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 Korzan's
Reward

 


He came upon the ruins as dusk was settling
over the brooding reaches of the swamp. The sky against which the
spindly, twisted skooka trees were silhouetted was dark blue
deepening to black, and the first coldly glinting stars were
appearing in the east. The swamp’s pools and hollows were filling
with shadows, making Korzan's navigation of the treacherous terrain
slow and uncertain. Swamp birds screeched and hooted from hidden
nests, and blood frogs, carnivorous things the size of a grown
man’s head, croaked amid the sedges and mangroves. Low in the
northern sky the full moon was a bloated orb as leprously white as
the naga Korzan sought.

The ruins stood atop a low, broad artificial
mound ringed all about with cracked, eroded stone steps half-hidden
under centuries of dirt and moss and humus. The place appeared to
have been a sprawling temple complex with ornate, monumental
architecture constructed from massive blocks of some strange pale
stone that was faintly luminous in the moonlight, lending the ruins
a ghostly aura in the deepening gloom. The place’s decrepitude only
added to that aura. Most of the walls were fissured with cracks.
Roofs had collapsed, baring the buildings’ interiors to the sun and
the elements and leaving their floors thick with mud and moldering
leaves. Many of the colonnades that ringed and connected the
structures had fallen or were listing badly. In niches in the
buildings’ outer walls stood statues of robed figures, their faces
and other details worn smooth by the years, their eroded heads
streaked with guano.

The style of the architecture was strange to
Korzan. But that meant little; the world was ancient, and the
landscape was studded with the deteriorating works of creatures and
cultures long vanished from the globe, their names and histories
unknown to any living man. He wondered how long this place had been
here. No one from the village had mentioned it, but they probably
didn’t know about it. Few ventured into Gwallo Swamp, and fewer
still ventured out again. Its murky depths were no doubt full of
unknown ruins such as these, many of them probably built before
there was even a swamp here.

In Korzan’s view the temple ought to remain
unknown. A distinct aura of menace hung over the place. The very
stones seemed saturated with evil, and the faint breeze that blew
through the ruins seemed to bear to him the lingering stench of
mass slaughter and the faint echo of ancient screams. The vines and
other vegetation that covered the crumbling structures had a
febrile, unhealthy lushness about them, as if some unwholesome
force were fueling their growth. Yes, this was exactly the sort of
place the naga and its acolytes would choose for their foul work.
Korzan only hoped he wasn't too late and that the girl still
lived.

He drew his sword from the leather sheath
strapped to his back and clutching the dragon-horn hilt in one fist
and his oval ox-hide shield in the other, he ascended the steps and
crept warily through the labyrinth of tottering buildings and
spilled rubble. He kept every sense alert for the slightest trace
of the naga.

He hadn't advanced very far into the ruins
when he saw the glow of torchlight up ahead, a wavering orange
flicker whose source was hidden behind leaning columns and riven
walls and stunted mangroves that had somehow found root and
sustenance amid the muck that covered the cracked flagstones. After
a few more cautious steps he caught the faint strains of rhythmic
chanting. The words were too low and muffled to be decipherable,
but the inhumanly sibilant tones proved beyond all doubt that he
had at last found the white naga.

His pulse instantly quickened, and dread
slithered in his gut. He was brave, yes, a warrior, a Guardian,
some would even say a hero, but like all men he feared white nagas.
And he had a better reason to than most, for he had fought their
sickening brood before. He had the scars and the nightmares to
prove it. Oh, great Omonos, let the girl be alive. And whole. If
the naga had already…

But no. There was no sense dwelling on that.
He could only keep going and hope for the best, though as he crept
forward through the ruins, he found himself wishing he had accepted
Chief K’Waru's offer of a few warriors to assist him.

 


* * *

 


That morning Korzan's patrol of the borders
of the Uzundi’s territory had brought him to the banks of the
Rananu River at the easternmost edge of the savanna, where many of
the fertile grassland's rivers began to converge and mingle to form
pools and marshy expanses that grew ever soggier and more
widespread the farther east one went. Their ultimate result, Gwallo
Swamp, formed a ragged and ominous dark-green wall in the eastern
distance.

While Korzan was bathing in the river, a
messenger from the nearby village of Ran raced up to the river’s
edge and entreated him to come and meet with Ran’s chief, K’Waru,
on an urgent matter of life and death. Korzan began to suspect the
matter partook mostly of the latter when, as the messenger led him
into the village, he heard the terrible sound of a man screaming in
agony. It was coming from a small, shuttered hut at the village’s
southern edge. A crowd of villagers stood outside it, looking
ashen. The screams were still audible even after Korzan had been
ushered into the chief’s roomy hut and the doors and windows had
been covered.

“Please, mighty Guardian,” K’Waru had
implored without preamble. “Please save my daughter. Save
Ashika.”

“What happened to her?” Korzan asked.

