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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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The ice surrounding Hyborea did not begin breaking up until early summer. By that time, the people of the island were thin and hungry. Their bluish skins hung around their eyes and their cheekbones were sharp and prominent. Hyboreans were famous for surviving with little sustenance for long periods, but this last winter had been extreme. The King himself came down to the docks on the day the ice broke, and there was a celebration. The Sun, a pale disk in the sky, was clear to see and the cool radiance was deemed by all to be better than nothing.

The celebration went through the night and into the next morn, when the tradeships from the south were expected to arrive. Everyone in Corium counted their gold and excitedly discussed the fresh fruit, meats and wines they would purchase when the ships came rolling in over the open seas. The merchants of Corium were the happiest of all. They rode out in a steady stream, heading southward with a fair wind. They would ply their trades and bring back wealth and goods for all.

But the first days slipped by, and then a week followed. No ships came, and none of the Hyborean merchants returned. Therian ordered his war arks out to see what was amiss. A blockade was discovered. A fleet from the Solerov city-states blocked the seas between the southern kingdoms and Hyborea. When met by the Hyborean navy, they would not stand and fight. The barbarians ran from the slower war arks. Still, their blockade was effective, as there were too few war arks to protect the merchants. 

Therian called a council of war. Gruum stood in the darkest corner. He listened, and kept his face shaded by his hood. His expression was as grim as any noble in the chamber. He was not worried about Hyborea this day, however. He was worried about the King’s safety. The people were hungry and desperate. They had felt hope—then had their hopes dashed. No leader in the city was safe from the desperation Gruum saw in the dark, staring eyes of the commoners. 

“We could break the blockade with a flotilla,” suggested Scatha, a priestess who had been invited to the council chambers. She wore the traditional black robes of Anduin.

“They would not trade with us if even if we sailed our war arks to their ports,” a priest in red immediately scoffed. His name was Feond, and he followed the Dragon Yserth.

“Then we will force them to do so!” Scatha shouted back at her rival.

“Do you seriously propose we go raiding?” Feond demanded. “We can’t send out our few arks and leave nothing behind to guard our coasts. That is their clear purpose, to begin a new invasion!”

Gruum saw Sir Tovus roll his eyes and heave a sigh. Gruum agreed with the sentiment. They had all heard too much of this bickering. Therian had invited representatives from both the Red and the Black Orders, only to receive people who denounced every word the other said. Rather than being helpful, they only brought greater strife to the council chambers.

Therian himself sat apart from the rest on a small throne covered in white snow-ape pelts. His eyes flicked around the chamber. He appeared to be annoyed with everyone. Gruum could not blame him.

Scatha, her eyes wild with passion, opened her mouth to make another snarling statement toward Feond, who stood with his arms crossed and a smug expression on his face. Gruum wondered at the health evident in their bodies. Neither the priests nor the priestesses ever seemed to go hungry. They were not fat, but neither did their skins hang from their limbs as was so often the case with the common folk.

Therian lifted his hand. Everyone in the chamber fell silent.

“We have no need of wine,” the King said. “We have no need of fine cloth. We only require foodstuffs. These, I can provide.”

“How sire?” Feond asked.

“Do not insult our monarch by asking how,” Scatha scolded him. “What King Therian says he will do, will be done. I would only dare ask when, sire?” 

Therian stared at them. Gruum read a weary annoyance in his eyes. 

“It will be done now,” the King said. “I require the presence of both of you, to help me with the ceremony.”

“Are you sure, milord?” Scatha asked. She cast a disdainful glance in the direction of Feond. “I’m not sure that the true Dragon would appreciate—”

“Let us walk down to the edge of the sea. Both of you will accompany me.”

Muttering amongst themselves, the councilors stood and formed a group. Their assistants carried various items of comfort, including extra cloaks, goblets of wine and hats with plumes too voluminous to be comfortably worn indoors.

Therian made a slight gesture. Gruum stepped to his side, recognizing his master’s summons. 

“Yes sire?” Gruum asked.

“Bring me my belt and swords, will you?”

“Of course, milord,” Gruum said approvingly. “One can never be too safe.”

Therian glanced at him. “Quite.”

Gruum hurried to a locked box and opened it, the hinges creaking. He brought Therian his swords and soon they were buckled into place. The other councilors took note, but said nothing. 

Marching through the palace, the group’s approach sent every servant scurrying out of the way. Guardsmen stood tall and snapped salutes. Maids rushed to drag away scrubbing buckets so the nobility would not trip or complain. The councilors took no note of these lesser people, and instead argued amongst themselves. A large number leaned toward a raiding strategy, but a stubborn contingent demanded their navy hug their shores to face any new attack. Among the factions, the most vociferous were the priest and priestess.

Therian marched them down from the palace and out into Corium proper. Guardsmen ran ahead of them, shouting: “Make way for the King!” All traffic was halted and any unfortunate left behind in the cobbled streets was kicked harshly aside. Beggars, cartsmen, the elderly and errant children were herded away with equal disregard.

At last, they came to the end of the High Street. The gates stood open and beyond them was the dock district. Blackened and scorched, the gates had been undergoing repairs since the brief siege of Corium. New timbers had been slow in coming down from the mountains due to the heavy snows.

A strange figure stood in their path as they reached the yawning portal that led outside the walls. It was a woman, and she was gaunt and pale in the extreme. She held a child’s hand. Gruum was startled to see the woman was Nadja’s handmaiden, and the girl was none other than the princess herself.

“Sire, may I speak with you?” asked the handmaiden, who Gruum knew was named Ymma. She seemed barely able to stand upright.

Therian halted. The group halted behind him. None knew how their King might react to this interruption of his plans, so they wisely kept quiet.

“What is it, Ymma?” Therian asked.

“Your daughter, milord. I can no longer care for her.”

Gruum looked upon the girl. She had grown taller over the last few days—a phenomenon he was no longer surprised to see. She resembled a child of nine years of age, if he were forced to guess. She had long tresses now, hair which hung in two braids of shiny black. Impossibly, her hair was a foot longer than the last time he’d met her in the Necropolis. Gruum and the councilors around him tried not to stare at the two females, but failed.

Therian stepped forward and looked at Ymma, who looked back with round, vacant eyes. He nodded once, curtly.

“Gruum,” Therian called. 

Gruum hurried to his side.

“Take this maiden and guide her gently. She will come with us. She can be among the first to benefit from the feast I plan.”

“Yes, sire,” said Gruum, taking Ymma’s hand. He soon found he had to encircle her waist with his arm and lift her slight weight so she could keep walking. As he marched after Therian, he wondered that the King would so starve a personal servant. 

Nadja came skipping after the two of them. “Hello, Gruum,” she said.

“Hello, princess.”

“Do not drop Ymma! She has been so sweet to me.”

“I will not,” Gruum assured her.

Ymma, for her part, stumbled along like one in a trance. She blinked up at the Sun now and then. A thin, shadowy smile played over her lips as she gazed into the sky. Everyone in Hyborea smiled at the Sun whenever it bothered to show itself. No matter how weakly it shined, its thready warmth was always welcome.

Gruum frowned at Nadja and she smiled back at him. His eyes slid to Ymma’s pale body. Surreptitiously, he tugged at the cloth of one of the woman’s sleeves. A length of blue-white forearm was revealed. His breath caught in his lungs. There, upon Ymma’s arm, he saw a dozen scabbed-over punctures. Gruum turned toward Nadja, thinking to admonish the princess, but then he eyed Therian who marched just ahead. He sighed and held his tongue. 
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When the party reached the docks and the beaches themselves, Therian walked out upon the sands and stood there. The cold waves surged up to him, but the water did not seem brave enough to dare touch his royal boots.

“Scatha,” the King called, “stand to my left. Feond, to my right. I require the benediction of both Dragons this day.”

Pleased to be included, the two he summoned hurried to stand beside the King. Gruum, for his part, stood back with Nadja, Ymma and various nobles. Gruum and Sir Tovus exchanged worried glances. Neither knew what their monarch had in mind, and neither was at ease.

“On this day, I seek to heal the hurts of fair Corium,” Therian said in the tone of one reading a prayer. “I ask both of you, Priest of Yserth and Priestess of Anduin, to worship your Dragon now. I wish you to praise it, to call upon your masters and request divine aid.”

Scatha shot Feond a venomous glance, which was returned in kind. Both of them produced burners of sweet incense which they set alight. They began chanting. Scatha’s voice rose high in the scratchy, quick-worded crooning of the Black Order while Feond rumbled in the deep, slow and sonorous droning of the Red Order.

When Therian at last began to speak, the voices of the other two were quickly drown out. Harsh words, hurtful words split the air—syllables no human throat should be able to produce and which no human ear should ever hear. Scatha and Feond winced and grimaced, but kept chanting their discordant screeds all the while.

The skies reddened overhead, then shivered with a fresh, brighter blue light. The people of Corium, who had gathered around and up upon the walls to watch, gasped and cowered. They feared the proceedings, but could not resist the temptation to view them. Children leaned against their mothers and peeked through the fingers that covered their eyes.

The sky slowly drained of odd colors, and seemed to spill these colors down into the sea. Soon, the waves were red and black rather than slate-blue. The water roiled, the top layer turning into a cold froth of bubbling liquid. None knew what was coming, but none could turn their eyes from the sight.

“Kneel before the Dragons!” roared Therian suddenly, in a voice that was not his and not human. All who heard him felt their knees buckle, as if they did not possess the strength to support the weight of their bodies.

Ymma went down first, Gruum simply could not hold her upright. Others around him, Gruum noted, knelt as if felled. Some kept collapsing, until they lie prostrate upon the sandy beach. Sir Tovus went to one knee, then finally gave in and knelt fully. Gruum felt his knees tremble, but he also felt the urge to resist. He stood erect.

The priest and priestess both knelt on either side of Therian. Still they chanted, their voices almost inaudible in the din of the roiling sea and Therian’s sorcerous booming. Finally, Gruum could hold out no longer. His knees sank down to join the rest and he knelt on the sands. He looked to his side and saw with mild surprise that Nadja stood free and smiling. She did not look to be under the slightest duress. She did not kneel, and in fact didn’t feel the urge at all as the rest of them did. Looking around, Gruum saw that only she and her father still stood upon their feet.

Words still bubbled from Therian’s mouth. They had become vaporous now, and grew impossibly. A flowing carpet of red and black smoke drifted in every direction. The words did not rise, but fell to expand out over the beach, hiding the sand and waves from view. 

Gruum frowned as the unknown spell reached its zenith. He thought to hear some of the words, to know their meaning, to understand them as one might learn to pick out certain barbarous syllables from long contact with the language. He thought the King was calling something—or someone.

Then Therian flashed out his twin blades and held them aloft so they caught the gleaming light of the Sun. Therian chanted the words of convocation, words which consigned the passage of souls to worlds unseen. The Dragon Speech was unfortunately very familiar to Gruum. He knew what must follow.

The twin blades flickered. Seeker plunged into the throat of Scatha, while Succor drove itself into Feond. The accompanying chants ceased, and a quiet gargling began. Scatha’s hands came up to her ruined neck and grasped at the edge of Seeker, slicing away her own fingers on the blade. The sword never moved a fraction, despite her efforts.

When their souls had been removed completely, Therian withdrew his two blades. His victims slumped down, rather than pitched forward. They were like empty leather wine sacks, forgotten on the beach after a night of carousing.

Therian lifted the two bloody swords high into the air and cried out fresh words, painful words, words that commanded the sky and the sea below it.

The ocean waves stopped coming to the beach. Instead, the water turned into a thick soup, and dripping shapes arose within. They appeared at first like unidentifiable lumps in a peasant’s stew pot, but then they stood, showing their strange forms. Wading forward, hulking creatures shambled upon the dry beach. Gruum blinked at these abominations, wondering if they were his doom coming for him at long last. Dozens of the creatures approached. They were slick, shiny and covered in—leaves?

Each had a dozen arms, or tentacles, with vine-like connections to periodic nodules. They stood at various heights: some were ten feet tall, others over thirty. They marched up by tens and then by hundreds. At last, Therian’s throat stopped producing vaporous Dragon Speech and Gruum’s mind cleared. He was able to speak. Around him, people wept in terror.

“What are they?” Gruum heard himself ask aloud.

“Don’t you know?” Nadja asked. She still stood beside him and bent to hiss in his ear. “They are seaweed, silly!”

Gruum saw her words were truth. These strange monsters were masses of moving, living seaweed. Ropes and twisting loops of it, moving of its own accord. Therian sheathed his twin swords and turned back to look upon Nadja.

“Such a smart child,” Therian said, smiling. Nadja beamed at the rare praise from the father.

The seaweed creatures shuffled off into the surf, which had returned to its normal relentless pounding of the beach. The creatures labored at weaving their own bodies into sheets of tangled strands. Gruum watched with fascination as the sheets began to resemble nets. The leafy creations built the nets from their own ropy bodies then dragged them through the waters. Gruum watched for hours as they hauled up thousands of fish to the docks, where the Hyboreans fell upon them and dragged the flipping, silver bodies away to storehouses. The storehouses were soon overfull, and the fish kept coming. The streets were covered with them. There was nowhere one could walk without stepping upon a slippery, flopping fish. Most of them were arctic cod, but there were other varieties as well.

Gruum’s stomach growled to see them. He had supped fairly well over the winter months, being part of the Royal Court, but it had been a long time since he’d tasted fresh food. Hyborea’s own fishermen had been hard pressed to bring up a good catch in the frigid waters.

Therian made a show of offering a large cod to Ymma. The fish’s mouth worked the air helplessly.

“For your sacrifice, fair woman,” Therian said. “I give you food to strengthen yourself.”

She took the fish gratefully, although she was too weak to carry it home. At a nod from Therian, Gruum helped her. After leaving her in a tiny cottage, Gruum quickly returned to the King’s side. He found upon his return that Nadja had vanished. He sniffed and refused to worry. The girl could take care of herself well enough.

The seaweed creatures kept working and the fish kept piling up. The smell of the sea was overpowering. A townsman dared to approach the King, seeing that he was in a good mood. With his hands trembling and his lips twitching into a terrified smile, the townsman begged for Therian’s leave to speak.

“What is it, man?”

“I only wish to point out, milord,” said the townsman, “that we have many fish, but no bread, nor milk. Is it possible…?”

“Such impudence!” Therian snorted. “So, I am a Djinn now, is that it? I exist to conjure your heart’s desires?”

