
		
			[image: 9781787552456_1600px.jpg]
		

	
		
			This is a FLAME TREE Book

			Publisher & Creative Director: Nick Wells,

			 Project Editor: Laura Bulbeck,

			 Editorial Board: Catherine Taylor, Josie Mitchell, Gillian Whitaker.

			Thanks to Will Rough

			FLAME TREE PUBLISHING 6 Melbray Mews, Fulham, London SW6 3NS, United Kingdom

			www.flametreepublishing.com

			First published 2017

			Copyright © 2016 Flame Tree Publishing Ltd

			Stories by modern authors are subject to international copyright law, and are licensed for publication in this volume.

			PRINT ISBN: 978-1-78664-462-6

			EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-78755-245-6

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written  permission of the publisher. 

			The cover image is created by Flame Tree Studio, based on artwork by Slava Gerj and Gabor Ruszkai.

			A copy of the CIP data for this book is available from the British Library.

			Introducing our new fiction list:

			FLAME TREE PRESS | FICTION WITHOUT FRONTIERS

			Award-Winning Authors & Original Voices 

			Horror, Crime, Science Fiction & Fantasy

			www.flametreepress.com

		

	
		
			Contents

			[image: ]

			Foreword by Philippa Semper

			Publisher’s Note

			A Matter of Interpretation

			M. Elizabeth Ticknor

			Beowulf (prelude–stanza XVI)

			Unknown Author

			Burned Away

			Kate O’Connor

			The Colossus of Ylourgne

			Clark Ashton Smith

			Dragon and Wolf

			Zach Chapman

			Erzabet and the Gladiators

			Susan Murrie Macdonald

			The Far Islands

			John Buchan

			Five Fruits I Ate in Sandar Land

			Michael Haynes

			Gylfaginning (chapters XLII–LIV)

			Snorri Sturluson

			Laya

			Voss Foster

			The Mage’s Tower

			Beth Dawkins

			The Nibelungenlied (adventures I–V)

			Unknown Author

			Oaths Betrayed

			A. Creg Peters

			The Odyssey (book IX)

			Homer

			Of the Generation

			Therese Arkenberg

			Ravenblack

			Alexandra Renwick

			Rhosyn am Ufel

			Erin Gitchell

			Robin Hood

			 Howard Pyle

			The Shadow Kingdom

			Robert E. Howard

			The Ship of Ishtar (parts I–II)

			A. Merritt

			Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

			Unknown Author

			The Song of Roland (stanzas I–LII)

			Unknown Author

			The Squire’s Tale

			Geoffrey Chaucer

			The Story of Sigurd

			Andrew Lang

			Those Who Wear Their White Hair Proudly

			Lauren C. Teffeau

			Three Hundred Pieces

			David Busboom

			To the Ends of the Earth

			Amy Power Jansen

			The Tremor Road

			Tony Pi

			The Usual Price

			Joanna Michal Hoyt

			The Winning of Kinghood

			Howard Pyle

			The Wood Beyond the World (chapters IX–XIII)

			William Morris

			The Worm Ouroboros (chapter IV)

			E.R. Eddison

			Biographies & Sources

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Foreword: Heroic Fantasy Short Stories
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			Long before tales were yet told in writing, stories about heroes were spoken and sung. They described warriors and rulers who were stronger and braver than those around them, sometimes the favourites or even the offspring of gods. Such extraordinary men – and, sometimes, women – completed tasks that seemed impossible and overcame insurmountable odds. Their joys and sorrows touched the lives of many others. Through their efforts, monsters were destroyed, giants vanquished, treasures restored, and anyone could be tricked or taught a lesson. These are the heroes later preserved by the written word, and their tales became the basis for the heroic fantasy we read today. 

			Fantasy itself only appeared as a recognized literary genre in the twentieth century; before that, stories about heroes and wars, great feats of arms and daring quests, were thought of as  ‘epics’ or ‘romances’, ‘chansons de geste’ or ‘songs of deeds’, even (depending on the nature of the supernatural woven into them) ‘fairy stories’ or ‘tales of wonder’. What they mostly have in common, however, is a connection between the choices of the individual and the fate of the people as a whole. Heroes do not fight simply for their own glory, important though that might be. They fight to recover their land, or save the honour of their king; their actions have consequences beyond the deed that wins the day. Part of their heroism may be the pursuit of a better way to behave, whether being a greater warrior, finding a way to avenge a wrong, or searching out a middle way between chivalry and warmongering. At times they succeed peacefully; at others, they leave a trail of blood and carnage.

			These ancient and medieval heroes, however, rarely live ‘happily ever after’. A hero is a risk-seeker, living right on the edge of endurance, a sacrifice-in-waiting. Whether it is caused by a dragon or a treacherous son, a noble battle or a relentless curse, an unquiet end is very likely. So Beowulf’s fifty years of peace or Arthur’s golden kingdom are as temporary as the men who made them possible; with their passing, the earth is once again dark and full of danger. 

			From such rich material a wealth of new stories can be woven. In the nineteenth century, William Morris reimagined medieval knighthood beyond the reaches of mere Arthurian nostalgia; in the twentieth, the Great War preceded the heroes of Lord Dunsany and J.R.R. Tolkien, often traumatised by suffering, while E.R. Eddison’s vision of conflict is an unending narrative of provocation and loss, couched in ornate words of beauty, nobility and desire: it is heroism as an addiction. While we can still admire their courage, we now also read our heroes as potentially damaged; their achievements are precarious strikes against a world turned ironic and unadmiring. 

			It may be respectful or subversive towards its predecessors, but modern heroic fantasy continues to offer us diverse heroes. They may invite our admiration, pity or dislike; but, like the songs of long ago, they show us what it might mean to be ‘heroic’, and what such heroism might cost. 

			Philippa Semper

			Publisher’s Note 

			Somewhere between epic history, sword and sorcery and Tolkien-esque high fantasy exists a rich vein of storytelling. We have delved far back in time to the great epics of different cultures – the all-too flawed Norse gods, the heroes and supernatural deeds of Greek mythology, the savage swordplay of medieval Beowulf – through the chivalry of Geoffrey Chaucer and William Morris, to daring tales from the likes of Robert E. Howard or Clark Ashton Smith. The classic fiction chosen here represents the stories of epic battles, high magic and far-away lands that have been told and passed on for generations, and which have earned their place in inspiring the heroic fantasy genre. As some of these texts reach far back in time, their authorship is unknown or uncertain, and therefore we have found it necessary to order the stories in this anthology by title, rather than by author.

			Every year the response to our call for submissions seems to grow and grow, giving us an incredible mix of stories to choose from, but making our job all the more difficult in narrowing down the final selection. We’ve loved delving into so many realms of possibility, and ultimately chose a selection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic selection, to provide a fantastic Heroic Fantasy book for all to enjoy. 
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			A Matter of Interpretation

			M. Elizabeth Ticknor
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			The Dragonspine Mountains swallowed up the stars in the eastern half of the desert sky. Cers tended the fire at his master’s campsite in an attempt to stave off the darkness. He had never seen anything so massive or imposing. He wished that his master, Tirian, had not insisted on making camp in their shadow the previous evening. The sun-bleached peaks warped the wind into howls that echoed through the air like ravenous beasts.

			Tirian exited his tent at dawn and motioned for Cers to approach. “Sit. I want to examine your seamwork.” 

			The runic tattoos that covered Cers’ body glowed white as Tirian’s command took root. Cers grunted an acknowledgment and knelt at his master’s feet. Even kneeling, Cers’ head was parallel with Tirian’s shoulders.

			Had Tirian not taken on the mantle of necromancy, Cers felt he would have made an excellent tailor. He had composed Cers from the choicest parts of a dozen different corpses, woven together with silk thread and spellwork. Cers did not understand why he had been driven to such gruesome work, but appreciated the craftsmanship required to accomplish such a daunting task.

			Tirian let out a satisfied sigh as his hands finished tracing the stitches that held Cers’ limbs together. “Good, good. How is your healing? Place your hand in the fire.”

			Cers grimaced, but did as Tirian commanded. He sucked in a sharp breath as his hand began to burn. He forced himself to hold it steady until the smell of cooking flesh reached his nostrils.

			“Now pull it out.”

			Cers followed Tirian’s bidding. Dead nerves tingled back to life as his injury healed over and left fresh, unscarred skin.

			“Excellent. You’re complete, or as complete as I can make you. Come morning, we’ll put you to work.”

			Cers gave a single nod. Tirian preferred him to speak only when necessary, but this seemed important enough to merit a question. “What would you have me do?”

			“I would have you tear down the gates of Risafio.”

			The implicit promise of violence made Cers’ scalp prickle. He frowned. “Why?”

			“Because the Valdians are losing the war, and I’ve been hired to change that. Taking Risafio should turn the tide. Once you destroy the gates and rout the guards, the Valdian army can take the pass and solidify their supply lines. Lord Irenea will grant me lands and a title once the job is done.”

			Cers’ neck and shoulder muscles clenched. Over the last few weeks, Tirian had taught him a great deal about war and strategy. The lessons had been grim and unsettling. “I do not want to harm anyone.”

			Tirian threw his hands up in the air. “By the Roiling Havoc, you’re not supposed to want anything!” He knitted his brow and shook his head. “I suppose that’s what I get for designing a golem intelligent enough to create adaptive strategies. The anatomists of House Arivess say the brain houses the soul. Perhaps I should have used an animal brain rather than a human one.”

			“I am fully functional. My body is strong –”

			“Your body is not what I worry about.”

			“My mind is sound –”

			“Silence!”

			The command struck Cers like a slap to the face. His tattoos flared to life and clamped his jaw shut so tightly that it ached.

			Tirian glared at Cers. “Better.” He stood and circled Cers with narrowed eyes. “Insolence will not be tolerated. You are meant to take orders, not to question them.”

			Cers stared into the fire. The sudden inability to speak left him numb and hollow. Tirian might as well have ordered him to rip out his tongue.

			* * *

			The village of Risafio pressed tightly against the cliffs and surrounded the only pass between the Dragonspine Mountains for fifty leagues. A pair of blue-flecked granite towers dwarfed the huts and hovels of the common folk. The bloodwood gates that cut off the pass were strong enough to keep an entire Valdian army at bay. They were well-manned, and designed to withstand massive onslaughts from the outside; they were not, however, fortified against a potential attack from within.

			Tirian led Cers into town at midday, dressed in the fine dyed linens of a merchant. Cers dragged a wooden cart that contained Tirian’s traveling supplies, as well as two dozen bolts of cloth should they need to validate their cover story as textile merchants.

			Cers’ muscles burned with every step as he strained to slow his pace. He lurched onward, shoulders slumped, head hung low. His tattoos flickered every time he hesitated. He hoped the glow was dim enough in the daylight that Tirian would not take notice.

			Tirian strutted confidently beside him, spine military-drill straight. “Don’t shamble so. I built you better than that.”

			The tattoos that covered Cers’ body blazed. The compulsion to obey was overwhelming. Cers straightened his posture and steadied his gait, but kept his pace methodical and slow.

			The stares of the people on the street pricked and needled at Cers as he walked through town. Even slumped forward, cloaked and cowled, he stood taller than anyone in the crowd. His shoulders stretched broad as the yokes of the oxen that pulled the traders’ wagons.

			Tirian surveyed Risafio like a wildcat ready to pounce. “Smash the gates, then knock down the towers. If anyone gets in your way, kill them.”

			Cers’ tattoos flared. He ground his teeth and clenched his fists tightly around the cart’s handle grips, but no matter how much he focused his legs drove him forward.

			Cers abandoned the cart as he approached the gates. His muscles rippled as he pushed against doors that were meant to be pulled. Steel-braced wood creaked, groaned, and splintered. Cers pressed unrelentingly against the doors until the gate’s hinges cracked, then snapped under the pressure. Cries of alarm rang out across the plaza as the two halves of the gate toppled to the ground.

			A trio of guards rushed Cers at the base of the northernmost tower. He tossed them aside like rag dolls. His tattoos flared and urged him to follow through on ensuring their demise, but he focused on the need to collapse the towers. The guards were not presently in his way, and the orders for destruction had come first. He would worry about whether or not he was required to kill them later.

			The tower’s stonework was solid and well-fitted. If Cers charged it full-force he would be lucky to even crack the stone. There was, however, a wooden door, and in the end all doors were meant to be opened.

			Cers rammed against the door, shoulder-first, until he broke it down. Guards clambered down the stairs as he ducked into the room. He ignored them. They were not yet in his way.

			There. The support beams.

			Cers slammed into the closest beam with all of his weight. It cracked from the force. One of the guards charged him, but he sidestepped and rammed the man into the wall. He tossed the bloody guard into the arms of his fellows and stalked toward the next beam.

			The guards bolted for the exit. Cers gave them time to flee. When he was certain they had all evacuated the tower he struck the remaining support beams hard enough to shatter them.

			The tower collapsed around him. Sharp, jarring agony surged through his body as a deluge of stone, wood and mortar poured down on his head and shoulders. His back snapped under the strain. The crushing weight of death enveloped him.

			* * *

			Cers bit back an agonized scream as Tirian’s magic dragged him back to sentience. Bones and flesh attempted to knit together despite the unrelenting press of the rubble above him. Bones healed in excruciatingly wrong positions, then broke again every time he tried to move. Cers thrashed and writhed, desperate for relief.

			After what seemed like an eternity, he gained enough freedom to crawl out from the debris. He lay on his back, panting, as bones snapped back into their proper positions and muscles slithered into place around them. A surge of panicked voices enveloped him.

			“It can’t be human! No one could survive that.”

			“The whole tower landed on its head!”

			“Look at its arm –”

			Cers’ shoulder popped back into place as he staggered to his feet. A dozen guardsmen surrounded him, shields and spears at the ready. They were poised to fight, but their eyes were wide and their limbs trembled. Cers made eye contact with each of them in turn.

			If he were careful, he should be able to push through the crowd. As long as he could get through, they were not in his way.

			His body still ached from the tower’s collapse. His muscles were barely responsive, his movements jerky. It took most of his energy to brush the guards aside before they surrounded him. The magic-borne inclination toward mayhem and slaughter surged through him anew. He clenched his jaw, shook his head to clear it, and pushed on toward the southern tower.

			Panicked civilians swarmed the road between the towers. Some rushed toward the gates, others sought to flee them, and even more simply stood in place and gawked at the wreckage.

			Murderous intent surged within Cers, but he fought it desperately. He did not want to kill. He did not want to kill. He ran down his list of orders: Silence. Break the gates. Destroy the towers. Kill anyone who got in his way.

			Tirian couldn’t have meant him to be silent forever.

			Cers’ tattoos flared as he bellowed a wordless warning cry toward the crowd. The act of rebellion burned like fire.

			Cers charged toward the crowd, yelling all the way. People scrambled to escape his path. Not all of them moved fast enough. Cers gritted his teeth and slowed down to avoid them.

			The guards caught up and surrounded him. Their formation was tighter, this time. They glared at him with eyes like steel.

			Cers balked. His tattoos seethed with arcane energy. Tirian’s words burned into his mind. The guards were in his way. There was no way through. He had to kill them. He had to!

			The repercussions of disobedience scorched him like an inferno.

			Even so, the pain did not compare to the torture of having been trapped alive under the weight of the collapsed tower. If he had pushed through that, he could push through this.

			White-hot magic blazed from every tattoo and stitched seam. Through the pulsing thrum of energy he heard one of the guards demand his surrender. He ground his teeth, bowed his head, and placed his hands behind his neck.

			Tirian’s voice rang out over the throng. “What are you doing? I did not bid you to surrender!”

			Cers spotted Tirian in a matter of moments. He had been blending in with the crowd, most likely playing the part of a panicked citizen. Cers’ stomach clenched with fear.

			“Kill them! Kill them all!”

			Cers howled as the order tore into him. He collapsed to the ground, clutching his head in his hands. He wanted to ease the pain, even if that meant crushing his own skull. He fought the command as it filled his mind with anguish.

			He could live with pain. He was designed to live with pain. He ground his teeth together and forced himself to weather out the agony. The longer it continued, the more he was able to bear it.

			He stood and glared at Tirian. “No.”

			Tirian stared at him, wide-eyed. “What?”

			Cers roared, “No!”

			Tirian flinched and stepped back. He pulled an obsidian orb from the folds of his cloak and began to chant. As he took aim at Cers, two guards lunged for him.

			Tirian spat a command and a crackling orb of energy enveloped the more muscular of the pair. He fell to the ground, screaming, as his flesh melted from his bones. His companion swore and backed away.

			Cers snarled and bore down on Tirian like a tidal wave. He grabbed Tirian by the throat before the mage could begin his chant anew. Tirian dropped his focus orb and scrabbled frantically to loosen Cers’ grip, but Cers lifted him into the air with one hand.

			Tirian pried at Cers’ fingers. He tried to choke out a phrase – an order? A spell? – but could not draw enough air to speak.

			It would be so easy to end it. To snap Tirian’s neck, smash open his skull and watch his brains leak out onto the cobblestones.

			But Cers did not want to kill.

