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Sing A Last Song O Val dese
Kar|l Edward \Wagner

|
The G rl Beneath the Oak

"Reverence! Hold up a monment!" The burly priest drewrein in a swirl of autum
| eaves. Call oused fingers touched the plain hilt of the sword strapped to his
saddl e as his cow ed head bent in the direction of her call

Raven- bl ack hair twining in the autum w nd, the girl stepped out fromthe
gnar | ed oaks that shoul dered the nountain trail. Bright black eyes smled up
at himfrom her w de-browed, strong-boned face. Her mouth was w de as well,
and smil ed.

"You ride fast this evening reverence."

"Because the shadows grow deeper, and | have a good way to ride to reach the
inn ahead." Hi s voice was inpatient.

"There's an inn not nore than a mle fromhere." She swayed cl oser, and he saw
how her full figure swelled against her |ong-skirted dress.

The priest foll owed her gesture. Just ahead the trail forked, the left w nding
al ongside the nmountain river the right cutting along the base of the ridge.
VWhile the river road bore signs of regular travel, the other trail showed an
aspect of disuse. Toward this the girl was pointing.

"That trail |eads toward Rader," he told her, shifting in his saddle. "MW

busi ness is in Carrasahl

"Besides,"” he added "I was told the inn near the fork of the road had | ong
been abandoned. Few have cause to travel to Rader since the wool fair was
shifted south to Enseljos."

"The old inn has | ately been reopened.™

"That may be. But ny path lies to Carrasahl."

She pouted. "I was hoping you mght carry ne with you to the inn yonder."
"Cinb up and I'll take you to the inn on the Carrasahl road."

"But nmy path lies to Rader."

The priest shrugged thick shoul ders beneath his cassock. "Then you'd best be
goi ng. "

"But reverence," her voice pleaded. "It will be dark | ong before |I reach the
inn, and |'mafraid to walk this trail at night. Wn't you take ne there on
your horse? It won't take you far from your way, and you can | odge the night
there just as well."

Shadows were | engthening, nerging into dusk along the foot of the ridges. The
declining sun shed only a dusty rubrous haze across the hilltops, highlighting
tall hardwoods already fired by autumm's touch. Streaked with mst, the
val | eys beyond were swallowed in twlight.

Ni ght was fast overtaking him the rider saw. He recalled the warnings of
villagers mles behind, who for his blessing had given himfood and sour w ne.
They had answered his questions concerning the road ahead, then warned himto
keep to the trail if night caught him and on no account nake canp by hi nmsel f.
The priest had not been certain whether they warned himof robbers or sone
darker threat.

H s horse stanped inpatiently.

"I could make it worth your while to ride out of your way."



About to ride off, he glanced back down at her. Her smile was inpish. H dden
by the cow, his face could not be read.

She touched the ties of her enbroidered bodice. "I would see that you had a

nost pl easant stay at Vald' s Cove Inn, reverence." There was witchery in her
voi ce. The bodice | oosened, parted across her breasts.

"Though | can't see your face, | can see there's a man beneath that priest's
cassock. Wuld you like to enjoy a nmountain flower tonight? You'll renenber

her sweet ness when you grow old in some nusty tenple."

Her breasts were firmand well shaped. Against their whiteness the tan flesh
of her nipples matched the color of the swirling oak | eaves.

What ever his interest in her, the priest carried gold beneath his robe. The

girl's eagerness to draw himonto a little-frequented trail aroused deep

suspi ci on.
"The lure of wanton flesh is nothing to a priest of Thoem" he intoned,
"Then bugger yourself!" she spat, and lunged with a shrill screamfor his

horse's face. Sharp claws raked bl ood across his nose.

Al ready nervous, the horse screaned and reared. Caught by surprise, the priest
lost his stirrups. Cassock flapping about his |inbs, he scranbled for bal ance,
then was thrown fromthe terrified mount. He fell heavily, somehow | anding
half on his feet, and cursed as his ankle turned under him

The rearing horse bolted down the trail, took the right fork toward Rader, and
di sappeared. Wth nocking | aughter, the girl ran after

Li mpi ng badly, the priest stunbled after her, cursing w th bl asphenous

i nvective. But the darkness quickly swallowed the flash of her white | egs,

t hough her laughter taunted himinvisibly still.

