John McClenny
Published by John McClenny at Smashwords
Copright (C) 20011 by John McClenny
ISBN# 978-1-4580-5962-8
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author
Chapter 1: The One Still Breathing Is The Winner
Carrion crows sang in the gathering twilight, certain of a feast on the morrow and a dozen local ghouls waited impatiently for sunset and the end of fighting to strip the dead and haul their loot home before anyone noticed the sacrilege. Reynan launched a blow less weary than her opponent's defense and felt the notched blade catch briefly on the bone of the man's sword arm before sliding off to slash open his abdomen. Stepping back to avoid the slumping body her fine honed senses warned of danger behind but exhaustion slowed her response. A reflex duck caused the whistling mace that slammed into her head just behind the right ear to glance off iron banded bull hide causing less than fatal damage. Falling back she twisted to face the brutish figure towering above black against the angry sunset. Powerful arms cocked high above his head drove the second blow downward toward her unprotected face. Halfway through the arc grime crusted fingers loosened on the shaft of the mace sending it flying in a short arc to land a few feet from her head. Stumbling forward the warrior's knees buckled and landed full in Reynan's stomach forcing the last trace of air out of her laboring lungs. Coughing and gasping to regain her breath she clawed her way from under the fallen fighter and through tear blurred vision saw the three foot feathered shaft that sprouted from the base of his skull. Croaking her thanks to the Goddess from a throat raw with shouting she desperately scanned the battlefield for a place to hide until nightfall.
Dragging her bruised aching body deeper into the shadows of a laurel thicket Reynan wished she'd had the sense to grab a waterskin or better yet a wineskin as she crawled from the battle field to hide. It was times like these that she wished she had never left the simple comforts of home. How much worse than this could spinning, sewing and birthing babies be? In a pain rent stupor of exhaustion she thought she felt the soft hands of one of her ladies turn her to lie on her back. A narrow rather pointed face framed by silk fine pale blond hair hovered over her.
"Ah, sweet one, have you come to tuck me to bed?" she mumbled through dry swollen lips.
"This one will live, I think." She heard a soft voice call out, then the dark closed about her in black goose down waves.
***
The tinny clink of metal on stone brought Reynan full awake from a sleep that seemed to stretch into the past without beginning. Instinctively groping for a weapon, her hand brushed warm metal lying close by her side. Wire wrapped leather molded to her palm as she rose on one elbow to survey the room. At the foot of the bed a slim figure in white robes arranged a plate and goblet on the window ledge. Sunlight streaming through the high arch turned the boy's - no, not a boy, the face was far too hard - mane of spun silver hair into a halo of gold.
"I remember you," Reynan said. "You were the one who found me. How long has it been?"
"You've slept three days through except for when I fed you some rose hip tea and a cup of broth yestereve," he answered smiling and handing her a robe. "You had best cover yourself. The morning air is chill and you might take a fever." He openly admired her muscular body as she stood to don the garment. There was nothing mannish about her save the sword that seemed to never stray from her grasp and the scars that crisscrossed her breasts and belly only served to enhance her exotic beauty. He felt a stirring that was born of something more than admiration and turned away from her to the window.
"Greshin said that you might want solid food this morning so I saved some venison from last night's meal for your breakfast. You can put the sword down to eat. This is a Priest house and none will harm you while you stay. Oh, I am called Ceric."
"Those who call me anything call me Reynan," she answered seating herself on a sturdy wooden stool by the window. The sword lay on the ledge close by her hand. "Who is Greshin?"
"He's the eldest of the brothers who live in this place," Ceric answered. "Eldest, and I think the wisest of the lot. He saw in the smoke that there would be a battle nearby and that you would need our help. He is also the one who prompted me to leave the sword close to your hand. He thought you might rest better that way"
"A wise man, this Greshin, but it was more massacre than battle. The men in charge were either fools or cowards if not worse." She paused for a moment. "How many survived?"
"We found three score men slain and yourself on the field. There were no living wounded so some of the soldiers must have escaped," Ceric said.
"Not many, we were seventy five strong including officers when we marched that morning. We were betrayed and led into ambush." Scarred callused fingers lightly caressed the hilt of the sword. "I would like to know who gave those orders. Twelve good comrades feed the crows in that valley."
"No, we sent them to their gods in the flames. That was a burning to remember. The coals still glow."
"It was a kind act. Where did you find enough dry wood to light their way?" Reynan asked.
"We used the houses in a village a mile to the South of the battle. No one would stay that close to so many traitor slain spirits. Even with the rituals there will be no peace in that vale until blood price is paid," Ceric said tipping a clay pitcher to pour foaming amber liquid into the goblet. "We placed the bodies in the upper level of two of the houses and filled the lower rooms with rubble from the rest of the buildings. It made a handsome pyre."
"What kind of beer is this?" Reynan asked making a face as she swallowed the sour brew.
"Something special the priests concoct to speed healing.
It has several herbs in addition to the usual ones that affect the taste. You get used to it."
"I hope I don't need it that long." Reynan's nostrils flared at the smell and she grimaced as she took another swallow. "Did they leave the dead their weapons?"
"No." Ceric answered sharply. "The priesthood here has a tradition of salvaging weapons after a battle and hiding them away." The young man's handsome face turned dark and ugly for a moment. Then he shook himself like a dog shaking off flies and turned to go. "If you need anything I will be in the courtyard at the end of the hall. You'll find clothing in the chest at the foot of the bed. Your garments weren’t worth saving."