			He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “No.” He brought a foot down on the focus orb and crushed it to powder. Then he dropped Tirian like a pile of wet rags. Tirian collapsed on the hard-packed earth, gasping and clutching at his throat.

			The guards glanced between Cers and Tirian, uncertain of who to target. “Surrender!” the captain bellowed. “Hands on the back of your head!”

			Cers almost gave in out of sheer exhaustion, but he forced himself to think. Surrender would leave him bound to the will of the guards, perhaps even the will of Tirian. He did not want to surrender. He wanted freedom.

			Cers ran toward the broken gates. Spears whistled through the air after him. Some struck home and embedded themselves into his flesh, but the damage was not sufficient to slow him.

			He pressed on long after the shattered gates disappeared behind the cliffs. He did not know what lay on the other side of the pass. He only knew that, whatever dangers he faced, he would face them of his own volition.
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			Beowulf

			Prelude–Stanza XVI

			Unknown Author
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			Prelude of the Founder of the Danish House

			LO, praise of the prowess of people-kings

			of spear-armed Danes, in days long sped,

			we have heard, and what honor the athelings won!

			Oft Scyld the Scefing from squadroned foes,

			from many a tribe, the mead-bench tore,

			awing the earls. Since erst he lay

			friendless, a foundling, fate repaid him:

			for he waxed under welkin, in wealth he throve,

			till before him the folk, both far and near,

			who house by the whale-path, heard his mandate,

			gave him gifts: a good king he!

			To him an heir was afterward born,

			a son in his halls, whom heaven sent

			to favor the folk, feeling their woe

			that erst they had lacked an earl for leader

			so long a while; the Lord endowed him,

			the Wielder of Wonder, with world’s renown.

			Famed was this Beowulf1: far flew the boast of him,

			son of Scyld, in the Scandian lands.

			So becomes it a youth to quit him well

			with his father’s friends, by fee and gift,

			that to aid him, aged, in after days,

			come warriors willing, should war draw nigh,

			liegemen loyal: by lauded deeds

			shall an earl have honor in every clan.

			Forth he fared at the fated moment,

			sturdy Scyld to the shelter of God.

			Then they bore him over to ocean’s billow,

			loving clansmen, as late he charged them,

			while wielded words the winsome Scyld,

			the leader beloved who long had ruled.…

			In the roadstead rocked a ring-dight vessel,

			ice-flecked, outbound, atheling’s barge:

			there laid they down their darling lord

			on the breast of the boat, the breaker-of-rings,2

			by the mast the mighty one. Many a treasure

			fetched from far was freighted with him.

			No ship have I known so nobly dight

			with weapons of war and weeds of battle,

			with breastplate and blade: on his bosom lay

			a heaped hoard that hence should go

			far o’er the flood with him floating away.

			No less these loaded the lordly gifts,

			thanes’ huge treasure, than those had done

			who in former time forth had sent him

			sole on the seas, a suckling child.

			High o’er his head they hoist the standard,

			a gold-wove banner; let billows take him,

			gave him to ocean. Grave were their spirits,

			mournful their mood. No man is able

			to say in sooth, no son of the halls,

			no hero ’neath heaven – who harbored that freight!

			I

			Now Beowulf bode in the burg of the Scyldings,

			leader beloved, and long he ruled

			in fame with all folk, since his father had gone

			away from the world, till awoke an heir,

			haughty Healfdene, who held through life,

			sage and sturdy, the Scyldings glad.

			Then, one after one, there woke to him,

			to the chieftain of clansmen, children four:

			Heorogar, then Hrothgar, then Halga brave;

			and I heard that — was —’s queen,

			the Heathoscylfing’s helpmate dear.

			To Hrothgar was given such glory of war,

			such honor of combat, that all his kin

			obeyed him gladly till great grew his band

			of youthful comrades. It came in his mind

			to bid his henchmen a hall uprear,

			ia master mead-house, mightier far

			than ever was seen by the sons of earth,

			and within it, then, to old and young

			he would all allot that the Lord had sent him,

			save only the land and the lives of his men.

			Wide, I heard, was the work commanded,

			for many a tribe this mid-earth round,

			to fashion the folkstead. It fell, as he ordered,

			in rapid achievement that ready it stood there,

			of halls the noblest: Heorot3 he named it

			whose message had might in many a land.

			Not reckless of promise, the rings he dealt,

			treasure at banquet: there towered the hall,

			high, gabled wide, the hot surge waiting

			of furious flame4. Nor far was that day

			when father and son-in-law stood in feud

			for warfare and hatred that woke again.5

			With envy and anger an evil spirit

			endured the dole in his dark abode,

			that he heard each day the din of revel

			high in the hall: there harps rang out,

			clear song of the singer. He sang who knew6

			tales of the early time of man,

			how the Almighty made the earth,

			fairest fields enfolded by water,

			set, triumphant, sun and moon

			for a light to lighten the land-dwellers,

			and braided bright the breast of earth

			with limbs and leaves, made life for all

			of mortal beings that breathe and move.

			So lived the clansmen in cheer and revel

			a winsome life, till one began

			to fashion evils, that field of hell.

			Grendel this monster grim was called,

			march-riever7 mighty, in moorland living,

			in fen and fastness; fief of the giants

			the hapless wight a while had kept

			since the Creator his exile doomed.

			On kin of Cain was the killing avenged

			by sovran God for slaughtered Abel.

			Ill fared his feud8, and far was he driven,

			for the slaughter’s sake, from sight of men.

			Of Cain awoke all that woful breed,

			Etins9 and elves and evil-spirits,

			as well as the giants that warred with God

			weary while: but their wage was paid them!

			II

			Went he forth to find at fall of night

			that haughty house, and heed wherever

			the Ring-Danes, outrevelled, to rest had gone.

			Found within it the atheling band

			asleep after feasting and fearless of sorrow,

			of human hardship. Unhallowed wight,

			grim and greedy, he grasped betimes,

			wrathful, reckless, from resting-places,

			thirty of the thanes, and thence he rushed

			fain of his fell spoil, faring homeward,

			laden with slaughter, his lair to seek.

			Then at the dawning, as day was breaking,

			the might of Grendel to men was known;

			then after wassail was wail uplifted,

			loud moan in the morn. The mighty chief,

			atheling excellent, unblithe sat,

			labored in woe for the loss of his thanes,

			when once had been traced the trail of the fiend,

			spirit accurst: too cruel that sorrow,

			too long, too loathsome. Not late the respite;

			with night returning, anew began

			ruthless murder; he recked no whit,

			firm in his guilt, of the feud and crime.

			They were easy to find who elsewhere sought

			in room remote their rest at night,

			bed in the bowers10, when that bale was shown,

			was seen in sooth, with surest token –

			the hall-thane’s11 hate. Such held themselves

			far and fast who the fiend outran!

			Thus ruled unrighteous and raged his fill

			one against all; until empty stood

			that lordly building, and long it bode so.

			Twelve years’ tide the trouble he bore,

			sovran of Scyldings, sorrows in plenty,

			boundless cares. There came unhidden

			tidings true to the tribes of men,

			in sorrowful songs, how ceaselessly Grendel

			harassed Hrothgar, what hate he bore him,

			what murder and massacre, many a year,

			feud unfading – refused consent

			to deal with any of Daneland’s earls,

			make pact of peace, or compound for gold:

			still less did the wise men ween to get

			great fee for the feud from his fiendish hands.

			But the evil one ambushed old and young

			death-shadow dark, and dogged them still,

			lured, or lurked in the livelong night

			of misty moorlands: men may say not

			where the haunts of these Hell-Runes12 be.

			Such heaping of horrors the hater of men,

			lonely roamer, wrought unceasing,

			harassings heavy. O’er Heorot he lorded,

			gold-bright hall, in gloomy nights;

			and ne’er could the prince13 – approach his throne,

			– ’twas judgment of God – or have joy in his hall.

			Sore was the sorrow to Scyldings’-friend,

			heart-rending misery. Many nobles

			sat assembled, and searched out counsel

			how it were best for bold-hearted men

			against harassing terror to try their hand.

			Whiles they vowed in their heathen fanes

			altar-offerings, asked with words.

			that the slayer-of-souls would succor give them

			for the pain of their people. Their practice this,

			their heathen hope; ’twas Hell they thought of

			in mood of their mind. Almighty they knew not,

			Doomsman of Deeds and dreadful Lord,

			nor Heaven’s-Helmet heeded they ever,

			Wielder-of-Wonder. – Woe for that man

			who in harm and hatred hales his soul

			to fiery embraces; – nor favor nor change

			awaits he ever. But well for him

			that after death-day may draw to his Lord,

			and friendship find in the Father’s arms!

			III

			Thus seethed unceasing the son of Healfdene

			with the woe of these days; not wisest men

			assuaged his sorrow; too sore the anguish,

			loathly and long, that lay on his folk,

			most baneful of burdens and bales of the night.

			This heard in his home Hygelac’s thane,

			great among Geats, of Grendel’s doings.

			He was the mightiest man of valor

			in that same day of this our life,

			stalwart and stately. A stout wave-walker

			he bade make ready. Yon battle-king, said he,

			far o’er the swan-road he fain would seek,

			the noble monarch who needed men!

			The prince’s journey by prudent folk

			was little blamed, though they loved him dear;

			they whetted the hero, and hailed good omens.

			And now the bold one from bands of Geats

			comrades chose, the keenest of warriors

			e’er he could find; with fourteen men

			the sea-wood14 he sought, and, sailor proved,

			led them on to the land’s confines.

			Time had now flown; afloat was the ship,

			boat under bluff. On board they climbed,

			warriors ready; waves were churning

			sea with sand; the sailors bore

			on the breast of the bark their bright array,

			their mail and weapons: the men pushed off,

			on its willing way, the well-braced craft.

			Then moved o’er the waters by might of the wind

			that bark like a bird with breast of foam,

			till in season due, on the second day,

			the curved prow such course had run

			that sailors now could see the land,

			sea-cliffs shining, steep high hills,

			headlands broad. Their haven was found,

			their journey ended. Up then quickly

			the Weders’15 clansmen climbed ashore,

			anchored their sea-wood, with armor clashing

			and gear of battle: God they thanked

			or passing in peace o’er the paths of the sea.

			Now saw from the cliff a Scylding clansman,

			a warden that watched the water-side,

			how they bore o’er the gangway glittering shields,

			war-gear in readiness; wonder seized him

			to know what manner of men they were.

			Straight to the strand his steed he rode,

			Hrothgar’s henchman; with hand of might

			he shook his spear, and spake in parley.

			“Who are ye, then, ye armed men,

			mailed folk, that yon mighty vessel

			have urged thus over the ocean ways,

			here o’er the waters? A warden I,

			sentinel set o’er the sea-march here,

			lest any foe to the folk of Danes

			with harrying fleet should harm the land.

			No aliens ever at ease thus bore them,

			linden-wielders: yet word-of-leave

			clearly ye lack from clansmen here,

			my folk’s agreement. – A greater ne’er saw I

			of warriors in world than is one of you –

			yon hero in harness! No henchman he

			worthied by weapons, if witness his features,

			his peerless presence! I pray you, though, tell

			your folk and home, lest hence ye fare

			suspect to wander your way as spies

			in Danish land. Now, dwellers afar,

			ocean-travellers, take from me

			simple advice: the sooner the better

			I hear of the country whence ye came.”

			IV

			To him the stateliest spake in answer;

			the warriors’ leader his word-hoard unlocked: –

			“We are by kin of the clan of Geats,

			and Hygelac’s own hearth-fellows we.

			To folk afar was my father known,

			noble atheling, Ecgtheow named.

			Full of winters, he fared away

			aged from earth; he is honored still

			through width of the world by wise men all.

			To thy lord and liege in loyal mood

			we hasten hither, to Healfdene’s son,

			people-protector: be pleased to advise us!

			To that mighty-one come we on mickle errand,

			to the lord of the Danes; nor deem I right

			that aught be hidden. We hear – thou knowest

			if sooth it is – the saying of men,

			that amid the Scyldings a scathing monster,

			dark ill-doer, in dusky nights

			shows terrific his rage unmatched,

			hatred and murder. To Hrothgar I

			in greatness of soul would succor bring,

			so the Wise-and-Brave16 may worst his foes –

			if ever the end of ills is fated,

			of cruel contest, if cure shall follow,

			and the boiling care-waves cooler grow;

			else ever afterward anguish-days

			he shall suffer in sorrow while stands in place

			high on its hill that house unpeered!”

			Astride his steed, the strand-ward answered,

			clansman unquailing: “The keen-souled thane

			must be skilled to sever and sunder duly

			words and works, if he well intends.

			I gather, this band is graciously bent

			to the Scyldings’ master. March, then, bearing

			weapons and weeds the way I show you.

			I will bid my men your boat meanwhile

			to guard for fear lest foemen come –

			your new-tarred ship by shore of ocean

			faithfully watching till once again

			it waft o’er the waters those well-loved thanes,

			– winding-neck’d wood – to Weders’ bounds,

			heroes such as the hest of fate

			shall succor and save from the shock of war.”

			They bent them to march – the boat lay still,

			fettered by cable and fast at anchor,

			broad-bosomed ship. – Then shone the boars17

			over the cheek-guard; chased with gold,

			keen and gleaming, guard it kept

			o’er the man of war, as marched along

			heroes in haste, till the hall they saw,

			broad of gable and bright with gold:

			that was the fairest, ’mid folk of earth,

			of houses ’neath heaven, where Hrothgar lived,

			and the gleam of it lightened o’er lands afar.

			The sturdy shieldsman showed that bright

			burg-of-the-boldest; bade them go

			straightway thither; his steed then turned,

			hardy hero, and hailed them thus: –

			“’Tis time that I fare from you. Father Almighty

			in grace and mercy guard you well,

			safe in your seekings. Seaward I go,

			’gainst hostile warriors hold my watch.”

			V

			Stone-bright the street18: it showed the way

			to the crowd of clansmen. Corselets glistened

			hand-forged, hard; on their harness bright

			the steel ring sang, as they strode along

			in mail of battle, and marched to the hall.

			There, weary of ocean, the wall along

			they set their bucklers, their broad shields, down,

			and bowed them to bench: the breastplates clanged,

			war-gear of men; their weapons stacked,

			spears of the seafarers stood together,

			gray-tipped ash: that iron band

			was worthily weaponed! – A warrior proud

			asked of the heroes their home and kin.

			“Whence, now, bear ye burnished shields,

			harness gray and helmets grim,

			spears in multitude? Messenger, I,

			Hrothgar’s herald! Heroes so many

			ne’er met I as strangers of mood so strong.

			’Tis plain that for prowess, not plunged into exile,

			for high-hearted valor, Hrothgar ye seek!”

			Him the sturdy-in-war bespake with words,

			proud earl of the Weders answer made,

			hardy ’neath helmet: – “Hygelac’s, we,

			fellows at board; I am Beowulf named.

			I am seeking to say to the son of Healfdene

			this mission of mine, to thy master-lord,

			the doughty prince, if he deign at all

			grace that we greet him, the good one, now.”

			Wulfgar spake, the Wendles’ chieftain,

			whose might of mind to many was known,

			his courage and counsel: “The king of Danes,

			the Scyldings’ friend, I fain will tell,

			the Breaker-of-Rings, as the boon thou askest,

			the famed prince, of thy faring hither,

			and, swiftly after, such answer bring

			as the doughty monarch may deign to give.”

			Hied then in haste to where Hrothgar sat

			white-haired and old, his earls about him,

			till the stout thane stood at the shoulder there

			of the Danish king: good courtier he!

			Wulfgar spake to his winsome lord: –

			“Hither have fared to thee far-come men

			o’er the paths of ocean, people of Geatland;

			and the stateliest there by his sturdy band

			is Beowulf named. This boon they seek,

			that they, my master, may with thee

			have speech at will: nor spurn their prayer

			to give them hearing, gracious Hrothgar!

			In weeds of the warrior worthy they,

			methinks, of our liking; their leader most surely,

			a hero that hither his henchmen has led.”

			VI

			Hrothgar answered, helmet of Scyldings: –

			“I knew him of yore in his youthful days;

			his aged father was Ecgtheow named,

			to whom, at home, gave Hrethel the Geat

			his only daughter. Their offspring bold

			fares hither to seek the steadfast friend.

			And seamen, too, have said me this –

			who carried my gifts to the Geatish court,

			thither for thanks – he has thirty men’s

			heft of grasp in the gripe of his hand,

			the bold-in-battle. Blessed God

			out of his mercy this man hath sent

			to Danes of the West, as I ween indeed,

			against horror of Grendel. I hope to give

			the good youth gold for his gallant thought.

			Be thou in haste, and bid them hither,

			clan of kinsmen, to come before me;

			and add this word – they are welcome guests

			to folk of the Danes.”

			[To the door of the hall

			Wulfgar went] and the word declared: –

			“To you this message my master sends,

			East-Danes’ king, that your kin he knows,

			hardy heroes, and hails you all

			welcome hither o’er waves of the sea!

