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Chapter
1



 

They were almost on him. Baleron’s blood chilled to hear
their howls at his back as he rode through the forest, Salthrick beside him,
both ducking their heads to avoid branches dripping moss. Sweat soaked his hair
and trickled between his shoulder blades under his plate mail.


An arrow whistled by his cheek, so
near it almost burned.


“Un
rostrig cun Gilgaroth!”
a Borchstog called behind him. “U Asguilar!”


“They’re closer,” Baleron said.


“Almost there,” Salthrick said. “I
think—”


They burst from the forest wall. Unimpeded
by roots and branches, their horses raced toward the bulk of Ichil Keep that
reared against the sky, grim and gray, pocked by lichen and moss. Baleron
turned his head to see the Borchstogs reach the edge of the forest and pause.
The sun would pain them, the clearing before the keep intimidate them. Thank the gods, he thought.


The great iron doors of Ichil
banged open, and Baleron and Salthrick darted inside. The courtyard was a huge,
bustling place like the rest of the keep, one of the largest of the border
fortresses. 


Baleron swung down as his brother
Haben, one of the king’s eldest sons as well as the lord of the keep, approached
looking breathless and surrounded by a small group of nobles. 


“Bal! All you all right? I was watching from the wall.”


“I’m fine.” Baleron’s chest still
burned from the exertion. Behind him the gates slammed closed. “A scouting
party, I think.”


“But it’s
day!” one of the nobles said. Some of the others regarded Baleron with open
disdain. “The creatures never attack under the sun.”


“Baleron’s right,” Salthrick said. His
handsome, black-bearded face was flushed and sweaty. To him they listened. “It was an organized band. Maybe part of a
bigger group, I don’t know.”


“We were just going down the road
when they attacked,” Baleron said. Then, to Haben: “You might want to prepare
your soldiers. Just in case.”


Turning to one of his retinue,
Haben said, “General, see it done. The Borchstogs probably don’t belong to a
force large enough to do us harm, but it pays to be ready. And send some riders
to scare these bastards off.” The noble bowed and departed. Others frowned at
Baleron.


They’ve
heard of me even out here. Perhaps I
should have stayed in Glorifel.


Salthrick handed him his flask, and
Baleron knocked back a steadying draught, then passed it to Haben; he and Salthrick
were old friends and he wouldn’t begrudge the captain’s spittle. 


“I’m sorry for your reception,
Bal,” Haben said, and from his tone Baleron wasn’t sure he meant the Borchstogs
or the nobles. “I was delighted when I got word you were coming to visit us.
You haven’t ventured to the border in some time.”


Baleron’s mind still raced from the
flight. He wasn’t at all sure that danger had passed. “There were ...
circumstances,” he said.


“Another duel?”



Baleron grimaced. “Duke Eplan.”


“Gods.”


“I told him he was mad,” Salthrick
said.


Haben hesitated, as if loathe to ask the obvious question, then asked anyway: “Did you win?
Of course you did. So now you’ve earned the enmity of House Eplan,
too. It’s no wonder you had to get out of Glorifel. The downward spiral continues.”


Baleron went through the motions of
stuffing and lighting a pipe, which hopefully concealed his shaking fingers. It
amazed him that they could talk so casually after what had just happened. “He tried to cut off my head, Hab. Giving him his third blood was the only way to
end the fight.”


“But there did not have to be a
duel in the first place, Bal. Gods, why do you keep doing this? Forcing these—”


A horse screamed over the din, and
Baleron’s head snapped to see his stallion sway on its feet. Froth issued from
the animal’s mouth, but it had turned red. He hurried over. Groomsmen were
trying to subdue the panicked horse, but it chomped and kicked at them.
Suddenly it sank to its knees, and Baleron knelt beside it. 


“Steady, boy. Steady.”


Avlor quieted. Blood dripped from
his chest. Something went cold inside Baleron. He’d ridden Avlor for many years
and loved him well. The horse fell over on his side, and bloody froth bubbled
at his lips and hung in pink streamers from his head. More blood coursed from
under the saddle blanket. Baleron flipped it back and cursed. A black-feathered
arrow had sunk into Avlor’s side so deep only its tip stuck up. 


“Must have lodged there during the
flight,” Salthrick said. “Worked around till it hit a lung.”


“I’m sorry,” Haben told Baleron. “Shall
I have him put down for you?”


Baleron felt sick. “It should be
me.”


“Are you sure, Bal?” Salthrick
asked. “You know I have a steady hand.”


“No.” Baleron forced himself to his
feet and unsheathed his sword. “You were a friend,” he told the horse. 


He paused. Do it. He’s in agony.
Baleron drove the blade home. The horse shuddered once, then
went still. Baleron let out a deep breath. Salthrick handed him his flask, and
Baleron knocked back another gulp.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Haben
said. “It’s no easy thing to lose such an animal.” 


As Baleron was discussing the
disposition of Avlor’s remains with a groomsman, the general Haben had had
spoken to before returned. 


“Sir, the Borchstogs have gone.”


“Send some men to track them. I
want to know what they’re up to. It’s not normal for a raiding party, if that’s
what this is, to venture so close to a place like Ichil.”


“Yes, sir.”



Haben turned to Baleron and
Salthrick. “Why don’t you two get cleaned up and meet me and the others for dinner.”
With his hangers-on, the lord of the castle vanished.


“Dinner sounds good,” Salthrick
said. “I could eat a gaurock.” 


It took nearly an hour to get
cleaned up, and Baleron was glad of the guest quarters Haben had lent him. They
weren’t spacious, but they were warm. Servants helped clean him and took his
armor away to be polished while Baleron donned a robe and descended into the
natural spring baths; Ichil Keep boasted a hot, steamy natural bath adjacent to
the catacombs, and Baleron luxuriated in the feel of the hot water against his
skin as he lathered himself and dunked his head, again and again. His fingers
still twitched from nervousness, and part of him still ached for Avlor’s loss.


I’m
not cut out for this. Splashing his face, he pictured the eyes of the
Borchstogs that had almost ridden him down, fierce and red. He had participated
in small skirmishes before, but to be surrounded by the enemy, as he and
Salthrick had been on the road ...


We
were damned lucky we made it out. Salthrick was right; we should have traveled
with a company. Baleron had wanted to keep his profile low, and his ability
to travel swift, but that clearly been a mistaken impulse. The Borchstogs, though ...


Why would an enemy raiding party
risk coming so close to the city of Ichil
and its formidable castle? Could they mean to attack? At the thought, Baleron’s
belly burned with acid. Keep it together,
Bal. If it all goes to hell, Haben will alert Master
Turran. The sorcerer’ll send for a host of riders to
relieve us from another fortress.


Wouldn’t the Borchstogs know that?


He wasn’t the only one to come to
the baths. Several other nobles had decided to partake, as well, and they gave
him a wide berth. He was used to the treatment. Done, he dressed and made his
way to the Lord’s Tower, entering the great dining hall where candelabras
blazed with light and servants walked about with glasses of wine. There were
already two score of guests here. Salthrick flirted with the serving girls. 


The new night loomed black and cold
outside, and a brooding thunderhead gathered to the south. Baleron ventured
onto the terrace to watch the storm come in. From up here he could see the
cleared slope south of the keep, then the tangled forest that led all the way
to the foothills of the Aragst Mountains, the vast range running the width of
the continent, from sea to sea, that separated the free kingdoms of the Crescent
Alliance and the soft northlands they guarded from the empire of Oslog, where
the Breaker ruled in all his terrible might and majesty.


“Rain will do us good,” a voice
said from behind, and Baleron turned to see Haben. A stiff breeze had begun to
blow, and Haben’s hair rustled in the wind.


“What are you doing out here? You
should be inside, entertaining your proper guests.”


“And you’re not proper? What is
this, Bal—self pity?”


Baleron sipped his wine, which was
quite fine. “Far from it,” he said. “Just doing my part to
maintain the festivities.” He flicked his gaze inside, to the
finely-dressed nobles, some of whom lived in the city of Ichil, some of whom had come to visit. Haben
was a well-liked figure in the kingdom, and most agreed that he would one day be
king; he was rarely without visitors.


“It’s not as if you have the
plague,” Haben said. “They wouldn’t run screaming if you joined us.”


“Oh, I’ll join you. When dinner’s
served, I’ll be the first one at the table. I need something to soak up all
this wine.”


Haben leaned against the
balustrade. “You did well today, truly. You alerted us to a grave danger and
lived. I’ve heard several people commenting on it. I’ll make sure Father hears
of it.”


“It’ll take more than me running
away from the enemy to make him forgive me, Hab.”


“Oh, I don’t know. It was your own
fault that landed you in this position, and the hole that you dug by your own
labors may also be escaped the same way.”


Baleron paused. “Haben, the men you
sent out after the Borchstogs—what did they find out?”


A dark look passed over Haben’s
face, then was gone. “They never returned.”


He steered Baleron inside, and the
younger prince surrendered. He was beginning to smell the savory scents of
dinner—roast venison and potatoes and custard, for a start. Servants came out
of the kitchens wheeling gleaming plates laden with delicious morsels, and
Baleron took a seat next to Salthrick. Normally commoners would not have been
permitted at the table, but Salthrick’s friendship with Haben ran deep. Before
becoming the captain of Baleron’s guard, Salthrick had been in Haben’s. Baleron
had never been sure exactly what Salthrick had done to deserve such dishonor as
being removed from his brother’s side and assigned to him, but he was sure it
was something suitably vile.


At the head of the table Haben
toasted his visiting brother. 


“To Prince Baleron!” the guests
echoed, with somewhat less enthusiasm.


Dinner commenced,
one course after another—roast pheasant, peas and rice, salmon encrusted with
walnuts. More toasts followed, a toast to the king, the kingdom, a toast to the
serving girl, and so on. Finally a toast came that Baleron
took interest in.


“To Rolenya,
fairest flower in the land!”


“Hear hear!”


At the head of the table, Haben
smiled. “May her wedding be joyful, and her marriage be
moreso.” 


“Ah, sod the bastard!” someone
said. “I was hoping she’d be mine!”


Coarse laughter followed, and
Baleron stabbed his fork at the man who’d spoken. “That’s my sister you’re
talking about. Still, he doesn’t deserve her.”


“No one could,” Salthrick said.


Dinner resumed. There was more talk
of Rolenya and her wedding. Some said it would be the grandest affair in the
history of either Havensrike or Felgrad, but Baleron barely listened. To his
left the comely Lydia Tines giggled and flirted with him. She was young and
blushing and wed, and she had heard of Baleron’s supposed valor earlier.


“You were so brave,” she said, more than once, leaning over so that he could
catch a glimpse of her cleavage, and squeezing his bicep. “I heard you slew a
dozen Borchstogs in your encounter, all by yourself.”


Thank
you, Haben. “That number might be a bit inflated.”


“Oh, I doubt that.” She raised her
glass to him. “My hero!” 


Salthrick nudged Baleron. “Not
again, Bal. Her father-in-law is General
Tines.”


“I was just in town visiting my
sister,” Lydia
went on. “Just me and a few retainers. You know, it is
so rare that I journey out without a chaperone.”


That
couldn’t be clearer, could it? “Your husband didn’t know I would be here.”
Baleron said.


Leaning over, she whispered,
“Perhaps we should take advantage of that.”


After dinner they retired to her
guest quarters, which Baleron was surprised to find were even smaller than his
own—Haben truly had given him one of the nicest available suites—and she proceeded
to show him why her husband rarely let her out of the house unescorted. Her
only nod to discretion was her ability to achieve pleasure in relative silence,
obviously a skill acquired to facilitate such trysts. Of course, plenty had
noticed her talking with him at dinner, and Baleron knew, not without a twinge
of sadness, that word would get out. It would not be long before Baleron had to
sharpen his dueling blade again.


Afterwards, as they lay panting in
her narrow bed, fierce rapping issued from the door.


“Hells,” Baleron said. “Please
don’t tell me your husband followed you.”


A servant’s voice called through
the door: “It’s the Borchstogs, my lady! They’re attacking!”



 

*     *    
*



 

Thunder cracked outside. Horns blared.


Feeling something tight in his
chest, Baleron hastily pulled on his clothes and quit Lydia’s bedroom. She gave him a
quick kiss and he was gone. His armor had not yet been polished and returned to
him, so he descended to the courtyard, where hundreds of soldiers gathered at
the armory. Side by side with them, he donned the common armor he was dealt and
mounted the wall, where Salthrick took him to Haben. 


Rain beat down, and lightning lit
he sky. The cold shower seemed to find every crack in Baleron’s armor, and he
shivered as he reached Haben, standing at his position on the wall. The
south-facing arc of the fortress was shaped like a series of Vs so that archers
could more easily pick off Borchstogs scrambling up it, and Haben stood at the
joint of the center-most V. His bushy beard stuck out beneath the lion-mask of
his helm, and his eyes flashed dangerously.


In the distance, and growing
closer, Borchstog war drums sounded, rolling northward like
a pestilence, sapping the will of the men. Baleron felt a great and malignant
will emanating from the south, felt it in the bitterness on his tongue and the
hairs that rose from the nape of his neck.


“You should not be here.”


The voice was solemn. For a moment
Baleron was unsure who had said the words, as Haben’s gaze was on the forest.


Baleron shrugged. “I would be
nowhere else.”


“Nor I,” said Salthrick.


“How many are they?” Baleron said.


Haben’s face tightened. “Scouts
report thousands. A whole host.”


“Gods.”


“So the ones we encountered
earlier, they were scouts,” Salthrick
said.


“They have some plan,” Haben
muttered. “Some stratagem. I can feel it. This attack
is too reckless. No feints, nothing. These demons are devious, and subtle.
There is no subtlety here.”


“Ask for aid, then,” Salthrick
said. “Alert Master Turran. Have the other fortresses send their riders.”


“And leave them defenseless just
when the Enemy has chosen to exert itself?”


The first line of dark figures
emerged from the forest, mere shadows against the trees. The Borchstogs were
much like men in shape and size, but in other ways they were very other. Their
eyes burned red as hell and their skin was black as death. The trees rustled,
and armor clanked, and every now and then the moon would glimmer on helm or
shield. The armor of the Borchstogs did not shine or gleam, but glistened, like
the armor of cockroaches. The sound of the war drums picked up. Doom. Doom. Doom. Steady, unceasing. Again
Baleron felt that same malignant presence. 


“Asguilar,” he said. When the
others turned to him, he said, “When they were chasing us, the Borchstogs
chanted something. They mentioned the Wolf, of course, but they also mentioned
Asguilar.” Ever since the War of the Moonstone, Asguilar had been lord of the
mountain fortress of Wegredon, Oslog’s principal seat of power in the region. Legend
held that Asguilar was a rithlag, a
thing of death and darkness that had no life of its own but had to steal the
lives of others through their blood. “I think he may be leading this attack.” If
the stories could be believed, Asguilar possessed unnatural powers.


Rain matted Haben’s beard and
glinted off the iron spikes of his armor. “If that’s true, brother ... if
Wegredon has roused itself against us ...” 


All the Crescent states lived in
fear of the day when Gilgaroth, the Dark One, would bestir himself and send out
his legions to utterly crush his foes. Periodically he would flex his muscles,
but it had been some time since the last great war,
the War of the Moonstone some fifty years ago. Wegredon was not Ghrastigor, the
fortress of the Breaker deep in his land
 of Oslog, but it was
powerful and much dreaded.


Generals approached, and Haben
issued hurried orders. “Send all civilians from the fortress,” he told General
Hathyn. “Only military men may remain.”


“But my lord.
The fortress is the most secure building in the city. And surely you cannot mean
to empty the nobles ...”


“I do. We may not survive this
assault, my friend. I would not have our children and womenfolk suffer worse
fates. Sending them out will at least give them a head start.”


With a drawn face, General Hathyn
moved off. Haben barked more commands, and generals scurried to obey. Catapults
spat flaming payloads, and ballistae fired bolts, but the Borchstog host rolled
on, inexorable. Soon they came within arrow range, and shafts cut the midnight air.
Heedless, the Borchstogs advanced, their drums crashing like thunder.


Before the battle, Baleron had been
pleasantly tired, drunk, and full. Now he was as sober and alert as he had ever
been. He realized he would die tonight, here, beside Haben and Salthrick. A nobler end than I deserve. 


The Borchstogs reached the wall. 


“There are so many,” a soldier
gasped.


Indeed, the Borchstogs were more
numerous than Baleron had ever seen before, much more, though their host was
still simply a moon-flecked shadow on the field. An arrow sailed through the
night and took the soldier who had spoken through the eye. The man tumbled off
the wall into the spike-filled pit below. 


Before Baleron could catch his
breath, the Borchstogs spilled over the wall, preceded by the stink of death
and rot. Not even the rain could dampen it.


A great Borchstog with a helm
shaped like a skeletal bull’s head came at Baleron, swinging a black sword. Baleron
ducked, lashing out with his own blade. It scraped along the Borchstog’s armor.
The Borchstog reversed his swing. Baleron leapt back. The sword caught his side
and tumbled him to the walkway. 


He tried to rise, but the armor
made him clumsy. The Borchstog drove his blade down toward Baleron’s chest—


Steel flashed. The demon’s head
tilted to the side. Metal sparked again, and the half-severed head popped free.
The body toppled, and Salthrick stood behind it, but only for an instant. Then
he jumped back into the fray, his blade hacking into the enemy all around.


The rest was a blur to Baleron, all
howling and slashing, the ring of metal and the roar of thunder. Rain flung
down, keeping the blood fresh on the walkway. The Borchstogs kept coming,
inexhaustible. Somewhere Haben shouted encouragements to his men, but he must
have known the effort was doomed, and it wasn’t long before he sounded his
horn, giving the order to fall back.


The men retreated to the inner wall
and cast down the bridges that spanned the pit between the inner wall and the
outer. The Borchstogs managed to cross a few, and others scrambled over on
ropes. More descended into the spike-filled pit with ladders and carefully
scaled the inner wall.


Drenched in blood, Baleron found Haben
conferring frantically with his generals and drew him aside. 


“There are too many, brother. We must call for aid.”


Haben glared at him, and Baleron
knew it was more than the fear that the other fortresses would be defenseless
that had caused Haben to refuse aid so far. He was a proud man, a man who would
one day be king. It would not do to show weakness.


Haben sighed. “Go to Master Turran,
then. Tell him to alert the hosts at Forts Barret and
Nastur. Take Salthrick with you. Hurry!”



Baleron gathered Salthrick, never
far away, and they cut their way to the highest tower of the keep.


“I think it’s too late,” Salthrick
panted as they climbed, their footfalls clanking and scraping in the stairwell.
“I don’t care how good an Adept he is, Turran can’t get help here quick enough.
Ichil’s lost.”


“The fort may be,” Baleron allowed,
“but the town—”


They reached the door to Turran’s
quarters. It stood open. The sounds of ripping flesh came from within. 


Salthrick kicked the door open wide
and bounded inside. Baleron followed, sword in hand. The suite smelled of
incense, recently waxed wood, and death. Master Turran lay in the main room,
disemboweled and dismembered. Even as Baleron and Salthrick entered, a Borchstog
was raising the Adept’s severed head up and letting Turran’s blood trickle into
its gaping mouth. Another gnawed on one of Turran’s arms.


“Bastards!”
Salthrick said, splitting one Borchstog’s skull to the teeth. 


Even as Salthrick
struggled to free his sword, another fell on him. Baleron blocked its
swing and shoved it back. 


The third, who’d been drinking the
sorcerer’s blood, flung the head at Baleron. It struck his chest and nearly
toppled him. He straightened just as the second one slashed at his neck. He skewered
it under the armpit.


Salthrick struck the head-thrower
again and again, and several times he dealt it blows that should have felled it,
but somehow it stayed upright. At last he decapitated it and it fell for good.


Gasping, Baleron and Salthrick
stared about them at the butchered corpses. Streams of thick dark blood ran
across the floor and mingled with each other.


Suddenly,
movement. The one he had impaled through the armpit was crawling over to
an object it had dropped when Baleron attacked it—something round, glittering ...


“The stone!”
Salthrick shouted. “Stop it!”


The seeing stone was Turran’s
instrument of communication with the Adepts in the other border fortresses, the
way he would have called for aid. But, just perhaps, someone else could use it
now he was dead—


The Borchstog dashed the seeing
stone to the floor with all the strength it had left. Shards exploded in all
directions. The stone had seemed to glow with a white light, but now the light
flickered out, and a cold shudder worked its way down Baleron’s spine. In
another moment he had severed the Borchstog’s head, but the damage was done.


“We’re dead men now,” Salthrick
said, wiping blood from his beard. “There’s no hope of alerting the other
fortresses.” 


Baleron sank into a plush leather
chair, spattering it with blood, and stared at the remains of Turran and the
Borchstogs. Suddenly he saw what must have happened.


“Look at them,” he said. “Look.”


Salthrick frowned but did as
instructed. Slowly an expression of comprehension spread across his face. “They’re
all hacked up. Even before ...”


The demons bore deep wounds, wounds
neither Baleron nor Salthrick had inflicted.


“They should have been dead already,”
Salthrick said.


“I think they were,” Baleron said.


“I don’t ...”


Baleron blew out a breath. “Asguilar
truly is their lord. That’s why they
attacked with such disregard. Some of the corpses on the wall were more lively than they should have been, and they were able
to sneak off in the confusion.”


“Asguilar ... It’s true, then.” 


“Looks that way.
He can command the dead.” According to legend, Asguilar was the very son of
Ungier, lord of Oksilith to the west, a being high in the councils of Gilgaroth.


The sounds of fighting drifted in
from an open window—the clash of steel, the screams of pain. Hearing it,
something went out of Baleron. He no longer felt strong enough even to rise out
of his chair. He just wanted to sink down into its leathery depths and never
come out.


In fury, Salthrick kicked a
footstool and splintered it to pieces. Not satisfied with that, he set about
kicking a Borchstog corpse. The clank of metal and the slap of meat echoed off
the tapestry-hung walls.


At last Baleron said, “There’s
still a chance.”


Salthrick stopped kicking. “What? What
chance could there possibly be?”


“There are the vaults in the Ichil
sewers. The townspeople built them long ago for just such a day. They can hide
there, wait out the Borchstogs.”


“Those vault doors won’t last long.
I know, I used to live here when I served your
brother.”


“They’ll last long enough for a
rider to go to the nearest fortress and back.”


Salthrick raised his eyebrows. “You
want to flee? Again?” His lips curled in bitter
amusement. 


The sounds of battle grew closer. They
reverberated up the halls from the floors below the tower. The fighting had
reached the inner fortress. Baleron thought of Haben and mashed his eyes shut. When
he opened them, he felt clear and strong once more. He climbed to his feet and
drew out his sword.


“You ride,” he told Salthrick. “I’ll
go to my brother.”


For a moment, Baleron thought
Salthrick would protest, but then the larger man inclined his head in
deference, and Baleron relaxed.


“Farewell, my friend,” Baleron
said.


He took a step toward the door. He
felt a tap on the shoulder and turned to see Salthrick’s fist filling his
vision. He felt the crack of bone and his world went dark.

















 


 


 

Chapter
2



 

When he awoke, he was still in darkness, and it stank of rat
piss and feces. The sounds of fighting had vanished, but there was noise: coarse
laughter, screams, and the breaking of furniture. Strangely, the sounds came
from above.


“Where are we?” Baleron said,
putting a hand to his cheek. Blood trickled down, and he could feel the flesh
beginning to swell.


A sigh from the
darkness. “In the cellar,” came Salthrick’s
voice. “Hiding.”


“I don’t ...”


A grunt. “I
meant to throw you on the back of a horse and take you with me to the nearest
fortress, like you said, but there were too many of ‘em.
They’re all over the place. Vermin! I couldn’t find your brother, or I might
have died beside him, but I didn’t look very hard. I had you to care for.”


“You son of a
bitch!” Baleron pushed himself off from the wall he’d been propped
against and took an unsteady step in the darkness toward where he supposed
Salthrick to be.


“Hit me if you want, Bal,” Salthrick said. “I would if I were you. I’d damn well murder me.” There was deep regret in his
voice. “You know I’m no craven. You know it’s my duty, my solemn godsdamned duty, to safeguard you, even from yourself.”


Baleron felt dizzy. The urge to
strangle Salthrick began to fade. The captain had just been fulfilling his
oath. Baleron staggered back toward the wall, nearly tripping on something.
When he kicked it experimentally, it yielded slightly and made a clanking noise.


“What’s this?” he said, kicking it
again so that Salthrick could hear.


“A Borchstog.
I came across it on the way down and had to slit its throat. I dragged it in
with us so no one would find the body.”


“Let’s hope it’s deader than the
last ones.” Baleron leaned against the wall. Fear replaced his anger, fear for
Ichil and Haben. For himself. “We have to get out of here.
How long has it been? How long have I been out?”


“An hour, maybe.
How do you propose to make our escape?”


Baleron considered. He used his
tinderbox to strike a light and with it located a torch along the wall. The new
blaze threw hellish shadows against the stone and seemed to make the dead
Borchstog stir with unnatural life. Just to be sure, Baleron hacked off its
head. He had to ask Salthrick to hold the torch so that he could use both hands
to grip his sword, and even then it took several swings. . 


Panting, he wiped sweat out of his
eyes. “You have your hunting knife? I lost mine.”


Salthrick patted his side. “Always.”


“Give it.”


Salthrick tossed him the knife. Baleron
knelt over the severed head and began peeling off its flesh. The skin was thick
and dark, and blood ran in rivulets down the gory thing. Baleron had to crouch
so that one knee pressed down on the head, but even so it kept trying to pop
free.


“What in the Seven Hells are you
doing?” Salthrick said.


“We’re going to skin its face and
hands and one of us is going to wear them. Then we’re going to don its armor
and walk the hell out of here.”


Salthrick paused. “And the other?”


“The other will go as the first one’s
captive.” He cocked his ear. The screams of Borchstogs torturing their
prisoners echoed from above. 


“You’re mad, Bal.”


“Likely enough.”
He grunted as his knife skipped on a knob of bone and nearly tore the peel of
flesh in two.


“Who gets to be slave and who
master?”


Baleron stared at Salthrick. The
big man seemed smaller now, somehow defeated. Baleron realized it must sit
heavily on him to hide during a battle, to leave an old friend to die or worse.


“You’re larger,” Baleron said. “You’ll
be the Borchstog.”


Salthrick did not look amused. “No.”


“What do you mean,
no? It’s our only way out, idiot.”


Salthrick’s expression did not
change, but something flickered in his eyes. “As the slave, you will be too
exposed. You’re a prince, Bal. The ‘stogs might know you, might recognize you. Or they might
take you from me on a whim. You are a
comely lad.”


Baleron lifted an eyebrow. “I would
not have you be exposed, either.”


“I’m too big to be good sport. Besides,
what if I’m called upon to say
something? I don’t speak Oslogon.”


“Neither do I.
At least not much.” His father made all the royal sons
and daughters learn some rudimentary Oslogon, in case dealing with enemy troops
ever became necessary.


“It’s the only way,” Salthrick
said. “Otherwise I’m not going along with it.”


He wasn’t bluffing. “Very well. Help me do the hands. The fingers are going to
take some skill.”


Indeed, the fingers proved most
tricky, but Salthrick was a master skinner. They’d been hunting together
countless times over the years. Salthrick had been the captain of Baleron’s
guard since Baleron was fourteen, and in the ten years
since they had grown close as brothers.


The captain had the Borchstog hands
skinned promptly, and minutes later Baleron was slipping them on like greasy,
bloody gloves. This was after he’d donned the Borchstog armor, but not before
he’d donned the face. That was the most unpleasant task, and Salthrick had to
do most of the work. The Borchstog flesh smelled rancid, and the drying, sticky
skin was ghastly as it slid over Baleron’s head, as it stretched against his
cheeks.


At last it was done, and he and
Salthrick smoked a last pipe-full in the darkness of the cellars. Thunder
crashed overhead, almost seeming to shake the fortress to its foundations, and
the screams of doomed men reverberated through the halls. Rats squealed and
scurried in the darkness. Baleron felt small and tired and far from home.


“I sure hope this works,” Salthrick
said, trying to sound casual. “I would hate to miss
Rolenya’s wedding.”


Baleron nodded without irony. “You
would be missed. Ready?” 


Salthrick took a last pull on the
pipe. “Ready.” He tamped out the embers, then began taking off his armor, piece
by piece. Baleron helped, then used the Borchstog’s ropes to tie Salthrick’s
hands behind his back and stretched another length about his neck like a leash.


Baleron shoved on the Borchstog’s
helmet and they ascended into the fortress proper. The screams turned louder,
the chaos realer. A dying man, mutilated and with a
knife in his belly, ran through the lower kitchens, limping and bleeding. Two
Borchstogs chased him, hooting and howling, alternately drinking from a bottle
and throwing small hatchets at him. In one of the large dens, with the
fireplace still roaring, a group of Borchstogs had nailed some Havensrike
soldiers to the floor and were raping them and skinning them at the same time. Other
men were having their eyes gouged out, or their bellies slit open and stuffed
with white-hot embers from the fireplace. Screams and the stench of burning
flesh filled the air.


Clammy sweat broke out on Baleron’s
brow. He wanted to hurl himself at the Borchstogs, to hack them to pieces, but
they were too many, far too many. Salthrick stared at the scene, his face
twitching. Baleron feared that he would act out, so he jerked the leash and pulled
him away. 


Baleron tried not to imagine where Haben
was or what the Borchstogs would do to a high son of the king. He marched
Salthrick down one hall, then another, ignoring the wails, cries and grunts
that issued from every side-room.


At last they emerged into the
northern courtyard, and the black sky loomed overhead. Lightning flashed down.
Rain plinked on Baleron’s stolen armor, and it matted Salthrick’s hair. Gooseflesh
rose on Baleron’s arms.


The large courtyard was a scene of
horror. Poles had been erected and men nailed to them in various
configurations, some upside down, some on top of one another. Borchstogs tortured
them mercilessly. Others had been impaled to the ground. Baleron saw a large
group of the enemy huddled around a particular victim, and it was from him that
a familiar voice roared out, “Kill me already, you bloody bastards! You’ll get no
satisfaction from—”


A slap of flesh,
a scream, and coarse Borchstog laughter.


Baleron stiffened. Salthrick gazed
toward the gathering, hate and loathing in his eyes. For a long moment neither
moved. 


At last Salthrick muttered,
“There’s nothing we can do, Bal. Come! The gate’s open.”


Baleron didn’t budge. 


“Come on!” Salthrick said. “We must
rouse the other fortresses! The city may yet be saved.”


Baleron sucked in a deep breath,
let it out. At last he shook his head and stepped toward the gathering.
Salthrick went reluctantly. Rain infiltrated the chinks in Baleron’s armor and
trickled over his body, but he barely felt it. All he could feel was rage, and
pain, all he could hear Haben’s cries of pain. Haben was whimpering. The sound tore at Baleron’s heart like meat hooks.


He reached the gathering and shoved
his way through the Borchstogs. They cursed him and cuffed him, but they let him
pass. Several grasped at Salthrick, but Baleron knocked their hands away.


He reached the center of the
gathering and what he saw drove the breath from his lungs. Haben lay naked and
pitiful on the ground. Spears had been driven through his legs so that he could
not crawl away, and Borchstogs poured whiskey from their jugs onto his wounds
when they were not drinking from them. They kicked him and carved on him. One
of his eyes had been ripped out and it dangled on his cheek, still connected to
the socket by its stalk. One of his ears had been torn off and crudely sewn on
to his chest. A Borchstog was just leaning over him, a knife poised over his
shrunken scrotum. 


Haben tried to rise and swipe at
the Borchstog, but others stomped on his wrists and pinned him down. Several of
the fingers on his right hand were missing.


A Borchstog said something to Haben,
and Baleron frowned, trying to translate it. He thought it said, “You will make
a fine meal for Lord Asguilar.”


“Roschk
Asguilar!” a Borchstog said, pounding his chest.


“Roschk
Asguilar!” others repeated.


One of the demons jerked back Haben’s
head by the hair and said, “You’re lucky to see this day, prince. The Grand
Times hasten. The time of ul Ravast
has come.”


The other Borchstogs seemed to
appreciate the sentiment, for they lifted their heads and roared, “Roschk ul Ravast!”


“To hell with you
all!” Haben snarled, spittle flying from his mouth. His eyes blazed with
fury and helplessness. “May you all burn in the fires of the Second Hell!”


They laughed. One of them poured
whiskey over his wounds, and he arched his back and screamed.


The demon that had been putting its
knife to Haben’s scrotum resumed his activities, commenting on the softness and
smallness of the member even as he lifted it out of its nest and placed a knife
to its base.


Baleron stepped forward and kicked
the Borchstog away. There were some grunts of anger, but also some laughter. Borchstogs
fought among themselves more often than they fought their enemies. Baleron
jerked one of the spears loose of Haben’s leg, and his brother screamed.


Baleron raised the spear high.
Haben’s one remaining eye stared at him, really noticing him for the first
time. Lightning flashed, and something passed between them. Baleron wasn’t sure
if Haben recognized him, but he at least recognized his intent, and gratitude
filled his face.


“Yes,” he said. “End me.”


Baleron blinked back his tears. Borchstog
hands stretched toward him, trying to stop him. Desperately, he thrust, driving
the spear through Haben’s chest. Haben gasped, arched, and went limp. Baleron
could feel his last spasms of life through the vibrations of the spear.


Bedlam ensued. Borchstogs howled
and punched at Baleron. Baleron punched back. Salthrick aided him. In moments
the gathering degenerated into an all out free-for-all, as the thwarted
creatures sought an outlet on each other. The prince was not to be wasted so. In
the rain and darkness it was hard to tell which one had dealt Haben the fatal
blow, and it almost didn’t seem to matter. Baleron punched and kicked pushed
his way through the clanking, growling mass. Blows rained on him, but they
rained on the others too. His head rang, and he tasted blood in his mouth. Finally
Salthrick pulled him clear.


“Come,” the big man said.


They limped toward the yawning
gateway. No one stopped them. It was a night of torture and rape, and the
Borchstogs had better things to do. Soon the order would be given to descend
into the town, and then Ichil would be the new scene of revelry.


Baleron glanced back once to see
the Borchstogs still fighting around the corpse of his brother, and he
whispered, “May Illiana speed you on your way.” 


He and Salthrick passed through the
gateway and picked their way down the road toward town, which sprawled across
the broad slope, its lights muted in the rain. Finally Baleron could go on no
further but tore off his helm, sank to his knees, and retched, and retched,
until there was nothing left. Even then he heaved dryly. Done, he slumped back
and tore away the gruesome mask, and Salthrick helped him tug off the hands.


“You did what you had to do,”
Salthrick said.


Tears stung Baleron’s eyes. His
throat seized up. Haben, I’m so sorry.


Salthrick got him on his feet and
they resumed their march. Bells tolled, long and loud,
and lights blazed in the three temples of Ichil. That was where the people had
gathered, Baleron saw. Haben must have sent runners to warn them. The houses of
the town stretched all around. For the most part they were made of stone, and
rounded. Lichen and moss clung to some of them, and rain glistened on their
sides like slaver.


Baleron and Salthrick reached an
inn and broke into the stables. Salthrick saddled a horse and swung astride.


“Are you sure you would not like to
be the one to ride for aid?” he said.


Baleron shook his head. His throat
was still raw, but he forced himself to say, “You ride. It’s my place to
safeguard the people, and they’ll obey me. You, on the other hand, are well-known
enough among the soldiery to be able to rouse the other forts.”


Salthrick clapped him on the shoulder.
Again he said, “You did what you had to.”


He spurred his horse and vanished.


Baleron took a breath, counted to
ten, and marched to the Temple
 of Illiana, where
graceful singing issued and bells tolled. The temples were bastions of safety
to the folk of the border towns, and they were built like castles. Baleron was
unsurprised to see archers training their arrows on him from high perches on
the façade, amid sculptures of angels and cupids. If he had not removed his
Borchstog helm, they would have riddled him with arrows.


As it was, the High Priestess
admitted him into the sanctuary gratefully. She recognized him, which sped
things along. Hundreds of pale, tight faces stared at him, all kneeling on the
floor in the midst of prayer before a tall, beautiful statue of Illiana looming
over the mirror-like surface of a small ceremonial pool. The High Priestess, an
older woman with long gray hair and a scar on her cheek, looked as if she were
trying mightily for composure.


“What goes on? We’ve heard no word
since Lord Grothgar’s runners came.”


Baleron realized that amid the
thunder and the tolling of the bells, they would be unable to hear the
screaming from the fort. 


“The keep’s fallen,” he said. “The
Borchstogs will be upon us soon.” There were cries of fear, and curses from the
men. “But help is already being sent for. We must hide in the sewer vaults till
it arrives.”


“But that will mean abandoning the
city!” the High Priestess said. “Leaving it for the enemy to
loot and profane.”


“It’s better than what they will do
to you.”


That was all it took. In moments
runners had been dispatched to the other temples, and the High Priestess was
leading her people down through the temple catacombs and into the sewers. It
stank, but Baleron barely noticed. His mind was still full of Haben’s face—one-eyed,
contorted in pain, spittle spraying from his lips.


The townspeople gathered in the
vaults. There in the darkness they waited, while Borchstogs roamed through the
city above. At last, after several hours of huddling, someone banged on the
heavy iron doors and a voice called out, “It’s safe! The Borchstogs have gone.”


After some interrogation, the High
Priestess was satisfied with the identity of the speaker, and the refugees
flung the doors open. There stood Salthrick with a host of men behind him. Thus
Salthrick became the hero, while Baleron was remembered for hiding with the
women and children in the vaults. He could have predicted it would have worked
out that way.



 

 *    
*     *



 

“Well, I heard you made a very good accounting of yourself,”
Rolenya said.


Baleron snorted. “From
whom?”


They had just come from visiting Mother
and were walking in the gardens in the rear of Castle Grothgar, their home, the
seat of power in Havensrike. A hulking monstrosity from ancient times, the castle
reared grim and gray, rising from the highest hill of the city. Flowering vines
twisted up its pocked side, gentling its stern appearance. It was a clear blue
day, and the air smelled of honeysuckle and rose. From the aviary came the
sounds of birds chirping and singing.


“From the soldiers who were with
you when you pursued the host,” she said.


He glanced sideways at her. “From
Salthrick, you mean.”


She gave no sign that she had
heard, though her cheeks flushed, just slightly. She had pale skin, red lips
and high round cheeks that were almost angelic—and would be, had he not known
her better. She was a very beautiful young woman, and Baleron knew that many
said she was the loveliest in the kingdom. She had long black hair, clear blue
eyes, and creamy, flawless skin. Rolenya was a lady in all things, one of the
kingdom’s most beloved figures, sweet and gentle, and famous for her golden
voice in song.


“It doesn’t matter where I heard it
from,” she said. “The fact is that you should be proud.”


Salthrick, then. Not for the
first time, Baleron wondered how often the two gathered privately to discuss
things like Baleron’s bravery, or lack thereof, and what excuses they looked
for to hold such discussions. 


“You know,” he said, trying to
sound casual, “no one is forcing you
to marry.”


“Are you implying something,
brother?”


He held up his hands. “Never.” 


He cast his gaze over the
surrounds, feeling something warm in his chest at the sight. From here he had a
panoramic view of Glorifel, home to over a million—a sprawling, hilly city,
with temples and villas clustered atop each peak, their domes and columns white
against the green of the hills. More everyday homes hugged the gently sloping
sides of the hills, stretching down to the wide, slow rivers that ran through
the valleys, where the poorer districts cluttered. Gondolas and barges plied
the waters, and the sun shone down from above, sparkling on the ribbons of
blue. Despite everything, Baleron mused, it was good to be home. And yet ...


He and Rolenya still wore black. They
had only buried Haben a week ago. His funeral was the reason Baleron had
returned from pursuing Asguilar’s host. 


“I’m a brother-killer and a
coward.” He said it with finality.


“You know better than that. I do.”


“It’s what Father thinks that
counts.”


They were just crossing a lacy
bridge over a narrow, ornamental stream, when suddenly she stopped and looked him
straight in the eye. “Baleron, Father’s word isn’t everything.”


“So says the apple of his eye.” He
tried to shake the thoughts away. They were unbecoming and he knew it. Yet if
he had been the black sheep of the Grothgars before, now he feared he was no
longer even part of the family at all. The king would not look at him or speak
with him. Haben had been his favorite son, and Baleron his greatest shame. That
the latter had slain the former only sealed Baleron’s fate in his eyes. Baleron
expected to be expelled from the castle with the clothes on his back any day,
and that’s if he was permitted to keep the clothes.


He continued walking, passing
through the hedge maze, and Rolenya walked with him. The shadow of the hedges
fell over them, and Baleron realized it was cooler here. Turning to other
thoughts, he said, “It would make it easier if I understood why they did it.”


“The Borchstogs?”


“They wasted three gaurocks and
many troops to ensure that a few dead, or less-than-dead, soldiers managed to
infiltrate the keep and slay Master Turran, all to give them time to get a head
start on us. And Asguilar must have expended himself greatly.”


She shuddered visibly. “I still
can’t imagine it. What Salthrick must have seen,
when he and the troops from Fort
 Barret
arrived ...” 


Baleron knew Asguilar, or someone
powerful, had raised the dead that had littered the halls of Ichil Keep. Human
or Borchstog, it didn’t matter. If they could walk, he had infused them with dark
spirits under his thrall, and they had been waiting for Salthrick and the men
from Fort Barret, hiding
in the abandoned, lichen-covered homes of Ichil. After the ambush that had
slain so many, the battle had raged for an hour in the streets of the city. Only
then had Salthrick descended into the vaults to liberate Baleron and the
others.


“It was just a trick,” Baleron
said. “To delay us. Meanwhile Asguilar and the rest
were sweeping north toward the bridges.” Baleron, Salthrick and the soldiers
from Fort Barret had followed the Borchstog host,
which had first led them to the Arch of Ralowen, the
southernmost of the great bridges that spanned the wide and raging Naslym River,
the waterway that served as the border between Havensrike and its smaller
sister-state of Felgrad. When they had reached it, the Arch had been a
smoldering ruin.


That bridge had only been the
first. The riders had pursued Asguilar’s host up the river, finding that bridge
after bridge had been burnt. Just last week, the day after Haben’s funeral, had
come word that Asguilar’s now diminished host had reached the Crossing at Talomar, where it had fired the final bridge.


Baleron and Rolenya came into a
courtyard, where an orange tree grew next to a white gazebo. Rolenya reached
high, standing on her toes, straining, to pluck a ripe glowing orange. She peeled
it and bit down, murmured pleasantly, and offered a wedge to Baleron. He
accepted, and the juice flooded his mouth.


“Delicious,” he said.


“It should be. I’ve been the one
tending the garden.” 


She had the Grothgar pride, he
reflected with a smile. They walked on, sharing the orange as they went. 


“I don’t know why they would burn
the bridges,” she said. “I mean, all of them. What could be their reasoning? To
cut us off from Felgrad? To what end?”


There was no answer to that. “At
least Asguilar’s host was broken.”


“Too late to save
the bridges.”


He frowned, pausing with the orange
half-way to his mouth. “That day at Ichil, I overhead them,
Rolenya. I heard them ...”


“Yes?”


“‘The Grand Times are hastening’,
they said.”


“The Grand Times ...”


“The end times to you and me. The time when Gilgaroth
will surge north and devour all in his path. The time
when the Crescent will burn.”


“And you think firing the bridges
has something to do with it?”


“It seemed to be part and parcel of
their errand, as if burning the bridges were the first step on a larger
campaign.”


She shook her head. “Well, I don’t
know about a larger campaign, but if nothing else it’s certainly complicated
things as far as the wedding goes. How will we get to Felgrad?” Her fiancé was
a high prince of that land, a descendant of the fabled Wesrains, and the
wedding was to be held in its capital.


Baleron shrugged. “Through the
Larenthin arm, I suppose.” An arc of Larenthi curved along the northern border
of Felgrad and ended at Havensrike.


She laughed, but there was little
humor in it. “Through the Elf-lands! You must be mad, Bal. Father would never hear it. Although, I confess, I
have always longed to see them.” 


“Then I suppose you’ll have to
delay the wedding until one of the bridges can be rebuilt.”


“Impossible. Prince Istral must be married to ensure secession. His father is
dying, and if he’s not wed he can’t be crowned. It will pass to his cousin.”


“What other way is there? You must
cross the river to reach Felgrad, and if you can’t cross the river ...”


Her voice grew quiet. “Father and
the generals have been analyzing the old routes through the Aragst.”


Something cold touched his spine.


She looked up at him hesitantly, as
if afraid of his judgment. 


“Now it’s you who’re being mad,” he
said, keeping his voice low. He was afraid to raise it lest he frighten her.


“They think it may be safe,” she
said. “No other large party with sufficient military escort has been attacked
in the Aragst since the War of the Moonstone. That’s what they say.” 


“Promise me you won’t do it, Rol. Going
into those mountains is suicide.”


“It’s the only way. It’s either
that or wait months until the bridges can be rebuilt.”


“Then wait.”


“The king will die, and the cousin
that will accept the crown is no friend to House Grothgar. If the wedding isn’t
now, we may lose a powerful ally.”


She moved on, and he followed
reluctantly. “Don’t do it, Rol,” he said. “Perhaps a
year ago, but now, when Wegredon has roused itself, when Borchstogs are talking
about the end times ...”


“All the more
reason why the royal houses of Havensrike and Felgrad should be tightly knit.”



“This is ill-advised.”


“Duly noted,” she said. There was a
light in her eyes, and the faint suggestion of a smile at the corners of her
lips. “But disappointing.”


She was up to something. “How?” 


“Well, I would rather have the
captain of the expedition be confident of the route. If he does not believe in
it, how can he instill confidence in his men?”


“You don’t mean ...
? Surely ...”


She smiled widely now, and there was love in her eyes. “Oh, Bal,
do say yes. I can’t bear to think of what will happen if you don’t. Ever since
you returned, you’ve been locked up in your rooms, drinking, and ... well, your
lady friends have not gone unnoticed.”


“It’s just the one. Sophia.”


“Even so. It’s
the liquor that worries me. Sophia might actually be good for you. But the way
you’ve been acting, the way you look ...”


He fingered his whiskered face and
unkempt clothes. He knew Rolenya was trying to help. However, her suggestion
rocked him on his heels. To lead the caravan that would bear her wedding party
through the mountains ... It was a heady task, especially for one who had never
borne such responsibility. He honestly didn’t know if he were capable of it. The
thought terrified him. And yet, such a thing might help salvage what little
reputation he had left, might even go some way toward helping his father
forgive him for slaying Haben. Indeed, he could see no other hope.


“But the Aragst—” 


“It’s the only way, Bal. It’s not
up to us. Also ...” In a smaller voice, she said, “Father wants me to visit the
Temple.”


“The blasted Temple!” He had
nearly forgotten about the structure. “What is his obsession with that thing?”


“I don’t know, but he’s told me his
grandfather used to tell him stories about it, before it fell. Anyway, nearly
all the generals have approved the route. Father’s only waiting on General
Tines for the final authorization. You know how he trusts the old badger.” She
paused. “Listen, I’m not sure if it’s the right thing, either, Bal. That’s why I want you there with me, leading the way. Oh,
please say yes. I know I can get
Father to approve you as leader. He may have some caveats, but he’ll do it. For me. Only say yes.”


He could say nothing else. Though he still felt as if this whole enterprise were a vast
mistake. 


“Of course I’ll do it,” he said.


She beamed and stood on her toes to
kiss his cheek. Her lips were warm.


As the two emerged from the hedge
maze, the sun seemed somehow brighter to Baleron, and he had to blink spots out
of his eyes. When he could see, he noticed a small group of men approaching, at
their forefront a finely-dressed gentleman with a shock of red hair and cold
gray eyes. 


“Good afternoon, Princess,” the man
said, giving Rolenya a curt bow, and yet his eyes never left Baleron’s.


“Good afternoon, Lord Tines,” she
said, giving him a worried glance.


“Lord Tines,” Baleron said,
realizing. Damn you, Baleron.


Darin Tines, son of the general,
seemed like a coiled spring, ready to explode at the slightest provocation. Hate
glittered in his cold eyes. “Yes, prince. I believe
you met my wife at Ichil.”


Baleron sighed. “Yes. Lydia
was ... quite pleasant.”


“Oh, Bal,”
Rolenya breathed.


Darin’s face ticked in rage. It was
clear that had Rolenya not been there, he would have hurled himself at Baleron;
the prospect of committing treason would not have stayed him. However, there
was a legal way to kill a prince ...


“I call you out,” Darin said. “Meet
me tonight on Varley Hill or be damned.” The bleak
hill-top, reputed to be haunted and crowned with concentric circles of
crumbling stones, had been the preferred spot for duels among the nobles in
Glorifel for hundreds of years.


“Must we?” said Baleron. “Is there
some other way, perhaps? You should be glad your wife survived the attack, not
angry at what occurred before it. I could formally apologize. In fact, I do.”
He bowed. “Please accept my sincere regrets about anything that may have
happened, and I take full responsibility for it. Your wife is not to blame,
only me. I ... took advantage.”


Darin’s upper lip actually curled
back to expose his teeth. He had very fine teeth. “Do you refuse to meet my
challenge? I had heard you hid with the women and children in Ichil. Perhaps it
is true.”


“Very well, but I warn you, sir,
that things would go better for you if we could just pretend this never
happened. Being cuckolded and then defeated by the man that did it will only
shame you more, as it has others before you.”


Through clenched teeth, Darin said, “I will see you at midnight.” With that, he
whirled about and stormed away, taking his witnesses with him.


Baleron watched them go, feeling
weary of it all.


Rolenya touched his arm. “Please
say you mean to let him win, at least.”


He patted her hand. “Of course. We’ll duel to the third blood, and on the morrow
I will have more scars to remember my misadventures by. Did you know that I’ve
taken to naming them—the scars? After the women that inspired them, of course. I
just hope Darin avoids the face.” He idly fingered the
thin scar below his left cheekbone. “Why do they always feel compelled to aim
for the face?”


Amusement and motherly concern
warred in her eyes. “Will you never grow up?”


“A boy has to keep himself
occupied, does he not? If Father refuses to give me the least bit of
responsibility, or even some small funds to start an enterprise, or ... or
something ... then I can only hope to keep myself amused, and amused I shall
be.”


“You’ll wind up dead on some
husband’s blade.”


