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BLOODY ANKSHA
Blow softly ill wind of omen
I smell her scent, not born of woman
The Beast's scent is on the breeze
Through darkling woods she stalks
Through halls no sane mon walks
Her glance, her scent will make you freeze
A rush of lust brings you to your knees
She never listens to your pleas
Anksha, Bloody Anksha stalks the night.
She'll take your body, soul, and blood,
leave your corpse lying in the mud.
Anksha, Bloody Anksha stalks the night.
Those slain not become her slaves
Her dominance-link the soul depraves
In madness longing for her fangs.
Children listen, adults heed well
She is pretty, but she is fell,
Anksha, Bloody Anksha stalks the night
If underneath the moonlight bright
You should glimpse her in the night,
Flee before she nears you, mon
You have not strength to fight her,
And no magic will affright her,
Anksha, Bloody Anksha stalks the night
Once there were three brothers, Brandrahoon the vampire, Isranon called the Dawnhand, speaker to spirits, and Waejonan the Accursed, first of sa'necari. Isranon defied his brothers and was destroyed, his descendants forced into the darkness. In those days there rose up three women, Asharen, Danae, and Rowan. They built Shaurone to hold back the brothers' darkness. And then there was Abelard who will be born again into his own lineage to ride once more beneath Rowan's banner. Mage-paladin to the God Kalirion the Lord of Light, healing and prophecy, Abelard's return will signal a god-war. Should he fail or perish, then only the Children of the Risen Dead will stand between the Fathers of Darkness and the destruction of the world.
St. Tarmus of Lorendon
Priest of Willodarus, God of the Woodlands and Wild Creatures.
Veranoctem 6, 1077 AQ
The icy weather along the Blood Coast worsened as the Army of the Renunciate traveled north; they planned to winter just outside Ildyrsetts, on the walled estate of Edvarde Mistward who was a friend to their liege-lord as well as uncle to King Jurgen VI. The number of refugees accompanying them had begun to dwindle as soon as the company started passing the great northern cities, where they could attempt to seek out shelter and warmth away from the battering weather. Snow would soon close the mountain passes to the east, as fresh storms piled more layers of white death higher and higher over the roads.
The Renunciate, Lord Isranon Dawnreturning, led his patchwork, yet formidable, brigades to force battle with Gylorean Galee, the God-Queen of Minnoras. Sensible myn fled before the threat of her advancing demonic armies. The Sacred King of Rowanhart, possessed of the largest standing army in the northwest, was marching to the aid of Darr and Gormondi. The mighty empire of Shaurone had sent soldiers and paladins to support Beltria. No one cared about the rabidly monotheistic realm of Angrim, which was bearing the brunt of Galee's ravages: Isranon's destination was Angrim.
Stygean Loosestrife, Lord Isranon's thirteen-year-old apprentice, rode in the middle of the van near his master. The boy tucked a strand of his black, silken hair into the sheepskin-lined hood framing his coppery face. His hand slipped beneath his shirt, seeking the heavy iron of the missing slave collar. It had been gone for many weeks, yet he still expected to find it there. He lowered his head to glance surreptitiously at his nemesis, Jingen Scathwick, his master's other apprentice. They had grown up together, and Stygean had believed them to be friends until a month ago. Now he suspected they never had been. Jingen had been privately goading Stygean into acts of defiance that got him into trouble; the final act had backfired and cost the life of Stygean's father. Jingen turned his gaze upon Stygean, and the boy flinched, focusing his attention to the units riding about them.
Ocealayen mercenaries, known as kandoyarin, served as the mainstay of the army's forces. Stygean's father, Liuthan, had once been one of the strongest members of their ruling cabal, the Five Captains of the Coast. Liuthan had lead of an abortive coup against the other four, who never suspected that Ocealay had been infiltrated by the sa'necari. They signed up individually and in small groups out of a desire for revenge and to recapture their honor. Stygean avoided them as much as possible, for while they were not likely to do him serious harm, they tended to take out their ire with his father on him verbally making certain that the son paid for the sins of the father.
At the very front rode the members of a small lycan battle-clan who served as their scouts. Their chieftain, Nevin 'Scarface' Igguiden, had terrified Stygean for a long time. The gruff wolf had an ugly scar traversing his face from his forehead, across a broken nose to his upper lip that was half-split from a wound that had failed to heal properly. It gave his words a sibilant quality. His black hair reflected his coat color in wolf form, with a bit of grey in it. Nevin's hoarse, growly voice always sounded more ready to rebuke than praise. Yet Stygean's fear had faded into respect after Nevin became his armsmaster, training him in all things martial.
Stygean, Jingen and Lord Isranon were sa'necari-born: an arcane mutation created by a necromantic, religious cult more than four thousand years ago. In the beginning, all sa'necari were created through a ritual of rape and death, allowing them to shatter and devour the souls of their victims. Each rite they performed made them stronger, more powerful, and eventually nearly unkillable. Over the generations, their genetic structure altered, and their children began to be born sa'necari, gaining their fangs and appetites at puberty.
His mentor and he were renunciates. They had rejected the ways of their sa'necari race and never committed the rites. Theoretically, Jingen was also. Stygean had good reason to suspect that it was all a ploy with Jingen, and that his former friend would grab himself a rite at the first opportunity. He veered away from those thoughts for they made his stomach clench and glanced back over his shoulder at the units riding behind them. Isranon had insisted upon having the most vulnerable units in the middle of the van, which included the medical wagons, the baggage train and the nibari the genetically altered human cattle of the sa'necari and vampires. They produced blood with such efficiency that they could survive blood loss at far greater levels than normal humans. Unless arcanely modified by their hemophage owners, they were docile and non-assertive to such a degree that they could be led to their deaths without resistance.
Behind the lycans came the Ymraudes, a company of female vampires, led by their chieftain, Zulaika. Stygean felt more comfortable with the vampires simply because they were both hemovores than with the lycans and the humans. The Ymraudes' numbers had grown over the course of the march and reached fifty odd. They often referred to themselves as the 'proud six hundred', so Stygean knew there must be a lot more of them somewhere.
