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OPENING QUOTATION

				When a man hath no freedom to fight for at home, 

				  Let him combat for that of his neighbors;

				Let him think of the glories of Greece and of Rome, 

				  And get knocked on his head for his labors.

				To do good to mankind is the chivalrous plan,

				  And is always as nobly requited;

				Then battle for freedom wherever you can,

				  And, if not shot or hanged, you’ll get knighted.

				—Byron

			

			
				



			

	


PART ONE

				Reflections by Fever-light

				 “Cet animal est tres mechant; quand on l’attaque il se defend.”

				 (“This animal is very mischievous; when it is attacked it defends itself.”)

				—Anonymous


			

			
				



			

	


PROLOGUE

				The samurai lay near to death. And he thought: 

				To die in the spring is nothing less than surrender to the spirits of weakness and resignation.


				Something cool lay gently across his brow, its moistness spreading in wispy drafts down over his leaden eyelids. He heard voices thick with hushed concern and his own sonorous breathing. He felt a great weight on his chest and alternating sensations of sinking and ascending. The former came when he acquiesced to his pain; the latter, quickening his pulse with the onset of nausea and vertigo, evinced his efforts at willpower.

				He fancied that he was smiling now. He did not know why.

				“He’s slipping…saints in Heaven…”


				“God DAMN this wretched armor…”

				* * * *

				It should have been clear, the dream voice chided him, that the great golden werewolf was pleading for his help when it came to him deep in those Genoese nights. And how difficult such pleading was for so tormented a beast.

				Winter slowly wrested the Mediterranean coast from the sultry grip of the sirocco. Shortening days filled with temperamental debate mercifully gave way to long nights of solitary reflection. Gonji felt himself listing aimlessly through those days of planning. He withdrew into himself, often taking his meals separately from his companions. He was given to long walks along the coastline, through swarming mists beneath a brooding gray moon. And frequently he would sleep outdoors under the sea-beaten ledges or some lonely, withered tree.

			

			
				The strange events they had survived in Africa had left open wounds. So many good warriors had died. Yet Gonji’s sense of wonder had been stoked to the appreciation of a new scale of cosmic values. Deciding a course of action seemed, for the nonce, the pretentious striving of small creatures. But the others, one by one, reclaimed their immediate perspective, and they plied the samurai with notions of duty.

				The wiry Luigi Leone, having suffered the loss of all his dearest friends, seemed intoxicated by the air of his homeland. Weary of fighting, he focused his good eye inland and urged Gonji to follow the formal call to Rome.

				Sergeant Orozco, the bizarre adventure they’d shared leaving him temporarily subdued, now turned to the wine bottle for fortification. Once in his cups, though, he would rediscover the source of his wry wit and acid tongue. His leaning was clearly toward Austria, toward the settlement of Vedunian survivors he’d never met, whose community was said to be the center of the Knights of Wonder movement inspired by tales of Gonji’s wanderings in Europe. Therewith would reside the remnant of the sergeant’s renegade Spanish lancer company, who’d escaped Toledo under Captain Hernando Salguero.

				“They’ll count us lost to the Devil soon,” Orozco was quick to remind them.

			

			
				But Buey, the Ox-man, disagreed. They would be running dangerously afoul of God’s will, he declared, should they delay any longer in submitting to Gonji’s summons by the pope. Buey displayed a new reverence for affairs mystical since their deliverance from the cross-world castle in the Sahara. An awe of the unknown now filled the valiant soldier’s massive frame.

				The one who should have most closely agreed with Buey—Father Jan Sebastio—seemed curiously ambiguous in his opinion as to their course. Kuma-san—Sir Bear, as Gonji called the burly prelate who had been a close friend in his youth in the Land of the Gods—had been dispatched to rescue Gonji from the dungeons of the Inquisition, to bring him before His Holiness. This, the priest gently assured, was their most pressing business; yet his stories of events in Dai Nihon, of the ascendancy of Tokugawa, of Gonji’s daimyo father’s tenuous new position since the civil war, were full of the wistful desire to return to his adopted land.

				His talk of cherry blossoms and sake and the rolling plains of the Province, of Noh plays and fragrant temple groves beneath serene sentinel torii, was interspersed with half-convictive assurances of the considerable honor Pope Innocent had bestowed on Gonji. The samurai could only smile deep within his guarded spirit: It was a comfort to share space with another who so loved Japan.

				The best one can hope for is to die in the land of his fathers…


				But there remained Simon Sardonis, object of many years’ tragic and triumphant questing. Their destinies seemed intertwined. Their karma, strangely united. Targets, they had become. Objects of bloodlust by some nameless conspiracy of evil powers that wore many faces, spun countless wiles. Mysteries remained to be solved.

			

			
				And there were other urges that courted Gonji’s attraction to legend-haunted, war-torn Europe: lingering desires, acquired affections, unresolved duties, an inescapable fact of heritage…

				Simon had stated his case plainly and simply—France. France alone must be their next destination. Gonji had tendered his vague promise of assistance in some matter in France the enchanted warrior would not discuss. He appealed the mysterious business to Gonji’s refined sense of obligation. And so doing, the night of the full moon drawing harrowingly near, Simon departed from the company.

				But when he returned, two nights after the full of the moon, Gonji should have seen clearly the pleading of the man within the Beast.

				To die in the land of his fathers…or his mother.

				* * * *

				A rustling in the tatter of the chill rain.

				“So…you’ve killed again. I grieve with you.”

				“Spare me your hollow infidel amenities,” the voice rasped. The Beast hunkered in the lee of a cliff. Out beyond the beach, the bleak sea tufted uneasily. “Sorry,” the werewolf appended. “It goes with the form, you know.”

				Gonji spoke without turning to him. “You sound no different than you do as a man. What have you been about?”

				“Two kills,” Simon growled with self-loathing. “Travelers, I fancy. I made for the mountains. I lost the race. God deliver me of the foulness of this monster.”

			

			
				“But now it is in your control until the next moon.”

				Simon hissed. “Again you speak as if this were some blessing—sacrilege! As though it were some weapon to be wielded without fell consequence. You delight when it kills on the Night of Chains.”

				“On the contrary. I am sorry, Simon-san. Yet what is…is.”

				“I must bear the guilt. The responsibility for what it does because I am powerless to prevent it.”

				Gonji considered his words before speaking. “So sorry, but I…believe you have demonstrated that you have such power when your will is sufficiently strong.”

				The samurai tensed, almost expecting the creature to spring at his back. One hand lightly rested on the hilt of the Sagami at his sash. He could feel the internal struggle played out behind him. But Simon said nothing.

				Gonji’s perverse interest in the testing of his fellows’ spirits prodded him on. “Does it tell you, even now, to destroy me?”

				Simon emitted a harsh laugh. “Non, it’s happy with your heathen blather at the moment. But it does…” The voice trailed off on a curling, humorless note.

				“Hai—?”

				“It does seem to think a great deal about tearing the fat-bellied priest to shreds.”

				Gonji’s head snapped around. For the first time his gaze met the glint of those backswept silver-lit eyes. The hint of menace abated in them, and Gonji recognized the familiar anxious flicker of Simon’s own soul.

			

			
				“It’s all right,” the Beast said at length. “Have you decided the way you’ll follow yet?”

				“Iye—no, not yet. I have many things to consider.”

				“You promised to aid me in France,” Simon ground out, turning away as if suddenly embarrassed to be singing his old refrain again.

				“The others are balking,” Gonji replied. “You’ve got to give me a sound reason. Your vaguery is—”

				“We don’t need the others. You’ve never had trouble raising an army before,” Simon said in a rush.

				“An army? By all the kami, what is this business that draws you to France?”

				“A dangerous need.”

				“Of what nature? Are you threatened personally?”

				Simon growled thoughtfully. “We are all threatened. Personally. That’s our lot in these evil times. Will you go along with me? I’ve already been absent a year from a compelling duty. I shirked that duty to help save your heathen hide. You’re the one who extols the value of duty. So you can appreciate my shame and guilt, n’est-ce pas?”

				“Speak German or Spanish, bitte,” Gonji responded baitingly. “You know how I detest French—yet another reason for resisting your request. Do you know what horrors I was privy to when last I visited your homeland? Do you know what they’ve said about my actions near Avignon?”

				“Will you go with me?”

				Gonji’s eyes narrowed. Had there been a note of fear in the lycanthrope’s voice? Had Gonji ever before detected such urgency in the ensorceled being’s words?

				“I…must consider it further,” he replied softly. “Kuma-san speaks of the importance of my appearance in Roma. Some of the others urge that we seek out the Wunderknechten leadership in Austria. They’ve connected my name and reputation with their work. Though I’m not pleased at being dragged into their crusade without being consulted first, I must defer to the nobility of their cause. Many feuding Christian lives might be saved should it be embraced by the leaders on this continent. Can you deny the importance of that?”

			

			
				Simon snarled. “I am Catholic. I have no use for your Knights of Wonder. Reconciliation of the Church with heretics and apostates doesn’t interest me. I care only for battling the direct assaults of evil…and for destroying the monster who has done this thing to my life. As for His Holiness…his curiosity about your infidel ass can only be that: curiosity. The theologians in Roma will only pick you apart. See what threat to the faith, to their politics, you pose. Perhaps they’ll even discover some of the truth of your worthy fight against evil. I hope so, for your sake. That may serve to save your life once they’ve wearied of your novelty. Even then they’ll only throw you back across the sea to rejoin your warlord father. More than likely they’re most eager to use your influence to barter for the silks and scents and those angry sword blades of your country. I grow weary of this banter. Decide quickly what you will do. Remember your promise. I shan’t await your decision much longer. Au revoir. And next time…when next I seek you out in the night, gather what thoughts you have, what observations you’ve made…about women.”

				Gonji tensed, his eyebrows arching in surprise. When he turned, a quizzical expression deepening the angles of his face, the werewolf was gone.

			

			
				Women…

				Never before could Gonji recall Simon’s broaching the subject. His mind stretched out, contemplating. A thin smile creased his lips as he scanned the waves that crashed against the stout shoals beyond the shore.

				* * * *

				“There is nothing that a man need fear

				Who carries at his side this splendid blade”

				Amidst oblique evening shadows, an aromatic breath of spring softened the pungent airs of sulfur and charred wood as the samurai knelt before the forge, meditating on the storied Sagami’s inscribed motto.

				Slowly, reverently, inch upon inch, Gonji drew the katana from its scabbard, eyeing the heavenly wave pattern. A soft hiss escaped his lips as his gaze found the repaired section of its gleaming edge. He suppressed a smile.

				Behind him, Calderone, the wizened swordsmith, stood with smoke-watered eyes flickering expectantly, a scowl twisting his whiskered face.

				Gonji nodded, then bowed his head to touch the forte with his beaded brow. “This will be adequate. Arigato.”

				“Adequate? Adequate?” Calderone fumed. “No one could do better!”

				Luigi Leone came up beside the smith and, snagging an arm, steered him from the shop.

				“Adequate, he says! Who in hell does he think he is, for Christ’s sake? I am the greatest swordsmith in Genoa—the Papal States—in all of Italia!”

			

			
				Luigi pushed him out into the twilight streets. Riders coursing the cobbled lane stared as the old man struggled in the grasp of the one-eyed warrior.

				“Just let it lie,” Luigi advised quietly.

				“No, I’m not going to let it lie—” He twisted out of Luigi’s grip and took two angry steps back toward his shop before finding himself in the steel-trap clutch of the huge Buey.

				“Now, old duffer—”

				Calderone sneered up at the Spanish lancer. “Who is this devil-eyed heathen who wins audiences with pontiffs? He swaggers around here like he was the doge’s own god-cursed chamberlain—begging your pardon, your reverences.” This last he addressed to the pair of gray-robed oblates who looked on, lowering their eyes in remonstrance at his outburst.

				Father Jan Sebastio, standing nearby with a rucksack slung over a shoulder, stroked his beard to hide his smile.

				“If you knew this ‘heathen’ better, you’d understand,” Sergeant Orozco said from astride his destrier. He spat a date pit onto the street as he leaned from the saddle. “Now tell me true, signore, have you ever seen such steel as his before?”

				Inside the shop, Gonji replaced his katana in its scabbard, thinking again of that day a few years past when he had encountered Simon Sardonis for the first time. Crossed with him in a savage duel that might well have cost the life of one of them, but for the bloodthirsty intervention of the sorcerer Mord’s wyvern familiar.

			

			
				What a magnificent battle that had been! And the notch in the legendary Sagami’s blade had kept it fresh in his memory ever since. But so wonderful a sword could not conscionably be left blemished forever.

				“Our crucible?” Gonji heard a voice inquire behind him as footsteps entered the shop again. He rose and turned.

				“Ah, si—on the shelf there, padres.”

				Two tonsured monks bobbed their heads to Calderone and shuffled to a crude sideboard filled with crafted metal objects, glancing at Gonji suspiciously before averting their eyes.

				Calderone held out his hand. Sighing deeply, he said, “Forgive me, signore, but it is my professional reputation, you know. If you wish, I shall try another pass at collaborating seamlessly with the swordsmiths of the East.”

				Calderone grinned crookedly, and Gonji bowed, replying, “Hai, but you must work swiftly. We have pressing business and must take to the road soon.”

				He extended the katana in both hands. The swordsmith accepted it.

				The shifting in the air—the plunging bulk—the sheen of steel on the periphery of vision—

				Something alerted Gonji to his danger.

				The nearer priest bore down on him with his bared stiletto as Gonji sidestepped, slicing a knife-hand block through the lunge but failing to disarm the assassin.

				“My sword!” he shouted at the backstepping Calderone, who still gripped the Sagami crosswise in both hands, shock freezing his features.

				Gonji’s attacker surged past him and circled round the forge, casting a look toward the street as he made for the rear door to the alley behind the shop. Gonji forgot him as the second priest flashed out a rapier from under his habit.

			

			
				“Throw me my sword.”

				The rapier clove through space heated by the samurai’s twisting form. Gonji swore through gritted teeth and caught up a wood-handled iron from the forge, its tip glowing with volcanic redness.

				The samurai parried the rapier’s attack, glowing embers showering the air between the combatants. Wielding the iron in a two-handed clench, Gonji beat back the assassin’s blade with two circular blows. He dropped to one knee as the rear door burst open before the other priest’s ramming shoulder.

				Voices shouted behind him. Stamping feet—

				Gonji’s wrenching upward slash drove the rapier from the howling attacker’s broken hand. The searing end of the poker hissed through cloth and flesh to bore into the man’s belly. The sonic force of the robed assassin’s shriek blared into Gonji’s face. Red-rimmed eyes bulged at their sockets as the ashen face tumbled past his vision.

				Luigi and Buey were beside him at once, yammering insensibly. With a single look to the trembling swordsmith, Gonji bolted for the open rear door. Reached it.

				Too late, he realized his mistake: As the first attacker wheeled off on a waiting mount, a third, secreted in the alley, took aim with his long-barreled wheel-lock piece. Gonji skidded to a halt and threw himself sideways, the belching pistol spitting leaden death at him. The ball sizzled through the air over his head as his backside hit the floor.

			

			
				He cursed his lack of caution. Any callow young samurai of the lowest rank would have exercised more wisdom. Indeed—he’d taught this principle himself to more young soldiers than he cared to ponder. And worse, under recent circumstances, his carelessness was inexcusable.

				He cast up an arm as Buey’s huge boots leapt over his head. The burly lancer squeezed off a fuming pistol shot in the direction of the clattering hooves. Buey spat out an oath of satisfaction—his shot had found its mark. But one of the assassins had ridden off, free to try his luck again another day.

				The samurai pushed up to his feet and stormed over to the stunned Calderone. Grabbing the Sagami from the wide-eyed swordsmith, Gonji smartly returned it to its scabbard with a practiced two-step motion. 

				Then, just as suddenly, he drew it again. His eyes cast about the shop, as forms tumbled in. Voices shouted and swore in three languages. Luigi Leone was bellowing into Father Sebastio’s face; then Buey was pushing past Gonji and seizing Calderone by the jerkin, lifting him into the air—

				“Bastard! What part did you hold in this?”

				“Nothing! Nothing! I don’t know what—”

				 “Why didn’t you throw him his sword? Why didn’t you help him?” Buey was shaking him such that Calderone’s voice croaked in rhythm:


				“I’m—smith—not—fencer!”

				Orozco was grimacing to see the belly wound Gonji had inflicted on his would-be killer with the red-hot iron. “This is no priest,” he said, indicating the shirt and nether garments under the brown robe. “We should have known.”

			

			
				“You should have known,” Luigi roared at Father Sebastio.

				“How was I to know, you young fool?” the priest shouted back.

				“Don’t you have some mystical sign between you or something, you priests?”

				“Don’t be ridiculous.”

				“Silence!” Gonji grated, squeezing the Sagami’s belted hilt for emphasis. “Kuma-san couldn’t have suspected treachery any surer than any of us might. We’re all to blame. We’ve all failed in our vigilance. The assassins are everywhere. Haven’t we learned that yet? We’ve stirred the depths of hell-slime against us, and now we must stand firm, sharp-eyed—Leone, why didn’t you suspect these impostors?” He pointed an accusing finger.

				Leone’s good eye glared defensively. “Why me? Why not the others? I’m a pox-eaten layman, for God’s sake. Why should I suspect priests, by all that’s sacred…”

				“Does anyone know anything of these men?” Father Sebastio appealed to the murmuring onlookers as the second corpse was dragged in from the alley. Heads shook negatively. No word of recognition was spoken.

				Sebastio approached Gonji.

				“Who are these people?” Kuma-san whispered hoarsely. “What evil arrays itself against us? Why haven’t they dealt us the final blow long since?”

				Gonji’s jaw tightened. “Humiliation. Discredit…They want us to crawl on our bellies first, Kuma-san. To plead with them…” He strode into the midst of the gathered crowd. “You may pass the word in this town that such is the fate of any who oppose our way. We ride under the protection of Pope Innocent…and our own hardy steel.”

			

			
				The crowd parted, eyes dropping earthward as he passed. As he climbed astride Nichi, he heard the sergeant muttering about Gonji’s armor again. And Luigi snarling at him. And Buey cursing and calling upon any man or band of men who would care to be so bold as to take him on by himself, with weapons or thews.

				Gonji ground his teeth and yanked hard on the reins. Rancor and paranoia had poisoned the band in this fashion since the bitter retreat from France.

				* * * *

				Pain. Ragged breath dragged through sodden rice paper. A hand pressed to his forehead. Shame. Dishonor, to be reduced to such a state. A strained gasp in response to the effort at forming words. Then—darkness…


				* * * *

				Nichi.


				Nichiyoobi, he had named the defiant black mare—Sunday.

				“Don’t tell me,” Orozco had said, “you still think of that witch who could walk through bushes. You expect her maybe to talk to you from beyond the grave through this foul-tempered beast? That’s idiotic,” he judged upon seeing the samurai’s smile. “Look about you—there are far better animals to be had…”

				Nichi had just bitten the sergeant on the shoulder, nearly severing the coupling of his cuirass.

			

			
				Gonji had been attracted to the steed’s feisty nature, her proud and sturdy bearing, the sheen of her sable hide. For the ensuing fortnight he was preoccupied with her training, undertaken with an eagerness for the challenge. The samurai stoically applied the time-honored ba-jutsu horsemanship techniques of his fathers as he brought the recalcitrant animal into his confidence. And from his Nordic mother—an expert horsewoman—had come certain arcane Viking methods for winning a battle-steed’s trust and respect. The training had culminated with a two-day ordeal in which horse and rider had ridden off into the hills alone to undergo a rigorous exercise involving every aspect of their interdependence; every command and tactic and subtle pressure on rein and flank that might save them from the brink of death in combat.

				Upon his return Gonji had been satisfied that, while he might never replace the special trust he had placed in Tora, he could have done far worse than selecting this mare born of fire and nightshade. He had indeed named her in honor of the Spanish witch who had called herself Domingo Negro—Black Sunday, vaguely hoping for the sorceress’ aid from the land of the dead, even as it had come to him once before in the Inquisition’s hellpits. And by buying her out of a French herd, he fancied that he had made a small gesture of spiritual reconciliation with a land that had long been inimical to him. Never more so than the previous winter.

				His matched set of swords—his daisho—seated properly and snugly in the left side of his obi, the halfbreed samurai, son of the most noble daimyo Sabatake Todohiro, rode proudly back into the armed camp near the shores of the Mediterranean.

			

			
				Cold plumes of breath clouded about them from the approaching warriors, a spring frost upon the land.

				“Looks like you calmed her down some,” Buey said, reaching for her bridle.

				Nichi bit him on the upper arm, rending his sleeve.

				* * * *

				Faces bright with expectancy…portraits of lost loves…the trusting, the anxious, cool and serene, anguished and pleading…the friends, the enemies, the lovers…faces vague and unlined in death…

				* * * *

				Her name was Claire.

				It was many nights counsel under cold, bright Mediterranean stars before Gonji was able to extract from Simon the name he guarded so jealously, so preciously. Fascinated, amused, but with bushi no nasake—the warrior’s sense of benevolent sympathy, dictated by bushido’s profound code—Gonji fielded the lycanthrope’s inchoate interest in matters of the heart.

				Simon spoke haltingly at first, embarrassed to be illuminating the shadow-crouched corners of his being. But his words soon filled with eager curiosity about the female spirit. Gonji perceived the note of wariness and the pang of despair ever seeping through Simon’s tightly shackled enthusiasm. He seemed intimidated, pessimistic concerning the prospect of ever knowing a woman’s love, yet hopeful in spite of it all, the way only one helpless in the throes of dawning love can be hopeful.

			

			
				To hear the Beast speak of love from between those massive, viselike jaws was an outre experience. And it was Gonji’s wonder at this that likely numbed his ability to apprehend Simon’s fear.

				“Keep silence with me,” the werewolf would whisper in the still of the night, and the samurai would see in his silvery eyes that familiar inward searching, the sense of heightened perception. They would sit for a space, listening to the rhythmic wash of the waves upon the shore. Then:

				“It sleeps…”

				The soul of the Beast had been suppressed, slumbering in its secret curling place. And Simon Sardonis would be freed to speak of desires he dared not allow the cohabiting thing to know, lest it use them as cruel weapons in their spiritual warfare. Or worse…

				“…she made me feel—for the first time, really feel—the things I was taught to revere. Noble things. Wholesome things. Do you know what I mean, monsieur le samurai?”

				“Hai. Her affection lent you a sense of worth. Outside yourself. Of being needed, for another’s well being, so desu ka—is that so? There is, is there not, a feeling of guilt…lifting. As though one had been forgiven his transgressions, his failings.”

				“Oui, oui—it’s very much like that,” the werewolf grated with waxing fervor. But the uplifts were always short-lived: “Only…”

				“Only you fear that even in your noblest intentions…you’ll fail to guard your love. To protect her. Perhaps—perhaps even destroying her. The Beast being too strong to control—”

			

			
				“Non—never! I am in control of it. I would destroy myself first!”

				Gonji thought before replying. “So sorry, my friend, but you seem to contradict yourself, neh? I must make painful reminder of the fury of the Beast in the full of the moon. You have yet to master its power on that night, though you’ve shown you can when the need is urgent enough. The siege of Vedun—do you recall? Can you swear to yourself that you’ll find the strength to win that struggle every month, perhaps in her very presence?”

				The lycanthrope hissed him to silence. “I speak only of tendre—tender feelings—not of commitment. You read too much into my words.”

				The mood was shattered.

				“So sorry. Again I am presumptuous. It is one of my faults.” Gonji watched the great golden-furred form rise to its full towering height—well over seven feet—amazed at the almost childlike naivete exuded by this formidable creature.

				* * * *

				Reiko—lost to him through treachery, painful duty…karma. Rima—valiant warrior, woman of passionate whim. Helena—blind child of devotion. Theresa—the tragically betrothed, bearer of his seed. Hildegarde—mighty daughter of Norse gods! Valentina—la strega, courageous, carnal object of unfulfilled desire—fool! Lydia…surrogate of Reiko, so different, so like, so unattainable. Forbidden. Unforgotten.


			

			
				By all nameless kami, what karma I bear…

				* * * *

				Varazze…


				It was north of Varazze that Gonji had had his first encounter with a gathering of the Wunderknechten—the Knights of Wonder, whose religious and intellectual tolerance movement his actions and legend had spawned in Europe. Their code was a strange hybrid of Judaeo-Christian-Zen Buddhist-bushido thought, aimed at engendering respect, brotherhood, love of duty, and opposition to the workings of evil. It had spread swiftly, permeating European culture and religion, its roots unknown, its stance ranging from the purely intellectual to the overtly militant.

				Gonji’s bewilderment deepened as he rode into the midst of the cheering throng, the verdant woods alive with waving banners and upthrust weapons. Tents had been pitched; voices sang out in several tongues amid the aromas of food and drink.

				They had raised Gonji up on a table before them and asked him to speak concerning the seven virtues of bushido, of the ways of the Land of the Gods, of the extent to which they should carry their militancy in the effort to spread tolerance of all ways and beliefs and politics. The samurai found himself pontificating in areas in which he held few opinions, harbored little concern. And at length he called a halt to the audience, moving off into the forest alone to sort his thoughts.

				He felt a curious wonder at this mystique that had attached itself to him, and a detachment from these people who held him up as an exotic demigod and a new light in their firmament of Renaissance champions. Their lionization of him in his simple awe at the cosmos seemed absurd; their belaboring as revolutionary the attitudes commonly accepted by the Shinto as sublime and impenetrable truth made them somehow annoying. Years ago Gonji had struggled to establish his reputation in Europe, chafed when his heroic acts had gone unnoticed or been misconstrued. Now he was oddly disturbed to have achieved the fame—or notoriety, as some would have it—that had focused its withering light upon him. He rankled to find others dependent on him; so many others had suffered, once placed thusly in his charge.

			

			
				They had bestowed on him a sigil in the form of a medallion, a signet designed to represent the Knights of Wonder. He had worn it graciously about his neck as he and his company had ridden off.

				Tarrying so near the Papal States and the powerful influence of the Holy Roman Church, they had quickly come to know the disfavor in which the Wunderknecht movement was held; they seemed ever under the watchful, hostile gaze of columns of comb-morioned light cavalry. But when the ambush struck as they made their camp in an inland valley on the night following their departure from the Knights’ assembly, they knew not whether the attack was generated by political, fanatical, or conspiratorial evil forces.

				All would have had their reasons.

				Gonji’s company struck camp under fire. They fought from horseback for a space of miles until they had climbed out of the valley. Breathless and blood-spattered, their steeds lathered and maddened by fever and injury, they had reassembled and counted their losses. Three Milanese adventurers, two Austrian Landsknechts, and a young idealist from Lucca who had joined their wandering band had fallen. Numerous wounds had been taken: Gonji suffered cuts to the thigh and forearm; Orozco had taken a lead ball in the leg; Father Sebastio’s priestly robes had not spared him the cleaving sword thrust that had shallowly opened his side.

			

			
				Their assailants had been mercenaries, but the only one taken alive was run through by Buey’s vicious ranseur before he could be made to talk—the free companion had pounced on Luigi Leone in an effort at seizing his pistol.

				Later, they had bound their wounds and buried their dead in grim silence, their common thinking reflected in the face of every warrior: Perhaps there was no direction under the sun in which they’d left behind them no enemies. The powers of darkness plotted against them endlessly, circumscribed them in every land.

				Perhaps they had reached the crossroads: Choose a path that promoted the common good—a way to noble death, or shatter the fellowship…for the common good.

				“Pistol-proof armor,” Orozco had said through gritted teeth as his leg wound was cleansed by a solemn barber-surgeon. “That’s the stuff we need. They’ve perfected a pistol-proof armor up north. Guaranteed under pain of death to the manufacturer—my personal guarantee! Costs a goddamn golden shit-brick. But thanks to Gonji’s benefactors we’ve got nearly as much money left as we have secret enemies…”

				Gonji had not shared in the others’ mirth. He had instead had been watching as his old friend Kuma-san took up the hilt of a schiavona, which hefty blade the priest thenceforth carried lashed to his back, as they made their way toward the sea.

			

			
				Father Jan was an expert with the staff—the weapon of merciful chastisement. He had decried all other weapons for their violence. Now even he had taken up the sword.

				And the samurai was deeply troubled, for it was because the devoted priest had joined Gonji’s company that he now compromised a deep-seated conviction.

				* * * *

				Dancing now, hand-in hand…a cloying field of wildflowers in night-blooming opulence…his partner cool and distant…the touch unfriendly…smiling…faceless…


				Yet smiling…

				* * * *

				“What is the proof of their virtue, their fidelity, their—their reality? How can you know when a woman is…what she says she is?”

				Gonji emitted a soft whuff of breath as he pondered the werewolf’s questions. Cold rain slanted across his line of vision, enmeshing the sea’s far-off swells in dreamy gauze.

				“How can you know when anything is what it seems to be? All life is illusion and deception, you know, my friend. Have you gazed into any moonlit pools lately?”

				Simon gurgled something low in his cavernous throat.

				Gonji peered closely at him, eyes narrowed, his voice waxing sincere. “I know something of the insecurity you feel. But there are no sureties in these things. The souls of all creatures are hidden from view. For my part, I have always played a game of testing.”

			

			
				“Testing?”

				“Ever probing into the heart of the hidden truth around me. Prodding people to gauge their reactions. Haven’t you watched? Always…challenging the allegiances of those who call themselves friend. Some call that cynicism. For me it has ever been just another tool for survival.” 

				Simon exhaled sonorously, dissatisfied with the answer.

				“You must devise your own tests,” Gonji concluded. Then, smiling benignly, he added: “I don’t envy you. Surely the test of love is the most complex, the most difficult to evaluate. But there are ways. Have you chanced to…know this woman, carnally?”

				The lips rolled back from the great wolf snout to reveal huge white fangs that might estrange an elk’s parts with passing fair speed. “Ruttish heathen swine! I knew that sooner or later you would interpret this as an amour—a mere illicit love affair, a dalliance. Non, monsieur le samurai, I do not share your casual way with women.”

				Gonji’s brow furrowed, and he cast the hulking creature a hostile glare. “Gomen nasai—so sorry, but our relative moral codes are not being judged here. At any rate, my ‘way with women’ has never been casual. War-torn might be a more apt description. But…n’importe? Of what importance is that? My concern is for you. We’ve shared much pain, much tragedy, and the conspiracy that plots against us bodes more of the same, n’est-ce pas?”

				Simon’s ears perked. “You’ve touched upon a sore point. I…”

			

			
				When Simon left the void unfilled, Gonji spoke again earnestly. “You have considered what consummation of your love with a woman might mean?”

				“Oui. I am at a loss. I can only leave such dread consequences to be sorted by the hand of God.”

				“So be it, then,” Gonji said, standing and stretching languidly. He began at last to decide his course. “I think…I think, Simon-san, that this is more than a simple infatuation for you, neh?” He let out an amused breath, whispering softly into the night air in his native tongue:

				“The werewolf is in love.”

				“Qu’est-ce que c’est que cela? What’s that?”

				“Nothing. So what part do I occupy in this? How can I help you in your love pangs?”

				“Make no jest, warrior. No one smiles in the Saone Valley these days. The province of my sainted mother—Burgundy.”

				“Burgundy?” Gonji’s brow furrowed. “Always a hotbed of trouble, I’ve heard it said. But I understood all that was settled some years ago.”

				The werewolf growled disdainfully. “A black stain of evil has spread over the territory. It began near Dijon, with strange murders in the night. Fiends stalk the mountain valleys, and they are protected by the…the powers that hold sway. You have a stake in this, if you be true to your Knights of Wonder, they who venerate your oriental footsteps. Catholics and Huguenots slay one another, their fervor fueled by the mocking evil that ravages the countryside.”

				“Wait a moment—you’re beginning to sound like these other misguided souls. I am not the prince of the Wunderknechten. I admire certain of their principles. It seems common sense not to slaughter one’s countrymen whilst foreign oppressors slaver over the prospect of devouring the survivors, but—” Gonji’s eyebrow cocked pensively. “I thought there was a proclamation—an edict—the Edict of Nantes. Have not your French brothers ceased their religious warfare?”

			

			
				“Hah! Since when was evil ever arrested by an edict of man? I tell you there is danger in Burgundy of a hideous nature. To the people. To her…Even to me—although you know I fear not the stroke of death! You’ve surely seen ample evidence of that. It’s only that…she’s given me reason to think of life as something more than torment and guilt and an endless round of savagery and solitude. I’ve even given thought to foreswearing my oath of vengeance against Grimmolech—him who made me what I am. But I must know the truth of love, of trust. And I have reason to doubt that I can ever embrace such things in my life.”

				“Why?”

				Simon turned away. “Another time, perhaps.”

				Gonji fancied that a shiver coursed the creature’s huge frame, as if from a sudden chill. But the Beast jerked about and fixed on the samurai with his flashing silvery eyes.

				“I operated in the territory for some time on the people’s behalf. Some knew of my presence, protected me. Some suffered for it when my position became compromised. I was involved beyond my capability to cope when I was discovered. I had spent the final full moon there chained in a cellar, disdaining this monstrous form—with good reason. It was because of this…thing I become that I was found out—” 

			

			
				Simon was trembling now, his jaws clacking as he indicated his wolfish body with raking black talons. “And even with its power I was at a lack. I’m—” Laughing gruffly now, as the samurai stared with fascination. “—not the monster I once was, you see. One too many adventures with you, monsieur knight-errant. I don’t heal as quickly as I once did. One hamstring has been severed; the heel tendon of the other leg, twice; certain of the Beast’s senses are not as keen as in days gone by. I don’t know how many quests I have left in me…”

				Gonji eyed the lurking Beast sympathetically as he went on.

				“…I became aware of your actions in Avignon, went seeking you, found the wretched result of your campaign. There was a connection, I believe—the very same stain of evil I speak of has spread throughout France even as King Henry turns his ambitions abroad. I followed you to Spain and have now lost a year in your company again. You do owe me something of your deep sense of duty.”

				Gonji nodded somberly, aware now of the uncharacteristic pleading in Simon’s voice. “What is the nature of this…evil seed?”

				The werewolf squatted down on its dog legs, folding its golden-furred, corded arms on its knees. 

				“Je ne sais quoi—it is hard to find words to describe it. You must trust me. It may be best to enter the fray with no clear expectations of the shape of the enemy. Your present state of multilateral suspicion may be your most potent armor in the quest I propose.”

			

			
				Gonji strolled as he spoke, stroking his stubbled chin, caught up in a crowding press of roiling ideas. “You ask a great deal. It will be hard to convince the others—especially Kuma-san. Leone’s become strangely preoccupied, as well. You want me to outfit an armed party to invade French territory, where I’m already persona non grata, where we’d be nothing more than a marauding band of outlaws. What’s wrong with King Henry? Has anyone appealed for his help? It is his land. Has he decided what Christian sect to embrace yet? He reminds me of my noble father in his machinations!”

				A rasping sigh hissed out behind him. “He’s been Catholic again for a span of years now. So spare me your infidel sarcasm. He’s been a boon to the people. The Burgundians did approach him once—two years ago—for help in their trouble.”

				“And?”

				“No satisfaction, naturally. Evil employs many clever misdirections, many disguises when threatened. A certain…family, a clan of demons, rules in Burgundy. They cannot be defeated by simple direct assault of a cavalry column. Only a band experienced in battling evil in all its abominable wiles stands a chance. Such challenge was made, and the result was a clear warning to the people against soliciting aid through the normal channels. You see, a column of the king’s troops was deployed against the tyrant clan. They were never seen again—alive. I found them some time later, frozen into blood-caked statues in the drifts of an unnatural passing blizzard. Hardly recognizable as men anymore. Memorials, you see, to the work of the arrogant fiends you must help me deal with.”

			

			
				Gonji knelt before the ominous creature and drew his sheathed swords from his obi, laying them on the ground between them. He bowed shallowly. Then he withdrew from a pocket his hachi-maki, the headband of resolution. This he tied about his forehead.

				“All right, Simon-san.”

				The Beast stood. “Domo…arigato.”

				The samurai’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Simon, why didn’t you just take the woman with you when you left?”

				“How could I know her heart? Expect her to leave her homeland, to run with me, perhaps under pursuit that might last us all our days?”

				“All you had to do…was ask her.” Gonji’s look reflected his perplexity.

				The lycanthrope shook its great canine head. “It’s not that simple. Believe me.” It turned away, shunning Gonji’s piercing gaze.

				Again Gonji was certain that Simon was concealing something, but there was no penetrating his stubbornness, and the samurai was weary of probing him. “I envy you,” he said finally, “having someone who so inspires you. To fight for.” He slowly drew the Sagami halfway out of its scabbard until he espied the nick on its edge. “I must repair this reminder of your berserker rage before ever attempting to return home.”

				“It wakes,” Simon growled in sharp warning.

				And when Gonji peered closely at him, the eyes of the tortured soul trapped within Simon’s sphere of existence bore into Gonji’s own, lancing him with crimson tines of hatred.

			

			
				* * * *

				Wolves be a-hungering, on timbered trails…


				He could not recall where he had heard the words; nor, in fact, whether they had been spoken or read or sung beside some dream-stirring campfire. But he associated the memory with the grim winter they’d spent in France.

				They’d left behind them a docile Genoese clime, and Gonji wondered whether their first mistake had not in fact been the decision to decline Simon’s chosen path through Savoy and over the rugged Alps in favor of taking ship to the southern French coast. Gonji and Simon had argued the samurai’s decision to proceed with caution. Simon refused to ride the sea again, striking out alone on the bowshot course through the rugged mountains, impatiently reminding Gonji of the place where they would rendezvous. To Gonji the lycanthrope’s insistence seemed a foolhardy, enervating effort at making up time best conceded to karma. But from the outset Gonji’s crusading party was beset by myriad difficulties.

				Too many wild-eyed, blustering young adventurers had joined the company, most of them not yet blooded by combat. They represented a new faction among the Wunderknechten—young idealists on a nebulous quest after glory, seeking to establish reputations based on close association with the samurai. Still worse, certain trusted comrades failed to take part in the venture: Luigi Leone had taken up with a young widow, claiming discontent with his long life on the road; and Father Jan Sebastio, while offering a halfhearted blessing on the pier, had refused to be an accessory to any such militant affair, gently reminding Gonji of his appointment with the pope.

			

			
				Disembarking in France, Gonji found still more sinister problems awaiting him. The company was received with great fanfare by a French contingent of the Knights of Wonder. To his horror, the samurai learned that their purpose had preceded them, compromising any hope of silent, secret entry into the golden werewolf’s deadly cause.

				Angered by the bitter irony of it all—he had once longed for the celebrity that now confounded his way—Gonji nonetheless allowed himself to be feted by the French chapter of tolerance-seekers who named him their champion.

				* * * *

				The outdoor festival honoring the celebrated oriental warrior had been held in the sprawling square of St. Pons, near the southern end of the Cevennes Mountain range. The regional adherents of the Knights of Wonder movement had gathered in force, represented even by some of the French light cavalry troop garrisoned in the city.

				An all-day conference, replete with food and drink, benediction and song, was presided over by a local cure, a middle-aged priest who had embraced the peaceful coexistence precepts of the Wunderknechten. Heady aromas spiced the air. The converse of a thousand voices and the clamor of footfalls and hoofbeats, jangling traces and jostling bodies, were dampened by the whip and whine of the icy mistral. Good cheer mingled with the chatter of ongoing disputes, most of which the samurai had been expected to settle.

			

			
				Gonji accepted their hospitality with gratitude, but he declined their suggestion that he address the audience en masse and tried to avoid becoming involved in their trivial arguments over details of Knights of Wonder attitudes. He was, for instance, unwilling to mediate their disagreement over the charges of the Wunderknechten crest—the third such he had seen. This one, designed by an artist from Gascony, featured a white cross over a red sunset, inset with stars and all-seeing eyes, the central device cupped in a huge hand, and underscored by a crossed sword-and-palm-frond.

				Gonji winced and shook his head when he viewed it.

				“The vain efforts men make,” he had declared, “to objectify their wonder at the mysteries of life. Always trouble, neh? Wonder is internal, shared with nature on a personal basis.”

				The artist had stalked off in a huff.

				Other focuses of contention were far more potentially destructive to the movement’s unity. There was a faction that spoke of militating against those who refused to accept the tolerance principle central to the movement. Gonji refused even to comment upon that absurdity, so amazed was he at its fatuousness.

				Their penchant for stubbornly segregating themselves into Catholic Knights and Huguenot Knights led to their posing bizarre hypothetical questions regarding the movement’s political and social standards, most of which Gonji sidestepped, to no one’s satisfaction. And when maneuvered into declaring his belief in the separation of clergy and state—with leadership being conceded to the ruling family—he alienated many among both the devoutly religious and the democratically disposed revolutionary thinkers. Only the soldiery’s esteem was boosted by his attitudes toward selfless duty and loyalty.

			

			
				Gonji was largely bewildered by the wayward evolutionary offshoots certain of his cherished beliefs had sprouted. He took perverse gratification in but one fact that emerged amidst the Wonder Knights’ diffuse fervor: The name of Vedun—storied Carpathian city that had been ravaged by steel and flame, netherworld beast, and valiant militia defense against an outnumbering horde—had become legend, a feared symbol and a rallying cry to freedom-lovers. This the samurai found hauntingly quaint and deeply nostalgic.

				Thus lost in maudlin reminiscence, Gonji had failed to take note of the threat until the gleaming-eyed fanatic had approached to within ten paces and drawn a bead with his long-barreled pistol.

				The bearded young man screamed something at him in a dialect he didn’t know, only the words “infidel” and “Satan” intelligible to him. Before anyone could stop him, the shot was fired, but the ball missed Gonji.

				The crowd pressed in and disarmed the assassin. Buey bounded over a table and charged the man, felling him with a mighty blow.

				Gonji watched and listened and wondered, almost dreamlike, amidst the din and surge of protective bodies that ringed him in. He felt strangely detached from the spectacle, as if he had had no part in it. His spirit withdrew again, feeling the need to flee this mystique that had grown about him, unbidden.

			

			
				“I’m weary of this,” he’d said to no one in particular.

				“Weary of what?” Orozco had replied. “You’re an old hand at dodging assassins’ bullets by now.”

				When the piercingly cold night descended, he quietly extricated himself from the tumult, gathered his few close friends, and sent the cursing Buey off in search of a few bottles of good French wine while he and the others planned to sequester themselves in an upper room of a poor-quarter hostel. Orozco again began sputtering about special armor. The others growled in frustrated anger over the incident. Gonji declined to speak of it. His sullen mood had spread through the band by the time Buey returned.

				But before any hearth had been brought to blazing or any wine uncorked, swords had crossed in that singularly unexpected way Gonji had long since come to expect.

				* * * *

				“You will dismount and surrender your weapons at once, monsieur,” the cavalry lieutenant was saying as the samurai and his small party turned a corner and arrived in the torchlit cobbled lane below the hostel. 

				But Gonji and his band were not the ones being addressed. They halted and watched the confrontation. 

				The lieutenant’s French cavalry troop had been attracted by a disturbance—the rasping and clangor of drawn weapons among a motley party of bickering brigands. 

				“You and all your companions, at once,” the lieutenant repeated.

				The leader of the band of nine mounted warriors padded his steed forward three paces and reined in firmly. “I have said, Lieutenant, we shall not. But, s’il vous plait, you may introduce me to the gentleman we have ridden so far to meet. I believe he approaches.” 

			

			
				The leader indicated Gonji, still somewhat distant.

				“Bandit!” the cavalry commander shouted. “The only acquaintance you’ll make in St. Pons is that of the prison.” The officer glanced back at his troops, who outnumbered the outlaw party better than two-to-one. “Now, for the last time—”

				“Pardon, Lieutenant,” Gonji interrupted, clopping up and stopping at the left end of the massed confrontation. Gonji’s companions flanked him on both sides, fingering their belted weapons edgily. Now a crowd of citizens began to gather, bearing lamps and flambeaux, whispering anxiously. The samurai lightly rested his left hand on the pommel of his katana.


				“You’d be well advised to steer clear of this business, monsieur,” the officer of cavalry advised him sharply.

				Gonji peered up at him closely, his expression defiant. He’d been drawn to the streets by two things: his intuition that this commotion concerned him personally and a curiosity as to just how much influence he wielded in his exalted position.

				He looked the strangers over, his swift, casual glance revealing much to his practiced eye. These nine were rugged adventurers who had seen much action and ridden together a long time. As cavaliers en corps, they were impressively disciplined, their battle-scarred steeds holding fast, their line spread for skirmish against the outnumbering cavalry. 

			

			
				No war-dog among them offered reply to the French knights’ threat; their valor was admirable. All wore Flemish burgonet helms, but beyond that their armament varied widely. They sported brigandines, jacks, and cavalry cuirasses. Some carried broadswords slung on their backs; others, lighter blades at their belts. All displayed at least one pistol. There were two muskets and two polearms sprouting up from their ranks, and one broad-backed rogue carried an enormous double-edged broadaxe of a sort that had long been out of fashion. Men still displaying such weapons usually had known combat against extra-human foes, foes that yielded only to hardy steel in a forthright grasp. Some of their horses’ heads were armored with chanfrons. Some saddles were of the common riding variety; others, war saddles with cantle-and-bow faced with steel plates. But all of them were festooned with powder flasks on the same side.

				A slow smile spread over the lead brigand’s face to see Gonji’s canny inspection of his men. It was a handsome face, in its way. Piercing dark eyes flashed over high cheekbones. His mouth was sharply delineated over a cleft chin, and his tall wiry frame sat proudly astride a nickering destrier. He swept off his burgonet and bowed to Gonji.

				“There can be no mistaking your identity, monsieur…Red Blade of the East.”

				“This man is a bandit, sir, a highwayman,” the lieutenant advised Gonji.

				“Ah, so desu ka?” the samurai replied. “If so, he seems to have left his cunning on the trail.”

				The bandit chuckled. “We are free companions. Something I think the samurai understands, if his legend be true. Like the others here at this…fashionable conference, we’ve been drawn by Gonji’s fame to discuss the prospect of becoming, eh—Wonder Knights, is it? As such, kind sirs, we had hoped to be granted temporary amnesty—in the name of Wunderknechten brotherhood, as it were. Now, have we a truce?”

			

			
				The lieutenant scowled in disbelief. “You must be mad, scoundrel! Unbuckle your weapons and dismount—all of you.” He gestured to the French troopers, and they began to fan out, flanking the outnumbered highwaymen. Some of them drew pistols and leveled them at the brigands from behind their mounts’ crests.

				Gonji dismounted and strode between the lines of horsemen, Orozco and Buey also dropping from horse to walk beside and slightly behind him. 

				“So sorry, lieutenant,” Gonji said, “but I would hear more of this…pilgrim’s appeal.”

				The officer cast about indignantly, then raised a staying hand to his men. Gonji bowed to the lieutenant. 

				“Who are you?” he asked the bandit leader.

				“I am Armand Perigor—” The name was echoed in whispers among the folk who had begun to crowd around now, all wondering whether Gonji was again threatened. “—swordsman, adventurer, and—” Perigor laughed softly “—fellow wonder-seeker, I believe, monsieur. You’ll pardon me if I speak bluntly. My men and I have grown weary of bowing to the winds of change, of serving questionable masters. We’ve killed Huguenots for papist gold and Catholics for Huguenot silver. Now we’ve heard that you say, ‘Spill only the blood of those who threaten the land.’ Some…mysterious powers who would control us, rob us of our humanity, from beyond our world. Makes a crazy kind of sense, I suppose, given certain things we’ve seen and scarcely believed. But I must know who we throw in our lot with. They say you dodged a lead ball this evening from a pistol fired by an unsteady hand. They say it didn’t miss by much. But that is the way of the gun, n’est-ce pas? It lacks surety, the proof of gallantry of both assailant and victim. Not so with the sword—”

			

			
				Perigor snicked out his rapier. There was a shuffling in the French cavalry ranks, weapons hefted menacingly. But the nine rogues held their ground and glared back coldly at the troopers. Perigor grinned and bobbed his head.

				“Think he could squeeze any more teeth into that smile of his?” Orozco whispered behind Gonji.

				“I’d like to squeeze a few out,” Buey growled in reply.

				Perigor dropped down from the saddle and faced Gonji.

				“So, monsieur le samurai,” he said. “Escrimer—to fight with the sword—is the only test of a man’s mettle I can trust. If I am to ally myself with your noble cause, then I must know whether I can trust what I’ve heard of that formidable-looking blade of yours. A touch-duel, then, if it please you.”

				He saluted Gonji with his blade and then brought it to en garde. 

				The samurai smiled thinly and bowed, the Sagami rasping out of its sheath as shouts and stamping hooves sounded all about them. 

				The clink of armament—the cocking of pistols—

			

			
				Gonji blocked aside Buey’s clamping hand at his shoulder. Waving to the French knights to make room, he bowed shallowly to Perigor, brought up his katana in both hands, and came to middle guard.

				They engaged blades for a long, motionless moment, eyes locked, gauging each other’s confidence. Clouds of icy breath issued from the tensely rapt crowd.

				“No—it must be stopped!” a shrill male voice called from the ring of torches at the front edge of the encircling throng of citizens.

				But at that instant Perigor sallied forth with his long, slim blade, and the fray was on. The adventurer shot a series of stinging lunges at the legendary samurai fencer, testing his defense of each quadrant, and each time Gonji batted the rapier aside with a tight circular parry.

				Gonji backed two paces. Three. Then with a sudden burst of panther-quick motion, he turned the duel’s line of motion, assuming the attack with a blurring sequence of slashes and cuts, two-handed lunges too fast for the eyes of many onlookers to follow, abrupt one-handed releases ending in cobra-dart sword-licks issuing from strangely contorted positions.

				Perigor slipped his blows and beat back attacks seemingly in instants of certain defeat. He riposted crisply, deeply, Gonji’s own wrist-twisting parries at the brink of being blooded tearing gasps from the crowd. None save their closest companions had ever seen such a matched pair of fencers as these.

				Sweating faces, gaping with excitement, shone in the firelight as the ring of torches altered its shape like some amorphous night-dwelling thing, to afford the combatants room along the street. The shifting eye of the communal mass twinkled with the glinting blades at its center. As the tense minutes passed, the entire spectacle slowly drifted fifty feet down the lane. The duelists were given ready space, their eyes seeing nothing but each other. Their blades clashed and clacked, sparks showering in the keening din.

			

			
				Perigor’s classic European style was economical, tight, severe in its lines of attack. Snakelike. Gonji’s ken-jutsu appeared more flamboyant—now a dervish, now a crane; then, without warning, a sensational series of whirling slashes—the raking fury of an aroused bear—

				But his control—the sudden seizing stops, the impossible upward, backward, and under-arm twisting maneuvers—evinced itself just as surely.

				An eternity of anxious moments. Then—Perigor opened the first cut, grazing Gonji’s left cheek. The match was stopped, the blood stanched, and they came to engagement again.

				A shorter time until the next blood-touch—once more the samurai was cut, this time in the upper left arm. The shallow wound was bound by a growling Buey, who whispered harshly that Gonji have done with this game. Buey urged him to complete his blows with full power, to slice the arrogant Frenchman to ribbons.

				The samurai paid him no heed. En garde…


				Another blinding sequence of clashes, breath hissing out of the stunned spectators to witness the strength that yet remained in arms that should have gone numb.

				Gonji’s splendid beat-attack against a feint-a-disengage—the wrist-snapping riposte making a harrowing pass at the brigand’s chin—a magnificent flurry of sharp parries in all four quadrants—

			

			
				And Gonji dropped to one knee, ripped a scything slash under the Frenchman’s guard, and sheared through his brigandine, broken lames flying off in all directions. A thin line of blood leaked from the edges of the cut fabric.

				Two of Perigor’s men rushed forward to his aid. Waving them off and wincing a bit, he stepped back a pace and saluted Gonji.

				“Touche,” Perigor pronounced loudly. “And concession of defeat.”

				“Non! That’s but one touch!”

				The thick-chested axe-wielder from Perigor’s band had stamped up beside him, scowling and shaking a fist.

				Perigor shook his head. “You haven’t been watching closely enough, Brett. True, that was the first bloodletting—fortunately,” he said, gingerly bringing up a reddened hand from the superficial belly wound. “But that was the third—or was it the fourth, monsieur?—of his wounding blows. The samurai is equal to his legend as a fencer. He struck me repeatedly, Brett, with the edgeless forte of his lithe blade. If your intention, monsieur, was to serve up a lesson, the point was well taken. I yield to your superior ability, eh, this time.” He grinned his broad grin and put up his rapier, moving forward to clasp Gonji’s hand.

				“You are right, monsieur,” Gonji told him. “Escrimer is a good test indeed. You are a premier fencer and a man of considerable honor, Monsieur Perigor.”

				He bowed to the highwayman, and a cheer-filled, spontaneous outburst of appreciation sprang from the crowd, their tension subsiding. The French knights, however, remained wary, their commander uncertain as to whether to pursue his accusations against the strangers.

			

			
				“My men and I ride with you on your quest—provisionally,” Perigor told Gonji, tipping his head and scratching his cheek thoughtfully. “We must speak.”

				“Hai, that seems necessary.”

				But the warrior named Brett strode up beside him again and regarded Gonji’s companions with hostility, “I have no wish to talk, unless it be with my axe. I have no desire to join this…mutual admiration fellowship. You didn’t say anything about siding with goddamn Spaniards.”

				He spat audibly on the ground between them, and Buey took a threatening step forward, teeth and fists clenched, eyes visored to shining slits beneath his beetling brows. The pair seemed well matched, for although the Ox was a few inches taller, Brett had a chest like the prow of a galleon and arms like mortar barrels.

				Perigor made a mollifying gesture, and the young cavalry officer clopped up to the volatile, jaw-jutting parties. “Have a care, monsieur,” he told Gonji. “I wouldn’t trust these bandits beside me if they rode head down over their saddles.”

				“Be at ease, Lieutenant Noyes,” the samurai replied. “I think Monsieur Perigor knows that his pledge of fellowship must necessarily come under narrow scrutiny. Survival demands caution in these times, neh?”

				Perigor mopped his brow and bowed. “No man would be a worthy ally who did not take such pains. Corbeau—the wine—the Moselle—”

			

			
				A cadaverously thin mounted adventurer nodded and removed his burgonet, then dismounted and brought a sack whose contents—three bottles—clinked as he shifted it to his bony shoulder. Corbeau then donned a roundly beaten slouch hat and presented Perigor with another, a more foppish example, sleek and unmarred and topped with a long gray feather.

				“Here’s a vintage they’ll not have graced you with, I’d wager,” Perigor said, uncorking a bottle and passing it to Gonji, the samurai declining out of his sense of decorum.

				“A vintage the merchant who carried it can no longer boast of either,” one of the French brigands added archly, too softly for the soldiers to hear.

				Perigor chuckled. “This is Normand Gareau, a welcome blithe spirit when the road grows long and wearisome. The burly fellow is Brett Jarret—mind his grip.”

				Gonji bowed shallowly to Brett and dutifully took his extended hand, though he was still disposed against such European displays of greeting. It was like making the acquaintance of a grinding millstone, but the samurai’s unwavering black marble eyes held fast on the strong man’s. Jarret’s respect was won over.

				“—and the undertaker here we call Le Corbeau—The Crow. Once long ago, he tells us, he was a high-priced solicitor in Paris. The position paled eventually due to its lack of adventure and challenge. Now he makes nearly as much money,” Perigor continued in a near whisper to confound the ears of the listeners on the fringe, “for work only a tad more unscrupulous. But he seems happy.”

			

			
				They shared a smile, and Gonji similarly introduced Buey and Sergeant Orozco. The Ox-man and Brett Jarret grudgingly locked mighty grips, breaking off at last with a shared look of defiant satisfaction.

				Orozco eyed the Frenchmen sidelong as he swigged from the proffered bottle. “Well, it’s not Madeira.” He wiped his mouth on a sleeve.

				“In truth,” the Crow responded, “what wine could be?”

				The sergeant cocked an eye at him, then half-smiled crookedly.

				“One thing, though, about our match,” Perigor said, hooking his thumbs carefully into his broad belt at the spot where a crude bandage had been applied to his wound. “My conceit forces me to advise you that I didn’t show you all my tricks.”

				Gonji suppressed a smile and scratched at an itch under his topknot. “Hai, I assumed as much. Nor I…you.”

				Perigor’s chortle became a rousing laugh.

				A whining, nasal voice they had heard during the bout cried out suddenly from the slowly dispersing crowd.

				“Gentils! We are all at your service. Ready to die in Burgundy, if necessary! For such worthy leaders we Wonder Knights would storm the keep of Satan himself!”

				The zealous young man raised an ornately carven but clumsy-looking broadsword for emphasis, then tipped his head back to pour the contents of a flagon down his throat, after declaring, “Dalbert is yours to command!”

				“Friend of yours?” Perigor inquired, cocking a thumb over his shoulder as they began to walk toward the hostel’s entrance.

			

			
				“Not that I’m aware of,” Gonji replied, rubbing his beard stubble.

				“I wonder if he knows he might be close to the truth.”

				“Eh?”

				“Storming the keep of the Devil.”

				Gonji made a wry face and glanced back at the blaring young poseur militaire. “Perhaps he’ll go away once he’s sober.”

				“Mmm. Or breed a whole warren just like him.”

				They entered the hostel. Perigor’s five remaining mounted men led their horses quietly toward the livery under the suspicious gaze of Lieutenant Noyes.

				* * * *

				Darkness. And stifling heat. Lashing out now in blind frenzy against enemies that could not be grasped or skewered or banished despite might of arms, cunning sorcery, or fervor of heart and spirit. Changing shapes—none can be trusted (remember Theresa…Theresa) none can be trusted none—can—be—trusted—

				* * * *

				“The wound leaks again—”

				* * * *

				“Burgundy…”

				Perigor fingered his goblet pensively. His mouth twisted, and he shook his head morosely.

				“Burgundy has always been trouble,” the highwayman went on. “Ever-changing allegiances. Always last among the king’s holdings to fall into line, to accept any new edict. Like some…headstrong stallion. Not that it matters to me, of course. Kings, aristocrats, politicians—they’re all alike. Not a one worth bending the knee to. But Burgundy is different. It’s…too easily swayed, too willingly controlled. It would be best ceded to the Empire were it not for all the worthy Frenchmen there. Two of my men hail from there. Brett, eh?”

			

			
				They sat in counsel in the tight confines of the upper room, passing food and drink among them. Gonji sat with hands on thighs, his swords leaning near his left side—the place of easy draw. He faced Perigor and Le Corbeau. Brett Jarret stared glumly into his wine at one end of the table. Buey slumped against a low windowsill behind him, alternately looking from his companions to the lamplit streets below. Curfew had fallen, and the lamps were extinguished, one by one, the crier’s alert preceding their snuffing. Sergeant Orozco and Normand Gareau sat at the far end of the oaken table, absently pursuing a card game as they considered what was said.

				“Please—bitte—let us continue in German,” Gonji requested. “One of the high dialects will do fine, if possible.”

				“Ja, if you wish.”

				“I must insist, arigato.”

				Perigor smiled. “Do itashimashite,” he replied haltingly. “You’re welcome—nicht wahr?” He looked to Corbeau, who nodded paternally. Gonji arched an eyebrow inquisitively.

				“Your exploits are becoming too well known,” the Crow explained. “Snatches of your native tongue are fashionable argot in some mercenary camps. Such celebrity…does not aid your purpose, I’m afraid.” He began fishing about in a pouch at his side, producing and riffling through a sheaf of papers of assorted shapes and sizes.

			

			
				“I know that,” Gonji agreed sadly. “How things have changed over the years…”

				“You can trust Corbeau’s judgment,” Perigor added. “He’s our prodigy, an attested genius in military tactics, a clever planner, and with a memory like the jaws of…well, name your favorite predatory beast.”

				Buey snorted. “We’ve seen our share of things you’d swallow your tongue to see. I’ve sat to dinner with a giant—we all have here. We’ve fought the dead who walk and their demon familiars. Cats, they were, with eyes like the cooking fires in Hell and—”

				“We have no doubt of it,” Perigor said, brusquely waving him to silence. “Your company’s good fortune at uncovering and subduing the haunters of darkness is well served in story and song. Perhaps more so than our own. We are duly impressed.”

				He turned back to the others, leaving a speechless Buey to ponder his arrogant frankness.

				“Corbeau has everything recorded in that tattered journal of his. Every worthwhile observance, every penetrating thought. I believe that even you, mon ami Japonais, are entered therein. Corbeau?”

				The Crow nodded absently and shuffled through the notes. He spoke brokenly a moment, as if gathering his thoughts, then propped his chin on his fists and launched into a desultory, almost rhapsodic discourse, eyes focused on the far wall. Even Orozco and Gareau stopped their game to pick at their food and pay him heed.

			

			
				“First off, do not remain here any longer than necessary. Even less than that, if possible. Your well-being is not enhanced among these idolizing bravados. Then steer well clear of Avignon. Your name is still anathema there. We rode through the territory in your wake. You are not loved in Avignon for the vengeful justice you dealt the entrenched blood cult. Your actions have been misconstrued. There may be a connection between Avignon and the sinister powers in Burgundy. You have considered that?”

				Gonji shook his head in thoughtful denial. The possibility carried the deadliest of implications. It was not an experience he would like to repeat. Still, if Simon were somehow involved…

				“You should,” Corbeau went on. “Now, as to Burgundy itself—Dijon is the seat of power. The duke’s daughter was some time ago wedded to a supposed noble of questionable extraction, whose mysterious clan has usurped all power in the province. Evil abounds. Not the sort of petty evil we simple cutpurses deal in. We’ve all been driven into the more sordid aspects of our profession by various circumstances—unemployment, oppression, perhaps only a deep resentment for the opulent displays of the filthy rich. None of which justifies thievery, but…ah, well. We must eat between contracts for more noble employment, and we’ve rarely been recompensed in proportion to the dangers our employers have placed us in. So we make up the difference our own way, nicht wahr?


				“But back to Burgundy. There is something terrible afoot in that province. A changing order of life. To consider its shape is to court its attention. Delineate your fears of the dark and they will surely come to you full grown…I’m sorry. I’m waxing poetic over matters that would best be discussed in concrete military terms. But that isn’t easy in this case. Every season in Burgundy seems to yield a different aura of evil. The people know it. They won’t speak of it. But all one need do is…look into their eyes…see the souls crying out for peace…”

			

			
				Corbeau’s eyes blinked rapidly in the hushed room. A clattering of hooves sounded in the nighted street below. The Crow seemed to regather his diffuse thoughts, and tethering his visions, he eyed each man in turn.

				“Forgive me again. Monsieur…Gonji-san, you must tell us: What is your interest in Burgundy? Are you sent by the Roman Church? Have you a vested interest? Or are you merely driven by the same spirit of adventure that influenced your legendary tiltings at injustice? Ah, the scouring of Vedun! There isn’t a man in our company who wouldn’t have bared steel in your service to be part of that deed well done!”

				“Indeed,” Perigor joined in enthusiastically. “Did you truly vanquish a flying dragon there, alone atop the starlit girdling wall? There is a clash worthy of a soaring epic poem!”

				Gareau lifted a finger in reminder. “Ah, but the great Alain Paille has already done so.”

				“Fie on that pathetic effort!” Perigor scoffed.

				Gonji sipped from his cup, warmed to hear the familiar names. “I must admit to a special fondness for the memory of Vedun, despite the horrors I was party to there.” His brow darkened. “Some of the facts have been distorted in the recounting.”

			

			
				“Actually,” Orozco piped in, “we’re only heading up to Burgundy for want of any place to call home. The samurai has effectively cut us off from our own country. And he’s got more places to go than he knows how to deal with. So we cast the dice, and they came up Burgundy, you see.”

				“The dice,” Gareau breathed. He pushed aside the cards and withdrew a pair of dice from a pocket. These he held out to the Spanish lancer in challenge. Orozco made a sour face, jingled his lightening purse, and nodded sullenly. The scuttle of devil’s bones punctuated the ongoing conversation.

				“Let’s say that I…made a promise to a friend that requires my presence in Burgundy,” Gonji clarified.

				Perigor and Corbeau exchanged a cautious glance. The Crow bowed his head. “Fair enough. So your needs are as follows: A small, skillful infiltration troop, not lacking in courage in the face of either common or uncommon modes of death. Interpreters to deal with the patois of the territories you’ll pass through. You’ll pardon my noting that your inability to cope with the dialects of the langue d’oc will assure that those of the langue d’oil will be incomprehensible. You need guidance through the safest wintry Cevennes passes. Mmm…it’s likely the safest aren’t the safest, if you follow my meaning, under the present circumstances. So experienced guidance is indispensable here. Winter lies heavy on the land up north; this will be an unusually rigorous one. Money—are you well supplied in that area?”

			

			
				Gonji remained expressionless. He nodded curtly.

				“Then it would be wise to purchase a selection of the latest explosive weapons, and perhaps—”

				“Edged steel and a good longbow have always served me in the past,” Gonji said blankly, having grown weary of this contention through many such discussions over the years.

				Corbeau flicked his head sidewise. “Best not to dwell too long in the same habitat—”

				“Noble, very noble,” Perigor added, “and your skills with the same are well documented. And I think we’ve all found that there’s an operative metaphysical truth about the righteous arm and stout heart being the surest weapons against sorcery and its monstrosities. However, small matters like hordes of purely human foes are best swept aside by efficient expedients, am I not right about that?”

				Gonji sighed and conceded, “I have taken to carrying a wheel-lock pistol or two, in these confusing times.”

				Corbeau’s lips twisted pensively.

				Perigor shook his head. “One tiny ingot of death per charge is not exactly the peak of efficiency.”

				“You Frenchmen,” Buey broke in, leaning his back against the wall and folding his arms over his breastplate, “what stake do you have in all this? No one asked you to join.”

				Gonji’s glance from Buey to the others was imbued with the same suspicious inquiry.

				“Money,” Normand Gareau said on a chuckling breath as he shook the dice. “We’re not idiots, you know. Plenty of fat nobles still ply the roads unawares or ill prepared, to be sure. But you’re funding a campaign, and that means you’ll be backed by plenty of gold. And if it’s papal coin that funds your crusade, then blessed be that gold!”

			

			
				Laughter rang out in the tight confines of the room.

				“Blasphemy,” Buey growled, unamused.

				“Ah, a simple jest,” Sergeant Orozco countered. “God knows it’s true His Holiness could launch a few crusades against evil kingdoms and not feel the difference for a few crumbs off his dinner loaf.”

				The dice clattered on the floor. Orozco saw their tally, winced in response to Gareau’s feline grin, and moved to stoke the dying hearth fire.

				“So sorry, but it’s not the pope’s money that backs us,” Gonji apprised them. “Our means…do have an end.”

				“So it’s true, then?” Perigor probed. “The long-dormant Knights Templars have emerged and made you champion of their nebulous cause?”

				Gonji eyed him steadily. “You’ve heard that, too, then?”

				Perigor nodded, eyes flickering with either mirth or dawning fascination. “You have made your mark, Gonji-san. There are some who will go along just to fight at your side. Others, for gold, since you won’t lack for patrons while your infamy makes you fashionable. And there are always other reasons. Your friend, the big Spanish lancer here, has said that you are awaited in Rome, whenever you choose to bestow your presence on His Holiness. Pope Innocent’s personally bestowed indulgence could go a long way toward easing the conscience of a long-fallen Catholic.”

				Corbeau tsked and slouched in his chair. “Indulgences are worthless and a vile effrontery to true Christian spirit, Armand,” he said wearily, his tone echoing some contention between them.

			

			
				Buey made a scornful sound. “Mind your tongue, Huguenot.”

				Brett Jarret half turned in his seat and clenched his fist, leaning an arm that was fully three gallons of sculpted sinew against the table’s edge. “I suppose you gilded your mansion in Heaven plenty while you led whimpering old women to the Inquisition’s pyres, Spaniard.”

				“I spent no time in the Inquisition’s service,” Buey answered gruffly, his face reddening at the half-truth.

				“Gentils, bitte,” Gonji admonished, making a placating gesture.

				The Crow swirled his wine and gazed into its golden depths. “There are those of us who undertake this venture for reasons less defensible still, in these troubled times,” he said softly. “Those who tire of the stench of evil which permeates French soil.”

				“Hah!” Buey brayed. “Since when do Frenchmen fight for honor?”

				Jarret’s stool screaked against the floorboards as he lurched to his feet.

				“That’s it!” he bellowed. “You’ve been daring my hand all night. Let’s have at it!”

				“Stop it,” Gonji commanded.

				“Brett—”

				“Oui, by all means, Jarret,” Normand Gareau called out, pushing up and leaning forward from the far end of the table. “But do take your fight out into the street so that everyone can witness our camaraderie, eh?”

			

			
				The two big men were both given pause by his words, glaring at each other but simmering.

				“Forget it,” Buey said at length. Then added diffidently: “I’m sorry.” He glanced around the room, met each man’s eyes in turn. Heads bobbed in acceptance of his apology.

				“Well,” Corbeau cast into the uncomfortable air, “that’s a step in the right direction. We’ve shown that we can indeed espouse the virtues of the Wunderknechten.”

				“Now about the fighting company itself,” Armand Perigor began as the tension cleared. “Can you truly say you trust the mettle of these Italians who travel with you?”

				“Iye—no,” Gonji replied honestly, “I’ve yet to see them tested.”

				“Well, we’ll find out soon enough. My men ought to be provoking them right about now in the inns and alleys.”

				Gonji cocked an eyebrow. “You take a great deal of responsibility upon yourself—unsolicited.”

				Perigor shrugged. “You have other things to think about. I’ll render a report in the morning. You know, of course, that a high percentage of those who will ride out of here on this fine crusade will be worthless camp followers—”

				“Squires bent on earning knighthood,” Gareau added, “by merely riding in the shadow of their champion.” He offered a toast that was seconded only by Orozco.

				“If I were you,” Corbeau advised, “I should not burden myself with any but the blooded—and fanged, I suppose, as well—on this venture.”

				A spate of brittle chuckling followed the Crow’s remark.

				“I’m afraid I can’t afford to be terribly selective in raising this company,” Gonji explained. “Those who ride with us are accountable for their own lives. My—my friend suggested that I’d need to bring an army on this quest. I promised him I would do so. It will be a lot easier to bring an invading force into French territory if that force is comprised largely of Frenchmen, nicht wahr?” The samurai sighed deeply and regarded them from under a lowering brow. “Lieutenant Noyes has pledged me a column of cavalry from his own garrison. I saw no choice but to accept. Apparently the Crown itself would not look too unfavorably upon a free company that would help bring this recalcitrant Burgundy into line.”

			

			
				“Wonderful,” Perigor said wryly. “And if we succeed, I should imagine that I and my companions will be led back under guard for trial.”

				“That will not happen as long as I am still able to command,” Gonji assured him, resting a hand on the hilt of the storied Sagami.

				Perigor looked to Corbeau, who was shaking his head sternly. “An utterly abominable mess. A corps perdu—a Company of Lost Hope, riding headlong into damnation.”

				“And you have other problems,” Perigor observed. “Corbeau?”

				The Crow fixed a hard gaze on the samurai.

				“You lead an incompetent, ill-trained, ill-equipped expedition—though I concede them a marker on the side of good intentions, for what it will be worth—against the Farouche Clan, the foulest, most feared name in France today. All hope of clandestine action is thoroughly compromised. Every field and furrow and mountain pass from here to Dijon whispers your purpose loudly enough to wake the slumbering gods of the Gauls. Clear my suspicious mind. Tell me that you have in this matter exceeded even the most incredible tale of your legendary oriental cunning. Tell us all that you have performed an act of legerdemain worthy of the greatest adepts. That you have orchestrated a masterful scheme of misdirection as to your true purpose.”

			

			
				All eyes were on the samurai. Only the crackling hearth broke the expectant stillness.

				Gonji’s gaze was unwavering. He spoke through scarcely parted lips.

				“All is…for better or worse…as it seems.”

				Corbeau drew back from the table, his countenance alight with amazement. Perigor began smoothing his eyebrows alternately with the sweating fingers of one hand. The rest of the warriors looked from one to the other, betraying their fleeting sensations of desperation in brightly flickering eyes.

				“I don’t believe it,” Corbeau declared quietly.

				“Giri,” Gonji said flatly. “Duty. Commitment.”

				Wine sloshed into empty goblets, a bit more urgently than earlier in the night.

				“This friend of yours,” Perigor advanced gingerly, “is he not the one known as the Grejkill—the Beast with the Soul of a Man? Le loup garou? The werewolf?”

				“Hai,” Gonji agreed stiffly, as though sealing the doom of their nascent compact.

				Perigor and his companions seemed to lean nearer, awed by what this association might bode. Even Jarret drew his short-legged tabouret closer to the table.

			

			
				“Tell me,” the highwayman continued, “is he truly as terrible as they say? Given to boutades—sudden fits of awful temper?”

				“They say he becomes a giant—”

				“That the wolf walks upright like a man—”

				“He is a man,” Gonji stated evenly, “first and foremost. All must understand that who partake in this quest.”

				Orozco and Buey took over for a time, eager to impress the Frenchmen with details of Simon’s horrible transformations, with baiting remarks concerning how they had fought at the Beast’s side—and against him, as fate would have it—on the Mediterranean and in the bizarre journey to the ruined fortress in the African desert that had led them to the discovery of worlds within worlds. The Frenchmen were only too eager to take the bait, to inquire after every facet of the quest for Arcadia.

				Gonji drifted apart from the esprit, his own vision wandering into the darkened spaces in the corners of his soul.

				“Eh?”

				Corbeau repeated his query. “I say, he spoke nothing to you of the Farouche Clan?”

				“The name was new to me when I heard it on these shores.”

				“Very peculiar. By all accounts your friend the Grejkill hails from Burgundy.”

				Gonji nodded. “Somewhere thereabouts.”

				“Perhaps there is some compelling reason why the Beast is being drawn to his homeland. Some…instinct only he can understand. His own…giri. The Farouche Clan—even their very name is an implied threat. It means ‘fierce,’ you know. And they’re said to be dabblers in the black arts. And themselves…shape-shifters.”

			

			
				Gonji blinked, overwhelmed by a welter of conflicting feelings, thoughts, intuitions. Simon had told him next to nothing concerning his need to return to Burgundy, to the province of the mysterious Farouche Clan, whose insidious name the lycanthrope had withheld. 

				The woman—Claire. He heard her name ringing like a tocsin in his mind again. And then, brushing all other thoughts aside, came the guilt. Duty—commitment—words that had become hollow shells of former noble aspirations. Lip service paid to concepts smeared indistinguishable by arrogance, unconcern, poor planning.

				The death wish…


				“You will excuse me,” he said, standing and reseating his swords in his obi, “but the crisp night air beckons.”

				He firmly rejected Orozco and Buey’s offers to accompany him for security purposes, then strode out into the hall. He was joined in the street a moment later by Perigor.

				“A moment, mon ami—I won’t offer to hold your hand as do the others.” He made an imploring gesture over Gonji’s objecting look. “I daresay their concern is unfounded.”

				The samurai allowed the warrior to fall into step beside him. They ambled along the frost-slicked cobblestone way.

				“Your bladesmanship is truly remarkable,” Perigor praised. “Your self-control, unsurpassed. You never flinched in our bout; changed nothing after being struck.”

				Gonji smiled in spite of himself, wondering at how little he cared for such praise anymore. When had the hunger for approval, for acceptance, been sated?

			

			
				“It wasn’t always so,” he found himself saying. “I’ve changed much, over many years in this land. Strange. The more I surrender to the inevitability of compromise—the more my European half overwhelms my years of youthful conditioning—the more I long to be purely Japanese. To embrace bushido. Yet, the farther from my grasp the pure way seems to drift. I’m a helpless pawn of two worlds…”

				* * * *

				Had he really made such an admission?


				Hai…

				Age had o’ercrept him on stealthy feet. He was looking back now, seeing change as only one can who has bowed to the indomitable siege of time…


				Iye—no. All is illusion, and as such can be overcome.


				Fight—

				(Pain—another measure! and another!—chest constriction—despair…)

				FIGHT—

				* * * *

				Gonji walked the cold and windswept lanes of St. Pons, refuse tumbling past his feet, the wind moaning through creaking rafters of upper stories, rattling shutters and roofing tiles. He could hear muffled voices in the gambrel-roofed houses, the clatter of hoofbeats and wooden wheels along the byways, occasional outcries of late-night roisterers in the festive quarters.

				He encountered no one, save for the odd scavenging dog or cat, the scuttling of a gutter rodent.

			

			
				The fiacre had been unleashed full gallop from some padded gate of Hell.

				Rapt in thought, he had crossed a darkened lane. There was no warning sound from the swarming black fastness of the alley at his left. Instinct…Instinct and the sudden flash of white splay teeth and blood-flecked eyes from the snorting horse were all that had saved his life.

				He spun away to his right and drew steel as the coach rushed past, still making no sound. Its eerie driver leaned out of his seat to leer back at the gasping samurai. Fulsome red eyes, bulging like the body of an engorged tick, peered at him from a ghastly pale visage.

				Gonji poised himself on one knee, the Sagami raised over his head in both hands, fingers damply working at the sharkskin wrapping of the hilt. In seconds the four-wheeled carriage was gone, disappearing into the void at the other side of the street. Silently.

				There had been a figure riding stiffly within. Gonji had not wanted to ponder, there, in that unsavory lane, the identity of the vaguely familiar outline. Fell memories swam up in his consciousness like trench offal in a flooded sewer.

				He felt the need to flee, to seek sanctuary! Espying the tall cruciform in the spire of the church not far to the north, he made for it at a trot, more circumspect now, his blade still at the ready. Even the senses could not be trusted; his stout blade was all he could call friend.

				Slowing when he reached the doors of the church, he lowered the Sagami at his side and gazed up at the symbol of Christian opposition to things evil and grasping, to the deadly and rapacious night-fiends that ran rampant on this troubled continent.

			

			
				The voice hissed at him from somewhere in the distant loft of the bell tower.

				“Quo vadis, samurai?” It was Simon Sardonis.

				“You—Simon-san,” Gonji breathed in evident relief. “Here at last! We must speak.” He glanced behind him, then put up his sword with a smart, two-stroke motion. The katana snicked into place in its sheath. “What have you seen in the streets this night?”

				“The streets about the church are quiet. There’s comfort here. I did fancy I espied a solitary heathen running from phantoms. But there would be little refuge in a Catholic church for such a one.”

				Gonji bridled. He turned partway round and scanned the darkened environs again, drank a deep breath of the clear, crisp air. Perhaps Simon was right. Perhaps it had been a phantom like so many other things he had seen that others had been mercifully unable to share.

				“Come down into the nave,” he whispered sharply up the stone facade of the church.

				“Are you certain you dare enter?” Simon rasped down at him.

				Gonji found the doors unlocked and ambled into the vestibule, moving with a respectful, rustling softness. In the light of pale votive candles he saw Simon glide through a dim sacristy archway to genuflect gravely before the ornate tabernacle. He was mildly surprised. Simon walked the night as a man now. He had evidently avoided killing during the last full moon.

				They faced each other at the left-center of the nave before a severe mural representing the Fall of Man.

			

			
				“You’ve laid the Beast to rest this moon,” the samurai declared simply.

				“Speak not of such things in this holy place. How go the preparations?”

				“Chaotically. How did you arrest…the Thing within you?” Gonji persisted.

				Simon made an impatient gesture that stirred the air currents. “A cave—a mountain cave—inset with chains.”

				“Another?” Gonji asked archly. “Have you infested all Europe with these shackling sanctuaries of yours?”

				“Enough of your misbegotten attempts at humor,” Simon fumed. “Tell me what’s afoot.”

				“Iye, first you tell me.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“Already I’ve learned more from strangers about this mad venture than you’ve ever told me. Now, mon ami, I will have some clear explanations.”

				“What explanations?”

				“Specifics, Simon-san. Specifics about the Farouche Clan…and about this woman you’re enamored of.” The prickling of Simon’s coarse nape hairs was not lost on the samurai.

				The accursed wanderer turned his back to Gonji, seemingly struggling to control some seismic internal emotion. “So…you’ve heard their name.” Judging by his tone, some great catharsis might have washed him clean of an unspeakable burden.

				“I want to know your connection with these…usurpers, or power-mongers, or whatever they are. And the girl—”

			

			
				“What?” Simon whirled about, his eyes now slits of iridescent pearl.

				“Claire Dejordy—I want to know what her hold is over you. Why you’re so tormented over how to approach her. Is it some driving obsession you yourself can neither explain nor control—?”

				“What in God’s name are you implying—?”

				“Is it simply an immature, inexperienced attraction to a woman who inflames you with lust? Are you truly in love? What?”

				“Infidel! Heathen! How dare you speak of such things in God’s own house?”