Reynan watched the young man leave and filed away her impressions for later study. His reaction to weapons taken from the dead spoke of deep seated pain. It was a weakness and Reynan, born to court intrigues was trained to detect weakness and exploit it as necessary. As a soldier the ability had served her well. She turned back to the window and thoughtfully chewed on roast meat and bread dipped in the rich gravy.
Ceric idly traced patterns on the wax tablet lying on the bench beside him, then with a small effort of will summoned small flames to melt the surface smooth. Greshin would be furious to see him amusing himself with displays of magic. It was ever to be saved for some elusive grand purpose, not frittered away in useless pleasure. A lot of good it would do to save his meager power. Ceric had long since probed the limits of his ability and found it far less impressive than he wished to admit. Greshin knew his weakness and pitied him for it. Perhaps that was why he allowed him such free access to the scrolls and tablets stored in the library. The dark knowledge recorded there was useless to a psychic cripple like himself. Years of the priest's discipline and herb lore had strengthened his body to a semblance of normal but the nerves would not carry the power in sufficient amounts to perform more than the simplest of tricks, like making small flames or extinguishing a candle across the room. The ability to heal so far eluded him altogether. His own physical weakness took all the healing energy he could generate.
The writings tucked away in odd corners of the library were both his solace and his torment. His mind held the secret of ancient patterns and sounds that could draw rivers of fire from the earth and stars from the sky, but he lacked the power to use them. Lacked the power but not the will. In the testing not even the strongest of the elders could move him against his desire. Little comfort came in that knowledge. What good was a steel arm if it held a paper sword? His fist clenched and the surface of the tablet bubbled and boiled in sympathy with his anger. A voice calling his name close behind brought him to his feet in a start.
"I'm sorry, I should make more noise when I walk in friendly places," Reynan said, extending her hand. Ceric grabbed the support to keep from falling over his own feet. The effort drew them close enough that he could smell the cedar fragrance in the clothing she wore. As he anticipated she had chosen the mannish garb, passing over the long hemmed more modest robe and tunic the women had selected for her.
"My clothes look better on you than on me, but a little tight in places," Ceric said smiling. Reynan grinned in return. She liked this bold young priest. Perhaps not that young after all, she might have less than five summers over him. It was nice to relax with a male who wouldn't see her as competing with him. But there was something just behind his eyes that bothered her. A hard almost feral quality that showed in the set of his jaw and the force of his gaze. An odor of burned wax hung heavy on the still morning air.
Ceric moved back slightly but held onto her hand savoring her presence. Women were not an unknown quantity in his life but this one roused his passion in unexpected ways. Her walk and bearing was that of the holy women who came to share the four high festivals with the elders, but she smiled and laughed as quickly as the merchants' daughters in the village on market day. The weapon she had clutched when he found her near senseless hiding under the bushes was worn smooth in the grip and deeply nicked on the edge. Not a toy but a tool carried and used by a craftsman. Women warriors were not that unusual, but most often found as defenders of hearth and home - never as mercenaries. A wonder out of legend had lain in wait in the laurels for him to find and carry home.
"Greshin wishes to speak with you as soon as you feel strong enough," Ceric said. "I doubt it will take very long and you can rest again afterward."
"I've rest enough for now. Much of the soreness is gone thanks to your herbs, and the head blow that laid me out seems to have done little lasting damage," Reynan answered.
"It was mostly the women who bathed you and kept hot towels on the worst bruises. I only prepared the medicines for the bath water," Ceric said offering his arm to her as they crossed the bright warmth of the courtyard. Reynan responded with perfect grace lightly resting her forearm on his and resting the tips of her fingers on his wrist. Confirming Ceric's suspicion that she was noble trained if not noble born.
Tendrils of scented smoke drifted in wispy patterns on unseen currents of air at the door to Greshin's chamber. Before Ceric could call out a low gravely voice instructed them to enter.
"So this is the prize of your labors, Ceric. At last, I am allowed to see her face. Come closer woman, or do you find disfavor in being called thus?" The old man glared at her under heavy lidded eyes. Instinctively knowing that this priest had seen and knew more of her than most of her very few and very close friends, Reynan answered honestly.
"I find no disfavor with being a woman. Why do you try to make it sound an insult?
"Because, were you a man I would sleep better this night. Do you know ought of this?" He said pointing to a black surfaced mirror lying on the table.
"I know it can be used by one with the gift to see at a distance and to look ahead or back in time." Reynan answered. After a moments thought she asked, "Do you see events concerning me?"
"I see enough to know that fate rides you like a willing mare. You may stay here another day and then you must leave."
"You can't cast her out!" Ceric interrupted. "She's not yet fully healed."
"Silence!" The old man thundered. "I can and will, do what I must. Warrior, you may take what you need from the weapons and equipment we brought from the field but you must leave here tomorrow. You may go." Dismissing them he turned away to gaze at the smokey surface of the mirror. By habit Ceric turned to leave grasping Reynan's arm at the elbow to guide her. As well try to lead a tree. She stood staring at the elder priest for several breaths then spoke.
"I would know what you see of me in the glass Old Father," she said. "To bring you so much sorrow and pain, it must be a terrible thing." Greshin's head sank lower almost touching the table.
