’t function, Gruum, you should understand that,” said Bolo. “We have our own form of honor, harsh though it may be. Join us, and leave the foul stink of sorcery behind. At least our evil is that of flesh and blood.”

“Your words appeal to me, Bolo. But our quest is greater. We seek to relight the sun. We seek to bring warmth back to the north.”

“Then you are as deluded as your master!” Bolo cried. 

Before they could speak further, everything about their tiny portion of the world changed. The monster set the treetops to the west thrashing about. A great, gray head rose up atop a long neck of thick flesh. A thousand teeth were revealed, each was curved, serrated and the length of a man’s dagger. A rumbling cry rolled out over the beach. The last trees between them and the beast cracked and flew twirling away. White wood showed beneath the dark bark. So great was its size that the monster’s flippers were in the waves on one side, and in the forest on the other. It was as wide as the entire beach itself.

Therian, bloated with the simmering power of seven fresh souls, stepped forward to meet the monster. The huge head turned to regard him with one black eye the size of a guardsman’s pot helm. Could the creature be surprised at Therian’s approach? Gruum wondered if any tiny mortal had ever dared to step up to it in such a confident manner in all its uncountable years of life.

Therian lifted his boot and stepped over the fallen body of a crewman. He stopped and raised his twin blades, pointing with them around the beach. 

“Seven foul souls did I take here today,” he said to the sea monster. “I will demand now that you give me your name. I would know who you are, great Lady of the deep.” 

The monster shambled forward. Ten feet closer. Twenty. She halted, as Therian did not retreat. A massive noise rolled from its open maw then, a sound that formed into bass words of inhuman volume. At first, Gruum had to shake his head. Then he thought he heard and understood the words, strange and foul though they might be.

Gruum and the Captain disengaged and stepped back away from one another, sides heaving. Somehow, their struggles seemed petty and pointless in the face of such a monstrosity. In truth, neither could tear his eyes from the sight of the sea monster, her head brushing the palm fronds—nor Therian, who stood nonchalantly before it.

 “You intrigue me,” said the cavernous voice, “although you are only a mortal insect that crawls upon these dry peaks of dirt. Too long have I stayed in the deeps. I see now I was mistaken in my disdain for the surface. It is unpleasant, but interesting. I thank you, morsel, for having awakened me to the tiny joys of your world.”

“Then as a reward, tell me of your lineage, O Lady of the Deeps.”

The creature paused. She turned her great head so that she might regard the black-garbed figure of Therian with her second eye. “You amuse me. I will thusly reward you. I am Humusi. My sire was a megalodon from an age gone by. My mother was a creature known as Anduin the Black.”

Therian smiled. “I thank you, lost Humusi! I had suspected as much, because you were able to meet me in our dreams.”

“Our dreams?” rumbled the monster. “Did we slumber together? I had thought you were a ghost of past sea captains. In centuries past, I consumed a thousand ships. Some few creatures aboard them spoke with me, as you do now.”

“No, it was no ghost. It was I who shared your dreams.”

A black tongue swept around, flicking itself over hundreds of dagger-point teeth. Ropy strings of saliva dripped from the creatures jaws. The falling strings formed puddles on the beach which quickly transformed into dark patches as the thick liquid soaked into the sands.

“Can you possibly become any more intriguing? My desire to taste your flesh grows by the moment. I see now, up close, that you are not a normal man. You are of a different complexion and demeanor. I would have you name yourself to me, morsel.”

“I am Therian, Sorcerer-King of Hyborea. Now I know you, Humusi, daughter of Anduin. I name you a lost Dragon-Child. You are among those I must seek.”

“For what purpose, doll-king?”

“To return you to your mother, lost one. It is she, Anduin the Black, who has charged me with your retrieval.”

“Charged you? For what purpose?”

“To become her champion upon this world.”

A strange, blasting sound erupted from the creature. Steamy vapor blew from its mouth and nostrils. Foul scents washed up the beach, encompassing the last three living men on the island. Could the creature be laughing? Gruum wondered, uncertain.

