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Author’s Note



This series of Novellas, Hyborean Dragons, is written in a format that might be new to some readers and I want to take a moment to explain. First of all, let’s be clear on what a novella is. Essentially, it is a work that is longer than any sane short story, but shorter than a full novel. Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, a professional author’s group of which I am an active member, defines the novella as a work that is 17,500 words to 40,000 words long. Works more than 40,000 words in length are considered to be novels. Every book in the Hyborean Dragons series is a novella. 

Why are the stories not full length novels or short stories? They were written this way on purpose. As a young reader, I devoured my parents’ collection of mid-1900s Sword and Sorcery works, commonly printed in the pulp magazines that were popular in the past. Classic examples would be the works of Howard, Lovecraft, Smith, Leiber and Wagner (all of which I heartily recommend if you enjoy this series). These stories are quite different than the typical Epic fantasies that dominate today, which all resemble to some degree the Lord of the Rings. Sword and Sorcery stories do not resemble D&D or WoW. They are much shorter and harder hitting, often written as episodic pieces rather than a single continuous... epic. In this lost genre there are continued characters and a continued timeline exists between the books, but you might stop one place and start up in another, with a brief author’s note explaining how the hero got there. 

Starting around 1980, there was great pressure placed upon authors to lengthen their books. This was done simply to justify the growing cost of novels to the public. Authors, to this day, often throw in a dozen extra characters to stretch things. Are these stretched books a more satisfying reading experience? Not always.

Hyborean Dragons was written as a tribute to the lost, older format. The main advantage to this type of story is that it skips the boring parts. You will rarely learn what any of the characters ate for breakfast. Long, windy speeches (like this one) are almost never made by anyone. The stories focus tightly on a single hero or pair of heroes, almost without exception, rather than a dozen points of view or a talkative crowd of people journeying together. You should never find yourself ‘skipping’ to get to the part you care about.

Another key advantage is that readers are better able to withstand a dark, anti-hero when the work is shorter....

I hope you enjoy the read.



-BVL
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For a century the sun slowly dimmed over the great island kingdom of Hyborea. Winter now stretched long and deep, full of dark, frozen nights. Every year great glaciers—winter’s roving blue-white teeth—gnawed away a bit more of all that was bright and warm in the land. Summer was a fleeting affair, a shallow reflection of past glory.

The kingdom’s northern provinces had been abandoned, one after another. Survivors that did not flee Hyborea entirely migrated to the silver towers of Corium, the capital. Due to the natural hot springs that bubbled and hissed founts of warm steam up from the Dragon’s Breath Mountains, Corium was the warmest region of the island.

In the Year of the Toad, the winter was the coldest and longest yet known. Each night yawned wide—seemingly an abyss of blackness. In the still gray mornings the peasants stirred and tunneled their way through the white drifts to escape their entombed huts. Around them, they found a dead world. During what should be early spring, birds were often found dead in their nests, welded by ice to their silent young. Children clutched the tiny frozen creatures and wept, for it seemed that spring would never come.

Scholars tore at their almanacs, frustrated and mournful. Prophets lanced and sliced the organs of owls and snow apes, but saw only doom in their deliberations, and so spoke little. None could advise King Euvoran of a proper course that might save the land. There were whispers of sorcery and mutterings of consulting with the Dragons in their slumber. None, however, dared speak these forbidden thoughts to the King, upon peril of their life and soul.

The people of Hyborea were a breed apart from the rustic folk who lived across the oceans to the south. Hyboreans considered the southern folk to be crude and grotesque, with barbaric manners. The southern kingdoms in return considered the Hyboreans to be inhuman, uncaring souls with ice in their veins to match their faintly blue complexions. Each side, regarding the other from their own perspective, was partly right. The southern peoples were quick-tempered and uneducated. The northern Hyboreans were colder in both demeanor and body temperature. They were human enough to interbreed with the southern folk, but they were strikingly different in appearance. A talent for sorcery was a common trait amongst Hyboreans. Their lives were longer than that of normal humans, but their customs often seemed strangely cold, calculating and even cruel. 

King Euvoran of Hyborea, ancient and ailing, had lived for nearly two hundred years. He had sworn off sorcery in his first century of life, and would hear no more of it from his subjects, upon pain of death. He slumbered most of his final years away, peacefully dreaming of the good times. In his dreams of the past, the sea was not coated with ice. In his dying mind, birds of bright plumage still flew up from distant warm lands to spend the forgotten time of summer in Hyborea. 
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One frosty morning in the month of Tau, when the kingdom should have been thawing and spring well-started, the sun rose as slowly and weakly as an old man struggling to get out of bed. A shadow of its former brilliance, it formed a wispy pale disk in the sky. The people took even this wan light as a good sign, as the sun was rarely seen at all.

Just as weak and diffident as the pale disk that shimmered in his window, Therian, the sole surviving son and heir to the frozen throne of this land, climbed out of his bed and padded over the cold stones of his chambers to gaze outside. He pushed his black hair out of his eyes, hair so black and straight it shone with its own luster. He shivered and clutched an indigo fleece robe about him. He reached his hand up to touch the frosted panes. The glass was so cold his fingertips stuck to the surfaces. Catching sight of his faded-blue, thin-boned fingers, his lips twisted in a moment of loathing. He dropped his hand to his waist so that he wouldn’t have to look upon it.

Before considering his own breakfast, Therian fed his only pet, a small black serpent he kept in a glass case by the hearth. A live rat served the purpose quite well. Many were the chambermaids that had discovered his pet and been unpleasantly startled. All of them speculated darkly as to what Therian saw in the creature, commonly drawing unflattering parallels between the reptile and Therian himself. In truth, he kept the snake as part of a memory of warmer times, when such creatures lived wild in the land. The cold had long ago extinguished the last of their species in Hyborea. 

As usual, he took his breakfast in a dusty alcove in the library. He gnawed on cheese and blackbread while poring over Ean’s Fifth Volume: Architecture of the Manticore Era, a text that included much historical information concerning the ancient structures of Corium.

The Chamberlain glided up silently and stood nearby, hands clasped over his abdomen, head bowed in humility. He watched Therian with glittering eyes that belied his posture. After a moment, as Therian seemed to take no notice of him, the Chamberlain pointedly cleared his throat.

Therian glanced up, slightly annoyed. “Yes?”

“I bring grave news, milord,” murmured the Chamberlain.

Therian turned him his full attention. “Deliver your news.”

“The King is ailing, milord. He cannot be roused,” he paused while Therian took in this news, eyes blinking. After a moment the Chamberlain continued, “The court has taken up a vigil. Long live the King.”

“Long live the King,” echoed Therian, “and Euvoran has lived for so very long.”

Therian sat for a moment, unmoving. The Chamberlain waited patiently.

Therian rose slowly and looked at his beloved books. Fantastic stacks of ancient tomes rose all around him.

“These books are my best friends, you know. They are my true counselors and confidants,” he whispered.

“I believe you, milord.”

Sensing perhaps, some form of mockery, Therian snapped his head around and took pains to stand straight and tall, although it was difficult for his body to do so.

“I will join the vigil shortly.”

The chamberlain nodded and glided away as silently as he had arrived.

Therian took a moment longer to look about the castle library, a place where few now ventured, save himself. Already he felt lost at the prospect of ruling a dying kingdom. His life was about to utterly change, and he did not relish it.

Only once during the vigil did the Great King Euvoran awaken. Therian, slumbering in a carven oak chair beside the deathbed, was awakened by his stirrings. He found the Chamberlain crouched intently over the King, who seemed to be whispering something.

Therian rose with all the suddenness he could muster, although the movement pained him. He approached his father and the Chamberlain reluctantly retreated, fingers trailing across the bed sheets.

“What is it, father?” Therian asked in a hushed voice. He leaned close to catch the dying words.

“I tell you what my father told me, and his before him,” whispered Euvoran.

Therian listened intently, feeling emotion, although he and his sire had never been close.

“Rule, not as I ruled,” uttered the King. “The time has come to rule as did our ancient fathers.”

Therian gazed upon his dying father, and their eyes did meet.

“I will do as you bid, Sire.”

Words seem to fail the King, he reached up a trembling hand. Therian clasped it awkwardly. Then the King lifted his other hand and pointed with it out the window.

Therian followed the gesture. Outside loomed the Dragon’s Breath Peaks. There, Euvoran would soon be laid to rest.

“What is it, sire?”

King Euvoran worked his mouth, but no sound issued. Speech was again beyond him. Therian turned and gazed outside. After the King had lapsed back into a fitful slumber, Therian went to the window and gazed outside, pondering what it was his father had been trying to say. Was he gesturing to the tombs of his ancestors that lay in that direction? Was he indicating the hateful winter that never ended? Or perhaps he believed that Therian might need to call upon the Dragons that slept beneath that very mountain, as the ancient lords were said to have done in the distant past. Therian thought to himself that he might not know the answer for many years, if ever.
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The vigil continued for two days and two nights. The night King Euvoran breathed his last was as bitterly cold as any yet that year. A great oak, burdened by gusting winds and many tons of cancerous white ice, snapped at the trunk and crashed down in the town square during the very hour that the bells tolled the sad news of the King’s passing. The tree fell upon the living quarters of the best smithy in town, crushing the life from the smith, his wife and their three daughters. They died with frozen branches and grotesque icicles thrust through their bodies like spears.

“The people consider it an ill-omen, milord,” murmured the Chamberlain as he delivered the news.

Therian took a glass of wine with him as he left his father’s chambers. Normally, he rarely drank; his constitution really couldn’t withstand it. Tonight, however, he planned to get drunk. He walked from the royal bedchambers down the dimly lit halls toward the throne room. The Chamberlain followed him silently.

Without hesitation, Therian mounted the steps to the throne. Behind him, he heard a sudden intake of breath. He sat himself upon the throne and tossed back the last of the wine.

The Chamberlain stood at the foot of the steps, aghast. Therian smiled to himself, so rarely had he seen the Chamberlain look rattled. He took a perverse pleasure in it.

“More wine,” Therian ordered. A servant scuttled off to obey him.

“Milord,” said the Chamberlain. His voice rose slightly, and then he checked himself with an effort. “Milord, the coronation hasn’t yet occurred.”

“A mere formality.”

The Chamberlain stared. Therian stared back.

“In truth, my father’s throne feels anything but appropriate to me,” Therian sighed. “But I suppose I will have to get used to it.”

The servant returned with a fresh glass. Therian took it and drank it as well. When he was finished, he rose from the throne on unsteady feet. Coming down the steps he stumbled, and the Chamberlain caught his thin elbow.

Therian knew an intense moment of loathing for both himself and the Chamberlain. He jerked away from the man with a curse.

“I’m no fainting washer-woman.”

“Of course not, milord,” murmured the Chamberlain, withdrawing his support. “Please forgive me.”

Struggling to walk properly, Therian stalked off to his chambers and began a long night filled with vomit and foulness. In the midst of the night, when the sickness had passed somewhat, Therian felt he had reached the lowest moment of an unhappy life. Lying there, gasping for breath amidst his stinking bed sheets, Therian made a decision. 

From a hidden recess beneath his bed he dragged out a large, black book. The book was bound with a hide of black scales, a hide that must have come from a creature like his pet serpent, only much larger.

As Therian read the book, he pondered his father’s words. He would not rule as his father had ruled. He would not dream his life away.
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The Chamberlain cleared his throat pointedly. Dimly, Therian realized this was the third or fourth time he had done so. Therian tore his eyes from the book he was devouring and turned on the Chamberlain.

“What is it, man?”

“Milord, I beg forgiveness.”

“I beg for you to speak and leave me be,” growled Therian. He thought to see the Chamberlain craning to learn what tome it was Therian read so avidly. Like a jealous child, Therian snapped the book shut and hunkered over it. 

“Speak!”

“It is your father’s funeral, milord. It is time to lay the King to rest.”

Therian heaved a sigh and straightened with embarrassment. He restrained himself from apologizing—the Chamberlain would not have understood such an act any more than he understood Therian’s odd mood in the first place. “Of course,” he said, voice softening. “I will prepare myself.”

“I have had a litter prepared to bear milord up the mountainside.”

Therian’s face twisted into a snarl. “That will not be required. I will march with the procession.”

The Chamberlain blinked in surprise. “Milord? Perhaps milord has forgotten that it is customary for the heir apparent to wear armor and go armed up the mountain…”

“I have forgotten nothing,” said Therian. “Now leave me.”

Scowling, the Chamberlain vanished. Therian smiled to himself. There went a man who didn’t like surprises. And Therian did indeed plan a surprise.

Clutching the tome to his chest, he went to his chambers and gestured for his valets, who quickly dressed his body. Never did he allow the book from his sight. Not for a moment was any hand save his own permitted to touch it.

He groaned with the weight of the ceremonial chainmail shirt, even though it was designed for comfort and the rings were far lighter than those woven for battle. He took a moment of pride in strapping on his father’s twin swords, Seeker and Succor. The two were wickedly-sharp blades. Each was as long as a man’s arm and gently curved, Succor with a glittering inner edge, Seeker with the same unusual luster at the tip. The brightest metal edges were also the hardest and legend told they had been forged from the core of a fallen star. Long ago, Therian’s ancestors had used the precious fragments to form the hooked inner curves of Succor, the defensive blade, that it might better catch the weapon of an enemy. The tip of Seeker was similarly hardened and refined, so that it may pierce armor and strike through to the heart. The swords had been worn by the kings of Hyborea for millennia. Throughout his youth, Therian had only been allowed to touch Succor once—and that time only to place his lips upon the flat of the blade as part of his ceremony of fealty.

The weight of the twin swords, one on each hip, comforted him and seemed to give him strength. He knew he could not bear the swords, the mail and the book, however. He requested a slave to place the book in a locked chest and to carry it behind him, following him closely throughout the procession. With only the slightest hint of a raised eyebrow at this odd request, the castle servants hurried to obey him.
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To the surprise of all, Therian marched unflaggingly up ancient stairway cut into the dark basalt rock of the mountain walls. Where the steps wandered close to one of the steaming vents that gave the Dragon’s Breath Peaks their name, the way became slippery with wet moss. To his pride, Therian never once stumbled, though many did behind him. In past years, some had tumbled to their deaths that way.

The gray skies had the good graces not to rain upon the procession, although light flurries of snow did gust and swirl about their cloaks. Ahead of Therian, King Euvoran’s massive casket was borne by a bevy of sixteen tongueless slaves. Therian strode at the head of the procession of mourners. A sure-footed ox of a slave followed in Therian’s wake, bearing the book in its locked chest. The slave was followed closely by the Chamberlain, who occasionally sneered at the large low-born arse that Therian had seen fit to place before him. Next came a rank of Dukes, Barons and Counts, heads bare, helms carried in crooked arms as a gesture of respect. Behind the High Lords marched their Ladies and their heirs. A throng of hardy Knights followed the High Ladies, and last, back a bit from the others, came the cowled Dragon priests and priestesses, swaying, beating their drums and crooning as they marched. 

The Dragon-worshippers—male and dressed in robes of red if they followed Yserth, or female and dress in black if they honored Anduin—marched behind the highborn. They beat upon their grim drums of ancient, stretched manskin and thus kept the measured pace up the mountainside. Their incense braziers produced a great cloud of colored, perfumed, intoxicating smoke.