"Leaves us boy," he said in a weak quavering voice. In shock, Ceric obeyed without question, closing the door as he left.
"I can tell you this, warrior woman. When you leave you will take what is most precious to me and he will take what I would have given freely had it been mine. You feel the bond between the two of you, do you not?"
"I am drawn to him and he to me but that's not surprising under the circumstances," Reynan said. "I saw his face when I felt I might be dying and he is infatuated with the thought of loving a swordswoman. Our feelings will pass."
"I see he has the better sight of the two of you," Greshin almost chuckled. "This isn't your first meeting nor is it the last by many. Go and take him with you but leave before sunset tomorrow. Wait longer and fortune may turn away from you."
"I will leave and he may follow if he wishes. I'll make no promises for another," Reynan answered. "Health and long life to you Old Father, and my thanks for your aid." She turned and walked away without looking back.
Noonday sun warmed the flagstones in the courtyard where Ceric sat with head in hands and elbows resting on his knees. Reynan approached him on silent feet and stood gazing at the back of his head for several seconds. Reaching down she tugged gently at the hair hanging over his neck, smiling at his start of surprise.
"The sun is hot for this early in May. It’s cooler in my room," she said as he rose to stand beside her. Without words they both knew and accepted that not one but two would pass the gate on the morrow. Through the hot hours of afternoon and into the evening their loving pushed away the pain at leaving his home of twenty years and fear of the road ahead. A pain and fear that Reynan remembered well from her past. In the cool darkness of early evening she slept.
Ceric gently pulled away from their tangled embrace, drew on a light robe and stepped into the dark hallway. Carefully, making no noise, he closed the door and walked the short distance to the courtyard where moonlight spun a tapestry of black velvet and silver on the still warm stones. His wood bound wax tablet lay on the table where he had left it that morning. Ceric picked it up and brushed away the coating of dew. Softly speaking a word of power he hurled it high into the air over the fountain. A flash like spring lightning strobed the shadows and moments later fine ash rained down into the still water. From the window of his dark study Greshin watched his adopted son spend his hard gained power in a useless flash of light. On the table the black mirror still reflected his last vision. On the side of a hill a few miles west stood the monolith pillars that marked the entrance to the Sacred Grove. A dark haired woman and a silver haired man walked silently between them.
"There are guardians enough in that place. They have no need of me," he mused in the darkness then rang the small bronze bell that in other times would have summoned Ceric to his bidding. This time a different, less familiar face, answered his call.
"Pack my garments and regalia. We leave in two hours to visit the Sisters. We will need food for three days. Prepare it yourself and speak to no one." Greshin said to the startled boy who jumped to obey the commands. "I have loved him as a son and I will not be a part of his death," he thought to himself. The old man turned back to the window and gazed into the moonlight.
***
Before the sun broke free of the trees on the Eastern horizon Ceric entered Greshin's quarters to find his bed undisturbed and one of the house women repacking his clothing chest.
"Carwen, where is the Old Father so early in the day?" He asked.
"Edric said that he left in the night with young Karn. He didn't know where he was going but his clothes and regalia are gone. I was just straightening up. You boys always leave such a mess when you pack for the Elders," Carwen answered.
Tight lipped Ceric removed the holy symbol he had carried on a thong around his neck for longer than he could remember and placed it on the shelf over the hearth. Greshin would find it there when he returned from his journey and know that Ceric had chosen a different path. As Carwen watched with tear-bright eyes, he walked stiffly out the door and turned towards the storerooms.
Reynan's fine eye for detail noticed the absence of the symbol but she said nothing. Instead she continued to tighten the laces of the iron banded leather armor she had picked from the pile. A cap of stiff leather with iron rings sewn to the outside topped a pile of weapons and gear. After a few heartbeats she looked Ceric over and spoke.
"I picked out some weapons and armor I thought might suit you. Want to try them on?"
"All I need is a dagger, a sling and a staff. Anything more would only slow me down. I know the sharp end from the hilt of a sword but that's all," he said. "I have some training with the staff. It's part of the schooling here."
"What about armor? You need more than cloth to protect you."
"No, I have never worn it and I wouldn't feel right. Besides the weight would slow me and speed is my only real advantage in a fight." Reynan thought for a moment then answered.
"Perhaps you're right. No, wait, look at this. I would have chosen it for myself but the fit wasn't right. It looks like a regular blouse and pants but it has little interlocking rings of steel sewn into the fabric at especially vulnerable places. Here feel the crotch of the pants," she said smiling. "There are some things we have to protect."
Ceric smiled in spite of himself and made a show of fingering the material.
"It doesn't seem to be very heavy at all. I suppose I could wear it, but only for you," he drawled.
"Oh, thank you lord and master," Reynan answered in a voice oozing sarcasm.
"We'd better hurry, Reynan. I want to be out of here as soon as possible. We have several miles to travel by mid-afternoon."
Reynan finished donning her equipment and they packed the rest of her choices in a large sack. In another section of the storeroom they loaded a haversack with dried meat and fruit and filled two wineskins. One received the best vintage he could find and the other was filled at the well. With little more than a brief good-bye to Carwen and the other women waiting by the gate they left the Priest Home. Together they stepped into the waiting abyss of mingled joy and pain that would be their tomorrows.