“It’s been said before, and it
shall be no more than I deserve.”


She looked into his face and seemed
to see something there that disturbed her. She bit her lip, then said in a
small voice, “Please, Bal, don’t tell me that that’s what you want.” 


He met her gaze for a moment, then looked away. Wind hissed over the hill, and the hedge
maze rustled and stirred. The hooting and calling of the birds in the aviary
suddenly turned sinister.


“Well,” he said, changing the
subject, “I’ve only been back two weeks and already I have outstayed my
welcome. The Aragst
 Mountains are starting to
look tempting. They’re far away from Father and Varley
Hill, at least. What’s the worst that could happen?”



 
















 


 


 


 

Chapter
3



 

The fortress burned. Its flaming towers stabbed high into
the black night. Ragged figures streamed from its gates, but Salthrick was
nowhere to be seen. Baleron told himself that if anyone could survive a few
days of torture, it was the captain. Icy rain drenched the prince’s hair as he
waited, and it sizzled in the fires of the keep.


What’s
the worst that could happen? Did I really ask that? Maybe he had called
this disaster down on them by simply asking.


General Egred
Tines rode up on his gray roan. Tall and severe, with silver hair and a long,
aristocratic nose, he said, “Are you quite ready to go, prince?”


Baleron eyed Tines levelly. The
father of Darin, with the same cold gray eyes, the
general bore Baleron no love. 


“So eager to
leave, General?” 


“We should not go out of our way to
find trouble, prince. It will find us easily enough.” The general had opposed
drawing soldiers away from the caravan and raiding the Borchstog fortress to
rescue the captured men. 


“And them?”
Baleron said, gesturing to the two score or so people
his soldiers were still leading away from the burning fortress. “Would you have
let them be the sport of ‘stogs just because you
didn’t want to go out of your way?” 


Tines didn’t move. “Night is
falling.”


Baleron glanced at the rescued men.
Limping and bleeding, they were being given water, whisky and jackets. Priestesses
of Illiana tended to their wounds. Baleron desperately looked for Salthrick
among them, but there were too many. The thought that his friend might be dead
or worse had haunted him since the Borchstog raid that resulted in the
abduction of so many three days ago. The Aragst Mountains
were infested with Borchstogs, worse than Baleron had feared, and they had
attacked the wedding caravan several times since it had entered the range a
week ago, but the last attack had been the worst.


Looking at the recovered prisoners,
Baleron saw numerous people that had not been part of the wedding caravan at
all. When he had sacked the fortress, he’d found other captives of the
Borchstogs deep in the black cells under the keep, mostly comely young women
and a few boys, some not so comely anymore. Several had begged for death rather
than liberation. Baleron could still taste the bile in the back of his throat,
and his fingers still trembled. No! Close
that door and never open it again.


“Would you have left them, General?”
he asked again.


“We should not have abandoned the
caravan.”


It had been day when Baleron had
launched the attack, and the caravan had been safe then. Dark was upon them,
though, Tines was right about that.


“See to our dead,” Baleron told
him. “And gather some men to do something about them.” He nodded toward the severed human heads, dipped in tar, that stood mounted on spikes on the wall surrounding
the fortress. 


Baleron made his way to the men he
and his soldiers had rescued, and presently a familiar black-bearded face
emerged from the throng.


“Baleron!”


Salthrick stepped away from the
priestess who had been tending him. 


Relief washed the prince. “Salthrick!”


They embraced. The captain looked a
mess—bruised, ragged, bloody bandages on his arms, thighs and chest—but his
dark eyes glittered with life. When Baleron had stormed the fortress, he’d
found scores of prisoners tied to poles in the courtyard. There the Borchstogs
had tortured them mercilessly, beating them, sticking
needles into their nerve clusters, peeling off swatches of skin and more.


“You have good timing,” Salthrick
said. “I think they were preparing a stew to put us in when you and your men
arrived.” 


“Then I shouldn’t have bothered
attacking. You would’ve choked them and saved me the trouble. Really, you
should go back to the priestess. You need healing.”


“Later. My wounds aren’t bleeding
anymore. They’ll keep for the moment. I want to return to the caravan.”


“They’ll be happy to see you. Rolenya
was worried out of her mind.”


A handful of soldiers rushed up,
carrying between them a thrashing, spitting, kicking Borchstog. Its hands were
bound behind it, but it was still a terror. Like all of its kind, it was shaped
much like a man, but its aspect was loathsome, tall and hideous, its face a grotesquerie, its teeth too sharp, its jaw too
large. Black hair swept back from its head. Its skin was pitch-black and its eyes
red. It stank of rotting flesh. Nevertheless, it held itself proudly, and there
was something almost leonine about it. Baleron knew that it considered its race
superior. To it, Man was the fallen one.


Struggling and cursing in Oslogon,
the demon resisted its captors until its eyes fell on Baleron, and then they
went wide and it dropped to its knees ... and bowed. 


The wind blew cold, and Baleron
shuddered. 


“We found this one trying to sneak
away,” said one of the soldiers who had brought it. “I figured you might want
it for ... questioning.” His lips twisted in a hard smile, and Baleron had no
doubt what sort of questioning he had in mind.


“Aye,” said Salthrick, “I’d be glad
to assist.” 


Baleron
half-smiled. “I’m sure you would.” To the Borchstog, he said, “Do you
speak Havensril?” 


“Roschk ul Ravast!” 


“I’ll take that as a no.” 


Then, in shockingly clear
Havensril, the thing met Baleron’s eyes and said, “The Great One’s time has
come! Roschk ul Ravast!”


All stared. Something icy lodged in
Baleron’s chest. “What is this ‘Ravast’? Is it another name for your Master? Your Great One? Is it some new captain, some chief?”


The creature would say no more.


“Shall I have him questioned?” the
soldier who had brought it asked.


Baleron shook his head. “He’s said
what he had to say. They never betray their Master. He would only kill himself
when he could, or one of us if he got the chance. Better
to give him a clean death.”


“Are you sure?” Salthrick asked. 


“I’m sure.”


Baleron unsheathed his sword. He
took no joy in this, but he would not give it to another.


The Borchstog actually lowered its
head further, stretching out its neck
for Baleron to cleave. The men shifted uncomfortably. 


Grimacing, Baleron swung. Black
blood spurted, and the body toppled to its side.


“Throw it on the fire,” he said,
and his men obliged. In moments they had carted it off, head and all, toward
the pyre that had become the fortress. After his experience with the undead
Borchstogs at Ichil, Baleron took no chances.


He cleaned his blade, then swung astride Brandy, his new chestnut mare, and had a
horse brought for Salthrick. His men mounted up, all three hundred, and he led
them through the twisted trail that cut through the mountain forest. Tall,
brooding oaks and pines reared all about, their limbs grasping hungrily. These
mountains were tainted, infused with the Dark One’s will, and the trees grew
grotesque and misshapen. 


The
time of the Great One has come.


Baleron thought of the woman in the
black cells beneath the fortress, or what was left of her, the woman that had
begged for death from a tongue-less mouth. To think that one of the creatures
who had done that to her had bowed to
him ...


He led his men from the forest onto
the main road, and from there it was a short journey to the caravan, where
hundreds of horse-drawn carriages stretched in a line for miles—just fine
despite Tines’s worrying. On one side of the road a
sheer precipice dropped down into blackness, and on the other a steep-sloped
forest ascended to the rocky peak high above. The caravan blazed with lanterns
and torches, and it did Baleron’s heart good to see some vestige of
civilization here in the borderlands.


“Look!” people cried. “It’s Prince Baleron!
He’s returned!”


The people gathered round his
raiding party and the men they had liberated, cheering and laughing,
and Baleron saw a tear in more than one eye. He realized how hopeless his
charges were. They were all alone high in the Aragst, weeks from reaching their
destination, and the Borchstogs had decided to move against them. The creatures
had killed many during the raid that had taken Salthrick and the others, and
the reason behind their attack was unclear. The attacking force had not been
large enough to destroy the caravan, and the Borchstogs had melted away after
taking their prisoners. Had they been willing to risk death just to collect
victims to torture? It made little sense, even for them.


Baleron raised his voice: “The
Borchstogs have been destroyed! Our men have been rescued!” There was some
cheering. “We have shown that we can prevail over the Enemy even in his own
territory, so take heart. Now, a moment of silence to honor
the fallen.” He bowed his head, and all around him did likewise. The
wind whispered. The trees rustled. When Baleron raised his
head. he looked into the faces of the people
and saw sadness and fear, but also determination. “My friends, we will survive. We’re strong, and we bear
the blessing of the Light, for though we are fallen we are not in shadow.”
Sermons from the priestesses of Illiana echoed in his head. “Now go, enjoy
yourself. We will celebrate our friends’ return.” The gathering dispersed.


He turned to a lieutenant. “Have
the players start up. The rain thins. And unload a keg of ale and have some
meat spitted and laid over a fire.” The lieutenant nodded and rushed off. Baleron
and Salthrick shared a glance. “The people need something to lift their
spirits,” Baleron said.


“Are things really so bad?”


“You tell me. You happen to
overhear anything useful while you were enjoying Borchstog hospitality?”


Salthrick gingerly fingered a newly
bandaged wound where the Borchstogs had removed a strip of skin from his
abdomen. “Sorry, Bal, but if they said anything
interesting my screams drowned it out.”


Baleron suppressed a wave of horror.
“There must be some reason they
attacked.”


“They hate us.”


“Yes, but they haven’t attacked any
other large party in years. Why us?”


It was a good question, and Salthrick
had no answer. The two friends sat their horses and endured the greetings of
various well-wishers, and for Salthrick the attention of another healer, until
at last the musicians started up. The rain thinned, then
faded. People danced or gathered for warmth about the newly-sparked bonfires,
and the smell of roasting pork made Baleron’s mouth water.


Rolenya arrived. She looked
anxious, and her long black hair glimmered by the light of the moon, which was
just now appearing from between the storm clouds. Mounted on her white mare,
she made her way through the crowd of nobles and soldiers, and the people gave
way for her readily. Tears were in her eyes as she swung down, and Salthrick
swung down, too. Somewhat to Baleron’s shock, they embraced.


She drew away, somewhat abashed,
came to Baleron and pulled on his arm until he dismounted and let her wrap her
arms around him, too. He was careful not to plaster her with gore, though she
didn’t seem mindful of it.


“Thank the Omkar,” she breathed. “You
returned.”


“I think the Omkar had less to do
with it than steel,” Baleron said, “but I appreciate your enthusiasm.” 


She and Salthrick exchanged another
glance, then the captain caught Baleron’s eye and coughed. “I think I’ll just ...”
He ambled toward the nearest fire and the meat roasting over it.


“Did many die?” Rolenya asked
Baleron quietly.


“Not many. I lost perhaps thirty
men.”


“And you saved, how many?”


He frowned. “Perhaps
forty that had been taken from the caravan, plus a score of captives already
there.” And another dozen that
asked for death. He tilted her chin up, so that her eyes caught the light
of the nearest bonfire. “You’re still crying.”


She wiped her eyes impatiently. “This
is all my fault, Bal. They all died because of me.”


“Don’t blame yourself. I approved
the route.”


“Only because I
forced it on you.”


“The generals approved it. Even
Father approved.”


“He just wants me to visit ... you
know.”


“I know.” The blasted temple. What does Father think she has to atone for
so badly? He thought of Salthrick ...”At any rate, don’t blame yourself.”


She nodded but did not look
mollified. In a low voice, she said, “You were right. I’m so sorry, Bal. I should have listened—”


General Tines and his handful of
men rode in, dragging behind them carts bearing the dead and wounded. Immediately
the priestesses of Illiana came around and started blessing the fallen heroes
and seeing to the injured. Baleron looked on the corpses and said a silent
prayer of his own, asking them for forgiveness. 


“I’ve done what you requested,
prince,” said General Tines.


“Good. Now enjoy the feast. We
leave as soon as the scouts return. I won’t have us taking another wrong turn.”
Night had fallen, and Baleron was impatient to be on the move. He had struck the
Borchstog fortress when the Borchstogs were weak, but with nightfall they and
the other foul things in the region would be stirring.


The general did not leave. “Perhaps
you and I can have a private word,” he said. “Let us go up to the peak and spy
out the lay of the land while the clouds are clearing.”


Baleron raised his eyebrows, but he
could not reasonably refuse such a request by his second-in-command. “I’ll come
find you as soon as the scouts return.”


Holding himself erect, Tines rode
off.


“Let’s enjoy the feast,” Baleron
told Rolenya. “I’m sure your betrothed won’t begrudge you one dance with your
brother before the wedding.”


She smiled a little and let him
lead her to the nearest bonfire. It was a chilly night, and the cold wind
howled with fury over the lip of the precipice and dark whispers filtered down
from the forest, and so it felt very good to be close to a raging flame,
especially one with a roasting hog thrown over it. The musicians played, and
Baleron danced, first with Rolenya, then Sophia, a fair girl with blond locks
and green eyes, daughter of a minor nobleman. She and Baleron had been seeing
each other in secret for several months, this to protect her honor, but at the
moment she seemed not to care if they were seen or not.


“I was so worried,” she said as they
danced. “While you were away it was all I could think of.”


“Why is everyone so surprised that
I returned alive? I’ve never died yet. It’s not as though there’s a precedent
for me not returning.”


She smiled, but it was a worried
smile, and they danced, and the night grew dark and cold. Nearby danced the
sorcerer Bragan Thad, and Baleron was amused to see
the normally reserved gentleman letting lose. However, another part of Baleron
thought, He should be on guard. Bragan Thad was their only means of unconventional defense.
I will have a word with him later.


Baleron could see that the dancing
of the people was more mechanical than jovial, as though they were trying and
failing to ignore their circumstances. Many of the soldiers were not partaking
of the celebration at all but standing about staring into the bonfires, sipping
from their flasks and toasting the dead. 


Baleron understood, but the drink
and the company fired his blood, and he was sorely tempted by Sophia’s offer to
retire with her to her carriage (careful to make sure they were unobserved).
However, just as he was letting her drag him away, one of his scouts returned
and gave him the report. Reluctantly, Baleron left her and the gathering to
find General Tines, who was sitting alone by a bonfire peeling strips of meat
off a bone with his carving knife and eating them one by one, his gaze on the
flames.


“Come,” Baleron said. “If you still want that talk, now’s the time.”


Tines looked up, his mouth red. “I
do, and it is.”


Baleron saw to the placing of the
perimeter patrol, made sure scouts had cleared the area he and the General
would be passing through, and only then did he and Tines mount up and ride off
the main trail and up into the forest. The prince led the way up the steep
slope, and as a fierce wind roared like some primordial beast he spurred Brandy
on, up to the rocky crown. His bow and quiver of arrows, somewhat depleted
after the battle, jostled on his back. He felt cold, and alone, and tired. Sophia ... He remembered her warmth and
the smell of her perfume.


Brandy neighed in protest, as there
was no path, but she trusted him and forced herself on. Tines, not quite the
horseman Baleron was, lagged behind. 


Baleron reached the rocky tip of
the mountain and stood near the brink of a sheer cliff. Thunder still rolled
above from dark clouds that streamed across the night sky, but the sliver of a
moon peeked out, shining brightly, its illumination lancing through the spaces
between clouds. From here Baleron could see the seemingly infinite peaks of the
Aragst Mountains. He sat right in the middle of
them. They rose like a thousand fangs sticking up from the earth—and if any
land should have fangs, it should be this one, the very mountains the Dark One
was said to have raised to stymie attack from his foes
to the north, the countries of the Crescent Alliance.


The wind blew even more frigid here,
and Baleron shivered, wrapping himself tighter in his thick jacket.


Roschk
ul Ravast! The time of the Great One comes ...


“Fate give
us wings,” he muttered.


A sound behind
him. Scrabbling stones. General Tines had reached
the peak.


“Let us finish this,” Tines said,
shivering. He suddenly looked very frail, very old, and Baleron realized that
coming up here must be quite a chore for him. But worth it for the chance to berate me.


In silence, the two leaders
surveyed the terrain. Below, on an abandoned path, stretched the caravan they
were shepherding: over four hundred horse-drawn coaches sat still, vulnerable. Lights
blazed like fireflies in the falling night—a long, sinuous string of them, a
serpent of flame winding itself about the mountain. Music drifted up, and Baleron
wanted to be down there, enjoying the festivities, however forced and lukewarm.
Yet he also wanted to be getting the caravan under way. They had sat still for
long enough. Anywhere but here with Tines.


“The trail looks fine,” he said. “And
the scouts report that it’s clear. We should still be able to use it for
another few days before we have to find an alternate.”


“Perhaps. If Borchstogs don’t block it off again.”


“Have faith, General.”


Tines shot him a sideways look. “You
are a fool,” he said quietly.


Baleron had expected this. He
waited.


“To go sneaking
around in the woods! What were you playing at? That was madness. Idiocy.”


Baleron tried to keep his voice
civil. “I set off to rescue my men.”


“For what
purpose? The Borchstogs will attack us again soon, and next time they
will finish us.”


“You seem awfully sure of that. Why?”


“We were doomed from the moment we
entered these mountains, and you know it.”


“I know no such thing. You’re a
poison, General, and I wish Father had not assigned you to me.”


“You would not have been allowed this chance without me.”


That was true enough. When Rolenya
had asked their father to allow Baleron to lead the caravan, the King had
approved, though reluctantly, with the caveat that the general accompany him as
second-in-command.


“You have a right to your dislike,
General, but don’t let it affect your responsibilities.”


“We should never have come this
way.” Something strange entered the general’s eyes. “We’re all dead men, and
the ‘stogs will make sport with our bones. I’ve been
thinking on it, and I believe I’ve figured it out. It makes sense only one
way.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Don’t you see? The Borchstogs
fired the Naslym bridges to force us to
come this way. That’s why they burnt
those bridges. They wanted us to come through the Aragst.”


“Why?” Baleron felt something drop
in his belly. “Why would they want that?”


“I don’t know, but their attacks
bear it out.”


Baleron wanted to tell Tines that
he was mad, but ...”Why would they have gone through such lengths to ambush a
wedding party?”


General Tines sat and stared,
looking cold and sour. “I have no idea. But I said from the beginning that this
route was madness.”


“Then why did you approve it?” When Tines didn’t answer,
Baleron scowled. He had always found it suspicious that Tines had approved the
route the very morning after Baleron’s duel with Darin.
Suddenly, in dismay, he realized the truth of it. “You came here to see me
fail, didn’t you?” 


Tines sniffed. “I didn’t know we
would all die in these godsforsaken mountains, but I did know it would be a
terrific disaster and your true nature would be revealed for all to see.”


“Then you are the fool, not I.”


“You are an indulgent young
prince,” Tines said in barely suppressed rage. “A drunken, gambling, whoring
disgrace to the crown, and you should
have died in the woods.”


So that was it. Tines had hoped to
see him die.


Strangely this did not anger
Baleron. With a patience that seemed to infuriate Tines, he said, “I understand
your feelings, General. I’d hate me if I were you, too.” He paused. “Would it
be taken amiss if I apologized? I attempted to offer an apology to your son, but
he threw it back at me. I truly didn’t mean for it to go as far as it did.”


“What you did with Lydia
was bad enough. But you had to compound
Darin’s humiliation—his, and mine.”


“I had every intention of letting
him win that duel. General. Three scratches and I
would’ve lost. But he didn’t go for scratches. He went for heart’s blood. I
only defended myself.”


“Heart’s blood,” Tines snorted. “Would that he had found it! Well, if nothing else, I’ll see
finished what he could not.” He wheeled his horse about and descended the peak,
returning to the narrow and over-grown trail the caravan had been forced to
take.


Baleron tried to shrug it off. He
had made too many mistakes in his life for that one to stand out, and this
expedition was the crown of them all. It was almost as though he had been set
up for failure, and Tines had been undermining him at every opportunity. I won’t fail, he told himself. He would
lead Rolenya and her wedding guests to Felgrad safely, Borchstogs be damned.


He started to turn Brandy around
and descend from the peak, when suddenly an eerie sensation overcame him. He
felt ... cold. Unnaturally
so. It was a shivering, icy cold that came from within. He jerked Brandy
to a stop and looked all about, his breath steaming in the frigid night. 


Nothing. 


Roschk
ul Ravast!


Baleron could feel evil on the air
as though it were a palpable thing. It invaded his pores and put a sour taste
on his tongue. 


A hand fell on his shoulder—gods!—and
he nearly jumped out of his skin.


He wheeled about, but it was only Rolenya
astride her white mare. She must have seen him alone on the peak and come to
visit him privately.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t
mean to startle you.”


“No. No.” He forced a chuckle, but
it came out badly, and his voice sounded breathless. “I’m—I’m fine.” His heart
pounded and he felt sweat bead on his forehead despite the chill. 


“Don’t let the general get to you,”
she said, making a guess at his thoughts. “He’s lost hope.”


Baleron took a breath. “He’s not
without reason.”


She averted her gaze. 


“Let’s go down,” he said. “I need
to get the caravan under way.”


She nodded, and he led her down
from the peak. As soon they emerged onto the road, Salthrick greeted them,
smiling.


“I’ve got great news,” Salthrick
said. “The temple’s been found.” 
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“One of the scouts discovered it while you were away,”
Salthrick said, then hastily added to Rolenya, “No
one’s entered. Would you like to take a look?”


Rolenya bit her lip. “Well,” she
said, “I suppose ... it is why we are
here, and we cannot delay the caravan ...”


“Excellent. I’ll have a priestess
meet you there.” Salthrick nodded to a mounted soldier nearby, one of those
whom Baleron had rescued. “Gahan will lead you.”


“If you’ll follow me,” the man
named Gahan said, and started to lead the way. 


Baleron paused. “We should bring
men,” he said.


“Those who fought in the battle are
drunk by now,” Salthrick said, “and the rest are needed as sentries. Don’t
worry, the temple isn’t far.”


Baleron trusted Salthrick. If he
said the way was safe, it was. “Fine. See that
preparations are made to get the caravan back under way. By the time I return,
I want us gone.”


“Of course.”


Satisfied, Baleron accompanied
Rolenya, and they set off along the trail after Gahan. As they threaded their
way through the stopped coaches, the people they passed brightened when they
saw the princess. It did not matter that she looked uneasy. There was something
about her, some light, some sense of Grace, that
cheered them on. It had always been so.


Gahan led them out of the caravan
and along the deserted, overgrown road strewn with boulders and ice, and suddenly
Baleron felt very alone. The wind sighed and moaned through the crevasses and
peaks of the mountains, whispering through the skeletal autumn forests that
threw a woodsy smell of pine and snow into the chill air. Several times an
unseen presence drew his gaze to the forest. The tree limbs were gnarled and
dark, and the undergrowth stank of corruption, even in wintertime. He felt eyes
on him, watching, but he saw nothing. 


“The temple lies
just a little ways ahead,” Gahan said, as they rounded a bend.


A sidewise look at Rolenya showed
her looking even more nervous than before. “What’s wrong?” Baleron asked.
“We’re almost to the temple.”


Her eyes dimmed. “I no longer care
about that.”


He sighed.


Long ago Havensrike had conquered
this part of the Aragst, and the king at the time—King Grothgar VI, Baleron
thought it was—had built a monumental temple to honor Illiana, Mother of the
Moon. Brides-to-be were supposed to come there and bathe in the Temple’s waters to purify
themselves before marriage. It was an ancient custom and a large part of their
father’s reason for wanting them to come this way, being a man of tradition as
he was. And this particular temple, being so high in the mountains and
therefore so close to the moon, was reputed to soak up its light with greater
alacrity than any other. Therefore its waters could more successfully purify
new brides. Indeed, it was said that in its waters even old women and harlots
could become virgins again, though on this Baleron remained doubtful.


Oslog had reclaimed this quarter
during the War of the Moonstone, and the Havensri had
been driven out, yet supposedly the temple still stood.


But now Rolenya was saying that she
no longer concerned herself with that. She was saying that the recent disasters
had overshadowed her need to purify herself. She wanted him to know that she
did not value herself above the others in the party. He had known that already.


“I know,” he said.


That seemed to make her feel
better, and she relaxed.


“Baleron,” she said, so softly that
Salthrick’s man couldn’t hear, “I hate to tell you this, but ... I no longer
even really want to marry. How can I, after all these deaths—as if my happiness
were more important? How can I sing the Song of Beginning when so many ends
have come?” She took a deep breath. Her voice fluttered, then grew steady. “But
we’re past the halfway point. It would be more dangerous to go back, and even
more lives would be lost.”


Her selflessness did not surprise
him. It was one of the reasons he loved her so. She was willing to be married
under the shadow of tragedy just to honor those who’d fallen, so that they
would not have died in vain, and to spare the rest of the caravan from further
harm. 


“You are a marvel,” he said.


“No, I’m not. Truly, I’m not.”


“But if your heart is not in the
wedding, then I will not take you to it.” When she did not reply, he added,
“I’ll take you down from the mountains into Felgrad as planned, and then we’ll
think on it further. We’ll have to go north, I suppose, through the Larenthin
arm, as we should have done in the first place, or wait for one of the Naslym
bridges to be rebuilt.”


She looked at him strangely but did
not answer. Her eyes were wet and she seemed grateful, but evidently she did
not trust herself to speak. At last she said, “The truth is I’m not sure I even
love him. Oh, he’s noble and handsome, but ...”


“Yes?”


She shook her head. “It doesn’t
matter. My duty is to marry him, to seal our two families and kingdoms
together. That is all.”


He wished there was something he
could say to that, but he couldn’t think of a thing.


Half a mile ahead, the Temple emerged from the
forest, great and hulking and silent. It stood by the side of the road, a
tremendous structure of white stone, stained with time and overgrown with ivy
and other clinging vines. Its proud white columns stretched up beside the road,
but they were more green than white now. Its white marble stairs led up to a
high rounded archway and then beyond ... into darkness.


Most of it lay in ruins, Baleron
saw. The dome roof had collapsed long ago. The marble was cracked and cobwebs
spanned the doorway.


Rolenya dismounted and made her way
up the stairs. He followed, close at her side. His hand rested on the pommel of
his sword. A chill breeze blew. 


She reached the high archway and
stared into the interior. He joined her, straining his eyes into the gloom. Pale
moonlight illuminated the long Pool, whose waters were now stagnant and dark. Mosquitoes
buzzed all about, even in wintertime. The taint of the Dark One. Things that lived on blood and
death did well in the Aragst. Baleron slashed through the cobwebs with his
sword and led the way inside. Rolenya followed.


Looming over the Pool on the far
side was the statue of Illiana. She was said to be the most beautiful being
ever to exist, but one wouldn’t know it to look at this statue. Borchstogs or
the like had defiled it long ago. They had chiseled out her face and cut off
her arms, and they had made human sacrifices at her feet—not in actual worship,
of course, for they would consider that sacrilege, but in mockery. Bones and
bloodstains and offal marred the statue’s base.


When she saw the statue, Rolenya
stifled a cry and turned to clutch Baleron. He held her and patted her back as
she sobbed.


“It’s all right,” he said. “It’s
all right.”


“No, it’s not,” she sobbed. “The monsters! How dare
they! They know nothing of goodness, of purity, of
grace. They don’t even know what they’re despoiling!” She slumped against him,
and the fight went out of her. She pulled back and wiped at her eyes. “Well, I
wouldn’t have bathed in the Waters anyway. Too many have died. It wouldn’t be
right. I can’t be washed clean of my sins that
easily.” She looked very grim as she added, “I have much to atone for. It’s because
of me that all this happened.”


He gripped her arms tightly. “No. You
don’t. Don’t say that. Don’t think like that.”


They stared at each other for
several long, tense moments, and then she sighed. She closed her eyes. “I’m
sorry, Bal.”


“It’s not your fault,” he told her.
“You didn’t slaughter all those men and women. It was him. Never forget that. You can’t blame the deer for being preyed
upon by the wolf.”


“What if the deer chose to skirt
the wolf’s den to nibble at a particularly tasty flower? You can’t blame a wolf
for being a wolf.”


He could not think up a counter to
that, so he said nothing. As far as he was concerned, he was more responsible
for the losses than she. He was the caravan’s leader, as well as the reason
General Tines had approved the route in the first place. Yet he refused to
argue over who deserved more blame.


Water stirred.


He whirled about to see a tall dark
figure rising from the stagnant Pool. Black fluid sloughed off long gangly
limbs, claws, bald dome, sharp ears. Bat-like wings
spread wide behind it. Black water sloughed off them, too. With the skin atop
the Pool broken, a new reek plagued the Temple.


Baleron reached for his sword. A heaviness came over his mind.


“You will not need that,” said the
figure, and his hand stilled.


Rolenya opened her mouth to scream,
but the figure said, “Be silent,” and she fell silent.


Moonlight glinted off the creature’s
black eyes, and Baleron found himself falling into their depths. It must be
Asguilar, he knew, the lord of Wegredon, firstborn of Ungier, master of this
region of the Aragst, the one who had attacked Ichil and caused Haben’s
suffering—but even as he thought this Baleron’s awareness shrank ... and shrank
... He felt himself falling into dizzying gulfs ...


Asguilar’s voice came, low and
soothing: “You are well met, friends. And just in time. Night settles in. At my
signal, all your friends shall die, and you will belong to me.” He lifted his
head, gathered his breath, and howled like wolf. The sound pierced the fog that
gripped Baleron’s mind.


The howl seemed indeed to be a
signal of some kind, for seconds later he heard screams from far away. 


The caravan. Something was
attacking the caravan. But how? Baleron had stationed
many sentries, had detailed many guards. Nothing could creep up on them, not so
suddenly. 


With the strength of anger and
fear, Baleron shoved away Asguilar’s hold over him, and awareness flooded back.
Asguilar tried to reassert his power, and Baleron felt a cloud descending on
him. If I can only
reach my bow. He raised his arms to fumble at it. Asguilar’s mental
talons tore at him. His fingers turned clumsy.


The vampire gestured to something
up above. Dark shapes hunched in the jagged ruins of the roof. Wings ruffled. Pale
moonlight fell on wolf-shaped helms.


Glarumri!
The riders of the giant crow-like birds, the glarums.
But they were creatures of Unger ... of Oksilith ...


“Do not resist me,” Asguilar said. “I
have means of compelling you that you will not enjoy.”


Baleron focused on his hands,
guiding them, forcing them to grip the hilt of his sword, to pull it up, painfully,
slowly, but at last—


An inch of naked steel glittered in
the dim light.


“Enough!” Asguilar said. He made a
curt gesture. The two glarums sprang down. Their armored Borchstog riders
hunkered low. Aguilar let his attention be diverted by the down-sweeping
glarumri, and the thrall with which he held Baleron slipped, just enough for
the prince to nick his hand on the blade. The pain roused him. He drew his bow.


One glarum fell at him, the other Rolenya.


The ceiling was high. He had time
for two shots, if he was quick.


He fitted an arrow. Drew the string. Aimed. Fired.


The arrow took Asguilar in the
face. It had been upturned, but at the sound of the bow twanging, his battish head snapped back to Baleron. Too
late. The arrow took him square in his skeletal nose, and with a wet cry
he fell back into the filthy water.


Baleron refitted his bow. Aimed. Fired.


An arrow sprouted from the
black-feathered breast of the glarum bearing down on Rolenya. She recovered her
wits and dodged aside just as the glarum crashed into the ground where she had
stood. 


The second glarum’s talons wrapped
around Baleron. The impact knocked the breath from him,
and the bow as well. The talons seized him, wrenched him up toward the gaping
sky. The stench of carrion filled his nostrils. Filth tangled the glarum’s
feathers. 


He struggled against its grip, but
it was too strong. In the distance drifted the sounds of battle. 


A talon pinioned one of his arms to
his side. The other was free. With it he tore his sword loose and plunged it up
into the soft belly of the bird. It shrieked. He sawed the blade back and
forth, up into its ribs. Hot black blood spurted his face.


They were now at the level of the
mostly collapsed roof. Screaming in agony, the glarum released him. He only
barely caught himself, gripping some tangled iron rods that had formed part of
the ceiling’s inner support.


The glarum crashed atop a piece of
stone that had once formed part of the Temple’s
dome. The dome was no more, but scattered blocks remained. The great bird
thrashed and writhed in its death throes. Its Borchstog rider, grunting and
cursing, managed to cut himself loose of his bindings and jump clear.


With his sword still in hand, Baleron
awkwardly hauled himself onto a rounded block of stone. Just as he swung his
legs up, the Borchstog rushed him and brought its sword down at his head.


Baleron raised his blade. The shock
nearly dashed the sword from his fingers. 


The glarumri slashed down again. Baleron
rolled aside. Came up. Thrust. His blade glanced off
Borchstog armor. The demon swung. Baleron leapt back. Teetered
on the edge of the stone. Behind him a sheer drop fell to the
half-frozen forest two hundred feet below.


He recovered and drove at the
Borchstog. Their swords clashed and rang. The demon’s red eyes burned with
anger from within his wolf-head helm. 


The creature was taller and
stronger than Baleron, and skilled in swordplay. Clearly it had made great
study of the art; to excel in warfare was surely to honor its Master, and it
had probably had hundreds of years in which to do so. Baleron cursed its
devotion, as well as its longevity.


But he was no amateur. Constant
dueling demanded constant practice. He met the Borchstog’s attack with nimble
steel. He thrust and parried, whirled and spun, charged and was beaten back.


He and his foe leapt black gaps
from stone to stone in their battle, swords exchanging desperate blows all the
while. Sparks
flew from the blades as they clanged. Moss and ice betrayed Baleron’s feet time
and again, and several times he nearly stumbled.


At last, arm sagging, he hacked at
the Borchstog’s unprotected throat. The demon almost didn’t block it in time,
but at the last instant it dashed Baleron’s sword aside.


Its free hand clutched Baleron by
the front of his tunic and jerked him close. Its rank breath bathed his face.


To Baleron’s surprise, some of the
rage had dimmed in the demon’s eyes. It had mastered itself. In Oslogon, so
that Baleron could only understand after some thought, it said, “I could defeat
you, but you must live. Roschk
ul Ravast!”


Baleron smashed the handle of his
sword against the glarumri’s helm. It staggered back,
dropping him. Now it was the one that teetered on the edge, and Baleron did not
give it time to right itself but kicked it over the precipice.


Breathing heavily, he watched it
fall, darkly, silently, to the white treetops below. 


Roschk
ul Ravast!


A black winged shape shot up from
the interior of the temple, jerking at the arrow embedded in its face. With his
Borchstogs and glarums slain, Asguilar was returning to his keep. 


Baleron watched the rithlag’s form diminish with narrowed eyes. Asguilar had
known Baleron and Rolenya would come to the temple. He had known the soldiers
would not enter beforehand, that it was a sacred place. And there he had laid
his trap. But why did he want them? 


Baleron didn’t have time to worry
on it. He smelled smoke on the breeze and saw a line of flames shooting up from
the trail where the caravan sat. Impatiently, he climbed down the exterior of
the temple, using the many carvings of angels and moons and brides as his
handholds. They were covered with moss and ice that slid beneath his fingers,
and he had to go slowly, but at last he made it down.


“Hail Prince Baleron!” Gahan cried.
“I thought you were lost for certain. You fought brilliantly, my lord! We
watched it all from here.”


Rolenya stood near Gahan, looking
pale and scared. “Thank the Omkar!” she said, and rushed over to Baleron.


He pushed her away and leapt at
Gahan, smashing a fist across the man’s jaw. Gahan collapsed. 


“Bal!”
Rolenya said.


“Traitor!”
Baleron said, standing over the soldier. “You led us into a trap!”


Gahan wiped blood from his jaw. His
eyes smoldered, and the ghost of a grin flashed across his face. “Roschk ul Ravast!”


Baleron drew his sword.


Gahan rolled away and sprang to his
feet. Very deliberately, he placed himself between Baleron and the caravan. “Fool!
All you had to do was stay out of the way till the fight was over.”


“Stand aside,” Baleron said.


Gahan remained where he was. Baleron
strode forward, sword raised. 


Gahan lunged.


Baleron had half-expected it. Without
thinking, he swung. His sword connected, and the impact stung his hands. Blood
sprayed him, and Gahan fell twitching to the snow at his feet. Steam rose from
the cleft in Gahan’s chest.


“Oh, dear Omkar,” Rolenya breathed.


Together they stared down at the
corpse. It was no longer the body of a man, but of a wolf—a large, foul
creature, with black fur and red eyes. It could only be a lurum-cruval, one of the wolves
that ranged through the mountains. It was said that a dark spirit infused each
one, a servant of the Dark One.


Fear gathered in Baleron. “He was possessed
... .”


“Yes.”


He ran a hand through his hair,
slicking it with blood. “It must have happened when he was a prisoner. Hells! Could
they all be like this, all the ones we rescued from that fortress? That’s why they were taken ... we were allowed to rescue them ...” He shared a
grim look with Rolenya. “Salthrick ...”


“Don’t say it.” She gripped his arm
tightly, and for a moment he thought she might faint. “Don’t say it.”


He patted her hand. “If anyone
could withstand ... possession ... it’s he.”


“I couldn’t bear it.” Suddenly she
stared him in the eyes, and a new fear crossed her face. “That creature said ul Ravast ...”


“Do you know what that means?” Rolenya
had always been a better student than he, and it did not surprise him that she
might know. He had spent too much time dueling and drinking, while she had
diligently studied.


“Yes,” she said, and her face was
pale. “I do.”


More screams reached his ears, and
he sheathed his sword. 


“Tell me later. I must go.”


“I can help.”


“You stay here. The temple’s not
much protection, but it’s all there is. I’ll go see if
I can sort this out.”


“Luck be
with you,” she said.


He found Brandy, who had wandered
some ways off, frightened by the Gahan-wolf, mounted up and rode swiftly back
toward the caravan. Fire and smoke blazed, and a thick blackness covered
everything, as if the night itself had congealed.


“To me!” he shouted, cutting his
way through it. “To me!”


Screams and howls and snarls and
grunts echoed through the night. The caravan was being attacked, and from
within, without warning, without proper defense, both of which he was supposed
to provide. He had to find General Tines and Bragan
Thad and organize a defense. Many of the coaches had been fired, and he did not
doubt that this had been done deliberately to incite chaos and fear among the
defenders. 


At one point he saw an overturned
coach, contents strewn across the ground, and among them was the corpse of
Master Thad, a high adept in the Guild of Illumination. Trained to use weapons
and tools of the Light, Thad had been the caravan’s only sorcerous means of
defense. His seeing stone had aided them more than once in avoiding blocked
routes. Baleron looked for it among the scattered items but did not see it. Stolen? 


He rode on. Smoke choked his lungs,
burned his eyes. He tore off a strip from his shirt and breathed through it. When
he could catch his breath, he raised his head and shouted, “To me! To me!” 


A group of some dozen soldiers
flocked to him, grateful to see their prince alive.


“It’s madness!” they cried. Soot
coated their faces. “Our own men have turned into beasts!”


“Are they all of the men that we
rescued?” Baleron said.


“They are, my lord.”


“And Salthrick?”


They hadn’t seen him.


“Don’t trust him if you do see
him,” Baleron instructed, though the words pained him. “Follow me. We’ll send
these beasts back to hell.”


They followed. They carried lances
and provided him with one. A werewolf reared in their path, and Brandy’s sharp
hooves ground it into the snow. They passed another, and Baleron drove his
lance at its head. The beast fell dead to the snow. 


“To me!” he shouted as he rode. “To me!”


His riders were not the only ones
to have found mounts, and he succeeded in drawing more to him, but not nearly
enough. Calling for others, he led on. Werewolves reared in their path, and he
took grim delight in riding them down, but there were too many, and his
soldiers were too few. Many had died in the Borchstog raids, and more had died
in the assault on the fortress. Others had apparently been instilled with dark
spirits. 


To win this fight, Baleron needed
to muster Rolenya’s wedding guests. The aristocracy.


They were running about, screaming,
dying. Some fought in scattered pockets. He stopped before a group of nobles
and their retainers who huddled back-to-back near the ruins of a coach. 


“Join us!” he called to them. 


As the smoke shifted, he recognized
their leader, and he knew his mistake. 


Lord Ealister
Hadrenor of Asergard
sneered up at him. “Begone!” Hadrenor
spat, unconsciously rubbing his cheek where one of Baleron’s dueling blades had
left a mark four years ago.


Lord Hadrenor’s
wife, who stood beside her husband, pleaded with him. “Listen to the Prince, Lissie! Let us go with him!”


Hadrenor’s
face turned red, but he did not budge. None of the other men in his group
seemed inclined to join Baleron, either, so the prince offered his hand to Lenolla, Hadrenor’s wife. He had
two scars named after her. “Come, Lady,” he said.


She shook her head and clutched her
husband. “My place is here.”


“Very well,” he said, suddenly
angry, though he was not sure at whom. “Then I leave you to your doom! Ra!”


He led his score of riders on
through the murk, riding down werewolves as they could. They came on a larger
gathering of defenders who had circled a handful of wagons. The women and
children huddled in the middle while the men stood on the carriage-tops,
bearing swords and bows. Baleron was only half surprised to see General Tines
standing on one ornate carriage, sword in one hand and torch in the other. By
the torch’s flame, Baleron saw the General’s blazing eyes and tightly-drawn
face. He scowled when he saw Baleron and declared, “So the wretch lives! All
hail the wretch!”


None of the other nobles echoed the
cry, but neither did they speak against it.


“Come with me,” Baleron said. “I
know you hate me, General, but don’t damn these people because of it. The
temple’s defensible, but only with enough men. You have them. Join me, and I
think we can survive the night. In the morning it should not be difficult—“


“Silence!” For the first time,
Baleron noted that blood stained the general’s clothes, though it was hard to
tell from whom. “I would not follow you into a broom closet, you filth. I will
certainly not follow you to hell! Off with you!”


Appealing to the other noblemen on
their carriage-tops, Baleron said, “Ignore Tines and come with me. I tell you,
the temple’s defensible. Together we could—“


“You heard the general,” one of the
lords said. “Off with you!”


“Yes, off with you!” said another.
Others took up the call.


Baleron glared at them, then at the General, who wore a tight sneer. “I suppose
you’ve won,” Baleron said. “I would suggest you enjoy this victory as much as
you can now, for you will not be able to do so later. Ra!”



He spurred Brandy and led his
riders off into the night. They passed more bands of defenders, but few would
join him. He realized then that his command had failed, and not because of
anything he had done during this expedition but because of what he had done
before it. His group did receive more members, but it didn’t swell. Attacking
werewolves constantly whittled at it. What was more, the smoke and the
confusion worked in the demons’ favor, and he found marshalling an effective
defense impossible.


Fire and horrors blocked his path. The
creatures and the flames were too thick toward the west. Worse, Borchstogs had
joined the fray. They hailed from Wegredon, Baleron supposed. Asguilar had used
the werewolves to attack from within, then Borchstogs to attack from without
once the caravan had been thrown into chaos.


Gradually Baleron and his men were
forced back. Werewolves took the shapes of men and filled the riders with
arrows. Baleron knew they were werewolves because when he caught glimpses of
them, darting and crouching in the dark, they were naked and covered in blood. Borchstogs
charged in waves, and everywhere they pressed screams rose into the night. Baleron
saw the circle of wagons General Tines had defended go up in flames, and heard
the general himself yelling defiance, then screaming
in agony. His death would not be quick, Baleron knew.


Back and back Baleron and his men went,
forced to give up ground. Yet people flocked to the riders, and at last a
ragged gathering of defenders formed—women and children, for the most part,
very few fighting men. Baleron looked for Sophia among the women but did not
find her. The werewolves and Borchstogs assaulted the band from all sides, and
the flame and the smoke were too much for him to contend with.


“Back!” he shouted. “Fall back to
the temple!”

















 


 


 

Chapter
5



 

Thunder rolled, and it sounded like howling.


“What was that?” someone cried, his
fear-filled voice echoing off the ruined walls and broken dome of the inner temple.
Wind shrieked in, and a light snow began to fall through the gap above. On the
other side of the Pool, the ruined and profaned statue of Illiana loomed
horribly, and Baleron tried not to look at it or the pile of bloody sacrifices
and offal at its base, some half frozen. Even so, a collection of hardy flies
buzzed about the mound.


“Never mind,” he said, addressing
the group. “It was just thunder from the storm.” 


Suddenly the wolves howled again, a
terrible, soul-shaking sound. The creatures had ringed the temple and were laying
siege to it. Baleron did not know why they refused to attack—perhaps they
feared the lingering presence of Illiana, whereas Asguilar had been too
powerful to—or perhaps they had other reasons. All he knew was that he must
take every advantage he could.


“We will get out of this yet!” he
shouted, and when the faces of the people looked at him, he could feel their
slender hope about to snap. “We’ll await the sunrise, then
make our escape. Brunril’s Torch will save us.”


They nodded vaguely and muttered
amongst themselves. Rolenya, propped up against a ruined wall, gave him a small
smile. 


“Have hope!” Baleron said. “The
Dark One and his creatures are strong, but they have their weaknesses, and we
will exploit them. So stay brave. You’ve done marvelously so far and as a man
of Havensrike I could not be prouder.” 


He checked with the priestess that
he had tasked with seeing to people’s wounds, then saw that his wards were
getting what foodstuffs had been liberated from the caravan, and next conferred
with the handlers of the horses, who had been brought inside, then took a
moment to catch his breath and smoke a pipe-full. They were in dire straits
indeed, and he did not lie to himself in the inner workings of his own mind:
they were doomed. General Tines had been right. Baleron saw no way out of this.
He had perhaps a hundred and fifty people here out of two thousand—the rest
either dead, captured, or fled into the mountains—and he doubted he could save
any.


Wearily, he crossed to Rolenya. She
was holding up well, but he could see that there was a great weight on her.
Still, she smiled at his approach.


“Nice speech,” she said. In a lower
voice, she added, “How much of it do you believe?”


He pulled out the flask from his
breast pocket and knocked back a long draught. “Ah. I’d rather not die with a
clear head if I can help it.” He offered her a sip but she declined, and he
asked the question he’d been dreading: “Sophia. Did ... did you see what became
of her?”


Rolenya looked away. “I’m so sorry,
Bal.” 


“Gods.”


She squeezed his hand. “It was
quick.”


He waited for her to say more, but
she didn’t, and he hoped she wasn’t simply lying to spare his feelings; Sophia had
been pretty, even beautiful, and the Borchstogs would have been unlikely to
have missed that. He took another pull off the flask, this one longer. Sophia, may your shade forgive me. She
had not even been on the original invitation list; she had asked him to come
and, to his shame, he’d gotten her name added despite the grumbles of people
like General Tines. I should have made
you stay in Glorifel, but it was a long trek through the mountains and my bed
would have been cold.


Thunder rolled above, accompanied
by the howling of wolves. Baleron suddenly felt a great presence nearby, dark
and powerful. 


“No ...” Rolenya said. She placed
her hands to her temples.


The presence grew stronger. People
cried out and sank to their knees, some their bellies, and the howling of the
wolves outside shook the walls. Baleron rushed to a window near the main door
and strained his eyes into the darkness, but at first all he saw was snow
curling down and pale starlight glimmering on the carpet of white. Tall, dark
trees reared needle-like all about, and in between them, hunched and white,
were the wolves, breath steaming in the air.


Then, from up the road, a great
Power emerged from the night, wreathed in shadow. Little of it could be seen. It
was simply a great, primal, living darkness, moving toward the temple. The
shadows grew deep, and the wolves lifted their heads and howled in joy and
worship and fear. Baleron could feel
its power, malignant and bitter, on his tongue, in his mind, a cloud on
everything, the whole world, a great, utter blackness ...


“No,” he gasped, abruptly weak. 


Others echoed his fear. “Our deaths
are at hand!” someone said. “The Omkar have mercy on our souls!”


People wept or prayed, many more falling
to their knees or wilting to the floor as if struck dead. Others clamped their
hands over their ears to drive out the howling. Even the air seemed to ripple,
to thrum, and strange scents wafted through it, sulfur and musk and blood ...


Outside, the
great, living darkness swept up the road toward the temple—a terrible,
seething, stirring Thing that bent and twisted the world about it with every
step. Baleron could feel the heat, the power, emanating from it. It was,
without a doubt, some high servant of Gilgaroth. 


Two flaming eyes opened in the
darkness as the wave of rolling shadow drew near the aged steps that led up to
the temple, and the firelight illuminated, if barely, the outline of the being:
it was a great wolf. Massive. Draped
in shadow. Made
of shadow. All around Baleron people screamed in fear. Several fainted. One
man stabbed himself and doubled over, writhing. Others continued to pray. The
Wolf seemed to regard the sanctuary critically, disdainfully with its horrible,
flaming eyes, and then it opened its mouth and fire gushed forth, a red tide
that washed the face of the temple. Flames licked up the proud ivory columns
and blistered the white marble façade. Stone that could not be set aflame now
flamed and smoldered, and smoke rose up to obscure the stars. 


Baleron and those that had drawn to
the windows shrank back. The heat flooded in, unimpeded by long-absent windows.


“Flee!” Baleron said. “Retreat to
the rear!”


He drew his sword and in an instant
was at Rolenya’s side. Men rushed up to him. 


“What can we do?” one said


“We can’t go out the front!”
another said.


“Take the horses and escape through
the rear,” Baleron instructed.


“The slope is too steep for
horses.”


“Then walk. But either way, follow
me.”


He helped Rolenya mount up, then swung astride his own horse. Brandy neighed fearfully,
and Baleron tried to calm her. He wiped sweat from his brow and ran a shaky
hand through his soaked hair. The air blistered, and his lungs burned. The
Presence may fear to enter Illiana’s Temple, but it did not
need to. Its fires would raze the building in short order.


“Ra!”
Baleron shouted, spurring Brandy.


With drawn sword he led the charge
out the rear entrance and down the steep slope into the woods beyond. 


“There,” he said, once he’d reached
the slope’s bottom. He pointed to a tall oak some distance into the wood. “Wait
for me there.” Rolenya nodded and made her way toward it.


Baleron’s soldiers and charges had
followed him, those that could. Not all had horses or the skill to ride them
here but fled afoot down the icy slope. For these Baleron turned back and led
two score riders in holding off any attack that came from the rear. The enemy
did not disappoint. A wave of blood-covered wolves barreled down from the sides
of the temple, slaver drooling from their mouths.


“Hold fast!” Baleron shouted.


