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From the Chronicles of the Black Sun:



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

“And then you must retrieve my children, as we agreed,” she said. She looked down upon King Therian’s companion, the barbarian rogue known as Gruum. “Also, young King, you must retrieve that which this jackal has stolen from you.”
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Gruum and Therian returned to Corium with Nadja in the spring. It had been an arduous journey. Gruum reflected that an unfortunate number of people had died to get them back to the silver towers of Therian’s palace—some innocent and some not. They had lost the Innsmouth in Kem, the ship having been confiscated by unfriendly locals. Chased overland northward for a hundred leagues, they’d come to another pirate’s den named Port Thaup. There they were able to secure passage out onto the open sea. After a few deadly detours, they’d managed to reach the island kingdom of Hyborea. The final leg of the trip involved hiking across the ice shelf that now surrounded the island completely in the winter months. Arriving at last at the gates of Corium, Gruum was surprised to see little fanfare. None of the citizenry seemed glad to witness their grim King’s return.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



#



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gruum was swallowed alive.



#



Gruum awoke underwater. His eyes snapped open and bubbles streamed from his screaming mouth. Heat was everywhere; it had overcome him. He felt suffocated and sapped of strength. In his mind, he believed he really had been swallowed by the Red Dragon. To him, he endured his last seconds of life, waiting to drown in the hot acids of the monster’s vast belly.

A hand plunged down suddenly, grabbing him by his dark locks. Gruum reached up and clutched at the hand that gripped his hair. He was hauled upward. He broke the surface and gasped.

Choking and blinking, Gruum stared into the eyes of an old Hyborean. He realized as his mind cleared that the face was a familiar one. It was Sir Tovus, the old knight he’d not seen for a year.

Tovus released Gruum’s hair, wiped his hands on his blue livery and huffed. “You have to watch yourself in these bubbling pools, barbarian,” he said. “They have a seductive way about them for the exhausted man.”

“I was dreaming,” Gruum said.

“Indeed? What of?”

Gruum shook his head. “An evil place.”

Tovus nodded. “The pools are not a good spot for dreaming. You know these vents go down very deep into the earth, don’t you? Who knows what kind of foul creatures bathe in these same waters miles down from here?”

Gruum climbed out of the pool weakly, rolling himself onto the flat stones that surrounded it. He gasped there, like a fish on a dry deck. 

Sir Tovus stood over him for a moment, then walked away without another word. Gruum did not take offense. Gruum knew the old knight had determined he would survive, and did not wish to embarrass him further by witnessing this moment of weakness. Tovus was only being polite, in the Hyborean way.

Naked and cooling slowly, Gruum hugged the flagstones. In his mind’s eye, he still saw the Red Dragon’s mouth descending over him.
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When Gruum had recovered and dressed, he went upstairs into the palace proper. There, he ate and drank to regain his strength. Was it his imagination, or did the servants eye him with new suspicions? Certainly, they took pains to serve his table without lingering. None spoke to him, not even a greeting.

Disregarding these half-imagined slights, Gruum decided he must speak to Therian. He must tell him about his dreams of Yserth, as this was not the first time he’d met the Red Dragon while sleeping. He did not know what the dreams meant, nor if his master would be annoyed. But this last dream might have resulted in his death, so the secret needed to end.

Marching down the cool, dimly lit halls of Corium, he came at last to the King’s high apartments. Therian dwelt in a suite apart from all the others with his daughter and her various… pets. Among other animals, Nadja had begged her father to allow her favorite pony to live in the suite with them. It was the very pony she had ridden across the ice shelf to Corium. In an odd gesture, which Gruum interpreted as spoiling the girl, Therian had allowed it.

There were no guards posted at the King’s doors. Unlike most monarchs, Therian felt no need for them. In fact, if guards had been forced to stand watch through the long nights, Gruum thought they would have feared their King more than Therian feared an assassin. 

Gruum tapped at the heavy doors and thought to hear a stirring within. Could that be a hint of horse dung he caught with his nose? Gruum could only imagine the mess the servants were required to clean up each morn. They’d surely seen worse in the past, however, after one of the King’s… experiments. 

The door did not open, so Gruum tapped again. He put his ear to the door, but heard nothing. He shook his head in bewilderment. He should at least be able to hear the stamping of the horse on the tiles. So odd, that Therian would allow his daughter such a frivolity. Could he be a doting father blinded by his love for the girl? It seemed uncharacteristic.

Finally, there came to his ear a tiny snick as the lock shifted. Gruum put his hand on the handle, and pushed. The door swung open silently.

He took a single step inside. Seven flickering tapers lit the room. There were no windows, nor lanterns. He took a second step, peering toward the divan. He thought to see movement there.

There was the King. He sat upon the divan, with one pale arm extended. A figure retreated from the spot beside Therian. It took Gruum a blinking moment to realize it was Nadja. She trotted off into the deepest shadows of the room, disappearing from sight.

Gruum stepped forward and rubbed his fingers on his belt. He did not let them stray to the hilt of his saber, although that is where they yearned to go. He cleared his throat instead.

“You have something to say, Gruum?” Therian asked sharply.

Gruum looked around the room, but Nadja had vanished. It was dark and cold inside the apartments. The rich carpets were stained with unknown substances. Surely, all that liquid could not be the King’s blood…. Gruum thought it was better to pretend he’d noticed nothing odd about Nadja. In his experience, fathers were often overly-protective of their daughters. He thought instead of his original purpose in coming here.

“I…” Gruum began, not sure how to start his tale of what had happened in the pools. “I went down to the baths, milord. The hot springs in Corium’s bedrock. Something odd happened to me there.”

“Indeed?” Therian asked, seemingly disinterested. He dabbed at the exposed skin of his arm with a cloth. “Did you perhaps impregnate one of my staff?”

“I have dreamed with the Dragons on my own, sire.”

Therian suddenly gave Gruum his full attention. “I had no idea you thought to become a sorcerer in your own right.”

“Oh no, milord!” Gruum protested. 

Therian laughed at his discomfiture, but his eyes were sharp and intense. “Tell me what she said.”

“She?”

“Did you not dream with my dark Lady, Anduin?”

“No, sire. Each time that I’ve dreamt without you—without meaning to, I assure you—it has been with another. If there were any way I could avoid these dreams I would take a new path in a heartbeat.”

Therian stared at him. “I can think of an easy way to end these errant dreams of yours.”

Gruum swallowed. “In my dreams, I’ve met with—him.”

Therian turned away, and appeared thoughtful. “As I heard the story, Sir Tovus pulled you out of a hot bath where you appeared to be drowning.”

Gruum gaped like a fish.

“Yes, yes, I’ve heard the report already,” Therian said in annoyance. “I’m not so disconnected from what happens in my own palace as you might believe.”

“Of course not, milord.”

Therian studied him, beginning to frown. “Heat. You have met with Yserth.”

“Yes, milord,” Gruum said in a small voice. He gauged the King’s mood closely, but could not fathom it. Perhaps, by telling this tale he had forfeited his life, or perhaps Therian was only in the depths of thought.

“Your candidness is refreshing as always, Gruum. Ever are you so intent on our goal you offer up your very soul for the taking. I’m impressed. Therefore, I will allow this act of apparent treachery to go by without ending your existence. Further, since you have been so forthcoming, I will be the same. I will confirm something for you about my own relationship with the Dragons, something which you have probably guessed by now.”

“And what might that be, milord?” asked Gruum, relieved to hear the topic of his death slip out of the conversation.

“I have lain with her—in our shared slumbers.”

“You have done what?”

“I am speaking of Anduin. Had you not suspected?”

Gruum was dumbfounded. “No, milord. I saw you kiss her hand, but I…” he stopped talking and shook his head.

“Is it such a shock? Anduin is lovely in her human form, is she not?”

“Yes, lord—but she is not… human.”

“Neither am I. At least, not entirely. But you make me curious. All this time, I have pursued a closeness with this creature. I would have thought my intentions and duties as Anduin’s Champion would have been clear.”

“I just—I just never thought…” Gruum said, but he stopped himself. He wanted to say that he feared the Dragons. That he could no more have lain with one of them than he could have lain with a beast of the field. But he did not think such comments would be received well.

“Mmmm,” Therian said, studying his face. “I would have thought this matter was clear. How do you think, after all, the Dragon-Child we met was originally conceived? It is Anduin’s offspring that walk our Earth with us, while she remains in her own small world.”

“I understand.”

“No. I don’t believe you do. I will attempt to explain matters in terms more familiar. You are from the Steppes, are you not? Do they have lions on your plain?”

“Yes lord, large ones with heavy manes.”

“And do your people know much of these majestic creatures?” Therian asked, taking two steps closer. “Of their ways?”

Gruum shrugged. “Our shamans tell us such lore in their stories.”

“When a new male lion takes a pride of females, do you know what he does with the cubs of his defeated rival?”

Gruum nodded slowly. “I see. You have been charged with slaying the young of Anduin’s previous… consort?”

“Exactly.”

Gruum suppressed a shudder. The Dragons were so different in their thoughts and deeds. They were almost unfathomable to a simple man of the Steppes. The more he learned of them and their ways, the more he wished he’d never dreamt with them in the first place.

“May I take my leave now, milord?”

“Yes, we will talk of these matters at a later time. Send in my servants, will you? I thirst.”

“Of course, sire.”

Gruum turned and walked to the doors again. Then he saw something—something which he would dream of later that night.

He saw the horse. It was dead and lay upon its side. The carcass was on a carpet behind one leaf of the great doors, situated so that he had not seen it as he first entered. Its head was laid carefully upon a silk pillow. Its eyes were wide and staring. The tongue, gray-white in death, lolled out upon the pillow.

Gruum eyed the horse for several seconds, but made no comment. Had Nadja supped upon her pet too deeply? He didn’t want to know. 

Gruum quietly closed the heavy doors behind him. He went to find the servants Therian had requested. When he found the maids, he did not tell them of the surprises that awaited—they would learn the details soon enough.
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Three long winter months passed, then the month of Tau came. It was a time that should have been spring, but wasn’t. No birds sang anywhere on the frozen island of Hyborea.

A male Priest of Yserth accosted Gruum on the second day of Tau. 

“Excuse me, barbarian,” the Priest said. 

Gruum turned his head this way and that, looking for the source of the voice. He quickly spotted the man, who stood in an alcove beside a statue of fine pink quartz. He wore the traditional crimson robes and his pate was shiny in its utter baldness. Gruum knew the priests of Yserth often burned away each individual hair on their bodies to demonstrate their devotion.

Gruum took two steps toward the priest and placed his hand nonchalantly upon the pommel of his heavy saber. “What can I do for you, shaman?”

The other’s eyes widened in surprise at the title, then narrowed. He opened his thin-lipped mouth as if to say something, but then thought the better of it. He forced a smile instead.

“I’ve heard things about you, sir. I was wondering if I might have a moment of your time?”

Gruum stared at the man for a second. Then he walked past the priest and continued down the long, echoing corridor. Hard tiles made a snapping noise with his every footstep.

“Have I offended you?” asked the priest, hurrying after him.

“You worship Yserth?”

“Naturally.”

“My master follows Anduin.”

A hand lightly touched Gruum’s arm, seeking to stop him. This was too much to be endured by Gruum, who had lived with these sneering priests for far too long. He drew his saber in a fluid motion and interposed it between himself and the shocked priest, who let his hand fall away from Gruum’s sleeve.