Ceric set a course to the North as they left the gate striding along the well worn path in silence. Reynan honored his feelings, having done the same when she left home and family for the first time. After twenty minutes of rapid walking he stopped abruptly and looked hard down their back trail.
"No one follows. That's good. From here we can be at the Sacred Grove in two hours if we press hard."
"Why would we want to go to a Sacred Grove?" Reynan asked. "I thought you laid aside your vows with the symbol."
"I did but there is something there that we need if we wish to be more than someone else's hirelings for the rest of our lives," Ceric answered with a feral grin.
Reynan crossed her arms across her chest and leaned back against a tree. "Tell me," she said simply.
"Hidden in the center of the grove is a great treasure taken from a battle field centuries ago. You remember I mentioned a tradition of looting battle fields. I don't want the wealth, but there are two items we must have. One is a sword such as you have never seen and the other is a staff of power that will let me use my knowledge of ancient lore without depending on this weak body I inhabit. If you can guard the entrance I think I have gained enough power to use the energies there to open the vault and remove the weapons."
"And what if you don't have enough power?" Reynan queried.
"Then I will most likely die in the attempt."
Reynan waited long moments before she spoke.
"I think you must do this. At least you feel you must and that, in the end, is the same. Let's go and see if we can get in and out of there by dark." Ceric grabbed her and swung her around nearly toppling both of them.
"Alright, let's go!"
***
In the dim tree shrouded confines at the center of the Sacred Grove Ceric sat cross legged inside a hastily constructed circle. His eyelids tightly clamped shut almost hidden by a thick mane of pale silver hair. Thick ropes of smoke curled upward toward his face from a small silver censer nestled in the moist soil. Seeming to crawl into his nostrils as he inhaled deeply, the vapors filled his lungs and sent nerve shocking messages to echo in his brain. The sharp ringing clamor of steel on steel pounded at the shield of silence surrounding the young mage. On some level far below normal consciousness the noise tugged at his mind but the spell continued.
***
"There's a seat in Hel for me for this day's work," Reynan thought as she parried a powerful overhand stroke and turning her opponent's blade to slash the arm of his near side companion. "It's sin enough to shed blood this close to a holy place without stealing priest goods as well.
Scarcely more than a foot from either elbow huge slabs of hewn stone rose to mark the entrance to the Sacred Grove. Behind her somewhere in the maze of narrow paths Ceric bent his knowledge and will to open a chamber sealed for centuries and draw out its priceless treasure. Ahead six - no, five now - warriors sought to hasten her voyage into the great dark. Fortunately they were too afraid of the power in the Grove to circle the stones and come at her from behind. As more fell to her steel, their anger would grow and the fear would fail. In tight quarters, two poor fighters could overwhelm one good one and Reynan faced five that were average and better. Fortunately, she was better than merely good but the young mage had best hurry.
***
Ceric's will reached out like a powerful hand and twisted the glowing lines of force drawn from the earth by his spelling. Twisted and shaped them to a pattern of his desire - mouthing words of power that sent shudders through the trunks and limbs of the ancient Oaks. A fountain of cold black earth spewed upward, clearing away the dirt that covered a rectangular slab of stone long buried in the holy soil. With snaps and twangs like bow strings breaking, ancient roots parted and pulled away from the stone as it split in twain and slowly opened to the irresistible force of Ceric's desire. Dead air sealed from light for ages billowed out in smothering waves of corruption only to lap helplessly like waves against a towering cliff at the edge of the circle. A stirring came from the haunted dark and the objects of his heart's desire rose by inches to greet the light.
***
The best, or at least the luckiest two warriors, remained bloodied but fighting. Of the other four, one might see the moonrise but it would be long indeed before his mangled hand would grip a sword. The other three lay still, cold and silent. Reynan forced her tired wrist to weave a defense, but one of the men dropped back and started around the stone to her right - her weak side. The other sought to keep her attention focused on him.
Suddenly the earth shook as a great weight crashed down somewhere deep in the Grove. Seizing the moment Reynan lunged forward past the guard of her surprised adversary striking at the unprotected spot just below his chin. As she moved a line of fire parted skin and muscle from hip to knee of her right leg. Sharp steel dug deep almost to the bone. Had she not moved forward to strike, the blow would have split her spine on its way down. Twisting her blade as it struck she whirled to her left swinging it backhand, spraying red droplets across the rough gray surface of the rock. Both men fell choking from near identical wounds at their throats. Wounded and worn past weariness Reynan fell against the stone gritting her teeth against the pain and praying that neither man would rise. Her prayers were answered in the gurgle of a final choking breath bubbling through the gaping throat wounds. After scant moments of rest, she pushed herself away from the cold stone and cooling flesh to hobble up the path toward the center of the Grove leaning heavily on her sword. A gust of foul wind blew into her face taking her to her knees gagging but she struggled to her feet and continued into the wood.
The serpentine path opened suddenly on a small clearing surrounded by the hoary trunks of ancient oaks. Near the center of the open area Ceric lay face down in a circle drawn in powdered chalk on black earth with only the movement of his chest to prove that life remained. Clutched tight in his right hand, an intricately carved staff of some nearly black wood gleamed dully. Beside him lay a sword and - Goddess - what a sword.
