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INTRODUCTORY QUOTE

				Men fear death as children fear to go in the dark; and as that natural fear in children is increased with tales, so is the other.

				—Francis Bacon 

			

			
				



			

	


PROLOGUE

				A whispered breath of evil rushed past the knight from behind, seeking the chilled gaps in his armor and cloak that no blade, no bullet or fang had found.

				A tight cloud of icy crystals formed before his face as he tugged the reins. It took two hard yanks before the nickering steed would swerve again in the direction of the horrors they had left. The knight’s sword raked stridently from its scabbard in the wintry air. He cursed his benumbed hands for having failed him in his effort to reload his pistol after the last skirmish.

				But, then, neither had there been time. No time at all for him who would remain among the living.

				Scanning the snow-blanketed trail behind him with stinging eyes, he saw no enemy. He tossed his hood off his morion helmet to enhance peripheral vision. Shivering from the lick of the icy wind, he found his senses quickened. Gladdened withal, he peered into the snowy night land more closely, lip curling in defiance.

				Poplar trees in sparse copses. Rolling winter wasteland. The starlit bowl of heaven. His own horse’s staggering path—this last troubled him most of all. He resolved to keep himself wide awake this night.

				Too near now, his destination. Too much struggle, too many deaths to surrender to fatigue or hunger or the bitter cold of the unfamiliar mountain region.

				Ahead rose the gray-blue moonlit stutter of the Pyrenees’ eastern extremity, which, from the soldier’s viewpoint, herded the flat white horizon toward the unseen silent depths of the Mediterranean. The barren trees thickened in the nearer distance but afforded no chance of concealment for any crouching enemy his imagination might conjure. It hadn’t snowed for two days now, and the deep velvet whiteness lay undisturbed for as far as the eye could see.

				Alcala put up his blade and spanked his mount onward at a faltering gait. Frigid puffs of breath pointed their way. The renewed motion stirred the icy fastness about them, and Alcala’s sweat-sodden undergarments clung like a clammy shroud.

			

			
				But he was alive. More than those other poor bastards could say. And why not? His matchless skill with pistol and sword had seen him through again. There was no denying it. And false humility was surely as costly a fault as unbridled conceit. Si, that was the truth of it.

				The Castillian knight reached down and patted the pouch containing the sealed orders from the High Office. Intact. They should have been entrusted to him in the first place. But then his humility had prevented his volunteering to bear them on his person. Yet now Divine selection had seen them into his hands. Had he carried them all along, he would not have had to pry them from Gutierrez’ stiffened fingers after…

				No—no good to think about that.


				His belly churned, and he spat the bad taste into the snow.

				It was then that he first saw the fiery ring fifty paces to the right. Then the figure within, slumped and mournful. Then the fire again—softly incandescent—the crouched figure—and then—

				No, not fire. Glow. A muted fire-like glow, as if bulbs of blue and orange and pale yellow luminescence had bloomed upon the snow.

				Santa Maria.


				A young woman sat in the center of it all, knees drawn up to her chin, her countenance doleful. She wore a simple traveling cloak, its pastel color indeterminate in the magic firelight, the hood drawn over her head like a mantilla.

				For an instant the knight fancied that he had been visited by an incarnation of the Madonna. As a child he had dreamed of such privileged encounter. And was he not on a mission sanctioned by the High Office of Inquisition itself?

				But then military instinct moved him to a more suspicious turn of mind. Glancing about cautiously, he extracted his wheel-lock pistol, spannered the mainspring until it clicked, and then loaded and primed the firearm with deadly calm, forcing obedience into his numb fingers by sheer will.

			

			
				The haunting apparition regarded him wanly, her expression unchanging.

				When he was satisfied that his piece was in firing order, Alcala urged his mount toward the illumined maiden. The steed, heedless of any danger, plodded dutifully through the soughing drifts.

				When the glowing ring was ten paces off, the knight halted and leveled the pistol casually across his thigh. His unshaven face forced into a stern set, Alcala studied the woman. Her melancholy, it seemed, was surpassed only by her loveliness.

				With eyes only for the pistol, she spoke: “Do it. Do it—por favor.”


				Alcala swallowed hard, and his head tilted quizzically. “Who are you? What are you, that you sit so complacently upon the cold ground? You don’t shiver, neither are you touched by the snow’s wetness. Is it the Devil’s fire that protects you?”

				Her moist dark eyes moved from the pistol barrel to the soldier’s face. She was sloe-eyed and raven-haired, yet her complexion was pale for the region. French, not Spanish, Alcala decided.

				“I’m a victim,” she said matter-of-factly, “as you will be. And he who imprisoned me in the faery ring might as well be the Devil.”

				The knight’s chin jutted, his jaw working to hear her words.

				“So it’s an ambush then? Your cohorts will find me no unwary victim.”

				The maiden turned her head and gazed into the distance. “That’s what I said. What battle do you run from?”

				“Run?” Alcala echoed sharply, eyes crinkling peevishly. “I run from nothing. I am Corporal Ramon Alcala of the Third Castillian Pistoleros, and you, senorita—you bait a trap very poorly indeed.”

				The eerie flicker of the fireblooms limned the flesh of a thigh as she shifted from his harsh look. “Ride on, then. Use the pistol, if you be a man of mercy, but ride on while you still wear your skin.”

				The tremor in her voice gave him pause. He peered around them warily, expecting instantaneous attack from unseen hellions lurching from his nightmares. Only the bitter wind snaked about him. Nonetheless, the clouding of his breath quickened when next he formed words.

				“Tell me,” he said uncertainly, “tell me of this…devil who’s imprisoned you.”

			

			
				“A warlock,” the woman explained over her shoulder. “A powerful warlock who holds this territory in thrall.”

				Alcala’s eyebrows rose thoughtfully. “The one opposed by troops garrisoned at Barbaso? The one who calls himself Domingo Negro—Black Sunday”?

				“The same. But what matter to you?”

				“I have a certain interest in this business. Tell me more. All that you know.”

				She shrugged weakly. “He’s a wily one, that one. Wily and wicked. I know only that he rules my people with an evil hand. Takes what he wishes. And he’s imprisoned me here for so long…so long. And do you know the jest of it? The faery ring hides me from the eyes of all who pass, save for those who possess neither the courage nor the cleverness to free me. You’re the seventh since I last stopped counting.”

				A seething anger in the knight’s breast swept the chill before it. He swung down off his mount, his boots crunching into the snow. Licking dried and cracked lips, he stepped awkwardly through the snow, dimly aware of making more of the slow progress than was necessary. Nearing the ring, seeing the woman’s surprise and dawning hope, he considered his pistol’s heft a moment before belting it.

				“Can it be,” she began in disbelief, rising, her breath coming in rapid gasps that punctuated her words, “that the ring has misjudged one at last? After so long? So very long? The ring, it—it—keeps me warm—keeps me from hunger—preserves me in this living death. But I’m so bored. So desperately lonely.”


				Alcala watched the swift tracery of rolling tears that coursed the woman’s cheeks. He rubbed his sweating palms together. “What prevents you from leaving it?” he asked.

				“The warlock said—” She paused to wipe her eyes. “He said I’d be burned to a cinder if ever I tried to pass over the blooms. I’d be blackened like a morning ember. Aren’t you afraid?” Her breast heaved with anxious excitement.

				He cleared his throat. “Not very. Have you ever tested it? Say, with a piece of your clothing?”

			

			
				Her eyes widened with innocent wonder, as if at a revelation. She tossed off her hood. Her lustrous, tousled hair tumbled over one shoulder. A wild expectancy flooded over Alcala: He thought she would next throw off her cloak, and he had decided that there would be nothing beneath but a lovely expanse of eurythmic whiteness, swaying to sensuous music.

				Instead she reached out her hand.

				“No-no!” the soldier warned. “Stand well back.”

				His sword scraped free. Clutching it with both hands, he dug its point into the snow beneath an orange firebloom. A wolf howled across the snowy plain. Alcala glanced behind him to where his steed snorted and pawed.

				“Do you know its secret?” The woman fretted, her hands moving to her throat.

				“I’m not sure. Stay back—”

				Sucking in a harsh breath, Alcala pitched the glowing ball out of the ring. It lofted like a will-o’-the-wisp and descended in a slow arc that seemed to carry it back toward the faery ring. The knight raised his blade defensively as the woman gasped. But the bloom of incendiary sorcery at last dropped into the snow, where it was received with a bubbling hiss and dismissed with a brief column of steam.

				Heartened by the natural reaction, the knight flicked another, and then another ball of eldritch incandescence into the dousing drifts. When he had thus cleared about a third of the faery ring’s circumference, he stood at its edge and smiled thinly at the maiden.

				“I don’t even know your name.”

				“Time for names, words, endearments later,” she replied in a rushed whisper. “Can you get me out of this?”

				He reached his hand across the broken faery ring, felt the warmth within, beckoned to her. Slowly, hesitantly she approached, touched his fingers, clasped his hand gently, her eyes pressing back the tears, her mouth forming words soundlessly.

				Finally she found voice.

				“I can…I can think of only one way to thank you,” she whispered deeply. “But you must appreciate my disadvantage. It’s been so very long since…”

			

			
				Her lips brushed his, their breaths mingling hotly. She kissed him again more urgently, her arms clinging about his neck, her tongue seeking his.

				At last the corporal of pistoleros drew back from her, caressed her shoulders, regarded the yielding in her moist eyes, the heaving of her bosom.

				“It’s still warm inside,” she whispered. “Warm and soft. The night is long, and dangerous for travel. Nothing will enter here.” She drew him by the gloved hands toward the center of the ring.

				Humility, had the knight. Yes, and temperance, too, in roughly the same measure. It had been many weeks since he’d seen his wife. And he’d been with no other woman.

				The enchanted ring he shared with the grateful maiden was approximately ten feet in diameter, warm as the sea breeze in May and fragrant as the gardens of Granada. Its floor was laced with angel’s breath, and to lie upon it after so many nights of frozen ground and saddle-slumping—with so delicious a maiden—was a prospect pardonable in the most onerous of confessionals.

				So Alcala removed his gloves and cast off his morion, doffed his sword belt and pistol. Indifferent to the alarms in his soul. Heedless to the reappearance of the magic firebulbs that again completed the faery ring. Hearing nothing of the wilderness cries of the predators whose ululations carried the news from pack to pack.

				Alcala pulled the ring maiden against him, eager to hold her again. Her slender arms twined about his neck, her fingers ruffling his hair as she pulled him downward, their mouths becoming one.

				Downward, slowly downward slithered those inhumanly grasping arms, joining at his back now, squeezing. Squeezing the breath from his lungs such that he couldn’t draw enough air through his nostrils. But when he tried to disengage his lips from the seamless suction of her own, he found his mouth engulfed by a nauseating sticky wetness.

				His eyes bulged in shock and pain when his backplate collapsed in her lethal embrace. He caught a fleeting glimpse of milky flat gray spreading through her erstwhile sultry eyes, and then blinding white-hot streaks filled his vision as his breath hissed from his lungs, the vacuum crushing them.

			

			
				The last sound he heard in his smothering torment was the caving in of his rib cage. Blackness overwhelmed him, sparing him the sight and sensation of the wetly lashing appendage that blasted through steel plate, and then again and again—through the flesh and bone of his back, battering and gouging—until it reached and removed his stilled heart.

				* * * *

				The riderless mount whinnied and stamped, curvetting and bolting wildly among the winter-shocked poplars. But it could find no escape through the ring of dark shapes that closed about it at Hell’s own mocking pace.

			

			
				



			

	


PART ONE

				Softly Rides the Reaper

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER ONE

				Panic…

				Panic is what tumbles under stress from the clutter of an undisciplined mind.

				Iye—no. That’s not quite right. Work at it. Keep thinking. Keep staving off…panic.


				The vicious wind lashed the northern slopes of the Pyrenees, implacably buffeting the white-bundled horse and rider as they pressed onward. Negotiating the precipitous switchbacks at night in a blinding snowstorm was sheer madness.

				The madness of the hunted and the hungry.

				Sabatake Gonji-no-Sadowara had long since become accustomed to such madness.

				He let his philosophic musings drift off with the echoed howl of the wind. For a space, he thought of nothing. Then he considered the grim possibilities of frostbite, which produced a cheerless frame of mind that evoked bitter memory. He saw visions of Vedun, a place he had learned to love and had helped destroy; and of the bizarre Simon Sardonis, the lycanthrope, perverse answer to Gonji’s ten-year quest after half-understood prophecy; of unfinished business and compromised principles; self-imposed duty and failed charge; of wondrous knowledge that brought no gain; of his own changing priorities and eclectic beliefs. There came the fleeting warmth of familiar faces—good companions and staunch sword-brothers—abruptly twisted by lines of pain and set in the blankness of death.

				Who are they?


				His thoughts plunged and shifted with the broken rhythm of Tora’s plowing hooves. It had been hours, he fancied, since he’d last looked back over his shoulder, back down the mountainside to see what followed. When last he had looked he’d been plodding through the forested lower slopes, unable to do anything but press on. Upward, ever upward toward the peaks that would dominate the Spanish countryside, that would lift him out of the bitter winter of loathsome France. There was, in the present circumstance, nowhere else to go: The Pyrenees yawned forever to the west; to the east beckoned an icy Mediterranean grave. And behind, the pursuers relentlessly tracked him.

			

			
				Who in hell are they?

				They had come in the night, a long-ago night following the Moon of Consummate Horror—when a town had been systematically destroyed, purged of its unspeakable foulness. They had approached almost casually, dark and silent, as if conveyed by the enshrouding hell-mist that preceded them. Their number seemed small; perhaps no more than a dozen. Their armament was unknown but for the deadly bowshot—from arbalest and longbow alike—that struck down half of Gonji’s party in the first volley with the random callousness of the plague. Half the remainder fell in the next, and broken, weary, and wounded as they were, the unsavory prospect of flight seemed their only alternative.

				Gnawed to the point of shame by the feckless trail they had left in their wake, they would now and again wheel and charge their distant pursuers. Another adventurer would fall screaming, and still another, torn from the saddle by the impact of a bolt. In impotent rage they would count their losses, come to terms with the inevitable, and grimly resume their flight.

				By the time they were three, they discerned the pattern in the pursuit. The hunters made their best progress by night. Indeed, by day they were seldom seen, giving ground as dawn approached and ceasing the chase altogether under the sun’s wintry glare. On the fateful day when they lost Cartier, they drove their mounts to near-frothing over the frosted land, creating false spoor, doubling back, strewing misleading artifacts, setting animal traps that suggested their present return.

				Sleeping with confidence that night, they were roused about the Hour of the Hare by the whickering fusillade of shafts and Cartier’s mortal shrieks. Gonji and Emeric had bolted the encampment under fire, the latter’s horse shot in full gallop, forcing Gonji to double-up aboard Tora with his dazed friend.

			

			
				They sought sanctuary in a village. Two nights later they were turned out by the aroused villagers, who were being murdered in their own streets and stoops. Gonji and Emeric had become a pariah, accursed and shunned of men. They had further accepted the premise that their pursuers were supernaturally empowered, but in all Gonji’s encounters with sorcery and magic, he had learned nothing that could help him deal with these hellhounds.

				Ever did the ghostly army follow: silent, evil cloud shadow, rolling with inhuman implacability over the ivory night horizon.

				By this time they had adjusted their metabolisms to nocturnal habits, and the perspicacious Emeric, ever as optimistic as he was adroit with the saber, had begun to find reason for hope even in their present situation. He noted how the creeping rot of evil spreading through Europe in these days had been forestalled at several major engagements involving Gonji. Had not the Evil One himself become so vexed by his concern with this singular samurai warrior that he had set this Dark Company to confounding Gonji’s way? Either that or, according to Emeric’s meaningless but perversely pleasing cross-cultural concept, Gonji had become “karma’s whipping boy.”

				Emeric further noted how the Dark Company closed faster when the pair despaired most. The notion was sobering: Gonji had long ago noted the strength inherent in faith and conviction; the power of righteousness itself when arrayed against supernatural evil. But how long could one nurture a withering faith in goodness when nothing was gained save stasis itself?

				The revelation was noble Emeric’s own death knell.

				Not long after, the blizzard had descended. Pressed by the eerie hunters into the corner formed by the barren Mediterranean shore and the oppressive mountain range, they knew their alternatives were two: ascend the torturous snowbound passes or turn and face certain doom.

				Part of Gonji yearned for a savage end to his wanderings, but a nameless instinct told him to move on. There was more to know. There were matters to settle. He was yet needed in Europe.

				But Emeric could go no farther. Weakened by fever, starved by many days without food, Emeric had surrendered his spirit. Gonji could still feel Emeric’s dying clutch about his ankle after that impossible bowshot—intended, he knew, for himself. He’d had to pry the man’s fingers from his boot, and in his enraged flight up the storm-battered mountainside, he’d prayed until voiceless that the kami of war would send him something to kill and the power to kill it.

			

			
				And what of Simon Sardonis? Many times during the chase Gonji had imagined hearing the cry of the werewolf in the night wind, barely restraining a triumphant roar of vindicated hope.

				But no. The Grejkill—the Beast with the Soul of a Man—had long departed him, painstakingly avoided his efforts at renewed partnership and examination of the prophecies that linked them. And Gonji had tired of the pointless game of rejection.

				* * * *

				Tora stumbled and nearly pitched him headlong into the snow. Gonji had no idea what kept the steed climbing anymore, how it picked its way. Reference points were obscured. Gonji could not tell how close to the brink of the trail they staggered; the fear of a fatal plunge had diminished with the numbness and waves of hunger pain. He fancied that he was beginning to see spirits. Twice he reached for the Sagami with useless fingers when the taunting wind whipped cascading snow into almost palpable airy sculptures. Creatures out of white nightmare danced at his side, and he realized he’d best do something to forestall the demons that stole one’s sanity.

				He took stock of his weapons.

				His swords were frozen to his sash. His halberd was mounted imposingly from lance-cup through saddle-cinch, though he couldn’t feel its shaft. The splendid longbow bestowed on him by the militia of Vedun loomed over his shoulder—unstrung and useless, the rolled string probably ruined by the moisture that had by now penetrated through layer upon layer of winter-wrap. The pistols he had come to appreciate after years of resistance to the dishonorable nature of such a weapon still bulged from a sturdy, well-oiled pouch, but his powder had likely gone the way of the bowstring.

			

			
				Hai, Gonji-san, you’re in fine condition for a—


				Suddenly it consumed the narrow mountain trail before them—an outcropping brow of granite, encrusted with snow and ice, blockading their way as surely as any double rank of Austrian Landsknecht Lancers.

				“Tora! There before you!” he roared in a cracked voice, unsure whether the reins were conveying the message. “Halt, stupid beast!”

				Tora snorted and whinnied, momentarily disoriented. The horse swerved to the right, and Gonji gaped to see the brink of the escarpment over the animal’s armored crest. His withered stomach lurched once. Then they were facing the way they had come. It was as surely dammed by the banked and drifting snow as the way ahead. How had they gotten this far?


				Gonji waved at the obscuring white curtain, clinging to Tora with his knees against the wind’s buffet. He saw breathtaking whiteness, extending in mounds that stretched forever. Craggy mountain peaks—invisible only hours earlier—that speared the roiling night sky. A gleaming slickness in the eastern distance that might have been the sea.

				And below—an unguessable measure below on an adjacent slope—

				The Dark Company.

				Gonji could not draw the Sagami. Stretching himself tall in the saddle and resting his left hand on the pommel of the storied katana, he bellowed his clan’s war cry into the uncaring storm:

				“Sado-wa-raaaaaa!”

				The rumbling began near the permanent snow line, somewhat beneath them now. It was echoed and repeated from all directions, it seemed to Gonji’s ringing ears. It was, he told himself, a majestic, glorious sight, worthy of the attention of any such as he who craved experience of the endless wonders of existence.

				It was a fitting way to die.

				Even had he been able, Gonji doubted that he’d have used his seppuku sword first, in ritual suicide. He would ride the avalanche to oblivion and rebirth. He had found the only way possible of ending the Dark Company’s ineluctable pursuit of his soul.

			

			
				With glazed eyes he witnessed the magnificently orchestrated collapse of the lower slopes, reveled in the rolling vibration. When the first rush of snow pelted him from above, he steeled himself for the great plummet. Then, abruptly—as he’d heard told by mountain folk—the awesome event was over. All movement ceased below but for surface sifting on the reshaped landscape. Only the echo remained, and this, too, presently died.

				I remain unchanged.


				The world has turned to heaven a new face.


				Mountains tell the tale.


				Gonji mused over his feelings a long moment, resolving to turn the event into a proper waka poem one day. He scanned the slopes beneath the mountain trail, his senses quickening now, his manner more cautious. He could see no sign of the demonic hunters. Could nature have been so kind? Had Emeric missed witnessing the answer by a few scant nights?

				Tora nickered and edged left, up the trail again, pawing at the fresh drifts in their way. Something drew the horse toward the granite shelf that had barricaded their path. The vibration had shaken free the snow cover: It was a hollow in the cliff face. A concavity.

				Gonji’s breath hissed expectantly. He urged Tora forward, but the steed would not challenge the mounded snow before him. The samurai rolled down from the saddle with an ache-bidden groan. Once he had found balance, he began burrowing through the snow with almost childlike glee, dragging the reins behind him. When he reached the outcrop, he emitted an audible sound of relief.

				It was shaped like a great eye socket in the mountainside. And it was more than a cavity. It was a cave. Tall enough to easily admit the pair even if Gonji were sitting the horse.

				The samurai led his steed into the darkness, unconcerned with it, caring not at all how he might light a fire or feed them, savoring instead the respite from the storm, the solid feeling under his returning foot circulation. He stamped his wrapped boots, both to enhance sensation and to test the solidity of the new environment. The ground sloped downward into the cave, the drifted snow giving way to smooth stone a short distance inside. Judging by the echo, the cave must be of appreciable size. Soft and indefinable sounds welled up from deep inside the mountain, placing him on the alert, but Tora’s impatient nudges at his shoulder kept him moving.

			

			
				He was about to halt then, to capitulate to weariness and drop to the ground to take careful stock of his parts, when he noticed the soft, enchanting glow in the indeterminate distance of the cave’s rear quarter.

				An almost misty sunset evanescence played over the stones at ground level. Tora snorted wetly behind him. He drew on the reins again and, encountering no resistance, led the horse toward the eerie display. Almost at once Gonji felt the lap of welcome warmth at his face. His soul flooding with relief—though his cold-fettered left hand instinctively pressed at the Sagami’s hilt—he quickened his stumblings toward the phenomenon.

				A shadow slithered before him where the darkness parted. Gonji’s breath hissed, and he nearly tumbled headlong in his tensed surprise.

				But the shadow was his. The waxing light, emanating from the rocks themselves, now seeped from cracks and fissures in the walls and floor of the cave, serving up his own wavering shadow. He began to fear that he had fallen too easily into some terrible trap when he noticed the behavior of the rock glow: When he moved his hand toward certain of the glowing rocks—for not all the cave’s substance acted this way—their buried light intensified, irradiated from a dull red to hot ruby to autumn flame, lending warmth and light in corresponding measure.

				Sorcerous fire—lava light—the foyer of Hell?

				It was invigorating, of that he was sure; and for that he cared only, in his present state. Gonji’s hands and feet tingled with life-affirming needles of pain. And Tora proffered no animal-caution against proceeding.

				They reached another doorway, the magical light suddenly flaring the way to a large antechamber that was the nexus of a series of tunnels and chambers that quite possibly honeycombed the mountain, judging by their size at the adits. Crossing through, Gonji again found cold stone responding to human need. Strange—the rocks behind him had ceased their glow—he could barely perceive the wind-lashed cave entrance; but the stones around him effulged their welcome as if stoked by an unseen frost giant’s forge and bellows.

			

			
				It must be, the samurai reasoned at last, that this place functioned as a complete refuge, responding to the need of whatever creature sought shelter here.

				Whatever creature sought shelter here.


				Gonji’s skin prickled. He glanced about the cavern circumspectly, but there seemed nothing to fear. He had crossed the Pyrenees several times, knew its lore, yet he could recall nothing about this.

				Still, something troubled him. There was a long-ago campfire warning. Whose? Concerning what?


				He shrugged at last and moved deeper into the system of caverns. Which was to be preferred: succumbing helplessly to the pitiless wrath of winter or matching strike for strike with some unknown, faceless terror?

				They crept deeper into the beckoning womb of the glowing cavern system.

				Hearing the gurgle of water, Gonji discovered a small cavern wherein bubbled a cool mountain stream. Wending down from the snowmelt high above them, it poured through a fissure and meandered along an eroded course that carried it into other caves beyond. Flowing like molten gold in the basking rays of the heat stones, it emerged clear and cold in the samurai’s scooping sallet. Tasting it gingerly at first, Gonji found it delightful and, abandoning all caution, slaked his thirst. Tora awaited no invitation, doing likewise.

				In this cave Gonji discovered shelves of rock, untouched by the light of the glowstones, in which sprouted mushrooms of a familiar, edible variety. These he wolfed down with audible appreciation, staying his eagerness after a while out of both discipline and common sense. For although his belly grumbled for more, it would be tender in its shriveled state; further, the warrior who glutted himself to bursting in the face of possible enemy action burdened himself with two enemies.

				Higher up on the cave wall—a short reach from Tora’s stirrups—there grew a curious dwarf tree that, upon close inspection, was found to yield small berries that were tart but edible. These Tora took a liking to, though his interest soon switched to the leaves of the tiny tree itself.

			

			
				The tantalizing thought occurred to Gonji: What else might I discover in this mount-of-plenty if I move still deeper? But he quickly remembered that his life followed no such serendipitous progression and dispersed the seductive vision of a cave in which table was set with trout, fresh bread, and French wine. Instead, he sat back and counted his blessings, then inventoried his fingers and toes.

				The layered weather-wrapping he slowly removed had barely preserved his digits against permanent damage, but indeed no serious harm had been done. When the prickling burn of frostbite had ceased, he rose and tried to make Tora as comfortable as possible while soothing and examining the faithful steed. Satisfied, Gonji was again drawn to the amazing heat stones.

				Gathering several of these into a pile, he scraped and chipped at them with his tanto knife. He learned that as he worked off outer layers of the rock—which crumbled readily under pressure—the stones grew both brighter and hotter. The core itself, he painfully discovered, would cook flesh or boil water in its blinding yellow or cobalt sear. He constructed a fine hearth and nodded with self-satisfaction.

				No more running. Here I make my stand this night.


				With deep reverence and measured movements, he sat cross-legged before the pulsing glow. Holding the magnificent Sagami horizontally before his vision, he drew its gleaming blade slowly from the scabbard. His eyes diminished to dark slits of flickering ebon as he studied the heavenly coruscations flashing from the wave pattern of the blade’s working.

				If any night fiend or cave-haunt dare disturb my harmony…


				Memories tortured his serenity. He ground his teeth when he thought of the gargantuan cave worm that had tried to eat its way through the militia of Vedun. Of the wyvern’s strafing flight, spewing missiles of filth; of the Black Forest dragon; the weeping vampire sisters; Wolverangue, the Hellspawn…

				Gonji smiled thinly and replaced the splendid blade. He laid it along his left side—the place of easy draw—and set about heating water for a ritual cleansing that was long overdue. This he pursued with many a thought, many a reworking of unfinished poetry, given to marking the events of an itinerant life of mystery and wonder. He laved each major body scar as though it were a shrine, pausing long at the cicatrix along his shoulder blade to recall a paean to lost love.

			

			
				Dressed again, he ate more of the mushrooms as he pored over an unfurled map.

				Hai. He nodded as he formed his resolution, there lies the next station of unfinished business.


				Without consciously acknowledging it, he had been drifting toward Spain—toward Aragon again—for a long time. Ever since, in fact, the lycanthrope had begun to take such pains to obliterate his spoor. In Aragon, Gonji would confront Duke Alonzo Cervera, explain at last, whatever the cost, the complete details of their wretched crossing three—was it four now?—years before. The full tale of Theresa’s horrible fate in Hungary during the Szekely clan war.

				Theresa’s—and that of Gonji’s unborn child.

				He nodded grimly to see the course he would have to follow if he were to be direct: To reach Zaragoza without delay, he must cross the Segre River. Must pass Barbaso and the dreaded Castle Malaguer. Must, perhaps, dare the hand of the Inquisition itself.

				Karma.

				* * * *

				The panic of disorientation.

				Gonji rolled away from the glowing mound and drew the Sagami with a sharp whine.

				He was sweat-drenched. His eyes cast about wildly before fixing on Tora’s snorting muzzle. The chestnut stallion’s face looked slick, his eyes frenzied.

				The warmth had lulled Gonji into slumber. He had no way of knowing how long, what time of day it might be in the world beyond the mountain sanctuary. But what had awakened him?

				Ogros.


			

			
				The samurai licked at cracked lips. Ogros—what? The legend—now he remembered, at least partially. An old woman, smiling old woman, telling her Gypsy lies to a captive campfire audience.

				Beware Ogros. Ogros what?


				Something. The Hunters of the Night. Children of the ancient mountain. Older than man, and still more ravening.

				For endless minutes before he began gathering his belongings, Gonji listened to the chanting that rumbled up to his ears from somewhere—everywhere—in the cave system. Rhythmic, heavily accented, undeniably primitive.

				He was the invader. The interloper. He had used their mountain uninvited. The hunters—the Hunters of Night—he had arrived at night—invaded their home while they hunted—who?


				Ogros.


				It mattered not in these things whether fact followed supposition. Sanity demanded that the lurking shapeless terrors be named and objectified.

				They moved from the cave as warily and noiselessly as possible, Tora being little help there in his eagerness to find open air. The darkness seemed to part less readily before the quickening of the glowstones. Gonji fought back the gooseflesh that accompanied his sudden realization that the enchanted caves’ operation rendered him a conspicuous target.

				The chanting rolled through the tunnels, vibrant and vigorous.

				And Gonji realized with sagging heart that, even as they made their escape, he had no idea where escape lay: His poor sense of direction had done him in again. Cursing, he moved them in a different direction. They crossed the mountain stream twice before he thought he recognized a cavern they’d been in. Gritting his teeth, he dragged a recalcitrant Tora through the archway.

				He stepped on something that gave under his foot, emitting brittle snapping sounds as it seized him by the boot.

				The samurai gasped aloud and drew his katana, the keen blade flashing downward but striking empty air. Gonji kicked viciously twice before shattering the maddening thing against the wall. The illumination of the glowstones at last caught up with his slashing vision: a rib cage.

			

			
				The chamber was filled with bones. A charnel cell filled with discarded skeletons of men, animals, and things that were part of both but altogether neither. There were paintings on the walls, their subjects unpleasant enough that Gonji turned from them quickly and, setting his jaw and concentrating on calming his fears, turned back again. Certain now that no escape lay in that direction.

				The savage chanting echoed in the depths of the mountain as they searched for the exit. Gonji kept the Sagami fisted at his side as he peered into one chamber after another, awaiting the framing of each slowly dawning vision in the indifferent light of the magic stones. Blade clenched in two-handed middle guard, he anticipated in each murky glow the attack of some coil-sprung horror. Now and again Tora would stamp back so fretfully from a cavern entrance that the samurai would back away from that haunted cell, sword at the ready, until another would threaten with its imminent adit.

				He at last happened on a chamber whose contoured arch seemed familiar. Furthermore, a wash of frigid air pulsed from the cave—by now a welcome sensation; the bite of the merciless winter wind was much preferred to this nefarious place. But when he stepped into the archway, there issued no nascent sparkle, no hint of magic from the ensorceled stones. Only a peculiar odor coming in wisps that the cold air sought to deaden.

				Gonji selected a stone about a span in diameter that glowed magenta in his gloved hands. He beat one side of it against a wall until it blazed like the August sun, and he could no longer hold even its farther side. This he tossed into the freezing antechamber.

				Even in the bounding, strobing light, the shock of what he saw set his hair to bristling. Carcasses hung in the deathly air of the cave. Animals and men. Streaked with the reflected colors of frost and blood. Suspended upside down to swing gently in the air currents. Some whole, some sectioned. Preserved or curing for obvious future use.

				The samurai grimaced, his fingers working over the hilt of the Sagami. A naked man hung nearest him, arms reaching limply for the floor, face set in a rigid distortion by gravity and dishonorable death.

			

			
				Gonji’s breath came in gasps of frustrated anger as he yanked Tora around and hurried back the way they had come. He moved too swiftly for the rock glow to keep pace, relying now on faulty memory of their steps, pausing scant seconds when he became too disoriented, the chanting welling up through the foreboding mountain tunnels.

				He found the stream again and used its splash to set his course, eschewing caution for speed. He felt certain that he must turn off to the left at some point. But where?

				After a tortured few moments of plunging through the threatening darkness, he paused and cast about helplessly, straddling the stream gully, allowing the stones to ignite, illuminating the tunnel and drying his wet boots. He regulated his breathing while he calmed Tora with a reassuring hand. Was it his imagination or was the chanting growing louder? Nearer. It was insistent in its pulsating rhythm. Now Gonji fancied that he could discern syllables: huk-huk—huk-huk—Throaty and militant. A chant suitable for the breaking of backs and skulls.

				There issued from a cavern farther ahead a soft, shadow-dappled archway flicker. The telltale sign of habitation. It waxed and waned tauntingly, sunset red to burning rust.

				Gonji gritted his teeth and let go the reins. He could not resist a look at the enemy, for surely it must lie in wait beyond that arch.

				Huk-huk—huk-huk—

				He scampered in a crouch toward the cave, blade at the ready. Negotiated the head-high slope to peer warily within.

				Nothing moved inside. The outre glow emanated from piled glowstones heaped into four mounds. A branching of the stream—or perhaps another stream altogether—formed a serene raised pool near the cavern’s center. The gnarled branches of a tree—a larger version of the one he’d partaken of—veined the air above the pool. On it the berries grew to palm-sized bulbs resembling tomatoes. Sustenance for a long, cold ride.

				Gonji scurried into the cavern and selected several of the ripest fruits, stuffing them inside his greatcoat. He sampled one. They overflowed with sweet pulp and cloying juice. Then he caught the scent—the unmistakable scent of searing human flesh. And he at once understood the meaning of the mounds of glowing stone.

			

			
				He dropped the fruit he’d been eating and rushed back to Tora. They hurried along the stream. Into an empty cave, and through another. The chanting increased in pitch, the reverberating echo turning Gonji to and fro in search of safe exit. His lips wove a tapestry of favorite imprecations.

				(something to kill and the power to kill it)


				Another blast of cold air from a passed cavern entrance. This one clean and sharp with the tang of ice. The nerve-racking languid glow filled the entrance at last. He recognized it, knew their location. Through this one into the next—

				Blinding silver sunlight—tongues of sifting snow—he’d found it!

				Dragging Tora inside, he halted and considered: the stones. Very useful when building a fire was impossible. Nodding curtly, he turned back.

				“Hai. Wait here, dumb beast.”

				In the adjacent cavern most of the rocks were too large. He selected a few small ones, looked them over as they began to glow, mind racing to fashion an efficient plan. Put them inside his wraps? In Tora’s saddle pouches? What?

				He dropped these inside the coat, where they gathered at his belt. He began to feel foolish. He moved into the main tunnel, heedless of the chanting now. With the Sagami in the crook of an arm, he picked up more glowstones of useful size. He was about to turn back when his eye caught the wash of yellow glare spilling from one—two—nearby caverns.

				The stones fell from his arms.

				The chanting was mixed with satisfied grunting now, and clearly the latter issued from the brightly glowing caverns ahead. More chants split from the main chorus, becoming localized, nearing his position.

				He watched the garish light with dawning fear. Remembered the soft magenta tones that had burned in response to his own body’s needs.

			

			
				Tora shrilled and bucked in the exit cavern, bellows of savage mirth mingling with the sound of animal panic.

				The samurai surged back toward his frenzied steed, skin prickling. Stumbling once and then again, he gained the entrance cave’s glaring white hole in time to forestall the monsters from destroying the wildly bucking horse. His roar of fury froze them an instant that would remain locked in his hall of nightmares.

				The hunters had returned. Ogros.


				Ogros—canibalis.


				Two of them. Huge and hairy, whether pelted or sporting their own fur, he could not be sure. They were humanoid, but Gonji’s blood froze to see the slightly elongated snouts that flourished canine fangs and long, red tongues.

				Cholera—they might be ten-, twelve-feet tall, judging by their stoop.

				The nearer one raised the cudgel with which it had been threatening Tora. With a blare of triumph, it stalked Gonji with the shouldered weapon. The samurai’s thews responded with a high-guard stance that might have been comical in other circumstances, so disparate were their sizes.

				He eyed the growling ogre steadily, his peripheral vision sketching out the hefted cudgel’s deadly head. One side featured a sort of razor-edged scoop, partially filled with snow. The other side—just razor edges.

				The monster heralded its strike with a bellow, and Gonji dove beneath its arc and tumbled into the cavern. The wall where he’d stood exploded in sparks of white-hot glowstones. Some of them landed in the creature’s fur, and it beat at the scorched spots in primitive fury.

				Gonji rolled to his feet with a grimace, burdened by his winter garb. These beasts were faster than they looked. He raised his katana overhead defensively and eyed the second beast, which came on with a vengeance, dropping its slack burden—an all too predictable, human shape.

				Tora reared and kicked madly at the second ogre. It hefted its cudgel too swiftly and bashed the cave ceiling, throwing itself off balance. The samurai charged it, stamping left and right, the Sagami gleaming as it whirled through a double feint. The beast swung its weapon awkwardly down on him in a black-taloned simian grip. He spun to avert its descent and slashed the monster halfway through the knee with a wicked rotating blow.

			

			
				Dark blood spouted from the wound as its terrible shriek blocked Gonji’s left ear. It fell toward him, grabbing at the ruined knee, and when its great form tumbled past, the samurai’s returning one-handed slash shattered its lower jaw, blood and bits of stained tooth peppering the snowy entrance hollow.

				Its screams were quickly forgotten in the rush of wind from the first monster’s sweeping bludgeon. Gonji ducked too late. One viciously honed glaive point shredded the fabric of his garb, gouging the flesh of a shoulder. The force of the blow twisted him off his feet. He rolled twice before the creature’s furious onslaught, then ran out of cave floor as he struck rock.

				He was trapped in a corner of the cave.

				The ogre snarled to intimidate him but eyed the Sagami with respect. It was unused to such speed and skill in the unwary travelers that were its kind’s usual prey.

				The monster growled and scraped its weapon menacingly on the ground before the samurai’s niche, like a man trying to dislodge some dangerous vermin.

				Suddenly it realized its advantage and sprang like a guard dog, leveling the cudgel for a battering-ram blow. In the same instant Gonji caught up a dirk from his boot, launching it with an overhand snap as he dodged the plunging metal blades.

				The monster howled in pain and rage amid splintering rock. It stepped on Gonji’s legs with a clawed foot as he scrabbled away. The cudgel was forgotten. The flesh-eating snow beast tore at the invading knife in its chest.

				Gonji cried out with the agonizing effort as he twisted under the monster’s huge padded foot. His scythelike rake of the Sagami hamstrung the flailing creature.

				Behind, the other downed monster continued to pule in agony, and other sounds approached from within the cavern system.

			

			
				Gonji heard none of it. He pushed to his feet, his left leg aching badly. His footwork was imprecise and ungainly but the katana struck repeatedly with awful accuracy as it sang in the icy cavern. He leapt in and out, relieving the creature of half a matted paw, opening deep wounds in both legs. He raised his blade for another strike, but a wild backhand blow batted him against the wall, his breath gushing out of him.

				His vision swam, and for a moment he was unsure of where his sword lay. He saw Tora in a blurry haze. And the body of a man—Spanish cavalry jack—caved-in face—

				The great hairy fist caught him up by the waist and pulled him close to those blazing eyes. He felt the creature’s hot, rank breath in his face. The crushing grip born of vengeful mortal agony. And he knew its intent. It would crush his head in its canine jaws.

				The ogre gurgled something at him in a moist, guttural voice, perhaps a final taunt in its own language. In that instant Gonji drew the seppuku sword in his left hand. His right palmed the short blade’s forte in a circular pushing motion, crisp and wetly arcing through both the monster’s eyes, the bridge of its nose. The foreshortened return plunged the ko-dachi’s fierce point into the screaming predator’s throat, choking off its cries.

				Gonji dropped to the ground with a groan. A momentary reflection passed: Again the seppuku blade, which might someday bring him ritual death, had spilled the blood of another.

				Then he was snatching up the Sagami and belting both blades as he led the snorting Tora from the cave, out into an angry silver morning. The packed snow of the mountain trail made a welcome crunch under Tora’s hooves as he mounted and kicked the animal past the cave, up the cleared trail that continued the climb through the Pyrenees’ passes. Ridged bites in the snow evinced the clearing efforts of the night hunters—ogros canibalis—and their vicious cudgels.

				The samurai could hear them bellowing behind, but the sounds receded, and he somehow knew the nocturnal hunters would not change their time-honored ways out of vengeance. Few creatures but man tempted the Fates thusly. 

			

			
				He who defies nature courts the unnatural. Who had said that? A fellow adventurer of days gone by. Which one? He could not recall.

				Nor did he look back. The same saddle-blistered philosopher had also told him the proverb concerning the faces of yesterday’s dead.

				He rode on for a time, counting his pains—the shoulder wound was not deep, but his lower leg was throbbing, as was his skull—and, not surprisingly, yearning again for shelter from the cold, the sun’s glare. The storm had ended, and as they passed across to the Spanish slopes, the passes became both less treacherous and less snowbound.

				The glowstones, he discovered, were bereft of their sorcerous properties once removed from their environment. He wondered in amusement what an onlooker might think to see him reach inside his greatcoat and toss out chunks of useless stone. And only two of the sweet red mountain fruits survived intact; red pulp stained the entire front of his tunic and kimono.

				He fed the solid fruits to Tora and settled comfortably into the saddle. Before long, the day being his normal time for slumber, he nodded off, his salleted head bobbing with the horse’s slow gait. His last thought was of this single similarity between himself and the cannibal ogres.

				The only difference being that their slumbering berth never brought them to the icy brink of a parapet, as his did several times that day.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWO

				He’d tracked the wild boar two days and a night now, at last locating and blockading its lair, though it had led him on a merry chase.

				Red-eyed and bone-weary, he had found his days and nights at last becoming reordered, though he had slept little for either since descending the barren Spanish slopes of the Pyrenees. He had spent half a night lying in wait of his pursuers, but the Dark Company either had perished in the avalanche or ceased to find the game amusing. A third possibility was dismissed with a curse and a grim resignation: Perhaps their new tactic was to lull him into false security only to fall upon him in their cold fury two nights, three nights, ten nights down the trail.

				If it came to that, then so be it.

				Karma.

				Upon entering Spain, he’d discovered the winter of another world. Milder, evenly snow-crusted, less enervating in its frigid bite. He’d doffed some of his heavy wraps, riding now in tunic and breeches, short kimono, and traveling cloak. His thick tabi and Austrian cavalry boots were sufficient enough to protect his feet.

				The northern Spanish winter was an icy natural wonderland. The great waterfalls of the shallow foothill terraces had diminished in force, their torrents abating to sparkle in a clear crystal sheen. The U-shaped cirque valleys shimmered below, their symmetrical beauty and perfection broken only by the brilliance of ice-diamond pools and furrows. By day, a multihued aurora borrowed from the smiling kami of the sky; by night a silent, eerie land of stark shadow, the moon’s face reflecting off the polished earth.

				The dull pain of hunger had begun to paralyze Gonji’s keen appreciation of nature’s art. The poet’s soul was shouted down by the warrior’s belly.

			

			
				Winter forage was proving no easier in Spain than in France. The frozen land yielded little. He had encountered one heavily guarded caravan from the silver mines which, upon espying his half-breed Oriental strangeness, had taken him for an unsavory character and warded him off with brandished weapons, refusing even to allow him near enough to speak. The single tiny village he’d happened on had been inhabited by the sort of superstitious peasantry that had long been a bane to him. Doors and windows had been locked and shuttered in his face; weapons leveled from arrow loops. He’d found no fish, his efforts at trapping game proved futile, and he’d persuaded no animal to drop dead at his feet—although Tora currently headed the list of beasts upon whom he wished such a fate.

				They had discovered the wild boar scrounging for food in a copse of slender trees and hardy scrub. His bowstring having already snapped in the process of stringing, he had placed his faith in his black powder. Loading calmly and quietly, he had approached the boar on foot, gained a surprisingly advantageous position, and squeezed off a pistol shot that flashed and fizzled ineffectually. Cursing the ignoble contraption as he’d done many times before, he’d watched the startled boar run off at an easy gait, snorting scornfully at his effort.

				Thus had begun the chase.

				Gonji had tracked it on horseback for a day and part of a night, feeling alternately foolish and frustrated, uncertain what he’d do when he caught up with it. He’d lost it once when it went to ground, found its lair in another copse near a fifty-foot cuesta, skimmed its back with his sword when it had surprised him with a sudden erratic charge—and resumed the chase.

				He’d lost it again, then found it hours later, worrying the carcass of a small rodent it had caught as if in mockery of his own pathetic hunting luck.

				Now the hunt had begun for fair. He’d galloped after it endlessly across the snowy plain, twisting and turning, rushing it time and again, discovering that the spear he’d fashioned was a poor substitute for a proper lance in the sport of pigsticking. And, sadly, that Tora’s old wounds and the ravages of time had slowed the staunch warhorse as he’d long suspected.

			

			
				But they’d pressed on, driven as much by pride as by hunger. Twice more he’d raked the boar with spear and the katana’s vicious edge. Then, unexpectedly, as if at last understanding its advantage, the boar had turned and charged. For an instant Gonji had thought of the Dark Company, whether they had been as surprised to see him turn as he was to see the wily animal bear down on him. Then the boar’s lancing tusks had caused Tora to lurch backward, throwing Gonji to the ground. Only the snow had kept the samurai’s tailbone from taking up residence in his empty belly.

				Now he knelt on one knee in the snow before the wild boar’s lair, with the Sagami leaning on his right shoulder. This would end the way it should have started.

				“Stupid beast,” he spat at Tora, fifty yards off. “Doddering old drayhorse! You’re home now. Can’t you show some pride in your native land?” His backside ached with every move.

				A golden sunset shadowed the snowy wasteland, sketching the absurd churned-up ruin his hunt had made of acres of virgin snow. He hoped no enemy had observed any part of it.

				With a snort of challenge, the boar plunged at him from the gathering shadows.

				Roaring at its tormentor, angling its eight-inch tusks for a rending blow, it surged through the sluicing white mist, its breath pluming hotly.

				Gonji feinted, twisted out of its path, and struck it across the shoulder. The deep cut spilled redness onto the snow in the animal’s drunken three-legged progress.

				The boar charged Tora in a wild, bellowing rage. The chestnut stallion whinnied and bolted. Gonji swore and sprinted after the injured prey, watched it circle back almost lazily toward the lair. Then it stopped, fixed him in its black, hate-filled eyes, and roared after him again in raging pain.

				The samurai raised his blade high over his right shoulder, hands spread along the hilt, fingers caressing the sharkskin in a grip that almost looked slack. He struck the wounded boar a blow across the hindquarters, downing it. A rapid double slash—

			

			
				Gonji shouted to the twilight sky to join him in his hard-won triumph. His mother’s Nordic ebullience came through in a brief impromptu dance of victory. He quickly composed himself and set to finding wood, his mouth watering.

				But his prayer of thanks to the kami of good fortune was premature.

				Hurrying to secure what seemed good kindling, he hastily prepared a campsite in a hollow at the base of the cuesta. Defying caution, he built a blazing fire and warmed himself briefly, savoring the tantalizing feast to come.

				Moving out into the moonlight to relieve Tora of his burden and settle him for the night, Gonji realized his mistake too late. He saw the danger light in Tora’s eyes, the fear in the horse’s tossing head, before he heard the sifting wind of the horror’s descent on his camp.

				He froze an instant when he saw it. The pirouetting of its great wings caused him to believe himself under wyvern attack again. But this creature was smaller, more birdlike than the acid-spewing flying dragon. It dovetailed downward in an impossible air ballet, scarcely moving its wings, until it hovered a foot above the carcass of the boar.

				Calling out to Gonji in a mewling, yammering singsong voice filled with sentient taunting, it grasped the great bulk of the boar—well over a yard in length—and flapped laboriously upward. Its taloned feet and clawed humanoid hands clutched while its powerful wings beat against gravity. Slowly it rose, making steady progress toward its roost atop the cliff overlooking the crackling fire.

				“Iye,” Gonji breathed, eyes filled with the vision of the departing carcass, the prize so dearly won.

				“Noooooo!”

				Gonji drew the Sagami as he ran through the crunching snow, yielding it impotently in his right hand. By the time he stood beneath the lofting creature, his katana in pointless low middle guard, it was already cresting the cliff. He watched it disappear over the edge with an anguish that a lifetime’s discipline could not keep from his face.

				Above, the bird-thing peered over the brink, its supple beak emitting a mocking warble. Its piercing, intelligent eyes gleamed with self-satisfaction and cunning. It made a swift motion in the moonlight.

			

			
				The boar’s genitals dropped in the trampled snow beside Gonji.

				* * * *

				The campfire tinged the area with sultry hues. Before its glare knelt the samurai, all thought dispersed by his deep meditation. His shadow loomed large against the base of the steep cuesta at his back. Before him lay the sheathed Sagami, storied sword of uncounted legends.

				His methodical ritual ablutions completed, he dressed, retied his topknot just so, and lashed his daisho—the matched set of long and short swords—to his back with the harness he’d used since Vedun. He placed his tanto in his boot, then carefully sifted through his remaining black powder, obtaining what seemed enough dry charge to load both pistols. These he loaded and spannered, fixing them at last inside his obi. Then he rose and grimly eyed the roost above, where his tormentor whooped and nattered.

				It peered down at him, scuffed the ground with a hind claw. A piece of the boar’s entrails dropped straight at Gonji. The samurai batted it aside with a swift circular block.

				He tied around his forehead the hachi-maki—the headband of resolution. All the while, barbed thoughts dropped into his mind. Leaden ingots of karma, dragging down one’s soul, Gonji-san…

				He was a fool, a rabbit, a bumbling failure. His ancestors turned their faces in shame. Old Todo would order him to commit seppuku at once, if he found him incapable of protecting even his own victuals. His hated half-brother Tatsuya—hai, even dead Tatsuya must laugh from the world unknown: See the blonde tigress’ cub—even the birds mock his skill!


				The merest trace of a smile perked Gonji’s lips. He banished thought, clearing his mind for the encounter to come. Calmer now in his determination, where once the anticipation of single combat had filled him with the eager fury of an inferno.

				The wonder of life’s vicissitudes.


			

			
				On his left hand he wore a spiked gauntlet—the nekode—as an aid in scaling, after the fashion taught by the old ninja master who had secretly befriended an artless young samurai against his father’s wishes. Then, emptying his mind and allowing the karumi-jutsu climbing technique full sway, he began to ascend the slick wall of the cuesta.


				Digging and scraping, Gonji utilized the nooks in the almost sheer cliff face. The nekode gouged chinks where there had been none. He used his fingers and toes for purchase, clinging like a spider, teeth gritting with the effort. He fought off the numbing chill, flexing and relaxing muscle groups in turn, shifting his weight, feeling out the easiest advance upward, testing and probing, lightening his body as the time-honored, almost mystical method had taught.

				The first three yards came easy. Five. But how high to the nest? Fifteen—eighteen yards?

				Wygyll.


				All at once, as the monster bird took note of him with a quizzical shriek of disbelief, Gonji remembered its name. Not the name it would be called here in Spain. That one he could not recollect. It was the English name he remembered. The English, he had heard, had their names for everything. Things they knew well; things they would not admit to believing in.

				This creature was a member of an old race, older than man. Scavengers who roosted on cliffs and ledges.

				Wygyll. The wygyll’s aerie. Forty feet above.

				Something stinking and moist landed on his shoulder. Some part of the boar’s viscera. He shrugged it off. Soft crumbling sounds descended past his position. Then a rock cracked him on the skull, scintillas of starlight lacing the momentary blackness of his vision.

				“Cholera!” he swore, his favorite European imprecation having the venting effect it sometimes manifested. He shook his head to clear it, sure that he had been cut. His skull throbbed at the point where it swelled.

				Above—the soughing of wingbeats as the wygyll lofted from its perch. Gonji steeled himself, wary but relaxed.

				Must maintain the hold, he told himself. What was their favorite technique? Ah—four claws extended; clamp with the hind, rake with the fore. A simple attack pattern that could leave an ox in shredded ruin.

			

			
				In his peripheral vision he could see the fifteen-foot wingspread looping lazily about the area, tipping gently at the extremities of its flight path to sail into a graceful figure eight knotted behind the clinging samurai’s unprotected back.

				Without warning the air ballet ended. With a war cry more penetrating than the teeth of the wind, the wygyll dove. Wings trimmed, talons tensed for a strike.

				Gonji willed his thews to relax. He inched up another span. Felt the rush of the approaching marauder. Sensed the closing distance between them. He drew a pistol smoothly, cocked it, turned outward from the wall, maintaining a three-point grip—

				But it was coming on at too indirect a tangent. He knew he was firing from so oblique an angle that he threatened his own precarious hold with the recoil.

				The wygyll did not recognize the menace the firearm posed. It swooped in with searching talons eager to rake and tear.

				Gonji fired—splfszzzz.


				“Sonofabitch—cholera!”


				He gathered his senses at once, even as the wygyll cried out in terror of the misfired pistol’s spluttering powder. His right hand flung off the useless piece and went to the hilt of the Sagami at his shoulder. But the wygyll’s fear of the harmless pyrotechnic caused it to swerve into an ungainly tumble. Feathers fluttered off its wings from the violent directional change.

				The flying predator soared from side to side of the broad cirque valley, whether gathering speed or wrath, Gonji could not tell. It strafed Tora once, twice, the valiant steed’s hooves lashing up to ward it off.

				Gonji used the opportunity to gain another yard. He was working on the second before he caught sight of the cunning beast’s next intention. Farther along the base of the cliff lay a large chunk of sodden log. This the wygyll descended upon with a vengeance, dragging and clawing it from the ground’s frozen clench. Screeching once at the samurai, it went clumsily airborne with its burden, quickly growing accustomed to the weight, in its rage.

			

			
				Gonji’s eyes widened. He took an uncertain reach upward, then one step back. The creature lofted to his level, then higher, still rising on its mighty wings. When it had reached the escarpment, it hovered above the helpless would-be invader of its realm.

				Gonji experienced an expanded moment of terror as the log fell heavily toward him. An instant’s fatuous thought that he might somehow leap around the plummeting missile that filled his vision—

				And he was leaping off the wall in breathless frustration, losing his hard-won ground. He landed catlike in the snow, tumbling into a shock-absorbing roll, shoring up his determination before he had come to rest. The bounding log hit him in the back.

				The wygyll flew overhead, shrilling at him in ridicule as he gathered his weapons and breath. He glanced at the second pistol, thrust it back into his obi, and regained the cliff base with a running leap. Paying no heed to the enemy, he scrabbled up the wall, using the earlier chinks. The ascent was easier this time, and he reached his last handhold in seconds.

				When he paused to get a fix on the wygyll, all he saw were sapphire stars and the moon’s crooked golden grin.

				Uh-oh. Something new, neh?


				Swift and silent, the creature pushed itself over the edge directly above him to lance down like a shaft from a siege catapult, clutching at full arm’s length—the sharpened sapling Gonji himself had honed into a spear.

				The katana snicked out of the back harness as the wygyll dead-dropped straight at Gonji’s face. The samurai swung outward and to the right at the last instant, clinging by the nekode and the toes of his left foot. He struck the beast’s weapon a sharp blow as it passed by, deflecting its lethal course. The wygyll shrilled and soared into a tight loop, boring down through the air at him again in seconds. But as it braked with a counter-flap to avoid hitting the rocky wall, Gonji’s blade snapped up, parrying the spear. He completed the circle with a wrist-twisting riposte—a soft thwack—a burst of feathers—

				The creature keened a high whining note. Blood spilled from the shallow slice along its convex rib cage. It released the spear and twirled off in a contorted flight pattern, maddened by its pain.

			

			
				Gonji gained a narrow rock shelf halfway up the cuesta. He clawed his way up still higher, reached the shelf with his feet, nerve ends prickling with his desperate desire not to be dislodged again now that his goal was so near. He thrust the naked katana blade through his obi. Fought the rock, the gnawing wind and bitter cold, his stiffening sinews—

				Five yards left.

				The wygyll swooped and screamed at him. He slipped his grip with one boot, nearly lost his purchase. Pausing to regain his hold and steady himself, he realized that he was momentarily helpless to fend off the bird-thing. It saw, and knew, and flapped down at him. Its powerful talons cut the air eagerly as the distance closed.

				Gonji pulled the second pistol. With practiced flexibility he twisted outward and fired at the onrushing creature. He barked an expletive that was drowned out by the cracking report as the wheel-lock belched smoke and flame. The wygyll shrieked a caterwauling note over and over as the pistol ball tore through a wing with a cascade of gray-white feathers. The samurai was forgotten as it struggled to regain its failing power of flight.

				Gonji discarded the spent pistol. Shivering as he pulled and dragged himself upward along the craggy higher reaches of the cliff, he at last secured the brink with the spiked nekode.


				Bobbing and fluttering through the air with the erratic course of a butterfly, the wygyll attacked him with a hail of ear-piercing cries and its pummeling wingbeats. Injured though it was, the creature now fought for the aerie-home it had been so confident of a short while before.

				But Gonji, too, had won his territorial objective. With a mighty push he lurched over the edge and onto the cliff. He caught a glimpse of a huge wattled structure and the riven carcass of the boar. Then the powerful talons sank into his back, seizing garment and skin in equal measure. He yelped a pained outcry as he was lifted off the rock. For a saucer-eyed instant he viewed the long drop, the flash of his campfire, no ground to cushion him for a long way. Then he snatched the wiry forearm at his shoulder and held on with the dynamic strength of self-preservation. The squawking beast strove to drop him, but the other fore-claw became entangled in his sword harness, and one hind talon was snared in the fabric of his short kimono. The other clawed his back, and Gonji roared in pain and stabbed upward with the Sagami repeatedly, finding a soft spot behind the chitinous beak and jamming home the deadly point.

			

			
				Screaming and twisting in the air, unable to control its burden any longer, the wygyll spiraled back over the aerie on the cliff-top. Another backlash of the gleaming katana caused it to tear free of their mutually tangled grip.

				Gonji dropped onto the cliff and rolled, losing the Sagami in the snow. He drew his ko-dachi and raised it in high guard. The wygyll stalked him now with bounding half-flight strides, flapping and crying out in frenzy at this raider of its domain. In great pain and weakening fast, the creature darted in and out with its snapping beak. But Gonji’s short sword deftly held it at bay, clashing and slapping at the wygyll’s waning attack. A crimson tracery of blood marked the creature’s track in the snow.

				Gonji found the katana, poised it for the kill. But something stopped him. Small twittering sounds emanated from the nearby wattle-work structure—more a thatched hut for humankind than any roost for beasts of the air—behind him.

				The wygyll’s nestlings, squalling in fear.

				Seeing his notice of its young, the wygyll charged him with its remaining energy, throwing its life into the breech in their defense. But Gonji merely beat it back with a series of double-bladed parries. It came on once more, with the same result. The wygyll fell back, studied his eyes with its own keenly intelligent gaze.

				It was a quarter of an hour or so before the samurai made his intent clear. With a noble bow of its head, the creature hunched its battered wings in a gesture that bespoke resignation. It lurched past him to hunker down before its hutch, where it proceeded to work at its manifold wounds.

				As Gonji watched it, the bushido principle of the warrior’s tenderness permeated him. He felt profound sympathy for this forlorn creature, now that he recalled its full legend.

			

			
				“I can fight, it’s true,” Gonji told the oddly attentive creature, “but I’ll never be the hunter you once were. And now I fear that, thanks to me, you’ll neither be hunting nor fighting for a good long time.”

				The nestlings—two of them—crawled from the hutch out of their vestigial responsiveness to human speech. They reminded Gonji of nothing so much as the tiny winged Cupids—albeit with soft beaks where their mouths ought to be—he’d seen represented in art. They ran to their father with teetering steps and, one under either furled wing, huddled close to him in affectionate innocence.

				* * * *

				An hour later Gonji sat before his blazing fire at the base of the cliff, feeling a curious mixture of anticipation, satisfying fatigue, and formless anger.

				He poked at the roasting portion of boar with a stick. The remainder of the chunk he had taken, perhaps three days’ worth, was already packed into a saddlebag. He laved his cuts and abrasions as he mulled over the sad lore of the wygyll, as he had heard it told.

				They’d been more human once. A race that had grown side-by-side with man, his friend and mentor in the ways of the hunt, a race of highly intelligent flying humanoids. But man’s jealousy of the wygyll’s unfettered freedom in the skies had been their downfall. A powerful king who was consumed by envy of their glorious airborne culture had set his court sorcerer to placing a double-edged curse upon the wygylls: Their humanity was stunted, their line becoming increasingly ornithoid with each successive generation. The language they had shared with man was lost, and with their power of speech had faded their unique culture. Worse still, the evil curse had visited upon them the paradox of procreative genocide—every female of their race died in birthing her young, leaving a grieving mate to perform a function for which his abilities were ever eroding. Procreation meant death to the wygylls.

				Gonji hawked and spat into the popping flames. He took a walk in the pre-dawn stillness, feeling the need for the clean, cold wind in his face. The valley shone dully as the moon lent its silver to the snowbound land. A sprawling vista of loneliness—an old harpy with the samurai.

			

			
				Hai, this is the Spain I know, he thought in an effort to cheer himself. I know its land, its people; its monsters and magics. The land of my first landing…briefly. And then later a place of triumph…and tragedy. 

				He tried to summon a flamboyant phrase out of Gongora y Argote’s poetry—so popular at court when last he’d been in Spain—but it escaped him.

				And what of Philip—hungry Philip. Philip II. Does he yet reign, backed by Hapsburg power? Has he rebuilt his fleet since the Great Embarrassment? I doubt it. So he will still rely on the strength of his land forces, neh? His proud mounted archers. No erratic firearms could have supplanted the skills I helped hone. Hai, the king will remember me, but it is the Duke of Aragon with whom I am most concerned.

				Cervera—and the fanatics, whose power burgeons, so I have heard. Will they still hate and oppress me for what I cannot help being? And for what I allowed to happen?

				Returning to his fire, he stooped and picked up a dove-gray feather from the wygyll’s wing. This he pocketed and, unfolding his map, he marked the place of the cuesta with a carbon-blacked thumb. Later he would inscribe the name of this significant place: Wygyll’s Aerie: the Mount of Hunger.


				Something dropped into the snow beside him. He drew it up and examined it. A flat, round stone inlaid with the elaborate etching of a man and a huge bird, crouched and facing each other, their heads touching. The symbol was protected by a clear resinous substance that reminded him of the lacquers used in certain craftwork of his lost Dai Nihon. And he recognized after a time the nature of the curved, inlaid surface that had been etched.

				It was part of a chitinous beak. Perhaps that of the wygyll’s lost mate. It had been fashioned into something like a medallion.

				He looked up at the cliff face, saw the creature peering down. Part of a bandage Gonji had applied to its neck could be seen in the pale moonlight.

			

			
				The samurai bowed to his erstwhile enemy. The wygyll hesitantly replied in kind, before withdrawing slowly out of sight.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER THREE

				In Toledo, the lamplit halls and austere sleeping chambers above the Office of Inquisition, adjacent to the great cathedral, were abuzz with whispers and murmurs. The solemnity of midnight matins had been disturbed not only by the unorthodox nocturnal visit but also by the appearance and mien of the visitor.

				The young initiate who tended the gate and admitted him would later be unable to explain what had compelled him, though he would do many hours of culpa in chastisement.

				An officious deacon apprenticed to the Hall of Records received the visitor with much ado, ranting a litany of reasons that proscribed his unconventional visit. But the tall stranger in the unidentifiable monk’s habit simply stared him down with steel-vaulted eyes, replying nothing, and serving up at last the packet of traveling papers whose seal so upset the deacon that he was led, shaking and stammering, to the barber-surgeon.

				The prelate in charge of the turning day’s ecclesiastical affairs, Father Martin de la Cenza, a small, delicate man of unflappable bearing, next received the sinister visitant. Acknowledging the sealed communique with a single languid closure of his eyelids, Father de la Cenza bade the stranger sit in the sparsely appointed foyer outside the clerical offices. Obtaining a single name in reply to his own introduction, de la Cenza moved at once to awaken the Grand Inquisitor.

				Almost an hour later, Bishop Ignazio Izquierdo, the High Office’s interim Grand Inquisitor, stood at the center of the thick-napped carpet in his office, adorned in dignitary vestments and his tall mitre. He strove to find the best way to occupy his hands to keep them from wringing. His palms were moist, his throat parched as he awaited the meeting. An ashen-faced novice scurried about the musty leather and velvet trappings of the shelf-lined room, shakily igniting the ornate wall lamps. In his intimidated haste, he knocked a large tome from its nook. It thudded to the floor. Symmetrical tracks of sweat coursed the novice’s cheeks on either side of the silent O his mouth described as he hurried from the room in response to the bishop’s impatient hand swipe.

			

			
				A moment later, the door before Izquierdo opened. The stranger strode through, followed by Father de la Cenza.

				“You are Balaerik,” the Grand Inquisitor intoned in a cracked voice that made his face redden.

				“Anton Balaerik,” came the calm elaboration.

				“You are different from what I imagined,” Izquierdo started haltingly, which evoked a curious, amused twitch from Balaerik. “I mean,” the bishop continued, “our communications—I still don’t quite understand. You are, are you not, a clergyman of some order? I do not recognize your habit.”

				Balaerik threw off his hood. “I am donado—a lay brother,” he explained. His face was angular, the skin pasty and offset by a neatly trimmed black beard whose contours made one mindful of a vulture’s wings. When he bowed his lofty head to display an odd half-moon tonsure, its form above the aquiline nose and pointed chin resembled something nameless that vaguely disquieted the Grand Inquisitor.

				“Of what order?”

				“Ours is a new order. I thought that was clear. An order devoted to the rank-and-file support of the Inquisition’s efforts on levels your own methods might not be suited to dealing with. We are funded by factors within Holy Mother Church, and our work is done secretly, under cover of night. The night is the ‘day’ of the Dark Powers, you see. And through our order, the day of their doom.” His eyes began to shine like beacons over a deadly shoal as he went on. “You are concerned with saving souls through scourging and burning. You drive the possessing spirits from the unfortunate possessed. We attack the possessing spirits themselves, unleashed by you, often to possess again! They and the Dark Power which fortifies them will fall before the holy power we’ve been granted.

				“We are the silent scythe of the Inquisition, Inquisitor. For only by secrecy can we combat the disorder caused by heretics and infidels, the creeping rot of the black sorcery they foster. Ours is the same battle, though we are more concerned with the ghastly atrocities committed by the infidels. And…by their supernatural minions.”

			

			
				Izquierdo’s brow furrowed. He moved round his desk, where he sat heavily in a large, high-backed chair. He motioned for Balaerik to sit, but the messenger declined. The Grand Inquisitor sifted the information in his mind, troubled by this strange interference in his office’s affairs, wondering what it portended. But something more imminent bothered him.

				“You make no mention,” the bishop intoned slowly, carefully, selecting each word, “of the source of this…power and authority you claim. What is your spiritual investment in this grim business? What I do, I do in the name of the Lord God of Heaven, and His Son Jesus Christ, who—”

				“You place me at a disadvantage, I’m afraid,” Balaerik interrupted, eyes lowering in apparent shame. “Ay de mi! Alas for me! We are sworn on solemn oath to speak not the Most Holy Names. Nor even those of the recognized and canonized saints of the Church. It is because we regret the necessity of our…violent military posture, which chafes the very tenets of our faith, that we have taken this onerous vow.”

				Balaerik could not have stung Izquierdo more deeply if he had gone on to voice the obvious indictment of the Inquisition’s own hypocrisy. The bishop had heard it many times from the mouths of heretics, but never had it been so unsettling as now, dangled in the air by an ostensible fellow clergyman. Human pride began to cloud his thinking, confusing the issue.

				Balaerik extracted from his cloak a round container that fit into his palm. Fashioned of bone or ivory, it was hinged near the top, where a tiny lid had been cut into it. It was simple in design, with no ornamentation or other marking.

				“A reliquary of the saint whose patronage guides our order,” the donado explained, “who shall, of course, remain unnamed.”

				Izquierdo nodded reverently, a bit too acceptingly, by the expression of young Father de la Cenza, who seemed ever about to blurt something. But he held his tongue.

			

			
				Reaching a hand toward the sealed packet the prelate still carried, Balaerik said, “His Holiness has explained our order’s founding and operation in a missive. He further—”

				The Grand Inquisitor cleared his throat, cutting him short. “That is another matter of a delicate nature—your coming here to meet me so altogether…unexpectedly, and bearing the papal seal during this time of awful confusion. God help us all. Have you actually had direct contact with His Holiness, Balaerik? We’ve all heard the terrible stories surrounding the Pontiff’s election. Stories of signs and ill omens attendant upon his succession. And even—” He glanced conspiratorially at de la Cenza, proceeding in a harsh whisper. “—even that the Holy Father has never been seen since that day. That there is, in fact, no vicar of Christ on the papal dais in these troubled times!”


				Balaerik drew a deep breath. “The Confounder’s news sprouts wings, does it not? Even here, in the High Office of Inquisition itself, the Wretched One’s poison spreads. Roma, with its lies and intrigues, is a thousand miles away. Ya no hay remedio—there is no help for that now. I know only that you recognize the papal bull I bear and will act on His Holiness’ decree.”

				“Decree?”

				Balaerik smiled. “It is the reason I was selected to bear it to you personally. My own knowledge regarding its subject. In great measure the decree concerns itself with the very infidel of whom I’ve written you. He whom you yourself claimed knowledge of. And he is here.”

				“Here?” Izquierdo stood suddenly, eyes aflame.

				“No-no, Your Eminence. Here in Hispania. But that is near enough to warrant your reaction. The decree explains all. The unholy appellations attributed to him are enumerated by His Holiness. Horror and death accompany him wherever he goes, assuming shapes from the Pit itself. Shapes you know well, Your Eminence—lobis homem. The werewolf. You thought perhaps they were eradicated, consigned to the flames for all time? That Spain was free of them? Lobis homem…” Balaerik shook his head somberly to see Izquierdo’s face turn ashen gray. “Is the Inquisition prepared to deal with them, without our aid? And he is bringing them to you, along with other dark sorcery that follows in his wake.

			

			
				“You know of whom I speak: that infidel bandit, the Japones, who once courted the favor of the King himself!”

				The Grand Inquisitor fell back into his chair again, cupping his head in his hands. Father de la Cenza moved as if he would reach out a comforting hand, but Balaerik’s look froze him in place.

				“All this evil,” Izquierdo moaned. “In the wilderness outposts—here in my beloved city. And you say I can expect still more.”

				The donado smiled benignly and held up a hand. “All attended to in its place. Read His Holiness’ missive and edict. His instructions will comfort you. I shall return tomorrow night to plan strategy with you. There is, I believe, to be a conclave here in Toledo soon? On the coming feast which…I am of course unable to mention? Attending will be the Duke of Lerma, other leaders of the Inquisition from Salamanca, from—” Balaerik paused, his voice waxing conspiratorial. “If I may stoop to speak of political matters, I believe it would be advantageous for you to bring this heathen scourge before the Burning Court as soon as possible. You are, I gather, only in temporary charge of the High Office?”

				The bishop nodded gravely. No reply was necessary. It was common knowledge. Less commonly known was Bishop Izquierdo’s fervent desire to inscribe his name in the annals of history as the most successful of all prosecutors of the Inquisition’s aims, greater than Torquemada himself.

				“Your immediate attention to this matter might earn the esteem of His Holiness,” said the donado. And without another word between them, Balaerik departed.

				Father de la Cenza stared after the strange messenger for a long time before speaking.

				“Your Eminence—”

				“Martin, I know what you must say. I have enough to consider.”

				“I don’t like him. He’s wrong. It’s all wrong. What do you know about this Brother Balaerik now that you didn’t know before you ever saw him?”

				Izquierdo sighed wearily. “I’ll know more once I’ve read the papers.”

			

			
				“The papers,” de la Cenza fairly spat.

				“Respect! They bear the seal of the pontiff himself!”

				“And what of that?” de la Cenza rasped, his expression one of almost childlike daring. “These days one ought best to place his faith in people before…things.”

				“Mind me, Martin. It’s heretical ground you tread.” The bishop leveled an accusing finger at the prelate.

				“Forgive me, Your Eminence, por favor. But that man—I fear he may evoke the worst qualities in you. May God alone guide your decisions.” This last was uttered in a rush, and then de la Cenza was gone, the oaken door shushing behind him.

				The Grand Inquisitor pondered his words for a time before reverently handling the papal packet, which soon consumed his eager curiosity.

				Lauds followed matins, in due course. Unmindful of the murmured breviary prayers issuing from without, Izquierdo considered the amazing things he read, curled back into his own mind and soul, where he found a roiling unease. And, being as devout as he was ambitious and zealous, he took his troubles at last to his God.

				The novice who came to clean his office in the pre-dawn gloom found him still prostrate and trembling before the large gold crucifix that adorned one wall. The boy slipped back out, holding his breath, apple-cheeked, until he had tiptoed far down the hall.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FOUR

				The buffeting night wind tamed to a whisper as a gray dawn broke over the town of Barbaso.

				Capt. Hernando Salguero pushed open the portico door of the late magistrate’s house—his house now, for all intents and purposes—and welcomed the blast of cold air, though he wore no coat or wrap over his jerkin. It was exhilarating, cleansing. He took a sip of rum from the pewter mug he carried.

				Down the snow-packed street, toward the square to the north, the smaller houses of rude stone and brick were mounded by drifts on one side. They seemed lifeless, uninhabited. Nothing stirred at the square; the stalls of the great bazaar, hidden by the rooftops, sounded still but for the barking of stray dogs. In the farther distance, Salguero fancied that he could hear herdsmen moving their animals to winter fodder.

				No troopers in sight. The First Catalonian Lancers, flower of the territory’s defense, had gone to seed. No clopping of patrol hoofbeats; no morion-helmed sentry at the south guardpost; no morning assembly or drill.

				Desolation. Dissipation. Lassitude.

				He took another sip of rum, let its velvet warmth roll over his tongue and inner cheeks before swallowing.

				Desolation. What in hell are we doing here?


				Dissipation. What have we come to?


				Lassitude. I must restore order and discipline. Must…must…


				His eyes focused on the crumbling cross fixed to the roof of the empty chapel. He would go there today. Si, today would be the day—Jesus-Maria, let today be the day! He would go there and pray as he hadn’t since…when?

				Anita’s voice called to him from inside.

				Si, later. Later he would go to church, and there he would seek answers from his angry God.

			

			
				“Hernando,” she called again, “come inside. Hace mucho frio.” She shivered and drew her robe tightly about her.

				The captain of lancers raked his fingers through his white-fringed beard and shuffled inside. But he remained in the foyer, gazing vapidly through the portico windows.

				“What were you doing out there?” the magistrate’s daughter asked. “I reached over to you, but you were gone. Now why would a man with your needs flee the arms of a woman with my…fullness?” She moved up behind him and began massaging his neck.

				Salguero’s shoulders stiffened and flexed to feel the cloying warmth of her touch. He drew away in vague annoyance.

				“Iglesia—the church,” he said, nodding. “I was thinking about going to church today.”

				Anita laughed in the low, throaty manner he had always found so seductive before. She reclined on a parlor sofa, her twined legs bared to halfway up the thighs. Her dark, flowing hair spilled over the arm of the sofa with artless grace.

				The captain tore his eyes from her languid command as an exercise in discipline but looked back again a moment later, not from lack of resistance to her charms but searchingly, trying earnestly to understand what she meant to him.

				“The church is cold,” Anita said at last. “Ever since the warlock burst the windows. Colder than the mountain nights. It’s so much warmer in here, no?”

				“Why hasn’t the town seen to its repair?”

				“Why don’t you?” she parried. “You’re the military governor. Why doesn’t God, if He wants it used again?” She smiled placidly. “Why don’t you just forget the whole thing and come jump on my belly, mi amore?”


				“Silencio, bitch!”

				Salguero smashed his mug against the lintel of the archway, startling her so that she cried out.

				“Are you loco?”


				“Si, loco,” the captain snarled. “Why don’t you give me space for what’s left of my morality to breathe one guilty breath?”

			

			
				She laughed and walked toward the center hall. “Ah—a poet, then. Morality’s last poet. Morality,” she repeated scornfully. “What do you suppose those friars who so fill you with fear are doing behind locked chamber doors?”

				“Sacrilege!” Salguero roared. He stalked after her as if to strike her but was paralyzed by her calm withdrawal to the kitchen and larder area.

				He pounded a fist into his palm as he bemoaned his fate. He was jaded and broken in spirit. The failed campaign against the warlock’s power had produced diabolic effects in his life that he would not have believed scant months before. His command decimated, degenerated into roistering rakehells; his days spent in debauchery; his sleep troubled by terrible nightmares of unimaginable death. The world was going to the Devil.

				And worst of all, Salguero no longer cared. His world had ended when Port-Bou, his home garrison and his family’s adopted town, had been given over to the French. Bartered away over dinner, in the Lancers’ absence, by the fat architects of power. Even he had begun to believe that was true.

				What was left? Who was left to believe in, save the God who had set him adrift?

				The discordant ringing of the chapel bell snapped him out of his reverie. He moved out onto the icy portico again as a rider pounded past the manse and skidded his mount to a halt, turning at the sound of the bells.

				Down the cobblestoned street, snow-packed and tracked by wagon rut and muddy hoof, a mixed band of soldiers and townsmen gathered across from the church. A woman emerged from the vestibule, wearing a shawl and a crookedly tipped morion. Hands on hips, she bent at the waist and brayed in Salguero’s direction.

				“Ahhh!” the swerving rider growled in mock anger, kicking his steed to give chase. He seemed not to notice his commanding officer, who at once recognized him:

				Montoya. Born-to-the-stockade Montoya.

				The woman down the lane shrieked in feigned panic to see Montoya’s clattering approach. The band of observers howled at the spectacle.

			

			
				“Corporal Montoya!”

				The trooper reined in at the sound of the commanding tone. Grinning slyly, Montoya glanced at his compadres, then walked his mount toward the magistrate’s house. He affected a penitent air, rendered all the more ridiculous by his appearance: white flannel breeches tucked into his riding boots; a half-clasped cuirass flopping over a silk nightshirt; and, most absurdly, a long nightcap trailing down his back. This he removed as he cast Captain Salguero a ragged salute.

				“Si, mi capitan. I was just—”

				“Silencio, idiot. Were you not posted for the night at the east end?”

				“Si, mi capitan, but there was—”

				“Has an order been issued changing the uniform of the guard?”

				“No, mi capitan, but I—”

				“Shut up, soldier,” Salguero ground out coarsely. His voice lowered in an effort to control his seething temper. “You disgrace your king and your country by your very presence here. You will dress in a uniform befitting a king’s lancer and proceed to the headquarters compound, where you will present yourself for arrest to the Officer of the Day. Is that clear, corporal?”

				“Si, mi capitan. I go right away, si,” Montoya minced, apparently unconcerned with the grave matter. “Saludos, mi capitan.”


				Again that half-assed salute. Salguero didn’t return it. He would gladly have broken the man’s arm. But his sense of dignity prohibited any further quibble with so trifling a matter as a sloppy salute in view of what was happening in Barbaso. He was, he quickly noted, out of uniform himself.

				Salguero watched Montoya casually trot toward his sniggering amigos. Before he reached them, another mounted lancer intercepted him, remonstrating with Montoya as the captain had, it was clear from their body language.

				Sergeant Orozco. Good old Carlos, Salguero thought. The sole answer to my prayers.

				He moved through the house aimlessly for a time, encountering Anita again leaning in the doorway to the larder. She was eating one of the accursed golden fruits again. These strange, spherical winter-ripening fruits were highly prized in Barbaso. The townsfolk called them a species of granadilla, though they seemed nothing like it. No one would say where they grew but for the fact that it was in a secret grove in a wonderful valley that had been theirs until the warlock seized power in the territory. Eating one of them produced a glorious energizing effect. A warm and euphoric vigor and sharpness of the senses. But eating more than one brought on intoxication and languor by stages, the ultimate state sometimes lasting days. Salguero had at last been forced to proscribe their consumption among his troops. As with everything else these days, his order had gone the way of full-plate armor.

			

			
				“Are you going to arrest me?” Anita asked coyly, her dark dewdrop eyes moist and teasing.

				“What do you really know about that fruit?” Salguero asked. He eyed it with distaste.

				She held it up to him tantalizingly. “I know that it prolongs the act of love.”

				His eyes narrowed, and he slapped the half-eaten golden granadilla out of her hand. She cursed him and caught up the rolling fruit like a starved predator. Salguero strode from the room, but she followed close on his heels.

				“Are we finished then, Hernando?” she asked breathlessly.

				“Leave me alone.”

				“Will you throw me out into the snow? Any of your subordinates would be happy to take me in.”

				“This is your father’s house,” he replied in a flat tone. He began to dress and gather his belongings.

				“Even the warlock—even Domingo Negro himself—would be glad to have me, I think.”

				He trained on her a look so full of smoldering contempt that she faltered in her tack. She eased back against the doorpost of their bedchamber, looking over the golden granadilla thoughtfully. When she spoke again, there was softness in her voice.

				“You’ve been dreaming of your wife again.”

				Salguero stiffened. “Eat your…magic apple before you say something we’ll both regret. I will, anyway.” He donned his half-armor and strapped on his rapier. Then he began working on a black wheel-lock’s priming pan.

			

			
				“Your former life is gone, Hernando,” she whispered. “I thought a soldier accepted the fortunes of war.”

				“We’re not at war with France.”

				Anita drew a deep breath. “I’ll tell you something. And you must swear to tell no one where you heard it.”

				He looked up from the pistol and eyed her curiously.

				“This fruit,” she went on, “it comes from Domingo Negro’s own magic grove. There are many more wonderful things there, in the valley near Castle Malaguer. Things that could be ours, if only you’d finish your campaign and kill the warlock. Hasn’t the king commissioned you to rid us of this unholy sorcerer? Haven’t the holy men sanctioned it? The Inquisition heats its irons in wait of the Archmage’s evil flesh.” Her eyes shone, huge and gleaming like a doe’s. She moved near and laid her hands on his chest.

				“Do this thing,” she breathed, “and untold wonders will be ours.”

				Salguero knew not what to say, but her words evoked a primal terror and dread he’d not felt since last he tilted with the warlock’s forces.

				There was a knock at the front door. The captain opened it to admit a somber Sgt. Carlos Orozco. Salguero’s friend since childhood entered with a terse greeting. He declined Anita’s offer of refreshment, nor would he lock eyes with the woman, for whom his disdain was well known. Only when she had left the two men alone would the sergeant speak his business. His voice was thick with irony and resignation. The way a man speaks when he no longer believes in what he does but can do nothing about it.

				“I’ve made the rounds, checked the outposts, for what it’s worth.” Orozco extracted a bandanna from a pocket of his cloak. He dabbed at the frost-melt in his drooping mustache as he spoke. “No blood in the streets. No night fiends about, so far as I can tell. Maybe we were lucky, eh? Of course, only half the posts were attended. Maybe the others are dead, or dragged off to be eaten by—but the only way I can tell is with a roll call. Do you want me to have them fall out from the inns and their adopted beds or whatever—?”

			

			
				Salguero shook his head morosely. The sergeant turned away, directing his voice at the wall as he went on.

				“This business with Montoya—the slovenly bastard. He’s a troublemaker, Hernando. You know what I’d do with him, if I were in command.”

				“No. Place him under guard. Suspend all pay and privileges.”

				Orozco grunted. “A leave of absence for him, then.”

				A tense silence passed between them. The sergeant selected two pistols from Salguero’s small arsenal and began loading them.

				“Time to mount another patrol, I think,” Orozco said airily.

				“Don’t do it, Carlos. Don’t bother.”

				“Someone must.”

				“I need you here. You’re my only…link to sanity.” There was faint pleading in the captain’s tone.

				“Don’t come apart on us. You’re too good a soldier, too fine an officer, to succumb to this place. What you need right now is what I need—a good fight.” Orozco triggered the wheel of a pistol, sparking the empty priming pan. “I can’t stand it here any longer, Hernando. I won’t waste another day in this living hell. I take the last few good lancers and mount a party. We fill the column at gunpoint, if need be. I load one pistol for the first pig who runs with loaded breeches. One for the enemy—whatever shape it takes this time. And a third…a third for myself. In case I need it.”

				They eyed each other tellingly.

				Salguero’s lips parted twice before he found words.

				“I can order you to stay.”

				“You can,” Orozco allowed hollowly.

				Anita hovered at the doorway. Without another word, Sergeant Orozco gathered up the pistols and strode from the chamber to depart into the snow. The captain listened to the receding drum of his hoofbeats.

				“Brave hombre,” Anita sneered.

				“What is it that you want of me?” Salguero demanded, turning on her sharply. “This town has destroyed my company as surely as any of the warlock’s foul magic.”

			

			
				“Just be nice to me,” she replied, sidling up to him.

				Salguero felt the heat in his loins, but there was no true passion in it. Just melancholy surrender. The admission of weakness before a superior force.

				He bent to kiss her, but she snatched his rapier from its scabbard and placed the needle point against his chest. She laughed, cold and derisive, to see his shock. Her voice was full of jeering accusation.

				“Go out and catch me a warlock. I’ll keep the bed warm for you here.”

				“Capitan!”


				The cries sprang from several throats near the house. The beating on the portico door came simultaneously with the keening wind and the sudden darkening of day that they’d come to know so well.

				The hideous harridan. The ghostly hag. The banshee.


				The door burst open and terrified faces confronted the captain. Among them was Orozco’s. Captain Salguero ran out onto the front steps to stare pop-eyed down the road to the west. The gray-green filmy apparition, her ethereal gowns flowing down over the housetops, swept toward them.

