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A COLD AND LONELY PLACE

About the Author


THE TAPROOM OF the tavern fell silent when the stranger entered. He was the sort of man to inspire fear in any villager: massive, grim, with greying black hair that marked him as an outlander in the Kingdoms of the Sun.

He carried a sword on his back and his wintery eyes surveyed the room with cold calculation. His scarred face and his weathered war-gear made it clear to everyone that he was a killer who deserved any evil fate this night might bring him.

Most of the villagers felt relieved. The coming of this savage foreigner meant that tonight it would not be one of them who vanished into the darkness.

“Can a man get a drink around here?” the stranger asked. His cultured voice came as a surprise. It sounded almost like a priest’s, although most fraters would not have demanded service in quite that commanding tone.

“Certainly, sir,” said Sandor, the innkeeper. “What will it be?”

“Ale! And some hot food, if there’s any left. It’s cold out tonight and I’ve come a long way.”

“From Torker?” Sandor asked. He spoke in a friendly manner, as if he knew something about the place. No one in the village had ever gone as far as Torker. No local ever left Grimhaven.

The stranger nodded. “Yes.”

“A long way indeed,” said Sandor. “You must have urgent business, to be on the road so late in the autumn.”

“Maybe,” said the stranger. His manner made everyone suspicious and even more certain that he deserved the fate awaiting him. Everybody felt a bit better. It was worse when the strangers were pleasant. Guilt nibbled at them all for days afterwards.

Sandor smiled. Folk knew what he was thinking. Perhaps the stranger was a courier carrying money or gems or other valuables. There might be rich pickings in his stuff. The innkeeper stepped outside to hang the amber lantern that was only lit when an outsider occupied the inn’s special guest room. The watcher in the tower’s inhuman eyes would take note. When Sandor returned he gave the newcomer a warm smile.

Ilka served him some of beef stew with bread and a stoop of ale. She was a pretty woman and she liked men. She gave the warrior her brightest smile and he smiled back. The strangers always did. She put them at their ease, and that made dealing with them easier.

It would be good to put this man at his ease. He looked dangerous as a wolf. As he tore into the bread with strong white teeth, he glanced around the room as if seeking hidden peril. No one held his gaze for long.

“It’s a hard road to Grimhaven, so they say,” he said. “Many a man’s gone missing on it the past few years. Bandits maybe?”

“Never heard of any bandits on the road, sir. Never heard of anyone going missing neither.” From Sandor’s bluff manner no one would ever guess he was lying. Every full moon, someone went missing, and all anyone could do was be grateful it was not them or their loved ones.

“Wild path,” the stranger said. “To a cold and lonely place. Most likely would not have found it if it had not been for the lights in the tower.”

No one said anything. Everybody considered it bad luck to talk about the tower. The stranger looked around as if he expected someone to speak.

“That will be Lord Vidor’s light you saw,” said old Lazlo. “He’s our liege and has been for . . . well, a long time.”

Ilka broke the strained silence that followed. “You’re not a Sunlander, are you, sir?”

The stranger replied in the off-hand manner of a man giving a thoughtless answer to an oft-asked question. “Aquilean, originally.”

“That’s somewhere in the North, one of the Kingdoms of Snow and Ice, isn’t it?” said Lazlo in his crotchety quavering voice.

The stranger shook his head. “It’s north of Taurea but it’s not one of the Ice Kingdoms.”

“But it’s not one of the Holy Sun’s lands either, is it?” said Lazlo. Everyone stared at him, willing him to be quiet. No one wanted the stranger upset. They wanted him relaxed, unsuspecting.

“No, it’s not.”

“You’re all heathens up there, aren’t you?” Lazlo had taken on a badgering tone despite the looks that told him to keep his mouth shut.

“Some are, some aren’t.”

“And you, are you a believer in the Holy Sun?”

The stranger considered this for a moment. His hand reached to the hilt of the ominous blade protruding over his left shoulder. Everyone wondered whether Lazlo had upset this savage-looking man enough to be struck down.

“Yes. I suppose I am.” He sounded surprised to hear himself say it.

“What is your name, sir?” Sandor asked.