Without concern or even an awareness of the power left in the circle, Reynan fell to her knees reaching for the black tarnished hilt with her blistered left hand. Jolting force flowed up her arm and into exhausted flesh like light filling icicles in the sunrise. Shaped in the form of a great wyrm the silver hilt molded perfectly to her palm and fingers, and the four foot long double edged blade lifted light as seafoam thrumming in her grip. Oblivious to all else she swung the weapon in intricate patterns of the Grand Salute marveling at the balance of flesh, silver and steel. So keen an edge it bore that the air seemed to scream out at its passage. Leaves, then twigs, then branches parted and fell at its touch - strength flowing into her in frigid waves as it moved. Pain and fatigue forgotten, Reynan wove a tapestry of silver and dark, dancing the dance of steel.
"Your concern for my comatose condition is commendable." The mage's soft voice cleft the web of fascination that held her as he slowly drew himself into an upright position. "I see your toy has claimed you."
"Perhaps you should think more of my condition," Reynan answered. "I shed life's blood guarding you while you spun smoke. Five more will wait on me in the darkness and maybe six if that fool with the crippled hand doesn't drag himself home."
"Where is this terrible wound?" Ceric asked. "I see only dented metal, sweaty leather and a long cut in the leg of your pants. That seems little enough to pay for a silver hilted rune blade."
Cautiously Reynan slipped her hand inside the slit leather to touch the bare skin beneath. No blood, no cut, no pain greeted her exploration only sweat slick skin. She turned the sword in her hands sighting along the edge touched with liquid fire in the sunset. "What manner of weapon is this?" She asked of the mage turning to match her green eyes to his blue.
"It is what I promised it would be. A sword like you have never seen, a sword of slaying and one of healing," he answered. "Like it, this staff will heal or kill at my desire. Without them we were nothing. With them we have become a power in the world."
"And now the other powers will notice us and that will not be to our interest," Reynan said. "But I think they would have noticed us in time anyway. To dare what we dared is not the way of folk without power. Now, I think we had best be far from here when this hole you've dug is found."
"Five bodies and a wounded warrior will cause us more trouble than this," Ceric said. Pounding the butt of the staff on the edge of the stone he spoke a word that burned in Reynan's ears. Tree roots crept back across the stone slab like woody snakes to weave into a tangled mat while small whirlwinds gathered the scattered soil and spun it neatly back into the hole. In moments no trace of the excavation remained only seemingly undisturbed soil covered with a layer of damp moldy leaves.
"There, the priests will think we failed to break the seal, if indeed they still believe there is one, and will only hunt us for the slaying. Two days travel and no one will follow. If they thought we had taken the treasure, no distance or time would be far enough or long enough. Are you ready to depart?"
"Yes, and while we travel you can tell me what more you know of this sword," Reynan answered.
"I'll tell you all that I can," he said to his partner grinning as he spoke. "It was in the last days of the third age that a great wizard grew the flame staff from a seed given him by a god," he teased.
"The sword, Ceric I would know of the sword," Reynan interrupted. "What are the powers of the Sword and what is its name?"
"There is little enough to know, Reynan. Legends tell of a demon wrought blade that came from north of the sea beyond Land's End. The stories say a demon lord created it to enslave others of his kind but it was stolen or lost and came into the hands of men. I believe that this is that blade. The silver runes etched into the blade are of no known languagem, but legends say they translate to Iswyrm or Ice Worm in our tongue.
The blade is both blessed and cursed. Like many of its kind it feeds on the lives it takes and sends some of that energy to its wielder. If held by a strong enough hand, it can be used to heal all manner of ills as well, but few have the will for it. That's all I know Reynan. I wish it were more."
"I think we best be for the coast and finding a fisherman to ferry us to the mainland," Reynan said after a few minutes thought. "I wouldn't let such a prize out of my hands so easily nor will the priests. They are not such fools as you seem to think."
"I've spent much of my life with them, and they are slow witted and complacent. They would rather sip tribute ale than follow suspected thieves through the forest at night," Ceric retorted.
"That may be, but I doubt that you have spent much time in their councils of the wise. And don't mistake serenity for slow wits. Priests are sleeping bulls. Awake them at your peril. Now let's make distance between us and the grove," Reynan answered.
"Alright but there is naught to fear so soon," Ceric said with total conviction. "Tomorrow is the soonest anyone will follow."
"I hope you're right," Reynan said - then sword at ready she melted into the shadows of swiftly falling twilight.
***
Light from a thin crescent moon pierced the canopy of leaves and branches of the Sacred Grove, illuminating wisps of vapor seeping up through the dirt and leaves covering the ancient crypt. Smoke serpents coiled and joined to form a thick viscous rope of mist that slithered down the winding path toward the stone pillars and the cold bodies waiting there. Six forms lay still in the darkness. Five frozen in death, and one paralyzed with terror at the sight of living fog crawling across his legs to reach the corpse lying next to him. Icy mist flowed into the dead man's mouth and nose until his body seemed to glow with its essence, then on to the next fallen warrior and the next. When all had been touched, the tentacle of mist drew back from the gateway and vanished around a curve in the path.
Shuddering breaths shook the wounded warrior as he fought to contain his fear. Then a hand touched his arm and he turned in horror to see the dead eyes of his companion gazing deep into his own. He screamed - a thin, high, pain sound that seemed to linger in the air even when he paused to draw breath and scream again. Nearly three miles away Reynan bolted to her feet from a light slumber, sword in hand.
