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BOOK ONE

CLD FRI ENDS

CHAPTER ONE

THE HAUNTI NG OF DORI AN HAVWKMOON

It had taken all these five years to restore the |land of
Kamarg, to repopulate its narshes with the giant scar-
|l et flam ngoes, the wild white bulls and the horned
great horses whi ch had once teened here before the

com ng of the Dark Enpire's bestial armes. It had
taken all these five years to rebuild the watchtowers of
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the borders, to put up the towns and to erect tall Castle
Brass in all its massive, masculine beauty. And, if any-
thing, in these five years of peace, the walls were built
stronger, the watchtowers taller, for, as Dorian Hawk-

nmoon had said once to Queen Flana of Granbretan, the

world was still wild and there was still little justice init.

Dori an Hawknmoon, the Duke of Koln, and his bride,

Yi ssel da, Countess of Brass, old, dead Count Brass's
daughter, were the only two who remai ned of that

group of heroes who had served the Runestaff against
the Dark Empire and finally defeated Granbretan in the
great Battle of Londra, putting Queen Flana, sad

Queen Fl ana, upon the throne so that she m ght guide
her cruel and decadent nation towards humanity and
vitality.

Count Brass had di ed slaying three barons (Adaz
Promp, Mygel Hoist and Saka Gerden) and in turn was
slain by a spearman of the Order of the Goat.

A adahn of the Bul gar Muntains, beastman and

| oyal friend of Hawknoon, had been hacked to pieces
by the war axes of the Order of the Pig.

Bowgentl e, the unwarli ke, the philosophical, had been
savaged and decapitated by Pigs, Goats and Hounds
to the nunber of twelve.

Huil I am D Averc, nocker of everything, whose only

faith had seened to be in his own |ack of good health,
who had | oved and been | oved by Queen Flana, had

died nost ironically, riding to his |Iove and being slain
by one of her soldiers who thought D Averc attacked

her .

Four heroes di ed. Thousands of other heroes, un-

named in the histories, but brave, also died in the
service of the Runestaff, in the destruction of the Dark
Enmpi re tyranny.

And a great villain died. Baron Ml iadus of Kroiden,
nost anbi tious, nost anbival ent, nost awful of all the
ari stocrats of Granbretan, died upon the sword of
Hawknoon, di ed beneath the edge of the nystica

Sword of the Dawn.

And the ruined world seened free.

But that had been five years hence. Mich had passed
since then. Two children had been born to Hawknoon

and the Countess of Brass. They were called Manfred,

who had red hair and his grandfather's voice and health
and stood to be his grandfather's size and strength, and
Yarm |l a, who had gol den hair and her nother's gentle
toughness of will, as well as her beauty. They were
Brass stock, there was little in them of the Dukes of
Kol n, and perhaps that was why Dorian Hawknoon

| oved his children so fiercely and so well

And beyond the walls of Castle Brass stood four
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statues to the four dead heroes, to remnd the in-
habi tants of the castle of what they had fought for and

at what cost. And Dorian Hawkmoon woul d often take

his children to those statues and tell them of the Dark
Empire and its deeds. And they were pleased to listen
And Manfred assured his father that when he grew up

hi s deeds woul d be as great as those of old Count Brass,
whom he so resenbl ed

And Hawknoon woul d say that he hoped they woul d
have no need of heroes when Manfred was grown.

Then, seeing disappointnment in his son's face, he

woul d | augh and say there were many ki nds of heroes

and if Manfred had his grandfather's wi sdom and

di pl omacy, his strong sense of justice, that would make
hi mthe best kind of hero—a justice-maker. And Man-

fred would only be sonewhat consoled, for there is little
that is romantic about a judge and nuch that is attrac-
tive to a four-year-old boy about a warrior

And sometimes Hawkmoon and Yi ssel da woul d t ake

their children riding through the wild marshlands of the
Kamarg, beneath w de skies of pastel colours, of faded
reds and yel |l ows, where the reeds were brown and dark
green and orange and, in the appropriate season, bent
before the mstral. And they would see a herd of white
bul I s thunder by, or a herd of horned horses. And they
m ght see a fl ock of huge scarlet flam ngoes suddenly
take to the air and drift on broad w ngs over the heads
of the invadi ng human bei ngs, not knowi ng that it was
Dori an Hawkmoon's responsibility, as it had been that
of Count Brass, to protect the wildlife of the Kamarg
and never to kill it, and only sonetimes to tane it to
provide riding beasts for Iand and sky. Originally this
had been why the great watchtowers had been built

and why the nmen who occupi ed those wat cht owers

were call ed Guardi ans. But now they guarded the

human popul ace as well as the beasts, guarded them
fromany threat from beyond the Kamarg's borders (for

no native-bred Karmargi an woul d consider harnming the

ani mal s whi ch were found nowhere else in the world).

The only beasts that were hunted (save for food) in

the marshes were the baragoon, the marsh gi bberers, the
t hi ngs whi ch had once been nen thensel ves before be-
comng the victinms of sorcerous experinents conducted
by an evil Lord Guardi an who had been done away with

by old Count Brass. But there were only one or two
baragoons left in the Kamarg | ands now for hunters

had little difficulty identifying them+they were over
eight feet tall, five feet broad, bile-col oured and they
slithered on their bellies through the swanps, occasion-
ally rising to rush upon whatever prey they could now
find in the marshlands. None the less, on their rides,
Yi ssel da and Dorian Hawkrmoon woul d take care to

avoid the places still thought to be inhabited by the
bar agoon.

Hawkroon had cone to | ove the Kamarg nore than
his own ancestral lands in far-off Germany, had even
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renounced his title to those lands now ruled well by an
el ected council as indeed were nmany of the European

| ands who had lost their hereditary rulers and chosen,
since the defeat of the Dark Enpire, to becone re-
publics.

Yet, for all that Hawknobon was | oved and respected

by the people of the Kamarg, he was aware that he did
not replace old Count Brass in their eyes. He could
never do that. They sought Countess Yisselda's advice
as often as they sought his and they | ooked with great
favour on young Manfred, seeing himal nost as a rein-
carnation of their old Lord Guardi an.

Anot her man mi ght have resented all this, but Hawk-
moon, who had | oved Count Brass as well as had they,
accepted it with good grace. He had had enough of
command, of heroics. He preferred to live the life of a

sinple country gentl eman and wherever possible let the
peopl e have control of their own affairs. H's anbitions
were sinple, too—to love his beautiful wife Yisselda

and to ensure the happiness of his children. H s days

of history-making were over. Al that he had left to
rem nd himof his struggles against G anbretan was an
oddly shaped scar in the centre of his forehead—where
once had reposed the dreadful Black Jewel, the Brain-
eater inplanted there by Baron Kalan of Vitall when,
years before, Hawknmoon had been recruited against his
will to serve the Dark Enpire agai nst Count Brass. Now
the jewel was gone and so was Baron Kal an, who had
committed suicide after the Battle of Londra. A brilliant
scientist, but perhaps the nost warped of all the barons
of Granbretan, Kalan had been unable to conceive of
continuing to exist under the new and, in his view, soft
order Inposed by Queen Flana, who had succeeded the

Ki ng Enperor Huon after Baron Meliadus had slain

himin a desperate effort to nake hinself controller of
Granbretan's policies.

Hawknoon sonetimes wondered what woul d have

happened to Baron Kalan, or, for that nmatter, Tara-
gorm Master of the Pal ace of Tine, who had perished
when one of Kalan's fiendi sh weapons had expl oded
during the Battle of Londra, if they had lived on. Could
they have been put into the service of Queen Flana and
their talents used to rebuild the world they had hel ped
destroy? Probably not, he thought. They were insane.
Their characters had been whol |y shaped by the per-
verted and i nsane phil osophi es which had | ed G an-
bretan to nake war upon the world and cone close to
conquering it all.

After one of their marshland rides, the famly would
return to Aigues-Mrtes, the walled and anci ent town
whi ch was the principal city of the Kamarg, and to Cas-

tle Brass which stood on a hill in the very centre. Built
of the sane white stone as the majority of the town's
houses, Castle Brass was a mixture of architectura
styl es which, sonehow, did not seemto clash with
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each other. Over the centuries there had been additions
and renovations; at the whimof different owners parts
had been torn down and other parts built. Mst of the
wi ndows were of intricately detailed stained gl ass,

t hough the w ndow franes thensel ves were as often

round as they were square and as square as they were
obl ong or oval. Turrets and towers sprang up fromthe
mai n mass of stone in all kinds of surprising places;
there were even one or two ninarets in the manner of
Arabi an pal aces. And Dori an Hawkrmoon, follow ng the
fashi on of his own German fol k, had had many flagstaffs
erected and upon these staffs floated beautiful col oured
banners, including those of the Counts of Brass and

the Dukes of Koln. Gargoyl es festooned the gutters of
the castle and many a gable was carved in stone in the
i keness of a Kamargi an beast—the bull, the flamn ngo,
the horned horse and the marsh bear

There was about Castle Brass, as there had been in

the days of Count Brass hinself, sonmething at once im
pressive and confortable. The castle had not been built
to inmpress anyone with either the taste or the power of
its inhabitants. It had hardly been built for strength
(though it had already proven its strength) and aesthetic
consi derations, too, had not been nade when rebuil d-

ing it. It had been built for confort and this was a rare
thing in a castle. It could be that it was the only
castle in the world that had been built w th such con-
siderations in mnd! Even the terraced gardens outside
the castle walls had a honely appearance, grow ng
veget abl es and flowers of every sort, supplying not only

the castle but nmuch of the town with its basic require-
nent s.