			Ye may wend your way in war-attire,

			and under helmets Hrothgar greet;

			but let here the battle-shields bide your parley,

			and wooden war-shafts wait its end.”

			Uprose the mighty one, ringed with his men,

			brave band of thanes: some bode without,

			battle-gear guarding, as bade the chief.

			Then hied that troop where the herald led them,

			under Heorot’s roof: [the hero strode,]

			hardy ’neath helm, till the hearth he neared.

			Beowulf spake – his breastplate gleamed,

			war-net woven by wit of the smith: –

			“Thou Hrothgar, hail! Hygelac’s I,

			kinsman and follower. Fame a plenty

			have I gained in youth! These Grendel-deeds

			I heard in my home-land heralded clear.

			Seafarers say how stands this hall,

			of buildings best, for your band of thanes

			empty and idle, when evening sun

			in the harbor of heaven is hidden away.

			So my vassals advised me well –

			brave and wise, the best of men –

			O sovran Hrothgar, to seek thee here,

			for my nerve and my might they knew full well.

			Themselves had seen me from slaughter come

			blood-flecked from foes, where five I bound,

			and that wild brood worsted. I’ the waves I slew

			nicors19 by night, in need and peril

			avenging the Weders, whose woe they sought –

			crushing the grim ones. Grendel now,

			monster cruel, be mine to quell

			in single battle! So, from thee,

			thou sovran of the Shining-Danes,

			Scyldings’-bulwark, a boon I seek –

			and, Friend-of-the-folk, refuse it not,

			O Warriors’-shield, now I’ve wandered far –

			that I alone with my liegemen here,

			this hardy band, may Heorot purge!

			More I hear, that the monster dire,

			in his wanton mood, of weapons recks not;

			hence shall I scorn – so Hygelac stay,

			king of my kindred, kind to me! –

			brand or buckler to bear in the fight,

			gold-colored targe: but with gripe alone

			must I front the fiend and fight for life,

			foe against foe. Then faith be his

			in the doom of the Lord whom death shall take.

			Fain, I ween, if the fight he win,

			in this hall of gold my Geatish band

			will he fearless eat – as oft before –

			my noblest thanes. Nor need’st thou then

			to hide my head20; for his shall I be,

			dyed in gore, if death must take me;

			and my blood-covered body he’ll bear as prey,

			ruthless devour it, the roamer-lonely,

			with my life-blood redden his lair in the fen:

			no further for me need’st food prepare!

			To Hygelac send, if Hild21 should take me,

			best of war-weeds, warding my breast,

			armor excellent, heirloom of Hrethel

			and work of Wayland22. Fares Wyrd23 as she must.”

			VII

			Hrothgar spake, the Scyldings’-helmet: –

			“For fight defensive, Friend my Beowulf,

			to succor and save, thou hast sought us here.

			Thy father’s combat24 a feud enkindled

			when Heatholaf with hand he slew

			among the Wylfings; his Weder kin

			for horror of fighting feared to hold him.

			Fleeing, he sought our South-Dane folk,

			over surge of ocean the Honor-Scyldings,

			when first I was ruling the folk of Danes,

			wielded, youthful, this widespread realm,

			this hoard-hold of heroes. Heorogar was dead,

			my elder brother, had breathed his last,

			Healfdene’s bairn: he was better than I!

			Straightway the feud with fee25 I settled,

			to the Wylfings sent, o’er watery ridges,

			treasures olden: oaths he26 swore me.

			Sore is my soul to say to any

			of the race of man what ruth for me

			in Heorot Grendel with hate hath wrought,

			what sudden harryings. Hall-folk fail me,

			my warriors wane; for Wyrd hath swept them

			into Grendel’s grasp. But God is able

			this deadly foe from his deeds to turn!

			Boasted full oft, as my beer they drank,

			earls o’er the ale-cup, armed men,

			that they would bide in the beer-hall here,

			Grendel’s attack with terror of blades.

			Then was this mead-house at morning tide

			dyed with gore, when the daylight broke,

			all the boards of the benches blood-besprinkled,

			gory the hall: I had heroes the less,

			doughty dear-ones that death had reft.

			– But sit to the banquet, unbind thy words,

			hardy hero, as heart shall prompt thee.”

			Gathered together, the Geatish men

			in the banquet-hall on bench assigned,

			sturdy-spirited, sat them down,

			hardy-hearted. A henchman attended,

			carried the carven cup in hand,

			served the clear mead. Oft minstrels sang

			blithe in Heorot. Heroes revelled,

			no dearth of warriors, Weder and Dane.

			VIII

			Unferth spake, the son of Ecglaf,

			who sat at the feet of the Scyldings’ lord,

			unbound the battle-runes27. – Beowulf’s quest,

			sturdy seafarer’s, sorely galled him;

			ever he envied that other men

			should more achieve in middle-earth

			of fame under heaven than he himself. –

			“Art thou that Beowulf, Breca’s rival,

			who emulous swam on the open sea,

			when for pride the pair of you proved the floods,

			and wantonly dared in waters deep

			to risk your lives? No living man,

			or lief or loath, from your labor dire

			could you dissuade, from swimming the main.

			Ocean-tides with your arms ye covered,

			with strenuous hands the sea-streets measured,

			swam o’er the waters. Winter’s storm

			rolled the rough waves. In realm of sea

			a sennight strove ye. In swimming he topped thee,

			had more of main! Him at morning-tide

			billows bore to the Battling Reamas,

			whence he hied to his home so dear

			beloved of his liegemen, to land of Brondings,

			fastness fair, where his folk he ruled,

			town and treasure. In triumph o’er thee

			Beanstan’s bairn28 his boast achieved.

			So ween I for thee a worse adventure

			– though in buffet of battle thou brave hast been,

			in struggle grim – if Grendel’s approach

			thou darst await through the watch of night!”

			Beowulf spake, bairn of Ecgtheow: –

			“What a deal hast uttered, dear my Unferth,

			drunken with beer, of Breca now,

			told of his triumph! Truth I claim it,

			that I had more of might in the sea

			than any man else, more ocean-endurance.

			We twain had talked, in time of youth,

			and made our boast – we were merely boys,

			striplings still – to stake our lives

			far at sea: and so we performed it.

			Naked swords, as we swam along,

			we held in hand, with hope to guard us

			against the whales. Not a whit from me

			could he float afar o’er the flood of waves,

			haste o’er the billows; nor him I abandoned.

			Together we twain on the tides abode

			five nights full till the flood divided us,

			churning waves and chillest weather,

			darkling night, and the northern wind

			ruthless rushed on us: rough was the surge.

			Now the wrath of the sea-fish rose apace;

			yet me ’gainst the monsters my mailed coat,

			hard and hand-linked, help afforded –

			battle-sark braided my breast to ward,

			garnished with gold. There grasped me firm

			and haled me to bottom the hated foe,

			with grimmest gripe. ’Twas granted me, though,

			to pierce the monster with point of sword,

			with blade of battle: huge beast of the sea

			was whelmed by the hurly through hand of mine.

			IX

			Me thus often the evil monsters

			thronging threatened. With thrust of my sword,

			the darling, I dealt them due return!

			Nowise had they bliss from their booty then

			to devour their victim, vengeful creatures,

			seated to banquet at bottom of sea;

			but at break of day, by my brand sore hurt,

			on the edge of ocean up they lay,

			put to sleep by the sword. And since, by them

			on the fathomless sea-ways sailor-folk

			are never molested. – Light from east,

			came bright God’s beacon; the billows sank,

			so that I saw the sea-cliffs high,

			windy walls. For Wyrd oft saveth

			earl undoomed if he doughty be!

			And so it came that I killed with my sword

			nine of the nicors. Of night-fought battles

			ne’er heard I a harder ’neath heaven’s dome,

			nor adrift on the deep a more desolate man!

			Yet I came unharmed from that hostile clutch,

			though spent with swimming. The sea upbore me,

			flood of the tide, on Finnish land,

			the welling waters. No wise of thee

			have I heard men tell such terror of falchions,

			bitter battle. Breca ne’er yet,

			not one of you pair, in the play of war

			such daring deed has done at all

			with bloody brand – I boast not of it! –

			though thou wast the bane29 of thy brethren dear,

			thy closest kin, whence curse of hell

			awaits thee, well as thy wit may serve!

			For I say in sooth, thou son of Ecglaf,

			never had Grendel these grim deeds wrought,

			monster dire, on thy master dear,

			in Heorot such havoc, if heart of thine

			were as battle-bold as thy boast is loud!

			But he has found no feud will happen;

			from sword-clash dread of your Danish clan

			he vaunts him safe, from the Victor-Scyldings.

			He forces pledges, favors none

			of the land of Danes, but lustily murders,

			fights and feasts, nor feud he dreads

			from Spear-Dane men. But speedily now

			shall I prove him the prowess and pride of the Geats,

			shall bid him battle. Blithe to mead

			go he that listeth, when light of dawn

			this morrow morning o’er men of earth,

			ether-robed sun from the south shall beam!”

			Joyous then was the Jewel-giver,

			hoar-haired, war-brave; help awaited

			the Bright-Danes’ prince, from Beowulf hearing,

			folk’s good shepherd, such firm resolve.

			Then was laughter of liegemen loud resounding

			with winsome words. Came Wealhtheow forth,

			queen of Hrothgar, heedful of courtesy,

			gold-decked, greeting the guests in hall;

			and the high-born lady handed the cup

			first to the East-Danes’ heir and warden,

			bade him be blithe at the beer-carouse,

			the land’s beloved one. Lustily took he

			banquet and beaker, battle-famed king.

			Through the hall then went the Helmings’ Lady,

			to younger and older everywhere

			carried the cup, till come the moment

			when the ring-graced queen, the royal-hearted,

			to Beowulf bore the beaker of mead.

			She greeted the Geats’ lord, God she thanked,

			in wisdom’s words, that her will was granted,

			that at last on a hero her hope could lean

			for comfort in terrors. The cup he took,

			hardy-in-war, from Wealhtheow’s hand,

			and answer uttered the eager-for-combat.

			Beowulf spake, bairn of Ecgtheow: –

			“This was my thought, when my thanes and I

			bent to the ocean and entered our boat,

			that I would work the will of your people

			fully, or fighting fall in death,

			in fiend’s gripe fast. I am firm to do

			an earl’s brave deed, or end the days

			of this life of mine in the mead-hall here.”

			Well these words to the woman seemed,

			Beowulf’s battle-boast. – Bright with gold

			the stately dame by her spouse sat down.

			Again, as erst, began in hall

			warriors’ wassail and words of power,

			the proud-band’s revel, till presently

			the son of Healfdene hastened to seek

			rest for the night; he knew there waited

			fight for the fiend in that festal hall,

			when the sheen of the sun they saw no more,

			and dusk of night sank darkling nigh,

			and shadowy shapes came striding on,

			wan under welkin. The warriors rose.

			Man to man, he made harangue,

			Hrothgar to Beowulf, bade him hail,

			let him wield the wine hall: a word he added: –

			“Never to any man erst I trusted,

			since I could heave up hand and shield,

			this noble Dane-Hall, till now to thee.

			Have now and hold this house unpeered;

			remember thy glory; thy might declare;

			watch for the foe! No wish shall fail thee

			if thou bidest the battle with bold-won life.”

			X

			Then Hrothgar went with his hero-train,

			defence-of-Scyldings, forth from hall;

			fain would the war-lord Wealhtheow seek,

			couch of his queen. The King-of-Glory

			against this Grendel a guard had set,

			so heroes heard, a hall-defender,

			who warded the monarch and watched for the monster.

			In truth, the Geats’ prince gladly trusted

			his mettle, his might, the mercy of God!

			Cast off then his corselet of iron,

			helmet from head; to his henchman gave –

			choicest of weapons – the well-chased sword,

			bidding him guard the gear of battle.

			Spake then his Vaunt the valiant man,

			Beowulf Geat, ere the bed be sought: –

			“Of force in fight no feebler I count me,

			in grim war-deeds, than Grendel deems him.

			Not with the sword, then, to sleep of death

			his life will I give, though it lie in my power.

			No skill is his to strike against me,

			my shield to hew though he hardy be,

			bold in battle; we both, this night,

			shall spurn the sword, if he seek me here,

			unweaponed, for war. Let wisest God,

			sacred Lord, on which side soever

			doom decree as he deemeth right.”

			Reclined then the chieftain, and cheek-pillows held

			the head of the earl, while all about him

			seamen hardy on hall-beds sank.

			None of them thought that thence their steps

			to the folk and fastness that fostered them,

			to the land they loved, would lead them back!

			Full well they wist that on warriors many

			battle-death seized, in the banquet-hall,

			of Danish clan. But comfort and help,

			war-weal weaving, to Weder folk

			the Master gave, that, by might of one,

			over their enemy all prevailed,

			by single strength. In sooth ’tis told

			that highest God o’er human kind

			hath wielded ever! – Thro’ wan night striding,

			came the walker-in-shadow. Warriors slept

			whose hest was to guard the gabled hall –

			all save one. ’Twas widely known

			that against God’s will the ghostly ravager

			him30 could not hurl to haunts of darkness;

			wakeful, ready, with warrior’s wrath,

			bold he bided the battle’s issue.

			XI

			Then from the moorland, by misty crags,

			with God’s wrath laden, Grendel came.

			The monster was minded of mankind now

			sundry to seize in the stately house.

			Under welkin he walked, till the wine-palace there,

			gold-hall of men, he gladly discerned,

			flashing with fretwork. Not first time, this,

			that he the home of Hrothgar sought –

			yet ne’er in his life-day, late or early,

			such hardy heroes, such hall-thanes, found!

			To the house the warrior walked apace,

			parted from peace31; the portal opended,

			though with forged bolts fast, when his fists had

			struck it,

			and baleful he burst in his blatant rage,

			the house’s mouth. All hastily, then,

			o’er fair-paved floor the fiend trod on,

			ireful he strode; there streamed from his eyes

			fearful flashes, like flame to see.

			He spied in hall the hero-band,

			kin and clansmen clustered asleep,

			hardy liegemen. Then laughed his heart;

			for the monster was minded, ere morn should dawn,

			savage, to sever the soul of each,

			life from body, since lusty banquet

			waited his will! But Wyrd forbade him

			to seize any more of men on earth

			after that evening. Eagerly watched

			Hygelac’s kinsman his cursed foe,

			how he would fare in fell attack.

			Not that the monster was minded to pause!

			Straightway he seized a sleeping warrior

			for the first, and tore him fiercely asunder,

			the bone-frame bit, drank blood in streams,

			swallowed him piecemeal: swiftly thus

			the lifeless corse was clear devoured,

			e’en feet and hands. Then farther he hied;

			for the hardy hero with hand he grasped,

			felt for the foe with fiendish claw,

			for the hero reclining – who clutched it boldly,

			prompt to answer, propped on his arm.

			Soon then saw that shepherd-of-evils

			that never he met in this middle-world,

			in the ways of earth, another wight

			with heavier hand-gripe; at heart he feared,

			sorrowed in soul – none the sooner escaped!

			Fain would he flee, his fastness seek,

			the den of devils: no doings now

			such as oft he had done in days of old!

			Then bethought him the hardy Hygelac-thane

			of his boast at evening: up he bounded,

			grasped firm his foe, whose fingers cracked.

			The fiend made off, but the earl close followed.

			The monster meant – if he might at all –

			to fling himself free, and far away

			fly to the fens – knew his fingers’ power

			in the gripe of the grim one. Gruesome march

			to Heorot this monster of harm had made!

			Din filled the room; the Danes were bereft,

			castle-dwellers and clansmen all,

			earls, of their ale. Angry were both

			those savage hall-guards: the house resounded.

			Wonder it was the wine-hall firm

			in the strain of their struggle stood, to earth

			the fair house fell not; too fast it was

			within and without by its iron bands

			craftily clamped; though there crashed from sill

			many a mead-bench – men have told me –

			gay with gold, where the grim foes wrestled.

			So well had weened the wisest Scyldings

			that not ever at all might any man

			that bone-decked, brave house break asunder,

			crush by craft – unless clasp of fire

			in smoke engulfed it. – Again uprose

			din redoubled. Danes of the North

			with fear and frenzy were filled, each one,

			who from the wall that wailing heard,

			God’s foe sounding his grisly song,

			cry of the conquered, clamorous pain

			from captive of hell. Too closely held him

			he who of men in might was strongest

			in that same day of this our life.

			XII

			Not in any wise would the earls’-defence32

			suffer that slaughterous stranger to live,

			useless deeming his days and years

			to men on earth. Now many an earl

			of Beowulf brandished blade ancestral,

			fain the life of their lord to shield,

			their praised prince, if power were theirs;

			never they knew – as they neared the foe,

			hardy-hearted heroes of war,

			aiming their swords on every side

			the accursed to kill – no keenest blade,

			no farest of falchions fashioned on earth,

			could harm or hurt that hideous fiend!

			He was safe, by his spells, from sword of battle,

			from edge of iron. Yet his end and parting

			on that same day of this our life

			woful should be, and his wandering soul

			far off flit to the fiends’ domain.

