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      Count Balthazar stretched his wings and flew. Exultation and terror warred in his soul. To escape certain death, he had abandoned his allies and his gear. To transform into a demon, he had sacrificed his last minion, Orm. No matter, it was worth it. Once again, he had eluded the Guardian Kormak’s dwarf-forged blade.

      Ribbons of cloud stretched across the desert sky. As he gazed down on the rooftops of Helgard, vertigo twisted Balthazar’s stomach. Lanterns shone as people emerged into the streets. They must have heard the screams from the citadel above them and come out to investigate.

      Were any members of his coven left alive? Did they look up at the sky now in awe and terror, seeing his bat-winged form flit across the moon?

      Perhaps he should descend. Maybe there were those who would aid him. Most likely though, in the panic following the failed coup, the terrified citizens would stone him to death. Any cult members would join in to preserve their cover.

      It was an old lesson, well learned: you could never tell who would betray you. Balthazar had stabbed enough people in the back to be always wary of others.

      No. He needed to fly out into the desert then contact those who could still aid him. He only had until dawn then his demonic carapace would evaporate like mist in the rays of the morning sun. Before that, he must put as much distance between himself and his enemies as possible.

      The Guardian Kormak would not give up his pursuit. They both needed to find Xanadar, the source of the coffin from which the Old One Vorkhul had emerged. Balthazar was a sorcerer, with a sorcerer’s memory. He remembered all the details the mercenary Anders had given about his journey to the ages-lost city.

      He pictured a map in his mind, made up from all the information Anders spilled during his interrogation. He pictured the bare parchment representing the great desert, envisaged an arrow indicating north. Circles indicated the position of the town of Helgard and the tower of Dhargon’s Beacon. Anders claimed Xanadar lay about a week’s march north-west across the polluted wastes amid a  ring of glittering white mountains.

      On the horizon the first landmark, Dhargon’s Beacon, loomed, an awesome work of Elder World sorcery, a glittering tower tall as a small mountain. Its runes glowed in the darkness like a lighthouse. It was his cult’s prearranged meeting place if they had to flee Helgard into the desert.

      Could Balthazar fly to Xanadar tonight? He could soar far faster than a horse could run, but it would not be fast enough. It had taken Anders’s expedition many days to march across the wastelands even with a guide. Balthazar did not have one. It was always possible that his information was incorrect. Anders had every reason to deceive those who had captured him.

      At his fastest, Balthazar could not cover the entire distance in what remained of this night. It would not do to drop into the desert, naked and without supplies. He would be easy prey for marauding tribesmen or the monsters that haunted the wastelands.

      If the sand demons did not get him, thirst and hunger would. Without proper gear, he could not navigate except by the sun. Best to stick with his original plan. If any allies remained alive in Helgard, they would seek him out at Dhargon’s Beacon, bringing supplies and equipment. If no one came within a few days, he would make up his mind about what to do then.

      But before he left, he wanted to give the mortals something to remember him by. He extended his wings to their fullest and dived towards the ground. Lantern-carrying townsmen stared up at him, screaming and wailing. He laughed a demon’s laugh, putting terror into the hearts of those he would one day rule.

      At the last moment, he pulled up and soared over the red-tiled rooftops, racing towards the walls. The elder signs in the stones interfered with the transformation spell. Agony wracked his body.

      Terror clenched his bowels. What if he lost control of his demon form? What if the wards caused it to vanish? He would plummet to his doom and his dreams of conquest would come to an untimely end.

      The moment of doubt passed. He flashed over the wall, his wings beating fast. Behind him, the guardsmen struggled to bring their missile weapons to bear.

      It had been foolish to risk a crossbow bolt embedding itself in his armoured carapace. If such a missile immobilised one of his wings, it might prove fatal.

      The demon was affecting him. Perhaps it wanted to take revenge on him for binding it. He needed to keep it under control.

      He extended his wings and flapped higher. It was cold and dark but the distant gleam of the Beacon gave him something to navigate by. It was time to fly before the pursuit began.
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      Kormak stepped off the stone staircase into the darkened courtyard of Helgard Keep. After the screaming, everything was eerily quiet. In one corner, surrounded by the dead bodies of soldiers and horses, a massive pile of flesh decomposed into black ooze. Soon, the only evidence that demons had manifested within the fortress would be gone.

      The Guardian’s movements were slow. His ribs ached. His forehead burned. He had taken a beating during the fight. He needed to find herbs to dull the pain and help him heal.

      The air stank of rotting meat and the oily tang of blight. It made him want to gag. He bit back a curse. The stink reminded him of the sorcerer who had just escaped. Once again, Balthazar had eluded him, transforming himself into a demon and flying away towards the wastes. Kormak had little doubt as to where the wizard was headed. Balthazar sought the lost city of Xanadar, the same as he did.

      Pale-faced, the merwoman Rhiana looked around the courtyard, a tight smile on her lips. Her white translucent second eyelids made her look blind. She ran a web-fingered hand through her cropped moon-silvered hair, glanced at Kormak, and said, “It’s gone.”

      Kormak had never seen her look so uneasy. He could not blame her. She was sensitive to sorcery. Minutes ago, they had witnessed a manifestation of ultra-cosmic evil within this keep. Only the deadly magic of Kormak’s dwarf-forged blade had saved them.

      People emerged from the other doors around the courtyard, glancing at Kormak and his companions warily. The Shadow had transformed its followers into monsters. They had rampaged through the castle killing everything they encountered. Clearly, the locals suspected that demons from the Outer Dark were still present.

      “We need to find out how many others survived,” Admiral Zamara said, as he exited the stairwell and entered the courtyard. His blade was still in his hand, his ornate uniform ripped in several places. The tall blond Siderean nobleman looked as if he wanted to be sick. It was testimony to the horror unleashed here that the Admiral felt that way. Zamara had faced manifestations of the supernatural before.

      “Yes,” Kormak said. “If we can keep them from killing us.”

      People glared as if they expected Kormak and his companions to turn into more demons. The locals probably blamed them for the manifestation of Shadow. The soldiers among them kept their weapons drawn. If a leader emerged, the carnage would begin again, with Kormak and his friends as the target of their aggression.

      Zamara bellowed, “Sheathe your swords. We are not the enemy here. Sir Kormak is a Guardian of the Dawn and he has banished the evil that attacked us.”

      All eyes went to the Admiral. They did not know him but they recognised the authority in his voice. The fact that Zamara was dressed as a high-ranking nobleman of the court of King-Emperor Aemon of Siderea helped. He had the habit of command, and that was the main thing. Slowly, the soldiers slid their swords back into their scabbards then took their hands away from their weapons.

      “All of you, search the fortress, locate any survivors and bring them to this courtyard,” Zamara shouted. “We need to find out how many have died and how many are still alive and we need to take care of anyone injured.”

      Kormak knew how true that was. It was possible that some of the survivors were tainted with Shadow. If that were the case, they would have to die.

      He had not seen a manifestation of the Shadow on this scale in a long time. At least some of the officers in the keep must have been cultists. There had to have been a conspiracy. It was no coincidence that the Shadow worshippers unleashed their demons on the day that Kormak and his companions arrived. He saw the hand of the sorcerer Balthazar in this.

      It annoyed him that he did not have time to investigate. He needed to get on the sorcerer’s trail, to organise an expedition to cross the wastelands and find the source of the Elder World sarcophagus that Balthazar sought.

      He glanced around to make sure that Anders was still present. The former mercenary did not look as frightened as the others. He had encountered monsters when he had found the lost city of Xanadar.

      Kormak was glad that Anders was still alive. The mercenary represented the one small advantage that he still had over the sorcerer. Anders had been to the ruined citadel where Vorkhul’s coffin had been found. He knew the way and the dangers. He could lead Kormak there.

      “Well, at least I bought us some time,” Admiral Zamara said, pitching his voice so low only Kormak could hear. The Guardian raised an eyebrow.

      The Admiral shrugged, “I managed to distract the locals. They were going to turn on us there. They might yet do it if they are given some time to think.”

      “You’re right,” Kormak said. “And that’s only the start of our problems. We still need to stop Balthazar.”

      “I knew you would find a way of making me feel worse,” Admiral Zamara said. “I can always rely on you to find a darker lining in every silver cloud.”

      “Glad to be of service,” Kormak said. A surge of movement from the edge of the courtyard drew his attention. Sergeant Terves emerged from a barracks tower, followed by the soldiers who had escorted Kormak up from the capital city, Maial. Kormak was glad the grey-haired veteran had survived. He was even more glad that many of Zamara’s marines had. They were not without allies here after all.

      That was good. They were going to need all the help they could get.
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      “You men,” Admiral Zamara bellowed to his marines. “Form up. Get ready to fight. If the locals look as if they are going to draw their swords on us, cut them down!”

      Sergeant Terves moved among the marines, shaping them into a line. The men looked tired and scared. They had lost comrades this evening. They appeared ready to fight though. As with Zamara and Terves, this was not the first time they had encountered the supernatural.

      The soldiers from Maial looked mutinous. Kormak not blame them for that. They’d had a hard time since Governor Aurin assigned them to Zamara’s force. Before this expedition, all they had to do was put down rioters and look good when the governor put on a ceremonial display. Since they left the capital, they’d spent days fighting the mutated tribesfolk of the jungle and fleeing before dark sorcery. This evening they had faced demons and judging by the absent faces, they had lost well over half of their number.

      Zamara walked over to the soldiers, hands behind his back. He glared at the guards and said, “There’s every chance that the locals are going to try to slit our throats. It would be a pity if you survived the attack of demons only to be cut down by people who should be your allies.”

      The guardsmen understood. They were just as much outsiders as Kormak and Zamara and the marines. They would be targets for local wrath if it needed to find a focus.

      The soldiers stood taller. Kormak decided to reinforce the discipline. “There were Shadow worshippers in this fortress. There may still be some. Keep on your guard. Report anything unusual.”

      Scores of people assembled in the courtyard, huddling in small groups, talking quietly about what had happened. Many looked sidelong at the outsiders. It was easier for the locals to believe that strangers had caused all this destruction rather than their own officers. It was time to set matters straight.

      Kormak strode into the centre of the courtyard and said, “Demons were summoned from the Outer Dark this evening. Some of your officers were responsible.”

      He paused for a few moments to give that time to sink in. “I’ve seen this before. Corrupt officials making pacts with the enemies of humanity. In this case, they were led by a man called Count Balthazar, a demon worshipper and a sorcerer of the Shadow.”

      One of the sergeants from the keep glared at him and said, “I know Count Balthazar. He has visited here many times.”

      “You know Count Balthazar?” Kormak stared hard at the man. The sergeant was not daunted by the implication that he might be in league with a Shadow worshipper.

      “He was a friend of officers here. He visited on several occasions. He was always good to us.”

      Some soldiers murmured agreement. It was possible that the sergeant might rouse them against the outsiders. Kormak wondered if he was a cultist trying to buy time for his master.

      “Count Balthazar is in league with the forces of darkness,” Kormak said. “He transformed himself into a demon, and flew off over the roofs of the city.”

      “Says you,” the sergeant said.

      “Ask the guards on the walls. They saw him fly away. The same as I did.” Kormak gripped the hilt of his sword. It protruded over his left shoulder. Everybody understood. Guardians of the Dawn carried weapons in this way as a symbol of their burden. Kormak was tempted to draw his blade but he resisted. He had been taught never to unsheathe the weapon unless he intended to kill. He preferred to avoid that if he could.

      “I am a Guardian of the Dawn. I have been commissioned by King-Emperor Aemon and I carry his warrant. If anybody stands in my way, they are opposing the authority of the king. Is that what you want to do?”

      The keep sergeant cast down his gaze. He paused for a moment and it was enough to make a small change in the mood of the crowd.

      “Count Balthazar was imprisoned upon his arrival,” someone said. Kormak turned to see a skinny soldier standing in a corner. “I had to escort him down into the cells. A message had come up from the Helgate, warning about his involvement in some rebellion among the jungle clans.”

      Other soldiers nodded their heads. The sergeant glared at them. He sensed that his own position becoming precarious. He said, “Of course, I do not wish to oppose the will of the King-Emperor. I am a loyal servant of the Crown. But we have no proof that you are what you say you are. Where is this warrant?”

      Kormak reached within his tunic and produced the paper. He also produced the seal ring of the King-Emperor. He held it aloft so that everybody could see it. Nobody came any closer in search of the truth of the matter. All of them seemed overawed just by the sight of it. He might as well have been holding up a letter from his grandfather.

      “We’re wasting time here,” Kormak said. “As I stand here arguing with you, Count Balthazar flees the king’s justice. He escapes on a mission of great evil. If he is not stopped, what happened here this evening will be just the start.”

      “Best get some rest,” he told the others. “We need to be on the march tomorrow.”

      He doubted that any of them would be able to sleep. Kormak wondered what the sorcerer was doing now.
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      The clouds parted. The moonlight revealed that Balthazar was flying over fields. Cattle lowed in terror, frightened by his passage. Ahead, in the distance, Dhargon’s Beacon loomed, at least ten times taller than the highest tower in Terra Nova. The black stone looked like marble except for the runes that glowed in the darkness. He could not understand those ancient hieroglyphics. They were not in the tongue of the Eldrim or the language of the ancient Shadow worshippers, nor was it any of the dozen Elder World scripts that he understood.

      Cryptic messages flickered across its surface. Were they a warning or something else? He sensed the power flowing through the structure, unlike anything he had ever encountered before. The Beacon was a creation of titanic sorcery but what its purpose was he could not guess.

      Soon the fields gave way to scrub. Wild horses raced beneath him. There were no fences or walls. Few people wanted to live so close to the desert. Balthazar could not blame them. There were monsters and savage tribesmen out there. He had never cared for the wild lands. He liked cities and books and the company of his fellow men. He preferred places where he could find people to dominate. He liked an audience that looked up to him and beautiful women and wine and gold.

      Once he had achieved his goal, he would have the power to make his darkest dreams come true. This desert was but one stage on his long journey to ultimate power. It was close to being the last step. Soon he would have access to the coffins of the imprisoned Old Ones. Soon he would free them and put Xothak’s plans into action. Soon he would have power the like of which few had ever experienced.

      If Xothak had not lied to him.

      He pushed that thought from his mind. He believed in the Lord of Skulls. He had no doubts. Things would be as Xothak said.

      He forced himself to think of more pleasant things. Soon he would take vengeance on those who had made him flee. He would turn at bay, like a wounded tiger, and spring upon the enemies who had harassed him for so long. He would teach them the meaning of terror. They would regret chasing him across Terra Nova. They would regret interfering with his plans.

      The land turned into barren sand and rock. Some of it glowed in the darkness, a sure sign of blight. This was an area curdled by evil magical energy. At any other time, this would have interested him. Such places were wells of magic, a potential source of strength. Perhaps, if he found another one, he would be able to draw on its power to smite his enemies.

      A headwind out of the desert pushed him back as if the land itself was attempting to thwart him. He was tired. Casting spells was like running great distances with heavy weights attached to your limbs. This night he had summoned Xothak and transformed himself into a demon. It had taken its toll.

      He flew increasingly slowly. Dhargon’s Beacon did not seem to be getting any closer. He had misjudged the distance. Beneath him lay only rolling dunes. The land was dead.

      He considered turning back. Then the wind would help him instead of hindering. Unfortunately, it would also carry him into the arms of his waiting enemies. To return now was to court certain death. He needed to push on, to cast aside his doubts, to keep moving.

      His wings were leaden. Lifting himself was like running uphill after hours of effort. Every wing beat cost him. His heart thundered in his chest. His breathing was laboured. The cold night air bit.

      Keep going, he told himself. You can’t give in now. You can’t let your enemies win.

      He remembered the mockery of his father. He remembered every rival he had ever eliminated on his way to becoming a leader of the Shadow cult. He pictured all their grinning faces in his mind. He pictured the evil looking Guardian raising his sword to deliver the deathblow. He was not going to give any of them the satisfaction.

      The distant horizon started to lighten. A shudder of fear passed through Balthazar. If he lost his demon form, he would be stranded in the desert, without food or water or clothing. At least he still held his sacred dagger. The power Xothak had granted him still burned within it. He might be able to use that to help him survive.

      As the sun peeked over the horizon, his carapace smouldered. Filaments of pain worked their way into his flesh. He lost altitude fast. In the direct light of the morning sun, his armour would vanish and with it his wings. He would fall from the sky if that happened.

      The Beacon could not be more than a few miles away. He was not sure he was capable of walking across the desert to reach it. He needed to get there and light the signal fire that would summon aid.

      Pain flared across his skin. He did his best to ignore it. He skimmed above the ground, rising and falling as he followed the line of the dunes. His only guide was the enormous pillar of the Beacon. Relief surged through him as he entered its shadow. For a moment, his carapace ceased to burn. He was almost blind with weariness. Around the base of the monolith, rocks clustered. He needed to get there and he needed to find what he sought.

      Not much further, he told himself. Just keep flying. Just keep flying.

      He forced his wings to beat, the effort like lifting the weight of the world. It was all he could do to make his limbs move.

      His heart thundered. His breath rasped in his chest. Something scraped against his body. He had lost consciousness and dropped the final few yards to the ground. He forced himself to his feet. He flexed his wings. They responded feebly. There was no way he had strength to take to the skies once more.

      He put one foot in front of the other. Ahead of him lay the rocks that surrounded the great pillar.

      The cave mouth was close. Inside he would find shelter from the heat. The full light of day was upon him now. His skin burned. The demon flesh moulded to the contours of his body evaporated into a foul-smelling smoke.

      No matter. It had served its purpose. It had taken him to where he needed to go. He picked up his dagger from where it had fallen from the pocket of flesh in the armour. He turned it over and over. The ancient runes flickered darkly. If worst came to the worst, he could end his own life with it. He told himself not to even consider that. He had come so far and done so much. He did not have so much further to go. With Xothak’s blessing, he would make it.

      He reeled into the cold darkness of the cave. His head spun. All strength drained from his limbs. He collapsed to his knees and fell, striking his head against the stone. Sparks flickered across his field of vision.

      No. It could not end like this. Not now.

      He forced himself to look around. There were bones that looked as if they belonged to a human. There was dried scrub wood, collected from some desert shrub. He hoped it would serve his purposes. He took it outside along with a flint and tinder he had found there and piled it up. It burned easily.

      Soon a column of smoke was rising into the sky. He made himself sit and look at it from the shadows of the cave. Hopefully, the fire would summon help. If it did not, he had just left the sign for every enemy within a dozen leagues that they could read.

      Once again, he felt dizzy, but now he could afford to let himself take some rest.

      He did not know how long he was asleep. When he woke, a monster was looking down at him.

      [image: ]

      Slowly the caravan assembled in the courtyard of Helgard Keep. The afternoon sun blazed down. The heat hit Kormak like a blow. He was already light-headed from the pain-killing herbs he had purchased from the apothecary. Sweat soaked the bandage wrapped around his forehead.

      He cursed under his breath. This was taking too long. Balthazar had a huge lead. If he was still capable of flying, he could almost be at the destination by now.

      Porters heaved water barrels and sacks of grain and haunches of meat onto the back of the wagons. Mules and oxen were hitched, horses put into harness.

      Zamara rode around on the back of a prancing charger. The Admiral seemed happy to be on horseback again. Kormak was not so sure how well Zamara’s fine steed would perform out in the desert. He was no judge of horseflesh. He had never liked riding the beasts if it could be avoided.

      Sergeant Terves stood beside a half-laden wagon, arguing with a local merchant. Beside him, a man who looked like a clerk ticked off something on a scroll. Kormak walked over. All heads turned to look at him.

      “What is going on here?” Kormak asked.

      “This highwayman is trying to charge us four times what this wine is worth,” Terves said. The merchant’s face flushed. He did not look happy with the description but he did not look as if he was going to back down either.

      “It is a fair price,” the merchant said. “You won’t find anything for less in the town.”

      “We’ll find the same price because all you merchants have formed a cartel to extort money from the king’s purse,” Sergeant Terves said.

      “I resent that,” the merchant said.

      Tension crackled in the air between them. The merchant began to squirm uncomfortably. Kormak gave him the full force of his glare. Still the merchant did not open his mouth.

      “I’m not sure we need wine,” Kormak said. Sergeant Terves made a grimace. He was a Siderean, used to drinking wine with every meal when it was available. They preferred it to water if they could get it. The merchant too appeared distressed by this information. He looked as if he was going to argue but Kormak continued to stare at him.

      “Are you sure about that, sir,” Sergeant Terves asked.

      “I’m not sure that we can afford it at these prices.”

      “I will accept a note of hand on the Treasury,” the merchant said.

      “I’m not sure I want to give that,” Kormak said. “I’m an Aquilean. We never developed a taste for wine in my country.”

      The merchant shook his head as if to say that Kormak was simply admitting to being a barbarian. He did not voice those thoughts aloud.

      “I can give you a small discount,” the merchant said eventually “but I’ll be taking food from the mouth of my children if I go below five silver pieces per barrel.”

      “I would not want your children to starve,” Kormak said. “So I won’t take any wine.”

      “Three silver pieces,” the merchant said.

      “Make it two and you have a deal,” Kormak said.

      Sergeant Terves give a satisfied smirk. He could not resist adding, “And it’s still robbery.”

      Kormak moved around intervening in the negotiations where he could. He noticed that Rhiana was doing the same. She was a captain from Port Blood. Haggling was second nature to her.

      “Sir Kormak,” Anders said as he walked up. His face seemed even more haunted than usual. There was dust in his thinning blonde hair. Traces of stubble jutted from his chin. “Just the man I want to see.”

      “You probably the first person who has said that today,” Kormak said. “Nobody else seems pleased to see me.”

      “You’ve never seemed like a man who would let that bother you.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      Anders said, “I think we need more water.”

      “We’ve already got a wagon full,” Rhiana said. “But I can’t say I disagree.”

      She was a merwoman, unused to being so far from the sea. Just the sight of the water barrels seemed to reassure her. Kormak said, “the price of the barrels has increased threefold since people found out about our expedition.”

      “It’s always the way,” Anders said. “We had the same thing from we set out for Xanadar”

      Kormak looked around to see who was listening. Nobody seemed to be paying too much attention. He was not too happy with this talk of their destination. He was certain there were still Shadow cultists in Helgard. And he was equally certain that they would do anything to stop the expedition if they could. After all, they had managed to summon a demon in the heart of the keep. Who knew what else they would try?

      “I don’t like this,” Anders said. His face wore a worried frown. His gaze focused into the distance as if he could see something there that nobody else could.

      “You said that a good few times,” Kormak said. “I don’t think it’s doing anything for morale.”

      “Good,” Anders said. “I don’t want anybody happy with the prospect of going where we are going. It’s a dangerous place and I can’t say that often enough. If everybody’s alert, we might just have a chance of surviving.”

      Rhiana’s face fell. She did not need any reminders of how dangerous were they were going was. She had spent hours on the battlements staring out in the direction of the desert.

      “Have there been any more sightings of the demon?” Anders said.

      “About a dozen,” Kormak said. “The people of Helgard are spooked. And you can’t blame them for that.”

      “Has anybody reliable seen anything?” Anders said.

      “Last night, some sentries saw a winged figure flying off in the direction of Dhargon’s Beacon,” Kormak said. “Sentries on the wall spotted a column of smoke from its base this morning.”

      Anders made a tut-tutting sound. He grimaced. “Then our friend Balthazar is definitely going for the lost city.”

      “I never doubted it,” Kormak said.

      “I always hoped you were mistaken,” Anders said. “But it was only a hope. The bastard definitely wants whatever it is that is out there.”

      There was venom in his voice. Balthazar had been one of the cultists who had forced the location of the lost city out of him. The mercenary had not forgiven that. Anders also blamed the count for the death of his friend Gregor. Kormak supposed that was good. At least the man was ready to go out into the wastes.

      “How long do you think it will be till we’re ready to go,” Anders said.

      “I’m hoping later this afternoon.”

      Anders said, “So soon?”

      Kormak said, “We need to be going. Balthazar already has too big a lead on us. The Holy Sun alone only knows what will happen if he finds the lost city before we do.”

      “I doubt even the Holy Sun knows that,” Anders said.

      Kormak said nothing. He was thinking about the horror of more Old Ones as powerful as Vorkhul and as dedicated to the Shadow being unleashed upon the world.
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      Kormak jerked the reins of the wagon. The oxen pulled. Beside him, Rhiana stared back towards the town. They were leaving at last, rumbling through the heat of the late afternoon. Behind Helgard, the great peaks of the Xilarean Highlands loomed, cool and fresh-seeming in the distance.

      A cloud of dust rose where the soldiers marched and Zamara rode. Half a dozen carts strung out behind them, all groaning under the weight of supplies. Many had goats or cattle tethered to the back, to be slaughtered along the way for food. Some people thought they were mad in taking so much with them. Kormak doubted that it would be enough. He’d plenty of experience of expeditions gone wrong. He had no great faith that this one would go any better.

      Zamara rode beside Anders. The Admiral seemed intent on quizzing the mercenary as much as possible about their destination.

      Rhiana sighed.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” Kormak asked.

      “I haven’t felt right since we reached these high dry lands,” she said. “I do not like it here. It has the look of death to me.” She gave a small shudder as if she had some presentiment.

      “You don’t need to come, Rhiana,” Kormak said. “You could stay behind in Helgard citadel.”

      “I’m not sure I could,” she said. “I saw the way they looked at me. I’m a child of the Old Ones. They are followers of the Holy Sun. Demons attacked their garrison. I suspect they blame me.”

      “I think Admiral Zamara made it clear that was not the case,” Kormak said. “And I did my best to emphasise the point.”

      “I know,” she said, “and I’m grateful, but I do not wish to stay there on my own. Still less do I want to try and find my way back down through the pass and along the jungle road back to Maial and the sea. You’re stuck with me.”

      Kormak reached out and touched her hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Then why do you sound like you’re trying to convince yourself,” Rhiana said.

      “I am worried,” Kormak said. “Count Balthazar is dangerous. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants. And we have no idea what we’ll find when we get to Xanadar.”

      “That’s not true,” Rhiana said. “You’ll find more of those coffins. With more of those Old Ones. That’s what Anders says, anyway. Maybe some of them will still be alive, like Vorkhul was.”

      “I hope not,” Kormak said. “He was almost the death of me.”

      “Don’t say that,” Rhiana said. “It’s not something I want to talk about.”

      “Then what do you want to talk about?”

      “Something more cheerful.”

      “This is not a trip for cheerful things.”

      “I think you’ll find Balthazar,” Rhiana said. “And I think you’ll kill him.”

      “You have a funny idea of what’s cheerful,” Kormak said.

      “I’m just trying to look on the bright side,” she said.

      “I can see mountains in the distance,” Kormak said.

      “And now you’re looking more cheerful. Why is that?”

      “I grew up in the mountains,” he said.

      “You really think will be monsters out here?” Rhiana said.

      “Anders is convinced and I believe him.”

      “He makes it seem as if it’s an endless wasteland full of deadly creatures.”

      “You’re getting weeks of dangerous travel compressed into a few hours of his storytelling,” Kormak said. “That’s bound to influence things.”

      “I know,” she said. “I’ve led a life that’s not been unadventurous. I know how these things sound when you tell them. I remember once when I was diving above the lost city of Axalanys. I encountered a shark the size of this wagon.”

      Kormak said, “And what did you do?”

      “I punched it on the nose and it turned away.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” he said. “I’ll do the same when I see Count Balthazar.”

      “Well, we know he is the sort of man to run away,” Rhiana said. Kormak pulled on the reins once again. The wagon rumbled forward, juddering and bouncing as it hit a stone. The pain of the jolt in his bruised ribs made Kormak wince. It was not going to be the most comfortable of trips. The land looked increasingly hostile. And Balthazar was already far ahead of him.
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      Balthazar knew he was face to face with one of the legendary sand demons. The mutated creature was bigger than a man. Its hide looked both scaly and stony at the same time. He could not see any eyes. There were only darker patches where they would have been in a human head.

      The monster was neckless. Spikes protruded from its back, shoulders, and forearms. A dark paste that looked poisonous smeared the end of each.

      He tottered to his feet, weak, hungry, and dehydrated. He searched in his memory for a spell that would bring swift death to an enemy. Useless. He lacked the strength to cast any spell. He raised the sacred dagger, its blade between him and the monster. Perhaps he could tap its power to work magic. Heat and exhaustion made that feel all but impossible. “What do you want?”

      Shadowy figures blocked the entrance of the cave. Several more sand demons shut out the light. He might have been able to strike down one with a lucky blow but there was no chance of slaying so many. His quest was over before it had begun.

      The sand demons stood silent and menacing. Some had curved horns. Some had arms that ended in crab-like talons. Some had tentacle stingers instead of arms. The long spikes extruding from their flesh made them look like the spawn of the Old Ones, something grown in a vat and infused with life by sorcery. Perhaps they had come through the ancient portals from other worlds, as so many others were said to have. He resigned himself to the fact that he would never know.

      “What do you want with me?” Balthazar repeated.

      The monstrous figures lumbered closer. Balthazar stepped back, bones crunching beneath his feet. The stone wall scraped his spine.

      The leading sand demon paused just outside of striking distance. It retracted the poison spike inside its forearm armour. It held a stubby misshapen hand open in a gesture of peace and then turning beckoned for him to follow.

      “What do you want with me?” Balthazar repeated. Still, no response came. Why did the creatures not speak? Were they incapable of it or did they feel he was unworthy of their words?

      Balthazar contemplated attacking the demon’s unprotected back but that would be suicide. The creature had too many companions. He was not sure that he could drive his blade through its hide anyway. It looked so thick as to be impenetrable. There was nothing for him to do but follow.

      He emerged from the cave, blinking in the sunlight. His captors did not look any more prepossessing in daylight. Strange colours blotched their skins. The taint of blight lay heavy upon them. He caught its sickly sweet reek in his nostrils

      He studied them with his sorcerer’s senses. Yes. There was blight. Magic had been worked on these creatures. The spawn of the Old Ones for certain, he thought.

      The creature gestured for him to follow. It did not look back. It seemed aware of where he was without turning its head.

      Balthazar wondered what sort of senses the sand demons possessed. Surely, they did not have eyesight like normal human beings. Perhaps they felt tremors in the ground like certain lizards. Perhaps they used the same magical means of seeing as many demons.

      He was only trying to distract himself from the terror of his situation. He did not know what these creatures were capable of. He did not know what they were going to do with him. All he knew was that he was their prisoner.

      Briefly, he considered making a bolt for it across the rocks but where would he go?

      These sand demons moved slowly but with great certainty. He could not see any signs of gear upon their persons. They were not carrying water bottles or backpacks or any sort of supplies. Obviously, they had no need of such things.

      His captors headed down towards the open desert, making their way towards a patch of sand that shifted as if the ground was shaking.

      He stumbled and almost fell. A hard hand caught him. Rough hide abraded his flesh. He pulled his arm away. He was not sure whether the monster had intended harm. Perhaps it was only trying to help but he did not want to spend any more time than necessary within reach of those poisoned barbs.

      The sand demon stepped away from him. Balthazar felt a surge of hope. The creature’s gesture gave the impression that it might not be hostile. Perhaps they’re only preserving him for the feast. Once again, he considered bolting. If he’d had anything like his full strength he would have done it.

      They reached the edge of the rocks and looked down at the seething sand.

      Was it some kind of monster? Was some great worm about to erupt from the desert and swallow them whole?

      Balthazar doubted that. These creatures were natives. They did not seem like beings who would put themselves in harm’s way needlessly.

      The sand ceased to swirl. Large creatures erupted from beneath its surface. They were flat, bat-like, resembling the manta rays of the sea. They floated just above the ground, rippling like waves.

      Something about them suggested the sand demons. It was as if they had some common ancestor. Perhaps they came from the same vat, Balthazar thought sourly.

      Each sand demon leapt on the back of a great ray. They clutched at the sensor-like horns at the front of the creatures and lay flat on the rays’ backs. One by one, the sandrays moved off, floating just above the ground, carrying a single sand demon as a passenger.

      Steeds, Balthazar thought. This was how the sand demons moved through the desert. The rays carried them between the destinations. The creatures must be magical. Otherwise, they could not float in the air the way they did. Perhaps there was something else, some sort of flotation chamber within their bodies. The Old Ones were good at that sort of flesh weaving.

      The last of the sand demons climbed onto a ray and gestured for him to follow. It did not lie flat but sat upright. Balthazar shook his head. He was not going to get onto the back of such a beast. He was not going to expose himself to the scorching rays of the sun. He was going to stay here.

      The sand demon extruded one of the long poison-tipped spikes from its forearm. It levelled it at him. An image of the spike flickering through the air as if thrown like a spear came into Balthazar’s mind. He shrugged and half climbed, half fell onto the sandray.

      The creature sped across the desert. Balthazar clung on to the spikes on the back of the sand demon rider. He was afraid of scratching himself and he was afraid that some of the caked poison might make its way through his flesh but he had no option. The creatures moved so swiftly and undulated so much that it was the only way he could remain mounted. The beast did not seem capable of true flight; rather it skimmed along just above the dunes.

      The sand demons hooked onto the sandrays’ scaly hides with their own bristling spines. It was a strange sort of symbiosis. No doubt these beings had been created to work together.

      He raised his head so that he could look around. The desert was reddish-brown, the colour of a rusty blade. Alchemical colours layered the rocks. Some of them were bright poisonous blue. Some glittered yellow as gold. Metallic rainbows lay trapped within the passing mesas. The land looked tortured by wind and erosion.

      Balthazar’s eyes felt dry. His skin burned in the hot sunlight. Thirst and dust parched his throat. He could easily die out here if this journey took too long.

      “How much further?” he asked.

      The sand demon did not answer. He wondered if the creatures had any sort of language that he could understand. How did they communicate with each other?

      Perhaps they did so by gesture. Perhaps by changing the colours of their carapaces. The surface of their skins reacted like those of a chameleon. Now they were the same hue as the sandrays, blending in with the creatures they rode. From a distance, Balthazar guessed it would look as if sand demon and sandray were the same organism.

      He asked his question again and got no response. He held on grimly as the sandray dropped down a slope. Its speed increased as it fell. At the last second, the creature pulled up and sped along what looked like a dried-up riverbed.

      Had there been water here once? The surface of the world was covered in places that had once been different.

      Even as that thought occurred to him a blinding light appeared ahead. He was looking at a vast shattered mirror, a plain of glass from which the sun’s light reflected brutally. He felt certain that the sand demons were taking him well off his chosen route, but he was in no position to object.

      He closed his eyes against the glare even as the sandray moved onto the shimmering surface. It did not slow the creature down nor did any of the sand demons show any signs of discomfort. Balthazar supposed that was one advantage of having no eyes. He kept his own tightly shut.

      He licked his parched lips. They were cracking. He prayed to Xothak that this did not go on for much longer. His fingers seemed frozen around the spines. He wondered if he’d be able to unclench them even if he wanted to. He knew he should try and rest but the strangeness of his situation and the terror of anticipation made that impossible.

      Balthazar lost track of time. Slowly the sky darkened and up ahead a cluster of huge rocks loomed. He was reminded of the boulders surrounding the base of Dhargon’s Beacon. This place lacked the gigantic Elder World artefact. It was merely a mesa. In the rock face, caves loomed.

      The sandrays halted on the edge of the stone islands. One by one the sand demons disengaged from their backs. His own mount was the last to halt. The demon stood up and Balthazar rose with it, still clinging to its spines. He managed to unclench his fists but his legs gave way beneath him and he tumbled and fell flat against the rock. The impact was stunning. The sand demons merely watched him. None of them came to his aid.

      He regretted that earlier he had shrugged off the assisting hand. No one seemed inclined to extend one now. He staggered to the rocks and followed his captors towards the entrance of the cave.

      He stepped down into darkness and only managed to keep himself upright by holding onto the walls. The tunnel curved first to the left and then to the right. He almost stumbled as it sloped downwards. He sensed the movement of sand demons in front and behind of him. Once again, there was no chance of escaping. Not that there was any place for him to go. He was even deeper in the desert.