“Kormak,” the stranger said. “My name is Kormak.”




Kormak finished his meal, took a tallow candle on a plate and went upstairs to the room assigned him. The unctuous innkeeper assured him there would be no extra charge. It was silly for him to sleep in the common room when the room lay unused.

The window had no bars or glass. A dowel rod driven through the frame at the bottom held the shutters in place, an unusual arrangement and a flimsy one. He opened the wooden panels and looked out.

The inn overlooked a street of low thatch-roofed cottages. Many lay deserted and half-ruined, from neglect rather than any disaster or so it appeared. High above the village, on a spur of bare rock stood a single tower. Lights burned there. Instinct told Kormak that some inimical presence glared down on him. He closed the shutters again, not wanting to draw attention.

The villagers were as strange, scared and suspicious a bunch as he had ever seen. They looked at him like starving men staring at a feast. 

A knock sounded on the door, a light tapping with nothing threatening about it. Nonetheless he drew his dagger and made sure he stood in the shadows before he said, “What is it?”

“Would you mind if I came in, sir? I thought you might like some company.” The voice belonged to the girl who had served him food earlier. In another inn, at another time, he would have suspected her of being one of those chambermaids who made their living selling their bodies to travellers.

There might be a dozen men waiting in the corridor. Of course, if that was the case, the flimsy-looking bar would not stop a determined attempt to force the door.

He doubted the locals would launch such a direct attack. He suspected something altogether more cowardly. Perhaps the girl sought to get information from him. She might provide it instead.

“Come in,” Kormak said, lifting the bar with the tip of his dagger and putting the blade behind his back as she entered. The girl pushed the door open. A thin shift covered her body. She carried a jug of wine. Kormak looked at her in the candlelight. She had a good figure and she held herself well. She swallowed when she saw the way he looked at her, then took a step into the room. No one lurked in the shadows outside.

“I brought some wine,” she said. “To help us relax.”

Kormak patted the bed beside him. “Take a seat.” He slid the dagger beneath the pillow and made sure his sword lay within easy reach. She sat next to him, breath coming out in cold clouds. She set the jug on the floor along with the two chipped ceramic goblets. The girl pulled the blankets up around herself. When Kormak touched her, her skin was cold.

“They don’t believe in lighting a fire in the room,” said Kormak.

“I could set one, if you like, sir,” she said. “It’s just no visitor was expected tonight.” She seemed very keen to keep on his good side.

“You don’t see many here I guess,” Kormak said.

“Not since the war between the princes started.”

“But there’s this inn.”

“We still get a few merchants running between Hanis and Maal, and some pilgrims,” she said, a little more relaxed now, as if talking set her at ease. “There’s always a few of those. They are not put off by the civil war. They travel for the good of their souls.”

She reached up and grasped the chain around his neck. She pulled the Elder Sign hanging there into view. “Are you a priest?” she asked. She looked embarrassed, someone who knows they are asking a foolish question but would like an answer anyway.

“No,” Kormak said.

“It’s just you sound like one and you are wearing a holy sign. And you have strange runes on the scabbard of your blade.”

“You’re very observant,” Kormak said. He paused for a moment and said, “I was educated by monks.”

“Missionaries?” Kormak smiled at that. He doubted the grim-faced warriors of the Order of the Dawn would have considered themselves such.

“They took me in. I was an orphan.”

“That’s sad,” she said. She sounded like she really thought so. “So you have no family?”

“Ever hear of a man called Timon of Haas?” he asked. “A tall man, blonde haired, about twenty five summers of age. He would have been travelling on this road a few months ago, just back from the Crusades in Umbrea. He was a knight.”

She flinched a little at the mention of the name but said, “No. I don’t believe he came this way.”

“It’s odd. He wrote to his father saying he was taking this route. He wanted to make offerings at some of the old shrines at Maal. He never reached his home.”

“He must have gone another way,” she said. “He never came here.”

She seemed uneasy again. Kormak glanced at the doorway. The floorboards creaked but it might have been just the wind.

“He must have done.” Kormak kept his voice gentle. “I had to ask.”

“You are a friend of his?” she asked.