“You amuse me greatly!” said the Dragon-Child. “How might you perform this impossible task? Perhaps you will stuff me into your leather pockets? Or shall I loop a rope around my neck and harness myself to your crippled ship?”

Therian gave his own huff of laughter. “Nothing so mundane, Great Lady.”

Another blasting eruption of foulness occurred. Gruum’s hair fluttered back, while Therian’s black locks flew about him as if he rode out a gale. Gruum was certain now, the creature was laughing at them.

“I will watch with great interest as you make your first move, absurd being.”

Therian used both his blades to circle himself, running them twice around, then once more. He had drawn a circle in the sands that completely encompassed him.

“And what’s this? A barrier that I cannot pass? I feel no presence holding me back, mortal. Perhaps your spell has failed you.”

“Just wait a moment more, Humusi. The circle is to protect me—but not from thee.”

“All right, but do hurry, sorcerer. I feel that I must eat you soon, lest this all be a ruse. I can’t let you escape me now. I’m mad to taste your flesh. You smell of rare spices and dried meat.”

Gruum and Bolo had, by mutual silent agreement, retreated another dozen paces up the beach from the sea monster. They continued their vigil, however. There was nowhere else to run. Should Therian fail, neither man imagined he would survive.

“What will your master do?” asked Bolo.

“Something unexpected—and frightening.”

Bolo looked at Gruum with a frank expression. “I can’t think why you follow him. Are you as mad as he is?”

Gruum nodded. “Often, I ask myself that same question.”

Therian bent over his patch of sand. It seemed, at this distance, that he piled up the sand and bits of flotsam at his feet. Gruum watched as the sea monster twisted its head this way and that, the long neck craning to see what the sorcerer was up to. Was this the moment Therian had been waiting for? Gruum expected to see his master spring up, mount the sea monster’s tree-trunk neck and perhaps ride it, slashing. 

“Enough,” said Humusi, puffing at Therian. “I’m tired of this game now. You plan to exhaust me on this uncomfortable beach until I’m lulled into a compliant slumber.”

Therian stood. At his feet were a half-dozen figures built of sticks and sand. Black wax held them together at the joints and held the stick-swords to their tiny hands.

“What is that you have built there? You are not a sorcerer, but an artisan. And a poor one at that.”

“Look into the forest you have broken with your body,” said Therian, pointing behind the monster. 

Humusi turned her great head, and Therian began to chant in Dragon Speech. His words were so powerful they bit into the minds of all present. Gruum grasped his head with both hands. Bolo did the same. But though they squinched their eyes and gritted their teeth, nothing could keep those terrible words out of their heads.

“That speech!” said the monster, twisting its snake-like head around to look down upon Therian again. “I have not heard such sweet words for an eon! I barely recall their meaning.”

Something moved then, in the forest where Therian had bade the monster to look. There was a large, shapeless mass that struggled to rise. The summoning lifted itself, dripping earth, as if it had been buried in the sands. With a man-shaped body of wet, dark sand, it had limbs made of driftwood logs. It was large, but not so large as the sea monster.

“Ah! Now I see your tricks, tiny sorcerer. But you made this one much too small.” So saying, the Dragon-Child darted forward her snake-like neck and snapped her jaws. She bit into the sandy golem. The golem in turn reached up and grappled with the mouth that latched onto its shoulder. 

The struggle generated a deep grinding noise that terrified Gruum and Bolo. It was as if the walls of a castle had reared up and formed fingers of stone to grip a watchtower—which had itself formed a mouth from its door and now snapped back at the walls. The two men stepped back further, to the very edge of the beach. They would have fled, but where upon this cursed island might they find safety? They knew not, and so they stayed and they watched with growing dismay.

More sand golems arose. Gruum counted seven of them, in all. One for each of the souls Therian had consigned to Anduin. Eldritch sparks ran over their bodies, which were held together by forces unseen. Some had limps, shambling upon peg-legs built of buried logs. Others bore swords in the jagged-shape of sharp coral. One had a mace with a huge, gray boulder of granite at its head. None of them had eyes to see with—nor mouths with which to scream.