				“I want answers, Simon-san—specifics. Or we go no further with this eccentric quest.” There was a firm finality in Gonji’s voice.

				Simon drew hard, angry breaths for a long moment. Then he tossed his head in the direction of the vestibule. A tense moment later they were outside, in the walled lane adjacent to the church. The brisk wind caressed them bracingly.

				Simon wrapped his long sinewy arms around himself. “Specifics, then. I shan’t ever repeat what I’m about to tell you. Listen well. You speak as though you consider me a lovesick pup who knows nothing of the ways of the heart or…the body. In truth, I’m not quite so naive or inexperienced as you’ve convinced yourself I must be. There’s a reason why I’m so cautious about this terrifying love of mine. Don’t you think I would have caught up this woman in my arms and fled to some place of—of pristine sanctity, away from the things that haunt me, if that were possible? I—I who crave nothing so much as to live as other men? It’s not that easy, friend samurai. Nothing in my world is ever that diamond-clear.”

			

			
				He swallowed hard, strolling in circles as he talked. Gonji’s eyes were riveted to him.

				“Once,” Simon breathed, “once there was a woman, who came to me in the prime of my youthful passion. She was beautiful. Quite the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, I thought. Beautiful, lusty, passionate. Full of life. I, on the other hand…I was young, still full of youthful ideals, the conviction that I could conquer the thing inside me. That nothing, no one, could control my destiny. Poor Father Dobret—how patient he was with me! How hard he tried to make me understand the power of evil, the almost incredible cunning behind its wiles…” 

				Simon drifted into a reverie, recovering his concentration a moment later. His eyes shone as they refocused on the carven stones. “I was caught outside his influence, finally. I—submitted to my hunger for this…woman. God forgive me, I…I can only take refuge in my stupidity and weakness when I think of that time. And I’ve paid—oh, how I’ve paid! But I should have known. Should have seen through that enmeshing feminine artifice. The things she spoke of! The secrets she promised to unfold! I should have seen through it all…”

				His voice had dwindled to a small, frightened whisper. He saw Gonji’s look and smiled balefully.

				“Non, monsieur le samurai—it is even worse than…whatever unnatural thing you imagine. I fell into her arms, you see, and in the morning, when I awoke, it was not she but—him who sat nearby, primping like a cat, grinning at me with Hell’s own damnable mirth.”

			

			
				“By all the kami,” Gonji intoned, lips drawn back against bared teeth, “you can’t mean—”

				“Oui—Grimmolech. The demon himself. He had seduced me in the guise of a woman cloaked in angelic beauty. Can you now understand why I’ve hunted him all these years? Why only his agony and death can help eradicate this hatred that eats at my very soul? Why I—I can never be certain of a woman’s love—mon Dieu! her very reality!—while these minions of Satan dog my steps? God, how they’ve twisted me…Is that specific enough for you?”

				Gonji glowered to know the full truth of the man’s onerous karma. “Your own father…”

				“No! Never say that!” Simon’s shout rang out, shattering the stillness, echoing down the narrow lane. “It was the father of the evil Beast that lives inside me. My father died by his foul hand!”

				“So sorry, my friend. Truly, your own God must forgive you your distaste for the company of others.”

				Simon emitted a harsh scoffing noise. “It is not even that simple, my…misanthropy. I cannot even trust my own distrust, to guide my actions. A few nights after the—the outrage, the woman returned to me—”

				“What?”

				“Oui—that same angelic creature, pleading in her eyes, fear of me. I—I asked no questions, required nothing of her, but…I killed her. Savagely. Slaughtered her with my own hands. My…barely human hands. There, in that very same village where now I’m whispered of in quaking prayers by night. Cursed in the deepest, darkest private moments of every villager who knew that lovely, innocent child—Yes! This time she was the real woman whose semblance Grimmolech had stolen in his perverted wish to humble me, to drive me past the edge of sanity, so that I might take my life by my own hand and thereby free his evil son, the Beast, to run at his side.”

			

			
				They stood speechless for a time, side by side, facing in opposite directions.

				“Simon-san,” Gonji began slowly, “I grieve deeply for you. No man has known your pain. But if your god be the merciful god you claim, then there must be freedom for you, somehow, from this curse. They conspire against us at every turn, Simon. They fear our alliance—these mysterious enemies who conspire in the shadow worlds. We must pose a threat to them in some way we don’t even suspect. Have we not won great victories together against those dark powers?”

				“Victories?” Simon repeated derisively.

				“Hai—victories.”

				“At what cost to those who fought with us?”

				“Victory is always won at a terrible price when the enemy is superior in cunning and force.”

				“How do I know that I can believe even in you anymore?” Simon slumped down onto his haunches, his back against the church’s foundation.

				“That’s a stupid, self-pitying remark,” Gonji replied with disgust. “I offer you no fresh evidence that I am what your instincts tell you I am. Why don’t you destroy me and then see whether my corpse rises to mock you?”

			

			
				The lycanthrope glanced up at him sharply. His gaze softened almost at once. And now Gonji could see that Simon had been crying. Half-dried tear streaks absorbed flaring rays of the waning moon.

				“I trust you,” he said in a weary voice.

				“Domo arigato. I think that wise since you’ve come to me for help. Now, dozo—please, the Farouche Clan—what do you know of them?”

				“They’ve turned Burgundy into an evil, withering land.”

				“I know that. What else?”

				“They’re his sons.”

				“What?”

				“Five of them—Grimmolech’s sons.”

				“Cholera,” Gonji swore, using his favorite Slavic imprecation. “Your brothers—the Beast’s brothers,” he corrected in a rush, seeing the other tautening for a snap again. “How can we know them?”

				“We can’t,” Simon said simply, scooping up a small stone and hurling it at the far wall. “You can’t. They could be most anything. They control…everything. Ahh, all right—one of them, whatever else he might become, bears a certain reminder I left him with, when last we tussled. I ripped out his right eye. He’ll always be missing that eye. You see—their evil sorcery can’t solve everything for them. Other than that, I suppose you could say they bear a certain…family resemblance to me. Losing your nerve, warrior?”

				Gonji stiffened. Gooseflesh had indeed cropped up along his spine, on his arms. With the keen senses of the wolf within, Simon had caught the scent of the atavistic fear. With an exercise of willpower, Gonji brought the center of his being under control again.

			

			
				“So we battle an enemy we can’t know for the sake of a woman we can’t trust,” Gonji said acidly. “I see little difference from anything else we’ve ever undertaken.”

				He pulled himself proudly erect, flexing his back muscles as he strutted away from Simon and toward the main street. But deep inside, a great compassion stirred for this man-Beast who had suffered such depravity at the whim of fate.

				Compassion. And profound disquiet. For now Gonji was thinking of Theresa again, and the memory of an old and alarmingly parallel experience…

				* * * *

				Dreams…


				Kuma-san—what are you doing here?—there will be fighting. Something you don’t approve of—

				“Forgive me, Gonji-san, but now I must do my duty…Sabatake Gonji-no-Sadowara, I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the…”


				And of the Company of Lost Hope.


				Dreams…


				Hai…the Place of Lost Hope, marked by the foothills, the bloated, savaged bodies—the banks of the Saone—the screams of the dying—the voices—the horrible pleading voices—

				* * * *

				Goooooon-jiiiiii—


				Iye-iye! They know! We must turn back! No hope—

			

			
				“For God’s sake, do something—”

				“He’s burning up!”

				* * * *

				Luigi Leone returned to the company, a dashed, forlorn figure. The one-eyed mercenary offered little in the way of explanation, muttering only that he and the young widow had had to part company. Too many tears, too many memories, was all that Leone cared to say of it.

				Gonji could only be grateful for Leone’s reappearance. Trustworthy warriors and longtime friends came at a premium in those days. And even a debilitated fighter who had proven himself in action was a welcome sight.

				The morning of the departure for Burgundy, Buey and Orozco, fired by the memory of the latest attempt on Gonji’s life, at last succeeded in convincing the samurai to don a modern half-armor that had been guaranteed pistol-proof. 

				The samurai strapped on the golden breast- and back-plate assembly with an indulgent sigh. The armor’s sheen had been dulled by verdigris to enhance camouflage in the field. It was somewhat more cumbersome than the cuirass he sometimes used.

				Gonji drew a single ironic satisfaction from the new armor: Its tightness abated the occasional effect of an old wound suffered in the Vedun campaign—a staved-in rib that pained him when he rotated his torso a certain way and inhaled deeply on bitterly cold days.

				Under the Spaniards’ smug gazes, he strapped on his swords and sallet and mounted a gray destrier. The horse tossed peevishly under his weight.

				“Why didn’t you find me a good horse instead of this god-cursed armor?” he grumbled to the chuckling soldiers.

			

			
				They rode toward the square, the French adventurers linking with them at a crossroads, their column in a disciplined formation that would have done a drill team proud.

				Armand Perigor fell into a canter beside Gonji, clucking and shaking his head to see the new armor.

				“Bonjour, Gonji-san.”

				“Ohayo, Armand-san.”

				“That is the celebrated ‘bullet-proof’ armor the military raves about?”

				Gonji nodded, flushing a bit, though maintaining his dignity with an effort.

				“With all due reverence, that is dogshit of a most putrid order,” Perigor judged archly. “You best not place too great a faith in its claims.”

				“Hai.”

				“My men have done their best to separate the wheat from the chaff in your noble company.” Perigor flicked his head back toward the column. Gonji followed his gesture, saw bruises and black eyes, lumps and cuts on the faces that met his gaze steadily.

				“Ah, so desu ka? And the result of their judgment?”

				Perigor shrugged. “They may have chased off the most useless dregs. I suppose we’ll be hearing about it from the officious lieutenant. There was a nasty incident or two involving the garrison troops.”

				“Splendid.”

				“What a canaille you lead,” Perigor observed. “A pack of dogs. A rabble cloaking themselves in boasts and the comfort of numbers. Poor defenses against the Farouche Clan.”

			

			
				“They’re all we have,” the samurai replied. “Simon Sardonis is back with us, lurking somewhere on our fringe. There’s an urgency in his need that makes any further delay out of the question.”

				“But another week—a few days—just to organize this mad crusade—”

				“Iye,” Gonji said firmly. “You’ve no doubt seen, as I have, that too much preparation against an unknown enemy can often be purely a waste of time, neh? Useless speculation. I’ve seen many amazing conquests born of spirit alone.”

				To see the look in Perigor’s eyes, as Gonji pulled his mount out of line to allow the column to pass him, the samurai felt a mixture of pique and guilt. What he had spouted had been the most questionable blather, unworthy of any accomplished tactician who had it in his power to see that no such fatuous heroics were necessary.

				Yet he curiously found that he was more eager to defend his improper planning—which his own father would surely have condemned—than he was to set it aright. And further, he was unwilling to examine his own motivations, even in the privacy of his mind, preferring to get on with the venture.

				He motioned for the French, Spanish, and Italian detachment to move on to the square to link with the rest of the company as they encountered a small squad led by Lieutenant Noyes, who cast Perigor an ugly glance as he rode by.

				“Determined to have those scoundrels along?” Noyes asked, frowning to see Gonji’s affirmation. “Watch them closely. There’s a reward on every carcass among them you bring back. One cavalry column under Sergeant Villiers goes with you. They’re at the fountain. Here are letters of transit that will see you to the Burgundian marches. And a copy of my own troop’s orders. Here is a letter, under my own seal, to the duke of Burgundy—Duke Cordell de Plancy. He’s a doddering old fool these days, by all accounts. He’s allowed his son-in-law’s family free rein over the province. You’ll find it a unique system of nepotism, I think, even for France.”

			

			
				Gonji returned Noyes’ nervous smile in a more confident fashion, then asked, “Lieutenant, exactly what is it that you expect your troop will help me achieve on this expedition to Burgundy?”

				Noyes licked dry lips and shouldered back the numbing cold. He trembled a bit as he responded. “To stop Catholic and Huguenot alike from killing each other in the name of Christ. They still do that up there, we all know.” An edginess crept into the man’s eyes.

				“And under whose aegis do I ride?” Gonji pressed. “By whose authority? His Holiness the pope’s? Or just out of a sense of Japanese…philanthropy?”

				The lieutenant apprehended Gonji’s meaning. No political or military objection had been raised against the proposition of a foreigner’s leading an alliance of warriors into French territory. Territory where no one else dared to go.

				Noyes exhaled a pluming breath into the frigid morning air. “Under the banner of the Knights of Wonder, of course. A noble band, operating beyond the pale of any sinister political intent.” He stretched erect in the saddle, as if to project some illusion of conviction.

			

			
				Gonji bowed to him slightly. “And yet you’ve heard…rumors of the reason for my commitment to this journey?”

				“Every man among us has heard tales of your shadow-companion. The Beast. The Deathwind. Tales of your road together liven many a campfire on maneuvers. Most of them cast you—and him—in a valiant light, ultimately. Whatever horrors have been laid upon your legacy. I’ll not set myself up as judge over any…being God has seen fit to mark as pariah. He has His reasons. I only know that you propose to spread the selfsame spirit of tolerance commanded in the king’s own edict. That is law. You seek to engender the spirit of obedience by your own means. I see no conflict therein with the king’s wishes. Burgundy refuses to heel. The king is too busy with more pressing affairs to chastise stubborn outland territories. And it is with undying shame that we recall the failure of the French army to effect such chastisement once before. God alone knows what powers will oppose you there…” His voice was driven off by the whipping wind.

				Before they departed for the square, the young man who had made the attempt on Gonji’s life was brought before him, bound hand and foot. The samurai dismounted and faced him squarely, searching the man’s steady, intelligent gaze for any hint of malevolent power, any intuition of supernatural menace. To his mild surprise, Gonji sensed only self-righteous passion and misbegotten conviction in the man, as he listened to impassioned demands for justice, witnesses to character, and pleas for mercy.

				“What is your name?” Gonji asked him, when the hasty military court had finished, though he had heard it several times already.

			

			
				“Ravaillac,” the would-be assassin fairly spat. “Francois Ravaillac.”

				“Well, Monsieur Ravaillac, would you care to tell me why you shot at me?”

				Ravaillac swallowed. “You’re a danger to the faith. Your teaching is a twisted abomination that—that dilutes the pure faith of Catholicism.” There was the merest trace of trembling in his jaw as he turned to the pressing ring of soldiers and added defiantly: “Even as the king himself has compromised it to suit his political needs.”

				Outcries of “treason” broke from the crowd. Gonji found himself admiring, if nothing else, the man’s courage of conviction.

				“I am not a teacher,” Gonji said by way of reply to the man’s implication. “Others have…so sorry—s’approprier—that is correct?—adapted certain of my beliefs for a cause that is reasonable at its heart. Even you must agree that the spilling of blood among brothers is an evil thing.” He strolled with his hands clasped behind him as he spoke his thoughts. “I was brought up to take the life any man who would attempt to kill me as you did. Your act was a grave dishonor. These soldiers would at the very least see you brought to justice under the law of this land. But did not Iasu say that the most honorable act was to forgive one who has injured you?”

				Gonji peered over his shoulder into the young man’s incredulously flickering eyes.

				“Your friends say that you are only a student, driven to do the…inadvisable by overwork and fervor of belief. If I agree to allow you to return to your studies without preferring charges against you, will you promise to find a more useful channel for your considerable energies? For that is my judgment.”

			

			
				Ravaillac’s friends and accusers alike were stunned at Gonji’s decision. The officials demurred but could not dissuade him, finally handing the student over to the magistrate on minor charges.

				Gonji was pleased with the turmoil he had stirred up. He was motivated less by Christian charity than by a calculated effort at forestalling any more fanatical assassination attempts once word had spread. Still, when Ravaillac was led away, he could not help feeling a sensation of foreboding, an aura of violent destiny about the man. And failing to serve him up to justice as an example could have the opposite effect of emboldening other would-be assassins. Karma.


				He rode to the square alone, pausing in an alley to set his weapons and armament just so, removing his sallet and tying his hachi-maki about his brow. The troop leaders brought the company to a semblance of attention as he inspected them. The destrier was skittish and unmanageable, repeatedly curvetting and pawing embarrassingly as Gonji fought to maintain a dignified mien. No pressure on traces or flanks appealed to the animal’s nature. Gonji cursed inwardly that he had allowed himself to become too distracted to even obtain a trustworthy steed for this ominous journey.

				He walked the snorting horse before his charges, eyeing every warrior in turn. They were a motley lot, dressed in ill-fitting, unscarred armor, slung with mismatched and untested weapons. Too many eyes in their number reflected callowness, vapidity, or nervous bravado, where quiet determination and the stoicism of experience would have been preferred. There were many blackened eyes, broken noses, and contusions, evincing the sifting work of Perigor’s men. Gonji had mixed feelings about the value of that business: resistance to intimidation might not be sufficient proof of valor; and internal resentment in the ranks was a corrosive enemy. And there was still that annoying divisiveness among the Wunderknechten—Catholic vs. Huguenot—manifested by the French contingent’s dividing their number under wind-snapped banners of two conflicting designs.

			

			
				He felt their eyes on him as he passed by, sallet in rein hand, sword pommel cupped in the other. He knew their familiar stares, from his distinctive eyes to his arrogant posturing to the sashing of his legendary swords.

				Horses snorted in their pungent ranks, beclouding the hazy morning air. When Gonji reached the point in the rank where Dalbert sat, the voluble young warrior raised a fist.

				“God’s own fiery will,” Dalbert declared shrilly, others taking up the cry in a cacophony of whoops and surly shouts.

				Gonji looked deeply into Dalbert’s shining eyes, wondering what lay in those blue liquid depths, what inner wells of strength the man might be forced to call upon, hoping they ran half as deep as the Frenchman’s fount of platitudes.

			

			
				He turned the company over to his subordinates again, finding in him no words of encouragement to speak. Sergeant Villiers formed them into a double column and led them northward out of St. Pons amidst much fanfare. A small orchestra blared stridently behind them in the frigid morning mist, well-wishers cheering and weeping and calling out to loved ones.

				Gonji saluted Lieutenant Noyes and galloped past the column to mount their head, listening to snatches of their conversation and anxious laughter. Apocryphal tales of bravado and snarling boasts could be heard in the ranks, offered in voices just loud enough to reach their leader’s ears. Already some of them had begun to jockey for Gonji’s notice with their braggadocio.

				The samurai brooded glumly.

				It was all wrong. He was leading them—a corps perdu, even as Corbeau had said—toward the Place of Lost Hope. Ahead they would join Simon Sardonis, who had as usual foregone the embarrassment of the townspeople’s insensitive gawking. And guilt pangs assailed Gonji. To Simon’s desperate need he had brought the death-kiss of a fool’s inept planning.

				But he suppressed it behind the rampart of conviction that what they did, they did for righteousness’ sake. Might of arms and force of will would see them through. Hai…


				The yearning to return to Japan burned in him again.

				* * * *

				“You are not to blame for what happened in France,” Father Jan Sebastio grumbled. “At least not you alone.”

			

			
				“Who, then, Kuma-san—Sir Bear?” Gonji roared back at him. “Who, if not I, perpetrated that abomination? Who outfitted that pitiful company of wretches and braggarts and highwaymen—”

				“Oh, is that so?” Buey cut in. “And into what category do you put me and Carlos, eh?”

				Orozco chuckled softly. “Easy, Buey. We could likely fit into all of them, depending on who’s judging.” His shoulders flexed with silent laughter, and he bent to sniff the scent of a spring blossom that bloomed on the trelliswork.

				“Si, cierto—that’s probably true, smart-ass,” Buey fumed. “But at least we have a chance to change the way people think of us. But what about the dead? How do you label those lost souls in Burgundy, sensei?”

				Gonji stiffened. The cloying aroma of lilies permeated the cool night breeze. Children’s voices, tinkling on the veranda at the far side of the gardens, purveyed an all too fragile sense of comfort and hope.

				“Careful,” Sebastio warned. “The less seen of us the better. The doge is nervous about putting us up like this. We best move back into the parlor.”

				Gonji nodded to the priest and then turned to the burly ex-Spanish lancer. “I am sorry, Buey. I spoke out of frustrated wrath. No one honors their memory more than I.”

				The Ox seemed satisfied, mumbled apologetically about his own outburst. They began to ease their way through the pergola, back toward the palace. Their weapons were concealed beneath long traveling cloaks, which made them seem rather more like momentary night visitants than the sojourning guests of the doge that they were. But no man among them, save for Father Sebastio, would venture out without a blade since their flight from the tragedy in France.

			

			
				Gonji had withdrawn again from association with the Knights of Wonder—indeed, from all companionship but for those trusted few who had survived the flames of Hell with him. Father Sebastio had arranged for them to stay incognito with the doge since their somber return to Genoa, and even the latter’s indulgence was strained and temporary. For the few days of their stay they were expected to maintain anonymity, and in Rome Gonji was now supposed to refer certain matters of the doge’s concern, incredibly, to the Holy Father himself.

				“Are you wearing your pistol-proof armor tonight?” Orozco asked.

				“Iye,” Gonji replied curtly, fending him off. “What about this ship you spoke of?”

				“She’s secure,” Sebastio said. “The captain can be trusted. She sails in three weeks for Ostia. We’ll have to be long gone from here by then, of course. The contadini already whisper about our presence. The doge risks much by providing us sanctuary here.”

				“No more than we risk by trying to save this little world from the evil it embraces so lustily,” Orozco declared, smiling and strutting haughtily. “I’ve become quite the goddamn philosopher since…Africa, or Arcadia, or wherever the hell we were before—”

				“Hush,” Sebastio scolded him for his profanity.

				“I say we go back,” Buey asserted without preamble.

				“To France,” Gonji appended matter-of-factly, knowing the Ox’s mind.

			

			
				“Si.”

				“You’re both loco,” Orozco said, his lips twisted in revulsion over the recent memories he strove to suppress. “He’s dead. Face it, sensei—Simon Sardonis is among them now, and may God grant that he knows the peace of death.”

				“Iye,” Gonji breathed sharply in reply, “I would know it if he were. He lives. And I made him a promise.”

				Sebastio clucked behind them. “So now what?” he asked impatiently. “Do we forestall the Holy Father again? May I remind you, Gonji-san, that you have an obligation—giri. Your audience with His Holiness may lead to his understanding of the aims of the Wunderknechten movement. Already nearly every major sectarian hierarchy has spoken out against it in ignorant fear. Whether you like it or not, you’ve affected a great many people’s thinking in your widespread travels. God in Heaven, some of them even believe the Knights to be some sort of insidious military threat perpetrated by Japan itself! You must appear before the pope to set things straight.”

				“If I can,” the samurai replied wryly.

				“If they don’t remove your oriental head on sight,” Orozco added.

				“Oh, that’s rubbish, Carlos,” the priest said, dismissing it with a swipe. “They are uneasy about Gonji while there are souls to be persuaded in the Japans. He has nothing to fear here.”

				“I can’t say I’m much interested in this wayward, many-headed movement anymore,” Gonji said with a sigh.

				Sebastio began to sputter querulously.

				“I only want one thing right now,” Buey growled. “Something evil that I can recognize for what it is. That I can see and smell so that my belly churns again like it did in Burgundy. Something I can grab in these two hands and rend and tear until it is no more…” His teeth ground stridently.

			

			
				Dogs barked in the courtyard, and voices harshly commanded them to silence.

				“I shall see His Holiness, the pope,” Gonji said resolutely, “as I have promised, Kuma-san. Beyond that I can promise you nothing. I am weary of promises I’m hard put to keep.”

				“Why don’t you suggest to Pope Innocent that he raise a Crusade against the Farouche Clan?” Orozco suggested. “I won’t go back there again with less than five regiments behind me.”

				“Ridiculous!” Father Jan Sebastio declared. “Think what you are suggesting—that the Holy Roman Empire invade France! All for the sake of a…” He turned away from Gonji’s look.

				“A werewolf,” the samurai finished.

				Orozco hawked derisively. “Do you know how silly it sounds to fret over the politics of one lousy continent once one has seen the things we’ve seen? Evil conspirators duck back in their holes into strange phantom worlds and laugh at our piddling strife, while here we sit, cutting each other’s throats.” He spat into a bed of morning glories. “I left my loyalty to national pride in Toledo. I’ll never be a damned fool patriot again. Not after what we saw in Africa. Not after what they’ve done to Gonji.”

				“Nevertheless,” Father Sebastio said, “we are, like it or not, bound by the politics and laws and social systems of this petty world, my cosmic-minded friend. And we are—some of us—still Christians. If there are, as you say, worlds within worlds—if all you experienced was not some nefarious trick of the Deceiver—then every world will have had its own sacred revelation. I must maintain that anchor of faith for the sake of my sanity. Have you forsaken what you once believed in?”

			

			
				Orozco tussled with the thought for a time. “No,” he answered humbly, resignedly.

				“That is good,” Sebastio said gently.

				“But I’m damned if I know how it all fits together,” the renegade sergeant of lancers grumbled. 

				“And some of us,” Sebastio went on, reengaging Gonji’s attention, “are still Wunderknechten—a noble cause, if a disorganized one.”

				“A cause, hai, that is what I need again,” Gonji replied without taking the bait. “Meaningful duty. An idealistic quest born of ignorant innocence, unsullied by any concern over what European’s honor I offend—”

				The priest tsked. “You’ll forgive me, but that is pompous and self-pitying nonsense, young ronin. I’ve heard many things that have made me swell with pride in accounts of your actions—lives saved, people influenced to respect their fellows. You’ve even performed a Christian act or two, if my informants be silver-tongued.” A gleam crept into Sebastio’s eye.

				But Gonji grew sullen, ignoring him. “What have I done in the bitter years here? Where has my journey led me? I could have been a much-respected warlord in Dai Nihon. I might have sired offspring to keep my father’s line quick through his firstborn. Instead I chose to dishonor him, to quest after a perverse destiny. I sought the Deathwind and perhaps found that I am he. What have I done of lasting significance?”

			

			
				The others began to remonstrate with him, each in his way. Sebastio took a compassionate tack. Buey, an impatient one, stoked by his own boorish mood. And Sergeant Orozco resorted to weary humor. 

				But the samurai was unmoved.

				“I leave with this thought alone: I’ve only been accepted and fondly remembered here when I’ve killed so that others may live. When I am most Japanese and least European, then am I appreciated. Such is your need in Europe: a strong sword arm to support your own failed efforts. And mine is growing weary, may the kami of war forgive me…”

				They passed two stern, unflinching guards in scoured Milanese armor and burgonets. The pair uncrossed their polearms so that the party might enter under the baldacchino. The canopy led into a wing of the palace sequestered for their use. Luigi Leone lay curled on a parlor sofa, snoring, his eye patch askew.

				Gonji looked to the mustached sergeant. “You’ve been to the osteria. What are they saying about us?”

				“Hmm,” Orozco intoned, a crooked smile on his face. “God bless the tipplers in their bleary cups! The inns have cast us in bronze. We’re legendary phantasms in our own aimless days.”

				“Drunks are drunks,” Buey shot back, scowling. “Only an asshole takes anything they say to bed with him.”

			

			
				Orozco shifted his eyebrows, sat down heavily in a velvet chair. “Ah, but they’ve—”

				“What about France?” Gonji interrupted. “What are they saying about France?” He eyed the pair gravely.

				Father Sebastio sighed and excused himself, departing for his bedchamber.

				Orozco leaned toward Gonji and Buey and spoke more seriously. “Your elusive efforts at detachment from the Knights of Wonder have only deepened your mystique, you know. They—”

				“What about France?”

				“To hell with France,” the sergeant railed. “Some say you’re still there, fighting demons. Some aren’t so kind.”

				“Some call you a madman,” Buey added, his lower jaw working. “And even worse—”

				“Shut up, Buey,” Orozco said.

				“Ah, so desu ka?” Gonji replied, seating himself cross-legged on the floor. He threw off the cloak and laid his daisho before him. “What else?”

				“It’s all bullshit,” Orozco fumed.

				“Some say you’re a coward,” Buey said in a low voice, staring at him as if issuing a challenge. “That we’re all cowards. That we ran from our own shadows. From phantoms that still laugh about us in the Cevennes Mountains…”

				Gonji stared at his sheathed blades, expressionless. No one made a sound for a time.

				“Whatever came up against us in those god-cursed mountains,” Orozco said at last, “it was not a trick of shadows…”

				“Perhaps a trick nonetheless,” Gonji said softly, waxing reflective. He began stroking his stubbled chin, working at controlling his breathing, seeking his wa, a harmony of spirit he had not known in an uncomfortably long time.

			

			
				Buey poured himself a goblet of wine and drank as he studied an alto rilievo on the wall that depicted a knight slaying a demon of Hell in the form of a dragon. He ran a beefy hand along the sculpture as if committing its every contour to memory. “In Savona…they have an oak tree. Big one. Split asunder…like as not by a bolt from the sky. Some say it was your sword that did it. The Wonder Knights, you know. They believe you can do just about anything with that angry curved sword…”

				Gonji reached out and picked up the Sagami, slowly easing its gleaming length from the sheath. “I did it all wrong,” he said as if addressing the katana itself. “I left heart and soul behind me and led those fledgling warriors to their doom. A shell of a leader. I served well the purpose of our foes, you see. Karma. Karma that I must bear. Evil makes no such mistakes. You must be strong to combat evil. Strong as you can be. But there is always skill and courage and desire enough, somewhere within. Does not even your own Holy Scripture declare that evil cannot challenge one beyond his capacity to defend himself, though death be the price? And death is as light as a feather…

				“So I was wrong, Carlo-san. And so are you, when you say we need regiments to return to Burgundy. We need but a few who can be counted upon. Or perhaps only one…They want Simon alive, among them. They want me alone…suffering; all who would call me friend, dead. And so they shall have me…alone.”

			

			
				He returned the Sagami to its dark nestling place.

				“Then…we’re going back?” Buey asked tentatively, eyes alight.

				“First things first,” Gonji evaded. “One duty at a time. Tomorrow, we look at horses…”

				Buey peered at Orozco, who glanced up from under a heavy brow.

				Gonji’s last violent act in France had been the destruction of the gray destrier that had served him ignobly at the Place of Lost Hope.

				* * * *

				Nightmares…


				Attacking him again in violent tableaux of guilt and horrible death.


				Fever-sweat—roiling smears of cascading color and sound—an awesome weight on his chest, a battering ram, driving him downward, downward to the Pit…

				* * * *

				The Mount of Lost Hope.

				Simon had been right. They should have braved winter in the Alps and entered Burgundy from the east, whatever the cost, whatever the peril. For the French borders of Burgundy belonged to the Farouche Clan. They, and their other-worldly minions.

				It was not any winter known to humankind that had descended on Burgundy that year. Some dreadful realm had been transposed with Burgundy, exchanged its ungodly arctic fastness with the picturesque charm of a hard but bearable Alpine winter.

			

			
				Men froze in their saddles, their whining plaint swallowed by exhaustion and hunger. Some dropped in death and were lifted again, quickly, dispiritedly, only to be plunged back into the mounding snows and be abandoned at last, out of military expediency—hands now too cold to struggle with their grisly burden and hearts too numb to care.

				Others disappeared from the rear of the column or from flanking positions only to return mysteriously later—rigid corpses lashed to their maddened steeds. Some without eyes; others, bereft of heads or limbs, such that the grisly events engendered spates of insensate whining that something must be using those parts to create some monstrous effigy of a man…

				* * * *

				The mountains crowded before him again in the great arena of his vindictive spirit, their slopes awash in blood-soaked drifts…


				“Gooooon-jiiiii! He comes! Gooon-ji comes! We must prepare for him…make his faithful allies welcome!”

				* * * *

				The cold sheared through their wraps, and the buffeting wind swirled the impenetrable blizzard about them like the rising walls of a whitened tomb. Still, they were dimly aware that a path of sorts was left them. They were being herded like mindless game beasts toward the slaughter that was not long in coming.

				They beat at themselves to stave the icy clutch of the gale and squeezed bundled hands about weapon hilts, praying that their frozen thews would not fail them. The wolves began to howl maniacally, hungrily, from all directions, and the wind shrilled its laughter at their pathetic efforts and failing courage.

			

			
				Men lost heart, and lives followed in due course.

				In the first quicksilver engagement, the snow canyon was splashed and mottled with gore, and still the lifeblood exploded from their fellows.

				Gonji and Simon Sardonis swore and bellowed and commanded them to hold fast under pain of death, their threats hollow, ironic, unheeded by ears filled with the slashing and rending sounds of mortal agony. Mounts fell, and men were buried in the carnage. Weapons shattered in the cold amidst the occasional forlorn report of a working pistol.

				Simon’s horse went down as the ensorceled warrior took a toll of the savage assailants with broadsword and battle-axe. Gonji strove to keep Simon in sight, even as the samurai whirled the razor-edged steel of his twin blades, to right and left, at monstrous, hurtling forms that pounded and tore, snarled and snapped and ripped open savage wounds in lurid arcs of crimson, amidst the screaming. 

				Gonji soon lost cognizance of Simon in the throes of his own survival frenzy.

				The wolves abruptly withdrew, dragging off their hard-won prey in viselike jaws. The remnant of the troop staggered about, some unhorsed, some astride shrilling mounts, mad-eyed and seeking direction. Simon urged them onward over oaths and screams and the pleas of the mutilated and the dying.

			

			
				Gonji began to count heads, recognized several comforting faces—Buey, Jarret, Perigor, Leone—

				And then they were under attack again, their enemies humanoid this time, if not assuredly human. Creatures armored in steel and bone and hide, hoisting staffs bearing terrible symbols, fell upon them with sword and guisarme, axe and flail. The creatures’ awful bellowing bloodlust numbed their souls and set their teeth on edge. Their horses reared and cowered on their haunches in the attackers’ first shrieking wave.

				The company fought on the run, lurching and bolting over mounds of corpses and men and animals and things that were not quite either. Bodies of men were heaped among those of dwarves—sere forms of what must surely have been the reanimated dead—stout, burly, hairy brutes that were more ape than man—gnarled and ugly haunters of the dark, who were no less fearsome when staked in death by valiant polearm thrusts.

				And then they were put to rout, the Company of Lost Hope—crashing against one another as they wheeled their steeds and bounded back again over the killing grounds they had won, fighting all the while in the gore-streaked, bloody snowdrifts. Their foes ringed them in on all sides, the elements aiding the creatures as they burst forth from tunnels in the snow or leapt out of piled liches. Ghastly forms leered and lanced out with blood-soaked, flesh-encrusted weapons, belly-cutting mounts and rending adventurers’ legs. Torment before death…

				The maddened destrier threw Gonji into the snow. The horse bucked and stamped at him in its panic as he tried to catch up the reins. He split open two attackers with growling, scythelike strokes of his blades before narrowly gaining the saddle again, only to be thrown by the horse twice more before he had reached the area of red ruin where the wolves had descended on them.

			

			
				Their pursuers ceased to follow at that point, laughing keeningly at their departing backs, calling out tauntingly.

				Gonji could not tell how many men had lived to retreat with him, only barely accepting the fact that it had been a retreat, still clutching at ragged, wrathful thoughts of ordering yet another about-face, a doomed charge into those gloating, hideous visages.

				But that was impossible. All he knew—all any of those tortured, plodding bladesmen knew—was that the killing had stopped. The screams were dying in their ears as they fled.

				And at that moment, there in that charnel snow canyon, surcease of the horror was all that mattered.

				* * * *

				Nightmares…


				The ghastly death-march southward, back along their former swaggering track…

				* * * *

				More cunning now, more drawn from secret corridors of unknown terror, were the onslaughts at their departing backs.

				The canyon of snow became a frozen tundra they could not outrun but only plod and slog through with heads hung low and bodies too weakened to offer defense. Frozen ghosts on horseback, they drifted southward. Stragglers, broken warriors, speaking nothing, caring not to gaze into one another’s ice-crusted faces.

			

			
				Gonji found that Orozco was alive, and his heart was briefly lightened. At least four of Perigor’s troop also chugged along at their ponderous gait through the haunch-deep crusted snow.

				But their relief in living allies was fleeting. Doubling back along the bloody, corpse-strewn trail only focused them as targets, toys for the amusement of supernatural assailants.

				Night swept down from the sky in an impossible swirling gray fog. Black shapes moved within it, stark shadows with menacing substance, watching, waiting. At last working their demon-spawned evil.

				Flying shapes, bulky and vermin-furred, began to strafe the survivors from above. At first they merely antagonized with their piercing titters as they soared overhead. Then they would single out a horseman who had strayed from the rest and arc down to buffet him with their wings and formless limbs. Finally one man reined in his steed, halted its endless plodding, signaling his own doom. Once stopped, a horse could no longer find strength and courage enough to resume its plunging at the relentless tundra.

				The fogbound horrors swarmed him. His voice cried out in French, hurling oaths as he swung a weapon overhead with pathetically useless strokes. Horse and rider crashed sideways into the snow bank, which seemed to open and engulf him. There was no helping him. His fellows angled their complaining mounts toward him, cursing, threatening in cracked and strained voices. The warrior, mired to the shoulders in reddening snow, was seized and borne off by the flying demons, his wretched struggles a distant, smoky-gray silhouette.

			

			
				It was his screaming that went down hardest.

				“My wife! O Jesus God Almighty! My wife—don’t tell her it was like this…”

				“Oh, Christ—”

				It was Buey whose furious kicking at his lathered steed at last brought him near to the place where the creatures had brought the screaming man to ground, to work their evil on his tormented body and soul before bearing him off. The Ox called out a challenge, and a hulking gray shape that had lingered behind rose straight up into the air and curled through the curtain of mist above Buey, to swoop and engage him.

				Gonji kicked his steed and twisted at the reins, with great effort finally steering the recalcitrant destrier in Buey’s direction. Snow swirled up into his eyes, obscuring his vision. He strained to see Buey and the strafing monster. 

				Hearing the Spaniard’s curse, Gonji searched for a weapon, blinking as if out of a dream, to see the naked blade of the Sagami sheathed in his broad belt. Cold comfort—The bared edge of his heat-tempered soul sang free. The samurai winced to see the blood that caked his garb, his horse’s flanks. He saw a fleeting glimpse of the strange broken nettles hooked into his greatcoat in spots. Remembered briefly engaging an enemy with clawed hands backed with thorny, curved barbs, then…

				He saw Buey’s sidewise lurch in the saddle. And the broken shaft of a halberd suddenly snapping upward in the huge soldier’s grasp. The shriek of alarm—the dark spill into the snow between them—the skewed flight of the monster as it plunged straight for Gonji in its pain-maddened flight—

			

			
				Gonji’s katana rasped free in a two-handed clench. He saw the eyeless visage of something like a mole. A shrew. Bulbous bat-ears. Gaping jaws full of pointed teeth that were stained dark.

				He slashed hard, twice, eyes clenching shut. He felt the thudding weight that knocked him off his horse. Heard the muffled wail as he fell through the snow-crust, a coppery smell in his nostrils—

				A grisly, snowbound grave began filling up around him.

				Gonji heard a pounding impact in the snow not far off as he fought to the surface of the small avalanche that churned over him. Gasping, he instinctively raised the Sagami to high guard, then cast about for orientation.

				The hideous beast lay thrashing in the snow behind him, spurting its noxious lifeblood. His horse, wildly galvanized to feel its burden lifted, had begun to surge away without him, laboring hard through the snows. He cursed and called its name, heard his own name called once or twice from mist-shrouded figures nearby. Scrabbling and digging through the path his horse had frantically beat, he regained its flank and fought astride though the gray destrier bucked and whinnied for fair, determined to dislodge him once and for all.

				He searched out Buey’s figure, found him still among the living, caught a glimpse of Brett Jarret, nodding repeatedly just to his right and rear, clouds of desperate breath puffing about the French highwayman, amidst a fresh snow-swirl.

			

			
				Buey made a tortuous path through virgin crust to anchor with them for strength. Just then they heard the pitiful wailing of Dalbert, the loquacious adventurer from St. Pons.

				He was a barely recognizable figure in the veil of vaporous air to their left. It was not the flying vermin that had gotten him but something else. The dark shapes, their eyes glowing as pale and green as some well-avoided mold clinging to a wizard’s curing vat.

				Dalbert’s screams sang of untold torture, his pleading both trenchant and vexing to Gonji in a way only a samurai could understand. It was dishonorable to allow one’s enemies such satisfaction and insulting to the warriors who were given to hear. Yet he felt sympathy for the man, who had survived so much only to suffer—what?

				“Jesus-God,” Brett swore, “what are they doing to him?”

				“Riding him,” came Buey’s confused, tearful voice.

				Dalbert had ceased to scream. And it seemed as though one of the demons had mounted his back, enveloped him in its foul caress.

				“Gonji,” sounded a voice much like Dalbert’s, though distorted, reverberating in a way that made the flesh crawl.

				“Gonjiiiiiii! You did this to me, Gonji! Why did you let this happen to me? They want you now…They want yoooooouuu!”

				Gonji raised the Sagami again, in impotent fury, as his mount stumbled, righted itself. More survivors gathered near, huddling together, weapons fisted in frozen hands, prepared for some awful final attack as predators howled in the distance. 

			

			
				He saw Corbeau. And Perigor. One-eyed Leone. Orozco. Two more French brigands. An Italian mercenary. One of Sergeant Villiers’ charges, bleeding from chest and leg. They drew courage from one another, fused their wills with glances of grim determination. And pressed on.

				But Simon Sardonis was not among them.

				In bewildered defiance, Gonji blared upward into the swarming fog: “Simon! I’ll be back, Simon!”

				And then he remembered. The turning. The beginning of the retreat. Minutes—hours ago? Simon had been there, urging them to fight on. Simon had said something to him then. Words whose meaning had been jumbled by the constant ebb and flow of the ferocious struggle.

				Forget me, Simon had said. You shall find only the corpse of the great golden wolf. Shi-kaze—Deathwind, samurai…


				“Give me something to kill!” Buey was shouting, head snapping about in search of a focus for his hatred, halberd whizzing at nothing. Its broken shaft shook in his grasp. “Come on, you filthy bastards! Come at us warm and living, or dead and twisted—I don’t give a shit! God, grant me something to kill—”

				* * * *

				Nightmares…


				And the nauseating tang of blood…

				* * * *

				“He’s leaking again—where’s that goddamn barber-surgeon?”

			

			
				Orozco…Carlo-san…


				“What in God’s holy name did you see there, you poor wretches?”

				Kuma-san…

				* * * *

				Spring came to Ostia in balmy drafts. Smothering warmth would hold the seaport city in a thrall of lethargy for days on end. Abruptly, the blistering sirocco would lash the sea inland in slanting sheets, dashing the languorous spell of comfort and security.

				It was the rain that Gonji liked the best. It suited his entrenched mood and lent an atmosphere that imparted new depths to his meditations.

				Always in the evening, when Gonji’s meditation was at its end, the boy would come and bring him his meal, keeping respectful silence until sure of his welcome. Then he would ply Gonji for more tales of the quest. Of the many roads to high adventure.

				Then, one night, the boy unexpectedly inquired about that tragic venture of the Wunderknechten into the haunted province in the French Alps.

				Gonji was taken aback. The subject had been taboo among the survivors who had accompanied him back across the sea. But somehow, he thought, the boy’s innocent curiosity might prove a potent emetic. At some point, they would have to reopen the wound again.

				And so he did.

				When he had finished, his story having found form in the words of merciful gallantry such tales must, out of necessity, be couched in, he found that he had indeed experienced something of a catharsis. A fine film of sweat had broken out, his palms cold and moist, his throat dry. But he relaxed into a sense of purging, his guilt diffused.

			

			
				The boy, a helmsman’s mate of about fifteen, poured him wine. He’d grown pale and somber during the telling of the tale, and Gonji was glad that he’d spared the lad any effort at objectifying the details that filled his nightmares.

				The boy brought him his covered tray and, lifting the lid, said, “You left my brother to be feasted on by devils. You’re evil, and you belong in Hell—”

				The boy grabbed the pistol from behind the tray’s lifted lid. The gun’s heavy report echoed in the small room. Gonji’s pistol-proof cuirass shattered on impact. Imploded. Shards of steel lodged in his chest.

				Gonji knew staggering pain. Vertigo, as he bowled over. The door crashed in under Buey’s battering shoulder. An outcry—another—

				Then burning blackness…

				* * * *

				Bright faces and happy banter greeted Gonji’s first lucid moments since he’d been shot. His companions alternated between giving thanks, jostling one another to dispel their pent-up anxiety and nervous tension, and filling him in on the latest news.

				Gonji, for his part, was glad to see those who were still among the living. But his attention span was short, and he still seemed bewildered to be conscious, his senses focusing again, slowly, weakly.

				He took a sip of water from Father Jan Sebastio and caught sight of Luigi Leone’s red-rimmed good eye. “You’re always so emotional, Leone-san,” the samurai said in a parched voice, the others laughing and nudging the raw-boned Italian brigand.

			

			
				“I never said I wanted to be a bloody samurai,” Luigi replied, evoking more mirth.

				“I dreamed…about the witch, Domingo Negro,” Gonji rambled, his companions nonetheless listening intently. “How is Nichiyoobi?” he thought to ask, the association at once dredging up memories of the black mare he had named after the witch.

				“Spiteful as ever,” Orozco said, smiling toothily, his long mustache twitching.

				Gonji’s face flashed sudden pain, then softened to a placid set as he found a more comfortable position. He nodded gingerly. “Perhaps the witch came from the netherworld to aid me in my distress.”

				Sebastio grunted bluffly. “You know I can’t sanction talk like that, Gonji-san. More likely it was the prayers of those who love you—”

				“Or the masses Father Jan celebrated every day in your name,” Luigi added.

				“Kuma-san,” Gonji asked of the priest, his brow knitting, “did we ever send anyone to look after the well-being of Pablo Cardenas’ family?”

				They looked uneasily from one to the other. Gonji was obviously still only tenuously in touch with reality, with time. His mention of the solicitor from Spain whose life had been lost in the battle at the mystical fortress in Africa was an irrational stroke.

			

			
				“Of course,” Sebastio answered. “Months ago.”

				Gonji bobbed his head, satisfied. Then he turned his attention to Orozco. “I hope, Carlo-san, I’ll never again hear you mention that damned pistol-proof armor.” He tried to laugh, wound up coughing wetly and taking another sip of water.

				Orozco shook his head morosely. “No. But that damned thing probably saved your life—you know that.”

				“Hai. But better a clean, swift death, if ever I’m shot like that again. I want no lingering death. No…teetering on the scales of the kami of fortune.” He pondered something a moment. “Kuma-san, did you commit my spirit into the hands of Iasu while I lay helpless to defend myself?”

				Sebastio arched an eyebrow, for Gonji’s reproach had been tinged with undisguised amusement.

				“Si—like it or not, you’re a baptized Catholic now. Your father needn’t know.” The priest smiled beguilingly.

				Gonji sighed raspingly. “Domo arigato. I suppose one can use whatever protection he can get in this mad land. This mad cosmos…”

				But now his attention was attracted to Buey, who alone among them seemed beyond cheer, though generally grateful that Gonji had survived the assassination attempt.

				* * * *

				The ensuing weeks were spent in a dogged effort at recovering strength, which Gonji directed into vigorous exercise. The others were amazed at the samurai’s grim determination to regain his martial skills. He worked his body endlessly, scratching and clawing for every fresh increment of stamina. Running, stretching, resistance training, and sparring occupied his mornings. Afternoons would find Gonji practicing kata alone with his deadly swords in the hills, working at the complex techniques of the Katori ryu; then dueling with wooden bokken against one, then two, and finally as many as six fencers. Gradually, none were able to score a touch through the maelstrom of his lightning strokes.

			

			
				Kyu-jutsu—the art of the bow—returned its demanding skills more grudgingly due to the localized damage incurred in the chest wound. The powerful pulls required to deploy the shafts of the mighty English longbow came hard to Gonji’s traumatized muscle. His response was to work even harder, to launch more arrows daily in a progressive outreach for Zen perfection that saw him at last exceed the thousand arrows per day he had shot as a youthful archer in Japan.

				After supper he could be seen in the hills again, working with a variety of weapons. Urging his black mare, Nichi, through myriad battlefield gyrations that caused the curious to wonder what demons drove this strange halfbreed. And what enemies he anticipated meeting.

				Gonji’s effort inevitably carried him beyond the limit of his body’s waxing endurance, and he fell victim to a severe ague that laid him low for a week, restricted his assiduous workouts. He recovered, and then relapsed, his fever more serious this time. His friends at last were forced to steer him into curtailing all activity until he was fully recovered, by refusing to assist him.

				Seeing the concern and genuine affection in their well-considered advice, he complied. But when he was back on his cat-quick feet again, he redoubled all efforts in a way that caused even his seasoned allies to wonder at the power of his steely will.

			

			
				As for strangers who looked on during those days of splintering wood, blood-chilling kiyai, and steel flashing bright and molten in the sun’s dying rays, there could be no mistaking their thoughts: Surely this man was possessed of an unsavory spirit of vengefulness.

				The time came for Gonji’s company to leave Ostia with the hearth-fire memories of their sojourn. Their welcome had in fact long since turned to vinegar. Buey, in unbridled rage over the shooting of Gonji, had broken the neck of the boy who had done the deed—a lad much favored by the seafarers who had taken him as an apprentice. With the death of his brother under Gonji’s command in Burgundy, the boy had been left without family. Now, friends aroused by Buey’s vindictive act of violence had begun to cry out for justice. The Ox was always accompanied by at least one other member of their company, though the local sbirri, unsettled by Father Sebastio’s impressive letters of transit from Rome and unwilling to become entangled with the legendary samurai’s influence, had dismissed any case against Buey.

				So local tolerance of the company’s presence had soured withal. And yet ironically, no one was more upset by the boy’s unseemly demise than Buey. He was a veteran warrior who had come to terms easily with the situational ethics of killing, many times in the past. But now the strain and guilt over this boy’s murder showed in every crack and fissure of his broad face, in the slumping of Buey’s erstwhile blocky shoulders. For in the harsh light of reason, there was no rationalizing his brutal act.

			

			
				Gonji breathed a deep sigh of relief to be leaving Ostia, as they pulled out one dreary, fogbound morning. He rode beside Father Jan, warily watching the silent forms that leaned in porticos, or peered from upper windows with hostile eyes that bid them good riddance. Orozco cantered just behind them, waving to an occasional good-natured well-wisher—compadres he’d courted in the wine-sloshing, ribald nights in the osterias.


				The samurai patted Nichi’s raven-wing mane. “I’ve had swifter mounts and stronger,” he said, “but none so mean spirited.”

				“You call that something to boast of?” Orozco called out from behind.

				Gonji laughed heartily, for he did indeed, his former bond with the feisty mare renewing, growing deeper with each passing day.

				“Dare I ask where we’re headed?” Father Sebastio ventured.

				“Duty—Roma,” Gonji replied, eyes twinkling. But there was more to their sparkle than simple merriment or the yearning for good fellowship on the road. 

				Sebastio swallowed. “And then…Dai Nihon?” 

				Japan. 

				The priest’s inquiry was shot through with hopefulness, and a pall gradually descended over the band when word drifted through their number that Gonji had not answered. For lately he had begun to murmur a name that filled them all with a mixture of wrath and terror—Balaerik, the evil donado who had twisted the Church into persecuting Gonji and his terrible ally, the werewolf Simon Sardonis.

			

			
				And Balaerik, to the best of their knowledge, was still at large in Spain, where the price of return for some of them was the hangman’s noose.

			

			
				



			

	


PART TWO

				Decisions at the Crossroads

				“To fly from, need not be to hate, mankind”—Byron

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER ONE


				The couple thrashed under the hedge in volcanic rapture. Even had they not been so engaged, their senses would have been ill equipped to mark the fast, stealthy approach of the interloper.

				Soundless, unrevealed by the glimmer of the cloud-frothed crescent moon, Simon Sardonis swept along with the summer breeze to lurk among the thickets of the serene bocage, only the harmless denizens of the fields noting his passage.

				Cloaked in dark breeches and shirt and leather hunter’s jerkin, his features concealed by a drooping slouch hat, he crouched behind a wild berry bush. Arranging the crossed axe and broadsword more comfortably in his wide belt, he submitted to the roiling of his aching belly with a few berries. Scowling to hear the sounds of passion a few scant yards away, he shouted down by angry thought the blandishments of the energumen, its foul urgings that he join in the couple’s ecstasies. He spat out the chewed berries in abrupt self-denial.

				As usual, he avoided thinking of Claire until the demon spirit had been banished to its curling place deep within their arena of cohabitation. When he was satisfied that the lovers’ passion had been spent, he rose and bounded over the hedge to confront them like some vindictive god of moral censure.

				The woman emitted a strained outcry, grabbing at her discarded petticoat and holding it about her defensively.

			

			
				“Dammit!” Her paramour lunged for a pistol. Simon’s stamping foot drove his wrist into the moist earth, causing him to grunt in pain.

				“Make another sound and you die,” Simon rumbled, low and menacing. They stared at him, wide-eyed, glancing from the imposing figure he cut to the bright edge of the exposed axe-head.

				“Woman,” he said when their compliance was clear, “hie yourself to that tall run of hedge down there. Get dressed. And sit. Until I call for you. Quietly.” The woman’s eyes flicked from Simon to her lover. She hurried off, pausing to scoop up garments dropped in her haste.

				“What’s this all about?” the man demanded anxiously, rubbing at his sore wrist.

				“I’ll ask the questions,” Simon replied somberly. He removed his slouch hat with a sweeping movement. “Do you know me?”

				The man’s eyes strained at their sockets. His breath came in short gulps. “But surely—surely you’re one of—” He stared fixedly into Simon’s backswept silvery eyes. “Non, you’re—” He exhaled raspingly. “O Great Beast—!”

				“Oui. You’ve been seeking me. Are you an avant-courier? A scout? Does it please you now to know that your boasting about discovering my whereabouts has led to this?”

				“But you’re—you’re their brother,” the man breathed, panting now in atavistic terror.

				“Am I?”


				“I work for them faithfully, you know. That I do. You wouldn’t harm a faithful servant. I know now why your family is at odds with you, but I—I—” He went for his jack, but Simon’s threatening stride forward froze him. “See—see the device blazoning my jack—your family crest—I’m only a hireling, I tell you. I know nothing of why you feud. The words I spoke—words spewed from a wine cup—”

			

			
				“Silence,” Simon commanded sharply, hissing to see the hated crest of the Farouche Clan—a silver-eyed black wolf, rampant-regardant on a red field. “Your ignorance is grounded in satanic deceit. You know, or suppose, well enough why I oppose them. Tell me, did they promise you immortality? And how many innocents did you help them kill to secure the witchery that would empower them? Did they also tell you that immortality is not the same as invulnerability?”

				Simon glowered down at him, and the man lurched for his pistol. The piece was hardly in his clammy grasp before the lupine curse-bearer was atop him, slamming him down, bursting the breath from his lungs. Simon’s left hand clutched the man’s throat, squeezed. His hand, though attenuated by months of hardship, was rigid against the brigand’s frenzied flailings. His right hand locked about the pistol-bearing wrist.

				“Give me one—good—reason why I shouldn’t claw out your heart and feed it to you—”

				The man’s eyes bulged, his face draining of color, then gradually turning a sickly hue. He lurched and strained, almost dislodging Simon in his throes.

				“Non—your actions earn you no quarter—”

			

			
				There was a final surge of death-defiance, and the man lay still. Simon sharply withdrew his clawed hand from the livid marks about the crushed throat.

				He gasped and bolted to his feet, glancing about him. Felt his face, his ears—the protrusion of his jaws and the exaggerated pointing of his ears receded slowly as his rage was spent. The old desert mufti had been right: He could at least partially control the transmutations into the wolfish body. He had worked at that control for some time now, enraging the tormenting spirit within him, whose feral form it was.

				But he had to be careful. There was a corollary to unleashing the Beast without the moon’s mystical power. Extreme violent emotion now occasionally precipitated transformation, and that was bad. His enemies might thus be drawn to him, by scent or sorcery or even some unknown sense based in their kinship to the creature.

				Simon sought out the woman, found her obediently seated under a wild shrub. Her arms encircled her drawn-up knees, and she stared blankly into the distance, as if stoical in the light of inexorable destiny. She was attractive, even as Simon had gathered from his surreptitious observation of her unseemly activities. Her long blond hair lay in gentle waves across her shoulders. Her lips were full and ruby red, drawn downward in a perpetual pout that lent her the cast of a self-pitying, if willing, victim. The cheerless depths of her aquamarine eyes were both fetching in their languor and repelling in their emptiness. They’d examined life’s options and found them wanting.

				“Is he dead?” she asked with surprising indifference.

			

			
				Simon pondered the evil inhumanity the Farouche Clan had inculcated in these people before he nodded in reply. He felt a sharp pang of remorse over his own savagery, dispelled at once by the mockery of the demon spirit. He smothered its thoughts. The woman was speaking again.

				“I won’t ask why,” she said softly. “You’re the lords of this province. Will you kill me now, too?”

				Simon brushed it aside with a wry expression. “What’s your name?” he asked mechanically, annoyed to be recognized for his resemblance to the evil family, though it eased the burden of explanation.

				“Faye,” she responded, her curiosity perked for the first time. “Faye Labossiere. Why do you ask? Am I to be your woman now?”

				“You have a husband,” he said scornfully.

				She chortled glumly. “Oui, and what of that?”

				“Why do you dally with these vermin? That was the third man I’ve seen you with in this wood.”

				Faye shrugged, uncertain of where he was leading. “Life is full of sorrow. We do what we must to fill up the days. Why do you question me like this? I’ve broken no laws. Your brother the sheriff himself once happened upon me when I—”

				“And where was it that you last saw…my ‘brother’ the sheriff?” Simon rolled his shoulders, dark emotion coiling and uncoiling inside him. He half-turned away from her so that the moonlight would not reveal what was in his eyes.

				“I—I speak of a night some weeks ago.”

				“Oh. You are, are you not, from Lamorisse?” He trembled slightly.

			

			
				“Oui.”


				“I will ask you something now, and you will answer me truthfully—I will know if you lie. And then when you’ve answered, you will return to your husband, and forget everything about this night—your meeting with me, all that you’ve seen and heard and said, that mercenary who lies dead. You will forget it all, as it is not your concern but only that of the Farouche Clan. If you dare breathe any of this to any other soul, I shall come to you in the night and kill you. Do you understand?”

				“Oui, milord,” Faye breathed fearfully.

				“Tell me what you know of the present whereabouts of the woman named Claire Dejordy.”

				Faye swallowed, her eyes flashing as she sifted through her thoughts, her memories. “I…all that I know—truthfully, I swear—is that she vanished from Lamorisse. Weeks—months ago, now, it must be. That is all I know. I swear it.”

				Simon absorbed her words with a sense of finality, of doom, of mounting vengefulness. It must be true. So carefully had he searched, choosing his informants, confronting them with the menace of his presence, charging them under pain of grisly death…Each had told him the same thing. There was no discernible reason for them to lie. Indeed, they’d been eager to cooperate with a Farouche.


				Claire Dejordy was gone.

				Simon ground his teeth, not hearing the woman as she spoke again. Cajoling words, entreating him to leave her unharmed.

				He dismissed her angrily, watching her hurry off along the hedgerows, casting terrified looks over her hood-mantled shoulder. He heard—felt—apprehended the taunting laughter of the energumen again. It dared not assail thoughts of Claire; something about her—Simon’s love for her—caused it to wither, muted its mockery.

			

			
				But now the imprisoned soul was at once rejoicing in Simon’s despair and—more despicably by far—sharing in his yearning for his lost love.

				He cursed and slapped himself stingingly across the face, knowing well the creature’s loathing of discomfort. Then he knelt and, drawing a dirk from his boot, performed the act of mortification that his companions found so unsettling. He began to cut himself. On the arms, on the face. Pausing before each keen, cleansing jab of the knife’s point to relish the dreadful, helpless agony of the demon spirit. Its hatred of pain drove it deep inside; it dwindled into the nuclear fastness of their joint being to which it always repaired, giving him surcease of its presence until such time as it could stand no more the bitter loneliness of its nameless state.

				He would be free of it for a mercifully long time, he knew. For though he was ravenously hungry, he would fast until he could stand no more, until his ribs protruded from withered skin. Keeping the demon too weakened to beg or to curse or taunt. Then, when he must replenish his strength with food, he would wash it down with a river of wine, as had become his wont.

				Thus had Simon’s life become—an endless round of perverse actions designed to anguish the creature, though they were in tantalizing proximity to its own kin.

			

			
				Sniffing into the wind, Simon caught the scent of the approaching party long before he heard them. A cavalry column, it seemed. The useless knights of Duke Cordell de Plancy—impotent in the thrall of the dark powers that had seized control—riding in escort of a fiacre.

				He took to shadow as the party approached. Noting that he had caught sight of several predatory animals during the night, he decided it best that he take to horse and return to the higher ground of the mountain foothills.

				Even the hawks and jackals could be suspected of unholy converse with the demons that haunted Burgundy.

				* * * *

				Simon Sardonis had fought his way through the hellish winter gauntlet that had claimed most of the samurai’s company. Disappointed, betrayed by their cowardly retreat at first, he had come to his senses and realized that Gonji would return. Must return. The samurai’s deep-seated perception of duty as a divinely compelling force would see to that.

				And thus fortified, Simon survived. He was unsure of how, having taken many wounds in the combat, at last accepting with horror that he had been allowed to survive, granted a sadistic reprieve until such time as the demon-father Grimmolech would ensnare and confront him.

				He lived as a fugitive in his own homeland, amid the plains and foothills of his violated, saintly mother and murdered father. He took his living from the land by fang and talon and goodly steel, keeping to the realm of shadow. His unearthly skills and instincts, the cunning of a lifetime’s evasion of the powers of evil, served him well.

			

			
				By stages he renewed his acquaintance with the Burgundy of his monastic youth as well as that of the previous year. The year of Claire. He immersed himself in the fell atmosphere of the province, knowing that his nemesis, Grimmolech, and the demon’s wicked sons, were likewise aware of him. They seemed unhurried about their pursuit, raising no general alarm. It was almost as if they expected him to surrender willingly. To submit to their wish to have their nameless kin, which he bore like a canker, delivered into unholy alliance with them.

				His chief concern was for Claire’s safety. It was unthinkable that her importance to him might be discovered. The terror of that thought shaped his nightmares during the remaining weeks of the alien winter that had been conjured in Burgundy. He knew he dared not approach Lamorisse until he was certain of his situation.

				He traced the energumen’s brothers by their workings. A simple matter, as it happened, in view of the ease with which they’d taken over all affairs of state: The boorish Serge was now marshal of the entire central plain; the wily Rene, minister of commerce, whose shape-shifting ability in the full of the moon and penchant for terrorism rivaled those of Grimmolech himself, was feared by all who had need of the forest roads; Lyle, a shire-reeve—whose true name, Simon knew, was Belial—lurked in the forests of the Alpine regions, ever surrounded by his cohort of predatory beasts, himself the most predatory of the lot; Roman had become chief tax assessor and special delegate to the duke, but his primary concern was the refinement of the black arts of his father; and the lustful Blaise, whose carnal appetites and amazing animal magnetism had cast him as a prodigious seducer and a being of indomitable will, had insinuated himself into the palace at Dijon itself. He had somehow conspired to marry the Marchioness Aimee, daughter of the Grand Seigneur de Plancy.

			

			
				It was with considerable satisfaction that Simon recalled the eye-gouging stroke he had delivered Blaise Farouche only the year before.

				Simon lived an ascetic life, denying himself all comforts, fasting, spending days and nights in prayerful meditation, exposing himself to extremes of cold. His intent was three-fold: He would purify his body and thereby sharpen his senses for the conflict to come; he would mortify himself to atone for his sins; and he would confound and torment the energumen, that parasitic being within him, who tortured his own bitter life.

				For a long time after his carefully structured seclusion had begun, Simon tried not to think of Claire Dejordy, fearing that the energumen might somehow convey knowledge of her to its fellows or that his thoughts themselves might mystically wend their way to the evil wardens of this troubled land.

				It was when the lycanthropic spirit discovered Simon’s wish and began to call out Claire’s name while he slept, or while he performed indelicate bodily functions, that the accursed fugitive enhanced his mortifications with the practice of self-inflicted wounds.

				As he adjusted to his severe, hermetic life and went about his clandestine observations in Burgundy, Simon also was forced to deal with the ever-present specter of the full-moon transformations. By the end of his second week in the province, the moon was nearing her ripeness, and he had yet to find suitable refuge wherein he might be safely removed from any human lives the night the demon held full sway.

			

			
				And there was a second, equally pressing concern: He was sure the creature would seek out its father straightaway once it was in power. Simon’s soul would then only watch helplessly as he was delivered into the Farouche Clan’s infernal hands.

				On the day before the full of the moon, he retired to the eastern border of France—the Alpine frontier whose rugged peaks stood between the French and the Holy Roman Empire. Casting about in futility for much of the day, he at last happened upon a deep, long-abandoned well that seemed his only hope of sanctuary.

				At first the notion he entertained seemed absurd. But the well was deep and narrow, and its steep sides were coated with moss and slime and ice.

				At length he threw up his hands, at a loss for any other reasonable plan, and, as evening shadows settled over the snowy, pine-scented land, he cast a prayer up to heaven and dropped feet-first into the well’s murky depths.

				The energumen mocked him in his pathetic effort at isolating its unleashed ravings, but as he settled into the muck at the bottom of the well, its waxing despair perked his own spirit. Simon’s human shoulders were nearly wedged into the tight confines, and he knew what this boded for the near doubling in size his form would soon undergo.

			

			
				Night gradually descended, the moon rising in rounded fullness. Simon suffered the agonizing birthing of the Beast—an hour-long ordeal of erupting lycanthropy. He was never certain whether it was the heady taste of freedom or a second possessing demon-spirit that caused the madness of the cohabiting soul during those violent full-moon episodes. He always preferred to interpret it as the latter, lest anyone call him the possessed. But on that well-bound night, the monstrous golden creature spewed its wrath with a frustration Simon had seldom seen before, though he had subjected it to a wide assortment of daunting ploys during full moons past.

				The werewolf howled maniacally in its dashed hopes at venting its bloodlust. It called its father’s name repeatedly up the tunneled shaft to the distant surface. When it had worked its arms over its head at last, shoulders rubbed raw and fur matted with blood and slime, it began to claw desperately toward the circle of freedom high above. Frosted earth, masonry and stone exploded amidst its thrashings. Its talons were broken and caked with mud. But despite its prodigious strength, it could gain no hand- or foothold. In the end it slumped back into the muck to whimper and curse and rage its promises of vengeance.

				The morning reversion presently returning his human form, Simon succumbed to exhaustion and relief. He slept for a time, then was awakened by sounds unmistakably, alarmingly—human. He strained to make out the forms in the far-off disk of light, his red-veined eyes watering and befouled with dirt. He could see heads peering down, knowing they would not be able to see him in the darkened well.

			

			
				Deliberating a moment as they called down to him in the patois of the region, realizing that these might be his enemies, he finally surrendered to the reality of the situation: He had to get out somehow, and if they were foes, then better to face them—whatever their nature or number—than be destroyed like a sewer rat.

				A rope was sent down. Simon allowed himself to be drawn up. He was weaponless. He scanned their number and armament first—six surly and suspicious brigands sporting muskets and pistols, longbows and blades. Their dress was rugged; their gear, a motley array adopted for its suitability to mountain living. Mountain men. Hunters. And Andre…

				Uncle Andre.


				He remembered the face, the voice that had come to cheer him with its smiling promises of reunion during those bewildering youthful years Simon spent imprisoned at the monastery. The liquid blue eyes whose sadness had always left him with the distinct impression that the voice had lied. The tall, wiry frame, much like Simon’s own. The large, strong, weathered hands that examined his wounds, the tatters of his garb.

				Simon found himself smiling. It was, all things considered, a major victory over the confounding powers of darkness. He was reunited with Uncle Andre, brother of his murdered father.

				His sole living blood relation.

				* * * *

				“Things happened to those who made trouble for the Farouche,” Uncle Andre was saying as he stirred a thick, pungent ragout.

			

			
				Simon studied the appointments of the mountain cave. Lambent firelight flickered over the walls, the burnished faces of the hardy mountain dwellers. The stuffed wall niches and crowded corners of the cave, mounded high with supplies and bundled equipment and outfitted with an assortment of scarred weaponry, bespoke its longtime use as both a lair and a base of surreptitious operations.

				He felt, for the first time in years, at home among these denizens of his homeland. They were his countrymen, his kin. They shared his faith and his earnest desire to rid France of the evil growth that had begun to devour it. It was a strange, welcome feeling, this intoxication of belonging, enhanced by the work of the wine, as he sat on a rough-hewn tabouret and sipped from a bejeweled goblet—souvenir of some foray against a corrupt noble.

				“Farouche,” his uncle repeated with disdain, spitting as if to scour his mouth from the taste of the name. “Even their very name speaks to their savagery. They bring us foul sorcery from their demonic world, you know. Things prowl the forests that ought not to live among men. When we saw that—we hunting folk, we did something about it. The king forgot about Burgundy—or feared it. And the Grand Seigneur threw in his lot with ‘em. So we little people fought back. Pretty soon hunting was outlawed. That god-cursed shire-reeve, Lyle Farouche—he made poaching a crime punishable by death, he did. Poaching. Since when is it poaching to shoot the innards out of a werewolf? Eh…begging your pardon, nephew. I mean, of course, evil werewolves, non?”

			

			
				Simon smiled, unoffended at such an intimation, feeling no discomfort at the open mention of his curse, for the first time ever among men. It was a rare and wonderful experience that actually caused him to feel something of the reveling in his potential power that Gonji had always urged him to consider.

				“They do everything they can to keep the people down,” the old trapper Pierre was saying now. “You know—break their spirits. Seems they change the official regional religion every fortnight or so. First we’re Catholic, then the Huguenots have it right, then we’re Catholic again for a spell—the cures of every parish are like weathercocks anymore. Them that are still alive…”

				“Oui,” Andre added, “but most of them are too scared to do anything about it. They send word…to the king, to the bishop, God knows where else. No one knows whether news of the territory ever leaves. We’re not bothered much up here, though. I don’t think the Farouche are too eager to tangle with the Empire. Not till they’ve consolidated their power, or whatever they’re planning.”

				“Of course not,” Simon advanced. “The Empire represents power backed by righteous faith.”

				“Maybe,” Andre allowed. He sipped from the stew ladle, then cast in another pinch of seasoning. “Even the goddamn soldiery supports the Farouche Clan. It’s like—like Burgundy is another country. An antagonist to France…”

				“People cower in their homes. Afraid of the night,” Pierre observed glumly. “Women and children disappear. For what reason they’re taken, only Satan himself knows…God knows,” he appended, crossing himself and nodding somberly, “and He’ll visit His wrath on ‘em.”

			

			
				“He already has—we’re it,” Uncle Andre said, evoking a hearty laugh full of staunch brotherhood.

				Wine cups and skins and bottles were tipped in toast, and Simon’s goblet was refilled. His eyes brimmed and his head spun with the rapidly spreading warmth. He was unused to drinking, fearful of the lost control that accompanied it; yet he was loath to commit any act that might disaffect him with these spirited companions. And soon, as he had noted when Gonji had once cajoled him into a tilt with a rum cup during their crossing of the sea, the demon spirit inside him was lulled to sleep.

				He was mercifully freed of its presence and its antagonizing thoughts.

				Andre served the stew. Two men pulled out a board and playing pieces and pursued a game of tric-trac while they ate. There was contented banter for a time, Simon’s uncle plying him gently for news of his legendary meanderings, steering the conversation to more pleasant subjects when it seemed he grew uneasy.

				Then, in the placid post-meal silence, a rotund, one-armed hunter named Hugh Thibedeau began to ramble sullenly.

				“Evil everywhere in Burgundy. Monsters. Wolves and satyrs and the walking undead. Bats the size of cattle. But that ain’t the worst of it. You just know it could be a whole lot worse. And they don’t even show their muscle until they’re opposed. Non…They hit you with their foul magic only after you show you won’t join ‘em. They’re smart. They don’t waste any power they don’t have to…

			

			
				“Every season knows its own special evil. New shapes, new patterns. We’ve seen ‘em. We’ve sat up here and watched for a long time. The spring? That’s their courting season. Satyrs with their filthy seductions. The one that married the duke’s young daughter is worst of all, they say. Oui…busted lives and busted loves. That’s how they win acolytes. Life loses its meaning. There ain’t nowhere else to go, so…The Courting of Evil.

				“The summertime, that’s when they get tough. The time of the rams and jackals. Now they bust up people.” He pushed forward the stump of his arm for emphasis. “You give us trouble, we know how to fix you, eh? Join us or fight. Friend or foe. Violence. Evil charms in the skies. No one walks the roads at night…

				“Now the autumn—I think that’s their favorite, eh, Andre? Here is our power! Join us—Hell’s immortals! That’s when they hold their—their saturnalia. Black rites. Sacrifices no one cares to think about, much less try to stop. Like they were building up a storehouse of evil sorcery for the winter. Flying horrors, haunters in the night. Wait till you see the moon in those days, young wolf cub! That’s when they win over new followers for the Dark Angel. People can stand no more fear. They see no deliverance. They start to wear that goddamn wolf crest. And then they’re lost to humanity. They’ve got their immortality, eh?

				“But now winter,” the hunter rasped, eyes alight with fervent emotion, “that’s the worst. That’s their season of hunger—the season when our world is lost to us and another takes its place…but you’ve seen that, I gather.”

			

			
				“Oui,” Simon replied as Hugh’s eyes now fixed on him alone for the first time. “I’ve seen your winter, and I’ve survived it thus far.”

				Uncle Andre bellowed a laugh that echoed in the upper reaches of the cave. “Oui, my nephew has survived, and now he’s here among us. And together we break the power of these evil usurpers, whatever shapes they see fit to clothe themselves in, n’est-ce pas, Simon?”

				Normal conversation broke out here and there once again, and Andre sat on the damp floor beside Simon. “We may be few in number, but we’re tough,” he said to his nephew in a more intimate voice. “They’ve known the sting of our opposition. And anyway, we’re not alone. There is this Wunderknechten underground—you’ve heard of them, I see. I thought as much. Many tales connect you with them and this…Far Eastern wanderer who they say leads them.”

				“They’re your allies here?”

				“Mmm. They’ve been officially condemned, you know. Anyone who can say that is our ally. I believe their secret activities are all that hold the people together in the towns.”

				“I never thought much of them before,” Simon admitted. “I ignored them the last time I was here. Refused to believe them worthwhile. This business of compromising the true faith—do you accept them as brothers in Christ, uncle?”

				“Why not? Aren’t they? And they’re good fighters. Right now, that’s all that counts, given the nature of our enemy. They have this warrior code they swear by…bushido. Do you know about that?”

				Simon smiled thinly. “My little samurai friend would be smugly delighted. Uncle—in Lamorisse, there’s a woman. Claire Dejordy. Do you or any of your friends have knowledge of her condition? Do you know whether she’s safe?”

			

			
				Andre grunted thoughtfully. “Haven’t been to Lamorisse in some time. Pierre, here, is from Lamorisse, but he moved his family from there some time ago. This girl, her father is—what, a tanner?”

				“A fellmonger,” Pierre corrected.

				“Was,” Simon said morosely.

				“Ah, oui, but I don’t know about the girl,” Andre told him sympathetically. “If you need to know, we’ll find out, only…”

				“Oui?” Simon encouraged anxiously.

				“Simon…do not be too sure of a woman in these times. I mean…ofttimes they can let you down…when you need it least. Or just plain die on you. That’s what your aunt did to me…Listen, don’t look at me like that. Forget I said it. We need each other. There’s much to do, and we must remain strong. When Simon—your father—died…well, you know how I swore I’d avenge him. I was just a boy. I thought I’d have to face that devil cult alone someday. Now you’ve come, and we’ll do it together, eh? Only we’ve got to stay alive. And strong. Nothing must weaken our resolve. No matter of the heart. No personal scar. Strong. With an eye to the destruction of this cult from the netherworld. Now drink. Then we rest and plan. We’ve got to fatten you up, eh?”

				Simon became one of them. One of the mountain folk who struggled for freedom from the terrorism wrought by invaders from another world. Like the mountain men, he became one of the hunted who turned on their hunters. They wreaked havoc among the predators and rogues who ran roughshod over the forests and plains under the direction of the Farouche Clan, who played a sinister game of control and power perversion in Burgundy, their ultimate purpose disguised by their machinations.

			

			
				The mountain men roamed the territory, protecting the innocent and rescuing the oppressed, disrupting black magic rituals and razing the ubiquitous symbols of demonic power where they found them—cabalistic tracings, Farouche crests drawn in human blood, goat-headed staffs raised over sacrificial altars. It seemed the Farouche drew sorcerous power in much the same fashion as had the evil wizard Mord, whose manipulations had destroyed Vedun. They gathered strength both from the perverse faith of their followers and the dynamic energy derived from living sacrifices, human and animal. Realizing this, Simon soon turned the rebels’ attention toward ambushing mercenary patrols bearing the wolf-charge banner, for these paid acolytes would be the mainstays of Farouche military strength and sorcerous faith.

				The seasons passed, the shapes of evil changing even as Hugh Thibedeau had said. The rapacious stalking beasts of the fierce winter were gradually supplanted by the shadows of cunning horned forms in the dripping spring forests; by frightening prints of cloven hooves under the burgeoning bower; by huge, dark swooping forms in the treetops and slithering sinuous creatures that churned the pungent marshes and meadows in mockery of the teeming life that burst from the earth’s womb.

			

			
				A doorway had been opened, and Burgundy had become the Devil’s playground.

				Despite their noble efforts, their sparing of regular French troops in their forays against the Farouche, and their attempts at justifying their purpose, the mountain men learned that with each passing season the price on their heads increased, from both the Crown and the invading usurpers of the territory.

				Simon knew the Farouche Clan was aware of his presence. He was cheered to realize how vexing it must be to Grimmolech to have his demonic son’s lupine strength and craftiness turned against him. But Simon did not employ the great golden werewolf form as he settled into his vigilante existence. He feared that by virtue of some aspect of the Beast’s unleashed life, the Farouche might contrive to search him out and entrap him.

				He continued leading his ascetic life-style, even keeping his distance from his uncle’s band, for the most part. The mountain men assisted him in his evasions of the werewolf transformations by appointing a cave in the Alpine slopes in the manner he had found most useful. They fastened into the walls of the cave a series of enormous manacles by which he might be bound during the full of the moon until the Beast had impotently spent its violent rage of first release. Someone would free Simon the next morning. With this denial of blood-spilling in the full of the moon, Simon would be spared the agonizing, despised transmutations until the next full moon.

				As spring became summer, animal violence randomly erupted in the province Simon loved, both in the withering heat of the day and the cloaking mantle of night. And the ensorceled warrior became emboldened by his longing to find the woman he loved.

			

			
				For he learned at last that she had flown from Lamorisse.

				None could, or would, say where, though he effected shaky confidences with several people by dint of his obvious resemblance to the Farouche. He could only wonder how many had kept their trembling vows of silence.

				It was by gradual stages that Simon Sardonis took to drinking heavily. His feeling of good fellowship for Uncle Andre’s bunch had quickly ushered him into sharing their love of the grape. At first, he drank in moderation, both out of a lifetime’s cultivation of the solemn dignity with which he carried his curse and a deep-seated fear of what he might do once he had relinquished control.

				But as he became disheartened over the growing certainty that he had lost Claire, he took to slugging at his wine when apart from them, soon preferring to drink alone. Rum and ale casks took their places next to his wine stores, and in time the energumen inside him began to panic more when Simon caught up a goblet, than a dirk, for some episode of self-torture.

				Strong spirits, Simon learned, exercised a sedative effect on the creature that cohabited his soul’s space. And that became a justification to drink more heavily. Though Simon himself suffered dearly in lost faculties, it soon became a daily ritual for him to engage in righteous swilling, melting away the presence of his personal demon with the trickling warmth of his cups.

				But sweet victory was short-lived under the burden of a heavy brow. For soon he was left alone to his maudlin thoughts.

			

			
				Claire was lost to him. Gonji was never going to return. Never trust a woman or a heathen. Never…


				Almost—almost, in those moments before merciful sleep overcame him, the notion would come to fullness: Even the taunting of the demon spirit might sometimes be preferred to the terrible emptiness he felt.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWO

				A tigress wind thrashed all but the hardiest trees as storm clouds swallowed the orb of the moon. Hulking shadows and swarming shapes loomed about the onrushing beast, its fell purpose undaunted.

				Indeed, its drunken resolve was fortified by the fury of the coming midsummer storm. Its mad bellows burst forth from the roiling lust in its belly, inflaming the night with evil passion. Predatory creatures, drawn by instinct and anticipation of imminent violence, took up the chase, gathering in its wake.