			Soon he found, who in former days,

			harmful in heart and hated of God,

			on many a man such murder wrought,

			that the frame of his body failed him now.

			For him the keen-souled kinsman of Hygelac

			held in hand; hateful alive

			was each to other. The outlaw dire

			took mortal hurt; a mighty wound

			showed on his shoulder, and sinews cracked,

			and the bone-frame burst. To Beowulf now

			the glory was given, and Grendel thence

			death-sick his den in the dark moor sought,

			noisome abode: he knew too well

			that here was the last of life, an end

			of his days on earth. – To all the Danes

			by that bloody battle the boon had come.

			From ravage had rescued the roving stranger

			Hrothgar’s hall; the hardy and wise one

			had purged it anew. His night-work pleased him,

			his deed and its honor. To Eastern Danes

			had the valiant Geat his vaunt made good,

			all their sorrow and ills assuaged,

			their bale of battle borne so long,

			and all the dole they erst endured

			pain a-plenty. – ’Twas proof of this,

			when the hardy-in-fight a hand laid down,

			arm and shoulder – all, indeed,

			of Grendel’s gripe – ’neath the gabled roof.

			XIII

			Many at morning, as men have told me,

			warriors gathered the gift-hall round,

			folk-leaders faring from far and near,

			o’er wide-stretched ways, the wonder to view,

			trace of the traitor. Not troublous seemed

			the enemy’s end to any man

			who saw by the gait of the graceless foe

			how the weary-hearted, away from thence,

			baffled in battle and banned, his steps

			death-marked dragged to the devils’ mere.

			Bloody the billows were boiling there,

			turbid the tide of tumbling waves

			horribly seething, with sword-blood hot,

			by that doomed one dyed, who in den of the moor

			laid forlorn his life adown,

			his heathen soul, and hell received it.

			Home then rode the hoary clansmen

			from that merry journey, and many a youth,

			on horses white, the hardy warriors,

			back from the mere. Then Beowulf’s glory

			eager they echoed, and all averred

			that from sea to sea, or south or north,

			there was no other in earth’s domain,

			under vault of heaven, more valiant found,

			of warriors none more worthy to rule!

			(On their lord beloved they laid no slight,

			gracious Hrothgar: a good king he!)

			From time to time, the tried-in-battle

			their gray steeds set to gallop amain,

			and ran a race when the road seemed fair.

			From time to time, a thane of the king,

			who had made many vaunts, and was mindful of verses,

			stored with sagas and songs of old,

			bound word to word in well-knit rime,

			welded his lay; this warrior soon

			of Beowulf’s quest right cleverly sang,

			and artfully added an excellent tale,

			in well-ranged words, of the warlike deeds

			he had heard in saga of Sigemund.

			Strange the story: he said it all –

			the Waelsing’s wanderings wide, his struggles,

			which never were told to tribes of men,

			the feuds and the frauds, save to Fitela only,

			when of these doings he deigned to speak,

			uncle to nephew; as ever the twain

			stood side by side in stress of war,

			and multitude of the monster kind

			they had felled with their swords. Of Sigemund grew,

			when he passed from life, no little praise;

			for the doughty-in-combat a dragon killed

			that herded the hoard33: under hoary rock

			the atheling dared the deed alone

			fearful quest, nor was Fitela there.

			Yet so it befell, his falchion pierced

			that wondrous worm – on the wall it struck,

			best blade; the dragon died in its blood.

			Thus had the dread-one by daring achieved

			over the ring-hoard to rule at will,

			himself to pleasure; a sea-boat he loaded,

			and bore on its bosom the beaming gold,

			son of Waels; the worm was consumed.

			He had of all heroes the highest renown

			among races of men, this refuge-of-warriors,

			for deeds of daring that decked his name

			since the hand and heart of Heremod

			grew slack in battle. He, swiftly banished

			to mingle with monsters at mercy of foes,

			to death was betrayed; for torrents of sorrow

			had lamed him too long; a load of care

			to earls and athelings all he proved.

			Oft indeed, in earlier days,

			for the warrior’s wayfaring wise men mourned,

			who had hoped of him help from harm and bale,

			and had thought their sovran’s son would thrive,

			follow his father, his folk protect,

			the hoard and the stronghold, heroes’ land,

			home of Scyldings. – But here, thanes said,

			the kinsman of Hygelac kinder seemed

			to all: the other34 was urged to crime!

			And afresh to the race35, the fallow roads

			by swift steeds measured! The morning sun

			was climbing higher. Clansmen hastened

			to the high-built hall, those hardy-minded,

			the wonder to witness. Warden of treasure,

			crowned with glory, the king himself,

			with stately band from the bride-bower strode;

			and with him the queen and her crowd of maidens

			measured the path to the mead-house fair.

			XIV

			Hrothgar spake – to the hall he went,

			stood by the steps, the steep roof saw,

			garnished with gold, and Grendel’s hand: –

			“For the sight I see to the Sovran Ruler

			be speedy thanks! A throng of sorrows

			I have borne from Grendel; but God still works

			wonder on wonder, the Warden-of-Glory.

			It was but now that I never more

			for woes that weighed on me waited help

			long as I lived, when, laved in blood,

			stood sword-gore-stained this stateliest house –

			widespread woe for wise men all,

			who had no hope to hinder ever

			foes infernal and fiendish sprites

			from havoc in hall. This hero now,

			by the Wielder’s might, a work has done

			that not all of us erst could ever do

			by wile and wisdom. Lo, well can she say

			whoso of women this warrior bore

			among sons of men, if still she liveth,

			that the God of the ages was good to her

			in the birth of her bairn. Now, Beowulf, thee,

			of heroes best, I shall heartily love

			as mine own, my son; preserve thou ever

			this kinship new: thou shalt never lack

			wealth of the world that I wield as mine!

			Full oft for less have I largess showered,

			my precious hoard, on a punier man,

			less stout in struggle. Thyself hast now

			fulfilled such deeds, that thy fame shall endure

			through all the ages. As ever he did,

			well may the Wielder reward thee still!”

			Beowulf spake, bairn of Ecgtheow: –

			“This work of war most willingly

			we have fought, this fight, and fearlessly dared

			force of the foe. Fain, too, were I

			hadst thou but seen himself, what time

			the fiend in his trappings tottered to fall!

			Swiftly, I thought, in strongest gripe

			on his bed of death to bind him down,

			that he in the hent of this hand of mine

			should breathe his last: but he broke away.

			Him I might not – the Maker willed not –

			hinder from flight, and firm enough hold

			the life-destroyer: too sturdy was he,

			the ruthless, in running! For rescue, however,

			he left behind him his hand in pledge,

			arm and shoulder; nor aught of help

			could the cursed one thus procure at all.

			None the longer liveth he, loathsome fiend,

			sunk in his sins, but sorrow holds him

			tightly grasped in gripe of anguish,

			in baleful bonds, where bide he must,

			evil outlaw, such awful doom

			as the Mighty Maker shall mete him out.”

			More silent seemed the son of Ecglaf36

			in boastful speech of his battle-deeds,

			since athelings all, through the earl’s great prowess,

			beheld that hand, on the high roof gazing,

			foeman’s fingers – the forepart of each

			of the sturdy nails to steel was likest –

			heathen’s “hand-spear,” hostile warrior’s

			claw uncanny. ’Twas clear, they said,

			that him no blade of the brave could touch,

			how keen soever, or cut away

			that battle-hand bloody from baneful foe.

			XV

			There was hurry and hest in Heorot now

			for hands to bedeck it, and dense was the throng

			of men and women the wine-hall to cleanse,

			the guest-room to garnish. Gold-gay shone the hangings

			that were wove on the wall, and wonders many

			to delight each mortal that looks upon them.

			Though braced within by iron bands,

			that building bright was broken sorely;37

			rent were its hinges; the roof alone

			held safe and sound, when, seared with crime,

			the fiendish foe his flight essayed,

			of life despairing. – No light thing that,

			the flight for safety – essay it who will!

			Forced of fate, he shall find his way

			to the refuge ready for race of man,

			for soul-possessors, and sons of earth;

			and there his body on bed of death

			shall rest after revel.

			Arrived was the hour

			when to hall proceeded Healfdene’s son:

			the king himself would sit to banquet.

			Ne’er heard I of host in haughtier throng

			more graciously gathered round giver-of-rings!

			Bowed then to bench those bearers-of-glory,

			fain of the feasting. Featly received

			many a mead-cup the mighty-in-spirit,

			kinsmen who sat in the sumptuous hall,

			Hrothgar and Hrothulf. Heorot now

			was filled with friends; the folk of Scyldings

			ne’er yet had tried the traitor’s deed.

			To Beowulf gave the bairn of Healfdene

			a gold-wove banner, guerdon of triumph,

			broidered battle-flag, breastplate and helmet;

			and a splendid sword was seen of many

			borne to the brave one. Beowulf took

			cup in hall38: for such costly gifts

			he suffered no shame in that soldier throng.

			For I heard of few heroes, in heartier mood,

			with four such gifts, so fashioned with gold,

			on the ale-bench honoring others thus!

			O’er the roof of the helmet high, a ridge,

			wound with wires, kept ward o’er the head,

			lest the relict-of-files39 should fierce invade,

			sharp in the strife, when that shielded hero

			should go to grapple against his foes.

			Then the earls’-defence40 on the floor bade lead41

			coursers eight, with carven head-gear,

			adown the hall: one horse was decked

			with a saddle all shining and set in jewels;

			’twas the battle-seat of the best of kings,

			when to play of swords the son of Healfdene

			was fain to fare. Ne’er failed his valor

			in the crush of combat when corpses fell.

			To Beowulf over them both then gave

			the refuge-of-Ingwines right and power,

			o’er war-steeds and weapons: wished him joy of them.

			Manfully thus the mighty prince,

			hoard-guard for heroes, that hard fight repaid

			with steeds and treasures contemned by none

			who is willing to say the sooth aright.

			XVI

			And the lord of earls, to each that came

			with Beowulf over the briny ways,

			an heirloom there at the ale-bench gave,

			precious gift; and the price42 bade pay

			in gold for him whom Grendel erst

			murdered – and fain of them more had killed,

			had not wisest God their Wyrd averted,

			and the man’s43 brave mood. The Maker then

			ruled human kind, as here and now.

			Therefore is insight always best,

			and forethought of mind. How much awaits him

			of lief and of loath, who long time here,

			through days of warfare this world endures!

			Then song and music mingled sounds

			in the presence of Healfdene’s head-of-armies44

			and harping was heard with the hero-lay

			as Hrothgar’s singer the hall-joy woke

			along the mead-seats, making his song

			of that sudden raid on the sons of Finn.45 

			Healfdene’s hero, Hnaef the Scylding,

			was fated to fall in the Frisian slaughter.46 

			Hildeburh needed not hold in value

			her enemies’ honor!47 Innocent both

			were the loved ones she lost at the linden-play,

			bairn and brother, they bowed to fate,

			stricken by spears; ’twas a sorrowful woman!

			None doubted why the daughter of Hoc

			bewailed her doom when dawning came,

			and under the sky she saw them lying,

			kinsmen murdered, where most she had kenned

			of the sweets of the world! By war were swept, too,

			Finn’s own liegemen, and few were left;

			in the parleying-place48 he could ply no longer

			weapon, nor war could he wage on Hengest,

			and rescue his remnant by right of arms

			from the prince’s thane. A pact he offered:

			another dwelling the Danes should have,

			hall and high-seat, and half the power

			should fall to them in Frisian land;

			and at the fee-gifts, Folcwald’s son

			day by day the Danes should honor,

			the folk of Hengest favor with rings,

			even as truly, with treasure and jewels,

			with fretted gold, as his Frisian kin

			he meant to honor in ale-hall there.

			Pact of peace they plighted further

			on both sides firmly. Finn to Hengest

			with oath, upon honor, openly promised

			that woful remnant, with wise-men’s aid,

			nobly to govern, so none of the guests

			by word or work should warp the treaty,49 

			or with malice of mind bemoan themselves

			as forced to follow their fee-giver’s slayer,

			lordless men, as their lot ordained.

			Should Frisian, moreover, with foeman’s taunt,

			that murderous hatred to mind recall,

			then edge of the sword must seal his doom.

			Oaths were given, and ancient gold

			heaped from hoard. – The hardy Scylding,

			battle-thane best50, on his balefire lay.

			All on the pyre were plain to see

			the gory sark, the gilded swine-crest,

			boar of hard iron, and athelings many

			slain by the sword: at the slaughter they fell.

			It was Hildeburh’s hest, at Hnaef’s own pyre

			the bairn of her body on brands to lay,

			his bones to burn, on the balefire placed,

			at his uncle’s side. In sorrowful dirges

			bewept them the woman: great wailing ascended.

			Then wound up to welkin the wildest of death-fires,

			roared o’er the hillock 51: heads all were melted,

			gashes burst, and blood gushed out

			from bites 52 of the body. Balefire devoured,

			greediest spirit, those spared not by war

			out of either folk: their flower was gone.

			
Footnotes for Beowulf


			1. 	Not, of course, Beowulf the Great, hero of the epic.

			2. 	Expression for king or chieftain of a comitatus: he breaks off gold from the spiral rings – often worn on the arm – and so rewards his followers.

			3. 	That is, ‘The Hart,’ or ‘Stag,’ so called from decorations in the gables that resembled   the antlers of a deer.

			4. 	Fire was the usual end of these halls. 

			5. 	It is to be supposed that all hearers of this poem knew how Hrothgar’s hall was burnt – perhaps in the unsuccessful attack made on him by his son-in-law Ingeld.

			6. 	A skilled minstrel. The Danes are heathens, as one is told presently; but this lay of beginnings is taken from Genesis.

			7. 	A disturber of the border, one who sallies from his haunt in the fen and roams over the country near by. This probably pagan nuisance is now furnished with biblical credentials as a fiend or devil in good standing, so that all Christian Englishmen might read about him. ‘Grendel’ may mean one who grinds and crushes.

			8. 	Cain’s.

			9. 	Giants.

			10. The smaller buildings within the main enclosure but separate from the hall.

			11. Grendel.

			12. ‘Sorcerers-of-hell.’

			13. Hrothgar

			14. Ship.

			15. Another name for Beowulf’s people, the Geats.

			16. Hrothgar.

			17. Beowulf’s helmet has several boar-images on it; he is the ‘man of war’; and the boar-helmet guards him as typical representative of the marching party as a whole. The boar was sacred to Freyr, who was the favourite god of the Germanic tribes about the North Sea and the Baltic. 

			18. Either merely paved, the strata via of the Romans, or else thought of as a sort of  mosaic, an extravagant touch like the reckless waste of gold on the walls and roofs of a hall.

			19. The nicor, says Sophus Bugge, is a hippopotamus; a walrus, says Bernhardt ten Brink. But that water-goblin who covers the space from Old Nick of jest to the Neckan and Nix of poetry and tale, is all one needs, and Nicor is a good name for him.

			20. That is, cover it as with a face-cloth. ‘There will be no need of funeral rites.’

			21. Personification of Battle.

			22. The Germanic Vulcan.

			23. This mighty power, whom the Christian poet can still revere, has here the general force of ‘Destiny.’

			24. There is no irrelevance here. Hrothgar sees in Beowulf’s mission a heritage of duty, a return of the good offices which the Danish king rendered to Beowulf’s father in time of dire need.

			25. Money, for wergild, or man-price.

			26. Ecgtheow, Beowulf’s sire.

			27. ‘Began the fight.’

			28. Breca.

			29. Murder.

			30. Beowulf – the ‘one.’

			31. That is, he was a ‘lost soul,’ doomed to hell.

			32. Expression for Beowulf.

			33. ‘Guarded the treasure.’

			34. Heremod.

			35. The singer has sung his lays, and the epic resumes its story. The time-relations are not altogether good in this long passage which describes the rejoicings of ‘the day after’; but the present shift from the riders on the road to the folk at the hall is not very violent, and is of a piece with the general style.

			36. Unferth, Beowulf’s sometime opponent in the flyting.

			37. There is no horrible inconsistency here such as the critics strive and cry about. In spite of the ruin that Grendel and Beowulf had made within the hall, the framework and roof held firm, and swift repairs made the interior habitable. Tapestries were hung on the walls, and willing hands prepared the banquet.

			38. From its formal use in other places, this phrase, to ‘take cup in hall’, or ‘on the floor,’ would seem to mean that Beowulf stood up to receive his gifts, drink to the donor, and say thanks.

			39. Expression for ‘sword’.

			40. Hrothgar. 

			41. Horses are frequently led or ridden into the hall where folk sit at banquet: so in Chaucer’s ‘Squire’s Tale’ and in the romances.

			42. Man-price, wergild.

			43. Beowulf’s.

			44. Hrothgar.

			45. There is no need to assume a gap in the MS. As before about Sigemund and Heremod, so now, though at greater length, about Finn and his feud, a lay is chanted or recited; and the epic poet, counting on his readers’ familiarity with the story – a fragment of it still exists – simply gives the headings.