I
The Inn by the Side of the Road

The lights of the inn were snoky yell ow through the thick, |eaded panes. The
ni ght wi nds caught the snoke and snell of horses, drove it down the road to
Rader, so that the priest came upon the inn all at once.

He noted the many horses tethered in the outlying stables. There were a nunber
of travellers at the inn tonight, and it seemed less likely that the girl

meant to lead himinto a trap. O had her confederates lain in wait along the
trail, probably they were content to steal his horse and gear. The pri est
swore angrily, decided he had been too suspi cious.

H s ankl e stabbed with pain, but at least it bore his weight. H's boots had
probably prevented worse injury. He dammed the vol uni nous grey cassock as it

fl apped about his trousered legs. It was slitted front and back fromankle to
m dt hi gh, and while that enabled himto straddl e a horse, he blaned the clunsy
garment for his fall.

The two-storey square |og structure was a wel cone sight. The autumm ni ght grew
chill; mst flowed |like waves across the ridges. A night spent in the open
woul d be unconfortable at best. Wrse, he bad been warned of danger, and his
sword was strapped to his saddl e somewhere in the darkened hills.

A sign hung over the door: Vald' s Cove Inn. The carving seened of recent work,
the priest noted as he clinbed up to the door. The latch was not out, though
the hour was not late, Hearing voices within, he knocked | oudly.

He was about to knock a third tine, when the door was opened. Light and voices
and the snell of warnth spilled out into the night.

A narrow, beardless face frowned out at himfromthe hal f-open doorway.

"Who... what do you want... reverence?" H s voice was thin and nervous, and he
spoke in hal f-whisper.



"Food and | odgi ng,"
bel i eve."
"I"'msorry. There's no nore room You'll have to go el sewhere." He made to

cl ose the door.

The priest's huge fist checked him "Are you a fool? Wiere is the innkeeper?"
he demanded, suspicious at the man's show of anxi ous confusion

the priest tunbled inpatiently. "This is an inn,

"I"'mmaster here," the other snapped in annoyance. "I'msorry, reverence. |'ve
no nmore room and you'll have to--"

"Look, damm you!" The priest's bul k shoul dered onto the threshold. "My horse
threw ne, and |'ve hobbled for nmiles already to get here. Now |I'Ill have food

and lodging if it's no nore than fl oor space near the firel™

The skel etal innkeeper did not quail before the bigger man. His narrow jaw
cl anped i n anger; he clenched his bl ack-gl oved hands.

"What is this, nan?" denanded a voice fromwthin. "Do | hear you denying

| odging to a brother servant of Thoem What manner of innkeeper are you?"

The i nnkeeper started, then cringed effusively. "Forgive ne, emnence. | only
meant that my accommopdations were not sufficient for one of his reverence's--"
"Let himin, you idiot! Turn away a priest of Thoem would you! | see it's

true how sadly you nountain folk have fallen in your respect for the true god!
Let himin, do you hear?"

The priest pushed past the suddenly solicitous innkeeper. "Thank you,

em nence. The manners of these folk are pitiable."

There were several people in the commobn room of the inn. Seated al one at one
of several small tables was a tall, thin man whose scarlet cassock identified
himas an abbot in the priesthood of Thoem Like the priest, his face was

hi dden by the cowl ed garnent. He waved to the other man with a finely grooned,
bl ue-vei ned hand.

"Come join me by the fire and have some wine," he invited. "I see you're
linping sonewhat. Did | hear you say your horse threw you? That's bad | uck

Qur host nust send his servants out to find it. Are you badly hurt?"

"Thoem saved me from seri ous harm em nence, though I'd rather not wal k
another mle on it tonight."

"I"'mcertain. Mre wne, innkeeper! And hurry with that roast! Wuld you
starve your guests? Sit down here, please. Have we net? | am Passlo, on ny way
in the service of Thoemto take charge of the abbey at Rader."

"A pleasure to neet you, Eninent Passlo." The priest touched hands as he
seated hinself. "I amCallistratis, journeying in the service of Thoemto
Carrasahl. |'ve heard the abbey at Rader has fallen to the Dualists in these
evil times."