“Not at all, sire!” cried the townsman. He fell to his knees. So many fish surrounded him, he appeared to be hip-deep.

Therian took a step toward him, his brow suddenly clouded. “You can make bread from seaweed, I’ve read of it. Cakes as well.”

“But how, sire?”

“That is for you to figure out,” Therian told him. He drew Seeker and tested its edge on one nail. “Or would you like me to perform a fresh spell for you this day?”

“No, no!” the townsman said. His hands went up beseechingly. “We will make do with what has been provided! Give us seaweed, and we will make fine cakes from it!”

Therian nodded, mollified. He cut the air with Seeker then, striking so close to the townsman’s head that a clump of his hair flew away to land upon the mounds of wriggling fish. An instant after he had performed this gesture, the seaweed creatures fell into shivering masses. All over the docks, the beaches and the cobbled streets, they plopped down and moved no more.

“There is your wish fulfilled,” Therian told the townsman. “Now, mill it and bake it. Or must I summon an oven that fills itself?”

“Thank you, Great King!” shouted the townsman. “The Dragons smile upon us this day. Long live the King!” 

“Long live the King!” came the murmured chorus.

Therian nodded and headed back toward the palace. Behind him, Gruum followed. 

As they reached the palace, Gruum saw Nadja waiting for them at the gates. She waved at him and beamed a smile. Gruum nodded in return. He saw she had something in her hands. He thought it might be a lock of hair. He was not sure how the girl had come by it.
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The night became unseasonably cold, despite the faint warmth of the day. Gruum went to bed in his quarters with a bottle. He’d eaten his fill of cod, and drank his fill of brandy. He felt good, despite the sputtering fire that could not seem to keep his room warm. At midnight, he managed to doze. He hoped the brandy would keep his dreams at bay. Often, upon witnessing an act of disturbing sorcery, he drank heavily the night afterward. It had become a habit of late.

Gruum turned his head slowly toward his door. He thought to have heard something outside it. He listened for a minute, but the only sound was the crackle of his small fire. He reached forward to stir the ashes and freshen the blaze.

There it was again. He stood quietly, reaching for his saber which lay on the table nearby. He almost knocked the brandy bottle off onto the floor as he lifted his blade, but managed to snatch the bottleneck from the air as it fell.

When he turned back to his door, he saw it hung open.

“My, you are very quick!” said a small voice.

“Nadja?” Gruum asked, knowing it was her. His eyes flickered about the room, but he could not see her. He tried to recall if he had locked the door or not. He could not be sure. Perhaps the princess was not bothered by mundane things such as locks.

“Sweet Gruum,” the girl said.

Gruum whirled, lifting his blade reflexively. She stood between him and his dancing fire. Silhouetted by the light, she appeared to be a mass of shadow. Only her hair gave her color, its naturally black sheen making her head appear to ripple with reflected firelight.

“You’ve grown again,” Gruum said, half to himself.

“Yes,” she said. “It’s about time you noticed. Are you going to cut me with that?”

Gruum blinked and lowered his sword, setting it back upon the table. He noticed that blue-white shimmers chased one another up and down the blade, as if it were covered in a fine coating of oil. The sword did that when strange beings were nearby. This case was clearly no exception.

“Sorry,” he said. “You startled me. You do know that a young girl should not come into a man’s room at night, don’t you?”

“Why not?”

“It’s improper and dangerous,” Gruum said. He wondered at the girl’s attitude. She seemed to be growing up very fast, and without discipline or guidance.

Nadja laughed. The sound of her laughter was different tonight, he noted. It was not the tinkling sound of a child, but perhaps of a teen. Was she maturing already? For some reason, the mere thought of it sent a chill through him.

“Dangerous?” asked Nadja, still laughing. “For whom?”

Gruum stepped to one side and circled around the girl. He wanted to see her more clearly. She allowed the inspection and did not move, except for her eyes, which followed him closely. When the firelight fell directly upon her, he saw she wore a blue dress with black leggings and a shawl of dark red. It was the shape of her face and the shape of her body beneath the clothing that he noticed most distinctly. There could be no doubt of it: she was on the verge of becoming a woman. It was very startling, as he had known her less than a year in total. How had ten years passed upon her body in that short time?

He noticed then, during his examination of her person, that she had something in her hand. 

“Is that a lock of hair?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“Yes,” Nadja said, looking at the dark, glinting strands as if surprised to see what she carried.

“It’s Ymma’s hair, isn’t it?” 

She did not answer immediately. She looked down. He could not read her expression. Was it sadness? Guilt? Or just bewilderment? He was not sure. 

“Why do you carry Ymma’s hair?” he asked her.

“I miss her. I liked her.”

“What has happened to Ymma?”

Nadja rolled her lips, making her lower lip bulge slightly. “She…died.”

“I see,” Gruum said. His voice became stern. “Look here, you must learn self-control, girl.”

She looked up at him then, surprised. “Whatever for?”

“So you don’t feel sad, or make others feel sad. Hasn’t anyone here at the palace taught you anything?”

She shook her head. “Not really.”

“How did you learn the things you do know, then?” he asked suddenly. The girl was a puzzle. He had avoided asking her or Therian any probing questions for a long time, but now he thought was a good time to learn the truth, unpleasant though it might be. He knew that the brandy in his blood and his brain had given him the strength to ask these questions. Now that he was asking, he somehow didn’t want to stop. “How did you learn to speak? How did you learn of the world?”

“I dream about things. People teach me about the world when I dream.”

“You learn about the world in the short time of sleep?”

“Sleep might be brief for you, Gruum,” she said, her face flickering into a slight smile again. “But for me, every dream passes with the slowness of a week or a month.”

“Ah,” Gruum said, understanding at last. “That is why you grow so suddenly, from one day to the next.”

She nodded, almost shyly. Gruum wondered if his understanding of her secrets changed things between them. He looked at her hair, and her pretty face. She was very pale, and her body had only just begun to swell into the shape of a woman, but he could tell she would be lovely soon. Perhaps very soon. The thought was alarming. As a child, she was frightening. As a woman…Gruum didn’t want to think about it.

“Why did you come here tonight?” Gruum asked.

“I wanted to tell you about someone I met.”

Gruum frowned. Young princesses that moved mysteriously around the palace at night should not be meeting people, in his opinion. “Who? A boy?”

She shook her head. “He is no boy.”

“Who is he then?”

“He told me he’s an old friend of yours. He’s been asking about you.”

“What’s his name then?”

“Karn,” she said.

Karn? Gruum thought, and his mind froze over. He could scarcely breathe. He recalled the time Karn had returned to haunt him, on the deck of the Innsmouth a year ago. Karn had been frightening then—what would he be like today? And how had such a dreadful thing crept unseen into Corium? 

Gruum did not ask himself the final, obvious question, which concerned the circumstances under which Nadja had come to make an acquaintance of a shade. He knew the answer to that question already. The girl liked the dead. They were her playmates. She had grown up with them, living in the midst of their death for all her short, odd life.
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The palace slept. It was the deepest part of the night. The corridors were dimly lit and quiet. Gruum found himself following Nadja down dark, echoing passages. He had considered waiting until morning, but knew the girl would not wait. She would be off on her own, doing as she pleased. Days and untold events would likely pass before she returned with news of some fresh horror. The princess was unfettered. Her father was one of the most dangerous sorcerers in the known world and the King of Hyborea to boot. None dared to chastise her. Gruum felt the urge to act as the girl’s father should, but kept telling himself to leave well enough alone.

They turned down a side stair. Gruum had never been in this corner of the palace before. The stair wound around a crumbling pillar to a level below, a servant’s level that was rank with contained steam and moldering walls.

“Where are we?” Gruum asked.

“Just below the laundry,” she answered in a hushed voice. “Whisper, and the servants will never know we’ve been here.”

Gruum’s lantern sputtered, and he shook it back into life. The ceiling was so low overhead it brushed his hair, forcing him to stoop. Every surface was stone and tile. The flooring was silvered by puddles of warm water that lay here and there. The still pools reflected his lantern’s flame like small, round mirrors.

“Are you sure this man said his name was Karn?” he asked.

“He’s not exactly a man. But he knows a lot about you, as a friend should.”

Gruum considered her words seriously, and realized he’d never spoken of Karn with others. Only Therian knew of his existence, and he doubted the King would bring the subject up to anyone else—certainly not his wandering daughter.

“How far down are we going?” he asked. He splashed into a puddle, one of which was deeper than the rest. Trickles of water ran down the worn leather of his boots. 

Nadja paused. She looked back at him. Her eyes were big and each reflected his lantern’s flame. She put a finger to her lips, shushing him. She pointed downward to a plug in the floor. The plug was black and coated with waxy tar. It had an iron ring, and looked as ancient as the palace itself. 

“You want me to open that?” he hissed.

She nodded, pressed her finger to her lips again, and pointed to the ring.

Gruum sighed softly. He put one hand upon his knee and bent over the plug. Holding the lantern close he saw the ring was rusty despite the tar coating, which had clearly been applied to prevent it from rusting away entirely. Questioning his own sanity, he handed the lantern to Nadja. He took hold of the ring and pulled.

The water began draining away immediately. Nadja stepped close to him. He looked at her, and watched as she stared with wide eyes and open mouth down into the drain. She was excited, he could see. Anxious to see what was down in that round circle of absolute darkness.

“Is Karn down there?” Gruum asked in a harsh whisper.

She waggled her hands at him for quiet. “He sleeps, I think,” she hissed back.

Gruum looked down at the hole. The last of the water dribbled away from around his feet into the unknown sluice below.

“How did he come to be in such a place?” Gruum asked.

Nadja smiled at him. “I trapped him down there,” she said, her voice prideful.

Gruum opened his mouth to speak a new query, but before he could utter another syllable, something grabbed his foot. It was brownish-white, and ribbed with dark wet stripes. He realized it was a bony hand covered not with flesh, but with some kind of water algae. The smells hit him then, at the same moment the hand came up. Odors reminiscent of a deep swamp assaulted his nose. Fetid and rotten.

He yanked back his boot, but the bony hand held on. It was all he could do not to cry out in alarm and disgust. He looked at Nadja, and she grinned back. Was this some trap? Had he played the fool?

Gruum reached for his heavy saber and drew it in a single sweep. He’d not go down without taking a stab at whatever it was that had him, whether it was Karn or not.

Nadja’s small, pale hand snaked out to touch his wrist. She looked into his face, and shook her head. “It’s all right,” she said. “He’s only trying climb out. He has no purchase on these smooth tiles.”

As she said this, another hand of aged, wet bone, equally covered in algae, snaked out and scrabbled at the tiles. Gruum gritted his teeth and held his saber in a white-knuckled grip. He allowed the thing, whatever it was, to hold onto his boot. Its other hand managed to get a purchase on the lip of the hole and it strained to pull itself upward. 

Finally, he could see something rising up, something like an overturned bowl covered in mud. As it came into the lantern light, he saw it was skull. The empty orbits turned upward and seemed to regard him. 

“Hello Karn,” Gruum heard himself say. Somehow, he recognized this creature, though he had not seen it for many months.

The thing that clutched his boot nodded the dirty skull. The jawbone worked, and the bones clacked, but no sound issued that Gruum could hear.

“He says he’s pleased to see you again,” Nadja said.

“You can hear his speech?”

Nadja tilted her head, in the attitude of one listening. “He’s asking…he begs you to help him out of this hole.”

“Why should we do that?” Gruum asked. Just the smell of Karn and the substances inside the drain were enough to turn any man’s stomach. Gruum freshly doubted his sanity to find himself here, conversing with one of the dead and accompanying another who consorted with them so freely.

“He says he doesn’t like the hole.”

Gruum snorted. “I guess not, Karn old friend. You had something to tell me, Nadja said. This would be the time to do it. Then I will free you.”

Karn’s bones worked, but no audible sound other than clicks and squelching noises could be heard by Gruum. 

“He says he can’t tell you,” Nadja translated. “He must show you.”

“Show me what?”

“Something that you must see. Something which you will wish to know about.”

Gruum stared at the two of them. Finally, swallowing hard and holding his breath, he reached down with one gloved hand and hauled upon the slime-covered wrist-bones. He was surprised at how light Karn was. He supposed he should have expected a man’s bare skeleton to be far lighter to lift than a body clad in flesh.
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Karn led them down to the Necropolis beneath Corium. Gruum was not surprised at the destination. Where else would a member of the wandering dead wish to go in this city? He was surprised, however, by the route, which was previously unknown to him. Beneath the servants levels of the palace existed a series of winding passages. Nadja had no explanation for their existence, but Gruum suspected they served many possible purposes. He wondered as they traveled down crumbling stone ramps, hand-carven ladders and slimy chutes, how many clandestine affairs had occurred within the tunnels. In every society, nobility often mixed with the under classes, serving the needs of both parties in secret. Unlike the passages he’d traveled in the royal apartments, however, these were primitive, cramped and well-worn from use.

They exited out into the eastern region of the Necropolis, as closely as Gruum could estimate. They were far from the temple of Anduin and the mausoleum where he’d met the black-robed priestesses laboring among the dead. He wondered vaguely if the women had completed their sorcererous construction project. 

Karn moved ahead in a hunched, rolling gait. He led them southward. He’d been damaged somewhere along the line and lost a skeletal foot. He’d ingeniously replaced the missing appendage by nailing a length of hardwood on the end of his shinbone. The solution was imperfect, however, as it left one leg three inches shorter than the other, and resulted in an odd walk. Karn’s arms swung wide for balance and his wooden foot clacked slightly upon the stones as he traveled. Still, Gruum was impressed at the skeleton’s speed. Perhaps feeling no pain from his injury gave him a certain advantage over a living cripple.

Still holding his lantern, and desperately hoping it did not go out as he was led further every minute from light and safety, Gruum tried to put up a brave front. If a young girl and a crippled skeleton could travel here fearlessly, surely an adventurer such as himself need not worry. Doubts still gnawed at him with each passing moment.

“Nadja, where is he taking us?” Gruum asked in a whisper. 

“Don’t worry, I know this place very well.”

“And what if he burns for revenge?”

Nadja looked up. “What did you do to him?”

“It was your father who killed him and you just locked him up in a tank of muck.”

“Oh,” Nadja said. She turned away and gave a small shrug. “No matter. I’m not afraid of him.”