When they returned fromtheir rides the fanily would
sit down to a good, plain neal which would be shared
with many of its retainers, then the children would be
taken to bed by Yisselda and she would tell thema
story. Sonetinmes the story would be an anci ent one,
fromthe tine before the Tragic MIIennium sonetines
it would be one she woul d make up herself and sorme-
tinmes, at the insistence of Manfred and Yarnila, Dorian
Hawkrmoon woul d be called for and he would tell them

of some of his adventures in distant |ands when he
served the Runestaff. He would tell them of how he had
met little O adahn, whose body and face had been cov-
ered in fine, reddish hair, and who had clainmed to be the
kin of Mountain G ants. He would tell them of Amarehk
beyond the great sea to the north and the the nagica
city of Dnark where he had first seen the Runestaff itself.
Admittedly, Hawknoon had to nodify these tales, for

the truth was darker and nore terrible than nost adult
m nds coul d concei ve. He spoke nobst often of his dead
friends and their nobl est deeds, keeping alive the
menori es of Count Brass, Bowgentle, D Averc and

A adahn. Al ready these deeds were | egendary through-
out Europe.

And when the stories were done, Yisselda and Dori an
Hawkrmoon woul d sit in deep arncthairs on either side
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of the great fireplace over which hung Count Brass's
arnmour of brass and his broadsword, and they woul d
talk or they woul d read.

Fromtime to tinme they would receive letters from
Londra, from Queen Flana telling how her policies
progressed. Londra, that insane roofed city, had been
al most entirely dismantled and fine, open buil dings put

up instead on both sides of the R ver Tayne, which no

| onger ran blood red. The wearing of masks had been
abol i shed and nost of the people of Ganbretan had,
after a while, becone used to revealing their naked
faces, though sone die-hards had had to receive mld
puni shrent for their insistence on clinging to the old,
mad ways of the Dark Enpire. The Orders of the

Beasts had al so been outl awed and peopl e had been
encouraged to | eave the darkness of their cities and re-
turn to the all but deserted and overgrown countryside
of Granbretan, where vast forests of oak, el mor pine
stretched for mles. For centuries G anbretan had Iived
on plunder and now she had to feed herself. Therefore
the sol diers who had bel onged to the beast orders were
put to farmng, to clearing the forests, to raising herds
and planting crops. Local councils were set up to rep-
resent the interests of the people. Queen Flana had
called a parliament and this parlianent now advi sed her
and hel ped her rule justly. It was strange how swiftly
a warlike nation, a nation of nmlitary castes, had been
encouraged to becone a nation of farners and foresters.
The majority of the people of Granbretan had taken

to their newlives with relief once it dawned on them
that they were now free of the madness that had once

i nfected the whol e | and—and sought, indeed, to infect
the worl d.

And so the quiet days passed at Castle Brass.

And so they woul d have passed for always (unti

Manfred and Yarm |l a grew up and Hawknoon and

Yi ssel da becane m ddl e-aged and, eventually, old in
their contentnent, dying peacefully and cheerfully,
knowi ng that the Kamarg was secure and that the days

of the Dark Enpire could never return) but for some-
thing strange that began to happen towards the cl ose of
the sixth summer since the Battle of Londra when, to his

ast oni shrent, Dorian Hawknoon found that the people

of Ai gues-Mortes were beginning to offer himpeculiar

| ooks when he hailed themin the streets—sone refusing
to acknowl edge himat all and others scowing and nut-
tering and turning aside as he approached.

It was Dorian Hawknoon's habit, as it had been

Count Brass's, to attend the great cel ebrations marking
the end of the summer's work. Then Ai gues-Mrtes

woul d be decorated with flowers and banners and the
citizens would put on their npbst el aborate finery, young
white bulls would be allowed to charge at will through
the streets and the guardi ans of the watchtowers woul d
ride about in their polished armour and silk surcoats,
their flame-lances on their hips. And there woul d be bul
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contests in the i nmeasurably anci ent anphitheatre on

the outskirts of the town. Here was where Count Brass

had once saved the life of the great toreador Mhtan

Just when he was being gored to death by a gigantic bull.
Count Brass had |l eaped into the ring and westled the
bull with his bare hands, bringing the beast to its knees
and wi nning the acclaimof the crowd, for Count Brass

had then been well into mddle age.

But nowadays the festival was not a purely |oca

af fair. Anbassadors fromall over Europe would cone

to honour the surviving hero and heroine of Londra

and Queen Flana herself had visited Castle Brass on two
previous occasions. This year, however, Queen Fl ana

had been kept at home by affairs of state and one of her
nobl es attended in her nane. Hawknoon was pl eased

to note that Count Brass's dream of a unified Europe
was beginning to becone reality. The wars with G an-
bretan had hel ped break down the ol d boundaries and

had brought the survivors together in a conmpn cause.
Europe still consisted of about a thousand snmall prov-

i nces, each independent of any other, but they worked

in concert on many projects concerning the genera
good.

The anbassadors cane from Scandi a, from Miscovy,

from Arabia, fromthe | ands of the Greeks and the

Bul gars, from Ukrainia, from Nurnberg and Catal ani a
They came in carriages, on horseback or in ornithopters
whose design was borrowed from Granbretan. And they
brought gifts and they brought speeches (sone | ong and
sonme short) and they spoke of Dorian Hawknoon as if

he were a dem god

In past years their praise had found enthusiastic re-
sponse in the people of the Kanarg. But for sone reason
this year their speeches did not get quite the sanme qual -
ity of applause as they once had. Few, however, noticed.
Only Hawknoon and Yi ssel da noticed and, wi thout be-

ing resentful, they were deeply puzzl ed.

The nost ful sone of all the speeches made in the

ancient bullring of Aigues-Mrtes came from Lonson,
Prince of Shkarlan, cousin to Queen Fl ana, anbassador
from G anbretan. Lonson was young and an ent husi as-

tic supporter of the queen's policies. He had been barely
seventeen when the Battle of Londra had robbed his

nation of its evil power and thus he bore no great re-
sentment of Dorian Hawkmoon von Kol n—+ndeed, he

saw Hawkrmoon as a saviour, who had brought peace

and sanity to his island kingdom Prince Lonson's

speech was rich with admration for the new Lord Pro-
tector of the Kamarg. He recall ed great deeds of bat-
tle, great achievenments of will and self-discipline, great
cunning in the arts of strategy and di pl omacy by which,
he said, future generations would renmenber Dorian
Hawkrmoon. Not only had Hawkmoon saved continenta

Eur ope—he had saved the Dark Enpire fromitself.

Seated in his traditional box with all his foreign guests
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about him Dorian Hawknoon |istened to the speech

wi th enbarrassnment and hoped it woul d soon end. He

was dressed in cerenonial armour which was as ornate
as it was unconfortable and the back of his neck itched
horribly. Wiile Prince Lonson spoke it would not be
polite to renove the helmet and scratch. He | ooked at
the crowmd seated on the granite benches of the anphi-
theatre and seated on the ground of the ring itself.
Whereas nost of the people were listening with approva
to Prince Lonson's speech, others were nuttering to
each other, scowing. One old man, whom Hawknoon
recogni sed as an ex-guardi an who had fought beside
Count Brass in many of his battles, even spat into the
dust of the arena when Prince Lonson spoke of Dorian
Hawkroon' s unswerving loyalty to his conrades.

Yi ssel da al so noticed this and she frowned, gl ancing

at Hawknoon to see if he had noticed. Their eyes net.
Dori an Hawknmoon shrugged and gave her a little

smle. She smled back, but the frown did not altogether
| eave her brow.

And at |ast the speech was over and appl auded and

the peopl e began to | eave the arena so that the first of
the bulls might be driven in and the first toreador at-
tenpt to renove the colourful ribbons which were tied

to the beast's horns (for it was not the custom of the
fol k of the Kamarg to exhibit their courage by slaying
ani mal s—+nstead skill alone was pitted against the snort-
i ng savagery of the very fiercest bulls).