			46. The exact story to which this episode refers in summary is not to be determined, but the following account of it is reasonable and has good support among scholars. Finn, a Frisian chieftain, who nevertheless has a ‘castle’ outside the Frisian border, marries Hildeburh, a Danish princess; and her brother, Hnaef, with many other Danes, pays Finn a visit. Relations between the two peoples have been strained before. Something starts the old feud anew; and the visitors are attacked in their quarters. Hnaef is killed; so is a son of Hildeburh. Many fall on both sides. Peace is patched up; a stately funeral is held; and the surviving visitors become in a way vassals or liegemen of Finn, going back with him to Frisia. So matters rest a while. Hengest is now leader of the Danes; but he is set upon revenge for his former lord, Hnaef. Probably he is killed in feud; but his clansmen, Guthlaf and Oslaf, gather at their home a force of sturdy Danes, come back to Frisia, storm Finn’s stronghold, kill him, and carry back their kinswoman Hildeburh.

			47. The ‘enemies’ must be the Frisians.

			48. Battlefield. – Hengest is the ‘prince’s thane,’ companion of Hnaef. ‘Folcwald’s son’ is Finn.

			49. That is, Finn would govern in all honor the few Danish warriors who were left, provided, of course, that none of them tried to renew the quarrel or avenge Hnaef their fallen lord. If, again, one of Finn’s Frisians began a quarrel, he should die by the sword.

			50. Hnaef.

			51. The high place chosen for the funeral.

			52. Wounds.
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			“Mother?” Siann’s young voice was soft and formal, pitched perfectly to carry across the space between them without losing the genteel, song-like cadence the court ladies favored. It didn’t match the smell of sweaty horse at all.

			“Yes?” Kasone bit out. She knew she should be softer with her daughter, but the little doll infuriated her, dressed in travel-ready perfection, not a carefully-tanned leather strip out of place. What was Larac thinking? Princess though she was, Siann was a warrior’s daughter, not a fragile gem to be polished up and displayed. 

			Kasone didn’t care how things were done in her husband’s homeland. It wasn’t right. Empress Hinata, at least, should have said something to him. It was only fair that her half-sister pick up the slack, since Kasone was away fighting Hinata’s endless wars instead of battling with Larac over how to raise a young woman who could survive the realities of their lives.

			“Would you sing me a song, please? To pass the time?”

			“No. It’s too dangerous on the road for pointless noise.” Kasone wasn’t in a singing mood. Hinata wanted her nine-year-old niece safely hidden with the Grey Ladies as the war worsened and, as with everything to do with the fighting, Kasone was one of the few she trusted with family matters. Kasone would rather have been on almost any other mission, but she was loyal to her Empress. Even if it meant leaving her armies and escorting her own daughter halfway across the country to the Grey Ladies’ safe haven.

			“Then will you at least tell me about my song?”

			Kasone clenched her sword-hilt until the heavy metal bit into her bare palm. She turned slowly in the saddle to face the delicate flower her husband had been cultivating in her absence. Her daughter’s wide, innocent eyes met hers. She should have expected the question. It was only natural coming from a child whose life had just been upended. Siann hadn’t asked out of cruelty.

			“I don’t remember it that well, but it was good. Long. Happy.” Lies. Kasone had an ear for music. Once heard, a tune stuck in her mind. She had paid close attention when the Veiled God’s priestess sang the path of her child’s life, as they did for every infant they could find before hours or days faded the song beyond their hearing. 

			The song that spun out her child’s days was a complicated one. It was neither simple nor pretty. But it had been strong. Against all taboo, Kasone had sung it to her little daughter for years. No one had thought to question what she sang. Life songs were never written down and very, very few people had the memory to hold onto a full lifetime’s worth of music. But Kasone had remembered. When Siann was older, she would explain. Her daughter should be allowed to know her own life.

			Kasone waited for the next question, the one that still cut to her heart. Why don’t you have a song, Mother? Everyone else does. Kasone hardened her expression, waiting for the familiar taunt. Kasone the Unsung. The Grey Lady who had been singing at her birth had been one of the most revered, as fitted the birth of the Emperor’s daughter, illegitimate though she was. Revered and old. The woman had collapsed with the song unfinished.

			Siann didn’t ask. She only nodded – with far too much adult grace for her years – and lapsed into silence. Just as she had been told to.

			Kasone’s jaw clenched until her teeth ached. How could an obedient, proper child like this be strong? She took a slow breath. The songs weren’t wrong, but that didn’t make them easy to interpret. She would have to put it out of her mind. Siann couldn’t be her concern. Hinata’s armies needed their Princess-General more than Kasone’s daughter needed a mother.

			The sudden scent of burning grabbed her attention. She held up a hand, halting her horse as she scanned their surroundings. The woods pressed close to the road, undergrowth soaked and leaves dripping with the recent rain. Nothing should be able to catch fire. She could see wisps of smoke twining through the trees.

			Kasone urged her mount forward a few steps. They should keep moving. Whatever had happened in the forest would only get in the way of her task. A few musical, fluting notes echoed through the too-quiet air, lovely and so far off she could barely make them out. The crystalline sound tugged at her. 

			“Did you hear that?” Kasone held her breath, straining to catch the enchanting noise. The sound came again, coalescing into the barest hint of a melody. Her heart raced and her hands shook as it sank into her, whispering dreams and beauty beyond her violent, unrelenting world.

			“Hear what?” Siann turned to look in the direction Kasone was facing. Her confused expression told Kasone clearly that her daughter heard nothing. No one who heard that song could remain unmoved.

			“Stay with the horses. Don’t follow me.” Kasone dismounted, flinging the reigns in Siann’s direction. It wasn’t the first time she had heard music no one else seemed to be able to, but it had never called to her like this.

			“But…” Siann shifted anxiously, one hand reaching for the worn leather. The other went to the tiny ornamental dagger tucked into her belt.

			“Quiet.” Kasone cut her off impatiently. The music was already fading. “If anyone other than me approaches, run. You know the path.” They had gone over it until Siann could repeat it back to her before their journey had begun.

			Kasone didn’t wait for agreement. Siann was such a good girl. She would stay where she was left. Without another thought, Kasone slipped between the trees, following the thin thread of song and the thickening smoke.

			* * *

			All too soon, there was silence. The song faded to nothing and the mute forest pressed in around her. Kasone drew her sword. The trees were thinning out into a good-sized clearing. The trunks of the nearest were blackened and smoldering.

			In the center of the clearing, a few burnt-out wagons teetered on their blackened axles, the hitching chains little more than puddles of molten metal. Slumped piles of bone marked where more than a dozen people had fallen to the firestorm that had seared the earth black. Kasone gagged on the smell of cooked meat. The scent still caught her sometimes, even after more than twenty-two years of battlefields.

			She should go. Siann’s safety was far more important than cleaning up this tragedy. Whatever the music had been, it was gone now. She hummed the melody softly under her breath, unable to let it go completely.

			“Hello?” a light voice called out, startling Kasone into a crouch. A beautiful voice, neither obviously male nor female.

			“Who’s there?” she called back, standing and stepping into the clearing. The drifting ash crunched beneath her boots. Behind the cluster of wagons, she thought. That was the only place she couldn’t see clearly.

			“I am,” came the almost-laughing answer. 

			A warning thrill ran up Kasone’s spine. There was something odd about that lovely voice. She readied her sword and moved carefully around the first wagon shell. A cage stood at the center of the small circle made by the three wagons. Its ash-covered occupant sat behind metal bars, his arms wrapped loosely around bare knees. Kasone let her sword point drop, taking a hesitant step towards the unexpected prison. The wagons must have shielded it from the worst of the fire.

			He stood, coming forward until his face was nearly pressed against the bars. He was young, the angles of his face perfect and remote as a statue. His hands came up, wrapping around the bars as lightly as though they were a musical instrument.

			Their eyes met. Kasone felt the air rush out of her lungs, leaving behind dry, ashy heat. His eyes were bright, shimmering blue: as blue as the heart of a fire. He looked at her, unblinking, all of his attention fixed on her. Her pounding heart slowed beat by beat as the flames flickered behind his too-knowing gaze. Faintly, she thought she heard music again.

			“Who are you?” she asked, furious with herself when her voice came out breathless. It wasn’t attraction. It felt more like sun-blindness. Like she had looked at something her eyes couldn’t take in.

			He cocked his head to the side, a movement more bird-like than human. “Ciruu,” he answered simply, lips twitching up in a smile.

			“What happened here?” Kasone wasn’t sure she could look away. If she couldn’t, she might have to kill him. She had heard stories about people who had the power to steal another person’s will, to control the elements, to stop time. She pushed the idea aside. It was pure foolishness. If such people existed, the war would be long over. One side or the other would have found them and used them. He was a young man in a cage. Nothing more.

			“There was a fire. Will you let me out?” Ciruu asked calmly, as though it were nothing to him if she left him there, caged and alone in the woods.

			“Maybe. Why did they put you there?” She let her sword-tip drop. She refused to let the strange fear twisting her gut force her actions.

			“They thought I had something they wanted.” His smile turned sweet, making him look even younger.

			“Did you?”

			“I don’t know.” Ciruu looked away from her at last, bright eyes scanning the blasted clearing. “They were so very desperate.” His eyes found hers again, searching. “But I might have what you want.”

			Kasone shook her head. The few things she wanted were too big. The end of the war. Return to a simpler time, an easier life. A song of her own, full and complete. Nothing anyone could give her.

			“It’s yours if you free me.” Something in his face shifted and she realized he knew perfectly well what would happen if she left him there: starving slowly or dehydrating quickly and no weapon to end it faster. Promising impossible rewards must have seemed like a good gamble in comparison. “Will you let me out?” he asked again.

			“Alright.” He was unarmed. She had all the advantage she needed. If he tried anything, she would kill him. “Stand back.”

			Once he was clear, she brought the hilt of her sword down on the heat-warped lock. Four blows and it gave. She pulled the door open and he stepped out. Standing beside her, he was taller than she had thought. “Come on,” she said, “Let’s get back to the road and we’ll find you something to wear.”

			Ciruu’s eyes glittered, all of the light amusement gone from his face. At last he nodded as regally as Hinata would have. “Thank you. I’ll remember what I promised.”

			“Mother!” Siann’s polite call brought Kasone’s hand back to her sword. 

			Kasone’s jaw clenched tight. Even a court-raised girl should have known enough to follow orders in a place like this. “Here,” she called back.

			The girl’s slender figure rounded the wagons. The too-rich travel clothes were stained with ash. Wide, startled eyes took in the strange scene they must have presented: a battered, middle-aged veteran and a naked young man standing together in a burned out clearing. She held a long, bare branch in one hand. “We should go,” Siann said, voice shaking.

			A tattered scrap of white cloth smeared with red fluttered from the forked end of the branch. Siann’s pale face and sudden appearance abruptly made much more sense. Slowly, Kasone raised her eyes to the girl who so obviously knew what she carried. How could her husband have raised such a stupid, stupid child? She should have run like she’d been told. Why had she come after them? It was too late already.

			Kasone’s gaze slid from her daughter to the man who waited, easy and silent beside her. “This was a plague camp.” She spoke the words Siann hadn’t been able to voice. Ciruu looked back at her, saying nothing. Her hand clenched convulsively on her sword hilt. She should kill him after all. Ash whispered on the blackened ground, mounding against the skeletal corpses. Her stomach churned. She couldn’t add another dead body to the scene. Besides, it wouldn’t change anything but the amount of blood on her already stained hands.

			* * *

			They sat in silence around a small fire. Kasone had a slim tree branch on lap, whittling at the bark furiously. They would have to wait, praying the firestorm had been enough to kill the sickness along with its carriers. Her head ached, rage bubbling up to choke her. 

			“You knew.” She spoke with battle-hardened calm, barely sparing a glance for the man who sat across the fire. “You called me.” He must have been the source of the music she had heard.

			Ciruu sat staring avidly into the flames. The rain had started again as they set up camp and the young man’s hair had gone from ash-grey to pale copper. His eyes flicked up to meet hers. The young man smiled knowingly. “Yes. And you heard me.”

			Kasone lunged for him, clearing the fire easily. She forced him to the ground, letting the sharp knife settle in the hollow of his throat. “I should kill you here.”

			“Mother!” Siann screamed, leaping to her feet. Her little shiny dagger was out of its sheath.

			“You won’t.” Ciruu said, pale eyes staring through her.

			“I can.” Kasone let the knife-point catch a little, drawing blood. She kept her eyes on his face as she hovered over him. His expression was curious, remote. Was he afraid? Or did he really think she wouldn’t kill him.

			“Mother.” Siann’s voice shook, though it was quiet and cultured again. “Why are you doing this?” The girl hovered at the corner of Kasone’s line of sight, dagger ready as though she thought she could help.

			With a sick twist in her stomach, Kasone realized she was glad to have found something to shake her daughter out of her courtly perfection. “He knew. He put us in danger to save himself. What would you have me do?”

			Siann’s face was a pretty mask, though Kasone could see her chest rising and falling too rapidly for calm. “Kill him,” she said at last.

			“What?” Kasone turned her head, mind momentarily blank. Habit had her pressing her weight more firmly down on her captive, though he stayed relaxed beneath her. She had expected Siann to beg for the stranger’s life. To be too weak to see bloodshed.

			“You should kill him.” The girl’s voice had steadied. “An honorable person wouldn’t have endangered others to save himself. A dishonorable person is too great a risk to be allowed to live in our company.”

			“He didn’t want to be alone in that cage.” Kasone spoke slowly. “Perhaps he was afraid to die.” She wondered if his blood would burn her hands the way his eyes scorched her thoughts.

			Siann raised her chin. “Fear is no excuse. A person so easily influenced by fear is even more of a danger.”

			“Enough.” Kasone cut her off firmly. Siann’s cold logic made her tired. Young or not, her daughter had the right of it. Kasone would have said the same at that age. She had already been hard and bloody: a survivor in a court even more vicious than the one Hinata had crafted. When had Kasone first ordered someone killed? When had she first been the end of someone’s song? She couldn’t remember anymore. One death had become a hundred others in her mind. Individually, they no longer mattered. Together, the weight of them had shaped her into one of the Empress’s most valued weapons.

			Almost without thought, Kasone sat up, letting the knife fall away. In spite of what she had said, she didn’t believe the man under her was frightened. His bright eyes were clear and calm, his body loose. What did it really matter if he died now or in a few days? “We’ll wait a week.” She said at last. “If none of us show any symptoms by then, we’ll move on. In the meantime, he’s an extra set of hands.” 

			Kasone turned away from Siann’s surprised eyes and found herself looking straight into Ciruu’s face. A small smile tipped the corners of his perfect mouth upwards. Idiot. If Siann was more like Kasone had been, she would kill him herself, but her daughter was already tucking her dagger away and smoothing her barely rumpled clothing.

			Disgusted by all of it, Kasone got to her feet and stalked away from both of them. She knew this plague. It would go quickly if it happened. In a day or two the livid red spots would appear and the fever would begin, steadily burning hotter and hotter until they were nothing more than husks.

			* * *

			By the second morning, Siann had broken out in spots. The girl set up a small altar to the Crimson Goddess. She prayed fervently, attention fixed on the makeshift shrine for far too many hours for Kasone’s liking. She could only imagine Siann was praying to the soldiers’ deity for strength and the will to fight. It was pointless. As far as Kasone had ever seen, the Crimson Goddess liked it when people died fighting. Honor and bravery were just words the red bitch gave people to keep them coming back.

			Kasone fetched water, cooked meals, and tied strips of red cloth below the white on the stakes set out around their camp so that anyone passing would know to come no closer. Ciruu watched it all, blue-white eyes missing nothing.

			“This won’t kill you.” Kasone snapped at long last. The unspoken fear in her daughter’s eyes was overwhelming. The quietly muttered prayers were going to drive her mad. “Your song is too long.”

			“What about you, Mother? Will you die here?” Siann traded Kasone’s sharpness for the truth that had haunted her since she was old enough to understand what it meant that the Grey Lady singing her birth had dropped dead before finishing. An unknown part of Kasone’s life was a blank. Cursed to emptiness. Most days she hoped it would be short curse.

			“What do they call me at court?” Kasone shot back. “I’m sure you’ve heard it often enough.”

			Siann stayed silent, eyes bright with tears.

			“Well?” Kasone stared at her daughter. “Answer me.”

			“The Unsung.” Siann whispered, staring hard into the fire.

			“Exactly that.” Kasone heard the frosty chill in her own voice, watched it force the girl down into silence and fear. 

			The quiet dug into her. Old words. Old worries. She didn’t want Siann silent. She just didn’t have room to carry the fear for them both.

			“I’ll sing you a song,” Kasone said at last. “And then you will eat and sleep for a bit.” She waited until Siann nodded, settling the girl into her bedroll. The damn bloody Goddess’s shrine stood in peace at last.

			Turning away from the timeworn pain, Kasone sang Siann’s song. Long, not always pretty. A promise of more than this. After a few moments, Ciruu joined her. His fluting tenor slid around her alto, blending seamlessly into a high harmony that brought tears to her eyes. He was sitting so close to the fire she was surprised it wasn’t burning him, staring at her as if she were the only person in the world. Silly boy, she thought, looking like he’s falling in love with a worn old soldier like me.