				The harbinger of death, whose charnel stench sometimes brought violent illness, whose burning touch inflicted on her victims’ flesh gray-mottled patches of infection that produced pustules and trembling paralysis, followed by rigidity and death.

				Salguero heard screams and the slamming of doors and shutters from all points in the town, though he could not tear his eyes from the strangely hypnotic death-shade who turned the west end of Barbaso sickly translucent.

				“Get inside, capitan—now!”

				Orozco and another lancer dragged Salguero into the house and bolted the door. They crouched with backs to the walls until the ghastly apparition passed, their eyes shut and lips trembling in silent prayer, as they had done many times before.

				It was long after the wailing wind had ceased, and the gloom that penetrated even the very walls had passed from the sky, that they tentatively went out to the silent street.

				In the wake of the banshee rode the corpse.

			

			
				It wore the uniform of the pistoleros, and its decapitated head was fixed in the crook of one rigidly tied-down arm. Its sightless eyes stared in empty, eternal horror. The other death-stiffened arm was twined about a slashed regimental pennon, its shreds flapping listlessly in the breeze.

				Salguero himself halted the lathered, wild-eyed steed. Steadying it, he gazed with lip-twitching disgust at the blood-drained, bearded head; the black, swollen lips and sickly-white boiled-egg eyes. A military pouch dangled from the corpse’s chest in grisly fashion, pinned there by the long thin blade of a misericord.

				“Oh, Jesus—” The lancer behind Salguero began to vomit.

				The captain tugged out the blade and gingerly grasped the pouch. Beneath it there was no heart, just a grisly hole in the corpse’s chest. His heart would turn up later, they knew, in some sick-joke revelation, after the fashion of their tormentor’s morbid sense of humor.

				The pouch identified the knight as a Corporal Alcala. The message he bore from Madrid was simple. Alcala had been part of a detachment of handpicked pistoleros who were to aid Salguero in ending this tedious campaign against the warlock who called himself Domingo Negro. High Command, it seemed, had grown impatient. Salguero was ordered to press an all-out attack on Castle Malaguer. But that was not what concerned the captain and his aides. It was, rather, the fresh, chicken-scrawled postscript, appended in blood below the king’s own seal:

				“You have your orders.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FIVE

				As soon as Gonji crossed the bridge over the Segre River, he experienced something of a second—if secondary—homecoming. The windswept snowy plains of Aragon were a sight that stirred familiar memories. He knew this place, knew its people, its lore and legendry, its monsters and magics.

				He felt control and wariness in equal measure. Weakness here would surely usher one to madness or death or grim fates unsuitable to such rational description. But neither would it serve one to proceed with fatuous overconfidence.

				Thus, when he happened upon the body of a slain Spanish lancer, the samurai bowed somberly in deference to whatever valor the man had expended in his duty, and then appropriated the lancer’s razor-edged halberd, to supplant the one he had lost in the harsh mountain passes.

				Gonji left behind lands of Reformation strife, where it best availed him to remain neutral in his commitment, for a country ruled by the Roman Church. Here, faith in Iasu was sometimes strong, sometimes corrupted by fervent perversity of design, and always countered by faith in the formless Dark Power, here personified in Satan.

				Christian symbology was employed with uncertain power in certain circumstances. Where its power did not obtain, the warrior was left to his own resources: the might of his sword arm, the strength of his courage, the depth of his experience.

				Tora’s hooves thumped easily across the crusted, barren plain as they departed the river road for the less traveled southwest track Gonji sought. Gaining it at mid-morn, Gonji soon encountered a small caravan of traders bound for Barcelona. These hucksters took a dim view of this singular foreign warrior with his formidable array of weaponry. Gonji doffed his eye-slitted sallet and bowed, engaging them in curt conversation. They cast many an edgy glance at his pistols, wicked halberd, and matched set of swords before considering selling him the few provisions he requested.

			

			
				The tinkle of his gold and the advantage of their numbers had just about won them over when a leathery-faced old duffer pointed out the wooden crucifix tied about Tora’s neck.

				“Sacrilege,” the merchant declared.

				“How do you know what my horse believes?” Gonji queried archly. The jest was lost on them. “In truth, I believe the power of Iasu this cross declares will ward off the evil ones. I can think of no simpler, more direct way of showing vampires and werewolves not to waste their time on me.”

				They sold him the few meager goods he asked for, charging prices that reflected their low esteem and drawing the line at the black powder he needed for his pistols.

				“Whatever your business,” one of them told him in parting, “mind that you steer well clear of the Valley of Barbaso.”

				“Hai. Domo arigato,” Gonji replied, to their befuddlement. He bowed and rode on, with their gun barrels quietly leveled at him until he was nearly out of sight.

				Later that same morning, a band of mounted hunters sold him a sinew bowstring for a fee that caused him to wince—the only change of expression he’d shown them, though their bows had been aimed at his breast for an uneasy while. 

				They further offered to help him string the difficult three-man longbow for an additional charge. While Gonji had long since developed a bending method for stringing the great longbow unaided—though it was tricky—their mild jeering at his claim aroused his competitive instinct. So Gonji instead proposed a display of his skill in exchange for their free assistance.

				As they scoffed and wagered among themselves the distance by which he’d miss the proposed target, the samurai nocked a thirteen-fist war arrow, rotated the bow over his head and through the half-arc of a kyu-jutsu draw, and skewered the trunk of a cork oak later estimated at two hundred and seventy-five yards away.

				The impressed hunters threw in a scrap of advice along with the free stringing:

			

			
				“Marksman or not, swing wide of the Valley of Barbaso, amigo.”

				“Hai, arigato.”

				* * * *

				Gonji entered the valley that cradled the town of Barbaso a little after midday. Plenty of time, he assured himself, to reach the town before nightfall.


				But as he made the gradual descent into the valley, he soon became aware of the subtle change in atmosphere, some mystical sense stirring within him, warning him to remain on his guard. The terrain became more rugged, the snow mat broken in many places by protruding roots and overgrown with brush. There were virtually no forests south of the mountains, yet the evergreen oaks grew thickly enough here to qualify as such. The lush bower blotted the sun’s weak rays and absorbed the wind. It was cold and still, save for the distant chirruping of an occasional bird. The snow piled higher as Gonji progressed, though the valley floor should have been spared to a greater degree. The air seemed unaccountably thick and hazy, the trail ahead obscured. Now and again the samurai sensed movement on the periphery of his vision, but when he looked nothing came into view.

				Some things deceitfully operate on the edge of the senses, Gonji-san. That is the purpose of this phase of our training…


				The inscrutable ninja master had been right as always: Gonji was instinctively aware of the insidious power that took predatory note of his presence.

				The trail thinned, mounded up over a scrub-tangled knoll, then dropped steeply toward a gloomy hollow. Here the barren beech and poplar trees clustered densely under a dwarfing stand of ice-drooping green oaks. At the entrance of the hollow stood two enormous boulders, flanking the trail, looming before him like the lifeless eyes of some granite colossus. From what source they had tumbled, no man could say.

				When sorcery opens the way, worlds may tip and spill, one into another…

			

			
				Gonji halted a moment and scanned the trail ahead. Nodding and squaring himself in the saddle, he clucked Tora into an easy trot, wrestling with the reins against his steed’s skittishness. When they reached those massive guardian stones, Gonji yanked back on the reins and swept his halberd out of its moorings. Catching it up smartly under the crook of his right arm, he arced its deadly edge across the top of the stone where the evil eyes had peered at him hungrily seconds before.

				Tora whinnied and stamped as sparks showered over the boulder, and the huge form launched over their heads with a fearsome bellow. An incredibly round and fat demon bounded down behind them on the trail, swelled rapidly to an even greater girth, and bounced straight up into the shuddering lower boughs of an evergreen before landing again between the boulders, with a tremendous thud!

				Gonji fought to control his mount as he leveled the halberd threateningly and peered with narrow-eyed disbelief at the bizarre apparition. Settling Tora and stretching up boldly on his saddle, he studied the hissing creature, which sucked great howling breaths through a mouth that seemed capable of expanding without limit.

				Stubby arms and legs jutted comically from a body the size of a coach. Its head was as round as its body, jammed atop plump shoulders with economy—no space wasted on a neck. The head was hairless; the ears, beet red and pointed like the leaves of a lilac; and the face was dominated by that elastic mouth, as supple as a snake. Its nose was a tiny scallop between two beady yellow eyes which Gonji could not help comparing to his own in their angularity. The creature, too, seemed to take note of the similarity when the samurai doffed his sallet and proffered a shallow bow.

				“You remind me of me, funny man,” the demon said in a peculiar high voice. “What land spit you from its shores?”

				Gonji rankled but remained expressionless. “I am Sabatake Gonji-no-Sadowara, son of the daimyo Sabatake Todohiro of Dai Nihon, the Land of the Gods.”

				The creature laughed derisively. “The Land of the Gods!” it mimicked. “Well you’re in my land now. I’m Bulba, and these are my boulders. That’s my tree over there. And you’re riding on my trail.”

			

			
				“I’m riding on the snow,” Gonji countered with mixed pique and amusement. The obese demon’s wheezing punctuated his words with keening whistles between the syllables.

				“The snow’s mine, too!”

				Gonji leaned forward over Tora’s withers. “The snow belongs to the kami of the sky. It’s his carpet for—”

				“Bah!” Bulba scoffed, waving a flabby arm. “That’s empty theosophical piffle! Whatever falls out of his pockets—”

				A loaf of finger jerked upward out of a porky fist.

				“—and lands in my territory—”

				And then downwards, though barely below the horizontal.

				“—becomes mine!”

				Gonji replaced the sallet on his head in martial threat. “Nevertheless, my path lies through your land. Now will you remove your great bulk, or will I have to prod you out of the way?”

				Bulba’s ears deepened in their redness. He sucked in air until it seemed his eyes would pop and, swelling until he was nearly wedged between the great stones, he blew such a blast of wind down into the snow before him that Gonji and Tora were engulfed in a blinding squall that took a minute to settle back to earth.

				Gonji brushed the snow from his beard and caked garb with firm, even strokes. Tora snorted and tossed his head, flicking his ears as he chomped at the bit. All the while the wheezing fat creature cackled in high mirth.

				“Do that again, my fat landlocked flounder,” Gonji warned, “and I’ll burst you such that your entrails will festoon the woods for acres.”

				“Oh—Si?! I’ll bowl you and your stupid horse so flat your sky god will think you’re a new continent!”

				“Ahh, so desu ka? Is that so? Take one more deep breath and I’ll plant so many shafts in your blobby hide that you will—”

				“Mande usted? What did you say?”

				“—that you will look like a burr.”

				“I’ll swallow your horse’s head!”

				“And the shaft of my halberd with it.”

				“You puny little mortal—sniff—I’ll—sniff-sniff…” Bulba’s tiny nose kept wrinkling in Gonji’s direction. “Sweets,” he said, his yellow eyes widening. “You have sweets!”

			

			
				From the tone in his voice, one might have guessed that he’d been betrayed by a friend. Gonji smiled coyly and nodded.

				“Give them to me at once!”

				The samurai shook his head slowly. “First remove your…considerable self from my path.”

				“Bah!” Bulba bounded atop the boulder on Gonji’s right again—the maneuver astonishing, as though his blubber were composed of air pockets—and settled his corpulence on the crest, where it sagged again like melting tallow. He made a gesture with his useless arms that approximated crossing them over his chest. There he sat sulking while Gonji fished a packet from the bag of provisions he’d purchased from the traders.

				“Eat hearty, buta kao—pig face.” The samurai tossed the demon the packet and rode past him, through the boulder gateway.

				“Taffy!” Bulba cried at his departing back. “All I ever get is taffy. Next time you pass through here you best be carrying those French confections—with the soft cen—”

				His words deteriorated into a gooey mumble, and Gonji trotted on into the hollow with the matter of the wind elemental receding from his concern.

				The experienced warrior learned to deal variously with the challenges in his way. Sometimes the path of least resistance to one’s goal was through might of arm, sometimes through strength of spirit. Other times again…

				Gonji could only stand in awe of the endless wonder of the world. And only one raised in Shinto and disciplined to Zen seemed properly suited in spirit to marvel at its profound mystery.

				He traveled without encounter for a time, negotiating the rugged track of the hollow, which narrowed after a while into little more than a foreboding ravine. But this soon widened on the left hand again, the trees thinning, and the land once more assuming the forlorn face of the Spanish wilderness with which Gonji was familiar. On the right, for as far as the eye could see, a stretch of low mesa bordered the valley, curving sharply into gorges and canyons which the samurai studiously avoided. Approaching one, he was nevertheless attracted by the sound of running water, the splash of a cataract. A branching of the river must feed a minor falls, he thought, as he swung by warily for a look.

			

			
				Even through cold air, he caught the harsh scent of the giant before he saw it. 

				Knowing that he must have been heard by now, and accepting that it had been a mistake to ride so boldly near the tableland, Gonji stoically turned into the grotto to confront the great brute.

				A thrill of shock coursed Gonji’s spine, and his belly turned over, to see this creature. It was clearly the most awesome giant he’d ever encountered, albeit he’d seen few: They were a vanishing race.

				The giant grunted at him from where it squatted near the icy pool formed by the cataract. It was ruddy, black-bearded, and burly. Even in its crouch its head would top three acrobats in shoulder-stand. It was clad in a patchwork of wildly mismatched hides and cloaks and plate armor—the latter, he knew only too well, torn from the crushed bodies of men who’d attacked it.

				But they were generally a docile race, not given to attacking men without provocation. By the look of him, this giant either had met with his share of fools or was easily provoked.

				“Good day to you, Sir Giant,” Gonji said, bowing elaborately from the saddle.

				But the giant had noticed Gonji wincing from the stench of his enormous body. He curled his lip indignantly.

				“Good day yourself, mite. Just keep your squirmy little body over there, and quit screwing up your face like that. It’s too damn cold for an Anakim to bathe.”

				“Forgive me, por favor, but can you tell me whether I’m on a proper course for Barbaso?”

				The giant rose to his full breathtaking height. “You’re no Spaniard,” he said in a menacing voice. “But I’d judge you know damn well there’s nothing else in this valley.”

				The samurai did indeed, and he had asked only in an effort at small talk, to display his bravery in light of the rather uneven angle of eye contact between them.

				“So what is your business here? Have you come to seek employment with the Master?”

			

			
				“The Master?”

				“Hah, but you’re a dumb one, eh?” the giant bellowed. “This valley belongs to the Archmage Domingo Malaga y Colicos, and those who journey here are either his servants or his enemies. There can be no other.”

				Gonji scratched his stubbly beard pensively. “The one who calls himself Domingo Negro—Black Sunday?”

				“Hah-hah—si! A name to strike terror in the hearts of all goodly church militants, eh?”

				“Hai,” Gonji agreed, “but why would so powerful a giant as yourself be concerned with the strife of men?”

				The giant sighed deeply, his rancid breath causing Gonji to hold his own until it had passed. “Self-preservation, little man. In this valley you choose sides or you perish.”

				“I’m not interested in choosing allegiances right now,” Gonji said. “I have my personal duty to follow. This valley is the shortest route to—”

				“Then you are The Enemy!” the giant roared, catching up a huge staff carved from oak. “Give me a reason I shouldn’t grind your crackly little body into the snow right now.”

				“I’ll give you several,” Gonji responded defiantly, fighting Tora’s backstepping. “First, you’d not find me easy to catch, if I would run. But I wouldn’t. I don’t fear death like some dishonorable knight you’d find groveling under a bush. And man-stings are most unpleasant. They open wounds that attract demons which cause fester and swelling, sometimes fever and death. And I bear many stings. And besides, like you, I’m only an outcast, with no land to call my own anymore. I would say that binds us in a sort of brotherhood. Wouldn’t you agree?”

				The giant grunted. “Loco, as well as squirmy and stupid. But I suppose that’s one shape valor comes in. It got you this far. Listen, you wouldn’t consider trading that horse for safe conduct as far as Barbaso, would you? Game grows scarce, and I haven’t eaten a good horse in—” He stopped when he saw Gonji’s negative tensing. “Begone with you, then.”

			

			
				Gonji swung Tora about, but as he was about to exit the grotto, he half-turned again.

				“Giant—have you seen many wonders hereabouts?”

				The prodigious warrior’s expression segued from blankness to disbelief to uproarious mirth. He slapped his great thigh, and the echo caused snow to shower from the rock walls of the grotto.

				His laughter rang to the skies as he spoke. “Any wonders! Haaaahhh! You’re the pick of the litter, tiny hombre! Just keep riding.” He shook his head from side to side, sat down with a great whump, and leaned back on his tree trunk arms. “Just keep on riding.”

				Gonji sniffed, unsure whether he was being ridiculed. He shrugged and continued on his way, the giant’s booming voice pealing behind him until the mesa had shrunken to a crooked step that at last blended with the surrounding terrain.

				“…he meets a son of Anak, and he asks…”


				Gonji was intrigued. The giants were a discerning and aloof race, not given to dabbling in the affairs of men without good reason. And this sorcerer who called himself Black Sunday—by all accounts his reputation had always had it that he plied wizardry and white magic. And for giants to ally themselves with any form of witchcraft was rare.

				He stopped and dismounted, relieved his bladder in the snow. Feeling hungry, he tarried awhile on the broad plain that must mark the center of the valley floor. Hills rose humpbacked with snow on either immediate horizon, but he could still easily make out the cloud-crowned Pyrenees to the north.

				As he munched a piece of dried beef and fed Tora a few handfuls of meal, the samurai pondered again the epoch-making mystical revival in Europe, trying to make sense of it, some discernible cosmic pattern. Something was happening on this continent. The world seemed burdened by a heavy karmic legacy from times past. Multifarious forces struggled for supremacy, and Gonji had run afoul of more than his share. They seemed to take a keen interest in him. And now, it seemed he would be facing them alone…again.

				And how fared Simon Sardonis these days? he wondered as he remounted.

			

			
				“Cholera,” he swore under his breath, implementing a favorite Polish expletive of an old comrade, descriptive of a disease that produced unsavory effects.

				His mood lightened as he patted his steed’s shoulder. “Do you know, Tora, what that giant had in mind for you?” Tora seemed unconcerned as they broke into a canter across the crisp plain.

				It could not be far to Barbaso, and there was no losing the way, even given Gonji’s sometimes poor sense of direction. Barbaso—and perhaps some answers to a few questions before he proceeded to Zaragoza.

				* * * *

				Twilight gloom descended with the fierce north wind, and still Gonji had not seen the rooftops of Barbaso. The trees began to gather into pairs, the pairs begetting copses, and soon Gonji pulled up before yet another misplaced wood. Here he felt a dawning fear, a sense of isolation and vulnerability. A presence of things wholly unknown. Certain of the trees and scrubs were of varieties he had never seen before, and the wind seemed to swirl and howl from out of the wood, daring the adventurer with its dangerous allure.

				He would find a suitable spot, he decided, gather what kindling he could, and make camp for the night. Progressing farther seemed foolish, although Barbaso might lie a scant three hundred yards beyond the wood. He was weary and in no mood to run any gauntlet fixed by haunters of the night.

				He had not advanced far in his quest of a campsite when he became certain that he was being followed. The nape of his neck prickled time and again as he scoured the periphery from the corners of his eyes. Once, on impulse, he wheeled and nocked an arrow in one swift movement, only to find nothing lurking with gaping jaws; no track in the failing light but his own.

				But he fancied that he heard a muffled chatter of mocking laughter. Anger roiled in his breast as he continued on his way, waxing resolved now to find Barbaso by the glimmer of its lamplights.

			

			
				So intent was he on furtive side glances that he nearly made a fatal error. Mounting a rise in the trail bordered by thick brush and evergreen, he caught the hint of lightning movement just ahead of Tora’s warning snort—too late to veer.

				Snake, was his first thought, but almost at once he knew differently. The snaring vine creepers coiled about Tora’s forelegs, more following from the brush—thick, elastic brown tentacles—as the halberd came up and slashed down to the right—up, over Tora’s crest—down hard on the left— Once again to either side as the horse whinnied and fought its way backward.

				Green splotches now discolored the pole-arm’s vicious edge.

				Gonji listened to the clacking of reeds in the deadly plant’s base. Whether they communicated pain or anger he could not tell.

				He calmed Tora and steered him wide under the trees to examine the predatory plant from safe vantage, a grimace frozen on his face.

				It was the luna carnivora, a popular sorcerer’s snare. It grew in mated pairs, one on either side of the path, waiting in ambush behind concealing trees. Its endlessly elongating tendrils could squeeze the life from a bull, and once immobilized, the prey was slowly flayed and eaten via adhesive tongues that tore flesh in thin strips. A hideous death. The death of an insect.

				Gonji hawked and spat bile from his throat. He viewed the reposing creatures with an ambivalent fixation. The hidden sides of the tree trunks were decorated with skulls, human and animal; the waving plants themselves, adorned with tinkling bones. It was said that in the base of the bole of each luna carnivora were set two pairs of eyes so chilling to the soul that meeting their gaze would cause one to feel revulsion in being looked upon ’til the end of his days. Eyes that made one curse his own power of sight.

				Gonji resisted the urge and pushed on. But he was certain that he had heard that restrained laughter again.

				The wood was an eerie place. The moon seemed huge and leering above the trees, and a fine gossamer mist seemed to trail in pinwheels from its dully glowing rim. But the samurai rode with confidence: He had yet to encounter any magic he could not fathom, nor any fabulous beast he dared not confront. But he did begin to wonder in what state of siege—or worse—he might find Barbaso.

			

			
				The woods thinned again, and the trail conjoined with a broader road. The surrounding area looked as though it must have been under cultivation, a curving ladle of land ridged with furrows of snow. The farms of Barbaso. Farther down the road, bordered by tangled shrubs and a short, broken picket fence, was a country cemetery.

				Gonji stopped here and strained up and outward from the saddle, his piercing dark eyes penetrating the moonglow. Several distant graves showed evidence of having been disturbed. Frozen earth had been churned up and strewn amidst the snow. An ill omen in any land.

				Craning his neck to scan the road ahead, he proceeded through the pale golden glow of the moon’s silent scrutiny. Something drew is gradual, wary attention, as he approached it in curiosity.

				The glimmer of colored lights bloomed on the snow, once on either hand, before the fire-blossom ring of blue and orange suddenly appeared in fullness, garish in its iridescence. A lovely, doleful young woman sat upon the snow within the imprisoning ring. Her eyes reflected resignation, then a disinterested acknowledgment of the passing warrior.

				Gonji’s own stoic countenance matched hers in its disinterest, and as he was about to pass, her head tilted in curiosity.

				“What battle do you flee from?” she asked in a melodic voice.

				“Many,” Gonji answered curtly.

				“I’m so cold and so lonely,” she said mournfully. “Will you not end my imprisonment?”

				The samurai reached into his sewn-in kimono pocket but found no silver, so he swept an arrow from his saddle-bound quiver, loaded his bow, and casually fired a passing shot that skewered her porcelain breast. The arrowhead protruded bloodlessly from between the faery-maiden’s shoulder blades. She snarled and tore it from her ensorceled flesh, then easily snapped it in two.

				“Good karma to you,” Gonji said lightly, his eyes back on the road ahead.

				“Bastard!” she shouted. “So you know of me? Only a coward may see us, do you know that?”

			

			
				“I don’t know about that,” he tossed back over his shoulder. “But only a coward would be attracted to your so carefully affected innocence.”

				She hissed at his back, but he offered not so much as another glance, riding on almost apathetically, bored with what the Dark Powers had made of their local grave-robbing. If this common faery-ring maiden were the worst the ruptured graves offered, he need not concern himself with them.

				But again—black sorcery in this territory. The Archmage of Malaguer he’d heard of was not given to dabbling in the dread art of necromancy.

				He halted Tora and turned when he heard the high-pitched cackling approaching fast behind him. A small figure raced on foot over the snows, bearing a staff and swinging something round his head as he neared the faery ring. The hooting maniac hurled a rock from a slingshot that struck the evil apparition full in the face, bursting her eyeball to oozing ruin. She hissed at him as her hand darted out and snatched the rock out of the air on the rebound. She railed at him in a language Gonji didn’t know and threw the rock back. But it flared into white-hot scintillas as it passed over the glowing blossoms, disintegrating at once in the frosty air. The wildly laughing little man ran up close to the ring and, turning, began kicking snow back at the faery like some frenzied rooster. The cascading snow turned to steam when it struck the deadly barrier.

				The samurai’s hand gripped the Sagami’s hilt as the lunatic ran up to him, laugh crinkles radiating from his black eyes. He was about thirty, too lightly dressed, and sported a ridiculously long cowl that made him look like a jester.

				“I like that!” he was shouting, his words punctuated with breathless laughter. “I like your spunk. I may be able to use that. Come on, come see what’s up ahead. Let’s see how you’ll deal with that—”

				And with that he ran on up the road, chattering incoherently.

				“Hold it,” Gonji commanded, but he was forced to trot up alongside the strange fellow before he could engage him again.

				“Who are you?”

				The little man laughed sharply and gasped for breath as he ran, speaking in gulps. “Who am I? Oh no, senor, I don’t fall for that. You can…you can call me Luna Invierno—Winter Moon, eh? Hee-hee! I never give…my real name…you may be…a sorcerer, no?”

			

			
				And he was right, of course. Some sorcerers gained power over a man merely by the use of his true name.

				“All right, Moon,” he said. “What’s your business?”

				“My business? Hee-hee! I’m a scavenger. A thief. Living off what the land will yield. Taking what it won’t.”

				“And how is it that you manage to survive—with no horse, no sword—?”

				“I’ll match my staff against your sword anytime,” he replied petulantly, “and my sling against your bow.”

				“Is that so?”

				“And I know my share of magical protections.”

				Gonji shook his head. “The Archmage of this valley offers little challenge, it seems. The faery-ring maidens hardly require much—”

				“Bah, they’re not his! This Domingo Negro—he’s a mean one. Doesn’t bother with minor spells and snares.”

				“Then there are other powers present here?”

				Moon fluttered his lips with a finger, issuing a sound intended as ominous portent. “Many powers vie here. I thought you knew what you were doing.”

				Gonji bridled. “Never mind. What’s your business? What do you want with me?”

				“I aim to rob Black Sunday’s Garden of Miracles. And you’re going to help—if you’ve got the cojones for it. But come—see—what—lies—next!” His stamping footfalls underscored each word as he sprinted ahead toward a right bend in the road.

				“I’m not—” Gonji reined in, face contorted with aggravation at the little ferret’s insolence. He kicked Tora into a canter and came abreast of the strange little man, about to remonstrate, when he spotted the tower of the windmill around the bend.

				The sky had grown darker, a filmy vapor streaking it with ephemeral tendrils, delicate patterns now discernible where the mist passed near the moon’s disc.

				“See here!” Moon shouted, gesturing toward the windmill as it came fully into view in a small clearing, near a farmhouse. Gonji tried to shush him, but to no avail. “Look what he’s done—he doesn’t fool around, does he?”

			

			
				And then the samurai saw. His lips curled at the sight. The windmill was flanked by huge barren oaks. And both the naked branches and the gently tilting vanes of the windmill were festooned with the bodies of Spanish troops.

				Better that they had been dead than in their present state. For they hung like silkworms, paralyzed and suspended in dark, translucent cocoons; murmuring like the mindless possessed, seemingly no longer human.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SIX

				“Looks like the table is set for something,” Moon prattled in a singsong voice. 

				He cavorted about the area, unconcerned with the forms suspended in living death. Now and then he would glance into the sky, cackling nervously. Bounding through the snow with amazing energy, Moon suddenly cartwheeled up to a hitching rail before the abandoned farmhouse, which stood beside the nearer tree. Never stopping, he made an acrobatic leap over the rail, a tumble through the snow, and then a springing double somersault that landed him feet first onto a blood-stained skeleton in the snow that had been picked nearly clean.

				Brittle bones exploded in all directions.

				“Hee-heeeee!”

				Gonji gritted his teeth but said nothing, as he looked again at the hanging forms, mortified. Their eyes had been gouged out. They seemed paralyzed, their exposed heads lolling in slow motion, slack mouths emitting idiot sounds.

				He dismounted and began to cut the wretched victims out of the cottony black cocoons, one by one. “Help me here,” he commanded.

				“Are you loco?” Moon replied. “Forget them. Their cause is lost.”

				“That’s no way for a warrior to die. Honor demands that—”

				“What rubbish!” Moon scoffed. “Name me a good way to die! They’re just hanging meat now.”

				“They’re soldiers. A warrior deserves a better death.”

				“You’re loco, as I thought,” Moon said. “What land do you come from that rates one death as better than any other? Come on, there’s a warlock’s treasure to loot. And if you let this bother you so much, you’ll never make it that far. There are worse things waiting up the road.”

				“I’m not here to loot anything,” Gonji said coldly as he went about his grim business.

			

			
				Moon bobbed his head scornfully. “As I thought—you’re on the side of the soldiers. The warlock will make you regret that, methinks.” He crowed a laugh and bounded away toward the farmhouse’s rear.

				The samurai gathered the wretched troopers—fifteen in all—and ritually beheaded them. He piled them before the windmill, wrapping their heads in their jacks. The mystical cocoon material was strange, dissipating when shredded gently, like heavenly dust. But opposed by resistance such as dead weight, it had been strong enough to suspend full-grown men. Gonji labored over an hour at the grisly task, feeling a mixture of fatigue, wrath, and emptiness of soul.

				Ambling grimly to the farmhouse to find dry wood, Gonji found the door bolted from within. In no mood to trifle with resistance, he removed his swords from his obi, drew back, and skipped toward the door. A hard side snap-kick slammed it open with a thunderous report.

				“Not bad,” Moon said from a short distance away. He wiped his lightly bearded lips with the long tassel of his cowl. “Your feet are almost as limber as mine.” He sat among the soldiers’ effects, sipping from a wine jug. They had been using the farmhouse as a station or command post.

				“The back door was open, though. Still—not bad.”

				Gonji cast him a scowl and set to gathering the wood. Outside again, he constructed a blazing bonfire that became the funeral pyre of the soldiers. The cocoons went up like dry chaff. Moon pranced up to him.

				“Something’s not going to be happy about that,” Moon warned. “You’ll probably be taking their place for dinner, senor warrior. Look up there.”

				Gonji followed his gesture. The sky had indeed become still filmier, gauzelike; webbing over with ethereal patterns that seemed to radiate from the moon, now reaching almost to the ground in spiraling tracks. Tora, too, had begun to sense the waxing peril, tossing and curvetting from his tether.

				“Who are you?” Gonji demanded of the other.

			

			
				Moon snorted. “I told you—I’m a thief. I would steal the warlock’s treasure that some would preserve and others would destroy. Those are the choices for any who would course this valley. Neutrality is impossible.” He looked up to the sky again, chuckling. “And now I see that escape for you is also impossible; so you’ll no longer be needing your horse.”

				He grabbed up his staff and ran toward Tora. Seeing Gonji draw his katana and race after him, he let out a whoop and pole-vaulted over the anxious steed.

				“Hah-hah! I don’t need a horse—stupid, noisy, nervous animals! I just wanted to show you how altogether impotent you are.”

				Gonji stamped toward him, sword clenched vertically for a two-handed strike. His mind reeled, trying to make sense of the madman’s mania, and thought cost him reflex. Moon somersaulted over him and struck him a passing blow, high on the back, with his staff.

				Moon alighted, squared up, and they faced each other, came to engagement. The thief executed a series of feints, then a rapid high-low-high spearing attack. Gonji slapped the staff aside easily each time. He timed the next strike and parried, slashing the staff aside with a vicious counterattack, then whirled into a figure eight of glinting steel that drove Moon backward.

				With a derisive titter, the thief somersaulted backward, using the staff for leverage, then sprang into a low lunge that Gonji leapt over. The samurai moved to attack an inside line as the long staff arced around. His foot slipped in the snow, but he managed to deflect the circling blow aimed at his midsection. They clashed and clacked, neither gaining advantage.

				“You fence pretty well for a man who insists on keeping both hands on his sword,” Moon taunted.

				Two circling parries chipped wood from the staff. Then a sudden underhand snap of the Sagami chopped six inches from the staff’s end, leaving a sharpened point.

				Moon brayed a laugh and blew him a kiss. “So be it, then—you die by your own device.”

				But when Moon lunged, Gonji snicked out his ko-dachi with an eye-blurring movement, catching and turning the now deadly staff in a twisting X-block with both swords. He drove its point into the snow, and his one-handed swipe with the Sagami forced Moon to release his grip or lose his head. The samurai bore down on the now unarmed, backstepping thief with crossed blades.

			

			
				“Too late,” Moon gasped. “You’ve lost anyway—look.”

				Horsemen ringed them in, descending from the hills. They bore no recognizable colors or uniform. Even in the dark it was clear that this was some mercenary bunch. They must have been forty in number, but they were still quite distant and spaced too far apart to close the trap.

				What sort of cavalry technique is that? Gonji found himself wondering.

				“I’ll let you ride with me,” the samurai declared, “but if you offer me one—”

				“You still don’t understand, do you, fool?” Moon said, laughing, backing away in the direction of the house. “I know the way out of here. You don’t. You can’t escape them. They’re the warlock’s men. You think they’ll stop for that cross you hang on your horse? The warlock doesn’t fear any symbols of the Church. Maybe they’ll let you join them—if you throw yourself on their mercies.”

				Gonji untethered Tora and mounted. When he scanned the approaching band again, he had to resist an urge to rub his eyes. Had he momentarily fallen asleep? Had he been bewitched?

				They were almost upon him now. No more than a hundred yards distant!

				What foul sorcery—?… What horses could move so swiftly?


				Their hooves seemed to touch earth, yet their advance was uncannily fast. They grew in the vision like a spreading stain upon water.

				The samurai walked Tora toward the bonfire, uncertain how he would meet this final assault, dashing away the lifetime of memories that vied for audience, the juggled factors of the meaningless equation of his life. Then he abandoned all thought, which dragged the bushi down in battle, with its weight.

				He decided to stand his ground before the blaze. He drew his longbow and a fletched shaft, preparing for a shot at the advancing riders. He could hear those who approached from behind—there, a second shaft would find ready nesting.

			

			
				“Hold there!” the leader commanded him, trotting near, his approaching motion now normal, as though he had left sorcerous ground for that of the earth Gonji trod.

				The band was composed chiefly of mercenaries, that was sure: Theirs was a motley array of weapons and garb, much as he’d seen in numerous free companies he’d ridden with and against. But three men were clad of a piece. The one who came near, as well as the pair who flanked him, wore a thin-shelled back armor of an obsolete design. There was a strange, soft shimmer to the armor. Its surface looked murky, as if encased in flat black mist. He had seen its like before…where?

				The leader rode up to within ten paces, unconcerned with Gonji’s bow. He removed his burgonet. A youthful, serene face gazed into the samurai’s.

				“You can put up your bow,” he said in a cultured voice. “I’m afraid you’d find it ineffectual.”

				Gonji said nothing but complied, for he had by now recalled what armor this must be, and if its lore were true, the black knight’s claim would be borne out. The knight smiled and bowed curtly in gratitude.

				“I represent the Archmage Domingo Malaga y Colicos,” he said, pausing before going on. “You probably know him as Domingo Negro. A terrible name, if you represent the rapacious Church.” He indicated the cross that depended from Tora’s neck.

				“I represent no church,” Gonji replied evenly. “And I feel no terror.”

				“Indeed?” the knight said, plainly impressed. “No terror of so many arrayed against you? Of the Moonspinner, who descends at midnight?”

				Moon. Gonji briefly wondered whether the thief, if indeed he was a thief, had found a way to somersault out of this trap. But then his thoughts were otherwise engaged.

				“My life has always pointed toward such an end, if it be ended here.”

				The knight seemed to ponder something before speaking again. “It needn’t, you know. We’ve observed your progress for some time now. Since you first entered the valley. I’m sure you know that forces are at war here. You’ve meddled, without making clear your intentions or your sympathies.”

			

			
				“I wish only to continue on my way.”

				“I’m afraid it’s not that simple. You’ve angered the Archmage, trifled in his business, weakened his defenses by your knowledge of their operation. You have, then, two choices: Join this mercenary company that was formed of men similarly recruited, or remain here for the imminent descent of the Moonspinner. You have little time to decide. Midnight approaches.”

				“I need no time to decide,” Gonji replied steadfastly. “I am ronin. For now, I choose to serve no master. The choice reverts to you.”

				The knight blinked at Gonji’s boldness. “You are an unusual warrior.”

				“I am samurai. You will not find our like anywhere on this continent.”

				“Your words are filled with bravado, senor…samurai. Yet I wonder if you truly understand the meaning of valor. I see that you are interested in the armor I wear. Have you ever seen armor like it? It has wonderful properties. No weapon can penetrate it.”

				“I know something of this…Armor of Valor,” Gonji noted. “Like most sorcerous working, it relies heavily on the faith and courage of the user.”

				“Very good,” the knight said, riding up beside Gonji with a confident demeanor. “And it has served me well, even as well as I have respected its spell. See here.” He pointed to a spot on his breastplate. “The tiny pockmark? A bold-speaking bandit’s pistol, fired from just about the distance between us now.” He let the implication hang in the air a moment.

				Gonji never took his eyes from his adversary’s. “The pistol is a poor weapon to use against so worthy an armor.”

				The night’s eyebrows lifted. “And do you bear a stronger weapon?”

				With reverence, Gonji drew the Sagami. “This goodly steel has struck righteously against both man and beast, sorcerer and demon. But I’ll spare you its edge, if you let me ride on uncontested.”

			

			
				The knight was stung by the implied insult. His eyes narrowed and his head tilted in amazement. From his look, he might have just been told that his mother and father were sister and brother.

				“Strike, then,” he rasped in a tremulous voice.

				Gonji hesitated, then shockingly rotated his blade over his head in a broad, torso-twisting slash that ended against the knight’s right pauldron. He froze at the end of the motion for a long moment, the Sagami’s gleaming edge jammed to the knight’s shoulder. Their eyes never broke contact.

				Slowly, the samurai drew his blade away, and the young knight’s defiant smile faded. A thin line of blood traced the Sagami from mid-blade to point, although no mark could be seen on the knight’s armored shoulder.

				Gonji replaced his katana without cleansing it. He spoke just above a whisper: “I do not wish to shame you. I know this sorcery born of faith, and my faith is no weaker than your own. I stayed my blow short of killing you.”

				The knight’s look of horrified disbelief was fleeting. He replaced his burgonet and wheeled his steed.

				“He chooses to face the Moonspinner,” he shouted to his charges. Laughter and catcalls came Gonji’s way. “Hurry now, before we become entangled in her web.”

				They spread out and rumbled off the way they had come, scattering uphill, still in their widely spaced ring, receding from Gonji with that same bizarre spatial distortion that had marked their approach. But they stopped and turned on the surrounding hilltops, and he could see the intent in their poised pistols and crossbows.

				He would be coerced into dealing with the “Moonspinner”—whatever that entity might be, whose darker-than-night webs now gently spun down to touch the snow itself.

				* * * *

				Two bonfires seethed and roiled in stark relief against the backdrop of the tattered windmill. A breathless midnight stillness crept into the valley, as if the brightening orb of the moon were a greedy eye that would claim any creature that dared exercise the fullness of life beneath it. 

			

			
				Gonji sat in the lotus position between the blazes, stern of countenance. His bow and quiver lay at one hand, his daisho lashed to his back. The angry edge of the stropped halberd loomed over his head, the shaft leaning against his shoulder, his arms crossed over it. He was helmetless and stripped to his short kimono, riding breeches, and boots. His pauldrons and vambraces were his only armor. He glared back, unblinking, at the ominous moon’s sickly glow. 

				When the dark shadow stirred on the surface of the moon, the samurai rose slowly. He jammed the halberd’s butt end into a snow mound and took up his bow and sheaf of war arrows.

				The shadow deepened, assuming a solid shape that was unidentifiable. But it moved. First, it traced a path across the moon, then seemed to leap off the glowing surface to begin a spiraling descent, like a sky coach on an invisible road.

				The gossamer black webs fell more heavily now, vibrating, heralding the Moonspinner’s deadly advent. But the windmill area remained clear of them: When they settled near Gonji’s fires, they were rent by the heat, sent billowing into the sky like ignited silk.

				Gonji watched the apparition become a dark finger wriggling along the webbing, then a hideous grasping arm that even from its vast distance searched him out unerringly. It was approaching with that same mystical speed, that same spatial disruption evinced in the entrapment by the warlock’s army. The latter had built their own fires on the surrounding hillocks, where they sat dismounted, anxiously watching the developing spectacle. 

				On an impulse Gonji bounded toward the farmhouse as far as he dared venture without becoming entangled in the snaring, ladderlike black web. He could not move very far, he found, and quickly returned for a torch. The flambeau seared through the web eagerly, and he returned his attention to the monster’s descent. 

				Moving to his left through the incendiary whumping of the web, he observed a spine-chilling sight. Changing his perspective caused the monster’s form to elongate conically, from the pinpoint of its rearmost portion to the outsized projection of its horrible head—from this vantage the only part that seemed a living thing.

			

			
				Gonji was not fond of spiders.

				But there was no comfort in the surprising discovery that, although he had expected one, this was not a spider. Rather, it was something worse. Something that filled him with an atavistic revulsion.

				He began to hear a distant sound from far off in the sky. At first it was like the wind pouring through a gorge. Then it seemed like a million goatsuckers trapped in a mile-deep cavern. And, as he ran back toward the bonfires, it took on the blood-lusting murmur of an onrushing Saracen charge.

				Back before the fires, he could make out the growing definition of the head: triangular, half the size of the moon now, mandibles snapping in anticipation.

				It was hungry, and the samurai had destroyed its feast.

				He scurried past the fires, beyond the truncated, inverted cone of the windmill’s housing. He could see the shuddering of the webbing by his torch, the thickening of its translucent film; the mercenaries’ fires now ebbed in his vision, through the bowl of the creature’s snare. He could barely make out the figures of horses and men.

				But the Moonspinner became still more distinct, and in spite of his effort to maintain control, Gonji found his mouth gaping. From the gambrel-roofed stable, Tora began to whinny and kick.

				The conical shape grew with increasing acceleration. It was an armored nightmare, a vicious bug with a long segmented body and an indeterminate number of legs. Clearly it had been conjured from some nether world rather than sired by any natural forces.

				He resisted a wild urge to flee, the firebrand shearing a panic-propelled course to safety. But there was, he knew, no safety from this thing. And it was not the way of the warrior. This creature was an obscenity; a perversion of the wonder of nature. It offered death most foul, the dishonorable death of a trapped animal. If he fled it now, the way he had once fled the wyvern’s first attack, he would have no peace until he returned to face it.

				Ever concentrating on the creature’s rapid approach, he made a touch count of his clothyard shafts: six left. He nocked one lightly in his powerful longbow and eased to his right, where he planted a torch in the snow. The Moonspinner stopped and peered down at him; black, horned eye wedges fixing on him from its bony death’s-head. It reared up at a ninety-degree angle to its long hind segment, fierce mandibles dripping something like venom; clacking sharply, like staffs crossing on a plain below a battlement.

			

			
				When it came on again, it was about the size of a whip scorpion at arm’s length.

				Gonji could only guess at the precision of his depth perception in this space-distorting arena.

				Breathe and pull. Rotate. Launch—


				His war arrow hissed away through the cold air. Arced toward the alien horror. There was a chilling foreshortening effect; he felt an instant’s nausea and disorientation. The spatial distortion made him feel like the participant in a dream. The arrow winked out of sight—

				A miss. 

				It seemed he had aimed too high, but he couldn’t be sure. The creature came on, weaving through its ethereal support like a wave-tossed galleon. Above his head, the wondrous bracework of black webbing began to vibrate heavily at the center. Gonji strove to regulate his tight breathing, fixing on the web’s vibration as a reference point. The hideous head bore down eagerly, large as a cat’s now—but how far off? It ran on the four legs attached to the rear segment. The front pair, pincered and lined with needlelike filaments, poised to clutch and rend.

				How in hell far?


				Teeth clenched, Gonji loaded his three-man bow and pulled again, sweat coursing his jawbones. When the Moonspinner’s head was so large that only the corona of the moon could be seen behind it, he launched.

				The incredible speed of the shot—the strange flattening of perspective again—

				A hit.


				The tiny thorn of the thirteen-fist arrow, studding the monster’s skull, gave Gonji perspective on its size as its shrill rasp of outrage rippled the sheath of webbing.

				He calculated, emitted a gasp of hot breath, and abandoned the bow. It was too impossibly large for the arrows to inflict much damage.

			

			
				He seized the halberd, felt the reassuring heft, hoping it would avail him. Then he backed between the twin blazes and took up a defensive stance. In the stable, Tora’s hooves pounded the brittle boards.

				All at once, like something extruded from an unseen fissure, the monster hovered above him, filling the sky with snapping, hissing horror. The ground shook when it leapt down into the snow. It seemed relentless, unstoppable, as it came straight for the tiny fire-framed sentinel.

				Gonji held his stance before the oncoming monster. It stopped short of the flames, its battle cries like a cathedral full of shrikes. It lashed over the licking flames with an extended pincer, Gonji parrying that hinged vise with his halberd. Its forelegs were lined with stiletto bristles like those of a mantis.

				The samurai feinted at its face, again and again, maddening it. A second sweeping claw sparked in the fire, and the Moonspinner cried out in shock, reeling back on its hind members. Gonji lunged forward two sharp steps, nearly engaging a mandible with his halberd’s spear-point. The creature’s claws scissored together over his head as he dove beneath them and rolled almost into the flames. Grabbing a firebrand, he chucked it at the looming monstrosity and scrabbled behind the bonfires.

				It flinched, then its ponderous bulk rose up to seize him over the top of the flames. But Gonji used them as a fiery rampart, moving in as close as he could stand to the fierce heat. He whirled his halberd in a pattern that nearly unhinged one of the searching pincers. It jerked aside, and the samurai’s sudden bold foray around one bonfire’s edge opened a line to its thorax.

				Gonji lunged forward to full extension, but the halberd’s spear-point caught only air as the monster leaned away. Its snapping mandibles nearly snared the pole-arm’s shaft as it riposted viciously. Gonji fell back behind the bonfires again, cursing his poor thrust.

				The Moonspinner ripped a hitching rail from its cradle and cast it toward him with unsettling intelligent intent. The post crashed down amid the flames, sending sparks coruscating over the snows. Then it bent forward and, with a further eerie display of sentience, began shoveling snow forward with both claws. In seconds one bonfire was hissing out in steaming ruin.

			

			
				The hollow-eyed death’s-head, its ragged-edged mouth working all the while, kept Gonji at bay as it worked with waxing frenzy upon seeing its success. The samurai made two useless attacking gestures, intending to arouse it into resuming the chase. He picked up a flambeau from the second fire, shook it at the monster’s face in a gesture of defiance.

				It started to move toward him again as it saw him draw away from the second fire and back toward the windmill.

				And then Tora kicked free of the stable and pounded up to the killing ground.

				“Not now, stupid beast!”

				A mixture of primitive fear, Gonji’s peril, and his own enjoyment of battle had driven Tora to join with his master. The steed circled in front of the bonfire, bolting, rearing, flailing.

				The Moonspinner eyed the new, larger quarry and lumbered after it.

				Gonji swore and took after the enormous creature with a vengeance, seeing his plan in collapse, his only hope of conveyance about to become an appetizer.

				Tora slowed eerily as he entered the webwork, moving through ever-darkening clouds of fever-mist, from Gonji’s point of view. Curtain after curtain of inky silk coated the struggling horse until finally, twisting in a supernaturally slow ballet, Tora hung nearly upside down in the night air. Kicking and shrieking, he sank gradually groundward, as if suspended in quicksand.

				The monster stopped and reared over him. Something licked out of its mouth and seized an end of the webbing. With a strange reverse motion, it pulled the strands of web toward it, Tora compelled to draw ever nearer the dripping mandibles, his binding sac swaying like the subject of a snake charmer.

				Gonji’s full-circle halberd slash parted one of the creature’s legs at the bottom joint.

			

			
				The Moonspinner emitted an unearthly cry and stopped reeling in Tora. It made a motion as if to climb the air itself, lost its balance, and nearly fell back upon the samurai.

				Gonji slipped and fell, gathered himself and sprinted back toward the bonfire, where he scooped up another firebrand without pausing. The pain-maddened monster, maimed now, barreled after him with a now-ungainly stride.

				Gonji kicked open the door at the base of the windmill. Laughing with insane glee, he bounded across the straw- and chaff-strewn floor in three strides. Rounding the millwheel, he started up the spiral staircase that clung to the wall all the way to the windmill’s cap.

				Six steps up, he was knocked to one knee by the impact of the Moonspinner’s leap onto the side of the ancient structure. Wood cracked and masonry spilled. The shaft and gearing that rose from wheel to cap began to creak as the monster’s progress nudged the great vanes into a half turn. Gonji almost dropped the flambeau, his heart skipping a beat.

				Not yet.


				He scrabbled up the stairs, saw the great bulk through a window on the next turn. He mounted the stair to where the abdomen of the beast moved by, exposed. He set down the torch and lanced the creature with a thrust that sent it clawing sideways for a new purchase, screaming in pain.

				Gonji grimaced to see the green ooze that coated the halberd’s point. But then he was swinging wildly at an out-of-reach pincer that extended through another aperture to grasp the great wheel’s shaft, scoring it horizontally. The monster’s savage instinct was simply to destroy him now by any means. The torchlight seemed to guide its thrashings.

				Gonji wedged the torch into the iron railing. He bounded upward again as the structure of the windmill shook from the Moonspinner’s pummeling without.

				He was so intent on watching for glimpses of the beast through the windows that he nearly tripped over the crouched figure of Luna Invierno.

				“Moon!” Gonji gasped, heart hammering. “What the—”

			

			
				“I presume you have a plan here,” Moon said matter-of-factly.

				Gonji bobbed his head. The monster began gnawing at a window framework, gouging it into broad roundness in seconds.

				“Torch the windmill, what else?” the samurai responded. 

				“As I thought.”

				“I have to get it higher.” He started up the steps.

				“Did it never occur to you that all it has to do is leap down from the wall?”

				“I’ve got straw piled all around the base. It should go up pretty fast,” Gonji shot back.

				“Bah—a fool’s wish,” Moon said. He produced a coiled rope. Tearing free a rusted section of iron railing, he went on: “Anger it—get it to reach in again.”

				Gonji scratched his itching beard a moment, then nodded and scampered up to where the Moonspinner had turned the window into an archway.

				Silently gliding up the last few steps with his back against the wall, he timed his movement, whirling the halberd around and down. His blow cracked the end off a mandible as it lay on the sill. The creature hissed, its evil proboscis licking in reactively. Gonji lashed at it but missed.

				The monster adjusted its position again, the outer shell of the windmill crackling under the stress as if assaulted by a hailstorm. Gonji climbed past the window. Just overhead now was the boardwalk around the great gear assembly in the cap.

				A powerful pincer reached through the enlarged window, snapping about randomly. On the stair below, Moon whirled the iron bar at the end of his rope and tossed it up. His aim was true. The heavy end acted like a grapple, snaking around the pincer arm and binding it.

				“Here,” Moon called out, tossing up the coiled rope. Gonji caught it on the halberd shaft and yanked it in.

				“Secure it up there.”

				The pincer’s flailings nearly pulled him off balance. He gave the rope more slack and took the stairs by threes until he had gained the windmill’s cap. Muttering to himself, he entangled the rope in the huge gear-work.

			

			
				Gonji stood back a pace. The hissing behind him so startled him that he dropped the halberd to the boards. The Moonspinner leered in through a cap window. Its proboscis darted in at him. His evading leap carried him off the boardwalk and onto the horizontal shaft that suspended the propeller vanes. Sixty feet of empty air lay beneath him.

				Balancing, he leaped back straight at the monster’s horrid face, drawing the Sagami from its harness and sidestepping in the same motion.

				The next lick of the proboscis was its last, the Sagami’s razor edge slicing off its end. The creature’s keening cry made Gonji wince.

				Gathering up the halberd, he replaced the katana at his back. The windmill began to shudder violently as the Moonspinner struggled against the rope that tethered its claw.

				Gonji made one errant pass at the monster’s horn-shaped, black-fire eyes as it wrestled the rope with terrifying contortions. Then he smelled the smoke.

				Moon had set the windmill afire. The mill floor was already ablaze, the flames licking up the walls. Gonji’s own trap had been set against him.

				He cast about futilely for a second or two, then calmed himself. He ran to the opposite window, which overlooked the bonfire, the tilting ground of moments ago. Tora, lying on his side, kicked uselessly at the black cocoon.

				More immediately below: the long hind body segment of the Moonspinner, clawing and pushing; and one of the windmill vanes. 

				Gonji exhaled a determined breath, feeling the rising heat waves at his heels. Throwing the halberd as far from the burning windmill as he could, he poised in the window, praying to the kami of good fortune that the monster wouldn’t free itself. Better to die in the leap.

				He launched himself from the sill, caught one edge of the vane, his breath jarred from his lungs. But the vane began to shred from his weight, and he slid down the framework. The shaft turned slowly, lowering him even more. Now he neared the struggling bulk of the monster’s lower half. His flesh crawled at the anticipation of its imminent touch.

			

			
				When he brushed the shrieking monster’s smooth back carapace, he could stand no more. He pushed off and landed in the snow, his back flaring with pain as he rolled hard over the harnessed daisho.

				But he was on his feet now. Free. And alive.

				He looked up at the blazing windmill. The flames had reached the cap now and engulfed it. Infernal tongues belched from the windows. The monster’s frenzied efforts still had not freed it.

				He found his halberd and took up a torch from the bonfire. He ran to Tora, finding his left ankle sore from the fall but paying it little heed.

				“Tora—hold still!” he cried. “Easy, I’m not going to hurt you.” He burned the terrified animal out of its restraining cocoon, had some difficulty steadying him, and could not mount until Tora had become reoriented. Rearing, nostrils and eyes flaring against the patches of webbing that still clung, Tora at last allowed his master to take to the saddle.

				They made slow progress at first as Gonji burned them a path through the magical webwork. But then the flames spread, preceding them, and all at once Gonji could see into the distance. Into the clear, cold night air. An invigorating chill swept through him as the wind poured through the widening hole.

				He wheeled and looked back. The Moonspinner had been burned free of the windmill, losing its claw in the flame’s progress. It scrambled about the base of the fuming windmill in mindless insect terror on its surviving appendages. Then it made two unsuccessful leaps skyward before finally catching the underside of the web and laboriously working its way upward, dangling upside down.

				Gonji remembered his bow and quiver and took the opportunity to ride back and collect them, though he had to dismount and pick them up on foot, for Tora would not approach the blazing windmill.

				They rode off a hundred paces, and Gonji felt a lunatic thrill to see the awesome spectacle of the flames racing up the webbing with volcanic fury. It was a sight like none he had ever seen. The relentless fire raged through the network in beautiful patterns of heavenly tracery. An ephemeral work of art to please the sky kami. The searching flames at last caught up with the diminishing figure of the Moonspinner, flaring it incandescent. It fell to earth on an angular path, like a shooting star. Gonji gasped to see its supernatural effulgence as it grew in his vision with the amazing speed caused by the weird spatial distortion. For an instant he feared it would engulf him, then it crashed into the snow before the roiling windmill with a shower of sparks and steam.

			

			
				With a bellow of triumph Gonji dismissed all thought of it to concentrate on the new problem: the mercenary troop on the hills, massing at the east end of the road to meet him. Their distance, he knew, was an illusion; they could be upon him in seconds.

				They would have to catch him. His way lay westward; he would not abandon his course over the temporary inconvenience of a monster insect and an army of cutthroats.

				Gonji laughed aloud to hear his own thoughts. It was a display he would not have liked others to observe, least of all his father, Old Todo. But his Norwegian mother would have appreciated it. It was the sometimes uncontrollable Western child part of him. He permitted it a moment to breathe and stretch.

				Tora kicked up snow as they passed the shriveling carcass of the Moonspinner. Gonji had time for a momentary glimpse of the orange dart of bright flame that pierced the heart of the moon—a sight to inspire waka poetry in some future time of serene reflection. Then he focused on the road ahead. The road to Barbaso. A ribbon in the hills miles away, in a normal spatial framework. 

				He gained the gentle slopes in a minute’s ride. Several mercenaries angled down and closed in from both sides to snare him. The main force charged from behind.

				At full gallop, he nocked an arrow and drew back on his longbow, the flames he’d left behind now rekindled in the depths of his dark eyes.

				* * * *

				The leader of the black knights gestured for his two comrades to remain at his side. His hand went thoughtfully to the shallow wound at his shoulder as he watched, with amazement, the whirlwind engagement on the hillock three hundred yards to the west.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SEVEN

				Although it was only midday in Barbaso, already the streets were alive with the sounds of revelry. Drunken roisterers, from the soldiery and townsfolk alike, sang and danced at the square, in the inns, on the rooftops. Lancers who had abandoned all reason and hope fatalistically carried out their sentry and patrol duties. Festooned with weapons slung wildly from belts and harnesses, bedecked with religious artifacts, ropes of garlic, and pockets full of local charms and potions, they prayed hollowly that their armament would be sufficient to guard them against the warlock’s powers. But all the while they alternated the grasp of weapons with the sotted clutch of tankards full of spirits. 

				Their hope of victory had been traded for the despairing desire of painless death.

				Captain Salguero listened despondently to the sounds of civilization unraveling, only now and then hearing the droning voice of the accusing young official.

				“So you won’t make an effort, then, to obey your orders?” Pablo Cardenas was saying. “Despite their coming from your own High Command?”

				Salguero was weary of arguing the point, tired of defending an indefensible position, sick of their accusations. The town itself was as much responsible as he. Or so his pride insisted.

				He looked at Cardenas. The well-dressed, close-shaven Pablo Cardenas, the town’s solicitor, was one of the few educated men in Barbaso. Yet he was one of the handful the captain least enjoyed discourse with. His insistence on maintaining appearances and order in the present circumstances was vexing.

				Guilt.


				“Well, captain?”

				“Well, captain?” Salguero barked back, startling him. “Well, well, well, Senor Cardenas? Where would you have me start? I’ll tell you where I’ll start. I’ll begin by ordering you to sequester your people in their homes and keep them away from my men. Then I’ll—”

			

			
				Shouts and broken screams from the street halted his tirade. Salguero drew his pistol and ran out onto the steps of the town hall, Cardenas at his heels.

				A horse galloped by, a dead rider slung over its neck. It was not a lancer, and Salguero suspected that once again they were under attack. He craned his neck down the main street, where two more steeds, these riderless, parted the gathering gawkers.

				Another horse—this one with a corpse bent backward over the saddle, feet locked into the stirrups.

				Two more—one frothing from fatigue and injury; one dragging a sword-slashed body by a single entangled boot.

				Mercenaries, they might have been. Or bandits.

				Another horse, dropping from a canter into a walk. This rider was conspicuously alive.

				Salguero’s eyes bulged. His cheeks began to twitch.

				“Kyooshi?” he whispered, smiling at the memory of the word.

				“They must be the warlock’s men,” Cardenas said, but Salguero had already broken into a trot, then a full run, toward the expressionless rider.

				“Kyooshi!”

				* * * *

				Gonji reacted in spite of himself to hear the long unheard word in the heartwarmingly familiar voice. Teacher, the voice had called him, and he responded with the Japanese word for captain:

				“Senchoo.”

				A pistol report split the air. Gonji heard the familiar siiizzz of the heavy ball that tore past his face and impacted on the cobbled way, kicking up snow. It seemed like a long time later that his mind processed the screams that followed, and he found himself steadying Tora. He heard Salguero shouting orders, saw men scrambling to comply. He hadn’t slept in a day and a half, and his fatigue suddenly overwhelmed him. His only reaction to the fact that he’d just been shot at was to realize dimly that he’d been fighting all night without his sallet. He unfastened the helmet from where it hung and slowly strapped it on as he gazed up at the window from which the shot had issued. All the while his expression remained unchanged, less from discipline than from numbness. He still felt nothing but the vague happiness to see Salguero, when the struggling townsman was dragged before the captain by two lancers.

			

			
				The man was held with his hands behind his back. A pistol was turned over to the captain. Gonji heard something about “monsters” and the “god-cursed warlock’s devils.” He had evidently been mistaken for someone else. The would-be assassin was shortly ushered away after severe remonstrance from Salguero. The matter was abruptly over.

				Salguero stood beside him, holding out a hand, asking whether he was injured, registering concern as he pointed at Gonji’s kimono. There was redness there. A stain of some kind. Ah, he was thinking: the red pulp from the fruit in the ogros canibalis caverns. But he only shook his head in answer to Salguero’s anxiety. He watched another riderless horse tramp by, blood splattering the saddle and haunches, vaguely cognizant that he’d had something to do with its state.

				He looked up at the window again before he spoke.

				* * * *

				“Unfriendly town you have here, senchoo,” Gonji was saying.

				And Salguero could not disguise his amazement. Same old Gonji. A wry sense of humor in the direst of circumstances.

				“What happened?” the captain asked. “All these dead men—Jesus-Maria, Gon-shee, I can’t believe you’re still alive after—” He couldn’t even finish, could only shake his head in disbelief as the samurai dismounted creakily.

				They bowed to each other amid the murmurs of the onlookers. Salguero scanned the samurai closely. He hadn’t seen him bearded before, that he could recall. But other than the road stubble and some new pieces of equipment, he looked much the same as he had—when? Perhaps three years ago now.

			

			
				But they went back much farther than that together. Ten years ago the strange young Japanese wayfarer had been honored with the post of swordmaster to King Philip II himself. He had ensconced himself in a position of unprecedented power for a foreigner of so unusual a background. His revolutionary mounted cavalry techniques had convinced the king that gunpowder was not yet the supreme force on the battlefield, and had helped mollify King Philip after the crushing defeat of the Armada. The land, Gonji had taught, was the province of the fighting man. The sea was her own mistress. And with Spain in his kimono pocket, the young samurai had one day ridden off in quest of his own strange destiny, in defiance of the king’s command.

				Years passed, but Salguero never forgot the lessons of war he had gleaned from the much younger warrior, whom his men had come to call kyooshi. Snatches of Japanese phraseology had come into vogue for a time, despite the censure of factions within the Church.

				But things had changed. Gonji’s reputation had grown in such a way that it gravitated against him. The Inquisition had taken grim note of him by the time he and Salguero had next encountered each other.

				Aragon. Count Cervera of Zaragoza—now a duke. The Contessa Theresa, his daughter. The incredible events surrounding the pursuit of Gonji from Aragon, across Europe, and into the marches of Hungary.

				That had been a bad time. A very bad time. But—?

				But now Gonji was speaking again.

				“It seems,” he began in a quiet, groggy voice, “that Barbaso is harder to get to than the map shows.”

				Salguero laughed heartily. “You—I can’t believe it’s you.” He lowered his voice. “Listen, amigo, I won’t disgrace your bushido ethics with an embrace in front of all these slack-jawed scoundrels. But, Dios, it’s good to see you.”

				“I need sleep, Hernando,” Gonji said, nodding absently. “Sleep and—”

				But Salguero anticipated him, remembering well his quaint Oriental habits. “I know—and a good bath, eh? We have a steam bath. And my quarters are yours. Come, let’s get in out of the cold. These streets are even more dangerous than they seem. But then I suppose you know that, since you’ve made it this far. There’s much to talk about when you’ve had rest—Tora, eh?”

			

			
				The captain cast a thumb in the horse’s direction, grinning. He had helped Gonji name the fine chestnut stallion, after the strange adventure in which Gonji had captured it, near Madrid. “You look like a man who could use nourishment, my friend.”

				“Hai, arigato.”


				“Do itashimashite—you’re welcome,” Salguero replied.

				They shared a warm laugh. Sergeant Orozco came up and exchanged greetings with the samurai. He cast Salguero a telling look. He, too, remembered Gonji well.

				“You men—back to your duties,” Salguero told a loitering band of lancers. And when they were slow to comply, he locked eyes with them and added sternly: “Now—pronto. I want this town secured. Tend to those bodies and gather the horses. Clear the citizens from this street until further notice.”

				Salguero saw his men respond to the rejuvenated note of command in his tone. He felt an inward glow of satisfaction he’d not experienced in a long time.

				* * * *

				Evening shadows leaned and twisted over the streets of Barbaso. From the window where Gonji sat, the squatty shops and gabled houses of the open avenue seemed overlaid by dark, entrapping bars. Like the web of the Moonspinner.

				Gonji rubbed his freshly shaven face. He had slept soundly in the late magistrate’s manse, then had gone in late afternoon to cleanse himself in the therapeutic steam baths, all the while aware of the hostility of the townsfolk, wondering what notoriety had preceded him, what fanciful tales had attached themselves to him.

				Possibly, he decided, “fanciful tales” would cast him in a better light than the truth, if it be known.

			

			
				He had laved his wounds and found them of minor consequence. Now, his topknot tied just so and his garb laundered so as not to shame him, he suffered through the protocol of Salguero’s dinner table, shared with a few minor town officials; most notably, the keen-minded solicitor Pablo Cardenas; most antagonistically, the town’s pastor, Father Robles. Captain Salguero seemingly delighted in the table he had set. For while goose was rered and hot bread broken, ale sloshed and steamy pudding savored, a far more piquant chemistry was at work in the dining salle: Suspicion was the main course; hostility, the dessert. And Salguero eyed it all with expectancy and a barely disguised mirth.

				“Ah, Gonji,” he was saying now, casting furtive glances at the others, “you’ve changed little since the old days, eh? Just as dignified and proper, but maybe a bit more somber, calmer.”

				“I’ve been deeply affected by certain things I’ve seen and done.” The samurai’s words came slow and measured. His brow knit imperceptibly as he regarded his cup. “Vedun. Vedun left a few scars that won’t heal, it seems.”

				“As well it might, from what I’ve heard,” Father Robles interjected without looking at Gonji.

				Salguero steered Gonji’s piercing gaze back to his own. “You still proceed with that same fearlessness I know well. That samurai fatalism in the face of death, eh?”

				“Death—is as light as a feather, senchoo. I’ve seen amazing things—”

				The captain laughed heartily. “None more amazing than yourself, I’d wager. I’ll never forget the first time I saw you, twirling that blinding sword atop the carcass of your own dead horse, corpses of bandits strewn about you…” He let his words trail off as he swiftly gauged the others’ reactions. Robles’ face was grimly set. Orozco belched and his chest rumbled with a private chuckle.

				Cardenas cleared his throat. “Your appearance here, senor, substantiates your honorifics. Do you know the things they call you?”

				Anita hurried around the table to refill Gonji’s ale. He evaded her questing glances that seemed to admit of possibilities between them. Her forced allure was an insult to his friend Salguero’s honor.

			

			
				“Deathwind of Vedun,” Cardenas continued, “and Red Blade from the East. Even while I studied in Italy I heard legends of a Far Eastern warrior who traveled in quest of some secret beast who roamed the western empire—”

				Gonji waxed melancholy as he sipped. He was moved by the irony of it all. Once he had sought to spread his reputation in Europe, felt disappointment whenever it had failed to precede him. Now he understood what sages had tried to impart to him in times past—the wisdom of preserving one’s anonymity in troubled times.

				But then Father Robles was speaking harshly, and his reverie was swept aside.

				“—and Scourge of Pont-Rouge, senor samurai. Do you give answer for that attributive?”

				Gonji’s mood altered darkly. “Don’t speak to me of Pont-Rouge in that tone, and don’t attach my name to it thusly. What you’ve heard is a confusion of the wretched truth. You have no idea of the horrors that fastened themselves to that place. Never call me the Scourge of that evil town. I purged it.”

				The others were intimidated by the samurai’s cold expression, but Father Robles persisted, fervor seeping into his voice.

				“They say you have a compact with demons, you know. Some say you are one yourself. That you can transform yourself into animals by night.” The priest was tugging at the crucifix which hung from the sash about his waist.

				Salguero stiffened and gripped the table edges and seemed about to remonstrate with Father Robles. But Gonji sighed and slumped in his high-backed chair. Inevitably, but nonetheless incredible for it, his reputation had commingled with that of Simon Sardonis. He wanted to laugh and cry out in anguish at the same time.

				“Zoanthropy,” Cardenas said to no one in particular. “You know, I was a student of the higher sciences in Florence. I was to be a mathematician, a professor of the university, I thought. I studied the principles of the great da Vinci himself. Do you know, Padre, that science scoffs these days at the very mention of such a thing as you propose? Of course, we’re very far from Florence here, aren’t we?”

			

			
				“Your science can explain nothing of Satan’s workings,” Father Robles countered.

				Cardenas went on as if he hadn’t heard him. “Take giants, for example. Do you know that a giant cannot exist? That his own weight would bring him down as surely as a cannonball? Yet our lancers here insist that they’ve seen one in these very environs.”

				“Evil abounds,” Robles asserted, “and its shapes know no limitations.”

				“Indeed it does,” Gonji said, leaning forward, “and while the followers of Iasu—Jesus—massacre one another over forms of worship, it snakes about you, feeding on your own petty hatreds. And it’s much more subtle than you dare think. Always it hides its true purpose behind illusion, deception—”

				“It—it—it!” the priest railed. “Call it by its name—Satan.”

				Gonji blinked but remained calm. Nodding to the priest, he went on: “Satan, then, though I’ve heard him called by many names. Illusion and deception. Misunderstanding, greed, intolerance—these are his tools. Not everything you would call monstrous is of the Evil One.”

				Sergeant Orozco snorted. “The monsters here are,” he said, tipping his cup toward Gonji and swigging.

				Cardenas ignored him. “Then you say that the sorcery operating in this valley is all mere trickery? I assure you the warlock has left little to the imagination. People die in the streets here of—”

				“Oh no,” Gonji countered, shaking his head. “What you’ve seen here is all too real. I only question the source of the powers that strike at you. I’ve seen their like in many places. Evil is strong in Europe these days. Strong and directed, like some careful conspiracy. And, so sorry, but your vaunted Inquisition, Padre, strikes out in the darkness at its own possessions, at helpless innocence, like some angry, frightened child.”

				Robles slammed down his goblet. “There’s no surprise in your saying that—you, a heathen, sitting so near the Church’s powerful grasp.”

				“Grasp,” Gonji replied caustically, “is the proper word, I think. Religious rapacity is but one of this continent’s problems.”

			

			
				Father Robles’ cheeks reddened. “Si? Well then tell me, por favor, what pagan ideas you would bring us that would solve our complex problems, that would—would rescue us from the darkness of sin and evil.”

				“What do I believe?”

				“Si.”

				Gonji smiled and clasped his hands. “I’m not sure what my…rather eclectic code encompasses anymore. At times I find myself believing almost nothing. There are wonders in existence that neither your theology—nor your science, Cardenas—can hope to explain. Others whose delicate beauty are destroyed in the explanation of the mystery. Have you, since your return from your university, Senor Cardenas, discussed with Father Robles the continuing controversy over the movement of the sun?”

				The two both reddened now.

				“Or will you cross swords over this mystery,” the samurai pressed, “at a later date? Perhaps when the army has cleared the warlock’s power from your lives, neh? I believe there is room enough for all manner of contemplation. Contemplation requires so little space, neh? Observe. Meditate on your observations. And the true works of evil will not be able to disguise themselves from you.”

				The priest splayed his hands on the table.

				“And you, senor, have accorded us a perfect example of the workings of the Devil. Your simplistic views are an invitation to chaos. Obscurantism is the Devil’s ale.”

				Gonji pondered the term. It was the first time he’d heard it used. It would not be the last.

				“If my beliefs give you offense,” he said at length, “then you have two choices: Give me space, or kill me.” A hush settled over the room, dispersed when Orozco coughed and Anita seized the opportunity to refill their goblets. Father Robles clapped a hand over his, checking her almost too late.

				“I wonder,” Gonji added, “which one Iasu would choose.”

				Father Robles sat still as an ice field before cracking an unexpected, if joyless, smile. “Very clever. I shall, of course, give you the space you request. It isn’t often that I break bread with strangers of exotic persuasions, and I must allow that you’re an interesting hombre, if an irreverent one. The captain trusts you; so I suppose that’s endorsement enough.”

			

			
				Salguero hid his struggle against a grin behind his goblet. “You’ll have to forgive me, Padre, but I knew it would come to this. Gonji is a longtime critic of certain of Holy Mother Church’s eh…postures, shall we say?”

				“Don’t apologize,” the priest replied, relaxing again. “He found a way into this valley, and no travelers have done that for many weeks now. Quiza—maybe he’ll be the one to show you how to beat this wicked sorcerer who opposes us. I may even grant him my blessing when he leaves, provided he spreads none of his heathen ideas in this already dirty little town.”

				His tone was lighthearted, but Anita, who ever evaded his eyes at all costs, slipped from the room. Gonji bowed shallowly to the priest, who nodded in return.

				“Why have you come to Barbaso?” Cardenas asked.

				“Si, tell us what horrors you’ve seen along the way.” Orozco shrugged defensively to see the scowl Salguero shot him.

				“No, it’s all right,” Gonji said. “I just wished to take the shortest route to Zaragoza, and Barbaso is the only town of appreciable size on the way. I needed supplies, and some companionship, I don’t mind admitting—”

				The captain laughed and smoothed the tendrils of his mustache. “You have changed—admitting to human weakness like that!”

				“Although I had no idea who I’d find here, thank the Great Kami that you and Orozco here are still in fighting shape. And that’s it. I’ve never had much luck with villages, and Barbaso was it, if my map’s to be trusted.”

				“You’re not serious about seeing Cervera, though.”

				Gonji looked pained. “I must, Hernando. I must clear the air between us, explain the truth of what happened to Theresa. It will be one of the most difficult things I’ve ever done.”

				Gloom descended on the captain. He leaned back with folded arms and stared at his boots. “He’ll kill you, Gonji. You know, I was instructed to do so myself.”

			

			
				“It would have been your duty.”

				They shared a look of pained camaraderie. And then Gonji broke it, affecting an arch air. “So old King Philip has gone to his ancestors. I should have known. So old by now. And Philip the Third straddles the dais of power.”

				“Do you think he’s forgotten his father’s favor of you? He never liked you much, you know.”

				Gonji smiled thinly. “Hai, to say the least.”

				“And as far as who holds the lever of power these days in Spain, I’m afraid you’re even more luckless there than if it were Philip the Pup. Most of the administrative strength is in the hands of Prime Minister Rojas—Duke de Lerma, do you recall? The Hammer of the Inquisition?”

				Thumbing his chin, Gonji grew pensive. “Ahh, so desu ka? Is that right?” He shook his head somberly. “Out of the Devil’s hand and into his mouth, so it seems.”

				“I must take exception with that remark, sir,” Father Robles grated.

				“So sorry. I was referring to my own situation—”

				“Were you?” Salguero cut in.

				“It’s a damned good picture of the way things have been,” Sergeant Orozco added, growling into his goblet.

				“It might well describe the command prerogative in general,” Salguero continued, drowning out the sergeant’s muttering. He spoke to Gonji but all the while looked at the fidgeting priest. “Taxes ruin us, the Turks loom at every port the English don’t raid, and what does the cub king do? He oppresses the Moriscos, our own countrymen—and Christians at that!—between observations of endless feasts and hypocritical pious rites that—”

				“Such talk is heresy!” Father Robles railed.

				“Si, and more!” the captain shouted, half rising from his seat. “Treason—I speak treason, Padre.” He turned to Gonji, an almost imploring look wrinkling his brow. “They gave away my hometown, Kyooshi. Gave it to the French out of a gutless fear they called political expediency. Now my family lives under blasted francés oppression while I sit here and die a slow and hopeless death. While I watch my proud company decimated and turned to sniveling scum. They’re besotted and spiritless. Those the warlock doesn’t destroy this filthy town drains.”

			

			
				Robles made a censuring noise but said nothing. Salguero leaned against the table edge, his bitterness permeating the atmosphere of the comedor, his harsh words having drawn Anita back to the doorway. She stood at the jamb, aiming a look of contempt at her late paramour. Sergeant Orozco, now well into his cups, slumped back in his seat and kept nodding his head heavily in sullen agreement. Pablo Cardenas worked his jaw silently, rearranging the scraps on his plate with a knife.

				“So what will you do, senchoo?” Gonji inquired gently. “You still have your duty.”

				“Duty!” Salguero spat, reclaiming his composure almost at once. “What can I do?” He sat back down.

				Gonji cleared his throat and drew himself straight and tall in his chair. “You know, I still have to pass Castle Malaguer when I leave the valley. This business has stoked my curiosity. There are certain questions I would have an answer to. And you may need a tour guide to steer you through this sorcerer’s gauntlet.”

				The captain’s eyes glowed. “Kyooshi? Are you saying what I think?”

				Gonji folded his arms, his eyes narrowing. “There is one thing that troubles me about this place, this town. Before I give aid here, I want to know something. Why have I seen no children since I arrived here?”

				They looked from one to the other uncertainly.

				“They’ve been kept indoors, protected, since this war against Domingo Negro began,” Cardenas explained.

				Father Robles elaborated. “It’s never safe, day or night, in Barbaso. The innocents—”

				“I don’t understand what you’re driving at, Gonji,” Salguero said.

				“I want to see children of this town,” the samurai demanded.

				“I assure you we have them,” the solicitor said. “I have two of my own.”

				“Bring them here. Or, if you prefer, we can go to your home. But I want to see them for myself.”

			

			
				They groused and debated the necessity and reason for the samurai’s strange request, but at last Cardenas complied, bringing his children, a boy and girl who looked tousled from interrupted sleep but bright-eyed with apprehension. An armed escort led them into the manse’s parlor.

				Gonji made gentle small talk with them, told them brief tales of his youth in Japan, and presented them each with a confection for their trouble. His quiet manner set them at ease, but the other adults were discomfited by this mystery, for they could see how he seemed to study the children, looking them over carefully and probing them with odd questions, seeded throughout the entertaining patter that soon had the children entranced.

				When the children had been led back home, Gonji sat before the parlor’s roaring hearth and poured himself another ale. His somber expression warded away the others’ curious glances. They discussed the lancers’ campaign against the warlock until Cardenas returned.

				“Would you mind telling me,” he said, shrugging off his greatcoat, “why my children had to be disturbed from their sleep and dragged out into the cold night air?”

				Gonji stared into the blazing fire. “They’re very fine young ones. They seem ruddy enough—and well loved.”

				“Muchos gracias,” Cardenas replied, his words laced with sarcasm.

				“Exactly what are you implying?” Father Robles asked.

				“One day,” Gonji replied, unmoving before the crackling fire. “One day I’ll explain.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER EIGHT

				Buey swung his huge fist in a hard right cross that might have shattered a helmet visor. The little Jappo ducked the blow and darted a straight, short punch at his midsection.

				The man the other lancers called The Ox took the shot full in his hard belly with a snarling grunt. He leered down at his smaller opponent in a broad display of unconcern with the other’s blows. But the last roundhouse kick to his ribs had hurt.

				This hombre could kick.

				Buey had fought the best of the accursed French savate foot-fighters and beaten them all insensible, but this Oriental’s kick-boxing was faster, more deadly, and far more varied in its attack.

				Buey closed on him with a bullish charge, roaring intimidatingly and lashing out with a furious series of punches. The Jappo backed off with a quick-stamping retreat, fending his punishing swings with open-handed deflecting blocks. Buey afforded him no opening, and when he sensed another rib kick coming, he raised his knee sharply.

				Their legs thudded off each other. The Jappo dropped his hands to steady his balance, and Buey bounced a glancing shot off the side of his head. But he failed to follow it up quickly enough—the Oriental’s sharp punch snapped his head back. He tasted blood in his mouth, felt the warm trickle in his mustache.

				Growling, he came on with a rush of emotion, the barracks crowd, shuffling and pushing out of the combatants’ way, pleading with Buey to finish this arrogant meddler. Buey executed a leaping front kick aimed at decapitating Gonji, but at the top of his kick he realized his mistake. In the air, vulnerable, he watched helplessly as the Oriental dropped low and spun. His sweeping kick knocked Buey’s pivot leg out from under him.

				Landing hard on the barracks floor, he raised his arms across his face as the Jappo leapt astride him.

			

			
				But a whomping kick in the back knocked Gonji into a headfirst roll. Buey could hear the breath hiss from the other’s clenched teeth and sensed an advantage. Pushing to his feet, he came at the Jappo with flailing ham fists, his knees pumping defensively to ward off any kicks, seasoning his experienced attack with well-aimed snap-kicks.

				His frustration drove him to insensate fury. His blows alternated between landing ineffectually and striking air. Another kick, this one returning pain for his effort as the Oriental blocked his ankle with a hard and fast knife-hand.

				Another sharp pain in a knee, then an ankle—the other ankle—

				The Jappo had initiated a lightning hit-and-run attack with low side snap-kicks, targeting his shins.

				Buey’s glances flicked down at his opponent’s panther-quick feet. He raised a knee against a kick. Suddenly the samurai was high in the air. His two-legged dropkick caught Buey full in the upper chest. He stumbled backward, breathless, and sat down heavily on his behind.

				But the Oriental had landed badly, wincing from the pain. He must have injured an ankle. Buey pushed himself up again and came on with rotating fists, his shoulders squared with determination. The samurai had altered his stance to favor the sore leg.

				They exchanged a rapid round of punches, the soldiers oohing and bellowing with excitement. It would all end swiftly now.

				Buey cuffed the Jappo with a short left. The samurai dropped back a step, cocked his injured leg, began snapping out with it, re-cocking, feinting high and low jabs. Then—

				A quick straight front kick hit Buey just above the groin. His arm dropped reflexively. A curling left roundhouse kick blasted him in his already inflamed ribs. Breath whoofed from his lungs. The samurai changed legs again—he’d been bluffing—the right came round and cracked into Buey’s rib cage on the other side. A feint with a low kick—

				A staggering wheel-kick crashed into Buey’s jaw, strangling his hooting supporters down to gasps. He heard whispers through cotton ticking, saw harsh scintillas in a blur of taper light. Dazed, he took a backward stumbling step. And landed hard on the floor again, his arms extended behind him, palms flat.

			

			
				Layers of gauze lifted from his vision. The samurai stood before him, gathering his breath, hands on hips.

				“No mas?” the Jappo asked softly.

				Rage and adrenaline coursed along with the blood that pounded in Buey’s temples. He staggered to his feet, spat out a tooth, and came on. As he closed with the swaggering samurai, he saw Montoya raise a stool behind the tough little bastard and poise it for a blow.

				Buey waded in quickly.

				* * * *

				Gonji had been forced to fight Buey. After two days of futile attempts to instill discipline in Salguero’s dissipated First Catalonian Lancers, he’d decided there was no other way.

				Taunts and insults, poor efforts and intentional incompetence had greeted his endeavors to train the company for all-out engagement with the warlock’s powers. Fighting the champion around whom the soldiers rallied was the last recourse—short of killing one of them—at Gonji’s disposal by which he might win their respect. Apparently it had worked. They now set about their training in more businesslike fashion. But it had not been easy: Buey had possessed a surprising quickness to go with one of the hardest punches the samurai had ever suffered. One blow had rung his skull and left him with a headache for hours after the fight. And the poor landing after the jump-kick had hampered the healing of his already tender ankle.

				In the sober aftermath of his victory, Gonji could not be sure what Buey’s anger and shame might bode for the future. But at least The Ox had proven himself a man of some honor: 

				He’d stopped the nefarious Montoya from crushing Gonji’s skull, grabbing the stool from the trooper’s hands and knocking him out with one meaty punch.

				* * * *

			

			
				As soon as Gonji had hired on as Salguero’s military adviser, he’d implemented a program of discipline and training at arms that immediately proved unpopular with the lancer company. He’d set them to rectifying their shiftless habits—from tending to personal cleanliness and unkempt uniforms to purging their rancid barracks; from setting the disgraceful stables aright to oiling and polishing their weapons.

				The weapons training was undertaken with sullen skepticism as to its value: Of what use were swords and bows to the trooper equipped with the modern accoutrements of war—muskets and pistols? Gonji’s arguments concerning the long-range and rapid-fire advantages of bow and arbalest, as well as the close-range and mystical dependability of forthright steel in certain circumstances, were dismissed with snickers.

				He nonetheless had pushed them through the training until his patience with their wayward attitudes had run out and he’d been forced to win their grudging respect and fear by taking on their champion.

				Following the fight with Buey, Gonji succeeded in gaining their attention. They worked harder with their dusted-off bows, and both the samurai and his former mates took a nostalgic satisfaction in the mounted archery and fencing drills. Gonji, for his part, felt the creeping indifference and raw survivalism of the past weeks lifting before a renewed sense of duty and purpose. He threw himself into his leadership responsibilities lustily, though in quiet personal moments he was given to spates of melancholia: Bittersweet memories of the training of Vedun’s valiant militia troubled his sleep, made him mindful of the spiritual vacuity of the present tactical pursuits. He was glad, in these moments, for the presence of his old friend Captain Salguero and the wry wit of the loyal Sergeant Orozco.

				The lancers proved to be quite capable marksmen with their pistols and arquebuses, and they took easily to the technique of alternating firing lines. But powder supplies were running low, and little could be wasted in the training. Similarly, many of them showed an aptitude for mounted archery; they were skilled horsemen, and some quickly learned to hit moving targets at considerable distances while in full gallop. However, arrows and crossbow quarrels, too, were in short supply, and Barbaso’s querulous fletcher grumbled incessantly at being pressed into working overtime at producing them. Gonji discovered with frustration that the more the man and his apprentices were pushed, the poorer the quality of their work became. As a youth in Japan, Gonji recalled, he had become accustomed to firing a thousand arrows daily during kyu-jutsu training; on a good day the troopers in Barbaso were fortunate to be able to launch two dozen.

			

			
				Close combat training with sword and axe and halberd was unpopular from the outset. Less favored still, after a lancer’s shoulder was unhinged in a mounted pole-arm training accident.

				Discipline and fighting ability increased rapidly as the days passed. A sudden warm spell graced the land, invigorating the lancers, making them mindful of the coming spring thaw. They worked still harder.