Gruum eyed her, and indeed she showed no fear. He was not surprised, and did he ask her to explain her reasons. His relationship with the girl was a complex one, he reflected. On one hand, he was afraid of her, but on the other, he felt protective of her. She filled him with worry and curiosity at the same time. She was an intriguing puzzle that he feared to solve.

After a long march across the uneven stones, they reached a spot where Karn halted and took up an attitude of listening. The muck on his ribs and skull had dried now into dirty stains. His skull shifted and twisted. 

Gruum began to ask what he was doing. The words never left his throat. Nadja shushed him, and the question he’d been about to ask drifted from his mind as he watched events unfold. 

Karn spun on his wooden foot and pushed past them, running in the opposite direction. His feet clattered on the stones. 

Gruum heard the pursuer then—he heard the squeaking brass wheels of a heavy cart. It was one of the gatherers, he had no doubt of it. The driverless, horseless cart clicked and clattered on the far side of a set of pillars, moving at surprising speed to pursue Karn. Gruum drew his saber and took three steps toward it.

Nadja laid a hand on his wrist. It was a very cold hand. She looked up at him with round, dark eyes. “Don’t,” she said. “You cannot defeat the gatherer.”

“Can he escape it?” asked Gruum.

She looked after Karn and shook her head. “I don’t think so. It is too close now. It has slowed him.”

Gruum watched in fascinated horror as the cart rolled in pursuit. The luminescent green vapors that roiled in its two forward lanterns brightened, as might a predator’s eyes when prey was near. Karn moved now as if he strode through deep water. 

“It slows the dead?” Gruum asked.

Nadja laughed. The sound was bright, cheerful and totally out of place here. “How else could a brass-wheeled cart catch anyone?”

They stood and watched as Karn was reduced to a shivering pile of bones. Whatever sorcery allowed his bare bones to move as though motivated by muscle had been interrupted. Gruum could see him struggle, but the closer the cart came the more helpless he became. He now understood the flopping limbs of those that rode on the cart. The dead struggled, but could not force themselves to rise. He wondered if they felt any pain when the priestesses dismembered them. Worse, were they still somehow aware and awake as they were torn apart and rebuilt into a new shape?

“Are you troubled?” Nadja asked.

“It’s a sad end for a good man. He deserved better.”

They watched as the gatherer rolled close, then one of its wheels reversed direction. Gruum noticed there were spikes in the brass wheels. These spikes caught on Karn’s bones and dragged Karn up onto the cart. Rattling and shivering, Karn lay like a broken marionette on the flat back of the gatherer. A dozen other corpses shivered there beside him. The gatherer turned and rolled away toward the northern end of the Necropolis. Gruum saw the wooden foot of his lost friend dangling and clattering on the brass wheels.

Gruum took a deep breath, then stepped after the cart.

“What are you doing?” asked Nadja.

“I’m going to get him away from that thing.”

“Oh no, Gruum. Don’t try it!”

He stopped and turned to face her. “Why not?”

“Because I do not want to see you on the back of that cart.”

Gruum blinked at her. “What if I broke its lanterns?”

“Then the vapor would blind and choke you.”

Gruum slammed his sword back into its sheath. “Why did he lead us down here, anyway? Didn’t he know it was dangerous for his kind down here?”

“Yes, I think he did. And I think I knew where he must have been taking us.”

“Where?”

“There is only one interesting spot along this wall. The priests of Yserth have a shrine nearby. They think no one knows about it. But I do.”

Gruum looked at her. “Show me.”
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Gruum smelled the priests, before he heard or saw them. Next, he saw the pinkish glow of their burning incense. Their chanting was so low in tone, so bass, that it felt like a vibration in the stones he tread upon rather than the voices of men.

Nadja led the way. Both crept upon their bellies to a high bulge of cairn stones. Gruum smelled sweat, intoxicating incense and dust. He peeked out over the stones and saw a surprising sight. 

A dozen men lay prostrate upon the stones. With their bodies they encircled something Gruum had not expected to see here. A pool of inky black water. As he watched, the priests continued to drone with their humanly deep voices. They quaked, their muscles taut with strain. It was as if every one of them were being stretched upon the rack. Each man was bare to the waist. Red flowing robes covered their lower bodies, and their heads were plucked clean. They lay prone with arms outstretched toward the watery hole in their midst.

Frowning, Gruum dared lift his head higher for a better view. None of the men were looking toward him and they seemed preoccupied. He eyed the area, looking for clues as to their strange behavior. Then he saw the piles of cairn stones. All around the region, they were stacked unusually high. He understood now that the very stack he hid behind was one such pile of stones. Then his eyes swung back toward the pool of water they surrounded. The water surged rhythmically.

“What have they done?” he whispered. 

Nadja shushed him, but he rose higher and stared. He recognized the surge and retreat of the water, slight though it might be. It was the movement of the sea. It could be nothing else. Had they dug a tunnel to the ocean? Had they opened a way to some underground cavern full of seawater? Did they seek to drown Corium in her sleep?

Nadja gripped his shoulder then, from behind. So intent was he that he sought to shake her hand off. Surprised at her strength, he snapped his head around.

Nadja was not there. Instead, a fanatical priest loomed above him. The man released him and picked up one of the cairn stones. The priest lifted the heavy, head-sized stone upward in both hands with the clear intention of striking down and dashing out Gruum’s brains. 

The stone flashed down toward Gruum’s face. He rolled away, and the priest missed. Gruum had his dagger out and he buried it in the man’s leg. The priest did not react with pain or fear. He reacted as might a man who felt nothing. He reached for a fresh stone to smash down.

Gruum pulled the dagger out of the man’s thigh and reached higher this time, gutting the priest. The man only grunted, but kept chanting and grimacing. He lifted his new stone high overhead, his muscles standing out with the strain. 

Stabbing again and again, Gruum ruined the man’s belly. Entrails slid out of gaping wounds. The stone still came down, and caught Gruum upon his wrist, smashing it painfully. He dropped his dagger and scrambled away. The priest staggered after him, but now the lost blood took its toll. The priest looked no less determined in his task. He did not retreat. He slid on the stones, his sandals making streaks of blood as he shuffled forward. His arms refused to lift the stone fully overhead, but still he kept coming. 

Gruum had his feet now, and he had his saber out in his good hand. He had trained himself for years to fight almost as well with his left hand as his right, and tonight the work paid off. He cut off the man’s hands with the first slash, causing the head-sized stone to fall and clatter down upon its countless brothers. 

The priest kept shuffling forward, slower now, stumps still upraised although they no longer carried a stone. He kept up the bass chanting as well, his lips working and buzzing as if nothing was amiss. Suddenly, his mad eyes focused upon Gruum’s own, and he spoke words that were intelligible as speech.

“Mote of flesh and dust,” the priest said, in a voice so deep it could not be his own. “Fear the priestesses.”

“You speak to me now?” Gruum asked. He lowered his saber a fraction. 

“The witches of Anduin build that which must not be freed,” said the priest. The man took a last step forward, half staggering. His stumps flowed blood as he held them upraised before his body, as if he believed he still held aloft a stone with which to dash out Gruum’s brains. The blood ran down to his elbows and dribbled from those twin spots, splashing upon the cairns like rainspouts in a storm. 

Disgusted and frightened, Gruum took off the man’s head. Behind him, the other priests rose from their positions of worship. Each of them picked up a handy stone and headed in his direction. They moved in shuffling trots, however, and he soon outdistanced them.

Gruum found Nadja waiting for him in the black, dirty chutes that led up into Corium. She so startled him, he raised his sword to her. She laughed then, and he recognized the sound. He let his saber down slowly.

She lit a candle for him, a small one of the type people carry in pockets for dark moments such as this one.

“You left me,” he said.

“You didn’t stay quiet.”

Gruum considered her for a moment, and then nodded. “All right. I think it is time for us to go see your father.”

“Must we?” she asked.

“I’m definitely going. Come along or not. It is up to you.”

Nadja smiled at him. “Of course it is,” she said.
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They made their way back up into the palace from the Necropolis. When Gruum and Nadja reached the level below the servants’ laundry, Gruum noticed something odd. Before, there are had been steamy heat here, but now the chambers seemed colder and dank. He shrugged to himself, dismissing his observation. It only made sense the laundry would shut down in the wee hours.

They splashed further into the chambers and twisting stone passages. The chill increased until he stepped upon a puddle that had iced over. The ice cracked and the water beneath was so cold it formed slush upon his boot as he lifted it back up. 

“Oddly cold in here now,” Gruum said.

Nadja did not turn, but kept moving ahead. “I like it,” she said.

Gruum frowned and reached up to one of the bubbling outlets in the walls. Small vents let the warm water flow down into these chambers from the laundry above. This level operated as a giant drainage system. Gruum found the water coming down out of the vent was warm—almost hot to the touch. He ran his hand down the wall further, wondering at what point it turned cold. It was when his hand touched the floor itself that he recoiled in pain.

“Ah!” he gasped, pulling back his fingers.

Nadja stopped and returned. Her fluttering candle flame was a welcome sight. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“The floor. It is so cold that it burned me.”

Nadja crouched at the spot. She ran her bare fingers down the wall as Gruum had.

“Careful,” Gruum cautioned her.

She smiled. “Hyborean skin is not so delicate as that!” she assured him. She ran her fingers freely over the floor where the hot water touched it and turned to slush, then rapidly to ice. She seemed completely comfortable with the experience. Just watching her touch the floor with bare fingers made Gruum wince.

“You are right, it is cold,” she said in an odd tone of voice. “Even I can feel it. How very odd.”

“What is below us?” Gruum asked her. “Right here?”

She shrugged. “The servants’ quarter.”

Gruum frowned at the walls. He put his hands on his hips and looked at the vent closely. It was shaped like a lion’s yawning mouth. He pulled up his tunic and cut away a long strip of cloth from the bottom. He rolled this into a tight ball and shoved it into the lion’s mouth.

“What are you doing?” asked Nadja stepping near.

“Perhaps we can find out where this vent leads by blocking the outlet.”

Nadja giggled. “An evil trick. How do you think of these things?”

“I’ve spent a lifetime performing evil tricks… according to some.”

After they’d left the drainage level and wound up the side stair into the quiet corridors of the palace proper, Nadja put out her candle and took her leave. 

“You will not accompany me to the royal apartments?”

She shook her head. “Father will be cross with me.”

Gruum smiled. “I didn’t think you feared anything.”

“I fear father. And you should too.”

Gruum nodded. He watched her glide away down the hall and disappear. He noticed that she did not bother to relight her candle. He doubted she needed the tiny flame to see.

He shook himself and made his way up to the King’s doors. He lifted his gloved hand to rap upon them, but found them standing ajar. Wary, he drew his saber and advanced into the room. The lamps were lit, and the room was brightly illuminated for once. A figure sat upon one of the silver-clawed chairs. 

“My King?” Gruum asked.

The other turned. He could see now it was not Therian. It was in fact a woman dressed in black. It was a priestess of Anduin. 

“King Therian is away,” she said.

Gruum eyed her warily. “What have you done here?” he asked sharply.

“It is not what I have done!” said the priestess, standing and staring with blazing eyes. “I did not ask for this duty!”

Gruum took another step, but then halted. He eyed not the priestess, but the floor. There were tiles everywhere, many with stubborn stains that would never bleach out. There were rich carpets as well, under each piece of furniture. He dared not walk upon the carpets. He knew that the shadow creature that dwelt in his master’s apartments preferred the carpets and liked to slip under them.

“You’d best come away from there,” Gruum told the priestess.

She stood and took several steps toward him. “Why? How do you dare to order me about? You are no more than one of these rugs to him—did you know that?”

Gruum smiled. “It is the rugs themselves that I’m worried about. They get jealous, you see.”

The priestess stared at him uncomprehendingly. He looked into her veiled face. He thought perhaps he recognized her. 

“Are you the one that led me to the mausoleum? Gawina—is that not your name? Tell me your tale. Why are you here, fair lady?”

The priestess appeared surprised. “You recognize me? Through my veil?”

“It does not hide your eyes. Nor does it mask your voice and demeanor.”

“I am no fair lady, I’m the handmaiden of Anduin. Only she is fair amongst my Order.”

“Ah!” said Gruum, letting the tip of his sword drop so he could rest the point on the floor. “I understand now. Anduin does not let you show yourselves out of jealousy. Only she can attract the eye of a male, is that it? Well, in your case, she has failed to obscure you sufficiently.”

Gawina looked angry. “You mock me.”

“Far from it. I mock your jealous god.”

“That is worse. Far worse. How dare you?”

Gruum shrugged. “I’ve had personal dealing with Anduin. She is not a forgiving creature. There is no love lost between us.”

Gawina stepped closer. “You do fascinate me. I have heard this—that you have dared dream with the Lady herself. I can scarcely believe she would choose you rather than one of our own Order who spend every night trying to beseech her.”

Gruum looked the girl up and down, wondering what charms she hid under her robes. He smiled. “Do you want to know more? Do you want to know how to meet her in your shared dreams?”

Gawina’s eyes were hungry and shameless. “Yes.”

“Take off your veil then, that I may see who I’m speaking with.”

She hesitated. “You mock me still.”

“How so?”

“I cannot remove my veil for fear of violating my vows.”

“Come now, I have met your god in the flesh. Don’t you think I know what might insult her?”

Finally, the priestess reached up and removed her veil. Gruum drank in her beauty. It was intense and unspoiled. He wondered what might have made this lovely woman give up her life to serve the callous Black Dragon. 

“I feel as if you violate me with your eyes,” she said, staring back at him.

“Sorry. A man can’t help but notice a beautiful maiden.”

“That is exactly why we wear veils. Now, tell me of my Lady, as you promised.”

Gruum nodded. “There are two methods I’ve learned to visit her. First, you can find a place of power, a spot such as an ancient altar where many sacrifices have been performed. If you dream there, and the Dragon dreams too, you may meet her.”

“And the second?”

“You must follow her breath, and notice its movement. When the breath is slow and deep, she slumbers. If you can find her breath as she sleeps and dream in that spot, you can meet her.”

She stared at him. “There must be more to it than that.”

Gruum shrugged. “Possibly. Perhaps the Dragons must be interested in the person doing the dreaming as well.”

“Then the question becomes, why are the Dragons so interested in you, Gruum?”

Gruum frowned. “I can’t say.”

The priestess took a few steps closer, studying his face. He in turn studied hers. He liked what he saw. She seemed to have forgotten about replacing her veil, and Gruum didn’t bother to remind her. She now stood within arm’s reach, and Gruum’s arms ached to reach for her. 