Reaching the plateau at long last, Therian resisted the urge to slump down into the soft snow and pant like a spent dog. Looking back down at the long procession that snaked up from the silver towers of Corium, he felt an intense welling of pride. That he had made it at all, without help, without having been borne upon a litter, seemed a miracle. Truly, the secrets of the book had helped him.

The stone cairns of fifty Kings and seven Great Kings lay scattered upon a broad plateau that cut into the side of the Dragon’s Breath peaks. The Great Kings were reckoned as those few who had ruled for more than a century. King Euvoran was to be laid to rest as the eighth Great King, the highest honor possible. All of the tombs, large or small, looked like unnaturally rounded hills carpeted in white snow. 

In the midst of the tombs was a great black wound in the earth. The slaves had spent several nights burning great logs upon the surface of the land that they might thaw the frostbitten ground enough to allow them to scrape their way down into it. Near the hole was a great pile of stones, ready to be piled atop the grave.

Therian stood there looking back at the procession as it crested the mountaintop. Steam blew in white gusts from his laboring lungs, but he didn’t collapse, as his body was wont to do. He thought of using Seeker as a prop, but refused to slump over his father’s sword. Better to die here than to have someone notice him using the sword of a dozen ancient heroes as a crutch.

The slave bearing his book came up to him and halted, head politely kept down. The Chamberlain came next, and it did Therian a world of good to see the man’s breath puff from his face. Even better, the Chamberlain seemed surprised—no, shocked, that Therian had made it to the plateau unaided.

“My heartfelt condolences, milord,” he murmured, then filed past to take his place around the gravesite. 

Many others came up, each lord greeting him with a mixture of sadness and surprise. Few had any personal words for him.

Baron Sloan was different from the rest. A large man from one of the northern provinces that had been abandoned to the glaciers, he clasped Therian’s hand in both his own mailed bear’s paws. “Milord!” he bellowed. “They had told me you were a frail lad, a shadow of your father’s strength. It does my heart good to see it is not so. May the Dragons allow your father to rest in peace.”

Therian’s eyes narrowed. His first instinct was to jerk away his hand and deal harshly with the boorish lout. He checked himself with difficulty. The northern lords had rude customs. Perhaps the man meant no insult. He told himself it was best to measure a man before deciding how to deal with him.

Baron Sloan watched with interest as these thoughts passed over Therian’s face.

“Long live the King,” Therian said coldly.

Baron Sloan nodded and bowed his head. “Long live the King.”

The Baron was one of the last to pass by before the High Ladies arrived. Most were cold and cordial, or at best, curious. But the Maiden Sloan, the daughter of the boorish Baron, saw fit to speak more personably as had her father.

“Milord, it does us all good in these dark times, at this, our darkest day, to see you looking so fit. What is your secret?”

For a stunned moment, Therian could hardly comprehend her words. Her beauty was fresh and lusty, the sort so rarely seen among the cold, thin-boned, dry-veined maidens of the court he had grown up in. This girl had not spent her youth in a tower, working needlepoint and practicing her curtsies.

His mouth opened, but it was a moment or two before he spoke. “My only secret is your beauty, milady. It breathes fresh life into my veins.”

It was her turn to be surprised and embarrassed. She began to speak, but at the tittering of the ladies behind her in line, she stopped and flushed a charming shade of lavender instead.

“Long live the King, milord,” she managed.

He echoed her words, and the next High Lady came up to greet him. He barely noticed the rest however, as he made frequent glances toward the Maiden Sloan.

The benediction went laboriously, as all such things do. The red-cowled Dragon Priests of Yserth consulted the auguries, declared King Euvoran passed on. They begged the Slumbering Dragons not to awaken in rage at his passing, nor to otherwise disturb his rest. A dozen goats were ceremonially slaughtered, six to Anduin and six to Yserth, lest one faction or the other feel slighted. Later, the goats would be eaten at the feast. Therian was left to ponder that in the ancient times young men and women were sacrificed at such gatherings. Had his father meant that he should bring back such customs? It was a grim thought, and it made him look to the chest with the book inside it, which the hulking slave still dutifully carried behind him. 



#



That evening, while the funeral feast went on downstairs, Therian’s chambers were dark and still. A hidden panel in the far wall gently clicked open, and two stealthy forms slipped inside.

Both the men were masked. One man held a hooded lantern, which he thumbed open far enough to allow a shaft of light.

“Quickly now, we must find it,” commanded the second, larger man. “Disturb nothing so greatly that he may suspect.”

The two quickly worked through the room. Soon, an odd discovery was made.

“Hold the light higher, damn you!” growled the larger man.

Muttering in a surly fashion, the other came close and complied. The two stared down into a drawer along the bedside. In the drawer lay an ornate dagger and the bodies of thirteen rats, sliced open and drained of their blood.

“Is this the secret?” chortled the larger. “He now drinks the blood of vermin?”

“Nay, milord,” said the other, with an odd accent. He directed the light to the glass cage that sat near the fire, with the dark coil of scales inside. “I believe he feeds the rats to the serpent.”

“Vile stuff!” hissed the leader.

They searched further, but found nothing more of interest.

“It must be in the chest that huge slave bears. There is no other way.”

“No other, milord.”
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The feast was in the nature of the Hyborean people, who saw fit to make as great a celebration of death as of birth. Just as they might feast at spring thaw, they might likewise dance at the first snows of winter. And so it was that King Euvoran’s funeral was not necessarily a glum affair. The attentions that Therian paid the Maiden Sloan were considered by none to be vulgar—but neither did they go unnoticed. Even the Chamberlain allowed himself a slight smile at the proceedings.

Therian felt each of the hundred eyes that watched him. He was not perturbed. Who else would fascinate the crowd at the funeral of a King other than the heir-apparent? Normally shy at such gatherings, afraid that his frailty would be revealed, he felt unusually powerful this night, and he danced publicly for perhaps the first time in his life. 

“You dance as a young lord should, my Prince,” said Maiden Sloan, smiling at him warmly.

“Surprisingly, I find your steps quite unlike the cold, precisely-practiced motions of the other court ladies,” he told her. “You have a life in you, milady, which cannot be overvalued.”

She blushed and turned her eyes downward in a manner that Therian found infinitely pleasing.

While they danced, Therian knew that the Chamberlain watched them. The Chamberlain also watched the slave who sat his great arse upon a chest in a quiet corner.

It wasn’t until near midnight that a wave of weakness overtook Therian. At first he thought it was the wine. Indeed, he had taken more than was wise, especially after the previous night’s sickness. He took another sip of wine and choked on it. A gasping, coughing fit commenced. 

When the fit had passed, it left him for dead. For the first time that day, he felt his old weakness descend over him like a clinging darkness, a veil of great weight and pain. He hated it with more loathing than he ever had in all his life, for now he knew what life could be without this burden.

“Milord, are you ill?” asked the Maiden Sloan, leaning over him in concern.

Therian lifted his head by force of will. He looked around the hall, which was full of people trying to appear as if they weren’t staring. He forced himself to smile weakly.

“I believe I’ve had too much wine this eve, milady. I must take my leave,” he managed.

She bit her lip. Instantly, he hated the look of concern and pity on her pretty face.

Therian gestured to the slave with his burden, and the man rose and came close. Therian struggled to his feet, batting away the slave’s hand that came up to support his elbow. “Away from me, man,” he growled.

“I beg forgiveness, milord.”

“And I give it. Follow me.”

With as much dignity as he could muster, Therian left the hall, standing nearly straight and stumbling only twice. In his chambers, he collapsed on the bed, sucking air like a cod in the hold of a fishing boat. Waving his hand, he directed the slave to put down the chest and depart.

Therian checked the cage for more rats, but to his disappointment, he found they were all dead. He was too tired even to call a servant and request more. Climbing mountains and dancing far into the night? Absurdities for a weakling like himself, he chided. He should have known there would be a grim price to pay for his display of strength that day.

Exhausted, he fell into a deep sleep. His dreams were haunted by his father’s grasping fingers and the concerned gaze of the lovely Maiden Sloan.
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The paneling opened with a quiet snick that seemed loud in the depths of the night. Therian blinked awake, but for a moment, he lay still half-dreaming. There were whispered voices, the muffled thumping of boots on carpeted flagstones. 

A jolt of fear gripped him. He rolled off the bed and dug into the drawer of the nightstand for his dagger.

With an oath, the traitors were upon him. They kicked him in the ribs and a hand clasped over his mouth, lest he cry out. Therian struggled and tried to slash them with his dagger.

They chuckled at his efforts.

“You’re right, he’s as weak as a cat,” muttered one.

Their laughter and abuse brought some strength into Therian’s limbs. He managed to overturn the glass cage containing his dark pet. The cage exploded upon the flagstones with a loud crash. The serpent slithered forth onto the hearthrug that Therian struggled upon.

“Ice-blue devil!” hissed the leader, kicking Therian in the skull. In another quick motion, he stomped the writhing serpent, crushing its spine. Still living, the snake thrashed beside its stunned master. 

“Devil’s spawn, both of them.”

“Surely, the nightwatch will have heard. Slay him now milord, and let us begone.”

“No! We can’t spill his blood here. Roll him up in the rug, we’ll carry him back into the passages. Quickly now!”

Like a captive village girl, Therian found himself rolled into a smothering carpet and borne rudely away into the darkness. If further discomfort were possible, he found his squirming serpent rolled up into the carpet with him. Mad with pain, the pet bit and tore at its master’s flesh.

Coming to his senses somewhat, he found he still had the dagger in his hand. He clutched it tightly. He dug for and grabbed the head of the serpent to stop it from biting him. He found himself wishing the snake had been venomous, as it might have saved him from an even more ignoble death.

Struggling to move his arms, he wriggled and tried to draw his two hands together. Slowly, the dagger and the serpent came closer.
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“He wakens, milord,” said the barbarian, who was the shorter of the two kidnappers. Despite the icy drafts his body prickled with sweat. 

“Keep going.”

The two men huffed and heaved as they made their way down a black, narrow passage into the bowels of the castle.

From inside the rolled carpet, Dragon Speech could be heard. Sorcerous words they were, words that did not sit well in the mind. They were words that once heard, could not be repeated back, and could only be heard again years later in the throes of a feverish nightmare.

A flash of sickly green light shone through the very fibers of the carpet itself and a coldness did touch those who bore Therian. The cold leeched some of the strength and warmth from their shoulders where they pressed against the carpet. Startled, they thought to hear the distant moaning of lost souls.

“Sorcery!” cried the barbarian, letting the burden slip down to the rough-hewn stones.

“Silence dog!” howled the leader. He dropped Therian and rained blows upon the rolled carpet. He kicked and punched the carpet until silence reigned again. The barbarian backed away, holding his lantern aloft, eyes wide with fear.

“Do not flee,” hissed the leader. 

“Slay him here,” said the barbarian.

“We must bear him down to the hidden docks and slip him into icy depths. I will double your gold.”

“I care not for the gold.”

“Then know this: the sun will not return to your lands if we should fail in our venture.”

With great reluctance, the barbarian hefted the burden again, though somehow it did feel different, perhaps heavier than before. They continued down the damp stone steps.

They made it perhaps a dozen paces farther. Without warning the carpet exploded upon them. Bursting from it was no faded blue, sickly prince of frail stature and demure demeanor. Instead a wolfish wraith who wore a leering mask of preternatural joy stood proudly in their midst. Its eyes shone with wicked gleaming. It cackled at their shock and fright, and did peer into the masked faces of each for a moment before striking the leader senseless with a single blow.

Swearing an oath to the High Mother of his land, the barbarian raced down the passage and away from the demon. Behind him, he felt sure he heard the padding feet of his pursuer. He reached an exit and struggled with the trick stones, but could not open it. He howled with the terror of a trapped beast, and indeed, he would have gladly chewed away his own hand to pry that door open.

The barbarian’s curses, threats and pleading promises were at long last answered. The correct touchstone had finally been pushed. The door swung silently open, revealing a dark hall in an abandoned wing of the great castle. Rushing forward in relief, the barbarian cringed at the unnatural keening that welled up behind him to sweep over him and seemingly over all the land. Cobwebs that hadn’t stirred for years swayed and shivered at the passage of the sound, brushed by the tainted breath of evil.

Stumbling and breathing in ragged gasps, he ran into the dark hallways, running for his very immortal soul.
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The initial wave of ecstatic power that had swept over Therian was ebbing already. He could feel the grip of it loosening. Soon, he would be only a strong man, not a creature of unnatural strength. Not long after that, he would be only an average man, and much later, a weakling again. Rather than chase the barbarian, he bent down to pull the mask from the taller of the two conspirators, who lay stunned on the passage floor.

The mask came away to reveal the face of the Chamberlain. As Therian bent over the unconscious man, an unspeakable snarl twisted his lips. Without thought, he grasped the throat and lifted the man with one hand beneath the chin and pressed the traitor’s shoulders against the cold stone walls.

Strangulation roused the Chamberlain, whose eyes grew wide in terror of the horrid visage that faced him. 

Therian’s luminescent eyes of bestial yellow gazed back in hate. “You have betrayed me, and all my fathers. I justly curse thee,” rasped Therian in a voice that was not entirely his own.

In the forbidden Dragon Speech, Therian spoke evil words that did consign the victim’s soul to serve the slumbering Dragons in their Abyss.

When the dagger pierced his chest, the Chamberlain gazed into nothingness and cried out in recognition, “Anduin!”

In that moment Therian learned that the legends were true, that the Dark Mistress, the Lady of Death and greatest of the Dragon Queens, could be truly seen in the final moment of a foul death.

The Chamberlain’s eyes glazed in a permanent rictus of unimaginable horror. Like a leaf caught in a flood, Therian was overcome by Anduin’s unspeakable bounty.

Power unimaginable filled the prince, bursting his nerves and searing his mind. The passage filled with a silent flash of sickly, bubbling, green light and an animal howl of grim delight tore loose from his throat. 

The sound of it shook the very flagstones of the castle and no one in the vast chambers was left undisturbed. Whispering servants wandered timidly out into the dark halls holding aloft sputtering oil lamps in trembling hands, trying to push back the gloom and chill of the castle without success.

A human soul provided Therian with much greater strength than had the tiny creatures he’d fed upon previously. Surging with a strength he had only felt an inkling of in his most satisfying dreams, Therian bounded down the black passages. In his curled fist his dagger glittered. He had studied the labyrinth of passages for many years, both in person and in his beloved books. He followed the second man through a secret door the other had forgotten to push shut in his haste. 

Here, the passages grew dank and noisome. Therian knew he must be down near the docks. He increased his speed to a sprint. He must catch the second man before he escaped.

He came upon the hapless would-be assassin as he hesitated at a fork in the passages. The man turned and drew steel, but Therian sprang upon him with inhuman speed. Like a wolf springing upon a stray calf, Therian caught the panting, stumbling barbarian and rode him to the flagstones. With the dagger lofted over his victim, Therian ripped away the mask. The face was none that he knew.

“Pray, make it a clean death, demon,” gasped the barbarian in the rough speech of the lowlands.

Therian’s polluted mind reeled with oaths to Anduin, but he struggled to control himself. To slay this dog that had thought to assassinate him would be pure sweetness—but he forbade himself the pleasure just yet. He needed to know more of his enemies.

“You will come with me, beast of the field. I would know more of you.”