The abbot scow ed. "Certain runors have reached us in the South. Wrd that
there are certain rebel priests in the northern provinces who woul d contend
that Thoem and Vaul are but dual expressions of the sane deity. No doubt these
heretics consider it prudent to align thenselves with the god of these
northern barbarians, now that the enpire drifts into civil war."

The priest poured wi ne and drank hunched forward so that his |ips were hidden
in the shadow of his cow. "I have heard such attenpts to vindicate the
Dual i st heresy. It nmay be that our errands are the sanme, Emi nent Passlo."
"Well, Revered Callistratis, that doesn't surprise nme. |1'd sensed i mediately
that there was a presence about you that argued for nore than the sinple
priest. But I'll not intrude further on one whose m ssion requires that he
travel incognito. But tell me, though, how would you deal with the Dualists?"
"By the prescribed formula for any heresy. They should all suffer inpal enment,
their bodies left for night beasts and carrion birds."

The abbot cl apped himon the shoul der. "Splendid, Revered Callistratis! W are
of one accord! It pleases ne to know that those who believe unswervingly in

Thoem s sacred precepts have not all passed fromthe priesthood! |I foresee a
pl easant eveni ng of theol ogical discussion.”
"Come, revered gentlenmen, don't judge too harshly. After all, there is

precedent for Dualismin the history of your priesthood."”
A short, stocky gentleman with a fine grey beard | ooked gravely at the



priests. He straightened fromthe fire where he had stooped to light his pipe.
A silver medallion enbossed with a university seal depended from a chain about
hi s thick neck.

"Precedent?" the abbot snapped.

The short man nodded through a puff of snoke. "Yes. | refer to the dogma
formalized under the reign of King Halbros | that Thro'ellet and Tloluvin are
but dual identities of the evil principle. No one in the days of the nonarchy
consi dered such doctrine heretical, although ancient beliefs plainly ascribe
separate identities to these denonlords.™

The abbot paused to consider. "An interesting point," he conceded grudgingly,
"al t hough the mani fold enbodi nents of evil are certainly acknow edged by our
doctrine. Nonethel ess, your argument does not hold in this instance, for there
is but one true cosmc principle of good, whomtrue believers worship as
Thoem May | inquire, sir...?"

The grey-bearded gentl eman bl ew snoke in a flourish. "I am Cd aesna, of the

I mperial University at Chrosanthe. Your proposal of theol ogical debate caught
nmy ear, emnence. The prospect of intelligent discussion prom ses salvation
fromwhat | had previously feared would be a dull evening in a back-woods
tavern. May | join you?"

"C aesna?" The abbot's tone was surprise. "Yes, |'ve beard a great deal of
you, sit. Please join us! Wiy does a scholar of your high renown pass through
t hese di smal nount ai ns?"

Cl aesna smi |l ed acknow edgrment. "1'm headed for Rader nyself, actually. |'ve
heard of certain inscriptions on what are said to be prehuman ruins near
there. If so, I'd like to copy them for study and conparison with others that
|'"ve seen.”

"So it's true that you plan to supplenent Nentali's Interpretation of Elder

d yphi cs?" suggested the grey-cow ed priest.

Claesna lifted a bushy eyebrow. "Supplant, not suppl enent, Revered
Callistratis. Wll, | see you are an extraordinarily well-inforned man
yourself. This does prom se to be an illum nating evening."

"Ch, please, |earned gentlenen," mmcked a sneering voice fromthe corner
"Don't bore us all to death with such |earned discussions."

"Shut up, Hef!" A gruff voice cut himoff. "You'll find a neater death than
boredom when we get to Rader!"

The ot her made an obscene reply. An open fist slapped on flesh, then sounded
the clash of chains, subdued cursing.

"Ranvyas, you son of a pox-eaten whore, you busted that tooth half out of ny
head. Takes guts for a pissant bounty hunter |ike you to bust a nan al

chai ned up."

"You had an even chance before the chains went on, Hef," grow ed Ranvyas. "And
you won't need that tooth once | get you to Rader."