				He had been warned against this by his fellows. But in his yearning for the girl he had cast aside the fetters of control, assumed the form of the mighty bipedal wolf, and foregone the constraints against strong drink. The rum had done its work well. Reason fled before the lash of animal passion.

				The werewolf broke through the edge of the pine stand as the first sheet of hot rain slanted across the environs of the solitary farm, whipped by a banshee wind. Lightning inflamed the night. The penned cattle bleated and puled in primitive terror, crashing through their fences. Horses kicked and whinnied in their stalls inside the gambrel-roofed barn.

				But the beast had eyes only for the two-storied farmhouse, flickering lamplight beckoning to it from the windows.

			

			
				* * * *

				In the upper story, the children began to cry in their beds.

				Hercule Cochieu steeled himself as he fumbled with the loading and charging of his musket and pistol, sweating, grinding out imprecations through clenched teeth.

				“Mon Dieu—O mon Dieu!” his eldest daughter cried, trembling at the window.

				“Get away from there,” Cochieu shouted. He brought his voice under control and moved beside Nadine, easing her from the window with a firm hand and peering outside. “Now, girl, go up and see to the children. Quietly.”

				“Non, mon pere. They’re safe. It is me that he wants.” Her words were laced with hitching sobs.

				“What?” Cochieu turned from staring at the growling two-legged beast that preened itself on the path, strutting eerily in the rain as if engaged in some unthinkable mating ritual. “What in God’s name are you talking about?”

				There was a thump and an outcry over their heads—one of the three children had fallen out of bed to shriek more insistently now.

				“It is—it is Rene Farouche, father. I spurned him. He said—he said—” She couldn’t finish, averting her eyes from the slow-spreading rage that tinged her father’s features.

				“Get upstairs and see to the children,” he said, paternal ire coming to a boil as his daughter’s words sank in. “I kept us here too long. I should have moved you all to the town—get upstairs!” He raised his wheel-lock pistol beside his jaw and strained to see through the driving rain and huddling darkness, out beyond the spattered window to where the monster bellowed at the door.

			

			
				“Non, I stay here to fight beside you,” she railed. “I am the cause of this.”

				“Damned stubborn girl!”

				A thunderous shock rattled the door—the heavy bar held the portal in place under the shoulder charge of the beast. But now it pounded the oaken planks with shuddersome blows. Nadine rushed to a back room and returned with an axe and her father’s rapier. She tossed the latter on the floor at his feet and hefted the axe defiantly.

				A center plank split high on the door, just below the lintel.

				Cochieu mouthed a desperate prayer, cast a glance up at the ceiling in response to a scream from the bedchamber above. He threw aside the shutter and crashed a stool through the window. Leaning out into the rain, he caught sight of the werewolf s jaws, agape with deadly promise. Red-veined silver eyes. A flash of black talons—

				Cochieu’s pistol barked and fumed, hissing in the rain spatter. But the shot fired truly. The beast was struck full in the chest, the impact knocking it backward. It howled maniacally, slipped in the mud and fell, scrabbling back up and spinning in its pain as it clawed at the darkly leaking wound.

				It lunged for the broken window, lurched through—its shoulders wouldn’t pass the aperture, though it strained and raked savage gouges in the frame.

				Cochieu swore, staving off his terror. He grabbed up his rapier, stutter-stepped forward a pace. Two paces. He slashed at the werewolf with his slim blade, scoring its muzzle and forearm deeply. Nadine screamed sharply behind him, still gripping the axe, shuffling anxiously.

			

			
				“Leave us alone!” she shrilled.

				The monster bellowed in pain and fled the window as Cochieu tossed aside the rapier and brought his heavy musket to bead on its canine head.

				It disappeared into the rain a moment. Hercule and his daughter eyed each other, thinking the same thought.

				“The rear—”

				“Bolted!”

				“Are you sure?”

				A thud. The rasp of claws against the side of the house. A window exploded above them. A chorus of children’s screams—

				“Jesus God Almighty—”


				Before they could move, a jackal leaped through the broken parlor window.

				* * * *

				The vigilante band out of Lamorisse had been hastily raised in response to hysterical word of a rampaging night beast terrorizing farms on the outskirts of town. As usual the small garrison of French regulars had responded in lackluster fashion, receiving the alarm with sullen disinterest, a small squad being dispatched in the wrong direction. And the townsfolk were told to report such information to the shire-reeve, Lyle Farouche, in the future.

				Thus, there no longer being any hope in appealing to the powers that held control of Burgundy, the Knights of Wonder took matters into their own hands.

			

			
				A dozen men pounded along the rain-rutted southeast track under the command of Jacques Moreau, who outwardly exuded the confidence he knew the others needed to see but was internally troubled on many fronts. The worst of it was that he’d been intercepted by his friends while returning from an evening visit. There had been no time to escort his son safely home. So young Guy now rode along at the center of the pack, bundled against the storm in his father’s cavalry jack, wild-eyed with childish anticipation of seeing the men he so admired in armed clash with Satan’s goblins.

				“There—listen,” someone grated as they all reined in. “Must be Cochieu’s place.”

				An electric thrill coursed through them to hear the bellowing of the werewolf a mile off, even through the woods and the wind and the rain.

				Moreau mopped his brow and sniffed, spitting into the muddy road. “All right…All right, let’s go. Guy—ride close to the Richards now, garcon.”

				Moreau swallowed hard, his eyes glazing with a sudden fear of what lay ahead, and kicked his steed into a gallop.

				* * * *

				A tremulous murmur escaping her throat as she ran, Nadine bounded up the stairs in three lissome strides, brandishing the axe before her. Her fear turned to blind rage and concern for her sisters and brother. Despite the prickling terror that threatened to paralyze her legs, she snarled out a defiant threat and came on flailing at the huge monstrosity that had fractured part of the window frame and wedged itself into the aperture.

			

			
				Little Clarice, huddled into a corner of the bedchamber, eyes blank with shock, was nearly in reach of a scraping, straining, taloned paw.

				Nadine’s father lurched into the room behind her, roaring for her to clear the way. But she was galvanized by the children’s trenchant wailing. She swung the axe in scything arcs, inching ever closer to the wetly snapping jaws of the werewolf.

				“Nadine,” the creature hissed, flinching back.

				She froze. Her heart seized up, to hear her name pronounced in that horrible, unearthly voice.

				Screaming to ward the onset of madness, flushing with the wave of nausea that preceded her faint, she struck the beast full in the lower jaw, shattering half a row of darkly stained teeth.

				The werewolf howled in ear-piercing agony, and the children screamed in chorus. 

				Hercule Cochieu’s hair bristled, and when Nadine crumpled to the floor between them, clearing his view, he discharged his musket at the beast’s head. The report was deafening in the tight quarters. Cochieu’s ears blocked, and the musket ball ripped fur and flesh from the werewolf’s neck. 

				Dark, slick blood gouted from the wound.

				Cochieu gasped and hurled the musket into its ghastly face. He surged to the corner where Clarice lay quivering. He caught her up, kicked free of the claw that wildly shredded his boot. The werewolf suddenly went slack, seemingly dead. And Cochieu then dragged the other two small children along with him and Clarice. 

			

			
				The jackal met them at the base of the stairs, frothing and hissing. Cochieu tensely pressed it back with his drawn dagger, whose menace it respected. After what seemed an eternal standoff, the children mewling in utter panic, Cochieu warded the jackal back and locked the children into a larder.

				When he returned for the slack Nadine, his scalp crackled to see the werewolf revived now, and clawing its way, with one bloody paw, through the hole in the wall that had late been a window. It barked and growled in animal fury, thrashing at the splintering wood of a shutter, its smoldering eyes on Nadine.

				But then—

				It lurched with an unseen impact. Then another. 

				Cochieu frenziedly dragged his daughter down the stairs, uncertain of the phenomenon’s meaning. Uncaring. Survival—the children’s survival alone occupied his scattershot thoughts.

				Outside, horses whinnied and bucked in primal terror. The Wunderknechten under Moreau were not surprised to find that their guns would not fire in the rain. Undaunted, they unleashed deadly bowshot at the werewolf, spindling its hide with clothyard shafts. A mighty shot by Darcy Lavelle pinned the creature’s thigh to the wall. Its howls raised gooseflesh.

				But it was still wedged half-inside the burst lattice window.

				Two men beat at the still-barred rear door until Cochieu gratefully admitted them.

				Wyatt Ault, an ex-mercenary who had seen his share of night-haunters in the forests of Prussia and Bavaria, quit his skittish mount to race past the farmhouse. With practiced ease he scaled the sodden wall of an adjacent outbuilding. From there, he executed a dangerous leap to a low edge of the farmhouse roof, shingles breaking free and splashing into the pools below as he scrabbled for purchase.

			

			
				Two hawks, under some dark-powered direction, broke from under an eave and strafed him, describing ungainly arcs on rain-burdened wings. Ault fought them off with drawn sword until they retreated.

				Unlimbering his longbow, Wyatt eased to the front of the treacherous roof. Drawing from an awkward position, he planted an arrow deep into the werewolf’s lower back, cursing with battle-glee to see it wrench like a speared fish. 

				Another shaft hissed from the bow, almost splitting the first, as gunshots vibrated the roof beneath his feet—

				In the children’s bedchamber, the two men who had entered the house stilled the monster’s spasmodic frenzy with pistol shot. It lay motionless, draped over the sill, jerking with involuntary muscular reaction.

				Outside, the remainder of the party dismounted and steadied their anxious horses. 

				The two men in the farmhouse who had shot the creature exhaled as one and appraised their kill. One urged caution, but his partner, convinced that the battle was won, moved forward to examine the awesome form.

				The werewolf’s upper body snapped erect, its riven form charged anew with hellish life, one act of perverse defiance left to it. The man was dragged down and mangled under a maelstrom of razoring talons, his face gashed and flayed beyond recognition. It would be several minutes before his already stiffening corpse could be separated from that of the werewolf.

			

			
				Dazed, their wrath spent and their fear of the supernatural dulled by fatigue, the armed party finally gazed about them in exasperation. They were drenched with rain and sweat, splashed with mud and blood, breathing hard with exertion and expectancy. But their eyes shone with a glimmer of hopeful realization.

				This was indeed a significant accomplishment. It boded present change in Burgundy—whether for better or worse, no one seemed to care for the nonce.

				Three men with polearms and staffs levered the werewolf’s ravaged body out into space. It crashed into a swirling pool of muddied hues beside the front door. They all gathered slowly to stare at it. Then, gradually, they began jostling and chattering the way men did after great achievements and brushes with death. Here they had experienced both.

				Inside the house, Nadine worked at calming the sobbing children. Cochieu set a stew pot to boiling and broke out an ale cask. Darcy Lavelle and another man rolled the form of the dead jackal—dispatched by Darcy’s pike-point—onto a horse blanket for disposal. 

				The rest grouped around the rain-pelted, shaft-spindled bulk of the werewolf. It lay twisted in death, its tufted and matted fur obscuring its former outlines. But no one hurried to rearrange the monster for better viewing.

				Lantern shields, their flames spared the rain by housings above the arm couplings, clustered like faery lights about the front of the farmhouse.

			

			
				Jacques Moreau took note of the predatory eyes that rimmed the forest in growing numbers. He signaled for the Richard brothers to bring young Guy down from the road. As he watched his son approach, Moreau was assailed by worry and doubt. The men had taken to his new leadership well enough, that was sure. Intrepid warriors, one and all. But what had they done here? What price would they pay? Had anyone noticed how little he’d contributed once that familiar clutching feeling inside had paralyzed him? And in what light would young Guy see his father cast in the days to come?

				Moreau watched his son’s expression as the doughty Richard brothers brought him near, swinging past the emptied animal pens. With Marie gone, who would care for the boy should anything ill befall Jacques? Wasn’t that a father’s first concern—the protection and raising of his son? Did anything else really matter?

				He drew off his soaked hat and cast off the excess rainwater with a wrist snap. He smiled at his son.

				“Hide your eyes,” he said to Guy, futilely and too late, for three men now brought out the partially wrapped remains of the man killed by the werewolf.

				The optimistic banter of the Wonder Knights abruptly ceased.

				* * * *

				Little Guy Moreau was swept up by the import of it all. His father was a great leader now, engaged in the business of hunting down the monsters people whispered about when they thought no children heard. And here was one of them. It looked like a man rolled into an animal skin. All tangled and bloody. Its insides were oozing out like something the butcher-man had prepared for roasting. It didn’t look like a monster at all. Just a huge, dead forest animal.

			

			
				Guy felt very brave now, seated there beside his father’s bay gelding, the only boy in Lamorisse who’d been allowed to see this. But he was frightened, too. He knew what the people said about the awful monsters in the forests. About how bad people lived in those forbidden woods, and in the mountains, too. And it must all be true. As they waited in the woods, Guy had seen something big, with wings, looking down at him from a high perch in the trees, the way a cat watched a bug before it pounced. He had told the Richards, and they had laughed, telling him it was a trick of the wind and the lightning.

				But he noted how warily they had looked up into the trees, and suddenly he didn’t feel safe with them anymore. He didn’t feel safe because he knew they were out in the territory where the old broken Frankish castle stood like a bared skeleton on the rocky crags. It was haunted, so they said.

				Worse than that, they’d have to cross the bridge again on their way home. The bridge over the gully where he had once seen the man with the devil face, down below. The one who had strangely waved for him to come down. And when Guy didn’t because something told him not to, the man had done something terrible to a small animal, laughing all the while, and then pointed up at Guy and promised, without words, that he would get the boy someday and do the same thing to him.


			

			
				That bridge was always a scary place now. So scary it made Guy’s belly hurt until he shut his eyes and prayed to Jesus to bring him safely to the other side. And even then he would not look back until the bridge was gone in case the devil-man was there. Pointing at him and laughing.

				But now he wasn’t afraid. He was with his father. A great captain, once, in the king’s lancers, who was the most important soldier in the militia of Lamorisse now. Guy drew a deep breath and sat up tall in the saddle.

				“Are you going out hunting more monsters now?” he asked his father.

				Jacques Moreau cleared his throat and chuckled dryly. “Non, mon fils, we have our quota for tonight.”

				* * * *

				“Jacques—a moment here, s’il vous plait.”

				Moreau instructed his son to remain mounted and rejoined his companions. “Oui?”

				Darcy Lavelle stood in the doorway of the Cochieu farmhouse, alternately sipping ale and tending to the reloading of his pistols. He looked to the boy and then modulated his voice, affecting a casual air, to Jacques Moreau. 

				“Evidence, we have here, mon ami—hard evidence that evil things are about to unleash some new outrage in the province. This be no natural beast, I think we all agree—”

				Moreau was nodding his head glumly, his benumbed mind trying to formulate their next action even as he hoped some other would suggest it. Why hadn’t Darcy Lavelle assumed leadership after the magistrate had died and the council leader had been arrested? Decorated cavalry trooper…veteran of numerous bloody campaigns. Lavelle had spurned the position, flatly declaring himself a better follower than a leader. Now he held Moreau’s old job as craft guild spokesman. What was the difference?

			

			
				A fool’s question…


				“So what do you think?” Moreau asked, gratefully accepting a mug of ale from a red-eyed Hercule Cochieu.

				“Take this thing back with us, of course,” Lavelle replied. “The more who see it the better.”

				Moreau found himself nodding numbly again.

				They loaded the dead vigilante onto his horse, wrapping him cap-a-pie against prying eyes until his family could be approached. Then they nervously lashed the mangled werewolf’s grisly hands and feet and carried it by pole to a wagon, similarly obscuring it from view with a coarse shroud.

				They took a late, bracing meal of stew and hard bread, outfitted the Cochieu family for travel, and departed the way they had come, through the forest and back to Lamorisse.

				“A victory,” Wyatt Ault, the one-time mercenary, told Moreau as he cantered up beside him. “Victory over evil—that’s how you view this, Jacques. To be followed by many more, one hopes, until this Farouche filth is scoured from French soil. Don’t worry about responsibility. We share that.”

				Moreau cast him an uneasy smile.

				Nadine Cochieu swung her horse over to join them, a somber set to her pretty face, making her look years older. “I suppose you know what you’re doing, gentils, but you can’t just ride back into Lamorisse with that…thing.”

			

			
				“What are you saying, Nadine?”

				“Monsieur Moreau,” she said in a conspiratorial voice, “you have a dead monster in that wagon now but—God forgive us all, the Devil will make us pay. Have you given no thought to what will happen when the sun rises? Tarry here until morn, and then make your plan.”

				“You’re saying you know who that creature will become?” Moreau asked her gravely, slowing the entourage.

				Nadine Cochieu blinked at him through the rain, which had by now diminished to a thick mist. “You mean not one of you will admit to knowing who that is, or what he came for?” Her eyes disengaged from their uneasy faces, and she pulled away.

				Consulting a while, they decided to see what did indeed transpire when the sun’s rays broke the horizon, though there was both little doubt and a reluctance to believe. 

				A few anxious hours later, the gray haze lifted by stages over the white-capped peaks to the east. And the Wunderknechten band witnessed for the first time the transformation of a lycanthrope, as it resolved to its human form.

				The children were kept at a distance as the phenomenon transpired with diabolical languor. A new appreciation for things beyond human ken dawned with the breaking day.

				Nadine Cochieu had not watched, knowing what it was that caused them to gasp and turn away in revulsion and private prayer, buttressing themselves against the new higher order of fear to be faced in the near future. She pushed her snorting mare past them to peer down into the wagon, an ugly scowl twisting her lips.

			

			
				“He came for me…”

				Her father, Hercule, uttered a gasp of revulsion. But no one spoke for a time. They shuffled about the area aimlessly, two men at last replacing the rough-textured mantas over the mangled corpse of Rene Farouche, the late minister of commerce in the province.

				Wyatt Ault sat astride his big destrier, snicking his rapier in and out of its sheath. “Well…what now?”

				“Can’t take him back to town,” one man advanced. “Mon Dieu—a Farouche!”

				“Oui—a dead Farouche!” Darcy Lavelle blurted. “And don’t forget it. They die like anything else, whatever shapes their black magic lets them assume.” He turned to Jacques Moreau. “We can’t just toss him out onto the road…”

				Moreau stood with his arms crossed over his chest, his jaw working inside his cheek. He projected pensiveness, but inside his thoughts were a-boil, and he prayed it didn’t show. He felt like fleeing again. That familiar call to flight—to save himself first and foremost—framed itself in his mind. He felt trapped, strangled, pressed into a tight corner. Recalled the stricture of that tiny mountain adit again. Little Guy…calling to him for help. Crying.

				Cold sweat formed on his brow, and his chest constricted.

				But then Guy was at his side. He looked down at his son, saw that expression of absorption he knew would lock this moment into memory, to be recalled in some latter day when such moments would be measured for value and truth and fondness. He placed his arm around the boy’s shoulders and squared his own, drawing himself up tall, as befit a newly appointed leader.

			

			
				“All right, Wunderknechten,” he said, sighing heavily, “get the shovels. We choose a discreet spot, bury him sans ceremonie, and mark the place well with holy warding symbols.”

				“What?”

				“Bury him—why?”

				“For safekeeping,” Moreau answered, “until we can substantiate our claim about him. Until we have the proper support for what we must do next.”

				“That’s crazy, n’est-ce pas?”

				“Crazy, perhaps. But am I or am I not the magistrate?”

				The troop demurred a moment, then Wyatt Ault shrugged and nodded, beckoning for two men to help him with the task.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER THREE

				Claude Aucoin rose customarily early, brushed the cheek of his sleeping wife, Anne, and dressed, foregoing a morning meal for the peace and solitude of his shop, where he would spend an hour on the obsession that had of late given his life its sole meaning.

				He passed the bedchamber of his daughter, unable to control the urge to scowl, though there was no one about to appreciate his boorishness in the pre-dawn gloom.

				Aucoin, a gaffer—Lamorisse’s most celebrated craftsman at the art of glassblowing—entered his ground-floor shop and prepared a gather of molten glass in the furnace. Taking up his four-foot-long pipe, he began shaping the delicate spigot of the cristallo wine fountain he was determined to replicate.

				The fountain had been his greatest achievement, the hallmark of his artistry. His wife had broken it in a careless accident years before. Now, amidst the debris of his shattered dreams and injured pride, he had taken to restoring some small, symbolic paean to the happiness of yesterday.

				There came a gentle knock at the rear door. Francoise’s hand. There was no mistaking it. He ignored her. A second knock, more insistent. Still he paid it no heed.

				His daughter poked her head through the crack, her dark hair tousled, her large, eloquent brown eyes still strained from disturbed sleep.

				“What do you want? I’m busy here,” Aucoin said gruffly, intently eyeing the delicate shape he had formed at the far end of the pipe.

			

			
				“A visitor, mon pere,” she whispered urgently. “A rider has come from Mme. Ault. She says there will be a meeting this morning at the auberge. Is it the Wunderknechten?”

				“Never mind. What time?”

				“Nine bells—papa, I wish to go along with you.”

				“Forget it.”

				“But I—this business is mine, as well—”

				“I said to forget it,” he growled, slamming down the pipe and gripping the table edge tensely. He glanced at the bubbling mess he’d made of the nascent spigot-form. “Now see what I’ve done—you—” He stilled the grinding of his jaw. “Tell the messenger to tell Mme. Ault I’ll be there. Then rouse your mother and be about your chores.”

				Francoise stood trembling at the doorjamb a moment, seeming on the edge of words or tears. Perhaps both.

				Aucoin looked at her, his eyes flickering ever so slightly.

				“Au revoir,” he said with quiet finality.

				* * * *

				Gabrielle Chabot bounded down the stairs of the inn, passed her father as he made his way back toward the kitchen, and gave him a quick, playful brush on a stubbled cheek with her lips.

				“Never mind that now,” Henri told her, affecting a bluff air and a mock threat with the back of his hand. “I’ve a score of things for you to do…” He related them, along with the reason.

				Gabrielle was at once caught up by her father’s urgency. She animatedly went about the business of preparing the auberge for the meeting. Hazy dawn light slanted across the eddying dust motes as Gabrielle threw open the shutters.

			

			
				She started when she caught sight of the figure slumped over the bar.

				“Reynald Labossiere—have you no work today?” she asked sharply, miffed at being taken by surprise. “Does Henri know you’re here?”

				“Oui, your father let me in,” the stoop-shouldered man replied, a bit slurred. “Relax. God be with you this morning, my child.”

				She hummed in petulant rejoinder, then began sweeping the floor vigorously, raising dust devils she hoped would dislodge him from his stool. “Let’s hope so,” she said after a time. “Let’s hope He’s with all of us.”

				Gabrielle eyed the mug of ale Labossiere sipped distractedly. “A poor start for any day,” she said, scowling.

				“Perhaps a poor day is starting,” he replied.

				She stopped sweeping and regarded him from the corner of an eye as she arranged tables and chairs. He was not at all unpleasant to look at, though he was probably twice her age. But circumstance and self-loathing had bent and twisted him like some fine golden figurine melted in an uncaring crucible. She had often admired the scar that coursed his cheek, though he would never speak of its origin. It sometimes made him look noble, courageous. Now, tufted by a scruff of beard, it merely made him look vagrant.

				He was a man who had prematurely retired from the strife of mainstream life. He took refuge in a renewed religious faith, though in a grim, pathetic way, wrapping Christianity about him like sackcloth.

			

			
				“What are you doing here so early anyway?” Gabrielle pressed, her tone laced with scorn. “Your bed too lonely a place?”

				“That’s hardly proper business for a child to discuss.”

				“I’m not a child, faineant—idler! I’m woman enough to know a man who’s been cuckolded without being man enough to do anything about it—”

				“Stop that now,” Labossiere commanded, his voice rising with emotion. “What sort of thing is that for a—? You know nothing of what you speak.” His words drifted off, dwindling to an echo in the depths of his mug as he returned to his sipping.

				“Oh, non?” she went on. “Faye—etourdi—thoughtless, selfish wench! I don’t know which of you I despise more—” 

				Gabrielle caught her breath, her face flushing with embarrassment, and turned her back to him. Her nails dug into her flesh as she stood trembling slightly with arms crossed over her bosom. “Monsieur Labossiere, I am sorry…”

				“Forget it, girl. It’s all right. It’s all right. I forgive you…”

				Gabrielle made a tiny, mad whimpering sound in her throat. Her voice was once again laced with bitterness. “Of course you do. Just as you forgive Faye, and God knows what lovers she’s known, and the monsters who control our lives—”

				“We are Christians, Gaby. That’s our lot. It’s difficult, but we must forgive our enemies, those who do us ill. We are being chastised. There is a terrible burden of penance upon us. Temporal punishment for our sins, which we must bear.”

			

			
				“Hell,” Gabrielle swore, hopping lithely up onto the bar beside Labossiere, but at once arranging her skirts modestly. “These aren’t ancient days, Reynald. These invaders aren’t the Romans. We’re not so small that we need to—to embrace our fate by walking into the arena singing. By walking willingly into the beasts’ den.”

				“I once spoke like you,” he said, smiling wanly. “Life changes that. Beware how you live, Gabrielle…”

				“Ahh.” She waved at him scoffingly, rubbed her itching nose. “They might as well be the Romans,” she went on, a curious meditative note entering her voice. “They are not from this world…”

				He glanced at her sharply. “More visions?”

				She chortled. “You’re the only one who ever asks about my stupid dreams. You know what I dream of late? I dream of a hero who comes and sweeps me into his arms and rides off with me, away from this damned place…”

				Reynald’s expression softened. “What does he look like?”

				A puzzled gleam crept into her eyes. “That’s funny. He looks different at different times. Sometimes he’s even…scary. My hero…” Her countenance darkened. “And I dream of other things, not so pleasant. Castles, besieged. People screaming and dying in the midst of blood and thunder and awful sounds and—and I’ve dreamt of you, Reynald—”

				“Moi?”

				“Oui…you’re not everything you claim to be. Or maybe…even who you claim to be…” She shook her head abruptly, dispersing her reverie. “Do you know of the meeting? The Wunderknechten meeting here today?”

			

			
				“That’s why I’m here,” he intoned grimly. “Rumor has it they’ve done violence against the powers that reign. That’s wrong, you know. And they may contemplate more. So I must do what I can to make them see the terrible consequences their actions may bring upon us all…”

				* * * *

				“You buried him?”

				“It—we buried it,” corrected one of the party that had battled the werewolf at the Cochieu farm. 

				“Keep your voices down, s’il vous plait,” Jacques Moreau requested, offering his palms in a cautioning gesture.

				“You killed and buried a Farouche?”

				“And marked the spot well so that we might recover him when we need to,” Moreau assured, peering up to the lunette above the stairs in the inn. Henri Chabot, the concierge, leaned against the windowsill, watching for unwelcome customers. He shook his head reassuringly and spat another cherry pit into his hand.

				“We marked it with a crucifix,” Darcy Lavelle, the new guild leader, added. “There’ll be nothing rising from that grave until we’re ready to open it.”

				The gathering shuffled uneasily amid outbreaks of nervous coughing.

				“You’re sure of who it was?” someone breathed.

				Moreau sighed. “There was no mistaking.”

				The cure, Father Giroux, sat with slumping shoulders, shaking his head mournfully. “There was no other way?”

			

			
				“Violence begets violence,” Reynald Labossiere pronounced loudly from where he sat at the bar beside Gabrielle.

				“I tried to tell Jacques that this might not be the best way of handling—” Wyatt Ault began, but Darcy came to Moreau’s rescue.

				“Of course it was the best way,” he declared. “What were we supposed to do with the body until the duke or some representative of the king could be brought here? The fewer who know, the better, for now. And Pere Giroux, what would you have had us do—tame him? Teach him to do tricks? That’s what the Farouche have been doing with us. How many dance to their tune because they fear to oppose their evil magic? Is your Church not fundamentally committed to dealing with black magic, cure? The Farouche use our own political gamesmanship to control us. What is the officially sanctioned faith in Burgundy these days anyway? Are we Huguenot or Catholic?” He scratched his head vigorously, reestablished his composure, and sat down with a wave of his hand.

				“We are Christians,” Labossiere said. “And as Wunderknechten, that is all that matters. And Christians are bound to obey the existing political order—”

				“So long as it does not confound their faith,” Moreau interjected. “And if we follow the Farouche political order much longer, there will be no living Christians within a hundred miles of Dijon! And they won’t stop there. Isn’t that so, Wyatt?” He saw the ex-mercenary, now a tanner, shrug dolefully. Wyatt Ault’s wife, Marie, hugged his arm encouragingly beside him.

			

			
				Henri Chabot hissed them to silence from up in the lunette. The doors presently were opened to admit two women. One was Darcy’s wife, Blanche, a charming, compassionate woman who was one of the more cherished souls in Lamorisse. Her kindly nature and blithe spirit always seemed to triumph over adversity. And she’d known her share. A congenital defect had left her clubfooted. Yet no one in town associated Blanche with any state of debilitation, so thoroughly did the woman’s spirit rise above her difficulty.

				Only her husband ever took note of her handicap, and then, only in antic affection.

				“Come now, Blanche, over here,” Darcy Lavelle called out in mock impatience. “Chabot’s three-legged mule out there gets around faster than you.”

				Lavelle was archly booed into submission, and Blanche moved beside him and gave him a short, sharp punch in the arm before kissing him lightly in greeting.

				The second arriving woman evoked many sympathetic smiles and a degree of indulgence that might have marked her for one denied cosmic justice. This was Yvonne Dusseault, whose husband, Jean, was a Farouche sympathizer who had spurned his faith and was said to be seen in the forests deep in the night, engaged in foul rituals endorsed by the clan. Yvonne’s militant support of the Wunderknechten was a byword, and despite her seemingly precarious position, there was a special reason for trusting her: Jean had often been seen cavorting with an avowed witch. A seductress said to be possessed of the shape-shifting powers of the evil Farouche brothers.

			

			
				The women were brought up to date. As they reacted to the news—Blanche with deep concern, Yvonne with seething anger—Father Giroux began to ramble.

				“King Henry—this is all his fault, you know. Nothing like this ever happened in Burgundy before—before he took to wife Marie de Medicis, n’est-ce pas? That’s the story, if truth be known. Henry of Navarre dared to use the controversy over Divine revelation for political ends. He opened the way…”

				“You may be right,” Moreau allowed absently, wrapped up in his own fear of failing them as their new magistrate. The Wunderknechten were tending toward defiance. And there would be no turning back after the slaying of the werewolf, Rene Farouche. Barring military intervention—and that was a remote hope in Burgundy under present conditions—they would soon be pitted against a powerful, frightening enemy. The true lords of the province—beings of unknown origin who stalked the night and plied their dark magic. “But as for what we should do next, I—?” Moreau went on uncertainly. 

				But then Henri Chabot was calling sharply from the landing.

				“Aucoin! Claude Aucoin—it’s your daughter—”

				The glassblower lurched to his feet, brows knit with confused rancor. A man at the door nervously admitted Francoise Aucoin.

				Francoise swallowed when she saw the hostile looks aimed her way. She looked small and intimidated. Rather overdressed for the weather in the capuchin whose lapels she clutched at her breast. Her eyes moistened when she caught sight of her father’s reddening face in the crowd, but she squared her shoulders and strode into the auberge. The door closed softly behind her.

			

			
				“I told you—” her father started.

				“I know what you said, papa. I came anyway,” she told him, a stubborn tear forming in the corner of an eye.

				Gabrielle breathed in noisy exasperation at the bar and shifted into a posture full of adolescent petulance.

				Blanche Lavelle stood and motioned to Francoise. “Come, sit here, dear. You’re as welcome in this company as any who fear the Lord—”

				“Some fear Him more than others,” someone blurted acidly.

				“That’s enough of that,” Jacques Moreau said hotly. “She’s here now, and that means she shares our concerns. That’s all I care about.” There were a few dissenting murmurs, but in the downcast eyes of many in the audience Moreau found a tingle of satisfaction. He was glad he had come to the girl’s aid.

				But Francoise had not come to be defended. “I need no help from you, Jacques Moreau. I’ve come under my own power, God’s own power, if He be with me. Where is the girl from the farm?”

				Nadine Cochieu stood and eyed Francoise narrowly.

				“Oui?”

				“You are Nadine?”

				“And you are Francoise. So?” Nadine radiated hostility, unsure of why she had been singled out.

				“Was it Rene Farouche?”

				Nadine seemed shaken to hear the name pronounced again. She nodded gravely.

			

			
				“God be praised for His justice, then,” Francoise said vindictively. “I know what you’re all thinking. The befouled wench comes seeking public penance for her sin. She begs acceptance back into the fold. I don’t care about your acceptance. Any of you. I just wanted to know the truth of it. My soul is satisfied, God forgive me. Don’t you think I’m more mortified than anyone because of what I did? Nadine is your shining example now. She resisted his advances. I salute you, Nadine. As for me, my sin is no greater than that of scores of women in this town. But I’ll always be specially hated, won’t I? Because in my stupid innocence I bedded a man and awoke with a wolf…”

				Her tears flowed freely now. She gasped out two throaty breaths and turned sharply to storm out of the inn. Yvonne Dusseault leapt to her feet and followed in the girl’s wake.

				“You’re a damned lucky old fool, Aucoin,” she spat over her shoulder as she departed.

				There was a strained silence for a few seconds.

				“Courage,” Blanche Lavelle was heard to whisper. “What courage.”

				Then Reynald Labossiere blared in a stentorian voice: “You’re forgiven, Francoise. If Christ could forgive the fallen woman, then so must we. It’s His way…” Ale sloshed from his mug when he raised it high overhead.

				“Shut up, Reynald,” Gabrielle Chabot scolded beside him.

				“Forgiveness of sins is not a power you can appropriate, Labossiere,” Father Giroux argued. “It does not issue from an ale cup…”

			

			
				The Catholics and Huguenots abruptly broke into their traditional bitter arguments over the sacraments and the spiritual power conferred on the priesthood.

				Moreau smacked a heavy cup down onto a tabletop, shocking them to attention. “Listen to you all, fighting over the insoluble mysteries of faith again. Are we not Knights of Wonder? Do we not tolerate others’ beliefs because every man’s heart is his own truth-finder?” Grumbling. And sullen deference to the principle they had come to accept. Some, particularly the cure, still seemed uncomfortable with these Wunderknechten tenets, the philosophy of an oriental heathen.

				But they all ceased their arguing, to hear Jacques Moreau’s censure.

				“All right,” Moreau went on, running his fingers through his thick, tousled hair. “Here’s what we’ve done. Messengers have been sent simultaneously to the military field marshal, to Duke de Plancy—now listen to me, he is still the grand seigneur!—and to Paris. Someone will respond. We will confront the Farouche and press for some higher—God help us—some sympathetic authority who will help us take action against these ravening power-mongers. Meanwhile, we will present our evidence before the Farouche themselves—”

				“What evidence? You’ll have a worm-eaten corpse of one of their own!”

				“Let him finish,” Darcy Lavelle shouted. “Moreau is sensei now. Respect. That’s our duty.” He nodded to Moreau, who cast him a grateful glance and continued.

				“Sensei,” the priest spat under his breath.

			

			
				“We’ll have to do what we do quickly, won’t we? Anyway, there should be ways to identify him. The undertaker and Monsieur Roue will know.”

				“With all due respect, Moreau, then what? You have one dead Farouche and a lot of nasty living ones.”

				There was anxious muttering in response to Henri Chabot’s words.

				“We have many witnesses to what he was and what he did. A dozen or more. We must stand together in this…” He ambled as he spoke now, rubbing the back of his neck as he searched his soul for the words of encouragement the people needed to hear.

				“Defiance. That’s what we propose. Defiance to these usurpers of lawful authority. What the duke—the king himself—cannot or will not do, we Wunderknechten must. We are a society, a family, supporting one another. Fighting for one another to the death, if need be. Prayer and the sword. The pistol. The bow and halberd. We oppose these snarling whelps until they are driven back to the Pit they rose from. Remember Paille’s epic—we are the Deathwind. Bushido—that is our code. Its seven guiding principles: justice, courage, benevolence, veracity, politeness, loyalty, and honor. And we must stoically accept our fate, once we’ve begun. And we have begun…”

				Soft scuffling, the company now rapt in private thought and anxiety.

				“Easy to say these things,” someone advanced from the rear of the gathering. “It’s said that Serge Farouche and his band of cutthroats camp near here. Wait till he hears what’s become of his brother.”

			

			
				“Niaiserie—foolishness to start trouble with these fiends,” another man added, rumbled assent following his words.

				Marie Ault, a rather plump woman with a pleasant, cherubic face and an antic sense of humor took up the gauntlet. She was never one to mince words.

				“Tell that to your children when they ask you why you’re so frightened of the dark!”

				Supportive grunts and outbursts.

				“Do we stand together?” Moreau cried out over the din.

				Wyatt and Darcy rose almost as one and drew their swords. They strode to the front of the gathering and, Moreau echoing their action, touched their rasping blades one to the other. Others moved up to join them.

				“I have heard rumors that Simon Sardonis has returned to the territory,” Moreau said, eliciting shocked whispers. “Oui—the one called the Grejkill in the northern lands. He who is accursed by the Farouche foulness. Eager to avenge his family’s slaughter at their hands.”

				“Is he not their kin?” a blacksmith fretted.

				“He is no kin of theirs,” Darcy replied. “He is the Wrath of God, granted magical abilities like theirs so that he may combat them.”

				“And what of Serge Farouche? Suppose he comes looking for his brother before the authorities can arrive from Paris?”

				Reynald Labossiere’s voice came in grim reply. “Then we all do penance for these men’s actions.”

				“Non!” Wyatt Ault bellowed, drawing his dirk and slamming its point deep into the floorboards. “It’s time to make them do a little penance.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FOUR

				Gonji found himself dozing with the monotonous rhythm of Nichi’s slapping hoofbeats, though the rain spanged incessantly off his low-brimmed Helmschmied sallet.

				The night lay thick, and a warm breeze blowing off the Adriatic made the rain mingle uncomfortably with the sweat of an unlamented day. The cavalry troopers in Milanese armor who had escorted them northward were by now two days’ ride into their return to the Papal States. Gonji and his small company of ronin had crossed the Adige River that day and were well along into Venetian territory.

				As for what lay ahead, none could say and none seemed to care. They rode on into the night, silent, sullen warriors, nothing left to say among them, no one caring enough even to call a halt to the day’s journeying.

				Gonji hesitated to call the sojourn in Rome a complete waste of time, as Orozco had. It had been…interesting, for the samurai.

				He smiled again, his memory plumbing up the face of the widowed noblewoman he had taken up with in response to his body’s needs. His timing could not have been worse, the others had said. But he recalled his feelings at the time. It was precisely because of his penchant for perverse manipulation of others’ regard for him—his game of testing—that he had chosen to do so.

				If the Wunderknechten accepted him as their spiritual leader, then it should be with full knowledge of what he was, of how he conducted his life. He was still half-Japanese…and samurai.

			

			
				As for the rest of his dealings during the weeks spent in territories owned by Holy Mother Church, those fairly well followed the normal course of Gonji’s life. Protected status, even in the proximity of His Holiness Pope Innocent, did little to deter either fanatics or the nefarious workings of evil.

				* * * *

				The field headquarters of General Lodovici of the elite guard…

				Gonji was startled out of his customary light sleep by the soft sound of tearing fabric. He blinked away the tightness in his eyes. Listened. Still blinded by the darkness. Night vision straining through parting veils.

				The tearing again. Scant feet away from the foot of his cot. A mean glint of vicious steel.

				He sucked in a harsh breath and rolled onto his side to reach for the sheathed Sagami. Then he promptly fell off the cot with a breath-stealing thump.

				He could not move his right arm. It was benumbed by sleep.

				“Cholera,” he cursed as the razor-edged halberd ripped the remaining tent fabric aside and the assassin clanked into the tent.

				Gonji grabbed for the katana with his cooperative left arm. He felt the familiar bamboo, slid his fingers along it to the tsuba and fuchigashira—the hilt and pommel. He snapped the hilt twice before the scabbard flew clear of the blade, a desperation draw that no sensei of the Katori ryu had ever taught him. Desperation was an instructor unto itself.

			

			
				He scrabbled to his feet, the merest prickling of sensation returning to his sleeping right arm. His opponent stood framed in the dim light seeping through the riven tent, and Gonji’s nape hairs bristled. It was a full field-armored knight, his helmet of the Todenkopf design, fashioned to strike fear in an enemy: shaped like a skull, with a grinning mouth engraved over the breath holes and an embossed nose with nostrils fuming simulated flame.

				Gonji had an instant’s flash of nostalgic recall—the masks of the Noh players that depicted demons—and then the halberd’s ranseur edge was plunging for his breast.

				The samurai parried it aside in a shower of sparks, his left hand coming to his rescue with a tight circular motion as it might for any kenshi—any skillful swordsman—though it had been some time since he’d concentrated on left-hand practice, and he felt uncomfortably imprecise.

				The assassin resumed the attack at once, slashing at his torso in deadly earnest as he clanked forward in his foreboding armor. Gonji dropped his point from its horizontal engagement and skipped back a step, the lethal polearm’s edge whizzing by to crash through a tent pole. The tent roof sagged to head height on one side.

				Another slash—the assailant lacking speed, coming on inexorably, unhurried, sure of himself. He made no sound but for the clangor of his metallic shielding.

				Gonji caught the halberd on a short returning arc and twisted it groundward, stamped it down hard and crashed his blade against a forearm, just above the elbow. The katana sliced deeply into the foe’s armor, causing him to release his grip with the injured arm. But the killer made no outcry, nor did blood leak from the wound.

			

			
				Where were the guards?

				The samurai felt the returning sensation in his right arm, burning needles stinging him from shoulder to fingertips. He brought his blade into a two-handed grip, feeling imbalanced, as though fencing with a transplanted limb on one side.

				Amazingly, the assassin brought his own wounded arm back into play.

				Gonji parried, blocked, sang his keen blade off the savage ranseur head, chipped wood from the haft of the polearm, dancing in and out, seeking an open line by which he might riposte deeply enough to be effective.

				A whistling slash meant to behead him—

				He drove the polearm up overhead and darted in, feeling the blood again coursing vigorously through his right arm. His short, curling push-stroke smashed the jaw hinge of the Todenkopf, and a hard downward cut parted the attacker’s hand from his wrist. Bits of steel armor jangled on the ground. The halberd was batted sidewise to land in a dark corner of the tent.

				Cursing, Gonji executed a series of furious right-left-right torso-twisting slashes, shattering the attacker’s breastplate. Metal screaked and splintered, flying off in all directions. Through it all, there was still no sound from the unhinged killer. And then none was possible—the samurai swept a powerful two-hand stroke cleanly through the armored gorget, the hideous Todenkopf helm leaping off the man’s shoulders to bound away in the darkness with a clattering din.

			

			
				Gonji retreated in surprise. The armor teetered, fell toward him. Even in the uncertain illumination he could tell that the decapitation had left no gouting stump of a neck. 

				The headless armor began to crawl toward him.

				His assassin was not human.

				Grimacing, the samurai slashed through another tent pole, downing the roof onto the ensorceled armor. Two more slashes admitted a rush of clean night air, and Gonji scurried outside to wheel about in confusion. Soldiers were coming on at the run, and he brought his blade into middle guard until he saw that some of his companions were among them, all flourishing weapons in the perplexity of disturbed sleep.

				Two guards lay dead, one on either side of the collapsed tent, their throats cut by the heavy blade of the halberd such that their heads lay half-sundered.

				The rasping of armor came to their ears from beneath the heavy fabric. Two papal guards in Pisan-style armor and close-helmets brought their double-bladed halberds to bear on the sorcerous armor, exploding its contents into open view.

				Crushed at its center, gasping a last breath of unholy life, was a tiny humanoid figure. A shriveled gnome with lifeless black eyes and a wide crescent mouth. Its hairless body was infantile in its lack of musculature, and its fingers and toes ended in curved talons. Some dark enchanter in the evil conspiracy that bedeviled Gonji’s wanderings had briefly empowered it to stalk the earth as an equal to men, to vent its hatred of the inheritors of this world in a savage vendetta focused on the samurai.

			

			
				Its spell eroding as it succumbed to death, the small figure…faded from view, vaporized, leaving the shell of its shattered armor as the sole evidence of its work.

				“Have you ever seen the like of this before?” Gonji asked the scowling General Lodovici.

				The general mopped his brow. “I—I saw nothing.”

				Gonji sighed as he wiped down the blade of the katana and returned it to its retrieved scabbard. So that was the way it would be here. In civilized areas men stubbornly denied the belief in magic intruding upon their lives. Gonji had witnessed this stiff-necked denial many times before in Europe’s populous regions. And he’d seen how it allowed evil to romp unchecked in shadows men sought to dispel by enforced ignorance.

				“Do you often have days like this?” It was Kuma-san, a twinkle in his eye.

				Gonji’s lips twisted wryly. “Only in the company of Catholics…”

				* * * *

				Gonji had never before encountered the famed mercenaries comprising the Swiss Guards. Nor they, him…


				“Weapons in the presence of His Holiness—an outrage!” the monsignore in dignitary attire complained. His face turned plum-hued with creeping rage at the oriental guest’s insolence, and he nearly lost his biretta as he gesticulated.

				Two burly Swiss Guards moved on his command and crossed their pikes to bar the samurai’s entrance into the palace vestibule. Gonji stood before them, eyeing them squarely.

			

			
				“My swords accompany me everywhere,” Gonji announced quietly, his bearing cool and dignified. “They are as close as I come to the holy vestments which you are bound to display. There is nothing further to discuss in this matter.”

				Father Sebastio interceded, his position as official papal messenger carrying considerable weight. Calmer tempers prevailed, and Gonji’s companions relaxed. The livid monsignore’s brothers joined with Kuma-san in mollifying his indignance, and Gonji’s friend and former mentor succeeded in articulating the meaning of the cultural custom the samurai would not waive. Sebastio explained the mystical status the sword enjoyed among the warrior elite of Dai Nihon, and a compromise was struck.

				An ornate sword rack was swiftly obtained while the party waited in the courtyard. Gonji entered the vestibule after wiping his feet outside to do it honor. He removed the Sagami and reverently mounted it on the rack at the right side of the archway. A guard was placed on it with strict instructions not to touch it for any reason. After some further uneasy discussion, it was permitted for the samurai to carry his ko-dachi—his seppuku sword—in his right hand, the place from which it could not be easily drawn, signifying the trust he placed in his hosts.

				The problem uneasily solved, the party continued into the palace under the wary gaze of the Swiss Guards.

				The remainder of the day was spent in a monotonous round of introductions and bureaucratic shuffling at seemingly endless clerical checkpoints. The pope was not encountered that day.

			

			
				In the evening Gonji and his company were permitted to freely explore the Vatican environs, always under Swiss Guard escort. They viewed the art masterpieces and the archeological artifacts in the Vatican’s sprawling museums. Tiring of solemn chambers and the pungent airs of incense and musty tomes, they at last took to the streets, where the contadini regarded them sullenly and crossed themselves or strolled through their horses’ paths with impudent disdain of the samurai’s growing notoriety. Word of the disagreement at the Vatican Palace had spread quickly.

				But always, always the escort of Swiss Guards anticipated and averted trouble. Gonji studied them closely, appraising their mien, their close-knit efficiency as a unit, their smooth handling of weapons. They exuded competence and never wasted a motion; they missed nothing, evaluated every potential threat swiftly and surely, and projected only so much implied force as was necessary to deal with it.

				He decided they’d be worthy allies in any armed clash.

				* * * *

				Pope Innocent…as near to a Taiko as Europe could boast…

				His Holiness sat in regal splendor beneath the baldacchino that hooded his throne. His smile was sublime, his presence imposing, as he stood, clutching his staff, and rose to the considerable height his mitre imparted.

				“We received word that you had been shot to death,” the pontiff said with grave concern once introductions and formal proprieties had been dispensed with. “We prayed it was not so. A Solemn High Mass was celebrated in that hope.”

			

			
				“Ah, so desu ka?” Gonji replied, bowing perfectly. “And surely some must have prayed that it was true. Explain, dozo—do you believe that Iasu weighs the prayers on either hand, and the heavier hand will out? If so, then I am grateful. Domo arigato.”

				The samurai made an immediate impression on the Church hierarchy with his self-assurance and the facile way in which he moved and spoke in the present august company. They, in turn, left an impression on him. They had allowed tales of his adventures in Europe to become hopelessly twisted; their regard for him was clouded by doubt and fear…

				“It has been said that your involvement with Count Victor Szekely may have been instrumental in undermining his power and thus smoothing the way for the Magyars to win control of Hungary. The Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolph the Second, is said to be rather piqued with your supposed actions.”

				Gonji remained expressionless as he tried to explain his split commitment in Hungary, several years earlier, though the memories were bitter. He had himself suffered the loss of an unborn child in the grim affair and had since been accused of perpetrating the death of the woman who bore the child, a woman who loved him desperately.

				“…and so, you see, I was enlisted in Count Szekely’s service when he was manipulated by an evil agent, forced by tragedy to commit a reprisal against his Magyar cousin.”

			

			
				“And you led a party to attack the Magyar on his behalf, you say?”

				“Hai. That…was my original duty, yet I was forced by circumstance—by the foul deed I had uncovered—to defend the castle of the man I’d come to kill.”

				“Then you foreswore your vaunted sense of duty?” The interrogator postured smugly.

				Gonji remained dispassionate toward the entrapment attempt. “Iye, I served my master by trying to forestall him from destroying his cousin needlessly. Until we could expose the evil conspiracy that opposed them both, that reveled in the chaos their enmity spawned. I was not party to what happened later, when the Magyar count’s allies avenged him. But I do say that Count Szekely brought most of his troubles upon himself. His failure to recognize evil in disguise caused the death of both his cousin and himself. I was involved, hai. I was younger, more easily manipulated. But you—in your divisiveness, I understand, you’ve even allied yourself with the Turk invaders against your own brothers!”

				When the indignant uproar had been controlled, the investigators—many of whom were associated with the High Office of Inquisition itself—tried a new tack.

				“You have, at various times, served the interests of Holy Mother Church, heretics, and pagans alike. Whom do you ultimately serve, Signore Sabatake?”

				Gonji patiently launched into an explication of his eclectic personal philosophy. He had rarely before tried to explain his complex beliefs to the stubborn theosophists of the West; yet he felt a compelling need to do so now, He spoke with warmth of the complicated system of life in Japan, as a byproduct of delineating his delicate personal situation. His daimyo father had wed a shipwrecked Norwegian warrior-woman—a former captive of Portuguese traders—who adhered to the old pagan Norse traditions. His father tolerated the Christian priests in Japan out of respect for his mother’s Western origin and the mutually profitable trade they had brought to Japan. Gonji befriended the priests who tutored him in his youth mainly out of respect for his father’s wish that he broaden his education. Later, he entered into true friendships with certain Catholic priests—like Father Sebastio and Brother Friedrich, who was slain by the same agent of evil who instigated the Szekely Clan War. But out of deference to his mother’s wishes, he had refused to be baptized.

			

			
				“How then will you be saved?” a fervent young prelate was quick to ask when Gonji had concluded.

				“I shall have to make my own reconciliation to Iasu, neh? It is difficult to explain to your way of thinking, but I see no contradiction in following more than one way, heeding more than one system of belief. Oh, and—in any event, my friend Kuma-san, Father Sebastio, has already taken it upon himself to baptize me into Christianity when I was helpless to do anything about it.”

				Gonji turned his smiling attention on Sebastio, who looked sheepish to suddenly be the focus of the theologians’ icy stares.

				As the days passed, Gonji saw increasingly less of the pope and more of the High Office theologians. Kuma-san apologized profusely to Gonji for the turn this command visit had taken. For Gonji was once again seemingly on trial by the High Office of Inquisition, though under more pleasant circumstances this time than he’d known in Spain.

			

			
				Gonji, for his part, was surprisingly content with the proceedings to date. He’d finally been given a chance to pierce the mystical aura that surrounded him with the cold light of truth.

				* * * *

				“The Deathwind of Vedun Epic of Alain Paille”…


				For the first time, Gonji was treated to passages from the book written by Vedun’s antic genius, Alain Paille, who was said to be imprisoned somewhere in France. The theologians who read asked him to clarify passages wherever appropriate, and Gonji did so enthusiastically, listening with extreme interest. The book was said to be used as a freedom text by communities similar to Vedun which had insisted on religious tolerance. Pockets of such Wunderknechten persuasion were developing throughout Europe.

				Gonji frequently lamented that Paille, a rationalist, had omitted or glossed over many references to supernatural menaces that assailed Vedun; Gonji’s exploits had thus become a revolutionary treatise, laced with Paille’s own politics, rather than the stuff of great legends that it should have been.

				He asked the theologians how they interpreted it. They replied that they regarded it as a book of myths to portray the possibilities of a misguided, Utopian community that would regrettably becloud the truths of Divine revelation. With sagging heart, the samurai realized that even the events attending his life’s greatest adventure had been misinterpreted by all.

			

			
				Further, he inferred that the Wunderknechten communities were at best held in low esteem. They were thought to bring consternation to all church leaders, Catholic and Protestant alike, who saw the focus of their conflict blurred and compromised by this strange outgrowth.

				Vedun had become a feared symbol, a rallying cry to dangerous freedom-lovers. Gonji found this hauntingly quaint and deeply nostalgic. Now, for the first time, he began to feel an affinity for the Knights of Wonder movement.

				* * * *

				“Et in Arcadia Ego”…


				“And you say that you discovered and—what? were conducted into?—some sort of…physical world that exists inside the world we know?”

				“More than one world,” the samurai replied, his eyes narrowing warily. His contention, he knew, would have been considered heretical if uttered by an avowed Catholic. “A complex scheme of worlds, if our host and guide there could be trusted.”

				The priest cleared his throat, glanced down at the folded paper before him. “And is it not possible that you were under a spell at the time? That this host was not, in fact, an agent of the same evil powers you say trouble you?”

				“Or perhaps,” another scholar added, “it was an imbalance brought on by…eh…strong drink?”

				Things had begun to get ugly toward the end of the first week in Rome. Gonji took umbrage at their insinuations regarding his discovery of a doorway into lost Arcadia while he and his companions fled the Dark Company in the African desert. He replied by serving up a query about their embarrassing investigation of the previous pontiff, whose short-lived reign was said to be brought about by the powers of evil. He, it was, who had singled out Gonji for persecution.

			

			
				“If it please you, Signore Sabatake, you may now explain these accusations that you have held commerce with witches and werewolves…”

				And so it went…

				* * * *

				Indulgences…commercial trade in karma…


				Gonji and his party presently tired of the Vatican confines and the ever more cynical proceedings. They took a day to broaden their explorations of teeming Rome, Luigi Leone delighting in conducting them to his favorite sites. As they drifted farther from the Vatican complex, they saw fewer priests and nuns and more of the hostile contadini.


				They explored the ghetto, bartered with a band of zingari, the gypsy folk, for charms and trinkets and some words of sage advice from an old witch woman. Gonji was less interested in what the crone had to say than in discomfiting the sbirri, the constabulary agents who followed them everywhere. Finding an intriguing monte di pieta, a pawnshop that seemed to specialize in well-crafted edged weapons, they spent an hour admiring gaudy knives and sheaths and filigreed scimitars that resonated with the residual vibrations of battlefield legacy.

			

			
				The afternoon came to an abruptly hostile end when Gonji, inquiring after the price of a set of short swords finished in tarsia—inlaid work of bone, ivory, and mother-of-pearl—was told that his katana would be fair exchange.

				His companions quickly ushered him to a nearby osteria in an effort at restoring his harmony of spirit. They took a meal and swilled red wine into the early evening hours. Buey’s tongue soon became well oiled, and the big warrior waxed maudlin again about having killed the boy who had shot Gonji.

				“Gonji…Gonji,” he pleaded thickly, groping across the table to seize the samurai’s arm, “have you spoken to His Holiness about…you know…indulgences for our grave sins?”

				Gonji stared at the meal scraps a moment before dislodging his sword-brother’s hand and nodding somberly. “Courage, my friend. We need you in balance. It’s not good to allow setbacks to upset your wa.”

				“He said no?” Buey pressed, looking stung.

				“He…sloughed it off, I’m afraid. He says the Church has come under…heretical fire for selling indulgences. They’re trying to play down the practice awhile. Perhaps in the future…” Gonji saw Buey’s crushed look, tried to placate him. “Of course, I wasn’t offering to buy an indulgence for you. I offered some service in exchange. Barter. It was thought to be much the same, I guess. The subject was brushed aside. Gomen nasai. I’m sorry…”

				“Then,” Buey said disconsolately, “then I’ll have to suffer the consequences for what I’ve done.”

				Gonji sighed and turned his attention to Father Sebastio, whose clerical presence in the osteria seemed upsetting to the proprietor and clientele alike. “What are they saying about me these days?”

			

			
				Kuma-san shrugged. “I’m not privy to their private conferences anymore. Things have changed since His Holiness sent me after you. They meet in secret chambers each evening to sift through the day’s record.”

				“And what are they deciding—how best to roast me?”

				A pall descended over the band, signaling the end of the day’s good fellowship.

				That night Gonji, impelled by a combination of urges—suspicion, an itch for action, a sudden wild rebelliousness—cloaked himself in the fashion taught by the old ninja master whose association Gonji’s father had forbidden. He slipped from his quarters near the Vatican Palace and thrilled to the discovery that he was still able to confound even the vigilant Swiss Guards.

				Scaling a wall and taking to shadow, he nimbly crept inside the palace, finding its thousand rooms a raft of concealment to the skilled infiltrator. He gained a loft above the High Office conference chamber, pausing to snatch a leg of lamb from an amply appointed monsignore’s table, and hunkered into a dark recess to listen, his command of the language serving him well enough…

				“…a regrettable lack of respect for life and a frequent recourse to carnality that mark him for the unregenerate pagan…”


				“…I rather like him…trust him…there’s a headstrong sincerity about him.”

				“Everyone’s entirely too taken with this heathen’s quaintness, including His Holiness…”


			

			
				“Imagine the insolence—an infidel requesting indulgences for his cohorts—from His Holiness himself!”

				“I must agree…the only conclusion to be drawn thus far is that he is singularly dangerous…”

				* * * *

				Near midnight, as his reverie dissipated, Gonji finally halted the company. They erected crude shelters against the rain, which had gradually chilled with the tramontana wind whose Alpine breath presaged the changing seasons.

				Before sleep overcame him, he had time for final reflections on his last days in Rome.

				* * * *

				Simon Sardonis…werewolf apologist of Holy Mother Church…

				Pope Innocent was now the only man in Rome Gonji respected enough to try to reach, but it was becoming clear that distrustful aides had by now swathed the pontiff’s mind in exhortations to irrational caution against heathen persuasion.

				“This matter of the Frenchman you’ve traveled with,” His Holiness began haltingly. “The one said to be possessed by the spirit of a raging animal—”

				“So sorry, but he is not possessed,” Gonji replied. “He…struggles daily with an evil force that strives to overcome him. Yet he perseveres. I have been witness more than once to his triumphs over this evil thing…”

				And Gonji pressed on.

				“…the Church has used fire and sword to coerce ideas…”

			

			
				And tried humor.

				“…I have seen a painting, a splendid work. Veronese was the artist’s name. Christ in the House of Levi—I see you know it. I have memorized the Inquisition’s formal charge of condemnation of the work. It reads something like, ‘This work depicts Christ in the company of buffoons, drunkards, Germans, dwarfs and the like’! Think about it. What man among us doesn’t fit one of those categories?!”

				And he saw his humor submerged in a sea of somber faces.

				The end was not long in coming.

				“You argue the same nebulous adherence to Christianity,” the prelate admonished, “as Franck and Castellio, whose work has already been proscribed. This Transylvanian city of Vedun, whose cosmopolitan virtues and equivocal posture, a community of religious vaguery which you’ve called attention to more than once—it was destroyed, wasn’t it? I propose that it had caused its own vulnerability to evil by its ambiguous and heretical attitudes!”

				Gonji fought back the seething of his belly. He turned from the prelate and addressed the pope alone.

				“Cosmopolitanism is unavoidable in Europe. See the makeup of any of your cities. Certainly there are problems. That is why the insularity of Japan is an inherently better way, neh? Gomen nasai—so sorry—I must confess that my patience is at an end. I leave you with this thought: I saw more love in Vedun than in any…theocratic stronghold I’ve passed through on this continent. Many, many worthy lives there paid the ultimate sacrifice for their brotherhood. There is nothing more that need be said. Sayonara, Your Holiness.”

			

			
				With that, Gonji bowed deeply and strode off, his dark eyes fixed on some point not contained in the High Office arena.

				Kuma-san was flushed when they had left the blustering clergymen behind them, who were outraged at Gonji’s insult.

				“Gonji-san! You can’t simply end an audience with the Holy Father!”

				“So sorry, but I believe I just did.”

				* * * *

				Karma…


				“You’ve successfully ended any hope of your Wunderknechten’s patronage by the Holy See, you know,” Father Jan fretted.

				“Hai. Get me that chanfron, dozo.” Kuma-san handed him the armored headpiece. Gonji strapped it about Nichi’s snorting muzzle. “Ah! Don’t bite! There’ll be time for that…”

				The black mare nodded repeatedly, as if in agreement.

				Sebastio was running his fingers through his sparse hair as Sergeant Orozco ambled up to them, grinning again in his erstwhile fashion. “Do you know what those rooms they housed us in were once used for—the lazaretto? Quarantine. Suspected plague victims, for God’s sake!”

				“Maybe we are.”

				“I thought you all knew that,” Sebastio advanced, a bit discomfited.

				Gonji shrugged it off. “Don’t worry about it. Where will you be heading?”

			

			
				“That’s what I was about to ask you,” Kuma-san offered in reply.


				“A hand, dozo—please, gentils,” the samurai requested. Orozco helped him lift the heavy war saddle onto Nichi’s back. Its cantle and bow were faced with steel plates. The black mare lurched under the weight and took a swipe at Orozco with her armored head.

				Gonji assessed his intentions. Japan beckoned, in its haunting way. But it was somehow less compelling right now. There was duty here. And there were other reasons for demurring in his expected return to the land of his birth. He had exhumed his feelings for Reiko and found that it was no longer as easy to shuck the grave wrappings.

				“For now, Austria,” he said quietly.

				“I’ll tell the others,” Orozco said happily. He stopped and engaged Gonji again. “For more muscle, eh?”

				“How do you mean?” Gonji queried.

				“Before returning to France,” the ex-sergeant of lancers added matter-of-factly, as if it were unnecessary.

				Gonji grunted noncommittally.

				And when they rode away from the gates of the Vatican, there was quiet cheer throughout the company. Even Buey was pleased to be heading toward Austria. There was nowhere else for a renegade Spanish lancer to go, and he was muttering into the wind again about retiring to some civilized livelihood.

				Gonji masked his joy, hoarding it for himself, over the fact that Kuma-san had chosen to go along, the priest mumbling unconvincingly about being charged by the High Office to study the Wunderknechten phenomenon more closely.

			

			
				It was a sham: the Church hierarchy had long since decided that the movement was merely another heretical cult.

				And as they departed Italia, much good-natured fun was made of the ironic discovery that Gonji had indeed become a cult figure among the young. The exotic, eccentric stranger, hero of countless legendary adventures, had spawned a fad. Topknots sprouted among the young men; some women painted their eyes in bizarre imitation of geisha fashion they had heard of. Two-handed sword techniques came back into vogue.

				“Proof,” Gonji declared, “that the world isn’t ready for the wisdom of the East. Behold the superficial aspects of bushido, of my race and my culture, that they cling to. Soon they’ll tire of my novelty. I’ll cease to be an amusing diversion, an intellectual riddle. Just as Simon once said…”

				“Si, and then it’ll be my turn,” Luigi Leone called up from the column. “They’ll all start popping out one of their eyeballs.” The gregarious young adventurer patted his eye-patch, to the gruff laughter of his fellows.

				* * * *

				The former Austrian Landsknecht returned from his scouting of the armed party encamped ahead.

				“Old enemies of yours,” he told Gonji, confirming their suspicions. “Do you have any old friends? Anyway, they wanted me to join up. They were boasting about their toughness—”

				“Isn’t that just like mercenaries?” Orozco asked archly, honing his broadsword.

			

			
				“Interesting,” the Landsknecht went on with raised eyebrows. “It seems one of their points of pride is that some of them once rode with King Klann the Invincible.”

				His words hung in the still night air. Gonji’s smile spread slowly. He shifted his swords from his sash to his back harness.

				“You’ll be rejoining them soon,” he told the scout.

				“We take them?”

				“They hold the road to Noricum. They’re in our way.”

				An hour later, Buey and Kuma-san rode with the small squad set in rear guard as the main body of the company, thirty-three strong, descended on the bandit encampment in a long, howling skirmish line. The din of clashing steel and hurtling human-animal war machines exploded amidst sporadic gunshots.

				The engagement was short. Gonji’s party pounded over the grounds, pulses racing as they sought worthy steel to test. None remained. The crucibles of oppression and combat had melted the samurai’s company down to a lean, tough fighting unit.

				With a single nod of satisfaction and a last withering glance toward the Alps, Gonji wiped down his blade and led the thundering band eastward.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FIVE

				Three months before the resolution made by the Wunderknechten of Lamorisse at Henri Chabot’s inn, a party of strangers sought out the source of the militant bushi movement in its base in Austria. They were directed to the old Roman province of Noricum. There, in a placid country town virtually owned by the prosperous Neriah family of merchants, these pilgrims encountered the remnant of the population of Vedun, that storied and embattled ancient city in the Carpathians.

				They sought out the council Elder, Michael Benedetto. His wife, Lydia, received them into her home. Explaining that her husband was in ill health, Lydia warily inquired as to their business.

				Moments later, she was pulling on her capuchin, calling for the nursemaid who sometimes cared for her young daughter, and sending runners out to gather certain of the settlement’s leaders.

				With the visiting strangers in tow, Lydia Benedetto hurried to the blacksmith shop of Wilfred Gundersen.

				* * * *

				“You gentiles have been nothing but a bane to us since your arrival,” Isaac Neriah was saying. “I say that with no particular rancor. I merely state a fact. Remember, I am the one who rather enjoys your company. My brothers would throw you to the wolves, if not for my dear father’s wishes. But now that he’s gone, well…I just think it would be wise for you to…consider alternatives to remaining here.”

			

			
				“I expected this day would come,” Wilf replied, “long before your father’s death. The funny thing is, none of us likes staying here, living off your family’s hospitality and largesse. Squatters, that’s all we are, as far as you’re concerned. We know that. We just don’t know what to do as a community, for the moment.”

				Another axe-head crashed into the splintering rail near the forge. Aldo Monetto retrieved the two deadly throwing axes he’d been practicing with. Vedun’s former biller and a hero in the city’s evacuation action under Gonji, Monetto found little demand for his skills, so near the larger cities. More than any of the others, Aldo chafed for a fresh direction in which to steer his considerable energies, though his wife and children seemed content in Noricum.

				“Some of the others know what to do,” Aldo said. “They’re leaving for their homelands. The old cosmopolitan spirit is dwindling, Wilf. Since Gonji never rejoined us…” His voice trailed off in despair.

				“What about you, Aldo?” Genya asked. Wilfred’s wife leaned in the doorway uncomfortably, heavy with child as she was.

				“Me? No, I can’t see going back to Italia. I’ve more life behind me in Hungary than there—”

				“We all have,” Wilf concurred.

				“—I’m too antsy,” Monetto continued. “Crazy, eh? Do you know where some of them are going, Wilf? They’re taking the old Vedunian ideal of fortified peace and setting sail for the Americas. Now there’s a place for heroes such as us,” he said forcefully, beaming with enthusiasm. “Monsters roam the plains in America, I’ve heard—plenty of adventure! Why not take a chance, Wilf? Think what that would do for your Nordic bloodlust!”

			

			
				“Now wait a moment, Signore Monetto,” Genya interrupted, patting her belly in gentle reminder.

				Aldo shrugged and threw another axe, the head ending in an explosion of wood chips. “All I do is train—for what?” He had been one of Vedun’s finest athletes and warriors. Even at forty, the old ways had not palled for him.

				Isaac Neriah sighed, shook his head, and excused himself. When he left he nodded to the just-arriving Anton, the Gray Knight, a balding soldier who was the last living retainer of Baron Rorka of Transylvania. Anton had curiously parlayed his age, reputation, and temperament into the position of the father-confessor of the Wunderknechten, sought out by pilgrims from faraway lands.

				“So what’s this all about?” Wilf asked.

				Anton looked puzzled. “Thought you’d know. Lydia sent a message to come here. Sounded important.”

				A moment later, the grumbling old ostler Nikolai Nagy, a stalwart militiaman during the siege of Vedun, fairly battered down the door to Wilf’s shop. “What the hell is goin’ on, young fellah?” Nagy scratched petulantly at the timeworn silver-gray rug that burst, more than grew, from his head.

				“I know as much as you, Nick,” Wilf replied. “This is Lydia’s party. Might as well leave the door open—”

				A few others arrived. Monetto began rubbing his hands in the hope of impending action, trouble—tragedy, even—anything to chase his unrelieved boredom. He twined his arms about a support post and raised his body into perfect horizontal alignment. Training for action had become an almost unconscious habit for Monetto.

			

			
				Hernando Salguero, a former captain of lancers from Catalonia, framed himself in the doorway a moment, face pale and eyes shining. “I told you,” he said. “I said not to give up hoping…”

				Someone gasped expectantly. Lydia Benedetto rushed in behind him, throwing off her hood and holding out a hand in a gesture indicating that the others should welcome the three French strangers—a woman and two men—who accompanied her.

				“Wilfred—” Lydia said curtly, nodding at the travelers as if the smith should have known them.

				Introductions ensued. Salguero folded his arms over his chest knowingly. 

				The French woman, whose name was Claire Dejordy, stepped forward lightly, beaming an expression of cautious hopefulness. Wilf bade her sit, but she declined. She was young, perhaps in her mid-twenties. Pale and blonde like Lydia, enough so that they might have been kinswomen. Serenely pretty, but with features too sharply drawn to call beautiful.

				“I know our names mean nothing to you,” she said. “But we need your help. So the best way I know of winning your confidence is to tell you that I—I am in love with the man named Simon Sardonis…”

				* * * *

				They sat talking deep into the night, a few other Vedunian militiamen joining them as the session wore on, galvanized by word of what this French party boded for the possible future of all of them. Genya wearied at last and quit their company, seeming unsettled by it all. She had good reason, Wilf knew, considering her condition and the tenor of the conversation.

			

			
				“What was it Jacob Neriah kept saying when your company came here from Spain, Hernando?” Wilf strained to recall the late lamented merchant’s words exactly. “He said we should expect Gonji’s coming with an eye to the strange way he works and the even stranger ways of the Lord God.”

				“I told you they’d get word to us,” Salguero repeated smugly for the hundredth time.

				Claire Dejordy seemed at once exhausted and relieved. Glad to have found this company of legendary fighters her beloved Simon had spoken of with an uncharacteristic fondness. 

				“I have never met Gonji,” she said. “I only know his legend. The things Simon said. And the activities of the Wunderknechten…”

				“Be glad that damned Paille isn’t around anymore,” Nick Nagy grumbled, “or you’d really get an earful.”

				“This is amazing,” said the old knight, Anton, his eyes shining with the glow of legendary memories.

				“Well, this is what we’ve been waiting for, isn’t it?” Monetto asked from the high shelf where he’d vaulted up to take a seat above the rest. He had spoken in Hungarian for no apparent reason. “Simon,” he breathed. “What a fearsome sight he was when we assaulted Castle Lenska…” 

			

			
				But gradually the reason for his caution became apparent. Claire’s pronouncement of the love she shared with Simon was still a shocking revelation they had been avoiding.

				And thus it was with the most guarded interest that they all leaned forward to receive anything Claire might wish to say about the relationship. 

				For Simon Sardonis was, of course, the monstrous golden werewolf whose terrible valor had ingrained itself in the minds of friend and foe alike, in the Battle of Vedun.

				“I think that Simon came to Burgundy at first on a mission of personal vengeance,” Claire said. “There seems to be a definite kinship between him and the terrible Farouche Clan, who hold dominion over even the king, it seems. He denied this horrible suspicion. But I believe he came back to Burgundy to seek revenge for something that happened to his family. Something involving the Farouche. But then…we met, and he began to worry about me, about my people. Our town, Lamorisse.

				“You see, a man came to us a few years ago. A very frightening man. Some said he was not a man at all. He was tall, swarthy, bearded, with a face that made you think of the perdition paintings in the old churches. And he had such eyes—cold eyes that looked into your own and made you wish you hadn’t looked. He had such control over people. Made them do things they wouldn’t normally do. Soon after him, the Farouche came. Five evil brothers who are said to transform themselves by night…”

				The listeners glanced warily from one to the other as Claire continued, her hands moving toward her throat. She was shaking. Captain Salguero brought her a cup of rum, which she accepted gratefully before continuing:

			

			
				“Then the misery began. The horror. Night murders, abductions. People were assaulted in the streets. Cutthroats roam the province now. And worse. Ravening beasts inhabit the forests where children once played. Evil things. Now the children aren’t even allowed beyond their own doorsteps for fear that—This evil man—a priest, some claimed he was. A priest. He arranged for one of the Farouche to wed Duke de Plancy’s daughter, and now there is no protection. No recourse. The Farouche control everything. All the high offices of government are corrupted in Burgundy.”

				Anton the Gray Knight grunted, then advanced cynically, “Sounds pretty typical since the Bourbon king took over in France.”

				Claire’s two male companions had stood in the background in quiet awe of the survivors of Vedun, whose battle against evil oppression some said had spawned the Wunderknechten movement in Europe. But now one of them stepped forward, his rancor aroused.

				“It is not a matter for humor, monsieur. When your children stop smiling, all laughter ceases.”

				“I’m sorry, mon ami,” Anton replied. “I meant no disrespect. We can appreciate your strife. I am just sick to death of the common people’s suffering under the noses of effete monarchs.” His lips curled into a scowl.

				“It is not King Henry,” Claire countered. “Our king has plenty of trouble elsewhere. To him, Burgundy pays its taxes on time, and to all appearances in Paris, there is thus no need to look to us for trouble. And once he even sent a detachment from the Order of the Holy Ghost in response to our appeal. It’s said they were destroyed, to a man, by a freak winter storm. But we knew better. It was the Farouche.”

			

			
				“They can raise storms?” Captain Salguero asked incredulously.

				“That’s horseshit,” Nick Nagy sputtered. “Superstition.”

				“So was everything we lived through in Vedun, eh, Nick?” Wilf Gundersen offered wryly. “Isn’t that what the enlightened say about Paille’s Deathwind epic?” He spoke in Hungarian so as not to disturb Claire: “Do you remember the storm Simon himself called down once, in his rage?”

				Nagy shrugged and shot him a cantankerous frown. The other Vedunian heroes stirred, their expressions altering at the reminder.

				“Go on, Claire.”

				“Storms like that have been common since Blaise Farouche married Aimee de Plancy. Nothing is the same. Strange creatures have been seen by night. Great birds of prey. Slithering monsters devour the cattle. The cows seldom yield anymore. No one leaves a shutter unlocked in the night, lest she…” Claire swallowed with difficulty. “It’s as if the whole order of life in Burgundy is being remade. Prepared for some…unthinkable invasion. The people cry out for deliverance. Simon said he would provide help, though it cost him his life. Now I only want him safe, though I might pay the same price myself. I love him so…”

				An uncomfortable silence fell. Lydia Benedetto’s eyebrows raised imperceptibly. Wilf’s eyes narrowed as he viewed some distant apparition that caused his jaw to work fitfully.

			

			
				“I’ve come to beg you to help me find Simon. I don’t know where else to turn. One day he bid me farewell. I knew he was under duress. I think he’d been discovered, but he would tell me no more. He spoke of you and of the samurai, Gonji. And then he left me, swearing he’d return. I haven’t seen him now for so long. I fear the worst. He was so tender, so calm in my presence. I feel I might…” She swallowed.

				“When did you last see him?” Salguero asked suddenly.

				“A long time,” she said, shaking her head and rubbing her arms to steady herself. “Maybe…a year.”

				“Then I can put your mind at ease, lovely lady,” the captain assured. “I was with him less than half a year ago, when we were last with Gonji—” He smiled to see Claire’s apprehension relieved. Tears began to stream down her face as he went on. “No man ever bore a curse more bravely than Simon. Nor was there ever a mightier ally in battle.”

				“Except Gonji,” Wilf reminded. A few goblets were lifted in accord.

				“Where?” she asked.

				“The shores of Spain. He and Gonji were…caught up in some pressing business that…likely detained them a goodly while, by the sound of it.” Salguero hesitated to detail the strange quest that had taken Gonji and Simon to Africa, not wishing to upset Claire now that she’d had her hopes lifted. But the others knew, and he noted their half-hidden anxious expressions. “You and your party will stay with my family tonight while these gentlemen and I discuss this further.”

			

			
				Claire and her companions thanked them repeatedly before being escorted to the Salgueros’ home.

				“Wherever this leads you,” Simon’s beloved said as she left, “I must go.”

				“If I’m not mistaken, young fellah,” Nick Nagy said upon espying Wilf’s expression in the excitement that swept through the smithshop, “you got a case of the old fever again. And that ain’t good. You best mind your own business.”

				But Monetto was speaking, ignoring Nagy’s half-serious appeal to caution. “Right in keeping with Gonji and Simon’s natural inclinations, eh? Another tilt at the Devil’s handiwork!”

				“Something’s strange about that girl,” Lydia said quietly, gazing down the street at their departing backs.

				“It’s bizarre, all right,” Anton agreed. “Simon’s woman. A werewolf in love—what in God’s name could come of that?”

				“So, gentils,” Wilf said earnestly. “What do we do about this?”

				Monetto grinned. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I step up my training immediately, and this time with good reason. Hell, I don’t know what I’m going to tell Sylva—”

				“You men aren’t serious about what you’re proposing,” Lydia said, moving into their midst. By her tortured look, she might have been addressing lunatics.

				“What is there for us here, Lydia?” Wilf argued. “God knows we owe Gonji and Simon our lives a dozen times over.”

			

			
				“You don’t even know where they are, Wilf!” she exclaimed. “You don’t know whether they’re still alive. Be reasonable. The last time they were among us we lost our homes—”

				“That’s not fair, Lydia,” Monetto said. “You think about what you’re saying now. You can’t keep blaming Vedun for Michael’s afflictions.”

				“We’ve been over all this a thousand times,” Anton said, gesturing placatingly. “Vedun was no one’s fault—agreed? We’d all have been dead instead of…legendary heroes, if Gonji hadn’t taken such interest in people who distrusted him. He fashioned a passable militia in a fortnight.”

				“I’m sorry,” Lydia replied on a gentle, breathy note. “I’m just afraid of all this fighting business starting again. Look how many we lost before. The broken families we’ve all wept with. It’s just—I can’t help thinking that if Gonji wanted our help, he’d have sought it long ago. Himself. Not by sending some…” Her words trailed off, her scorn for Claire evident.

				“Gonji may not be involved in this at all,” Salguero reminded. “That’s Simon’s woman.”

				“Oh, you know they’ll be together,” she said glumly.

				“They may both be dead by now,” Salguero offered for grim consideration.

				“I can’t believe that,” Wilf breathed. “If Gonji were dead, we’d have heard. Wasn’t it rumored that they returned from Africa bearing some terrible knowledge? That they’re mixed up with some secret of the old Templars?”

				“They’re rumored to be everywhere, for Christ’s sake.” Nagy scratched his matted hair and winced at an ache in his arthritic knee as he shifted position.

			

			
				“We’re not long for this place, you all know,” Wilf said. “Dear old Emperor Rudolf keeps raising the taxes on the province—some say because of us. Anyway, the Neriahs want us out. They blame it on us. This place hasn’t been exactly a paradise. Look what it’s done to Michael—”

				Some of them averted their eyes from Lydia. Michael was their council Elder, assuming the job for which he’d been groomed in Vedun before the death of the community’s venerable founder, Flavio. But Michael had taken ill in Noricum. Some blamed old wounds; others, the evil spirits of the territory.

				“Does he still see that old wizard?” Anton asked.

				Lydia nodded, looking defeated. “I don’t know what to do. He plies my husband with roots and herbs and God knows what foul spells. I can’t get him to church. That old hermit has more influence on him than I do anymore.”

				“I may as well speak plainly, Lydia,” Wilf said. “This attachment of Michael’s to that old wizard—it’s bothered a lot of us more than we’ve ever told you. Something nasty afoot there. I don’t trust that old shaman, and it’s as if hostility toward us has grown since he came. I’m damned sick of it. We’re oppressed on every side, getting nowhere, and all we do is sit here, entertaining pilgrims who come to us because we’re supposed to be the great heroes who started the Wunderknechten—well, let’s be those heroes!”