The priest, after he’d gotten over his initial shock, stood his ground, however. “I apologize,” he said.

Gruum stared at the man. The other stared back with surprising calmness. The man had guts, Gruum had to give him that.

“Apologize for what?” Gruum asked.

“For triggering your baser instincts.”

“My instincts?”

“Territoriality. Response to physical domination.”

Gruum laughed. “Even your apologies are insulting!” 

“Honest statements cannot be insulting by definition,” said the priest, as if he were quoting a proverb.

“Wrong. You need to strike that one from your scrolls,” Gruum told him, then turned and walked away again.

“I hear you are having dreams, barbarian,” the priest called after him.

Gruum stopped and looked back. “What man does not dream?”

The priest stepped forward slowly, seeing he had Gruum’s attention now. Gruum’s saber was still in his hand, and the tip of it rested on the marble tiles. The priest approached anyway, as if he were not inches from swift death. His vermilion robes rustled over his sandals.

“Don’t you want to know why you are having these dreams, man of the Steppes?”

“Tell me,” Gruum said.

“There is a fleet headed to Corium,” the priest said.

Gruum frowned. What did this have to do with his dreams? His frown turned into a frustrated glare. Always it was with priests that they had to make matters complex. “Speak plainly, man.”

“Has the King not told you? A fleet of barbarian ships gathers. They will come with the first thaw of spring. They will come to sack the city.”

“And why?”

“For vengeance. You killed one of their lords, remember? A power has risen up to replace him. A power that knows your part in what happened in Kem.”

“A fleet from Kem? They are nothing but rabble.”

The priest shook his head. “Not just Kem. They gather from many city-states up and down the coast. The broken provinces of the Empire of Solerov are reforging themselves anew for this campaign.”

“Vosh…” Gruum said. “He is behind this, isn’t he?”

“You slaughtered everyone in their palace.”

“It was a hunting lodge. And Vosh killed more people than we did.”

The priest shrugged. “The details of the story hardly matter. The wound has been delivered. Over the harsh winter, it has festered. We in Corium are perceived as weak—and rich.”

Gruum nodded, seeing the way of things. “A bad combination. Now, tell me of my dreams.”

“It is not Vosh himself who fuels this vengeful  fleet. It is his lord, the High One, Yserth the Red.”

“And so the Dragon invades my slumber?” Gruum asked.

“Apparently. I was shocked to learn of his direct contact with one of your—status. Yserth makes his own choices, however. We in the priesthood have talked the matter over, and certain realities have become evident.”

“Speak.”

“Firstly, King Therian has refused to embrace Yserth. Worse, he refused to maintain a balance between the two Dragons. Instead, he has become foully entwined with Anduin. Now, in what is a naturally foreseeable outcome, his actions have brought fresh doom upon this land and its people.”

Gruum took a step toward the priest. The tip of his saber scratched the tiles as he came closer. He nodded for the other to continue.

“Secondly,” said the priest, unperturbed by Gruum’s glower, “you are close to our errant King. You have personal access to his chambers, his habits. If King Therian were to suffer an accident, all of Corium would be grateful. The invasion would not occur. Countless lives would continue, and a great deal of wealth would be at your disposal.”

Gruum stepped closer still. “I would know your name, priest,” he said quietly.

“Jamal.”

“Jamal,” Gruum said in a formal tone of voice, “I reject your offer.” He lifted the point of his saber from where it rested upon the marble. Calmly, precisely, he jabbed it into Jamal’s foot. The tip bit into the bare foot, the sandal beneath and drove deeper still, until it scratched the flooring upon which the sandal rested. 

Jamal howled and attempted to pull his foot away, but Gruum kept it pinned to the floor. Blood welled up and ran onto the slick marble, filling the lines between the tiles.

“You have injured me!” Jamal said through clenched teeth. “Why?” 

“Because,” Gruum replied, “it is bad luck to kill a priest.”
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Gruum found himself standing before the tall, dark doors of the royal apartments again. He lifted his hand to knock, but hesitated, and then let his hand drop back down to his side. How was he to bring these matters up to the King? Talk of assassinations and war? He thought, too, of what he might discover on this occasion when he opened the doors. He had no desire to face a fresh nightmare today. 

Not for the first time, nor would it be the last, he thought of escaping this city full of cold people who dreamt of past glories. He lifted his hand again, however. This time he knocked, rapping sharply upon the door three times.

The door opened. Inside, there were no candles burning. There was no light source at all save a small, choking fire burning on the hearth. 

“Enter,” Therian said quietly.

Gruum stepped inside and the door closed itself behind him. He stood, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. He could not see Therian, his wicked daughter Nadja, nor any of their wandering beasts.

“Milord, I have news,” Gruum said.

“Have you come to slay me?”

Gruum chuckled nervously. “I would not dream—”

“Remember, I’ve shared dreams with you, Gruum. I’ve shared your dreams when you were not aware of my presence. I can even recall dreams of yours which you forgot instantly upon awakening.”

“Ah, well,” Gruum said, flustered. “A man cannot control what he dreams of, can he?”

“I can.”

“But I am no sorcerer, sire.”

“No,” Therian said. “And I believe that may be the key to your surprising longevity.”

Gruum had pinpointed the source of the voice now. It came from very near the fireplace. His master was not in an expected spot. He did not lie on the velvet divan in front of the sputtering fire. He was not on the canopied bed. All the stuffed chairs of embroidered silk with silver, clawed feet appeared to be empty. But the voice was still there. 

Gruum suspected his master was near the hearth, but standing off to one side, where the firelight left him in deep shadow. He took several steps closer to the divan and the hearth.

“Should I stoke your fire, sire? It appears it is about to go out.”

“That would be unwise.”

Gruum looked about, and took three more steps. He stood only a few paces from the hearth and the divan. His eyes slid this way and that. He felt something—a presence. He’d grown sensitive to these things now, probably due to much exposure. There was something in this room with them, something that studied him coldly.

Gruum looked up toward the ceiling, thinking perhaps Therian hung from there, but his searching, squinting eyes fell upon nothing but soot-stained frescoes. 

“Is there something here—something that does not like bright flame?” Gruum asked. He took two more steps forward, moving between the divan and the fire.

“Don’t tread upon me, man!” Therian hissed suddenly.

Gruum startled and retreated. He looked down. There on the floor, on the woven carpets from the southern cities, was Therian’s face. Surrounding the pale face was a shifting mass of deep shadow.

Gruum gasped, but did not cry out. He had seen too much, in his days of service to this lord, to scream at even the most alarming sight. He felt a wave of revulsion, fear, and fascination. He slowly knelt on the carpets beside the King. He looked down into his lord’s face with wonderment.

“You wear it like a blanket, milord,” Gruum said.

“Yes, I am training it. But like any wild beast one seeks to tame, it must not be startled, or it may again turn feral.”

Gruum studied the sorcerer. Therian’s face was all that visible. All around him, like a soupy shroud, a shadow squirmed. Underneath both the shadow and the sorcerer was a large, circular carpet. Gruum had no doubt the shadow was the same creature he had carried back from Kem in the pouch it called home.

“What do you teach it, sire? Do you hope it will come to love you?”

Therian huffed. “Hardly. I hope only for tolerance, for contact without being—bitten.”

“What purpose may it serve?”

Therian’s eyebrows shrugged. “One may fill a yard with feral beasts, but isn’t it better to have a loyal watchdog that can be trusted with the children at night?”

Gruum thought of Nadja then, and had to suppress a shudder. He thought that the girl might be able to lie happily with a shadow, but he dared not speak such insults. He decided to change the subject instead.

“Milord, I’ve been asked to assassinate you.”

“Did you accept the assignment?”

“No, I stabbed the traitor through the foot.”

Therian gave a tiny nod of appreciation. “That would seem to comprise a definitive refusal. I’m glad you chose to remain loyal. You may, however, someday come to regret your decision.”

“Loyalty is its own reward.”

Therian chuckled. “Such odd statements you make from time to time, Gruum. You have dwelt among the blue-skinned folk of Corium for years, but still you retain the mind of a barbarian.”

“The traitor said there was a fleet coming, sire,” Gruum said, pressing ahead.

“Yes, indeed there is,” Therian said. “I’ve been expecting it. I’m getting too close to my goals, too powerful. Several times Vosh and I have met. I have defeated him each time. He now seeks to gather a host and wipe me out through the might of a thousand minions—since he cannot manage the feat himself.”

“Can they defeat us?”

The shadow that enveloped Therian shifted, sliding its form in a spiral pattern. Had it been disturbed by their words, Gruum wondered? He saw a glimpse of pallid skin beneath the shifting mass of blackness, as holes opened up in it and revealed Therian’s body lying calmly underneath. Gruum realized, with a small shock, that the King was unclothed. Perhaps direct contact with the shadow was the ultimate test. If it didn’t attack him then, it never would.

 “Centuries ago,” Therian said, “the threat would have been laughable. The Hyborean navy was unparalleled. We would have sunk their ragtag boats before they reached our shores. And if by some miracle they had made landfall, things would have gone worse for them still. The Knights of Corium, resplendent in their ancestral armor, would have swept the field of such rabble without a qualm.  The captives would have endured long lives of exquisite torment, providing royal entertainment and dog food for many years.”

“And now, sire?” Gruum asked.

“Now… I’m not certain of the outcome. We are weak, tired. We are not the people we once were. If ever we could fall, this would be the time.”

“What will we do, milord?”

Therian looked at Gruum and met his eyes. “Why, we will prepare. When they arrive, we will fight until one side or the other is broken.”

“I suppose that’s the way of these things,” Gruum said, nodding. “I will take my leave now.” He stood up, moving slowly so as to not disturb the thing that slithered over Therian’s body.

“Gruum, I would have you do one more thing for me.”

“Name it.”

“Find Nadja for me. She’s gone missing.”

Gruum paused for a full second before answering. “Of course, milord,” he murmured at last. Then he left without asking any more questions about Nadja. He was quite sure he did not want to hear the answers.
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Gruum sought Sir Tovus first. As he walked the long, lonely halls, he wondered if the vast palace had ever been full of people. He’d never really thought of that before. To him, the palace had always been a huge, mostly empty space. Now, as he walked the echoing halls he noticed how many apartments he passed that had locked doors and shuttered apertures. Judging by their number, Corium was three-quarters empty. Truly, there were more ghosts and dust here than living beings.

Gruum found the old warhorse Tovus in the armory. There he trained with a dozen cadets, mostly the sons of elder knights. They were young, but hard of eye. Gruum could tell in an instant they took their training seriously. No one shouted or called out to a brother, except when performing a hard strike upon the other in mock combat.

The most impressive thing about the cadets was their armor. It was lacquered black and red, with a red dragon’s head painted upon each black breastplate. Gruum knew without asking the black honored Anduin while the red honored Yserth. The military didn’t want either Dragon offended. Each piece of the armor was finely milled and fitted together in curved sections. Gruum watched as two cadets outfitted a third man. When they were finished adjusting the expertly designed armor, the cadet moved easily inside it. He resembled an automaton with a red plume on top.

“I’ve never seen Hyboreans dressed in such a splendid fashion,” Gruum told Tovus when the group took a break. 