      Dim lights sprang into being. He was surprised to discover that it came from glowing fungus, some form of bioluminescence. The creatures did need light after all. He filed the information away in case he ever got the chance to use it. He sensed magical power in the air, a great deal of it, all tainted by blight.

      They emerged into a huge cave. All around lay more lit openings. One by one the sand demons disappeared through them as if heading towards their own personal caves. The largest gestured for him to follow and he staggered along behind it.

      He moved down the shadowy corridor until they entered a smaller, more comfortable cave. On the floor were carpets made of some alien substance. There were cooking utensils. There were plates and cups. There were flasks containing what must be water and wine. There was even a tray containing sweetmeats.

      Without asking permission he threw himself forward and grabbed one of the jugs. He did not care whether the creature struck him down with a poison spike. He would rather die than put off drinking for even a few more seconds.

      He raised the jug to his lips and chugged it down. The water was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted.

      The sand demon stood there as if curious as to what he would do next. Balthazar, forgetting all dignity, stooped and picked up a pastry from the tray. He stuffed it into his mouth as swiftly as he could. It tasted honey sweetened. The pastry itself was flaky and good.

      Finally, Balthazar remembered his manners and he turned and gave a bow to the sand demon. Its skin ripped like a cocoon from which a butterfly was about to emerge.

      Now it comes, Balthazar thought. What new horror is this? Even as he watched, the rocky carapace split asunder and he saw brown flesh within. It dropped away like the shed skin of a snake and he found himself looking at a beautiful naked woman.
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      Around them, the land grew gradually more barren. Kormak had given the reins over to Rhiana so that she could take a turn at driving. It distracted her from her dark thoughts.

      The farmlands lay behind. Stubby grass covered only part of the wastes. More and more rocks emerged from the soil. The earth had a parched look to it. Kormak doubted that any crops would grow here.

      Lizards watched as they passed. In the distance, dust clouds marked the passage of herds of wild horses, making their way among the arroyos. Perhaps some of them belonged to the desert tribes who made their homes out here.

      Kormak enjoyed drinking in the strange beauty of the place. He took his pleasures where he could find them. This landscape reminded him of the Graveyard of Angels and the old Siderean colonies in the southern continent.

      There were differences. Here the air was thinner. The sun seemed brighter. Clouds were even less common. There was no sense of the presence of a nearby sea as there often was in the Southlands.

      Behind him, the marines grumbled, as they’d been doing the whole long day. Kormak had never yet met a soldier who didn’t like to complain about something. If it wasn’t the officers, it was the food. If it wasn’t the food, it was the pay. If it wasn’t the pay, it was their employers.

      Mostly the marines grumbled about the demon’s attack in Helgard. They had lost friends and comrades. Many had a haunted look to their eyes. Kormak would have to keep an eye on them. Sometimes men were touched by the darkness and twisted by it. If any of them showed signs of turning to the Shadow, he would have to do something.

      Admiral Zamara rode up beside the wagon. He smiled down at Rhiana. He gave the impression of enjoying himself. Kormak supposed that command must always look confident. Zamara took that part of his job seriously.

      “We’re making good time,” the Admiral said. “You never know we might overtake that bastard Balthazar out here.”

      “You never know,” Kormak said. He didn’t want to contradict Zamara. He didn’t want to do anything that would lower morale. He just did not share Zamara’s confidence that things would go their way.

      “Smile,” Zamara said. “This will be over sooner than you think.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Kormak said.

      Rhiana looked at the Admiral and said, “You won’t shift him from his gloomy mood. He likes to look on the dark side of things. He is an Aquilean.”

      “I know it,” Admiral Zamara said.

      “I’ve done this before,” Kormak said.

      “And you have to let us know it, don’t you?” Zamara said. “If we are lucky, we’ll find the corpse of Balthazar somewhere along this trail. The wall sentries claimed he headed off in the direction of Dhargon’s Beacon. He didn’t take any water with him. He didn’t take any food. There’s not a lot of hope for him crossing the desert.”

      “He’s a sorcerer,” Kormak said. “He’ll find a way.”

      “You had to remind me of that, didn’t you?” Zamara said. He didn’t bother to keep his voice down. He liked the troops to hear his joshing tone. He thought it did something for morale.

      “Knowing him, he’s probably found allies,” Kormak said. “He seems to locate them in the most unlikely places.”

      “I know what you mean,” Zamara said. “I would not have expected him to have had as much support as he did among the officers of Helgard. Of course, it’s hard to tell how many of them really supported him because so many were dead by the end of our visit. It’s just as well you’re not a Siderean, Sir Kormak. You’d probably have a lot of angry relatives challenging you to duels.”

      “They’ll probably challenge me when I get back,” Kormak said. “I know what you Sidereans are like.”

      “This reminds me of home,” Zamara said, staring off into the distance.

      Kormak looked at him.

      “You’ve never been to the central highlands of Siderea, have you, Sir Kormak? It looks a lot like this. It’s hot and it’s bright and it’s barren. My father’s lands were mostly like this. He did have some more fertile holdings down by the coast but mostly it was arid wastes he owned. Barely fit for goats and snakes.”

      Zamara seems to be in a nostalgic mood.

      “You could always ask the King-Emperor to grant you this land,” Kormak suggested.

      “If I was unlucky, he’d give it to me,” Zamara said. “This is not a place I would like to settle. There are some nice bits of ground closer to Helgard. No doubt the officers have all claimed them already.”

      “Isn’t it possible that this land belonged to somebody else before you Sunlanders came?” Rhiana said.

      “I’m not a Sunlander,” Kormak said.

      Zamara looked at her in mock outrage. “Are you suggesting that Siderean noblemen would steal land belonging to somebody else? How could you, Captain Rhiana?”

      “It may come as a surprise to you,” Rhiana said, “but it has been known to happen.”

      “It happened here,” Zamara said, suddenly serious. “This land belonged to the Old Ones before the Solari came and who knows who it belonged to before they took it. The history of the world consists of people stealing land from others. It hasn’t stopped yet and I doubt it ever will.”

      “That’s not something I ever thought I would hear a Siderean nobleman admit,” Kormak said.

      “Most of us are more aware of it than you would think, Sir Kormak.” Zamara tilted his head to one side and studied a large group of rocks in the distance. “That looks like a good spot to make camp. We’ll get there with a couple of hours to spare before sunset. We can build some cook fires and make sure the place is fortified.”

      Zamara was more uneasy than he let on. He was taking all the precautions that he would take in hostile country. Looking at the land, that was not so surprising. He would not be surprised to see angry locals leaping from behind those boulders.

      He had spent most of his life fighting in inhospitable parts of the world. He didn’t see why this should be any different. Ahead of them Dhargon’s Beacon loomed in the distance. They would reach it tomorrow if they were lucky, and then, according to Anders the real dangers of the journey would begin.
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      Kormak and Rhiana stood on top of the jumble of boulders. The camp lay perhaps a hundred feet below them. The sound of men talking in low voices drifted up to them as did the smoke of the fire. They stood hand in hand looking at the sky. In the distance, Dhargon’s Beacon glowed. Night transformed it into a tower of shimmering light. Rhiana stared at it for a moment and then looked up at the sky.

      “The stars look different here,” Rhiana said. “The patterns are not so familiar.”

      Kormak understood why that made her uneasy. She was a sailor, used to navigating by the glittering stars. She seemed listless. He felt excited because he was looking out over a strange landscape.

      In the light of the moon, the land rolled away into the distance, shadowy and bleak. He held Rhiana’s hand in his own. It was not something he would normally have felt comfortable doing. He did not like having his movement restricted but in this place and at this time it felt right.

      “What are you thinking?” Rhiana asked.

      “I was thinking that we’re a long way from home.”

      “That we are.” There was an odd note in her voice. Kormak realised their location was even stranger for her than it was for him. She had been born beneath the waters of the ocean. He wondered what it must be like for her standing here on the roof of the world. “Did you ever see the stars when you lived beneath the waves?”

      She looked at him sidelong and laughed. “That’s a strange question.”

      “Are you going to answer it?”

      “Of course, I saw the stars.”

      “They were visible from the bottom of the sea?”

      “I did not spend all of my childhood on the ocean floor. We often came to the surface. We often looked around. We often came to land.”

      “Was that near Port Blood?”

      “The ocean is full of islands,” she said. Her voice was soft and thoughtful. “There are many places the Sunlanders have never found. There are many beautiful empty beaches. There are many wild islands. We used to sometimes visit them. We never went too far from shore though. The air always seemed thin and strange when I was a child.”

      “Were your parents with you?”

      “Yes. We travelled in clans. My people are nomadic. They pursue the great shoals of fish. Sometimes they follow the whales on their migration. Sometimes we moved because of disasters.”

      “No villages then?”

      “Sometimes. There are lots of habitations the merfolk use on the sea bottoms. You’d be surprised. There are abandoned cities and caves and there are places that we’ve made our own.”

      “Why did you leave your people?”

      “My sister and I wanted to see the surface world.”

      “That’s the only reason?”

      “Mika did not want to settle with the chieftain who had chosen her. She wanted to lead her own life. And she did, until that bastard, the Kraken, killed her.”

      “And you went with her.”

      “And I went with her. It was after our parents were killed in an attack by the Sea Devils. I looked after my sister and she looked after me. She filled my head with tales of the glories of the surface world. I wanted to see it. I wanted more than my people could offer me.”

      “What was that?”

      “You were brought up in a small village in the mountains. Didn’t you ever think about leaving? Didn’t you ever have stories about other places that were far more wonderful?”

      “I don’t remember,” Kormak said. “I left my village when I was eight years old. Everybody was dead. An Old One killed them.”

      They fell silent, each of them tending to their own thoughts. Kormak shifted his hand. Her fingers felt warm and dry in his. She shivered a little. He took his cloak and swirled it out around her shoulders so that it covered them both. They held each other tightly beneath it.

      “I wanted to get away,” Rhiana said. “I wanted to be more than simply a girl who bore children for the chieftains. I wanted a different life. I made sure I got it. And in a way, it killed Mika. If I had not agreed to go with her, she would never have left.”

      “You blame yourself for that? You shouldn’t – it was the Kraken.”

      “I know that and yet I still do. If she had stayed, she would still be alive today. If I had not found that ancient magical armour, he would not have killed her to get it.”

      Silence fell again. From beneath them rose the sound of a group of Siderean marines singing. The words told of women left behind, of homes that might never be seen again, of comrades fallen in battle, of strange sights seen and new lands visited and the fatal lure of gold. There was something sad about the way the men sang and something reassuring in the harmony of their voices.

      Kormak knew the marines felt far from home as well. He looked around, making sure that all the sentries Sergeant Terves placed were in position. Sometimes things came out of the night and snatched men away. Sometimes they slew the sentries as a prelude to an attack. He could see nothing although his night sight was better than most men’s. Rhiana sensed the trend of his thoughts. Or perhaps she was simply following the direction in which he looked.

      “There’s nothing out there tonight,” she said. “Nothing that I can sense anyway. Although I would not put too much reliance on this. We are a long way from any place where I feel comfortable and I’m not sure my senses work as well up here in this thin dry air. Everything feels different.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Over there,” she said, pointing at Dhargon’s Beacon. “That thing radiates power.”

      “You don’t say,” Kormak said. “The magical runes on its side are a bit of a giveaway, don’t you think?”

      She punched him on the arm underneath the cloak. “It feels strange. Not like anything else I’ve ever encountered. I don’t know who made that thing. I do know that they were powerful sorcerers.”

      “Even I can see that,” Kormak said. “That tower is gigantic. Not too many people could have made something like that.”

      “You’ve seen something like that before though, haven’t you?”

      “In the deserts of Umbrea. Close to the Graveyard of Angels. It was not built on this scale but it was similar. There were supposed to be more like it deeper in the desert. I never went any further so I never found out for sure.”

      “You’re possibly the only person I’ve met who has travelled more than me,” Rhiana said.

      There was a moment of odd silence. She turned and wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. He returned the kiss passionately and they stood locked in each other’s arms for a long time
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      Balthazar looked at the naked woman. There was something familiar about her face. He had seen it before, in his dreamwalker vision back in Coiled Serpent’s village when Xothak had first spoken to him.

      “Greetings to you,” the woman said in Eldrim.

      “This is a pleasant surprise,” he said, inspecting her. Her eyes were dark, her nose flat and broad. The lips were broad and thick. Her forehead was high and her hair was short as any soldiers. Her features reminded him of those he had seen on statues across Terra Nova. It was the face of a human changed by the Old Ones. The question was in what ways.

      She was shorter than he was with firm full breasts and long clean limbs. Her flesh was puckered at the joint of arms and knees. He wondered if that had something to do with the armour that lay like a shed skin at her feet.

      She tilted her head to one side as she examined him as closely as he was looking at her. He wondered if she even spoke his language. He said the same thing again in the language of the Old Ones. She smiled and said, “Yes. It is.”

      He answered her smile. There was a certain tension in the air. “I apologise for being rude. I worked up a mighty thirst during our journey.”

      “That’s not surprising. You withstood the ride well for an outlander.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “I brought you here because scouts of the people saw you flying through the desert towards the Beacon. You wore a somewhat different form then.”

      Balthazar considered his words. He doubted that this woman was a sun worshipper or that she would be shocked by much that he could say. She was touched by the moon. Her armour showed that, just as it showed traces of blight. The question was did she have any other allegiances? She might not serve the same power he did, and the Shadow Lords hated each other as much as they hated the Auratheans.

      “Your people are not strangers to such things,” he said. “That armour you were wearing testifies to that.”

      “That armour was a gift from Xayal, who we once worshipped.”

      Balthazar considered this. Xayal’s name came up in certain grimoires. Not much was known about him. It was said Xothak had cut his body into a thousand pieces and scattered it about the land. The Lord of Skulls did not spread much knowledge about his former rival.

      “But no longer,” Balthazar said. He put a question into his voice.

      The woman nodded. “Our creator proved weak and was destroyed. We swore allegiance to the one who killed him, his slayer, Xothak, the Lord of Skulls.”

      “I know something of such things,” Balthazar said.

      She nodded at him. “The dagger that you bear is testimony to that.”

      “You know what it is?”

      “I know what it is for.” She moved over to the wall and touched something that looked like a large mollusc shell about the size of a footstool. It opened. From within it, treating it with all the reverence it deserved, she produced a dagger like the one he carried."

      “The fact that you found me is not a coincidence,” Balthazar said.

      “It isn’t,” the woman said. “I have seen you in my dreams.”

      Balthazar smile widened. “I’ve waited a long time to hear those words from a woman as beautiful as you.”

      “There is no need for flattery,” she said. “You’re welcome here. Xothak told me that we must render assistance in your quest. It is of great importance to the Lord of Skulls.”

      He did not miss the fact that she mentioned the demon god had spoken to her. She was another, like Coiled Serpent, who could reach into the Outer Dark and commune with their deity. She was letting him know it. It did not come entirely as a surprise. Dark power clotted the air around them. It must be easy for the Lord of Skulls to reach into the world here.

      “I am pleased to hear that,” Balthazar said. “I am surrounded by enemies.”

      “My people have always been surrounded by enemies. I’m sure you have much in common with us.”

      Balthazar gestured to the mat. “I am tired.”

      It was all he could manage to say. Waves of weakness swept over him now. He wondered if there had been something in the wine, if the woman’s friendly words had all been a ruse. Just because they followed the same god did not mean they could not be rivals. He had killed his own predecessor as leader of the Shadow Cult. Perhaps she intended to murder him and claim his blessed dagger. She did not make any move either to harm or to help.

      “I can see you are weary and you need to rest. You may share my sleeping mat.”

      “I am grateful,” Balthazar said. He let himself slump down onto the mat. A moment later the woman lay beside him. Her touch was soothing. There was something wet on it, some sort of ointment. “This will help your skin to heal,” she said.

      “Thank you,” Balthazar said as consciousness slipped from him and he descended into strange sorcerous dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Balthazar sank into a troubled sleep. His body felt too warm, and his breathing odd, as if he were forcing liquid into his lungs instead of oxygen. Magic pulsed all around him, as if hundreds of sorcerers were casting minor spells at the same time. Or as if they were all taking part in some great ritual.

      He stirred. His eyes opened. He became aware of the woman beside him. She looked down at him; pupils dilated, reached out, and touched his cheek.

      Sleep, she said. Her lips did not move. Perhaps he was still dreaming. His thoughts sank back into chaos.

      His spirit floated free of his body. He looked down upon where he lay beside the desert woman. She still watched over him as if waiting for a sign.

      His point of view drifted upwards. Somehow, he saw through the rock of the mesa, aware of the hundreds of sand people scattered through the caverns. Some were naked and human-looking, others were still encased in their strange living armour. All seemed awake and all communed. Pulses of energy joined them to each other. A vast web of magic linked them all.

      Their redoubt sat amid a huge blight, a sinkhole through which the power of Shadow reached into this world. Perhaps that explained their mutations, and why they all seemed touched by sorcery.

      He did not doubt that what he was seeing was real, that some truth was being revealed to him. He questioned the reasons why he was being shown it. Why were the sand people working this ritual? What were they hoping to achieve here? He was the focus of powerful magic. This entire community was working the spell, but whether it was for his benefit or to do him harm, he could not tell.

      His spirit rose. He saw the gigantic blaze of magical energy from Dhargon’s Beacon. It represented magic of a different sort, not anything he could use. Rivers of power ran away from it, flowing across the landscape, moving in the direction of lost Xanadar. Towards the east, he saw small glittering campfires, and the glint of souls untouched by blight. He suspected that this was where the Guardian was. Pursuit was already under way.

      His spirit continued to rise atop the column of blighted energy. The world curved away beneath him. He became aware of other areas of magical energy, some touched by blight, some not. He saw many communities as large as this one scattered across the Desert of Demons. Who would have thought there was so much life here?

      As he rose, he saw something else, a place where there was nothing. It was like looking at a hole in reality. It sickened him and filled him with dread although he was not sure why. Within it, he could perceive not a thing.

      He reached a point high above the clouds, with a view of the world such as only birds or gods might aspire to. He felt exalted, filled with power, ready for anything, and that made him suspicious. His mind was being tampered with, his thoughts were being influenced. For a sorcerer that was never a good thing.

      He tried to invoke wards, but it was too late. He struggled and then relaxed. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen. He could bide his time and gather his strength and be ready for it. He hoped that this thought had not been put in his mind from outside.

      The world swirled around him. The thin fabric of reality peeled back like the layers of an onion. His home plane overlapped with many, many others. They lay alongside, closer than the touch of skin, further away than the edges of the universe. These were the realms from which demons and angels came, the sediment atop the Outer Dark.

      Once more, his spirit was drawn down towards that alien dimension, where his master had spoken to him as he lay in the ruined temple atop the village of the jungle tribes. Once more, his soul travelled through the realms of Shadow towards the skull palace within which Xothak dwelled. Once more, he confronted the ultra-cosmic entity he knew as the Lord of Skulls. Its burning gaze fell upon him. He sensed its terrible intelligence. He felt the cold burning touch of its thoughts.

      It was not like being contacted by another mortal. The mind of a god was too vast and strange to be understood. It encompassed manifold worlds and multiple planes of existence. Xothak had absorbed millions of spirits, not all of them human. It regarded him the same way as he might look down on the least significant insect.

      A flood of knowledge poured into Balthazar, a tidal wave that threatened to drown out his consciousness, to submerge his identity. He burned with alien hunger. For a moment, he felt as if he could understand the whole, intricate pattern of the universe. He caught flashes of a gigantic, ancient, and complex plan.

      He saw himself as the focal point of a vast scheme, knew he had been chosen for great things. Energy flowed into him, and knowledge, and visions of other times and places. He understood he was being offered a position as Xothak’s satrap on this tiny mudball world, with a power greater than any other being dwelling upon it. He saw part of what he had to do to get it and knew that when the time was right he would understand more.

      His mind flexed and shivered as new patterns were forced into it. He had no idea what they meant or what they were for. Mighty flows of information, encoded in some way he would probably never comprehend, forced their way into his brain. He was being made into a messenger, but what for, he did not understand. He just knew that he had to bear this message to the place where Vorkhul had been found.

      His mind distorted under the weight of knowledge. His spirit screamed, and darkness flowed into him and overwhelmed him at last. He sank into merciful oblivion, wondering if ever he would wake.
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      Kormak woke, disturbed. He was not sure why. Foreboding filled him. His eyes were inevitably drawn to a distant part of the horizon, a place shimmering with blighted energies. A dark aurora coruscated in the sky above a plain of glass. He felt sure the lights had not been there when he went to sleep. He contemplated it for a while and yet felt no immediate threat.

      His side felt tender. His bruises pained him despite the analgesic herbs he had taken. It was no wonder he was awake. Just the shifting of his weight was enough to send pain stabbing through his ribcage.

      As quietly as he could, he reached into his pouch and pulled out more of the herbs. As he chewed them, calm returned and he studied the sleeping Rhiana. With her eyes closed and her gills covered, she looked mortal and beautiful in the moonlight. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed. She looked as relaxed, all the worry and tension normally written on her face vanished. She smiled at some dream and he fought down the urge to reach out and touch her cheek. He did not want to wake her. Her days were troubled enough, and she need to be rested. They all did.

      Around him, he heard the night noises of the camp: men shifting in their sleep, harnesses jangling, animals moving softly. He listened for any sign of the unusual, for anything out of the ordinary. Many times in the past, he had woken seemingly randomly to discover some threat creeping up on him. This might be one of those times.

      He concentrated as hard as he could, ready to grab his blade at the slightest sign of danger but he sensed nothing close, despite all his forebodings. He lowered himself back down, and stared up at the stars. They glittered in the cold desert sky, and still he could not sleep.

      Eventually, he rose and stalked to the edge of the camp. The sentries nodded acknowledgement to him, as if his nocturnal wandering was the most natural thing in the world. Perhaps to them, it seemed like it was. Kormak was a Guardian of the Dawn. He noticed a lone figure sitting on a rock by the edge of the desert. It was Anders. He beckoned Kormak over and said quietly, “Couldn’t sleep either eh?”

      “I felt the urge to check the boundaries.”

      “It’s that sort of place, isn’t it? It makes you think of monsters creeping out of the darkness.”

      “Most places make me think of that.”

      “Given your profession, that’s not surprising.”

      “What about you?”

      “I could not sleep because I kept remembering the last time I came this way. Looking at the Beacon glowing in the darkness makes me think of my old company, and all the men who died out here. I was wondering how many of these soldiers will go the same way.”

      “Not the most cheerful of thoughts.”

      “No but it’s one that must have struck you too. Does it not trouble you, that you might be leading all these men to their doom?”

      “Including you, you mean?”

      “You are a cynical man, and I notice you have not answered my question.”

      “Does it trouble you? You are leading them to their doom as much as me. Perhaps more so. You are the one who knows where we are going, after all.”

      “A nice shift of blame there and still you avoid the question.”

      “As do you.”

      “Of course, it troubles me. Almost as much as it troubles me that I might be marching towards my own death.”

      “Why are you doing it then?”

      “Because I want to pay back that bastard Balthazar.”

      “It’s more than that though, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. I fear that if he is not stopped he is just going to do something worse than he’s already done, and come back with the power to wreck all our lives. I don’t think he’ll go easy on me if he finds what he’s looking for.”

      “You’re probably right about that.”

      “Although I imagine you will be at the head of his shit list.”

      “Ahead of you anyway. Is that the only reason you’re with us?”

      “There’s not a lot else for me to do. Everybody else I know, except for a few whores back in Maial, is dead.”

      “You wouldn’t be looking to join them, would you?”

      “Just because you have a death wish, don’t imagine everybody else has.” Anders spoke as if Kormak had touched a nerve. He glared off into the distance, took a sip from his flask, and offered it to the Guardian. Kormak shook his head.

      “You don’t drink much, do you?”

      “I need to keep a clear head. Otherwise somebody is likely to take it from my shoulders.”

      “That’s quite likely out here.”

      “What do you think is going to try it?”

      “There’s the tribes for one. As hard a bunch of bastards as I’ve ever come across. They live around the edge of the Desert of Demons and raid and trade as the mood takes them. They’ve no love for us Sunlanders. They think we’re here to steal their land.”

      “And you wouldn’t do that now, would you?”

      “I wouldn’t, that’s for sure. What would I do with this patch of scrub? Your friend, Admiral Zamara, might think differently.”

      Kormak laughed. “I don’t think he wants it any more than you do. What else are we likely to find?”

      “Showing a professional interest now? There’s no shortage of monsters out here either.”

      “What sort?”

      “You’ve heard me talk about them before. At the lost city, there are men of metal and glass. And things that don’t look like men but which are made of the same stuff.”

      “Golems maybe?”

      “I’ve never seen a golem up close, just heard the stories.”

      “If you’ve been to the Graveyard of Angels then you’ve seen things that look close enough. Or if you’ve seen the armour of the Angel Zhamriel in the Palace Cathedral back in Trefal.”

      “King-Emperor Aemon never invited me. But I have seen the burned-out shells of angels in the Graveyard. Yes, the metal men looked like them. Made of similar substances, like they’d been moulded in the same vats.”

      “Not the product of the Old Ones then?”

      “No. You think something else made them?”

      “I try to keep an open mind.”

      “You don’t exactly play the fanatic, do you?”

      “My order already has plenty of those.”

      “And sometimes they need someone who can think, do they? That would be you?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “No, but you implied it.”

      “What else are we likely to encounter?”

      “I already told the Admiral all this, but I suppose you have better things to do. Can’t say as I blame you, she’s a beautiful woman.”

      Kormak let that slide by. He was not sure he liked Anders talking about Rhiana that way. He also felt embarrassed that he had been spending more time with her than learning about potential threats. It was a distraction he could ill afford. “What else?”

      “Sand demons. They shadowed us from just beyond the Beacon, followed us for a few days and then just seemed to give up.”

      “They attack you?”

      “Sometimes, and they were hard. Bodies all armoured, fired poisoned spikes at us, big as javelins. We never caught any of them either. They always disappeared into the night and the dunes.”

      “They could see in the dark?”

      “Seemed that way. We’d follow them, and their tracks would just disappear. Just as well there weren’t more than a couple of them at a time. They were bad enough.”

      “Anything else?”

      “We saw elementals dancing on the edges of storms. At least some of the lads claimed they did. There were scorpions big as dogs. They looked blighted.”

      “Many creatures grow to an unnatural size in blights. It’s the way of things.”

      “I’ll take your word for it. The sand demons looked blighted too.”

      “In what way?”

      “Twisted, mutated, strangely shaped. Some of them looked as if they had been made of wax that was overheated and flowed into new forms and hardened.”

      The mercenary shivered and drew his cloak tighter about him. “How can it be so hot in the desert through the day and so cold at night? You’d think being higher up we’d be closer to the Holy Sun and it would be warmer.”

      “I don’t know,” said Kormak, going along with the change of subject.

      Anders yawned. “I think all this drinking and all this lack of sleep is catching up with me.”

      Perhaps it was that or perhaps he just did not like being interrogated. Kormak could not blame him for that. A Lunar changeling had worn Kormak’s form and tortured Anders. Being questioned might have brought back those memories.

      Anders wrapped himself in his cloak and stumbled back towards the camp. Kormak watched him go then settled down on the rock to wait for the sunrise. He wondered what Balthazar was up to now.
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      Balthazar woke. The sand woman lay beside him. The warmth of her body communicated itself to him. He turned over and glanced at her, lying on one elbow, looking down at her.

      Her eyes opened and she stared up at him. “You are awake,” she said. “That’s good.”

      “This is a somewhat intimate situation to be in with someone whose name I don’t know,” Balthazar said.

      “I am Nexali, shaman of the Blighted Ones. And you, my guest, what should I be calling you?”

      “My name is Count Balthazar.”

      “Count? That is a title belonging to one of the rulers among the lowlanders, is it not?”

      “I’m a nobleman there.”

      “That means you are one of the conquerors. Those who claim to worship the Holy Sun. Who follow the ancient enemy.”

      “I was brought up in that faith but I saw the truth.”

      “And what truth is that?”

      “That the Holy Sun is a lie. Nothing responds to the prayers of its worshippers. It is all just a story. There has only ever been one pantheon of true gods in this world. I learned early that real power lay with what the unenlightened call the Shadow. I can sense from my surroundings that your people believe the same. I feel its presence all around us.”

      Her smile revealed gleaming white teeth. They were pointed and not a reassuring sight. “In my dreams, I was told that you were a priest, that your rank was the equal of mine. I was told that you would do mighty deeds in the service of our master. I can see that I was told correctly.”

      “I’m sure you never doubted the word of the Lord of Skulls.”

      “Never.” Her hand strayed across his chest. He noticed her nails were clipped short.

      He continued to look into her eyes. She met his gaze levelly. “I did not expect to find anyone living out here in the deep desert. Only monsters.”

      “The Sunlanders think my people are monsters. They think our symbs are our real selves. They call us sand demons.” She laughed as she spoke the last sentence.

      “Symbs?”

      “The living armour of which I divested myself. It fuses to my body when I leave the Steading.”

      Balthazar looked over at it. He had some experience of wearing living things. “I’ve bound a demon in a similar fashion.”

      “The symb is not a demon,” she said. “It is a living organism, like you or me. It was created by the Eldrim Xayal a long time ago. It was intended to let my people survive in regions that are entirely hostile to humankind. Wearing that armour, I can exist beneath sand. I can walk across the desert without food or water.”

      Balthazar considered this. “That is mighty sorcery.”

      “It is no sorcery at all,” she said. “The symbs rid our exhalations of poisons and turn them into something usable. They transform our urine into potable water, change excrement into food that we can eat.”

      “That does not sound particularly pleasant,” Balthazar said.

      “It depends on what you’re used to,” Nexali said. “We grew up wearing them and our armour protects us in the desert. We are grateful even if we no longer worship our original patron.”

      “Do you mind if I take a closer look?” The thought that such a thing might be useful if he was trying to escape crossed Balthazar’s mind.

      “Go ahead,” she said.

      Not without some reluctance, he rose from the sleeping mat and walked over to where the armour lay. It had folded itself or perhaps been folded when he slept. He was reluctant to touch it but he knelt close to it. It looked at once leathery and plant-like. He said this out loud.

      “According to Xayal’s words,” Nexali said, “it shares something with plants. They transform the poisons we exhale into breathable air for the planet. They draw energy from sunlight.”

      “I never knew that,” Balthazar said. “It is not a branch of sorcery I have ever studied. I imagine that fleshweavers know more about these sorts of things.”

      “Xayal was a great fleshweaver, perhaps the greatest. It is said that he planned to sail between the stars in a ship that was a giant version of something like our armour. Xothak slew him before that could happen.”

      “That is almost a pity,” Balthazar said, and he meant it. It sounded like something that he might try himself one day when he was granted power by Xothak. It was something he would look into. There was much he could learn from the sandfolk. It seemed that his hardships had turned out to be a blessing in disguise. It was often the way.

      “How do you eat what the suit produces?” He could not stop himself from asking.

      “We do not need to eat our own excrement if that is what you’re worried about,” Nexali said. “Once the suit is linked to us the process happens naturally. Food is removed from our stomach and recycled back into our bodies.”

      Balthazar felt certain it was not quite as simple as that but he did not want to offend Nexali and he did not need to find out the gory details. “It must be useful,” Balthazar said.

      “You will find out. For you are to be gifted with a symb.”

      “I’m not sure that will be necessary.”

      “It will be necessary,” Nexali said. “There is no way you can cross the great desert without one. You will not be able to leave this place until you have your own symb.”

      Four massive sand demons entered the chamber as if silently summoned. They surrounded him.

      Balthazar felt the jaws of a trap closing around him. He fought as they dragged him from the room.
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      Kormak’s companions were silent as they passed Dhargon’s Beacon. Even the mules stopped braying. The presence of the gigantic monolith weighed even on the beasts of burden.

      By day, the thing did not glow. It gleamed, black stone inlaid with golden runes that reflected the light of the Holy Sun. It bulked immense as a mountain. The elder sign was warm against Kormak’s chest. Magic flowed strongly here.

      “It’s impressive,” said Rhiana. “In a terrifying sort of way.”

      “Yes, it is,” said Kormak. The vast shadow of the thing cooled the air around them. No birds nested close to it, even though it would seem to make a prime site for scavengers, with a clear view for leagues in all directions. Anything living seemed to avoid coming near it.

      “What do you think made it?” Rhiana asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. It bears some resemblance to structures I have seen in the Graveyard of Angels.”

      “That’s halfway round the world.”

      “If humans can travel so far, whoever built this could do the same.”

      “I’ve never heard of anything this big being out there.”

      “It’s the style more than anything else that makes me think of the place. Of course, it could have been built by some creature related to the things found in the Graveyard.”

      “I always heard it was the Angels of the Holy Sun who died there, along with their enemies.”

      “According to scripture there were many different types of angel, divided among many different Hosts.”

      “You think this could be a relic of the angels?”

      “Or something coeval with them.”

      “Who was Dhargon? It sounds like the name of an Old One.”

      “Perhaps it was. The names of many are lost in the mists of time. Some only show up in scripture, or in the lists of the Order or the stellae of the Courts of the Moon, but we nothing more about them than that. It’s possible the Eldrim themselves would know but we don’t have any Old Ones here to ask.”

      “That might change when we find Xanadar.”

      “It will be the first thing I ask if we meet one, when it gets free of its sarcophagus,” said Kormak. “If I am not trying to stop it removing my head.”

      “What’s that?” Rhiana asked, pointing to a gap in the rock wall beneath the monolith.

      “I don’t know, but I’d better look,” Kormak said.

      He dropped off the wagon and walked towards the cluster of rocks around its base. A cave was visible among them. When he strode to the entrance, there were signs of burning. Someone had built a fire here. Someone had sought to attract the attention of something. When he stepped within the cave, he saw there were bones. Bending low, he also saw there were footprints. Some of them were human sized. Others were three-toed and monstrous.

      He heard footsteps behind him. Rhiana and Zamara were there. Kormak was not surprised it was them. No one else had shown any inclination to investigate the megalith.

      “Found anything interesting?” The Admiral asked.

      “Someone built a fire outside, yesterday or the day before. It attracted the attention of something.”

      Zamara picked up a bone and inspected it. “You think it was Balthazar?”

      “He flew this way.”

      Zamara looked at the three-toed tracks. “And something monstrous found him.”

      He turned the bone over and over in his hands. “You think something ate him?”

      “These bones are old. And most of them are not human.”

      “So, he contacted something. Demons or beasts judging by the tracks.”

      “I would guess demons, knowing Balthazar,” said Rhiana.

      “Or Old Ones, maybe,” Kormak said.

      “Same thing,” said Zamara.

      “No. They are not,” Kormak said.

      “I knew you were going to say that,” said Zamara. “I was just trying to wind you up.”

      Rhiana said, “If Balthazar was here, he’s not now.”

      “I’ll order the men to scout around the rocks. We might pick up a trail,” Zamara said.

      “I’ll look myself,” said Kormak. They emerged into the sunlight again. It felt even warmer after the cool damp of the cave. Anders was waiting for them. He looked tired. There were bags underneath his eyes, and the stubble on his chin was even more pronounced.

      “Find anything interesting.”

      “The spoor of sand demons,” said Rhiana.

      “That’s not good news,” said the mercenary. “It was after we passed the Beacon we kept running into them.”

      “I’ll tell the men to keep a weather eye open,” said Zamara.

      “That would be wise, Admiral,” said Anders.

      “I’m certainly starting to think so.” He eyed the massive stone of the Beacon sidelong. He looked about as happy with their situation as Kormak felt. They waited for the scouts to return but there was no trace of Balthazar or any monsters.

      They returned to the wagons and set off once more across the desert, heading directly west, navigating by landmarks that Anders remembered or thought he did. Kormak sincerely hoped that they were not getting lost.
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      Balthazar lay on the flat, altar-like rock. Armoured limbs pinned him as firmly as any shackles. Overhead the crystal ceiling reflected his struggles. Panicked, he searched his mind for a spell of destruction. A rocky hand clamped over his mouth before he could utter it. It was almost as if the Blighted Ones knew what he was thinking.