Those who fled afoot swept past the
line of horsemen, and just in time. The wolves leapt on the riders, breathing
flame into the faces of the men and their mounts. Horses reared and flung
riders. Riders fell screaming and smoldering to the snow, where wolves ripped
out their innards. More leapt on those still mounted. Quick as shadows they
struck.


“Fall back!” Baleron said, chopping
down on a wolf that, blood-mad, sprang toward him. His steel met flesh, and the
wolf fell away, changing back into the form of one of Baleron’s soldiers. Where is Salthrick? Will I slay a wolf only to see him looking back at me? Or will he be
the one to finally bring me down?


“Fall back!” he said, and led the
retreat. It was not to be an orderly one, however, for fear had struck his men,
and they fled in all directions. 


A line of Borchstog archers
appeared up the slope, and their crossbow bolts cut the night. Baleron’s men
and those they sought to protect dropped twitching to the snow.


More wolves came, and Baleron did
not have time to despair. Back he and his handful of riders were forced, and
one by one wolves dragged them down until he was all
that was left. If General Tines and the others had joined him, he might have
had enough to hold them off, but as it was the people of the caravan were lost.


He made for the tall oaken bower
Rolenya hid in, and there she was, framed against moon and stars, her face
white and lovely and scared.


“Quickly!” he said.


She dropped into the saddle behind
him. He could feel her ribs against his back as she breathed in and out. She
was sobbing.


He rode through the night,
following the screams of his people. The night was black, and the trees were
many, and he had to navigate carefully through their mazes. All around him rose
sounds of horror—screams and growls and the ripping of flesh—but he forced
himself on. He rode down wolves and Borchstogs, trying to protect his people
but finding only corpses. 


“They’re all gone,” Rolenya
whispered, half to herself. “All gone, all gone ...”


A particularly large wolf leapt from
behind a tree and dragged Brandy down by her throat. 


Baleron jumped clear, carrying
Rolenya with him. Spitting snow and blood, he drew his sword and set upon the
wolf. Its jaws wrapped around Brandy’s throat and squeezed. The great mare thrashed
and blood sprayed. Baleron hacked off the wolf’s head, but too late. Brandy’s
limbs were already stilling. Her eyes rolled. Foam beaded her mouth. Then she
was gone.


Enraged, Baleron chopped the wolf to
pieces. Tears and blood stung his eyes.


“I’m sorry,” Rolenya said, rising
to her feet and coming to him.


“No,” he said. “I’m the one that’s
sorry. But come, we can both be sorry later. It will be a mercy if I die. Only let me get you to safety
first.”


Afoot, he led on through the sprawling
forest. He tore off his armor piece by piece, as it made too much noise and
only slowed him down. His heart pounded fast, and sweat stuck his tunic to the
narrow of his back. At last he saw a crimson swath bathe the eastern horizon
over the gnarled trees.


“Dawn,” he said, pausing.


Rolenya gasped. “We made it. They
won’t chase us now ...” 


“We’re safe.”


She nodded, clearly wanting to
believe. “Yes.”


When they were ready, they
continued on through the dripping forest, and the sky grew red. Baleron began
to have hope. Once the sun grew high, it should scatter the dark things, and he
and Rolenya could pass.


Suddenly, black clouds boiled in
out of the south, obliterating the sun. A sickly rain fell, dripping off the
leaves and branches overhead and trickling down the back of Baleron’s neck. It
was thicker than it should be, and warm.


“Darkness even during the day,”
Rolenya said, holding out her hands to feel the unnatural rain. She looked at
him soberly. “There will be no escape from them, will there?”


Baleron said nothing, and wind
hissed through the forest, whispering strange things.


“You know,” she said, leaning
against a tree, “I think I will take
a sip from that flask.”


He handed it over. She unscrewed
the lid, took a sip, and grimaced. Took another. Then,
breathing slowly, she stared up at the sky and said, “They’re all dead,
Baleron. All my friends. They came all this way to see
me wed, risking their lives because they loved me, and ...” When he said
nothing, she added, “Do you really think Salthrick ... ?”


Baleron remembered when he was
growing up how Salthrick would train him at swordplay. In his mind’s eye, he
pictured himself and Salthrick exchanging thrusts and parries for hours while
Rolenya sat off to the side, cheering one on, then the other. The three had
always been close. 


At last he said, “I don’t know.”


She nodded. Thunder rolled across
the sky. In the distance, wolves howled.


“Rolenya,” he said quietly.


She looked at him.


“I’m sorry,” he said.


She squeezed his arm, her eyes
moist.


Wolves howled again, very close
this time.


“Let’s push on,” he said. “We may
not be able to escape them, but at least we can make them work for it.”


Together they fled, as the howls
drew closer and closer behind them. The trees grew gnarled and thick, with
disconcerting boles, and strange lichen and moss covered them. The roots of the
trees stretched in eerie profusion, with sinister knobs and twists. The air
grew thick, bitter, and Baleron felt the hairs raising
on the nape of his neck.


“I don’t like this place,” Rolenya
said.


“Neither do I.”


The wolves had drawn very close,
however, and turning aside would only deliver Baleron and Rolenya to them all
the quicker. The two pressed on, and the forest grew danker and more fetid with
every step. At last strange black monoliths reared skyward, and human bones
were heaped at their bases. Some of the bones looked fresh, and flies buzzed
around them, undeterred by the thick, slow, warm rain. Baleron saw corpses
nailed to trees, and he covered Rolenya’s eyes against the sights, leading her
on with her hand gripped in his. When they were past, he uncovered her eyes. At
last they came on the ruin of some ancient fortress, its crumbling towers stabbing
high into the dark night. Rain glistened on the black towers, and the flashes
of lightning made them seem to pulse.


The gates sagged open.


Baleron and Rolenya stared at the
gates, then each other. Behind them, the wolves howled. They seemed just over
the next rise.


Baleron entered. Rolenya followed,
warily. Instantly, he felt the hairs stand up on the back of his arms, and the
bitter taint he’d tasted earlier returned. Something was wrong with this place.
Something foul was here.


“I think I’d rather take our
chances with the wolves,” he said.


“Yes,” Rolenya said, staring about
her at lichen-covered stones strewn with unidentifiable bones. “I think you’re
right ...”


They turned back toward the gates.


The wolves hunched at the gateway,
slavering and snapping at each other. As one, they took a step forward, and
Baleron and Rolenya stumbled back. The wolves, perhaps a score of them,
advanced, and again Baleron and Rolenya retreated. Baleron pulled his sword. 


“A stairway,” Rolenya said, tugging
on Baleron’s arm and pointing. A gaping blackness led downward. By the flashes
of lightning, Baleron discerned an ancient, stained set of steps.


“They want us to go down,” he said. 


“What choice have
we?”


The wolves slunk forward, thunder
crashed against the towers, and warm rain flung down. Baleron and Rolenya
descended the stairs, a step at a time. The wolves followed, slowly, their
claws clicking on the stone. Baleron knew the creatures had just been herding
them here, though for what purpose he could not fathom. Finally the stairs
terminated at a grand set of iron doors—ajar.


The darkness gathered even thicker
and blacker on the other side, and the bitterness sat even heavier on Baleron’s
tongue at being near it. 


Brother and sister slipped through
the doors. It’s warm, he thought,
surprised. At first all he saw was darkness, but then the frequent strikes of
lightning revealed a stone hall, ancient and ruined, with thick pillars
supporting the ceiling. A slab squat and black and covered in stains, commanded
the very center of the room ... 


The doors crashed shut behind them.
Blackness enveloped them.


Rolenya yelped, and he squeezed her
hand. He wanted to tell her it would be all right, but he did not see how it
could be. He struck his sword against the floor so that anyone nearby would
hear.


“Treat with us fairly,” he called. “We
will listen.”


The chamber echoed with the sound
of stone grating on stone. Baleron heard what sounded like a panel buck and
slide away. A terrible Presence, wreathed in a darkness
so deep that Baleron could see it,
could feel it, entered the chamber. A
weight descended on his mind. 


“No!” he heard himself say. Even
staggering backward proved a great effort.


Rolenya screamed. He heard her
shuffle back to brace herself against the doorway. Trying to overcome that
weight in his mind, Baleron placed himself between her and It,
holding his sword high.


Suddenly a pair of flaming eyes
appeared in the darkness before him. Huge eyes. Wolvish eyes.
They blazed with fire, illuminating the chamber with flickering light. They
loomed several feet above and before him, and they appraised him harshly. If
they belonged to a wolf, it was of monstrous size. Ten feet
high at the shoulder, at least. Its presence was overpowering. Baleron
could taste the evil on the air, as well as the carrion stench of death from
its mouth and the musk off its fur. A chill froze his soul. It was without a
doubt the being that had set fire to the Temple.


The wolf’s fiery eyes narrowed. When
It opened its mouth, a red light glowed at the back of
Its throat as if hell-fires burned from within.


And they did. For surely this being
was bound to Illistriv, the Second Hell.


The terror spoke: “Fear Me.” 


Baleron obeyed. The Beast’s words
seemed to come from far away, as if they had to travel through the very fires
of the inferno before issuing from his mouth, emerging harsh and blackened. 


“For I have come to lay your Doom upon you.”


Baleron could find no voice to
speak. His throat seized up. His tongue froze to the roof of his mouth. His
sword fell from his suddenly numb fingers and clattered to the floor. A great
will strove with his. He fought it. It wanted him to kneel, but he would not. At
last, with much effort, he threw it off. 


“Begone!”
His voice sounded hesitant and shaky even to him.


The Wolf growled at his defiance,
and Baleron felt a tremor course through him.


Staring up at the thing, he knew a
primal dread. Using all his strength, he turned his eyes away from those of the
Other and caught Rolenya’s glance, as he could see her
clearly now in the blazing fire that issued from the creature’s eyes and
throat. She looked pale and frightened, and she’d pressed her back against the
doors, but she was erect and resolved. Absurdly, he felt proud that she was his
sister.


Still standing between the Wolf and
his sister, Baleron turned back to it. All that they had been through, he
realized, all the death and horror, from the sacking of Ichil and Haben’s
torment, to the burning of the Naslym bridges and the massacre of the wedding
party, had been leading up to this one moment. 


The flaming eyes fixed on him. “You are foolish to try to protect Rolenya.
You cannot protect her ... not from Me. Yet it is not
your deaths I desire now, but your lives instead. I now claim them as Mine.”


It sprang forward and with a swipe
of its head knocked Baleron to the ground. Rolenya pushed herself off from the
door and lunged at the Wolf. It batted its head and flung her hard against the
wall. She slumped to the floor, moaned, and did not get up.


Baleron tried to rise. The Wolf
shoved a paw down on his chest and ground him into the filthy floor. The
beast’s musk and sulfurous mouth-odor bathed his face.


The Wolf’s fangs, backlit by the
fires burning in the back of his throat, dripped poison onto the stone. The
drops hissed when they struck. A drop fell from the Wolf’s mouth and narrowly
missed Baleron’s cheek. He smelled scorched stone as the drop struck the floor.


“No,” moaned Rolenya.


The beast turned its baleful gaze
on her.


“Just what is it you want from us?”
Baleron asked.


The Wolf looked down at him. Smoke
curled from between the Wolf’s terrible fangs, and it seemed for a moment that
there was a note of longing, of sadness, in those horrible, flaming eyes. And
when the Great Wolf spoke, the echo of those feelings was plain to hear. What
it said was simple, but it was imbued with meaning:


“Freedom.”


And, with that, the note of lament
and weakness was gone, replaced by cruelty, by malice. Dark thoughts danced in
its flaming eyes.


“Go back to hell,” Baleron said.


The Wolf stuck his snout into the
prince’s face, wet black nose quivering, steaming. Slowly those great jaws
opened and Baleron stared up into the fiery pits of the Second Hell. At the
back of the wolf’s throat he saw bright light, red flames. Maddened screams
sounded in his ears ...


Shuddering, he wrenched his gaze
away.


The Wolf closed his jaws.


Shakily, Rolenya said, “Don’t hurt
him.”


A black chuckle echoed against the
wet stone walls. “Sweet
child!” The Beast studied her, and Baleron did not like the way the
creature’s eyes lingered on every angelic plane and angle of her face and on
the rise and fall of her breasts. 


Rolenya tried to match the Wolf’s
stare but could not, averting her gaze to the floor, where the Beast’s fires
illuminated rotting bones and ancient filth.


Baleron heaved the paw off of him, rolled
clear and staggered to his feet.


“What exactly will you demand of
us?” he said.


The Wolf regarded him silently for
some time. At last it said, “LOOK INTO MY
EYES.”


Baleron tried to resist. The great
will strove with his and this time he was helpless to win out. Sweating,
straining, fighting it with every fiber of his soul, he lifted his gaze and
stared directly into those horrible, flaming eyes. Then the Wolf opened its
mouth again and Baleron’s gaze was drawn, against his will, to the inferno at
the back of its throat. Baleron beheld Illistriv, the Second Hell, what must be it, in all its awful grandeur. He
saw a bright, red-white light, and in it shapes ... writhing, twisting things,
dark things, reaching out to ensnare him, calling to him ... and souls, bright
blue-white souls, ghostly and wraith-like, swirling, running ... being pursued.
Fell things chased them. He heard screams. He felt the heat as flames scorched
him. He felt drawn in, inexorably drawn in ...


A shadow greater than the others
reared up before him, and he felt a terrible coldness seep out from it. The
shadow leapt out at him from the flames, out from the Second Hell, and ... into him.


It seemed as if a weight lodged
itself in his soul, a cloud upon his mind. He gasped in pain and fell to his
knees, then collapsed altogether. Beads of sweat popped out on his face and
scalp. He could not summon the strength to stand. The world spun about him.


Then Rolenya was there, kneeling
over him, stroking his head.


“Your
Doom is laid,” the Wolf said.


“No!” cried Rolenya. “What did you do?”


The Wolf withdrew.


“What do you plan to do with us?”
called Baleron.


But the Wolf gave no answer. The
glow of the Beast’s eyes and red maw faded into the darkness, stone squealed on
stone, and it was gone.
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For a long time, Baleron lay on the floor where he’d fallen.
Rolenya put his head in her lap, and she stroked his hair and sang to him, low
and soft, and somehow he felt lighter, clearer, as he often did when she sang.
There was power in it, somehow. Grace. Which was of course
impossible. She was famous throughout Havensrike for her voice, yet even
it could not banish the sickness he
felt, the fear. His hands trembled, and sweat beaded his face and slicked his
hair. He felt hot and feverish.


“What was it?” he said. “You don’t think ...”


“I ... surely
not.” But there was doubt in her eyes. “I couldn’t be ...”


Both knew Gilgaroth was said to be
able to take different forms, and one of his most feared shapes was that of the
Great Wolf. Still, it seemed unlikely that the so-called Breaker of the World
would venture so far from Ghrastigor. Surely.


“What did it do to me?” Baleron
said.


“I don’t know. Some curse, I
think.”


He laughed bitterly. “Then the
joke’s on him. I was cursed long ago. I slew my brother, damned your friends.
My own birth drove Mother mad!”


She kissed his brow. “Everything
will be all right.”


“You sing better than you lie.”


She stroked his hair. “It will.” She
said it with such sincerity that he almost believed her. She was so sweet, so
gentle, and he loved her now more than ever. How could he have let this happen
to her?


The doors banged open, and the
vampire Asguilar stood framed in the doorway. Lightning lit him from behind,
making him seem no more than a shadow with narrow yellow eyes.


“On your feet,” he said. “You go to
my father.”


Borchstogs bound Baleron and
Rolenya, bore them up out of the black chamber and into the rain, which was
warm and thick and tasted of vinegar. A company of Borchstogs stood in the
courtyard of the ruined fortress. Their standard-bearer bore the carcass of an
old man on a sharpened pole, the pole running up through him and exiting his
mouth. A fat black snake coiled about the body. 


“Dear gods,” Rolenya said. Then,
visibly marshalling her strength, she turned her attention to Asguilar: “Who is
your father?”


“Surely you have heard the legends
of Ungier.”


Rolenya and Baleron shared a look.
She paled.


“So it’s true, then,” she said.


“Yes.”


“But why?”
Baleron said. “How can any of this benefit you, or Ungier?”


“You will have to take that up with
him.”


The Borchstog captain, whose name was
Qubracrod, took possession of prince and princess, and shortly they were off.
The steeds of Qubracrod’s dark band were not horses or wolves or quorig but gaurocks, the huge serpents, long and thick and
armored. The gaurocks slithered across the earth, forked tongues tasting the
air. Each could bear fifty Borchstogs, and the band possessed ten of them. No
Borchstog walked. Time, it seemed, was of the essence. Perhaps they feared
being caught in the open. Yet what could they
fear?


All the while Baleron wondered at
their destination. Would they truly meet the fabled Ungier, so-called lord and
father of all vampires? If so, how did that help further Gilgaroth’s designs? 


The first night, Qubracrod cut the
prince and princess loose of their bonds so that they could eat and perform
their necessary functions, yet Baleron quickly realized escape was impossible. The
Borchstogs carefully chained their prisoners each to a separate serpent and kept
brother and sister apart as much as possible. The gaurocks stank and so did the
Borchstogs. The company reeked and after a few days so did prince and princess,
if with less nonchalance. Baleron noted that these Borchstogs spoke a subtly
different language than those he was accustomed to. Some
dialect of Oslogon, perhaps. In any event, the Borchstogs drove
themselves mercilessly, even braving the day, though dark clouds shaded them
constantly. Rain often beat down and Baleron began to think of the frequent
strikes of lightning as the lash of Gilgaroth urging his thralls on—if they
were indeed his and not Ungier’s. Though surely one meant the other, for all
things of Oslog bent in service to the Lord of the South. 


The band crossed over mountains and
passes and into deep valleys. They skirted the territories of Crescent outposts
yet showed little real fear of them. They passed along the southern border of
Havensrike, then Felgrad, then Larenthi.


Wolves ran with the convoy, ranging
far and wide—werewolves and lurum-cruvalen both, Baleron decided,
if indeed the two were different. They served as scouts and guards. Also, rithlags flittered overhead from time to
time and landed briefly to confer quietly with Qubracrod. Baleron greeted each
vampiric arrival with a shudder. He was glad when they left and uneasy when
they returned.


Once a rithlag set down and passed
a strange object to Qubracrod: a smooth black ball, perhaps blown from volcanic
glass. After a few whispered words in the Borchstog’s ear, the vampire returned
to the air.


Every night Baleron cursed himself
for the tragedy that had befallen the wedding caravan. So
many innocents slain, and for what? To capture one man
and one woman? Was it so simple? And if so that meant
that their deaths could be attributed to him (for he could not blame Rolenya),
that their blood was on his hands even more than it already was. He had
been their captain, and he had failed them. What was more, he was the reason
Gilgaroth had been roused to strike in the first place, and it was because of
him that the route through the mountains had been approved.


At last the convoy neared the
notorious Oksil Gap. Before descending from the mountains into the Gap, also
known as Oksilith or the Oksil Waste, the Borchstogs drew their gaurocks to a
halt and made a bonfire upon which they charred the carcasses of deer their
wolves and archers had brought down during the day. They were unclean
creatures, the Borchstogs, and they did not shy away from raw meat; Baleron saw
that several chunks were missing from the deer even before the animals were
thrown on the flames. The host drew around the leaping bonfire for warmth, food
and the swapping of lies.


The gaurocks ringed the camp and
all throughout lay the wolves. Baleron and Rolenya were not too far apart this
night, though they could not stray from their appointed gaurocks, and
werewolves in wolf form lay between them, ever on the alert.


He watched her for a while, and she
returned his gaze solemnly. Her face was wan and besmirched with grime. Her
eyes shone darkly and forlornly, and dirt and filth tangled her hair. Little of
her dress remained, though the Borchstogs had taken no liberties with her;
either they had not had time or she had been forbidden to them.


They watched each other for a
while, brother and sister, communicating wordlessly. At last she said, “Don’t despair,
Bal.”


“Don’t you either.”


“It was just a curse, what that
thing did to you. And with any luck it can be lifted.”


A thrill of hope ran through him. “Do
you think so?”


“Yes,” she said, without seeming to
think. “Perhaps the Elves can do it, if no one else.”


He forced a smile. “Excellent. It’s
a plan, then. All we need to do is escape, steal a gaurock and ride it to
Larenthi.”


She returned his smile, but it was
just as forced. “Yes.” Her voice almost cracked. “It’s a plan, then.” A single
tear ran down from her eye.


Close by, a wolf howled, and
Baleron hung his head.


The next day the gaurocks carried
the host and their prisoners into Oksilith. Here the mountains known as the Aragst
hesitated before a wasteland dominated by the towering volcano Oksil, whose
roots stretched far and wide. On the other side of the Waste, the Aragst
resumed, a solid line running roughly east-west.


Oksilith assaulted Baleron’s eyes
and mind. Blackened and cracked, a poisoned land, he knew this was only a hint
of what Oslog would be like. The black spire of Oksil loomed ever closer, smoke
rising from its blasted top. The volcano’s creeping roots stood higher than
most mountains.


Baleron had learned that it was
through the Oksil Gap that Gilgaroth in ages past had sent his armies, and he
had fashioned the Gap into a terrible wasteland populated by his creatures so
that no army of the Crescent could pass through unmolested. Legend said that he
had appointed Ungier, one of his favored sons, to watch over Oksilith for him.
The elvish kingdom
 of Larenthi, once the
jewel of the Crescent Union, bordered Oksilith to the north. For thousands of
years Borchstogs and other beasts under the Dark One’s control had come through
the Waste to assault Larenthi. It was thought that the hosts issued from some
secret stronghold, and though its location was never discovered the Borchstogs
called their fortress Gulrothrog and claimed their master was Lord Ungier,
father of all other rithlags.


Here and there sentry towers stuck
up from the wastes, and Baleron received the impression that these were just
the tips of larger underground structures.


The convoy crossed a huge stone
bridge that spanned a great chasm a mile wide and many miles deep. A river of
flame flowed far below. Towers guarded every corner of the bridge. On the side
of the chasm, clinging to the cliff, he saw a cluster of spires and terraces
and walls—a castle embedded in the gorge’s side—but it was too far away for him
to get a better look at. It seemed to be made of black crystal, and he wondered
if it looked anything like Ghrastigor, the stronghold of Gilgaroth deep in the
black heart of Oslog far to the south.


They entered Oksil’s Roots. Towers
dotted the ridges and peaks. Surprisingly, Baleron saw no other Borchstog
bands. Other than the endless towers, this Waste seemed utterly deserted. But
of course that could not be true; hundreds of underground outposts, or at least
a few massive ones, must lie beneath these charred grounds. He could almost feel
the loathsome ranks of Borchstogs watching him from their towers. This made it
all the more unnerving that he did not see any save those of the convoy.


Qubracrod led upwards. On their
gaurocks, the company spiraled around the main bulk of Mount Oksil
along a wide road, a road built for an army. Smoke belched from the volcano’s maw
far above, pouring into the layer of black clouds just above it, blocking out
the stars. Sulfur and ash filled the gritty air and Baleron found it difficult
to breathe. Worse, the atmosphere thinned as they rose. Hot, weary hours
passed. A dozen different peaks jutted from the great mass of Oksil like points
of a black crown, red lights blazing from their windows, and the path of the
convoy led to the base of one of the largest. There, set into the mountain wall,
stood a huge black iron gate. Above and to the sides of the doors were cut
countless arrow slits. Though Baleron saw no guards, he knew they were being
watched; even now a hundred arrows pointed at his breast.


Looking up at the great peak above
him and imagining the terrible fortress within, despair filled him at last. He
could not meet Rolenya’s eyes.


Qubracrod appeared above him,
framed against the iron gates. “Welcome to Gulrothrog,” he said.



 

 *    
*     *



 

Gears roared and the portcullis vanished upwards. The black
doors swung outwards and the interior of Gulrothrog stood revealed. The
Borchstogs ushered Baleron and Rolenya into a huge dark hall, while the gaurocks
remained outside with the wolves. The vampires flew upwards along the
mountainside to find a place to roost. Baleron would not miss them.


He found the air inside cool and
dry. Great bonfires lit the vast chamber, which was carved from black stone.
Altars of the same material rose from the floor, one representing Gilgaroth,
one Mogra, one Lorg-jilaad. Each of these three main altars
stood apart from the other. Blood, bones and body parts littered the bases of
each one, and Baleron wondered if perhaps different tribes worshipped a
different patron deity. As they neared the end of the hall, he saw something
that gave him a hint as to the character of his new host: the fourth altar, and
over it a great statue. Carved from the same black stone, it represented a batwinged form upon a throne, shadowed head lifted high and
bearing a sharp-toothed crown. The number of sacrifices at this altar’s base
outnumbered all the others combined. And
the Borchstogs here speak a different language, Baleron remembered. Interesting.


Various tunnels led off from this
main hall, but the Borchstog host led onwards. The hall became a huge stairway
that wound upwards, disappearing from sight around the first bend. The stairs
each stood a foot high and were very wide.


Baleron was struck again by how
empty it all seemed. Legions of the enemy must wait just out of sight, but he neither
saw nor heard them, and somehow their unseen presence was oppressive. Sometimes
shadows darted at the corner of his vision, but when he turned to look—nothing.


They marched upwards. Weariness
overtook him. Sweat covered him and dried on his skin. When at last the stairs
ended, the tunnel stretched on for a good ways more to terminate at a great set
of doors, ornate and forbidding, with obscene engravings.


They stood open. 


Qubracrod led the way in, and Baleron
saw that the chamber was one huge cavern, a part of the mountain. Stalagmites
reared, glistening with moisture. Many were taller than he was. Stalactites
hung from the ceiling far, far above, dripping down like jagged teeth past a
layer of mist that wreathed the cavern’s upper reaches. Strange shapes shifted
and swayed in that mist, and Baleron, squinting, realized he was looking at
hundreds of rithlags hanging by their
clawed feet from the ceiling, half hidden by the mist. 


A gorge ran to the far right and
left, perhaps connecting in a U shape somewhere lost to sight ahead. A reek
rose up from the gorge, the reek of rotting meat and bat offal, and it took
little imagination to realize that here is where the vampires disposed of their
victims. Baleron pictured mounds of putrefying bodies, slowly becoming one with
the muck that surely filled that gorge. Likely snakes and other vermin
populated it. His skin crawled.


The reason he could not see the
gorge connect ahead owed to the fact that a massive staircase beginning a
hundred feet beyond the cavern’s entrance blocked his vision. Carved out of the
mountain, the staircase led upward at an angle so steep that a visitor had to
crane his neck to see the top, where stood a large dais … and upon this the throne.
In this grim and debauched affair sprawled a nightmarish figure—long, lean,
leathery, and bat-winged. A jagged crown stuck up from his brow. Just like the statue, Baleron thought,
though the statue had depicted its subject as greater than both Gilgaroth and
Lorg-jilaad. In real, life Ungier was not much larger than a man. 


Rolenya blinked. Baleron forced
himself to give her a reassuring nod, then met the gaze, unseen but felt, of
the Lord of Gulrothrog whose perch was so far above that Baleron could not even
see his eyes. This, of course, was the intent of the room, to make the lord
seem godly and awe-inspiring. As far as Baleron was concerned, it worked. From
the vampire’s aerie, the prince and princess must look like ants.


To either side of the King of Oksilith’s throne moved slim white figures. Gold collars
and chains bound several women, girls really, to the vampire’s throne. Wearing
only a silken shift or perhaps the occasional bit of glittering jewelry, they amused
themselves at their lord’s clawed feet.


Suddenly the rithlag rose and leapt
into the air, throwing wide his leathery wings. He swept down on Borchstogs and
prisoners like a hawk on prey, and Baleron fought the urge to flinch back. He
finally saw Ungier’s eyes, large and intense, completely black, staring out of
a long, aristocratic, bat-like face.


Ungier alighted before them. Qubracrod
sank to his knees, as did the others in the Borchstog host. Only Baleron and
Rolenya remained standing, though Baleron’s knees shook.


“My Lord,” muttered Qubracrod, his
eyes on his master’s feet. “We bring you the Master’s prizes, Prince Baleron
and Princess Rolenya of Havensrike, as instructed.”


Prizes,
Baleron thought.


Not even bothering to glance at the
Borchstog captain, Ungier bored his eyes into Baleron, then Rolenya. When he
looked at her, his amusement fled. She matched his gaze with a withering look,
but he was not set back.


“My,” he said, and his voice was
cultured and intelligent, if raspy. He spoke in Havensril. “What a beautiful
mortal. I did not think humans could possess such ... radiance.”


“Your eyes take liberties,” she
said, “yet you haven’t even introduced yourself.” She sounded very like a
princess in that moment.


“I am Ungier, Lord of Gulrothrog and
high servant of Oslog. I am the Shepherd of the Flame, Keeper of the God of
Fire.”


“Pretty titles,” Baleron said.


“The Savior speaks!”


“Savior?”


Ungier laughed, showing sharp
ivory-colored fangs. He had a smell, Baleron noted: sharp and musky, but not
unpleasant. Just primal, exuding power. He stood more
than a foot taller than Baleron, who was tall by human standards.


“Not yet, perhaps,” Ungier said. “Someday, maybe. Now you’re only a slave.”


“Never.”


“Never, my fair prince,
is a long time indeed. A very, very long time. And I
should know. I am nearly as old as the world. Gilgaroth himself begat me back
before he Broke it, when raw power still drifted on the wind like pollen.” He
sighed. “These days are dismal compared to those. Ah, back before the Breaking
of the World!—when most power spilled out into the nether ...” He shook his
head. “Yet we endure, and the deed was necessary. Elsewise
the Omkarathons would have prevailed. Now they are stranded, exiled, and the
world belongs to my lord-father. Or will. Times, he tells me, are soon to
improve—due to your efforts, Baleron. I want you to know that I appreciate
them.”


“How?”
Baleron said. “What am I to you, and Rolenya? Why did you go through so much
trouble ... kill so many innocent people ... just to bring us here? What did that thing in the mountains do to
me?”


Ungier drew back a step and seemed
to consider his next words carefully. “I know that which I need to know. I know
that for the time being you and your sister are mine. To do with as I will.”


“What then shall you do with us?”
Rolenya asked.


“As for you, my dear,” Ungier said,
stepping close to her and running his leathery fingers through her hair, “I
will give you a bath and fine clothes. You will want for nothing. I had heard
of your beauty, though you surpass even the rumor I had thought an
exaggeration. It’s why I asked you to be brought here: my payment for the role
I will perform. It’s why I instructed my thralls not to violate you on your
journey. I wanted you pure. And you are pure, yes? You did not even make it to
your wedding night.”


She flinched at his touch but was
too wise to jerk away.


“Get your hands off her,” Baleron
said. When Ungier refused, Baleron felt anger well up in him, not just anger
over seeing the monster touch her, but over everything, all the deaths and
mystery and confusion. Unable to help himself, he leapt at Ungier. 


The Lord of Gulrothrog merely
glanced at him, and a heaviness came over his mind. His
strength fled. 


Ungier struck Baleron and the
prince flew backward. Skidding across the rough floor, he only managed to stop
himself at the drop-off to the gorge. He stared into its depths and wrenched
his gaze away; all that he had imagined was true, and more. Even then several
vampires were down there, amusing themselves and preying on bodies that still
moved —this amid mountains and rivers of offal and decay. Baleron gagged on the
smell, and he would have wept at the things he witnessed, but he had more
immediate concerns. 


Swaying, he climbed to his feet.


Ungier’s thin lips twitched at the
corners. “Perhaps I should have a little fun with you.”


“Hurt my brother,” Rolenya said,
“and I’ll kill myself. Surely that would displease you. Purity wears thin on a
corpse.”


Ungier looked surprised, then proud, as if she were a favored pet that had just performed
a trick it had not been taught.


“Oh, your brother shall certainly
live,” he said. “He may not enjoy it, but he will live.” To Baleron, he said,
“You must think you have nothing left to lose, lad. That’s what gives you
courage. You are quite wrong.”


“Do whatever you want with me,”
Baleron said, hearing the hollowness in his own voice. “If you leave Rolenya
alone, I won’t fight it. I promise.”


“You still don’t understand, do you?
You are mine to do with as I will. And
there’s nothing you or your sister can do to thwart that will. So, young
Baleron, there will be no bargaining, not unless I deem it prudent. I will add
your sister to my harem and you to my work force. You’re a strapping lad. You’ll
do well in the mines. I think you were born
to be a slave.” 



 

 *    
*     *



 

Once Baleron and Rolenya were ushered from the room,
Qubracrod, captain of the company of Borchstogs, still on his knees, unwrapped an item from a soft cloth and proffered it to
Ungier. With an intake of breath, Ungier accepted the object in both hands and
held it up to the light. Its polished black surface reflected the firelight in
loving ripples.


“A seeing stone,” he said.


“An Elvish device,” Qubracrod said.
“Purified by the One. It was retrieved from the
caravan by Rauglir before its destruction.”


“Interesting.”


“It’s a gift from the Master. Not
the stone, I was told to say, but the opportunity it affords.”


“And what is this ... opportunity?”
Ungier’s dark eyes met and held the Borchstog’s red ones critically. 


Qubracrod’s answer was simple: “To
return to the Master’s good graces.”


Normally Ungier would torture and
kill a thrall for such insolence, but he knew the words came not from Qubracrod
but from the Great One. Ungier’s relationship with Gilgaroth was strained, and
the prospect of a change in it gave him pause. 


“How?” he said.


Qubracrod’s eyes flashed. “Murder.”



 

 *    
*     *



 

Baleron’s mind spun as the dungeon master and his crew led
them down into the dark bowels of the fortress. The Borchstog led them past its
torture chambers and dungeons and even further down, deep into the mountain
itself where the walls dripped with moisture and strange noises echoed from
fissures barely illuminated by the dungeon master’s torch—sounds of huge lungs
laboring and clawed feet scraping the ground. The flickering flame showed brief
glimpses of large rooms with many side-tunnels and caged cells where hidden
terrors dwelt. Finally the Borchstogs shoved Baleron and Rolenya into a domed
chamber into which debouched several corridors. In the center of the chamber a
large hole gaped, perhaps ten feet wide, so deep the torch could not show its
bottom.


An aged metal mechanism hovered
above the well of darkness, a cage suspended by chains and gears. The rusted
cage rocked slowly back and forth with a creak that made the hairs on the back
of Baleron’s neck stir. The Borchstogs forced prince and princess into the cage
and lowered them into the pit.


“I hope you enjoy the dark,” the
dungeon master said. “It will enjoy you.”


As the cage plunged down, scrabbling
noises and a foul reek rose up to greet its occupants. The light receded above.
Baleron and Rolenya seemed to descend forever, the torchlight growing ever
dimmer overhead, shrinking into a small, red pool of flickering light. Now all
he could see of Rolenya were the gleam off her eyes and the faint sheen of her hair.
All he could hear was the grinding of rusty gears and the straining of ancient
chains. He smelled oil and grease, filth and decay.


At last the cage slammed into the
ground, driving its charges to the floor. Baleron cut his cheek on a rock
sticking through the bars. The door, which had been left
unlocked, bounced open and banged against the side, startling him.


He wiped his bloody cheek against
his shoulder. 


The dungeon master shouted from
above. “Out, or I’ll send something down to get you out!”


Though a bit
unsteady, Baleron rose to his feet. Using his toes to grope in the
blackness, he found Rolenya and helped her up, and together they left the cage.
She moaned under her breath. 


“Did you hurt yourself?” he asked. 


“I’m fine.”


He wrinkled his nose at the stench
and tried not to imagine what had caused it. How many prisoners had rotted away
down here, year after year? How many had died down here? 


How many had remained?


“Well,” she said, “at least we’re
alone at last.”


Squinting, his eyes picked up just
enough light to see that the bottom of the pit was lined in stones and covered
in heaps of decaying hay. 


The cage rose slowly back up the
well, occasionally swinging from side to side and crashing against the wall. Once
it dislodged a group of stones and they tumbled down, one smashing into the
ground near Baleron. If he’d been standing just a few feet over, he’d be dead. The
cage finished its upward flight and was set in place once more, though Baleron
could hear it creaking and groaning as it continued to sway back and forth. He
thought of how heavy it must be and just how precariously it must be hung. It
could fall on them at any time.


“Ruvust-roisk!” the dungeon master said, speaking in
dialect, his voice holding an odd melding of mockery and reverence, and the
other Borchstogs echoed the words.


With that, they withdrew, as did
their torchlight. Baleron had hardly even been aware of the light until it
disappeared and he and Rolenya were sealed into absolute blackness—this in a
deep cold pit in the center of a fell mountain, directly below a dungeon full
of horrors and a castle host to worse. He knew Rolenya must be terrified and
pushed his own fear aside enough to promise, “We’ll find a way out of this.” 


She found him in the dark and laid
her head against his chest. By this time he’d located a sharp stone and had
sawed through most of his ropes. When his hands were free, he freed hers, then held her tightly.


“I’m glad you’re with me,” she
whispered.


“I’m not.”


She didn’t laugh. “If you weren’t
here, Bal, I’d go mad. I know I would.”


“Oh, you handled Ungier much better
than I did.”


She said nothing for a moment,
then: “When the caravan was attacked and I was waiting, hiding at the temple, I
thought you were dead, Bal. I was so scared. I just
knew those beasts had gotten you. And when I saw you there, coming out of the
smoke, it was like a dream ...”


“I wish we could wake up from it.”


She let out a breath. “Me, too.”


Suddenly all his despair rose up in
him, and he had to clench his jaws to resist a sob. How could it have come to
this? He should have been bedding wayward ladies in Glorifel and dueling their noble husbands, and Rolenya should be
practicing the Song of Beginning. Instead she was to become a whore and he a
slave. He wanted to rage, to scream, to bash his skull against the stones.


She kissed his cheek. “It will be
all right,” she said.


Unable to speak, he laid down,
feeling fetid hay beneath. Somewhere a rat skittered.


Rolenya gathered his head and put
it in her lap. She must have sensed his hopelessness, as she stroked his hair
and began to sing. Her singing began low at first, then it rose higher, and
higher, and he saw shining cities and fair vistas laid before him. He smiled
drowsily. It was almost as if he could feel the stonework around him shrinking
back from the sound of her voice, as if something in her were anathema to the
very nature of this place. 


He closed his eyes. When he opened
them, some sort of light lit the age-stained stone walls. 


He gasped.


For, just faintly, as if a white
candle burned from within her, Rolenya was glowing.
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Chapter
7



 

In the highest spire of Gulrothrog, Ungier knelt before the
altar of Gilgaroth. He bowed before the great stone wolf head that loomed above
the black stone block. Twisted stained-glass windows let in purplish light that
washed across the gilded pillars and his leathery gray flesh. Hundreds of
dripping red candles added their own light to the room. Gilgaroth possessed
innumerable strongholds, and in each stood a temple to him. So it was even in
Gulrothrog, where Ungier had in the main replaced the worship of Gilgaroth and
Mogra with the worship of himself. Yet not even he neglected to maintain a
temple to the Lord of the Second Hell.


The Borchstog who would be
sacrificed lay upon the stone bed of the altar. He did not resist, did not even
open his eyes, as Ungier held up a curved knife and drew it across his throat. Black
blood jetted high into the warm air. The Borchstog shuddered, gurgled, and
died.


With effort, Ungier restrained
himself from partaking of the fountain of blood. Soon it subsided, and he
breathed easier.


The Borchstog’s soul, like a wisp
of black smoke, was drawn up from his corpse to the stone mouth of the Wolf
statue, disappearing down its throat. It could not be seen by mortal eyes, but Ungier
watched in awe, marveling at the power of his sire. 


“My Lord Gilgaroth, please take
this sacrifice with my deepest love and reverence,” he said. “With this one’s
death, my force is diminished and Yours is increased. Let
this be a sign of my devotion. Come, Father. Speak to me, if You
would.”


For a moment, nothing happened, and
Ungier feared Gilgaroth would not respond. Then, suddenly, the Wolf’s eyes
blazed with real fire and smoke rose up from the stone throat to wreathe the
statue’s head.


“You
have called Me,” said the Wolf, and though the
stone jaws did not move, Ungier heard the voice clearly in his mind. 


“Yes, my Sire.” Ungier’s own voice
quavered at the import of the news he would give. He took the risk of raising
his head to meet his father’s burning eyes. “First, let me thank You for at
last confiding in me. It’s reaped a fine harvest.”


“Tell
me,” the voice boomed, and the windows rattled.


Ungier smiled. Suddenly he was
important to his father. “By utilizing the stone You
gave me, I was at last able to locate Itherin in time for my forces to strike.”
He paused. “It has taken three years, but my glarumri have slain her.”


Gilgaroth’s eyes blazed. “So
then, the time has come.” 



 

 *    
*     *



 

Baleron grunted as the barbed whip of an overseer bit into
the tender flesh of his back, but the prince had grown used to such pain over
the months and years of his imprisonment and he did not cry out. He did not
drop his pickaxe. Instead, sweat flying from his hair, blood coursing down his
broad, scarred back, he kept hacking into the rock wall of the mine, side by
side with the other slaves of Gulrothrog. They numbered in the tens of
thousands, and their ranks were quite diverse; dwarves, elves, men, giants and
others labored alongside each other in the flame-lit hell deep within the mountain.
Hectic shadows danced along the stone walls. Screams and shouts echoed
endlessly. The stench of sulfur pervaded everything.


The path leading to the wall Baleron
toiled at overlooked a glowing chasm, at the bottom of which ran a magma river.
The boiling blood of Oksil flowed down the channel to empty into the great sea
of fire in the very heart of the volcano. The river threw red light up the
chasm walls, and from time to time a laughing Borchstog would hurl a slave
screaming into its fiery depths. 


The Borchstog that had whipped
Baleron made its way down the line, shouting and meting out punishment to those
it wanted to bleed. He was Ghroq, and he’d been the overseer of Baleron’s group
for a month now, by Baleron’s reckoning, though it was hard to tell for certain.
Ghroq was one of the cruelest overseers Baleron had worked under, and he’d
worked under many.


Every time the demon passed,
Baleron ground his teeth together and held his pickaxe just a bit more tightly.
The wooden shaft dug into his palms, leaving splinters under his calluses. He
waited. Soon, he knew, the time would come.


When it did, he was ready.


Ghroq focused on a slave to
Baleron’s left, an old man with hollow eyes and a bent
back. His name was Aran, and Baleron had grown to know him well over the past
three years. Aran had been the patriarch of the House of Geihem
and hailed from Riengard in southern Felgrad. He had
been leading a party in pursuit of Borchstog marauders when a larger party had
ambushed them. Most of Aran’s men had been slain, but he had been taken, though
he often complained that he wished he hadn’t been.


His feeble efforts with his pickaxe
seemed to amuse Ghroq, who laughed and barked insults.


“You’re pathetic,” he said. The
amused glint his eyes eye turned into one of cruelty.


His triple-pronged whip suddenly curled
around Aran’s legs and dragged them out from under him. Aran screamed. Ghroq
pulled him over the rocky ground onto the pathway overlooking the fiery gorge,
and there Ghroq kicked him, brutal strikes in the spine and ribs. His whip
struck down. 


Baleron knew what would happen
next. He’d seen it too often. Ghroq would beat Aran, breaking his body like a
sack of twigs until he could not scream for the blood in his mouth, then hurl him into the river of fire.


“No!” Aran wailed. “Don’t—please!”


Enough. Gripping his pickaxe,
Baleron leapt down to the path and embedded his blade in the overseer’s skull. 


Ghroq jerked, his whip-arm half
raised, his expression locked in malicious glee. A drop of saliva ran down from
his open mouth. He died without even knowing death was near. With a grunt,
Baleron ripped his pickaxe free and shoved Ghroq’s
corpse out over the lip of the chasm. It fell, end over end, toward the glowing
river.


Borchstog shouts rose up. They
other overseers converged on Baleron.


“Go!” he snapped at Aran. “Back to the wall!” The old man, still on the ground, just
looked up at him blankly. “Go! Go, or they’ll kill you!”


Aran nodded once. “Thank you.” 


He shuffled off toward the wall
just as the overseers arrived, and Baleron sank under their whips and fists. Pain
burned throughout his body, but finally a chain-wrapped fist struck the back of
his head and he knew no more.


He woke,
dizzy, to find himself hanging from the chasm wall, suspended over the stream
of magma. Chains about his wrists and ankles bound him to iron rings set in the
rock. Blearily, he tried to make sense of the situation. He heard a buzzing in
his ears. How much damage had they done to him? He experimented by puffing out
his cheeks. Winced. He probed his mouth, finding a
loose molar. He spat it out. A trail of blood followed it to the red river
below. His face must be a lumpy nightmare, he realized. He flexed his legs and
arms. His back. He was whole. Battered and bruised,
but whole.


Their beating had been no worse
than usual, though never before had they hung him over the fire. They must be
getting frustrated with him. Would they take him again to their rooms of
torture? 


Baleron did not know how long he
stayed on the wall. As he hung there staring down into the gorge, watching
drips of his blood from his forehead and elsewhere fall half a mile down to fry
in the depths, he passed in and out of consciousness, and when at last he was
able to stay awake for some time, the buzzing in his ears receded.


A shadow descended from above. He
looked up.


The dark, tall, winged figure
hovered before him. Black eyes bore into Baleron. The jagged crown glinted with
red light. Broad batwings pumped slowly up and down behind him.


“You,” Baleron said.


In Ungier’s arms, held like an
infant, was Aran.


Baleron felt sick. “No,” he said. “Don’t ... don’t ...”


Ungier smiled, revealing
blood-coated fangs. Many small puncture marks dotted the old man’s throat. As
Baleron watched, Ungier bent his leathery head and bit into the man’s neck one
more time. Aran twitched; that was all.


Baleron strained against his
chains, tendons standing out from arms and chest, but the chains resisted him.


When Ungier lifted his head, his
whole lower face was smeared in red. It dripped from his chin onto Aran’s
narrow chest, which no longer rose and fell. Then, almost gently, Ungier
released the old man. Baleron watched, sickened, as the man’s body diminished
below, shrinking against the white-hot glow of the river’s center.


“Burn that into your memory, boy,”
said Ungier. “That is what comes of heroics in my house. You have gotten away
with too much for too long. Next time I will have every single slave in your
pen tortured to death for your insolence.” The rithlag wiped his chin,
gathering up a palm-full of crimson, and flung it at Baleron, spattering the
prince’s chest. “His blood is on you.”


Ungier flapped his wings and
ascended, but Baleron did not watch him go. His eyes fixed on the place where
Aran had vanished. 


Someday,
he thought. Someday ...


That day seemed very far away.



 

 *    
*     *



 

They let him hang for a week. Occasionally they brought him
water and rotten meat, which they shoved down his mouth. Lesser vampires, sons
and daughters of Ungier, brought him these. One of the females sucked his
blood, pressing her naked body against his. She locked her legs about his waist
and writhed against him, rasping his scabs so that they burst open. She aroused
him despite himself and pleasured herself on him. Then, covered in his blood
and filled with his juices, she laughed and flew away.


Other vampires would fly down and
mock him, or prod him with spears and knives. Finally they hauled him up and
put him to work again.


He mined the earth all that day
until, exhausted, he collapsed. This was the typical pattern. The Borchstogs
made sure he wasn’t pretending his exhaustion by whipping and kicking him until
they were satisfied, then threw him on a cart covered with bodies in a similar
state. He was the last one this time. A team of dwarves chained to the cart
pulled it through the halls until they reached one of the rest areas, the
dreaded pens.


Borchstog guards unlocked the iron
gates, and the dwarves removed the fallen bodies from the cart as gently as
they could. Baleron they sat on the ground along a cave wall, though he was so
tired he was hardly aware of them. He slept deeply, helpless against his
nightmares.


After what seemed like seconds, he
awoke to savage rattling. A Borchstog banged an iron rod against the bars: the
call for supper. Baleron could smell its stench from here. Despite the putrid
odor, his stomach rumbled.


“Mmm,” a
voice said to his right, and he looked over to see Veronica.


“Makes a man’s mouth water,” he
said, playing along.


She smiled,
the flesh around her nasal cavity crinkling. Before her capture, she must have
been a beautiful woman; Baleron could still see it in her eyes, in the shape of
her face and her flowing hair, however filthy. But she had cut off her own nose
and gouged her cheeks to make her less appealing to the Borchstogs, and they’d
placed her in the mines instead of using her as a plaything. Baleron admired
her for it, and she often let him show his appreciation in the dark. Though her
face was a ruin, her body was not. 


She smiled and gripped his hand,
and he forced himself to look her in the eyes. 


“After you,” he said.


She rose from the floor, where she
must have lain beside him as he slept, and he followed her toward the trough— 


The whole cavern shook. Dust
drifted down from the ceiling. Slaves and Borchstogs alike glanced nervously
upward. A stalactite broke off and shattered to the floor. Slaves scurried out
of the way.


“It’s the Leviathan!” people said.


“Ol Mrungona!” murmured the Borchstogs.


“He stirs,” Veronica muttered, and
there was no little fear in her voice.


It was an old legend, perhaps more
than a legend. Slaves and Borchstogs alike whispered of a great being that
dwelt in the heart of the volcano, kept warm by the fires of the mountain. Some
said he was an ancient god or demon. Most believed that he was a Great Worm,
one of the earliest and most powerful beings to walk the earth, and that he was
the protector of Gulrothrog, a servant or ally of Ungier. But he was never
seen, save in the most dire circumstances. Few had ever witnessed him, and those from afar. The Leviathan, he was called. The Earth-shaker. Some people even confused him with Grudremorq,
the Fire God of whom Ungier was custodian.


Eventually the rumbles died away,
and everyone breathed easier.


A barrel of slop was wheeled before
the pen. Dwarves lifted the barrel high and poured its contents down a black,
encrusted funnel, which channeled the slop into rusty troughs running the
length of the pen. Their dignity seemingly forgotten, the slaves, Baleron and
Veronica included, dropped to all fours and lapped up the gruel. Like pigs, he thought.


“This stuff is horrible, and
there’s not enough of it,” Veronica said.


“That’s ever the way.”


The other slaves gave him room as
he ate. They had come to respect him over the years, owing to his attacks on
particular overseers. Sometimes when food was low they would offer part of
their portions to him, though he never accepted.


He tried to turn off his mind to
his beastly state as he drew nourishment from the slop. It would get him through
another day, and that was all that mattered. Ever since coming here, he took
life one day at a time. He had to. Eventually he hoped that he would escape
this hell and . . .


No. He could allow himself no false
hopes. To do otherwise would be to needlessly torture himself.
And he had the Borchstogs to take care of that.