"What was that sound?" She asked Ceric.
"A night bird," he answered chuckling." Or perhaps a ghost. Listen there it is again." The eerie sound continued for a moment then cut off sharp in mid cry. "Something or someone didn't like the noise. You can go back to sleep."
"I think I'll sit up for a while. It's almost time for my watch anyway," Reynan said squatting on her haunches next to the tiny fire, arms wrapped tight to her breast hugging warmth back into her chilled body. With his usual lack of concern Ceric pulled his cloak around him and curled up back to the fire to sleep.
Black fingers of cloud slid silently over the moon blocking out its faint glow while from the south distant flashes of light briefly outlined dark rain swollen clouds growing on the horizon and moving swiftly northward. Reynan sat tensely by the fire listening to night sounds and watching the storm build. A light breeze rustled leaves above her head then rapidly grew more forceful. Branches whipped and bent before the growing gale as lightning flashes grew brighter and closer. Reynan felt a chill start at the base of her spine and spread upward till gooseflesh crept down her arms and her hair seemed to crawl on the skin above her neck. Every instinct screamed for her to flee - to leave this cursed place and leave the sword as well. The sword, she looked down at the sword and gasped as the muscles in her belly contracted in shock. Blue fire danced the length of the blade casting a pale circle of radiance beyond the dim firelight into the darkness under the trees. In the fairy glow, well-remembered faces stood out against the shadows and blood hungry weapons gleamed in their undead hands.
"Ceric, love, we have company," Reynan said in a steel hard voice as she rose to her feet, holding the demon blade before her. "It's the men I fought this afternoon - come to visit." Ceric rolled to his feet staff in hand.
"I thought you killed all but one of them," he said. Light from the sword fell cold and clear on the pale faces and blood crusted wounds.
"I did, and living men don't walk with cut throats, necks hacked through and lungs pierced," she said as the corpses begin to advance. "How do you kill something already dead?"
"Flame usually works," he answered just as the first enormous drops of rain struck the small fire hissing into steam. "Damn!" He whirled the staff to point high above his head - uttered a word of power and swept it down to point at the nearest enemy. A pale purple bolt of light leapt from the staff to the creature's chest hurling it back against a tree trunk with wisps of smoke rising from its body.
"It works!" He shouted almost giggling in his delight. "It works!" Swung the staff high, again. he spoke the word and leveled the staff at another creature moving toward him. No flame erupted. No light flashed. Nothing happened. "Damn!" he said and whirled the tip of the staff in a tight arc that connected with the creature's head. Light flashed at the contact, and it slowed its advance but it didn't stop or fall. "Damn!" he said again, and the battle joined.
Reynan thrust forward cleanly impaling the walking corpse on her blade. Cold fire flowed out of it along the blade and into her hands - freezing her nerves and filling every cell of her body with pale blue radiance. The creature pushed against the point and slowly advanced, driving the blade through its body. Its groping hands brushed against her chin reaching for her throat. Fear turned anger jolted her body like the touch of lightning and she jerked the blade free, stepping back.
"No, dead man, you'll not have me so easy as that," she said through tight lips and clenched teeth. "If I can't kill you, I can cut you into pieces to small to fight." Her blade snaked out and lopped off one of the claw-like hands just behind the wrist. No blood flowed, only a tiny wisp of smoke drifted upward, glowing in the night. Another wrist snap and another hand dropped to lie in the leaves. From behind, the flat of a sword struck a numbing blow to her shoulder. Using the force of the blow she fell forward and rolled under the handless arms of the creature, slashing at the tendons behind its knee as she recovered.
Ceric struck blow after blow against his adversary. Each time the staff flared on contact and visibly weakened his opponent until at last, the creature fell. As it touched the ground, it began to smoke like the first one, gradually ceasing to move. A crushing grip on the back of his neck slowly forced his head around as the monstrous being that held him bent its head, snapping its teeth at his throat. Unable to push against the hideous thing holding him from behind Ceric shortened his grip on the staff, thrust the tip into its mouth and shouted the power word. A brilliant white hot flash and bits of teeth and cold, bloodless flesh blinded him and flung him yards away from the fight. Desperately he groped in the leaves for the feel of carved wood.
"Oh Goddess, my fortunes are yours," he joyfully intoned as his hand found the staff hidden in the leaves. Still unable to see, he lay about with the staff hoping to keep any attackers at bay. After several wild swings his arms were jolted by a hit on something about kidney high.
"Idiot! If you can't see what to hit, don't swing," Reynan shouted. "There's only one and some parts left and I can manage. Just stay out of the way." She danced lightly through the leaves striking at will; whittling away at the remaining creature. At last an opening allowed a fair strike at it legs severing both just above the knees. It crashed to the ground headless and limbless trying to worm its way to her. A tingling feeling ran across her skin and the hair on her head began to rise and separate in long strands. As she grabbed their packs and Ceric's arm an acrid odor burned her nostrils and she sprinted from the battle ground half dragging the mage. Seconds later a searing bolt of lightning struck the center of their camp fusing the stones of the fire ring and cleansing the earth of unnatural creatures. Reynan and Ceric kept running.
