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 Prologue

 


THE FAT MONK ran through
the garbage-strewn alleys of Vermstadt, knowing that death was at
his heels. Sweat soaked Frater Ambrose’s robes. His limbs were lead
and his stomach was on fire. His dinner fought its way up his
throat.

He cursed himself just to
keep from weeping. Why had he given in so often to so many
temptations of the flesh? Why had he broken his vows? He had sworn
temperance and chastity and restraint in all things. Well, it
looked as if the Holy Sun had finally got round to punishing
him.

He stopped for a moment
and heard his hunters’ steps echo through the alleys. The noise was
barely audible over his laboured breathing and the drumbeat of his
heart. He wiped his brow and looked around. The full moon gleamed
out of the unseasonably clear autumn sky, giving just enough light
for him to see there was no place he could hide in these alleys,
unless he wanted to try and burrow deep into one of those midden
heaps, to crawl like a worm through a mulch of rotting vegetables,
old food, ashes and excrement.

He shook his head. If he
thought it might work he would have done so, but large as the
trash-heaps were, they were not big enough to hide his corpulent
form. He would need to find another way. He fumbled for the
leather-bound leaden bludgeon he always carried to protect himself
when he walked through the Maze. He knew how to use it. The slum
district was the sort of place that not even a monk was safe in. It
was also where many of his agents dwelled.

Or they used to. He had
not been able to make contact with any of them over the last few
months. One by one, they had ceased to report. Shiera, the
streetwalker, had been the latest to go. After she had not been
seen at her patch for three nights Ambrose had begun to
investigate. He found her lying on a slab in the city morgue with
her throat slit, waiting for a pauper’s burning. It was not an
uncommon fate for a woman in her profession in a city like
Vermstadt but coming on top of the disappearance of his other spies
it had made Ambrose suspicious.

His network had been in
place for years. He had spent decades building it in secret. His
agents were his eyes and ears in the city, reporting back scraps of
rumour, alerting him to the latest intrigues of the great patrician
families and the monastic brotherhoods. They kept him abreast of
the schemes of the merchant houses so that he could report in turn
to his distant master on Mount Aethelas about the events in
Taurea’s wealthiest city-state. He did not think it was a
coincidence that his people had started to vanish as the Prelate
lay on his deathbed and the two greatest merchant clans in the
kingdom, the Oldbergs and the Krugmans, were dragging the city to
the verge of civil war.

And he strongly suspected
that there was something far worse bubbling away beneath the
surface. The disappearing corpses, the seemingly unkillable
enforcer the Krugmans’ had somehow acquired, the stink of sorcery
rising over the city every full moon, all of those things pointed
to it. Now cats had started to vanish and the city’s rat population
was multiplying and there were stories of monsters in the Maze. It
had set more alarms ringing in Ambrose’s mind. A concerted effort
was being made to silence his agents as some sorcerous plot came to
a climax.

This morning it had seemed
like a blessing when Manfred had finally got back into contact,
claiming to have found out something of vast importance. A cunning
man, Manfred, and a thief well acquainted with the city’s
underworld and its secret wars. He had managed to go to ground and
avoid the fate of the other agents, or so it had seemed. The
message had called for a meeting at their usual spot in the Maze, a
tavern called the Dog’s Head.

Ambrose had gone there,
but Manfred had not shown up. A terrible suspicion had been born in
the monk’s mind then. Manfred might not be coming. He might have
broken under torture and written the note. Ambrose had noticed a
group of hard-looking men eying him and decided to make his escape.
He ducked out to the privy and somehow managed to get his bulk over
the back wall and the chase had begun.

He offered up a prayer to
the Holy Sun and began to move again. A horde of rats, disturbed by
his movement, scurried out of the middens, their small eyes
glittering hungrily. The sight of them brought back certain
horrific suspicions that had been preying on Ambrose’s
mind.

He kicked out, scattering
the rodents but one of them nipped at his leg, burying tiny sharp
teeth in his calf. He brought his legs together, crushing the beast
and lumbered on. Up ahead a large man emerged from an alley mouth,
a crossbow held in his hand. Ambrose lashed out with his weighted
bludgeon, connecting with the man’s head, sending him reeling back
into a puddle of piss and rain-water.

He picked up the crossbow.
He had no training with such a thing but at close range, as a last
resort, it might prove useful. He was willing to try anything that
might help him escape. If he could just get out of the Maze, he
might find a Watch Patrol. He might yet be able to get away. He was
not too far from Cheap Street now. If he could just run a few
hundred more strides . . .

He heard more whistles
from up ahead. His pursuers had already cut off that route. He
consulted with the map of the Maze he had carried in his head since
his first visits here as a novice more than twenty years ago. He
could backtrack and take a right turn, that would put him on Blood
Vennel; from there he might be able to make his way back to the
Silver Lamprey. Or he could just lie down and wait for them to find
him. Given the state of his body, that was becoming an increasingly
attractive option.

No. Don’t give up. He
clutched the crossbow tight and forced himself to move. Something
clattered down in the muck ahead of him, roofing slates most
likely, dislodged by observers on the roof. It seemed that there
were people up there keeping pace with him. His mind raced. There
were too many people involved in this hunt for all but the most
powerful factions in the city. The Oldbergs could afford it as
could the Krugmans.

The Prelate could too but
Ambrose already discounted that. With the old man on his deathbed,
his followers were too busy intriguing against each other. There
was the possibility that some new Shadow cult had arisen, like the
one the Guardian Kormak had removed five years ago. That would
account for the tales of evil magic and monsters in the city. He
offered up another prayer, promising the Holy Sun that he would
fast for a month, do penance for a year if only he could reach his
cell again and send a ciphered report back to the Sacred
Mountain.

He turned the corner and
saw what waited for him and knew his prayers were not going to be
answered. The thing was all he had feared and more. Tall as a man
even as it leaned forward in an obscene slouch, its eyes glowed
with a hellish light. Its huge jaw distended to reveal tusk-like
fangs. It was a demon of the old darkness. A horde of rats scurried
around its clawed feet, chittering worshipfully.

Ambrose raised the
crossbow and fired. The bolt flickered through the air and, as if
guided by his desperate prayers, struck the creature clear through
the heart. It stood there for a moment. Its long clawed hand
reached up and pulled the missile free, its barbed head tearing
muscle and skin and cloth. Flesh sucked closed behind it, leaving
no sign of any wound. The demon bared its teeth in what might have
been a mocking smile as it cast the bolt to one side.

Frater Ambrose dropped the
crossbow and raised his Elder Sign in a gesture of defiance and
tried his last gambit. “I serve the Order of the Dawn,” he said.
“If you kill me, I will be avenged.”

The demon gave a soft
hissing sound that might have been mocking laughter. It moved
slowly towards him, surrounded by its tide of vermin, confident
that he could not escape. Frater Ambrose tried to force his legs to
move but they simply gave way beneath him. He tried to mutter the
words of the Solar Prayer but his tongue felt swollen in his
mouth,

The demon loomed over him.
A taloned claw rose. A shadow came between Ambrose and the light.
He did not even have time to scream.


 Chapter
One

 


IN THE TWILIGHT Kormak led
his horse through the streets of Vermstadt. The beast whinnied a
tired protest and trudged on, cold breath emerging from its
nostrils in a cloud. The tall, greying swordsman picked his way
with care. Beneath the snow the cobbles were slick and he had not
ridden across northern Taurea just to lose his mount to a broken
ankle within the city’s massive walls.

He touched the pommel of
his sword, still uncomfortable with having the dwarf-forged blade
strapped to his waist rather than belted over his shoulder as was
proper for a member of his order. The Grand Master wished his
mission carried out in secret, so it could disavow him if things
went wrong. He had his reasons for wanting Kormak to go
unrecognised. The last time the Guardian had been in Vermstadt he
had killed five powerful men and the repercussions of that deed
might still catch up with him.

Kormak suspected that
there would be more killing this time. Vermstadt was the sort of
city where men bartered their souls to the powers of Shadow. For a
place sacred to the Sun, it was a most unholy metropolis. Something
of the darkness Saint Verma had supposedly banished during her stay
among mortals seemed to have clung to it down the
centuries.

The tall tenements loomed
menacingly out of the gloom. Snow piled up around the buildings.
Fat flakes continued to fall, the cold wind driving the gusts down
from the slopes of the nearby Thunderpeak Mountains. Cloaked and
cowled citizens made their way home in the gloaming. A man with a
hopeful air offered a cold pie half-price. Kormak shook his head.
He was hungry after his long journey but he wanted to save his
appetite for a real meal at an inn.

The street was wide enough
for two carts to pass if the drivers were careful. The alleys
leading away from it were not nearly so rich-looking or so well
lit. In their mouths slatternly women, well-wrapped against the
cold stood beneath red lanterns, looking to do some business even
on this chilly evening. Off to the south were the great rotting
slums of the Maze, where families of beggars huddled ten to a
room.

Beggars extended hands for
copper coins in a half-hearted attempt to get money, more for the
sake of the thing than because they really expected it. A lad of
about eleven fell into step beside him, looked nervously over his
shoulder and said, “Looking for a tavern, sir?”

Most of the inns Kormak
could see were exactly what he would have expected so close to the
city gates—overpriced traps for the weary traveller fresh off the
road, or drinking dens for the drovers and carters who would pass
through the nearby West Gate. He wanted somewhere a bit classier
and he had fond memories of one place and one woman in particular.
They were the only good memories he had of this accursed city. He
still had dark dreams about his last visit.

“No,” Kormak said. “I know
where I am going.”

“And where would that be,
sir?” The boy glanced over his shoulder again and then up at
Kormak. His face was thin and nervous. He played with something on
his arm. It was a scarf dyed yellow.

Kormak thought about
footpads and their lookouts. This boy did not look like one, just
starved and nervous but Kormak had led a life that left him prone
to suspicion. “None of your business,” he said.

“Right you are, sir,” the
boy said. He kept walking along beside Kormak. He did not say
anything more.

Tall, half-timbered
buildings with narrow mullioned windows loomed over the snowy road.
Many of them had painted signs indicating the business of their
owner.

A wheel indicated a
cartwright, a barrel a cooper, an anvil a blacksmith. The warm,
ruddy glow of the forge inside the shop brought back memories from
Kormak’s long ago childhood, of his father’s massive figure beating
out swords for the clan, back before the old man had been
slaughtered along with everyone Kormak had ever known.

The boy kept walking
beside him. He was tempted to tell the kid to move on but the lad
looked up at him entreatingly and said, “You don’t mind if I walk
with you a bit, sir. Least until we see a squad of
watchmen.”

“Why?”

“Well, you see, sir, it’s
like this. You have a sword, and there’s a bunch of lads following
me as would be less likely to give me any trouble if they see me
walking along with a man with a sword.” He smiled ingratiatingly
and Kormak understood that this was for the benefit of anybody
watching them, to make it look as if they knew each
other.

Kormak glanced back over
his shoulder. A large group of youths glared at him and the
boy.

“What if those likely lads
decide we are friends and give me some trouble as well?”

“They wouldn’t do that,
sir. Bors and his lads are cowards, all the Krugman lickspittles
are. They won’t trouble a man with a blade, particularly not a big
scarred man like yourself who looks like he knows how to use
it.”

“It seems to me that I
should charge you for bodyguard work,” said Kormak.

“That is only fair, sir,”
said the boy. “But there’s one problem . . . I don’t have any money
to pay you. The Angels and Saints will surely smile on you though.
It would be downright charitable and this here is a Cathedral town,
leastwise it will be, and you’re closer to the Holy Sun’s heaven
and his sight here because of it.”

He nodded and then smiled
as if Kormak had said something particularly funny, still holding
an imaginary conversation with an imaginary friend for the benefit
of their observers. It came to Kormak then that the boy was
genuinely frightened.

“What have you done to
upset Bors and his boys?”

“Nothing, sir. Oh, I may
have passed a few remarks about the Moon-loving Krugmans and the
way Bors kisses Jurgen Krugman’s arse whenever he sees it but it
was mostly in fun. They just don’t have a sense of humour and
that’s the Holy Sun’s own truth, sir.”

A group of youths emerged
from an alley mouth and fanned out in a half circle blocking their
way. The ones that had been walking behind moved closer, cutting
off any retreat. Kormak could hear their feet crunching in the
snow.

The gang surrounded them.
Many were just boys, little older than the one he was talking to.
Some were larger and surlier and a few were hulking brutes almost
as big as Kormak. One of them spoke now.

“Well, well,” he said. “If
it’s not little Jan. Who is this you’re talking to, Jan? Some
wandering adventurer you’ve mistaken for your father
again?”

The boy took a step behind
Kormak, into his shadow. Kormak moved slightly to keep him in
sight, aware that all of this might be just play-acting to set him
up for purse-snatching.

The boy was still there.
He had raised his hands in front of his body as if already warding
off blows. “Piss off, Bors,” he said. There was a scared bravado in
his tone.

“Come here, Jan,” said
Bors. “You’ve shot your smart mouth off once too often and now
we’re going to stomp you flat.”

Kormak stared at the boys.
They glared back at him with feral menace. He could see they all
had scarves tied around their arms although of a different colour
from the one Jan was wearing. This one looked dirty white or maybe
grey. It was hard to tell, the lights were dimmer here, and there
were less people about. It was clear the youths had waited for an
opportune moment before accosting them.

The one called Bors saw
Kormak looking at him and smiled easily enough, showing the gaps
caused by two missing teeth. “This is none of your business,
stranger,” he said. “You can just be on your way.”

Kormak did not like the
dismissive jeering tone but he could see the sense of what Bors was
saying. This was none of his business. He did not know any of them,
and he certainly did not owe the kid anything. And yet, he stood
there. He was not used to be reckoned so lightly. His pride was
hurt. And he had never liked bullies.

“There’s no need for any
trouble,” he said. He kept his tone mild.

The big youth laughed and
tapped the knife at his belt. “Oh there won’t be any trouble,” he
said. “If you know what’s good for you.”

One or his lieutenants had
drawn his dagger and was ostentatiously cleaning his nails with it.
Another smirked at Kormak already certain that he would do nothing.
They had the look of small-time troublemakers, of the sort who were
used to intimidating peasants and small tradesmen and passing
pilgrims.

He glanced around again
and could not help but wonder why they were so certain they could
get away with behaving like this in plain view of the citizenry on
a street where the Watch were likely to pass at any time. He saw a
midden, and on top of the midden a rat. It looked at him with
glittering eyes and scuttled away.

“What’s the problem here
anyway?” he asked. “Surely you can talk it out.”

“Surely you can talk it
out,” said the youth with the drawn knife. He spoke in a mincing,
effeminate echo of Kormak’s words. The others laughed.

“Are you still here?” said
Bors. There was real menace in his tone now. He moved forward,
crowding Kormak, so close that the onion-laden smell of his breath
was obvious. Normally Kormak would not have let anybody get so
close but he did not want to draw his sword. He was still trying to
avoid trouble although he suspected things had already gone too far
for that. “I thought I told you to go.”

Kormak slowly raised his
hand, put it on the youth’s chest and pushed him away. The big lad
looked at him as if he could not quite believe what he was seeing.
The youths had started to crowd forward. There were knives drawn
now. He saw their rusty blades glitter in the distant
torchlight.

“Have you ever seen a
warhorse fight?” Kormak asked. He kept his tone
conversational.

“What?” Bors
asked.

“Have you ever seen a
warhorse fight? It takes years to train them, but once that’s done
they are vicious.”

“What in the Shadow’s name
are you talking about?”

“Star here is a warhorse.
I’ve seen him crush men’s skulls with his hooves and rend their
flesh with his teeth. The last man he bit, he pulled the cheek
right off; you could see the jawbone and teeth through the hole. He
made a strange sucking, whistling sound whenever he
breathed.”

The youths had started to
back off now. No one wanted to be quite so close to the horse any
more. “All I have to do is whistle and he’ll break your skull.
He’ll take pleasure in it, for he’s a vicious brute if truth be
told.”

“You’re lying,” said Bors.
He did not sound so sure of himself now. He glared at Kormak caught
between fear, anger and losing face in front of his gang. “That nag
is no warhorse.”

“Would you like to bet your
life on that,” Kormak said. For a long moment, they exchanged
glares.

“Sure,” said Bors. “Why
not?”

Kormak
whistled.


 Chapter
Two

 


IN THE INSTANT all eyes
went to the horse, Kormak kicked Bors very hard between the legs.
The youth screamed and bent double. Kormak reached down and pulled
the knife from Bors’s scabbard, then brought its pommel down on the
back of his head, sending him sprawling on the snow-covered
cobblestones.

Before the gang realised
what had happened, he stepped towards the weasel-faced youth with
the drawn dagger. He was ready to parry any strike the youth might
make but the boy was still looking at the horse. Kormak knocked the
knife from his hand then smacked him on the side of the head,
dropping him.

By the time the gangs’
eyes were back on him, he had picked up the dagger and had a blade
in each hand. They stared at him as if he were a magician, still
not quite understanding what had happened. One of them brandished
his knife and Kormak shook his head and drew back one of the
daggers as if to throw. “I would prefer not to kill any of you,” he
said. “But I will if you make me.”

Bors looked up at him,
groaning. “Bastard,” he said.

Kormak stood on his hand.
There was a sound like a small twig snapping. “I’ve had enough lip
from you for one day,” he said. “Any more and I break the rest of
your fingers.”

The gang still looked at
him. He advanced with a menacing look on his face and they turned
and ran, leaving him with the two he had downed and young Jan, who
had run up and was starting to apply the boot to Bors. “You’ll
stomp me, will you?” He said.

“Enough,” said Kormak told
him, suddenly tired of it all. “Or I’ll skin you
myself.”

The boy backed away
quickly. “Run along,” Kormak said. “You won’t have any more trouble
with this bunch at least not today.”

Jan looked at him. “I
won’t forget this, sir,” he said. “You saved me from these
moon-lovers and I’ll remember that.”

“Sod off, cat-eater,” said
Bors from the ground. “You won’t always be so lucky.”

“I’m serious, sir,” said
Jan. “If you ever need somebody to watch your back, I’ll be
there.”

He seemed very serious.
Kormak grinned. “I’ll remember that,” he said. “Now
scat!”

The boy smiled back at him
and then scampered off along the alley, heading in a different
direction from the one the gang hunting him had gone in.

Kormak turned to Bors and
his henchmen. “Now what am I going to do with you?” he
said.

“Nothing if you’re smart,
Jurgen Krugman won’t like it.”

“Why should I
care?”

“Because Jurgen is going to
rule this city, and we’re his friends. He’ll set the Silent Man on
you.” He paused expectantly, waiting for a reaction that never
came. The name of the Silent Man obviously meant something. It had
not five years ago.

“I guess I should spare
your lives then,” said Kormak.

“You weren’t seriously
thinking of killing us,” said the other boy. He looked frightened
now.

“I don’t like people
drawing knives on me,” he said. “You’d do well to remember that.
Next time I might not be in such a good mood.”

Kormak turned to lead his
horse away.

“What about our knives,”
said the boy. Kormak tossed it. It stood quivering in the cobbles
between his legs.

“Nice throw,” said Bors
grudgingly.

“I was aiming for his ear,”
said Kormak, dropping the second knife on the ground beside the
hand he had stood on. Bors went white.

“And a pleasant evening to
you both,” said Kormak, leading his horse away down the
street.

 


The waxing, gibbous moon
emerged from the clouds as Kormak reached the Gilded Lion. It was a
big tavern on Silver Street just off the town’s Southern Square.
The vast bulk of the Cathedral loomed over it. All around were
other expensive inns and the mansions of the town’s wealthier
merchants. Kormak passed through the gateway arch and led his horse
into the courtyard. A stableboy ran up to take it, glanced at
Kormak, did a double take then grinned and said, “Good evening, Sir
Kormak, long time no see.”

“Good evening, Ned,” said
Kormak. He slipped the youth a couple of copper coins. “It’s been a
while.”

“Must be five years at
least,” he said. “The mistress was not best pleased when you rode
out.”

“You think I’ll get a warm
welcome?”

“Maybe too warm, if you
catch my meaning.”

“I guess I’ll just have to
find out.”

“I always said you were a
brave man as well as a generous one. You do like to live
dangerously though, don’t you?”

Kormak shrugged, took up
his saddle-bags and strode into the inn. The taproom was large and
warm and smelled of very good food. A number of pretty barmaids
moved around the area serving wealthy merchants and the
well-groomed hard men who served them.

When Kormak stepped in,
all eyes went to him for a minute. Men whose lives depended on
their ability to quickly sum up a stranger stared at him with
calculating glances. He let them look, knowing that all they would
see was a successful mercenary, one who had maybe been a knight
once before he fell out with the wrong people. It was what most
people took him to be.

He strode up to the bar. A
beautiful, blonde woman looked at him as if she could not decide
whether to smile or throw the tankard she was holding at him.
Kormak could not blame her. He had been forced to leave the house
at speed the last time he was here.

Eventually she strode over
to him and said, “You’ve got a nerve, I’ll say that for
you.”

“Lovely as ever, Lila,” he
said, looking her up and down. Her face flushed slightly and it was
not from the heat of the fire. She stared at him. “We’ve a lot to
talk about and this is not the place to do it.”

 


Afterward, as they lay on
the bed, Lila looked along the length of his naked body and said,
“You’ve got more scars.”

He stroked her hair and
said, “You don’t.”

She shook her head. “It’s
not that bloody easy, Kormak. Where have you been?”

“I told you I might have to
leave the town quickly,” he said. “I wasn’t lying.”

“Yes, but five years, five
bloody years and you just come strolling back in the door as if not
a minute had passed, looking the same as you always did, except for
the bloody scars. How the hell did you get them anyway?”

“I’m a soldier,
Lila.”

“So was my first husband.
I’ve seen a few sword wounds in my time, a few arrow wounds too.
Those cuts were never made by blade or point. Those are claw marks
and I have no idea what the hell might make them. Too big for any
hunting cat I have ever heard of. ”

He shrugged. She leaned
forward and touched the tattoo over his heart. It showed a red
winged dragon. She looked at it for a long time thoughtfully then
got up and poured herself another goblet of wine. “Do you remember
when we first met?” she said.

“It was downstairs, two
days after the feast of Saint Verma; you asked me what I
wanted.”

“And you said you were
trying to avoid being drawn into sin.” She smiled. “I was
good-looking in those days.”

“You are very beautiful,”
he said.

“By your voice I thought
maybe you were a churchman,” she said. “One of those visiting
scholars who are always coming to the Prelate’s court. I thought
maybe you were one of the ones who liked to break their vows of
chastity.”

“So the idea of sinning
with a priest excited you . . .”

“You know it did . . . but
that was just the first look I took at you. A second told me you
were no priest. Too dark, too fierce, too dangerous.”

“There’s plenty of priests
who fight, Lila. Your own Prelate for one. In his youth he put both
his neighbouring barons to the sword and took their lands for the
Holy Sun’s church.”

She got up and moved away
from the bed, stood studying him in the mirror, as she adjusted her
hair. She looked over at his gear, the saddle-bags, the sword. She
looked at the amulets hanging over the bedposts.

“You know the last time,
after you left, they found a dead body up in the Cathedral.” She
spoke a little too casually and Kormak was immediately on his
guard. He kept his face bland. “Really.”

“They found several
actually. A prominent churchman. The architect of the Cathedral.
Two well known local merchants.”

“All dead?”

She looked at him
cold-faced, tilted her head to one side as she judged him. “They
were all beheaded. As neat as if the Council’s executioner had done
it. As if they had been found guilty of some crime. Whoever killed
them did everything but stick their heads on a spike over the gates
for the peasants to gawp at.”

He would have done that
too if he’d had the time. He kept his face bland. She paused for a
second, took another drink. “Another merchant vanished, was never
found. He left town in hurry, apparently very scared. The same
night you left, actually.”

Kormak remembered that man
all too well. His name had been Venn. He had dabbled in the darkest
of sorceries. It had taken a month to catch him. A lot of people
had died.

He pushed himself up from
the bed and walked over to her. “Why are you telling me
this?”

She turned half away from
him, avoiding looking up into his face. “You did tell me you might
have to leave town quickly. You never told me why.”