“Of his father. When he heard I was coming this way he asked me to make some inquiries.”

“It’s good of you to try and put the man’s mind at ease.” She leaned towards him, face tilted upwards, lips parted. Kormak kissed her. Her breath tasted of honey. She closed her eyes. No one came through the door.

Kormak broke the embrace, and reached down for the wine. He poured a measure into the goblets, handed one to her, picked the other for himself.

“Long life and happiness,” he said, clinking the goblets together. She raised the wine to her lips very slowly. His sensitive nostrils caught the faintest hint of morphea in the drink, a herb his training had made him very familiar with. In small doses it brought deep sleep, in larger ones, placid death. He looked at her and smiled.

“You’re not drinking,” he said.

“It is polite to allow the guest to drink first,” she said. Her voice shook a little even though the words sounded practised.

“In Aquilea, it is the other way,” he lied, just to see what she would say.

“I have never really cared for the taste of wine,” she said.

“And yet you brought two goblets.”

“It seemed polite.”

“And you’re a very polite girl, aren’t you, Ilka? That is your name, isn’t it?”

His tone made her flinch. “I don’t think you’re the sort of man I thought you were,” she said, rising from the bed. He imprisoned her wrist with his left hand.

“And what sort of man would that be?”

“A kind one. A man I could like.”

“Is that why there is morphea in the wine?”

She let out a long sigh and slumped down onto the bed. “What are you going to do to me?”

“Nothing, if you tell me what is going on. Were you going to rob me in my sleep? Slit my throat? Have me wake up and find myself married?” She smiled at the last, as if she saw the joke.

“None of those things.”

“What then?” All resistance left her. She looked like a woman tired of lying.

“It was a mercy,” she said.

“Interesting,” he said.

“So you would be asleep when the lord’s servants came down from the tower to collect you.”

“I don’t see how that would be a mercy.”

She shrugged. “They are not human.”

“What are they then?”

“I have never stayed for a closer look. They take what they want from the inn when the amber lantern is lit.”

She stared at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Are you not frightened?”

“Should I be?”

“I would be if I had just heard what you have. The lord is a sorcerer.”

“What does he do with the people he takes?”

“Nobody knows. Nobody ever sees them again.”

“It’s not good then.”

“No,” she said. “It’s not good. What are you going to do with me? If you don’t drink the wine, they will get you anyway. Your friend’s son was still awake when the servants came. Lord Vidor was not pleased. He likes his captives undamaged.”

“Why would Timon not drink?”

“He told me he had taken a vow not to touch wine till he was at home with his father. His screams were terrible. The lord’s servants are demons. Mortal weapons will not bite them. At least if you drink it will be peaceful.”

She looked away. “I am trying to do you a favour,” she said.

“Why do you do it?”

“Because if there is no stranger it might be me or my baby.”

He grabbed her. His sudden movement gave her no time to resist. She opened her mouth to scream and he forced the wine into it. She gagged and tried to force it up but he kept her head tilted back and she swallowed.

“More,” he said. He showed her the dagger. “I am doing you a favour. Just like you were doing me one.”

Resignation slunk into her eyes. She kept swallowing.

He laid her down on the bed and watched as consciousness left her. He covered her in blankets, blew out the candle and opened the window again. The full moon gleamed on the cliff-top tower. He needed to get up there and he would be noticed if he took the narrow path. Fortunately, there was another route.

As he lowered himself out the window, he caught a last look at Ilka’s sleeping form. She stirred as if trapped in a nightmare.

A faint flicker of guilt passed through his mind. She was not a bad woman, just scared. Like the whole village. Scared enough to do evil to keep it from happening to them. He had seen it many times.

He did not like drugging her but he could not risk her giving the alarm. He had work to do here. He needed to get moving. Soon someone might think to investigate why she had not left the room.

He dropped down the side of the building and raced towards the cliffs.




Dangling by his fingertips from the cliff face, Kormak cursed. The cold wind numbed his hands. The dwarf-forged blade on to his back tugged at his shoulder like a demon trying to pull him off-balance.

