
        
            
                
            
        

    

 





THE BIG MAN stood on the rocky outcrop watching
the sun go down over the dead city. Stealthy scuffing on the stone
behind him sent his hand to the hilt of the sword hanging over his
left shoulder.

“If you’re
trying to sneak up on me, you’re not doing a very good job,” he
said. He turned to look back down the steep path he had followed to
get there. A slender white-haired youth of medium height met his
gaze.

“I am not so
mad as to try and sneak up on any man who carries a dwarf-forged
sword on his back,” said the newcomer. “Particularly not
here.”

The younger man was breathing
heavily. The big man reached down with one muscular arm and pulled
him onto the flat top of the rock. The huge moon of the Southern
lands broke through the thin cloud.

“But you are
mad,” the big man said.

“Some have
called me so.”

“They say that
of a lot of poets in my experience.”

The youth flashed a lop-sided
grin. “How did you know I was a poet?”

“Who else but a
poet would come up here at sunset?”

The youth looked him up and down
and said, “I was wondering the same thing myself.”

“You know why I
am here,” the big man said. “You saw the sword.”

“It has been a
long time since a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn came to Ael
Quoram.”

“It was two
hundred and five years, six months and fifteen days ago,” said the
big man. “His name was Toran.”

“I am surprised
you did not tell me the hour,” said the poet.

“It would have
been about now, just after sunset. That’s the time these things
usually happen.”

“You would know
more about that than I.” The youth wiped his right hand on his
tunic and thrust it out in greeting. “Tobias of House
Fray.”

“Kormak,” said
the big man. He took the proffered grip after a moment’s
consideration.

“You’re a
suspicious man, Kormak,” said Tobias.

“I was just
thinking that if you went for the dagger you have concealed in your
tunic I would push you off the rock.”

“It’s a long
drop,” said the poet. “So I guess I won’t.”

“That would be
wise.”

“Why are you
here?”

“Melioth has
returned.”

“The lamia who
Toran banished? Are you sure? Everybody knows she swore never to
come back. And such oaths are binding on her sort.”

“She has been
seen disporting herself by moonlight in the ruins.”

A feverish light entered the
youth’s eyes. His lips compressed into thin bars. The tip of his
tongue flickered over them for just a moment. “Who saw her?”

“It does not
matter. She was seen and I was sent for.”

“Yes,” Tobias
said. He seemed to be talking to himself. “They always send for
somebody like you.”

The youth looked at Kormak for a
moment and then turned to look at the city. In the moonlight, the
marble lay white and glittering as bone. The youth tensed as if to
spring.

Kormak said, “You are thinking
that if you grabbed me and we wrestled we both might go over the
edge and fall to our deaths. You are wrong.”

“You’re very
certain of that.”

“I have not
reached my advanced years by being an easy man to kill.”

“How did you
know what I was thinking?”

“I have seen
men enthralled by them before,” said Kormak.

“Them?”

“The Old Ones
and their children. Those men willingly laid down their lives for
the things they loved, the things they worshipped.”

“You killed
them.”

“When I had
to.”

“And you would
kill me?”

“If you make
me.”

“She told me
not to do this.”

“She was wise.
About that at least.”

“What are you
going to do now?”

“I am going to
go look for her.”

“How will you
find her?”

“I came up here
to look for signs of her presence, but now I am hoping that you
will lead me to her.”

“Why would I do
that?”

“Because it is
the right thing to do.”

“To help you
kill her? That hardly seems right.”

“I may not have
to kill her. I don’t know why she has come back. Perhaps she has
good reason.”

“But you will
make her leave.”

“Yes.”

“I am surprised
you have not threatened me. You look like a violent
man.”

“It is not my
job to harm innocent people.”

“That’s not
what I have heard.”

Kormak gave a soft, bitter
laugh. “I would not believe everything people say about my order if
I were you. I particularly would not believe anything an Old One
said.”

“She always
speaks well of your order.”

“I am sure she
is very civil, but oft-times her kind have a way of speaking that
bewilders a man.”

“You think me
enthralled but I assure you I am not. And I can assure you she is
not wicked the way you think she is.”

“I never said
she was wicked.”

“You are not
what I expected.”

“What were you
expecting?”

“A killer and a
fanatic. A zealot of the Holy Sun.”

“A soldier of
the Sun I am and have been all my life.”