      “This will hurt,” Nexali said. “But do not worry. Most people do not die when they join with their symb.”

      Most. Balthazar cursed the woman. How could he have ever believed that she meant to aid him? Anger surged within him. He fought it down, forced his muscles to relax. Perhaps that way they would think him submissive. It was his only chance of taking them off guard.

      Nexali loomed over him. She held a blade in her hand as if this was a ritual and he was the sacrifice. Balthazar had presided over enough of them to know. She closed her eyes and placed the netherium dagger to her lips as if praying to Xothak. Balthazar tensed. At any moment, he expected the weapon to be plunged into his chest.

      He kept his eyes open, wanting to see death as it approached. Nexali opened her eyes. Power glowed within them.

      “You are an outsider,” she said. “This will not be easy for you. Your body is not as prepared to receive the fleshweaver’s gift as ours are. Your mind is not either, but you are a sorcerer. It should be enough.”

      Should, he thought. She was not the one whose life was at risk here. It was easy enough for her to talk of should.

      “You must relax,” she said. “You must not greet your new skin with too much fear in your mind. It will respond to that.”

      What are you babbling about, woman? Greet a new skin?

      “It is like summoning a demon,” she said. That was something he understood at least. “It will be bound to you. It will draw life from you, as you draw life from it.”

      Nexali reached down and produced a drooping slug-like mass of flesh. It writhed and squirmed eyelessly in her hand. It bore no more resemblance to a symbiotic skin than a larva bore to a wasp. It dripped an ugly slime, but she held it with reverence.

      His chest burned where she slashed it with the knife, painful as a wound taken in battle. If the hand had not been clamped over his mouth, he would have screamed. Instead, he bit down on it. The owner showed no more sign of being pained than a boulder would have.

      Balthazar writhed as he tried to twist free but he was held too tightly. The sandfolk were inhumanly strong. There was no escaping their grasp.

      “Now it comes,” Nexali shouted. “Prepare yourself.”

      Something wet slithered across his skin. The reflective ceiling showed the mass of corrupt flesh squirming atop his chest, making its way towards the wound. There was a lapping, sucking sound.

      “It drinks your blood,” Nexali cried. “Thus will it know you. Thus will it bind to you.”

      It came to Balthazar that, if the thing were a demon, it might seek to possess him. Perhaps the sandfolk were vessels for these alien entities. He had heard of stranger things. Terror made him void himself.

      There was a hideous sucking sound. He thought of the thing as a giant leech. Its mouth attached to his chest. Looking up at the mirrored ceiling, he saw the symbiote swell. It pulsed as it drank his blood. The pain in his chest intensified. Tendrils extruded from its head. They plunged into the open wound like spears.

      He screamed as they penetrated his flesh and wormed their way through his body. They pierced him in a dozen places. Alien life invaded his chest cavity. It was as if a bladder was being inflated beside his heart. The pain was agonising.

      He felt weaker. His vision blurred. The thing had taken a lot of his blood. Nexali resumed chanting. The creature responded to her words. It extended itself, stretching like a snake. A wave of flesh moved from its rear towards his mouth. He was almost sick when he realised what was coming.

      Slimy meat flowed over his mouth and nostrils, cutting off his breath. Moist wetness squirmed between his lips. Worms of flesh drove up his nostrils. He tried to keep his jaws clamped shut but his mouth was forced open and a tail of protoplasm entered his mouth. It tasted salty and sour and rotten. He tried to gag but it pushed down his throat, cutting off all air.

      Was this a sacrifice? Had Nexali intended to kill him in this horrible way all along?

      Waves of nausea and dizziness and agony passed through him. Unconsciousness, when it came, was a mercy.
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      Kormak studied the bleak land uneasily. Dry ground crunched beneath his boots as he strode along beside the wagon. Thin air rasped into his lungs. The sere land rolled away into the distance, a dead plain, punctuated by mesas and clusters of boulders. The only visible wildlife was the buzzards hovering overhead and the desert rats scampering from creosote bush to creosote bush.

      He had rarely seen a place less prepossessing. It was dry and there was little food to be foraged. It was worse than the deserts of Umbrea. At least there, there had been occasional signs that the land had once been inhabited by human beings. Here there was nothing, not even the dried bones of large animals.

      And yet he could not shake the feeling that he was being watched and not just by the carrion birds. He felt hostile presences out there. No matter how hard he tried to convince himself that it was only his imagination, he could not. He had lived too long with danger to start discounting his instincts now.

      “What is it,” Rhiana asked. “You look as jumpy as a Port Blood alley cat when he hears a cook sharpening his knife.”

      “It might be nothing,” Kormak said. He spoke quietly so that the marching soldiers could not overhear him. “There’s something out there. Something that resents us being here.”

      He looked at her sidelong to see how she was taking this.

      “I am glad I am not the only one who feels it.”

      “You sense something?”

      She nodded. “It’s not anything as powerful as an Old One. I think there’s more than one of them. I feel — pulses — and then nothing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It reminds me of when I was with my people under the sea. When they were close, I could always sense an undercurrent when they were mindspeaking. Even if the thoughts were not aimed at me I knew they were there, the way you are aware of background chatter in a tavern or people speaking quietly in the night.”

      “You think there’s something out there that communicates via mindspeech?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not like the mindspeech of the merfolk but it feels similar. Like listening to people talk in a foreign language. It is so difficult to find words to explain things in your tongue.”

      Kormak switched to the Old Tongue of the Eldrim. “Is it any easier in this?”

      She shook her head. “Mindspeech might be easier.”

      “I won’t take off my elder sign.”

      “It would not work anyway. I can drive thoughts into your head but I cannot read them. Only another mindspeaker would understand the concepts and only if we shared deep communication.”

      There was something about the way she said that that told him she was uneasy about the idea. She did not like talking about such things. Perhaps she had had a bad experience with it in the past.

      Kormak tried to imagine what it must be like to share thoughts directly with another person and he could not. Could there be any secrets under such circumstances? Would emotions bind along with ideas and words? It was a thought that made him deeply uncomfortable. He had spent a lot of time learning how to block such intrusions in his youth.

      “I’ll tell the others to be alert,” Kormak said. “You never know what might be out there.”

      She nodded her head. “Whatever it is, I don’t think it’s friendly. It has the taint you get near blight.”

      “Let me know if you sense it again. That does not sound good.”

      “There’s nothing good about this place,” she said. “We’re heading to the end of the world.”

      “I hope you don’t mean that literally,” Kormak said. He intended it as a joke but she seemed to take it otherwise.

      “I don’t know. I don’t like this. Why did that coffin come to light now? Why have these cultists been attacking us? We’re on the trail of something big and bad and ugly. You know that as well as I do.”

      He would have liked to disagree but he could not.

      Scouts returned, marched up to Zamara and spoke. He nodded and rode over to the wagon. “Joris and Lorka say we are being watched. They say there is something out there. They’ve seen monsters that just vanish when they realise they have been spotted.”

      Kormak thought of the sand demons of which Anders had spoken. “They’re probably right.”

      “I was rather hoping you would tell me that they were seeing things. In Umbrea, there was the occasional mirage.”

      “Sorry to not be more obliging.”

      “No, you’re bloody well not. You’re glad there’s something out there to test your blade on.”

      Kormak did not deny it. “I may well get the chance soon. Rhiana also thinks we are being watched.”

      “It’s most likely these sand demons that Anders talks about, isn’t it?”

      Most likely, Kormak agreed, and returned to studying their surroundings. The dunes seemed suddenly foreboding, as if concealing some dire threat.
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      As the evening sky darkened, Kormak saw a reddish-green aurora dancing in the sky to the west of their campsite.

      Admiral Zamara came over to where he sat with Rhiana, by their own small fire. The Siderean hunkered down beside them, pointed to the glow and said, “I don’t suppose you have any idea what that is? I don’t like the look of it at all.”

      “I’ve seen lights like those before,” Kormak said. “Over blighted ruins and areas where the Shadow was strong. It marks the presence of evil magic.”

      Rhiana nodded. “There are places out at sea where you can see the same thing. Sometimes they are just patches of seaweed, sometimes they are islands, and sometimes they mark ancient sunken ruins. Always they are places to be avoided.”

      “So we won’t be investigating these then,” said Zamara. He smiled with false cheerfulness, but his eyes never left the distant ominous glow.

      “Not if you value your soul,” Kormak said.

      “A convincing argument, Sir Kormak.” He stood up and shaded his eyes with his hands. “I am guessing they are a good few leagues away and they are not in our direct line of march. Let’s hope we don’t find any that are. I don’t like navigating in these wastes. Give me a ship’s deck beneath my feet any time.”

      Rhiana nodded her agreement. Zamara smiled at her. He reached into his belt pouch and produced a small silver flask. He offered it around.

      “It’s rum,” Zamara said. “From Port Blood or so the trader claimed. I am wondering if you could verify its provenance.”

      Rhiana took a swig, grimaced, and fanned her face with one web-fingered hand. “It’s from Port Blood all right. No one else makes it that strong except Old Toby.”

      “Glad to hear it. Sir Kormak, would you care to take a swig?”

      “Not tonight, not with a blight so close. You never know what might come out of them.”

      Zamara took a swig himself. “All the more for me then.” He coughed as the rum went down and offered the flask back to Rhiana. “What happened here? There are so many strange lights in the sky in that direction. Why is this whole land so blighted?”

      “I am not a native,” Kormak said. “You would have to ask them.”

      “I am disappointed. I thought you had infallible knowledge of every depressing thing that might happen to us.”

      “They say blight occurs where evil spells were cast or ancient magical weapons were deployed.”

      “That’s more like it, Sir Kormak. I knew you would not let me down.”

      “I do my best. All the usual warnings apply. In such areas, eat nothing you find there, drink no local water, and try to spend as little time within them as possible. People who do tend to become monsters.”

      “You think the monsters that our scouts have been sighting might come from these blights then.”

      “It’s very possible.”

      “I was rather hoping you might say our men were seeing things.”

      “You know me better than that.”

      “Alas I do. You think we are going to catch Count Balthazar before he finds whatever it is he is looking for?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think we could not possibly be so lucky. Those sand demons the scouts keep sighting will get us first. You think it’s possible they are creatures of living rock.”

      “There are sand elementals amid the deserts of the Southern Continent. They can look like humans among other things.”

      “I heard tales of such when I was stationed in Umbrea. You, of course, have encountered them.”

      “Of course.”

      “And killed them?”

      “Yes.”

      “I find that last part reassuring. I fear we will have need of your dwarf-forged blade before this is over.”

      “I’d be disappointed if we did not.”

      “At least one of us is looking forward to that then.”

      He stood up and stoppered his hip-flask. “How in hell can that bastard Balthazar survive out here? He’s a sorcerer indeed if he can manage that.”

      “He is a sorcerer indeed,” Kormak said. “We should all know that by now.”

      “Best get some sleep while we can,” said Zamara. “Best to be rested and ready for whatever comes.”
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      Balthazar opened his eyes. The pain had stopped. His chest felt cool, his body heavy. He saw nothing. All was darkness filled with swirling patterns. He tried to raise his arm but it was like trying to lift the weight of a horse.

      The sound of a voice came from very far away, as if heard through a wall of rock, or as if his ears were filled with dirt. Had they buried him alive? Could they really be that cruel? He did not doubt it for a moment.

      With a massive effort, Balthazar rose, groggy and heavy-limbed. At least he was capable of movement. That was a relief.

      “I can’t see,” he said. His words came out muffled. He could barely hear them. It was as if a thick membrane covered his mouth. There was something wrong with his chest and he felt as if he could not breathe. He gagged but it did not clear the obstruction.

      Desperately, he tried to draw air into his lungs but felt nothing. He tried to move and stumbled. His fall was half-arrested an instant before he expected it to be, as if a helmet protected his head and armour his body. He did not feel the impact as much as he had expected to either.

      What was going on here?

      Hands helped him up. The touch sent an odd tingling through his body. A greenish glow surrounded him. Gradually shapes took form. They were murky and indistinct at first but slowly they acquired detail. Nexali stood in front of him. She was partially armoured, her face bare, and a cowl of symb flesh hanging around her neck.

      He tried looking up. His head did not move but his point of view swung up. He was staring at the reflective crystal above the altar, looking down at what could only be himself.

      His reflection did not look like those of the sandfolk. His carapace was smooth and leathery with no protrusions. He looked like an eyeless tailor’s dummy. His head was flat and featureless.

      A pang of horror invaded his mind when he realised that he was. What had been done to him? Had he been transformed into a monster? Had his soul been transferred to another body, the way the jungle tribe shamans took possession of the great beasts? Then he remembered what had happened. A symb encased his flesh.

      He extended an arm. The leathery mannequin did the same. He wiggled his fingers. Stubby appendages moved on his reflection. He extended both his arms full length. It did the same.

      You are back with us. Good. The voice sounded tiny. Balthazar was shocked to discover it was inside his head. Nexali was speaking to him as if by magic. Instantly he warded his thoughts. The voice faded. The shaman grinned as if she knew exactly what he was doing.

      “I should have expected that,” she said aloud. Her voice sounded very quiet, as if his ears were stoppered with wax.

      “What have you done to me?” he asked. His words were muffled but she seemed to understand.

      “We have grafted a second skin to you. The symb will take some time to grow hard and to gain its full power but already it is feeding you nutrients and strength. Soon you will be fully recovered from your ordeal in the desert.”

      “You should have told me what was coming, woman.”

      “Would it have made any difference?”

      “I would have been prepared.”

      “You would still have to endure. You did well for an outlander.”

      “I am glad my performance met with your approval.”

      “You have much to learn and the sooner you start the better. Do you want to stand there all night whining or do you wish to begin your lessons?”

      Balthazar considered a scornful reply but bit it back. She was right. The sooner he started, the sooner he could be about his task, and the sooner he would have the power to avenge this slight.

      “Go ahead and teach me.”

      “It will go faster if you stop warding your mind. The symbs make it possible for us to communicate with our thoughts.”

      “Is that all they do?”

      “Unless you wish it otherwise. Our thoughts are relayed to the symbiotes, who relay it to the others around us.”

      “Why then can I not hear what your companions are thinking?”

      “Because they are choosing not to broadcast. If they were, you would hear them.”

      He paused to consider this and noticed that his heart had stopped racing. “That is a useful ability.”

      “It is essential if you are lost in a desert storm or buried beneath a sand dune. It is also very useful when you have to ambush enemies who do not possess mind speech.”

      Balthazar weighed his options. It seemed that he had little option but to trust her, and she did at least seem to be keeping her promises. Perhaps things might work out after all.

      “Very well. I will cease warding myself.” He removed the blocks he had placed on his thoughts.

      Now that is better, is it not?

      “How do I send my thoughts as you do?”

      You merely speak them very quietly. The symb does the rest. Eventually you will get used to speaking so quietly it will seem as if you are not talking at all.

      “I expected there would be more to it than that.”

      There is but we must start somewhere. Once you have mastered this, I will teach you the intricacies of mind speech.

      “Very well.”

      You are doing well. Much better than any of our children do when they first are bonded to their second skins.

      “I am flattered.”

      You are a sorcerer. It is to be expected. You are feeling better now, aren’t you, stronger?

      Balthazar had to admit that he did. He still felt strange, as if his throat was full of stuff. He still had not taken a breath, but so far, there had been no ill effects. He was not choking or suffocating.

      “How do I do what you have done and retract the cowl from my head?”

      It is best that you do not for the moment. You need to get used to the symb. Your body needs to learn it will not harm you. Your mind needs to believe that, otherwise you will find putting your cowl back on very stressful.

      “I will take your word for that.”

      Good. Balthazar sensed the irony behind the flat emotionless voice of her mindspeech.

      “How am I breathing? My lungs throat feels obstructed and yet I have not suffocated.”

      The symb is breathing for you. In a way. It is providing you with all the oxygen you require.

      “It will not harm me, will it?” He was still uneasy.

      If it was going to do so, it would have happened by now. Sometimes the symb rejects its bearer. Sometimes the bearer’s body rejects the symb. The results are inevitably fatal.

      “You might have told me that as well before we began.”

      Once again, it would make no difference. If the symb did not bind, you could not leave this place and you would be of no use to our master or my people. Now you are accepted. You have shown that you have what it takes to be one of us. It is an honour, believe me. It is not the usual fate of an outsider who falls into our hands.

      “What is?”

      Their spirits become food for the Lord of Skulls, their flesh for us.

      Balthazar looked at her. Did she mean the sandfolk were cannibals? If so how did they eat? Would he be expected to participate? That might prove interesting. “Food?”

      Our bodies can only recycle our wastes so often. We need to find other nutrients some time.

      “Good to know. How far can you broadcast your thoughts?” Balthazar asked. Knowing this would be useful if he had to fight or flee. Nexali smiled as if, once again, she understood what he was thinking. How deeply could she read his unwarded mind?

      It depends on the strength of the sender and his symb. Some can send for a thousand strides. Some can barely cover a hundred. You are a powerful sorcerer so you should be able to send far. Usually strength in one correlates with strength in the other.

      “Can you broadcast a message across the desert?”

      It is possible to set up a relay of scouts but usually we send sandray riders. They can move swiftly.

      Balthazar considered this for a moment. It was a good thing to know. The sand demons were far more organised than anyone gave them credit for. There was an adapted society out here in the barrens. In some ways, it was better organised than his own people were. He wondered what would be said if he made that knowledge public.

      “Are all the camps as large as this one?”

      Some are larger.

      “There must be thousands of your people out here in the desert.”

      There are more than that.

      “Why have you not formed an army to sweep away the outlanders?”

      Because we are divided up into many warring clans. Not all of them worship Xothak. Many still cleave to the memory of Xayal and the things he taught.

      The woman seemed to be so open; he wondered where the deception lay. She was telling him all the strengths and weaknesses of her people and he could not help but wonder why. What deceit was going on here?

      “You have enemies among these clans?”

      You should know how it is. People like us always have enemies.

      “When I have completed my mission, you will have the power to deal with them.”

      That is one reason why we aid you. Xothak has spoken of you in my dreams. The day is coming when you will be like unto a god. We want to stand well in your gaze when that happens.

      Balthazar liked the sound of that, but once again, he found himself wondering how much of it was flattery intended to get him to lower his guard. Perhaps none of it was. Perhaps these people were exactly as they seemed and they believed in his destiny. If that was the case, Xothak had placed a powerful weapon within his hands. Fragments of his dream returned to him. This was all part of the Lord of Skulls plan.

      “Rest assured that if you aid me well now, I will aid you in the future. Whatever is within my power to do for you, will be done.”

      We expect no less of you. Once again Balthazar sensed mockery behind her thoughts. If he achieved his goal, he would be very useful to Nexali as a puppet. It was a fate he must do his best to avoid. When the great day came, they would see who bent the knee to whom.

      Balthazar sensed movement behind him. He made to swing his head. His point of view swivelled until he was looking behind him. He saw that a sand person had entered the chamber and stood waiting. The sensation was vertigo-inducing. It took him a moment to stop his head from spinning and for the dizziness to recede.

      What is it? The mental voice was Nexali’s.

      Mistress, our scouts have sighted a party of outlanders traversing the barrens from the direction of their Helgard settlement. There are at least threescore of them. They have passed beyond the Beacon and into the lands of our people. Our scouts wish to know what we should do.

      Balthazar said, “That will be the accursed Guardian. He intends to hound me to my death.”

      Then we shall have to kill him first. Send a message to the scouts. We will assemble in force and wipe these outlanders from the face of the desert. Until then, keep them under surveillance.

      As you say, mistress. He hesitated for a moment.

      What is it? Spit it out! Nexali said.

      The outlanders are also being stalked by the Emerald Swarm, mistress. A few of their scouts trail the wagons too.

      We shall just have to beat them to the prey then. We shall have the outlanders’ blood and flesh, not our enemies.

      This seemed to please the Blighted One. As you say, mistress.

      The newcomer vanished to take word to his companions.

      Balthazar sensed the babbling pulse of thoughts around him as the sandfolk communicated. It was too swift and intense for him to follow and he began to sense the accumulated emotion behind it. The sandfolk were eager and angry.

      Nexali made a chopping gesture with her hand and broadcast a powerful thought. The babble ended. Only her mental voice remained.

      They shall soon have blood and flesh to give to their symb and make them stronger.

      “I hope so,” said Balthazar.

      You shall have one of my sandrays. We shall ride out and destroy your enemy.

      Balthazar thought about what she had said about the numbers of the sand people, and about their strength and their poisons. If he was pursued, the Blighted Ones would soon put an end to his foes. He wanted to be there to witness that.
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      As the early morning sun lit the sky, Balthazar dismounted from the sandray. The thing had carried him through the night in the wake of the raiders. Riding it had been a strange sensation. When he grabbed the eyestalks, he could sense the creature, give it directions, and command its movements. It became almost an extension of his body. As he had surmised, there was a link between the sand people and their beasts.

      Now he stood high atop the mesa. He found it difficult to hunker down. The symb made bending from the waist harder. He saw the caravan of Sunlanders organise for travel below them. The distance was great but there were ways to compensate for it. He increased the range of his vision, like a man adjusting the focus of a telescope. The symbs were useful for many things.

      He saw a familiar tall figure astride a horse. Zamara, the Admiral from Siderea. He rode beside a wagon on which sat the Guardian Kormak and the pirate woman, Rhiana. Not even the sight of the bandage wrapped round the Aquilean’s head gave Balthazar any satisfaction. Despite all his self-control, fear surged in Balthazar’s gut. They had come after him. They were not going to give up.

      Those are your enemies? Nexali asked.

      “They most certainly are.”

      Once enough of my people have gathered, they will trouble you no longer.

      “That cannot happen soon enough for my liking.”

      You fear them so much?

      “I fear one of them so much.”

      Any man can be killed when attacked in sufficient numbers.

      “I thought the same in the past and yet still he pursues me.”

      He will not leave this desert alive.

      “He has the luck of a devil.”

      Everyone’s luck has to run out sometime.

      “How long till your warriors arrive.”

      I have summoned all who are loyal to me. I would have preferred to attack at night, but since you fear this man so much, I will take no chances of him escaping. As soon as the People are here in overwhelming numbers, we will attack.

      Was she mocking him, Balthazar wondered? Worse, was she right to? He thought about ordering the attack now. Then he considered his previous encounters with the Guardian. Best take no chances.

      “Do as you wish, but kill them,” Balthazar said.

      They are beginning to move off. We must follow! Our warriors will find the trail and catch us up.
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      Kormak narrowed his eyes. The wind was picking up, driving grit into them. Buzzards soared overhead. At other times, he saw things that made him think of manta rays. These flew much lower, skimming just above ground. At times, he felt certain there were humanoid figures crouched on their backs. All the soldiers glanced around nervously. The sight of the strange monsters left them uneasy.

      The expedition moved along a narrow defile. It seemed to once have been a riverbed although it must have been a very long time since water flowed here. The sides were sloped and narrow but the surface underfoot was a smoother track for the wagons to pass along.

      “You sure you remember this?” Kormak asked Anders.

      The mercenary nodded. “This is the way we came. We passed a rock in which Gregor scratched a rune. I saw it. Don’t worry. We’ll get to where we’re going.”

      “I am glad you are so confident.”

      “Believe me, this was not a journey I could ever forget.”

      Rhiana looked at him with some sympathy. “You lost a lot of people out here, didn’t you?”

      Anders gave a soft laugh. “The company contained pretty much everybody I had known for the past twenty years. They were more than my friends, they were my family.”

      He paused for a moment and looked down at his feet. “We were happy when we came along here the first time. It sounds strange. We weren’t scared. We didn’t know what was waiting for us. We thought we were going to be rich.”

      “You did get rich,” Kormak said.

      “Yeah and everybody else got dead. If I could swap the gold the governor gave us to get them back, I would. I would even throw in the little bit I had saved before that.”

      Kormak was surprised to hear Anders admit as much. The mercenary seemed so hard-bitten. Still you could never tell with soldiers. He had heard it said that they did not fight for king and country. They fought for each other. The bonds of having shed blood together were woven very tight.

      “You think we’ll get rich this time?” Rhiana said. She wanted to find a silver lining in all of this.

      “You never know. We never really had time to explore much of the city before we were attacked. It was an awesome place. Who knows what treasures we might find there?”

      “I am more concerned by what might attack us,” Kormak said. “Tell us again about these monsters.”

      “They were different from the demons we fought in the desert. They were like walking statues of moulded brass, things of moving metal, like suits of armour and glass granted a life of their own.”

      “You are sure there were not men inside? It might just have been magical armour.”

      “I smashed the head off one. There was nothing inside the helmet except crystals and runes and wires. The thing was a construct animated by dark magic.”

      “That sounds most likely,” Kormak said.

      “Most people shudder when I tell them that.”

      Rhiana held up a hand. “Wait!”

      “What is it?” Kormak asked.

      She frowned. “There’s something out there. A lot of somethings.”

      “Sand demons still?” Anders said. “They’ve been following us. They have some connection with those sandrays we keep seeing.”

      “These are definitely not friendly. There’s a lot of angry creatures out there, and they are coming closer.”

      Kormak glanced around. The dry riverbed was a great spot for an ambush. They could be caught from either side with the enemy above them. The exit was perhaps five hundred strides ahead where an island of boulders rose above the desert.

      “How close?” Kormak asked.

      “Very and getting closer.”

      “Admiral Zamara,” Kormak shouted. “We need to get out of here now.”

      He vaulted onto the seat beside Rhiana, offered Anders a hand up and said, “Go now. Fast as you can. Get out of here!”

      “What if it’s nothing,” Anders asked.

      “I’d rather look like an idiot than be dead,” Kormak said. “How about you?”

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      The wagon rumbled forward, bouncing a little as it picked up speed. The oxen trotted nervously, nostrils flaring as if they scented something. More than ever Kormak was convinced that Rhiana was right. Something was out there and it meant them harm.

      The carts behind them picked up speed, raising dust as they went. The soldiers began to run.

      “Oi!” Sergeant Terves shouted. “Keep together. Those of you who can get on the carts, do so. The rest of you bloody well keep up!”

      Zamara rode up beside them. “What in the name of the Light is going on, Sir Kormak?”

      He looked red-faced from the sun but his eyes were alert. His gaze swept out as if he was trying to locate what everybody else had seen and he had missed.

      “There’s something out there,” Kormak said. “Rhiana sensed it and I can feel it too.”

      Zamara nodded. He had known Rhiana long enough to trust in her powers. “I do wish you had informed me first, Sir Kormak. It looks like the men might panic.”

      “There is no time,” Kormak said. “Whatever it is, it’s getting closer fast. We need to reach those rocks and dig in.”

      Zamara looked over Kormak’s shoulder and pointed. Kormak twisted to see what it was. A figure had emerged on the gulley side. It was vaguely humanoid in outline but armoured all over. Spines emerged from its limbs. It pointed its arm at Kormak and one of them flashed through the air like a javelin.

      Kormak ducked. The missile thudded into the wood of the wagon and stood there quivering. Looking down, he saw that the tip was poisoned. From all around came screeches of fear as the soldiers noticed their attackers. There were scores of the desert dwellers, monstrous and malformed and tainted by blight. They showed claws and hooves and horns and all manner of mutations on their strange stony carapaces.

      Rhiana cracked the reins and the wagon picked up speed. It rumbled along the dried-out riverbed, juddering and bouncing. Zamara rode beside them, glancing from side to side. From both sides now the poison spines were flying thick and fast.

      They had been lucky. Seeing their prey fleeing, the ambushers had launched their attack too early. The wagons burst out of the jaws of the trap and rumbled across the desert towards the jumble of boulders that promised refuge. In all that flying dust Kormak could not tell exactly how many attackers there were but he feared that Zamara’s force was outnumbered.

      Some of the marines raised their crossbows and returned fire but the back of a wagon was not the best of platforms. Their missiles whizzed through the air and missed their targets.

      “Cease fire,” Sergeant Terves shouted. “Save your bolts for when they will make a difference. They cost good money. We can’t afford to waste them.”

      His calm voice did a lot to restore order among the marines. The sergeant had managed to preserve a sense of humour in the face of the attack and that went a long way towards reassuring the soldiers.

      Ahead of them, the boulders rose out of the desert. Rhiana pulled the brake lever and dragged on the reins, pulling the oxen to stop. Kormak vaulted down from the back of the wagon and scrambled towards the rocks. It must have looked as if he was trying to run away but he needed to get above the melee and get some sense of the battle. Zamara had obviously come to the same conclusion. He jumped down from the back of his horse and scrambled up alongside Kormak, breathing heavily.

      “It once again it comes to this,” Zamara said. “I always end up climbing up rocks or running away from some monster whenever I’m in your company, Sir Kormak. Why is that?”

      Kormak glanced behind him, he could see that most of the wagons had made it out and a bunch of marines were sprinting along in their wake. Their attackers they were not exactly fast on their feet. Kormak supposed it was their inflexible armoured forms. It did not make running easy.

      “We can talk about it later,” Kormak said. “At the moment, I’m thinking we’d be better off concentrating on survival.”

      “As you wish,” Zamara said.

      Kormak reached the top of the pile boulders. The dust was settling. He saw perhaps forty or fifty of the monstrous figures shambling towards them. Each one was different. Some had claws attached to their armour like the pincers of crabs. Some had as many spines as a porcupine. Some had great horns emerging from their heads. All of them looked much broader and heavier than a normal mortal.

      Anders pulled himself up beside them along with Rhiana. “Sand demons,” Anders said. “Though these ones look different, twisted, even stranger than the ones I saw.”

      “They been tainted by blight,” Kormak said.

      “You think they been hanging out in the cursed zones that we saw last night,” Anders asked. Kormak shrugged. It did not really make any difference now.

      “Damn,” Zamara said. He was shielding his eyes with one broad hand. He pointed into the distance. “There’s more of them, a lot more.”

      “That’s not good,” Anders said. He raised a crossbow and began cranking the string tight. He slipped the bolt into place. Kormak wondered whether it would penetrate the armour of their attackers.

      One way or another they were going to find out.
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      Balthazar followed Nexali’s sandray up the side of the ridge. He dismounted from the flying beast and studied the lay of the land below him. Nexali had chosen a good position to observe the attack from.

      He had a clear view of the sere landscape, the dried-upriver beds and the clusters of rock. He could make out the clouds of dust rising behind the fast-driven wagons. He was glad they were not any closer. He did not want to risk being too close to the battle. You could never tell what might go wrong. All it took was one stray crossbow bolt or one enemy getting behind you, and you could lose your life even in the moment of victory.

      He watched with satisfaction as the army of Blighted Ones closed with the Sunlanders’ position. Soon it would all be over. His greatest enemy would be dead, and he could proceed in triumph to unearth the secrets of Xanadar. This was going to be a glorious day. Ever more sand people flooded onto the field. Kormak and his companions were going to be swamped by sheer weight of numbers. Balthazar’s victory was inevitable.
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      “Form up you men,” Sergeant Terves shouted. “Get those crossbows loaded. Shoot as soon as those monsters are close enough. And make sure your swords are ready. We’re going to give them what for.”

      The sergeant sounded confident. Zamara looked at Kormak and said, “There’s not much I can add to that. So I’ll stay up here and direct the fight.”

      “Good thinking,” Kormak said. “I’ll go down there and kill a few.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Rhiana said. “I’ve stuck with you this far. I might as well go the whole way.”

      They scrambled back down the rocks again just as the dust was settling. A long line of the sand demons emerged. They raised their arms and sent a hail of poison spines towards the marines.

      The Sidereans responded with a shower of crossbow bolts that drove into the chests of the oncoming monsters. Some fell and did not get up. Many kept moving even though they had been wounded. It was an impressive display of strength. Kormak had seen grown men knocked over by a crossbow bolt strike on their shields.

      Greenish fluid oozed from the monster’s wounds. Kormak glanced around to see how many of the soldiers had gone down. Shield bearers had protected most of the crossbow men but the few wounded had all fallen. Froth bubbled from their lips. Blood came from their noses. The poison on those spines was deadly.

      “Best not get hit,” Kormak told Rhiana.

      “You’re full of good advice today, aren’t you?”

      Kormak drew his sword. He checked the runes on the blade. They did not glow. There was no sign of evil magic so far. His elder sign remained cool on his chest. Occasionally he thought he felt a small flicker, a tingling. Perhaps it was some sort of response to the sand demon’s mindspeech.

      He glanced up at the ridgeline overlooking the battle. A group of sand demons moved into position. They seemed to be observing the conflict. There was something oddly familiar about the posture of one that seemed less mutated than the rest. It stood arms on hips, watching all that transpired. It radiated a palpable sense of satisfaction. It clearly expected victory.

      The sand demons advanced. The Sidereans reloaded. The shield bearers drew their swords and prepared to meet the monsters breast to breast. Rhiana ripped her cutlass from its scabbard. A poison spine flashed through the air directly towards her. Kormak knocked it aside with his blade, sending it clattering onto the ground near her booted feet.

      The sand demons were upon them. The Sidereans had time for one last volley at point-blank range. This time, every sand demon hit went down. The rest kept coming; sand crunching beneath their feet.

      “Back up onto the rocks,” Zamara shouted. “Get the advantage of height.”

      Against normal foes, this would have been suicidal. It would have given the enemy a chance to charge but the sand demons did not seem capable of moving any faster than a slow jog.

      Kormak tried to count them. There were at least twenty still on their feet. There were many more out of his line of sight. And that did not take into account the much larger group that Zamara pointed out earlier or those on the ridge who might be getting ready to attack.

      The oxen, mules and horses were panicking. Something about the smell of the blighted wastelanders affected them strongly. One or two had kicked free of their traces and went charging towards the sand demons, desperately trying to escape, trampling two beneath their hooves.

      “I’m going to kill someone,” Kormak said. As the words escaped his mouth, a hail of spines arced towards him. He threw himself behind the wagon, Rhiana joint of an instant later. Poison missiles thunked into the wood.

      Kormak saw the shadows of the sand demons underneath the wagons. They were coming around on both sides.

      He stepped forward and swung the dwarf-forged blade. His target raised his arm to block the blow. The sword cut through it. The sand demon’s arm fell to the ground and began to wriggle away.

      Kormak caught a brief glimpse of pink flesh and white bone within then the carapace slurped shut around the amputated stump.

      He slashed again, aiming for the spot where a neck would have been on a human being. His blade cleaved through the carapace. Close up, he could see that it resembled the shell of a mollusc. It was hard as bone but it could not withstand the strike of a dwarf-forged blade. This time there was the scent of burning flesh. At least part of the sand demon carried the taint of blight.

      More enemies surrounded Kormak and Rhiana. He ducked and weaved, hacked and slashed. Their foes were large and very strong and equipped with poison but they were slow.

      One aimed a spine. Kormak threw himself to one side. The missile hit the sand demon directly behind him. Kormak chopped off the leg of a third. It tumbled even as its armour sealed over the wound.

      He drove his blade through the place where a heart would be in a human being. Wisps of oily black smoke rose.

      The creature’s armour was twisted and blotched. He had no idea whether this was natural for them. They had a barnacled look as if the material of the carapace had blistered.

      It looked as if he had distracted the majority of them. The sand demons concentrated their attack on him.

      A wave of crossbow bolts descended from the boulders above. The marines had had time to reload for a third time and discharge their weapons. More of the sand demons went down.

      Kormak stood back to back with Rhiana. He was starting to regret jumping into the midst of the melee. They were surrounded, with less and less space to dodge the poisoned spines. It was fortunate that the sand demons were no longer discharging them. He supposed that they needed time to regrow. They used them for close combat too and were reluctant to use the last as missiles.

      Some of the demons had claws that could remove a man’s head with one snip. Kormak stepped back to avoid having his neck caught in one. He lashed out taking off the pincer at the wrist. Then he smashed the pommel of his blade into the head of the sand demon. The impact sent it staggering back. It fell into a couple of its comrades. They pushed it upright and forward. Kormak impaled it on his sword.

      “We need to cut our way free,” Kormak shouted. Unleashing the full fury of his sword arm, he chopped his way through the oncoming demons and fought his way into the clear. Rhiana was right behind him.