His fangs emerged from their sheaths, and he licked them in a gesture equally comprised of nervousness and hunger. Two flasks hung from his saddle horn. One was water and the other was blood, which was skillfully preserved by a mage spell. Preserved blood was a poor substitute for sinking his fangs into flesh and lapping it fresh from the wound. However, it was better than nothing and kept his bio-alchemy in balance.
Stygean had mixed feelings about Amiri, the Ymraude shaman, riding on the lead medical wagon. On the one hand, it had intrigued him from the beginning to discover someone with skin darker than his own deep bronze. She had black skin and nappy hair that she wore in cornrows and a wealth of thin braids heavily laden with wood and ceramic beads that tended to clack loudly when she shook her head vigorously. Amiri seemed to know more about everything than anyone else, and the breadth of her knowledge fascinated Stygean. She also made him feel like a bug under glass at times. Hence, he squirmed inwardly whenever she gave him a long, appraising glance.
Randilyn, Amiri's nibari, rode beside her on the wagon seat. She noticed Stygean looking at them and grinned. Stygean's cheeks warmed. He felt closer to Randilyn than to anyone else. She was Amiri's polar opposite, with a fair complexion and hair the color of butter cream frosting. Where Amiri was cold and calculating; Randilyn was warm and emotional. The nibari had become a second mother to Stygean following the death of his own. It had been Randilyn, even more than Isranon, who had turned him to the light. That and the promise he had made to his dying father that he would embrace the teaching of the renunciates.
He had puzzled for months over the Ymraudes and their nibari, for neither had any males among them. Stygean had eventually wheedled the information from Randilyn: Ymraude nibari were made, not bred. They were certainly different from any other nibari he had ever known. For one thing they were audacious and capable of defending themselves. They actually argued with their masters, which completely amazed him.
Sometimes Stygean thought they ought to find another word for them. The nibari of his experience were the genetically altered human cattle of the sa'necari and vampires. For thousands of years, all forms of aggression and assertiveness had been bred out of them, replaced by utter compliance and docility.
He slowed his horse, dropping back to ride beside Randilyn's wagon. She smiled down at him, reached beneath the seat and brought out a paper wrapped package.
"Go easy on it, Stygean. We won't be able to get more until we reach Lord Edvarde's in a few hours."
Stygean leaned in the saddle to accept the gift, a huge grin on his face. "Candy?"
"Honey hearts."
* * * *
The pines and ivy-drenched oaks had, over the centuries, slowly overpowered the maples that once dominated the forest. Here and there, Stygean could see the immense, gnarled trunks of old growth maples with their twisted fans of branches. It made him wonder what it would look like come spring. Randilyn and Isranon had pointed out the interesting aspects of the natural world to him so often that Stygean had begun to pay attention and notice them for himself.
The ground rose steadily and the forest began to thin. Captain Luck Settlesby raised his arm, giving a short wave, and the army halted. Isranon gestured for the officers and his apprentices to ride forward. Stygean hunched in the saddle, eyes wide and mouth tight. Jingen, riding beside him, had his head high and shoulders back. Nevin glanced from Stygean to Jingen and then nudged his horse close to Stygean's.
"Head up, lad. Sit straight. Don't slump."
Stygean flinched and obeyed.
Jingen snickered. He enjoyed it when one of the adults corrected Stygean. It assuaged the sense of betrayal Jingen felt so keenly. They had been conspirators together, plotting the death of the filthy renunciate. They were going to be heroes to their race, to their sa'necari philosophy, avengers of their slain parents Stygean's mother and Jingen's father and it had been a glorious rush when Jingen set everything up for Stygean to ambush Isranon. Instead of killing Isranon, Stygean had fled the tent weeping like a little girl and disappeared down the aisles between the tents. Afterward, Stygean had rejected Jingen, his plans and everything that made them sa'necari. Jingen felt a sharp bitterness over it.
Nevin's gaze fixed upon Jingen with disdain. "Stygean, you're worth ten of this little wanker. Act it!"
Jingen's expression turned sullen as the tables were turned by the grotesque lycan.
Stygean smiled and the wolf gave him a pat on the back.
"Good lad." Nevin gave him a second pat before moving up beside Isranon and the second most important mon in the army: General Nans Gryphonheart.
She was a cinnamon-haired, sapphire-eyed mon and tall mon though not by Sharani standards five foot eleven inches. The bastard cousin of King William Gryphonheart of Gormond's Reach. Now the full truth which had only been known to close friends was out: she was yuwenghau, a demi-god; the wilderkin daughter of Willodarus, God of the Woodlands and Wild Creatures.
With Nans leading, the Army of the Renunciate emerged from the forest and crossed the wide swath of snow-covered ground with their banners snapping in the chill afternoon breeze. The intense whiteness of strong sunlight reflecting on the clean snow of a tremendous swathe of open ground temporarily blinded Stygean. He blinked, and as his vision cleared, could see the manor house of Lord Edvarde sitting upon the crown of the next hill, defended by crenellated walls. A sturdy portcullis interrupted the line of dour, gray stone, to which the frost-browned skeletons of Ostonish ivy clung precariously.
Welcoming shouts erupted from the walls when they drew near. The gates swung open.
Stygean gazed at the high walls of the outer courtyard with keen interest. The members of Gryphonheart's Rowdies, the former freeranger units that formed the core of the army, had spoken of nothing else for the past several days, and now they were there. Isranon always spoke highly of the loremaster, Lord Edvarde; so between his master and the Rowdies, Stygean had taken the talk about Edvarde to heart.
The broad courtyard had snow-clad gardens to his right, locked in the brown of winter slumber, and a stableyard bustling with activity to his left. The stablemyn came out to watch, and the hostler in charge came forward to show them where to put their horses. Stygean dismounted, and a stablemon came up.
"I'll take him," the mon said and gave the animal a pat. "He'll be in the stalls over there. Ask anyone to help you when you need him again."
Stygean nodded. It felt almost like being back home the way the servants were deferring to him. Sorrow did a turn with his memories, staining his mood with longing for a home that no longer existed, and then danced away as Stygean focused on the new things. This was not home. He had a lot to learn here.
Jeevys the castellan met them in the courtyard. His rotund figure, childlike excitement and cherubic face were the complete opposite of the castellan for Stygean's late father. This caused the boy to wonder how Jeevys managed to keep the staff in order.