But when the crowd had departed there was one who

remai ned. Now Hawknmoon recalled his nanme. It was
Czernik, originally a Bulgar mercenary who had thrown
in his lot with Count Brass and ridden with himthrough
a dozen campaigns. Czernik's face was flushed, as if he
had been drinking, and his stance was unsteady as he
poi nted a finger up at Hawkmoon's box and spat again.
"Loyalty!' the old man croaked. '| know ot herw se.

I know who is Count Brass's nurderer—who betrayed
himto his enenmies! Coward! Play-actor! False hero!'’

Hawknmoon was stunned as he listened to Czernik
rant. What could the old man nean?

Stewards ran into the ring to grasp Czernik's arnms and
attenpt to hurry himoff. But he struggled with them

' Thus your nmaster tries to silence the truth!' screanmed
Czernik. 'But it cannot be silenced! He has been ac-
cused by the only one whose word can be trusted!

If it had only been Czerni k who had shown such

ani nosity, Hawkmoon woul d have di smi ssed his ravings
as senile. But Czernik was not the only one. Czernik
had expressed what Hawknoon had seen on nore than

a score of faces that day—and on previ ous days.

"Let him be!' Hawkmoon call ed, standing up and
| eaning forward over the balustrade. 'Let him speak!’
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For a nonent the stewards were at a loss to know

what to do. Then, reluctantly, they rel eased the old
man. Czerni k stood there trenbling, glaring into Hawk-
nmoon' s eyes.

"Now, ' Hawknoon called. 'Tell ne of what you ac-
cuse ne, Czernik. | wll [listen.

The attention of the whole popul ace of Ai gues-Mrtes
was upon Hawknmoon and Czerni k now. There was a
stillness, a silence in the air.

Yi ssel da tugged at her husband's surcoat. 'Do not
listen to him Dorian. He is drunk. He is nad.'

"Tell nme!' Hawknopon denanded.

Czerni k scratched his head of grey, thinning hair. He
stared around himat the crowd. He nunbl ed sone-
t hi ng.

' Speak nore clearly!' Hawknmoon said. '| am eager to
hear, Czernik.'

"I called you nurderer and nurderer you be!' Czernik
sai d.

"Who told you that | ama nurderer!
Agai n Czerni k's nunbl e was i naudi bl e.
"Who told you?

' The one you nurdered!' Czernik screaned. 'The one
you betrayed.'

"A dead man? Whomdid | betray?

'The one we all love. The one |I followed across a
hundred provinces. The one who saved ny life twice.
The one to whom living or dead, | would ever give ny
| oyalty.'

Yi ssel da' s whi sper from behi nd Hawknoon was i n-
credul ous. 'He can speak of none other but ny
f at her '

"Do you mean Count Brass?' Hawknoon call ed.

"Aye!' cried Czernik defiantly. 'Count Brass, who
canme to the Kamarg all those years ago and saved it
fromtyranny. Who fought the Dark Enpire and saved
the whole world! H s deeds are well known. What was
not known was that at Londra he was betrayed by one
who not only coveted his daughter but coveted his cas-
tle, too. And killed himfor them'

"You lie,' and Hawknoon evenly. 'If you were

younger, Czernik, | would chall enge you to defend your
foul words with a sword. How coul d you believe such
lies?

"Many believe them' Czernik gestured to indicate the
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crowd. 'Many here have heard what | have heard.’

"Where have you heard this? Yisselda joined her
husband at the bal ustrade.

"I'n the marshl ands beyond the town. At night. Sone,
li ke me, journeying hone from anot her town—they
have heard it.'

"And fromwhose lying lips? Hawknoon was trem
bling with anger. He and Count Brass had fought side
by side, each had been prepared to die for the other—

and now this dreadful lie was being told—a He which in-
sulted Count Brass's nmenory. And that was why Hawk-
noon was angry.

"From his own! From Count Brass's lips.'

"Drunken fool! Count Brass is dead. You said as
much yoursel f.'

" Aye—but his ghost has returned to the Kanarg

Ri di ng upon the back of his great horned horse in all
his armour of gleam ng brass, with his hair and his
moust ache all red as brass and his eyes |ike burnished
brass. He is out there, treacherous Hawknmoon, in the
mar sh. He haunts you. And those who neet himare told
of your treachery, how you deserted hi mwhen his

enem es beset him how you let himdie in Londra.'

"It is aliel' shouted Yisselda. 'I was there. | fought
at Londra. Nothing could save ny father.

"And,' continued Czernik, his voice deepening but stil
loud, "I heard from Count Brass how you joined with
your |over to deceive him'

"Ch!' Yisselda clapped her hands to her ears. This
i s obscene! Obscene!'’

"Be silent now, Czernik,' warned Hawknobon hol | ow
ly. "Still your tongue, for you go too far!

‘"He awaits you in the marshes. He will take his ven-
geance upon you out there at night when next you

travel beyond the walls of Aigues-Mrtes—+f you dare.

And his ghost is still nore of a hero, nore of a nman than
are you, turncoat. Aye—turncoat you be. First you

served Kol n, then you served the Enpire, then you

turned against the Enpire, then you aided the Enpire
inits plot against Count Brass, then once again you be-
trayed the Enpire. Your history speaks for the truth

of what | say. | amnot nmad. | amnot drunk. There are
ot hers who have seen and heard what | have seen
and heard.'

"Then you have been deceived,' said Yisselda firmy.

"It is you who have been deceived, ny |ady!' Czernik
grow ed.

And then the stewards came forward again and
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Hawkroon did not try to stop them as they dragged
the old man fromthe anphitheatre.

The rest of the proceedings did not go well, after
that. Hawknmoon's guests were too enbarrassed to com
ment on the incident and the crowd's interest was not
on the bulls or the toreadors who | eaped so skilfully
the ring, plucking the ribbons fromthe horns.

A banquet followed at Castle Brass. To the banquet

had been invited all the local dignitaries of the Kamarg,
as well as the anbassadors, and it was noticeabl e that
four or five of the |local people had not come. Hawk-
moon ate little and drank nore than was nornmal for

him He tried hard to rid hinself of the gl oony nood
into which Czernik's peculiar declarations had put him
but he found it difficult to smile even when his own
children cane down to greet himand be introduced to
his guests. Every sentence he spoke required an effort
and there was no flow of conversation, even anong the
guests. Many of the anbassadors nade excuses and

went early to their beds. And soon only Hawknmoon and

Yi sselda were left in the banqueting hall, still seated
in their places at the head of the table, watching the
servants clear away the renmi ns of the neal

"What coul d he have seen?' said Yisselda as, at |ast,
the servants, too, left. 'Wat could he have heard,
Dori an?'

Hawkrmoon shrugged. 'He told us. Your father's
ghost '

" A baragoon nore articulate than nost?

'He described your father. His horse. Hi s arnour.
H s face.'

'But he was drank even today.'

'"He said that others saw Count Brass and heard the
sanme story fromhis lips.'

"Then it is a plot. Sone eneny of yours—ene of the
Dark Enpire lords who survived unrepentant—dressed
up with fal se whiskers and his face painted to resem
ble ny father's.'

"That could be,' said Hawknoon. 'But woul d not
Czerni k of all people have seen through such a decep-
tion? He knew Count Brass for years.'

"Aye. And knew himwell,"' Yisselda adnmtted.

Hawkroon rose slowy fromhis chair and wal ked

heavily towards the fireplace where Count Brass's war-
gear hung. He | ooked up at it, reached out to finger it.
He shook his head. 'I nust discover for nyself what

this "ghost" is. Wiy shoul d anyone seek to discredit

me in this way? Wio could nmy eneny be?

'Czerni k hinmsel f? Could he resent your presence at
Castl e Brass?
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"Czernik is ol d—near senile. He could not have in-
vent ed such an el aborate deception.

'Has he not wondered why Count Brass should re-

mai n in the marshes conpl ai ni ng about ne? That is not
i ke Count Brass. He would conme to his own castle if
he were here. If he had a grudge he would tax me with
it.'

"You speak as if you believe Czernik now. '

Hawkrmoon si ghed. '|I must know nore. | rnust find
Czerni k and question him.

"l will send one of our retainers into the town.'

"No. | will go into the town and search himout.'
"Are you sure... ?
"It is what | nust do.' He kissed her. '"I'Il put an end

to this tonight. Wiy shoul d we be plagued by phant ons
we have not even seen?’

He wrapped a thick cloak of dark blue silk about

hi s shoul ders and ki ssed Yissel da once nore before go-
ing out into the courtyard and ordering his horned horse
saddl ed and harnessed. Sone minutes |ater he rode out
fromthe castle and down the winding road to the town.
Few | i ghts burned in Aigues-Mrtes, for all that there
was supposed to be a festival in the town. Evidently

the townspeopl e had been as affected by the scene in the
bullring as had Hawkmoon and his guests. The w nd

was begi nning to bl ow as Hawknoon reached the

streets; the harsh mistral wind of the Kanmarg, which

t he peopl e hereabouts called the Life Wnd, for it was
supposed to have saved their land during the Tragic

M Il enni um

If Czernik was to be found anywhere it was in one

of the taverns on the north side of town. Hawknoon
rode to the district, letting his horse make its own
speed, for in many ways he was reluctant to repeat the
earlier scene. He did not want to hear Czernik's lies
again; they were lies which dishonoured all, even Count
Brass, whom Czernik clainmed to | ove.