				A few ayes were served up in response. Lydia shook her head.

				“What are you going to do, pack up everyone tonight and haul them off on this mad quest?” she asked. “Your children?”

			

			
				“Nein,” Wilf responded calmly. “Of course not. Just a hand-picked fighting force from the old militia.”

				“Count me in,” Monetto said, leaping down from the shelf. “God knows how bored I am here, and the thought of fighting beside Gonji and Simon again is…well, better fortune than I’d ever hoped to see.”

				“I’m afraid the years—and a few too many wounds—have dulled my enthusiasm for questing,” Anton related.

				“Your leadership is needed here,” Salguero told him. “I go along, of course. And the warriors of my old company. Last I heard, there were other good fighting men still under Gonji’s command.”

				“I got nothing better to do,” Nick Nagy advanced. “My old lady’ll toss me right out on my ass if she hears this came off and I didn’t go along.”

				“Gentils,” Wilf said, raising a cup in toast.

				“Oh, Wilfred, this is ridiculous,” Lydia grumbled. “Your wife is pregnant. Do you think she’ll let you do this crazy thing?”

				Wilf swallowed. The thought of not being with Genya when her time came stung him. He hadn’t considered it before in the flush of the night’s events. “That’s…the way it will have to be. The decision must be mine.”

				“Where will you men ride?” Lydia pressed. “You don’t have any idea—”

				“But we do, senora,” Salguero said. “Simon swore to return to his lady love.”

				“His lady love,” she repeated scornfully. “Why do you think you owe this to Gonji, Wilfred? He never even bothered to see what’s become of us these past few years.” There was a curious trace of bitterness in her tone. Though she doubted the others knew, her cheeks reddened a bit when she recalled Gonji’s attraction to her in Vedun. He had admired her from an honorable distance, respecting both her marriage to Michael and the warding shield of propriety she staunchly projected. And yet, since that last cataclysmic night in Vedun, she’d regretted stopping Gonji from declaring his love in the face of imminent death.

			

			
				And she was never sure whether that had indeed been his intent. Yet she was curious, in spite of herself.

				“I do owe him, Lydia,” Wilf replied in a determined voice. “Genya and I would never have known a life together—I would never have had this child—but for Gonji. That’s all I intend to say. Except this—once the company is chosen, no one, not even Michael, must know where we go. Agreed? I’ll have to explain the quest to the Neriahs. There’s no choice there. Gonji and Simon’s mystique, along with their father, Jacob’s, friendship for the pair of them, might help keep them off the community’s back till we return.”

				“If you return.”

				“Ja, perhaps. But we’re going to do this the way Gonji would do it. Secretly. No chance of compromise. He used to say that for the lips of every friend there are ears on a thousand enemies. No one will know what we’re about except those who absolutely must.”

				Lydia sighed resignedly.

				“Sonofabitch,” Monetto muttered, chunkering another keen axe-head into the wooden post. “I wish Karl were here to join us…”

			

			
				One by one, their heads lowered respectfully in memory of Aldo’s friend, Karl Gerhard, a magnificent archer who had fallen in Vedun.

				* * * *

				Beads of sweat laced the air, spattering the floor of the rearranged smithshop as Wilf pushed himself through the Katori ryu kata for the seventh time. Spine-cleaver began to exert its mystical influence over him as he became immersed in his practice. Deadly earnest informed every stroke.

				Wilf had hefted the katana—Gonji’s spare killing sword, bestowed on Wilf during the Vedun militia training—almost daily during the past few years. He would often reflect on the costly victory over Klann the Invincible and his evil sorcerer Mord. He had replayed his part in the six-man siege of Castle Lenska, and the reunion with Genya, with every practice maneuver.

				But there was a renewed intensity to his training now. Wilf worked assiduously at the patterned strokes Gonji had taught, conjuring speed and swiftness of foot in the cleared space. Precision. Strength. Concentration. Mushin no shin—the “mind of no mind” Zen quality of banishing all conscious thought, all technical planning, all external distraction.

				He did not notice that dawn had replaced the night; nor did he take note of Genya, who had sat watching him for nearly an hour, grimly aware of the meaning of the hachi-maki—the samurai’s “headband of resolution”—tied about his forehead.

				Exhausted, Wilf finally bowed his head to touch the forte of the glimmering blade and ceased his practice.

			

			
				“So you’re going, then,” Genya said matter-of-factly, surprising him.

				Wilf regulated his breathing before answering. “I have to, Genya. You know that.”

				“Not enough excitement around here these days, I suppose.” She looked deeply hurt.

				He sat beside her and explained the warriors’ intentions, the need for secrecy.

				“I see,” she said coldly, breathing deeply and forming her hands around the distended bulk of the child she bore. “So you’re going to be off for no one knows how long in some place you’re not even sure of. All alone with that French woman.” She said it as if pronouncing the name of something distasteful.

				“Genya—”

				“In her purity and innocence she fell in love with a werewolf. Can you truly believe such a thing, Wilfred?”

				“I do,” he said defiantly, “and for God’s sake, I’m not going to be alone with her. We’re going to escort her home and then see—”

				“Can you imagine any sane woman loving that thing we dragged out of the rubble of Castle Lenska?”

				“How can you say that? You’re talking about Simon Sardonis, milady. Without him and the samurai we’d both be food for the worms long since.”

				“She looked pretty desirable, though, didn’t she?” Genya pressed, hot tears welling in her dark eyes. “Enough to make men believe any story she concocted.”

				“This is a lot of horseshit, Genya. I can’t think of any woman more dangerous to cast an eye at than Simon Sardonis’.”

			

			
				“Then you did find her attractive?”

				“I didn’t notice. Can we drop this?”

				“She found you attractive,” Genya minced. “In fact, you were the only man she looked at the whole time—”

				“We’re going to see that she’s safely reunited with Simon,” Wilf said with rising anger. “Do you understand me? The way he helped me to get back to you.”

				“Simon was in Africa, Hernando said. With Gonji. Who can say where they are now?”

				“Ja, well, others have heard that they made it back. Simon promised Claire that he’d return to help her people, and you know how he and Gonji are about duty. I intend to be there to help them.”

				“While I stay here alone and try to explain to our child why it has no father. What about your duty, Wilfred?”

				He sighed. “Genya…I’ll be back. I promise. You know I have to go.” He took her by the hands, drew her close, and gazed deeply into her moist, accusing eyes. “I’ve never felt as useful, as fulfilled, in my life as when we drove agents of evil before us in Vedun, when we could reach out and grab them by the throat, slash them to pieces. We were accomplishing something. How many men are ever privileged to know that they risk their lives for something? Something they can point to with pride. That won’t be forgotten? Living an unfulfilling life is a terrible thing. We’re biding our time here in Austria. Doing nothing. Not a damned thing. We’ve had only trouble since we settled. We can feel that we’re opposed by faceless enemies who’d like nothing better than to crush the survivors of the famous Vedun campaign. But we don’t know what to do about it.”

			

			
				“So you go off to fight in France?”


				“It’s a start.”

				Genya paused before speaking. “You’re not happy married to me, are you, Wilf?”

				“You’re not listening to me,” he replied with a frustrated head toss. “I don’t express myself well in these things, but you know what I mean, how I feel. I’m happy with you, but I’m not happy as a smith. I hate this place. We’re like ducks on a pond, ringed in by hunters. Maybe rejoining Gonji will start something. I’ve got to have meaningful duty, Genya. Just like him. I could have been very happy as a samurai. Or even a goddamn dragoon…”

				She made a throaty, scoffing sound. “You never used to think about these things when we were first married,” she said, leaning her head on his shoulder.

				“Ever since Vedun I’ve thought about these things. Ever since my father died at—”

				“It’s because I’m so fat, isn’t it?”

				He held her at arm’s length. “If this were our wedding night, I’d probably still be leaving in the morning on this quest.”

				It had been the wrong thing to say. Genya’s jaw clenched tightly, and she stalked off to the living quarters at the rear of the shop.

				Wilf spent a few regretful moments gathering his thoughts and settling himself. Then he moved to the chest where he stored his weapons and armament. He sheathed Spine-cleaver, then laid it out along with his pistols, cuirass and buff-coat, pauldrons and vambraces, short sword, and Zischagge helmet.

			

			
				He slowly unfurled the banner he had kept since Vedun. It had been fashioned by the militia as a rallying ensign. White field; Rorka crest in sinister; a crude katana in dexter. The motto: a Latin translation of the inscription on Gonji’s Sagami—There is nothing that a man need fear / Who carries at his side this splendid blade.

				* * * *

				Two nights later the party of three French travelers—rumored, by way of secrecy, to be cousins of a minor official in Noricum—departed for home. Under cover of night, a company of eighteen adventurers, led by Wilfred Gundersen, left by twos and threes at staggered intervals to rendezvous with the French pilgrims at dawn near the western border of the province. They rode out with no fanfare, their armament under wraps until they were far from home. Even council leader Michael Benedetto was unaware of their destination, a festival in Vienna being the most common cover story.

				As Wilf said his good-byes to Genya, she presented him with a linen shirt to wear beneath his buff-coat. On it she had embroidered a saying in Hungarian: I survived Vedun. Wilf felt embarrassed, struck by a sense of silliness to it. But he donned it and thanked her warmly, remarking, “Maybe this will start a trend or something, ja?”

				“While I await the baby,” she said, “I’ll do another like it about France. And next time, Wilfred Gundersen, I go along. I can aim a pistol at least as well as you can.”

				Wilf embraced her, aware of an apprehension about what might lie ahead. He felt his first serious pang of doubt about the journey, and as he made his way westward toward the Alps, he was grateful for the feel of the shirt with the oddly naive message.

			

			
				For he did devoutly pray for a safe return to his wife and unborn child.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SIX

				Simon caught scent of the cloying tang of blood long before he sighted the Cave of Chains.

				Breath came hard to him as he leapt off his steed and raced for the cave, axe and broadsword held high, the terror of the full moon’s imminent rising seeping into every crevice of his consciousness.

				He gained the concealed entrance, by now aware that only the dead awaited him within. A lamp had been lit for him. Surrounding its lambent glow, as if radiating from the magenta flame, was a ghastly bloodbath.

				Mountain men. Torn to shreds. Old Pierre. And Hugh. And Jean Godel. Others—an uncertain number to Simon’s feverish gaze, so mutilated were the corpses. His chains, the chains that had afforded him sanctuary from the Beast’s ferocity in the full of the moon, were sundered from their moorings. A body had been laid out amidst them on the ground in mock shackling, its head twisted about on a broken neck such that it faced the rear.

				Horrified, expecting the victim to be his Uncle Andre, Simon turned it around with the axe-head. There was little left of the face, but it was not Andre. Yet there was no relief in the discovery, for his uncle had been with this party only yesterday.

				Simon emitted a long, forlorn bellow of fury and anguish. Then he stumbled out of the cave to face the waning light of day. Shadows of mountain peaks crept over the valley. Panic-stricken, he knew not what to do as he watched his restive horse back away from him, turn, and bolt from his increasingly menacing scent, his belongings torn from their saddle cinchings as the animal sped through the brush.

			

			
				Jesus God Almighty, help me…


				They know.


				He dropped his weapons and clenched his hands in quaking prayer a moment. Then he began to think, with difficulty. There must be something he could do. Something to quarantine the monster for the night, lest it seek out its foul kin while Simon was helpless to control it. God alone knew whom it might kill this night. Already he could hear its yearnings for anticipated freedom.

				Control…

				Gonji had often spoken of his controlling it. Hadn’t Simon in fact done so in Vedun? Oui, but only after unbearable struggle. Many kills. Kills—he could suffer the transformation after first bringing it near some enemy. No-no. Madness. There was no guarantee of that. Not at all. Non, it would still seek out its evil kin. Run—he must run as far and fast as he could manage into the mountains…

				Crazy. It would mock his effort all the while and then retrace his steps at several times his speed and still have plenty of time to vent its bloodlust.

				What to do—God—what to do…

				Gonji said to control it.


				Or, perhaps, subdue it. He saw the downed pack a hundred yards down the trail. His wineskin. Oui…


				The demon began to rage within him, knowing his thinking, spewing its vileness at him for daring to consider denying it its fullness of life for a night.

			

			
				Simon sneered and retrieved the worn leather pack. He uncorked the wineskin and, there on the trail, seated on a rock, he began to guzzle the potent beverage. Before long he lay atop the boulder like a broken-backed doll, singing a French cavalry ditty. Laughing. He was dimly aware that he had never laughed before on the Night of Chains.

				The energumen spent its rage and was presently sedated, despairingly receding into its sleeping cell deep within their arena of cohabitation. And when the dreadful hour-long wrenching of his mortal form seized him, Simon discovered that the wine exercised an anesthetic effect. He had never before maintained such semi-consciousness through the agony of the Beast’s lunar birthing.

				The seven-and-a-half-foot golden-furred Beast rolled to its feet during the hour before midnight. Simon found himself in command of its imposing bipedal wolf form but hardly in control. He began to wonder what to do with it as it teetered about strangely on the trail. There was a curious drunken exhilaration to the whole experience, as forest wildlife fled in every direction from his noisy approach. He growled through his slavering jaws and hacked out a series of barking laughs as he formed a bleary resolve.

				Sober and in control, he would have sought sanctuary from the urge to kill. In his present state, with the grim memory of the cave carnage woven into the surface of what little rational thought he could conjure, Simon wanted nothing more than to kill. This, despite his dim awareness that he would thereby be forced to suffer the transformations nightly until the next moon.

			

			
				But he cared not. He took up the weapons awkwardly, the promise of mayhem charging his bestial rumblings.

				* * * *

				The mercenary band, ten strong, had late come from northern German lands, where their reputation had been built on the plunder of defenseless villages. The increased pressure of pursuit by knights of the Empire had driven them over the Alps to France, where their love of power and brutality had ushered them into the employ of the controlling Farouche.

				The company relaxed near their campfire. In the still of the night, confident in their duty, their raised pennons bearing the fearsome wolf crest of the Farouche family. Mystical power supposedly surrounded them this night, which was theirs due to the barter of souls they scarcely believed in. Their flesh, they were told, now carried a charm of sorcerous power. “High survival probability,” Roman Farouche had explained in terms they didn’t understand. They’d seen it in action, though they were still content to call it luck.


				The young woman, the sacrificial victim, whimpered from the post where she’d been lashed. She was to be the flesh offering to the mighty being whose appearance they presently expected. He would hunger to spill blood this night.

				“The Lords say tonight’s the night,” one of them said in a voice full of nervous expectation. “They expect to win back the allegiance of some…lost Farouche brother.”

				“They’re sure he’ll stop at her?” another fretted.

				“You question the Lords, after what we’ve seen?” his companion blared.

			

			
				“He’ll know us by their crest, the family crest,” their leader assured. “Stop your stupid grumbling. Remember who our patrons are. Walk proudly under this standard.”

				“Shut up, there, bitch,” the first brigand called out to the woman, evoking harsh laughter from a few lounging men. “You want to hear your lover’s soft footsteps tonight, don’t you?” More laughter.

				“I’ve heard there’s a marauding bunch from Austria about—”

				“Listen!”

				They did so, with breaths held in check.

				“Kneel to him when he comes—”

				The leader and his second-in-command were the first two to move forward and drop to one knee respectfully at the edge of the firelight. The woman’s eyes went wide. She moaned pathetically, all she could summon from a throat raw from pleading. She turned her head, slumping into a near swoon. 

				That movement spared her a grisly sight as the two kneeling men’s heads leapt off their shoulders under the first savage stroke of Simon’s broadsword.

				The rest of the band bellowed in fear and alarm and scrabbled for their weapons, some trying to take to horse. Simon roared his volcanic wrath and tore into their number with flailing axe and sword, hacking men and mounts into bloody ruin. He lurched about unsteadily, his powerful wolfish frame still wambly from the spell of the wine. His strokes were wild and poorly directed, but in the close quarters of the encampment, most of them struck truly.

			

			
				Two men who reached their shrilling horses wheeled them around for the safety of the trees. Simon plunged after them, shattering one steed’s hindquarters, spilling it to earth. He tore the screaming rider’s throat out with a single snap and wrench of his jaws. Then he bounded off after the warrior’s companion, tripping twice over roots and bouncing off a tree trunk before angling in on the bolting horse from the right flank.

				The werewolf’s axe tore open the steed’s belly as it reared and threw its rider, who was knocked unconscious in the fall. Knowing this man to be the last living minion of the hated Farouche still in his grasp, Simon allowed his raging spirit to fully vent itself in a raking, tearing frenzy. Clawing at himself and spitting out blood and rent flesh violently to try to chase the taste and scent of the carnage, he stumbled about blearily a moment. Then he retrieved his weapons and returned to the campsite, alive with the last twitchings of involuntary muscular response.

				The probability of survival had not been so high for these men as the Farouche had promised.

				The sacrificial victim stared up at him, eyes glazed, her head lowered to her chest in surrender. She was beyond terror now, in shock.

				Simon tried to speak, but only guttural growling emanated from his throat. He spat again and made a gesture he hoped would appeal to her sensibilities. Tearing a wild-eyed mount from its tether, he dragged the kicking animal to the post. Raking talons sheared through the hempen bonds that held the woman and she fell to the ground.

				Simon growled for her to mount the horse. Again. He was forced to scoop her up in a bloody furred arm and toss her aboard the horse, where she clung to the animal’s neck, her head laid against its own such that she could not see the werewolf’s awful apparition. Stumbling backward and falling again, Simon bellowed at the curvetting mount. It galloped off, the woman holding fast in insensate flight.

			

			
				Simon regathered his senses, the woods spinning about him. He caught an unwholesome scent mingled with that of blood and entrails. It came from the north. A smell of earth churned by something vaguely verminous.

				He bounded off in the direction of the scent.

				Behind him, there was a sharp clap, a black rift opening gauzily, like dream-mist, in the space above the campsite.

				Anton Balaerik stepped through and landed lightly on the soft mat of pine-needled earth. He gazed off toward Simon’s spoor, a look of grave concern etching his sharply chiseled features. Gonji’s nemesis from a parallel world, who had briefly manipulated the Church itself, now turned his attention on the savaged brigands. He found two who had yet to pass into the Dark Land.

				Extracting the round ivory artifact by which he stayed the moment of death, he performed a ritual incantation and in seconds caught up and engaged the dying embers of the pair’s spirits.

				“Do you desire life?”

				Awed affirmation was exuded in response.

				“Then attend on me…”

				Their wounds closed as if by the hand of a ghostly surgeon, and the two rose shakily to fall in at Balaerik’s side. A half-life of evil servitude seemed far preferable to the sudden knowledge of what awaited them beyond the curtain of death.

			

			
				* * * *

				Under the moon’s magic influence, Belial Farouche transformed into his favorite persona—a large, hulking faun. His quick-thumping hoofbeats and leering, horned head were a familiar nightmare to the women and children of Burgundy. None ventured out unescorted after twilight for fear of his assaults. For he’d been known to take his pleasure with the unwary and the ill defended, and he found that pleasure in two predilections: lust and sadism.

				The latter passion always guided his full-moon meanderings, for like Simon’s Beast, Belial would secure the month’s nocturnal transformations by spilling blood on that night.

				He withdrew now from the stiffening corpse of the mountain man, whose head and chest had been crushed beyond recognition by Belial’s stamping hooves. He was anxious to be the first to encounter his long-lost nameless brother, freed by now from the imprisoning body of Simon Sardonis. He wondered how the Beast had found the soft, shapely offering of the young virgin, cackling as he loped along toward the free companions’ camp. This would be a grand night, for their father, whom Belial was always anxious to please, would be rejoining them from the mystical isle that was their cross-world base of operations.

				Belial passed the great sentinel serpent in a delve and padded along its body a few steps, tittering as it hissed in annoyance. Then, hearing the deep growling in the distance, he snickered in secret, inane mirth and squatted down to rest while he sharpened his goat’s horns with a file drawn from his pouch. Replacing it, he felt the reed pipe and was seized by the urge to play. The instrument had given him great enjoyment since his discovery that beings of this sphere associated it with satyrs.

			

			
				It would be a fine jest on his newly returned brother.

				Belial pranced through the wood toward the low growling sounds, piping mellifluous notes without melody.

				The werewolf’s snarls of blood-frenzy came closer. But something was wrong. Belial stopped playing and listened. Heard the creature make a beeline for him through the forest. Saw the hurtling golden form. And abruptly feared the look in its red-rimmed silvery eyes.

				“Brother—?”

				The broadsword and battle-axe arced for him like the mandibles of a voracious insect. Blurring speed was Belial’s forte, courage in battle occupying the farther end of his spectrum of attributes. He slipped the enfolding steel edges, back-stepping with rapid stutter-steps, gasping aloud.

				The werewolf’s own power nearly knocked the wind out of him as his arms struck his chest from the force of the opposing scythes, intended to leave Belial in three pieces.

				Belial yammered at the werewolf insensibly, trying to make it understand that he was its brother. Unknown to him, the energumen still slept within, arrested by Simon’s inebriate spell. But the wine served Simon almost as poorly. He could not match Belial’s speed or lightning evasive moves, and the faun pulled away from him, luring him toward the huge serpent that Simon had caught scent of.

			

			
				Belial now made a game of it, indignant to be so rudely treated. He began piping an annoying little scale over and over, wringing growls that might have been curses from the werewolf’s canine throat. Simon went at him again and again, swinging, lunging, tumbling head over heels—

				Until he struck the scaly mound that rose up across his path, knocking him backward. Simon roared in primitive response to the enormous fanged head that loomed over him. Ophidian eyes gleamed like alien stars, cold and lidless, set at either side of the yawning rictus mouth with its curving white fangs, each as long as a man’s arm.

				He scrabbled backward, felt the seething of the pungent earth as the sinuous creature withdrew its full concealed length from the depression in the ground. Massive coils wrapped the werewolf in a crushing grip. Simon yiped and howled against the relentless pressure. Belial bounded over the great serpent’s bulk and laughed between taunting notes on his pipe.

				Simon saw white pinpoints searing his vision like a swarm of shooting stars. His breath was stayed. Darkness stole over his consciousness…

				When he opened his eyes again, his head swimming and the world engulfed in dark murky hues, Simon heard first the triumphant laughter of the energumen inside him. Then:

				“Mon fils—my son.”

				He stared up into the smiling visage of Grimmolech, father of demons and architect of Simon’s lifetime of misery.

			

			
				* * * *

				Simon was chained in an oubliette of an abandoned fortified prison, amid rank, sweating stones of ancient origin. Thick musty odors assailed his nostrils. He was a man again; it must be day in the world outside. He scarcely had time to check the strength of the chains when an overwhelming nausea overcame him. He knew the feeling well: They’d been starving him; nor had his lips tasted any water. For how long, he could not even guess.

				A portal swung open in the ceiling. Filthy light seeped through a grating. Peering down at him was the object of his lifelong hatred. The being who had effected in his pregnant mother a secondary conception, that of the shape-shifting demonic spirit.

				Grimmolech smiled down benignly.

				“Why don’t you just succumb? What can your life be but an endless nightmare filled with forlorn hope? I could not have expected that those fanatical priests would take you from me and raise you in their…obsolete faith. Keeping my son a prisoner for all these years.”

				“Bastard out of Hell! Come down here and join me. I’ve looked forward to ripping you to pieces for such a long time.” Simon’s entire body radiated loathing.

				“Be silent,” Grimmolech said in a steady voice that bespoke confidence, a lifetime of command. “I will speak to my son now.”

				“Your son is a raving madman. An idiot without so much as a name to call himself by.”

				“Until such time as he is free of you, Simon will serve as his name.”

			

			
				Simon roared at his tormentor and strained at his shackles until he dropped, exhausted, his anger vented. And then, in a rare event that occurred only at such times as Simon would be too weakened to prevent its reentry, the energumen projected itself outside of their common sphere, appearing on the floor of the cell as a small male child, naked and reaching up imploringly to its unholy sire.

				“Father! Father! Take me up with you. Save me. He—he made me drunk—the dirty swine!”

				Grimmolech made a placating gesture. “I know, I know, my son. You must be patient. Soon you will be freed. Have courage, as befits a higher being.”

				“But I can’t stand this any longer!” The spirit began to weep. “He tortures me. He makes me suffer so—”

				“And he shall pay, as will all these beings who have prevented your fulfillment. Now stop that. Be strong. Noble. Show no weakness.” An impatient tone insinuated itself into Grimmolech’s voice now.

				The energumen tried to climb a wall of the oubliette, but its ectoplasmic substance lacked strength to operate in the real world, and it soon rediscovered that it could not exist outside Simon for long. Despairingly, with a mad wail and an ineffectual flailing of its small fists, it reentered Simon’s imprisoning body with violent vibration.

				When he had recovered from the shock of their melding, Simon shouted up at Grimmolech through the grating: “We’re all prisoners of something, n’est-ce pas? But yours will last for eternity, demon.”

				Grimmolech eyed him coldly.

				“This is your world—until you’ve had surfeit—”

			

			
				Grimmolech slammed down the trapdoor. In fury, he set a spell of localized, increasing heat upon the ceiling of the dungeon cell, subjecting both Simon and his disembodied son to an agonizing session of stifling torture.

				* * *

				The small mercenary detachment who stood rampart watch on the walls of the abandoned fortification and former prison gazed down in awe as their present lords, the Farouche Clan, assembled in conference. 

				Breathless, these free companions, to observe the council of those unnatural beings who were said to have their origins on a world concentric to the earth known of ordinary men.

				In the ward below strutted the ruling clan’s patriarch, the off-world sorcerer Grimmolech, reeking of regal bearing. His moon-maddened son Belial bounded up from the shadows, his goat’s hooves clattering on the flagstones. Belial bowed to his father before squatting down on his haunches to play sadistically with a large rat he held tethered, strangled on a string.

				Anton Balaerik entered through the gatehouse, signaling his two escorts to remain at the barbican.

				“Gen-kori—honored cousin,” Balaerik greeted Grimmolech, who replied in kind.

				There was a brief wait, during which the sentries on the walls were so rapt by the figures below that they failed to take notice of the hulking black form that had scaled the curtain to loom up behind them. The first warrior felt the hot breath at his neck, spun around, and drew his pistol. There was a snapping of powerful jaws, a flash of canine teeth—

			

			
				The mercenary screamed as he watched the pistol, and the hand that clutched it, flung away into the night air. Dark blood pulsed from the stump of his arm.

				“Very careless,” Blaise Farouche growled. “But I think you’ve learned a valuable lesson here. Take it to your grave.” With the vicious swipe of a clawed arm, the man was battered off the rampart and down onto the ward fifty feet below. His body struck with a wet crash and a clatter of breaking bones.

				The rest of the mercenary sentry detail fell back in stunned awe. Now their alertness was restored.

				“Blaise, is that necessary?” Grimmolech said in a calm voice that nonetheless commanded attention.

				The coarse black ruff relaxed on the werewolf’s neck as he glanced down at his father. His lips snaked back in a grin as he looked to the next soldier, who stared at him, shaking and open-mouthed, trying not to fix on the dark hole that had once contained the human Blaise’s right eye. 

				“My depth perception isn’t so good these days,” Blaise said archly. “I meant to bite through his pistol barrel. Don’t get me angry. Curry my coat before I address my father. I seem to have picked up burrs…”

				The terrified mercenary began raking his fingers through the werewolf’s coarse, ruffled fur.

				“Ahhh—you have a nice touch…”

				The mercenary swallowed back a knot of fear.

				Down below, Blaise’s brother Roman Farouche padded through the gatehouse—an enormous white lynx, scrutinizing the environs warily before greeting his father.

			

			
				“And where are Serge and Rene?” Grimmolech asked after a time.

				Roman, the lynx, raised himself from all fours up onto his hind legs. These began to grow and broaden in accordance with his need for support. There was a distending action in his throat as he sought the ability to make human speech.

				“Blaise?” Roman hoarsely called up to the wall. “Come down and tell Father what you told me.”

				Up on the bailey wall, the black werewolf slapped aside the reluctant groom’s hand and leapt down dramatically, with a resounding thump, to join his shape-shifting fellows.

				“Serge, I can tell you,” Roman told Grimmolech, “has declined to attend. He insists he’ll be in touch with us soon. It seems he’s on the track of certain…scrapping outlanders who are making trouble in the province. Huns, he thinks. Also—”

				“Also?” Grimmolech echoed impatiently.

				Roman sighed. “Serge hates this host who imprisons our brother. He claims it’s infuriatingly hopeless. He maintains that we should…sacrifice our nameless brother to be rid of this troublesome Simon.”


				“So—more obstinacy,” Grimmolech said. “And how am I to command respect from lesser beings when I can’t even control my own sons? What of Rene?”

				Now Roman stepped back and eyed the wolf-formed Blaise, who came forward erect, smiling ferally and clawing at an itch across his abdomen. “You’ll like this, dear father,” Blaise declared. “Brother Rene, it seems, has been murdered by rebels, his cord severed.”

			

			
				“What?!” Grimmolech demanded.

				“It can only be he, I’m certain. They say they have a shape-shifter buried in a secret grave. They’ve called for officials of the French king as well as representation from Dijon for the great unveiling.” Blaise was cold and smug, seemingly enjoying the thought of the retribution to come.

				“How dare they?” Grimmolech intoned.

				“I’ll be there, of course,” Roman said, “as the duke’s representative.”

				“Who did this thing?” the demon father inquired with mounting anger.

				“The town of Lamorisse,” Blaise apprised him. “The ‘holy’ Knights of Wonder again.”

				“We’ll give them something to wonder about, eh, milord?” the satyr Belial advanced, trying vainly to gain his father’s approval and attention.

				“They should never have been allowed to exist for so long,” Grimmolech said, eyes shining. “Gonji again. That samurai warrior’s influence again. Wherein have we failed? This lone samurai’s interference should have been stopped years ago. Balaerik—you had him in Toledo and again in Africa—”

				The manipulator from yet another alien dimension seemed displeased with the reminder. “I’m afraid he slipped through our fingers because of unexpected aid. Certain churchmen…had their eyes opened, decided to oppose us, if only with the invisible powers they wield in ignorance. That is bad for us—those who learn and accept the secret of the enfolded worlds, of our cabal, and then begin to think about their lowly place in it, and to rebel…

			

			
				“And then there is the ongoing problem of this…Japanese warrior. He still seems protected by Powers Unknown. In Africa, again he found unexpected aid. He is more dangerous than the church and secular leaders. And now they are influenced by him. He teaches them to see how they are being controlled. Perhaps even the pope has listened to him. This Gonji seems a man of great faith. He understands its mysterious power. That feeds his skill and renders him a formidable foe. He may even be protected or helped now by supernatural powers—adepts from the other spheres. Inimicals. Meddlers themselves who condemn us for meddling—our enemies, Grimmolech.” Balaerik folded his arms.

				Grimmolech turned to his sons again. “What about you, my fine sons, fruit of my loins? Last winter you had him in your grasp. He should have been discredited and destroyed. A foreigner invading French territory with an army of highwaymen. Roman—Blaise—you channeled a costly amount of cosmic power through the gateways, and to what end? A callow and ineffectual display of elemental rage. Do you realize what chaos you caused on contiguous spheres by crossing winters with the Kirok 7 sphere? But I shan’t punish you,” he said, strolling away from his sons, lost in thought for a time.

				Belial looked disappointed, always warmed to see his more favored siblings in trouble of their own making. Blaise’s pointed ears had been pinned back penitently. They perked now, and his sly grin at Belial evinced the fact that it had as usual been pure artifice on his part. Roman seemed unmoved, awaiting his father’s next command.

			

			
				“No, I shan’t punish you, for I am as guilty of failure as you. It was I who allowed my wayward half-son Simon Sardonis to slip through my hands all these years, to be perverted by those monks who guarded his youth. He might have triumphed with us, once. I might have adopted him, taught him the ways of the spheres, introduced him to a larger cosmic scheme. He is a most atypical Terran…Now, I have him, and yet he resists every effort to tear from him the soul of my true son.” His face clouded, almost with pain. Grimmolech shook it off. “The samurai…he is our greatest enemy. Don’t you see what he’s done to us, Balaerik? He’s caused us both to succumb to emotionalism, to sink to the level of these unenlightened beings.” Grimmolech’s eyes darkened as he formed a vision. “He hasn’t begun to suffer. Where is he now?”

				“In Austria, I believe,” Balaerik replied.

				“Have you prepared things for him there?”

				“The machinery has been set in motion.”

				Grimmolech nodded curtly.

				“What of Lamorisse, Father?” Roman asked.

				“Rene’s tragic intemperance doubtless caused his own demise,” Grimmolech said with disdain.

				“That…seems likely from what I’ve heard,” Roman agreed.

				Blaise laughed gruffly. “An easy trap to fall into. There is a wonderful variety of carnal diversions here to stave off monotony. It’s easy to—”

				“You were placed here to learn control, Blaise,” Grimmolech shot back by way of censure. “To ply the subtleties of terrorism. To prove your abilities at manipulative gamesmanship, your superiority and fitness to rule lesser beings. Thus far, you’ve fallen well short of my expectations. You are not here to push the limits of hedonistic endeavor. You take these beings too lightly, as mere playthings. Their faith and capacity for self-sacrifice are stumbling blocks that we cannot overcome without perseverance. Don’t take too much pride in your superiority. There are lessons to be taken from the brutal history of this sphere.”

			

			
				“And Lamorisse?” Roman asked again when his father had restored his equanimity.

				“Learn who the leaders are,” Grimmolech said evenly. “Instill fear in their children. And after they’ve lived with it awhile, we’ll extract vengeance in kind.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SEVEN

				“Surely you must thirst by now.”

				The lycanthropic form of Simon Sardonic peered up through the crusted oubliette grating. His eyes radiated hatred. There was no malice in Grimmolech’s expression now but only something oddly resembling paternal anxiety. 

				Simon hadn’t kicked over the loathsome bowl this time. He was desperately thirsty, and now that night had brought the painful transformation into the Beast, the bowl of blood had begun to smell maddeningly appealing.

				“Perverted monster.” Simon abruptly chose torturous self-denial and kicked over the bowl with the snap of a clawed foot.

				“Your spirit is mighty,” Grimmolech allowed. “You could be a magnificent ally.”

				“Go to the hell you’ve earned,” Simon told him in a parched voice. “You dare suggest I could ever be your ally? Set me free and see what an enemy I make.”

				“I have seen, and you’re a formidable one indeed. If only these priests hadn’t conditioned your mind so. You direct a prodigious faith into such inglorious pursuits.”

				Simon rasped back, “Servant of Satan! God will have His vengeance for what you did to my sainted mother, to my father—”

				“Is that what they told you? Tales of ‘Satan’ and half-truths? Would you like to hear my side of—”

				“Lies! Your special area of knowledge—” Simon’s throat was on fire, his words strained and broken. “—the Deceiver’s bequest to you—”

			

			
				“Truth is relative, Simon. Surely you’ve learned that. Let me tell you about us. About this world I’ve asked you to join, the world you deny my captive son inside you. We came, seeking dominion, from another world which coexists with this lesser one. You learned something of the secret of these congruent worlds in Africa, I believe. We have rediscovered some of the ancient magical effects which facilitate travel through the gateways between worlds. We have even learned, as you’ve seen, to remake parts of a world, if need be, to suit our purposes. To transpose portions of one world onto another, as we wish.

				“I am a High Lord of arcane arts on my world, arts which can only be understood as magic among these primitive peoples. Earth magic. The Power of the Spheres. Power which transcends that of any weapons your people might conceive. Balaerik and I are related. You might call him my cousin. He is an operative, an agent of the cross-world isle of Akryllon—of which I think you’ve heard. King Klann the Invincible, eh? By the way, in overthrowing King Klann’s efforts at taking back Akryllon, you helped us perpetuate our cause. We thank you for that. You see—we’re not complete enemies, are we?

				“Balaerik is involved with coordinating efforts at controlling this Terran sphere by manipulation of its political and social systems. He placed my sons in charge here in Burgundy so that they might practice exercising local control. I’m afraid they’ve bungled it rather badly with their ostentatious displays of power, n’est-ce pas? They’ve much to learn of subtlety. Never show a monster where a shadow will serve, eh? Superstition and doubt are useful tools. Keep them on their heels, uncertain of whom to trust, what to believe, and—”

			

			
				“Why? Why do you do this?”

				“Well, now at least we’re engaged in conversation…That’s a distinct improvement, Simon. Why do we do it? We do it for control, of course. For power over lesser beings. We need achievement. And there’s a certain degree of desire to bring order out of the chaos of these…alienated spheres, of course—once they were a system accessible to all. You see…we’ve attained practical immortality, and immortality alters morality, forces one to adopt ambitions that keep boredom from destroying the mind. And control of all that can be known and achieved is everything. The ultimate ambition. It’s a complex and intriguing pursuit.”

				“You’ve sold your souls to the Devil.” Revulsion laced Simon’s hoarse words.

				“There you go again, circumscribing a higher order of life with a simplistic moral and mythic code. Don’t you see that you were raised by the wrong side of the power struggle? You don’t fit their scheme—they reject you! Why do you continue to aid Christianity with your contradictory savagery? Don’t you see what a paradox you represent? We at least have made a commitment that is clear. We’ve chosen immortal rule over eternal subservience. What we do is right, under the circumstances. Practical. Your morality is meaningless in the greater cosmic context. We offer practical immortality in exchange for obedience, for abandoning useless devotion to a God who has long since abandoned the cosmic system. Who left humankind amidst fields of untold riches and commanded them not to touch. Do we ask so much? We offer wonderful gifts to a strife-ridden, theologically torn sphere—”

			

			
				Simon barked out a scoffing sound. “There’s only one thing wrong with this immortality you’re so fond of offering. Someone can forcibly separate your evil soul from your all-too-delicate corpus.” He spat toward the grating.

				“But we may live on, so long as we’ve been foresighted enough.”

				“And yet…eventually you fail…God’s judgment is all that remains…for eternity.” Simon gasped and swallowed hard to force his dry throat to form words. “You steal time from its endless source…and in the end—your end—you owe a debt which can never be repaid. There are no bargains when you barter against eternity.”

				“And you know all these things for facts, do you?” Grimmolech asked haughtily, cocking an eyebrow.

				“You—you must be Satan himself!”

				Grimmolech’s long fingers curled about the rusted grating. “I blame myself for this. For leaving you among those priests who poisoned you. Had I acted with expedience against them earlier, you’d be with me now. You and my son. But I was preoccupied, and now I pay for my lack of foresight. But the priests paid more dearly, didn’t they? And soon your friend Gonji will pay. He who made you so willful in this wayward direction you’ve chosen, keeping my son from fulfillment. I may even feed Gonji to you one night during the lunar dominance. Would you like that?”

				Simon snarled at him and cast him an obscene gesture.

			

			
				Grimmolech tsked. “I thought it was immoral to do such things—let me have my son!”

				“Your son goes before God when I do.”

				As if in reply to hearing himself mentioned, the energumen fled Simon’s tortured body again. This time he manifested himself as a little girl with a physical malformation that caused Simon to shut his eyes and pray for deliverance even if it meant death.

				“Papa,” the apparition said, already crying this time, “I’m so thirsty, so hungry. Make him eat, Papa. Make him. He does things to hurt himself—”

				“I know, my son—”

				“—it hurts me! It hurts me much worse than it hurts him. He’s a monster, Papa, a—”

				“Be still!” Grimmolech composed himself at once. “Go back now. Show me how strong you are.”

				“But, Papa—”

				“Show me your pride! Show me the courage of a son born of my seed. This is your world for now!”

				The grating rattled in the grasp of Grimmolech’s fury before the sorcerer strode away. 

				Simon listened to the puling sounds the spirit made until it could no longer remain outside his body. He put up a struggle against its re-entry for the small satisfaction of adding to the creature’s discomfort.

				“Daddy’s a tough old goat, eh, kid?”

				* * * *

				They tortured Simon daily. He was exposed to extremes of heat and cold. His flesh was burned and flayed. He was denied food and drink. Now and again predatory creatures were flung down into his cell, and he would be forced to fight from his confining chains against things that bit and clawed at him, hit and run, in the darkness. Always there came a chill of discovery when next the light shone into the oubliette and he saw the shape of his latest kill—each one more hideous than the last. Some of these bizarre creatures had never crawled beneath the sun of the present earthly sphere.

			

			
				Simon’s extreme tolerance for pain and his ascetic life, as well as his prodigious resiliency—which, he intuited, exceeded that of the Farouche themselves—kept him alive, ever on the path to recovery. But each new assault on his battered body seemed to set him farther back from full strength, and each increment of recovery was outweighed by the next enervating outrage. He began to despair of his ability to suffer this treatment much longer. His solaces were two: daily meditation and prayer for deliverance; and the theatrical agony of the energumen within, whose cravenness seemed to sting its father’s pride.

				The nameless cohabiting spirit itself finally brought an end to the torture. One night an overambitious mercenary shot the beastly Simon through the leg with his pistol. Grimmolech’s son raised such a commotion with his screaming and ranting as he repeatedly fled Simon’s pain that the guilty mercenary was ordered murdered at once. Grimmolech sent a squad down into the cell in the morning to treat the now-human Simon’s wound. Three men held him down while the demon-father himself removed the leaden pistol ball and applied an unguent that exhibited immediate healing efficacy.

			

			
				As the energumen stood outside Simon’s body, thanking his father in the most fawning terms, Grimmolech seemed to ignore him, all the while watching Simon’s stoic lack of concern.

				A new tack—a small quantity of pure water and raw fish were now supplied to Simon once daily. This he resignedly partook of. His strength returned slowly, and the energumen positively reveled in the repast, counting himself honored by his father and somehow triumphant over Simon. And at night, when the werewolf transformation was complete, raw meat would be lowered into the dungeon chamber. The wolfish body was electrified with yearning at first scent of the meat, and ordinarily Simon would indulge its passion, seeing no harm, though he knew Grimmolech would be counting this as his victory. It was only when the scent was unmistakably that of human flesh that Simon would spurn it despite the raving and cajoling of the demonic spirit. That was Simon’s token triumph.

				Now they also began leaving Simon aids to suicide—for if he would willingly take his own life, the energumen and its man-wolf body would be freed. One day a noose would be fixed to the grating above his head, within reach of his neck. Then a vial of poison. And later a dirk. But sharp objects were quickly eliminated when the nameless spirit reported that Simon had tried to use them to file through the links of his chains.

				* * * *

				Simon returned to consciousness one morning after the reversion to humankind to find himself in the grasp of several burly brigands. Grimmolech stood before him, bearing a bowl of blood again.

			

			
				“I’m sorry,” he said, “but this is necessary…”

				After a brief, fierce tussle, Simon’s mouth was forced open, and Grimmolech poured the coppery liquid inside. Simon gagged on it, tried to spit it out, but the mercenaries seized him by the throat and forced a reflexive swallowing reaction. His belly churned as the warm blood trickled down.

				“The blood of your brothers—my sons, that is,” the High Lord of evil told him. “You’ll find that it possesses interesting properties. You’ll not be able to spill the blood of a Farouche, should the opportunity ever arise. You see, Simon, we mean to have either your death or your cooperation. One way or another.”

				Simon spat flecks of blood into Grimmolech’s face.

				He was beaten insensible and denied food and drink again for three days and nights. On the third night, blood and human flesh were lowered into the oubliette again. After a tremendous struggle with the instincts of the ravening Beast, he kicked the offending cannibalistic feast into a corner of the cell.

				* * * *

				“Father—I’ll die here soon, if you don’t save me,” the energumen pleaded, appearing as a comely youth nearing manhood, but pierced by several gouting wounds. “He means to die here. And then I’ll die, too.”

				“Be still. I’ve come to speak with Simon Sardonis,” his father replied. He had descended into the cell rather than speaking through the grating this time.

				“Don’t you care about me, Father—the flesh of your flesh?”

			

			
				“Reenter him and lock yourself away at once!”

				The energumen blanched, embarrassed to be so addressed in the presence of his bitter enemy, but he acquiesced.

				“I wish he’d obey me like that,” Simon sneered. “What now, bastard of swine and maggot?”

				Grimmolech smiled. “You never cease to amaze me. Every day a new insult. I do admire your indomitable spirit. It’s obvious you’re not going to take your life, and I question my son’s…” He looked away an instant, changed his tone, genuine emotion seeping into his voice. “If only—if only, Simon, my craven son could be such as you are. You—the most promising spirit of domination in my acquaintance—fatherless. And I—disappointed in my own issue. I—I may as well be without sons for the disappointment they’ve given me. Simon…what can I possibly offer that might entice you to join us?”

				Simon’s expression contorted with incredulity. “You—you’re not only evil. You’re a lunatic.”

				“What can they possibly offer you out there?”

				“Salvation.”

				“Salvation? You’ve killed a thousand men in your time. On what will you base this nebulous notion of salvation?”

				“God is mercy without end, and He has sent His Son—”

				“Enough of this blather! This is your world. And so it shall be—forever. You—shall—be—ours.” Grimmolech strode close to him, taking a step to punctuate each word.

				And when he carelessly stamped near enough, Simon grabbed him by the throat. All the vengeful hatred of a tortured lifetime infused his crushing grip for an instant, and then—

			

			
				He felt the object of his wrath pull free as if from the playful stranglehold of a child.

				“My blood was also in the measure you drank.” He met Simon’s horrified gaze with a look of serene conquest. As though there had been no battle waged at all. “Don’t you see, Simon—you can’t win. It’s impossible for you to end your quest after vengeance. Join us, Simon.” This last was spoken in an exhorting whisper.

				Simon slumped onto the floor. The energumen separated from him again, looking foully coy…

				And in a passable semblance of Claire Dejordy.


				“I just remembered something, Father,” the creature said, smiling at the accursed warrior’s shock. “Something you might offer him…”

				Simon was dumbstruck, unable to move, as the energumen spoke of Claire, though it could speak no ill of her, by some merciful mandate of their cohabitation.

				“So…you want a mortal woman?” Grimmolech asked softly after he’d heard the creature out. “Why didn’t you say so? We’ll find her for you. Soon this will be her world, too…mon fils.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER EIGHT

				Lightning split the sky above the treetops, and an ominous rumbling of thunder vibrated the ground beneath their feet.

				“Let’s get on with it,” the cavalry captain from Normandy ordered impatiently.

				The gravediggers glanced at Jacques Moreau, and it seemed to the magistrate as if they were blaming him personally for having to be about this ghoulish work. All were apprehensive at the site of the hidden grave, for it was clear that something had churned the earth freshly—it was not as the rebels from Lamorisse had left it when they’d consigned Rene Farouche to the ground. Even the cruciform planted there hadn’t done its warding work.

				Moreau felt the sweat trickling down inside his sleeves, the gusting wind chilling him to the core. A minor cavalry captain had been the field marshal’s response to the town’s plea for representation from Paris. And he seemed anxious to be done with this business. Short-tempered and imperious, the captain might almost have been hand-picked by the Farouche themselves.

				A sense of doom hovered over the gathering. Jacques felt a wild urge to flee. It was all too clear what would happen when the grave was opened and the mouldering corpse of Rene was exhumed. They’d be accused of murder, in spite of the fact that they’d set this up themselves; their irrational accusation about lycanthropy would militate against them. It was as simple as that. Why hadn’t Moreau seen it before?

			

			
				Because he was a poor leader and administrator, that was why. And now the whole town would pay.

				The horses grew skittish, save for that of Roman Farouche. The duke’s delegate sat smugly astride his black charger. By some fiendish method of control over the animal, he’d caused it to lower its head and stare unwaveringly at Moreau alone, like a bull about to charge.

				Jacques’ heart hammered in his breast. He began to think ragged-edged, panicky thoughts about who would care for Guy.

				One of the gravediggers gasped and lurched backward. The townsfolk were afraid to approach the grave to see.

				“Would someone sober care to explain this?” the captain asked peevishly.

				At the bottom of the grave lay a large timber wolf. They’d switched corpses.

				“It is simple, Captain,” Roman Farouche explained archly. “These misguided gentlemen have grown disenchanted with the administration of the province. In their hostility they’ve fashioned superstitious nonsense as a rallying point for their rebelliousness. Like as not, they got drunk one night and vented their spleen on this poor creature—which, by the way, is poaching in this province. This dying species is protected. Ah, well…” He shrugged as if assessing the work of delinquent children.

				The captain wheeled his mount and led his escort away in an ill humor. The townsmen began to back away from the grave site. Moreau could feel the vindictive gazes of those who’d opposed this scheme. Even Wyatt and Darcy remounted slowly, despondently, seeing nothing left to gain by remaining here.

			

			
				Moreau felt desperately alone.

				“Magistrate—” Roman Farouche rode up beside him, his expression unfathomable.

				“Oui?”

				Roman sighed. “Why do people do such things? Look again.” He indicated the grave.

				“Non.”

				“I said look again.”

				Moreau experienced a powerful thrust of psychic power that eroded his will. He turned and looked.

				The rotting corpse of Rene Farouche now reposed where the wolf had been. Moreau’s hand went to his mouth to stifle an outcry. He glanced about. No one else seemed to have noticed. Instead, they looked from him to Roman questioningly.

				When next he peered down, the wolf had again replaced the dead shape-shifter.

				“Illusion, you see,” Roman said casually. “You must be careful of what you believe in.” He held out a hand, gesturing toward the road.

				Moreau’s heart seized up for an instant. “Mon Dieu—you…bastard!”

				He glared up at the thinly smiling Roman. For a second, Moreau had seen his dead wife—alive again and in the arms of Rene Farouche. Then the ghastly apparition had vanished.

				“I would hold my temper in check if I were you, Moreau,” the fiend told him. “You’re in serious trouble as it is. You’ve either murdered the son of a great lord—but that’s silly, isn’t it? Non, we’ll call it the unlawful slaying of a wolf. One of my father’s private stock. But he’s in a generous mood, of late. You see, his prodigal son returneth—that’s an old biblical prophecy fulfilled, n’est-ce pas? At any rate, it’s happened. And he may spare you punishment beyond a stiff fine and a tax increase, if you’ll answer me truthfully one question—”

			

			
				Moreau felt a vain hope, trusting now even in the word of a Farouche, if it meant escaping his looming fate.

				“Oui, monsieur?”

				“Tell me what you know about a woman named Claire Dejordy.” 

				Moreau’s lips quivered as he spoke in a low voice, relating the woman’s disappearance, telling a tale that was completely true…until a scant few days ago. And all the while he spoke, Moreau was forming a resolve born of fear.

				Nothing mattered anymore. Not these people, not the town. Only the safety of his son.

				* * * *

				The Wunderknechten from the gravesite returned to Lamorisse to find the town in turmoil. Three Huguenots had been murdered during the day by unseen assassins. There’d been a reprisal. Two Catholics on their way to evening services were shot to death by pistol fire from a nearby alley. As usual, the garrison troops had seen nothing.

				Moreau and his band brought the angry populace to order, then the magistrate called a meeting at Chabot’s inn. The auberge overflowed with a press of anxious citizens, dozens listening at the door and windows as Moreau tried to settle them by appealing to the toleration principles of the Wunderknechten without ever naming the forbidden movement.

			

			
				A sudden cloudburst preceded the arrival of Serge Farouche and his terrifying retinue of surly mercenaries and obedient wolves. The latter creatures behaved like trained hunting dogs, heeling and assembling at Farouche’s spoken commands and curt gestures. The townsfolk gave them wide berth, clearing away from the front of the inn like an uncovered warren of rabbits.

				The burly, bearded marshal dismounted along with two of his cutthroats. Bringing his wolves into an alert seated posture with a slap of his thigh, Serge cut a swath through the crowded inn with his piercing silvery eyes.

				His resonant bass voice enjoined fearful silence, though it scarcely ever rose much above a whisper. His gaze fell on a table near the center of the floor, and the party seated thereat scrambled to clear it for him and his men.

				“There’s been violence in Lamorisse,” he said slowly, like a father about to reluctantly punish wayward children. “Violence done to Huguenots. This is a Huguenot province, by the last decree of the Grand Seigneur…”

				Wyatt Ault and Darcy Lavelle sat next to each other near the bar, staring at the floor.

				“I forgot,” Darcy whispered. “It’s my turn to kill you again.” But he’d been heard by more than Wyatt.

				“You have something to say?” Serge Farouche spoke without looking at Darcy; yet everyone in the auberge knew who was being addressed.

			

			
				“Je suis fache—sorry, sir,” Darcy said. “I only said that you’ll no doubt discover the guilty parties.”

				“Is that right?”

				Moreau was overwhelmed by the tension in the inn. He feared for his friend but still was surprised to hear himself say, “I’m the magistrate here, sir. It seems the guilty parties have already been struck down in a vendetta.”

				“Two for three, Magistrate?” Farouche smiled without humor. “You see, news reaches me wherever I might be in my jurisdiction. But two for three is not quite an eye for an eye, is it? You must trust in your leaders to deliver justice to—”

				“If a third Catholic must suffer unjustly, then take me.”

				Reynald Labossiere shambled toward him from the bar. Gabrielle Chabot whispered harshly behind him, but he paid her no heed. Serge Farouche raised a hand and pointed at him without looking.

				“This can only be Monsieur…Labossiere. Turning yet another cheek. Come closer, Labossiere.”

				Reynald swallowed and shuffled up to the table. Farouche grabbed his face in a huge hand and squeezed, gouging his cheeks and eyes. “You don’t have balls enough to murder anyone, Labossiere, but I like having you around. You’re a good example to these people—” He released his grip and crashed a backfist blow into Reynald’s nose, knocking him into a backward stumble.

				“Stop it!” Gabrielle Chabot shrilled, catching up a bottle and hefting it menacingly. Her father grabbed her from behind.

				Blood poured from Reynald’s nose. Serge Farouche rose from his seat with the slow-creeping portent of a black cloud enveloping the sun. He rotated his gaze till it riveted Gabrielle.

			

			
				“Bring—her—here.”

				Voices hissed. All through the inn, hands searched out pistol grips and blade hilts. Farouche and his men glanced around them, abruptly surprised to find themselves on the level of their subordinates now rather than lording over them.

				Suddenly the wolves crowded at the door, emanating a chorus of growls. There was a long, hostile moment of stillness, full of the promise of imminent mayhem.

				Then: “This town—Lamorisse,” Serge said. “It’s becoming bold. Your actions have been noted, and your lords even now consider your fate. If you’re looking for trouble, then look for Huns. There are Huns about. Highwaymen. I can smell them. You have my permission to kill them on sight, if it’s trouble you’re—”

				There was a scream from outside. A man was stumbling about in a frenzy, clutching at his arm. He’d been bitten by a wolf.

				“Someone must have stepped on one of my pets,” Serge said. Then he seemed to take note of the setting sun. There was more urgency to his movement as he walked his men through the parting crowd and remounted to ride off amidst pounding hooves and the howling of the wolves.

				“Well, we’ve done it now,” someone fretted above the tense muttering.

				“Well, I’m ready to have at these monsters,” another man stormed.

			

			
				“Christ, Gaby, what’s wrong with you?” a woman called over to the concierge’s daughter, who ignored her to attend on Reynald with a linen cloth.

				“What the hell did you do that for, Reynald? Are you crazy or just stupid?”

				“Oh, leave him alone. We’ve one stout Christian spirit left among us anyway—”

				“Nonsense—we’re free of the burden of self-flagellation. Christ suffered once for all—”

				“Perhaps it’s a good thing,” a Catholic countered. “He’ll gain us all indulgences for Purgatory.”

				“All right, stop it, everyone,” Jacques Moreau shouted. “We must be united in this business—Catholic and Huguenot alike. We are God’s children against an evil enemy. Reynald, are you fit enough?” Labossiere nodded into the blood-soaked rag as Gabrielle continued to chide him.

				“Where’s that goddamn wife of yours? Probably riding with them—”

				“Jacques, tell us what happened at the grave—”

				“Did the field marshal come?”

				But Moreau was searching out Henri Chabot, who was gesturing with reassurance as he cast his eyes up toward the rooms on the second floor.

				* * * *

				I can smell them…


				Wilfred Gundersen and Claire Dejordy hid in a small storage room on the second floor of the Chabots’ inn during the unfolding of the events below. When Wilf had heard Farouche’s words, he’d experienced the eerie sensation of having been personally singled out. He’d gripped the hilt of Spine-cleaver, preparing for an attack that never came.

			

			
				He exhaled a relieved breath now as the predatory band pounded away.

				“Mon Dieu, I’m sorry we came here like this,” Claire whispered, clinging to Wilf’s arm for support. “Lamorisse has become an awful place. Worse than when I left. If only I knew what’s become of Simon. I know he came back. I’m so afraid for him.”

				“All this will change,” Wilf said forcefully, nodding with an angry determination. For he’d seen what evil, rapacious powers could do to one’s homeland.

				“What can we possibly do against them?” Claire asked forlornly.

				Wilf’s jaw set with fierce pride. “I know what Gonji would do.”

				* * * *

				Young Guy Moreau heard Mme. Lavelle humming in the parlor as he watched the world go dark and the rain slant across the view the cracked-open shutter afforded him. He hoped his father would come home before night lay deep over the land. Mme. Lavelle was very nice to him, but he always preferred to sleep at home, near his pere, where he knew that nothing could frighten him.

				Lightning flashed. The face that appeared at the bars beyond the shutter caused him to lose control of his bladder. But he didn’t scream. He just stared at those sharply pointed horns, at the wicked grin on that devil’s face.

				The devil who had tried to get him at the bridge. The one from his nightmares.

			

			
				“Do you know me, little garcon?” the satyr Belial whispered to the quaking child. “I know you do. Your papa did a very bad thing, and one day…soon…I’m going to get you for it.” The satyr emitted a laugh of hellish glee. The shutters slammed open. Guy staggered back with a shrill outcry.

				But the satyr was gone.

				Blanche Lavelle rushed into the bedchamber and closed the shutters against the rain that lashed in through the bars.

				“Oh, my goodness, Guy! I’m so sorry. You’re going to get—Guy—” She hurried to the quaking boy’s side. “What is it?”

				But the youth seemed not to notice her. Instead he just kept rapidly repeating the prayer his mother had taught him to chase away things that scared him in the night, looking for all the world as though he’d seen the Dark Deceiver himself:

				“Heart of evil / Hie away / Choirs of angels / Thy power stay…”


			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER NINE

				“Jesus-Maria—the samurai himself!”

				Anton the Gray Knight caught his breath and rushed into the stable to clasp Gonji’s hand warmly. Then, remembering the samurai custom, he drew back and bowed to Gonji, who replied in kind.

				Gonji held up a staying hand. “I will speak with you at length about what’s become of me. But first—what is this business they say about Wilf and the others being off to France on some errand of violence? Speak German, bitte.”

				“That’s about the whole of it,” Anton replied. “A young French woman came. Said she was Simon Sardonis’ lover. That he might need help against some usurpers of power there. Enemies of Simon, we gathered. It didn’t exactly wash with me, but—”

				“Cholera,” Gonji breathed. “Wilf is mad. He has no idea what he’s gotten himself into.”

				“That’s what Genya fears—uh, these are your sword-brothers?”

				Gonji apologized and introduced Orozco, Buey, Leone, and Father Sebastio. Their mutual respect was instant, born of instinctual understanding that they had all accepted the most uncertain of destinies in throwing in with the ill-starred samurai.

				“Hernando Salguero is with them?” Carlos Orozco asked, at length.

				“Ja,” Anton agreed. “He often spoke of you two. Fond memories,” the knight added, smiling crookedly at Orozco and Buey before returning his complete attention to Gonji.

			

			
				“What’s happened to Michael Benedetto?” Gonji was asking. “Galioto spoke strangely of him when we saw him on the road.”

				Anton shook his head dismally. “Nothing but trouble here, friend samurai, ever since we arrived. And Michael seems more affected than most. He’s ill, for one thing. And his attitudes are twisted. I don’t know…” He held his hands palms up, then brightened. “But tell me how you’ve been! God, we’ve spoken of you so much. Wondered when you’d see fit to visit us—hell! What days those were in Vedun! God rest every blessed soul that fought and died there to free us from evil.”

				“Hai. Tell me…do they still blame me for what happened there?” Gonji asked glumly.

				“Of course not! It was you that helped us save ourselves from complete annihilation, for Christ’s sake. And we’ve heard you’ve added some mighty deeds since then, eh?”

				“Not so mighty, maybe, but…arigato.” The samurai bowed.

				“Well,” Anton responded, “then like the Italians say, Se non e vero, e molto ben trovato—if it’s not true, it’s a happy invention, eh?” He and Luigi Leone shared a laugh over the popular saying. Then: “Oh—perhaps you haven’t heard, but Jacob Neriah’s gone. Died in his sleep, God rest his Jew’s soul. And Milorad Vargo, almost the same time. His widow, Anna, still abides, sweet lady.”

				“And…Helena?” Gonji inquired gingerly of the girl who’d fallen in love with him in Vedun.

			

			
				“Gone away with her mother,” Anton said. “They didn’t stay here long. Six months or so, I’d say.”

				No one who recalled that awkward romance from Vedun could eye Gonji squarely over its recall.

				Not long after, Galioto, the dairy stockman from Vedun, arrived with Genya Gundersen. There was much ado amidst the animated introductions and Anton’s capsule reminiscences. Good cheer spread through the growing band in the stable near the Gundersen smithshop.

				“We should have an impromptu feast, no?” Anton asked.

				“Nein—just the opposite, my friend,” Gonji said. “The fewer who know we’re here, the better. We’re…on the run again, you see.” His companions’ expressions remained fixed. He’d told them what to expect.

				“Then you can make your stand here,” the perpetually excitable Galioto declared. “We’ll stand together. Just like in Vedun.”

				“Nein. I’m afraid this is trouble I must deal with in my own way. I’ll be sailing for Dai Nihon soon. My homeland.”

				“What about Wilfred?” Genya fretted, her brow darkening as she moved closer to confront the samurai. “You can’t leave him alone in France!”

				“Hush, child,” Anton urged.

				“Genya,” Galioto added, “not everybody knows where they’ve gone. Keep your voice down—please.” His dark eyes flickered intensely as he peered out to the street.

				“Gonji?” Genya persisted. “Wilfred’s your friend. He risked his life for you before. He might die in that place. He believes he’s going there to help Simon and you. You can’t leave him there!”

			

			
				Gonji folded his arms across his chest and sighed, staring into the dark recesses of the loft. “I’m afraid I must do…what I must. I’ll see that he is aided by the…Wunderknechten.”

				Genya backed away from his steely gaze, aghast. She fled the stable in emotional turmoil. When the tension had settled in her wake, the conversation turned to news of the road. Kuma-san quietly glided up behind Gonji and laid a comforting hand on his shoulder, eschewing Japanese dignity for European commiseration, sensing the samurai’s need.

				* * *

				“You weren’t able to keep your presence a secret for very long.”

				Gonji felt the tingling of his spine that upset his harmony of spirit, his wa. He’d known the effect before in Lydia Benedetto’s presence. A benign smile enhanced her radiant beauty. He bowed shallowly to her and returned the smile. “It is good to see you well,” he said, forcing a casual serenity into the understatement. “And this must be…”

				“My daughter, Miriam.” The tiny girl bore her father’s Roman features. She held her mother’s hand and, standing a bit behind her, stared at Gonji’s topknot. “We named her for Jacob’s wife. You needn’t be afraid of this man, dear. He’s a friend of your padre. A…a soldier.”

				Gonji smiled and spoke reassuringly to the child, then drew up chairs for both of them and one for himself. He sat with graceful, noble bearing, there in Anton’s small parlor, feeling somehow out of place, wishing the pang in his spirit would abate so that he might find intelligent words to speak.

			

			
				“So,” Lydia mercifully began for him, “are you here to help us overcome our troubles in Austria now?”

				His eyes narrowed slightly. It wasn’t always easy to tell, he recalled, the meaning in Lydia’s speech. She was keenly perceptive, and her words could occasionally sting before one became aware of any threat. But there was sincerity in the azure depths of her eyes now.

				He began to answer, but she halted him and sent Miriam out to seek sweets from Uncle Anton.

				“No,” Gonji said at length, “I’m afraid not. My karma leads me elsewhere.”

				“Home, I’ve heard.” She seemed disappointed when Gonji nodded, and he was perversely cheered by it.

				“Tell me about your husband, before I see him myself.” He’d purposely kept his language vague, himself unsure of what he was trying to draw out of her.

				“The others have said something to you, then?”

				He made no reply, steering her into doing the talking as much as possible. She made small talk about their days in Noricum for a bit, then:

				“He’s thrown over his faith, Gonji. He’s become something of a mystic under the tutelage of this…old wizard or whatever he is. He calls himself Brother Xeno. He plies Michael with cures for the body and soul. It’s strange…Michael talks more like you used to now. He doesn’t know what Wilf is about. Wilf insisted. He and the others. Do you know why they keep my husband in the dark?”

				“No,” Gonji replied, concealing his unease. “But I’m sure it’s just general security. The fewer who know, the less chance of conspirators confounding Wilf. He’s smart. Listen, don’t worry about Michael, but I would like to see him before I go.”

			

			
				“Is he in danger, Gonji?”

				A pang of despair. It was clear that she was still in love with her husband. Yet Gonji was sure that she radiated some small attraction to him, even as he had been sure of it in Vedun. Or did he only need to feel that way, his own desires creating the illusion for him?

				“I don’t know why he should be,” he said. “But I’ll look into it for you. It’s…the least I can do.”

				She smiled warmly, gazing deep into his eyes in a way that discomfited him as few other women had ever done. Perhaps only one other. She inquired after his well being, and he found himself answering her questions truly, pouring out his feelings—save for those honor demanded he kept pent up. Once again, the presence of this strong-willed woman with hair like captive sunshine and the serene eyes of a goddess had disarmed him. He began to ramble.

				“When I think of Vedun, speak of it again,” he told her, “I have an irrational desire to gather around me all those who have ever meant anything to me in Europe, and then wall off the rest of the world. We should have spared some of Mord’s monsters. Tamed them. Trained them to our service. And then stayed to scour the streets of the carnage. Kept out all but those who meant us no harm…” 

				The silence in the wake of his words seemed charged with yearning.

			

			
				“I didn’t realize how much you…loved Vedun,” she said softly.

				“More than I can ever tell you,” he replied without meeting her eyes. “I didn’t realize myself until much later.” He felt vulnerable, exposed. Took refuge behind platitudes. “O the valor we saw there! The height and breadth of Flavio’s vision of harmony for all!”

				His eyes shone above lips pursed to stave off more tremulous words.

				“You speak of an impossible ideal,” she reminded him in gentle rebuke. “You couldn’t have both the valor and the vision you speak of…”

				He nodded. “Perhaps that’s what makes the memory so precious. For a time, we had both. In a way that can never be again.” They fell silent a moment. Gonji pondered something, decided she was the person to tell, if only to keep him in her mind awhile longer.

				“Lydia-san, I am going to tell you something that you must withhold from everyone until Genya’s time has come. Then, you may tell her and her alone. I have my reasons.”

				And when he had obtained her promise, he explained his intentions.

				* * * *

				When the others had spoken of Michael Benedetto’s illness, it seemed to Gonji, it was no wonder their speech had been couched in vaguery. If he was indeed ill, it did not seem to be an illness of the body, though he was thinner than the samurai remembered.

				Gonji and Michael sat cross-legged, facing each other. The mystic, Brother Xeno, sat in a similar position about ten paces away beneath a solitary elm tree, lost in meditation.

			

			
				“Do you recall the nasty arrow wound I took in the leg at Vedun?” Michael asked, indicating his smooth thigh triumphantly. “Not a trace, eh?”

				“Magic?” the samurai asked in a voice loud enough to carry to the unmoving old wizard.

				Michael looked at him curiously. “Zen meditation,” he declared, his brow furrowing with disappointment, as though he had expected Gonji to guess the answer. “I thought you understood that. You—who were the first to bring us the wonders of the East.”

				Gonji glanced at the robed mystic, whose nostrils quivered ever so slightly.

				“I know of no such complete healing ever occurring through Zen. Only the overcoming of the wound’s effects.”

				Michael cocked his head, a trace of superiority in his mien. “You have perhaps been away from home too long. But I understand that that is where you are headed now. Is that right?” Michael sighed expansively. “Everyone is dashing off somewhere these days, it seems.” 

				In the man’s slim smile, Gonji thought he detected an intimation of privity. Did Michael know where Wilfred Gundersen had really gone? Gonji experienced a creeping chill of hostility. Even that did not prepare him for Michael’s next question.

				“Are you still in love with my wife?”

				Gonji felt the color rising to his cheeks, though he was sure his expression hadn’t changed. He abruptly found it hard to think for a moment. “I’m afraid your meditations have obscured your clarity of vision. That’s the opposite of the intended effect.”

			

			
				Gonji could feel his skin crawl. Rarely had he stooped to such unmitigated deceit. Anger now took its place among the emotions that vied for preeminence. Michael’s unexpected sally had left him completely at a disadvantage. But now it was Michael’s move again.

				“Come now, Gonji. I know you find her attractive, at the very least.” He smiled inoffensively now. The battle won. The enemy disarmed.

				Gonji bridled. “I would suppose that most men find your wife attractive. Is it your practice to pose such a question to all who take note of her?”

				“Relax, my friend. It was a simple question, that’s all. You’re a man of honor. Of all the men I know, I think I can trust you most. Do you recall what a temper I once had? I’ve conquered that, as well, with the aid of my sensei.”

				Gonji found the use of the Japanese word offensive. Perhaps it was intended to be, inasmuch as Gonji himself was sometimes called sensei.


				“I’d like to speak with Brother Xeno,” the samurai said.

				“He may be beyond our reach for some time,” Michael replied.

				But the wizard’s eyes snapped open, and he stared across the space between the two men as he said, “It would be an honor to speak with you now, Sabatake Gonji-no-Sadowara.”

				Michael’s eyes flashed at Gonji, and his head bobbed encouragingly, as if the samurai were being done a singular honor. Gonji rose and, picking up his daisho—his matched set of swords—in one hand, he moved to face the old holy man. They exchanged bows, the wizard remaining seated, and Gonji sat to face him in the lotus position, carefully laying his swords in the place of easy draw: an open gesture of implied menace that any true Buddhist monk would have duly noted.

			

			
				In a studied voice full of affected dramatic pauses, Brother Xeno spoke to Gonji of Japan, of the time he’d spent as a missionary on the island of Honshu, and of how he’d come to accept many Buddhist principles, amalgamating them with Christian tenets in an eclectic fashion that might have strained the tolerance of a Wunderknecht.

				The quintessential Knight of Wonder.

				Xeno went on to recall the many natural wonders of Dai Nihon, as well as its myriad cultural facets. Gonji listened to him closely, analyzing everything the old monk said. In truth, the samurai concluded that Xeno either had been to Japan or had been steeped in the details he related by someone else who had.

				Brother Xeno explained the new order of Christian monks for which he was seeking papal sanction—the Order of Holy Piety, an ascetic order devoted to contemplation of the mysteries of the universe. In the midst of the Wunderknechten controversy, it seemed to Gonji, such a new order could not have been more poorly timed.

				Xeno concluded with an appeal to their supposedly common way of thinking, assuring that his prayers would go with the Knights of Wonder wherever they ventured. Finally he asked Gonji to convey greetings to certain monks at a temple near Edo when he presently returned to Japan.

			

			
				Gonji trusted him not a whit. Worse, he found himself deeply distrusting Michael, husband of the woman who occupied so much of his thinking.

				“I’ve taken to heart Brother Xeno’s practices of self-denial, you know,” Michael was saying as he walked Gonji back to his horse. “They’ve done wonders for me…”

				Gonji grew sullen and noncommittal, making replies only when absolutely necessary. He was profoundly disturbed by the changes in Michael Benedetto. And as he said his farewell and rejoined his waiting companions, he began to think of the shapes of evil. Shape-shifters—the chameleon who had befouled his life years earlier—the dreadful thing Grimmolech had supposedly done to Simon Sardonis in the womb…

				He wondered now whether the man that strange mystic held in his thrall was really the man Lydia had married. Gonji felt a distinct premonition of dark fortune. For Lydia. For the colony here in Austria.

				But there seemed to be no help for it.

				* * * *

				“Does it bother you to know that he desires your wife?”

				Michael stiffened. His dark eyes flashed as in days of old. He felt a resurgence of what people once called his “Neapolitan temperament.”

				“Yes, but I cannot let that occupy my mind. What is…simply is. There is no help for it.”

				Brother Xeno smiled paternally. “You have learned well, my son. Yet your aura belies your words. What is it?”

				“The old leg wound,” Michael replied, only a half-truth. “It aches again.”

			

			
				“Because you have allowed yourself to lose control of your center. Your harmony of spirit is disturbed, and you have lost the power over the flesh. Is it not so?”

				“I’ll be all right. And these people will respect me again, as they once did.”

				“If you desire that, then you must conquer the spirits that bedevil you.” Xeno placed his hands inside the ample sleeves of his robe, crossing his arms over his chest. “Tell me…could you deal with your feelings if you discovered that this man had had his way with your wife?”

				Michael’s head tossed as if he’d been slapped. His lips parted twice before he found words. “Yes…I can deal with anything I must deal with.”

				“That is good. Every man must find a way to remove the obstacles to his harmony of spirit, if he is to be in control of his center.”

				Brother Xeno ambled off quietly toward his austere shelter, leaving Michael to stare down the road, after the samurai and his departing band.

				* * * *

				“Be strong, Anton,” Gonji had said. “Strong and vigilant. Sayonara…”

				He’d said his good-byes that evening to Anton alone, cautioning him to tell no one of their quiet departure. And as they slipped away from the settlement, Gonji felt a tremor of guilt again, as if he were abandoning them to fate. Yet there was nothing that could be done about it. Soon it would be clear that Wilf and the others had not gone to Vienna. Questions would be asked, and the evil conspirators who were surely about would learn Wilf’s purpose, if they were not onto it already.

			

			
				“So what now?” Orozco asked. “Back to Italy and then by ship to France?”

				“Funny you should ask,” Gonji replied. “That’s what you are going to do.”

				“Me? What about the rest of you?” the former sergeant of lancers snapped.

				“They will be split into squads,” the samurai said, casting a thumb over his shoulder toward the thirty-odd warriors who rode behind. “They’ll ride like the devil through the Empire and gain the Alpine passes. Some will enter Burgundy from the northeast, some from the southeast.”

				“And you?”

				“I go alone…the way my tormentors seem to like it least. Straight into the heart of that damned place.”

				“That’s madness!” Father Sebastio fretted at their side, his horse tossing and snorting as it picked up the priest’s tension. “What—?”

				“So sorry, Kuma-san, but this time we do it right. We infiltrate, arrive in small groups, without a fanfare. And I go alone because our opponents seem to enjoy killing off my companions, neh? We need to try a different tack anyway,” he said over their scoffing sounds. “Listen to me. They’ve had everything their own way thus far. They control the powers on this continent even as ju-jutsu turns force against itself. These evil connivers who cross worlds in search of ready conquest—they are the ones. Domingo Negro spoke truly of the complex powers who yearn for this world’s riches. She also spoke of their being entrenched in France, among other places. I didn’t listen, then. That’s why I planned things so poorly. I failed to understand the vast outreach of the enemy, and I was insufficiently committed. That is different this time.” He removed his sallet and bound his hachi-maki around his forehead, the samurai headband of resolution. “They make a game of opposing me. A game of torment which they fancy they’ve fixed in their favor. They set themselves up as clever puppeteers. I shall let them believe they hold my strings awhile longer, then deal with them in my own way. But I need your help, to the last sword-brother. This time we do not match them, strength for strength—our army of sacrificial victims against their powers of Hell. And I shall bear the guilt for that fool’s campaign until those poor men we left in France are avenged. This time we do it like the ninja, neh? As quickly and silently as venomous lightning. And if the Great Kami smiles upon our way, perhaps we have allies in Burgundy already. That is our first order of business—find out what’s become of Wilfred’s band, and of Simon.”

			

			
				“So why am I going to sail to France?” Orozco grumbled, gesturing in perplexity.

				“Did not Armand Perigor pledge to go along should we ever try to win back our lost face in Burgundy?” Gonji asked slyly.

				“Ah, true,” Orozco agreed. “But…where is he?”

				“Collioure,” Father Sebastio recalled, brightening. “He said, if ever we wished to find him, mention Corbeau in Collioure.”

			

			
				“Hai.”

				“That’s on the southern coast—and mighty close to Spanish power,” Orozco reminded, cocking an eyebrow in irritation. He affected his familiar victimized posturing. “I am still considered a renegade in my country.”

				“Hai, that’s why I chose you,” Gonji said. “I need someone Perigor knows and trusts, and it’s easier for a Spaniard in Spain to pretend to be something he isn’t than for anyone else.”

				“How’s that again?” Orozco queried, leaning from the saddle in bewilderment. He eyed Sebastio and Leone, who were chuckling, and by his look Orozco appeared to be wondering whether Gonji’s double-talk hadn’t somehow made a fool of him.

				“Never mind,” Gonji said. “You’re elected.”

				“The Ox goes along?” the sergeant asked hopefully, meaning, of course Buey, who rode close behind them.

				The samurai looked back to Buey, the massive ex-lancer, who was now more taciturn than ever, his dream of retiring in Austria gone sour. “That’s up to him. But I was hoping he’d take command of the company when I move on.”

				Buey locked eyes with Gonji. “I don’t know. I ride along because I have no other choice. I think God must want me along on this. Maybe we’re repeating a mistake and He wants me there when He lets us get crushed.”

				Gonji hissed in disagreement. “Or maybe He wants to see you vindicated, neh?”

				The Ox thought about it a moment before nodding gloomily.

				“Yoi,” Gonji said. “Good. And Kuma-san?”

			

			
				Sebastio hefted his sword, the big Italian schiavona. “I don’t know that I can use this against men. But if what you’ve all said about this province is even partly true, then—” The priest shrugged and slammed the blade back into its scabbard.

				“Domo arigato. All of you. You are true and noble friends.”

				“Si,” Orozco said dismally, “and I want fresh flowers on my grave daily—and that damned silver you’ve owed me for two years already—”

				Orozco’s caustic humor cheered them along the road, camaraderie spreading through the company. And when it came time for them to take their separate ways, Gonji briefed them, thanked them all with unaccustomed warmth, and had a brief, private word with each of the nearly forty men.

				Father Sebastio conferred his blessing, and the fellowship was fragmented in the hope that it would one day be reunited in triumph.

				* * * *

				Anton the Gray Knight crouched with his back against the wall of the sleeping chamber. He was sweating profusely as he listened, clutching the wheel-lock pistol vertically before his eyes, using both hands to steady the piece in his moist grasp.

				The cobwebs of sleep were quickly supplanted by fear of whatever it was that had crept upon the house in darkness and burst in through the wooden shutters, leaving them splintered kindling in the next room—the room Gonji had slept in.

			

			
				The samurai had been right. There was a conspiracy of evil that held them all in its arrogant thrall, contemptuous of their ability to combat it.

				The noises ceased. Anton waited a moment longer, then kicked open the door that separated him from the unseemly shapes his imagination had conjured. The room swirled with a cold breath of evil. But nothing slithered there now. It lay dark and still but for the soft creaking of a cockeyed shutter that swung on one hinge.

				Anton rotated the pistol toward the cot. It looked unstable, and there was a huddled form atop it—the bundled blankets the samurai had told Anton to arrange there during the night or two before his departure had become common knowledge. The Gray Knight moved closer to examine the oddly remade shape.

				There was a hole the diameter of a hitching post ripped through the blankets, the mattress, and the ruined frame of the cot. Whether it had been drilled or eaten through, Anton did not care to ponder.

			

			
				



			

	


PART THREE

				Actions at the Gate of Hell

				Infernal thunder shook both sea and land

				 In all the planets, and hell’s batteries 

				Let off the artillery, which Milton mentions 

				As one of Satan’s most sublime inventions.

				—Byron


			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TEN

				“Your wife,” Claire said to Wilfred Gundersen, smiling sweetly as she rode beside him through the dell. “She was very enceinte when we left, it seemed. Do you think by now—?”

				“I’m probably a father, ja,” Wilf replied curtly, at once regretting his sharp tone. He still seethed over the oppression they’d witnessed in Lamorisse. “Seems strange, to think about it,” he added.

				“A papa,” she said. “What were you hoping for?”

				“A boy, I suppose,” Wilf answered wistfully.

				“She didn’t seem to care for me much, I thought.”

				Wilf felt a twinge of embarrassment, hoping it didn’t show. “She’s just been acting oddly. Moody—you know.” Now he was sure his face had flushed. “Well…I guess you don’t, nicht wahr?”

				“Nein, I’ve had no children yet.” She laughed breathily. “Was she…uneasy about you riding off to help another woman?”