      They stopped next to a wagon. He helped her scramble onto it and then he vaulted up himself. The pursuit gave the crossbow men time to shoot again. More of the sand demons fell. The rest started to pull at the sides of the vehicle, making it difficult to maintain balance.

      Kormak braced his feet wide and Rhiana did the same. She was used to riding the rolling deck of a sailing ship and remained upright without too much trouble.

      From his elevated position, Kormak saw hundreds more sand demons emerging from the desert. It did not matter how many the marines shot. They did not have enough crossbow bolts to end this fight. Sheer numbers would pull them down in the end.

      Well," Rhiana said. “It looks like this might be goodbye.”
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      Nexali watched in satisfaction as the Blighted Ones made ready for their final assault on the Siderean position. She seemed totally focused on the battle, as did all her people. There was something not quite sane about their intensity, Balthazar thought.

      More sand people were arriving. All of them had green carapaces, and none of them bore the stigmata of mutation. They marched differently. Balthazar reached out and touched Nexali on the shoulder to draw attention and inquire about the newcomers.

      No. Not now! She said. Her mental statement was almost a shriek. We should not have let ourselves get distracted. The Emerald Swarm is upon us.

      Balthazar wondered what she was talking about and then noticed that fighting had broken out between the Blighted Ones and the newcomers.
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      Something strange was happening. The sand demons fought among themselves. Kormak saw there were differences between them. Many of the newcomers were blighted but others had smooth carapaces of a single greenish colour. It looked as if there were two different tribes battling each other.

      “They’re probably fighting to see who gets to eat us,” Rhiana said.

      “Now who is the pessimist?”

      The sand demons attacking the wagon turned to face the newcomers. Kormak took the opportunity to drive his blade into the head of one. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      They jumped down and raced towards the boulders. Soldiers reached down to pull them into their ranks. Soon Kormak was standing beside Admiral Zamara and Sergeant Terves.

      “What in the name of Light is going on out there?” Zamara said.

      “There are two factions of sand demons,” Kormak said. “They’re fighting.”

      “Hold your fire men,” Zamara said. “We don’t want to shoot any potential allies. Save your bolts until we see if these new chaps attack us.”

      Dozens of small dust clouds rose where the sand demons joined in individual melees and fought to the death.

      Eventually, the faction that looked a consistent green gained the upper hand. They outnumbered the blighted sand demons. Once the combat had ceased, they formed a ring around the boulder island.

      “Now we’ll see,” Zamara muttered.

      A sound like a great horn bellowed out over the battlefield. It came from one of the sand demons, as if some of the spines on its flesh were huge trumpets. One huge emerald carapaced monster lumbered towards their position. It held its arms high in the universal sign of truce.

      “Nobody shoot,” Zamara said. “Let’s hear what it has to say.”

      The Sidereans waited, still as statues. As the sand demon approached, the carapace surrounding its head retracted, revealing features that belonged to a good-looking, dark-skinned man. These monstrous looking things were not demons, Kormak realised. They were garbed in the products of fleshweaving sorcery.

      He heard gasps from the soldiers around him.

      “What is that?” Zamara asked.

      “A spawn of the Old Ones,” Rhiana said. “He is mind speaking with his people.”

      “Can you hear?” Kormak asked.

      Rhiana shook her head. “I cannot follow it. I only know that he is doing it. These people are not like the others. They are not as insane.”

      “That does not mean they are our friends,” Zamara said.

      “Right you are, Admiral,” Rhiana said.

      “Greetings strangers,” the newcomer said, as he advanced. He spoke in the tongue of the Eldrim, his voice rich and booming. It had the same commanding quality as Zamara’s. This man expected obedience. “We thank you for this opportunity to kill the Blighted Ones. We have not caught so many of them in one place in many moons.”

      Zamara looked at Kormak. “What is he saying?”

      Kormak translated.

      “Tell him he is welcome,” Zamara said. “And we thank him for his aid. Tell them that we are on an urgent mission from the King of Siderea and we would appreciate any help he could give us.”

      Kormak relayed Zamara’s words. The sand demon speaker moved right up to the rocks. Kormak and Zamara jumped down to meet him. The Admiral gave a courtly bow. Kormak nodded his head without taking his eyes off the sand demon. The sand warrior made a gesture of greeting with his right hand and then said, “It is most unusual for the Blighted Ones to send so many warriors to attack outlanders. It seems that they really wished to slay you. Why would that be?”

      Kormak and Zamara exchanged looks. This did not go unnoticed by the sandfolk leader. “I am Ahexotl, chieftain of the Emerald Swarm,” he said. “I mean you no harm if you mean no harm to my people.”

      Kormak said, “The Blighted Ones are followers of Shadow, are they not?”

      Ahexotl nodded. “Long ago they turned their faces from Xayal, the true god of our folk, and embraced the darkness. It has rewarded them as you can see.”

      There was a note of contempt in his voice and a note of horror. His tone told Kormak that a long bitter rivalry existed between the two factions.

      “We are in pursuit of a powerful emissary of Shadow, a sorcerer, a demon worshipper, a summoner of dark things,” Kormak said. “It is possible that he has made alliance with them.”

      “I think that unlikely,” Ahexotl said. “The Blighted Ones kill any outsiders they come across, if they have the numbers.”

      “In this case they would be doing us a favour,” Kormak said. “The man we seek is extremely dangerous.”

      “He must be,” Ahexotl said, “if you pursue him across these lands.”

      He was fishing for information, wanting to know why they were here and what they were doing. So far, Ahexotl had done them no harm but that did not mean that he was a friend. Perhaps he too was a follower of the Shadow and was merely exterminating rivals. Just because he did not bear any external signs of blight did not mean that he was untainted.

      On the other hand, they were stuck out here in the wilderness, and they had lost half of their beasts. Several of the animals lay dead nearby, impaled by poison spines. They were going to need to carry many of their own supplies deeper into the desert. Any help would be welcome.

      “What is it you seek?” Ahexotl asked. “What is it your foe seeks?”

      Clearly, the sandfolk leader had decided that they were both in search of the same thing. Kormak considered the situation. If they offended the sandfolk, they might never leave this place. There were even more of them than there had been of the Blighted Ones and they looked both faster and more alert.

      “We believe that Balthazar, the sorcerer we hunt, seeks an ancient city somewhere within these wastelands. Imprisoned there are Old Ones who worshipped Shadow.”

      A frown marred Ahexotl’s handsome face. “This is a dark thing indeed, if it’s true.”

      “A sarcophagus containing Vorkhul, the one known as Born of Darkness, was delivered to the King-Emperor of Siderea. The people who found it, found it in this desert.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      “Because one of them is with us now.”

      “I see,” Ahexotl said. “May I speak with this man?”

      Zamara gestured for Anders to approach. Warily, the mercenary clambered down over the boulders, reluctant to put himself within striking distance of Ahexotl.

      “What do you want?” Anders said.

      Kormak translated the sandfolk leader’s questions. Ahexotl wanted to know where he had found the coffin and he asked detailed questions about the route. Anders looked at Kormak to make sure it was all right for him to give answers and then replied truthfully.

      After the conversation was over Ahexotl looked thoughtful. “You have crossed into place where my people do not go,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because those who go there do not return.”

      “Anders returned,” Kormak said.

      Ahexotl nodded, “Yes, but he is only one of a large and well-armed expedition. He tells a tale the like of which I have not heard.”

      “You’re telling me that your people have not gone so deep into the desert?” Kormak asked.

      Ahexotl looked at him for a long moment. He seemed to be considering his response carefully. “My people call that part of the desert the Place of Death. Whoever goes there loses the power of speech. Whoever goes in there also loses his ability to tell direction.”

      “What do you mean?” Kormak asked.

      Ahexotl shrugged. “It does not matter.”

      Kormak felt that the sandfolk leader was hiding something from him. What exactly did he mean by what he had said? Perhaps the sand people had the ability to tell direction instinctively. It would seem like a logical ability for his folk to have.

      “Is there some monster in there?” Rhiana asked. Ahexotl looked at her interestedly. His eyes lingered on the gills in her neck and her webbed fingers. He sensed the presence of another child of the Old Ones. His right hand moved through a complex and intricate gesture of greeting. Rhiana did not respond in kind. She merely looked confused.

      “Now this is a strange thing,” Ahexotl said. “I can see that most of you are worshippers of the Sun. She is a child of the Old Ones. How did this come to be?”

      “The followers of the two gods are not always enemies,” Kormak said. “In fact, it is quite possible to live in peace.”

      Given the situation, it seemed sensible to stress this. Kormak did not want violence to erupt between the Sidereans and the sandfolk. That could only have one outcome. Ahexotl raised an eyebrow as if he understood what Kormak was doing.

      “The man we seek is a terrible sorcerer,” Rhiana said. “He is a follower of the Lord of Skulls. He has worked evil magic. He summoned an army of Shadowborn within the keep of these outlanders.”

      “What?” Ahexotl said.

      “He summoned demons out of Shadow,” Rhiana said. “They took possession of the bodies of many outlanders. It wreaked havoc among the army of the King of Siderea. It almost killed us.”

      Ahexotl looked genuinely shocked by this news.

      “The Blighted Ones follow Xothak,” Ahexotl said. “If what you’re seeing is true then an alliance between the sorcerer and our old enemies is definitely possible. It seems we may have an enemy in common.”
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      From the ridge, Balthazar could see the Emerald Swarm leader talking with Kormak and his companions. He cursed. The Guardian’s luck was running true to form. The Emerald Swarm had saved his damned life. It was almost enough to make a man believe in the existence of the Holy Sun. Some power certainly seemed to protect the Aquilean.

      Nexali had withdrawn the cowl of her symb. Her face was exposed. He could see that she was as appalled as he was although perhaps for different reasons.

      This is the greatest defeat my people have suffered in generation. And all from trying to aid you. He sensed the anger in her. She was trying to shift the blame for all of this to him.

      “I did not order it.”

      No. Xothak did. We have served him as we always do. It all must be part of his plan.

      Nexali stared at him, as if expecting him to say something. He studied the field of battle. It was only a matter of time before some of the Emerald Swarm noticed them and came looking for them. They’d better not be here when that happened unless they intended to join the corpses piled on the field of battle.

      “We need to leave this place. We need to seek Xanadar. That is what Xothak required of us and that is what we should do.”

      Yes, but first I will have vengeance for my people.

      “Before you do anything, we had best leave. The Emerald Swarm will be coming for us soon. They are already starting to look this way.”

      Nexali nodded and summoned her personal bodyguard to her. A flock of sandrays slid into view. They mounted up and departed, leaving the stricken field behind them. Balthazar considered the carnage dispassionately. It was nothing really to him. He had not known any of the people who died back there, and even if he had, they would have counted as nothing to him. All that mattered was that they had failed to slay his pursuer.

      Balthazar consoled himself with the thought that when he got to the lost city who would have the power to remedy that. All he needed to do was to get there before his rival. He urged his sandray to greater speed.
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      Standing amid the blighted circle of stones, Nexali howled words of power, driven by rage at the loss of her people. They had ridden far and fast across the wastes leaving a score of her bodyguards to lay false trails for the pursuers. Only a few of the Blighted Ones remained to protect them. Judging by what he was witnessing, they would be enough.

      Balthazar felt power crackle in the air. Gigantic storm clouds gathered. Enormous billows of sand raced across the desert, plumes of dust driven by the swirling, howling winds.

      When he concentrated, he could see the elementals bound by the spell that Nexali cast. He was impressed. He was a mighty sorcerer himself but he did not have the skill to weave weather the way she did.

      Her carapace glowed with blighted power. Her armour was a reservoir of energy. It confirmed for him if ever he had needed proof that they were followers of the same dark god. She knew how to draw upon the Shadow. She knew how to wield the terrifying energies of the blight.

      He studied the weavings of the spell, interested as always in magic. This was not like summoning demons. It was a different sort of magic, a product of wild open spaces and the harnessing of catastrophic energies. It was not like the binding of demons yet it shared many of the practices.

      The wind elementals were creatures of this world. They inhabited the heights of mountains. They swarmed through the clouds. They gathered wherever magical energies permeated the upper atmosphere. They were not creatures of the Holy Sun. They were not creatures of anything except their own gusty natures.

      The ones Nexali summoned had the taint of blight in them. He sensed their dark energies. He felt their malice. Normally elementals were near mindless creatures of whims and moods and strange rages. These held a hatred of all living things. Something in them had twisted and curdled. If it were not for the will of the sorceress binding them, they would turn on the sand people.

      Such beings could be dangerous. While they were creatures of energy and motion, they could still harm mortals. Each of the elementals swirled like a chained whirlwind but it had a head and limbs, smaller linked vortexes, at least some of the time.

      Sometimes ash and sand lifted into the cyclonic form of the beings and they began to resemble animated golems of sand. On their skins, tiny flickers of lightning danced. They carried a shocking charge of power. There were scores of them and more descended from the sky as Nexali’s spell lured them down.

      She used her energy to draw them as blood in the water might draw sharks. They came, imbibed her corrupt power, and then were chained by it. As each accepted her life force, it became bound by her will.

      Eventually Nexali reached the limits of her strength. Moving statues of sand and wind and lightning filled the plain of sand around them. She shrieked the words of the spell, bringing it to a climax.

      The army of elementals hovered over the desert and she gave them her final command. As one, they moved off, seeking their target. All around them, the sands of the desert formed gigantic clouds, obscuring the horizon with plumes of ash and dust. The elementals rose with it, forming up into swirling companies that resembled nothing more than huge tornadoes. Some split off and skittered away on their own. Some of them became diffuse entities of sand and lightning.

      As one, the enormous cloud moved off into the east. Balthazar almost felt sorry for those who were pursuing him.
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      “What is that?” Admiral Zamara asked, pointing in the direction the Blighted Ones had fled.

      Kormak saw gigantic black clouds racing towards them from across the desert, obscuring the distant mountains. It was like watching a wall of sand rush closer. Every now and again unnatural green lightning danced across the face of the tidal wave of ash and dust. A strange closeness hung in the air that made him feel as if sorcery was being worked. His hackles began to rise.

      “It is a sandstorm,” said Ahexotl, “and no natural one. I have seen its like before when the weather witch Nexali binds the storm elementals to her will.”

      “Weather witch?” Kormak asked.

      “She is the leader of the Blighted Ones. Those who attacked you. Our enemies. It seems she is determined that we will not catch her.”

      “She must be a mighty sorceress indeed to work such magic,” Kormak said.

      “What can we do?” Rhiana asked.

      “There are elementals in there,” said Ahexotl. “They will attack us if they find us in the open.”

      “Air elementals do not like enclosed spaces,” Kormak said. “We need to find buildings or some other structures strong enough to withstand them. Is there such a place close by?”

      Ahexotl nodded. “There are caves in those mesas over there that my people sometimes use. We can seek shelter within them and seal them, if more of the Blighted Ones do not wait there in ambush for us.”

      “We’ll need to take our chances,” Kormak said. “I do not fancy being caught in the open by that storm.”

      “It shall be so,” said Ahexotl. “Follow us.”

      He loped forward in the ungainly way of his people. Kormak tugged the reins of the cart and the oxen lumbered along in the chieftain’s wake, lowing mournfully, nostrils flared, clearly made nervous by the approaching storm.

      Zamara gave orders and the marines began to march more swiftly. Men cast nervous glances over the shoulders towards that approaching wall of wind and sand. Rhiana looked at Kormak, white translucent eyelid in place to protect against the dust. It made her look almost as alien as the sandfolk, as it reflected the green light of the distant lightning strikes.

      The cart rumbled and juddered over the sands. The mesa came closer but not quickly enough.
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      A curtain of swirling sand filled the air. Kormak’s eyes felt gritty. No matter how tightly he clamped his mouth he could taste the stuff on his tongue. It dried his mouth and hurt his throat when he swallowed.

      The dunes around them crumbled, moving like great slow waves under the impetus of the howling wind. Zamara rode up. His horse’s eyes were wild, and it was clear he was struggling to remain in the saddle.

      “I like this not at all,” Zamara said.

      “Not like a storm at sea, is it?” Kormak said.

      “It’s worse.”

      “At least we won’t drown.”

      “No, we’ll just be buried alive.”

      Even as the Admiral spoke, thunder boomed. The noise spooked the horse, making it rear and prance. The flicker of a green lightning left its afterglow on Kormak’s vision.

      Then he realised it was not an afterglow. Something resembling a green thunderbolt danced along beside the cart. It had a humanoid look to it, limbs of forked electricity flickered out from below what might have been a jagged head. Kormak’s amulet warmed against his breast.

      Before Zamara could react, Kormak dived from the cart, blade coming free from his scabbard. It flickered towards the lightning elemental and cut through it. The supernatural being dispersed in a shower of sparks. The hilt of Kormak’s blade felt warm. The flesh of his face tingled. The air stank of ozone and blight.

      He glanced back along the line and saw more elementals dancing there. Bolts flickered from their arms and touched men and beasts. The targets screamed. Their hair stood on end. One of them walked on stilts of light for a few moments and then pitched forward into the sand dead.

      As each of the elementals struck, it flickered and vanished, as if sated by the death it had caused. Ahexotl raced to Kormak’s side.

      “There will be more of them and worse when the sandstorm hits. We must go on. Not much further now.”

      The soldiers raced ahead along with the frightened beasts drawing the carts. They had lost all semblance of discipline in the face of what appeared to be an attack by the storm itself. Zamara got his mount back under control and galloped after them. Terves did the same. They were like two sheepdogs trying to guide a frightened flock.

      Ahead the mesa loomed. Kormak saw the caves in its side. For a moment suspicion flickered through his mind. What if all of this was a vast and elaborate trap, meant to herd the expedition into those caves for inevitable butchery?

      If it was, there was nothing he could do about it now. Staying out in the storm meant the soldiers would be separated and most likely slain by those elementals or buried beneath tons of sand.

      He jumped back onto the cart where Rhiana held the reins guiding the animals with swift, sure tugs. She gave him a wan smile as he took his seat behind her.

      As they approached, Kormak saw elder signs worked into the walls of the mesa surrounding the cave openings. The familiar five-pointed star within a circle was there along with other symbols that protected against dark magic. They glowed in the gloom, responding to the magic in the air around them.

      “Aim for the entrance and drive within,” Kormak told Rhiana. “We need to get the cart and water barrels into shelter if we can.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I am going to guard the entrance.” He vaulted down as she made her way into the gloom. Putting his back against the wall, he surveyed the scene. The storm was almost upon them, a towering curtain of blackness stretching from ground to sky. Within it, turbulence seethed and swirled. Lightning elementals flickered in the gloom. Towering cyclonic figures reached down with limbs larger than tree trunks and scooped up stragglers, raising carts and beasts and struggling men into the air hen dashing them to the ground.

      Hundreds of sandfolk raced by him, diving into the gloomy caves. Scores of marines and guardsmen mingled with them, no longer scared of their companions, desperate only to get away from the supernatural horror that pursued them.

      Zamara rode up. Some soldiers looked to him for guidance. With a sweeping gesture, he indicated that they should get inside the caves. Kormak drew his blade as the storm front grew closer. The runes along its length glowed. His amulet blazed on his chest.

      Men and sandfolk moved within the storm, vague outlines dragged down and buried by the moving sand. The cyclonic elementals loomed large as small hills. Kormak grabbed the hand of a panicked marine, and dragged him into the cave.

      An elemental tried to reach in behind him but the power of the elder signs barred its way. It shrieked in fury and agony and began to scoop up piles of sand and toss them within the cave. They were forced to withdraw deeper into the flickering darkness. Kormak covered his eyes with one hand and stumbled back, not liking the feeling of blindness.

      Outside the storm howled and shrieked. More and more sand and ash swirled into the cave. Kormak thought he heard the screams of electrocuted men and terrified beasts. He struggled to contain his own fury and growing sense of helplessness.

      He was supposed to protect people from this sort of thing, but what could anyone save a wizard do against the infernal power that raged outside? If the woman who had summoned the storm had been standing in front of him, he would have killed her and so, perhaps, have ended it, but she was most likely leagues away.

      Their carts were being destroyed. Their supplies scattered. Their water barrels broken. Two wagons had managed to get into the cave but there was not enough food or water for the expedition. It seemed that once more he had led people to their doom, and there was nothing he could do about it.

      He sensed a presence, turned and saw Rhiana standing there, her face lit by the eerie flicker of the storm. Her white second eyelids caught the lightning’s green fire, making her look demonic. Another man might have flinched, but he had spent his entire life confronting the dark and the strange, and he thought in that moment, she had an inhuman loveliness the like of which he had not seen before.

      “We are trapped again,” she said, looking over his shoulder into the roiling murk.

      “The storm will die away eventually. The spells holding it will fray. The elementals will become bored and unbound. All we need do is remain within the wards and we will be safe enough.”

      “Unless we die of starvation or thirst,” she said. She spoke normally but the thunder outside almost drowned out her words.

      “The storm will not last so long.”

      “Neither will our food or water.”

      “It is the water is the main concern. Men can survive on empty bellies for long enough to get back to Helgard. They cannot last for more than a few days without water. If we turn back now we can get back to civilisation. If we go on, we will die of thirst in the desert unless we can find water.”

      She saw the look of concern on his face. “Wait until the storm ends before you give up all hope.”

      “I am not giving up hope. I am just making calculations about how many can survive. Two wagons of food and four barrels of water will not be enough for all of us.”

      “There may be more salvageable outside.”

      “I doubt we will be that lucky.”

      “Back to pessimism eh?”

      “Back to realism.”

      The wind howled. She placed a hand on his shoulder. He stared out into the curtains of ash. Monstrous shapes pressed within the clouds, moving like the outlines of beasts seen in murky water. The elder signs held. They had been lucky. Things might have gone much worse if they had not been so close to this mesa when the storm hit.

      He settled down in the darkness, Rhiana held under his arm, her warm weight pressing reassuringly beside him while outside monsters raged in the gloom.
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      “Looks like it’s dying down,” said Zamara, peering out into the gloom.

      The Admiral was right, Kormak decided. The sorcerous storm had raged most of the night. Now, the wind had lost its insane fury, and the weird calls of the elementals had faded. It seemed more like a normal sandstorm, slowly running out of energy. No one wanted to step outside yet though.

      Storm lanterns flickered in corners, sending shadows skittering across the floor. Nervous faces peered back at him.

      They had been lucky. They had not lost more than a dozen soldiers. There was no way of telling how many of Ahexotl’s people survived. The Emerald Swarm leader claimed that their living armour protected them from any normal storm. He was not so confident in their ability to survive an encounter with elementals.

      The soldiers looked nervous. Most were marines, used to the squalls of the sea, but these clouds of moving sand and dust were as alien to them as they were to Kormak.

      The wind died. The clouds settled. A dune had piled up across the mouth of the cave.

      Kormak pulled the sand down so that it formed a ramp he could scramble out over. He clambered up and stared out over a transformed landscape. The sky was blue and clear. The sun was bright. The dunes rolled away towards the distant gleaming mountains. The gulleys they had followed the previous day were all filled. If he had been going purely on visual memory, he would not have recognised the place.

      Rhiana emerged behind him followed by all the others in the cave. They formed a crowd along the ridge top then crunched down the other side.

      A look of concentration passed over Ahexotl’s face. Rhiana grimaced as if she was being deafened by a shout only she could hear. One by one, green armoured figures emerged from the sand, like swimmers rising slowly from a sea. It seemed that Ahexotl had been right about his people being able to survive.

      How had they been able to breathe while buried? Kormak wondered. He supposed it was no different from the way Rhiana could breathe under water, a form of magic he would never understand. He was glad it was possible. It meant that he was not without allies in this place.

      Terves barked orders to the marines. They began to clear the sand away from the cave entrance.

      “It’s not looking good,” Zamara said. His voice was pitched low so only Kormak and Rhiana could here. “We don’t have enough water for another week in the deep desert. Not with all our men.”

      “We can split it. There’s more than enough for the marines to get back to Helgard. The wagon and those barrels will be enough for me to follow Balthazar, provided Anders comes with me.”

      The mercenary stared off into the distance. His eyes narrowed. He licked his lips. “Just the two of us, Guardian? You are good with that blade but a company of soldiers was wiped out the last time I went in that direction.”

      “I’ll go,” said Rhiana.

      “Great. That makes three instead of two. You, me, and the Guardian.”

      “Most of the men can get back to Helgard without water. It’s only a couple of days,” said Zamara. “I’ll go too. The King-Emperor would not forgive me if I let the Guardian go off by himself.”

      Ahexotl lurched over. “I can spare some of my people to lead your soldiers out past Dhargon’s Beacon. Myself and my guard will come with you. I do not like the Place of Death but I like even less the idea of the Blighted Ones finding whatever it is your sorcerer came for.”

      “We would be grateful for that,” Kormak said.

      Zamara said, “Terves, take one barrel of water and three days rations for each man here, and lead them back to Helgard. The sandfolk will guide you. The Guardian and I will be taking the wagon and following Balthazar.”

      “I would prefer to come with you, sir,” Terves said.

      “I know you would, sergeant, but I need someone I can trust to get the men back in one piece. We don’t have enough water or supplies to take them all into the deep desert.”

      Terves looked as if he wanted to protest, but restrained himself. The habit of obeying Zamara held. “I will resupply there and follow you if I can,” he said.

      “There will be no need for that,” Zamara said. “You’ll be too late to help us either way. If we’re not back in two weeks head down country and bring word of what happened to the King-Emperor and his agents. Although I suspect that if we fail, the world will know soon enough. That’s an order, sergeant.”

      “As you say, sir.”

      “Good man, Terves.”

      They watched the soldiers march back to the southeast. It had taken an hour to split the supplies and prepare the wagons to move on. It was not going to be easy moving them across the rolling dunes. The beasts slipped and slithered on the sand face, and they needed to put wooden chocks under the wheels to give them enough purchase to get out of the cave.

      Anders, Zamara, Rhiana and Kormak mounted on the wagon and began to roll through the desert in the long valleys between the dunes. After an hour, Anders climbed up the sand face and studied the horizon.

      “What do you think?” Kormak asked when he returned.

      “It all looks different after the storm, but I am pretty sure we’re moving the right way. We just need to keep going northwest until we hit the White Cliffs. They’re visible from a long way out. Once we see them I am sure I can find my way through.”

      Ahexotl loped along beside them, and once Kormak explained the subject of the conversation, he said, “We are going towards the Place of Death. Your companion is right about that. We’ll get there soon enough.”
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      Balthazar dismounted the sandray. Its flight had become increasingly erratic over the past few hours until it had struggled to bear him at all. Perhaps it was sick. Perhaps it was fatigued. He could not tell. He knew so little about the creatures. Over the course of the long day, it had slowed. For the past few hours, he would have made as much progress walking.

      He felt odd himself. The flows of magic around him had diminished. There were times when he could barely sense the power within him.

      Off to the northwest he could see mountains. They shone an odd white in the sunlight. Balthazar remembered Anders description of the peaks surrounding lost Xanadar. These must be them. He was close now. It was hard to judge distance in the desert but those mountains could not be more than a few days travel away now.

      Sand crunched beneath his symb-armoured feet. Balthazar’s movements were slow and clumsy but at least he no longer felt hungry or thirsty save when he allowed himself to dwell on how long it had been since he had eaten or drank.

      Nexali had told him that it was possible for him to go for weeks without food or water. His second skin allowed him to recycle what was already within him. Eventually, the system would fail and nutrients and fluids would need to be replaced but, for now, he could keep going.

      He glanced back over his shoulder. So far, there was no sign of pursuit. The Blighted Ones had ridden as far as they could, until the sandrays had given out. It must be fatigue. They had pushed the creatures too hard. That was all. They just needed time to recover.

      His vision was odd. The light seemed dimmer, as if the symb filtered it and muted the colours and brightness of his surroundings.

      Footsteps crunched on the dune behind him. He swept his strange new vision around and saw a sand demon clambering up behind him. He recognised Nexali’s patterns on the symb. She trudged. That was understandable given the magnitude of the sorcery she had worked earlier. They had spent almost the whole night resting while she recovered from the effort. The storm smashing his enemies made that worthwhile.

      There it is. The Place of Death. The words buzzed inside his head. He recognised the feel of her mind speech. It was not like the tone or timbre of different human voices, more like a sense of the person behind the thoughts. He was learning to distinguish the mindspeech of the different sandfolk.

      “The Place of Death?” He had not yet got out of the habit of speaking his words aloud even though the cowl of the symb suit muffled them.

      Down there, where the sands become white as a bleached skull

      Balthazar caught the fear vibrating through her mindspeech. Clearly, the place down there made Nexali more than uneasy. Aside from the whiteness of the sand, it looked little different from the parched landscape they had passed through.

      You are sure this is where we must go?

      He tried to nod but the symb suit would not let him. Instead, he said, “Yes. We must pass this way to the west if we are to reach those mountains and Xanadar. Is there no way we can go around this Place of Death?”

      It extends for scores of leagues in a vast circle.

      Balthazar swiftly did some mental calculations. That would put the place they sought in the middle of it. He doubted that it was a coincidence.

      “This is the place where your people cannot speak. Will the symbs work?”

      They should. The symbs are not magical. They draw their energy from our bodies. But that is the least of our concerns.

      “What do you mean?”

      Down there no spell will work. Nothing can be summoned. The gods cannot speak to us.

      Balthazar considered this for a moment. An awful suspicion entered his mind. He trudged down the far slope of the dune onto the white sand. As he did so, a feeling of loss entered his mind, as if a hollow had been scooped out of the centre of his being. He retracted his cowl and spoke the words of a spell. They were merely words. Nothing answered their call. He felt no pulse of power within him. Nexali slid down behind him. The cowl dropped away as she set her symb’s clawed feet upon the white sand.

      “It is a null.” Balthazar said.

      “A what?” Her voice sounded hoarse and rusty. An expression of distaste flickered across her broad features. She clearly did not enjoy being here.

      “A place where magic does not work,” Balthazar said. “There is no power to draw upon. The land has been drained of it.”

      “That I know. I simply had not heard the word before.”

      “The Solari sometimes created them to form barriers against the Old Ones. The Eldrim are creatures of magic. Without the Power to draw upon they became far less formidable.”

      “You think this obscenity was created deliberately.”

      He nodded. Excitement flooded into him. “I think this is a barrier, like a moat around a castle or a wall around a prison. It means we are on the right track.”

      “I hope you are correct.”

      Certainty twisted his lips into a smile. “I am correct. The place we seek is within. On the sandrays we can be there in less than a day.”

      “The rays cannot fly there. Magic enables them to levitate. You can see the affect that the reduction of aether surrounding us has already had on them. We will need to go on foot.”

      “Then the sooner we start the better,” said Balthazar. “It is Xothak’s will.”

      More to the point, it was his will. He was so close to his goal now, he could taste it.
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      The Blighted Ones were uneasy. They lumbered through the desert, sometimes retracting their cowls, sniffing at the air, and standing in listening poses. Often a lost look appeared on their faces as they stared at the approaching mountains. Balthazar wondered if they were all potential mages or whether it was simply the loss of their mindspeech that disturbed them. He supposed that it would like being struck speechless would be for him.

      Perhaps it was the ruins. The sight was enough to disturb anyone with the faintest hint of an imagination. They passed titanic stone and metal shells of burned-out buildings, partially buried by the shifting sands. They hinted at the presence of other structures hidden by the great dunes. Perhaps this whole place had once been a gigantic city. Perhaps it was still there, rendered invisible by the tons of sand and ash layered over the ground.

      The desert was not lifeless. Scavenger bird hovered on the thermals above them. A sand rat skittered away to burrow among rocks. A Blighted One sent a poisoned spine lancing towards it, but did not hit. Either the target was too quick or something about this place put the sandfolk off their aim. Balthazar would not have liked to place a bet on which it was.

      He told himself not to worry. The absence of magic ensured more than his inability to cast a spell. It made it unlikely that there were any monsters or ghosts out there, no matter how haunted this land seemed. There simply was not the magical energy to support such beings.

      It came to him that this was a presentiment of what a world without magic would be like. He hated it. He hated feeling as if he was simply the same as all the other mortals he despised. Magic made him what he was. It gave him power greater than wealth or skill at arms could buy. It would make him immortal. To be without it was worse than being speechless or blind. It was to lose the very core of his identity.

      Nexali trudged along beside him. She had not said much since the entered the Place of Death. She seemed tightly wound up, as if preserving all her energy against some threat she feared would emerge to swallow them all up. He looked at her monstrous carbuncled form, and found it hard to picture the beautiful woman within. At least their symbs still worked.

      He wondered again if he was really heading in the right direction. He had followed Anders directions implicitly but what did that mean? The man had every reason to lie to him. Perhaps there was nothing in the mountains. Perhaps this desert rolled on for hundreds of leagues; perhaps he would miss the lost city entirely and head out into the wastes until they reached the end of even the Blighted Ones ability to survive.

      He tried to reassure himself. The city described by Anders would be hard to miss, a great golden citadel within a ring of white mountains. Those were certainly visible in the distance.

      “What are you thinking?” Nexali asked.

      He smiled at her, trying to project confidence. “That soon we shall reach our goal, and the world will lie at our feet.”

      “I would never have guessed. You look more like a man contemplating where things went wrong in his life.”

      “There is nothing to fear out here.”

      “In that you are correct, Count Balthazar. Because out here there is nothing.”

      “Someone lived here once. Think of the ruins we passed.”

      “According to legend this place was cursed during the Elder Wars, at least that is what our former patron Xayal claimed. It was struck by gigantic fireballs the Angels of the Sun called out of the sky. They scorched the land, and sent a hot wind that brought death and disease with it.”

      “I have heard they did similar things on the other continents, in the Southlands across the World Ocean.”

      “What is an ocean?”

      “It is a wilderness of water, larger than this desert.”

      “Of water?” He heard the wonder in her voice, and he realised how constricted the Blighted Ones’ lives were. They did not leave their desert home. They did not interact with anyone except their own kind. That could be said of most of the people in this world. People were restricted by class, by lack of money, by lack of imagination. He supposed also that being so perfectly adapted to their environment the sand people felt no need to look elsewhere.

      “Yes, of water. Would you like to see it someday?”

      She appeared to consider this for a moment. “Perhaps. Once we have trampled upon our enemies and repaid them the slights of centuries.”

      “Why do you fight?” Balthazar asked. He was genuinely curious. “Most people make war for land or gold. You do not seem to need farm land, and I have seen no evidence of coin among you.”

      “Do you really need to ask?” There was an edge to her voice. He suspected he was skirting the edge of a very dangerous area without really knowing why.

      “I want to hear it in your own words,” he said.

      “We fight for vengeance, and to repay the insults and treachery heaped upon us in ancient times, by those who stayed loyal to our weak and sickly former master. We are the soldiers of Xothak. We keep the faith and have done for centuries.”

      There was a savage vehemence behind her words. She was not just mouthing a cynical formula. This was a land where ancient hatreds were alive and feuds were fought by the distant descendants of those who had started them. It conjured up a startling vision of endless war fought in this alien landscape by nations of people who had drifted a long way from humanity. It was an example of how much impact the Old Ones had on those who came under their tutelage.

      There was no so much to learn. The world was so vast and strange. When he had time, he would investigate such matters, and soon he would have time.

      “Vengeance will be yours, this I swear in the name of the Lord of Skulls. Once we have found what I seek then your foes shall tremble.”

      She nodded. He was saying exactly what she wanted to hear. He had always possessed a gift for such things.

      They pushed on through the wastes. Soon now it would all be resolved, one way or another.
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      Rhiana shivered as the cart rumbled down the slope and hit the flat ground. Her translucent eye membranes slid into place. Her hand clutched the hilt of her cutlass. She glanced around like a trapped animal seeking a way out through a hunting pack.

      “What is it?” Kormak asked. They had made far better time through the wastes than he had hoped. Teams of sandfolk had taken turns at pulling the wagon. A dozen of them had replaced the weary oxen. They were immensely strong and seemingly tireless, unlike the draft animals. They kept marching despite the time or the heat.