Tovus gave him a hard smile. “Ancestral armor. I’m not surprised you haven’t seen the like before. We keep this equipment under lock and key.”

“And now they bring it forth?”

“Yes. This is exactly the time for which it has been preserved.”

“So then, you think the threat of invasion is real?”

Sir Tovus eyed him. He nodded glumly, then turned back to watch the men practice in their armor. Each wielded two swords, or a sword and shield. As they sat there, more cadets arrived. Soon there were more than a score of them.

“They say each suit took a decade to make,” Tovus said, “but they were all laid down in the lowest level of the armories so many years ago I doubt anyone remembers the secrets of its manufacture. Do you wish to be outfitted?”

Gruum rubbed his chin thoughtfully. It was not his way to go into battle clanking about. His natural method consisted of avoiding enemy strikes, not absorbing them. “Perhaps another day, Sir Tovus,” he said. “I’ve come here on another mission.”

“And what might that be?”

“I need to ask something that should not be repeated.”

“I’m not a washerwoman. Speak.”

“I need to know… I need to know where dead things lie in Corium.”

“What?”

Gruum lowered his voice and drew a step closer to Tovus, who looked surprised. “Where do you keep your dead in this place? Where are your ghosts, crypts and the like?”

“A strange question,” said Lord Tovus. “One which, I assume should not be examined closely. I would suggest you seek out those who serve the Dragons.”

“The Priests of Yserth?”

“And the Priestesses of Anduin.”

Gruum twisted his mouth into a scowl. Neither of these groups was fond of him. “They care for your dead? Even the paupers?”

“Yes. They prepare them for their odyssey. However, you may have better luck with the black priestesses. Yserth’s path for the dead lies through cremation.”

Gruum nodded unhappily. “All right. Thanks for your help. Please, don’t mention my inquiry to anyone.”

“I’ve already forgotten about it,” Tovus said. “I’m glad to help, although the request is disturbing. I would ask you a favor in return, however.”

“Ask.”

“Do not leave our King’s side, when the battle comes near.”

“He has plenty of guards.”

“Yes, but they are all Hyboreans.”

Gruum nodded. “I understand.”

“I’m sad that you do. I’m sad that I must rely on a barbarian of questionable repute for my own King’s safety.”

Gruum chuckled and left the sparring area. On the way out, he counted the cadets and noticed their number had swollen to thirty-five. They strove against one another with grim determination.

He headed for the Temple of Anduin. He tried to cheer himself by recalling he had yet to thrust a weapon into a member of the Black Dragon’s order.

 The temple stood in the Northern region of the palace. The structure was unexpectedly small and round, like a squat pillar built of black stone. Each brick was differently sized and shaped, and yet they all fit together precisely, like the interlocking pieces of a puzzle. The entrance was a grate of thick bone. 

Gruum stepped up to the gate and attempted to open it. He found it did not budge. He looked for a lock, which he felt sure he could master, but found none. He rapped on the bones, but they only stung his knuckles.

“Hello?” he called into the darkened interior. No response was forthcoming.

Becoming annoyed, Gruum cast about for another entrance. Could they be avoiding him? Was he too dirty or unsightly to be allowed into the temple? He, who had met their god personally? For the thousandth time, he grew weary of Hyborean slights. 

Then he found something. A tiny silver bell hung above the bone grate. He reached up and tugged at the hanging chain harshly. It rang with tiny, tinkling notes.

Soon, a shadow appeared behind the bone grate. He could tell by the shape it was a female in the black robes of Anduin. He was unable to make out any more details, however.

“How do you wish to serve the Lady?” asked the priestess.

“By completing the King’s business,” Gruum replied.

The priestess remained motionless. “The King has sent you? What does he seek? We have no more geyser lizards—”

“It is about his daughter.”

The priestess stood for a moment longer, then turned and vanished into the chamber behind her. Gruum lifted a gloved fist to rap harder on the grate when he realized it was retreating upward, silently rising. Soon, the entrance stood open. Gruum ventured inside.

The priestess had a light now, a flickering taper of black wax. Gruum followed her between long rows of benches. He guessed this might be a place of worship. Gargantuan statues stood all around, looming over them. Each stature was in the shape of the Black Dragon. The statues depicted the Dragon with claws extended and eyes blazing. Red rubies flickered in the eye sockets, reflecting the light of the priestess’ taper. Gruum felt a pang of wanting. The rubies were exquisitely cut and each was the size of a human iris.

“Where are we going?” Gruum asked his guide as they reached the back of the chamber.

“Down to the Necropolis.”

“Where is everyone else?”

“Most live upstairs. This tower is only a small part of the temple. When we are not at rest or worship, we now work for the defense of Corium and our Lady’s honor.”

“Work? Where?”

“As I said, they labor in the Necropolis below the city,” the priestess said.

Gruum saw two staircases. One rose up into the hanging gloom of sweet incense. The other wound downward into the bedrock of the city. The priestess vanished downward. Gruum followed her down a set of slick, black steps. They wound around seven times, reached a landing, and then wound around nine times more. He had been deeper than this before, he knew. Therian had led him deep below the dungeons themselves. 

Gruum felt cold air from below wafting up into his face. He wiped away a few droplets of chilled sweat and wondered what kind of work could be going on so far below the city streets.
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“Some places beneath the city are cold, while others are hot,” Gruum said.

“Very observant,” the priestess commented.

“Could you please explain the discrepancy?”

The priestess glanced back at him. He caught sight of one almond-shaped eye. He had the immediate impression of youth and beauty. This surprised him, as he had expected a crone.

“The South temple belongs to Yserth and sits near the hot springs. The North temple honors the true Dragon, Anduin. Lacking a source of steam, our Necropolis is cool.”

“Frosty, more like,” said Gruum, pulling his cloak around him.

“We find a cool region is best for the storage of the dead.”

Gruum nodded, unable to argue with her logic on that point. The stairway ended in a broken, cracked section of steps. Gruum eyed the jagged stones, but did not ask how the stairs had become damaged. He took a large jump from the final intact stair, then turned and offered his hand to the priestess.

She pointedly ignored his proffered hand. She took small, cautious footsteps down the outer stone lip of the stairway on one side instead, as the framework around the missing stairs remained intact. Gruum shrugged and looked away from her. He took the time to look around. Thick stone columns rose up in abundance, holding aloft the vaulted ceiling. The chamber looked to be one third columns and two thirds void. In the spaces created between were great arches. On the ground were piles of head-sized stones which were stacked at random. Looking up, Gruum realized the palace must be sitting upon this foundation. How fantastically heavy all that stone above must be, he thought. Just looking up at the arches made him want to shiver with a claustrophobic reaction.

“I see no dead,” Gruum said.

“They may not wish to be seen.”

Gruum looked at the priestess in alarm. “They walk?”

“Those that are able,” she said. She stepped away into the gloom. 

Gruum paused. He looked up at the broken stairway. He longed to leave this place, despite the fact he had only just arrived. Finally, recalling his promise to the King, he trotted after the priestess before she vanished completely around one of the massive, squat columns. The floor was full of fallen rocks. They were heaped everywhere, unevenly. Walking here was difficult.

“You said the priestesses of Anduin are working for Corium’s defense.  What did you mean?”

She did not answer.

“Can you tell me your name, at least?”

“I am Gawina. Now please, stop asking so many questions. They do not like it.”

Gruum blinked at her, but stopped speaking. He followed the woman for a time, stumbling over large, loose stones. The air between the columns hung motionlessly. It felt cold and thick. It clung like a fog to the skin and the mind.

The priestess stopped at last and lifted her arm, pointing. Gruum followed her gesture. There, he saw a pool of dank, still water. Beyond the pool, he saw a shape moving. He frowned… was that a table?

He turned to ask the priestess, but she had left. He craned his neck and spotted her, wending her way back with the taper guttering in her hand. He snapped his head back and forth, eyeing the movement out over the pool of water and the retreating priestess, who now was only visible as a tiny, bobbing yellow flame. Had she left him here for a sinister purpose?

Gruum sighed and drew his heavy saber. He knelt and rested the saber across his legs. It glimmered in the darkness, still shining with its own internal light from whatever sorcery had been infused into it when he’d lost it in Anduin’s world.

He produced a small lamp and struggled to light it with flint and tinder. He struck the steel box again and again, but although the flint sparked against the box, the wick refused to light. He cursed softly, and flicked at it several more times.

Gruum heard something then, something strange. He thought it was a wheel moving, rolling over stone. He looked up and saw the thing he had thought to be a table. He realized now it was a cart, not a table. Four wheels rolled and creaked as it drew nearer. He stopped trying to light his lamp, as the cart had twin lights of its own. They were lit from inside, but not by any natural flame. Green, ghastly smoke roiled within the twin globes. Worse, much worse, he saw now that the cart had no animals pulling it. Neither was there a driver. Instead, it seemed to move of its own volition. 

Gruum stopped breathing. He stared at the cart as it drew closer. Things were lying on the flat bed of it, he could see them now. Forms that were not entirely still. When the cart bumped over a stone, the shapes flopped and shifted. Feet and hands lolled off the sides. Not until the driverless, horseless cart reached the water’s edge and splashed into the still pool that separated it from him did he stand suddenly, thinking to flee.

“Be still,” a small voice said behind him. “Make no light or movement, and it will stop seeking you.”

Gruum froze. He knew the voice, for it was Nadja’s. Having her come so close without his knowing did not ease his state of mind, however. If anything, her nearness caused the hair on his neck to bristle even more. Being a veteran of her father’s strange habits, Gruum did manage to keep from screaming and running away blindly into the dark. 

The driverless cart had rolled ten paces into the pool before it squeaked to a halt. The brass wheels were half-submerged. There it paused, as if uncertain. Neither Gruum nor Nadja moved.

“It cannot hear, nor see, but it can sense movement,” said Nadja quietly.

“It cannot hear?” asked Gruum. “Then we can speak. What is this thing?”

“They call it a gatherer. It hunts for the dead.”

“I see no dead.”

“But they are everywhere, silly Gruum! You are standing on them.”

Gruum startled, but froze again before he alerted the cart. His eyes slid to his feet. It was too dark to see the ground, even with the ghostly green light of the cart’s twin lamps. He thought of the rocks he had been stumbling over as he crossed the uneven flooring.

“The stones? The dead lie beneath the stones?”

“Yes. The flooring here is a vast pile of cairns. This entire place is a mound of dead, covered in heavy stones. But sometimes, the dead are strong enough to push their way free. That is when the gatherer comes.”

Gruum swallowed. “I have no desire to be mistaken by this cart for one of the escaped dead.”

“That is wise.”

They stood as still as they were able. The gatherer began spinning its brass wheels again at last, and exited the pool the way it had entered. It turned ponderously, wheels bumping and rasping over the innumerable stones. Then it rolled slowly way, seeking more lively game.

 When it had vanished beyond a column, Gruum slowly turned to face Nadja. He gave a start. The girl had grown dramatically in the short months since they had returned to Corium. She was much taller, there could be no doubt of it. Before, he had thought her to be three. Now, she could not be a day under six. 

“It’s good to see you, Gruum,” she said.

“Thanks for telling me about the gatherer, princess,” he responded. He bent down to work his lamp. The only light he had was the faint blue-white glimmer of his sword, but that was not enough to travel the Necropolis. The flint and tinder worked this time, allowing the wick to spark and flare. A guttering, yellow light illuminated their faces.