				The warrior was increasingly uncomfortable with the tenor of the conversation. They’d spoken little of a personal nature during their weeks on the road. He suddenly realized that he had, in fact, found Claire quite attractive in a distant, unconscious way. It surfaced now, causing him to seek shelter in thoughts of discipline. He wondered what Gonji might say under similar circumstances.

				“Nein,” he lied, “this was too important for her to be thinking anything…like that.” He cursed deep inside.

			

			
				“That’s good,” Claire said. “You’ve been both chivalrous and valiant, and men like that usually prove faithful, too.” Her smile faded, and her brow creased. “What do you think of what Moreau said—”

				“Hsst.”

				Two mercenaries suddenly pincered them from either side of the road, breaking out of the pines at a point where the track ascended out of the dingle.

				“Follow my lead,” Wilf whispered to her, smiling anxiously. He heard Claire’s short note of assent. There was no way but through these men. Wilf and Gonji had dealt with surly brigands like this before, and in greater numbers. But Gonji wasn’t here now, to Wilf’s chagrin. He hadn’t tasted action for a long time. Cold sweat broke out in his palms, and his throat went dry.

				What would Gonji do? No one could say; he never did the same thing twice. Mushin no mushin. Empty the mind. Let training take over. That was as good a start as any…

				“Where’re you bound?” one of the mercenaries asked Wilf, grinning broadly. They wore the familiar, unsettling wolf crest on their jacks.

				“St. Pierre,” Wilf replied. “My wife and I are visiting.”

				“That so? And who might you be visiting?”

				Wilf gulped. In truth, he and his party had slipped into the small town by twos and threes, inconspicuously. And Wilf had made no acquaintances before he and Claire had departed for Lamorisse. So he recalled the name of the Frenchman he had once known best.

				“Paille. Alain Paille. A poet.”

			

			
				“Poet? The name sounds familiar, but let’s see if we can put a face on it. We’ll escort you there so that you encounter no trouble, eh?” They were eyeing Claire portentously.

				Wilf carried but one pistol. Loaded, primed, and spannered, it provided some comfort. But cold steel would have to win the day, if it came to a fight, for both brigands also sported pistols.

				“That’s kind of you,” Wilf replied quietly.

				They rode toward St. Pierre at a canter, the Farouche hirelings in the rear, as the road drifted upward out of the Saone Gap. All the while Wilf anticipated a pistol ball in his back. He tussled with the desperate urge to turn on them suddenly and take his chances. But before he ever formed a resolve, they reached St. Pierre.

				Wilf knew he would have to make a move. He could feel Claire’s tension and tried to project confidence. He kept riding for the center of town. In the distance he could see some sort of turmoil. Then he caught sight of one of his comrades, dressed in peasant garb and nodding furtively to Wilf as he stood beneath a Farouche banner. Wilf rode on, braced a bit.

				He assessed the fisticuffs at the fountain near the town hall. Brigands with drawn swords were prodding men into fighting one another. They’d roughly formed a ring. Downed bodies of the beaten lay about the fountain. Others reluctantly went at each other in response to blade points jabbed into their behinds. Wilf began to rankle; he’d seen such spectacles perpetrated by bullies before. In Vedun such a sadistic display had been interrupted by Gonji. It had left a deep impression—the first time he’d seen the samurai in action.

			

			
				“This fellow’s a visitor,” one of the mercenaries called out behind Wilf.

				“Well, we’ll have to make him welcome,” replied the commander, a balding, thick-chested man standing outside the fighting ring. “Him and his lady.” Gruff laughter. The bloodied and gasping men in the ring halted a moment and were prodded on again.

				“We’ll go look for your friend,” the second escorting mercenary told Wilf, riding up close. “But until then, you can get to know some of the townies better, eh? Maybe your friend is among them.” The soldier’s tone grew coy. “Tell us, be you Huguenot or Catholic?”

				Wilf anxiously glanced around the faces of the sparse, milling crowd. Saw more of his men interspersed among them, waiting expectantly: Aldo Monetto—dressed in an ostler’s jerkin, a sack slung over his shoulder; Nick Nagy—

				Wilf averted his eyes, almost doing a double-take when he saw how Nagy was garbed.

				“I am a Christian,” Wilf said evenly.

				“A Christian?” the pot-helmeted mercenary echoed, cocking an eyebrow. “But that’s so vague…You’re not one of these rabble-rousing Wonder Knights we hear about, are you? Your accent marks you as Germanic. Aren’t those Wunderknechten Germanic? And we know how to deal with Teutschen troublemakers. That’s not what you are, is it?” And when Wilf shook his head curtly, the soldier went on, pointing at the battered men who were being forced to fight one another: “But…I think the Catholics here are a little short-handed. So you’ll fight on their side while we…learn your lady’s preferences, eh?”

			

			
				When he leaned back to leer at a wide-eyed Claire, Wilfred Gundersen calmly drew his pistol and fired it at close range. The brigand’s face exploded in a scattering of blood and bone.

				Screams and galvanic motion ensued. The horses shrilled and bucked. The shocked mercenaries on foot drew weapons in surprise, not having expected the hemmed-in Wilf to act. Wilf brought his stallion under control before the other mounted escort could steady his own mount. Bolting close by the warrior’s flank, Wilf pulled Spine-cleaver and slashed the man viciously through right arm and breastplate.

				“Ride!” he shouted at Claire, who kicked her horse in compliance. Then the young warrior bore down on the back-stepping footmen who clawed out pistols and raised blades against his charge.

				Shots rang out all about them, Wilf’s band surging into combat or drawing a bead on the pistoleers as soon as he had initiated action. Three men fell nearly as one. The brutalized townsmen, seizing their freedom, grabbed weapons from the slain brigands and joined in on the side of the interceding party from Austria—

				* * * *

				Aldo Monetto crashed his heavy sack against a mercenary’s skull. The man’s partner turned, snarling, and brought out his saber. The acrobatic biller from Vedun bounded into the air and front-kicked him in the jaw, sending his helmet sailing. Tumbling out of the way of another brigand who charged up from behind, Aldo snatched the pistol dropped by the man whose skull he’d split and blasted a smoke-belching shot into the attacker’s belly. Then he brought out an axe and dirk from the sack and tore into two broadsword-wielders who bore down on him, blades angled for the kill.

			

			
				Monetto’s dirk whistled through the air, one man gurgling a short outcry, blood erupting from his riven throat. The second mercenary, armored in burgonet and cuirass, slowed to see his partner dispatched so skillfully. He circled Monetto warily, gauging the double-bladed battle-axe’s potential. Then he stamped forward and lunged low. Monetto snapped a knee up, and the blade slid by, deflected by his light leg harness. A whirling swing of the axe drove the mercenary sword’s point high overhead, and as the blade was bound up, Monetto sprang forward and landed a pummeling front kick to the man’s ribs. He staggered backward. Monetto’s axe described two devastating arcs. The first sang off the broadsword’s forte, clanging it out of lethal range; the second, whizzing over Monetto’s head and then suddenly downward, severed the brigand’s leg above the knee.

				* * * *

				Hernando Salguero, former captain of the First Catalonian Lancers in Spain, quietly strode through the curtain that separated the inn’s back room from the serving tables. At the sound of gunfire from outside, the Farouche hirelings in the inn pushed to their feet and unlimbered their weapons.

				Salguero aimed his pistols at the backs of the two nearest brigands. Smoke fumed from the roaring double discharge. As the pair fell, Salguero overturned their table and snapped up one of their fallen pistols. An errant shot from another mercenary splintered wood from the table, causing Salguero to wince. He peered out cautiously, saw two men from his company engage the remaining three. But another of the Austrian band hesitated, his courage failing him. He held up fending hands to no avail—a skewering blade drove him against the wall as he wailed in mortal agony.

			

			
				Salguero gritted his teeth and brought up the pistol. It wasn’t spannered.

				“Mierda—shit!”

				The bladesman came at him now, and the captain drew his saber. They clashed in a hard, sparking engagement, the foe’s strength clearly superior, the vitality of youth also in his favor. Salguero battled him gamely as he was backed against the shelving, his escape blocked by ale casks. Bottles exploded in shards from a swipe of the Farouche minion’s heavy blade.

				An arm extended through the doorway. The bark of a pistol—

				The captain’s assailant tumbled into him, eyes glazing in death. Salguero pushed him off, saw the triumphant head toss of the warrior who’d saved him, the heaving chests of the other two allies in the inn as they withdrew from their successful clashes.

				Then, whuffing out a breath of relief, Salguero retrieved his pistols and began clearing and reloading them.

				“Wilfred—my God!” one of the men said as he cautiously viewed the scene out in the street.

			

			
				Salguero’s eyes narrowed in alarm as he ran for the door.

				* * * *

				The stooped old woman emitted a single falsetto “ooh” through her face-wrapping shawl as the shooting began. She bumped into two startled wolf-crest wearers. One of them mouthed a fierce oath, cast her an angry scowl, and swung a heavy forearm blow at her.

				Surprisingly, the old woman ducked the blow with a nimble head-slip and kicked him in the groin with the point of her wooden sabot. The brigand expelled a chestful of stale breath and crumpled in agony. Before the second man could react, strong, gnarled fingers had seized his throat and squeezed it in a powerful grip.

				They tumbled onto the ground amid pounding feet and hooves, the clangor of steel and the harsh report of gunshots. The mercenary’s face turned from red to purple as he fought insanely, clawing at the shawled face, shredding fabric to reveal the whiskered visage of…old Nikolai Nagy. Years of hard work had imparted Nagy the tenacious grip of an ape, and the mercenary’s surprise to see the old woman revealed as an old man proved his undoing. Nagy’s dirk finished the job.

				* * * *

				The mercenaries at the fountain scattered for cover as sporadic gunfire dropped their fellows. They could ascertain neither the strength nor the positions of their attackers.

				Wilf clung low on his mount, then bellied down off the saddle and into a sprint. Spine-cleaver gleamed vertically in his grasp as he ran down two men like an aroused scorpion. He slashed left, then right—their rib cages parted under glistening oriental steel.

			

			
				A pistol ball hissed through the air from an indeterminate point, Wilf dropping to one knee reflexively, flinching. He had not been hit. He gathered his breath and bulled into a knot of three back-skipping enemies. Momentarily disheartened by Wilf’s fierce charge, they nonetheless angled blades at his face, bellowing at him in threat. He felt a rush of adrenaline to see their panic, the old battle-fervor of Vedun chasing his fear of wound before it.

				A shaft from an unseen accomplice dropped the soldier to Wilf’s left. The centermost brigand, a bearded lout in a wolf-crest tunic, hurled a French obscenity at Wilf and clashed blades with him. Wilf beat back the blade with a sharp parry and in the same motion surprised the third man by catching his downward arcing blade with a fast overhead maneuver.

				Wilf’s complete balletic turn into a low slash relieved the Frenchman of his lower leg, the man’s blade point narrowly missing Wilf’s unprotected head. Shrieking to see his booted foot thump softly on the street beneath him, the brigand balanced in ashen shock an instant before falling to writhe in mortal agony in his own spurting blood.

				The last man gaped to see the damage Wilf had done, casting about for help against this deadly opponent. He was slow to respond as the smith sprang at him in a dynamic charge. Wilf roared a hair-raising kiyai and whanged the mercenary’s blade aside, then drove the katana’s point in a lethal horizontal thrust that began beside his right ear and ended six inches deep in the man’s chest. Losing his balance in his charge as the blade bound up in the dying man’s spine, Wilf plunged forward, falling with the collapsing brigand, taking the blaring force of the man’s death scream full in the face before scrabbling to his feet and pulling his crimson blade free with a splattering effort.

			

			
				He brought Spine-cleaver into high rear guard—

				It all was over.

				“Who’s in charge here?” Wilf shouted in a commanding voice.

				A middle-aged woman standing nearby panned her vision about the square. She carried a pitchfork with blood-stained tangs. This she lowered to lean on as she answered for all in the collectively gasping town of St. Pierre.

				“I think you are, sir.”

				Aldo Monetto strutted up to him, laughing, his axe leaning on a shoulder as he tore at a bloodied shirtsleeve with his teeth. “You know,” he said, spitting out the sleeve tatter, “I think the woman’s got a point.”

				Wilf walked the area, his face contorted with tension, bringing his breathing and pulse down to normal. He moved like a proud young lion now, prowling, displaying the ready menace in its claws and fangs.

				Salguero moved up to join them as the townsfolk tended to their injured and slain. “We lost two,” the ex-captain apprised Wilf grimly. “Sixteen left to do whatever it is you have in mind to do.” He studied the young warrior with eyes of experience. “Your first victory, senchoo—captain! I remember the feeling. I’d wager Gonji does, too. It’s never the same again, I’m afraid. The dead come back to haunt you in increasing numbers. Make you think too much.”

			

			
				Wilf looked over at him but said nothing. Claire Dejordy clopped up slowly on her steed, eyes shining with evident gratitude, but something troubled her. She seemed eager to speak to Wilf when his present concerns were laid to rest.

				Monetto grabbed the hem of Wilf’s shirt, which dangled out from under his jack. “Still wearing Genya’s embroidered shirt, eh? You can have her add ‘I survived St. Pierre’ to this. Hey, babcia—old granny!”

				Monetto had spotted Nagy in his woman’s garb.

				“Nice dress! It suits you.”

				Nagy shook a fisted pistol at him. “Never mind, smart-ass,” he railed. “This goddamn thing saved my life. Begging your pardon, ladies.”

				Good-natured laughter broke out, muted quickly in deference to the ghastly carnage strewn about them. Shuddering, weeping townsfolk huddled over wounded and dead kinsmen.

				“Where’s the woman you got those from, Nick?” Monetto persisted, lowering his voice. “Is she wearing your clothes?”

				“Shut up, Monetto,” Nagy grumbled.

				“Just make sure you get them back so that we don’t take her along when we leave instead of you.”

				“All right, enough,” Wilf said, commanding their attention. “Let’s get everyone back into their regular armament. We’ve got to talk. Oh—danke, everyone, for being so alert.”

				“Hey,” Monetto said, dismissing it with a wave, “we were getting ready to do something about these jackals even if you hadn’t come back so soon. Just wanted to make sure first that they didn’t have any monsters along. You know how Simon attracts them.” He quickly wished he hadn’t said it when he saw the look Wilf and Claire exchanged. “I’ll get the men moving…”

			

			
				A graying man in a grimy doublet, his face cut and bruised, approached Wilf and shook his hand firmly. “Merci, monsieur. When you and your men arrived, we had reason to suspect you. That’s the reason for our lack of hospitality. Now our town is yours to command. And should you need fighting men, you’ll find many willing souls. Rebellion is a sad necessity in these times, I fear. I am the local magistrate, Jean Boisvert. Please, call me Jean…”

				Introductions were made.

				“Merci, Jean,” Wilf replied at length. “Your people are probably more useful here than along with us. We’ll stay long enough to help you fortify this town. Then we must move on.”

				“You are, are you not,” Boisvert asked, “indeed members of the Wunderknechten, engaged in the fight against this hated Farouche Clan?”

				Wilf pondered his answer. “We’re men on a mission of sorts,” he allowed. “But we withhold our affiliations for now. Obviously, we can’t disguise our…lack of sentiment for the Farouche.”

				Their attention was drawn to Monetto again, who scaled the wall of the town hall building in spectacular fashion, repeatedly using his versatile axe for hand-and footholds as he ascended. He struck the wolf-crest pennon that fluttered above the town and raised in its stead the banner of the First Rumanian Hussars, assembled by Gonji during the storied Vedun campaign. Shrugging to see Wilf’s scornful look, Monetto called down: “Hell, nobody knows what it means around here anyway. And this was our first foreign action.”

			

			
				“Fly it till we leave, then it goes with us,” Salguero called up.

				“Naturally.”

				When Wilf was at last alone, Claire dismounted and walked beside him. “Wilfred,” she opened, her voice choked with anxiety, “what do you think about what Jacques Moreau said? You know—about the Farouche telling him they had brought home a ‘prodigal son’? Do you suppose they’ve caught Simon?”

				“How did you know about that?”

				“Friends…in Lamorisse.” She folded her arms in front of her as they strolled.

				“Nein, I doubt it. I know your man too well. He is not so easy to catch. That’s why I didn’t trouble you by telling you this nonsense.” He sniffed as if there were no reason for worry, hoping the air he’d affected hadn’t been too patently casual, too clearly a ruse. Then:

				“You know,” he went on, thinking aloud, “I hope these friends of yours are trustworthy enough to say nothing of your return…”

				The town quietly buried its dead and re-fortified against reprisal. Two days later, a scout pounded into St. Pierre bearing the news that the garrison of Lamorisse had been turned out in search of the Teutschen—the “Teutonic” highwaymen—by order of Serge Farouche.

			

			
				An hour later, Wilf and his band departed at a gallop, leaving behind the promise to make St. Pierre a permanent part of their tactical planning.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER ELEVEN

				Faye Labossiere sat at the window of her bedchamber in the small cottage on the outskirts of Lamorisse. She stared out into the rain-rattle, sharing the mourning of the dripping pinaster trees at the edge of the forest.

				“You don’t have to pretend sleep, Reynald.”

				Labossiere peered over his shoulder at his wife. “I was just…wondering whether you were going out tonight.”

				Her shoulders hitched imperceptibly. “That’s insulting, even to me. It’s pouring out there. You must see me as…truly desperate.”

				“Not so very,” he said. “Confused, maybe. Your soul is troubled.”

				She chortled, shifted her position at the window.

				“You know,” Reynald said, turning now to lean his head on an arm, “it seems to me you haven’t been out at night for a long time now. Every great change begins with a…”

				“Don’t lecture me, Reynald. I’m not a child. You’re not my confessor. I’m beyond that. It wasn’t an act of God that keeps me home these nights.”

				“What then?”

				Her lips quivered. “A—a man came to me one night. I think it was a man. A man like—like these lords of the province. Strange and powerful. He told me he’d kill me if I didn’t become a dutiful wife again.” She laughed coldly. “Maybe it was an act of God. Or maybe you put him up to it.” She glanced at him, knowing it wasn’t true. “Does that make you happy—that I’ve been frightened back to your bedside?”

			

			
				“Non,” he said softly.

				She turned to gaze bitterly out the window again. “I’m so tired of being afraid. I can’t live in fear. With a man who turns his own fear of life into a game of self-sacrifice. That’s what drove me to them, Reynald. I was tired of being so afraid and having no one to shield me from it. No one…strong. Do you hate me?”

				“Non.”

				Angry tears welled up, brimming her eyes. “You’re too drunk to feel anything so strong as hatred. But even that would be more welcome, I think—to be hated—than to feel your man’s pathetic surrender. You talk about change—look at yourself, for Christ’s sake—” She swiped the back of a hand across her eyes.

				“Faye,” he said blearily, “I could tell you things about me as a young pup. Things you’d find strong and worthy, that I just find…regrettable.” His head slumped onto the pillow. “I don’t want to win you…with memories of wickedness—”

				“Spare me,” she said sharply.

				For a time, neither of them spoke. Then Faye recalled something. “I have heard they’re looking for Claire Dejordy. Do you know what for?”

				“You would probably know before I did,” he replied blearily. “With your…friends in high places.”

				She shot him a hostile glance. It was as close to a censure of her actions as he ever ventured anymore. She knew it was futile to try to inspire him to argue. “Well, I don’t. She’s been gone for so long now. Probably in a grave somewhere, if she’s lucky.”

			

			
				“Non, they won’t find her,” Reynald said in a voice murky with the onset of sleep. “She’s well hidden—” His eyed jacked open, sobriety rushing through him, searing him with guilt. “I mean…wherever she is, she’s probably in hiding…”

				Faye was staring at him, her eyes like penetrating beacons on a fog-swept sea.

				Reynald began to sweat. It was only tenuously that the secret Wunderknechten had accepted his contentious presence. And now—had he compromised their purpose? They hadn’t been completely comfortable when he’d been around during discussions of Claire. What had he done?


				But then Faye was looking intently out the window again, her attention drawn by something in the rain. She seemed to wax pensive a moment, then she rose, a deliberate resolve informing her bearing.

				“Your Wunderknechten are committed to making trouble for the Farouche, aren’t they?” she asked. And when he didn’t respond, she added: “Maybe I’ll see what I can…find out.”

				She retrieved her capuchin from a closet.

				Reynald swallowed, hard and fearfully. “Faye, please don’t go out again. Never again.”

				Her eyes narrowed to hear the pleading in his voice. “Stop living in fear, Reynald. There are other ways. Stay here and pray that I don’t succumb to some…act of God.”

				“Faye!”

				But she was gone, and Labossiere cared not to follow. Dared not to follow. And he hated himself for his cravenness.

			

			
				* * * *

				Marchioness Aimee de Plancy’s hand trembled as she lit the votive candle at the small altar reserved to the Blessed Virgin. The palace chapel was dim in the dawn light that filtered through the rose window. The stillness amplified the sound of her every movement, the rustle of her skirts, the soft creaking of wood beneath her knees.

				She was glad for the sounds, for they smothered the guilt in her stricken soul. She felt empty, hypocritical, her motions performed out of habit. She wondered whether Heaven’s vaulted fastness could be breached by her hollow efforts at penitence.

				Footsteps sounded out in the corridor. The shuffling gait of her father, who once had strode with a majestic grace that had made a little girl feel proud and special. The daughter of one of the most powerful nobles in France.

				Aimee genuflected and then joined her father at the archway to the nave. He averted his eyes from the chapel sanctuary, searching the floor as he spoke.

				“Hurry, now, my dear,” he said, rubbing his hands against the morning chill that permeated the lower reaches of the palace. “Your husband has returned. You must make ready for him. Attend on him.” He was old and tired; yet even for that he seemed inordinately pale.

				“Oui, mon pere—” She cut her words short when she saw the smug look of the servant girl who had accompanied the duke. She was doubtless as pleased as anyone to know that Blaise had returned, and happy that Aimee had taken note of it. The marchioness despised her, but she could not dismiss her; the girl was one of Blaise’s favorites among the servants. Once a scullion, she’d been plucked from the kitchens by Blaise, elevated to the level of personal groom. By the cut of her tawdry garments and the panache with which she carried herself, she arrogantly flaunted the broad latitudes of her…duties.

			

			
				But Aimee wasn’t surprised by it. She’d grown accustomed to Blaise’s way. He was so virile, so thoroughly captivating; and that was, after all, the way of court intrigue and dalliance. In Europe and everywhere else, so it was said. Noble entitlement. They all understood. Even her father didn’t object. For wasn’t he grooming Blaise to follow in his footsteps as the next Duke of Burgundy?

				A silly notion, that—Blaise needed no grooming. He was born to command. It mattered not that he wasn’t born of this earth. His powerful presence and indomitable will could be wasted on nothing less than command. The way he sapped the wills of others with a simple look…Since his accident, his surviving eye seemed to serve him with twice the paralyzing power he’d exercised before.

				Aimee begged her leave of them and cast the insufferable servant a single impenetrable glance before seating herself in the vestibule to think. She looked to the tall crucifix above the chapel’s main altar, feeling distanced from her former Christian devotion. Feeling foolish. She was abruptly reminded that she hadn’t even been married in the traditional Church ceremony.

				When Brother Anton of the Order of Holy Piety had begun his lengthy sojourn with them, who would have guessed that his mission had been that of matchmaker? That it would have resulted in Aimee’s complete infatuation with, and subsequent marriage to, the monk’s nephew Blaise? The ceremony had been an eerie rite in which the Holy Names could not be mentioned, ostensibly out of the pious reverence of Blaise’s arcane Christian sect. The cure, the court priest, had raised a great hue and cry, but then he’d been mysteriously won over. Higher objection had followed: that of the monseigneur himself. But then he had suddenly disappeared without a trace. And so none remained to object.

			

			
				Only Aimee. And whether by the charm of Blaise’s seduction or some still more sinister spell, she’d been swept into wedlock with this strange man fashioned of carnality and willpower, magic and illusion.

				Terror and guilt vied for supremacy in Aimee’s stricken soul. She was afraid of Blaise’s insatiable appetites, of the shapes in which he’d seduced her. And she was gnawed by guilt over the brutalization she’d allowed in her life; the overturning of every genteel sensibility she’d been taught; the perverse things she’d done and permitted in the name of sensual delight.

				There ensued a gradual, sickening pang of revulsion. Self-loathing. Nothing could be done for it; she was Blaise’s pawn, neither better nor worse than anyone else at the palace in Dijon. He commanded her completely.

				Except…except for that single night of rebellion that was her soul’s last bastion of self-respect. The night when he’d let her imbibe the best of the wine steward’s wares—something he never liked. It was one of the few pleasures of the flesh he didn’t indulge in. But that night he’d allowed it and had even drunk a small quantity with her.

			

			
				It had been a preparation for a new level of unthinkable carnality—the exchange of each other’s blood. He’d cut himself during the height of their ecstasy, then bidden her to partake of his hot, red blood. She’d been so revolted that she’d immediately sobered, her stomach purging itself. And he’d not been able to arouse her again that night. He’d left her bed in a fit of pique.

				But the next night he’d come again and, as usual, had his way with her…

				The reverie was suddenly dashed. She smelled the musky scent Blaise projected. Felt the power of his presence before he reached the chapel vestibule. He stood without, casting her a grave look that enjoined her attention upon him. He would not enter the chapel.

				Aimee rose and slowly ambled out to greet him.

				Blaise stood gazing into the depths of her eyes, as if searching her soul. He riveted her in place with the hot gleam in his undamaged eye. Even the patch he wore over the ruined orb did nothing to detract from his rampant sexuality. There was a moment’s ambivalent urge. She knew not whether to embrace him or flee.

				“Another devotion to the paradoxical Virgin Mother?” he asked coldly.

				She felt unclean, ignoring the question. “Did all go well…with your father, I mean?”

				Blaise sighed. “My father was in an ill humor, as is his wont. I’m afraid that his judgment is more impaired with each passing year. That’s the way of those who don’t maintain a fine edge of cold dominance. The older they get, the softer they get, it seems. And my father has allowed sentimentality to soften him. You see, he’s taken to gathering strays into the pack, foolishly hoping to glory in the bloated numbers of those he would call sons.” His head cocked as if in curiosity, and he smiled at Aimee. “I’ve begun to ramble. I’m tired. It’s been a trying fortnight. I trust you’ve missed your husband’s ministrations.”

			

			
				She felt herself nod, anticipation now quickening her pulse.

				“That’s good. But I’ve other things to attend to for the nonce. Come to my chamber this evening, my darling. About nine bells.” And with that he departed, leaving Aimee at once relieved and stung. She’d grown so accustomed to the tug of conflicting feelings deep inside that she scarcely took notice any longer.

				Later, that afternoon, feeling unfulfilled and eager to be with him, she swallowed back all internal alarms, all the scolding of her withering pride. She adorned herself in a fetching gown, scented herself with an aroma from the Far East, and affected what Blaise called her “eager ingenue demeanor.”

				Emptying her heart and soul of their blandishments to defiance, she hurried to Blaise’s private wing of the palace. The sentries on duty glanced at each other uneasily but admitted their nominal mistress.

				She found Blaise in a parlor near the baths, stripped to the waist, his arm draped round the shoulders of a youth who served as his valet de chambre. He wore an expression whose promise she knew well, as he whispered into the frightened boy’s ear.

			

			
				He was mildly startled to see her. Disengaging from the valet and drawing near to her, Blaise ran the nails of a long-fingered hand down her cheek. 

				“Lovely,” he said in a sultry voice, “but I distinctly remember telling you to stay away until evening. Do you no longer obey your husband?”

				“Blaise…milord—s’il vous plait—I am your wife. Have you no—”

				“Hush. Aimee…you must exercise bienseance. Decorum. Servants are watching. Do not stoop to fawning. You are a noble and the wife of one. Never forget that. Now…run along. You will want to take a meal soon. And then…relax before we enjoy each other’s company.”

				She turned away without responding, her cheeks coloring. She stepped lightly into the corridor complex, breaking into a tearful run as she exited to the garden in the northwest courtyard. The one her father resorted to when he needed repose.

				Aimee felt as if a stranger now lived in her body. She didn’t know what had become of the woman she’d been raised to be. Something ugly stirred within her. Something new.

				Change had come so swiftly in Dijon. She was wise enough to know that things could never again be as they once were. They could only change again.

				She sat on a bench beneath the gently soughing branches of a beech tree, sobbing for a time. Her nails dug into her palms, the tears hot on her cheeks as her anger vented itself. She presently dried her eyes, serenity following the catharsis. Her head clearing, she began to recall a prayer she’d heard once about change.

			

			
				Something about the courage to change the things one could…

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWELVE

				The winds of fortune blew both ways for Carlos Orozco as he made his way to the southern coast of France.

				Jacob Neriah’s gold ushered him aboard a swift carac, and her competent pilot adroitly sheared through the mistral’s cold breath to set him ashore at Collioure in better time than he’d dared hope. But by the time he disembarked in the fishing port, he had already lost both his traveling companions—one had been shanghaied on the Genoese docks; the other succumbed to fever and died at sea.

				Gloomy over his lot and necessarily wary—he still carried enough Wunderknechten gold to tempt a blind hermit—Orozco discreetly searched the seedy waterfront inns for someone who might lead him to Armand Perigor.

				He would sidle into the raucous din of a lamplit auberge and ease through the two-pronged assaults of braying laughter and blaring off-key sea chanties. Bellying up to the bar amidst clouds of pungent blue smoke lilting from pipes of a dozen lands, Orozco would order ale and engage the conversation of the brightest-looking boor within earshot.

				“I’m looking for a man they call Le Corbeau—”

				“Hey—Gingras! This scarecrow’s lookin’ for a crow!”

				“Might that be a Spanish crow, Spagnole?”

				Whereupon, Orozco would join into the laughter and back-slapping of his new-found compadres. By the third inn, the joke had already grown staler than the tobacco smoke that clung to his every inhalation. By the fourth, Orozco had already backed out of one at gunpoint and been punched in the face at another because a drunken lout had thought he’d called the man’s woman something rather worse than corbeau.


			

			
				Dialect was, among other things, proving a problem.

				Orozco left the waterfront for a somewhat less seamy area of Collioure, noting that he was watched suspiciously by troops garrisoned at the old twelfth-century fortification overlooking the sea. He had by now decided that if this odd quest was to claim him in some ignoble fashion, at least he would keep the Wunderknechten gold from winding up as some bandit’s spoil. 

				He buried it on the outskirts of town.

				One night as he strolled near the docks, uncertain of what to do next, he was accosted by a woman of obvious intent.

				“Hey, Spaniard,” she called out in a husky voice, “I hear you’re looking for crow.”

				Orozco knit his brows in amusement. He eyed her lengthwise. She was not unattractive, though her face was a bit too broad. Sloe-eyed, with short auburn hair, and rather statuesque. But much too self-assured, in these environs, to be without hidden accomplices.

				“Not that kind of crow,” he replied, scratching his beard casually as he cast licking glances toward the huddled warehouses on the shadowy pier.

				“How do you know until you try?” she asked seductively.

				Orozco sniffed and walked on. Clopping hoofbeats sounded in a nearby lane. Two soldiers on patrol. He watched them until they were out of sight, and when he peered back over his shoulder, the woman was gone.

			

			
				Two nights later he encountered the same trollop in a different quarter of town. This time she was clad in shirt and jack, dark breeches and high black riding boots, topped by a feathered slouch hat. She crouched in the doorway of a millinery shop.

				“Well…the Spaniard who hunts crow.”

				He was naturally suspicious but curious. “Nice hat,” he said for openers. “Did you steal it in there?”

				She laughed coarsely. “Care to try again? There won’t be any patrols by here for the next half hour.”

				“I told you I wasn’t interested in your wares. Eh…that’s not completely accurate. What I mean is that right now—”

				She drew a pistol from behind her, aiming it at Orozco’s face as she slid to her feet, back braced against the shop. “And I’m not selling anything, unless I like the ring of both your words and your money—I wouldn’t do that.”

				His eyes must have betrayed that he’d been toying with the notion of going for his own pistol. But her hand was steady and her gaze never flinched. She’d have to be taken with cunning.

				Orozco smiled calmly. “Your move, then.”

				“Tell me how much it’s worth to you to find Le Corbeau—and why.”

				“Not all that much,” Orozco replied, gesturing for emphasis. “He’s just a friend. I’m looking him up, that’s all. I’ve a proposition for him.”

				The woman eased the pistol barrel forward, leveling it at his heart now. “Corbeau has no Spaniard friends.”

			

			
				She bobbed her head. Three men dropped into the street from the roofs and the arch above a nearby crossing lane. Surrounding Sergeant Orozco, they closed in, sleek wheel-lock barrels poised to spit leaden death.

				“Now, Spaniard,” the woman said menacingly, “you’re going to tell me your business here while you empty your pockets. The pistol first.”

				Orozco cursed to himself. He felt like a callow recruit. In the next instant he’d made his decision. He moved to comply, two fingers of his right hand going gingerly to the pistol grip at his belt. As he tossed his pistol into the street, Orozco’s left hand shot out and snared the woman’s gun barrel. He twisted it skyward sharply, lunged forward to grab her for a shield against her cronies.

				Her knee snapped up and slammed Orozco in the groin. His breath burst from his lungs, and he doubled over, losing his grip on her gun, expecting the searing impact of a lead ball in his back.

				He peered up and she smacked him in the jaw with the slim barrel of the wheel-lock. White pinpoints flared across his vision. He saw her lips move but heard no sound. The gun barrel arced toward his skull. Blackness engulfed him.

				When he recovered consciousness, Orozco found himself bound hand and foot. He was in a small, stuffy room, lying on the floor. The woman sat before him, straddling a chair, her arms resting on its back. She smiled to hear him groan.

				“Well—that was stimulating, wasn’t it?”

				“Bitch!” Orozco growled.

				“I could have blown your ugly head off, asshole.”

			

			
				“Go to hell.” The sergeant’s head throbbed relentlessly as he struggled into a seated position. The woman’s friends stirred slightly to see him move but remained in the shadows of the single taper that lit the room.

				“Now,” she said, “do you want to tell me who you really are, and why you seek Le Corbeau?”

				“Orozco,” he answered groggily. “Carlos Orozco. Like I said before, Corbeau and I are friends—”

				She made a scoffing sound.

				“—we spent a winter together in Burgundy once, not so long ago.”

				Her expression froze. “What? You—are you from the Japonais? Gonji?”

				His head sagged in a heavy nod, and he winced at the pain.

				“Why in hell didn’t you say so?”

				Orozco fumed. “They said to mention The Crow in Collioure, not Gonji. Mierda! Nobody said anything about having to fight some hellion wench to find him.”

				She waxed pensive but still watched him suspiciously. “Then—then you’ll be looking for Perigor, too. Christ! Why didn’t you say you were from the samurai?”

				“Oh—oui, I should have gone to the auberge and announced that I was a friend of probably the most wanted man in all Europe, eh?”

				She smiled at his accent, then eyed the others. “What do you think? Do we trust him?” Mixed mutters came in response, but the consensus was non.


				She chuckled dryly. “You’ll have to forgive my friends. Only by caution do they stay alive. I’m Genevieve Giguere. You can call me Jenny.”

			

			
				“That’s not what I’ll call you when you let me out of this. Now let me out of this!”

				“Patience. Healthy suspicion is what keeps me alive, too. If you are who you say you are, then you’re only a short, uncomfortable ride from your goal. But if not—if we’re followed—” She drew a knifing hand across her throat.

				They gagged the cursing Orozco and wrapped him tightly in sailcloth. He was dragged out into a misty night and thrown onto the back of a dray, then covered with heaps of straw.

				The jostling ride over the rain-rutted track did wonders for his pounding head.

				* * * *

				Le Corbeau lounged in the verdant pasture at the edge of the village, watching the sheep graze in the placid twilight. He drank in the rich scents of pine and wildflowers and churned earth from the early harvest. He was barefoot, clad only in sleeveless shirt and breeches, still sweating lightly from a run at the first fireflies of dusk with the village children. He held one that crawled over his hand, unhurried, blooming now and again with its magical glow.

				Corbeau wondered whether the true explanation of the firefly’s wonderful light was anything akin to the fanciful tale he’d spun for the children.

				As night descended with a moist breath of rain in the mistral wind, he was alerted to the sound of an approaching dray. Saw Jenny Giguere at the head of the small escort contingent. Le Corbeau leapt to his feet and trotted toward them, a few children emerging from a stoop and falling in behind him in gleeful chase again.

			

			
				Jenny cast him a salute and motioned for the men to unleash whatever it was that struggled against the sides of the rickety dray. Corbeau lofted a child up into his arms, peering at Giguere quizzically.

				When the gag was removed, Orozco emitted a harsh stream of invective in mixed Spanish and French. Corbeau ordered all the children to fall back from the wagon.

				“Diablo! Puha! Demon-bitch! Wench!”

				Corbeau listened in wonder, eyes flickering with recognition before he saw the face. “I’d know that terrible pronunciation anywhere! Sergeant Carlos Orozco—why have you come here?”

				“Parler francais comme une vache espagnole,” Jenny muttered. “To murder the French language.”

				“What?” Orozco snapped.

				“Never mind. Did Gonji send you?” Corbeau pressed.

				Untied now but seated until circulation could return to his hands and feet, Orozco rubbed at them as he related news of the quest into Burgundy. Corbeau dismissed the children and lent Orozco his full attention, eyes aglow with fervid battle-flames, for the French highwaymen under Perigor had taken the bitter retreat as hard as had Gonji’s band.

				Jenny Giguere tossed Orozco his sword and pistol, two daggers and a stiletto. One at a time, making him stretch painfully for each.

				Orozco checked his weapons sullenly, replacing them on his person. He ambled up close to Jenny, squinting in anger, one eye twitching like the lid of a stew pot. He cocked an arm over his head sharply, the pistol butt poised to crush her skull.

			

			
				“I ought to let you have it good,” he grated through clenched teeth.

				“Easy, Carlos,” Corbeau said. “She’s a hellcat.”

				Jenny extended her hand to Orozco. “Bygones, eh? I hope I didn’t injure your privates back there.”

				Low laughter rumbled up from the other men.

				“Never mind my privates,” Orozco replied, sniffing back his embarrassment. “I should have known you were one of Perigor’s men.”

				“Merci,” Jenny said with a curtsy and a swoop of her slouch hat. “That I am. But I’m also more woman than you could handle, old man.”

				“That’s something we’ll have to put to the test at a later date.”

				“All right,” Corbeau said, steering their attention his way. “To business.” He sent two men after Perigor and gestured for Orozco to follow him to the village.

				“Henri!” he called to a boy watching them from where he tended his flock. “La piece de campagne, mon artilleur!”

				The boy’s face lit up, and he raced toward the village, leaving his staff behind him.

				“Your boy?” Orozco asked. Corbeau shook his head no. “Your village?” Again The Crow responded negatively. “Then what the hell are you doing here?”

				“I sort of…take care of them,” Corbeau said a bit sheepishly.

				“More than that,” Jenny Giguere added. “You’ll find he’s the village patriarch.”

			

			
				Corbeau shrugged. “One can steal only so much for oneself, I think. And my intentions aren’t altogether altruistic—I get back from this village at least as much as I invest. Look around you. This is my pastoral retreat. Nothing ill touches me here. It’s rather like…a piece of lost Arcadia, eh? That peaceful place you and Gonji have spoken of.” He smiled and punctuated the association with a nod of satisfaction.

				They entered a grain storage barn, Orozco casting Corbeau a puzzled look to see the boy, Henri, seated atop something huge and bulky, covered over with a large tarpaulin.

				“Henri, here, is my able gunner,” the Crow said. “Show him, Henri.”

				The boy swung down and dragged the tarpaulin with him. Orozco gasped to see the great barrel of an enormous cannon. When the cover was completely removed, the rest of the armament stood open to view in neat array—piled cannon balls, powder kegs, and a formidable-looking item of equipment Orozco had never seen the like of before.

				“A multiple-barrel musket,” Corbeau explained, running a hand lovingly over the bank of juxtaposed musket barrels atop their sturdy field stand. “My own improvement on the royal gunmaker’s invention. Tested and passed. The latest in field ordnance.”

				“What’s all this going to cost?” Orozco wondered.

				“Nothing. Tell Gonji he can keep his Templar money. This one is our treat. We lost good friends to that army of the dead.”

			

			
				They shook hands.

				“I’ll tell Armand Perigor the word is given,” Corbeau said, eyes twinkling. “We knew Gonji would be back.”

				“Does she go along?” the sergeant asked gruffly, tipping his head toward Jenny Giguere.

				“I have interests to protect here,” she answered for herself, “but I’ll be here…if you come back. In case you’re still looking for a tussle.”

				Orozco hawked and spat, strutting out of the barn behind a mask of affected disdain.

				* * * *

				The sergeant sat mounted beside Brett Jarret, Normand Gareau, and Le Corbeau. A few brigands he’d never seen before also gathered, armed for a siege, under a livery shop canopy across the street from the Dragon Scale Inn. Even the local soldiery had parted to allow the band’s leader, Armand Perigor, to pass as he came in out of the gentle rain.

				Orozco was amazed at the influence Perigor exerted over the territory: it seemed that all the right palms had been greased—they’d even be enjoying a military escort for a goodly distance such that none would question the powerful ordnance they carried and transported by wagon.

				He listened to Perigor’s commanding voice in the now quiet inn as Corbeau and the others snickered and bobbed their heads:

				“You want action and gold?” Perigor was saying. “Then flaunt your valor. Let’s see the proof-marks on your breastplates and the scars on your sweet faces. Our legendary samurai comrade once again requires our aid…”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				Gonji’s whirlwind crossing of the Alpine passes left both him and his valiant black mare Nichiyoobi haggard and fatigued. But once the western slopes were left behind, there was no time to rest, to recoup lost strength.

				The myriad menaces of oppressed Burgundy immediately made themselves apparent.

				On his first night in the province, searching out a village on the maps which might afford him sanctuary, the samurai was drawn by a cacophony of human screams and unnatural sounds wafting up from a shallow valley between two sparsely treed hills. Cresting a knoll, he scowled to witness the scene below: Two haunters of night, borne on pointed black wings, were assaulting a lonely farmhouse. The house appeared to be on fire.

				Gonji steered Nichi into the valley as he calculated the best approach. Unlimbering his longbow, he brought the steed to a halt and dismounted at about three-hundred yards. The creatures squalled and flapped madly as they beat at the front and back doors with some sort of bludgeons. Gonji could hear children’s voices, shrill with terror, within the house, and the desperate bellowing of a man.

				The monsters’ hovering kept them fairly stable in his aim. He nocked, rotated through an overhead Zen draw, and fired. His first shaft missed high, slanting over the creature at the front of the farmhouse. The second did likewise, this time passing over the second bat-winged horror. And the latter creature took note of the war arrow’s errant hiss. It squawked in warning. By the time its fellow had taken heed and searched out the human attacker, a fourteen-fist clothyard shaft had whistled down from the sky to rip through its wing, shredding it.

			

			
				It wailed and launched into a tipsy flight, gaining height with great difficulty. The pair seemed to converse in the sky above the corral, where two horses stamped and bucked. Gonji readied for the impending strafing attack that never came. The hideous creatures, rather reminiscent of the stone gargoyles set atop church ramparts, chose to decline, beating a petulant, squalling northwestern retreat.

				Gonji realized what this might bode as he watched them disappear into a cloud-mounted night sky.

				He took to the saddle and pounded down to the farmhouse. Saw that the fire within had diminished, likely under control now, though inky smoke belched from a window on the far side. He called out to the people within. No reply came. He tried another dialect, uncertain, cursing the French language that always caused him such trouble.

				Again no response. He dismounted and thumped on the front door. It burst open, and a man launched out at him behind a pruning hook on a long pole. Gonji swore and parried it aside with the hilt of his katana, not drawing the weapon in his eagerness to display friendly intent.

				It was several minutes before he could cajole the family outside, calm them, and make some sense of their caterwauling. The farmer’s wife and young son were unreachable, crying and babbling incoherently. The man himself and his daughter, who was about thirteen and bore the longest mane of hair he had ever seen, soon were settled enough to attempt a lucid exchange of information.

			

			
				The dialect was nigh impossible to follow, but the samurai was able to piece together the story that these “bat-men” had come to scare the children, ostensibly because of something the Wunderknechten had done. They’d killed a wolf, or something like a wolf, that was the property of the Farouche. Now no children were safe. That was their punishment.

				Gonji decided his course. One room of the house had been burned pretty badly by an overturned lamp. The farmer possessed no useful weapons against such creatures, and Gonji doubted he’d be of much assistance in any case. He made it clear to the family that they must flee their home at once and seek sanctuary with friends or relatives.

				He finally saw them off in a wagon, sending them in the opposite direction from the one the winged monsters had taken. The first boom of thunder sounded in the hills as he began preparing for what must come.

				He familiarized himself thoroughly with his defensive ground, set things up in the house. Then he ruefully placed Nichi with the two frenzied draft horses in the corral, as decoys. This done, he turned his attention to his weapons.

				His motions were spare and efficient, his mien cold and grim as in days of old, when he’d first challenged this continent as a young ronin. He’d often allowed too much compromise, too many distractions, in the time since. The fine edge of combat readiness had been dulled, and many had died who had trusted him to see them through. There must be an accounting. And to assure that he would be around to enjoy the final tally, he must experience a renewal. He must do things correctly now. Purify himself. Reckon with his karma. He needed this time on the road of death…alone.

			

			
				Gonji gave his longbow and quiver of war arrows a thorough check for moisture, then tested his powder flask. Never caring for guns, he nonetheless acquiesced to their necessity in the days to come. His powder was a bit wet, so he extracted a sieve from a saddlebag and forced the powder through, salvaging a good quantity of hard-grain corned powder. He’d learned the technique from Le Corbeau and found that the extra time spent was well worth it. He tested a small amount, saw that it flared truly.

				Next he worked at camouflaging himself in the ninja manner, darkening his skin and wrapping his scabbards against chance reflection before harnessing his swords on his back.

				As the rain began to fall with steady, driving force, the samurai climbed to a loft in the barn and knocked out a board, affording him a good view of the darkening distant reaches toward which the bat-men had flown. It occurred to him that the rain might be his best ally—the creatures likely would have trouble keeping aloft in the gradually intensifying rain. He took up a sturdy piece of wood and passed the time whittling ninja darts with his tanto knife.

				When the armed band rumbled toward the farm from over the hill to the northwest, Gonji shook his head at the curious wonder of it. In the past it had always been men who set monsters after him; this time it had been reversed.

				He counted helmed heads. Fourteen. Heavily armed. He grunted as he decided on a quick alteration in planning. Bounding down from the loft, he set ajar the doors to both the barn and the outbuilding used for storage, placing his pistols inside the latter.

			

			
				Hunkering behind a trough with his bow, shielding its string from the rain, he glared at the splashing troop, watching them split into two columns as they bore down on the farmhouse.

				The mercenaries chattered brusquely amongst themselves as they pulled to a halt before the house. Muddy water sluiced up in all directions under stamping hooves. The heavy grain sacks Gonji had suspended inside the house twisted slowly from their hempen fastenings. Two pistols cracked wasted shots at the moving silhouettes in the windows. A third fizzled in the rain. Three guns that could not be reloaded to trouble him.

				He saw the outline of an arquebus, kept dry under a billowing cloak, as four men dismounted, pairing off to attack the front and rear doors at once. The two heading for the rear passed not ten paces from him without detecting his presence.

				Performing a quick, shallow draw, he launched a shaft high into the air. It dropped straight down into the corral near the three brigands who were eyeing the horses. The men shouted in surprise, wheeling about and searching the hills; it was impossible to determine the arrow’s point of origin.

				While the three were thus preoccupied, the samurai nocked and fired two rapid shots, felling both mercenaries who kicked and pounded at the rear door. He broke from cover and plunged across the ground, sprinting in a low crouch. He gained the corner of the farmhouse, stashed his bow and quiver in a dry niche behind a woodpile, and drew steel from his back harness an instant before two mounted men’s steeds skidded around the corner to the back of the house.

			

			
				Gonji’s whirling blow cut the forelegs out from under the first horse. It shrieked and spilled its rider over its plummeting head. The samurai never stopped moving, gaining the second steed before the warrior could fix on the skittering dark form. Gonji’s arcing slash tore through brigandines and rib cage, downing the second rider in a shower of dark redness.

				Gonji heard more hoofbeats coming round the house on both sides as he doubled back, a mighty sword cut half-beheading the first bewildered rider as he tried to stagger to his feet.

				Gonji grabbed a rock and pitched it through the open barn door to bash into the wall at the far side. Then he dropped flat in the mud, nothing more than a patch of shadow to the bellowing troopers who galloped past, four from one side of the house, two from the other.

				Gonji peered up, caked in mud, saw four men dismount and furtively creep toward the barn. As the two stragglers warily climbed off their horses, uncertain pistols angled into the weeping sky, Gonji crept backward with the silky litheness of a nocturnal hunting cat. He melded with the shadows under the eaves as the four entered the barn to engage the now threatening silence therein, where the rock had struck. 

			

			
				The nearer pair glanced about them circumspectly. Gonji could see them swallow back their fear of the unknown enemy as they spotted the rain-spattered corpse of their former comrade, head hanging askew by strands of bloody sinew. When both looked away from the house at the same time, Gonji silently glided through the open door of the barn’s outbuilding.

				He enfolded and reshaped himself at the center of the outbuilding floor, by ninja artifice, now resembling the mounded bales and piled mantuas, the casks and covered farm implements. He clutched a pistol low at each side as he hugged himself motionlessly. His swords lay at his feet, unharnessed now.

				Gonji listened to the curses and challenges from the barn as the brigands demanded surrender. Then he heard the soft slap of soaking boots just outside his own door. He remained rigid, stayed his breathing. The door creaked on warped hinges, then swung wide and slammed open.

				A thunderous commotion inside the farmhouse—

				“It’s a goddamn trap!” someone was shouting in French from the house front.

				A footstep—scraping along the ground just behind him—

				Gonji’s pistols exploded in the staccato rain patter. He fired once from under each armpit, his back to his foes, a quick twist of his head to either side presaging leaden death. His guns spewed white smoke. Through it he could see one man clutching his belly; the other, blank-faced, his chin split wide open under a tossing morion helm.

				Then Gonji was flinging away his pistols, grabbing up his blades and sashing them. He rolled out the door in the muck, to the concealed side of the outbuilding. He heard a shout from the barn door—a name called—

			

			
				Then he nearly ran headfirst into a mercenary slinking along the back of the farmhouse, naked sword at the ready.

				The brigand barked out a throaty syllable and raised his saber for a strike. Gonji drew his katana and slashed in a quicksilver motion, the saber slicing by harmlessly as the mercenary’s head lolled forward onto his blood-sprayed chest. 

				Before the dead enemy’s body splashed down into the mud, Gonji leapt to a ladder-work fixed to the rear of the house. He scrabbled up to the roof amidst more confused shouts, two more riders pounding around to the back of the house. A shot rang out in the barn—another pistol rendered useless as the men therein hysterically tilted with phantoms.

				Gonji gained the roof’s peak and swung over, scanning the environs. The rider with the arquebus under his cloak sat alone now at the front of the house, gaze flicking about him. Nichi hadn’t been bothered, though she ran about the corral with the work horses, eager to join in the fray.

				The samurai’s eyes flashed with battle-fury as he slid down the roof, the Sagami extended behind him. He hit the edge and pushed off, launching himself into the air. The mounted mercenary gasped to see the hurtling form descending on him like one of his own gargoyle allies.

				The arquebus came up under the cloak—a tremendous explosion blew tattered fabric into the rain—

				Gonji roared, un-hit, and landed on him with both feet, belting him off his mount. The horse whinnied and reared, clopping away from the tumbling men. Gonji rolled with the fall, came up onto his feet with blade held low. The big mercenary staggered up to face him, clawed for a weapon, blared one whining curse. Gonji slashed from ground to sky, keen-edged steel spinning the shrieking man into a half-turn. A second sword cut downed him in a semicircular fanning of blood.

			

			
				The samurai extended his blade behind him like the single poised fang of an adder as he raced around to the rear of the farmhouse again. He reached the woodpile and caught up his longbow as all six remaining brigands bore down on him from the barn, howling maniacally.

				A pistol shot splintered wood behind him. He saw steel glisten in the rain as they came on, two steed-borne, four on pounding feet. They bellowed curses and death-promises.

				He gritted his teeth and fired. A clothyard shaft ripped a man backward over the saddle, and down into the mire. Gonji nocked and aimed. The second mounted warrior lurched his steed sideways to evade the shot. The animal bucked, and the war arrow caught the horse full in the neck. Horse and rider slammed into a rain pool, water cascading about them as the wounded horse kicked and thrashed.

				Gonji flung away his bow and raised the Sagami in high guard, hurling himself into their midst, roaring his clan’s ancient war cry. Gonji’s fearless death-defiance, his strange appearance—perhaps their recognition of who he must be—something gave them pause. They slowed their charge, skidding in the mud, and in that instant advantage shifted to the oriental fencer.

			

			
				A scything slash spilled one man’s hot, steaming innards before he could bring his sword into engagement. The second foe’s broadsword raked downward to clang against Gonji’s stiff overhead block, and the samurai released to a one-hand grip that cut deeply into his thigh. His scream had hardly pierced the rustling rain when the third brigand, sensing an opening, lunged at the samurai’s side only to have his blade bound and twisted down into the mud. A two-handed spearing stroke of the katana skewered his belly.

				The fourth man grimaced and came to en garde, his rapier quivering. Gonji eased forward, blade cocked arrogantly into the air like a scorpion’s sting. The bandit tried two lines of attack in rapid succession, grunting with exertion and the passion to have done with this eerie assassin. Their blades clashed twice, spanking off each other. The brigand threw all his strength into a furious lunge. Gonji’s circular parry sent his rapier rasping off into the darkness. A sizzling stroke dropped him, and two rapid downward cuts ended his life. Crimson rivulets streamed away from the twitching body.

				Gonji peered up quickly, saw the mercenary aim a pistol over the carcass of his neck-shot horse. He sucked in breath and plunged forward into the darkness, teeth gritted, feinting and weaving as he ran.

				“Bloody bastard!”

				The pistol cracked off a shot that whistled past ineffectually. The brigand brought out his sword, flourished it from a kneeling position. Two blades sang in the night. The mercenary’s sword arm swung wide, opening him for the death stroke. The Sagami snaked out in a two-handed lick that began over Gonji’s shoulder and ended deep in the foe’s upper chest.

			

			
				He yanked his blade free, exhaled sharply. Seeing no enemy standing, Gonji cleaned his blade and strode up to the mercenary who lay in a dark, swirling pool, stanching the blood flow from his deep leg wound.

				“You…” the samurai said menacingly, “you will tell me now truthfully—what have they done with the man called Simon Sardonis?”

				The Farouche hireling gazed up at him. His eyes watered, gleaming with irrational luminescence. He laughed harshly in his pain. “Your friend le loup garou? He is one of them now. Back with his brothers. And you will see them soon enough, slant-eyed bastard! God…” He winced in agony, eyes searching out the downed forms of his companions. “…it wasn’t supposed to be like this. They promised us immortality. I won’t die. None of us will die.”

				“Immortality is, so sorry, not the same as invincibility,” Gonji said, pronouncing each word slowly, the dialect difficult. “That is correct?”

				“Go screw yourself, samurai—infidel—monkey-warrior! They’re going to cut your guts out!”

				A moment later, only the soft patter of the dwindling rain sounded on the grounds of the late battlefield.

				* * * *

				The two gargoyles returned shortly after the rain ceased. They were eager to see what their human allies had done to the assailants who had caused one of their kind a painful injury with their outrageous attack. Seeing the carnage, they cautiously flapped over the killing ground, nostrils perking at the scent of fresh blood. But unable to tell humans apart, they assumed the snipers lay among the dead, and sensed no danger.

			

			
				Hungry, they butchered a stray mercenary horse near the corral and slaked their fiendish thirst on its blood before indulging in the warm flesh. Too late, one of them cried out to see the form that rose from among the scattered human bodies.

				Two swift, accurate shots from Gonji’s longbow left both gargoyles squirming and fluttering helplessly in the mud, leaking thick, dark life-blood. Gonji watched them for a few seconds, lips formed in a grimace of loathing for these creatures out of nightmare.

				He stalked them icily, his grip sure and steady as he hacked them to pieces, consigning them to whatever foul reach of the Dark Lands such monsters occupied in death. He was revolted to see their hideous visages, their vermin-furred bodies, engorged with the horse blood that coagulated in their fanged mouths.

				He had seen their kind before, in that shameful, hellish winter campaign.

				No quarter. No mistakes this time.


				Cleansing the Sagami again, and then laving himself, he removed and washed his hachi-maki. He reverently touched the “headband of resolution” to his brow before folding it away.

				Then he retrieved Nichiyoobi from the barn and set out for the forest, wondering what the Farouche Clan had done with Simon. Knowing that tonight would bring the full of the moon.

			

			
				The Satyr’s Moon.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				“I daresay you recall,” Grimmolech said, strolling with his hands behind his back, “the time I came to you as a young woman.”

				Simon’s eyelids fluttered ever so slightly at the recollection, but he made no reply, as he crouched, shackled in the foul-smelling oubliette.

				“There are times I’ve regretted that incident,” the wizard from another world went on. “I did it, you see, to humble you. To make you see how altogether helpless you were against me. I had no idea it would engender such hatred in you. As nearly as I’m capable, I suppose I could say that I’m sorry for doing that to you, Simon, I truly wish that you would stop hating me so. It’s beneath you—you, so noble a creature! So elevated above these striving little men, with their ignorance, their strictured notions of morality. I want you to join me, Simon. I know that it’s difficult for you to comprehend, even as the ways of this world are sometimes beyond my grasp. But I’m asking you again to surrender to the inevitable. Join with me in a larger world. A more enlightened world. To know it is to be contemptuous of this ignorant sphere. They’ve twisted your mind with their pious beliefs! If you can believe me, I assure you that I can grant you the love—a father’s love—that you’ve always so desperately wanted.” He gazed deeply into Simon’s eyes. “Yes, you, whom I love as surely as the spirit of my other son, who cohabits these conflicting physical forms, along with you.”

			

			
				Simon glared back. “Hell’s own love,” he replied spitefully.

				“Hell, hell, hell! And what is that, really? Have they been able to show it to you? Your stubbornness is vexing!” Grimmolech shouted. He balled his fist as if to strike Simon, then seized the fist with his free hand and brought it down to his waist, kneading his knuckles in frustration. “You leave me no choice. I must depart for a time. I’m required elsewhere. Now your…conditioning must be left to others. Blaise will attend upon you.”

				Simon’s chin lifted haughtily, as if he were unconcerned. But his teeth ground in his cheek at the thought of torture by this most despicable of the Farouche.

				“I can’t say that I approve wholeheartedly of Blaise’s methods. And his constant recourse to carnal pleasure and hedonism is a testimony to his lack of discipline. I despise lack of discipline, as you do. You possess all my strengths, it seems…” He had momentarily waxed almost sentimental. The abrupt realization of it caused him to assume a stern facade again. “But Blaise achieves results. He is learning how to exercise control through terrorism. And now I must submit to his constant cajoling to place you in his hands. You’ve brought this upon yourself.” He pointed an angry finger at the ensorceled warrior, Simon. Looking up the ladder to the hatchway out of the dark rankness of the oubliette, Grimmolech shut his eyes and drew power from local energies, absorbing the faith and fear of the soldiers who watched in awe from above. Some would have called it a spell of levitation.

			

			
				“ ‘He ascended into Heaven’,” Grimmolech quoted as he lofted slowly upward toward the blurred light, as his minions above gasped to see it. “I want you, Simon,” he said, smiling down benevolently. “I want you for my son. More than the son who resides within you, I fear.”

				Grimmolech disappeared through the hatchway. The grating slammed shut. Simon closed his eyes to stave off tears of fury and confusion. His only solace was the anguish of the energumen when it heard its father’s words.

				When evening caressed the land above with fragrant breezes and lilting shadows and the peacefulness that was ever denied him, Simon was treated to a new level of abject horror in his black underground cell.

				Blaise Farouche raised the grating and leered down at him from the dungeon chamber overhead. “Greetings, brother. An eventful night lies ahead of us. Satyr’s Moon, you know—always a good one. The lunar goddess displays a special majesty on Satyr’s Moon. I daresay you’re hungry—” He feigned indulgence, as if having been remiss in his duty as host. He pulled up the rope used to lower Simon whatever they chose to feed him.

				Simon felt the rejoicing of the energumen—both at the proximity of its brother Blaise and the coming full moon. He crushed it back with an exercise of will, cutting himself open painfully, again and again, on a jagged edge of the oubliette’s wall. 

				Then Simon began to plumb up memories of Vedun. Of the connection between tragic King Klann’s dark sorcerer Mord and Grimmolech himself. The subsequent knowledge of their common roots in the mystical isle of Akryllon, which floated between worlds. Perhaps if Simon had listened to Gonji sooner, if he’d acted more quickly on behalf of the Vedunian rebels, he might have somehow trapped Mord into helping him ensnare Grimmolech. Then none of this would have come to pass. Perhaps…

			

			
				“Mon Dieu—” He was unable to control his pitiful outburst. A convulsive shiver coursed through his entire body to see what Blaise lowered to him via the rope. Twisting down in a slow air ballet, like some helpless marionette, was the battered body of…Simon’s Uncle Andre. He seemed barely conscious.

				Simon’s mind exploded in red rage over the portent of this heinous act.

				“Blaise—get him out of here!”

				“Father wouldn’t like that,” Blaise replied archly. “He wanted you well fed while he was gone. These mountain men are tough, though.” Blaise dropped lithely through the hole in the ceiling.

				“Andre,” Simon breathed from where he lay chained, “for God’s sake, Andre—get out of here!” He bellowed an irrational outcry. “By all that’s holy, save yourself somehow!”

				“Oui,” Blaise added tauntingly, “do that. I shan’t make a move to prevent you.” He laughed with sadistic glee.

				“Ohhh, Andre…” Simon wailed, unconcerned now with his emotional display in front of his bitter enemy. “Come close, uncle,” he wept. “Swing close so that I can strangle you now…quickly…before night falls. Why has God allowed this?”

				“Why, indeed?” Blaise mocked. “This is your world, Simon, as my father has told you time and again. Though I can’t imagine why he would want you among us. And if you do open your eyes, I fear that you and I must square accounts.”

			

			
				Andre’s swollen, bloodied lips moved. He seemed sedated, his speech slurry. “Simon, for the love of God, let me go to my grave knowing that all was not for naught. You must die here before…”

				“Enough talk, old man,” Blaise ordered, slapping him sharply. “You mortals bore me so. Don’t they bore you, Simon?”

				Simon looked at Andre earnestly. “What have they done to you?”

				The mountain man coughed wetly, tried to smile. “I…can’t remember. I think, maybe, they broke my back…No pain, though. The joke is on them, n’est-ce pas?” He began to laugh and cry at once, still in evident pain.

				“This world is so boring,” Blaise went on, extracting a knife from his brocade jacket and slitting Andre’s trouser leg. Simon lurched toward him, stopped by his jangling chains. 

				“NO!” Simon roared.

				Blaise jabbed the knife’s point into the exposed flesh of Uncle Andre’s leg, blood trickling from the wound. But the mountain man didn’t react. 

				“Stop it!” Simon yelled.

				“Be at ease, brother,” Blaise minced. “Don’t you see? No pain, just as he said. Ahh, well…You’ve got to keep exploring for new horizons of fleshly pleasure and pain to keep from dying of boredom here, on this pathetic sphere…”

			

			
				“Stop it, you god-cursed devil!”

				Simon strained at his shackles, but Blaise remained just out of reach.

				“Haven’t you ever learned to revel in the heightened sensibilities of the bestial form?” Blaise asked. “The taste of blood, of warm flesh—”

				“Vile monster!”

				Simon caught hold of Andre’s leg, pulled his uncle out of range as Blaise stabbed at the man again, missing intentionally, merely a perverse tease. Simon clutched Andre close to him with his manacled arms as Blaise chuckled.

				“How touching,” Blaise said. His upper lip curled back as he reached up and felt his patched eye. “My depth perception has suffered since you put out my eye last year. I think of you every time I clutch at some object of desire only to find my grasp fall short.” He peered up at the still bound and suspended Andre, a feral grin spreading across his face.

				Blaise came around and probed upward with the knife. Simon cursed and swung his hanging uncle one way and another to forestall Blaise’s tauntingly evil intent.

				But he couldn’t prevent the blade’s cruel thrusts from inflicting their intended damage.

				Uncle Andre howled once, then again, his cries diminishing to mad, whimpering sobs. Simon trembled violently as he held fast to the man’s dead legs.

				Blaise looked down to the slimy floor, coldly regarding the grisly result of his sadistic work. With the toe of his boot he crushed one of Andre’s splattered, gory eyeballs. 

			

			
				“Two eyes for an eye. Superior beings exact superior vengeance.”

				“Why don’t you free me and try it with me next, you sonofabitch?” Simon said in a voice that warbled with roiling emotion.

				“All in good time. But now I sense that night draws near. Enjoy your dear uncle’s company, won’t you?” He moved under the doorway, motioned for the ladder to be lowered. “I know that I shall enjoy this night to its fullest.”

				* * * *

				I must keep my sanity…


				Deep in the night, eyes shut tight against the unspeakable deed the unleashed Beast had done, Simon fought to maintain the rationality that returned once the creature he became had sated its bloodlust.

				Must stave off madness. God, grant me vengeance…if it be Your will…

				He thought cold and distant thoughts, not the least of which were memories of the samurai’s words. Things Gonji had said that had always rankled him. Suggestions that Simon might somehow be a vessel of divine retribution. The Wrath of God…

				He choked on the stench. Gagged on the taste of blood, relieved somewhat when he began to vomit uncontrollably. Knowing that this wretched, human misery was all he could claim as vindication that he was not at all the monster Blaise Farouche intimated. He was a man first. An angry, forlorn, confused man.

				But a man. He had his faith, and his defiance of evil.

				Simon began to gnaw at the iron shackles, gouging them, scoring them over and over in the same places until rusted iron was all he could taste in his roiling belly and aching jaws. In his vented rage and madness of purpose, he finally broke off three of the Beast’s fangs, knowing that when he had need of them again, they’d be grown anew.

			

			
				* * * *

				When Blaise Farouche came to taunt him during the day, Simon feigned a strangely subdued persona, almost a mindless state of shock. Blaise could not raise a violent response out of him, despite every needling remark about the foul deed Simon had perpetrated as the Beast. The energumen within him knew about the half-gnawed chains and sensed that Simon was engaged in some devious ploy, but it could not free itself enough for expression, to warn Blaise. Simon’s full energy was focused on subduing it.

				In the evening the one-eyed lord from another world returned to lower a basket into the oubliette. “Good eating” was all Blaise said, and still Simon refrained from responding. He sat amidst his shackles, displaying no emotion, though his heart ached to hear the puling cries of the human infant in that abominable wicker basket.

				Blaise stared down curiously. “I’d have brought you the mother, too,” he added viciously, “but I’m afraid she didn’t survive the night’s activities.”

				Simon’s jaws remained clamped tightly shut. Blaise presently departed, infuriated to be so ignored.

				When the agonizing transformation had concluded, Simon was in command of the great bipedal wolf again, and he alternated between helplessly attempting to comfort the now wailing child and working at the chains again with his restored canine teeth. By the morning reversion back to human form, he’d worked nearly through them.

			

			
				Mercenary guards came about eight bells of morning to peer down into the dark oubliette. The hoarse voice of the babe rasped out in the murky stillness. And Simon lay facedown on the dank stone floor, a length of heavy chain wrapped about his neck.

				“Shit—he’s done it!” one man blared.

				“Easy,” another advised. “He may be faking it.”

				The first guard ignored it. “God damn. He finally did it, just like they said he would. I just can’t believe how long he held out.”

				“What are we supposed to do now?” a third brigand asked.

				“Darien—you run up and send a message to the marquis. You two go down and check him. Don’t get too close and don’t harm the body. Tonight, they say, their brother will rise from the corpse. They’ll want to know about this quickly. Get moving!”

				The ladder was lowered, and the two who’d been ordered descended warily, pistols held at the ready. A polearm was lowered down, and one man caught it and gingerly prodded Simon’s body as his partner covered him. The baby’s cries were weak but keening in the tight space.

				“Shut up, kid! Dammit, but that eats at your nerves!”

				They rolled Simon over. His tongue hung from one corner of his mouth. They moved closer. His eyes stared up lifelessly. But only for a second.

				Sinewy hands grabbed each man by one leg and spilled them both backward. One pistol barked off an errant shot; the other cast away to clatter in a dark corner. The third man shouted from above, aiming down into the shadows with his wheel-lock piece.

			

			
				Simon grabbed both men by the hair, ripping their scalps to bloody ruin, and held them before him for protection. He glared into their faces as he clutched them close, though they struggled gamely against his supernatural strength, beating and clawing at him uselessly with their fists.

				“This—is—my—world,” the accursed warrior whispered in mocking echo of his tormentors’ frequent words. He crashed their skulls together as the pistol’s echoing report from above tore into one man’s back.

				The ladder snaked back up. Simon cast the dead men aside and in two bounding steps leaped up and snared the edges of the trapdoor jamb. He was weakened by his long imprisonment—there’d been a time when he might have cleared the doorway in the leap, without levering himself at all. As he tried to push up into the dungeon above, the panicked guard threw the grating down at him. It swung on creaking hinges. He tucked his head and took the heavy blow on his shoulder, losing his grip on one side but shoving the grating back to slam down at the mercenary’s feet. The brigand drew steel, shouting to his fellows in the upper reaches of the castle.

				Simon could waste no time searching out a weapon. He bounded over the trapdoor and feinted, catlike, drawing an awkward lunge that he sidestepped. He parted the guard from his blade with a lightning clutch and seized him by the front of his cuirass. A powerful overhand right smashed into the man’s nose, breaking bone, exploding blood and cartilage, driving splinters into his brain.

			

			
				Simon scooped up the sword, catching his breath, reeling now with the unaccustomed exertion. Blood pounded at his temples. He listened. Slapping footfalls from an indeterminate distance—

				Remembering the baby, he reached down and quickly drew up the basket. The child had fallen silent, probably exhausted and starved. He peered in at it an instant, his heart plummeting to see the incongruity of its sweet innocence in this stronghold of evil. Shushing it needlessly, he bounded up the stairway to the next level.

				The iron-clad door was locked, the keys likely on one of the dead men below. And now footsteps and voices approached rapidly from a corridor that crossed the one he could see.

				He set the child down on the landing, out of weapon reach. The energumen began to laugh mockingly inside him, assuring him that it was useless to try to escape. He cursed and gritted his teeth. Brigands appeared down the corridor, brandishing pikes and broadswords. They were bellowing and pointing. The baby began to cry softly again.

				Simon’s soul cried out for divine aid.

				Then he recalled the lesson in shape-shifting he’d suffered at the hands of that old desert holy man. The mufti in Africa, whom he’d regarded as a lunatic, though Gonji had urged him to listen to the strange man. And, in truth, some unfathomable nexus of mystical principles had vindicated the old mufti’s wisdom: Simon had found that in moments of great emotional duress and pressing need, he could achieve at least a partial transformation into the Beast even by day.

			

			
				He watched the sweating faces and flourished weapons coming on beyond the grating. Heedless of their threat, he began to batter the heavy door with a shoulder. Again and again he pounded the portal, catching flashes of his own erupting fur and protruding black nails, feeling his jaws distend into a snout, his voice becoming increasingly bestial as he growled out challenges to the mercenaries, who watched with dawning horror, uncertain of their next move.

				A pistol ball grazed his neck, galvanizing him. With a mighty howl of wrath he grabbed the bars and wrenched the door free of one squealing hinge. A second pull broke it from its mooring. Simon charged the retreating warriors with the formidable makeshift shield.

				He ran them down, crushing two screaming men in his first charge. Ripping into a knot of soldiers trying vainly to gain the exit corridor, he savaged them in seconds with their own weapons, the ancient stonework strewn with bodies, splashed and dripping with blood and gore. Simon kept the largest broadsword he could find amid the carnage and went back for the baby.

				Gaining an inner ward without further incident, Simon stopped sharply and gurgled low in his wolfish throat to see the ashen squad of men who massed at the next gatehouse, duty-bound to prevent his escape. Two arbalest bolts shattered on the wall and floor around him. He doubled back inside the central keep, frustration inflaming his back-swept eyes of molten silver.

				He set the child down in a safe place, knowing its ultimate safety depended on the outcome of the fray. Chattering out a favorite prayer in a rattling, guttural voice, he spotted and retrieved the huge double-bladed battle-axe of antique vintage that decorated a wall niche above the stair to the armorer’s tower.

			

			
				Then he went out to engage the spreading mercenary detachment that moved to outflank him, as sweat glistened the brows of every man, betraying their fear. With a look to the crossbowmen sparsely arrayed on the walls above the ward, he roared in animal fury and surged out into the blinding sun-glare.

				Old ghosts stirred in the fastness of the long-abandoned prison fortification, their battle-fervor gleefully aroused at the prospect of clashing steel where none had been heard in centuries.

				Minute by minute, the unfolding spectacle swelled their ghastly, spectral numbers.

				* * * *

				Yvonne Dusseault hurried along the avenue, watching the evening shadows merge and deepen over Lamorisse.

				She stopped at a crossing lane as a riderless horse bolted past, wild-eyed and snorting, splashed with blood. Staring after it for a few anxious seconds, Yvonne abruptly found her attention drawn to the sound of an infant’s weak cries.

				Swallowing, she lipped a silent prayer and turned into the dim, narrow lane, taking cold comfort in the weapons under her cloak.

				She spotted the basket before she heard the strange voice.

				“Take it,” the voice rasped, “and care for it.”

				Yvonne halted, licked her dry lips, and ambled nearer, pulling out and fisting a wheel-lock pistol in bold warning.

			

			
				“Stop there!”

				“Who are you?” she asked. “Come out from behind there.”

				The nearly naked figure of a man slowly crawled from behind a clump of rain barrels. He’d been savaged and left for dead. He bled from a score of wounds. Incredibly, the stubs of crossbow quarrels studded his flesh in at least three spots, yet he lived.

				But then she saw his eyes and knew he could only be a Farouche, her bitter enemy. She raised her pistol and leveled it at his head in both hands. “What have you done to this infant, you God-damned—”

				She unclenched her teeth and raised the pistol barrel out of line. For now she saw the white cross emblazoned in his upraised palm and knew who this wretched man must be.

				* * * *

				“Don’t watch me,” Simon pleaded from the bed. “Don’t watch when it happens…” He felt the first tremor that preceded the werewolf transformation, saw the pale disk of the Satyr’s Moon, reveling in her third night of life.

				“Easy, Simon,” Wyatt Ault told him as the surgeon tended his myriad wounds. “You must return to health. We need your help.”

				“Faith,” Simon rambled, feverish and near delirium. “You’ve got to have faith—power to resist their black magic—your greatest strength—faith—”

				“Lie still, man,” the surgeon ordered, grimacing, uncertain of where to treat him next. While he worked, a blacksmith strove to remove the iron bands still locked about Simon’s wrists and ankles.

			

			
				“It will—it will heal soon. But you’ve got to get away from me. It will make you ill to watch—”

				“Non, Simon,” Jacques Moreau assured him, “it will not. You are a most welcome sight—”

				“How did you get away from them?” Wyatt asked.

				Simon’s head turned. He seemed to ponder the question, bleary-eyed and shuddering. “I couldn’t get them all,” he replied, seemingly in apology. “Not enough stamina. When I lost the power of the Beast, I had to flee.”

				“There’s no shame in that,” Yvonne told him, looking on with grave concern. She came up close and brushed his coarse hair back from his forehead. “That’s wisdom. You get well. Then you fight again another day.”

				“The baby—?” Simon began to shake with increasing agitation.

				“I’ve done what I can for him,” Yvonne said quietly. “I don’t know…”

				Moreau raked his fingers through his hair. “You best—you best take the child to Mme. Denoyer. She’s still nursing, I think. She’ll care for him.”

				“But I—” Yvonne began to demur, saw the look Moreau gave her, and sighed as she moved to comply. “You’re the commander.” She picked up the basket with the reluctance of one who feels vaguely threatened by the prospect of caring for so fragile a life. Casting Jacques a disapproving glance, she rushed out the rear door of the surgeon’s house.

				“You must go from town to town!” Simon blared all of a sudden, delirious and lurching into a seated position as the men tried to ease him back down. Bristling tufts of hair began to appear in spots on his body as they watched, horrified. “You must rally the people for battle! The Wunderknechten!”

			

			
				“Oui-oui, Simon,” Jacques reassured him. “At once—we’ll do so at once. But you must rest easy—Simon—” Moreau suddenly remembered. “Simon, she’s here. Claire Dejordy—”

				“Claire—where?” Simon’s red-veined silvery eyes beamed at him wildly but with returning lucidity.

				“Not here, exactly. She’s with a young warrior whom you know, they tell us. A Wilfred Gundersen, from Austria. He and some other fighters have come to aid us. He has Claire safely hidden.”

				“Nowhere is safe until the Farouche are destroyed!” Simon grabbed a handful of the surgeon’s shirt as his lower jaw began to erupt, elongating with a grisly crackling sound.

				“Jesus!” The surgeon pulled free and staggered backward, eyes straining at their sockets.

				“Wilfred!” Simon shouted. “Wilfred is here? That’s good—good! Then Gonji must also be about—I knew it! I knew it!” He fell back onto the bed, the rhythmic pulsing of his flesh momentarily abating. “Deep inside…I knew it…Claire—”

				Simon stiffened, his back arching sharply as if in the grip of a monstrous unseen hand. Then he emitted a piercing shriek as his wounds burst open to bleed anew.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				The blistering heat of day began to abate with the first evening shadows. Wilf and his band ate a sparse meal in the concealment of a gully that offered them a vantage on the trap they’d set in the limbs of a dead tree. They sweated over their portions in the sweltering humidity, redundant carping heard now and then from men who griped at how tenaciously the passing summer held on.

				The pine forest swathed the hills about them in unbroken blue-green splendor. Darkness crept hungrily over the floor of the timber fastness. A steamy carpet of mist collected over the treetops that ascended the mountains to the east.

				But their eyes rarely strayed from the bait. A freshly butchered calf hung from a sagging tree branch inside a canvas sack. At its bottom, a thick droplet of blood bulged and fell, bulged and fell…

				Their ploy was a simple one and innocent enough in appearance: It looked as though slumbering woodsmen had suspended their freshly killed game out of the reach of predators. And the trap was rife with deadly possibilities, for the troop lay in wait of the evil flying creatures—la gargouilles—that had riddled the flocks of the herdsmen in Burgundy.

				They were not long in waiting. About the time they espied the unnaturally bloated disk of the moon climbing the horizon, the men began to hiss one another to silence.

				The eerie sound of monstrous undulating wings reached their ears.

			

			
				Twenty pairs of eyes bulged in shock and instinctive revulsion. A few men stifled gasps when the flying creatures circled into view, approaching the offering with suspicion.

				“Now, Wilfred?” someone whispered.

				“Nein—not yet.”

				Three gargoyles pirouetted about the tree, glancing around the area. Each one sported a razor-spiked cudgel. They nattered at one another in sibilant voices awhile. Then one of them knifed in at the sack and sliced it open with a short stroke of its weapon. Calf’s blood gushed out of the slashed fabric.

				They began to cluck, heads bobbing rapidly as if in laughter. The one who’d cut open the sack now reached inside and worked at the carcass with a four-fingered, taloned hand. It tore loose a slickly dripping chunk of calf flesh and stuffed it into its mouth. Each of the other two followed in turn while its fellows scoured the environs below for any sign of danger.

				“Christ—what hideous creatures,” Monetto whispered beside Wilf. “How about it—now?”

				Wilf licked his lips, then nodded curtly. “All-recht—”

				Prearranged hand signals flashed. Bows and arbalests drew their beads through arrow-loops, from under cover of burrows and brush and camouflaging boughs.

				A whickering volley of steel-tipped shafts and bolts laced the air.

				One gargoyle’s hovering position had made it the favored target. It emitted a single icy cry as a half-dozen sleek missiles spindled its form. It crashed to earth like a snapped limb. A second creature took a single pistol shot in its rear thigh and lost its cudgel in screaming, anguished reaction. It took amok flight for high refuge, ungainly and erratic. The third had been missed altogether; its sharp eyes fixed on the massed firing position below. It pointed, shrilled a furious note at the hidden warriors, and followed its wounded fellow creature on a rush of soughing wingbeats.

			

			
				“Let’s go!” Wilf shouted.