"W'll see, Ranvyas. Ch, we'll see, won't we? There was ot her snart bastards
all set to count their bounty noney, but ain't one of themlived to touch a
coin of it."

Claesna indicated the two nmen in the near corner. One was a tall

| antern-jawed swordsman with iron-grey hair who wore the green tunic of a
ranger. The other, his prisoner, was a wiry man wi th pinched face and stai ned
yel | ow heard, whose bl ue eyes seened startlingly innocent for one wei ghed down
with wist and | eg irons.

"That's Mad Hef over there, whose black fane ought to be known even to you,
revered sirs. Looks harm ess enough, though |I doubt all the prayers of your
priesthood coul d cl eanse his soul of the deeds he's committed here in the
nmount ai ns. They were tal king about it before you canme in. The ranger finally
tracked himto the cave where he laired, and if he succeeds where so many

ot her brave nen have failed, the public executioner at Rader is due for a
strenuous afternoon.”

From the roonms above canme the echoi ng nbpan of a woman in agony.

The priest started fromhis chair, then halted hal f-crouched when none of the
room s ot her occupants seenmed to pay heed.



Again the cry of pain ripped through the panelled hallway above, down the
narrow | og stairway. A door slamed at the foot of the stairs, nmuffled the
outcry.

Two ot her travellers exchanged gl ances. One, grotesquely fat, shrugged and
continued to devour an apple pastry. His snmaller compani on shuddered and
buried his chinless face in his hands.

"Pray Thoem nake her stop!" he npaned.

The fat man w ped his sl obbery Iips and reached for another pastry. "Drink
nore wi ne, Dordron. Cood for the nerves."

Passl 0's hand pulled at the priest's arm "Don't be al arnmed, Revered
Callistratis. The nerchant's young wife is giving birth upstairs. No one

t hought to nmention it. As you see, the father is untroubled. Only his brother
seens a bit shaken."

"The fat blob is a half-wit!" sneered Caesna. "I judge his mind is rotten
with pox. | pity his wife, poor child. If our host hadn't sent a serving girl
to stay with her, these swine would certainly have left her to | abor alone."
"The mystery of birth," quoted the abbot, "where pain is joyful duty."

Now t he i nnkeeper noved anpbng them setting before each guest a wooden
trencher and | oaf of black bread. Behind himwal ked a swarthy, bristle-bearded
dwarf, the first servant the priest had noted in the inn. H's squat, powerful
arms carried a great platter of roast nmeat, which be presented to each guest
that he mght serve hinself as he desired. The fat merchant grow ed

i npatiently when the dwarf halted first before the abbot and his two table
conpani ons.

"Pl ease, Jarcos!" his brother begged. "Don't offend these revered sirs!"”

Hef giggled. "Don't eat it all now Save a nice hefty bone for poor toothless
Hef 1"

From overhead t he screans, distant through the thick boards, sounded now at

cl oser intervals.

The i nnkeeper smled nervously and wung his bl ack-gl oved hands. "1'll bring
out nore wi ne, Bodger," he told the dwarf. "Bring out your mandolin and pl ay
for them™

The dwarf grinned and scuttled into the back roons. He cavorted out again in a
nmonent, wearing a flop-brimbat with a feather and carrying a bl ack- st ai ned
mandol in. H's strangely pointed fingers struck the strings |ike dagger tips,
and he began to caper about the room singing comc ballads in a bullfrog

voi ce.

The nmpbans from upstairs continued nmonot onously, and soon the travellers forgot
to listen to them or to notice when they ceased.

11
"Do You Know t he Song of Val dese?"

"Then, just as the hunter spun around at the sound, the werewol f | eaped down
fromthe roof of his cabin! He clawed for the silver dagger at his belt, but
the sheath was enpty! Too |ate he renenbered the old man's warning! And as he
di ed, he saw that the beast at his throat had the sun-col ored eyes of his
wifel"

Cl aesna | eaned back against his chair and bl ew snoke at the listeners circled
about the fire.

"Bravo!" squeal ed Jarcos, the fat nerchant. "Ch, that was go, good! Do you
mean that the werewolf was really his wife, then?"

Cl aesna did not deign to reply, instead nodded acceptance of the others

appl ause.