Don’t look down, he told himself, but did not resist the urge. The few lights of the village glinted a long way below. Again he asked himself if it was a sane thing to do, climbing a cliff in this half-light.

What else could he do? Lord Vidor or his minions would be watching the only path that led up to the tower. The climb provided his best chance of taking the sorcerer by surprise. No mage he had ever encountered would think of placing wards or divination spells on a sheer cliff face.

He had confidence in his own ability. He had been born in Aquilea, where children learned to climb almost as soon as they could walk. Compared to the rock-faces he had scaled in his youth this was nothing.

Of course, he had been younger then and not burdened by chain-mail armour, amulets and a heavy rune-blade. The years had taken their toll. He was not the man he had been twenty-odd summers ago, when he had begun his career of wizard slaying and monster hunting in the service of the Order of the Dawn.

 The brow of the cliff loomed just above him. He had perhaps ten more feet left to climb. If he dangled here much longer his fingers would give way and he would fall to his death.

He took the dagger and drove it piton-like into the fissure in the rock face a bit further up, then he pulled himself up to the next handhold. Once he was at the top he needed to break into the wizard’s sanctum. Then he would need to find this Lord Vidor and kill him.

Nothing to worry about. He had killed many wizards.

Don’t get too confident. You never see the blow that ends you. Many good men lost their lives because of overconfidence. He had slain some himself. He could not afford to underestimate his foe. After all, what did he know of the wizard?

Just before he reached the cliff top, the thunder of leathery pinions reached his ears. A massive shape swept overhead, circling on the night winds before descending on the village. It looked like the lord’s servant had come to collect its prey.

He froze in place, aware of how vulnerable he was if the creature spotted him. There was no way to draw his blade and defend himself. He remained still and prayed to the Holy Sun that whatever it was did not notice him.

The creature drifted higher, circling the tower, emitting unearthly screams. It was hard to make out its true form, for it altered like a shadow in the flicker of candlelight. The flying thing gave a last demented shriek and then descended, passing Kormak in a flurry of wings. It swept low over the rooftops, terrifying the village. It seemed in no hurry to get to the inn. It would probably be a few minutes before it grabbed Ilka. Before it returned he had better be within the tower.

He pulled himself up the cliff face and flopped over the edge. Crouching low, back to the wall, he circled the building. An iron-bound door, impossible for him to force by main strength, provided the only visible entrance. The windows were high up and made of thick, rune-inscribed glass. He knew from experience they would be unbreakable and might be woven round with deadly spells.

No matter. The rock of the tower walls was rough. At the corners, gargoyles provided ready handholds. Reluctantly, he began to climb again.

Soon, he clambered through the gap in the battlements and stood on the roof of the tower. A great statue stood sentry there. It looked like an unholy hybrid of man and toad, with bat-like wings emerging from its back. Its arms split into clusters of long, narrow tentacles where hands would have been on a human. The bulbous head was too large in proportion to its near-neckless body. Three more tentacles, each resembling the trunk of a mammoth, emerged from the centre of its face. These ended in leech-like mouths. The carving was uncannily realistic, as if the sculptor had looked upon the original as he worked. Even squatting it was as tall as he.

 A large metal ring jutted from the trapdoor set in the middle of the roof. He stalked over and stooped to lift it.

A shadow blocked the moonlight. He looked up and saw the statue had changed position. An eerie green glow ignited in its eyes. It spread its tentacle fingers. They too had leech-like mouths at the tips. As it moved the monster’s form rippled and stretched then compressed again, boneless as a swimming squid.

The monster threw itself at Kormak. He leapt away. A tentacle ripped his leather tunic, and snapped the rings of the mail-shirt.

A noise like a dozen warped trumpets blared from the tentacles of its face. The din might have frozen another man for a critical second but Kormak kept moving. A strange stink filled the air. His skin tingled as if the creature’s breath carried venom.

Kormak ripped his blade from its scabbard. The runes along its length blazed to life, indicating the presence of magic. This thing was some unnatural spawn of the Old Ones or a creature drawn from the Wastes Between Worlds by forbidden sorcery.

Answering shrieks rose from the valley. It was only a matter of time before the other creature returned. He lashed out with his blade. The beast leapt out of the way, disappearing over the battlements.