			“You don’t pray?” he asked when she was finished and Siann slept.

			“Not to her Goddess.” Kasone answered shortly.

			“The great Princess-General doesn’t pray to the Crimson Goddess, but her courtly little daughter does?” He laughed. It was a high, wild sound that stood the hairs on the back of her neck on end. “That’s why you sing his music. You can hear it. Why waste yourself on war when you could be so much more?”

			“I’m needed.” She shivered, taking a step away from him. She couldn’t think too closely about what he meant even though devotion to the Crimson Goddess had never felt right to her. The Veiled God suited her better. His silence and his secrets fitted her tactical mind. His music spoke to her soul. But she wouldn’t tell Ciruu that. It wasn’t any of his business. “And you?” She wondered if he would answer. “Who gets your prayers?”

			“No one.” He stopped in front of her, tipping his face up to the sun. He glowed in the midday rays.

			Kasone’s breath stuck in her throat. Standing there bathed in sunlight, he looked like a god himself. “Who are you?” she asked in a whisper.

			His flame-bright eyes flicked to her as though he’d heard her thoughts. “Just Ciruu.”

			“If you’re just Ciruu, how can you pay me what you owe?” Kasone asked bitterly. He had promised to give her what she wanted. She had known it was a lie. And now he would most likely die with them. Just a man like all of the others she had watched end their songs.

			“Trust me.” He smiled, brushing her face with fingers that felt too hot. 

			Her skin shivered under the feather-light touch. “I never trust people who ask me to trust them.”

			He laughed again, bright and happy in spite of the circumstances. “It doesn’t matter.” He tucked a lock of her hair gently out of her face and turned back to gaze at the sun.

			* * *

			Ciruu sat by Siann’s side, holding her hand and watching her face with frightening intensity. The girl gasped unevenly, each breath coming slower than the last. Siann lay close to the fire, whispering to herself as fever dreams burned through her.

			Kasone laid a cool cloth against Siann’s forehead, trying not to look at the pale, pink circles on the back of her own hand. They had been darkening steadily through the long afternoon. Just a little while, she thought, and she would be in the same state.

			She wrung out the cloth and stood to stretch her aching back. Numbness came and went. She had fought in so many battles. She knew that kind of fear. Even when she wasn’t fighting, it kept her company at night. This was different. A sword did nothing against illness. She was helpless.

			A noise grabbed her attention. Siann flailed and twitched. Kasone clenched her jaw hard against the emotion that threatened to rise up and swamp her. The song had been yet another lie. She would lose the girl. Soon.

			She dropped to her knees beside Ciruu just as Siann stopped moving. Ciruu lunged forward, cradling the girl’s head in his hands. He leaned over, resting his forehead against Siann’s as her breath slipped out of her in a long sigh. Ciruu breathed deeply, touching his lips to Siann’s. The setting sun blinded Kasone for a moment and when her sight cleared, Ciruu was laying her daughter’s unmoving form back down on the hard earth.

			“What…?” She didn’t know what she wanted to ask. Her eyes were stinging and her chest was tight. There was an uncomfortable intimacy about his actions. It felt like she had stumbled into seeing something she shouldn’t have.

			“She’ll sleep now, for a little while.” Ciruu said calmly, getting to his feet and moving towards his bedroll.

			Kasone caught his wrist, dragging him to a halt. He stared down at her, face just the same as it had been when she’d found him in the cage. She drew in her breath to scream at him, demand that he explain what he was doing and who he was. The words died unspoken as she got a better look at him. She got to her feet and touched his cheek, fingers brushing the thumbnail-sized red wheel there.

			“You’re sick.”

			He smiled. “I know.”

			“How long?”

			“Just now, I think.” He shrugged as though it were nothing. “Or maybe before. Does it matter?”

			“No.” Kasone’s anger fled. She was so tired, had been for a long time. “It doesn’t.”

			“Good.” He moved back towards Siann, stopping when Kasone didn’t follow. “Come and sit with your daughter.” 

			She didn’t bother to tell him that it wasn’t his place to order her around. She just stood where she was.

			“Come,” he said again, “She’ll be dead by moonrise.”

			Kasone needed him to be lying. She barely knew the child she had given birth to almost a decade ago. She had given her over to her husband and Hinata, telling herself there would be time when the war was won. Slowly, she sank down beside the still, small form. There would be no after the war for any of them.

			* * *

			They lay beside the fire, shoulder to shoulder, watching the stars come out. Ciruu had been right. Siann had gone before the moon had peaked over the horizon.

			Kasone shivered. Her limbs felt weak and her muscles loose. Beside her, Ciruu held his hands out in front of him, studying the spots that had appeared there. His arms trembled.

			“We’re dying,” she told him, as though it weren’t absolutely clear. Her husband would raise Siann to be a perfect little lady. She frowned. Maybe Hinata would stop him. No. That wasn’t right. Siann was gone. Dead. Like so many of her soldiers and friends. Like herself.

			“It feels strange,” Ciruu answered. “I didn’t realize dying would be like this.”

			“Why did you kiss her?” Kasone knew her mind was wandering, but it didn’t seem to matter much now.

			“I wanted a taste of her life. Her pain.”

			“Are you a sorcerer, then?” If he was, he wasn’t a very good one. A real sorcerer would have saved them. He wouldn’t be lying beside her covered in spots and burning with fever. He would have kept his promise.

			He laughed and even that wild sound came out weak. “Of course not. Those are just stories.”

			“You’re something though.” She couldn’t think what.

			“Yes. I’m something.” His voice sounded like sunlight. “Why do songs make you sad?”

			“Because I don’t have one.”

			“Why not?” He didn’t sound pitying like everyone else did when it came up. Not that it came up often. She was a princess and a warrior. People went out of their way to not bring it up in front of her, but Unsung always followed her in whispers. 

			“The Grey Lady who was supposed to sing for me died with the job half done. Old crone just dropped dead by my cradle in the middle. By the time they found a replacement, it was too late. She couldn’t hear my song.”

			He laughed until he couldn’t breathe. She elbowed him weakly. It wasn’t funny, but she was smiling anyway.

			“Unsung indeed!” he said when he could speak again. “Don’t you see? Half of your life is your own. All your own. No melody to cage you in.” His voice trailed off. She could feel the heat radiating off of him. Not good.

			“I’m free to die here with you,” she muttered. This wasn’t an end she’d ever pictured for herself, though she supposed it was better than spending the rest of her life fighting Hinata’s losing battles. Glory was an idea she’d had when she was a girl like Siann. Reality was much plainer: mud and muck, too much death, no end in sight for any of it. Maybe this really was better. It had to be. It was all she had left.

			“You don’t have to. You hear his music.” He sat up, arms shaking as he struggled to support himself. “If I could give you another life, would you take it, Kasone the Unsung? I did promise.”

			“You can’t.” Siann was gone. They were nearly ready to join her. “You’re not a sorcerer.” For a moment, she hoped he could. She didn’t really want to die here, even if it meant returning to blood and battles that had stopped having meaning an age ago. Even if it meant burying her daughter.

			“It wouldn’t be the same. I haven’t done this before and my fire takes more than it leaves most of the time.” He was far away again, staring at the stars.

			“A different life would be good. I’m tired of fighting.” Tired of looking forward to an empty life, an empty end.

			“Then I’ll give you my last breath and we’ll see what comes.” He turned from the stars, smiling down at her. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes,” she answered, her eyes slipping closed.

			He picked her up as though she weighed little more than Siann, pulling her gently into his lap. He turned them to face the fire. “I have a song for you,” he whispered, “All your own. Just like you wanted.”

			He sang. As she listened, the flames rose higher. They spun and twisted, dancing in the cool night air, growing until she and Ciruu sat at the center of a firestorm. So beautiful. The flames licked at her flesh, biting harder and deeper than the fever. She groaned, tasting blood as she bit her lip to keep from crying out. It was too much. She thrashed in his arms as her vision began to blur. 

			Then his lips touched hers and his breath seared her lungs, hotter even than the fire. She was burning from the inside out. The last thing she saw was his flaming eyes.

			* * *

			Kasone woke with the sun in her face. She stared skyward, wondering that it didn’t hurt to look at the shining orb. She sat up. Around her, the earth was blackened. Nothing remained of their campsite but the beloved body she had been too weak to bury. She thought she should be sad, but the emotion stirred only vaguely. That was another life.

			The pile of ash at her side stirred and shifted. She brushed it aside gently, smiling when the grime fell away to reveal bright red feathers and a sharp, golden beak. The bird shook itself, sending soot into the air as it hopped gracefully to its feet. Flame-blue eyes looked into hers.

			“Who are you?” she asked, knowing the answer.

			Ciruu. His voice came in her head, familiar and welcome. Kasone stood. In a streak of fiery color, he landed on her shoulder. A sunbird. It fit, though she hadn’t thought they were any more real than sorcerers.

			Kasone’s eyes fell on the body again. Siann’s small form held her gaze, tugging at something that was drifting farther away with each breath. “You promised me.” She told the bird, stroking his brilliant feathers.

			Yes. Ciruu flew to Siann’s still corpse. He lowered his beak to her pale lips. Something warm and bright passed between them, throbbing with gentle heat and chiming with the echoes of a familiar song. Siann gasped and thrashed. Ciruu whistled a few sweet notes and the girl slipped into a natural-looking sleep.

			Kasone felt the last chains to her old life drop away as she watched Siann breathe. The girl would live. Her song was too long for her to die here, still a child, untried and untested. Why hadn’t she remembered that? The song never lied. She wouldn’t forget again.

			Where do we go from here, Kasone the Unsung? He was back on her shoulder, light as sunlight for all his size.

			“To sing songs,” she answered immediately, lifting Siann into her arms and putting the burned-out campsite to her back. She would go to the Grey Ladies. They could have her daughter and Kasone would take a grey robe. She would give others the songs she had spent so long looking for. Ciruu would like that. She could see how much he had wanted to know what it meant to be human. After a lifetime of fighting, she wanted that too. 
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			I

			The Flight of the Necromancer

			The thrice-infamous Nathaire, alchemist, astrologer and necromancer, with his ten devil-given pupils, had departed very suddenly and under circumstances of strict secrecy from the town of Vyônes. It was widely thought, among the people of that vicinage, that his departure had been prompted by a salutary fear of ecclesiastical thumbscrews and fagots. Other wizards, less notorious than he, had already gone to the stake during a year of unusual inquisitory zeal; and it was well-known that Nathaire had incurred the reprobation of the Church. Few, therefore, considered the reason of his going a mystery; but the means of transit which he had employed, as well as the destination of the sorcerer and his pupils, were regarded as more than problematic.

			A thousand dark and superstitious rumors were abroad; and passers made the sign of the Cross when they neared the tall, gloomy house which Nathaire had built in blasphemous proximity to the great cathedral and had filled with a furniture of Satanic luxury and strangeness. Two daring thieves, who had entered the mansion when the fact of its desertion became well established, reported that much of this furniture, as well as the books and other paraphernalia of Nathaire, had seemingly departed with its owner, doubtless to the same fiery bourn. This served to augment the unholy mystery: for it was patently impossible that Nathaire and his ten apprentices, with several cart-loads of household belongings, could have passed the ever-guarded city gates in any legitimate manner without the knowledge of the custodians.

			It was said by the more devout and religious moiety that the Archfiend, with a legion of bat-winged assistants, had borne them away bodily at moonless midnight. There were clerics, and also reputable burghers, who professed to have seen the flight of dark, man-like shapes upon the blotted stars together with others that were not men, and to have heard the wailing cries of the hell-bound crew as they passed in an evil cloud over the roofs and city walls.

			Others believed that the sorcerers had transported themselves from Vyônes through their own diabolic arts, and had withdrawn to some unfrequented fastness where Nathaire, who had long been in feeble health, could hope to die in such peace and serenity as might be enjoyed by one who stood between the flames of the auto-da-fé and those of Abaddon. It was thought that he had lately cast his own horoscope, for the first time in his fifty-odd years, and had read therein an impending conjunction of disastrous planets, signifying early death.

			Others still, among whom were certain rival astrologers and enchanters, said that Nathaire had retired from the public view merely that he might commune without interruption with various coadjutive demons; and thus might weave, unmolested, the black spells of a supreme and lycanthropic malice. These spells, they hinted, would in due time be visited upon Vyônes and perhaps upon the entire region of Averoigne; and would no doubt take the form of a fearsome pestilence or a wholesale invultuation or a realm-wide incursion of succubi and incubi.

			Amid the seething of strange rumors, many half-forgotten tales were recalled, and new legends were created overnight. Much was made of the obscure nativity of Nathaire and his dubitable wanderings before he had settled, six years previous, in Vyônes. People said that he was fiend-begotten, like the fabled Merlin: his father being no less a personage than Alastor, demon of revenge; and his mother a deformed and dwarfish sorceress. From the former, he had taken his spitefulness and malignity; from the latter, his squat, puny physique.

			He had travelled in Orient lands, and had learned from Egyptian or Saracenic masters the unhallowed art of necromancy, in whose practice he was unrivalled. There were black whispers anent the use he had made of long dead bodies, of fleshless bones, and the service he had wrung from buried men that the angel of doom alone could lawfully raise up. He had never been popular, though many had sought his advice and assistance in the furthering of their own more or less dubious affairs. Once, in the third year after his coming to Vyônes, he had been stoned in public because of his bruited necromancies, and had been permanently lamed by a well directed cobble. This injury, it was thought, he had never forgiven; and he was said to return the antagonism of the clergy with the hellish hatred of an Antichrist.

			Apart from the sorcerous evils and abuses of which he was commonly suspected, he had long been looked upon as a corrupter of youth. Despite his minikin stature, his deformity and ugliness, he possessed a remarkable power, a mesmeric persuasion; and his pupils, whom he was said to have plunged into bottomless and ghoulish iniquities, were young men of the most brilliant promise. On the whole, his vanishment was regarded as a quite providential riddance.

			Among the people of the city, there was one man who took no part in the somber gossip and lurid speculation. This man was Gaspard du Nord, himself a student of the proscribed sciences, who had been numbered for a year among the pupils of Nathaire but had chosen to withdraw quietly from the master’s household after learning the enormities that would attend his further initiation. He had, however, taken with him much rare and peculiar knowledge, together with a certain insight into the baleful powers and night-dark motives of the necromancer.

			Because of this knowledge and insight, Gaspard preferred to remain silent when he heard of Nathaire’s departure. Also, he did not think it well to revive the memory of his own past pupilage. Alone with his books, in a sparsely furnished attic, he frowned above a small, oblong mirror, framed with an arabesque of golden vipers, that had once been the property of Nathaire.

			It was not the reflection of his own comely and youthful though subtly lined face that caused him to frown. Indeed, the mirror was of another kind than that which reflects the features of the gazer. In its depths, for a few instants, he had beheld a strange and ominous-looking scene, whose participants were known to him but whose location he could not recognize or orientate. Before he could study it closely, the mirror had clouded as if with the rising of alchemic fumes, and he had seen no more.

			This clouding, he reflected, could mean only one thing: Nathaire had known himself watched and had put forth a counterspell that rendered the clairvoyant mirror useless. It was the realization of this fact, together with the brief, sinister glimpse of Nathaire’s present activities, that troubled Gaspard and caused a chill horror to mount slowly in his mind: a horror that had not yet found a palpable form or a name.

			II 

			The Gathering of the Dead

			The departure of Nathaire and his pupils occurred in the late spring of 1281, during the interlunar dark. Afterwards, a new moon waxed above the flowery fields and bright-leafed woods, and waned in ghostly silver. With its waning, people began to talk of other magicians and fresher mysteries.

			Then, in the moon-deserted nights of early summer, there came a series of disappearances far more unnatural and inexplicable than that of the dwarfish, malignant necromancer.

			It was found one day, by grave-diggers who had gone early to their toil in a cemetery outside the walls of Vyônes, that no less than six newly occupied graves had been opened, and the bodies, which were those of reputable citizens, removed. On closer examination, it became all too evident that this removal had not been effected by robbers. The coffins, which lay aslant or stood protruding upright from the mould, offered all the appearance of having been shattered from within as if by the use of extrahuman strength; and the fresh earth itself was upheaved, as if the dead men, in some awful, untimely resurrection, had actually dug their way to the surface.

			The corpses had vanished utterly, as if hell had swallowed them; and, as far as could be learned, there were no eyewitnesses of their fate. In those devil-ridden times, only one explanation of the happening seemed credible: demons had entered the graves and taken bodily possession of the dead, compelling them to arise and go forth.

			To the dismay and horror of all Averoigne, the strange vanishment was followed with appalling promptness by many others of a like sort. It seemed as if an occult, resistless summons had been laid upon the dead. Nightly, for a period of two weeks, the cemeteries of Vyônes, and also those of other towns, of villages and hamlets, gave up a ghastly quota of their tenants. From brazen-bolted tombs, from common charnels, from shallow, unconsecrated trenches, from the marble-lidded vaults of churches and cathedrals, the weird exodus went on without cessation.