***
Dawn brought clear skies and a light wind to ruffle the water in a small sheltered bay nestled below the cliffs. Bloodshot eyes, a few small cuts and singed hair were the extent of Ceric's injuries from the night engagement but Reynan was bruised from ankle to hairline. One especially painful blotch was centered on her back just above her waist and below her ribs. She carefully leaned back on her rolled up cloak and watched the sun ball rise up out of the channel until it became too bright for her weary eyes. Below on the bay several small boats were drawn up on the sandy shale where fishermen sat around cook fires breaking the night fast.
"Do you think one of those boats can make it across the channel?" Reynan asked.
"No doubt they do it all the time," Ceric answered. "More to our concern is how much they will charge us for the privilege of breathing the stink of old fish for the five hours it will take to cross."
"I don't care what they charge if I can get away from here today."
"We would be better waiting until nightfall to cross. I'd rather not announce to the world where we are," Ceric advised.
"It's too dangerous to wait that long. I prefer not being here when night falls. There may be worse than what we fought last night waiting to hunt us down."
"I suppose you're right. We might even find an inn before dark if we leave here before noon. Besides once we leave this shore what could go wrong?" Ceric laughed, tossed his hair back out of his face and smiled.
In the mist rising off the water where the rising sun turned the waves to molten metal a long sinuous neck carrying a head filled with dagger-like teeth rose out of the sea then slowly submerged.
Reynan and Ceric made their descent of the cliff in full sight of the men on the beach and headed for the group standing close to the largest boat. Ceric took the lead and approached them smiling.
"Fair morning to you. Which of you is the captain of this boat?" He asked. Wide grins filled with rotting teeth and snorting laughter greeted his question.
"There be no captains here but I'm the owner of the Skalla, if that's what you mean." The voice belonged to a short thin weather browned man leaning against the prow of the boat.
"The owner of the craft will do. Is she for hire?" Ceric said addressing the thin man.
"Depends on the job," he answered stepping toward the fire and hitching up his belt. Reynan's sharp eyes noted the gnarled fingers tapping a definite rhythm on the wide band of leather and her stance shifted and loosened in readiness for attack. Ceric seemed unaware of the men moving about the camp and gradually circling the pair. Crews of the smaller boats down the beach hurried to launch their crafts and set sail out of the harbor.
"I and my companion wish to cross the channel as soon as possible and we are willing to pay in silver," Ceric continued to smile as he spoke.
"Well lad, I'm sure you can pay, but the boat won't be crossing the water today."
"Why not?" Ceric countered. "You can take us over and fish on the way back and double your profit."
"I think we have all the fish we'll need this day. Net'um!" He shouted. At his command a section of fish net flipped neatly up and over Ceric's and Reynan's heads and came down to entangle them. The crewmen rushed in with clubs to dispatch the netted fish.
As the net fell, Reynan's sword swept up and over in a glittering steel arc that severed the tough cords like cobweb. Stepping through the hole it made she dropped under a wildly aimed club and brought the blade up to guard. Arm and club flew over her head and into the water. She whirled and thrust and another brigand fell painting the sand with bright arterial blood. A flash of light blinded the man in front of her and a wave of heat warmed the leather on her back. Her sword point pushed in and levered up, opening a wound from groin to chest of a third opponent and the field before her was clear. She turned to aid Ceric and nearly tripped over her own feet laughing at him and the rest of the crewmen. Tendrils of smoking ash and still burning cord covered the mage from boots to brow and his pale blue eyes had darkened like storm clouds in a summer sky. As she watched gouts of flame erupted from the tip of his staff searing two men still brave enough to stand their ground. Screaming in agony they turned and ran into the waves trying to extinguish the flames. Huge bubbles of steam rose to the surface for several minutes then the waters stilled with only a faint oily sheen to mark the spot. On the beach the point of Reynan's blade rested in the hollow of the thin man's throat.
"Ceric, do you know how to sail this boat?" She asked not taking her eyes from the man's face.
"I've managed smaller ones on the river, but I'm not sure I could handle this on in heavy seas," he answered. "Perhaps our friend here would like to give us lessons."
"Yes, perhaps he would. What is your name little man?" Reynan almost growled.
"Orley, Orley is my name, mistress and I'll take you and the master anywhere you wish to go," Orley blubbered. A strong scent of ammonia seemed to grow in the air near him.
"First wade out at least waist deep in the surf," Reynan said wrinkling her nose at the stench. "And stay there for a while and soak."
While Reynan guarded Orley, Ceric carefully searched the bodies of the crewmen. A handful of coins, three gold rings and two daggers were all he found.
"They were pretty poor thieves if this is all they had to show," he remarked to Reynan; showing her his loot.
"Now search the boat," she advised. "They wouldn't carry much wealth on them. It would look bad to the customs men and would draw the attention of other thieves."
After nearly an hour of careful searching and tapping on the hull Ceric found a hollowed out timber with a cleverly concealed opening. Inside, a pouch stuffed with gold coins and a few gems nearly filled the cavity. Behind the pouch lay a silver and enamel pendant on a heavy silver chain. It was cast in the shape of twin crescents - one silver, one black - crossing each other.
"Do you know this symbol?" He asked Reynan showing her the device.
“I know it but I can’t remember where I’ve seen it," she said. "Put it on and see how it feels." Orley looked on but said nothing.
The chain was easily large enough to slip over his head and fell like a ring of ice on his neck. Ceric closed his eyes and pressed the cold metal against his chest. For a fleeting instant the image of a pale haired woman formed in the darkness behind his eyes but it quickly faded and was gone.