Whenever he didn’t perform to their
satisfaction, or if he had killed someone they liked (evidently not the case
with Ghroq), they would drag him off to their torture pits to terrorize and
brutalize him for days until they tired of him and dragged him back to the
mines. Most slaves, he knew, were not so fortunate. Most slaves did not have
the relative protection of ... whatever it was that had been done to him. Some
great Doom, some great purpose—some reason to be kept whole and alive and sane.
He saw many get tortured to death, or to the point of madness. He made friends
only to see the Borchstogs break them, or slay them. Sometimes Lord Ungier
would descend into the mines and do the honors himself. More often one of the
slaves would be brought before him as a meal. The rithlag needed blood, and he demanded only the best; only the
strongest or most attractive of the slaves was worthy to be drained by His
Lordship. He preferred elves, for their blood held power, but they were also
his best, most tireless workers, and some could lay charms on the weapons and
tools they made for him.


The sound of a woman crying caused
Baleron to snap his head up. To his chagrin, Rolenya stood at the entrance to
the pen, her small white hands gripping the bars tightly. Tears hovered at her
blue eyes as she watched him shovel up slop.


 The other slaves turned to regard her. Baleron
wanted to snap at them not to let their greedy eyes wander over her
lightly-attired body, but he checked himself. Many looked forward to her
comings with near-religious fervor. Only Veronica did not seem pleased to see
her. 


Baleron quit his meal, wiped his
chin and crossed to Rolenya. 


She looked very beautiful today, even
more so than usual. Her hair hung in artfully curled black locks arranged by
gold pins; her face was made-up tastefully and her elaborately cut white dress
hugged her body like a glove. Ungier enjoyed seeing her in sensual outfits, and
she did not disappoint. Over the last three years, she had become a favorite of
his, and Baleron hated him for it. To Baleron she was a fallen angel. He
couldn’t bear to see her like this, a painted whore, just as she couldn’t bear
to see him as he was.


Vomit and death hung on the greasy
air as his fingers enclosed hers. They stared into each other’s eyes.


“Bal,” she whispered.


“Rol.” His voice sounded rough and choked. “What news
from the land of the living?” He tried to sound light but did not quite
succeed.


She shook her head. “Another sacrifice tonight. He requests your presence.”


“Murder as a spectacle.”
He grimaced. “Tell him no.”


“He won’t take no for an answer
this time.” She squeezed his hands. “Come on, Bal. At least we’ll get to see
each other again ... without bars in the way.”


Reluctantly, he nodded, loathing
himself. To look forward to the sacrifice of an innocent! To find some
satisfaction in it ... 


“Guards,” she called.


Uthas the
keymaster nodded and unlocked the gate. He gave her custody
of Baleron and, accompanied by her four Borchstog guards, brother and sister
rose from the cacophony of the mines. He turned once to see Veronica gazing at
him. He offered her a small smile, which she did not return, then turned and
left.


Rolenya led him up past the
terrible Labyrinth of Melregor, in which Ungier and his sorcerers kept their
most prized weapons and artifacts. They were things of great power, and it was
rumored that monstrous Guardians kept away any thieves or trespassers. 


Baleron saw several sorcerers in
robes of black and purple enter an archway that led into the Labyrinth, and he
wondered what errand they were about. Ungier’s sorcerers were powerful, and if
a group of them was required to get past or appease the Guardians, the
Guardians must be formidable indeed. In a fortress of nightmares, the Guardians
were feared above all else, save perhaps the Leviathan. Baleron had always
wondered what they were exactly, but he never wanted the chance to find out.


Rolenya led him up into the
fortress proper. The sounds of pickaxes on rock, of chains clinking, whips
parting flesh, and desperate howls of anguish faded behind to be replaced by
the dry cool stillness of Gulrothrog. As they went, Baleron observed how even
the Borchstogs and the other spawn of Oslog and Oksilith made way for Rolenya,
how she was able to cut through them as a star through the night. For the
thousandth time he recalled that night in the pit, recalled how when she sang
she had glowed with a soft white light, and the very stones seemed to shrink
from her power.


In all these years, he had never
asked her about it. The truth was that he had never really wanted to know. Men
were fallen and without Grace. They could not channel Light, not without the
aid of elves. So what could it mean that Rolenya was different? Had the Omkar
forgiven the Fallen? Was grace returning to the lineage of Men? Baleron doubted
it. Which could only mean something else. Something he
hated to imagine.


They wound up through the halls of
the fortress until they reached her chambers, a lavish suite with many rooms
and plush pillows and fine art. Red silk snared the eye. Incense smoldered in a
corner, the incense holder fashioned in the shape of a large silver wolf. Smoke
wreathed from its mouth. Servants stood at the ready. To Baleron it looked as
though her living conditions equaled those she was accustomed to back home at
Castle Grothgar, at least in opulence, though he did not think for a moment
that she enjoyed her lot in life or would wish it to continue one second more
than necessary.


“Would you like a bath?” she asked
him. She knew he loved them.


His expression must have been
pitiful, as grief touched her eyes.


“I’ve dreamt of them,” was all he
could say. He unstrapped his sandals and saw her wince at the fresh scars on
his torso and the livid bruises on his face. Thankfully she said nothing.


“Take your time,” she told him. 


He entered her bathing chambers,
and she waited for him while two of her servants (elf maidens both), helped him
wash. Steam billowed up from the ornate tub, and he surrendered to their tender
ministrations. It was wonderful. The bath and the massage felt so good he never
wanted them to end, and the elf girls were not immune to his charms. He wished
he had an hour.


When he emerged, his sister clothed
him in fine garments, and he felt better than he had in a long time, warm and
clean. The itching in his scalp began to fade.


“I feel like a new man,” he told
her, running a comb through his beard, which had grown out over the last three
years, and was full and dark. The comb battled its tangles.


She smiled. Trying to play it
light, she said, “And you smell like one too.”


He made himself laugh.


“I’ve got a surprise for you,” she
said. She motioned for him to sit down, and he collapsed into the softest couch.



“What is it?” he asked, loving the
soft feel of the sofa as he ran his hands along it. Sweet memories of long ago
stirred at the comfort and he had to struggle with himself to stay focused on
his sister’s voice, not to get lost in his memories, which he was all too good
at. Sometimes when he was hacking at the earth his mind was numb and blank, but
at others he allowed it to drift on the currents of his fancy, sometimes riding
through his childhood, sometimes making up stories to amuse himself. He existed
half in a waking dream and half in a nightmare. Rarely was he focused on the
immediate present. He was focused now.


“You’ll never believe it,” she
said. A merry gleam sparkled in her eyes and he was reminded of the Rolenya of
old.


“What?”


“Salthrick!”


“Salthrick?”
He frowned and said, “What of him?”


“He’s here.”


“He’s dead.”


“Not so, old friend,” said a voice
from the shadows. Out of an archway leading to another chamber strode the
barrel-chested captain of Prince Baleron’s guard himself, a wide grin on his
handsome, black-bearded face.



 

 *    
*     *



 

Baleron leapt up. He stared at Salthrick, tall and strong
and fearless. The captain looked older, with gray streaking his hair and a few
scars on his face. And grimmer, with a hard set to his jaw.
Leaner, even haggard. Yet it was Salthrick, just the
same.


Or at least it looked like him.


Baleron backed away. 


Salthrick laughed. “I’m no demon,”
he said, slapping his chest. “I can see you haven’t changed. Nice beard, by the
way. A while yet before you catch up with my curly bush, though, I’d wager.”


Baleron studied him, studied the
twinkle in his eye. Rolenya beamed. Baleron detected a trace of nervousness in
her, though. She was worried at his reaction. She clearly wanted desperately for
him to rejoice. That decided him, more than anything else.


He embraced his old comrade,
clapping him soundly on the back. “But how?” he said. “You ... and the wolves ...”


Salthrick shook his head. “Fortune
favors the brave. Oh, they nearly killed me, all right. But—well, you don’t
want to hear the whole sordid thing.”


“No, I do. Tell me!”


“As you say, my
prince.” Salthrick reclined against the wall. “Well, when my own men
started changing into wolves, I naturally tried to make my way to the temple. To you and Rolly. But there were
too many, and they were all around me. One dragged me down by the throat. Another,
still in the shape of a man, struck me on the head with something, and the next
thing I knew I woke up in a pit. Asguilar had kept me for a captive. I’ve been
rotting in the dungeons of Wegredon ever since.”


“The Light-bearers be praised,”
said Baleron, though he did not believe a word of it. He glanced once more from
Salthrick to Rolenya. “But how ... here?”


“Thank your sister.”


She smiled so deeply tears formed
in her eyes. She must believe it’s really him, Baleron thought,
dismayed. Then again, she had always loved him. She had claimed to regard
Salthrick as only a friend, but she had been a young girl, and he a big, bold
young man, and not unattractive. And now here he was, returned from the dead. She
seemed so happy ...


“It’s true,” she told Baleron,
obviously delighted to be for once the bearer of good news. “Ungier came to me
one day a few weeks ago and told me that, as a gift, Salthrick still lived and
that he could be brought here if I wanted, and of course I did, so ...”


“Wonderful,” Baleron said. To
Salthrick, he warned, “But you may wish you’d stayed at Wegredon. They work us
hard around here.”


Salthrick nodded gravely. “So they
tell me. But it’s got to be better than languishing in a hole for three years.”


“Three years!” exclaimed the
prince. “Has it been so long?”


“So your sister tells me. I tried
to keep track for a while, using a rock to mark the days on a wall. I couldn’t
see the wall, but I could feel the grooves. Eventually time ceased to matter.” He
leaned forward and gripped Baleron’s shoulder hard. “But
enough of that. I don’t want to despair, not tonight of all nights. Let
us celebrate! For now at least, let’s forget our worries. Forget tomorrow. Deal?”


“It is,” Baleron agreed. Deeper
down, wheels began to turn. 


“It is,” agreed Rolenya. 


A servant poured them each a glass
of wine and they sat back on the couch, drinking and talking animatedly. Rolenya
seemed supremely glad that at last she’d been able to bring some joy into her
brother’s life, and he had to wonder just what price she’d paid for this. Just
what had Ungier exchanged Salthrick for? Surely the Lord of Gulrothrog
had not done this for nothing; he would have to keep up appearances, after all,
even if this was all theater. Baleron tried not to think on it.


At last some feathery rustling
noises issued from down a corridor, and a servant popped her head in to say,
“The birds are here, my lady.”


“Thank you, Wenya.”


“Birds?” queried Salthrick.


“You’ll see,” she said.


Baleron kept quiet. He was all too
familiar with what they were about to do.


They abandoned their wine and made
their way through the halls to the large balcony that overlooked Oksilith. The
flat, charred landscape stretched away in all directions, giving in at last to
the mountains far away. The air was warm.


Perching on the balcony were three
huge crow-like birds, glarums, black and sinister, with long sharp beaks. A
saddle and reins rested on each of their backs. Ungier possessed many of the
birds, and Baleron had learned that the two glarum-riders who had tried to
seize him and Rolenya three years ago at the Temple of Illiana
had been a gift to Asguilar from his sire for the purpose of securing the royal
siblings.


“They’re our transportation for
tonight,” Rolenya explained, then turned to Baleron. “Show him.”


Frowning, Baleron climbed astride
the glarum he usually rode, a graying bird called Lunir. Lunir was a steady
flier and, though he was ill-tempered, he was too old to cause much damage, or
at least he had not yet. Baleron had grown fond of him. Though a little
unsteady from drink, the prince managed to lash himself on and turned to
Salthrick expectantly. The captain looked impressed.


“All right,” said Salthrick gamely.
“If that’s the way it has to be, then a rider of birds I shall become. Though I
am surprised they trust you not to fly away.”


“They trust us because they can
afford to,” Rolenya said. “There are many glarum-riders, the glarumri, who
could chase us down quickly if we ran. Or flew, rather.”


Clumsily, Salthrick mounted his
bird and Rolenya, more adroit and lady-like, climbed astride hers, then, with a
shouted command, the glarums flapped their black wings and rose into the night.
Baleron’s stomach lurched and he had to close his eyes for a moment as the
ground tilted below, growing farther away by the second. He’d never liked this
moment. To his left, Salthrick yelled out, though in fear or excitement the
prince couldn’t tell. He looked at the captain, and the captain was grinning;
his eyes burned with pleasure. Part of the act?


The glarums wheeled about the
spires of Gulrothrog. They circled around to the other side, the side facing
the great fiery bulk of Oksil. Then they winged their way upward, riding
lava-heated updrafts a little too toasty for Baleron’s comfort. Sweat pasted
his shirt to the small of his back.


Wide stairs led up the slope from
the fortress’s black doors to the very lip of the volcano’s central shaft, and
a large crowd had gathered on the sizeable platform that overhung it, far below
the wheeling glarums. Most of those now gathered, Borchstogs and men and
others, had taken the stairs, for among his guests only Lord Ungier’s most
favored wives and concubines were given the privilege of riding the great
birds.


The three glarums circled Oksil’s
smoking maw a few times, providing a peek into the belly of the beast: a lake
of lava fumed and spurted far down in the volcano’s black throat. At last the
glarums set their riders down on the platform and Baleron eagerly climbed off. Lunir
cawed once and Baleron patted the glarum’s feathered head.


“Well done, you evil-smelling
thing.”


The Borchstog handlers of the
glarums fed the birds a diet of carrion (some of it human, Baleron was aware),
and the Borchstogs did not believe in washing the creatures, so the glarums
tended to reek of rotting meat.


As it was, though, the stench of
sulfur and ash was so strong Baleron barely noticed Lunir, although the roaring
wind drove some of the stink away. Baleron actually had to steady himself
against it. The wind blew cold off the wastelands but hot off the mountain, and
the alternately cold and hot air kept him alert. The rough stone of the
platform scraped the soles of his feet through his thin sandals. 


The crowd murmured around Baleron,
and he thought it likely he and his sister were as much under discussion as the
coming spectacle. The Oksilin loved to gossip about
them. Sometimes he would catch them making quick
little gestures of blessing in his direction. 


The
Savior ... ul Ravast ... What does it all mean?


He noticed servants bearing silver
platters laden with dripping goblets, and he determined to avail himself of the
opportunity as soon as he could. He turned to Salthrick, who was just slipping
off his mount, side by side with Rolenya. 


“How did you like your flight?”
Baleron asked.


“Truth be told, it was the most fun
I’ve had in three years.”


“Yes,” Baleron said, playing along,
“it really fires the blood, doesn’t it?”


“You should see the jousts,” Rolenya
said. “On certain days Lord Ungier will stage elaborate festivals, and he’ll
sit up in his highest tower while glarumri joust in the sky for him. He’ll have
whole squadrons fly through the air while his orchestra provides music, and the
glarumri will swarm this way and that, almost like dancing. Later they’ll
perform aerial feats—tumbling and flips, and leaping from bird to bird. And all
the while Ungier and his necromancers will light up the sky with streaks of
fire that get brighter and dimmer in time to the music, and change color, too.”


“That sounds like quite a show,”
Salthrick said. “Ungier lets his slaves watch?”


“He loves to show off his power.”


Baleron tried not to picture a
naked Rolenya serving Ungier wine and feeding him with her own blood while the
vampire watched the show from his high tower—tried not to image her pleasing
the fiend as he basked in his own grandeur.


Baleron turned to face the
gathering. Borchstogs comprised the bulk of the audience, but there were others,
allies of Gulrothrog—men, trolls, dwarves, even a few representatives from
border outposts such as Wegredon. 


A slender girl seemingly in her
teens and very fair occupied a canopied litter borne by a half dozen
Borchstogs. Richly attired and with her golden hair cascading over her narrow
shoulders, she sat still, unmoving, a statue of misery. Her green eyes gazed
faraway and they were infinitely sad. She’d obviously been crying. I am so sorry, Baleron thought. I wish I could help you. She must be an
elf. She was too beautiful to be a mortal and something inside her seemed to
glow, as though she were lit from within by an incandescent candle. Her form
was a mite too delicate, her cheekbones too high, her eyes too wise, her long neck too elegant. 


“Who is she?” said Salthrick.


“Her name’s Eleneth,” Rolenya replied,
her voice solemn.


“Why’s she on a litter? Is she a
bride of Ungier’s?”


“No. She’s ... she’s the reason
we’re here tonight.”


“You don’t know?” Baleron said. “They’re
... going to sacrifice her,” He was careful to keep his voice low so that
Eleneth would not overhear. He needn’t have bothered: the roar of the wind and
the murmur of the crowd drowned out any but the most strident voice.


“Sacrifice her to whom?” asked
Salthrick.


“Grudremorq.
One of the Omkarogs, the fell gods.
He never took a form of flesh like Gilgaroth, but he aided him, Mogra and
Lorg-jilaad in the Great War. Omkarcharoth. Now his spirit resides in Oksil. No,” Baleron corrected himself,
“that’s not right, exactly. He made Oksil. He is Oksil. Before
Ungier’s coming, Gilgaroth assigned him here to guard the Gap, so Grudremorq
raised this volcano and lives here now.”


“The God of Flame, they call him,”
Rolenya elaborated. “He’s volatile and dangerous. Back when he was the sole
guardian of Oksilith, he would grow out of control and send his flame and his
children, the Grudremorqen, to destroy anything that passed through the Gap
without his leave, even Gilgaroth’s armies. Gilgaroth grew enraged and
appointed Ungier as his keeper. Grudremorq draws strength from fire ... and
death. From time to time Ungier feeds him.” 


“Bastard,” said Salthrick.


And
you should know, thought Baleron. 


A cloud of leathery wings wheeled
above, skirting Oksil’s fire-rimmed mouth: a murder of vampires in bat-like
form, led by Lord Ungier. Those with him must be the highest in his court. One would
be Asguilar, Heir to the Throne of Gulrothrog. He took leave of Wegredon often
to visit the Hidden Fortress and would occasionally descend into the mines to
torment Baleron.


The cloud of rithlags landed. All
on the platform bowed before Ungier save the Borchstogs bearing the doomed
Eleneth. Even Rolenya bowed and motioned for Baleron and Salthrick to do the
same.


Ungier smiled, the high mountain
wind ruffling his bat-like ears. “Good evening,” he said in Oksilon, which
Baleron had learned well during his time here. A dialect of Oslogon, it
differed only slightly from that more ancient tongue.


“Good evening, Lord,” came the
mumbled response. Baleron said nothing. 


“Stand, my friends, and bear witness
to the feeding of an Omkar.”


He stepped out onto a
gangplank-like affair that extended from the platform directly over the boiling
lake of lava far below. His wings billowed in the updraft.


“Great Grudremorq!” he shouted. “Hear
me! I bring you on this moonless night a beautiful virgin elf for your pleasure
and consumption. May the taking of her Grace give you strength.”


He motioned to Borchstogs drummers,
whose instruments were fashioned from human or elvish skin. With their drumsticks
of bone they let loose a roll of thunder that washed ominously across the
platform. Eleneth wailed.


Ungier leapt out, off the platform.
He stretched his batwings over the bright abyss, and flew high above the flames
to get the best view, wheeling now and then over the platform to direct events.
At his call, the Borchstogs bore Eleneth on her litter out onto the wide and
sturdy gangplank as the drums reached a fever pitch.


Eleneth looked down into Grudremorq’s
hungry fires. Her face screwed up in fear. The flames reflected from her
leaf-green eyes and bathed her in red light.


Baleron wanted to close his eyes
but could not. 


“NOW!” shouted Ungier when the
drums had reached a certain pitch, and the beautiful young elf was thrown,
litter and all, into the hungry fires of the mountain. She fell and fell,
vanishing against the glow of the flames. 


Afterward, a long silence passed.
The wind sighed.


The girl was dead.


Then Salthrick said something
surprising, something that changed everything:


“We’re going to escape.”

















 


 


 

Chapter
8



 

In shock, Baleron was half-inclined to laugh at the captain.
This is all a play, he told himself. So. What’s my next line?


“What?” he asked. The wind still sounded too loudly
for him to fear being overheard.


Salthrick smiled. “We are going to
escape. After what just happened, do you want to linger here?”


“I ... of course
not. But ... escape?” Baleron shook his head. Part of him thought, So this is how it will be. Then, bitterly:
Three years!


Rolenya looked over at them. “How?”
she asked. She was always one to get to the point. He admired her for that.


“The glarums,” Salthrick answered
simply. “Instead of flying back to your terrace, let’s fly the Seven Hells out
of here! I don’t know why Ungier allows you to fly unescorted. He must think
you’re tamed by now. Let’s prove him wrong.”


“You’re mad,” Rolenya said. “The
vampires would chase us down.”


“The glarums could outfly ‘em,” insisted the
captain. “Trust me.”


“You?” she scoffed. “You, who’ve
only ridden one once?”


“Come now. What’ve we got to lose?”


“They’ll send out glarumri,” she
said. “Lightning, earthquakes. Ungier is a god.” She shook her head in
exasperation. “It’s impossible.”


Doggedly, he went on, “A
third-generation god, born after the Making of the World.”


“He’s right,” Baleron said
suddenly. Salthrick had just dangled the key before his eyes. It didn’t matter
if it was the right key or not, the honest key or not; it was the only key, and at the moment that was all
that mattered. Also, he was surprised that Rolenya seemed not to realize what
was really going on—at least what he suspected. The way he saw it, the Enemy
had decided it was time for them to leave, and so it had arranged for their
departure. But they were not supposed to realize it. Why that was remained a
mystery.


The point was that if they didn’t
leave right now, they might not get another chance, not for some time. It would
be too coincidental for them to discover another opportunity for escape so soon
after this one. And the powers at work had, literally, all the time in the world.


Baleron’s sanity did not.


“Come on, Rol,”
he said. “Let us go. Let us be gone
from this place. At least let us try.
If we die in the attempt ... well, as long as we’re far enough away when it
happens, our souls will be free, and the next world has got to be better than
this!”


She set her jaw firmly. “No. You’re
mad, Bal. You’re both mad. You’ll get yourselves
killed. Just wait,” she urged. “Sooner or later, we’ll get a real chance.” 


“Easy for you to
say. You don’t have to work in the mines all day. You’ve never been to
the torture pits, have you?” Against his will, he felt his anger rise. 


“Easy now,” Salthrick cautioned.
“We’re all friends here.”


Rolenya ignored him. “You don’t
know what it’s like to sell your body, Bal. You may
get whipped and beaten and starved, but to have someone use you, in the most
intimate ways ... to violate you ... make you do things ...” Tears welled in
her eyes. “Don’t say I don’t know what torture’s like, Bal.
I do. But I’m not going to throw my life away on something as foolish as this,
and neither should you!”


“But Rolly—”


“Don’t Rolly
me! Not if you’re going to kill yourself.” She tried to control herself by
taking deep breaths. “It’s the wine talking, Baleron. It’s the anger. The sacrifice.” She gripped his hands tightly and looked beseechingly
into his eyes. “Don’t do this.”


He drew his hands away. “I must.” 


She lowered her eyes. “Then this is
good-bye.” She sounded as though she couldn’t bear to say it.


“No,” he said. “It’s never
good-bye. I’ll come back for you. I promise.” He meant it with every fiber of
his being.


“Me too,” said Salthrick.


Baleron could not believe what had
just occurred: he had agreed to leave
her here. How could he abandon his sister? Was it really the wine talking, or
the desperation? No, he told himself, Rolenya was the one making a mistake. She
simply didn’t realize. Couldn’t let herself realize. Nevertheless, the enormity
of what he was about to attempt staggered him—not just the escape but the
severing of the bond that connected him to Rolenya. He was just about to plead
with her again when he was interrupted.


The others on the platform were
talking amongst themselves, some shouting to be heard over the wind. Suddenly,
Lord Ungier set down amongst them.


“I have an announcement to make!”


They turned to him. Ungier looked
very smug, even more so than usual.


“I have splendid news!” he said. “I’m
taking a new wife a month hence, on the next moonless eve, when our union will
be beyond the ken of the Light.”


A hushed murmur swept the crowd. Baleron
felt a vague foreboding. He looked to Rolenya. Her face was ashen. Please, no ...


“Some of you know her,” Ungier
continued. “She’s been with me for only a few years, and never did I think to
win her heart, but I’ve recently made a deal to claim her, to make her mine—beyond
the limits of a concubine—beyond a mere lover. Ladies and gentlemen, may I
present my bride-to-be, Her Highness Rolenya Grothgar!”


He gestured toward the princess and
the crowd applauded.


Baleron gasped. “No ...”


Rolenya bore it all stoically. Out
of the corner of her mouth, she said, “It’s not what you think, Bal.”


Suddenly it came to him. “Salthrick. So
that’s how you got him here. You made a deal ... you for him.”


She held his widening gaze.


Her act of love staggered him. She
had ensnared herself even tighter in Ungier’s web just to make his lot in life
a little brighter. 


“I’m so sorry,” he said.


“Don’t be,” she told him. “Just
know that I love you and always will, no matter what happens.”


“I know you do, Rol.
And I, you.”


Ungier went on: “Therefore, a month
hence, on the eve of our wedding, I’ll bring Rolenya into the embrace of the night.”


This time, it was Rolenya’s turn to
gasp. She clapped a hand over her mouth and her knees nearly buckled. Baleron
gave her an arm and she took it, trembling. Her face was whiter than the stars
above.


“You didn’t know?” he said.


“No ... no ...” Her voice was very
small.


“The rotten luck,” said Salthrick.


Baleron shot him a dark look.


Ungier beckoned to her, smiling. His
fangs shone like aged ivory under the moonlight. As though she had no will of
her own—and perhaps, Baleron reflected, remembering Ungier’s powers, she hadn’t—she
left her brother and Salthrick behind and cut her way through the crowd to
stand at the side of her lord and master. She bowed to him and he took her
hand. 


How was this possible? Baleron felt
sick. Rolenya corrupted with Ungier’s filth! He imagined her turned into a
creature like Ungier and felt like doing something rash. He just barely held
himself back. 


Now, surely, he could persuade her
to escape, or at least to make the attempt with him and Salthrick tonight.


He never got the chance.


Without warning, Lord Ungier
wrapped her in his arms and rose up into the night, batwings flapping. Still white
with shock, Rolenya disappeared with him into the darkness above.



 

 *    
*     *



 

Baleron snatched a glass of wine off a servant’s tray and
drank one glass, then another. It was Borchstog wine, bitter and earthy, yet
strangely sweet. His throat burned, and his mind reeled, but the anger did not leave.
He felt hot, feverish. “I’ll get him,” he said, again and again. “I’ll get that
bastard if it’s the last thing I do.”


“I’m sure you will,” Salthrick
said.


Baleron could have punched him.


A familiar figure skulked over and
performed a mock bow, which the prince did not return. “Roschk ul Ravast! Or, as they say in these parts, Rivoust-roisk.” Asguilar,
Lord of Wegredon, smiled. “I trust you’re enjoying this evening’s festivities.”
The words had a way of slithering out of his mouth that jangled Baleron’s nerves.
“Tell me, did you like the news? Aren’t weddings divine?”


Baleron was tempted to smash his
wine glass over Asguilar’s battish face. “I’m
surprised you can even say the word.”


The rithlag chuckled. “I too am a
prince, the Prince of Gulrothrog. We share that much, at least, you and I. Though I’m the firstborn, and you the last.”


“So you’re what a fourth-generation
god looks like,” Salthrick said.


“You should know my face well, urignon. You were
my prisoner long enough.” 


Baleron grimaced; they were putting
on a show for him. I hope this works.
Pretending to go along with Salthrick was a dangerous game. Just how far could
he take it?


Asguilar paused to contain his mock
rage. “My lord-father asked me to escort you both back to the mines. Thanks to
his benevolence, you two will work out of the same pen and alongside each other
during work periods. Rolenya has asked that you be given a free day to catch up
with each other, but I rather think you two could use a little softening up
instead. Oh, I’ll let you get reacquainted, all right ... in the torture pits!”


“You should show more respect to ul Ravast,”
Baleron said..


Asguilar sneered. “You’re nothing
but a puppet. When the Master jerks your strings, you’ll dance—and what a
beautiful performance it will be. You will usher in a new age, a golden age. The Age of Grandeur. Its advent began fifty years ago when
the Moonstone was destroyed, weakening the bastions of light. Now, after our
forces have replenished, the killing blow comes, and you will be that blade. A
shame you cannot appreciate it. Now come.”


Baleron and Salthrick climbed
astride their glarums while Asguilar watched. The other rithlags of his party
were socializing with the guests that had stayed behind, most of whom made their
way down the stairs, returning to Gulrothrog, eager to get indoors and out of
this alternately hot and chilling wind. One minute Baleron shivered with the
cold of high mountain winds everywhere, and the next a searing updraft from
Oksil’s maw burned his skin.


Asguilar flapped his wings and
sprang up into the folds of the night, where he waited for Baleron and
Salthrick on their glarums to join him. Rolenya’s bird followed riderless behind.


Asguilar led the way through the
night to the upper reaches of the rock spire that housed Gulrothrog. Its upper
portion was dotted with terraces that flickered in the red glow of chambers
within. Here and there stood guests of Ungier or guards.
The guards mostly loitered on the lower balconies, though for security reasons
even these were high. Asguilar alighted on one of the lower and larger
balconies, and the Borchstogs there immediately bowed in deference.


Baleron’s and Salthrick’s glarums
landed on the terrace next, along with Rolenya’s. Baleron wondered how the play
was supposed to go. To
hell with it. I’ll make my
own. It was his only hope, really. If he let himself get swept along by
events of the Shadow’s making, he’d end up fulfilling his Doom, whatever that
was. He needed to pull his own strings.


He lowered himself from the graying
glarum and took stock of the situation. Four Borchstog guards knelt before
their lord’s son, whose attention was snared by their toadying words. The
breeze blew hot.


Baleron would never have a better
chance.


Salthrick met his gaze, seemed to
see something there, and nodded. What did that mean? The captain, now
dismounted, stood closer to the Prince of Gulrothrog than Baleron did.


Salthrick acted. Moving with
lightning speed, he grabbed the hilt of Asguilar’s long, slim blade and
wrenched it free of the scabbard.


The Borchstogs’
eyes widened in alarm. They leapt to their feet, unsheathing their own
swords—large, heavy affairs.


Asguilar spun, his hand shooting to
the empty place above his scabbard, only to find the grinning face of Salthrick
pressed close to his own.


The captain brought the sword down
heavily. The flat of the blade struck the Firstborn’s forehead with a vibrating
wong
sound. Asguilar’s clawed hand rose halfway to his darkening forehead before his
knees buckled and he collapsed in a heap like so much kindling.


Baleron leapt on the nearest
Borchstog. He wrestled the creature’s weapon away using muscles honed to stone
over the last three years and sliced open his throat, hewing through arteries
and flesh. Two others fell on him, howling, while Salthrick dealt with the
fourth.


Baleron parried desperate thrusts
from his two opponents, only fleetingly able to go on the offensive, and at
last hacked through one’s hamstring. The Borchstog screamed and fell. While the
other hesitated, Baleron speared him in the throat. Dark blood sprayed him. The
glarums cawed nervously. Baleron slew the one on the ground, then, heart
beating wildly, stepped over to the body of the downed prince and raised his
weapon.


“No!” said Salthrick. “Don’t.”


Not surprised, Baleron asked, “Why?”


Wearing a strange look, Salthrick
said, “Because ... if they capture us, and we’ve killed Ungier’s firstborn ...
his heir ... well, they’ll never let us out of the torture pits, my friend.”


It sounded reasonable, but Baleron
was not in a reasonable mood.


“No,” he said, raising the heavy
Borchstoggish sword. “We let him live and he’ll just raise the alarm when he
comes to.”


He cleaved in Asguilar’s skull. Blood
and brains sprayed everywhere. 


Was the rithlag dead? Could a
mundane weapon destroy him? Looking closer, Baleron noticed there was a black
gem set in the pommel of the Borchstog sword. Perhaps not so
mundane, after all.


The body didn’t stir. Just to be
sure, Baleron hacked into it again and again, severing the head and limbs and
cleaving the heart and skull in two. When he was done, panting with exertion,
he stared down at the body and felt a surge of triumph. Asguilar’s blood had
spattered his face, and he tasted it on his tongue, acrid and foul, yet the
sweetest thing he’d ever tasted.


Salthrick glanced from Baleron to
the butchered body of Asguilar. He shook his head as if to dismiss an ominous
thought, then clutched Baleron’s shoulder. “Let’s go
while there’s still time.”


Baleron ached to take the Borchstog’s
weapon with him but wanted no weapon on him. Salthrick would not be on guard.


The captain, for his part, not
being so cautious and perhaps wanting a weapon for his own purposes, did spare
the time to remove Asguilar’s scabbard and fasten it about himself. In went the
slim and beautiful sword of the fallen nobleman.


Salthrick jumped on his mount. Baleron
prepared to do the same, but found Lunir hovering above the body of a
Borchstog. The glarum sniffed at it, took an experimental bite. Evidently the
flesh was too fresh, for he didn’t take another.


Baleron slipped astride the glarum
and tied himself on. “Ra!” 


He and Salthrick winged away. Wind
moaned in Baleron’s ears and drowned out everything else, even the cawing of
the glarums and Salthrick’s reassuring words. The wind ruffled Baleron’s hair, brought
tears to his eyes and chapped his skin. The bird’s soft feathers pressed his
thighs and he tried to concentrate on that touch rather than the unreeling
scenery below him. The Waste tilted and heaved, stretching darkly in all
directions. 


I
wish I knew where Ungier had taken Rolenya.


By the light of the stars, he
angled Lunir toward the eastern branch of the Aragst Mountains.
There it would be more difficult for Ungier’s agents to find them.


On one point, he reflected, Salthrick
had been right. The Lord of Oksilith would not be happy with his son’s murder,
and he would demand righteous vengeance. He would hunt hard and instill the
fear of his wrath into his hunters. Perhaps, Baleron began to think, he should
have left Asguilar alive. But Asguilar had led the raid on the wedding caravan
and all those slain that night had demanded vengeance. Baleron hoped they were
satisfied now. May you rest easier.


Suddenly, Salthrick shouted.
Baleron turned. Salthrick was gesturing at something back in the direction of the
fortress. Baleron strained his eyes. 


Nothing. Then,
dimly ... a dark blot against the clouds. Growing nearer and
nearer. A rithlag? A glarum?
No, too large ...


The shadow drew closer. Salthrick
cried out frantically and began kicking his steed in the flanks to hurry it.


A burst of fire shot from the maw
of the shadow. Baleron’s blood ran cold.


“Omkar be damned,” he breathed.
“The Leviathan ...”


Ul
Mrungona. It had to be.


The being closed the distance rapidly.
Huge and dark, the Great Worm snaked its way through the sky, slithering in and
out of the brooding thunderheads. Fire licked at its lips. The night was so
dark all Baleron could see was that it was huge, a great shadow with wide dark wings
propelling it onwards, terrible and inexorable. 


A chill shuddered up Baleron’s
spine. Asguilar must have truly died then, and his murder discovered all too
quickly. Baleron had thought it would take longer to find the corpses. He had
counted on pursuit by rithlags or glarumri; those
he and Salthrick might be able to outwit if not outrun. But how could they
possibly escape ul Mrungona
in its natural element?


Lightning rippled through black
clouds. Thunder shook the heavens.


“The clouds!” he shouted. “We must
use the clouds!”


He angled his glarum up into an overhanging
cloud, shouting for Salthrick to follow. The thunderhead obscured his sight,
but he flew on. Lunir cawed in fear but did not disobey. Baleron urged him to
be quiet. It was said that Worms
possessed tremendous hearing.


A blast of cloud-to-cloud lightning
rippled nearby and the thunderhead lit up somewhere to his right, a brilliant
electric blue that seared his eyes. Accompanying thunder crashed, startling
him, almost seeming to possess physical force. It deafened him for a moment.


He glanced at Salthrick, whose
shape through the black wisps he could only just make out behind him and to the
left. He couldn’t see the captain’s eyes.


He urged Lunir on faster. The wind
clawed at him, tried to drag him off, tried to hurl him to the depths below.
Grimly, he hung on.


They shot out from the cloud.


Exposed. He dove into another
bank of inky darkness, glittering with electric ribbons of fire. Thunder rocked
him. He could feel but not see the presence of the Leviathan snaking its way
through the storm behind him. Fear shook him. To come so close only to be
captured or killed now—


He had to escape—had to—and not just for himself. He
needed to return within a month, an army at his heels, to break open Gulrothrog
and rescue Rolenya before Ungier passed on his own corruption to her.


Cold rain spattered him. His teeth
rattled. Lunir felt very small and frail beneath him, brittle with his light
bird-bones, while all around them the storm stretched vast and mighty and
crushing. Constantly it knocked the glarum and the prince upwards and sideways,
and smashed them down. Nausea rose in Baleron. He tasted bile and blood from
where he’d bitten his tongue. He could taste freedom, too, just ahead, if only—


The Great Worm spat fire. Baleron heard
the roar of flame, but it was too far back to hit him. 


He spurred Lunir on. They leapt
from stormcloud to stormcloud.
More than once he thought lightning would be the end of them. The clouds rolled
like warships over the snow-capped peaks, the Black Wall of Oslog, and as soon
as he could he left the cover of the sky for the harbor of firm rock below. They
were now past the edge of the Oksil Gap.


He led Salthrick around one peak
and made for another, seeking cover behind mountains. If the Leviathan sought
him with flame, he would have real shelter now, not vapor.


Glancing over his shoulder, he squinted
into the heavens. Nothing.


No, there!


A winged and bloated serpent, ul Mrungona
slipped from concealment within a cloud and dove towards the mountains.


Baleron cursed. They’d been seen.


The dragon shot a bright column of
flame. It neared them. Baleron felt its heat on his back. Sweating suddenly in
the cold wind and rain, he spurred Lunir on even faster.


“Fly, you stupid bird!” he shouted
madly. “Fly!” He gave the bird his
heels.


The heat warmed his back, toasted
his hair.


Lunir flew faster. The plume of
fire faded behind, taking its heat with it. Baleron sighed with relief.


Too soon. Another blast. Hastily he dodged behind a wall of rock and
shot for the next mountain, growing larger ahead. It filled his vision.


Almost there ...


Almost ...


The Worm breathed out a long column
of fire. Gritting his teeth, Baleron swept behind the mountain. The dragon’s
fire melted rock and burned foliage behind him. The heat nearly blistered his
hindquarters. The dragon roared like thunder, and Baleron’s eardrums nearly
burst. Lunir cawed in fear. Salthrick was close behind.


Skirting a woody slope, Baleron
spied something up ahead. A cave. Thank the Omkar.


He circled a mountain peak, shaking
the Worm from their tail for a moment, and guided Lunir to the ground. The
glarum spiraled to reduce his speed, then set down. Salthrick
followed.


“I don’t see the Worm,” Salthrick
said. Sweat rolled down his forehead.


Gasping, they led their mounts into
the darkness of the cavern. It was narrow but deep and winding, and dry, though
the wind and cold had chilled Baleron so much that he simply felt numb—numb and
frightened and exhilarated. Rainwater dripped from his hair and ran down his
face and into his beard, and he loved it. His heart raced.


They huddled together in the cave,
listening to the thunder and the patter of the rain.


Ul
Mrungona roared. Its massive scaly bulk slid by
them, right by the cave opening, almost so that Baleron felt he could reach out
and touch its shining-wet scales, then continued on. 


“Do you think it saw—?” Baleron
started.


“COME OUT!” the dragon roared. “COME
OUT FROM HIDING, LITTLE ONES! COME OUT AND DIE WITH HONOR!”


Then it was gone, its words lost to
the wind. 


They waited. The dragon made several
more passes but eventually moved on, or at least Baleron no longer saw or heard
it. Could it be hiding, lurking out there, waiting for them? Thunder crashed
and lightning smote the mountainside. Rain lashed them, flying on the wind. Still
the Worm did not return. Baleron began to feel hope.


“We made it!” Salthrick said.


The mountain shook. Dust rained
down from the cavern roof.


“The Leviathan,” Baleron said,
despair coming over him. “He’s back.”


“COME OUT, LITTLE GRUBLINGS!” 


“Get away from the opening,”
Baleron said. He led Salthrick and the glarums deep into the tunnel where he
hoped the Worm’s fires couldn’t find them.


The mountain could.


The walls shook harder. The ceiling
still trembled. A large stone crashed to the floor and exploded, spraying shards
everywhere. A chip cut Baleron’s cheek. The glarums squawked in fear, flapping
their wings and dancing about. Wet black feathers filled the air.


“He’ll bring the mountain down on
us!” Salthrick cried.


“Bastard!”
Baleron marched around a bend and toward the cave opening, but he didn’t get
too close. “Begone, hellspawn!” There was no use
hiding now. Disappointment and anger filled him, gave him the courage of
desperation.


The mountain shook harder. A
falling stone nearly split his skull, but he leapt aside.


“COME OUT!” roared the Worm. “COME
OUT AND DIE IN THE OPEN AIR—OR DIE CRUSHED UNDER THE MOUNTAIN!”


Baleron strode forward recklessly. Raising
his voice, he said, “Wait! I’m Prince Baleron of Havensrike. My father would
give you much for my return—all the treasure you want. Mounds
and mounds of it.”


The shaking stopped. Wind sighed
through the orifice, and the whip of rain rose and fell with a crack. A silence
stretched.


At last came the words, “I AM NOT ...
IMMUNE ... TO BRIBERY.”


Baleron could not resist turning
back to Salthrick with a grin. The captain returned it. Wheeling back to the
cave opening, Baleron said, “What would you ask for our release?”


There was a pause, then: “WHY DON’T
YOU COME OUT HERE WHERE I CAN SEE YOU, AND WE SHALL DISCUSS IT.”


Baleron took a step forward. Then stopped. He shuddered and backed away. “We’ll talk
here, like this, if it’s all the same to you.”


The Worm laughed. Instantly, the
mountain shook once more. “DIE!” the dragon roared in his great, deep, strangely
accented voice. “DIE LIKE BUGS, IF THAT’S YOUR WISH!”


Stones rained down. Baleron threw
himself against the curved wall. A crack split the floor. Lunir and the other
bird screeched loudly. Salthrick cursed. Then all Baleron could hear was the
screeching of the glarums and the roar of breaking stone and, above it all, the
deep, quaking laugh of the Worm. The tunnel filled with dust, and Baleron
coughed wretchedly. Finally the shaking slowed, then
stopped.


“ARE YOU
STILL THERE, GRUBLINGS?” 


Baleron said nothing, just strained
for breath. Dust stung his eyes. From where he crouched, he could see the
opening of the tunnel, and it grew dark as some huge shape blocked it. Dimly,
from the light that poured in through the crack, he could see one huge amber
eye. He ducked behind a large stone, hunkering down. Perhaps the Worm would
think them dead. He looked back to see Salthrick further down the tunnel,
likewise hiding behind a stone.


Another scaly
laugh. “I CAN SMELL YOU, GRUBLINGS, AND YOU SMELL ALIVE.” The dragon sounded wearied.


Baleron took a chance. “I meant it,
that I could reward you handsomely, if you let us live.”


“BAH! I WANT NOT FOR GOLD AND
JEWELS. UNGIER MY BROTHER PAYS ME WELL FOR GUARDING HIS
KEEP.” A pause. All that could be heard was the
hissing of wind and rain. “JUST WHO ARE YOU, GRUBLINGS? I DON’T MEAN TITLES. NEVER
BEFORE HAVE I BEEN SENT TO DESTROY TWO MORTALS.”


“Why should I tell you? You’re just
going to kill us.”


“TRUE, BUT YOUR LIFE WILL LAST AS
LONG AS YOUR ANSWER—THOUGH DO NOT TRY MY PATIENCE WITH A LONG TALE.”


From behind his rock, Baleron said,
“I slew Ungier’s son. Asguilar.”


“THE FIRSTBORN?”


“The very same.”


There was another pause, shorter
this time. Then a bark of thunder that may have been
laughter. “I SHOULD REWARD YOU THEN, NOT KILL YOU.”


“Don’t let me stop you.”


“HMPH. STILL,
LONG HAVE I HATED THAT ONE.”


“Why?”


“HE COVETED MY HOARD.”


“So it’s true, then. I’d always
heard Worms
covet treasure they can never use.”


“YOU ARE MISINFORMED, GRUBLING. TO
SLEEP ON IT, TO FONDLE IT, TO ROLL AROUND IN ITS GLITTERING MASSES—ARE THESE 
NOT WAYS OF USE? MUCH
BETTER THAN BARTERING THEM, GIVING THEM AWAY FOR TRINKETS.”

Baleron bowed his head. “Thank you
for correcting me, O mighty Worm.” He hesitated. “Are you truly the Leviathan,
he who sleeps in the mountain?”


Thunder exploded above. “IT IS I—THROGMAR!”


Baleron did not smile at the pride
in the Worm’s voice; it was well justified. “There are many tales about you,
you know. Some think you’re Grudremorq himself. Some say you’re the true spirit
of the mountain.”


“FOOLS SPEAK FOOLERY. LONG HAVE I
DWELT IN OKSIL. THE FIRE GOD KEEPS ME WARM. I MUST
SUFFER MY BROTHER’S TASKS, AND PRESENCE, BUT—BAH, ENOUGH! DIE!”


The great amber eye withdrew. The
mountain shook once more. Dust and rocks rained down, choking the tunnel, choking
Baleron. Again he wheezed for breath. My
brother, he thought. Could Throgmar and Ungier really be—?


“Do something!” Salthrick said.


When he could,
Baleron shouted as loud as he could, “Wait!
There’s something I can give you that no one else can!”


The shaking continued, then stopped. Almost reluctantly, Throgmar’s voice came:
“EH? WHAT’S THAT, IF YOU’RE STILL THERE?”


Baleron coughed, striving for air. Dust
filled the tunnel. When he was able, he said, haltingly, “I can tell—that you—don’t
like—Ungier.”


“THE WORLD WAS NOT MADE FOR MY
PLEASURE, MORTAL, THOUGH IT IS NOT UNGIER HIMSELF THAT I HATE SO MUCH AS
STANDING IN HIS DEBT. TO SERVE ...” Loathing
filled his voice.


So it was true, Baleron thought. Ungier
and Throgmar were brothers, as difficult as that was to imagine. Spawn of the
same dark sire. Had both been born to Mogra? The Dark Queen, she was said to be
the mother of monsters.


“SPEAK QUICKLY! IF IT’S GOLD AND
JEWELS YOU WOULD GIVE ME, DO NOT BOTHER.”


Baleron made his voice as confident
as he could. “I can give you more than treasure, Throgmar, though I can give
you that, too. Come find me in Havensrike and I will give you a mountain
somewhere in my country for you to dwell in. You won’t have to serve anyone.”


There was a silence. Then, as if to
himself, the dragon muttered, “ANYONE? A MOUNTAIN ... ?”


“You’ll be free, Throgmar.”


“FREE ...”


“Yes, Throgmar.
Freedom! Think on it.”


“HA! YOU TEMPT ME, LITTLE ONE. I
HATE THEM ALL—ALL OF THOSE OF MY FATHER. THAT’S WHY I DWELL HERE ON THE
BORDER AND NOT IN OSLOG, WHERE I WOULD BE MADE TO SERVE HIM. THAT I COULD NOT ABIDE.”


“Gilgaroth, you mean? You hate
him?”


”HATE?”
A derisive snort. “HATE IS TOO SOFT. HE IS ... EVIL. YES,
EVIL. GREAT EVIL. UNGIER’S MALICE IS BUT A PALE
SHADOW. YET I WOULD SERVE HIM NOT IF THERE WAS SOMEWHERE FOR ME TO GO.”


“There is.”


“THE NORTH IS FORBIDDEN. TO STRAY
BEYOND THE BLACK WALL, INTO THE LANDS WHERE MY MASTER’S ENEMIES LIVE ... I
WOULD BE KILLED.”


“I can make it happen, Throgmar. I
can give you a new home. A mountain. A new hoard of gold and jewels. And I can ensure that no one
bothers you.”


A long silence, the longest yet. The
wind hissed and moaned. Dust settled in the cave. Then, finally: “VERY WELL,
PRINCE OF HAVENSRIKE. I ... I RELEASE YOU.”


Baleron let out a long breath.


“FLY FAST, AND I WILL TRY TO DETAIN
THE RITHLAGS AND GLARUMRI THAT WILL COME FOR YOU. BUT KNOW THIS: SOMEDAY SOON I
WILL CALL ON YOU IN GLORIFEL, AND YOU HAD BEST LIVE UP TO YOUR END OF THE
BARGAIN OR I WILL BURN YOUR CITY TO THE GROUND.”


Baleron swallowed. “I will.” I hope I haven’t just made a terrible
mistake, he thought. To save myself I
may have damned my city. For he doubted seriously that
his father would agree to give the Worm what Baleron had promised.


The mountain trembled a final time
as Throgmar launched himself into the air. Baleron saw a great dark shape
trailing a tail of smoke wing off into the night, headed toward Gulrothrog,
where the vampires and glarumri would be massing for the hunt. As Baleron
watched Throgmar go, his legs trembled and he wiped a shaking hand across his
face.


“We’re free,” said Salthrick,
wonder in his voice.


Baleron wheeled on him. “What do
you mean we,
hellspawn?”


He smashed a fist across
Salthrick’s jaw. Then again, and again. Feeling his
knuckles crack and his flesh tear, he pummeled Salthrick to the ground. Shocked,
the captain went down under the prince’s blows. He didn’t even have time to cry
out.


While Salthrick lay stunned,
Baleron stole Asguilar’s sword from the scabbard and pressed it to Salthrick’s
throat, drawing a line of blood.


“What’s this, my friend?” Salthrick’s
words were slow and angry.


“Salthrick died years ago, and
don’t try to pretend otherwise.”


Salthrick—or at least Salthrick’s
form—scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Bal,
but this isn’t the time for games.”


“I’ll play no games with the likes
of you. Tell me, was the dragon part of the plan?”


“What are you talking about?”


Baleron drew a line across
Salthrick’s cheek and blood welled out. The captain didn’t wipe it away, nor wince
in pain.


“Speak!” demanded Baleron.


Salthrick threw back his head and
laughed, long and loud. It was a rich and raspy rumble, full of spite and
malice, most unlike the real Salthrick’s hearty chuckle. When he spoke at last,
the creature lowered his head and let his eyes bore into Baleron’s. They burned
like hot coals. “I,” he said, “am Rauglir, high servant of Gilgaroth. I’ve
served the Great One for ten thousand years, in one form or another. I have
tasted the blood of thousands of your kind, and I’ve worn the bodies of many.” He
paused. “Tell me, how was I betrayed?”