K’Waru heaved a shaky breath. “She—she was
grabbed by a white naga and its two human servants out near the
edge of the swamp.”

“The swamp? Why was she so close to the
swamp?”

“She…” The chief looked down. The screams
from the distant hut grew a trifle louder, more agonized. K’Waru
winced in response. “We were having a—a small dispute as we
traveled down the border road, where it passes close to the swamp.
She got angry with me and stormed off alone. I sent two guards to
bring her back, but by the time they caught up with her the naga
and its men had already seized her. My men strove to save her, but
while its servants dragged her off into the swamp, the naga
attacked. It slew one of the guards, and the other was bitten and
left for dead. No one was able to get to him in time to suck out
the poison. And now…”

He fell silent. The screams in the distance
went on, interminable testament to the horrors of the white nagas.
Korzan recalled others he had seen who had been bitten by the
creatures and could not extract the poison before it spread. He
thought of how their skin had puffed up, turning from their natural
dark-brown color to a hideous greenish-black, the changes attended
by the most awful agonies imaginable. He still cringed to recall
the sound when the skin had burst and the screams finally,
mercifully, stopped.

When Chief K’Waru looked up at Korzan again,
desperate tears trembled in his eyes.

“Please, you must find her, save her, before
it's too late. If she were to die, or…” He hung his head again.

Stricken with pity for the older man, Korzan
laid a hand on his shoulder.

“You love your daughter,” he said simply.

K’Waru looked up at him, blinking, a little
taken aback by this turn of the conversation.

“Well…yes, I suppose I must,” he said with a
shrug. “But you have to understand, she is betrothed to the son of
the chief of Urem down the river. There has been strife between our
peoples for many decades now, and this alliance promises to bring
that to an end. The marriage was arranged years ago. If it should
fail now…”

Now it was Korzan's turn to look a little
taken aback. “Ah. I see. How long ago was Ashika taken?”

“About two hours.”

“I’d best hurry, then. If this naga is true
to its kind’s wicked ways, it will commit its blasphemies under the
blanket of night, no doubt as part of some unholy ritual. Sundown
is only another hour and a half away. There isn’t time to
lose.”

“I have some men ready,” the chief told him.
“The village’s fiercest warriors. I can send them with you if you
like.”

Korzan shook his head. “Time is crucial.
Other men would only slow me down.” He hated to refuse the offer,
for he didn’t want to have to face a white naga alone. But the
creature and its servants already had a head start, and few men
were as swift as Korzan.

“Thank you, noble Guardian,” the chief said,
bowing his head. “May the blessings of Omonos be upon you.”

At that moment the wounded guard’s screams
suddenly grew shriller and more agonized and then abruptly stopped.
A few other men in the distant hut cried out in horror and
alarm.

With those ghastly sounds still reverberating
in his mind, Korzan grimly set his face to the east and raced
toward the swamp.

 


* * *

 


The torchlight and the chanting were coming
from a courtyard at the center of the largest structure in the
complex. Around the courtyard’s perimeter was a colonnade whose
pillars were hewn from enormous single blocks of the luminous white
stone. At the courtyard’s center was a basalt altar on which was
bound a beautiful naked young woman around nineteen or twenty.
Ashika. Though terrified, she appeared completely unharmed, and she
energetically writhed about on the rough stone, seeking release
from the iron manacles that bound her slender wrists and ankles to
the altar's corners. Her full, plush breasts trembled with her
struggles, and the way her bucking, twisting body bared her nude
sex would have been whorishly indecent under other circumstances.
Her smooth ebony skin was tinged faintly red by the torchlight. A
scrap of colored cloth was stuffed in her mouth. The patterns and
colors showed it was a piece ripped from a woman's skirt. Probably
Ashika’s, though what had become of the rest of the garment—along
with whatever else she had been wearing—Korzan couldn't tell. The
top of the altar beneath her squirming body was stained dark-red.
She was not the first to be bound in this evil place.

Despite the gag she kept striving her
mightiest to scream. And no wonder, for the sight before her was
horrific: Gathered in a semicircle around the altar were four nagas
and a trio of their human servants.

Humanoid from the waist up, serpentine below,
the nagas were eyeing their terrified captive with cruel relish,
their beady black eyes glittering darkly in their ophidian faces.
Their long snaky tails curled and swished excitedly across the
courtyard’s broken flagstones. Though their waxy, grub-pale bodies
were mostly unclothed and unadorned, all four of them wore amulets
around their sinuous necks, the charms depicting a ruby eye inside
a triangle of silver flame, the symbol of the snake-men's goddess
Zeblek, fiendish witch-queen of the black arts. The naga who was
leading the chant and who seemed to be the group’s leader also wore
a large pouch slung over its pallid shoulder, and from the bag,
which was made of a material that looked suspiciously like tanned
human skin, the creature kept taking various leaves and powders and
small bones and other items and casting them into a brazen bowl
borne aloft by one of the three humans. The other two humans held
torches to light the malignant ritual. The rubies on the nagas’
pendants gleamed in the torchlight like beads of blood.