Gruum sheathed his sword and lowered his voice as he spoke to her further. “I would ask you a question now. Why are you here, fair lady?”

She eyed him and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I was sent her, to beg for the King’s patronage. The Red Order of Yserth seeks our doom. They yearn to burn all of Corium.”

Hearing her words, Gruum realized why the priestesses had sent Gawina and no other. Clearly, they believed her beauty would be persuasive to the King. He could have told them otherwise. 

“Coincidentally,” he said, “the red priests say the same of your Order.”

“Yserth’s minions are foul twisters of words,” Gawina hissed, her face suddenly overtaken by rage. “They would naturally speak such blasphemy and slander. They should be burned out, since they love flame so much!”

Gruum was taken aback by her vehemence. He looked her up and down, and chanced to see something near her feet. There, he thought to see a shade. It slipped out between two circular carpets, sending a probing tendril to see who it was who had dared tread upon it.

Gruum reached with great speed and grabbed the girl. He drew her to him, and whirled her around. Her feet left the floor and took flight with the rest of her. He spun around and set her down again as far from the carpet as possible.

Gawina made a wild sound. Gruum ignored her and stared at the floor, looking for the shadow. He had felt the madness it brought on once, and never wanted to feel its bite again.

When he stepped back and turned to face the priestess, he found her standing with a small, curved dagger in her hand. It had a wicked glint to it, as if the blade had been soaked in oily poison. Her face was a rictus of rage.

“You touched me. You talked of temptation, then took advantage,” she spat out the words.

Gruum smiled. “You could have sunk that dirk between my shoulders, but you didn’t,” he said. “I think you enjoyed my attentions.”

Gawina made as if to slash him, and he caught her wrist and pushed her back. 

“Too late now,” he said.

“Why did you make a fool of me?” Gawina demanded.

Gruum pointed to the carpets. “You see that dark spot, that waxy substance that absorbs light? Watch it, see it moving?”

Gawina flicked her eyes in the direction of the carpets, clearly expecting a trick. She caught sight of the moving pool of shadow and her dagger sunk down to her side. “What is that thing?”

“It is Therian’s pet. He keeps it here to ward off unwanted visitors. It reached for you and was about to bite you.”

She stared. “That is why you violated my person?”

Gruum tilted his head. “Well, it wasn’t the only reason.”

Gawina hissed again and whirled away. She marched out of the chambers. At the doors, she stopped and turned back. “Remember what I said. The Red Order must be stopped.”

“Really? What of the monster your sisters are building in the Necropolis? Must you be stopped as well?”

She blinked at him. “I don’t know anything about that.”

Gruum scoffed. “Come back to me when you wish to speak truthfully.”

She left then, and Gruum exited soon after. 

He did not bother to snuff out the lamps on his way out. He had no wish to step upon those carpets.  If the whole palace burnt, he would prefer it to the black madness that dwelt in Therian’s bedchambers.
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Being unable to locate Therian, Gruum used the last hours of darkness to sleep in an alcove full of overstuffed chairs. It was a dusty spot between the library and the throne room. As a further benefit, both places that were lightly trafficked.  

Hours passed. He awoke slowly, lifting a single eyelid and looking around blearily. Sunlight streamed in from a high window. The light was pale and bluish in tint, but it was better than nothing. Such was a summer morning in Corium.

He opened his second eye, and then caught sight of Nadja. She sat upon a low table nearby, with her knees drawn up under her chin. She stared at him as if he were one of Therian’s experimentally dissected creatures.

“Do you remember your dream?” she asked.

Gruum sat up and stretched. Normally, he would have chided himself for not having awakened when she approached, but his rules were different when Nadja was involved. He rarely heard her whispering feet.

Gruum thought hazily. There was something…but he could not grasp it with his mind. A world that had been vividly clear a moment before had now evaporated. “I don’t recall any dreams.”

“Pity. You dreamt of something. I sat here with you for two hours. You slept fitfully, but try as I might, I could not join you.”

Gruum felt a pang of unease. Was this girl working her own sorcery now as well? “Why do you want to share my dreams?” he asked.

“I want to meet them.”

Gruum did not bother to ask the girl of whom she spoke. He knew she meant the Dragons. “No,” he said emphatically. “No, you do not want to meet them. They are terrible to look upon. They will make you feel like mouse in a lion’s paw.”

Nadja laughed. “I would like to see that!”

“Have you seen your father? He’s missing.”

“Have you not heard?” Nadja asked in return.

“Heard what?”

“Father is gathering his most loyal guardsmen. They will march to the Red Temple.”

“Why?” Gruum asked.

“To kill the bad priests. To burn them out of the palace.”

Gruum stared at her for a moment, and then sprang to his feet. He grabbed up his sword and buckled it on.

“What’s wrong?” asked Nadja curiously. 

“He may have chosen the wrong side. But then again, he may not have. I plan to determine which it is.”



#



Gruum found his way to the servants’ levels. He pushed past cowering washerwomen and hunched basket-carriers. “Make way for the King’s man!” he shouted, and they melted before him. 

He walked among a dozen chambers, but could not find a flooded one. He did, however, locate a series of doors that were nailed shut. He forced one open, and looked inside. There were strange designs painted in wax upon the floor. He set to work opening another door, and behind him he heard the servants fleeing. They knew they were found out. He let them go, not having time to determine which were guilty and which were merely frightened. 

Behind the second door he found a figurine of carven bone in the middle of a bowl of spoilt milk and blood. A pattern was woven around the bowl in crusty liquids he could not identify. Then he found the source: a dog had been strung up and drained. He heaved a sigh; at least it was not a child.

The last door ran cold water beneath the crack at the bottom. He licked his lips and drew his saber. It had been nailed shut. He pried open the door and it came free easily. Each nail wiggled in its hole like an old man’s tooth. He surmised the nails were a formality, being removed and put back on a regular basis. 

Gruum cast the door open and thrust a lamp inside. The interior was dimly lit, but he saw enough. He choked as the stink of the place hit him. A score of bodies lay heaped upon the floor. A figure representing Anduin stood at the far end of the room, presiding over the piled dead. Crudely sculpted, the Dragon idol was made primarily of black wax. Bits of dried flesh sat in the idol’s eye sockets. Gruum suspected they were real human eyeballs, now shriveled and rotten.

He noticed the ceiling next. Strangely, it was covered in thick frost. Huge icicles hung down from it, like stalactites formed of ice. 

“Let me see!” Nadja said, pushing at his elbow. 

Gruum startled. He had not known she was there. “One so young as yourself shouldn’t—” he began, but she would not listen. 

She pressed under his arm. “Oh! They are all dead, and frozen by the look. How did they make this place so cold?”

Gruum looked up at the ceiling. It did indeed seem that something very odd was at work here. “I don’t understand it, but I recognize vile sorcery when I see it.”

“Gruum, don’t be so provincial. You don’t have to fear everything you don’t understand.”

“Provincial?” Gruum demanded of her in surprise. “There are two dozen people laying here murdered. They’ve been drained of their blood upon this very floor, girl!”

Nadja flattened her lips and heaved a sigh. “But one should not jump to conclusions.”

Gruum blew out his lips and stalked off. The girl followed him, asking questions and making bright comments. Gruum wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries, and answered her only in grunts. He left the servants’ quarter with its horrors behind and located Therian in the armory. There he had gathered a company of guardsmen, just as Nadja had said. The soldiers gave Gruum hard-eyed stares.

“Milord,” Gruum said, “I have much to report.”

“Can it not wait until after I’ve completed my day’s task?”

“My reports involve the same.”

Therian finally turned to Gruum and Nadja, who waved at her father with pink fingers. He flicked his eyes between the two of them. His mouth was a flat line of disapproval. “Tell me quickly.”

Gruum told the King of the priests circling their pool in the Necropolis, the unknown thing the priestesses constructed, and the mysterious frozen shrine in the laundry.

“A shrine in the laundry?” snorted Therian. He tugged black gloves upon his hands and fastened his sword belt around his waist. “That is your emergency?”

“Nadja and I found something,” Gruum began, glancing down at his side toward Nadja…but he paused. The girl had vanished. He looked around behind himself. She was nowhere in sight.

“Speak quickly, man!” Therian commanded. “What did you find?”

“A score of dead, milord,” Gruum stammered, “their drained bodies lay at the foot of the Black Dragon’s image.”

“And what of it? I lifted the ban on sorcery. Clearly, a cabal went too far, but to damn every priestess for the actions of a few seems a trifle unfair, doesn’t it? One should not come to rash conclusions.”

“Aren’t you acting rashly now, sire?” Gruum asked. His uplifted hands indicated the throng of armed men around them.

Therian lashed out and grabbed Gruum by the hair. His hand was strong and quick. Gruum’s hand strayed reflexively to his dagger, but a dozen guardsmen advanced a step around him, making his hand freeze. He rested a hand on the pommel of his dagger, but did not dare draw it.

“What do you mean by that statement, loyal Gruum?” Therian asked, still holding him by the hair.

“You march to punish the Red Order,” Gruum said, trying to keep the rage out of his voice. So tight was Therian’s grip that Gruum could not look up at his King. He could only glare at the stained flagstones of the armory as he spoke. He felt humiliated, but he did not struggle, as he knew his life hung by a thread. 

Therian spoke harshly into his ear. “You said yourself the priests have dug a channel to the sea beneath Corium.”

“They tell me they seek to stop the Black Order. They say the priestesses are building Corium’s doom beneath us.”

Therian released Gruum’s hair. Everyone in the room relaxed a fraction. 

“Would you have me burn them both out, then?” the King asked.

Gruum thought about it. Finally, he nodded. “Both, or none at all.”

Therian laughed. It was a strange, cold sound. Gruum had rarely heard the King’s laughter so fully expelled. “You are a fountain of wisdom and the world’s greatest fool rolled up into one, barbarian! Never do you cease to surprise me!”

Gruum smiled weakly. “Happy to please, milord.”

Therian nodded after a moment’s thought. “All right. Let us march not to one temple or another. Let us march down to the Necropolis. Let us see for ourselves what it is that occurs beneath our ancient streets. Depending on circumstances there, we’ll burn out one set of zealots—or both.”
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Therian and Gruum led hundreds of guardsmen in blue livery down into the center of the Necropolis, taking a route known as the central stairway, which began with the city sewers. The guardsmen had not bothered donning their ancestral battle armor, Gruum noticed with some apprehension. No doubt they considered the robed priests and priestesses to be unworthy of fully gearing for war. Gruum hoped they had not miscalculated.

“These stones,” Therian said, walking gingerly upon the countless cairns. “They are softer underfoot than they should be.”

“They hide the dead, milord,” Gruum said.

Therian shot him a withering glance. “I’m no fool. I know the Necropolis and its secrets better than those who dwell here. But the dead flesh we trod upon—it should not be so supple.”

Gruum suppressed a shudder. Whenever he walked in this place, he tried hard not to think of the countless dead he trod upon. 

“What’s that then?” asked Therian, gazing off into the distance. Behind the pair, the small army of guardsmen spread out, walking gingerly with disgust over the stones and fingering the hilts of their weapons. Their eyes were slits and they held their lanterns high.

Gruum followed the King’s gaze. He saw something out there, a pulsing glow. As he watched, a shuddering flash of light grew then faded, like the surge of the sea. The light was lavender, green and somehow black in color…if one can somehow imagine light that is black.

 “I don’t know, sire,” Gruum said. “I’ve never seen the like.”

“Void magic,” Therian said thoughtfully. “The removal of what was. Does that lie in the direction of the black priestesses you met or the red priests and their waterhole?”

Gruum stared. “I’m not sure, but I would say neither, milord.”

Therian nodded in agreement. “Correct. I would say a third party is at work down here. Let us investigate.”

They set off, reluctantly followed by companies of guardsmen. Gruum walked at Therian’s side, noting the King did not send out scouts. He imagined that the guardsmen were happy about that. No one wanted to be sent out alone in this vile place.

When they drew closer to the strange glimmer, they found something odd. The stones at their feet had been disturbed. Therian studied the piles of brick-sized stones, and knelt before a spot where things were not right.

“See here? I’ve found a hole in the middle of this eruption,” Therian said.

“Yes, milord,” Gruum said. He stood well back, not wanting to approach the hole. 

Therian leaned over the opening, staring down into the inky depths. “Bring me your lamp, man.”

Gruum placed it into the King’s hand and stepped back quickly. 

“Quite deep,” said the King, gazing down. I can’t see the bottom at all. A number of them could have escaped here.”

“Escaped, sire?” Gruum asked. He found his mouth dusty, and tried to swallow. The action pained his throat.

“Yes, all the evidence points to an exit, not an entry. You see here, how the stones have rolled away in a pattern, all heaped up in a circular mound around this hole?”

“Looks like a gopher hole, sire,” Gruum offered.

“A what?”

“A small beast that lives in the ground of the grassy steppes. They make holes like this when they come up from the earth. The dirt is displaced up onto the surface when they tunnel. The dirt must go somewhere.”

“Oh yes, I see,” Therian said. “Just as these stones pile in a ring in this instance. They must, as you say, go somewhere to allow the tunnel to form below. But there aren’t enough stones piled to form a tunnel…and I don’t see the dead faces in the walls of the tunnel, as I would expect.”

Therian reached back over his shoulder with Gruum’s lamp. He shook it impatiently at Gruum when it was not immediately taken from his gloved hand. Gruum stepped forward and snatched it, then stepped away again.

At length, Therian stood. “The important point is one of honor. Someone has been violating the resting place of Corium’s dead. It’s an insult.”

They proceeded further among the thick columns and the shifting stones. They found more holes with tunnels beneath, dozens of them. Therian’s mood seemed to darken with each one they found.

There was a point at which Gruum realized they were surrounded by the holes and the fat pillars. The lights ahead stopped glowing, and the entire vast space of the Necropolis seemed to press inward upon them. Only Therian was immune to the sensation.

“Perhaps we scared the bugger off,” the King said, looking in every direction for signs of the glimmering light.

Gruum opened his mouth to suggest they move to a new area, when his words were cut off by a shout. Everyone turned to look. There was a guardsman, his blue cloak flapping as he struggled. He was sunk down to his waist in the stones.

“Have you not the brains to stay out of these holes, man?” Therian demanded. He strode to the man, pushing aside others. He grabbed the guardsman’s arm, who clasped hands with the King.