“The contract I was waiting
for came through. There was war along the Valkyrian
border.”

“Aye, there was,” she said,
like someone who wanted very badly to believe. Her jaw quivered for
a moment and then she took a step away from him. “The thing about
those bodies was it was all so neat. There were no wounds on them.
So they say.”

“Taking a man’s head off
usually means you don’t need to stab him,” said Kormak.

“What sort of man can do
that though?” she said. “Who could trap four armed men and behead
them? And how—they were all big, powerful men. A couple of them had
proved they could fight. Marcus had killed three men in
duels.”

“Again, why are you telling
me this? It’s interesting, I admit, but it’s old news.”

“It was a nine-day wonder,”
she said. “Everybody talked about it. They thought there might be a
madman loose but no one else was killed. Then the other rumours
started. That the dead men had been in a cult of some sort, that
dead girls were found in a secret room in the Cathedral
foundation—you remember the young girls who went missing, don’t
you?”

Kormak nodded. He
remembered finding the girls’ mutilated bodies all too well. He
sometimes saw their faces in his darker dreams. He forced the frown
from his face.

“There was all sorts of
talk, that a dark consecration had been taking place, that the dead
men had been making sacrifices to the Shadow. And then suddenly it
was all hushed up. It became one of those things that nobody wanted
to talk about. The priests all started preaching from the pulpit
about tellers of tales and gossips. Somebody, somewhere very high
up had decided to sweep the whole thing under the carpet or so it
seemed to me.”

He put an arm around her
waist. She shivered and leaned back against him. “You’ve obviously
given this matter a lot of thought.” He kept his voice very
flat.

She gave a bitter laugh.
“Am I boring you?”

“I can think of more
interesting things than talk.” He tilted her head and kissed her on
the mouth. She started to respond then pushed him away. “No,” she
said. “No.”

She moved back over to the
bed, drew her legs up beneath her. “You want to know something,”
she said.

“What?”

“I wondered about it. I
wondered about you. When you left town the killings stopped. No
more dead girls. No more headless corpses. The city went back to
being normal or as normal as it ever is, anyway.”

“You think I killed those
girls?” She flinched at the cold anger in his voice and shook her
head.

“No,” she said. “I don’t
think you killed the girls. You were here with me the night Azara
Kendal went missing, and the night Dorothea Spanders was lost as
well. And the first of them vanished months before you came to
town.”

He moved over, lay down
beside her. She rested her head on his shoulder for a moment. Her
long hair tickled his flesh. She looked up at him with frank brown
eyes. “After you left, I started asking questions.”

He stared at her. She
stroked the tattoo on his chest, running her finger along the
dragon’s folded wings. “I asked about tattoos and dragons. I heard
some interesting stories.”

“Tell me one.”

“A merchant from Saladar
told me about an order of knights, sworn to oppose the Shadow, who
bore such tattoos. He told me the order had fallen into darkness
and become a cult of paid assassins.”

“You believe
him?”

“Another man, a soldier . .
. like yourself maybe . . . told me of a society sworn to fight the
Old Ones. Their badge was a dwarf-forged blade. They grew rich and
fat and extorted money even from the Kings of Men and eventually
the kings turned against them and banished them. He said they still
fight the Old Ones for money. And sometimes they even fight for the
Old Ones when paid.”

Kormak wondered at the way
stories mutated as they travelled. He supposed it was inevitable
the way merchants gossiped and bards exaggerated.

“A wizard told me that the
dragon was the sign of the Order of the Dawn, an organisation
feared by all his kind. That they were implacable enemies of magic,
hated mages like cats hate rats.”

“You think I am one of
these men, these wizard haters?”

“You carry a very old
sword. You have as many amulets as a wandering holy man. You look
to be in your forties and you move like a man of twenty. And you
have a lot of strange scars. What am I supposed to
think?”

He looked at her steadily.
Anger twisted her face. “Are you going to deny any of
this?”

“Would it help if I
did?”

“I don’t know. I do know
this though . . . five years ago terrible things were happening
here and when you went they stopped as if somebody had pulled a
lever. And now, today, the city is going to hell in a hand-basket
and suddenly you are here again, out of nowhere, in my
bed.”

He put his arms around
her. She seemed to want to say something more. “And?” he said as
gently as he could.

“And I am afraid . . .” She
reached out and pulled him hungrily to her before he could say
anything more.


 Chapter
Three

 


IN THE MORNING, they went
down to the kitchen. The cooks were already up. Several of them had
been so for hours, baking. The smell of fresh bread reached
Kormak’s nostrils and made his mouth water.

Lila went into the pantry
and produced a jug of milk, poured some into a bowl then went to
another cupboard and put the bowl down. Kormak looked down. There
was a small, very sick looking kitten in the basket. Its ear was
torn and one of its eyes was milky. It meowed feebly, rolled over
and started lapping the milk.

Lila tickled it under the
chin but it ignored her and looked at him beseechingly. “Typical,”
Kormak said.

“That’s right, you don’t
like cats, do you?” Lila said. “I remember now.”

Kormak shrugged. “I
neither like nor dislike them.”

“That’s what people say
when they really don’t like them.”

“You have an interesting
approach to understanding people,” Kormak said.

“There’s not so many about
these days. They mostly seem to have vanished. Cats, kittens, all
of them.”

Kormak felt the hair
prickle on the back of his neck. “Is that right?”

“Storytellers in the market
say they have all gone to the Moon for the winter. I don’t think
so.”

“Where do you think they
have gone?”

“Not the Moon.”

One of the cooks looked up
and said, “And not into any of my pies no matter what anyone
says.”

Lila went over to the man,
clapped him on the shoulder and said, “No one is accusing you of
anything.”

The big doughy faced man
smiled and then just as suddenly looked angry. “Somebody is killing
them though.”

“What?” Kormak
asked.

“For a couple of months
there, every full moon, dead cats were showing up everywhere. Some
were skinned. Some were skeletons. Some were found on middens. Some
looked as if they were half eaten.”

Lila nodded. “Bounce’s
mother had just had a litter. Last full moon, they vanished. I
found Bounce in a hole in the yard wall, mangled he was, bleeding,
as if he had been in a fight, his fur all ripped and bloody. I
thought he was going to die.”

“He might well have,” said
the cook. “If the mistress had not tended to him with her own
hands.”

“I felt sorry for him,”
Lila said. “He lost his brothers and sisters and his mother all at
the same time.”

The cat was moving around
now. Kormak could see that he was limping. He started feeling a
certain sympathy for the battered little beast but he did not let
it show on his face. “What would do that?”

“I don’t know,” said the
cook. “But there’s those that have taken to skinning and eating
cats. They’re a bunch of hungry, thieving bastards down in the
Rat’s Maze. They’ll eat anything so they will.”

Kormak remembered the
taunt Bors had lobbed at little Jan; cat-eater. “When did all this
start happening? I don’t remember any of this when I was last
here.”

“Skinned cats were found
all over the slums since the end of last summer, or so I hear,”
said Lila. “Some say its worshippers of the Rat King.” She made an
Elder Sign over her breast. “Some say its some new Shadow cult
making sacrifices.”

“Some say it’s the rats
themselves, there’s more of them around,” said the cook.

“There would be with less
cats to keep them down.” Kormak sat down to eat. He chewed his
bread thoughtfully. The kitten moved over to where he was and began
to tug at the leg of his britches. Kormak picked it up gently and
moved it away. The kitten came back and started tugging away
again.

“Bounce likes you,” said
Lila.

“Cats usually do, for some
reason,” said Kormak. He pulled his cloak around him, looked up at
the position of the sun in the sky. “I’d best be off.”

Lila looked suddenly
worried. “You have business to attend to?”

He shook his head. “I am
going to the shrine of Saint Verma to ask for a penance. I have a
few sins to atone for.”

 


Kormak stepped out of the
courtyard of the Gilded Lion. More snow had fallen overnight. It
had piled up in drifts against the outside wall and made large soft
banks beside merchant’s stalls in the square. It weighed down the
awnings over the storefronts of shops and clung to the fur collars
of the prominent citizens as they went about their business in the
chill morning light.

He paused at a stand where
a vendor was roasting sausages over a metal grill and bought one,
more for the warmth than because he was hungry. The vendor handed
it to him on a slice of bread. Kormak leaned against the trellis at
the side of the man’s stall and studied his surroundings. A bunch
of beggars were already seeking alms from passers-by. Monks from a
dozen different orders stood on corners and spoke to those who
would listen. The cold was not going to stop them preaching their
sermons of the Sun’s salvation.

There were a lot of armed
men about. Some wore the tabards of the city guard. Many wore
golden jerkins with the sign of the Sun and Scales on them. Still
others wore greyish jerkins with the sign of the Moon and Flute.
There were other signs, including a white unicorn on a dark blue
background and a golden bear, but the first two were by far the
most common. The men in gold and grey looked at each other like
they were spoiling for a fight. Some of them looked like they’d
already been in a number of scraps.

Near the soldiers, like
auxiliaries attached to an army, were bands of men and boys with
either yellow or grey scarves wrapped around their biceps. They
always seemed to move in the wake of the armoured men, yellow
scarves standing near the men with golden jerkins, grey scarves
near the men with grey jerkins. Each group regarded the other
warily and with some hostility.

Kormak dredged his
memories from the last time he had been in Vermstadt. “Sun and
Scales—that’s the sign of the Oldbergs, isn’t it?”

The vendor looked at him
suspiciously. Kormak took a bite of the sausage. Warm grease
spurted in his mouth. The meat slid down his throat. “Good
sausage,” he said. “I always heard Vermstadt was famous for
them.”

The vendor nodded and
said, “You’re not from around here are you?”

“From up by the Aquilean
border,” Kormak said. “Just killing the snowy season before it’s
time to take up the blade again. Thought I would visit the Temple
of Saint Verma and seek some release from my sins.”

“I’m surprised you’ve not
taken up work with Oldbergs or the Krugmans,” said the vendor.
“They’re both hiring mercenaries or so I am always
hearing.”

“I’m just here to make some
offerings to Saint Verma,” said Kormak. “I’m not looking to fight.
I’ll get enough of that come spring.”

“From what I’ve heard the
big houses are signing fighting men like it’s going out of fashion
and they can both afford to pay good money. If you live long enough
to spend it.”

“You don’t say? There’s
been trouble.”

The sausage vendor laughed
bitterly. “Yes. They’ve been at each other’s throats for months.
There’s been riots, knifings, brawls, a bunch of deaths. Too many
bloody deaths. The Watch have barely been able to keep a lid on it.
They’ve been hiring wizards too. It’s them I blame for the monsters
in the Maze and mostly likely the Silent Man too.”

“Monsters in the
Maze?”

“There’s a beast there. It
kills men and rips out their hearts. Sorry if that put you off your
eating.”

“Surely not?”

“Every full moon or so they
say. I blame the Krugmans. They’ve always worked magic. It’s most
likely something they’ve let loose as part of their war with the
Oldbergs. It’s all bad for business.”

“Bad for
business?”

“Bad for everything. It’s
getting so bad, I’ve said to my old woman that if this keeps up
we’re leaving the city. These days all it takes is for one of those
bloody kids to decide your sympathies lies with the other side, and
your house gets a visit from the leg-breakers or you find yourself
pushed about in the street or into the river. Not something you
want in this weather.”

“Surely the City Watch will
do something about it.”

“They would if it was
anybody but the Oldbergs or the Krugmans. They’re too big and too
rich. They own this city no matter what the bloody Prelate or the
rest of the bloody patricians think.”

“And the Prelate’s not
doing anything about it?”

“What can that poor old man
do? He’s on his death bed.”

“In his youth he would have
sorted them though, wouldn’t he?”

“Aye, he was a right holy
terror back then. We need more of that spirit these days. Show
these merchant dogs what for, and I say this, mark you, as a member
of the merchant class myself. Somebody needs to knock a few heads
together and sort things out. Those bastards will burn the city to
the ground before they are done. You mark my words.”

Kormak nodded and kept
eating. He could see a few warriors in the tabards of the City
Watch. They looked nervous and greatly outnumbered by the armed men
about them. Kormak began to understand the situation he had walked
into the previous day a bit better.

He thanked the sausage
vendor and moved on, stopping to watch some puppeteers acting out a
play while their cohorts played wooden whistles and collected small
coins in jester’s caps. The play involved demonic rats trying to
take over the city and being driven off by good magicians in the
pay of the Krugman family.

A bunch of children and
not a few adults watched entranced although Kormak could hear
muttering from the people around about him. Someone said, not too
loudly, that the Krugmans had brought the rats and not got rid of
them, and that everybody knew it was the Church and their allies
the Oldbergs who had got rid of them.

A bunch of clowns dressed
as pot-bellied warriors and long tailed demons acted out a play in
which very foolish demons made war on even more foolish humans.
There was a lot of bumping into each other and tripping up and
slapping with inflated pig’s bladders.

Amid all the jollity and
the still falling snow, merchants went about their business,
selling wine and cloth and spices. Buyers with the accents of
distant towns and countries made deals with nasal-voiced
Vermstadters. A beggar tugged at Kormak’s sleeve and asked for
money. Kormak shook his head, knowing that paying one would simply
attract a crowd of others and he would have difficulty getting
anywhere. Instead he made his face hard and strode on.

Later, he thought. He
would give alms later. He noticed someone was pointing at him. The
hand he was using to do so was bandaged. After a moment Kormak
recognised Bors, with some of his cronies, talking with a large
armoured man. The expression of neither was friendly.

Some men with silver
tabards were already moving towards him. He stepped into an alley
and increased his pace as soon as he was out of sight.

 


Kormak glanced back over
his shoulder. The men still followed him. He ducked down another
alley and found himself in a small courtyard with a well in the
centre and a group of poor-looking shops around the edge. The exit
on the far side had been bricked up, sealing the space. There was
no way out, the whole court was enclosed by tenements.

He moved over to the door
of one of the buildings and tried it. It was locked. A vendor
looked at him suspiciously and he realised that taking refuge in
one of the buildings would not help. The locals would simply point
out where he had gone to his pursuers. Even as that thought
occurred to him, the first of the grey-tabarded men entered the
court yard. He smiled, put his fingers into his mouth, let out a
long whistle and shouted, “He’s here.”

Snow crunched as more men
ran down the alley; one or two of them came to a skidding stop of
the slippery ground. They spread out in a half circle. Bors
entered, looking cocky. A big, brutal looking man was at his side,
wearing armour and holding a mace. Kormak could see there was a
family resemblance between him and Bors.

“That’s him,” said Bors,
“that’s the bastard who almost crippled me, Uncle Dren.”

“Did he now,” said the big
man. Kormak studied him seeing a premonition of what Bors would
look like if he lived another twenty years. His nose had been
broken. His features were larded with fat. There were a few broken
veins in his cheeks. His gut was enormous. He looked strong though
and he looked competent, and those with him looked like they would
follow his lead.

Kill him first, Kormak
thought, if it comes to it.

The big man moved closer,
somewhat slowed by the snow underfoot. His smile revealed yellow
teeth but there was no humour in his eyes. “What you got to say for
yourself, stranger?”

A group of warriors
blocked the entrance to the courtyard. The rest moved to encircle
Kormak. The merchants were already diving for cover, pulling down
shutters, closing doors. They clearly knew how such things could
get out of hand. Kormak could see faces looking down from the
windows above. Some folks were closing their shutters up there too.
Most simply looked curious.

“There’s no need for
trouble,” Kormak said.

“That’s what he said when
he sided with that cat-eating bastard Jan,” said Bors. “Then he
almost killed two of us. Be careful with him, he’s a tricky
bastard.”

“It’ll take more than
tricks to get the better of a dozen men,” said Dren. Kormak noticed
there were rats skittering along the walls above them. They seemed
to be everywhere in Vermstadt. He looked at the bricked off exit to
the courtyard again. With a run he might be able to pull himself up
over it but that would mean turning his back on this gang of armed
men, and that was not a thing he was prepared to do under the
circumstances.

“What? You planning on
killing me for stopping a gang of thugs picking on a kid?” Kormak
asked.

“Can’t allow disrespect to
the Krugman banner,” said Dren. “Can’t allow a nephew of mine
almost have his fingers broken either. Not without doing something
about it. How about I just break your fingers and we call it
quits?”

“Which hand?”

“Does it
matter?”

“My right hand is my sword
hand.”

“That’s the hand he stood
on,” said Bors. “Stomp it.”

The men with Dren looked
as if they were getting restless. They wanted to have some fun.
This was not a situation that was going to be contained, Kormak
thought. It was a pity.

“What can I say?” said
Dren. “You picked the wrong hand to step on.”

“I can offer you an
alternative,” Kormak said.

“And what would that
be?”

“If you let me pass without
any bother, I won’t kill you.”

A few of the Krugman thugs
made whooping noises. Some laughed. One of them urged Dren not to
take any lip. Dren paused. Clearly he was a man who had some
experience of violence. He was close enough to read the expression
in Kormak’s eyes. He saw death there.

“You made a mistake,”
Kormak said.

“What’s that?” Dren
asked.

“You got within reach of my
sword.”

“You’re that good, huh? You
can draw it and kill me before my boys get you.”

“I’ll kill a few of them as
well, to teach them better manners,” Kormak said. Some of the
others moved forward. Dren held up his hand. He laughed and
muttered, “To teach them better manners, huh.”

The gang milled around
now, confused by what was happening.

“Let him go, boys,” Dren
said. “We don’t want any trouble.”

He backed carefully away,
his face pale. He did not look relaxed until he had got a few of
his men between him and Kormak.

“Uncle Dren, you really
going to let him get away with this?” Bors asked. “You’ll be a
laughing stock.”

“And who is going to laugh
at me, Bors? You?”

“Screw this,” said one of
the men. “I’m not scared of this bastard.”

He stepped forward,
raising his sword; two of his friends came with him. One of them
brandished a mace. Kormak’s sword came clear of its scabbard. The
swordsman’s hand left his wrist in a spurt of blood. His weapon hit
the ground as its bearer screamed and fell. Kormak took another
step and split the second man’s mace, taking off the metal head.
The other scrambled away as quickly as he came. Kormak brought his
blade up to touch Bors’s throat. The razor edge drew a little
blood.

The men had stopped
laughing now. They looked shocked. They had been expecting blood,
just not from one of their own. All of them were looking at the
fallen man imagining it could be them.

“Better a laughing stock
than dead,” Kormak said. He turned and looked at the gang. “You’d
better take care of your friend’s stump. I wouldn’t want him to
bleed to death.”

It was time to get to the
Cathedral. He had business that he had put off long enough. He
needed to find the man he had been sent to contact.


 Chapter
Four

 


THE CATHEDRAL QUARTER
reminded Kormak of his youth in the fortress monastery on Mount
Aethelas. All around were robed priests and monks. A few nuns
walked to market from their segregated cloisters. The snow fell in
great, fat flakes. White drifts crunched beneath his
boots.

Standing in the doorway of
a small temple were two cowled men in the black robes of the Order
of Saint Mnemon, scholars dedicated to preserving as much ancient
knowledge as they could, as one could tell by the large leather
books, chained to their waists.

A man with the completely
shaven head of the Order of Penitents walked barefoot through the
snow, clad only in a thin white shift. Drops of blood were visible
where he scourged himself with his whip. His eyes were ecstatic but
whether with holiness or madness it was hard to tell. Two women in
the red and gold robes of the Order of Saint Agnetha walked by, one
of them looked him up and down with a hot, frankly appraising
glance as she passed. Hers was an order where many disobedient
young women found themselves put away when they threatened the
family honour. It was not famous for its holiness or its chastity.
Some of its houses were little better than brothels.

The air smelled of incense
and vibrated to the sound of the great gongs calling the faithful
to prayer. Somewhere in the distance a choir chanted the Hymn to
the Holy Sun. It was incongruous in the winter greyness, to hear
folk sing of green fields and the sun’s golden bounty. It sounded
more like a desperate prayer that summer would come again rather
than a statement of belief.

Pilgrims passed on their
way to various shrines. Most of them bore small tokens purchasable
from vendors outside and inside the walls. There was a metal rose
that indicated a woman had the blessing of Saint Agnetha,
supposedly good for fertility. There was a daub of crushed rose
paste in the centre of the forehead to indicate that a couple had
been praying for the blessing of children.

A soldier went past with
his scabbard bound in the black threads that showed he had been at
the shrine of Alteres, who had been a soldier himself before being
martyred by the Children of the Moon. According to those who sold
the thread, a blade drawn from a scabbard so wrapped would never
break or lose its edge. It was supposedly as good as any
dwarf-forged weapon.

Merchants walked past,
fingers playing with strings of gold painted wooden beads that
showed they had made offering at the shrine of their patron, Saint
Krasus. They were hoping for prosperity in the coming years. It was
a reminder too of how often commerce and sanctity met on the roads
of the Sunlander kingdoms. Indeed, the selling of blessings,
charms, indulgences, and relics was seen by many as a form of
commerce in and of itself.

The priestly district
occupied its own walled off area within the city precincts. The
unfinished Cathedral loomed gigantically over all. Even in the cold
men worked away on the scaffolding surrounding it, chipping away at
stone angels intended to beautify its exterior. He had been told
that it would take a hundred years to build this colossal holy
place, and that they were only halfway through the process. Most of
the people here would not be alive on the day it was complete.
Perhaps only a few of the altar boys and the youngest choristers
might live so long. It was a thought at once inspiring and
depressing.

Kormak passed inside the
Cathedral itself, remembering the last time he had been here,
hunting the killers of the dead girls, men who had sought to
perform a blasphemous ritual within the holy precincts. He recalled
the struggle amid the scaffolding and through the underground
cellars. He had killed four men here, on holy ground but what had
been the alternative—let them corrupt this place with the power of
Shadow?

Of course there were those
who would say it was already corrupt. In the huge central space, in
the shadow of the colossal painted pillars that supported the
vaulted ceiling, priests went about the business of the church,
selling indulgences, and relics, and blessed threads and inks and
clothes, shards shaved from the bones of the saint which
miraculously restored itself every high holy day.

How was it possible that
people were so credulous, he wondered? In his heart of hearts, he
already knew the answer. They were not. They did not believe so
much as want to believe. They hoped that the promises of salvation
made to them were true, because what was the
alternative?

He told himself not to be
so cynical. On many of the faces about him were written wonder and
awe and reverence. And they belonged not only to the penitents and
pilgrims. They belonged to the fraters and the priests as well. In
the alcoves around the walls, men and women knelt in sincere prayer
before the statues of saints, and the symbol of the Holy
Sun.

 


At the sight of it, he
felt a faint stirring of his old, long-diminished faith, in the
idea he had been entrusted with a sacred mission, that he had been
sent out into the world to oppose evil and do good, that the oath
he had taken still meant something. It was hard to reconcile that
with the image of himself taking off a man’s hand in a street
brawl.

He smiled at the strange
complex of emotions passing through his mind, a compound of guilt
at his own doubts, hope that there was still a Light to be served,
and disgust at his own naiveté and need to believe, in himself, in
what he did. He had walked through darkness for so long, it was
sometimes difficult to see the Light.

After every night comes
the dawn, he repeated the words of the old prayer to himself. He
made his way through the Cathedral to the small shrine at the back,
where the bones of the Saint Verma lay in their golden casket. A
painted panel depicting her banishing the rat demon Murnath was in
place above the door.

Kormak made the Elder Sign
over his heart as he entered the shrine, ducking his head as he
went through the door, joining the long line of pilgrims as they
trudged towards the altar, mouths working in prayer, eyes fixed
ahead on the sacred object.

Eventually he found
himself in front of the relic, hoping for some sign from the Sun,
some feeling of holiness, some touch of eternity. All he saw were
small white objects, lying on a cushion of velvet within a casket
of gold. Outside it was winter, inside the presence of the Light
was not to be felt.

After every night comes
the dawn. But after every day comes the night.

 


Afterwards, he pushed the
thought of his own sinfulness aside and walked through the huge
structure until he came to a small doorway, to the place where he
had been directed to seek his penance. He knocked upon
it.

“Enter,” said a
cracked-sounding voice.