				Some, though, were a constant problem, particularly the faction led by the insidious Montoya, who were ever lacking in sincerity and responded neither to coddling nor strictness. Montoya himself boasted the personality of an arrogant jackal and spent more time in the stockade than on duty. It was with vindictive satisfaction that Gonji received the news of Montoya’s ultimate removal from action: Ostensibly relieved of duty because he was ill, Montoya was discovered in the cellar of a private home, irretrievably drunk and in the embrace of a woman. The incorrigible trooper was detained pending a proper court martial for malingering and dereliction of duty. And it was only by virtue of Captain Salguero’s mercy that he was spared field execution, given the present dire circumstances. Divested of his malignant influence, even Montoya’s cronies now reluctantly displayed a fresh vigor in the training.

				The townsfolk took a dim view of Gonji’s importance. He knew their thinking, for it was mirrored in their eyes, and he’d suffered it many times before: How could an inferior—and a heathen at that—be entrusted with a military advisership whose actions might decide Barbaso’s future? He heard secondhand that Father Robles was spreading discord among the town leaders over Salguero’s trust in this oriental killer with the reputation of a cold-blooded fiend.

			

			
				Anita, the spoiled daughter of the late magistrate and Salguero’s erstwhile paramour, had taken up with Ferrugia, the ostler who tended the lancers’ horses. She never failed to be about the stables when the steeds were being retired for the day. Always ravishingly attired and scented—in a fashion that was almost pathetically comic in the earthy environment of the stables—and suggestively sidling up to the blushing Ferrugia, she would aim cold stares at the captain and at Gonji. The soldiery found her an amusing object of desire and took to calling her The Minx.

				The solicitor Pablo Cardenas was an enigmatic figure. He said little and betrayed less by his actions, but he seemed ever present during the training, and Gonji fancied that he could always feel the man’s critical stare at his back. And in that respect Cardenas was much like the general citizenry.

				They were an indolent lot, it occurred to Gonji. They grumbled endlessly about dwindling winter stores, the long absence from Barbaso of chapmen and merchant caravans, and the terrifying oppression of the warlock who called himself Black Sunday. But they seemed curiously content, he had decided, if apprehensive.

				Something troubled Gonji. These people were quite possibly not telling all they knew of the warlock’s works and intent. It made no sense for the warlock to attack them, for it seemed he had nothing to gain. And their vituperative rebuff of Gonji’s curiosity—their dismissal of his question as meaningless on the grounds that evil never needed a rationale for its slitherings—satisfied him not at all.

				They distrusted him, as he did them. But as far as he could tell, they hadn’t yet sold their humanity or their souls. Or those of their children. Not like that town near Avignon, where he had waited too long to act upon his suspicions.

				And as for the Archmage Domingo Malaga y Colicos, he remained a mysterious presence, hovering over the territory and inspiring nightmares. Yet during the two weeks of tactical and weapons training, there were but two supernatural incidents.

				Once, after a morning hunting party had come running back, shaken and empty-handed, the midday sky turned as dark as the ocean’s unplumbed depths. A hollow, mocking laughter rang out in the sky, diminishing gradually as the sun burned away the darkness.

			

			
				The second occurrence was more deadly.

				During a practice cavalry skirmish on the plains to the west of the town, Gonji saw his first glimpse of the hideous wailing banshee who brought the trembling death. Upon seeing the unfurling of the banshee’s ghostly cloak, which spread across the width of the valley, the troop ignored Gonji’s shouted order to stand their ground and broke for town in mass panic. Gonji remembered something of this apparition’s meaning, but when he saw the cold fury in the banshee’s fathomless, hungry eyes, when he smelled her graveyard stench and felt the sudden nakedness of his companions’ abandonment, his confidence was shattered.

				He, too, fled her icy gray clutch and her blood-freezing wail, cursing all the while.

				When they were huddled in the stables, breathless and sweating, Gonji berated them for having run, angrier with himself than with the troopers. He roared at them to overwhelm the nagging voice of his own guilt. He recounted the banshee’s lore, asking why they had panicked and why they now felt safe; further, explaining what they must do when, surely, they must meet her gaze again.

				And he knew that he must prove by example the truth of what he claimed, if truth it was.

				Two men and their mounts were overtaken by the banshee that day. Her hand had touched them, tainted them with her curse, knelling their premature doom. Their quivering agony had seemed interminable, abated later by paralysis. And at long last, death.

				A woman looked into the eyes of one of the dead men, and what she saw there drove her to hysterics.

				It was the imprint of the banshee’s face.

				* * * *

				“Remember,” Gonji shouted to the marshaled column of thirty lancers, their horses shuddering and snorting in the chill morning air, “this is a military expedition, si, but not a siege force. If attacked, we defend ourselves, but we do not initiate attack. If possible, I want to talk with this warlock, reason with him, if he’s a reasonable man.”

			

			
				The excited townsfolk had turned out en masse in the cold blue dawn to see them off. They swarmed along both sides of the main street, hushing one another to hear the samurai’s words, whispering anxiously, speculating as to why the Oriental rode at the head of the troop alongside Captain Salguero. Military protocol seemed to have been swept aside before this arrogant heathen who went by many infamous names.

				Gonji had arranged the display with Salguero’s sanction. Though the captain was still in command, it was Gonji who was fortified with the only useful experience of Domingo’s wiles. He was their scout, their guide—and, by his own choice, their point man, chief target of whatever menaces they would encounter. He spoke long and loud before the gathered throng, laying out their plans in a manner anyone of military experience would find foolhardy, confounding of all security measures.

				But that was his intention. The past had taught him to be suspicious, and he acted under the assumption that the warlock would have operatives in Barbaso. If he could convince Domingo of their peaceful intent, it could save many lives.

				Any advantage would be welcome.

				They rode out of town to cheers and well wishes. Soon their thundering hoofbeats and clanking armament drove the sounds of Barbaso from their ears.

				They proceeded north through the valley, the plains rising gradually toward the hillocks where nestled the dread Castle Malaguer. Pennons snapped in the crisp air as they rode, their colors proclaiming King Philip’s Royal Lancers. Gonji and Sergeant Orozco rode to the right of the column, wary of the track ahead. Captain Salguero headed the lancers, looking both proud and battle-weary in his gleaming cavalry armor. Now and then he would cast Gonji questioning glances, as if he were an unseasoned officer appealing to a superior for direction. Gonji was a bit unsettled by this nascent indecisiveness in a once forceful commander. It made him mindful of the nervous young lieutenant named Valdez, to whom Salguero had entrusted the fortifying of Barbaso. Well into the previous night, Valdez had persisted in asking Salguero to advise him of what to do in the face of sundry imponderables. Cluttering his thinking with the shapes of nameless fears.

			

			
				That was how Salguero looked now, and it boded ill.

				They rode without incident till the noonday sun glared off the hard crusted snow. Stopping to eat and rest the horses, the men exchanged pointless banter while looking to the hills apprehensively. In days to come, Gonji would often recall the shortness of that morning’s ride, compressed in memory by the enormity and number of the wonders that followed during that eventful day.

				As they rumbled over the snowbound savannah in early afternoon, the terrain began to alter. Subtly at first, copses of trees and outcroppings of rock where none should have been. But then the horizon line began to shift, to grow, to sprout new features seemingly with every stride of their mounts. Mesas could be seen now in the distance, stuttering across the lower edge of the hazy sky. The soldiers muttered in disbelief and rubbed their eyes as the cliffs grew unnaturally before them. There could be only one explanation: The troop was riding through another spatial distortion like the one Gonji had experienced at the windmill.

				The samurai had warned them of this phenomenon, had cited it as one example of a situation wherein their guns would not avail them, for they could not follow the trajectory of a bullet to gauge target distance. But even so forewarned, Salguero slowed his column, his courage failing at the eerie sight, until at last he stopped them.

				He clumped across to Gonji and Orozco, his face ashen as he spoke in a tremulous voice.

				“This—this is not Spain.”

				Gonji nodded curtly. “It seems that way. But by the sun we see that we still travel northward. I say we go on.”

				The captain seemed about to expostulate, but he bobbed his head and wheeled back to the column.

				They advanced at a slower gait, the mesas nonetheless creeping upward strangely against the hem of the sky, minute by minute.

				The trees thickened. Gonji halted them and steered them off the trail to swing wide through deeply packed snow. The lancers ceased their grumbling over this inconvenience when Gonji pointed out to them the coiling tendrils of a dormant luna carnivora plant. His graphic explication of its habits silenced their carping and instilled more confidence in the samurai’s guidance. Many troopers now watched him to catch his reactions to the trail ahead.

			

			
				The column was thrown into whinnying, curvetting disarray when the first of the faery-ring maidens appeared under the naked poplars at their left, to be followed shortly by two more. The ring-stones glowed garishly on the powdered snow, sparkling with rainbow hues like hypnotic diamonds.

				Gonji raised a hand, and Salguero shouted orders that the men should reassemble without a look to the seductive apparitions.

				Gonji rode toward the ring that held the first seated, pouting maiden. Mournful blue eyes regarded him from under a languid sweep of long golden hair.

				“Ride on,” she said in a mellifluous voice. “You have not the courage to free me from my bondage.”

				Orozco shuffled up beside Gonji, eyeing the woman suspiciously. “Is this—”

				“Hai,” Gonji answered, and then to the woman: “But it’s not courage that will free you, is it? Orozco, do you have silver for me?”

				The faery-ring maiden’s eyes widened, and her lips parted to bare her teeth. A look of inhuman madness etched her face.

				The sergeant reached into a pocket and extracted a silver coin. He held it out to Gonji, one eyebrow cocked in curiosity. “What do you want it for?”

				Gonji didn’t respond but pried the coin from Orozco’s tight grasp. “I’ll owe it to you.”

				The maiden began to hiss like a viper to see the glint of the coin. Gonji tossed it into the snow about three feet outside the twinkling ring. The woman executed an inhuman leap, as if launched by a concealed spring in the snow where she sat, landing outside the ring to claw in the snow after the charm-like piece of pure silver.

				At once the glow faded from the stones. They winked out of sight. An alarming transformation occurred, the horses bucking in primal terror such that Orozco was thrown back into the snow with a jangle of armament.

			

			
				The thing that writhed before them, unprotected now that it had left the magical ring, was not a woman. The dead young woman’s body had returned to an erupted grave to resume its eternal sleep. The slug-like monstrosity that had stolen her form now rolled and quivered in the snow, corrupting as the troopers watched, aghast.

				Outcries of unabashed horror—gasps of revulsion—as the vicious appendages lashed and twined in impotent rage like willow branches in a cyclone. Never again would they plunge into an unwary traveler’s body to devour him from the inside out as he died an agonizing death, living tentacles boring in and sucking at his still warm vitals.

				“Silver, you see,” Gonji explained. “They can’t resist it. Whether that’s due to its glitter or its purity, no one can say. But it’s the purity that ends their foul enchantment.”

				The monster vented its wrath in a last gurgling cry, putrefied matter spewing at once from a ghastly aperture in its domelike head, to steam in the snow. Some lancers covered their noses. Others crossed themselves as they slowly clumped away from the awful sight.

				Gonji helped Orozco gather himself, then cleaned out the sergeant’s purse and dealt similarly with the other faery-ring dwellers. Sullen and fearful, speculating as to the unknown terrors that might lie ahead, the column thundered off without a look back.

				Orozco joined them, lagging behind, in no hurry to resume his position at the point. He was caked with snow, one numb hand thrust into his un-clinking pocket. The narrow-eyed squint of the freshly victimized took a long time to thaw from the sergeant’s face as he rode, quietly cursing Gonji.

				* * * *

				They moved on in tense silence for a time, the mesas looming ever nearer, burgeoning eerily as though they were a painted landscape pushed toward the troop by an unseen hand. The lancers watched Gonji closely, still more impressed, after his facile handling of the faery-ring illusion and its dreadful secret.

			

			
				Gonji saw the tightness in Salguero’s face, the creeping petulance in the captain’s slowly dawning realization of his command’s shifting allegiance. The samurai had no wish to erode the bond between him and his old friend, but when he shuffled near Salguero to have a word with him, the captain fended him off with curt responses and quickly broke contact.

				Gonji dropped the matter, moving back to the point as his attention was drawn to the strange familiarity of the cliffs ahead. But then this, too, was abruptly forgotten when the first arbalest bolts arced down on them from the sky.

				A lancer screamed and was bowled backward over his steed’s haunches. Salguero shouted orders. Bows were unlimbered and aimed at the flying death merchants—two wygylls, the strange birdmen, firing crossbows with deadly accuracy.

				Another soldier fell, a quarrel ripping through his breastplate in a gout of dark blood.

				Gonji reined in and raised a steadying hand to them. His thoughts raced. He stamped toward the column and called out over their shouts:

				“Hold your fire! Dismount—use your horses for cover—”

				Salguero’s teeth ground as he looked from the descending birdmen to Gonji and back again, his pistol flourished uncertainly.

				“Are you mad? What are you going to do, samurai, bargain with them?”

				“Just have your men dismount, senchoo—por favor—let me try something.”

				The captain licked his dry lips. A bolt crashed into the snow before his horse’s hooves. The animal stutter-stepped backward. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” He swung down from his mount and aimed his wheel-lock over the saddle.

				“Hai, so do I,” Gonji said, low enough so that only Orozco, dismounting at his side, heard him.

				Gonji extracted the artifact the cliff-wygyll had given him and, propping it atop the spike-point of his halberd, lifted it high overhead. He swung it slowly from side to side as the flapping attackers swooped down at him.

			

			
				A hissing bolt skimmed his thigh. He caught his breath and held it, steadying the halberd, his heart thudding in his breast. The creature’s companion hovered near, shrilling with bloodlust. Its beak was jammed against the arbalest’s stock as it drew a bead on the single boldly mounted human.

				But then its fellow warbled a string of near human syllables, seized its attention, and pointed. The larger of the two lowered the weapon and peered with bright, intelligent eyes. It uttered a chattering disputation and raised the crossbow again as it hovered near the samurai. But its mate shrieked a single note, lofting down lower, to hover beside it. The angry creature clucked once at Gonji, then spiraled off into a surly holding pattern, squawking down at the men hunkered beneath their horses.

				Gonji heard whispers behind him as the smaller wygyll descended with easy grace.

				“Pollo—pecho—seno—”

				A chicken with the breasts of a woman, the troopers had concluded in their befuddlement. And this one was indeed the female of the pair, her nearly human breasts jutting from the sparse down that tufted her body. It had a softness and sheen that differed from her mate’s; differed, in fact, from her own heavier wing feathers. And her breastbone was not in evidence, her contour much more human than the male’s, whose forefront was dominated by the great arch of his cantilevered breastbone. The reversion to avian life seemed less pronounced in the females.

				She picked the wygyll artifact gently off the razor tip of the halberd as her mate keened his warning. Fingering it with taloned hands that seemed nonetheless deft, she lowered her head and closed her eyes as she touched it to her beak. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes, tiny rivulets coursing the slope of her beak. There was warmth in her eyes when she again looked at the samurai.

				Gonji smiled thinly and bowed to her, feeling somehow honored, touched by an empathetic sharing. It was a sensation he had known vaguely before, on occasion, when moved by the earnest communication in a poem, in a passage of music.

				She laid the wygyll’s mourning emblem on the halberd point again and, furling her twelve-foot wings with an undulating rhythm, rose to rejoin her mate. The sputtering male drew close to her. They grasped taloned feet, beating out an unsteady path in the frigid air as they seemed to hold counsel, the male nattering and clacking his beak all the while. But his mate slung her shouldered crossbow’s strap around her neck and lay the weapon atop the quiver on her back in a gesture of ceased hostility.

			

			
				After demurring awhile, the male did likewise. He disengaged from her and strafed the dismounted column twice, swooping low and shrieking at them in a bravura display of frustrated fury and breathtaking speed.

				The horses reacted with rearing terror and could not be calmed until the creatures had turned and flapped nearly out of sight to the north.

				Only Tora held his position, to Gonji’s pride. The samurai sighed with relief that his instinct had been borne out again. Braced by the company’s increased confidence and deepening respect for him, he nonetheless found his spirits plummeting to see Salguero grow more sullen as they resumed their track.

				* * * *

				The deja vu Gonji had experienced earlier now turned to grim reflection: The mesas ahead were the same ones he had passed to the south of Barbaso.

				He swore under his breath, uncertain whether to apprise the captain of his fears or leave the dispirited man to his somber introspections. For, as if by default, Gonji had indeed assumed command: Captain Salguero spoke nothing now and only led the troop where Gonji directed.

				The samurai said nothing of the phenomenon as the low mesa sprouted unaccountably from the plain at their right. Were they now on an endless loop of land, doomed to pass over the same ground forever? Would nightfall find them riding back to Barbaso like a troop of misguided idiots? Or, perhaps, had the Archmage somehow cast the entire valley into some lost world of untold horrors? Did he sit now in his stronghold on the real world, laughing into his cups?

			

			
				But no—on the hills that topped the horizon, an unguessable distance off in the present spatial circumstance, loomed the dark turrets of Castle Malaguer.

				Gonji had time for one brief speculative thought. Then he heard the rushing sound of water from the cataract around the next bend in the cliff wall.

				When they neared the grotto the samurai quickly remembered, he swung the troop wide around it—which was fortunate for them. For an enormous boulder arced over the shallow ledges and crashed in their former path with an earth-shaking impact.

				The column was thrown into chaos, troopers breaking for short distances in all directions, fighting their panicked steeds, as the giant emerged from the grotto to lean casually against the cliff face. He raised his oaken staff, which might have been a beam liberated from a mangonel, and used it to scratch behind his ear.

				“Buenos dias,” the giant bellowed archly. “On a quest, are we, conquistadores? Did your quest allow for the possibility of failure due to crushed bones and little bodies beaten into the snow?”

				Salguero gestured, and the column fanned out and loaded their bows. Gonji cut across the broad stretch between the men and the giant, shouting that they should hold their fire. But two overzealous troopers launched their shafts, anticipating the order. One glanced harmlessly off the giant’s patchwork armor, but the second found a chink and embedded in his upper arm.

				Bedlam.

				The giant howled and tore the arrow free, which pained him still more. He caught up another huge rock and, fixing on the pair who had injured him, bowled the rock over the snow with tremendous force.

				“Cuidado! Look out!”

				One horseman evaded the bounding juggernaut, but the other’s mount stumbled. Both horse and rider were crushed by the enormous weight. The lancer was killed instantly, his back and neck broken, and the animal lay on its side, kicking and screaming.

				Salguero roared, and the company fired a fusillade of whickering shafts. The giant turned away and covered his head. Most of the volley deflected off, or stuck in, the behemoth’s plate-and-hide armor; some shafts, however, found a home in his flesh.

			

			
				Gonji pounded to and fro between the combatants, shouting hoarsely and waving with his bow.

				“Alto! Alto! Halt! It’s all a mistake—alto!”

				The captain held the next volley in check, though the giant advanced on Gonji, swinging his mighty oaken staff round and round his head for a strike.

				“Stay your hand, there, Sir Giant. At least let me have a word with you.”

				The giant stopped and peered down closely at him. Yanking another arrow from his hide, he arched his head back in recognition. “I know you. You’re the little scuttler who seeks wonders but only finds giants, eh?” He began to laugh, a growling deep in his throat at first, then a blaring full-bodied mirth as he tipped his face toward the sky. “Have I seen any wonders, indeed! I have a sense of humor, you know, and I like a little wriggler who’d rather make talk than hurt me with stings.”

				He scowled at the troopers, who looked about uneasily at one another but held steady.

				Gonji fought the reins to move Tora closer. “Si, I would make talk, if you would allow me. Just spare them—they were frightened of your imposing appearance—and I’ll stay their fire. Before you could kill them all, they might cost you an eye, or an ear, and I’d hate to see so mighty a warrior as you walking around a mere fragment because of man-stings.”

				Having thus played on the giant race’s celebrated fear of human toxicity, Gonji succeeded in arranging a dinner encounter that none of the lancers would ever forget.

				Most of them sat near the entrance to the grotto, eating from their cold provisions and muttering in wonder at the colossal form of the giant, but always staying close to their horses in case he should become suddenly hostile or perhaps suffer from indigestion.

				Buey, accompanied by two of his sycophants, sat facing the giant on the far side of his cooking blaze—on which was spitted the carcass of the bowled-over horse. The Ox seemed eager to display his boldness around Gonji since his defeat in their fight. And as a giant among men, he had long since been fascinated by things huge and mighty. To sit down to sup within a pole-arm’s length of a giant’s crushing power was the stuff of tales and ballads.

			

			
				Gonji, Captain Salguero, and Sergeant Orozco all sat to the giant’s left, the Spaniards occasionally wincing to see the giant’s rolling red sack of a tongue licking his wet lips in anticipation of the crackling, spitted horsemeat. The samurai tried to show no reaction to the giant’s various inevitable vulgarities, since the titan seemed touchy about them, his acrid breath by far being the worst.

				“Call me…Urso,” the giant said when they were settled, drinks in hand. “That’s not my real name, of course. Oh no. I’m not that naive. I didn’t give it to the warlock, and neither do you get it.”

				“Isn’t that the word the Portuguese use for bear?” Orozco asked tentatively.

				Urso laughed so hard the ground shook. “So it is! So it is!”

				“Well you get no argument from me,” Orozco replied, gulping from his wineskin.

				“Hah-hah! I like you, little man!” He drummed his fingers on his knees, rendering an approximation of the sound of approaching dray-horses. “This is…rather nice, isn’t it? I mean, I rather like the rare company of intelligent humanfolk. Even with your little conceits and your pompously tinkling armaments—only don’t get too close. I don’t want to feel you skittering all over me with your tiny hands and feet. That’s one of my worst nightmares, you know.”

				Gonji sat with arms folded, a look of amusement crossing his face. The others began to relax as well, even in their astonishment at the event.

				“So you work for the warlock, then?” Gonji asked.

				“Si, we have an agreement,” Urso allowed. “But it’s not what you likely think. I take it you haven’t found him yet, eh, wonder-seeker?” He chuckled thickly and scooped a barrel full of water from the pool.

				Gonji shook his head, and the giant rambled on.

				“Si, I promised I’d do my best to scare off soldiers, you see. Not so many of them anymore, but those that come are a helluva lot bolder, I’ll say that.”

			

			
				“I’ll drink to that,” Orozco piped in.

				Urso smiled crookedly, then waxed morose. “I didn’t promise to kill any. I’m sorry about the man who rode this horse. I just lost my head when he shot me. I’m tired of being shot. You’re not using poisoned arrows, are you?” He examined his wounds again.

				Salguero assured him that they were not. “You’re a giant with a sense of morality, then?”

				“Of course,” Urso said gruffly. “You little men think you occupy a place of—of singular dignity. And yet look at the wretched things you do! But still, you’re sentient beings. And there are gods to appease for randomly killing you. What I did was in self-defense, so I don’t think they’ll mind if I eat this horse.”

				There were a few shudders as Urso went on.

				“I don’t like this killing business, that’s why I didn’t agree to any. I think the worst thing about killing little humans—apart from the sickly squashing sounds they make—the worst thing is that they’re fully formed, just like Anakim. They’re completely articulated. Arms, legs—there’s something terrible about crushing the life from something that’s a tiny version of yourself.”

				“You’re a philosopher,” Gonji observed.

				“Among other things,” Urso replied. “I’m an explorer, you know. I’m an observer and recorder of strange new worlds, everything on them—rocks, plants, animal life. I have quite a collection from this one in the cave behind the waterfall. Oh, don’t look so surprised. Is it so hard to believe that there are worlds both within and without this one, given even the little that you’ve seen? They say that at one time all these worlds were connected, accessible to all. Then something happened. It all came apart. Now only the privileged few are guided between the worlds, exploring and mapping as they go. That’s me. Urso, the Explorer. Only I lost my way—or something prevented me from returning to my world. Seems like a long time ago. My world’s quite a bit larger than this one. What do you call this, a cliff?” He slammed a massive fist against the mesa wall. “I don’t know what we’d call it. A step, maybe. Aside from exploring, I like eating—” Here he made an eager slurping sound as he licked his lips again. “—and, of course, rapturing.”

			

			
				The company glanced about quizzically, uncertain of his meaning.

				“You know,” Urso clarified, “moving the earth with a lover—copulating.”

				More at ease in his presence now, the lancers began to howl with laughter at the thought of two rutting behemoths.

				“What’s so funny, hombres pequenos? I’ve seen the jerky little thrashings you call lovemaking. To see Anakim in the throes of passion is an awesome sight. It’s said that the ecstasies of giants once caused earthquakes. That’s why we were removed to a larger world.”

				When their mirth had been brought under control by Salguero’s look urging caution, Gonji addressed Urso again.

				“Then I take it this is still Spain, despite the odd changes we’ve seen in the land?”

				“Parts of the Spain you know, parts of another, from what I can gather,” the son of Anak responded. “It’s Domingo’s doing. His attempts to find the doorway back to my world for me. That was his part of our agreement. Why do you want to attack him?”

				“He’s evil,” Salguero said. “He’s slowly destroying Barbaso. He kills—something you say troubles you. So I wonder how you can feel comfortable in his employ.”

				“What you do to one another is no concern of mine. You all look alike to me anyway. With exceptions—the wonder-seeker here—he’s different somehow, in addition to being more valiant than any Spaniard I’ve encountered. And as for evil—I don’t understand your definitions of evil. I won’t even guess at what’s going on between the powers that vie here. Won’t even attempt a judgment. All I can say is that there are more powers operating in these environs than you think. I’ve seen things pass in the night that even make me shudder.”

				“We don’t threaten the warlock,” Gonji said. “We seek only to take counsel with him.”

				“Is that so?” the giant replied. “Well, good luck to you, then. He’s rather insular, it seems.”

				“Don’t you have contact with him?”

				Urso shook his huge bearded head sadly, poked at the spluttering horse carcass. “No, I don’t think so. He contacts me when he wishes, and that’s not often. I don’t think I’ve actually seen him, to be truthful. Not the real him. But, then, I said you all looked very much alike.”

			

			
				Gonji pondered this while they exchanged banter a while, trying to guess at what might lie ahead, filling in his mental portrait of the enigmatic sorcerer. The roasting horse was done, and Urso tore into it with a zest that had the soldiers gaping and elbowing one another. Orozco and the giant seemed to strike up a curious rapport, and the sergeant fell into his cups, despite Salguero’s piercing glances. It would become a private joke between them in the future: If Salguero pushed him too hard, Orozco would tell his friend the giant to reduce him to meal.

				But now Salguero had moved apart from them, slumping against the cliff base, withdrawn and introspective. Gonji came close and knelt in the snow, tipping a waterskin to his old comrade.

				“We’ve had no chance to speak,” the samurai began. “It seems—does it bother you, senchoo, that the men are looking to me for leadership? So sorry to be so frank—”

				Salguero’s eyes widened, and he smiled. “Ahh, don’t be ridiculous. We need you right now. They need you, just as you are. There are other things troubling me these days. I’m tired of leading men into battles I don’t believe in. Paying lip service to allegiances I don’t feel. I know that stings you, amigo, with your exalted sense of duty. I just don’t know what to do about it. I think much of my wife, my children. Of what might be happening to them in Port-Bou.

				“If we live through this madness—I just don’t know…” His voice drifted off, drowned by the bizarre human-giant revelry. Gonji felt his pain and was moved by compassion. But he knew not what to say that might comfort his old friend.

				They deemed it wise to allow the troopers to vent their tensions. More wineskins appeared—though they had been prohibited, at first—and the relaxation seemed to do the lancers some good. They stayed the night in the grotto, keeping minimal watch while in the comfort of the giant’s presence, though Gonji himself eschewed any strong drink and slept only in short snatches, ever vigilant and suspicious, keeping his swords always at hand.

			

			
				The morning dawned, gray and bleak, and as they mounted to leave, Urso pointed the way ahead.

				“I see you’re within sight of your destination,” he said. Castle Malaguer shifted ominously in and out of the shroud of mist on the horizon. “This is as close as I’ve come to it. I hope the wizard knows what he’s doing.”

				“Why don’t you accompany us?” Gonji inquired. “Your presence in our midst might spare more bloodshed. We might gain a peaceful audience with Domingo Negro.”

				“No. I’ve had my fill of involvement with tiny folk for a while. In any event, I can’t leave this area. Perhaps he’ll open the doorway for me into my own world before you…destroy him, or whatever you’re about.”

				Gonji nodded and wheeled off to rejoin the column.

				“If you find any other little men seeking wonders,” Urso called after him in his booming voice, “do me a favor and don’t send them in this direction, eh?”

				His bellowing laughter followed them for a long time. When it had dwindled to an echoed memory, anxiety again crept over them. Nervous eyes flickered on somber faces, scanning the unknown trail that twisted off before them.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER NINE

				The terrain changed again before noon.

				A timber forest swallowed the track the lancers coursed, its alien strangeness setting the column to buzzing. Gonji advised steering around the obvious killing ground, taking to the treacherous hillocks to its right.

				As they negotiated the tricky slopes, all eyes riveted on the treeline, day turned to night with the swiftness of a cloud enveloping the sun.

				The banshee’s spine-chilling wail preceded her appearance in the sky above. She descended with directed menace this time, her filmy gray gowns spreading their deathly pallor to encompass the column.

				Gonji shouted orders, reminding them of their need to hold fast, to face their terror with all possible courage. He pushed Tora up to the hillock’s summit, where he drew the Sagami and postured defiantly before the grisly apparition.

				Some of the men began to back their steeds as they muttered incomprehensibly, sounds of childish fear puling from trembling lips. Salguero and Orozco, swallowing their own fears and tearing their eyes from the death-witch, yelled for them to hold their ground. But two or three broke ranks and ran. Their panic began to spread through the column. Others shuffled backward, earnestly begging their fellows to join them in the hollow safety of flight.

				The imposing figure of Buey looped his steed around behind them as he drew his pistol, snarling at them and motioning them back to the column.

				“Come back here, you whining dogs!” he growled after the three who had lost their nerve. But they surged off, mindful only of the terror that lashed them on. One horse lost its purchase on the slippery hillside and fell, animal and rider tumbling over and over toward the forest below.

			

			
				Gonji saw nothing of the scene on the hillside beneath him. For all he knew, he stood alone against the banshee’s eager clutch. A stiff wind leaned into him as he sat with raised blade astride a bulging-eyed, snorting Tora. The wind curled in from the west, flaring Tora’s mane and striving to bowl them over.

				He steadied the anxious war horse and clenched his teeth, breathing through them.

				“Sado-wa-raaaaaa!”

				Roaring his clan’s ancient war cry, he struck with all his strength at the extended skeletal claw of the banshee. He shivered with the chill that shot through him, felt an ever so slight resistance as the keen blade of his katana sliced the air. The claw recoiled sharply, though with no apparent injury, and he wondered what pain this ghastly being might feel from a warrior’s steadfast denial of surrender.

				For an instant he saw the death’s-head face alter, become his own, contorted in death agony. Some said that in that moment one saw a vision of his own doom in that face; others, merely an evil illusion that devoured one’s bravery. It did not matter to him. Nor did he fear it while the Sagami was in his hand. He had once before seen his own face courting him to his death. That illusion had died, as this one would, while he would stand alive.

				Or die by his own hand.

				The face tilted down at him, grinning foully. Gonji executed a blinding figure-eight of steel that ended in a rock-steady high guard. His legs hugged firmly about Tora’s flanks in the howling wind.

				The voice that came from the banshee gurgled murkily, as though transmitted through ice water.

				“You will die here!” it proclaimed. “You…and that other aberration like you.”


				“Karma,” Gonji replied calmly, though venom tinged his tone.

				It shrieked at him, the semblance of his face dissolving from its death-mask, and then…it had passed him. He breathed deeply and evenly as he replaced the Sagami and patted Tora reassuringly. Shots rang out behind him. Screams in the wind. He turned and broke down the hillside, side-hopping Tora carefully. From its rear he could see nothing of the banshee, and already the hazy day was replacing the beckoning huntress’ slice of endless night.

			

			
				* * * *

				There was no assisting them. Each man had had to deal with the banshee in his own way. If the death wish was strong in him, if he chose surrender to his fear, then neither was there any help for the effects of her touch.

				Six men and five mounts lay in the mottled gray paralysis that preceded death. A lancer quickly and shamelessly appropriated the one valiant mount which had resisted its own master’s panic.

				All of them had seen this ignoble manner of death before, yet the captain insisted that a detail of three men be left behind to attend the victims. Nor would he permit Gonji to bring a quick end to their suffering. It was simply not their way.

				The samurai pulled Salguero aside, and the two old friends disputed the matter. Gonji’s earnest plea as to the exigency of their situation finally won out: They could not spare men for this pointless vigil; indeed, they would be placing the men left behind in perilous circumstances; and the victims had already lost consciousness. There was nothing more that could be done for them.

				The troop moved on grimly.

				They skirted the small forest, paying no heed to the unearthly sounds issuing from therein. Castle Malaguer loomed ever nearer. And now the terrain ahead appeared to change almost with every stride. The hills steepened, became impossible to negotiate in the snow matting. The column was forced to descend to the narrow valley floor again, which almost immediately straitened into a canyon, gorges climbing ever higher up its sides as they advanced.

				They crossed a series of rolling mounds on the canyon bottom and followed a gradual curving of its course. The castle appeared to them again, closer now, shimmering on its enchanted hilltop.

				But Sergeant Orozco turned their vision skyward, pointing. “Look—the sun shrinks!”

				Gonji looked up. The smoky orb of the sun had indeed grown more remote. The spatial distortion again. The sun was too tiny. An illusion, the samurai thought. The cliffs, too, were no doubt much nearer than they appeared.

			

			
				A fine place for an ambush.

				Gonji halted Orozco and waved the column by, instructing the lancers to cling close to their saddles as they rode, minimizing the targets they cut. Then the pair galloped to the front again.

				The column gained the next curve, and the wolves fell upon them from all directions, leaping down from rock niches to rake and tear. Savage fangs snapped out from hurtling furred bodies as the troop dissolved into rearing and neighing confusion.

				Shots rang out all about him amidst the screams of ravaged lancers as Gonji drew the Sagami and slashed at a bounding predator, crushing its huge skull. The glancing impact of its leap nearly toppled them as Tora bucked and swayed to avert the surging form. Gonji steadied him, caught his own senses in time to engage another set of powerful, dripping jaws.

				Limbs were severed, throats shredded, as both horses and men fell like tenpins in eruptions of splashing blood. Salguero and Gonji cried out words of encouragement as they battled, glowering at the vicious assailants from under helmed brows as they lashed out with their reddening blades.

				Another din of pistols exploding—wolf bodies dropped in death; crawled away, dragging ruined haunches—the clangor of falling armament and traces—fear-maddened visages on frenzied chargers—

				A nightmare had burst across their waking vision.

				Then, abruptly, it was over. The creatures bolted for safety as if from an unheard command. The broken column collected itself. Gonji and Captain Salguero locked eyes an instant, counted heads, and rallied them onward again. The mangled dead rode among the living as the horses pounded along the canyon floor, obeying blind instinct more than command. The last wolf body was trampled under hoof, and the mad ride was on for fair.

				They had scarcely clattered a hundred yards when the first shots rang out from over their heads. Pistols fired by unseen mercenaries.

				“So, it’s to be a gauntlet, then,” Gonji cried. “Ride! Ride for your lives!”

			

			
				They poured across the canyon bed with fire in their eyes. One man was knocked sidewise over his steed’s flanks by the raining gunfire, boots locked in the stirrups. Now they could see the enemy: the Archmage’s free company. Gonji recognized clothing and armor—one white steed.

				The mercenaries’ size grew magically as the cliffs and ledges shrank. The bizarre spatial distortion of the area was sorting itself out now, the illusion fading as they neared Castle Malaguer.

				The castle bobbed on the hilltop before them, the canyon ending, the mesa leveling to a broken outcrop of landlocked shoals. Another fusillade. A body fell near Gonji. Swords and arbalests were pointed at them from both sides now as the pincering ambushers broke from cover and closed in.

				A whirling, apocalyptic vista now spread before Gonji’s vision as the sky surrounding the castle went awash in a rapidly spreading purple-black stain. Troopers cried out as a flood tide of darkness filled the domed sky, lightning coruscating above the fortress in uncomfortable patterns.

				Gonji pulled them to a halt, sword drawn, and stretched up in the stirrups.

				“War-loooooock! Have the courage and dignity to speak with me before you do what you must!”

				The mercenaries stayed their charge, looking as one toward the castle. The edges of the drawbridge, now some three hundred yards distant, flared with fingers of fire. The bridge lowered without benefit of chains or winches, and out rode the three black knights Gonji had encountered at the windmill. The free companions backed away slowly, murmuring with disappointment, watched closely by the ragged remnant of the First Catalonian Lancer Company.

				Fourteen remained, counting Gonji. Their eyes glimmered with insane lights. Their breaths hissed and clouded as they sat aboard snorting, wounded mounts. They surveyed the crackling, bruised sky; the opponents who ringed them in.

				The samurai looked them over, eyes flicking to each man in turn as he kept the black knights on the periphery all the while. The lancers bore the wild mien of the death-defiant. There would be no failing arms among them now. When his eyes framed on Buey, the big soldier bobbed his head at him reassuringly, working thick bloody hands over the haft of a pike. Shredded wolf fur still clung to the blade.

			

			
				Gonji nodded back to him and clopped forward to meet the enchanted knights, the captain swinging beside to join him. Then Sergeant Orozco cantered up behind. The three rode wordlessly until they reined in to face the strange young knights on their richly caparisoned steeds. The centermost knight removed his hinged helm and peered at them each in turn. It was the knight Gonji had tilted with.

				He met Gonji’s eyes last. “Dost thou speak Latin?” he asked curiously.

				Gonji pondered before replying. “With little practice. Poorly,” he responded haltingly, then added: “Language of spells.”

				The knight’s eyebrows arched. “Yes. Then thou dost understand that invulnerability is mine.”

				“I—have displayed—that mine own faith…in arms—equal be—to thine armor of faith.”

				The knight blinked. “Nevertheless,” he sighed, “I must kill thee. Dost thou seek death with such eagerness?”

				“Karma. I have no quarrel with thee. But would see thy lord.”

				The black knight dismounted and drew his broadsword. His fellows caught up the reins of his steed and bore it away to give them space.

				“Thy quest endeth here. Engage.”

				Gonji aimed a thin, desolate smile at Salguero and climbed down from Tora, handing Orozco the reins. He approached the knight, who now spoke in Spanish as he replaced his plumed helm.

				“I am Sir Hugh, scion of Malaguer and firstborn son of Domingo Malaga y Colicos.”

				“I am Sabatake Gonji-no-Sadowara,” the samurai replied as the Sagami snicked out of its scabbard, “son of the most noble daimyo Sabatake Todohiro of Dai Nihon.”

				“And so do I unhinge you, Man of the East—”

			

			
				Sir Hugh disengaged from middle guard and lunged into an attack with his longer broadsword. Gonji skipped out of range and trapped the blade twice with his katana before it was out of range. His expression remained impassive, all thoughts dispersed before Zen oneness-with-arms.

				The knight’s long heavy blade swept around for a high blow, which Gonji deflected overhead, only his wrists seeming to move. Again the broadsword circled, this time in a low, leg-severing arc. Gonji easily leapt over the blade’s course, stamped in close and whirled his katana into a belly-slash that raked off the knight’s magical armor ineffectually, with a metallic skreek.

				The samurai skipped back with catlike grace, parried another blow, riposted with an overhead slash off an armored shoulder. Again—this time his counterattack delivered two sharp blows that would have unlimbed an ordinary opponent.

				The knight came on with increased confidence. Their blades clashed and sang off each other, sparking the gloom with scintillas of hard-edged fury. Again and again the knight’s attacks were repulsed with speed and skill, the samurai’s fencing clearly overmatching the black knight’s, though no wound was opened.

				Sir Hugh breathed heavily as he dropped back a step, relaxed and brought his blade into low engagement, inviting attack. The audience seemed widely divergent in its reaction to the duel. The Spanish lancers looked on apprehensively; apparently Gonji’s efforts were futile. The mercenaries, on the other hand, joked and jostled one another in their saddles; they’d seen many an enemy fall before the black-armored elite knights of the warlock.

				Gonji, too, now relaxed as he eyed the knight, his stance even more open than the other’s.

				“You’re an arrogant sort,” Sir Hugh declared. “Surely you’ve seen that your pathetic blade can do nothing to harm me. You fight well; but it’s only a matter of time before I wear you down and drive my steel through your bones.”

				“Indeed?” Gonji replied. “I thought I demonstrated when we last crossed that my magic is equal to your own. You bear my mark on your flesh. You’ve worn your armor of valor too long. The true heart that once made it strong has given way to conceit. Your armor fails. So sorry, but I’m trying my best not to injure you. I won’t dishonor you by simply ignoring your empty attack and going round you. Why don’t you see the wisdom of declaring it a draw and arranging for me an audience with your lord?”

			

			
				Sir Hugh flushed and came at him with blind wrath. Gonji retreated and fended his blows with snaking circular parries that mocked his efforts, as he spoke to him all the while.

				“You force my hand with your pig-headedness—”

				The samurai turned a diagonal blow far aside. His wrist-snapping riposte relieved Sir Hugh’s helmet of its plumage.

				“My heart is true in this business—my needs honorable—”

				He evaded a decapitating arc of humming steel, spun and hacked open the knight’s leg harness. A thin trickle of blood appeared at the seam of the wound.

				“You fight in empty anger—it erodes your armor’s magic valor—and your skills, I fear, need honing—”

				Small tuffs of angry breath gasped out of the knight’s visor as he swung and swung at Gonji with unbalancing rage. The samurai retreated and advanced with taunting quickness and surety of foot. Sir Hugh lunged deeply, his blade lancing for Gonji’s belly as he grunted with the desperate strength thrust into the movement.

				Gonji slapped his point down into the snow, stamped the blade out of his hands with a sharp kick, spun, and drove the Sagami backward over his shoulder. The point barely touched the gorget at Sir Hugh’s throat. Gonji’s exaggeratedly twisted stance oozed confidence and one-upmanship. 

				The black knight gave way to fear. He leaned back from the deadly sword point, and his legs suddenly went numb under him. He slumped back unceremoniously into the snow with a jangle of armor.

				Gonji stood over him, sword pointing at his heart in a two-handed clench. Sir Hugh slowly removed his helm. His cheeks were ripe with exertion, and sweat trailed along his jawbones as he gulped for air.

				“I spare you your life, Sir Knight. Now, let me see your father—”

			

			
				A cackling laugh ushered from behind the whispering line of mercenaries to Gonji’s left. Two of their mounts lurched aside as the somersaulting figure bounded between them, handspringing through the snow in a high double-flip, to land beside the samurai.

				It was Moon. The minuscule acrobat slipped and fell at the end of his exercise, only to laugh all the harder. He extended a hand to Gonji, who drew him onto his feet.

				“Senor—Domingo Malaga y Colicos?” Gonji inquired, smiling.

				“Domingo, it is,” the Archmage responded, “but as to senor—well, we’ll see. I didn’t suppose you’d be fooled for long. Rise up and join us, Hugh. He’s quite the swordsman, eh?”

				The downed knight stood and bowed to Gonji, who replied in kind. “The best I’ve ever seen, bar none.”

				“Gracias,” Gonji replied warmly.

				“You understand the power of my son’s armor, then?” Domingo asked. “These three are all my sons.”

				“I have come to know the power that faith imparts to certain effects of sorcery.”

				“You’re a bit of an adept yourself, then. And you’ve convinced me that you’re no thief. So come, let’s talk within the comfort of my castle. Do you think these soldiers with you can behave themselves?”

				The Spanish lancers appeared hostile and wary of allowing themselves to be trapped in the warlock’s stronghold.

				After conferring with his men, Salguero came up and spoke to them. His eyes were spiked with hatred as he fixed them on the Archmage. He was deeply scarred by the ravages inflicted on his command. “My men will not ride into that bastion of evil, Kyooshi. I’m for finishing this fight now. I thought that’s what this foray was about.”

				Before Gonji could answer, Domingo crossed the captain’s harsh words with his own.

				“Evil, you say? You’re a fine lot to condemn others of evil. You and your whole vicious Church. It’s true I’m no Christian, but I’m not the one slaughtering my neighbors over forms and rites and blade’s-breadth differences over interpretation of holy writ. As for me, I don’t fit your patterns of stringent morality. You could say that, as regards most of your system, I’m amoral. A pagan, si. Existing outside your severe limitations. And I suppose that makes me evil enough, to your way of thinking. Foolish, grasping little folk. So sure of your crusade, so convinced of your rectitude. So certain you have all the answers you need of life and death.

			

			
				“Drive your brothers into the sea, then! But you’ll not drive Domingo Negro from this place. This is where my family has lived for longer than any of you could guess…in one sense or another. And this is where I make my stand. Oh, you have evil to fear, no doubt. Evil in more forms than you imagine. But none more evil than that which you exercise yourselves. There are powers arrayed against powers aligned against POWERS!—It’s a complex cosmos. And the truly evil ‘powers’ know your complacent stupidity and mock you for it.”

				Gonji stepped between them before they could come to blows, as Salguero dismounted in outrage. After a heated discussion, the samurai convinced his old friend of the wisdom of at least hearing Domingo out. At last it was decided that Gonji, the captain, Sergeant Orozco, and Buey would join the Archmage for an airing-out of their grievances over dinner, though Salguero took a long time to win over.

				The ten remaining troopers made camp outside the castle walls, and Domingo promised his protection. As a gesture of faith, the mercenary company was withdrawn to their barracks. Hot food was sent out to the lancers, which they first feared to eat, at last surrendering to the acute knowledge of their vulnerability: The warlock could kill them many ways, and poisoning seemed ill befitting his style.

				Inside the walls the guests gave their mounts over to the care of Domingo’s ostlers, as Gonji probed the warlock.

				“There are many questions I would ask you, Sir Magician,” he said, “but what most bothers me is why did you go to so much trouble to extinguish us only to take us into your confidence now?”

				“Self-preservation, of course. I’ve been battling the good captain’s warriors for some time now, and you chose to ride at their head, though I did take a liking to you with your lone-wolf posturing and fearlessness at the Moonspinner’s lair. Now that was a tale to tell before some future campfire! But it was only when you showed my son Hugh mercy, though you were capable of defeating his armor, that I completely trusted you. Honesty, courage, and compassion are rare qualities these days. A warrior possessing them all should be heard out.”

			

			
				“So then,” Gonji pressed, remembering, “why did you at first help me against the great insect and then torch the windmill under my courageous ass?”

				Domingo laughed and cartwheeled through the archway that led into a groined vault which served as the foyer to the central keep. The keep teemed with activity, servants bustling through a variety of duties.

				“Don’t you know,” the warlock replied, shaking his head at the memory, “that despite the superlative coordination of this fine body, I dropped the damned thing! An athlete and a juggler,” he chortled, “and I dropped the torch!”

				Gonji was unconvinced but replied nothing as his attention was drawn to a by now familiar wonder: They rounded a corner to enter what seemed a corridor that went on forever. Servants in the distance approached in their direction, smiling impishly to see the outsiders’ blinks when they closed the space between them at supernatural speed, though their pace had not quickened in the least.

				The warlock broke into high mirth, greeting his servants. “You’ve seen this before, eh? Tricks with perspective, you see. Space…used to its best advantage. Once the ancients traveled between worlds like this. Worlds within—and without, samurai. Ahhh… Everything is science somewhere. Do you know of science? Repeatable, controllable phenomena. But it’s all magic, here. Come—try it. It works best right along the corridor wall. Glide with your back to the wall. You’ll feel the doorways flying past. Just ignore them and make for the farther end of the hall. I want to show you something down there.”

				Gonji was wary, but he tried it first, gesturing reassuringly when Salguero raised a cautioning hand. Buey took to the wall facing Gonji, following the warlock. They cross-stepped with their backs to the granite blocks, finding that the phenomenon was exactly as Domingo had described. Archways flitted past their backs, warping into thinness, as if rolling past under their own power, while the guests felt no sensation of speed themselves, just their stomachs turning in anticipation of same. To Gonji’s perspective, Salguero, Orozco, and the hall behind receded swiftly, as though propelled by a gigantic pulley. The pair soon joined them, blood thrumming at their temples as they regathered at the end of the hall. Orozco seemed a bit giddy, looking back as if he would try it again out of childlike delight.

			

			
				Domingo beamed with smug satisfaction and directed them down a flight of steep stairs to a sub-cellar two levels below ground. In a dank, mossy chamber, he held up a hand and addressed them with twinkling eyes.

				“Now prepare yourselves for a strange sight.”

				The rear wall turned to mist and dissipated. They experienced a sudden sense of vertigo. They were peering outward and down—down onto the rooftops of the town of Barbaso. Not a miniature, but the city viewed from a height, crawling with life. People screamed and pointed up at the darkness that had abruptly filled the early evening sky.

				“Terrific, eh?” the warlock whispered with enthusiasm. “Now watch—watch—”

				He fluttered a finger up and down between his lips such that his voice reverberated as if under water, when he pronounced loudly:

				“People of Barbaso—fear not—your soldiers are my guests.”


				Peering down at the wild reaction in the streets, he held a hand over his mouth to smother his laughter. Then he waved them back with a rush to the bleak stairwell.

				“I do so love doing that,” he said, cackling all the while as they climbed. “But a little bit goes a long way, as they say, so I’ve had to keep myself in check.”

				“That was Barbaso?” Salguero asked, disturbed. “Not an illusion?”

				“Of course.”

				“Why haven’t you just destroyed it, then? Rain down molten lead—or monsters?” Orozco punctuated his inquiry with a pragmatic shrug.

			

			
				“For one thing,” Domingo answered, “that’s not a proper doorway, merely a sort of viewport. Sound travels through it but not solid matter. True interspheric gateways never show what’s beyond them, in my experience. That makes for some exciting discoveries! By the way, how does it sound down there? I just love to see them scurry—”

				“You are as evil as they say,” Captain Salguero grated as they moved down the foreshortened corridor again. “Evil in that most devious way Satan reserves for himself and his minions. Playing on poor people’s fear—”

				“Oh, dragonfarts!” the Archmage railed. “Evil, evil, evil—that’s all you church fanatics ever see in mysteries that won’t submit to your heel. Tell me what evil there is in warding off a mass attack against my privacy. What evil have I done you personally that can’t be dismissed as defense of what’s mine?”

				“The monsters you arrayed against us—” Salguero roared. “I suppose all the slaughtered men in my command simply died by illusion as well.”

				“The giant,” Orozco reminded.

				“Ah, the giant!” Domingo repeated sarcastically. “Tell me, did he—did he make you loose your bowels by his very sight? He climbs rocks all day and sniffs out unfamiliar flowers. Jesu Christi, he wouldn’t even have any meat to eat if other creatures would stop attacking him out of blind fear and ignorance.”

				“What of the banshee, Domingo?” Gonji asked in a quiet voice, his eyes narrowing to penetrating slits.

				“That death-bitch is no device of mine. Someone else has set that fiend loose. Now you want to talk about evil—there is evil. I told you there were other parties to this bewildering power struggle. And not only here in Hispania. I don’t even understand the alignment anymore, but I believe your presence has something to do with it all, wayfarer.”

				He had addressed Gonji, who started in spite of himself to be singled out in this fashion. It was not the first time he’d been accused of perpetrating movements of power beyond his ken.

				“The birdmen—” Orozco tossed in.

			

			
				“A tragic race. Lay no evil charge on their already heavy burden. And the wayfarer here seems to be an old friend of theirs.”

				“The wolves—”

				“The maids in the fire-rings that turn to filth, to—to some sort of monsters out of—”

				The warlock snorted. “Wolves have to eat. In any event, they’ve become uncontrollable of late. I don’t know what’s got at them. They seem oddly…directed, though not by me, and as for the faery-ring maidens…” He turned to Gonji. “The evil dead are unleashed from their graves, wayfarer. That is an ill omen. But I don’t dabble in necromancy. Never have, nor any of my line before me—unless, perhaps, my wayward great-grandfather. It’s so vulgar—”

				He directed them into an opulent parlor that caused Gonji to wince with evident disdain. It was a riot of designs and accoutrements, a nightmare of ornamentation, like the inside of an enormous jewelry case. Red velvet and gold inlay covered the walls. The ceilings were hung with arras of Asian and Turkish influence, while the golden cresset lamps that studded the walls were filigreed in rococo patterns. Gemstones of various sizes and colors reflected the lamplight in rainbow shards from settings in obscure corners. And gossamer webworks in delicate patterns divided the room into sections, wisping aside as one moved through them, retracting from the touch of even the gentlest extended hand.

				“Silk from the Moonspinner,” Domingo explained to Gonji. “Invaluable now, thanks to you.”

				“A vicious creature, despite the high artistry,” the samurai observed.

				“Mmm.” The warlock waxed reflective. “I suppose you’re right. But she, too, had to eat, once she’d been drawn from the natural prey of her native world. And I directed only enemies to her hunting ground. Merchants and harmless travelers were guided through safely—until they stopped coming. No non-militants ever come to my beloved valley now. Goods become scarce. Oh—you’ll pardon the decadent effect here. It’s what comes of centuries of changes in noble taste, eh?”

				Domingo moved to a stand of what looked like silver cattails or wind chimes. These he stirred with a brush of his hand, and they began to play a soft melody, perpetually altering its variations and replete with refrains. Gonji was mystified. The sound was a close approximation of the gentle strains of the samisen, whose ethereal music filled his youthful memories. He saw Domingo smiling at him.

			

			
				“Familiar, eh?”

				Gonji bowed. “Domo arigato.”

				“Now,” the warlock urged, “make yourselves comfortable. I will rejoin you presently. Do not be alarmed, now—ex corporam.”

				Domingo’s body collapsed on the plush carpet, lifeless.

				Buey was the first to draw his pistol, sucking in a sharp breath. Salguero and Orozco followed suit, glancing from the fallen form to their surroundings, expecting some imponderable attack.

				“Kyooshi?” the captain called in confusion and urgency.

				Only Gonji had not produced a weapon. His swords still sashed in his obi, he knelt beside the small body and examined it closely. To their joint surprise, Domingo abruptly rose again, smiling dimly at each of them in turn.

				But it was not Domingo. Not the person who had just shared their company. Something was missing. The light of intelligence in the now witless eyes. The small man seemed a bit wambly, at first, then swiftly regained his balance, tumbling in front of them and rising to spread his arms in a gesture that courted applause.

				Salguero grabbed him by the arms. “What is going on? Tell us what trick you play now. Our patience grows short.”

				“Salguero,” Gonji cautioned.

				But the little jester pulled away, displaying no sense of being threatened. Pointing to his throat and shaking his head vapidly, he cartwheeled from the ornate salle and on into the corridor, slower and with less verve than he had shown before.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TEN

				The four guests at Castle Malaguer were served dinner in the opulent salle. They partook of a thick potpourri that featured a variety of meats and vegetables, fresh bread, and wine from Madrid. Their fare was set on a sturdy, intricately carved French dining table, having been procured by servants under the watchful gaze of a stuffy chief steward.

				The elegant cushions they sat upon reminded Gonji of the futons of his homeland, save for one major difference: These cushions floated magically, producing height and distance adjustments made in response to slight nudges of one’s posterior. And when one alighted, the cushions gently descended to rest on the floor until used again.

				Orozco and Buey, relaxing with the wine’s spreading warmth and their gradual adjustment to the strange environment, soon learned to put the cushions’ gyrations to the test. Salguero finally put an end to their pranks in the name of military dignity after Buey took a backward tumble that landed him on his face.

				They were in the middle of their repast when joined by a stranger who shocked them with the announcement that they were now truly in the presence of Domingo Malaga y Colicos.

				This Domingo was not a warlock. She was a witch.

				“Si, the last of my line,” she explained to the staring quartet, “but always the people have expected their Archmage to be male, so I’ve given them what they expect. I deliberated a long time before deciding to show you the truth, since it is the truth we all need now for mutual survival.”

				They rose, one by one, in deference to her, Orozco falling from his floating cushion to grope back up, flushed with embarrassment. Domingo laughed and spoke words of comfort to him as she ushered her three sons—Hugh, Rowland, and Darien—to their places at the table, taking the head herself.

			

			
				The sons were quiet and dignified, keeping their places and making only passing comments as they ate, answering inquiries with monosyllables. Evidently brought up with strict attention to manner and protocol, they seemed nonetheless much different from one another in appearance.

				“So sorry,” Gonji said, “but you say you are the last of your line. Are these not, then, your true sons?”

				“Oh, they are, to be sure,” she responded. “What I meant was they are all of different fathers, you see. And none, sadly, seem to bear any special sorcerous gift.” She smiled at them, and they seemed uncomfortable with her maternal hovering. “I am the last of a long line of Colicos adepts, by way of Greece. And last hidalgo of the Malagas—not hijo but hija, as you can see.” She laughed heartily at her own jest.

				A ceramic hookah with a multifaceted base was brought to her. This she smoked as she picked at her food. Wisps of blue smoke curled about her, patterns and recognizable shapes forming as her lips twitched with amusement.

				She was a handsome woman, Gonji decided, and of indeterminate years. Perhaps sixtyish, but flattered by her days in the fashion of women who learned to master age by their very acceptance of time’s wearying progress. Her eyes were the hue of spring on the Mediterranean, full of wisdom, poise, and intelligence. Her wit was keen, and she seemed ever on the verge of telling one something he had never known about himself.

				“So, conquistador,” she addressed Gonji, “you find my favorite chamber rather vulgar, no?”

				The samurai’s brow furrowed as he glanced around the tawdry surroundings, and he half shrugged.

				Domingo laughed. “A little alchemy, a little earth magic—it goes a long way, doesn’t it? Oh—I hope you don’t mind the olla podrida. It’s my cook, you see. He can never decide what to prepare when I say it’s to be a special meal, so he throws in everything he can think of.”

				They all agreed that the stew was succulent, then Captain Salguero spoke pointedly.

			

			
				“You say you’ve plied alchemy?”

				She sighed indulgently. “Si, capitan—quite forbidden by the Church, I know. But I love the luster of gold, and I make only enough to please myself. It is hard work anyway, make no mistake, and I would never create a flood of it so as to cheapen its value. No alchemist with even a jot of reason would ever devalue her own work. Greed confines one in her own gilded prison.”

				Gonji’s eyes smiled. He was fond of matters of discipline and self-imposed ethics. It was difficult to reconcile this dowager-witch with the territory’s image of the nefarious Black Sunday.

				“It’s amusing,” Domingo went on pensively. “They search for El Dorado in the New World, and I’ve created it here. I must be growing senile to be showing so much of myself to Spanish soldiers.”

				“What exactly happened to force you into action against Barbaso?” Gonji asked.

				“What were we just talking about—greed?” she asked tellingly. “In the past, my ancestors protected this valley against incursion. You’d have found no criticism of my grandfather’s spells when the bandit hordes plagued Aragon. We had a fine symbiotic relationship. They provided certain goods, did our trading for us, and lent us manpower and servants as needed. In exchange the Malagas kept peace in the valley, sometimes affected the weather to favor them, and even—probably ill-advisedly—granted them certain boons of our work from time to time.”

				“Now you destroy their crops and their game animals, deprive them of trade—not even a solitary chapman will come to this valley anymore—and you starve them out,” Salguero grumbled.

				“Oh, come now, captain. They’re hardly starving, despite their posturing as the long-suffering oppressed. And by all the spirits, they’ve stolen enough golden granadillas from my enchanted arbor to keep them robust for decades to come. And what about my oxen? The hybrids I bred—how many times did you and your men partake of their tender flesh?” She turned to Gonji. “My ancestors produced a beast of burden of unusual characteristics, wayfarer. A wonderful animal of prodigious strength and endurance, easy to train to all tasks. They possess the wonderful virtue of a long maturation, at which time they lay down and die, yielding in death the best meat you’ve ever tasted. We once had a large herd of them. I now have two left, thanks to the thieving denizens of this valley, and those two will not breed. I suppose they’d be gone if I found a way for them to butcher themselves after they died.

			

			
				“My garden of miracles,” she continued, heating up with her tirade, “they’ve picked over everything there. I’ve had to place it under constant guard. I have vines that dance to music—trampled under their feet in their eagerness to steal my singing blossoms for their ladies’ hair. And neither flora nor fauna dare stand in the path they beat to my orchard for the granadillas. They grow in frustratingly small quantities; nothing we’ve done causes them to proliferate. But eating just one of them produces hardiness, vigor, good health—many days’ nourishment. More than one—”

				She drew back, eyebrows arched as she looked piercingly at the soldiers.

				“More than one provides the languid narcotic effect they all crave in that foolish town. Euphoria and lassitude and endless good will—nothing that a good flagon of rum wouldn’t provide, with the exception that rum releases its grip the next day, though not without the residual effects the granadillas spare them. Don’t you people understand that respite from work is the just man’s reward while escape is the fool’s dream?”

				The captain bristled. “My men are forbidden to eat your bewitched fruit.”

				“Is that so? Well, we shall see.” She engaged Gonji again. “This went on, you see, for a long time. There’s no remonstrating with an avaricious spirit. And then other things began to happen. Things even I would call evil. And all attributed to me. People disappeared. Monstrous apparitions ravaged their crops, their flocks. Hunters were murdered by fiends on the misty plains. And it was all my doing, so they said. And so they appealed to the Church, and the adelantado of this province sent these staunch lancers to destroy me.”

				“Our orders came not from Duke Cervera but from the High Office in Madrid itself,” Salguero corrected, “and I’ve seen nothing in this valley to convince me of your innocence.”

			

			
				“That is not my concern, captain.”

				Gonji stiffened at the sound of Cervera’s name but forgot it at once as he moved to dampen the smoldering inferno the pair were stirring.

				At that moment Luna Invierno tumbled into the room to curl up next to the witch. He grinned up at her like an innocent babe confident of a parent’s protection.

				Stroking Luna’s hair affectionately and purring down at him, Domingo caught Gonji’s questing glance. “This is Paco. You wonder how, eh, wayfarer? How I was able to enter Paco’s body, to share an adventure with you, to tilt at you so masterfully? Well, I don’t think I’ll tell you!” She laughed toward the ceiling in her throaty fashion, a laugh filled with gentle jest and warm camaraderie. But then sadness tinged her noble features, and she seemed to reflect aloud as she continued.

				“Paco is my gracioso, my dear sweet jester, who drives away my melancholy moods with his pranks. It’s a position of more honor than you’d guess. His family has served mine thusly for generations. But poor Paco was born defective. Crippled, you see, his limbs twisted in such a pathetic fashion that his dear mother despaired of his life—and her own. I was moved by her pain. It became my own. I employed every arcane philtre and potion in my experience to render the child whole. I finally succeeded—thought I did—with a complex spell I’d often been warned against. His body was made whole again, an athletic marvel, really, but… There was a price to pay, you see… But together we may become Luna Invierno—whole and mighty!”

				The simple-minded jester grinned up at her trustingly, then laid his head in her lap. Her lips trembled slightly.

				“I’ve always thought I should have paid that price myself. More divine retribution for—evil practices, you’d say, eh, captain? Ah, well… I’ve tried to make it up to him. He seems to enjoy it when I assume control of his body and show him how to perform such nimble tricks as he’s unable to discover for himself. His kindly spirit curls up in some dim recess and—I can fairly cry for the delight he seems to feel when we bound off together. Don’t look at me that way, gentlemen. Between your reproach and my mawkishness we’re fouling the air in here.”

			

			
				The spell of her strange tale broken, the guests looked from one to the other uncomfortably, the powers she claimed over life processes making them ill at ease. Only Gonji could render comment.

				“At least his innocence is preserved. That’s hardly the worst quality of the human spirit.”

				She gazed at him penetratingly. “They call you the Red Blade from the East, do they not?”

				Gonji was mildly startled. He’d not heard that appellation in some time.

				“Among other things,” he replied.

				Domingo nodded with matronly grace. “Come, gentlemen, let me show you some things that disturb me.”

				They moved from the salle into the keep’s myriad halls and spatially distorted corridor network again, the witch guiding them through the ever-fascinating phenomena. It seemed they walked an amazingly long distance before exiting to the north bailey, which was surrounded by a series of fortified stone curtains that, to their gasping apprehension, extended forever into the horizon.

				Buey and Orozco halted in their tracks, and the big soldier blurted an epithet, in wonder.

				“New construction, you see,” Domingo explained in amusement, gesturing for them to move on.

				They passed through a gatehouse in the nearest wall and into another ward. Supply wagons were strewn about. A long bakehouse occupied a portion of one wall, and on the opposite wall was a barracks. Mercenaries lounging outside took note of their employer’s passing, saluting and posturing respectfully as they jostled and whispered. It was clear that her identity was a revelation to most of them.

				They passed another bailey wall, and still the castle’s sprawl went on. The area encompassed could have accommodated the needs of a respectable-sized city. They at last passed outside the castle proper, exiting beneath an immense drum tower to a large area warmed by some hidden source. It seemed as though winter had not reached these grounds in the least.

			

			
				Here they passed Domingo’s arbor and what she called her Garden of Miracles. And so it literally seemed to be, for it was a place landscaped by the hand of some artistic god. Bright and beautiful, even by moonlight, its floral patterns rivaled those of the Alhambra. Birds flitted about within its confines, setting swaying blossoms into mellifluous tinkling. Strange animals stiffened in alarm at their passing, only to trot near the topiary border when they scented their mistress.

				Domingo stopped and sniffed deeply at the heady aromas issuing from the garden. “There are more things in heaven and earth…” she began to quote, throwing up her hands in surrender to failing memory. “Ah, those perceptive Ingelese!”

				A small unicorn approached the witch, and the men held their breaths to behold its delicate gracefulness. It seemed hardly to touch the earth as it padded forward.

				Domingo stroked its muzzle through a break in the molded hedges. “All the wonders of the world fall before the sword. But soon you warriors will have nothing left to fight, and then you’ll destroy one another. And the magic will shed the darkness, and live again.”

				“Karma,” Gonji said quietly. There was neither defiance nor rancor in his voice.

				“Come, Red Blade,” she said. “I think you’ll rather enjoy this. You, too, amigos—follow where you see me go. Have no fear.”

				She rounded a corner of the hedge and stopped before a spot where the bushes were cut square. Smiling impishly over her shoulder, the witch walked straight at the thick shrubbery—and disappeared as she struck its surface.

				Gonji made to follow, seating his swords properly in his sash. Salguero touched his shoulder, a look of concern tugging the crinkles around his eyes.

				“We risk God’s judgment, I fear, Gonji, being parties to such sorcery.”

				“We bring no harm to anyone, senchoo, in exploring the world’s wonders. Come, let’s see what she’s about.”

				Gonji steeled himself and stepped into the hedge. There was a moment of vertigo and blindness. He sucked in a cold breath. A sensation of weightlessness, then his feet struck solid ground, his knees buckling slightly as though he had missed a stair. He caught himself, felt the sobering wash of icy wind about him, and saw the smiling face of Domingo.

			

			
				They were on some lofty height in the night sky. He recognized the embrasures almost at once. It was the turret of the drum tower.

				“You’d best move aside before your companions run you down.”

				He walked to the embrasure and peered down into the garden below. There he saw the small figures of his three companions speaking, and then Salguero inching forward toward the hedge. The captain’s arms appeared out of thin air over the stone turret floor. They were withdrawn sharply. Then Salguero came through in a rush, sword at the ready. He nearly ran into the witch, backed away and cast about for orientation. He relaxed when he saw Gonji.

				Orozco tumbled through next, rolling to a seat, his pistol drawn. Next came Buey, roaring and raising a giant fist.

				They could not help sharing a laugh when they’d gathered their senses.

				Domingo escorted them down a dark winding stairway that coursed the central shaft of the great tower. She brought them shortly into an amazing room, lit by phosphorescent glows with no apparent source and bedecked with the arcana of her secret gramaryes, objects of her mystical crafts. The mildewed walls were covered with charts and scrolls and drawings filled with crabbed script in unknown languages. Flasks and retorts bearing murky fluids and unseemly life-forms lined the shelves. An enormous central work table, filled with geometric instruments and writing materials, piled high with parchments and dusty tomes, dominated the chamber’s center.

				“Here is something wonderful that you’ll appreciate, Red Blade.” Domingo circled her hands in opposing orbits, and immediately there appeared in the air over the table a fragile network of concentric spheres, constructed of a pellucid material interconnected by lines of thin web, rotating slowly at various speeds, the webwork elongating, shortening, and disappearing as necessary.

				“The seafarers who sail abroad and chart their findings call their work cartography. But what would they call this? Worlds within…and without. Round, they are, you see, as is our world. Eh, we stand…here.”

			

			
				She pointed with a finger, and a shaft of white light leapt from the tip to enter the network and set a tiny spark glowing on one of the inner spheres.

				“But this shows you little. Watch.”

				The witch mumbled in a low voice and performed a series of hand manipulations, working at objects in the air visible only to her. Beside the intricate display, another began to appear, its twin. But now on this new one, each of the delicate spheres began to peel open, to flatten into a plane figure, beginning with the outermost and continuing, each in turn, until the figure became a fanned-out conjunction of transparent maps, all rotating on the same axis. The perpetually moving figure came alive with scintillas, pinpoints of white light, where the turning planes touched one another at various points. The centermost featured the greatest display of lights, and as the guests watched, they noted that some of the lights were not stationary. These flitted from one map to another and still another, leaving traceries of light like shooting stars behind them.

				“Corridors and gateways, you see,” she explained, “from one sphere to another. Ours—there—is not one of the more active, but it is still connected at points to the others. Locating and using the gateways is all the rage in sorcery today. Some things seek to enter, to escape. Others merely to use our sphere as a stepping-stone to other worlds. This is all rather new to me. I’ve taken little interest in opening gateways, but I’ve been quite enthralled with the possibilities inherent in reshaping spaces to suit my needs. My convenience, as you’ve all seen. But there are other powers, dread powers, that would map the gateways for their own aggrandizement. Oh, yes, captain, the things you would call evil are quite fond of using the gateways.

				“In recent years, it seems travel between spheres has been facilitated by activity in regions of great knowledge, great sensitivity involving the gateways. The designer-god who set the spheres spinning, it would appear, created a world of infinite possibilities, maximum space efficiency. Room for endless growth. Seemingly, that knowledge was lost for eons, so I have heard. Why, I cannot discern. But we live in an age of epochal change, and I submit that we also occupy an area—a rather large area—of considerable importance to the operating forces. Again, whether the guiding forces are good or evil, I cannot tell. Perhaps they’re simply…amoral, as I, eh, captain? Would that give you comfort or anguish?”

			

			
				Salguero did not answer, rapt by the mystical phenomenon he observed, as were the others. But Gonji had been sifting through his memories and intuitions all the while, searching for the right words to frame his anxieties.

				“Senora Malaga,” the samurai queried with furrowed brow, “what other areas of…sensitivity, as you say, can you find on the map of our world?”

				She nodded somberly. “Si, this is why I have decided to show all this to you, Red Blade. You know something of this…true nature of the cosmos, do you not? By your legend, you seem to have run afoul of the powers that hold sway near several of the most active gateways. See here—” She pointed to spots on the gently revolving planes. “The gateways open and close for various time spans—all much accelerated by the action of my construct, so that I may see the patterns unfold without waiting hours or even days. The patterns that I call, for description’s sake, the ‘most viable,’ are those which occur in the tightest and most symmetrical geometric figures. We are here—the western tip of a diamond of high interspheric activity. The giant you met stumbled through here—from one of the larger worlds, but at a point corresponding to the eastern point of the diamond.”

				Domingo looked at Gonji tellingly.

				“Which is?”

				“The Carpathians, on our world. Have I not heard you called Deathwind of Vedun? I know of Vedun, and of its past and present fate. All adepts do. Were you not a participant in an action in which the ancient city was destroyed, once again?”

				The color fled Gonji’s cheeks, and he swallowed, though he gave no response. But Domingo continued.

			

			
				“Once Urso came through, he found he could not return. Hostile powers were in control of the worlds which touched that gateway. The adept who conducted him through was abducted—or worse. I discovered our giant, starving on a barren fragment of an inhospitable world, as I explored the reaches of the gateway here. They touch, you see. The power that controls all points of the geometric figure—our diamond—can strike out at the entire area it encompasses. On all the worlds the figure touches.

				“The north and south tips,” she went on, “lie in northeastern France and—here—the African desert. At every point there lies a fortress. A castle or stronghold of ancient and nameless construction. I myself, despite an enormous body of family lore and a rich heritage of esoteric knowledge, cannot say who erected this place where we stand. Or why. Have you not given thought to the unstrategic position Castle Malaguer occupies? Have you not seen other fortifications in your journeys, weirdly situated, causing you to wonder what possessed their architects to sink the first pilings?”

				In truth, Gonji had given no thought to Castle Malaguer’s site; the Spanish savannahs afforded little in the way of natural support to a fortress. But he had indeed seen castles standing in the most untenable positions. Had even joined the tragic defenders of more than one.

				But now something else broke the surface of his memory.

				“What do you know of a place called Akryllon?”

				“Akryllon?” Domingo repeated in surprise. “That sank ages ago, didn’t it? It should have. Don’t tell me you seek Akryllon. Now there is a place that would fit your definition of evil, Captain Salguero. The Church could have fallen to crusading convulsions over Akryllon. It was an island, perhaps a continent. No one can say for sure. A place that loved power for its own sake above all else, at any rate. The masters of Akryllon would employ any means, however perverse, to set themselves over their fellows. What they could not control, they set about destroying. So the legends tell us.”

				“It’s spoken of as a…floating island,” Gonji said. “A mystical land that appears where it wills and defies efforts at locating it. Is it possible that so large a gateway between worlds might exist? Large enough for an entire island to pass through?”

			

			
				Domingo tilted her head in consideration of what Gonji proposed. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen so large a disturbance. But then, you must remember that I’ve only mapped such worlds as I’ve discovered. They are far more numerous. Perhaps even infinite. As I said, this is not a serious study with me, merely a recent avocation. I have my gardens and my art—I’ve shown you little of that. But if Akryllon still exists, then it would surely fit your friends’ definition of evil. And yet I am not interested in mapping the relative moralities of a complex cosmic network. I simply had an intuition that you, Gonji, should be shown this evidence of the myriad wonders about us.” 

				She peered off into the distance, her vision unfocused, reflective, as she went on. “Because…somehow…your aura, samurai, does indeed agitate the Powers that rule this strange interspheric universe. And there is no doubt in my mind that evil weaves in and out of the doorways to these many, connected, concentric worlds.”

				“With Hell at the center of it all?” Orozco asked, eyeing the twinkling plane in the middle of the display.

				“Perhaps so,” she said flatly.

				Gonji’s mouth formed into a grim, pensive line. His brow furrowed, and his intense gaze shone, as if he witnessed an epiphany, there in that haunting, mystical map that rotated gently in the air like a spiritual oasis.

				Or a mirage.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER ELEVEN

				Gonji’s party rejoined the anxious troop of lancers early the next morning. 

				The sorceress provided an escort of mercenaries who accompanied them back through the valley toward Barbaso. They were troubled by no menace, common or astounding, as they made their way over the stamped snow. The gray sky was etched with a bright-seamed promise of the sun’s appearance later in the day.

				“You trust her,” Captain Salguero said, riding beside the samurai. 

				“Hai. Malicious deceivers rarely reveal so much of their secret selves, and with so much enthusiasm, neh? And you?”

				“I suppose she won me over as well. But I don’t like it. We’ve probably all been bewitched—”

				“Something in that wine,” Orozco said, piping in from behind them as he removed his morion and rubbed his aching head.

				The captain grunted in assent. “But I don’t know how I’ll manage to convince Barbaso of her honorable intentions, the truce and all. They want blood—”

				Orozco snorted. “And golden granadillas.”

				The captain’s head tossed in amusement. “And I can’t say that I approve of her dabbling in sorcery any more than I did before. Somehow I feel it’s a lost cause. Even if I convince Barbaso, what do I do about Holy Mother Church, and my orders?”

				Gonji looked at him sympathetically. “Giri and ninjo—duty and inclination—ever in conflict. Always the dilemma of the honorable man. I understand, senchoo.”

				The sergeant began to cackle to himself. “Just have the witch give them all one of those magical, transporting bushes. Think how cooperative they’ll be when they find they don’t have to climb stairs anymore!”

				They shared a subdued chuckle, and Captain Salguero looked to Gonji with a sudden twinge of camaraderie that was not without a touch of sadness. He sensed he’d be parting company with his old friend, the ill-starred samurai, again. Attendant upon that was the ominous feeling that it would be for the last time. Gonji’s expression reflected thoughts distant and ethereal.

			

			
				“Where will you be bound, then?” Salguero asked, knowing what the answer must be.

				“Spend the night in Barbaso.” Gonji shrugged absently. “Watch you try to explain all that we’ve seen to the rabble.” The abrupt twinkle in his eyes darkened almost at once. “Then gather my belongings and ride on for Zaragoza. I don’t think I’ll be having another opportunity to set things right with the duke.”

				The captain sighed but nodded resignedly. There was no steering the samurai from a course he’d set. He could be the most bullheaded of men, Salguero knew only too well.

				“Still bound for suicide,” he said. “Cervera won’t hear you out. We have time. Why don’t you tell me what really happened between you and Theresa—the murdered monk—the Szekelys—everything.”

				The samurai pondered awhile, then complied, speaking too softly for anyone else to hear. What Salguero heard chilled his blood in a way the frigid winter could not. Surely this pagan warrior had been singled out for mortal torment by the minions of Satan. It could only be Divine Providence that had kept him alive for so long.

				“Do you believe what I’ve told you?” Gonji asked.

				“I only know that you’ve never lied to me before,” the captain responded in all sincerity. “Either this is God’s own truth, or you’ve saved a lifetime of lies and heaped them into this story.”

				Gonji’s mouth twisted wryly as he bobbed his head in agreement.

				“At least let me send along with you a letter to Cervera. I’ll vouch for my own faith in what you claim. That will probably seal my doom as well as yours. Hell, it doesn’t seem to matter anymore, Kyooshi.”

				As night shrouded the land, they rode past two guard posts north of Barbaso, at which point the mercenary escort wheeled and pounded off for Castle Malaguer. The posted sentries prepared to fire on the adventurers from their fortified positions, but Salguero ordered them to hold their weapons in check. The sentries regarded him suspiciously but obeyed, then signaled ahead that the column’s remnant was returning.

			

			
				Discipline returned only by gradual increments to these dissipated troops: One pair cast him a sloppy salute, while the other made no effort at all.

				When they entered the immediate environs of Barbaso, Salguero felt Gonji’s tension as both men intuited the hostile atmosphere in the town. They shared a telling look.

				“Something’s afoot,” the samurai declared.

				“Si. You men—look sharp,” he called back over his shoulder, then added to Gonji alone: “You’d think they’d all be turned out, no?”

				“Hai.”


				They puzzled over the eyes that peered from behind shutters and door slits as they cantered down the main street. Then as they neared the guild hall, a large contingent of citizens filed out to confront them. At their head was Pablo Cardenas. Torches flared alight in the darkened square as horsemen and pedestrians met and exchanged strained greetings.

				“Why so somber a greeting, Cardenas? And what’s this all about?” the captain called to the solicitor, whose face seemed tight and sweaty by the light of his comrade’s flambeau.

				“Does it seem so? I’m sorry, captain. It’s late. The people are mostly in their beds. I’m afraid…not a man here ever expected to see you alive again, if the truth be known…” His voice diminished to a mumble that ill befit his usual articulate mien. He seemed anxious, as if there were something more he would say but he could not find the tongue for it.

				Father Robles ran across the street to join them from the church. “So, you’ve returned at last. God be praised that you’re still in one piece. Is this all that remains of the troop that rode with you?”

				Salguero was piqued that the priest would call attention to the heavy toll they’d suffered. It was obvious enough. And now, in view of their losses, it struck him full in the gut how one-sided their truce with Domingo would seem, however he chose to present it.

				“Regrettably,” he answered tremulously.

				“So tell us, then,” Robles went on in an accusing tone that made the captain’s jaw tremble with mounting anger, “did you destroy the warlock? End his power for all time? Bring us his head?”

			

			
				“I—” Salguero’s voice cracked. “We are tired. My men have been through much these past few days. We can best discuss the situation in the morning. A general assembly in the hall at eight bells. But I’ll say this: You can sleep peacefully tonight—”

				“Then you did not kill the Evil One as you were charged!” Robles stormed, pointing at him.

				“What is this?” Salguero fumed, his hand groping toward his belted pistol. He heard the snick of Gonji’s sword beside him, the pounding of booted feet and stamping hooves in the snow-packed lanes. Spanish troops clattered into the main street, ringing them in.

				They were not of Salguero’s command. He saw their colors—the elite cavalry regiment of General de la Vega, a detachment from Toledo.

				“Hold your weapons, gentlemen! Drop your pistols to the street, or my men will shoot you where you sit!”

				The commander clopped forward, reining in a score of yards from the jostling citizens, who now broke and scampered for cover from the impending fire. Only Robles and Cardenas stood fast in the square. The priest maintained a vindictive pose, while Cardenas appeared noticeably anxious.

				But now Salguero had eyes only for the commander of the Spanish regiment, whom he recognized as Colonel Bartolome Nunez, a hard-line martinet under direct command of the Duke of Lerma. There would be no compromise with a witch under Nunez’s authority. But Salguero had worse problems now.

				Cold lances of loathing pierced Salguero from Nunez’s bushy-browed eyes as he rode up close. His aquiline nose sniffed in evident scorn as he eyed the captain up and down.

				“The celebrated Captain Salguero,” he minced, “still holding his command, though his losses outweigh his victories. But that’s no problem any longer. You’re relieved of command—oh, and…under arrest. You’ll pardon me if I don’t embarrass His Majesty’s army further in front of these civilians by speaking—”

				“What charge?” Salguero snapped.

			

			
				“Que?”

				“I said for what charge am I to be arrested?” 

				Nunez sneered. “We’ll begin with dereliction of duty, cowardice in the field, and—” He looked with contempt at Gonji, who sat bolt upright in the saddle, hand on sashed sword hilt. “—harboring a known enemy of the faith. But why should I go on? I owe you no explanation.”

				Salguero felt the sweat coursing in clammy rivulets under his garb. Fear, anger, and confusion worked through him, making him indecisive, bereft of speech. He watched Father Robles walk up beside Gonji, heard the priest’s words: 

				“You say you are a man of duty. Then you must understand, this was my duty.” The captain saw Gonji nod curtly, heard his single word of acknowledgment. And in that instant the samurai made his move.

				Gonji kicked Tora into motion and drew his blade at the same time. He bolted past Nunez, spanking the colonel’s mount’s flank, causing it to buck. But the intended diversion did not work. The seasoned troops drew beads on him with pistols and bows. He was a dead man.

				Salguero winced, anticipating the volley.

				“No!” Nunez cried, steadying his horse. “Take him alive!”

				The captain looked to his superior with hate-filled eyes, knowing the man’s grisly intent. The Inquisition would have their pleasure with the infidel, if possible. But Gonji would die first, of that the captain was certain. Anguished but helpless, he stared with gritted teeth.

				The cavalrymen blocking Gonji’s path parted, wheeling out of the way of his slashing katana. Salguero blinked—an instant’s beam of hope—then—

				Shots rang out. Tora jerked and swayed with the impact. Horse and rider crashed to the ground. Salguero saw Tora kicking and whinnying madly. And Gonji was staggering to his feet, his storied katana lost in the fall.

				The foot soldiers fell on him with lance hafts, pummeling him. In seconds it was over. Salguero gaped as the bloodied, insensate form of the samurai was dragged before the colonel. He had never before seen Gonji separated from his legendary swords. A lancer now carried them as casually as he would a haversack.

			

			
				But it was the wild torment in Gonji’s eyes that pierced Salguero’s heart. Those dark eyes that glared in disbelief at the jolting, spasmodic form of the magnificent Tora. The captain knew first-hand the tale of Gonji’s adventure in separating that eerily intelligent chestnut stallion from the wild herd it had led. Knew the lore of the noble steed’s valor in many battles. And now…

				“So this is the notorious Gon-shee Sabatake,” Colonel Nunez was saying, but his voice registered mutedly in Salguero’s ears as the blood pounded in the captain’s temples.

				There was an exploding report from a musket and a billow of black smoke. Soldiers were milling around the carcass of Gonji’s great steed. Tora had stopped kicking and twitching. Gonji’s struggles against his captors, too, ceased at once. The captain had never before seen the infamous Japanese warrior slump in evident surrender. It was as though that single musket shot had killed two legends.

				Salguero found himself breathing in short gasps as he, himself, was being pulled down from the saddle and led away by an armed guard. He could hear voices yammering testimony against both him and the samurai.

				“Bind him well! That desperado can communicate with monsters!”

				“He compacts with the Devil—he uses sorcery, colonel—”

				“He fights like an animal. They say he can become one—” 

				Some of the voices belonged to men whom Salguero and Gonji had led to Castle Malaguer and back safely again.

				“Captain Salguero took his orders from the heathen devil—”

				Salguero found himself unable to think.

				* * * *

				The captain leaned against the barred window of an old stone shop he had had converted into a stockade. He had no idea what had been done with Gonji. Unable to sleep, he had brooded and paced through the night and well into morning, alternately pondering his fate, cursing the mutineers who had turned against him, and berating himself for not having come to Gonji’s aid even as the samurai had saved his life more than once in the past.

			

			
				He watched the marshaling of the colonel’s troops and materiel, understanding their intention when he saw the barrel of the mighty cannon roll past his view of the street.

				They were going to attack the witch at her stronghold, conquer Castle Malaguer by siege. End by violence all hope of the truce and the understanding of Domingo Negro’s mystical ways, which Gonji had helped engineer. Would the witch be prepared for them? Or would her defenses be softened by the nascent bond of trust she had formed with the outside world? Perhaps Gonji had been right about her magic having been misunderstood. Perhaps her powers could not be dismissed out of hand as the workings of the Evil One.

				Perhaps they had made it possible for her mysterious arts to be destroyed along with her.

				Salguero slammed his hand against the bars, spitting an imprecation from his tight throat. He moved to the small stove that was his only source of heat in the austere prison. He drew his bunk nearer the stove and warmed his numb hands and feet, blinking back tears of rage.

				The lock squeaked and the door swung open. The big lancer Buey stood framed in the doorway, stooping to pass the arch. He bore a large covered tray before him.

				“There he is, eh?” he said over his shoulder to the sentries. “This is the way I like him—bedridden, you know. Only this time without his little trollop!” The guards brayed a forced laugh. Buey’s boorish presence often caused men to fall into line with his moods like ducklings.