Baleron trembled in rage and loss. Until
now he’d still harbored some faint hope. “Don’t mistake me for a fool,” he
said. “Salthrick was taken prisoner along with all the others that night, and
every other one returned a demon. How could he be any different? I let you play
out your game to see where it led—here. But I don’t think Throgmar was part of
it. Him we almost didn’t escape. In
fact, we didn’t. But fortune favors the brave, as you say, and he was corrupt.”
Baleron laughed. “Corrupt for here,
anyway. He was goodly!
No, you were expecting the same hunters I was: vampires and glarumri. Not the
Leviathan. Not one of the Great Worms, one who had the strength of will to
resist Ungier.”


Rauglir snorted. “A vengeful father
ignored his Master’s plan and invoked a mighty ally. The fool! When I tell my lord
what Ungier did ... and as for Throgmar—”


“What part of the plan are we
playing now?”


“None. You
weren’t supposed to discover me.”


“But I was supposed to escape, and you were
supposed to help me. Why? And what are we supposed to do next? And why did I have to spend three godsdamned years as a slave!”


Rauglir shrugged. “I’m not privy to
my lord’s plans for you. All I know is He had to keep you safe somewhere till
the time was ripe to unleash you.”


“Unleash me?”


“Like a mad dog upon a helpless child.”
Rauglir grinned. He studied the young prince for a moment. “Maybe I should give
you a parting gift before I leave you.”


“Another lie?”


Rauglir smiled, and his teeth were
suddenly sharp as knives. He leapt to all fours, knocking Baleron away, and in
an instant he was a wolf, huge and black and ravenous, more demon than animal. His
wet musky stench filled Baleron’s nose.


“Another scar!”


Thunder boomed. Lightning illuminated
his blood-red eyes. The werewolf lunged.


Baleron slashed with Asguilar’s
blade. The beast’s blood splattered and sizzled on the cave wall. Still the
werewolf came. The prince leapt aside.


The terror spun. Snapped.
Baleron dodged, breathless.


Again the werewolf leapt. Baleron
had no time to dodge. He raised the sword and speared the beast through the breast.
A shock ran through his body. Hot, burning blood drenched his hands. Rauglir
cried out as he sank down the blade’s length, and they fell together in a wet
heap. Baleron stared into Rauglir’s eyes as their evil light dimmed. The
beast’s jaws still opened and closed, and his claws still flexed. Baleron
struggled out of his embrace.


Rising, Baleron glared down at the
body. Blood pooled around Rauglir’s shaggy mound, smoking, eating into the
stone. He wiped the blood on his pants hastily.


“You won’t be seeing your master
again,” Baleron said, yanking the blade free with a wet meaty sound.


“But I will.” Blood leaked from the
wolf’s mouth. “And ... you ...”


Baleron cleaved the werewolf’s head
from his shoulders. Rauglir’s black spirit must have left the body then,
because the corpse slowly returned to a human shape. Salthrick, the real
Salthrick, lay before Baleron, beheaded and cooling. Killed by my own hand.


The werewolf’s
blood pooled around the remains, black and smoking. Yet Salthrick’s
blood was red. Paradoxically, they began to mix.


Baleron stared down at the ruin of
his true friend, the friend whom he himself had finally brought down, just as
he’d felled Haben, and the prince wept loudly in that forsaken cave while the
storm raged outside and somewhere legions of glarumri and vampires hunted him
through the night.
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Baleron dried his tears. He wanted nothing more than to sink
to the ground and lose himself in grief, but he didn’t have time. He needed to
leave now, before he had to contend with every available vampire and glarumril
in Oksil. He piled some loose rocks atop Salthrick’s corpse to form a rough
mound, said a prayer to Sifril, the goddess who was said to rule Paradise, for her to grant Salthrick happiness, and led
Lunir outside. 


The mountain wind blew cold on Baleron’s
face. The vast panorama of the Aragst was laid out before him, the countless
pinnacles of rock rearing toward the storm-swept sky. Snow capped some of them,
shining and pale. He was free. After three years, he was free. 


Shakily, he climbed astride Lunir. The
aged glarum cawed once in protest but at Baleron’s heels he took to the skies,
leaving his mate, Salthrick’s steed, behind to fend for itself. Likely the
glarumri would find it. Baleron hoped he’d piled enough rocks over Salthrick
that the bird would not be able to eat him. 


Baleron rode hard through the
night. He headed due north, his mind churning restlessly.


This
is all arranged, my escape. All part of Gilgaroth’s plan. I was supposed to
think I did it on my own, but why? So that I wouldn’t realize I was fulfilling
Gilgaroth’s designs, so that I’d go about escaping in my own fashion and do
what it is He wants, whatever that is.


The Lord of the South would expect
him to go straight home, straight to Glorifel, capital of Havensrike. Baleron
therefore determined to first make a detour through the elvish kingdom of Larenthi. It was closer, and if anyone
could rid him of his Doom, it was the First Men. Rolenya had said as much three
years ago. Once they’d removed it, he would no longer be ul Ravast, if that’s really what he was. The elves could also help
him free Rolenya. They’d spent thousands of years warring against Ungier and
knew his ways like no others. Larenthi had once been a land of gardens and forests,
a paradise on earth. But constant war with Oksilith had ravaged its southern
third and turned it bleak and barren. Borchstogs and Worms had burned the forests and polluted the
rivers. The might of Ungier had threatened to overwhelm Larenthi entirely until
King Felias had begun building the Wall of Towers.


The Wall consisted of a row of
great towers, each ten miles or more from the next one, a chain stretching from
the eastern border to the western, each manned by a powerful elvish sorcerer.
No horde of the Shadow could pass through the Wall of Towers unmolested. Simple
and elegant and awesome, this line of defense had single-handedly halted the
dark armies of Oksilith and preserved the garden-forests of the northern
two-thirds of the great elvish kingdom. Not long ago Larenthi had been the
mightiest of the kingdoms of the Crescent, but war had diminished its stature
and power. The Larenthin hated Ungier bitterly because of this.


The order of elves that dwelt in
these towers was known as the White Shield, and the head of the order was
Elethris, ancient even by elf standards, whose great tower Celievsti was the
center of the Wall. Baleron had met him once long ago when the elf had
accompanied King Felias on a diplomatic mission to Glorifel, and though the
prince was not sure Elethris would remember him he aimed Lunir in the direction
that he supposed Celievsti to stand. He’d studied many maps while planning the doomed
wedding expedition and thought he knew roughly where it was.


As it happened, he was only off by
a few miles, which was better than he’d expected.


After more than a day of flying, he
saw it, a lance of white on the horizon, drawing closer and closer. Soon he
drew near and gaped in wonder. 


The tower rose like a burning white
thorn, luminous, driving back the darkness of the night. Truly it was a thing
of marvels, its top shaped something like a flower unfolding—an awesome flower.
It was taller than any structure he had ever seen—it stretched halfway or more
to the clouds—and it was grand and strong and fine. It seemed to glow, and it
basked in the light of the stars. It rose from a plain, and even from this
distance he could see the difference in the plain on either side of the Tower. To
the south, facing Oksilith, it was withered and black, a wasteland. To the
north, the land was green and lush and gave way to rolling hills.


Through the plain cut a shining
blue river—the Larenth, Baleron knew: the river along which King Felias had
established his kingdom. It actually disappeared inside the base of Celievsti
to emerge out the other side; Baleron had heard that as it passed through the
Tower, it was purified of the poisons that Borchstogs to the south had
corrupted it with. The twisting blue ribbon would glitter invitingly against
the bright green of the surrounding hills as it wove northward had this been
daytime, but starlight colored everything silver and gray and black and white;
still, it was oddly beautiful.


The river passed through a dark
forest south of the Tower, and in the midst of the forest it created a lake in
which an island stood. There Baleron saw rooftops and spires shining by the
light of the star-flecked sky—an elvish settlement, here on the southern
frontier. Fools and
madmen. Still, he admired them.


It was said that it was often
Elethris’s custom to stand at the balcony of his tower’s highest terrace and
smoke pipes filled with exotic tobacco while he scanned the skies, conversed
with his fabled wife, or read books from his library. Perhaps he was there now,
and saw Baleron flying in, or perhaps he just sensed Baleron’s coming, for
suddenly the prince detected movement on the lower balconies: seven serathin
were being moved from their roosts within, birds larger even than the glarums,
white and gorgeous.


Serathin!
Baleron’s heart beat faster. The great swans. Agile
fair-haired elves pulled themselves astride their mounts, and Baleron smiled
drowsily, watching them from afar, enchanted by the sight, for he had heard
many stories of the famous Swan Riders over the years, but never before had he
seen one in the flesh. 


The seven Riders lifted off from
their terrace and cut a swath through the sky in a V formation, and the prince
marveled at their gracefulness. They made a wide arc to his right and came
around from behind him. Swiftly they flanked him, and for a moment he felt
fear. Hopefully they did not think him an enemy on his glarum! That would be a
farcical end to this whole affair.


One of their number
drew abreast. The silver of a sword glinted from his waist, the sheen of a
dagger at his side, and the heft of a bow hung from his back. Yet he drew no
weapon. Handsome and sturdily-built, the elf captain shouted over the rushing
air, “Who are you and what business brings you to Celievsti?”


“I’m Prince Baleron of Havensrike, a
refugee of Gulrothrog.”


“You escaped from the Hidden
Fortress?”


Baleron replied that he had. Surely they’ve received refugees before.


The Swan Rider captain glanced about
at his soldiers and all wore the same dark look. Baleron felt a vague
foreboding.


“Will you take me in?” he pressed. “I
need aid badly.”


The elf captain weighed his words
and nodded. The Swan Riders guided him in. The serathi’s
lustrous feathers shone blue-white beneath the moon. Baleron felt beggarly on
his graying glarum and even Lunir seemed a bit awed, or humbled.


Baleron studied the Swan Riders as
he flew. Like elves everywhere, they seemed to be idealized representations of
men—quick and poised, given to great beauty and, he could tell, keen minds. As
well, they possessed Grace. Light shone in them. They were what men should be.
In fact, they were the First Men, so legend claimed. It was said men once were
elves, but they had fallen, tempted by Gilgaroth out of the Light, and the
Omkarathons had punished them by stripping them of Grace, thus becoming the
Fallen Race. Man. Yet there were some, such as Baleron’s father, who would
dispute this.


The Swan Riders guided Baleron to
land on a large petal-shaped terrace suspended above a ground thousands of feet
below, where he could see the Larenth River pass into the wide base of the
tower, though he was far too high up to hear the bubbling rush of its water or
feel the spray from its eddies. In fact, he was so high up that he began to
feel sick to his stomach. When he slid off Lunir to the terrace proper, he
stumbled. The elf captain righted him.


“Thank you,” said Baleron.


Lunir cawed and drew back from elf
and swan, ruffling his wings in agitation.


“Calm down, boy,” Baleron said.


Black and sinister-looking, Lunir
was a surreal counterpoint to the white and elegant serathi, and this place as
a whole. He stank of carrion and sulfur. He did not relax.


The Riders, having set down on the
terrace, kept their distance.


“If you are who you say, then I’m
honored to be at your service, Prince Baleron,” said their captain. “But if
you’re not, I will kill you personally.”


Baleron attempted a smile. “This
place is several steps up from Gulrothrog, at any rate.”


The elf narrowed his eyes. “I am
Ficonre, Captain of the Swan Riders of Celievsti, and I will tolerate no
disrespect to the Tower.”


Baleron sighed. “I apologize. It’s
been a long journey. Still, I’d expected a warmer reception.”


Ficonre said nothing. Baleron noted
that three of the Swan Riders had drawn their bows and were looking at him down
the shafts of their arrows.


“Surely I don’t look that
dangerous,” he laughed. 


Lunir cawed nervously. Wind lashed
the terrace, and it was neither warm nor cool, but pleasant. It seemed to
caress Baleron’s skin; yet he felt chilled.


The interior of the tower lay in
shadow. Out of it stepped a figure, tall and robed in dark gray, the elvish
color of mourning. Somber eyes of the same color peered out of a strong face
with an aristocratic nose and narrow chin. Yellow hair framed the long jaw. The
eyes were sad, and Baleron wondered what had made them so, and why the elf
mourned. The fellow seemed little older than Ficonre, but Baleron knew that Elethris
was thousands of years old. He’d participated in the war against Ungier when
first the rithlag had set out to occupy Oksilith.


Baleron bowed, but the figure did
not bow back. The elf stared, cold and appraising.


“Lord Elethris,” said Baleron. “It
is a privilege.”


“Yes,” said the elf absently, his
gaze going to the sword dangling from Baleron’s hip. His look was troubled, as
though something about the weapon bothered him. With more focus, he met the
prince’s eyes. “I never thought to see you again, young Baleron. Even my foresight
failed this encounter. I ... sense the hand of the Dark One in this matter.”


“I’ve come seeking help,” Baleron
said. He took a deep breath. As steadily as he could, he said, “I don’t know
what it is exactly, but I have been called … There was a curse, I think. The
enemy told me I was …”


“Yes?”


“Well, I fear ... I fear that am ul Ravast.”


“Il Enundian!”


Ficonre drew his sword, eyes wide,
and the archers tensed. For a moment Baleron expected to be riddled before he
could draw another breath. 


Elethris paused, then
waved the weapons away. “Then have you come here to destroy us, Baleron?” As he
said it, he slowly, almost casually, lowered his staff until its end pointed at
the prince.


Baleron blinked. “Of
course not. My condition—whatever it is—is against my will, I assure
you.”


The Lord of the White Shield recovered
himself. The point of his staff tipped up. “You don’t know what it is? I don’t understand.”


“All I know is Borchstogs bow to me
and some thing in the Aragst laid a
curse on me—at least, that’s what I think it is. Ungier called me the Savior. I
think the curse makes me whatever it is. Ul
Ravast.”


“Even Gilgaroth can’t govern your
will beyond the borders of his land. You’re your own agent, Baleron. Besides,
the legend of the Ender is just that—a legend. A fable.”


Captain Ficonre looked uncertain. “Il Enundian is said to be the Chosen One
of Gilgaroth. His Champion. His
Deliverer. When Gilgaroth finally appoints him, it is the beginning of
the end. It means the Last War is upon us all, and Gilgaroth’s victory is imminent.”


‘That’s why you call him the
Ender?” Baleron said. “Ul Ravast?”


“I am surprised that Gilgaroth would declare a prince of Havensrike to
be him,” Elethris added thoughtfully. “I had always supposed that when the time
came for him to choose his agent, he would select someone of Oslog, one raised to worship and serve him. According to my
interpretation of the prophecy, il Enundian will
lead Gilgaroth’s army to victory. He will be the Shadow’s chief general. So why
would he choose you ... unless you worship him?” Elethris studied Baleron
suspiciously.


“Of course not.”
His General ... gods ... Baleron felt
weak.


“Then how can you be him?” Elethris
pressed. “Il Enundian?”


The world tilted. Baleron attempted
to steady himself. “The curse, I guess. My Doom, the thing called it. That’s
why I came here. I was hoping you could lift it. Also, Ungier has my sister,
the Princess Rolenya.”


“Rolenya?”
Elethris and Ficonre exchanged an odd look.


“Ungier intends to wed her a month
hence, and when he does he’ll make her like him. Don’t you see? We must
organize an assault on Gulrothrog and free her. You’ve been on the front lines
for countless years leading the resistance against Oslog. You have the respect
of your king and mine. Only you, Master Elethris, can pull the threads together
to make this happen.”


The elf raised his eyebrows, and
Baleron was reminded that for whatever reason they did not trust him. Did they
think him a liar, a spy? Suddenly he felt quite frustrated.


“You must help,” he insisted.


“You would have us launch a war in
which thousands would die to save one life?” Elethris said.


“I ... well ...” 


Elethris almost smiled. “We shall
address these issues later. For now, how do I know that you are who you say you
are?”


“I’m not possessed, if that’s what
you mean.” They were beginning to make him angry.


“Yet so many are these days. So few escape
Gilgaroth’s dungeons without his leave—werewolves and the like. None, actually—at least from Gulrothrog.”


“None?” That shocked him.


“If you are who you claim to be, then
you’re the first ever to truly escape Gulrothrog in the six thousand years of
its history. We will have to examine you, prince, most closely. I regret the
indignity of it, but we have little option.” His voice was brusque but not
unkind. Indeed, Baleron remembered him as a warm being.


“So,” mused Baleron, half to
himself. “I’m a prisoner yet again.”



 

 *    
*     *



 

He was separated from his stolen sword and locked in a small
though not uncomfortable room. There over several days he was subjected to all
manner of tests, some quite painful. At first Elethris performed the spells
from afar lest his prisoner suddenly sprout fangs and lunge for his throat, but
after a few days the elf needed to perform hands-on rituals to determine the
veracity of his claims. And all the while it seemed a
darkness lay on Baleron’s soul. Partly it was his sorrow over Salthrick
and Sophia and all the others of the wedding party. That had never gone away. Partly
it was for Rolenya and her suffering. Partly it was even for his
own years of slavery and torment. But what weighed on his soul even more
heavily was his Doom. Gilgaroth’s general
... meant to usher in the End Times …


Ungier, too, cast a shadow, and
every night Baleron dreamt of the horrors of Gulrothrog, of his years of torture
and humiliation. He dreamt of angry Borchstogs raising barbed whips. He dreamt
of the pens so crowded he could hardly catch his breath, hot and stifling. He
dreamt of Veronica, of her skeletal face and firm breasts. He dreamt of howls
and screams and white-hot pokers burning into his flesh. And every morning he
woke up breathless, a scream on his lips, bathed in cold sweat.


Just the same, the elves were kind
captors. In addition to new clothes, they lent him a razor to scrape away his
beard (though they were careful to guard his use of it), and they gave him books
to read, though he found it hard to concentrate on them enough to read.
Rolenya’s fate would befall her in a month—less now. Ungier had not been the
product of a natural birth, so it was said; the Dark One and Mogra the
Shadow-Weaver had gathered the dead flesh from their favorite and most powerful
champions slain in battle and combined their arts to give this lump life, to
turn it into an egg. It had been from this sac of rotting flesh that Ungier,
the First Vampire, had been born. He was a thing of death, and yet not dead,
and none of his children were natural either. For Rolenya to
join their ranks meant her death and the corruption of her very soul.


 Elethris assured Baleron that word had gone
out both to King Felias and King Grothgar that Baleron, or an enemy agent
pretending to be Baleron, had escaped Gulrothrog and found his way to Celievsti.


At the end of four days, Elethris
entered the room and, for once, his expression was relaxed, though he still
wore that same air of mourning. 


Baleron, expecting more punishing
spells, made a wry face. “What today? Would you like to see if I can catch a
stick in my mouth?”


Elethris actually smiled. “No, young lord. In fact, I’ve done all the tests I need do.
I believe your tale. It’s a remarkable one, to say the least. It seems you’ve
been through some awfully dark times and emerged alive and sane and, not least,
still of noble heart.”


“Thank you for your words, Master. They
don’t go unappreciated. But right now I’m more concerned about—”


“Your sister,
yes. Even now plans are under way to rescue her.”


“But you said—”


“And I was right. But mainly I
wanted to see your reaction. We will
go to war, though perhaps not for the reasons you think. Word has reached me
that your father is on his way here to meet with you, after having received my
message that you are indeed his son.”


“My father ... coming
here?” Baleron’s hands turned clammy.


“That is what you wanted, isn’t it?”


Suddenly,
Gulrothrog’s starting to look better.


“Fear not, prince. I know your
father does not regard you with any great love, and I know about the fall of
Ichil and Haben’s death, but take heart. You’re your own man, not your
father’s.”


“But my father ... it is a long way
... and he will need his army.”


“They require nearly three weeks,
and that is with the aid of their Light-wielders.”


“But that’s too long! To assemble
here and to attack, why, there’s not enough time.”


“There will be, young prince. We
will make the time. I am not without
power.” He let that sink in.


Indeed, Baleron was reminded that
it had been Elethris himself who had raised this very tower, and that was no
small feat. But to make time ... 


He forced himself to nod. “What
other preparations are being made?”


“I contacted my own lord, King
Felias, and he’s set to arrive soon, a few days from now. He’s looking forward
to conferring with you.”


Baleron opened his mouth. Closed it. When he could speak, he said, “Why would the Lord
of the Larenth need to confer with me?”


“Why, to see your
map, of course.”


“My map ...” 


“Don’t you see, Baleron? We’ve
never before received a true escapee from Gulrothrog. You’re the first. Oh,
occasionally we’ll receive a refugee from the Hidden Fortress, but in all cases
these were people Ungier released intentionally.”


“Why would he do that?”


“Because we had
stopped trusting his agents—werewolves and vampires and the like. His
spells have gotten better and better at concealing them, and they’ve caused
terrible damage—leaking information, carrying out assassinations and spreading
panic and lies among the King’s Court. That’s why I was so careful in examining
you. That is why Ficonre and the other Swan Riders gave you such a cold
reception. At any rate, Ungier had to loose us some genuine prisoners so that
we would be more open to believe his next agent. But in all such cases he had
scoured the genuine prisoners’ minds of any information regarding Gulrothrog,
or worse, planted false memories. They were worthless to our goal of razing it,
and more than one led us into a trap. You, Baleron, are the sole exception.”


“I was released intentionally,
too.”


“Perhaps. Yet
your memory has not been tampered with. Before now, no one has ever escaped
from Gulrothrog to tell us where it is.
And we cannot attack what we cannot find. All we know is that the fortress is
somewhere deep in Oksilith, but that Waste is wide and heavily defended; a
blind attack would be folly. But now, with the map you can draw, we can crush
Ungier once and for all and drive the foul demon from our borders!” His voice
took on heat and passion.


The elf’s words fired Baleron’s
blood. Oh, he would dearly love to see the vampire routed, even destroyed
outright if that were possible. 


Elethris’s gray gaze turned sober. “But
I don’t know anything for certain, Baleron. Your forefather King Grothgar I did
great damage to the Alliance
by renouncing us, and there’s more than one elf that disdains the world of man
for that very reason. I do not know if we can reach an alliance or not.”


“You’ll find my father’s not much
better than the first King Grothgar.”


“That is his reputation.”


Baleron sucked in a breath. Something
had been gnawing at him for over three years, and he felt that, finally, now
was the occasion to discuss it, and the person to discuss it with. 


“About the other reason I came here
...”


The elf nodded. “You wish to know
about your Doom, and the prophecy of il Enundian.”


Baleron searched his face. “I need
your help to discover precisely what it is—and how to rid myself of it.”


“Yes, that would trouble me as
well.” Elethris sighed. “Sadly there’s little I can tell. During my testing of
you, I sought out this ‘Doom’, as our Enemy called it. I did find it, and to me
it is simply a shadow, a coldness, shifting and
shrinking from my will. I cannot explore it. It hides. Yet I cannot imagine it
has any power here of all places.”


“It’s weak inside the Tower?”


“Possibly.”


“Can you lift it?”


“I regret to tell you that I have
not the power to do so, nor even to read what form it
might take. Gilgaroth’s will is stronger than mine, and this curse, if that’s
what it is, doubtlessly came from him, no matter who laid it upon you.”


Baleron’s spirits sank.


The elf continued, “It’s a curse
the likes of which I’ve never seen. Its intention, doubtlessly, is to bind your
actions, to steer you along a certain path plotted by the Breaker to wreak
mischief among his foes.”


“More than
mischief, Master Elethris. I’m certain. It’s the reason Gilgaroth burned
the Naslym bridges, the reason he obliterated the entire wedding party, the
reason he abducted me and Rolenya, the
reason she was made a whore of a fiend and the reason why I served as a slave
for three godsdamned years!” Baleron heard the
heat in his voice, but he did not back down. He’d suffered much and the elf-lord’s
casual dismissal of it infuriated him.


“Steady, young
prince. I know it’s painful. But we must remember that Gilgaroth is a
being of primordial times and tempers. He is ancient beyond words. To him a few
years is the work of a moment. To destroy a caravan of
thousands, likewise nothing. To curse you and give
your sister to one of his sons, nothing. As for the curse itself, I
think placing it on you is mostly a symbolic gesture—to rouse his troops,
perhaps. For if this Doom were truly so great, it
would be a shadow on this place. It would taint the very water, if it were as
powerful as all that. And yet our water’s sweetness remains unchanged. You see,
to mask a werewolf is one thing. To mask a curse that would
make a good man the destroyer of the free world ... something else altogether.


“Nevertheless, I have learned that
it does not do to underestimate our Enemy.” Elethris pulled something from a
pocket within his robes and held it out to Baleron. It was a white stone
hanging from a gleaming silver necklace. “Wearying myself greatly, I have
fashioned this for you, Baleron, and for your Doom. The power in this device
should drive the curse from you—or at the very least render it harmless.”


Wonderingly, Baleron took the stone
and placed it about his neck. Like a piece of rough white quartz, it felt cool
against his chest. He closed his eyes, waiting for some change to come over
him. Already he felt lighter, cleaner, but he was not sure if that was real or
imagined. 


“How do I know if it’s working?” he
asked.


Elethris did not smile. “If we’re
all still alive a year from now, I would say it worked.”


“Is there no other way? Nothing I
can do?”


“Oh, there is plenty you can do. Fight
this Doom at every turn. Do not give in to it. It may yet be defeated if your
will is strong enough. Possibly you can even sidestep it. If you were meant to
turn left and you turn right instead, perhaps then you can shake it off and be
free.”


“That is why I came to Celievsti instead of returning to Havensrike
directly.”


“Then maybe that danger has already
passed.”


This gave Baleron same hope, but
not much. At any rate, the white stone felt reassuring against his skin.
“Perhaps ... in the assault on Gulrothrog ... I can find out more. Ungier said
he didn’t know more than he needed to, but he knew more than he said, that’s
for sure. He did call me the Savior.
And he made sure his people didn’t kill me.”


“It is a thought, but I’d be
careful poking my nose into the shadows of Gulrothrog.”


Baleron paused. “Tell me of ul Ravast.
Tell me of the Ender.”


Elethris leaned back. “There are
many stories concerning il Enundian. Many
legends. And many interpretations. For my part,
I believe the prophecy to be a lie the Beast devised to serve his own ends.”


“How?”


“Firstly, to make
his spawn believe that he is destined to triumph. If there is a prophecy,
it must be fulfilled.


“Secondly, to
lower your race even further. To say that a son of man will be the
instrument of the world’s undoing, ushering in the time of his supremacy. Il Nefiltas. The Apocalypse. Long ago he tempted your kind out of the
Light and this legend is his way of saying you belong in the darkness, that you
are part of it, that it is part of you, that you are its servant. It is a
device he’s used to divide our peoples and associate your race with him.


“Now he uses the prophecy to stir
up his own troops, to tell them that, now that he’s found his champion, the
Final War will begin. Il Nefigor. That in itself is disturbing. It
means he believes that that dreaded time is finally upon us. Of everything you’ve
told me, that is most significant. Most troubling. I
have spent a great deal of time reflecting on this.”


“What do you think it means?”


“That he believes he is now strong
enough to defeat us.”


Baleron felt a chill.


Elethris saw his look. “Indeed. I’ve
discussed the situation in detail with Lord Felias and we’re both very ...
concerned. If Gilgaroth has declared his champion, then he must think his
victory inevitable. And imminent.” One corner of his
mouth turned downward. His eyes dimmed. “All the more reason,
Baleron, why we must crush Ungier now, so that Gilgaroth will not have him as
an ally in the war to come. That means that the arms we bring to bear
against the Hidden Fortress will not be to simply save your sister.”


“I ... see that now.”


“Good. For our
intent is not to save Rolenya but to destroy Gulrothrog utterly, every stone of
it. I am not sure if your father fully realizes this. He despises our
kind, yet he has agreed to aid us.”


“He hates the Shadow more than he
does you, Master Elethris.” Baleron forced himself to smile. “Not by much,
perhaps, but he does. Are any other Crescent states lending aid? Felgrad, perhaps? It is your neighbor.”


“No, and they have not been asked
to. Lord Felias doesn’t want the whole might of the Union
gathered in one place, for one effort. Don’t plant all your seeds in one patch,
as the saying goes. Now.” His voice turned
businesslike. “I have work to do. A
war to prepare for. And I am weary from the making of that stone.”


Baleron’s thoughts turned dark as Elethris
released him from his cell and gave him back his sword. As the elf did, he
issued a warning: “Be careful of this weapon, Baleron. Ungier himself forged
it.”


“Oh? Please, tell me what you know
of it.”


“Never mind that now. Just beware.”


“Beware? What kind of advice is that? Just give me a new one. This blasted
piece of metal ... I slew my best friend
with it.” He shook his head. “I’ve no intention of keeping it—less if it
was Ungier’s.”


The elf frowned again. “Don’t cast
it aside. I do not even like having it here, but there’s something about that
sword ...”


“What?” Holding the weapon, he
thought he could feel something strange. It seemed to hum with shadowy thoughts
and energies, yet he felt good holding it. He felt strong.


“It’s a cursed thing,” said the
elf, “but powerful. Before gifting it to his Firstborn, Ungier wielded it
himself in the wars he waged settling into Oksilith. It is ancient, and has
slain countless elves and men. Yet ... well, it remains a powerful weapon. Keep
it.”


Baleron was skeptical. His father
distrusted elves, which seemed like a family tradition. As Elethris had said, f
not for the Grothgars, Larenthi and Havensrike would enjoy the close relations
of old. Baleron was more open to the ways of the First Men than his forefathers,
but his family’s attitude tinged that openness, and talk of bending time soured
his thoughts further. Now Elethris was pushing a fell blade on him.


Nevertheless, he strapped the sword
about him and said no more about it. It was a fine weapon, and he did like that
it was a thing of power and that he could wield the weapon of even a minor god,
a god he himself had slain—a weapon forged by an even greater one.


Elethris moved to the open doorway,
where a female elf stood expectantly. Turning to Baleron, Elethris said, “I
will see you soon. For now I leave you in this lady’s care. She will show you
to your new chambers.” 


When Elethris had gone, Baleron
looked the slender maid up and down. She was tall and fair, garbed in a green
and white uniform. Straight, fine gold hair fell halfway down her back, shining
brilliantly. He liked the twinkle of her light blue eyes. But is she married? That was his specialty, after all.


“Elethris is a poor host, I’m
afraid,” she said.


“You’re not wrong.”


“He did not even introduce us. I’m
Shelir.” She put a fist to her heart in the traditional salute of Havensrike,
honoring his country.


Pleased, he returned the gesture. “Thank
you for taking time out of your duties to show me around, Shelir.”


“Think nothing of it. You’ve
already met my brother, I believe: Ficonre.”


“Oh, yes. The
Captain of the Swan Riders.” 


“The very one.
I was also there when you were brought in, but I didn’t have time to make your
acquaintance then. Forgive me.”


“You were there?” 


“I’m a Swan Rider like my brother.”
She laughed at his expression. “It’s all right, Prince. I probably wouldn’t
recognize me either with armor and helmet on, and I was aiming an arrow at your heart.”


“An arrow does rather focus the
attention.” Some of his old instincts awoke, and he added, with a small smile,
“It did me a disservice.”


“Let me show you to your
apartment.” Still, she seemed amused.


She led him from his cell and he
followed, glad to be rid of the place. They passed through high white halls,
and open areas bathed in light, and every detail was filled with beauty, be it
paneling or bas-relief or window. Every single thing the elves built seemed to
be works of art, statements of passion or pride or grace. They were very unlike
the more utilitarian-minded men of Havensrike. And everywhere there were trees
and plants, and flowering vines cascading from the walls and ceilings, or
clinging to the ornate pillars.


“Tell me, how is it that I get the
honor of a Swan Rider as my guide?” he asked.


She rolled a shapely shoulder. “I’m
young, by our reckoning—only two hundred years. I get all the lower duties.”


“I’ve never been so happy to be
considered a lower duty.”


They arrived at the door of a
certain suite, and she showed him inside. It was luxurious, with many couches
and low tables and ornate fixtures. Its broad terrace faced the verdant green
hills of North Larenthi. He was too high up to
see many details but not too high to appreciate the subtle majesty of it all.


“This will be your suite for as
long as you stay here,” she told him, the wind sweeping back her long yellow
hair. 


She was a pretty one, and athletic,
and he considered asking her to dine with him. It was his natural instinct. But
his thoughts were still too occupied with Ungier, Gulrothrog, Rolenya and his
Doom for him to enjoy it, so when she left he didn’t stop her.


He glanced about the bare room and
felt a chill. He was alone, even more than he had been in his cell; there he’d
had Elethris and his tests to occupy him. Now all he had were his thoughts, and
his they weren’t pleasant. 


Someone had left him a bottle of
wine, perhaps to make up for his confinement, and he helped himself to a glass.
He’d always longed to try elf-wine. He found it light and sparkling, though
with strange, mysterious depths. Sipping, he ventured onto the terrace and
tried to study the green rolling hills, but instead he saw the rock walls of
the mines and the filthy trough at which he’d eaten. Then he saw Rolenya, and
she was smiling, and her incisors were long and sharp.


Making a fist, he quit the balcony.
The walls of the room seemed to close in around him.


Hours passed, and he attempted to
relax. Always at the edge of his hearing came the cry of a slave, or the crack
of a whip. The stench of sulfur and blood and burning flesh washed his nose. At
last he realized that he was panting. Pearls of sweat beaded his brow.


“Steady, Bal,” he cautioned
himself. “Steady.”


He tried to sleep, but Rolenya
loomed up in his dreams and feasted on his blood. Waking, he left the suite and
prowled the halls, seeking distraction. Wondrous sights met his eyes, but he
couldn’t focus on them.


At last an elf sent by Elethris
found him—had been searching for him—and led Baleron to the vast library, where
he was shown to pencil and paper and prompted to begin his maps. He did so,
glad to harness his mind to a task, yet quickly found that dredging up the
details of Gulrothrog and Oksilith only sharpened his memories.


So it was with relief when, taking
a walk to relieve his stress, he saw a familiar face. He caught up to her and
offered her a small bow. 


“Shelir,” he said.


“Prince,” she said,
the hint of a question in her voice.


He took her hand. “Please do me the
honor of taking lunch with me.”


She studied his harried appearance.
For the first time he wondered if she thought him il Enundian, as her brother seemed to. 


“I would be happy to,” she said.


They took their lunch on the
terrace of his suite, servants bringing them their meal as though this were a
royal apartment back home. He loved the food, fish from the North
 Larenth, served with tomatoes and green beans and ladled with a
spicy green sauce. For a time his urgent need to free Rolenya faded from his
thoughts, and he was able to enjoy himself. Shelir answered many of his
questions about the tower and Elethris, and they didn’t speak of darker
matters, for which he was grateful. 



 

*     *    
*



 

Upon leaving Salthrick’s body, the spirit of Rauglir
traveled south. He skirted Oksilith, threading through the Aragst, and entered
Oslog. The Dark Lands radiated power, a power they had absorbed from Gilgaroth
over the eons like rocks absorb the heat of the sun, and Rauglir basked in it
as he made his way back to his Master.


Endless black clouds covered the
skies, protecting the dwellers of Oslog from sun and moon. Lightning, magma,
and high pyres lit the land.


At last Rauglir came upon
Ghrastigor, that great many-spired fortress
overhanging a river of lava deep in the heart of Oslog. Embedded in the side of
the chasm wall, Ghrastigor belched smoke from endless chimneys, and fumes shrouded
it. Its tiered terraces jutted out from the canyon wall, overlooking the river
of fire.


Rauglir found his Master standing
on the lowest terrace nearest the molten river. Bathed in red light, Gilgaroth
in his giant humane form gazed out over the glowing magma as hot wind whistled
through the peaks of his black-crowned helm. Howling wraiths circled him, and
he issued them orders, one by one. To the swayings of
his will, the magma leapt and flashed, rising into huge red-glowing waves that
seemed to dance in time to thunder.


Rauglir felt a swell of love and
gratitude. What was more, he felt drawn
in to Gilgaroth, as though the Second Hell were calling him home. He longed for it, to feel the caress of its winds, to
luxuriate in the familiar warmth, to know the security of being within his
Master.


He joined the howling, circling
wraiths, expecting to have to wait his turn as they did, but Gilgaroth turned
to him instantly. The Dark Lord’s fiery eyes smoldered from inside his black
helm. His will commanded Rauglir to speak.


It
is done, my lord, Rauglir communicated wordlessly.


Gilgaroth opened his mouth and
Rauglir passed into it, speeding down his Master’s throat to reenter the Second
Hell. 



 

*     *    
*



 

“Yes!” Baleron cried.


He banked the Swan to the right,
and his stomach heaved as the great bird turned.


Wind streamed through his hair, and
white wings stretched to either side, sunlight bouncing off them. He had been a
free man at Celievsti for several days now but still had not grown accustomed
to riding the serathi, the great
swans. It was a much different feel than riding Lunir. The serathi were larger
and more graceful than the old glarum could ever hope to be. Still, he did feel
a bit guilty, thinking of Lunir languishing in the Tower.


Off to the side, Shelir on her serathin
laughed with delight. Sunlight flared like fire on her silver-winged helm.


“Good!” she said. “You’re
learning!”


They rode the currents of the
bright blue sky. It was a gorgeous afternoon, white clouds drifting lazily
across the sun-drenched heavens, and much of the prince’s cares and worries
receded. He surrendered to the moment, and the moment was glorious.


For the last several days he had
occupied the balance of his time in the library drawing his maps of Oksilith
and Gulrothrog. So focused was he on the project that he drew and re-drew his
maps a dozen times, wanting them to be as perfect as possible to aid the
invasion. He would spend all day in the library hunched over sheets of
parchment until at last sleep would claim him at his chair. Every time it did
he dreamt of the horrors of Gulrothrog, of the starved, beaten slaves, the
whips of fire, the stench of burning flesh, the howls of pain. He’d wake up
cramped and bleary-eyed and gasping, and when Shelir visited him he would snap
at her in his agitation. At last she had convinced him to take these breaks
with her.


She led him north into the
beautiful green rolling hills, and they came to a garden that seemed to stretch
on forever, at times mingling with the forest that ran through the property. Streams
and a river artfully cut through the amazing forest-garden. The beauty of it
all stole his breath. Shelir sat her bird down atop a hill crowned by a circle
of white pillars, and he joined her. The air was warm, the flowers fragrant, and
all around stretched green leaves and colorful flowers. 


Together they walked through the
garden and she explained to him that this was open to anyone and not, as he’d
supposed, the exclusive property of a lord.


“Queen Vilana
created this herself long ago,” she said, running her hands through a
red-flowering bush. “She walked through here, singing, and flowers and grass
sprang up at her feet.” 


“The magic of elves ...” He shook
his head. “Can you do magic?”


“We don’t call it magic. It is
Light. It is Grace. Yllim, some call it.”


He shrugged. “Well, can you do it?”


“You don’t do it. You practice it. It’s an art. Those skilled at it are
sometimes called yllimmi.”


“Sorcerers.”


“If you will.
But most humans misunderstand yllim. Misunderstand
Light. They think of it as something alien, unnatural, dangerous.”


He stopped and stretched his back. A
ripe orange hung over his head from an overburdened tree, and he plucked it,
momentarily remembering a similar stroll from a lifetime ago. 


“My father feels that way. But I
don’t.” He smiled, peeling the orange. “But you evaded the question—quite
deftly, I might add.” 


“Oh, very well,
then.” 


Sighing, she raised a palm,
squinted in concentration, and a divot appeared right between her eyes. A
bright, swaying light leapt up from her palm, and Baleron stepped back. The
yellow-green light danced gaily on her hand, and he laughed in delight, but all
too soon it flickered out.


She slumped. “That’s the best I can
do,” she confessed. “I’m a warrior, not an yllimmi, and there’s your reason.
Like Lord Felias, Elethris was born before the Breaking of the World. Those
born then are more powerful than those born after, but they are getting very
few.”


He took a bite of the orange. The
juice burst into his mouth, flooding him with its tangy flavor, and he smiled. Juice
ran down his chin over his throat, and he let it. She reached out a finger and
gathered it up, then tasted it, her eyes on him.


They walked over a small stone
bridge poised above a crystal-clear stream. There he gazed down at colorful
fish zig-zagging through the water. Birds sang, and
butterflies took wing. It was an enchanted place, and most enchanting. He
continued eating his orange, sharing it with her as they went.


They got lost in a hedge-maze and
ended up on a grassy hill, where they laid down a blanket and a basket and
commenced to picnic. A gentle breeze blew the soft grass and caressed their
hair. The air was warm but not hot, and it smelled of honeysuckle and rose and
a million other flowers. Light clouds obscured the sun so that its light was
not too harsh—not that it ever could be in this place of brilliant colors and
intoxicating smells. He was overcome by the beauty and grandeur of it all and
found it difficult to maintain conversation. She seemed to appreciate it and
spoke little, though her eyes said much.


They ate slowly, savoring the
moment.


“I thought I’d survived Gulrothrog,”
he said. “But now I begin to wonder, for this smacks too much of Paradise.”


She smiled. “The gardens of Paradise are tended to by angels. So what would that make
me?”


“You are an angel,” he told her softly. “My angel.”


He kissed her. Her lips were soft
and moist, and hot, and they parted under his. She still tasted faintly of
orange.


She kissed back.


He ran his hands over her lithe body,
capable of such grace and power, like a young doe’s, and she responded
passionately. Quickly they disrobed, and he kissed her sticky throat and worked
his way downward, kissing her breasts and belly. She ran her hands through his
thick dark hair.


He lost himself in her for a time,
and for one shining moment the world fell away, and there was only her, and
him, and the warm wind through the grass. Afterwards, they lay back in the rich
green softness, holding each other.


“Does it bother you, being with il Enundian?” he asked.


She stroked the thick hair on his
chest. “Some may believe that myth, like my brother, but I believe only in what
I can see. What does bother me is
that the Enemy would make such a claim. It can only mean one thing.”


“War.”


“A great war.
Perhaps truly ... il Nefigor.” She paused, distracted. “The
whole tower’s talking about it. Everyone’s afraid. Word has gone out to the
other towers, and they’ve spread the word far and wide through the kingdom. The
land is full of fear.” 


“Don’t think about it. To speak of
it here almost seems ...”


She looked up. “Yes?”


“ ...
profane.”


Smiling, she cupped the side of his
face. “You’re not like the other Grothgars, are you? You like elves.”


“What’s to dislike?” 


Suddenly he felt a burst of anger
at Gilgaroth, the one who had tempted men from the light and stolen the gifts
of the elves from them. Baleron sighed, the anger vanishing. It was hard to be mad
here, and it was not Gilgaroth’s fault alone; he had done the tempting, yes,
but it was men who had been tempted. Of course, they’d been elves, then, so the
stories said. One nation of elves had been seduced by Gilgaroth to overthrow
the other elvish nations and serve as overlords under him, given arts and tools
by him. Given promises. But when their war had failed
and they had been cast down and stripped of grace, they had rejected him and
chosen pariah-hood instead. 


Baleron cupped one of Shelir’s
breasts, gave it a gentle squeeze. The curled fingers of her hand stiffened on
his chest, gently tugging his hair.


“Baleron ...”


He smiled. One of his fingers
circled a nipple. It hardened. She gasped softly.


He kissed her, and she kissed back,
moaning into his mouth. He was hard almost instantly.


He rolled on top of her and pinned
her arms flat against the grass. He needed no hand to guide himself
inside, but thrust gently, then again. She gripped his member tightly, wetly,
and gave little gasps with every thrust. Their bodies were warm and sticky, and
the scent of flowers was intoxicating. Every now and then he still smelled an
errant waft of sulfur, or heard the cry of a slave, but those memories were fading.
Shelir was so pure, so simple. She was love and sex and beauty and goodness. She
was everything wholesome, everything lovely. She drove away his demons, and he
was content.


At last she arched her back, her ripe breasts beaded with sweat, and cried out in
release. Her whole body quivered under him, then she slumped back, exhausted. Only
then did he allow himself to explode inside her for the second time that day.


Groaning, he sank to the ground. She
rested her cheek against his sweaty chest and drowsed. For a time they slept
there under the sun, with the grass waving all around, and when he awoke he
found her head still resting on his chest, but her blue eyes were open, and
they stared at him softly. 


“Enjoying the view?” he said.


She nodded.


Stroking her hair, he said,
“Shelir, I have to know something. Why is Elethris so ... sad? Whenever I see
him, he has this look about him ...”


Her pleasant drowsiness fled. Her
face turned wan and her eyes looked away. “You don’t know? Our Lady of the
Tower, his wife Itherin—she died. It was just a few short weeks ago.”


“Itherin? But isn’t she ... wasn’t
she ... ?”


“Yes.”


The love story between Itherin and
Elethris was legendary, and bards throughout the lands delighted in the tale of
how an Omkar had descended to the earth, took a form of flesh and been drawn to
the great elf lord in the midst of his Labor. She had long dwelt in the east,
but when he had been in the throes of raising his tower the power thrown off
had drawn her. She had come, and they had fallen in love upon first gazing into
each other’s eyes, or so the bards sang. Once together, they had rarely been
apart.


Baleron had wondered why he hadn’t
seen her in the last week, but he’d had other things to worry about. “How
terrible ...” he said. “But how could she
be slain?”


“A poison,
devised by Ungier, or maybe even his sire. Some say it was the Dark
One’s own venom. I can’t say. It was glarumri that delivered it, though,
riddling her with their arrows while she was out visiting the frontier
settlements.” Shelir propped herself up, supporting her head in one hand while
the other lay still over his heart. “It used to be her habit to check on the
little towns south of the Wall, to see to their needs, and—” Her words ended in
a choke. 


He didn’t think she would go on,
but at last she did: “It’s strange. The glarumri had been targeting her and Elethris
both more than usual these past two or three years, and I don’t know why. No
one does. Ungier’s spent many troops and glarums trying to kill either one. It
reached the point where Elethris and Itherin had to keep all their comings and
goings secret, but even then glarumri spies somehow found them. It’s almost as
if they had some device to watch us with, but how that could be I don’t know. Our
Light blocks their instruments. But somehow ... they found her. She was
overwhelmed and slain while leaving a frontier village. Poor Elethris was
devastated, and for the first two weeks we all thought he would give up his own
life and follow her to the Lights of Sifril. I would not have blamed him. They
were together for thousands of years.” Shelir’s voice turned wistful. “She was
so lovely, Baleron, and she glowed like the moon in summer ...” For a moment
she could not go on. “But we’re all fortunate that he has rallied his strength
and persevered.” 


He stared at her. “Two or three
years, you say? That’s when the glarumri began trying to kill them?” He frowned.
“And she was so strong ...”


“Oh, yes. Elethris will deny this,
but some say she even poured some of her own might into the forging of the
tower. I can’t say if that’s true, but in the weeks since her death, the tower ...
has dimmed.” A sober look came upon her. “We are weakened without her.”


Baleron felt something dark cross
his soul, and he shivered. Aloud, he said, “So they kept me at Gulrothrog only
until they could weaken Celievsti, and then they released me ...” He sat up
with a start.


“Baleron, what are you talking
about?”


“They knew that I would come here. I
must leave, and soon.”

















 


 


 


 

Chapter
10



 

Elethris frowned at him. “Now now,
prince,” he said, lowering his spoonful of fish soup, for Baleron had
interrupted his lunch. “Don’t be foolish. My wife’s death ... It had nothing to
do with you.”


“But my Doom—” 


“Has no dominion here. The strength
in that stone I gave you, as well as the Light of Celievsti, will protect you.”



“But with Itherin’s death—“


“Enough! Do not speak of my wife’s
end so lightly.”


“I am most sorry, Master Elethris. I
meant no disrespect. But don’t you see? You’re in danger. All
of you. The Enemy planned this. As soon as he placed the curse on me and
locked me away, he began trying to kill either you or your wife so that he
could weaken Celievsti. I believe he had help. The
night the wedding caravan was attacked, the adept with us, Bragan
Thad, was slain, and his seeing stone taken. Later I saw a rithlag deliver a
blackened stone to the captain of the Borchstogs that took us to Gulrothrog; I
believe it was the same stone, but somehow corrupted.”


“With such a tool they could spy on
us ...”


“Exactly! And
as soon as he succeeded, and Celievsti was weakened, he staged my escape. I
thought I came here under my own free will, but perhaps my Doom guided me, or he
knew what I would do, or—”


“No more!” Elethris sucked in a
deep, steadying breath, then let it out. “I admit you
have a point, Baleron, and there may be some validity in it. I’ll think on it.
Meanwhile, King Felias will be arriving soon, and you have much work to do.”


“The maps are done, and done again,
though I will still work on them if there’s time. But my Doom—”


“Is countered.”
Elethris issued an exasperated groan. “Baleron, child, still
yourself. Do you not know who I am? What I am capable of? I raised this tower.”


Through clenched jaws Baleron said,
“You had help. It took a hundred years.”


Anger flashed in the elf’s eyes. “I
am mightier than you can imagine, and I have opposed your Doom. Now away!” His fist crashed down on the tabletop, and
Baleron jumped. Soup overflowed from the bowl.


“Come, Baleron,” Shelir whispered,
tugging at his sleeve. She had hung back out of respect, but she stepped
forward now. “For your own good, let’s go.”


“But, Lord Elethris—”


“Away!” the sorcerer shouted.


Baleron let Shelir lead him away.
“Damn him,” he said, bunching his fists.


“I told you,” she said as they made
their way through the halls, “it would do no good to confront him. He’s proud
and stubborn, and once he’s decided on something it’s hard to get him to
reconsider. He’s taken the measure of your Doom, as he sees it, and he has
countered it, and that is an end to the matter.”


“But he’s wrong. There’s a coldness in me, a shadow. It’s the curse, I can feel it,
and it did not lessen when I entered this place. It did not lessen when he gave
me the stone. If anything, it ...”


“Yes?”


“It swelled.”


She gave him a worried look.


He shook away his misgivings and
forced himself to think of other matters. Somewhat hesitantly, he asked, “Is
King Felias truly coming here?”


“He is.”


“Have you … ever seen him?”


She seemed amused by the awe he
held for the Elf Lord. “Many times, in Clevaris. He’s
quite the outdoorsman. Doesn’t keep himself behind the walls
of his palace, much to the Queen’s lament. He’s always out riding, on
land or through the skies. Or strolling through the streets
and gardens of the City. It is a beautiful place, Clevaris. I would not
want to be shut up there either.”