Kormak entered the
counting house. Behind a small table, a tall, thin monk sat,
tallying numbers on an abacus and making records on a wax slate. He
was garbed as a monk of the Order of Saint Verma. Parchment and ink
lay close at hand, indicating that when he finished the complex
calculations he was working on, the final results were committed to
paper. The monk did not look up. “What can I do for you, my child?
Speak.”

“Blessings of the Light be
upon you, Frater Lucian,” Kormak said. The monk looked up suddenly,
eyes widening in shock. His hand moved to his mouth to cover it.
There was something like fear there and a nervousness that had not
been there five years before. After a minute of simply staring, he
indicated that Kormak should close the door and lock it. Frater
Lucian might have been garbed as a monk of Saint Verma, but many
years ago he had sworn an oath of service to the Order of the
Dawn.

“Sir Kormak,” he said. “I
never thought to see you again.”

Kormak leaned back against
the door. He could hear nothing from outside. “I need
information.”

“Of course,” said Frater
Lucian. “I didn’t think they would send you back. Not after what
happened the last time . . .”

Kormak considered his
words. “Nonetheless I am here.”

“And I am glad of it, of
course.” The monk laid down his pen and rubbed his face with a bony
hand. He glanced around again as if afraid they were being
eavesdropped upon. Kormak did not remember Lucian being such a
nervous man.

“I was sent for,” Kormak
said. “Someone requested my presence.”

Lucian coughed. Phlegm
gurgled within his chest. “It was me. I sent a message by raven
asking that a Guardian be sent to Vermstadt.”

“Why you? Where is the fat
man?”

Lucian shivered. “Frater
Ambrose? Vanished. Dead, most likely, though no body has showed
up.”

“When?”

“Two moons ago.” Kormak did
the calculations in his head. It would have taken that long for the
message to reach the Order, for the Order to summon him and for him
to get here.

“I take it he did not
abscond with the silver or with one of the nuns.” There was some
possibility of the latter. Ambrose had been fond of the pleasures
of the flesh.

Lucian shook his head. “He
went out one night. Never came back. I reported it to the Abbot and
he informed the watch but no one knows anything. Most think he
hopped on a boat downriver. That’s the story going
around.”

“You don’t think he
did.”

“You know what Ambrose
was—what do you think?”

“I wasn’t there. You
were.”

“He was looking into
something. Bodies were going missing from the mortuary carts. He
was investigating. He was frightened.”

“He was not a man who
scared easily. What was it frightened him?”

“His people were going
missing.”

Kormak tilted his head to
one side and just stared until Lucian continued.

“His agents. One by one,
they stopped reporting.”

“You think they were
killed.”

“Killed or fled. If they
were sensible.”

“Are any of them
left?”

“None I can
find.”

“You looked.”

Lucian let out a long
breath. “Yes. I looked—at least to begin with.”

“You stopped though . .
.”

“It seemed pointless. None
of them were there, at least the ones I knew about.”

“And?”

“And I thought I was being
watched.”

“You were afraid you would
be next.”

“There’s just me here now.
I don’t leave the Cathedral quarter. I sleep within the cloister
walls under the Elder Signs”

“You sent the message
though. You asked for a Guardian to be sent.”

“Yes. I thought if whatever
got the rest of them got me then you would at least avenge me.
Avenge us.”

Kormak wondered whether
Lucian was having some sort of breakdown. He had seen it happen
before. In the service of the Order of the Dawn, men saw many
strange things and were privy to many dark and terrible secrets.
Some men could not take the strain. Lucian’s long fingers crawled
up his face, like a pale, five-legged spider. He tapped himself on
the forehead, put his hand back on the table and pressed down on
his wrist with his left hand, as if he was trying to trap his right
hand down there.

“There is much to alarm
happening in Vermstadt. The Shadow is at work here. Lots of things
point to it.”

“Tell me one.”

“Cats are being killed in
the most unspeakable ways.” Kormak thought about Bounce and his
mother. He thought about what Lila and her cook had said. “You
think someone is making offerings?”

Lucian nodded slowly and
licked his lips. “I thought you cleaned out the nest of Shadow
worshippers on your last visit but now I am not so sure . .
.”

“I killed five men. I cut
out a patch of cancre cancer, not the whole blight. Or so it seems.
What else has made you so nervous?”

“The city is a powder keg,
the situation is very unstable and becoming more so.”

“The cause?”

“Two of the great merchant
houses have brought us to the verge of civil war.”

“The Oldbergs and the
Krugmans?”

“You have just got here and
you’ve already heard. That’s how bad things have become. It gets
worse—the Krugmans are sorcerers.”

“You think they are using
dark magic?”

“They were given a license
permitting them to study magic by the Prelate Benedict so they
could help in his wars. It seems they have been abusing the
privilege. Magic has been used in their struggle with the Oldbergs.
The Oldbergs have hired a wizard and clearly intend to respond in
kind.”

“Why are they
fighting?”

“Each house supports a
different candidate for the Prelate’s throne. They’ve been rivals
for decades but this is the last straw. Benedict is on his death
bed and both houses want to make sure their man occupies his holy
seat. The Oldbergs support Marius, who is brother to the head of
their house. The Krugmans support a distant cousin of
theirs.”

“Anything else I should
know about?”

“There are all sorts of
tales doing the rounds. Of mortuaries being raided, of corpses
going missing, of graves being dug up, of body snatchers prowling
the streets. Of monsters in the night at full moon.”

“It certainly sounds like
there’s enough for me to be looking into.”

“They are not just
stories.”

“Oh?”

“I went to the mortuary.
Bodies have gone missing. And something nasty is killing people in
the Maze. Something with claws and very sharp teeth.”

“It could be a big
dog.”

“Dogs rarely pull people’s
hearts out.”

“There’s that.”

“You will stay then and
investigate?”

“Yes.”

“Where will you
start?”

“The Maze probably. The
moon will be full the day after tomorrow.”

“If you need any help, let
me know.”

“That I will.”

“It is good to have you
back, Sir Kormak.” This time he really sounded sincere.

“I wish I could say it’s
good to be back,” Kormak said. He headed for the door. “I will be
in touch.”

He headed back towards the
Gilded Lion. The day had given him much to think about.


 Chapter
Five

 


LILA DID NOT look too
pleased as she showed the angry man into the room. Kormak looked
up. He had been half-expecting this since he got back to the Gilded
Lion.

“Sir Kormak,” Lila said.
“This is Sergeant Altman of the City Watch. He would like a word
with you.”

The Sergeant stamped
forward into the room. He was about medium height and very broad.
His features were swarthy and there was stubble on his chin. His
eyes were very blue and very bright. Two more members of the Watch
were with him.

“What can I do for you,
Sergeant?” Kormak asked.

“Smooth bastard, aren’t
you?” said the Sergeant.

“Am I?”

“You know why I am here.
You almost killed two men in the Wineberg Close today.”

“I wounded a man who
attacked me. Did he die?”

“No,” said the Sergeant.
“Or I would not be being so nice to you. I don’t care how rich your
Oldberg bosses are. This won’t stand.”

“I don’t work for the
Oldbergs, Sergeant. I am a pilgrim. I came here to see the shrine
of Saint Verma and look upon her blessed finger-bones.”

The Sergeant looked
ostentatiously around Lila’s bedchamber then he looked at Lila. “I
can see you are a very holy man.”

“Did you come here to
insult me and this good lady? Or do you actually have some
questions?” There was something in Kormak’s tone that made the
Sergeant flinch but he recovered quickly.

“You don’t deny you took
off Lemy Birke’s hand?”

“I didn’t know if his name
was Lemy Birke but I took a man’s hand off today. It was holding a
sword that was intended to split my skull. Is it against the law to
defend yourself in Vermstadt now?”

“So you’re saying Lemy
attacked you?”

“I think I just
did.”

“That’s not what his
friends say?”

“What do they say? That I
made an unprovoked attack upon a man with twelve armed comrades
beside him? Or did I perhaps challenge all thirteen of them and
then spare their lives?”

“Are you being
sarcastic?”

“No. I am just curious as
to exactly how crazy you think I am.”

“It seems yesterday you
intervened on behalf of an Oldberg partisan.”

“There was a boy being
picked on in the street. The thugs doing it decided to add me to
the list of people they were bullying.”

“And you didn’t let
them?”

“Do I look like a man who
would?”

“No. You look like a
professional duellist. Like exactly the sort of man the Oldbergs
would hire to help them with their Krugman problem.”

“You know a lot of
professional duellists, do you, Sergeant?”

“I don’t like your
tone.”

“I’m not sure I like yours
either.”

“Maybe you’d like to do
something about it?”

“Tell me, Sergeant, do you
think if I really worked for the Oldbergs we would be having this
conversation? Or I would be staying here?”

“The people you’ve hurt all
work for the Krugmans.”

“The people I hurt put
themselves in the way of harm.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that
you might have put yourself in the way of harm? Jurgen Krugman is
not likely to look kindly on a man who takes down his pet bully
boys.”

“I’d tell him the same
thing I am telling you, Sergeant. I am not looking for trouble but
if somebody comes at me with a blade in his hand I won’t stand
still either.”

The watchman looked
thoughtful. Kormak could not tell whether it was because Altman
believed what he had said or because another idea was forcing its
way into his head. “Krugman has more than blades at his beck and
call.”

“What do you
mean?”

“They’re a family that
dabble in dark magic.”

“Then I am surprised you
are not visiting them or reporting them to the church
authorities.”

“I would if I thought it
might do any good,” said the Sergeant, then seemed to realise what
he was saying to a stranger. “You’d best be careful, Sir Kormak,”
he said. “Indeed it might be better for you if you left Vermstadt
altogether. Or I might end up fishing your body out of the river.
If I can find it at all.”

“I’ll be on my way when I
finish my business here,” said Kormak. Altman shrugged and said,
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you. You may soon have a visit from the
Silent Man.”

“Who is this Silent Man
people keep talking about?”

“You’ll find out for
yourself soon enough if you keep this up.” He stormed out of the
room as aggressively as he entered it.

“You did not go out of your
way to make any friends there,” said Lila after he left.

“What was I supposed to
say? The man attacked me.”

“A lot of people seem to be
making that mistake,” Lila said. She tilted her head to one side as
she considered him. “And they all seemed to be working for the
Krugmans.”

“Believe me, Lila, I could
live without the attention. All I did was try and save a boy from a
beating or maybe something worse.”

“It’s true then, is
it?”

“What?”

“No good deed goes
unpunished.”

“It certainly looks that
way in Vermstadt.” There was silence for a moment.

“Who is the Silent Man?”
Kormak asked.

Lila looked troubled.
“He’s the Krugman’s enforcer or so they say. The toughest man in
the city. Or maybe he’s not a man. People keep saying he’s been
killed but he keeps coming back.”

“Something supernatural
about him?”

“I’m just telling you what
little I’ve heard. But if he’s half as bad as they say you’ll want
to keep away from him.”

“Maybe so,” said
Kormak.

 


They lay on the bed once
more. The shutters were closed. Thick curtains kept out the winter
draught. Lila poured a goblet of wine, and when Kormak refused it,
took a sip herself. He leaned back on the pillow and watched her
drink. She noticed him studying her.

“You must have been pretty
sure you would find me waiting when you came back,” Lila said. She
tilted her head to one side, clearly curious as to what he would
say. As with so many of these conversations Kormak sensed the
trap.

He jabbed a thumb
backwards at his naked chest. “How could you resist all this?” he
said. She laughed.

“You’re an arrogant man,”
she said. “But you do have a certain rough and ready appeal. You
still haven’t answered my question though.”

“I knew you would be on
your own,” Kormak said.

She jabbed him in the ribs
with her elbow, unaware of quite how dangerous that was. He quashed
his instinctive response to block the blow and strike back. “You
think I was pining away waiting for you?”

“No. But I remember the
conversation we had the last time. You told me you would never
marry again, that you liked being your own boss and running the
Lion. I could tell that was true when you said it.”

She looked at him
silently. “You have a good memory,” she said eventually. She looked
thoughtful, obviously remembering the context of that conversation.
“You ever been married?”

Kormak shook his head. “My
order forbids it. At least while I am a Guardian.” He was still not
sure he had done the right think admitting he was a member of the
order to her, but then she had already figured it out for herself,
and he found himself wanting to be honest, for once in his life,
with her at least.

“You ever consider giving
it up?”

“No.”

“You love it so
much?”

“It’s not that.”

“Do other Guardians
retire?”

“A few, the ones who
survive their terms, the ones who are crippled. My old master,
Malan, did.”

“You look thoughtful all of
a sudden.”

“I am just remembering what
he told me back when he gave up the sword.”

“What was that?”

“He said if you chase
monsters too long you become one. I never understood what he meant
at the time. I was young.”

“You think you understand
him now?”

“Perhaps. You see too much,
you lose some things. You get cold and you get cruel. Some get to
like killing. I’ve seen it happen.”

“Do you? Like
killing?”

“It depends on who I am
killing.”

Her eyes widened. “It’s
not a thing to make jokes about,” she said.

“I wasn’t joking,” he said.
Silence filled the bedchamber. After a few minutes she said. “I can
think of a few people I would enjoy killing if I am
honest.”

“Who would those
be?”

“The men who murdered those
girls to start with.”

“You won’t ever get the
chance,” Kormak said. “They are gone.”

“For some reason, that does
not reassure me.”

“The Shadow always finds
more willing hands,” Kormak said.

“I think I liked you better
when I thought you were just a mercenary. You have a way of making
me feel uncomfortable.”

 


In the private dining
room, Kormak fed Lila a chicken leg when there was an urgent knock
on the door.

“What is it?” Lila shouted,
adjusting her dress. “I told you quite specifically we were not to
be disturbed.”

“A visitor,” the servant
girl’s voice came back.

“Tell him I’ll talk to him
later.”

“The visitor is not for
you, mistress.” The girl’s response sounded embarrassed. “He’s for
Sir Kormak.”

“Is it the watchman again,”
Lila asked, rising and heading towards the door. “If it is, I’ll
give him a piece of my mind.”

“No mistress, it’s Karsten
Oldberg. He says he most particularly wants to talk to Sir
Kormak.”

Lila’s hand went to her
mouth. She turned to look at Kormak. “Looks like the richest man in
the city wants a word with you.”

“Better let him in then,”
said Kormak. “Let’s hear what the great man has to say.”

Karsten Oldberg was a big
man. His hair was thick and golden. His beard was thick and golden.
His eyes were a rich brown that somehow suggested gold. He was
expensively dressed in a white wolfskin trimmed robe. A golden
medallion bearing his family sign hung from his neck, flanked by
two golden Elder Signs. He lumbered into the room, large and
powerful as a bear. His two cold-eyed bodyguards remained
outside.

“Mistress Lila,” he boomed.
“Your house is as charming as ever. I regret it has been some time
since I came over to sample your ales.”

“No doubt you have been
busy,” she said. “Since you opened the Golden Boar.”

If Karsten noticed her
sardonic tone he gave no sign of it. He prowled over to where
Kormak sat and extended a meaty hand. It was tanned gold and there
was a gold ring on every finger. No one was going to be left in any
doubt as to his wealth. “And you must be the brave Sir Kormak who
has been giving those Krugman ruffians the drubbings they so richly
deserve.”

“I defended myself against
a man in their livery when he attacked me.”

“And put the fear of the
Holy Sun into a whole gang of them or so I hear.” Karsten laughed.
It was a pleasant sound, jovial and friendly.

“Perhaps,” said Kormak. He
studied the merchant prince for a moment. Karsten met his gaze
levelly. “Why exactly are you here?”

“As if you did not know. I
came to offer you a job.”

“As a
bodyguard?”

“You might say that
although what I had in mind was of a more aggressive
nature.”

“You want me to continue
putting the fear of the Holy Sun into Krugman’s men?”

“You’re quick on the uptake
as well as tough. A man like you could get rich in my employ, Sir
Kormak.”

“I came here on a
pilgrimage,” said Kormak, to buy himself some time. “I came here to
ask the Saint to wash some of the blood from my hands. It would not
feel right to approach her remains while I was undertaking to shed
more blood.”

Karsten paused for a
moment. He seemed to be holding his breath and his face became
ruddy under the tan. He was not a man used to being refused however
politely.

The silence held for a
long moment then Karsten grinned. “I can understand that. I would
not want to stand in the way of any man seeking salvation. Once
you’ve bowed before the Saint would you be willing to consider my
offer?”

“I am already considering
it,” said Kormak.

“That’s good then, Sir
Kormak. And by the way, there’s no need to worry about the City
Watch making more inquiries. There were witnesses who saw you
attacked. They saw everything from the windows above the
courtyard.” He touched his bulging purse and it clinked. “All it
took was a little of the right persuasion to make them come forward
and speak up on your behalf. You’ll be getting no more visits from
Sergeant Altman.”

He smiled at Kormak, bowed
to Lila and said, “We will speak again after you have done penance
to the Saint. I wish you both a very pleasant evening.” With that
he strolled out, leaving the room feeling suddenly
empty.

Lila looked at Kormak. “He
doesn’t see that every day,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“Someone turning down his
gold.”

“I didn’t turn it down. I
simply told him I had spiritual duties to perform here.”

“I’ll bet you do,” said
Lila.

“I did not come here to be
drawn into some merchant’s squabble, Lila.” He kept his voice
sincere but already he was turning over possibilities in his mind.
It seemed likely that Karsten Oldberg was involved in the madness
sweeping over the city and this might provide him with a means of
getting close enough to find out exactly how involved he
was.

“You’ve already been drawn
into it. Have you any idea how powerful the Oldbergs and Krugmans
are? They fund the wars of Princes. Their money helps select
Archprelates. There are merchant houses and then there are those
two. They loom above all the others like a giant towers over
children.”

Kormak shrugged. “It’s not
my war,” he said.

“You have your own war, do
you?” she said. She was teasing but he took the question seriously.
“I do and I have fought in it for most of my life.”

“Maybe you should take some
time off,” she said, moving closer and snuggling up against
him.

“Maybe I should,” he
replied. He pushed all thoughts of the city’s intrigues aside and
gave the woman in his arms his full attention.

 


Later that evening, there
was another urgent knocking on the door. Lila raised an eyebrow.
“Maybe Karsten Oldberg forgot to tell you something.”

Kormak pulled her back
onto the bed. The air outside the blankets was cold and there was a
warm spot where she had been lying. “Let him wait outside in the
snow,” he said.

“I confess I am curious
now,” she said as he wrestled her down.

“About what?” he said. “I
think you know what’s coming.”

She laughed. It was a
warm, erotic sound but the banging on the door continued in a most
distracting way. “Maybe there’s been an accident. Maybe the inn is
on fire.”

She pulled herself away,
and pulled on her robe. Kormak watched her go to the door with some
regret. The servant girl was there again, and they exchanged
murmured whispers. A moment later, she returned to the bed and sat
down beside him. “There’s a monk below. He says he wants a word
with you, urgently.”

“I suppose I had better
find out what he wants then,” said Kormak, rising and starting to
dress. Had Frater Lucian found something out, he wondered, or was
this something else entirely?


 Chapter
Six

 


THE VISITOR SAT in the
corner warming his hands against the kitchen fire. His robes were
thick and his cowl was drawn up to cover his face. His fingers were
long and thin and very fine looking. Kormak strode over to the
chair and pulled the man’s hood down. As he had suspected, the
newcomer did not have the tonsure of a monk. His face was lean and
bony. His eyes were intense behind small glasses.

“That was not very polite,”
said the monk. His voice was surprisingly rich and powerful for a
man so slight. It was an actor’s voice, Kormak thought.

“I like to see who I am
talking to.”

“Understandable.”

“I like to know their names
as well, holy frater.” He placed an ironic emphasis on the last two
words.

“I am Jurgen
Krugman.”

“And what business do you
have with me?”

“You harmed a man in my
employ today.”

“Have you come to ask for
weregeld?”

“Lemy was a fool. He
deserved what he got. Dren had already told him to leave you
alone.” He looked at Kormak curiously, as if waiting to see whether
he would deny this or not.

“Yes, he did,” said
Kormak.

“Dren is not a fool,” said
Jurgen. “Dren is an excellent judge of men, which is why I employ
him.”

“I thought you employed him
to hurt people.”

“I can find men on any
street corner to do that.”

“Or get Dren to find them
for you.”

“Your understanding of the
situation is admirable.”

“I have been told that I am
quick on the uptake.”

“You are far more than
that, Sir Kormak. Dren assures me you are quite the most dangerous
man he has seen in the last ten years.”

“That’s very flattering.
Have you come to offer me a job?”

“I would not be the first
today, would I?”

Kormak remained silent.
Jurgen said, “Karsten Oldberg has already visited this place. I
doubt he came to see the lovely Lila so I suspect he was offering
you gold to continue doing what you have been doing to my
people.”

“And what are you visiting
for? Are you going to offer me gold to not do so?”

Jurgen drummed his fingers
on the tabletop then turned to look at the fire. “That’s certainly
one option. There are others.”

“Such as?”

“You could come work for me
. . .” Something in Jurgen’s manner told him that was not the only
option. “Or?”

“You could take Karsten
Oldberg up on his offer.”

“I would have thought you
would be the last person to encourage me to do that.”

“Why? You could take a job
for Karsten and still work for me. You would get paid twice and I
can assure you that whatever Karsten pays, I will pay more. A man
could get very rich doing that.”

There were certainly
possibilities in this situation. He was not sure that the war
between the two merchant houses was the reason he had been summoned
to Vermstadt but if there was a connection this would offer him an
excellent opportunity to ferret it out. Both sides were said to be
employing sorcerers in their war. That alone raised the prospect of
them being of interest to the order. “To be clear you want me to
spy on Karsten for you, while pretending to work for
him.”

“Precisely so.”

“And what is to prevent me
to doing exactly the same to you.”

“Absolutely nothing.”
Jurgen’s complacent manner told him that things were not going to
be quite that simple.

“You’ve already taken that
possibility into account.”

“I am a man not without his
own sources of information, Sir Kormak. And I like to think I am
not unintelligent. In the long run, you would do better by playing
straight with me than not. You seem like a reasonable man with a
sound understanding of the way the world works. I am too. Under the
circumstances we could do well by each other.”

“That seems eminently
reasonable.”

“You are interested in
coming to terms?”

“I will tell you what I
told Karsten Oldberg. I came here to beg intercession from Saint
Verma and I believe it would be a sin to approach the Blessed One
while employed to shed blood.”

“I appreciate your scruples
and your honesty in sharing them. Can I take it you would be
prepared to contemplate my proposition after your business with the
Saint is transacted?”

“You can.”

“Excellent. That is all I
can reasonably ask. I must ask you one favour though.”

“And what would that
be?”

“Please try not to maim any
more of my men.”

“Please ask them not to
start any fights with me.”

“I can assure you that has
already been done.”

“Very well
then.”

“I shall contact you in two
days then. That should be ample for you to visit the shrine and do
penance. Or should I give you more time?”

“That will be adequate.”
Jurgen extended a long pale hand for Kormak to shake. His flesh was
dry. His grip surprisingly strong. “I look forward to talking to
you in the not-to-distant future.”

He rose, pulled up his
cowl and made for the door. “It would probably be best if you did
not mention this conversation to Karsten Oldberg, but I shall leave
that to your own discretion.”

He slipped out the door
and into snow-filled courtyard. Kormak saw other monks out there.
He doubted they were holy men either. It has been an interesting
evening. He suspected that the next day was going to be even more
so. He really did need to have more words with Karsten Oldberg
now.

 


The Oldberg Palace faced
out onto Oldberg Square. Banners showing the sun and scales worked
in gold on green hung down along its entire frontage. Servants
constantly brushed away snow from the pillared arcade jutting out
from the mansion walls. Moneychangers and merchants stood there
transacting business.

In the centre of the
square a massive soot-blackened statue presided over a frozen
fountain. Snow had caught in the stone folds of its robe and on the
crown of its merchant’s hat. Icicles hung from the scales it held
in its cold hand. Even the sign of the sun on the stone breast
looked chilly.

Kormak approached a huge
brass door, worked with the house insignia. A group of
tough-looking men moved to stop him.

“What do you want?” asked a
tall, clean-cut warrior. He stood straight-backed as a lord’s
banner bearer upon the field of battle but there was a faint smell
of alcohol about him.