				Two small squads on the flanks of the main body broke from cover, already taking to their concealed horses and giving chase to the airborne horrors. Wilf and the others were slower to recover their more distant mounts, but they soon pounded after the leading edge of the pursuit.

				The warriors fired at will now as they clumped over the pine-matted paths, cursing when the tree cover permitted no view of their quarry. Nocking and launching from the saddle, many of them employed mounted archery techniques taught them long ago by Gonji himself.

				Pistol and arquebus fire exploded from various points in the forest, as pairs of men in scattered listening posts began to catch sight of the gargoyles.

				The wounded creature’s weakening power of flight caused it to swing low over the treetops. It lost altitude, swooped down into a delve, and was torn from its ungainly flight path by a crossfire of long-barreled wheel-locks.

				The sharpshooters who’d done the deed whooped and howled in glee, falling on the downed nightmare beast with a vengeance. The gargoyle shrieked and beat its wings uselessly, clawing upward in short bounds only to flutter back to earth. Its left wing was in ruin, and it was summarily dispatched by sword and polearm.

			

			
				The uninjured gargoyle was soon lost to them, but the night’s engagement abruptly took on a more sinister character.

				The last man in Wilf’s party—Kurt Frohm—lagged behind to ascertain for himself that the bowshot gargoyle was indeed dead. The Austrian archer dismounted and studied the crumpled form. He nodded with satisfaction and pumped his fist when he recognized the fletching of the armor-piercer shaft from his own quiver, lodged between the monster’s torn leathery wings.

				Kurt failed to hear the soft padding of hooves behind him. A short throwing dagger thudded into his back, ripping through his jack and shirt, embedding itself high in his spine. Kurt Frohm bellowed in shock and pain and fell on his face in the damp forest earth. Before he had ceased clawing behind him in his death throes, Belial Farouche, in his night-haunting satyr persona, retrieved his lethal knife and stood above the Wunderknecht in triumph. Belial cackled coldly before leaping into the air and stomping Frohm’s head like an overripe melon.

				The evil shape-shifter swiftly bounded off in the Austrian party’s wake. Belial put up the dagger and brought into play the small crossbow with which he’d become quite proficient in the course of his favored sport—slaughtering many a beloved pet left outside during placid village nights.

				On the rugged terrain of the gloom-shrouded forest, Belial was equal in speed and superior in maneuverability to most horses. His agile motion was astonishing to view. He soon caught up with the pursuit and dropped two more of Wilf’s men with short, poisoned bolts, leaving them writhing in agony as he ran off, laughing maniacally. Belial cranked the crossbow’s miniature gaffle as he ran, reloading and seeking fresh “game.”

			

			
				“What the hell is that?” Monetto called over to Wilf, halting him and straining to hear behind them. He overrode Wilf’s quizzical grunt with an impatient wave, bade him listen with a hand cupped to his ear.

				About fifty feet separated them from the main body of the company. They held their steeds steady and flashed each other questing glances when they heard the grinding ratchet sound in the rear distance. They held their breaths in check. Waited…And heard a piercing shriek toward their left rear—

				“Shit,” Wilf breathed. “Those batmen doubling back, you think?”

				“Nein. Only one left, that we could see,” Aldo reminded him. “They looked none too valiant—”

				“Shh!”

				The rapid cranking of Belial’s crossbow again. Another scream, closer this time. One of their party was crying out piteously in untold pain, his cries muffled by the thick bower.

				“Nagy!” Monetto called out. No response. He tried again. “Cling low to your horse’s withers,” he told Wilf.

				“Why?”

				“That was a gaffle-type crossbow. Someone’s after our asses—Nagy!”

			

			
				Hoofbeats pounded toward them, now from a forward position. Nick Nagy’s helmed form burst through the brush astride his destrier, from where he had circled ahead of them.

				“What the hell do you want, Monetto? God damn it, I’m chasin’—”

				“Shut up and listen—”

				“Aldo—Nick—” Wilf rasped harshly, thinking fast as he reloaded a pistol. “Speak Hungarian. Split up, ride ahead, and gather a few men each, as quick as you can. Spread your squad on either side. Stay in sight of each other as best you can and angle the flanks in to sweep back through the forest about a hundred yards. Remember the old maneuver—the wings of the hawk, enfolding.”

				“Igen—yeah,” Monetto replied, “but who’s the beak? The point man?”

				“I am.”

				They nodded briskly and rode off, conceding to Wilf the more dangerous duty. Wilf wheeled his bay stallion twice and took up a spiraling path calculated to both buy time and gradually angle him back the way they’d come. He rode close to the steed’s neck to offer a small target and held his pistol at the ready.

				He’d made a circuit-and-a-half when he heard stamping hooves nearby. Then a familiar voice. He raised his head a bit to enhance his view. Heard the clack of a crossbow, the short s-s-si-izz of a bolt’s streaking flight—

				There was a blood-curdling shriek. Wilf saw a stricken body and a whinnying horse crash into the brush several yards to his right. He grimaced and brought the pistol up over his mount’s crest, panned the muzzle over a wide firing radius. He saw nothing.

			

			
				He heard a distant thudding of muted hoofbeats on the spongy floor of the forest, momentarily encouraging him, then—the quick, staccato chatter of the crossbow being re-cranked again.

				Wilf exhaled a hot breath and yanked the reins, feeling sudden panic. His steed neighed and tossed with the abrupt direction changes, then plunged through the rustling underbrush in a mad charge toward the ratcheting noise. Wilf aimed the pistol as he jounced atop the horse, having no idea how long the gaffling-time might be on such a weapon.

				The sound ceased. Wilf pulled to a halt and sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. He ducked on instinct and threw up an arm at the same instant that he heard a shout up ahead and the clack of the satyr’s weapon.

				Wilf felt the impact of the bolt against his upper arm as it deflected off his scale-plated vambrace and sang off the side of his Zischagge helmet. His reaction nearly threw him off the horse, but he righted himself. Saw a flash of evil eyes—a limber, darting movement in the trees at his right—

				Wilf squeezed off an explosive shot, the report startling his mount and evoking shouts from his closing comrades.

				Belial cackled shrilly, just ahead, and bounded off into the deep, foreboding woods.

				“Sonofabitch!”

				Wilf snarled and kicked his mount into a reckless gallop through the low-hanging pine boughs, taking cuts and abrasions from the sharp slap of the branches, cursing his repeated loss of view of the track ahead.

			

			
				The stallion lurched hard, swerving to avoid a young tree in its path as the forest thickened, the trail almost pitch-dark now. Wilf saw two gleaming helms, angled for them but restrained himself from shouting.

				Then he drew in his reins, spanking his thigh in anger. He’d lost the devious assassin.

				Wilf hadn’t even noticed that he’d reflexively belted the spent wheel-lock pistol and drawn Spine-cleaver from its back harness until he heard Aldo Monetto’s warning shout from somewhere to the right. 

				Wilf squeezed the cold comfort of that familiar hilt and brought up the katana defensively, seeing Aldo’s steed lurch awkwardly through the low branches and brush, then tumble sidewise. Monetto flew over his horse’s plunging head as his pistol cracked off an errant shot, the muzzle flash briefly flaring the scene alight—

				Belial had been lying in wait behind a tree, and as Monetto had passed, the satyr had plunged a dagger into the warrior’s steed. The horse shrieked and fell, throwing Monetto, to thrash and kick in its mortal pain. Aldo scrabbled away, growling in bewilderment, dragging his battle-axe. He abruptly knelt on one knee and raised the weapon protectively.

				“Here!” Wilf shouted, attracting the attention of their closing fellows, pointing and roaring at Belial.

				Belial panicked, bounding to and fro, trapped now by the ringing Wunderknechten, who cried out in wonder-turning-to-fury, to espy their evil, goat-legged quarry.

			

			
				They leveled their weapons, seething, to a man, in their purpose now.

				The first warrior to reach Belial missed the evasive satyr with the downswing of his sword, and Belial’s horns gored his horse’s belly, sending mount and rider bucking away in shrilling frenzy.

				Wilf wildly leapt down from his mount and came on at the run, Spine-cleaver cocked for a killing blow. Belial blared a warning note at him as they locked glares. The shape-shifting satyr stamped the ground, preparatory to leaping high over the racing Wilf’s anticipated arcing slash. But Wilf held fast and skidded sideways, leery of the cloven hooves that bounded high and now plummeted toward his face. And from overhead, Belial cocked his arm to hurl a dagger.

				For an instant, Wilf was targeted for knifing death.

				A pistol barked behind him, and Wilf flinched as Belial’s upper chest burst with the ball’s impact. The satyr hooted in animal pain and spun half around. Wilf recovered control of his thews and lunged forward to slash the monster down and in, then sidewise with the returning arc—a crosshatch of spurting wounds scored the wailing satyr’s body as Wilf continued to strike.

				Wilf’s final twisting underhand blow split Belial’s lower jaw in two. Teeth and bone and part of a bloody tongue lashed the air. And Nick Nagy pushed past the smith to skewer the shape-shifter with his ranseur’s lethal-edged head. Nick twisted and pushed as Belial clawed his last at the polearm’s haft.

				“Goddamn filthy sonofa—!”

			

			
				“Calm down, Nick,” Wilf said between gulping breaths. “I believe…your point was well taken—let’s have a roll call.”

				Bitterly, they tallied their losses at the expense of the mythic man-beast. Five men dead. Three from the Vedunian refugee settlement in Austria, two more from among the French villagers who’d directed them on the foray.

				They stared at Belial’s corpse for a long time, rapt by the creature’s strangeness. Yet his eerie facial similarity to Simon Sardonis was not lost on them.

				“A Farouche,” the village spokesman said, conversing in High German. “I’m sure of it. We’ve seen this monster before.”

				“That should start something,” Monetto declared as he caught up the traces of a stray mount.

				Wilf shook his head. “They started something. We’re only here to make them sorry they did. For Simon’s sake. God knows what they’ve done with him, if what we’ve heard is true. You people fought well, Albert—” He was addressing the village spokesman now, a sturdy hunter with an air of quiet confidence about him.

				“Danke, Sir Knight,” Albert replied. “But it isn’t arms that have made us strong against this Farouche pestilence. It is our faith. The people of my village stay firm in their faith, and the good Lord sees us through. Here’s the proof—this vile thing, the dead gargoyles back there…The Evil One only shows such horrors when he is at his wit’s end, nicht wahr?”

				“You may be right,” Wilf agreed. “I only wonder what they’ll do next. What we’ll do. I wish we had more troop strength. A better plan…that’s my fault, I guess.”

			

			
				“Nein, mein Freund—you do well,” Albert assured. “And as for strength, you command all the villages along the Saone. I can vouch for that.”

				“That’s good. But they’re too spread out. Too vulnerable. Each individual village—” Wilf shook his head sadly. “I could wish for a solid rallying point.”

				“What about that castle I heard ‘em talking about?” Nagy asked, scratching an itch in his beard.

				“Ja,” Monetto agreed from astride his new steed, “the old Frankish castle.”

				Albert’s jaw worked thoughtfully. “I…don’t know about that. Local legends speak ill of that place. Bad things are heard there at night. The people fear it.”

				“That doesn’t sound like your folks,” Monetto countered amiably.

				“Well,” Albert responded sheepishly, “we still have our superstitious beliefs.”

				They looked at the dead satyr again and shared a spontaneous laugh.

				“Ja, here lies one of them,” Monetto joked.

				“Anyway,” the French hunter went on, “I’m afraid it’s not much of a fortress anymore. Battered-down walls…”

				“Still, it’s situated well, isn’t it?” Wilf asked. “In the mountain gorges?” He pressed the issue as he saw Albert’s expression allow for the possibility of what he suggested. “We need coordination of effort and a useful base of operations. We could easily take flight from there into the Alps or back to the Empire, if need be. It might be—what do you Frenchmen call it? Pis aller—a last refuge if all else fails?”

			

			
				Albert nodded in agreement.

				Wilf sighed and bobbed his head resolutely. “Aldo, take a small party there and scout the place. If all seems well, then set up a headquarters and fortify it with all good speed. Oh, and—take Claire Dejordy with you. Make sure she’s safe. These villages could become hot pretty quickly. You know, Albert, we may face the possibility of evacuating these villages, if…” His words trailed off dismally.

				“The people are prepared for a siege. God’s will be done.”

				Wilf clapped the Frenchman on the shoulder appreciatively.

				“Where are you bound?” Monetto asked critically.

				Wilf cleared his throat. “I’m going to try to find the local Wunderknechten leaders, tell them what we’re about.” He mounted his shivering stallion, patted its withers. “We’ll need the help of the big towns. Especially the ones where they’re already organized in resistance. Lamorisse…some others…”

				“You’re not going alone, are you?”

				“I’ll take a small escort. The fewer who go the better. Fighting men are wasted on this trip, and they just call attention to themselves.”

				Monetto laughed. “And you don’t?”

				Wilf smiled and seated his swords comfortably, then began loading a pistol. “You can keep my longbow with you,” he replied archly, “and then no one will notice me.”

				“You should leave that damned Japanese sword behind, too,” Monetto advised, indicating the sharkskin hilt of Spine-cleaver.

			

			
				“You know, Aldo,” Wilf said wistfully, “I dearly wish Gonji were along on this venture.”

				“You’re doing all-recht, ‘sensei’…”

				At that moment their amusement was dashed and all heads craned upward, their collective vision straining to pierce the entwining pine branches.

				“There—”


				One of the villagers had spotted it as it crossed the pale golden face of the glowering moon.

				The gargoyle they’d missed, flapping northward with a steady beat of powerful wings. Its masters had promised it fresh hunting grounds on a sphere that would offer no challenge. Now, its fellows brutally slain at the hands of the supposedly subdued denizens of this land, the gargoyle sped off to complain of the outrage.

				And to report what these men had similarly done to another of the Farouche lords’ own kin.

				* * * *

				Two days later, there was no cheer in Dijon.

				The scheming necromancer Anton Balaerik commanded his death-stayed personal guards to remain without as he entered a drawing room in Blaise Farouche’s private wing of the palace. The marchioness’ husband sat in an ornate chair, steepling his long fingers. He nodded to the operative from the hidden, concentric spheres that paralleled this invaded world. Blaise’s brother Roman bowed to Balaerik, while their hulking sibling Serge merely scowled in greeting.

				“Brothers,” Balaerik said simply, “there must be an accounting.”

			

			
				“What do you suggest?” Roman asked quietly, arms crossing over the lapels of his brocaded waist-length jacket.

				“I know what I…suggest,” Serge growled.

				“Belial is dead?” Balaerik inquired wanly. “Can there be—?”

				“He’s dead,” Serge shot back. “I’ve confirmed it. That’s that. Now we move—”

				“Patience, Serge,” Roman said.

				“Patience my ass! They’ve killed another of us. What do you want—?”

				Balaerik held up a hand. “May we at least proceed in a fashion that marks us as superior to these…ambitious little beings? Imagine their impertinence—they defend themselves!”

				Blaise laughed from his chair. “I love your…quaint way with words, uncle.”

				Balaerik emitted a long sigh, then went on as Serge cast Blaise an ugly look and slumped against a wall in sullen detachment. “Now…it seems that two of your brothers are dead, and your father, Grimmolech, will hold me at least as responsible as you. He’ll want swift, effective retribution, of course. But he’ll be most impressed if retribution is pursued in such a way that we don’t lose our foothold on this sphere…

				“Now, what do we know? We know that we’re being attacked repeatedly, perhaps randomly, by opponents of unknown origin—”

				“Unknown origin—” Serge began disagreeably. But Balaerik cut him short.

			

			
				“Unknown origin—Serge, I am speaking now—though it is quite likely they’re associated with the irritating Wunderknechten meddlers. These enlightened resistance fighters. They have begun to understand who we are and from whence we come, thanks to this entity our League has anticipated with anxiety for an age: Gonji…that samurai singularity favored by Destiny itself. And we now also know that Simon Sardonis, his deadliest complement, is free again—Blaise.” Balaerik glared at the one-eyed marquis accusingly, and Blaise replied with the merest shrug of unconcern. 

				Balaerik continued: “And that is bad, very bad, though he is sanguinolent now, and thus no personal threat to any of you. Yet there is no doubt in my mind that he will seek to rejoin his cross-worshiping fellows. Now, it also seems likely that the samurai himself is about, judging by certain evidences of…skillful slaughter we’ve seen. This man leaves a trail of carnage any blundering idiot should be able to follow, and that is what disturbs me most! He continues to evade us, and believe me when I say that you all take him too lightly. He possesses powers of evasiveness rarely witnessed in this land, and there’s a willfulness about him that often confounds the subtleties of ancient earth magic. I have witnessed that. He is more troubling to me than Simon Sardonis, your captive brother’s spirit-jailer. This lone half-breed warrior Gonji is somehow favored by powers beyond even our ken! Though he may not be aware of it…”

				He drew up a chair and seemed to reflect a moment before continuing. “I cannot understand these cross-worshipers. We offer them life in the here and now. Life surpassing the quality of anything they can imagine, for longer than those wayward imaginations can grasp. For as long as there is energy in the cosmic spheres…”

			

			
				Silence, punctuated by Serge’s sonorous breathing and an occasional warble of private mirth from Blaise.

				“So,” Roman probed at length, “what shall we do?”

				“Use force,” Balaerik replied softly. “Terror. Violence. And death. The three principles they understand, in ascending order of apprehension. Summon the…remnant of the hired human free brigades from all parts of this province. There will be duties to dole out. New orders. It’s time for a fresh power appropriation. A new faith rite and sacrifice to the Unknown Lords of all Cosmic Energies.”

				“The saturnalia,” Blaise said, brightening and leaning forward in his chair. “It will come early this year?”

				“Yes,” Balaerik agreed, “but the spheres are nearly in proper conjunction for a summoning, a conjuration. We will of course need sacrificial offerings, as these people are wont to call them.”

				“And I know just the town to cull those from,” Serge added boorishly. His eyes began to flicker portentously.

				“Yes, I thought you might,” Balaerik agreed. “We must show them their idea of Hell-come-to-reaping, one last time. The rebellious will be stamped out, and we’ll repair the damage to the Grand Scheme.”

				But Roman was shaking his head. “All I can think is what father said about the entropy we stirred last winter. Even he seems to be re-thinking this present occupation. Perhaps we’re not sufficiently entrenched here to utilize such sublime manipulations of—”

			

			
				“Roman,” Blaise interjected, “your parlor illusions haven’t exactly set these creatures to cowering. It’s time for a new tack.”

				“We’ll plan things more carefully,” Balaerik assured him. “Have no fear. I shall take responsibility this time. No offense to your considerable abilities.”

				Roman seemed about to demur further but backed down resignedly.

				The sinister Balaerik stood and ambled about the room as he spoke, charismatic as an iron-willed minister before his congregation.

				“Resistance must be crushed before these rebels can open enough minds to the truth of the Interspheric System, the knowledge of Arcadia, and then attract the attention of the Church and the Crown. We must discredit them, heap scorn and ridicule and distrust upon them, and especially upon their insidious leader, Gonji. Discredit them, and then destroy them, such that their memory is nothing more than idle myth…

				“And thus do we remain in the shadows…with our hands on the levers of cosmic power. Achieve that, and we will be strong enough to both defend ourselves and conceal our purpose of ruling and fully exploiting this chaotic sphere.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				The commander of the regular troops garrisoned in Lamorisse admitted the mercenary envoy who bore sealed orders from Dijon. Attracted by the scuffling sounds and muffled outcries in the corridor, he pushed past the brigand and entered the staff headquarters.

				His subordinates still moaned and twitched in their death throes.

				The commander turned to the mercenary leader, who grinned at him portentously to see the mixed terror and perplexity on his face.

				“Oui—all dead. And the rest of your command with them. The patrol searching the Saone Gap—all of them.” The surly killer was shaking his head in mock mourning. “It’s the rebels, you know. You just can’t trust them—”

				He raised his pistol and blasted a shot that split the commander’s skull.

				* * * *

				“Faye,” Reynald Labossiere asked fretfully, jogging now to keep up with his wife’s hurried steps, “what is this madness you’re spouting?”

				“Just come along, Reynald. For God’s sake, will you just trust me and come along?” Her expression was crinkled with lines of fear, her eyes flashing from shadow to shadow in the gathering twilight. “I know it’s not easy, but trust me.”

			

			
				“Where are we going?”

				“To see Jacques Moreau.”

				They found the magistrate packing saddle pouches as they burst into his home unannounced. Young Guy sat near his father, clutching a bedpost.

				“Jacques—” Faye began as Moreau turned, a curiously guilty set to his face.

				“Faye—Reynald?”

				“I’m sorry about this, Moreau,” Labossiere said. “I don’t know what she’s got—”

				“Perhaps your son had best leave before I say what I’ve come here for,” Faye urged.

				“We were just getting ready to leave,” Guy declared innocently.

				Moreau ran a hand through his moist hair. “Oui, we are—on a Wunderknechten mission. What is this?” He knew Faye as a woman who couldn’t be trusted but no longer cared for security.

				“Jacques, they’re planning something dreadful,” she said. “The Farouche—their men…”

				“What?”

				“How do you know this, Faye?” Reynald asked suspiciously.

				“Look,” she replied sternly, “I know there isn’t a reason in the world for the people of this town to trust in me anymore. I’m not begging anyone’s forgiveness, just a bit of indulgence. I’ve been snooping—that’s all I’ll say about it. I’m still a French citizen and—God damn it!—still a human being. These people, the Farouche Clan, are not. I don’t care what happens to me anymore. I’m just telling you to prepare for the worst. This town is going to be used as an example to the rest of the province. Something bad is afoot. They’re ordering their full mercenary complement to Dijon, all save those under the marshal’s direct command. Serge Farouche’s troops. You’ve got to muster your Wunderknechten—”

			

			
				“Faye,” Reynald pronounced almost mournfully, “why should anyone believe this?”

				“Shut up, Reynald,” she said spitefully. “It’s time you girded for a fight like every other man in Lamorisse who cares for what he has. Long past time…”

				They shared a telling look.

				Moreau shambled about the room an anxious, confused moment. He cast a fearful look at his son, who’d been nervous and taciturn ever since he’d had the nightmare while staying with the Lavelles. Moreau saw Guy’s eyes widen apprehensively. For a moment he was indecisive. Then:

				“Go and see Wyatt Ault and Darcy Lavelle. Tell them to spread the alert, according to plan, then to meet me at the guildhall…”

				* * * *

				Simon Sardonis began to stir in the taper-lit darkness of the inn’s cellar. His fever had broken, and his wounds were beginning to display the effects of the remarkable speed with which his body healed itself. He cut his groan short when he heard the female voice.

				“Bonjour, monsieur—it is good to see you moving. I started to wonder—”

				“Who are you?” he asked sharply. “Where do they have me now?”

			

			
				“Chabot’s Inn,” she said with a lilting tone. “I am Chabot.” She tittered and leaned forward from her stool. “Gabrielle Chabot. You may call me Gaby. Do you know that you have the most wonderful eyes? Not at all like those of the Farouche, like everyone else says. Yours are—”

				“Um-hmm,” he rasped in annoyance. “What have you got there?”

				“Oh—Henri sent down some wine. Henri—mon pere. I told him strong drink is no good for a man in your condition. I brought you some food. It’s over there, if you’d care to—”

				“Give me the wine bottle.”

				She smiled sweetly and handed him a bottle of claret. He removed the cork and began to guzzle, choking at first, and grunting with the pain of his effort at drawing himself up onto an elbow. Gaby’s mellifluous laughter chimed in the stuffy cellar again.

				“Don’t you want a glass?”

				“What’s happening up there?”

				“Nothing. I remember seeing you last year when you were here. I remember everything. You probably don’t remember me. I was a lot younger then.”

				“I’d remember you,” Simon replied bluffly. “How much younger could a girl like you ever have been?”

				She tsked. “I was a girl then. I’m a woman now. Do you mind?” She tilted the glass toward him, and he thought a moment before pouring a small amount of wine into it.

				“Merci, mon cavalier.” She drained off the wine at a single gulp. “Do you know that Austrian Wunderknecht—Wilfred?”

			

			
				“Oui,” he concurred in a questioning tone.

				“He’s very dashing, isn’t he? Is it true that he is the bodyguard of your betrothed, Claire Dejordy? She’s always been nice to me—”

				“I only know as much as—”

				She cut him off again. “Do you know what I’m famous for? My dreams. People tell me I have the power of prophecy. And sometimes my dreams do come true, but I think it’s silly. Nothing is ever quite as I dream it. Stupid to believe in telling the future through dreams, n’est-ce pas?”

				“Well…perhaps,” Simon allowed, his irritation increasing. He wished the girl would go away.

				“You think so, eh? Then how do you explain away all the other acts of sorcery we’ve witnessed around here? Tell me that, monsieur le loup garou—and then I’ll believe what they say about your ability to change your shape. More, s’il vous plait.”

				She tipped her glass at him again. Simon’s head began to spin, and he wasn’t altogether sure that it was from the action of the wine alone.

				“Merci,” she said as he reticently complied. “Do you know what I’ve dreamt? I’ve dreamt of you. And about the castle. The old castle in the mountains. I think—I think we’re all going there soon, but I don’t know why. And I’ve dreamt…other things. Henri tells me I’m a mooncalf when I tell him my visions. Do you think so? Like when I told him about the storm—”

				“The storm?”

				“The snowstorm. It’s going to snow very soon.”

			

			
				Simon cleared his throat. “It’s barely autumn.”

				“The snowstorm,” she went on, heedless of his objection, “and the water—the flood—the—”

				“Flood?” By Simon’s look, she might have just grown another nose.

				“Non, not a flood…a wave…a tidal wave.” Her reverie dissolved. She shrugged and smiled pertly. “I tell you these things because I need to tell someone, and you are a man of sorcery. I mean, of great spiritual power. Favored by God, they say. But I don’t believe any of it myself, of course.”

				A slow, mirthless smile creased Simon’s lips. “Favored by God…”

				He jerked suddenly, spasmodically. “Leave me.”

				“Ooh!”

				Gabrielle watched the eruption of the flesh along Simon’s arm for just a second. Then she excused herself and darted from the cellar.

				* * * *

				Yvonne Dusseault heard the Wunderknechten message while returning from dinner with friends. Her face was a mask of intensity as she hurried home to do what she must.

				She was shocked to enter the small stone dwelling in the southeast quarter of Lamorisse and find the witch curled atop her own bed.

				Smiling with feline cunning. The picture of narcissistic satisfaction.

				“Where is my husband?” Yvonne demanded coldly.

				“Your husband? He has no use for you. Perhaps you didn’t know, but…he never really did.” Her voice purred tauntingly.

			

			
				Yvonne took a menacing step forward, her heart pounding.

				The witch flashed a handful of long, dark nails. “Careful. These can be used to deal out pleasure…or pain.” She drew a long, slender leg from beneath her reclining form and extended it. Already, with the impending nightfall, her toenails had grown, hardened, curved into talons. “One for Jean, and one for you—”

				Yvonne’s lips drew back in revulsion and loathing. She reached down into her boot for a dirk. And sprang.

				* * * *

				Jean Dusseault strode inside the house purposefully. He’d received his orders to report to Dijon, and it wouldn’t do to keep the lords waiting.

				He lit a cresset lamp from the hearth fire and moved into the bedchamber. Failing to recognize his wife at first, he nearly dropped the lamp, raising a balled fist defensively.

				“Damn you! Are you crazy, sitting in the dark like that? I might’ve killed you. What the hell are you dressed for? What—what happened to you…there?”

				Anxiety crept into his eyes, along with dawning realization. Yvonne was armored like a light infantryman: brigandines with mail sleeves and a morion helmet. The long haft of a halberd lay across her lap. Three long gashes scored her cheek.

				“I want to talk with you, Jean,” she said gravely. “But first—” She indicated the corner behind the door.

				Her husband gasped to see the witch—now a half-transmuted black leopard—lying on her back in a pool of blood. Her throat was sliced open, and several knife wounds attested to Yvonne’s late rage.

			

			
				“You…bitch!”

				“Listen to me, Jean,” she said evenly, meeting his emotional gaze with the deadly calm of her own, “I know the Farouche plan to attack Lamorisse. And I also know of your allegiance to them. There’s nothing left between us now except a few precious memories. But it was all wrong nearly from the start. We both knew that. I’m not asking you to be my husband again. In God’s own eyes, that marriage must have been abolished a long time ago—”

				He knelt before the dead cat-woman, quaking with anger. His hands were shaking as his betrayed wife went on.

				“All I’m asking now is that you prove yourself willing to seek God’s mercy and forgiveness. Will you rejoin us? We humans who seek to overthrow these invading monsters?”

				“You—must—be—mad!” His lower jaw jutted wildly, as though he were regarding some vile mass bubbling before him. “The Farouche will see you all dead. You want me to give back things you can’t even understand.”

				“Oui. I am asking you—pleading with you, Jean—to trade back all those things they promised you in exchange for your eternal soul.”

				He rose ominously. “If you could hear yourself the way I do. It is as the Farouche say—you are all stupid children who have no knowledge of the true eternal realities.”

				Yvonne glanced at his right hand, which now gripped his rapier’s hilt. “Would you kill me over our differences, Jean?”

				“I should have killed you when she first told me it would be necessary…”

			

			
				A single tear fled the corner of Yvonne’s eye. “I’m sorry, Jean. There’s nothing left to say—”

				She reached behind her and drew the pistol belted against her spine. Its flash exploded in the room as Jean’s rapier snaked out of its scabbard.

				For a space, Yvonne sat alone in the dim light cast by the waning lamp glow, shedding bitter tears and baring her soul to her God. Then she collected herself and moved out to do her duty.

				* * * *

				“O mon Dieu!”

				Gabrielle’s hand went to her mouth and she gnawed at her knuckles, as she watched the enormous golden form gradually, painfully burst from the body of Simon Sardonis. Few had ever witnessed the eerie phenomenon. 

				Blood matted the Beast’s fur where Simon’s wounds had again been traumatized in the metamorphosis.

				“I didn’t realize—” she prattled on.

				But Simon halted her. “No one ever does. You should not have watched. Spare me your shocked platitudes and tell me the news. What is the commotion above?”

				Gaby caught her breath and quickly adjusted to the awesome apparition and the bizarre quality of its semi-human voice, laced with just a touch of wine-fuddling. There was no disguising it to her practiced ear.

				“There is something going on at the far side of town. It’s the garrison, I think. Something’s happened to the troopers.”

				Simon held up a great black-taloned hand. Her eyes were drawn first to the white cross in his palm, then to the corded muscles and tendons under the golden fur of his arm, which seemed to pulsate with raw energy.

			

			
				“Do you hear that?” he whispered with a sound like dry leaves rattling through a gutter.

				“Non—what?” She clutched at her throat.

				“Wolves.”

				* * * *

				The wolf pack poured out of the side lanes and massed along the main street at the center of Lamorisse, spoiling for mayhem, directed by a powerful, evil will. They arrogantly prowled stoops and shop fronts, red eyes searching out victims who were slow to seek cover, their powerful jaws slavering, seeking to slash at anything that moved.

				The overture to the rape of Lamorisse was a display of the directed savagery of the unearthly hunters, disciplined to commands from their master that were beyond human hearing.

				The mercenary company followed, astride snorting chargers. They splintered off into small squads that randomly broke down doors and searched for rebels bearing weapons. Their battle cry was echoed on the night air: Someone had slaughtered the garrison, and there’d be the Farouche to pay.

				At their rear came the horrible hulking shape of Serge Farouche. Lord of all wolves. A black-furred bipedal monster, nearly eight feet in height. The silver tinge to the coarse hair of his ruff looked like a smoky aura about his neck. It stood rigid in his battle-frenzy.

				Serge hung back and observed, now and again issuing commands to both wolves and obedient brigands. He took no action himself until the Wunderknechten resistance finally showed its defiance. Pistol and bowshot broke out sporadically from windows and behind cover, felling unsuspecting wolves and mercenaries.

			

			
				Serge’s head snapped around when he saw a timber wolf downed by pistol fire on the periphery of his vision. Red-streaked lips drawn back in a canine grin, the werewolf sprang across the cobblestones in a low crouch, arms spread wide. He lithely scrabbled under the window from which the shot’s flash had issued.

				Unleashing his blinding speed, he vaulted upward and crashed through the window to seize the man who’d fired the deadly pistol. A woman screamed over and over inside the house as Serge dragged the man out and raked out his viscera in a mad whirl of pawing strokes and splattering blood.

				A moment later, the creature’s head loomed once again in the shattered window frame. Inhumanly keen night vision fixed on the dead man’s now-catatonic wife with cruel surety of purpose.

				* * * *

				Claude Aucoin reluctantly permitted his daughter, Francoise, to assist him in the loading of pistols. They huddled beneath the softly diffused light that gleamed through the glassware crowding the shelves of the shop.

				“Your wine fountain,” Francoise whispered breathily, wiping the perspiration from her eyes. “It’s beautiful, Papa.”

				He glanced over at the nearly finished cristallo masterwork, a tribute to the gaffer’s art.

			

			
				“No need to make small talk now.”

				“I meant it,” she said earnestly.

				He nodded stiffly in gratitude. “It can never be the same as the one that inspired it.”

				“Nothing can ever be the same, Papa. Everything changes. Dreams get broken. But sometimes you can replace them with new ones.”

				He glanced sharply at her. “So now you’re the family philosopher, eh?”

				She smiled uncertainly. “I only—”

				There was a heavy thud and the squeal of broken hinges in the living quarters at the rear of the shop. Aucoin’s wife screamed from the back of the house.

				“Christ Almighty—stay here!”

				But Francoise was already pushing toward the door ahead of him. She reached the hall and gasped. Her mother was being shoved toward her by a brigand who used the woman for a shield.

				“Don’t kill her! Don’t kill her!” Francoise cried out, throwing down her wheel-lock piece.

				“Ohhhhhhh!”

				Aucoin flinched as he heard the blare of the gun from the hall before he could emerge to see the horror that had transpired. Francoise moaned pathetically and fell back toward him.

				The killer had shot her mother in the back of the head.

				Claude grabbed his daughter and threw her down on the shop floor. The murderer came through the archway with a cockeyed leer on his face. He’d decided that Francoise was alone and dropped his guard.

			

			
				Claude’s pistol boomed at the brigand’s face from a scant five feet away, splitting it open like a rotten red melon. Francoise cried out again to see a second person dispatched in such nightmarish fashion. But almost at once she brought herself under control and sought out a weapon.

				Her father caught up his second pistol as two more mercenaries barged through the archway, scrambling through low, firing their guns as they broke for either side of the shop.

				Aucoin returned fire but missed them both, crying out as a searing lead ball lanced through his side in erupting blood. He sought another gun with pain-blurred vision. 

				The vicious intruders chattered a deluge of surly speech in an unknown tongue. Seeing that Aucoin was injured, they roared with glee and came on. One charged Claude, who heard the snick of a drawn sword in the darkness. The other enemy made for Francoise.

				The mercenaries were served a dual surprise.

				The man who caught Francoise around the waist from behind pulled her close, snarling at her yelping pleas. She grabbed a pointed chipping tool from her father’s workbench and lashed back over her shoulder. The mercenary screamed. Blood gushed from the deep wound in his neck. He lurched about the darkened shop, eyes agape, his voice gurgling as he tried to stanch his spurting blood. He reached for Francoise with a bloody hand, almost imploringly, then dropped to his knees and emitted a long, choking note of agony before falling silent.

				His partner’s attention was thus drawn from Claude momentarily. When he hissed a shocked breath to see the other’s fate and then turned back to the wounded gaffer, Claude smashed the cristallo wine fountain into his face. Crystal shards exploded all about them as the brigand screamed and flung away his blade, grabbing at his glass-splintered eyes.

			

			
				Aucoin found another loaded pistol. A shot rang out as Francoise blinked and hugged herself reflexively. Gasping for breath, she ran to her father.

				“Papa—”

				“It’s not so bad—it’s not so bad,” he assured, pressing at his injured side. “See to your mother.”

				He himself was afraid to see. When he heard Francoise’s hysterical sobbing from the corridor, he rose numbly. A violent shuddering seized the glass-blower as his own tears of anguish began to fall.

				Aucoin still gripped a piece of the wine fountain in a blood-stained hand as he shuffled out to the hallway.

				* * * *

				Reynald and Faye Labossiere had taken refuge in the upper rooms of the clothier’s shop when that doughty soul had departed to join his Wunderknechten blade-brothers.

				The pair now huddled among the rolls of cambric and tables piled high with a fresh consignment of fabrics from foreign lands. They listened to the sounds of carnage, the clash of steel, the feral cries of the beasts, from the streets below.

				Somewhere nearby, the ravening wolves had cornered some unfortunate quarry. Pistol shots and screams mingled in sharp counterpoint to the melody of the battle skald that composed itself in the nighted streets of Lamorisse.

			

			
				“Jesus God Almighty,” Reynald swore, crossing himself. “So many lives lost foolishly. If only—”

				“If only what, Reynald?” Faye shot back, eyes shut as if to eradicate what her world had become. As if their reopening might somehow create a world without fear. “They’ll die, that’s sure. But no more foolishly than we will once they find us here…” She rambled on, not seeing her husband’s tensing. “We’re too much alike for our lives to have worked out together. Two people like us can only—”

				“Shh.”

				Faye opened her eyes and glanced at him. He held a finger over his lips. Boards creaked on the stairway that led up to the storage rooms. Lambent torchlight could be seen through the crack under the door.

				Faye’s expression contorted, terror crinkling her eyes.

				“Hey! Down here!”

				The shout had come from the floor below, and footsteps clambered back down the stairs in response.

				But the torchbearer remained to inspect the upstairs shop. A door was kicked open on the landing. Then another, nearer.

				“Wait here,” Faye told him quietly, rising stiffly. “Maybe it’s…someone I know.”

				Reynald’s hand shot out and grabbed her ankle. He shook his head. “Not in my presence,” he whispered.

				“Well then, what are we going to do?”

				Wild light shone in Labossiere’s eyes.

				“Watch,” he replied, meeting her gaze steadily as he pushed up from the floor. He moved in front of her as the door to their sanctuary burst open under a stamping boot.

			

			
				The torch flared the room into shadowy luminescence. One of Serge Farouche’s hand-picked killers strode inside. He bore a pistol in his other hand.

				Recognizing Faye and then Reynald, he began to laugh softly. “Monsieur…Labossiere, non? Out looking for another beating? Perhaps this time his last.”

				The brigand put up the pistol and drew his saber.

				“Please,” Reynald pleaded, “leave us be. We’re not part of this—”

				“For Christ’s sake, Reynald, don’t beg him,” Faye said with revulsion.

				The mercenary scanned her vertically, evidently pleased by what he saw. “By all means, do beg, monsieur. I like a humble man…a man who knows his place…” He popped buttons off Reynald’s shirt with the saber as he spoke. “Now…on your knees. Both of you.”

				“Stop this now,” she replied. “Just stop it, and I’ll go with you. I’ll do whatever—”

				“Non,” Reynald said in a whining voice, “not again.” He bowed his head submissively and slumped as if to bend his knees.

				The brigand relaxed, laying his blade casually on his shoulder and lowering the torch to admire Faye’s form again. That was his undoing.

				Labossiere’s foot shot out and kicked the flambeau straight back into the man’s face. He shrieked as sparks coruscated about his burned face. His pot helmet flew off, and his beard fringe and eyelashes had caught fire. Reynald snatched the man’s wrist, twisted the saber out of his grasp with a grunting maneuver, and yanked his arm hard behind him.

			

			
				Faye fell back against the wall in shock. “Kill him, Reynald. You’ve got to kill him!”

				When he hesitated, the stricken killer pulled his pistol from his belt and aimed it over his shoulder at Reynald. Labossiere’s head snapped out of the way as Faye screamed and the wheel-lock fired with a thunderous report. Reynald dislocated the man’s elbow with a sharp twist, then ran him through with his own saber.

				Faye’s eyes goggled. She pounced on the pistol. “Get his powder flask and shot,” she ordered breathily.

				She paused and looked up at her husband, who still stood gazing down at the dead man. The saber fell from his fist.

				“Who are you, Reynald?” she asked, mystified. “What are you? Why do you play at being the coward, the world’s whipping boy?”

				“No one understands,” he replied somberly. “It has taken me more courage to embrace Christian convictions than it ever did to…” The glazed look melted from his eyes. They heard shouts and heavy footfalls. “We’ve got to get out of here fast!”

				* * * *

				Three huge timber wolves caught the scent as one. They drew back from their savaged and half-eaten prey in the alley—a local merchant—and turned to bare their fangs at the threatening presence that stalked them with upraised broadsword.

				The great golden werewolf, Simon Sardonis, glared at them, silver eyes beaming like twin prongs of cold vengeance.

			

			
				The wolves spread out cautiously, bewildered at this threat posed by one who should be their brother. Reacting to the clear menace, they sprang as a body.

				Simon’s arcing blow crashed against the skull of the first. He whirled with animal grace and gutted the second wolf as its powerful jaws sheared off a ragged chunk of his ruff. The third took him in full charge and knocked him off balance as their jaws clashed. Both their snouts were punctured in a clacking, biting frenzy of grinding canine teeth.

				But Simon possessed keen intelligence, superior strength and size, and human dexterity. He locked his taloned hands about the wolf in a viselike grip. He bent and squeezed and pressed against the terrified animal’s frantic resistance until its back snapped with the sickly sound of rotten kindling.

				Simon pushed up unsteadily. His old escape wounds bled anew. Recovering his broadsword, he turned slowly to face the new intruder, whose hated scent was unmistakable.

				Serge Farouche loomed at the head of the alley, massive corded shoulders rolling in expectation as he spread his hairy arms wide. He worked his thick, dark fingers eagerly, displaying razor-sharp, horned claws.

				“So…brother.”

				Simon tossed his broadsword from hand to hand, the specter of doubt rushing out at him from unseemly crevices of his mind. He cursed his lack of preparedness, knowing Serge’s power as well as his own weakened state. It was not enhanced by the lingering traces of the half-bottle of claret he’d downed. All at once he heard the mocking laughter of the awakening spirit within him, already celebrating the triumph of its brutish kin. Prematurely…

			

			
				Stupid monster, Simon thought by way of a rare, direct spiritual communication with the creature. Do you not understand what this means? They’re sending you to your grave, along with me. What they can’t control, they must destroy…


				He felt the energumen recoil in despair to hear it, and in that instant he tore into Serge Farouche with whirling steel.

				The dark monstrosity made no move to evade him. And when Simon delivered the crushing sword cut, he found to his dismay that he was unable to finish. He struck Serge a glancing blow that so astonished him that he looked to his weapon to see whether it had somehow been ensorceled, turned to a harmless illusion while his attention was split.

				Then he remembered. He’d been forced to drink the potion of Farouche blood. Grimmolech had robbed him of the power to deal out vengeance by dint of his fell sorcery.

				Despair.

				Simon snarled and ran past the leering Serge. Charging out of the alley, he encountered a ringing cordon of sweating faces and begrimed armament, both on horseback and afoot. Serge’s band blocked his panicked flight, standing their ground out of sheer terror of their master.

				Pistols and crossbows poised for the kill.

				“Stay your hands,” Serge commanded. “This one is mine alone.”

				The black werewolf strode to an oil-lamp post at the front of a millinery shop and leveled it with two fierce shoulder blows. The lamp crashed down, and a flaming oil slick ignited on the cobblestones. Now Serge stalked Simon with the huge post at port arms.

			

			
				Simon cast about him for some alternative weapon, calculating some ploy by which he might combat Serge, defeat the sorcery which denied him any hope of victory. Something non-threatening—? Simon’s mind whirled in near-panic.

				They were near the marketplace and the pens provided for animals put up for sale. Simon allowed Serge to back him toward the pens, then turned and loped toward them, the mercenaries clattering over the paving stones to string out their mounted line and contain his flight.

				Simon ripped a long wooden post from one of the pens.

				Serge howled in canine glee at the challenge and came on at the run. The rail and lamp post clashed with a tremendous, splintering impact that echoed along the strife-torn street. Embattled citizens of Lamorisse now took note of the eerie battle being contested at the market stalls.

				They clashed again and again, their ponderous blows effecting little damage. Simon was able to deflect Serge’s attacks, but he apprehended the shape-shifter’s intent: He would wear Simon down, humiliate him with a display of superior power. And then squash him ignominiously. It was inevitable.

				Already the rail was beginning to shatter from the heavy blows of the lamp post.

				Suddenly—the hissing of bowshot—two pistols barking from covered positions—

				Three of Serge’s men fell, and half the remaining troop split from the others to take on the Wunderknechten rebels who’d come to Simon’s aid.

			

			
				Simon took heart, sensed a turning. He could not deliver Serge a killing blow, but he could strike him, hurt him. He’d seen that much. And now he changed his approach, switching from eroding defensive posture to all-out attack. He spread his hands farther apart along the post to gain leverage and control, then launched into a series of whirling circular blows he’d seen Gonji teach and employ many times—arcing, uppercutting, alternating lines of attack while always completing his circles, one blow ever melding into the next.

				Now Serge growled in animal fury as he was forced to give ground, deflecting blows, sometimes failing, such that his furred arms and sinewy hands took punishing ripostes from the splintering wooden rail.

				Serge was nearly backed to the alley where they’d begun, the mercenaries lowering their weapons to watch in awe, when Simon took him by surprise.

				The golden Beast leaned back, as if declining further combat, dropping the post into the low guard that invited attack—another ken-jutsu technique taught by Gonji.

				Serge roared and raised the lamp post for a mighty strike. Simon anticipated him, twisting the wooden rail up under the rising lamp post and stunning Serge with a hard lunge that struck him full in the chest. His breath whuffed out of him with an animal growl, and Serge staggered backward.

				Simon tripped him with a ground-scraping circular blow—and then bounded off into the alley. He heard the pursuit behind him, gladdened to catch the scent of horses and men in advance of Serge’s own; he’d obviously hurt the monster enough to slow him.

			

			
				He sprinted left at a crossing lane—a dead end. He stopped, caught his breath, and then ran full speed for the stone wall at the dead end. With a great leap and scramble of taloned hands and feet, Simon clawed up the twelve-foot barricade in a shower of loose rocks and stone-dust. Up and over—to land near a huddled party of freedom-fighting rebels, who turned weapons on him.

				“Get out of here!” he rasped at them as he bounded over their heads, evoking outcries of shock. One or two fired errant shots before realizing who he was.

				Simon kept sprinting, nearing the eastern limits of Lamorisse, taking stock of his wounds as he departed with long, loping strides, never pausing even so much as to gnash his teeth in bitterness over the dishonor and frustration he felt.

				Jacques Moreau, in the bell tower of the church, watched him flee, the last hope of Lamorisse apparently leaving with him. His own resolve now cemented, Moreau turned to retrieve Guy from the church storm cellar.

				The cries issuing from several points in the town froze him.

				“The children!”

				“Mon Dieu—my children!”

				* * * *

				The fighting men of Lamorisse had served their purpose, and now Serge Farouche revealed his own. While the Wunderknechten fought for territory and honor and self-preservation, the wolves began to burst through windows and shutters throughout the city and drag the town’s horrified children from their beds and hiding places.

			

			
				The great canine jaws that could crush the neck of a full-grown stag now caught up the children with nefarious skill. Utilizing the soft-bite learned at play during their days in the litter, they firmly but gently controlled the children’s flailings as they carried them off.

				For they were needed unharmed. Whole.

				So diabolically had Lamorisse been manipulated that there were few available to save the children.

				* * * *

				Marie Ault, wife of Wyatt, the tanner and ex-mercenary, knelt with her two children in the parlor. They prayed for the deliverance of all the fathers of Lamorisse.

				The devil-eyed intruders threw themselves against the barred shutters repeatedly until they gave way. So swiftly did the three wolves gain entry that the children’s first startled outcries had hardly died away in Marie’s ears before the beasts were inside in an explosion of kindling.

				She gathered the shrilling boy and girl close to her and went for a fireplace iron, for the gun Wyatt had left her was half-a-room away on a tabletop that might as well have been in Paris.

				Marie bellowed in rage to see her little girl dragged away by the leg, wailing and vainly grabbing at handholds. A second snarling beast crouched before Marie to hold her at bay. But she grabbed the iron and charged it, cursing and flailing. The startled wolf scrabbled back for a far corner. The third wolf turned its attention from her son to Marie just as the little girl had reached the window in the jaws of the first.

			

			
				Marie snapped up the pistol in a wavering grip.

				Which one? Which one?


				She blurted an oath and shot the creature at the window. The lead ball crashed into the wolf’s side in a spurt of blood. The creature fell slack at the sill, kicking and howling, letting loose her screaming daughter.

				The other two wolves leapt at Marie.

				She still clutched the iron. A wolf howled in pain as she jabbed it hard in the rib cage. But the other beast’s jaws caught her about the throat.

				The door burst open. A shot rang out, a wolf yelping in death agony. The last predator released Marie Ault and spun about to snarl at Yvonne Dusseault, framed in the doorway with smoking pistol.

				“Come on,” she grated breathily at the threatening wolf. “Come on, you hairy bastard!”

				It shot into the air. Yvonne drew her dirk and slashed in the same motion, her rage imparting furious energy to her stroke. The wolf slammed against Yvonne and the doorjamb at once, knocking her down. The predator’s yowling cries trailed off into the night as it limped away, streaming blood.

				Yvonne moaned as she entered the house. She drew the terrified children close to her, shielding them from the wretched sight of what had befallen their mother.

				* * * *

				The rebel warriors of Lamorisse watched the troop of Farouche Clan minions and its accompanying wolf pack storm off to the north, leaving death and misery in their wake. Vengeful cries and wails of mourning wafted into the night sky from all points of the town. The people cast about in shock and confusion, some at the limits of emotion, some listlessly attending to the dead and injured. In their thwarted fury, they began to fight amongst themselves.

			

			
				Recriminations were directed at Jacques Moreau, for he had been singled out as the cause of the horror in his stubborn defiance of the provincial lords, as leader of the local Wunderknechten. Those who had resisted joining that arcane movement inspired by Gonji were particularly aroused against Moreau, for their children were well represented among the twenty-seven young ones who had been spirited off by the evilly directed wolves.

				As Moreau was hemmed-in and threatened by a knot of angry citizens, Wyatt Ault surged into their midst and crashed his fists into the faces of two of the outraged men, at the last drawing his sword and daring the others to test his hand.

				The controversy was stilled, the people slowly dispersing to deal with their private tragedies.

				“Merci, mon ami,” Jacques said quietly, laying a hand on Wyatt’s shoulder.

				But Wyatt twisted away from him. Unable to control his feelings any longer, Wyatt began sobbing piteously between rancorous words:

				“Leave me alone, Moreau. I don’t want your thanks. What in God’s name did we do to deserve this?” Cocking his arm, Wyatt Ault threw his sword through a shop window in a shower of crashing glass.

				“Where is God’s so-called mercy?”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				“Why did they take our children? Why the children?”

				The great hue and cry rose amidst the carnage and misery of Lamorisse. The citizens began to gravitate toward the town square, the leaders gathering at Chabot’s Inn.

				“Because they’re evil, that’s why,” an old woman declared. “And what greater evil is there than that done to little ones?”

				Henri Chabot had his wounds bound even as he opened his stores of food and drink to any who entered the auberge. Gabrielle hurried about, helping with the injured who were brought in from the streets. The square had been the scene of the main conflict.

				Praised for her valiant effort in the fray, Gaby shrugged it off airily, though pleased with the attention. “Hell, anyone can fire a gun. It just makes me sick to see the blood squirt out of people’s bodies and the—Christ, Vatour, what happened to you?!” She hurried to attend on a groaning man who was carried through the front door, his arm and leg both badly rent and bloodied.

				“All right, then it’s confirmed?” Jacques Moreau was asking the messenger again. “The garrison’s gone—all of them?”

				“Oui—men lying everywhere—mon Dieu, it’s gruesome to see.”

				“So they set us up good,” Darcy Lavelle said. “The Farouche will blame us. They’ll have a million witnesses.”

			

			
				“So do we!”

				“Of course, but they are the lords of the province. Who do you think Paris will believe?”

				“Well, I say we stop this now and appeal to the king,” an irate man with a scalp wound argued. “Let the aristocrats fight this out. They can’t prove any individuals among us had anything to do with this. And what about the children who were kidnapped? What are they going to say, that we kidnapped our own children to implicate the Farouche?”

				“Non,” Darcy said, kicking over a chair, “we fight this thing out ourselves, whatever the outcome. We dig in here and get ready for the next siege. Look how many we killed out there. You’ve all seen the proof of our worth in battle.”

				“That’s easy for you to say, Lavelle—you have no kids of your own—”

				“All right, stop this now,” Moreau ordered, standing on a table in their midst. “You’re all free to do as you will. As for me, I’m off to alert the towns and villages to the south that rebellion has been forced on us. Those of you who remain here do so under martial law. Darcy is in command. If you can’t see your way through another round of fighting, then get out now. Take your children and flee until this madness is over.”

				“How do we get them back, you—!”

				“Where? Where do we take them? We don’t all have relatives in the south as you do, Moreau.”

				“I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is. Simon Sardonis has said that we must prepare the province for war, and I believe he’s right. There may be more help coming from—”

				“And what about him? This beast-man Simon? He had Serge Farouche at bay, and then he ran like a whimpering dog! I saw the whole thing—”

			

			
				“He was overmatched,” Yvonne Dusseault broke in sharply as she laved her own facial wound. “Serge Farouche is almost twice as big when they…” She couldn’t finish, nor could anyone else, rational words failing them when it came to discussing the lycanthropes. The fear and disorientation attendant on seeing such creatures of lore fighting in the flesh still seemed like a nightmare from which they might presently be jolted.

				“A pox on all these monsters,” someone hurled up in conclusion.

				“Where can we hide our children, Moreau, those who are still safe?”

				More arguing broke out over the need to seek the little ones who’d been abducted.

				Jacques’s head hung with the burden of command. At last he called out over the frantic bickering: “I don’t know. I’m just not sure yet what we can do. We need help, that’s certain. Those of you whose children are safe, keep them that way, however you must. My own will be on the road with me, and you already know how safe that is. I will wait for dawn and then ride southward. Seeking aid, alerting other towns. That’s the only advice I can offer, for now. Ride off on a similar course, seeking help and safe distance…or remain, dig in defensively…and face what comes.”

				“Well, that’s a real comfort, magistrate…”

				* * * *

				At dawn, Jacques Moreau departed Lamorisse with Guy in tow, but his intended flight for safe harbor was complicated by the presence of Yvonne and two other Wunderknechten, who had argued incontestably that the magistrate should not travel alone with his son, especially on so vital a mission of military preparedness.

			

			
				They traveled the main roads throughout the day, keeping to the plains and skirting the foreboding forest domain of Belial Farouche as much as possible—for they had no knowledge of the satyr’s death at the hands of Wilfred Gundersen’s band. Moreau alerted two villages of the events in Lamorisse and the imminent danger. His party gained the outskirts of a third town just as darkness began to fall.

				Jacques Moreau was seized by a growing sense of panic. He had no idea how he would shake his escort, nor did he care to deal with his guilt-ridden thoughts or the need to face his fears. Guy’s safety was all that mattered. Or so he had told himself.

				That was why his plan, now complicated by the presence of his unbidden companions, had been to flee France altogether, leaving all grim responsibility behind.

				Young Guy seemed tight-lipped and tense, looking to his father repeatedly for a sign of comfort Jacques was unable to tender.

				As Moreau’s mounted band swung wide of a murky stand of pine, intending to gain the village before night blanketed the territory, their spines turned to ice and their horses panicked as they were strafed from above by a squalling flight of gargoyles, who launched bolts from their small crossbows while in full swoop.

			

			
				Cursing, kicking their steeds into a wild charge, they found that they could not outdistance their winged attackers. The gargoyles cried out in triumph, as one of Moreau’s escorts was struck, shrieking, by a crossbow bolt, and he tumbled from his mount.

				The creatures now tightened their circling attack, spiraling down in a maneuver that kept the humans in easy firing range.

				Yvonne shouted for them to halt and tend to the fallen warrior. Moreau was torn between desperate flight and compassion, the former shamefully tugging at him harder. But only Yvonne had dismounted to lend aid. The rest all broke for cover.

				“Moreau—get Guy off the road, for God’s sake!” Yvonne bellowed.

				Moreau nodded and swallowed hard as he caught sight of the bleak barricade of the thickening tree lines at either hand. There was no sense of sanctuary in the forest’s gathering darkness. 

				Two bolts whizzed down. One struck Guy’s mount in the hindquarters. The animal whinnied and bucked, throwing the yelping boy backward. Guy hit the ground and scrambled to his feet at once, limping. Electrified into action by his son’s plight, Moreau scooped him up from the saddle and broke for the forest murk, heedless of fear now.

				“Moreau!” came the cry behind him.

				There was a scream. The other rebel, who had doubled back to Yvonne, was struck in the thigh by a quarrel.

				“Get out of here—he’s dead!” Yvonne yelled, indicating their downed companion. She regained her steed’s saddle and galloped for the trees. The wounded man followed, gasping in pain, stanching the blood that lapped from his upper leg.

			

			
				They rejoined Jacques and Guy and pounded into the wooded fastness.

				“There’s a chapel—” Yvonne cried breathlessly. “—that way—outside the village—a chapel with a graveyard.”

				They rode for it with all good haste, hearing the eager cries of the winged hunters who kept pace above the treetops, though they could not be seen. Now and again a leathery bat-wing would flash across a ragged patch of moonlit night sky.

				Yvonne led them on an uncertain, tortuous path, sometimes quitting the trail for a rough ride over rooted clumps and treacherous underbrush. She reined in once, then sent up a shout of thanks: Her memory was vindicated; the chapel loomed before them in a large clearing, the headstones of the cemetery eerily limned in the bulbous moon’s jaundiced glow.

				But they’d have to cross the clearing, and their foes were aware of their intention. Two gargoyles broke from their fellows and streaked for the chapel spire ahead.

				“Let’s go! Split up. Don’t give them a good target—wait!” Yvonne halted them again.

				First she saw it, then they all did. A huge, black slithering form, waist-high to a woodsman. Sinuous and scaly, its locomotion making their skin crawl. And it was long. Endlessly long.

				The great serpent that had caught Simon Sardonis helplessly in its coils now cut a swath across the forest floor, crushing foliage in its directed path toward the chapel. It would intercept their own.

			

			
				“Let’s get out of here,” Moreau commanded.

				“Non!” Yvonne shouted back. “I’m tired of running. We need a defensible position. Out of this forest. They own the forest. God knows what else lies in wait here. Take Guy that way—wide around the serpent. Edouard—can you fight?”

				The stricken rebel assented dazedly, sweat droplets pouring off his chin.

				“Go!”

				Moreau clutched his whimpering son before him on the saddle. The next several moments were a blur to him. He heard gunshots, the clacking of crossbows. The horrible sibilance of the enormous snake, and then its hideous sight—as it rose up out of the churned earth, reconnoitering, and then bore down on the pair who covered the escape of Jacques and Guy.

				“Papa—I’m afraid!” Guy called out, sobbing.

				“We’ve got to reach the church. We’ll be safe there.”

				“I’m afraid of those devils!” Guy’s voice hitched with tears and the jolting action of the ride.

				“The church,” Jacques assured. “They’ll fear the church.”

				They crossed the graveyard and tumbled from the snorting horse’s saddle, gaining the side door to the nave in a desperate, stumbling run. Moreau pushed Guy with one hand and carried his rapier in the other. A crossbow bolt from a screeching gargoyle struck the lintel above their heads. Guy screamed and grabbed his father tightly about the waist.

			

			
				The door flung open—a rail-thin old country cure admitted them.

				“Hurry, my son,” the priest said, slamming the door. He was half dressed, his clerical collar undone, eyes still tight with interrupted sleep, hair pressed in a tangle.

				“I have seen such monsters before,” the priest said fretfully. “Heard them. The villagers have exchanged shot with them. But they have never attacked the chapel before.”

				“They grow bolder, mon pere,” Moreau replied.

				Moreau was more deeply disturbed now, suddenly wondering whether they’d been set upon him personally, to torment his craven soul.

				A rose window burst as a quarrel sleekly lanced through and embedded in the pine flooring. Guy screamed again.

				“Courage, little man,” the old priest told Guy. “Lie down there beside the altar. God will protect you. You, monsieur—help me place the crucifixes at the windows while I anoint them with holy water. Come now. We haven’t time to waste on fear!”

				Moreau stumbled through the placing of the sacramentals, wondering what good their spiritual efficacy would do against the all-too-tangible horrors outside. He helped the cure light candles, then absently charged the two pistols he scarcely remembered bearing, as he sat beside his trembling son.

				At least the boy had stopped crying. He was kneeling on a prie-dieu, clutching a small wooden crucifix to his breast and whispering an infantile prayer of protection against evil that his mother had taught him.

			

			
				“That’s good, Guy,” Jacques told him. “You just keep repeating Mama’s prayer. We must be strong…” He pondered the wisdom a moment before deciding to hand Guy one of the pistols. “You know how to shoot this, right? Use both hands. Aim carefully. The pull is very heavy. You’re a Wunderknecht now, n’est-ce pas?” He smiled, then sighed, a somber set to his face. “Guy, I—”

				“Monsieur—a moment,” the priest whispered harshly from a window.

				Moreau joined him.

				“May God have mercy on their brave souls,” the cure intoned.

				Outside in the darkness there sounded a terrible male scream of anguish. They saw flapping movement. A frenzy of unnaturally hideous wings. Heard Yvonne’s desperate bellow of defiance. Then her own scream. Moreau winced, as he could see her now. Two gargoyles struggled with her on the ground, piping shrill sounds at her. There was a wild flash of valiant steel—

				One of the creatures keened a piercing note and lurched backward, clutching at its belly. The other also drew back. It seemed that Yvonne was rising, but there was something unnerving about her gait as she strove to run from the cemetery toward the chapel.

				And then two more gargoyles swooped down at her, joining their monstrous kin.

				Abruptly, Yvonne was forgotten—

				The watching men gasped in horror and fell back from the window. The huge slithering mass of the serpent coiled about the circumference of the chapel as if it would crush the walls themselves. Its shining back oozed past the sill, carrying an oily rodent-like stench mixed with the smell of plowed earth.

			

			
				A gray gelding cried out as it was swarmed over, out in the yard. A bacchanalia of hellish feasting ensued in the churchyard, as the gargoyles slaked their unholy thirst and hunger on the horse.

				Moreau grimaced and whined a pitiful note, grabbing the priest’s arm. He looked back to his wide-eyed boy.

				“Father…s’il vous plait—say a prayer for my coward’s soul. I—”

				“Faith, my son,” the cure breathed, grasping Moreau’s other arm. “Muster your faith. In that alone is there deliverance from these fiends. That…and your goodly weapons. Give me something to use, my son.”

				Moreau handed the old priest his sword and squeezed his own moist fists about the rough, knurled hand grips of his pistols. His creeping fear of tight spaces began to eat at him as he listened to the scraping of the serpent’s undulating mass against the chapel’s creaking outer walls.

				Faith…


				Moreau peered over at Guy, who was staring back with eyes full of childlike faith in the dim light of a votive candle.

				“Wait,” the wiry and wizened priest said, scowling at the rapier Moreau had handed him. He tossed it aside.

				At once he hurried into the sacristy. When he returned, Moreau was strangely cheered to see the infantryman’s pike and sturdy broadsword the old holy man brandished with a surprising deftness and a self-satisfied snarl.

			

			
				“Weapons of old temper and substance…” he said. “Now we are ready.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				South of Burgundy, the French band led by Armand Perigor and Sgt. Carlos Orozco began to encounter resistance as their journey outdistanced Perigor’s influence.

				They’d already had one firefight with a small detachment of the French king’s cavalry, who took a dim view of the free company that ruddled over the roads of their territory with Corbeau’s heavy ordnance in tow. 

				Now the king of France, blind to the horrors supposedly inflicted on superstitious peasants by some fanciful enemies from another world, would also be seeking to stamp out these “revolutionary” brigands, Gonji’s Knights of Wonder.

				“Shit, Armand,” Brett Jarret complained, “have you given thought to how we’re going to get out of Burgundy with this stuff? Or even with our worthless skins?”

				“We’ll have to abandon the cannon, obviously, eh, Corbeau?”

				The Crow shrugged resignedly.

				Normand Gareau chuckled dryly and looked at Orozco. “I suppose you gentlemen have considered that it might all be academic once…we’ve seen things through.”

				Grim silence accompanied the observation.

				“I just wish we’d get a chance to try these crazy guns of yours,” Orozco said at length. “I could use a good explosion or two. I’ve got this itch…”

				“Perhaps you should have stayed back with Jenny Giguere,” Corbeau replied. “You seem to be itching ever since you met her.”

			

			
				Orozco scowled at him, and one or two men fell to gibing the sergeant.

				But now the Saone River was in view, and each warrior drifted into private reverie, wondering whether this placid clime could indeed mark the same place where they’d faced the demonic foes who’d hit them during that freakish snowstorm of the previous winter.

				* * * *

				Gonji executed a dreamlike, balletic turn, the Sagami held in horizontal high guard.

				Seven men lay dead about him. But he knew one more was somewhere about the grounds of the springhouse, for the blow had not killed him. The lowing of the wandering cattle made it impossible to detect the foe’s location by sound. So Gonji took to cover and stalked his foe on foot. He was not long in finding him.

				The brigand in pikeman’s pot and cavalry jack lurched out from behind a dray and leveled his pistol at Gonji from twenty paces. Gonji tilted his katana downward across the front of his body.

				The wounded Farouche adventurer sneered painfully and pressed at his riven side. His pistol wavered in a blood-dripping grip.

				“Looks like a standoff,” Gonji said evenly, slowly lowering his blade to his side.

				The man’s eyes widened. He gazed at Gonji as if the samurai had sprouted horns.

				“You—you’re crazy, you slant-eyed bastard!”

			

			
				His quaking arm pushed forward preparatory to the pistol’s barking shot.

				But Gonji reacted to the labored movement. He darted laterally out of the line of fire and in the same motion drew a poisoned ninja dart from his boot. The dart hissed through the space between them and pierced the man’s trousered thigh as the lead ball split wood on the springhouse wall beside Gonji.

				Gonji sprang forward—unnecessary…the brigand trembled with the paralysis that preceded death. The samurai exhaled a sharp breath, snapping his sword to clear the blood grooves, then relaxing and cleansing the blade on a horse blanket. He replaced the katana with a sharp two-step motion, cupping his lacquered scabbard with his left hand and drawing the dull forte of the storied blade through thumb and forefinger, gliding the blade point, edge heavenward, down into its place of readiness.

				He went to the springhouse and slaked his thirst with the crisp, cool water. Then, grimly ascertaining that the farm family were all beyond assistance, Gonji tended to his horse. He watered the black mare and spoke calmingly to her—she was uneasy, still snorting and champing with battle tension. At length he climbed aboard Nichi, patted her affectionately, and took up the chase again.

				Unlimbering his longbow and laying it across the saddle, Gonji left behind the spoor of the brigands he’d surprised and killed. They’d been a poor fighting lot, incompetent. It had been but a brief interlude in his pursuit of the crossbow-wielding flight of gargoyles.

				They were his primary targets, for the nonce. He’d seen first-hand the abominations committed by those winged vermin who filled him with loathing and vengeful fury.

			

			
				* * * *

				Jacques Moreau was sweating heavily and his hands were numb and clammy as he knelt on one knee beside his son.

				“Guy…listen, I—” He swallowed back the lump in his throat. “I want to explain to you something that…something that’s bothered your pere for a long time. You see, I am not the great hero you seem to think. I never was. I ran away from a great battle once, when I was in the service of the king. A mighty exchange of bowshot. Arrows like a rain of death from the sky. Something happened, inside me. I became afraid, you see, all at once…So I ran…No one ever found out, so I thought I got away with it. But I didn’t really. Do you know what I mean?”

				The boy’s gaze was filled with wonder, and he nodded slowly. Moreau wasn’t sure whether the moistness brimming Guy’s eyes evinced fear or resentment or simple disappointment.

				His voice cracked as he went on. “I was afraid then. And I’ve been afraid since. Do you remember when you fell down that hole, when we were out falconing with the Richards? You were little then. Not the big brave fellow you are now. You cried—remember? You slid down and couldn’t get out. And you were calling for your pere to come save you—”

				“You pulled me out,” Guy said softly.

				“Non. I did not. I was afraid again. I’ve always feared tight, small spaces. I couldn’t find in me the courage to go down after you. The hands that pulled you out were not mine. They were Monsieur Lavelle’s. Oh, I was there to hold you when you were drawn up. And you were too small and too…confused to know that it wasn’t I who had rescued you. But I knew. And it has always troubled me. You see…I always wanted to tell you. And now seems a good time. Because now I’m afraid in that same way again. I’m afraid that you’ll see your father a coward. And I’m going to do everything I can so that doesn’t happen. Do you understand?”

			

			
				Guy nodded, very deliberately. “Will you stay with me?”

				Moreau felt the stinging tears welling up in his own eyes now. “I will stay with you forever, my son. Nothing will ever take me from your side.”

				They hugged each other tightly.

				There followed a few moments of peaceful sharing. And then two stained-glass windows exploded inward at nearly the same instant, lethal crossbow missiles thunking into wood and masonry inside the chapel.

				Guy screamed to see the satanic face of a gargoyle leering in through a shattered, wind-blown portal.

				“You may not enter this holy place!”

				The old priest surged at the ghastly visage, broadsword held high in both hands. When he reached the window and slashed with all his might, the creature launched upward and soared away. Edged steel splintered the lacquered frame in its wake.

				Moreau left Guy’s side. He shouted in warning. Another gargoyle had descended from the sky to aim its arbalest at the window. The priest cringed out of the way of the bolt that whizzed by and lodged in a splintered confessional door.

			

			
				There was some comfort in seeing how the gargoyles hissed and spat when they caught sight of the hanging and propped crucifixes. They were indeed thus far denied entrance, perhaps by dint of the arrayed sacramentals and blessed objects, or by their innate superstitious fears. But their deadly missiles were not barred from the chapel’s sanctuary, and they were growing bolder, as if empowered anew by the waning faith of the refugees.

				“Faith,” Moreau said to himself on a deep note of resolve.

				He slunk along the wall to a broken window, turned suddenly along the frame to face the outer darkness and blasted his pistol at the nearest gargoyle.

				Fiery pain accompanied the lead ball’s rocking impact as the creature fell from its low hover. Its fellows nattered in surprise and wrath. They brought their weapons into bead. A fusillade of bolts tattered the pews where Moreau had stood a second earlier.

				“Faith, Father,” Moreau cried out as he frantically reloaded. “Faith and courage and the sting of righteous weapons—”

				The cure summoned a weak smile from where he hunkered in the pews, squeezing the crucifix about his neck with one hand and the hilt of the sword in the other.

				As Moreau spannered his wheel-lock, laughing with the rush of adrenaline that drove his fear before it, the great fanged head of the monster serpent appeared at the window nearest him.

			

			
				Ophidian eyes of black pearl fixed on him with cold animal lust. It opened its gaping maw in hungry promise, the cavernous expanse consuming the entire view from the window.

				The sharp report of a pistol sounded at Moreau’s right. The ball struck the back of the serpent’s throat. It hissed and clamped its fanged jaws tightly shut, snapping its huge head back from the window.

				Guy stood beside his father, the gun still smoking in his two-handed grasp.

				“Go away from mon pere, you bad snake,” Guy shouted, his voice high-pitched and tremulous. “Heart of evil / Hie away / Choirs of angels / Thy power stay—!”

				“Get down, Guy,” Moreau shouted. “Under the pews—”

				The fanged head loomed in at the window again, this time squeezing its bulk through the ruptured aperture to search out the offending humans.

				Moreau gritted his teeth and took up the priest’s pike. He lanced the polearm at the oncoming triangular head, his vision focused on the terrible curved fangs. The pike-point skewered the serpent’s lower jaw. It hissed in pain and tugged free with a shuddersome twisting motion. The sinuous beast raked itself bloody as it fled the jagged glass fragments in the frame to squirm and hiss in pain on the grounds outside.

				More crossbow bolts whistled through the windows.

				“Come ahead, servants of Satan!” Moreau blared. “You would deny my son the fullness of life? This is God’s own fortress!”

				He saw the priest take up a position at a window, raising the broadsword for a strike as the gargoyles grew bolder again. His soul now fired with both fervent righteousness and cold inevitability, Moreau clambered to another wind-blown shattered orifice and drew a bead with the reloaded pistol. His shot bowled over an alighting gargoyle.

			

			
				His bellow of triumph was cut short when he saw the strange figure pounding over the grounds astride a dark horse. Eyes narrowing to slits, he felt his heart sag in anticipation of hellish reinforcements.

				But then Moreau’s vision penetrated the murky shadows without, and he knew who this rider must be.

				* * * *

				Gonji’s back stiffened with the powerful kyu-jutsu draw of his bow.

				The first gargoyle to take an armor-piercer shaft was slammed into the chapel’s wall so hard that its wing snapped at an upper brace, tearing it open.

				A second winged monster hovered above the steeple, shrieking at Gonji in futile menace. The fourteen-fist arrow sliced through its abdomen and protruded several inches beyond its spine with a gout of dark blood.

				A third lofted upward, drawing and reloading its crossbow by means of both fore- and hind-claws. As it eerily pushed the bow with its feet and yanked the steel string back with its gnarled claws, the creature danced tantalizingly in a flight path designed to confound the samurai’s aim.

				Gonji’s powerful shot tore its head from its shoulders.

				The last living gargoyle sought safety in the skies. It beat its vaned wings for the star-shot patch of aerial harbor above the clearing.

			

			
				Moments later—two mighty bowshots later—the gargoyle’s squalling, primitive cries and spiraling plunge into the treetops lent testimony to its failed endeavor.

				But now the writhing monster snake speared over the flattening grasses, arching its neck from side to side as it bore down to strike at the back-stamping Nichiyoobi.

				Gonji held the mare’s panic in check with knee pressure. Nichi snorted in defiance of the oncoming horror, lurching up to kick defensively.

				The samurai tossed away his bobbing sallet to glare into the merciless black eyes that sought to wither his soul. He drew both his pistols and fired them at once. The bucking horse caused both shots to miss their targets, the serpent’s opaque orbs, though one lead ball erupted the flesh on its snout.

				Gonji quit the saddle, taking his bow and quiver, and spanked away the whinnying mare. She circled the slithering mass and began to stamp at its prodigious uncoiling length until forced to retreat by the serpent’s reactive thrashings.

				Gonji sprinted for the chapel, hearing voices within shouting unclear words. The monster angled for him but could not match his speed and deceptive veering. He turned a corner and drew it close to the walls, where it slithered close behind. But at the second corner, he heard the warning shout that it had cannily anticipated his circuit of the chapel and doubled back along its own body to intercept him.

				“Cholera.”

				Gonji jump-stopped and tore back the way he’d come. He caught up with, and then passed, the giant serpent’s doubled mass. Saw the fanged head rising to surprise him at the front of the chapel.

			

			
				Again he took up his great longbow.

				Two shafts pinned the monstrous snake’s lower jaw before it flinched back and returned to the original direction of the chase, now maddened with pain. This time he had to swing wide of its undulating coils and lost time. The great maw nearly cut him off at the second corner. But he beat its fanged strike with a scalp-prickling gasp, plunging on in a crouch along the next wall, nape hairs bristling and gooseflesh running rampant.

				He passed the shouting human voices again, heard a shot, felt the snake’s barreling form shudder. He turned another corner, and another—twice he was slammed by lurches of the undulating, scaly bulk. 

				Now the serpent’s tail was beside him. Gonji paused a moment. The white fangs presaged the appearance of the ominous head, behind him. It had nearly lapped its tail and was rearing in triumph—

				“Now, stupid monster—surprise-surprise!”

				Gonji sprang forward and angled away from the snake. From beside the scale-crusted hindmost portion he fired two rapid shots into the serpent’s tail, pinioning it to the wall of the chapel. A third—

				With the first deeply embedded war arrow, the great reptile’s head had jerked back from the whiplash effect. The second and third caused it to writhe in blind fury. Its tail skewered to the wall, it was unable to move forward.

				The serpent bent back, undulating in a frustrated effort to retrace its path again. And now the samurai pursued. Gonji emptied his quiver of armor-piercing arrows into the creature’s head and neck. Dark, greenish fluid leaked from a dozen wounds.

			

			
				“Sensei!”

				At last—a spoken word Gonji understood, though its incongruity here caused him some small wonder even in his present bizarre circumstance.

				He looked to the window. A pike was tossed out to him. He grunted in appreciation and took up the weapon.

				The raging serpent’s head slammed downward at him. He tilted at the monstrous beast, clashing with its hissing and clamping jaws. When he severed one fang at the upper jaw, the front half of the creature fell to wild convulsions. 

				Gonji jabbed it again and again, deflecting its vicious attacks, its madness now driving it to try to swallow him whole, something its cavernous maw might have been quite capable of.

				But Gonji held it at bay. His skillful assault sliced its tender mouth parts to ribbons. And in the end, its frustrated contortions spending its energy, its head lolled near the ground.

				Gonji lanced the pike from upper snout through lower jaw, driving the razored point through soft masonry, lodging it in the chapel foundation. The enormous head dripped and throbbed like a gaffed fish against the chapel wall.

				Gathering his breath, he let go of the skewering pike and stepped back to appraise his work. Nodding once in the understated fashion that was all his breeding usually allowed, he turned to confront a deeply bowing Jacques Moreau.

			

			
				“Mon Dieu—the Great Sensei himself!” Moreau said for the third time. He spoke German, to Gonji’s considerable relief.

				The samurai smiled thinly, rather glad for the renewed company of like-minded sword-brothers.

				“Amazing…how you handled that thing…just amaz—”

				Gonji bowed slightly and held up a silencing hand. “Arigato. Thank you—enough about it, neh? Serpents don’t bother me. It’s flying monsters I detest.” He nodded his creased brow toward a gargoyle’s corpse, shuddering with revulsion. “So…Wilfred Gundersen is alive, the last you heard, so desu ka?” Gonji took comfort in Moreau’s eager affirmations. “Yoi—that’s good. And Simon Sardonis? Thank the Great Kami for that—”

				“They said he ran from Serge Farouche in Lamorisse,” Moreau advanced gingerly, raking Guy’s tousled hair, as the boy regarded the gigantic dead serpent with marveling eyes.

				“If so, then he must have had a sound reason,” the samurai averred. He also turned his attention to Guy and, in passable local dialect, said: “You are a brave young lad, neh?”

				“Oui, monsieur. I helped mon pere fight those devils.” The boy was still visibly shaken, his large eyes fractured with red streaks of exhaustion and shining with wonder. And he constantly averted his gaze from the dead gargoyle forms strewn about the churchyard, sharing Gonji’s distaste. His father laid an arm about his shoulders and hugged him protectively.

			

			
				Gonji’s eyes narrowed as he glanced about. “Simon will be back. Wilfred has his woman in hiding, and I think he hates these Farouche more than any of us can truly appreciate.”

				“Gentils,” the cure interjected softly, “now that we’ve disposed of these creatures, what shall I do with them?” There was a trace of relieved humor in the priest’s tone.

				Gonji looked to the carcass of the great serpent, girdling more than half the chapel like a scaly necklace. He winced, curiously cheered by the offbeat realization that abruptly struck him: Responsibility for cleaning up his handiwork never fell to the hero.

				* * * *

				Sgt. Carlos Orozco and the French mercenaries clattered into the village, the heavy cannon and ordnance wagon rumbling along behind them. It was several minutes before they could draw the fearful citizens from their homes. Once they’d established that they were Wunderknechten turned out in defense of Burgundy’s rebellion, it was several more minutes before they were able to make sense of the cacophony of anxious voices.

				“Calm down! Calm down!” Armand Perigor urged. “Where is this chapel you speak of?”

				“How many people trapped there?”

				“What kind of monsters?”

				“Yo-ho!” Normand Gareau shouted, spanking his horse into anxious motion and waving to the others. “Sounds good to me! Let’s use this equipment before the army strips us of it! Come on, Armand!”

			

			
				They thundered out of the village and took to the forest, the ordnance wagons barely squeezing through the narrowest turnings of the trail.

				“Discretion be damned!” Le Corbeau roared in the din. “Let’s hit them!”

				Gareau leapt from his horse to the wagon bearing the multiple-barrel musket. Uncovering it and swinging it about, he lit an oil-soaked match from the ever-burning stone-pot lamp in the wagon. Bouncing with the ride, singing a battle chanty, he held the match ready to ignite the gun-wicks.

				* * * *

				“Take my horse and get the boy out of here, up into those hills,” Gonji ordered Moreau. “I will find you. You—priest—get inside the church.”