The castellan clapped his hands, grinning at Nans. "An army, Nans! You've got an army! What will it be next? Lord Edvarde is very excited and simply cannot wait to hear your stories." He hustled Nans around and saw Isranon dismounting. "He is feeling better, isn't he? Is he healed?"
Nans shook her head, causing her cinnamon braid to slide forward over her broad shoulder. "No, Jeevys. But he is a lot stronger. That's a tale for later."
"We'll have to open every single room of the old barracks halls this time for certain. We may even have to double and triple up. My, my, this is exciting."
Nans rolled her eyes heavenward. Edvarde would be interrogating everyone he could corner for new stories of heroic adventure and exotic discoveries to record. The mon was insatiable in his quest for tales and strange knowledge.
Isranon smiled when Jeevys insisted on clasping his arms and then he impulsively hugged the old castellan. "I am glad to be back. I have many stories for Lord Edvarde."
Jeevys glowed at that. "Oh, splendid!"
Anksha wrapped her arm around Isranon's waist, and he put his arm around her shoulders. She rubbed her belly and looked up at him. Isranon kissed her forehead. "Not yet, precious."
Nevin and his lover, Gordain, came to stand beside Isranon. Physically opposite to Nevin, Gordain MacQuarrie had delicate plains to his features and the cheeky manner of a benign rascal. The nearly unnoticeable hint of a point in his ears suggested a bit of sylvan blood in his ancestry.
"Come along, Pet." Nevin ruffled Anksha's mane. "Edvarde's curiosity will have us all by the short and curlies if we fail to move promptly along."
"Short and curlies?" Anksha craned her head to look Nevin in the eye.
Gordain doubled over with laughter at Nevin's expression as his lover searched for suitable words.
"Hairs between your hind legs."
Anksha's tightly furled tail snapped out and the tip twitched. "Mine's not short and curlies."
"It's usually covered in mud, twigs and leaves," said Stygean, drawing closer to them. Until her belly had expanded, Anksha had loved to strip naked and wallow in the mud or go leaping through the trees. Keeping clothes on her had been a challenge for his master.
Haig lifted Nainee down from her horse and nuzzled her neck. "Finally a bed again, Nainee. A proper place for our rutting and less rough on your soft back."
She laughed, dropping her hand to her swollen belly "Rutting yes, sipping no."
Stygean ducked his head. During his period of rebellion, he had nearly killed Nainee, Haig's lead nibari, by sneaking drinks from her veins. After that Haig placed vampiric wards in her mind that were too strong for the boy to get past not that he was predisposed to try it again and other modifications to increase her assertiveness.
Jeevys led the way into the manor with the officers making a small procession behind him. Stygean took in the tapestries of heroes, gods and demi-gods, wondering what stories matched the scenes since he was unfamiliar with tales told by the people of the light. The hallways were hung with pine boughs and animals wrought from silver and gold, as well as blown glass and fired clay painted in clever colors. It looked like a celebration of some kind, which puzzled Stygean. Then he remembered the books of tales that Isranon had given him for his thirteenth birthday and decided he would look there for his explanations, rather than annoy people with his questions. His fingers strayed across the velvety surface of the tapestries, enjoying the feel of them. Yes, he wanted to learn more.
Lord Edvarde waited in his great hall with all his tables set in order for a grand dinner. He rose and went to them, lifting each leg with care and precision like a gaunt wading bird, every nuance orderly to a fault. "So many! How wonderful. I fear that most will have to eat in the barracks. But all the officers and such can be here. And all of those who came last time. How have you all been?"
Nans grinned. "I think you know most of that already." Edvarde had more sources of information than any ten intelligence officers she'd ever met.
Isranon came forward, bringing Stygean and Jingen. "Lord Edvarde, I would like to present my apprentices, Stygean Loosestrife and Jingen Scathwick. Young sa'necari-born who have chosen to walk the middle path with me."
"Wonderful. Wonderful!" Edvarde clapped his hands and then clasped each of the boy's hands in turn and shook with them.
Stygean smiled, taking an instant liking to the mon.
Isranon slipped his arm around Stygean's shoulder. "You are my example to the world, Stygean. You and Jingen. The people of the light will see that I am not the only one who can live without the stain of the rites, without doing evil among them."
Isranon guided Stygean around to a place at the tables, the row that led down from the right of the high table where the mage would sit with Lord Edvarde and Nans. Jingen was already seated when Isranon indicated that Stygean should sit beside the boy.
The doors opened and nine people came in, followed at a respectable distance by their entourage.
Stygean studied the newcomers with fascination. There were things you avoided when you were sa'necari passing for human; mages were the most dangerous of those. He had only seen a single mage at his father's home, and only because he had been allowed to watch his father kill him. These entered freely in a long line, trusting the tales they had heard of Lord Dawnreturning, the sa'necari renunciate and mage-paladin of Kalirion Sun-Lord. The three leaders were a female and two males in high-collared robes that nearly swept the floor. Two walked with staves. The third carried a pair of blades at her hips and a long sword at her back, clearly a battle mage like his mentor. Next came a long line of journeymyn and apprentices in court attire.
One of the apprentices stood out above the others, long red hair in a plait down her back, delicate features and a proud bearing. Stygean's mouth opened at the sight of her, and his fangs and loins reacted before he could stop himself. Jingen shoved him. "I wouldn't mind getting inside that one."
Stygean glared at Jingen. "Don't talk that way."
Jingen scowled back. "You're sounding more like a wuss every day. We could have two upped her, if you hadn't decided to become a wimp."
"Shut it!" Stygean noticed that all the crosstalk had ceased and everyone was staring at them. He dropped his eyes quickly, biting his lower lip: he had been too loud and everyone had heard him.
One of the mage leaders, a tall, gaunt mon with red hair, chuckled. "Boys will be boys."
Laughter rippled through the chamber, and the crosstalk resumed.
His eyes lifted and met the red-haired girl's gaze. She smiled. Stygean flushed.
"More and more," Jingen hissed, "I think I'm going to kill you."
Stygean ignored him, filling his plate with meat and gravy, a slice of peach pie covered in syrup and cream, a variety of nuts, pickled vegetables and several kinds of bread. Randilyn stole down the tables and nudged him. When he looked up, she filled his hands with candy.