A wing-crack split the cold night air. The thing rose into view once more then swept towards him, leech-tentacles outstretched from face and arms. 

Kormak held his ground, ducking at the last moment, lashing the creature’s chest with his blade. It sliced through unnatural skin and muscle. An ordinary blade would most likely have been useless against the monster but his dwarf-forged sword was inimical to anything magical.

Two suckered tentacles fastened onto him. They sizzled where they touched him, and numbness spread from the points of contact. Strength drained from his body sucked forth by those leech mouths. 

The Elder Sign on his breast blazed hot and he knew that only its magical resistance kept him alive. It would not do so for long. He twisted the blade and pushed it deeper into his assailant’s torso.

The monster threw back its head and shrieked, trunk-tentacles stretching in agony. Kormak’s next stroke sent the head rolling free. The creature’s flesh bubbled and smoked and dissolved into a pool of loathsome fluid that spread across the roof.

The thunder of wings came closer. A keening note of sadness filled the air as if the approaching beast had sensed the death of its companion. Kormak cursed. Any hope of surprise was lost. 

His breathing came in gasps. Cold numbed his limbs and his hands shook. Where the chain links of his armour had broken, the metal looked corroded. The flesh beneath was puckered and bruised. The monster’s stinking breath left him nauseous and his ears rang from its deafening shrieks. He doubted he would survive another battle with such a creature.

With aching muscles he raised the trapdoor. It creaked as he lifted it, expecting at every moment a rush of displaced air to announce the presence of a new foe. He dropped into the tower and pulled the hatch down after him, hoping that the creature might be stupid enough to be confused. He saw no way of locking the opening though. Vidor had no fear of being attacked from above.




Kormak staggered down the stairs and emerged onto a landing. His strength was returning too slowly for his liking but he needed to push on before the second monster caught him.

He kicked open the door at the foot of the stairway. The smell of alchemicals assaulted his nostrils. Lantern light revealed a large chamber that took up most of this floor of the tower. Books filled the shelves and lay stacked in great piles on the floor. In one corner sat three cages large enough to hold giants. A mummified corpse, missing an arm, lay propped against one side of it. Along one wall metal cases held jars and flasks and pottery vessels, all marked with cryptic runes.

An oak bench dominated the centre of the room. Chains and manacles hooked onto steel rings were set in its top. Complex mystical runes glittered on their surface.

The manacles held another of the tentacled monsters in place. Its skin was greyish and had the texture of a blighted mushroom. Translucent tubes jutted from the tentacle mouths. Blackish fluid dripped through them and passed through a complex arrangement of alchemical beakers and distilling equipment. At the terminus was a rats’ nest of flexible tubing and a bed on which a man might lie. What was going on here? Was the apparatus intended to drain the life from the monster and distil something from its blood?

The place stank of gangrene and rotting flesh. The creature swivelled its head and surveyed him. Its dull eyes took on a spark of life. Images and emotions flickered through his mind, of pain and imprisonment and fear, a plea for ending. The amulet on his breast warmed as it neutralised most of the magical impulse the imprisoned creature sent at him.

He visualised an Elder Sign within his mind and the flow stopped. He knew better than to risk such a contact with an alien being in circumstances like this.

Over on the far-side of the room a tapestry flapped, although there was no breeze. The crystalline windows prevented there from being one.

Kormak moved over to inspect the imprisoned beast. The creature raised a feeble limb as he came closer. There was an odd gentleness to the movement. It stared at him with its inhuman eyes and the amulet grew warmer. Small fluting sounds came from its trunks that made Kormak think of whimpers. It seemed to be making a supreme effort to enthral him or communicate with him.

A heavy body thudded down on the roof. Talons scraped against stone. The sound of the trapdoor being lifted came from above. He was running out of time.

The creature’s eyes narrowed as it focused on Kormak’s blade. Its tentacles writhed, pointing first at the sword and then at its breast.

This monster had none of the awesome strength of its kin on the roof. It appeared emaciated, drained of life as if by a vampire. It looked at him imploringly. Clearly it wanted to die and Kormak could think of no reason not to grant its wish.