Summoning his courage, the barbarian managed to draw a broad-bladed dagger from its sheathe and sought to drive it into the demon. Therian knocked the blade from his hand with a laugh. Effortlessly, he hefted the barbarian overhead and carried the sobbing man back into the dark passages. A secret door snicked shut behind them, leaving the dusty halls quiet and peaceful once again.
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Deep within the Castle Corium’s bowels were many forgotten chambers. In days past, every King had retained a sorcerer, and each mysterious delver into the arts of the Dragons had kept chambers deep within the castle. Often, these sorcerers had grown to be perceived as a threat to the crown. In such cases, the sorcerer had been dealt with harshly.

From Ean’s Fifth Volume concerning Corium architecture, Therian had discovered schematics showing chambers long forgotten. Searching by candlelight with a sharp pick in hand, he had broken into one of these chambers, where the skeleton of a nameless court sorcerer still resided. It was in the dead, long-boned fingers of this sorcerer that he had found the black book.

Therian thrust the terrified barbarian through a rough hole punched in an ancient wall of brick and mortar. He then slipped into the chambers behind the man.

The chambers were once sumptuous, but had now moldered with age. Dust and the webworks of long dead spiders festooned the incense braziers. Tapestries hung from the walls, limp and stained. A dozen cages contained the tattered remains of trapped beasts that had died of starvation centuries ago.

“Welcome to my new chambers,” Therian said, grinning at his captive. “Meet the previous tenant.”

Therian indicated the chained skeleton sitting at a small dining table. The barbarian hugged a wall and eyed the skeleton fearfully.

“Does it serve you?” the barbarian asked.

“Nay, it is quite dead. Fortunately, the previous owner hadn’t the craft to turn himself into a lich. I still wonder about the contents of other more ancient chambers that lie sealed more deeply beneath Corium, however.”

“And what intentions do you have for me?” asked the barbarian. With an effort, he drew himself up and attempted a brave front.

“Tell me of this plot against me.”

The barbarian’s brows shot up, then settled down again. “What incentive do I have to tell you anything?”

Therian leered and took a threatening step toward the barbarian, who struggled not to retreat.

“You have your soul to protect. A wise man would beg me not to set their spirit before the Dragons.”

The barbarian made a dismissive gesture. “A man’s death is his own. One is much like another.”

“Not so!” roared Therian, standing impossibly tall. “Fall to your knees before me or your spirit shall serve the Dragons in their eternal slumber, ever fearful they shall awaken, ever horrified that they never shall. Forever will you wonder when your servitude shall end.”

The barbarian found his knees buckling from under him. He did, for the barest moment, allow one of them brush the dusty flagstones before he was able to stand again.

“I repeat, slay me now, demon.”

Therian approached him, impressed with the man’s fortitude. He paused, breathing hard. Therian’s dagger gleamed in his hand, but he did not raise it. “Your bravery does you credit, barbarian. I would know your name.”

“I am Gruum, milord, from the land of Santh.”

“What skills have you that the Chamberlain sought your aid?”

Gruum made a depreciative gesture. “I have some small skill with a blade—and a lockpick.”

“A skulking footpad,” nodded Therian. 

Gruum opened his mouth as if to protest, but shrugged instead.

“And what brought you here to slay me, Gruum of Santh?” demanded Therian. “Gold? Were you perhaps promised a frozen province of Hyborea to rule over from an icy tower?”

“No, milord. I came here to bring the sun back to the skies.”

This last surprised Therian, who did pull back a step and ponder the man. With a gesture, he offered the other a seat at the dining table. 

With what grace he could muster, Gruum sat at the table alongside a demon and the chained skeleton of a long-dead sorcerer.

Therian grinned at him and watched the lesser man cringe. His grin must be a terrifying sight, he thought. The idea pleased him slightly. 

“You are a welcome addition to this table,” Therian said. He indicated the skeleton with disdain, “the court sorcerer is a dull conversationalist.”

Therian watched as Gruum tried to smile, but failed. The barbarian kept his eyes averted from both the figures that sat with him as much as possible.

“And so you came here to rid the world of a Hyborean Prince, in the odd belief this would bring back the sun to your homeland?”

Gruum nodded. “Essentially.”

“I would drag you over this table and slay you this instant, but for two things,” began Therian, startling Gruum, “One, you are a barbarian, and therefore not sworn to me, and therefore not a traitor. Two, I did hear the Chamberlain offer to double your gold, and I did hear you refuse him.”

Gruum nodded. “He promised to place another upon the throne, one not so—forgive me, milord—so weak. He said only a powerful new King of Hyborea could bring back the sun.”

Therian rocked back in his chair, the ancient joints of it creaking in protest. “Think then, man! Have you not just discovered a powerful new King to rule Hyborea?”

Gruum’s mouth fell open. He made no answer.

Therian rose and loomed over him.

“And what sort of King did you believe could beseech the sun to burn hotly once again?”

“I—” stammered Gruum, “I had envisioned a powerful mailed knight.”

“Did you perhaps think a man could relight the sun without the aid of sorcery? Did you daydream that such a powerful sorcerer would be peaceable and kind and beautiful to look upon?”

“I had not thought of these things.”

Therian nodded, and paced for a moment, allowing Gruum to ponder his fate. Therian noticed as Gruum surreptitiously made an ancient table knife vanish from the boards. It must have been left there after a meal centuries earlier.

Finally, Therian came to a decision. “I give you now a choice, Gruum of Santh. I will shortly be King of this land. I sense within you the power of loyalty, to a cause at least, if not a man. Fortunately for you, I am no less dedicated to the same cause. Therefore I ask for your oath of fealty, I ask you to renounce all other Kings and Lords, I demand your servitude from this moment until one or the other of us perishes, or until the sun is again rekindled.”

Gruum stared at Therian for a long, hard moment.

“And what, milord, might be the second option?”

“Instant death, but without an eternity of servitude to Anduin.”

“A merciful offer indeed, milord.”

Therian nodded.

Gruum rose slowly. To Therian, he looked as if he dreamed. Gruum replaced the table knife he had secreted back upon the boards.

“Good to see you armed yourself. I need a man of resourceful capacity,” Therian said and nodded approvingly. 

Gruum walked around the table and fell upon one knee before Therian. He swore fealty to his new lord. He swore to serve him unto death or until the sun was rekindled.

Therian eyed Gruum. The man had set his foot upon a very dark path. 
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An hour before dawn, a commotion began in the castle. Therian strode through the corridors, his feet ringing on the stone floors. He wore a jingling shirt of fine chain and bore the twin weights of Seeker and Succor at his sides. Because of King Euvoran’s funeral, the apartments of the castle were more populated than they had been for a decade. Behind the Prince hurried Gruum and the meaty slave with the encased black book.

As they passed chambers, sleepy-eyed nobles looked out to see what the ruckus was about. Seeing Therian, who still had the visage of a wolf, most pulled back quickly into their doorways.

One knight, however, did accost him.

“Milord?” spoke a strong voice out of the darkness. “How may I be of service?”

Therian paused, blinking. He turned upon the man. He recognized Sir Tovus.

Despite all his bravery, the knight did wilt slightly when confronted by Therian’s grim face.

“There is treachery in Corium tonight,” said Therian, “If you yet serve me, the rightful heir to the throne of Hyborea, then gather thyself and thy gear and march with me.”

“I hear your call, milord,” answered Tovus, he turned and barked to his servants. Within a minute, he was hurrying down the corridor behind the others. He wore only a tunic, helm, shield and axe, having sensed there was no time for donning full armor.

When they finally reached the seventh silver tower of Corium, Therian did not bother to knock or ask permission to enter. Wielding his boot with a strength none had ever seen in him, nor any other mortal man, he kicked in the doors to the great portal.

The doors clanged back against their buffers with a great ringing sound. A startled man-at-arms rose from his post and lifted a halberd, seeking to block Therian’s progress. 

“Halt!”

Therian bashed him in the face with Succor’s pommel. The man reeled and toppled back into the walls, senseless.

Therian ordered the slave to wait outside and motioned for Sir Tovus and Gruum to follow him. They marched directly to the bedchambers, and there found the Baron Sloan winding back a crossbow.

The Baron took aim as they entered and fired a streaking bolt at Therian. Sir Tovus interceded with his shield. The bolt pierced the iron and wood, but not flesh. Sir Tovus quickly discarded the shield as useless. The knight then stalked forward on the balls of his feet, his axe at the ready.

“I take it we have found the traitor, milord?” rumbled the knight.

“Hold, Tovus, he is mine,” said the prince.

“How dare you invade my chambers at this hour, Therian?” demanded Baron Sloan. “You are not King of this land yet. You have gone too far.”

“It is you who has gone too far, Baron.”

“Do you seek to arrest me?” The Baron roared with laughter.

“Nay, I seek to slay you,” replied Therian.

The Baron rose and drew his sword, laughing at them. “Such bravado! I give you credit Princeling, I never would have expected it of you. Guards!”

Several retainers appeared at the exits.

 “Have a care, princeling,” said the Baron. “I count five men-at-arms, and I only see a boy with an old knight and a thief at his side.”

Therian lifted Seeker and Succor and stepped forward. “I challenge you to a duel, Baron Sloan.”

The Baron’s eyes narrowed. “You profane those blades with your weak hands upon them.”

“Prove your words.”

With a snarl, Sloan attacked him, and Therian parried, giving ground. Therian counterattacked, and quickly the Baron’s eyes showed shock. Each of Therian’s blows jarred and numbed his limbs. He was driven back with a flurry of powerful strokes that such thin arms should never have been able to muster.

Therian sang a battlesong in Dragon Speech. Everyone present felt pain to hear the alien words.

 “Sorcery!” panted the Baron, retreating before the onslaught. “Blue worm, you are no man!”

Gleeful, Therian drove Seeker’s gleaming tip into his breast. More dark words spilled from the prince’s lips.

“Anduin!” cried the dying Baron, seeing the unseen. Blood boiled from his mouth and nostrils.

A sickly, baleful, green glow filled the room with cold light. Therian howled inarticulately as he began to receive Anduin’s burning gift.

A great swipe of Sir Tovus’ axe swept the Baron’s head from his shoulders. Therian’s pleasure was cut off instantly.

Therian turned upon the man with a snarl.

Sir Tovus fell to one knee, as did everyone else in the chamber.

“Forgive me, milord, his death was unclean.”

Therian lifted Seeker, his face twisted with the anger of a lord cheated of his climax. He advanced upon Sir Tovus, but managed to check himself.

“You take a great risk,” said Therian, speaking with difficulty, “When the bloodlust is upon me, such an act might well cause your life to be forfeit.”

“Forgive me, oh lord,” repeated the knight.

Therian allowed his swords to sag down again.

Another set of doors opened behind him, and Therian whirled.

It was the fair Maiden Sloan. She screamed. For a moment, seeing the horror in her face, Therian did feel a pang of regret through the haze of blood in his eyes.

He turned to Gruum. “Upon pain of death, you spoke true words to me of her?”

“Yes milord,” murmured Gruum regretfully.

Therian turned to the Maiden Sloan, and for a moment was at a loss as to what to do. Then he thought of the dying words of his father. He could not afford to be a soft ruler. These were hard times. 

He lifted up the Baron’s slack-jawed head by the hair. He presented it to the Maiden Sloan, who screamed with renewed horror. She too, fell to her knees before him.

“You who played me false shall be my queen and shall warm my bed, which has lain cold for so many long years.”

Outside in the dark streets of the dark city, a cold wind blew. Maiden Sloan’s wails of grief echoed through the seven silver towers of Corium, and her cries heralded a new gray dawn over the kingdom.
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Maiden Sloan became a Queen the evening after Hyborea crowned Therian their new King. The shrine used for the purpose was a private one, reserved for the royal family. It was a gloomy, barren chamber without windows or adornment. The dim ceiling was shadowy and soot-stained from years of oil lamps and neglect. Wisp-like cobwebs floated in the corners.

Gruum looked down at his thick forearms and his sure hand, which he knew could wield a swift blade. In his homeland and abroad he had fought in open battles, in back alleys and in tavern brawls. He feared few men and could take care of himself. Still and all, the dragon priestess made him a bit nervous. He noted that the priestess, in turn, eyed the new King with concern.

The elderly priestess wore fine robes of jet, signifying that she belonged to the cabal of Anduin, the Black Dragon. With many a stray glance to the weeping bride and the wolfish groom, the priestess performed the ceremony with little grace. Sacrificial benedictions were made, bleeding organs were consulted and the Dragons were called upon in their eternal slumber to bless the union. It was over quickly.

“Your hand trembles like that of a drunkard,” Therian complained as he pressed a few coins into the priestess’ hand.

“Pardon me, milord,” said the priestess, her old eyes watery and blinking. “Your countenance is somewhat alarming.”

Therian lifted his lip in a snarl and led away his new bride. Gruum and the priestess watched them go. Gruum had consented to witnessing the ceremony, but was not without his misgivings. 

“I won’t ask how she was persuaded to utter her vows,” said the priestess quietly, “but no doubt she fears for her family.”

Gruum eyed the old holy woman with distaste. He had no love of the Hyborean priesthoods, whatever dragon they worshipped. They lived for blood sacrifices and petty powers, it seemed to him. “Her family is royalty now,” he told the priestess coldly. “They need fear nothing.”

“Indeed?” said the priestess skeptically.

“Nothing,” repeated Gruum emphatically.

“Of course not,” agreed the priestess, changing her tone hurriedly. “I meant no offense.” Then she lowered her voice. “I am concerned, however. I do not believe this marriage bodes well for the kingdom. I can’t see how it can bring happiness.”

Gruum sighed and nodded grudgingly. It was a point that was hard to argue.

The priestess paused before turning a frown upon Gruum. “How is it that you would bear witness to such a union?”

Gruum turned to the old woman with raised eyebrows. He snorted at the hypocrisy. “How is it that you would bestow your blessing upon such a union?”

“He is my King,” she answered with a shrug.

Gruum nodded. “And mine as well.”

The priestess eyed Gruum. “Excuse my rudeness, but do you not hail from barbaric lands?”

Gruum grinned harshly at the other. “Aye, from a place of open, wind-swept steppes where there are no blood-sacrifices, nor are women forced to wed by custom. But I’m only a barbarian, as you say, here to learn the civilized and refined customs of Corium.”

The priestess made a face and Gruum took his leave. Gruum followed his lord to his suites. As he went, he watched the shadows for possible assassins. The irony of this made him smile: only days before he had been one such assassin, lurking in the shadows and awaiting his chance to sink his blade into the new King. He took it as a sign of the king’s inner strength that he had managed to turn an enemy into an ally so smoothly. If Therian could turn an assassin into a bodyguard upon the very eve of his coronation, he might yet become a very potent ruler indeed.
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Posted outside the King’s suites, Gruum oversaw the royal guardsmen, who Therian did not yet trust completely, suspecting that some of them may have been in the pay of the Sloan family. Old Tovus, whom Therian had given the title of Count for his support in a dark hour, came by to check on things.

“I must admit to finding you a perplexing beast, outlander,” said Tovus in a gruff, but not altogether unfriendly manner.

“How so, old warlord?” asked Gruum, grinning and polishing his saber.

Tovus frowned a bit. “Not so old as to be beyond wielding an axe.”

“Aye, as mine own eyes have witnessed, milord.”

Somewhat mollified, the Count continued, “How is it that you have become so close to our new King? Which of you has bewitched the other?”

Gruum laughed at that. “A good question. And I’m not sure as to the correct answer.”