“But have you seen him? Close up?” He felt foolish repeating himself, but the
idea that he might encounter Felias awed him. It had been Felias who first
stymied the hosts of Gilgaroth ages ago when the Enemy had swept up from the
south, devouring all before him. Gilgaroth had crushed Felias’s
hosts and driven them north, but Felias had rallied his armies and forged
alliances with the other great houses of his race, even established treaties
with men and dwarves and more. Together, led by Felias, the united races had
turned at bay and held Gilgaroth off. Though ground had been given and taken
many times since then, that had been the beginning of the Crescent Alliance
that still kept Gilgaroth pinned behind the Aragst today.


“I’ve seen him,” she allowed, “but
only from afar. Several times I’ve heard him speak. He has a golden voice.” Some
of his awe crept into her voice as she spoke.


He asked no more about it. “I want
to see Lunir,” he said. 


She took him through high white
halls, down to the large roosting warrens known as the Golden Halls because of
the color of walls and floor and columns, and he made sure Lunir was well cared
for. When they left the Golden Halls, there was a flurry of activity in the tower,
people rushing to and fro, excitement in their faces.


“What’s going on?” Baleron said. 


One breathless girl said, “It’s
Lord Felias! He’s arrived!” 


Baleron and Shelir glanced at each
other, and she seemed as excited as he felt. They were just about to walk on when
a tall figure approached. Instantly Baleron recognized Logran Belefard, the
Archmage of Glorifel, on leave these past few years. He was an old, silver-haired
man whom Baleron had known his entire life. For the past five years, he had
been under the tutelage of Elethris, an honor all Light-wielders coveted, but
Elethris only took on a few pupils at time, and these must be very worthy.


“There you are, lad,” Logran said. “Follow
me. Lord Felias wishes to see you.”


He strode off, and Baleron and
Shelir fell into step behind him.


“This is all a bit sudden,” Baleron
said.


“So it is, so it is,” Logran
agreed. “Why, he did not even announce himself. He just showed up riding a swan,
and now he’s in the library!” 


They arrived at the library, where
many elves had gathered to pay their respects to their lord, and Logran parted
the throng for Baleron and Shelir. Standing tall and regal in the midst of the
excitement was King Felias—it could be no other—the fabled Lord of the Larenth,
holding up Baleron’s maps of Oksilith and scowling. Elethris stood beside him. Felias
was tall and black of hair, with bright lime-green eyes and a face given to much gravity. His crown, a band of shimmering silvery
gold carved as a ring of interwoven leaves, rested lightly on his head. A green
cape fluttered behind him and a platinum breastplate sparkled subtly. A pretty
but very real sword hung in a scabbard at his waist. 


The Elf Lord’s eyes rose from the
maps and fixed on the prince. Baleron felt as though a vice had clamped him. “Il
lat u-fasen wenthir en i-honna,” Felias said. This
must be the man I’ve come so far to see.


“Et Salin, reneth ib
es,” Elethris said. Indeed he is, my lord.


Felias looked Baleron up and down. Still
in Larenthin, he said, “The one Gilgaroth would have us believe is il Enundian.”


“The very same.”


“And you’re sure he is not?”


“Quite sure, my
lord. Otherwise I would not have invited you here.” Elethris smiled
patiently. “He is the one who is going to help rid us of Ungier and all his
brood.”


Baleron offered his hand out of
instinct, forgetting his royal training. By the time he remembered that elf kings
did not shake hands, King Felias had already shaken it and Baleron was left
looking dumbly down at his waggling fingers.


“Tan balour
es rin,” he said
vaguely. It’s an honor. He hoped he’d gotten the accent
right.


The King’s manner was curt, but not
unfriendly. “Let’s have a look at these maps, good prince. Then we’ll see how
much of an honor it is.”


Minutes later, the elf lord glanced
up again, seeming pleased. “Now, Prince Baleron,” he said, “I can see that it is an honor. These maps look genuine. In
your renderings of Gulrothrog, I can see hatred of the place etched in every
shaky line.”


He clapped Baleron unexpectedly on
the shoulder. “Not for ages has Man and Elf united for
such a cause. Gulrothrog has plagued our borders for thousands of years, and now,
thanks to you, we shall see it broken and smoking under the light of day. The
Vampire King shall live no more!”



 

*     *    
*



 

And so the wheels of war began to turn. King Felias spent
three days at Celievsti, conferring with Elethris and making preparations for
the coming campaign. Baleron saw him little, and all too soon he left for
Clevaris to ready his host for war. After that, Baleron had only to await his
father’s coming. It could not come soon enough, and yet part of him hoped it
never would. When he returned to the tower one day after taking Lunir for a
ride, activity filled the tower. His father’s host had been seen approaching
and a reception was being prepared. Suddenly nervous, Baleron retired to his
suite and dressed in the finest clothes the elves had provided him. He was
still winded and sweaty from his ride, but that couldn’t be helped.


Shelir entered, smiling. “He’s
arriving. I thought you would—” Then she really saw him. “What is it?”


“Nothing.”
Everything. 


He finished dressing, made himself
smile, and offered Shelir his arm. “Come. Let us go greet the old bastard.”


“Are you sure? You seem ...”


“I’m sure.”


Though she did not look entirely
convinced, she took his arm. They pushed out of his suite and through the high
white halls, and he made himself hold his head high. At last they reached a certain
archway, and he paused to catch his breath.


“You’ll be fine,” Shelir assured
him.


He nodded tightly. Together, they
stepped boldly out onto the terrace. Wind whipped them, and the smell of
flowers came from the vines that twined around the decorative columns and
covered the white walls. A silver fountain tinkled. All
around stretched the bright and colorful crowd, as many had come to welcome the
visiting king. Musicians played and elf maidens threw petals.


And in the center of all the noise
and excitement was Baleron’s father, glaring down from the swan he’d flown in
on; he clearly did not care for the bird. His retainers on their own serathi
flanked him.


Lord Albrech Grothgar was a
medium-sized man, but he held himself so imperiously and his gaze was so hard
that he seemed much taller. Dark of hair (though it was salted) and bearded,
with the same blue eyes as Baleron, dark and misty both, he wore a sturdy yet
utilitarian crown, free of the ornamentation of Felias’s,
and it gleamed dully of burnished silver. A dark blue cape billowed behind him.
His clothes were thick and tough, as were his boots, not the soft fabrics and
sandals of Felias. His gaze, though, was just as solemn; indeed, his eyes were
hard and glaring and devoid of any softness. Felias had seemed like a kind man
bearing such a great weight that he had not the time or energy for niceties;
Grothgar just seemed hard and sharp, like a sword. And like a sword, he’d been
forged that way.


His mere presence made Baleron
flinch and take a step back, like a shock of cold water or the sting of a bee. Others
on the terrace seemed to feel the same way, for when Lord Grothgar swept his
gaze around the assembly those he locked eyes with looked away. Here was a hard
man.


He slid off the swan and the
musicians blew their horns. All fell silent and half-knelt. To kneel fully
would be an insult to Lord Felias.


King Grothgar just grunted.


Master Elethris left his circle of
apprentices and met the King. “Welcome to Celievsti,” said the Lord of the
Tower. “My home is yours.”


The king nodded curtly. He did not
seem impressed by the White
 Tower, though Baleron knew for a fact he had never seen it
before. Probably he disdained the arts it was made with.


“Thank you for receiving me, Shieldmaster,” said the king with at least a pretense of
civility. Something else was clearly on his mind; it veritably sparked from his
eyes. “Now,” he said, and his voice grew commanding: “where is my son?”


“Here, Father,” said Baleron and
stepped out to meet him.


While he was wondering whether to
embrace his father or shake his hand, Baleron noticed the barely controlled
anger in the king’s eyes and did neither. Something was not right.


His father looked him up and down. “I
see you managed to make it out alive yet again.”


Baleron’s heart fell. So ... it was as he’d feared. A heavy weight
slowly began to grind him into the ground, crushing the breath from him.


“Yes,” he managed.


The King’s upper lip lifted clear
of his teeth, almost a snarl. “Leaving your sister behind.”


The prince averted his eyes. His
voice was small: “Yes.”


“Leaving her to a
doomed existence as a cursed fiend preying off the blood of the innocent.”


It was true. “Yes.”


The king went on, ignoring the
crowd, ignoring the fact that others were witnessing this. “Leaving
a once fair and noble-hearted maiden, the brightest flower to ever grace my
Court, an undead beast of the night! Forever and ever unless slain. Unless
butchered like a steer and her remains charred over a fire. This is the fate to
which you left her—your most-beloved
sister?”


“Yes.”


“To
a hellish life of laying down for the get of Gilgaroth, of violation and rape—“


“Enough!” shouted Baleron. “Enough.” His eyes burned.


The king took a breath. He leered
horribly, his own eyes full of hate. Baleron had never known the depth of it
before, and its venom stunned him.


Albrech Grothgar went on: “And all
this after having betrayed the wedding caravan with your ineptitude. After having cost them their lives ... and some their very souls.”


Baleron didn’t think he could take
much more. “Yes, Father.”


The people of the reception party
had all gone quiet and were looking down and away. Elethris wore a stricken
expression.


“Including the soul of your best
friend Salthrick,” King Grothgar continued relentlessly, “who likely died a nobler
death than you’ll ever manage.”


Baleron said nothing.


“And including Sophia, the woman
who loved you, but whom you could not even stay loyal to, so tempting were the
wives of married men.”


“Yes.” His voice was very small
now.


“According to the story I heard,
you slew Salthrick yourself ... just as you cut down Haben.” That’s what this
was really about, Baleron knew—Haben. “They died under your hand.”


“He was poss—”


Rage flashed across the king’s
features and spittle sprayed from his mouth as he roared, “Answer me, boy! You
slew your brother, your best friend, betrayed your sister and all those under
your command.” His volume dropped, but his acidity intensified. “You failed
them all. You failed me.”


Baleron’s head felt so heavy he
could barely hold it upright. In little more than a whisper, he said, “Yes. To
all of it, yes. I ... I am sorry, Father.”


“Oh, yes. Yes you are.” 


King Grothgar actually spat at his
feet. The Lord of Havensrike then lifted his hand to strike Baleron—a slap,
which would be more insulting than a fisted hit—but the king thought better of
it at the last moment and lowered his arm. 


“I won’t waste my sweat on the
likes of you.”


Shelir stepped forward. She seemed
to have been on the verge of doing so the whole time, but shock had rooted her
feet till now.


“Your son,” she declared, “has been
through years of torment and slavery and depravations that would curdle your
blood to hear, and yet he escaped those horrors and is here now helping us
bring down the very ones that have wronged him, that have been a blight upon our world throughout the ages. You should be
ashamed. Spitting on your son after
all he’s done, after all he’s been through!”


King Grothgar’s jaw bulged.


“Enough, soldier,” snapped Elethris.
“Lord Grothgar deserves better than your sharp tongue.”


“And Prince Baleron deserves better
than his father’s.”


The king opened his mouth to reply,
but Baleron beat him to it.


“No,” Baleron said.


They turned to him.


“My father’s heart is not a warm
one,” he allowed, “but he is right. I have failed everyone I should have saved,
and saved the one person I should have failed. Good day.”


With that, he turned from them and
retreated into the shadows of the tower. Behind him, Lord Grothgar grunted
contemptuously.


“There goes my son,” he said.



 

*     *    
*



 

All the nests close to Lunir’s were empty,
Baleron noted when he entered the Golden Halls. None of the serathi wanted to
be near the fell creature. Apparently glad to see the prince, Lunir cawed and
stretched his neck as though hoping for a scratch. Baleron obliged.


“Come on, old boy. We’re going for
a ride.”


As he was fetching the glarum’s
saddle from the wall, Shelir appeared. She said nothing as she watched him
saddle up.


When he finished, she asked, “Can I
come with you?”


“I won’t be good company.”


“Let me judge that.”


They left the tower and rode the warm
currents of the afternoon, the Havensrike Army spread out below them, endless
campfires issuing long columns of smoke into the sky. Baleron and Shelir
threaded through the inky black columns and he marveled as the down-flashing
sun beat on endless sparkling helms and armor. Like a sea of fire, the host
stretched from the shores of the shimmering blue Larenth to the first gentle
hills three miles east. 


Baleron veered north and they rode
over the rolling green hills and forests. At last he set down on a hilltop far
from the tower, though Celievsti could still be seen in the distance, past the
black columns and the ever-renewed black cloud.


Lunir drank from a cold spring, dew
beading his beak, and Shelir’s swan joined him. The glarum cawed angrily and
snapped at the white bird, who jumped back spraying
water, and hopped upstream to drink in peace. Baleron was not surprised. Lunir
was not an agreeable fellow, and the prince did not expect him to be. He was of
Gulrothrog, after all. So am I.


“Now, now,” the prince chided his
steed amiably. “Don’t be childish.”


“Wise words,” said Shelir.


Sighing, Baleron leaned back
against a boulder and let the warm sun soak into his bones.


“He gets to me, Shelir. He really
does.”


She stroked his face. “So I see,”
she said. “But you’ve been your own man for too long to be his now.” Her voice
was soothing. “If he cannot see you for who you really are, let go.”


“But that’s just it. He’s right. I did fail them all.” He shook his head. He
felt overwhelmed and agitated and lost in his own skin. Somehow he’d lost his
center. Shelir was right on this, too; his father did have too much power over
him.


“He twists things,” she said. “He
sees things as though out of a warped mirror. Don’t trust his opinion. Trust
your own.”


Not
that easy, but thanks. 


He embraced her suddenly, crushing
her against him. He buried his face in her soft neck and kissed her, growling. She
laughed and beat at him.


“What would I do without you?” he said,
drawing back. A strand of her golden hair hung before her blue eyes and he
swept it back tenderly. The back of his mind was still awhirl, but he tried to
focus on her. “You’re a wonder to me,” he said, “a gift from the Omkar.”


“Which one?”


He smiled. She liked this game.
“Sifril, I think.”


“So I’m dead, then? An ancient
spirit sent back to comfort you, perhaps? I think not.”


“Didn’t we decide you were an
angel?”


“You decided. I know better.”


He chuckled. “Then one of the Niertina. A stewardess of the moon.”


“Too fancy for
the likes of me.”


“Fine. Then
you’re a gift from Felara. My final offer.”


“Goddess of
Love?”


He nodded. 


“Hmmmm.”


She seemed nervous all of a sudden,
too nervous to speak. He didn’t let her. His lips pressed against hers and the
world fell away. There was only she, and he, and the babbling brook. He kissed
her throat and breasts, and then she was shucking off her clothes, and he was
shucking off his. He lay her down in the high grass and kissed her from the top
of her head to her soft blond groin, and there he paused, tasting her salty
wetness, and she moaned and kicked. He kissed his way back up, lingering at her
breasts. At last he plunged inside her, and she let out a soft gasp. 


“Yes.” 


He looked down into her light blue
eyes, and she looked up into his, and it seemed as if something passed between
them. He felt a tightness in his chest and did not
trust himself to speak. Afterward, she clung to him and lay
her head in the hollow of his neck. They did not talk, but the wind sighed over
the hill.


When they returned to Celievsti,
his spirits were light and his bond with Shelir stronger than before. As soon
as they landed on a platform jutting from the tower, a messenger ran up to
them, saying, “King Grothgar wishes to see you.”


Baleron took Shelir’s hand.


“Lead on,” he said.


The elf messenger led the way to
Elethris’s audience chamber, a large high room oddly stark in its design, as if
to reflect the personality of the elf who now sat on his throne, for throne it
was: Elethris was the lord of the Wall and this tower was truly his palace in
most every way that mattered. He gazed down on Albrech Grothgar, who appeared
uncomfortable.


“ ...
could have been kinder,” came the Shieldmaster’s
voice.


They had yet to notice Baleron and
Shelir, huddling in the shadows of the hall. Baleron motioned for the messenger
not to betray their presence, and the messenger, loath to interrupt two such
mighty persons, complied.


Eyes as hard as ever, King Grothgar
said, “I will say and do with my son what I wish, Sorcerer, and I will have no
one, not even you, tell me otherwise. That said, I thank you for your
hospitality to him in the last weeks, as well as to myself, and I appreciate
you orchestrating matters as efficiently and perceptively as you have. You have
brought me here in time, perhaps, to save Rolenya, and I thank you.”


Baleron stepped forwards.


“I thank you, too,” he said, bowing
formally.


Shelir followed him.


Grothgar wheeled about. “I don’t
like being crept up on,” he said, then sighed heavily, apparently giving up for
the moment his rage against Baleron. He held aloft a sheaf of papers, and Baleron
recognized them as the maps he’d drawn. “I’ve looked these over. Your hand is
shaky and at times illegible, but all and all your maps and blueprints ... may
suffice. I hope so. Should we prove unable to find Gulrothrog, you will have
failed your sister yet again.”


“Enough of that,” cautioned Elethris
from his throne. “You are in my home, and I’ve heard quite enough of your
outrage.”


Albrech Grothgar said nothing.


Baleron glanced from elf to king. “Father,
is the only reason you’re going to war to save Rolenya?” He could not resist
needling his sire over the same issue Elethris had once needled him with.


Albrech glared at him for a long
moment, and at first Baleron thought the King wouldn’t answer. At last he said,
“It is why I go. Havensrike goes to destroy Ungier. And why?
That’s the interesting question, and
the answer is because Larenthi asked
us to. We do, after all, possess the finest military in the Union,
and though normally we’re beneath contempt as far as the elves are concerned, now we have our uses.”


Elethris said, adamantly, “That is
not true. That is not how we see things at all.”


“Oh, it isn’t, is it? Then you
don’t think humans are base, vile, treacherous thugs, one step above
Borchstogs?”


“We do not.”


Albrech snorted. “I know how you
really feel, Light-born. Your kind claims that humans are just elves stripped
of Grace, inferior and unwhole, and that we should
look to you for guidance. Those lies might have worked when humans were more ignorant, Elethris, but my forefather put an end to that
nonsense. I won’t have you repeat it.”


Elethris’s voice came cold, yet
sad. “You know little, King. It is disgusting how little you know, and
frightening how little you are willing to believe.”


“You
cannot control us anymore.”


“We never controlled you. But at
one time ... the Enemy did.”


“A lie!” Albrech’s
eyes blazed. He seemed on the point of exploding, but he mastered himself and
some of the fire left his eyes. “Some humans do serve the Shadow,” he allowed. “But less than half, surely. Don’t use their weakness to
condemn the lot of us.”


Elethris drew himself up, and
Baleron thought he looked on the verge of hurling a weapon, one that would
deliver a mortal blow. “Did you know,” he said slowly, seeming to savor this,
“that Grothgar ... is an Oslogon
word?”


“What?” barked the King. “What did you
say?”


Baleron strained forward,
listening. Shelir was quiet at his side.


Elethris smiled at Albrech’s loss
of composure, and leaned back. “That’s right, King. Your own House once served
Gilgaroth, in ages past. As did all Men. That is why they are Men, after all.
He tempted the mightiest nation of Elves out of the Light, fed them on lies,
filled them with arrogance, and they betrayed their own kind.”


“If you’re going to give me a lie,
give me a new one.”


Continuing, the elf said, “The War
of Light Divided was long and bloody, but at last that nation was cast down. It
was condemned by those who served the Light and Grace was stripped from its
citizens. They were made mortals and weak. They were made Man. And in that time Gilgaroth gathered
them up and put them in his service. At that time, all Men served the Shadow. Oh, many broke away, eventually, and now
as many Men oppose him as serve him, but at one time—”


“Enough! I’ve heard enough! You
can’t convince me that all men once served the Beast. Or that
we were once elves.”


“We look the same! Are you blind?”


“There’s difference enough.”


Elethris groaned in frustration.
“You’re as hardheaded as all of your House, Albrech
Grothgar, and I’m as weary after talking to you as I was talking to your
grandfather and his grandfather. You’re all alike. Only Baleron here shows any
hope for the future, and he’s nearly as contrary as you.”


Albrech smiled without humor. “But
he will never be king.”


“And I never want to be,” Baleron
said. “If power turns men so sour, I’d rather stay away from it. I prefer my
freedom, in any case—I was without it for long enough, and now I mean to keep
it.”


Albrech ignored him. To Elethris,
he said, “We men may not be perfect, Shieldmaster,
but here we are, and we’re ready to do our part to honor the Alliance.”


Elethris’s gray eyes were steady.
“You mean to save your daughter.”


Unapologetically, King Grothgar stared
at him and said nothing.


“At any rate,” Elethris said, “you
should treat your son with a little more courtesy. He handled himself well in
his misadventures and has emerged from it all with a remarkably healthy mind.”


“And body,” added a suddenly coy Shelir,
entwining her arms with Baleron’s.


Albrech Grothgar’s eyebrows rose. “Am
I now to be disgraced with half-breed grandchildren?”


“You could only be so lucky,”
Baleron said.


The King regarded him. “I return
now to my camp. You may come with me, or you may remain here. Either way, King
Felias shall arrive within a day and we shall go to war. Choose you to stay
here with the elves or to come with me, back to your people?”


It was not a difficult choice. Glancing
at Shelir, Baleron said, “I rather think I’ll stay.” Then, to Elethris: “If
you’ll have me.”


“You may stay as long as you will,”
said the Lord of the Tower. 


Lord Grothgar grunted. “Elethris
tells me you’re cursed, boy. Is that true?”


“More than cursed,” Baleron
admitted. “I am the doom of the world.”


“So Gilgaroth would have us believe,”
Elethris interceded hastily. “But it is not true.”


“Tell me all of it,” the King
demanded.


“It’s of little moment,” Elethris
said. “Gilgaroth cursed him, but I have countered it, and that is an end to the
matter.” 


Albrech did not look convinced, but
neither did he seem willing to pursue any subject involving Baleron. He let the
matter drop.


Baleron privately disagreed with
Elethris, but, as he wanted not to be locked up again, and because he feared
what his father would say if he knew Gilgaroth had chosen him as champion, he
said nothing. When we sack Gulrothrog,
I’ll find out more.



 

 *    
*     *



 

Gilgaroth, in the form of the Great Wolf, bounded through
the wasteland. He passed beyond the borders of Oslog and into Oksilith, and the
shadows of that land grew even longer at his coming. The Borchstogs cowered in
their fortresses and towers, for here they served Ungier and feared the Dark
Lord above all else. Rumor of his passing swept the land and all fled before
him. He could be seen for miles around, for the fire-glow of his eyes and maw
stretched before him like beacons in the darkness, and his shadow extended long
before him.


He drew near the smoking mountain of Oksil and at last reached the Hidden
Fortress, where he found Ungier awaiting him on bended knee before its iron
gates.


“Gulrothrog welcomes You, my Lord.”


“As it should.”


Ungier glanced up, barely masked
fear in his face. “The powers of the North turn against me, Father. I can feel
it. More, I’ve seen it—in the stone you gifted to me. Their eyes have fixed on
Oksil. I fear they will attack soon.”


“They
will.”


“You knew?” When Gilgaroth didn’t answer, Ungier shuddered. “Gulrothrog
has never been attacked before, Father. Will You ...
assist me?”


“Do
you not see that your enemies prepare for war because that is my will? All is
proceeding along the lines of the web my spider spins for me.”


“You’ve arranged to have them attack
me?” Ungier clenched his fists helplessly. “Then You haven’t forgiven me for sending Throgmar
after Baleron.”


The Great Wolf’s eyes sparked. “Still your craven tongue. I did not set these events in motion solely
to revenge myself on the likes of you.”


“Thank You, Father. I rejoice to
hear it. But why do You do these things? I’m to take a
new wife soon—to wed the one You gifted to me.”


“I
did not GIVE her to you. I merely turned her over to your safe keeping until my
spider’s web had reached a certain point. Now you must be strong. I will aid
you in the approaching war. But ... that is not why I have come.”


Hope gleamed in Ungier’s all-black
eyes at this mention of aid, but fear hovered at their edges at the thought
that Rolenya might be taken from him. She’d come to mean a great deal to him,
despite himself.


“What can I do for You, my Lord?”


Gilgaroth’s living shadow drew
about them, cloaking them so that no one could hear. From somewhere, as he
began to speak, the cry of a tortured slave cut the night.

















 


 


 

Chapter
11



 

The great pyramids of bone made both hosts mutter prayers
beneath their breaths. White and ghastly and surreal, the grim monuments rose
from the wasteland, glistening under the light of the stars. They loomed over
the armies of Havensrike and Larenthi, seeming to dwarf the two mighty forces. Forty-five
thousand Havensri had massed at Celievsti, and thirty
thousand elves. Whether it was enough to conquer Gulrothrog, Baleron remained
skeptical.


High black slabs were set before
each bone pyramid, and he fancied he saw old blood stains running down them.


“Who lies in them?” he asked, nodding
at the pyramids.


“High servants of Ungier,” said
Logran Belefard, Archmage of Glorifel. “This is how he honors them.”


“I suppose he honors their victims
by building the pyramids with their bones.”


Logran looked uneasy. “If you like.”


“I wonder if they were just bones
when the structures were built, or if they were corpses still, with flesh on
them. How many glarums did it take to pick them clean, I wonder, so that the
pyramids shine so bright?”


“You have a morbid turn of mind,
young prince.”


Baleron ran his hands through his
hair. Before he’d left the White
 Tower, he’d taken a good
look at himself in the mirror, and the image still shocked him. He’d received
innumerable scars at Gulrothrog, though sometimes he did try to count them. It
was like counting the stars. Where the hair grew out over the scars on his
scalp, the hair was white. He knew he looked old beyond his years.


“I have my reasons,” he said.


Logran let it go.


The Archmage and Baleron rode
together, as Baleron had been asked to join Elethris’s hangers-on as a
consultant. The prince had wanted to ride to war with his father, with his
brothers, with his people, but that was not to be. When he had sent a note to
his father saying he wished to travel with him to battle and fight at his side,
the king had sent a short note telling him to stay where he was.


Wind whispered over the charred
wastes of Oksilith, screaming as it blasted over and through the bone pyramids.
When the winds blew harder, an eerie music seemed to emanate from the mounds,
shrieking, seething notes that slithered and crept, rising and falling. Hollowed
bones, Baleron supposed, crafted to catch the wasteland drafts. Perhaps even
sorcery. But knowing how it was done did not stop the shudders from coursing up
and down his spine.


And it was a cold wind, not just noisy, and he huddled deeper in his jacket. There
his hands brushed up against the red stone Shelir had given him before they set
out from the White
 Tower. Thinking about it
made him glance up, where the swan riders could just be seen, dark shapes
moving against the stars. They guarded the hosts from attack from above, and
scouted the land all around. Shelir must
be cold up there. 


Her hands had been warm when she
gave him the stone. Take this, she
had said. My grandmother gave it to me.
She was a skilled yllimmi. Her eyes had been so earnest, so imploring. I have had it since my hundredth birthday.
Now I give it to you. He’d wanted to refuse it, but he had known that would
be the most hurtful thing he could do. Take
it, she’d insisted. I know how
foolish I am—to give this to a mortal I’ve known only a little while—but you’ll
need it more than I. And ... the heart is a stupid thing.


Now the two stones brushed against
each other, the white one Elethris had gifted to him, and the red one. Idly he
wondered which was more powerful, the one given to him out of love or the one
given to him out of duty. It doesn’t
matter, he thought. If just one works
I’ll be happy.


The lines of soldiers moved past
the grim pyramids of bone, and the shrieking songs faded behind them. All else
was darkness, save the torches some soldiers carried to light their way, and
the dim gray stars above, half concealed behind a layer of noxious cloud. The
hosts could have been moving through the void itself. It had been the same,
ever since they’d entered Oksilith three days ago. Three days and nights of
this cracked, scarred landscape, covered with a layer of ash and littered with
bones of all species. In daytime, flies buzzed about great mounds of waste, the
by-products of dark arts. It was enough to drive a man mad. Perhaps even an elf.


Wind drove ash across the wastes,
and Baleron constantly coughed it away and blinked it out of his eyes. He knew
his face must be black with it. His horse neighed and stamped in irritation.


“Can’t you wizards do something
about this ash?” he asked Logran, coughing.


“We’re saving our strength for the
battle.”


“As you should, I suppose.” Baleron’s
voice came out in wretched choke. “Although ...” 


“Yes?”


“You could have listened to me a
bit more.”


Logran rolled his eyes. “Baleron,
you’re not a general or any sort of military commander.”


“Only I have been to Gulrothrog.”


“Yes, yes, I’ve heard your
admonitions. So has Elethris. So has Lord Felias. So has your father. We know
to be wary of Oksil. Of Grudremorq. We’re expecting
him to attack, and we’re prepared to counter him.”


“He’s Ungier’s secret weapon, you
know.”


“Not so secret,
my lad. Mountainous, one might say.” Logran chuckled. “Don’t look so
glum, Bal. We know what we’re about.”


Baleron’s lungs burned. He
continued sipping from his flask to dull his nerves. Ever since entering
Oksilith, he’d been drinking more. Now he could not sleep without it. Even so,
his dreams were dark and feverish. Gulrothrog
... to return ...


He missed the warmth and light of
the White Tower. He wondered if he would ever see
it again. He pictured his last view of it, as he had ridden with the elvish
host toward Oksilith. White and beautiful, the tower had loomed so high
overhead that it had actually made Baleron ill to stare up at it, and it had
been a relief to see it shrink with distance. Three of Elethris’s most powerful
elves had been left behind to maintain it in his absence, Baleron had been
told. Elethris had raised the White
 Tower, and the twain were bonded, in harmony with each other. Yet the three
elves would keep Celievsti upright and standing until his return, though it
would not be at peak strength without him. Indeed, with Itherin’s death it
might already be fading.


The hosts rode on, kicking up huge
plumes of dust and ash that obscured the stars. Baleron watched serathin flash
through it, disappearing into the black cloud only to reappear on the other
side. He wished Rolenya could be here to witness the sight.


The horses trotted tirelessly, and
Baleron was only half grateful for the arts of the elves which had given the animals greater stamina and speed. They could cover great
distances swiftly and without weariness; this was the making of time that Elethris had promised, although he was told there
were other efforts being made that he could not see. For his part, Baleron
wished the horses needed to stop more often, as the contents of the flask made
him want to empty his bladder with unfailing regularity.


The armies rode on, and he shivered
and coughed and dreamt of Rolenya, smiling, beautiful, her blue eyes catching
the light.


Rolenya,
I’m coming.


He also found himself thinking of
Veronica and the others of his pen, and he couldn’t wait to see the looks on
their faces when he freed them.


At last the new
day dawned, dim and gray. Blinking and trying not to fall off his
saddle, Baleron stared about him. Watchtowers spiked up all about, but the
hosts avoided them. In his map-making, he had tried to summon their locations
from memory and found now that he had only partially succeeded. Nevertheless
the hosts managed to thread their way through the towers—not out of fear of
being spotted; surely they already had—but out of fear of the towers
themselves. Who knew how deep their roots went, or how many Borchstogs waited
within? Yet neither Baleron nor anyone else saw hide nor
hair of the enemy. Not even glarumri marred the skies with their presence. Baleron
got the same feeling he had had upon first arriving in Oksilith, that it was
deserted, empty.


Or waiting.
That was the sense he got now, that the wasteland was watching them, waiting
for something, some hidden trigger. And here the men and elves were, looking for that trigger. What folly!


Around midday, the kings Felias and
Grothgar ordered the hosts to stop. Campfires were lit, and meat spitted and
roasted over the flames. Baleron munched his seared mutton lifelessly; like
everything else, it tasted of ash. Tents were pitched and the soldiers and
horses given a few hours to rest. When nightfall came, the soldiers dismantled
the tents, ate, and mounted up for another long night of riding.


Before, Baleron had been excited
about the prospect of going to war. Now, he realized, the war aspect was the smallest part. It was the going to that took all the time and most of the effort. 


Baleron was thinking this as the
hosts came within sight of Oksil.


The great black volcano loomed on
the horizon like a broken fang, black clouds overhanging it, smoke rising from
its top. Its high roots crept hither and thither across the plain. Its many
sharp peaks thrust up like the jagged points of Ungier’s crown.


Dread crept over Baleron. During
his stay at Celievsti, some of the damage Ungier had done to him had faded, some of his scars healed or at least scabbed over. Still
he had nightmares about his years of torment every night and every morning he
woke up drenched in a cold sweat, terror in his heart. In the last weeks the
fear had diminished a little, the nightmares had been a little briefer, the
sweat a little warmer. Now it all came back to him—the fear, the pain. I don’t know if I can do this. Just the
sight of the volcano made him tremble.


On the sixth day, the hosts of
Havensrike and Larenthi ascended the first black slopes of Oksil, climbing up
one of the largest roots. The roots were so large that they were akin to the
foothills to a great mountain range.


It was on these slopes that Ungier
launched his first attack. 



 

 *    
*     *



 

The hosts of the Crescent were picking their way through the
rocky highland, making for the broad road that wound up and around the volcano
toward the Hidden Fortress. They had not wished to travel all the way to
Gulrothrog along the road for fear of traps and ambushes; thus instead of making
for the road directly they’d decided to cross the roots to the road’s
mid-point. They needed to reach that broad avenue eventually, though, as only
it would lead them to Gulrothrog, but at least they’d avoid much of the road
and the peril it represented.


So it was that they were all afoot,
leading their horses over the treacherous ground, when the mountain began to
shake. The stench of sulfur turned men and elves ill. Smoke billowed up from fissures,
staining the air. Through this shifting veil Baleron caught glimpses, mere
impressions, of towering figures of fire leading floes of lava down toward the
hosts.


“Grudremorqen!” cried the elves. 


All was smoke and confusion. Soldiers
drew out bows and swords. Walls and pinnacles of blasted stone rose all around,
creating a geography imperfect for battle.


No battle was called for. Even as
Baleron felt the heat on his skin brought by the advancing floes, Elethris and
the other powerful elves leapt at the half-seen demons. The Light-wielders
shouted harsh words of command in some ancient elvish tongue, using words that held
dread for Grudremorq, the great being that dwelt in the mountain. The
Light-wielders shone brightly and leveled their staffs,
all the while shouting into the smoke in voices louder than any mortal could
have managed. There was thunder and light, and the flaming figures, barely seen
through the fumes, retreated, taking their lava with them.


The elves slumped, exhausted, and
the smoke thinned, then vanished. Grudremorq and his
brood had been defeated. Cheers went up. Many of the soldiers threw the elves salutes.


But as the hosts resumed their trek
toward the road, doubt gnawed at Baleron, and it didn’t ebb as the armies
reached the road, having avoided nearly half of it, and made for the peak that
housed Gulrothrog. All was eerily still and quiet. The stillness unnerved
Baleron, and he thought of ghosts and black spells and invisible evil. A chain
clanked in the breeze, the only sound save the steady thunder of hooves and the
whisper of the wind. Brimstone and ash filled the gritty air.


Days spent in the saddle had
chapped his rear, and he shifted uncomfortably. Cramps gripped his legs and
lower back, and the volcano’s fumes made his head pound. The air was still,
hot, and humid. Sweat pasted his tunic to his chest under his hauberk and
cuirass, and to the small of his back.


The columns of horses and infantry
marched steadfastly up the wide road as it wound round and round the mountain. It
seemed to stretch on forever.


Severed heads mounted on spears
stood to either side of the road. The faces of men, elves, dwarves, and a few
giants, all locked in pain, stared down at the hosts of the North. Flies buzzed
about them. Whole bodies, some decapitated, had been chained or impaled to the
mountainside and left to rot; Baleron knew most had been alive at the time they
were left, and he knew their fates had been dire. The stench of rotting flesh
made bile rise in the back of his throat. As the army passed by, a murder of
glarums, who had been feasting on the decaying flesh of men and giants hanging
from the mountain, cawed nastily and rose into the air with a flapping of black
wings. Elvish and human archers shot some of them down, and they flapped
pitifully on the ground or spiraled to a ground miles
below.


The sight of Gulrothrog slowly slid
into view around a mountain wall, and Baleron shuddered, memories rising in him.
Fight it..


It was late afternoon, but black
clouds obscured the sky and imposed a false night on the land—Ungier’s sorcery.
The vampire was preparing for battle. Thunder rippled across the heavens and a
dull rain fell, soaking the hosts.


The road leveled off and led up
black slopes toward the iron gates. Towers stood dark and silent on high ridges
all around, and Baleron knew the armies were being watched, could feel it, yet saw
no sign of the enemy.


They drew near Gulrothrog. The
fortress’s spires and terraces could now be made out, and finally so could its
great iron doors.


To everyone’s shock, they stood
open.


All caught sight of the yawning
blackness where the iron gates of the Hidden Fortress should be, and all knew
fear, especially Baleron. He had envisioned a long siege, a slow rising in the
tensions and battles, not this, not what came. For the horrors of Gulrothrog
sprang upon them instantly.



 

*     *    
*



 

BOOM! CRASH! Flaming
pitch launched from the towers smashed down into their midst. Wails of burning
men and elves leapt into the air.


Half a dozen gaurocks, the massive
serpents who served as the steeds and battering rams of the Borchstogs, hissing
and spitting venom, shot out of the dark portal where Gulrothrog’s gates had
been. Each bearing half a hundred heavily armored Borchstogs, they struck at
the armies of the Crescent, and Baleron, having ridden with Elethris and a
group of high wielders of Light, was near the front
lines. He could see the eyes of the gaurocks as they sped across the scorched
ground toward the hosts.


Led by Elethris, the most ancient
and powerful of the elves had lined up before the marching armies with the Lord
of the White Tower at their center. All remained
mounted. They thrust out their staffs, which suddenly burned with light, and a
wall of shimmering incandescence floated into being, a barrier between the
serpents and the hosts’ vanguard. The gaurocks would be burnt to a crisp when
they struck that wall.


They should have been.


Baleron heard shouts of alarm
behind him, and spun. His eyes widened. 


The bodies chained to the mountain
wall and dangling from the precipices—the dead, rotting, maggot-infested
corpses—were moving. They’d ripped free
of their bonds and leapt into the ranks of the Light-wielders from behind. The
elves were focusing their attention and energies on maintaining the shimmering
wall, and some did not even notice the threat from behind.


An undead elf lunged at Baleron on
his horse. He clove its rotten skull down to the collarbone. It fell away,
spurting rancid fluid.


He glanced up the hill, at the gaurocks
barreling down on them. Closer ... closer ...


An undead giant stomped at Elethris.
Elethris, taken completely by surprise, had no time to defend himself or even
dodge aside.


Baleron spurred his horse and
smashed his lance against the behemoth’s hip. The impact nearly knocked him off
his mount. With one leg lifted to bring down on Elethris, the giant was already
off balance. It reeled backward, toppled over with a thud, falling so heavily
that its rotten body broke apart.


Elethris, wide-eyed, nodded a terse
thanks to Baleron.


By then the other undead had been
dealt with, but it was too late. The yllimmi’s
orderly defense had been broken. The incandescent wall faded and vanished. The gaurocks
and their riders rushed upon them. 


For the first time, Baleron heard
Elethris swear. 


The gaurocks shattered the orderly
formations of the Crescent and drove deep into the invaders’ lines, cutting red
swaths through the ranks. The roar of their passing and the screams from their
victims filled Baleron’s ears. The ground shook beneath him. One gaurock bore
down on the yllimmi and Baleron. Gritting his teeth, he spurred his horse
forward.


“Stand down,” said Elethris. “I’ll
deal with it.” He slid down from his saddle, apparently wanting to be on both
feet to work his arts.


With both hands he leveled his
white staff at the charging gaurock. His was a tiny figure matched against the
immensity of its approaching bulk. Then he seemed to swell, and glow, and a white light burst from the tip of his staff and
met the serpent head on. It transfixed the creature, and the gaurock’s charge
halted. The white beam bore into the monster’s skull, smoke rising from its
scales. It shrieked and thrashed, and the Borchstogs riding it leapt clear or
were crushed by its writhing weight. Those that escaped joined the fray.


The gaurock lashed its tail one
final time and slumped lifelessly to the ground. Smoke rose from its scorched
head. Elethris took a deep breath and leaned back, bracing himself on the
staff, and wiped sweat from his brow.


A large Borchstog riding a giant
boar-like beast called a quorig barreled down on
Baleron, who took up his lance. Its end had splintered on striking the giant,
but it would have to do. He charged the Borchstog rider head-on.


They raced at each other at a
gallop. Ashy mud exploded under flailing hooves.


He could see the Borchstog’s fierce
red eyes in a black face. It wore a helmet in the image of a rotting human
head. 


Closer. Closer ...


Baleron held his breath. Aimed his lance right at the Borchstog’s heart. The
Borchstog’s lance aimed right at his.


Hooves thundered. Another few feet ...


They struck.


His enemy’s lance was the longer. It
struck his breastplate. Pain flared, and he spun through the air. The ground
drove out what little breath he had left. His ears rang.


Gasping, he tried to rise. His
armor had shielded him from the ground’s impact but now it slowed him.


Something struck him on the top of
his helm. He went down. Hot blood, his own, trickled down his ear, his cheek. He
tasted its metallic flavor on his tongue.


The mounted rider was gone but
another Borchstog appeared, lunging at the prince with an axe raised to cleave
in his skull. Baleron, already on the ground and kneeling, simply rolled
forwards and knocked the Borchstog’s legs out from under it. When it fell, he
skewered it through the ribs.


Aguilar’s sword hummed gleefully. 


Yanking the blade free was more
difficult than he’d hoped for. It was almost as though the blade was savoring
the taste of blood. Forged by Ungier ... 


 He turned to face his next enemy, who was not
long in coming, and the next. Everything seemed to happen slowly, and Baleron
was so focused on the second at hand that all else, even sound, receded from
his mind. All he saw were the most immediate threats. He didn’t have time for
anything else. And as he fought, he noticed that the sword helped him in subtle
ways, making him a little faster, a little stronger. But around him, all was
chaos and disarray.



 

 *    
*     *



 

The hosts of Gulrothrog had broken the invaders’ lines and
splintered their formations, and the enemy held the high ground. The invading
hosts were many, but that in itself provided a
problem. The press of people hindered each other, especially with the steady
disintegration of order in their ranks. 


Elethris and his brethren cast
spells to aid the invaders only to be countered by Ungier and his warlocks. The
sorcerers of Gulrothrog, positioned on terraces overlooking the battle,
commanded lightning to blast into their enemies, commanded rain to turn to acid
over the heads of the foe, commanded illnesses to smite them and visions to
drive them mad. They bid the earth split open and whole squadrons fell into the
chasms, screaming. Sometimes flame leapt from these gorges and all were
reminded that they did indeed fight on the slopes of a volcano.


Elethris, Lord of the Wall of
Towers, did his best to ward off these spells and others, and he sent out
offensive spells of his own. 


After the onslaught of gaurocks came
the fearsome glarumri, swarms and swarms of them. Their dark shapes filled the
sky, and they rained death on the hosts of the Crescent, their arrowheads dipped
in venom. Luckily the serathin were there to counter them. The beautiful birds
with their graceful riders gave battle to the enemy, and it was a breathtaking
sight, the dark birds and the light wheeling and spinning through stabbing
tongues of lightning, though few had time to appreciate it.


On the ground rushed legions of
Borchstog infantrymen, wave upon wave, breaking against the invaders. All were
incased in spiked steel and iron and brandished spears and swords and
crossbows. Behind them came the Borchstog longbowmen.
Their quarrels scythed the air. But the archers of men and elves were present
in force, and their marksmen were worthy.


Next came
a wave of foul abominations Gilgaroth himself had raised and gifted to his son.
There were huge hairy beasts and terrors with feathers and scales and many eyes.
Trolls and corrupted giants stomped about and ground their enemies beneath their
mighty heels. Huge wolf-like creatures, beloved of Gilgaroth, breathed plumes
of fire. 


At last Ungier unleashed his own
foul brood: the rithlags. Winged and terrible, or posing as human or elf, these
fiends struck terror into the hearts of the invaders, for they could hypnotize
and control minds, as well as change forms and raise the dead to do their
bidding.


And the forces of darkness weren’t
done yet. The battle was just beginning. For it was then that Baleron heard the
sounds of battle at the rear of the
procession. At first he thought nothing of it—they’d expected to be harried
from behind—but as the sounds of fighting grew more pronounced, and as the swan
riders ever more veered in that direction, Baleron and the other soldiers
around him began to realize something was very wrong.


He continued fighting, hewing his
way through the Borchstogs, who were skilled opponents, trained well in the
arts of war—but, he noticed, not so well as the one he’d fought atop the Temple
of Illiana. Ungier, it seemed, did not train his troops to the degree that
Gilgaroth trained his. These were but fleeting thoughts as the dark hordes
surged about Baleron, carrying him ever farther from Elethris and the yllimmi.


The enemy kept coming and coming,
and the cries and clashings from the rear of the procession
grew louder and more desperate. Fear began to seize Baleron. Something dreadful
was happening. Then his fears materialized.


A long low horn blew, Aaaauuuuuu. Aaaauuuuuu.


“No,” he gasped. “It can’t be ...”


The horns came again, louder,
almost frantic. Baleron cursed.


“Retreat! Retreat!”
came the commanders’ cries. “Mass at
the rear! We must cut our way out! There’s an army at our backs!”


An
army ...


It was then that Baleron understood.
The legions that issued forth from Gulrothrog were only a part of the might of
Ungier. From all the outposts and towers of the wasteland, a great host must
have formed at his bidding, comprised of those Borchstogs Baleron had
constantly felt but not seen, and now it had launched itself at the Crescent
armies, striking from behind. The elves and men had not expected a full-scale
assault from the rear, as they hadn’t given Ungier enough time to organize two
entire armies, or so they thought. Somehow he had been forewarned, and now the
hosts were caught in a vice, a hammer from the rear and an anvil to the fore,
and all about were mountain walls and precipices.


They began to realize they were
doomed. Soldiers shouted in despair all around. Over the din captains bellowed
orders to mass and fight their way through the rear legions and flee—if they
could. It was more likely, Baleron knew, that they
would all be destroyed. This had been a trap all along. Even as his sword arm
rose and fell, splattering black blood, his mind burned. We’re all going to die. This whole attack had been a waste. Over
seventy thousand good people would perish or become slaves and sport for
Ungier. It was intolerable.


And
it’s all my fault. I galvanized them, motivated them.
Hells, I even drew them the blasted map! 


He must do something. 


His eyes fell on a shape wheeling
above, a glarum or swan he wasn’t sure, as it was backlit by lightning. In the
shadow, it seemed much larger than it was. Suddenly, he knew what he had to do.
He hated to abandon his comrades, but there was nothing for it. 



 

 *    
*     *



 

He found a glarum and serathi lying on the muddy black
ground, tangled together, grappling, while their riders, both injured, rolled
about on the ground, stabbing each other desperately. Steel flashed and blood
spurted, red and black. Both were dying but wanting to see his foe die first.


Baleron chopped down, cleaving in
the Borchstog skull, and the elf rolled free. It was, to Baleron’s dismay, Ficonre,
Shelir’s brother, the dashing captain of the swan riders. He bled from a dozen
wounds, his white cloak stained with red, and his wide green eyes were dimming.



“Hierna,” Ficonre gasped. End me. His voice sounded wet, and blood
spurted from his mouth.


Shelir
will never forgive me. 


The elf hadn’t recognized him at
first, but as Baleron drew closer the elf’s face darkened. “You!
Yes, it would be il Enundian that
kills me.”


“I am not he.” Baleron raised his
sword. “Are you sure? I could get a healer—”


“Do it. In a way, I’m honored. I
will be the first of many. Just promise to safeguard my sister after I go. It’s
all I ask.”


“I’ll do what I can.”


“End me, Ender.” He laughed, and
blood spat up from the back of his mouth.


Grinding his teeth, Baleron
obliged. A quick clean thrust to the heart finished the swan rider’s suffering.
Baleron’s fingers trembled as he returned his attention to the two fliers. Only
one still moved. The swan’s right wing was crushed and the glarum had
disemboweled it. The nasty crow, however, was now on its feet pecking at the
entrails. It did not notice Baleron until the prince had jumped into the
saddle. The bird twisted its head to snap at his legs. He cuffed it with the
flat of his blade.


“Ra!” he shouted, giving it his
heels. Years of flying Lunir had taught him how to handle the ornery glarums. He
strapped himself on hastily.


With reluctance, the bird took wing
up. It was with a heavy heart that Baleron left the fight—the hosts of the
Crescent needed all the swords they had—but he had a plan that could accomplish
what no sword ever could.


Yet it was not without danger.


Several swan riders, mistaking him
for an enemy, fired at him, but he used the glarumri’s
shield to deflect the shots. Baleron flew on. This glarum was a much smoother
and swifter flier than Lunir, and Baleron cut his way through the tides of the
aerial battle with speed. Several times he had to use the Borchstog’s lance to
strike down attacking glarumri, who knew what he was not. Both sides wanted him
dead.


He left the battle behind and
guided his mount around the immense mountain. The black clouds made the black
slopes of Oksil look even darker, but somewhere there must be a patch darker
than the rest.


Somewhere ...


Oksil was massive, and Baleron
began to appreciate just how massive. This hunt could take hours, he realized, and
the armies of the Crescent didn’t have hours. Meanwhile his sword was growing
cold in its scabbard. Perhaps—


There! A small
dark opening on a rocky shoulder.


The glarum resisted. It bucked and
twisted, even tried to shake him off. Something about the hole frightened it. It
would smell carrion, surely, the stench of rot and death. But that would only
attract it. No, Baleron knew, it must smell sulfur and musk and
... 


Good. This was the right opening.


He cursed and prodded the glarum,
but it refused to enter. Exasperated, he forced the glarum to land just outside
the mouth of the cave, where he searched through its satchels, found a torch
and a tinderbox, and struck a light.


“There,” he said to the bird. “You’re
free.”


The glarum cawed and snapped at him.
As soon as he stepped away from it, it flapped its wings and flew off. With a
sigh, Baleron turned toward the yawning darkness. He squared his shoulders,
lifted his torch, and stepped forward.

















 


 


 

Chapter
12



 

His world was a small, flickering orange ball. The rest was
blackness. And yet the blackness was vast and alive. What was out there? What lived out there ... and might now be
watching him?