He drove his blade through the creature’s chest. It let out a long exultant wail, then its form began to dissolve into a strange viscous fluid. Kormak stepped away from the spreading black pool. For good measure, he smashed the alchemical equipment.

He strode across the room and shifted the flapping curtain with the point of his sword and saw another flight of stairs.

Kormak went down. A chamber lay ahead of him. There was a bed and chairs and lanterns glowing on the wall. A man was reaching up to take a black iron blade down from the wall. He spoke a word and blood-red runes glowed along the length of the weapon and he turned to confront Kormak, runesword held at the ready.

The man he assumed was Vidor was tall and broad-shouldered, with a shaven head and a large lantern jaw. His skin was grey and bulged in odd places. Black swirls that might have been tattoos or sorcerous stigmata covered his skull and his hands. His eyes were very dark and compelling. When he spoke his voice was deep and mellow. His accent was aristocratic.

“You are a resourceful fellow,” he said. “But then I would guess from the sword you carry that you are a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn.”

“And you are a servant of the Shadow, Lord Vidor,” said Kormak. 

Vidor laughed. “Far from it. I am a scholar whose work your benighted order disapproves of.”

“A scholar who summons demons?” Kormak edged closer to the wizard. The black blade made him wary. He was still weak from his encounter with the creature he had fought on the roof.

“The Triak are hardly demons. They are alien life-forms drawn from the Utterdark by my spells.”

“You have abducted and tortured passing travellers.”

“More of them would be taken by the bandits I drive from my land with my magic.”

“You have oppressed the villagers who dwell beneath you.”

“These are my lands,” Vidor said. “Those peasants are my serfs. I am far from the only landholder in Eastern Taurea who mistreats his serfs. Indeed by local standards I would be considered extraordinarily lenient.”

“Aside from the human sacrifice, of course,” said Kormak.

“A landholder may put his serfs to death if he chooses,” Vidor said. “And a man who creeps into my property by night to murder me is in no position to lecture me on my morals.”

As he spoke Vidor lunged at Kormak. He was very fast and very strong and the black blade moved in his hand as if guided by an evil intelligence.

Kormak just managed to parry. The after-effects of his battle on the roof still slowed him. His opponent’s eyes narrowed. Vidor sent a flurry of blows at Kormak’s defences, probing for weakness. The tip of the blade bit into the links of his armour. It burned.

“Perhaps the reputation of the Order of the Dawn is overblown,” he said. The swirls on his skin moved. Clots of flesh shifted beneath his scalp. Whatever sorcery Vidor had worked had altered him into something that was not quite human.

Kormak chopped at his neck. The sorcerer ducked the blow and pressed forward, hoping to take him off-balance. Kormak sprang back. Vidor grinned and when he spoke his tone held mocking echoes of Kormak’s own. “Do you really want to die in the service of a corrupt church that seeks to preserve a monopoly on knowledge and power?”

He stepped back and held his sword in the guard position. He was not even breathing hard. Kormak’s gasps clouded the cold night air.

Vidor stood as if he expected an answer to his statement. His head tilted to one side, listening for a sign that his summoned demon approached.

That thought sent Kormak forward, attacking swiftly and smoothly. Vidor met his blade with equal skill. It surprised Kormak to find a wizard so powerful and quick. It was almost as if Vidor had read his thoughts.

“My elixir,” he said. “It makes me faster and stronger than any other man. It will let me live longer too. My pets feed on the life force of those they take each moon. I distil their blood into a potent mixture. It keeps me young, lets me heal all wounds. I will live forever.”

“You will not live beyond this night,” Kormak said. He cut at Vidor’s head. The wizard ducked and his riposte almost found a way through Kormak’s defence. The tip of the sorcerer’s blade slashed the chain holding Kormak’s Elder Sign. It fell free and slid across the floor, leaving Kormak vulnerable to any magic the sorcerer might attempt.

“Why don’t you join me,” Vidor said. “I could use a bodyguard, particularly if your order is going to keep sending people after me.”