“Tell Lord Karsten that Sir
Kormak would have a word with him. He is expecting me.” Kormak
spoke confidently and the men relaxed a little. The guards
dispatched a servant within and a few minutes later Karsten Oldberg
himself appeared, smiling affably. The guards continued to watch
Kormak carefully though. They were professionals.

“That will be enough,
Rene,” said Karsten, addressing the Guard Captain. “Sir Kormak is a
guest here and I expect him to be treated as such.”

Karsten threw a meaty arm
around Kormak’s shoulder and guided him through the great doorway
into the interior of the building. It was warmer here, braziers
burned everywhere. Carpets covered the floors and tapestries the
walls. Every window held glass, a sign of the truly
wealthy.

“You have visited the
Saint’s shrine,” said Karsten. It was not a question. Kormak did
not doubt that he had been watched as he made his way there this
morning and prayed before the sacred relics for three
hours.

“I have.”

“And you have been granted
absolution.”

“I made an
offering.”

Karsten laughed. “You are
a cautious man. I like that.”

He removed his arm from
around Kormak’s shoulder and led him into a study as large as the
common room in the Gilded Lion. Huge leather armchairs stood
arrayed around a massive fireplace, clutching at the carpet with
the carved claws of their wooden legs.

Paintings of Karsten’s
ancestors gazed down from the walls. The signs of sun and scales
had been worked into every portrait, sometimes subtly, sometimes
ostentatiously. In several portraits the merchant princes stood
behind or beside kings and Archprelates. In one case a saint with a
golden halo radiating sunbeams from his head gave his blessing to
an Oldberg carrying balanced scales. The message was clear.
Holiness, wealth and sanctity all went hand in hand in the
Oldbergs’ view of themselves.

Another man, tall and thin
and pale, stood in the corner. His face was long and ascetic but
his robes were the black of a scholar and he wore a scholar’s skull
cap. He studied Kormak with intense pale eyes.

“Balthazar, this is the man
I told you of. He will be coming to work for us.” Karsten spoke in
an off-hand manner but there was a cautious note in his voice that
caused Kormak to give Balthazar special attention.

Balthazar measured out his
chilly smile by a fraction of an ounce. He looked at Kormak
suspiciously. His nose wrinkled as if he was sniffing the
air.

“Balthazar is my advisor,”
Karsten said. “He is a sorcerer.”

The merchant prince
studied Kormak closely as if looking for a reaction. Most men would
have flinched on being told a thing like that. No matter how much
he might have wanted to act the part, Kormak could not. He had
spent too much time hunting mages down. Karsten laughed. “You are
as fearless as I had hoped. Good. I think you will do well in my
service, Sir Kormak.”

“If you have a sorcerer
what need have you of my blade?” Kormak asked.

“My enemies are sorcerers.
Balthazar is here to neutralise that advantage. The matter will be
settled with swords most likely. These things usually
are.”

Balthazar came closer. His
nostrils twitched. He met Kormak’s gaze and held it. His eyes had a
faint yellow ring around the iris. Kormak had seen such before in
those whose blood held more than a trace of the uncanny. Most
people would find it all too easy to believe Balthazar was a
mage.

He put a hand on Kormak’s
shoulder. His nails were long and sharp and yellowish, as if
stained by the use of some drug. His nostrils flared and his eyes
widened.

“He has the smell of
Krugman on him,” said the sorcerer. His voice was thin, with a
scratchy quality. It grated on the nerves and it was most likely
supposed to.

“It is blood you sense. He
took off the hand of one of their men. He has fought them on the
street.”

“No. It is more than that.”
Kormak wondered how much of this was theatre, designed to elicit a
response. He had no reason to believe that the Oldberg spies were
any less efficient than the Krugman’s. He decided to be as honest
as he could under the circumstances.

“Jurgen Krugman approached
me with an offer of service,” Kormak said.

“I am not surprised.”
Karsten tilted his head to one side. It was a gesture that reminded
Kormak of a hawk studying a piece of meat.

“He wanted me to enter your
service and remain in his.”

“To be a spy. That would be
his way. Jurgen has a crooked mind.”

“What did you tell him?”
Balthazar asked.

“I told him I would
consider it.”

“Good. Good,” Karsten
Oldberg’s booming laugh echoed round the room. “This is something
we can make use of.”

“Doubtless it is something
Sir Kormak intends to make use of,” said the magician. There was a
definite hostility in his tone.

“And why should he not? He
can get gold from Jurgen and more gold from me. He can triple his
fees easily enough. It is both understandable and admirable. I
would do the same myself in his situation.”

And just as suddenly as it
had started the laughter stopped and he was looming over Kormak, at
once jovial and menacing. “Of course, your loyalty will be to
me.”

The tone made it clear
that he had no doubt that this would be the case, that the
consequences of it being otherwise would be fatal. Kormak was very
aware that he was within the man’s palace, that there were a
hundred armed men on call and a sorcerer in the room.

“Of course,” Kormak
said.

“Excellent,” Karsten said.
“Now let us discuss the matter of your fees.”

They talked of gold.
Balthazar watched, nose twitching, strange eyes focused intensely
on Kormak as if he was trying to work something out about him. When
the negotiations were finished, Karsten said, “Balthazar has worked
a divination. Tonight the Silent Man will attack our warehouse down
by the docks. I think you should be among those we send to defend
our property.”

“As you wish,” Kormak said.
He was curious about the Silent Man and keen to meet him. “What can
you tell me of this Silent Man?”

“The most important thing
is that we would have crushed the Krugmans by now if it was not for
him. He has single-handedly turned the course of our conflict.”
There was a note of fear in Karsten’s voice that Kormak would not
have expected to be there. He waved his hand as if dismissing
something unpleasant and said, “He is a great fighter no doubt but
enough good men will end his career once and for all, won’t it Sir
Kormak?”

“Let us hope so,” said
Kormak.

“Indeed,” said Balthazar.
Malice glittered in his eyes and for the first time his smile held
a hint of real amusement. Kormak suspected that it was at his
expense.

The subject seemed to have
unsettled Karsten. He held the door open with his own hand as he
made it clear Kormak was to leave. “Meet with Captain Rene at our
warehouse on the river front tonight. He will tell you where it
is.”


 Chapter
Seven

 


THE NIGHT WAS cold and
overcast. The great glittering eye of the almost full moon squinted
through a break in the clouds. The Oldberg watchmen huddled by
braziers along the dockside quays. Kormak stood in the shadows of
the huge warehouse and looked out at the oily black surface of the
River Verm. Across the way he could see lights and the giant bulk
of the city walls. A few glimmers on the far side were reflected in
the river. Snow kept falling, the flakes vanishing when they
touched the water’s surface. They blurred vision, softened the
outlines of distant buildings and added to the growing drifts all
around.

“I notice the sorcerer did
not volunteer to come with us and put his supernaturally gained
intelligence to the test,” said one of the watchmen huddled by the
watch-fire. In the gloom, Kormak’s hearing was unnaturally
acute.

“Balthazar’s too valuable
to risk beyond the mansion,” said Rene, the Guard Captain. “If he
steps out the Krugmans will have him assassinated.”

“Might be the best thing
for him,” said the first voice. There was a grumbling fearful
undercurrent in his tone.

“I would not let our lord
and master hear you say that,” said Rene. “I don’t like wizards any
more than you do, but he has proved valuable so far, and he’s
cooking up something that will win us this war.”

A strange tang was in the
air, more than just the usual contaminated smell of the river and
smoke and night soil. There was something about it that set
Kormak’s nerves to jangling. Tendrils of mist were rising from the
waters, like the tentacles of a kraken swatting at the snowflakes.
Maybe it was caused by hot water or dyes from the tanneries being
pumped out somewhere but he doubted it.

“You think the Silent Man
is really going to show up tonight, Rene?” Another of the watchmen
asked.

“That’s what we’re waiting
to find out.”

“Think he’s really as tough
as they say?”

“Edwan claims to have put
six crossbow bolts into him and he kept on coming,” Rene
said.

“Edwan’s a cowardly lying
rat bastard though.”

The Guard Captain
chuckled. “There is that.”

Footsteps crunched in the
snow as Rene moved over to where Kormak stood. “How are you doing?”
he asked. There was ambivalence in his tone. He was not sure where
he stood with regard to Kormak. Karsten had indicated he was in
favour, but there was envy and mistrust in the captain’s
manner.

“Cold,” Kormak
said.

The captain produced a
small silver flask, took a sip and offered it to Kormak. The
Guardian took it with his left hand but did not drink yet . “I’ll
need all my wits about me. There’s something odd on the night
wind.”

“Suit yourself,” said Rene.
“Me, I find a little vodka helps when I am standing night
watches.”

Kormak shrugged. Over the
captain’s shoulder he could see the mist continue to rise. The snow
seemed to be falling faster. Visibility was narrowing quickly. The
lights on the far side of the river were no longer even smudged
smears. If the Silent Man was going to attack he had picked a good
night for it, providing he did not mind the cold.

“You ever seen this Silent
Man?” Kormak asked.

“Scared?” Rene asked. He
sounded hopeful.

“Interested. He seems to
have inspired a lot of fear.”

“Not surprising,” said
Rene. “He’s been reported killed half a dozen times and by men more
reliable than Edwan. He always comes back though. And often he
kills the men who claimed they killed him. I’d find it downright
spooky if I gave myself a chance to think about it.”

“Have you ever seen
him?”

“Once in the distance
during the rioting in Palace Square. Couldn’t make out much. It was
night.”

“What was he
like?”

“Big. Carried a hammer.
Wore a mask. There’s some claim he’s ugly as a moon troll, face
eaten away by some Shadow-cursed disease. They say he smells
dreadful”

“Smells?”

“Of blood and rotten meat,
they say.”

Kormak frowned. He liked
the sound of this less and less. “Anyone ever seen him through the
day?”

“Now that you mention it,
no. That’s another reason all these stories cling to him I
suppose.” Rene spoke in a brisk no-nonsense manner now, like a man
doing his best to conceal a very real nervousness.

“You sure they are only
stories?”

“You worried about Krugman
magic?”

“Should I be?”

White teeth glinted where
Rene smiled. “Yes. I think so. They’ve always used sorcery, right
back since when they first came to the city. They used to be more
subtle about it though. It was always held back.”

“Why are they using it
now?”

“Because they are running
scared. It’s come to open conflict with our lord and master, and
the Oldbergs have more money and more men. Even then I don’t
suppose we would be standing here if the Prelate was not on his
death bed. He used to keep things under tight control. Everybody
was scared of him.”

Mist infiltrated the alley
at the warehouses side. Tendrils slithered up the side of the
building. The strange scent grew stronger. There was a hint of
incense in it, of a kind Kormak recognised.

“Red orchid,” he
said.

“What?” Rene
asked.

“Red orchid. Wizards use it
in ritual magic.”

“If you say so.”

“That’s what you’re
smelling. Better tell the men to get ready.”

Rene froze. He was not
used to taking orders from anyone except Karsten. Something in
Kormak’s tone must have convinced him though for he stepped out
into the mist, towards where the brazier burned and said, “Keep
alert.”

A scream pierced the
night.

 


The clash of blade with
blade reached Kormak’s ears. He smothered the urge to run towards
it. That impulse might get him killed if there was an ambush
waiting. Instead he kept close to the wall, and stalked towards the
sounds of fighting. It wasn’t easy; the snow drifts were deepest
there.

In the gloom shadowy
shapes struggled. It was difficult to tell who was who. “For the
Oldbergs!” The battle-cry rang out through the night only to be cut
off. A number of melees had broken out all around the
building.

From behind Kormak now
came the echoes of terrific blows being landed on the warehouse
door, like a battering ram was being used. There was a splintering
noise and then shouts of glee and triumph, screams and the sound of
more blows being struck. He moved towards the warehouse
entrance.

Light flooded from the
broken doorway. Inside, figures struggled against each other. Most
of them wore the tunics of the Oldberg family, two others wore grey
robes and masks. Between the pair loomed a gigantic man wearing a
leather mask. In one hand he held an enormous hammer which most men
would have struggled to lift with two. Kormak had no doubt that
this was the Silent Man. While others howled battle-cries, he said
nothing at all.

The giant lashed out with
a crunching blow that sent a man careening twenty feet through the
air to crash down on a bale of silks. Another hammer stroke smashed
a man’s chest, the force of the impact tearing flesh and
splintering bone. Kormak had seen blows struck with similar force
before but never by a human being. Was the Silent Man an Old One or
one of their children, he wondered?

An Oldberg guard drove his
sword between the giant’s shoulder blades. The Silent Man did not
even slow down, just kept battering down the guards around him,
dragging his attacker along in his wake as he tried to pull his
blade free. Out of the shadows, a crossbow bolt flashed, striking
the Silent Man on his chest. Kormak had seen strong warriors
knocked over by the force of such an impact. The giant kept
going.

Three more Oldberg
guardsmen raced towards him, spreading out so they could not all be
struck at once. The Silent Man picked one and lashed out. The guard
tried to parry but his blade was brushed aside as if it was nothing
and the full force of the giant’s blow crushed his head like jelly.
The two remaining guards took advantage of the distraction. Their
blades thunked into the Silent Man with a sound like an axe hitting
wood. No blood was drawn.

One of the guards froze
and was reduced to a broken wreck in a heartbeat. The other turned
to run and the Silent Man removed his head, the sheer force of the
impact tearing it clear from his shoulders.

The Silent Man stood alone
surrounded by bodies. The other attackers, who had done little more
than watch him fight, laughed. One of them touched the amulet
around his neck nervously. Kormak saw that a similar one hung
around the Silent Man’s. Was it a symbol of allegiance or did it
have another purpose?

Kormak raced forward,
blade clearing scabbard, and the runes along its length flared to
life. One of the attackers turned to face him. Kormak slashed his
throat and kept moving, striking at the second infiltrator. His
blade cut the man’s leg even as he leapt to one side. The impact
sent him sprawling, blood pulling around his wounded calf. There
was something familiar about the man’s voice as he cursed, so
Kormak did not decapitate him.

The Silent Man turned to
face him. He stank like a week-old cadaver. Kormak plunged his
blade into the Silent Man’s chest. His eyes glowed hellishly
through the slits in his mask. The scent of burning flesh
overpowered that of rotten meat and curdled blood, the smell of a
long dead corpse. That, and the glowing runes on his blade, told
him his opponent’s frame was suffused with magical
energy.

The Silent Man appeared to
feel no pain from Kormak’s attack. The great hammer flashed down.
Kormak sprang back, pulling his sword free.

A whirlwind of blows
rained down on him, forcing him to dance backwards. Each strike
smashed the ground at his feet, breaking stone, sending chips of
granite flying.

Kormak retreated out the
door of the warehouse, back towards the braziers. He knew better
than to try and parry those hammer strikes. He had seen what had
happened to earlier efforts.

Normally he would have
waited for his foe to tire. Nothing human could have kept up such a
relentless onslaught. He knew the Silent Man could.

Kormak still had Rene’s
flask in his free hand. He flicked the stopper off with his thumb
and threw the contents over the Silent Man, narrowly avoiding a
strike that would have split a cart in two. He circled towards one
of the braziers, till he was standing in front of it.

The Silent Man followed
him. Kormak kicked the brazier at the giant. A hammer descended,
smashing into the brazier. Blazing charcoal flew everywhere and set
light to the alcohol that covered the monster.

The leaping flames
affected it in a way nothing else had. It began to circle in an
increasingly panicked way. Kormak leapt forward and struck again.
His blade buried itself in the Silent Man’s breast and where it
struck flesh sizzled.

He rained down stroke
after stroke, driving the Silent Man back to the edge of the quay.
The giant stumbled into the water and sank in the cold depths.
Kormak watched for long moments but the Silent Man did not emerge.
Nothing living could have held its breath for so long.

Kormak headed back to the
warehouse. The infiltrator he had wounded was still there. Kormak
reached down and ripped off his mask. It was Dren.

Swiftly Kormak bound his
wounded leg. “Get out of here,” he told the man. “And when you see
Jurgen Krugman tell him to remember our deal. I will meet him in
the Cathedral close at noon tomorrow.”

Dren’s eyes widened, but
he reeled to his feet and limped away, leaving Kormak to
contemplate the pile of dead bodies and wonder whether he had done
the right thing. Then he went to check on the remaining Oldberg
guards. Many of them were wounded, a few of them were missing
presumed fled. Rene remained rallying the troops. His arm was
bandaged but he seemed otherwise all right.

Kormak returned his flask.
The Guard Captain took it and put it to his lips then he made a
face, “Empty,” he said.

“I gave your liquor to the
Silent Man,” Kormak said. “It warmed him up all right.”

 


Balthazar held the amulet
Kormak had taken from the dead infiltrator at arm’s length. It
dangled from one bony finger. He turned it so that it caught the
light of from the study’s chandeliers. Their glitter made the
mystical symbols obvious. He sniffed and his forehead wrinkled in
distaste.

“It’s magical all right,”
he said. “I’m guessing it lets the Silent Man know who’s on his
side and who’s not. It is protection of sorts for his
allies.”

“Very good,” said Karsten
Oldberg. “Do you think you can duplicate it?”

Balthazar lifted a scented
handkerchief to his nose, sniffed again then wrapped the amulet in
the cloth. “Given time.”

Karsten rubbed his meaty
hands together. “Excellent. Maybe the next time the thing appears
we’ll have some protection against it. Other than Sir Kormak’s
strong sword arm, of course.”

Kormak decided that
playing ignorant was in his best interests. “You think he’ll be
back then? No man could have stayed under water so long without
drowning.”

“He’s survived worse. You
yourself say you saw him pinned with a blade and struck with a
crossbow. You burned him as well and still he kept on
coming.”

“Burned him,” said
Balthazar, in his high rasping voice. “That was quick thinking of
you.” He stared at Kormak again. His eyes did not blink for a very
long time.

“I was lucky,” Kormak said.
He had not mentioned his sword, instead had concentrated on how he
had burned his foe with alcohol.

“Your luck has earned you
five gold solars.”

Balthazar simply stared as
Karsten tossed him a pouch. It clinked heavily as Kormak pulled it
from the air. The merchant prince was being generous
indeed.

“What was your impression
of the Silent Man?” Balthazar asked.

“He smelled. Like a
corpse.”

The sorcerer nodded as if
Kormak had just confirmed something he had expected.

“You are sure.”

“I’ve had plenty of
experience of what corpses smell like,” Kormak said. “I am
curious—how did you know he would attack tonight.”

Karsten looked at the
wizard meaningfully.

“I used potent
divinations.”

“He can see what is
happening around the city in his crystal,” Karsten said.

“That is a useful
power.”

“Less than you might
think,” said Balthazar. “Such magic is not reliable. It works only
when the spirits allow and the portents it shows are often
cloudy.”

“I would see such wonders,”
said Kormak. Balthazar gave him a suspicious smile.

“My secrets are my own,” he
said. “Just as yours are your own.”

He left the words hanging
in the air so that Kormak could guess at their meaning. He seemed
to like doing that, to draw other people out, to imply he knew more
than he was saying.

“Sir Kormak is no
sorcerer,” said Karsten. “He cannot steal your secrets. Surely
there can be no harm in showing him your devices.”

“Is that a command?”
Balthazar asked.

“Let us say it is a
request.”

“Clearly Sir Kormak is high
in your favour, so I will grant it.”

“You will not find me
ungrateful,” said Karsten.

“Very well.” He led them
from the study and out into the corridor, eventually down the
stairs into the cellars. He took a torch from the bracket in the
wall at the bottom. As they progressed, Kormak smelled incense.
They came to a door, triple locked. Balthazar produced the keys and
they entered.

Within it looked like a
mad artist’s illustration of a sorcerers’ study. The stuffed
remains of a small wyvern hung from the rafters. On a workbench sat
alembics and retorts. Ancient scrolls nestled in racks along the
walls. Piles of leather-bound grimoires were stacked on the floor.
Charts and astrological diagrams clung to the walls. In the centre
of the chamber was a massive Elder Sign inscribed in multi-coloured
chalk and in the centre of that was a large crystal sphere. As they
entered the room, something small skittered across the floor and
into the shadows. The place smelled of animal droppings and
incense.

Kormak walked in
cautiously and walked around the sign being careful not to touch
it. Tiny feet skittered away in the shadows. Glittering eyes
watched him.

“Is your curiosity
satisfied?” Balthazar asked. Kormak nodded. It certainly wasn’t.
The sign on the floor was like nothing he had ever seen before, and
he doubted it was real. The amulet on his chest gave not the
slightest sign that any magic was at work here. From what he could
see here he doubted that Balthazar was any sort of
sorcerer.

How then had he known that
the Silent Man would attack? It was a question that would have to
be answered.

“Well, it’s been a long
night,” said Karsten. “I am sure we could all use some sleep.” He
yawned ostentatiously. It was clear they were dismissed.


 Chapter
Eight

 


JURGEN KRUGMAN, GARBED
once again as a monk of Saint Verma, looked at the small garden. It
lay in the Cathedral’s giant shadow and was quite barren at the
moment. The branches of all the trees were leafless and covered in
snow.

“I was not sure whether to
come,” said Jurgen. The voice emerging from the cowl was amiable
enough. “I half expected you to try and stab me now that you have
entered Karsten’s employ.”

“That would be why those
men with crossbows are on the scaffolding then,” Kormak
said.

“You have keen
eyes.”

“I have fast hands too. If
one of them so much as raises his weapon you will be without a head
before he can take aim.”

Jurgen laughed. “We had
both better hope that they don’t get ideas above their station
then. Now would be a bad time for them to start acting
independently of my orders.”

“I see Dren gave you my
message.”

“Yes. He was very
impressed. You quite confirmed his impression of your skill by the
way you dealt with the Silent Man.”

“I was lucky.”

“You were clever and quick
and you drove him off. Not many could do that.”

“He’s not dead
then.”

“I would not say
that.”

“He is still in your
service.”

“Yes.”

“Karsten’s pet magician
Balthazar says the Silent Man is a product of sorcery.”

“Even a charlatan like
Balthazar can guess right sometimes.”

“He guessed that your pet
would attack the warehouse last night.”

“Did he now? Was that why
you were there?”

“Yes.”

“And why are we here
now?”

“Because Balthazar thinks
he can duplicate the amulets Dren and his friends were wearing, and
that might make their wearers safe from the Silent Man.”

“My respect for Balthazar’s
intelligence increases.”

“Karsten Oldberg gave me
five solars for defeating your silent friend.”

“He is generous. I can be
too.”

 

“I have yet to see evidence
of that.” Kormak decided it was best to give proof of his venality.
If the principles in this conflict believed he was motivated by
simple greed they would look no further.

A purse of coins emerged
from inside Jurgen’s sleeve. “There’s ten solars there. You see I
knew to within a fraction of a penny what Karsten would pay you and
I doubled it.”

“Or you have several purses
with different quantities in coins in them on your
person.”

“You are a cynic, Sir
Kormak. But I can assure you that Karsten is quite predictable.
It’s also quite predictable that you’re his favourite right now but
that he will eventually turn on you. He’s like a child that way. He
always casts his old toys aside when he finds a new one. I am sure
your friend Balthazar resents you for that.”

“You don’t have a very high
regard for Karsten, do you?”

“Quite the contrary, he is
clever, ruthless, spoiled and very dangerous. He wants his own way
and he wants it now and he will use his money and power to roll
over anything that gets in his way. He is an amusing
opponent.”

“This is a game to
you.”

“No but I take my
entertainment where I can find it.” He paused for a moment, glanced
sidelong at Kormak, perhaps realising he had been too flippant. The
Guardian saw something at once shifty, fearful and vulnerable in
his eyes. “Do not ever doubt that this is war unto the death, Sir
Kormak. I am fighting for my life here and for my children’s. I did
not start this conflict but I will do whatever it takes to make
sure it ends in my favour.”

“I believe you.”

“That’s very good of you,”
said Jurgen, raising an eyebrow. In that moment, he reminded Kormak
of Karsten. The iron hand was just more deeply hidden by its velvet
glove, cloaked by ironic humour and a slight diffidence. Like
Karsten, Jurgen had grown up wielding power and he was not used to
being challenged.