"Honey strawberry, my favorite." Randilyn winked at Stygean. "Tell me what you think. This is the only place I've ever found it."
Stygean smiled. She had nothing for Jingen.
His gaze was drawn to the left, watching his master discussing the journey with Lord Edvarde. Stygean could not hear what they were saying, so his attention focused mainly on his master. Isranon nodded to Edvarde wearily, smiling despite his obvious exhaustion. Stygean lowered his fork and knife, wiped his mouth and hands on a napkin, all without taking his eyes from Isranon. The lines in his master's face seemed to deepen as Stygean watched. Isranon's color faded. All the signs that Isranon was about to have another of his attacks were clear to the boy. He spilled his chair and bolted for the dais when he saw Isranon grab the edge of the table and struggle to hold himself upright.
Stygean reached his master as the mage fell from his seat and caught him, easing Isranon to the floor. A cacophony of alarm went up. The boy cradled Isranon's head, fishing in his mentor's pocket for the flask of Sanguine Rose. He got it open, shoving it between Isranon's teeth. Trolls blood, the base of the potion, reacted with Isranon's hemovore bio-alchemy and roused him. Stygean shifted Isranon to a better position, supporting him while he drank.
Stygean became aware of the people crowding around them, looked up and scanned their faces. "He's exhausted. My master has been maintaining the scry wards continuously for two months..."
Nans nodded, moving people aside to reach them. "That's why we need mages. He can't keep doing it alone." She took Isranon from Stygean's arms, lifting him as if he weighed nothing, and held him. "For now, I'll put him to bed."
* * * *
When dinner ended and the hour grew late, Jeevys and his helpers began assigning rooms and showing myn where to find them. He led Nevin down a familiar corridor, halting at the same room that Nevin had occupied a year ago. Nevin had his arm across Gordain's shoulders, smiling fondly at the younger wolf's suggestive glances and gentle bumping against him. Gordain had spent months cheekily trimming the edges from Nevin's stodginess, reminding him of what it had been like to be twenty.
"Will you be sharing a room with your cousin again?" Jeevys asked Nevin.
"Olin was sent to Wolffgard..."
"Oh my! It's very dangerous there. Red Wolf is on the verge of war with Waejontor."
"What?" Nevin haired over, withdrew his arm from Gordain's shoulders and frowned at the castellan.
"There's a new queen. She's driven the Sharani back almost to their borders. Her armies have been raiding Red Wolf. It doesn't help at all that the chieftain, Claw, is dying."
"What is wrong with Claw?"
"His heart is failing him. At least he has grandchildren on the way. His daughter married a Malthus Estrobian. Twin sons coming, I hear."
"I've heard nasty things about Malthus ... but he was not an Estrobian. My cousin Nikko will have his hands full."
"Nikko? Nikko Softpaws? The lawgiver?"
"What about him?" Nevin's eyebrows knit.
"He's dead."
"Edvarde! Where's Edvarde?" Nevin stalked down the corridor shouting at the top of his lungs.
"But what about your sleeping arrangements?" Jeevys followed at their heels.
"Gordain's my mate. We share quarters. Now where the unholy hell is Edvarde?"
* * * *
Edvarde sat at his desk going through a small stack of letters. The joy of the evening had fled from his face. He glanced at Nevin and then looked away, his gaze searching the shelves of books without purpose, and flicked his fingers at the chairs. "I've fresh news from Wolffgard."
"Bad?" Nevin snagged a seat, dropped and settled, legs spread and fingers throttling the chair arms.
"Did you know a young guardsmon named Kynyr?"
"Kynyr Maguire. We all liked him. Why?"
"He's Claw's great-grandson. Prince Tarrant Redhand had a betrothal agreement with Cahira Maguire during the last months of the Lycan Rebellion of 997. She was carrying his child when Tarrant was killed. Kynyr is their grandson."
"Explains a lot. Claw's sisters were always saying how much Kynyr looked like Tarrant. I wouldn't know. I was born long after the Rebellion, and Claw had taken down all the paintings of his murdered sons."
"Claw is dying."
"Jeevys told me."
"Claw named Kynyr his heir."
"Well, if he's a Redhand, then he's a good one to rule. Always had a good head on his shoulders."
Edvarde swung about and slammed his hands down on the table, startling Nevin who had rarely seen him upset to this degree and never with anger. "PLEASE! Let me get all of this out before you go interrupting me again."
Gordain stood leaning against Nevin's chair and nudged him, earning a nod of acknowledgment.
Edvarde opened a drawer, taking out a journal, which had a sheaf of letters stuffed into it. He passed that to Nevin. "You can borrow these. For now, listen to me. The sa'necari that your people call the Butchering Serpent is in Red Wolf, possibly in Wolffgard itself. Wolffgard's senior priest and lawgiver were murdered. Claw is dying of heart troubles and not expected to make it past winter solstice. He named Kynyr his heir and gave him the ring of the crown prince Tarrant's ring. Someone poisoned Kynyr."
"So he's dead?" Nevin's features tightened into a mask of despair.
"Probably. He was alive when this letter was sent. But it took the windborne a week to get it to me."
"Is there no hope for my people?"
"Todd Sinclair."
"Todd died at Kinsdale Wood."
"No. He's alive. He's Kynyr's grandfather and he's in Wolffgard. Brock Redhand is leading a Creeyan army to support Kynyr's claim to the throne, and that of Kynyr's unborn son."
"You've given me much to think about. I need to speak with my spiritbrother."
"You must not ask him to turn aside, Nevin. Galee is the greater threat."
"Must we save the humans while our people die?"
"I'm not a philosopher."
Nevin gave a curt nod and departed.
* * * *
Stygean and Jingen followed Jeevys down a narrow second floor hallway. The castellan bustled along, chattering at them.
"I assume that apprentices room together."
Jeevys' statement struck Stygean like a poleaxe between the eyes. He had believed that reaching Edvarde's estate meant he would finally be free of sharing space with Jingen. Stygean asked himself what his father would have done in the situation. His father always seemed to have the answers and when he had none, simply overawed those who doubted him. The boy drew himself up with an arrogant swagger. "No. My father was a Captain of the Coast. I've always had a private room. I can't get to sleep otherwise. And I like to study late."
"We shared a tent..." Jingen eyed Stygean suspiciously.