				“No more putting us on parade, eh, Salguero? Listen, muchachos, how about we close the door so I can be alone with…mi capitan for a few momentos, no?”

				The sentries smiled cunningly, as Buey set the tray on a stool and rubbed the knuckles of one fist. Eyeing Salguero portentously, one of them shut and locked the heavy oaken portal.

				Buey smiled at the captain under raised eyebrows. Salguero rose to meet his challenge, fists clenched.

			

			
				“You bastard,” the captain whispered coarsely.

				“Uh-uh—first see what I’ve brought you to eat.”

				Buey swept aside the top linen cloth to display a steaming meal and flask on one half of the tray. Casting a quick glance to the window, he plucked the edge of the linen beneath it.

				“Sergeant Orozco fixed this for you himself—and something special for dessert—”

				Buey wrenched the cloth aside. Two pistols lay on one side of the tray. The big lancer grinned impishly, and Salguero backed away a step in confusion, ran his fingers through his hair.

				“What—?”

				“You see, capitan, Orozco and me, we been thinking. It’s not so good here no more. We did our best, but some…higher authorities, well, they just don’t seem to appreciate us. Orozco’s got this wild idea about maybe one more action before we retire to someplace quiet. Something to do with Port-Bou. If you’ll lead us…”

				Salguero could scarcely believe his ears. The madness of what they suggested had occurred to him many times, but never had he voiced it.

				“How many men? How many sympathetic?” he asked in a rush of emotion.

				“That’s touchy. We know better who not to trust. But maybe eight from the patrol and another dozen who stayed here are good.”

				Salguero shook his head. “A score of men. We’ve got to get past the flower of de la Vega’s regiment.”

				“We have a good escape plan. Leave that to us. Just be ready to travel at ten bells of evening. What about the witch? Do we warn her of Nunez’s siege?”

				Salguero paced a moment, rubbing his neck thoughtfully. “No. She’ll have to deal with it herself. Maybe she’s watching through her magic viewing room. I’m sorry that we may have taken her off her guard, but I do have enough loyalty left to Spain and the Holy Office that I can’t bring myself to drive them into a deathtrap. Let God Himself decide the outcome of this power struggle. What about Gonji? I can’t leave him to the Inquisition.”

			

			
				“Ai-ieeee,” Buey fretted, scowling, “he’s well guarded. But we’ve taken him into account. Don’t worry—now, up with your fists.”

				“Que?”


				“I can’t hit a man who doesn’t at least expect it.”

				Buey hit him with a short, straight left that snapped back the captain’s head and brought blood to his lips instantly. Salguero dazedly rubbed his mouth, streaking his hand and face. Buey took him by the shoulders and, with an indulgent look, forced him into a seat on the floor. The Ox strode to the door and pounded it with a meaty fist.

				“I always wanted to do that,” he said to the sniggering sentries as he indicated the downed Salguero.

				He clapped one of them on the back with a playful blow that knocked off the soldier’s pot helmet.

				* * * *

				Gonji sat cross-legged in the dank, coal-black cellar; a cold, night-blooming lotus, radiating hostility.

				For a time after his capture he had gone inert, beginning the meditative process he knew he needed to facilitate the healing of his battered body, to reestablish control of his spiritual being. Then anger had inflamed his innards as pain broke his concentration. He hated the Spaniards—soldier and civilian alike—for what they had done to him. He hated their Church for what it intended to do. But most of all he loathed himself for his stupidity, for having so easily allowed himself to be taken. Experience, courage, and skill had seen him through the adventures of a lifetime almost unscathed. Now he had permitted himself to be ignobly captured in a snare any callow young samurai would have avoided.

				He recalled his flashing thoughts at the time: He wished not to involve Salguero, who might have come to his defense if he had initiated a fight. But that had been foolish; the captain was in no better circumstances. Better that Gonji should have died honorably, a fighting man to the last. Failing that, he might have slit his own belly rather than be ridden down in his flight like some mindless game animal.

			

			
				Now he was without his daisho. He could not even atone for his shame with seppuku.


				And just as painfully, he was without Tora. 

				The gallant animal had long inspired deep affection, had been his lone companion on the road and in battle, more often than not. An inexplicable bond had existed between them. And Gonji had let him die without even being able to deliver the mercy stroke himself.

				The dull pain of anguish mingled with the more poignant agonies his body suffered. His hands were bound behind him at the wrists, and his arms were lashed tightly about his sides. Fettered as he was, he could not tell whether any of his battered ribs were broken, but he could not twist his torso without sharp pain. His face felt tight and sticky with caked blood, and he believed his nose was broken. His left eye was swollen completely shut. His head throbbed maddeningly.

				He spat out blood from his throat as he considered the irony of his state. Yesterday he had been master of his destiny. He had been witness to intriguing new wonders, had entertained tantalizing new hopes and factors in the puzzling equation of his itinerant life. The abrupt and complete turnabout of his karma had shocked his entire system. Now, despite his stoical training, he could not accept the change in his fortunes. He could not reconcile himself to his bleak situation. The darkness served up illusions. He kept imagining that he was in the world of dreams. Soon—soon he would awaken, his swords at his side, Tora nickering at his shoulder.

				But each time he tried to convince himself of the nightmare he occupied, to awaken himself from its horrors, the sweating, puffy face of the guard would appear in greasy torchlight at the tiny door grating above the stair.

				“Witch!” the soldier kept growling at him. “Your foul sorcery can’t free you now, can it? Garlic hangs from the lintel, and the cross of Christ seals the door.”

				All through the day his tormenting warden checked and rechecked him infuriatingly. Mocking him with self-righteous vitriol, ever crossing himself in a fashion Gonji found insufferable, as though the samurai were one of the walking undead.

			

			
				Troopers brought him food and water, setting it at the top of the stairs at gunpoint, and then crowding about the grating to watch him and taunt him. 

				They did not untie his hands, and evidently they expected to revel in the spectacle of their prisoner worrying at his meal like a dog. Gonji said nothing and left the meal untouched.

				“Mapache,” one sentry said as he gathered up the uneaten food. “What those colonists across the sea call raccoona! An evil raccoona—that’s what you look like! They said you could transform yourself into an animal.”

				Gonji eyed him balefully, but inside he was warmed by a burst of perverse humor. Both his eyes must be blackened, like those of a scavenging animal he had heard of in the Americas. That’s what the guard had meant. His buried sense of humor emerged to rescue his sanity. They could not break his spirit with their taunts.

				From that point on Gonji began to use the guards’ presence as a practice device for his own powers of concentration; he gradually blocked both their sight and sound from his consciousness, as surely as if they were walled away by successive layers of cotton batting.

				In the early evening, Colonel Nunez arrived under heavy personal guard with the intention of questioning the samurai. Finding Gonji in a state of meditation, the impatient officer employed every device he knew, from coaxing to outrageous threat, to gain his attention. It was not until he cocked his fist for a blow to the head that the colonel snapped Gonji from his reverie. He never delivered the intended blow: The samurai’s mask of sheer defiance warded him back, sending him off muttering words of impotent rage and promises of Inquisition terrors to come. Gonji felt a swell of pride over the small triumph.

				As he sat in the enshrouding blackness of the second night, listening to the shouting and gunfire in the streets above, he intuited that he was somehow involved, but he felt less a principal than a detached observer, expecting nothing, whatever the meaning and outcome of the fighting. It was much later that he would hear of the action of Captain Salguero and his faithful command.

			

			
				When the din had ended, Gonji’s guard peered through the grating, strained face glowing redly beside the cresset torch. “Monster, devil—your witchery twists the senses of the king’s own subjects!”

				Gonji had mustered enough social grace to extend him the courtesy of an angry glower.

				Not long after, Pablo Cardenas’ face had appeared at the portal, staring down for a long time with an expression that was unreadable. Gonji could only wonder what was on the man’s mind, for the solicitor had said at length, “I’m sorry, senor. I don’t know why, but I am.” And then he was gone.

				* * * *

				At midnight, the maverick lancer Montoya was brought to Gonji’s cell. He shuffled down the stairs sullenly, probing the floor-seated prisoner with surly glances. Evidently a prisoner, he was not bound as the samurai was, and Gonji found something suspicious in the look he exchanged with the harpy warden.

				Gonji extended his legs flat on the floor and executed an easy series of rolling stretches to unkink his thews. Montoya snorted as he watched, then began to prattle insultingly, strutting around the cell like a wildcat spoiling for a fight.

				Gonji ignored the boorish soldier’s voice, concentrating instead on the pattern and sound of his movements as he settled in a crouch with eyes closed to slits and chin lolling on his chest, as if he would drift off to sleep in the manner of a crane.

				When he heard the knife softly withdrawn from Montoya’s boot, he did not react. Nor did he show any cognizance of the man’s stealthy footfalls. It was when he felt the parting of air before the knifing lunge that he sprang to his feet and whirled out of the way. Urgency galvanized his aching body.

				“Come on! Come on, you Jappo devil!” Montoya snarled, circling warily, watching Gonji’s deadly feet.

				The samurai wasted no motion, and hard black eyes locked onto the Spaniard’s own gleaming orbs through the dim glow of the telltale portal torch. He could feel the guard watching above, the instigator of the attack.

			

			
				Montoya feinted time and again, dropping his blade point in anticipation of the blocking kick that never came.

				Suddenly Gonji stamped forward, causing Montoya to backstep rapidly until he was almost against a wall. A diversionary high kick drew the blade up to eye level, then Gonji’s darting side snap kick caught Montoya in the ankle, throwing him off balance. A swift crescent kick batted the knife out of his grasp. It clanked against the back wall. Montoya froze.

				“God damn you,” the soldier growled in a strained voice.

				He brought up his hands, but Gonji’s hard front kick to the groin brought him to his knees, moaning in pain. A left roundhouse cuffed him beside the ear, his jaws clacking. Gonji continued his rotation, a whopping right spinning-heel kick belting him slackly onto his side in the darkness.

				The only sound was the creaking of the door hinges as the sentry descended with pistol half-hammered. Gonji met his mad gaze with the unleashed fury of the fight still reflecting from his own.

				“You think manipulating my death can save your quivering soul?” the samurai bellowed, struggling for control of his radiating anger. “Finish it, then.”

				More guards appeared at the top of the stairs, weapons drawn. The warden looked to them, then back to Gonji.

				“You—you’re Satan himself!”

				The warden motioned for Montoya to be carried off.

				“Did you offer him his freedom?” Gonji asked icily.

				“Silence, diablo!”

				The warden backed up the stairs, still leveling his pistol. Gonji moved to the back wall and saw something.

				“Muchacho,” he called up to the departing soldier. Gonji toed the forgotten knife, grinning mirthlessly. He kicked it sharply to the base of the stairs.

				The warden blanched at his oversight, warned Gonji back, and quickly retrieved the weapon. Col. Nunez arrived, then, amidst a flurry of harsh verbal exchanges, taking the warden to task for the execution attempt. Evidently, it had not been ordered by Nunez. So others must have taken it upon themselves to gild their souls by eliminating the “evil” of this mysterious oriental warrior.

			

			
				Gonji began to apprehend the conflict in high places over how to deal with the problem of the legendary Red Blade from the East.

				* * * *

				The detachment escorting Gonji to Toledo assembled early the next day.

				The samurai was thrown roughly into a thick-barred ox-cart, bound hand and foot now, bundled in a cloak against the weather’s ravages. He wrestled with the grimace that strove to twist his face at every movement, so fierce were his multiple pains now.

				The column trundled him past the great siege cannon, past the mounted companies preparing to assault Castle Malaguer.

				The rumbling cart’s jostling ride would do nothing to expedite his healing.

				His last impression of Barbaso was of an outbreak of shouts and arguments in the street as he passed by. He saw citizens at odds with soldiers over something. He cared not what. He heard shouting about “dignity—at least let him ride with dignity—he’s no animal—”

				Dignity.


				Gonji earnestly longed for his swords again, feeling empty, devoid of his freedom of choice, without them. As the last buildings rolled past his view and the gates of Barbaso diminished behind him, Gonji’s thoughts turned to death.

			

			
				



			

	


PART TWO

				Death Be Undone

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWELVE

				A strange, multifarious council assembled in Toledo to deal with the problem of the oriental barbarian. They met in austere lamplit chambers, debating deep into the night the disposition of the notorious warrior.

				Prelates of the High Office occupied the table on the dais, presided over by the interim Grand Inquisitor, Bishop Ignazio Izquierdo. The remainder of the assemblage was composed of a shifting membership from among the clergy, the military, and the nobility. Toledo had become a hotbed of activity, daily arrivals and departures of notable figures now the norm, such that high protocol and guarded circumlocution were the standing orders of the day.

				“This Wunderknecht movement, as they’ve come to call it,” General de la Vega was saying, “quietly, insidiously eats at the underside of the military power structure of Europe, in these threatening times. By their very name—Knights of Wonder—they proclaim themselves as elitist, lording over all other men, and militant in their attitude—”

				An elderly priest, a scholar of the Hall of Records, interrupted him: “Dispenseme usted, senor—excuse me, but I believe their use of the word wonder refers to their vague awe at the sublime wonders of creation. Their specific tenets bear careful study before a precise mandate—”

				“Por favor, indulge me, Padre,” another officer piped in, “but time is always an enemy. If you’ll forgive me, theological study has never been noted for its speed and efficiency of pursuit.”

				“Eternal concerns,” the priest retorted, “are not bound by temporal considerations. This is a thorny issue.”

				“Thorny and urgent,” the officer replied, annoyed, but backing off at once to see the eyebrows he’d raised among the gathered august leaders.

			

			
				The representative of the adelantado of Leon rose. “Your Eminence, holy friars, nobles, and gentlemen—His Excellency the Governor appreciates the touchiness of this matter of the oriental barbarian and his misguided followers. But it must be pointed out that he is reputed to be the son of a powerful warlord in his homeland. Japan has proven a rich source of new trade. We’ve all, I think, benefitted by the inroads the Portuguese have made with this…regrettably pagan culture. And, I hasten to add, Holy Mother Church has seen considerable spread in her influence among the Japanese. They are becoming Catholicized in spite of themselves, one might say. And a nation’s strength grows by more than might of arms, if our valiant fighting men will forgive me.”

				The military contingent sputtered and fumed.

				General de la Vega voiced their objection. “And so you suggest we let this…son of a monkey general roam free to erode our strength from within, with his ideas, eh?”

				The representative from Leon turned to Bishop Izquierdo. “What does His Eminence the Grand Inquisitor find the more pressing issue—that of politics and economy or, with all due respect, the…well-founded alarm of the military establishment?”

				Izquierdo cleared his throat. “Well, honored members, there is much to be said for both concerns. We must extend our commercial interests; the military must see to our defense. But this is the Office of Inquisition. The integrity of the faith must be our primary pursuit here.”

				His voice trailed off, and the bishop seemed to shrink behind the table in the uncomfortable silence that followed his noncommittal and pointless recapitulation of the debate.

				The Duke of Lerma rose and leaned forward on the table. He seemed bored by the proceedings. A distinguished-looking man who exuded self-confidence, he was the chief secular authority behind the Inquisition. “Gentlemen,” he began languidly, “I fail to understand the conflict here. This is our home territory. Here we are sovereign over any invading power, regardless of its origin. What is all this fuss over a simple warlock or witch or whatever he is? Just turn him over for auto-da-fe.”

			

			
				The man from Leon stood, shaking his head vigorously. “Milord, I repeat that we must be careful of the various factors attendant on this prisoner’s prosecution. You are aware, I trust, that Grand Duke Frederick of Austria, our beloved king’s own cousin, has urged dignified treatment of this Japanese.”

				“Dignified treatment indeed!” someone blurted as the assemblage gurgled with disbelief.

				The Duke of Lerma sighed. “We are not in Austria,” he reminded, enunciating each word forcefully. “The king’s stand on heretics and blasphemers is clear, as I thought the High Office’s to be.” His glance withered the interim Grand Inquisitor.

				Father Martin de la Cenza rose and, bowing to the assemblage, came to the defense of his superior.

				“It must be noted that the Oriental is not, strictly speaking, a heretic. A pagan, perhaps. An infidel. But even that has not been substantiated. His beliefs are unclear, though I understand the council’s concern over the dangers of obscurantism, at least where theological thinking is concerned. But the corollary—the Wunderknechten’s stated posture toward the world of nature: God-centered, as I read it—seems not so different from the statements of faith framed by the learned councils dealing with the problem of the physical scientists.”

				De la Cenza went on, seeming larger than his minuscule stature, his voice rising over the tide of grumbling dissent. “No one provides any evidence of the man’s blaspheming. And we have heard that this oriental noble was—was he not?—once a confidant of our own late king!”

				“That is open to question,” the burly General de la Vega blustered. “But offhand it is hard to believe. Our present beloved Monarch denies it.”

				The general had never met Gonji when the latter had been in service to Philip II, but several officers in the gathering had known him, trained with him. Yet none rose to his defense now. The resentment of Gonji’s former lofty position had run deep.

				“Has he admitted to any crime punishable by auto-da-fe?” Father de la Cenza fairly pleaded.

				“He hasn’t said much of anything,” an officer from the dungeons answered.

			

			
				“Political interference,” another added venomously, “seems to have softened the torturer’s hand. If we’d been allowed to pursue this investigation using the full range of authorized persuasions, we’d be reading his confession right now, and this honored council would not be wasting its precious time!”

				There were sporadic cheers and outbursts of assent.

				Father Martin shouted over the audience’s heads: “What can be proven about him? That he holds ideas in his heart that are contrary to our own? He, a man from a far-off and unenlightened land. I have heard that he himself was educated from his youth by teachers of the Society of Jesus!”

				There were gasps of shocked surprise to hear his name so boldly linked with that of the militant Jesuits.

				“I myself have held converse with him in Latin.”

				“Si,” a friar from the Office of Faith replied, “I’m certain he knows it. Even demons, in their perversity, have embraced the language—saints preserve us!—in their effort to confound Holy Mother Church.”

				De la Cenza shook his head. “Granted, his influence seems to have caused some to betray nationalistic ideals, but that is a societal crime, a crime against—”

				“Pardon me, Father,” a prelate from the Hall of Records interjected, “but es lo mismo. It is all the same. Society cannot be separated from the Church. Your fervor in protecting this man confuses your own thinking.”

				Father Martin’s head jerked back as if he’d been struck. He nodded penitently and sat slowly in his chair.

				General de la Vega pushed up onto his feet again. “Perhaps the clergy wishes to pass the responsibility for this prosecution on to the military. Is the Inquisition becoming effete? If so, the army will handle the matter. We need only an order sanctioning the transfer.” The general sat down, a smug look tugging at his stern features. Outbreaks of clapping accompanied his words, subsiding gradually in the tensely charged air.

				Bishop Izquierdo flushed with embarrassment and cast a withering glance at Father de la Cenza, as if to command him to extricate the Office from the compromising position he’d placed it in.

			

			
				Father Martin rose to the challenge, more restrained now as he spoke. “I merely point out that a combination of factors renders this case’s prosecution complex. If you fear the Inquisition has lost touch with its fervent aims, you need only inspect the dungeons, the torture chambers. The Burning Court is aflame with heretics and demoniacs.”

				The interim Grand Inquisitor seemed mollified. He leaned back in his high-backed chair and fanned himself casually with a sheaf of papers.

				The Papal Nuncio, Archbishop Roderigo Texeira, Spain’s resident representative of the Holy Father, now took the floor. Until now he’d followed the proceedings in silence. He was a tall, scholarly man with sallow skin and the dour countenance of a judge.

				“Brothers in Christ,” he began in a voice that was low in volume but nonetheless riveting, “I have traveled from Madrid to join with this august body. I’ve listened with patience to words tinged with confusion, to nebulous innuendo that further obscures the issues in this case. I must confess that my patience wears thin. In the faith that this prosecution has been prayerfully considered, I now ask the High Office to clarify its case against this Japanese. What, specifically, are the charges against him?”

				As if the overture of the papal representative had been a signal, Anton Balaerik strode into the hall. Whispers followed his dignified, measured strides as he approached his assigned place, near Texeira.

				“You’ll pardon me, Your Eminence, but we’ve not met,” he told the Nuncio. “I am donado, Brother Anton Balaerik of Moldavia. My order’s necessary low profile prohibits my saying more, but I trust you are aware of the Brotherhood of Holy Arms, recently founded by our late lamented vicar—may his soul rejoice in the company of angels.”

				Texeira nodded. It was not with warmth that he regarded Balaerik’s strange smile. “The Knights of Somber Countenance, I’ve heard you called. Your work has spread far in a short time, has it not?”

				“As it must. Our late Holy Father saw the need for our order in view of the onslaught of supernatural evil in the world today. It was I who uncovered the fell work of this unspeakable oriental sorcerer. As for his crimes, they are manifold: witchcraft, zoanthropy, demonism; he commands monsters and evil spirits; he conspires with heretics and Jews to undermine the faith. Es la pura verdad—it is the absolute truth. But, then…you must have seen the unquestionable authorization under which I prosecute my case.” Balaerik eyed the Papal Nuncio expectantly.

			

			
				Texeira considered his words before responding. “I…have read the Papal missive, si.”

				Reproach crept into Balaerik’s features. “More than a missive—surely you realize. This witch is the subject of a specific papal bull! You do not question, do you, the infallibility of the Vicar of Christ?”

				Texeira’s eyebrows arched. It was an unthinkable insult. But he remained calm in the tomblike silence. “No. And yet it must be taken under advisement, given the…turmoil of affairs in Roma in these times.”

				Balaerik eyed him with scornful disbelief, scanning the assemblage with a look that courted their support. “Really! Whatever the tragic nature of recent events at the Holy See, this singular prosecution bears papal sanction. You, of all clergymen in Spain, must surely bend a knee to what that signifies.”

				Father de la Cenza bolted to his feet again and, eschewing protocol, audaciously intruded on their discussion.

				“All these charges are still hearsay, if I may be so bold, honored donado. What evidence supports them?”

				Outraged expressions greeted Father Martin’s temerity.

				Balaerik cast him a baleful smile. “The destruction of the Carpathian city of Vedun, accomplished by monstrous beasts under the witch’s direction. A town in France—burned to the ground, a holocaust that consumed its every man, woman, and child.” He turned to the sergeant-at-arms. “Have his weapons brought before the council, por favor. He can transform himself into predatory animals—”

				“Has this phenomenon been seen by reliable witnesses?” de la Cenza pressed.

			

			
				“Most witnesses are dead, savaged by the witch, to protect his secrets. But I have seen it myself…”

				This dramatic pronouncement had a telling effect on the now rapt audience, and Balaerik went on:

				“There are many who will swear testimony to the Oriental’s undermining of the Inquisition’s aims. He aligns hated heretics of the Reformation with Jews and with fallen Catholics—he threatens with impunity our right to settle our theocratic power struggle without pagan barbarian interference!” Balaerik pounded a fist on the table for emphasis, evoking a supportive emotional response, especially among the military men. He followed up his advantage by raising his voice and continuing with smoldering eyes. “Worst of all, he travels with a demon familiar—lobis homem—the werewolf! Si, my brothers, you thought lobis homem had been eradicated from Spain? So we thought in the Carpathians. He calls it Simon. And it cannot be far behind, nor will it abandon him. Simon—you will recall from Scripture the similarly named magician. It is to entrap this demonic being that we expose the witch atop the battlements so that the familiar might seek him out by his scent. The military officials are correct: He does erode Spanish authority. But he must be handled carefully. He is the bait for his still more deadly familiar. Since they are specifically linked in the papal bull, the Holy Father’s authority is necessary before this Gonji can be tried. I am a representative of that authority, and I hold in check my Corps d’Elite of demon hunters until such time as I deem them needed.”

				Archbishop Texeira spoke again. “I agree that papal clarification is necessary here. And thus I’ve already sent a direct message to His Holiness-elect to pass judgment as to the prosecution.”

				Balaerik looked stung. There was less confidence in his voice as he went on. “Indeed? I did not know that. You are, of course, the Nuncio. I trust His new Holiness will act in prayerful concert, then, with his…tragic predecessor.”

				The Duke of Lerma stood and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his brocaded jacket. “I trust you’ll take no umbrage, Brothers in Christ, but I must observe that we are in Spain, where Philip is king. And I, too, shall approach my superior for word as to the case’s disposition. The Office of Inquisition is supposedly the final authority in matters of faith here in Spain.”

			

			
				Bishop Izquierdo looked ashen as he watched his power as Grand Inquisitor carved up and devoured by others. He knew he must save face, posture strongly. But deep inside he realized his efforts were too late, too impotent. Inner voices tugged and pushed. Ambition drove him to speak:

				“You do not question the power of the Church to advance the cause of the Inquisition, do you, milord Duke?”

				The duke eyed him squarely. “As you holy men have agreed, there can be no separation between Church and State. And yet one must rule. If Spain is threatened in any way, that one must be Philip, grandson of Charles the Fifth, the Holy Roman Emperor—by your leave, Your Eminence. Gentlemen.”

				The Duke of Lerma strode out of the chamber. He passed the sergeant-at-arms, who led two soldiers pushing a cart bearing the samurai’s famed swords, his bow, halberd, and pistols. Among them were other personal effects, including his clothing. Two priests marched at either side of the cart, one carrying a censer, the other a holy water font and sprinkler. Pungent clouds of incense filled the chamber, and beads of holy water repeatedly splashed over the samurai’s belongings and those who handled them in this effort at purification, for it was feared that evil magic permeated the articles.

				Balaerik presided over an item-by-item presentation.

				“See his bow. I have seen him use it to launch arrows distances impossible for a man to attain. And these blades—he has continually asked that the smaller one be given back to him so that with it he might take his own life!” Gasps of astonishment. “That would, of course, free his demonic spirit to possess yet another poor soul’s body,” the donado explained. “His deviousness is endless. Look at the longer sword—grooves are notched into its blade so that he might therein collect the blood of those he’s slain.”

				“So what of that?” an officer contended. “We know many swords that contain blood channels here in Europe.”

				“Indudablemente—no doubt,” Balaerik replied, “but their wielders don’t use them to drink the blood of the victims! And what do you make of this?” He held up the wygyll’s carven medallion. “I suggest you consider the central device, which intimates…commerce between a man and a demon. And this article—I shall leave its meaning to your imaginations.”

			

			
				Here he portentously flourished Gonji’s nekode, the spiked ninja glove he had used to scale the cliff to the wygyll’s aerie.

				* * * *

				The interim Grand Inquisitor strolled with the Papal Nuncio through a florid courtyard in early evening. The air was fresh and fragrant, heady with the aromas of late spring. They spoke in guarded tones, hands clasped casually behind them. As they passed friars and sentries, who greeted them respectfully, they held their conversation in abeyance and bestowed their blessings, resuming only when the passers-by were well out of earshot.

				“The worst of it, Ignazio,” Archbishop Texeira was saying, “is that you’ve allowed him to usurp the power of your own office. That is the chief reason for all this turmoil.”

				“What else could I have done? He came to me bearing the pontifical edict.”

				“Surely you know how rarely papal bulls are directed against individuals. We’re not talking about an enemy of the Church as formidable as Martin Luther, or Arius, or—”

				“But he bore the papal seal.”

				“Si, si, so he did,” the Nuncio agreed, raising a fending hand, “but did you not consider the possibility of tampering or forgery or even…Ignazio, we live in troubled times. We must be on our guard against the wiles of evil wherever they exist. You know the terrible rumors. Some of them are true. A bad seed has been sown in the very soil of Holy Mother Church herself. We must prune its outgrowth, contain it. By allowing this radical order such power in the Inquisition’s affairs—an order whose very sanction is under question—you’ve compromised the Inquisition’s authority. Now military and political factions have perceived your office as weakened—”

				Bishop Izquierdo threw up his hands in confusion. “Then I should serve up the Oriental for auto-da-fe?”

			

			
				“No, you haven’t been listening,” Archbishop Texeira replied patiently. “There is something strange about this Japanese that bears examination, prayerful consideration. He’s aroused interest in too many high places, among so many diverse powers. I’ve received testimonial missives, both on his behalf and in his condemnation, from clergy and nobility…. Some would raise your eyebrows. No one man could be responsible for such workings—whether good or evil—as are attributed to this single warrior. And this sinister Balaerik takes too keen an interest in him. This business of exposing him so that his familiar might be drawn to his aid—ridiculous! Has it never occurred to you that a familiar demon needs no physical direction to its master? I want this foreign warrior’s prosecution stayed, pending direct word from His Holiness-elect.”

				The Interim Grand Inquisitor nodded indulgently. “And until then, que tengo yo que hacer? What am I to do?”

				Texeira averted his eyes from the Inquisitor’s.

				“I think you’ve done all you can.”

				Izquierdo watched the Nuncio’s departing back as his own steps slowed. His words had had the ring of an indictment.

				* * * *

				Father Martin de la Cenza emerged from the confessional, his burden lightened, only to find the donado, Anton Balaerik, awaiting him in the chapel vestibule. The prelate’s heart began to pound, so disturbing was the man’s sudden appearance in the dim lamplight. De la Cenza’s reserved nod of greeting could have carried no less warmth had he been accosted by a suspected highwayman.

				“You don’t like me,” Balaerik said without preamble. His tone reflected no disappointment.

				“No,” Martin found himself answering truthfully.

				“I admire frankness. It’s rather refreshing in these times.”

				“You seem pleased withal.”

				Balaerik smiled. “We needn’t like each other, so long as we fight the good fight of faith.”

			

			
				“Do we?” the prelate countered. “I cannot help wondering. Do you know, there’s something you said at the council meeting that has stuck fast in my conscience. You said something about settling our ‘theocratic struggle’ without interference. All at once it occurred to me: You might have said in the same tone, ‘Kill one another off over our differing beliefs.’ And then I thought, ‘Who would remain, if we did so?’”

				Father de la Cenza stalked away, a bit shakily, feeling the palpable menace of Balaerik’s eyes boring into his back, shriveling the borders of his soul.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				Evil spirits came to him in the fearsome dungeon nights.

				Gonji would rise from his straw mat to sit facing them, and by sheer force of will he would dissolve them back into the chaos from which they’d emerged.

				Sleep would not return at those times. So the samurai would seat himself on the mat and meditate in the darkness amidst foul sub-cellar stenches and the pungency of brimstone. He would stave off the aching of his joints brought on by the slimy dankness with ritualized contortions and stretches, these finally becoming a nightly habit. Regimentation and patterned living became a buttress against madness.

				And on nights when he could not empty his mind of thought, when his misery leered and mocked like some tangible horror looming at his shoulder, he would give way to self-pity and indulge in maudlin memories.

				I am once again, he brooded, the most miserable of men. My karma is an unendurable burden. Honorable giri—duty—is denied me. I have neither home nor kin—for surely old Todo has by now surrendered his life out of shame for his wayward firstborn! I have forsaken my father’s noble heritage, and in the land of my mother I am shunned as a barbarian, as alien as she was in Dai Nihon. And Reiko—how does she fare? What does she look like, these days? Does she mourn her lost husband, my ignoble half-brother? Or for me? More likely for her lost honor in having failed to kill me. Best for all if I had allowed it to happen. Iye. No. That’s not what I feel. Even honorable impulses escape me now. Yet there must be a reason for my having survived on this strange, endless trek. No. No reason. Karma. That is all. Emeric—good old Emeric, the warrior-poet. Him, with his ever-present sketchbook of scribbled notions and maxims and odd scraps of wisdom. What was it he used to say about evil? About the way it showed its strength only where it was opposed, attacking only where it was threatened? He would probe me for details of my travels, try to make sense of it all—first by astrology, predicting, so he said, my future karma—constructing his lunatic maps of my meandering journey, eliminating events he deemed meaningless—fool! Brilliant, faithful fool! Connecting points on the map, displaying for me the geometric shapes that rule my karma—lunacy! Beware the star, Gonji-san. The star is not a favorable omen. The star. The diamond…diamond—the Archmage Domingo’s diamond-fortress configuration. Old castles. No one knows whence they came. None could claim their raising. Gibberish. Nonsense… Paille. Alain Paille. King of Nonsense, from Vedun. On whom does he unload the burden of his genius these days? If he still lives. Strange. His grandiose Deathwind of Vedun epic—never had time to read it. All the time I need now. Time. Darkness. Tora… So sorry, old friend, but I could not be with you at the last because I was a fool—such a fool, convinced of his importance and posturing so pridefully; the Conquistador—Conquistador, they call me, the taunting bastards!—hai, he was taken so easily, and he allowed you to die like some common beast and that you were not. That you surely were not… My daisho. The Sagami, honored weapon of countless generations of noble heroes. Gone. Plundered by some filthy Spaniard. Dozo—please, forgive me, fathers of my father. I shall insist that they bring me my ko-dachi, and I shall keep on insisting until they realize that it would indeed be an exotic entertainment for them to witness the seppuku of an honorable samurai. Hai, it shall be so. Death shall follow dishonor. Death. Death with dignity. Death-wind—shi-kaze—and Simon… Simon Sardonis. Arigato. Arigato, faithless friend and ally. 

			

			
				You, more than myself, are responsible for my self-loathing.

				* * * *

				The days passed and dragged into weeks. Each day that he languished in the dungeons of the Inquisition, Gonji added a new ritual to his regimen. However slight—the addition of a new movement to a martial-arts kata; or laborious—the painstaking chipping, into the stone wall of his cell, of a kana ideogram that mocked some tormentor, each new day’s addition lent fresh meaning to the new life he was forced to adapt to, breaking the spell of the tedium, helping steel his senses against the endless round of mockery and torture and sadistic treatment, helping fortify his concentration, blocking the constant wail of prisoners in pain and the scratching of the rats within the walls.

			

			
				He would ponder things as newly amazing—if commonplace—as the symmetry of his hands and things as eternally sublime as the anger of the storm kami. New thoughts occurred to him, new associations of apparently disparate ideas. To his morning ritual of asking permission to commit seppuku he later added a daily request for writing materials. Both were always denied. The former with revulsion, the latter with mundane annoyance or a jest belittling his considerable education that he found increasingly irritating, though he maintained his dignity through it all.

				When he began to notice how his poor—and occasionally rancid—diet had begun to attenuate his physique, he attempted to work still harder at the exercise the confines of his cell would permit. He improved himself to a noticeable degree, then seemed to reach a plateau he could not raise.

				One day as he worked through the vigorous kata whose daily extension had become his dungeon calendar, two burly guards burst into his cell out of frustrated hostility—for he had refused to acknowledge their presence, though they taunted him incessantly and pelted him with stones and fecal matter.

				After a ferocious battle in the tight space of the cell, Gonji left his attackers writhing in pain. Other guards on the scene fired two warning shots to which he paid no heed, quitting the cell to take them on empty-handed. In his weakened state—his nose was broken for the second time—he was soon overpowered and thrown back into the cell.

				Pain-maddened fellow prisoners cheered and screamed from their own cells—on whose behalf Gonji could not tell—when he was later led to the torture chambers for a session under the lash.

			

			
				He was unable to lie on his back for a week afterwards; yet he agonizingly pushed himself through his daily regimen. But his battered condition forced him to abbreviate it. His discipline now necessarily became less vigorous. And he marked the passage of time from the Day of the Lash with compositions of waka poetry.

				His requests for writing materials were still refused daily, and he committed each new day’s waka to memory, repeating it silently until it duly took its place beside its brothers.

				* * * *

				There were three shifts of guards on duty in the dungeons.

				Those who came late in the afternoon and stayed till midnight were the worst. These were the brutes who had beaten and flayed him, and it was only by supreme exercise of concentration that he was enabled to blockade their presence from his daily struggle for dignified existence. They would occasionally wrestle him out of his cell to lead him on tours of the torture chambers, elaborately demonstrating the rack, or the iron maiden, or some other such fiendish device, on an unfortunate prisoner.

				Gonji quickly learned to stop fighting them and go along willingly; the beatings he suffered were pointless, and it was clear that they were under orders not to kill him. The torture demonstrations were presumably intended to terrorize him, and it was with some small satisfaction that he realized their frustration at his expressionless acceptance of the horrors he witnessed.

				They briefly tried a new tack to unnerve him: the torture of anticipation. They would tie him into the rack and stretch him to barely tolerable levels before releasing him. Or the torturer would sear his flesh superficially with red-hot irons, but never in a vital spot or on the face, where it would show. And the samurai would antagonize his tormentor by complimenting him on the subtlety of his touch. Once they even forced him to witness a condemned thief being drawn and quartered—his arms and legs were lashed to four horses who were then driven off in opposing directions, dismembering him in a wretched display of blood and bone and shredded sinew. Gonji himself was then similarly tied, taunted with the imminent threat of his own sectioning and ultimately released with an offhand jest about his being too dimwitted to comprehend their power over him.

			

			
				They ceased these measures at length, bored with his lack of cooperation and failure to plead for his life. It was clear that he was being temporarily spared by higher authorities. But to what purpose, he could only guess.

				The accusations the soldiers heaped on him were amazing in their mad irony, and Gonji experienced the dawning of a change in his thinking. He was becoming stubbornly perverse in his desire to remain alive long enough to set records straight, whatever the cost. And although he had long since abandoned all hope of escaping the Inquisition alive, he was determined to find an honorable way to die.

				On his terms. And, if possible, by his own hand.

				The second shift of tormenting dungeon guards—those who worked through the night—were the superstitious bunch. These soldiers, by dint of their eerie duty of watching over the moaning and screaming denizens of the sleepless dark, constantly performed rituals of prayer and application of holy water and other sacramentals, crossing themselves repeatedly whenever their sweating faces appeared at the window grating of prisoners’ cells. Gonji found their self-righteous spiritual posturing insufferable at first, but he soon learned to ignore them.

				The third shift—the morning complement under a sergeant named Morales—were the only guards who exhibited a measure of humanity. These grimly and silently went about their duty, and Gonji gradually learned to trust the sad-eyed Morales. He, it was, who alone among the guards was given to greeting prisoners in the dungeon block, inquiring after their condition. It was Morales who courteously, though negatively, fielded Gonji’s daily requests for his seppuku sword and writing materials.

				The daytime contingent was the only one from whom the samurai would take a meal, for although he knew his body was shriveling and gradually losing strength, he had come to suspect that the evening crew were tampering with his meals. This, despite the fact that the food was already frequently rancid.

			

			
				It was Sergeant Morales who began increasing Gonji’s daily water ration when he noticed the samurai’s habit of trying to maintain a futile semblance of dignity by using a portion of his water to wash his tattered garments and lave his body.

				The effort was in vain. As winter turned to spring, the samurai noted with helpless disdain that he had contracted lice.

				* * * *

				On one night of the full moon during spring, soldiers burst into Gonji’s cell as he drifted off to sleep. They roused him, and a priest accompanying them gestured to two wide-eyed novices who bore robes of widely varied colors.

				“Choose one, witch,” the priest declared.

				Gonji rose languidly and examined the garments. One was bright yellow with a blood-red crucifix on both front and back. The other was black and emblazoned with red flames and glowering devils.

				Gonji smiled as he selected the black one, donning it over his breechcloth.

				“As one might expect,” the priest intoned sardonically.

				“My father’s regimental color,” Gonji replied. “And the device is interestingly crafted.”

				A musketeer raised the stock of his weapon as if he would cuff him, but Gonji skipped out of range and cocked his fist. He relaxed at once as pistols were aimed in his direction.

				Then he was led up and out of the dungeons for the first time in weeks. Exhilaration swept through him as he smelled the clean, fresh air of spring, reveling in the chill night breeze. They took him to the top of the High Office’s walls, where he was lashed to a battlement of the Alcazar a hundred feet above the city square. Two sentries stood with shields angled before him on either side, presumably to prevent his being shot from below.

				A bearded friar in brown habit stood in the embrasure next to him. “Call to him,” he said. “Call out to Simon, your familiar, that he may deliver you. You have your chance now. Test your dark power against that of the Church.”

			

			
				Gonji locked eyes with the donado, who seemed of sinister familiarity, though Gonji was certain he’d never seen the man before.

				“You call to him,” the samurai responded. “He has a keen taste for monks.”

				The friar hissed at him through clenched teeth and moved away.

				All through the night Gonji listened to the jeers from the streets below. Now and again an arrow would whizz by or a rock would clatter against the granite ramparts. Always a disturbance would follow as soldiers parted the growing, antlike crowd in the streets.

				“A gargoyle!” someone shouted. “They’ve raised a new gargoyle on the battlements!”

				The cry was taken up by others, and it was thus that Gonji was greeted during his full-moon exposures in the succeeding months, though he cared little. For those stimulating, life-affirming exposures above the city were chief among the paltry few things that lifted him out of his brooding introspections, that assured him that he was yet among the living.

				* * * *

				“Ohayo, Morarei-san.”

				“Buenos dias, senor samurai,” Sergeant Morales replied.

				They bowed to each other, and Gonji smiled as the soldier proffered his morning meal and a ewer of water. The remainder of their morning ritual followed in due course.

				“So sorry, but I must respectfully repeat my request for my seppuku sword.”

				The sergeant sighed indulgently. “And I, senor, am so sorry to remind you again that suicide is a great sin. The greatest of all sins, some say. It will keep you out of Heaven. But your persistence is wearing me down. If I could get at those swords, then perhaps I would.”

				“Then I must repeat my—”

				Morales’s eyes twinkled as he halted him with a wave of his hand. “No, save your breath. They still forbid you to have writing materials, as well. As a matter of thorny fact, my anus is about this much wider since the last time I relayed your request. They say that with pen and paper you might inscribe some spell to drive us all mad, you understand? Eh, like those figures you’ve etched into the wall over there. Oh, and—I’ve been officially forbidden to speak with you. They say your spells are already clouding my thinking. I’m behaving most unsoldierly.”

			

			
				Morales grinned impishly.

				“Arigato, senor,” Gonji said, bowing curtly, “for the troubles you’ve taken on my behalf.”

				“Ahh!” Morales dismissed it with an impatient gesture. “You don’t belong in this wretched place. I’ve met more than one trooper who’s served with you in the past. Almost to a man they swear to your valor and sense of honor. And what a man of honor believes in his own heart is his own affair, as far as I’m concerned. Just so you don’t try to subvert my children with your filthy Eastern ways! Here, now, eat hearty and quickly—you’ve a visitor this morning.”

				Gonji complied, though he tried to check his alacrity with a facade of unconcern. He was consumed with curiosity.

				Gonji studied the face of the man who peered through the grating a half an hour later. Deep, warm eyes, penetrating in their intensity, engaged Gonji’s. The visitor had a strong, prominent nose and a sharply chiseled chin accentuated by the neat trim of his beard. He was fiftyish and graying, but he exuded the youthful vigor of a probing intellect.

				“Senor?” Gonji said.

				“Forgive me,” the other apologized, “I forget my manners, but you are indeed an astonishing man to look upon. I am Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra. I do not presume that you have heard of me. I am a scribbler of popular fictions—no! Their critic! I am an iconoclast, in my way, shattering the masses’ notions of how they should be entertained. Ever attempting to uplift them even as I distract them.”

				“A magician, then,” Gonji said with some amusement. “You should be imprisoned here with me.”

				Cervantes laughed, but immediately assumed a sympathetic expression. “Si, but this is deplorable, is it not? I’m afraid they live in dreadful fear of you. Would that we might meet under better circumstances. Have they made it unbearable?” His eyes glistened moistly, sincerity welling up from the depths of his soul.

			

			
				Gonji’s eyes narrowed. “It is what my life has become. All of life serves up some burden that must be borne, Cervantes. Cervantes…” he repeated thoughtfully. “I do know your name. Haven’t you been a correspondent of the mad poet Paille?”

				Cervantes’s eyebrows raised. “Alain Paille? Hah! Don’t tell me you’re an acquaintance of that lunatic!”

				“It seems so.”

				“I haven’t heard from him in some time. He wrote me about his town’s having come under siege by dragons and witches. Sent me, in fact, portions of an extravagantly imaginative in-progress epic he’s composing to commemorate the siege. Can you believe it?! Life is never flamboyant enough for Paille. He must embroider it with—but surely you’re not the Red Blade who is the central focus of these events in—where was it?—Vedun? In Rumania?”

				Gonji’s lips were pressed into a thin line. He knew not whether to laugh or cry. “How could I be? I’m surely not flamboyant enough to be this hero who—what?—tilted with a cretin giant? Attacked a wyvern alone with bow and arrow? Perhaps…led defenders against a monster worm in the catacombs beneath the city itself?”

				Cervantes’s droll tone became serious. “You are the one. The Oriental who partakes in an adventurous quest after something called the Deathwind. The one who’s spoken of the idiocy of European life, of the blindness to wonders untold. Tell me, senor, in your questing, have you found the secret of what you seek? What is this Deathwind? I must know what lies at the end of the quest for one such as yourself. I have myself undertaken a lengthy work concerned with the idealist’s quest after the substance of his dreams. Tell me what you have learned, por favor.”

				Gonji wasn’t sure whether to be honored or insulted. But the philosopher in him rose to the challenge. “All right, amigo. I’ll tell you what my quest has brought me. The end of knowledge, the ephemeral nature of life, the mockery of fate. These things I’ve been rewarded with in my quest.”

			

			
				They spoke at length, Cervantes drawing Gonji out, cajoling him to elaborate on his specific adventures. All the while the writer lent his arrested attention.

				“Do you really believe all the things you relate,” Cervantes finally asked, “truly happened?”

				Gonji pondered the question before answering. “What does it matter? Whether they were real or illusion, I now bear their consequences. All of life seems a great, shifting illusion. It’s very strange, you know. Some say that I should recant the loom of lies that’s woven my very life. Others, that I’m guilty of causing the incredible events I’ve survived. Only I, who am favored by the truth, say that it ought to be forgotten, for the meaningless illusion it is, the ephemera of moments.”

				“Illusion,” Cervantes repeated pensively.

				Gonji laughed, breaking the spell. “Take nothing I say too seriously, mi amigo, lest you find madness in trying to make sense of it. The best you could do right now is use your influence to obtain me writing materials so that I, too, may correspond with you.”

				“I shall do my best, then, senor.”

				They parted friends, Gonji feeling uplifted for the meeting. But he still received neither quill nor paper.

				* * * *

				Following the visit by Cervantes, Gonji experienced a sense of renewed hope. It seemed he was not yet consigned to the Land of the Dead; there must still be those who thought of him, who were interested in his situation. The ensuing days were filled with a heightened zest for life as the samurai pursued his daily regimen. He once again became curious as to the Inquisition’s intentions toward him. He began to chide himself inwardly for having allowed himself to withdraw so deeply. They had yet to bring him before a tribunal on any formal charges, but although he plied the seemingly sympathetic Morales for information, the sergeant was either unwilling or truly unable to provide him any.

				One night as he lay half asleep, the groans of the newly tortured evoking ragged snatches of unsavory dreams, Gonji felt the eyes that watched him through the grating. He gathered his faculties, pushed up to his feet abruptly, and strode to the door.

			

			
				He peered into the large, blinking eyes that radiated both fear and hostility. It took a moment to recall the title that went with the face—the Grand Inquisitor himself, who had glared at him with such loathing but said nothing when Gonji had been brought to Toledo those long weeks ago.

				“Repent, witch,” Bishop Izquierdo said shakily, the words thrust out with a total lack of confidence, like the lunge of a timid fencer. “Repent and be delivered of your sins.”

				“What would you have me say?” Gonji asked earnestly “Why do you keep me here in this dishonorable place? If you would only deliver me my swords, I would save you the trouble of bedeviling me further. What charges do you prefer against me? Let’s have an end of this!”

				Gonji swallowed hard and reestablished a calm exterior a once, regretting his outburst, though he felt the better for it. He relaxed his stranglehold on the grating when he saw Izquierdo stumble back in surprise. A sentry stamped forward to rap his knuckles with a sword hilt.

				“Even your own words condemn you,” the Grand Inquisitor declared. “Heresy, witchcraft, the perverted wish for suicide—last refuge of the despairing soul.”

				“Judging by the little I’ve been allowed to hear, you want me to recant my entire life. So sorry, but that is quite impossible. Even the Catholic monks who filled my youth with the learning of Iasu didn’t try to take my swords from me. They understood that a samurai’s soul is bound to his swords. Cholera—why do you accuse me? So stupid, neh? Heresy? By the holy name of the Christ himself, I have no wish to subvert your followers. And as for witchcraft, you credit me with far too much power, priest. Had I such power, I’d have surely delivered myself from your clutches long ago.”

				“Lies!” the Grand Inquisitor railed. “The power of Christ restrains you here! You’ve left behind you a trail of wickedness and carnage no deceit can ever eradicate. You are the Deathwind of Vedun—the Scourge of Avignon—murderer of women and children. You hold commerce with witches and demons, and even now you await deliverance by your familiar demon, the one you call Simon!”

			

			
				Gonji’s face contorted as if with a sudden pain. But he began to laugh. He turned from the grating and clutched at himself as he laughed spasmodically. He faced the bewildered bishop again only when he had regained control, though his eyes still reflected his astonishment.

				“You have things so twisted, priest, that I could scarcely begin to unravel them. Someone has poisoned you against me, and I think there’s no cure, not at this advanced stage. But this Simon you speak of, do you truly know anything about him? He’s a tormented soul, all right. Tormented in a way none could fully appreciate, I think. But not the way you say. He is no familiar demon of any witch. Have you never heard of the wolf-child raised in a convent? Raised in the ways of Iasu?”

				“Si,” Izquierdo fumed, “and by the power of the demon within, he destroyed that convent, and others, and when he comes, seeking to free you, we shall be waiting for him. And by the power of the Lord God he shall share your destiny!”

				Izquierdo stalked off.

				“Then have done with me,” Gonji roared at his departing footsteps. “Bring me my swords, or throw me to your sadistic dogs. But let me be freed of this filthy Spaniard corruption! And here is a thought you can take with you to your cold, dark bedchamber: Simon is coming! Sleep well, Inquisitor!

				“Simon is coming!”


				The guard rapped Gonji’s knuckles so hard as they gripped the grating that the samurai cried out in pain.

				“Cholera-pox on you, Spanish scum! Bastard! Coward!”

				Lamps flared alight in the dungeon block, and a flurry of activity followed his outcry. Moments later a squad of troopers stormed into his cell and overpowered him, dragging him to the torture chamber for another session under the whip.

				Gonji tore a piece of the lapel from his devil-cloak with his teeth and bit hard on it to keep from crying out during the ordeal. When they were done, he feigned swooning until the soldier who had broken his knuckle leaned near. Bellowing an ear-piercing kiyai, he leapt and kicked the offending guard under the chin. The man’s lower jaw snapped like celery.

			

			
				The other guards fell on Gonji in pummeling vengeance. They drove him to the whipping post again and were about to recommence when they were interrupted by the appearance of a prelate who stayed them with harsh commands.

				Gonji heard words spoken to him through an echoed ringing but understood nothing of it. He dimly saw the hands that descended to his face, saw the folds of the prelate’s cowl.

				A small man, speaking—moving his lips—floating—fading into blackness.

				* * * *

				Hic jacet—


				Hic jacet Sabatake Gonji, samurai—


				“Here lies Gonji Sabatake, samurai, warlock, monster of a thousand shapes,


				“Whose crimes are so numerous they shall go without mention.”


				Early summer fanned the outside world with warm breezes. Gonji sat on the floor of his cell, sullenly sifting through his morbid thoughts. With the summer had come the flies, and a new practice was added to his monotonous daily regimen: He snatched the buzzing nuisances out of the air to sharpen his quickness and coordination, concentrating more on the injured right hand as it gradually healed.

				With the coming of summer, the lice had become more active. Also the rats—he had stomped one to death in his cell earlier that morning as it had tried to beat him to his meal.

				The fly-catching segment ending, signaled by the guard’s removal of his meal scraps, Gonji rose and performed his stretching exercises, loosening his inflamed joints. Next came the long series of empty-hand kata. As he was deeply emerged in these, his body now coated with a thin film of sweat, he noticed the face watching him through the grating.

			

			
				The small priest again, whom he’d come to know as Father Martin de la Cenza. It was this padre who had spared him the wrath of the night guards some weeks earlier. De la Cenza had descended to the dungeons to try to make small talk with Gonji several times since, but the samurai had stubbornly resisted communication. He was suspicious of all Spanish priests now, for it was they who kept him in this torment. Regarded him as some inscrutable beast.

				“Why do you mimic the actions of animals?” de la Cenza asked pleasantly.

				Surprisingly, Gonji stopped and met the priest’s eyes, the present kata having concluded. He stared blankly at de la Cenza, who was surprised to hear Gonji answer him.

				“There is much that can be learned from the animals. Their suppleness and grace are beautiful to see. The artistry of the Great Kami, neh?” He moved nearer the door. “Why did you stop them—my torturers?”

				“I did not wish them to harm you further.”

				“Ah, so desu ka? Iasu would be pleased, neh? You could have pleased him further still by stopping the torture of those others so that we might all sleep at night.”

				The priest nodded. “Senor Sabatake,” he began slowly, eyes brightening suddenly. “May I call you Gonji?”

				“Gonji-san would be more polite. In any event, I cannot stop you. But you needn’t fear that I’ll use your name. That could grant me sorcerous power over you, neh?” Gonji said archly.

				De la Cenza smiled. “Call me Martin…san. You must believe me when I tell you that there is nothing I can do about the torture. There are many of us who do not agree with it; yet it has been ordained by superiors.”

				“But not by Iasu.”

				“No,” the priest sighed, “not by Jesus.”

				“Giri, then,” Gonji concluded. “Duty. Obligation. I am uniquely suited to understanding that. But, of course, some duties are less zealously pursued than others.”

				After a long, guilty silence, de la Cenza spoke again.

				“I must ask you, for your own good, to cease this game of ‘Simon’s coming.’ It does nothing to help your situation. This person you name has also been singled out for special attention by the Inquisition.”

			

			
				Gonji chuckled without amusement. “Hai. They still direct their energies in all the wrong directions.”

				“Does he exist? Will he come?” the prelate asked earnestly.

				“He exists, but he is not what you make him out to be, though he is surely of interest to the soldiers of Iasu. He is one of you. He believes as you do. He cannot help himself, in his own curse… But I can’t imagine him coming here, of all places. He seems to have had as much trouble with the clergy as I have.”

				De la Cenza bowed his head, finally nodding gravely. He turned as if he would go, but paused.

				“Gonji-san, it is hard to make you understand, but we do what we must. It is our duty to battle assaults against the faith. Sometimes the methods seem…questionable.” He glanced about to see whether any soldiers overheard his potentially dangerous statement.

				“I see,” Gonji replied, raising his voice so that the priest would remain to hear him out. “I believe certain tales of the Christ, though I don’t understand many of them. And because I live outside your influence, you will destroy me. And then you will destroy the reformers on the continent, and they you. And then what strength remains to raise the cross of Iasu? Tell me that, Martin-san.”

				De la Cenza stared at the slimy flooring stones a long while, seemingly disturbed by the samurai’s words. Gonji, sensing an inroad had been made, pressed him all the harder, sacrificing composure for intensity.

				“Send me my swords, that I may end this pointless horror.”

				The spell was broken. The prelate’s eyes widened with disgust. It had been the wrong thing to say.

				“That’s quite impossible. You know that.” He moved to go again.

				“Well, then—then have them take me out of this god-cursed cell long enough to bathe! They can aim cannon at me, if they wish! Bind me hand and foot! Do you know, I’ve heard that a witch so bound in water will float, while an innocent man will drown. So, in the name of Iasu, let them drown me! Vermin crawl on my body—do you know what anathema that is to a samurai? That way I’ll be both cleansed and exonerated, neh?”

			

			
				Father Martin’s eyes crinkled to see the gleam in Gonji’s own. He laughed breathily. “You are indeed an amazing individual. I’m sorry, Gonji-san. No charges have been fixed against you yet, but there is some evidence of subversion. I simply can’t remove you from here, even to bathe, lest I take your place.”

				“All right, all right,” Gonji said, lowering his voice and lifting his palm in a steadying gesture. “Then, dozo—please, send me some writing materials. Day by day my thoughts and observations drift into nothingness in this timeless hell.”

				“You seem to have done well enough out of your own ingenuity, judging by the walls of your cell.”

				Gonji peeked over his shoulder desperately. “Iye! Twice the guards have shattered my work space with their stupid tools. Poetry comes hard when etched on stone, and once lost…” A wild hope shone from Gonji’s face in the flickering lamplight.

				De la Cenza slowly lifted his hand and conferred his blessing, via the Sign of the Cross.

				“Por favor,” he said, “abide your situation as you can.” And with that he disappeared from view.

				Gonji stared into the empty corridor, his jaw working tensely. He felt, by turns, foolish, betrayed, and irate. 

				* * * *

				Gonji lay on the stinking mat with arms crossed, weaving in and out of the shallow half-sleep that had become his mode of slumber. Now and again scratching at his itching beard or scalp. Listening to the scuttling of rats, the deathless moaning of human misery. And another sound—a soft scratching outside his door.

				He jerked up onto an elbow. A face tilted up and down fitfully, freezing like an alarmed hare when their eyes met.

				A middle-aged man, bearded, eyes glistening with fever-light.

				“Time to rise anyway. Morning prayers ring out above.” He studied Gonji closely as he spoke, and his words seemed less directed at the samurai than like spoken thought.

			

			
				“Who are you?” Gonji inquired. But no answer came in reply. “I said, who are you?”

				The man’s face-tilting seized up again as though he were startled out of some waking reverie. “I see no reason to make answer to you.”

				Gonji’s eyes narrowed. He stood and ambled menacingly toward the grated door. And although safe behind the iron portal, the man’s head jerked back as if he’d been slapped.

				“Kyriakos,” the man said as if commanding a dog to mind its place. He returned to his alternating visual attentions. Gonji could see now that the man was sketching with charcoal on a board.

				“A Greek?”

				“Cretan,” the artist replied throatily, plainly annoyed at these interruptions. “Turn to your left—my right, por favor.”

				“Get out of here,” Gonji growled.

				The artist stopped abruptly and peered deeply into Gonji’s glaring eyes. “You’re not so fascinating as I’d hoped, after all. Why do you embattle the Church?”

				“Leave me alone.”

				“Why?” Kyriakos persisted.

				“Why do they fear me?” Gonji countered.

				“Fear you?” the artist echoed scornfully. “They wish to save your heathen soul, can’t you understand that?”

				“Then tell them to send me my swords.”

				Kyriakos tilted his head as if studying a curious animal. “A pagan barbarian, just as they said. You might have proven to be the subject of an important salvation painting—”

				“Get out of here.”


				“Now,” the artist spat as he withdrew, “now perhaps you’ll wind up in some obscure corner of—”

				Gonji showered him with a torrent of invective that would have done any sailor proud in the waterfront inns of Barcelona.

				Moments later, Morales approached him, looking like he might offer some reproach. “You’ve won over another amigo, no?”

				“Ohayo, Morarei-san.” Gonji brought himself under control at once.

				“Do you know who that was?”

			

			
				“I don’t care—”

				“That was the great artist, El Greco—”

				“Never mind that. I must respectfully request—”

				“No-no, senor, no suicide this morning—”

				“Then,” Gonji persisted, “will I be allowed to bathe, or shall I at least be given a hammer so that I may deal with these lice that crawl in my useless—”

				“No, the lice stay, but listen—” Morales waved his hand in a way that bade attention. “Is Simon coming today?” he asked in a jestingly conniving whisper.

				“Who knows?” Gonji replied, playing along. “Why?”

				“If he comes, will he devour me?”

				“He might dismember you, but his tastes don’t run to rotten Spanish flesh.”

				“You’ll protect me, then, if I’ve been your friend, no?”

				Morales was hiding something, and Gonji’s curiosity was stoked.

				“What are you getting at?”

				The sergeant shrugged as if to dismiss it, then brought in the covered pan with his morning meal and his ewer of water. A grim pistolero watched Gonji closely from the corridor until Morales had withdrawn and locked the door.

				Gonji doffed the black robe with its grotesque red ornamentation and began wedging it into the small grated window of his iron-bound cell door.

				“What are you doing?”

				Gonji pulled aside the garment and peered out. “No more visitors, eh?”

				The sergeant began to laugh, his mirth rising as he moved away. “Too dark to eat like that.”

				“I’ll manage,” the samurai replied from the blackened cell. He removed the linen from his tray. A moment later he was whisking aside the robe again.

				“Yoi! Yoi—good! Morarei-san!”

				The sergeant returned, still grinning.

				“You?” Gonji whispered.

				Morales shook his head. “Father Martin—but I didn’t have to bring it.”

			

			
				Gonji bowed to him, then moved to the floor, where he knelt in grateful silence, running his hands over the quill pen, small cruet inkwell, and parchment that lay beside his food.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				As the summer heat slowly permeated the land above, causing the dungeon stones to swelter and the mold to prosper on the slimy upper reaches of the cells, something new altered Gonji’s stoic existence.

				Valentina came into his life.

				The cell opposite his had been unoccupied for a space of days following the execution of the murderer who had suffered therein.

				One morning Sergeant Morales’ face appeared at the grating ahead of the noisy party that wrestled the squalling woman into the cell across from Gonji.

				“You’ll like this,” Morales told him. “Something to write about, eh?” He fluttered his eyebrows rakishly.

				Gonji scratched absently as he watched the spectacle. He had never heard such vulgarity from a woman.

				“Scum-ridden bastards! I’ll rip your cojones from between your bowed legs and feed them to you! Come on—one at a time! I’ll send you all writhing into hellfire agonies! Your shriveled members will rot away with the plague, you goddamn—!”

				A swing of the iron-clad door batted her down onto her rump. Then the portal was swiftly locked. A nailed hand clawed through the grating at a guard whose scratched face bore evidence of her spirit.

				“Meet La Strega—The Witch,” Morales told Gonji.

				“Valentina de Corsia is my name,” she railed, “and don’t you forget it, cabron! Though witch I am, as you’ll all soon see. For you, there’ll be no resisting my spells. You’ll each come lusting after me in the night, and then my curse will destroy you! Bloody bastards! A plague on thee, blackguards! A thousand plagues of pain and misery on all you macho limp-dicks!”

				She noticed Gonji looking at her through the grating. “Dramatic, no? I always wanted to be an actress.” She tipped her head back and laughed coarsely, her humor dissipating a second later. “Well, what the hell are you staring at, slant-eyes? You want something to stare at?”

			

			
				She tore open the bodice of her soiled dress, struggling with it like a bedlamite before removing the entire garment and throwing it at the wall of her cell. She propped something against her door and stood up on it. Tearing off her nether garments, she displayed her ample bosom.

				“How about it, Man of Cathay—a double helping of delight, no? Even you will find a way to break out of your cell and get at me, and then you’ll be pox-ridden like the rest of them.”

				“All right, La Strega,” Morales interrupted, “put this on.” He screaked open her rusty cell door and threw at her one of the black robes decorated with red devils and the flames of Hades. “Now you really have something to write about,” he told Gonji.

				The samurai kept staring at his new neighbor, hoping that what he felt in his loins wasn’t mirrored on his face. He had seen no woman for months, though he had heard the sounds of women prisoners in agony, but their subhuman wailings had helped him keep his thoughts from carnal pleasures; he needed no additional torture to remind him of how cleanly he had been severed from the mainstream of life. But now he would have to readjust, and it would not be easy. His shrunken stomach felt hollow, and his innards flared with the heat of desire such that he began to tremble. His breath soughed through his nose in short gasps. He watched her toss her long, tousled black hair over the cowl of the robe. Her eyes were wild and dark; the kohl that had colored their sultry lids, smeared from her rough treatment by the guards. A small trickle of blood issued from her nose. She wiped it roughly on a sleeve as she peered out into the corridor again.

				“You’re probably right,” Gonji found himself saying without thinking, “though I don’t know how I’ll manage it.”

				She looked at him dimly a moment till comprehension dawned, and a sour twist came to her rouged lips. “Save it. It’s not you that I want. You’ve enough trouble already.”

			

			
				Gonji pondered her words awhile, and, still unable to take his eyes off her, he engaged her again. “What have they charged you with?”

				She shrilled a harsh laugh. “Impersonating the king—what the hell do you care?” Then her tone changed almost at once. “Sorry. We may need each other to keep from going loco in here. Seduction and witchcraft—what did you expect? That’s most of the women in these shit-crusted dungeons, I suppose—seduction and witchcraft. Only they caught me too late—” She had raised her voice to a bellow. “Your captain of artillery knows my curse, knaves, and there is no saving him!”

				Gonji listened to her expend her rage for a time, at last growing weary of it. But before he moved back to his daily habits, he remembered something.

				“By the way, senorita,” he said to La Strega, “I am not from Cathay. I am samurai, from Dai Nihon—Japan.”

				“Is that so?” she responded archly. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

				“Si,” he replied evenly. “It is.”

				Her eyes flickered ever so slightly, but she said nothing. Gonji quietly moved to his mat, where he sat cross-legged, for a long time, with his writing materials. But he scribed nothing as the morning hours dragged by achingly.

				* * * *

				The evening shift arrived and tilted with Valentina as had the morning sentries. Gonji smiled in spite of himself to hear the endlessly inventive outpourings seasoned with her viper’s tongue. He heard the guards combat her imprecations with curses of their own, or loud prayers and promises of perdition. Then there was a noisy din as her meal tray slammed into a wall.

				The samurai went to the grating.

				“You’ll have a taste of the rack for that, evil wench,” a spattered soldier was saying.

				“Up your ass, you son of a swine and a bitch!”

			

			
				“Is that possible?” Gonji asked in amusement.

				“Same to you, senor sa-moo-rai,” she retorted.

				“It was probably just as well that you declined your dinner. Let me tell you something. Only the morning shift can be trusted with a meal.”

				“Oh, gracias, senor,” Valentina said, affecting a dainty curtsy. “What business is it of yours? There’s nothing this scum can foul my food with that I haven’t handled before.”

				Laughter issued from a couple of the other cells, as Gonji turned away, annoyed and vaguely disgusted. But she halted him.

				“Hey, listen.” Her voice was lower now, sincere. “When I say I’ll curse the men in here, I don’t mean you who are captive. Just these strutting bastards who think they rule the world. The ones who think they can have their way with any woman. What did you say your name was?”

				“I didn’t. Call me Gonji.”

				“Gon-shee—what does it mean?”

				“It’s my given name. Since we’re equals in this hellhole, you may call me Gonji-san. Or if you like, since you’ve recognized that I’m superior to these barbarians, you may call me Gonji-sama.”

				“It remains to be seen whether you’re superior, my dear,” she said suggestively.

				He chortled. “Gonji-san, then. I take it you’ve had a lifetime of grief from the soldier class, neh?”

				Valentina sighed bitterly. “Since I was thirteen. When my Milanese mother died of the plague. I inherited her irresistible Italian charms. Well, you didn’t think I blossomed like this yesterday, did you? I was a waif of the streets when I was thirteen. The brutes used to take their pleasure with me. Sometimes I could live with it. Other times…Finally I learned to hate what I’d become. And them, for having done it to me. I prayed, but there was no deliverance. So I began to curse them and curse them until one day Satan gave me power over them. Now I am on the attack! I take them, writhing in torment, to their graves. Of course it takes time, but they all die. I am on a crusade, you see. I intend to send every man I hate to a plague-ridden death by my touch. I bequeath my curse with every pleasure they take of me, and I’ve bedded my share, mind you.”

			

			
				Gonji felt a sympathetic pang. His lips parted twice before he spoke. “You have…the disease of the Gauls?”

				“What are you talking about?” she roared. “What I have is power—the dark power they fear!”

				“Only the power that’s destroying half this filthy continent.”

				“Disease of Gauls,” she repeated disdainfully. “What do you know?”

				She lowered her head to the grating, and when she spoke again, her voice was muffled. “Do they have it in your land?”

				“Rarely. Only since the Spaniards came. Of course, they blame the Dutch, and the Dutch blame the Portuguese and the English. Lately, I think, they’ve all formed a truce and selected the Gauls as the culprits.”

				“Can your people drive the evil spirit away?” she asked in a voice suddenly plaintive but devoid of hope.

				“Iye. So sorry. All they can do is drive the Yoroppan traders away.”

				“I’ve tried sarsaparilla. It’s supposed to help, you know. Hell, I’m awash in the stuff. Shit, piss, and hellfire! What do I care? My crusade continues, that’s all!”

				“Good questing,” Gonji said, moving away from the door, as the guards grumbled at them. He begin his evening meditation, which always seemed to unsettle the guard shift.

				* * * *

				He lay in a cold sweat, the darkness an almost palpable thing as he drifted in and out of nightmare-haunted sleep.

				Huge, leering faces sprouted unseemly appendages that grasped after him, never giving ground, though he ran and ran and arced his sword at them with all the pent-up fury of his long imprisonment.

				Sabatake Gonji-no-Sadowara…


				He rode astride Tora again, exhilarated, leaping chasms as if borne on invisible wings, monstrous predators strafing him with gnashing teeth—leaping another gorge inset with the chattering heads of slain enemies who mocked him with their immortality.

			

			
				Red Blade from the East—


				He jolted upright, raising a fending knife hand. He heard only the smothering silence, then the soft moaning from another cell. No murmuring from the guards.

				Then—the whispering voice from the cell across the corridor:

				“Hurry, Gonji-san, there isn’t much time.”

				He rushed to the door grating and peered out, saw Valentina’s anxious face but no warden about.

				“They’re asleep,” she said, “but we don’t know for how long. We must speak.”

				“What is it, Tina-san?” For so he had come to call her.

				“Don’t call me Valentina. Call me Domingo.”

				Gonji’s breath rasped as he gathered his reeling thoughts. “Domingo? The witch Domingo Negro?!” And gazing deep into her transformed eyes, he recognized the truth of it. “Yoi! Can you—can you get us out of here?”

				She shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid not, mi amigo, though I wish it were so. It’s amusing, you see—they strive so hard to ensnare witches, and now they’ve caught a real one. But not for long—and this one came willingly. It’s a shame I had to sacrifice this troubled woman to get in here, but she was my best chance. They were going to arrest her anyway, I believe, and the cohabitation subjects must be entered through some imperfection. Some physical weakness: Paco’s simple mind; Valentina’s disease—there must be an avenue.”

				Gonji was shaking his head. “Wakarimasen—no entiende—I don’t understand. You’re here now. You had the power to get here. Haven’t you some power left to distort space, create a doorway in this wall like with your magic hedge?”

				The witch’s eyes closed with finality. “Impossible. This region is firmly fixed in this sphere.”

				Gonji’s head bowed. “Then why in hell have you come?” he asked hotly, gloomily. Then, remembering: “How did the assault fare? Obviously you overmatched the Spaniards.”

				“Why ‘obviously’?” she countered. “Do you know whence I’ve come? Facile assumptions are dangerous when one is dealing with sorcery.”

			

			
				The samurai felt a peculiar unease. He looked deeply into her expressive dark eyes. There he found a languid resignation. His mouth opened to speak, but she continued:

				“They destroyed it all, Gonji-san. Evil power aided them, and I was foolishly complacent. They obliterated the result of generations of life-affirming earth magic. And they destroyed me with it. And my sons.”

				“But how?”

				“How they did it is not so important as why. That’s why I’ve come to you. As to how I’ve come—” She made a low gurgling sound. “I’m not sure, embarrassingly enough. Only believe me when I say that I’ve been given time enough to roam the land of the living apart from my riven body so that I might see things as they are. And, I believe, to set you upon a new course. The agents of the Evil Unknown are strong here, and they’ve singled you out for discredit and terrible doom. Somehow, you must identify them. Stop them. Somehow…you are very important as an agent of change in this interspheric system.”

				“How? Why?” Gonji replied haltingly, befuddled by it all. “And why should I care what evil overtakes Yoroppa, after the many painful years I’ve spent here?”

				“Because it is…your duty.”

				“Duty?” Gonji’s eyes narrowed in bewilderment. “Explain, por favor.”

				“You’ve spread your influence far and wide on this continent, if unwittingly. You have friends and supporters you may not even be aware of. And it is not merely Europe that is affected. The Evil Unknown recognizes no boundaries. And Gonji—perhaps the dread Akryllon you’ve inquired about yet exists, and its power is presently allied with the side of evil.” She eerily waxed rhapsodic. “That power must be broken, for the good of all sentient races! I speak not of the mundane wickedness born of twisted purpose that you see here in this land. I warn you of the silent, deadly, grasping tide of evil that seeks to pervert and control and crush until there is nothing left of freedom in all creation! It seeks you out! Will you run from it?”

			

			
				Gonji’s jaw tightened, his neck arching to hear her calculated challenge. “What can I do from here?”

				“I cannot say. You are held in check here by the poised balances of several powerful interests. Some good, some misguided…some, clearly new outgrowths of the arms of the Evil Unknown. But you must learn what you can while imprisoned here and, when you’ve judged the time is right, you must free yourself somehow and go to Africa.”

				“Africa? What—?”

				“Remember the diamond—the display of spheres in my Tower of Gramarye—the diamond’s shape tightens, becomes more symmetrical. They who control the fortresses where the angles intersect control the nexus of worlds and the territories within. You have shattered evil’s power at the eastern point—Vedun. I have lost the western to them in my folly. The northern point is contended eternally in a mountain fastness by powers you would not understand. Nor do I, to be quite frank. But the southern point, that which lies in the trackless desert of Algiers, is the anchor. You must close that gateway, lest evil win control of the diamond and hold sway over its gateways, to strike out as it pleases against all worlds that touch those portals. And Gonji-san, you will need help to do it.”

				Gonji gazed at her with furrowed brow, mystified. “What help?”

				“The gatekeeper’s, of course,” she said cryptically. “The one who has concealed the secret of the southern point. There must be one, as there is at each gateway.”

				“Gatekeeper…? How did you learn this secret?” Gonji puzzled. “And if you did, why don’t you know more of this evil conspiracy you speak of? You’re just one more of the scholars and seers and priests who have bedeviled me since—”

				“Mmmm.” She smiled and waved a finger in a gesture that cautioned against further inquiry. “Any more I could say would be speculation. I do not wish to lead you falsely. I know of this gateway the same way you will know it when you find it. Now quiet… I must perform a final act of conjury—my presence here grows tenuous. I trust this poor child has all her fingers intact—si, she will do fine.”

				Gonji could see little of the esoteric spell the witch worked. He heard a soft muttering or chanting, repetitious and in some language unknown to him. Saw her hands—Valentina’s hands—ply the air now and again.

			

			
				There was a sudden incandescence in the other cell, accompanied by a sound as of wind rushing through a thrust-open door that was as abruptly closed. Then the witch-possessed Valentina appeared at the grating again.

				She held up the wygyll’s medallion.

				“The one I bore?” the samurai asked with wonder.

				“The same. You’ll need this. I can’t tell you why, or they may torture it out of you—now don’t give me that indignant look. They’ve spared you the worst so far, it seems. We’ll just conceal this on the senorita—about as safe a place as I can imagine right now—and you’ll just have to take her along when you decide to leave.”

				“This is madness!” Gonji railed, lowering his voice to a whisper at once when he heard the broken snoring of a guard. “Why can’t you help me further? If you drew that thing with your power, then why can’t you send me my swords? Or a goddamn pistol?”

				She sighed and shook her head. “My presence here in this sphere is at an end. Even now I feel the relentless pull of the long silver cord that draws my spirit to the Great Revelation, the answer to the eternal mysteries—mercy me! I hope it isn’t all revealed in one soggy lump! Ah, well…remember, samurai, that the things you do may yet affect even me in my realm to come. Who can say?

				“Do you recall that I—as Paco—once told you that neutrality was impossible? I failed to heed my own warning. That was my tragic failing. These are times of choosing. You must choose sides and fight. Even as you have before, however bleak those outcomes. Your greatest duty is somehow yet to come. The powers who would choose good are confused, fighting amongst themselves. They need the clean edge of your objective vision, Gonji. Perhaps you, of all warriors on all spheres, are best suited to expose the conspiracy of Evil that destroys order in these scattered worlds. Destroy it, before it holds all possible worlds in its thrall!”

				Gonji ran a hand through his long, unkempt hair, pondering it all. He saw Valentina begin to tremble.

			

			
				“I’m afraid it’s come to an end for me. Fight well, Gonji-san,” the witch urged in a tremulous voice.

				“Wait, Domingo-san. The woman, Valentina—is there any help for her?”

				“None. It’s the sickness Fracastoro gave name to—ahh, syphilis.”

				“Hai, syphiris,” Gonji echoed, remembering now, his intensity of thought giving rise to his occasional pronunciation problem. “They blame an evil spirit.”

				“Si,” she replied, shivering fearfully now, “they make magic culpable for such ugly things—adios, conquistador!”

				Gonji watched Valentina’s eyes roll upward and her head snap back. Then the woman’s form sank from view. Slowly, as if descending through dream mist.

				* * * *

				When the shifts changed at dawn, Gonji was not surprised to discover that he hadn’t thought of sleep all that night. Nor was he sleepy. Fatigued, a-twitch with nervous tension, to be sure. But not interested in sleep.

				He heard Valentina’s voice as Morales came around to greet the prisoners and bring their morning meal. Gonji searched the woman’s eyes, which were still strained with sleep.

				“Buenos dias, Gonji-san,” she said wanly, not seeming herself. “Did you dream of me?”

				“Si,” he replied. “I think I did.”

				“Dreaming is not the same as having, my sweet. How do you say ‘my sweet’ in Japanese?”

				Something stirred inside the samurai. “You can say ‘chan’—call me Gonji-chan.”

				“Gonji-chan.” She laughed, liking the sound of it. “And I am Val-chan?”

				Gonji shook his head slowly, his mind still elsewhere. “Iye. Tina-chan. The other lacks poetry.”

				“Poetry? Hah! Listen to him, now.”

				Gonji gazed deeply into her eyes, holding his breath before whispering to her: “Domingo!”

			

			
				He said it not as a name but with the flat enunciation of a simple word.

				“Domingo?” she responded. “Sunday? What about it? Are we off to church?” She smirked at him, then seemed to grow pensive. “Did I talk in my sleep last night?”

				Gonji swallowed. “You always talk.”

				“Sometimes it’s all one can do.”

				“Sometimes it’s best not to be alone with one’s thoughts.”

				Valentina cast him a critical glance, looking insulted. But Gonji was peering down the corridor to see how near Morales and his men approached. Two cells away on Gonji’s side.

				“Tina-chan, listen,” he whispered.

				“Que?”


				“Just listen, por favor. Last night, I—I sent you something. I’ve been practicing, you see. Don’t be frightened. Just see whether—whether you still have it.”

				She arched an eyebrow, regarding him for a moment as one did a lunatic. Then realization dawned, and she felt under her robe, a knowing look spreading over her features.

				“Diablo!” she said in a low voice. “What else did you do? My plague demon will devour you! How—?” She seemed disturbed by the mystery of it all.

				Gonji gulped and lifted a reassuring hand. “Never mind. I did nothing else, just—just hide it. You must trust me. There’s no harm in it for you. I must—”

				“Ohayo, Gonji-san!”

				Morales stood before him suddenly, and Gonji’s face instantly came to its blank set.

				“Ohayo, Morarei-san. I must request—”

				“No, all requests are denied again.”

				“Why don’t you give him his swords?” Valentina grumbled at the sergeant’s back. “And then let me have his bath?”

				“Silence, witch,” Morales called over his shoulder.

				“Up your ass!”

				“Well, amigo,” Morales said, “I have some bad news, and I have some worse news. The bad news is that you have another visitor, but since you’ve refused to see visitors—”

			

			
				“A visitor? Who?”

				Morales seemed puzzled by Gonji’s sudden avidity. “A…a Jew. A rich one, by the look of him. Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind in time to receive a Jew down here! The only Jews we’ve ever…entertained never left before!”

				“Hai, let me see him, por favor.” Gonji’s mind reeled, came up empty. His lot had never been stranger. “What else?”

				“Ah—si, I’m afraid I’ve been transferred. Your new warden on this shift will be Sergeant Padilla, as of tomorrow.” He fielded Gonji’s questing look negatively. “No, you won’t get along. Do you really wish to see this Jew? I thought you samurai were stubborn about such resolutions—”

				“This food is the morning’s bad news,” Valentina complained from across the corridor.

				“Silence, witch, or you taste the torturer’s lash!”

				“That can be taken two ways—”

				“Morarei-san,” Gonji said in earnest, “have you heard anything else, however slight, about their intentions for me?”

				“No. I’m sorry. I can only wish you good fortune.”

				Gonji bowed stiffly, and Morales looked about uncomfortably before casting him an abbreviated salute.

				Gonji finished his meal quickly, and his mysterious visitor was brought to him. The samurai gaped an instant before composing himself: Striding up the corridor with many a birdlike flutter and nervous cluck over the oppressive dungeons, the merchant Jacob Neriah, from lamented Vedun, was admitted into Gonji’s cell.

				“A Jew!” Valentina was shouting. “An infidel! What’s he doing walking about these dungeons freely while I rot here?”

				“Hush up, Valentina. He’s an old friend,” Gonji said without rancor.

				“Your amigo?” she replied incredulously. “I shall immediately change my opinion of you, slant-eyes. Tell your friend how we mate our lice!”

				Neriah stared at her in abject indignance until the door was clanged shut. He was visibly shaken by his surroundings.

			

			
				“May all good kami smile upon you, old man, despite your dishonorable merchant’s calling,” Gonji said warmly, bowing to him.

				“And may Yahweh spare you all torture most foul, friend samurai,” Neriah replied quaveringly, “though I’m afraid my prayer may be in vain.” He beat his breast and gazed about the tight, austere chamber. “Where I found the foolish courage to come to you here, I’m sure I don’t know. Judging by how thoroughly they searched me, I’d guess they might be considering keeping me here.”

				“Except for your money,” Gonji said, smiling knowingly as he scanned the wealthy merchant’s well-appointed traveling garb.

				“Yes, my friend, except for that, we’d be sharing the rack! Are all your parts intact?”

				Gonji smiled thinly and stretched in response. He was both astonished and warmed to share a visit with the garrulous, wizened merchant, whom he’d not seen since the destruction of Vedun. He liked old Jacob, despite having been raised in a cultural structure in which a merchant occupied a social stratum below that of a gravedigger.

				Neriah seemed more stooped with the years, but, if anything, more loquacious than ever. They spoke of the settlement that the Vedunian survivors had established on land owned by Neriah in Austria, and of the amazing circumstances that had brought him to Gonji.

				“We shall get you out of here,” old Jacob was saying, “we shall, you know. By all the holy tribes, but this place stinks! How do you reconcile this with your strict upbringing? My, my, my—well, do you know, Wilfred and Genya Gundersen have sent their prayers and well-wishes? And the Benedettos, and the Monettos, and—and—well, have you come to hear of the marvelous social movement you’ve spawned?”

				Gonji shook his head vapidly.

				“Yes, well—social, religious—it’s hard to say exactly, except that it involves tolerance of another’s beliefs, and the sense of duty in opposition of political Evil, and I think it grows more militant with the passing years. You’ve become quite infamous. You do have supporters in high places: Grand Duke Frederick of Vienna, and certain prelates among the—the—”

			

			
				“The Knights of Wonder?” Gonji inquired.

				“Yes! The Wunderknechten! My, my, their work penetrates even this fanatical Christian grinding mill.” He extracted a handkerchief and cleared his irritated nose.

				“I think this movement, or whatever it is, has caused me all my grief. Have they dared use my name in conjunction with their efforts?”

				“Well, but, you are the chief influence behind it, you must know. You and your teaching about a place for every mode of thought, and all such. You haven’t changed your beliefs, have you?”

				“I’m not sure I hold fast to any beliefs anymore. What of this business about getting me out of this reeking hellhole?”

				“Ah, well, I’m not certain what they’ll do yet. They wanted me to discern for myself whether you were surviving as the Inquisition has claimed. You have no idea what letters of transit were required to—ooh-ooh! Be cheered, my friend! Your precious swords—your dai…dai…”

				“Daisho,” Gonji breathed in wonder, snapping alert.

				“Yes! I’ve rescued them for you. Of course, I couldn’t bring them here, but—”

				“You have my swords?” Gonji asked with shining eyes.

				“It’s amazing what the Church will sell in the interests of money to support its cause. It seems they’ve deemed your witch’s blades free of black magic, now they’ve immersed them in enough holy water. I hope they haven’t rusted.”

				“Oil them, dozo, and lay them away safely.”

				Neriah nodded. “Done! I will keep them close to me, and I plan on staying until your disposition. Take heart. Letters demanding your release are, well, not in truth pouring into Toledo, but…” He spread his hands in a gesture that Gonji found no comfort in. “You know, Gonji, you are a most unusual goy—gentile, that is. If it weren’t for your strange heathen ways, I’d compare you to—to Moses himself, in your fashion. Even Moses was raised by heathens.”

				“Never mind that. Just do what you can to get me out of here, dozo. Now that you’ve bought my swords, I can’t talk them into permitting me to commit seppuku to escape this dishonor.”

			

			
				“Still bound for a martyr’s death?”

				Gonji sighed. “The prospect is strangely compelling. But you—and others—have given me more lively thoughts to consider now. There’s evil about, Neriah-san. Palpable evil that is committed to destroying me. I would know why.”

				Neriah nodded in assent. “It abounds, but so does good. The Evil One revels in this religious strife.”

				“Hai, but what do I have to do with it? That’s what I want to know.”

				“Be comforted,” the merchant urged. “I must leave this place before I am suffocated. Shall I convey the word to your friends?”

				“Word?”

				Neriah angled a smile of impish privity at him. “Shi-kaze—Deathwind. The word that tells them you will lead them in the fight against the evil that threatens to devour Europe.”

				Gonji bowed. “The word is given, then. Shi-kaze.”

				Jacob bobbed his head in satisfaction and turned to go.

				“Oh, Neriah-san—what of Simon Sardonis? Has anyone seen or heard from him?”

				The merchant grimaced and shuddered. “No one,” he whispered. “Forget that tormented soul. He must seek his own redemption.”

				Gonji was alone again. His mind raced backward and forward, sifting through the experiences of his life, attempting to make sense of them, weighing them against the new and electrifying information of the past day. He only dimly heard Valentina’s taunting of Neriah, as he departed, and the old man’s torrent of rebuffs and scathing criticisms of the deplorable dungeons.

				Morales came to the door grating later that day, his last shift about to end. They exchanged good-byes.