“What will you do next?”
Jurgen asked.

“What do you want me to
do?”

“You could not be convinced
to put a blade through Karsten’s ribs, could you?”

“It would be suicidal. In
the extremely unlikely event that his guards did not get me, then
the City Watch would. I would just be the criminal who murdered a
prominent citizen. A bounty would be placed on my head that would
follow me wherever I went. I would prefer aiding you in some more
subtle manner.”

“I expected as much,” said
Jurgen. “I’ll give some thought to the matter and be in touch. And
by the way, Dren is grateful to you. He did not expect to get out
of the warehouse alive. I am grateful too. Swords are easy to find.
Useful, clever men are harder to replace.” There was a moment’s
silence. Jurgen appeared to have said everything he wanted to say.
He eyed the pathway out of the garden.

Kormak said, “If you don’t
mind, we will walk out together. I would not want any of your
followers to get trigger-happy if they see me standing
alone.”

“An admirable suggestion.
Let us walk together into the cloisters and you can make an
offering to Saint Verma. I’m assuming you have enough money
now.”

“If I don’t now I soon will
have.”

“You must have a lot of
sins to atone for.”

“More than you can know,”
said Kormak.

 


Karsten did not look
pleased at Kormak’s report. He put down his pen on the large oak
desk, steepled his fingers, looked at the painted ceiling and let
out a long sigh. The rings on his fingers glittered. “I would have
expected Jurgen to be more disturbed at his pet being
bested.”

“He is a very
self-possessed man,” Kormak said.

“If I had known you were
going to meet with him, I would have had a man with a crossbow on
the scaffolding myself,” said Karsten.

“And how would I have
claimed my fee from a corpse” Kormak asked.

“I would have seen you were
suitably reimbursed.”

“If Jurgen had suspected
anything he would not have shown up. Be assured those crossbowmen
were not the only watchers. Plus killing a man on sacred ground is
sacrilege. I doubt that Saint Verma would grant me absolution for
that no matter how large an offering I made.”

“Sir Kormak would not kill
a man on sacred ground,” said Balthazar. There was an ironic note
in his scratchy voice. “How very pious of him.”

Kormak stared at him and
Balthazar was the first to look away. Karsten watched the exchange
with considerable interest, and not a little surprise. He had not
expected the magician to be the first one to give up. So much was
obvious.

“I will match what Jurgen
has paid you,” said Karsten, opening a drawer in the desk and
counting out a stack of gold coins. “I can see you are going to do
very well out of this struggle. No wonder you want to prolong
it.”

“Do you have any more
duties for me?”

“Balthazar has divined that
the Silent Man will not return for several nights. Soon we will
strike back at the Krugmans.”

“How will you do
that?”

“Masked men attacked my
property last night. I believe they might attack Jurgen’s
soon.”

“When and
where?”

“I will let you know in my
own good time,” said Karsten. “Not tonight though.”

“Then I believe I will seek
some entertainment in the Maze,” said Kormak. Tonight would be the
full moon. If the Beast was going to be in the Maze, he wanted to
be there too. Balthazar looked up at that. His nostrils dilated. He
scratched at his neck with his discoloured nails.

“I thought you would be
spending time with the lovely Lila,” said Karsten.

“I will be doing that too,”
said Kormak. “But there are some things I need to spend this money
on.”

“There’s plenty more where
that came from,” said Karsten.

 


In the chamber deep below
the ground, all was dank and cold. The light of a single lantern
illuminated the gloom. The robed man bowed his head as he entered
the chamber and confronted the bestial figure within. It was taller
than he, covered in fur, with a head like that of a great albino
rat. Its inhuman eyes glared at the newcomer full of controlled
fury. If the thin man was frightened by this, he gave no
sign.

“It is as I feared,” the
robed man said.

“How so?” The Beast’s voice
was high-pitched, the words lisped around fangs large enough to
tear out a man’s throat with ease.

“This Sir Kormak is not
what he seems.”

“Who ever is?” The Beast
remarked. It gave vent to a strange collection of coughs that might
have been laughter.

“He dealt with the Silent
Man. He is not frightened of magic. I don’t like the way he
smells.”

“And how is
that?”

“He carries a blade that
can harm the Children of Murnath as easily as it can the Silent
Man.”

“He is a Guardian of the
Dawn then. The fat monk’s threat is to be fulfilled.”

The robed man nodded. “I
told you it was a mistake to kill their agents.”

“They were getting too
close to the truth. They needed to be stopped. Murnath’s human
cultists were overzealous in their sacrifices. The monk’s agents
overheard their boasting. Fortunately our small kin overheard them
. . .”

“And this Kormak?” The
robed man asked. “He will need to be stopped too. And you know what
that will lead to. Kill one of his sort and two more appear. They
are like cockroaches.”

“I doubt he would be
flattered by that comparison.”

“I am more worried about
what his order might do if we kill him.”

The bestial figure laughed
again. “We do not need to kill him.”

“You think it a good idea
to let him live and hunt.”

“I said we do not need to
kill him. In this city, assassins can always be found if you have
the gold. Let Murnath’s human followers hunt him as they did the
monk.”

“He will be in the Maze
tonight. Looking for monsters no doubt.”

“Men die in the Maze all
the time. Hire killers and make sure they are waiting when he comes
to investigate.”

“Others have tried to kill
him. He cut them down.”

“Poison and crossbow bolts
are the answer to that. I shall draw him out and lead him to the
slaughter.”

“Let it be done,” said the
robed man. “We have come too far to be stopped now. By the time
this moon passes, we will be masters of the city.”

 


Kormak strode into the
great slum district of the Maze. All around him, decrepit buildings
leaned against each other like staggering drunks supporting each
other in the last stages of a spree. Some had already tumbled down
into half-ruins. Most of the others looked like they would go that
way if more snow piled on their roofs or a strong wind struck
them.

Beggars were everywhere,
in the direst extremes of hunger. They avoided him, repelled by his
aura of silent menace. They assumed he was a debt collector or a
bully-boy, one whose business it would be better not to get in the
way of.

He saw a few youths eying
him as if considering putting a knife in his back, but as soon as
they saw he had noticed them, they withdrew into their doorways and
alley mouths.

People were clad in layers
of rags. Many had their feet bound in cloth. Folks scratched and
coughed. There were few children in the street, most were indoors,
huddling together for warmth, or scouring the streets of the
wealthier parts of town, looking for alms, work or scraps of
food.

All around Kormak sensed
the scuttling of small forms, moving through the middens and
trash-heaps, disappearing into tiny holes in walls. He felt as if
he was being watched by scores of tiny glittering eyes. So many
rats. It was not a good omen.

The day was starting to
fade, the low clouds of the winter sky blocking out the Sun’s
feeble light. This was the time of year when the forces of darkness
were at their strongest and the Light was at its weakest. It was a
time for conspiracy in darkened rooms, for wicked sorcerers to
perform their rituals, for men to be about the work of the Shadow.
He thought about what Sergeant Altman had said about people
disappearing.

Deaths and disappearances
were to be expected in a city as vast and chaotic as Vermstadt, but
Altman had thought it worth mentioning. He had associated it with
Jurgen Krugman. That priestly man looked an unlikely dark magician
but Kormak had long ago learned that appearance counted for little
in such matters. The most evil sorcerer he had ever encountered
looked like everyone’s favourite uncle.

He was as concerned by the
disappearance of the cats as he was by the war between the merchant
houses. If evil magic was being worked here, it was a matter of far
greater concern to him personally. It was the sort of work the Holy
Sun had really intended him to perform. Saint Verma was supposed to
have banished the Old One, Murnath the Rat King, from this place
but one of his brood might have returned to work mischief. Such
creatures had long memories. Or maybe it was only humans who
remembered the old rites and sought to call upon the Rat King once
more.

As these thoughts worked
their way through his mind, his feet carried him deeper into the
Maze, A familiar face gazed at him from the mouth of an alley.
“Sir. I am pleased to see you,” said the boy Jan. “What brings you
to the Maze? You looking for girls? Bloodroot? Or something
else?”

Kormak was going to tell
him it was none of his business, but thought the better of it.
“What do you mean by that?” he asked quietly.

“There are merchants here
who sell all sorts of stuff cheaper than you can get it elsewhere
in the city.”

“Stuff that falls off the
back of a cart you mean . . .”

Jan touched the side of
his nose. “Weapons, armour, all sorts of things a man like yourself
might be interested in. Other stuff too—good stuff, from a long way
away, comes in on the boats.”

“And gets lost on the
docks?”

“That’s not for me to say,
sir.” It came to Kormak that someone like Jan might have their uses
if he wanted to find out what was going on. And he needed a place
to settle down until moonrise. Kormak said, “Let’s just say I was
looking for a good meal. You think you would know where to find
that?”

Jan looked at him almost
contemptuously. “Of course I would, sir.”

“Lead on then,” said
Kormak. The boy strode cockily along beside him, chest puffed out,
pointing out interesting sights as they walked. Kormak asked him
the question he really had on his mind. “Bors called you a
cat-eater the other day. What did he mean by that?”

“There’s folks here as do
eat cats, sir, but I ain’t one of them. Truth to tell there’s been
less and less of them about this past year anyway. I heard old Pip
the storyteller say they’ve all gone to the Moon for the winter but
I don’t think it’s that myself.”

“What do you think it
is?”

“There’s been a wave of
cruelty to cats right enough. Some have been found flayed. Some
have been found gnawed on, as if by beasts bigger than themselves.
There’s some big, mean dogs in this city, sir, and that’s no
mistake. I’ve had them set on me a few times and that’s the
truth.”

“So you think it’s the
dogs.”

“I do, sir. I don’t believe
in monsters in the Maze, sir, no matter what some others might
think.”

“Monsters?”

“You hear stories, sir, and
not the sort old Pip tells if you catch my meaning.”

“I don’t.”

“Bobbi Fallows was telling
me, there’s a big beast stalks the Maze at night and its best to
lock your doors because of it. He says he’s heard it prowling and
snuffling in the dark. He says its fur is black as the soul of the
Shadow. He says he’s seen red eyes glowing. He says he’s heard
screams as it dragged beggars off. Of course, I don’t believe him.
Still, people keep their doors bolted, barred or wedged at night.
You hear strange sounds as well sometimes. And there’s more and
more rats about.”

“So you think there are
monsters?”

“There’s always been tales
of those, in the city, sir. In the sewers. In the Maze. In the
walls. They say the city has been haunted since the time Blessed
Verma killed the Rat King and drove his worshippers off. They say
there are still those who make offerings to the long tailed one as
well . . .”

He sounded like he really
would have liked not to believe those stories but was scared by
them anyway. “And Bobbi says, he’s seen the same creatures carrying
off bodies but he’s wrong about that. I know for a
fact.”

“Do you now?”

“I do, sir. In the winter,
there’s always been folks carting off dead paupers bodies before
they can be burned. They sell the corpses to the dissectionists and
the wizards and the alchemists. You can get a good price for a
fresh stiff.” He stopped as if he realised he had said too much.
“Not that I have ever had anything to do with such things myself,
sir.”

“Of course not,” said
Kormak.

“Anyway, these days, the
way I hear it most of the corpses are being bought by Jurgen
Krugman.” The boy seemed determined to blacken Krugman’s name but
that did not mean the rumour could be discounted. “They say he gets
up to terrible things in the cellars below his mansion.”

“I’d heard the Oldbergs
have hired a wizard too,” said Kormak.

“They don’t tell me about
such things, sir, but I am guessing you are right. You’ve got to
fight sorcery with sorcery cause natural swords is not going to
work. There’s stories of a mage called Balthazar swearing to serve
Karsten. They say he collects a lot of gold for his
spells.”

“You seem to have heard a
lot.”

“I keep my ears open, sir.
A lad in my position needs to. And I listen to old Pip and the like
too, sir. And what about yourself, sir? Are you looking for work to
put your sword to? I am sure Karsten Oldberg would give you a job
if you asked, sir. I heard he pays good silver. There’s a lot of
knife work in the night these days.”

“I came here to ask the
blessing of Saint Verma,” said Kormak. It seemed best not to spread
the word that he had already had dealings with Karsten.

“And she’ll give it to you
too, sir, if my prayers count for anything. I have not forgotten
you saved me from Bors and his gang.”

“Good to know. You might be
able to save me some trouble. If you hear anything about them or
the Silent Man, let me know. There’s silver in it for
you.”

“You scared of the Silent
Man?”

“It seems like any sensible
person would be.” Jan looked disappointed for a moment, as if he
had hoped, perhaps, for a denial.


 Chapter
Nine

 


THE MAZE OF alleyways was
filling with shadows. In tavern windows and inside shops, candles
and lanterns guttered. Jan strode along beside the Guardian with
the confident air of a bully-boy in a gang. He seemed to be
enjoying himself. Kormak doubted that he got much chance to show
off and he seemed determined to take advantage of the
fact.

Ahead of them was a flight
of steps, leading down into a large open space. Over the entrance
was the sign of a dog’s head. From inside came the smell of beer
and food and the muted roar of tavern talk.

“Best place to eat,” Jan
said. He stood on the steps, rubbing his hands together, a small
hungry figure. Kormak nodded for him to follow and the boy smiled
and scampered down the steps.

Inside they took a table
in a corner, far from the fire, and so not crowded. Kormak placed
an order for bread and beef and beer.

“You got people?” Kormak
asked as the boy hungrily stuffed bread into his mouth.

Jan shook his head. “Ma
went down with the lung rot, two years ago. I did my best to look
after the babies but the cold took them last winter.” He looked
guilty about that for a moment, glanced around and said,
“You?”

“All dead,” Kormak said. “A
long time ago.”

“Plague?” That and hunger
were the two most common reasons for death, a fact that was quite
clearly well known to Jan.

“Killed.” The boy looked
shocked for a moment then curious.

“Your whole family?” Kormak
nodded. It had been his entire village, but there seemed no sense
in telling the boy that.

“You’re not a Sunlander are
you?”

“That’s observant of you,”
said Kormak.

“Where you
from?”

“Aquilea.”

“I heard the clan wars are
bad up there. The losers get eaten.”

Kormak laughed. “That’s
how I got to be so big and tough.”

Jan looked shocked. He was
taking things seriously. “You don’t look like a cannibal,” he said
at last, very quietly, so that no one could overhear.

“What do cannibals look
like?” Jan glanced at the door now, as if he was wondering whether
Kormak was simply fattening him up before slaughtering
him.

“You’re joking,
right?”

Kormak nodded. “I prefer
bread and beef stew these days.”

The boy stared hard at him
again then obviously decided to change the subject. “Where did you
learn to fight?”

“On battlefields,” said
Kormak. It was partially true. It would not do to say he had been
trained in the Fighter’s Court at Mount Aethelas. He doubted the
boy would have understood that anyway. The place was a legend to
many people and not a particularly pleasant one.

“You fought for lords and
prelates and stuff.” He stuffed some more bread into his mouth,
scooping up beef and gravy with it.

“Yes.”

“You going to fight for the
Oldbergs?”

“If they pay well
enough.”

“They’re the richest
merchants in Taurea.”

“In my experience,
merchants don’t get rich by giving away money.”

“That’s the truth,” said
Jan ruefully.

“Why do you wear their
colours?”

The boy looked
embarrassed. “Everybody wears them.”

Kormak shook his head.
“I’ve seen plenty of people in the streets who don’t.”

“Okay, let’s say, everybody
my age who lives around here wears them?”

“Why?”

“Because it’s the easiest
way to pick up a bit of work. You show up at the yards, or if
someone is looking for a messenger or if there’s day work to be
done. The work goes to those with the colours first.”

“Providing they are the
right colours.”

“Of course,” said the boy,
as if the point were too obvious to even mention, which from his
point of view, Kormak supposed it was. “You show up at the
Krugman’s yards wearing gold and all you’ll get is a beating. Same
if you show up in grey at an Oldberg business.”

“You get paid to spy as
well,” said Kormak. The question hung in the air for a moment. At
first the boy grinned as if he was part of a great conspiracy and
proud of it, and then one of the implications of what was being
asked sunk in.

“I would not spy on you,
sir,” he said. “Not after you saved me from Bors and his
lads.”

“But you did take word of
what I did to somebody who works for the Oldbergs.”

“Of course, I mentioned it.
Why would I not?” He gave a rueful grin. “Unless, of course, you
did not want me to. If you’d said I would not have but word would
have got back anyway. One way or another the two great houses
always know what’s going on in this city.”

“I suppose it’s their
business.”

“That’s a good a way of
putting it, sir. Everything that happens in Vermstadt and a long
way beyond is their business.”

Kormak ordered more food.
The boy looked as if he could use it. He’d had enough himself. He
never liked to eat or drink too much. It slowed him down. He
glanced around and noticed that there were others looking at him
sidelong. He supposed not too many men carrying swords were seen in
this place, not as customers anyway. He met the gaze of everyone
who looked at him until they looked away. There were some
hard-looking men in here and he did not want to have to maim or
kill anyone who followed him out looking to rob him.

Many of them looked more
worried than they normally would have. There was fear in the faces
of men who did not usually show fear, and a nervousness in the
manner of those who left, as if they were scared to step out of the
warmth of the tavern into the night. A goodly number of them looked
as if they were settling down for the night and not just because
they wanted a long drinking session.

“A lot of frightened people
in here tonight,” Kormak said quietly. Jan raised his eyes from his
plate, glanced around, twisted his face into a look of defiant
bravado and then just as suddenly deflated.

“It’s the full moon, sir.
People disappear, sir, and are never seen again. No one knows who
will be next or why. Some say it’s the Krugmans and their wicked
magic, that they are unleashing demons into the darkness, that the
Silent Man summons them or is one of them.” Kormak looked at him
steadily. Jan had never been slow to dish dirt on the Krugmans
before, seemed to be prepared to lay any number of sins at their
door.

“Some say . . .” Kormak
said. “But . . .”

“But some of their folk
disappear too, sir. Of course, it might just be mistakes and I
don’t imagine demons care much about whose side folks are on. Even
the toughest are scared to go wandering at night during the full
moon.”

“You scared to go out at
night?” Kormak asked.

“Me, sir? No, sir.” It was
quite clear that he was.

“Where do you sleep
anyway?”

“I got a nook in the city
wall. Old Joseph lets me lie down there as long as I bring him some
food.”

Kormak knew how it was.
There were arches and supports in the city walls where folk had
taken shelter. There were lean-tos made from bits of wood that folk
occupied and where the Watch let them stay. On a winter night like
tonight it would be bitterly cold. A few that laid themselves down
would never get up tomorrow. There were always a few found frozen.
“Then best order a loaf of bread to take to him. When you finish,
I’ll walk you there.”

“There’s no need for that,
sir.” Jan looked grateful nonetheless. Kormak thought it sad how
cheaply the boy’s loyalty could be bought.

“I would not want to have
saved you from Bors and his boys just for you to vanish in the
night.”

“It’s yourself you should
worry about, sir.”

“I can look after myself,”
said Kormak.

“That I do not doubt,” Jan
said. “That I do not doubt.”

 


They emerged into the cold
winter night. The temperature had dropped still further and the
snow had stopped falling. A muddy path ran away from the tavern
door, and out into the alleys of the Maze.

There were few people
abroad and even fewer lights. The white face of the full moon
glittered through a gap in the clouds. They strode towards where
the walls loomed gigantically in the near distance. Jan threaded
his way through the Maze from memory, moving as easily as a mole in
its burrow, not needing sight to find his way home. Kormak let his
sight adjust to the darkness. Rats scuttled through the middens
near them. Kormak eyed them warily.

Jan started to sing a song
about a scamp and a merchant’s daughter. He was not very good but
it kept his spirits up. They passed the lighted doorway of a grog
shop. A few sodden customers waited within, mingling with a few
painted girls. Everybody looked up as they passed. Kormak could not
help but remember the last time he had been here. It had been
summer and this part of the city had been riotous with night life.
Now it was as quiet as at the height of the Festival of the
Dead.

“These disappearances, they
always happen in the Maze?” Kormak asked. He wondered whether he
was going to have to spend the night patrolling the alleys. It
would not be the first time he had done such a thing.

“Never heard of them
happening anywhere else, sir,” said Jan. “If they did the City
Fathers might do something about them.” There was not even any
bitterness in his tone, just a resigned appreciation of the way
things had always been and always would be. It made sense though.
If the disappearances happened in the wealthier parts of the city,
questions would be asked. In the Maze, poor people died anyway, and
nobody cared all that much.

A long terrified scream
rang out through the night.

Kormak followed the echoes
quickly but cautiously, aware that sometimes screams for help were
used to lure the unwary into back alleys where they could become
victims themselves. After a moments consideration Jan followed him,
probably more because he did not want to be left alone than because
he had an urge to get closer to the source of the noise.

Kormak found himself in a
small open square with a well in the centre. Near it was a painted
woman, standing over a blood-spattered body. Her mouth was open and
a long wail of terror emerged. Her eyes were wide and crazed.
Kormak glanced around and saw nothing but empty alley mouths with
icicles drooping from the eaves overhead. He bent over the
corpse.

It had belonged to a man,
warmly dressed and obviously not too badly off. There were rings
still on his fingers and a purse still on his belt. He had a yellow
scarf tied around his upper arm. An Oldberg man then. His face was
pale and his mouth was open in a rictus of horror. His belly was
open and the smell of faeces and blood assaulted Kormak’s
nostrils.

Looking closely he could
see the chest cavity was a mess, muscles had been ripped, part of a
lung flopped. Kormak reached inside the shambles and found exactly
what he had been expecting. The heart was missing. Something had
reached in through the torn stomach, under the ribs and pulled it
free.

Something with claws had
done this. It looked like the rumours of there being a monster
loose in Maze were true.

He glanced around. Jan was
busy being sick into a rubbish pile. The eyes of rats glittered
down out of the darkness. Kormak felt as if they were watching him.
He walked over to the screaming woman. He slapped her in the face
and she stared at him.

“Did you see what did
this?” Kormak asked. Her mouth opened and shut but nothing but
vague muttering sounds came out. Kormak drew back his hand
again.

“Did you see anything?” The
woman nodded. Kormak glanced around once more.

“What?”

“It . . . it was bending
over the body. It was the Beast.”

“A dog?”

“No. It had hands like a
man. It looked like a man.”

“You just said it looked
like a beast.”

“It looked like a cross
between man and beast. It had huge jaws, and huge claws and red
eyes that burned . . .”

There were some who would
have put this down to hysteria but Kormak had seen such things in
the past.

“Did it look like a wolf or
a dog.”

“It had an animal’s head
and it was covered in brownish fur. It tore out his heart and then
it started to gorge on it.”

“Yet it left you alone,”
Kormak said.

“It started to move towards
me but then it heard your steps coming down here and it
left.”

“How?”

“It leapt. It sprang up
onto the roof and it ran away.”

Kormak looked up. Even the
lowest hanging roofs were so high he would have had to leap to
catch the guttering. “You sure it leapt. It did not
climb.”

“It leapt. It was a demon,”
she said. “A demon.”

Kormak went back over to
the body. When he looked closely he could see paw marks in the
snow. They were too big to belong to any dog, and they were the
wrong shape. They were humanoid but there was the suggestion of
claw marks as well.

Jan moved over towards
Kormak but the Guardian beckoned him to stay where he was. He did
not want anyone messing up the tracks till he could study them. He
could not help but wonder whether the demon was still up there
watching him. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw cowled figures
moving on the edge of the square. There was something furtive about
their movements that made him wary. One of them seemed to be
raising something, a weapon perhaps.

Even as he did so, Kormak
heard more footsteps arriving and the whirling rattles of city
watchmen. The robed figures ducked back into the alley mouth.
Kormak caught the glow of a lantern. A group of armed men appeared.
At their head was Sergeant Altman. He looked at Kormak.

“You again,” he said. “Why
does that not surprise me?”


 Chapter
Ten

 


“SERGEANT ALTMAN,” SAID
Kormak.

“Yuri hears a scream, and
summons the boys to investigate and lo and behold, we find you
standing over the corpse of a grey scarf,” said Altman. “What are
the chances?”