The neal was a scattering of picked bones and cheese rinds. The autumm ni ght
tightened its chill around the inn, where inside the travellers shared the
conpani onship of wine and a warmfire. The hour grew | ate, but no one yet
sought his bed. Pulling chairs in a rough circle about the gl ow ng hearth,
they had listened to the ballads of Bodger the dwarf, and as the night wore on
someone had suggested that each tell a story.

"The nountains of Hal brosn seem haunted with all manner of inhuman fiends,"
Dordron remarked with a shiver. "Jarcos, why did you insist we make this
journey to Rader? You know t he wool market there has been dead for years."

"My astrologer agreed this was a wi se venture. Let me worry about our

business, little brother." Jarcos contrived to shape his rolls of chins into a
resol ute expression.

"Not only "inhuman fiends' to watch for," Ranvyas comented, jerking a gnarled
thunb toward his prisoner. "Up until two days ago there was Mad Hef here.
Thoem knows how many poor travellers he's waylaid and nurdered. Had a favorite
trick of crawming out onto the road all covered with bl ood and noani ng he was
one of Mad Hef's victims. Too damm many good-hearted fol ks left their bones in
the rocks for the mice to nest in. And 1'd as soon forget if | could sone of
the things | seen back in that cave where he was laired."

Hef snickered and shook his chains against the post. "Got a special niche for
your skull there, Ranvyas dear. A d man |like you shoul d' ve brought hel p al ong,
"stead of trying to sneak after me all alone. You're just too brave for
your - -"

Ranvyas raised his fist; Hef broke off in an angry nmutter

"There have been human nonsters in these nountains worse than this
carrion-eater," the abbot said.

"Ch? Do you know this region, em nence?" asked the innkeeper, who had joi ned
themat the fire.

"Only fromny learning. | dare say that the old provinces of the Hal bros kings
have figured so promnently in our history and literature that all of us know
some tale of their mountains--though we are all strangers here.”

He gl anced around at the others. "Perhaps you observed the stone ruins that
crest the ridge along the gap ahead. Quite striking against the sunset, |

t hought. That was the fortress from which Kane held these mountains in thral
for a hundred years. He ruled the land with a bloody fist, exacted tribute
fromall who passed through, fought back every expedition | ed against him
Sone say he had made a pact with the forces of evil by which they granted him
eternal youth and victory in return for the innocent blood he sacrificed each
dark of the noon.

"For a while he aided Hal bros-Serrantho in the inperial wars, but even the
great enperor sickened of Kane's depravity and finally used the conbi ned
armes of the new enpire to pull the tyrant's citadel down on his head. They
say his evil ghost haunts the ruins to this day."

"A tal e somewhat garbl ed by popul ar superstition,” C aesna remarked. "Actually
the | egend of Kane has far darker inplications. H s nanme, | have observed,
reappears in all ages and all lands. The literature of the occult recurrently
alludes to him In fact, there is an ancient conpendi um of prehuman gl yphics
that Kane is said to have authored. If it exists, 1'd give a fortune to read
it."

"Arather long-lived villain, this Kane," said Passlo drily.

"Sonme occult authors contend that Kane was one of the first true nen, dammed
to eternal wandering for some dark act of rebellion against mankind' s
creator."

"I doubt Thoem woul d have dammed a bl asphener to inmortality," scoffed the
abbot. "Doubtless his | egend appeals to certain evil types who take his nane
for their own."

"Then they steal his physical appearance, as well," C aesna countered. "Legend
describes himas a man of powerful build, seenmingly a warrior in his prine
years. His hair is red and he is |eft-handed."

"So are many others."



"But his eyes are his mark. The eyes of Kane are blue, and in them gl ows the
mad gaze of a ruthless killer. No man may | ook into Kane's eyes and not know
him"

Ranvyas started. "There's talk of an assassin who's behind these murders that
are pushing the enpire into civil war. Said to be an outlander brought in by
Eypurin to renove those who oppose his false claimto the throne. His nane is
reportedly Kane, and what little is known of himanswers to your description
Did this Kane die in the fall of his citadel ?"