			Worse than this, if possible, there were newly ceremented corpses that leapt from their biers or catafalques, and disregarding the horrified watchers, ran with great bounds of automatic frenzy into the night, never to be seen again by those who lamented them.

			In every case, the missing bodies were those of young stalwart men who had died but recently and had met their death through violence or accident rather than wasting illness. Some were criminals who had paid the penalty of their misdeeds; others were men-at-arms or constables, slain in the execution of their duty. Knights who had died in tourney or personal combat were numbered among them; and many were the victims of the robber-bands who infested Averoigne at that time. There were monks, merchants, nobles, yeomen, pages, priests; but none, in any case, who had passed the prime of life. The old and infirm, it seemed, were safe from the animating demons.

			The situation was looked upon by the more superstitious as a veritable omening of the world’s end. Satan was making war with his cohorts and was carrying the bodies of the holy dead into hellish captivity. The consternation increased a hundred-fold when it became plain that even the most liberal sprinkling of holy water, the performance of the most awful and cogent exorcisms, failed utterly to give protection against this diabolic ravishment. The Church owned itself powerless to cope with the strange evil; and the forces of secular law could do nothing to arraign or punish the intangible agency.

			Because of the universal fear that prevailed, no effort was made to follow the missing cadavers. Ghastly tales, however, were told by late wayfarers who had met certain of these liches, striding alone or in companies along the roads of Averoigne. They gave the appearance of being deaf, dumb, totally insensate, and of hurrying with horrible speed and sureness toward a remote, predestined goal. The general direction of their flight, it seemed, was eastward; but only with the cessation of the exodus, which had numbered several hundred people, did anyone begin to suspect the actual destination of the dead.

			This destination, it somehow became rumored, was the ruinous castle of Ylourgne, beyond the werewolf-haunted forest, in the outlying, semi-mountainous hills of Averoigne.

			Ylourgne, a great, craggy pile that had been built by a line of evil and marauding barons now extinct, was a place that even the goatherds preferred to shun. The wrathful specters of its bloody lords were said to move turbulently in its crumbling halls; and its châtelaines were the Undead. No one cared to dwell in the shadow of its cliff-founded walls; and the nearest abode of living men was a small Cistercian monastery, more than a mile away on the opposite slope of the valley.

			The monks of this austere brotherhood held little commerce with the world beyond the hills; and few were the visitors who sought admission at their high-perched portals. But, during that dreadful summer, following the disappearances of the dead, a weird and disquieting tale went forth from the monastery throughout Averoigne.

			Beginning with late spring, the Cistercian monks were compelled to take cognizance of sundry odd phenomena in the old, long-deserted ruins of Ylourgne, which were visible from their windows. They had beheld flaring lights, where lights should not have been: flames of uncanny blue and crimson that shuddered behind the broken, weed-grown embrasures or rose starward above the jagged crenellations. Hideous noises had issued from the ruin by night together with the flames; and the monks had heard a clangor as of hellish anvils and hammers, a ringing of gigantic armor and maces, and had deemed that Ylourgne was become a mustering-ground of devils. Mephitic odors as of brimstone and burning flesh had floated across the valley; and even by day, when the noises were silent and the lights no longer flared, a thin haze of hell-blue vapor hung upon the battlements. 

			It was plain, the monks thought, that the place had been occupied from beneath by subterrestrial beings; for no one had been seen to approach it by way of the bare, open slopes and crags. Observing these signs of the Archfoe’s activity in their neighborhood, they crossed themselves with new fervor and frequency, and said their Paters and Aves more interminably than before. Their toils and austerities, also, they redoubled. Otherwise, since the old castle was a place abandoned by men, they took no heed of the supposed occupation, deeming it well to mind their own affairs unless in case of overt Satanic hostility.

			They kept a careful watch; but for several weeks they saw no one who actually entered Ylourgne or emerged therefrom. Except for the nocturnal lights and noises, and the hovering vapor by day, there was no proof of tenantry either human or diabolic.

			Then, one morning, in the valley below the terraced gardens of the monastery, two brothers, hoeing weeds in a carrot-patch, beheld the passing of a singular train of people who came from the direction of the great forest of Averoigne and went upward, climbing the steep, chasmy slope toward Ylourgne.

			These people, the monks averred, were striding along in great haste, with stiff but flying steps; and all were strangely pale of feature and were habited in the garments of the grave. The shrouds of some were torn and ragged; and all were dusty with travel or grimed with the mould of interment. The people numbered a dozen or more; and after them, at intervals, there came several stragglers, attired like the rest. With marvellous agility and speed, they mounted the hill and disappeared at length amid the lowering walls of Ylourgne.

			At this time, no rumor of the ravished graves and biers had reached the Cistercians. The tale was brought to them later, after they had beheld, on many successive mornings, the passing of small or great companies of the dead toward the devil-taken castle. Hundreds of these liches, they swore, had filed by beneath the monastery; and doubtless many others had gone past unnoted in the dark. None, however, were seen to come forth from Ylourgne, which had swallowed them up like the undisgorging Pit.

			Though direly frightened and sorely scandalized, the brothers still thought it well to refrain from action. Some, the hardiest, irked by all these flagrant signs of evil, had desired to visit the ruins with holy water and lifted crucifixes. But their abbot, in his wisdom, enjoined them to wait. In the meanwhile, the nocturnal flames grew brighter, the noises louder.

			Also, in the course of this waiting, while incessant prayers went up from the little monastery, a frightful thing occurred. One of the brothers, a stout fellow named Théophile, in violation of the rigorous discipline, had made overfrequent visits to the wine-casks. No doubt he had tried to drown his pious horror at these untoward happenings. At any rate, after his potations, he had the ill-luck to wander out among the precipices and break his neck.

			Sorrowing for his death and dereliction, the brothers laid Théophile in the chapel and chanted their masses for his soul. These masses, in the dark hours before morning, were interrupted by the untimely resurrection of the dead monk, who, with his head lolling horribly on his broken neck, rushed as if fiend-ridden from the chapel and ran down the hill toward the demon flames and clamors of Ylourgne.

			III 

			The Testimony of the Monks

			Following the above-related occurrence, two of the brothers who had previously desired to visit the haunted castle, again applied to the abbot for this permission, saying that God would surely aid them in avenging the abduction of Théophile’s body, as well as the taking of many others from consecrated ground. Marvelling at the hardihood of these lusty monks, who proposed to beard the Archenemy in his lair, the abbot permitted them to go forth, furnished with aspergillums and flasks of holy water, and bearing great crosses of hornbeam, such as would have served for maces with which to brain an armored knight.

			The monks, whose names were Bernard and Stéphane, went boldly up at middle forenoon to assail the evil stronghold. It was an arduous climb, among overhanging boulders and along slippery scarps; but both were stout and agile, and, moreover, well accustomed to such climbing. Since the day was sultry and airless, their white robes were soon stained with sweat; but pausing only for brief prayer, they pressed on; and in good season they neared the castle, upon whose grey, time-eroded ramparts they could still descry no evidence of occupation or activity.

			The deep moat that had once surrounded the place was now dry, and had been partly filled by crumbling earth and detritus from the walls. The drawbridge had rotted away; but the blocks of the barbican, collapsing into the moat, had made a sort of rough causey on which it was possible to cross. Not without trepidation, and lifting their crucifixes as warriors lift their weapons in the escalade of an armed fortress, the brothers climbed over the ruin of the barbican into the courtyard.

			This too, like the battlements, was seemingly deserted. Overgrown nettles, rank grasses and sapling trees were rooted between its paving-stones. The high, massive donjon, the chapel, and that portion of the castellated structure containing the great hall, had preserved their main outlines after centuries of dilapidation. To the left of the broad bailey, a doorway yawned like the mouth of a dark cavern in the cliffy mass of the hall-building; and from this doorway there issued a thin, bluish vapor, writhing in phantom coils toward the unclouded heavens.

			Approaching the doorway, the brothers beheld a gleaming of red fires within, like the eyes of dragons blinking through infernal murk. They felt sure that the place was an outpost of Erebus, an antechamber of the Pit; but nevertheless, they entered bravely, chanting loud exorcisms and brandishing their mighty crosses of hornbeam.

			Passing through the cavernous doorway, they could see but indistinctly in the gloom, being somewhat blinded by the summer sunlight they had left. Then, with the gradual clearing of their vision, a monstrous scene was limned before them, with ever-growing details of crowding horror and grotesquery. Some of these details were obscure and mysteriously terrifying; others, all too plain, were branded as if with sudden, ineffaceable hell-fire on the minds of the monks.

			They stood on the threshold of a colossal chamber, which seemed to have been made by the tearing down of upper floors and inner partitions adjacent to the castle hall, itself a room of huge extent. The chamber seemed to recede through interminable shadow, shafted with sunlight falling through the rents of ruin: sunlight that was powerless to dissipate the infernal gloom and mystery.

			The monks averred, later, that they saw many people moving about the place, together with sundry demons, some of whom were shadowy and gigantic, and others barely to be distinguished from the men. These people, as well as their familiars, were occupied with the tending of reverberatory furnaces and immense pear-shaped and gourd-shaped vessels such as were used in alchemy. Some, also, were stooping above great fuming cauldrons, like sorcerers busy with the brewing of terrible drugs. Against the opposite wall, there were two enormous vats, built of stone and mortar, whose circular sides rose higher than a man’s head, so that Bernard and Stéphane were unable to determine their contents. One of the vats gave forth a whitish glimmering; the other, a ruddy luminosity.

			Near the vats, and somewhat between them, there stood a sort of low couch or litter, made of luxurious, weirdly figured fabrics such as the Saracens weave. On this the monks discerned a dwarfish being, pale and wizened, with eyes of chill flame that shone like evil beryls through the dusk. The dwarf, who had all the air of a feeble moribund, was supervising the toils of the men and their familiars.

			The dazed eyes of the brothers began to comprehend other details. They saw that several corpses, among which they recognized that of Théophile, were lying on the middle floor, together with a heap of human bones that had been wrenched asunder at the joints, and great lumps of flesh piled like the carvings of butchers. One of the men was lifting the bones and dropping them into a cauldron beneath which there glowed a ruby-colored fire; and another was flinging the lumps of flesh into a tub filled with some hueless liquid that gave forth an evil hissing as of a thousand serpents.

			Others had stripped the grave-clothes from one of the cadavers, and were starting to assail it with long knives. Others still were mounting rude flights of stone stairs along the walls of the immense vats, carrying vessels filled with semi-liquescent matters which they emptied over the high rims.

			Appalled at this vision of human and Satanic turpitude, and feeling a more than righteous indignation, the monks resumed their chanting of sonorous exorcisms and rushed forward. Their entrance, it appeared, was not perceived by the heinously occupied crew of sorcerers and devils.

			Bernard and Stéphane, filled with an ardor of godly wrath, were about to fling themselves upon the butchers who had started to assail the dead body. This corpse they recognized as being that of a notorious outlaw, named Jacques Le Loupgarou, who had been slain a few days previous in combat with the officers of the state. Le Loupgarou, noted for his brawn, his cunning and his ferocity, had long terrorized the woods and highways of Averoigne. His great body had been half-eviscerated by the swords of the constabulary; and his beard was stiff and purple with the dried blood of a ghastly wound that had cloven his face from mouth to temple. He had died unshriven, but nevertheless, the monks were unwilling to see his helpless cadaver put to some unhallowed use beyond the surmise of Christians.

			The pale, malignant-looking dwarf had now perceived the brothers. They heard him cry out in a shrill, imperatory tone that rose above the ominous hiss of the cauldrons and the hoarse mutter of men and demons.

			They knew not his words, which were those of some outlandish tongue and sounded like an incantation. Instantly, as if in response to an order, two of the men turned from their unholy chemistry, and lifting copper basins filled with an unknown, fetid liquor, hurled the contents of these vessels in the faces of Bernard and Stéphane.

			The brothers were blinded by the stinging fluid, which bit their flesh as with many serpents’ teeth; and they were overcome by the noxious fumes, so that their great crosses dropped from their hands and they both fell unconscious on the castle floor.

			Recovering anon their sight and their other senses, they found that their hands had been tied with heavy thongs of gut, so that they were now helpless and could no longer wield their crucifixes or the sprinklers of holy water which they carried.

			In this ignominious condition, they heard the voice of the evil dwarf, commanding them to arise. They obeyed, though clumsily and with difficulty, being denied the assistance of their hands. Bernard, who was still sick with the poisonous vapor he had inhaled, fell twice before he succeeded in standing erect; and his discomfiture was greeted with a cachinnation of foul, obscene laughter from the assembled sorcerers.

			Now, standing, the monks were taunted by the dwarf, who mocked and reviled them, with appalling blasphemies such as could be uttered only by a bond servant of Satan. At last, according to their sworn testimony, he said to them:

			“Return to your kennel, ye whelps of Ialdabaoth, and take with you this message: They that came here as many shall go forth as one.”

			Then, in obedience to a dreadful formula spoken by the dwarf, two of the familiars, who had the shape of enormous and shadowy beasts, approached the body of Le Loupgarou and that of Brother Théophile. One of the foul demons, like a vapor that sinks into a marsh, entered the bloody nostrils of Le Loupgarou, disappearing inch by inch, till its horned and bestial head was withdrawn from sight. The other, in like manner, went in through the nostrils of Brother Théophile, whose head lay wried athwart his shoulder on the broken neck.

			Then, when the demons had completed their possession, the bodies, in a fashion horrible to behold, were raised up from the castle floor, the one with ravelled entrails hanging from its wide wounds, the other with a head that drooped forward loosely on its bosom. Then, animated by their devils, the cadavers took up the crosses of hornbeam that had been dropped by Stéphane and Bernard; and using the crosses for bludgeons, they drove the monks in ignominious flight from the castle, amid a loud, tempestuous howling of infernal laughter from the dwarf and his necromantic crew. And the nude corpse of Le Loupgarou and the robed cadaver of Théophile followed them far on the chasm-riven slopes below Ylourgne, striking great blows with the crosses, so that the backs of the two Cistercians were become a mass of bloody bruises.

			After a defeat so signal and crushing, no more of the monks were emboldened to go up against Ylourgne. The whole monastery, thereafter, devoted itself to triple austerities, to quadrupled prayers; and awaiting the unknown will of God, and the equally obscure machinations of the Devil, maintained a pious faith that was somewhat tempered with trepidation.

			In time, through goatherds who visited the monks, the tale of Stéphane and Bernard went forth throughout Averoigne, adding to the grievous alarm that had been caused by the wholesale disappearance of the dead. No one knew what was really going on in the haunted castle or what disposition had been made of the hundreds of migratory corpses; for the light thrown on their fate by the monks’ story, though lurid and frightful, was all too inconclusive; and the message sent by the dwarf was somewhat cabbalistic.

			Everyone felt, however, that some gigantic menace, some black, infernal enchantment, was being brewed within the ruinous walls. The malignant, moribund dwarf was all too readily identified with the missing sorcerer, Nathaire; and his underlings, it was plain, were Nathaire’s pupils.

			IV

			The Going-forth of Gaspard du Nord

			Alone in his attic chamber, Gaspard du Nord, student of alchemy and sorcery, and quondam pupil of Nathaire, sought repeatedly, but always in vain, to consult the viper-circled mirror. The glass remained obscure and cloudy, as with the risen fumes of Satanical alembics or baleful necromantic braziers. Haggard and weary with long nights of watching, Gaspard knew that Nathaire was even more vigilant than he.

			Reading with anxious care the general configuration of the stars, he found the foretokening of a great evil that was to come upon Averoigne. But the nature of the evil was not clearly shown.

			In the meanwhile, the hideous resurrection and migration of the dead were taking place. All Averoigne shuddered at the manifold enormity. Like the timeless night of a Memphian plague, terror settled everywhere; and people spoke of each new atrocity in bated whispers, without daring to voice the execrable tale aloud. To Gaspard, as to everyone, the whispers came; and likewise, after the horror had apparently ceased in early mid-summer, there came the appalling story of the Cistercian monks.

			Now, at last, the long-baffled watcher found an inkling of that which he sought. The hiding-place of the fugitive necromancer and his apprentices, at least, had been uncovered; and the disappearing dead were clearly traced to their bourn. But still, even for the percipient Gaspard, there remained an undeclared enigma: the exact nature of the abominable brew, the hell-dark sorcery, that Nathaire was concocting in his remote den. Gaspard felt sure of one thing only: the dying, splenetic dwarf, knowing that his allotted time was short, and hating the people of Averoigne with a bottomless rancor, would prepare an enormous and maleficent magic without parallel.

			Even with his knowledge of Nathaire’s proclivities, and his awareness of the well-nigh inexhaustible arcanic science, the reserves of pit-deep wizardry possessed by the dwarf, he could form only vague, terrifical conjectures anent the incubated evil. But, as time went on, he felt an ever-deepening oppression, the adumbration of a monstrous menace crawling from the dark rim of the world. He could not shake off his disquietude; and finally he resolved, despite the obvious perils of such an excursion, to pay a secret visit to the neighborhood of Ylourgne.