“Did my father send you?” Nadja asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Do you always do what father says?”

“Usually,” Gruum admitted.

“Did he command you to take me back to him?”

Gruum thought about it. “No. He only said I should find you.”

“Good! Then can I show you where I like to play?”

Gruum looked this way and that, but saw no sign of the rolling gatherer. Nor did he see any sign of an exit. 

“All right,” he said to Nadja at last. “Show me what you know of this place.”
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There was a large structure up ahead. From it, shafts of cold white light shone through the natural fog of the under-city Necropolis. The fog gave the light a ghostly quality, Gruum thought. Or was the effect caused by the Necropolis itself? He was uncertain.

Ahead of him, Nadja hopped lightly from stone to stone, never seeming to misstep. Gruum, on the other hand, found that every rock rolled when he pressed his foot down upon it. Normally a sure-footed man, he found the Necropolis more difficult than ever to traverse as they moved closer to the source of the cold light. 

Gruum stopped. Something felt wrong beneath his feet. The sensation did not hearten him. The stones were harder to navigate because they gave way under his weight when he trod upon them. Each stone sank downward, ever so slightly, as if the ground beneath were spongy turf or shifting mud. He shuddered uncontrollably. He knew then, without a doubt left in his mind, that he walked upon mounds of the dead. The rocks covered them, but they must be thicker here, more common and perhaps—fresher. 

“Come on,” hissed Nadja, turning back to wave him forward. She held her skirts up so they wouldn’t drag, pinching up folds of cloth. Her quick feet blurred over the stones. Perhaps her light body had less trouble with the shifting stones.

Wincing, Gruum pressed onward. He focused on the girl and the light and tried not to think about the bodies beneath him. Then a new thought struck him.

“Nadja?” he called. 

“What?”

“Why does it not reek down here?”

“Because, silly Gruum, we are not barbarians!” Nadja called back, giggling as if she ran in a sunlit field. “We preserve our dead.”

“People should be allowed to rot properly,” Gruum muttered. He swallowed and forced his legs to keep striding after her.  He had a thought as he marched grimly onward. Perhaps this process the girl hinted at, some kind of preservation, had something to do with the tendency of the dead to walk here. What if the process went awry at times—what if it went too far? Occasionally, instead of keeping a body from rotting, the alchemical rituals and ointments might provide a corpse with some semblance of false life. As disgusting as his theory was, Gruum felt it might explain a lot.

They came in time to the source of the cold, white light, and found it to be a mausoleum of sorts in the midst of an area empty of great columns. Dozens of figures moved here, and Gruum sprang forward to snatch up Nadja.

She squirmed and he clamped his hand over her mouth. 

“Be still, girl,” he whispered in her ear. Her hair smelled of dust. “We don’t know who these people are.”

Nadja stopped struggling, but when he caught sight of her face, he saw she was glaring at him. He removed his hand from her face.

“I almost bit you,” she said. “You don’t want me to bite you, Gruum.”

“Sorry, but I—”

“I know who they are,” Nadja said. “I’ve been here often. The priestesses are here, working on their great project.”

Gruum eased her back onto her feet. “Sorry. Just the priestesses, you say? Not the carts or the walking dead?”

Nadja grinned. There was a dark delight that danced in her eyes. “Oh no, there are dead, and there are carts. They bring their loads here to this spot. And there is one other. Someone special. Come, I will show you!”

She trotted off again, giggling. Gruum chewed his lower lip, gazing after her. He really didn’t want to see anything new. He’d seen enough, and he hadn’t liked any of it. But he had accepted Therian’s assignment, so he felt he must see it through to the finish. He’d said he would find her, and would a father not want to know what his daughter had been up to? With a heavy heart, he followed the child toward the mausoleum. 

The outer part of the great structure was white marble. Open columns held up a slab of thicker marble. The huge slab formed a roof, a single piece of stone, mottled-gray and unimaginably heavy. Gruum was reminded of an acropolis.

The priestesses were surprised to see him. There were dozens here, bustling about. They dragged pallets full of oddments. Strips of what looked like tanned leather. Mounds of thick dishes—or were they seashells? Stacked shafts of thick… Gruum stopped and stared.

“Are those bones?” he asked a passing priestess.

She flicked her eyes to him, then to Nadja. “You do not belong here. Leave us to our work, for the good of Corium.”

“I am the King’s man, on the King’s business,” Gruum said.

“Long live the King,” muttered the priestess. She pressed past them and kept going toward the central chamber. Behind her, she dragged a pallet of what had to be fifty gray-white shafts.

“Of course they are bones, silly,” Nadja said. “And the leather strips are carved from the backs of the dead. Only their backs have long enough single pieces without folds or creases that weaken the leather.”

“And those seashell things?” Gruum asked numbly.

Nadja tapped herself on the top of the head. “They are skull caps.”

Gruum nodded. They were indeed harvesting the dead. But for what strange purpose? He dared to stop another passing woman. She dragged behind her a mass of hair. It was uniformly long, straight and black. Perhaps fifty scalps had been scraped clean to create such a mound of hair.

“Milady, excuse me,” Gruum said. “I am on the King’s—”

“We know who you are.”

“Well then, please direct me to your mistress.”

She stared at him, glanced at the girl, then pointed a long finger toward a side chamber. Gruum turned and headed that way. He did not watch to see if Nadja followed. He knew now where she liked to play. He could find her again if she vanished.

Inside the chamber, Gruum found an ancient crone. White hair hung down to drag upon the marble floors. Her bare feet shuffled from spot to spot as she walked around the chamber, touching various idols and gleaming instruments.

“Priestess of Anduin,” Gruum began.

She whirled on him, eyes wide and bulbous. He recoiled from her ancient, half-mad face. “You’ve gotten what you came for,” she said. “Leave us to our work.”

“I serve King Therian. I would ask, in his name, for some description of your work which I might take back to him.”

“Don’t you know by now? Or are you as thick as you appear?”

“I believe you are harvesting the dead that wander here,” Gruum said. “I believe you are doing so to fashion a weapon for the defense of Corium.”

The crone nodded. “Not as thick as I first thought,” she said. She shuffled forward and put her hands on her knees, staring at Nadja. “This is the offspring, eh? I’ve been told of her, how she flits about among the dead as if she picked daisies in a field.”

“I’m not sure I care for your tone,” Gruum said.

The crone ignored him. “Someday, this creature will be more dangerous than the thing we are making here,” she said. She continued to gaze into Nadja’s face, as if she studied an asp found coiled in her garden. 

“And what, High Lady, is this thing you are building?”

“It is the Bane of men. A creature that is an abomination upon this world, and which will slay all who meet it. If you want to know more, ask your King. He can tell you the history of such constructs. And remind him he was the one who removed all his father’s bans on sorcery. We will aid this city in her hour of need, but we will do it in our own way. In the manner of our long, long dead matrons.”

Gruum escaped the crone’s presence as quickly as he could. On his way out, he found a central stairway, which led up to the top of the marble slab the columns held aloft. His eyes drifted to the roof. They were constructing something up there. 

His foot snaked out and touched the first marble step. Before his second foot could mount the stair a dozen priestesses converged upon him.

“You may cut several of us down barbarian, but we will send your soul to Anduin before we’re done!” shouted the crone from behind him. 

“That Dragon and I have already met,” Gruum said. He turned to face the old woman.

The crone’s eyes flashed, and she stared at him. She cocked her head finally, nodding. “You speak the truth. But it matters not. Be you the King’s man or no, none can see the Bane before it is complete.”

Gruum nodded. “My apologies,” he said. 

“Let’s go play, Gruum,” Nadja said, appearing at his side. She took his hand with her own small, pale fingers. Each finger was as cold as a tendril of frost growing upon a window pane at dawn.

They left the mausoleum. Eventually Nadja showed him the way out of the Necropolis. The girl followed him up into the clean, echoing halls of the palace, skipping and humming. He did not ask her for her company, but neither did he discourage her.
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When Gruum and Nadja reached the King’s apartments, they found them empty. Gruum glanced about, and found his master’s usual attire was laid upon the bed. Checking an open armoire, he discovered the armor was missing, as were the twin swords. Therian, wherever he was, had dressed for war.

Gruum headed for the council chambers, and found the King there, consulting with a group of nobles. All of them wore fine armor and carried gleaming weapons. Plumes fanned from their helmets, red or black or both, depending on which Dragon their house worshipped. The nobles ignored Gruum as he entered, but a few eyes slid to Nadja and paused there.

“Their fleet will arrive within the week,” Therian said.

“This cannot be, sire,” insisted Viscount Bryg, a tall man with green eyes and a mashed nose. “The ice is much too thick. We have two months at least, maybe three.”

Therian did not look at the Viscount. He stared down upon an ancient map of Hyborea instead. “The fleets come. I have seen them. They will land troops upon the ice or break through it somehow. Do not forget, they wield the sorcery of Yserth. The power of flame is theirs.”

“In that case our fleets will be useless, sire,” Viscount Bryg said. “We will have to meet them on the ice, or atop our walls.”

Therian shook his head slowly. “In battle, it is best to do the unexpected. I will open a way for our war arks. Vosh is not the only sorcerer involved.”

The nobles eyed one another in concern. “We have so few men, sire,” said Viscount Bryg, choosing his words with care. “Perhaps we’d best stand the walls.”

Therian looked at Bryg finally. He wore an expression of disdain. “If we allow them to take our outer lands, they will siege us and visit rapine upon our people in the provinces. I’ll not let a single barbarian boot set itself upon the lands of my ancestors. We shall sink them in the ocean, and spit upon their watery graves.”

The Viscount stared back defiantly for several moments. Finally, he lowered his pale, green eyes and nodded. “It shall be as you say, King Therian,” he said quietly.

“Long live the King!” Sir Tovus shouted.

“Long live the King,” echoed the other nobles in a ragged, murmured chorus. To Gruum, they seemed unenthusiastic.

“Prepare the war arks,” Therian said. “How many do we have in the cavern locks that are seaworthy?”

“Ten sire, in addition to the Royal Ark.”

“Very well. We shall sail with no more than ten. We will set out in the morning. Viscount Byrg, you shall be my admiral and see to the preparations. I will see to the ice.”

The Viscount nodded, accepting his role. The other nobles appeared alarmed at the timetable. They did not ask how their ships would be freed from the masses of ice that encased them. That was a matter for Therian.

The meeting broke up into smaller groups, and Therian came to speak with Gruum.

“Did I see Nadja at your side?” the King asked.

Gruum startled and looked around, but realized the girl had vanished again. “Yes sire,” he said. “I found her and brought her here, but the princess seems to have wandered off again.”

“No matter. She is safe and well. You did as I asked as always, Gruum.”

Gruum nodded. “What of the battle? May I choose my place to stand?”

“Naturally.”

“I choose to stand at your side.”

The left corner of Therian’s mouth twitched. It was a cold flicker of a smile. “At my side, and slightly behind me, is that it? Do you know, you are the only man in Corium who thinks of my safety? But do not worry overmuch. I don’t think any of these fops have the stomach to plant a blade in my back.”

“All the same, milord….”