The guardsman’s lips moved, but no words issued. He gargled instead. 

“Gruum, take his other arm, we must pull him free.”

Gruum did so, and they heaved. The man finally popped loose and fell at their feet. He had no flesh beneath the waist. No legs—no meat at all below the top of his thighs. The blood rushed out of him making the black stones wet and slick. He never said an intelligible word—only odd, croaking sounds. He expired quickly.

Therian squatted, waving for a lantern again. A nervous guardsman handed him a lamp. 

“Very odd,” the King said, full of curiosity. “See here, the wound is perfect—as if he were sheared in half by the finest of razors. Perhaps I misunderstood these holes. The void magic I sensed…ah, I understand. They are openings, Gruum. Don’t you see? Not tunnels at all.”

“Openings to where, milord?” Gruum asked, standing as close as he dared.

Therian shrugged. “To someplace else.”

Gruum licked his lips. He had to wonder if the dead half-man at their feet had stepped into the hole, or if the hole had yawned open beneath him. Either way, the prospects of such a certain and hideous death were not pleasant to contemplate.

“Men,” Therian said, standing and raising his voice to be heard by all. “If you do fine yourself in one of these mantraps, I would suggest you let yourself slide inside completely. The jaws seem to open only briefly, and if you struggle to get out, you will find yourself sliced in twain.”

The guardsmen murmured and shuffled uncomfortably. None of them were happy with their King’s advice.

They followed the string of open holes toward the southern end of the Necropolis. They soon came to the shrine Gruum had discovered. The red priests were still there as well, but all of them were dead now. They lie in poses of pain and horror. 

Therian picked up one of the bodies. The corpse was little more than a boneless bag of skin and loose flesh. The sack-like, withered husk hung from the King’s hand like a leather cloak.

“Vosh?” Gruum asked in a whisper.

Therian nodded slowly. “Obviously.”

“How did he get out of the ocean?”

Therian pointed toward the inky pool in the middle of the soulless priests. “You were right, that way does lead to the sea. They called him here, leading him to this spot from where he walked upon the sea bottom. He cannot drown, you know.”

“Should we alert Corium?” Gruum asked. 

Therian huffed. “All in Corium who are capable of doing anything against Vosh now know of his presence here. Whether they seek to hinder him or aid him—that is the question.”

Gruum looked back along the series of holes they had followed to this spot. “We went the wrong way. We followed him to his point of entry. He must lie at the other end of these holes.”

Therian followed his gaze. “A logical assumption.”

Gruum stared at his master, awaiting action. Therian did nothing.

“Why do we stand here then, milord?” Gruum asked. 

Therian made a vague wave of the hand toward the trail of holes. “Where do you think these lead?”

Gruum followed the direction. “To the north…to the priestesses?”

“Exactly. We shall soon learn what it is these women of the Black Order intend to unleash.”

“Why don’t we follow?”

Therian looked at him with raised brows. “A direct stratagem, Gruum. An infinitely superior strategy would be to allow these enemies to destroy one another while watching from afar.”

“What if they invade the city while we sit back?” Gruum asked.

Therian heaved a sigh. “I suppose we should have a closer look.”
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When the battle did begin, Gruum was unpleasantly surprised to find they were not left out of it. 

Events began with a distant flaring of bizarre sounds and eldritch lights. First a white flash blinded everyone, as their eyes had adjusted to the gloom of the Necropolis. Moments after the flash, a rolling peal of thunder boomed. The echoing qualities of it reminded Gruum of a thunderclap at sea. An impossible wind then blew into their faces and pushed back their locks from their squinting eyes. Every man put up a hand to his shield his face, save Therian himself, who stood tall and pensive.

“It has begun,” the King said.

Gruum did not have time to ask him what he meant, for at that moment things began to crawl up out of every hole in the Necropolis. Dead
things they were, some with vestiges of meat and clothing still clinging to them. They smelt of the sea. Ocean growths, worms, and even crabs fell from their dripping forms as they shambled closer.

“Destroy them! Quickly now, before they outnumber us,” Therian ordered his guardsmen.

After only a few moments of gaping in sick horror, the men surged forward and fell upon the dead. In response the growing legion of dead lifted weapons, if they had them. The rest met the onslaught with grasping fingers, lipless teeth and mindless determination.

“Who are they, milord?” Gruum asked, his teeth gritting as he hacked and chopped.

“Don’t you recognize them?” Therian demanded. “They are the barbarian sailors who sought to invade. We killed at sea with our war arks—and they naturally sank to the bottom. Some of our own sailors march with them as well. Anyone who perished at sea in the battle. Vosh has been busy on the sea floors, filling the underwater canyons with these servants.”

Gruum slashed at a dead sailor who wielded a cutlass. The dead man held his weapon by the blade in the fleshless bones of his hand. The creature swung the sword like club, and managed to catch Gruum with a glancing blow to the shoulder before being cut down. Gruum kicked the remains into one of the holes, but no sooner had he dispatched sailor than another dripping corpse rose up to replace the first. 

This time he stomped upon the rising head while it gnawed at his boot. He felt a tug then, and stumbled forward. Panicked, he realized the dead thing sought to drag him into the hole. If it pulled a leg down there, would he be forced to go down with it to whence it came? Would that be a dark place at the bottom of the sea, boiling with undead?

Gruum yanked his foot loose and slammed down the pommel of his saber, hammering a dozen times until the skull cracked open. Squirming things from the sea that had been feasting upon the brain inside splattered. The corpse sank down after that, like an eel retreating into its tunnel in the seabed.

“Vosh has indeed been busy,” Gruum shouted to Therian, who chopped apart more dead nearby. 

“He was fat with the souls of his men and mine,” Therian said. “He’s built himself an army down there. I hope you can see now that the true villains here were those of the Red Order. They brought Vosh to Corium.”

Gruum nodded. “They are deserving of their fate, milord. I only hope the Black Order is not equally treacherous.”

With all the dead that had risen from nearby holes beaten down, Therian ordered them covered over by stones. The men tried to obey. They found the holes could not be covered, however, as any stones tossed within vanished to places unknown.

“Let us advance and learn what is at the end of these countless gopher-holes,” the King said. 

The men, disgusted by the work but heartened by their victory, followed him. They sent up a ragged cheer: “For Corium!”

They formed a shield wall and marched behind it, wary not to step into any holes. The dead that met their line went down, hacked quickly to bits. Now that the men had their confidence back by easy victories, they began to sing a battle song, the words of which Gruum could not understand.

One of the guardsmen, less jubilant than the rest, glanced over his shoulder and cried out: “Behind us, milord!”

The marching line of singing soldiers faltered, broke apart. Each man that looked back stood in shock and horror and marched no further.

Gruum was one of those that halted to look back. It was in his nature to do so, and as he did, he chided himself for not having done so every second.

Out of the holes a vapor had arisen. This vapor was greenish-black, the color of acid or bile. Viscous and thick, it bubbled over the endless cairns and rolled out to meet similar fountains of vapor from a dozen matching holes. No more than a foot deep, the frothing vapor did not dissipate as it moved and spread. Gruum felt the stones under his feet shift and quiver. Some sank as he put his weight upon them, while others sank.

“Halt the march,” Therian commanded. “Pull in ranks. Each company form a square. Sergeants, get the men moving.”

As the roiling vapor approached them and began to flow from the nearest holes, the men quailed. A few ran. Therian ordered them cut down. They were slaughtered and thrown down.

“Stand!” Therian roared. He walked quickly to the nearest thrashing deserter and spoke words of Dragon Speech. He thrust his blade home and stilled the man’s death throes, removing his soul to power his limbs. 

Gruum noticed the vapors spilling from the sorcerer’s lips fell to blend with that which boiled around everyone’s boots. Could this all be one tremendous spell? Did he stand in the midst of foul magicks unleashed?

The troops formed squares, but gazed in near panic at their surroundings. No Hyborean was completely unfamiliar with sorcery, but this was on a scale few had witnessed in their lifetimes.

The men quieted and listened as a new sound came to them. It was the sound of shifting stones. The sound of many bricks clacking against one another, as if a great pile of them had been disturbed.

From out of the vapors, shapes arose. They were wreathed in the frothing greenish clouds, which slowly dripped away from their bodies. These new foes did not come from the holes, but rather they heaved up from beneath the stones that carpeted the Necropolis. They were the ancient Hyborean dead, awakened by the sorcerous fumes that flowed over them. Once fully erect, the shapes shuffled toward the squares of men. Some appeared in the very midst of the companies, and were quickly cut down. Others gathered into large clumps before seeming to hear a call. These then changed demeanor, as an awakened watchdog might change from a quiet and motionless creature to a vicious snarling beast. The dead came at them with implacable determination.

The squares of men moaned and wept with fear as they fought for their lives. A hundred bodies soon were stacked around every square. Then hundreds more climbed over the first waves and were in turn destroyed. Gruum fought his way to Therian, who worked to shore up a break at one corner of the square they stood within. They cut and hacked the dead to bits, then kicked the pieces into the nearest holes. The holes themselves were still visible, fortunately, evidenced by the vapor which sank down within each one and vanished.

“Milord, we must get out of here!” Gruum shouted to the King as they fought side by side.

“We fight our own ancestors,” Therian growled in return, as if he had not heard. “This is another insult, the worst of all. Vosh forces us to cut apart our own carefully preserved dead.”

“My King, we can’t fight all the dead of the sea and Necropolis together!” Gruum said. “We are losing men every minute, and soon the survivors will grow tired and die faster.”

Therian looked up from the snapping head of an old Hyborean which he had plucked free and now held before him. He held the head by the hair, the locks yellow-white and ancient. The eyes were dry and clouded, but still they seemed to see them. The jaws worked leathery muscles and sinew, trying futilely to bite them, like a rabid creature held helpless. After a moment’s contemplation, Therian threw the head in a high arc over the lines of men. It fell into the vapors, bounced twice back up into sight, then finally vanished into the mists.

“Soldiers of Corium!” the King roared. “We shall march to the central stairway and withdraw to the streets. Stay in your squares, or be cut down!”

Grateful to hear the order to withdraw, the men fought with new hope rather than simple desperation and horror. They began to move. For the first time in an hour, Gruum thought he might live to see the Sun again. A dozen yards were traveled, then a hundred. The squares were ragged, but stayed whole.

Cries of anguish alerted Gruum after five hundred paces had gone by. He stared in the direction they marched. Their escape route was now visible, but all was not well. At the bottom of the stairway a vast throng of motionless figures stood, waiting to greet them.
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The foremost of the marching squares met the vastly greater army of dead. This enemy had no weaponry. They had been buried—in some cases centuries ago—in fine robes. The bodies had dried and thinned, but not rotted away. Those that had lain the longest under the stones were unclothed, their robes having fallen to dust. Their eyes still functioned after a fashion, however, rolling like leathery balls in wooden sockets. The most ancient, driest eyes made scraping sounds as they moved. 

The soldiers of Corium were beyond horror now. They did not sing, but they worked at their job of grim butchery as men might hack a path through a thorn-heavy thicket. Foul liquids stained their swords black, burned in their mouths and sprayed their squinting eyes. Still the dead came on, wordlessly, without hesitation or fear. They came on like a thousand marching ants. Their decapitated heads bit and chewed anything that came near. Their dismembered fingers thrashed upon the stones beneath boots. 

Each yard the troops advanced cost them a man. Soldiers were pulled down, sometimes by unlucky chance. Gruum watched a man slip upon the unseen gore at his feet and go down to one knee. A dozen severed limbs grasped him. Sets of teeth closed upon his hand, which he placed down into the vapors to keep from falling onto his face. He howled as the teeth sawed at his gloved fingers. His other hand sought his sword, but that was a mistake. Both hands were grasped now by the twitching parts of the dead that squirmed beneath everyone’s boots. Before Gruum could fight his way to the unfortunate, he was pulled down and joined his ancestors in floundering death.

Before they’d advanced five yards further, Gruum heard a new commotion to the right of his company. The square on the right flank of the army wavered. Men howled in fear and fury. Sergeants urged them to stand, but they folded, the brave and cowardly alike perishing. There is a certain point, Gruum knew, beyond which men can’t be pushed without coming to think of themselves beyond all else. The square broke at one corner, and despite the efforts of sergeants and officers in the middle to patch the break, the lines to either side disintegrated under the press of the dead. Soon, the interior of the square was overrun with shuffling, grasping figures. Men who had fought hard to stop the hordes they faced now found their rear exposed. It was too much to bear.

“Hold! HOLD!” roared Therian toward the square, but none listened.

The lines buckled, and seeing themselves doomed, the men farthest from the slaughter tried to run. There was no escape, however. The dead surged on every front.

“Gruum! To me, man!” Therian boomed. 

To Gruum’s shock, he saw his King shoulder his way out of the square they stood within and wade into the dead. Foul speech rolled from his lips and the dead fell, heads and limbs hacked away. Gruum hesitated. He saw his master’s open circle of ground closing behind him. With tears stinging in his eyes, Gruum leapt forward. He accounted it among the hardest things he had done yet. Only driving a stake into the Queen’s breast had been harder.

For a time, Gruum and Therian were an island of life in a sea of the dead. Gruum hacked with fury. He screamed, but could hear little of the sound. He retched, but kept working his sword even as he did so.

When at last they reached the crumbling square of men, it had been reduced to a knot of less than twenty. The guardsmen no longer advanced or retreated. They had formed an oval, back-to-back, hacking everything that came at them. They stood their ground and fought to the death. The dead seemed to sense their desperation and pressed harder, snapping and clawing. Therian waded closer to the doomed company aided by the fact the dead had their backs to him. He cut them down in ranks and soon Gruum found himself among the survivors. 

“I must ask of thee a foul thing today,” Therian roared, his booming voice all the company could hear over the din of battle. “Soldiers of Corium, I need your strength to win through to the city streets above. The enemy have no souls within their rotting vessels. They do not feed me, and I tire. Who here will volunteer himself to sleep amongst the Dragons so that our city might live through this foul night? Who would rather die now, knowing they have given their families hope through their sacrifice?”

The doomed men glanced at him in grim understanding. This was why their King had fought their way to them: not to save them, but to use their strength to save others. A head nodded. A hand went up. An officer shouldered his way to Therian. “Take me, milord.”