Debris littered the way, toppled
masonry and artifacts from life here long ago. The light of Baleron’s torch
illuminated broken pieces of Borchstog armor, shards of pottery, hunks of
stone, old pickaxes, and more. Mines, he realized. These must be abandoned
mines. Had this at one time been part of Gulrothrog? If so, how many slaves had
labored down here? How many had died? Baleron imagined the wrathful ghosts of
long-dead slaves, bound to this place by ancient hate, and he looked about
warily.


He could only see a few feet in any
direction, and the darkness seemed heavy. The hairs prickled on the back of his
neck as he made his way down one hall, then another. He wiped a shaky hand
through his sweaty hair. Hot sweat turned cold as it trickled down his face and
ran in rivulets down his back. If he died, the hosts of the Crescent were
doomed, as was Rolenya. 


Suddenly, noises came from the dark—a
dry, scraping sound, like the tread of a huge foot. A rough snarl
...


“Back!” He
thrust his torch toward the sound, slashing his sword through the empty air.


The noises stopped. Warily, he
moved on. The foot that made that noise
must be enormous.


Sweat pasted his grimy clothes to
him under his armor, and the rancid stink of bloods that had splashed him
filled his nose. It was cold and wet, and his sweat turned to ice against his
skin. A rank, earthy smell pervaded everything. The slippery floor was uneven
and muddy, and moisture dripped on him from above. The torchlight only
illuminated the area immediately around him, and when he crossed open spaces it
seemed he traveled through the void itself.


As he delved deeper and deeper, he
heard strange leathery rustling noises but he couldn’t have said what caused
them. 


The torch guttered. Several times
he tore off a strip from his pants and wrapped it about the torch’s head to
give the flame more fuel. He needed resin, but cloth would have to do for the
moment. He tore off more strips, building a reserve.


He tried to go in a consistent
direction: right. To choose randomly would be to become lost in this labyrinth.
Yet the mines had been built long ago and the earth’s movements had resulted in
great rifts that rent them here and there, and several times he couldn’t leap
the gaps but had to find alternate routes. Many passages were blocked off
entirely. Whole levels had been obliterated.


His heart beat ever faster in his
chest, and his shallow breaths came more and more rapidly. Even in the cool air
he constantly had to wipe sweat from his brow. At any moment he expected some
demon to burst out at him from the darkness.


Eventually he came into what seemed
like a large room, judging by the sounds, but it was hard to be sure since he
could only see a few feet in any direction. He noticed overturned furniture and
long-dead Borchstogs. He had no time to investigate but saw in passing that many
of the corpses had been charred. Some had been ripped apart as if by a great
force, and black scorch marks marred the walls, which had been partially
knocked down in places.


So then, thought Baleron, Throgmar
had taken these mines by force, he
had not been given them. Interesting. Or perhaps he had been given them, and Ungier had even
provided him with attendants ... but Throgmar hadn’t liked them. Baleron found
that more likely.


The torch dimmed again, and he fed
it a few more strips of cloth. Soon he’d be facing the dark, all alone and lost
in the middle of a labyrinth at the heart of a fell and fiery mountain, at the
mercy of whatever hellspawn dwelt down here. 


He hurried.


It was then, as he was rounding a bend, that a dark shape snaked around a corner and flashed
toward him. Stifling a cry, he hacked into its rubbery flesh. 


Not deterred, it coiled about him—a
great tendril or tentacle, he thought—and lifted him from the floor. His torch
dropped as his left hand pressed against wet, cold, slimy flesh and pushed. His
sword hand chopped down, again and again.


The tentacle drew him round a bend,
and in the dim, lurid glow he saw only a huge, hunched, dark shape, writhing
and shapeless. Thick, amorphous limbs rippled about it, swaying. That was all
the impression he received before he was hauled unceremoniously toward a
gaping, lip-less maw—it had many—lined by rows of fangs. 


He braced his feet to either side
of the mouth and strained with all his might against that coil of flesh about
his middle. It pulled.


Two dark tongues slithered out of
the maw toward him ...


Cursing, he chopped down, again and
again. Asguilar’s blade hummed, and at last it clove the rubbery flesh of the
tentacle all the way through. Baleron fell in a gasping heap to the floor. 


The creature issued a croaking,
gargling cry and, enraged, surged at him. Tentacles flailed around him, and he
was a grunting, screaming demon of fury, his blade cutting into slimy flesh
with every stroke. He drove at the bulk of the creature, thrusting again and
again. Lip-less maws snapped at him.


The red glow of the torch was fading.



Something pale glimmered between
folds of dark, sagging flesh. An eye! Baleron thrust into it,
and from the thing’s dozen mouths came screams of alien agony. Tentacles
knocked him back, and the creature withdrew into the darkness from whence it
came, leaving only a smear of ichor and bits of severed limbs to mark its
passage.


Panting, Baleron ran to the torch. Even
as he neared it, it began to gutter—


He leapt. Reached for it—


Too late.


The last embers flickered out,
plunging him into blackness.


“Mogra’s dugs!” he swore.


His fingers groped along slimy
stones in the dark. At last he found the torch. Hoping to revive it, he
breathed into it. Again and again he tried, but nothing happened.


“Shit.”


Frantically he searched for the
tinderbox. Couldn’t find it. It must have fallen out
during the fight with the creature. Swearing, he flung the torch away in
disgust. Bitter tears welled in his eyes, and a wave of despair rocked him.


Blackness swallowed him, cold damp
air. Moisture fell on him from above, and somewhere bats chittered. Something dry scraped across the ground.


He heard the shuffle of large feet
in the darkness. An icy fear gripped him. It’s
back.


“I’m armed!” he cried. He struck his
sword on the ground so that whatever was out there could hear the sound of
ringing steel.


Hesitantly, he rose to his feet. He
realized he was shaking and forced himself to take deep breaths. He breathed in
and out, in and out, and slowly the shaking stopped. He tried to remember the
lay of the tunnel he’d been passing through. He found the smooth, wet rock wall
and followed it in what he hoped was the proper direction.


Soon the tunnel emptied into a
great hall. He could not tell how high it was exactly, but he could feel that
by the movement and the smell of the air, and the way sound echoed, that the
ceiling must be one or even two hundred feet above him. He imagined ancient
stains and debris covering the floor. He had to slash through massive cobwebs, and
he could only hope that legions of Mogra’s children were not out there even
then, staring down at him with their many eyes.


The scraping sound came again. What
had been following him, waiting for his light to go out? Very clearly, he heard
a footstep near him. Whatever foot had made the sound, it was enormous.


A foul reek met him as the enemy
closed in.


He brandished his sword. “I won’t
go quietly!” he said, wincing at how pathetic he sounded. Ripe for the plucking.


Something grunted. Its voice was
deep and rumbling, made by a giant chest. Something else grunted back. 


Something struck him, hard. Sent
him flying through the air. He crashed against what he thought might be a
pillar. Pain exploded in him. He tasted blood on his tongue.


Heavy footsteps approached. He
heard monstrous chuckling.


He tried to crawl away, but his
limbs would not obey him. His mind reeled, spinning, and sparks flashed though
there was no light. To his surprise, he felt the sword handle still gripped
firmly in his hand. He could not lift the arm to even swat feebly at his
attackers.


A large hand, perhaps the same that
had struck him, seized him and raised him up off the ground. His sword was pressed
against his side, almost cutting him. The huge hand gripped him tightly but did
not crush him.


A rough, deep voice spoke. The
words sounded vaguely like Oksilon, he thought, but not quite—almost like
Oslogon. It must be Old Oksilon, developed shortly after Ungier established
himself here. Either way, Baleron could understand it.


“See how it squirms!” the brutish
voice said.


A large fingertip prodded Baleron’s
face and legs. Though still weak, he thrashed violently, but with every
movement his blade bit deeper into his side, around his pieces of armor, a line
of fire, so he calmed, seething. Pain made him grit his teeth, and he could
still not master his limbs entirely. That blow had done its work.


“Yes,” said the second brute. “It
will make good sport.”


“Sport? Bah,
I am hungry! I say we eat it!”


“Eat it? Fool! It’s but a few
bites, mostly brittle bones.”


“I like them crunchy.”


“Well, I like them meaty. I say we
should have a bit of fun with it.”


“Yes, and I know how you like to
have fun. But that takes too long. And anyway, I caught it, so it’s mine, and I
say we eat it. If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it all.”


“You won’t, or I’ll eat you. Here, let’s meet in the middle.
We’ll have some quick sport with it, then eat it.”


The first one considered. “Yes,” it
said. “That sounds fair. But may I rip off one of its legs at least and have a
morsel now?”


“One bite!
And we have no torch or fire to seal the wound! It will be bleed out and we’ll
have no sport, and it’ll be dry besides when we do eat it.”


“I don’t mind dry. Makes them crunchier.”


“Well, I like them juicy.”


Throughout all this, Baleron had
still been dizzy from the blow, but now he summoned his strength and said in
Oksilon, “You’re missing something.” His voice was rough and strained and
breathless, but the words were intelligible—he hoped. He still tasted blood in
his mouth.


The brutes stopped their
discussion, and he could imagine them staring at him curiously. The one that
held him shook him and said, “Silence!”


“Let it speak,” said the other. 


“Feh!”


“Let it speak, I say!”


The first one seemed to shrug;
Baleron bobbed up and down. “Eh,” it said. “Speak, little one. But quickly! I
hunger.”


“You fellows are mighty,” Baleron
said. Every word was a struggle, but he had no choice. “And
clearly wise. I am not so mighty or wise, but it seems to me, and this
is just my opinion, and I really don’t care, seeing as how I’m going to die
horribly anyway, but I think if you brought me before the Leviathan, you might
not regret it.”


“Feh! ul Mrungona!” The creature sounded nervous just voicing the appellation.


“We want no truck with ul Mrungona,” said
the second. “We’re already far too deep in his domain. If he should catch us,
he’d kill us.”


“He has vast wealth,” Baleron
argued, trying to sound nonchalant. “And it’s likely been some time since he’s
had a human to toy with. Surely he’s tired of amusing himself with Borchstogs
and the like! Think how grateful he’d be. But again, I don’t really care. It’s
death either way for me.”


“That’s right,” snapped the first. “So
shut up or I’ll let Wrogmosh make sport with you.”


“Sport,” said Wrogmosh
in musing tones. “Sport ...”


“Eh? What?”


“Don’t you see? This is our chance.
Sport is sport, food is food, but these we find, and often, with the goblins
and other vermin. But a human, down here? That’s rare!
Why, Zogshub, the last time I remember a Man here it
was years and years ago.”


“I recall.” There was a cruel smile
in Zogshub’s voice as he added, “It had escaped
Ungier’s mines above, broken through a wall and found an old passage that led
down here.” It chuckled. “How it regretted that! It thought it was going to escape,
but it found us instead! It would’ve
done better to stay in Ungier’s care.”


“That it would.
But a few hours of diversion and it was gone, and we were none the richer. But
think if we had given it to ul Mrungona. He might have been ... grateful.” There was greed
in his voice now.


It was contagious. “Yes. I suppose
you’re right.”


“How can we rise in the eyes of the
Clan without gold and jewels? Eh, don’t you see? This is our chance!”

“Yes! Yes!” 


They laughed together, and it was
an eerie sound, echoing off distant unseen walls in the great hall. Bats
chittered fearfully above, disturbed at the mirth of the fell creatures.


At last Baleron’s captors started
off, jouncing him up and down, and with every step his blade dug into his side.




 

 *    
*     *



 

The great hall they were traveling along curved,
and it was not long before Baleron began to see a faint red glow that deepened
as they rounded a bend. At the end of the long hallway, the source of the glow
spilled from an archway as high as the ceiling, perhaps two hundred feet high.
The grand doors themselves were intricately engraved, and the architecture
seemed to suggest that whatever lay beyond this portal was godly, magnificent. What
could be beyond them? It almost seemed like a throne room ... Yes, Baleron
thought, that would make sense, a grand hall leading to the throne
...


Could these mines really be that
old? Could they really be older than Gulrothrog itself? He thought so. This
warren of tunnels had been Ungier’s first seat of power in Oksilith, only given
to Throgmar much later. It dismayed Baleron to think of just how ancient his foes were.


Pain stabbed his chest and he found
drawing breath difficult. Zogshub was not grinding
him into pulp as he’d feared, but the brute was holding him none too gently, and
the edge of his sword was angled so that it was pressing into him just enough
to draw a thin line of blood from his side just beneath his breastplate. With
every breath it deepened.


He tried not to think about the
battle outside. It seemed a long time since he’d been in the thick of it.


As the red glow brightened, he
tried to make out Zogshub’s shape. Large,
two-armed and two-legged. His face, as light slowly revealed it, was
terrible—demonic, with cruel, narrow eyes and a protruding jaw that formed a
short snout. Wicked, dirty teeth lined his jaw. His skin seemed to be as black
as coal, and his eyes were a sickly green-yellow. His gums and tongue were
greenish-gray, and fetid. The creature smelled of rotting flesh and stank as
though he hadn’t bathed in years. Bits of dead meat still clung to his teeth.


He was a troll, though of a
different race than those that fought in the battle above.


As Zogshub
jostled Baleron along, the troll would occasionally look down at him, and when
he did drool would drip down from his snout onto Baleron’s upturned face. The
prince writhed, disgusted, but his captor was too strong, and he couldn’t budge
the creature’s thick fingers.


As they neared the doors, Baleron
began to hear primal drumbeats, strange hooting and hollering. Singing. What ... ?


They arrived at the grand portal
and crossed its threshold.


Immediately, awe fell on
Baleron—awe, wonder, and fear. It was the most spectacular thing he’d ever
seen: the Leviathan in all his glory, massive and powerful. Grand pillars rose
in two ordered columns set far apart in the huge chamber, which he knew at once
to indeed be the old Throne Room of ancient Gulrothrog. It could be no other. About
two-thirds of the way up the room a flight of steps ascended to a raised level.
There stood the throne, or it would have had not the great bulk of the
Leviathan lain there instead atop a glittering mound of treasure. Dazzling
pinpricks glinted from the mound.


Fires, little bonfires surely
sparked by the Worm himself, lit the room in a wavering, hellish light. The
fires rose from hillocks of sparkling treasure that dotted the room.


Like a king, the dragon rested his
massive body on his gleaming, glittering hoard, a huge nest of gold and jewels
and priceless artifacts that could have contained the wealth of several
kingdoms. Legendary was the greed that drove the Great Worms, legendary their
cunning and power. Throgmar had not lied when he said Ungier gave him much to
protect Gulrothrog.


From the tip of his tail to the tip
of his snout the magnificent being stretched over a hundred yards, and smoke
curled up from its nostrils. High above, the black trails had over the years
scarred the ceiling and marred the beautiful if aged mural painted there long
ago—representing Ungier rising from an egg of gray, decrepit flesh, a smug
smile on his face and fawning worshippers, mostly naked women, kneeling all
around.


Dark green scales covered Throgmar
for the most part, though his underside shone golden. Many other hues streaked
the body in subtle ways so that his scales sparkled in the firelight. Twinkles
along his hide revealed countless jewels embedded in his armor, and Baleron did
not know which was more impressive, his hide or his hoard. Clusters of horns
rose on his great head, and his snout was covered in whiskers. The dark mane that ran from his horns to the mass of hair at his
shoulders and then all the way down to the end of his long tail was unkempt, as
if Throgmar were some surly hermit who cared little for how others saw him.
There was something leonine, even regal, about his face, however, and he seemed
to Baleron as much mammal as reptile, but of course he was neither. He was the
spawn of Gilgaroth and Mogra, begat back in the ancient days of the world. 


The Leviathan watched a strange performance.
To the furious, pounding rhythm of drums, perhaps fifty goblins danced, leapt
and cavorted wildly before the Worm. The fat, spindly goblins were both
nightmarish and comic as they danced between the bonfires and mounds of
treasure, where the drummers perched. From time to time a dancer would lift his
head and howl or hoot or call out lustily. They wheeled and spun and jigged.


Baleron looked from this strange
dance to the dragon, who watched it all with heavy-lidded amber eyes. He seemed
bored.


Just as the prince glanced his way,
as though it had triggered him, Throgmar snapped its huge head up and glared at
the trolls and their prisoner.


“WHAT IS THIS? WHO TRESPASSES IN MY DOMAIN?” he thundered in Oksilon. Baleron
found it interesting that he spoke Ungier’s tongue, not Gilgaroth’s, even
though the dragon was surely older than the rithlag and would have originally
spoken the more ancient tongue. It said much for the Leviathan’s temperament,
and it encouraged Baleron.


“Only us,
Great and Mighty Throgmar,” answered Zogshub. He lifted
up his prize for inspection. “I bring a gift.”


“We bring a gift,” corrected Wrogmosh.


“APPROACH ME,” commanded the Worm.


The trolls obeyed, drawing nigh the
Leviathan. The goblins, who’d ceased their music and
dancing at the first word of Throgmar, scattered before the advancing trolls as
if chased by the flames of the Worm himself.


The trolls plopped Baleron down
right before the stairs that led up to the raised portion of the room. The
sword clattered to the floor, coated on one side with Baleron’s blood. Hastily
he sheathed it, noticing as he did the charred remains of several recently
deceased Borchstogs littering the area. Near his knee was a burned-out ribcage;
the rest of the corpse was scattered. The stench of smoke was fresh, and the
bodies looked recent enough. Even better.


The trolls sank to their thick,
knobby knees. “We found this one wandering around in your halls,” Zogshub explained.


“TRESPASSER!” boomed the Worm. “ANOTHER MESSENGER OF UNGIER ORDERING ME TO ASSIST HIM IN HIS BATTLE, NO DOUBT. BAH!”
He opened his hideous mouth to reveal large sharp teeth and a big red tongue. Baleron
looked down the mouth and saw fire start to lick the back of his throat.


“N-n-no!” he shouted in Havensril,
having to force the sound out. He raised a hand to ward off fire. “It’s I! Prince
Baleron Grothgar!”


The flame died. The dragon closed
his mouth. His amber eyes speared Baleron. “YOUR VOICE
...”


“It’s I.”


The Worm snorted smoke. “CURIOUS.”
To the trolls, he said, “WHY DID YOU BRING HIM TO ME?”


“Only to show our love and worship,
O Great and Mighty Throgmar,” said Zogshub. He had
been looking at Baleron in surprise and suspicion, but now he regarded ul Mrungona once more.


“But,” said Wrogmosh, eyes lighting, “we would enjoy a few tokens of your greatness. To keep you in our thoughts, as it were.”


“YOU WANT MY TREASURE!” Throgmar rose
to his feet and a wave of gold coins sloughed off his flanks and trickled to
the ground. “THIEVES! FEEL MY WRATH!”


Flame licked out. Baleron leapt
aside. Fires passed over his head and engulfed the two trolls. The unfortunate
creatures howled and ran, but it was too late. Zogshub
and Wrogmosh crumpled flaming to the floor in a pile
of treasure. Writhing, Zogshub grabbed a fistful of
jewels, groaned, and took his last breath. 


Smoke rose from the charred bodies.
The stench was awful.


Throgmar turned his attention to
Baleron, snorted, then surveyed the huddled, fearful
goblins. “LEAVE US!” he shouted and punctuated his order with a burst of fire.


Screaming and gibbering, they fled
the room. 


“FOOLS,” Throgmar muttered in
Havensril when they’d left. “THEY AMUSE ME AT TIMES, BUT THEY ARE SIMPLE THINGS.
LOOK HOW THEY BOW AND SCRAPE! AS IF I WERE THEIR KING!
I WOULD NOT LEAD SUCH AS THEY. THEY HAVE BEEN DOWN HERE
TOO LONG ... AS HAVE I. OTHERWISE I’D NOT LET
THEM ENTERTAIN ME, IF SUCH THEIR DANCES CAN BE CALLED.” He seemed to be half
speaking to Baleron, half to himself. Baleron did not interrupt. “FELESTRATA
ENJOYS THEM, THOUGH.” 


“Felestrata?”


“YES. I MISS HER. SHE HAS BEEN GONE
TOO LONG. I BEGIN TO WONDER WHAT KEEPS HER.”


The dragon shifted his weight and
stretched, flexing his huge muscles and adjusting his great, scaly wings. His
head towered high above Baleron, staring down at the prince imperiously, so
that Baleron had to crane his neck at a painful angle to see the Worm’s
whiskered face. Like a god.


“YOU DID NOT COME HERE BY
ACCIDENT.”


“A great battle takes place
without. When I didn’t see you out there fighting for Ungier, I knew you’d chosen
to side with the Light—to come to Havensrike, as I promised you could.” He
gestured to the burned corpses of the Borchstogs before him. “You’ve slain
Ungier’s messengers. You’ve ignored his peril.”


“LET HIM ROT. IT IS WHAT HE
DESERVES. BESIDES, I WILL HAVE A NEW HOME SOON.”


Baleron shook his head. “Perhaps not. Even now my father the king fights in the
battle, and he’s losing. The hosts of the Crescent are retreating, but even in
this they’re checked. Trapped. As it is, they will be destroyed.”


“UNGIER WINS?” The Leviathan growled, and
Baleron took a step backward. “YOU FOOLS! HOW COULD
YOU LET THIS HAPPEN? HOW COULD YOU LET YOURSELVES BE DEFEATED? DON’T YOU KNOW
WHAT I’M RISKING BY NOT AIDING MY BROTHER? HE WILL BETRAY ME TO OUR FATHER, AND
HE WILL EXACT REVENGE.” Black smoke
billowed from his nostrils, and the air shimmered about him. Baleron retreated
slowly. “IT SEEMS I MUST AID YOU AGAIN, LITTLE MORTAL. I MUST ... ATTACK MY
BROTHER DIRECTLY.”


Baleron sagged in relief. For the
first time, he noticed a white, wispy sort of beard-like growth that dangled
from Throgmar’s chin and jaw. It made him look sort of grandfatherly, though no
less regal and imposing and surly. 


“Thank you,” he said.


“BAH. GET ON.”


The Great Worm lowered his head. Baleron
grabbed a spike and hauled himself up the side of the dragon’s scaly head. Throgmar
began to stomp through the Throne Room, jostling Baleron even as he settled
into the cluster of horns. They passed through the high archway into the great
hall the trolls had found him in. The air was cold, but Throgmar was hot, and
steam rose up from Baleron’s sweat-dampened clothing. Throgmar’s scales warmed
his thighs, and the dragon’s strange sulfurous musk filled his nose. 


The dragon thundered down one hall,
then another. This high up, the fires that constantly issued from his mouth
illuminated the ceiling, showing millions of bats astir just above Baleron’s head.
The chittered around him, and their reek nauseated
him. 


From alcoves down below he sometimes
saw dark shapes moving, but they fled the wrath of the Worm and disappeared
without Baleron ever getting a good look at them. Just as well. 


At last the halls grew very wide indeed, wide enough for Throgmar’s wings to stretch, and
Baleron suspected that the dragon had had these passages enlarged after he’d
taken over this section of the mountain. Wind blew in. They were close, then.
Soon Baleron saw gray daylight glimmering ahead, growing stronger and stronger.



Then they were there. Throgmar
paused at the end of the hall and Baleron saw that this opening emerged from a
sheer cliff.


The dragon shook himself, stretched
his wings, and sprang into the air.


Wind blasted Baleron. He grabbed
two horns tightly and hunkered low. His heart leapt into his throat.


Throgmar’s wings caught the air and
he glided out and away from the mountain wall. The feel of weightlessness was a
shock and a delight to Baleron. Then they were circling, and flame crackled
from Throgmar’s mouth with a loud roar. Smoke poured over Baleron, and he
coughed it away. They flew up, up, up, around a spire of rock ... then suddenly
shot out over the battle.


It was an awesome spectacle, the
tens of thousands of men and elves streaming against the endless dark tides of
Ungier’s legions, with the glarumri and serathin wheeling above giving battle
to each other, threading between the many forked tongues of lightning that
licked down from a black roof of clouds. Baleron stared down in dismay at the
men and elves fighting their way through the Borchstog host, trapped but trying
madly, vainly to escape. The hosts of the Crescent were truly doomed, unless—


Swan riders flew at Throgmar. White-shafted
arrows bounced off his armor. One whistled by Baleron’s head. Another embedded
in a nearby horn.


“Damn!” he said. The elves thought
him an enemy. Shelir herself might be firing at him. He hunkered lower.


Throgmar spat flame at them, and
they shrank back. Shelir, be safe. Baleron
waved at them, trying to signal them, but they didn’t see him. The false night
was too dark and the horns concealed him.


Throgmar plowed through the aerial
combatants, and they scattered like leaves before him. He must be an impressive
sight to any looking on him, Baleron thought—anger blazing from his eyes, wings
stretched wide, blotting out the lightning, his roar shaking the earth. He was
awesome, huge, greater and more massive perhaps than any Worm that had ever
lived. As he split the air, cutting towards Gulrothrog, he was like a force of
destruction from primordial times.


As they neared the great fortress, Baleron
could see Ungier’s necromancers up in the highest terraces, waving staffs and
muttering spells. They directed lightning to blast into the retreating
Havensril and Larenthin armies, caused the land to gape, swallowing many, and
more, but they didn’t think to strike at Throgmar. He was, after all, on their
side, though he had come late to the battle.


Then the Leviathan was upon them. He
spat a bright column of fire that raked the terraces, burning many of the
necromancers into cinders. Others threw up shields to protect themselves. 


Throgmar circled the spire of rock,
scouring Gulrothrog with flame. Then he drew off, wheeled about and launched
himself at the fortress at terrible speed. Baleron braced himself.


Throgmar’s jaws opened and a sword
of flame shot out. The terrible lance burned into the rock wall of the Hidden
Fortress, and the force of the blast shattered the wall and set flame to the
interior in a deadly eruption. Rocks and stones wheeled out over the battle,
crushing man and elf and borchstog alike. The wall of
the keep exploded beneath the dragon’s hellish flames. Black smoke billowed
from the scar, rising into the night. 


Throgmar fell upon it. With claws
and teeth and lashing tail, he tore at the gaping wound in the fortress’s hide,
mauling the mighty bastion. Walls gave way and rockslides sent waves of death
upon the Borchstogs below.


The enemy hosts wailed and their
arrows covered the sky, each seeking a chink in the Leviathan’s armor, but
finding none. Baleron crouched low. Arrows thudded around him. Fire, smoke and
dust rose over Gulrothrog.


The Great Worm savaged the fortress,
rending it apart with his claws, rocking it with his flames and the wind of his
wings and the lash of his tail.


The glarumri attacked him, but his
fires drove them away, consuming more than one. Borchstogs from within the
fortress massed and assaulted him, rushing at him through the breaches he’d
made. Most hurled javelins or fired arrows at him, but a few actually leapt
onto him and stabbed at him. Baleron drove them back, tumbling them out into
space or skewering them with Asguilar’s sword.


The battle was a surreal scene to
Baleron, who after dealing with the Borchstogs clung tightly to Throgmar’s
horns. Glarums flew all about, and Borchstog archers from within the fortress
rained down arrows, and the armies clashed below, and Throgmar’s head bucked
this way and that, and Baleron’s stomach heaved, and he closed his eyes. Part
of him cheered, but part of him grew steadily colder. Fear gripped his heart.


Rolenya ...


She was in danger. The apartments
of the nobility and their personal slaves occupied the upper floors of the
fortress, and those were the parts most vulnerable to Throgmar’s campaign. 


“I must leave,” Baleron shouted at
the dragon, though he doubted Throgmar could hear him.


When next Throgmar’s head passed a
likely looking rift, Baleron leapt and rolled. He came up before three
Borchstog archers, catching them by surprise. His long, slender blade darted
out and speared the first one through the throat. The second pulled out its
dagger and jumped at him. He dodged its lunge and kicked it out of the opening,
sending it hurtling to the ground hundreds of feet below. The third was
notching an arrow when he shoved his sword’s tip up under its jaw into its
brain. Its body sagged. Blood ran down Baleron’s blade and over his hand, and he
shook it away.


As he left the chamber, he heard
Throgmar call out, “WE ARE NOT DONE, YOU AND I. THERE’S STILL A DEBT BETWEEN US!”


Baleron was still not sure his
father would honor the bargain, but he had other things to worry about at the
moment.


He plunged deeper into the
fortress. 



 

 *    
*     *



 

The halls shook and stones tumbled from the ceiling. The
Leviathan’s roars echoed down the halls. Baleron made his way to Rolenya’s
suite, which he found unguarded and unlocked; he let himself in. In a state of
disarray, it looked as though someone had gone through its contents
frantically. Preparing for an escape? Could it be that she’d already left this
place?


“Rolenya!” he cried, searching the
rooms breathlessly. “Rolenya!”


No one answered. He tried the
terrace, straining his eyes to find a trace of her winging away on a glarum. No
sign.


He did see the glarumri, however—many
of them, engaged in combat with the serathin of Larenthi or swarming up toward
the Leviathan. 


Below the war raged on, and amid
its chaos Baleron could not tell who was winning—though he did note that all
the upper terraces he could see were destroyed. The sorcerers that had
orchestrated events from them were no more, and surely the hosts of Gulrothrog
suffered because of it. Already he could see the black clouds above beginning
to part as Elethris and the other wielders of Light tore away the artificial
night. When that happened, the Borchstogs should scatter. So perhaps the forces
of the Crescent were saved, though Baleron was far from certain. I wonder what Ungier is up to.


A swan rider and his mount, in
flames, smashed into the wall beside the terrace upon which Baleron stood,
crashing into Rolenya’s apartment with a great sound. Startled, Baleron ran
inside to find both rider and mount dead and smoking. The rider was not Shelir,
he saw—thankful for that, at least—but he did recognize the elf as one of her
comrades.


Dejected, he slumped against the
wall, only to feel the trembles and reverberations of Throgmar’s assault. Where
could Rolenya be?


A group of Borchstogs bustled down
the hallway, in a hurry to get somewhere. The Throne Room?


His eyes lit up. That’s where
Ungier would likely be, directing the war from afar
like a craven, or an overconfident general, and he might very well be keeping
his bride-to-be close by, under lock and key. The Throne Room was lower, in the
very bowels of the fortress, and would be relatively shielded from Throgmar’s
attack.


Baleron quit the suite and started
down, careful to avoid all opposition unless he could catch one singly or in
pairs, and then his narrow blade darted out and tasted the blood of Borchstogs.
At last he reached the main hall leading in from the gates, the way to the
Throne Room. Borchstogs ran about, some running towards the Throne Room and
some towards the gates. Baleron shrank against the wall. This won’t do. As silent as he could be, he stole back up the
stairway until he came to his last kill. He stripped the Borchstog and donned its
stinking armor. He’d slain the creature with a blade to the throat and the
armor was intact, if bloodied. He decided not to wash it; it would just appear
that he’d seen battle. 


Disguised, he crept back down the
stairs to the main hall and made his way towards the Throne Room, trying to
move as the Borchstogs did and careful to keep to the shadows. His disguise
wasn’t that good, and he hadn’t taken
the time to skin the Borchstog and wear its flesh as he’d done so long ago at
Ichil.


He reached the grand stone
staircase. With some trepidation, he ascended. It wound up and up. Sounds
echoed strangely here and from somewhere a draft stirred the air, leaking in
through the cracks in his armor and cooling his sweaty, dirty, blood-drenched
skin. Eventually the staircase ended in the Great Hall. Borchstogs ran in
formations, heading in all directions, for many tunnels branched off from the
Hall.


Baleron passed several groups of
stationed guards, but the guards were too preoccupied to notice the human truth
behind his armor. They whispered fearfully amongst themselves, casting glances
upwards, where stalactites shook and occasionally snapped off to plummet to the
ground, crushing the unwary. The thunderings of
Throgmar’s assault shook the hall. His roars vibrated through the rock and set
Baleron’s ears to ringing. Amidst all this, he passed undetected.


Ahead loomed the
great archway that led into the Throne Room. It was somewhat smaller but
much more ornate than the old one, the one Throgmar used.


Baleron steeled his resolve and
stepped through. Instantly he melted back against the wall, marveling in fear
at what lay ahead.


For the first time in years, he saw
the great cavernous room whose cave ceiling was lost to mist and smoke. Somewhere
above this veil stirred countless rithlags, clinging to the roof with clawed
feet. Baleron could just barely see their leathery, winged forms stir like
shadows, disturbing the mist, and he could smell the stench of their offal
seeping up from the gorge that ran to either side of the chamber. The mountain
shook and a stalactite broke loose from the ceiling, dislodging several
rithlags, who cried in complaint and fluttered about below their layer of mist
until they found a new roost. The stalactite fell and cracked the stone of the
huge, steep staircase that led up from the visitors’ platform to the stone
throne high above, closer to the ceiling than to the floor.


Baleron stared up at the
sharp-crowned Ungier in awe. No matter how much he hated the Lord of Gulrothrog,
the father of all other vampires, he respected his might and his sorcery. Guards
stood to either side of the great doors, but they did not impede Baleron. Their
gazes were fixed above, as was the prince’s, on a most unusual sight.


For Lord Ungier, King of Oksilith,
Keeper of the God of Fire, was on the floor before his throne, kneeling—his batwings folded behind him,
scabrous head lowered, eyes downcast—to an image of Gilgaroth himself.


 The Dark One’s image hovered redly in the air, formed of a fire that rose from within
the circle of stones on the dais before Ungier, and the flames leapt high and
formed the ghastly shape of the Breaker in his two-legged form. Hugely tall and blackly armored, with dark cape swirling behind
him, the Dark One with his burning eyes and terrible helm scowled down at
Ungier.


Baleron faced the back of
Gilgaroth’s head, but the image was transparent as fire and he could see a
reversed image of what the Vampire King must see. The flaming figure of the
Dark One stole his breath away. He had half a mind to kneel himself.


The Royal Guards, half troll and
half Borchstog, tall and beastly, knelt to the figure on either side of the
Gulrothrog Throne.


“... and now
this, my own brother attacking me!” Ungier was saying. He spoke in
Oslogon to show respect for his Master. “My Lord, do not forsake me.”


“Forsake
you?” growled Gilgaroth, his voice thunder and death. His eyes burned.


“You’ve sent Throgmar against me!”
exclaimed Lord Ungier. “And the promised reinforcements haven’t arrived. Why
have You betrayed me, Your truest servant and
supplicant and son?”


Gilgaroth’s eyes smoldered. “You sent Throgmar against My spider.”


Nearly in tears, Ungier’s bat-like
face firmed into a mask of anger. “I knew
You would use that against me. But he slew Asguilar!
That wasn’t part of the plan!” He made a leathery fist and shook it in rage.


With a start, Baleron realized they
were talking about him. His mind spun,
and wheels began to turn. My
spider. He didn’t like the sound of that. He listened carefully. This
is why he’d come—this, and Rolenya. He found it interesting that Gilgaroth
seemed to be taking credit for his deed, letting Ungier believe he’d sent
Throgmar against him.


“True,” said the Dark One. “Yet
in turn you sought to revenge yourself on a chief agent of my designs, endangering
the whole web, not just the spider. That I cannot allow.”


“But surely he is in constant
danger! He likely fights outside even now, Sire, and
my legions won’t defer to him as will Your soldiers. If he is this chief spider
as You say, my Lord Father, surely You should keep him
from harm, and if not why go so far as to betray me, Your loyal servant, Your
own son? Surely if I were to perish, You too would
seek vengeance against my murderer. Why then destroy all I have worked for
these past thousands of years?”


“I would not seek vengeance against myself!” Gilgaroth roared. “For if you have a murderer, My son, it shall be I.”


Lord Ungier quailed. “Forgive me,
Lord. I meant no offense.”


“My
spider lies within the net and shield of his Doom, and as long as he follows my
design nothing unplanned will happen to him. It is only when events go against
my will that the potential for mischief arises. That is why your actions anger
me. That is why I deny you aid now.” He paused, and the kneeling, crouching
figure of the Vampire King trembled. “Yet
I would not explain my actions to a slave I was about to destroy.”


Ungier looked up cautiously, hope
shining through the blood tears in his all-black eyes. He said nothing.


“I
will spare you,” said Gilgaroth, “this
time.”


“Oh, thank You, Sire, thank You on—”


“Enough!
Do not try my patience with posturings of loyalty and
contrition.”


Ungier’s head hung again. 


Thunder rumbled, and the mountain
shook. A stalactite broke loose from the ceiling and fell through the Dark
Lord’s fiery image to crash apart on the dais below. Already the stairs were
pockmarked with their impacts.


“Go
now,” bade Gilgaroth. “Go and rebuild
somewhere else.”


“But, Sire!” gasped Ungier. “I
cannot leave Gulrothrog! Would You abandon this
fortress that has stood for ages and ravaged Your enemies so severely? That has
reduced Larenthi to a second-class kingdom? Is my crime so great as to merit
such punishment?”


“Know
this, as you flee, that had Throgmar slain Baleron, my victory would have been
forfeit, and your lot would be much bleaker.”


Ungier trembled. “Is the mortal so
important?”


“The
web he spins will obliterate the Crescent Alliance
and free me from behind the walls of the Aragst. Then shall the world wilt
before my touch, and I shall possess it utterly. That done, I will drain it of
its fire and open a pathway through the Nether, a pathway for my own sire, His
Majesty Lorg-jilaad, the Emperor of the Omkar—for Him to cross over and escape
His exile.”


Baleron’s lungs would not draw air
for a second. His mind tumbled and spun crazily. How could he accomplish all that? What did Gilgaroth expect him to do? He was
only one man. It was beyond plausibility. I
won’t do it, whatever it is. I’ll stop his plans. But
how? If he was this spider,
could he undo his own web? He knew of only one way. The thought made his palms
sweat. I will if I must.


Above, the Dark One was speaking:


“Go
now with a small retinue. Leave your wives and your women here.”


“Surely you’ll allow me one.” Ungier motioned to the shadows
behind his throne and a Borchstog brought out a slim white figure.


Baleron felt his mouth fall open.


“Just one,” sighed Ungier with a
look at her. “Just her.”


She wore a flimsy garment of lace
and gold trim that, while fetching, left little to the imagination. Her skin
seemed to be flecked with gold dust, and gold baubles adorned her naked limbs. Baleron
found her as beautiful as ever, but she looked scared, and her blue eyes were wet
behind her veil. Still, he felt a smile form when he saw her, when he knew her
safe.


“I was to marry this one on the
morrow,” said Ungier. “I know You wanted her for Your
Own ends, and I was wrong to hide her from You—but surely You’ll permit me to
take her along. She was Your gift to me, whether You agree or no.”


“You
disgust me with your groveling.” Gilgaroth’s gaze stabbed into the largest
of the half-troll royal guards. “Cast her
into a pit so deep the invaders will not find her till only a husk remains.” To his son, he said, “That is how I reward such whining.”


The half-troll wrestled Rolenya
past her master and to the stairs, which they began descending. She shot many
wary glances upward toward the shaking ceiling, as did the guard.


Baleron’s heart surged with joy. Here
was his chance.


The half-troll stood fifteen feet
tall. As black as tar, a riot of long, gnarled horns rose from his hairless
head. He could crush Rolenya into pulp with one mighty squeeze.


Trying to preserve his dignity,
Ungier said, “But who will maintain Oksil? Who will keep Grudremorq and his
brood? I’ve been his custodian for centuries. He will not appreciate my
removal.”


“It
was I who ordered him not to aid you,” spoke the Breaker of the World. “And it will be I whom he follows and obeys
now.” He allowed that to sink in. “He
and his spawn will survive, and prosper. You will not—unless you flee right
now. This very instant. Go! I have spoken.”


The leaping flames flickered and
the image of the Dark One vanished. As soon as it did, the fires died, crackling, and black smoke wreathed upwards.


All in the hall were silent. Beyond,
Throgmar roared and quaked the mountain. Slowly, the
Vampire King unfolded, rising to his impressive height, his crown still in
place but his eyes chastened and mournful and full of despair. He cast one last
glance at the retreating backside of Rolenya descending the stairs, and sighed.
He raised his head to the ceiling and shouted, “My children, to me!”


Hundreds of leathery gray shapes
swept past the layer of mist and smoke that obscured the ceiling, dropping past
long stalactites and fluttering about the air. They moved in a large circle,
awaiting him.


Ungier rose into the air and joined
them. They screeched and howled and his form was lost to the chaos of their
numbers. He called out loudly and they shot through a large opening in the rear
of the cavern, into a tunnel, and were gone. The Lord of Gulrothrog was
departing his fortress forever.


The remaining guards looked at each
other in fright. They would have to face the invading hosts on their own.


Or flee.


As if the thought were shared by all
of them at the same moment, they scurried from the room as if harried by the
Dark One’s whips, all except for the royal guard escorting Rolenya. He and his
charge reached the base of the stairs and passed Baleron. The guard’s tread was
heavy and inexorable.


Rolenya, her blue eyes hopeless,
passed within inches of Baleron without even looking at him, and he smelled her
heady perfume. Her veil somewhat obscured her expression, but he could tell it
was tearful. At least she did not look physically harmed. Her black hair hung
down her creamy white back, arrayed with many twinkling gold pins holding
portions of it up so that she looked exotic and sensual. Thin gold chains
wrapped around her flat belly, and there was a diamond in her navel.


The half-troll led her roughly from
the Throne Room to fulfill his lord’s last command. He snarled something at
her, jerking at her arm, and she cried out and stumbled. He pulled her onward,
unheeding.


With murder in his eyes, Baleron
followed as the royal guard led her away to the pits below—as, all about, the
fortress surrendered to chaos.



 

 *    
*     *



 

Ungier led his sons and daughters through the twisting,
branching tunnels of Oksil. Hateful thoughts overwhelmed him. How could he
allow Rolenya to be taken away from him? Deeper and deeper he flew into the
depths of Oksil, making for an opening on the far side. All the while, his mind
burned. No, he thought at last. I cannot allow it. She is mine! 


Suddenly, he paused in his flight,
and his sons drew to a stop around him, flapping their wings, hovering. A
saurian roar echoed down the cavern. A stalactite fell from above, crushing one
of his sons. No one wasted a moment over him.


“What now, Father?” asked the
eldest, Suignon.


“Go to my retreat,” Ungier ordered.
“Prepare it for a long stay. Make it comfortable, for I shall bring my
bride-to-be with me.”


“But Lord Gilgaroth—“ Suignon started, then stopped at
seeing the expression on his father’s face.


With deceptive mildness, Ungier
said, “Do as I say.”


He flew back the way he had come. He
knew in so doing he was damning himself should Gilgaroth ever find out, but he
could not help it; it was as if Rolenya had put a spell on him, and he was
powerless to resist. 

















 


 


 

Chapter
13



 

Stones and dust shook loose of the ceilings within Gulrothrog,
creating a constant and sometimes deadly rain from above. The very air vibrated
with Throgmar’s fury. Dust filled the caverns, choking its inhabitants,
including Baleron.


Coughing, he stalked the half-troll
and Rolenya. He ignored the havoc all around—the rushing Borchstogs and trolls
and the falling stalactites and resounding roars. From outside drifted the
sounds of battle. Baleron hardly heard it. All he heard were Rolenya’s whimpers
of pain.


The royal guard led her down the
staircase and into the main hall on the ground level, thence into a side
passage. Baleron followed.


How could he deal with the guard? The
brute was too big and too well-armored to fight with a blade, even his blade. 


He chased after them as they
descended into the lower tunnels and passed by the dark Labyrinth of Melregor
where Ungier stored his most powerful artifacts. 


The half-breed pulled Rolenya down
a high hall lined with recesses where the Shadow’s honored dead were laid, then
dragged her toward a flight of steps going down into a large, deep cavern where
Borchstogs hurried to and fro; Baleron could hear their din and supposed the
room to be an armory. He knew he had to stop the half-troll before they reached
that staircase, where anyone could see him and slay him as soon as he turned on
the guard.


He charged the creature’s backside
and slashed at the half-troll’s armored leg. 


His blade struck. Sparks flew. A reverberation shook his arm.


The half-troll whirled about and
kicked at him with the leg Baleron had tried to sever. He dodged aside, rolled,
leapt to his feet. Thrust at a chink in the royal guard’s armor. The guard
swung a huge fist. Baleron ducked. Stabbed. Black
blood spurted from the chink on the creature’s side, right below its ribs.


If only Baleron could shove his
sword deep enough—


Another foot shot out, and Baleron
saw blackness. When it cleared, he tasted dirt and blood on his tongue, and the
world spun. Spitting blood, he staggered to his feet. All was a blur to him,
but blinking it away he saw that the half-troll was lumbering away. How far had
he kicked Baleron? Baleron pressed a hand over his ribs, afraid some might be
broken. Pain ran through him like a fire.


The half-troll was very near the
archway leading down into the larger cavern, Rolenya struggling and thrashing
in its grip.


Baleron took a step forward,
wincing in pain, then another. His vision began to clear. His sword dragged in
the dusty rock floor at his side, for he hadn’t the strength to lift it. Why
hadn’t it worked on the half-troll’s armor? It had worked on the armor of the
Borchstogs outside well enough. The half-Troll was of Ungier’s personal guard, though,
and they were evidently better outfitted than the others.


Baleron knew he couldn’t catch up
with the creature, not in his condition, and his sword was useless against it.


Niches lined the walls, filled with
the skeletal remains of champions of Ungier. The agents of Gilgaroth did not
respect the dead, not exactly, but they knew all too well that favored spirits
would live on long after the body’s death to serve their Master again and
again. Thus their original bodies were kept intact and in a place of reverence
to appease their owners. Baleron did not care whether he appeased them or not. Almost
joyfully, he wrenched off a leg bone of what he supposed to be a dead Borchstog
general and hurled it at the half-troll’s backside.


The missile struck the creature between
the shoulders and splintered.


The royal guard whirled around. He
still gripped Rolenya so that he now accidentally flung her, spinning, to the
ground. He kept hold of her arm, however, and she lost her footing and gasped 


The half-troll scowled down at
Baleron, who still wore Borchstog armor, and grumbled in Oksilon, “Leave me be, vermin. I’ve no time for this!”


Rolenya in hand, the royal guard
started to walk away. 


Cursing, Baleron wrenched loose
another bone. This he hurled at the creature’s head. It bounced off a horn. Desperate,
Baleron ripped off another bone and flung it, then another and another.


Finally, the half-Troll spun,
growling in rage, and marched toward Baleron to flatten him. As the half-troll’s
shadow fell over Baleron, the prince wondered if he might have made a mistake. A
huge armored fist started to swing down at him. He leapt back, felt something
tear in his chest. The fist smashed to the ground where he’d been standing.


“Stupid Borchstog!” the royal guard
snarled. “I will crush you! I will grind you beneath my heels and feel your
body squish between my toes like mud!” He threw back his tusked head and laughed.



Baleron scurried back as the guard
advanced. With every step the half-troll squeezed Rolenya tighter, and she
gasped and cried out. Her naked legs thrashed, shimmering of gold dust.


Sucking in a deep breath, summoning
his courage, Baleron snatched a torch off the wall and plunged through the
black, obscenely-engraved archway that led into the Labyrinth of Melregor. There
was no door. No fool would dare enter these tunnels. Only Ungier or one of his
highest necromancers could brave the wrath of the Guardians. I am that fool. Behind him, he could
hear the half-troll following, shouting threats and curses as he went.


The air pressed close and frigid
around Baleron, and the hairs on the nape of his neck prickled. He ducked down
one side tunnel after another, one hand holding the torch, one clutching his
sword with numbed fingers. This forearm pressed over his ribs.


As he went, he tried to remember
his route. No easy task with the half-troll bellowing behind him.


The tunnels narrowed, lowered. The
half-troll had to duck, but still he pursued Baleron. The tunnels darkened, and
Baleron thrust the torch before him, driving the blackness back a few feet at a
time. The torch’s smoke made his eyes water and filled his lungs, so that he
was a coughing, limping, blinking, bleeding mortal lost in a dread maze. His
heart beat fast in his fire-filled chest.


“Flee!”
shouted the half-troll. “Flee, little Borchstog! You cannot hide from me!”


This was true. The half-troll need
merely follow his light.


From time to time he caught
glimpses of an ambient radiance. Some lingering, sorcerous glow bathed these
tunnels, or some of them, red or green or blue. It would have to do.


Baleron flung down his torch. Wincing
with every step, he plowed on.


Sweat trickled down his face. He
strained his eyes to see in the darkness. The sorcerous glow helped, but it was
far from daylight, even torchlight. It was more the suggestion of light than
light itself. Corpse-light. Of course, the lack of
light would not much hamper his foe. 


He ran breathlessly before the
charging half-troll, threading his way through the treacherous maze. He
expected at any moment to be set upon by one of the terrible and mysterious
Guardians of the Labyrinth, the beings that protected Ungier’s sorcerous
prizes. Pain flared and ebbed in his chest with every breath. He tried to hold
his breath for as long as possible, and when he did breathe the pain nearly
crushed him. Perhaps he had broken a rib.


“Run!” laughed the half-troll.
“Flee! You are mud! Do you hear me? MUD!”


Not all of the tunnels were lit by
the ghostly glow. Some were so black that Baleron struck a wall or tripped and
went sprawling. 


“Run!” shouted his foe. The taunts
echoed surreally through the dark halls.


Baleron turned a bend and came into
a long tunnel at the end of which burned a blue flame. Warily, wearily, sword
dragging against the stone floor, his other hand pressed against his ribs as if
holding them in, he made his way toward it. Surely this must be one of the
protected items of the Labyrinth. This tunnel was much wider, and there were
many alcoves set into the walls, some of which may have been side-tunnels. The
air was cool and dry and still. Sweat, dirt and blood plastered him.


Behind him, the half-troll entered
the wide hall. “Ha! I have you now, little mud!” It stopped and squinted its beady eyes at the blue flame. Rolenya
whimpered.


Baleron turned and faced his enemy.
Where could he go? One of the side-tunnels? He could
not remember the way he’d come and hated to get even more lost. Well done, he thought. You’re dead even if you win. 


The half-troll’s piggish eyes
studied the blue flame, then a look of terror crossed his
face. It seemed he had only just realized where they were. “You
ghoul-dung! You’ll get us both killed! Look where you’ve led us.”


Rolenya gasped as he squeezed his
hand in fear.


“Quiet, you!” grunted the
half-Troll, giving her a shake.


But the guard did not run. Instead,
a greedy glimmer flared in its small, deep-set eyes as he stared at the blue
flame. Baleron almost smiled. Even now, the creature could not contain its
avarice. And with its lord fled, surely no one could rightfully claim the
treasures of the Labyrinth. Baleron could almost read its thoughts.