Therian nodded. “I said you may stand where you will. Now, I have much work to do. Meet me on the decks of the Royal Ark at dawn. She is beneath the city, stored in the underground docks. I believe you are familiar with the area.”

“Indeed I am,” Gruum said. 

Therian strode out of the council chambers and headed for his apartments. Along the way, he gave strange orders to servants and retainers alike. A dozen eels—all alive and none torpid with cold, were to be delivered to his study, along with an assortment of other things. Candles fashioned with human tallow, the fruit of distant plants and choice parts of snow-apes, pickled in their jars. Along with these specific items a vast array of rare dusts, powders and creams were requested. 

Gruum watched as the castle guard was summoned to execute Therian’s orders. Armed groups of men formed, some among them the same hard-eyed, black-armored cadets he’d watched training. The soldiers headed to the twin temples of Yserth and Anduin. Gruum wasn’t surprised. The only local repositories of many of the strange substances were the two temples. 

Gruum recalled the last time they’d gone and raided Yserth’s temple for a geyser lizard and demanded passage below the palace. That had been the first time they’d met Vosh and awakened the very conflict they were in now. Once again, he wondered if the Hyboreans would be better off slaughtering one faction or the other. If only one dragon was worshipped in Corium, much future conflict might be avoided. He shrugged to himself and let the thought pass. In his experience, people rarely handled such matters logically. Besides, it was none of his affair.

The night that followed began differently than most. There were no clouds to be seen and the air was perfectly still. By midnight, it was as quiet, cold and crisp as a morgue. Every star was vibrant and crystal-clear to the eye. 

In the wee hours, the northern lights began to shimmer and flash, splashing great gouts of color upon the sky. Gruum knew all peoples attributed such shows of nature to the gods of their choosing. He wondered if the people of Corium theorized their Dragons were playing at cards or fighting a battle.

Leaning against Therian’s door, which had stayed quiet and shut for hours, Gruum’s eyelids drooped. He thought of getting a soft chair for the vigil, but chided himself. If he did so now, he would surely fall asleep.

The borealis continued to play outside the windows, lighting the skies green and magenta in broad stripes. He closed his eyes, opened them wide, then let them droop again.

His eyes snapped open again. Had he heard a sound? A most stealthy approach? 

There, at the broad window at the end of the hall, stood a figure. Looking upon it, he relaxed in recognition. He walked to the end of the hall and stood gazing outside onto the gray snowy fields and the colorful lights that flickered in the sky.

“Oh Gruum, isn’t it lovely?” Nadja asked him as he stood beside her.

He glanced at her sidelong. Was she an inch or so taller than yesterday? He gave his head a tiny shake. It was best not to notice such things.

“Yes, the lights are quite bright tonight…” Gruum began, looking outside. But he stopped in shock.

Things were different in the city tonight. Living far in the north, there had always been a flickering show of natural beauty, the strange spectacle of dancing, ghostly lights. But tonight was different. Tonight, the lights had come down from the skies to walk the snows between the houses of Corium. 

Shapes, figures of glowing light, walked through the city streets. They all walked in a single direction, toward the snow-laden docks.  Once there, they set to work. Vaguely man-shaped, but much larger and with blocky, indistinct outlines, each figure stood taller than a nobleman’s house.

They dug into the snow with their ghostly hands. They ripped up chunks of ice ten feet thick. They hauled them away and stacked them to the side, then went back for more. The cold, the ice in their hands and the frothing, half-frozen seawater below the ice shelf did not discomfort them in the slightest. For they were beings of flickering, colored light and shadow. Creatures half-imagined, and half-ethereal. As Gruum watched, a hundred figures colored as many different hues joined the effort. A trench through the ice quickly grew and widened, heading out to sea.

Gruum cast a wary glance over his shoulder toward Therian’s shut door. What went on in there? He heard what he thought was a sighing sound, and the sounds of things that dribbled and splattered on stone. As he watched, a shimmer of golden light not unlike those that labored upon the ice shined under the crack at the bottom of the door. The golden shimmer faded to be replaced by a single lavender shaft of light that beamed through the keyhole. 

Nadja continued to watch at the window. She gasped and whooped with excitement, as a normal child might at a summer fireworks display. Gruum tried to hide his discomfort and fear, forcing himself to smile and nod when the princess exclaimed and pointed out details to him. Far below out on the ice shelf, glimmering figures toiled. The crack and crash of the breaking ice reached his ears with echoing reports.




  



-10-



Corium sat upon the sea. Along the seaboard side, the walls did not stand upon the edge of the ocean. South of the southern wall a large dock district existed. Between the docks and the rest of the city stood a heavy gate, which normally was left open all day and closed by night. To the west side of the gate was another archway. Seawater let into the structure there, into an enclosed naval base made of brick and natural stone. Half natural cavern and half built of carved granite bricks, the naval base hollowed out a great section of the nearest mountain that shouldered up to Corium. The caverns sheltered the great ships of the Hyborean navy from the bitter winters. The ceiling inside was fifty feet high and the channels were the same in width. The water was twenty feet deep, allowing the great ships to pass into safety each fall and exit during the late spring thaws.

When dawn rose over the city, turning the silver towers pink, a passage through the ice had been completed by the summoned beings of light. Dark seawater showed like a roadway, guiding the ships out to the open sea a mile away. The beings summoned by Therian had completed their long labor, and the ships were able to exit their frozen port two months before the summer thaw. 

The Hyborean fleet sailed with the Royal Ark in the lead. Ten more war arks followed the flagship. Each massive vessel boasted nine masts, which were lowered to the decks until they could get under the archway and out onto the open seas. The men strained and cried out with exertion, using oars, small sails and great poles to drive the ships down the channel to the sea. Once out in the open, the crewmen strained and clockwork systems clicked until the great masts rose up. The masts, each carven from a tree trunk of Hyborea’s hardwood forests, were locked into place. Only then did the sailors unfurl the sails and catch the light breeze, gratefully setting aside their poles.

Each of the eleven vessels sailed out and immediately turned west. The plan was to head out to sea and wait until the barbarian fleet landed on the ice shelf. A signal would come then from Corium via flashing lights. When the signal came, they would rush forward and catch the invaders half on the land and half on the sea.

Therian and Viscount Bryg discussed the plan in the captain’s cabin. Gruum stood off in a discreet corner, watching everyone.

“What if the news does not come for days?” asked the Viscount. He was clearly distraught at being outside the city in her hour of need. “What if a heavy fog rolls in?”

“We will deal with such issues when the time comes,” Therian said. “The signalers must flash a beacon to us every hour. If they do not, we will know something is amiss.”

Viscount Bryg nodded. He stared down fiercely upon the rolled charts that laden the captain’s table. “I don’t like any of this, sire.”

“The most difficult part of battle is the waiting,” Therian agreed.

“Permission to send out a scout, sir,” Bryg said. “I want to spot that fleet. They could be a week off or a day.”

“Permission denied,” Therian said calmly. 

“And why, if I may ask, my King?”

Therian stared at him for a moment. Gruum thought it was a dangerous stare. Viscount Bryg, despite his no-doubt good intentions, seemed to be irritating the King with his persistent queries.

“I will permit this question, as you are my Admiral. But I would point out that a man in your position should not require such hand-holding.”

Bryg winced, but held his tongue.

“What is the point of this trap, man, if we go out and show ourselves?”

“It would only be a single war ark…” Bryg began.

“Vosh was not a fool when he was alive, and he’s had seven hundred years since then to grow ever wiser. He will see we escaped the ice with one ark, and will immediately surmise the rest are nearby. The entirety of our plan will be revealed to his mind.”

The cheek muscles on Bryg’s jaw line twitched. Gruum watched him closely, with each of his hands resting on the hilt of a weapon.

At last, Bryg nodded. He rolled up a chart and marched out of the cabin to the decks. Gruum stepped forward out of the shadows when Bryg had gone. 

“That one bears watching, milord,” Gruum said.

“He’s a good officer.”

“He’s very passionate.”

“The best officers are.”

Gruum shrugged. Mentally, he marked Bryg down as a man who would never be allowed in the King’s presence alone.
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Within hours, the fleet had reached the point where they planned to lie in wait. When evening came, it was as windy as the day before had been calm. Half the sails had to be rolled and stowed so the great arks could stand at anchor without heeling over. The hours rolled by, and the lights flashed from the main island. Each time the all-clear signal came, there was a wave of relief and boredom that swept the fleet. Men both wanted to stave off the inevitable, and yet wanted to be done with the waiting, at the same time.

An hour after dawn the next day, a last signal came. It was forty minutes early. From the blasting of horns and rolling thunder of distant drums, Gruum knew without asking anyone what had happened. The invaders had been sighted.

The fish were leaping near the prow as they cut through the frigid waters. Gruum looked down at them, seeing occasional chunks of thin ice floating on the surface. He wondered just how cold that water was, and fervently hoped he would never find out. The ship became a frenzy of activity as she set full sails. Therian himself stood upon the rear decks, and Gruum stood nearby. 

“I don’t like this,” Therian said to no one in particular.

Gruum stood the closest, and looked for something amiss. He saw nothing obvious. “What’s wrong, milord? Can I repair the matter?”

Therian gave him a faint smile. “Hardly. I don’t like the winds. They are not a direct headwind, but we will have to tack to get back to Corium. Our speed will not be the best. Did you notice the shift in the winds?”

Gruum shrugged. “Yes, some minutes before the signal came. But what can be done?”

“Much can be done. But I must question if it is worth doing. There is a hand at work here, other than my own. The shift in the winds was too precisely timed to be a work of nature. The enemy fleet has a perfect wind—one that goes against the grain of the seasons here in Hyborea as well.”

“You think Vosh summoned this wind? To bring him to Hyborea with speed?”

“Exactly,” Therian said. “I’m chagrinned not to have predicted it. If we had chosen a different spot to lie in wait, we might have shared his wind and thus sped in behind him. Now, if I wish to increase my speed, I must use my strength and warn the enemy at the same time. But if I do not, the enemy will have all that much more time to unload and begin their assault upon Corium.”

Gruum nodded slowly. He saw the dilemma clearly. “What will you do, sire?”

“I will summon the witch winds. For this ship alone.”

Gruum blinked. “Whatever for, sire?” 

“We will gain less than an hour. When the enemy sees us on the horizon, it will slow their assault. With luck, they will send a group of ships to engage us, but not enough vessels to destroy us. The rest will keep unloading. Then the rest of my ships will arrive.”

“But what if the winds shift and we are left wallowing and fighting a dozen smaller, faster vessels.”

“A dozen?” Therian demanded. He laughed aloud. “One war ark has nothing to fear from a dozen barbarian scows. I would worry if they send out fifty—or a hundred—to meet us.”

Gruum stared ahead, his eyes wide. He strained, but of course he could see nothing of the distant enemy fleet. A hundred ships to spare? Just how many enemy vessels did they face?

Therian went down to the middeck and called his wind spirits. He spread black wax, splattering it upon the planks in profusion. He summoned a group of women dressed in black to encircle him. Nine of them did so. Gruum watched, realizing they were priestesses of Anduin. They swayed and rippled seductively, with their arms raised up over their heads.

In time, the wind spirits came with their glowing eyes. These spirits were greater in size and more purposeful than those Gruum had seen before. He reasoned this was as it must be, as the Royal Ark was far more ponderous than the Innsmouth had been, and thus would require much more effort to move at speed.