Gruum saw one of them then, in detail. It had fat cheeks, if nothing else. And a nose. It was the coxswain’s face, without his eyes or mouth. He felt certain of it. Gruum loosed his own cry of fear then, but in the din of titanic battle, none could hear it.

Humusi thrashed. Her great tail swept the sands behind her, knocking down trees and taking the feet of golems out from under them. But always, they rose again, reassembling themselves from the dripping wet grains. They beat her with their staves, their coral swords and the boulder-headed mace. They grappled with her, clinging to her thrashing limbs.

Therian stood calmly inside his circle. None of the struggling forms entered the space he had formed there. 

Eyes black and wide with rage, Humusi snapped at him, but could not reach over the shoulders of the golems that grappled with her. She used her mouth to rip loose the mace with the boulder head from the golem that resembled, so closely, the coxswain. With a whipping, heaving motion, she threw it at Therian. 

Gruum winced as the mace, a dozen feet long, twirled toward his master. But Therian stood motionless. The mace came down and struck some kind of barrier, something unseen. The head of it rolled off, a boulder once again. The shaft splintered and blasted the beach with shattered bits of driftwood.

“He stands in the circle to keep the golems out, not the monster,” said Bolo. 

“It would appear so,” agreed Gruum.

The struggle went on for several minutes more, but in time, even the fantastic vitality of one so huge and powerful as Humusi gave out. She was winded and heaving about in spurts. Finally, she had had enough.

“Very well, sorcerer,” she huffed. “You have defeated me. I must retreat to the sea.”

So saying, she gave a great lurch and crawled toward the waves. She made it to the first lapping breakers. They furled over her flesh, wetting her claws and splashing up to her squat flippers.

Therian had been watching with idle interest. Rose and called out to his creations. “The tail! All grasp the tail!”

The sand giants tottered to do his bidding. More than a dozen hands, each two feet wide, grasped the great tail and hauled upon it. Unable to lash or gain purchase, exhausted, the sea monster was hauled up completely onto the beach again. 

“One on each limb, two on the neck, one at the tail,” ordered Therian. He was cool, no more ruffled than might be a deck commander who called the arrangement of the sails to catch an even-tempered breeze.

Breathing hard, the monster quieted and lay still upon the dry beach. Her big, black eyes studied the sea, no more than a dozen feet from her face. So near, but unreachable.

“I wish to go home,” rumbled the monster.

“We will be glad to oblige,” said Therian. He used his blades to break open the circle he stood within. He stepped forward and walked up to the beast’s neck. He gestured over his shoulder for the two men who watched in safety to come forward.

“I meant the sea,” she said. “That is my home.”

“You will be reunited with your mother soon enough. She will comfort you.”

“I do not like it there. It is too dry, and mother is unpleasant.”

Therian gestured, and one of the sand golems clamped Humusi’s maw shut. Gruum and Bolo eyed one another, then walked forward slowly. It was impossible to approach such a formidable group of monsters, both conjured and hatched, without terror. 

“The neck,” said Therian. He coughed, then continued. “I don’t think I have the strength left to saw it through. You must help me.”

The men looked at one another with wide eyes. Neither of them moved.

“What’s wrong with you?” shouted Therian, suddenly displeased. “You gave up seven of your crewmen’s lives, Bolo, to help me slay this foul being. She has sunk a thousand ships, by her own admission. Do you love her so? Or do you lack the courage to slay a helpless monster?”

For Gruum, it was neither of those things that held him back. It was the horror of the task. He’d never been a whaler. He’d never hunted game bigger than a deer or a forest boar. Somehow, sawing at the neck of a massive, ancient creature that was capable of speech disgusted him. But he could see that it must be done. He looked to Bolo and caught the other’s eye.

“It must be,” said Bolo.

It took a long time. Occasionally, the monster lurched and heaved. They bled her until the sands were caked for a dozen yards in every direction, but she did not die. In the end, when they managed to sever the spine by hammering their swords into the top of the neck, she gurgled and stared out toward her beloved sea in death.

Therian stood upon that head, and when the moment came, he did speak his words. Dragon Speech rent the air. Out over ocean, the sun was setting with orange-pink beauty. A line of sea birds flew away from them, leaving the island. 