				“One last bit of advice,” Morales rasped in a voice shielded from eavesdroppers. “They never told you, but you chose the sanbenito that bespeaks the unrepentant soul.”

				“Que?” the samurai puzzled.

				“That robe. You might do better to ask for the yellow one, with the red St. Andrew’s cross before and behind. At least—feign repentance. For your own good, you know?”

			

			
				The merest smile perked Gonji’s lips. “I am neither repentant nor unrepentant in this business.”

				Morales shrugged and, after a final exchange of slight bows, departed the dungeons. When he had gone, Gonji considered something, then removed his black sanbenito and tore it with his teeth, ripping it all the way around until it was about the length of his old short kimono. Most of the red flames of Hades and diabolic figures had been riven with the bottom portion. From the discarded red ornamentation he fabricated a tattered sash, an obi, for his waist and a bright hachi-maki to tie about his forehead. The samurai’s headband of resolution.

				Thusly attired and seated in the lotus position, Gonji meditated, forming a new spirit of determination.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

				The sub-cellar of the four-hundred-year-old stone church on the outskirts of Toledo had not seen such clandestine activity since it was new, when the Almohad invaders were defeated by Christian forces and Moorish power was broken in Spain.

				Now a steady stream of surreptitious refugees, adventurers, and dissidents who feared and hated the Inquisition’s might crept into the church by night. After careful screening, those who were deemed trustworthy were brought for individual interview before the renegade officer and his religious counterpart, Father Marquez.

				The landless, the unjustly oppressed, the exasperated.

				And friends and former comrades of Gonji Sabatake.

				“De la Hoz,” the man said by way of introduction as he glanced circumspectly around the taper-lit cellar. “Gabriel de la Hoz. My grandmother—they accuse her of healing by witchcraft. It is said that the soldiers will come soon to arrest her. We don’t know what else to do. She is not a witch. I swear by all that is holy that—”

				“I believe you,” the officer said comfortingly. “Even if I didn’t, it is not for us to judge. Is there anything that might bind you to Toledo? Shake your resolve when it’s time to move?”

				“Nothing. My family would leave tonight, if—”

				“Have you considered the possibility that you could die in the action that might follow? We’ll try to bring you to safe harbor. That has been arranged. But only with the understanding that you will play your part in helping us free the oriental warrior.”

				De la Hoz hesitated, then nodded firmly. “I understand.”

				Final instructions were given, and the blessing conferred, by Father Marquez. De la Hoz departed, and another man was led in. This one was a burly, seedy-looking fellow with an angry facial scar of the sort that could be found in large numbers in the waterfront inns of the Mediterranean, where sword duels were still the most popular sport.

			

			
				“Corsini,” the big brigand announced. “That’s all you need to know. You have to trust me, just as I am forced to trust you. But I think I can. This business is too crazy not to be the chapel-bell truth. I’ve got to admire your loco idealism, captain.”

				“Just senor will do, for now.” The officer eyed the man levelly, suspicious. “What is your interest in this affair?”

				Corsini pulled out a pipe, tamped it and lit it from a taper as he spoke. “I want to see the samurai freed, as you seem to. We have a debt to settle.” Clouds of smoke rose to the low beamed ceiling.

				The officer regarded him suspiciously. “I don’t think he’s going to be able to pay any debts, under the circumstances.”

				“I’m not here to collect,” Corsini told him, eyes sparkling with an unexpected mirth. “I’m here to pay. He’s an honorable hombre, and I’m damned if he didn’t turn me into one also,” he said, a far-off vision beckoning his gaze. “I owe him my life, at least once. That’s a heavy debt. You’ll be needing me, then?”

				“Si.” They shook hands tenatively, and Father Marquez moved in to take over his portion of the briefing.

				“Gracias, Senor Salguero,” Corsini said with raised brows over twinkling eyes. “I hope your retirement will be long and prosperous.”

				Salguero felt a chill to have been recognized. He pondered Corsini’s words, hoping not only that the wry wish would come to pass but also that he could trust the man. If so, it could only be by providential design, for the road he had paved ahead of him was not lined with fortuitous portent. The raid on Port-Bou had spread his notoriety—though he cared nothing of that, for it had been successful; they had evacuated their families and many other refugees, leaving the French bewildered as to the attackers’ origin. Yet they were considering reprisals against Spain, and that hung heavy on Salguero’s conscience. And now he and his men dared rise up against their country, their former fellows—and Holy Mother Church herself!—in this hotbed of Inquisition activity. And all for the sake of a single Japanese.

				No. Not just for him. For the ideas he held that the renegades themselves had come to believe in. And to combat the confusion and terror spread by unknown Dark Powers.

			

			
				But now there was divisiveness among Gonji’s supporters, as well: The rich Jew, Jacob Neriah, was warning them against initiating hostilities, insisting that money and political influence would see the samurai freed without bloodshed; diplomacy was the proper tack that would steer their course to sanctuary in Austria. Salguero and Neriah were at loggerheads over divergent plans, the latter all the more stubbornly self-assured since he had found Gonji in reasonably good health and spirits.

				Could this Jew, Neriah be trusted to follow the decision of the majority? Could Salguero make him understand the depth to which the roots of evil had sunk? That they could not be expected to release their grip without being severed through combat?

				A struggling cluster of grunting bodies drew the captain’s ruminations to more immediate matters.

				The huge soldier Buey shouldered past the voussoirs of the narrow archway, bear-hugging a jostling figure who shouted muffled oaths from under his stifling hood. Sergeant Orozco, dressed like an ostler, stepped close behind.

				“We thought you’d better deal with this straightaway,” Orozco apprised as Buey pulled off the man’s cowl.

				It was Pablo Cardenas, the solicitor from Barbaso.

				“So—it’s true,” Cardenas shouted, tossing his head to chase his matted hair from one eye. “You have become a traitor to God as well as country.”

				Salguero’s face was crinkled with lines of confusion as he looked Cardenas over, unsure of what to say. When he at last spoke, it was to Orozco: “I didn’t say for you to conscript anybody. Cardenas, what is this all about?”

				“That’s a fine question for you to be asking me, captain. Not content with casting your lot with sorcerers and infidels, you now intend to besiege the Church in one of its strongholds. You’re an insane fanatic!”

				“We intend only to set certain injustices aright.”

				“Injustice? Injustices? What about you and that Japanese devil forcing me and my family to flee for our lives from your own army with your diabolical wiles? All I want to know is one thing: Why did you involve my children with witchery? Is that why that barbarian bastard you call amigo asked to see them that night last winter?”

			

			
				Father Marquez hissed and clapped in a frantic effort at controlling Cardenas’ volatile outburst. There were strangers—and a few soldiers—in the nave above their heads.

				Salguero’s voice cracked when he strove to answer such that it came out in a hoarse whisper. “What in hell are you talking about?”

				“Mind your tongue, senor,” the priest chided.

				“This thing,” Cardenas replied, his certainty shaken now. “This witch’s ornament they found in my children’s bedchamber—”

				He fumbled out the device from beneath his tunic. Smaller, and thus less finely detailed, it was nonetheless an exact duplicate of the wygyll medallion Gonji had carried.

				“We ran for our lives in the night,” Cardenas explained painfully. “I don’t know how we escaped them. I’ve had to put my family up in secret with distant relatives. I didn’t even dare tell them the reason we had run. All I could say was that the warlock’s horrors had driven us out.”

				The captain looked the medallion over intently. “Maybe Gonji can explain.”

				“Oh, I’m sure he can. I’m sure he’ll explain all he knows of monsters and magic when they roast him at the stake. And I intend to be there to see it.”

				“No, senor,” Salguero said softly, “I don’t think so.”

				Buey’s massive arm caught Cardenas up by the throat.

				“No—sacrilege!” Father Marquez fretted, pushing forward to aid Cardenas.

				“No-no, Padre, we won’t kill him,” Salguero assured. “Just render him hors de combat, Buey.”

				The Ox-man grinned and nodded as he dragged the uselessly struggling solicitor from the chamber. There came the short, sharp report of an impact from the antechamber. Then the sound of feet dragging across stone.

				Orozco scratched his neck and cast a wry glance at his superior, raising his eyebrows in quiet humor. But Salguero was distressed. He sat heavily on an iron-bound chest, brow furrowing.

			

			
				“That’s one more thing to worry about, Carlos. I wish I’d heard of this before the Jew went to see him. Maybe he could have—Jesus-Maria, I hope we’re on the right side of the lines.”

				Salguero gazed again with anxiety at the wygyll symbol.

				* * * *

				Deep in the night, Hernando Salguero, ex-captain of the First Catalonian Lancers, slipped through the quiet winding streets of Toledo’s highest ground. He passed through myriad gates and by sprawling manses erected in the old Moorish days, listening to the wash of the Tajo in the distance. As he neared the great towers of the Alcazar, he could make out below the Gothic spires of San Juan de los Reyes; and the stonework of El Transito, the converted synagogue. And nearby—the brooding square of Zocodover.

				The Burning Court. The Inquisition’s execution ground.

				Shuddering in the humid pre-dawn chill, he mopped his brow and hurried on toward the rendezvous point, where he would be conducted to fresh lodgings. This, lasting but a few days, when he would move on again, for only by such caution could he maintain his anonymity.

				He reached the narrow lane to which he’d been directed, tarried at the first gate long enough to kneel and clean a clogged boot heel. The signal thus given, he ambled to the next gate.

				A figure appeared in the gate arch. Not the one he’d been expecting. A pistolero. The angry eye of a wheel-lock’s muzzle was trained on Salguero.

				“In a hurry, Captain Salguero?”

				A small tuff of breath escaped the captain’s lips as he took a step backward. Another step—a rapier point jabbed into his lower back. Two more soldiers behind him, blades angled for a kill.

				“Your amigo was a gutless one,” the leader charged, gesturing with his wheel-lock.

				Salguero grimaced. His would-be conductor, an amiable scholar from the university, hung upside down from a bricked-in wall grating. By the light of the lowering moon, Salguero saw with revulsion how the dark blood dripped from the man’s head to spatter the thickening pool on the stones below.

			

			
				“Cowardly bastards,” the captain growled.

				“No, you—traitorous dog!”

				The leader stamped up to him and crashed the pistol barrel against his jaw.

				Salguero saw a blue-white flash, and then the world dissolved from view.

				* * * *

				It seemed to Salguero that a long time had passed when he again became conscious. He tried to orient himself in his surroundings. He was on his back, still lying in the lane, judging by the narrow patch of sky bordered by the meandering walls. He could not have been out long, for it was still dark. A shooting pain coursed through the left side of his face, where the swollen welt of the pistol blow seared his jawbone.

				Where were the ambushers?

				He pushed himself up on an elbow, his head spinning, to see the downed forms lumping the darkness of the lane.

				Jesus-Maria.


				“You are Captain Hernando Salguero?”

				The grating voice, guttural and inhuman, emanated from the shadows. He cast about in the darkness until his eyes adjusted. He sucked in a noisy breath when he caught the outline of the enormous form that hunkered in a corner of the gate arch. It was squatting, a cloak draped over it to touch the ground all around, the cowl drawn close with an unseen hand. By the width of the shoulders it was clear that, whoever he was, he would make Buey seem undergrown.

				The figure evoked a primal sense of terror in Salguero. It seemed to swell rhythmically, as if containing something within that might burst into an ill-prepared world.

				“Si,” the captain whispered. “And who…who are you? Did you do this?”

			

			
				“It was necessary to keep you whole until I could speak with you. You are the one who plots to free Gonji Sabatake from the dungeons of the Inquisition?”

				Salguero’s heart hammered wildly. Friend or foe of the samurai? No, it would make no sense for a foe to rescue the captain. Yet, he sensed a terrible savagery in this being, an awareness of a bitter struggle for control that was being waged even as they spoke. Violence was the substance of this stranger’s nature. Another deception fabricated by the powers of evil?

				No. It made no sense.

				“That is my plan,” Salguero admitted. “Have you an interest in this affair?”

				A gruff laugh came in response. “An interest?” the voice growled. “Si—and a need. Prepare yourself. Don’t scream.”

				Salguero’s stomach churned. The figure moved out of the shadows. The hood fell back, and the apparition Salguero saw nearly caused him to loose his bowels. He knew now the instant so many comrades had shrieked in recognition of on the battlefield.

				The certainty of the moment of death.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

				The brutish new warden of the day shift, Sergeant Padilla, quickly established his loathing for Gonji.

				He cut the samurai’s daily water ration such that his dogged efforts at cleanliness were severely curtailed again. The first time they came to grips in their battle of wills, Padilla surrendered in frustration, sending Gonji to a session under the lash. And each time a clergyman or political official was scheduled to come to the dungeons to ogle the controversial prisoner, Gonji was again treated to a brief ordeal on the rack or with the flagellum so as to “knock some of the vinegar out of him,” as Padilla was inclined to put it.

				As the summer dragged itself out, an increasing number of hostile dignitaries came to stare or level their unanswered accusations. Only later would Gonji learn the identities of some, and only out of Padilla’s boorish efforts at intimidating him. For he cared not a whit that the holy man with the pinched nose and haughty brow was the Papal Nuncio; or that the arrogant and insulting Duke of Lerma, who stormed away after Gonji matched the man’s pomposity with his own silent scorn, was the chief power behind the Inquisition itself.

				It wasn’t until Duke Alonzo Cervera surprisingly appeared in the dungeons one day that Gonji showed interest in speaking with one of his august visitors. Ironically, Cervera was disinclined to speak with him.

				When Gonji saw the man, who was the object of his most recent quest, peering through the grating with evident pain, the samurai’s eyes widened. Abandoning his laconic stoicism for the moment, he rose and went to the aperture, unsure of the words he would speak. For here was his former beloved master, father of the murdered woman who had carried Gonji’s unborn child, who had been set against him by the vicious acts of a malevolent being who was very much responsible for Gonji’s being cast in his present cold light of condemnation.

			

			
				It was to clear the air between them that the samurai had undertaken this deadly journey back to Spain. 

				“Milord,” Gonji intoned reverently, bowing. “Cervera-sama—”

				“Don’t,” the duke replied, lines of anguish etching his countenance. “I don’t know why I came here. It was a mistake.” He turned to go.

				“Dozo—please, milord. It was not a mistake. You must hear me out. It’s because I sought you that I came to be in this living hell.”

				“As well you deserve,” Cervera replied over his quaking shoulder. “Go back to your pit.”

				“Iye! It was not me who destroyed Theresa! It was that thing that corrupted my duty, that deceived me. The monster did the deed, laid the trail of horror you followed. By all that’s holy, do you think I would destroy my own child and the woman who loved me?!”

				Cervera began to sob. “I—I don’t know what you’re capable of. You don’t think as we do. You never did.”

				The duke rushed away down the corridor, his disappearance like the abrupt reversal of a near victory.

				“By Iasu himself,” Gonji shouted after him, “I swear to you that I’m innocent of those crimes! You must believe me!”

				“Shut up, you slant-eyed devil!” Padilla bellowed, raking the grating with a poniard. “Get back in there with the rats and lice.”

				Gonji sat on his mat, teeth grinding in bitterness. He heard the soft call of Valentina, a note of tenderness in her voice that seemed out of place.

				“Gonji-chan?”

				“Leave me alone, Valentina,” he said, trembling with volcanic emotion. “Just leave me be.”

				* * * *

				Father de la Cenza was deeply disturbed by the tenor of the recent debates of the interminable council deciding the fate of the increasingly infamous samurai prisoner. He visited the dungeons with the intention of discussing certain pertinent matters, the first time he had gone to see Gonji in weeks.

			

			
				The samurai seemed unaccountably hostile, spurning him in that adamant fashion the prelate had come to know so well.

				Surrendering in frustration, de la Cenza was surprised to find the harlot across the corridor in an unusually agreeable mood. He received her confession, though he was forced to withhold absolution until she would admit to the witchcraft she’d been accused of. Nor could she be granted communion. This news she received somberly, withdrawing into her cell without her normal exhibition of rancor.

				As he moved away, he was treated to a second surprise: Gonji called him back, quite an uncharacteristic display of changed heart for this strange warrior.

				De la Cenza greeted and blessed him.

				“Why is it,” the samurai asked with a wry frown, “that out of all the clergymen who come to gawk at me, you’re the only one who ever confers his blessing?”

				“Well, they feel it’s a useless gesture, I suppose.”

				“So it is,” Gonji agreed perversely. Then, more sincerely: “But yours conveys a certain warmth. I don’t mind it at all.”

				“Gracias. I’m sure God will be relieved to hear that.” The priest’s eyes smiled a moment. Then he waxed serious. “You’ve become quite a thorn to them. They don’t know what to do about you. Do you know, they’re appealing to the Pope himself for guidance as to your disposition? The new Innocent—he’s not at all like the one who authorized torture in the interest of obtaining confessions of guilt. No, not from what we can gather. Nor is he much like his immediate predecessor. That’s a very sore point with Holy Mother Church right now, Gonji-san. Very bad things are whispered about the last Holy Father, whose tenure was short-lived.” He found his mouth going dry as he discussed the sensitive subject. “There’s been a climate of extreme oppression, a great upheaval both religiously and politically, since the time of that last Pontiff’s election. It’s rumored among the hierarchy that there’s a movement afoot to eradicate all record of his tenure and work. To treat him as if he never existed! That’s unprecedented, you realize. And it’s of more interest to you than you might imagine. They may never have told you, but you, and the movement you’ve generated in Europe, and this being called Simon, are all the subject of a specific papal bull issued by the late Holy Father! And if his work is abolished, you can understand the possible interest to you.”

			

			
				Gonji listened with keen interest as de la Cenza continued:

				“You—and your work—seem to have evoked much consternation in high places. You have both supporters and detractors in lofty positions, in more than one country. Very lofty, I suppose one could say, considering that both the vicar and the reigning monarch of Spain have been consulted about your prosecution. It would, I think, be in your best interests if you would address certain issues more candidly than you’ve shown a willingness to in the past.”

				Gonji seemed to mull this over. When he spoke, he did so reticently. “Such as, Martin-san?”

				“What exactly do you know of this Wunderknechten movement?”

				“The Knights of Wonder?” Gonji seemed smugly amused. “I can’t believe this thing is of such concern. I don’t even know who started it. It seems it’s a sort of universal tolerance movement. It doesn’t surprise me that you oppose it, in your stiff-necked insistence that you’re threatened by those who refuse to accept your heel. As for my part in it, I can only guess. I’ve fought in many parts of Yoroppa…taught precepts of what I myself was taught, to men under my command…to our camp-followers.” He shrugged. “Some of them…may have borrowed principles of the warrior code of bushido… of the Shinto religion of my youth.”

				“Shinto?” de la Cenza queried.

				“Surely the Jesuits must have conveyed something of its substance back to Europe. Though it is rather difficult to explain on your terms.”

				And Father Martin listened as Gonji attempted to do so, recognizing the dangers in its obscurities, its devotion to ancestors over God, or so it seemed, though the Oriental was vague or evasive in this regard. Troubled by it all, the prelate began to realize that Gonji enjoyed the juggling of their apparently irreconcilable theological differences, finding no contradiction in nodding to the merits of each in turn. Despite the rigidity of his bushido code of ethics, the man’s cosmic view seemed an insoluble maze that he was nonetheless comfortable with.

			

			
				Father Martin abandoned the subject for a more unsettling one.

				“What do you know of the donado Anton Balaerik? What crossing have you had with him?”

				But the samurai seemed genuinely ignorant of the sinister monk and his order, though de la Cenza was sure Balaerik had been to the dungeons more than once. Further, it had been Balaerik who had ordered the samurai’s full-moon exposures on the battlements above the prison fortress.

				What was the source of the mysterious donado’s single-minded fanaticism?

				The prelate described Balaerik, and Gonji seemed to flash a look of recognition, but he had nothing more to say on the subject. Father Martin told Gonji his fear, voicing it for the first time to anyone apart from his God.

				“Something deeply troubles me about Balaerik, Gonji-san. He said something in council one day. Something about our divine right to settle our theological differences without pagan interference. No one else seemed disturbed by his words, but it suddenly struck me that he might have said ‘our right to slaughter each other in the name of Christ.’ And then you said something similar the first time I came down to you here. So you can see how the two of you are inseparably linked in my mind.

				“Gonji-san,” he went on, spilling his inmost terrors, “I suffer from grave misgivings these days. I fear our own zealousness—indeed, our viciousness!—briefly allowed evil to sit on the papal dais itself! God forgive me.”

				He felt Gonji’s piercing gaze. “You have your problems. I have mine.”

				De la Cenza was stung. He had somehow oddly fostered the hope of a kinship between them in this grim business. He sadly called for the warden to see him out of the dungeon block.

				“Wait,” Gonji said. “I’ll tell you anything else that occurs to me that might help you. I know you’re doing what you can to aid my cause. I do have a pressing need, though, Martin-san. Can you send me more paper?”

			

			
				“I’ll see what I can do,” the prelate replied, holding back before finishing his thought.

				He had not told the samurai of the council’s resolve of that very day. There seemed no sense in disturbing his sleep any further with the gravity of his situation. But they had decided to prosecute him for witchcraft without waiting any longer for the expected counsel of Rome or Madrid.

				His trial was set for the day after the harvest moon. Two nights hence.

				* * * *

				Gonji was stripped of his breechcloth, his hachi-maki and shortened robe were taken away to be burned, and he was made to don a new unrepentant’s sanbenito. He gave no resistance, for he was loath to lose his chance at the once monthly enjoyment of the sensations of the real world, the world of the living.

				He was led to the battlements of the Alcazar and lashed between his familiar embrasures. The usual crowd of full-moon taunters began to gather in the streets outside the walls. But tonight there were far more bloodthirsty gawkers in the great square of the Zocodover. The sprawling promenade was the site of a popular event Gonji would be witnessing for the first time—an auto-da-fe, the public burning of condemned criminals.

				The crimes of the three were read by cowled monks: usury, murder, and witchcraft, respectively. Gonji watched in rapt fascination as the throng fell silent and the Inquisitors pursued a benediction, shot through with the frenzied cursing of the one prisoner who still wore the black sanbenito of the unrepentant—he who had been convicted of witchcraft. The other two, bedecked in the yellow garment of submission, merely hung their heads and sobbed.

				Gonji found the dishonorable posturings of the three ignoble and distasteful, and he gave thought to how he would comport himself should he be served up to the same fate.

				The prisoners were led to the stakes, fixed high on raised platforms, and the army now took over the execution of their sentences.

			

			
				Gonji experienced a wild sensation of wrath and defiance as the three madly struggling forms flared alight, the crowd cheering and proffering drinks and foodstuffs to one another. Bright-colored clothing gamboled in the streets below, as courtly gentlemen and ladies in mantillas danced the seguidilla out of rhythm to the musical cacophony that rose to Gonji’s ears.

				He tried to make the antic merriment, the lively sights and sounds, the scent of burning wood, exotic perfume, and rich food and drink fit the memories he cherished of years gone by. But it all seemed alien to him now.

				Spain had lost its zest for him. It was merely decadent, as was most of Europe.

				And then instinct told him he was in danger. When he peered over his shoulder to see who stood there, leering with unholy delight, he knew that the meaning of the event had all come together. It was complete now.

				The Burning Court was a foretaste of the Hell these Europeans feared.

				“Balaerik,” Gonji ground out as if purging his tongue of a foul taste.

				“You know my name,” the evil donado replied. “I’m flattered.”

				“And I know your meaning, evil priest.”

				“Evil?” Balaerik said in mocking confusion, eyebrows arching. “But what is evil? Surely from your standpoint all who represent the Church can be regarded as evil.”

				“They’re merely misguided,” Gonji said, feeling the sweat trickle down from his brow in the rising heat waves. “You can’t cloud my thinking the way you can with zealots.”

				Balaerik strode with hands clasped behind him, a figure exuding smug confidence and self-satisfaction.

				“So you think you stand outside the moral universe,” he said. “Larger, more important, capable of judging others as you see fit?”

				“Do I?” Gonji parried.

				“Oh, yes indeed—and you’re right. You do. As do I, and others like us. Power over the weak is all that matters in the cosmic scheme. You know that. That’s why you’ve become a concern for us. Even in your youth in Dai Nihon.”

			

			
				Gonji felt an electrifying chill whose source lay beyond the first breeze of autumn. Defiance and helplessness wrestled inside him. He was suddenly quite involved in the affairs of men—and of tyrants—again. He wanted to lash out, to shout at the priests below, to feel his swords in his grasp. To strike at the powers of evil he had too long simply abided.

				He saw clearly now: Pride and pomposity had caused him to abandon the ever-present battle against evil. It was not the Spaniards who had brought him low. It was his own indifference. He was part of this land now, and Domingo had been right—he had to choose sides. For however the steps of good staggered in their efforts, evil trod quite surely.

				And evil trampled all before it.

				“You can’t win, you know,” Gonji declared boldly. “You haven’t even convinced them to do away with me.”

				“Oh, but I have. You’ll see. Have you had no premonition of your own destruction? I maintain complete power over you. I know that you care nothing of your own death. So you say. Yet you stubbornly refuse to die, though you’ve had ample opportunities! Could it be that you wish to join the leading edge, perhaps?”

				“Don’t flatter yourself, you son-of-a-bitch. What could you possibly offer me?”

				“Power. Position. You understand those things. All you need do is deliver to me the Beast.”

				“Simon?” Gonji said, smiling coyly.

				“Yes—Simon.” Balaerik breathed the name as though it were an unattainable object of fiery passion. “His father wants him back.”

				Gonji bit back his fury time and again, restraining his mother’s temperamental legacy, knowing that he must think clearly to deal with this nemesis. Yet all the while he fairly thought he would explode, for Balaerik likely held the answers to myriad questions Gonji had accumulated during his lifetime of tilting with the powers of chaos. 

				Iye, he reasoned at last, ask no questions that will admit of your own weakness. Poor tactics.


			

			
				Buy time.


				“Perhaps he’s only waiting for the right moment to appear, neh?” Gonji tossed off the words with affected unconcern. Now—improve your lot by gradual stages. “Or maybe he simply hasn’t caught my scent yet, with the filth I’m immersed in.”

				Balaerik seemed to give it some thought. Then his dark eyes brightened, and he reached out over the embrasure as if in the grip of a seizure.

				“Listen,” he said reverently. “Listen to their bones cracking in the fire. The spirit remains even when the consciousness is gone. Imagine what that must feel like, samurai. Imagine the glory that must bring to the stout samurai spirit.”

				When Gonji removed his concentration from the spectacle below, Balaerik was gone. In that moment he fancied that he heard a distant howling.

				A wolf baying at the moon.

				* * * *

				Weary from his full-moon ordeal, Gonji found that sleep still eluded him as he lay in his cell the next morning. He was taking notice of how his physical health was improving, by stages. His body was healing, despite the circumstances, as if in response to his new determination and resolve.

				One of Padilla’s subordinates brought him his morning meal, and it seemed the day shift was in a playful mood once again: The plate bore a ragged chunk of raw, bloody meat; and although his throat was parched, he would not drink the water, for he suspected they had urinated in it.

				Gonji sat with arms and legs crossed on the floor in the center of his cell. He eschewed his morning regimen less out of fatigue than out of the enjoyment he extracted from casting looks of cold, defiant hostility at the insulting warden, through the grate on his door. Padilla soon lost interest in taunting him when it became clear that Gonji would not give him the satisfaction of a retort.

			

			
				He let the glare in his eyes speak the violent thoughts that would have been less than futile to voice.

				The interim Grand Inquisitor, Bishop Izquierdo, came to him that morning, not long after he’d exchanged greetings with Valentina.

				The harlot purred at the dour bishop in the manner she had reserved only for him, though Gonji had warned her against it many times. Izquierdo pronounced his threat of hellfire over her, then came back to Gonji’s window grating, still flushed with rage.

				Trembling with pre-volcanic emotion, he fairly stammered as his words spewed forth. “May God consign you to your evil master for all the ills you’ve brought His Church. May you burn in the deepest pit of Hell!”

				“And who is your master, priest?” Gonji shot back. “Balaerik? He is your enemy, not I. Don’t you see that? Are you so blind that you can’t see the truth?”

				“Silence, you heathen swine!” Padilla shouted from the bishop’s side.

				And then Valentina was railing at them with words Gonji couldn’t focus on in his own anger. She was shouting from the back of her cell rather than the grating, and when they turned to deal with her insolence, what they saw caused the Grand Inquisitor to hiss in shock and turn away out of outraged modesty.

				“No, Val—” Gonji was shouting now, uncertain what she had done but knowing there would be grave consequences. “Val—let them be—”

				Soldiers opened her cell and dragged her, kicking and screaming, down the corridor. Then Izquierdo directed other guards to Gonji’s dank chamber.

				“Remove him to another cell,” the bishop was commanding. “Eradicate those pagan symbols.” He pointed to the wall scrawled with Japanese ideograms. A soldier began pounding the etchings with an axe, the wall exploding in crumbling shards.

				“Burn these,” Izquierdo further ordered, indicating the samurai’s sheaf of poetry, reflections, and memoirs.

				Gonji was thrown into the cell adjacent to Valentina’s. For a time he took out his frustration on the walls of his new prison. Then, when his hands were bloody and his feet swollen, he recovered control. With a long, ragged sigh, he sat on the damp straw mat, gathering his thoughts and energies. Eyes aflame with hatred, he yearned to vent his hostility. He wrestled with the fatalistic resolve to kill the next fatuous Spaniard who entered his cell.

			

			
				But though several looked in at him over the ensuing hours, none dared challenge him.

				* * * *

				“Tina-chan—did they hurt you badly?” Gonji called gently from the edge of the grating. He had waited awhile before trying to engage her. She’d been sobbing since her return from the torture chambers.

				There was a rustling in her cell and a long silence before her unsteady voice came in reply.

				“Not so badly.” Her voice seemed to waft to him from far off. She was on the floor of her cell. “Dios, Gonji—I didn’t know—all those times they lashed you—I didn’t know the pain became worse after they were done—I thought they whipped you—and it was over.”

				He felt a deep pang of sympathy but said nothing. He knew that there was no comfort after the lash until the oblivion of sleep came at long last.

				“I don’t think…” she began again. “I don’t think I’ll be with you—much longer. They were talking, you know.”

				He understood. Her trial impended. He thought to ask of the wygyll’s artifact but decided against it. It had begun to seem unimportant.

				* * * *

				The next morning a squad of stern-faced troopers awoke Gonji and removed him from his cell, weapons angled meaningfully. For an instant he toyed with the notion of attacking them, for he’d had a bellyful of the torture chamber. But then common sense and stoical acceptance took over. If Neriah was right, if there was a movement afoot to see him released from the dungeons, then he would be a fool to sacrifice himself meaninglessly now.

			

			
				He could not allow Balaerik to win so easily. There must be an accounting, and he would have to be patient. More questions than ever vied for answers. But of one thing he was sure: It must be true that he was somehow a stumbling block to forces of tyrannical power, of evil and injustice. And even in his present wretched state, he must somehow threaten those reins of power.

				His curiosity was stoked to an internal craving not unlike the sweating palms of avarice.

				It ramped to a still higher level, now, when he was led past the familiar bleak torture wing of the dungeons and out through an adjoining corridor, heavily guarded and fortified, and then up to a block of gloomy chambers on the next floor.

				The escort seemed especially edgy today, regarding him with a certain respect he hadn’t appreciated in a long time, despite their heavy armament. But his suspicious musings were abruptly dashed. With wide-eyed wonder and a flooding of unabashed relief, he realized by gradual stages that this was indeed his destination.

				He was in a room with enormous vats, billowing steam, and a variety of scrubbing utensils.

				The baths!


				With scarcely a thought as to the reason for it, he plunged zestfully into the cleanliness ritual that was as important to the samurai as his meditations.

				Somber guards stood about as he pursued his business, heedless of them but for the occasional amiable remark he would toss their way, neither expecting nor receiving any reply.

				He began to wonder whether this was not an indication of a small triumph over Balaerik. And the more he pondered it, the more convinced he became. His ploy concerning Simon’s winnowing his scent out of all the others may have been behind this.

				He had to believe so. Had to dress any minor satisfaction in the garb of victory.

				Gonji luxuriated in the extreme heat of the vat’s soapy water, scrubbing rapturously and repeatedly at every inch of his body. Freed of the stench and flies and lice and slime of his tiny sliver of Hell, he even began to imagine that thinking, itself, had become clearer. He worked the hardest at his hair and beard and privates, laughing inside at the guards’ discomfiture over his shameless delight.

			

			
				Weapons were leveled again when the barber-surgeon arrived with his razors. The guards watched intently as the samurai was shaven without complaint, but an argument ensued when the barber announced his intent to shave Gonji’s head as well.

				The guards were about to seize him and force the issue, when Father Martin de la Cenza arrived. He ordered them to back off.

				“I thought there might be trouble about this. It’s routine treatment, you know, Gonji-san. Surely you wish to—”

				“So sorry, Martin-san,” Gonji interrupted, “but it is a great insult for a samurai to shave his head. It’s the mark of dishonor to surrender one’s topknot.”

				“But the lice—”

				“I think you will find that I have done the job myself.”

				They debated it awhile and arrived at a compromise that Gonji found acceptable: He would submit to a severe trimming, provided his queue would not be cut too short, after first submerging in the bath for another session of scrubbing with still stronger soap. This Gonji counted as another personal triumph.

				De la Cenza ordered the guards out into the corridor, and they complied after a brief demurral. The priest waxed deeply concerned.

				“You know, of course, why you’ve been brought here.”

				Gonji nodded gravely as the barber worked but didn’t voice his suspicions.

				“They’ve decided not to wait for further sanction. Your auto-da-fe is scheduled for tonight.”

				Gonji eyed him narrowly. “At last, eh?” He exuded calm and confidence, though deep inside there was a nagging doubt. He had hoped not to be brought to trial at all since the encouraging visit by Jacob Neriah. Now, if something were to prevent it, it would have to happen soon.

				“You don’t seem worried,” Father Martin said. “I should be, if I were you.” He moved closer, his aspect earnest, but he seemed to hold something back, something that strove to be said.

			

			
				The priest instead turned to small talk about Gonji’s condition, apologies over the loss of his writing materials, until the barber-surgeon had finished and gone.

				“Wait,” the priest fairly begged of the guards, staying them from returning the samurai to his cell. “Gonji-san, listen—there’s been a series of murders, vicious slayings in the full of the moon. Soldiers murdered as if by some wild beast…” He let his words trail off, allowing Gonji’s thoughts to fill in the rest. “Is it Simon?”

				“How would I know?” Gonji responded airily. “They don’t exactly allow me to stroll out of my cell whenever—”

				“But you were atop the battlements that night,” the priest whispered harshly. “Did you order him here to perpetrate this savagery?”

				“Savagery,” Gonji echoed wanly. “That’s a word you Inquisitors should consider carefully before using it of someone else. You still don’t understand, do you? Balaerik is your enemy. He is Satan’s delegate to this—stupid controversy. Or at least what you would call Satan. And we’re all to blame. I, as well as you and your petrified Grand Inquisitor. Balaerik—” he repeated with sincere emphasis, “—he is your enemy, the enemy of all of us.”

				De la Cenza seemed tormented. “Do you realize what you’re asking me to believe? You want me to side with a murdering monster rather than an agent sanctioned by the Church? And yet—and yet I do believe you’re sincere. But I don’t know what I can do about it. I am so sorry.”

				“Hai, so am I, for us all. What about Valentina? What will happen to her?”

				The prelate shook his head mournfully. “About her I can feel no guilt. A plague-bearing harlot. But I know you’ve been a comfort to each other. Yet I’m afraid—that’s come to the council’s attention, as well. She is to be prosecuted along with you.”

				* * * *

				Gonji strained against the grating to see Valentina when she was brought back from the baths. She, too, searched him out, gazing deeply into his eyes. She seemed strangely subdued, though in great pain, her spirit broken. Gonji found this mildly disconcerting. Her acid tongue and vigorous approach to even the grotesque life of the dungeons had sustained him more than he’d admitted even to himself. Her hair was cropped short now, and her long lashes drooped lifelessly as she turned away.

			

			
				A guard grabbed a handful of the back of her black sanbenito and thrust her into her cell. She cried out in pain.

				“Cholera,” Gonji swore, unconcerned that he had shown another his lost equanimity. “Why don’t you try that with me?”

				The guard stomped up and spat into his face. Gonji bore the great insult without a flinch.

				“There’s going to be nothing left of you to try it with soon, witch.”

				Gonji stared at him a hard moment. “Then you can sleep well—and dream of my deathless curse. We witches have an annoying habit of shucking the grave when unfinished business beckons.”

				The sentry emitted a scornful hawking sound full of bravado and stalked off.

				“Tina-chan?” Gonji called out loudly. “Are you well?”

				He heard her move to the door.

				“Well enough for what you have in mind. Are you still scratching at the walls in your new cell? Why don’t you cut a hole into mine big enough for your oriental manhood? No sense holding anything back now.”

				Gonji forced a laugh, but he was disturbed at the listlessness in her voice that her attempt at coarse humor could not disguise.

				“Val,” he whispered sharply, abbreviating her name as he did only in times of stress, “the emblem—did they—”

				“My mat, Gonji—inside my mat,” she whispered back. 

				He bowed his head, more respectful than ever of the woman’s courage.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

				It was a carefully composed nightmare of damnation.

				Tended pillars of flame roared to the tops of the walls all along the promenade of the Zocodover square. A stiff autumn wind whipped and twisted the licking blazes back toward the area where the Burning Court presided, thronged-in on three sides by the massive crowd of excited spectators, who had come to view the disposition of the infamous Japanese witch.

				Though night lay thick over Toledo, the square was harshly illuminated by the incendiary glare, hulking shadows crowding the walls. The crowd was repeatedly ordered to hush by the captains of the ringing troops, whose fellows massed on the walls amidst an impressive array of modern armaments. Pistols, muskets, and cannon poised from towers. Arbalests leaned out of gunloops.

				Trouble was clearly expected. Gonji felt a wild glee inside to know that he had been the cause of it all. He could recall no more spectacular display of the awe he had inspired. 

				Iye, that’s not quite true, is it? He told himself in a moment’s honesty. They await the coming of Simon.


				And Gonji permitted himself to entertain the thrill of expectation, the certainty that his friend the lycanthrope would indeed deliver him from the clutches of the Inquisition. Thus, he felt as detached from the proceedings as one of the most distant onlookers, barely hearing some of the incredible testimony against him.

				He stood manacled to a pillar, alone, feeling somehow godlike, above the grim drama, a participant in a bizarre dream from which he would awaken.

				Lightning flashed in the sky, tearing screams out of the crowd, followed by relieved laughter.

				The wind pressed at Gonji, tugging his hair back, wild and invigorating, the pillars of flame bowing to him, streaking the Zocodover with lambent light and lurid color. A coach caught fire and was doused amidst shrieks and shouted orders, the scurry of an entire section of the audience.

			

			
				There was a brief recess in the proceedings for a consultation among the sinister cowled priests. As always during such pauses, there came the reverberated blarings of the great pipe organ in its housing under the colonnade. Funereal strains vibrated the square. Gonji found himself humming in Gregorian chant again.

				The organ ceased and the crowd was silenced. Another witness rose in support of the Inquisition. One of the lancers who had ridden out of Barbaso under Salguero and Gonji.

				“…commanded monsters and flying demons…”

				I’ll be freed from this madness. I’ll escape them any time now.


				“…conspired with the warlock Domingo Negro…told us we’d all suffer eternal torments if we didn’t…”

				How?


				Another witness. A civilian. Gonji didn’t think he’d ever seen the man before.

				“He can change into a jackal. I saw him once by moonlight—”

				Gonji scanned the walls, passing the time by counting heads among the troops. He stopped at four hundred.

				Simon will come.


				“Cast a spell of seduction over my daughter—”

				“Killed a man by a look from his demon eyes—”

				“Caused a goat to be born with a human head—”

				Someone will come.


				“Make him change into an animal!” someone was yelling from the crowd.

				“How about a gorilla?” a drunken companion added. The cordoning troops and clergymen strove to still them, to restore decorum. The crowd grew more raucous as their wine wound them higher.

				“No, he will not transform willingly for us,” Anton Balaerik declared, striding before the seated Inquisitors with a dramatic flourish. “But he may yet lure to divine justice his familiar—lobis homem. The wolfman! Tell us where he may be found, witch, that you may yet save your immortal soul!”

			

			
				Gonji was but dimly aware that it was he whom Balaerik was pointing to, that he was the one being challenged.

				How in hell will they do it?


				“Obscurantism—”

				I must remain alert, be prepared for the signal.


				“…simplistic dismissal of divine fiat as some sort or unfathomable magic…”

				The night dragged by.

				“…even would have us tolerate the Reformation heretics, by all the holy saints!”

				His throat ached with thirst.

				“…one charge at a time. Now this business of his being a zoanthrope is utterly absurd. There is no proof but for the word of one frightened farmer. Por favor, pardon my…”

				Father Martin. How small you look down there. Arigato, friend priest. You risk much by trying.


				Another hour passed without deliverance. Gonji thought he had begun to see spirits again. He shook his head to banish the weird sensation.

				Duke Alonzo Cervera took the witness podium, looking sheepish and curiously out of place. He passed Gonji the merest glance and dropped it at once.

				For the first time in hours Gonji took an interest in what was being said about him. The duke spoke truly, telling of their relationship, Gonji’s honorable service to him. His voice caught when he began to speak of Theresa…

				“He violated your daughter, milord?” Balaerik blared.

				Cervera seemed to sift through his thoughts before answering. Then: “No—it wasn’t like that—”

				“He seduced her, and they conceived an unholy child out of wedlock!”

				The duke stood, his face flushing. “Donado, whatever your office, do not use that tone when you’re speaking about my beloved daughter.”

				Gasps of shock.

			

			
				Izquierdo aimed a finger at him. “Mind that you address an official of the Holy Office of Inquisition!”

				“Lo siento mucho. I am very sorry,” Duke Cervera said to the Inquisitors’ bench. He seemed cowed as he sat back down.

				But it was Balaerik who responded for them as though he alone had been addressed. “Quite all right. I can understand how upsetting it must be for you to see the witch so near at hand.”

				Cervera winced up at Gonji but turned his eyes away quickly.

				“So your beloved daughter was seduced, and she conceived a child. And both mother and child were destroyed by the monster this heathen witch became,” Balaerik bellowed.

				But Gonji’s voice roared still louder, silencing the entire square.

				“It’s a lie!”

				A woman’s scream broke the stillness from somewhere outside the promenade walls. Scores of people sucked in breaths at once amid shrills of alarm. Soldiers scampered off in response.

				Now. It must be now—


				Gonji tested his manacles. Useless to struggle. He cast his gaze all about the square, searching for the surreptitious rescuers. But none came. The disturbance ended as swiftly as it had begun.

				Balaerik pressed Cervera again. “Is it not even as I have described, milord?”

				The duke was on his feet again. “No—!” Oohs and ahhs accompanied his surprising response. “Now that I’ve heard it put like that, you see, I—it can’t be true. I refuse to believe it, or to have any word out of my mouth be used against this man!” He took two steps off the podium and locked eyes with Gonji. “Forgive me, my son. For permitting a father’s broken heart to cloud my mind.”

				Gonji experienced a profound suffusion of relief and pity toward the now tearful duke. “Arigato goziemashite, milord,” he replied with great politeness, for indeed, the duke had spoken the words Gonji had traveled so many deadly miles to hear.

				When the rumbling of the crowd had been brought under control and the pipe organ had ceased its dirge-like droning, Gonji himself was unshackled from the post and brought to the witness podium. A tremor of anticipation rolled through the morbid, superstitious audience. Crucifixes, relics, and various sacramentals were produced and extended in a grotesque display of public warding of Gonji’s evil spirits.

			

			
				The samurai steeled himself, for he knew that the ordeal of the next few moments might well be more intolerable than that of the entire imprisonment of the past year.

				Preliminary questioning… Gonji’s full title, mimicked by boors in the crowd… He abided it without a blink.

				Balaerik faced him squarely, not a yard away.

				“We’ve all heard the accusations against you, time and time again throughout the night. Attested to and corroborated and repeated in an endless rondo the holy angels themselves must find insufferable.”

				No more so than you, bastard of Arrogance and Evil. Where in hell are my compadres?

				“We’ve heard your impressive honorifics—‘Deathwind of Vedun,’ eh?” Balaerik smiled condescendingly.

				Gonji bit his tongue, swallowing with difficulty.

				“But we will have an end of this. There is but one charge I would see you answer to yourself. I refer to the charge averred by no less than the French knights of the Order of the…but my vow against speaking the most holy name forbids me—”

				“The Order of the Holy Ghost,” a prelate completed from the long bench of cowled prosecutors.

				“Gracias,” Balaerik replied. “This charge concerns black magic which led to the obliteration of a town near Avignon, France. Black magic perpetrated by you, witch. You destroyed every man, woman, and child in Pont-Rouge—”

				“There were no children in that town,” Gonji retorted as he leaned forward emphatically. “They were sacrificed, by their own parents, to Satan—your master!”

				Gasps of outrage broke from the stunned gathering.

				“Sacrilege!”

				“Insolent swine!”

				“You’ll burn for that, you—”

				Balaerik pressed for silence. “Is that so? And can you produce any witness to corroborate this…this…”

			

			
				“You know I can’t, or else you wouldn’t posture so smugly.”

				“But I can testify to the truth of what the prosecutor says. Someone help me—por favor?”

				The audience began to murmur as the man who had called out from among them was duly recognized and aided to the prosecutors’ platform. He was blind, his eyes patched over with oblong pieces of black fabric that lent him an eerie cast.

				And Gonji could not believe his own eyes. Until he met Balaerik’s maddeningly complacent look.

				“That man is dead!” Gonji could scarcely muster conviction enough to voice what he was whispering, so momentarily shocked was he by this apparition. “I killed him.”

				“Did you.” It was a rhetorical statement that accused him of failure or self-delusion.

				Or perhaps something worse, Gonji began thinking, apprehended only by the samurai. An admission of something Balaerik himself had done that outweighed the violence implicit in Gonji’s statement. And he realized, when he saw the nattering and head-turning of the cowled priests, that his accusers had heard him clearly enough. Gonji had added nothing toward convincing anyone of his pristine innocence.

				The truth was that Gonji and his late companion Emeric had both had to deal with this witnessing revenant. Emeric had put out the man’s unearthly eyes to stay their ghastly power, and Gonji had ended his twisted life. So he had thought.

				“This is Monsieur Perreault. He will relate a tragic tale of human misery. The very least of which was his savage blinding at the hands of this witch and his cohorts.”

				Balaerik’s dramatic phrasings set the stage for the revivified fiend’s lies. Gonji could not believe the things he heard, for he and his companions were being substituted for the perpetrators of the most callous and inhuman act of evil he’d ever seen.

				“My little ones,” the undead Perreault sobbed tearlessly. “Sacrificed that this monster might gain unholy power—”

				“It’s an evil lie!” Gonji roared. “Make him swear by the Christ—someone lay on him the crucifix of the Christ!”

			

			
				“Be still, witch,” Balaerik commanded with deadly calm, pointing a finger. “Say not the Most Holy Name.”

				“—forced me to watch what they did to my children and then put out my eyes so that I would live forever with the memory of that last terrible vision!”

				“Take away his eye patches! See what lies beneath!” All control fled Gonji now, the nightmare seizing him in its nerve-racking grip. He strained uselessly at his shackles.

				“Stay thyself!” the Grand Inquisitor bellowed in Latin, executing a warding gesture at Gonji from the bench, where he now stood in wrathful attitude.

				“The golden Rhone ran red with blood,” Pearreault’s reanimated corpse intoned mournfully. “Now only the mistral cries where once there were the sounds of children.”

				“Nooo!” Gonji shouted. “You’re all loco—don’t you see what they’re—?!”

				Balaerik strode up to Gonji with mock outrage and slapped at him. Gonji’s head twisted to evade the blow. Hands and feet shackled to a post, he could do nothing in reply but concentrate his rage into the gaze he now slanted at his enemy.

				“Forgive me,” Balaerik said with a veneer of sincerity. He reached out with both hands to caress Gonji’s face as if in patronizing affection. The samurai jerked his head back but could not evade the evil donado’s cold touch. “I can see now that you cannot help what you are.”

				He withdrew and addressed the throng now. “Don’t you see, Your Eminence, honored brothers and sisters, that he is possessed by the demon that brings the moon-madness we have known so well? I cannot disgrace this holy court by prosecuting this poor, tortured soul further.” He walked off.

				Gonji’s teeth ground as he strove to regain control over his trembling body, his blood-streaked thoughts.

				“Enough, donado,” Bishop Izquierdo said with a wave of his hand, calling the assemblage to order. “We have heard enough. By the holy power invested in me by the High Office of Inquisition…”

				Gonji heard little of what the Grand Inquisitor said and cared less.

			

			
				“…witchcraft and demon-possession and murder most foul…”

				His eyes were riveted to the pompously strutting Balaerik.

				“…to be burned at the stake when tomorrow’s sun has fled the fall of darkness…”

				If I must return from the grave as a wolf myself, Agent of Evil, I will stalk you, and I will find you, and I will avenge the unutterable insults you have done me. Upon the honor of my ancestors, I swear that it shall be so…


			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

				“I can’t understand what’s come over him these past months, but I fear the worst.”

				Father Martin de la Cenza wrung his hands as he strode from the reception hall with the new visiting oblate, his voiced concern for the interim Inquisitor stooping his narrow shoulders. But he was cheered withal. For this unexpected guest’s entourage had arrived only minutes before, accompanied by the Papal Nuncio, Archbishop Texeira, and had brought important news from His Holiness regarding the matter of the condemned samurai.

				The archbishop had gone to the cathedral briefly but now returned and approached them down the long, carpeted corridor. 

				Before the Nuncio was in earshot, de la Cenza added quickly, to the new arrival, “I must say, Father Sebastio, that I’m comforted to at last be in the presence of at least one other man of God who shares my feelings.”

				The papal messenger smiled and laid a bracing hand on Father Martin’s shoulder. Father Jan Sebastio was a hardy man with a round, bearded face and lively hazel eyes. Only the symmetrical white fringe of his beard betrayed his sixty years, and the grip of his short, thick fingers bespoke strength and firmness of purpose.

				“Be of good cheer,” Sebastio told him. “God hasn’t guided us through the obstacles we’ve faced to abandon us now.”

				Father Martin nodded. “How came you to be named Jan?”

				“Mmm—my sainted mother. I’m Dutch and Portuguese, you see. Nearly as unlikely a birthing as Gonji’s own in the current state of affairs, no?” He rumbled with good-natured laughter. “You’ve heard, I suppose, that his mother was a shipwrecked Norwegian, a former prisoner of Dutch marauders? Circumstances saw her…how shall I say?—lawfully concubined, after their custom, to one of the most powerful warlords in Japan. Gonji’s father, and my good friend.”

			

			
				Father de la Cenza displayed no moral censure, to hear of it. “You know him well, then?”

				“Gonji? Si, we were close companions when he was a lad. Quite an amazing lad. I was one of his teachers. He knew me as Brother Jan. I was ordained into the Society of Jesus only after he left Japan. Eight years since my ordination, come next Feast of St. Agnes. Ahh—Your Grace.”

				Father Sebastio bent and kissed Archbishop Texeira’s ring as the other rejoined them. “God be with you.”

				“And with you, Padre,” the Nuncio replied. “You’ve told Martin here what news you bear from His Holiness?”

				“Si.”

				“Then let us waste no time.”

				“He may yet be asleep,” Father de la Cenza apprised them as they walked down the adjoining wing containing the private chambers of Bishop Izquierdo.

				“It was a long and eventful night, so I understand,” Texeira said.

				“Si, Your Eminence,” Martin intoned gravely. “Father Sebastio, what do you know of the Brotherhood of Holy Arms and its representative here, a donado named Anton Balaerik?”

				Sebastio locked eyes with Texeira, as he answered Martin.

				“Interesting that you should ask. Patience. It seems Gonji-san has become the focus of a great deal of attention. The things I hear of him are quite incredible. Those who learn of our friendship are full of endless questions about him. News of his itinerant adventures have even reached Japan, you know. When I was set on his trail, it was for a far different reason than that for which I’ve come now. By God our Father, this simple fellow never dared think he’d one day be about the business of the Pontiff himself! And because of a wayward Japanese, yet! But make no mistake—Gonji’s a unique fellow from a land that is itself difficult to comprehend. And for some reason, heathen though he was when last I tussled with him, the Lord of Heaven seems to want him cared for.” Father Sebastio shook his head slowly, gauging their shocked expressions.

				They reached Bishop Izquierdo’s chambers. The young novice who monitored the halls blanched to see the importance of the visitors and went in to inform the interim Grand Inquisitor.

			

			
				The Papal Nuncio folded his hands behind his back, his brow creasing. “Martin, I want you to know that this disconcerting lack of control by His Grace has been duly noted by the High Office hierarchy. There will have to be changes made. There are some who—now let me finish before you protest—some who favor your appointment as Grand Inquisitor. Your papers defending the sacraments have become widely known and respected. Of course, the proper channels would have to be followed. It could take time for the bishopric to be conferred upon you. In the meantime…”

				Father de la Cenza cleared his throat and removed his biretta. He mopped his beaded brow before speaking.

				“Excuse me, Your Eminence, but I have prayerfully considered what I am about to say. I—I cannot accept further responsibility in—in the High Office—” He swallowed hard and averted his eyes from Texeira’s. “It seems I’ve developed certain scruples of conscience that render me of questionable value here. I feel the call to a redefinement and rededication of my service to God.”

				Texeira pondered this awhile before smiling crookedly. “As you wish, Martin. It will be taken under advisement.”

				The novice returned, relating that Bishop Izquierdo wished not to be disturbed until the evening’s autos-da-fe.

				“I think, young novitiate,” Archbishop Texeira said petulantly, “that he’ll change his mind for this.” He took the haversack from Sebastio, opened it, and displayed the packet bearing the papal seal.

				* * * *

				“You don’t seem to understand,” Bishop Izquierdo said forcefully, his eyes reflecting the flames from the hearth as he nervously stoked the blaze with a poker. “The order came from King Philip himself.”

				“By way of the Duke of Lerma,” Father Martin added.

				“Si, by way of the duke,” Izquierdo agreed, turning on him. “And what do you presume to make of that, Martin? Rojas is the Inquisition’s liaison to the king.”

				“More than that, it seems,” de la Cenza dug in, folding his arms as he sat on the edge of a table.

			

			
				Father Sebastio cleared his throat. “I fail to see the need for having consulted the king about a theological matter, Your Eminence.”

				“It was not my doing, Father Sebastio. It was Rojas who consulted King Philip. His order was explicit: Prosecute the infidel’s case at the earliest possible opportunity, and the Throne would support any decision of the auto-da-fe.”

				“Ah,” Father Martin broke in, “then this was not a coincidental crossing of orders. You’ve had the order from the king for…how long?”

				Izquierdo looked stung. “For two months now.”

				“Two months?” de la Cenza said in surprise.

				“So,” Archbishop Texeira cut in, eyebrows raised, “I might have known the decision to proceed did not originate with you. Yet you made it appear as though it did.”

				The interim Grand Inquisitor was turning back and forth now, as if parrying successive attacks. His breathing was rapid and labored.

				“Two months,” de la Cenza repeated again. “Then why did you wait so long—though God be praised that you did?” An ominous understanding passed over Father Martin’s countenance. He stood slowly. “It was Balaerik who held you up. You waited until he said it was time to bring the samurai to trial.”

				“No! I waited until all evidence could be gathered. What do you want from me, Martin? I thought you wanted your heathen friend spared for as long as possible.”

				“I do. That’s not what concerns me. It’s your constant obeisance to this questionable donado.”

				“He came bearing instructions under the papal seal,” the besieged Izquierdo railed. “You’ll recall you resisted obeying those instructions. Now you bring me Father Sebastio and his orders from the Holy Father, and these you expect me to implement without question. What is becoming of hierarchical authority in the Church?”

				He slammed a fist against the mantel. The three officials peered at one another uncomfortably.

				“Well, that’s precisely what troubles us all in these wicked times, Your Eminence.” Father Sebastio watched him carefully as he chose his words. “We’ve just been through the darkest of days involving the Seat of the Vicar of Christ. We’ve all had to exercise prayerful consideration of our actions. The terrifying fact is that, for a brief time, it seems that Evil occupied the pontifical dais.”

			

			
				“Sacrilege,” Izquierdo accused harshly.

				“No—truth,” Sebastio countered. “The Holy Father-elect has taken great pains to examine the chaotic manipulations of his unlamented successor. Acts were set into motion which are even now being reconsidered, abolished. These include Anton Balaerik’s sinister Brotherhood of Holy Arms. When I learned of Gonji’s fate I was, by divine fortune, in Roma. There were others there at the time privy to knowledge of Gonji’s encounters with Evil in Europe. In working closely with the Office of the Faith, I was able to discern that he’s even regarded as a holy warrior in some quarters. His Holiness became sufficiently intrigued with the case that he ordered it brought to the attention of the High Office’s headquarters in Roma. And he selected me and my party to convey Gonji there immediately. Not as a prisoner but under protected status.”

				Izquierdo stared at him as though espying some corrupting mass. “You’ve all been driven mad by this pagan’s evil magic. I cannot believe any of this. You, Roderigo—the Papal Nuncio! I can understand Martin’s twisted thinking and crumbling faith. He’s entertained the heathen’s fulsome notions since he was brought here—and don’t think it hasn’t been duly noted, Martin! But the Nuncio—and the papal seat itself? It is well that the Inquisition’s strength is concentrated here in Spain, where the good fight of faith has always been fought most fervently. Where the reigning monarch recognizes the need for the Church to exercise its power without interference!”

				“He usurps that power—can’t you see what you’re saying?” Father Martin’s face contorted with bewilderment.

				“Si, I know what I’m saying, and I know what you’re all about. You wish to wrest my position from me!” He stormed on, heedless of their looks of grim realization. “You don’t understand, do you? I am Grand Inquisitor. And by order of the Inquisition, the heathen shall burn tonight!”

				“Who is your master?” Father Sebastio bellowed at him, suddenly losing his composure.

			

			
				Bishop Izquierdo pointed skyward. “The Lord God of Heaven. And who is yours, Father?”

				Sebastio ignored him. “And who is His representative on earth?”

				Izquierdo stiffened. His eyes shone with inner light. “You can’t entrap me with your childish ploys. You yourself have admitted of the aberration in the papal succession. You say prayerful consideration is necessary. And I have considered. In Spain, the Inquisition upholds the banner of faith. And in Spain, King Philip reigns.”

				The Grand Inquisitor’s jaw jutted, his posture one of smug defiance. The others began to shift uncomfortably. Father Sebastio’s burly frame edged closer to him and met his eyes searchingly.

				“Will you release Gonji Sabatake to me?” he asked forcefully, freighting each word.

				“I shall release to you his ashes in the morning.”

				“Will you permit me to see him, speak with him? I bear him news of his father and his homeland.”

				Izquierdo snorted. “And subject you to his spells? You are here under my protection, Father. No one is to go near him until tonight. The army has moved him into the high prison tower. He is out of my hands now.”

				Father Sebastio shook with barely contained anger. “Your Eminence, your piety turns to venom even as you solemnify your inhuman office. I suppose this will solidify your position, politically, if what I’ve heard of the Duke of Lerma is true. Machiavelli, I think, would have approved.”

				The bishop’s lips trembled. “Leave me alone with my God. And may He forgive you—even as I shall.”

				“Mil gracias,” Sebastio said. “A thousand thanks.”

				* * * *

				“I fear we’re all in terrible danger,” Archbishop Texeira told them in the hall.

				“How so?” Father de la Cenza asked gravely.

				Texeira eyed Sebastio, and Gonji’s former confidant engaged Martin in a low voice. “How long have you worked with him?”

			

			
				Father Martin shrugged. “Seven, eight years—long before he became the Inquisition’s Grandee. Why?”

				“Then you might have become inured to it,” the Nuncio noted. “I suggest that your consideration of a new ministry might have come just in time.”

				“Why? What are you getting at?” Martin asked in confusion.

				“I believe, Martin, that Bishop Izquierdo is quite mad.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER NINETEEN

				The intense heat of the Burning Court’s flaming pillars rolled up the face of the high tower, warming Gonji’s face even in the autumn chill, the inky smoke stinging his eyes.

				Night had seemed as though it would never come. And then when it did, it felt as if the passing day had been but a momentary glimmer. The samurai could not remember anything he had done since the previous night.

				He could not come to terms with this night. Could not reconcile himself to the fact that his present life was fated to end in so ignoble a death.

				He heard the changing of the guard without the chamber, distantly, recording it duly as was his wont, but caring nothing about it. Not bothering to watch them through the wrought-iron window slit in the massive door. All the changing of the guard meant was that someone had been spared the killing blow he had decided to unleash on the first person through the door when they came for him.

				They had unshackled his feet, and he intended to use them.

				Gonji kept peering through the gunloops at the ghoulish ceremony below, as a procession of cowled monks bearing censers and upraising tall cruciforms ushered the condemned to their stakes. The throng beneath the tower heated up with the Inquisition’s surrogate hellfires, anticipating the events to come with macabre delight. The prisoners, in various attitudes of surrender and horror, mounted the platforms to their waiting stakes. They were the preliminary event, whetting the crowd’s appetite for Gonji, the main attraction.

				And among them was Valentina, barely perceptible through the smoke and glare and press of shuffling forms.

				Then, all at once, it did begin to matter that the guard shifts had changed. Gonji heard behind him the infuriating voice of Sergeant Padilla.

			

			
				“So, Senor Witch—the moment of truth at last. Will Satan wrest you from the flames, only to tickle you with his own?” He laughed coarsely.

				Gonji sighed, beyond exasperation. So he thought.

				“Who do you watch down there? The slut? They should have stuck the two of you together on the same stake, no? Would you like that, barbarian swine? You could screw yourselves right into Hell.”

				Gonji gritted his teeth. His belly churned, and blood thrummed in his ears. Control. You pride yourself on control.


				Padilla bore onward: “No, I don’t think they’re doing it right. I’d have done it better—is she screaming yet? You know what I think I would have done? The first burning fagot would go right up her filthy hole.” He made a vulgar grunting sound for emphasis. Then ugly laughter.

				Gonji’s dry mouth clucked. “Cholera,” he whispered, fighting back a furious sob.

				In the back of his mind he thought he registered a haunting voice calling his name from some dim recess of memory, but it never broke through his roiling emotion.

				The first explosion on the walls of the Zocodover came just after Padilla’s vile laughter strangled off with a thin squeak.

				A second blast followed it, amid screams and the rush of the rolling waves of bodies that strove to escape the shards of rock that showered down.

				Gonji gasped and strained at the gunloop.

				Another explosion—and the clawing at the door.

				He rushed to the grating, eyes narrowing as he focused on the struggle against the door. A mighty forearm had caught Padilla about the throat, seeking to crush his windpipe. Gonji could not see their heads from his angle, but the assailant was about the size of the big sergeant.

				Simon? His mind galloped gleefully.

				No, not Simon. Burly, thick-chested, a bear of a man—an ox.

				Buey.

				The lancer was dressed in the uniform of the Inquisition’s elite guard. Padilla’s face turned purple as Buey squeezed, twisting an arm behind the man’s back. He spoke softly to him, grated through clenched teeth, as he strangled the life from the taunting trooper.

			

			
				Another explosion below. Gonji cast about wildly for a way to vent his pent-up emotion. He moved to the gunloop again, remembering Valentina. He could not make her out below. Some of the stakes had flared to life, roasting stooped victims; others had not yet been ignited. The troops and clergymen scurried about in confusion. Shots rang out in the promenade. Blades gleamed in the light of the flaming pillars.

				“Gonji—vamos!” Sergeant Orozco, dressed in the same uniform and half-armor as Buey, appeared in the doorway. “Come on, hombre. It’s great to see you, mi amigo, but we’ll have to save all that for later. It won’t be long before they think to send reinforcements here. They’re sure to think about you.”

				Another shattering explosion, farther along the promenade.

				“One more left, I think—let’s hurry!”

				“Is Salguero with you?” Gonji asked, inching back from the smoky view afforded by the gunloop.

				“Si—hurry now.”

				As if in response, Captain Salguero himself now appeared outside the doorway dressed in officer’s garb. He rushed in and clasped Gonji by the shoulders, eyes shining with restrained tears of joy.

				“Thank God you’re whole, mi amigo!”

				Gonji swallowed and bowed to him. “Domo arigato, senchoo. I had given up all hope.”

				“Here, put this on pronto,” Salguero ordered, as Buey tossed in the uniform and half-armor of a dead guard. “We hold only this tower. I don’t think we’ve been discovered yet, but we’ve got to get out of this keep. Your shoulders seem bony, but they left you all your parts, no?”

				“Hai,” Gonji answered as he stripped quickly and wrestled on a pair of breeches and boots. “I trust you have a good plan for getting away from the square.”

				“A sort of plan,” the captain responded, eyeing his companions. His infiltrators now lined the corridor, breathing heavily and awaiting their next movement. “We blend in with the troops restoring order, mostly. They’re fighting the diversion fires outside the walls. They’re all on the south side. We make our way against the flow, to the north.”

			

			
				“The river?” Gonji queried, perplexed.

				“Si. We take a barge down the Tajo to Aranjuez. Then we dash—as though all Satan’s devils pursued us, and so it will seem—making our way to the sea. We take ship near Valencia.”

				“Valencia?” Gonji cocked an eyebrow. “Nothing but rocky shoals.”

				“Then what do you suggest—Barcelona? We wouldn’t be exactly welcomed there,” Salguero said.

				“Mmm,” Gonji agreed pensively. “Then?”

				Salguero shrugged. “On to Genoa, then up to the empire. You have friends based in Austria, near Vienna. That will be sanctuary until we see what we’re about.”

				Gonji considered it as he finished dressing, clamping on a pikeman’s pot helmet. Something vaguely bothered him about this itinerary, but he dismissed it. “This is a crazy commitment for you, Hernando. What of your family? Those of the other married men in your rebel command?”

				“They join us in Valencia.”

				They locked eyes, and Gonji reached out in unaccustomed fashion and clasped his old friend’s hand.

				“Someone coming!” came a rasp from down the corridor.

				Weapons were brandished anxiously. The dead guards were dragged into Gonji’s prison chamber. Two loaded pistols were passed along to Gonji. Then Buey unstrapped the blanketed burden from his back.

				“Almost forgot.” He grinned broadly.

				“Yoi!” Gonji exclaimed to feel the comforting heft of his daisho again. He belted the swords and at once extracted his katana from its scabbard, eyes gleaming to see the heavenly wave pattern of the blade. It felt heavy in his battered hands. He’d lost strength despite his close-quarter training in the dungeons.

				Hisses urging silence—

				Gonji’s cell door was slammed in his face. Three troopers rushed up from below. They were not with Salguero. Approaching to speak with the captain, they were suddenly alarmed by something or someone out of place. They produced their weapons but were overcome in a brief, quiet scuffle.

			

			
				“No pistols unless absolutely necessary,” Salguero warned. “Let’s go, Gonji.”

				“Wait,” the samurai said, freezing them in place. “That woman down there at the stake. If she’s alive, I want her brought along.”

				“Que? That trollop?”

				“What for?” Orozco argued. “We have enough trouble—”

				“Just get her and bring her, por favor.”

				The pleading in the samurai’s voice won an exasperated nod from Salguero. He sent three men to comply.

				“And one more thing,” Gonji added. “I’ve got to go down into the dungeons after something.”

				“What?! God damn it! Are you crazy?” the captain railed. “What in hell for?”

				“There’s something I must retrieve, if it’s still down there.”

				“I’m not going down there,” Orozco grumbled. “Shit! The dungeons of the Inquisition—he wants to go back to them!”

				“No one’s asking you to go along, Carlos,” Gonji noted, checking the priming of his pistols.

				The final explosion rocked the Zocodover. A babble of frenzied voices rolled up the walls from the streets below.

				“Capitan—that’s it,” a lancer called from the hall.

				Salguero hawked and spat when he saw the familiar adamant set on Gonji’s face. “All right, we go, then.”

				“Not you, senchoo. They’ll need your leadership outside. Just give me someone you trust.”

				“I’ll go, I’ll go,” Orozco grumbled.

				“Forget it, Carlos.”

				“Why?” the sergeant contested. “Suddenly I’m not good enough to fight at your side?”

				“Gentlemen—por favor! More troopers coming!”

				“The fewer of my countrymen I have to kill, the better I’ll sleep,” Buey noted by way of grim reminder.

			

			
				“All right—Carlos and you two men,” Salguero ordered, “go with Gonji. Vaya con Dios, all of you. Gonji—”

				The captain moved close and licked dry lips as he spoke.

				“I’ve seen him, Gonji. He’s here.”

				Gonji peered into the man’s madly flicking eyes. “Simon,” he said flatly.

				Salguero nodded, a look of awe alighting his gaze. “He’s promised to be about when we—”

				The door at the end of the corridor blasted open, and pandemonium ensued. In the violent clash of weapons and the sharp report of pistols, Gonji felt a renewal of the old thrill of battle.

				* * * *

				They moved surreptitiously through the halls of the High Office, seeking cover amidst the rushing bodies of clergymen and soldiers, as they moved toward the prison wing. Gonji’s three companions huddled about him to better conceal him from discovery, though he wore the same uniform.

				The samurai kept his face angled toward the floor, glancing up sporadically. He held a pistol low at his side, and he had removed the infamous Sagami from his belt and now carried it wrapped inside a soldier’s jack.

				They reached the dungeon wing without incident, most of the scurrying men they encountered heading out to the streets.

				Orozco engaged the pair of sentries at the first gate with a fabricated tale of urgent business for the warden on duty below. They opened the gate before thinking to ask for written orders, and the four pushed inside the gatehouse and overwhelmed them in seconds, though the din was heard below.

				Gonji hurtled down the familiar loathsome stairwell to the dungeons, taking the first inquisitive guard with a pistol shot before throwing the piece at the next man through the sub-level portal and unleashing the Sagami. The second guard ducked the wheel-lock and brought up his own pistol. Gonji’s slash relieved him of his arm before he could fire, then the samurai burst into the next guardhouse with Orozco on his heels.

			

			
				The katana’s heft felt strange, and Gonji found that he was unconsciously altering his favorite two-handed grip to slightly favor the hand on which the knuckle had been broken months earlier. He’d lost speed, and his control was imprecise, but he swept aside the first rapier that darted at his chest, the return slash ripping open the soldier’s belly.

				A sharp scream—the falling of the body that he leapt over—and he was between two more swordsmen.

				Orozco was shouting something he didn’t hear clearly. He dropped to a knee and high-blocked a skewering blade-point, his arcing return slicing through the attacker’s jack and ribs in a fanning spray of blood. The second man’s lunge whizzed past his ear as he spun and batted the blade aside with a tinny clang and slashed down and in, falling short of his mark.

				A pistol barked behind Gonji, smoke belching into his vision, another guard falling in the doorway. Then the two men with Orozco were running past Gonji’s scuffle and down to the second level, where the samurai had been imprisoned. A shot rang out below. A cry. A body tumbling down the stairwell amid the sound of heavy scraping and slapping footfalls.

				Now Gonji recognized the man he crossed blades with: a former tormentor from the evening shift who had been party to more than one beating the samurai had suffered.

				Gonji cocked the Sagami high overhead, but he had allowed his hostility too much time to frame itself. The soldier caught up a pistol from a weapon rack and aimed it at him.

				Orozco yelled at him as he passed, heading for the carven stretch of stairs. The sergeant drew a bead with his own pistol. Gonji’s opponent turned in reply. Both guns cracked, the reports echoing through the dungeons. The guard was knocked back into the wall, his face split open. Sergeant Orozco jerked downward and grabbed his thigh, grimacing in pain.

				Gonji ran to him, but Orozco grunted and pushed him toward the stair. The samurai started down, saw one of their men splayed on the floor of the sub-cellar. A pistol shot rang out—the second man fell heavily at the gatehouse.

			

			
				The samurai sprinted down, heading for the gatehouse, though he could not tell how many guards yet remained. The complement had always seemed to vary. He hoped Morales would not be among them.

				He paused at the gatehouse, steeled himself, then darted in and out quickly, his ploy drawing a wasted lead ball and revealing that only two guards were left alive in the wing.

				But how many would soon descend on them from above?

				He rushed in, katana trailing behind him for a strike, roaring a mighty kiyai, his charge directed at the nearer man. Both frantically reloaded their pistols. The first guard, who had once treated Gonji to the lash, recognized him at once and flung away the half-loaded wheel-lock. Grasping the handle of an axe, he bellowed for Gonji to come on. The second man rapidly spannered his pistol, eyes bulging.

				Prisoners in the cells screamed and howled with delight to see their torturers embattled.

				Gonji ran straight into the teeth of the axe’s tight, wrathful swing, jerking back just out of range at the last instant. The dim corridor wall exploded in a showering of stone and dust. Gonji’s vertical slash tore open the man’s face and severed his right wrist. The samurai plunged past him and straight at the last guard, who raised and hammered his pistol. The soldier emitted a short yelp that was drowned out by the pistol’s cracking, fuming shot. The ball whanged off the samurai’s pot helmet as he dropped low, stunned momentarily. The soldier dropped the piece and reached for his belted rapier. But before he could draw, Gonji surged at him, growling in fury, his katana cocked beside his ear in both hands, point angling for the kill.

				There was a long wailing peal of a scream, smothered by an eruption of blood in the man’s throat as Gonji withdrew his darkly gleaming sword-point from his opponent’s upper chest.

				He breathed a ragged sigh and snapped the blood droplets from his blade, bringing his shuddering thews under control. Blood thrummed in his ears, and adrenaline momentarily caused double-vision. He shook it off. 

			

			
				The prisoners began to bellow that he should release them. Gonji moved down the corridor, took a brief nostalgic look at his old cell, the home of so many bitter memories. What he saw there shocked him with the realization that he would find Valentina’s cell in a similar state:

				Both had been purged by fire, a regular practice after occupation by suspected witches. He had forgotten. His heart sank. Valentina’s cell was scoured, the walls charred, the brimstone stench its only feature.

				The wygyll’s medallion was gone. Destroyed.

				“Cholera.”

				Gonji heard Orozco’s shout from above. He ran past the groping, pleading prisoners. There was nothing he could do for them, though he keenly empathized with them in their suffering. Some, he knew—murderers, thieves, and the like—were fittingly imprisoned. And the others?

				Karma.

				There was no time.

				He found Orozco binding his leg wound tightly, nodding toward the stairwell and the upper gatehouse.

				Voices and stamping feet all about the upper level—

				Gonji massaged his aching head a moment and urged the wounded sergeant into a painful hop up the stairs. Gonji was by now breathing heavily and soaked with sweat. He saw that his left hand was smeared with blood from a head wound he could not remember receiving. In his weakened state, dragging the laboring Orozco, he felt the dawning of despair. He had suffered so long in the dungeons, entertained such wild spates of occasional hope; he’d been granted this brief taste of freedom again. And now…

				Gonji put up his katana, unconcerned with concealing it. He began to concoct a halfhearted plan when he ran out of time. A party of troopers met them at the gatehouse, a clergyman at the center of them.

				The samurai gaped. It was Father Martin de la Cenza.

				“Hold, Gonji—amigos!”

				Sergeant Morales was with them. The others—four in all—were evidently Salguero’s men or new sympathizers. They took note of Orozco’s wound at once and bore him up.

			

			
				“Martin-san,” Gonji said breathlessly, “I won’t go back down there. You know that.”

				“Si, I know,” the prelate replied, waving his hands reassuringly. “We must hurry while everyone’s out in the square. Was there much killing?” The priest’s brow knit in anguish.

				Gonji swallowed. “Too much, I’m afraid. I’m sorry, my friend, but there seemed no other way.”

				Father Martin shook his head and directed them toward the north wall exits of the Alcazar. Gonji’s garb was changed on the run again; he now affected a monk’s habit and cowl—with swords. The priest led them through a guardhouse and into the ancient Moorish walled lanes of the north quarter. All attention seemed concentrated on the diversionary fires to the south. They could hear the thunder of horses and cattle stampeding through the great square, the shouts and screams rising above the city. Chaos reveled in Toledo.

				“I pray God Almighty that I’ve done the right thing,” Father Martin said with fretted brows. “Your Captain Salguero and his people have arranged their uprising well. Bedlam everywhere, though there seems to be little injury. It will cost a fortune in men and materials to repair the damage.”

				They could see the gorge of the Tajo River now, where they would have to descend.

				“Gonji-san,” Martin said at last, halting them near granite buildings housing forges of the great swordsmiths of Toledo, now cold and still for the night, “I have no time to discuss with you the scruples of conscience that have caused me to defy my own superiors—and perhaps my God—in aiding you. My only comfort is that I’m not alone. These doughty troopers here seem to be but the leading edge of an underground that opposes the Inquisition’s might from within the Church itself. If wagering were not a sin—and I had anything to wager—” He smiled gently. “I’d bet there were more than a few scholars from the university and the Office of Faith who are running the blockades being set up all around Toledo right now.”

				“‘Running’… from what?” Gonji asked absently, seating his weapons comfortably beneath his habit.

			

			
				“From the Inquisition and to whatever it is you’re leading them to,” Father Martin replied cryptically.

				Gonji met his gaze, puzzled as to his meaning. “I’m not leading anyone anywhere. Right now I’m just running. As fast and as far as I can from this place.”

				“Mmmm. But they are following you, you know. Impelled by a sense of import to all this. I think that if you make it to Austria you’ll find you’re even more notorious—and yet more respected—than you think. Many lives are risked—many lost—to save you. My only prayer is that you make good your restored life. If you possess secret knowledge of the workings of Evil, then use that knowledge to combat it. And por favor, kill no man randomly, lest you make me your accomplice before God.”

				Gonji pondered the priest’s words, their heady intimations setting his mind to reeling. Cascading notions, assumptions, memories, and experiences finally were laid to rest pending such time as he might sift through them rationally. Flight was all that mattered now.

				A massive explosion rocked the city—powder magazines igniting. De la Cenza and some of the soldiers crossed themselves.

				“So unnecessary now,” the priest fretted. “Go. Before I recover my senses and perform my sworn duty.”

				Gonji bowed to him, the priest replying in kind, and when they did so, there came to their ears shrieks of horror. And a savage roaring above the square.

				They looked back toward the cathedral that dominated the sky at the center of Toledo: Musket shot and arrows laced the smoke-filled night air. In the center of it all, bellowing down at the defenders from atop the cathedral’s very spires, was the snarling form of the great golden werewolf, Simon Sardonis.

				“Si,” de la Cenza said on a quavering breath, “si, he has also come, even as you said he would—go! Go now, swiftly, lest he harm anyone—Dios mio!”

				For a moment Gonji could not tear his eyes from the sight of the creature’s primitive fury. The memories of the campaign in Vedun which haunted his sleep welled up again.

			

			
				And then his companions were urging him on, and soon they were descending the river gorge that protected three sides of Toledo. Barges and rowboats waited in the darkness, moored tenuously in the surging river. Civilians and soldiers alike gathered on the banks, flushed with terror and exertion, beacon-eyed with expectation. Gonji impatiently abided a welter of introductions as the craft were loaded.

				He was bewildered by it all as he took his place aboard a barge. He would have preferred a more clandestine escape. This was sheer madness. A disorganized mob. Women and children were endangered by the fire from the small skirmishes that now broke out with lancer patrols.

				They at last broke their moorings and swept down the river toward the east, Gonji imagining that he could still hear the cries of that monstrous beast, the golden-hued werewolf, whose destiny was somehow amazingly linked with his own in prophetic accounts. Then he thought again of the voice he’d heard briefly, earlier in the night, a voice full of vibrant memories without names or faces.

				The polemen ran them aground on the bank at the predetermined spot, screaming passengers being jolted and dumped into the water with the impact. Gonji’s mind itched in reaction to this chaotic plan as those who had fallen overboard were pulled up and other craft drifted by, some people calling out well wishes.

				Another band of escapees approached on foot and horseback. Soldiers, for the most part.

				Where in hell are they all running? Gonji found himself wondering. By the Great Kami, they can’t all be in trouble with the Inquisition.


				He was thinking again of Father Martin’s karma-laden words, and of Jacob Neriah’s rumblings about Moses and the Knights of Wonder and his daisho—and where was the old Jew? He must have something to do with this lunacy, since he had seen that Gonji was sent his swords. And then he remembered the heavy burden of responsibility Domingo Negro had tried to make him accept that night she had appeared to him. And the similar challenges of adventurers in days gone by. Emeric. Joost van de Berg. Rima. Mabenga. Clement the Virgin. Brother Friedrich. And even—

			

			
				And then he was thinking about other things. Captain Salguero, sweat-streaked and bloodied, boarded the barge, bowing to him and clasping his hand.

				Behind him appeared Valentina, cloaked but shivering in the cold. Her eyes transmitted warmth and wildness and feelings that stirred their like in him, though she said nothing.

				Suddenly Gonji almost found himself wishing that once more there could be a wall between them, for he feared what her impulsiveness might cause her to do even in this wildly precarious situation. 

				And even more, as the others watched, he feared his own desire to capitulate.

				* * * *

				The city defenders turned their futile rage toward restoring order. No guerillas attacked the Spanish soldiers as they cast about for something to fight. The anarchic rebels had disappeared like transient specters of the night, like will-o’-the-wisps that flared briefly into life, only to wink out before any hand could touch them. No enemy confounded their efforts to bring the fires under control, to enforce the curfew, to collect the aimlessly shuffling horses and cattle. No monsters raged, now, over the rooftops, frightening the children in their beds, terrorizing the soldiers in their duty. It was rumored that the oriental witch had escaped the Inquisition’s flames during the uprising, but that had not yet been substantiated. Other rumors abounded as to the reason for these mad events.

				And even as they wondered who or what their enemy was, the would-be enemy fled Toledo.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY

				Thick smoke fumed over the city of Toledo, towering into the crisp autumn night. The city slowly came to its senses, sorted itself out beneath him, as Anton Balaerik gazed down from the battlements of the Alcazar, eyes twitching with unanswered questions.

				Why did he resist? He wanted to come, but he resisted. The spirit of the host has become too strong. Now he must die along with that pious host. And even more importantly—along with the samurai. The creature’s father will understand. He must understand. It is a necessary expedient.


				He thought of the Grand Scheme for power and control framed by the planners in a far-off sphere. Far-off and yet paradoxically very near in this age of the rediscovery of the gateways. These stampeding, panic-driven little people in this Europe, on this world, were so ignorant of the forces that guided their destiny. Ah, the things they called Evil! The beings they labeled demons!

				Balaerik smiled and shook his head in smug amusement.

				Just a few minor details to attend to, and my work is through here, for now.


				Moving without hurry to the High Office, he went straightaway to Bishop Ignazio Izquierdo’s private chamber. There he found the interim Grand Inquisitor on his knees, immersed in quaking prayer.

				“Your Eminence,” he broke in softly.

				“Balaerik,” Izquierdo said, rising shakily, “what in God’s name did we do wrong? How could he have escaped? The demon familiar came, even as he said it would. It freed him at the very moment of our glorious victory over Evil. Now both of them are unleashed upon the world again. What can I do?”

				Balaerik raised a comforting hand. “Patience. All is not lost. We must unite our forces to track them down and see them destroyed.”

				“It was a no-win situation for me,” the bishop said. “You held me back when I might have burned the witch at any time.”

			

			
				“On the contrary. Power was in your hands all along. I merely advised you.”

				Izquierdo’s eyes went wide, their inner fires fueled and fanned as he contemplated aloud. “Si—I am Grand Inquisitor.”

				“You are Grand Inquisitor,” Balaerik echoed patronizingly.

				“The crusade against Evil is mine.”

				“That is so,” the tall donado agreed.

				“I must torture and burn and flay until the Master is satisfied that all the twisted infidels are eradicated.” Izquierdo’s voice was laced with fervor now. “But—but what is the ‘Master’s’ name, Balaerik? Dare we say it?”

				“No. No, we dare not. Because of the work we do, we must humble ourselves and speak not the most holy names.” Balaerik smiled now as he led the tormented man through his rhapsodic reverie.

				“But how then shall we know him?” Izquierdo fretted. “How shall we who fight the good fight identify ourselves to one another?”

				Balaerik extracted the round reliquary he had once shown the Grand Inquisitor, turning it over and over in his hand as he spoke. “Each man must know his own master, must keep that knowledge in his own secret heart. What does it matter who others believe his master to be? But now, there are other matters to attend to, Your Eminence.” Izquierdo’s shining eyes fixed on the glimmering sphere rolling in Balaerik’s palm. He saw nothing else, as the donado exerted his powerful will. “Now you must send word of the escaped witches and infidels and the tragic apostates who flee Toledo and holy justice.”

				“Si, I must,” Izquierdo said helplessly.

				“The king’s finest troops must pursue them, run them down—destroy them. You must alert every outpost. Messengers must be sent to the farthest reaches, to every port.”

				The bishop nodded with grave deliberation.

				“And my own Corps d’ Elite will join in the holy slaughter, such that no drop of blood shall remain to course in the veins of the infidels and their demonic leaders.”

				“Si—it shall be done.” 

			

			
				In the ensuing hour, the Grand Inquisitor set the wheels of pursuit in motion, signing the necessary orders, composing messages with the aid of Balaerik. Their eyes strained with curtailed sleep, half-dressed novices—the secretariat of the High Office—prepared the orders and affixed the office’s seal. Messengers were dispatched, and authorizations for the disbursement of funds were made by the Grand Inquisitor, these sufficient to cover any expenses incurred in the hunting down of the oriental monster and his bewitched companions.

				All the preparations were completed at the behest of Anton Balaerik, Bishop Izquierdo assuming the position of a token overseer. The novices seemed to take wary note of the Grand Inquisitor’s submissive new demeanor and subordination to the sinister donado, but they kept their place.

				Then, as the secretaries were dismissed in the hour before dawn, their work finished, Balaerik instructed the bishop to perform one more act:

				“You have been betrayed by one of your trusted subordinates, Your Eminence. You must arrest Father Martin de la Cenza for heresy, conspiracy, and demonism. It was he who made it possible for the Oriental to escape.”