Tovus glared. “You avoid the question.”

Gruum stopped polishing his blade and looked at the old man seriously. “The King and I share a common goal. Our alliance is a natural outcome of this situation.”

Tovus grew thoughtful. “So it isn’t just gold that bought you? You claim a higher purpose?”

“I do,” said Gruum, and returned to oiling his blade. He told the old wardog nothing of rekindling the sun. Such a lofty goal would only make everyone think they were both mad. Eventually, Tovus gave up on working it out of him, and wandered off to harangue the tower watchmen.

Gruum smiled at his back as he left. Then he startled, thinking to hear a soft cry from inside the King’s chambers. He turned to the doors and lifted his saber, listening.

The sound was not repeated. Shaking his head, he returned his attentions to his weapon. The cry had been that of a woman, he felt sure of it.
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Many cold nights later, the young Queen stepped out into a hallway and looked about in a furtive fashion. She trotted down the soft-carpeted floors in the Royal Suites, her feet passing soundlessly. She turned down another, darker passageway and disappeared from view.

Gruum appeared in her wake. He stole soundlessly over the carpet to where she had vanished and followed her.

Gruum stayed well back, but never lost sight of her. The Queen moved quickly down several flights of stairs to the quieter areas of the palace, and then down farther still toward the servants’ wing. Here, the floors were bare cold stone and she donned slippers which pattered with every step. Opening a creaking doorway, she paused. Gruum watched and froze. Had she heard his footsteps behind her? She closed the creaking door and turned to go back the way she had come.

Gruum stepped out of the shadows to greet her. “Good evening, milady.”

She sucked in an audible breath and plucked at her flowing skirts, as might a young girl before taking flight. Recognition was quickly followed by anger, which transformed her.

“Why do you follow me?”

“I was merely strolling about the castle, milady,” said Gruum with a courtly gesture.

“Nonsense. You are Therian’s creature, and you skulk after me like a hungry cur.”

Gruum felt the sting of her words and her beauty. Looking upon her, he understood some of Therian’s irrational behavior. She had an indefinable strength and youth that went far beyond a pretty face.

“You injure me, milady. I have sworn fealty to our King, but no more than any subject of Hyborea.”

The Queen approached him and peered up into his face. Her eyes were piercing, and he recognized a sharp intelligence there he had not suspected before.

“No, there is something else,” she said.

“For what it is worth, milady, I do sympathize with your plight.”

The Queen blinked at him.

“I wish…” stumbled Gruum, uncharacteristically swayed by her person, so close at hand and staring up at him determinedly. “I wish things had gone better for you.” 

For a moment, her face softened, but then her resolve returned. “I don’t need your pity. I simply wish to be left alone.”

Gruum shook his head. “That I can’t do, milady. It is my duty to protect you.”

“Don’t bother,” she said and brushed by him, heading back toward the royal suite.

He wistfully watched her go. The moment she was out of sight he opened the door she had gone to and investigated. It was only a scullery closet, full of the usual items. There was nothing unusual, save an old seabag. He tugged open the cinched bag and dumped out the contents, but found no weapon, nothing remarkable at all. The bag was full of old clothes, such as a dockworker might wear. Frowning, Gruum knew not what to make of it.
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Therian quickly became known as a reclusive monarch. Locking himself away in a large study adjacent to his beloved library, he spent the nights working upon odd projects and the days slumped over his desk in exhaustion. Sometimes, colored lights shone at the crack beneath the door and strange sounds were heard from within the study. One such night, a high-pitched shrieking that would not abate emanated from the study. Gruum was nominated by the gray-uniformed guardsmen to investigate.

Reluctantly, Gruum tapped at the door. There was no response. He tried the handle, found it locked, and then hammered at the door, calling for his lord to open it. Still, there was no response.

“Shall we knock it down?” asked a frightened lieutenant.

Gruum shook his head. He produced a fine set of lock picks, and set to work on the keyhole. A minute or so passed during which the wailing from inside faded.

“Almost got it,” grunted Gruum. The guardsmen around him exchanged glances of surprise. Doubtless, thought Gruum with a sly smile, they had spent most of their employ preventing exactly such stealthy entry. He enjoyed the irony of being a thief put in charge of the guardsmen.

Then the lock popped open and Gruum straightened up with a flourish. He reached for the handle, but before he could touch it, the handle twisted of its own accord. The door swung open as if pulled inward… but there was no one there. 

Gruum peered into the dark chamber and fumbled with his lock picks, stashing them away.

“Enter,” came Therian’s voice.

Gruum stepped inside hesitantly. The room was filled with dancing shadows brought to life by the flickering light of a dying fire. He strained his eyes, but didn’t immediately spot Therian.

Behind him, unseen hands swung the door shut, and he heard the unmistakable sound of the lock snapping home.

“Milord,” said Gruum, “Please excuse the intrusion, we were concerned.”

“Have no concern, I am well,” replied Therian, but his voice sounded anything but strong.

Gruum moved toward the voice, and finally spied the King, sprawled upon a settee.

“Ah, there you are,” said Gruum, moving to his side.

“You should not be here,” said Therian, slurring his words somewhat. “I’m in the middle of—an experiment.”

Gruum looked down and his face shifted to concern, then horror. Therian’s left arm, skinny and faded blue, lay extended and exposed. Numerous tears and bites ran the length of it. Blood was everywhere. Worse, the King’s own mouth ran with blood. Shocked, Gruum silently questioned his master’s sanity.

“The creatures I deal with,” slurred Therian in explanation, “Require payment.”

“Milord, you need help.”

“Never mind that, tell me of my Queen.”

Gruum frowned deeply. “There is little to tell. She seems withdrawn and irritable. I have found little evidence of her plotting—or of others plotting against her.”

Therian sighed. “The very qualities that I loved in her, she has lost. I suppose this is the way of the world.”

“Perhaps time will change things, milord.”

Therian didn’t reply, but jerked his head back in sudden revulsion. Gruum followed the King’s gaze, which led over his own shoulder.

Suddenly, a screeching thing of fur, leathery wings and flashing fangs was upon him. Gruum cried out. He drew his saber and slashed the thing out of the air in one smooth motion. It exploded with a great gout of blood. Gore splattered both men.

“It was nothing but a flying bladder of blood,” said Gruum in amazement and disgust.

Therian sighed again. “Excellent. The work of a dozen days laid waste.”

Gruum attempted to wipe the blood from his face and eyes, but it clung stubbornly, having an odd, sticky quality to it. The jelly-like texture of the gore was sickening. “It seems to me that your death would benefit us little,” he remarked.

“Perhaps you are right. The payments were too high for such a small creature. I will keep that in mind during my next experiment.”

The King then passed into a deep sleep, but his words had done nothing to set Gruum’s mind at ease. He stoked the fire back up to a respectable blaze before he took his leave.
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The new King’s first state banquet didn’t go well. He appeared late with his expressionless Queen at his side. Her fleshy beauty only served to make him look more haggard than usual. In a surly mood, he terrorized the servants that sought to bring him food. He demanded nothing but fresh meat, and the first man that offered him a vegetable soup he ordered dragged out and flogged. Terrified, the elderly servant looked to the guardsmen with wide eyes. They dragged him away with grim expressions.

The dinner continued uncomfortably. Various nobles present attempted some light conversation, but Therian either ignored them or replied with curt, biting sarcasm.

“Milord,” said the Queen finally.

“What’s this? My Queen speaks?”

“Milord, I ask mercy for the old servant.”

Therian looked surprised. “You’ve been thinking of nothing else for the entire meal, have you my dear?”

The Queen stared down at her untouched plate.

“Very well, it shall be as you ask.”

Therian called for the guardsmen to bring forth the servant. They waited for a time, during which Therian became wrathful. “Where is the man?”

The Captain of the guard appeared and bowed deeply before the King. “I’m sorry, sire. It appears that his heart gave out during the flogging. We have tried to revive him to no avail.”

Therian stared at the Captain for several moments, then nodded and waved him away.

“May I be excused, sire?” asked the Queen, with a slight tremor in her voice.

Therian nodded. He did not apologize. Such an act would not have been thinkable. The dinner ended soon thereafter.
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Gruum was awakened by a tapping at his door. Instantly, he was up and he found his saber in his hand. The blade glimmered in the dim light of a sole taper. He opened the door and peered into the dark passageway. A hunched figure rubbed its hands together.

“Yes?”

“Milord, she has visited the closet. I’ve come as you asked me to.”

Gruum grabbed up his clothing and pressed a coin into the washerwoman’s withered hand. “Not a word now,” he urged her.

Nodding, she hobbled off into the gloom.

Gruum quietly left his quarters and set off toward the servants’ docks below the palace. He swiftly flew down the dark passages and cold stone steps. With each level he descended, the rock surrounding him grew more moist, slippery and noisome.

Finally, he reached the pathways that led down to the docks. Fast, cold water flowed alongside a narrow ledge of mossy stone. Serving as the Castle sewer system and doubling for deliveries from the sea, the docks had been little used in recent years as the ice floes had prevented large craft from approaching. As he neared his destination, Gruum doused his lantern and moved as quietly as he could upon the echoing flagstones.

A young man stood at the docks. Gruum recognized him: a young lieutenant who often had the job of standing guard in the King’s apartments. 

As Gruum’s dark figure materialized out of the passages, the lieutenant challenged him.

“Halt, who goes?”

“‘Tis Gruum, on the King’s business.”

“Approach,” said the other.

When Gruum was in striking distance, the lieutenant lunged for him, his shortsword appearing in his hand and stabbing upward for a killing thrust.

Gruum was prepared for just such a move. He used the tavern brawler’s tactic of tangling his attacker’s blade with his cloak. His broad, leaf-shaped dagger was secreted in the hand beneath the cloak. Gruum’s thrust found its mark, and the lieutenant gasped, his breath whistling from punctured lungs.

The dying man grabbed his biceps as he sank down. “Please. Please don’t harm the Lady.”

Gruum nodded. “I swear it.”

The guardsman nodded in return and slumped in death. Gruum looked down upon the young man’s corpse and wondered if he served the right master.

Soft footsteps upon stones. 

He quickly pulled the lieutenant’s gray cloak over his shoulders and rolled the corpse into the brine-filled waters. He took up an impersonating stance and turned his back to the approaching footsteps.

After some moments, a soft hand touched his back.

“Jaycen?”

Slowly, he turned to face her.

The Queen, dressed in the clothes of a dock-worker, stared up at him in shock.

“No, milady, ‘tis I,” Gruum said, almost regretfully. The expression of hopelessness and horror on her face brought him great pain.

“What have you done with Jaycen, you animal?” she demanded.

“We came to an agreement, milady.”

“No, no, that isn’t possible,” she said, and she dropped down to her knees, weeping.

Gruum stood there, gazing down upon a beauty in despair. A heart he had long ago thought immune to such things was moved.

“You should be on your way, milady,” he said, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder.

Still weeping, she would not raise her eyes to meet his. “No, no, I can’t go back. He’s become a monster.”

“I didn’t say you should go back.”

She looked up at him.

“But—you are Therian’s creature.”

“Yes, and no,” he responded, and then—impulsively—he grasped her shoulders and kissed the top of her head, smelling her hair. The fragrance of it surged in his nostrils.

She stiffened with a new fear.

He released her, and gestured for her to continue to the docks.

She brushed past him, moving as if in a dream. She turned back and looked at him, confused.

“Is it so hard to understand?” he asked her.

She stared at him a moment longer, but made no reply. Then she turned and rushed away.

Gruum removed Jaysen’s cloak and used the gray cloth to polish away the blood of a good man from his dagger. He continued to polish for some time, until he saw that the sloop in the harbor had set sail. Only then did he begin the long journey up to the barracks to sound the alarm.
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Months after the Queen’s escape, Gruum stood uncertainly in the corridor outside the King’s chambers. He wiped his bearded mouth with the back of his hand. He sucked in his breath and pursed his lips, seemingly about to act, but then he hesitated and let out a long sigh. Today was not a day to be proud of. He considered himself no coward, but today he faced not men, but quite possibly—things.

Perhaps it would be best to just leave. When the harbor finally thawed completely this summer, allowing the deep draft merchant vessels into port, it would be a simple thing to sign aboard one of them. He had spent many days lately dreaming of such a disappearance. He longed to feel the high tide swelling the deck beneath his feet with sixteen colorful, lateen sails luffing and snapping in the clean breeze overhead.

A guard in gray livery approached. Gruum retreated into a shadowed alcove, and the guard marched past unaware. From his bolt-hole, Gruum conjectured that if he simply vanished one night, his Lord might use sorcery to locate him. He turned a wary eye to the deep umber pools of shadow that filled the alcove around him. There was little comfort to be found hiding in the dark. He had seen strange things. Who knew what beings might be summoned to stalk him to the ends of the Earth?

Gruum shook himself and put his hand on the hilt of his heavy saber. The weight of the blade provided him with courage, as always. He chided himself for cowardice. He hated indecision. Was he nothing more than a bandit who skulked away at midnight? That was not his way. He had sworn his sword, and he must be released of that oath before he could go—if he should yet live after facing his master’s wrath.

Boldly, he stepped back into the oil lamp lit passage and marched into the King’s study chambers.

Therian sat on the stone floor. He wore nothing but a simple smock of black silk. Crouching upon the flagstones, he worked intently at a large splattered design he had created with the waxen dribblings of indigo tapers. Like an artist touching up a portrait, he carefully added a dribble here, a droplet there.

Gruum stood a polite distance away, saying nothing. He dared not disturb the King’s bizarre arts. He eyed the pattern of dribbled wax with a scowl. It looked like a random pattern at first, but then.… He frowned, thinking to see something in the twists of it—the bumpy, organic shape seemed to flow, to live in a formless way, as might a strange worm-like creature from the blue depths of the ocean.

Blinking, he averted his eyes. His scowl deepened. It was just this sort of thing that drove him to beg for his leave.

“What is it that disturbs you, faithful Gruum?” asked Therian softly. He never took his attention from his work, but rather kept waving the taper’s dancing flame over it. Another drop of hot wax was added. It splattered and sizzled upon the cold flagstones.

“Inactivity, milord. I’ve grown restless.”

Therian nodded. “An almost honest answer.”

“My lord, I’ve come to—to ask you something. You see, this is difficult to say, but it must be—”

Therian lifted his hand. Gruum halted his rambling words. Therian fixed Gruum with an odd stare. Gruum felt the words in his throat freeze.

The chamber dimmed around them. The oil lamps along the walls flickered and ebbed, producing less and less light. There were no windows, so soon the only light was from the wavering taper in Therian’s hand. Another droplet of wax splattered against stone.

“Milord,” said Gruum, putting his hand over his eyes. “Please cast no enchantments.”

Therian laughed suddenly. “The spell is not upon you, my comrade.”

“But the room darkens, milord.”

“That is the effect of the creature I’ve called, not an illusion in your mind.”

Gruum took his hand from his face and looked about in alarm. The lamps were almost out now. In one corner squatted a pool formed of the total absence of light. The sight of it ran chill fingers through Gruum’s body. The hackles stood up on the back of his neck and cold sweat ran down his arms and ribs beneath his shirt.

“I see it, milord,” whispered Gruum.

“Very good, Gruum. But have a care, don’t look at it too closely.”

Gruum eyed it a moment longer. It seemed to ripple and flicker, like a flame, but it was the opposite of flame in that it sucked the light from around it.