The old taverns on the north side were primarily of
wood, with only their foundations being nmade of the
white stone of the Kamarg. The wood was painted in

many di fferent colours and sone of the npbst anbitious
of the taverns had even painted whol e scenes across the
frontages—several of the scenes comenvorating the

deeds of Hawknoon hinself and others recalling earlier
expl oits of Count Brass before he cane to save the
Kamarg, for Count Brass had fought (and often been

a prine nover) in alnost every fanous battle of his
day. Indeed, not a few of the taverns were naned for
Count Brass's battles, as well as those of the four heroes
who had served the Runestaff. One tavern was called

The Magyari an Canpai gn while another proclained it-
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self The Battle of Cannes. Here were The Fort at Ba-

| ancia, Nine Left Standing and The Banner Dipped in

Bl ood—al | recalling Count Brass's exploits. Czernik, if
he had not fallen on his face in some gutter by now,
woul d be bound to be in one of them

Hawknoon entered the nearest door, that of The

Red Amul et (nanmed for that mystic jewel he had once
worn around his own neck), and found the place packed
with old soldiers, many of whom he recogni sed. They
were all pretty drunk, with big nugs of wine and ale
in their hands. There was hardly a man anong them
who did not have scars on his face or linbs. Their

| aught er was harsh but not noisy—enly their singing
was | oud. Hawknoon felt pleased to be in such com
pany and greeted many whom he knew. He went up to

a one-arnmed Sl avi an—anot her of Count Brass's nmen—
and greeted himwi th genui ne pl easure.

"Josef Vedl a! Good evening, Captain. How goes it
with you?

Vedl a blinked and tried to smle. 'A good evening

to you, ny lord. We have not seen you in our taverns for
many a nonth.' He |l owered his eyes and took an in-
terest in the contents of his w ne-cup.

"WIl you join ne in a skin of the new wi ne?" Hawk-
nmoon asked. 'l hear it is singularly good this year. Per-
haps sone of our other old friends wll -2

"No thanks, ny lord.' Vedla rose. 'I've had too nuch
as it is.' Awkwardly he pulled his cloak around himw th
hi s singl e hand.

Hawkroon spoke directly. 'Josef Vedla. Do you be-
lieve Czernik's tale of nmeeting Count Brass in the
mar sh?'

"I nmust go.' Vedla wal ked towards the | ow doorway.
‘Captain Vedla. Stop.'

Rel uctantly, Vedla stopped and slowly he turned to
| ook at Hawknoon.

"Do you believe that Count Brass told himl betrayed
our cause? That | led Count Brass hinself into a trap?'

Vedl a scow ed. 'Czernik alone | would not believe.
He grows ol d and renmenbers only his youth when he
rode with Count Brass. Maybe | wouldn't believe any
veteran, no matter what he told me—for we all still
mourn for Court Brass and woul d have hi m cone back

to us.'

"As would I.'

Vedl a sighed. 'l believe you, ny lord. Though few
woul d, these days. At |east—npst are sinply not
sure...'
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"Who el se has seen this ghost?

'Several nerchants, journeying back late at night
through the marsh roads. A young bull-catcher. Even

one guardian on duty in an eastern tower clains to

have seen the figure in the distance. A figure that was
unnmi st akably Count Brass.

"Do you know where Czernik is now?'

"Probably in The Dnieper Crossing at the end of this
all ey. That's where he spends his pension these days.

They went out into the cobbled street.

Hawkrmoon sai d: ' Captain Vedla, can you believe
that | would betray Count Brass?

Vedl a rubbed his pitted nose. 'No. Nor can nost. It

is hard to think of you as a traitor, Duke of Koln. But
the stories are so consistent. Everyone who has net
this—this ghost—tells the sane tale.

"But Count Brass—alive or dead—s not one to
hover on the edges of the town conplaining. If he
want ed—f he wanted vengeance on me, do you not
think he would come and claimit?

"Aye. Count Brass was not a nan to be indecisive.
Yet,' Captain Vedla smled wanly, 'we al so know t hat
ghosts are supposed to act according to the custons of
ghosts. '

"You believe in ghosts, then?

"I believe in nothing. | believe in everything. This
worl d has taught me that |esson. What of the events
concerni ng the Runestaff—aould an ordi nary nman be-
lieve that they really took place?

Hawkrmoon coul d not help but return Vedla's smle. '
take your point. Well, good night to you, Captain.

" Good night, ny lord.

Josef Vedl a strode off in the opposite direction while
Hawknoon | ed his horse down the street to where he
could see the sign of the tavern called The Dni eper
Crossing. The paint was peeling on the sign and the
tavern itself sagged as if one of its central beans had
been renoved. It | ooked an unsavoury place and the
smel | which cane out of it was a mixture of sour wine,
ani mal dung, grease and vomit. It was evident why a
drunkard woul d choose it, for nore oblivion could be
bought here at the cheapest price.

The place was al nost enpty as Hawknoon ducked

his head through the door and went inside. A few brands
and candles illunminated the room The unclean fl oor

and the filthy benches and tables, the cracked |eather
of the wi neskins strewn here and there, the chipped
wooden and cl ay beakers, the ill-clothed nen and

worren who sat hunched or lay sprawed in corners, al
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gave credence to Hawknoon's original inpression. Peo-
ple did not cone to The Dni eper Crossing for social
reasons. They canme here to get drunk as quickly as was
possi bl e.

A small, dirty man with a fringe of black, greasy
hair around his bald pate, slid froma patch of dark-

ness and sniled up at Hawknoon. 'Ale, ny |ord? Good
w ne?'
"Czernik,' said Hawknoon. 'Is he here?'

"Aye.' The small man jerked a thunb towards the
corner and a door marked Privy. 'He's in there naking
space for nore. He'll be out shortly. Shall | call hinf

"No.' Hawknpon | ooked around and then sat down
on a bench he judged to be somewhat cl eaner than the
rest. '"1'll wait for him'

"And a cup of wine while you wait?'
"Very well.'

Hawkroon | eft the wi ne untouched as he waited for
Czernik to energe. At last the old veteran canme stum
bling out and went straight to the bar. 'Another flagon,'
he munbl ed. He patted at his clothes, |ooking for his
purse. He had not seen Hawknoon.

Hawkrmoon rose. ' Czerni k?'

Czernik whirled around and al nost fell over. He

funmbl ed for a sword he had | ong since pawned to buy
nmore drink. 'Have you cone to kill ne, traitor? His

bl eary eyes slowy sharpened with hatred and fear. 'Mist
| die for telling the truth. If Count Brass were here ..
You know what this place is called?

' The Dni eper Crossing.'

"Aye. W fought side by side, Count Brass and I, at

The Dni eper Crossing. Against Prince Ruchtof's armes,
agai nst his cossaki. And the river was dammed with their
bodies so that its course was changed for all time. And
at the end of it all Prince Ruchtof's arnmies were dead
and Count Brass and | were the only two of our side

left alive.'

"l know the tale."’

'Then know that | am brave. That | do not fear you.
Kill me, if you wish. But you shall not silence Count
Brass hinsel f.'

"I did not come to silence you, Czernik, but to listen.
Tell me again what you saw and what you heard.'

Czerni k gl ared suspiciously at Hawknoon. 'I told you
this afternoon.’

"Il wish to hear it once nore. Wthout any of your
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own accusations. Tell ne, as you renenber them Count
Brass's words to you.'

Czerni k shrugged. 'He said that you had coveted his

| ands and his daughter ever since you first cane to the
Kamarg. He said that you had proved yourself a traitor
several tinmes over before you ever net him He said that
you fought the Dark Enpire at Koln, then joined with

t he Beast Lords, even though they had slain your own
father. Then you turned agai nst the Enpire when you

t hought you were strong enough, but they defeated you
and took you back in chains of gilded iron to Londra
where, in exchange for your own life you agreed to

help themin a plot to betray Count Brass. Once out

of their hands you cane to the Kamarg and t hought

it easier to betray your Enpire nmasters once again. This
you did. Then you used your friends—€ount Brass,

A adahn, Bowgentle and D Averc—+o0 beat the Enpire

and when they were no | onger useful to you, you ar-
ranged things so that they should die in the Battle of
Londra.'

"A convincing story,' said Hawkmoon grimy. "It

fits the facts well enough, though it |eaves out details
whi ch woul d vindicate nmy actions. A clever fabrication,

i ndeed."'