“It’s a yellow scarf and I
did not kill him,” said Kormak, stepping away from the
body.

“He’s not wearing Krugman
colours?”

Kormak held up his hands
to tell the watch men to keep their distance. The watchmen looked
at him with annoyance. They did not like being told what to
do.

“You come closer, Sergeant.
Carefully,” Kormak said. Altman looked at him suspiciously, as if
he half expected Kormak to attack him.

“Take a look at these,”
Kormak said. “I don’t want a crowd messing them up.”

The Sergeant came closer
and he shone a lamp on the body and he noticed the tracks Kormak
indicated too. His face went white. Some of the watchmen backed
away, muttering prayers to the Holy Sun.

“What in the name of the
Shadow is doing this?” Altman asked.

“You’ve seen something like
this before?”

Altman nodded. “Last full
moon. Heart ripped out. Tracks like some huge animal next to the
body. Always vanish after a few strides as if the thing had
disappeared.”

“Any footprints? Like human
footprints? Near where the tracks vanished.”

Altman’s eyes widened as
he understood the implication of what was being asked. There might
well have been the spoor of bare feet if a were-creature had
transformed back into its human form near the spot. “No one’s ever
noticed them,” he said, as if considering his words very carefully.
“But that does not mean they were not there.”

The other watchmen had
started muttering amongst themselves in horror. They looked as if
they were considering running away.

“Who was he?” Kormak
asked.

Altman looked at the woman
and gave her a mean-spirited grin. “Answer the man’s question,
Sigi,” he said.

“His name was Thom. He was
a friend.”

“I can guess exactly what
kind of friend he was. You taking him back to your crib were
you?”

The woman nodded. Altman
said, “Her crib is just up there at the end of the alley. What did
you see, girl? Spit it out.”

Sigi told him about the
beast-man. The watchmen had started to glance around nervously.
Altman licked his lips and kept his hand near his dagger. He did
not move away though. He was brave. Kormak had to give him
that.

“And what were you doing
here?”

“I was eating,” Kormak
said. Altman looked at Jan.

“I can’t help but notice
you are in the company of a known Oldberg supporter, the same one
as you helped out before. There’s a coincidence.”

“It’s not a coincidence,”
Kormak said. “I was in the Maze looking for a weaponsmith. He saw
me and offered to show me where to find one. He feels he owes
me.”

“That’s right, Sergeant,”
said Jan. “That’s exactly right. I do owe him.”

“And you just happened to
be walking by when this happened?”

“I heard a scream. I came
to investigate.”

“Most men would simply walk
on by. Or run in the opposite direction.”

“I am not most
men.”

“Why do I feel you are not
telling me the whole truth?”

Kormak considered things
for the moment. “Sergeant, this man was killed by a monster, a
demon of Shadow, and you seem more concerned with niggling at
me.”

“Maybe it was him,” said
one of the watchmen. “Maybe he is a night-ganger.”

Altman’s mouth twisted in
disgust. “Does he have blood on him? Is he naked? If he was a
monster would he be standing here chatting with us?”

The watchman fell silent.
Altman gave his attention back to Kormak. He did not look any less
disgusted. “Why did you come looking here, in the Maze, in the
darkness?”

“I thought I could help.”
Judging from Altman’s expression the honesty of the answer
surprised them both.

“What are we going to do
with this body?” One of the watchmen asked.

“Get a cart. Take it to the
morgue. Poor bastard will be burned in the public oven.” Kormak
looked at him.

“It’s winter,” said Altman.
“Nobody but the very rich do funeral burnings outside. The
crematorium has been properly blessed by priests. The ashes will be
scattered with all the rights.”

“What about the purse?”
asked another watchman.

Altman picked it up and
poured the coins out. “We split it,” he said. He looked at Kormak
apologetically for the first time. “A man’s got to
live.”

 


“You going back to the
Gilded Lion?” Altman asked.

“I was going to walk young
Jan to the wall, but I would be happier if he came with me.” He
looked around and noticed that Jan was gone. He had scuttled off
while they were talking.

“Doesn’t like the Watch,”
said Altman.

“I don’t think you can
blame him,” said Kormak.

“We have a job to do, same
as you,” Altman said. “Walk with me.”

He left the other watchmen
with the body and strolled of down the alley. Kormak took a last
look around for Jan, did not see him and fell into step beside the
Sergeant.

“You know more about this
than you are letting on,” said the Sergeant.

“What makes you think
that?”

“Who runs towards a scream
and than hangs around a mutilated body when there’s a monster
loose?”

Kormak looked at him.
Altman kept talking. “Who casually inspects a corpse whose heart
has been ripped out and has the presence of mind to preserve the
tracks? Who carries a sword sharp enough to take a man’s hand off
and has enough control over it to put it at Bors throat without
drawing blood?”

Kormak still kept
silent.

“The answer, in case you
are struggling with it, is you,” said Altman. “Which I suppose
makes the question what are you?”

“When you find out the
answer I am sure you will tell me.”

“If we had not come along
you would have gone looking for the monster, wouldn’t
you?”

“I would not have found
it,” said Kormak. “It went off over the roofs and there’d be no
following it in conditions like this.”

“And you know that as
well,” said Altman. “Like you’ve done this sort of thing
before.”

“I have,” said Kormak. The
Sergeant was clearly not going to stop niggling at this until he
had worked things out for himself. “I am a Guardian of the Order of
the Dawn.”

Altman laughed. “And next
you’ll be telling me that’s a dwarf-forged blade you are
carrying.”

“Yes.”

“You’re serious, aren’t
you?”

“Yes.” Altman stopped,
turned and looked directly at him.

“What brings a member of
the legendary order of monster hunters to Vermstadt?”

“Apparently there are
monsters here,” Kormak said. “Apparently they are killing
people.”

“And you intend to put a
stop to that.”

“If I can.”

“Good luck with
that.”

“It would be best if you
didn’t mention it to anyone,” said Kormak. “Sometimes these
creatures have friends in high places, sometimes they hide in plain
sight.”

“And you think I am the
sort of man who might keep that a secret even when there is money
to be made by whispering it in the right ear.”

“Yes.”

“You might be
right.”

“I had better
be.”

“How so?”

“Because if anything
happens to me, my order will send two more just like me to
investigate. They won’t be very friendly towards anyone they think
might have betrayed me.”

“Now you are just being
hostile,” said Altman. “I’d have kept your secret without any
threats. Something needs to be done about what’s wrong in this
city. If you should happen to pull down some high muckety-mucks,
it’s no skin off my nose. Don’t worry—your secret is safe with
me.”

 


After he left Altman and
the watch, Kormak made his way back through the narrow alleys. He
was aware that there were people keeping pace with him through the
alleys. He could hear booted feet crunching through the snow.
Whenever he stopped, they stopped as well. He considered taking up
position in an alley mouth and seeing what happened. He remembered
the cowled figures he had seen earlier.

Even as he did so, a small
figure emerged from an alley mouth.

“You’ve been followed,” Jan
said. “You were followed with the watchman and somebody was
watching it the whole time you were in there.”

“You, apparently,” Kormak
said. He was relieved to see that the boy was still in one
piece.

“Not just me,
sir.”

“What did they look like,
these men who are following me?” Kormak asked.

“They looked like ordinary
citizens, sir. But they would, wouldn’t they? Wherever you went,
they went. Not always together. Sometimes one of them would pass
another in the street and hand over the task of watching you to
their friends. That’s the way it’s done when folks wants to spy in
this city. Less chance of them being noticed that way.”

“I didn’t notice you
either,” Kormak said.

“I kept my distance, sir,
and I’m good at not being noticed when I don’t want to be. I’ve had
a lot of practise.”

“You any idea who these
people might be?”

“Could be anybody, sir.
Both the Oldbergs and the Krugmans have reason for taking an
interest in you. And there’s other folks too with money. Damn!
Duck, sir!”

Kormak caught the glitter
of something in the cold moonlight. He pushed Jan in one direction
and threw himself back in the other. Something blurred through the
night and thunked into the wall.

A crossbow bolt stood out
of the plasterwork, quivering. Kormak reached over and grabbed it.
He could see no tell-tale marking but you never knew. There seemed
to be something smudged on the metal tip. He sniffed it and caught
the acrid tang of poison.

Jan looked at it eyes wide
and then scuttled into cover in a doorway. Kormak looked up at
where the shot had come from and could see nothing. Maybe the
crossbowman had ducked into cover and was even now reloading his
weapon. Kormak knew that gave them some time.

“Get up, boy and move,
before he reloads.”

“If you don’t mind, sir. I
think I’ll stay in this doorway where it’s snug. I don’t think it’s
me he’s aiming for, if you catch my meaning.”

Kormak did. He raced along
the alley, feet crunching in the snow, hoping he did not skid on
the icy cobbles beneath. The flesh between his shoulders crawled
and he felt like at any moment, he might feel a heavy crossbow bolt
bite into his flesh.

He kept as close to the
walls on the side he thought the shot had come from as he could. He
doubted that anyone could hit him from an angle directly above in
this light. Of course, he was assuming there was only one of them.
He thought he heard something moving fast on the snowy rooftops
overhead. It must be running like a madman to keep up with him, if
it was racing across the icy sloped tiles. 

He turned another corner
and glanced up. He could see nothing and he could hear nothing. His
own swift movement might only be giving away his position to his
would-be assassin. The man had doubtless had enough time to reload
his crossbow.

Kormak hated this sense of
being a helpless target. He hated not being able to strike at his
foe, but he had learned cunning and patience in a hard school and
he waited, quietly, to see what would happen. He heard footsteps
coming along the alley, saw a shadowy figure, heard voices
muttering to each other. Whoever it was, there was more than one of
them. Shadows moved down the alley. Big men cloaked against the
cold. One of them held a crossbow in his hand. The other held a
blade.

“We missed him,” said one
of the men. “He is long gone.”

“After I almost broke my
neck getting on that bloody roof as well.”

He looked around with his
crossbow. Obviously in the darkness he had no sense that Kormak was
there. It was all too easy to imagine another poison-tipped bolt
being pointed in his direction.

“How could he have known we
were there?”

“I don’t know. He’s cursed
lucky.”

Kormak sprang. His blade
swept clear of the sheath, stabbed forward and took the man through
the heart. Even as Kormak closed, he tried to swing the crossbow to
bear. As the blade pierced his body, his finger squeezed the
trigger and the bolt blurred away into the darkness. Kormak heard a
scream. He let the body drop and moved to meet the second man. He
met no resistance and then he understood why. The man stood there,
an appalled look on his face, clutching at the wooden shaft that
protruded from his chest.

“Who sent you?” Kormak
said.

The man looked at him and
opened his mouth as if to speak but only bloody foam emerged.
Perhaps the bolt had pierced a lung. Perhaps it was the poison. It
made no difference. The man was as good as dead and he knew it. His
face was white. His mouth was open in a ghastly rictus. Kormak
lashed out with his sword and put the would-be assassin out of his
misery. Kormak searched their bodies but, as he had expected, found
no clue as to who they were or who their employer was.

Icy snow fell on him from
above. He looked up and he saw red eyes and a bestial white-furred
head glaring at him over the roof. It seemed it was not only the
assassins who had followed him but the Beast too. He wondered if
there was some connection. He bent down and lifted the crossbow,
pulling the poisoned bolt free from the corpse and slotting it into
firing position. When he looked up the monster was gone. There was
no way for him to get up onto the icy roof from here.

He stalked back down the
alleyway to look for Jan, but once again the boy was gone, and once
again Kormak could not blame him under the circumstances. He made
his way back to the Gilded Lion. He had found out more than he
expected to anyway.

 


The Moon’s fury filled the
Beast, urging it to kill. Part of its mind, the cunning part which
enabled it to survive despite the ravenous appetite for man-flesh
the queen of the night sky always brought, resisted the rage. It
would not do to simply assault such a one as this. He was
formidable and he had eluded the trap set for him. The answer was
not a simple frontal assault but a better trap.

The Beast was too close to
his goal now to risk everything. Before another moon waxed, he
would be in control of this city as had always been his destiny.
The humans were too small and frail and stupid to oppose him. He
would use their greed and their desires against them. This city
would cower beneath his paw even though it would not be able to
name him. When Shadowfall came he would have a power base to build
a new empire. The Age of Men was coming to a close. The Age of the
Rat was just dawning.

He watched the arrogant
human depart. Soon enough scores would be settled with him. For now
it would be best to put him in a position where he could not
interfere with the unfolding of the great plan. In the meantime, he
e had best return to his business.



Chapter Eleven

 


“SO SOMEONE WANTS you
dead,” Lila said. She got up off the bed and paced to the window,
checked the shutters were locked and then returned to stand over
him, watching as he warily examined the crossbow bolt. There was a
black paste on the end of it which he guessed had been the cause of
the second assassin’s death. He sniffed it. It had an acrid
alchemical tang. He did not care for poison or the people who used
it.

“It won’t be the first
time,” Kormak said.

“That I can believe. Who do
you think it is?”

“My first guess would be
the Krugman family,” said Kormak. “If they have been working dark
sorcery, they have the most reason to. And I know Jurgen likes to
employ men who use crossbows.”

“The Oldbergs have no
reason at all, as long as you’re going for their enemies,” said
Lila.

“What troubles me is that
the monster was watching from the roof.”

Lila shuddered at the
reminder of the Beast. “You think it was stalking you?”

“Maybe. It might have stuck
around after its kill.”

“What do you think it
is?”

“It could be any one of a
number of things—an Old One who has bypassed the City Wards, a
were-beast, an Underman.”

“Underman?”

“The Old Ones used magic to
change humans—and other living things—into their servants. Some of
them are very powerful. Some of them are immortal. Some of them
breed.”

“I would not want to carry
around the things you know in my head,” she said.

“They keep me
alive.”

“This evening it sounds
like it was the boy Jan who did that.”

Kormak nodded. “I owe him
for that.”

“So there really are
monsters loose in the city.”

“At least two,” said
Kormak. “The Silent Man and the Beast.”

“You think you can kill
them both,” Lila asked. “Before they kill you.”

“Somebody is going to have
to.”

“Why you?”

“Because I am best
qualified for the job.”

“I mean why do you do it.”
Kormak thought about that for a moment. He thought about his
father, slaughtered trying to protect him from the Old One. He
thought of Master Malan and what the order had given him. He
thought about the immortal demon who had sworn to kill him when he
was still just a child. He looked up and met Lila’s
gaze.

“Because I swore an oath
when I took up this sword. To protect the innocent. To uphold the
Law. To oppose the Shadow.”

“Do people really keep such
oaths?”

“I have done all my adult
life.”

She sat down beside him
and laid her head on his shoulder. When she spoke her voice was
low. “Why do you really do it?”

“Do you really want to
know?”

“I wouldn’t have asked
otherwise.”

He got up and walked over
to the sideboard, poured himself a goblet of water. Without the
proximity of her body, without the bed clothes, it was cold. The
chill made it easier to remember.

“When I was eight years old
an Old One came to my village. His name was Prince of Dragons. He
killed everyone except me. Every man, woman and child, every baby,
every dog. He killed my father. My mother. My brothers. He came
into the loft where my father had thrown me in an attempt to save
my life. He was carrying my father’s head in his left hand. I
attacked him with one my father’s old hammers. He let me hit him
just to show it would have no effect. I expected to die then but he
let me live.”

“Why?” It sounded like she
had to force the words out.

“He told me that he would
come back for me some day and on that day he would kill me. I could
count on that.”

“That’s
terrible.”

“This Old One has done it
many times through history. Wiped out entire communities, and left
one child alive to tell the tale. Often he has come back when the
child was older. Sometimes not. It’s a game he liked to play, he
likes to torment humans.”

“You think he will come for
you?”

“I hope he comes for me,”
said Kormak. He reached out for the hilt of his blade. “There is a
blood-debt to repay, for my kin.”

“How did you survive, a
little boy on your own in the Aquilean mountains?”

“A man was pursuing the Old
One, a man who was not afraid of a monster that could wipe out an
entire village of warriors.”

“A Guardian of the Order of
the Dawn,” she said, guessing before he could say it.

Kormak nodded. “His name
was Malan. He asked me what had happened. I could not even speak.
When he left, he took me with him. We could not find the Old One’s
trail so he took me back to Mount Aethelas.”

He put the sword down,
returned to the bed, reached out and stroked her hair. He tilted
his head to one side, smiled. “The Order took me in, trained me,
sent me out into the world to do its business. It suited me and I
was good at it.”

She laid a hand on his
shoulder. “Poor man,” she said.

She looked away, unable to
meet his gaze. He touched her shoulder. “It does not matter,” he
said. “It was a long time ago.”

He shrugged of her grip
and stood up, glanced around the chamber. “The Beast and the Silent
Man, which did you hear of first?”

“Why?” She seemed taken
aback by his abrupt change of tone.

“I want to know if there is
some connection. It seems an unlikely coincidence that two such
beings should appear in the city at the same time.”

“The Silent Man was first.
At the start of the summer. It looked like the Oldbergs would win
their war with the Krugmans until he showed up. They had more money
and more men. He turned things around. For a time it looked like
all the other merchant houses were going to side with the Oldbergs.
They always like to be with the winner. After the Silent Man came
they went neutral again.”

“When did you hear about
the Beast?”

“In the late summer, maybe
early autumn, that’s when the rumours started. Or at least they
reached me.”

“That would be about the
same time as the cats started disappearing and the rats
multiplied.”

“Yes. You think there is a
connection?”

“Again, it is an unlikely
coincidence.”

“You are starting to
frighten me,” she said.

“There’s nothing to fear, I
am here,” he said, reaching out for her.

“But what about when you
are not,” she said, moving into his arms and kissing
him.

 


The next morning, after he
had visited the shrine of Saint Verma, Kormak made his way to the
cell of Frater Lucian.

“Come to make another
offering, brother?” said Lucian as Kormak entered his chamber. He
got up from his stool, moved around the desk, went to the arched
window, looked out, moved to the door, looked into the corridor,
closed the door and ushered Kormak in. Kormak went over and checked
the window himself, and then remained there so he would have a view
of the courtyard outside.

“Yes,” said Kormak loudly.
Lucian moved over to stand beside him. There was a worried look on
his long, bony face. His fingers writhed for a moment before he
locked them together as if in prayer.

“Have you made any
progress?” Lucian asked.

“I encountered the Silent
Man and I know there is some form of were-beast in the city. It
stalked me last night.”

Lucian’s features went
even more pale. His mouth tightened into a compressed line. He
seemed to be trying to pull his hands apart and be unable to for a
moment.

“You met the Silent
Man?”

“He is one of the
unliving.”

“That means a
necromancer.”

“Or someone who more than
dabbles in the dark arts.”

“And a were-beast? Are they
the same person do you think?”

“No. I think one of them
works for the Krugmans. I don’t know about the other yet. Maybe. It
may simply just be taking advantage of the chaos in the
city.”

“Whatever it is doing it is
no good thing. All of the skin-turners are Moon
worshippers.”

“Those that do not follow
the Shadow, at least,” said Kormak.

“That’s hardly reassuring.
You think it is a werewolf?”

“No. A city like Vermstadt
is not their usual hunting ground. The rats are numerous and
aggressive. Cats have been disappearing.”

“You think it may be a
ratkin then?”

Kormak nodded.

“The ratkin are also known
as the children of Murnath,” said Lucian. “This city was sacred to
him in the days before the Blessed Verma drove the Old Ones
out.”

“Murnath has not been seen
for nigh on two thousand years,” said Kormak. “Saint Verma
destroyed him or so it is recorded.”

“He bred a lot of
children,” said Lucian. “The ratkin skin-turners. This city was a
sacred spot to them once. Periodically throughout history they
surface again and again.”

“What more can you tell
me?”

“Not much but there may be
something in the Council Archives. Or the archives in the Prelate’s
palace. Either way, I should be able to get access to them. There
must be something useful there.”

“Find out everything you
can about the Cult of Murnath and its connection with the
city.”

Lucian nodded then licked
his lips nervously, as if caught between his fear and his desire to
be about his business.

“Don’t let me stop you,”
Kormak said. “Time is getting short.”

“What about
you?”

“I am going to visit my new
employers,” said Kormak. “They may have something new to tell
me.”

 


Karsten was in an
expansive mood. He strode across the great carpet in his study,
planted himself with his feet astride the symbol of the sun, tilted
his golden head upwards and said, “Tonight we strike at the
Krugmans and put an end to them once and for all.”

Balthazar’s lips twisted
into something that might have been a smile or might have been a
sneer.

“How do you propose to do
that?” Kormak asked.

“A servant in my pay will
throw open the house doors to us. Our men will enter and put all of
the Krugmans to the sword. Balthazar assures me the Silent Man will
not be able to stop us.”

“He may not be so badly
hurt he cannot rise,” Kormak said.

“Balthazar has duplicated
the amulets of safety. Even if he rises he will not attack
us.”

Balthazar nodded and
smiled, a pet whose master had rewarded it with a treat. The
black-clad man would be well-rewarded for that discovery, if he had
not already been.

Kormak considered his
options. He was certain that the Krugmans were practising
necromancy. This would be the simplest way to get rid of that
threat, even if it meant massacring the whole family.

“Jurgen has children,”
Kormak said.

“And a wife,” agreed
Karsten, “else he would not have been able to breed his
gets.”

“Sir Kormak is perhaps too
tender hearted to do what must be done,” said Balthazar. There was
a mocking note in his scratchy voice.

“I will not kill
innocents,” said Kormak. “If that is what you mean.”

Karsten nodded as if
Kormak had just confirmed a judgement of his. He looked
pleased.

“If you will not do it, I
am sure Lord Karsten can find someone who will,” Balthazar
said.

“I mean I will not stand by
and let it happen,” said Kormak. The words were torn from him and
he cursed inwardly. He was doing his position no good by blurting
such things out. He could help no one if Karsten ordered him
killed.

Karsten studied him
closely. He looked more bearish than ever. There was a kind of
sleepy menace in his manner. “Sir Kormak was a knight once if I am
not mistaken. He points out the course of honour to us and he is
right to. We need not make war on children or women for that
matter. All adult males must die though. Do you find that
acceptable?”

There was something in his
manner that told Kormak not to trust him. Karsten must have sensed
his thoughts. “The children will need a guardian, someone the
Council will appoint to manage their wealth for them till they are
old enough to manage it themselves.”

“And you think the Council
will appoint you?”

“I am certain of it. With a
word in the right ear and the promise of a division of the spoils
among interested parties it will all be arranged.”

“The children would end up
paupers.”

“At least they would not be
dead, Sir Kormak. Come now, I have shown you I have good reason to
spare them and if they are destitute they can be no threat to me. I
have no reason to have them . . . removed from the
scene.”

At least not until you
have plundered their wealth, Kormak thought. His self-control had
returned and he kept his mouth shut. “Very well,” Kormak
said.

“Good,” said Karsten.
“Fight well tonight and you will be a very wealthy man by the
morning. You will have enough to buy off any blood on your hands at
the shrine of the saint and still live like a prince for years to
come.”

“You are very
generous.”

“Indeed. This is one fee
that Jurgen won’t be able to guess or match. And, please do not
even think about trying to get him to do so.”

“I would not dream of
it.”

“It would be best if you
did not. Oh by the way, I have a visitor. I understand he is a
friend of yours.” He rang a bell on the table. Jan entered the
room.

Karsten picked up a golden
letter opener and went to stand over by the boy. The letter
opener’s blade glittered in his hand. It was very near the boy’s
neck. Kormak understood the message. If he tried to warn Jurgen,
Jan’s throat would be cut.

“He tells me he saved your
life last night,” Karsten said. Jan looked at once ashamed and
proud, as if unsure whether he should have claimed such credit for
a deed he was very proud of. “Is that true?”

“Yes,” Kormak
said.

“Then he should be
rewarded,” said Karsten slapping the boy on the back jovially and
tossing him a silver coin. Jan’s eyes widened.

“You’re too kind,
sir.”

“Any friend of Sir Kormak
is a friend of mine,” Karsten said. “Now run along boy and tell my
cellar master to give you a page’s uniform and a good meal. We can
surely find some work for you around here.” Jan bowed clumsily and
gratefully and turned and ran out.