Therian did the foul deed, and then took the life of a sergeant as well. Soon, more men volunteered. In the end, only Gruum stood beside Therian and still drew breath. He calculated that he had sacrificed enough for Hyborea. Further, he harbored no curiosity about the Dragons and their alien ways.

Therian was transformed. A score of souls powered his limbs. His twin blades, Seeker and Succor, flickered out with inhuman speed and precision. The dead were chopped to squelching bits even as they reached for him. Gruum followed his master closely, but not so closely as to be cut down by the deadly, flashing swords.

The remaining squares of men gravitated toward them, following as smaller vessels might follow in the wake of a great ship. They all moved forward and within minutes they had mounted the stairs. 

An unknown time later, a bare one hundred surviving guardsmen poured out onto the streets of Corium a dozen flights above the Necropolis. Their eyes stared at things unseen. They were met by their brethren: more shocked members of the guard. Clean and attempting to appear brave, these guardsmen had wide eyes and tightly closed lips. They were ordered to stand at the top of the stairway. Fortunately for them, none of the dead had followed Therian to the surface. The enemy stayed below in the Necropolis for now.

Gruum could barely speak, he was so exhausted. His hands rested upon his gore-slick knees and his sides heaved. Around him, men sagged down and collapsed upon the cobbles. Some smiled up at the predawn skies, disbelieving their luck at having survived the evils below the ancient streets.

“Muster every man from his bed!” Therian commanded. “No hand shall be without a weapon this night. Press a kitchen knife into the palm of every babe and fishwife. It is up to the living to show the dead they are the lesser of our two stages of existence!”

The King seemed larger than life—swollen with the vigor of brave souls. All who gazed upon his bright eyes and broad smile knew fear and wonder at once.
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Gruum fell asleep on a bench in the town square. The night was cold, but he felt none of it. The foul liquids of the dead, which had clung to his skin and dried like tar-laden mud, cracked as he stirred. He opened his eyes to an unexpected sight. Gawina stooped over him. She whispered to him, but he could not comprehend her words at first.

“…please, Grumm?” she finished, her voice pleading.

He groaned and levered himself up upon one elbow. The girl knelt beside him, he saw. She plucked at his dirty sleeve with fine white fingers.

“What is it you require, priestess?” he asked, befuddled by the sleep of exhaustion.

“The Temple is sealed, but they hunt my sisterhood in the streets. I ask for your protection. Hide me, if you will.”

Gruum’s mind was awake enough now to grasp her words. He saw the fear in her lovely, almond-shaped eyes. “I would, but I don’t know where—”

Her grasp moved from his sleeve to his hand. She slid closer. “Oh please, Gruum. Do you not look favorably upon me?”

He thought to see a tear in her left eye, and he was moved by her beauty and nearness. “I—I suppose I could try, but if my master calls me to battle….”

“I’ll take her,” said a new voice behind them.

Both Gruum and Gawina turned to look at a figure that stood under a tree. A young woman stepped forward. They stared at her as she approached. Gruum recognized the voice—it had to be Nadja. But she was so tall now. She was nearly as big as Gawina. 

“I’ll hide her, Gruum,” Nadja said softly. “No one will ever find her.”

“Ah…thank you, princess,” Gruum said. “If you will lead the way to a safe spot, we will follow.”

Nadja hesitated. Her eyes slid from one of them to the other, then finally came to rest upon their clasped hands. Finally, she nodded. “All right. Follow me.”

They did as she asked. Walking into a small grove of trees, she led them amongst gnarled trunks that had survived dozens of grim winters. 

“Who is she?” Gawina whispered to Gruum. She still held his hand, and he did not see fit to spurn her. 

“That is Nadja, Therian’s daughter,” Gruum whispered back.

The priestess made a small, choked cry. “That can’t be. She’s only a little girl. How can this young woman—”

Gruum quickly hushed her. “Some things are best left unquestioned,” he said.

Nadja led them into the trees, to a spot neither adult had ever seen before. It was a tiny graveyard. Tumbled headstones, thin and gray, lay upon the grass. 

“What is this place?” Gawina asked.

“The children of Corium used to bury their beloved pets here…” Nadja explained. “Before the snows killed them all.”

“How do you know that?” asked Gawina.

“I saw it in a dream. I’ve had many pets—in dreams.”

Nadja stepped close to an oblong hole which had been dug in the grass. It appeared as if one of the forgotten graves had been left open. It was filled with darkness. 

“Down there,” Nadja said, pointing. “None will find you if you hide down there.”

Gruum stepped to the edge of the pit and stared down doubtfully. “Does it lead somewhere?” he asked.

Gruum heard a stealthy step behind him. He knew it was not Nadja, as he rarely heard her footfalls. He craned his neck around to look.

Gawina approached with a curved, glinting blade in her hand. She leaned forward with a smile as if to say something sweet. Nadja appeared at her side. She slipped her foot in front of Gawina and with a small shriek, the priestess fell into the hole.

Gruum stood up and pushed Nadja back. The girl glared at him. 

“What did you do?” he demanded. He turned back to the hole which did not look especially deep. “Gawina, are you all right?” he hissed.

Inside the dark hole, nothing moved. Could it be deeper than he thought? “I apologize for the princess,” he called down. “She is not herself.”

“Don’t lie for me,” Nadja said, standing near. She smiled at him.

“What did you do to her? Where has she gone?”

“Nowhere at all,” Nadja said.

“You mean…?”

“No silly, she—”

Gawina lunged up out of the hole. Gruum could see her eyes by the light of their tiny lantern. They were black and full of madness. Gawina tried to stab his foot with the blade she had kept in her hand. Gruum barely slid his boot out of the way in time.

“Dammit! Humusi’s bile? Did you release the pouch down there? Damn you, girl!”

Nadja pouted. “She had a blade. She meant to kill you.”

Gawina had climbed out of the hole now, and crawled toward him. Her robes had pulled up, revealing the fine skin of her shapely legs. She hissed and laughed at once. Gruum had to retreat constantly from her advance.

“She’s gone mad,” Gruum said. “I must find your father to release the spell.”

“Not likely in the middle of a battle. You should kill her—to be on the safe side.”

“You are as dangerous as she is.”

“Much more so,” Nadja laughed. She squealed as Gawina came after her, the small blade flashing in the priestess’ hand. “She really is mad! Why doesn’t she get up on her feet?”

“As you say, she’s not herself.”

Nadja paused as the priestess crawled closer, making odd sounds. “If she catches me,” Nadja asked, “will you kill her to save me?”

Gruum looked at the princess sharply. The girl was teasing Gawina. Nadja danced amongst the jasmine and nightflower, dashing close then away again. Gawina frothed, saliva running from her face in strings. She kept crawling and slashing. She made unnatural, guttural noises. Looking upon her, Gruum knew pity. He knew what the madness felt like. He knew that it hurt one’s mind.

He strode forward and landed his knees on Gawina’s back, pressing her down. He pinned her knife arm. She tried to heave him off, struggling with shocking strength for a small woman. She twisted her neck, and her black-filled eyes bulged.

“She’s going to bite you,” Nadja said, coming close and leaning over the struggling pair. “She’s going to latch onto your kneecap. You should knock her out.”

Gruum considered the situation. He was going to have a hard time getting away from the priestess without injury. She showed no signs of tiring.

“Go get help, girl,” he told Nadja.

A small smile played over Nadja’s face. “Do you wish to be alone with her?”

“I wish you hadn’t led her here to a hole filled with madness. Did you have permission to handle Humusi’s bile? Your father will be angry when he learns of this.”

Nadja pouted. “Fine,” she said. She turned and vanished into the nightflower bushes.

“Nadja?” called Gruum, but she had gone. He looked down at the mad woman who heaved under his legs, straining and groaning. She could not harm him, but he had no desire to spend the night in this awkward position. 

“Sorry, Gawina,” he said, and he slammed the hilt of his saber down upon her skull. She fell insensate, and he tied her with strips of cloth and took her away to the palace. He covered her with his cloak so that none would see she was a priestess of the Black Order. 

In the servants’ quarter, he locked her in the bedchamber of a sour scullery maid. He left Gawina in the care of the old woman, who had wiry hair and bulging arms. He laid three silver crowns into the maid’s palm, and she assured him she could handle the priestess and her madness in secret. If he should live through the night, Gruum promised to return and try to help break the enchantment in the morning.

As he was leaving, he thought to hear intelligible words come from the priestess. He bent close to catch them.

“The Bane will take you,” she whispered.
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Gruum’s master shot him a reproachful look when he arrived. Gruum made no apology. He had decided to keep quiet about the princess’s antics and the mad priestess until later.

“It is only a few hours until dawn,” Therian told the assembled officers and nobility. “I believe they will surge up into our streets before the Sun returns. They have spent the night gathering their strength, even as we have.”

Gruum noted that Sir Tovus was among the nobles. He wore his black battle armor. Gruum saw the wisdom of the ancient armor clearly now, and for the first time wished he’d let the old warhorse provide him with a suit. The dead would have a hard time biting through full plate.

“There are three ways down into the Necropolis,” Therian told them. “Each of the two temples, both Red and Black, pass through it. There is another way, down the central stair. We will block each of these exits with five companies of troops.”

“What of the dungeons, milord?” Gruum asked, for he knew the dungeons were deeper still than the Necropolis.

“The lower levels are overrun,” Sir Tovus interjected. “The debtors who dwelt there will trouble their landlords no further.”

A few of the nobles chuckled harshly. Sir Tovus’ smile was crooked.

“There is a fourth stair, sire,” Gruum said.

All eyes moved to him. Briefly, he told them of the secret passages down to the Necropolis which went through the servants’ quarter of the palace.

“Interesting thrice over,” Therian said. “Interesting that such a connection exists. Two, that I did not know about it…and three, that you did.”

Gruum tried not to look any of the assembled dignitaries in the eye. He hoped he would not have to explain how Nadja had showed him the secret passages. Any story that involved him wandering secret passages with the princess at midnight would not please anyone.

“Very well, Gruum,” Therian said. “You have earned yourself a captaincy. You will command the unit guarding the servants’ quarter—since you are so intimately familiar with that region.”

Gruum nodded and dared not make a comment. Within half an hour he found himself at the head of a company of men. These were mustered recruits, rather than regular guardsmen. Each man was issued a blue cloak—most were stained by the blood of the previous owner—a sword and a leather pouch full of smoked cod. Gruum eyed the surly lot of shopkeepers, beggars and peasants. He felt quite sure none of them had hacked the limbs off a ravenous dead thing. 

When they reached the servants’ quarter, Gruum was unsurprised to find it abandoned. The word had traveled ahead of them. The doors stood open, the laundry baskets were overturned and numerous brooms lay forgotten in the halls. 

Gruum found the passage to the Necropolis vacant and unused. He posted his men, and wondered if he had managed to remove himself from the greatest battle of his life. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? He could not decide.

Each moment that passed by while waiting in the quiet, musty halls left his mind wandering back to a single thought: Gawina. Was she all right? He’d left her with the washerwomen—but they seemed to have all abandoned this place. Had they taken her with them, or had they left her on a filthy bed? 

The question that truly burned in his mind was of her intentions toward him. He was not sure if he had been a dupe from the first, or if she had true interest in him. Had she been attempting to assassinate him when his back was turned and Nadja had intervened? Or had the matter all been a misunderstanding? He was not certain.

“Looks quiet here, men,” he heard himself saying to a rat-eyed sergeant with a beard like broom-straw. “I’ll scout the other levels. I’ll be back shortly.”

The sergeant nodded and Gruum left him in charge. He walked up to the level above, where the washerwomen and kitchen maids lived. He counted doors to locate the one behind which he had left Gawina. If he could only see her—perhaps her eyes had cleared of their madness with the passing of time.

What he found there in the dirty bedchamber left him shaken. The scullery maid with mannish arms lay sprawled upon the stone floor. Her right foot was missing just above the ankle. The wound was clean, as if it had been chopped away by a headsman’s axe. There was no sign of the foot and no sign of the blade that had removed it. Emptied of blood, she had expired quickly. 

Gawina herself was tied to the straw mattress, just as he had left her. The oily-black madness was gone from her eyes. She stared at the ceiling, her face cold and still. Death had glazed-over her lovely, almond-shaped eyes. The manner of her death was abundantly clear. A broken broom handle, snapped to form a crude stake, had been rammed home into her chest. Gruum fell to one knee and reached up to close the priestess’ eyes with a trembling hand. He questioned the emotions he felt. He had witnessed countless deaths…why did her passing trouble him so?

“Why?” he asked the empty chamber.

“Because a debt must be repaid, silly Gruum,” said a voice behind him.

Nadja stood in the doorway. Gruum turned to face her. He had not heard her arrive. He had not found anything living in these passages, save for a few rustling vermin. 

“You did this?” he demanded. “You slaughtered an innocent raving in her bed?”

“You cared for her?” Nadja asked. “Even after she plotted to kill you?”

“Why would you do this thing, Nadja?”

“I did her a favor, really,” the girl sniffed. “She was mad. The dead would only have found her and devoured her later.”

Gruum shook his head. He did not know what to say. He considered killing Nadja—if he could. Then he had a new thought. “You said this repaid a debt. How so?”

“You did the same to my mother,” Nadja said. “Don’t you remember? I cared for her as you cared for this woman.”

He stood up and rubbed his face. “How could you possibly know…?”

“I’ve seen it in father’s dreams. He dreams of my mother often—of her final moments.”

Gruum stared at her with fresh horror, knowing her words to be true. “I’m sorry, but you should not have—”

“You must leave this place, Gruum,” she said. “There is nothing good left in Corium.”

Gruum stared at her, and watched as she did a most surprising thing. She reached out her hand to the nearest wall of crudely-mortared stones. Where she touched the wall, a hole opened. A moment later, she stepped into the space thus created. After she had vanished, the hole vanished behind her.

Gruum stepped to the wall and ran his hand over it. He found it intensely cold to the touch, so cold that it burned him. Moving quickly, he went out into the hallway to examine the far side of the wall. It was blank and undisturbed.

“Void magic,” he whispered to himself, wide-eyed. He raced out of the room and left the silent servants’ quarter.

When he reached the central plaza of Corium, Gruum found Therian standing at the top of the central stair. Nearly a thousand armed soldiers and citizens stood with him. 

“Milord, can we speak?” he asked. “It is urgent.”

“Why have you left your post, Captain Gruum?”

“I bring grave news. Step aside with me, and I will tell you, sire.”