"You say Count Brass |lies?

"Il say that what you saw in the marshes—the ghost

or nmortal —+s not Count Brass. | know | speak the truth,
Czerni k, for | have no betrayals on ny conscience.
Count Brass knew the truth. Wiy should he lie after
deat h?'

"I know Count Brass and | know you. | know that

Count Brass would not tell such a lie. In diplomacy he
was cunni ng—we all know that. But to his friends he
spoke only the truth.’

' Then what you saw was not Count Brass.'

"What | saw was Count Brass. Hi s ghost. Count Brass
as he was when | rode at his side holding his banner
for himwhen we went agai nst the League of Eight

to Italia, two years before we cane to the Kamarg. |
know Count Brass . '

Hawkrmoon frowned. ' And what was his nessage?

"He waits for you in the marshes every night, there
to take his vengeance upon you.

Hawkrnoon drew a deep breath. He adjusted his
sword-belt on his hip. "Then | will go to himtonight.

Czerni k | ooked curiously at Hawknmoon. 'You are
not afraid?

"I amnot. | know that whoever you saw cannot be
Count Brass. Wiy should | fear a fraud?

' Perhaps you do not renmenber betraying hin®
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Czerni k suggested vaguely. 'Perhaps it was all done by
the jewel you once wore in your forehead? Could it be
the jewel which forced you to such actions, so that
when it was renoved you forgot all that you had

pl anned?’

Hawkroon of fered Czernik a bleak snile. 'l thank

you for that, Czernik. But | doubt if the jewel controlled
me to that extent. Its nature was sonewhat different.'

He frowned. For a nonent he had begun to wonder

if Czernik were right. It would be horrifying if it were
true . . . But no, it could not be true. Yisselda would
have known the truth, however much he m ght have

tried to hide it. Yisselda knew he was no traitor

Yet sonething was haunting the marshlands and try-
ing to turn the folk of the Kamarg agai nst hi m and

therefore he nust get to grips with it once and for all—
| ay the ghost and prove to people like Czernik that he
had betrayed no one.

He said nothing nore to Czernik but turned and
strode fromthe tavern, nounting his heavy black stal-
lion and turning its head towards the town gates.

Through the gates he went and out into the noonlit

mar sh, hearing the first distant, keening notes of the
mstral, feeling its cold breath on his cheek, seeing the
surface of the lagoons ripple and the reeds perform an
agitated dance in anticipation of the wind's full force
whi ch woul d cone a few days |ater.

Again he let his horse find its ow route, for it knew
the marsh better than did he. And neanwhil e he peered
through the gloom Ilooking this way and that; | ooking
for a ghost.

CHAPTER TWD
THE MEETING I N THE MARSH

The marsh was full of small sounds—scuttlings and
slitherings, coughs, barks and hoots as the night aninmals
went about their business. Sonetines a | arger beast

woul d energe fromthe darkness and bl under past

Hawknoon. Sonetinmes there woul d be a heavy spl ash

froma lagoon as a large fish-eating ow plunged upon

its prey. But no human figure—ghost or nortal —was

seen by the Duke of Koln as he rode deeper and deeper
into the darkness.

Dori an Hawkmoon was confused. He was bitter. He

had | ooked forward to a life of rural tranquillity. The
only problems he had anticipated were the probl ens of
breedi ng and pl anting, of the ordinary business of rais-
ing children.

And now this damed nystery had emerged. Not even

a threat of war woul d have di sturbed himhalf as much.
War, albeit with the Dark Enpire, was cl ean conpared

to this. If he had seen the brazen ornithopters of G an-
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bretan in the skies, if he had seen beast-nmasked arm es
and grotesque carriages and all the other bizarre para-
phernalia of the Dark Enpire in the distance, he would
have known how to deal with it. O if the Runestaff had
called him he would have known how to respond.

But this was insidious. How could he cope with

runours, with ghosts, with old friends being turned
agai nst hinf?

Still the horned stallion plodded on through the

marsh paths. Still there was no sign that the nmarsh was
occupi ed by anyone other than Hawknmoon hinsel f. He

began to feel tired, for he had risen nuch earlier than
usual in order to prepare hinself for the festival. He
began to suspect that there was nothing out here, that
Czernik and the others had inagined it all, after all. He
smled to hinself. He had been a fool to take a drunk-
ard's ravings seriously.

And, of course, it was at that noment that it ap-

peared to him It was seated on a hornl ess chestnut war-
horse and the warhorse was draped with a canopy of
russet silk. The arnmour shone in the noonlight and it
was all of heavy brass. Burnished brass hel met, very

pl ain and practical; burnished brass breastpl ate and
greaves. Fromhead to foot the figure was clad in brass.
The gl oves and the boots were of brass links stitched
upon | eather. The belt was of brass chain brought to-
gether by a huge brass buckle and the belt supported

a brass scabbard. In the scabbard rested sonething

whi ch was not of brass but of good steel. A broadsword.
And then there was the face—the gol den brown eyes,
steady and stern, the heavy red noustache, the red eye-
brows, the bronze tan.

It could be no other.

' Count Brass!' gasped Hawknmoon. And then he
closed his nmouth and studied the figure, for he had
seen Count Brass dead on the battlefield.

There was sonething different about this man and

it did not take Hawkmoon nore than a nonent to

realize that Czerni k had spoken the literal truth when
he said it was the same Count Brass beside whom he

had fought at the Dni eper Crossing. This Count Brass

was at |east twenty years younger than the one whom
Hawkrmoon had first met when he visited the Kamarg
seven or eight years previously.

The eyes flickered and the great head, seeningly al
of brazen netal, turned slightly so that those eyes now
peered directly into Hawknoon's.

"Are you the one?" said the deep voice of Count Brass.
"My nenesis?

" Nenesi s?' Hawknoon uttered a sharp | augh. ‘I
t hought you to be mine, Count Brass!
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"I am confused.' The voice was definitely the voice

of Count Brass, but it had a slightly dreany quality to
it. And Count Brass's eyes did not focus with their old,
famliar clarity upon Hawkmoon's.

"What are you?' Hawknoon dermanded. 'What brings
you to the Kamarg?'

"My death. | amdead, am| not?

' The Count Brass whom | knew is dead. He died at
Londra nore than five years since. | hear that | have
been accused of that death.

"You are the one call ed Hawknoon of Kol n?
"I am Dorian Hawknoon, Duke of Kol n, aye.

"Then | must slay you, it seems.' This Count Brass
spoke wi th some rel uctance.

For all that his head whirled, Hawknoon coul d see
that Count Brass (or whatever the creature was) was
quite as uncertain of hinself as was Hawknoon at that
monent. For one thing, while Hawknobon had recog-

ni zed Count Brass, this man had not recogni zed Hawk-
noon.

"Why must you slay ne? Who told you to slay ne?'

' The oracle. Though I am dead now, | may live
again. But if |I live again | must ensure that | do not die
at the Battle of Londra. Therefore | nust kill the one

who would lead me to that battle and betray nme to

those agai nst whom | fight. That one is Dorian Hawk-
moon of Kol n, who covets ny | and and—and ny daugh-
ter.'

"I have lands of ny own and your daughter was
betrothed to me before the Battle of Londra. Someone
decei ves you, friend ghost.'

"Why shoul d the oracl e deceive me?

' Because there are such things as false oracles. Were
do you cone fron®?

"Fron? Why, from Earth.'
"Where do you believe this place to be, in that case?

' The netherworld, of course. A place fromwhich few
escape. But | can escape. Only | nust slay you first,
Dori an Hawkroon.

' Sonet hi ng seeks to destroy ne through you, Count
Brass—f Count Brass you be. | cannot begin to ex-
plain this nystery, but | believe that you think you
really are Count Brass and that | amyour eneny. Per-
haps all is a |lie—perhaps only part.'

A frown passed across the Count's brazen brow. ' You
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confuse ne. | do not understand. | was not warned of
this.'

Hawkrmoon's |ips were dry. He was so bewi | dered that

he coul d barely think. So many enptions noved in him

at the sane tine. There was grief for the menory of his
dead friend. There was hatred for whoever it was sought
to nock that nmenory. There was fear in case this should
be a ghost. There was synpathy, should this really be
Count Brass raised fromthe dead and turned into an

aut onat on.

He began to suspect not the Runestaff now, but the
science of the Dark Enmpire. This whole affair had the
stanp of the perverse genius of the scientists of G an-
bretan. But how could they have affected it? The two
great sorcerer-scientists of the Dark Enpire, Taragorm

and Kal an, were dead. There had been none to equa
themwhile they lived, and none to replace them when
t hey di ed.

And why did Count Brass | ook so nuch younger?
Why did he seem unaware that he possessed a daugh-
ter?

' Not warned by whon®?' said Hawknoon insistently.