"That was on the march." Stygean waved his hand imperiously. "Jingen is the son of my late father's aides. It would not be appropriate for me to share quarters with him here."
Jeevys halted, looking from one to the other. "You're a noble's son?"
"I come from a long line of Captains. You do know about them?"
"They rule like lords."
"Precisely. And, I'm certain, that you know the proprieties need to be observed. Apprentices or not, you can't expect the son of a lord to share a chamber with commoners."
An expression of proper awe came over Jeevys' face. "Of course not. I have the ever so nicest room for you, your lordship. And I shall find another place for Jingen."
"I'll get you for this," Jingen muttered sotto voce. "I'll get you."
Stygean smirked, holding tight to his high-handed manners as they followed Jeevys. "You'll try," Stygean mouthed the reply silently.
Veranoctem 7, 1077 AQ
The Minnorian Imperial Army chose to winter in Machusyts, which had been the ancient capital of Darr before Angrim bit a chunk off it six hundred years ago. Machusyts had fallen to Minnoras fifteen days ago. They had so far left the city largely intact. There had been a bit of pruning, usually as victims for necromantic rites, religious rituals or for the dinner table. Demons and the undead walked openly in the daylight, defying the common myths that had grown up about them.
Prince Clovis, middle son of the late Kyser Gerhardt, gazed from the iron-barred window of a large drawing room on the highest floor of the ducal palace. It had been turned into a cage for thirty-four myn, all of them captured members of the nobility. This included four princes: Clovis, his two elder brothers, Willard and Sewell, and his younger brother Tancred. Duke Thorben of Machusyts and his two sons, Bonifaz and Detlef, all paced restlessly; as the newest additions to the larder, they had not yet made peace with their situation. They had been chosen as living hosts for the eggs of the Skerpyon Queen, Maruska. Only Clovis knew the fullness of their fate: he had seen twenty-four myn die when Maruska's first clutch hatched and ate their way out. By day, Clovis held himself tightly together. At night, he tended to wake screaming.
He studied Thorben from the corners of his eyes. The duke looked as if he had been dragged from his bed: shirtless, his long, russet hair in disarray. Bonifaz, the eldest son, looked as disheveled as his father, only worse: his shirt was torn and bloodstained, suggesting that he had fought. Detlef looked to be in the best condition of the three, still had his shirt and tunic, and only a few strands had escaped his black braid.
Clovis flicked his gaze back to the window when he saw Thorben heading in his general direction, not wishing to provide the duke with an opportunity, a reason to speak. Machusyts had fallen two weeks ago, yet Thorben and his sons had managed to elude capture until late last night. Thorben's anger had frustrated every attempt that Clovis made to explain the situation to him. Now Clovis could feel the reins of his temper slipping, and fought to remain calm and centered; hence his reluctance to get sucked into another fruitless round of argument with the duke.
"How can you stand there?" Thorben demanded. "We should attack the guard and fight our way out."
And round we go again. Clovis shifted to glance sidelong at Thorben. "There is no escape."
"We're all strong myn."
"Are we?" Clovis turned fully and pointed at a blond giant sitting on a bed, staring blank-eyed. "Tell that to Konrad Dreslin. At Maruska's orders, a vampire ripped through his mind as if it were tissue paper to learn where his nephew, Berran, had fled to. Since Berran has not joined us here, I assume he's still free."
"Then there is hope."
"Not for us. You and your sons have not yet been given the treatment, but you will." Clovis swept his hands at the others. "We have control commands in our brains, placed there by skilled vampires. If we try to escape, we won't get half a spear length before it knocks us screaming to our knees." Clovis returned his attention to the window. "Believe me, I've tested it."
"Berran..."
"Cannot save us. He embraced the White Lady and will reach safety in Beltria. The Lady guards him; Talons Trollbane, a prince of assassins, has been dispatched to protect and guide him."
"He'll come back with an army." Thorben smacked his fist into his palm.
"Not in time to save us," Clovis continued diffidently. "Come spring, we die. All of us here." Clovis opened his shirt, revealing a target brand on his upper right chest. He ran one finger around the edges of it. "That is where she intends to insert her barb and implant her egg. We all have them, except for you and your sons."
"I won't let them do that."
"There's nothing you can do to stop them." Clovis faced the room, resting his hips against the window sill. "Where once I was their prince, now I am their priest. The White Lady will gather our souls to her when we die, and we will dwell in her gardens forever." He waved his arms. "Morning prayers."
"You're an apostate." Thorben spit on him.
Clovis lowered his head, color spreading across his rugged features. "Your god abandoned us. Two thirds of Angrim has fallen. The White Lady has succored us."
"I have seen your White Lady, and I have not fallen prey to her lies."
Clovis let that pass. He went to Konrad and stroked his hair, tears of pity leaking from his eyes. Lord Konrad Dreslin had been one of the greatest military minds in all of Angrim before the vampire broke him. "It is time to pray."
"Pray. Pray to White Lady." Konrad smiled beatifically and allowed himself to be led to where the others were already kneeling in a circle on the floor. "Pray good."
"Yes, Konrad, pray to the White Lady." Clovis seated Konrad beside Willard, who with the death of their father was technically Kyser of Angrim.
Prince Sewell flinched away, moving to another place in the circle. A faint shake of Clovis' head gave the only indication that his older brother's actions distressed him. Sewell could not cope with the close presence of a mind-torn.
Tancred and Willard put their arms around Konrad and let him kneel between them for the prayers.
Clovis stepped to the center, lifting his arms to the heavens. "Hail Lady of the Light, succor your children, strengthen your warriors, for by your sign will they conquer and this land be cleansed of the evil which besets it."
Thorben kicked his way through the circle, seized Clovis by the throat, and shook him. "Cease your sacrilege. I won't stand for it."
Clovis struggled to pry Thorben's fingers loose.
Willard came to his feet, eyes burning with outrage. "Release him, Thorben. As your Kyser, I command it."
"You're no Kyser of mine, apostate." Thorben released Clovis with a shove and struck Willard in the chest, staggering him.
On the far side of the room, Bonifaz and Detlef exhorted the believers in the old god to attack Clovis' myn, but none of them moved. Bonifaz grabbed a mon and tried unsuccessfully to drag him to his feet. No matter how much Clovis had tried to explain the situation, it became abundantly clear that they had disregarded his words.