				He belted his pistols and seated his swords in his back harness. Charging one gun, Gonji prepared to fire on the point man of the horde whose approach vibrated the churchyard.

				But the point man was Armand Perigor.

				“Yoi!” Gonji exclaimed. Then, to the fleeing Moreau: “Come back—these are my ronin!”

				Moreau trotted Nichi back beside Gonji and dismounted along with Guy.

				“Damn it all! Begging your pardon, padre! But…damn!” Orozco swore again, behind Perigor, as he gazed at the carnage around the chapel. “You mean we still drag this cannon around for nothing? Don’t you leave anything for anybody else, Gonji-san?”

				A spate of good-natured laughter ensued. 

			

			
				Perigor swung down from his mount to shake Gonji’s hand warmly. Le Corbeau followed, bowing in perfect Japanese fashion. Brett Jarret cast the samurai a slap-dash salute, grunting a greeting. Gareau drew his sword and saluted with more courtly grace. Sgt. Orozco beamed him a sour smile.

				Gonji bowed to them all. The massed party of newer French adventurers, who’d never seen Gonji before, held back respectfully and whispered, fascinated to at last meet the legendary oriental.

				They exchanged news of the road.

				“These people are really suffering here at the hands of these sorcerers, eh?” Perigor observed, sighing heavily.

				“Hai,” Gonji agreed. “I’m afraid this is a running battle. These rebel actions are never easy to coordinate and always costly. And we can’t even know the foe’s limits in this one. Plus, as usual we’re more unwelcome here than the Farouche themselves, as far as French royalty is concerned. But…we’re this far along—”

				“A lot farther than last winter,” Gareau added.

				Grunts of assent at the grim reminder.

				Corbeau spoke. “It’s rather important for tactical planning that we try to find the Wunderknechten leaders here quickly. Learn what they know. Get these people moving in the same direction. At the very least start securing the towns and villages.”

				“Well, I can vouch for Lamorisse’s fighting folk,” Moreau said. “It’s in good hands, and they’re either digging in or evacuating.”

				“Oui—but to where?” Corbeau fretted. “Sorry we couldn’t get here soon enough to be of assistance to your city.”

			

			
				Moreau thanked him silently, lips set in a thin line.

				Gonji strolled as he spoke, hands clasped behind him. “These villages won’t be safe, though the larger towns might fend for themselves. If all the Crown’s garrisoned regulars haven’t been murdered like those in Lamorisse—and that seems unlikely; how many mercenaries can the Farouche employ?—maybe they can be won over. They’re French first and Burgundian second, one would hope…”

				“The king’s regulars don’t want to hear our claims of ‘invaders from faerie realms,’” Perigor said bitterly. “To them, we are the invaders.”

				“Why not attack Dijon?” Jarret asked. “Go right for the seat of—?”

				“Non—nothing could make us look more like the insurrectionists they take us for,” Gonji replied. 

				“We lack strength for that, anyway,” Corbeau added.

				“And the loyalist soldiers there are sure to be under Farouche influence,” Moreau put in. “We’d be fighting the good and the bad at once.”

				Perigor made a scoffing sound. “Our fight is with these shape-shifting Farouche tyrants, not the order of our own country’s society.”

				“We need a rallying point,” Gonji said thoughtfully. “Something highly defensible…”

				“How about the battered Frankish castle in the mountain gorges?” Moreau advanced.

				“Oui, I know the place,” Corbeau said on an excited breath. “Abandoned, crumbled by siege, but still useful, I think.”

			

			
				“Unless Farouche sorcery has meddled there as well,” Orozco reminded them.

				“It’s haunted,” Guy said fearfully behind them.

				“What?”

				Moreau translated for Gonji, as his son recounted the regional superstitions surrounding the place in their regional dialect. The lad’s words held the rapt attention of the company of battle-hardened warriors.

				“Mmm,” the samurai intoned pensively, “not another castle like the one in Africa, I trust. But it seems the best chance. Let’s do it. That’s our sanctuary for those who have nowhere to run, our base of operations. Moreau, you’ve done your part. Take your boy and ride with this company. Perigor, have them get this ordnance of yours to the castle. We need a reliable map of the province from you, Moreau—all areas of Farouche activity since this rebellion started. The six of us will ride out in pairs on a general alert, try to…bring some organization to this madness. I want to learn where Simon and Wilfred Gundersen operate. Their aid is vital. Oh, and—Armand, will you set some of your people to helping the cure clean up his churchyard?”

				“Don’t look at me,” Orozco said wardingly when he saw Gonji glance at him. Subdued laughter accompanied the Spaniard’s remark.

				“All-recht, ronin—let’s move. Moreau, what is it?”

				Jacques seemed troubled. “I was—I was just thinking how fortunate I am to have my son…and about those others who…weren’t so lucky. In Lamorisse…”

				An arrow stole snapped sharply behind the listeners. Le Corbeau had yanked it from the corpse of a gargoyle and cracked it in two, scowling. The Crow’s teeth ground at the memory of Jacques Moreau’s tale of outrage concerning the abducted children of his town.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER NINETEEN

				Serge Farouche left the abducted children of Lamorisse in the hands of a mercenary column.

				The wolves had carried the twenty-seven terrified children to two waiting oxcarts in the forest north of the town. The young ones were loaded and locked into the wooden cages and given food and drink. But many were still in shock, and most partook of neither.

				The mercenary band trundled them off toward the mountain grotto used by the Farouche in their foul rites. The wolf pack loped along in escort, and a small flight of gargoyles flapped overhead, serving as both scouts and aerial cover fire.

				But the foul company had been watched.

				Gonji’s other adventurer company, under the command of Buey, had trailed them from a safe distance, keeping to the depths of the forest to avoid being spotted.

				When the opportunity finally presented itself, the Wunderknechten struck like an iron fist of providential wrath.

				When the mercenaries briefly left the child-bearing carts with the wolf pack and took water from a mountain well, the first fusillade of longbow shafts riddled them. The second sent their tattered remnant scurrying for the cover of boulders and sparse brush. A pitched bowshot battle ensued, the determined adventurers’ uncanny accuracy dropping more brigands with every volley.

			

			
				The gargoyles fell from the sky like scorched bugs, their short arbalests no match for the longbows in either range or firepower. They soon abandoned the fray and winged toward Dijon to report the incident.

				Buey led the bulk of the company down toward the well, closing fast with the disheartened mercenaries, who now cracked off pistol shot, their fear of the Wunderknechten’s vengeful fury daunting their aim, their frenzied reloading efforts costing them time and ground.

				The battle ended swiftly in a brutal clash of edged weapons as a handful of mercenaries took to scattered, ravaged, jangling flight. Buey himself engaged the leader, a massive Dutchman whose scarred armor evinced his experience in the field.

				Their brief, steel-sparking, hand-to-hand dirk fight climaxed in a thunderous exchange of fists and booted feet near the well, as both had lost their blades in the melee that had left them cut and bleeding from numerous wounds.

				Buey’s men shouted repeatedly for him to stop, for the mercenary commander might be useful alive. But the Ox was beyond rational counsel. In the end, he clutched his foe’s throat and tried to crush it in his iron grip as the brigand pounded him futilely, with weakening thews.

				“Steal—children—you—sonofabitch!”

				“Buey—no!”

				The Ox slammed his enemy against the side of the well. Grabbing him by one leg, he flipped him over the stone wall to plunge headfirst, screaming, into the watery depths.

				“Buey!”

				They gathered to peer down. An echoing, scream-filled splash…Then silence, and a soft lapping of water, was all they heard.

			

			
				“Jesus-God-A’mighty—look!”

				Gasps and shouts of horror. They ran as a body toward the band of six, led by Father Jan Sebastio and Luigi Leone, who had gone after the wolf-ringed children.

				Gonji’s old friend Kuma-san, the priest who had tutored him in Japan, was past hope—half the wolf pack had sprung on him en masse…

				* * * *

				As the battle raged about the well, Sebastio and Leone warily approached the snarling wolves who poised threateningly around the imprisoned children. The little ones were crying, certain something awful was about to happen. They huddled together inside the oxcarts as one wolf leaped atop each canopy, snarling toward the savage fighting at the well.

				“Christ, padre, what the hell can we do?” Leone said, grimacing, his blade and pistol brandished in either hand in useless display.

				Kuma-san swallowed, shuddering as he considered something, briefly shutting his eyes against the sight.

				“We can’t fire on ‘em,” another warrior declared needlessly. “Might hit those youngsters.”

				“If they charge, I’m shooting,” another man said in a strained voice.

				“No.”

				Father Jan put up his stout-bladed schiavona in its scabbard. Waving the others back, he gripped the crucifix that depended from a leather thong about his neck. He began to walk slowly toward the red-eyed beasts, whose jaws slavered in anticipation of tearing frenzy.

			

			
				“You’re crazy, padre!”

				Sebastio plodded on, holding the crucifix before him. He spoke softly as he walked, his voice murmuring words that could not be heard over the growling of the wolf pack, the menacing clack of bared and stained white fangs.

				“Yes,” Kuma-san was whispering, “you know not human speech, but you know this symbol. And you know your true Lord…” His breathing became choppy, but he forced a deep breath and steeled himself, closing his eyes an instant when terror threatened to engulf him. Sending up a prayer for strength and courage in his faith, Sebastio commended his spirit to his God.

				“You dare not harm these innocents, for they are God’s own children,” he said more clearly now, his voice rising in volume and pitch as his eyes began to shine with the flooding of faith, of conviction…of resolution, that drove his spirit and steadied his footsteps.

				“They’re going to spring—”

				“We’ve got to shoot!”

				“No—let him be,” Leone ordered, holding up a now weaponless hand. His face glowed with astonishment at the priest’s faith and valor as he swallowed back a ball of burning fear.

				“Leave these children,” Sebastio commanded the wolves. “By the power of God I demand that you spare these children. Avaunt, power of Satan! Avaunt, spirits of Evil!”

				The wolves at the fore spread out and encircled the priest, heads lowered as if to charge. The rest pawed about the oxcarts, spoiling for a fight. And the two on top of the carts snarled down at the puling children.

			

			
				Sebastio stopped, his conviction momentarily failing him to see the predators’ intent. He was unsure of how to proceed now that the wolves had held their ground.

				Eyeing the pathetic little ones, he took another step toward the carts, and then another—

				The wolves closed the circle.

				“If you must spill blood in your demon-lust, then let it be mine!”

				Sebastio spread his arms wide, glaring at the circle of eager carnivores. “Take me, and let these children live.”

				There was a breathless instant of stillness, as the drama at the well played out to its conclusion. A man beside Leone muttered an oath.

				And the wolves sprang at Father Sebastio.

				“Noooooo!”

				Luigi and his men opened fire on the wolves at the oxcarts, felling four or five with pistol shot. There was nothing they could do for Sebastio. Unleashing their bows, they took out three more of the beasts as they strove to rip the wooden carts to shreds and get at the children.

				Then something eerie occurred.

				All the wolves tearing at the oxcarts cringed as one, as if by some unheard directive of the nameless principle that compelled their actions. The six who had descended on Father Sebastio in primitive fury now backed away from his downed form.

				Leone stayed his men’s fire and stared in horror at the supine priest, whose hands—bloody now—covered his face. Like a phoenix, Kuma-san rose shakily from the position in which the others had conceded him to death. Marked by many fangs, his flesh punctured shallowly through his garb in scores of places along his upper body, hands and arms, he was nonetheless relatively unharmed.

			

			
				He stood with bowed head, as wolves and men alike focused on him in awe.

				The wolves slunk backward, turned quietly, and padded off along the slopes toward the forests below, those about the oxcart joining Sebastio’s attackers in an outre single line of orderly retreat.

				Convinced that they’d been privy to a manifestation of the power of faith, the company fell to quiet whispering and private introspections a moment, some of the men falling to their knees to give thanks for what must surely have been divine intervention.

				Leone circled Sebastio twice before speaking. “God, padre—I could never do that. I doubt that I’ll ever have such faith.”

				Sebastio hacked a breathy laugh, still running his fingers over his mild puncture wounds, incredulous to find his parts intact.

				“And I doubt that I could ever do such a thing again,” he replied, his voice trilling as if speech came with the greatest difficulty. “Gonji will be disappointed, no?”

				“Why?”

				“I’ve still not used this to kill.” He touched the pommel of the belted schiavona, then rushed toward the oxcarts with the other men. “Oh, my God—the children…”

				The captive children of Lamorisse were now released and comforted. Like the wolves, they seemed to sense a special power about Father Sebastio. This, coupled with their understanding of his importance as a man of the cloth, caused them to gravitate toward him like trusting sheep, hugging him en masse.

			

			
				After speaking with the older children, the men agreed upon a course. Buey was determined to see the children safely home; so he and Leone led half the company and the oxcarts to Lamorisse in escort of the little ones, many of whom doubled up aboard mercenary mounts. Sebastio took the remainder of Gonji’s adventurer command southward, toward the abandoned castle, for they’d by now encountered several bands of refugees who’d heeded Wilfred Gundersen’s rapidly spreading tactical advice.

				* * * *

				Kuma-san swiftly headed the thundering band of sixteen fighters over the southeastern foothill trails, picking up knots of refugees and small detachments of rebels as they rode. Two days later they caught their first glimpse of the brooding fortress in a lower Alpine gorge.

				It was a vast and breathtaking spectacle. The castle turrets and tumbled-down outer curtain stood imposingly on a great ridge that jutted from the dim floor of the gorge. The centuries-old fortification was rather like the hub of the sprawling, elliptical natural cleft in the mountainside; the only approaches to the hub were afforded via the spokes—three sinuous rock bridges, terrifying in their illusion of fragility, as they stretched over the yawning chasm of the gorge’s dizzying bowl.

				Looking down over the brink, experiencing a sense of vertigo, Kuma-san conceived an equally terrifying thought: It was clear that someone had once successfully besieged this apparently impregnable place.

			

			
				Refugees streamed across the disconcerting rock bridges. The adventurer band joined them, halted by local Wunderknechten sentries, who questioned them. Kuma-san answered their inquiries truly, and runners were sent to the castle on the double.

				Captain Salguero came out to greet his old comrades personally, along with Aldo Monetto and Nick Nagy. The arriving band was led through the crumbling outer barbican and shown the in-progress effort at refitting the Frankish stronghold as a modern defensive bulwark and a base from which to strike out against the evil Farouche.

				Kuma-san took grim note of the moldering corpses that had been gathered for burial in a common grave—down in the depths of the gorge itself—and learned that the castle had late been wrested from a small company of mercenaries working for the otherworldly invaders, their Farouche Clan masters.

				The priest’s first act was thus to perform a ritual ablution, a benediction presumed to purify the castle of any residual evil power. The bodies were then consigned to the fathomless depths.

				Sharing a meal presided over by Claire Dejordy, the new comrades exchanged tales of their dealings with Gonji, the singular samurai warrior who had so amazingly affected all their lives; who had unearthed the sublime knowledge of a cosmic scheme beyond any previous comprehension.

				As well as mad lore concerning the ghastly plotting of off-world sorcerers, who were said to have enslaved numerous worlds mystically touching upon the present earth—the only one they all knew.

			

			
				The meal and its converse ended first in awed silence…and then with a solemn prayer that this present campaign with Gonji would save many souls from the dreaded minions of the Evil One, whatever his true shape and wherever lay his spatial core, the center of his corrupted realm.

				And with bowed heads, each rebel prayed further that this action would not be their last.

				* * * *

				Wilfred Gundersen sat in a back room at Chabot’s Inn, pondering his next move in light of the outrage committed against Lamorisse, the unthinkable stealing away of the children, for what vile purpose, no one cared to speculate.

				Henri Chabot filled him in concerning the grisly events, the divided thinking of the populace. Lamorisse looked like a ghost town, the streets beset by a morbid calm like the hush before a violent storm. Many had fled. Those who remained were digging in for a siege. All hope of unified effort seemed lost.

				Gabrielle perched on a stool beside them, alternately embellishing her father’s tale of woe and making Wilf uncomfortable with her searching eyes. The needless lurid details she eagerly imparted seemed calculated to prove her toughness to Wilf, who received them with feigned interest and sheepish smiles.

				“Will you be staying here or going straightaway to the castle?” she asked, twining a lock of her hair around a finger.

			

			
				Wilf grunted. “I don’t know. The castle seems best. My friends are there. We may need to plan further before taking any action. It’s damned frustrating that Simon’s run off. I could wish he were along with me.”

				“We’ll be going to the castle, non, Henri?” she asked her father. “Perhaps we could ride along with Wilf and his men.”

				She bobbed a bared, crossed leg up and down as she spoke, catching Wilf’s eye in spite of their circumstances. He tried gamely to avert his gaze whenever it fell on that fetching limb.

				Henri shrugged and shook his head in response to her question.

				Wilf chewed on the inside of his cheek. “Might not be such a good idea,” he said lamely, mopping his brow and adding: “It’s warm in here, eh?”

				“It won’t be for long,” Gaby said airily.

				Wilf eyed her quizzically.

				“What—another of your visions?” Henri asked, chortling. “She dreamed the castle, you know. About everyone running there. She has visions.”

				“Ah—that’s all blather, really,” she explained. “I just imagine things, or dream them, or even luckily guess them, and they all think I’ve got some power of foresight.”

				“What else have you dreamed?” Wilf asked.

				Her indulgent smile faded. “Things…I hope I am not so lucky about.” Her expression brightened again almost at once. “You know, I did dream some other things. Nicer things that I wouldn’t wish away. Like about the valiant young swain who carries me off from this place on his sturdy charger—”

			

			
				Wilf felt his face flushing.

				There came a pounding on the door. Henri admitted a blanching messenger, who whispered briefly to the concierge before departing.

				“What is it?” Wilf asked.

				“Two tough-looking brigands at the town hall, asking for the magistrate or…”

				“Oui?”

				“…or the Wunderknechten leaders of this town. He says they’ll speak to no one else.”

				“Who is the magistrate right now?”

				Henri spread his hands uncertainly. “Darcy Lavelle, I suppose. Lamont went looking for him.”

				“Send the mercenaries here,” Wilf said sternly.

				“What? Why?”

				“Out in the hall. I want to see them. Can you do that for me?”

				Gabrielle rose and moved between them, stepping into her sabots. “I’d be delighted to…my fine young swain.”

				Henri shook his head to see Wilf’s look of discomfiture over the sexual tension that had formed between them and said, “Be quick about it, then, little minx. And be wary of them.”

				Gaby made a face at her father and dashed out the door.

				“I best charge up my pistols,” Henri said glumly.

				* * * *

				Wilf coldly regarded the well-armed pair of obvious highwaymen who accompanied Gaby back to the inn.

				“Here is one of our leaders,” she told the burly spokesman, who looked as though he’d seen his share of close combat. Gaby then sidled behind the bar, breathing shallowly, tensely, and casting glances back and forth from Wilf to the strangers.

			

			
				“I am the Wunderknechten…liaison here,” Wilf said, carefully altering what Gaby had implied. “Name your business.”

				The two armed men exchanged a suspicious look and separated as they slowly approached Wilf. 

				The big man stuck his thumbs into his broad belt. A short, angry, double-bladed axe protruded from its front.

				“That so? You speak lousy French for a Burgundian.”

				The brute’s partner, a younger, slimmer man in a feathered slouch hat, suddenly drew a pistol and leveled it at Wilf. 

				The big brigand pulled out his axe. “In fact, an accent like that marks you for an outlander.”

				Wilf still sat, unflinching, though a vein throbbed at his temple as he glanced from one to the other. “Nonetheless, I am the one you seek. And if it’s a fight you’re looking for, you’ve probably come to the right town.”

				The leader looked to his partner again, grunting boorishly. The gun-wielding brigand cocked an eyebrow to hear Wilf’s bold words, his hand flexing the pistol into a fresh grip.

				The big man snorted and then suddenly cocked the axe and flung it. Its gleaming head flashed past Wilf’s own to thunk surely into a vertical beam just behind him.

				“I didn’t have to miss,” the axe-man declared.

				“Touche!” Gaby cried out from behind the bar. She was holding a gun on them, her eyes shining as she held the pistol-wielding stranger’s gaze in check. The piece looked huge in her small hands. But her two-handed grasp of it seemed sure.

			

			
				“Touche, yourself!” the pistolier replied. “Don’t shoot that thing, little lady! We’re here to help!”

				“Horseshit!” Gabrielle spat back. “Find out what they want, Wilf.”

				Wilf smiled thinly, for the first time taking comfort in the girl’s flamboyant presence. “Not bad,” he said to the axe-thrower. “But I have a friend who might show you a thing or two about throwing an axe. For now, though, just tell me who you are and what you want. Have you truly come to help, or are you Farouche hirelings?”

				The big warrior reddened. He stalked toward Wilf, who stood from his table and drew his own pistol from behind him now, edging back to where Spine-cleaver leaned against the bar behind a chair. He kicked the chair out of the way and watched as the man moved past, ignoring his pistol, to yank the embedded axe free with a single tug of a corded arm.

				“You’re a feisty Teuton—that’s what you are, isn’t it? Oui, we’re here to help. But you show me the guts to fight first, and then I’ll tell you what plans others are making for your deliverance.”

				He tossed the axe aside and unbuckled his other weapons, showing his empty hands.

				Wilf bridled at the other’s challenge but continued to hold the pistol on him.

				Henri Chabot emerged from a storage room, a short-barreled wheel-lock piece leveled in one trembling fist.

			

			
				“You,” he grated at the slouch-hatted man who held Gaby in a standoff, “lower that gun barrel from my daughter.”

				The pistol-wielding stranger blinked and then sighed in exasperation. “Tell your papa to please put down his own pistol. S’il vous plait, mademoiselle?”

				“Drop yours first,” Gabrielle replied, her jaw jutting.

				“Aw, shit, Brett,” Normand Gareau griped at his comrade, now lowering the pistol and removing his hat to wipe his brow. “I think they show some spirit, non?”

				Brett Jarret ignored him and pointed at Wilf’s wheel-lock. “Come on, big mouth,” he taunted. “Put that down and show me you have what ‘leaders’ are made of. Rough and tumble, no holds barred. And I’ll only use my feet.” He lifted one booted leg.

				“Come on, Brett—” Gareau grumbled. “This young lass looks like she can shoot straight, and the old man’s quaking might make that thing go off.”

				Wilf clenched his teeth and faced Brett Jarret squarely. He laid the pistol on a stool, and when he looked down for an instant, Jarret moved fast—

				“Watch out!” Gaby warned—too late.

				Jarret’s thick leg swung up in a surprisingly graceful crescent kick that passed over Wilf’s head as he ducked nimbly. It was a set-up for the quick jumping front-kick that followed. Wilf caught the blow full in the belly, his breath bursting from his lungs as he stumbled backward.

				Jarret moved in, feinting another front kick. Wilf recovered enough to reply with a snapping backfist that fell intentionally short, drawing a dodge that caused Jarret to lean out of balance.

			

			
				Wilf’s hard-turning roundhouse kick thumped into the warrior’s ribs, eliciting a gasp of shock, as much as pain, and stirring Brett Jarret’s competitive spirit to new heights.

				Then Gareau spotted something. “Brett, wait!” He tried to draw his friend’s attention—rather like dissuading a charging bull. Wilf’s and Jarret’s boots slammed together in fierce kicks that blocked each other, as Gareau put up his pistol in his belt and alternated between making placating gestures to Gaby and Henri and bellowing at Jarret—

				“Brett—listen!”

				“Shut up, Gareau!”

				“Look at his sword—his sword, man!”

				Brett backed Wilf into a corner, leapt, and lashed out with a high front snap-kick aimed at decapitating him. Wilf bobbed under the boot’s heavy lunge and dropped low in the tight quarters, spinning a stiff-legged kick along the floor with enough arc to sweep Jarret’s standing leg from under him. He crashed to the floorboards heavily.

				“God damn it, Jarret, will you look at that damned sword? Where have you seen one like that before?” Gareau lurched toward the battlers but looked to Gaby. “Lady, put that gun down!”

				Now Gareau was standing nearly beside Spine-cleaver, pointing at it.

				“Look!” 

				Jarret lay dazedly rubbing the back of his head, scowling, but he did indeed now recognize the katana, the only other blade he’d ever seen designed like Gonji’s storied Sagami.

				“Wilfred Gundersen, is it?” Normand Gareau said, smiling and nodding his head. “Correct? You’ll have to forgive Brett. All it takes to set him off is a single word questioning his fighting prowess. Wilfred of Vedun…I should have known as soon as I heard the girl call you Wilf, for Christ’s sake.”

			

			
				“The girl’s name is Gabrielle,” she said petulantly, appraising Gareau more closely now.

				Wilf breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad you spotted the sword hilt. I was about out of samurai tricks.”

				Soon after introductions, people began to arrive at the inn by the curious and vocal bunches as word spread of the new allies’ arrival. Henri Chabot ushered in Darcy Lavelle and a few other friends and militia leaders.

				“What’s happening?” Darcy asked.

				Wilf was gesturing enthusiastically. “These worthy gentlemen have come from Gonji! They bring news that Gonji’s in the province, with more of our fellows!”

				“The samurai?”

				“Sensei to all Wunderknechten!”

				“Now let’s see what the Farouche will muster to—”

				There was a noisy commotion in the streets without. People cried out in shock. Their screams were unsettling at first; weapons sang out of belts and scabbards.

				But these, it turned out, were squeals of unbridled joy.

				Father Giroux turned out the citizenry to welcome home the rescued children.

				Buey and Luigi Leone rode proudly at the head of the column, a small, dark-eyed boy sharing the saddle with Buey until he caught sight of his erstwhile grieving mother. One by one the children were helped down from their horses by eager hands.

			

			
				“Henri!” Gabrielle called out gaily to her father. “Drinks on the house, n’est-ce pas?”

				* * * *

				“So, Jarret,” Buey blared, hefting an ale flagon, “you’re still picking on smaller men, eh?”

				“I’d rather take on bigger, but I see you’ve already met your match for the day,” Jarret retorted, indicating Buey’s fresh scars from the knife fight at the well.

				Buey was in good spirits for the first time since he’d killed Gonji’s young would-be assassin. Rescuing Lamorisse’s children had been a tonic for him, a catharsis of his guilt over years of violent endeavor.

				“You buffoons fight all you want,” Luigi Leone said, adjusting his eye patch. “All I want to do is drink and…maybe make a few friends before we’re fighting for our asses again. Pardon, madame,” he appended for Blanche Lavelle’s benefit.

				Darcy laughed. “First time we’ve heard such merriment in Lamorisse in…I don’t know—seems like a long time.”

				“I just wish we could do something to cheer Wyatt,” Blanche added sadly at his side. Her eyes were brimming with tears as she glanced around the noisy inn.

				“We best get this out of our systems quickly, gentle folk,” Wilf advised. “I hate to be a killjoy, but there are still the Farouche to reckon with. Buey’s people foiled whatever their plans were for the children. They’ll do something in retaliation, we can be sure.”

				Nods of agreement followed Wilf’s observation.

				“Have you heroes seen many monsters like those flying devils we shot down?” Leone asked. Assured by the others that Leone and Buey’s band had yet to encounter the worst of Farouche sorcery, the one-eyed Italian adventurer whistled and toasted their fellowship. “Here’s to our battling band, then—and one hell of an army we make, eh? It’s not going to be like last year.”

			

			
				Hardy assents rang out in the auberge.


				Wilf pulled Darcy aside. “You and I have plans to make. If I can, I’d like to link up with Gonji as soon as possible.”

				As they moved off, Normand Gareau’s eyes narrowed when he caught sight of someone in the crowd.

				“Chabot, who’s that man over there?”

				Henri peered where Normand pointed, but Gabrielle leaned over the bar between them, “Reynald Labossiere,” she said without bothering to look, for her eyes were settled firmly on the dapper Gareau.

				“I have news for you, ma cherie—that is not his name.”

				Gaby watched Gareau amble over to the table where Reynald sat with his wife and a few Wunderknechten companions.

				“I know,” she whispered after him.

				Reynald seemed contented for the first time in months. And it had been longer still since anyone in Lamorisse had seen him and Faye seemingly enjoying each other’s company.

				His smile plummeted when he recognized the face looming above his table.

				“Monsieur…Duvier,” Normand said with complacent certainty.

				Silence swept the table as the others took in Reynald’s expression.

			

			
				“What is it, Reynald?” Faye asked, laying a hand on her husband’s arm. “Who is this man? What does he mean?”

				Reynald swallowed, eyes swimming with the spell of the ale and the sudden churning of old memories. “He is…someone I’d hoped never to encounter. Someone who is very much as I once was. I told you you wouldn’t believe certain things I could say about my past, Faye…” He saw that people were staring now, and voices were muting throughout the inn. He steeled himself and went on. “We used to fight on opposite sides, this man and I. I killed one too many on his side, and a price was fixed on my head. He was set to claiming it…once.”

				People began to ease back from the table.

				Gareau paused for a long, tense moment, then tipped his flagon toward Reynald and bowed to the apprehensive Faye. “Once,” he echoed. “But now we fight on the same side. Monsieur…Labossiere. Madame.” Gareau smiled, touched his hat brim, and returned to the bar.

				Buey shortly took up his late place at Reynald’s whisper-huddled table.

				“You know,” the Ox said to the still shaken man, clearing his throat nervously, “I killed one person too many once, too, and…well, I think now that there’s forgiveness enough in Heaven for such as we are…”

				Reynald watched the huge warrior humbly drift away from the table, mystified. Tears gathered in the corners of his eyes as he pulled his wife close to him.

				Gaby moved along the bar to face Normand Gareau again, eyeing him conspiratorially.

			

			
				“I knew his name wasn’t really Labossiere, too, you know.”

				“Really?” Normand answered. “How so?”

				“I have dreams,” she replied. “Some people think they’re prophetic. Like about the castle. I knew the Wunderknechten would be using that haunted old place again. And I’ve had…other dreams.” She smiled coyly.

				“Is that so? Like what?”

				“Like about the dashing young knight who rides into town and carries me off on his bold charger.”

				Gareau gazed into his empty flagon. “Do you have an ale called Ehrenberg?”

				“A good one,” she replied, “and not easy to get. But I think I could scare up a measure for such a valiant young swain.”

				Their eyes met, but before Gaby could move toward the ale stores, they were all clearing out of the inn in response to the outcries of alarm in the streets.

				The moon had risen. A bloated, grotesque oval that loomed impossibly large over Lamorisse. No one had ever seen it so huge. It seemed as if it had drifted near the earth in ominous portent of what was soon to follow.

				The sky overhead began to swirl.

				A dark, roiling mist spiraled and fumed in the northern sky, like storm clouds stirred by the hand of an angry god. There was a roaring in the heavens and a series of luminous flashings behind the vast, whirling maelstrom, eliciting shouts and outcries from the frightened townsfolk.

				Someone, something was plying forbidden arts. There was little doubt as to whom was behind it.

			

			
				“Time to make ready,” Wilf called out.

				“For what?” Darcy Lavelle snapped back, his face etched with atavistic fear.

				At the door to the inn, Gabrielle Chabot stared, trancelike, straight ahead and spoke in a voice too low to be heard.

				“For the storm…and the flood.”


			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY

				Under the enormous, sickly glowing moon of an alien sphere, the worshipers of Dark Power pursued their “faith” rite. For so the denizens of the present earthly sphere would have described it, lacking the knowledge to explain what to them could only be pure magic and mysticism and sorcerous arcana.

				Mercenary soldiers and subservient followers of the Farouche, alike, obediently flung themselves into the ritual.

				Garish flames of orange and blue and sunset red burst from the rocks, their sources unguessable to the robed acolytes, who swayed and chanted and ogled in abject terror the phantasmagorical shapes and light-and-shadow wonders the Farouche Clan conjured.

				They pronounced the words they’d been given. Seven times they repeated the rhythmic chants to the earth “elementals” who were said to control all power in the cosmic system of interlocked spheres. Then the participants slashed their arms as they’d been shown, each one contributing droplets of his life’s blood to the common bowl that symbolized their oneness.

				Even as they watched, benumbed, their world became translucent, overlaid and then wholly supplanted by another. And that one was superseded by still more, fragments of the alien spheres melding, juxtaposing, fashioning at the last an eerie landscape that was none of them yet all of them at once.

			

			
				A Conjunction of Spheres—of the most earth-magic-sensitive spheres that had once comprised lost Arcadia, whence came all sentient beings, along with all atrophied powers of sub-atomic manipulation which the humans of Gonji’s world once might have plied, but which they could now only apprehend as frightening sorcery and superstition and spiritual warfare of unknowable gods.

				Serge Farouche stalked through the crowd, in bestial monster avatar, leering at them, intimidating those whose faith failed them in the grislier moments of self-injury.

				Blaise, now a fawn, performed ritual sacrifices at the altar stone raised at the center of the grotto. He presided over the carnal sharing—the drinking of blood and devouring of flesh. The living human and animal offerings who had not been as fortunate as the children of Lamorisse.

				From some of these were gleaned actual, useful transference of death-energies; others were merely for theatrical effect over the superstitious crowd.

				Roman Farouche—a great white, two-legged cat—and Anton Balaerik lorded over the proceedings. They worked in turn, alternately bowing out in deference to each other, players on a sublime stage before an unenlightened audience. They gathered unto themselves the tremendous energies released by violent, shrieking death of the sacrificial animals; absorbing the somewhat lesser energies extracted from the fervent emotional vibrations proceeding from the faith of their followers.

				The Farouche—adepts from a higher-planed sphere—bled their “worshipers” for fear, for blood, for the human potential wrung from willfully captive souls.

			

			
				Roman and Balaerik began to display their renewed psychic energies—their “sorcerous” power. They levitated ever larger objects, opened ever vaster gateway views into worlds contiguous to the present Terran sphere.

				And now these Masters were ready for the Lost Ones. Those who had failed in their service to the Farouche. These were largely weaker mercenaries who had been defeated by the rebel forces; who had fled from engagements; or thought to redeem themselves by bringing useless intelligence to their lords when they might have more worthily remained in the field to die in Farouche service. Still others were grumblers who’d been heard to boldly question Farouche power in view of the many allies who’d fallen recently.

				They wore the special garb. The lurid flame-hued gowns they’d been told were called the Red Robes of Recommitment. Each man proudly displayed his own favored edged weapon, slung over his shoulder.

				They were to be infused with renewed strength and courage of purpose.

				These penitents mounted the grotto steps to kneel just below the dais of power, where Roman Farouche and Anton Balaerik chimed out a dual incantation and gestured over their heads. The only words spoken regarding them that they could understand were these last—the last words of any kind they would ever hear:

				“Thus are your energies recommitted—”

				Balaerik’s arms waved symmetrically, swanlike.

				The robes tightened about the penitents, binding them helplessly. Their weapons quit their fastenings to hover mystically over their heads. And as they watched, wide-eyed, pleading in utter helplessness, their throats were slit. Slowly. Their shrieking, liberated life-forces were recaptured by Balaerik, in the small ivory receptacle by which he could control their now-enslaved corpses.

			

			
				The reanimated bodies rose, shucking their garments, to stand naked before their lord and master and the fearfully sweating, trembling observers. Lifeless eyes gazed up at Balaerik obediently. The necromancer’s new slaves took up their weapons and shambled off to stand, weaving, in a double rank at one end of the grotto. Undead automatons, to be used as Balaerik saw fit.

				Now Roman and Balaerik allowed their acolytes to engage in bacchanalian, orgiastic revelry—led by Blaise—while they tested their fresh input of cosmic energy. Roman worked at extending his control over ever more distant inanimate objects, while Balaerik concentrated on plying the gateways into useful spheres. Spheres already conquered by the cross-world conspirators. Primitive spheres, whose power was easily appropriated.

				Balaerik opened doorways to terror and might, dreadful sights and brutish power. Monstrous forms began to pour through into the present world: Thus did he outfit his army that would exact retribution from Burgundy—

				Great hulking barbarians, shaggy and clad in armor of plate and hide; horse-legged bipedal beasts reminiscent of the satyrs, though these bore the heads and tusks of boars; moldering corpses still clung with the rusted armor in which they’d died in Balaerik’s service on other spheres, weak at arms but far more valuable for the will-sapping, valor-shriveling function they performed so well; ram-headed cannibalistic fiends from a world that reveled in warfare and celebrated the art of pain over all others…

			

			
				Balaerik watched his regiment form in the grotto. When he dared not strain the gateways with further transferences, he closed the portals to the tongues of land—called jetties—that might lead these creatures home. For they would never go home. When their work was finished here, they would be disposed of. Efficient use of energy precluded the enormous power waste needed to maintain transit-locks.

				Slaves were expendable.

				Balaerik called Roman to him. The elongated white lynx strode toward him with regal bearing.

				“They do so love these displays of magic, don’t they?” Balaerik said to him.

				“Yes. They passionately follow leaders who can show them true cosmic power. All of them.”

				Balaerik rubbed his eyes, sighing. “Link with me now for the climatic exchange. I’ll show you what you and Blaise did wrong—or rather failed to do—last year. All you need do is allow the preeminent climate you import to dominate, as it invariably must. Let it touch down. It will fairly devour the milder region of the present sphere. Then let go and just allow the air-pressure cones to revert. That way you won’t create the domino effect on contiguous spheres you caused last year. Simple, eh?”

				“Yes, when you explain it,” Roman replied. “But not working with Blaise, it isn’t…”

				Moments later, there was a great upheaval in the sky, a cataclysmic, local atmospheric phenomenon like a vacuum that sucked the heavens through a funnel into an alien dimension.

			

			
				The firmament that was exchanged for the velvet night sky of Burgundy extruded itself overhead like an unwholesome thing spewed from an inhospitable world.

				“Just one more touch, I think,” Balaerik declared. “Bear with me.”

				* * * *

				Silver eyes reflected a lifetime’s loathing from a promontory high above the Farouche Clan’s stygian revelry.

				Simon Sardonis, now the night-shifted golden Beast that some in northern lands called the Grejkill, hunched inside the cleft of a rocky crag, watching the saturnalia as he kept a wary eye on the skies about him. Gargoyles sheared through the frigid night air, careening about in airborne celebration of the demonstration below.

				Simon was the first to see the apparition in the sky. It so shocked him that he thought his presence must have been discovered via Farouche sorcery.

				* * * *

				At the old ruined Frankish castle in the deep mountain gorge to the south, the Wunderknechten leaders who had reclaimed it for its hopeful strategic advantage gathered atop the bailey walls. The refugees below, who were streaming in from the province, stared and pointed from the castle wards and rock bridges leading to the fortress. Monetto, Nagy, Father Sebastio, and Capt. Salguero jostled for position atop the turret, gaping. The priest Gonji called Kuma-san had seen this apparition before.

			

			
				Anton Balaerik’s leering countenance filled the northern quadrant of the sky. He spoke with a reverberating voice that was magically apprehended by each listener in his native tongue:

				“…those who oppose us must die. Lay down your weapons and surrender. For soon our combined forces will scour the province, sweeping all resistance from their path. And that will only be the beginning…”

				* * * *

				In Lamorisse the entire populace turned out to hear the ominous message from the shimmering visage interposed between the northern horizon and the whirling black vortex that slowly spiraled to consume the starry night.

				The town leaders and the adventurers who’d come to their aid alike stared up from the streets surrounding the inns and market stalls, the town hall and guild headquarters.

				The Cochieus, the Aucoins, the Labossieres—the Lavelles, together bracing up the hate-filled, quaking and grieving Wyatt Ault—Henri Chabot, sharing the auberge steps with his daughter Gabrielle and Normand Gareau—Buey, yanking free a piece of dried beef with his teeth—Luigi Leone, casting up an obscene gesture—Brett Jarret, leaning with one foot on a hitching rail, sloshing ale about in his cup and nodding purposefully—and Wilfred Gundersen, belting and adjusting Spine-cleaver in a display of defiance he hoped the god-like taunter-in-the-sky could see.

				All listened to the pronouncement of their doom.

			

			
				* * * *

				Out on a plains road, Sgt. Carlos Orozco saw and heard in Castilian Spanish; and Le Corbeau and Jacques Moreau, in a dialect of the langue d’oc, as they escorted their ordnance to the castle, alerting towns and villages along the way.

				In Dijon, as in the other towns where dispirited, bewildered French regulars exercised martial law over the citizenry, the vision was not seen. For these places represented the core upon which Farouche power would be rebuilt in Burgundy, once the resistance was obliterated.

				Only at the wooden bridge crossed by Gonji and Armand Perigor—the same place that haunted Guy Moreau’s nightmares, where once Belial Farouche had plied his outrages—was the voice heard in Japanese.

				Gonji stayed Perigor’s anxious speech with the wave of a hand. He peered up into the sky with narrowed eyes, a cold smile creasing his lips to see the predatory mask. He was perversely glad to see that his hated enemy Balaerik was part of this fell business. It made sense to him now. There was a satisfying feeling of a circle being completed.

				Balaerik. His old nemesis from Spain, who’d set the Dark Company on his heels and heated the pyres of the Inquisition on Gonji’s behalf. The face in the fiacre that had tried to run him down in St. Pons.

				The mystical display, intended to strike terror in all their hearts, exercised quite the opposite effect on the samurai. He lifted a hand and cupped Balaerik’s translucent face in its ridge.

				“Shi-kaze,” Gonji said. “Deathwind.”

			

			
				* * * *

				Balaerik rose slowly from the pallet where he’d lain, light-headed now as the projection was drawn back into his being, melting from the angry skies.

				“Prepare them,” he said weakly to Roman Farouche. “When the siege force encounters first resistance, we’ll open the…spigot in the mountains.” He gurgled a low laugh. “Strange to think what gargantuan forces are sometimes held in check by the subtle magic of a single gateway…”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

				The sky was a livid bruise, a patchwork discoloration of threatening clouds, as Simon Sardonis rode into Lamorisse. An icy wind whipped through town, and winter garb was already in evidence as the citizens readied at once for the dual strife of winter hardship and impending war.

				Despite their disillusionment over his having fled from the fight against Serge Farouche, the people received Simon’s return with good cheer and a new surge of hope. 

				Simon, for his part, was happier to see Wilfred Gundersen than he had been to see anyone since his chance reunion with his tragic uncle, many months earlier.

				They embraced warmly and entered the town hall, where Wyatt Ault, Darcy Lavelle, and Brett Jarret eagerly awaited Simon’s news garnered in his reconnaissance. Wilf beamed with pride to hold the honored position of “old friend” to the great lycanthrope. It made him feel like a respected veteran of noble campaigns.

				“You have Claire safely hidden, I’m told,” Simon said with anxious uncertainty.

				Wilf nodded reassuringly. And to hear Simon’s sincere words of gratitude, the warrior-smith was flooded with a sense of vindicated conviction of his decision to become involved here.

				Simon ducked his towering head under the lintel and entered the conference chamber, flashing a hint of his old social unease to see all the other gathered rebel leaders.

			

			
				“Will you be rejoining Claire at the castle at the old ruined castle in the mountains?” Wilf asked.

				Simon pondered the matter. “I long to do so, but think I’d best be out in the countryside when the worst happens, as it’s sure to. I’m particularly interested in areas of…wolfish action, you understand.”

				They all conveyed their apprehension of his meaning. He had unfinished business with Serge Farouche and his private corps of animal terrorists.

				“But I may need your help,” the accursed warrior added. “I bear the mark of a sorcerous effect. Something they did to me when I was last at the fortress—you’re sure it’s been secured for our purposes now?”

				“We’ve had reliable intelligence from runners, to that effect,” Darcy Lavelle told him.

				“Aldo Monetto is in command there,” Wilf said, encouraged to be able to mention another of the old guard from Vedun.

				Simon half smiled. “Good old Monetto. Has anyone had contact with Gonji?”

				Brett Jarret cleared his throat and leaned forward. “I was with him a few days ago. He’s in the south, getting our comrades stoked for action…raising his usual chaos. Some of his other old allies are here—”

				“Buey and Leone,” Simon noted. “I saw them. Reliable men. As you yourself are, Monsieur Jarret.”

				Brett cocked his head sideways in casual response. 

				Simon seemed subtly changed by the events he’d survived during the past year. Yet when he felt them all staring, uneasy in his lupine presence, he reverted to his former taciturn withdrawal from human contact. And his more recently acquired predilection…

			

			
				“Is there anything to drink around here?”

				A runner was sent for wine.

				“We killed another Farouche, we think,” Wilf announced when he remembered, imparting brief details. Simon took a special interest in this.

				“Must have been Belial,” he decided. “That’s good. Good work.”

				“So there are three left now, since we disposed of Rene,” Darcy said, nodding forcefully.

				“They’re gathering an army of demons. Demons from…other worlds,” Simon said without preamble. But then he elaborated, haltingly. “That is our…meager understanding of it. Apparently, somehow there are…worlds that co-exist with our own, beyond our ken. I don’t know…At any rate, these Farouche fiends mean to raze this territory and refashion it to suit their own designs. I have a personal reason to avenge myself on them—more than one. Can you all stand firm against them, at my side, and at Gonji’s, every warrior committed unto death, if necessary?”

				“I’ve nothing left to live for,” Wyatt Ault replied gravely. He pointed a finger at Simon emphatically. “And when you go out hunting…wolves, I want to be along with you.”

				Wilf saw the pain in Wyatt’s eyes, the mystical communion the man seemed to share with Simon. With the single sparking of emotion that for an instant inflamed Simon’s eyes, an unspoken bond had seemed to form between those two men.

				The wine arrived and was served. The messenger who’d brought it shook the first snowflakes from his hat brim. As they took note of the cascading whiteness that swirled beyond the windows, a pall descended over the group.

			

			
				“Well, that doesn’t help,” Brett Jarret said, his gaze fixated on a nightmarish memory of the previous winter’s lost battle in a lurid arena of bloody snow.

				But he snapped out of it and immediately tried to lighten their mood by extracting two silver ecu from a pocket and tossing them to the wide-eyed youth who poured the wine. “That may be the last tip like that you see for a while, sonny!” The laughter was perfunctory, strained.

				“No one else leaves town, Darcy,” Wilf ordered. “For their own good.”

				“Non. This morning the last band departed. Claude Aucoin and his daughter—with your children, eh, Wyatt?—the Richards—some rural folk who lost their taste for this place since…” His voice trailed off. 

				Wyatt Ault withdrew a pistol from his belt and laid it on the table. “Gentils,” he said softly, “let us pray together. A Catholic prayer and a Protestant prayer. And then let’s get ready to fight…together.”

				Purple-black clouds pressed the earth outside. The wind lashed and whirled the snow that had come from another world, in a pelting assault that piled and drifted in the streets, climbed and smothered the walls of shops and dwellings unnaturally swiftly, almost whispering in low, murmuring threat. It snowed for two days and nights. And after a brief respite, the wind howled like tortured souls at the gate of Hell, reshaping the drifts again, into hulking mounds.

			

			
				The evil sky shed its underside with renewed vigor until, for as far as the eye could see, the world was caked in wretched white bleakness.

				* * * *

				“Hell, look at this—they’ll let just about anybody die for this province!”

				The voice was Aldo Monetto’s. Gonji and Perigor reined in and looked past the shattered redoubts, up to the crumbling turret above the barbican, to where the Italian biller crouched between the old Frankish castle’s merlons.

				“You obviously don’t need me around here, Monetto,” Gonji shouted, removing his sallet and waving in salute as Nichi stamped back from the sheer drop beyond the escarpment at the road’s edge. “What a splendid fortification!”

				“Hey! Watch it there. I’d hate to think what Paille would write if you met your death from a fall off a stupid land-bridge!”

				They met later in the outer ward, which was now strewn with wagons and supplies and dotted with enormous fallen stone blocks that told the tale of the last siege of the Frankish fortress.

				Gonji dismounted and received the bows of his friends, some of them unable to keep from displaying their fondness in the backslapping, hand-clasping European manners he still found rather distasteful. Yet he did nothing to belay them as he introduced them to Perigor.

				Monetto was his usual outgoing self, scampering down the wall and catching up the samurai in an affectionate hug. Even irascible old Nick Nagy extended a gnarly hand and a broken-toothed grin.

			

			
				“It’s about goddamn time, sensei,” the old ostler said.

				“Kyooshi—teacher,” Hernando Salguero greeted him in Japanese, tears in his eyes. He’d last seen Gonji from a ship’s rail on the Mediterranean.

				“Senchoo—captain,” the samurai replied, bowing.

				“Hell, it’s back to learning Japanese again, I see,” Monetto called out as the warm glow of fellowship spread through the company.

				Gonji greeted his men from Italy, who had formed themselves into two ranks for an impromptu inspection, which the samurai walked through briskly, offering keen and amusing observations that briefly brightened their spirits. The spell was an ephemeral one: their attentions were continually drawn to the bizarre storm to the north, which seemed to sheer off sharply at a point about a mile from the gorge.

				“What do you make of that?” Salguero asked him.

				Gonji’s brow knit pensively. “I don’t know. That damned Balaerik’s sorcery, I fancy. Hai—the same evil sorcerer from Toledo. The storm just stops out there at the edge of the plain. Here…you wouldn’t know it was autumn, to feel the warmth, much less an early winter.”

				“That’s no winter storm like I’ve ever seen before. So…localized.”

				“I’ve seen the like,” Gonji replied somberly, eyeing Perigor’s corroborating nod. “A lot of these men did. Not far from here, last year. They may be isolating our forces. Where is Wilf?”

				“Somewhere out there,” Salguero answered gloomily, tipping his chin.

			

			
				Gonji exhaled in frustration and watched as more refugees arrived in a steady flow that increased in speed and frenzy as the storm raged. People crossed the granite bridges breathlessly, fearful to gaze into the depths of the gorge, then shucked their winter wraps in wonder at the abrupt climatic change.

				Father Jan Sebastio was the last of Gonji’s old friends to greet him, having been called from hearing confessions in the rooms of the central keep that he’d converted into a chapel. Beside him strode the slender, placid figure of Claire Dejordy.

				“Kuma-san,” Gonji breathed. “What a tale they’ve told me about your great power of faith.”

				They exchanged bows.

				“Still in one piece,” Sebastio marveled. “I think Old Todo would be pleased to know that his firstborn is yet among the quick—even in this barbarian land.”

				“Domo arigato.”

				Kuma-san pulled out his schiavona. “I keep carrying it, but as you can see it remains unmarked.”

				“That is perhaps the best thing a warrior could ever say, who has performed his duty without fail.”

				Sebastio introduced him to Claire. They studied each other with questing expressions, neither opening up. There seemed a curious distance, perhaps even hostility, in Claire’s attitude toward the samurai.

				“I hope for your sake,” Gonji said in a taut voice, “that the Great Kami has guided Simon’s steps.”

				She thanked him and then their attention was drawn to the new arrivals. The last party that had fled Lamorisse clattered over the forbidding north bridge, including the Cochieus and Claude and Francoise Aucoin, who had Guy Moreau and the two Ault children with her in the wagon.

			

			
				But the principal attraction now was the great rumbling approach of Le Corbeau’s ordnance wagons as they lumbered harrowingiy over the tortuous passage. They had scarcely arrived when Corbeau, casting Gonji and Perigor a toothy grin and a peremptory salute, set to placing the guns in positions that commanded a firing vantage over the north and west canyons. He moved about the grounds imperiously, shouting clipped orders to his band like a proud though tiny general.

				“Will these things work? Either of them?” Orozco was yelling to him. “Shit, we haven’t tried them out yet.”

				“All in good time,” The Crow cast back.

				And then Sgt. Orozco dismounted to greet Capt. Salguero, his commander of many years, the pair of them expressing concern for Buey, who hadn’t reported back, though some of the refugees thought he might be in Lamorisse.

				Le Corbeau sought out Father Sebastio as the latter spoke with Gonji again. The Crow had heard that Kuma-san had been responsible for saving the kidnapped children from Lamorisse.

				“I want to thank you, Father,” Le Corbeau said stiffly. “It is difficult for me to reconcile with this…road I’ve chosen, but children are…special to me. They have no place among such horrors. Do you not agree?”

				Sebastio smiled warmly and laid a hand on Corbeau’s brass shoulder clasp. “I do indeed. But you honor me too much. These men here did the fighting. All I could do was pray.”

			

			
				“Oui,” one of the men from Gonji’s company cut in, “but somehow, it seemed it was your prayer that won the day, all the same. The padre brought God’s power down on their heads. You should have seen those wolves cower and run.” Others voices chimed out in support of the man’s words.

				Le Corbeau licked his dry lips. “I am what you’d probably call a fallen Catholic. I can no longer accept the Catholic Church’s authority or teaching. I’m a Huguenot now, you see. But I would be honored to receive the blessing of a man of God such as you.”

				Father Sebastio conferred his blessing warmly, thanking him again for his kindness.

				“While you’re doling out blessings to heretics,” Armand Perigor said amiably, “I’d like you to hear my confession.” They moved inside to the makeshift chapel.

				“Sensei,” Monetto called out to Gonji. “Shall we muster our defenders here and see what the hell we’ve got?”

				“Hai,” Gonji agreed. And as he strutted toward the inner ward in the fashion so familiar to many of the company, he saw that Jacques Moreau and his son had fallen into step behind him.

				“You know, Moreau,” he said quietly, “your Wunderknechten—their actions have made me proud to be associated with them. They’ve proven true to their own beliefs, and true to the spirit of bushido.”

				Moreau lipped a silent thanks as Gonji went on in a louder voice, for the fighting command of the broken fortress was assembling.

			

			
				“Now all you ronin—you drifters—must prove yourself bushi—warriors, neh?” He gazed about the ward, seeing anxious looks upon faces both familiar and new.

				At the battered outer curtain wall, Le Corbeau prepared the cannon and multiple-barrel musket for a test firing. He was the first to take note of the great abscess in the sky above the mountains as a monstrous thunderclap split the air and nearly ruptured their eardrums with its echoed report in the canyons and gorges.

				In the minds of some of the gaping onlookers, the world must surely be coming to an end…

				The cloud-tufted heavens tore open and peeled back like the slow spread of a sky god’s jagged, leering smile. The rift in space between contiguous spheres began to spew water. At first it was only a cataract—the waterfall of another world. The rift widened, the roar deafening as the great sheet of water fanned out and spilled downward into the gorge.

				Hearts skipped a beat and breaths stopped up to behold the unthinkably vast phenomenon.

				It was not a waterfall. It was a sea.

				There was an incredible sense of disorientation, of lost perspective, as the incalculable outpouring crashed into the gorge to rush to its far end. It struck with a thunderous wash that vibrated the spindling outcrop of puny rock that supported the castle. One rock bridge approach to the castle collapsed into the gorge from the sheer power of the vibration. The endlessly surging expanse of water turned back on itself and began rising up the walls of the gorge with staggering speed and force. And still it rumbled from the mile-long cleft in the sky.

			

			
				Le Corbeau recovered his sensibilities and bellowed at his paralyzed men, who scarcely heard him over the deafening roar of the ascending waves, which now plunged up the sides of the granite crag to threaten them with its returning wash.

				“Soute aux poudres! The powder magazines! Grab them and run for the keep!”

				Several people and many animals lost their lives, dashed from the two standing bridges or blasted from the castle grounds through breaks in the ancient walls. Others were smashed to pulp amidst the crashing stonework. Most reached safety in the halls and myriad chambers of the central keep, and the stabled horses, while knocked down by the sluicing water, were largely unharmed.

				No one could say how long the awesome, shattering event lasted. Le Corbeau swore that it was only a scant few moments. But not a soul among them had believed that they would survive. They clung like tenacious bugs to any solid purchase until long after the wounded sky had sealed itself, as if stitched by the hand of a Titan healer.

				The castle stood, as well as two of the bridges—the vital links to land. But the gorge was filled nearly to the top, swirling and churning with debris as the water still sought its level.

				Le Corbeau saw that his big weapons remained intact. He joined Gonji and Monetto on the curtain wall, which seemed to sway dangerously on its foundations. They gazed down vertiginously into the water’s murky wash, feeling as insignificant as mosquitoes.

			

			
				“I shan’t bore you with the obvious jest about this being one helluva moat,” Le Corbeau said archly. “My guns seem all right.”

				“Look—” Monetto was pointing at the floating debris. Some of it was uncomfortably familiar in outline.

				Human outline.

				“Cholera,” Gonji swore. “Let’s see who we’ve lost—”

				“Nein—look!” someone shouted farther down the wall.

				Spun by the action of the water, rolling and tossing in its seethe, some of the bodies still seemed to be moving their limbs under their own power.

				“We’ve got to help them—”

				“How?”

				“Wait a minute,” Gonji said sharply, halting them.

				They stared, aghast, as one of the moving bodies crashed into the rocks just below a redoubt. Its flesh was gray and bloated. The eyes were sightless, milky, ghoulish. But it moved. It dug its blackened nails into the rocks and strove to pull itself up.

				The dead Farouche company, once consigned to the bottom of the gorge, had been regurgitated by the sewers of Hell.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

				The cross-world forces of the dread Farouche sorcerers and shape-shifters swept over the snowy plains by night, bloodlust in their eyes and savage battle-cries roaring from their throats. They spanked their weapons of bronze and iron and alien-tempered steel against their armor as they advanced in an unremitting skirmish line. A monstrous, devouring horde, a plague of primitive might, obedient to their lords alone.

				Some pounded over the snows on foot, tireless, stamping the track with boots of animal hide and fur-bound hooves. The bearded giants of a frigid sphere clumped beside the company of spear-hefting, horned fiends. These giants were most prominent on the white horizon, for they sat astride huge, shaggy red-maned chargers that dwarfed all horses known to men. Their great size distorted perspective as they surged toward Lamorisse, cloudy plumes of icy breath forming about them as they blared their deep-voiced battle skald.

				And at the vanguard came the dark werewolf Serge Farouche, loping along with his mighty pack of flame-eyed timber wolves.

				The warriors of Lamorisse said their hopeful farewells to the non-combatants, who shivered before fires set in every hearth of the snow-banked dwellings of the town. Mounting to towers and belfries, rooftops and balconies, the rebellious Wonder Knights assumed their tactical firing positions and took up arms against the invaders.

			

			
				“Hold back now,” the golden Beast, Simon Sardonis, growled at his awestruck charges on the roof of the guildhall, which was now a fiery beacon scorching the night sky with its bonfires. Every rampart was surrounded by the angry edges of vicious weapons, fixed in position and pointed outward. A bristling redoubt like the spear-rimmed turret of a castle, the guildhall roof was but one of many such defensive outworks.

				“Look at ‘em come,” a man gasped, trembling and clinging to his weapons in the ferocious cold of the rooftop. “Look at ‘em! Why don’t they just use their goddamn magic and be done with us?” he whimpered, shutting his eyes against the sight.

				“Be still,” Simon shouted, guttural, almost a canine bark. “Stand firm like a man. Your family’s lives depend on it.”

				“Why, Simon?” Wilf asked quietly. “He’s right. Why don’t they?”

				“Because they’re limited by spiritual principles beyond human ken,” the lycanthrope posited. “That’s my experience of them. For terrorizing—causing suffering, discomfort—their powers are limitless, even over great distances. But when they threaten life, they must do so in direct confrontation. Faith against faith. Evil testing the mettle of good…Energies, one sort smacking against another—? I don’t know, precisely. But they terrify you, and then when you’re too scared to fight, they kill you. That’s about as simply as I can state it.”

				“And if you refuse to be scared…you win?” someone queried haltingly.

			

			
				Simon’s pointed ears flicked back slightly, and his great, fanged muzzle half-turned to them. “Sometimes it’s not as simple as that.” He rotated his gaze back toward the onrushing horde. “Unfortunately…”

				“So this storm—” Wilf probed on. “—it’s just for intimidation?”

				“Probably.”

				“I’m not intimidated,” the smith said, his jaw jutting and his breath puffing in rapid gasps, “but I am damned cold.”

				“You need a better coat,” the werewolf replied wryly. “Get ready—”

				The wolves reached the outskirts of town, leaping easily over the barricades of packed snow as they spread through the streets in a bellowing, jangling surge.

				The alarm tocsin rang in the bell tower, and each redoubt was freed to fire at will.

				Pistol and musket fire now laced the streets. Needling shafts arced through the air, launched from sturdy bows. The massed wolves danced an impromptu jig as several of them jolted and tumbled in red ruin, furred hides exploding and rending under the concentrated rebel fire.

				Serge Farouche barked an order, and the animals split up and took to the side lanes, seeking easier prey. Serge himself ran up a wall to a low balcony in two powerful strides to rip through the party of four men who desperately tried to reload their weapons behind easily shredded mealy bags. In seconds the balcony was splashed with dark stains, the men strewn about like meat scraps. And Serge was gone.

			

			
				Shouting voices, screams of pain and terror hovered over the rooftops like restless ghosts as the main body of the eerie invasion force reached Lamorisse. Two-thirds of it skirted the town, flanking it to either side, ghastly forms standing motionless in the snow-crusted distance.

				The man-beasts and giant barbarians were the main siege force arrayed against Lamorisse. Their arrival coincided with the diving flight of gargoyles that sheared through the frigid wind’s wash to attack the high outposts.

				The battle was joined, both sides committed unto death.

				The first wave of barbarian berserkers roared their battle-glee under fearsome spiked and winged helms. They swung their massive axes overhead and charged their ponderous, shaggy horses into the mounded barriers of snow. They bellowed in shock and pain as they plunged through the spiked boards and makeshift calthrops—the poised spears and jagged metal edges—the ensnaring ropes and nets fixed under the camouflaging snow. They were spilled from their mounts in a metallic din of thudding bodies and armor.

				Rebels burst from concealment to fall upon them with pike and sword, while covered by fusillades of pistol and arquebus and bowshot. The Wunderknechten howled in naive triumph at this first facile victory and failed to gauge the giants’ combat skills.

				The second wave bolted over the fallen bodies of the first, and the melee was on for fair. Barbarian axes wielded by mighty arms slashed and whined in the night air, splitting defenders like logs, ripping through the slow of foot like scythes through wheat. The trap now having been compromised, the attackers proceeded with greater caution, for Lamorisse had in effect become a fortification, with hastily fashioned walls in the snow; blockaded, dead-ending lanes that were killing grounds for screaming defenders who fired weapons from rooftops and windows; towers and turrets that rained volleys of steel and leaden death.

			

			
				The gargoyles attacked by air. The beast-men and barbarian giants raked the town with a crisscrossing ground assault. Serge and his wolves struck like feral lightning in counterattacks against preoccupied warriors. And with the arrival of the white lynx—the conjurer Roman Farouche—sorcery entered the fray on the side of darkness.

				* * * *

				“I see Serge,” Simon rasped. “They’re going to need help against him and the wolves. I’m going down—”

				“You’ll need help, too, nicht wahr?” Wilf yelled. “Some of us go with you—”

				“You won’t keep up.” And with that the enormous golden werewolf lithely disappeared over the roof’s embrasure.

				“Brett, Wyatt, Alphonse—you like killing wolves, don’t you?” Wilf called out, a wild grin lighting his face.

				The three men’s eyes shone feverishly in the firelight as they assented, belting their weapons.

				“Cover fire, bitte, gentils,” Wilf requested to the others as he swung over the wall to lower himself to the madness in the streets. “And sharp lookout for gargoyles!”

				They had scarcely reached the snow-packed street when the Wunderknechten joined Simon in a whirlwind engagement with leaping and snapping predators.

			

			
				Wilf slashed straight out of the scabbard, his breath whooshing out of him with the electric thrill that coursed his spine. The timber wolf springing over his head yowled and fell in a grisly spill of steaming blood and entrails. Another leapt at Wilf’s back. His spinning two-handed sword cut nearly separated its salivating head from its shoulders as the heavy body’s momentum knocked him down.

				He lurched out from under it to see Simon ripping the throat of a wolf with his huge clamping jaws, two more already dead beside him, one sporting the hilt of his skewering broadsword.

				Simon scooped up a double-bladed halberd from a dead warrior and dashed off down the street, Brett and Alphonse hot on his heels. Wyatt Ault grabbed Wilf by the arm and urged him onward in their wake.

				Two ram-headed fiends in hoary pelts intercepted them from a side lane near the town hall. Wyatt cracked off a pistol shot that dropped one. The other fell under whistling, thudding bowshot from the roofs. The pair cast up a gesture of gratitude and pushed on.

				But three thundering, mounted barbarian giants bore down on them fast as they neared the market stalls.

				Wilf and Wyatt could not outrun the snorting monster steeds, and they were by now out of sight of their cover fire.

				* * * *

				Brett Jarret trailed Simon and Alphonse, who had caught up the reins of a dead rebel’s frantic horse and now pounded after the possessed lycanthrope Simon.

			

			
				Jarret, flailing wildly with singing steel, had lagged behind due to deadly encounter he scarcely registered in his frantic senses. He suddenly heard human cries above him. A band of gargoyles embattled the warriors atop the fortified mercantile building. But then his attention was immediately drawn to the axe- and spear-wielding giants who pincered him from two directions, braying their hideous glee to see his helpless position. One of them drew back and hurled a spear at him while in full charge. The great barbed head sailed past Jarret with tremendous velocity and crashed into the building wall, splintering in an explosion of stone shards.

				“Take to the stoop!” someone was calling from above amidst the din of the gargoyle clash. “The stoop!”

				Jarret bounded up to the canopied stoop and thudded into the door with a shoulder blow. It was boarded solid from inside.

				“God damn it—!”

				Then he saw the hissing, steaming sheet of hot liquid splash against the protecting canopy to shower the giants as they reached the building and angled their weapons at him. Flaming pitch and boiling oil seared the giants and their mammoth steeds alike. The bearded berserkers—each fully four-hundred pounds, sans armor—fell with their neighing mounts to thrash in the snow, savagely burned, some blinded and red-streaked with corrosive agents that cooked their flesh as they kicked and rolled.

				Jarret gaped an instant, heard the screams from above, saw a human form drop across his vision to slam into the snow.

			

			
				Two giants who’d taken minor burns came at him from either side, one with a spear at his hip, the other cocking a gleaming battle-axe.

				Jarret looked from one side to the other. His escape was blocked. He pulled an axe from his belt and cast it at the nearer giant as it passed under a signboard hung from a corner of the building. The finely-honed axe pierced the huge bearded killer’s breastplate and stuck six inches deep in his chest. The giant screamed and flung away his axe. His wild red beard and shock of hair seemed to radiate from the splay-toothed rictus of his mouth as he screamed, his helm flying off behind him. He dropped to his knees, clutching Brett’s embedded axe.

				Jarret jumped out of range of the other’s lunging spear as the giant grunted, stumbling in the snow-pack on the side of the stoop. Without a pause, the French highwayman ran at the foe he’d axed, sprang onto his beefy shoulder, and leapt up to catch the signboard. Swinging himself atop it, he caught a second floor sill and gained the window. More dying screams wafted to him from the roof above him.

				The giant below flung an axe at him. Its head buried half a length into the upper frame as Brett ducked, gasping. He grabbed the handle and tugged, a smile spreading his lips.

				“Merci, you ugly bastard!”

				He pulled himself up onto the firmly embedded axe handle, balanced precariously, and inched to a rain spout. He levered up to the embrasure as the giant bellowed below him. Brett peered over the top. The snow hissed from overturned cauldrons of boiling oil. The last rebel was being shredded by two gargoyles, as two more hovered thirty feet above the roof. One of them spotted Jarret as he rolled up and over the restraining wall, onto the roof. Both creatures squalled and veered into a strafing course at the new antagonist.

			

			
				Brett tore open the front of his greatcoat. Both his pistols came out in gauntleted fists. Taking careful aim as he lay on his back, he shot one winged horror low in the abdomen. It shrilled and careened down toward the street. The second arced sharply out of his line of fire.

				The two farther along the roof finished savaging the unfortunate rebel. They turned to Brett Jarret now, insidiously pushing another tub of flame-heated oil onto its side, but the boiling liquid failed to reach him, great clouds of steam rising from the melting snow. Brett focused on them through the wafting steam as they took to throwing burning logs from one of the fires.

				His barking pistol shot pitched one over the edge of the roof. Jarret drew steel from his back harness and came down on the other with gritted teeth, but it lofted up into the sky, evading his fury. When the gargoyle saw him grab the bow and quiver of a dead warrior, it joined its fellow on a spiraling course away from the mercantile building, yapping back at him impotently.

				Brett caught his breath and reloaded his pistols in the frigid wind. His eyes narrowed when he saw a building farther down the street that had been set on fire by the gargoyles. Screaming men, set to blazing in their own flaming pitch, lashed about in frenzy like living torches.

				* * * *

				Roman Farouche, the white lynx, immediately made his presence felt, though he eschewed direct combat, using his natural camouflage to avoid detection as he turned his sorcerous energies against the defenders.

			

			
				His telekinetic power, extended to its limits, swirled snow into cyclonic spouts that confounded the rebels, dashed them against buildings, doused their bonfires. Exerting more power, Roman uprooted the snow-embedded spears and calthrops and spiked snares, sending them crashing back into rebels in pitched positions behind them, clearing the way for the pounding hooves and lethal axes of the giants, who roared ahead in sadistic mirth.

				Channeling an enormous store of cosmic force through the focus of his adept’s mind, Roman rocked the foundations of an entire street, caving in whole storefronts, collapsing doors and windows on Wunderknechten who waited in ambush.

				Seeing the table set for the Farouche horde, as injured people staggered out of the shops and dwellings, Roman sat exhausted in the snow, with his claws retracted, long arms drawn up about his knees.

				He took no pleasure in what they did. It was a necessary expedient, or so he’d come to believe. But deep inside he wondered. What was the sense of wasting so much energy in an effort to control beings who fought so fiercely to maintain their freedom? It was inefficient—indeed, unwise, for creatures so enlightened as his own people.

				Balaerik was wrong. These beings didn’t crave control or direction over them, however superior their lords. They gladly died resisting any such notions.

				So rapt was he in his introspections that Roman failed to see the bowman on the sagging rooftop who took deadly aim at him where he sat upon the snow. The thirteen-fist armor-piercing arrow struck him beneath the left shoulder blade. Roman shrieked and clutched at the offending missile, terrified by the pain, the sudden harrowing knowledge that, despite his mystical power and arcane skills—despite the hardy bestial form he’d taken on—he might die at the hands of these creatures. The promise of immortality might soon be exposed as a fleeting dream.

			

			
				He cried out wildly as he tore the shaft from his body with elegant, white-furred fingers, now red-stained and dripping darkly, wetly. He saw his own blood and was driven to mad despair, unable to think clearly enough to perform any charm of healing he’d ever learned. He could only run in anguished panic through the snow, irrationally holding back the gushing blood, wondering how Serge and Rene and Belial had ever been able to live with such wounds as those they’d always boasted of. It was horrible to have one’s body pierced thusly.

				And now he knew why it was necessary to control the people of this ignorant sphere: They were savages. They had to be controlled before they ever re-learned for themselves the means of transit through the gateways to contiguous spheres.

				* * * *

				Raking fire from their comrades came to the aid of Wilf and Wyatt as the barbarian berserkers closed in on them at the market stalls. Two giants were struck repeatedly by musket and bowshot, finally falling from their wounded mounts to blare impassioned cries and search out their weapons in the snow. They staggered on in their bloodlust as the human warriors turned their attention to more of the oncoming, monstrous weapon-flailers.

			

			
				Near the snow-mounded market stalls, Wyatt lurched aside and swung, his guisarme slicing through the forelegs of a juggernaut steed, throwing its rider. Wilf descended on the downed giant in three bounds and split his skull with a mighty whirl of Spine-cleaver.

				Another giant quit his mount to tear after Wyatt on foot with his wildly arcing battle-axe. The ex-mercenary slipped the razored steel as it burst the flimsy wall of a stall and became entangled in shattered wood. Wyatt speared the giant in the side, blood erupting through the seam in the hulking killer’s cuirass. He howled and pulled from his belt a long sword with an ornate gilded handguard, whirling it overhead for a mighty strike. Wyatt feinted at him but twisted away, taking flight through the snow banks between the stalls.

				Wilf ducked an axe blow from a wounded barbarian, darting in low to hamstring him, sending him crashing to earth. The second wounded giant came on, in dazed fury, blood leaking into his beard from a musket ball that had taken him through cheek or jaw, a horrible wound to behold.

				Wilf stamped back defensively, emptying his mind as best he could, for he was besieged by thoughts of how vile it would be to die here, smashed to pulp by such a giant foe, to take wretched, painful wounds in this frigid nightmare land and watch himself die in a pool of his own blood, far from his wife and infant child. Alone. For so he was now.

			

			
				Icy, atavistic terror coursed his spine…

				The wounded giant bore down on Wilf wildly, carried by legs the size of ale casks. His girth was incredible, and the power contained in that lumbering form was too brutish to ponder.

				Wilf had an advantage in quickness, but it was somewhat compromised by paralyzing panic, and the barbarian giant growled as he backed him against a stall. The huge axe arced downward as Wilf unfroze his twitching legs in time to throw himself backward over the low wall. The axe blade crashed through splintering wood and snow as the shaggy warrior stumbled forward with the momentum of his swing.

				Wilf came up lunging, the horizontal slice of his katana plunging into the barbarian’s yawning, bloodied mouth to rip through the back of his head. Wilf cried out to see the damage he’d done, revolted as he yanked his blade free. He skittered back as the heavy body fell inward at him.

				He gasped and stared a moment, swept by an overwhelming sense of his own savagery. Then he heard the shots behind him—Wyatt had been joined by a small band of mounted rebels. Wilf cackled out a high laugh that sounded like someone else’s voice. He suddenly remembered his own pistols, still unused, kept warm and dry inside his jack. He shook his head in wonder.

				“Come on!” Wyatt was shouting, mounting a horse and holding the reins of another for Wilf.

				The smith took to the saddle gratefully, glancing back at the carnage in their wake once more. A slaughterhouse on a snow field. Then they were riding, slashing and shooting as they rode, dealing death and suffering it, as their party fell, one by one. They passed scores of ravaged forms—human, half-human, and gigantic. Just as they happened upon the corpse of Alphonse—nearly sheared in two by a giant’s axe, one leg unnaturally crossed over his head—they witnessed an amazing sight.

			

			
				The werewolf Simon Sardonis, wielding a long halberd, had plucked a passing giant from his mount. Though the barbarians rivaled him in size and outweighed him, the blood-matted golden wolfman had lofted his quarry into the air at the end of the vicious polearm…

				Lofted him and raised him in triumph like a speared, trophy fish.

				* * * *

				Buey watched his detachment drop in the reddening snow as the battle raged. They easily matched the boar-men in firepower, for the half-human horrors used only arbalests against their guns and longbows. The latter’s rapid firing capability gave Buey’s men the edge.

				But in the close combat that followed, the boar-men turned the tide, slashing with short sword and goring with their angry tusked snouts.

				Still the rebels held sway until the three barbarian giants joined the fray on their hairy-legged, mammoth steeds, churning the snow into head-high eruptions. They looked like vengeful Norse gods as they charged into the middle of the skirmish with burnished, singing blades.

				Buey evaded a charge with a circular dodge and then took the giant backward off his mount, hooking his backplate with a ranseur’s curved blade. The giant jangled hard down onto the snow, his crescent-winged helm bouncing past Buey’s feet. An Italian mercenary from Gonji’s company spilled the barbarian’s brains with a swing of his heavy schiavona.

			

			
				Buey cried out with a rush of emotion, then turned to see a man’s head lopped nearly off his shoulders by a scything berserker axe. The barbarian roared and pointed at the falling human form, the man’s head hanging over his back by stringy sinew.

				The Ox bellowed an oath and took after the mounted assailant, who turned and laughed into the night sky to view the puny man’s charge.

				Buey slipped a great upward swooping blow and raked the prodigious shaggy horse in the hindquarters. It whinnied in pain and lurched and kicked madly. The giant fell sidelong from the saddle and abandoned the injured animal. He pounded toward Buey on apelike legs, switching his axe from hand to hand, blaring voice promising mayhem in an unknown tongue.

				One of Buey’s men shot him in a burly upper arm. The barbarian veered and ran down the attacker, who screamed as he slipped and fell in the snow.

				Buey emitted an anguished outcry to see the man brutally dispatched, blood and gore erupting as the axe clove through him to strike the snowbound cobblestones. The Ox-man speared the turning giant hard through the backplate, but his ranseur’s blade snapped as the howling barbarian giant jerked with pain.

				The Spanish lancer’s huge form was shockingly overwhelmed by the giant’s, to the men who watched in awe. The savage outworlder laughed into Buey’s face as he caught him in a bear hug, squeezing the Spaniard’s breath from him.

			

			
				Buey bellowed a war cry as his ribs cracked. Still roaring against his fierce pain, Buey dug his thick fingers into the giant’s throat, cutting off his wind. They matched strength for strength, an agonized minute going by, and then another, both battlers singing out in conjoined death-hymns to the gods of war.

				In the end, Buey’s storied might could not match that of the barbarian monster. Just before his spine snapped, the bold warrior thrust his knifing fingertips into the giant’s eyes, blinding him, clawing, pushing deeper through the yielding moistness.

				A last breath escaped Buey’s lips as he fell.

				The blinded giant, wounded and casting about in terrified darkness, could only await the killing stroke that presently laid it low.

				* * * *

				The swift, muscular werewolf form of Simon Sardonis ran at the head of the rebel pack. He halted them suddenly, sniffing a scent in the icy wind.

				There was a shout from the rooftops—Brett Jarret hailed them and descended, first tossing down his edged weapons, then hang-dropping into the snow.

				“Christ Almighty, am I glad to see you people alive,” Brett said as he collected his weapons and took the reins of a riderless horse.

				Wilf and Wyatt jabbered with him a moment, but Simon hushed them all with a canine rasp, gesturing for them to follow. Weapons leveled in benumbed, gauntleted fists, they cantered after him grimly. They were in the north end, the attacking fiends having spent their violence here and pushed on as they combed Lamorisse.

			

			
				Now Simon was tracking blood in the snow. It stopped abruptly near a heaped snow bank at the side of a wrecked dwelling.

				Simon’s lips curved back from his snout, and he began digging frantically. He uncovered the wounded and shivering white lynx, Roman Farouche.

				Brett Jarret scowled and threw a leg over his mount’s head to approach the creature menacingly.

				“Defiler! This was my homeland!” Brett shouted at him. He readied his blade for the killing stroke. “What—no sorcery now?”

				Roman made a hacking sound, gazed up at him blearily. “I feel no pain now,” he said weakly in a sibilant voice. “Can this be death?”

				They watched him closely, glancing at Simon, who seemed relaxed, imperious, anticipating no trick. He loomed over the cat in an almost arrogant posture.

				“I—I am sorry, you know,” Roman continued. “Sorry that we ever came here. This place cannot be controlled. You are all such…savages. Simon—Simon, you…belong here…among these common men.” Roman laughed, in pain and despair.

				Brett cried out and struck the shape-shifter. Despite the carnage they’d witnessed throughout the night, the party winced, to a man, to see the feline form awash in blood.

				“Father!” Roman cried out, his eyes then glazing in death.

			

			
				No one spoke.

				Simon’s ears perked, and his snout lifted into the whipping wind again.

				“Something?” Wilf asked him urgently.

				He turned eyes of molten silver on the smith. “Serge…”

				* * * *

				Darcy Lavelle raised a hand to the weary battlers inside Wyatt’s tannery shop as he peered through a broken fragment of frosted glass. “Here they come again!”

				“Jesus!”

				Serge Farouche’s elite mercenary company had followed in the wake of the off-world creatures, preying on the shocked and injured. They’d met their match when they’d fallen on the tanner’s shop.

				Well-deployed guns exploded in a tattering volley that rattled the broken shop front. The disciplined rebels came up from cover and returned fire from shattered windows and doors on both floors as well as from the roof. More enemy bodies fell amidst the many stilled forms without.

				Another exchange—

				Darcy took a lead ball that exploded his shoulder, lurching back from the window. His wife, Blanche, cried out from the rear of the shop, stippled with his blood, dropping the musket she was charging.

				“It’s all right—it’s all right,” he shouted, waving her back. “Keep at it.”

				A badly wounded man was lowered from the second floor and tended to.

				“Look!” Luigi Leone shouted to see the small band of Wunderknechten that clattered toward them, lending aid.

			

			
				There was a cheer in the tanning shop—short-lived, as the mounted detachment immediately fell under crossbow fire from swooping gargoyles. Two creatures separated from the others and laced the shop’s openings with deadly bolts.

				One man was struck through the clavicle, and the already wounded Darcy’s thigh was pierced cleanly, a ragged chunk of flesh appearing through the rent in his breeches with the bolt-tip’s exit wound. 

				“Darcy!” Blanche screamed, moving to the shop front, when she heard her husband cry out with the new wound. “Mon Dieu—Darcy!”

				The sweating, teeth-gritting Darcy Lavelle looked to the other victim, saw that he was dead. “Shit,” he swore, wincing in pain. “Well, now I’m not so all right—God, that hurts—”

				“I’m going out,” Leone shouted. “Give me those two guns.”