				Izquierdo nodded slowly, a dark, ugly look etching his features. He called for soldiers to secure the arrest of Father Martin. Then he and Balaerik were alone again.

				“You needn’t seek me out again,” Balaerik told him, “unless it is to implore my help. You’ve served me well.”

				Balaerik ambled up close to him, took him by the arms, and kissed him on the cheek. Bishop Izquierdo’s eyes flashed maniacally, and a strange cry broke from his throat as he pulled back. He began to laugh, feeling his cheek where the eerie donado had kissed him.

				“Who are you?” Balaerik asked. “What is the secret that only we two share? Who are you?”

				“I am—the Grand Inquisitor,” Izquierdo breathed in awe, as if he had only now learned that fact.

				“And what is your true name?”

				Izquierdo’s countenance brightened. “Torquemada.” His whisper rasped across the space between them. “I am Torquemada.”

			

			
				“Yes,” Balaerik agreed, smiling, “first and foremost of all prosecutors of the Inquisition. And what is your holy mission?”

				“To burn and bleed and section the witches, the infidels—all those who oppose me.”

				Balaerik nodded and backed away into the shadows.

				“That is good.”

				* * * *

				Father Martin blinked with surprise to encounter Father Jan Sebastio amid the scurrying figures in the Zocodover.

				Both were streaked with sweat and grime, their faces and garb smudged with black smokestains.

				“You—” de la Cenza started, gaping at the papal messenger. “I thought—”

				Sebastio pulled him aside, out of earshot of the soldiers. “Were you a party to this business, Martin?”

				De la Cenza hesitated before responding with a slow affirmation.

				“Why didn’t you say something?” Sebastio asked angrily. “I called up to the window of his prison, but that’s as close as I could get to him.”

				“I—I thought that you must be privy to it, being Gonji’s friend, and if not, I couldn’t trust you to—listen to us—conspirators against the Church, against the Crown of Spain—”

				“Not against the Church, but against Evil, Father,” Sebastio countered. “Against things we know to be wrong.” He looked about, bobbed his head toward the clattering columns of troopers. “Out after the rebels, I gather. I trust the plan you wouldn’t let me in on was a sound one.” His voice still carried indignance.

				“I don’t know. I had little to do with it.”

				“Did you speak to Gonji about me?”

				De la Cenza looked pained. “No. I’m sorry. There was little time to speak of anything. And as I said, I thought you’d be off with him.”

				“Hsst,” Sebastio warned. “This looks like trouble.”

				A squad of grim-faced guards from the Alcazar approached them on the double.

			

			
				“Father Martin de la Cenza? You will accompany us, por favor, to His Eminence’s quarters.”

				“Why, may I ask?” Father Martin demurred.

				The officer in charge cleared his throat of the pungent tang of sulphur before responding. “You’ll pardon me, but I’m afraid it’s my duty to place you under arrest.”

				“On what charge?” Sebastio blustered.

				The trooper eyed him narrowly, as if urging the priest to mind his own business. But he answered reticently: “Conspiracy, for one. The Grand Inquisitor will elaborate in his chambers, I think. May I inquire as to who you are, Padre?”

				“Father Jan Sebastio, the papal representative, and you, young man, will at once alert the Nuncio, Archbishop Texeira, to join us in the Grand Inquisitor’s rooms. Bishop Izquierdo’s decision-making is unbalanced of late, and I intend to prove that he’s unfit to serve as head of the High Office.”

				“I take my orders from the colonel, Father.”

				“Indeed?” Sebastio bellowed. “And I think General de la Vega will be interested to hear how the Grand Inquisitor has usurped his command prerogatives. Not only tonight, but for some time now. Now would you like to send one of your men after the Nuncio, or shall I see the general about collecting him himself?”

				The officer postured arrogantly a moment before flicking his head in compliance, sending one of the guards off at the run to find Archbishop Texeira.

				* * * *

				“Martin,” the Grand Inquisitor said gently when Father de la Cenza was brought before him. He shook his head morosely, his demeanor that of a calm, loving father forced to censure a wayward child. “Dear, deluded Martin. I was afraid it would come to this since you chose to spend so much time—what are you doing here?” His attitude changed when he saw Father Sebastio follow close behind the arresting squad.

			

			
				Sebastio shut the chamber door. “No-no, pay me no heed. Continue with your accusations. Eh—isn’t your adviser here—Balaerik?”

				“I am Grand Inquisitor.”

				“Si, quite so,” Sebastio agreed. “So then charge Father de la Cenza, and present your evidence.”

				There was a knock on the door.

				“Admit no one else,” Izquierdo roared at the mute portal. “This is a private session.”

				But the door swung open with a rush of air, and a grim-faced sentry admitted Archbishop Texeira. Consternation twisted Izquierdo’s features.

				“What is the meaning of this disturbance?” the bishop demanded.

				“I was about to inquire exactly that of you, Your Grace. Why have you arrested Martin?”

				“What business is that of the Papal Office?” Izquierdo trembled with anger and suspicion. An irrational flicker caused his eyes to dart from face to face in the lamplit chamber.

				Sebastio addressed Texeira, the Papal Nuncio, without taking his eyes from Izquierdo. “It seems His Eminence trusts no one now. No one save this mystery monk Balaerik. Who exercises power in this office now?”

				“I am the authority here,” Izquierdo railed, “and those who oppose me suffer the consequences, whoever they may be!” He pointed an accusing finger at Sebastio now.

				“Indeed?” Texeira said. “And shall I be arrested, as well? I question the extent of the authority you claim. Who has set the army to give chase to the fleeing refugees? I have seen people felled in the streets, arrested without reason merely for loitering about in their fear and confusion. Is that not a prerogative of General de la Vega? Did you consult him before setting the army to lashing out at unseen enemies and fomenting possible rebellion?”

				“That is my affair!”

				“Withdraw your orders at once, and release Father de la Cenza,” Sebastio commanded, “until this business can be investigated rationally.”

				“I will give the orders here,” Izquierdo shouted. “Forces have been set into motion that cannot be stopped.” He posed triumphantly now, unsettlingly smug. Even the guards were affected, looking to their leader uneasily. “Guards, take these three all into custody. A taste of the iron maiden will bend you to the will of the High Office. No one dare question my power, which derives from—from the Master himself!”

			

			
				Sebastio eyed Martin tellingly. They shared the same thought.

				“He cannot say his name,” de la Cenza whispered in horror.

				“What?” Izquierdo shot back.

				“Have you made the same pledge taken by Balaerik’s evil Brotherhood?” the prelate asked with revulsion.

				“Say his name!” Sebastio demanded.

				“Arrest them! Take them to the dungeons!” Bishop Izquierdo bellowed.

				Archbishop Texeira raised a staying hand, though no move had been made by the uncertain guards. “Tell us, Ignazio, from whom your power derives. Say the name of God the Father and of His Son, Jesus Christ.”

				“Take them away! Take them to the stake!” He made a threatening gesture, the guards tensing. Their leader moved between the bishop and the accused clergymen.

				“I’m afraid the Grand Inquisitor is not a well man,” Texeira informed them. “The stress of his office has taken a toll. Advise General de la Vega, and send word to the Duke of Lerma, that Bishop Izquierdo has been taken into custody for his own safety.”

				“No!”


				Izquierdo attacked the Papal Nuncio, cursing and growling and trying to beat him with his fists. It required three guards to bring him under control.

				The squad leader looked to Father Martin and Archbishop Texeira for guidance.

				“Corporal, alert your commander as to what’s happened here,” Father Martin said. “Tell him we must meet with General de la Vega. I’ll gather the office’s clerks to find out what actions the bishop has taken. We must restore order, foremost. And someone—someone must locate and bring in the donado Anton Balaerik for questioning.”

			

			
				“Let me go!” Izquierdo shouted as he struggled with the guards. “You dare to lay hands upon me? I am Torquemada—

				“Torquemada!”


				A chill swept the room to hear the name of the long-dead first Grand Inquisitor, who was associated with a reign of Inquisition terror beside which the present day’s policies seemed insignificant.

				* * * *

				The ten Spanish Lancers waited astride their mounts in the gully of the Tajo River gorge, as they had been instructed. Anxious to join in the pursuit of the rebels who had disrupted the autos-da-fe in Toledo the night before, they were nonetheless fearful of the power wielded by Brother Anton Balaerik. One trooper had heard of the formation of the mysterious Brotherhood of Holy Arms, and he even now regaled them with the apocryphal information that set them to shuddering, though they growled in boorish approval of the new order’s aims.

				“I don’t like the moon tonight,” one of them said nervously, gazing up at its sickly glowing, gibbous form.

				“Shut up,” his commander enjoined. “Who cares what you like?”

				“What’s he doing out there? Dios—think I should have a look?”

				“Just mind your place,” the sergeant ordered.

				“We’re the ones picked to ride along with this band of his, eh?” another man asked rhetorically, scratching at an itch in his privates.

				No answer came, for they all knew that it was so, and by their grim faces it was clear that they felt as much terror as honor in their selection by the strange donado.


				And out of their sight, farther along the banks of the Tajo, an eerie event transpired.

				Balaerik extracted the round object he had called his “nameless saint’s reliquary.” Extending it in both hands and pronouncing soundless words, he bent and dropped the ivory sphere into the mud of the riverbank. It began to glow softly, then to spin, and out of some unseen aperture there poured a thin gray mist that swirled and billowed into a roiling cloud shot through with animate forms.

			

			
				These became discrete, separating into ten twisting cyclones of thickening murk that hovered just above the bank.

				The eyes appeared first, sultry red eye-slits with tiny, iridescent black pupils. Then sinewy limbs appeared out of the mist—animal limbs; four of them, sprouting shiny, hooked claws and settling, at last, to earth. They seemed barely to touch the ground, though the heads and torsos that molded and solidified seemed heavily muscular. Litheness, grace, and savagery vied for supremacy as the creatures began to move as one in the soft sheathing of black mist that seemed ever to accompany them, to conceal the fullness of their shadow life.

				To know their meaning, men would call them demons, for indeed they were: huge, vicious, sentient temple cats. Witches’ familiars from another world, a hungry world. Guardians and assistants to necromancers in their nefarious work.

				They circled Balaerik once, flashing dark razored teeth, as they stretched and breathed and fixed themselves in their new environment, on this new sphere of existence. Cunning and adaptive, they knew the work they’d be about beyond any need for spoken communication.

				The bodies of the Dark Company silently floated toward them against the river’s current. Fishlike, bloated, rotating slowly in a grisly ballet, the deathless ones drifted toward the banks, where Balaerik awaited them, arms folded patiently.

				The temple cats spoiled to get at them, not liking the water’s cold touch. When the corpses’ progress brought them into waters ankle deep to a man, the cats began to pad out gingerly, snarling in their soft, distant fashion.

				Each cat seized a corpse by the neck in a soft but firm bite, dragging it ashore. Then they began licking the corpses, cleansing them, turning them over as needed, such that an amazing transformation occurred: The decaying, bloated gray bodies and tattered bits of garb were slowly, laboriously made over, renewed. Clothing and body armor were dried and repaired; slung weapons were purged of rust and rot; the swollen, mottled flesh of each cadaver shrank, becoming uniformly pallid, firmly set in the stiffness of the freshly dead.

				The eyelids were licked open to reveal dead, milky-white orbs, and now each cat sat atop one body and pressed its gaping jaws over its subject’s entire face, exhaling into the lungs, the nostrils, and the eyes at once.

			

			
				Movement began in the corpses’ chest cavities. The cats sucked in the ejected river water and regurgitated it onto the bank.

				When they had completed their ghastly work, layers of time had lifted from the once moldering corpses, though they were yet among the dead.

				Now each sentient cat took a languid position at the head of each supine form. They seated themselves sphinx-like, to stare down fixedly at the dead warriors. Balaerik came up to them and stood over each silent form in turn:

				“Hilmar—Ullrich—Wiemer…” he pronounced over the first slain man.

				“Death be undone.”

				There was an impact to the body. A rupture tore through its cuirass and shirt and upper chest. Blood gouted from the angry wound. Then there was an abrupt reversal, an aberration in time—a pistol ball jerked free of the man’s chest and rolled onto the muddy bank. The wound remained, like the cone of an erupting volcano, but the body began to stir, the warrior’s eyes rolling wildly as the darkness of the unbinding grave was once again cast off.

				“Jurgen—Kleinhenz…Death be undone.”

				The hulking murderer’s twisted, broken neck snapped back into place with a hollow crack that mocked the hand of justice.

				* * * *

				The Spanish sergeant stayed his troop’s whispering with a spank of his thigh. Balaerik’s Brotherhood of Holy Arms looked like nothing any of them had ventured, though they’d spent the better part of an hour speculating.

				“They’ll need horses, won’t they?” the sergeant asked. He swallowed hard to see Balaerik’s complacent smile as he led the bizarre procession of squelching forms along the river bank.

				“That will be no problem,” the donado replied, evoking an unabashed whimper from one of the younger lancers.

			

			
				“What the hell?—God in Heaven!”

				The lancers saw the cats gather at the mouth of the nearby gully just as the Dark Company opened fire on them with bow and arbalest. The sergeant was one of the first to fall, amid screaming men and rearing steeds. Two Lancers made it almost to their attackers before the temple cats fell on them with raking claws and fangs like steel boning knives.

				One stalwart Lancer, nearly relieved of an arm by the cats, found the desperate strength to aim and fire his pistol into the face of one of the reanimated fiends. His dying vision was of that shattered, swarthy face repairing itself by some fiendish magic as the arrogant would-be victim stood over him with hands on hips.

				The temple cats swiftly herded the maddened horses into the gully’s cul-de-sac. Balaerik caught up a lance and, drawing near to a bucking steed, sliced open its throat. As it lay kicking in its death throes, he captured its flickering life in his necromantic sphere. It gave no resistance, for animals were even easier to command than twisted souls.

				“So be it,” he whispered. “The end of useless lives—and a new dark beginning.” He stole the horses’ dying breaths, each in turn, aided by the Dark Company, to whom he spoke.

				“Do you cherish this life?”

				Affirmations hissed in a half dozen languages from throats still learning again the power of speech.

				“Would you remain alive for all time—immortal?”

				An eager response ensued, fraught with the terror of those who had learned what the grave held for them.

				“I shall be leaving you now, with this hope: Complete the task I set, and live forever. There can be no failure for you, you know that. You know your quarry, and this time there is no restraint on you. Last time I instructed you to torment him at long distance, to make him know the pain of loneliness and loss, to force him to reunite with that other being that troubles us. Now he has done so. Now you may hurt them both any way you wish before destroying them. That is my command. Destroy the samurai, and the man who imprisons the Beast, and you shall live forever.”

			

			
				A soft sibilant hiss of wonder as the undead killers entertained the tantalizing possibility.

				“Death be undone.”

				A black gelding thrust upward onto its feet, unsteady at first to be so rudely recalled to life. Then, eyes and nostrils flaring, it walked up to Balaerik and bowed to him reverently.

			

			
				



			

	


PART THREE

				Orphans of Arcadia

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

				The escapees and renegades fleeing with Gonji from Toledo set their barges and boats adrift when they had disembarked near Aranjuez. There they linked up with a wagon caravan bearing textiles purchased by Jacob Neriah.

				The crafty old merchant had set them up well: Plenty of wagon space had been provided for noncombatants, supplies for their mad rush to the sea were trundled out of concealment by Salguero’s new command of adventurers, and horses were brought from the stables of three villages for the militant members of the motley entourage.

				“Just like Vedun again,” Neriah had jested nostalgically, though Gonji had failed to share his enthusiasm.

				The samurai spent the beginning of the journey riding with the wagons, resting his ravaged body until the plan called for separation into smaller caravans and he felt sufficiently trailworthy to take up the reins of a black mare.

				He found himself reunited with several old battle-mates, including the surly Corsini, and it was gratifying to know that he still commanded enough respect that old debtors sought him out to repay favors.

				But the more Gonji saw of the Inquisition refugees, the less he liked it. There were many families along, young folk and aged. It seemed they believed themselves on some sort of holy pilgrimage to the Wunderknechten sanctuary in Austria, and the samurai was uneasy about his selection as spiritual and military leader of this dangerous retreat.

				And though he said little of it, he knew he would pursue a different course from theirs once they reached the sea.

				They fled eastward for a few days, gradually angling southeast as they made for Valencia. Neriah’s money had found the right hands, and the caravan was alerted in advance to the action the Spanish army planned against them. Messengers had been sent ahead to order blockades by the military outposts along the Mediterranean, and Gonji sensed doom hovering over their trail.

			

			
				Added to that grim intuition was another concern: In the two days since the escape from Toledo, Simon Sardonis, the dour lycanthrope, had not rejoined the ever-growing party.

				* * * *

				Buey’s small band of rebels linked up with the main body of the caravan late the second night. Gonji was seated beside the wounded Sergeant Orozco when they rode in. The sergeant had been burning with fever since the ball had been removed from his leg. A Gypsy woman, golden earrings tinkling and glittering in the firelight, attended Orozco, laving his wound with an evil-smelling potion. The fever seemed to be breaking.

				The Ox called out a greeting, then dragged a bound-and-gagged, hooded figure down from a horse and pushed the prisoner toward Gonji. The hood was raked off: It was Pablo Cardenas, the solicitor from Barbaso.

				“Oriental devil!” Cardenas shouted when the gag had been removed. “You’re responsible for my family’s peril! But you haven’t escaped them yet. The army will fill you with holes, and then they’ll stake you—”

				“Wait a moment, wait a moment, Cardenas,” Gonji blustered. “I don’t know what you’re holding against me, but I’ll tell you, I’ve had enough of Spanish accusation. Cut him loose.”

				A soldier complied, and the two stood eyeing each other with hostility.

				“He blames this on you,” Buey said, extracting and tossing to Gonji…the duplicate of the lost wygyll emblem.

				“Cholera,” the samurai swore, catching it and holding it close. “Not the same, but very much like it. Where did you get this?”

				Before Cardenas could answer, Orozco pushed up on an elbow, grunting. “You mean he had that thing all the time? I knew you only wanted to get me killed so you wouldn’t have to pay me back the silver you owe me.”

			

			
				Cardenas looked from Orozco’s sweaty grin to Gonji’s curious facial set. “I—it was found in my children’s bedchamber. You claim you had nothing to do with it?”

				“How do you suppose it got there, Kyooshi?” Captain Salguero inquired, setting a foot on a stool and leaning forward.

				“The witch, probably,” Gonji said softly.

				“Domingo Negro?” Cardenas asked, wide-eyed.

				The samurai nodded pensively. “She brought the one I carried to the dungeons. It was lost when Valentina’s cell was burned out. She seemed to invest it with a great deal of import. Perhaps that’s why she sent us two of them.”

				“But why me? Why my children?” the solicitor demanded. “Why involve us in this lunacy? I have no desire to follow you to your deaths. As soon as you see fit to release me, I’m going to rejoin my family. Do you know that we had to run from the colonel’s troops ourselves because of this? Damn that witch to the deepest pit of Hell!”

				“Or,” Gonji continued bemusedly, “perhaps it was to force you to join us that she sent this emblem with you. There may be some reason you’re to go along with me.”

				“To Austria?” Cardenas shouted. “You must be mad. I’m not going anywhere with you!”

				Gonji looked askance at him but didn’t reply.

				“Is your family safe, then?” Salguero asked the man.

				“Si, I think so.”

				“Where did you hide them?” Buey pressed.

				Cardenas started to answer but held himself. “Let’s just say we’re heading in the same direction for now.”

				“So sorry, senor,” Gonji said gently, “but I think it will be necessary for us to keep you along until we reach the sea. For our own security.”

				“You can’t keep me here. I’m not your prisoner!”

				“We trust you,” Captain Salguero cut in. “It’s just that we can’t be certain who you might encounter on the road. We’re responsible for many lives here. There are a lot of families who might be imperiled by our pursuers.”

			

			
				Cardenas’ brow knit, and he licked his dry lips, drawing his collar close about his neck in the cold night wind that briskly swept the savannah. “I can’t believe you’ve betrayed your country and your Church like this, captain. And you, samurai—I tried to help you when they led you away from Barbaso. I urged them to treat you decently. I was very nearly imprisoned for it myself.”

				“Hai, arigato. I do remember,” Gonji told him. “It’s because of matters like that that these men have betrayed their leaders. I can never repay any of you, I’m afraid, for all you’ve done for me. I can only try…”

				He let his voice dwindle into the whistling wind, and his eyes dropped groundward as he moved off into the darkness.

				A moment later Valentina rose from the wagon where she had sat, listening in silence, to take a blanket out to him.

				* * * *

				Whether out of shock, pain, or unexpected dignity, Gonji could not tell, but Valentina had not embarrassed him with an overt display of affection on that first night, when they had consummated, in a sense, their longing to be in each other’s presence without the restraint of walls or bars. By the simple eloquent clasping of their hands, by the commingling of the feelings their eyes projected, they communicated the depth of interdependency they had developed over the long months in the dungeons. The onlookers had fallen to respectful silence, for clearly these two ill-treated prisoners shared a bond of love.

				For Gonji, though, freedom unveiled a bittersweet discovery. While they had been imprisoned together, Valentina had been an unattainable object of desire. Now that they were free, harsh reality intruded on their relationship: In view of her unfortunate disease, Gonji would not take her, though they longed for each other. And Valentina understood, all too well, if tacitly.

				“I can understand the appeal of a trollop to a lonely man,” Salguero had joked in reply to Gonji’s gratitude for the captain’s rescuing her. But the samurai had gleaned no humor from it. His longing soon turned to frustration and gloom as they shared each other’s warmth during the cold wayfaring nights.

			

			
				Valentina, for her part, never voiced the subject, understanding and accepting their situation in a manner that added to Gonji’s guilt. Her entire mien had changed. Her vulgar outbursts were rarer and more restrained now that she had been welcomed into the community of refugees. She no longer posed as a whore. But neither was she viewed by the others as Gonji’s devoted, long-suffering slave. She instead displayed a marvelous depth of character and dignity, giving the samurai space but aligning herself as his partner during moments of communal gathering.

				Her love was clear; and her respect, perversely vexing to him. It would have been far easier on him had she chosen a more selfish tack.

				He lay prone in the bed of a canopied dray the second night, Valentina redressing a wound on his back.

				“You have more permanent scars on your tired old back now, thanks to the Inquisition,” she said.

				“We both have, neh?”

				“Si,” she said, thoughtfully. “We both bear a lot of scars. Gonji-chan, none of this is easy for you, is it?”

				He took a long time to reply. “For any of us. We’ve got a long, hard road ahead.”

				“That’s not what I mean. Would it be better for you if I left?”

				He craned his neck to look back at her. “What do you mean? Where would you go, if not to Austria? Do you have family left anywhere in Spain?”

				She smiled. “Lie still.” She pushed him back down with a firm pressure on his shoulders. “Where did you get this ugly scar?” She ran a finger along the cicatrix of the sword wound he had reflected on a thousand times in lonely moonlit silence.

				Gonji grunted noncommittally, changing the subject. “I never told you this before. There was never a chance. A sorceress came to me in the dungeons—through you. She came to advise me concerning the dark powers that bedevil us. She was able to enter you because of—don’t be alarmed. She was a kind witch, keen of mind. That’s just the way she entered the spirits of others. Through…injuries they possess…do you know what I mean? She could not help you, though I asked. I am sorry, Tina-chan.”

			

			
				After a breathy moment, she said quietly, “I love you, Gonji. I think you know that. Don’t say anything. I only needed to hear myself say it. It sounds so…wholesome.” She laughed in her bawdy fashion of old, and for an instant Gonji was again transported to the dungeons. A fleeting impression of uplift from wretched misery, as only she had been able to provide. Then Valentina grew serious again. “You have no obligation to me. Freedom is too precious a thing for those such as you and me.”

				She drew back and sighed wearily. Gonji turned over to face her. She winced a bit when her still-raw back touched the side of the dray.

				“Why don’t we get drunk,” she said, “and then you can see what you can do about my back? And then my front—” She laughed again, and Gonji was caught up by her mirth.

				He could not be cruel to her. He owed her much. Thus was he burdened with yet another duty, for obligation was not so easily dismissed for one who espoused the bushido code. He had no idea how he would ultimately deal with it. But the time was drawing near.

				* * * *

				Just after dawn the next morning, there was a commotion in the encampment. Gonji was roused by Valentina to find the lupine presence of Simon Sardonis ambling toward the whispering refugees. He strode into camp with the sinewy grace Gonji knew so well. The samurai’s breath quickened as he ransacked his thoughts for the right words to address to this strangely accursed ally he had not seen in so long.

				“Lobis homem—the werewolf!”

				The whispering ceased among the tightly knotted groups of oglers wherever the eerie silver eyes of this towering figure chose to rest. They scanned him as they would a captive wild animal, focusing now on the pointed ridge of blond hair on his brow, the sinew in his arms, or the blood under his dark nails. He wore torn and bloody breeches, a ragged shirt, and a cuirass of Spanish cavalry issue. They were ill fitting, and by the legend of this being who was called Grejkill, the Beast with the Soul of a Man, there could be little doubt as to how he had obtained them, and why.

			

			
				Only hours earlier he had needed no clothing. He had prowled the plains in the form of the great golden werewolf. And soldiers had been unfortunate enough to cross his path. The people had been prepared for his eventual appearance among them; it had been much spoken of. Yet they still gaped, and crossed themselves, and anxiously fingered weapons as they herded their children behind them for protection.

				Gonji watched it all in silence, knowing Simon’s discomfiture but admiring him greatly for the courage to appear among them. He had been shunned of men for so long, due to his ghastly curse, that he had understandably become deeply misanthropic. Gonji recalled at what traumatic cost Simon had joined with the defenders of tragic Vedun.

				He thought to say something of it, discarding the notion when he realized that it might embarrass Simon and cause him to withdraw again. In the same instant, Captain Salguero was moving forward, and reaching up to grasp Simon’s shoulders, then shaking the man’s reluctant hand, and finally holding up that legendary lycanthrope’s hand to show the onlookers the white cross emblazoned in the palm.

				“This man is the one you’ve heard so much of,” the captain was blaring momentously. “He is a follower of the Christ, but he embraces the universal tolerance of the Wunderknechten that we all hold dear. And he is the Wrath of God to all powers of evil—”

				Gonji folded his arms and cocked an eyebrow as he listened, smiling inside. He could see Simon begin to sweat, those silver eyes flicking about for safe harbor though there was none to be found, the company of others being so discomfiting to him. Salguero had certainly overstated Simon’s tolerance of beliefs outside the dogma of Holy Mother Church, unless Simon had changed radically since Gonji had last ridden with him.

				And what of this sudden camaraderie between Simon and the captain? Salguero had not mentioned that he and Simon were now fast friends. These Spaniards certainly had a way of developing bonds of affinity over every chance meeting. Gonji was not sure that he and Simon could call each other ‘friends,’ though it was the samurai who first had shamed the reclusive werewolf into helping other people, in the Vedun campaign.

			

			
				He suddenly realized that he was being childishly jealous, chiding himself and dismissing the foolish feeling. Simon was now apprehensively relating their present situation—the messengers who had been dispatched to set blockades against them; how some had never made it to their destinations (gasps of horror, pilgrims crossing themselves—though his actions had been on their behalf!); that at least one patrol tracking them would not return.

				And then the grim faces of some of the Spanish soldiers in the camp, whose mixed feelings about the news could not be disguised, caused Simon to seize up. He pulled away from Salguero, locking eyes with Gonji.

				They moved toward each other, bowing. Gonji’s first words came in the form of a mildly sarcastic jest: “Have you forgotten what I taught you about the need for a horse? I see you’re walking again.”

				Simon’s visage twisted scornfully. “You’re in typically caustic form. I left my mount on the plains. I could not persuade it to wait while I—” His tongue could not pronounce the words.

				“So sorry. A bad joke,” Gonji admitted. “I am glad to see you.”

				“You can save your humor and your gratitude for later,” Simon said in his low, rasping voice. “For now, you can find me an obscure wagon to lie in, and keep these people away from me. I need sleep badly. Ride hard today for the Jucar. Wake me just after noon. You’ll have to fight your way over the bridge across the river. We’ll talk before the sun sets. Is there a surgeon along?”

				Gonji shook his head sadly as he gazed into the man’s pearly eyes. Fractured redness strained them. He looked dazed. And when Gonji looked down to where Simon withdrew a bloody hand from inside his shirt, he gritted his teeth.

				Simon began to tremble from the effect of the pistol wound.

				“Then…” the lycanthrope said haltingly, “then send me someone with a steady hand and a sharp knife.”

			

			
				A steely-nerved trooper who had dug more than one pistol ball from a comrade’s hide attended to Simon that day. Visibly shaken by the experience, he could only repeat again and again how Simon had lain awake during the entire grisly procedure. And more disturbing, how the wound had shown signs of nascent healing only an hour after the ball had been removed.

				* * * *

				More refugees joined them on the road that day: Jews, closet Reformers, Moriscos. Jacob Neriah’s caravan was now mixed in with a mass lemming-like movement of escapees from the Inquisition’s clutches. Gonji fostered grave misgivings as to what it would all come to.

				“How many ships?” he asked old Jacob as the sun ascended to its apex.

				Neriah raised two fingers, casting him a sidelong glance.

				They encountered their first serious resistance when they reached the bridge over the Jucar River. A patrol of five Spanish lancers halted the caravan and began suspiciously questioning Jacob, all the while eyeing the ominous Simon Sardonis, who rode at Jacob’s side, looking distressed by his wounds. Neriah produced legitimate papers of transit and had just about convinced the patrol to allow them through when one of the lancers began routinely checking the wagons.

				When he reached the dray driven by the innocently cloaked and hooded Gonji, the vigilant trooper peered more closely and registered alarm at the Oriental’s presence. He kicked his steed up close to the smiling samurai, who greeted him calmly, while averting his face.

				But Corsini, who had joined the band out of his debt to Gonji as well as an idealistic sense of Gonji’s divine mission, pulled his pistol and blasted a hole in the nearby patrol commander’s forehead. Horses screamed and reared, and a short, frantic engagement ensued. The three soldiers with the commander were felled in close-quarter combat, one taken down by a springing Simon and the other two overwhelmed by the mercenary escort.

			

			
				The soldier at Gonji’s dray drew his rapier. Gonji pulled the Sagami from its concealment beside him and beat the slim blade aside. Just as the samurai engaged his opponent, another pistol shot dropped the lancer from the saddle.

				Before the excitement died down, Buey pounded up to Corsini and leaped to belt him off his mount with a savage backhand blow.

				“Neapolitan bastard!” the Ox growled. “We could have gone by without bloodshed.”

				Some of Corsini’s companions began to move to his aid, and a violent argument broke out, finally mediated by Gonji.

				“No more pistols,” the samurai warned, “and no more fighting unless I give the order or initiate it myself. I, or Captain Salguero. Children are with us, and those shots were probably heard for miles.”

				“Are we or are we not on a holy mission?” Corsini grumbled as he wiped the blood from his mouth. His friends grunted supportively.

				“What kind of crusade are you on, Napoli?” another renegade under Salguero challenged.

				“We kill no more soldiers unless it is absolutely necessary,” Captain Salguero ordered. “It is my responsibility to decide when any of my former compadres must die. Simon has said that no messengers made it this far to the east.”

				“And what did he do in order to prevent them?” Corsini accused, pointing at the lycanthrope. But when he saw the look in Simon’s eye, Corsini swallowed and dropped the matter, remounting and swinging off with his band of free companions to cross the bridge.

				The Spaniards watched them, still muttering with hostility. It would remain a sore point between the Spanish and Italian contingents, and in the subsequent days, refugees began to segregate themselves into hostile factions, along ethnic lines.

				Gonji took note of this divisiveness with a sense of ill omen.

				* * * *

				Simon took a meal with Gonji early that evening, watching the sun press near the horizon, his mood plummeting with it.

			

			
				“What would you have done with that patrol?” Simon asked him, out of earshot of the others. “Sooner or later the tension will get to someone again. Too many families in danger here. Cardenas over there—” Simon pointed at the solicitor from Barbaso, seated against a wagon wheel fifty feet away, reading from a small tattered book.

				Gonji inhaled sonorously. “I don’t think Cardenas would start trouble. He’s an intelligent man. He wants to return to his family. I’ve promised to let him go when we reach the sea, and that seems satisfactory to him. I don’t know what to do about trouble. We must fight, I suppose. We can’t haul prisoners with us. By the way,” he continued, smiling, “nice of you to drop by for my execution. I was afraid you’d miss it.”

				Simon dismissed the droll remark with a curled lip.

				“It seems we’re linked again,” Gonji said, “by a third party.”

				“How so?”

				“This Balaerik, this…manipulative priest, or sorcerer, who used the Inquisition’s mad fanaticism to try to trap you—I was the bait, you see. He’s taken a special interest in destroying both of us. Or me, anyway. I don’t know why. Your devotion to the Church may be compromised a bit when I tell you this: Are you aware that whatever secret faction is conspiring to kill us, for whatever reason, actually went so far as to place an evil Pope in Roma for a short time?”

				Simon’s reply surprised Gonji. “I suppose it can happen. Evil is powerful. But now they’ll be on their guard against such blasphemy ever occurring again. Don’t look so pleased with yourself. The Church is still the guardian of the Word of God.”

				Gonji shrugged in half-agreement. “Do you know, Balaerik said he bore you a message from your father.”

				“He is not my father.”


				Simon’s outburst caused heads to turn in their direction. He reddened and lowered his voice at once. “Don’t ever call that monster my father.”

				“So sorry, mon ami, the possessing spirit’s father, then.”

				“The possessed spirit’s father. I am not an energumen. I host one.”

				Gonji’s brow knit in confusion. “Wait—there is a third spirit within you? Wakarimasen—I don’t understand. Sprechen Sie Deutsch, bitte.”

			

			
				They changed from French to High German, a language with which Gonji was far more conversant.

				“It’s something like that,” Simon explained. “The shape-shifting sorcerer Grimmolech used his foul sorcery to somehow place his son’s possessed spirit into the body of the Killing Beast. It’s possessed by something evil, to be sure, as is its father. Perhaps their entire family line…”

				“But Grimmolech is essentially human? Not a demon, as you’ve claimed before?”

				“One and the same nonetheless,” Simon responded, brimming with hatred. “Some sort of…high priest of evil power. Magic. Sorcery.”

				“It’s getting bad, Simon,” Gonji said gravely. “Something must be done. And you’ve got to stop avoiding me. Somehow we are linked in this. Spiritually, cosmically. Too many wise men claim so. We must form an alliance against this…conspiracy that gives us no peace. Learn its intentions. Destroy it. I saw things in your native France since we last met. Whole towns are being swayed to supernatural evil. A visionary woman I met—she reminded me a bit of Tralayn—she told me of a…conjoining of evil forces that seek to control our world by using strange gateways into others. Other worlds…concurrent with our own. I’ve seen examples of the truth of her words.”

				Simon was shaking his head. “It would be a mistake for us to be trapped together.”

				“Stop playing the tortured loner! I want to know what’s behind all this,” Gonji argued. “What threat we pose to them. Do you know that a dead man returned from the Dark Lands to testify against me in Toledo? He spewed foul lies that connected me with a horrid cult I battled against—vampires who preyed on children, in Pont-Rouge.”

				“I said it would be a mistake,” Simon repeated, “but it may be necessary to do as you say. For a time, perhaps. I, too, have seen evidence of what you say. And I came looking for you—to solicit your help.”

				Gonji thought he detected a surprising note of fear in the man’s pearl-lustered eyes, for the first time ever in their association. But then he decided it must be the sun, now resting on the western horizon, which inspired it.

			

			
				“I’ll explain when there’s time,” Simon added. “I’ll help you get these people to the ships, then I’ll explain. Don’t speak more of me, if they ask.” He rose to leave, compelled by the first stirrings of painful transformation. For because he had killed on the night of the full moon, he was doomed to the painful nightly reversions into the werewolf, until that moon had been supplanted by the next. Yet he still pathetically insisted that no companions take undue note of his tragic life, as if none of it were real.

				“There’s one other thing about this,” Simon noted, watching the murky red orb of the sun sag lower. “I’ve learned that knights of the Order of the Golden Fleece have been set after you. It’s an order of impeccable honor and spiritual devotion. I’ll not harm any of them. They actually remind me of you, in their exalted sense of duty.” He cast the samurai a nervous, feral grin, as close to a gesture of humor as Simon could ever muster.

				Gonji cocked an eyebrow. “Wait—the sea—what about when we reach the sea? How will we—”

				Simon shook it off, backing away into the gathering twilight. “You’ll take to ship; I’ll go overland. What else can we do?”

				“Iye—that won’t do. You see… I’m not going to Austria. I must sail to the Barbary States.”

				“To Africa? What in God’s name for?”

				“Later. I’ll explain later.”

				Simon was trembling now. “I’ll never board a ship. You know it’s madness to expect—adieu!”

				“Simon,” Gonji rasped after him in a whisper, “what will you be about this night?”

				“I’ll prowl.”

				Then he was bounding astride a skittish horse and kicking it hard across the savannahs, dwindling into the distance. The horse, Gonji knew, would soon abandon him in terror.

				The samurai morosely ambled over to Cardenas, who had been watching the two of them.

			

			
				“What are you reading?” Gonji inquired, not sure why, since he cared little.

				“Bacon… Francis Bacon,” Cardenas replied airily, and thumbing to a particular page, he quoted without looking: “‘I do not believe that any man fears to be dead, but only the stroke of death.’”

				Gonji stiffened, chilled by the sudden quiet touch at his elbow. It was Valentina, proffering him a cup of rum. He accepted it with thanks and tipped it at Cardenas, who tentatively held up his own goblet in reply.

				“To the stroke of death,” Gonji toasted.

				The three of them exchanged small talk awhile, Gonji wary of the brightness of the starry autumn night. Cognizant of the brooding posture of the former Spanish troopers, who drank in lament of the countrymen they’d been forced to fight.

				To Gonji, it seemed they could not depart Spain soon enough.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

				So stealthy was the night attack on the dozing sentries outposted to the north of the camp that only one of them was able to squeeze off a warning shot before they were overcome.

				The shot galvanized the camp. Strangled cries were hushed, and women and children were herded into and under wagons for safety as the first musket enfilade raked their left flank. One man was hit, and before the dazed fighting men could assemble, another volley spattered the encampment, felling another mercenary and a dray horse.

				Gonji belted his swords and leapt astride the black mare, encountering Salguero as he clung low and checked the priming pan of a pistol.

				“Patrol?” Gonji advanced.

				“Musket company,” the captain corrected. “Probably down from Cuenca.”

				“We’ve got to hit them, Hernando,” the samurai said. “Too many innocent people in danger.”

				Salguero moistened his lips and nodded resignedly in agreement. “They can outrange our pistols.”

				“Not our bows,” the samurai reminded, leaping down off the horse again and calling the fighting men to assemble on foot. He caught up a longbow and quiver of shafts as another volley ripped into the camp. Someone shrieked inside a wagon, struck by the fire.

				“See the flashes?” Salguero called out. “Two hundred yards.”

				“I make it a hundred seventy-five,” Gonji judged.

				They split the archers and crossbowmen into three squads and set out, firing in rotating volleys, each squad scrambling ahead after their fusillade, running low in the darkness as they reloaded. The arbalesters trailed the archers because of the longer reloading time. Arrows and bolts whickering across the starlit sky, they advanced like the beak and wings of a swooping hawk.

			

			
				Now the musketeers, seeing their tactic, stood to fire in concentration on one wing at a time. The left flank of bowmen took note too late, firing simultaneously with the Spanish troopers. Two men of the six renegades dropped, one of them crying out repeatedly in anguish, his screams terrible to hear in the darkness.

				But Gonji’s squad at the center of the counterattack leapt up as if to fire, dropped to the ground when they saw the muskets come to bead, and scrabbled back up after the discharge to fire at will, as they dispersed to form two smaller wings. The outcries of the skewered musketeers testified to their success.

				Now the freedom fighters came on at the dead run, sweat glistening on anxious visages, as they dared the deadly gunfire. They were near enough to see the frantic reloading of the muskets by moonlight. The next gun volley felled two more free companions and one of Salguero’s rebel lancers, but a like number of musketeers spun down from the impact of quarrels and war arrows.

				Loaded pistols came out in the hands of the charging defenders, trained on the musketeer position, their distance from the attackers down to a hundred yards. Still the musket company held its ground, their commander spreading their line to minimize the effect of the counter-fire.

				A blast of sizzling pellets whistled past. Gonji exhaled a sharp breath, standing firm and relaxing himself, as he arced through a powerful draw and sighted on the commander. His shot hissed away, the samurai following its sleek trajectory.

				Too high, he decided. Then—

				The commander’s head looked as though it was suddenly snapped off his shoulders, and he was knocked off his feet. Shouts of victory broke from the bowmen when they saw. The musketeers began to fall back now, and the refugee band descended on them with a vengeance, pistols igniting like fireflies over the plain.

				Gonji nodded with satisfaction. It had been his third try at the commander. The dungeon sojourn had cost him dearly. Raking out the Sagami, he tossed away the bow and hurtled forward with the others.

			

			
				There was another brief exchange of mostly erratic gunfire, then an engagement of clashing steel, some of the Spanish company fleeing in panic.

				“Buey,” Gonji shouted to the sword-wielding giant, “can’t let any of them escape.”

				The Ox nodded and took two men with him in pursuit of the retreating troopers, who tried to take to horse.

				And then Gonji was in the midst of the fray. Two swordsmen came at him as one. He sprinted into the pincering charge, then stamped to a halt, his feint drawing them off balance. His lightning, scythe-like strokes batted both blades aside, the return blows ripping through both men’s midsections before the singing parries had left their ears.

				He continued on at the run, coming to engagement with the lunging figure-eight whirl of a sizzling rapier point. The Spanish swordsman clenched his teeth, his face contorting with exertion as he strove to use his blade’s length advantage to hold the samurai at bay. They clashed twice, both feinting a disengagement to open a line of attack. Again—sparks showering the frigid darkness.

				The Spaniard lunged deep—

				Gonji dropped to one knee and released his left hand to rake overhead with his right. He unhinged the other’s sword arm at the wrist, the clenched rapier tossing through the air in the severed hand as the man howled. Blood spurted onto Gonji’s jerkin, across his cheek, as his passing two-handed plunge finished the opponent.

				Then someone in a Spanish jack was bounding up from the rear, hefting two pistols. Gonji’s breath hissed as he spun and came to middle guard.

				“God—damn it, don’t you swing that thing at me!”

				It was Sergeant Orozco, running with an ungainly limp, snarling at him. Gonji breathed a sigh of relief and waved him on.

				“You’re gonna kill me yet before you have to pay me back my silver, eh?” Orozco was bellowing. He fired at an onrushing trooper, downing him. Then he kept on hobbling after Buey’s band.

				A pikeman withdrew his gory spike point from a dead mercenary and brought it up at Gonji. The samurai stumbled back, raising his blade into engagement. He tripped over the body of a musketeer, seeing the deadly pike descend at his face as he fell.

			

			
				He heard shouts and a shot in the expanded moment as he tried to roll out of range of the razor-edged pike. The plunging blade tore through the top of his right shoulder, and he emitted a sharp outcry of pain, swinging his katana wildly behind him, clacking against the wooden haft.

				Then he was scrabbling on his knees, slapping at the blood seeping from his rent jerkin, pushing up onto his feet. Backing, swatting at the oncoming pike again, wiping a bloody hand on his breeches.

				The pikeman sensed a kill. Lunging—stabbing—weaving his angry weapon through space warmed by Gonji’s retreating form.

				The samurai recovered his senses, his ko-dachi—the short blade used in seppuku, the ritual suicide—snicking out of its sheath. Teeth gritted in defiance, he brought his twin blades into counterattack, knowing the ferocious potential of the well-trained pikeman.

				He caught a lunge in an X-block, driving the pike’s spear point into the ground. Slipped the next lunge, his shoulder wound burning painfully. Caught another thrust and drove the pike-point down harder, leaping back as the weapon tore up from the ground in a frenzied slice aimed at his groin. The pikeman lost his pot helmet in the hard, jerking motion.

				Another darting lunge. Gonji caught it and turned it aside this time, a quick, circular lick of his short sword notching the haft of the pike. A swift horizontal slash across eye level caused the pikeman to jerk backward. Gonji slid the katana along the pike and plunged it into the warrior’s belly. His following slash of the ko-dachi ripped through the man’s throat.

				The katana had penetrated so deeply that Gonji was pulled along as the Spaniard fell onto his back. A hard tug freed the gleaming blade. Gonji glanced around him.

				It was over, for the most part. His comrades stood about, catching their breaths, nodding to Gonji as they leaned on bows and dropped to their knees.

				Shots split the darkness, tiny firelicks spitting in the northern distance. Gonji waved for them to follow.

				When they had gone about fifty yards, they encountered Buey’s pursuing party—all intact, including the grimacing Sergeant Orozco, who clearly had returned to combat too soon on his wounded leg.

			

			
				A rumbling of approaching horses—

				Salguero shouted for them to assemble, but Buey motioned that the threat was over, pointing: It was the musket company’s scattered horses. Two mounted figures were herding them toward the encampment. Strangers, clutching still smoking pistols.

				“Who—?” Salguero was asking, but Buey shrugged him off.

				“They helped us. Dropped the last two as they rode away. Corsini—” Buey was moving toward the Italian brigand, extending a hand, offering a bandanna to stanch the flow of blood from a rapier cut on Corsini’s face. He’d sport a new scar across his old one, Buey observed. Then the two of them were clearing the air between them, patching their differences.

				But everyone else watched the closing strangers. The riderless mounts streamed past, and then the two Frenchmen clopped up and saluted Gonji’s party.

				The taller man scanned them with penetrating blue eyes. He was fair of hair and skin, and a glimmer of a smile perked his lips when his gaze fell on Gonji.

				“Gracias, hombres,” Salguero was saying. “Habla usted espanol?”

				“Castellano,” the Frenchman answered. “Castilian Spanish.”

				“Ah, fine,” the captain said. “May we ask who you are and what interest you have in aiding us?”

				“I am Brian de Chancy,” the tall blond man replied. “My companion is Armand Le Clerc. Let me say that we have a common interest with—” He turned from Salguero to Gonji.

				The samurai stiffened, ignoring the pain in his bleeding shoulder now, wary, as he was these days, of Frenchmen seeking him out.

				“You are, are you not,” the shorter, darker Le Clerc was asking in a youthful voice, “the celebrated warrior Gonji Sabatake?”

				Gonji nodded slightly, still cautious. The pair looked to each other, and de Chancy dismounted and strode up to Gonji. He reached into a pocket and withdrew a shriveled white rose. This he held up before Gonji’s eyes.

				Buey rubbed his nose and sniffed. “I think you’re being courted,” he said in Portuguese, some of the men snickering.

			

			
				De Chancy chortled. “I’ll dispense with chivalry, my loutish friend,” he told Buey, “since our mission is urgent.”

				Buey affected a wryly brutish expression as his yokefellows brayed at the implied threat. De Chancy turned back to Gonji.

				“Do you recognize this symbol of secrecy?”

				Gonji shook his head. “So sorry, I cannot say that I do.” But he was thinking of the Knights of Wonder.

				“Well, how is your knowledge of heraldry?” de Chancy asked, shrugging off his greatcoat and turning slowly before their curious gazes.

				He wore a white mantle emblazoned at the back with a red Latin cross, and Gonji wondered at the gasps and exclamations this evoked from some of the others.

				“Jesus-Maria,” Salguero was breathing. “The Order of Knights Templars? But—”

				“Yes, I know,” de Chancy said with an indulgent smile, “suppressed—disbanded, so they would have you believe—for nearly three hundred years. Not so. I am the present Grand Master of the Templars, and monsieur le samurai’s work has been brought to our attention. You’ll forgive me if I speak briefly and to the point.” He addressed Gonji now, who could only stare in narrow-eyed bewilderment as to the portent of all this.

				“For centuries we’ve been the guardians of knowledge the world is ill prepared to receive. Some knowledge, you see, leads to madness. You, it seems, are on the brink of discovering certain important facets of that knowledge. Your long struggle against the tyranny of evil powers has brought you to the doorway of Arcadia—”

				“Arcadia?” Gonji repeated, dumbfounded.

				“Yes, monsieur le samurai—Paradise. The Garden of Eden. Lost innocence—what is left of it after eons of pride and greed. The transcendent knowledge of reclaiming the simultaneously physical and spiritual realm the Creator made for humankind. A world of endless possibilities, of which this earth we walk is but the tiniest fragment. Grasping, ravening powers have sought for millennia to aggrandize themselves of all Arcadia, to enslave all the sentient races who aren’t already enslaved.”

			

			
				Gonji was shaking his head, staying the knight’s torrent of impassioned words. “I’m afraid, Sir Knight, that you’ve lost me. What exactly am I supposed to do about this—‘battle of worlds’ when I can’t even be sure I’ll get out of Spain alive?”

				“You must,” the young knight Le Clerc said simply.

				“Take this,” de Chancy said, pushing a pouch toward Gonji. “Within you’ll find a cheque for a…substantial amount, which the Hapsburg chancellery will honor when you’ve reached Vienna. They will exchange this note for silver or gold. Take no great heed of the name on the authorization, and do not connect it in any way with the order. The money is to be used toward the promulgation of the Wunderknechten movement. When you’ve done that, you must continue your quest after a doorway into Arcadia. You will know it by the words Et in Arcadia Ego.”


				“‘And in Arcadia I—’” Gonji tilted his head, prompting the man, as he translated. “I—what? No verb?”

				De Chancy looked to Le Clerc and smiled. “That is the secret of Arcadia. You must help us to learn it, so that we may win the battle to reclaim the fullness of the worlds that were created for all sentient beings. Where have they gone? How may common men pass into them?”

				“And exactly how shall I attain this wondrous knowledge?” Gonji asked peevishly.

				“By asking—whomever guards the… doorways,” Le Clerc answered.

				“Some call them jetties,” de Chancy added.

				“The gatekeeper?” Gonji said, recalling Domingo’s similar charge.

				“Oui,” de Chancy breathed reverently. “But have a care, sir—they might be angels.”

				The refugees within earshot whispered and jostled as Gonji fell silent, mulling over the new questions that joined the queue behind the others that already vied for solution.

				* * * *

			

			
				“Africa!”

				“Africa?”

				“He did say Africa?”

				Few in the camp could sleep following the musket company attack. So as the sentries were doubled and a new band of pilgrims pounded into the area from the south, to be settled in with the main body, Gonji laid out his plans. He could no longer keep them in the dark.

				“No, he said Austria—”

				“Africa,” Gonji repeated. “The Barbary States. That is my destination, and that of whatever fighting men are free to sail with me.”

				“But why?” Captain Salguero asked, fretting.

				“Because I have a duty, senchoo. I made a promise to Domingo Negro before she died. And,” he went on pensively, “I have a consuming curiosity to know what this business of Arcadia means to me personally. Evil abounds and takes a special interest in my demise. Influential allies appear whom I’ve never even heard of.”

				Jacob Neriah was muttering to himself. He peered still closer at the draft the knights had given Gonji, which the samurai had now presented to him. The merchant beat his breast and rolled his eyes skyward to again regard the sum that had been authorized.

				“What about all these people?” Sergeant Orozco asked.

				“They take the larger ship to Genoa, as planned.”

				“There will never be enough room.”

				Gonji’s face took on a stern set. “Then they take both ships, and we find passage on another. You cannot dissuade me, senchoo. I’ll go alone, if necessary.”

				“I’ll go,” Valentina whispered behind him, as she tended the shoulder wound that made him wince repeatedly.

				“So sorry, Tina-chan, but we don’t know what we’ll find, what danger lies ahead. Nor even where we’re headed. The desert, that’s all I know.”

				“We’ll see,” she said stubbornly.

				A renegade lancer approached Salguero at a trot, bearing important news. Some of the recent arrivals had heard that Madrid had unleashed the flower of the cavalry to pursue them.

			

			
				“The Order of the Golden Fleece?” Captain Salguero repeated in disbelief.

				“Hai,” Gonji confirmed. “Simon has also told me they’ve been set on our heels.”

				Corsini called over from where he sat before a blazing fire: “Are they good?”

				“Huh,” Salguero grunted in reply. “Ask any lancer. There’s none better.”

				A grim silence descended over the gathering, broken at last by Gonji. “They won’t follow to the Barbary Coast.”

				“They’ll follow to Genoa,” Salguero spat. “What will we do about all these innocent people?”

				“Nothing but trouble ahead, eh?” Cardenas said smugly, shackled to a wagon yoke.

				Gonji sighed. “I’ll just—somehow—have to get them to follow me.” He looked them over, gauging their reactions. It seemed clear they had accepted that he would be parting company with them. “Anyway, how quickly can they take to ship? Neriah-san says the only ships waiting at those shoals should be ours.”

				Deep in thought and heavy-hearted, the others began to drift away. They would need a snatch of sleep before the sun presently rose.

				Gonji sat near the fire, scribbling absently on a ragged scrap of paper. Valentina changed Orozco’s leg bandage and shared a cup of wine with the droll renegade before sidling up behind Gonji.

				“What does that say?” she inquired, looking over his shoulder. He read it to her aloud twice, helping her with the pronunciation. They exchanged weary pleasantries, and the samurai moved off to try to steal an hour’s rest from his unrelenting concerns.

				“Et in Arcadia Ego,” she repeated again to herself before sleep overcame her.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

				They split the caravan into three parties to help confound pursuit as they neared the craggy seaport city of Valencia. Neriah’s ships were to be nestled in a treacherous inlet, anchored off a small fishing village, ostensibly to maintain cheap harbor while the crews set to needless repairs and re-caulking.

				Captain Salguero and his men left their camp and, dressing as inland hunters, entered Valencia to regather their families with the caravan. After an anxious two days, they returned intact, having encountered no difficulty and bringing the encouraging news that there seemed to be no general alert concerning the refugees in Valencia.

				“I told you no messengers made it through,” Simon reminded them with annoyance.

				“They may think we’ve gone west to Estremadura,” a lancer said.

				“Or south toward Granada,” Salguero added. “There was some rumor of trouble among the Moriscos.”

				“We should be grateful for any circumstantial misdirection,” Gonji said thoughtfully.

				When the blue-gray haze of the Mediterranean spread over the eastern horizon, the samurai took a scouting party to the brink of the crags overlooking the inlet. Simon and Jacob Neriah went along, plus a handful of the men under Salguero.

				What they saw in the waters off the village coast drowned their hopes in a maelstrom of despair. Neriah’s Portuguese carac and Venetian galley were anchored next to the hulking form of a Spanish ship of war.

				“Mierda—shit,” Buey swore, grimacing and slamming a big fist onto the rocks.

				“Well, that settles it, then—we must wait until the warship departs.” Jacob nodded repeatedly as if to convince himself.

			

			
				“Impossible,” Gonji disagreed softly.

				“I tell you, you must move,” Simon intoned in a low growl. “The Knights of the Golden Fleece are not far behind now. You cannot count on them to be misled.”

				“Well…” Salguero began, his breath huffing anxiously. “Any suggestions?”

				“We take the land route,” Simon said forcefully. “Just as I’ve said from the beginning.”

				“Through France?” a lancer grumbled.

				“I will see you safely through France,” the lycanthrope assured.

				“We take them,” Gonji said at last, all heads turning.

				“You’re loco,” Buey said, voicing their thoughts. “Take on a ship of the line? A seasoned crew? Twenty-four guns?”

				“Neriah-san,” Gonji said, ignoring him, “can your crews be trusted not to have talked?”

				“I’m certain of it,” the merchant responded, “but—”

				“Then there’s only one way: You begin moving your entourage and your cargo aboard your ships. Most of the warship’s crew seems to be ashore. We put them out of action, and then we take their ship—”

				“Que?”


				“How?”

				“Well have to improvise something,” Gonji told them, smiling thinly. “We need that ship, if we’re to get everyone out to sea.”

				“I told you—I’m not going to sea.” Simon’s tone was vaguely threatening.

				“But you’ll help me get these people off?” Gonji asked.

				“I don’t know—”

				“This is madness—”


				“Cholera!” Gonji swore. “Are we fighting men or not? What do we tell all these people? I didn’t ask them to join in my escape, you did. I didn’t ask to be their leader. You all set me up as the leader. And now, so sorry, but you will all help me, or I will go my own way and let you mull this over until the troops arrive. Then you can follow Simon across the Pyrenees in the dead of winter till your asses freeze to your saddles and you’re eaten by—”

			

			
				He caught himself and spat disdainfully.

				“I’m afraid Gonji’s right,” Salguero said into the hostile silence. The others began to grunt submissively.

				“All right,” Simon said, the last of them to rise from where they had crouched. “Vamos—Moses,” he said, sneering at Gonji.

				* * * *

				All the people who could safely fit—plus the supplies they would need—were loaded aboard the carac. The procedure was a ponderous one: They were forced to descend a narrow trail with their burdens, moving women, children, and old folks past the suspicious gaze of the Spanish sailors. Neriah’s letters of transit—and the well-greased palm of the venal naval captain—kept the loading peaceful until midnight.

				Now began the part they all feared.

				“This is where we part company, I’m afraid, senchoo,” Gonji had told Salguero. “You and the rest of the family men will have to take the warship and escort the carac to Genoa. I’ll take the galley.”

				“The galley has only five guns,” Salguero had noted. “You’re certainly more likely to see action, if you’re still bound for Africa.”

				“But all the pilgrims will be with you. And if there is trouble, the carac looks defenseless.”

				Salguero had finally accepted it resignedly, and they had shaken hands and bowed before finalizing the desperate plan to commandeer the Spanish galleon.

				The worst of it was that half the refugees had to be held back, along with the fighting men and the Moriscos—whose presence here would surely arouse suspicions. They gathered now on the ledges, hunkering down and huddling against the impending action. Its outcome would determine their fate.

				Jacob Neriah approached the covered dray Gonji had reserved for personal use. Tossing open the flap, he was embarrassed to find Valentina changing her clothes and arming herself, still in her nether garments.

				She smiled and cocked an eyebrow as the old merchant gasped. “Never would have suspected you of something like this, senor!”

			

			
				“Vixen! My intent was—was—only to find Gonji—”

				“Come now,” she teased the blushing old man, “I know your ploy—the innocent old dotard.” She chuckled to see him go a-twitter.

				“Hsst!” Neriah cautioned as the samurai approached. “Gonji—Gonji, they tell me we’ve got to jettison part of my cargo!”

				“I’m sorry, my friend, but the people will have to be rushed aboard the warship, assuming we’re successful.” He strapped his swords to his back and thrust a pistol into his belt. “There simply won’t be time for—”

				He was forced to fend off the merchant’s tirade, mollifying him at last with the reminder of the small fortune granted them by the Knights Templars.

				“But let me remind you, friend samurai,” Jacob countered with a sly smile, “that the gold I’ve given you to make your way in Africa is out of my own humble purse.” 

				They exchanged bows, and Jacob pronounced a blessing on the separate paths they had to take.

				“We all must make our sacrifices,” were the last words Gonji would remember hearing from his friend Jacob Neriah.

				* * * *

				The majority of the Spanish sailors from the naval galleon, who had come ashore, lounged around a blazing fire near the beach. Slumped in the sand or seated on kegs, they sloshed rum and guffawed as the seemingly endless entourage of the rich Jew gathered below the cliffs, the comedians and rakes among them telling ribald tales or rating the women who came into view. They wondered dimly where room would be found on the two small ships for all these people.

				As midnight approached, an inventive seaman began to describe his rambling scenario of how the Venetian galley’s small hold would be piled high with squirming bodies—“a sardine orgy,” he concluded, vulgar laughter and additional remarks being cast toward the refugee party.

				Then the fight broke out.

			

			
				Two big men from the entourage separated from the others. One ran toward the Spanish sailors, only to be tackled from behind by the other, and the slugfest was on. The Spaniards roared with delight to witness this spontaneous exhibition of their favorite sport, as the pair of burly combatants blasted each other with prodigious blows and mighty kicks.

				They chose sides and rooted lustily for their champions, taking no notice of the gathering band of men from the caravan who circled about them, shouting for the battlers to stop. Other disguised renegades and mercenaries casually dispersed through the village, taking up strategic positions.

				On a prearranged signal, all the noncombatants—both on the shore and aboard the loaded Portuguese carac—dropped to the ground and covered their heads. Pistols and blades appeared with a concerted rasping din, and the surprised sailors were overtaken without a shot or a sword crossing. Their weapons were confiscated, and they were hastily huddled into a makeshift prisoner compound.

				Gonji came forward. “Yoi!” he said, beaming and clapping both Buey and Corsini on the backs. Blood streamed from a dozen facial wounds on the pair as they bellowed a joint laugh and gripped arms.

				“One helluva belter, you are,” Corsini praised, spitting out a bloody tooth.

				“You’re not too bad yourself, Napoli,” the Ox replied. He rubbed his aching jaw, working it around gently. “I bear you no more grudge, I’ll say that.”

				The skeleton crew aboard the warship took note, though they were unsure exactly what had happened. The ship’s port guns were quickly loaded and trained on the cliff face, where the remaining fighting men and supplies were rushed down toward the beach.

				“Keep your heads down!” Gonji commanded.

				A whistling volley of arrows and bolts launched out from the crags to bristle the warship. At least one sailor had been hit. The crew reassembled at their gun ports as the second volley swept aboard, fortified now by fire from the beach, the planks chattering with the staccato sound of biting arrowheads.

				The silent form of the werewolf glided up on the unattended, starboard side of the galleon. Clawing up the hull, he unfurled to his full, towering height, displaying his talons on the rail like some night-demon, emitting a blood-chilling howl. Sailors screamed and lost their nerve in the face of this seven-and-a-half-foot apparition, the dripping golden beast posing in bipedal animal fury.

			

			
				Pistols came out of the belts of the more courageous souls, but the beast was on the move at once, barreling into a frenzied knot of sailors and driving them toward their fellows. Two pistols cracked off errant shots—blades were drawn and quickly discarded—men began to leap overboard for their lives, their panic infecting their mates.

				On shore, renegades and sailors alike observed the eerie event through the shimmering haze cast by the beach blazes. When the last sailor had thrown himself overboard, Simon stood alone in the prow, howling piercingly into the sky before dropping to all fours and shuddering the seawater from his moon-bronzed fur.

				The warship’s pilot was brought before Gonji and Salguero. Shucking the mercenary’s grip on his arms with a ground-out curse, he eyed them in turn.

				“Filthy traitor!” he shot at the captain. “What is all this about? Are you brigands or just escaped lunatics?”

				“Calm yourself, pilot. I’m afraid this was necessary. You see, we need your ship.” Salguero broke away from them and began loading the people and supplies into rowboats and dinghies, moving them out to the galleon. The sodden watch from the ship dragged themselves fearfully onto the shore, held at bay by pistol-armed mercenaries. Most of them still craned their necks back to where the monstrous form of the werewolf loomed over the deck, certain that it would pursue them.

				“You—” the pilot said to Gonji, his face contorting with sudden recognition. “You can only be the notorious barbarian from the East. And that monster—it’s your friend, isn’t it?”

				Gonji looked out to the ship. “Just a man who suffers under a curse he didn’t invite. Both of us, actually. None of your men will be harmed as long as you don’t resist. So sorry. We have to get all these people to safe harbor. We have horses and wagons on the cliffs up there. They’re yours, if you want them.”

			

			
				“I heard they torched you,” the pilot said.

				“I came back,” Gonji answered absently.

				Villagers began streaming toward the shore, reacting in horror to see the beast on the warship, casting about in confusion to see the captive crew.

				“Heyyyyyy!” Orozco’s voice called out from the crags. “They’re coming! The knights!”

				Gonji’s eyes went from the sergeant to the scrabbling forms descending the trail. Cardenas was bellowing at him, his face livid in the dancing firelight.

				“Bastard!’ he was shouting at Gonji. “I told you to let me go—now I can’t even get away from here without being murdered as one of you!”

				They rushed the people aboard the galleon. The crew of Jacob’s Venetian galley were transferred to the captured warship, Neriah and Salguero joining them as the captain and half his remaining renegade lancers—those who were with families—reassembled in accordance with the boarding plan.

				“Hurry, Gonji,” Salguero called from the wave-slapped ship. “I don’t want to fire on those knights.”

				Gonji brought his fighting party together and began ordering them into the returning rowboats along with the supplies.

				One of Corsini’s band was holding Cardenas back from engaging Gonji. The solicitor had lost all control now, his tirade—half-directed against Gonji, half lamenting his ever-widening separation from his family—breaking down into angry, frustrated sobbing.

				“Take him aboard the galley,” Gonji said distractedly, watching the last of the entourage running down the trail, Orozco bringing up the rear.

				“Noooo!” Cardenas was screaming. And then Valentina was at Gonji’s side.

				“So, senor samurai,” she declared loudly, brandishing a pistol, “it seems I’ve got my way in the end, eh?” She pointed out to where the carac and the warship were already weighing anchor.

				“Get aboard the galley,” he said petulantly.

			

			
				“Listen here,” she said. “This is Ahmed Il-Mohar—” She indicated a short, swarthy, bearded man who came up to them, smiling indulgently.

				“Morisco,” he added, bowing to the samurai. “I have heard that you will be sailing for Africa.”

				“That is true.”

				“Is it also true,” Ahmed probed, “that you seek the Fortress of the Dead?”

				A chill coursed Gonj’s spine. “A fortress—so I’ve been told, though I’ve not heard it so named. I only know that it’s in the desert, somewhere south of Algiers.”

				Ahmed shook his head. “Tripoli. In the Sahara. No man seeks it, unless he yearns for death.”

				“My yearning is for truth. If death is the price, perhaps that is a bargain.”

				The Morisco smiled. “Perhaps. But if your course is set, then you may need our help. You sail into territory controlled by the hated Turks. You will need to know what places to avoid and may need help with the languages. We, my party and I, have no wish to face more hostility in Austria. That would surely be our lot. Let us go with you. We will put you on your way.”

				Gonji agreed reluctantly, for the Moorish band included several women, and he was not sure where their loyalty lay. But the man’s words seemed to make sense.

				“Mover vamos ustedes!” Orozco was bellowing. “Let’s go, you people!”

				Gonji and the Italian brigands led by Corsini were the last to board the dinghy heading out to the galley. Valentina was aboard, as well as the sullen Cardenas, who had again been bound with rope and gagged with a bandanna.

				As soon as they had reached the galley and the oars were attended, the sailors on the beach began hurling imprecations and scampering after any weapons they might find. But the refugees had been thorough. The warship’s crew was left to gesture obscenely in their impotent rage.

				The three ships disembogued, leaving the inlet behind. Gonji stood above the bow gun port, watching their wash trail behind them. He saw the Knights of the Golden Fleece appear on the horizon and fan out atop the craggy cliffs. A small party broke off on foot to descend the rocky path to the village. He could make out the figure of at least one priest who accompanied them. The figure looked vaguely familiar, but there was no reason to ponder it. He’d seen enough Spanish priests to last him three incarnations. He breathed deeply of the sea air, as if to dismiss all thought of the agonizing year he’d spent in the hands of the Inquisition. It was as if that portion of his life was now gouged from memory, save for the paltry few cheering moments: the times spent with Valentina, Morales, de la Cenza; the visits of Jacob and the ghost of Domingo Malaga y Colicos.

			

			
				Then he thought again of Tora, his noble steed, and his heart sank.

				Then he saw the dark form knifing through the water, his hand going to his katana. It swam to the dinghy that trailed the galley on a rope lashed to a stern cleat.

				The werewolf. Simon Sardonis. Rolling up into the dinghy to climb under a canvas shroud, where he would remain, Gonji knew, until the moon’s disappearance had transformed him back into a man.

				Gonji felt a pang of sympathy for the forlorn being who so desperately needed a friend, yet resisted all overtures of friendship out of his shame.

				And then Gonji blinked. His breath caught in his throat. His pulse pounded dully in his temples—

				“Iye…it cannot be…”

				They were there. On the shore. There was no mistaking it. A year of resisting the tug of the memory, of dealing with ugly reality, had not erased it for him. The barricades he had erected against believing in them—the near conviction that some fever-spell had created them in his own mind—had not consigned them to mere nightmare. And neither had the avalanche in the Pyrenees destroyed them.

				A mile or more south of the village, the Dark Company—those silent, deathless assassins—sat their mounts at the edge of the sea. And though over the distance he could not see their faces, he knew they were staring at him alone.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

				They sailed southeast out of the inlet, making an obvious display of the course they’d set to influence possible pursuit in that direction. South of Ibiza, the warship and the carac would then circle the Balearic Islands to sail north for Genoa. Orozco reminded Gonji of the ironic similarity between the islands’ name and that of the samurai’s nemesis, Balaerik. It seemed that even here the evil donado had found a way to torture Gonji’s thoughts.

				The galley’s progress was slower than that of the bigger ships, and rather than pushing on, it seemed Salguero had decided to hold the other ships back in escort of Gonji’s party for as long as possible. He either ignored or failed to understand the signals from the galley that he should leave them behind, and it was three days—and a position well south of Majorca—before the carac and the galleon languidly tacked northeast amid much waving and shouting of good fortunes.

				Gonji had taken ill with an ague, compounded by the fever brought on by his deep shoulder wound. He stood weaving and perspiring at the stern cabin as his fellows departed, watching until their sails shrank to specks on the horizon. He bowed deeply toward their wake, praying to the sea kami for their protection. It was a melancholy time. He knew that he had left a sound prospect of sanctuary in Austria for the uncertain terrors of Africa. For the Fortress of the Dead.

				Part of him yearned to be diverted from his course, to be relieved of the karma of this duty. Yet another part desired answers to the mysteries strewn across his tortuous questing path.

				But for now, he spoke into the wind, as if to a jilted lover, judging by the awkward discomfort that clouded the faces of eavesdroppers on deck: “Farewell, Hispania…except for the Inquisition sadists, you are not what I remembered…infested with giants…insects the size of watchtowers…” 

			

			
				Gonji peered over his shoulder at an open-mouthed sailor whose face had gone gray. Then he sighed and kept the rest of his thoughts to himself.

				* * * *

				Seasickness was their first enemy. Many of those on board had had no prior contact with the sea, and it was several days of violent illness before some of them became acclimated. Others never quite did. Soon were heard the first mutterings of regret that they had not abandoned this vague and ominous quest in favor of joining the Knights of Wonder in Austria. So miserable was life at sea for those who had not reckoned on seasickness that even the treacherous overland route would have been preferred.

				The early descent of a dreary Mediterranean winter did not help matters. The gray mantle of sky seemed to press lower each day. The stiff northern breezes churned the sea foam into a cold, rolling froth that spanked the galley southward, plunging and knifing with a queasy monotony. Even Gonji, who had much experience with the indomitable sea, found himself struggling with nausea for several days, though he knew that in his case the problem was based in his illness and injury.

				He encouraged the others with the reminder of two things: The wind that tossed them with such perverse jollity saved them the chore of rowing, and they were seriously understaffed. Also, though they kept constant anxious vigil for the appearance of Spanish sails—and soon those of Turks or Barbary pirates—in the first week the only vessel they caught sight of was a harmless merchant ship fighting its way to the north.

				* * * *

				A week at sea enhanced camaraderie among the diverse band. There were seventy-seven on board, and someone idly reckoned that they had set a new nautical standard by gathering people of no less than nine different nationalities aboard the same ship. To which Orozco jovially appended: “Nine national origins—yet not a single national allegiance left on board; thirty-nine different ideas of what lies beyond the grave; and seventy-nine speculations as to what lies ahead in Africa—besides the grave itself.” When asked why the discrepancy in the latter figure by his chuckling audience, the sergeant advanced that he had at least three premonitions himself, each one worse than the last.

			

			
				And despite similar misgivings shared by all of them, their spirits ran high. Even Pablo Cardenas had thrown over his sullen mood and stoically accepted things as they were. He’d become cordial with Gonji, more friendly with some of the Spanish renegades—particularly Orozco, whom everyone liked, and he lived on the heartfelt hope that he’d eventually be reunited with his family in Spain.

				Valentina seemed to revel in their peculiar circumstances. She took regular shifts on watch, helped the men quite capably with tasks of the worst drudgery, and delighted in the respect and importance she was thusly accorded by the other women on board, who numbered fourteen in all. She engineered everyone’s adjustment to the makeshift modes of privacy necessary in the tight quartering and mixed company. Her frankness and earthy humor went a long way toward alleviating time-wasting embarrassment and fixing the limits and standards of decorum. And yet she mustered enough creative femininity to appoint the stern cabin in a way that even the most delicate of the women found satisfactory, though some of them still shied from her: Her salty tongue was a match for any man’s, and few dared challenge her to an exchange of insults. Only Orozco never resisted a verbal bout.

				Gonji was pleased that they’d been able to rescue her from the stake. Valentina had brought them a badly needed vivaciousness, and she thumbed her nose at the road ahead in a fashion that caused the men in the band to plumb the depths of their own untested intrepidness out of shame.

				The wayward woman of the streets had found a niche, and in the bond she’d formed with Orozco—though he was much her senior—Gonji hoped she’d found still more.

				Buey’s imposing presence did much toward keeping the grumblers in line, and the samurai valued the man’s varied fighting skills, which might be pushed to their limit on some dread morrow.

			

			
				Corsini and his wild Neapolitan bunch were a tonic to Gonji’s ailing spirits. Responding to his old sword-brother’s repeated blandishments, Gonji one day eschewed his carefully maintained dignity for a tilt at the rum cask. A score of men and three women sat below decks exchanging apocryphal tales of the road and drinking to stout health and the continued union of all their parts.

				“Avaunt, blades that would dismember me! Avaunt, monsters who would devour my stinking innards!” LoPresti was shouting above the clamor, fisting an uncharged pistol. Michelangelo LoPresti was one of Corsini’s mercenary band. A short, muscular brigand with a broad, smiling face and curly black hair, LoPresti was ever festooned with an array of weaponry that made him look top-heavy. The noise he made when he moved into battle had caused Corsini to nickname him “Klank.”

				“What is this ‘avaunt’ shit, Klank?” Del Gaudio asked jokingly. “What are we, limp-wristed Francais now? With all due respect to you limp-wristed Francais here,” he appended, evoking a rum-soaked round of laughter from the crowd. Another adventurer from Naples, Del Gaudio was a tall, wiry man in his mid-forties with thinning hair, wild dark eyes, and a penchant for keeping a straight face even in the highest mirth. His other penchant—unbridled lust—had seen him take a nodding interest in Valentina, though she fended his innuendos skillfully, and he generally kept his interest in check as it became known that she was Gonji’s woman. Del Gaudio could only shake his head in bewilderment over the samurai’s overt display of indifference toward her.

				“All right, all right, everybody shut up,” Corsini was saying, waving a hand vigorously, “and I’ll tell you how I met this man—” Here he indicated Gonji, who sat back slowly, eyes brimming with the warmth of both the rum and the memories. “And how Luigi Leone here lost his eye!”

				Luigi swore as the crowd roared its approval of the tale to come. The little man’s surname was not Leone. That had been provided by Gonji, when they had shared the deadly adventure whose recounting now stilled the crowd in the wave-tossed hold of the galley. Luigi had been perpetually anxious about the depth of his courage. Gonji had often enjoined him to think of himself as a lion—leone.


			

			
				The bizarre event, now some eight years in the past, involved the liberation of the people of a valley in the Schwarzwald from the unholy thrall of their feudal lords—a clan of vampires. Corsini’s tale was laced with nostalgic appeals to the ideals of those not-so-distant days, and to the contradictory aspect of the good money their mercenary company had earned. Most poignantly, with respect for the staunch friends who had died such grisly deaths in that campaign.

				By the story’s end, the crowd was breathless, deeply saddened. Gonji’s jawbones worked tautly in his cheeks as he ground his teeth and stared into his cup. Luigi kept rubbing at his eye patch, the symbol of the proof of his courage, which had earned him for all time the nickname Leone.

				And at the end, by way of dramatic punctuation, Corsini opened his shirt and displayed the marks of the vampires’ fangs on his neck and torso. Gasps of shock, as he explained that the scarred flesh around the raised pits of the bite marks were caused when Gonji burned away the Evil, purging the wounds with firebrand and holy water, even as Corsini was himself fighting the samurai off, transforming into one of the undead.

				Gonji felt his head swimming with the memories, averting his eyes from the others that sought him out in wonder. He returned the thanks and the toast Corsini tearfully offered him.

				“Monsters,” Klank LoPresti grunted. “People don’t believe in ’em anymore. Only those of us who’ve lost buona amici—”

				Simon Sardonis, seated at the stairs, rose quietly and climbed to the deck, pushing past Cardenas.

				A pall blanketed the crowd, broken by a few whispers.

				“You talk too much, LoPresti,” Corsini said.

				Gonji pushed up onto his feet and refilled his cup, then another. He moved up the stairs after Simon.

				“Seems like a good idea,” Cardenas observed as he passed. “We may need him.”

				“He needs us, too,” Gonji said, narrow-eyed, “whether he wants to accept it or not.”

			

			
				Gonji found Simon at the prow guardrail.

				“Let it drop,” Simon said without looking back at him. “I’m beyond being offended by drunken faux pas.”

				“Why don’t you rejoin us below, then?” the samurai asked. Simon shook his head to see the extended cup. “Another hour,” Gonji went on, judging to see the lowering sun, “and you may need this. Did you ever try a good—”

				“When I want your quaint diagnosis of my needs, I’ll ask for it,” Simon snapped.

				“Speak German, bitte,” Gonji replied. “I’m afraid I didn’t understand you—again.” He still held out the cup of rum.

				Simon eyed him peevishly, then grabbed the cup out of his hand, sloshing rum over the rail. “All right, monsieur le samurai, I can play at being—human, just as you sometimes can.” He tipped his head back and slugged at the rum.

				“Good,” Gonji said, smiling.

				“Lower the dinghy. It’s my time.”

				The samurai bowed shallowly to him, watching him amble off toward the deck. But stopping on a companionway, Simon turned and cast him a skewed glance.

				“Do you think you could…burn me with firebrand and holy water, should the need arise?”

				Gonji stared at him evenly. “Hai.”

				Simon rumbled out a low laugh. “I think you’re probably the one who could, if it comes to that.”

				“Would that stop you?”

				“Nein,” Simon replied. “I am not a vampire.” He began to climb the creaking steps again, but Gonji halted him.

				“What’s on your mind, Simon?”

				The accursed warrior’s face twisted.

				“The full of the moon.”

				He bounded over a rail and descended to the deck. Gonji called out to the men on duty to lower the dinghy for Simon’s lonely anguish. Then he saw Ahmed Il-Mohar crouched under the crowned roof of a gun port, tapping the fuse of a cannon with an unlit taper. The dark-skinned Morisco smiled enigmatically and made a small gesture at him.

			

			
				Gonji abruptly felt uneasy in the way he always did to see Ahmed’s complacent smile. He wondered what was on the Morisco’s mind.

				* * * *

				“What is it?”

				The renegade lancer on stern watch shook his head slowly. “It’s very small, whatever it is. Doesn’t seem to threaten us. It’s just sitting there.”

				“Not sitting,” his partner corrected. “Keeping pace with us.”

				“I don’t see how,” the lancer replied. “The sails are furled.”

				“How long has it been there?” Gonji asked.

				“About an hour.”

				“An hour?” Gonji grated. “Why wasn’t I told sooner?”

				The lancer shrugged. “Sergeant Orozco—he said not to awaken you unless we were certain of danger.”

				The werewolf growled deep and sonorously in the dinghy below them, drifting to starboard. Gonji peered down. The small boat bobbed like a toy at the end of its long mooring line.

				“Was it bad tonight—for him?” the samurai asked earnestly.

				“Si, senor, for awhile, I think. Then—he came out from under the canopy—and laughed at me.” The soldier’s brow crinkled anxiously as he searched Gonji’s eyes.

				“Laughed at you?”

				Another doglike growl from the boat. Gonji saw a glint of huge fangs as Simon opened his gaping jaws to full extension and hissed up at him in the moon’s straying rays. A man’s head might be bitten off in those jaws, with room to spare.

				“Simon,” Gonji whispered, “are you all right?”

				Something gleamed in the werewolf’s taloned hand. There was a strident creaking sound as of a metallic vessel being crushed. Then Simon hurled the object up onto the deck.

				The second watchman retrieved it: It was the rum goblet, twisted now into formless scrap.

			

			
				Another gurgling half-bark from the dinghy, and one of the men laughed breathily. “Your friend lobis homem—I think he is drunk, senor!”

				“No,” Gonji rasped sharply. “He had only one cup of—” His attention was drawn to the tiny boat illumined by the cloud-bound glow of the waxing moon.

				“Simon,” he called down, pointing out to sea.

				The lycanthrope turned slowly to see where Gonji indicated, and it seemed to the samurai that his grotesque friend sported what could only be described as a canine grin. Simon crawled to one side of the dinghy as he peered at the small shape. The dinghy listed to starboard such that the watchers aboard the galley thought it would capsize. Then—

				Simon drew back, his wolf’s head and humanoid shoulders striving up toward the sky as he howled at the moon. His keening note diminished to a long-drawn baying.

				“Jesus-Maria—”

				Much of the crew was awakened, pounding feet clattering on deck in response. Some of the rudely startled women in the stern cabin began to scream hysterically despite Valentina’s efforts at calming them. Half of them moved below decks, refusing to sleep so near the werewolf’s nocturnal station again.

				* * * *

				When Gonji arose in the morning, it was to see Simon hovering over him in the dim ship’s hold.

				“Never again,” he said firmly.

				Gonji groaned and rolled upright, beginning his stretching regimen. “Hai—what was that all about last night? Everyone thought you’d turned on us.”

				“Don’t make light of it.”

				“Were you…drunk?”

				His swept-back silver eyes blinked rapidly, and he seemed to consider his answer carefully. “I…I think so. It was very strange. I think it put the thing—the energumen—the possessed spirit I host—it put it to sleep?” He seemed dazzled, like one discovering for the first time something wonderful, yet commonplace and not a little embarrassing.

			

			
				“That’s good, neh?”

				“Non, au contraire—it’s very dangerous. You see, the Beast—it—I—seemed to lose control of it. Not in a savage way. Not so that it would climb the rope and rip your filthy little yellow heart out. It’s just that I couldn’t make it speak. I could only growl.”

				“And howl,” Gonji reminded archly.

				“Oui,” Simon allowed sheepishly.

				“One cup of rum—very poor control, neh?” Gonji needled. “No samurai would lose his faculties so eas—”

				“I seem to remember a samurai in Vedun who got so drunk he had to be rolled down the street in a pickle barrel to save his heathen ass—uhh…so they said.”

				Gonji was about to take up the gauntlet when Orozco hobbled halfway down the ladder, calling as he clambered. “Gonji—get up here. Hurry.”

				“What?”

				They followed the sergeant up to the deck to find the entire ship’s complement at the port rail.

				“Cholera,” Gonji breathed. “The little ship from last night?”

				“Not unless it sprouted one helluva hull—”

				“That’s a galleass,” a mercenary declared. “A goddamned galleass!”

				The huge warship was unmistakably tacking in their direction.

				“Six—seven hundred men on a ship like that?” Orozco was speculating with awe.

				“The Golden Fleece Knights—catching up with us so soon?” Gonji wondered aloud.

				Panic began to spread through the ship.

				“Well, what now?” Cardenas asked as he moved up to them, his face lined with fear.

				“Big cannon balls, I’d imagine,” Gonji ventured quietly.

				“We’re going to take them, no?” Corsini asked, eyes aflame with the flicker of anticipated conflict. “We tack around and take them.”

			

			
				“Are you crazy?” someone was shouting. “Our five guns against—what? Eighty?”

				“We’re fighting a righteous battle, aren’t we?” Corsini challenged. “Look what God’s seen us through so far.”

				“We’re not fighting it like lunatics,” Gonji cautioned. “That’s why we’re still alive. Simon?”

				“What?” He looked as if he’d just been accused.

				“Isn’t there something you can do?”

				Simon’s angular face warped as if he’d been addressed by a lunatic. “We outrun them, that’s what we do,” he said.

				“Impossible,” Orozco said, shaking his head and scowling. He began charging his pistols.

				Simon was backing away, eyes flickering as the samurai approached him imploringly. 

				“Orozco’s right,” Gonji said. “We can’t outrun them.”

				“So we put our backs into the oars. That plus the sails will—”

				“Think, man, think what you’re saying,” Gonji argued, his voice rising.

				“Three-hundred-fifty rowers on that vessel,” Orozco observed, gazing across the waves. 

				“Get our rowers to their stations,” Gonji told Orozco. “Every man to an oar. Don’t—let them—panic. Simon—”

				“I’ll take my place at the oars like the others—”

				“Simon—”

				“What else can I do? Tell me what you want.”


				People began looking toward them fretfully now. The undermanned rowers put their backs into the hopeless task, the women taking up places alongside the men.

				“Will you help me control these people?” Gonji said through clenched teeth.

				“What is it you want of me? That I should swim out there and kill as many of them as I can until they destroy me? What do you think I am, some kind of murdering monster?” When he realized what he’d said, he turned his back on Gonji and stalked to an unattended oar. Its shaft creaked in the oarlock as he began to row.

				Gonji took up the oar behind him.

			

			
				“Simon—the storm,” he whispered as they rowed.

				The first booming of the pursuing ship’s mighty guns tore shrieks of terror from the rowers. One ball crashed into the sea off the port bow, sending water cascading over the rails and scuppers.

				“Remember when you raised that wind over Vedun,” Gonji went on, “when you first came to the militia in the catacombs? You frightened our enemies then—”

				“I told you I have no control over that. It’s the will of God, or more likely His whim.”

				“Maybe it’s his will, but it’s still your mood that inspires it—your anger, your pride—something.”

				“Leave me be!”

				Another cannonade. More heavy balls whistled by. The sea erupted before and behind them with the plunging shot. Then there was an explosion over their heads. The mizzen-mast boom split and shattered into kindling over the stern cabin, sail and rigging crashing down over the shouting rowers.

				“Sancta mierda! Holy Shit!” Buey was roaring. “Turn this vessel about and let’s give them a taste of our own guns. Let’s die like soldiers, not rabbits!”