The door slammed open.
Four guardsmyn and two pikemyn led by an officer entered warily.
"We're going to get hell now," Clovis muttered under his breath.
Thorben backed away from Willard as his sons went silent.
Captain Godofredo ran his finger across his thick mustache and then pulled at the long ends. "Carajo! Sounded like you meat-pies were fighting. Lady Maruska won't like that."
Clovis rubbed his throat. "There was no fighting. A disagreement got loud."
Godofredo unhooked his baton from his belt, using it to nudge Clovis' chin up and over. "And those bruises on your neck were made by loud voices."
A tentative smile flickered hopefully across Konrad's lips, an uncertain light in his eyes. Konrad pointed at Thorben. "He did it. I'm a good boy."
The captain sauntered closer to Thorben. "Lady Maruska doesn't want the meat damaged."
Thorben glared at him. "You locked us in with apostates. I demand to be moved."
"Hasn't Clovis explained it to you?" Godofredo chuckled, contempt heavy in his blunt features. "You're here because you're a meat pie." He punctuated his words with a tap of his baton against Thorben's chest. "You're here because Lady Maruska wants well-fed, meaty nobles as hosts for her eggs."
Thorben grabbed the baton, twisting and jerking in his attempts to wrest it from the captain. Two soldiers seized him, whipped his arms behind his back and bound his wrists together. Beyond them, the other pair of soldiers barred Bonifaz and Detlef from aiding their father by crossing pikes in their path.
Godofredo nodded. "Full bind on all three. Lady Maruska is bringing Sergei to sort their mental issues and Ignacio with the branding irons."
The soldiers bound their wrists and ankles together, and then the wrists to their ankles, forcing them to rest on their knees with their chests thrust up.
Konrad pointed at a rag doll shoved through Godofredo's belt. "Is that for me? I've been a good boy."
Until Konrad mentioned the doll, Clovis had not noticed it. A tiny smile touched his lips. He had not expected Godofredo to make good on his promise from weeks ago.
"Yes, it's for you." Godofredo pulled the doll from his belt and tossed it to Konrad, who clutched it to his chest.
"Reynhard, you've come home." Konrad went to his cot, rambling happily to the doll.
"I don't know how you talked me into getting that for him," Godofredo spoke softly to Clovis. "Don't ask for any more favors. You're all just meat pies."
"Afraid you might still be human?"
Godofredo flinched, made a fending off gesture and crossed the room.
Clovis gestured at Tancred. "I can hear Maruska in the halls. Sit with Konrad. You know how he gets."
"I'll do it. I handle him better." Willard crossed the room and settled on the edge of Konrad's cot. He mussed Konrad's hair gently, which earned him a guileless smile. Tapping the doll, Willard asked, "Who's this?"
"Reynhard. He's come to save me."
Willard's eyes traced the swirls in the wood-paneled wall, unable to handle the fact that Konrad had decided the doll was his dead brother.
Maruska swept into the room, and all eyes turned to her, either in terror or awe. Her high and shapely breasts were cradled in a silk-lined halter of chainmail, while a delicate belt of similar links encircled her generous hips, holding in place a lush length of viridian silk covering her sex. Backswept ivory horns restrained the heavy fall of her ebony hair. The burnt orange hue of her skin and long, leathery tail only emphasized her inhumanity. Rising from the base of her spine, her tail was lined with flexible, eight inch spikes and tipped with a wickedly large barb which glistened with venom. The tight apple curves of her bare rump taunted and teased, daring to be touched.
She was accompanied by Sergei Wraithsbane, a short, ill-favored mon with four rows of heavy frown lines etched into his forehead. His brow ridge jutted over his small, deep set eyes, and a thick nose humped and hooked above his thin sneering lips.
The myn abandoned the prayer circle, retreating to the farthest corners of the chamber and leaving Clovis standing alone. Clovis stood firm, despite the tightening in his gut. He could hear Konrad whimpering and Willard murmuring reassurances.
"These three?" Sergei stood before the bound myn, his words getting a nod from Maruska. "Do we wait on Ignacio? Or shall I start?"
Maruska nodded to Godofredo, who directed his soldiers to strip the three myn to the waist. "You may start."
Konrad clutched his doll tighter, rocking back and forth. "I'm a good boy. I'm a good boy."
Sergei ran his fingers over Thorben's chest. "Very healthy, Maruska. A good choice." Then he grinned, displaying his long fangs.
Thorben recoiled, only to have the hands of the soldiers behind him come down hard on his shoulders. "God save me. Please, God. My Father who art in Heaven...."
Sergei snagged Thorben's hair, twisted his head around and sank his fangs into the duke's neck. Thorben shrieked.
Konrad rocked faster, screaming out "Iiiiiiiiiiiiiiii'm a goood boy! A goooood boy," at the top of his lungs. Willard locked Konrad against his chest, pressing the mon's face into his shoulder. "They're not going to hurt you, Konrad. Listen to me. If you're quiet, they won't hurt you."
"I'm a good boy," Konrad whimpered softly.
"I know."
Thorben's noises ceased as the intelligence faded from his blue eyes. Sergei licked the wound closed, straightened and turned to Maruska. "He was violent to the core. Fought back. I had to rip him up more than I intended. At least he's docile now."
Clovis took a chance, crossing the room to kneel between Bonifaz and Detlef. "If you relax and don't fight him, he'll only put the control command in."
"What are you doing, Clovis?" Maruska demanded.
"Counseling them to cooperate."
"You've had plenty of time for that already." Maruska crooked her finger at him. "Come here. You're always irritating me."
Clovis obeyed.
Sergei wiped his mouth off and moved to Bonifaz, who voluntarily offered his neck. Bonifaz grunted when Sergei's fangs went in. Despite some suffering noises in the back of his throat, Bonifaz did not scream.
Konrad peeked over Willard's shoulder when Sergei did Detlef. "Were they bad?"
"They misbehaved. They'll be good now."
"They don't hurt good boys. I'm a good boy."
"Yes, you are."
Ignacio arrived, followed by two assistant carrying a large brazier of hot coals with a branding iron thrust into the middle. The branding went smoothly with a minimum of fuss.