Karsten turned back to
Kormak. “A quick boy that. We will be able to make something out of
him one way or another.”

Kormak kept his face
impassive. “You said we are going to attack the Krugman’s
tonight.”

Karsten smiled. “We meet
at the Golden Bear tavern. There will be a feast for my followers
or so the word will be put about. The men will assemble and we will
strike hard and fast at the Krugmans.”

“Very good,” Kormak
said.

“Till tonight then,” he
said.


 Chapter
Twelve

 


A MONK ENTERED the Gilded
Lion. He wore the habit of Saint Verma. He walked up to the bar,
talked with the barman who pointed at Kormak then came over. “You
are Sir Kormak?”

Kormak nodded.

“I have a message for you
from Frater Lucian. He seemed to think it was urgent. He insisted I
get it to you by Vespers although how he expected me to find you if
you were not here, I do not know . . .”

“You have the message?”
Kormak was keen to stop the man. He looked capable of simply
rambling on.

The monk produced a rolled
up scroll from within his sleeve. The wax seal did not look as if
it had been tampered with. The monk waited, head tilted to one side
as if he either expected something or was curious to see what
Lucian had written. Kormak dropped a silver shilling in his hand.
“For your trouble, brother.” The monk recoiled as if
insulted.

He sat back in the chair
and the man still watched him. “You can put the money in the poor
box if you wish. Best return and tell Frater Lucian that you have
given me his message.”

The monk nodded. “Of
course. Blessings of the Sun upon you.”

“And you, frater,” Kormak
said. He broke the seal and unrolled the message. It was written in
Frater Lucian’s shaky hand. It read, Meet me in the Council
Archives. Come at once! I have found something of dreadful import.
It is matter of life and death, for you, for me, for everyone in
the city.

Kormak rose from his seat.
The bell tolled the tenth hour. If he hurried he might have time to
see Lucian and learn whatever the monk had to tell him before it
was time to assemble at the Golden Bear.

He stepped out into the
night air. The full moon glared down mockingly from the chilly
sky.

 


Kormak’s footsteps echoed
deep below the Council Chambers. He could feel the weight of the
massive old building pressing down on him. At least it was dry and
warm. Someone had taken the trouble to preserve the city’s
records.

Even before he opened the
door, Kormak knew there was something wrong. A foul smell wafted
through the air. Frater Lucian lay on the floor, sprawled in a pool
of blood. His chest cavity was open in a way Kormak had seen
before. He knew without having to examine the body that the heart
would have been removed and most likely eaten. It seemed the Beast
had arrived before him.

There were no signs of any
books on the table though there were volumes missing from the
shelves. There was only a pen, ink, a blotter, a candle and wax.
Kormak did not wonder that the body had not been found yet. The
reading room was deep below the Council Hall, at the end of a long
corridor. It looked rarely used. It might be days before anyone
noticed the corpse.

He continued to search but
he was certain now that he would find nothing. The Beast had taken
whatever it was that Lucian had found. Looking down at the dead
body Kormak felt a very great anger. Another innocent had fallen
victim to the skin-turner and he had been a servant of his own
order, the last of many, apparently. He thought of Frater Ambrose
and his agents. He thought about Lucian, who had wanted only to
stay in his cell but who had risked his life coming
here.

He heard a skittering
sound atop the pile of books. Looking up he saw a large rat glaring
down at him with mocking eyes. Before he could do anything, it
scampered away into the shadows. Kormak became aware of footsteps
racing down the corridor. The door slammed open behind
him.

Sergeant Altman glared at
him. He held his blade in his hand. Behind him were a squad of
watchmen. Two of them held crossbows. “Hold it right there,” said
Altman.

One of the men standing
behind him said, “Looks like we caught him red-handed this
time.”

“Don’t move,” said the
Sergeant. He levelled his crossbow so that it pointed directly at
Kormak.

“I didn’t kill him, you
know that,” said Kormak.

“Do I? I only have your
word for that.”

“What are we waiting for,
Sergeant. Let’s take him to the cells and beat a confession out of
him. He won’t get away with it this time.”

Altman looked grim. The
rest of the watchmen looked scared and trigger-happy. It was not a
good combination. All it would take is one false move and violence
would erupt.

“The monk said he saw it,
Sergeant,” the watchman said. “We have a witness.”

“Did I tear his chest open?
Did I pull out his heart?” Kormak asked. “Don’t you think I would
have blood on me if I did?”

“The monk said he changed
into a gigantic rat-faced beast.”

“And yet I am standing here
with no blood on me,” Kormak said.

“He’s a skin-turner,
Sergeant. Who knows what he’s capable of?”

“Let’s hear your side of
it,” Altman said. His voice was flat and calm. His hands were
steady. Kormak doubted he would miss at this range.

“I got a message from
Frater Lucian telling me to meet him here.”

“You’ve got this message
with you, of course?”

Kormak nodded.

“Pull it out very slowly,
put it on the table and then walk over to the wall.”

Kormak did as he was told.
Altman walked into the room, flanked by the two crossbowmen. He put
his own weapon on the table, picked up the paper and looked at it.
“He’s telling the truth about this at least.”

“Are you going to let him
stand there with that sword on his belt, Sergeant?” The watchman
asked. “We’d better take it off him.”

“Only if you want to die,”
said Kormak.

Altman looked at him.
“It’s the first time the Beast has struck outside the Maze,” he
said.

“I know what it is,” Kormak
said. He indicated Lucian’s corpse. “So did he. That’s why he is
dead.”

Altman’s eyes widened.
“What is it?”

“A ratkin, a skin-turner, a
child of Murnath.”

Some of the watchmen went
white. Some of them gasped. One of them dropped his sword. Altman
did not look too surprised.

“Why him, not
you?”

Kormak tapped the hilt of
his blade with his finger. “Easier target or . . .”

A thought struck him. “You
said a monk told you I had killed Lucian. What did he look
like?”

Altman’s description
fitted the messenger who had brought Kormak the letter perfectly.
“It wanted me here,” he said. “It wanted you here as
well.”

“So we could arrest you?”
Altman asked.

Kormak shook his head. “It
does not care. It just needs you to keep me here for a
while.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s going to the
Golden Bear,” Kormak said.

“You’re about to tell me
the reason, aren’t you?” Altman said.

“Karsten Oldberg is giving
a feast there,” Kormak said. “I should be there too.”

“What does the Beast want
with Oldberg?”

“I suspect it is going to
kill him,” Kormak said.

“Then we’d better go warn
him.”

“If we still have
time.”

 


The snow crunched under
Kormak’s boots as he raced through the street. His breath came out
in cold clouds. He could hear the watchmen straggling out behind
him.

It was late and most
people were already abed. The Council Hall was mostly dark behind
them and the Cathedral was only a gloomy mountain looming out of
the snow. Kormak’s mind raced faster than his body.

He prayed he was wrong. It
was just possible that the ratkin had killed Lucian because he was
onto something, but the timing of killing and the messenger
bringing the watch pointed to something else entirely. Karsten’s
preparations for a grand attack were the only thing he could think
of that would justify that.

The Beast must be
confident indeed to attack a tavern full of armed men, but it would
have advantages. Skin-turners were all but immune to normal
weapons, only silver and fire or his dwarf-forged blade would hurt
them. He imagined the were-beast unleashed in a tightly packed mass
of panicking men. It could easily fight its way through to Karsten
and kill him, and escape afterwards. It seemed like Karsten’s plan
to land a killing blow against the Krugmans was about to be turned
against him. What he thought was a surprise attack on them was
going to be one on him instead.

It certainly looked as if
the Beast favoured the Krugman’s although why that should be, he
could not guess. He knew that if Karsten Oldberg was killed they
would be the most powerful clan in the city. Kormak raced on,
hoping that would be in time to stop the slaying.

 


In the Golden Bear torches
flared and hot fires blazed. Men in the tabards of the House of
Oldberg drank and toasted their leader. Men who carried swords and
looked like they knew how to use them swore oaths about what they
were going to do to the lackeys of the House of Krugman when the
order came. All of them knew they had been summoned for something
big, that Karsten Oldberg would speak soon and they would wipe
those filthy Krugman bastards from the face of the
earth.

Captain Rene staggered
outside to the jakes, and pissed against the wall, watching the hot
urine melt the snow, before stepping back in.

On the wooden walls of the
stall a huge rat perched. It watched him with wicked eyes then
chittered mockingly. An answering cry came from the roof of the
jakes and he thought he heard soft scuttling movements. He aimed a
blow at the beast but it sprang to one side and then bit his hand.
Cursing, he rubbed the wound, looking around he saw more and more
rats looking at him from the darkness. He walked forward and aimed
a kick at the tightly packed mass. They scurried away into the
shadows, cold eyes glittering.

On his way back he paused
on the steps of the tavern and looked out across the inn’s open
courtyard and into the street. The snow was falling heavily.
Visibility was very low. He belched and rubbed his eyes.

Where was that bastard
Kormak anyway? He was supposed to be here. Could he be giving a
warning to the Krugmans about the attack? Lord Karsten seemed to
think that threatening the boy Jan would keep him in line. Rene
wasn’t sure about that. The duellist was a cold man, a professional
killer if ever he had seen one. He would do what he chose no matter
who was threatened.

He looked again and saw
that over the door, and on the window sill hundreds of rats were
clustered, all of them watched him, with an odd hunger in their
eyes. It looked as if there were thousands of tiny pin-points of
light in the snow. The rodents made low growls and squeaks and it
sounded, for all the world, as if they were talking with each
other. Coming from the gateway he heard another noise. It sounded
like squeaking. Or maybe like a huge serpent gathering its coils.
No, that wasn’t right. Maybe it was the noise of thousands and
thousands of tiny feet crunching through the snow.

He turned and saw a brown
tide rolling down the street and into the courtyard. It was as if
the river had overflowed its banks and was flooding the courtyard.
There was something wrong with that though—it did not look like
water. It had eyes and fur and long pink tails. It came to him that
he was looking at thousands and thousands of rats. Every rat in the
city had gathered into an army to assault the inn.

Instinct told him to turn
and go, to run as fast as he could away from the onrushing horde.
Even as his fuddled mind reacted, the tide reached him and he heard
close-up the sound of thousands and thousands of large and vicious
rats squeaking.

There was an odd
intelligence to the sound, as if all of those thin voices shared
one common mind and were vocalising all of its hatred and malice.
He felt a small, sharp stab of pain in his leg and when he looked
down he saw a shadowy shape clinging to his thigh.

When he went to brush it
away he felt a writhing, furry body. It twisted in his grip and
teeth pierced the flesh of his hand. He let out a shriek and he
felt hundreds and hundreds of legs swarming over his body and
scores of jaws closing. Warm wetness flowed over his limbs and he
realised it was blood, his own blood. Even as that thought occurred
to him the tidal wave of moving flesh reached his throat. He felt
another sting of pain as something sharp dug into his jugular
vein.

He threw himself on the
ground, rolling around, crushing the hordes and hordes of creatures
that snapped at him. For a moment, the strangeness of it struck
him. Rats did not attack men like this. This could not be
happening. Even as that thought occurred to him he realised that it
was wrong. More rats than he had ever seen, possibly all of the
rats in the city, a population that must have outnumbered the
humans a hundredfold, swarmed around him.

He felt them being crushed
under his weight, their spines snapping, their limbs breaking. More
of them though sprang free and turned to bite at him again. A huge
crowd of vermin pushed through the doors of the inn and clambered
in through the windows. More and more of them were on the roof.
Hundreds of tiny red eyes staring down at him. It had all happened
so fast that he had not really had time to react but now he felt a
surge of pain from all of the hundreds of wounds he had
taken.

Shouts of horror came from
inside the tavern and he realised that the army of rats were within
attacking his comrades.

Something else came
towards him, moving across the courtyards, something that reminded
him of a rat and also of a man. It was the size of a human being, a
very large one, and it walked, crouching, but upright. Mangy brown
fur covered its body. Its face resembled that of a rat and a long,
hairless tail lashed the air. He opened his mouth to scream but the
monster reached down and slashed his throat with the claws of its
near human right hand.

Blood streamed forth and
he tried to gurgle a prayer to the Holy Sun begging for forgiveness
and salvation. Darkness took him.


 Chapter
Thirteen

 


FALLING SNOW ALL but
obscured the full moon. From inside the Golden Bear, Kormak heard
the sounds of screaming, as if a battle was going on in there. A
very one-sided battle.

He raced through the
courtyard towards the tavern entrance. He could smell smoke and fur
and a strange animal smell. The corpses of dead rats crunched
beneath his feet. A body lay near the door, flesh gnawed away to
the bone, eyeballs missing, a rat crawling out of the cavity
through which Kormak did not doubt its heart had been removed. It
was just barely recognisable as belonging to Rene. He had not even
drawn his weapon.

Kormak bounded up the
tavern steps. Inside all was chaos. Lanterns had been turned over
and the curtains were already starting to blaze. Men screamed as a
tide of vermin swarmed over them, biting at them, getting into the
clothes, running over their heads and into their hair. That was not
the cause of the screaming though or all the dead bodies lying on
the ground.

A huge slouching monster,
an unholy hybrid of man and rat had left a trail of destruction
behind it, leading all the way to Karsten Oldberg. The merchant
price was cornered, holding the ratkin at bay with a burning torch.
He waved it frantically but it was obvious to Kormak that the
skin-turner was just toying with him. It slashed with its bloody
claws and forced Karsten back.

Kormak charged, blade at
the ready, crunching the living carpet of rats under his feet with
every stride. The chittering of the rats warned their inhuman
leader. It turned its head to look at him and as it did so Karsten
lashed out with the torch, burning it. It let out a long,
pain-filled hiss and swiped at him, claws tearing flesh, drawing
blood and revealing bone. It bounded forward into the burning
building, up the staircase. Kormak helped the wounded Karsten to
his feet.

“Are you all
right?”

“It fled.” He said,
obviously unable to believe his eyes. He sounded like he was in
shock. “It looked at you and it fled.” He noticed that the runes on
Kormak’s blade were glowing and his eyes widened. Kormak inspected
the wound, it was deep and it was clean.

“Get out!” Kormak told him.
“Get out and bind your arm. I’m going after it.” Karsten did not
need to be told twice.

 


The hangings had caught
fire and the air was full of smoke. Kormak raced up the stairs and
into a corridor lined with doors. It was difficult to see with all
the smoke. His eyes watered. He coughed. Something massive smashed
into him from the side, coming through an open doorway. The
dwarf-forged blade was knocked from his hands.

Careless, he thought and
it might cost him his life. For a moment, the smoke cleared and he
saw the thing that had caught him. It was an unholy hybrid of man
and rat, tall as he was, but much leaner. For all its scrawniness
it was far stronger than a normal man and far faster. Its maw was
open, a long pink tongue lolled mockingly from its mouth. Its
clawed hands tore at his throat, seeking an artery. It leaned
forward to bite with its rows of razor sharp teeth.

Kormak brought both hands
forward, thumbs out, digging into the ratkin’s eyeballs, plunging
them deep into the jelly. The monster let out a long inhuman shriek
and let go of him. Kormak twisted around desperately seeking his
blade. It was nowhere to be seen.

He glanced back at the
ratkin. His blow would have permanently blinded a human but already
the gel of the creature’s eyes had flowed back together. It was
blinking but soon it would have its sight back. Kormak dived
forward, pushing it towards the blazing hangings. The creature let
out another shriek of pain as the flames licked at it. Kormak
pulled the burning cloth down over the ratkin’s head and shouted,
“I don’t need a blade to deal with you.”

The monster smashed out
with its fist, sight-blurringly swift. Kormak was barely able to
roll with the blow but even so the force of it sent him flying.
Stars danced before his eyes as he impacted on the wall. The ratkin
opened its mouth and hissed mockingly. Kormak saw something
glittering down the corridor amid the smoke and realised it was his
sword. He dived for it as the ratkin sprang.

Kormak landed near the
blade and reached out, fingers grasping at the hilt for dear life.
He turned at bay and saw the ratkin was looking at him, eyes fixed
on his weapon.

“Now you die,” Kormak
said.

The ratkin dived through
the open door of one of the inn’s chambers. Kormak heard the smash
of glass and when he followed it, he saw the window was thrown open
and all the glass was broken. He ran to the casing and looked out.
The ratkin was below him. It had reached the outer wall of the
courtyard and in one bound was over it.

The flames were rising
now. Behind him the building was becoming a roaring inferno. There
was only one way out. Kormak checked below and saw the snow was
piled high. He leapt out into the night and landed on the drift.
Snow crunched beneath him. He picked himself up and ran to where
the ratkin had vanished. The wall was topped with shards of broken
glass and rusty metal. Even if he reached up and grabbed it, there
was no easy way to follow the ratkin. He could throw his cloak over
the spikes as some protection but that would leave him vulnerable
if he went over the top. He shook his head and returned to the
courtyard.

It was time to count the
cost.

 


The sound of alarm bells
echoed. There was a frantic, panicked sound to them, as if whoever
was ringing the bell was terrified.

Sergeant Altman came into
the inn’s courtyard, followed by his men. He looked at Kormak,
“Busy night,” he said.

Bodies sprawled around the
blazing tavern, they looked as if they had been fleeing from the
fire but there was something odd about the way they lay, their
limbs twisted strangely.

Karsten Oldberg stood in
the snow, looking bewildered, not at all the proud and confident
man that Kormak had first met. Near him were the pitiful remains of
his private army, their faces soot smoked, their clothes burned and
pitted and bitten. Surely this could not be all that remained after
the ratkin’s attack, Kormak thought. He hoped that most of the
soldiers had simply fled the burning building. It looked as if the
power of the Oldbergs had been shattered in one stroke. Even with
Karsten’s gold it would take weeks or months to rebuild his force,
and he did not have that much time. The Krugmans would eliminate
him long before then.

Altman was moving around
asking questions. The survivors stood contemplating the burning
building. Flames licked upwards. With a great crash, the roof
collapsed. It was probably the fire that had saved them, Kormak
realised. Neither the rats nor the ratkin would have wanted to be
burned alive.

Kormak walked over to
Karsten, “What happened?”

The merchant prince looked
at him. “I was giving my speech, explaining my plan. I heard shouts
and screams and then a tide of rats swept into the room and with it
was that monster. Men panicked. Lamps were overturned. Fire spread.
The monster went for me. I remembered what you had said about fire
hurting the Silent Man so I grabbed a bit of wood.” He looked down
at his burned fingers. “It seemed to work but I don’t know how much
longer I could have held it off for then you showed up. Just as
well you did. I owe you my life.”

His eyes narrowed and for
a moment, he looked once more like the shrewd trader. “It was
afraid of you. Why?”

Kormak ignored the
question. He was glancing around, at the dead rats, and the dead
men. The smell of burning flesh reached his nostrils. There had
been people in that building. He had almost died there himself. If
he had been just a little slower . . .

He had been lucky. He
could not rely on that.

“I saw your sword. It was
glowing.”

“It reflected the light of
the fire,” Kormak said.

“That monster was going to
kill me,” Karsten said. “It’s scared of you. I want you with me.
I’ll pay whatever it takes.”

“Don’t worry,” said Kormak.
“I’ll see that it does not trouble you much longer.”

“Good. I just need time. I
need to recruit more men and more wizards. Jurgen Krugman won’t get
away with this.”

He turned and saw that
Altman was there and he had been listening.

“What about all these
rats?” Altman asked. Altman bent down over one of the bodies. “It
looks like these men were eaten alive by rats.”

“That’s exactly what
happened.”

“Rats don’t attack men like
that,” Sergeant Altman said.

“Not unless there was
sorcery involved.”

Altman’s eyes went wide.
He glanced over at Karsten Oldberg. “This was aimed at him, wasn’t
it?”

“One way or
another.”

“So magic has been worked
here,” Sergeant Altman said. “And it has been worked on mercenaries
in the employ of the Oldbergs. I suppose that means I am going to
have to go and have words with the Krugmans.”

“Give me a few hours,”
Kormak said. “I want to have a word with Jurgen Krugman
myself.”

Altman looked at him for a
moment at the burning building and the piles of corpses. He nodded.
“This has got to stop,” he said.

“Indeed,” said Kormak. “I’m
going to end this thing tonight. One way or another.”

 


After the horror and
violence of the Golden Bear, the area around the Krugman Palace
seemed strangely quiet, as if all the burning and bloodshed had
taken place hundreds of leagues away and not just a few
streets.

The building was
well-guarded. Even in the middle of the night, men stood watch in
wooden sentry boxes by the entrance to the main gate. With tensions
running high in the city, they were taking no chances. Kormak toyed
with simply banging on the door and asking to be admitted to see
Jurgen, but no one in the house knew him, and it was unlikely they
would let him in. Even if they did, Jurgen would be surrounded by
bodyguards and he would be giving away the element of
surprise.

The windows were shuttered
and on the ground floor cages of metal bars covered them. A veranda
ran round the middle floor of the house. Up there the windows were
shuttered as well. Such things did not trouble him too much. He
knew how to get past them if he had to. The difficulty was going to
be getting up there in the icy cold.

There were no other houses
near the Krugman establishment. It took up one whole side of the
square. Getting to the roof would entail climbing the side of the
building, and it was furthest from where he wanted to go anyway. It
was the cellars he was interested in. If the rumours were true that
was where Jurgen Krugman worked his sorcery.

Kormak moved round the
edge of the square, keeping to the shadows, studying his
surroundings closely. There were not too many people abroad on this
cold winter night, just the sentries. In the distance he could hear
the tolling of a watchman’s bell as he counted the hours of the
night.

He drew his cloak closer
about him and moved down the side street running out of the square
down the east side of the mansion. He saw coal chutes leading
downwards. They were locked and he suspected there was some sort of
warding spell on them. He put his hand against the Elder Sign
hanging from his neck and felt the faint warmth brought on by the
eddy currents of subtle magic.

He kept walking
northwards, crossing another street. A massive warehouse loomed
over him, larger even than the palace, thick walled, surrounded by
platforms raised above the street at exactly the height needed to
unload wagons. Looking left he could see that a stone corridor
connected the upper levels of the warehouse with the upper levels
of the Krugman house. Doubtless this was what the merchants of the
house used to cross into their warehouse without getting their feet
wet or muddy.

He kept walking along the
warehouses massive flank, noting the signs of the Krugman family
worked on its walls and he came to the river. Barges were tied up
on piers next to the warehouse. The pennants of the Krugman family
fluttered on their bows. Watchmen sat awake on their decks, keeping
an eye open for dockside thieves.

Kormak walked back along
the side of the warehouse, turned right and into the street between
it and the rear of the palace. There were more entrances here, far
less impressive than those that fronted on the square. This would
be where deliveries were taken and servants entered. He sprang up
onto one of the platforms and moved to the corner of the building.
The stone felt cold beneath his fingers.

Agile as a monkey, he
clambered up the corner of the building, using gaps in the
stonework and the projecting gargoyles. He had been born in
mountainous Aquilea, where children learned to climb as soon as
they walked but in the cold conditions it was not easy. He prayed
that no guards or watchmen would come past as he was doing
so.

Long minutes of effort saw
him on the roof of warehouse. He leapt down from there onto the
roof of the enclosed passage connecting the warehouse with the
palace. What had looked like an easy jump from the ground did not
look quite so straightforward from fifty feet above it, springing
down onto a narrow passageway. He leapt anyway and landed atop it.
The roof of the passage felt slick and cold with ice. He had been
lucky not to go skidding off the edge.

His heart beat hard
against his ribs. His breath came out in clouds. He got up in a
half crouch and scuttled across. He could see windows on either
side of the passage. They had small ledges on them. He leapt up and
caught the eaves of the roof. Hanging from his fingertips, he
pulled himself out along the guttering and swung his feet down onto
the window ledge. He was looking in through a small glass-paned
window. Holding on to the eave with one hand, he drew his dagger
and sawed away at the leading along the edge of the small pane
until it fell inwards. He reached in and opened the window from its
snib. It swung outwards and he lowered himself into a small office
of some kind. He paused to listen for any alarm but heard nothing.
He touched his amulet and felt no increase in warmth.