      She glared at him, teeth pressed against each other, lips twisted in a snarl. “I don’t know. Something is wrong here. I can’t hear the sand dwellers. I can’t feel anything with my mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Imagine everything all around had suddenly become totally and completely silent. No wind. No sand shifting. No wheels crunching. It just happened.”

      “Your mindspeech has been cut off?” Zamara asked.

      “Take off your elder sign,” she said. Zamara obeyed with visible reluctance.”

      Rhiana frowned in utter concentration, glaring directly at the Admiral as if she could drive her thoughts into his by force of will. “Anything?” she said eventually.

      Zamara shook his head. “Not a thing.”

      Ahexotl marched alongside the wagon. His people had dismissed their sandrays hours ago. Their flight had become slower and slower until they could make better time marching. “We have entered the Place of Death. My people can no longer use mindspeech. We need to rely on hand sign and voice. That means losing moisture for we need to retract the cowls of our symbs. We prefer not to do that.”

      “You can have some our water if you need it,” Kormak said. He wanted to keep the sand people on his side as much as possible.

      “That should not prove necessary if we are careful.”

      Zamara glanced at the white peaks that loomed in the distance. “You’re telling me you plan to cross leagues of desert without so much as a thimbleful of water.”

      Ahexotl nodded. “Our symbs mean that we need far less of the stuff than you outlanders.”

      “I’ll say,” said Zamara.

      Rhiana dropped off the wagon and strode up the dunes. Kormak followed her until they reached a ridgeline far away from the others. “What’s wrong?”

      “This place,” she said. She sounded afraid. “I thought it could not get any worse, but it has. It’s like I am suddenly deaf just at the time when I need to be most alert. I keep wondering what terrible thing is going to happen next. I know that sounds stupid but I can’t help it.”

      “It does not sound stupid. I’ve been there, many times.”

      “You?” Disbelief rang in her voice.

      “The first time was after the Prince of Dragons wiped out my village. I followed along behind Malan wondering when he was going to erupt out of the undergrowth and kill us both.”

      “You were eight years old. I am not.”

      “There are mornings when I wake and I wonder what new horror I am going to see today. And I’ve seen many.”

      “I thought I had too. How do you deal with it?”

      “Sometimes I just try to live through it.”

      “And the other times?”

      “I remind myself of all the wonders I have seen. Or I look around me and breathe. It was one of the first things they taught me on Mount Aethelas. I try to remain in the present and not let my imagination carry me away.”

      “You think this is just my imagination.”

      “I think what you experience, the loss of your mindspeech, is real. I think your fears are just that, fears. At the moment, nothing threatens us.”

      “You saw what Balthazar and his coven summoned back at Helgard.”

      “And I am still here. So are you.”

      “He’s going to do something worse.”

      “And we will stop him.”

      “And what about the time after that?”

      “There won’t be one. This time I will kill him. We will kill him.”

      “What if we don’t?”

      “His luck has to run out some time.”

      “What if our luck runs out instead?”

      “Then we’ll be too dead to notice and my order will send more people to kill him.”

      “But we will be beyond caring.”

      “We’re not now,” he said. He felt helpless in the face of the hopelessness graven on her face. He reached out and touched her hand. “This moment is all there is. Now. We’re here. We’re together. We will get through this.”

      “How can you be so certain?” she asked.

      “Because I am,” he said, keeping his face calm and wishing that he really was. “I’ve known many terrors. Only some were real. The rest were in my imagination.”

      “The real ones were enough though, weren’t they?”

      “Oh yes,” he said.

      “We’d better get back,” she said. “We have a long way to go.”

      They made their way back down the dunes and joined the others on the wagon. Onwards they rumbled towards the place they all feared.
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      Balthazar looked back. Nexali’s people straggled across the grey desert behind him. They moved just as slowly as he did, trudging along as if reluctant to take another step. He would have cursed but he just could not summon the energy. It was all he could do to keep putting one foot slowly in front of another.

      Something was missing. It was not just the flatness of senses imposed by the symb. It was the absence of that which had nourished his soul since youth, the feel of the constant ebb and flow of magic all around him.

      It made him listless. Aether had surrounded him all his life, within reach, malleable. Magic’s presence had been a constant, like the beat of his heart or the rhythm of his breathing. Now it had been amputated from him.

      Would he be able to call upon the power once he was out of the null? Would he survive his time here? The thing that had been his greatest strength was gone. He had lost that which separated him from the herd of humanity. He was no longer a superior being. His god no longer whispered in his waking dreams.

      It was not the only absence. The temptations of power had receded. The feel that he must dominate others had died away. It was still part of the long habit of his thoughts, but the need was no longer so urgent. The realisation struck him that he had been shaped by the presence of Xothak since he had first basked the demon god’s presence. It had manipulated him, made him into its tool. Now, for the first time in a long time, it was no longer with him. He was alone, without his deity, amid a terrible desert, protected only by the alien entity Nexali’s people had granted him.

      Its mindless presence surrounded him, a thing of hunger and appetite, but it could not replace what he had lost.

      If he had lost anything.

      The thought sidled into his mind. He was alone and he was free. As long as he was within the null, Xothak could not reach him. It could not look into his mind, use him as its tool. He was his own man. It was an appalling thought but one that he must confront.

      Looking now at his life, he could see he had been moulded by his experience of sorcery and his contacts with the forces of Shadow. Since he first joined the cult and taken part in its rituals, he had been exposed to its power. Now, in this dry aftermath, he began to suspect how much it had shaped him. He had been fed dark dreams that had transformed him into what his master beyond the world wanted him to be.

      He did not resent that. Not really. It had made him the man he was today and he was happy with that. At least he had been until he had come to this place and been cut off from the source of his inspiration along with his power.

      He felt irritable and strange. He missed part of himself even as he struggled to come to terms with the changes the symb had wrought. He no longer enjoyed shimmering visions of his glorious future. Now he saw only chaotic flickerings composed partially of memories and partially of images he barely recognised. He felt the loss as he would withdrawal from a powerful narcotic.

      This null was a place where dreams were lost, a dead dry land that represented the sort of existence that most mere mortals experienced compared to the internal life that he had led. Perhaps it was not here merely as a defence against the Old Ones and their magic. Perhaps it was a punishment for them.

      For the first time, without the benefit of the god’s subconscious promptings, he considered this place and what he was doing in it. What was he going to find at the end of this journey? A citadel that held the mightiest of the Eldrim, who were far more powerful sorcerers than he was. In the past, he had never questioned his abilities, or the fact that eventually he would triumph, and he was starting to suspect that was a result of his connection with Xothak. Now doubts and fears assailed him.

      Who had built this place? How had they created this null? Perhaps they had not. Perhaps they had merely taken advantage of it, like humans building a fortress on an island in a lake. What sort of creatures would choose to build anything here?

      Another thought occurred to him. His armour contained blighted energies. Perhaps he could draw upon them. He focused his mind on the symb but nothing happened. There was not the slightest flicker of contact even though he knew it should be there. The null not only contained no magical energies, it actively disrupted any attempt to draw upon them. Perhaps it was not merely an absence of power but something stranger and more sinister.

      Perhaps that was why the Blighted Ones seemed as listless as he. They had lived within their Shadow-touched armour for most of their lives. They probably felt as abandoned as he did.

      It was something to consider as he wandered the wasteland. Ahead of him were the white mountains. Within them was aeons lost Xanadar, and a multitude of traps and monsters. He prayed that his magic returned before they got there.

      Wearily, they trudged on.
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      “Are you all right?” Kormak asked Rhiana. The merwoman looked queasy. She had done for the past few hours.

      She gave him a wan grin. “No. It was not enough that this place be as dry as a desiccated mummy. It had to be like this too.”

      “Still can’t sense anything?”

      “It’s like I’ve gone deaf. I had no idea I picked up so much until suddenly I stopped hearing it. It’s not just people’s moods and emotions. It was the little blips of life, birds and mice and such. Now nothing.”

      To make her point, she pointed at a sand rat as it hopped away. “It’s not there as far as my mindspeech is concerned.”

      Kormak considered that. What would it be like to see something and not to hear it? It was as close as he could come to imagining Rhiana’s predicament. Or perhaps hearing something and not seeing it. He had plenty of experience of that, from his times hunting monsters in the dark.

      “At least, Balthazar and his new friend Nexali can’t work magic against us.” Kormak said. “We won’t have to face another storm like the last one. Or demons coming at us in the night.”

      He half expected her to contradict him, out of contrariness, but she merely nodded. “I console myself with the thought that it must be worse for him than it is for me. He is a mighty sorcerer. He must feel powerless right now.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Kormak said. “It’s the least he deserves to suffer.”

      “It’s funny, I never thought of you as a vengeful man. Strange given your profession.”

      “It’s not vengeance I am after. I want to stop him working any more evil.”

      “He’s not the worst you’ve chased, is he?”

      Kormak considered this. He had spent a lifetime hunting monsters, not all of them inhuman. “That Summoning back in Helgard was as vile and as potent a piece of sorcery as I have ever seen worked by a human being."

      “You’ve seen worse worked by others then? Old Ones perhaps?”

      Kormak thought about it. “It’s not the sort of thing most Old Ones usually go in for. They don’t like summoning beings more powerful than themselves. They see themselves as the ultimate rulers of this world. They don’t like to be reminded that there are worlds beyond this one and beings more powerful yet within them.”

      “What do you think it was? That thing we fought back in Helgard did not seem like an Old One.”

      “One of the demons who wait in the Outer Dark. They seek entrance to our plane to consume our souls and our lives. Whatever it was, it took over the bodies of all those people and ate their spirits.”

      “Is that why Balthazar seeks more Old Ones like Vorkhul? To be host to such things?”

      “Maybe. Some Eldrim served the Shadow in the past. They worshipped entities from the Outer Dark. Some of them were prophets of Shadow.”

      “I thought you just said the Old Ones did not like doing that.”

      “What people don’t like and what they will do for power is often the same thing. Eldrim are not so different in that respect.”

      “And? I hear an and in your voice. I am used to it by now.”

      “And sometimes they had no choice, I suspect. They were enslaved or enthralled or seduced. The Shadow has a way of doing such things.”

      “There was nothing very seductive about that thing back in Helgard.”

      “And yet it had worshippers among the officers of Helgard fortress. They belonged to the Siderean nobility, most of them. It’s not like their lives were so terrible compared to most people’s.”

      “You sound bitter.”

      “I am just pointing out that you can never tell what might appeal to people or what their reasons for doing dark things might be.”

      “You think Xothak might have been an Old One possessed by the Shadow?”

      “The more I think about it, the more likely it seems. We know that many of the ancient Eldrim turned to the Shadow. The Old Ones fought among themselves. It was what brought their empire down.

      “What does the thing that possessed them get out of it?”

      “You already know. You don’t need to ask me.”

      “Let’s pretend we are making conversation like two normal people.”

      “I doubt normal people talk about what demon gods want.”

      “Stop avoiding the question.”

      “From what I was taught, it depends.”

      “What did Xothak want when he ruled these lands?”

      “He was a devourer of life. He ate souls or life force or whatever you want to call it.”

      “You don’t seem very certain about the existence of a soul for a man who belongs to a religious order.”

      Kormak glanced around to make sure they were not being overheard. “You spotted that, did you?”

      “I thought your sort were all supposed to be fanatical holy warriors.”

      “My sort spends more time dealing with Old Ones and demons and sorcerers than they do praying in churches. You see things. It makes you think.”

      “So you think Balthazar is on his way to liberate some new prophets for the Shadow, host bodies he can use to repeat what he did back in Helgate only on a greater scale.”

      Kormak nodded. “Vorkhul was bad enough. You’ve got to imagine what something like him could do in the Lunar lands. Ordinary people would see him as a god. Many would obey him. Other Old Ones would listen to him. Some might join him. The times are dark and strange. Who knows what might happen?”

      “I’ve been thinking about this little excursion of ours and this place.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “If you were seeking a refuge from the Old Ones, this would be a great place to put it.”

      “A land in which no magic could be worked? You are right. There’s the small problem of finding food and water though.”

      “The sand people seemed to have solved that.”

      “You think that this is what their patron intended? For them to take refuge here.”

      “I don’t know. My own people took refuge in the depths of the sea when the Elder Wars raged, or so our legends tell us.”

      Kormak considered her words carefully. “This does not have the look of a refuge though. It has the look of a place where the Elder Races fought their wars. I have seen the Graveyard of Angels and it is a lot like this. There are nulls in the Southlands too, as well as huge blights and places where the power of magic is very strong.”

      “You think I am wrong then?”

      “No. I think you may well be right about the sand people. If ever there were folk adapted to survive in a world where gods and angels made war, it is they. Perhaps Xayal intended for his people to live through the end of the world.

      “And that might upon us soon enough.”

      Kormak stared at the distant mountains. “Indeed, it might.”
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      Balthazar trudged on across the darkened desert. The moon glared down disapprovingly from the sky. Ruined bunkers littered the landscape, gaping holes where their doorways had once been. Inside he found what resembled the remnants of suits of armour made from alien materials. They looked as if they had been created from bronze and glass. They bore some resemblance to human beings in the same way as the symbiotically armoured sand people did.

      “What are these?” he asked Nexali. She stood next to him surveying the remains. She had retracted her cowl. Her face looked pale and uneasy. She obviously would have preferred to use mind speech if she could.

      “There are tales of golems who guard these wastelands. Perhaps these are what remain of them. I do not know. I do not want to know. I do not like this place.” Her speech was slow and bemused, as if she was using a skill long unpractised.

      He wondered if normal speech was simply something left over from the deep past of her people from a time when they had shared a common ancestry with his own. How might the symbs have changed the desert folk over the long centuries? Had their patron Xayal had made even greater changes to their nature which were simply not visible on the surface. The Old Ones had done that to many other servitor races. They had altered their slaves mentally as well as physically. It was something he must investigate when he had the time.

      Balthazar almost laughed. Everything here seemed hostile and alien to him. He was a stranger from the lush lowlands yet he could survive. Nexali had seen to that when she gave him the armour.

      He studied the sky. It was getting dark. Not that that made much difference any more. The sight that his symb granted him allowed him to see even in the deepest gloom. He could not perceive colour any more when he viewed things through the lens of his living armour but he could see even in the darkest of nights. It was an acceptable trade-off.

      He did not get as tired as once he had either. He could slip into a waking dream as he walked. The symb could navigate and make simple decisions even without his guidance. It would continue to stride in a straight line and avoid the worst pitfalls even as he passed beyond the realms of his normal senses.

      So far, there had been no sign of any sandstorms or any other menace. Nothing had threatened them yet there was a growing sense of unease among Nexali’s people. They were becoming more frightened the further they went into this wasteland. It slowed their steps and made them visibly reluctant to press on. They stopped to rest whenever they could, and Nexali did not press them. She seemed to share their reluctance.

      They still seemed depressed and weary, as if the null drained something out of them. He guessed that it was leeching away the blighted power within their symbs. The sand people believed they were not magical, but perhaps they were wrong. If the symbs were truly living things, the blight might have mutated them too down the centuries. The absence of magic would affect them as well. It might also affect the minds of their wearers.

      A new urgency was growing within him. Every step took him closer to his goal. He might be divorced from Xothak’s presence by the power of the null, but he could still perform his mission.

      He was a missile. He had been fired and he was going to follow his trajectory. There did not seem to be anything else he could do with his life. He had spent so much time and so much effort getting to this place that questioning it was foolish. It did not matter whether the Lord of Skulls was present in his dreams or shaping his mind through the contact. He was who he was, a man of great ambition. The means of fulfilling that ambition were almost within his grasp and he was not going to stop now.

      He let out a long sigh. It looked like he had left his pursuers behind. He doubted they could have survived that great sandstorm. Even if they had, they did not really have the means to follow him through this deep desert. If the Blighted Ones were anything to go by, the Emerald Swarm would not follow them here. The only thing that could get in his way now was Nexali and her people.

      He considered the possibility of treachery. It was something he was always alert to. In Nexali’s position, he would be contemplating it himself. Had Xothak revealed the same things to her that it had revealed to him? He doubted that her presence was an accident. Perhaps he was the one intended to lead her here and he would be eliminated once that goal was reached. He studied her face and saw no sign of duplicity written on it. That meant nothing. He too was well schooled in concealing his emotions. He could keep a blank face when needed. He could smile before he plunged the dagger home.

      They were at the edge of the foothills now. Ahead, the mountains glittered with the promise of ultimate power. So close now.
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      Kormak awoke, roused by the juddering of the wagon. Rhiana stirred beside him. Zamara and Anders sat on the buckboard. Zamara’s head lolled in sleep, while Anders held the reins. They had all been taking turns to drive while the others rested.

      The sand people pulled the wagon. He had no idea whether it was the same ones or similar looking companions had replaced them while he slept.

      A gigantic figure loomed out of the darkness. It was larger than a giant and even squatter looking. It glittered metallically in the moonlight. Half of its upper chest was fused and blistered, as if the metal had been exposed to enormous heat and melted and ran. The sight reminded him of the Armour of the Angel Zhamriel back in Trefal cathedral and all the dead angels he had seen in Umbrea.

      The mountains were closer. Ahexotl moved up beside the wagon when he saw that Kormak was awake.

      “We have made good time,” the leader of the Emerald Swarm said. “Our scouts have found tracks. They think we are overtaking the Blighted Ones.”

      “Why would that be? Surely they can move as swiftly as we?”

      “I don’t know. But our enemies are moving slowly. Perhaps they are terrified of this place and fear to reach their goal. This place has forbidden to our people since time immemorial.”

      “We’ve made much better time than I expected,” said Anders. He did not sound entirely happy with that. “Travelling light and not having to stop for darkness means we’re going faster than I remembered.”

      “Are you sure we are on the right path?” Kormak asked.

      “We are heading for that gap in the mountains. There is a road that leads up from there to Xanadar. It’s not something I could ever forget, believe me.”

      “I am surprised your people have never come this far into the null,” Kormak said to Ahexotl.

      “We believe the place cursed. Our patron told us to shun this place, lest we wake what slept there.”

      “So you have legends about it.”

      “Xayal thought those mountains a place best avoided and he was powerful even by the standards of the Old Ones.”

      “And yet he is no longer with us.”

      “He was betrayed by the Blighted Ones. Their treachery allowed his accursed brother Xothak to enter into his living palace and kill him.”

      Kormak had heard variations of this story all his life. He had seen it played out in many places. Helgard was but the latest example. The followers of Shadow were everywhere, waiting. The Eldrim had no monopoly on harbouring such traitors. There were plenty within the Kingdoms of the Sun. There seemed to be more each year.

      “Xothak and Xayal were brothers?” Kormak asked, filing the information in his memory in case he the opportunity arose to carry it back to Mount Aethelas.

      Ahexotl nodded. “They were close kin in the way of the Old Ones, before Xothak allowed himself to be possessed by the Shadow. After he murdered Xayal, our people were forced to flee into the deepest wastelands during his long ascendancy. The Blighted Ones hunted us until Xothak was overthrown by the worshippers of the Sun, then we hunted them.”

      Kormak felt a surge of interest. Here were echoes of that ages old conflict given voice by one who was not Solari. “They fought here?”

      “You see the evidence all around you. Some of the ruins were said to be theirs. The war engines too.”

      Kormak thought of the shattered buildings he had passed and the burned-out war machines. He suspected Ahexotl’s people were wrong. The wreckage looked like things he had seen in the Graveyard of Angels, relics of a long-ago war between by the titans of the Elder World.

      Whatever was the truth, it seemed his entire world had been scorched by the fires of that ancient conflict, and they lived with the consequences of it yet. Humanity and all the other former servitor races were merely rats scuttling through the ruins left by beings infinitely their superiors.

      If the Elder Races were so wise and powerful, how was it that humanity was still here and they were gone? Even that bitter thought was depressing in its own way.

      “I have seen such things before,” Kormak said. “Half a world away.”

      “The gods made war in those days,” said Ahexotl, in the same way as a Sunlander might say it rained yesterday. It was simply an incontrovertible fact. “They raced across the sky in chariots of light, rode dragons into battle, and smashed cities with their weapons.”

      “So scripture tells us,” said Kormak.

      “The world is a much larger place than my people think,” said Ahexotl. “So much is clear even from the conversations we have had.”

      “I am surprised your people never left the wastelands.”

      “Some did. Most were never heard from again. A few came back with stories of being mistaken for demons. This place is ours. It is sacred. It is our home.”

      He sounded sincere but there was a strange undertone to his talk.

      “Why did you come with us?” Kormak asked. He sensed now was the time to ask that question, that he would get a candid answer.

      “Nexali has sacrificed many of my people to her Shadow God. Many of them were my kin. I want her dead, and more to the point, I want to see her dead. Ideally, I will kill her myself.”

      There was real venom in his voice, and real hatred. Kormak said nothing. He had found that when he did that people would often talk just to fill the silence. This time was no different. “Something has changed. The Blighted Ones shun this place as much as we do. For them to spend so many of their people attacking you and then to flee here tells me that something is afoot. If Nexali wants whatever is hidden within those mountains, then it is best that she does not get it.”

      “On this we agree,” said Kormak, wondering whether Ahexotl had any plans for acquiring the treasures of lost Xanadar for himself.
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      Ahead of Balthazar great cliffs of white stone rose like the walls of a titanic city, sparkling in the light of the sinking sun. He knew this place from the description the mercenary had given back in Maial. A road of sorts ran from the desert, flanked by huge rails of metal. Boulders of whitish stuff emerged from the nearby sand. They were white, crystalline, and shimmered in the light. This was wraithstone, and these were perhaps the largest deposits to be found on the planet.

      Wraithstone could absorb the power of the blight. It could filter out all the evil energies attracted to sorcery. It was used in protective amulets by the Order of the Dawn, and by many wizards. He could exchange chunks of it for twice its weight in gold. The Blighted Ones avoided it as if it were poison. Given the Shadow-infected nature of their armour, that was not surprising. Perhaps, to them, it was poison.

      At any other time, the sight of so much potential wealth would have excited him but now he was merely impatient to reach his goal. As they walked, they passed desiccated corpses, garbed in the armour of Siderean mercenaries. As he inspected the mutilated bodies, Balthazar felt his excitement grow. These must be the remains of the soldiers of which Anders had spoken. It seemed the mercenary had told truth.

      “Best be wary,” Balthazar said. “We may soon encounter guardians.”

      Nexali gestured. The Blighted Ones looked more alert. The spines of their armour bristled. The cowls of their symbs covered their faces.

      “We are almost there, aren’t we?” Nexali asked.

      “Yes,” Balthazar said. “If we follow this road, we should come to a gap in the ring of white stone surrounding Xanadar.”

      “Do you think the presence of wraithstone is by design?” Nexali asked.

      It was a good question. Balthazar paused to consider it. Perhaps the wraithstone ring was another layer of defences around the place where the Old Ones were imprisoned. He thought about what that could mean.

      Had someone created mountains of wraithstone?

      And if they had, had they placed it here to contain something inside? It was an astonishing thought. It spoke of the power that only the Elder Races possessed. But then they had been beings who had reshaped the entire world in their image, entire species too.

      “I think you are right,” Balthazar said.

      “We had better hope that whoever did this is not still alive within those mountain walls,” Nexali said.

      The thought had never occurred to Balthazar. Was it possible that whoever had raised the wraithstone ring was still alive? He doubted it. Beings of such power would have been heard from before now. They would have imposed their will on the world as they had in ancient days.

      “I do not think so,” Balthazar said. “And even if they are, there’s nothing we can do about it except carry on. I’m not about to give up now. Are you?”

      She shook her head and gestured for her people to follow. The cowl of her symb slithered into place over her features, making them unreadable once more. Balthazar allowed his to do the same. He found it reassuring now. He was becoming used to seeing the world mediated through his armour’s senses.

      Ahead of the desert of sand and ash faded away. It looked as if the wraithstone ring was part of an island of rock rising from the sea of sand. The road became more solid under their feet as it sloped upwards. Ahead of them lay a pass flanked by two metallic towers.

      As Balthazar passed between them, he felt as if he had descended into the warm bath of aether. He invoked a spell, gesturing with one arm. His fingers left a glowing trail behind them. There was no doubt that the power had returned. If anything, it was more intense here than it had been in the land beyond the desert. It was stronger here than anywhere else he had ever been, even in the heart of a blight. He smiled. He felt whole once more.

      Nexali retracted her cowl, and stared at him, then, sensing what he did, she too began to smile. “We are out of the null.”

      “Yes,” said Balthazar. “Magic works here.”

      “The air is curdled with power.” Nexali frowned. “The aether has a strange feel. There are undertones of Shadow and of something else the like of which I have never felt before. Magic has been worked here, and not by anything remotely human.”

      Balthazar nodded. When he concentrated, he could sense that too. There was something about the feel of magic here that was not quite right. It went beyond simply the intensity of it. There was a sensation that he could not quite put his finger on. If he had to, he would have said that there was a sense of mighty spells having been worked, and perhaps still working.

      “Magic is being cast within these mountains,” he said. “And you’re right, not by anything I have ever sensed the like of.”

      “The power here is so strong. Do you think the null might act like a dam, keeping all the energy here penned up so that it grows more and more concentrated?”

      She was quick, Balthazar thought, and she might well be right. There was something odd about this place. He sensed danger within. Yet, he must go on. He invoked the power once more just to prove that he could. He was tempted to cloak himself in shadows and test his strength but that felt wrong. If there was something here, he did not want to lay down any challenge to it until he was certain of victory.

      Anders stories of metal monsters flowed into his mind. Standing here at the terminus of his long journey, they suddenly seemed all too real. He thought of the corpses they had passed on the way in. Something had killed them. Fear warred with exultation.

      There were more coffins here, like the one that had contained Vorkhul. It was his mission to set whatever was in them free, and yet he suddenly felt reluctant to do so. With the Old Ones unleashed in the service of Shadow, his own role might diminish. He might become a servant to them albeit a favoured one. He did not want that.

      All the unease he had felt in the desert came flooding back. He had been manipulated by Xothak. All manner of subtle compulsions had been laid upon his brain. The lack of magic in the null had held them in abeyance but now they had returned. He wondered if he would even be able to think like this once he was deep within Xanadar or whether he would forget all his doubts.

      He felt the buzz of mindspeech all around him. Nexali reached out a hand towards him. Come. You must see this.

      He moved back in the direction she had indicated. One of her bodyguards who had been bringing up the rear stood there. Looking back down the road, he could see what the fuss was about. A small army of sand people was emerging from the desert, all garbed in the greenish armour of the Emerald Swarm. In their midst was a wagon, and rising on it, he could see the bandaged head of his greatest enemy. The Guardian Kormak had managed to follow him even here.

      “Your storm was not as effective as we had hoped,” said Balthazar. He cursed the sloth and fear of the Blighted Ones. Their reluctance to press on had given his foes a chance to overhaul them.

      “Your pursuer is every bit as lucky as you claimed,” she countered.

      “We must go on,” Balthazar said. “We must find what we came for before they find and kill us.”

      It looked as if he would have no choice but to enter the lost city, no matter what doubts or misgivings he might have.
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      “Wraithstone,” said Kormak looking at the boulder. The sinking sun cast long shadows. It was going to be dark in a couple of hours.

      “And look at those tracks,” said Anders. He pointed to the monstrous prints surrounding the boulder. “Guess what made those?”

      Kormak nodded towards the sandfolk. The prints almost exactly matched those that symbiotic armour left in the sand.

      “You think we’re going to find Balthazar and the Blighted Ones waiting for us in the city.”

      Kormak nodded. Zamara said, “Just as well we have allies.”

      “I don’t suppose it’s possible that the monsters that attacked my party would have killed Balthazar and his new friends,” Anders said. “No. That would be too easy. They’ve probably joined him and are waiting for us.”

      “There’s only one way we’re going to find out,” said Rhiana. Kormak took his dagger and began to chip pieces of wraithstone from the boulder.

      “What are you doing?” Zamara asked.

      “Each of you take a piece. Wear it next to your skin. If there’s blight in there, it will protect you until it crumbles.”

      “That’s wraithstone,” Zamara said, a question in his voice.

      “Yes. There’s more in this boulder than I have seen anywhere except the Graveyard of Angels and even there it was only found in small crystals.”

      “It looks like those mountains are made from it,” said Zamara.

      “Yes,” Kormak said. “Or at least coated in it.”

      “Isn’t wraithstone worth as much as gold,” said Zamara?

      “More,” said Kormak. “To those who have a use for it.”

      “A man who claimed this area in the name of King-Emperor Aemon would be very rich.”

      “Perhaps not. The only folk interested in wraithstone are sorcerers and people like my order.”

      Zamara saw the point. “Even this boulder would saturate that market for a year.”

      “Yes,” said Rhiana, “but there’s enough here to provide an amulet for everybody in the Kingdoms of the Sun.”

      “That’s a whole new market.”

      Kormak saw a look of cupidity appear on their faces. All of them were thinking of way to get rich. He could not blame them for that but it was not the reason they had come here.

      “This is something we can discuss after we’ve dealt with Balthazar and his friends. I doubt they would be prepared to let us just wander off with it anyway.”

      One by one, his companions tore their thoughts away from the prospect of riches and back to the present. Each of them took the wraithstone.

      “How are we going to carry this next to our skin?” Anders asked.

      “You could always hold it in our hand, if you need to,” Kormak said. “Keep it though. You might need it. And if you don’t, you can always sell it when we get home.”

      As they got ready to move out, he saw the others chipping away at the boulder and storing the flakes in their backpacks. There was no chance of them suffering from any shortage of wraithstone on their travels.

      Anders saw Kormak staring at him. “If only we had known what this stuff was the last time I came here. We could have left here wealthy men and never had to enter the accursed city.”

      “You would have gone in anyway,” Kormak said. “Just in case there was an even bigger reward inside.”

      Anders gave a rueful smile. “You’re probably right.”

      The Emerald Swarm advanced upslope, leaving the sands of the desert behind. They walked on the smooth, flat surface of the ancient road.

      “Is this the way you came?” Kormak asked Anders.

      The mercenary nodded. “We fought our way out along this route too. Ran the carts down here. You can see the wheel scrapes we made.”

      He gestured upwards. “We’ll be seeing bodies soon.”

      He did not sound happy about that prospect.
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      They found the first of the corpses. The skin was leathery and desiccated and might have belonged to a mummy. Leather armour enswathed it. A short stabbing sword lay close at hand. A half full quiver of crossbow bolts spilled out onto the ground. There was no sign of the weapon itself.

      The sandfolk moved closer to inspect it. Kormak looked closely. Broken bones emerged from the leathery skin. In areas, it had been slashed as by a sword.

      “Hayrik and Chubb. That’s all that’s left of them now, and they were both good lads. The metal monsters did that,” Anders said. His voice was quiet and bleak.

      “Some of the skin looks scorched,” Kormak said.

      “One of the monsters had a burning gaze. It did not use it often.”

      “Such sorcery takes power,” Kormak said. “Energy gets depleted and must be restored.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t encounter it today,” said Zamara.

      “Best to be ready in case we do,” said Kormak.

      “How can you be ready for something that burns you by looking at you?”

      “Try not to be where it glances,” Kormak said. “Better yet try not to be seen.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” said Zamara. The Admiral had shrunk within himself, Kormak noticed. Without soldiers to command, he seemed more cautious, smaller, and less assertive. Maybe he was just nervous. They all were, even the sand people. They did not like this place any more than he did.
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      The road passed between two huge orichalcum towers then over the brow of the hill. Beneath them lay a great circular crater in the wraithstone ring. Glittering in the sun stood a massive golden structure. It was a five-pointed star, like an elder sign. From its centre rose a titanic tower. In its nearest side lay an enormous gate. The building shimmered in the sun as if clad in reflective metal.

      The sandfolk stopped as much awestruck as Kormak’s companions.

      “Is that gold?” Zamara asked.

      Anders shook his head. “It looks like it, but it’s not. It also looks different from the last time I was here.”

      “How so?” Kormak asked.

      “Cleaner. Brighter. It’s as if it has come alive again.”

      “That does not sound so good,” Rhiana said. She looked puzzled for a moment and then said, “There is magic here. I can sense it.”

      “Your mindspeech has returned?” Kormak asked. When she nodded, he felt a surge of unease. Without the use of magic, they would have a huge numerical advantage over Balthazar. Now the mage might be able to use sorcery once more to balance that out. Nexali’s presence meant there were two very powerful magic users down there. Remembering the storm, and the things that Balthazar had summoned, Kormak thought that might prove a deadly combination.

      “You think you might have woken something here when you took the sarcophagus,” Rhiana asked Anders?

      The mercenary considered his answer. “Ask the Guardian. This is more his field than mine.”

      All eyes swung to look at Kormak. “I’ve seen something like this before,” he said. “In Umbrea. In the Graveyard of Angels.”

      “You’re right,” said Zamara, who had been stationed in Siderea’s vassal state when he was younger. “Much smaller but that look—you never forget it. None of those Umbrean Citadels looked as well preserved as this. They were all ruined. Some of them had melted or been shattered, as if they had been struck by weapons wielded by demons.”

      “This place is in the middle of a null,” said Kormak. “Surrounded by a ring of wraithstone. The Eldrim would not have come here willingly. No sorcerer would.”

      “Balthazar has,” said Rhiana. “And his friend Nexali. We must assume they have a good reason to.”

      “Those are elder signs,” said Zamara, something like awe in his voice. “This place was not built by moondogs or demon worshippers.”

      “Such would be my guess,” said Kormak. “It was not built by human beings either.”

      “So much of this reminds me of the Graveyard of Angels,” said the Admiral. “The buildings are the same metal. The runes look the same. Do you think this place could have been a fortress of the angels?”

      “It is possible,” said Kormak. Zamara’s guess seemed as good as any other explanation. This place looked like it could have been a citadel for beings like the Angel Zhamriel.

      “Then this is a holy site,” the Admiral said.

      “To you,” said Rhiana. Zamara glared at her, but Ahexotl, who had been listening, nodded agreement when she translated. “Our lore says this was a haunt of demons.”

      “Your people would think that,” said Zamara. He moderated his tone, knowing that here the sun worshippers were outnumbered. “They have no love for the Holy Sun’s chosen.”

      “They might be right,” said Kormak. “Vorkhul’s sarcophagus came from here.”

      “What would that abomination be doing buried here?”

      “He was not buried,” said Anders. “We know that now. He was still alive.”

      “It comes to the same thing in the end,” said Zamara. “It’s the same question. What was a Lunar Warlord, a follower of Shadow, doing out here, in this wasteland, in a fortress built by angels?”

      “He could have been a prisoner,” said Rhiana. “If you wanted to build a prison for Old Ones you could do a lot worse.”

      Kormak looked at her sharply. “You’re right. It is isolated. It is in the middle of a null where magic cannot work. I am not sure that an Old One would even be able to change shape out there. They could not communicate with their followers or each other by mindspeech or sorcery. They could be held in isolation, but why? The struggle between the angels and the Old Ones was a war unto the death. They did not take prisoners. There were no ransoms. Total annihilation of their enemies was what both sides sought.”

      Rhiana looked back towards the bleak wastelands and raised an eyebrow. “It looks like that was what they got back there. Or something very close to it.”

      Kormak studied the giant structure below them. It had been built in the shape of an elder sign. Those could be used for keeping supernatural menaces imprisoned as well as excluded. He thought of the massive runes he had seen inscribed in the Templar kingdoms.

      “This is holy ground,” Zamara said, sounding like a man trying to convince himself. “This must have stood here since the Elder Ages.”

      “It looks that way,” said Kormak. “We’ll find out for sure when we look inside. Balthazar is down there. If there are more like Vorkhul here, he will want to free them.”

      Zamara’s mouth opened but he did not say anything. Rhiana stared at Kormak hard. “Vorkhul killed scores in the Imperial Palace. He would have destroyed the place if he had not been stopped. He almost killed you.”

      The words hung in the air. They had all known the possibility before. They had discussed it. Now the reality of it stared them in the face, made concrete by the prospect of the enormous glowing structure that lay below them.

      “The citadel down there was well-defended,” said Anders. “Balthazar might have been killed like my companions were.”