Maruska watched the branding and then returned her attention to Clovis. "You're still a troublemaker." She waved her barb at him peevishly.
Clovis opened his shirt. "Sting me then, if it pleases you."
Maruska glared for several moments, and then flounced from the room with her entourage.
Clovis waved at his people. "Let us finish our prayers. They will be sending up breakfast soon."
And so the faithful gathered and prayed.
* * * *
Small flurries of snow swirled and danced along the streets of Eyndohen Town, piling high in the doorways of empty houses and abandoned shops. Horst Abendroth drew his bearskin cloak tighter around his broad shoulders, chilled by more than the icy weather. He pulled at his makeshift leather armor, grinning darkly at the thought of how the armor the heroes found in the story books always fit. Horst had been a blacksmith before the fall of Stolzingen: they had not been able to scavenge anything that could fit his massive thews, barrel chest and stocky form. Instead the females in their band of refugees had improvised by combining pieces of several cuirasses to make a single cuirass for Horst, binding it all together with cord.
The uneasy peace of the dead lay over the town where their people had taken refuge for the winter. They had had no choice of location the women and children simply could not travel any further in the deepening snow. Smoke rose from the bonfire that blazed in the courtyard of Eyndohen's Liege-Lord's estate. Fearing the necromancers who marched with the Minnorian forces, Horst had made a point of beheading and burning the bodies they discovered in various buildings. It was a thankless and ultimately futile task, as they would never have the energy to find all of the dead. But they could not help but try.
Horst wore a knapsack and carried an empty burlap sack thrust through his belt so as not to interfere with his weapons. His companion, Alons Von Geffen went likewise. They were the only two in a band of survivors, which had grown to slightly more than fifty with any training and experience in arms. The other males had all been tradesmyn, shopkeepers and farmers.
"As I remember, the apothecary was on Eisenstrasse. Get what Birthe wants for the children's sniffles first."
Alons nodded, deferring as always to Horst's wishes. That had puzzled Horst from the moment he first met Alons, clearly a noblemon in his fine chain. Birthe, Horst's wife, had wheedled the information from their priest, Franz, that Alons was actually Lord Von Geffen; the only noble to escape the fall of Nubyrlon. That made Alons humble manner all the more mystifying to Horst. Alons gave out nothing about himself beyond the fact that the White Lady had chosen him as her paladin and he had lost the token of her favor, which troubled him to the bottom of his heart; except that he refused to tell Horst just what that token had been.
Lion, three hundred pounds of brindle mastiff the size of a small donkey, walked beside Horst. The two bitches, Daisy and Saucy, were back with the others at the estate. Horst had stumbled upon them or rather the mastiffs had stumbled upon him when a ghoul managed to sneak into their camp last summer and steal one of the children. Horst and Alons had given chase and overtaken the creature just as the dogs finished it off. The dogs were as delighted to find them as they were to find the dogs. They no longer needed to fear another incident like that happening with the mastiffs in camp.
The journey to the apothecary took them farther than they had previously explored in the dead town. Horst's nerves itched, and he watched Lion closely for any sign that the dog might have detected trouble. The apothecary stood half a block from Meinhardtstrasse, the main street that ran north-south through Eyndohen: north to the gates of the estate and south to the highway.
They found the door hanging half off its hinges. Horst exchanged glances with Alons, nodded and squeezed through, stumbling as Lion tried to get inside at the same time. The door cracked and fell. Snow lay heavy in the opening. Lion bounded around sniffing everything. Other than the door, the apothecary was eerily undamaged. Horst ignored the long tables in the center and went around the counters to the shelves built into the walls. Pulling Birthe's list from his pouch, Horst scanned it before handing the list to Alons. They unshouldered their knapsacks and began filling them.
Alons reached for the sack at his belt, and Horst shook his head. "Nein, Alons. Let's see what other shops are around."
As they emerged from the apothecary, Lion's hackles rose and he darted two shops farther down Eisenstrasse, stopping where a low stone wall encircled a tiny garden. Horst went after him.
"Nein, Horst! Come back. That's the sound he makes when he smells a ghoul."
Horst slowed, yet continued on. "Best I see for myself."
He overtook Lion and knelt in the snow to examine what the dog had found: a huge three-toed footprint. "You're right, Alons: ghouls." Lion crouched beside him, growling softly. He patted the dog and stroked his head. "Ja. My sentiments."
Alons Von Geffen trotted over and knelt beside him, his eyes narrowing. "It's fresh. We've likely got only a few days before they find us."
Horst nodded. "My thoughts." He placed his hand on the low stone wall at his left and rose to glance along the rows of abandoned shops between them and Meinhardtstrasse. A flurry of snow brushed against his strong features, causing him to shelter his eyes with his hand as he studied the roof tops. Ghouls possessed wings, but were not flyers; they could hover a few inches to a few feet off the ground due to what Father Franz called limited levitation: the wings gave them direction and balance. "Come along. Let's get back."
A blue hand reached out of the snow beneath Horst's feet and seized his leg. Only his stout leather leggings prevented it from tearing him open. Lion lunged for the arm, clamped down and worried it, rumbling far back in his throat. Horst drew his sword, driving it into the snow between his feet. The hand released him as ichorous blood spread through the white.
"Ambush! Run!"
"No place to run." Alons pointed at the roofs, where the ghouls rose from behind clusters of chimneys and the attic windows they crawled out of. "They're all around us."
The ghouls moved with the lethargy of the newly wakened. A few fluttered to the snow at either ends of the block. Most rubbed their eyes and blinked indecisively.
"Lion, heel!" Horst grasped Lion's collar. "Alons, the group at Meinhardtstrasse is smaller. Come on."
Jogging toward the corner, Horst heard Alons shout, "Ware!"
Lion jerked from Horst's grip, lunging at a ghoul, which had gotten bolder. Ghoul blood dripped from Alons' sword: he had slashed the creature deeply in three places. True to his training, Lion ripped the ghoul's belly open, dropping a mouthful of intestines in the snow. Horst swung two-handed, biting into the ghoul's side. The creature went down shrieking.