The life of Humusi thus ended, and she was sent home to her mother’s domain from whence she’d come. The Dragon-Child had been returned home.

Therian lowered his arms and stood with head bowed, weary and spent. The seven sand golems instantly froze in place. Driftwood weapons dropped from crumbling hands. Legs cracked and split, spilling into dry, shifting piles. Vague faces melted and tore apart, disintegrating into a million particles of fine grit. 

The beach, and the entire island, fell quiet again. Only the wind sighing over the sands and the crash of the waves could be heard. Gruum walked away from the battleground, looking back over his shoulder. 

The golems were conical piles of sand with debris trapped inside. The dead Dragon-Child was a wet hillock of dark, rubbery flesh. The sailors had been buried during the titanic struggles. Only one was in evidence, his headscarf fluttering in the sea breezes. By the size of the man’s belly, Gruum figured it was the coxswain.

Gruum stopped and stood wearily for a moment. Then he reversed course. He took the time to bury those that had given their all to defeat the monster. He hoped they would sleep easily with the Dragons, if only for this single night. 

But he had little hope for them.
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The three men journeyed with little speech back to the Innsmouth. The tide had freed her, and she floated at anchor. The wind spirits were gone, but there was enough of mundane wind to allow them to get underway. 

Too tired to sail that day, they loaded what supplies they could aboard the ship and settled upon the decks to rest. By unspoken agreement Therian and Gruum slept in the stern, while Bolo slept upon the prow.

It was sometime after midnight that a strange calm descended over the ship. Gruum thought to hear a stealthy scraping, and forced himself awake. He sat up, rubbing his eyes and hair for a time. Nothing came to his ears, however, and he rolled upon his side. 

Then it came again. A single, dragging sound, like that of a stick crossing a deck board. Gruum reached for his dagger as a shape loomed over him.

“Bolo? Have you not yet been sated with blood?” demanded Gruum. 

The other made no reply. He came forward with an odd, shuffling gait. There was something in his hand. A scrap of cloth that fluttered and danced in the night air. Gruum reached to a lantern that they had left to burn all night. It had been covered, and Gruum slid away that cover, burning his fingers on the hot metal.

He stood up and walked down to meet Bolo on the main decks. This would be the last time they crossed swords.

Gruum halted when he reached the main deck, however. The figure was man-shaped, but it was most definitely not Bolo. He stepped forward, lifting the lantern and squinting in the night.

The figure that stood watching his approach did not move. As Gruum’s view of it improved, he wished he had stayed on the stern deck above. A rickety structure of bone and tattered flesh, the dead man swayed as the ship rolled gently underneath it. The skull had only scraps of hair still attached. One eye slewed about, lidless and feral. The other socket was empty of flesh, being full of twisting sea worms instead.

“Karn,” said Gruum in recognition. He swallowed hard. “So, you finally caught up with us.”

The other lifted the fluttering thing in its hand, as if it were an offering. It placed it on the deck, and then shambled away.

“Cut it down, Gruum,” said Therian’s voice from behind him.

Gruum’s lips squirmed in disgust, but he shook his head. Karn jumped overboard and splashed back into the sea. 

When the dead thing had gone, Therian came down to examine the cloth it had left behind. “What’s the significance of this?”

Gruum took a deep breath. “It is part of a green scarf.”

“I can see that. It is burned. What does this mean?”

Gruum looked at his lord squarely. “The cabin boy wore a green scarf, if you care to remember.”

Frowning, Therian nodded. He walked to the prow of the ship. Bolo lay there, apparently still sleeping. 

“His throat has been cut in the night,” said Therian.

“I know.”

“Did you do it?”

“No. It was not I.”

Therian walked back and nodded in understanding. “It is your belief, then, that Karn will not follow us further?”

“It is my hope,” said Gruum.

“Mine as well. We have many more ports to sail to before our quest is done. I hope we will not see Karn again on our journeys.”

Gruum sat on the deck after that, listening to the sea and the groaning of the Innsmouth’s timbers. He waited for the bright light of morning. 

Sleep was unthinkable.
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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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