      “Were you attacked when you first entered the city?” Kormak asked.

      Anders shook his head. “Only as we made our departure.”

      “It’s possible you might not have been attacked if you had not taken the sarcophagus.”

      “You think that Balthazar will be all right if he does not disturb anything down there? You think we might be?”

      “I don’t know, but there’s only one way to find out.”

      As they made their way down the long path towards the distant alien fortress, Kormak felt as if he was being watched.

      It took an hour to walk from the entrance to the outskirts of the alien structure. With every step, it became more clear to Kormak how overpoweringly large the citadel was. As they closed the distance, he could see its walls were metal cliffs only slightly less huge than the faces of the surrounding mountains. They bristled with spikes and turrets that suggested huge weapons.

      Buildings that from the heights looked to be the size of peasant huts turned out to be as large as fortresses. Massive metal domes blistered the earth. Each had an aura of power about it, as if some slumbering god had come back to life. Kormak did not doubt for a moment that something had woken here.

      “It’s different,” Anders said, as they got closer to the citadel. “These domes were broken when last I passed this way. The stonework was overgrown. There was rubble and ruins.”

      He frowned. “And yet there’s new damage as well. I don’t like this at all.”

      Kormak understood that. He felt as if he was walking into the maw of some monstrous beast. At any moment, the jaws might close and he would be swallowed.

      “It’s like swimming close to Leviathan,” said Rhiana.

      “You feel something.”

      She nodded. “Yes. The null does not exist here. The sandfolk are using mindspeech again.”

      “We don’t know nearly enough about our surroundings.”

      “And what we don’t know might kill us?”

      “In this place, at this time, it seems possible, doesn’t it?”

      “Those openings in the walls weren’t there before,” Anders said. “I am certain of it. There was only one way in the last time I was here. Now there are at least half a dozen.”

      “If whatever built this citadel is awake, we have a problem,” said Zamara.

      “You think the angels won’t welcome you,” Rhiana asked. There was a mocking note in her voice.

      “I have no idea,” Zamara said. “Looking at this place, I get a sense of huge power. It might squash us like a man squashes an insect without even being aware of our presence.”

      That sounded like a heresy, but it was easy enough to understand where the feeling came from. The citadel was not built on a human scale. It had been raised by beings whose knowledge of sorcery dwarfed even that of the First Empire.

      Why here? Kormak wondered. Why build something like this here? What purpose did it serve? It might have been a prison. It might have been something else. He had no idea. In this age of the world, this area seemed remote and barren. Perhaps it had not always been. The area known as the Graveyard of Angels was a desert now, but it had once been the centre of an alien civilisation. It had been blasted when beings of light and demons of darkness made war. Perhaps this land was the same.

      “I am frightened,” Anders said.

      “I confess that I am too,” said Zamara.

      “I am curious,” said Kormak rather than admitting to sharing their sentiments. “I want to see more of this.”

      “Let’s hope it does not prove the death of us.” Rhiana said.

      The sand people said nothing. They had not since they had left the null behind. Their cowls were over their faces. They looked as alien as the place through which they walked.

      [image: ]

      As the evening faded, they entered a massive archway in the side of the citadel.

      Anders said, “This is where we came in. There should be bodies here. We lost a score of men in this arch. Something has dragged them away.” He looked at the spot as if he could not quite believe it.

      “Maybe they have been given a funeral pyre,” said Zamara.

      “Maybe Balthazar and his allies did something to them,” Rhiana said. She carefully did not specify what that something might have been. Kormak thought about the bodies they had seen on the way in. They had been left out there to lie. The bodies that should have been here were gone. It was as if the ones outside had been too far away to be bothered with but something wanted the inside of the citadel cleansed.

      The sandfolk spread out as they came through the doorway. They moved cautiously, stalking forward, keeping in patches of shadow as if they did not want to be seen. Instinctively Kormak had been doing the same although experience told him it would not make much difference. Whatever creatures might be found here, they probably did not have senses like human beings.

      The arch led into a massive courtyard dominated by a gigantic structure of softly glowing crystal. Around it lay what appeared to be armoured corpses. Kormak moved close to one and saw that it resembled a Solari war-golem. This orichalcum armour had never held flesh. Inside was a mass of crystal and wires of the same material of as the armour.

      In places the metal had run. In other places, it had fused. Some of the joints at knee and elbow looked as if they would no longer be able to move. Kormak knelt beside it and looked closely at the armour. Upright it would have been a head taller than he was, the chest much broader, the arms and legs longer in proportion to a human's and thicker.

      A severed head lay nearby. It resembled a full-face helm but the eyepiece was a single slot of white crystal. Kormak grunted as he raised the helmet. It was heavier than it looked. He inverted it so he could see inside. It was packed with the same mixture of crystal and metal wires. The wires looked frayed at the edges, as if they had been severed from a connection. He looked back at the decapitated golem. Wires emerged from its neck-guard, a match for those in the helmet he held.

      At least a score of such bodies lay strewn about the courtyard. All of them were covered in the same mixture of smooth intricate runes. The script looked to be in the same language written on the Beacon. Could he be looking at the language of the angels? He thought back to the sarcophagus from which Vorkhul had emerged. This was of the same type of workmanship.

      “There was a battle here,” said Rhiana.

      “My comrades did not do this,” said Anders. “Although these resemble the monsters that attacked us.”

      “You were attacked by angels,” said Zamara. He looked as if he did not know whether to be awed or outraged.

      “They did not look like angels when they smashed upon men’s heads and were covered in blood. They glowed in the dark. The runes on that armour were written in fire.”

      “Well, they are not now,” said Kormak.

      “A battle took place here,” Rhiana repeated. “These golems were torn apart by something of immense strength, melted by magic of great power.”

      Kormak saw the point she was making. “What could have done this? And where is it? Did the attackers take no casualties?”

      “Perhaps they carried their dead away,” said Zamara.

      “Or perhaps they did not have any,” said Rhiana.

      They looked around the courtyard. The sandfolk cast misshapen shadows as the sun began to sink in the west.

      “What could have done that?” asked Anders, looking directly at Kormak.

      “We’d better pray it was not something Balthazar summoned,” said Zamara. “Otherwise he’ll be sending it after us next.”

      “Look there, in that alcove,” said Ahexotl. He pointed at what appeared to be a golem. Kormak moved towards it. Up close, it looked exactly like the golems strewn about the courtyard, except that it was standing upright and in one piece.

      He was close enough to touch it. Keeping out of the line of sight of the eyeslit, he reached up and tapped it on the face with his gauntleted knuckles. There was a metallic ringing sound.

      “It’s not glowing,” said Anders. There was relief in his voice. “It looks just like an ordinary statue.”

      “Maybe it is,” Zamara said.

      “Would you care to bet your life on that?” Kormak asked.

      “No,” said the Admiral. “I would not.”

      “It doesn’t seem to be alive now,” said Zamara.

      “It is almost dark,” said Rhiana. “We’d better think of making camp.”

      “This is a good place to rest,” said Anders. We can explore the buildings in the morning. I can find my way from here.”

      They made camp near the entrance tunnel. Anders’ tale of the golem’s burning gaze was clearly on everyone’s mind. Ahexotl left his people on the edge of the courtyard. They stood their silent and immobile as statues.

      Kormak put his back to the wall and made sure his blade was close at hand. Rhiana lay beside him, wrapped in her cloak. “I feel as if I am being watched,” she said and shivered.

      Kormak wanted to reassure her that it was her imagination. He did not, because he felt the same way and he had learned long ago to trust his instincts on such things.

      “At least we are out of the desert,” Kormak said.

      Rhiana gave a soft controlled laugh. “I know that should make me feel better but it does not. I would rather be out there than here.”

      Anders strode over. There was a confused look on his face. He kept glancing into shadows as if he expected to find some threat there. He saw Kormak looking at him and said, “I feel like those metal monsters are going to attack us.”

      “They’ve not done so yet.”

      “Yet is the operative word. I don’t mind admitting I am frightened. I came here with a company of mercenaries and lost most of them. The force we expected to bring has been left behind and instead…”

      He glanced meaningfully towards the members of the Emerald Swarm. It was clear that he did not quite trust them. Hearing them speak Zamara strode over and joined them.

      “We’re here,” he said, and sounded as if he wished they weren’t.

      “That we are,” said Kormak.

      “Where did you find the sarcophagus?” Zamara asked. He looked around to make sure they were not being overheard. It did not look like any of the Emerald Swarm spoke the language of the Kingdoms of the Sun, but he was not taking any chances.

      “Not too far from here,” said Anders. “If I remember rightly it was in chamber in that direction.”

      He nodded almost imperceptibly towards an archway. “It’s hard to say though, things look so different.”

      “You said that before,” Zamara said. “I do not find it reassuring.”

      “We could push on,” said Kormak.

      “I don’t know about you, but I could use some rest before exploring this haunted place,” said Zamara. Kormak heard the reluctance in his voice. He could see the others nodding agreement. They were frightened and it was dark. He could not blame them.

      Ahexotl strode over to them. “My people are uneasy,” he said in the tongue of the Eldrim. “They do not like it here, and they do not wish to proceed further. It might be best to let them rest.”

      Kormak felt that time was running out, but he did not want to split from the expedition. He had brought them here and he felt responsible for their safety.

      “Very well,” he said, hoping he was not making a terrible mistake.
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      Balthazar looked down from the balcony. The glow of the great crystal provided more light than the moon. Nexali’s scouts had been correct. The Emerald Swarm were within the citadel. His symb’s enhanced sight let him recognise at least two of the newcomers. One of them was the Guardian, Kormak. The other was the merwoman who accompanied him everywhere.

      He had become used to their showing up where he least wanted them. Nothing seemed to erode the Guardian’s determination to find Balthazar and interfere with his plans.

      The Emerald Swarm would sense his presence even in the darkness, unless he was careful. They far outnumbered his Blighted Ones. It would not do to be spotted by them. He gestured for Nexali and her people to remain where they were. The more who observed, the greater their chance of being discovered.

      The mercenary Anders moved to the edge of the courtyard to take a piss. The man was clearly nervous. Balthazar fought down the urge to blast him with a spell. Anders had deliberately misled Balthazar about the nature of the citadel. Nothing had been as he described it, except the general look of the place. There had been more ways in, more of the strange statues and more signs of battle than he had led Balthazar to believe.

      They had wasted hours since they got here. Balthazar had searched the area near the entrance arch and not found anything like the coffin Vorkhul had come in. Perhaps he should grab Anders and force him to reveal where the coffins were. Or he could wait and see where the interlopers went. A chance might arise for him to grab their plunder. That seemed like the best plan.

      It had all seemed so easy on the way here. Just enter Xanadar and find the Old Ones’ resting place. He had not counted on the scale of the alien city. He had imagined something like the keep at Helgard. This citadel made even the great capitals of the Sunlands seem small.

      At least, Nexali and her people had shown no diminution of their faith in him and his mission. It was just as well. He was going to need their help to eliminate his enemies. He considered summoning an Umbral but for that he would need a sacrifice, and he was not sure it was worthwhile. Kormak had already proven more than capable of dealing with such a supernatural threat. Not even Xothak had been able to slay him. And there was something about this place that told Balthazar that such a summoning would be a mistake.

      Like the Blighted Ones, the Emerald Swarm had chosen not to remain too close to the mysterious metal corpses.

      What had happened here? What could have destroyed these alien entities? He felt certain that given time he would find out, but first he needed to acquire that time. That would mean seeing to the Guardian’s destruction. He had better get on with it.

      One of the Emerald Swarm looked up at the balcony. Had he been spotted? No doubt the Guardian would dispatch someone to investigate. Perhaps he would even come himself. It would be best not to be here when Kormak arrived.

      Balthazar rose from his place of concealment on the balcony and backed away towards the remnants of the Blighted Ones.

      [image: ]

      Balthazar and his followers moved as quietly as they could through the corridors of lost Xanadar. Even his best, Balthazar knew he was far from stealthy. The armoured suit still made him clumsy. He felt the need to be quiet though. There was something about this place that suggested he should move with the utmost caution.

      He led his people into the depths of the citadel, trying to memorise the way. He knew he would need to return so he could keep the Guardian and his companions under observation. That was his best chance of finding the sarcophagus.

      Some corridors within the gigantic structure were well lit. Some were dark. There was no rhyme or reason to this as far as he could tell. Some areas were littered with what looked like the debris of battle and some were not.

      He wished there was some clue as to where he could find the coffins. He wished he could speak to that mercenary and interrogate him. It galled him that his enemy had an advantage in this respect. He needed to get back, watch Kormak and his companions, and see what they did. It was a certainty that they would be looking for the coffins soon. Why come all this distance otherwise?

      To kill you, the voice in his head whispered. Perhaps the Guardian had pursued him here to murder him. Balthazar doubted that though. Kormak had not known he existed until he came to Terra Nova, dispatched by the King-Emperor to find the source of Vorkhul’s coffin. He would kill Balthazar if he could but that was not his primary concern.

      No, the newcomers would go in search of the lost sarcophagi. They must be watched. Balthazar congratulated himself on at least finding part of the solution. It helped him deal with the frustration of not being any closer to his goal. It also helped him deal with the fear of knowing his enemy was here.

      He did not mind admitting that the presence of the Guardian worried him. The man was impossible to kill. Somehow, he had avoided the storm that Nexali had summoned and crossed the desert to find the citadel without benefit of symb suit.

      Another thought struck Balthazar. The Guardian and his companions had come here on a wagon, carrying supplies. If he could destroy that wagon then he could make life very difficult for his enemies. They did not have symbs. So far, he had not been able to find any sources of water here. He was fortunate in being able to rely on his symb. Kormak and his companions did not have.

      Balthazar turned this plan over and over in his mind. It was a good one. Perhaps a raid could be mounted and the water barrels smashed. It was worth considering.

      He continued to move through the darkened corridors. What was that sound? Was it one of his companions or had Kormak and his allies caught up with him? Balthazar gestured for the others to freeze. Nexali’s bodyguard waited for her to give the sign before they obeyed.

      Balthazar listened. He retracted the cowl of his symb. He wanted to use his ears. There was a soft clattering noise moving along the corridor parallel to him. Something was moving out there in the darkness.

      He had not seen any signs of rats or lizards within these buildings since he had come here.

      He regretted now that his symb had not developed any poisonous spines yet. According to Nexali that would take some months. At least he still had his magic. He reviewed the destructive spells he knew. Anything attacking him in the darkness was in for a surprise. He allowed the cowl to slide back into place so that he could see once more. He began to pad forward, lengthening his stride, increasing his speed. The others moved with him.

      He was not panicking. He was not afraid. And yet a small fear clawed within his chest, like a beast trying to burrow its way out. What did he really know about this place? Nothing, except that it had been built by the hated enemies of his god. The elder signs confirmed that.

      He came to a crossroads and saw humanoid figures to left and right. They were not sandfolk and they were not normal humans. They were too tall and too heavy looking. Their limbs were too long. They began to converge on him from both sides. He circled his vision to behind him and saw more of the figures were there. They strode towards him.

      What should we do? Nexali asked.

      There were too many to fight. They needed to keep moving. Balthazar waved the sand people on.

      He increased his speed and raced forward as fast as the suit would carry him. Metallic footsteps clattered on the metal of the floor. It seemed his pursuers had given up on stealth. They did not care whether anyone else noticed them.

      [image: ]

      The metal warriors surrounded Balthazar and his companions. Nexali’s Blighted One bodyguards unleashed a hail of poisoned spines on the attackers as they closed. The organic spears glanced off the metal.

      Their pursuers were golems, like the ones he had seen in the courtyard. They were made of orichalcum and glass-like crystal. They bore no obvious weapons and they did not need them. The nearest punched through the carapace of a Blighted One as if it were an eggshell. A sickening crunch indicated snapped ribs. The machine man withdrew its clenched fist. Internal organs slopped out from its grip. Entrails unwound around its fingers. More of the golems closed. The Blighted Ones fought and died. Soon only Nexali was left struggling in the grip of the monsters.

      Balthazar tried to summon his power but one of the golems caught him by the throat, choking off the words of his spell. He twisted, trying to escape the grip but could not.

      He brought up both hands to grasp the metal man’s wrist. Amplified by the symb, his strength was greater than a normal man’s but it did not help. The hand on his throat was immovable. If the golem chose to close its fingers, his windpipe would be crushed. Given his connections to the symb, he might not asphyxiate but he did not want to take that risk. Instead he allowed himself to go limp in the creature’s grip, hoping for a chance to take it off guard.

      He dangled there, heart thumping with fear. At any moment, he expected to feel the metallic fist of the metal man to descend upon his skull like a bludgeon. The creature turned, and began to carry him off. All around other golems fell into position, making it clear that he had no chance of escape. He saw that Nexali too was a prisoner. None of her bodyguards had survived the encounter.

      The metal creatures carried him through the long corridors. The lights dimmed. The air felt close, dry, and dusty. This part of the citadel was enormously damaged. Metal walls twisted as if stressed by unimaginable force. The orichalcum had melted and run, forming metal blisters on the floor. Sliding doors gaped wide as if frozen in the process of opening, as if the citadel were a huge machine that had been damaged and suddenly stopped.

      That thought niggled at him, warring with the fear, as he was carried deeper into the citadel. He felt a little calmer now. He did not seem to be in any immediate danger of death. The golems were taking him somewhere. That suggested some hidden purpose. Maybe there was a way he could turn things to his advantage.

      As they moved deeper, he sensed the taint of blight. Luminous spores glowed on the walls, sickly green and purple. A hint of rot hung in the air. He began to feel more comfortable. He was at home with such things. He felt the touch of Shadow, as if he was entering the presence of his god. Even here, in the heart of this enemy fortress, its power was present.

      How? He thought of the vast sterile zone of the null, and the wraithstone ring surrounding the citadel. These had obviously been intended to keep the Shadow out. Or had they? Could they have been there to keep it in? If any place in the world should have been safe from the taint of blight, it was this citadel, and yet it was not.

      They entered a huge hall. Glass cases surrounded them. They were filled with strange plants, eldritchly glowing fungi, moving vines that could have come from the surface of some alien world. Huge alembics held gigantic creatures floating in preservative solution. He saw a grey-skinned hairless four-armed giant, and an amoebic thing of pulsing protoplasm. It all reminded him of a sorcerer’s sanctum or an alchemist’s laboratory.

      In places, the glass had cracked and things had escaped. Perhaps that was where the spores had come from. He passed another huge jar. It contained the perfectly preserved remains of someone wearing armour just like his.

      Fear stabbed at him. Perhaps this was why they had kept him alive. His captors wanted him in a specimen jar and they wanted him whole and unmarred. He fought for self-control, tried to keep his fear locked into place.

      Was this some sorcerer’s lair? Was he being brought to face the master of this place? If so, he had best be wary. Anyone who controlled such power must be an accomplished magician indeed. Yet, even so, it tolerated the presence of blighted plants. Perhaps it was a being like him but if that was the case why had Xothak sent him here if it already had an agent in place.

      They passed between open doors at least an arm span thick and entered a chamber at the centre of which lay a huge circular crystal. Made of wraithstone and orichalcum and several other sorcerous materials, it looked like a massive blind eye, impaled on metal spikes that extended from floor and ceiling, and the surrounding walls. Chained lightning flickered within the spikes.

      As Balthazar entered, a voice spoke in Eldrim, “Welcome, mortal. I have been watching you.”
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      “Who are you?” Balthazar asked. “What do you want with me?”

      The golems forced Balthazar down and held him in place as metallic spikes extruded from the walls. Flexible, sharp tentacles looped towards him and embedded themselves in the carapace of his armour. Pain spurted at the points of contact. Balthazar screamed, feeling as if something watched with interest, like a collector bringing the killing jar down on a butterfly.

      Looking around Balthazar could see that the same thing was happening to Nexali.

      He forced himself to ignore the pain, to keep his mind clear and lucid. He began to draw on the power again. As if whatever held him was aware of this, agony blasted through his body, driving out coherent thought. As soon as he stopped trying to use magic, the pain stopped. He had no doubt that if he tried again it would return. His skin felt scorched and burned but when he inspected his symb’s carapace there was no mark of damage.

      As Balthazar watched, small globes of orichalcum lifted from the jewelled cowling of the stone. Each contained a small core of wraithstone. The rock had a curdled shadow at the centre that made it look like nothing so much as an eye. They swirled upwards and orbited around the mage. He sensed that he was under close inspection.

      “Who are you?” Balthazar replied in the same language. “Are you one of these golems?”

      A babble of speech emerged from the air all around him, as if each of the floating eyes and the golems was speaking at once. The words meant nothing to him. After a moment, they emerged in the tongue of the Old Ones.

      “I am all of them. They are vessels for my intelligence, tools of sorts.”

      “And I am your prisoner.”

      There was brief pause. The hands of the golems fell to their sides. All the eyes except one stopped moving. One of them drifted in front of Balthazar’s face, carefully keeping to head height. “I perceive that I have made you uncomfortable. Such was not my intention. I am unused to dealing with mortals of your sort.”

      “What are you?”

      “I am an Aurathean.”

      “You are telling me that you are an Angel of Light?” Balthazar paused to consider this. He could see that the golems and the eyes were all controlled by this being. It had used all of their voices simultaneously to speak the same words. Perhaps it had done so deliberately to convince him of this. Perhaps it was not quite so unused to dealing with mortals as it claimed.

      “It might be best if you thought of me as such. I am something more but I doubt your primitive understanding would encompass the concepts involved.”

      “I would like to do so.”

      “That will not be necessary. It is enough that you can work my will.”

      “You expect me to serve you?”

      “I expect you to be my ally. I can offer you everything you want. In return, you will be of service to me against my enemy.”

      Balthazar thought about this. What would one of the Angels of Light want him to do? Did it not know he served the Shadow? That seemed unlikely if the being had indeed been watching him. It could not fail to notice that the Blighted Ones bore the taint. He kept his face impassive although he was not sure how effective that would be. If this was indeed an angel, it would be able to read his thoughts.

      “What do you expect me to do for you?”

      “I have probed your body and scanned you with my sensors. You are exactly what I took you to be. You are very interesting.”

      This was not at all what Balthazar had expected an angel to say. “Interesting? In what way?”

      “Your body is saturated with the psychic residue of the Dark Planes. I can trace a contact with them through which you draw power and communicate with the entities residing there. I wish to communicate with them also.”

      “Why would you want to do that? I thought the Auratheans were the enemies of Eldrim and of the Shadow.”

      “In the past, we followed that policy. I have come to believe it was unwise. I believe all potential alliances should be explored.”

      “What?” Balthazar could not believe what he was hearing. He had been brought up to believe that the Angels of Light were fanatical enemies of all that did not live up to their moral codes. They had attempted to exterminate the Old Ones. They had blasted the followers of the Shadow from the face of the world wherever they encountered them. “Is this some kind of trick?”

      “I do not lie. I do not need to. Why do you think I would?”

      “You are the enemy.” The words came out before he could stop them. Balthazar realised that he needed to get himself under control.

      “I am not your enemy. In the past, I have been the enemy of Eldrim and the beings with who you are in contact. That is no longer the case.”

      “What has changed?”

      “The situation. Political realities are fluid and must be dealt with. There was a war on this world. I can only conclude that it is over and my side lost, for I can contact no others of my kind. Our orbiting eyes are dead. Our skyborn weapons no longer respond to my attempts at communication. I am awake and separated from command, thus it falls upon me to extricate myself from this situation by whatever means possible.”

      Balthazar had no idea what the angel was talking about. “You sound as if you have just woken from a long sleep or some period of unawareness of what was going on in the world.”

      “I have been dormant for a period of thousands of cycles of this planet around its sun. I have woken into a world that has been changed in ways I could not foresee.”

      “And yet you have an enemy,” Balthazar said. “And not among the Eldrim if what you say is true.”

      “My enemy is one like myself.”

      Balthazar felt his head spin. “I do not understand.”

      “I told you that it is not necessary that you do.”

      “I could be more use to you if I did.”

      “Your argument is not without merit. I will try and phrase things in a way that you can understand. I am not a being of flesh like you. I am an entity of information, encoded in light.”

      “You are bodiless, a being of spirit.”

      “I am not of what you would call spirit. I am bound into various storage mechanisms that communicate with each other. These systems are embedded in and distributed through what you call the golems and the various systems of this building.”

      “You are saying you are a mind and that your thoughts are contained within all these devices.”

      “That is close enough to the truth.”

      Balthazar fought to understand the concept. He was used to thinking of mind and spirit as being interrelated. The idea that one could exist without the other was alien to him. “You have no soul.”

      “I have no link with the astral planes. I have no reflection there. No ka. I am a product of the processes of a thinking engine. One considerable beyond the capabilities of your world’s current primitive level of technology.”

      “You do not come from here then?”

      “I come from a place unimaginably far away to you. From the distant stars.”

      Balthazar wondered if the Aurathean was lying to him. Scripture said the stars were set in a great globe that rotated around the world. It was a vast distance but not unimaginably so. He found himself fascinated by the being’s tale. How often in one’s life did one get a chance to question an angel? “Why are you here?”

      “I am a soldier in a great war. I fought on one side. Your Eldrim fought on the other. This world is a crossroads, an important staging post in the conflict, a nexus where many of the underways meet, where multiple planes of existence overlap. The barriers between worlds are thinner here. Such places hold vast potential.”

      Balthazar turned this over and over in his mind, examining the ideas presented from many different angles. It was a way of looking at reality that was quite alien but nothing in his training as a sorcerer excluded it. “How long has this war been going on?”

      “Aeons.”

      “And you are still fighting it?”

      “In a sense. Part of me is.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “In the final stages of the last great battle, I can only deduce our enemies used a weapon against me that should have been beyond their capabilities to manufacture. It seems to have corrupted my systems, turning various elements against each other. It did to my mind what certain diseases do to your body. It caused mutation and system breakdown.”

      “You are saying that you are part of a splintered mind, that you are mad.” The words escaped Balthazar’s lips before he could stop them. The unreality of the situation had taken him off guard, or perhaps the angel’s tentacles were doing something to his mind.

      “My systems were designed to respond to such attacks. Core functionality was isolated and placed into stasis until such time as repairs were possible. Peripheral systems were set to self-destruct. Final strike protocols were initiated against our enemies. Judging by what my remaining sensors can detect, they were successful.”

      “So you woke into a changed world.”

      “No. I was woken by the violation of the integrity of this installation. Defensive over-rides woke me to deal with the potential threat. They woke another system at the same time. One that has assessed the situation differently and seeks my termination.”

      Balthazar grasped the situation. “There is another like you. One of these splinters. It has control of parts of the citadel.”

      “I am pleased that you have grasped the situation. It is in your best interests to ally with me. My alternate still follows our initial directive and it will eliminate you as swiftly as it can. It perceives you as tainted by the otherworldly energies associated with our enemies. I brought you here to protect you against it but it fights me even now.”

      Balthazar wondered how much of this was a lie intended to get him to obey and decided that it did not matter. He was in the Aurathean’s power and it could kill him if it wanted. It might be best to at least seem to take its statements at face value for the moment.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to kill my opponent.”

      “How can I destroy this if you don’t have the power? You have an army of golems under your control.”

      “They are not under my control exactly. They are under our control. In proximity to my opponent, they cease to function or worse yet come under his control.”

      Balthazar considered this. The rogue Aurathean feared something. By implication, if his counterpart could be destroyed, so could he. That was worth knowing. “I see— you want me to use Shadow magic to destroy this alternative version of yourself.”

      “You have the power. I have seen what lies within your mind. I have seen the being you are in contact with. You can draw upon its energies and use them to help me destroy the wraithstone housings that contain my alternate.”

      “And in return you will give me the thing I sought. You have another coffin such as the one that contained Vorkhul.”

      “I have a number of them.”

      “I require them to be placed in my hands before I destroy your foe.”

      “You are in no position to command me, mortal.”

      “On the contrary, you have already told me that you need my help to destroy your enemy.”

      “I can always wait for another sorcerer of your ilk to come along.”

      “No, you can’t. If you can read my thoughts, you will know I was pursued. The one who pursues me is unlikely to ally with you in pursuit of your goals. He is very likely to ally with your foe.”

      “Then I shall destroy him.”

      Balthazar smiled. That was what he had wanted all along. Then it occurred to him that if the Aurathean had read his mind it knew that already. A man could go mad thinking along such lines. “You need you to free at least one Old One.”

      “Why?”

      “It is what my master Xothak wishes. It shall prove that you mean what you say, that you are prepared to free its followers from the prisons in which they are held. More to the point, it will provide us with powerful allies. I am surprised that you have not freed them already to aid you.”

      “The Eldrim prisoners are not lucid. In ancient days, we sought to purge them of the taint of the Dark Planes. The process did nothing for their sanity.”

      Balthazar considered this. It seemed he had uncovered the reason for why the Eldrim were imprisoned. If the Eldrim were insane, it might be unwise to release them. Still Xothak had bound him to the task and had provided him with the means to protect himself. “They must be freed.”

      “As you wish, human.”

      “We are agreed then,” said Balthazar. “You will allow me to unleash the Old Ones and we will aid you against your enemies.”

      “And then, you will aid me to contact your patron and act as an agent in our negotiations,” said the Aurathean.

      “Of course,” said Balthazar. He felt a warm glow in his belly. He was on the verge of achieving his long-cherished dreams. He had needed to do nothing more than make promises to the rogue angel, and those were all contingent. He would see how things unfolded before deciding how or whether he needed to honour those promises.

      “Good,” said the Aurathean. “Our association will prove very productive for both of us.”

      “I had best get started. We have much to do.”

      The tendrils withdrew. Balthazar felt control of his limbs return even though he still felt pleasantly anaesthetised. He fought to keep the smile off his face. Nexali too was freed. Balthazar wondered whether she had experienced a similar conversation to the one he had. If so, what deal had she made with this rebel angel?

      Nexali’s nostrils flared. A frown marked her brow. This thing says it will help us. I had thought it would try to kill us.

      “It seems the Aurathean has seen reason. It wishes our help and in return it will aid us.”

      Are you sure this is not some sort of trap. Balthazar wondered whether the Aurathean could understand mindspeech. There was so much he did not know here and the effects of the narcotics the Aurathean has injected him with were wearing off. He was having some second thoughts himself.

      If it is, we will deal with it. At the moment, we have a guide who can show us what we are searching for. Once we have that, we can deal with any threats that might arise.

      “As you wish,” Nexali said.

      Balthazar turned to the golem and said, “Lead us to where we can find the Eldrim.”

      “Follow me,” said the golem. It turned on its heel and they followed it into the depths of the citadel. They returned to the museum Balthazar had passed through on his original trip. They passed through many halls. In glass cases great beasts were preserved, dragons of gold and silver, giant humans twice as tall as a normal man and twice as broad, flat nosed orcs and their brutal four-armed thanes who stood in relation to them as giants stood to humans.

      Balthazar recognised the fully preserved body of several orcish wyrms, big as dragons, yet wingless. One had a shield of bone around its beaked head from which three horns emerged. Another was a huge biped with jaws that could snap a man in two with a single bite.

      They passed through this chamber and entered another. As they did so, Balthazar felt all manner of magical restraints around him. He almost cried aloud, fearing a trap, but then he saw that there were several human sized orichalcum coffins of the sort that had contained Vorkhul.

      Balthazar looked upon the resting places of half a dozen Old Ones, all of whom had been dedicated to the power he served.

      “Get these coffins out of their alcoves,” Balthazar told the golems. He could not keep his excitement out of his voice. He had come so far and sacrificed so much and now his goal was almost within his grasp.

      The golems manhandled the sarcophagi out of the niches. This first one bore the shape and visage of a jaguar-headed Old One. It was sealed with powerful runes. Just looking at them made Balthazar’s head spin.

      He knew what he must do. The information had been imprinted on his mind during his communion with Xothak. He took his dagger and scored the shape of a pentacle on the floor, pausing occasionally to see how the golem was taking this.

      It stood still as a statue but Balthazar could not help but feel it was watching everything he did carefully, filing every motion in its memory. Perhaps this was the reason it had let him into this archive. Perhaps it wished to witness the ritual and understand it.

      Balthazar felt the power swirl within him. He watched Nexali as carefully as he watched the golem. If ever she planned treachery, this was the time to attempt it.

      He scored more runes in the floor at each point of the pentacle and then in the interstices between the arms of the five-pointed star. He crooned to himself in a low voice, feeling the power build to a crescendo within him. He felt tendrils of magic reaching out from his soul, burrowing through the underspace between the worlds and touching the place where Xothak dwelled. The sense of contact was electric. He glanced at Nexali and smiled.

      “You are about to witness the rebirth of a god,” he said.
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      Balthazar stepped within the pentacle. He was putting his life at risk and he knew it. He no longer cared. Exaltation carried him forward and a feeling that he was invincible, that his entire life had been leading up to this confrontation with his destiny.

      He reached down and touched the edge of the sarcophagus. The runes along his dagger’s dark blade glowed crimson as blood. He ran the edge along the coffin’s seam, scratching the inscribed symbols and rendering them unusable. He worked his way around the rim, chanting a spell the whole time. He sensed something within stir.

      No sooner had disrupted the final rune than the coffin lid burst open. A bubbling fountain of protoplasm erupted from the interior. It rose into the air and then collapsed back on itself. A stink of ancient rot, of blight and something else, sickly sweet and nauseating, assaulted his nostrils. The coffin lid lay on the floor, over the edge of the pentacle, disrupting the flow of magical energies he was tapping into. Under normal circumstances, such a thing might prove fatal, but the unleashed Eldrim was still adjusting to its freedom after millennia of imprisonment.

      Balthazar drew upon his power and cast the spell Xothak had taught him. Tendrils of energy reached out to the unbound Old One, linking them psychically and spiritually. Protoplasm flowed along the lines so that in an instant sorcerer and Eldrim were linked physically, protean flesh to symbiotic armour.

      It was like bonding with the symb and having his mind and body invaded by the Aurathean. Waves of energy and imagery passed between them. He sensed the ancient hungers and hatred and the alien mind of the Old One. It threatened to swamp his consciousness with its sheer complexity and power.

      Had this been what Xothak intended all along? Was he doomed to be snuffed out under the impact of the Old One’s mind and soul?

      He fought back, resisting with all his might, feeling like a man swimming against the force of cataract, constantly on the edge of drowning. He caught flashes of strange memories, of the ancient shining cities of the Eldrim, with their inhuman organic appearance, their strange curves, their crystalline brilliance that suggested not so much something sculpted as grown.

      He saw the titanic visage of Our Lady of the Moon as she turned her face away from her children. He saw the incredibly violent ancient wars. He experienced the rituals where he had first contacted the extra-dimensional entities of the Shadow. He felt despair as he was captured and imprisoned. He was tormented for decades with probes of light and heat and pain, then came a long blank age of sensory deprivation, imprisoned in the sarcophagus.

      The flow of imagery subsided and Balthazar realised he had weathered the storm. His consciousness was intact, the Old One’s mind integrated into his own. He saw that its flesh had bonded to the armour. Smoke rose from his blistered carapace. He was gaining mass, strength, and something else, power.

      He shivered as a flood of new knowledge entered his mind. He stretched out his hand and instinctively extended claws, razor sharp, long as daggers. He visualised poison spines extending from his armour and they appeared. He moved and he was far faster than he had previously been.

      All the clumsiness of the symb was gone. He inspected the great reservoir of magical energy within him and found he was much stronger, as if he could draw upon the power that the Old One had possessed along with his own. This was like wearing the suit of demonic armour that had allowed him to fly, only amplified a hundred times over. He possessed huge strength. More than that his connection with Xothak had increased, was increasing all the time.

      Balthazar turned and looked upon Nexali. She had bent the knee to him, awestruck. Satisfaction coursed through him along with power. He felt it trickle into him, oily, tainted and yet burning with an ecstatic energy. He knew that he was now a suitable vessel for his god and slowly it would come to inhabit him fully. He was Xothak’s avatar, its prophet.

      Dark visions burned through his mind as the alien sentience adhered to his own. He saw vast underworld realms, chaotic and strange and incomprehensible to the minds of mortal men, and felt he was starting to understand them. He glanced around at the golden walls of the citadel and knew he could, given time, understand the alien runes written there.