The elder wind sylphs each grabbed up one of the swaying priestesses. None of the women screamed or struggled as they were taken—not even when they were dropped onto the decks from high above, their bodies broken.

Then the sylphs set themselves close to the sails, one stationed at each of the nine masts. They created a gale that set Gruum’s hair and cloak to flying.
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The Royal Ark approached Corium at unnatural speeds. Gruum stood upon the command deck in the stern, with Therian pacing in front of him. The winds caused their clothes to fly and flap like pennants high above a castle. He marveled most, however, when he looked over the side of the ship and noted the white furls of water. Birds flapped overhead, working hard to keep up with the giant vessel. The wind spirits had frightened away most of the seagulls, but for a few determined ones. The sylphs worked at the sails, pushing them with their breath as slaves might push a cart. 

“Milord!” Viscount Bryg shouted over the howling winds. He stood at the King’s side. “We should dampen the winds. The sails are beginning to tatter.”

Therian glanced up and eyed the sails. “I’ll not break the spell yet. We may have need of it for maneuvering.”

Bryg scowled, but said nothing. He stalked away to check upon the catapults and the boarding parties.

Gruum eyed the mountains of Hyborean, which stood tall and gray in the distance. At their foot a white skirt of ice grew and grew until it filled the horizon. A thinner, darker row of ships became visible dotting the ice shelf like stones cast over a snowy field. Gruum nodded to himself, knowing he saw the enemy fleet. It seemed to stretch for miles. There was no counting of them, but there had to be hundreds of brigs and galleys. 

Above the fleet stood Corium, her walls of dark, carven stone blocks stacked a hundred feet high. Surely, thought Gruum, no army could breach those walls. Even as he had this thought, a brilliant flare rose up from the ships aligned against them. It was hued an unnaturally deep shade of red. The flames gushed toward the walls of Corium and scorched them. The fireball struck the gates, but to Gruum, it seemed they survived the blast.

“Sorcerous fire!” Gruum shouted, stepping up to Therian. “Vosh wields his magic against your walls, sire!”

Therian nodded. His eyes and mouth were flat lines. “The breath of the Dragon,” the King said. “He is truly Yserth’s champion.”

Bryg climbed the stair to join them on the command deck. This time, his scowl was gone. His eyes were wide with fear. “Sire! What can we do against such a foe?”

“We can slay them.”

“But milord, they’ve spotted us…” Byrg trailed off, gazing toward the line of ships. Moving as they were at great speed, the enemy fleet was visibly closer every minute. Two squadrons of galleys had left the edge of the ice and wheeled, coming out to meet the Royal Ark.

“Excellent,” Therian said. 

Byrg gaped at him. “This can’t be what you planned, milord!”

Therian glanced at him in surprise. “This is exactly what I planned.”

“But sire, what if they turn that flame against us? This ship will become a torch!”

“Then we will burn to death. But I doubt Vosh can summon the Dragon’s breath freely. He needs it to breach the walls, not burn ships. In any case, your lack of resolve is irritating to witness. I suggest you return to your duties, Viscount, or I will have to appoint a new Admiral.”

Chastened and red-faced, Bryg stalked away again.

“Perhaps you should not taunt him so, milord,” Gruum said.

“Why would such a thing concern you, Gruum?” Therian asked.

“It is my duty as your bodyguard to give you such warnings.”

Therian glanced at him with eyebrows arched. “I was not aware I had a bodyguard. But it is a small matter. If it is your duty to protect me, then it is equally mine as King to command the defense of my kingdom as I see fit.”

“Of course, sire.”

The Royal Ark met the two squadrons of galleys and simply plowed into them. The massive prow smashed into three of the galleys and caused them to capsize. The enemy rowed furiously, trying to bring their rams around to hit the much bigger vessel amidships, but failed due to the larger ship’s speed. Catapults cast stones, javelins and burning pitch in both directions. The sails on three of the ark’s masts were set alight, but Therian communed with the wind spirits and put out the flames. The smaller ships were not so fortunate. Two succumbed to bombardment from the high decks of the ark.

Therian wheeled his ship about, and did battle with the remaining galleys. They tried to close and board, but their grapples were cut or cast back. Gruum watched a Hyborean sailor, his leg caught by a grapple, as he was dragged to the rails. He raved as the limb was amputated by the movement of the vessels. 

Gruum knelt on the command deck in the stern, seeking to make himself a smaller target for missiles. Therian stood proudly, his cloak whipping about his body, his hands upraised to guide the wind spirits.

They continued to circle among the galleys, destroying them in turn, until only a quarter of them remained. The survivors turned to run back to the protection of the invasion fleet.

“I salute you, my King!” said Bryg, coming near again. He looked more hale and relaxed now that the enemy had been vanquished. “You were right, I was overly cautious. Now we have only to wait here for the bulk of our fleet to join us. The enemy will know fear after seeing a dozen of their vessels sunk!”

Therian ignored him. He stepped forward and covered his eyes with the flat of his hand. There, out upon the ice shelf, the Dragon’s breath erupted again. It gushed over the gates as it had before. The fire was crimson this time, and licked up the walls and over. Gruum and everyone else aboard watched with great concern. The gates rippled with flame on their own for a time after the breath had flared and struck, but they still did not buckle and fall.

“We will pursue and pluck them off the ice shelf one at a time, if necessary,” Therian said.

“But… sire?” Viscount Bryg appeared dumbfounded. “The rest of the arks will be here in less than an hour.”

Therian turned him a cold eye. “There can be no delay. The gates must not fall. We shall damage Vosh’s ships so greatly his men fear to continue the assault.”

Bryg was pale again, but Therian presented him with such a terrible stare that he dared not argue further. He turned and screamed orders to his men. Spittle flew from his lips as he bellowed to be heard above the devilish winds.

Gruum looked up at the vaporous wind spirits, who occasionally paused from their duties to look down at the soft mortals that scurried about the decks of the ark. What did they think of mere men? Were they curious, indifferent—or perhaps amused?
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The barbarian fleet reacted in a near panic. Seeing the Royal Ark push forward, and worse, seeing ten more ships like it on the horizon, was too much. They could ignore this threat to their flank no longer. The men raced from their formations on the ice back to their vulnerable ships. They could not allow the arks to burn them all and leave them stranded on a skirt of frost, waiting for the summer thaw.

Looking back out to sea every minute or so, Gruum saw the Royal Ark’s sister ships sailing ever closer. They glided closer every time he looked. He doubted he’d ever seen a more heartening sight. He knew in his heart that the Hyborean fleet was as terrifying to the enemy as it was comforting to him. It was a sweet thought to savor.

They were met this time with more than two squadrons of galleys. Instead, a flotilla of ships approached. Most were two or three-masted warships. A third were galleys, the vessels favored by the mercenary cities of the east. Atop several masts flapped the red pennant of Kem. 

Therian ordered the ark turned starboard and headed directly for these last. Gruum was unsurprised, as he knew his master still harbored ill-will toward the men of that place, who had helped keep his bride secret from him for a full year.

The galleys scattered, but the sailing ships were slower and harder to bring around. The winds were wrong for quick tacking in any case. The Royal Ark managed to run one down, striking it amidships. The vessel broke in half and capsized immediately. Men screamed in the frozen waters, quickly dying. The second ship was more fortunate. They struck her in the stern and tore a great gash in the hull. The ship wallowed, crippled and rudderless, but did not sink instantly.

The third ship turned about and came to help her dying sister. 

“That captain has made a grave error,” Therian said.

Gruum nodded.

The Hyboreans brought their massive ship around and turned every projectile they had upon the last able ship of Kem. It burned until the sailors aboard were left with two grim choices: stay aboard and die in flames, or jump overboard and freeze to death. Most chose the latter.

The maneuvering had taken a good deal of time, however. The time had been used by the enemy to gather their strength and their resolve. They came on in an organized line, firing masses of missiles. Every sail on the Royal Ark was punched through a dozen times, and most were burned. Two masts were knocked down entirely. 

Viscount Bryg came near again, his eyes red with the smoke and fearful. “If they take down six of the masts, this ship will be helpless, wind spirits or no, milord.”

Therian looked at him for a long moment. At last he nodded. “Good of you to advise me, Admiral. The enemy plan is clear. They can disable this ship, and eventually fire her through relentless bombardment. We have two courses available to us, we can run, or we can stand-to and fight.”

Viscount Bryg relished the praise, faint though it might have been. Gruum watched as the noble took several steps forward. 

“Exactly, sire!” Bryg said. “Let us pull back and join our sister ships. Together, we will sink them all.”

Therian stared at him thoughtfully. He then gazed out at the approaching swarm of enemy vessels. Javelins flew like raindrops from enemy ballistae, punching through sails, deck planks and the bodies of unlucky sailors. 

“I’ll not have a single man on the walls of Corium disheartened by the sight of their fleeing King,” Therian said at last. “We will stand-to and fight this ship until relief arrives.”

Viscount Bryg made a sound like the wind itself. He drew a short blade and ran toward Therian with a sudden, unexpected burst of speed.

The blade never reached Therian’s body, however. Gruum’s own heavy saber came whistling down and relieved the noble of his right hand. Viscount Bryg’s charge faltered, then halted altogether. He looked down stupidly at his hand, which lay on the command deck at his feet. The pale fingers still gripped the hilt of his blade. Blood flowed from his severed wrist, splattering the planks. 

The Viscount turned to Gruum and stared at him in disbelief. “Such speed,” he said, marveling. “I had barely noticed you standing there.”

Gruum nodded smartly and lowered his weapon a fraction. He kept both eyes and a glaring brow focused upon the Viscount.

“Well done, Gruum,” Therian said in a voice that seemed distracted, almost bored. He still gazed out to sea toward the enemy fleet, as if the Viscount was beneath his interest. 

“What shall be done with this dog, sire?” Gruum asked. 

While Therian considered the question, sailors came up and gripped the Viscount. They removed his remaining weapons.

Therian’s fingers made a flicking motion toward Bryg, as if he were endeavoring to remove a speck of mud from his tunic. “Lash chains to him. Hang him over the stern rail.”

“Hang him by the neck, sire?”

“No, no,” the King said. “I wish him to witness the rest of the battle which he so feared to fight. Hang him by the feet.”

The King’s will was done. Gruum, for his part, could find no pity in his heart for the traitor.
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Before the rest of the Hyborean arks could arrive to support their flagship, the Royal Ark was listing and on fire. As there were no more sails to drive the ark, Therian sent his wind spirits on new missions. Each flew to an enemy vessel and began to blow their witch-winds upon the sails. Some ran the ships into other ships, colliding them together until their renegade ship went down. Others gleefully ran ships into the ice shelf itself, smashing hulls and the bodies of screaming sailors alike. Gruum watched as the desperate crewmen climbed the masts, hoping to lower the sails and thwart the wind-creatures. Bravely coming face-to-face with the elementals, these men were plucked from the rigging and tossed down into the dark, icy sea where they howled and died.

Emboldened by the damaged state of the Royal Ark, a dozen galleys surged forward. They rammed her in unison from every conceivable angle, thrusting their great bronze blades deep into her hull. They reminded Gruum of starved wolves attempting to take down a great bear of the forest. After sinking their heavy rams home, they reversed their oars and rowed madly, trying to back out and let the seawater rush into the hull. Such was the thickness and strength of the ark’s hull, however, the galleys were often locked in place and unable to free themselves.