			Gaspard, though he came of a well-to-do family, was at that time in straitened circumstances; for his devotion to a somewhat doubtful science had been disapproved by his father. His sole income was a small pittance, purveyed secretly to the youth by his mother and sister. This sufficed for his meager food, the rent of his room, and a few books and instruments and chemicals; but it would not permit the purchase of a horse or even a humble mule for the proposed journey of more than forty miles.

			Undaunted, he set forth on foot, carrying only a dagger and a wallet of food. He timed his wanderings so that he would reach Ylourgne at nightfall in the rising of a full moon. Much of his journey lay through the great, lowering forest, which approached the very walls of Vyônes on the eastern side and ran in a somber arc through Averoigne to the mouth of the rocky valley below Ylourgne. After a few miles, he emerged from the mighty wood of pines and oaks and larches; and thenceforward, for the first day, followed the river Isoile through an open, well-peopled plain. He spent the warm summer night beneath a beech-tree, in the vicinity of a small village, not caring to sleep in the lonely woods where robbers and wolves – and creatures of a more baleful repute – were commonly supposed to dwell.

			At evening of the second day, after passing through the wildest and oldest portion of the immemorial wood, he came to the steep, stony valley that led to his destination. This valley was the fountain-head of the Isoile, which had dwindled to a mere rivulet. In the brown twilight, between sunset and moonrise, he saw the lights of the Cistercian monastery; and opposite, on the piled, forbidding scarps, the grim and rugged mass of the ruinous stronghold of Ylourgne, with wan and wizard fires flickering behind its high embrasures. Apart from these fires, there was no sign of occupation; and he did not hear at any time the dismal noises reported by the monks.

			Gaspard waited till the round moon, yellow as the eye of some immense nocturnal bird, had begun to peer above the darkling valley. Then, very cautiously, since the neighborhood was strange to him, he started to make his way toward the somber, brooding castle.

			Even for one well-used to such climbing, the escalade would have offered enough difficulty and danger by moonlight. Several times, finding himself at the bottom of a sheer cliff, he was compelled to retrace his hard-won progress; and often he was saved from falling only by stunted shrubs and briars that had taken root in the niggard soil. Breathless, with torn raiment, and scored and bleeding hands, he gained at length the shoulder of the craggy height, below the walls.

			Here he paused to recover breath and recuperate his flagging strength. He could see from his vantage the pale reflection as of hidden flames, that beat upward on the inner wall of the high-built donjon. He heard a low hum of confused noises, whose distance and direction were alike baffling. Sometimes they seemed to float downward from the black battlements, sometimes to issue from subterranean depths far in the hill.

			Apart from this remote, ambiguous hum, the night was locked in a mortal stillness. The very winds appeared to shun the vicinity of the dread castle. An unseen, clammy cloud of paralyzing evil hung removeless upon all things; and the pale, swollen moon, the patroness of witches and sorcerers, distilled her green poison above the crumbling towers in a silence older than time.

			Gaspard felt the obscenely clinging weight of a more burdenous thing than his own fatigue when he resumed his progress toward the barbican. Invisible webs of the waiting, ever-gathering evil seemed to impede him. The slow, noisome flapping of intangible wings was heavy in his face. He seemed to breathe a surging wind from unfathomable vaults and caverns of corruption. Inaudible howlings, derisive or minatory, thronged in his ears, and foul hands appeared to thrust him back. But, bowing his head as if against a blowing gale, he went on and climbed the mounded ruin of the barbican, into the weedy courtyard.

			The place was deserted, to all seeming; and much of it was still deep in the shadows of the walls and turrets. Nearby in the black, silver-crenelated pile, Gaspard saw the open, cavernous doorway described by the monks. It was lit from within by a lurid glare, wannish and eerie as marsh-fires. The humming noise, now audible as a muttering of voices, issued from the doorway; and Gaspard thought that he could see dark, sooty figures moving rapidly in the lit interior.

			Keeping in the further shadows, he stole along the courtyard, making a sort of circuit amid the ruins. He did not dare to approach the open entrance for fear of being seen; though, as far as he could tell, the place was unguarded.

			He came to the donjon, on whose upper wall the wan light flickered obliquely through a sort of rift in the long building adjacent. This opening was at some distance from the ground; and Gaspard saw that it had been formerly the door to a stone balcony. A flight of broken steps led upward along the wall to the half-crumbled remnant of this balcony; and it occurred to the youth that he might climb the steps and peer unobserved into the interior of Ylourgne.

			Some of the stairs were missing; and all were in heavy shadow. Gaspard found his way precariously to the balcony, pausing once in considerable alarm when a fragment of the worn stone, loosened by his footfall, dropped with a loud clattering on the courtyard flags below. Apparently it was unheard by the occupants of the castle; and after a little he resumed his climbing.

			Cautiously he neared the large, ragged opening through which the light poured upward. Crouching on a narrow ledge, which was all that remained of the balcony, he peered in on a most astounding and terrific spectacle, whose details were so bewildering that he could barely comprehend their import till after many minutes.

			It was plain that the story told by the monks – allowing for their religious bias – had been far from extravagant. Almost the whole interior of the half-ruined pile had been torn down and dismantled to afford room for the activities of Nathaire: in itself a superhuman task for whose execution the sorcerer must have employed a legion of familiars as well as his ten pupils.

			The vast chamber was fitfully illumed by the glare of athanors and braziers; and, above all, by the weird glimmering from the huge stone vats. Even from his high vantage, the watcher could not see the contents of these vats; but a white luminosity poured upward from the rim of one of them, and a flesh-tinted phosphorescence from the other.

			Gaspard had seen certain of the experiments and evocations of Nathaire, and was all too familiar with the appurtenances of the dark arts. Within certain limits, he was not squeamish; nor was it likely that he would have been terrified overmuch by the shadowy, uncouth shapes of demons who toiled in the pit below him side by side with the black-clad pupils of the sorcerer. But a cold horror clutched his heart when he saw the incredible, enormous thing that occupied the central floor: the colossal human skeleton a hundred feet in length, stretching for more than the extent of the old castle hall; the skeleton whose bony right foot the group of men and devils, to all appearance, were busily clothing with human flesh!

			The prodigious and macabre framework, complete in every part, with ribs like arches of some Satanic nave, shone as if it were still heated by the fires of an infernal welding. It seemed to shimmer and burn with unnatural life, to quiver with malign disquietude in the flickering glare and gloom. The great finger-bones, curving claw-like on the floor, appeared as if they were about to close upon some helpless prey. The tremendous teeth were set in an everlasting grin of sardonic cruelty and malice. The hollow eye-sockets, deep as Tartarean wells, appeared to seethe with myriad, mocking lights, like the eyes of elementals swimming upward in obscene shadow.

			Gaspard was stunned by the shocking and stupendous phantasmagoria that yawned before him like a peopled hell. Afterwards, he was never wholly sure of certain things, and could remember very little of the actual manner in which the work of the men and their assistants was being carried on. Dim, dubious, bat-like creatures seemed to be flitting to and fro between one of the stone vats and the group that toiled like sculptors, clothing the bony foot with a reddish plasm which they applied and moulded like so much clay. Gaspard thought, but was not certain later, that this plasm, which gleamed as if with mingled blood and fire, was being brought from the rosy-litten vat in vessels borne by the claws of the shadowy flying creatures. None of them, however, approached the other vat, whose wannish light was momently enfeebled, as if it were dying down.

			He looked for the minikin figure of Nathaire, whom he could not distinguish in the crowded scene. The sick necromancer – if he had not already succumbed to the little-known disease that had long wasted him like an inward flame – was no doubt hidden from view by the colossal skeleton and was perhaps directing the labors of the men and demons from his couch.

			Spell-bound on that precarious ledge, the watcher failed to hear the furtive, cat-like feet that were climbing behind him on the ruinous stairs. Too late, he heard the clink of a loose fragment close upon his heels; and turning in startlement, he toppled into sheer oblivion beneath the impact of a cudgel-like blow, and did not even know that the beginning fall of his body toward the courtyard had been arrested by his assailant’s arms.

			V

			The Horror of Ylourgne

			Gaspard, returning from his dark plunge into Lethean emptiness, found himself gazing into the eyes of Nathaire: those eyes of liquid night and ebony, in which swam the chill, malignant fires of stars that had gone down to irremeable perdition. For some time, in the confusion of his senses, he could see nothing but the eyes, which seemed to have drawn him forth like baleful magnets from his swoon. Apparently disembodied, or set in a face too vast for human cognizance, they burned before him in chaotic murk. Then, by degrees, he saw the other features of the sorcerer, and the details of a lurid scene; and became aware of his own situation.

			Trying to lift his hands to his aching head, he found that they were bound tightly together at the wrists. He was half-lying, half-leaning against an object with hard planes and edges that irked his back. This object he discovered to be a sort of alchemic furnace, or athanor, part of a litter of disused apparatus that stood or lay on the castle floor. Cupels, aludels, cucurbits, like enormous gourds and globes, were mingled in strange confusion with the piled, iron-clasped books and the sooty cauldrons and braziers of a darker science.

			Nathaire, propped among Saracenic cushions with arabesques of sullen gold and fulgurant scarlet, was peering upon him from a kind of improvised couch, made with bales of Orient rugs and arrases, to whose luxury the rude walls of the castle, stained with mould and mottled with dead fungi, offered a grotesque foil. Dim lights and evilly swooping shadows flickered across the scene; and Gaspard could hear a guttural hum of voices behind him. Twisting his head a little, he saw one of the stone vats, whose rosy luminosity was blurred and blotted by vampire wings that went to and fro.

			Gaspard and Nathaire, it seemed, were alone. The assailants of the youth, whoever or whatever they had been, had presumably returned to another task after bringing their bound, unconscious captive before the sorcerer.

			“Welcome,” said Nathaire, after an interval in which the student began to perceive the fatal progress of illness in the pain-pinched features before him. “So Gaspard du Nord has come to see his former master!” The harsh, imperatory voice, with demoniac volume, issued appallingly from the wizened frame.

			“I have come,” said Gaspard, in laconic echo. “Tell me, what devil’s work is this in which I find you engaged? And what have you done with the dead bodies that were stolen by your accursed familiars?”

			The frail, dying body of Nathaire, as if possessed by some sardonic fiend, rocked to and fro on the luxurious couch in a long, violent gust of laughter, without other reply.

			“If your looks bear creditable witness,” said Gaspard, when the baleful laughter had ceased, “you are mortally ill, and the time is short in which you can hope to atone for your deeds of malefice and make your peace with God – if indeed it still be possible for you to make peace. What foul and monstrous brew are you preparing, to insure the ultimate perdition of your soul?”

			The dwarf was again seized by a spasm of diabolic mirth.

			“Nay, nay, my good Gaspard,” he said finally. “I have made another bond than the one with which puling cowards try to purchase the good will and forgiveness of the heavenly Tyrant. Hell may take me in the end, if it will; but Hell has paid, and will still pay, an ample and goodly price. I must die soon, it is true, for my doom is written in the stars: but in death, by the grace of Satan, I shall live again, and shall go forth endowed with the mighty thews of the Anakim, to visit vengeance on the people of Averoigne, who have long hated me for my necromantic wisdom and have held me in derision for my dwarf stature.”

			“What madness is this whereof you dream?” asked the youth, appalled by the more than human frenzy and malignity that seemed to dilate the shrunken frame of Nathaire and stream in Tartarean luster from his eyes.

			“It is no madness, but a veritable thing: a miracle, mayhap, as life itself is a miracle…From the fresh bodies of the dead, which otherwise would have rotted away in charnel foulness, my pupils and familiars are making for me, beneath my instruction, the giant form whose skeleton you have beheld. My soul, at the death of its present body, will pass into this colossal tenement through the working of certain spells of transmigration in which my faithful assistants have also been carefully instructed.

			“If you had remained with me, Gaspard, and had not drawn back in your petty, pious squeamishness from the marvels and profundities that I should have unveiled for you, it would now be your privilege to share in the creation of this prodigy…And if you had come to Ylourgne a little sooner in your presumptuous prying, I might have made a certain use of your stout bones and muscle…the same use I have made of other young men, who died through accident or violence. But it is too late even for this, since the building of the bones has been completed, and it remains only to invest them with human flesh. My good Gaspard, there is nothing whatever to be done with you – except to put you safely out of the way. Providentially, for this purpose, there is an oubliette beneath the castle: a somewhat dismal lodging-place, no doubt, but one that was made strong and deep by the grim lords of Ylourgne.”

			Gaspard was unable to frame any reply to this sinister and extraordinary speech. Searching his horror-frozen brain for words, he felt himself seized from behind by the hands of unseen beings who had come, no doubt, in answer to some gesture of Nathaire: a gesture which the captive had not perceived. He was blindfolded with some heavy fabric, mouldy and musty as a grave-cloth, and was led stumbling through the litter of strange apparatus, and down a winding flight of ruinous, narrow stairs from which the noisome breath of stagnating water, mingled with the oily muskiness of serpents, arose to meet him.

			He appeared to descend for a distance that would admit of no return. Slowly the stench grew stronger, more insupportable; the stairs ended; a door clanged sullenly on rusty hinges; and Gaspard was thrust forward on a damp, uneven floor that seemed to have been worn away by myriad feet.

			He heard the grating of a ponderous slab of stone. His wrists were untied, the bandage was removed from his eyes, and he saw by the light of flickering torches a round hole that yawned in the oozing floor at his feet. Beside it was the lifted slab that had formed its lid. Before he could turn to see the faces of his captors, to learn if they were men or devils, he was seized rudely and thrust into the gaping hole. He fell through Erebus-like darkness, for what seemed an immense distance, before he struck bottom. Lying half-stunned in a shallow, fetid pool, he heard the funereal thud of the heavy slab as it slid back into place far above him.

			VI

			The Vaults of Ylourgne

			Gaspard was revived, after a while, by the chillness of the water in which he lay. His garments were half-soaked; and the slimy, mephitic pool, as he discovered by his first movement, was within an inch of his mouth. He could hear a steady, monotonous dripping somewhere in the rayless night of his dungeon. He staggered to his feet, finding that his bones were still intact, and began a cautious exploration. Foul drops fell upon his hair and lifted face as he moved; his feet slipped and splashed in the rotten water; there were angry, vehement hissings, and serpentine coils slithered coldly across his ankles.

			He soon came to a rough wall of stone, and following the wall with his finger-tips, he tried to determine the extent of the oubliette. The place was more or less circular, without corners, and he failed to form any just idea of its circuit. Somewhere in his wanderings, he found a shelving pile of rubble that rose above the water against the wall; and here, for the sake of comparative dryness and comfort, he ensconced himself, after dispossessing a number of outraged reptiles. These creatures, it seemed, were inoffensive, and probably belonged to some species of water-snake; but he shivered involuntarily at the touch of their clammy scales.

			Sitting on the rubble-heap, Gaspard reviewed in his mind the various horrors of a situation that was infinitely dismal and desperate. He had learned the incredible, soul-shaking secret of Ylourgne, the unimaginably monstrous and blasphemous project of Nathaire; but now, immured in this noisome hole as in a subterranean tomb, in depths beneath the devil-haunted pile, he could not even warn the world of the imminent menace.

			The wallet of food, now more than half-empty, with which he started from Vyônes, was still hanging at his back; and he assured himself by investigation that his captors had not troubled to deprive him of his dagger. Gnawing a crust of stale bread in the darkness, and caressing with his hand the hilt of the precious weapon, he sought for some rift in the all-environing despair.

			He had no means of measuring the black hours that went over him with the slowness of a slime-clogged river, crawling in blind silence to a subterrene sea. The ceaseless drip of water, probably from sunken hill-springs that had supplied the castle in former years, alone broke the stillness; but the sound became in time an equivocal monotone that suggested to his half-delirious mind the mirthless and perpetual chuckling of unseen imps. At last, from sheer bodily exhaustion, he fell into troubled nightmare-ridden slumber.

			He could not tell if it were night or noon in the world without when he awakened; for the same stagnant darkness, unrelieved by ray or glimmer, brimmed the oubliette. Shivering, he became aware of a steady draft that blew upon him: a dank, unwholesome air, like the breath of unsunned vaults that had wakened into cryptic life and activity during his sleep. He had not noticed the draft heretofore; and his numb brain was startled into sudden hope by the intimation which it conveyed. Obviously there was some underground rift or channel through which the air entered; and this rift might somehow prove to be a place of egress from the oubliette.

			Getting to his feet, he groped uncertainly forward in the direction of the draft. He stumbled over something that cracked and broke beneath his heels, and narrowly checked himself from falling on his face in the slimy, serpent-haunted pool. Before he could investigate the obstruction or resume his blind groping, he heard a harsh, grating noise above, and a wavering shaft of yellow light came down through the oubliette’s opened mouth. Dazzled, he looked up and saw the round hole ten or twelve feet overhead, through which a dark hand had reached down with a flaring torch. A small basket, containing a loaf of coarse bread and a bottle of wine, was being lowered at the end of a cord.
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