If it came to a fight he knew that Count Brass could
easily defeat him Count Brass had ever been the best
fighter in Europe. Even in late niddl e-age there had
been no one who could begin to match himin a man-
to-man sword engagenent.

"By the oracle. And another thing puzzles ne, ny
eneny to be; why, if you still live, do you, too, dwell
in the netherworl d?

"This is not the netherworld. It is the land of the
Kamarg. Do you not recognize it, then—you, who were

its Lord Guardi an for so many years—who hel ped de-

fend it against the Dark Enpire? | do not think you can
be Count Brass.'

The figure raised a gauntleted hand to its browin
a gesture of puzzlenent. "Think you that? Yet we have
never met. '

'Not nmet? We have fought together in many battles.

We have saved each other's lives. | think that you are a
man who bears a resenbl ance to Count Brass, who has

been trapped by some sorcery or other and taught to
think that he is Count Brass—then despatched to kil

me. Perhaps sonme remants of the old Dark Enpire

still survive. Perhaps sone of Queen Flana's subjects
still hates nme. Does that idea nean anything to you?

"No. But | know that | am Count Brass. Do not con-
fuse me further, Duke of Kol n.

'How do you know you are Count Brass? Because
you resenbl e hin®'

'"Because | amhim' The man roared. 'Dead or alive
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—+ am Count Brass!'

'How can you be, when you do not recognise nme?

When you did not even know you had a daughter?

When you confuse this |land of the Kamarg for sone
supernatural netherworld? Wien you recall nothing of
what we went through together in the service of the
Runest af f ? When you believe that |, of all people, who
| oved you, whose life and dignity both were saved by
you, shoul d have betrayed you?

"I know not hing of the events of which you speak

But | know of ny travellings and of ny battles in the
service of a score of princes—n Magyaria, Arabia,
Scandi a, Slavia and the |lands of the Greeks and Bul gars.
I know of ny dream which is to bring unity to the
squabbl i ng princedons of Europe. | know of ny suc-
cesses—aye, and of ny failures, too. | know of the
woren | have loved, of the friends | have had—and of
the enemies | have fought. And | know, too, that you

are neither friend nor foe as yet, but will becone ny
nmost treacherous eneny. On Earth | lie dying. Here
travel in search of the one who will finally take all I

possess, including nmy very life.
" And say again who has granted you this boon?

' Gods—supernatural beings—the oracle itsel f—
know not .

"You believe in such things?

"l did not. Now | nust, for the evidence is here.’

"I think not. I amnot dead. | do not inhabit a nether-
world. | amflesh and bl ood and so, by the | ooks of it,
are you, ny friend. | hated you when | first rode out to

seek you. Now | see that you are as much a victim
as am|. Return to your nasters. Tell themthat it is
Hawknoon who shall be avenged—dpon themnl'

"By Narsha's garter, 1'Il not be given orders!' roared
the man in brass. His gloved right hand fell upon the
hilt of his sword. It was a gesture typical of Count
Brass. The expressions were Count Brass's too. Was
this some terrible sinulacrumof the Count, invented
by Dark Enpire science?

Hawkrmoon was by now al nost hysterical with be-
wi | dernent and gri ef.

"Very well, then,' he cried, 'let us goto it, you and |
If you are truly Count Brass you'll have little difficulty
in slaying ne. Then you will be content. And so will 1,
for I could not live with people suspecting that | had be-

trayed you!'

But then the man's expression changed and becane
thoughtful. 'l am Count Brass, be certain of that, Duke
of Koln. But, as for the rest, it is possible that we are
both victins of a plot. | have not nerely been a soldier
innmnm life, but a politician, too. I know of those who
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delight in turning friend against friend for their own
ends. There is a slight possibility that you speak

truth . . .'

"Wll, then,' said Dorian Hawknmoon in relief, 'return
with me to Castle Brass and we will discuss what we
bot h know.'

The man shook his head. 'No. | cannot. | have seen

the lights of your walled city and your castle above it. |
woul d visit it—but there is sonething that stops nme from
so doing—a barrier. | cannot explain what its proper-
ties are. That is why | have been forced to wait for you
in this dammed narsh. | had hoped to get this business
over with swiftly, but now . " The man frowned agai n.
"For all that | ama practical man, Duke of Koln, | have
al ways prided nyself on being a just one. | would not

slay you to fulfil some other's end—Aot unless | knew

what that end was, at any rate. | nust consider all that
you have said. Then, if | decide that you are lying to
save your skin, | will kill you.'

"Or,' said Hawknoon grinmly, 'if you are not Count
Brass, there is a good chance that | shall kill you.'

The man smled a famliar sm | e—Count Brass's
smle. 'Aye—f | amnot Count Brass,' he said.

'l shall conme back to the marsh at noon tonorrow,'
sai d Hawknoon. 'Were shall we neet?'

"Noon? There is no noon here. No sun at all!

"In this you do lie,' Hawknoon | aughed. 'In a few
hours it will be norning here.'

Agai n the man passed a gauntleted hand across his
frowning brow. 'Not for ne,' he said. 'Not for ne.

Thi s puzzl ed Hawknoon all the nore. 'But you have
been here for days, | heard.

"A night—a long, perpetual night.'

'Does this fact, too, not nmake you believe you are the
victimof a deception?

"It mght,'" said the man. He gave a deep sigh. '"Wll,
come when you think. Do you see yonder ruin—en the
hill ock? He pointed with a finger of brass.

In the noonlight Hawknoon coul d just make out the
shape of an old ruined building which Bowgentl e had
descri bed as being that of a Gothic church of imense
age. It had been one of Count Brass's favourite places.
He had often ridden there when he felt the need to be
al one.

"l know the ruin,' said Hawknpon.

"Then nmeet nme there. | shall wait as long as ny
patience |l asts.'
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"Very well .’

"And cone arned,' said the man, 'for we shall prob-
ably need to fight.'

"You are not convinced of what | have said?

" You have said nothing very nuch, friend Hawk-

moon. Vague suppositions. References to people | do

not know. You think the Dark Enpire is bothered with
us? It has nore inportant matters to consider, | should
t hink.'

"The Dark Enpire is destroyed. You hel ped destroy
it.'

And again the man grinned a famliar grin. 'That is
where you are deceived, Duke of Koln.' He turned his
horse and began to ride back into the night.

"Wait!' call ed Hawknmoon. 'Wat do you nean?
But the man had begun to gall op now.

W1 dly, Hawknoon spurred his horse in pursuit.
"What do you nean?'

The horse was reluctant to go at such a pace. It
snorted and tried to pull back, but Hawknoon spurred
the beast harder. 'Wait!

He coul d just see the rider ahead, but his outline
was becom ng | ess well-defined. Surely he could not
truly be a ghost?

"Vait!!

Hawkroon's horse slipped in the slinme. It whinnied in
fear, as if trying to warn Hawkmoon of their nutua
danger. Hawknoon spurred the horse again. It reared.
Its hind-1egs began to slip in the nud.

Hawknmoon tried to control his steed, but it was fall-
ing and taking himwith it.

And then they had both plunged off the narrow narsh
road, broken through the reeds at the edge and fallen
heavily into nud whi ch gul ped greedily and tugged them
to itself. Hawknoon tried to struggle back to the bank,

but his feet were still in his stirrups and one of his |egs
was trapped beneath the bulk of his horse's floundering
body.

He stretched out and grabbed at a bunch of reeds, try-

ing to drag hinself to safety, he noved a few inches
towards the path and then the reeds were wenched free
and he fell back.

He became cal mas he realised that he was being

pul | ed deeper and deeper into the swanp with every
pani cky movement .
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He reflected that if he did have eneni es who w shed
to see himdead he had, in his own stupidity, granted
their wish, after all.

CHAPTER THREE
A LETTER FROM QUEEN FLANA
He coul d not see his horse, but he could hear it.

The poor beast was snorting as the nud filled its
mouth. Its struggl es had grown nuch weaker.

Hawkrmoon had nanaged to free his feet fromthe

stirrups and his |l eg was no | onger trapped, but now

only his arns, his head and his shoul ders were above

the surface. Little by little he was slipping to his death.

He had had sone notion of clinbing on to the horse's
back and fromthere |eaping to the path, but his efforts
in that direction had been entirely unsuccessful. Al he
had done was push the animal a little further under
Now t he horse's breathing was ugly, nuffled, painful
Hawkrmoon knew that his own breathi ng woul d soon

sound the sane.

He felt conpletely inpotent. By his own foolishness

he had got hinself into this position. Far from solving
anyt hing, he had created a further problem And, if he
di ed, he knew, too, that many woul d say that he had
been slain by Count Brass's ghost. This would give
credence to the accusations of Czernik and the others.
It woul d mean that Yisselda herself would be suspected
of hel ping himbetray her own father. At best she could
| eave Castle Brass, perhaps going to live with Queen

Fl ana, perhaps going to Koln. It would nean that his
son Manfred woul d not inherit his birthright as Lord

Guardi an of the Kamarg. It would nean that his daugh-
ter Yarnmila would be ashanmed to speak his nane.