				“What for?” Darcy yelled in a labored voice.

				“For some fresh air. I can’t stand it in here anymore.” Luigi peered out into the street, adjusting his eye patch. “It’s too boring in here. I’ll just sneak out the back way and see what excitement this town has to offer.” He rubbed his hands rapidly against the cold and moved to a heavily barred rear door, trying to act with as much bravado as he’d tried to pump into his arch words.

				“All right—let him through,” Darcy ordered.

				“Just watch your back, for God’s sake,” another man said.

			

			
				Blanche shook her head and wept to see her husband’s wounds. “I don’t know which to treat first,” she howled.

				“Let’s get out of the firing line first, at least—”

				More pistol shot rocked the shop front as the couple stumbled to the rear, arm in arm. Blanche eased her hip in front of him on the side of her game leg. “Trouble walking, monsieur? Just lean on me.” 

				Darcy coughed out a broken laugh. “Oui…you’ve said we…never do anything together anymore,” he joked, before emitting a pain-filled moan.

				* * * *

				The windows of Chabot’s Inn burst in a shower of glass and a whistling of wind. Two wolves bounded through the apertures to growl in the dark hall.

				Serge Farouche tore the front door from its hinges and stood framed against the outer whiteness. Crouching to clear the lintel, he carried the door before him as he padded into the inn.

				“Labossiere,” he rasped upon seeing the solitary figure at the bar. “You again. Don’t tell me they’ve set you out as bait.” He sniffed, canine lips drawing back in a feral grin to scent the concealed warriors. “Such pathetic efforts…”

				His ears flicked, and the two timber wolves scurried off in search of the man-scents. One took to a side doorway; the other bolted up the stairs to the landing.

				A man screamed behind the door frame amidst sounds of scuffling. Two shots rang out. A wolf howled over an unseen thudding of heavy bodies. The other wolf had scarcely gained the landing when Henri Chabot appeared and, hurling an oath for courage, fired two pistols into the creature’s leaping attack. Tattered fur and blood flew as the animal spun in midair to crash into the balustrade, its ululation still in their ears as Chabot began clearing his guns frenetically.

			

			
				Serge growled. “Oui—reload quickly, Monsieur Chabot. Your time of reckoning is at hand.”

				Now Reynald Labossiere aimed two pistols at the door-shielded werewolf. Serge looked surprised. “Really, Labossiere—such a display of valor! So uncharacteristic. Your voluptuous wife would be so impressed, I’m sure—”

				Another trembling rebel warrior appeared from a storage room and fired two pistols in sequence. The first shot missed, wasted by a quaking hand. The second lead ball struck the door as Serge bore down on the terrified man and crushed him against a wall. Serge reached behind the wooden portal and did something to the poor man that caused his dying screams to electrify the dim hall.

				Serge whirled and held up the door before him defensively again. He caught the sudden movement and flicked his gaze toward the wind-lashed hole of the doorless front portal.

				Father Giroux stood just inside, brandishing a large wooden crucifix.

				The werewolf howled a maniacal laugh. “So…it’s a trap! I like that. Such noble death does a Farouche proud. You, priest—will you see me cringe before your misplaced faith in an abandoned god? I think you’ve been listening to too many inspirational tales. You see, I’m not an animal, and I won’t bow before your holy symbol. I shall save your test of faith for last. But you, Labossiere—you disappoint me. I thought you were a committed cheek-turner. It’s very hard to become a true fighter at an instant’s turning. Or to try to win back a wayward wife…”

			

			
				He stalked Labossiere now. Reynald’s hand was steady as he fired a noisy shot that splintered wood.

				“Come ahead, then, demon,” he said. “The inn is open for business—” 

				A second pistol—a second shot—this one tore Serge’s ear half off.

				The werewolf howled and lofted the door to smash him to pulp. Labossiere lithely flipped over the bar as the door crashed against an oaken counter. He brought up two more planted pistols in steely grips and fired them as one in a double cloud of fuming smoke. Both lead balls struck truly, staggering Serge.

				Another hidden rebel broke from cover in the rear larders, and one more from the upper rooms. The inn came alive with pistol reports and yellow firelicks. Serge roared and plunged after the man at the larders with astonishing speed, like a shot from a mangonel, catching him by the legs before he could flee. The monster flailed the rebel about like a rag doll, bashing him against walls and beams until he was unrecognizable. Tossed him away with cold arrogance—

				Another pistol ball struck the foul creature in the upper arm.

				“How many shots, little men?” he taunted, taking another in the chest. “How many rounds and how much faith to put me away, eh?”

				Serge’s lupine biped form darted in a quicksilver zigzag toward another concealed warrior, who screamed as his guns were spent uselessly and the werewolf raised him up in one taloned hand and raked him to ribbons with the other.

			

			
				“Do you know what will happen to your useless lead missiles in the morning? My body will expel your shot like so many grains of sand—”

				He charged at Labossiere again, who shot him in the neck and lower jaw. The monster shrieked in agony and rage now as it leaped over the counter to land on Reynald, who drew a dirk and stabbed it deeply in the belly before it vented its outrage on him.

				“Stop it—agent of Satan!” Father Giroux was shouting behind it.

				“Reynald!” Faye had broken away from the rebel who strove to hold her back at the upstairs newel post. She stumbled down the stairs in horror to see what the monster had done to her husband.

				“Out! Out of here, demon!”

				Serge turned on Father Giroux, his movements now belying the haughty disregard he’d shown toward the Wonder Knights’ guns moments before. Blood spattered the floor from his numerous wounds. Despite his arrogant scorn, Serge was weakening.

				Faye collapsed at the base of the stairs. Henri and another man scampered down to attend on her, their eyes ever on the beast.

				Serge raised a clawed hand to strike the wide-eyed cure, a disdainful sneer wrinkling his bleeding snout.

				But before he could attack the priest, he saw his mercenary escort scattered and downed in the street. Rebels on horseback bounded up before the inn. And at their head—the golden werewolf, Simon.

			

			
				Serge knocked Father Giroux aside with a sweeping backhand blow and went out to meet Simon, knowing that he could not die by the accursed man’s hand. He was encouraged to see Simon himself bleeding from a score of wounds, delighting in the thought of making him suffer before destroying him.

				But then Serge paused. He was abruptly overwhelmed by a creeping sense of menace. Simon stood firm before him in the street, though he surely knew he was powerless to kill Serge. It was when he scanned the others that the interspheric invader felt his fur stiffen, the flesh crawl underneath. They glared at him with eyes of grim determination and profound loathing. To a man they sat firm astride their skittish mounts, studded with meaningfully angled polearms and longbows.

				Energy pulsated from them. The energy of mutual commitment, courage, and what they knew as faith. Serge backed into the inn, caught sight of the priest from the corner of an eye, just standing beside an overturned table, stanching the blood flow from his mouth and nose. 

				But unafraid, projecting the same energy as the others.

				Suddenly Serge’s manifold wounds pained him greatly. Suddenly he had no desire to fight Simon, to dare the hands of those blood-spattered warriors in the street; the gleaming eyes of Wyatt Ault, whose wife had died in the jaws of his wolf pack. And where were the wolves now? The pack was gone. The siege force had pushed on in mindless obedience to its directive.

			

			
				Serge was alone. Now he realized what it might mean to be denied the life of power that was all he’d ever known. The immortal life of power. Practical immortality…but not invulnerability.

				For the first time ever, Serge was afraid.

				He snarled in defiance and wheeled about to escape through the rear of the inn. Simon anticipated him and tore through the back lanes to intercept him, outdistancing his men. Simon met the wild-eyed, panicked Serge at the rear of the inn

				The werewolves threw themselves at each other in a brief, frenzied engagement of snapping jaws and shearing talons. In mighty desperation, Serge caught Simon by one leg and the ruff of his neck and flung him off, gaining enough time to bolt away into the darkness.

				Two gargoyles—all that remained from the once prolific assaulting flight—saw them and gave Serge halfhearted cover fire with crossbows as he took command of a decimated squad of mercenaries. They held Simon at bay as Serge ran on along a street that became a deadly gauntlet.

				Weapons began to appear at every portal in the hands of obsessed rebels. Serge took bowshot and musket ball as he ran, seeking sanctuary where there was none. An old man who’d lost a son to mercenary action surprised him out of concealment on a stoop and shot Serge in the snout, causing him blinding, maddening pain, and costing him his ability to scent danger. As Serge howled and plunged on in his bewildered anguish, a woman whose child had been among the kidnapped leaned from a second-floor window and fired her dead husband’s pistols, one ball crashing into the base of his spine.

			

			
				The off-world invader Serge Farouche began to crawl, numbness washing through him. He heard the clattering hooves coming up fast behind him. Saw the ringing steeds that curvetted and tossed nervously upon nearing him. But they grew bolder now, under the firmly held reins of vengeful, purposeful men of this unenlightened world.

				Serge rolled onto his back. He saw the cold, hard eyes of Wyatt Ault, just before the man’s guisarme drove downward into the shape-shifter’s abdomen. As searing pain blurred his vision, Serge saw the glinting flash of Wilfred Gundersen’s katana. 

				And then nothing more.

				Among Simon Sardonis’ numerous strength-sapping wounds, he had broken his leg in the fight with the larger Serge. His body would repair itself, but not before it could rest, at least the next day. And he would have the horrible transformations to suffer through, which would tear open the wounds anew.

				Simon was laid on a makeshift pallet—a portion of broken wall from the livery—as, in agony, he thanked them all for their assistance against his bitter enemy, whom he could not kill because of the blood charm.

				The Farouche Clan’s siege force, having suffered unexpectedly great losses, had plodded southward, quitting Lamorisse, leaving the town to sort through the carnage. Mourning wails greeted the first rays of dawn, even as Serge Farouche’s riven parts eerily became those of a man again.

			

			
				The Wunderknechten who chose to pursue the Farouche legion loaded the now human but horribly wounded Simon Sardonis onto a wagon—at his insistence—and pounded off along the trampled southern roads. Already the snow was turning to slush, as the overlapping worlds’ climates clashed like the sentient warring beings.

				“We need sleep,” a jouncing warrior grumbled from his mount. “I can’t go on.”

				“We’ll sleep in the saddle,” Wilf replied, kicking his steed.

				As they galloped away, Father Giroux strove to comfort Faye Labossiere. He turned her away from the horrible sight of the dead Serge, whom she regarded with a grimace. He eased the pointlessly spent pistol out of her stiffened fingers and slowly walked her back toward the inn.

				* * * *

				Normand Gareau and Gabrielle Chabot had been with a small squad of rebels who lay in wait of siege in the southeast quadrant of Lamorisse that was the last to be attacked.

				They had listened to the sounds of battle in the distance, heard the squalling of gargoyles above the din, seen the angry red flames over the rooftops.

				All the while, Normand had calmly kept the warriors’ nerves in check by cajoling them into tilts with the devil’s bones. Gareau had amassed a small, unsecured fortune from the others. Only Gaby was interested in playing on as the siege force neared the millinery shop area that had become their fortress-snare.

				“I owe you my half of the inn,” Gaby told him, simpering. “And I’m not sure Henri will agree that I own half. I may have to find another way to repay my debt.”

			

			
				“Another way and another time,” Gareau said, scooping up his dice and trading his slouch hat for a morion helm. “Time to bare our fangs.”

				The killing ground about the millinery shop had been well designed, Gareau calling upon memories of what The Crow had taught him during lessons in military science conveyed over sloshing ale flagons.

				Men swore to see the intimidating charge of the red-bearded barbarian giants, astride those monstrous, snorting draft horses. The giants trampled defenders in their wake, crushed bodies and torn garb entwining about the horses’ hooves. The off-world monsters guffawed in hellish mirth as they lofted severed heads atop their spear-points. Arbalest-bearing boar-men accompanied them on foot, entangling them in what became a mass chaos of mounting slaughter as the well-designed ambush took them by surprise.

				Calthrops in the snow spilled the leading edge of the huge barbarians in three different lanes, their fellows piling atop them to scream and thrash helplessly, impaled by spikes and jagged metal; nets sprang up at several points, separating the confused savages into pockets of disarray. Before they could even fix on the positions of their assailants, the rebels poured gunshot and armor-piercer arrows into their numbers.

				For half the night Gareau’s band ravaged the invaders, trapping them, raking them with sleek shaft and burning lead, pouring boiling oil and water on their heads from the rooftops adjacent to the millinery command center. Monstrous forms were heaped in mounds amidst blood and slush and grimy snow. The sector was an icy arena in which beasts died at the hands of men.

			

			
				And in the end, as dawn light filtered over the horizon, a last desperate effort at dislodging the rebels was essayed by a mixed band of wounded outworlders and Farouche mercenaries. The ground floor of the millinery was taken, all the defenders killed.

				Normand and Gaby ascended to the roof, where they spilled oil through the drain spouts until it ran down the walls on all sides of the building. Gareau then ignited the millinery shop, tossing a flambeau into the faces of the enraged attackers who strove to reach them on the roof. The torch caught below in the oil-soaked fabrics as Normand slammed and locked the roof hatch over their heads, sealing them in.

				The shop went up in a blazing dawn inferno as Normand and Gaby leapt to the lower roof of another building, joining other rebels inside, as planned.

				They gazed dejectedly into the streets as the siege force swept southward and the fires that could be were brought under control. 

				Gaby moved up close to Normand and laid her head against his shoulder in relief and exhaustion.

				He pulled her close a moment. They saw their surviving rebel fellows stagger out of concealment, watching in silence for a long time. Gareau caught sight of Luigi Leone, stumbling along a cobbled lane, holding his side or abdomen. He seemed badly hurt. Two people came to his assistance, half-carrying him into a dwelling.

				“You were very brave last night,” Gabrielle said softly, swooning with fatigue as she clutched his arm.

			

			
				“Hah! You weren’t exactly a shrinking violet yourself. I was quite impressed, you know. The last time I counted you were one Viking and two snorting pig-heads ahead of me…Look at the sun,” he went on, wondering to see the glow of a new dawn. “I think it’s going to be a warm day. Weird weather you have here in Burgundy.”

				She chuckled breathily. “Were you afraid?” she asked.

				“Hell, yes. Don’t tell me you weren’t—?”

				She shook her head. “Non. Last night—two nights ago, whatever—I dreamed that we’d win.”

				“Now you tell me.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

				Blaise Farouche had no stomach for combat. He left that to his boorish brothers, knowing what foolish chances they took while so many more pleasurable pursuits were available.

				Indeed, should any more of them suffer unfortunate demises at rebel hands, his position in this desirable world would be all the more enhanced. He took steps to ensure that it would be so.

				During the first night of the storm, he slipped into the sleeping chamber of his father-in-law, Duke Cordell de Plancy, and drained him of enough blood to assure that this time…he would not awaken. 

				The marchioness’ husband would now soon assume the position of power that went with the power he wielded in actuality.

				* * * *

				Aimee de Plancy considered the phial of poison as she readied for bed in the early evening.

				As long as her father had remained alive, though withered and senile, there had been some tenuous link to her former happy life. Now, robbed of his presence as well as any semblance of self-respect, she knew that she could no longer continue.

				All that stayed her hand was the knowledge that Blaise’s evil will alone would rule over Burgundy once she was gone. And there would be no justice in his ascension to power, for she was sure that it had been Blaise who had slowly murdered her father. And she suspected how, though she could not bring her conscious mind to frame the unspeakable thought.

			

			
				Why has God allowed this to come to pass? she thought as her fingers worked at the small bottle. Non. It was not God’s doing. People allowed this. People like her father, and herself, and the common folk, who even now were taking steps to rectify it, if only too late.

				Her father…


				She swallowed back the rising bile as she thought about his death again.

				Change. Nothing can be the same as it was. All things must submit to change. Death was not change. One must live in order to change.

				Control, her mind told her. You must fight Blaise for control.


				But how?

				By changing…


				Aimee smashed the phial of poison against the mantel. Then she began to pray for forgiveness for the perversion she’d allowed entry in her life, and for those things she might still have to do. But there was no choice. She must live, and to live she must fight Blaise for control, by whatever means.

				That evening she sat under the canopy of her bed, regarding one empty bottle of wine and a second that was well on its way to matching it. She was clad only in the peignoir that was Blaise’s favorite. Silk from the Far East, and blood-red in color.

			

			
				Exquisitely fitting, she thought dimly, now pulling herself to her feet unsteadily as evening gloom collected over the snowy land below.

				Snow in September…or is it October? Drunk. You, milady, are stinking drunk…


				She would have to be drunk to see it through. That was very important. Blaise hated drinking—he seemed to irrationally fear it—and she thought she knew why. But she would have to be drunk to see it through.

				She staggered to the door, saw the loathsome servant girl she’d sent for waiting impatiently, wondering what business the marchioness might have with her when she was Blaise’s personal servant.

				“You—Brie,” Aimee heard herself blare. “Come here.”

				The girl approached, a sour look on her face.

				“Bring my husband here—directly. Not by way of your little trysting places.”

				Brie smirked. “I answer to His Lordship alone.”

				“You answer to me,” Aimee growled. “Now get along.”

				She watched the insolent servant girl shuffle off sullenly, surprise and revulsion informing her expression in equal measure.

				“And if you want to move like the walking dead, I’ll see that you have a place among them—move!”

				Aimee gurgled a laugh to see the girl break into a scamper, though she continued to scowl over her shoulder.

				She went back to the wine bottle and tipped it high, nearly falling over backward. 

				As Blaise presently entered Aimee’s chamber, the first tugging of the transformation perked his features, around that telltale eye patch. He focused on his commoner human wife curiously.

			

			
				“Dousing your grief won’t bring your father back,” he said, glancing at her with the first flicker of desire in his single, backswept eye.

				He was shirtless. The curling growth of downy hair on his chest presaged the slow change into the faun. Watching the transmutation had always been a bizarre erotic experience for Aimee.

				“My father is gone,” she slurred. “It’s time we reached a better understanding…” She lay back on the luxurious softness of the coverlet.

				Blaise’s breath quickened. “Indeed? How so?” He had chuckled a bit. But he was intrigued.

				“The—the blood exchange, Blaise,” she breathed, moaning slightly to hear herself say it. “Take mine first. This time—this time it will be…different…”

				His eyes widened as he gazed at her creamy flesh. Narrowing as he came near, they fell finally upon the soft pulsing of her throat.

				She whimpered slightly as her soul cried out to think of seeing this perverse act through. But she drew him close.

				The minutes dragged into hours. Twice she slipped into unconsciousness, uncertain of what he’d done to her, knowing only numbness, alternating with periods of white waves in her vision. Dizziness. Vertigo.

				She could feel the soft fur of his thighs and buttocks, fighting sleep now as she became increasingly certain that he himself slept. His mouth was at her throat, piercing it, clamping about the left side without pain. She had no idea how she would dislodge him. Or whether she could. 

			

			
				Perhaps to do so would kill her—

				No. That was the ingrained fear of his terrible will talking. Sapping her own will.

				She lay in a helpless languor for a time, her resolve leaking out of her with her life’s blood. Perhaps the will itself was in the blood, along with the life energies Blaise so often spoke of craving. If so, then she was doomed.

				With a great effort, she at last succeeded in overcoming her weakness and nausea, her failing determination. At the dark hour before dawn, Aimee rolled Blaise’s lust-filled, bloated satyr-form off her, disengaging him at last.

				Her throat began to throb, as though warning her that he himself must seal the rift in her body that he’d created. She emitted a muffled sob, black streaks shooting across her vision. Dizziness, swooning—

				Collapse. She would simply collapse into sweet, peaceful sleep. What was the sense of it all? He could do anything he wanted with her—

				Non!


				Dignity welled up inside her. Dignity mingled with wrath. She stood and gripped the bedpost. Saw his extruded fangs, which dripped her own blood.

				Aimee began to gag. She vomited on the floor beside the bed, then regathered her courage, fueled with hatred now. She forced herself to look at him. Engorged, now. No longer a figure of irresistible male sensuality—

				A great hairy leech.

				A vampire.


			

			
				Wambly, her strength infantile, Aimee opened the armoire beside her dressing table and withdrew the sharpened stake and the heavy tome of prophetic writings she’d plucked from her father’s library.

				Moving to the bed, she reeled as she laid the point of the stake against Blaise’s heaving chest. Her hand trembled violently, and the other could not lift the book from her side.

				She stood that way for long moments, awaiting discovery, or unconsciousness, or Blaise’s sudden awakening from his sonorous slumber.

				She whimpered, whispering a harsh prayer for strength.

				Blaise’s breath hitched, and his eyelids fluttered as she leaned on the stake, the pressure digging its point into his chest. He seemed to be quivering with internal effort, trying to chase the heavy narcotic effect of the wine in her blood—the effect she’d striven to achieve. His mouth, his neck, his chest were awash in her blood.

				She screamed internally, tried to fire her paralyzed thews.

				Blaise’s good eye gaped wide. He pawed his face and drew the eye patch askew. Blood was luridly seeping into the black hole that marked Simon’s gouging stroke of the year before. His upper lip curled back—

				Aimee’s arm was abruptly empowered, the book in hand. It rotated up and then down, hard, on the poised stake.

				Blaise screamed and lurched, his back arching as the stake tore through his ribcage and into his heart, with a gouting of dark, rich blood. His thrashings knocked the stake clear of his body, but dark blood continued to spray about the room from the ragged hole in his chest.

			

			
				He flopped on the bed, trembling as Aimee fell back heavily on the floor.

				More than ever now, Aimee feared for her life. She knew what the commoners whispered about the Farouche outworlders—that they could raise the dead for their fell purposes.

				Could they not, then, also defeat death themselves?

				She drew her father’s broadsword from under the bed. The heirloom blade of his warlike forefathers. It was immensely heavy in her pale hands and childlike grasp. But she brought it to bear on her flailing, crimson-gushing husband. Merely a monster now. A shape-shifting fiend come from another world to pervert and subvert her own.

				She struck with the blade, again and again. When Blaise’s lifeless head rolled off the bed and thudded on the floor, Aimee dropped the blood-stained sword and collapsed.

				* * * *

				“Help me, Captain,” Aimee said to the commander of the palace guard. 

				He took the marchioness’ arm again, steadying her. The soldier’s eyes gleamed expectantly, a bit hollowly. The commander was still in shock over what he had seen in the bedchamber, what he’d been charged to fabricate. 

				“Tell me again what you must do,” she said as she took his arm for support. They eased down the winding stair.

				“I, milady?”

				“Oui.”

				“Ah…yes. I—I must report to the king that the marquis met with a most…unseemly accident—”

			

			
				“An accident?”

				“Oui, he—he suffered the misfortune of walking beneath a falling…sword rack, you see, and—”

				“A sword rack?”

				“Well,” the captain went on, “it was…a most well-equipped rack with a variety of deadly ancient edged weapons that…”

				Her flitting eyes and quick headshake stopped him. “I think perhaps it may have been the marquis’ poor diet that did him in at last,” she said daintily.

				“Ah, oui—of course,” the captain agreed, bowing with cavalier elegance, “his well-known intemperate appetites. How stupid of me.”

				The Marchioness Aimee de Plancy later strode out onto the balcony, as steadily and regally as she could manage, to address her command. The troops below eagerly accepted word of the changing order in Burgundy: The Farouche were to be considered Enemies of the State. Messengers would be sent to Paris with word of their treachery, their surreptitious efforts at fomenting rebellion against order in France. All in the name of an as-yet unknown enemy leader.

				By the second day, the marchioness’ strength and color were slowly returning, and with them, her will. Never again would she allow subversion to disturb the harmony of her province.

				Her first act was to send troops to restore order in the province, relieving the garrisons whose complacence had cost them dearly in failed vigilance. The common folk were to be placated for the outrages they’d suffered, and efforts would be made at restitution of what they had lost under the Farouche regime.

			

			
				She next turned her attention on two individuals: the servant girl, Brie—who was restored to her former duties as a scullion; and Anton Balaerik, who was ordered arrested.

				The lay brother of the Order of Holy Piety was brought before her, along with his blank-eyed bodyguards. He regarded her smugly as Aimee spoke.

				“You will stop the trouble my husband and his brothers have caused Burgundy, and you will disband your mercenary troops—at once!” she commanded, pointing an accusing finger at him.

				Balaerik began to laugh, and Aimee reacted with aristocratic outrage, shouting an order. He strode about the room like an actor in search of his cue, motioning with his hands but saying nothing intelligible, as the sentries closed in with drawn weapons.

				A rift in space—a whirling dark votex—suddenly appeared above their heads, a slender black seam, shimmering at its edges. Balaerik reached up to it and was abruptly drawn upward and inside it, as if by invisible hands, his body disappearing into a contiguous sphere in which he was safe from the foolish pique of inferior beings.

				And when he had disappeared and his power was withdrawn from them, Balaerik’s bodyguards jerked about, blank-eyed, and split open with the reaving wounds once dealt them by Simon Sardonis’ vengeful axe. They fell, bloodlessly, in broken and twisted caricatures of their once lively, human forms.

				* * * *

			

			
				Dijon was lost. And with it, the foothold on the Terran sphere.

				Balaerik lay exhausted on the spongy grasses of a peaceful world, gazing up into the star-shot heavens. He had done all he could; yet the native humans of that sphere remained defiant. And still full of their misdirected faith.

				The Frankish castle had stood against the deluge from an alien sea. Unpredictable checks and balances had been maintained in the metaphysical order. Gonji and his Wunderknechten followers would have to be taken by siege. Barbarian, beast, and walking undead would have to do what Balaerik, for all his power, could not.

				And if they failed, Balaerik would have to make explanations to his sorcerer kin, Grimmolech—most especially for his failure to keep Grimmolech’s sons alive in their inchoate efforts at becoming interspheric overlords.

				He began to prepare his explanations, even as the eternal struggle raged on in the other, unenlightened world.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

				“What if they just make those rock bridges disappear?” Armand Perigor posed to Gonji. “Poof—no more Wunderknechten.”

				They all peered down to the now water-filled curtains of age-old rock whose narrow tops served as the only land-bridges to the surrounding territory.

				“And no more refugees,” Father Sebastio reminded, for hundreds of them now crowded about the upper reaches of the old fortress’ central keep, or stood in a long line along the banquettes behind the debris-strewn southern ramparts.

				Gonji mopped his brow with the back of an arm, his katana still in his fist. He undid his topknot, shook out his hair, and scratched the nervous itch at its roots. Retying it hastily, he listened to their anxious counsel.

				“They might—they might just knock down this whole crag we stand on,” another man proposed.

				“Oh, I think not,” the priest countered. “If they had such power, they’d have done that already.”

				“Look,” Monetto cried out, pointing with an axe. “Still more at the eastern bailey break.”

				The dead had again quit their watery grave.

				They were like a plague of humanoid slugs. Ghastly and bloated, relentlessly groping for human flesh to rend. Hard to dislodge in their sorcerous charge to pursue the living. Impossible to kill in their frustrating lifelessness. And apparently endless in number.

			

			
				They crawled up out of the murky waters that swirled about the castle and slithered up the walls and gates in a ponderous ascent, as if possessed of some hideous suctioning power. At first they were little more than a revolting nuisance, men atop the walls prying them from their eerie purchase with polearms and levering them back to splash down into the waters.

				But two of them had squeezed through breaks in the walls, and, though their milky white orbs seemed sightless, they had been guided by some unerring sense to wreak mayhem among the refugees. One woman had been torn asunder by the surprising strength in one creature’s sodden thews and decomposing hands. And a man had been grabbed in another corpse’s squishing grip. Before he could be separated from the creature’s foul embrace, a pulpy hand had clamped his nose and mouth shut long enough to suffocate him with its foulness.

				“Nagy—can’t you keep those things at bay?” Monetto yelled to the growling old ostler, fifty feet along the wall.

				Nikolai Nagy prodded one of the three invaders back through the gap in the wall with a grunting lunge of his halberd. It tumbled down the roof of an outwork and knifed headfirst back into the churning waters.

				“God damn it anyway, Monetto! I’m doin’ what I can!” Nagy tore off his helm and threw it in Aldo’s direction, then joined his defenders against the other two forms that slid into the ward on their bellies, their flesh almost gelatinous as they conformed to every surface like evilly imbued sponges.

			

			
				“Well, hold them in check,” Gonji shouted to him. He turned his attention to his leaders again. “All-recht, here’s what we do…”

				A squad was sent through the miller’s gate, pushing a string of heavy, unhitched wagons, to test the safety of the southern rock bridge. Though sodden and crumbling from the eroding action of the deluge, the bridge seemed stable enough. An orderly evacuation of non-combatants, as well as those who chose not to remain and fight the siege force, ensued under the leadership of Jacques Moreau. The evacuation proceeded without incident, after good-byes and well-wishes were exchanged. The refugees were led across the rock curtains that were the only roads from the fortress and into the surrounding Alpine passes, to await the outcome of the battle for Burgundy.

				The defenders dug in and waited apprehensively, hatching and discarding numerous battle plans before at last choosing the tactics proposed by Le Corbeau.

				For the nonce, they waited.

				By the second day after the evacuation, the snow from the freakish, other-worldly storm the Farouche had summoned was well on its way to melting.

				“So much for their big storm,” Perigor noted smugly.

				“Hai,” Gonji agreed, watching the snowmelt drain into the waters of the chasm below the rock bridges, finally deciding that The Crow had been right: The water was receding in the gorge, draining off slowly through an unseen fissure, likely to swell the banks of the Saone to unprecedented flood levels. Eventually all thoughts of escape via water were precluded, as the incredible new lake visibly subsided. And the unstable rock bridges, like the spokes of a wheel with the Frankish castle at their hub, remained vastly important to those whose duty would keep them at that crumbling citadel.

			

			
				The next night, the Farouche siege force’s vanguard, a brute army of Terran mercenaries and monsters from alien spheres, reached the forested slopes beyond the rock bridges and at a much lower elevation, as the bridges gradually sloped downward. It was suggested that there was some advantage to fighting an army that proceeded uphill.

				No one derived much comfort in the notion, as Gonji’s company watched and speculated as to the nature of their entrenching enemies, judging by chilling sounds and distant glimpses alone. 

				“Any volunteers for reconnaissance?” the samurai asked archly.

				“Hell, I’ll go,” a young warrior said quietly, swallowing back his fear of the crashing sounds in the pine shroud.

				“I was joking,” Gonji responded. “No one goes out there until they show themselves. We can’t afford foolish losses. We don’t even know what awaits us.”

				“You’re getting soft,” Aldo Monetto taunted gently.

				Gonji waxed serious. “We’re fighting sorcerers, my friend. Anyway, there comes a time when you’re struck by the fact that you’ve survived so much precipitous action that—that there must be a reason for your karma. And your continued survival. So you start slowing down and planning things a little better. I’m just learning that.”

				“You mean you get less valiant?”

				“Iye—you get more cunning. Look—” 

			

			
				They all strained to see and hear through the cloud-darkened night and yawning distance. Some sort of frenzied berserker action was taking place in the monstrous Farouche army’s forest camp.

				“What the hell are they doing?” Monetto whispered in wonder.

				No one cared to offer a response.

				* * * *

				The two heavily armed mounted columns under Gonji split to right and left once they had crossed the rock bridge and entered the plain of scree-rubble and tufted grass. 

				Some lumbering, some sprinting with terrifying speed, the eerie siege force on clawed foot and cloven hoof and monstrous hairy steed broke from the tree line in their grotesque array. Men, shaggy giants and beasts of foul origin shouted their mixed cries of blood-curdling battle-fury and appeals to alien gods of war as they rumbled toward Gonji’s rebel cavalry.

				Gonji slapped on his sallet at the head of one mounted column. Monetto called out words of encouragement to the band he led at the other flank. They would madly attempt to pincer the outnumbering force on the plain, while Le Corbeau and Salguero trained the fortress’ guns and bows on the attackers who might make it to the gorge.

				The angry muzzle of the cannon trained on the canyon rim. Muskets and bows, polearms and spear-points bristled the turrets and embrasures of the castle.

				“Just make damn sure you don’t blast all the bridges, Corbeau,” Sgt. Orozco was heard to shout.

				The Crow tilted a crooked grin his way. There could be no such assurance.

			

			
				Out on the plain, Gonji sat grimly astride Nichiyoobi, watching the barbarian giants approach like hurtling thunder. Nichi stamped under him, eager to fight, to stomp and kick and bite. She was aggressive by nature, and she could feel her rider’s tension.

				“Jesus—look at the size of those…things,” a man fretted, licking parched lips.

				“Steady,” Gonji called back without looking. “This is for your families, for your homeland…For Simon Sardonis. And for our slaughtered sword-brothers of last winter. Archers—ready!”

				Gonji himself stood at their head, unlimbering his mighty longbow and plucking a clothyard shaft with a vicious arrowhead from his quiver.

				“Drop them in the fore, if you can—throw their line into chaos.”

				He nocked, held Nichi firm, performed a powerful draw, and launched. Three hundred yards off, a red-maned monster steed was struck in the head, crashing into the mount next to it, both falling.

				Whistling fusillades tore into the pounding foes, animals and giants crashing to earth; loping boar-men and goat-headed demon-fiends crushed under their allies’ hooves or taking armor-piercer arrows through breastplates and helms, flesh and bone. The center of the rolling attack was thrown into disarray, its momentum diffused.

				At one-hundred yards, some drew muskets, praying for steady hands and unerring accuracy. They could fire each piece but once before the clash’s outcome would fall to their skills in close mounted combat. For that they held their pistols in check.

			

			
				Monetto’s column fired first, followed by Gonji’s. The besieging horde was raked by the musket and archer fire, many creatures falling, their places quickly filled by still more beasts from alien spheres.

				At a prearranged signal, the two columns of warriors swung near to each other to draw the enemy horde into a massed clump that drove toward the center of the enemy skirmish line like a living wedge. But when they were thus concentrated, just as steel was about to clash, the center of the rebel line broke and swept to the sides again, opening to allow the foremost giant flailers to pass through without a tilt. Scores of the mounted barbarians bolted past on heavy horse, slowing their charge in confusion, such that their fellows ran up their backs, thudding into each other and tumbling into an entangling chaos of bodies and buckling armor.

				The Wunderknechten swept back from engagement again, turning to launch another lethal volley of bowshot at the bewildered beast-men on the enemy flanks, who replied with their short crossbows. 

				Then Gonji’s company charged, volleying again at the run in a wild, howling attack.

				Shields sprang up; axe and sword and halberd were unleashed, as the fray was joined in a screaming din of exploding metal. 

				The invaders’ rafts were pulled wide around the armed clash, unbothered, as Gonji had ordered his men to leave the castle siege force to the capable attention of their entrenched fellows at the ruins.

			

			
				Men and mounts, giant berserkers and snorting beasts went to ground in the first shattering, blood-spurting impact of clashing lines, bodies and armor exploding in a shock of mortal cacophony. The rebels skirted the giants’ lethal axes with shining eyes of fearful respect, when possible. They concentrated on the beasts afoot, especially the boar-men, who took a toll of Gonji’s troops’ sturdy destriers with their low-slashing techniques and fearlessness against horse charges.

				Gonji’s twirling halberd alternately cut and pummeled the raging humanoid beasts as his weapon’s blurring figure-eight employed both its ends, in the time-honored naginata techniques of his homeland. The creatures kept their distance to see their fellows thus slashed and battered. And when any took to frontal attack on Nichi, she reared and flailed her hooves, bit and butted with her lowered head.

				Aldo Monetto wound up quickly unhorsed, fighting on foot atop heaping, mangled corpses. His axe whirled over his head, hewing any assailant in its redoubtable path. He took a glancing blow that severed his shoulder coupling, his cuirass hanging half off. 

				Monetto ripped it free and flung it at a spearing ram-headed horror. He fell backward over a mammoth horse’s carcass—landed in a pool of swirling mud and horse blood—came up firing a pistol that downed an oncoming attacker.

				He pulled his other primed pistol, screaming with bloodlust now, panned the area, saw the giant bearing down on Perigor’s unprotected back—

			

			
				Monetto’s shot split the nosepiece of a huge battle helm, tore through an eye and out the side of the bearded giant’s head. He barely had time to draw a satisfied breath when he was forced to whirl, stagger back, reclaim his downed axe, and bind another spear shaft with a deft, upward stroke…

				* * * *

				Armand Perigor took a spear thrust in the side, roaring in pain and jerking his mount around to engage the lancing boar-man that had wounded him. He fixed on it in his maddening agony, heard it bray a blood-curdling note of challenge as he kicked his horse the short distance toward it.

				But an unseen enemy downed his steed with an evil-edged blade thrust. The animal screamed and crashed to earth in its own gore, spilling Perigor, who cracked his head against something solid, losing his pot helmet. He lurched to his feet to engage another spearing monster. Sidestepping its lunge, Perigor skewered it through the belly with his rapier, pressing his bleeding side with the other arm.

				Three boar-men surged toward him with short, tri-bladed swords that were poised for mayhem. Primitives, they were unskilled in fencing technique. The vicious blades they whirled had evidently been bestowed upon them—they smashed them downward like cudgels. 

				The beasts crowded too close as they rushed him, and the sweating Perigor engaged all three with his dancing blade as his left arm pressed his rent side. Darting in and out, grimacing and yelping in pain, he parried and riposted, again and again.

			

			
				All three were lanced by the slim, snaking blade before the first had finished his fall.

				But now three more came at him, seeing the imposing threat of this canny foe. Perigor drew a pistol in his left hand—his eyes grew bleary now—and shot the nearest through its fur-timmed breastplate. Cursing and hurling an insult at them, Perigor spent his flagging energy in a flashing, sparking swordplay that saw him drop the other two. They were no match for a skillful bladesman, but Perigor’s wound was draining him.

				Again he was fallen upon. Now two wounded, boar-headed monstrosities were joined by a spear-hefting, satyr-like, blaring ram and a charging giant on foot.

				Perigor sucked in a ragged breath, knowing he must try to flee. He grabbed at some tossing reins, tried to swing astride a bucking horse, but failed in his terrible pain. 

				Holding the saddle-bow for leverage, he lashed out violently with a booted foot and struck a boar-man in the snout, turning its charge. Next he weakly slashed his sword over the head of a ducking foe. Drawing back for another strike, he felt the new, searing pain in his back. 

				Perigor dropped his rapier, pulled a dirk from his belt, screamed in battle frenzy and hurled it toward the face of the hulking giant…just as the great broad-axe sheared the air over his head.

				Armand Perigor saw, as much as he felt, the burst of white agony that flashed suddenly crimson, in his stricken vision, and then swallowed his consciousness in a shroud of darkness.

				* * * *

			

			
				Gonji slipped a mighty arcing axe-blow and slashed a giant through the thigh. The monster bellowed in rage and turned on him with a great display of jagged teeth, determination shining from red-veined eyes.

				The samurai fled Nichi to fight on foot for a space, the tactic unexpected. The wounded giant took up the challenge and did likewise, quitting his wheezing charger the size of a small elephant to limp after the lithe samurai through the tangled carnage.

				Gonji took a tortuous route over bodies and through matched pairs of fighters, his katana striking down two—three—a half dozen unprepared foes with scintillating sword cuts, no two blows alike.

				He fell at last into a pocket of boar-men, who warily timed his charge and then suddenly sagged back, encircling him. Gonji raised the Sagami high overhead as they hooted in premature triumph and bore in at him, snorting with anticipation. 

				Gonji spanked a tri-bladed sword wide and slashed, fanning hot blood from the throat of the first hooting, boar-headed savage to reach him. The second beast, committing itself to a backward-straining high arm cock intended to lay the samurai low from behind, was caught by an upward twisting sword-lick that came from nowhere and buried itself deep in the squealing creature’s groin, Gonji having dropped to one knee.

				A third raked a blow across Gonji’s belly as he sprang back up. But the samurai deflected the blow with a twisting, point-groundward parry and executed a vicious right-left series of cuts that spilled the boar-man’s innards.

			

			
				The last boar-man missed badly with a powerful arcing cut aimed at Gonji’s head. The samurai’s spinning low slash screeched through splintering bone, severing the beast’s right dog-leg joint, blood gouting from the stump as it squalled in shock.

				But now the wounded giant, bellowing for vengeance, was almost upon him, the blood from his thigh wound already drenching his boot. And the giant was joined by a fellow barbarian on horseback.

				Gonji surprised them both by wheeling and charging them, blade high.

				The bleeding enemy timed the charge and scythed his great axe—struck air, as the samurai tumbled into a roll and came up behind him to slash through the hamstring of the same thigh. The giant fell, howling in agony, as Gonji took after his mounted ally. The berserker reined in, awkwardly turned and fired a short, fiercely feathered lance that sizzled the air as it passed wide. Gonji tore open the shoulder of the barbarian’s enormous steed with a mighty swing of his katana.


				The animal shrilled and bucked the rider off its back. The second giant jangled to earth, stunned. He threw up a thick, fending hand as Gonji leapt astride his chest. He lost his hand with the first blow and half his jaw with the second.

				Gonji tumbled off the writhing enemy, sprang back onto his feet, and cast about him for another foe to engage. He snarled out a general challenge. Saw no takers in the immediate area. He caught up with Nichi again, took his longbow and quiver from her saddle, and bounded atop two dead steeds lying draped over one another.

			

			
				Crying out with battle-fervor, he began to launch powerful, sizzling shafts, one upon another, dealing out hissing death on all sides, as the carnage mounted.

				He caught sight of Monetto, not far away, ripping with axe and sword through foes who were falling back, daunted by his speed and tireless skill. Gonji shouted to see his friend’s valor, then took to launching again. Two more clothyard shafts shattered plate and hide before he saw the battle take a necromantic turn.

				Gonji saw that a wide swath had been cut through the invasion force by his company’s gallant action. The enemy survivors were swinging clear of the heaped bloody ruin to join the main body that assaulted the castle, explosive fire from the gorge now evincing the foe’s efforts at crossing the rock bridges. Their tactic was a useless, desperate one—they were now trapped between the field and fortress companies.

				But much of his command had succumbed to horrible death, and now Gonji swung aboard the fighting black mare, Nichiyoobi—Black Sunday—to join with the contigent of his warriors that crossed weapons with evil death itself.

				* * * *

				Nick Nagy cursed his fatigued thews, then cursed again when he saw the small mounted force in his charge pull to a halt in the face of the strange new menace.

				Balaerik’s reanimated dead, trudging along on foot, had finally reached the battleground.

				Bearing a variety of edged weapons, their armor now clanking in its ill fit about withered, rotting bodies, the dead shambled after anything that raised arms in resistance. Bulging eyes stared without truly seeing. Sere lips drew back around large, clamped teeth. Dried blood caked slashed throats and other former mortal wounds in ominous portent.

			

			
				The blood in the rebel warriors’ veins turned to ice as, to a man, they understood: These Farouche slaves could not be killed.

				Nikolai Nagy bellowed at their timidity and plunged into the center of the dead killers’ line, which accepted the challenge with a nightmarishly casual, spiritless crowding effort. Steel edges oozed limply, or whirled languidly, toward Nagy and his mount as he slashed over the horse’s head from one side to the other, ducking blows, beating back weapons, smashing dead flesh aside, only to have it turn back on him. Slower. But no less deadly or inexorable.

				The men saw Nagy encircled, his horse buried under a clumsy, spearing press of heavy dead weight. Nagy’s flailing energy was the single focus of life in the midst of the forlornly savage tableau.

				Hearing his impassioned cries, seeing him fall, his men were at last galvanized, exhorting one another to join the chilling fray.

				In moments, Gonji was in their midst, striking from Nichi’s saddle, the mare herself kicking and biting in instinctive terror at the caricatured life that sought out her rider with sword- and pike-point; touched her own flesh with cold, lifeless hands.

				The samurai quit the saddle, spanking the mare away for her safety, as he tore into the shuffling dead forms. When cut, they didn’t bleed; nor did battering impede their mindless pursuit of the living. But Gonji showed the desperately hacking band the tack they must take.

			

			
				Disengaging a spear with a circular parry, he riposted furiously, striking the assailant’s brittle head from its dry shoulders. He dealt with another similarly. And then another. The headless corpses staggered on grimly, though their motion was less directed and they were now slower still.

				Now the samurai swooped in low, evading poor thrusts by stiffened muscle and unhinging the liches’ limbs, arrogantly deflecting their weak blows and concentrating on severing arms, legs, and ghoulish heads.

				His men followed suit, their bellies churning as they took to the slaughter resignedly, even as they were snared by useless clutching hands and lunged at by bodies that reeked of corruption. The men grimaced and gasped, tearing and pushing away the grasping undead, as if scouring themselves of some plague-ridden vermin.

				Moments later, the grounds were strewn with twitching torsos and searching limbs that still crawled on, fueled by hellish sorcery. The surviving men worked at prying loose their unfortunate wounded fellows from dead fingers and mechanically clacking jaws.

				Gonji’s face was set in a twisted expression. He breathed in short gasps through his mouth to evade the awful stench. Searching out Nick Nagy, he averted his eyes from the sight of his old sword-brother’s multitude of mortal wounds.

				“Cholera,” he ground out, kicking a dismembered torso that arched itself rhythmically as it lay across Nagy’s legs.

			

			
				“Damn it—God damn it! Not you, Nick…” Gonji hissed out something like a suppressed sob to see the state of his valiant ally from the Vedun campaign. He knelt for a long moment beside the body of the steely warrior Nikolai Nagy.

				The few walking dead who remained at large now shuffled with failing strength. They ceased their dogged pursuit of the living. Balaerik’s spell faded, and soon the creatures of his foul handiwork dropped in their tracks and duly took up their place in the Land of the Dead. The severed body parts ceased their spastic motions.

				Gonji rose heavily and scanned the grounds, shouted a rallying command to the exhausted survivors. He took to horse. Leading the shattered company toward the clash at the gorge, he took heart to see Aldo Monetto still able to climb astride a big destrier, not far away, though the agile biller had taken many a bloody wound.

				* * * *

				The defenders of the castle, arrayed at banquettes and turrets, behind weathered stone blocks and wall niches, poured their determined fire into the siege force of giants and beast-men. A few scattered human mercenaries were still among their number as the off-world attackers stormed the outer curtain over the narrow rock bridges and receding waters.

				Corbeau’s cannon boomed repeatedly, wreaking havoc at the rim of the gorge, where huge, hastily fashioned rafts were tossed over the drop and into the receding waters, their intended giant riders hastily lowered by ropes and vines and branches. Some simply dove into the cold, dark water to swim after the rafts.

			

			
				The rebels at the Frankish castle, seeing Gonji’s victory on the plain, roared with glee and fired their smoking, whizzing volleys all the more lustily. Hulking barbarian forms erupted with bloody holes caused by shot and shaft, some tumbling into the swirling wash, their watery graves on an alien sphere. Those who reached the shore rarely gained the outer curtain wall before they were torn and spindled, the walls and grounds now draped with unearthly bodies.

				Those creatures that chose the firmer routes over the bridges were dealt with still more harshly. Alternating squads with pistols and muskets sprayed their forefront with lead shot. The front rank would fire, then scamper behind the second to reload. The bridges soon piled high with blockading corpses.

				As Le Corbeau’s formidable cannon blasted great holes in the gorge and sent enemy forms flying in every direction, Carlos Orozco tended the multiple-barrel musket like a raving madman. He sped back and forth between muzzles and breeches—clearing, charging, loading, touching off wicks, and then swiveling the barrels about to draw lethal bead on the nearest pocket of embattled attackers. The guns would fume and blast in sequence, and Orozco quickly learned to vary the lengths of his wicks until he had adjusted the firing order to a near single spray of heavy shot.

				“Hey, Corbeau—this thing works magnifico!” he cried out enthusiastically once he’d grown familiar with its workings. “Hell, I could do this all day!”

				“You best not get too trusting of those charges,” the Crow called back. “She’s touchy about residue. Harder to clear every time—”

			

			
				Orozco swiped a hand at him scornfully.

				Two charges later, one of the breeches spluttered and misfired, the sergeant cursing and bounding after a water bucket, having taken powder burns about the face and hands.

				Father Sebastio and another man at the northeastern tower tended the few rebels who took wounds. As they anxiously worked at a man who screamed and jerked in agony—a crossbow quarrel having split his clavicle—they were suddenly set upon by a spear-bearing bipedal ram.

				Sebastio’s partner shrieked as the deadly barbed head ripped through his backplate. The creature jerked at his haft cruelly as it stuck in the wailing man’s spine.

				Kuma-san sucked in a harsh breath to see the nature of his satanic adversary, the first such monster he’d seen close up. He drew his schiavona and raised it before him in both hands.

				The ram hissed at the falling body it had kicked free with a cloven hoof. Seeing Sebastio’s crucifix, it leered at him and made a gesture that could only have been obscene.

				Teeth gritting in defiance, Sebastio set himself for the charge, for the first time in his life wishing that he’d spent more than cursory effort at fencing practice.

				The ram lunged forward tauntingly, feinting at Kuma-san’s face and then his bowels, uttering a mocking hooting sound. The priest reacted to the feints with jerking twists of the heavy blade, gasping with the exaggerated efforts, trying hard to maintain control of his quivering arms.

			

			
				Sebastio heard the sickening slap of water-logged flesh behind him—a floating corpse had escaped the detection of the preoccupied sentries to pull itself over the ancient stonework. Spongy gray fingers groped at his feet.

				The priest’s courage fled. He panicked and tried to run. But the ram was quicker, darting at an angle to cut off his retreat across the ward. With a taunting cackle, it steered him back toward the bloated fiend that peered up at the priest with eyes like jellied eggs.

				Sebastio shouted in sudden rage, his hatred of evil inflaming his soul. He batted aside the spear, arcing his blade violently from side to side, the ram respecting the danger of a flailing attack. It fell back and allowed Sebastio to spend his fury, watching for an open line to a vital spot.

				“Hey!”

				The ram spun. Captain Hernando Salguero stood behind it, leveling a ranseur for imminent engagement. In that instant, Kuma-san slashed the distracted creature from shoulder to hip. It whirled about with an expression of shock and dismay.

				The priest plunged his bladepoint through its thick-napped belly, withdrawing the bloody sword at once as if caught in some embarrassing indiscretion. Blood from the backlash splattered his face. He dropped the schiavona and clapped a red-stippled hand over his mouth, his stomach rolling over.

				“Good work, padre—now look out—”

				Salguero moved to the wetly slapping corpse on the tower’s ground floor. The ex-capitan of Spanish lancers swallowed his disgust and wondered how best to engage this ponderously crawling perversion of sacred life.

			

			
				But it stopped moving forward now. Its pulpy fingers laboriously groped ahead, yet it gained no ground. And in seconds, even the slowly pumping arms stopped reaching. Presently, it ceased all motion.

				Sebastio looked to it, then to Salguero, and finally back to the otherworldly ram-fiend he’d dispatched. “Thank God for you, Hernando. I shouldn’t have been able to do such a thing alone, I fear.”

				“Ah, your faith would have seen you through,” the former captain replied distractedly. “I must get word of this outside.”

				Quickly the word spread. Their enemies’ black sorcery was failing, its energy drained off at the unguessable source. On the distant plain, at that same moment, the last reanimated corpses of the throat-slitted mercenaries were jerking spasmodically, falling, their last moments of evil quasi-life spent in harmless thrashings.

				Le Corbeau’s cannon thundered over the cheers of the Wunderknechten.

				Soon there was no shot left for the great cannon to spew. Nor was there anything left to fire upon.

				* * * *

				Simon was the only man in the reunited forces who glared at the carnage with an anger that would not be defused. Heavily bandaged, clutching the hilt of a broadsword, he cursed the coming night that would soon see him undergo another transformation into the Beast.

				The Beast within would not be needed now, and Simon’s old attitudes of shame and misanthropy returned. He moved apart from the company, inconsolable, taking to the forest after a brief, edgy exchange with Gonji.

			

			
				Gonji bowed to him, seeing that Simon was in considerable pain.

				“I trust it will not be long before you heal. So sorry that we took so long to assist you here.”

				Simon shrugged it off, wincing. “You came at last, that’s all that matters.”

				Gonji was a bit stung at the other’s rather casual gratitude but attributed it to his evident misery. “It’s finished, then?” he asked apprehensively, knowing a new crossroad had been reached in what Gonji believed must be their common journey.

				“There is still Blaise to reckon with. Tell Claire I’ll see her in the morning. Then I must head for Dijon. One more…duty.”

				“We had to evacuate the people, Simon. She’s not in the fortress. They’re up in the mountain passes somewhere with Moreau. Escorted—safe, I think,” he assured to see the ensorceled warrior’s look of concern.

				“All right,” Simon replied wearily, “then I’ll tell her myself. Adieu, again. I owe you more than I can ever repay…”

				Gonji blinked. There had been a finality in Simon’s tone. He watched him painfully mount a foraging horse, as did the others, all waiting in respectful silence amid the grisly environs of the late battleground.

				“Sayonara,” Gonji said quietly at Simon’s departing back.

				And then Wilfred Gundersen was standing beside him and embracing him in a grand display of fond fellowship. Some others began to follow suit, rejoicing to see treasured friends among the living.

			

			
				“Well met, my friend,” Gonji said to Wilf warmly, smiling to see the proud fashion in which the smith wore Spine-cleaver, Gonji’s former spare katana.

				“Well,” Wilf said with a broad gesture, after he had brushed the happy tears from his eyes, “what now? Do we make for home with the good news of this victory?”

				“First…a bath, I hope,” Gonji replied, smiling thinly. All those who knew him well laughed heartily at the reminder of his oriental fastidiousness in such matters.

				Wilf’s expression changed, his smile fleeing. “I’m afraid…Buey’s dead,” he apprised them somberly.

				Brett Jarret and Wyatt Ault moved up to add their regretful assurances that it was so.

				“We don’t know about Gareau…or Leone…those others who aren’t with us.”

				Gonji sadly pointed out Perigor among the dead. Jarret knelt before the slain form of his comrade and leader.

				Then Gonji spoke low to Wilf:

				“And…Niko-san,” Gonji said, shaking his head morosely.

				“Nick Nagy?” Wilf replied, eyes wide with shock. “Oh, no…”

				They both bowed their heads, repairing to private thoughts of all those former fellow warriors who had fought so well in the Vedun campaign and were now lost to the galleries of the hallowed dead.

				“The children are well?” Wyatt called over, dashing their private reveries.

			

			
				“Hai,” Gonji replied with forced lightness, his gaze now fixed on the scene, the aftermath of the castle siege. The power of evil had been found wanting. Its shattered forces had paid the price.

				The unearthly invaders that comprised the backbone of the shape-shifting Farouche Clan’s army, those that remained alive, now dealt with defeat, each in their accustomed way. The barbarian giants fell upon their short, thick swords. The ram-headed horrors paired off and ran each other through with their barbed, razor-sharp spears, coupling eerily and howling together in their death-throes. The few boar-men who remained threw themselves over the brink of the gorge to drown in the swirling water, which continued to recede as it swarmed with lifeless forms, debris of armor and drifting logs.

				Hell’s own chamber pot.

				Gonji removed his hachi-maki, as did Wilfred. They tossed the tattered headbands on the field and slowly headed for the celebrants at the castle, whose facile engagement had spared them the emotional drain of those who’d tasted the bitter savagery on the plain.

				* * * *

				Grimmolech, the sorcerer from a mystical sphere concurrent with the present invaded world, stood on the serene field beneath a cloud-tufted sky. Gentle breezes ruffled the leaves in the arbor behind him. Birds twittered in the branches. 

				His comrade and co-conspirator from another world—Balaerik—stood nearby, posing in a justified attitude.

			

			
				Grimmolech, high priest of cosmic arts stared at the riven form of his son Roman.

				“I brought him,” Balaerik explained, “because I knew him to be your favorite…”

				Grimmolech seemed benumbed. His lips parted twice before he could speak. “I swear now, before all the powers of the concurrent spheres, that I will tear my son from the breast of Simon Sardonis with these hands…” He reclaimed his rationality all at once, stilled his trembling hands and twitching face.

				“I will find him wherever he chooses to hide, and I will make him pay. Roman—” His voice warbled with emotion as he knelt beside the corpse of his son. “—the only one who showed promise…as my successor. I hold you accountable for this, Balaerik. Don’t come before me again without Gonji—do you understand? Bring me his head in Akryllon!”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

				The refugees from Lamorisse and the rest of the countryside, led by Jacques Moreau, returned to the gorge before morning. Scouts had observed the battle, and the people were eager to rejoin their triumphant fighting men.

				Amidst the widespread good cheer, Simon Sardonis rode out of the forest, belying his plan to hunt down Blaise, and held his strange reunion with Claire Dejordy. Despite the wide berth the company afforded him, Simon was obviously unnerved by the public affection Claire lavished on him. She, it was, who initiated their first longing embrace, to which Simon submitted awkwardly.

				As she made much of his myriad wounds and ill-fitting garb—plucked, in his need, from among the strewn dead bodies—only Gonji looked on unabashedly. Simon seemed quite uneasy, obviously aware that onlookers whispered about this strange relationship he and Claire had formed.

				“So where to now for the both of you?” the samurai asked in a loud voice. Claire still projected mild hostility toward Gonji, and he was only too happy to match it. For now he perceived an end to the shared destiny of battling the evil conspiracy that bedeviled him and Simon.

				To Gonji, it seemed that Simon was attempting to evade his own karma in the name of love.

				“Somewhere far from violence and strife,” Claire replied flatly. “From the life-style he’s known for too long.”

				“Ah, so desu ka? To an as-yet undiscovered world, then?”

			

			
				Claire tipped her head back, irked by the samurai’s taunt.

				“He needs tenderness,” she told Gonji. “And that is what he’ll receive. He is no longer bound to aiding others in their violent questing.”

				“Ahh…my violent questing had him at its heart, milady,” said Gonji acidly.

				Simon stirred as though he would step between them, but Claire moved off to lavish her thanks on Wilf and the others who had helped her.

				“I am sorry, mon ami.” Simon spoke with unaccustomed warmth, causing Gonji to cock an eyebrow in surprise. “But I think she may be right. I feel…different in her presence.”

				“Different…? Just beware the Night of Chains,” Gonji observed glumly. He brightened suddenly, remembering. “What about Blaise?”

				“To the devil with Blaise,” Simon declared surprisingly. “His power is broken, thanks to you and the others.”

				Gonji was baffled. There was indeed a change evident in Simon when he was in Claire Dejordy’s presence. But the samurai was reluctant to count it a positive force.

				Finding no more words to speak to each other, they bowed and parted company. An hour later, Simon and Claire rode off toward the north, leaving no word as to their destination.

				At the last, Gonji swallowed back his misgivings and convictions and sent up a prayer on their behalf to the kami of good fortune. But his melancholy held fast.

				Later that day, representatives from Paris arrived. They were part of a delegation that included officers from Dijon, provincial magistrates, the captain from Normandy who had presided over the exhuming of Rene Farouche, and a column of knights from the Holy League, who regarded Gonji ominously.

			

			
				The refugees and Wunderknechten alike listened in bewilderment to the judgments Paris had rendered in the matter of the Burgundian upheaval.

				Funeral pyres were quickly set, and the people were commanded to assist the knights in burning the corpses that littered the field. No answer was given to their inquiry after the need for this hasty disposal of evidence of otherworldly incursion. But the answer was soon clear.

				It seemed that Duke de Plancy had died in his sleep, and that there had ensued a family power struggle that had seen the young marchioness possibly murder her husband, Blaise Farouche—the matter was still under investigation.

				“Isn’t that just like the noble-blooded?” the captain from Normandy observed archly. Several people restrained themselves from setting upon him, including Jacques Moreau, who still bore the captain a grudge.

				Order was summarily restored. The order of a superstitious and ignorant world that steadfastly refused to entertain even the physical evidence of a larger cosmos outside its established dogmas.

				“By virtue of the merciful decree of His Royal Highness Henry the Fourth, Sovereign King of France, the insurrectionists of Burgundy are hereby absolved in the matter of the rebellion against lawful authority—said authority seated in the palace of Dijon—”

				The herald droned on with feigned disinterest as outraged cries welled up from the crowd.

			

			
				“Insurrection?” Moreau shouted.

				“This was a goddamn invasion. Can’t you see that?” Wyatt Ault added.

				“Silence, there! You’ll have your chance to speak—”

				Gonji sat atop the carcass of a mammoth barbarian steed, laughing aloud at the proceedings, shaking his head in amazement. He knew only too well what this boded: one more endeavor to sweep the shocking manifestations of other-worldly evil into a shadowy corner, beyond the pale of mundane life. To refuse to admit of corruption seeping into high places from anywhere but the realm of the accepted devils of holy writ.

				And he also knew the personal danger to him that might ensue…

				Two knights led a party of four common folk toward the place where Gonji sat.

				“Get off there and help these people burn bodies,” the lead knight ordered.

				“I don’t speak French,” Gonji replied.

				The two knights looked at each other. The leader repeated his command in two other languages, each time appending an insult citing Gonji’s unusual eyes.

				He glared at them. Looked to a downed giant they were indicating.

				“I killed that,” he said gravely. “All by myself. Without your help. Now you can burn it.”

				“Insolent swine!” 

				The knights drew their blades.

				Gonji stood slowly and laid both hands on the hilt of his sashed katana. The entire Wunderknechten company rasped out weapons in a concert of whining metal, other French troops taking note and hurrying to the confrontation with a clatter of horses and armament.

			

			
				Gonji smiled thinly. “So sorry, but I wouldn’t do that. If you force me to draw, you will all die where you sit.”

				They backed off as the commander of the Holy League knights pounded over to them, assessed the situation with much fluttering and mopping of sweat, and restored order. The Wunderknechten put up their weapons but watched the soldiers warily.

				Gonji’s mysterious infamy—and the wary uncertainty with which European powers had come to regard him—had preceded him. 

				“We know you,” the commander told Gonji, by way of saving face. “Infamous leader of the vigilante cult who call themselves the Knights of Wonder. You have questionably entered French territory bearing threatening arms, brought evil and death with you—”

				“We didn’t bring them,” Gonji replied. “They were firmly entrenched when we arrived here to do your work. And we will leave peacefully when we are ready to do so. You can have the big cannon back there as a token of our esteem. And tell me, what do you make of these things here?” He pointed to the dead barbarian giant.

				“Big warrior,” the commander said with the merest flick of a glance. “Very big warrior. Probably from some—”

				“Ahh—and this? A man using a boar’s head for a pot helmet?”

				The commander tensed, spoke in hushed tones. “Black magic has been done, and now it is over. Satanic power has wrought its evil and been turned away by the power of prayer. And now…the sooner you and your brigands leave France, the sooner things will return to normal.” He wheeled his mount and rode away.

			

			
				Gonji hissed an exasperated breath and relaxed. He spent the next hour striding arrogantly about the battleground, in a mood of antic pique over their stubborn stupidity; their fatuous insistence on ignoring things they could not explain.

				He paused before a group with covered faces who considered what to do about a tangle of bloated corpses—the reanimated dead who had quickly been overtaken by the corruption necromancy had briefly forestalled. Forcing himself to suffer the stench, Gonji clasped his hands behind his back.

				“Hai…Oh, you should have seen them yesterday—they fought even worse than they smell.”

				* * * *

				The company gathered around the encampment in the cool night breeze of autumn, making plans. The survivors of the Wunderknechten companies from Italia and Austria gathered near one bonfire with the French mercenaries who’d come with Armand Perigor. They outdid one another with tales of their boldness in the bizarre quest.

				Gonji sat cross-legged around another fire with Wilfred Gundersen and Aldo Monetto. With them were Father Sebastio, Sgt. Orozco, and Capt. Salguero; Le Corbeau, Brett Jarret, and Jacques Moreau, who held the sleeping Guy in the crook of an arm.

			

			
				“So what do we do, Gonji?” Moreau was asking. “We Wunderknechten?”

				Gonji shrugged. He scratched an itch at the base of his topknot. “Best to keep a low profile, I suppose. In my heart I feel that the movement is finished, at least as an overt entity. Its time will come. Until then, the Knights of Wonder must live their beliefs without speaking them too loudly, neh?”

				“Or to the wrong people,” Salguero added.

				“Or to any monsters,” Monetto tossed in. Someone threw a flaming wood chip at him.

				“The first and last great battle of the Wunderknechten,” Wilf mused.

				“Show everybody your shirt, Wilf,” Monetto teased. They cajoled him into doing so.

				Gonji regarded the shirt with Genya’s embroidered message, his eyes narrowing. “Genya seems as I remembered her. And you are a papa now, neh?”

				Wilf smiled. “An anxious one. If there’s nothing more to do here, I’ll be heading back pretty quickly. Things were falling apart rapidly in Noricum.”

				“You know, I’ve been thinking,” Monetto said, pulling out the old Hussar standard their militia had flown in Vedun, “that it might not be a bad idea to see what’s become of Vedun. We could, maybe, clean it up a little…”

				“A little?” Wilf countered. But his vision, too, began to serve up images of the city where he’d been raised. “You know, I have thought about that.”

				Gonji smiled and rose to stretch his stiffening thews.

				“Where will you go next?” Wilf asked him.

			

			
				“Dijon, I think.”

				“What for?” Brett Jarret asked gruffly. “They’re all dead now, non? Our enemies, the Farouche—?”

				“All save Balaerik.”

				“Balaerik,” Jacques Moreau breathed thoughtfully. “That’s the one they said lodged the complaint that the duke’s daughter had murdered her husband, Blaise Farouche…”

				“I’m not surprised. He’s an old nemesis of mine. I mean to get him, sooner or later.” Gonji’s brow darkened. “Sooner…would be better.”

				“What is he, a fallen monk or something?” Le Corbeau asked, straining to recall. “He says he’s from some apocryphal order.”

				“The Brotherhood of Holy Arms,” Father Sebastio told them wryly. “A perverse order founded by the late—”

				“Non—that’s not it,” The Crow said as he and Moreau looked at each other searchingly.

				Father Sebratio clucked. “Probably changed the name again in his evil machina—”

				But Moreau cut Kuma-san off, remembering the name.

				“Holy Piety—the Order of Holy Piety, they said.”

				Gonji, Wilf, and Monetto were struck one after the other, recalling now, sharing the dreadful thought—

				Xeno.


				Brother Xeno of the Order of Holy Piety. The strange mystic who had taken Michael Benedetto under his wing.

				“Pray for us, Kuma-san,” Gonji said as the three hurriedly saddled their mounts without explanation. “We ride—now.”

			

			
				* * * *

				The night had come, finally, for Michael Benedetto.

				Many months of ascetic practices, intense meditation, and study of arcane philosophy and physical principles had ostensibly led him into a deeper understanding of his true nature and being. It was all calculated, Brother Xeno assured, to help him become a better leader, the patriarch his community had needed since the death of his friend and mentor, the Vedunian council elder, Flavio.

				Michael had long suspected that he neared a dangerous turning in his life, but he proceeded in Xeno’s nurture, curiously compelled. And not long before the unexplained disappearance of some of the men from among the Vedunian survivors—and the subsequent reappearance of Gonji—the old hermit had begun to speak to Michael of his relationship with the stars, and vice versa.

				“The heavens guide and order your life, Michael,” Xeno would say. “The configurations of the stars impart power, to each according to his sign of dominance. Scorpius—that is your dominant sign. By it shall you be guided into the next phase of control over your fragile corpus…”

				They had begun an assiduous study of the lower life forms and their relationship to man. And soon had followed the first discussions of shape-shifting, the first subtle intimations of the existence of the long-lost art. Michael had been quietly surprised to realize that he had come to believe in the arcane practice…without quite remembering when.

				And then, one night, not long before Gonji’s arrival in Noricum, Michael had had his first experience with the willful altering of his own form. 

			

			
				By sheer volition and an act of concentration such as he’d never known before in his life, he’d shocked himself into screaming hysteria by causing his own human hand to transmute into a hideous, slender claw.

				Brother Xeno had guided him through the darkness of terrified ignorance and into the light of nascent knowledge. And soon Michael began to hear whisperings of the ghastly shadow that stalked the hills and woods by night.

				Animals were found mutilated, drained of their vital fluids. Then a herdsman, out on a moonlit knoll with his flock. A hunter, his bow and quiver scattered in broken pieces about his body. Two travelers who dared trust in the fickle illumination of the cunning moon goddess…

				The community of settlers from Vedun were quick to be blamed. The Neriah family had overcome their fear of the people’s connection with the storied samurai and the golden werewolf. They’d withdrawn their protective patronage and demanded the prompt expulsion of the community.

				Michael confronted Brother Xeno with his natural fear that he himself must be the stalking thing. For he’d begun to sleepwalk, inexplicably finding himself wandering in the night with no memory of what he’d done.

				But Xeno denied it vehemently, insisting that Michael was allowing personal strife, fear, and guilt, to destroy his harmony and muddle his thinking. Such destructive elements had to be dealt with. And thus had begun a fresh, still more sinister order of conditioning.

				He’d gone too far; he’d begged for help in his weakness, and help, of a sinister order, had found him. There was nothing left to do but finish what he’d started.

			

			
				And now the night had come. Michael Benedetto kissed his sleeping wife and child good-bye.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

				Capt. Salguero, Sgt. Orozco and Brett Jarret followed in the wake of their moon-maddened leaders. They led the remnant of the former Vedunian adventurers through the mountains and across the Empire, back toward Austria, all the while wondering at the source of the obsessive strength that must have driven Gonji, Wilfred, and Monetto for days on end without sleep.

				Those three had withheld their fearful speculations from the others, wishing to avoid a fearful, chaotic return to Noricum; yet they themselves had acted as men possessed in their eagerness to cover the same vast distance themselves at breakneck speed.

				Orozco soon learned why Gonji had entrusted Nichiyoobi to the ex-sergeant’s charge: The three riders left a string of lame, lathered, and dead steeds along their trail, constantly taking to the extra mounts they led.

				At last they had exhausted even these. Grinning horse traders along the old Roman road gleefully related tales of the three madmen—one of them perhaps a Mongol—who had lavished gold on them as if their animals were the last such on earth.

				* * * *

				“So long in returning, my son?” Brother Xeno asked in his small, dispassionate voice. But his eyes seemed to bear a quickened light of wariness.

			

			
				Michael swallowed. “I had to…go off for a time. To deal with my feelings. I fear, master, that I am still lacking in matters of the will. Such things come only with difficulty.” He turned his back to Xeno, anxious, fear in his belly…

				“I see.”

				“Tell me again,” Michael said on a tremulous note, “how the oriental savage seduced my wife. How the two of them laughed together to think how they’d shamed me. Help me to shed these emotions that mark my weak—”

				“There is no need to continue for my benefit,” Xeno said softly. “I know that you didn’t destroy her.”

				Michael jerked about, eyes shining like a discovered thief. His breath hitched in deadly expectation. But the hermit remained seated before the lambent glow of the fire, emotionless.

				Michael forced himself to still his trembling as he spoke.

				“Why do you…why do you think that?”

				“Tell me,” Xeno asked evasively, “how, then, did you do the deed? Did you assume the shape by which you’ve spread terror in Noricum? Did you shatter her unfaithful breast with a thrust of your—”

				“Stop it!” Michael shouted into the misty night air. “I resisted you in the end, Brother. You couldn’t cast your evil spell over me as you did when I killed those other poor folk. You couldn’t make me harm her. My love for her was too strong, you see. Something you could never understand. I fell under your spell, but my love for her broke it at last.” He emitted a strained, nervous laugh, discomfited by Xeno’s failure to register any reaction. The master seemed in control, as ever. “Just tell me one thing—why? Why was it necessary to make me kill my own people? What evil pleasure did you glean from it? And why try to make me murder my wife and leave my child motherless?”

			

			
				Xeno smiled chillingly, displaying no teeth but only a sliver of dark amusement. “To sow discord. To cause the Wunderknechten presence to be seen as an ill omen. Such that your roots might never sink. Never foster resistance to the powers who seek to control this strife-torn sphere. And as for your wife—you yourself marked her for death when you related the useful information that the samurai had looked upon her with desire.”

				Michael sneered. “I never believed what you told me for an instant. He may indeed love her, but he is a man with a unique sense of honor, and her love is mine alone—”

				“And yet you doubted—enough to permit me to poison your mind against them both.”

				Michael’s spine flared, for it was true. “You wanted to kill my wife in order to cause grief to another man,” he said, seething anger igniting his volatile temper of old.

				“Don’t place too much importance on it. You were but a pawn trapped in a struggle of exalted forces.”

				Michael gritted his teeth, tried to fire his will. “You forget—you’ve initiated me into a higher plane,” he said, extending an arm and forming his fingers as he’d been taught.

				But nothing happened, though he strove to exercise his concentration and will.

				Brother Xeno smiled. “No. It doesn’t work, does it, my son? You see, that’s how I knew you didn’t kill her. I told you to employ your new power. If you had followed my order, you’d have discovered for yourself that your shape-shifting skills have always been merely the illusion of what mine are…in reality.”

			

			
				Michael’s mouth gaped to see the extruded claws that tore through the sleeves of the evil hermit’s robe. Behind the seated man, something burst free in a rending of fabric.

				Xeno rose on wambly new legs, smiling until his mouth was no longer human.

				Michael drew his dirk and pistol and bellowed at him in vented rage, sobbing and cursing as he charged.

				* * * *

				The three figures in dark ninja camouflage scampered between the houses, muted blades bared repeatedly against shapeless horrors conjured by their imaginations.

				They went to Anton’s house first. The old Gray Knight from Vedun was gone, his home showing no evidence of habitation for some time.

				Next they warily slipped into the Benedettos’ two-storied stone dwelling, the placid basso rilievo sculptures on the small portico looking mournful in the dull moonlight.

				Again, there was no sign of life within, though there was scattered evidence of disturbance or haste.

				“Cholera,” Gonji whispered with uncommon emotion.

				“Oh, Christ—” Monetto was staring at him, his dark eyes moist in the pale light slanting through a window. “Sylva and the children…”

				Wilf looked to the samurai imploringly. “Gonji—”

				“I know,” the samurai replied curtly. “Go. Both of you. See to your homes.”

			

			
				“You’ll wait for us here?”

				“Hai.”


				As soon as he was sure they’d gone too far to see, Gonji took to horse and galloped toward the forest lair of Brother Xeno. His mind whirled with tortured fragments of hope and fear and memory as he pounded over the spongy earth. All three of them had something to lose, if Balaerik’s foul agents had laid a trap for them here, but only Gonji had something to gain.

				He prayed to the kami of vengeance that Balaerik himself awaited him at the end of the breakneck journey.

				He quit the horse at the run when he caught sight of the campfire’s glow, yanking it around and sending it off in retreat. Creeping stealthily through the underbrush, he found the dead body of Michael Benedetto. 

				Gonji was electrified with wrath. There was no envy or resentment in his heart now. Only compassion. Angry wounds shone darkly all over the man’s corpse, sickly moist in the moon’s glow, and raised around their edges like anthills.

				The nightmarish creature scuttled out of the underbrush, padding straight for him on its multitude of bony legs—

				A monstrous arachnid, a scorpion the size of a bull, whose sight chilled Gonji to the marrow as he raised his blade defensively—

				Long, pincering claws snapped and jabbed. Overhead, the wickedly curved sting which had savaged Michael Benedetto dripped venom as it poised to plunge down at Gonji. The samurai slashed and parried desperately, seeing no line of counterattack through the monster’s superior reach. He fought against his atavistic terror as well as the all-too tangible three-pronged assault.

			

			
				The scorpion hissed, its ugly obsidian eyes fixed on him hungrily. He raked and slashed in a fury of skillful strokes, the claws retracting on contact, too supple to take injury. The carapace about its head and back looked impossibly thick.

				The tail darted down at him, a quick, probing stab. His sword cut missed it narrowly as he reflexively shrank back from it. Gonji scampered behind the fire now, keeping its protective flames between him and his hellish foe for a moment. He toed out a burning log, kicked it onto the creature, which pattered backward in shock, its eight legs drumming on the matted grass.

				Emboldened, Gonji drew his tanto knife, sought an opening, cocked and threw it with snapping fury—

				The blade clacked off the armored head, the scorpion hissing again viciously.

				Gonji pulled his ko-dachi now—the short sword used in seppuku, the ritual suicide. The Katori ryu had taught him to use it in skillful conjunction with his katana. Now it was two weapons against three.

				The scorpion charged him as he backed toward the elm tree where he’d seen his first glimpse of Brother Xeno. He parried an angry pincer with the seppuku blade, bound it high. As the other scissoring pincer came into play, Gonji raked it sharply with the Sagami, driving it out of line, and then slashing hard at the head. The creature shrilled a catlike note as one of its opaque eyes exploded amidst splintering carapace.

			

			
				The deadly barbed sting shot downward furiously, but Gonji anticipated it and cut off its end with a mighty upward twisting stroke. The bound-up pincer lashed at him, smacking him to the ground.

				His eyes flared wide as the stingless tail reared for a clubbing strike and the second pincer seized his right arm, cutting the arm even through his vambrace. Fierce mandibles worked toward his downed form, seeking an opening to bite and shred.

				Gonji twisted out of its grasp, the stingless tail pummeling the ground where his head had rested. The katana raked the scorpion’s hideous face as he rolled to his feet, bounding behind the tree.

				He drew it in with a feint, the creature losing control of its attack now, as it gave in to its pain. Gonji herded it against the elm tree and unleashed a sequence of double-bladed attacks at its side, shattering plate and bone, unhinging first one leg, then a segment of its erect tail, then a second rigid leg.

				It raised up on its injured side and sought support against the tree trunk. When it did so, Gonji struck off one pincer at the slender joint behind the hinge. Then he tore into it in a raking fury, beyond the revulsion its touch inspired now. Carapace exploded in black shards—another leg dropped off—it fell on its side, hissing and oozing a greenish ichor from multiple wounds—

				And Gonji slit its soft underbelly with a howling X-cut delivered by both gleaming blades. The scorpion thrashed for a long time before it lay still.

				For a long moment, Gonji could not relax his clenched jaws, so fierce was his residual tension as he stared at this dying thing, this abomination from a world of grasping sorcery. At last he recovered control of his center and regulated his breathing.

			

			
				Gonji cleansed his blades, for a space awaiting the reversion of the monster. He thought to cast one final look of loathing at the human sorcerer it would become, to see what his swords had done to this agent of evil.

				But it didn’t revert. And so instead, he set the carcass ablaze, his thews a-quiver with roiling emotion.

				“Balaerik!” Goni roared, at last, into the sky. “If you can hear me, Balaerik, then listen well—I know you fear me. You don’t dare face me yourself, do you? But that’s good. Because I’m enjoying frustrating your feeble efforts. I will destroy whatever fiend or monster or twisted thing you throw across my path. And then I will come for you, Balaerik. Wherever you hide—if it be Hell itself!—I will find you, and I will have your evil heart at the end of my sword. And they’ll say that when the time came, no one ever screamed louder than you!”

				* * * *

				The exhausted samurai rode back into town, towing the horse bearing Michael’s corpse, even as he had with the councilman’s young brother, a few years before. Aldo Monetto was there to greet him, along with his wife, Sylva, and their children, who were unharmed.

				Wilfred and Genya stood by, as well, tearfully reuniting with him—seized by mixed emotions of joy and sorrow. Wilf clutched his infant son eagerly to his breast, seeming awed at the evidence of his new fatherhood.

			

			
				Genya came up to Gonji and embraced him warmly, kissed him. He found great comfort in her vivaciousness and sincere gratitude. But it was fleeting.

				His soul was swamped by anguish.

				Genya drew him aside. “Oh, Gonji—I don’t know what more to say. I’m so happy. We’ll be able to name him now. I hate to say this—I love you so, for everything you’ve done—but I hope Wilf doesn’t insist on naming him Gonji.” She smiled, her deep brown eyes tear-filled as she took his hands. “No offense?”

				Gonji exhaled sonorously. “It would be a very poor mix, I think. Unpoetic.”

				Genya laughed breathily, then grew somber. “Listen…I know what you feel for Lydia, so I’m going to break a trust. She went away with her daughter, Miriam. Anton the Gray Knight went with them as their bodyguard, two nights ago—”

				“Where?” he asked, his vaunted self-control abruptly dashed.

				“No one knows where. Michael told Lydia to make her own way and tell no one of her destination. I’m sure he knew, but he instructed her not to say. That’s all she would tell me. He said—” Her dark, liquid eyes brimmed with tears again to see his eager expression.

				“Hai?”

				“—he said that that’s the way Gonji would do it. For security, to avoid detection. That no one must know where they were going…”

				Gonji swallowed and pulled away from her.

				“Gonji,” Wilf said, striding up to him, holding his son. “Look at him, Gonji. Can you believe I have a son?”

			

			
				“Ja, mein Freund—a fine, strong son…”

				Gonji brushed the sleeping child’s cheek gently. “You are very fortunate indeed.”

				His smile remained on his lips long after its spirit had withered in his heart.
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