“Gruum? Gruum!” said Therian sharply.

Gruum startled and tore his eyes away from the phantom with difficulty. He looked at Therian in confusion, and then realized that he felt very cold and had not drawn a breath for some time. He gasped and choked like a man drowning in a cold river. Shivering, he fell to one knee.

Therian went back to his design. Another wax droplet fell and splattered. The design grew ever larger and more complex, and with each sizzling droplet it seemed the chamber grew darker.

Gruum kneeled and kept his eyes upon the flagstones, not daring to look at anything else. He said in a hoarse voice, “Milord, I beg to speak.”

Therian sighed. “If you must.”

“Milord, though you might set a Living Shadow upon me, though you may suck the marrow from my very bones, I must pray ask thee…”

“To release you?” interrupted Therian, his voice rising. “You take your oath of fealty very lightly, Gruum.”

“No, milord, that I do not.”

“And why do you wish to leave me?”

Gruum managed a gargling laugh. “I hug the flagstones, choking, shivering… in a state of mortal terror! What must I further explain?”

“You said you were restless.”

“Aye. I joined you to rekindle the sun. This latest summoning seems to me to be the furthest thing from it.”

“Setting the sun ablaze isn’t something one does with the flourish of the hand,” said Therian with sudden intensity. “I put to you that perhaps the sun is not weak, but rather is obscured. I put to you that I must first study what darkens it, before I can learn how to remove the veils that shroud it.”

Gruum considered that. “Ah, so you summoned the Living Shadow in order to study it? In order, perhaps to learn how to slay its darkling ilk?”

Therian gasped at his words. Gruum looked up and followed his master’s gaze to the thing that skulked in the corner, and his eyes flew wide as well. The Living Shadow had left its corner, and even now rippled forward. A nine-fingered hand of purest jet stretched out and grasped his throat.

Gruum made no sound, for he could not. He was hoisted effortlessly aloft by that great hand, fashioned from the stuff of void and absolute nothing. Feeling his life ebb rapidly away, he drew his broad dagger and sought to stab out the eyes of the thing, but could not find them.

Therian dipped the taper, which the last flickering light in the chamber. He touched it to the design he had so carefully fashioned upon the flagstones.

The design ignited and a great flash of light filled the chamber. The Living Shadow screamed a soundless scream that could only be heard in the mind. Gruum dropped a dozen feet to the floor, senseless.




  



-8-



When he awakened, Gruum found himself upon a litter beside a roaring fire. He stretched and felt a dozen cramps and sore muscles. He rubbed his head and moaned aloud.

“Not only do you plot to abandon me,” said Therian softly. “But you seek to sabotage my work as well.”

Gruum groaned and sat up. He stared into the fire, basking in its warmth and light. “My apologies sire.”

“You have a very hard skull, barbarian.”

“It serves me well, sire,” replied Gruum. He found a flagon of wine left at his feet by servants. He took it up and half-drained it.

The warmth of the wine eased his pains. They were silent for a moment, and then Gruum said, “I thought I had seen the last of light and felt the last of warmth.”

The two sat quietly, feeling the heat of the blaze.

“So, you’ve been restless?” asked Therian. “Perhaps you think I’ve been idle?”

“Milord, clearly you have been stretching your arts. But we’ve not left this castle in months and I don’t see how we are going to right the world from these cold chambers.”

“Wrong you are, Gruum. I’ve left this castle many times. Do you wish to journey with me?”

Gruum turned and looked at Therian for a long moment. Gruum wondered where they may travel and what strange sights he might see on such a journey. He felt sure that if he knew what lay ahead, he would flee screaming. He felt thrilled and terrified at the same time.

“The High Mother has cursed me with the curiosity of a barn cat and the brains of a monkey,” sighed Gruum.

Therian chuckled. “I take it that you wish to journey with me, then? Good, we leave at dawn tomorrow. However, I beg you, bait no more phantoms which we may meet.”

“Phantoms?” said Gruum, fighting to keep a quaver out of his voice. “Where might we be going, milord?”

“Why, into Anduin’s domain, of course. We will take counsel with the dragons.”




  



-9-



How did one dress for dinner with a dragon? Gruum asked himself. He pondered salting and buttering his tough flesh, then thought the better of it and donned a leather cuirass studded with burnished iron rivets. He added tough boots of sharkskin and a simple cap of steel. He considered a chain shirt, but decided it was best to make as little noise and be as fleet of foot as possible when bearding dragons in their personal lairs. For weapons, he wore a brace of throwing knives, each light and carefully balanced. Strapped over his back in the manner of his people was his heavy saber of hammered steel. On his belt was his broad-bladed dagger forged and drawn into the shape of an elongated leaf.

Arriving at the King’s chambers, he was vaguely surprised to find Therian wearing a light chainmail shirt, a silvered helm and bearing Seeker and Succor. Today the King seemed to have strength in his limbs, perhaps greater than the natural strength of a young man. There was color in his face, and his movements were sure and quick. 

Gruum could not help but look past the King into his private chambers as they exited. Eyeing the basalt altar before the servants could push shut the great doors, Gruum thought to see the pathetic, furry hulk of an eviscerated beast sprawled upon it.

Gruum suppressed a shudder, and averted his eyes from the corpse. What was it? An ape, perhaps? It was difficult to say. Gruum decided it was best not to ask. At least, he told himself, it was not a man.

Gruum discovered Therian studying him. Gruum returned the gaze evenly.

After a moment, Therian nodded. “You are prepared?”

“As best I can be.”

“Come.”

Therian led him to the foot of the highest of Corium’s silver towers. Gruum bit back his questions. The sorcerer would only snarl or laugh at him, and he cared for neither.

A hundred sets of stairs, totaling a thousand curved, steep, stone steps, left Gruum in a lathered sweat. His sides heaved like an abused beast of burden. Therian, however, seemed tireless. Ever did his master’s long legs flee away from him with rapid, steady strides.

All through the climb, he and Therian said nothing. Gruum was determined to ask no questions. He would not speak first, not even if his Lord marched to the top of this accursed tower and threw himself from the cupola. Not a word would he speak. He let himself become stubbornly focused on this vague, half-imagined contest of wills, and it became something that kept him going.

When at long last they reached the highest watch chamber, directly beneath the conical, silvered roof itself, Gruum staggered and doubled over, hugging the tower walls. Therian paced the tower unconcernedly. His sides did not heave. His breath didn’t blow out in great white puffs. There was good color in his cheeks, but they weren’t flushed and glistening. The strength of the sacrificed creature upon the altar far below still flowed through his body. Gruum thought that the King wore this strength as a fine gentleman might wear the pelt of a great beast of the forest.

The round tower chamber had seven broad openings that allowed a fantastic view in every direction. There was no glass, nor even an iron grille to keep the careless from falling. Chill winds knifed through the openings and flung about bits of snow and ice sharp enough to cut a man’s bare, sweating face.

Therian went to stand in one of these openings. Inches from a fantastic fall, the King placed one black-gloved hand upon the stone and leaned out, looking down.

“Have a care, milord,” croaked Gruum, struggling to straighten himself and come to the King’s side.

Therian turned his head to look back at Gruum, and there, a ghost of a smile did play upon his thin, pale-blue face.

Gruum scowled and blinked, realizing in an instant that he had broken his vow—he had spoken first. He had lost he contest. And what was worse, Therian’s smile confirmed that it had indeed been a contest. For a brief flash Gruum wanted nothing more than to shove Therian out into the frozen space that yawned below.

Therian saw this flash of anger, and the ghostly smile broke open to show a few fine, white teeth. The King turned back to the view, with no more concern than before.

Gruum rested his hands on his knees and stared at his lord’s back for a moment, sides still heaving. Would such a fall kill a Sorcerer? Would the world be a better place for it?

Gruum wiped the sweat from his upper lip before it could freeze there. He swallowed and breathed more evenly. He blinked, relaxing. The moment of anger had passed.

“Gaze, my man,” spoke Therian, “Drink in the best view in beautiful Corium.”

Gruum stepped forward carefully, and put both hands upon the stone walls before leaning out of an aperture.

Stark beauty such as he had never seen before smote his eyes. All the rest of the city lay buried and invisible beneath an ocean of white mist. Not even another of the great silver towers was in sight. It seemed as if they were on an island, a tiny stone island that thrust alone above the thick clouds. Only the purple-blue peaks of the Dragon’s Breath range reached higher.

“I feel as though I could step out and walk upon the clouds,” gasped Gruum, overcome.

“And look above. Have I not returned the sun to thy face?”

Gruum raised his head and squinted into the brightest sun he had seen for months. He marveled at the feeling of its warmth upon his upturned face.

Gruum laughed. “You have indeed, milord.”

When Therian spoke again, it was from directly behind Gruum. In fact, he now hissed words into Gruum’s ear. “That is why I brought you here, Gruum. It was a matter of trust. In order to walk where we must, we have to trust one another. For nothing that we see nor hear in that place may we trust, save for each other.”

Gruum stiffened to realize the King was right behind him. Unbidden, the image of the Maiden Sloan and his hand in her escape leapt into his mind. He gazed out into open space, wondering if he were about to feel the sudden thrust of his lord’s gloved hand upon the small of his back. He longed to slam himself backward, to knock the man away, to throw himself down the narrow opening that led into the dim, spiraling stairway.

He restrained the urge and shrugged. He did not even look back over his shoulder.

He felt his lord retreat and move back to his own aperture.

“Yes. It is a matter of trust,” repeated Therian.

Gruum thought about that while he watched the swirling mist that shrouded the city far below. Corium seemed as dead and buried as the ancient kings in their snow-carpeted cairns. How much stranger a place would they soon wander?
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The trip down the spiraling steps was nowhere near as taxing as the march upward had been. Reaching the chilly corridors of the castle again, Gruum breathed easier. He followed his liege without speaking now, but also without resentment. Somehow, he reflected, the lesson had been learned. He must give his lord his trust, for good or for ill, come what may.

Only when they reached the Great Temple of Yserth did he feel concerned again. The red-robed monks at the entrance cast themselves upon the stones at the approach of the King and the tall iron doors swung open silently. Gruum followed Therian inside with misgivings. He had never dealt directly with the purveyors of Hyborea’s ancient religions.

A thin dragon priest by the name of Lin met them inside. They waited politely for the masked man to finish a benediction that involved the slicing of flesh and scales from a feebly struggling geyser lizard.

The dragon priest uttered low words of Dragon Speech, and the sound of them made Gruum’s lips curl away from his teeth.

Having finished the ritual, Lin turned to Therian and bowed deeply. “Welcome to the home of Yserth, Lord! To what do we owe this honor?”

“I require the finest sacrificial reptile from your pens, High One,” replied Therian.

“Another? So soon, Lord? Has the last one gone missing perhaps?”

Therian stared at the man for a cold second. The other attempted an affable smile, but failed.

“I am not accustomed to repeating a request.”

“Of course. I’m sorry, sire. Acolyte!” shouted Lin, clapping his hands and gesturing at a shaven youth. He indicated the lizard slumped upon the altar, “Be quick, wrap up this creature for the King’s pleasure!”

The acolyte hastened to obey, but halted when the King uplifted his black-gloved hand.

“I am offended,” said Therian quietly.

A shiver went through the room. Gruum widened his stance and quickly took a mental headcount. There were seven priests in the chamber, perhaps as many acolytes, but they were merely boys. None of the priests were armed, but who knew what might be hidden beneath their flowing red robes or what sorcery they might be able to summon.

“Pray forgive me, sire,” said Lin.

Therian indicated the lizard. “You suggest that this half-dead reptile is your best?”

The priest spoke quickly, stammering his words, “It is only that such beasts are so difficult to breed, sire. Every year they grow more scarce. We can hardly maintain our holiday offerings as it is.”

Therian nodded. He turned to Gruum. “Slay this dissembling fool.”

It was Gruum’s turn to stammer. His mind played over the situation rapidly. He went from shock to anger in a moment. Another test? He had had enough of such things. Certainly, he wanted no animosity from the priests, but they had all heard the command from their King.

With a smooth motion, he drew his heavy saber from over his shoulder and swept it downward in a killing stroke. Such was the speed of his attack that the priest had no time to fumble his dagger free of his robes.

A shower of sparks burst over the cowering priest’s head. A loud clash of steel echoed in the chamber. Succor was out and had barely intercepted the saber on its glittering arc through the air. Therian had caught Gruum’s saber within the inner curve of Succor blade, turning away the killing blow at the last possible moment. Both blades had come to rest upon the sobbing priest’s shoulder.

Gruum looked at Therian in confusion and wonderment. How had he moved so quickly?

“I’ve changed my mind,” said Therian simply.

Therian strode to the altar where the pathetic reptile lay. He raised Seeker high and spoke vibrant words that could not be contained by the ears of those present.

He smote the beast and the altar a mighty blow. The stone cracked and shattered. Chunks of burnt rock showered the priests who placed their hands over their eyes in fear.

Gruum watched, open-mouthed, as Seeker sprang free of Therian’s hand and hung in the air over the altar, shimmering and twisting of its own accord, like a strand of gossamer in a morning breeze.

Slowly, diffidently, Therian reached for the hilt, like a man grasping for the head of a venomous serpent. It dodged, but finally he snatched it back from the air, and sheathed it.
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As they walked away, Gruum glanced back toward the Great Temple. Priests, monks and acolytes looked after them with mixed emotions. Gruum lifted a cage and tapped the bars with his saber. Inside, a magnificent geyser lizard snapped at the blade and hissed.

“This one looks lively enough, sire,” said Gruum. “Just shows you what you can get if you ask nicely enough.”

Therian said nothing, but a quiet smile played upon his face.

“I’m surprised you would deal with the priesthood so off-handedly,” said Gruum.

“A quick, hard blow quiets a vicious beast sooner than platitudes.”

“But can’t they become powerful allies? Are they not masters of the same arts that you labor at?”

Therian laughed derisively, “they believe themselves masters, but in truth they are dabblers. They have forgotten so much over the past centuries of my father’s rule as to be amazed by any parlor trick I care to perform for them.”

Gruum didn’t respond to this, thinking Therian was perhaps taking the priests too lightly. He mentally shrugged. What was done was done. 

A moment later Therian spoke again, “The speed of your attack surprised me.”

“Likewise did your parry,” returned Gruum.

“I find it hard to fault a man who obeys my commands with such blinding speed and an utter lack of hesitation.”

“Indeed, sire. It is, after all, a matter of trust.”

Although they didn’t look at one another, both men smiled.

They walked for nearly half an hour, winding their way down to the bottom of the Palace. Finally, Therian stopped in the middle of a long, dusty passage and fiddled with rough spots in the marble walls. A click sounded. The King beckoned and disappeared into the secret entrance.

With a sigh and a final glance about him at the world of light and humanity, Gruum followed his lord into the darkness.
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Their path led deeper into the Earth than Gruum had ever been—far deeper than he ever cared to be. For seven levels there was still brick and mortar, ancient and crumbling though it may be. After the seventh level of forgotten depths they descended into caverns of dark basalt. Deeper still, the caverns became unclean and ran with steamy liquids. They crept through damp passages that hadn’t seen human traffic in an age, if ever.

“Sire,” said Gruum at last, “Are we descending to Hell itself this day?”

Therian paused and thought for a moment. “In a way, we are doing just that.”