The humans were typical of the sort who
allied themselves with white nagas: weedy, surly-looking men,
probably escaped criminals, or chewers of the ghost-grass that grew
in lonely places, or outcasts driven from their villages for
unspeakable acts. They wore ritualistic black robes adorned with
various profane symbols, most prominently the same eye-and-triangle
design on the nagas’ amulets.

Something close to despair settled over
Korzan. Four nagas. He had never faced four white nagas
before. The most he had ever battled was two, and that fight had
nearly left him dead. But fight he would. Fight he must. And if
tonight was the night he fell, the nagas would know they had fought
a worthy foe. Those that survived, that is.

Korzan had entered the courtyard to the right
of and slightly behind the nagas and their servants, none of whom
had spotted him yet. Quiet as an ant, slinking from pillar to
pillar and treading carefully amid the tumbled stones of the fallen
roof, he made his way around the colonnade until he was behind the
monsters.

All four nagas were chanting now in their
ancient, hateful tongue, the sibilant syllables echoing in the
courtyard. The leader flung one last clawful of herbs into the
bowl, and then drew from the depths of its pouch a silver dagger.
The chanting grew more frenzied, accelerating toward the ritual’s
climax. The nagas’ tails curled and whipped as their excitement
mounted. Lovely Ashika's struggles grew ever more desperate, her
muffled screams shriller. Alas they remained as futile as ever. She
was helpless.

Korzan, however, was not. He needed to act
fast to stop the ritual before the girl was killed and her blood
added to the stain blackening the altar. But how? He was facing
seven foes, and though the humans posed only a minor threat, white
nagas were swift and strong and cunning, and many knew fiendish
magics.

The naga-priest slithered closer to the
altar, its upper body swaying in sync with the esses of its tail.
It raised its dagger, the silver blade glinting in the moonlight.
Ashika's eyes were big with terror, and in her frenzied efforts to
break her bonds, her body bowed and contorted till it seemed her
bones would snap. The priest lifted its inhuman head toward the
night sky and hissed an invocation to its dark goddess.

Korzan was about to charge the nagas, sword
flashing and slashing. But then he had a better idea, one that
might help even the odds. He was behind one of the colonnade’s
cyclopean pillars, at whose top still perched a massive block of
the structure’s roof. The pillar and block combined were over
twenty feet tall, nearly the entire distance between himself and
the altar. If he angled it just right…

Bracing his back against the wall of the
building behind him, he planted his sandaled feet against the
pillar and pushed at it with all his might. The thick muscles of
his calves and thighs bulged with the effort. The cords in his neck
stood out like the giant buttress roots of some of the mighty palms
that grew in the jungles to the south. The stone pillar weighed
tons but nonetheless Korzan's strength and determination made it
stir from its ancient bed. Slowly it tilted toward the middle of
the courtyard, straight toward Ashika’s would-be killers.

The crack and rumble of the shifting mass of
stone made the rearmost human turn. He saw Korzan and the badly
listing pillar at the exact instant gravity seized hold of it and
wrenched it downward, out of Korzan’s control. The man let out a
single inarticulate cry as the gargantuan column plummeted toward
the climaxing ritual, and at the last instant both nagas and humans
tried to scatter to evade their doom.

The pillar smashed down with enough force to
make the entire temple shudder and to jar Korzan to the marrow.
Dislodged flagstones flew up around the titanic cylinder, along
with the blood of two of the humans and one of the nagas, all of
whom were instantly crushed. A second naga's tail was caught
beneath the pillar, and the pained and furious monster hissed and
spat as it struggled to wriggle free. The other two nagas and the
remaining human servant had managed to escape unscathed.

Korzan was in motion while the blood and the
dislodged stones were still airborne. He bounded straight for the
nearest naga, and before the snake-man could even grasp what was
happening, Korzan's sword was punching through its torso like an
arrow through a rotten gourd. The naga's green ichor splashed the
flagstones, and the monster collapsed to the shattered stones, its
tail lashing about in its death throes.

Korzan turned to leap at the only remaining
naga on the loose—the priest with the pouch and the dagger—but just
then the sole surviving human tackled him and grabbed hold of his
sword arm. Thrown off balance, Korzan staggered toward the fallen
pillar. He tried to strike the man with his shield, but with
surprising speed and swiftness the man kicked it from Korzan’s
grasp and sent it clattering away out of reach.

The naga whose tail was pinned under the
pillar seized Korzan’s calf, its sharp claws sinking into his flesh
till blood trickled hot and thick down his leg. The naga tried to
pull his leg closer, to bring him within reach of its two long,
venomous fangs, but even amid his scuffle with the servant, Korzan
managed to resist the creature’s pull and keep himself out of range
of its bite, though he was unable to break its steely grip on his
leg. Its strength was too great, and its claws were sunk too
deep.