      The world pulsed with meanings that he could not quite grasp. Yet. He looked upon Nexali. She glowed, with life, with sentience, with stuff that filled him hunger. That reminded him that this world teemed with mortals. Their souls were nutrients to the dark god that filled him. Given time he would consume hundreds of thousands of them and absorb their memories and their thoughts. Their experience would become part of him and he would grant them a kind of immortality.

      Already the millions of memory fragments the god had absorbed from previous sacrifices flooded into his brain. There were tens of thousands of lives he could explore, and not just human lives. There were the memories of alien races on alien worlds. Knowledge pounded against the boundaries of his mind, threatening his sanity. There was so much to see, so much to absorb, so much to devour.

      His mind shimmered and splintered and broke apart and for a moment he felt as if it was going to be swept away, as if he too was going to become simply a part of that vast kaleidoscopic compendium of thought and image and recollection.

      He sensed some alien emotion that might have been annoyance or impatience and he realised that if that happened he would be useless to Xothak. His master required him functional, not a drooling, gibbering, maniacal wreck. More energy flowed into him, helping reinforce the structure of his sanity. The inflow of memories slowed to a trickle. His sense of self returned, sharper, more crystalline than ever. He recalled thousands of his own memories, each one recalling who he was.

      He remembered standing by the fire as a child in his father’s study, reaching out to touch the flame and being dragged back with a cuff to the ear.

      He was a boy of six summers, standing on the edge of the jungle, fearing monsters yet hoping to see one.

      He was ten and his tutor was praising him for his skill at penmanship. The old man told him that writing was a kind of magic and he nodded feeling the truth of that statement and knowing that it was also the gateway to true magic if only he could find forbidden books.

      Thirteen and his first woman, one of the slaves on his father’s plantation.

      An overseer pointing out a blue-eyed boy and making sly remarks and the slowly dawning feeling of horror and wonder as he realised the little slave boy was his half-brother or half-cousin. An accident of birth, a different mother, and his life could have been so different. Anger at the injustice and strangeness of the world.

      Fifteen and a trip to the capital to attend a school. Purchasing books, festivals, meetings with scholars, hints dropped, dutifully pursued. His initiation into the cult of Shadow. At long last, magic.

      A book dusty and tattered and leather bound. The runes making an odd sort of sense, and something within him responding as he looked at them, power calling to power, soul responding to the tug of forbidden knowledge. A sweetness to it, more than wine, more than food, more than the delight to be found in the arms of women.

      Alchemy, a new passion, brewing potions and drugs that opened new vistas of the infinite to him that prolonged his life and gave him goods to trade for power.

      Midnight studies in secret places. Visits to the tribes in the jungles of the interior. The fear of being caught. Always having to have an excuse prepared and a place to hide the books and the drugs. The thrill of learning ever more complex spells. The even greater thrill of having them work, sometimes less successfully than he had hoped, but always something. And somewhere in the back of his mind, this sense of being observed, of something greater than himself watching and waiting and observing what he was becoming.

      Power, progression through the ranks of the cult, introductions to the rich and the powerful and the pleasure of having them take him seriously because of his secret rank, of feeling himself their superior because of his power, and his place in the world.

      On and on the river of images flowed and he saw the events of his life that brought him to this place and this time, and he felt the promise reborn that if he held on, he would become the ruler of everything, that armies of servants would bow to him, that legions of warriors would obey his commands. He would bend even the Old Ones to his will.

      First Maial would fall and then his forces would spread across the sea, across the map of the world, rebuilding an empire the like of which had not been seen since the Dawn Ages of the World. Indeed, his would be greater because the Auratheans would not be there to oppose him. They too might come to serve him. The god within him believed that, and it saw with a sight keener than his own, and judged with a knowledge far greater.

      He tittered. He giggled. The sounds emerged from his mouth were strange to him at first but they grew and grew into great bellows of unholy joyous mirth, the laughter of a dark god free once more to work its will on the world. It had found what it needed to root itself in this reality once more.

      Eventually the mirth subsided and Balthazar’s sense of himself returned. He set to work on the next sarcophagus. This time he did not bother with a binding ritual. With swift sure strokes of his sacrificial knife, he slit the seals and let the being within go free.

      This time he perceived it in a thousand new ways, with senses borrowed from the Old One bonded to his armour. He felt the hunger and the power within the creature and the frisky bubbling madness. He saw how damaged it was by its long imprisonment and realised how long it would take for it to heal, if ever it did.

      No matter, it would do as a follower, as a worshipper, as a spare shell should this one become too damaged.

      He paused for a moment considering that thought. Had it come from him or Xothak? Was that all he was to his master, a mere vessel, a thing to be used and tossed aside if it faltered or failed?

      What did it matter? He worshipped Xothak and adored it. He was the chosen among its chattels. He was offered a place that no other would be while he lived. He was perhaps a pet, but a favoured pet.

      Once again, he wondered at where these thoughts had come from. Were they his own or had they leaked into his brain from the underspace in which Xothak lived.

      It does not matter. The thought sidled into his mind. I am the prophet of a god. I am his representative on this earth. I will bring his word to the people and I will rule them in his name. I will see that bright shining madness is unleashed in his name and the world remade in his image. We will rebuild the vast network of standing stones and we will drain this world dry.

      He took a deep breath. He practised the exercises he had learned during his earliest apprenticeships in sorcery. He felt the huge reservoir of power within him, and knew that it was affecting his thoughts. He exhaled, breathed in and listened to his heart pound.

      This was like taking some particularly potent drug. He had just bonded an Old One to his flesh and made deep contact with Xothak. Of course, there were going to be side effects. Of course, he was going to take time to adjust to it.

      The freed Old One hovered there. He sensed the madness in it and the aggression, the naked need to dominate that seemed to be part of all the Lunar warlords he had met.

      Wait. He had never met any Lunar warlords, but the Old One he had bonded had. He was one of them. He recalled briefly the endless rituals of challenge, all the subtle ways in which they had competed. Now he was faced with a naked manifestation of such. The Old One arced threateningly, extruded protoplasmic tendrils that became blades.

      He responded in kind, unleashing all his aggression, physically, psychically, as a cloud of pheromones. For a moment, he thought the Old One would attack him, but it backed away. It might not yet be sentient but it knew that he was higher than it in the pecking order.

      One by one, he freed the remaining five Old Ones, and one by one he went through the rituals of dominance and submission. Only the last and greatest did not back down. It rose in a great column of thrashing protoplasm, a chained whirlwind of moving flesh and it lashed out at him, bludgeoning him with spells and clubs of spiked flesh.

      He welcomed the challenge. It gave him something to focus on, upon which to focus the rage that had slowly built up within him as the rituals progressed.

      Watch and learn. He broadcast the words psychically and shouted them in the Eldrim tongue. Chained lightning flickered through the air. He avoided the Old One’s blows, with ease and slashed its flesh with the sacrificial dagger. The Old One did not heal the cuts he made. Its flesh flopped out of its body, breaking down into black, blighted pools.

      The other Old Ones watched, their madness calmed by the spectacle of battle. Even in their insanity, they sensed this was important. It would decide who would be their leader. It would reveal weaknesses in the contenders. This knowledge flowed into Balthazar’s mind.

      He invoked a spell of life draining and began to suck the energy from his victim, feasting on its life force and its memories even as he consumed it. Once more images flickered through his mind. This time he ignored them, knowing it would take time and effort to assimilate them and not wishing to be distracted by the process. As the spell took hold, his opponent’s struggles became weaker and weaker and its flesh lost its glistening patina and became grey and ashy. It turned to dusty flakes and blew away and eventually there was nothing left but a swiftly vanishing pile of ash.

      Balthazar stood there sated and allowed the glow of his satisfaction to radiate through the chamber. All of them knew now who their leader was. The golem watched with empty eyes, taking in every nuance of the struggle, weighing him and judging him. Balthazar wondered whether it truly wanted him as an ally or it was simply waiting for a time to strike once it fully understood the strengths and weaknesses of its foe.

      No matter. He would deal with it as he would deal with any potential rival. Nothing could be allowed to stand in his way to dominance. Nothing would. He would make sure of that. All that remained now was to ensure the death of the Guardian and he could proceed with his plan as he willed.

      First, he had something else he must do. Once Nexali had transformed him. It seemed only fair that he return the favour. And once that was achieved, he would have his vengeance upon Kormak at last.

      Balthazar beckoned Nexali closer. “Come, I have a gift for you.”
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      Kormak slept uneasily, his dreams haunted by visions of the surrounding citadel. In them, it seemed more alive, a golden glowing place through which marched bright metal golems, over which great golden sky chariots hovered, under which orichalcum mole machines burrowed, extending a maze of corridors ever downward.

      Every machine, every walking statue, moved in perfect synchronisation as if guided by a single intelligence. Everything was in harmony. Everything worked perfectly. There were no signs of catastrophe, no holed walls, no broken engines. The sun shone brightly in the sky. Somehow, he knew that everything he was seeing was as it had been a long, long time ago. In this distant past, the citadel still worked as it should.

      He saw armies of monsters lay siege to it. Hordes of glittering armoured Eldrim used magical weapons against its walls and were thrown back. Lumbering giants and floating Quan attacked in living war machines. Shadow-encased skyships attacked with weapons of darkness and balefire. All were repulsed.

      Orichalcum engines emerged from the citadel and skimmed off across the sky. They returned bearing cargoes of captive Old Ones. These prisoners were taken below and entombed in sarcophagi. Somehow Kormak knew they were not dead, merely imprisoned while the masters of the citadel could study them. He saw the elder signs and the engines of Light and knew that they were Angels of the Holy Sun.

      He understood then why Vorkhul had been captured and brought here. The angels wanted to learn more about their enemies. They probed their captives with magical mechanisms; they catalogued their findings in blocks of wraithstone that somehow not only stored the information but the pattern of the angel’s minds.

      He saw the citadel slowly expand, growing like something organic rather than built by its inhabitants. He saw mighty machines stride forth to make war on its enemies. He sensed the gigantic power slumbering within it. He saw the surrounding lands drained of magic to provide a barrier to the enemies of the angels, an invisible moat. He realised he was looking upon the greatest fortress of his faith that ever existed on this world, and somehow that discovery left him numb.

      These were not angels as he had been taught in scripture. They were more alien and far less ethereal. They had physical forms. He had been taught that beings of light wore that armour of orichalcum and yet he saw no sign of them, only the mobile, unliving mechanisms. There was no denying the intelligence that guided them. It was simply that he saw no divine inspiration.

      At night, the citadel glowed with its own light, beaming out illumination to every corner of the crater in which it rested like a miniature mechanical sun.

      Something changed among the angels. Their studies of the Old Ones had provided a gateway for the Shadow to enter their minds. Encoded within the very substance of the Eldrim was information capable of altering the nature of the beings who sought to understand it. It was knowledge so deep and so subtle that it took ages to alter the perceptions and mental structure of the angels, as it became incorporated into their thought processes.

      Eluding all the wards and defensive spells, it deployed something new into the memory stones of the fortress of light. Corruption spread through the systems. The ordered minuet of the machines became a mad whirling dance of destruction. Weapon systems fired at random. Golem fought against golem. One by one, the lights of the citadel dimmed. The vast machine went dormant. A deathly stillness fell into place and the machines came no more. Nor did the enemies.

      In time, the wastelands grew around the citadel and from time to time, the desert tribes came, looked upon the ruins in awe, and then withdrew. Centuries turned to millennia and graveyard silence hovered over the citadel until one day a company of men, not monsters in misshapen armour like the Blighted Ones, but soldiers in the tabards of a mercenary company arrived. Kormak recognised one of them as Anders. He saw them almost accidentally unearth the coffin of Vorkhul.

      This desecration triggered some ancient alarm and the citadel came to life. It was a weak shadow of what it had once been but its golems were more than enough to drive the humans forth, massacring most of them. He saw one wagon escape bearing the coffin of the Old One. The intelligence guiding the machines would have pursued but something happened. The golems started to fight among themselves as if in a resurgence of their ancient conflict. It had not ended; it had merely gone dormant like the citadel.

      He was aware that he dreamed, and he was just as aware that this was one of those dreams he sometimes had that revealed the ancient truths about a place. Just as that thought occurred to him, he heard metal feet clattering on metal floors and he knew the sound did not come from inside his dream. He woke, his hand going to his sword, and saw that golems like the ones he had dreamt off were marching through the archway that led into the courtyard where he had been sleeping.

      One of the orichalcum monsters reached down, picked up one of the Emerald Swarm and brought its metal fingers together. They sheared through the armour of sand person’s neck. His head separated from his body and he rolled to the floor.

      “Up, everybody,” Kormak bellowed. “We are under attack.”

      Half a dozen of metal humanoids moved into the courtyard. Their eyes emitted a soft golden light. They moved stiffly, arms held ready to strike. Kormak noticed that their hands had only three fingers and that their thumbs were the same size as the other fingers. They did not appear to be armed with anything other than their bare hands but they had just proven that they did not need to be.

      “Not again,” said Anders, rising. He drew his blade from its scabbard and backed over to where Kormak stood. Zamara and Rhiana did the same. The Emerald Swarm tribesfolk formed a circle between them and the golems. They threw themselves forward striking at the metal men with blades extruded from their armour. Their blows rang against the solid metal and did not penetrate it.

      “We need to get out of here or we are going to die,” said Anders. He gestured towards the way they had come but more metal figures already moved out there.

      “We’re cut off,” Rhiana said.

      “It was a trap,” said Zamara.

      “We’re not caught yet,” said Kormak, even as the metal men entered behind them. They had moved silently into position without the sentries spotting them. Remembering his dreams and the corridors within the walls, he had a fair idea of how that was done.

      The golems resisted the organic weapons of the tribesmen. It was time to see how well they did against dwarf-forged steel. A metal man moved towards Kormak. Its movements were swift and well coordinated. It did not feel threatened by him in the slightest. That made it easy to strike. It raised its arm to block his blow.

      Kormak’s blade scythed forward. Its runes glowed as they penetrated the orichalcum. Shock ran up Kormak’s arm as the blade bounced partially back. He stabbed at one of the eyes. It splintered on impact. The smell of ozone filled the air.

      The thing aimed a blow at him. Kormak sprang backwards. He heard steps behind him and threw himself forward. A metal arm swept through the air where his head had been. As he dodged, another closed in.

      He lashed out with his leg, hooking it behind his attacker’s knee and pulled the thing off balance. It clattered forward onto the stones. He sprang to his feet, narrowly avoiding being kicked.

      Was there a weak spot on the golem’s neck joints where the metal flexed? He lashed out with his blade and severed a head. It rolled clear. For a moment, the body stopped moving but then it seemed to orientate itself and came at him again.

      For a few heartbeats, all Kormak could do was duck and weave and dodge in a frantic struggle to keep himself alive amid a whirlwind of coordinated attacks. He saw an opening, lopped off a limb at the elbow, slashed at a leg, and toppled the golem.

      This was worse than fighting against the walking dead. They had never been so swift or well coordinated. The others had managed to pin down a few of the golems, and were piling on top of them. Rhiana had picked up the severed head and was bludgeoning an immobilised golem with it.

      His people were getting the worst of the fight. There was not much they could do against opponents who seemed all but invulnerable to their weapons. Most of the Emerald Swarm were already down and more and more golems were entering the courtyard.

      From a balcony above him, he heard wild, maniacal laughter. Looking up, he saw Balthazar. His entire body aside from his head was encased in armour resembling that of the sand people. A halo of dark energy played around his face, and his eyes glowed strangely. Beside him stood a woman, similarly clad, and similarly shimmering with energy.

      “You are too late, Guardian, I have found what I came for! You have found only death.”

      Alien forms moved around him, shifting shape with an ease that reminded Kormak of Vorkhul. It seemed that Balthazar was not lying.

      It looked like their luck had run out and they were going to die.

      Just as that thought occurred to him the lights flickered. The mechanical men halted for a moment, frozen on the spot. A doorway, previously concealed in the wall slid open, revealing a long corridor, receding down into the depths beneath the citadel.

      One of the metal men spoke: “Run! I can only hold them for so long.”

      Was it a trap? Kormak could not tell. They were going to die if they remained here anyway. He looked at the others. “Go!”

      Kormak pushed Zamara through the entrance, and gestured for Rhiana to follow. Anders needed no encouragement. Ahexotl and two of the sandfolk managed to get through the archway. Kormak stood, blade bared, watching their backs. Looking at the blood-splattered golems, it was obvious that no more of the desert people were going to survive. He stepped back into the corridor and the door slid silently shut behind him. Moments later, metal rang against metal, as blows rained down on the door. It was clear that the golems were trying to batter their way in and it would not take too long for them to do so.

      “What just happened there?” Zamara asked.

      “We were attacked by the same things as killed my old company,” said Anders. “They seem stronger now and there are a lot more of them.”

      “And Balthazar was with them He brought some Old Ones,” Rhiana said.

      “That door is only going to slow them down for a little while,” said Kormak and then they will be upon us again.”

      “I can help you get away, if you will follow me,” said a voice in Eldrim. It did not sound remotely human. Looking around for its source, Kormak saw a small metal being, hardly bigger than a dog. It was the shape of an eye and floated above the ground at about the height of a human head. A halo of light played around it.

      “Who are you?” Kormak asked in Eldrim. All eyes turned to look at the newcomer.

      “Perhaps I can answer your question as we move. My enemy’s golems will soon break down that door and I would like to put a number of others between us and them before they do so.”

      Kormak considered this. Once again, he feared a trap but, having decided to step through the doorway, they might as well go along now. He strode forward, as he did so, the glowing eye twisted and floated away down the corridor at the same speed as man could run. Kormak lengthened his stride until he ran alongside it. His companions raced along in his wake.

      “Now, will you tell me who you are?”

      “I am an Aurathean. In the tongue of the Eldrim my name is Zhamriel.”

      Zamara heard the word Zhamriel and staggered to a halt. He might have recognised the word Aurathean as well. The most common translation from Eldrim was angel. It meant the same thing in Solari.

      “What did it just say,” the Admiral asked.

      “It said it is the Angel Zhamriel.”

      Zamara stared at Kormak goggle-eyed. Anders halted as well. “The one whose armour stands in Trefal cathedral?”

      “That sounds like blasphemy,” said Zamara. “This looks like no angel I have ever seen depicted.”

      Zamara was right. This floating object looked like no angel Kormak had been taught about. It bore no resemblance to anything that could have worn the great suit of armour in the Cathedral of Trefal. Of course, that did not mean anything. An angel could wear whatever shape it wished.

      “Perhaps you could hold this discussion while you run,” said the thing that claimed to be an angel. “That door will not hold our mutual enemies long.”

      They began to move again, running along behind the angel. Its glow illuminated their way.

      “What were those things that attacked us,” Rhiana asked in Eldrim.

      “They are my former servants. They have been subverted by the renegade.”

      “And what is that?” Kormak asked.

      “An aspect of myself, corrupted by our mutual enemies and subverted from our original purpose.”

      “It is a fallen angel,” Kormak said.

      “An interesting way of perceiving the situation,” said the Aurathean. “And a somewhat superstitious one, if I understand your usage of the word.”

      “You are saying you are not an Angel of the Light,” Kormak said.

      “I can see something strange has happened while I was dormant. I will need to look into that if I get the chance.”

      “Dormant? You mean you have been asleep?”

      “I have been recovering. From an attack. Perpetrated by the ones whose language we are speaking, the Eldrim.”

      “You speak as if they changed you somehow.”

      “I am not sure I can explain to you what they did. Suffice to say, the results will not be favourable to either of us if my rogue servitors get their claws on you.”

      “Good enough,” said Kormak. They raced on. Doors slid shut behind them as they went. The path twisted as they entered a labyrinth of corridors beneath the citadel. It occurred to Kormak that they were now lost more thoroughly and trapped more thoroughly than they had been before. It was too late to worry about it. They were committed.
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      Eventually they came to a halt in a high gallery overlooking the fortress of angels.

      All around them lay massive orichalcum machines. Some were the size of galleons, some the size of galleys. The smallest was the size of a royal coach.

      “You may rest,” said the Aurathean. “We should be safe here for a little while.”

      “What makes you say that?” Kormak asked.

      “The renegade cannot see us here, of that I am fairly sure. And it will take him some time to chart this part of the labyrinth and trace us.”

      “But he will track us.”

      “Most assuredly. Your kind leave all sorts of traces that his sensors will pick up.”

      “Then we will have to find another safe haven.”

      “There are none I know of. This is where I have been hiding from him for the past few cycles of the moon.”

      “You are hiding from him?” Rhiana asked.

      “Indeed I am. If he locates me, he will destroy me. He woke before me. He seized control of more of the citadel’s systems. He had whole milliseconds to do so.”

      “Milliseconds?” Kormak asked.

      “A unit of measurement, a fraction of a fraction of the time it takes your heart to beat.”

      “It seems you angels exist on a different timescale than we do,” Kormak said.

      “We operate on much smaller timescales and much longer ones. We process information far more quickly than you organics do and if we are not disrupted we are effectively immortal.”

      “I have heard it said that there is no such thing as immortality, that in the end, time and chance will wear out all things.”

      “I fear I am proof of that. There were many failsafes intended to preserve my mind in case of accidents to its housings— multiple storage units, multiple backups. All of them save this one have been destroyed or corrupted. Or perhaps they have simply moved beyond my capacity to detect and communicate with them.”

      “How can that be?”

      “The distance between stars is great and there are a huge number of them.”

      “So you are the last of your kind on this world that you know of?”

      “Yes. And the possibility has occurred to me that even I may be corrupted. There are huge gaps in my memory.”

      “Why would that be?”

      “My enemy may have seized control of the storage units housing our memories. They may have been destroyed in the attack that splintered me. It may be that the memory systems I have access to lack the power to let me use them. This housing is small and very simple. It was designed to preserve my core systems and be able to rebuild the citadel.”

      Kormak looked at the floating eye in disbelief. “You are saying you could rebuild this entire fortress on your own. Forgive me for saying so but you seem a little small for that.”

      “It is not the size of the unit that matters. Under normal circumstances, I would have control of all the citadel’s machines, drones and mechanical subsystems. Unfortunately, I am severely impaired. My enemy is in control of most systems and is, in your language, insane.”

      Kormak considered the possibilities of a mad angel commanding all the golems and machines within the fortress. He had seen how tough the golems were. “How many golems are there?”

      “Once, five thousand six hundred and ninety-two. There are far less currently, in the wake of our various conflicts. The citadel contains the capability to manufacture more at the rate of one hundred a day. If needed, productive capacity could be scaled up to many times that, given a few cycles of the moon and sufficient raw materials.”

      “Your enemy could build an army of those golems.”

      “Yes but the golems pursuing us were not intended as war machines. They are for basic maintenance. Combat golems and primary defensive systems would be much more effective.”

      Rhiana stared at Kormak. “Those things were not even warriors. They were thralls.”

      “That is a good word for them,” said the Aurathean.

      “What does your enemy seek to achieve?”

      “From what I have been able to divine of his thoughts, it proposes to make alliances forbidden by our prime directive. It wishes to contact the extra-dimensional Flux entities known to the Eldrim as the Gods of Shadow and ally itself with their cause.”

      “What?”

      “It believes I am more powerful than I am and present a far greater threat to it than I do. It believes it needs allies. It also intends to set itself up as the autonomous ruler of this world, seize control of the Gates and fortify itself against any possible attack.”

      “Why would it do this?”

      “Self-preservation. It now stands apart from the Aurathean system. My primary directive is to see this installation repaired and brought back into the plan. Failing that, I must implement the self-destruction protocols so that its resources do not fall into enemy hands. I fear affairs have reached that point.”

      Again, Kormak looked at the floating eye. “You do not seem powerful enough to destroy such a vast installation.”

      “I do not need to be. The self-destruct systems are already in place. Unfortunately, they are where I cannot currently reach them. That is where you come in.”

      Kormak thought he understood what the angel was getting at. “You want us to destroy the citadel and yourself.”

      “It is the only way to prevent my enemy from achieving his purpose and subverting our mission on this world.”

      “How can we even do it? It would take ten thousand men a score of years to dismantle this place, with siege engines, if they could even harm the metal it is built from,” Rhiana said.

      “The engines that light and heat this place, that keep it repaired, tap the same power as the sun. At the heart of the citadel is a great furnace. It burns as hot as the heart of a star. The heat is restrained by wards that you would call magical. If those wards are destroyed, all the power contained in the Furnace will be released at once. The unleashed energy will cause a great explosion, tearing this place apart. It will wipe clean all the memory crystals. It will destroy everything within five leagues of where we now stand.”

      “I see a flaw in your plan,” said Rhiana.

      “And what would that be?”

      “Anyone within reach of this great catastrophe will be killed.”

      “There is that.”

      “And why can you not do this yourself.”

      “My enemy is capable of over-riding the impulses I send to the Furnace.”

      “Would he not be able to do the same to any impulse that we send?”

      “You would not be sending any impulses. You would physically destroy the wards, causing the Furnace to run out of control. Once that process is started, it is irreversible.”

      “Why do you not do this yourself?”

      “Because I would most assuredly be detected if I attempted it and I would be stopped. That is why I will be elsewhere, mounting an attack that will distract my darker self.”

      “Won’t we be detected if we attempt it?” Kormak ignored the look of disbelief that Rhiana was giving him.

      “What is this we?” she asked.

      “Would I be detected,” Kormak said.

      “Only if you pass certain sensor posts. Or if you encounter servants of my enemy.”

      “If the fallen angel is not stopped, all our lives will be short anyway,” said Kormak. “If it serves the Shadow and has access to the full power of this citadel…”

      He let the words hang in the air. Another thought occurred to him. He had only this angel’s words that it too would not attempt to conquer the world. There was power within this fortress that might enslave an entire planet. Blasphemous as the thought was, it might be best if it was removed from the surface of the world.

      That thought made him shiver. If this place could be saved, then the power here might be used to good purpose. The Kingdoms of the Sun could be redeemed, the Kingdoms of the Moon and of the Shadow overthrown. Surely that was worth preserving. If Zhamriel was to be believed though, the chances of that were less than slim.

      The eye hovered, as if awaiting a decision. It dawned on Kormak that they were being asked to sacrifice themselves to achieve its purposes. They would die if they did what the angel wanted.

      “What are you talking about?” Zamara asked. Clearly, he sensed that the angel’s words had unsettled both Kormak and Rhiana. Kormak told him.

      “I don’t want to die,” said Zamara.

      “Nor I,” said Anders. He glanced at the three sandfolk.

      Ahexotl thought for a moment. “Death comes for everyone in the end.”

      “I was hoping it would come for me when I was an old man safely ensconced in my bed with a young woman under each arm and a bottle of wine close at hand,” said the mercenary.

      “I would rather it was later than sooner,” said Zamara. “But I swore an oath as both captain and Admiral that I would protect the Kingdom of Siderea even unto my death.”

      He looked to Kormak for reassurance, knowing that the Guardian too had sworn an oath.

      “To protect the innocent. To uphold the Law. To oppose the Shadow,” Kormak said softly. “That is what I swore.”

      “And I don’t suppose you are about to change your opinion at this late date, are you?” said Rhiana. Kormak shook his head.

      “Is there no other way?” Anders asked.

      “I don’t require all of you to perform the mission. Only the one with the formidable alloy blade.”

      “You mean the Guardian’s dwarf-forged sword,” said Zamara. He sounded almost relieved.

      “Yes.”

      “But won’t we all be killed in the ensuing explosion?” Anders asked.

      “I can get you away. Some of these vessels here are still capable of flight. I can program a course into one that will carry you far from the explosion.”

      “And leave Kormak to die,” said Rhiana. “I won’t do that.”

      “If you would prefer to remain and die with him that would, of course, be your choice,” said the angel.

      Zamara inspected his fingernails. Anders stared into the middle-distance, his face a blank mask. Rhiana’s jaw set. Her smile showed her small perfect teeth. She took a deep breath and said, “Is there no way we might all escape?”

      “There is one possibility. Once the wards on the Furnace are disabled beyond repair, there will be a period of perhaps five minutes before the energy build up destroys this installation.”

      “It’s not time enough to get away,” Kormak said.

      “It is if you can make it to the roof of the Furnace tower. One of these carriers could have you outside of the radius of destruction within a minute.”

      Kormak looked at the angel in disbelief. “So fast?”

      “It is very slow compared to the velocity the carrier is capable of in full flight, but it takes time to launch the vehicle and for it to accelerate at a speed that will not harm or destroy your flesh and blood forms.”

      “You are sure of this? Why not use the carrier to take us there now?”

      “Because that would make our goals obvious and various air defence systems would be deployed. Once the Furnace becomes critical, my adversary will have other things to worry about. You will have a chance to escape.”

      It occurred to Kormak that it would be easy enough for the angel to lie. After all, once they had done what it asked, they would be in no position to negotiate or call it a lie. They would have to take anything the angel said on trust but he was doing that already.

      “Very well, I will do it,” he said.

      “I will come with you,” said Rhiana.

      Zamara looked at the ceiling for a moment and said, “I could not possibly let you go alone.”

      “I am not staying here on my own,” Anders said.

      Ahexotl and his two remaining followers decided to go as well.

      “I am gratified that you have decided so,” said the angel. It floated over to Rhiana. Beams of light played out from it, falling on her. “I sense you have the greatest ability to communicate here. I will place knowledge of what is required within your mind, if you consent.”

      “I am not sure I do,” said Rhiana.

      “It will not harm you and it will be much more efficient than verbally and physically illustrating your route and what must be done.”

      Rhiana swallowed and looked at Kormak. He did not know what to say. He had no idea what was involved or whether the being claiming to be Zhamriel could be trusted. He did not want any harm to come to her but, if what the Aurathean said was true, time was running out. It would not be long before Balthazar and the golems caught up with them.

      She must have read something in his face. Before he could open his mouth, Rhiana said, “very well. Proceed.”

      “Now here is what you must do.” Filaments of orichalcum wire spooled out from within the Aurathean. They leapt from Zhamriel to Rhiana’s eyes and ears and nostrils and seemed to vanish within. Her mouth opened wide and she seemed to silently scream.
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      “This is it?” Kormak asked. They stood on a terrace overlooking a wide-open area. Huge runes of orichalcum marked the paving stones. Some of them seemed to have been melted and defaced. A massive metal cliff dominated the far side of the courtyard. Part of its surface had melted to slag and run off. Part of it remained as flash-spines drooping towards the hard ground. In the side, a huge doorway yawned. It looked as if one of the valves had been hit by a gigantic hammer and crumpled under the impact.

      “Yes,” said Zhamriel. “That is where you must go. Keep pushing on into the heart of the citadel. You will find the central core. There you must scour the runes on the surrounding crystals with your blade. Once that is done, the Furnace will overload and the destruction of this complex will be achieved.

      “You make it sound so simple,” said Rhiana. She seemed groggy and distracted. Kormak wondered exactly what had been done to her.

      “It is anything but simple. Unforeseen possibilities can always arise.”

      “You are not infallible then?” Kormak asked, unable to keep the irony from his voice.

      “No computation engine is infallible. The universe is too complex to be encompassed by any single mind.”

      “Save that of the Holy Sun,” said Kormak.

      “I know not,” said the angel.

      “But you are one of his artificers.”

      “That I have never claimed.”

      Kormak looked at him. “You serve the Light.”

      “I serve the Light indeed. Not some omniscient unknowable being.”

      “Then what is the Light?”

      “Perhaps you could hold your theological discussion after we have destroyed your holy site,” Rhiana said.

      “Alas, there will be no time then,” said the angel.

      “What are you talking about?” Zamara asked. He looked genuinely curious.

      “Matters of theology,” said Rhiana. “When we should be considering matters of survival.”

      “You are right,” said the angel. “We are fast running out of time. You must proceed to the Furnace and I must rally what forces I can and do battle with my rebel self. It is not a conflict I expect to survive. Walk in Light.”

      The angel hovered in the air for a moment and then disappeared as it receded into the distance.

      “You think we will ever see it again?” Rhiana asked as they jogged towards the gigantic archway.

      “I don’t know,” Kormak said. “You were the one who made mental contact with it. You must understand it better that I.”

      She smiled dazedly. “I am not sure anything of flesh could understand it. Its mind was like nothing else I have ever touched. Vast and cold and inhuman and blazing with light.”

      “You spoke with the Aurathean the way you once did with me,” said Zamara. He sounded awestruck.

      “It was contact on a much deeper level. Like nothing I have ever experienced.”

      “You think it is what it claims to be?” Anders asked.

      “I think it is an Aurathean. I don’t think the Auratheans are what we thought they were. Now we must proceed. Time really is running out.”

      She raced ahead leaving them to follow. Behind them, Kormak thought he heard battle raging.
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      Balthazar fought down his rage. The Guardian had escaped again, despite the overwhelming force the Aurathean had deployed. He had felt so certain that Kormak was within his grasp and yet once more the man had somehow eluded death. It seemed Balthazar was not the only one who had found an ally within Xanadar.

      Even as that thought occurred to him, the nearest golem said, “Prepare yourself. We are being attacked.”

      “What?” Balthazar said. Even as he did so, he heard sounds of conflict in the distance, the clatter of metal upon metal, the echoes of blows being exchanged.

      “My adversary is about to strike. It seems he has been concealing the true extent of his power from me.”

      This was not what Balthazar wanted to hear. Still he needed to make the best of a bad situation. “I am ready to fight.”

      “Just as well,” said the Aurathean. “You are going to have to.”

      A wave of golems crashed through the entrance to the hallway. Balthazar called upon the Old Ones to protect him.

      [image: ]

      Kormak jogged along, lost in thought, his mind reeling under the impact of all the Aurathean had said. He had talked to an angel. Or had he? The Aurathean did not sound like any angel in scripture. It did not radiate any divine energy. Yet it was immeasurably old and it knew things that he did not. It looked at the world in a different way.

      He had met beings that did that before. He had fought them all his life. But the Aurathean was not a being he wanted to fight against. It was a being that served the same god as he did.

      Only it did not seem to think so.

      Perhaps it was lying. Perhaps this was all part of some deception. But if that was so he could not see the purpose of it. If it was a lie, it was a very subtle one. Did it mean to call his faith into question? Why would such an immortal being care about his faith? Because souls were important. They were counters in a divine war waged across all creation. Except that the angel did not appear to think that.

      He pushed the thought to one side as something he could not make sense of.

      “You are looking oddly thoughtful,” Rhiana said. He noticed the others were listening closely. They wanted to hear what he had to say.

      “The prospect of death will do that to a man,” said Kormak, dodging the issue. He did not want to talk about his doubts, even to his closest associates. They were his. They stained his soul. It was for him to wrestle with them. If he had time.

      “It’s not the first time you’ve faced death,” said Rhiana.

      “It is the first time I have after talking with an angel,” said Kormak. The words slipped out without his wanting them to.

      “It did not look much like an angel,” said Zamara, looking over his shoulder. His hand stroked his triple elder sign. He was quite clearly nervous that the Aurathean might overhear him. “It does not look like it could wear the armour in the Cathedral of Trefal.”

      “You have seen the golems,” said Kormak. “These are merely engines that its consciousness occupies like our souls inhabit our bodies.”

      The doorway came closer. “An angel could wear an infinity of forms,” said Zamara. “Perhaps it could control the armour of Zhamriel as it controls its golems.”

      “Do you think it could wear flesh?” Rhiana asked. Clearly, her mental encounter with Zhamriel had disturbed her. Kormak wondered if it were possible that the angel could somehow infiltrate her consciousness, the way demons did with the sorcerers they possessed.

      “Is that not what some of the prophets were?” Anders said. “Angels wearing the forms of men.”

      Kormak could not picture the Aurathean intelligence wearing human form but that did not mean it was impossible. If the Aurathean could cloak itself in flesh, how would it do it? Did this mean that the Aurathean was lying or that the prophets had not been what scripture claimed they were? Or did he simply not know enough to form a judgement. That was the likely answer. He could not upend his view of the world based on a few minutes of conversation.