Gruum asked no more questions. When they reached the twelfth level beneath the castle, Therian led the way down a passage that seemed to go nowhere.

He indicated a large crevice in the in the floor. The opening led down into utter darkness. “You will need to remove your scabbard from your back. It’s a tight squeeze.”

Gruum balked at this. “You want to go down a crack in the floor into nothingness! How will we get back up?”

“There is another way out, deeper still,” said Therian.

Gruum eyed Therian dubiously. “If your wish is to lead me off and slay me where my body will never be found, milord, this spot will do as well as any.”

Therian sighed. “Follow or not, as you will,” he said as he lowered the caged lizard on a cord into the crevice. The cord went down a great distance indeed, it seemed to Gruum. Finally, Therian tossed down the cord and slipped his legs into the blackness.

Gruum watched, scowling and fidgeting with his saber’s hilt, as the Earth swallowed the King.

Swearing an oath to the High Mother, Gruum knelt and unbuckled his sword from his back. Holding the scabbard in his teeth, he slid down into the unknown.
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“Let yourself drop,” said Therian, an unfathomable distance below. 

Save for his own labored breathing, his Master’s voice was the only thing Gruum could hear. He could see nothing, as the lamp they carried had gone out during the descent. 

In case he was dropping to an ignoble death, Gruum loosed a battle cry and stopped clutching the stone walls. He dropped into an unknown space, roaring all the way down.

The fall went on for a long time, too long. It felt as if he were hanging in space, not falling at all… But he knew that he still fell.

In that terrible moment, Gruum knew that the fall would indeed go on forever, that Therian had led him to an abyss and urged him to drop into the maw of some vast underground behemoth. It made him sad and angry to end his life as a witless dupe, an idiot sacrifice to a dark god.

Then he splashed into a limpid puddle of noxious water and rolled down a gentle slope until he regained his footing. Feeling about himself in the dark, he found the comforting weight of his saber. He took it up in both hands and grasped the hilt. 

“Can you light a lamp, sire?” he asked. His aching sides heaved.

“You cannot see?”

“Nothing, milord.”

“Ah, I’ve forgotten. You don’t possess the eye of the dead. You have acted more bravely than I realized, Gruum.”

“Thank you, Lord. The light?”

Therian spoke alien words. A wan, greenish light loomed in the chamber. Gruum fixed his hungry eyes on the source, and saw it was the blade of Succor itself. He shuddered in the face of more sorcery.

“Would not a lamp have served just as well?” Gruum asked.

“Not where we journey.”

Gruum examined their surroundings. The crack in the ceiling was a dozen feet above their heads. It tore a hole up through the roof of what seemed to be a temple, not unlike the one far above in the castle. The crevice split through a grand fresco depicting a black dragon in the act of devouring the Moon and the stars. Directly below the crack lay the puddle he had fallen into. The puddle seemed more like a blasted crater now that he could see it clearly.

“Where are we, milord? And what befell this place?” asked Gruum.

“We are in the fallen temple of Anduin. Great tragedies played here beneath the land long ago.”

“I don’t see the altar.”

Therian indicated the crack in the ceiling and the crater in the center of the room. “The ancient priests delved too deeply into their art, I can only assume. The altar was consumed long ago.”

“And what do you think cut through the ceiling? A bolt from above?”

Therian indicated the crater and the opening above it. “I believe it was torn by the claws of whatever they summoned. It apparently consumed the altar—and quite possibly the cabal that invoked it—then sought freedom by clawing its way up through crust of the earth.”

Gruum shuddered at the thought of such a creature loosed upon the kingdom. Where had it gone to? Then he had a thought, and he looked at Therian in sudden understanding. “We’ve come here to perform a ritual.”

Therian took up the caged lizard and placed it where the altar had been blasted to fragments so very long ago.

“The cantrip is a dangerously powerful one, and I’ve never attempted to open a way for anyone besides myself,” Therian told him. “Are you ready?”

Gruum took up a flagon of wine from his side. He drank deeply of it. Unable to speak, he nodded to Therian, wiping his bearded mouth with his sleeve.
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Before the rituals had reached their grisly end, Gruum was left wishing that he had brought enough wine to numb his senses. The geyser lizard hissed and thrashed so desperately that he was moved to feel for the tiny, cold life that leaked out upon the floor of the temple.

“You have no need of a true altar, lord?”

Therian shook his head. “Sorcery comes not from the altar, but from the place that surrounds it, and from the skill of the sorcerer that invokes it.”

Therian worked for a time in silence except for the occasional scrabbling of the lizard. Then distantly, from far above them, came a tiny tumbling sound. A loose rock rattled down the crack above their heads and splashed down into the pool Gruum had landed in.

Therian and Gruum looked overhead, craning their necks.

“Someone comes, Lord,” said Gruum in a whisper. Quietly, he reached over his shoulder and grasped the hilt of his saber.

“‘Tis possible,” said Therian thoughtfully. He wiped sweat from his face with the back of his wrist. His hands dripped gore. 

“What man might have followed us?”

“These catacombs are home to many things other than men,” said Therian, smiling at Gruum’s alarmed expression. “In any case, I must hasten. Keep a sharp eye out.” 

Therian set to work in earnest, working his spell. For a tense time, Gruum eyed the ceiling and the darkest corners of the ruined temple with suspicion until his neck ached and his sides ran with cool sweat.

Finally, Therian straightened, breathing hard and flushed from his work. “There, it is prepared.”

Gruum nodded, he knew what was coming next, and he squinched his eyes in anticipation. He winced as Therian began to speak. Would the words of a true dragon be so painful to the ears and so grating upon the nerves? Probably, he thought, they would be infinitely worse.

A thunderclap sounded in the chamber. Gruum was bowled over by the force of it. He came back up in a crouch, blade drawn.

A swirling vortex shimmered and twisted there upon the floor. As Gruum watched, open-mouthed, the vortex loomed up like flame to lick the ceiling where the crack yawned overhead. Many colors chased one another over its surface, blue, silver, crimson and honey-gold.

“By the Nine Devils, man! What have you wrought?” cried Gruum.

“I have opened a Dragon’s Maw.”

Hot gusts of wind blasted out from the vortex. Their hair whipped into their eyes with stinging force.

Then a new sound came to Gruum’s ears, an odd, feral, human sound, like that of a mad man in the grip of a raging fit. Gruum tore his eyes from the vortex to look back toward the source of the sound.

Lin’s red robes fluttered wide like the wings of a giant bat from the southern jungles. His dagger was held high, and the light of fanatical hatred shone in his drug-yellowed eyes. Loose lips slavered a slurry of blood and spittle.

“Blasphemy!” Lin screeched.

Gruum dodged the man’s crazed charge, setting out a boot to catch his attacker’s ankle as he passed. Lin went flying. Gruum slashed with his saber as Lin fell. He laid open the man’s robes and drew a deep line across his back. 

Unfazed, Lin bounced back up and flung himself at them again. This time Therian stepped forward. With a smooth, effortless stroke of Seeker, he decapitated the priest.

Therian lifted the head by the hair and looked into the dead eyes.

“A shame to be forced to slay such a brave man,” said Gruum.

“This one’s bravery came from narcotic smoke and stealth,” Therian snorted. “Sober and standing under the gaze of a Dragon, his heart would stop dead.”

Gruum eyed the vortex, and wondered if his own heart would soon be put to just such a test.

Therian put a hand on Gruum’s shoulder and gestured toward the dark passages from which Lin had apparently come. A party of figures bearing torches approached.

Gruum lifted his sword and assumed a stance. He counted heads swiftly. “Nine, sire. But—what is that thing on the leash?”

“A walking serpent,” said Therian. “I had thought my father had slain them all. It is used to hunt in the depths as a lord may use hounds in the forests.”

Gruum again became aware of the vortex. While he had been distracted by Lin’s attack, the blasting winds from the vortex had been slowed, grown softer. Now they paused completely for a time, as might a slumbering man between breaths. Soon however, the passage of wind began again. But this time, it drew back the breath it had exhaled before.

Therian glanced at the vortex. “Soon, we will be gone from this place, but the time is not yet right.”

The nine priests approached them, fanning out. Two had crossbows, into which they loaded bolts.

“We do not have long, sire. They have crossbows.”

“I assume, priests,” Therian shouted across the chamber, addressing the advancing party. “That you have come in hunt of the madman Lin, and are motivated to arm yourselves by a natural concern for my safety.”

One of the priests stepped forward. He wore a grand turban-like headdress of rattling reptilian hides. Beneath the headdress a flowing cowl obscured his face. His robe hung to the stones at his feet and was a vibrant vermilion with a metallic sheen. “We, the Dragon Priests of Hyborea, beseech thee, our monarch. Please come away from this ancient place of honor and worship. Commit no more sacrilege in this holy place, lest you awaken powers undreamt of and release them upon our ailing country.”

All the while High Priest spoke, the others advanced so that they formed a half-circle less than a hundred steps away. They still advanced, but at a slow, wary pace.

Therian lifted Lin’s head up and mounted it upon the tip of Seeker. He held it high, as a victorious knight might hold aloft a rival’s head upon the steel-shod tip of his lance.

“Lin died swiftly, as will any who seek to give their rightful ruler commands.”

Therian spoke three unnatural syllables. Lin’s head burst into flames. The hair curled and stank. The face melted and ran like bubbling wax. Soon, the charred skull could be seen through the flickering tongues of fire.

At this, the priests halted their advance.

The High Priest stepped forward and spread his arms overhead. The vortex’s winds caused his vermilion robe to luff and flutter like a ship’s sails. He spoke painful words, and cut a glowing rune in the air. A frosty blast of air and needle-like ice particles struck Therian and Gruum. The flaming skull Therian still held aloft was extinguished.

“Another sorcerer,” moaned Gruum. He eyed the chamber around him, looking for a likely route of escape. None readily presented themselves. 

Gruum noticed then that the wind from the vortex was building up again. But this time, it was sucking in air, rather than blasting it out. A long moaning sound grew in intensity as the sucking breach inhaled.

Therian examined the charred, frozen skull of the late Lin. He nodded appreciatively, and then addressed the High Priest. “I’m glad, believe it or not, that the priesthood hasn’t forgotten all of their arts. They were so long forbidden by my father. I will give you this, High Priest: I will rescind all laws against the practice of sorcery in our lands. I will encourage it among the priesthood, and even fund research from my own coffers.”

The High Priest seemed surprised. The others looked from one to another, for the first time confused and uncertain. 

“My Lord, your offer is generous, and for some reason I believe it to be genuine. I ask only one addition to your terms: that none save the ordained Dragon Priests be allowed to delve into the ancient arts.”

Therian stepped forward. “I will not add this restriction.”

“Then, sire, we are sadly at an impasse.”

Therian nodded. “I would know, then, the name of the brother sorcerer with whom I am about to do battle.”

This statement made the other priests shuffle and glance at one another. They gripped their weapons with tense hands.

“I am Vosh, of the twelfth circle.”

“Vosh?” asked Therian, and Gruum looked up to see a concerned expression upon his lord’s face. He could not recall having seen such an expression ever before.

Therian spoke sidelong to Gruum. “Prepare to flee. I do not believe I can defeat him.”

Gruum’s mouth sagged.

To Vosh, Therian shouted: “The same Vosh who served my great-great-great-grandfather during the Barbarian Purges?”

“The same.”

“Then—that would make you six.... No, seven centuries old?”

Slowly, Vosh removed the headdress and allowed his flowing cowl to fall away. Thusly, he revealed not a face, but a bare, fleshless skull. Two green embers burned in the depths of the empty eye-sockets. 

“Yes, boy-king,” said the lich, its jawbone working as it impossibly formed the words. Its voice rose in volume and now boomed from the walls like that of a giant. “For those who learn the truest depths of our art, there is no death, just slumberings and awakenings. You are well-educated, Therian, and skilled—and bold. It shames me to slay you, but even I have a master whose wishes must be obeyed.”

During the conversation, the vortex winds had risen up to steady howl. Gruum glanced at the hungry swirling mass of magic. It now looked to him more like a mouth than anything else. How powerful would the winds become? Therian backed a step or two toward the vortex. Gruum reluctantly followed his example. He fervently hoped that his death would be a clean one, if it were to come this day.

Across the chamber, the priests were having second thoughts as well. Having learned the true nature of the creature they had escorted to this wretched place, two of the priests turned and bolted for the dark passages that led up to the distant world of light and sanity.

Vosh stepped to one of the men who bore a crossbow. He indicated the fleeing men with his rippled, white hand of fleshless bone. “Slay that one.”

The crossbowman did as he was bid. Trembling, he shot his weapon. The bolt flew true, and pierced the back of one of the deserters, who flopped and wailed upon the ancient flagstones, turning dust to mud with his lifeblood.

Vosh’s skull nodded in approval. The lich then crooked the bones of his long-dead hand. The crossbowman staggered close to the creature, drawn against his will.

“You are a brave one,” said Vosh. “Brave, obedient and skilled. It shames me, but I have need of your bright, young soul.”

The crossbowman fell to his knees and crawled up to the lich, who did place the network of bones that had once been a fleshy palm upon the man’s head. The screams were immediate, and continuous. Soon, they became pathetic, hoarse bellowings. The man chewed his tongue loose and spat it out, but still the raving screams went on, and still, though blood ran from his mouth, ears and eyes, he could not pull his head from the caressing touch of the lich.

Therian and Gruum watched the proceedings with the dread that all mortal creatures feel when faced with the walking dead.

“What are we to do, Lord?” asked Gruum. “Should you not act?”

“Wait.”

“Lord, if the lich should touch me, I beg of thee to wield your blades and relieve my shoulders of the weight of my head.”

“I trust you would do the same,” smiled Therian grimly.

“Of course, sire.”

Both of them backed a step toward the vortex, then another.

The crossbowman was now little more than a withered husk. At last the screams quieted. The lich released the corpse, which slumped down like a flaccid wineskin, drained of its contents.

Like a man taking a deep draught of fresh, mountain air, the lich seemed to swell. It gave an unearthly cry that took Gruum several seconds to identify. It was laughter.

“Now,” said Therian. “It is sotted with the ecstasy of a fresh soul. Come.”

Therian turned and ran toward the vortex. He hurled Lin’s skull at the breach, which swallowed it whole and made a brilliant, silent flash of cold light. “It is too early,” screamed Therian over the roar of the vortex, “but we must chance it.”

Behind them, the lich had taken notice of their flight, his other men had vanished, but they had left behind the walking serpent and two bodies. He touched each of the corpses and they did spring up and shamble forward in pursuit of Therian and Gruum.

“There is no escaping me, boy-king,” roared Vosh’s voice inside their minds, which was the only place they had ever heard it.

Gruum neared the screeching vortex, wondering if it might be better to face the lich. He staggered an involuntary step toward it.

“It draws us in!” cried Gruum over the roar of the thing.

“Take my hand.”

“No,” cried Gruum, “Let us turn upon our enemies. Let me die with my blade in my hand!” 

“When we enter,” shouted Therian, “make sure to get all of your person inside the twisting cone of it. If we get separated, stay inside the cone and do not let your hands nor feet slip beyond its limits.”

Gruum shook his head fearfully and edged away.

“Very well then,” said Therian. He stepped behind Gruum and slapped his legs out from beneath him with the flat of Succor’s blade. “In you go!”

Gruum felt himself lifted up and drawn into the swirling vortex.