				“Simon—” Gonji leapt up from where he had been thrown back by the impact. “What is it, Simon?” he yelled, grabbing the lycanthrope by one sinewy arm that felt like threaded cable. “Are you afraid you’ll harm your precious Golden Fleece Knights? What’s going to happen to all these people? If you can raise a storm, you’ll imperil us just as surely as them, but at least we’ll have an even chance to survive. They can’t attack us in a storm. For God’s sake—do what I’ve seen you do—call on the storm kami—raise the kamikaze, the Divine Wind!”

				Simon pushed him down and ran back to help the people clear the heavy tangle of debris at the stern. Another volley raked the air all about them—chain shot, intended to shred their sails. A cannonball slammed into the portside hull above the water line, but at an acute angle, glancing off the boards and rocking the galley violently. Most of the ship’s complement were knocked off their feet, amid screams and prayers for deliverance.

			

			
				Gonji descended on Simon in fury. “All right, all right, forget that you’re a man, then. Be a scurrying beast. Run to your dinghy and hide under your canopy so that no mere mortal eyes can see your terror and cowardice!”

				“I’ll kill you for that!” Simon stalked him, fists balled for mayhem. The lupine silver eyes that bore into Gonji’s soul flashed with fervent emotion.

				Gonji pulled the Sagami from its scabbard. “Come on, then, friend. Rip me to shreds. Show them what a monster you truly are.”

				“I’m not a monster!”

				Simon wrenched a saber from the belted scabbard of a mercenary and lashed out at Gonji, their blades sparking and shrieking in metallic wrath in the lashing sea spray. The samurai fended and parried on the shifting deck, fighting only defensively as he backed against the entrapping fo’c’sle. The shroud of the topsail was split by a cannonball that sailed on into the sea as they fought, tattered canvas fanning about the hole. Their shipmates roared from the oars, bellowing at the two to stop this madness.

				An angry wind began to lash the sea, rocking the galley with its gale force. Icy rain swept across the deck, then whipped into a roiling column as bodies were strewn across the boards, some injured and bleeding, scrabbling for the relative safety of the hatches.

				Simon raised his saber high overhead, his mouth a great silently crying rictus as he stood above the samurai. Gonji knelt on one knee in a corner, katana angled defensively overhead. The lycanthrope slowly lowered his sword and wiped the slashing rain from his obscured vision. He looked around him, out to sea, chest heaving as he grimaced.

				More than one voice chimed out:

				“Look—!”

				Gonji rose at his side. The others began to quit the oars and join them at the rail, clinging to the rigging and gunwales for purchase on the tossing deck. They stared incredulously at the massive enemy galleass. She was caught in a tempestuous sea, her sails’ faces full to bursting with the sudden colossal gale, as if battered from mighty crosswinds. 

			

			
				Tempest-tossed and storm-battered though they were, the refugees soon realized that the worst of the storm’s fury had mystically spared them. The Venetian galley now began to make slow but inexorable headway, separating from the galleass, which seemed cupped in a maelstrom.

				“Yoi,” Gonji breathed, eyes shining as if at a revelation. “Now—now—we’ve been granted a reprieve. Get to the oars. Everyone. Row till your backs break!”

				They took up their places, pulling at the oars for fair. They rowed throughout the day, taking food and water as they bent to their endlessly agonizing task. Yet not a complaint was heard, but only the occasional yelp of death-confounding glee to see the galleass slowly diminish in the eerie storm they left behind, far to the north.

				* * * *

				A heavy gloom descended before the setting of the sun. When Simon took up his place in the skimming dinghy that trailed the galley by its long lanyard, a deep fog overtook them from astern. The rowers continued well into the night, small crews breaking off in shifts—not a man of them able to stand straight without groaning against their aches—to snatch at a brief respite and lend a hand with the repair of the sails and mizzenmast boom.

				They chattered nervously to smother the sound of Simon’s dreadful transformation, all of them understanding by this time the agony attendant on the werewolf’s erupting out of the body of the man.

				Del Gaudio was the first to spot the small boat nestled in the fog.

				“The one from last night?” Gonji inquired. Several grunts came in affirmation. “Who are they? How’d she make it through the storm?”

				“Their sails are furled, yet they keep pace.”

				“Pretty close now,” Orozco observed. “She bears no guns. What’s her intent? Should we try to hail her?”

				“No,” Gonji spat, swallowing back the unbidden tremor in his voice. He scratched at the back of his head nervously. A vague alarm had begun to sound inside him.

			

			
				“It’s a felucca,” Corsini identified, just as the first thunk of a crossbow quarrel broke the whispering silence. It had plunked through the hull above the waterline.

				“What the hell? They must be mad.”

				Another shot lanced into the water off the starboard bow. Two clacked into the deck boards.

				“Yiiiii!”

				A mercenary clutched at the bolt that sprouted from his clavicle, eyes straining at their sockets. He emitted a gurgled outcry as he wrenched at the invading missile, then twisted down onto the deck, lashing out in his death pangs. His mates looked on, paralyzed with shock, to see the spreading pool of blood emerge beneath his twitching form.

				Two more near misses before they hit the deck, eyeing one another wildly.

				“Sons o’ bitches,” Buey swore. “We turn and send them to the bottom.”

				“No,” Gonji countered, “we can outrun them. They can’t keep pace. We haven’t time to waste. By the time we come about and deal with them, that galleass could be back on our behinds. Do you want that?”

				They stared at him a moment, something in his tone that they’d not heard before raising wary looks. Then they were back to the oars, pulling and craning their necks to starboard at the same time.

				Bolts continued to plunk into the ship from time to time, almost lazily. Whoever they were, their arrogance was insufferable. Their lack of concerted fire testified to their contempt for the firepower and valor of the galley’s crew. But there was something else troubling the renegades: At this distance, their accuracy was incredible. Pushing the arbalest’s firing range to the limit, they were nonetheless striking their target with fearsome regularity.

				Makeshift shielding was raised along the starboard side of the ship. The intimidating impacts of bolts continued sporadically through the night. When dawn broke, the fog lifted, and the felucca receded from view.

				Forty-seven bolts dotted the protecting shields and hatch covers. The dead mercenary was consigned to the sea.

			

			
				* * * *

				A change came over Gonji the next day. 

				He sat at the tiller hour after hour, staring beyond the ship’s wake at the distant northern horizon. He was tormented by baleful memories, for he knew now who his pursuers must be, and he feared them. Feared them more than he had the galleass; more than any nemesis in a long time.

				Grim recollection of the reanimated dead man who had testified against Gonji at the Burning Court fortified his certainty:

				The Dark Company had been set on his trail again. And he knew that his hated enemy, Balaerik, must be the power behind this vile necromancy, as well.

				Gonji’s nightmares were still crowded with the images of death and loneliness their unearthly pursuit had visited on him over a year ago. He had lost many close friends to their uncanny skills, and it had been his fault, for he had found no way to deal with this threat that seemed to regard him so lightly, as it tormented him.

				At midday Valentina brought him a light repast of smoked fish and ale. He turned down the ale and drank water instead. Already their drinking water had gone stale.

				“It’s a relief to see, you know,” she said to him.

				He cast the woman a wondering glance. “What’s that?”

				“That you can be afraid of something, like everyone else.”

				“Does it show that obviously?” he sighed, squaring his shoulders and turning back to the sea.

				“Who are they, that they bother you so much?”

				His brow furrowed. “An old enemy. Killers of those I hold dear.” He was surprised to hear his own frankness.

				But she had chosen to interpret his words figuratively. She moved close beside him, resting her chin on his uninjured shoulder. “I know your pain, Gonji-chan. Once I had a baby boy, can you believe that? The whore became a mother… He died,” she appended simply, though the mournful eloquence of her admission caused Gonji to be moved by sympathy.

			

			
				Valentina broke the silent sharing after a time. “It’s God’s will, I suppose. We just have to deal with it.”

				“We call it karma.”

				“I know. I’ve heard.” She reached around and kissed him, her lips perking impishly afterward, as she peered back along the deck. “Don’t worry. No one saw.” She wrinkled her nose at him and hurried back to the deck to rejoin a group mending a sail.

				Moments later, Sergeant Orozco enjoined the crew to step lively about their business, affecting a mock-military tone. Then he climbed up to speak with Gonji at the tiller.

				“Helluva lady, isn’t she?”

				“Mmm?”

				“Your Tina-chan.”

				“Hai,” Gonji replied, a tad defensive toward the sergeant’s implication.

				“You could do better by her,” Orozco observed, spitting into the sea and wiping his mouth on a sleeve. “This business about Fracastoro’s disease and all that—shit! Who doesn’t have it these days? We’re all gonna die anyway…”

				“What are you trying to say, Orozco-san?”

				“Orozco-san,” he mimicked scornfully. “Don’t go getting stiff and formal on me, senor sa-moo-rai. What’s the difference whether you die by disease or these devil archers skewer you in your sleep? I’ll tell you what the difference is, the first way you get to enjoy the pleasures of a—”

				“Carlos, have I ever presumed to get so personal with you?”

				Orozco snorted. “I don’t know about this Jappo code business. Christ, have you only slept with virgins in all your years in Europe? That’s a far greater sin, you know, than—than—mierda, why am I wasting my time trying to explain?”

				“Si, why are you?”

				“Ahh—like talking to a goddamned quintain on the practice field.” He waved an arm and turned away.

				“Why don’t you court her yourself, old man, if your concern is for Valentina’s loneliness?”

			

			
				Orozco sneered. “I just might do that.” He pumped a fist for emphasis and departed.

				Gonji’s insides churned with his conflicting emotions. He was not cheered to find Cardenas joining him moments later.

				“Sorry to disturb your private space,” the solicitor said.

				“Well, you’ve done it, so say what’s on your mind,” Gonji replied.

				“Once again you’ve involved me with sorcery. That hurricane wind—”

				“And this time it saved your life, senor, did you give no thought to that?” Gonji rubbed his tense face petulantly.

				“Si, you didn’t let me finish,” Cardenas replied. “The irony of that did not escape me.”

				Gonji met his eyes, seeing warmth in them for the first time. Then, shadow-smooth and nearly without a sound, the tall form of Simon Sardonis glided up next to them.

				“Have them clear the stern hold for tonight, and then lock me in there,” he told Gonji enigmatically. “When the—the commotion has ceased, release me, and I’ll help with the rowing.”

				The lycanthrope’s meaning ultimately would become the talk of the boat.

				* * * *

				An eerie scene transpired just past midnight, as the newly erupted, gigantic form of the werewolf took up a post at the oars, his broad, sinewy back bending effortlessly to the task. 

				The rest of the refugees stared in wonder, strangely encouraged to see this terrible golden apparition—whose European legend haunted the dark recesses of their thoughts—now openly enlisted in their cause.

				Wild courage swept through them an hour later, then, when they saw the pursuing, ghostly felucca appear again.

				Gonji pondered a long moment, then issued the breathless order to swing the ship about and engage their bold attackers head on. Peering out from between the shields, the samurai and his trusted leaders watched apprehensively as the galley’s five heavy bow guns were brought to bear on the tiny craft.

			

			
				The first volley carried too far. The second booming discharge fell short, their adjustments compensating too much. The third sequential explosions from the cannon began to pepper the sea all about the felucca, which still sailed on through the dark waters, suicidally unconcerned.

				Men could be seen standing in the felucca now, gathering unhurriedly at the rails to stare at them across the briny waters. The mercenaries whispered and nudged one another—what warriors could be so heedless of death? And now there was something else: other forms—sleek, shadow-like, gliding over the ship like dragon’s breath.

				Gray-black mists with eyes like fiery red pits. Windows onto Hell.

				A cannonball crashed into the felucca with a furious explosion of sea foam and smoke, splintering wood and cries of victory from among the refugees. They began clapping one another on their backs. Only Gonji withheld any sign of triumph.

				His breath stayed, he beheld the listing of the broken vessel with desperate expectancy. Its hull bursting below its shallow draw, the felucca took water and sank in scant minutes. All the while, her eerie crew stood amass on her single deck, issuing no outcry, making no effort at saving themselves.

				The felucca was swallowed by the sea. Twisting shadows, like oil spills, were the only sign of her passage.

				* * * *

				The following night the galley was taken aback when a sudden cross-current gust of wind flattened her sails. The wind dissipated completely almost at once, and Gonji’s party found themselves becalmed, motionless, somewhere to the south of Sicily.

				The crew had become restive, small fights breaking out among them. There was a renewal of various superstitious practices, much mumbling of private prayer. Their strange journey had begun to gnaw at each person’s secret fears, to evoke nightmares.

				So there was no great surprise in the discovery that the sunken felucca had diabolically resurrected itself to give chase again. 

			

			
				The rowers strained at the oars to press them ahead, their only means of propulsion now. Simon, in his bestial guise once again, took up a place among the benches.

				“What in the name of all demonic agents are they?” Gonji demanded of an unresponsive cosmos. “What fires their evil magic?”

				“Maybe they work like the faery-ring maidens,” Buey proposed.

				Orozco grunted. “You won’t get any more of my silver to try on them.”

				Gonji’s hand worked at the hilt of the belted Sagami. The rhythmic sluicing of water by the oars and the groaning of the spars were the only sounds for a long space. “I doubt it,” he answered at last. “This is something much worse. Some—godless black sorcery we’ve never encountered.”

				“Is her crew the same?”

				“Hard to tell.”

				“Maybe they steal the lives of those they slay,” Corsini interjected. “Maybe we shouldn’t be so quick to throw our dead into the sea.”

				“What else can we do with them?” Klank LoPresti asked. “Can’t be stinking up the place with corpses gone ripe. Jesus—”

				“She’s drifting closer,” Orozco said.

				“Son-of-an-Ingelese-bitch—they’re not even rowing!”

				“Get my longbow,” Gonji ordered to no one in particular, his voice firm with a sudden resolve. “They’re getting within our range, I’d say, Corsini-san.”

				The battle-scarred Neapolitan grinned broadly and went after his own bow.

				Gonji moved to the canted rowing benches and engaged Simon. “Have any intuition about our insistent enemies out there?”

				“No,” he replied simply in the guttural growl that was the voice of the Beast.

				“Care to try another swim to see what you can learn about them?”

				“Forget it. I’m still sodden from last time. I don’t like getting water in my ears. You go this time.”

				Gonji’s eyes flicked to the stiff, pointed ears the werewolf mentioned, unsure whether Simon was serious or merely indulging in a sarcastic jest. Nearby rowers snickered nervously, having evidently decided on the latter.

			

			
				Gonji and Corsini, the best archers among the warrior party, took up positions on either side of a shield above the tiller. The felucca was almost directly behind them now, having closed the distance between them to no more than three-hundred yards.

				“I know no demons of Hell that can resist a thirteen-fist war arrow fired by a righteous hand,” Corsini said, making a wry face as he tested his archer’s ring.

				“That makes your bow useless, Corsini,” Del Gaudio called from behind.

				A spate of laughter, Gonji hissing them to stillness. He and Corsini nodded to each other and began launching alternating shots. Their shafts whistled off into the cloud-mounted night air, and they gradually found the range. Corsini was the first to strike the felucca’s deck, as Gonji’s wounded shoulder made the powerful pull difficult. “Looks like your contest,” he conceded, watching the unhurried shuffling on the small craft that came in response to the implanted shaft.

				“What the hell are those things running around the deck?” someone asked.

				“Dogs?”

				“Too fast for dogs.”

				“They’ve got their own werewolves, maybe,” Luigi Leone whispered, looking over his shoulder at the huge straining back covered by golden fur.

				“Shut up,” Gonji warned.

				They resumed their volleying, as the felucca magically picked up speed and tacked eastward to flank them on the port side.

				Thwack! The first crossbow bolt slammed into the galley’s hull.

				“They sure as hell have the range in their pockets,” Corsini noted.

				Gonji and his old battle-mate ran down to take up a new position at a portside shield. As they began firing again, the felucca now judged at about two-hundred-fifty yards off, a steel-tipped quarrel skimmed through a scupper and shattered a screaming mercenary’s ankle.

			

			
				“Block those scuppers with barrels or chests,” Orozco ordered. Several women and a few men off the oars scrambled after blocking objects.

				Corsini’s next shot caught one of the eerie boatmen in the side, ripping through his arm and biting into the rib cage, pinning the arm.

				“Yo-ho!” Corsini shouted, his mates pounding him on the back. Their excitement abated as they watched the event that followed aboard the felucca.

				The stricken man’s cohorts gathered round him. One of them tore the arrow from his body and flung it overboard. The man who’d been hit moved to the starboard rail and nonchalantly set one foot upon it, leering out toward the galley. The magnificent bowshot had apparently caused him not the slightest discomfort.

				Terrified looks passed from one observer to another. Gonji felt their failing courage, knew it for the enervating foe it was. He breathed in short gasps, trying to steady his reeling mind, to concentrate on some useful plan that would at least forestall panic.

				“Here—look here,” he commanded. “Those things that walk the deck. Let’s try one of them.”

				“What for?” Corsini asked disconsolately. “Target practice?”

				Two bolts bit into the hull just below Corsini, startling him. A third sizzled by overhead to splash into the sea, starboard.

				“Target practice, then,” Corsini said resignedly as Gonji cast him a censuring glance.

				They drew a bead on one of the slithering creatures as it coursed a rail with quicksilver litheness. Both shots missed short, the creature paying them no heed. Gonji’s next release slammed into the hull directly beneath the apparition, which now resembled a tarred lynx as the felucca drifted nearer. They watched with fascination as it looked out languidly toward them. Then they crouched with sudden shock as two bolts chillingly struck their shield, almost simultaneously.

				“You think their quarrels are as harmless as our shafts?” Corsini asked jestingly.

				“They’re closer now,” Gonji noted. “The rest of you archers grab your bows and get over here. Let’s try some concerted fire.”

			

			
				While the men scurried to comply, the pair tried another volley. Startling results—

				Gonji’s shaft sped just over a creature’s head as it reclined, preening itself atop the prow. It tipped its shadowy head sharply to allow the arrow to fly by, nearly striking a crossbowman behind it. Corsini’s shaft arced downward, the shadow-cat following its course until, at the last instant, it withdrew a paw with a lithe recoil that barely evaded the thunking arrow. Unconcernedly, the creature stood and stretched itself, then resumed its slinking walk around the rail.

				“Fast,” Corsini rasped. “Damn, they’re fast!”

				The archers assembled, now ten in all, and Gonji thought a moment before fanning them out for maximum crossfire effect.

				“Now, everyone—concentrate your aim on that prowling beast,” he directed. “Forget the men for now.”

				They demurred a moment, then came to agreement. They waited behind their shields, out of sight, until the murky creature lithely padded around to their side of the felucca’s rail again. On Gonji’s signal, they all swung into the arrow loops between the shielding.

				The Dark Company had been waiting for them. A half-dozen arbalests clacked just as the refugee archers drew and fired.

				“Polidori!” Corsini shouted beside Gonji, his eyes jacking open with abrupt recognition. Then several things happened in rapid succession.

				The shadow-cat skipped backward to avoid two shafts, but another, from an oblique angle, skewered it through the shoulder, belting it off the rail. Shouts of triumph, smothered at once, altering into cries of alarm—

				Corsini turned his back to the shield and clutched at the bolt embedded in his chest, his hands clawing slick and red at the front of his shirt. His gurgled moan of distress was choked with blood. Gonji lowered him to the deck, ran a hand through his hair helplessly, breathing his friend’s name.

				“Poli—dori,” the Italian brigand choked out at him, grabbing Gonji’s jerkin with a bloody hand as his eyes glazed over in death.

				The samurai removed the stiffening fingers and pushed up to the rail, climbing defiantly between two shields. Lances of hate beamed from his dark eyes, burning into the relentless pursuers.

			

			
				“Bastards!” he roared. “Come and face meeeeee!”

				Orozco tried to pry him away for his own safety, but Gonji pushed him off. Buey wrapped him up in a mighty bear hug, and the two began to struggle, stopping when they heard Del Gaudio’s shout.

				“Hey-hey, she’s pulling away. Something happening.”

				They all pushed in between the shields to see, even the rowers leaving their posts. Simon leapt from the deck and powerfully scrambled up onto the topmast, clinging by taloned hands and feet.

				It was true. The felucca was drifting off now, the dwindling figures on the deck huddled together curiously.

				“It worked—Jesus-Maria, it worked—”


				“Kill the cats, then, no?”

				Gonji ignored the celebration, skeptical of the hard-won victory’s ultimate meaning. “Luigi—Del Gaudio—what did he mean? Polidori?”

				Del Gaudio growled and shook his head, as if banishing some delusion. “Si, I saw it, too. The plumed hat, his trademark. For a minuto I thought it was Polidori, also. But it cannot be.”

				“Who is this Polidori?”

				“You never heard of him? Cattivo uomo—a very bad fellow. A Milanese duellist. Some say the greatest of all. Killed—what, Leone?—a hundred fifty men, or more? Men…some women…” He went on bemusedly as one-eyed Luigi tearfully shrugged him off, bending over the fallen Corsini. “His specialty was killing over the ladies—other men’s ladies. He liked killing much more than loving, but I guess he liked the two together best of all because he would seduce or otherwise dishonor married ladies to force their husbands into dueling with him. The widow-maker, his amici used to call him. Then he killed more than a few widows who tried to avenge the husbands they’d cuckolded with him!”

				“I know his type,” Valentina said disgustedly, “and you’re right, Del Gaudio, they do like the cuckolding and the killing more than the bedding. What that sort needs is to encounter the right kind of woman. One with a sense of honor and the means to extract vengeance. Those pampered Milanese ladies you speak of ought to be hung, every one. Some people aren’t happy unless they’re wallowing in the gutter.”

			

			
				She turned on her heel and stalked off, the venom in her tone still hanging in the somber air. No one spoke for a time, her candor taking them by surprise.

				“Well, someone did him in,” Del Gaudio finally added.

				“Eh?”

				“Polidori—that’s why it couldn’t have been him. He was murdered finally, so I heard.”

				Gonji’s eyes narrowed. He squeezed the hilt of his katana as he looked out to sea. “Sometimes the dead—won’t stay dead.”

				Simon Sardonis brayed a canine laugh from the topmast. They all eyed the monstrous werewolf uneasily to hear the uncharacteristic sound.

				“You need to take a firm hand with the dead,” he rasped down eerily, his laughter fracturing the morbid quiet on the deck as his snout angled at the moon.

				“Don’t you go mad on me now,” Gonji fired up at him, pointing a finger. The irony of his own statement didn’t register on him until he’d had time to decipher the meaning of Simon’s renewed outpouring of barking laughter. 

				Tomorrow night would bring the full of the moon. 

				* * * *

				The Night of Chains, Simon was wont to call it. For during the full-moon nights of his youth, when the orphaned wolf-child was raised in a French monastery, he was habitually shackled to the wall of a locked and barred cellar.

				The galley provided no such sure deterrent to his madness on this night, and it had been this more than anything else that Simon had dreaded. For on the night of the first transformation under a new full moon, the demon within him held sway. Simon’s spirit was consigned to some dim recess of their sphere of cohabitation, and there was no end to the savagery the primitive Beast might wreak. If it killed on this night, the agonizing transformations that ostracized him from normal humans would occur each night until the next full moon; albeit, Simon would then assume control of the Beast. If he was prevented from killing, he would be a normal man for the duration of that moon, freed of the horror with which he regarded the sun’s decaying light.

			

			
				It was Gonji who had shamed him out of his self-pity, a few years earlier, proving to him that he possessed the strength and courage to take control of the raging Beast even on the Night of Chains, once the Beast had slaked its blood-thirst. The struggle for control was a terrible thing to behold. It was an ordeal that Simon resisted, much preferring the horrible madness to play itself out while he thrashed about while helplessly chained, unable to kill. And it seemed necessary on this full-moon night, when he must be prevented at all cost from allowing the Beast to kill, in these circumstances.

				Gonji, for his part, dreaded the loss of the werewolf’s power during this increasingly deadly journey. It boded ill to eschew the werewolf’s raging fury. But what was there to be done about it? He had avoided voicing the gruesome thought he had very briefly entertained—that one of them should be chosen as a sacrifice that night, such that others might live. He knew how Simon—not to mention the others—would react to the unthinkable idea, for he hated the Beast’s savagery and wished earnestly to be like other men.

				So as night drew on, a grim-visaged Simon, who once again refrained from meeting the eyes of the others, was bound into the dinghy with heavy rope and rigging, lashed to the boards and cleats in an effort to hold the Beast at bay. The dinghy was lowered into the sea, and the mooring rope that connected it to the ship was paid out to its full length. Pistols and bows brandished in sweating fists, the tense squad led by Gonji took up its dual vigil in the stern: They would at once watch for the reappearance of the Dark Company’s felucca and guard against the uncontrolled Beast’s breaking free and trying to climb the rope to the ship. He would not be able to swim to them, for a stiff breeze carried them on their course now, and the oars had been shipped.

				As anxiety gave vent to sporadic outbreaks of temper, the violent struggle on the dinghy came to their attention. They saw the shredding of the canvas, the lateral tossing of the small boat as it skimmed the waves. There came to their ears a crunching and snapping din. A cleat broke loose on the dinghy and sprang into the air. Then they heard the terrible bellowing of the ensnared werewolf, the sounds of internal conflict that manifested themselves in cursing and shouting in two different voices.

			

			
				There was a moment’s respite. Then, suddenly, coils of rope burst upward, savaged by fang and claw, and the monster that was not Simon Sardonis loomed up over the dinghy’s bow and regarded them all with bloodthirsty red eyes.

				An epidemic gasping broke across the deck of the galley, the confidence they’d learned to feel in the werewolf s powerful presence utterly dashed.

				“Sharp eye,” Gonji cautioned without taking his eyes from the baleful monster. “Keep watch for that ship.”

				The werewolf seized the mooring rope and began to climb.

				“Simon,” Gonji shouted, “take command. You know you can.”

				“Ja—come and help me, little slope-head.” The voice that issued in reply from the Beast, speaking in High German, was not Simon’s but another’s. Chilling in its foul appetite; in its eagerness to kill, to devour with sadistic savagery. Simon had long ago told Gonji of its desire to destroy the samurai, how it sometimes whispered without voice that Simon should rend him. How, in a dreadful, unguarded moment of lost control, Simon had very nearly tried once.

				“Should we shoot it?” Orozco said, his pistol shaking in a nervous grip. “Or what?”

				Gonji deliberated, thoughts galloping in several directions, shaking his head vigorously at last. “Got to wound him, that’s all.”

				“What? In this sea? How you going to sight straight enough?”

				“Just let me try,” Gonji shot back. “He’s my compadre. My responsibility. You just hold your fire unless it becomes necessary.”

				The Beast’s back skimmed the water’s surface as he climbed upside down along the heavy rope. Then its form disappeared altogether, plunging beneath a wave. It washed back up, roaring at the elements, its fur matted and glistening in the full moon’s harsh reflection.

			

			
				Gonji launched an arrow, missing low, the shaft darting into the cold gray waters. He nocked another razor-tipped shaft, rotated his bow downward, and trained it on target. Fired—

				The Beast howled and spun in shock and pain. It nearly lost its grip on the lanyard. It ripped the war arrow from its shoulder, twining its furred legs about the rope for uneasy purchase. Its savage roaring was repeatedly drowned by the creature’s helpless dips below the rolling waves.

				“That won’t stop him,” Buey cried.

				“It might slow him, make him think,” Gonji reminded. “If he’s capable of thinking.”

				Then bedlam broke loose near the bow.

				All eyes had been trained on the outre drama at the stern. No one noticed when or how the soaking intruder in caftan and burnoose had boarded. But they soon learned for what purpose.

				A Morisco woman turned at the sound of splattering seawater and screamed. She extracted a poniard from her belt and raised it to defend herself, but the evilly grinning stranger’s scimitar licked out and plunged into her belly, a vicious curved wedge of Damascus steel yanking out slick and red through her grasping fingers as she fell.

				Screams of shock and bellows of rage. Two pistols barked, one on either side of the crumpled form, lead balls tearing into the swarthy killer from point-blank range. He peered down at the black holes in his caftan and snaked out with his blade, relieving one startled mercenary of his arm, up to the elbow, and tearing through the windpipe of the other. The deathless assassin came on, rotating his scimitar in invitation.

				The warriors circled him warily, lunging in with bared steel. The Moriscos among them shouted at him in their language, calling out threats and demands that he surrender. The intruder took a dozen sword cuts that had no effect as he swept on through them, felling three more men with his deadly slashes. Unhurried, a relentless, indestructible juggernaut.

				By now Gonji recognized that the ship had been invaded by the Dark Company. He looked back and forth from the slaughter on the deck to the oncoming werewolf, who still dangled from the mooring rope.

			

			
				“What do we do?” his men were crying.

				“I’ll tell you what we do,” Orozco replied, his pistol booming in the night, the ball tearing into the howling Beast that had been Simon Sardonis. “We fight for our lives!” he roared.

				Gonji swore at the sergeant but loaded his bow and sighted on the Beast again. He stayed his breathing, fighting the rolling of the sea to find a non-vital spot on the werewolf. He fired. His shaft struck the creature in the thigh. It bellowed and lost its leg-hold, one raking paw of a foot striving to catch the rope again.

				Then the samurai turned from it and bounded down onto the deck, shouting for the others to make way. His daisho came out as one as he rushed the sneering Arab, whose undying body now bore the tattering marks of a score of sword and pistol wounds.

				Gonji stopped sharply, then stamped forward, catching the deadly scimitar’s beheading arc on the ko-dachi and turning it overhead. He dropped to one knee and whirled the katana low, severing the assassin’s leg at the knee joint. The monster registered no pain but only surprise as it toppled to the boards. It lost its scimitar, and the samurai descended on its downed form in fury, his next stroke severing its head, wrenching outcries of revulsion as the head rolled against the rail, its eyes open, the mouth still working.

				A rasping hiss issued from that mouth, which formed words that seemed to come to their ears out of the air itself. Gonji stalked the head as though it were some loathsome cornered vermin that might spring.

				The shadow-cat’s claw raked at him through the scupper where it had been clinging to the hull, unseen, as silent and deadly as nightshade. The claw scored his boot, scratching his ankle. He bounded back two paces, then bolted at it with both blades lashing in twin-fanged wrath, striking only wood as the cat withdrew with unearthly speed.

				The dismembered parts of the assassin began to move, to slither along the deck like ungainly vipers.

			

			
				“Destroy it!” Gonji shouted. “Cut it to bits!”

				But the others were slow to respond, and even the samurai hesitated, uncertain how to approach the wetly creeping sections; where to strike effectively. Fear of the dark sorcery that animated the undead killer froze their thews.

				The body was drawn over the rail, the head and leg section slipping eerily through the scuppers, and the tripartite assassin disappeared under the waves. The cat leapt off the hull, bows being rushed to engagement at the rail. But the creature dissolved into a dark spot atop the water and casually drifted off, an inky form, dotted by hellish red eyes, whose stain moved off upon the waves.

				Gonji cursed and slammed a fist on the rail, sprinting for the stern again, when he heard Buey shout his name.

				The werewolf was pulling itself inexorably up the rope, growling furiously at the ashen squad.

				“Can we kill him?” Orozco blared.

				“It’s harder than you think,” Gonji responded. “I’ve seen him take more wounds in a single night than that thing we just dispatched back there.”

				They opened fire with the pistols, one shot at a time, gauging the effect on the lycanthrope, trying to avoid hitting him in any vital area. With each shot the creature’s progress was slowed, until finally it released its grip and fell into the churning water.

				“Cholera,” Gonji growled, hoping they would not lose Simon to the sea. “Simon!” he cried down into the ship’s wash.

				For a heart-clutching space, the bipedal wolf was lost from view. Then a golden-tufted arm grasped the dinghy’s oarlock, thirty yards aft. Another… The werewolf painfully pulled itself aboard, began slashing and tearing at the small boat’s mast, leveling it in its rage and pain, bashing at the boards until it began to take water. Still the savage Beast vented its primitive fury, crashing out sections of hull to reveal the skeletal futtocks. And when it had spent itself, it collapsed and clung to the shattered fragment of boat still towed by the shredded, unwinding mooring rope.

				As the moon’s unrelenting eye was gradually obliterated by dawn’s gray haze, only Gonji remained to watch the accursed man’s return to humankind. He was fearfully pulled from the water by shaking hands, his wounds attended to by two women and a man with fretful faces. The others discovered the phenomenon Gonji recalled from the campaign at Vedun: The pistol balls and arrowheads had been ejected from the body during reversion. His many wounds, cauterized by sea water and bound carefully now with a Moorish unguent and bandages, already had begun to heal. Exhausted and near delirium, Simon managed a weak gesture of gratitude for what they’d done, heartened as he was by the prospect of freedom from the Beast for the space of a month.

			

			
				* * * *

				The dead were buried at sea while Gonji slept. Anxiety and atavistic terror over the portentous events of the previous night, coupled with the effects of exhaustion, caused violence and mutiny among the refugees.

				An Austrian mercenary imagined that a Morisco who approached behind him was the assailant from the night before. He shot him through the head. A fight ensued, broken up by Buey and the other lancers before any other serious harm was incurred.

				Gonji was roused from slumber to find the ship’s complement hotly disputing the completion of the quest. Many favored abandoning the accursed voyage and trying to rejoin their fellows in Austria. Those who had had enough of evil sorcery were now supported by certain detractors of Gonji and his methods of leadership, fueled by the belief that Simon’s aid was lost to them. Delivered from the shadow of the Beast, they poured out their secret misgivings.

				Gonji held an impromptu vote, those choosing to go on aligning themselves with him at the bow. The Spanish lancers and Italian rogues joined him, along with Valentina and two women whose men had been killed, the Moriscos, and several individuals splintered from the dissenting factions. But the samurai was surprised to find that his side was outvoted.

				Drawing the Sagami, Gonji summarily brought an end to the proceedings by reminding them that they operated under the military structure of a free company, not a democracy. He dispersed them with a blunt warning against failed resolve.

			

			
				“Very nicely handled,” Ahmed Il-Mohar told him moments later. “I didn’t think you’d allow a panicked mob to sway you.”

				Gonji scratched his beard stubble and cocked an eyebrow, unsure of the Morisco’s sincerity.

				“You can be certain of one thing, though,” Ahmed said quietly. “The dead do assault us, as poor Corsini thought. That Moor whose parts refused to rest in peace last night—it was Ottef Abu-Nissar, the ‘Butcher of Oran.’ They hanged him, about three years ago. Unsuccessfully, it seems.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

				Ahmed’s safe sea lanes having vindicated his claims—though Gonji had been skeptical, at first—the galley encountered neither Barbary pirates nor the powerful Turks, as they wended their way to the African coast. On a crisp, sundrenched morning, they dropped anchor off the coast of Tripoli, on a barren stretch of rocky shore rising above a sandy beach for as far as the eye could see.

				Gonji bequeathed the galley to the dissidents, and four round trips of the remaining rowboat deposited twenty-six men and four women on the lonely shore.

				For a space they rested and surveyed the area, no one broaching the subject of how they would undertake their next move, having no horses. Only Ahmed Il-Mohar seemed patient and unconcerned, and when Gonji pressed him for advice, the Moor was evasive, preferring to speak in the abstract and profess for the first time his personal reasons for coming along.

				“The Moriscos are not long for Spain,” he said. “I think that’s clear. Christianity has entered an unfortunate epoch of eating at itself from within. It was best we made for home. If I’m to be killed, I’d prefer dying fighting the Turks on my home soil than my fellow Christians across the sea. You, my friend,” he told Gonji, “are a most fascinating fellow. Your unwavering stance against tyranny and evil has rendered you quite a heroic figure. You make idealistic death seem a noble pursuit. That’s something I’ve not seen in a long time.”

				Gonji listened to him for a space, answering little, pondering the irony of the man’s words, wondering to what extent he could be trusted. His ruminations were given short shrift, for early in the afternoon a large mounted party thundered toward them out of the desert.

				“Turks?” Gonji probed Ahmed as his party anxiously readied their weapons.

			

			
				“No,” Ahmed said with confidence. “Nomads of the desert. The wandering people of Fezzan.”

				The nomads postured threateningly as they fanned out in a long skirmishing line on high ground, neutralizing the threat of the horseless refugee-party’s guns with meaningfully angled short bows.

				Ahmed went out to meet them atop the rolling sand hill, gesturing as a friend and speaking with them at length. Gonji was uneasy as he waited; their unfamiliarity with the language placed him and the Europeans at a disadvantage. They were forced to trust the Moriscos.

				As Ahmed returned, smiling, the samurai noted that the Moors now concentrated their gaze on the litter-borne Simon, who was still incapacitated by weakness and blood loss.

				“They know our need, and they seem willing to convey us to a nearby oasis where we can purchase horses and take on water. Yes,” he said in answer to Gonji’s questing glance, “even here your friend lobis homem is known by reputation. You and I will accompany a contingent of them to the oasis. There is someone there it will be useful to speak to. They will leave horsemen to help protect our group. There is one thing you should bring along, I think—the artifact you bear with the symbol of the birdmen, a powerful omen among these nomads.”

				Though suspicious, Gonji had no choice but to comply. As they swung astride two borrowed mounts, hasty explanations having been made, they heard the booming of guns far out to sea, flashes and smoke in the distant Mediterranean haze. It was quite likely that the galley had come under attack.

				“For now, it seems our choice was the right one,” Ahmed declared.

				On an impulse, Gonji called for Pablo Cardenas to join them, inasmuch as the solicitor had been the bearer of the wygyll emblem. When he hesitantly moved to do so, Valentina came forward to accompany them, as well.

				Gonji motioned for her to move back with the others, affecting a stern countenance. “I don’t want you anywhere near me while we’re threatened.”

				“Why?” she demanded. “I can fight.”

				“Worrying over your safety slows my reflexes. I can’t be burdened by that.”

			

			
				“I’m responsible for my own life,” she countered.

				“Be responsible for it out of my presence.” To see the look she gave him, he immediately regretted both his choice of words and his tone. But tenderness in public came hard to him, and he was relieved to see her turn away and offer no further argument.

				“We must hurry,” Ahmed advised.

				* * * *

				Gonji entered the tent and bowed deeply to the tiny, wizened figure seated on the rug at its center. The bearded man was incredibly aged, his skin cracked and sere and browned by desert suns whose number could be measured against the stars in the heavens. His beard curled in a half-circle on the rug before him. He smiled at Gonji, Ahmed, and Cardenas as they moved near.

				He fluttered his fingers, and Ahmed took from the samurai the wygyll medallion. This artifact the old man caught up eagerly and held before one peeled-open eye, as he shut the other. He bobbed his head with certainty and bade them sit.

				Ahmed introduced them. “This is Mirhoobah Habibiti. Eh, as near as I can gather, he is a Fezzanian dervish mufti—the Grand Mufti of the oases. Interpreter of their beliefs, guardian of their lore.”

				The mufti began to speak, almost in a chant, Ahmed translating haltingly. “He says you are friend to the sky children, and that that marks you as something special—eh… ‘selected.’ The undead warriors who follow you are indeed merciless killers brought back by—no—their moment of death has been stayed. Eh, captured—held by, guarded by—the temple cats, who are—ah, their familiars, their—shadows. Ephemeral by day. Harmless, he thinks. But also unkillable by day. They—hold the moment of death of each of the assassins. Protect it. Their deaths are suspended—outside time itself.”

				“What can we do about them?” Gonji asked, intrigued.

				Ahmed held a long exchange with the mufti, then sighed deeply, raising his eyebrows. “Well—it seems we have three choices: Kill each assassin’s familiar cat, and he will die along with it. Not an easy task, as they are like the water snake. But they must remain within the proximity of the undead.”

			

			
				“What else?”

				“You can—conjure each one’s original executioner, if you are adroit with such magic—”

				“Mmm. Go on,” Gonji said glumly.

				“Or you can discern the assassin’s original mode of death—and execute it…once again.” 

				“Hai, that’s…” Gonji rolled his eyes as his voice trailed off. “Killing the cats is the way, then.”

				“And we have killed one,” Cardenas reminded. “At least we think so.”

				“Hai,” Gonji breathed, recalling now, “but how many more are there?”

				The mufti chanted on again.

				“Mirhoobah says that—he understands you seek the Fortress of the Dead—and your reason for it. He, eh—applauds you. Praises you—something like that. But he warns that no one seeks the Fortress of the Dead…lest he find it. For if you do… you will surely find it?—I’m sorry, Gonji, this is all…difficult to translate. He says now that the good remain with the dead, and only the Evil come back from the grave—I think he’s babbling now.”

				“Probably has been since we arrived,” Gonji observed, futility occluding his expression.

				Cardenas’ voice came as if from a distance, as he quoted Francis Bacon again: “‘I do not believe that any man fears to be dead, but only the stroke of death.’”

				Gonji snapped to attention, ignoring the old mufti’s droning. “Polidori—that Milanese duellist—how did they say he died?”

				“Uh—stabbed in the back, I think,” Cardenas replied, snapping his fingers. “That’s one more. All you need do is—deliver the stroke.”

				“Hai.” There seemed no comfort in the thought. “Ahmed, ask him why they follow me. Why they kill any who choose to ride with me.”

				Ahmed did so, and received this reply: “Someone has set them to tormenting you. They will follow you to the shores of eternity. And when there is no one left who will call you friend, then they will kill you. They will pursue the task set them with fiendish determination, for their reward is immortality—their deaths will be suspended forever.”

			

			
				“Then I must go on alone,” Gonji said bitterly.

				Cardenas made a scoffing sound. “Oh, listen to this fine indulgence in self-pity. The lonely, star-crossed warrior rides on into the twilight. ‘Fear not, my friends, I shan’t submit you to further danger at my side. Just enjoy your sojourn in the desert whilst I lead the assassins away at my heels.’”

				Gonji scowled at him but heard the wisdom between the words of sarcasm.

				“I must agree,” Ahmed said. “I humbly hesitate at calling it stupid, but since they would merely go on killing any others you might befriend, we may as well see this through together.”

				“I get your message, gentlemen.”

				The mufti gestured for Ahmed to move close, jabbering at him again, his jaundiced eyes wide with amazement as Ahmed answered some request affirmatively.

				The Moor groped for the right words. “Well, heh-heh—the mufti has agreed to allow his followers to sell the horses, water, supplies, what garb we need—The price he urged them to set is reasonable, I think, but there is a catch. He understands that we travel along with the—the Beast with the Soul of a Man. He would discuss with Simon Sardonis certain aspects of—shape-shifting. It seems…he claims also to be a shifter.”

				Gonji’s spirits plummeted. “Wonderful,” was all he could say.

				As they began their return to their party, the horses and supplies in tow, they heard the howling frenzy of the mufti in his tent as he threw himself into a wild dervish ritual.

				Gonji chuckled. “Oh, Simon’s going to love this.”

				Ahmed rode up alongside the samurai. “I did ask him to put us on our way, but all he did was point, eh, that way. Southeast. Then he held this up as though it were a guiding beacon. You best not lose it.” He returned to Gonji the wygyll medallion.

				“Cardenas, do you have any…intuition about all this?” Gonji inquired.

			

			
				Cardenas snorted. “I’m a rational man. I don’t believe in intuition.”

				Gonji laughed derisively. “That’s very funny, senor scholar. And in your rational studies, did they mention how to regard the sudden appearance of werewolves and the walking undead, the machinations of witches and warlocks? What place do they hold in your rational universe?”

				“Those things I’ve seen with my own eyes, experienced with my senses, I must believe. Somehow they do have a place. One that I cannot explain based on what I know.”

				“I’ve heard that from priests and scholars before,” Gonji said.

				“And what of the teachings of our faith?” Ahmed asked Cardenas coyly.

				“My beliefs are based on more than mere intuition,” Cardenas responded, “and as I said, I haven’t answers for everything.”

				“Nor have I,” Gonji allowed amiably. “But I have found that some answers are not nearly so interesting as their questions, neh?”

				“Wunderknechten twaddle?” Cardenas asked archly.

				“Perhaps,” Gonji admitted, “but it would seem wise to stop the killing between those who revere the questions but disagree over the answers.”

				They struck camp in the evening and prepared to ride through the night. After a brief argument, Simon agreed to be escorted to see the mufti, though he was convinced it had been set up by Gonji as some sort of devilish joke. He was strong enough to ride already, and he moved off in advance with the nomads, astride a skittish black Arabian steed. Gonji’s party planned to pick him up when they reached the oasis.

				Simon had needled him one last time before departing. He’d kicked his horse up to where the samurai stood with three of the mercenaries, all donning caftans and burnooses, the functional garb of the desert tribes. The samurai had modified his caftan to resemble a kimono.

				“You’re the dernier cri,” Simon had told him, evoking laughter from the others.

			

			
				“What’s that?”

				“The last word in fashion, as usual.” Simon had yanked the reins and ridden off with his Morisco interpreter, Gonji eyeing him disdainfully.

				Gonji’s company climbed the dunes to the higher ground as the sun turned the western sands molten. They hadn’t ridden far when a Morisco shouted for them to turn. They peered down to the seashore far below. There was thick mist roiling along the water’s edge. They watched it intently, knowing what it must contain.

				The tiny red flames appeared first, shooting through the mist in their nocturnal rebirthing rite. The cats took shape and aligned themselves in a single rank at the head of the swarming mist. Behind them, rising out of the sea astride snorting chargers, were the nine demon-assassins of the Dark Company.

				It was Ahmed who first confirmed glumly that Abu-Nissar had indeed reassembled his parts to ride among them.

				“Nine, then,” Gonji said softly.

				“We take ’em, eh?” Buey asked, tugging the reins of his steed toward the sea. Others grunted in assent. The mercenaries and renegades had been spoiling for a fight ever since the lore of the Dark Company had been brought back. The deaths of their comrades at sea were etched deeply into their souls.

				“Iye,” Gonji said. “Not here. Not now.”

				“But why not?” Sergeant Orozco grumbled.

				Gonji turned his mount to face the troop. “I’ve already lost too many friends and sword-brothers to these killing corpses. Charging into them like wild boars is not the way. Anyway, I want to reach that fortress. Somehow…its secrets are important. You’ll have to trust me. And anyway…I’d like to keep most of you alive.” With a growl, he wheeled them toward the desert interior. Valentina was the first to nudge her horse after him.

				“Most of us?” Orozco puzzled.

				His chafing warriors angled frustrated, jaw-clenching glances back toward the beach. The ghostly army now silently followed, eyes flashing darkly, with the time-skewing motion of fever-dream goblins.

			

			
				To a man, they inwardly embraced Gonji’s decision and pushed on into the desert.

				* * * *

				They picked up Simon and his interpreter at the oasis as night thickened over the Sahara. They found him impatiently awaiting their arrival, scores of nomads seated around him under the date palms, jabbering in awe as he tried to ignore their attention.

				“What did he want?” Gonji inquired, trying to show no amusement over Simon’s discomfiture.

				“Typical heathen nonsense about assuming the shapes of animals—listen,” Simon said menacingly, “if you ever subject me to something like that again, I’ll rip your head off.”

				“So sorry,” Gonji replied evenly, “but I’d have to prevent you.”

				They rode on into the desert fastness, Simon withdrawing from the others in anger. Gonji headed them southeast.

				“Will we not make for Fezzan?” Ahmed asked with concern. “We can replenish our supplies there.”

				Gonji shook him off. “We go the way the old shaman pointed. I’m chafing to find this fortress we seek. Many answers to many questions lie there. I am certain of it.”

				“I hope so, senor.”

				They trudged toward the lifeless vastness of the Libyan desert, a thousand miles of sand sprawling before them.

				They rode by night in order to stay ahead of the nocturnal Dark Company, who followed ineluctably across the starlit expanse of arid wasteland, gliding like the huge, amorphous shadow of some flying horror. By day the pilgrim warriors erected crude shelters and rested and ate and kept watch and baked in the sultry heat and slept and argued and kept more vigilant watch and dehydrated and fought over trifling matters and thirsted and braved sandstorms and cursed at dying horses and always, always, first and foremost—

				They kept watch.

				They watched for the undead assassins of the night—who kept pace no matter how hard they rode—to make an unprecedented appearance and attack by day. And they watched for the Turkish conquerors of this land, fearing to encounter a patrol at any time, day or night.

			

			
				Gonji began to lose confidence after several nights of pushing on into the trackless desert. He had frankly expected some magical apparition—perhaps the ghost of Domingo herself—to suddenly guide them, to alleviate his burden of direction. He began to feel like karma’s whipping boy again, bleakly recalling Emeric’s words. He rode with the wygyll emblem hanging at the tip of his bow, the only physical symbol of their mystery quest, half expecting it to inflame the night with sorcerous fire that would light their way.

				But nothing happened. And in the night, only the Dark Company manifested supernatural power in the desert.

				They rode for a many days and nights without even a token attack. Gonji fortified his band with the full revelation of all Domingo had told him, adding all his own speculations, his rationale for the journey, admiring them, appreciating them deeply for their near-irrational faith in the quest, in his leadership.

				When the first assault of crossbow quarrels finally came, they found that they had indeed been lulled into complacency, taken the Dark Company for granted. The man whose spine was pierced by the shot had been riding along telling his partner a humorous tale of the road.

				The rear third of the column ignored Gonji’s order and split from the main body to turn and give chase to the undead assassins, who languidly steered their mounts into retreat.

				Gonji reassembled them, and there ensued a violent disagreement instigated by the furious, exasperated warriors who were bent on running down the Dark Company, whatever sorcery empowered them.

				Gonji was forced to relate again the outcome of his earlier band’s similar effort. There was no hope of either escaping or catching the shadowy killers. No alternative at all but to find the legendary Fortress of the Dead and hope that there they might test the mad mufti’s lore about dealing with the evil hunters. For there, at least, they might make a stand, in that mysterious stronghold the witch Domingo had urgently steered him to.

			

			
				“The evil dead follow us,” Sergeant Orozco mused aloud, “so we seek a Fortress of the Dead.”

				“Makes a kind of crazy sense, no?” Buey observed, scratching an armpit, his wry expression almost pleading for it to be so.

				They pushed on into the moonlit desert wilderness, and soon the Dark Company approached again in their wake, across the dunes. Unhurried. Taunting them with the promise of doom.

				Sometime during the second week, they spotted Turkish scouts on a far-off dune, assessing them without drawing near. And two days later they found themselves in a pitched battle with a Turkish cavalry unit. The Wunderknechten’s bows were easily a match for those of the Turks, who also possessed no firearms and could not attack at close quarters for fear of the party’s guns.

				They exchanged bowshot for nearly an hour, Gonji finally ceasing his party’s fire to conserve their dwindling shafts. They were forced to move on in the blistering heat of the day, the Turks electing to trail them into the night.

				“They got a big surprise coming soon, I’d wager,” Orozco said.

				And sometime later, under the moon’s sickly glow, they watched the Turks swing wide to their left and gallop off toward the northeast. Taking up their place, far off in the churned-up sand, was the Dark Company.

				“Well, they’re good for something,” Buey noted by way of half-hearted encouragement.

				“The Turks will be back,” Ahmed declared sullenly, “and in swollen numbers.”

				* * * *

				The next day, a party of three—two Moriscos and Del Gaudio—convinced Gonji to allow them to ride back along the trail and see what they could discover. Their objective was to find some evidence of the Dark Company’s whereabouts during the day.

				“Perhaps they’re like the vampire,” a Morisco posited. “They may sleep in the sand.”

			

			
				“I’d like to catch that Abu-Nissar bastard and chop him into a few pieces we didn’t think of last time,” Del Gaudio put in.

				“No,” Ahmed reminded, “he must be strangled. Remember.”

				The company watched the three ride back along the trail amid the rising heat waves, to be lost in the glare, recovered ephemerally only in the personal mirages of a dozen people over the subsequent sweltering hours.

				They were not seen again among the living.

				That night, when the despondent survivors of Gonji’s dwindling band took to horse, they saw the Dark Company ride nearer than ever before. And before the snarling shadow-cats, driven to frothing, came the steeds of the three, whose mutilated bodies were lashed backwards in the saddles.

				* * * *

				“Jesus God Almighty,” Luigi Leone said tearfully, “I pray Del Gaudio doesn’t come back to life as one of them.”

				“Get hold of yourself,” Gonji snapped. “Stay that kind of talk. I thought the mufti said the cats were harmless by day.”

				“Evidently he was wrong,” Ahmed said with emotionless logic that evoked hostile looks among the Italians.

				“Do you have any notion of what we’re heading toward?” Simon Sardonis asked Gonji quietly.

				Gonji saw that Valentina was at the lycanthrope’s side. She was dividing her time these days between Orozco, Buey, Cardenas, and Simon, though the latter seemed uncomfortable in her presence. But the heat, the frustration, and the paranoia of his situation had caused Gonji to begin to think of them as having formed a conspiracy against him. And he could not blame them, for it seemed that the kami that augured death radiated her grim portent from their faces. From the faces of all in the band. Valentina—so chilly toward him now, yet so strong and uncomplaining, so supportive to the spirits of the others.

				“We’re running terribly short of water,” Cardenas was saying, dispersing Gonji’s foolish reverie.

			

			
				The samurai rubbed his face and tipped his head toward the south. “The Tibesti Mountains, Ahmed says. We’ll drift that way. There we should be able to find water.”

				“So now we climb mountains,” Orozco complained, spitting dust from between cracked lips.

				* * * *

				The pounding of the sand was like a plague of blinding, devouring insects.

				Four of the Dark Company assassins fanned out into the withering sandstorm to flank the refugees, two on either side. Bolts and shafts darted through the pelting sand, dropping two men and two mounts as Gonji shouted orders from behind his face-wrapping burnoose.

				They could barely make out the forms of the reanimated assassins as they squinted through the swirling curtain of choking particles. They dismounted and sought cover behind the horses, having no choice but to sacrifice their mounts. Four more steeds fell in the next volley.

				Gonji swore and unlimbered his bow, the others doing likewise. Shafts and pistol balls launched outward at the deathless intruders, their familiar cats hunkering behind their mounts or melting into the storm. Again and again the assassins and their mounts were struck, but to no avail. A woman screamed, fell, taken in the belly by arbalest bolt. The mercenary beside her leapt out of cover to curse and draw his blade, driven to madness by their ordeal. He surged blindly through the lashing sand toward the silent killers. Two bolts tore into him, spinning him off his feet, one leg kicking high as he fell like bow-shot game.

				The fighting men were screaming in terror and anger now, curses and prayers mixing in profane litany.

				Gonji concentrated on the single target he had selected and focused on through the eddying sand-spouts. He had yet to launch a shaft, all thought fleeing before Zen discipline. One shot, one unerring shot guided by the hand of the wind kami, was his sole desire.

				His horse fell before him, whinnying and kicking in its death-throes, but still he stood, arms tautened, sighting by instinct alone on the position of the hunkering creature with the red-devil eye-slits.

			

			
				“The sirocco is their ally!” Ahmed was shouting despairingly as Gonji fired.

				A keening cry—almost feminine in its shrill pitch—

				The temple cat rolled and lashed in the sand. The rider above it and just to the right lurched in his saddle. His arms and legs snapped out as if on invisible tethers.

				And he was torn asunder.

				Gonji had seen this phenomenon while a prisoner of the Inquisition: This assassin had met his death by being been drawn and quartered.

				His eerie companions hissed at the refugees and wheeled off, the cracked, triumphant cries of Gonji’s sand-choked band following them.

				Eight left, the survivors were quick to remind one another. But this one had been costly. They would have to double up on the remaining horses, or walk in turns. But for the moment, all that mattered was their victory.

				They warily moved out to examine the sundered assassin. But both he and the familiar who had guarded his dying moment were gone, consigned to the Hell from which they’d been reprieved.

				Simon came loping back out of the sandstorm, shaking his head in reply before the question could be put to him. His tattered shirt sleeve and bleeding arm testified to how close he’d come to one of the temple cats.

				“Gonji,” Valentina said earnestly, catching him by the arm, “I think I’ve seen one of them before. The ones who attacked just now.”

				“What?” the samurai probed eagerly.

				She nodded her head repeatedly. Turned to glance at the other eyes fixed on her. “One of them was from Toledo—I think. I’m not sure.”

				“The one with the pikeman’s cuirass,” a renegade lancer described. 

				“Si-si,” she agreed.

				“But how did he die?” Gonji pressed forcefully, almost shaking her until he regained his composure.

				She swung her head dejectedly. “I—how would I…? I’m just not sure.”

			

			
				“Damn,” Gonji growled, turning away. “These god-cursed walking corpses could have died in a thousand ways.”

				“It certainly wasn’t by bow or pistol,” a lancer named Gonzaga said, reloading.

				* * * *

				“The end of a wonderful quest.”

				“Shut up, Simon,” Gonji said between clenched teeth, scanning the massed party of Turkish cavalry on the northern horizon.

				“I’m not going to die here,” Simon went on. “There are rather more important things to be done in Europe than pursuing some witch’s dying fantasy.”

				“Fine. Leave, then. Join the dead killers. You’ll fit right in.”

				“I’ve paid whatever debt I owe you,” Simon said in a curious tone, “don’t you think?”

				“Go screw yourself into the sand.”

				“Mon Dieu, what a hypocrite! I thought you valued a sense of humor.”

				Gonji peered at him with mild curiosity. “This isn’t the time for it. And yours is worse than Orozco’s.”

				“Well, then you can just keep staring at the Turks, and I won’t bother telling you.”

				Gonji looked at him with narrowing eyes. “What? I’ve no time for riddles.”

				Simon cocked a thumb over his shoulder without glancing back.

				Gonji gaped and called the gloomy band’s attention to it: Two humanoid forms flapped toward them out of the blazing southeastern sky. Wygylls. A mated pair, they could see, as the flying creatures swooped near. The samurai held up the emblem, and it was duly recognized at once, the wygylls lowering their short bows and nattering at them in shrill command tones, indicating the direction from which they’d come.

				Gonji called out words of encouragement and pushed the fatigued survivors onward after the slowly circling, guiding creatures. The Turks gave chase but pulled up in superstitious wonder to see the apparitions that careened down from the sky to strafe them with arrows. They continued following but kept their distance.

			

			
				When night fell and the Dark Company took up pursuit again, the Turks abandoned the accursed business.

				The wygylls either failed to understand or disregarded Gonji’s warning and arced back toward the undying butchers. When they reached arbalest range, they cracked off a volley.

				As the wygylls strafed the Dark Company, Buey shouted and turned their attention to the mystical vision that loomed up out of the sand ahead.

				There were gasps of shock, the troop hesitating though their murderers swept on behind them. Where had it come from? How could it have appeared so abruptly?

				There in the sand, an indefinite distance ahead under a canopy of countless stars, stood the most enormous fortification any of them had ever seen. Its massive facade and seemingly endless sprawl were given perspective by the minuscule specks that must have been battlement sentries.

				Gonji bellowed for them to mount up double, and they kicked the exhausted and laboring steeds onward. Before they had gained a score of yards, they heard the strident cry in the star-shot heavens—one of the wygylls had been struck by the Dark Company’s fire to spiral down into the dunes. Its mate had gone wild, lacing the sky with its furious, accelerated flight paths, firing down at the assassins as it shrilled in tortured despair over its loss. The undead killers, in turn, crossed the starlight with pinpoint bolts as the temple cats scrambled for cover beneath the horses in their murky ground mist.

				“Good hunting, noble creature,” Gonji cried, lashing the horse he shared with Ahmed.

				The fortress spread still larger in their view, as the band approached it, crying out for sanctuary and churning through the sands, and then—

				As unexpectedly as it had appeared, it began to shrink, to grow slender at first, its turrets and walls lengthening and compressing at once, squeezing up toward the sky.

			

			
				“What evil sorcery—?”

				“What have you brought us to, Gonji?”

				“Just keep riding,” the samurai bellowed. “Remember Castle Malaguer—”

				“What?!”

				For in truth, only Orozco and Buey remained among those who had experienced it with him.

				They kicked on through the sifting sands, grunting out anguished prayers and oaths. The fortress spindled higher in the sky, then began to shorten, to shrink back toward its sand-sunk pilings, losing all its features, a dissolving column of granite, to their perspective.

				And now, on either side of them, outcroppings of stone flicked into view, growing, broadening—a graveyard. Huge monuments and headstones flitted past too quickly to be read, though some of them strained to discern what creatures might rest here.

				“This is an abomination—”

				“Unhallowed ground—I’ll not die here!”

				“Keep riding!” Gonji fumed, drawing the Sagami in threat. “We’re fighting to live, not to die!”

				The frantic refugees’ scalps bristled to see the headstones grow from needles to wedges to flat, two-dimensional tablets that reversed just as swiftly. It reminded Gonji of the foreshortened doorways in the magic corridor of Domingo’s castle. The sand turned gray, then black, then became too coarse for sand at all, crackling under their horses’ hooves. 

				The Moriscos took note first: They were no longer in the Sahara of the only world they all had known.

				The fortress compressed, enfolded, shriveled inside itself, somehow, from without—that was the only way their tortured minds could process the visual phenomenon. The graveyard ended. The sky changed to a sharper, deeper black, the stars shifting their patterns, a cold wind arising out of nowhere to buffet them as they plunged into its seethe—

				“No-no-no!”

				They reined in. Their quest had ended. They dismounted before the solitary granite block that alone broke the surface of the ashen ground. It was perhaps twenty feet wide and three deep. The top of a gatehouse. At the front of its base could be seen the grating of a portcullis, whose greater portion lay buried in the ground. There was no sense to it, even were this the sand-blown ruin of an ancient fortification. For there was no housing into which the portcullis could be raised.

			

			
				The Fortress of the Dead was a sham, a senseless fragment of a castle’s unrelated structures.

				They were speechless, emotionally benumbed. And then Cardenas, circling the stone with widening eyes and a tremble on his lips, began to laugh. He laughed the laugh of the moon-maddened. Of the victim of fortune’s sardonic turnings.

				“Here, then,” he cried out, “is our castle!” Cardenas let himself fall from the saddle he shared with a lancer, landing in the black powder to pound it with his fists and laugh and laugh until his laughter ground into tears.

				Gonji dismounted. Simon stole up behind him, speaking softly. “They’ve gone away.”

				“Eh?” The samurai spun and peered back toward the track of their momentarily forgotten pursuers. “Do they always withdraw when one of them’s been killed?” he wondered in a rush.

				The form of the wygyll grew suddenly and eerily over their heads, further evincing the spatial distortion they now occupied. It was the female. She cascaded down in a pain-filled descent, streaming blood from the leg where a bolt had split her feathered flesh and flown on. Tears moistened her eyes, angled down her beak. She held her midsection as she landed softly in a crouch, furling her wings about her and repeating the same twittering sound over and over. Valentina and Lola, the only other woman left alive among the fourteen humans, moved to comfort her, though they were uncertain how to approach this strange creature they had only heard of, from Gonji.

				“She’s hurt,” Valentina said, motioning for what water remained to cleanse the wound. “Sounds like—kiri,” she said, imitating the sound of the wygyll-word the female uttered repeatedly.

				The wygyll locked eyes with her and cried the word again.

				“Her mate?” Lola asked.

			

			
				“Or her own name,” Luigi Leone advanced, peering at this strange creature in amazement, with his good eye.

				“Come now—Kiri,” Valentina said comfortingly. “Is that your name—Kiri? Can you say Tina? I am Valen-tina. Come, let me have a look at your belly, dear.”

				“Valiant creature,” Gonji said. “She must have killed one of them. One of the cats, neh?”

				Cardenas laughed again behind them, without humor, prancing about the granite block, now, and blaring mock-heraldic outcries: “The Castle of the Wonder Knights—Wunderknechten Keep!” He postured like a conqueror with one foot propped on an edge of the stone. Then he dropped down and peered into the exposed portion of portcullis, speaking idiotic commands that the gate should be thrown open to the returning conquerors.

				Valentina cried out. The wygyll had raked her arm with a taloned hand. Now the bird-woman clutched her belly again.

				“Kiri!”


				“Oh, my God…” Valentina whispered. “She’s about to give birth.”

				There was a scream behind them, muffled to an echo in some lofty chamber in the twinkling velvet sky, far overhead. A dull thump.

				And Cardenas was gone.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

				Simon Sardonis shouldered the others aside and crouched at the portcullis fragment where Cardenas had disappeared moments before.

				“What sorcery—” someone whispered without finishing, as the ensorceled man bent his towering frame to the portal to peer in where the blackened earth met the armored framework. He looked like an animal tracking a scent, his ears and nostrils quivering.

				He reached a hand inside, found that it astonishingly passed through the iron of the grating itself! A look of surprise crossed Simon’s angular face. 

				“Simon?” Gonji probed. But he was ignored.

				A moment later, setting his expression with stoic determination, the lycanthrope slid out of sight, headfirst. From his companions’ perspective, he had magically passed through solid matter.

				“Dios!” Orozco exclaimed.

				Gonji hushed him. They all pivoted their heads toward the sky, toward the point in empty air where Simon’s voice called out to them as if from a great height.

				“I can see you,” he was shouting. “Can you see me?”

				“Iye—where are you?” Gonji answered.

				“It’s best you see for yourselves. Lean through the grating slowly. You’ll fall headfirst. Don’t worry. I’ll slow your fall.”

				With a skeptical glance at the others, Gonji dropped to all fours and felt his way through the insubstantial grating. A cold wind washed over his reaching hands as they began to vanish through the portcullis. He felt a gentle tugging of the air, which increased to a suction. And when he gingerly extended his head and shoulders through, he emitted a strained cry to feel the vertigo and loss of directional orientation: He was sliding uncontrollably into thin air, facing what appeared to be the sky, then plummeting headfirst. He felt his swords slip past, as they quit his sash, and then he struck something that gave way under him as it grabbed him.

			

			
				It was Simon, clutching at him and lurching backward from the impact. He dropped Gonji on his side.

				The samurai cast around on all fours, caught up his swords, and regained his senses. They were on a rampart, the crenellations of a bailey wall extending around them on both sides. A still higher, inner wall towered over them. Cardenas lay groaning, to Gonji’s right, having badly sprained and bruised an arm.

				“Best let the others down by rope,” Simon was yelling down from the parapet, between cupped hands. Gonji came up beside him and saw that they did indeed enjoy a vantage not shared in reverse by those below. The horizon, dark and starlit, was lost to infinity. A velvet mist seemed to enshroud the surrounding territory. The headstones of the spatially twisted graveyard were the only reference points, leaning back toward the castle in warped perspective, as if drawn by ages of unseen force.

				They were prisoners of a wholly alien world.

				One at a time, the others began to come through, their expressions betraying their fears. The remaining supplies were brought through, but the horses were lost to them.

				“Gott in Himmel,” a mercenary from Augsburg—Herrmann, by name—gasped out, as he surveyed the rampart sentries.

				“No need to fear,” Simon assured. “They’re all quite dead.” He walked up to a leaning pikeman guarding a merlon with a rusted harpin. Grabbing the top of its helm, Simon swiveled the skeleton’s fleshless head to face them. He grinned ghoulishly, to see their discomfiture. “Then, again—”

				“Sacrilege,” one of the Moriscos decided, making a sign against Evil.

				“We’re all dead,” Lola said in a trembling voice, stifling a sob.

				The winged form of the gravid wygyll was carefully lowered from above. She fluttered and cried out as Buey slowly paid out the rope, several hands cradling her gently.

				Gonji looked them over, gauging their worth in the survival struggle to come. Some of them moved to the embrasures. Shifting the skeletons more reverently than had Simon, they wedged in to look back and forth from Buey, far below, recovering the rope, to the invisible doorway ten feet over their heads, where the hempen strand snaked up like some fakir’s illusion, to whisk back into the space the Ox occupied on the black soil fifty feet beneath them.

			

			
				It was a while before every aspect of the magic phenomenon stopped eliciting breathy gasps and bulging eyes.

				Gonji caught Simon’s smug “What now?” look and averted his gaze, looking down to where Valentina tried to make the wygyll Kiri comfortable. Lola’s face registered terror and revulsion as she scanned their bizarre surroundings. Orozco and Cardenas stood at one embrasure; Klank LoPresti and Luigi Leone—checking over their weapons—at another. Herrmann knelt on one knee and gazed about him with dim hostility, rubbing his chin with the back of a pistol-clenching hand. Jaime Gonzaga, a lancer who had been with Salguero’s company in Barbaso, stood nearby, looking expectant, awaiting Gonji’s next order. The three Moriscos left alive—Ahmed and his friends Nassim Patel and Abdulla el Kerim, whose names Gonji had learned only yesterday—whispered anxiously near a turret archway.

				Ahmed saw Gonji looking and pulled away from the others to speak with him. “They fear that these dead soldiers will also come back to life at any moment. Have you any such—expectation?”

				“We have more pressing worries,” he replied, turning his attention to the others. “Gather the supplies here. Let’s eat quickly and make a plan. I’m eager for your suggestions. Let’s divide the remaining water among us in case we’re—separated.”

				Buey came into view, hanging over their heads, his body appearing by jerky stages. He slid partway down the rope headfirst, dropped right-side up as the “new” gravitation took over. Then he reached back through the mystical portal to cut the rope free of where he’d tied it and fell with a thud into their midst.

				“I set the horses free,” he told Gonji quietly, to which the samurai nodded glumly in agreement.

				“So there’s to be no escape?” Cardenas asked, his face twitching.

				“This was our destination,” Gonji reminded him. “And our pursuers would only kill them, anyway. Perhaps later we can…catch them…”

			

			
				“And so now what do we do?” Orozco asked.

				The samurai saw the question mirrored in the eyes of all of them. He looked up to the high towers that loomed out of sight in the mist, and considered.

				“See that fog?” Luigi was saying. “Is it foul to breathe?”

				“At least we know the Turks won’t come here,” Klank noted, clicking the hammer of a wheel-lock. “Scared of the dead, they are.”

				“Not like us, eh?” Simon interjected in a rare moment of social participation. The Italian brigand snickered at the grim reminder.

				“Gatekeeper,” Gonji shouted at the turrets above, stilling the others.

				After several seconds of breathless silence, Herrmann engaged their attention. “Listen,” he gasped. “Movement—the earth—”

				“Sounds more like the sea,” Cardenas corrected.

				The sound they heard was more a vibration they apprehended through their teeth, their inner organs. A shifting of great masses.

				“This fortress itself might be moving,” Gonji said. He called out again: “Who is it that rules this domain?”

				Simon chuckled. “Well challenged, friend samurai. But don’t you understand yet? This is the domain of the dead, hence its name. Our stubborn hunters may well have led us here, one way or another. Have you given thought to that?”

				“You’re not helping, Simon,” Gonji said.

				On an impulse, Klank LoPresti pushed open the door to the turret. It gave with a grinding of long-dormant hinges. He licked his lips and stepped through with weapon raised, as if expecting to encounter an unseen obstacle.

				“Klank?” Leone called out, taking an uneasy half-stride forward, sword drawn, as his friend vanished from sight.

				They heard wild laughter over their heads. Klank peered down from an embrasure sixty or seventy feet still farther up. “I am LoPresti the Magician!” he shouted down.

				“No doorway can be trusted to lead into what it serves up to the eyes,” Cardenas said in wonder. His gaze licked about, an expression of rapt fascination working its way through the solicitor’s unease over these strange events. “I suggest—I suggest, Gonji, that we explore—cautiously—every aspect of this castle.”

			

			
				Gonji exhaled sonorously. “It’s certain that we can’t stay here. We’ve got to prepare to defend ourselves.”

				He spotted the rusting hulk of an old multiple-arrow catapult once used in the defense of the walls against some unguessable enemy. This they pushed under the invisible air-bound portal by which they’d entered, propping it such that the verdigris-encrusted arrowheads set into the perpendicular bank now pointed upward, rather than horizontally. Any intruder dropping in would find the fall rather more perilous than had Cardenas.

				They began to explore this magically gifted fortification, their immediate need being to learn its properties apropos of their defense, their eventual escape, any lurking menaces, and a haven for Kiri, for the gallant bird-woman’s time was near at hand.

				The questing band crept circumspectly into the enveloping space distortion of the immense and ageless castle. Wary of every fresh mystical phenomenon, weapons ever at the ready, they gradually overcame their wide-eyed wonder over each new manifestation of its grotesque, sense-defying architecture.

				The fortress was composed of massive stone and ashlar blocks, whose towers and turrets seemed to rise forever, from certain perspectives. Surely, in a normal spatial frame, they agreed, this hold would have proven impregnable. And it was with a good degree of consternation that they noted the size of the doors and archways, whose height and breadth might have been adequate to admit the passage of minor giants.

				The place was cold and dank, unwarmed by the radiance of life for so long that the band feared what unearthly stirrings they might inspire by their passage. The walls crawled with fungus and lichen, and in certain odd corners of the inner wards, miasmic vapors were agitated into chilling motion upon their entrance. These they studiously avoided, as they did the heavy portals whose closure against certain outer wards did not completely seal out the pungent odors that clogged their nostrils as they edged by.

			

			
				Their explorations seemed to bear out Cardenas’ assumption: No doorway, once crossed, served up the actual scene viewed from without. Forward passage usually advanced one deeper into the fortress, though the progress was more often vertical—to higher or lower recesses—than straight ahead. But sometimes, they discovered with alarm, such passage regressed one to a chamber or rampart or bailey he had been in before. Left, right, or oblique turnings through the maze of passageways were still less to be trusted. These could resolve—in a sudden breathless overlay of new space—almost anywhere, sometimes turning one in an opposite angle from the one he’d been proceeding on.

				And these were the most treacherous. Once Jaime Gonzaga, leaning through a gunloop with reasonable caution, found himself sucked out through a prison tower window grating on a sheer wall far across the middle bailey! He was forced to cling by his knees, upside down and bawling for deliverance, until Buey found the magical access to the top of the tower above him, nearly a half-hour later. The Ox pulled him up by rope.

				They were thus reminded of two things: the directional disorientations sometimes experienced in passage; and the drawing action the new space exerted once one had committed more than half his mass to passing through.

				The brush with death gave them pause. They stopped where they were, widely spread now in the environs of the vast middle bailey—the length of three cavalry practice grounds placed end to end—and gathered their unreliable wits. A profound despair accompanied this loss of trust in the senses. It seemed to sap their will to even move.

				Luigi Leone’s amusing discovery that he could spank the wall with his blade and hear the sound echoed in various disassociated parts of the castle caused smiles that soon faded. One at a time, they realized gloomily what this could mean should one of them fall prey to danger as had Gonzaga, while out of sight of the others.

				“This middle bailey will make an effective killing ground,” Gonji said, “should we encounter—opposition.”

				“How can we be sure of our shots?” Orozco asked, gazing down into the ward.

			

			
				“We can’t. But as with any other castle defense, we rely on the advantage of high ground. Seek what cover is to be found up here. Gauge the action of our shots. It would be difficult for an enemy below to locate us up here with any speed or reliability.”

				The military men shrugged in unconvinced concession of the point. Gonji ordered them into pairs and set them to exploring further and committing every detail of their passage to memory or mapping. He watched them move off to try to find the positions from which the teams were to proceed as one. Ahmed, Gonji’s partner, waited beside him. Simon Sardonis and Pablo Cardenas were to remain as a rear guard. The solicitor had retrieved a torch from a wall sconce and fired it alight.

				“It’s always night here,” Lola observed aloud as she stared into the unfriendly star-shot sky, drawing her cloak close about her. Valentina cast her a critical glance from where she knelt beside the softly groaning Kiri.

				Cardenas began to draw a layout of the fortress on a wall, using a charred stick. Gonji took note and drew near.

				“You understand something of this place?”

				Cardenas clucked impatiently. “Certainly not. What can anyone know? Just entertaining a notion.”

				Valentina patted the wygyll comfortingly and came up to Gonji.

				“This is the place the witch spoke of, through me?” she inquired. And when Gonji nodded, she went on: “Then perhaps I should be the one to lead the exploration? I mean…she might have left some…spell upon me, or—”

				He shook her off. “She seemed to be wrong about Cardenas’ place here. So sorry, but I believe she must only have used you to convey her message.”

				“Well, I’m tired of doing nothing.”

				“You’ve got to keep Lola from…losing her composure. And the wygyll will need you soon, neh?”

				“I’m not a goddamn midwife,” she stormed, lowering her voice when she saw the heads turning. “Listen to me—I don’t even know what to expect.”

				“Have you helped birth any children before?”

			

			
				“Si—human children. But what in hell will I be dealing with here? Do they have infants or an egg or what?”

				“It’s—” Gonji folded his arms and pondered his memories before answering. “A child. With wings. Rather like the cherubs you place in your churches. And I believe they normally give birth to two.”

				“Mierda,” she swore, glowering at him. “I’ll never forgive you for this. Do you know what madness this is? Where is your ‘gatekeeper’? Where are the answers to all these great secrets you mumble about? You’ve proven one helluva lousy leader.” She fumed off.

				Gonji returned his attention to the scouting parties with a heavy sigh.

				Klank and Luigi shouted triumphantly from a tower on Gonji’s side of the keep. They’d discovered a guard post whose entrance arch reliably led back out to the middle-bailey wall. They returned and helped the women move Kiri there. Despite their care, they caused the wygyll a sudden pain, and an involuntary reaction of her great wing knocked Leone off his feet and almost off the rampart.

				Orozco and Herrmann found their way to the far rampart’s allure, and Buey and Patel joined Jaime Gonzaga and Abdulla el Kerim in the ward below. Luigi and Klank continued with their battlement mapping as the other four teams proceeded with the cautious scouring of the castle from the great gatehouse at the front to the unimaginable regions in the unseen rear.

				As they crossed the middle ward, they discovered it operated via the same foreshortening phenomenon they’d witnessed at Castle Malaguer. The teams that glided along the ramparts moved sideways, backs to the merlons, and found that they made sorcerously rapid progress, leaving those down in the ward to dwindle in seconds to distant flecks. In addition, one team atop a rampart would view the other—and the walls surrounding them—as compressing and lengthening, distorting into spiky illusions as tall as firs.

				The castle was a mirror-maze whose phantasmagoria were all too real.

				* * * *

			

			
				The seven remaining undead assassins circled the gatehouse block that was the solitary evidence of the ageless Fortress of the Dead. Like some unmarked cenotaph to the glory of lost eons, the stone withheld its secrets even from these evil confounders of the grave.

				Hilmar Ullrich Wiemer, whose cutthroat band had slaughtered and pillaged a Bavarian town until a pistol fired by the hand of a priest had ended his reign of carnage, separated from the others. His temple cat familiar sniffing and pawing the blackened soil at his side, he bent and passed the dead flesh of one arm through the ethereal portcullis. Grinning at the others, he pushed himself through, the altered gravitational effect of the new space pulling him down atop the multiple-arrow catapult.

				Eight huge arrowheads tore through his body, pinning him to the device.

				His temple-cat familiar, seeing the danger as it passed through the portal, twisted itself in midair and landed on its feet a short distance away. It sat grooming itself as the other killers dropped through. Two of them pulled the viciously ensnared Wiemer away from the midair portal’s drop, catapult and all. There was a hiss of ghoulish laughter that might have wilted a monastery garden.

				They pried Wiemer from the device amid the sounds of wrenching flesh and bone and the snappings of arrow stoles. Wiemer’s wounds healed as they watched, his windpipe’s burst passage ceasing to screak with the air it devoured for his blasphemous half-life. His leaking eye socket refilled, as the soft, milky tissue oozed back up his cheek.

				When Wiemer was whole again, the seven deathless assassins—oozing a putrid corruption that kept reversing itself—moved without hurry into the keep’s fastness. Their temple cats prowled ahead of them with deadly cunning and their heightened animal senses. They split up as they began to comb the weird space of the castle, knowing their trap was closing; the prey, near at hand, and bedazzled by the place’s spatial anomaly.

				The anticipation of the slow torment would now be supplanted by the ecstasy of the slaughter and the rapture of immortality. Where the power of death would be theirs to command.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

				Jaime Gonzaga and Abdulla el Kerim had entered the central keep on the far end of the portico from where Buey and Patel had disappeared from sight.

				Gonzaga, an eighteen-year veteran lancer who had survived numerous campaigns under Salguero, took to the lead, trusting to a pair of brandished pistols to give him an advantage over anything that might lunge out at them from the darkness. Abdulla, a dour and laconic Moor, had fashioned them a flambeau. This, he seemed reticent to shine into the murky corners of the keep. So Abdulla stayed conspicuously centered in the corridors they traversed, permitting Gonzaga to play the point man without any pang of guilt. Abdulla kept his saber dangled loosely in one hand, the thought of using the unfamiliar weapon in close combat never entering his mind.

				To Abdulla, all that mattered now was escape from this satanic stronghold. Escape at any price.

				Entering the keep, they found the first archway projecting them into the warmer air of a second-story corridor, containing quarters for the ancient contingent of nameless defenders.

				“Remember,” Gonzaga whispered back, “leftmost arch leads to second level. I can see the ward from out this window.”

				Abdulla nodded absently, caring nothing for this pointless mapping procedure—little more, he thought, than a tour of Hell’s eager reception hall.

				Jaime Gonzaga had begun to lose track of their bewitched meanderings—trusting in Abdulla to fill in his own memory gaps, for the later enlightenment of the others—when he peered into what looked like a block of once well-stocked larders.

				This led to the heavily fortified bulwark of the miller’s gate, whose exit over a normal castle’s moat rendered it a popular target of traitorous activity during sieges. More than a few mighty fortresses had fallen through raiding action at such postern passages, the gates thrown open by hands lined with lucre or moistened by cowardice.

			

			
				“Here—mark this,” Gonzaga ordered. “This gate might lead out.”

				“What?” Abdulla’s eyes shone with a nascent interest. “Then we must use it—I mean—we must—we must be able to tell Gonji where it leads to, for certain.”

				Gonzaga eyed him distrustfully. “Not now. We’ll retrace our path back to here later.”

				“Are we not supposed to explore? I’m sure he will ask why so potentially important a portal was left unopened.”

				“I just said we’ll—get away from there!” 

				Gonzaga stormed after Abdulla, who was already at the gate’s defensive housing, unbarring the door and pulling it open with a squeal of corroded hinges.

				“What’s the matter, lancer?” Abdulla accused. “Lost your nerve? Afraid to find what might lie without? What will you do, shoot me in the back?”

				What followed might have been averted had the Moor been able to read Gonzaga’s mind. The lancer did briefly consider shooting the man for panicking, then modified his decision to a mere clunk on the head. But now Abdulla moved into the gatehouse, and both men were startled to find that this archway had led into exactly what their eyes had declared.

				Abdulla’s eyes flared in the torchlight as he caught up the firebrand and drew it inside the housing. “Behold—at long last a touch of normality. Let us open the gate.” He pointed at the small portcullis and iron-bound gate beyond it.

				With rasping breath, Gonzaga nodded and put up his pistols. Together they muscled open the grate and double door. A short drawbridge was all that separated them from the outside. Gonzaga stayed the Moor’s eager hand at the capstan wheel and looked through the arrow loops into the darkness without. Cool air soughed past the opening, but nothing could be seen without, save infinite blackness.

				“Listen,” Gonzaga whispered. “What does that sound like to you?”

				“Water. At any rate, something that isn’t inside this Keep of Dead Souls.”

			

			
				With a shared look of desperation, they strained as one at the capstan, the drawbridge lowering to now reveal a fulminating mist which was shot through with patches of luminescence with no source they could discern. Abdulla thrust the torch through, his arm disappearing from view. He began to say something, a look of triumph crossing his face. Then the triumph was replaced by shock. He clutched at Gonzaga’s jack with his free hand, tearing the front of it as he was powerfully wrenched from view.

				The lancer cried out and grabbed at the voussoirs of the arch for purchase as he leaned out to see, holding his breath, expecting to be plunged into a wall of impossibly suspended sea. He saw Abdulla clutching for life at the chains of the drawbridge as cyclonic winds strove to tear him away. 

				And Gonzaga witnessed an awesome vision that made him feel as insignificant as a bead of moisture on the Sahara.

				The drawbridge lapped out over empty air in a fathomless void full of gargantuan shifting land masses. Tongues of land and wedges of sea and fire and smoke held their contained shapes as they drifted by, moving both up and down in the immense womb of black mist, propelled or levered by unknown forces. Gonzaga watched the pleading Abdulla el Kerim swept at last from the chains, his hands and face streaked with blood, his chest horribly collapsing as if from a monstrous vacuum. Abdulla was sucked off into the ether-mist, to bounce like a lifeless doll from one far-off land mass to another, at last a tiny dark speck consumed by a fiery sea.

				With a grunting, terrified effort, Gonzaga pulled himself back into the gatehouse to fall hard onto the welcome feel of adamantine stonework. He fought his way back through the darkness, losing his nerve even as he lost his way back along his mystically tortuous path.

				When he lurched into a bin-lined granary and confronted the foppishly plumed assassin, all hope fled. Gonzaga drew a pistol and fired it into Polidori’s chest, flung it away. The renegade lancer now raked out his sword. Polidori cast him a fell grin and smartly drew his own saber.

			

			
				As they circled each other and came into engagement, Gonzaga maintained his composure, knowing that he must divide his attention between the dead assassin and the familiar that must lurk somewhere near. The second pistol was reserved for that demonic cat.

				But Polidori’s reputation as a bloodthirsty and sadistic duellist had been well founded. In life he had killed a hundred sixty-one men, claiming that he could recall and savor the death-stroke inflicted on every opponent. Now, in suspended death, fate had served up Gonzaga as his first victim. Polidori treated it as a special event.

				By the time the familiar-cat appeared, preening itself atop a grain bin, Gonzaga’s left arm was in ruin. He could not draw his remaining pistol, much less employ it. Polidori continued torturing the overmatched swordsman, bleeding him slowly, until Gonzaga fell among the dusty larders at the far end of the granary, near the bakehouse.

				The assassin seemed to hold a whispered discourse with the temple cat for a moment, as Gonzaga slipped from consciousness. 

				“How shall we skewer so fine a pig?” the revenant killer hissed.

				An instant’s mute pause—

				The saber’s point lanced out in the musty darkness. The death-stroke was an old favorite of Polidori’s—through the eye and into the brain.

				The temple cat undulated where it stood, purring like a complacent tiger.

				* * * *

				Buey leaned back with his torch and smiled puckishly at Nassim Patel. He calmly took Patel’s pistol from his quaking hand and stuffed it into his own belt.

				“Now, boy,” the big man told him, “wait un minuto, and then do as I do, comprende?”

				“Si, senor.” Patel swallowed hard.