Passl o | ooked startled. "Wy, of course... | suppose. Yes, he nust have. That
was centuries ago, man!"

"I had been warned agai nst staying the night in the open," suggested the
priest. "Wiile nothing definite was said, | can see that these nmountains have
nore sinister |egends than the road has turns.”

"That's so, Revered Callistratis,”" affirmed the ranger, running a hand over
his short-cropped hair. "You say you | ost your horse on the trail? Lucky for
you you didn't neet Val dese while you was linping along in the dark."

"Val dese?"

"A lam a, reverence," explained the innkeeper. "A nost beautiful spectre,

Val dese is--and nost nal evol ent. Legend says she haunts the nountain trails at
night. Entices travellers into her arns and | eaves t hem bl oodl ess beneath the
nmoon. "

Suddenly it had grown very quiet. Leaves rustled against the frosted

wi hdowpanes.

The i nnkeeper sensed the unease of his guests. "Had you not heard that | egend,
gentl emen? But | forget--you're strangers here, all of you. Still | thought
you must have heard her song. Do you know the Song of Val dese?" He raised a
bl ack- gl oved hand. "Come out, Bodger. Sing Val dese's song for our guests."
The dwarf scuttled out of the shadow with his mandolin. Bowing to his

audi ence, he began to sing, his voice conmic no | onger

In the dark hills of Hal bros' |and,
There dwelled a | ovely maid--

The brightest flower, the rarest jewel,
Shone dull in Val dese's hand.

Her father's inn stood beside the road,
Great was his weal th of gold--
But the choicest treasure of the | and,
Was the heart of fair Val dese.

Then cane brash suitors to her door
Si x bright and bold young nen--
Said they bad cone to win the hand,
O the nmiden called Val dese.

"Sirs," she said, "don't think nme cruel
For | | ove another youth--

He nust be gone for seven |ong years,
To study in a hidden school ."

And when she told themthe suitors |aughed,
"Ch, your beauty is not for him-

Choose instead fromone of our band,

And not sone w zard's fool."

Then came her lover in a cloak of grey,

Ret urning fromthe hidden school --

Said, "I've been gone these seven | ong years,
Now |'ve conme for the |ove of Val dese."



"Ch no," swore the suitors in jeal ousy,
"You'll not steal our prize"--
And with cruel knives they took his life,
And the heart of Val dese after.

Now Val dese lies in the cold, cold ground,

And her spirit haunts these hills--

But her lover was sworn in the Gey Lord s naneg,
To serve seven times seven years.

"That's terrifying!" breathed Dordron, when the dwarf stopped singing. "So
uncanny an endi ng, that |ast verse!"

"Perhaps the | ast verse hasn't been witten," the innkeeper suggested.
"Bodger, see how things are upstairs. It's grown strangely quiet up there."
"Well, at |east we servants of Thoem have nothing to fear froml am ae!"
nmuttered the abbot stoutly. "Do we not, Revered Callistratis?"

"To be certain, em nence," the priest assured him "Thoem protects his
servants fromall creatures of evil."

Passl o suddenly drew a crystal-hilted dagger fromthe folds of his cassock
"And for added protection in these shadow haunted hills | carry with ne this
sacred blade. It was shaped fromstar-netal by priests |ong dead, and the
runes on its blade give it power over evil's foul servants." He did not add
that he had stolen the blade fromthe abbey vaults.

"Seven years in a hidden school," nused the priest. "That can only nean one
t hi ng. "

Cl aesna nodded. "He was apprenticed to the cult of the Seven Nanel ess--and
sworn to the Gey Lord."

"Thoem grant that we soneday see the extinction of that black cult of devil
wor shi ppers!" growl ed Passl o.

"The cult is far older than your own religion,’
isn't devil worship, strictly speaking."

"Well, they're devils they worship!" Jarcos said shrilly.

"No. The Seven Nanel ess are el der gods. O 'protogods,' mnore accurately, since
t hey exi st beyond the ordered universe of good and evil forces. Their realmis
one of tineless chaos, a |linbo of unformed creation and ultinate

di ssol uti on--opposite forces that sonehow exi st sinultaneously."”