A crossbow bolt, fired by a dead man, snapped near them, then was caught up in the vortex and sucked way into nothingness.

Gruum screamed wordlessly. Spittle flew from his open mouth to be sucked into the magical storm just before he entered it himself.
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Home. Gruum slumbered, dreaming lightly in that half-aware state that can be so delicious when one is warm, comfortable and unhurried. Nearby, orange flames danced upon a stone hearth. Outside his family’s lodge, horses nickered and scratched their sharp hooves in the earth, drawing dark lines in the grassy steppe. 

Gruum?

Who called? he wondered. His father, surely. Perhaps the horses needed attention, perhaps the new foal had finally come out at pasture. Whatever it was, it would wait.

Gruum, where are you?

Frowning in his sleep, he rolled to one side, grabbing at his cloak. It seemed oddly cold. Perhaps the fire was dying.

Gruum, wake up.

A cold, bestial claw gripped his shoulder and shook him cruelly.

Gruum jerked awake. The movement was enough to dislodge him from his perch and send him sliding headfirst down the glass-slick, carven rocks. Far from home and hearth, the nighttime world around him was cold, bitterly cold. He scrabbled for purchase upon the black rocks, but found none. He came to the ledge, slipped over the edge of it. He lost his grip upon his saber and it rattled and clanged down into the void. For an awful moment he hung there above the yawning abyss.

Just as he was about to follow his weapon, a powerful hand gripped his arm and lifted him back up onto the ledge.

“You almost escaped,” said Therian. 

In the dim light, Gruum heard more than saw his wintry smile. Gruum straightened and looked at Therian in confusion. “Escaped what?”

“Life,” Therian replied. Another smile. Therian then turned and climbed up the way Gruum had just fallen.

Gruum came after him, more slowly. “Where are we, sire?”

“In the Dragon’s Maw.”

“But where is the vortex?”

Therian extended his hand and pointed upward with a long, slim, black-gloved finger.

Gruum tilted his head back and looked overhead. Above them, shrouded in roiling mists, rippled the vortex.

“How will we ever get back up there?”

Therian chuckled grimly. “When swallowed by a creature, one rarely exits the same way that one entered.”

Gruum didn’t like the sound of that. He swept his head from side-to-side. It seemed they were upon a distant mountain crag of black rock, climbing to an even higher peak. It was a black night. No sun, moon, nor stars were in evidence.

“Then we have been devoured?”

“In effect.”

Gruum saved his breath for climbing. Black, glassy obsidian cut with crude steps created a steep, treacherous stairway up the side of the crag.

A sound came to them after a time. It was the long, low howl of an unseen beast. They paused and looked about them, but it seemed impossible to locate the source of the sound.

“I’ve lost my saber, milord,” hissed Gruum.

“Keep a sharp eye,” said Therian. “In this place, you may see it again.”

They continued climbing. Each dozen steps, Gruum looked about, feeling certain that they had reached the summit, but always the mist parted just above them to reveal another dozen steps.

After a time Gruum had the impression that they were spiraling, and that perhaps they climbed a spire of rock that was wound about by steps. The curvature of the spiral seemed to be tightening, indicating they were nearing the top.

“We climb a spiral stairway,” said Gruum with certainty. “Is this why you led me to the top of the silver tower in Corium? To see if I could take it?”

Therian made no reply.

Perhaps an hour later, it was difficult to say, they reached the last step. It led out upon a glassy plain of black rock that topped the crag. In the midst of the plain squatted an ancient building of hewn and fitted basalt boulders. The windows gleamed with the yellow light of a fire.

“The Inn,” said Therian, and headed toward it. After the long climb, Therian was left breathing hard and Gruum was badly winded. 

Gruum followed his master, staggering a bit, and wondered what manner of Inn there might be in such a place. But before they reached the entrance to the Inn, Vosh’s dead things ambushed them.

Gruum barely had time to tug his dagger loose from his belt when one of the things fell upon them. Therian traded sword strokes with the other; Succor rang, sparked and flashed as the King parried. Seeker flashed out, slashing in arcs that glittered in the dim light. Gruum’s attacker, having run out of crossbow bolts, simply attempted to bludgeon Gruum with the crossbow itself.

Gruum suffered a glancing blow to the head, but slid under it, thrusting up into the vitals with his broad-bladed dagger. The creature’s belly parted with an odd tearing sound, but otherwise it ignored the attack. It lifted the crossbow for another blow.

Gruum jumped up and circled, ducking another wide swing. This time he slashed at the thing’s face, gashing it open. The creature’s jaw sagged open, unhinged by his cut, but it was not in the slightest deterred. The crossbow caught Gruum on the third try and dashed him to the ground. Gruum rolled away and kicked as his opponent closed for the kill.

The monster went over the edge of the plateau and tumbled down into the darkness. Gruum rose up painfully. Therian knelt over the remains of the second dead thing.

“Milord?”

“I yet live,” said Therian.

Gruum came to his side. The creature Therian had fought was in a dozen pieces. The pieces—limbs, torso and two halves of a split skull—still squirmed. They seemed to quiver and twist with purpose. They edged toward one another, perhaps attempting to reform a whole body again.

“I believe that is yours,” said Therian quietly.

Gruum looked at the sword Therian indicated. A set of severed fingers still twitched and grasped at the hilt.

Gruum reached for the sword, but Therian raised a cautionary hand.

“It may be your weapon, or it may be only a reflection.”

Gruum licked his lips. His hand hovered for a moment. “A man without a weapon in this place is as forlorn as a man with a cursed blade,” he said at last. He brushed away the fingers, which tremored and writhed like disturbed earthworms at his touch, and grabbed up the saber.

In his hand, it felt real enough. He eyed the blade and thought to see a silvery glint there that had no obvious source. He cut at the air experimentally. The weapon seemed sound enough. If anything, it seemed lighter and of better balance than he recalled.

Therian eyed him as he did so. “Tell me, Gruum, did you dream?”

“When, milord?”

“When I awakened you, and you tumbled down the steps and lost the blade.”

Gruum frowned, trying to recall the elusive moments of a dream torn asunder. “I—I think I did, sire.”

“And what deals did you do?”

“Deals?”

Therian was up and came close to him, peering into his face. “What did you see there? Who did you meet?”

Gruum took a step backward. He could not help but notice that Seeker and Succor were still in the King’s hands. “Nothing, milord. I met no one.”

Therian eyed him closely, as if he were not to be believed. “Tell me, Gruum, was it a good dream?”

“Yes,” nodded Gruum, “I dreamt of home. I dreamt of a warm fire on the hearth in my family lodge. It’s been seven years since I’ve felt such friendly warmth.”

Therian nodded. He sheathed his curved blades and turned back to the undead thing at his feet.

Gruum poked at the crawling body parts with the tip of his saber. “Does this mean that Vosh is somewhere near?”

“Possibly.”

At the doorstep of the Inn, Therian faltered. He stumbled and went to one knee. Gruum knelt beside him in concern.

“What is it?”

“My strength is leaving me,” hissed back Therian.

Gruum rose and offered his lord a hand. Therian pushed it away and hoisted himself up with great effort. With slow, painful steps he reached for the Inn’s thick door.

“The strength of the ape has finally given out?”

Therian only nodded and hobbled forward.

“But, what of the men that attacked us?” asked Gruum.

“They weren’t men. They were only dry husks. Souless.”

Gruum thought about that and shuddered. Therian could only feed upon the living? How far was Therian from becoming like Vosh? How many years of sorcery would it take?

The heavy, iron-strapped door of the Inn swept open at their knock. Yellow light flooded out and silhouetted a figure. The Innkeep was a friendly woman of the sort you might meet at a marketplace or scullery hall in any town. Here however, in such a desolate spot, her squat, matronly figure seemed oddly-placed.

“Here, here,” she said as she threw the oaken door wide and illuminated their faces with friendly, warm firelight. They entered gratefully.

She quickly saw Therian needed help. Her thick arms lifted the king’s arm and together she and Gruum walked him into the common room. The Inn’s oaken door slammed shut behind them. Heavy bolts were shot home.
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The interior of the Inn was just as strange and dreary as the exterior. 

“Oi,” said the Innkeep when they had Therian slumped at a table near the fire. “A cold bitter night with rain in store upon the dawn, mark me! Lucky for you I can’t sleep this long winter eve. If I had slept, you might’ve spent hours banging on my door, for I sleep like a lump of coal, I do!”

“Aye, that she does,” said a younger man with a barrel chest and legs like two tree trunks. He came out from behind the bar into the common room with a welcome pair of mugs in his grasp. Beer frothed from the mugs as he set them upon the table with a friendly nod.

“I’m Gertrice, I am,” said the Innkeep. “And this here is my witless son, Cagen.”

Cagen laughed good-naturedly. Gruum reckoned that he had at least half a wit.

“So, Lord Therian, who is your companion? Or am I rude to be asking?”

“This is Gruum, madam, my most loyal vassal.”

Gruum blinked at the title.

Gertrice eyed Gruum expectantly.

 “I’ve a question, madam,” said Gruum, “You mentioned a long cold night. Do I take this to mean that it is sometimes day here?”

Gertrice and Cagen laughed at that. “Why, we may be a bit out of the way, but it isn’t so dismal as all that now!”

Gruum frowned, but Therian caught his eye. Therian shook his head, indicating that he should drop it. Gruum nodded and smiled at the two strangers, wondering if they even realized where they were.

“Oh!” cried Gertrice, “I’m getting too old, I am! We’ve not tended to your horses. Cagen!”

Cagen rushed for the door.

Gruum raised his hand to stop him. “Do not trouble yourselves, we are on foot this eve.” Inside, he wondered how anyone could possibly get a horse up those stone steps. A mountain goat might not have survived it.

“No horses?” asked Cagen, disappointed.

“A shame,” sighed Gertrice. “We’ve not seen horses for—” her eyes clouded over. “For a long time.”
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Later, after they had supped and half-crept, half-fallen into soft beds of goose down, Therian explained, “They know not where they live. It is as a single, endless night to them, and they are in a waking dream. Always they speak to me of the dawn, but morning never comes.”

“Seems like someone ought to tell them the truth.”

Therian laughed. “What for you is truth is another’s lie here. Your words would only disturb them.” 

Gruum thought about that with sagging eyelids. He doused the candle at his bedside and lay back with a sigh. “I wonder if the dawn they wait for will ever come to this place,” he said.

“Oh aye, it will come. Probably long after you and I have ceased to be, but it will come, and I for one would be glad for a quick death upon that distant morn.”

Gruum frowned in the darkness. He opened his mouth to ask—but then thought the better of it. 

Sleep came quickly, like an assassin out of the shadows. It stole to his bedside and overpowered his mind, and he felt as if he were suffocating.

Thrashing about, the Inn’s ancient sheets tore and crumbled to dust at his rough touch. He gasped for air, but could not awaken.

And then the dreams began.
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Gruum found himself at the foot of granite steps. He looked up to see the stairs led to the top of a dais, upon which squatted a great throne of carven basalt. Therian kneeled beside the black throne, upon which sat a lithe female figure with luminous eyes of pale green. The Lady had skin of the palest blue, as might the most frail of the Hyborean highborn. Raven hair and silky skin gave her ethereal beauty. Small breasts floated beneath her gown, a gauzy green fabric that matched her eyes and shimmered when she moved.

Therian and she seemed intent upon a conversation, which Gruum found difficult to hear.

Bowing his head again in reverence, Gruum took cautious steps up the dais, kneeling after each stride. Finally, he came close enough to hear the hushed words of the others.

“I contend that I could do naught else, milady,” said Therian earnestly.

“Yserth laughs at me. Should you become my champion, ever will he point to the day when Vosh chased you from the field as a maid might shoo vermin away from a kitchen.”

“But then Vosh had Yserth’s patronage to call upon. The contest was uneven.”

“Perhaps. I ask you this, Therian: What creeping dog of yours dares approach the green eyes of Anduin, the Black Queen?” 

Gruum felt their eyes turn to him, but he dared not raise his head to face them.

“It is my loyal servant, Gruum, milady.”

“Loyal? Already this dog has betrayed you.”

Gruum felt a flush come over him. His face reddened and his heart pounded in his temples.

“How so?” Therian asked quietly.

Gruum felt cold sweat run down his sides.

“He has stolen your love, and your hopes for an heir.”

“Ah,” said Therian easily, “I know this.”

Gruum chewed his lip, mind racing. He thought of when he had been in the high tower with Therian’s hand upon his back. The King had known of Gruum’s deeds, but had restrained himself. How hard a decision it must have been for Therian to not shove him out into space.

Anduin sucked in her breath. “Indeed? And the dog yet lives? You are a thinker Therian, you intrigue me.”

“He is not a dog, but rather a jackal. He has proved useful to me.”

She addressed Gruum, “Raise thine eyes, jackal.”

Gruum felt compelled to obey, and he met the goddess’s pale green eyes for the first time. Never had he seen a deeper beauty.

She released him, and he dropped his eyes again, shuddering.

“Very well,” said Anduin, “I have allowed Vosh into my domain. You will face him again, and this time you will not flee.”

“I will stand, milady.”

“And then you must retrieve my children, as we agreed, and lastly,” here she looked down upon Gruum again, he could feel her eyes upon him, “you must retrieve that which this jackal has stolen.”

Therian hesitated, “these tasks will light the sun again?”

Anduin laughed, a cold sound like the rattling of icicles. “No, child. These things will earn you my patronage, much more must be done to rekindle the fire in the heavens.”

“I will do as you ask.”

“Then begone,” said Anduin, and Gruum felt himself struck, as if by a great beastly claw. 
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The claw struck him again, and screaming filled his ears. His eyes fluttered open to find Gertrice shaking him and striking his face.

“Rise milord, rise, please rise!” she screamed at him. She pulled her thick hand back for another slap, but he caught her wrist. 

“Why do you weep, woman?”

Sobbing, wordlessly, she pointed to the window. Gruum heard a keening cry, a mortal cry of such great fear and agony that it bordered upon the unnatural. It came from beyond the window. He threw open the shutters and looked down into the permanently night-shrouded courtyard.

There stood Vosh, in the very act of sucking the life and soul from Cagen. On his knees before the skeletal figure, Cagen howled his life away. Blood ran from his eyes and the flesh of his face sagged as if melting.

“Save him, milord, please,” wept Gertrice.

Gruum took up his saber and drew it. The blade glittered with its own light, and Gruum wondered if it might now be sharp enough to cut through the ancient bones of a lich. He began to climb out the window, but Therian’s touch slowed him.

He glanced back. Therian, half-slumped against the wall in his weakness, shook his head.

“You can do nothing.”

“Wrong,” growled Gruum, “I can at least slay the boy with one clean stroke.”

Therian shook his head again, “Then your soul would feed the lich in his stead.”

“Please, lords, I will do anything,” begged the innkeep. She grasped them and shook their shoulders.

“I am too weak to face him, milady,” said Therian. “Is there anyone else living here?”

Sobbing, she shook her head.

Therian took her chin and lifted it. As she watched, he drew Seeker. “Milady, I need your strength to defeat Vosh. Do you understand?”

Gertrice’s eyes widened. She eyed Therian’s curved blade, and the horrific truth swept over her features. 

After a terrible moment of decision, she nodded. Her eyes remained fixed upon the blade as she spoke, “Do you swear, my lord, that my boy’s soul will be freed?”