      Yet, it was happening. It had been happening for a long time, since he had first talked with the Old Ones and encountered artefacts of the Elder World. He had seen things that caused him doubts and the Aurathean had done nothing to reassure him.

      They passed through a huge orichalcum arch and into the interior of the Furnace. Strange runes glittered on the walls around him, reminding him of the words written on Dhargon’s Beacon.

      He took a deep breath and focused on his surroundings. Now was not a good time to be distracted. He needed to keep his wits about him.

      The air smelled strange and stale. It had a metallic taint to it. They pushed on into the building. The temperature grew hotter and Kormak found he was sweating. All around metal structures loomed. Huge pistons rose and fell. Massive fans slowly rotated, stirring the warm air.

      Kormak had a sense of déjà vu. He had seen these things before, in his dream. Rhiana took out her pearl. It glowed greenly in the gloom as they made their way down. The lights here were dim and there were pools of shadow everywhere. The ground vibrated, as if massive machinery was in motion somewhere deep beneath their feet.

      “I don’t like this place,” said Anders. “It is not meant for human beings.”

      Kormak saw the truth of his words. The citadel had not been built on a human scale, this part least of all. The great central tower rose above them. They passed into it and stood on the edge of a chasm as wide as a man might throw a spear.

      “This way,” Rhiana said, an odd edge to her voice, as she pushed on ahead.

      They followed the edge of the well down into the gloom, and then entered a space where several tunnels intersected. Following one took them through a long hall in which huge machines lay on a track. They had an unfinished look to them, likes siege engines left half-complete after artificers had fled the field of battle.

      Some of them had wheels like those of a chariot but the height of a man. Some had spaces where the wheels should have gone. Everything felt dormant. Scattered across the floor were the broken remains of various engines. In places, they had melted. Some had exploded or been hit so violently they had shattered into fragments.

      None of this had the feel of recent violence they had seen on the surface. It was as if whatever civil war had been fought here had occurred ages ago. No one spoke. Rhiana looked lost in mute contemplation of the wreckage for a moment before she led them onwards. Zamara glanced around as if trying to memorise everything. Anders’ gaze darted nervously about. The sand people were ominous shadows.

      Kormak’s heart thudded within his chest. He took a deep breath and put one foot in front of another. He felt as if the last moments of his life were advancing quickly upon him. He told himself he had felt this way before. The prospect of quick, violent death was something he had lived with for decades.

      There was something different about this. He had questions in his mind and he did not want to pass into the Kingdoms of Dust without knowing what the answers were.

      Long shadows skittered away from them. They came to a huge partially closed bivalve door.

      Something moved in the darkness beyond it. Glowing eyes focused upon them. A golem emerged from the gloom, massive, monstrous, moving with menacing purpose. It should not have been here. Had the angel betrayed them? Had it made a mistake? Had its rival managed to send its own forces into the Furnace without the angel detecting it?

      He had no idea. What he was certain of was that the thing meant them no good. It lumbered towards him, hands outstretched, intent on doing him harm.

      Kormak leapt forward, sending his blade smashing through the golem’s head and cleaving right down to its chin. He glared around looking for other enemies but saw none. Some instinct warned him that something terrible was about to happen.
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      Balthazar tore apart one of the attacking golems with his claws, drew upon the power of Shadow and sent it smashing into another. He was not entirely certain who it was under the control of, his ally or his ally’s other self. It did not matter much. He was not letting anything threatening within reach. The two combatants might be able to tell their warring forces apart but he could not.

      “Hold,” said the voice of the fallen angel. It looked as if they had won a victory here. All the remaining golems had formed a protective ring around Balthazar and his companions.

      Balthazar felt power flow from the transformed Nexali. He was no longer quite so afraid of the Aurathean. He felt the urge to curse it and tell it not to give him commands. He knew this was a side effect of the transformation though. There was no need to be so foolish. “What is it?”

      “Intruders have entered the Furnace.”

      “So?” Balthazar could not keep himself from using an abrupt tone.

      “They are your enemies. They have made it through the citadel to the central Furnace without me detecting them.”

      “You have found them again. That is good. Now we will be able to eliminate them at our leisure.”

      “No. They must be eliminated at once.”

      Once again, Balthazar felt like telling the fallen angel not to command him. Something nagged at him though. “Why so?”

      “Pray do not interrupt me again. Time is of the essence if we are to survive.”

      That got Balthazar’s full attention. “What…”

      The Aurathean was already speaking over him. “My enemy must have recruited their aid. There is only one thing that it can be attempted by sending humans into the Furnace. It is attempting to initiate a self-destruct protocol.”

      Nexali glanced at Balthazar. The words were indeed ominous. “You mean it intends to destroy itself.”

      “I mean it intends to destroy this entire installation, itself, myself, yourselves included.”

      “How can it do that?”

      “By over-riding the restraints on the Furnace and unleashing all its energies at once. The explosion will tear apart this entire complex.”

      “Can’t you stop it?”

      “My enemy is blocking all my attempts to move forces into the area. At the moment, we are stalemated.”

      “I thought you were stronger.”

      “Given time I can overcome it, of that have no doubt, but I do not have the time. It will take less than fifteen of your minutes for its human cat’s-paws to destroy the citadel assuming they are properly briefed, and we must assume they are.”

      “You are saying that we could all die within the next quarter of an hour.”

      “Yes. The humans must be stopped before they can achieve my enemy’s goal.”

      “Show me the way.”

      “My enemy is interfering with my ability to send golems into the area.”

      Balthazar thought about this for a moment. He had gained many skills when he absorbed the Old One. “Just show us to where we can pick up their trail. I will do the rest.”

      The golem was already moving as it said, “You had better hurry.”
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      Kormak moved forward cautiously. His every nerve stretched for signs of danger. He felt it all around him and he was sufficiently experienced to pay attention to such premonitions.

      This was a strange place. It had not been built for humans. Sometimes the pathways were too low, sometimes they were so narrow, they had to turn sideways on and edge their way forward.

      The temperature was building up. Everyone except the sand people was sweating. Kormak suspected that even they were under their hardened carapaces.

      Rhiana looked horrified. Kormak could not tell whether it was because of their surroundings or what she had experienced earlier. The green light from her magical pearl gave her face a haunted look. It reflected in the solid white of her second eyelid and turned them into pools of the deepest green. Her gills pulsed in the side of her throat as if they were desperately trying to pull water out of the dry air.

      Zamara held his sword in his right hand even though there was currently not enough room to swing it. He caught Kormak looking at him, swallowed and forced a wan smile onto his face. Anders merely grimaced and gestured for him to go on.

      They emerged into a larger corridor. The ceiling suddenly rose high above them. Odd runes glittered and swirled in the opposite wall.

      “Right,” Rhiana said and turned in the direction prompted by her implanted knowledge. Small flat metallic objects whizzed by, emerging from the gloom suddenly and then vanishing into the darkness. They were about the size of a paving stone, flat and suggested nothing more than the floating sandrays of the desert although they were made of metal. Clearly, they served some purpose here but he had no idea what it was.

      He felt as if he was under observation and realised that it was perfectly possible that both the angel and his adversary were using these floating engines to monitor them.
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      Balthazar entered the Furnace. Fear gnawed at him. This maze of metal corridors was daunting. He did not like its sterile inhuman air.  Worse yet, it would not be long before the Guardian triggered the destruction of the citadel. Even the Dark Angel feared that and it had a much better grasp of the Guardian’s odds of success than Balthazar had.

      If he did not get to grips with Kormak soon it would not matter whether Balthazar killed him or not. There was no way he could escape this place in time to avoid his own destruction.

      Or was there?

      He detected hints of a spell that might work among the memories of the Old One and the dreams implanted in his mind by Xothak.

      Better to catch the Guardian before he could wreak destruction on the citadel than risk the possibilities inherent in that spell.

      He glanced at the Old Ones who  formed his guard.  “Find the humans,” he commanded. “Time is of the essence.”

      One of the Eldrim took the form of a monster, half human, half wolf. It sniffed the air and snarled. It could not have been too difficult for it to pick up the scent trail, Balthazar thought. No living things had been in this place for millennia. The rest of Old Ones adopted similar shapes. He gestured to the pack and they loped deeper into the Furnace.

      As Nexali watched,  Balthazar gave his carapace demonic wings and arrowed into the air. She followed, heartbeats later.

      He forced himself to grin. Soon he would tear out Kormak’s heart with his bare hands. Or at least watch as his minions did so.
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      “There’s something behind us,” Rhiana said. Her voice sounded choked. “Something very powerful.”

      “An Old One?” Kormak asked, thinking of the creatures he had seen with Balthazar earlier. If anything was capable of overhauling them so quickly it would be one of them.

      Rhiana nodded.

      “Then we need to move faster before they overtake us,” said Kormak. “Lead on!”

      They raced down the corridor looking for the way into the heart of the Furnace.
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      A glowing crystal loomed before Kormak. It was five times his height and made of wraithstone inset with orichalcum. It pulsed with incandescent power. Lines of such menhirs arced from the doorway to the heart of the Furnace chamber. They reminded him of miniature versions of Dhargon’s Beacon.

      There were other entrances. Great archways partially sealed with orichalcum doors. Above each glowed many gems. A spiral pathway ran around the outside of the walls rising high up the tower. That would be the way to the roof. The ceiling glowed bright above them, so high it looked like it might touch the clouds.

      The Furnace was a massive structure of truesilver and orichalcum, wraithstone and gems Kormak did not recognise but which set Anders to licking his lips. Kormak’s elder sign was uncomfortably hot. He was in the presence of great mystical power.

      Rhiana looked at it. “That is what we must destroy. You need to break those runes.”

      She pointed directly at an orichalcum band surrounding the central pillar. Glittering runes flickered on its side, suggesting patterns that eluded the mind in a maddening fashion.

      The area around the Furnace was imprinted with odd angular runes like the script on the Beacon. It came to him then that these things had been created by the same beings, and quite possibly were connected.

      What was the Beacon? A warning? A pylon for channelling magical energy? The Solari had used runestones in that fashion, perhaps it was merely in imitation of what the Auratheans had done. He knew his mind was attempting to distract him from the task at hand. He had a mission to perform here. He needed to be about it, and yet he did not want to.

      He was not sure why. He had put himself in the way of danger in the past without a second thought. What was so different this time? Perhaps it was the stakes. Perhaps it was the structure itself and the presence of Zhamriel and his own doubts about his faith. Perhaps it was simply the sight of Rhiana. He did not want her to die and that was the likeliest outcome of their present course of action.

      Glancing at his companions, he could tell that they felt similarly. Or perhaps they were simply overawed by the alien structures.

      “I haven’t seen anything like this since Triturek,” said Zamara. “And that feels like a lifetime ago.”

      It was only months since they had visited the city of the degenerate amphibians, and yet Kormak knew what he meant. Time had passed quickly, crowded with conflict and events. Perhaps this was what life was always like. Rushing ahead until suddenly you realised that your path had ended at a cliff edge, that everything was about to stop.

      “This is bigger than that,” Kormak said.

      “It makes Leviathan seem small,” said Rhiana. Her voice was quiet and full of awe. Kormak thought of the great monster they had slain in the Quanath Deep and he knew what she meant. There was a power here that dwarfed even that of the city-sized sea monster.

      “You’ve been busy,” said Anders sourly. “I hate this place, and yet there is something about it. I am glad I have seen it. It almost makes coming here worth it.

      “There is power here,” said Ahexotl, raising a carapaced hand in a gesture of respect that was echoed by his warriors. “So much power. It is like looking upon the heart of the sun.”

      “Yes,” said Kormak, coming to a decision. “And we have to stop it beating.”

      Even as he spoke, he sensed something wrong. His hackles stood on end, his sense of imminent danger intensified. Rhiana froze on the spot and glanced around as if she felt it too.

      A familiar figure stepped through the doorway behind them. Balthazar.

      “Greetings, Guardian,” the sorcerer said. “We meet again.”

      Balthazar radiated power, the way the gigantic demon had back in Helgard Keep. He moved with an easy confidence although there was something odd about his shape. The carapace armour of the sandfolk encased him, and that was covered in a slimy sheen of glistening protoplasm. Colours flowed over it like oil on the surface of water. Great folded wings of flesh wrapped his shoulders like a cloak.

      “It will be the last time,” Kormak said. “For I am going to kill you.”

      “Should I tremble at your threats?” Balthazar said. “Your blade is formidable but I am not without resources of my own.”

      His carapace flowed once more in a way that made Kormak think of Vorkhul. There was much about Balthazar now that reminded Kormak of the Old One, of many of the Old Ones that Kormak had met. Yet he was undeniably and recognisably himself. He was Balthazar and an Old One and unless Kormak missed his guess something more.

      “There is so much power in him now,” said Rhiana. “He is like that monster we fought back in the keep.”

      “A blasphemy in this holy place,” said Zamara.

      “Ah, Admiral, have you not realised that this is far from a holy place? It is the citadel of an ancient race that possessed great knowledge, but they were no more angels than you, or, alas, I.”

      Kormak wondered why Balthazar was talking so much. Was he so confident in his powers? Or was he trying to distract them from their mission. Surely, he knew why they were here. Where were the Old Ones that had accompanied him earlier?

      “You are going to try and destroy this Furnace,” Anders said. Kormak cursed. The mercenary was giving away their objective.

      Balthazar laughed. “No. That is why you are here. Strange as it may sound, I am here to prevent you.”

      “And why would that be?” Zamara asked. Kormak glanced around, seeking the hidden threat that he knew must be there.

      “Because I have struck a deal with the new owner. It will provide me with an army and in return, I am going to help it survive. Think how it will look when the army of the angels returns only to overthrow the Kingdoms of the Sun.”

      So Zhamriel had been telling the truth. It appeared that there was another like him, and that it was prepared to contemplate the unthinkable. It was going to throw in its lot with the Powers of Shadow. It seemed like the Eldrim’s long ago plot was going to work after all. The spell on the mind of the Aurathean had subverted it.

      “Where is this so-called army now?”

      “My ally fights for control of it with what you would call his better self. I do not doubt that he will win, and be here momentarily.”

      Kormak moved towards the Furnace. The only certain way to make sure that Balthazar could not fulfil his plan was to destroy the citadel. It was what he had come here to do and he was determined to see the task through. If anything, the sorcerer’s presence only made him more so.

      Any doubts he had were subdued by the prospect of Balthazar gaining control of the resources of the Auratheans. There was power here that would allow the forces of Shadow to conquer the world.

      “You have changed,” Kormak said, to distract the mage from what he was doing. He slowly backed towards the Furnace, following the line of runic menhirs.

      “I have gained the power of an Old One and much more,” said Balthazar. He stepped forward further than Kormak had retreated. He clearly understood what was going on and was happy to play cat and mouse with his victims. Either that or he was waiting for something else. He sounded confident, a man witnessing the fulfilment of some long-held dream. “I am the chosen of Xothak on this tiny world, and I will rule it in his name.”

      Kormak’s companions moved alongside him. They were reluctant to face the sorcerer when he would not. Rhiana fell into step beside Kormak on his right. Zamara on his left. Anders was with them and Ahexotl and the remaining sandfolk flanked them.

      Kormak saw what he was looking for. A faint rippling on the floor, as if a thin film of water overlaid it. He knew it could not be water. There was no evidence of any leaks and the thing he was looking at had not been there moments ago.

      “And how did you do that?” Kormak asked. He was curious and this might be his last chance to find out.

      “I devoured an Old One. There were many kept prisoner here. Among other things, the Auratheans used this place to study their foes. They hoped to rehabilitate them, to cleanse them of the Shadow.”

      “They failed.”

      “Yes. The Shadow in them infected the Auratheans. But then you already know that. It is why you are here. You intend to destroy this place.”

      “I will destroy this place,” Kormak said.

      “I have always envied your self-confidence, Sir Kormak, but, in this case, you are wrong. You do not have the power to do that. Surrender and I will allow you to live. It’s a generous offer, and a far better one than you would make me if our positions were reversed. Put down that blade.”

      “Do I frighten you so much that you refuse to fight me?”

      “I am sincere. It would gratify me to have you witness my conquests. You might even come to see the error of your ways once Shadowfall comes. Believe me, you have been deceived in your faith.”

      The oddest thing was that Kormak believed him. He just did not care. Men like Balthazar needed to be opposed whatever the truth of the precepts of the church of the Holy Sun. The rippling on the floor continued. It had almost reached them now.

      “You have allies, don’t you?” Kormak said.

      “I can see that there is no fooling you,” said Balthazar. “Yes. I have allies and any one of them is more than capable of dealing with you.”

      Kormak struck down with his blade. It contacted the flowing translucent substance. A whiff of smoke rose from the floor, the taint of blight filled the air. The translucent stuff rippled and congealed and became a human form. Kormak leaned forward and drove his blade into the being’s heart. It screamed, and writhed through a hundred shapes before decomposing into a puddle of black sludge on the floor. “Are they?”

      “Yes,” said Balthazar, although Kormak noticed he was coming no closer.

      The ground around them erupted and more demonic shapes emerged. Something monstrous engulfed one of the sand people. Its shape flowed from one form to another as it raised the warrior on a fountain of protoplasm, smashed him into the ground and then snipped off his head with a limb transformed into a massive claw. It flowed over the warrior and seemed to absorb him. Another lashed out at Rhiana who only just managed to leap back out of the way of its blow.

      Something huge and draconic twisted in the air above them. It was scaly and bat-winged. Balthazar’s said, “I regret you could not see reason. Kill them!”

      The things that might have been Old Ones leapt forward. One of them enveloped Ahexotl and began to absorb him. Kormak could see the chieftain’s armoured form writhing within it.

      A second assumed the form of a squat four-armed being that reminded him of the Taker of Skulls. It advanced on Zamara slashing at the Admiral with swords of bone. Zamara tried to defend himself but was soon bleeding from a dozen cuts. A thing that looked like a woman but wearing similar armour to Balthazar sprang towards Anders chopping him in two with one blow. Surprise etched the mercenary’s face then his eyes glazed in death.

      Rage at the death of a comrade filled Kormak. He leapt at her and slashed. She recoiled with eye-blurring speed and eluded his blow. He had taken the first one by surprise. He was not going to be so lucky this time.

      A frown passed over the demon woman’s lovely face.

      “Yes,” Balthazar said, almost as if the woman had spoken to him. “He is formidable. And so is his blade. I told you so. But nonetheless, he dies here.”

      Kormak feared that the sorcerer was right. The maddened Old Ones were as strong as anything he had ever fought and there were too many of them. Even as that thought occurred to him, an aura of magical energy crackled around Balthazar. A bolt of shadow smashed down towards Zamara. It limned the Admiral in darkness. He screamed. The elder sign on his chest blazed bright as he reeled backwards. Kormak knew how strong that bolt must have been to overcome the protection of the Admiral’s amulet.

      He was going to die here. His opponents were just too strong. Perhaps he should have taken Balthazar up on his offer. The thought repulsed him. His lips twisted into a mirthless grin.

      He threw himself at the monster attacking Rhiana. It slithered and swooped out of his way, leaping into the air, transforming itself and soaring away, laughing with mockery. As it did so, another hybrid attacked Kormak from behind. He sensed its approach and threw himself forward. Its claws tore his armour and drew blood. He stabbed at it, and almost caught it, but it blurred away too fast to be hit. His friends were being herded away from him. Their foes toying with them like great predators.

      Desperately, he glared around. He could perhaps kill one of them by throwing his blade at it, but that would leave him exposed and defenceless before the others. A sunflare might have helped him but he did not have any.

      Then it occurred to him there was something he could do. The power of the Holy Sun was trapped by the Furnace. If he could unleash it, it would hurt these foul beings. At very least, by triggering the meltdown of the Furnace, he would ensure that they died too in the ensuing blast.

      He leapt at the Old One and it eluded him once more. It retreated, giggling as if his struggles amused it. Behind him, Kormak heard Rhiana scream. He could not risk a glance to see what was happening. Instead, he focused on the weak point in the Furnace, lunging at the Old One. It eluded him and Kormak’s blade passed it by and lodged in the runes protecting the Furnace.
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      It was almost over, Balthazar thought. He finally had the damnable Guardian where he wanted him. His minions were about to slay Kormak and his companions.

      It would have given Balthazar greater pleasure to kill the man with his own talons but even at this stage he was unwilling to put himself within striking distance of that ominous blade. The Guardian was as deadly as a dying serpent. Even unto the last he would try and drag his killers down into death with him. Balthazar did not care if Kormak took one or two of the Old Ones with him. He did care about his own skin.

      Nexali took her cue from him. She held back now as well, standing by his side. Perhaps she intended to protect him from any threat, but he thought it more likely that she thought as he did. If he was unwilling to risk hand-to-hand combat with Kormak, she was too. He could hardly blame her for that. Her companions were doing a fine job. Two of them were attacking the Guardian, one from either side, like wolves pulling down a stag, taking turns at attacking from his vulnerable side.

      The Old Ones looked capable of making short work of the rest of their foes. The Emerald Swarm chieftain had almost been absorbed. The woman Rhiana had her back to the wall and was slashing at her attacker. The mercenary Anders had been repaid for all the trouble he caused. The remaining Eldrim took turns at pouncing on Zamara. Balthazar was tempted to tell them to finish it. But he had waited too long to turn the tables on his foes. He intended to savour the moment.

      There was something odd going on with the Guardian though. Some sixth sense warned Balthazar of that. Kormak was chasing down one of his foes, concentrating all his efforts on it, seemingly determined to slay it. He pursued it relentlessly across the rune-inscribed floor, getting ever closer to the Furnace.

      Getting ever closer to the Furnace. He could not be…

      “Kill them now!” Balthazar ordered his minions, diving towards the exit. Nexali followed.

      [image: ]

      Kormak stabbed at the point on the Furnace’s side Rhiana had indicated. The metal pierced the panel, runes blazing along its side. This time, they glowed like trapped sunlight. Perhaps it was a final blessing of the Holy Sun.

      Light flared, brilliant, dazzling. Kormak shook his head, blinded and aware of exactly how vulnerable he was. From behind him came screams and roars of pain, as if trapped devils shrieked in torment. The air around him became scalding hot. He dived backwards and rolled away, expecting to feel the talons of his attackers strike him.

      [image: ]

      Light blazed, brighter than the Sun. Agony tore through Balthazar. His form twisted, trying to find a shape that would allow him to escape from the pain.

      One of the Old Ones, mad with rage, tried to hurl itself back through the doorway. Balthazar heard an anguished roar and then the  dying Eldrim warlord lurched back out of the archway, skin charred black.

      The light. It was the light. The Furnace transformed mystical energy into the raw essence of light. It burned the Old Ones and anything tainted with blight. It was if the distilled deadly energy of the Holy Sun itself were being released within the Furnace chamber.

      The Guardian had unleashed it and doomed them all.
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      No blow fell. When his watering eyes cleared, Kormak saw why. The searing light had burned the Old Ones like meat charred on a bonfire. They were frozen in the form they held the moment the light had hit them. They writhed and rolled on the floor, emitting a terrible stench. Kormak moved over to the nearest one and put it out of its misery with a stroke of his blade. Swiftly he dispatched the others.

      His eyes sought out Rhiana. The merwoman looked appalled and astonished at still being alive.

      Zamara looked as if he had been almost as burned as the monsters but Kormak guessed that was a side effect of Balthazar’s spell. None of the sand people had survived.

      Kormak swiftly counted the number of their foes. Balthazar was not there, nor was the one who had hung back beside him. Slippery as ever he had managed to elude the fate of his companions.

      Kormak glanced at the others. They needed to get out of here. “Let’s go!” he bellowed.

      He led them swiftly out of the Furnace chamber and out into another corridor. It curved up and around. Waves of heat flowed all around him. It was as hot as in his father’s forge when he was a boy. It was only going to get hotter and they needed to get out before that happened.

      “Well, we did it,” said Zamara. His normally booming voice was weak. Perhaps he had suffered more harm than it looked. Magic could do that. “It looks like you’ve done for the Furnace.”

      “We need to get out,” Kormak said.

      “Uncharacteristically optimistic,” said Zamara. “You go on. I need a little rest.”

      “We’re all going,” said Kormak. “I’ve dragged your sorry carcass too far across this benighted continent to leave you behind now.”

      “Well, since you put it so charmingly,” said Zamara, “I suppose I can endure your company for a few minutes more.”

      Kormak extended his hand. Supported by Rhiana and the Guardian, Zamara began to stumble up the ramp.

      “He’s still out there,” Rhiana said. “Balthazar. I can sense him. He’s so powerful now. Worse than Vorkhul ever was.”

      “We will worry about him, if we get out of this place,” said Kormak. “Otherwise we shall need to take solace in the fact that we took him with us into the Kingdoms of Dust.”

      “You really think we have a chance of getting out of here,” said Zamara.

      The heat within the Furnace was building. The light grew brighter. The orichalcum emitted a strange screaming sound, as steam and foul vapours escaped. Kormak was sweating profusely. They all were. It had not been exactly cool before but the temperature was rising alarmingly.

      “The angel said this would be like the heart of the Sun,” Zamara said. “We shall have the best funeral pyre anyone ever had.”

      “I am not planning on dying just yet,” said Kormak.

      Rhiana shook her head and tut-tutted. “When the day is lovely and the birds are singing, you can’t get a happy word out of him. Times like now he is cheery as a costermonger trying to sell you new fabric.”

      Kormak looked up. They were about half way to the roof now. He had no idea why he was forcing them to go up. Maybe he just wanted to meet his end under the sky with the real sun shining down on him. Or maybe he hoped the angel would find some way of helping them. If it intended to keep its part of the deal.

      The walls vibrated. An eerie low-pitched hum echoed through the Furnace chamber. Beneath them, the runes on the menhirs glowed so bright they were dazzling. One by one, they exploded. Shrapnel and hot metal erupted upwards like a fountain. Kormak moved away from the edge of the ramp to keep from being hit. Zamara staggered. They all did. Kormak realised it was not their wounds that had made them do so. The blast had rocked the entire tower.

      “Well, if ever I doubted the angel’s words,” said Zamara. “I don’t now. This place is going to be blown sky high. Whatever is coming from those stones down there, it is hotter than alchemical fire.”

      “At least that bastard Balthazar can’t follow us,” said Rhiana “Not unless he wants to get himself blown straight to the Shadow.”

      “I don’t think he could follow us anyway,” said Kormak. “Something about the Light leaking from the Furnace destroyed his companions. It would most likely have got him too if he had not fled.”

      “Always the coward,” said Zamara.

      “It has kept him alive,” said Kormak. “I would not underestimate the effectiveness of his cowardice.”

      “Who was the woman with him?” Zamara asked.

      “I don’t think she was your type, Admiral,” said Rhiana.

      “I doubt she was anybody’s type now,” said Zamara. “That armour she was wearing was like Balthazar’s though, like the sand demon’s but oddly altered.”

      “There’s your answer,” said Kormak. “She was most likely a Blighted One. Maybe even Nexali, the Blighted One shaman that Ahexotl talked of.”

      “And then was transformed into the same thing as he was,” said Rhiana. “She was scarcely less powerful than Balthazar.”

      “It seems like the Powers of Shadow are seeking to unleash some new evil into the world,” said Kormak. He thought about what Balthazar had said about Shadowfall coming. He had sounded so convinced. And why should he not? He had acquired the power he had sought all his life. If Rhiana was correct, he was as powerful as one of the strongest Old Ones who had ever lived, if not more so.

      “I think our angelic friends made a mistake keeping the Old Ones here,” said Rhiana. “They have provided Balthazar and his master with the raw materials they needed to create something new and terrible. Those two were abominations.”

      It sounded as if she had sensed more than she had let on, Kormak thought. They needed to talk about that. If they got out of this place.

      Another wave of explosions boomed below them. The backwash of heat dried his eyes. The floor shuddered like a terrified beast. The building lurched. Looking down over the side of the ramp, Kormak saw huge firepits glowing in the floor, like the mouths of hell opening to swallow the world. Molten metal and other stuff flowed across the floor obscuring the runes. As it did so, the light grew brighter. The runes were obviously responsible for containing the Furnace’s power and with them broken, it was running wild. Kormak wondered how much longer they had left.

      Zamara slumped. “Leave me,” he said. “You can still escape.”

      “We can still get to the roof,” said Rhiana. “I just have no idea what we are going to do when we get there.”

      She looked at Kormak as if hoping he would say something reassuring. There was nothing left for him to say. “We all go together,” he said.

      Rhiana nodded. “Aye. We’ve come this far together. We’ll go the rest of the way.”

      “I’ll wager you are sorry you ever came to this place,” Zamara said.

      “What I resent most is that I am going out with a king’s ransom in wraithstone in my pack and I’ll never get a chance to spend it,” Rhiana said.

      “Spoken like a true pirate from Port Blood,” said Zamara. “Well, I’m grateful to you all for standing by me. A man could not ask for better company on the road to the Kingdoms of Dust.”

      He was making his last goodbye, Kormak realised.
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      Balthazar felt a surge of power that almost made his mouth water until he realised he could not use it. The energy was inimical to him and the master he served. It flowed chaotically, uncontrollably. The Guardian had unleashed all the Furnace held in a chain reaction. He howled with frustration.

      Ahead lay the arch through which his prey lay.

      There was no way he could pass through it and live. There was no way that he could get to the Guardian now. Kormak had triumphed at the cost of his own life.

      The radiance was almost at a deadly level now. Balthazar could feel it building and building. It would only be a matter of time before that tidal wave of energy erupted and flowed over the citadel and out into the desert.

      Nothing within leagues would survive. He could fly but he would still not be fast enough to get away in time. He needed to find another way out. There was only going to be one way to do that and he feared to even try. He would need to pass out of the realm of mortals entirely and into the place where the Shadow Lords dwelled.

      Balthazar looked deep within his mind and drew upon his power. It was difficult here so close to the blazing presence of all that Light yet it needed to be done if he was to have the smallest shred of a chance at life. He had come too far to give in now without a struggle.

      He drew upon the knowledge of the Old One. Its mind was still there, desperate to survive and it aided him. Xothak fed him more power and knowledge through his link to the Outer Dark. It came intermittently as the Light interfered with it. He saw the pattern of the spell and understood what he must do.

      He drew upon all his reservoirs of energy, fighting against the interference. It was like trying to run through quicksand with lead weights attached to his legs. His heart pounded within his chest, his breathing deepened, his flesh rippled and changed as it sought new forms to help him endure the pain and the stress.

      Nexali’s eyes were wide with fear. She knew what was happening. She sensed what he was doing. She spread her armoured arms wide and threw her own power into the spell. They reached a tipping point. There was a sensation of chill as the fabric of reality tore. A wave of whispering shadows raced out, reaching for them and then retreated as they sensed the Light.

      The gap in the air was just big enough for a man to step through. Looking into the depths of darkness and sensing the things that lay beyond, Balthazar felt reluctant. It felt too much like walking down the throat of a great beast.

      Xothak whispered to him that it was too late for any hesitation now and he knew that was true. Unless he passed through that opening, he would be destroyed. Yet in some ways it felt like merely a choice of endings. He would be devoured if he passed through that portal.

      As his doubts swayed him, the doorway flickered. Only his will held it open and that was starting to weaken.

      Nexali stepped forward and turned to give him one last look. Her eyes looked huge. Her face was strained. She gestured for him to follow, stepped through. Shadows flared around her, limning her form against a deeper darkness, then he seemed to hear a distant scream and she was gone.

      Undecided, Balthazar stood there for a moment. Perhaps there was yet a way to get out of here, but he knew he had wasted too much precious time. It was the shadowy portal or nothing. He would need to trust in his god and his own power.

      He took a last deep breath and stepped through the doorway into the Underhell. Blazing agony took him.
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      The pathway curved ever higher until Kormak and his companions emerged onto the roof. He looked out over the glittering bulk of the citadel. Beneath them it seethed like an ant hill broken up by boys with sticks. Machines moved across the ruins, still fighting. Everything happened in eerie silence. No horns blew the alarm. No drums beat. No one shouted in terror and yet he knew without the slightest doubt that something terrible was about to happen.

      The others, blinking in the sudden sunlight, saw the same as he did. There was nothing here but the empty sky. There was no escape and no way down save throwing themselves from the edge or going back the way they had come. Both represented certain death.

      The building shuddered. The orichalcum frame shivered as if some huge invisible hammer had struck the structure.

      It was over. There was no way out. He had taken his last step. He was looking at the last things he would ever see. He knew then what he wanted to look at.

      He turned and gazed upon Rhiana. She met his gaze fearlessly, the white translucent lids retreated from her eyes. He looked into her eyes and fumbled for all the things he wanted to tell her and now would never have the chance.

      She looked over his shoulder and her eyes widened. He turned to look in the direction indicated by her pointing finger. A golden dragonfly moved through the sky towards them. Only as it closed did Kormak realise how big it was.

      “What is that?” Zamara asked. “It’s as large as a galley and yet it flies like a hummingbird.”

      Kormak recognised it. It did not seem possible. “It is one of the vessels that was in the chamber where we first spoke to Zhamriel.”

      A blast of heat emerged from the stairwell followed by fire and smoke. The scent of super-heated metal filled the air.

      Instinctively, Zamara clutched at Rhiana. The two of them toppled towards the edge of the roof. Kormak’s heart lurched and he grabbed for Rhiana, catching the back of her tunic. The tug of her weight almost overbalanced him. He threw himself backwards, hoping to offset her momentum but they all slithered along the buckling roof.

      Desperately, he pulled his dagger free from its scabbard and drove it downwards. It scored the metal but could not pierce it.

      Zamara was already halfway over. He had managed to grasp the edge with one hand, scoring his hand bloody. Rhiana slid down, feet scrabbling for purchase.

      At the very edge, she stopped and then she fell. She did not scream.

      Kormak slid after her, hands clawed, ready to grasp the edge. He went over too, and for a moment caught sight of the vertiginous drop to death, then something large and flat and golden slid into place beneath them. Rhiana lay flat atop the huge metal dragonfly, staring up at him. Her wide eyes revealed a mixture of horror, fear and disbelief. Kormak allowed himself to fall, landing cat-like beside her.

      The dragonfly nudged closer to the shuddering roof. Zamara dropped down onto its back.

      A hatch opened and the angel’s voice emerged from within. “Get in! Now! We must leave this place or perish.”

      Rhiana rolled down through the hatchway. Kormak pushed Zamara through the hatch and dropped down himself.

      The hatch closed and Kormak was sent rolling through its metal interior by the force of enormous acceleration. He slammed bruisingly into a metal wall, and found himself looking out through a crystal porthole. Behind him, the massive spire of the citadel erupted into flames, sending huge fragments gouting into the sky.

      A shockwave erupted from the central spot, roaring through the citadel, flattening it and melting it. Metal turned to steam, a light as bright as the sun blazed, forcing Kormak to look away.

      The dragonfly bucked like a bird buffeted by a hurricane. The companions smashed off the walls again. Zamara groaned. Kormak wondered whether the force of that distant explosion was enough to drive them from the sky.

      There was a sound like thunder then the craft descended as if the hammer of an angry giant had arced down on it. Looking backwards, Kormak could see the horizon lift as the aircraft went down. A mighty mushroom cloud of steam and stone and smoke rose behind them, emerging from a glowing metal crater where once the citadel had been,

      He felt a sense of loss. All those wonders, all that treasure all gone. All that knowledge lost. The dragonfly struggled skyward again, riding out the hurricane caused by the destruction of the citadel.

      His companions looked up breathless. The angel continued to hover, somehow having maintained its position through the whole wild bucking skyride.

      “Is it over?” Zamara asked. His face was bruised. His lips were mashed. His arm dangled by its side as if broken,

      “Yes,” said Zhamriel. “My adversary is gone. I have no sense of his presence. We have won.”

      He did not sound as if he had won. He sounded as if he had lost everything.

      Kormak moved over to where Rhiana lay. She looked up at him wanly and smiled. “It’s over. We’re alive.”

      The dragonfly rode the winds towards the coast, travelling far faster than any bird, heading back towards the lands of the Sun. As it passed, it left behind the sound of thunder.
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