He stepped back. “How about it? I will pay you well and you will live longer, much longer, given my elixir’s power. From what I hear few Guardians survive their term.”

Kormak sensed that the wizard was serious. His manner was mocking but the offer was genuine. He thought about how he had felt earlier on the cliffs, about ageing and the loss of his powers. Was he tempted? By a potion extracted from the blood of human-devouring monsters? That would change him as the sorcerer was being changed.

“I swore an oath,” he said. “To protect the innocent. To oppose the Shadow. To uphold the Law.”

Monstrous feet sounded on the stairs. The Triak would soon be upon him.

“You don’t look like a stupid man,” said Vidor. “But appearances are so often misleading.”

He stabbed at Kormak, trying to drive him back towards the entrance where the monster would soon appear. Kormak had his measure now; he beat aside the black blade and lunged, his sword taking Vidor through the heart. The flesh started to knit together where the blade had pierced it.

The magician grinned at him. “I told you my magic would let me live longer than a normal man.” He clearly expected it to enable him to survive the wound.

Kormak left his blade in place. Vidor tried to step backwards off it, but the Guardian paced forward with him. An expression of agony twisted the wizard’s face. The stink of burning flesh erupted from the wound. The surrounding skin blistered and turned black as the blade that had fallen from his nerveless hands.

“So it is true what they say about dwarf-forged blades,” he said. “They disrupt all spells, turn magic against itself.”

He was on his knees. Kormak withdrew the blade and beheaded him. He turned to face the doorway.

The last of the Triak stood there. Its form was oddly elongated as it adjusted itself to the stairway. Its gaze passed from Kormak to the fallen wizard and then back to Kormak again.

For a long moment Kormak and the alien thing glared at each other.

A wave of power flowed over him. Unprotected by his Elder Sign Kormak steeled himself to resist.

Gratitude flowed into his mind, bringing with it a tide of images. He saw the Triak summoned from their natural place, bound by terrible spells into a hideous servitude. He saw them forced to act as servants and sentries, each taking a turn to abduct and feed upon humans. Each taking a turn to be drained and slowly recover its strength.

He felt a pang of sympathy for the creature, now alone in this place, marooned and enslaved for decades. He lowered his blade. The Triak stretched out its trunks in a gesture of farewell, then turned and vanished up the stairs.

Its long lonely cry pierced the night. Through the window, he saw its winged form rising into the sky, leaving a trail of silvery light behind as it vanished into the cold darkness from which it had come.

He slumped down on the edge of the bed.

The lifeless wizard stared at the ceiling with empty eyes.

Kormak allowed himself a moment of triumph, imagining the response of the villagers when he announced their freedom from the mage’s tyranny. He pictured himself being raised on their shoulders and welcomed as a hero. Then he dismissed the image. It was what he had expected when he was younger. Now he knew better.

The rictus of pain twisting Vidor’s lips looked like a last mocking smile.




Kormak trudged down the path towards the village. Behind him flames flickered within the upper floors of the tower. He had left Vidor on a pyre made from his own books and papers,  piled high on the workbench. Lantern oil had set the whole place alight.

Villagers waited at the foot of the hill. Among them stood Iska, dull-eyed from the after-effects of the morphea. The folk of Grimhaven glared at him as if he had committed a crime. He considered reminding them that they were the ones who had sold him out to the wizard and his monsters.

“He’s dead,” Kormak said in response to Iska’s inquiring gaze. “The wizard is dead. I killed him. His demons have departed.”

Her answering stare was full of frank disbelief. She had lived under the threat of Vidor’s power for so long that its absence was clearly inconceivable to her.

Well she would learn. Everything changes.

One or two of the villagers looked as if they were considering attacking him. No doubt they believed presenting him bound hand and foot to the wizard would appease his wrath. Kormak touched a hand to the hilt of his sword and said, “Don’t even think about it. I killed Vidor and his pets. I won’t have any trouble with you.”

Something in the chill tone made them step away from him. “I am going back to the inn to rest now. And I am going to leave tomorrow. And if anyone enters my room before dawn I will kill them and leave their corpse for the ravens.” He let a little of his contempt show in his voice.

They left him alone after that.
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