He needed his sword, but the human was not
only keeping a firm hold on Korzan’s sword arm but also craftily
keeping his body interposed between Korzan’s free hand and the
sword. Snarling, Korzan punched the man in the face. The man's nose
broke with an audible crunch, and blood gushed out over his lips
and chin. Yet slinking and vile as the man was, a traitor to his
people and an enemy of Omonos and all that was good, he was
resilient enough to shrug off the pain and retain his grip on
Korzan's arm.

As Korzan struggled with both man and naga,
he caught sight of the naga priest raising its dagger over its
head, ready to fling it at Korzan, who was virtually immobilized by
his two foes. The priest's inky eyes glittered with sadistic glee.
Its delicate forked tongue flicked from its mouth like a pale-pink
imitation of the flames from the fallen torches, which still blazed
and snapped on the flagstones, filling the courtyard with the
stench of burning tallow and singed moss.

As the priest flung its dagger, Korzan
grasped the human by his robe and swung him into the hurtling
blade's path. With a dull thwack the dagger struck the back of the
man's neck, the force of the naga’s throw driving the blade deep
enough for its tip to emerge from the man’s throat just below his
Adam's apple.

Gurgling, the dying man sagged against
Korzan. His hands slackened and slid from Korzan's arm, freeing the
warrior to use his sword at last.

The pinned naga saw this and hissed in fear
and hatred. It made a last desperate lunge at Korzan's leg,
striving to bite him before he could strike.

It was a lost cause. The monster was too far
away to reach him, and Korzan's flashing blade clove its head from
its serpentine neck. The head, a misshapen white ball, thudded
heavily to the flagstones as blood pulsed from the neck stump to
paint the scene in viridian hues.

That left only the priest, who had drawn some
herbs and tiny animal bones from its pouch and begun to intone a
rhythmic chant. It was casting a spell! Already faint bluish light
was flickering around its swift-moving fingers as it inscribed
intricate sigils in the air, each quick motion leaving a brief
azure trail. Korzan could feel the hairs on his arms and neck
standing up as the familiar tingle of magical energy irradiated the
courtyard. The girl felt it too, and though her struggles had
lately ceased as she watched her would-be savior’s assault with
hopeful eyes, she now started to writhe anew, suddenly doubting
Korzan's chances.

Indeed, they didn’t look good. The priest was
a full twenty feet away, and Korzan’s calf was still clutched fast
in the dead naga’s claws. There seemed no way for him to stop the
spell in time. The priest knew it too, and as it continued reciting
the primeval syllables it smiled, revealing its venom-filmed fangs.
The bluish light grew doubly bright, bathing the courtyard in eerie
cobalt hues that flung long, stark shadows across the flagstones.
The naga's recitation reached a fever pitch. The light around its
scaly fingers began to coalesce into a ball of blue fire in the
heart of which hung a disembodied mouth full of fangs like knives.
A Devourer! It was fashioning a Devourer!

Korzan had only one chance. Moving so fast
his limbs were a brown blur, he stooped and plucked the dagger from
the dead man's neck, then flung it at the naga, returning the very
blade it had hurled at him only moments earlier.

The dagger whisked straight through the
still-forming Devourer and sank hilt-deep into the naga's forehead.
The chant ceased. The blue fire and the mouth inside it abruptly
vanished, plunging the courtyard into moonlit gloom once more. The
naga’s corpse collapsed to the flagstones, its foul green ichor
pouring out around the dagger's hilt and pooling in the crevices
amid the flagstones.

Korzan’s shoulders slumped and he heaved a
long, ragged breath. That had been close. Too close. He was
lucky he wasn't dead. Still, it was done. His foes had been slain.
The girl was alive. That was what mattered.

He carefully prized the naga's claws from his
calf, wincing at the pain and the sickening wet sounds as the long
nails slid from his flesh. Blood welled up from the gouges and
poured down his leg. He was going to have to treat the wounds. But
later. Once he and the girl were safe.

He quickly wiped off his sword on the dead
man’s robe, then sheathed the blade. After retrieving his shield,
he searched the bodies. In a pocket of one of the human's robes he
found the key to the manacles that bound Ashika. Limping slightly,
he hurried to the altar and unlocked her bonds, then plucked the
rag from her mouth.

“Thank you,” she sobbed, flinging her arms
around his beefy neck. “I thought they were going to—to—” She
shuddered, the motion making her warm, soft body tremble against
him in a manner he couldn’t help noticing despite his pain and the
need for haste.

“Come,” he told her. “We have to get out of
here. Now. Before others arrive.”

She looked around, her frightened eyes
scanning every shadow.
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