Cl aesna preened his beard. "Their entire worship is structured on the energy
of opposing systens. Little is known of the cult, since its devotees worship
in secret. Newinitiates nmust study seven years in a 'hidden school' to naster
the secret powers of the cult; then each is sworn to one of the Seven for the
space of forty-nine years. The nanes of the Seven are secret, for should the
uninitiate utter them he would evoke the god wi thout having power over him A
rat her hideous fate, it's said. Korjonos was sworn to the Gey Lord, who is
the nost feared of the Seven."

"Korjonos? Was that the young w zard's nanme?" the priest inquired.

Claesna informed him "And it

Claesna bit his pipestemtestily. "Yes, | believe so. After all, the ballad
was based on true events. Happened a century ago, | believe."

"Not at all," corrected the innkeeper. "Not quite fifty years ago. And very
near here."

"l ndeed?" Dordron's voice was strained.

"In fact, at this very inn."

The eyes of the travellers bored back into their host's smling face.

"Why, yes. But | forgot you gentlenen are strangers here. Wuld you like to
know t he story behind Val dese's song?"

No one spoke. He went on as if there were no tension in the room

"Val dese and Korjonos were chil dhood | overs. She was the daughter of one of
the richest nmen in Hal brosn, while he was the son of a servant at his inn
They were both barely past ten when Korjonos was orphaned. Penniless, be |eft
the inn to study at a hidden school and vowed to return for her in seven
years, with the wealth and power that his wi sdom would bring him



"Val dese waited for him But there were others. Six coarse young |louts from
the settlements close by. They lusted for her beauty, and nore for the gold
she woul d i nherit. Val dese would not have them but they argued and waited,
for the time was near when Korjonos had prom sed to return.

"And after seven years he did return. To their brutish anger, Val dese's |ove
for the young wi zard had not dimnished with tinme. They were married that

ni ght at her father's inn.

"But hate was black in the hearts of her rejected suitors, and they drank |ong
into the night."

A log burst apart in a shower of sparks, cast light over the circle of nervous
faces.

"The guests were gone; her father they slewwth the few others who were
there. They took his gold, and they dragged the lovers fromtheir weddi ng
chanber.

"They hung Korjonos between two trees. Val dese they threw to the ground.

" "He'll not curse us,' said one, and they cut out his tongue.
" "He'll not cast spells against us,' said another; and they cut off his
hands.

" "Nor seek to follow after us,' and they cut off his feet.

"Then they cut away his manhood and told her, '"He's not fit tolie with.'

"And they cut away his face and told her, 'He's not fit to |look at.'

"But they spared himhis eyes so that he m ght watch what they did to her, and
they spared himhis ears so lie mght listen to her screans.

"When they were finished... she died. Korjonos they |eft hanging. Then they

di vided the gold and fled, each choosing a separate path to follow And while
the infamy of their deed shaned the | and, not one of them was ever punished."”
"Korjonos?" asked the priest

"Did not die. He was sworn to the Gey Lord for seven times seven years, and
death could not claimhim Hs famliar denon cut himdown and carried him
away. And the rage of the sorcerer waited years upon painful years for fitting
vengeance to transpire.”

A chair crashed as Cl aesna |eaped to his feet. "Gods! Don't you see? It's been
near fifty years, and our faces and nanmes were otherw se! But | thought
several of your faces seened fanmiliar to ne! Don't deny it! It's no

coi nci dence that all six of us have returned to this inn tonight! Sorcery has
drawn us here! But who...?"

The i nnkeeper smled in secret mrth as their startled voices shouted in
protest. He crossed over to in front of the fire. Still smling, he peeled off
t he bl ack gl oves.

And they saw what manner of hands were grafted to his wists.

Wth these hands he dug at the flesh of his face.

The smiling lips peeled away with the rest, and they saw the nosel ess horror
that had been a face, saw the black reptilian tongue that |ashed between

br oken teeth.

They sat frozen in shock. The dwarf entered unnoticed, a tiny corpse in his
hai ry hands.

"Stillborn, master," he snickered, holding by its heels the bl ue-skinned
infant. "Strangled by her cord, and the nother died giving forth." He stepped
into the center of their circle.