Therian reluctantly did as he was asked. He stood looking down dourly into Gruum’s face. “Say your words, man.”

“Void magic,” whispered Gruum.

Therian eyed him. “What of it?”

“There is another here who wields it. I have witnessed it.”

“There are many dabbling sorcerers here, Gruum. Now, please return—”

“She made a hole, sire. A hole in the wall right in front of me. Then she stepped inside and the hole vanished behind her. The stones were so cold to the touch after she’d gone….”

“Who did this?”

Gruum hesitated. He opened his mouth slowly, looking around to see if any others might overhear.

Therian raised his gloved hand to stop him before he could speak. “You accuse Nadja of this?”

Gruum nodded.

Therian’s nostrils flared. His chin rose high, and he looked as if he were about to strike Gruum. Gruum knew the look well.

“Sire, I saw her do it. She stood right before me, and stepped into nothing—into a void.”

“A hole?” echoed Therian, as if having a further thought. “I realize now the depths of your delusion. You suggest that she—a little girl caused this invasion beneath the palace? She opened those countless holes that led to nothing?”

“I don’t know, sire. I would suspect it however, yes.”

“Tell me why I should believe you, barbarian from the steppes.”

“Trust, sire. Trust me as I have done you, with my life in the balance, a dozen times over. And know that I saw her do it—standing before me even as you do now. If I had not seen it with my own eyes I would not have believed it possible.”

Therian stared at him for a long time. Finally, he nodded. “One strange thing puzzles me,” the King said at last.

Gruum breathed more easily. It was a relief to be believed, even if the implications were truly awful. “What is it that troubles you so, sire?” he asked.

“Why did she show you what she can do? She must have known that you would come tell me.”

Gruum tried to think of an answer, but could not. Before they could speak further on the subject, the cobbled street beneath their feet lurched and shifted.

“What was that?” Gruum asked in alarm.

The citizenry of Corium looked around their city fearfully, for it shook and moved beneath them as if an angry giant had taken hold of the world. Therian turned toward the central stair, which swayed and cracked as they watched. Chips of stone fell and clattered onto the cobblestones.

“It is the beginning,” the King said.
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When the invasion came, an hour before dawn split the sky, it came not just from one stair—or even from all four. It came from the buildings themselves, from the homes of butchers, from the ironworks and from the tallow shops. Everywhere a shrine to the dead existed. Everywhere bodies had been stashed and stacked in secret. The closet which Gruum had located in the servants’ quarter had been thick with dead. They rose as one to shamble into the heart of the palace. The dead that had resided upon shelves, slabs of marble and in cold drawers within every family crypt or temple mausoleum exited their places of rest. Centuries worth of dead walked. Even those of the royal families dug their way free of their tombs upon the mountains of Corium. They marched and shuffled down the long stair where Therian had walked to bury his sire two years ago. With little thought and heedless of one another, ancient dead kings and queens jostled one another. Many fell tumbling from the steep mountain stairs. They still squirmed and thrashed at the bottom of cliffs where they lie broken, leaking the last ounces of fluid from their desiccated bodies.

The living clubbed and slashed the waves of dead, but still they came on. When one was hacked to bits, a dozen more took its place. Those in Corium that still drew breath were dragged down, one at a time. 

Therian still held within him the strength of many souls he had consumed during the night. He chanted spells and hacked with his twin blades. None of the dead could face him. He reaved through them, as unstoppable as a winter storm.

Gruum stood at his flank, protecting the King’s blind spots. He kept the few grasping hands that managed to get close from closing dry fingers upon the lord’s ankles. It was all he could do. The men around them stood wisely back, and they fought the stragglers as they came from shops and shrines up and down the street, chasing townsfolk who thought to hide in their homes and ride out the horrors of this night.

“Burn them when the fall,” Gruum urged, “keep your oil at hand, do not waste it!”

The troops did as he bid, kicking stacks of writhing bones and flesh into heaps on the cobbled streets. There, they poured lamp oil upon the mass and set it alight. More scraps were brought in and added to the looming fire. A choking black smoke filled their eyes with tears and burnt their raw throats. Men coughed and spat, but continued the grim work. 

A messenger came running from the palace, and Gruum grabbed his tunic. “What is it, man?”

“The palace has fallen,” the man panted. His face and body were black with soot. His shirt had been burnt away. Only the white circles of his eyes could be seen in the night. “The dead have overrun us.”

Gruum looked to the palace. Flames licked within the closed windows. He released the messenger and moved toward the central stair.

Therian stood there, having driven back the marching dead to the threshold. As each came up, he gutted it and tossed it back down from whence it had come. Each enemy he cast down tumbled into more of the throng that struggled upward. They snapped their bones and dented their skulls, but still heaved themselves back up.

“Milord!” Gruum shouted.

Therian flicked his eyes to him, then back to the throng of wild dead. 

“The palace, milord!” Gruum shouted. “It is burning!”

Therian craned his neck. “We must seal this entrance then,” he said. The King called for help, in a voice that was too loud to come from any human throat. His words were instantly obeyed. Huge barrels of oil were rolled forward and down the central stair into the very faces of the marching dead. Torches were cast down after the barrels, which split open as they bounced and fell into the dark. Light and heat flared soon after, brighter than the Sun in the black night.

Everyone shuffled back as the heat grew intense. Gruum threw up his arms to shield his face. “Will it stop them, milord?”

“The stair is supported by thick timbers,” the King replied. “When they burn through and buckle, the stair will fall.”

“Will the town center not burn as well?”

Therian nodded. “Quite possibly, but it is more important that we save the palace. Come with me, Gruum.”

Gruum followed the King at a run toward the palace. He could see flames in seven windows now. Curtains and tapestries curled at its touch. Ancient stained glass windows cracked and let in fresh air, causing the flames to surge out through the newly opened aperture. Tongues of flickering orange licked the sides of two of the towers hungrily.

“What can we save?” Gruum asked, panting as he ran to keep up. “The gallery? The treasury?”

“Art comes in an infinite supply. Melted gold can be reminted. But the library—there are texts there that are irreplaceable.”

With a full company of troops behind them, many dressed in ancient battle armor, Therian and Gruum burst through the lower entrance. They made their way to the back of the palace where the library sat. The long marble corridors rang with pounding boots. Smoke filled the halls with a gray haze that choked everyone except the King. He seemed to breathe rolling palls of smoke as if it were nothing more than morning mist.

There, amongst the shelves crowded with scrolls and spidery texts, they met a familiar figure. She stood atop a table full of wax-splattered diagrams. Gruum recognized the designs—it hurt his mind to look at them. They were Therian’s latest works. Nadja stood among these parchments, her feet buried in paper. In her hand she held a lamp that guttered, so full was the vessel with oil.

“There you are, father!” Nadja said. “I had thought you would never come to save your beloved books.”

Therian slowed to a walk. He approached her cautiously. As he did, she carefully poured the oil over the papers at her feet. Gruum stared at the girl, who was fully grown now into a young woman. She was shapely, with high cheekbones, long black hair and a nose that turned up slightly at the tip. Had she been a tavern wench, Gruum knew he would have tried to bed her. The thought made him feel slightly queasy.

“Why do you distract me on this day of Corium’s doom, daughter?” the King asked.

“You speak to me?” she asked. “I had thought your tongue was cut from your head.”

“Ah, a tantrum. I’ve read of such things. I had not thought a Hyborean princess would need discipline in these matters, but I was clearly wrong.”

Nadja’s lips compressed into a thin, tight line. “I will burn your books, father, as I have burnt the rest of Corium this day.”

Therian’s chin lifted into the air. He looked over his nose at his daughter. His hands slid to his hips. “You make me curious, daughter. Are you insane or spiteful?”

“This lapdog of yours killed mother—but you ordered it done.”

“Untrue. The Queen was dead long before we came to find you. We stopped her corpse from operating after death. We ended an abomination.”

“Am I a dead thing as well? Is it time to end me?”

Therian cocked his head thoughtfully. “I’m not quite sure of my answer to either question.”

Nadja looked troubled. “What am I, father? Am I Hyborean? Am I human?”

“I suppose you have a right to know what you are,” Therian said. “You are my child—but you are only half as human as I am. If it will stop this childish vengeance against Gruum and I, know this: your true mother is Anduin the Black. You quickened within the Queen’s womb, but that is always how it is with the children of Dragons. They cannot come into our world directly. The Dragons can only seed this place with their essence.”

Nadja’s eyes widened in shock. Gruum could see this was not the answer she had expected.

“You made me?” she asked. “I am your monster?”

Therian shrugged. “You are my offspring, regardless of other—details.”

Nadja stared at him. On her face, a wild rage grew.

“Sire, I—” Gruum began, but he got no further.

The girl cast the flaming lamp down at her feet. The papers over which Therian had labored for months flared. Then she jumped down from the table. 

Therian’s eyes were, if anything, wilder with rage than his daughter’s. He sprang up toward her. She leapt away and ran among the shelves, giggling. Dribbling fire as she went, books, scrolls and feathered quills curled and blossomed with yellow tongues of flame.

Gruum ran after the two of them. Would the King take off her head when he caught her? Could she be caught by a mortal man? He hastened to follow, not knowing what he would see when he ran between two towering stacks of books. Flames rippled up both of the shelves, eating texts that were thirty centuries old or more.

Therian stood there, looking downward. Nadja was nowhere in sight. There was a hole at his feet. It was round, black, and seemed bottomless.

Therian glanced at Gruum, and then stepped into the void. He vanished, sucked within as if sliding down the throat of a great beast.

“No, milord!” cried Gruum, but the King was gone. Gruum stood, panting over the hole. His breath hissed between his teeth. His eyes stung with smoke and his throat was raw from it. Around him, the recorded knowledge of countless sorcerers, historians and philosophers burned merrily. He could hear the guardsmen in the main section of the library, fighting the flames with their cloaks.

Gruum stepped into the round hole at his feet. He did it without thinking, for he knew that if he pondered this mad action for even a moment, he would fear to do it. 

The void consumed him instantly.
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Gruum was falling. He fell into the unknown, into an abyss of indescribable depth. He had felt this sensation far too many times before. 

For a few moments, there was…nothing. No light, no sound—no air. He opened his mouth, but no scream issued from his throat that he could detect, not even a muffled vibration inside his own head. The air was greedily sucked from his lungs by the void as he fell through it. 

Existence returned moments later without warning. He fell to the ground in shock, although he could have stood upon it, had he been ready for this transition. Hard surfaces slammed into his backside and he climbed up into a crouch, gasping for air. He had released it all in the void between the library and this place—wherever he was.

He looked up to see Therian staring down at him. “You should not have come,” the King said.

“I would not abandon you.”

Therian nodded. He made a gesture, and Gruum’s eyes followed it. Therian pointed to the marble mausoleum where the priestesses of the Black Order had toiled so long and hard, building their construct in secret. 

Gruum stared at the cursed place. His lord walked toward it, and Gruum hurried after. “Why is this place no longer teeming with dead, sire?”

“Because they now walk the streets of Corium above us.”

Gruum saw something new as he approached the shrine of the Black Order. Something had spilled over from the marble slab roof of the mausoleum. A huge protuberance, formed of white bone and gray stretches of…skin?


“What is that thing, milord?”

“That is the Bane.”

“Whose bane?”

“That remains to be seen. Come.”

Gruum got to his feet and staggered after the King. The bustling activity of the shrine had ceased. He saw no one living. Nothing moved, not even the gathering carts which sat here and there, their green lanterns glowing. They soon found the priestesses, however. They lay in slack heaps all around the marble floors. A dozen, a score—possibly a hundred of them. All had been drained of their essence.

“Who’s done this, milord?” Gruum asked. “Vosh, or—Nadja?”

Therian shrugged. “I’m not certain.”

“It was both of us,” said a voice behind them. 

Gruum whirled. There stood Nadja, having appeared behind a pillar of pink marble. Gruum’s hand went to his saber, though he doubted he could draw and strike with it before she vanished again, if that was her wish. 

Therian stooped and picked up a slack mass of flesh. This one had white hair, and looked more wrinkled than most. Therian spread the face out, as one might hold up a tunic in a tailoring shop and unfold it to examine the quality of the cloth. Gruum thought he recognized the face; it was that of the crone he had met when he had first come here.

“I know this one,” the King said. “She is Isabella, the High Mother. Is she not?”

“I believe so, father,” Nadja said. She stood warily, half her body visible, the other half behind the pillar from which she had appeared.

“The priestesses were halted in their labor then? They were not able to complete their construct?”

“It was a close thing, but no, they did not finish.”

“A pity,” said Therian. “I could have used the aid of the Bane that sleeps above us. I would request an accounting, daughter of Corium. What have you done here and why?”

“Another is coming who you must meet,” Nadja said. “After that, everything will be made clear.”

Therian inclined his head. 

Gruum, who had been walking quietly among the pillars on a circuitous route behind the princess, stepped now into view. He was close to her, almost near enough to strike or grasp her.

Nadja flashed him a bemused smile and waved her fingers at him—as she had done months ago, when she had been but a playful child. She fell silently into the floor then, where a black hole appeared at her feet.

“Should I follow her, milord?” Gruum asked, hoping the answer would be negative. He stared into the void, thinking of the cold nothingness inside.

“We shall hold here, awaiting the other she spoke of,” Therian said.

“This seems to me to be an obvious trap.”

“Your instincts are always sharp, Gruum.”

They did not have long to wait. A minute or so later a familiar voice boomed, invading their minds. “King of this land!” shouted Vosh. “I would have words with you.”

“Come here and have them, then,” Therian said in return.

Thunderous clacking sounds came to their ears. Gruum peeked out of the mausoleum into the dimly lit Necropolis. Something moved there—was that a pillar? But no, it was not as large as that. It was instead the size and thickness of a tree trunk. Two tree trunks, Gruum corrected himself. The grayish trunks moved rhythmically, approaching the mausoleum.

Vosh, over twenty feet tall, marched up to the marble structure and bent down. His swollen skull, fat with the souls of a hundred priestesses, leered in between the columns. Gruum marveled at the skull which was a yard in diameter. Each rotted tooth was as big as a man’s hand. Gruum felt like a rat in a trap.

“Come out! Or must I reach inside and crush you?”

Therian and Gruum backed away as a huge hand of bone scraped and rattled. It swept in between the columns, groping for them. Therian slashed out with Seeker, but the blade could only chip at the thick bone. 

“What will we do, milord?” Gruum asked in a whisper.