Therian and Gruum stood upon the stern deck. Shouting men encircled them, casting burning pitch over the side to fire the galleys below. Streams of arrows flew in every direction, and Gruum had to wonder if he should have donned the black battle armor when given the opportunity by Tovus.

“It is time, Gruum,” Therian said. 

“Sire?” 

“We must leave this vessel. She is doomed. She will go down within minutes.”

“Where shall we go, sire?” Gruum asked. He looked over the side at the black seas. He did not relish swimming there until his arms numbed with cold and he slipped under. He noticed the Viscount as he looked down. He still swayed there below the railing, hanging from his chains and moving feebly. 

“We must take a new ship, since ours is finished.”

Gruum looked at him. “You are tired, milord.”

Therian nodded. “I need a fresh soul. But I hesitate to send any of these brave sailors to an undeserved doom. I will simply have to take an enemy down when we fall upon their decks.”

Gruum nodded, but he thought to hear something. Words that were quickly snatched away by the freezing winds. He leaned over the rail, and then knelt, cupping his ear with one hand.

“Send me to Anduin,” said the Viscount.

“Viscount Bryg speaks, sire,” Gruum said. “He begs to strengthen you.”

“Truly?” Therian asked. “Help me to haul the wretch back onto my deck.”

Together, they brought the Viscount Bryg back onto the command deck. Unable to stand, the ex-admiral sprawled upon the wooden planks. His head lolled against the stern rails. He had been pale before, but after long minutes of bleeding and hanging over the side he had turned as white as an unburnt candle. He had caught two arrows at some point, one in his left thigh and the other in the gut.

“I am moved,” Therian told the noble.

Bryg watched them as a helpless man watches a snake that coils upon his lap. “I would make amends,” the Viscount said, coughing.

“You know that a simple death would be infinitely better?” Therian asked. He produced Seeker, and scratched at the edge with his nail.

“I am Hyborean. None know better the meaning of an eternity in the company of the Dragons.”

Therian nodded. “You have thus redeemed your house. The Mark of Traitors shall not be carved into their doors, nor into their skulls.”

The ship shuddered then, and the bow sank and rolled. When the tremor was done, two men had pitched over the rails. 

“Thank you, King Therian,” Viscount Brig said, ignoring the death of the ship that was evident all around him. “This is truly more than I had hoped for.”

Therian spoke foul words of Dragon Speech then, and Gruum saw the Viscount’s ashen face grow fuller of terror by the second. Therian thrust once with Seeker, suddenly, even as the man opened his mouth to croak last words.

Gruum stood and Therian stood with him. A feral cast had overtaken the Hyborean. Gruum knew the look well. 

“Do you think he might have been about to rescind his generous offer?” Gruum asked.

Therian grinned at him. The light of a fresh soul shone from his eyes. “Of course. What cowardly dog like him could do other than change his mind when he heard the words consigning his soul to pain everlasting?”

The starboard side of the vessel now canted ten feet higher than the port side.

“Now, before we go down!” Therian shouted. “Drop the prongs!”

Heavy ramps were levered out over the sides of the ship. The end of each ramp was hinged to the lower decks of the ark. At the other end was a great, black spike of iron. Lifted by ropes, the ramps were dropped, spike first, into the decks of the galleys clustered below. In all, seven ramps were successfully dropped into place. Doors yawned opened on the ark’s sides, revealing portals full of reavers. Dressed in the black battle-armor of Hyborea, the cadets rushed forward. Eager for the fight, they streamed out to assail the ships that had so determinedly worried at the ark’s sides. 

Therian and Gruum rushed down a plank in the midsection. They were met with stiff resistance on a war galley of carven spruce. The cadets, while almost impossible to kill in their armor, could be tossed overboard where they sank like stones. On each galley, the cadets were outnumbered fifty to six. They took a grim toll, but were eventually overwhelmed.

In the case of Therian and Gruum’s ship, however, things went differently. Therian was a feral thing, a wolf among sheep. He leapt from deck to deck, his feet barely touching the planks. He chanted as he sprang and ran, thrusting with Seeker and Succor together. Deadly and efficient, the enemy soon quailed and sought to run, but there was no escape. Every soul was taken, save those that wisely jumped overboard and drowned themselves.

When the first galley was theirs, Therian ordered sailors to come down from the sinking ark and man the oars. He ran to the great, iron spike that connected the galley to the ark. He ripped the foot-deep spike loose from the planks with a great, ear-splitting screech. He tossed it overboard with a single hand then roared for the men to wheel the galley and head to the next vessel, which was less than a hundred feet distant.

The work went too slowly for Therian’s taste. Half-mad with bloodlust, he thrust a blade into a sailor who fouled his oar with his neighbor repeatedly. When the second galley saw him coming, they paddled madly to free themselves from their locked ram, but were unable to do so in time.

Therian jumped twice as far as Gruum had ever seen a man jump before. He sprang from one deck to the next like a man possessed of an ape’s agility. They swept the second galley, and opened the hatches on the first and sent it to the bottom. Then Therian ordered his men to row for the ice shelf in search of fresh game.

Gruum had time then to look up and take note of how the battle at large was going. To his surprise, the other war arks had joined the struggle. How long they had been present, he had no way of counting. The hand-to-hand fights on each ship had taken every ounce of his attention. He had little idea if he had fought for an hour or only ten minutes. 

Now, however, he was able to take stock of the battle as a whole. It appeared to him that they were winning. The first ark had done such terrible damage that the arrival of ten more sent many of the barbarian ships fleeing in terror.

Just then, as he began to feel the hope of victory blossom in his heart, a great red flare gushed nearby. Up close, the breath of the Dragon was awesome to behold. It was not a simple tongue of flame, it was more like a conical plume that grew in size and power for a range of a hundred yards or more. It struck the nearest of the Hyborean arks and set it ablaze. The sails blackened like leaves and the hull of the ship was pushed inward, as if struck by the hammer of an invisible god. The ship listed, then rolled over and sank. Hundreds of Hyboreans died as they watched.

“There!” shouted Therian, stepping near. He pointed a shaking finger toward the dying ark. “That is where we must go. Oarsmen, pull hard for that spot. We must find Vosh and pull the teeth from his jawbone.”

“But sire, the flames will devour us!” shouted a sailor.

Therian strode to the man and picked him up by the skin of his neck. The man screeched, but Therian paid him no heed. Such was the power in the King’s fingers that each digit broke the skin and blood ran freely down the sailor’s back.

Therian held the man up to the others and shook him. “Do not fear the Dragon’s Breath! No champion of Yserth or any other Dragon can breathe their fire at will. Each breath represents a fantastic effort, both for the Dragon and the Champion. Three is probably Vosh’s limit. On the other hand, look at your King! I’m the opposite of spent. I’m at the peak of my powers. Serve me and Hyborea with zeal men, and we’ll win this day yet!”

Therian dropped the bleeding wretch back upon the benches. With trembling hands the man retook his oar. Weakly, he worked the timber as best he could. Therian relieved him from the task and set him to keeping the pace upon the manskin drum at the prow. The rest of the crew soon slapped the seawater to the beat of his drumming. The oars stroked unevenly, as the sailors were untrained and improperly supervised. But they were strongly motivated with Therian stalking amongst them, his wild eyes threatening death and damnation with every glance.
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The King ordered that the Hyborean flag be raised over their captured ship. A ragged pennant depicting two conjoined diamonds of red and black flapped from the mast. Seeing who approached, two brigs broke off from the group clustering around Vosh’s flagship and sailed out to meet the captured galley. 

Therian rammed the first of the approaching brigs. The second rammed his galley in turn, driving its wooden prow amidships. Seawater gushed in and sailors were crushed and drowned. The survivors followed Therian and Gruum up onto the decks and clambered onto the enemy vessels. 

Therian was a whirlwind of blades. Gruum ran after the King, but could scarcely keep up. Enemy fell as wheat before a scythe. Soon all three decks were swept of living men, save for Therian, Gruum and the two dozen cadets and sailors who still stood. Every man’s weapon glistened with blood. The decks at their feet sloshed with pink seawater.

Two of the three ships were hopelessly entangled and damaged. They opened their hatches and sent them down, then sailed away upon the third. 

The grins of victory were short-lived. Another tongue of fire leapt out from Vosh’s ship and engulfed yet another of the great arks. This time, the spectacle was very close indeed. The brilliance of the flame made them squint their eyes. The heat of it could be felt upon their upturned faces.

Ships came at them one at time after that, but the Hyborean vessel with Therian aboard was unbeatable. Near to madness, the light of a hundred souls shone in the King’s eyes and drove his limbs. Gruum followed, his sole purpose being survival while his lord killed all who opposed them. They took all three ships, and kept sailing toward their goal.

When they finally caught up to Vosh’s carrack and engaged, Therian ordered the ships brought side-to-side. “We must hug up to her,” shouted the King, his voice alien in volume and timbre. “We must grapple and grip her so close they will not dare use the Dragon’s Breath without destroying both ships.”

As they hove close to the carrack, Gruum thought to see eldritch lights playing upon the enemy decks. He wondered why the enemy did not flee, nor fire missiles in their direction. As they came up and grappled, tightly binding the two ships together, Gruum saw the mysterious behavior of their foe explained.

None stood living upon the decks of the carrack. Every last sailor had perished, flopping down onto the decks or to float on the surface of the frozen sea like a deflated bladder. Vosh had drunk the contents of every man on his ship, and there were none left to sail her.

Vosh himself stood tall—taller even than he had when they had last faced him in the mountains of Kem. His bloated bones held a heavy sword in each fist. His jawbones were planted with square, grinning teeth of yellow ivory. 

“Far too late you are, tiny King!” shouted Vosh. 

The Hyboreans who had followed their terrible King throughout this terrible day and quailed at nothing, wavered now. They did not rush to battle with the lich, who was half the height of the masts themselves. They hung back, and Gruum could not fault them.

Therian, however, knew no hesitation. He vaulted the distance between the heaving decks, passing over several yards of frosty sea between them. He walked up to Vosh, his two dirty blades glinting in his hands.

“The day is mine, lich. I demand your surrender.”

Vosh laughed at him, the sound a ghost might make in a midnight storm. He threw his bone arms wide, invitingly. “Come and cut at my ankles, if you must.”

Therian did not do as the other had suggested. Instead, he sheathed his two swords. With great strides, he moved to the prow of the carrack and grabbed up the anchor chain. He swung it overhead with great speed, making it rattle and hum.

Vosh strode to engage him and slashed down with first one sword, then the other. Each blade snapped with a shower of orange sparks. The chains Therian swung now moved with such velocity and force they could not be stopped by a normal weapon.

Therian strode closer, still swinging the chain. Vosh reached out to grab it, and a great cracking sound split the day when he did. Three finger bones flew into the black seas, but he managed to grasp the chain and stop its arc. Therian might have been stronger, so full was he of souls, but the lich had the weight of a dozen skeletons. He was able to drag the smaller man over the decks, hauling him close.

“An ant is powerful for its size, O King,” laughed Vosh. “But in the end, it is naught but an ant!”