Then the chill of the autumm ni ght bore down upon them a chill greater than
that of any natural darkness.

"Seven years tine seven," hissed Korjonos. "So long have | plotted for this.
I've shaped your lives fromthe day of your crime, let you fatten like cattle,
let you live for the day when you would pay as no man has ever paid!
"Callistratis," he called aside, "this isn't for you! | don't know how you
cane here, but go now if you still can."

Faces set in fear, they stared at the wizard. Invisible bonds held themin
their places about the circle.

Korj onos chanted and gestured. "Holy man, evil man. Wse nman, fool. Brave man,
coward. Six corners of the heptagon, and |, a dead man who |lives, nake the



seventh. Contradicting opposites that invoke the chaos |ords--and the fina
paradox is the focus of the spell: an innocent soul who has never lived, a
damed soul who can never diel

"Seven tinmes seven years have passed, and when the Grey Lord cones for ne, you
six shall followinto his realm"”

Suddenl y Ranvyas sprang to life. "The dagger!"

The abbot stared dunbly, then funbled at his cassock. He seened to nove at a
dreanl i ke pace.

H ssing in rage, Korjonos rushed into the incantation

Passl o clumsily extended the dagger, but the ranger was faster.

Tearing the dagger fromPasslo's trenbling fingers, he hurled it at the
grinni ng dwarf.

Bodger shrieked and dropped the stillborn infant. Reeking snoke boiled from
his chest where the crystal hilt protruded He reel ed, seemed to sag i nward
upon hinself, like a collapsing coat of mail. Then there was only a charred
greasy smear, a pile of filthy clothes--and a hairy spider that scurried away
to vani sh through a chink in the wall

"Wel|l done, Ranvyas!" C aesna gasped shakily. "You've slain his faniliar, and
the spell is shattered!"

He sneered at the wi zard. "Unless, of course, you've another 'damed soul who
cannot die' who can conplete your incantation."

Korj onos's bowed shoul ders signalled his defeat.

"Let's get out of here!" blubbered Jarcos. Hi s brother was weeping m ndl essly.
"Not until we slay the w zard," grow ed Ranvyas.

"And set ne free," Hef advised. "I don't think you'll want me to tell themin
Rader about my five old conrades.”

"Thoem 1t's cold!" chattered Passlo. "And what's wong with the light in

her e?"

The priest broke into their circle and bent over the pile of seared clothing.
They thought he nmeant to retrieve the enchanted dagger, but when he

strai ghtened he held the stillborn child in his left hand.

Hs com fell back. They saw his red hair.

They saw his eyes.

"Kane!" screanmed C aesna.

Korj onos shouted out syllables that formed another nane.

Hands went for futile swordhilts, but already the roomwas heavy with the
sweet dust stench of ancient decay.

At the doorway behind themthe bolt snapped with rust; boards rotted and
sagged, crunbled into powdery dissolution. They stared in dread understandi ng.
On the threshold stood a tall figure in a tattered cl oak of grey.

Kane turned his face.

And the Gey Lord lifted his mask

Kane shook the darkness fromhis mnd. He started to cone to his feet, then
al nost fell because he al ready stood.

He was standing in the gutted interior of a |l og building. The fl oor overhead
had col | apsed, as had the roof, and he could see stars in the night sky. Small
trees snagged up through the rotting debris. The inn had been abandoned for
many years.

The air was nusty with decay. He stunbled for the doorway, thought he heard
the snap of dry bones beneath his boots. CQutside he breathed raggedly and

gl anced agai n at the sky.

The mist cramed in wild patterns across the stars. And Kane saw a waithlike
figure of grey, his cloak flapping in the night w nds. Behind himseened to
foll ow seven nore waiths, dragging their feet as if they would not foll ow
Then anot her phantom A girl in a long dress, racing after. She caught the
seventh foll ower by the hand. Strained, then drew himaway. The Grey Lord and
t hose who nmust foll ow vanished into the night skies. The girl and her | over
fell back in an enbrace--then nelted as one into the mist.



Kane's horse was waiting outside the ruined inn. Kane was not surprised, for
he had recognized the girl in the mst. Hs heels touched the horse's flanks,
and Kane vani shed into the mst as well.