An equine cry of rage turned their attention to the northwest corner of Meinhardtstrasse. Two horses charged between the demons and galloped toward them. Horst blinked and corrected himself; it was a blue brindle wynderjyn the unicorn-horse hybrids ridden by the Sharani paladins of the White Lady and a black unicorn with a glittering silver mane: creatures he had only seen in drawings.
A fine shield hung from the saddle of the wynderjyn. Alons snatched it off and slid his arm through the straps before bounding into the saddle with a glad cry. "Abby, I knew you'd find me. I knew you were still alive."
"Your missing token? Abby?"
"Ja. My Abby. Mount. They'll get us out of here."
The unicorn prodded Horst and he climbed onto it, settling his feet in the stirrups.
"Let's get out of here!" Alons galloped toward a break between two demons with Horst at his heels and Lion running all out beside them.
Their sudden movement stirred the ghouls from the remnants of their initial lethargy. The creatures lurched from the roofs and hurled themselves from their attic nests, hooting and ululating at the sight of fleeing prey.
At the corner of Meinhardtstrasse, three clusters of demons hooted and screeched: a cluster of five yellow-manes the large older males in the center, four mane-less adolescent males on the right hand corner and three females on the left. The latter groups were allowed to scavenge from what remained after the yellow-manes had eaten their fill of whatever they had pulled down.
Horst searched for reins and found none. He flicked a glance at Alons as the unicorn's stride lengthened. "No reins!"
"He knows what he's doing."
One moment they were charging toward the knot of yellow-manes, and the next, they had swerved sharply into the three females. Alons, riding to Horst's left, cut down the nearest one. Their swerve confused the yellow-manes, buying Alons and Horst a few seconds to dash past and make the turn onto Meinhardtstrasse. The yellow-manes leaped after them, swiftly reducing the equines' lead. Abby struggled to keep pace with the unicorn, and Horst could sense his mount holding back, reluctant to outdistance her. Running beside them, Lion's eyes were wide and his tongue flapped like a flag beside his jowls.
Alons glanced back. The five yellow-manes were nearly upon them, and beyond those came the rest of the pack. There must have been thirty or more of them more than enough to overwhelm their entire encampment. Then the yellow-manes reached them: two setting upon Alons and three going for Horst, drawn by the delicious purity of the unicorn.
Claws slid off his flawless chainmail as Alons struck a ghoul in the neck hard enough to break bone. The creature went down in the snow and did not move. The other attacked from Alons' left only to get stunned by a shield in its face. Alons veered into a ghoul attacking Horst's open left. His companion screamed as Alons drove his sword into the ghoul's back, gave it a twist, ensuring a smooth release, and popped it out. As the creature fell, Alons saw that Horst's arm hung useless, bleeding from shoulder to wrist.
To the right of Horst, two yellow-manes crowded each other to reach him. The unicorn and rider turned at bay. Claws shredded Horst's makeshift armor and tore his side open. Lion accounted for one of the ghouls, biting a chunk from its belly and spitting out a mouthful of entrails. Rage carried Horst through the pain long enough to hack through the remaining yellow-mane's shoulder.
Then they were riding hard again, Horst doubled over in the saddle, clutching his torn side, and Lion running beside him.
Alons glanced behind him. "There's dozens of them."
Horst nodded, his features twisted into a harsh grimace. "Don't look back."
"I'm praying for a miracle."
The unicorn, as if sensing the desperate condition of his rider, put on a burst of speed when they neared the gates to the previously abandoned ducal estate.
Alons made the sign of the Lady as Horst outdistanced him.
Ahead of them, Father Franz Bachmeier strode confidently out of the gates to stand in the middle of the street with a black-clad crone, whom Alons had never seen before. Four children followed the strange pair carrying baskets. He tore his attention from them, glancing about for Horst, but his friend had already gone through the gates and become lost from sight. Alons glimpsed an overloaded wagon and the edges of many tents standing in the yard, which had not been there when they left to scavenge that morning.
A shield wall formed behind Franz and the crone: the ten remaining men and fifteen of the women. They carried golden shields with the white unicorn rampant of the White Lady and long spears. Alons wondered where they had gotten them.
"Birthe! What the unholy hell...." Alons blinked at Horst's wife, hearing her giving orders to the spearmyn with the same unyielding determination he had so often seen her husband display.
Two little boys strode calmly down the street towards Alons and the pursuing ghouls. They were both strangely clad.
The boy on the left wore a fur lined leather jacket and a leather cap that buckled under his chin. A pair of odd spectacles sat on his head. He settled the green tinted spectacles over his eyes to keep the flurrying snow out of them. Then he lowered his hands to the silver pie pans hanging from his belt. "On three, Bodi!" he shouted to his companion.
"On it, Pieface!" came the reply. Bodi tucked a book into his pocket and drew his wooden sword, brandishing it with a shout of "Sillior!"
Alons felt a surge of dread upon realizing the two boys were going to charge the ghouls and no one was trying to stop them. He threw himself from the saddle, running to intercept the nearest boy, the one with the wooden sword. A shout from the crone snagged Alons' attention, and the boy got past him.
"Funsies!" The crone wiggled her fingers at the on-coming demons. "Flux!"
Four demons suddenly lost the contents of their bowels, spreading lines of black waste across the snow. They flew through the air in a short arc, clutching their bellies, and finally collapsed in the snow groaning. A bright silver disk flew past Alons, taking the head off a demon before curving around and returning to the child who had thrown it. The wooden sword in Bodi's hands hummed with power, and the boy caved a ghoul's head in with it.
The two children who remained beside Franz and the crone put glass globes into their sling shots and let fly against the rear demons. Some of the balls exploded into flames, others into a green slime that made the demons shriek and claw at themselves, trying in vain to scrape it free only to have it adhere to the flesh of knobby fingers and their claws, while the third kind gave off a terrible stench that made the demons engulfed by the foul cloud stagger about, clawing at their eyes and opening rents in their faces as mucus flowed from their mouths, nose, and eyes.
Alons' perceptions of reality, already strained by the circumstances of the past few months, crashed. For an instant he did not know whether to gibber or weep or fall to his knees and give praise to the Lady.
The shield wall broke as the myn charged forward to put an end to their adversaries. Desperate to do something anything Alons went after the little boy with the wooden sword, grabbed him by the collar and brought him up short.
The boy gazed up at him, frowning. "Let go. I got a bodacious date with destiny."
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