"I ama fool,' he said aloud. 'And a nurderer. For |
have sl ain a good horse besides mysel f. Perhaps Czernik
was right —perhaps the Bl ack Jewel nade nme do acts of
treachery | cannot now renmenber. Perhaps | deserve to
die.'

And then he thought he heard Count Brass ride by,
mocki ng himwi th ghostly |aughter. But it was probably
only a marsh goose whose sl unmber had been di sturbed

by a fox.

Now his left armwas being sucked down. Carefully
he raised it. Even the reeds were out of reach now.

He heard his horse give one last sigh as its head sank
beneath the nmud. He saw its body heave as it sought

to draw breath. And then it was still. He watched as its
torso slipped from sight.

Now t here were nore ghostly voices to nmock him
Was that Yisselda's voice? The cry of a gull. And the
deeper voices of his soldiers? The bark of foxes and
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mar sh bears.

Thi s deception seemed, at that monent, to be the
cruellest of all—for his own brain deceived him

Again he was filled with a sense of irony. To have
fought for so long and so hard against the Dark Em
pire. To have survived terrifying adventures on two
continents—enly to die in ignonmny, alone, in a swanp.
None woul d know where or how he had died. H's grave
woul d be unmarked. There woul d be no statue erected
to himoutside the walls of Castle Brass. Well, he
thought, it was a quiet way to die, at |east.

"Dorian!'

This time the bird's cry seemed to call his nanme. He
call ed back at it, echoing it 'Dorian!'

"Dorian!'
"My Lord of Koln,' said the voice of a marsh bear

"My Lord of Koln,' said Hawknoon in the same tone.

Now it was conpletely inpossible to free his left arm
He felt the rmud burying his chin. The constricting nud
agai nst his chest made it that much harder for himto
breath. He felt dizzy. He hoped that he m ght become
unconsci ous before the nud filled his nouth.

Perhaps if he died he would find that he dwelled in
sonme netherworl d. Perhaps he woul d neet Count Brass
again. And d adahn of the Bul gar Mountains. And
Huill am D Averc. And Bowgentl e, the phil osopher, the

poet .

"Ah,' he said to hinself, "if |I could be sure, then |
woul d wel cone this death a little nore readily. Yet,
there is still the question of ny honour—and that of

Yi ssel da. Yi ssel da!

"Dorian!' Again the bird' s cry bore an uncanny re-

senmbl ance to his wife's voice. He had heard that dying
men entertai ned such fancies. Perhaps for some it made
death easier, but for himit made it that nuch harder.

"Dorian! | thought | heard you speak. Are you near
by? What has happened.’

Hawknoon cal l ed back to the bird. 'I amin the

marsh, ny love, and | amdying. Tell themthat Hawk-
noon was not a traitor. Tell them he was not a coward.
Tell them instead, that he was a fool!"'

The reeds near the bank began to rustle. Hawknoon

| ooked towards them expecting to see a fox. That woul d
be terrible, to be attacked even as the nmud dragged him
under. He shudder ed.

And then there was a human face peering at him
through the reeds. And it was a face he recognised.

' Capt ai n?'
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"My lord,' said Captain Josef Vedla. Then his face
turned away as he spoke to soneone behind him ' You

were right, nmy lady. He is here. And al nost conpletely
under.' A brand flared as Vedl a extended it out as far
as he could stretch, peering at Hawknoon to see just
how far he was buried. 'Quickly, nmen—the rope.

"I am pleased to see you, Captain Vedla. Is ny |ady
Yi sselda with you, too?

"I am Dorian.' Her voice was tense. '|I found Captain
Vedl a and he took me to the tavern where Czerni k was.
It was Czernik who told us that you had ventured into
the marsh. So we gat hered what nmen we could and cane

to find you.'

"I amgrateful,' said Hawknoon, 'though | shoul d not
have been if | had not acted so foolishly—gh!' The
mud had reached his nout h.

A rope was flung towards him Wth his free right
hand he just nanaged to grasp it and stick his wist
t hrough the | oop.

"Pull away,' he said, and groaned as the noose tight-
ened on his wist and he felt as if his armwere being
dragged fromits socket.

Slowy his body energed fromthe nud, which was
reluctant to give up its feast, until he was able to sit
gaspi ng on the bank while Yisselda, careless that he
was covered in the slinmy, stinking stuff fromhead to
toe, enbraced him sobbing. 'W thought you dead.

"I thought nyself dead,' he said. 'Instead | have killed
one of my best horses. | deserve to die.

Captai n Vedl a was | ooki ng nervously about him Un-
I'i ke the guardi ans who were Kamarg bred, he had never
been much attracted to the marsh, even in daylight.

'l saw the fellow who calls hinself Count Brass.
Hawkrmoon addressed Captain Vedl a.

"And you killed him my |ord?

Hawkrmoon shook his head. '|I think he's sonme play-
actor who bears a strong resenbl ance to Count Brass.

But he is not Count Brass—iving or dead—ef that I'm

al nost certain. He's too young, for one thing. And he
has not been properly educated in his part. He does not
know t he nane of his daughter. He knows nothing of

the Kamarg. Yet, | think, there is no nalice in the fel-
| ow. He might be mad, but nore likely he's been nes-
merised into believing that he is Count Brass. Sone
Dark Enpire trouble-makers, |'d guess, out to discredit
me and avenge thensel ves at the same tine.'

Vedl a | ooked relieved. 'At least | will have sone-
thing to tell the gossip-nongers,' he said. 'But this fell ow

file:/l/F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moo...les%200f%20Castle%20Brass_1_- Count%20Brass.txt (26 of 94) [6/4/03 10:51:16 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Michael %20M oorcock/Michael %20M oorcock - The%20Chronicles%200f%20Cast|e%20Brass_1 - Count%20Brass.txt

must have had a startling resenblance to the old Count
if he deceived Czernik.'

' Aye—he was everyt hi ng—expressi ons, gestures and

so on. But there is sonething a little vague about his
manner—as if he is in a dream That is what led ne to
suspect that he is not, hinmself, acting nmaliciously but has
been put up to this by others.' Hawknoon got up

"Where is this inmpostor now?' Yisselda asked.

'He di sappeared into the marsh. | was follow ng him
—at too great a speed-when this happened to ne.'
Hawkroon | aughed. '| had becone so worried, you

know, that | thought for a nonent he really had dis-
appear ed—+i ke a ghost.

Yi sselda smiled. 'You can have ny horse,' she said. '
will ride on your lap, as | have done nore than once
before.'

And in a much rel axed nood the snmall party returned
to Castle Brass.

By the next norning the story of Dorian Hawknoon's
encounter with the 'play-actor' had spread through-
out the town and anong the anbassadorial guests in the
castle. It had becone a joke. Everyone was relieved to
be able to laugh, to nmention it w thout danger of giv-

ing offence to Hawknmoon. And the festivities went on,
growi ng wil der as the wi nd bl ew stronger. Hawknoon,
now that he had nothing to fear for his honour, de-
cided to nake the fal se Count Brass wait for a day or
two and this he did, throwing hinself conpletely into
the merry-maki ng.

But then, one norning at breakfast, while Hawknoon

and his guests decided on their plans for that day, young
Lonson of Shkarlan came down with a letter in his

hand. The letter bore many seals and | ooked nost im
pressive. 'l received this today, nmy lord,' said Lonson
"It came by ornithopter fromlLondra. It is fromthe

queen hersel f.'

"News from Londra. Splendid.' Hawknoon accepted
the letter and began to break the seals. 'Now, Prince
Lonson, sit and break your fast while | read.'