“Circle around outside, I will keep him busy here. See what might be done.”

Gruum slipped away between the crowded columns and out into the Necropolis. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye and looked up. It was the huge Bane of gray skin and assembled bone on top of the slab above. Like the foot of a man who sleeps on too short a mattress, the shape that hung over the edge of the roof overhead had shifted. Had the Bane twitched? Gruum shuddered at the thought. One dead giant hunting him was quite enough.

“Ah-ha!” Vosh roared triumphantly. He withdrew his fist of bone. In his grasp, he had Therian, pinched by the waist.

Gruum stepped closer, but his master was a dozen feet in the air. He knew he could do nothing, but he had to try.

“What part shall I pluck from your master first, tiny being?” asked Vosh, turning toward Gruum. 

Gruum gave up on trying to sneak behind the monster. “No part, let him—” he began.

“I shall choose then,” Vosh boomed, “let it be this arm that cuts at me with such tenacity.”

“No! I will choose,” said Gruum, “pull out his hair first.”

The huge skull tilted thoughtfully, then nodded. “An excellent suggestion. Why not maximize the experience?”

Two tips of bone, a forefinger and a thumb, pinched together upon the King’s scalp. To his credit, Therian did not screech, but he did hiss audibly. A clump of bleeding hair came free. Vosh rubbed his finger tips together. The hair floated down to the stones of the Necropolis. Chuckling, he plucked free another wad of hair. A noticeable bald patch had appeared. Gruum was reminded of a child plucking petals from a spring daisy.

There was a sound. A grating noise, like the movement of stone against stone. Gruum looked up and saw the Bane’s foot—if that’s truly what it was—had shifted. 

Vosh plucked at Therian’s hair twice more. Blood ran down the King’s face, which was a rictus of pain and hate. 

“I tire of this sport,” Vosh complained. “He’s not even screaming yet. I will have a foot next.”

“Look lich,” cried Gruum, “the Bane stirs!”

The great skull snapped around. The black, empty sockets seemed to study the thing that rested atop the slab. “Impossible,” he said.

But the Bane’s foot twitched again, and a great scratching sound arose. Gruum watched as a second foot slid into place beside the first. Could the sleeping Bane have awakened?

“Let me down lich,” Therian said. “Run, or the Bane will destroy you.”

“I rule here in Corium now, puppet,” Vosh said. “I will master the Bane. It will make a welcome addition to my Kingdom. No one will dare argue about the new arrangements with such a construct behind me.”

Vosh took a step toward the thing on the slab. What happened then caused Gruum’s heart to flutter in terror.

A huge hand, fully as big as Vosh’s swollen skull, lashed out from the top of the slab. Gruum watched as the gray-skinned hand gripped Vosh’s neck vertebrae. The hand shook the skeleton, making a hundred bones rattle and shift in their sockets. A weird warbling howl sounded. Gruum knew it wasn’t the voice of the lich, so it must be the cry of the awakened Bane.

Vosh threw Therian behind him. Gruum saw his King tumble over the stones like a discarded toy. The lich reached up with both his bone hands to clasped the wrist that held his neck. Gruum hoped the Bane would win the struggle. Vosh could not be choked, but perhaps his spine could be snapped.

Gruum ran to where his King lay gasping upon the stones. “The Bane awakens, sire!” Gruum said, helping Therian to his feet. “What shall we do?”

“We must aid the Bane,” Therian said. He struggled to rise, but his injuries slowed him. Blood filled his mouth and stained each tooth with a circle of red.

Vosh spoke words then, before they could do more than stand. The words were nothing that Gruum had heard before. They dug into his mind and ripped at it, causing him to clap his hands to his head and scream. The words still came to him, each terrible syllable lancing Gruum’s mind. The Dragon Speech could not be stopped.

“What spell does he voice?” Gruum cried, trying to help Therian up again. His master had fallen when Gruum had let go of his elbow. 

“We must run,” Therian said.

Gruum looked at his master, and saw in the King’s eyes something he could not recall having ever seen before: fear.
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Gruum lifted half Therian’s body. The other half limped upon the right foot. Gruum believed the left foot was broken, but there was nothing to be done about it now. The King let the left drag, skittering over the stones. The two men hobbled and staggered over the uneven surfaces. Gruum did not know what it was he fled from, but he knew if Therian feared it, fleeing was the only option for sane men.

They had crossed perhaps a score of steps before the dreadful spell reached its conclusion. A brilliant light filled the Necropolis. It was the light of an elder sun, a red-orange flare that grew and grew in power. A roaring sound followed, and a hot wind.

Gruum could not contain his curiosity. Shoulders hunching against the heat that blew against his back, eyes squinting against the red glare, he turned his head and glanced back.

He could see the Bane now, half-risen from the top of the slab where the Black Priestesses had labored so long to build it from dead scraps. The thing was man-shaped, but clearly was no man. Diamonds the size of skulls formed its eyes. It appeared to have no flesh, but was built of a network of assembled bone and sinew. This framework had been covered over by dead skin from the backs of a thousand corpses.

The Bane’s upper body was awash in flame. Vosh had summoned Yserth’s Breath. He had set the Bane alight. Burning hands still clung to the lich’s neck, however, refusing to let go.

The Bane’s mouth sagged open. A great howl was released, a sound that split the ears and tore at the soul. It was the agony of a thousand burning beings loosed all at once. 

The Bane tried to stand up, but its head was so high it struck the ceiling. This seemed to enrage and energize it all the more. Still holding Vosh by the neck, as a drunken man might hold a small child, the Bane blindly grasped one of the lich’s arms. The arm was removed with a loud click and hurled away to crash in a smoldering heap at the foot of a pillar. 

Gruum turned back to the matter at hand. He focused on putting as much distance between the two struggling titans and himself as possible, dragging Therian with him as he went. 

“Here,” Therian said, gasping, “pause behind this pillar, I must put my leg back into its socket.”

Gruum did as the King wished, easing Therian down with his back against moldering stone. They were far enough, he judged, that even if Vosh released the Dragon’s Breath again, it could not reach them.

Gruum could not assuage his curiosity, however. He heard the two titans struggling, and he crept to the edge of the pillar they hid behind. He peeped around the pillar with a single, wide eye.

Vosh was in pieces. His limbs were off, each lying in a different spot. His skull was twisted off next, as Gruum watched. Gruum felt a grin expand upon his face.

The Bane was engulfed in flame, and the flames did not die down. The monster dropped the final pieces of Vosh, losing interest. It tried to stand again, and was again baffled by the roof above. With a roar of frustration that rent the air, the monster reached up with flaming hands and forced them through the stone above. Chunks of masonry showered it. The Bane stood taller, and then taller still. Tearing its way into the layers of brick and mortar, the mausoleum that had given it birth was buried in debris and roiling dust.

The monster’s efforts finally came to fruition. A great section of the ceiling collapsed. A massive rush of stone pelted the Bane, which thrashed and smoldered. Gruum watched with alarm as whole houses fell, possibly with hapless citizens of Corium trapped inside. He could only imagine their horror as the earth beneath their homes vanished and they fell, only to find the burning Bane waiting for them in their final moments.

The Bane sank down at last, still burning and thrashing. The stink of dead, burnt flesh was unbearable.

Sunlight fell down into the hole that had been opened to the streets above. Pale, gray light that came in shafts through the dust, smoke and acrid vapors.

When Necropolis fell still again, Gruum dared to stand fully and step around the pillar. Dirt still sifted and showered the place. Broken bricks were scattered everywhere. Shouts could be heard coming down from the streets above.

“Tell me your thoughts, Gruum,” Nadja said beside him.

Gruum did not startle or whirl around. He was growing accustomed to the princess’ ways. His nerves were so frayed, he could not be frightened now. He was drained of all feeling.

“So much destruction and death,” Gruum said. “What part did you play in this last disaster, little girl?”

“I aided Vosh to invade this place, and I aided the Bane in destroying him.”

“Why would you help Vosh, then seek his destruction?”

“To punish him,” Nadja said. “I would have thought this was self-evident. The only thing Vosh loved was himself. I have thus taken his beloved from him, as I did for both you and my father.”

“But...such treachery,” said Gruum. He was aghast to learn what a viper he had held close to his chest for long months. 

Nadja shrugged. The gesture immediately reminded Gruum of her father.

“I sought vengeance, not treachery,” Nadja said. “Vosh enslaved my mother. I was born into his cold, fleshless hands. I have merely brought matters into balance with all three of you.”

Therian staggered around the pillar and looked at both of them. “Nadja, I have need of your mastery of void magic.”

“State your need, father,” she said.

“Vosh was severed into nine pieces, at my last counting. I require you to create nine holes to other places—preferably other worlds. You will cast one piece of the lich into each hole.”

“Will I then be forgiven?” she asked.

“Not fully, but you will be allowed to reside in what’s left of our palace. Forgiveness can’t come until you help rebuild what you have damaged.”

Nadja nodded to her father. “I accept this mission. Vosh will be looking for his parts long after the Sun goes out forever.”

Gruum watched her walk away toward the clouds of dust and mounds of shattered masonry. “Milord,” he hissed when she was out of earshot, “we cannot take the princess back into the burning palace as if nothing has occurred. How can we trust her?”

“I trust her fully,” Therian said. “She is predictable in the extreme—if one fully understands her motivations. She has vented her rage on everyone who injured her mother. We have nothing to fear as long as we do not cross her again.”

“But she has destroyed half the city!”

Therian nodded coldly. “You forget she is of the royal lineage. Although I’m willing to acknowledge my family bears certain responsibilities of stewardship, Corium exists for our benefit. Now, escort the princess and locate each appreciable segment of Vosh. He will have shrunken now. His great spells will have diminished him.”

“What of the army of dead in the streets?”

“They will be no more, now that their master has fallen and his spell has been broken.”

Gruum gazed after Nadja with narrowed eyes. He thought the shadow-creature that lived in Therian’s pouch was more faithful and considerate. But it was not his place to argue with the will of the King. 

“As you will, sire,” he said.
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With Vosh’s power broken and his separated parts no longer existent upon this world, Hyborea knew a few months of relative peace. The people were saddened by their losses and the destruction of fully a third of Corium, but they had fresh hope. The summer months, fleeting though they were, proved fruitful. The southern kingdoms fell to bickering amongst themselves, forgetting about their dreams of reviving the Solerov Empire. Vosh’s spell over their minds faded, and soon they gave up their hates and lusts for Corium and instead began to trade with her. Fresh fruit, sweet wines and a hundred other luxuries were brought to the docks and traded for bright silver from Hyborea’s infamously deep mines.

Hale and full of food again, if not good cheer, the people set to work rebuilding. By midsummer, winter loomed close in their minds, and they knew their city had to be prepared for another long hibernation. They rebuilt the burnt sections of the palace. They replaced the great gates with fresh timbers from the mountains. Longest and most difficult of all, they patched the gaping hole in the central square that let sunlight down into the Necropolis. It would not do to allow the light to burn their ancestors, who now slumbered peacefully again. 

Overriding the quiet urgings of Gruum, the King did not disband either of the two temples of Corium. Therian considered instituting sweeping changes in the nation’s religious Orders, but his councilors begged him not to, pointing out that the people had suffered so greatly already. As most of them had perished anyway, he did not punish the Black Order for having lost control of the Bane—nor did he persecute the Red Order for having plotted with Vosh to stop those of the Black from building it. He did admonish both Orders to bury their centuries-old rivalry and return to the tradition of respectful tolerance…a tradition that had recently been abandoned by all sides.

The King did act in the matter of the walking dead, however. He ordered that each fresh body that was laid down be permanently disabled, so that if it should awaken some day in the distant future, it would not be able to cause great harm. It was decreed that every corpse must have a spike of silver shot home at the base of the skull. The spike, driven completely through the back of the head to a point just between the eyes would, by alchemical principle, prevent the dead from rising. The injury would be almost unnoticeable to the grieving relatives, and it would not cause the body to decay. But they could no longer be used to walk like puppets for future necromancers. 

Some doubters, Gruum among them, pointed out that while such precautions were well and good, an enterprising enemy need only remove the spikes. His unwelcome mutterings were not heeded, and the problem was publicly declared solved, to choruses of wild cheering from the surviving citizenry.

The day after Therian changed the laws of the land, Gruum and Therian stood in the atrium overlooking the freshly rebuilt town square. The citizens of Corium labored below and the Sun shined with relative warmth overhead.

“Gruum,” the King called. He stepped away from the window. 

Frowning, Gruum came close. “Yes, milord?”

“I take it you still do not approve of my decrees.”

“It’s not my place, sire, but—”

“Exactly,” Therian interrupted. “It is not your place.”

Gruum bowed his head, leaving his chin to rest upon his chest. He did this to look contrite and also to hide his grimace. 

Therian stepped back to the window where he could watch the people mill upon the square. “They look happy out there. Too bad it will be such a short-lived time of cheer.”

“What is amiss?” Gruum asked.

“Winter will soon return.”

“But it is midsummer, milord.”

“According to our auguries, this warmth will soon pass, and it will not return.”

“Never?”

“Never. The ice will form a skirt around the isle of Hyborea as usual, but this year it shall deepen, and never shall it thaw.”

Gruum came to stand beside the King. He did not want passersby to overhear this talk. “Could the auguries be wrong, sire?” he asked in a whisper.

Therian gave him a scathing glance. “The priestesses are rarely wrong when they use human entrails. The last of the Kem pirates we captured gave their lives to confirm the prophecy. Winter will be early and harsh—and for Hyborea, it shall be everlasting.”

“But we have done so much,” Gruum said, aghast. “How can we have worked so hard and failed so badly?”

Therian turned to him in surprise. “I did not say we had failed. We have not yet tried to rekindle the Sun. All our efforts thus far have been a quest for power.”

“What shall be our next move?”

Therian went back to watching the people in the square. Gruum looked out with him. It was cool today, but not cold. No one wore furs. Here and there, exposed skin could be seen. Such frivolities were soon to be forgotten. The thought made Gruum shudder.

“I’m considering a journey,” Therian said.

Gruum nodded, seeing the wisdom in the King’s plan immediately. If the Kingdom were to be encrusted in ice that would never thaw, the time to get out was now, before they were trapped in a frozen tomb.

“Shall I order a ship prepared, milord?” Gruum asked quietly.

“A ship? Certainly not. We’ll be traveling on foot this time.”

Gruum stared. Where could they possibly go?
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