“Upon the crown of Hyborea, I do so swear, milady. Else, my soul will take the place of his.”

Gruum reached out, wanting to stop this thing, but his arms slumped back down. He saw no other way. He turned his face away, sickened.

Gertrice sagged down to her knees before Therian. He aided her with what strength he had in his weak arms. Therian spoke dark words. He raised Seeker to the ceiling and then struck off her bowed head with a single clean stroke.

A great sickly green flash enveloped Therian and power swept through him. The head thumped and rolled in front of Gruum. Gertrice’s face was forever locked in a scream of terror as she met a fate he could only guess at. He reached down, trying not to retch, and closed her eyes with his fingers.

Loosing a savage cry of from the steppes, he whirled and leapt out of the window into the courtyard.

Cagen had at last stopped screaming out his life and soul. Even as Gruum charged forward to behead the boy and end the horror, the lich finished feasting. Cagen’s husk folded upon itself and flopped down like a deflated bladder. Grotesquely limp, it sprawled at Vosh’s feet.

Gruum’s charge faltered, feeling defeated. The boy’s soul was gone. He felt ill. He circled the lich, uncertain as to how to attack such a creature. Would striking its skull from its spine slay it or only amuse it?

Vosh turned to him and cocked his skull at an odd, thoughtful angle. The creature extended a finger to indicate Cagen’s collapsed body. “Rarely, have I feasted upon so rich a soul. Extended life, rich of limb, bone and blood—it tasted of both youth and age at once. It was like a rare vintage of wine, something I’ve not savored for so many centuries.”

“Your words are wistful, Vosh,” said Therian, stepping up behind Gruum.

Gruum gulped with relief to have Therian at his side, he could hear the stolen strength surging in his lord’s voice.

Vosh addressed Therian, “Ah, well met again, young King. Our last encounter was all too brief.”

“Do you miss life, Vosh? Do you miss having flesh to hang from your bones?”

Vosh put a finger bone to his jaw, striking a philosopher’s pose. “At times, yes,” he admitted. “But there are so many tiresome details to existence when one is clad in meat. Eating, fornicating—pain and pleasure. Existence is much cleaner for me now, if a bit more dull. You will find death relaxing, I would wager.”

“I feel that life still suits me well enough.”

Vosh pointed suddenly to the dripping blade of Seeker. “Fresh blood! You have consumed the other. What a shame. I am sure that her soul would have tasted no less sweet than that of her son. Really, you should follow Yserth as I do, Therian. You would no longer need that blade. It is only a crutch you know, and by using it you taste nothing of the life you consume.”

As they conversed, Gruum and Therian each stepped a few paces apart. They now faced the lich from different angles, but the creature seemed unconcerned by their tactics.

“Perhaps I miss out upon certain unearthly pleasures,” replied Therian, lifting his swords slowly, “but I enjoy a thousand other sensations you are denied. You speak of flesh being tiresome, but then wax eloquent upon the one sensation you can still experience.”

Vosh nodded. “Touché, young one. I can’t deny your point. I take it then that you will not swear your soul to Yserth?”

Therian gave a slight shake of his head.

“Again, we are at an impasse and I’m afraid there must be conflict. It saddens me, as I truly feel a growing kinship for you.”

Gruum shuddered. Again he thought of Therian becoming like Vosh. Could he serve such a creature?

“What must be, must be,” said Therian. Then, as one, Gruum and Therian rushed to close with the monster, blades upraised.

Vosh quickly caressed the slumped form of Cagen with the web-work of bones that served as his hand. The corpse lurched up with a sickening wet sound and met Gruum.

Gruum hacked at the rubbery corpse, and it clutched at his saber. Fingers and broad slices of flesh splattered. Still, the thick arms reached for him. Gruum found himself in the horrible embrace of the dead. He struggled, but it squeezed the breath from him. The remaining fingers found a hold upon his hair and pulled great bloody patches from his scalp. He screamed.

Therian fared no better. Vosh had summoned a shadow-creature, like the one Therian had called days earlier. Smoky flesh grasped for Therian and he hacked at it. Shimmering wads of nothingness were sliced free from its body to float down and lie there quivering upon the cobblestones of the courtyard. Still it came on, and struck the king a hard blow that knocked Succor from his grasp. Another sweeping fist sent him sprawling. Therian sprang back up, and the two figures locked arms and struggled like wrestlers. Only the unnatural power in Therian’s limbs kept him from succumbing instantly.

Vosh shook his head sadly. “You fight so well. Truly, Hyborea has seen few champions that could wrestle on even terms with such a creature. I grieve that I must devour such proud souls. Know, child-king, that your passing will at least provide a burst of rare flavor upon a very discerning palette.”

With these words, Vosh approached Therian, who stood locked in an embrace with the shadow creature. The lich reached forward to caress his brow.

Gruum wheezed and felt the world blacken for a moment, such was the power in the dead limbs that gripped him. All his years of tavern fights did little to help. He scratched and kneed the slab of meat that held him, but was not rewarded with any reaction, not even a grunt from the breathless lips. Beyond his sight, he heard Therian begin his death cry, the unmistakable sound of a man losing his soul.

Desperate, Gruum pulled his dagger loose and slashed the tendons on the creature’s hands and wrists. Oblivious to the ghastly wounds, the thing simply continued to crush him. Once the hands were weakened however, it was unable to grasp him, and he wriggled free. Snatching up his saber, he raced to Therian’s aide.

Therian was on his knees, with the shadow creature and the lich stooped over him. Gruum swung his saber with everything he had. Vosh’s skull popped free and crunched down upon the cobblestones.

The skull growled in annoyance. “You can’t slay the dead, fool.”

The spell seemed to be broken, however. Vosh’s body stood up and lurched to pick up its fallen skull.

Therian stopped screaming, but still the shadow creature held him. Gruum hacked at it, too, and then he was struck from behind by Cagen’s corpse, which had shambled up behind him. The shadow creature screamed and turned on Gruum who had hurt it, and Gruum was pummeled by harsh blows from both sides. He fell and tried to crawl away, but was kicked down again.

Then Dragon speech rent the air and a great flash of light lit up the scene. The shadow creature loosed a screech and fled, seeking darkness. Therian stood with Succor, the blade of which ran with intense, rippling white fire.

Therian hacked the limbs from the zombie with a butcher’s speed and precision. He kicked the flailing parts in all directions, leaving only the flopping torso upon the cobbles of the courtyard. He then advanced upon Vosh, who sought to cast another spell.

He plunged the point of his blade through the lich’s ribcage to no good effect. Then he knocked the skull from the creature’s grasp and raised his sword to smash it to dust.

The skull spoke then, “Pray, let us strike a bargain. You are damaging me too greatly.”

“It is a trick! Strike!” urged Gruum.

Panting and bleeding, Therian loomed over the fallen skull.

“I will bargain.”

“Excellent. I grant thee free passage from this place, in turn—”

“No,” said Therian, “I will speak the terms. You must release the soul of Cagen. Then you will leave this place and never bother us again.”

“Never? Never is a long time, young one. No immortal could swear to such a thing.”

“Very well, you will not harm us again nor anyone in my kingdom, for a year and a day.”

“Done, but why do you care about the boy’s soul? It is already numbered among my favorites.”

“I have sworn to free it.”

“Ah!” said Vosh in sudden understanding. “I had counted you a fool for parlaying at all, but now I understand. A King such as you must have honor. I do agree to your terms. I do swear by the great, beating heart of Yserth, it shall be as you have spoken.”

“I do swear by the crown of Hyborea and the blood of Anduin, it shall be as we have agreed.”
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They could not bury the bodies, as there was no soil. They made crude cairns of black stone in the courtyard instead. Gruum said a few words in his native tongue, committing the lost souls to the wind and the grass beneath the bright sun. He had not much hope that his benediction would see them through their dark paths, however. 

Therian said nothing.

When Gruum had finished his ritual, and placed the last stone upon Cagen’s warped visage, the ground beneath his feet lurched. A rumbling sound, like that of a falling wall of stone, grew into a roar in his ears. Gruum fell to his face and watched in shock as their cairns were scattered and knocked asunder. Therian somehow kept his feet, riding the rippling ground as a master horseman might stand upon the bare back of a galloping pony.

Gruum felt and heard something of incredible bulk rising up behind him. Stones clattered down in a loose rain. Daring to turn his head, his jaw dropped open and he screamed, but the sound could not be heard over the din of moving stone.

The Inn had transformed. The door now stood open, emitting a red glare reminiscent of deep eternal fires. As it rose up, the door became an opening, and finally a fanged maw. The windows on the second floor shone with a pale green radiance. The windows had shifted, becoming eyes, and they regarded the two puny men in the courtyard balefully. Gruum thought to recognize those green eyes; he knew he gazed again upon the goddess he had met in his dreams. In the blackness beyond and below the great head, a long serpent’s neck extended into inky blackness.

Gruum stopped screaming as silence fell over them, broken only by the slow roaring wind of the creature’s breath and the occasional clattering of stones dropped from a great height.

Therian addressed the monstrosity. “You grace us with your true form, Anduin.”

“I had not thought it possible that a mortal could cause me grief,” came the grating reply. The voice was the sound of boulders grinding together, yet somehow these noises formed speech. So loud was the voice that Gruum felt it in his very bones. “But you Therian, have managed it this day. You have slain my innkeep, she who hath served me for millennia. It seems you have a gift for bringing strife and death wherever you journey.”

“Your teachings have worked changes upon me.”

“Perhaps. Although I believe you were a twisted spider at birth, in both body and spirit.”

“I wish only to serve you as your champion, my Lady.”

“And what of this other?”

Gruum managed to get to his feet. He saw no benefit in groveling. Life or death would be met either way, and either was best met standing. His knees felt like water, however.

“He is my servant and companion.”

“Good. I would test your quality and his. I require a sacrifice as payment for my innkeep.”

Gruum paled.

“If you require more blood, then you will have it, milady, but—”

“Yes?”

“I have your promise that I will gain the status of your champion with this act?”

Anduin grew wrathful. “You will do as I ask or you will cease to exist. Do not question my word, mortal.”

Therian bowed. “Apologies, milady.” He turned to Gruum and said simply, “defend yourself.”

Gruum, blinking in surprise, drew his saber. Without ceremony, Therian attacked. Seeker and Succor flickered in the half-light, darting out to take his life with blinding speed and precision. Gruum parried, riposted, but his saber was off-handedly beaten away and the counterstrike nearly took off his head. Gruum gave ground after that, desperately fighting for his life. With the aid of his newly enchanted blade, he fought well—in fact he knew in his heart that he had never fought better—but it was a losing struggle against the tireless Therian.

“Is this it then? All this and now vengeance?”

Therian stepped back and Gruum was glad to see the other’s inhuman sides did heave a bit. Gruum himself was bathed in sweat and nearly exhausted, but he struck an easy pose.

“You speak of my Queen,” said Therian.

“Throughout this venture I’ve felt your ire, but I did not know its source until you spoke with Anduin.”

Therian pursed his lips and lifted his eyebrows. “You heard my conversation with the Dark Lady?”

“I did, I was there, same as you.”

Therian shook his head and smiled. “Such dreams are unique to each witness.” As he spoke, he began to circle Gruum again, Seeker held high, Succor poised at waist-level.

Gruum kept pace with him, his guard up. “Just the same, you know it is I who released her. Why have you not slain me for it?”

Therian slashed low, Gruum leapt over the blade and thrust, but somehow Succor flickered up and caught the attack, deflecting it. Therian came on then, and Gruum thought to see true anger in his master’s eyes, something horrible to behold. Blows rained upon him, and his arm ached with the effort it took to parry and dodge each of them. He knew he could not last long under this onslaught.

“Don’t you even want to know why I let her go?” Gruum asked, trying not to sound desperate.

Again Therian stepped back. He made an unconcerned gesture with Seeker. “You became lustful for her charms, as would most men. You wanted to save her from her fate, to possibly possess her yourself. What more is there to say?”

“Not just that,” Gruum managed to get out, then Therian was on him again, a wolf with swords instead of fangs. Gruum’s parries became more desperate, and suddenly his leather jerkin was laid open and red line appeared upon his breast.

Again, Therian stepped back. “And what other reason would you have me believe?”

“She was destroying you. Even as you were destroying her.”

Therian laughed aloud at this, but with little humor. “Ah, I see. You did it all for me.”

Therian struck once, twice, thrice. Gruum’s blade fell from his stunned hand. Gruum lunged close. They embraced, straining. Gruum had his dagger out, but Therian easily forced back his hand.

Gasping, Gruum managed to hiss out, “it was best for you both that she escaped, so that you could focus upon your real work.”

Therian dashed him to the ground and raised his sword for the deathblow. But Gruum rolled away and grabbed up his saber even as Seeker sparked upon the cobbles.

Both men stood there for a moment, breathing hard, blades shifting in their grips. 

Finally, Therian stepped back and addressed Anduin, who quietly watched the two tiny mortals, “Would thou hast me slay so worthy a swordsman, a man that can stand before the might of a sorcerer king wielding Hyborean blades of old?”

“But is he as loyal as he is capable?” 

Therian turned back to face the panting Gruum, who had taken the respite to take up his saber again. He wiped the sweat from his palms, grimly ready to finish this fight for his life.

Therian nodded to him, and mouthed a single word, Trust.

Gruum blinked sweat from his eyes, shuffled his stance and readied himself to face death with everything he could muster.

“Loyal vassal, I require your life,” announced Therian loudly. “Lower your sword and pray Anduin will be merciful to your wandering spirit, which will forever haunt his place.”

Gruum’s sword arm sagged a fraction. He knew he could never defeat Therian. With the full strength of a fresh soul in him, he was far too powerful, even without the aid of sorcery.

He met Therian’s piercing gaze.

Trust. Gruum thought he understood. He recalled Therian’s hand upon his back in the cold and lonely tower that now stood so far above them in the clean, sweet air of Earth. Again he stood at the edge of an abyss. Again he must prove his bravery. Again he must trust his lord with his very life.

He rose up to his full height and proudly lifted his head to face Anduin. Staring into the dragon’s eyes for the first time, he extended his arms overhead and gave his death cry, a wild sound that only the horse peoples of the steppe could produce.

Therian advanced and aimed a killing stroke at his exposed neck. Gruum did nothing to stop it.

A dark whisper of smoke dashed in and grabbed Succor. Although the sword did cut deeply into the wispy hand that sought to grasp it, the blade didn’t slice all the way through the shimmering flesh. A whistling scream echoed from the creature’s mouth, a formless void made of the stuff of midnight. 

Gruum staggered back, shocked to find himself face-to-face once again with the shadow creature. He gazed for a fraction into its slitted, smoky eyes, and knew then that it was the same creature that had tried to slay him some days earlier. These same non-existent hands that had sought his throat then, now prevented his death.

“I spare thee, jackal,” said Anduin, “You will serve my champion well.”



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sullen, and in a foul mood.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Milord?” asked Gruum.

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

So saying, Therian approached the two sparring men.

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

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

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

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

“Aye! Aye!” cried the crewmen.

“Have mercy, sorcerer!” 

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

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

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

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

The terrified crewmen crawled upon the rigging and tried to cower into the very deck of the ship in their fear, but upon a small vessel at night in a frozen ocean, there was nowhere to hide. With terror and fascination, they watched the sorcerer. Even as they stared, they desperately strove to avoid his attention.
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