Prince Lonson smiled and, at Yisselda' s suggestion,
sat beside the lady of the castle, helping hinself to a
steak fromthe platter before him

Hawkrmoon began to read Queen Flana's letter. There
was general news of the progress of her schenes for
farm ng | arge areas of her nation. These seened to be

going well. Indeed, in some cases they had surpl uses
which they were able to trade with Normandi a and
Hanoveri a, whose own farm ng was going well, too. But

it was towards the end of the letter that Hawknpon
began to give it nore attention

"And so we conme to the only unpl easant detail of
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this letter, ny dear Dorian. It seens that ny
efforts to rid my country of remnders of its dark
past have not been entirely successful. Msk-wear-
i ng has sprung up again. There has been sone
attenpt, | gather, to re-formsone of the ol d Beast
Orders—particularly the Order of the Wl f of

whi ch, you will recall, Baron Meliadus was G and
Master. Sone of ny own agents have, upon oc-

casi ons, been able to disguise thensel ves as nem
bers of the cult and gain entry to neetings. An
oath is sworn which night amuse you (I hope, in-
deed, that it will not disturb you!)—as well as
swearing to bring back the Dark Enpire in all its
glory, to oust me fromny throne and to destroy
all those loyal to ne, they al so swear vengeance
upon you and your fam ly. Those who survived

the Battle of Londra, they say, nust all be wi ped

out. In your secure Kanmarg, | doubt if you are in
much danger froma few G anbretanian dissidents,
so | advise you to continue to sleep well! | know

for certain that these secret cults are not rmuch pop-
ular and only flourish in those parts of Londra

not yet rebuilt. The great majority of the people
—aristocrats and conmoners ali ke—have taken

happily to rural life and to parlianentary govern-
ment. It was our old way to rule thus, when G an-
bretan was sane. | hope that we are sane again

and that, soon, even those few pockets of insanity
will be cleansed fromour society. One other pecu-
Iiar runour, which ny agents have been unable to
verify, is that some of the worst of the Dark Em

pire lords are still alive somewhere and waiting
to resune their "rightful place as rulers of G an-
bretan". | cannot believe this—t seens to be a

typical |egend invented by the disinherited. There
must be a thousand heroes sl eeping in caves al

over ranbretan alone, waiting to spring to some-
body' s assistance when the tinme is ripe (why is it

never ripe, | wonder!). To be on the safe side, ny
agents are trying to find the source of these ru-
mours, but several, | regret to say, have already

died as the cultists discover their true identities. It
shoul d take several nonths, but | think we shal

soon be conpletely rid of the mask-wearers, par-
ticularly since the dark places they prefer to in-
habit are being torn down very rapidly indeed.

"I's there disturbing news in Flana's letter? Yisselda
asked her husband as he fol ded the parchnent.

He shook his head. 'Not really. It just fits with sone-
thing that | heard recently. She says that nask-wearing
has sprung up again in Londra.

"But that is bound to happen for a while, surely? Is it
wi despread?

" Apparently not.

Prince Lonson |aughed. 'There is surprisingly little of
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it, ny lady, | assure you. Most of the ordinary people
were only too pleased to rid thensel ves of unconfort-
abl e masks and heavy clothes. This is true, too, of the
nobility—save for the few who were nenbers of war-
rior-castes and still survived (happily there were not
many) . '

'Fl ana says that there are runours of sonme of the
prinme nmovers anong themstill being alive,' said Hawk-
nmoon quietly.

"I npossi ble. You slew Baron Meliadus hinsel f—split,
Duke of Koln, from shoulder to groin!'

One or two of the other guests | ooked rather put out
by Prince Lonson's remark. He apol ogi sed profusely.

' Count Brass,' he continued, 'despatched Adaz Pronp
and several nore. Shenegar Trott you also slew, in
Dnark, before the Runestaff. And the others—M kose-
vaar, Nankenseen and the rest—all are dead. Taragorm
died in an explosion and Kal an killed hinself. Wat
others are left?

Hawknoon frowned. '"All | can think of are Taragorm

and Kal an,' he said. 'They are the only two whose
deat hs were unwi t nessed."

"But Taragormdied in an explosion of Kalan's battle-
machi ne. None coul d have survived it.'

"You are right.' Hawkmoon smiled. "It is silly to
specul ate like this. There are better things to do.

And again he turned his attention to the day's fes-
tivities.

But that night, he knew, he would ride out to the
nun and confront the one who called hinself Count
Br ass.

CHAPTER FCUR
A COMPANY OF THE DEAD

Thus it was at sunset that Dorian Hawknoon, Duke of
Kol n, Lord Guardian of the Kamarg, rode out again

upon the wi nding marsh roads, deep into his domain,

wat chi ng the scarl et flanm ngoes wheel, seeing the herds
of white bulls and horned horses in the distance, |ike
cl ouds of fast-flow ng snoke passing through the green
and tawny reeds, seeing the | agoons turned to pools of
bl ood by the red and sinking sun. Breathing the sharp
air borne by the nmistral, and conming at last to a snall
hill on which stood a ruin of imrmense age—a ruin
around which ivy, purple and anber, clinbed. And

there, as the last rays of the sun died, Dorian Hawk-
moon di smounted from his horned horse and waited for

a ghost to cone.

The wi nd tugged at his high-collared cloak. It blew
at his face and froze his lips. It made the hairs of his
horse's coat ripple like water. It keened across the
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wi de, flat narshlands. And, as the day ani mals began
to conpose thensel ves for slunber, and before the

ni ght animals began to nerge, there fell upon the great
Kamarg a terrible stillness.

Even the wind dropped. The reeds no | onger rustl ed.
Not hi ng noved.

And Hawkrmoon wai ted on

Much | ater he heard the sound of a horse's hooves on

the danp marshl and ground. A nuffled sound. He

reached over to his left hip and | oosened his broadsword
inits scabbard. He was in arnour now. Steel arnour

whi ch had been nmade to fit every contour of his body.

He brushed hair fromhis eyes and adjusted his plain

hel mas plain as Count Brass's own. He threw back

the cloak fromhis shoulders so that it should not en-
cunber his novenents

But there was nore than one horseman approachi ng.

He listened carefully. The noon was full tonight but the
riders came fromthe other side of the ruin and he could
see nothing of them He counted. Four horsemen, by the
sound of it. So—the inmpostor had brought allies. It had
been a trap, after all. Hawkmoon sought cover. The only
cover was in the ruin itself. Cautiously he noved
towards it, clanbering over the old, worn stones until he
was certain that he was hidden from anyone who cane
fromeither side of the hill. Only the horse betrayed
hi s presence.

The riders came up the hill. He could see them now,
in silhouette. They rode their horses straight-backed.
There was a pride in their stance. Wo could they be?

Hawkrmoon saw a glint of brass and knew t hat one

of themwas the false Count. But the other three wore
no distinctive arnour. They reached the top of the
hill and saw his horse

He heard the voice of Count Brass calling:
' Duke von Kol n?
Hawknoon did not reply.

He heard another voice. A languid voice. 'Perhaps he
has gone to relieve hinself in yonder ruin?

And, with a shock, Hawkroon recogni sed that voice
t 0o.

It was the voice of Huillam D Averc. Dead D Averc,
who had died so ironically in Londra.

He saw the figure approach, a handkerchief in one

hand, and he recogni sed the face, too. It was D Averc's.
Then Hawknoon knew, terrifyingly, who the other two
riders were.

"Wait for him He said he'd conme, did he not, Count
Brass?' Bowgentle was speaki ng now.
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'Aye. He said so.'

"Then | hope he hurries, for this wind bites even
through ny thick pelt.' d adahn's voice

And Hawknoon knew then that this was a nightnrare,

whet her he sl ept or whether he was awake. It was the
nmost pai nful experience of his life to see those who so
closely resenbled his dead friends wal ki ng and tal ki ng
as they had wal ked and tal ked in each other's conpany
sone five years since. Hawkmoon woul d have given his
own life if it would have brought them back, but he
knew that it was inpossible. No kind of resurrection
drug could revive one who, |ike O adahn of the Bul gar
Mount ai ns, had been torn to pieces and those pieces
scattered. And there were no signs of wounds on the
others, either.

"l shall catch a chill, that's certai n—and die a second
time, perhaps.' This was D Averc, typically thoughtfu
for his own health, which was as robust as anyone's.
Were these ghosts?

"What has brought us together, | wonder,' nused
Bowgentle. 'And to such a bl eak and sunl ess worl d?
W nmet once, | believe, Count Brass—at Rouen, was it

not? At the Court of Hanal the White?
'l believe so.'

"By the sound of him this Duke of Koln is worse
than Hanal for indiscrimnate bloodletting. The only
thing we have in conmon, as far as | can tell, is that

we shall all die by his hand if we do not kill himnow Yet, it is hard to believe

'He suggested that we were the victins of a plot, as
I told you,' said Count Brass. 'It could be true.

"W are victinms of something, that's certain,' said
D Averc, blowi ng his nose delicately upon his |acey
handkerchief. 'But | agree that it would be best to dis-
cuss the matter with our nurderer before we despatch

him What if we kill himand nothing cones of it—we
remain in this dreadful, gloomy place for eternity—ith
himas a conpanion, for he'll be dead, too.

"How did you cone to die? O adahn asked al nost
conversationally.

"A sordid death—a m xture of greed and jeal ousy
was my undoi ng. The greed was mnine. The jeal ousy an-
other's.'

"You intrigue us all,"' laughed Bowgentl e.

"A mstress of mine was, it happened, nmarried to an-
ot her gentleman. She was a spl endi d cook—her range of
reci pes was incredible, nmy friends, both at the stove
and in the bed, if you followne. Wll, | was staying
with her for a week while her husband was away at
Court—this was in Hanoveria where | nyself had busi-

file:/l/F|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moo...1es%200f%20Castle%20Brass_1_- Count%20Brass.txt (31 of 94) [6/4/03 10:51:16 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Michael %20M oorc