				Buey tossed him a stern glance and bade him watch. He sat on the floor before the doorway with his legs vanishing beyond the portal. Then he lay back and pulled at the jamb till he and his torch fell out of sight.

			

			
				Patel emitted a strained cry in the darkness, then waited, knees knocking, until the minute had elapsed. The tiny Morisco deliberated another moment before sitting and easing his legs through, as had Buey. His heart began hammering in his breast to see the phenomenon that filled him with fear. Suppose when he came through he no longer had legs?

				But then he was abruptly sucked through, for he hadn’t realized he’d been inching forward in compliance with the intimidating soldier’s order. He howled as he fell. The world suddenly dissolved beneath him, his loins filling with an electric charge, and he bit his tongue when he bounced on the cushions and tumbled over to strike his head on the floor of the dais.

				Buey rushed forward amidst the explosion of feathers where a cushion had burst under Patel’s fall.

				“Ahhh, dummy—I told you to lay back so you’d fall feet first! Now look—you bit your tongue, and it bleeds. If you’d stop walking around with your mouth open like a fly catcher—”

				Buey had taken a liking to the ingenuous Morisco. Patel was young and eager to please, and he was obviously impressed with Buey’s great size and might. Buey, on the other hand, had long been a champion of the little man, a hater of bullies, a curious mantle he’d somehow acquired as an adjunct to his own fascination with size and strength. Gonji had been the smallest man Buey had fought in many a year, and his loss to the samurai had proportionately raised his esteem for the man’s fighting skills.

				“You’ve got to be tough, Patel, if you want to be a Knight of Wonder,” he was saying now.

				“Si, senor, I do wish to be such a knight.”

				“Here—” Buey returned Patel’s pistol. “Spannered? Loaded? Si. Now don’t keep it hammered until you need it, lest you shoot me in the back, eh? You see one of the big cats, what do you do?”

				“I do not shoot until I am sure of my aim. And I squeeze, not yank.”

				“And?”

				Patel swallowed, though his throat was dry. “And that might not be until the creature is sitting upon me.”

			

			
				“Esta bien—all right. You want to live to be as big as I am someday, no?”

				As they shared a nervous laugh, something huge fell through the mystical portal of the dining salle’s ceiling—not where the two renegades had descended but a dozen feet nearer the archway that led into the corridor.

				Jurgen Kleinhenz, thief and murderer, hanged after an ironic twist of fate had seen his identity confused with that of one of his own victims—a man almost as nefarious as he—came toward them, his lethal axe arcing for a kill.

				Buey shouted at Patel and brought up his blade, whose forte sang off the gleaming axe-head, sparking the dim light. Buey drew a belted pistol in his left hand and fired it into the assassin’s face. The ball burst through the cheekbone and out the back of Kleinhenz’s head.

				Patel made a queasy sound as Kleinhenz’s ruined face tilted a grin at them atop his twisted neck. But then the axe murderer was looking down at Buey’s belt, where The Ox’s coiled rope still depended. And he was abruptly backing away toward the arch, no longer grinning. The memory of hanging still frosted the killer’s black soul.

				Kleinhenz drew a poniard from his boot and stiffly hurled it at the ducking Buey. It clattered in some dim corner of the salle. Patel emitted a ragged laugh to chase his trembling fear. He pointed to where Kleinhenz was vanishing through the portal.

				Then Buey turned and saw the cat. He bellowed for Patel to move. But the little Morisco could only stare in horror, frozen in place, as the vicious fangs and talons launched toward him across the short space. The cat-creature’s surging form struck Patel hard and bore him down onto the cold stone, where it rent and tore and worried his face and neck with savage speed.

				Buey’s thunderous, bellowing charge saw him kick the cat hard in the ribs. It felt like kicking something bloated, through watery resistance, but the creature hissed and scrambled off its ravaged victim. 

				Buey caught up Patel’s downed firearm. He rotated his aim after the scuttling creature, his arm trembling with fury. His shot split the air with a fire-lick and belching smoke, but the ball only buried itself in the churning masonry of a wall. It was gone.

			

			
				And then Buey was bent over Patel, trying vainly to stanch the blood lapping from the little Morisco’s severed artery, bubbling from his shredded mouth and throat.

				A moment later both were bathed in spent blood and Buey’s hot tears, and Nassim Patel lay still.

				* * * *

				Valentina’s face was set in a grimace. Amidst her gasping, the infant cherub cried out. A female. Valentina held it before her in awe, passed it to Lola, who kept sobbing and shaking, fearing to touch the tiny creature at its face or high on its back—the two places which alone betrayed it for something other than a human baby.

				Valentina snapped commands, and Lola surrendered to the work, though her words were an incessant torrent of demurral. She finally refused to help when Valentina ordered her to sever the umbilicus. The condemned seductress blurted a stream of invective and performed the task herself.

				Through it all, Kiri kept wailing, and Valentina did what little she could to soothe her.

				“Simon!” she shouted, laying the infant at its mother’s breast. “Simon, see if you can find a little more water!”

				But there was no response. It had been a long time, it seemed, since the lycanthrope had last poked his head up from the invisible portal near the center of the floor.

				“I’ve got to get out of here,” the other woman was gabbling.

				“Lola! God damn it, Lola, you stay right here! She’s not finished!”

				Indeed, the second wygyll nestling’s head was already crowning.

				And then Lola was screaming and clawing backward across the floor until she struck her head against a stone gatehouse piling, dazing her. Valentina looked across the austere sentry post and froze, Kiri’s wailing muffled by her own shrieking soul.

				A steely-eyed, undead Aryan killer strode toward her slowly, crossbow aimed at her face. In the floor grating from which he’d impossibly materialized, a devil-eyed temple cat now half-appeared, poised for a spring, propped on its forelegs alone.

			

			
				Valentina fought to control her quavering hand, strove to take charge of her nerve, as the hand smoothed the fabric of the caftan at her thigh. She felt the hard barrel of the wheel-lock pistol beneath, certain that she could never get to it without tipping her intent, its cold steel feeling as unattainable as the sparkling waters of a mirage.

				Years of dealing with the expectations of men set her body in motion without the need for awkward calculation. She lowered her eyes demurely and peered up at him from under a sheepish brow. Her breast heaved with soft sobs, her bosom jutting upward toward her chin as she leaned back on her arms in a posture that implored mercy and promised capitulation. A single conjured tear traced her cheek.

				But she had never dealt with a dead man before.

				The assassin sneered, and an unearthly wind-howl emanated from his throat that chilled Valentina’s soul. He extended the crossbow closer to her face in one corded hand. 

				Lola screamed madly, shaking her head from side to side. The killer’s rheumy eyes snapped toward her, his weapon arm angling at Lola, now, instead.

				In that instant Valentina brought the pistol up from under her caftan and blew the distracted temple cat’s brains back through the grating. Back into the distorted space from which it had come, in an eruption of dark, foul matter.

				The reaction was instantaneous. The assassin snapped rigid as if seized by some invisible horror. There was a savage sound of crushing bones and rending flesh, blood and viscera squirting and flinging from the reanimated cadaver, as the grave exacted final justice. His limbs were torn asunder, and his innards began to spew about the room.

				“Dios mio—Dios mio—!” Valentina kept shouting over Lola’s lunatic screams, more to swallow back her impulse to vomit than out of any fear. For she was beyond fear now, as she wiped at the dark blood that had splattered her. She could only wonder what to do next, half expecting to discover that she and the hysterical woman with her were the only ones left alive.

			

			
				For now Kiri, too, was dead. Her second offspring, a male, was stillborn.

				Valentina reloaded her pistol and looped the sling of the assassin’s crossbow around her neck. She gazed with twisted features at the grisly ruin of the undead killer’s wretchedly sundered corpse, wondering what manner of death had once claimed this monster.

				Then she ran over to the squealing, puling Lola and hit her in the jaw with a roundhouse right that jarred the woman into gaping sensibility.

				“That’s right—look at it!” she commanded, seeing Lola’s revulsion at the sight of the ravaged assassin, whose moment of death had surely been mastication by some monstrous beast. She grabbed Lola’s face and turned it toward the temple cat, which lay on its back, half in view, jaws jacked wide, its skull scooped open to reveal bits of some quivering mass. “You did your part. We did it. Now pick up that child, and let’s get out of here before any more of these—things come scuttling in here.”

				“Gonji said we wait here,” Lola whined.

				“To hell with that swaggering bastard!” Valentina roared. “I go my own way. Now bring that infant, or I leave you here with the dead souls. Puha—bitch! Move your ass!”

				* * * *

				Orozco and Herrmann twirled their blades anxiously, spreading to outflank the confident Polidori. As they engaged him, they were ever wary of the appearance of the temple cat, which could not be far away, bearing the killer’s suspended death within its shadowy substance.

				“Sonofabitch,” Orozco fumed. “Dirty sonofa-Milanese-bitch! We know how you died. And now you die again!”

				The sergeant launched at the assassin’s half-armored back, but his blade was deflected with a whipping parry. The force knocked Orozco off to the side, his limp rendering him clumsy and slow, further weakening his merely average fencing ability. His only hope was that he might annoy Polidori enough to enable Herrmann to deliver the killing blow—the blade-point in the back which the Italian brigands had proclaimed as his method of dispatch.

			

			
				If they were right…

				But Polidori lived up to his legend: Even the two of them together could not find an opening against this skillful fencer. And his plate-armored back could not be penetrated by anything less than a powerful direct lunge.

				Orozco heard the growl of the cat behind him. He whirled down painfully on one knee, barely stopped himself from squeezing off what would have been a wasted pistol shot, as the demon sharply withdrew through the archway into unknown space with a glimmer of volcanic red eyes.

				Herrmann roared with shock and pain. Polidori had plunged his blade into the man’s belly. Orozco bellowed with rage and stamped in at Polidori’s uncovered back. The valiant Herrmann, knowing his wound to be fatal, still found the courage to grab at the assassin’s blade with both hands, holding it fast in his own guts to buy Orozco time, though he shuddered and fell to his knees, screaming a long, mortal cry. Polidori could not withdraw his saber.

				The undead killer lurched sidewise to evade Orozco’s lunge. His saber cut through the dead man’s arm, withdrawing bloodlessly. Polidori grinned evilly.

				Orozco heard the scrape behind him, turned and leveled his pistol. Another assassin—Wiemer—stood in the archway, two cats’ heads appearing at either side of him, then withdrawing at once, as he did, to see the pistol in Orozco’s hand.

				Outnumbered and terrified, Sergeant Orozco knew he could not win this encounter. The wisdom of retreat sang its life-affirming refrain.

				He leapt to a barred window, felt the illusion of cold iron disperse as his arm passed through. Polidori retrieved his blade from the body of Herrmann as the sergeant pushed himself through.

				Orozco blared in anger and frustration. Then in pain—

				After falling for what seemed a long time, he struck a dank and clammy stairwell, cracking open his chin, bruising and scraping his arms and face as he tumbled downward in pitch darkness. He hit the bottom of the sub-cellar headfirst, scintillas showering his vision as he slipped into unconsciousness.

			

			
				Thinking ugly thoughts of cowardice. And of the face of the assassin who had retreated to see Orozco’s flourished gun.

				* * * *

				“Most entries through right and left doorways—at least when you’re moving generally upward—seem to lead you diagonally to a lower level.” Cardenas was scribbling with charcoal on a tattered piece of cloth as he spoke. The crude taper’s light glowed in the tower’s darkness like a lonely vespers candle.

				“You’re learning how this works?” Simon asked him with uncharacteristic interest.

				“I think so. Something. I’m not sure.”

				“My little infidel friend will be pleased,” the lycanthrope noted. “You can be sure he’ll find some foolish reason for optimism in all this.”

				“You don’t like Gonji very much, do you.” Cardenas framed it more as a statement than a question.

				“Well, it—” Simon broke off and pondered the solicitor’s pointed words. “We have our disagreements. He has his heathen notions and wild ideas.”

				“He’s not an easy person to like, at first. With his arrogance and overbearing and such. Yet…” Cardenas looked up from his calculations. “I think he possesses a depth of goodness, of compassion, that he finds difficult to express openly. Something in his Far Eastern heritage, I suppose.”

				“Oui. Do you know where we are now?”

				“I think we’re in one of the fore-towers, near the barbican. The turret should be just above our heads.” He peered through a high, barred window. “Nothing but that awful mist on this side.”

				The assassin dropped down from the ceiling and clacked off a quick arbalest shot. The quarrel tore shallowly through Simon’s ribs, cleaving the spaces between them to split on the wall in a spatter of bloodlets and shards of elm wood. The killer drew his blade and descended on the wounded giant.

			

			
				Cardenas could only stare in horror a moment before setting his taper on the sill and firing an ineffectual gunshot into the assassin’s back.

				Simon’s broadsword rasped out and engaged the opponent’s blade with furious spark-showering blows, backing him away, though his sword arm was on the pain-wracked side. Then Simon seemed to shrink away from the combat, clutching at himself, gurgling low in his throat as though convulsing.

				Cardenas was galvanized, fearing Simon would die and leave him at the mercy of the dreaded assassin and its lurking shadow-cat. He leapt onto the back of the undead, pinioning its arms, grimacing against the feel of the clammy, stiffened flesh like one wrestling an enormous beached fish. Cardenas clenched for his life, sprained arm flaring with pain, only half-seeing the eerie transformation Simon was even now undergoing, in his own furious struggle.

				Simon emitted a savage snarl and flung away his blade. He saw the temple cat, hanging upside down from the ceiling beam in the murky shadows overhead. It gaped its jaws and dropped. Amazingly, Simon sprang from the floor and caught it in midair, twisting to slam atop it on the mildewed floor.

				Cardenas groaned as he struggled to maintain his bear hug about the muscular assassin’s chest, knowing that the moment he released his grip would be followed by the moment of death. He saw the flailing of talons and heard a cracking sound but could not discern its source. The taper-lit darkness roiled with violent shadows and the sounds of deadly struggle.

				The undead nemesis lurched Cardenas onto his back. His breath whooshed out, and his tenacious hold was broken.

				The murderer rose and clutched at Cardenas’ throat. The solicitor fought the clamping hand uselessly. Then—

				A keening yowl. Something monstrous was rising in the darkness. Furred and fanged. Simon. The dead cat’s broken jaws dangled from one taloned hand. The assassin went blank-faced above Cardenas, then turned a ghastly red and began to swell… Something reeking poured out of his mouth to splatter onto Cardenas. He rolled out from under the killer, spitting and wiping himself as he began to heave dryly.

			

			
				The corpse slammed down onto the stone floor, still swelling, reddening, vibrating. Its flesh began to peel back, and it streamed oily filth from every orifice. Then it suddenly lay prone, death triumphing over the assassin a second time, for all time.

				“We would’ve—” Cardenas gasped, suddenly realizing what they had witnessed. “We would’ve—had a hard time—boiling him alive in the desert—no?” He emitted a short, mad laugh.

				The killer lay still, his bright pink flesh having burst and gone pulpy, eyes now milky white globules.

				Cardenas sucked in a breath to espy his companion, standing erect now, in the candle light. “Jesus, Simon, are you all right? I thought—the transformations—they—?”

				“Si.” Simon clutched at his torn, bleeding side and laughed a guttural laugh, marveling at the revelation. “It seems…it seems the old desert madman was right. The mufti… If I want to badly enough—if I have a great enough need—But don’t be quick to tell the samurai. Smug heathen. He’ll take credit for my learning something else I didn’t know about myself.”

				Cardenas winced to look at his state in the cool glow of the taper. “We should find the others. Tell them what we’ve done. And learned. Can I do anything for you…the wounds?”

				Simon looked at him sidelong and smiled coldly, shaking his head.

				Cardenas felt the rising gooseflesh to see a man’s smile curve the lips of the now slowly receding snout of a golden wolf.

				* * * *

				“I’ll do this one, Klank.”

				Luigi Leone stretched his small figure up tall, squaring his shoulders. With a nonchalant sniff, pistol angled to fire, he jumped at the grated window.

				There was shocking impact and a noisy clangor as Leone bounced off the rusted iron grillwork and fell back on his behind.

				Klank LoPresti brayed a harsh laugh. “Idiot! Well, now we know where one of those barred windows really is. Good work, Leone.” He checked over his array of weapons again, lurching his shoulders in his habitual fashion, telling from the din and the touch whether every piece of his noisy armor was strapped in its assigned place. Fully bedecked, LoPresti resembled an armored gorilla, with his bulky upper body mounted on stocky bowed legs. Luigi sometimes called him “Sir Ape.”

			

			
				“At least I don’t make as much noise when I fall as you do every time you hiccup,” Leone retorted. “You sound like a wagonload of wind-chimes tip—”

				“Look out!”

				The grating stopped passage only one way. The Spanish killer known in life as Fernandez, a renegade from the army, bounded through and aimed his arbalest at Klank. The burly brigand slid out a pistol, cocked and fired as he turned sharply to avoid the quarrel. The pistol ball knocked Fernandez back with its impact, but he came on, uninjured.

				Leone cried out to see the exploded view of Klank’s bloody shoulder as he twisted by. His heavy jack had partially deflected the bolt, saving his arm. LoPresti’s sword sang out of its scabbard.

				“The cat,” he whispered in a breath tight with pain. “Watch for the cat.”

				Klank came to en garde, spanking the confident Fernandez’s blade aside and lunging in to find the dead Spaniard offering no resistance: LoPresti’s blade-point ripped into his belly without effect.

				Fernandez laughed coldly as they clashed and clashed again. Leone watched in abject horror for the temple cat to come into sight, pistols clenched in sweating palms, his good eye bulging. Klank LoPresti drew the Spaniard toward the doorway by which the pair had entered the chamber, drove the assassin’s blade upward with a twisting high parry, pushed in close to the corpse’s fetid breath, then butted it in the face with his helm and kicked one of its feet out from under it. Fernandez stumbled forward and Klank pounded a sharp elbow to the back of his head that pushed him toward the portal. When Fernandez righted himself and turned to reengage him, LoPresti instead jumped into the air and drop-kicked him magically out of sight, through the archway and into the three-foot drop to the banquet hall the distorted space could not reveal.

			

			
				Klank grunted with the pain of his own jangling fall to the rock floor, in reaction. “The cat—watch for the cat,” he shouted as he moved warily through the mystical gateway, leaving Luigi alone.

				Leone wrenched about to face the snarling temple cat, which took to shadow when it saw the pistols in either hand. Leone cursed and fired one impulsive shot, the ball impacting near enough that the cat scurried away along the wall. But now it was nearer, and Luigi didn’t trust his reflexes.

				He leapt out through the invisible portal and into the banquet hall, with a ferocious cry designed to warn Klank of his entrance. There he found the sturdy warrior wrestling with his necromantic assailant, a dagger stabbing again and again into the creature’s revivified flesh.

				“Try strangling him!” Klank was screaming. “Your belt—I can’t hold him.”

				Luigi set down his pistol and unbuckled his belt, found an opening, caught Fernandez around the neck, and pulled the belt taut through the clasp. He jammed his foot against the Spaniard’s back for leverage. Strained. Gurgled with the effort. Klank stabbed and raked. Fernandez’s cold hand caught Klank by the face, squeezing and twisting.

				The cat appeared through the portal in the dim starlight that lanced down through high windows above the gallery.

				Klank shrilled a cry and rolled away, clutching his thigh.

				The assassin had produced his own knife and driven it home. Luigi ferociously pulled on the belt.

				“Christ,” Klank was gasping, watching his own blood flow, stanching it desperately. “He’s got to die—somehow he’s got to die.”

				The cat prowled toward them as Leone was knocked backward, his grip lost. Klank held the creature at bay with his dagger, but he could not rise, and the temple cat bounded atop him, snaring the dagger wrist with its powerful jaws.

				“Klank!”

				A scream from the gallery above them—Lola and Valentina had emerged from a doorway, shocked to view the bloody drama.

			

			
				“Leone—move!” Valentina shrieked, aiming her crossbow.

				“Get out of here!” Luigi was screaming. “Can’t you see we’re fighting? Don’t you see what’s happening here?”

				Leone was roaring incoherently and sobbing with rage as he drew his sword and began to hack at Fernandez, who tried to rise from the marble floor. He chopped off a hand above the wrist, then the other arm. 

				All at once—Fernandez’s ear suddenly tore nearly off his head to hang raggedly, leaking dark blood—the valiant LoPresti had shredded one of the familiar’s ears, its effect mirrored on the assassin.

				“Die—die—die!” Luigi Leone hacked and slashed at the undying enemy, shredding its body, sending Fernandez’s mustached head bouncing toward a corner. But still the monster refused to submit.

				A severed hand crawled up behind Leone to grasp his ankle. He screamed and kicked out wildly, trying to dislodge it.

				Valentina saw her opening and fired the bolt. It shattered beside the temple cat, which lurched in surprise and snarled up at the women on the gallery. But then it was backing away toward the double door at the far end of the hall, pulling a door open with its teeth.

				The rent segments of Fernandez flowed mystically across the floor in the temple cat’s wake. Luigi gagged to see it, scrabbling on hands and knees toward the body of his amigo. He began weeping uncontrollably.

				Valentina saw the loathsome head of Fernandez slide by beneath her. It was the one she’d seen before. In the desert. Recognition flashed again. But who? Where?

				Lola screamed behind her. Valentina turned and raised a fending hand to see the woman’s head yanked back sharply by the twining fingers in her long, black hair. Lola struggled madly, the infant wygyll slipping from her cradling arm.

				Valentina caught the crying child awkwardly and pulled her pistol at the same time. But there was nothing to aim at. Lola was gone, yanked through a doorway into another hostile space.

				Valentina immediately remembered the cats. Silent, quicksilver killers. She stutter-stepped backward, gliding along the gallery rail, avoiding doorways, bolstered by the wheel-lock pistol’s deadly promise. Shushing the infant. 

			

			
				It must be hungry, she was thinking.

				Then her thoughts turned from hunger to violent death. She fought back her fears, composed a quiet prayer. She could hear Lola’s screams echoing in some distant chamber of the magical chaos that had been made of the castle.

				When she looked below, Leone, too, was gone. And with him, the segmented body of the assassin whose identity she knew she should remember.

				* * * *

				Ahmed sat sipping his remaining water, observing Gonji’s lightning gyrations of the katana. The kata completed, the samurai burned nervous energy by practicing an amazing variety of rapid draws that froze into gleaming, lethal cuts.

				He snicked the Sagami back into its scabbard with a crisp, two-handed motion.

				“This is ridiculous,” Gonji said at last, in frustration. “I wish something would happen.”

				“Perhaps the others will have something to report,” Ahmed proposed encouragingly. “Yet we hear not a sound…”

				Gonji exhaled an exasperated breath. “No gatekeeper. No Dark Company. The last thing I expected of this place was that I might die of boredom here.”

				“Shall we try the gate?”

				Gonji shook his head. “I’ve had enough of this. Let’s retrace our steps and see whether anyone else has discovered anything worthwhile.”

				Gonji and Ahmed lost their way on the return, stumbling onto the banquet hall, where a scene of stark horror greeted them. Each man they saw was worse off than the last. There were the battered Cardenas and the obviously injured Simon, who leaked blood from a hastily fashioned patch around his ribs and another around his head, where his scalp had been torn open by the cat he’d killed.

				But worst of all was the ravaged Klank LoPresti, who lay in the gory pool formed by the score of wounds that had carried him into the Dark Lands.

			

			
				Gonji’s hand went to his head in helpless agony. “What—the women—did you leave them alone?”

				“They were safe enough when we left them,” Cardenas explained.

				“We watched a steady stream of assassins tramp through the ward,” Simon told him impatiently. “It seemed time to do something about it.”

				They exchanged what news they could, and then Cardenas seized their joint attentions.

				“All right,” he began, spreading his strange map on the floor beneath his taper light. “All right, senor samurai, let’s talk architecture and mathematics and for the moment lay thoughts of magic aside. You’ll recall I once told you that my early studies at the university concentrated in mathematics. I remembered theories—silly geometric games, actually, at least that’s what we thought—concerning manifold structures—”

				“Manifold?”

				“Si—multidimensional surfaces. Now look—” He fumbled out a deck of playing cards from a pocket. “Don’t know why I kept these. The deck is three cards short. But perhaps it was providential. Now watch…” He fashioned a small house of cards, then collapsed it. “Where have the rooms gone?”

				Gonji shrugged. “Nowhere. In the space above. What are you getting at?”

				“The space still exists. It was defined by the enclosing surfaces. The surfaces are still there, but the figure has been enfolded. Closed inside itself. The walls occupy new dimensions. They don’t exist in ‘our’ space. The spaces are in new containment. Perhaps—perhaps in other worlds, coexisting with our own.”

				Gonji recalled Domingo’s similarly bizarre talk of alternate worlds. “Go on,” he said to Cardenas grimly.

				“This fortress has possibly been so enfolded. From our own world, all that shows is the small block on the surface, where we entered. But we have seen that an entire fortress is indeed contained within that block, all its walls, its apertures intact, by some…unknown manipulation of what we call space. It all occupies a new…arrangement of space.” Cardenas motioned with his hands in a futile effort at delineation. “See my illustration—I’ve tried to display the unfolding of the surfaces our eyes see. Judging by what Simon and I noted, the distortion of the passages would be similar to what we’ve experienced.”

			

			
				“By what magic is this possible?” Sergeant Orozco asked, his brow crinkling. Cardenas could only shrug.

				“So how does this help us with our immediate problems?” Gonji asked impatiently.

				“It may not,” the educated solicitor admitted, “if this is an individual phenomenon. But if what the witch told you is true—the business of the concurrent worlds, one within another, then there may be a place where they all overlap, a contiguous dimension, one they all touch, from which it all operates. Else—it might all collide. Be destroyed. Universal cataclysm.”

				There was silence for a space.

				Gonji exhaled heavily. “What do you suggest?”

				“That we try to find it.”

				“Where?” Buey said.

				“At the center, the final place of unfolding. I’d guess…that would be somewhere in the lower reaches of this fortress. We’ve seen little of them.”

				No one seemed cheered by Cardenas’ observation.

				“Then we go on together,” Gonji said slowly, considering. “Downward, somehow, I suppose. But let me remind you of our most immediate need—that of survival. Our enemies could be anywhere now. We must try to find those that still stalk us. And the dead may have an advantage. What one knows, they may all know. Who can say?”

				“You speak of magic again,” Cardenas reminded with a smile. “I am talking science and—”

				“Gomen nasai—so sorry, but dead men are indeed stalking and killing us, agreed? Magic or science—it may all be of a piece, somewhere.”

				Cardenas shrugged. “Granted.”

			

			
				“Simon, are you well enough?” Gonji inquired sincerely.

				“Oui, no thanks to your leadership, once again.” He smirked crookedly. “There is still Evil about. Let us have done with these…hunters from the grave, one way or the other.”

				“Hai. I’m afraid, my friends, that there is no gatekeeper, despite my witch friend’s assurances. We must discover our secrets for ourselves. But first…survival.”

				“And let us hope and pray,” Ahmed added, showing his parched tongue, “that those secrets include the location of water. And perhaps even a bit of food.”

				Gonji’s jaw set, and a thundercloud settled over his features. “You are most honorable warriors, one and all. So sorry, but I must request of you one more service. Let us re-gather the women, and then turn on our predators. Gentlemen—ready your weapons.”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

				Valentina was lost in clutching, enfolding darkness. Dank and musty, with the stench of a tomb. But not silent as a tomb: Something scurried along the walls, seeking her out.

				She spat out an angry tuff of breath and knelt to steady the pistol, holding the mewling infant close with one arm. For an instant she hated the wygyll babe. What was it to her? What did she care for it? She would abandon it to—

				The scurrying feet came closer. She hugged the child tight to her bosom and snarled like an animal. Then what was left of her rational world dissolved with the white pinpoints that glowed in the hole that devoured the wall before her. The wall became a doorway into shepherd’s heaven. A wash of warmer, drier air embraced her like an enfolding mother’s caress.

				She saw first the rolling hill, green even in the velvety blackness of a night sky filled with a million cascading stars out of a poet’s dream. The hill was truncated, ending at some indistinguishable distance, a hillock floating in space. The voussoirs of a broken arch loomed up before her. Curving along its apex was a crumbling inscription:

				ET IN ARCADIA EGO

				And seated with his back against the rear of the arch was a fair-skinned blond man, of indeterminate age, in a tunic, breeches, and sandals.

				He turned and gazed at her over his shoulder, surprise fluttering his eyelids. He saw the wheel-lock pistol in her trembling fist.

				“Please—there is no violence here. Your baby is crying.”

				Valentina was shaking, but the soft spell of peacefulness in the place, something in his alien tone, won her over. She lowered the pistol, looked behind her. The fortress was gone, supplanted by more intoxicatingly scented hills.

			

			
				“I can’t understand you,” she said. “Do you speak—”

				“Ah—Castilian Spanish. The lower worlds. Si, I speak it, along with a hundred other languages and dialects.” He repeated his first words to her.

				“It’s not my baby. It is called a… wygyll.”

				“You use—an English word. You are a human woman, of the lower orders. I see few…” He seemed to drift into a private reverie a moment, then rose to approach her.

				“I need water,” Valentina said flatly. “The baby needs—milk, I suppose?”

				He smiled paternally. “And you expect I’ll produce a crude decanter of some sort. And a—lactating bovine beast?” He placed his hands at his chest, then performed a series of hand manipulations at eye level. The sound of rushing water came first, then two gateways opened in the air before him, ground-level, ragged doorway views of placid streams. A gaping Valentina could only process these as the “wounded space” of two other, fanciful worlds. One floral-bordered patch ran with bubbling water; the other—dimmer and emanating a chill breath like morning dew—with a thicker, whitish liquid.

				Smiling as one would in response to a waif’s naive wonder, he said, “Yes, sustenance for the child.”

				“Are you the…gatekeeper—or an angel?”

				“Something between, perhaps. Call it magic, if you will. Many throughout the spheres call us the Ianitori. There is no ready explanation within your grasp. You will have to find a way to strain the lacteus vitae—you don’t expect me to suckle the child, do you? And please do not hold it so near. I can feel its distress. I am what you might call empathic. Its discomfort is mine.” He moved away and gazed up into the stars, for a time.

				Valentina slaked her own thirst, then found the cleanest portion of her caftan to strain the milky fluid for the wygyll babe. The cherub sucked at the fluid serenely.

				“If you can feel its distress,” she called at his back, “why don’t you conjure someone to care for it? I can’t care for it. It’s not my species.”

			

			
				“You have no idea of the enormity of what you ask. I must shun involvement as others might shun death. How did you come upon the avian child?” And she began to explain, but his interest drifted instantly, as if he had not asked at all. Then: “Come, see this—the sunset alignment of several enlightened spheres. I have not embraced it with another in longer than I can remember.”

				He began to gesture again, and Valentina gasped to see the vast rainbow effect he had conjured, as it seemed she saw a vision of countless suns descending over the multihued horizons of worlds of splendor and beauty.

				“All this you can command,” she said in awe, laying the wygyll babe in the spongy grasses. “Have you and the other angels watched us struggle like bugs in a spider’s web, suffering, dying?” Her voice quavered.

				“No. I have no idea what you mean. I have no interest at all in the struggles and strife attendant on common human folly.”

				But he did seem to show interest. In her. And whether man or god, he possessed male weaknesses she knew well. She postured strong but compliant now, as she moved beside him.

				“Yet you did rescue me, and I can only guess at your motive.”

				“It was a mistake,” he replied in a tightened voice. “I wandered out farther onto the jetties than I should ever dare. I…felt your terror. I should better have—have—”

				“I am grateful,” she said, folding her arms under her bosom, not unaware of his fleeting glances. “But I know there’s nothing a mortal can offer a visiting angel in gratitude. I should have died down there if you hadn’t come. What’s your name?”

				“Shem,” he answered simply.

				“I am Valentina de Corsia. Are you still…a man, like other men?”

				Shem ignored her, though he tensed somewhat, yet tried to conceal it.

				“See the coruscations on Andelaara 3,” he said, pointing. But when he saw her staring at him, he answered her query. “Like other men, in most ways. I am a Prober. Ianitori. A—priest, you might call us. Member of a venerable order, a secret order of adepts who alone can discern the spheres, can enjoy the fullness of Arcadia. Or of what man made of it, in his pride and avarice and dark usage.” This last was spoken bitterly.

			

			
				“Arcadia?” she wondered aloud. “I’ve heard it mentioned. Isn’t it inscribed on your arch?”

				“You speak of it the way all men do, as though it were some handful of earth they might murder their fellows for. Everything is Arcadia. Arcadia is all the Architect-god created in his wisdom. Shattered. Dispersed. Irretrievable.”

				She felt her influence slipping, attempted a new tack, uncertain as to what she was striving for, but intuiting that unthinkable power flowed through this strange man. Demureness having failed her, causing him to withdraw into a shell of unease and sexual tension, she tried the more earthy approach that had frequently brought university scholars under her spell, though she wished earnestly for some sudden imputation of their great learning.

				“Shit—all this power you command, and you use it to flatter yourself with visions of sunsets. As if any man could dare to call them his own!”

				He stiffened, seemed about to say something, but held his tongue. Valentina felt herself treading on serpents, but she went on. “You say you felt my terror. Have you never felt the horror of a million like me, groveling in some hellish darkness? Preyed on by whatever evil lusts might—look at me when I speak to you. Don’t turn away from me!”

				“You fill me with unaccustomed anger,” he said, as though she’d done him some irreparable harm. “I should never have conducted you here. Leave me!”

				“Will you send me back to that dungeon? And the bird-child with me? Think of the suffering souls you might pluck from torment—the infants like that one who’ve died because your magical stream is denied them—god damn it, how dare you have such power?!”

				She began to cry. Tears of sudden rage she hardly understood drove all artifice before them. She felt a child again, a lonely child unable to cope with the blows of a brutal world. 

				A look of compassion etched Shem’s face. He winced slightly as he touched her cheek, drawing a single tear close to his eyes.

				“You must understand, our most profound vow is to avoid interference in the power games of the spheres. We only observe, try to reorder the keys, repair the jetties of entry, restore the Architect’s original construct. Once, in ages past, all sentient beings were able to use the gateways freely. Arcadia was all things to all beings. A unity of multiple worlds. Perfect. Endlessly bountiful. Then there was a great upheaval. Someone, some…cabal of grasping forces, moved by pride, stole the secret for themselves. And Arcadia was withdrawn from its orderly use by all of creation. But as a gesture of hope, the Architect imparts the power over the gateways to some few as they sleep. However, we are forbidden to trifle in individual affairs. With good reason. It would be both pointless and maddening to set any single ill aright, in the light of the overwhelming chaos besetting the spheres of existence. Someone must have tried here, eons ago, when they erected this fortress as a nexus of salient gateways. Their wish was to exert power over numerous spheres by using the gateways from this stronghold. You have seen what resulted. We call it—a local entropy effect. I’m sorry, but I cannot add my hand’s work to this rampant chaos—”

			

			
				“But you already have,” she argued. “You saved me. And the child. And every great goodness starts with one small act.” She wiped her tears. “If you won’t help, then send me back to die with my friends. Only save the wygyll infant. Her mother gave her life for—something.”

				He stared at her a long moment, tipping back and forth on his heels, as if calculating, or struggling internally, his lips pursed. Then, his eyes closing, Shem raised an arm uncertainly. Manipulating the air again, he opened another gateway, onto a sprawling nexus of worlds, from which she’d been plucked. The frightening array displayed such cosmic power and depth that Valentina began to gasp and waver, as if she might fall into its immensity. She cried out in fear.

				But Shem steadied her with his other hand. Then he banished all but a single world, out of that kaleidoscopic maelstrom, showing her, at last, an overhead view of the Fortress of the Dead. Opened…expanded into a bizarre figure of tenuously connected blocks that could not support itself in any normal spatial reference. Tiny figures moved therein, and Valentina inhaled a whistling breath to see it.

			

			
				“Watch,” Shem told her, passing his hands before the construct in such a way as to reassemble it into a recognizable structure. It grew in the vista before her, now occluding the hillside view. “See how insignificant it appears from this vantage.”

				And she did feel a sensation of headiness. For an instant Valentina was a goddess, overlooking a tiny castle in her thrall.

				But at her side, Shem’s fair brow deepened and clouded over with a fatal realization.

				* * * *

				Within the fortress, the questing party found that suddenly normal, navigable space had returned. For whatever unfathomable reason, the magic had departed. Walls, doors and windows behaved truly, serving up visions of physical reality.

				“Our advantage now,” Gonji told them through gritted teeth, once they had accepted the return of the reality they had known. “To the gatehouse, where Simon left Valentina, and Lola and the bird-woman!”

				“Our advantage!” Buey echoed.

				The small band of warriors moved off with renewed determination.

				But then, with the colossal upheaval that ensued, shattering all physical boundaries and driving them to the brink of madness, it was suddenly no one’s advantage.

				* * * *

				Valentina gulped and recovered her senses. She turned from her view of the Fortress and snapped Shem from his own disquieting vision. 

				“Shem, the dead pursue us. Kill us. Do you know how? Is there anything you can tell me that might help us against this sorcery?”

				“Time suspension, perhaps,” he said simply, absently. “Yes. I can’t explain further, but yes, it’s possible.” He seemed to be intent on watching the castle a moment. Then: “Do you—do you have a lover among those doomed men?”

			

			
				She was taken aback by the sudden candor. To see her blanching expression, Shem blushed, aware that he’d laid his soul bare. He looked awkward and uncomfortable. “I am sorry, I—”

				“No, it’s all right. No, it’s…it’s funny, you see, I—I’m among the best friends I’ve ever had. People I’m willing to die for. But there’s none that I would call my lover, though I’ve called many men lovers when I wouldn’t have called them friends.” She snickered at the curious irony she’d uncovered. “I thought to give my flesh to you, if it would have helped.” Her brow knit, now, to hear her own frankness, to see Shem avert his face in embarrassment. “But I wouldn’t have done that to you. Not to you. I—I have an affliction, you see…”

				Shem looked back to her. Slowly, his expression opening to her, he moved nearer. He touched her hand. Understanding lit his deep blue eyes. “You are soiled, nothing more.” He smiled, as if comforting an unduly troubled child.

				Valentina’s eyes went wide. She experienced a depth of embarrassment, to hear his words, that made her want to run. She drew back, but Shem took her hand again.

				“Come with me. The child sleeps. Nothing can harm it here. This is the arch of the Architect-god himself. Once, legend tells us, it was the first he created. The first gateway by which beings of flesh and seeking mind might seek his bounty. The inscription read, Et in Arcadia Ego…Sum—‘And in Arcadia, I am.’ I will show you another.”

				She went willingly, drawn by his gentle spell. They walked the hills for a time and through two gateways in which he bade her not to look about, lest she see things best withheld. She found herself complying, resisting her incidental curiosity in favor of a burning desire to reach their destination.

				When they reached a second arch, this one undamaged, he translated its inscription: And in Arcadia, I heal.


				“Elixir vitae,” Shem said, waving a hand over the lush garden that sprawled before a cataract of crystal-clear water. “Panacea for many ills of the human corpus.”

				He plucked a yellow blossom and laid it on a cut on Valentina’s arm. There was an effervescent effect, and the wound’s lips began to shrink, to close, though the residue of dried blood remained. He drew the astonished woman toward a mossy bank and pointed.

			

			
				“The aquamarine growth. A fungus. Three applications, one each by the suns of this sphere. You first inhale its vapors long enough to induce sleep. The second day you drink a distillate of a small quantity. The third day, you fast, and at nightfall you indulge in a quantity, raw, no larger than will fit into your palm…and you are cleansed.”

				She was thunderstruck by the simple, saving eloquence of what he said.

				“It is evening. Will you…sleep here tonight?” Shem’s voice, breathless, had diminished to the volume of a moth’s wing-beats. 

				And then Valentina began to quiver, for thoughts of her syphilitic affliction had now jarred something loose among her guilt-bound memories.

				She had at last remembered the face—the touch—the sweating grasp like so many others she’d known. The same boorishness, braggadocio. Another virile specimen who would ply her the way he just knew she was born to be plied. She remembered all but the name of Fernandez. And she knew what she must do.

				“Shem—” she said, fighting for control. “Shem, you must send me back to my friends. I have an—an unfinished quest.”

				“No,” he protested. “Did you not listen? I told you they were doomed. Something is happening in that tortured nexus of worlds. You cannot go back there!”

				“But why?” Valentina’s eyes went wide with apprehension.

				“Because the gateways are closing in this place. That fortress is enfolding back into its center. All inside it will share the fate of the meddlers who fashioned it so perversely.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“They’ll be compressed—crushed within it.”

				“Shem—you must do something!”

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

				They were naked sacrifices for the entertainment of a leering cosmos.

				To the perspective of the inhabitants of the Fortress of the Dead, Wunderknecht and assassin alike, it seemed as though they’d been jolted by the whim of some capricious god, their tilting grounds wrenched apart, such that they stood in awe aboard chunks of flying debris in an immense ether-bound arena.

				Just as things had appeared to revert to normality, there had been a jarring impact, knocking them all off their feet. When they had gathered their senses, they found themselves floating in a shimmering, murky void on fifty-foot sections of the exploded castle. The jagged segments drifted slowly on straight lines—vertical, horizontal, and skewed—passing one another until each reached the edges of their mist-bordered sphere of containment. Moving through the barrier, they would find themselves momentarily disoriented, realizing finally that they had resumed their inexorable course at the extreme opposite end of the line from which they’d begun.

				But the next pass brought each piece of castle ground or wall or turret nearer to the others than the last. And nearer to the trembling center of that sphere. It was a shrinking, spherical arena, with a dreadful core that looked like a living void. A hungering darkness.

				For a brief interval all thought of combat was forgotten.

				Gonji stood with his swords lashed to his back, his retrieved bow hanging limply in one hand, peering outward from a chunk of middle bailey ground bordered on one side by a sheared-off section of the main gatehouse’s tall inner towers. He scanned the incredible phenomenon with less sense of doom than of wonder. He could make out figures on the truncated air vessels, but none seemed near enough to engage, whether friend or foe. His mass of debris was on an outer plane, cutting a short arc from the enveloping sphere, but growing larger with each pass as he moved toward the center.

			

			
				But Gonji and his band all soon noticed what occurred when a fragment reached the exact center of the sphere: It dissolved into nothingness, as if fed from front to rear into an invisible devouring maw.

				Gonji could make out two figures on a horizontal path near the center, racing about in frenzy on the bakehouse roof. He recognized Simon first, then saw that it was Cardenas with him. They had perceived their peril and were frantically searching for a means to survival. Gonji could only watch helplessly, from perhaps hundreds of yards away.

				He saw Simon’s leap down onto a section of marble floor that passed below. Cardenas lost his nerve, waiting until the next agonizing pass to drop down through twenty feet of air, nearly missing the banquet hall section, shrilling with terror as Simon grabbed him, near an edge, and pulled him to safety.

				And then a crossbow quarrel shattered on the wall behind the samurai. Gonji searched below him—the undead murderer Jurgen Kleinhenz was reloading from a fractured piece of the kitchens and larders.

				“No steadier hand than a dead one,” Gonji taunted, nocking, aiming and planting a shaft in Kleinhenz’s chest—with no effect save moral victory.

				There would be no truce with the undead, even in these mutually destructive circumstances.

				Kleinhenz passed through the barrier, his perch reappearing far above, the killer well covered. No opportunity to try anything else.

				Gonji looked back to where Simon and Cardenas crouched near Klank LoPresti’s dead body, and the samurai gnashed his teeth in anger. The ground they’d occupied before had now diminished weirdly in perspective as it neared the arena’s deadly center. Another chamber’s broken wall descended past Gonji’s viewpoint on an oblique angle. On the floor was the corpse of Nassim Patel, his head in grisly ruin.

				* * * *

			

			
				Luigi Leone had come face-to-face with the savage Ottef Abu-Nissar just before the massive shock that heralded the unfolding of the castle. When he recovered his senses, he flicked horrified one-eyed glances from his amazing circumstances to his strangely inert opponent. Abu-Nissar’s cat had strayed too far from him and now occupied a different purchase: the crenellated disc of a turret below them.

				Abu-Nissar lay still, and the trembling Leone drew his sword and began to slash at the unmoving form, hoping desperately that hacking it to pieces would prove lastingly effective.

				Buey drifted by, still sorting himself out, quaking with disorientation. He was on the overturned ceiling of a bedchamber, shards of glass from a chandelier all about him.

				“Hang him, Leone!” Buey was shouting, recognizing who it was. “Strangle him.”

				Ahmed Il-Mohar descended on a bizarre perch—the steps of the central keep, about eighty feet above and to the right of the right-angled wall of the ward on which Leone hacked frantically.

				“No, he must be hanged!” the Morisco bellowed across the ether, concurring with Buey. 

				Ahmed eased toward the jaggedly crumbled edge of the stairs, then scrambled back again when he saw the ghastly, fathomless space beneath him. He hugged an ashlar block to forestall his vertigo. His staircase’s course drew him nearer to Leone, but as he passed he forgot the scene rising past him now and could think only of the proximity of his own death.

				* * * *

				Sergeant Orozco believed himself trapped in a nightmare. He recovered consciousness, his head caked with blood, every joint aching from his fall. He was in a now-exposed dungeon chamber, tipped slightly such that the drop into an abyss, below, yawned up at him. Fighting back a seizure of nervous tremors, he took stock of his situation. He saw the flatter, broader crag of stone-jutted land looming up below him like a rising leviathan. He would have to jump outward to make it. Quickly, before the moment passed—

			

			
				He leaped, slamming down among the headstones of the graveyard that had occupied the grounds beyond the barbican.

				Breathing heavily, heart thumping, he saw Wiemer clutching Lola around the neck on a strangely listing portion of the banquet hall gallery. It was wobbling slightly, like a spun platter. Rubbing his eyes, still refusing to believe the physical evidence of his bizarre environment, Orozco took aim with a pistol.

				It had to be risked. The woman was likely lost anyway. And why not try it? None of this was real. He steadied his hand on top of an ancient gravestone. Clack. The pistol was empty. Orozco swore, as he vaguely recalled discharging it earlier.

				This was not a dream. His mind screamed in rejection of it. But it was all too real.

				He saw Cardenas on the banquet floor. Saw the leaping form of the now lupine Simon Sardonis, bounding atop a floating piece of the outer bailey wall to try to give chase to a temple cat and its assassin, several fragments away.

				Orozco shook his head and licked his parched lips.

				“Cardenas!” he blared, seeing the man hefting a pistol. “This one, Cardenas! Shoot this one!”

				And then he lost his view of Wiemer and Lola, who screamed as she was wrenched back by her hair again.

				* * * *

				Cardenas looked up to the chunk of gallery that drifted by in a pattern that would cross the crumbled banquet hall’s, where he clung. He dimly heard Orozco’s shouts, wishing he could be left alone to die, caring nothing now for these people who had led him away as a captive, torn him from his family.

				But in his bitterness he wished passionately to lash out at something, someone in this grotesque nightmare. It might as well be one of the undead assassins. His wheel-lock pistol clutched in a sweating fist, he drew a bead.

				But then he saw that Wiemer used Lola for a shield, and he was moved by concern for the woman. Shaking as he was, he knew he couldn’t chance the shot. They passed by, Wiemer holding a grimacing Lola tighter and hissing his unholy laughter, as Cardenas withheld fire.

			

			
				The solicitor cursed, then saw two deadly visions: Abu-Nissar’s scrabbling temple cat traversed a course toward its lifeless charge—chopped to pieces by Leone—that would soon bring it into Cardenas’ range. Secondly, the banquet hall chunk he occupied would soon pass through the sphere’s devouring center, taking him and Klank LoPresti’s corpse with it.

				Cardenas raced about the rough-edged floor, saw the rising roof of the granary, thirty feet below. Shrieking a prayer for deliverance, he threw himself atop the thatched roof, crashing partway through, knocking the wind out of him. But he was safe from the center for now.

				He passed through the misty barrier at the sphere’s edge, found himself moving upward through utter blackness for a long time, babbling in terror. He gasped with relief to pass back into the arena again but almost at once caught sight of the walking corpse Fernandez, who exchanged crossbow fire with an unseen archer. Then the gallery was descending toward Cardenas, though farther away now. He heard shouting—a shot behind him somewhere.

				Sergeant Orozco was passing him on the far side of the gallery portion. He saw the sergeant aim and fire a pistol, cursing. He had missed his shot. 

				Now Wiemer was returning, much closer to Cardenas now, holding a knife at Lola’s throat, searching his late banquet-hall vessel for him. He saw the dead killer’s alarm in not finding him there. Cardenas laughed inside. He had fooled the dead creature. He had him dead to rights.

				But then he glimpsed the temple cat falling—sailing down from above him like a bat, in a ghostly ballet, eerily slow, its limbs outspread. And on the periphery he saw Lola make her move, twisting out of Wiemer’s grasp to throw herself down on the gallery floor as they passed, very near. Wiemer snarled and went for her with the knife.

			

			
				Cardenas made his decision. He held the pistol in both hands and fired the passing shot just as Wiemer took shocked note of his new position. The assassin was thrown back against the gallery wall, as Lola shrieked and shrieked hysterically, venting both revulsion and relief.

				But then one of the snarling demon-cats slammed onto the granary roof near Cardenas, shook itself and charged at him with ferocious vengefulness. Cardenas brought out his dagger and braced for its charge. But the powerful beast bowled him over and found the unprotected flesh of his throat. 

				The solicitor from Barbaso’s last conscious thought was a crib memory of the broad moon-face of his paternal grandmother, looming down at him. And then vision and memory and breath were all stilled at once.

				* * * *

				Having found the courage to leap, Ahmed, and the temple cat, arrived on Leone’s side-tipped bailey wall at almost the same time. 

				Leone and the Morisco angled their blades at the beast, keeping it at bay. The creatures were heart-freezingly lithe. Like a huge feline shape composed of fuming, sinuous smoke with lethal edges all a-gleam. Until they struck, with that awful predatory mass that seemed to form in the material world only when needed for savage mayhem. 

				Neither man possessed a pistol now. And Abu-Nissar was reviving, his severed parts rejoining, though displaying the hundred slash-marks of Leone’s concerted effort. He rose behind the embattled fighters, to hiss in ghoulish glee. His familiar had again brought him back to blasphemous life.

				“Engage the killer, senor,” Ahmed said. “I will deal with this creature.”

				“He’s too fast,” Leone said. “Anyway, I haven’t got any rope. We’ll have to kill that devil-cat.”

				They lunged alternately at the temple cat, their timid thrusts falling short or evaded by the lithe creature. It was somewhat injured, though, either from its long fall from the granary to the bailey wall, or from a fellow warrior’s shaft or lead ball. Its limp was echoed in Abu-Nissar, who nonetheless came at them, minaciously tossing his scimitar from hand to hand.

			

			
				Luigi steeled himself with several quick breaths and, abandoning all reason, tried to drop-kick the temple cat in a madly desperate move he’d often seen his dead friend Klank employ. But the cat lurched back effortlessly from the plunging swordsman and his wildly flashing blade. 

				Luigi nearly fell off the wall and into the abyss, his momentum carrying him between two merlons, from where he snared a one-armed purchase and sucked in a ragged breath, peering down into endless space below. He was helpless, as the temple cat came for him.

				With a great bellow, Buey leapt down and across from the passing bedchamber, arms circling like windmill vanes, to drop behind the stalking Abu-Nissar. The temple cat saw this new menace and growled, turned from the dangling Leone. It launched low at Buey as he stumbled back onto his haunches with the force of his landing. The big man shook his head, stunned. He recovered, roaring, to barely ward off the cat with his saber and batting coil of rope.

				Ahmed joined him, charging the cat. It tossed menacingly, to and fro, between them for a moment. Parts of it appeared to shred, like wisps of black smoke—it was leaking something vital, and now more vicious for the wounds. 

				In a trice it chose to attack Ahmed, barreling him backward, clawing at him. But the screaming Morisco’s blade staved off its searching jaws, and an instant later Luigi Leone came on with a fierce howl, his good eye blazing with fury as he slashed down, cutting open the scrambling cat in a spray of blood—from up close more like steam—saving Ahmed’s life.

				The evil familiar curled into a defensive ball, all fang and claw, as it lay bleeding a vaporous substance that dissipated in the air, hissing its hatred at them from a dark corner beneath a merlon.

				In his teeth-clenching rage, Buey never took note of the crossbow bolt, fired by Kleinhenz from a nearby drifting loft, which narrowly missed The Ox, clattering amidst the ruins of the castle allure. He forgot his rope as he raked the scimitar from Abu-Nissar’s now limp-hanging arm and caught the Butcher of Oran about the throat with a powerful hand.

			

			
				“Hang him! For God’s sake, use the rope!” Luigi was shouting.

				But Buey dropped his sword and broke Abu-Nissar’s grip on his wrist, then caught the undead killer about the throat from behind with a huge forearm, squeezing, crushing… Buey’s eyes bulged with strain and hatred, as he bellowed at the struggling assassin the names of the friends he’d lost to these defeaters of the grave.

				“You’re no problem, are you, hombre?” Buey ground out as he clamped ever tighter, his massive thews now approximating the effect of the discarded rope. “This is one of my specialties—this is for what you did to little—Pa-tel!”

				With a tremendous wrench and a sickening snap that caused both Luigi and Ahmed to wince, Buey broke the Arab’s neck. He held his grip for a long time, paralyzed with loathing, wishing for the moment to be repeated again and again. 

				Long after the temple-cat familiar had wafted away in ghostly tendrils of silver-black mist, Buey still held his death-grip, as if he feared the reanimated assassin would presently return.

				* * * *

				Orozco saw Kleinhenz fire the crossbow at Buey, wincing to see how near the shot came to skewering his friend. Rubbing his palms together in frustration, he watched Kleinhenz float downward to safety amidst his embracing kitchen larders, wondering how many more assassins remained. He saw the strangely altered Simon Sardonis, bounding among the floating, crisscrossing ruins with superhuman leaps, trying vainly to reach the remaining cats. Simon trailed bloody strips of clothing and bandages, like some apparition from a freshly erupted grave.

				Kissing his wheel-lock pistol and praying for some reachable target, Orozco passed through the ethereal barrier of luminescent mist again, and wound up beholding the approach of those fragments he’d left behind.

			

			
				Circles, round and round, he was thinking in scattershot flashes. We sail straight and make circles…


				He heard Gonji above him, shouting something, tried to establish contact, and failed. Saw the evil duellist Polidori atop a turret, posing like a pompous conqueror, some distance away.

				Vaguely, Sergeant Orozco was aware that he was drifting nearer the center of this bewildering chess game, his piece soon to be wiped from the board.

				Die like a man, like a soldier—for your God and your king—well—for your God, anyway…


				He swallowed dryly and brought up his pistol when he saw the kitchens descending within range. Perhaps a shot at the goddamn cat. Perhaps not…


				The wall containing Buey, Ahmed, and Luigi Leone would pass the killer’s airborne fragment first. Maybe they would draw Kleinhenz’s attention. Or his temple cat’s. Orozco’s eyebrows arched to see how near those two shifting bodies came, nearly colliding on this pass.

				He saw Buey leap out of concealment, coiled rope in hand, to land on the kitchen fragment as someone lent him cover fire from a barking, fuming pistol.

				He could hear the struggle, the growling of the monster cat. His nerve ends flared as he strained up to see, the larders plunging near.

				The creature was on Buey’s back, clawing and tearing, talons slashing out of dark swirling mist, as the big man roared and twisted mightily, pulling at the rope that was taut about Kleinhenz’s neck.

				Buey’s face was shredded at the left cheek, his thick forearm jammed between the temple cat’s now very solidified jaws, when he fell between the larders on Orozco’s side.

				“Carlos,” Buey cried raggedly, throwing the end of the rope toward the sergeant. For an instant, Orozco saw the rope slipping away. Then he lurched out over the nothingness of the air-bound arena and caught the hemp a scant foot from its end.

				He threw himself backward. Kleinhenz yanked back stronger, determined not to return to the grave he’d earned by his sadistic barbarity. Orozco lost his footing, skidded toward the brink of the graveyard. His shot-weakened leg caught the facing of a headstone, hooked it as he swore and strained and pulled until his hands bled. He felt the slack as Kleinhenz tripped, coiled it frantically about his arm. Scrambling to his knees, he looped the rope about the headstone as the assassin gave a powerful tug that trapped the sergeant’s arm against it. Orozco cried out in pain but held, face pressed against the slab as he felt the sudden heavy tug and crushing pressure.

			

			
				Kleinhenz was dragged off his wedge of rock and wood to dangle out over the ether. Orozco wriggled his arm free and hurriedly tied off the rope. He inched to the parapet. Kleinhenz was pulling himself up, hand over hand, slowly, inexorably. The dead would not die easily.

				He looked down, saw Kleinhenz’s familiar cat leaning out from the larders, pawing out uselessly. Saw Buey’s downed form. The creature would kill him in its vengeful rage, if indeed it hadn’t already.

				Locating his pistol, the sergeant rushed to the brink, leaned over, hissed a prayer. Aimed and fired. He cursed the cloud of black smoke that obscured his vision.

				A moment later he laughed aloud, his curse brushed aside by an outcry of thanksgiving. The cat lay splayed on a larder lid, softly shimmering, as if with escaping steam. 

				Kleinhenz’s neck snapped like kindling, the rope singing with the sudden rigid vibration.

				But Orozco could not judge Buey’s state. Then he saw Gonji’s leap—and Simon’s—and the surging cat—the assassin’s back up on that turret—

				And then it was all lost to view.

				* * * *

				“Don’t kill it, Simon!” Gonji grated, seeing the transformed lycanthrope, fangs bared, confront the blackly fulminating temple cat, the two circling each other warily. “Don’t kill it…yet.”

				He glared at Polidori, who snuck glances at the two beasts, Simon and his lava-eyed temple cat. His swagger had fled before concern for his familiar.

			

			
				“Wait,” Polidori hissed harshly. Gonji betrayed his surprise, for none of them had heard any of the undead tormentors speak before. “You are a man of honor, are you not?”

				“You’re afraid,” Gonji said evenly, flooded now with confidence. He hopped down from the embrasure, katana held in middle guard. Polidori set his blade point down in cavalier fashion.

				“So what if I am?” the duellist grated, watching as Simon and the temple cat spoiled for combat, in their standoff. Both backed away cautiously to await the outcome of this exchange. “You would shun the grave, too, if you knew what lay beyond it.”

				“The karma of some is worse than that of others,” Gonji replied.

				“Let this be you and me,” Polidori proposed. “I, too, am curious as to which of us would triumph in a match, whose fencing is superior. Let us cross swords, and let the victor live.”

				Gonji cocked his head to indicate the nearness of the arena’s implacable, crushing center. “We all die soon.”

				“Then why fight at all, if that’s your belief?” 

				Gonji spat on the stone floor of the turret. “If you can’t answer that, then there’s no use in further discussion.”

				He crept forward, smooth as a stalking tiger, mayhem barely contained in the flash of his dark eyes.

				But Polidori’s delay had been a ploy. A bolt whickered down from above to shatter at Simon’s springing feet. He had glimpsed the attacker—Fernandez, and his instincts galvanized his thews to evade the shot. Simon snarled up as the second familiar cat launched down to join Polidori’s against Simon. 

				Now all three raging beasts tore into one another in frenzied animal fury, as Fernandez, too, landed in their midst from his looming ruin.

				Gonji circled Polidori and Fernandez, feeling out their attack with silver-lick parries, stringing them out to avoid landing between them in the confined space. He knew the renegade Spanish trooper’s schooling, had seen his style countless times before. But Polidori’s storied technique was a legitimate threat and would require scrutiny.

			

			
				Gonji drew his ko-dachi and lashed out in a sudden burst of twin-fanged fury, feeling them out, turning away their relentless alternating lunges, inflicting several futile wounds. Neither feared death, though Polidori guarded his back carefully, where his death-blow had been delivered. And Fernandez’s mode of death was still unknown. 

				Polidori seemed to lay back, to allow Gonji to wear himself out, as the clash wore on, fatalistically.

				Angered by their confidence, knowing that Simon might succumb at any time in his battle with those phantasmagoric cats, he beat aside Polidori’s blade, backed him against the merlons with a whirling, scissoring assault, and then abandoned him suddenly to tear into the weaker fencer, Fernandez. In a split instant, Gonji disarmed the Spaniard with a twisting double-bladed snare. His fanning return hacked off one hand and sliced deeply into the corpse’s knee.

				He spun to catch Polidori’s deep lunge at his back, driving the blade up over his head and slashing the assassin across the belly to no avail. Gonji could hear the snarling and raging howls of animal fury behind him, along with Fernandez’s cold laughter, as the revivified, severed hand slid back to the killer in its necromantic magic, the ruined knee reconstructing itself.

				But Polidori suddenly contorted in pain and jammed an elbow into his ribs. Simon had stabbed his familiar, wounding it deeply. Gonji leapt forward, swept the duellist’s blade wide to the left with his seppuku sword, and sliced horizontally with the Sagami, bursting both of the dead man’s eyes.

				An instant’s hesitation—Gonji looked back to Fernandez, who reacted like a jolted puppet as Simon caught up enough smoky substance to slam the killer’s temple cat against a crenellation—and then the samurai’s series of lightning circular slashes brought the blinded Polidori low, with a furious series of dismembering chops. Dead body parts landed about him, and Gonji cursed the futility of it all.

				He stood back, teeth gritted in hatred, sucking in a whistling breath filled with impotent fury, unsure how to apply that rage against these undying fiends. But then he remembered—

			

			
				Before Polidori’s parts could reassemble themselves, Gonji kicked him over prone and drove a foot into his back. Poising the katana high overhead, the samurai poured his loathing of this abominable assassin into a parting thought.

				“Take this to Hell with you, dead man: You’re the poorest excuse for a legend I’ve ever encountered. Good fencing—” With both hands, he plunged the razor point of the katana through the killer’s back, feeling the life driven from the reanimated body by the clean edge of forthright steel.


				But then he regretted his momentary indulgence of vainglory. 

				Fernandez and his familiar had leapt down to a safe haven on the chunk of ruin that passed below. Gonji pounded the merlon in frustration, then went to Simon’s aid. The lycanthrope had reverted to humanity again, and he seemed in a bad way. He tried to rise, blood seeping from dozens of wounds. For an instant Gonji grimaced, believing one of Simon’s eyes had been gouged out. But only the eyelid had been sliced, for the eye was intact, though it fluttered in irritation at the blood that filled it.

				The samurai steadied his breathing, forced Simon to lie back, for the first time wondering whence had come the sorcery that allowed the partial transformation into the werewolf, which should have been denied him. He decided that Simon’s noble spirit had somehow found the way under the pressure of their dire need.

				He was watching the revolting dissipation of Polidori’s dead temple cat when Orozco shouted above him, jabbering what he knew, asking their condition. On the next pass the sergeant was low enough to drop down with them.

				“Buey’s gone,” Orozco was saying, his voice unsteady, full of emotional and physical anguish.

				“We all will be soon,” Gonji noted. “You—you’ve been a fine friend, Carlo-san. A great bushi.”

				They eyed each other with shared respect. Orozco nodded. “A helluva fine friend,” he said, chortling, finding inside himself a last spark of humor. “Good for a loan of silver anytime. You got away with it, you Jappo devil. Look—”

				Gonji peered down. He could see Fernandez, huddled with his cat under the roof of an airborne redoubt.

			

			
				“Cholera—have you any powder left? My bow is—somewhere. No shafts anyway.”

				Then they saw the figure suddenly appear on the carven stonework of the redoubt’s floor. 

				Soiled caftan. A woman…

				“Valentina!”


				She heard Gonji’s shout, looked up languidly and seemed to smile. But she gave no reply. The undead killer and his temple cat went into motion. Gonji slid along the embrasures to see, losing composure, his mind racing with concern, making no sense of it. Then they were out of view.

				Gonji saw that his turret’s next pass would take them into the center of the sorcerous battleground, to be enveloped by its mystery.

				“Valentina!” He couldn’t see her, as the redoubt sailed past the floating walls of a fragmented dungeon.

				Gonji turned, whirled about helplessly, leaning back against a wall, an agonized sound escaping his throat. Then:

				“Carlos!”

				It took him a moment to realize that he was alone.

				* * * *

				She remembered him now, the memory seething with hatred. He had been one of the first to take her after she’d become aware of her curse. She abided her disgust and threw back her caftan to reveal her nakedness. She forced a smile that melted into a sneer as he came toward her, his eyes briefly reflecting the revived memories of lust.

				The temple cat recognized her first, for it could sense the secret it guarded slipping from its time-suspending sorcery, eroding like sludge before a driving rain. The ghostly animal backed away, head lowered, for it could not perform its protective duty in the presence of the executioner.

				Fernandez looked to his guardian cat, and realization dawned agonizingly. He began to tremble as she approached him. Her very proximity had triggered the onset of the process. He stumbled backward a pace, then another. The affliction that had laid him low overwhelmed him once again, this time at an amazingly accelerated pace. In moments he had lost control of his faculties, his entire left side falling prey to paralysis. In panic over the imminent loss of the life he’d killed so many to keep, the escape from the glimpsed fate that had filled him with horror, he raised his blade to strike her.

			

			
				But something prevented him. He could not strike at his executioner. He dropped the sword and staggered back, ever back, with failing control over his undead nerves and muscles.

				When he reached the brink he teetered an instant, reached out to her, fending, imploring. Valentina’s eyes were like icy spikes when she reached out and took his hand, caressing it with the other. And he recoiled from her touch as if struck by a battering ram.

				The evil renegade lancer fell over the brink with a choked outcry, floating in death, passing through the sphere’s outer barrier and swiftly reappearing on the farther side, to take his place amidst the debris that gradually drifted toward the dreadful, crushing center of the space distortion. He was rigid in death, as he’d been at the moment Balaerik had given him back his foul shadow-life.

				Valentina watched the temple cat curl into a ball of shadow, shrinking, flitting off on the air currents, its charge and its existence summarily canceled.

				She shuddered and fell to her knees, gathered the caftan about her and hugging herself. She began to sob, then to vomit convulsively. When the terrible moment passed, her lips spouted a torrent of prayers, in thanks. Unutterable gratitude that her touch alone was enough to negate the necromancy that had revived the evil Fernandez.

				For Valentina knew she could not have survived, had her unspeakable fear come true.

				Her fear that, in order to save her friends, she might be required to submit to the lust of an evil, putrid corpse.

			

			
				



			

	


CHAPTER THIRTY

				Gonji saw the bright light that burned a hole into the air before him as the turret he rode approached the engulfing center of the mystical sphere. He was momentarily blinded by the spreading glow, and for an instant he thought he had been visited by the kami of death.

				Then a hand reached through, the pale hand of a tawny-haired man, who eyed him with a trace of suspicion as he saw the samurai seize the hilt of the Sagami.

				“No. There is no violence here,” the man said in a placid voice.

				Gonji stepped forward from a foothold on nothingness and warily took the man’s hand, as it waved to enjoin speed. He felt an odd, euphoric sense of weightlessness. The sorcerous environs around him seemed to burn off, from front to rear, like the silk of the Moonspinner, torn back like a coverlet from off the firm vista he now felt and saw under and around him, a sweet green world that reminded him of the hills of his youth.

				He was on an idyllic, rolling greensward, the grasses soft and lush beneath his feet. His chest swelled with air formed of pure, welcoming scents, his eyes luxuriating in its beauty. On an impulse he removed his boots and tabi to walk barefoot on the graceful pasture-land. 

				He was beyond elation to see the other survivors, and he bowed to them without speaking, then knelt and offered a prayer of thanks to all merciful kami.

				A bloody and begrimed Sergeant Orozco hobbled up and clapped him on the shoulder. “This bugger says he’s got something that will help Buey’s wounds—si, he’s alive! Brought here before us. He’s…he’s not too sure about Simon, though.”

				Still bedazzled by the wonder of it all, Gonji slowly acclimated himself. The he moved to help comfort the badly injured Simon and Buey. Ahmed and Luigi greeted him in quiet, shared amazement as they attended the pair’s wounds. These two seemed in less than perfect health themselves, numerous cuts and bruises marking them. Yet all appeared grateful to be alive and a bit apprehensive as to what this place might be. Lola, too, was with them, though she seemed in shock, seated on the grass with her knees drawn up close.

			

			
				Then he saw what she was staring at: The bodies of their allies Herrmann, Gonzaga, Patel, and Cardenas lay in a decorous row a short distance away.

				And then Valentina came through the doorway into nothingness, Shem conducting her, smiling at her. The erstwhile whore now appeared as a conquering queen, framed as she was in the waxing and waning vision of the spherical arena, which finally vanished from their sight for the last time. Gonji strained for a final memory-branding glimpse of the great tilting ground.

				Valentina met all their eyes evenly. “No,” she said quietly, “it’s not what you think, thank God.” She forced a shaky smile. Tacit understanding permeated the group. All knew her meaning, though it had never been discussed.

				“Well,” Orozco began, summoning his facile humor, “that’s one helluva tribute to how popular you used to be!”

				“That’s not funny in the least, Carlos,” she said, though not too reproachfully.

				The sergeant persisted. “Well, I meant no disrespect. We all do battle in our own way. We’re all just happy that you didn’t have to—I mean, being that they were the dead and all—”

				“Shut up, Carlos,” Gonji said, straightening the sergeant’s impish smile. The samurai watched Valentina walk past them, strangely changed, transcendent, as if occupying some new plane of existence beyond even this realm to which they’d been drawn.

				“All this carnage—blood,” Shem was intoning gravely, “upsetting the serenity of the Architect-god’s favorite meadow. This is all quite unsettling to me. You can thank Valentina for your survival. I would have been unaware of your peril—and frankly indifferent to it, of necessity—had it not been for her concern over you. We will speak later.”

				He walked off, his step heavy, as if burdened. Gonji watched him stroll with a jaundiced scowl, having already taken a disliking to this reluctant savior.

			

			
				Shem returned the sentiment later, when Gonji insisted they bury the four dead warriors at a spot he chose near the broken arch. Valentina attempted to mediate the disagreement, but Gonji struck up an icy, adamant resolve, and there was no dissuading him. The grave markers were placed unobtrusively, and the samurai showed a tight-lipped Shem that no angle of view was marred.

				Their wounds were treated with the healing blossoms, though Shem himself would not approach Simon, explaining that his empathy with the accursed man’s contentious spirit was a terrifying experience in emotional violence. And it was further discovered that the blossoms had no effect on Simon’s wounds, though his body’s superhuman resiliency did at once begin to manifest their own healing effects.

				Buey, however, miraculously responded to the medicinal blossoms’ efficacy, and the big warrior was in cheerful spirits before the azure, cloud-studded sky was thrice dimmed by placid twilight shadows.

				“Have you ever strewn these blossoms on some battlefield you peeked into?” Gonji asked Shem as he handled one of them that day.

				“I don’t peek into battlefields,” Shem replied indignantly. “Most wounds could be avoided by applying understanding at their source—the aggressive spirit. And these curatives are not plentiful. They were created with the hope that they would rarely need to be used.”

				Gonji seemed dissatisfied with what sounded to him like a specious hypothesis.

				They were conducted to a hot springs, where they laved themselves in the cleansing, therapeutic waters, which exerted a magical effect on both body and spirit. At nightfall, under starry heavens and bright scudding clouds that sped past a silver gibbous moon, they would slake their thirst on a golden nectar and gorge themselves with a variety of fruits and vegetables, both familiar and strange. And Shem would discuss with them his knowledge of the system of cosmic spheres; parallel, concentric worlds, of which their earth was but one.

			

			
				“Once Arcadia was freely accessible to all. Everything Paradise contained was free. But rapacious powers sought to control its resources, to lord over their fellows, to enslave them and be gods. That was their greatest sin, you know, their aspiration to godhood. And they made chaos of Paradise. Now there is no unifying element, no law for all the spheres. There is a ruling body on the central world that seeks to restore order, but only under their control. So even their efforts represent a compromise that was never intended. One day it will all be reclaimed, but not soon. I fear your idealistic Knights Templars will be disappointed. All men share a destiny that is unknowable in the present state.”

				“How?” Gonji asked. “How will it all be restored?”

				“Someday there will be unity of purpose,” Shem answered simply.

				“And where and when will that all start?” Orozco piped in, taking up the thread of Gonji’s argument.

				“Not with me, friend warrior, if that is your implication. I have a responsibility to remain detached, to exert no additional force to complicate the already complex disorder. My function is to observe and record, to tender my considered advice to my superiors in the High Order of Ianitori Probers.”

				“Like your colleague the giant?” Gonji said. “He spoke as you do, yet he interfered in the affairs of us lesser beings.”

				“There are even Probers who violate their responsibility,” Shem argued.

				“Yet all must make a clear moral choice,” Simon cut in, his arresting voice commanding their attention from where he propped himself up on an elbow. He was heavily bandaged again and in considerable pain, but he showed an unaccustomed interest in the discussion.

				Shem averted his eyes from the lycanthrope. “My moral choice must be made on a sublime level you could not hope to appreciate.”

				Gonji clucked his tongue. “Listen, friend, we deal with the manifestations of evil on our—pathetically submerged level—and you, on yours. But I see you doing little to aid in the battle.”

				“You have a disquieting way of interpreting existence in military terms.”

			

			
				“So I do,” Gonji agreed, “and it’s not without validity. You can open and close doorways at will, can you not?”

				Shem shrugged. “I do have such localized power. I cannot prevent passage, however, to those who have stumbled onto the secret. And there are many of those, representing all parts of an absolute moral spectrum. At best I can obscure the positions of gateways to the keys within my immediate influence. That way I may help to…confuse and limit their illicit usage.”

				“You could have prevented the evil forces from taking control of the diamond configuration of gateways Domingo Negro discovered. You could search among your keys to learn whether the evil of Akryllon still exists among us. You—”

				Shem was shaking his head as if admonishing a child. “Believe me, you cannot know what you ask. From what you have told me, I gather that your witch was right about one thing. Her primitive spells—and there are spheres where such magic has been refined to science—they did reveal to her that the system of spheres is concentric. There is a core-world—this is part of it. And your fatuous mathematician—forgive me, I realize he lies dead, yonder—at least he realized that there was a link between what one world calls sorcery and another, science. But there was no ‘configuration of Evil.’ Your diamond was merely a random figure, granted importance by way of the unenlightened mind’s awe at the assumed simple perfection of symmetry. As for Akryllon…it exists, to be sure. It exists as a stain on the cosmic structure. More power-mongers. They move to and fro through the keys as if they knew Arcadia’s meaning. Arrogant fools.”

				“That is why the witch sent us Pablo Cardenas,” Ahmed Il-Mohar was reasoning aloud, his gaze fixed on a distant star. “She knew that his knowledge and hers were connected in some larger framework.”

				But Gonji was listening only to his own angry thoughts. “One should not speak so disparagingly of the dead,” he told Shem with barely disguised hostility. “They may have fought in ignorance, but what matters in the end is that they fought.” He rose and strode off into the surrounding hills, to reestablish control of his center.

			

			
				* * * *

				Ahmed found him where he slept the next morning, at the edge of a sylvan valley of unparalleled beauty. A warm sun evaporated the dew, whose sparkle returned to the glory of a majestic sky of a most lively blue.

				“Our strange friend seems to think he can locate Genoa by means of his hand manipulations,” Ahmed said with a trace of amusement. “Very handy fellow. Perhaps he will even deign to conduct you there.”

				Gonji peered at him closely. “You’re not going?”

				Ahmed stroked his bearded chin. “As I once said, I would I only face more hostility in Austria. The Turks command the Barbary States, and my adopted faith will render me an unwelcome guest in my own homeland. Shem has told me of a place very much like Algiers, where artisans are needed and strangers are welcomed. It is all quite intoxicating, you know? His presumptuous posturing is a bit infectious. I may even presume to do some proselytizing of my own. He says many beliefs are tolerated there, unlike so many spheres. I can be a Knight of Wonder after all, without the violent opposition you face.” Ahmed smiled, then he spoke with the lights of unknown shores reflected from his eyes. “Shem says he has heard that in other places they also believe that the Architect-god’s Son came among men—as a carpenter. That seems to make a curious logical sense in the context, does it not? Fascinating, is it not? Speaking with him does lend one a broader perspective.” He returned to their surroundings once more, as if from a reverie. “Oh, and—Lola will accompany me.”

				“Lola?” Gonji was perplexed. “Challenging the unknown?”

				The Morisco shook his head. “Running from the known. A small gift of divine symmetry, I do not wonder: I seek a new start. She seeks forgetfulness. Together we shall help each other adjust. Then—?” The Morisco shrugged.

				* * * *

			

			
				Sergeant Orozco, Buey, and Luigi Leone located Gonji in a secluded dell the next morning. The samurai glistened with a fine film of sweat. Stripped to his breechcloth, he drove himself through a long series of kata. They held their place, allowing him to finish his practice at scintillating ken-jutsu draws.

				He paused to greet them, then continued with flexibility exercises and ju-jutsu gyrations as he spoke with his comrades.

				“We’re ready to leave when you are,” Orozco apprised him. “This godling thinks he can put us on our way. I get the feeling it’s more out of good riddance than any wish to help.”

				Gonji nodded curtly. “We upset his contemplative paradise.”

				“Soon I’ll be strong enough to take you on again, eh, Kyooshi?” Buey said with an impish grin, flexing his arms, and Gonji smiled to hear the Ox use Captain Salguero’s pet word.

				“Hai, you best be good and strong. Leone-san, I see his magic grove couldn’t restore your lost eye.”

				Luigi’s hand went to his eye patch. “Now, you know—you must be a witch, like they say. Shem talked to me about a place where they sometimes can—replace a—”

				Gonji’s eyes narrowed. He saw Leone turn uncharacteristically reflective. Shem’s spell had seemed to captivate him, as well. 

				“And you’re going?”

				Leone snapped back to reality. “Me? Hell, no. I aim to see what you’re about. I lost this eye in good faith, you know. This is what it cost me to prove my mettle. Brigands back off when they see this. I’d just have to start fighting ’em again, if I—”

				“It would improve your fencing to have two eyes again,” Gonji pressed, testing his resolve.

				“Ah, horseshit. It was never any good anyway. Just give me a good pistol and plenty of powder and shot.”

				The samurai looked them over, bowing to them at last. “Domo arigato, my friends. Your company will be much appreciated. Though I do understand…it will be difficult for any of us to live our lives in quite the same way again.”

				* * * *

			

			
				Simon’s shadow disturbed the space between the lengthening shades of the trees as night whispered in the distant slumbering hills.

				“You’re looking well,” Gonji said when he’d recovered from the abrupt jolting out of his meditation. The lycanthrope had begun to move with his accustomed stealth, and as usual he’d withdrawn again from the others’ company.

				“Let’s leave this place,” he said. “I don’t like this drowsiness it induces.”

				“I know what you mean,” Gonji replied. “It weakens one’s guard. Too much of this, and—Has this ‘Prober’ also offered you a refuge to run to? An escape from the battles of life?”

				Simon sighed. “Something—he said something about a lifeless land I might roam on the Night of Chains.”

				“Mmm.” Gonji looked toward the distant arch where most of the others reclined, their voices lilting in the twilight. They heard Buey’s uproarious laughter. And Orozco’s.

				“It was thoughtful of him,” Simon added. “It seems I do offend his fastidious sensibilities.”

				“Is he also a heathen?” Gonji probed, igniting an old fuse.

				“In his fashion. Not like some I know. When we’re back in France, I’m going to haul your infidel ass off to chapel one day. Just to see whether you really will burst into flames.”

				“On the Night of Chains?” Gonji shot back.

				“That’s not a fit subject for humor.” Simon turned away.

				“Hell, it is time to leave this place. Everyone’s getting as touchy as you. And what is this business about France you’ve said, more than once? I hate France, you know that.”

				“I said I needed help with something. Remember? You promised yours.”

				Gonji watched him lope off into the dell, dimly recalling a promise made on the road.

				* * * *

				“Your witch was wrong, you see,” Shem declared, strolling beside Gonji with hands behind his back. “Attitudes and policies, not evil armies, are what most commonly bleed through the gateways to enslave the beings who inhabit the spheres. Much too difficult to combat by sword. The powers that vie for control are far too complex to explain to you. I must admit I do not understand it very well myself.”

			

			
				“That’s a rare admission for you,” Gonji observed with a trace of sarcasm. “I’m glad to hear it. Actually, I believe the sword is a valid weapon with which to begin the fight against universal evil. And one honorably begins where he perceives a single wrong. Or he does nothing, as you do, and the wrong grows into a larger one, feeding on everything around it.”

				Shem seemed indignant, but he pondered this for a space, and Gonji went on with a dawning sense of irony. “Actually, I’m my own worst argument for what I’m saying. I seem to have gained nothing here. Stasis. I’ve placed the dead back in their graves. In fact, I’ve lost. I’ve laid good companions beside them.”

				“That depends on what you count as gain,” Shem said in a comforting voice. “You have given me much. Rarely can a man from the common spheres enhance a Prober’s existence. You have influenced me to see certain things…differently. Listen to me—I have been speaking with the others. They hold you in the highest esteem. They have helped me understand your aims. And there are certain predicted events, expected in this Age…” Shem drifted off, then quickly regained focus. “Perhaps it does matter when one being reaches in a hand to pluck a single living truth from a drowning pool of deceit. I cannot help you. You must fight the noisy, dirty battles of your own world. The dark powers in Akryllon may have seen your future, and it may be that that future crosses purposes with their own.

				“But out of your insistent arguments, I have framed this decision: I can attempt to influence the governing of the passages through the gateways, the use of the keys. That much I will try. I shall devise a modern codex for the spheres and present it to the other Probers. You have…quite possibly succeeded in making me a renegade like yourself. Albeit, on a larger scale.”

				Shem smiled with more sincerity than Gonji had seen before. “And you’ve given me something else.”

			

			
				“What else?” Gonji’s brow creased.

				“The company of Valentina.”

				* * * *

				“Do you think it would be wonderful if all people were born with wings?” Valentina asked in serene humor as she laid the wrapped infant wygyll on the grass beneath the arch.

				“Hai,” Gonji said absently as he stared at the grave of Pablo Cardenas. “This foul business has made orphans of more than one. I must see that Cardenas’ family is cared for. One more duty. Karma.” He snapped out of his morose mindset and turned back to the woman. “Will you make this creature your own?”

				“Dios mio, no!” She chuckled in surprise. “Do I look that maternal to you? I couldn’t see to the care of my own.” There was a trace of bitterness that lent her voice a murmuring timbre. “I’ll find a place for it.”

				“Hai, there must be other wygylls about. Your new friend here can probably help.” He at once regretted this expression of unwonted jealousy.

				She was looking at him, studying him closely. “You turned out different than I expected.”

				“And you,” he replied.

				“You still have your enchanting eyes, though,” she said. “I’ll never forget how you first looked at me through that dungeon grill. Thinking God knows what infidel thoughts.”

				Gonji raised an eyebrow in mock petulance. “Ah, so desu ka? You gave me a lot to think about, as I recall.”

				She laughed breathily. “And you still have an arrogance that rivals Shem’s.”

				Gonji’s fists clenched imperceptibly to hear his name again. “He’s not your type.”

				“Maybe not,” she allowed. “Maybe my type needs changing, who knows? You had your chance. Now, instead of a warrior, I’ll motivate a thinker.” She saw a glimmer of pique in Gonji’s eyes and appended: “A different sort of thinker.”

			

			
				They shared an uneasy silence.

				“Tomorrow I begin the—cleansing,” she spoke softly. “It takes three days at the healing arch. Shem says—I understand the days are long on that sphere. You could dally until…then. But I don’t suppose—”

				“No. The others are chafing, and I must confess that so am I. There’s a lot to do. We don’t even know whether those ships made it to Genoa. And—” He went on, not hearing his own words as he looked at her with deep yearning.

				She knew, as well as he, that his expressed itch to leave was merely the thinnest veneer of rationale. The truth was that he had rejected her before, and his sense of honor would not permit him to avail himself of her love now that fate had seen fit to alter things in its agonizing way.

				“It’s odd to think of how things might have worked out,” Valentina said. “We might have been going to the healing arch together—to spend those long days.”

				Karma.


			

			
				



			

	


EPILOGUE

				Shem had delivered them into the hands of the enemy.

				That was what they all thought as they cursed and drew cold steel in rasping concert on a windswept Genoese beach under a wintry sky.

				The Golden Fleece Knights surrounded them, crossbows leveled for the simple volley that would execute Gonji’s company at a single command, though the wiles of the undead and the dangers of sea and desert and disrupted space could not achieve that end.

				And then the burly priest was lumbering forward to embrace the shocked Gonji.

				“Kuma-san? Sir Bear?” he wondered aloud. “Brother Jan?”

				“Father Jan to you, now, you young heathen!” And the priest was embracing him and shaking him by the shoulders, embarrassing him now even as such familiar public contact had nonplussed a young samurai many years and half a world ago.

				The knights relaxed as the band put up their weapons, for it had been their startling appearance, as if out of nothingness, that had caused the hostile reaction. But, of course, they’d merely been taken off guard.

				Sebastio began to explain how Father de la Cenza and Archbishop Texeira had taken control of the Church in Toledo since the Grand Inquisitor had gone mad. How Balaerik was still at large, known to be an enemy of the Church; how he’d been linked to certain ghastly crimes, including the murders of ten lancers. The knights wished only to hear from Gonji’s own lips that he had not helped Balaerik engineer any of his crimes. That he was not in fact in league with the evil donado.


				And then Sebastio was speaking of Dai Nihon. Of a great battle fought on Sekigahara Plain. Of his father’s continued good health, though he’d fought on the side that had lost. Tokugawa had come to power. And many things had changed in the Land of the Gods since Gonji’s departure.

			

			
				And of Reiko. His once beloved Reiko.

				“She will not speak your name, but her eyes are eloquent enough when it is mentioned,” Kuma-san noted.

				The priest was babbling about Roma. Orozco, Buey, and Leone were reminding him of Austria. And Simon Sardonis was withdrawing again in hostility, seeming out of place. Curling into his self-pitying shell, feeling betrayed, saying his farewells, for the moon would be full in two nights.

				Gonji listened. And thought. Until he could listen and think no more.

				He bowed to them and begged their leave for the night. Their questions still hanging over the surging tide, the others watched mutely as he strode away along the beach, hand on sword hilt, to be alone for a time beneath the undemanding sky.
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