Gruum set his teeth and made the leap then, and it was almost the end of him. He caught the railing of the carrack and climbed aboard with aching fingers. So close was the deadly sea of ice below he didn’t think he would make it for a moment, but he did.

Therian, in the meantime, performed another unexpected act. He ran around the lich, who’s broken, grasping hands could not catch him. He ran around him once, dragging the chain behind. When the lich’s legs were entangled, he attempted to trip him and bring the bony monster down to the deck.

But the plan failed. Vosh reached down and plucked the King from the deck with his remaining fingers. He picked him up like a doll and hugged him close. 

“Ah!” shouted Vosh, the sound of his voice injuring the minds of the thousand nearest men. “I taste your soul at last, and all those you have supped upon as well, absurd manling! You are like a porridge of twisting souls, a blend such as I’ve never had the pleasure!”

Gruum watched in horror as Vosh fed upon Therian. The King slashed with his swords. His impossibly strong hands snapped loose ribs and pried away finger tips, but all to no avail. Gruum could see he was weakening with each passing moment, while the lich grew ever stronger. 

Gruum ran across the deck past the two in their death’s embrace. He ran to the prow of the ship, where the anchor chain was wound upon a winch. Knowing not what else to do, he hacked away the rope that held the winch fast and dropped the anchor into the icy seas.

The chain rattled and dragged across the planks with wild speed. Gruum hopped away, lest he be snared by the looping chains at his feet. The lich, however, caught up in the ecstasy of a hundred fresh souls, did not notice his peril.

The chain soon snapped taut, and one loop snagged on the spurs of the giant ankle of bone. The lich, still hugging to the struggling King, was dragged off his feet and pulled toward the rails. They caught there, upon the railing. Vosh, lying on his spine, worked his jaws with laughter and seeming drunkenness. Every soul that passed its power from Therian to Vosh seemed to unhinge the lich’s mind further.

Therian saw the way of things. He was caught against the railing, and the lich would not let him go. He reached out with Succor and hacked at the wooden rails. The wood splintered and white interior showed beneath the darkly-weathered surface.

Such was the strength of the blade that it did not snap. Such was the strength of the sorcerer that the wood was hacked through. A moment later, both Vosh and Therian were sucked over the side to fall into the sea, following the loose anchor to the bottom.

Gruum rushed to the side of the ship and looked down, expecting to see only a few bubbles and the last links of black chain. Instead, he saw the lich’s skull leering up at him. The lich clung to the hull with his last fingers.

“What a tricksy little man you are,” Vosh said to him.

“Give me back my master, and I’ll haul you back upon the deck,” Gruum said.

“In this case, there is no need for either of us to strike a bargain, barbarian. Your King heads to the bottom wrapped in your chains, and I have no need of regaining this deck. I am strong enough now for what must be done.”

The lich released his hold upon the carrack’s hull and let himself slide down into the sea. The gigantic skull was the last thing Gruum saw as Vosh vanished into the depths.
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Gruum turned to meet the staring eyes of the surviving Hyboreans. They were gaunt, haunted of mind, and disbelieving of their fate.

“I suppose I’m in command now,” Gruum said, running his eyes over what was now his crew. “Let’s cut the brig free and take this carrack back to battle.”

“The battle is over, bodyguard,” said a cadet. He stood in battered armor of black and red. A great dent creased the breastplate, but had not brought him down. He was the last cadet among them.

Gruum turned and gazed out at the ships around. Half the arks were missing; a sixth was listing badly and on fire. But the enemy ships were in a worse state. Most had vanished, sunken or fled. A few floated here and there, rolled over with their keels up in the sun or burning brightly. Men howled upon the waters, dying in the cold.

“There are still enemy troops on the ice in front of your gates, even if their fleet is broken,” Gruum said. “Make ready to sail the carrack, we will tow the brig back to Corium.”

The crewmen worked to disentangle the two ships and cast a line to secure the brig as Gruum had commanded. Gruum walked to the edge of the carrack’s deck, where the railing was split and gone. He looked down into the sea, peering as deeply as he was able. He frowned into the dark water. Should he leave well enough alone? He had thought, from time to time, of slaying the sorcerer himself. Was the world not a better place with Vosh and Therian both removed from it?

Gruum thought about a time when he had sunk into the sea. It had been Therian’s hand, he recalled, that had come down to rescue him. He took in a deep breath and shouted for the last surviving cadet.

“Bring me a sounding cord and a weight,” he told the man.

The other stared at him. “The seas here are a hundred yards deep at least, sir. We cannot run aground.”

“I don’t care about geography, bring me the cord!”

Glaring, the cadet did as he was instructed. Gruum reeled it out, deeper and deeper into the roiling waters. He tied the cord to the rail and waited.

The men soon came and told him the ship was ready to sail. Gruum licked his lips, then gazed at the cord that hung over the side. At last, he nodded. “We’ll set sail—ten minutes from now.”

“Why the delay?” asked the cadet, exasperated. “We need to get to the ice shelf before the sun sets, or we’ll be stuck at sea until morning.”

Gruum nodded. “Ten minutes more.”

They sat there drifting over the seas for ten minutes, then twenty, and finally thirty. At last, Gruum stood up and sighed. He called for the cadet in the dented armor.

“All right. Let’s set sail.”

“Upon whose order?” asked a voice. 

Gruum and the cadet rushed to the side. There, clinging to the hull like a tidal crab hugging a boulder, Therian gazed up at them. Ten white fingers gripped the hull like widespread claws. The tip of each finger sank in the wood itself, as if it were clay. Seawater and slush ran from Therian’s face, hair and clothes. His black hair was frosted with ice and salt. His eyes were as red as the blood that oozed from a dozen wounds.



#



“You were the one who dropped the cord?” Therian asked Gruum. He stood upon the deck of the carrack, sipping hot wine from a leather mug. The frost in his hair had melted away now, but the color had yet to return to his face.

“It was I, sire,” said Gruum. 

“The cord was too thin to bear my weight, you know.”

“I had hoped it might at least guide you.”

Therian nodded. “It did that.” The King paused the conversation to swill more wine. “I was lost, you know,” he said, a minute or so later.

“The sea is deep and dark.”

“The ship was yours for the taking, but you did not sail her?” Therian questioned, staring toward the silver towers of Corium.

It was Gruum’s turn to hesitate. “I was your bodyguard. I did not wish to fail in my duties.”

“Admirable,” Therian said. He swilled more wine and sighed. The light of the many souls he’d consumed this day no longer glowed in his eyes. Surviving the cold depths of the frozen ocean had taken its toll. He seemed like a normal man, albeit tired and spent. 

The crewmen cut down the red flag of Kem and raised the black and red of Hyborea to flutter from the mast. The carrack sailed toward the ice shelf. One of the arks was there, working to ram through the thin crust of ice that had already formed in the channel which Therian’s summonings had created the night before. With luck, the surviving arks and the captured ships would be safely harbored inside the naval caverns tonight. 

“What of the enemy troops that were left behind at our walls?” Gruum asked.

Therian shrugged disinterestedly. “There is no urgency in dealing with them. They can’t break the gates alone. Some will flee into the mountains to be hunted down or die in the snow. Others will surrender. The wisest will fall upon their swords forthwith.”

“Vosh said something, sire. Something that disturbed me, before he sank into the sea.”

“What was that?”

“He said he had the strength now to do what must be done.”

Therian looked at Gruum for several seconds. Then he turned away again, and nodded slowly. He sniffed and let out a heavy sigh. “As I suspected.”

“What did the lich mean, sire?” Gruum said.

“Just what he said.”

“Then he will return in time?”

“I’m not sure. But whatever he does, it will be unpleasant.”

The crew as a whole became celebratory as the carrack followed one of the arks into the naval caverns. They were nearly home, and had survived. Best of all, the day was theirs. They were returning heroes, a thought that finally penetrated the terrors and horrors of the battle they’d witnessed. Gruum asked if they could be allowed to break into a barrel of fine rum they located in the hold. A single nod gave assent.

Gruum soon joined the sailors on the forward deck, locked arm-in-arm. The drunken group swayed to and fro as they sang a strange song with lyrics full of dragons, ice and blood. Gruum sang with them, his voice cracking in the cold air as the ship slid into the black mouth of the port. 

Only Therian stood apart from the celebration. He stood on the aft deck with one hand on the tiller and both eyes gazing somberly out over the ocean. The sun was setting in the west, turning the skies pink, the ice blue and the sea an inky black.
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The city celebrated as it had not done in a century. Fireworks lofted over Corium to hang and glitter in the sky, shining more brightly than had the aurora borealis the night before. Reflected by the silvered roofs of the towers and the sea beyond the walls, all who saw the display marveled at its beauty.

Gruum drank more than he should, and in his final hours of consciousness, he sought out old Tovus to have a toast with him. The other was of a similar mind, and together, they mounted the walls and stood above the gates along the parapets. Evidence of the battle was apparent. The walls had taken great punishment that day, but remained standing.

“I thought she would buckle, I did,” said Tovus, running his hands over the crenulated stonework. Blackened, chipped and even melted in spots, the battlements crumbled at his touch.

“Did you stand here as the breath struck?”

Sir Tovus shook his head. “I had walked this length no more than an hour before. I patted their shoulders—the men who were about to die.”

“Who were these men?” asked Gruum. He put a hand onto the walls and felt them flake away. Stone had been turned to ash here.

“Archers for the most part. Fine men, who peppered the attackers with volley after volley. But then the Breath came, and they were gone. Look here, I see a final bit of one archer at our feet.”

Tovus leaned down with a heavy grunt and lifted into view a buckle. Blackened and twisted by extreme heat, the buckle was barely recognizable. Tovus put the remnant into Gruum’s hand and closed his fingers over it. He swayed and looked at Gruum intensely.

“We should take that down and give it a proper burial!” he said. His drunken eyes were bloodshot and bulging.

Gruum nodded and gave a gentle snort. “We’ll do that, I’m sure. Let’s head down. I think it may be time to call it a night.”

Tovus threw off the hand Gruum had gently placed on his shoulder. He reached out and snatched back the buckle. He leered over the walls down at the guttering fires of the enemy, who still camped there, trapped at the foot of their walls. With their fleet gone, they had no supplies and no hope.

Tovus lashed out with his arm, throwing the buckle into space in the direction of the enemy camp.

“Tomorrow,” Tovus said, swaying and staring, “we’ll ride out there and butcher the lot of them. Filthy wretches.”

“Perhaps we can capture some and ransom them back to their cities.”

“Ha!” roared Tovus, wheeling around. “The ones that die under my blade will be the luckiest. The rest we’ll feed to dogs and Dragons alike, in bits and pieces. Will you ride with us, Gruum?”

Gruum thought for time. Truthfully, he had seen enough of murder and mayhem for the rest of his days. “My place is at the King’s back. Remember?”

Tovus nodded and clapped him a blow upon the shoulder that staggered the smaller man. “Right you are! Well said! And you did right with that traitor Bryg, as I heard the tale. Let’s go down now, I need to pass out, and this would be a poor spot to do it.”

The two men climbed down from the burnt battlements together. They soon found safer places to rest. 

As he passed from consciousness into sleep Gruum hoped fervently that he would have no dreams this night. He was disappointed in the deep hours of the darkness when his dreams were filled with bloodshed, screams and dead things that moved.
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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. 



END Excerpt
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