He moved over to the door
and tested it. It opened easily enough from the inside and he
stepped out into a carpeted corridor. Silent as a stalking panther,
he made his way through the upper floor of the house until he found
a stairway leading down. He pulled his hood up, kept his hand near
the hilt of his sword and made his way down into the hallway. All
was quiet. No servants were abroad. He paced quietly through the
hallway looking for a way down into the cellars.

He found a door and as he
approached it he noticed that there were runes upon it. His amulet
revealed the eddy currents of magic once more. He thought about
what he had been told about the cellars. If someone was performing
forbidden experiments down there then it would make sense that they
would have magical wards upon this place.

He drew his blade and
touched it to the door. The weapon disrupted magic. He hoped the
interruption of the spell did not give him away. The runes along
the blade blazed bright for a second and then sank back into
obscurity. He pushed against the door and it opened. He wondered
whether it had ever been physically locked. With a magical warding
it might not have been necessary. A flight of stone steps led
downwards. In a bracket in the wall, a torch flickered. He saw more
of them below him. It seemed that even at this time of night there
was someone down in the cellars. He smiled. The chances were good
that it was someone he wanted to find. He took a torch, closed the
door behind him and walked down the stairs.
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THE STEPS WENT down
further than he thought, curving round on themselves like a
corkscrew boring into the depths of the earth. The air became
damper and colder. Chilly water beaded the stonework. The stairs
had been worn smooth by the passing of generations of feet. He
heard nothing except the steady drip of water somewhere.

At last he reached a
landing. Corridors ran off in different directions. The cellars
below the Krugman palace were a labyrinth. He supposed they would
make an excellent storehouse but he saw that the style of the
stonework was different from the usual Sunlander architecture;
coarser, more brutal and far more ancient looking. He remembered
stories that Vermstadt had been built on the ruins of a more
ancient city that dated back to the Age of Darkness when the Old
Ones had ruled this land. It was entirely possible that this was a
throwback to those ancient days.

More torches blazed along
one corridor. That seemed the most likely way to go. As he walked
he felt a faint sensation of dizziness and the amulet grew warm
against his breast. This area was wound round with spells to
discourage or daunt intruders. He had been taught how to resist
such things. That the magic was strong enough to be felt through
the protection of his amulet spoke of the fact that either this was
an ancient and very potent spell or its caster was very strong.
Perhaps both.

He moved on down the
corridor, feeling a little nauseous. Disorientation spells often
had that side effect as well as making it difficult to keep
balanced. Up ahead he heard chanting. He moved towards it, counting
his steps.

The air grew damper and
colder still and he reckoned that at very least he must now be
beneath the warehouse, possibly beneath the river. He pictured a
vast warren of tunnels radiating outwards from below the Krugman
house and he wondered if perhaps those tunnels had hidden exits in
other parts of the city, concealed by magical wards, protected by
spells of disorientation. It would certainly make it possible to
come and go unseen from the house. This was how the Silent Man had
got out into the night. There were certain advantages to that as
well as certain risks. He realised that this was the first time in
a long time he had been in a place where he had not seen even the
faintest traces of rats.

He was grateful there were
no guards down here. He supposed with the magical wards there was
no need. Most men would simply wander lost. Without guards there
was less chance of someone witnessing something they
shouldn’t.

Of course, just because
there were no human guards did not mean there were no sentinels. A
sorcerer could call on many things to do their bidding, not all of
them creatures of this world. It would be best to be on his
guard.

Up ahead the chanting had
halted. Kormak wondered whether he had tripped some alarm or broken
some ward. Perhaps it had nothing to do with him. Perhaps the
caster had just reached a necessary stopping point in whatever
ritual they were working.

He waited for a moment to
see if anything happened. His breath came out in a cold cloud.
Water dripped. He pushed forward, moving closer to the door from
behind which the noise had been coming. He kept his movements as
stealthy as he could, leaned against the door and
listened.

Only the constant
drip-drip-drip of the water broke the silence. He counted slowly to
ten, then pushed the door open.

He found himself looking
into a large chamber, full of alchemical equipment. On one huge
bench stood flasks and burners and a complex apparatus of glass
tubes and beakers. On a massive stone slab lay a gigantic corpse of
very strange appearance. Over it stood Jurgen Krugman.

It looked like Kormak had
come upon the birthplace of the Silent Man.

 


Jurgen looked up and for a
moment his mouth formed a circle as if he intended to scream.
Kormak sprang into the room, feeling a fine mesh of magic give way
around him as his sword and amulets met some new warding
spells.

Jurgen reached within his
robe, and threw something down, speaking a Word of Power as he did
so. A brilliant flash dazzled Kormak, leaving only after images of
the blast flickering on his retina. For a moment he feared he was
blind. The chanting started again and he heard a strange wheezing
sound. An odd scent of putrefaction and incense filled the
air.

He cursed himself for
being too quick to enter the chamber. Had Jurgen known he was
there? Had he been forewarned by the disruption of his
spells?

It did not matter now. He
shook his head and tried to clear his eyes. The wheezing sound grew
louder. Something heavy was moving now, sending glassworks tumbling
to the floor.

Beakers clattered to the
ground near him. Crystal shattered. A chemical tang filled the air.
His skin tingled. As he caught the first taste on his tongue he
held his breath. Jurgen had thrown a vial at him, of a sort that
released poisoned vapours. Kormak reeled backwards, hoping to get
through the door he had entered by, but he was disoriented and his
back slammed into the wall. The heavy footsteps moved closer, the
strange wheezing sound was almost deafening. He smelled corruption
of a type he had met before when he encountered the Silent Man. The
vague outline of something huge emerged from what seemed like a
mist. His eyes stung and watered but his sight was starting to
clear at last.

The blurred form lashed
out at him. He raised his blade to block it. Too slow. Something
batted it aside, knocked it from his grasp, sent it hurling away
from him. Glassworks shattered as his blade flew through them. He
felt the air displace and hurled himself to one side. A massive arm
passed above him with the force of a battering ram. It smashed into
the wall with terrible force.

Kormak rolled away. The
initial thunderbolt flash had cleared from his eyes now and he
realised that he was inside a cloud of vapour. He dared not breath,
much as he felt the urge to. He kept rolling until he was outside
the cloud but it kept expanding towards him.

Inside the mist a huge
figure lumbered, man-like, shadowy, a head taller than he was and
far broader. It moved with an odd, apish lope and as it did so made
that strange wheezing sound. He glared around, looking for his
sword and caught no sight of it. The expanding cloud of gas and the
tables full of alchemical beakers hid it from view.

The figure emerged from
the mist and he caught sight of the full horror of it. Its skin was
grey and dead. It seemed formed from parts of many different
corpses, sewn together with sinew and metal. This was what the
Silent Man looked like naked and unmasked.

The wheezing came from its
chest as it moved, and Kormak imagined phlegm-filled lungs moving
accordion-fashion as it walked, making that strange sound as air
was forced into and out of its chest. The creature did not breathe;
so much was obvious, for the cloud of gas had no effect on it. It
was animated by powerful magic. Bones showed through the knuckles
of the hand with which it had punched the wall. Black pus dripped
from the wound but the creature felt no pain.

It kept coming towards
him, arms outstretched as if to grapple, and Kormak knew that if he
let himself fall within its grip there would be no escape. He
looked around for a weapon he could use in lieu of his
sword.

All he could see were
beakers full of chemicals. He grabbed the nearest and threw it at
the monster. It shattered, spraying the Silent Man with greenish
fluid. The monster came on, shards of broken glass digging into its
bare feet, having no more effect than the chemical.

Kormak raced around the
bench, hoping to see Jurgen. Perhaps if he could reach him and stop
him, the spell animating his creature would be broken. He was
nowhere in sight. Perhaps he had ducked down behind one of the work
benches, perhaps he was obscured from view by the gas
cloud.

Kormak grabbed another
glass jar. In it floated what looked like a pickled brain. He
picked it up and heaved it at the monster. This time he aimed for
the face, hoping to blind his foe. The jar shattered and the brain
came free, flopping and sliding down the monster’s face and chest
like a great wrinkled slug.

The Silent Man shook its
head as if to clear its eyes of fluid and kept on coming, barely
slowed down by the impact. Kormak turned at bay again. Out of the
corner of his eye, he caught a familiar sight, the hilt of his
sword, lying amid a pool of liquid and broken glass. He moved
towards it. Something came flying towards him. He barely had time
to duck. In imitation of his own actions the monster had thrown
something at him. It shattered against the far wall.

Taking advantage of the
fact he was off-balance, the Silent Man sprang forward, Kormak
twisted to get away, throwing himself towards his sword. He fell
flat and scrabbled on his hands and knees towards his sword. An
immensely strong cold hand grasped his ankle and pulled him
backwards. Turning he saw that the monster had him in its grip. He
lashed out with his free leg, kicking it in the face as it began to
raise him up. The impact pushed him forward a little and he
stretched out his right hand to try and grasp his sword.

His fingers closed on the
hilt and he twisted once more, jack-knifing his body upwards,
flailing gracelessly with the blade. It came into contact with one
of the monsters limbs, and where it pierced flesh it burned. The
monster’s mouth went wide as if it were trying to roar in
agony.

No sound emerged save the
wheezing of its corrupt lungs. It let go of Kormak’s ankle. He
pulled himself upright and began to hack away at the monster. With
every stroke, its flesh blackened. He sliced away its right arm.
For a moment it wriggled across the worktable top like a serpent
and then it lost all animation and stopped.

Another stroke split its
skull and the monster fell. Kormak drove his blade home into the
Silent Man’s breast and let it remain there for long heartbeats,
cleansing it of whatever dark force animated it. The monster ceased
to move and lay there as inky black fluid leaked from its
body.

Kormak turned, eyes
narrowed, seeking the one who had animated it.

 


Jurgen Krugman cringed
back in the corner. He did not look like a terrible necromancer. He
looked like a scared man who could see death advancing on him with
bony claws outstretched. Of course, appearances meant nothing when
dealing with magicians. Kormak moved towards him warily.

“I see Karsten offered you
enough for a direct attack on me. Tell me how much and I will
double it.” His voice was still rich and confident.

“I am doing this gratis”
Kormak said. “It’s time to put a stop to this conflict once and for
all.”

The runes on his sword
caught the light. Jurgen tipped his head to one side. “Unless I am
much mistaken that’s a dwarf-forged blade.”

“It is.”

“So the gaze of the Order
of the Dawn is finally focused on Vermstadt.”

“Your understanding of the
situation is excellent.”

“I see I am to be repaid
for patronising you.” Regardless of what he had done, Kormak found
himself admiring the man’s coolness.

“You would be a dead man
tomorrow anyway—your attack on Karsten tonight has seen to that.
The whole town will be outside your door with torches blazing once
word of what you have done gets out.”

Jurgen’s brow crinkled in
puzzlement. “What exactly did I do to Karsten tonight?”

“Your ratkin ally attacked
him and his men at the Golden Bear. It came very close to
slaughtering them all.”

“You stopped it, of
course.”

“Not before it had killed
scores of people.”

“How very heroic.” As
Kormak moved forward, he took a step back. His hand was
outstretched in an odd claw-like gesture of menace. Kormak
suspected that a spell would soon be forthcoming. “There’s only one
problem. I have no ratkin ally.”

“Forgive me for doubting
you but under the circumstances . . . the creature almost tore my
throat out.”

“Nonetheless I must insist
that I have no ratkin ally.” He sounded convincing. “Why would I
need aid from such unreliable creatures when I have the Silent
Man?

Jurgen nodded in the
direction of the devices used to make the undead monster. Jurgen
sighed. “I would have preferred not to have summoned him but it was
either use magic or be crushed by Karsten’s mercenary
hordes.”

“Necromancy is the work of
the Shadow. It has directly resulted in scores of
deaths.”

“I would not expect you to
believe me, but necromancy is just another one of the magical
sciences, albeit one many people find quite gruesome. But to return
to what we were talking about earlier, I believe we may have been
victims of a conspiracy . . .”

“We?”

“Me, you, Karsten. It does
not take any great leap of imagination to see how this struggle has
been manipulated, to cause chaos in the city, to set us at each
others throats, to remove me and my family from the picture so the
ratkin can take advantage of the chaos.”

“That’s certainly a
plausible theory,” said Kormak.

Jurgen warmed to his
theme. “It explains some of the early deaths. It forced me into a
position to use magic to save myself and my family. This led to a
loss of popular support in the city and made people more amenable
to our removal. I have been a fool.”

“Very possibly.”

“It means the ratkin is the
one who is really responsible and who should be
punished.”

“He will be.”

“Then you agree I am not to
blame for the war. There’s no need for you to kill me.”

“I agree you are not
responsible for the war,” Kormak said. “But I am afraid you still
have to die. Summoning the Silent Man was enough to see to
that.”

His blade glittered coldly
in his hand. He advanced on Jurgen Krugman with death in his
eyes.


 Chapter
Fifteen

 


KORMAK ENTERED KARSTEN’S
study. The big man stared into space. Balthazar warmed his hands by
the fire. Jan looked worried as he poured the merchant prince a
drink. He seemed to be taking his duties as page very
seriously.

“Where have you been?”
Karsten asked.

“I paid Jurgen Krugman a
visit.”

“And you’re still alive.
Did you sell us to him?” Karsten asked.

Kormak was suddenly tired;
tired of these rich men and the idea that everything and everyone
was for sale, tired of this city, tired of these people. He wanted
to be on the road again.

“I killed him.”

Balthazar snickered.
Karsten looked pleased.

“You did the right thing
and I’ll see you are well-rewarded,” said Karsten. “Now all you
need do is find the Beast and kill it.”

“He’s next,” Kormak said.
He looked at Balthazar.

“You’re very sure of
yourself,” said the sorcerer. He seemed more amused than
threatened.

“You’ve killed a lot of
people,” Kormak said. “Some of them belonged to my
order.”

“Frater Lucian?” Balthazar
asked.

Karsten and Jan were
staring at them now, not quite understanding what was going on but
disturbed by the tone of their voices. Karsten was slowly backing
away.

“And Frater Ambrose and his
people.”

“I did not get them all.
Some of them fled.”

“Jurgen worked out your
plan before the end.”

“Jurgen was a clever man, a
powerful sorcerer too. As he proved to his own undoing. But he’s
gone now and will provide no obstacle to us. I thank you for your
part in it.”

“What is going on?” Karsten
asked.

“Your sorcerer is no
sorcerer,” said Kormak. “He is a ratkin of the brood of Murnath.
His little scuttling kin kept him informed of everything that was
happening in the city. They were the source of his
divinations.”

“And your friend Sir Kormak
is no wandering mercenary,” said Balthazar. “He is a Guardian of
the Order of the Dawn. I planned that a frenzied mob would remove
Jurgen once word of the sorcery he worked on your warriors got out,
but Sir Kormak has saved me the bother.” He laughed. It was an
unpleasant scratchy sound. “It’s a pity he has to die.”

“Who is going to kill me?
You?”

Balthazar looked amused.
“You’ve made a fundamental miscalculation, Sir Kormak, and a fatal
one.”

“And what would that
be?”

“You are assuming I am the
beast you fought. In fact, you are assuming there is only one
beast. Frater Lucian understood. The Children of Murnath always run
in packs.”

The doors open and Kormak
could see a dozen rat-men there. Some of them were grey-furred,
some white, some brown. They wore the remnants of servants tunics.
Some of them wore guards uniforms. There was blood on their claws
and fangs. One of them was wearing the habit of the monk who had
brought him Lucian’s final message.

When his gaze returned to
Balthazar, the magician was no longer there, a massive ratkin
glared at him with red, hate-filled eyes. It was taller and leaner
than any Kormak had ever seen.

“By the Sun,” Karsten said,
his face white with fear. “Spare me.”

“Don’t worry,” said
Balthazar. His voice was deeper and more like a growl. “We shall
spare your life for as long as you do what you are told. We shall
rule the city from behind the curtains of your mansion. We shall
see that the worship of our father is once more taken up openly and
not just in secret. War is coming. The Old Kingdoms will fall into
chaos. A new world will emerge and then will come
Shadowfall.”

“And tomorrow the city will
learn that before he died, Jurgen’s last spell killed many
including, unfortunately, the heroic Sir Kormak.”

He emitted a low
chittering sound. The ratkin surged forward to attack.

 


Kormak leapt forward,
striking at Balthazar.

The ratkin leapt back with
super-human speed, slamming against the wall. A bust of one of
Karsten’s ancestors topped to the floor. Kormak turned at bay as
the rat-men reached him. He sliced left and right, beheading one,
removing the arm of another. Their flesh sizzled where the metal
bit flesh. The runes on Kormak’s blade blazed.

He ducked a razor sharp
claw and kicked out. The blow crunched harmlessly into furry flesh
but sent the ratkin tumbling back into his fellows. Kormak stabbed
down, temporarily pinning the rat-man to the floor. The monster
screamed. The smell of sizzling flesh filled the room.

A rat-man sprang forward
over its fallen kinsman, slashing for Kormak’s throat. The Guardian
stepped to one side and slammed the hilt of his blade into the back
of his target’s chest. Impelled by the force of the blow and its
own momentum the skin-turner tumbled forward into the
fire.

Something slammed into
Kormak from the side, sending him tumbling. Even as he fell, he
lashed out with his blade, splitting a rodent skull, splattering
brains everywhere. He hit the ground on his side, pivoted on his
hip and kicked the leg of one of the rat-men. Off-balance, the
were-rat tumbled forward, impaling himself on Kormak’s sword.
Kormak rolled to one side as another beast pounced on him, talons
shredding Kormak’s blood-stained tunic sleeve even as the Guardian
tumbled to his feet, blade at the ready.

After the failure of their
initial confident rush the rat-men were more wary. The circled him
now, some moving to the left, some to the right. Some intended to
get behind him, others to attack him when he was distracted by the
onslaught of their kin.

None of them seemed
particularly anxious to lead the attack. They seemed to be waiting
for someone else to take the lead. Balthazar chittered instructions
in the background. The burning ratkin screamed in agony. The
armless one writhed on the floor.

“Step forward and die,”
Kormak said conversationally. He glanced at Balthazar and said, “I
made no mistake. I can kill a dozen rats as easily as
one.”

He was not nearly as
confident as he sounded, but he needed to keep them hesitant, to
grasp any advantage he could. The ratkin padded forward softly,
cautiously. Muscles tensed tight as wire beneath their furry hides.
Red bloodlust gleamed in their eyes. Yellowish fangs glittered in
the torchlight.

Kormak stepped forward and
struck. A ratkin head rolled to the floor. The rest of the pack
sprang on him. Claws bit into his leather tunic. Jaws snapped close
to his face, close enough for him to smell their curdled breath. He
felt blood begin to flow down his arms. He head-butted the snout of
the nearest rat-man. Its head snapped back and he drove his blade
into its stomach. It fell over howling.

The remainder had him.
Claws held him with inhuman strength. He twisted catching one of
those holding him off-balance, sending it tumbling away holding a
clawful of bloody leather. Another grappled with him, arms wrapped
around his torso, claws digging into Kormak’s back. It was in too
close for Kormak to stab it, and its long jaws sought his throat.
He kept his chin tucked down to deny it the opportunity, pulled his
sword back up, catching the ratkin’s neck and sawing. The creature
squealed as its flesh burned and let go. Kormak reeled away, turned
and struck, stabbing his blade upward into its brain.

The remaining ratkin
scuttled away, tails lashing. One of them made for the door,
clearly hell-bent on escape. Kormak stepped forward while it was
still turning the handle and drove his blade into its
back.

A grey-furred one stood in
front of him, whiskers twitching, long pink tongue lolling out,
head shifting from side to side in a panicked manner. Kormak was
cut in a dozen places, covered in his own blood and slowed by pain
but he knew he could not relent now. If this fight dragged on, he
would not have the energy to win it.

He charged the monster and
skewered it even as it tried to spring back, pivoted and slashed
the head of another. The last of the original pack had raced all
the way to Balthazar’s side and hid behind him. Balthazar held a
struggling Jan easily and had a long extended talon at his throat.
Kormak advanced, stabbing the burning rat-man and putting the
armless one out of its misery.

“That’s not possible,” said
Balthazar. “No one can kill so many of us so quickly.”

“It’s not so easy when your
prey can fight back, is it?” said Kormak. His foes had been
overconfident. They were used to being all but invulnerable when
they fought, and to battling against someone not nearly so fast and
strong as they were.

“Take another step and I
will slash the boy’s throat,” said Balthazar. Jan looked at Kormak
with desperate pleading eyes.

“If you do, you still have
to get by me,” Kormak said. “It’s not going to happen.”

“I will kill
him.”

“You will be dead one
heartbeat later.”

He kept moving forward.
Balthazar hesitated. “I mean it,” he said.

“Better one boy now than
hundreds in the days to come,” Kormak said. It was the relentless
logic of his life. He believed in those cold numbers. He believed
that Balthazar would kill Jan whatever. And part of him was simply
filled with killing lust, determined to slay Balthazar no matter
what the price. He remembered Master Malan’s words. If you chase
monsters long enough you become one.

“You took an oath, to
protect the innocent,” Balthazar said.

“No one is innocent.” Jan
was in tears now. A pool of urine was at his feet. The leg of his
britches were wet.

“I will kill him,” said
Balthazar. His voice sounded shaky now.

“If you do you lose any
leverage you have,” Kormak said. “I will kill you
immediately.”

Balthazar held Jan before
him like a shield now. Kormak smiled coldly. “I will stab you
through the boy’s body if I have to.”

The last remaining member
of the pack was sidling off to one side, clearly hoping to get away
while Kormak dealt with Balthazar. Karsten stepped forward,
clutching a torch. The chief of the clan moved away, holding Jan
between him and Kormak.

The rat-man screamed and
there was a smell of burning. Instinctively Balthazar’s head turned
to look for the new threat. Kormak sprang, blade passing over Jan’s
shoulder, driving right up into Balthazar’s heart. Jan tumbled
forward from his grip. Kormak turned and saw Karsten bludgeoning
the final rat-man with the torch he had pulled from the wall.
Kormak stepped forward and executed the last of the Children of
Murnath.

“You’re a cold bastard,
Guardian” said Karsten in a strained voice. Kormak surveyed the
shambles of the room, the weeping boy on his knees on the floor,
the bedraggled merchant prince.

“You’ll get no argument
from me about that,” Kormak said.

 


Kormak looked in on the
boy asleep on Lila’s bed in the Gilded Lion. His face was pale.
Bounce the kitten lay near his pillow as if keeping guard. He
looked at Kormak accusingly.

“How is he?” Kormak asked
Lila.

The innkeeper looked up
from where she sat beside the bed. “Jan will be fine. The physician
thinks he’s just had a bit of a shock. That’s all.”

“That he did,” Kormak
said.

“What exactly did happen in
the Oldberg Palace?” Lila asked.

“Ask him when he wakes up.”
He kept his manner formal and distant.

“You’re determined to go
then?”

“There’s an empty coal
barge heading down the Verm in two hours, I intend to be on it. I
will not be welcome here when word of events gets out. These things
have a way of getting twisted when rich men are involved. Altman
already knows who I am and what I’ve done. If someone leans on him
. . .”

“You sure you’re not
running away from something else?” She looked a little
sad.

Kormak went over and
squeezed her shoulder. “I’ve got to go. I have work to
do.”

“What about him?” she
asked.

Kormak took out all the
gold he had collected from Jurgen and Karsten and dropped it into
her palm. “You can keep him until that runs out.”

She weighed it in her
hands. “He can stay here until he’s as tall as you are. For half of
that, if you want it back.”

“Call it an offering to
Saint Verma,” he said. “Maybe you could find some work for him
around the inn. He was a page to Karsten Oldberg for a while. He
did not disgrace himself.”

“I will if he wants to, but
a kid like that, he might just find his way back to the
street.”

“That would be his choice.
I just want him to have one.”

“As you wish,” she bent
forward and pulled the covers over the sleeping boy. “What do I
tell him?”

“Tell him what you like.”
She walked over and put her arms around him.

“Will you be coming back
some time?” He thought about Vermstadt and all the dark things that
lurked in its shadows. “You never know,” he said then he hugged her
back, adjusted his sword and headed for the door.

 


THE END
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