"It feels right. I think I will wear it for a while," he said.
"Good, it looks quite handsome there on your chest. Orley!" She shouted. "You can come out of the water now. Hurry!" The little thief sloshed and scrambled to the shore and cautiously approached Reynan.
"Lady!" He cried. "Lady, I'll do whatever you ask if you don't kill me. Anything." He would have continued to babble but Reynan cut him off sharply.
"First help us launch this boat and then sail it across the channel. If you help us get there safely, we will let you live and you can keep your boat." She said.
"But how will I get it back here? It's too large for one man to sail," he began to whine. Reynan half drew her blade and the noise ceased.
"Help me push," he said bending his back to the bow of the boat and heaving with all his wiry strength. The hull grated against the sand but slowly gave way and floated into the surf. A stiff breeze blew across the bow belling out the sail. Ripples then small waves appeared at bow and stern as the Skalla slowly gained speed heading out of the harbor.
"The wind will pick up once we clear the point," Orley said from his place at the tiller. "With a bit of luck we'll make landfall in about four or five hours. There's a small village on the other side where I might find a new crew." The little pirate seemed so much at home that he might have been a part of the boat.
"Get us there and you can hunt for a crew as long as you want," Ceric said. "One thing I would like to know is where you came by this necklace."
"It was on the neck of a northern woman," Orley answered. "She was on a boat we took up near the North end of the channel. She was already dying when we captured the boat. I don't go in for killing holy folk.
"She was a priestess?" Ceric asked.
"I think so," Orley said. "She wore dark blue robes with gold thread trim and carried a pack full of herbs and ointments. I didn't take the silver until she passed."
Suddenly, the boat reeled as it struck a submerged object and was thrust away. Slightly green in complexion from the motion of the waves Reynan leaned over the side to see what they had hit. Rising out of the green water in a welter of foam a huge mouth studded with glistening ivory teeth lunged at her. In a reflex action her sword seemed to unsheathe itself and slash at the serving dish sized eye that loomed over her. Thick greenish liquid poured out of the cut and fell to the deck in steaming globs. Bellowing in pain and wrath the beast slammed it head down on the prow of the craft heaving the stern high in the air and catapulting Orley from his perch at the tiller out over the surging water. A second blow crushed the gunnels and sprung planks letting icy green water pour into the bilge. Reynan swung her blade again shearing away part of the writhing mane that circled the creature's head and neck. By luck or design Ceric found himself clinging to the tiller, instinctively bringing the bow around to the downwind side. The sails caught the breeze with a snap and their craft pulled away from the gigantic serpent trailing bits of wood and lengths of rope.
"My staff!" Ceric cried out. "Where is my staff?" From far astern a shrill voice screamed to him.
"I have it master. I have it. Please come back and get me," Orley yelled as he paddled franticly with one hand. The other clutched his insurance, Ceric's staff.
"Hang on to it. We're coming," Ceric shouted back to him and yanked on the tiller. The great beast continued to flail the water with its injured head and fins unaware of the swimming man less than fifty feet away on its blind side.
"Reynan, find a line to trail astern for Orley to grab as we pass. I'm not stopping if I can avoid it," Ceric said.
"Ok," she answered. "I'll try to snag him as well." Ahead Orley treaded water holding the staff up like a buoy to mark his position. Ceric coaxed the boat onto a tack then steered a course toward Orley and the serpent.
Orley was almost in reach when the beast turned it head putting them in range of its uninjured eye. Maddened with anger and pain it charged the small craft with bloody intent. A few feet from the floating thief Ceric hauled in the boom and pushed the tiller hard to port. The boat turned in little more than its own length flinging its stern at Orley. He thrust the staff over the gunnels to Reynan then climbed it like a ladder to her arms. Ceric never looked back and only smelled the fetid breath of the monster and heard the clash of its teeth when the jaws snapped shut on air. A stronger gust of wind nearly laid the little boat on its side and it sped away on a carpet of foam.
"Are you alright?" Reynan asked Orley as he sat shivering in the bottom of the boat.
"I'll be fine as soon as I hear sand under the keel," he replied.
"True enough. It's luck that you grabbed that staff or we'd still be fighting that monster."
"Luck? It;s luck for me that it went overboard. I knew you'd come back for me if I held on to it. If it hadn't fallen, you'd be safe and gone and I'd be food for that devil's spawn," Orley replied indignantly.
"Oh, I don't know about that. Ceric is priest trained. You never quite know what they will do," Reynan said smiling. Ceric rolled his eyes and continued to steer the boat away from the serpent, cradling his staff like an infant to his chest.
Three hours later while Ceric and Reynan bailed constantly to keep the boat floating, Orley guided it into a small bay at the mouth of a slow moving river. Several dozen structures stood swaying in the breeze on rickety stilts driven into the mudflat. Narrow catwalks ran from house to house in the maze of buildings and out to common wharf lined with small fishing boats. Near the deep water end of the wharf two large logs angled down from the pilings to the muddy bottom forming a crude dry-dock where a group of villagers waited by a windlass. Orley dropped the sail and let the momentum of the craft carry it part way up the ramp. The looped end of a large cable landed on the deck and he slipped it over a large cleat on the bow. Above the windlass began to turn drawing the boat easily up the mud slick logs.
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