Suddenly, the reflection of the
blue fire faded from the royal guard’s misshapen features. Puzzled, Baleron
turned about. The fire was gone. 


“What’s this?” snarled the half-troll.
There was no trace of greed in its voice now, only fear.


A huge and terrible face emerged
out of a side tunnel, with a long, sharp-toothed snout and six glaring eyes. The
face looked something like a spider’s crossed with a wolf’s, and it was
transparent, phantom-like. Behind it, its long, serpentine body stretched round
a bend and disappeared from sight. The whole length of it shone with an eerie,
transparent blue that flickered like fire.


It was then that Baleron recognized
his mistake; the blue fire had not been a treasured artifact at all: it had
been a Guardian. Studying it with the intensity of a man facing his end, he
wondered if it might be the ghost of some sort of long-dead race of dragon.


The half-troll screamed. In his
fright, it dropped Rolenya to the floor, and she scuttled backwards.


“DARE YOU INVADE THE LABYRINTH OF
MELREGOR?” demanded the Guardian, its six eyes flashing dangerously.


The half-troll sank to his knees. “Oh,
please forgive me, O mighty spirit.”


The Guardian considered it,
hissing. Then: “NO.”


It opened its huge mouth and out
sprang three separate tongues which roped about the half-troll and dragged him
inside. The half-troll’s scream cut off when the jaws snapped shut. The
Guardian chewed. Swallowed. Ghostly he may be, but he
could still put an end to the living well enough.


Baleron ran to his sister, who was
so scared she accepted his aid, though she surely still thought him a Borchstog.
Both their eyes remained rooted on the terrible Guardian.


Its six eyes fixed on them. As they
studied Baleron, the eyes widened.


In Oslogon, it said, “CAN IT BE? YOU
ARE HE WHO WILL SET MY MASTER FREE. I AM MOST HONORED.” It dipped its head in a
bow. “YOU SHALL LIVE, FOR IT IS NOT MY PLACE TO KILL AGENTS OF MY MASTER. ROSCHK ul RAVAST!”
The Guardian disappeared, and Baleron breathed a sigh of relief, but part of
him grew colder. A knot of dread formed in the pit of his stomach. I will not free him.


He turned to Rolenya and helped her
to her feet. For the first time, she received a good look at him, and her eyes
widened.


“Baleron?”
she whispered tearfully.


“It’s me.” His voice caught as he
said it.


Her clear blue eyes filled with
wonder. “Baleron,” she whispered, and it was like a prayer. At the sound, he
felt something warm kindled inside him.. She flung her
arms about him and cried on his armored shoulder. “Oh, Bal, I never thought I’d
see you again.”


He patted her back, feeling the
trembling in his fingers. “You’re not the only one.” When she drew back, he
said, “I wasn’t sure we would get to you in time. I was so afraid we would
arrive after you’d married that ... thing.”


“I prayed for your coming. Every
day I prayed.” She paused. “But what did the Guardian mean when it said we were
both agents of its Master? I am no agent!”


“Worry about that later. Right now let’s
get you out of here.” He paused, scowling into the darkness.


“What? What is it?”


Grimacing, he said, “I’m afraid
we’re lost.”


“Yes,” hissed a familiar voice, dry
and leathery. “But you’re not alone.” Suddenly, a tall and batwinged
form appeared out of the gloom, blocking the way they had come. “The ‘thing’
has come.”


Baleron, wincing as pain stabbed
his ribs, brandished his sword.


The figure’s all-black eyes narrowed,
while its fanged mouth twisted in a sinister grin. The jagged crown rimmed his
scabrous bat-like head. Red corpse-light from a nearby tunnel bathed the face
in a hellish glow.


“Ungier!” whispered Rolenya.


“Ungier,” acknowledged Baleron, a
bit more slowly.


The former Lord of Gulrothrog
recognized him. “Ul Ruvust
himself, I see. Tell me, little lord Grothgar, have you spun any webs lately?”


“No, and I do not plan to.” He
pointed the sword at the vampire’s chest. “Now get out of my way, wretch. You
cannot hurt me. Your sire would kill you.”


“He may have once molded me from
clay, but he does not mold me still.”


“It was not clay that he molded you
from, first of all,” Rolenya said, “and second, he seems to think otherwise.”


“Bah! Enough of
this.”


A ripple of thunder shook the
fortress, even quaking the Labyrinth deep in the
bowels of the mountain. Dust shook from the ceiling and Baleron coughed.


“Come with me and be immortal,
Rolenya, or stay here and rot with the filth,” Ungier said, looking at Baleron
as he said this last.


She shook her head and clasped
Baleron’s hand tightly. “I don’t belong to you. I never did.”


“You heard her,” Baleron said. “Begone!” A wave of dizziness swept him, but he tried to
hide it.


“I need not ask,” Ungier said.


He stepped forward.


Ignoring the pain in his ribs,
Baleron sliced at him. Ungier reached to bat the blade away, but in doing his
eyes touched on the weapon and widened in recognition. Surprised, he leapt
back.”


“What is—?” Ungier started, then stopped. “Where did—?” His black eyes re-focused on
Baleron, and hate and anguish split his bat-like face. “Asguilar’s sword!” he exploded. “Rondthril!”
Genuine emotion crept into his leathery voice. “You murdering
swine! I forged that blade myself, you craven mortal, you gibbering
monkey. I poured some of my own essence into that very weapon ...” He hissed
savagely. Real fear seemed to take hold of him.


“Begone!” repeated Baleron, seizing advantage.


“I think not.” 


Baleron felt his mind grow heavy.
His sword dipped. 


No,
he thought. Gods, no ... All was
lost.


Suddenly Shelir’s charm grew hot on
his chest. It shook off Ungier’s thrall, like the sun burning through a misty
morning. His mind cleared.


He leapt forward and slashed again
at the fiend. His ribs screamed in pain.


Startled, Ungier leapt back, out of
the blade’s range. He snarled in frustration, and when he glanced at Rolenya
there was pain in his awful gaze. For a moment, Baleron saw him with new eyes;
Ungier had risked his own lord’s wrath to fetch Rolenya, and now he was risking
the bite of his own blade. Through his own pain Baleron wondered if it could be
possible that Ungier was capable of more than greed and self-worship. Was it
possible the Vampire King could know love? But then Ungier’s battish face twisted into hate and vileness, and these
thoughts were forgotten.


“I shall see you again, Savior of
my Father,” Ungier said. “Be watchful or you will not see me at all—until it’s
too late.”


He threw his wings about him, and instantly
he became a pillar of inky black smoke. Its smell was foul.


The prince held his breath as he
slashed the unholy sword—Rondthril—through the vapor, but the black cloud billowed
past him and shot off down the corridor, disappearing from view. Its stink
lingered.


Immediately, Rolenya staggered
drunkenly as her own mind reasserted itself, and she
clutched her head and leaned against him for support. Tears came to her eyes. He
wanted to sink to his knees under the pain of his injuries, but for her he
swallowed his agony.


“Come,” he whispered through
clenched teeth. “Let us leave this place. Let us go up—to Father.”


“Father?” she queried, and for a
moment she sounded like a little girl again.


He squeezed her tightly. “Yes.”


“But how? We’re
lost.”


“Ungier just saved us, though he doesn’t
know it.”


“I don’t ...”


He tapped his nose. “Just follow
the stench.”


It worked. Following the reeking,
smoky trail Ungier had left in his wake, Baleron, limping and swearing,
sometimes leaning on his sister for support, led her up from the depths of the
mountain into the chaos of the fortress proper. Borchstogs scrambled all about,
along with various creatures and allied races. the trolls
and half-breeds and even some men. All was a clattering, thumping, roaring
pandemonium and in it no one bothered with one bloodstained Borchstog and a
half-naked human woman, obviously a concubine of Gulrothrog’s suddenly-absent
lord and off-limits to such as they.


In the wake of Ungier’s
disappearance, it seemed a thousand plots had been hatched,
a thousand intrigues either set in motion or foiled. Many rushed to find secret
tunnels by which to escape; others hurried to reinforce their comrades; still
others went looting, or hiding, or both.


Above, Throgmar still continued his
reign of terror. Great slabs of rubble lay shattered on the floor, and indeed
whole passageways were choked off and Baleron thrice had to find alternate
routes.


Yet eventually he found the iron
gates and stepped out into fresh air, into the fading sunlight. I can see the sky. The screen of black
clouds had been scattered. At last, with the death of Gulrothrog’s sorcerers
under Throgmar’s claw and flame, Elethris and his brethren had managed to drive
away the stormclouds and let the harsh light of day
lance down into the ranks of the enemy. The sun was weak here, but it was
strong enough to pain them and drive many into flight. Victory over the forces
of darkness was very near.


Yet true night, Baleron saw, was
drawing nigh.


He tore off his Borchstoggish armor
and led Rolenya through the chaos towards the ranks of men. The battle seemed
to be winding down, at least for the moment, as the enemy drew back to assess
the situation.


A cheer went up among the officers
when they saw him return with Rolenya, for they were the only ones who
recognized the prince and princess. The royal siblings were immediately ushered
through the ranks until they reached King Albrech Grothgar himself. He stood
encased in finely wrought armor—thick, with spikes on every joint, death-mask
helm now cracked with its visor up, bloody from head to toe. When he saw
Rolenya, it was as though a torch lit him from within, and he smiled with such
joy that Baleron was actually moved.


“Rolenya!” the king shouted. Carefully
he embraced her, lest he impale her on his many gory spikes; on some, Borchstog
flesh still hung.


“Father!” she cried joyfully, and
buried her face in his neck joint. “Oh, Father, it’s so good ...” 


“Oh, Rolenya,” the king whispered
happily.


At last, his hard eyes, now
somewhat softened, turned to Baleron. The prince shifted uncomfortably. He
tensed.


The king nodded to him. “Well done,
son.”


Pride swelled in Baleron’s breast. He
had half a mind to embrace his father, but he merely returned the nod.


“Are you planning to return to the
elves?” Albrech asked. “To Elethris?”


Baleron hesitated. “No,” he said. “My
place is here.”


“Very well.”


Baleron noticed three of his
brothers standing near. All looked to have seen battle. He nodded at each of
them in greeting, and they nodded back. He did not know any of them very well,
but he was glad to see them nevertheless.


To his father, he said, “Ungier has
fled.”


“Fled?”
The king’s voice was a bark of surprise.


“Gilgaroth ordered him to leave
with his spawn, and he did.”


“That makes no sense. They hold
every advantage.”


“It’s true,” Rolenya said. “I was
there.”


Albrech grunted. “Well, no matter. A
new leader shall come to the fore soon enough, likely a Borchstog general or
the like. Be on guard, my sons. The war on Oksil is not yet over.” He indicated
Gulrothrog. Though half in ruin, the fortress still stood.
Throgmar’s assault had destroyed its upper portion entirely, obliterating the
top half of the peak in which the fortress was embedded. Its spires and
terraces were no more, but yet it stood. “Thousands of the enemy
still wait within. We must face them soon.”


“I look forward to it,” said the
oldest of the princes.


“Indeed,” said another.


Albrech seemed unimpressed by their
valor. “Just be cautious.”


“Don’t forget the slaves,” Baleron
said. Another wave of dizziness swept over him, but he suppressed it. “There
are tens of thousands of them underground. They must be liberated.”


The king nodded. “You know the way,
son. I ...” He paused, and sort of smiled. “I appoint you to lead the force that frees them.”


Baleron felt a knot form in his throat.


“If we last the night,” Albrech added gravely.


“Surely we will, Father,” said
Rolenya. “You’ve beaten them already.”


The king did not look so certain. “The
enemy only scattered because of the sun and confusion,” he said. “But now night
comes.” The red disc of Brunril’s Torch was swiftly nearing the western
horizon. “They will be upon us soon.” 

















 


 


 

Chapter
14



 

“Well, would you look at that?” Baleron said. He and Rolenya
sat together on a bench while a priestess of Illiana tended to his wounds. Rolenya
was removing the pins from her hair.


All around them the wounded stretched
on the ground, rows and rows of them, moaning and grimacing. Healers, priests
and priestesses stalked up and down the rows, seeing to the most grievously
injured first. Beyond, elves and men, working uncomfortably together, set up
the perimeter, arranging rocks to use as barricades and widening fissures to
use as trenches. The soldiers cast wary gazes at the ruin of the fortress, and
at black holes in the mountain wall, and occasionally over the edge of the
precipice that formed the western boundary.


A hot wind blew down from the fiery
mouth of Oksil, and the wounded stirred uneasily.


But Baleron’s attention was fixed
elsewhere.


The princess’s eyes turned to see
what he looked at. Lord Felias on his beautiful white swan circled the blasted peak of Gulrothrog, upon which Throgmar lay
nestled in the blackened ruins. Smoke rose up from the Leviathan’s nostrils,
and his harsh gaze watched the elf lord—not warily, but not idly either.


Felias kept circling and circling,
and many on the battlefield looked up to watch. Throgmar lifted his head.


“What do you think will happen?”
asked Rolenya.


Baleron did not answer.


Suddenly Felias spoke. His words
were Havensril, and Baleron did not have to wonder why: many servants of Oslog
knew the tongues of men, and would speak them; they knew the tongues of the elves,
as well, but those the servants of Oslog would not speak. As well, the elves
refused to speak the tongues of Oslog and Oksil if it could be helped. The dark
ones feared the Light would taint them, and the Children of the Light feared
the dark would taint them. Thus Felias used a more or less neutral tongue.


“WHY HAVE YOU AIDED US?” asked the
Lord of the Larenth as he circled the spire. His voice was pitched loudly,
using his power, so that all could hear. 


Throgmar’s amber eyes revealed
nothing. “I HAVE MY REASONS,” he replied, also in Havensril.


Lord Felias circled a few more
times, waiting. At last, he replied, “IF YOU HAVE REASONS, I WOULD HEAR THEM.”


Even from this distance, Baleron
thought he could see Throgmar give a small smile. “BUT I WOULD NOT TELL THEM TO
YOU.”


“WE COULD BE ALLIES,” the elf
offered.


“ARE WE NOT? HAVE I NOT JUST HELPED
YOU WIN THE BATTLE?”


“BUT YOU ARE A CREATURE OF GILGAROTH!”


“IF I AM HIS CREATURE, WHY DO I
ATTACK HIS AGENTS?”


“THAT IS WHAT I TRY TO DETERMINE. ANSWER
ME PLAINLY AND ALLIES WE CAN BE. RIDDLE ME AND BE REGARDED WITH SUSPICION. DARK
THINGS PREFER RIDDLES.”


The Leviathan did not answer.
Felias continued to circle the spire. It seemed he would not give up until he
had an answer.


Baleron exchanged a look with
Rolenya. In her eyes was wonder: she watched the elf lord converse with a
dragon. Baleron smiled. Seeing her face warmed some place deep inside him.


From his nest, Throgmar said, “BE
GONE, SON OF BRUNRIL! I WEARY OF YOUR QUESTIONS. LEAVE ME TO MY REST. I HAVE
EARNED IT.”


“AND DO YOU DEMAND A PRICE FOR YOUR
LABORS?”


Again, Throgmar’s lips seemed to
curl. “I WILL GIVE MY PRICE WHEN THE TIME IS RIGHT. FOR NOW, BE GONE!”


Felias made a few more passes, but
Throgmar put his head down and ignored him. It was clear the elf would get no
more out of him. Obviously frustrated, Felias winged away, out over the
corpse-ridden battlefield. There he resumed his patrol of the skies. Somewhere
up there was Shelir.


Throgmar appeared to go to sleep. Baleron
found himself annoyed with the dragon. Throgmar should just have told Felias
the truth, or some version of it, but he was too proud and willful to submit to
the judgment of others, even a favorable judgment.


“Why do you think he helped us?”
Rolenya mused. She still wore the revealing outfit Ungier had put her in, and
her shoulders were bare. She had removed the pins from her hair and the full
black wave tumbled down over her shoulders and back. She proceeded to wipe her
face with a wet cloth, removing the heavy face-paint
Ungier had had her wear.


“I don’t know,” Baleron said, half
smiling. He did not want to tell the whole story, not yet. Something occurred
to him, and he sighed heavily. 


“What is it?” she asked.


“Salthrick,” he said. This she
needed to know.


Hope lit her eyes, then faded as she studied him. “He fell,” she said sadly,
guessing.


“Yes,” he said. “Three years ago.”


Sadness and disappointment filled
her face. “So it was an imposter.”


“A demon named Rauglir.”


She looked utterly crestfallen. “Somehow
I knew. It just seemed too good to be true. Ungier came to me one day perhaps
two months ago and told me he had heard that Salthrick still lived,
and that he could arrange it so Salthrick could be brought here, but ...”


“For a price.”


“I had to marry him. I ... I just
wanted you to be happy. Well, not happy,
how could you be?—but to have a friend down there. I didn’t think ... I didn’t
know ...”


“I understand. And I thank you. But
it was planned—the infiltration of the caravan, my escape ... everything.”


“But why did they let you escape?”


“They wanted me to come to Celievsti.
Why, I don’t know. Perhaps so that I could lead them into the trap we almost
fell into. Without Throgmar ...”


She nodded. “And ... your Doom?”

“Elethris says he’s powerful enough to counter it. I hope he’s right.” Doubtfully,
he fingered the white stone that hung from his neck.


He puzzled on it as the priestess
continued to dress and bind his wounds. He’d been given a draught of some
Larenthin medicine and already his ribs felt much improved.


The sun disappeared behind the
peaks of the western mountains, and true night fell over the Oksil Waste. He
heard soldiers whisper that surely now the might of Gulrothrog would come crash
down upon them in full force. Bracing for attack, the hosts of Havensrike and
Larenthi waited. And waited.


Shadows grew deep. The wind blew
cold.


Strangely, the onslaught did not
come. Night poised dark and terrible above, an axe waiting to fall, yet no axe
fell. Along the defensive perimeter, men and elves frowned in confusion. Why did
the enemy not attack?


Meanwhile, Baleron washed and
reacquainted himself with Rolenya and with the three of his brothers that had
accompanied their father to war. Albrech consulted with his generals and laid
out defensive plans for the night. Baleron told them of the conversation he had
overheard between Ungier and Gilgaroth. Albrech and the generals looked at him
doubtfully.


“Now is the time to strike,”
Baleron said. “If they haven’t attacked us yet, it probably means their chiefs
are still wrestling each other for power. Hit them now while they’re in
confusion instead of waiting for them to fall on us with their full focus and
strength.”


His father glanced from him to the
generals and then back to Baleron. “You say you actually saw the Wolf?”


Baleron sighed. He started over.


All the while, Rolenya stayed close
at hand, seemingly a little lost and disoriented. And no wonder. She had been
away from her own people for years, and being back among them would be strange,
just as it was for him. He was almost as new to it as she.


Soldiers pitched tents and formed
watch rotations. There was nothing else to do but make camp. Elves and men
worked together, forming one great circle, and then two separate series of
concentric rings within the outer circle, one for Havensrike and one for
Larenthi.


Swan riders wheeled above. They too
had formed a rotation so that their members could find a few hours of rest, one
set at a time.


Needing some answers, Baleron
sought out Elethris in the elvish camp, which was much
more strongly warded then that of the men. Baleron wished his father had
availed himself of the elves’ resources, for they had offered to use their arts
to strengthen his encampment. Of course King Grothgar had refused. Like his
forefathers unto the first King Grothgar, he considered the elves liars and
oppressors. Because of this, Baleron was half grateful his father had not spent
much time with him in his formative years; the king’s prejudices might have
influenced him. As it was, it sounded right to Baleron, that elves and men were
once one, that they were all elves and all Children of the Sun and Moon,
possessed by the Grace of the Omkar, gifted with beauty, power, immortality and
purpose. As he passed through the elvish ranks, he observed the beauty of their
tents, their weapons, and the glow that seemed to light the elves themselves
from within. He knew deep in his heart, however much he hated to admit it, that
they were superior. They possessed
the Grace of the Omkarathons, and men did not. All, he supposed, except
Rolenya. 


Why that was remained a mystery.


He found Elethris in the inmost circle
of tents, but only after being carefully screened. The elf that performed this
task almost did not admit him, so sinister did he consider Baleron’s sword. At
last Elethris interceded, and the two strolled through the camp, speaking
quietly.


“It’s good to see you again, lad,” Elethris
said. “When you rushed off like that, I feared I’d never see you again.”


“It’s good to see you, too, though
I had no doubts about your survival.”


“I’m glad you didn’t!” Elethris chuckled. “I had some fairly close calls
today. If that dragon hadn’t come—” Elethris gave him a strange, searching
look. “The dragon, Throgmar, was that—could that possibly have been your doing?” When Baleron did not
answer, Elethris laughed. “I knew it! Somehow, I knew it. You told me about
your meeting with him in the Aragst, but I never thought—well, let me just say
how impressed I am.”


Baleron shrugged, said nothing.


“Know that you have my gratitude,” Elethris
said. “And I will make sure my king and yours know what you did, as well. Mayhap
that will help you in your father’s eyes.” Baleron felt a knot form in his
chest at the thought. He had not told Albrech about Throgmar; that would have
only deepened his disbelief regarding Gilgaroth and Ungier. “You saved us all,”
Elethris added. “If Throgmar had not destroyed Ungier’s necromancers, we would
never have been able to repel the enemy, never would have been able to tear
away the roof of clouds.”


“Let’s hope it’s enough.” Baleron
cleared his throat. “Now—about this sword.” Briefly he
told Elethris of his encounter with Ungier in the labyrinth.


The elf’s eyebrows rose and rose. Finally
he said, “What I wouldn’t give to see that maze! I bet the artifacts contained
in it are staggering.”


“Perhaps when this war is over,
you’ll get your chance.”


“I hope so. That would truly be
something to look forward to.” His eyes twinkled with secret yearning.


“But about this sword,” Baleron
pressed. “Not only did Ungier forge it, but he poured some of his own strength
into its forging. And, more importantly, it frightened him. It can frighten a god.” When Elethris
nodded soberly, Baleron added, “I need to know more about it.”


“Yes. It is a blade of some renown.
Dark renown. You will recall my lack of enthusiasm
upon your bringing it to Celievsti. I suppose I should have told you more about
it then. Know you its name?”


“Rondthril.”


“So it is. Dark it is of purpose
and design. Ungier poured his own blood and spirit into this weapon to gift to
his Firstborn, which was very significant to him. Doubtful that Asguilar whom
you slew appreciated the gesture half so much as his father, but that’s not
rare.”


Baleron ignored this. “Why was
Ungier afraid of it, if it contains some of his own essence?”


Elethris smiled. “Because he is a
disloyal wretch and he fears the sword may bite him.”


“Is it disloyal enough to use
against ... other gods?”


The elf sobered. “Ah, so that is what intrigues you.”


“Is it?” 


“Alas, in its current condition,
that is doubtful. And I will not tell you how to alter its condition, so don’t
bother asking.”


“Why?”


Elethris’s voice grew impatient. “Because
I fear you would take up the challenge.”


Baleron studied him. He saw no give
in the elf’s eyes. “Tell me, Elethris. I must know. Perhaps this is what I am
meant to do. What else can it mean? It is too great an opportunity.”


“So you subscribe to the theory
that we are meant to do certain
things?”


Baleron hissed out an impatient
breath. “No, but—”


“Then you were not meant to. None
of us are meant to do anything,
Baleron. Free will is our gift, and our curse.”


“Then there is no purpose to life.”


“There is purpose enough. To enjoy
it and to help others to enjoy it seem sufficient to me.”


“Gilgaroth gave me a purpose,” he said darkly. “And I must throw it back at
him lest I carry it out. This sword could help me do that. You hinted at
something like that, back at the tower, so you know what I am talking about. But
first you must help me.”


Sternly, the elf said, “I will not.
You will only get yourself killed.”


“Then the blade is useless!”


“Not useless. You slew plenty of
foes with it, did you not? And it will be of use against unnatural foes, as
well, or some of them. But not against a son of Gilgaroth, or the Beast himself. It is deep
in the sway of the Shadow.”


“What else can you tell me about
it? You kept your secrets at Celievsti.”


“So I did.” The Lord of the White Tower
looked pained. “It’s evil, Baleron. I wish I could tell you otherwise. It’s
known as the Fanged Blade. It hungers for blood, constantly, though it will be
faithful to its wielder. It is not exactly sentient, but it is not exactly a
dead piece of metal, either. Rather it is so single-minded in its purpose that
it has no thought for anything else, though it is not without intelligence.”


“What is its purpose?”


“Evil,” snapped Elethris in a tone harsher than either had expected.
He looked at the prince apologetically, waving his hands to soften the blow. In
a gentler voice, he repeated, “Evil. Sheer, plain evil.
It is cruel and malicious and loves to cause pain.” A new look came over his
angular face as something occurred to him. In a strange tone, he added, “But
whatever else it is or may be, this sword possesses the power to scare a god,
and perhaps, someday ... even more.” 



 

 *    
*     *



 

After leaving Elethris, a frustrated Baleron made his way
over to the camp of the swan riders. There he was told that Shelir’s shift had not
ended, that she and her serath were still on patrol. The other riders said that
they would tell her that he had stopped by. They were drinking elf-wine and
swapping tales of the day’s battle over a roaring campfire, and he stayed to
listen for a bit. His presence seemed to make them uncomfortable. They shot him
odd looks and shifted warily. They think
I’m il Enundian, he realized. Grinding his teeth,
he excused himself. The swan riders did not seem sorry to see the back of him.


He made his way out of the elvish
circle and into Havensrike’s camp. There in the heart of the circle a tent had
been pitched for him.


After three long years of being a
slave, it was odd to have people wait on him. My own people, he thought. I’ve
been spending too much time with the elves. They may be superior in some ways,
but not in spirit, not in heart. Men are their equal there. Looking about
him at the sights and sounds of the human camp—the wounded being tended to,
soldiers passing a flask and talking, others sharpening their swords and
cleaning their armor—he felt good to be back among men once more. I’m home.


Inside his tent, a cot was laid out
for him along with a set of clean clothes and some amenities. A guard was
posted outside.


“If there’s anything you require,
my lord,” he said, “just ask.”


“How about a pipe
and some tobacco?” 


“I’ve enough to spare,” said a
voice behind him, and he turned to find King Grothgar himself. Surprise must have
shown on his face, for the king smiled. He looked less menacing out of his armor,
and his face was relaxed, even kindly. He was washed and his few wounds tended
to. He wore a bandage about his ribs and one across his right forearm.


“Where’s Rolenya?” asked the
prince.


“Sleeping soundly after a hard,
hard day,” said her father. “Come.” He beckoned.


Baleron followed him past the king’s
tent, beyond which lay a pile of horse blankets. There Albrech sat himself and
went about the motions of stuffing and lighting a pipe.


A bit bemused, but pleasantly so,
Baleron sat down next to him. The night was cool but dry after all the rain,
though the ground was dark and muddy where it was not stone, and the air stank
of sulfur and the rot of death. 


King Grothgar got the pipe going
and puffed on it awhile, then passed it to Baleron, who took the smoke into his
mouth and savored it, then blew it out again.


Lord Albrech’s eyes drifted up to
the ruined peak
 of Gulrothrog. There the
mighty Leviathan slumbered. Fires licked about the dragon’s lips. Smoke
wreathed up from his nostrils to crown his scaly, horned head.


“Is he a friend or a foe, I
wonder,” mused Albrech.


“Friend,” said Baleron. 


The King nodded slowly. “Perhaps,”
he said. “Still, I am reminded that the enemy of my enemy is only my friend so
long as my enemy still exists.”


“You think he will turn on us once
he’s obliterated the fortress, or we have?”


Albrech tasted the fine smoke,
swirling it about his mouth before expelling it, and shrugged. “I merely think
one should be cautious when dealing with a fell Worm. Perhaps he’s rebelled
against his maker, perhaps he’s a renegade or ... Well, I can speculate all
night and not hit the heart of it. So I will only say that should I see this
one again, I would strike first rather than wait to see what his intentions
are.”


Throgmar
will call on us soon in Glorifel, Baleron thought. And we’d better live up to our end of the bargain. But he did not
disagree openly with his father. It seemed fitting to give the older man the
last word. The truth could come later.


It felt good simply to be in the
company of his father, for once, without being berated and torn to pieces. He
had seen Albrech only rarely growing up, and then
generally at formal occasions. Baleron’s mother had lost her reason shortly
after his birth, and his father had never forgiven him for it. Baleron had
worked hard over the years, training in swordplay and weapons, learning to hunt
and ride, and more, yet the king had not been impressed. It had gotten worse
after he’d come under Salthrick’s influence, and Baleron’s reign of terror on Varley Hill had begun.


Yet now, finally, Albrech seemed to
have forgiven him, and Baleron felt a great weight lift off his heart.


As if reading his mind, the king
said, “Son, you did well today.” Then he did a surprising thing: he touched
Baleron, laying his hand upon the prince’s shoulder. 


Baleron’s mouth went dry. Tears
form behind his eyes.


“Father ...” he managed.


“Son.” The
king squeezed his shoulder. “Thank you for delivering your sister to safety. And yourself. I’m glad to know I can count on you. Times are
dark, and Havensrike needs good leaders now more than ever.”


“You can count on me, Father.”


From out of the gloom appeared a
slender figure, still wearing a shining silver breastplate, splattered with
dried dark blood, and with her winged helmet under one arm. Long blond hair
cascaded over her narrow shoulders. Approaching, she smiled down at the prince.


“Is there room on that pile for
three?” she asked.


“Shelir!”
Baleron sprang to his feet and embraced her, kissing her well. Turning to the king,
who was somewhat amused and somewhat taken aback, Baleron said, “Father, meet
Shelir, a swan rider, and my beloved.”


She let out a little gasp, and King
Grothgar scowled. Yet he swallowed his dislike, stood and extended his hand to
her.


Though this was not elvish custom,
she took it. “Nice to make your acquaintance, Lord Grothgar,” she said.


“Indeed. Our last meeting was not
well.”


“No.”


A tense moment passed. To break it,
Baleron returned the still-smoking pipe to his sire and said, “I will see you
in the morn, Father, if not before.”


“So it is,” agreed the King.



 

 *    
*     *



 

Albrech watched, frowning, as the prince led the elvish maid
by the hand, and the two disappeared into the young man’s tent.


Then his frown receded and a
chuckle escaped him. “Young love,” he muttered, and cast his gaze back to the
ruined spire of Gulrothrog.


There the massive form of Throgmar
lay, but no longer was the Great Worm sleeping. His long neck was arched and
his head craned. Smoke issued from his nostrils, and his glittering amber eyes
peered downwards towards the battleground and the camp of Havensrike. Almost,
it seemed, the dragon looked right at the king.


For an instant, fire rippled at his
lips, and then he yawned lazily, exposing long sharp teeth that flashed in the
moonlight and a red tongue that flickered at the stars.


“You just stay where you are, old
Worm,” spoke the king, uneasy. “And whatever you do, don’t get hungry.” 
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“I’ve never seen so many buzzards,” Baleron said, shoving a
fork-full of venison into his mouth. 


The royal family and their guests
sat at breakfast on a black hill of rock overlooking the battlefield. Legions
of vultures tore at the corpses littering the slopes of Oksil. More than ten
thousand men and elves had fallen, and a like number of Borchstogs. Bodies of
all shapes and sizes littered Oksil’s steaming black slopes. Occasionally a
cloud of carrion birds would fly off, harried by a swan rider, whose numbers
still circled the skies above the camp in shifts.


“I’m surprised you’re not used to the
sight,” said Baleron’s brother Farleme.


“I suppose that’s a reference to
Ichil, then.”


“Take it how you want. You’ve seen
plenty of death, the way I hear it. It follows you around like you carry its
dinner bell.”


Ridlum smirked. “Have you checked
his pockets? Perhaps he does.”


Baleron had expected something like
this. “I will turn them out for you,” he said. 


“Listen to him!” Farleme said. “I
think he’s half-ready to call you out!”


His brother Epsel laughed. “Call us out? Well, perhaps you, Farleme.
You’re the only one of us that’s married. Isn’t that the requirement?”


That seemed to amuse the three
brothers. Ridlum lifted his glass of coffee in toast to Epsel, then added,
“Watch your back, brother, or did I not attend your engagement party recently?”


“I think that’s enough,” said
Shelir, who sat on the bench beside Baleron.


“More than enough,” added Rolenya
from across the table. She had been staring off, out over the battlefield,
looking distant and strange.


“They’re right,” Albrech said. “Leave
the lad alone.”


The three brothers quieted, but
they often shot each other sly looks and chuckled. Baleron sighed. He supposed
he deserved the treatment, but his pride bridled nonetheless. He feared that if
they continued taunting him, he might lash out, and he did not want to hurt
them. Much, he added.


After breakfast, his father pulled
him aside. “You took the ribbing well,” he said. When Baleron shrugged, he
added, “But if you want their respect, or mine, you must act the part. You must
put your old ways behind you.”


Baleron had already come to that
conclusion, but it was a painful one. Still, he remembered how the obliteration
of the wedding party had been brought about by his ill repute more than
anything else. If he was to command men, he needed a better reputation, it was
that simple. He would have to reform himself.


“No more married women,” he
promised. Progress is painful. Of course,
if one were to fall into my bed, it would be rude to kick her out.


Albrech looked him in the eye,
sighed, and turned away. Baleron rejoined Shelir and they descended to the
slopes below. The stink of death came up around them, and he nearly gave up his
breakfast. Below elves and men, with strips of cloth over their mouths, were
heaping the dead into two different mounds. The chore had only just begun. When
it was finished, both sides intended to create a monumental funeral pyre each. When
all the dead were gathered and the pyres erected, they would be fired at the
same time. The living would gather around to mourn the dead, and the elves
would lift their voices in song long into the night. Before the rule of the
Grothgars, men would have joined them. Of course, both races would have
preferred to simply bury or entomb their dead as was the custom, but neither
elves nor men wanted to bury their fallen heroes in this unholy ground.


By contrast, the Borchstogs were
simply and unceremoniously thrown off the nearest precipice or into the
handiest fiery gorge.


“I’m sorry your family gives you
such a hard time,” Shelir told him.


His arm was about her shoulders,
and he leaned in to her now and kissed her on the head. “Don’t be sorry, my
dear. I deserve every moment and then some.”


She looked at him strangely, and he
did not have to wonder what she was thinking. She would be trying to determine
whether he had meant what he said last night. The truth was that he did not
know himself. His own heart held secrets from him. If nothing else, waking up
with her this morning had been an uncommonly pleasant way to begin the day.


For her part, Shelir seemed
distracted and out of sorts. He had not told her of Ficonre’s
death and what with the great number of fallen soldiers he was simply one of
the legions of nameless dead. To Shelir, he was missing. She was not sure if he
lived or not.


They reached the slopes. All around
tents were being dismantled, and men and elves threw on armor.


“Why is your father sending you
into the fight?” Shelir asked him, sounding concerned.


“Because I asked
him to.”


“Then may the Light be with you.” 


She kissed him on the lips and left
to rejoin her own soldiers. Sobering, he found his tent and began to don his
armor. Soon he would lead his troops into battle, and at long last he would free
the slaves in the mines. Veronica, I am
coming.



 

 *    
*     *



 

The rising sun sparkled dully on the blood-spattered helms
and arms of the two hundred soldiers Baleron had taken command of. At the
sight, something warmed within him. He strode back and forth before their
ranks, shouting orders and advice, telling them of the horrors of the mines and
the people they went to save. Yet even as he spoke they muttered among
themselves, and he knew they had reason for their fear, though he rebuked them
for it. The Borchstogs had not attacked last night, nor had there been any sign
of them. A new leader should have wrested control by now. 


And Throgmar was gone. Baleron had
asked about the Worm, but no one had an answer. The swan riders had reported
the dragon disappearing into the dark clouds above and had not noted his
presence since. He could be anywhere.


Yet his memory lingered in every
slab of the fortress he’d torn away. What had once been a mighty peak was now a
blasted and scorched stump. The Great Worm had lain bare the fortress’s very
innards. Only its labyrinths and dungeons and mysteries below the surface
remained intact. No one knew how many Borchstogs and monsters waited within,
but all expected a hellish battle.


However, as Baleron led his troop
right behind the first wave of soldiers to venture into the still-smoking
ruins, he noticed that all was still. There were no live Borchstogs anywhere,
though plenty of corpses. No vampires, no ghosts, no tentacled horrors, no trolls
or giant wolves. Nothing. No trace of life stirred in
the rubbled ruins aboveground. And all that could be
looted had been. Even the great statues of Gilgaroth, Ungier, Mogra and
Lorg-jilaad had been cracked and toppled by Throgmar’s rage.


The soldiers muttered uneasily. “Why
did they abandon their fortress?” one whispered. “It makes no sense,” said
another. “They had superior numbers.” “A defensible
position.” “They were on their own ground.” “Why did they do it?” “It’s
a trap.” 


Baleron ordered his men to quiet
down, but he too puzzled over it. 


He led his men in the exploration
of the wrack. He found that many of the lower levels had partially collapsed,
but some were still navigable. He led his party deep into the bowels of the
mountain, skirting the Labyrinth of Melregor. It was possible that with the
disintegration of order in Gulrothrog the Guardians had been loosed.


He both dreaded and eagerly awaited
the mines. He dreaded them because he had had nightmares about them every night
since leaving them, and he had lived a nightmare in them for three years. But he could not wait to see the looks on
the faces of his old pen-mates when he at last freed them, when they breathed
fresh air once more.


He was imagining this when he entered
the mines.


Here, too, the Borchstogs had
evacuated, leaving the slaves in their cells and caged rest areas to rot. It
seemed an attempt had been made by the overseers to murder all the slaves
before they could be rescued, and there were piles of fresh bodies hastily
heaped together. Thankfully the attempt had swiftly been abandoned and most of
the slaves were alive behind their bars or in their pits. Baleron and his men
freed the slaves one pen at a time, one cavern at a time, though this was not
easy, the dungeons and mines honeycombing the mountain as they did. It took
hours, and many of the freed slaves were escorted up and out of the mines, but
many more stayed to assist him in freeing the others. He dispatched groups to
different caverns so that they could more swiftly accomplish the task.


At last he reached the lowest
cavern, the one he knew so well, bisected by a great, winding river of fire
spanned by arching stone bridges, the recessed pens set into the walls in
multiple levels, their thick black bars crusted with age. The air was hot and
stifling, and grimy. Sweat ran from his matted hair down his face and neck, and
his men complained. The hot air burned his lungs, and his ribs ached. Veronica, I’m almost there. Hold on just a
little while longer.


A great clamor arose when the
slaves saw their liberators. They beat on their bars with rocks and bones and
whatever else they had at hand. He smiled, staring out at the scene, savoring
it. The cheers and pounding of the slaves echoed from wall to wall, through the
shimmering air above the red-glowing chasm. He sighed contentedly.


“I have dreamt of this day for too
long,” he told his men.


As he was freeing the first pens, a
tremor coursed up his feet. Amid the happy clangor he heard some voices cry in
consternation. But the mountain often shook, Grudremorq flexing his might, or
having an ill dream, the slaves said. Or perhaps the Leviathan had returned to
his lair. Baleron thought little of it at first. 


He freed one pen, then another. At
last he descended a certain stairway and came in sight of his old pen. He was
far from it yet, but he could still see the ragged figures gathered at the
black iron bars. And in their center stood the familiar
figure of a woman. Rags could not conceal her curves, but even from here
Baleron could see the ruin of her face, and the gaping pit where her nose
should be. Even so, he felt his heart beat faster at the sight.


“I’m coming,” he said, half under his
breath. He drew nearer. Nearer. Cheers erupted from
the pen. A tear spilled from Veronica’s eye.


The floor tilted violently, and he
fell. Cursing, he climbed to his feet, and all those about him climbed to
theirs. He and his men were threading their way along the narrow path that
overlooked the fiery gorge. A soldier swore profanely. Baleron thought he heard
Veronica screaming his name.


The floor still shook, and he had
to crouch to balance himself. A strange roar reached him, coming from the
gorge, and he edged over to the lip and glanced down into the red river. His
knees went weak. 


“Dear Omkar, no,” he said. He ran
suddenly clammy hands through sweat-drenched hair.


“What is it, my lord?” asked his
lieutenant, stepping forward.


The
river of fire was rising. 


“The god of the mountain wakes,”
Baleron said.



 

 *    
*     *



 

As one, all his men and the slaves they had freed looked
down into the pit, and as one they all paled or swore or cried out in dismay. Three
fled. It answered many questions, Baleron thought, and the answers were not
good.


The river of fire rise, foot by foot.
It had flowed half a mile down, but now it was a third and lessening swiftly. Soon
it would overspill into the pens, and there was nothing Baleron could do about
it. He stared at his old pen, saw Veronica standing
there, hands gripping the bars, legs shaking. She was still far away and over
an arching stone bridge. 


“No,” he said, shaking his head. “No
...”


His lieutenant clapped him on the
shoulder. “We must leave, my lord.”


Baleron threw off his hand and
marched toward the pen. Hope filled Veronica’s eyes.


The ground shook violently, and
even as he crossed the last few feet separating him and the bridge a tongue of
fire licked up from the abyss and consumed the span. Baleron reeled back, the
heat blistering his skin. When the flame retreated, the blackened stone
crumbled and fell into the gorge.


Desperately, Baleron looked for
another way across. Perhaps ...


“My lord!” said his lieutenant. “We
must leave.”


Baleron knew he must get his men
and the freed slaves up to the surface and warn the hosts. Perhaps there was
still time for Elethris and the other Light-wielders to save them. That was his
greater duty.


Bitterly, he cried, “Fall back! Quickly,
orderly, follow me!” 


With a heavy heart, he turned his
back on Veronica and directed the group toward the entrance. As soon as they
began to move, the slaves all around screamed in fear and anger and betrayal.
Above it all, somehow Baleron made out Veronica’s voice, high and frightened
and confused. Damn it all. He almost
turned back then, but he had to save his men, had to give warning to the rest. The
mines shook, and the roar of stone grinding on stone filled the air, which grew
steadily hotter.


Baleron and his men passed over the
last arching stone bridge, trembling now like everything else. It began to
crumble and fall apart, and the last few men fell screaming to their deaths
when it gave way.


The survivors fled through the
quaking mines and up into Gulrothrog proper, past the broken statues of the
Dark Lords, and at last burst into open air.


Too late.


All over the black slopes that lay
before the blasted stump of Gulrothrog, all over the field of yesterday’s
battle, lava spewed and the ground ripped open in fiery rifts. Above, the great
mouth of Oksil belched a plume of black smoke into the sky, and the mountain shook
with fury. The streams of lava drew down upon the men and elves, and many burst
into flame. Whole legions were consumed. Rockslides thundered down the
mountainside, and the ground split open and gaped like jagged mouths of stone. Smoke
rose from them in inky tongues. All was chaos. All was defeat.


Elethris and the other Light-wielders
called back the thunderclouds they had earlier banished and sent forth a
terrible deluge. Baleron saw the Lord of Celievsti drenched in rain,
silhouetted by lightning, his features twisted into a living terror, holding
his staff and trying to subdue Grudremorq.


He
wastes his time, Baleron thought. All
is lost. Baleron feared the worst, that the
mountain would erupt. This must have been
the plan all along. Why else had the Borchstogs disappeared last night
instead of attacking when they were most powerful? Why else had the Enemy sent
his chief agent in this quarter away from the seat of his command?


This was a trap. It had to be. And
who had drawn the map?


He caught sight of a soot-stained
swan setting down amongst the remains of the elvish camp. King Felias, wounded,
with charred pocks flecking his silver armor, stumbled over and wound his wrist
around the dangling rein.


“Lievith!”
shouted the swan’s rider in Larenthin. Climb
on! Rain ran down his gleaming armor. “Fencra!” Quickly!


The Elf Lord tried to drag himself
up the swan’s side but failed; he was too exhausted. Baleron led his band over
and helped the king safely up.


“Tratta,”
muttered the weary Felias. Thank you.
He gestured to the space behind him. “Come with me.”


Baleron shook his head and gestured
to his band. “I have others to help.” I
must find my family.


Felias nodded. “Gehen at-pierda.” Literally,
Take my luck. He inclined his head towards
the remains of the Havensrike command tent. “You’ll find your father there.”


The rider started to fly away, but
Felias stopped him with a sharp word. “There’s room left,” said the Elf Lord,
who looked as though he barely had the strength left to finish the sentence.


Other elves were rushing to them and
at Felias’s bidding the rider suffered two more to
climb on. Any more and the swan could not fly.


“Fencra! Fencra!” snarled
the rider, and they flew north, away from the mountain. Felias nodded once to
Baleron and was gone.


If brave Felias was leaving,
Baleron thought, then it was time for him to go, as
well. But first to safeguard his men, and Rolenya, and his
father and brothers.


It was clear to him that the battle
was lost: the Enemy had won and the armies of the Crescent needed to retreat in
whatever manner possible. Already generals were leading groups down the
mountain, probably under the kings’ orders. All about, the beautiful swans were
setting down to rescue as many people as they could before the mountain burst. But
there were too many people, and too few mounts. Only a few could be saved. He
had to ensure that his father the king was among that number; Havensrike would
need him in the days to come.


Baleron charged off into the
fire-lit, rain-pelted throng, and his band followed loyally. Once the ground
split and a deep chasm opened up, right under his feet. A red river of lava flowed
at the bottom. He just barely leapt clear in time, but one of men fell into the
depths, screaming.


Baleron had to get them out of
here. His band had been whittled away behind him, claimed by Grudremorq. He led
them to a group of serathi that had set down nearby. Elves were climbing on it,
and he made sure some of his men found seats, as well. 


“Come with us,” said one. “We
cannot leave you.”


“I am your captain,” Baleron
answered, “and I command it.”


With that, the swans rose into the
air and winged away. Baleron ordered his remaining men to find their own way
out, then turned his attention to finding his family. Limping
and smoking, but paradoxically soaked to the skin, he reached the remains of
the command tent. He saw neither Rolenya nor his father.


Suddenly, a great stirring of wind
battered him and he looked up to see a swan descending directly on him. He
leapt back just in time. The rider had not noticed him.


In strongly accented Havensril, the
elf shouted, “Be swift! There is little time!”


Baleron saw to his delight that the
rider addressed what was left of the royal family, who stood off to the side. Rolenya
huddled between the king and Prince Epsel. Having not seen Baleron, the three
began to make their way to the swan. Without warning, the ground gave way and
Epsel fell. Rolenya and Albrecht screamed, but it was too late. The prince was
gone. Baleron saw no sign of his other two brothers, Ridlum and Farleme, and
knew they too must have fallen; they would not have abandoned their father. Albrech
looked weary and old. Tears stood out in his eyes as he gazed down into the
chasm.


The rider gestured them to climb
on, and Rolenya tugged her father away from the chasm, toward the mount.
Reluctantly the king obliged, and she followed. As she swung up, her eyes found
Baleron. They lit up.


“Hurry!” she called, gesturing to
him.


Baleron moved toward them, but the
ground opened up and nearly swallowed him. He jumped back, fire and smoke
licking out. Rolenya saw him and grief touched her face. There was no way for
him to reach them. 


“Find another way out!” she
shouted.


The rider urged his mount into the
air, and they were away. Baleron was glad.


There were fewer and fewer swans
setting down now, and he did not have to wonder why. It was just as well, he
supposed. He would die, and the threat of ul Ravast would be no more. And yet ... Rondthril ... and the damage
it could do ...


Just as the rock began to shake
more violently under him, Shelir on her swan alighted on the charred ground
beside him. “Quickly!” she said. “While we have time.”


He hauled himself up behind her,
and she let out a sigh of relief.


“I was afraid I’d missed you,” she
said, giving the swan her heels.


He put his arms around her. “I’m
glad you didn’t.”


“Hold on tight. This is going to be
rough.”


She flew them up, out over the battlefield,
and away. The soldiers still aground—so many!—were doomed. A few who had begun
to flee by land early and who had made camp further down the mountain might
make it out, but the rest ... Oksil shook ever harder. Flames and smoke belched
from its maw high above. 


A last swan landed in time for Elethris
and a few other yllimmi to grab desperate holds and be lifted away.


The throat of Oksil belched a great gout of fire, and the mountain shook in a rage.
Baleron and Shelir wouldn’t get clear in time. They couldn’t. He knew it in his
bones. He was going to die.


It was close.


As Shelir’s swan flew them out on
the currents over the wasteland, Grudremorq loosed his awesome power and
erupted. Oksil became a blazing white-orange ball that expanded and expanded,
and all it neared burst into ruin. The Omkarog
exploded the mountain that had housed him for ten thousand years, destroying
the mountain and the fortress of Gulrothrog utterly. Baleron had known it would
happen, but when it did it was a shock. It was huge. Breathtaking.
Horrifying. Worse, the blast was killing tens of
thousands of people.


The eruption filled his vision and
mind, a whole world of fire and heat. It was so great and bright that it seared
his eyes and he had to look away. The BOOM
was deafening—enveloping him entirely, as if all that existed in the entire
universe was that one awesome noise—and the shockwave terrible. It rained fire
and ash out over the wastelands for hundreds of miles. Baleron’s skin blistered
anew under the heat.


The ground around the mountain
shook and broke. Rivers of lava crept across the land, and when the fires at
last died a huge cloud of smoke and ash rose to the heavens, obscuring the
wound where the mountain had stood.


Many of the fleeing serathi were
burned. Some, like Elethris and the yllimmi, were able to use their arts to
protect themselves and others. As for Shelir and Baleron, they rode the shockwave,
screaming, the swan’s tail-feathers aflame and
smoking.


As Baleron watched the fires of
Oksil recede and the great plume of smoke rise to the lightning-licked heavens,
he felt numb and hollow. He thought the afterimage of the explosion would never
completely fade from his eyes. He stared at the ruin and wept openly, tears
running down his soot-streaked face. I
did this, he knew. Deep in his heart, he knew he had just spun the first
threads of his Doom, though he did not know how.



 

 *    
*     *



 

From the highest peak at the western edge of the Oksil Gap, Ungier
also watched the explosion. His home for thousands of years was no more, and he
was an outcast, an exile. Black-blooded tears welled up in his eyes and he wept
bitterly as great gouts of flame and lava spewed up from the crater where Oksil
had stood, mostly concealed by the huge pall of smoke that stretched all the
way through the very clouds.


He took off his jagged crown and
studied it. In misery, he flung it away. When his all-black eyes turned back to
the fires, they were no longer sorrowful, they were angry. 
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