“I will not
lead you to her.”

“It might go
better for her if you did.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I am not the
only one looking for her.”

“Who could be
worse?”

“Look down
there. Tell me what you see.”

Tobias squinted down into the
ruins. A frown marked his brow. “Lights. They don’t look like
lanterns. There is something about the shade of green that is not
natural.”

“They are witch
lights,” Kormak said. “They mark the presence of sorcerers. Unless
I am mistaken there are two sets of them.”

“You are not
mistaken. Who are they?”

“I am guessing
that they are men who seek to bind your mistress to their service.
Or perhaps they are not men anymore.”

“She said she
was pursued. I had assumed she meant by your order.”

“A logical
enough assumption.”

“I have only
your word about who those men are.”

“You have only
my guess.”

“If they are
wizards they are most likely your enemies.”

“At this time,
in this place, it seems probable. I can think of few good reasons
for hunting a lamia by moonlight.”

“You are doing
it.”

“I meant by
sorcerers.”

“What would
those reasons be?”

“Perhaps we can
discuss that on our way down. I have business here and I suspect
it’s going to be a long night.”

* * *


The streets of Ael Quoram lay empty. Marble
palaces displayed the intricate stonework favoured by the Old Ones.
Statues so detailed they might have been living beings frozen in
stone watched from tall plinths. In the moonlight it seemed
possible they would spring to life and step down and confront the
interlopers.

“It must have
been a wonderful place when the Old Ones ruled here,” Tobias
said.

“Yes,” said
Kormak. “It must have been.”

Tobias shot him a sidelong look.
His nostrils flared as if he smelled an attempt to deceive him. His
tone was truculent. “I would have expected you to say it was a
blasphemy and an abomination in the sight of the Holy Sun.”

The big man smiled. “If I felt
that I would say it.”

“Then why don’t
you?”

Kormak sighed. “I have spent the
better part of my life dealing with the Old Ones and their
children, wandering among their ruins, looking on their legacies.
They did wonderful things and only a fool would deny it.”

“You sound
almost as if you admire them.”

“They wielded
god-like powers once. I have learned to respect that.”

“I grew up in
the shadow of Ael Quoram. I thought I knew much about the Eldrim
and yet I envy you your knowledge.”

“It was paid
for with blood, quite a lot of it my own.”

Kormak fell silent. His eyes
narrowed. Ahead green light glinted. He pushed Tobias into the
shadow of a marble pillar and then stepped into it himself. Two
huge humanoids, grey-skinned, intricately tattooed, hove into view.
They held gems that cast a pool of emerald light in their left
hands and massive black-iron scimitars in their right. Leather
weapon harnesses wrapped their muscular bodies.

Behind them walked a tall figure
in ebon robes. Her cowl was thrown back from her head to reveal
hair black as the wings of a raven. A rune dominated the circlet on
her brow. The gem in its centre glowed with a light that matched
that emitted by the rings on her finely formed hands. Beside her a
tiny figure hunched. It looked part dog, part-rat, and part human
child. It sniffed the ground and then scuttled along, whip-like
tail lashing the night air. It had huge ears like those of a
bat.

“What in the
name of . . . a homunculus,” said Tobias. Kormak placed a finger to
his lips. The tiny figure’s ears twitched and turned independently
of its head. It stood bolt-upright and chittered something to the
robed woman. A smile curved her full lips. White teeth glinted in
the moonlight.

“You can come
out,” she said. “Histak knows you are there.”

Kormak shrugged and stepped out
into the street. The massive warriors growled. The woman’s left
hand shot to her mouth. Her eyes widened.

“If your orcs
attack, I will kill them,” Kormak said. His tone suggested he
considered it a task hardly worth the effort. “And then I will have
to kill you and your familiar. Save us both that trouble and call
them off.”

The woman’s laughter was soft
and mocking. “You do not lack for confidence, do you,
Guardian?”

“It would give
me no pleasure to prove that it is justified.”

“Oh I believe
you,” she said. “And even if I did not I would not want the trouble
with your order that killing you would bring.”

“You’ve picked
an odd night for a stroll among the ruins,” Kormak said.

“Your presence
makes it odder still,” the woman said. “I had heard that the folk
of Rahar had sent for you. I did not expect you to arrive so
soon.”

“I was in
Umbrea already so I did not have far to ride. You on the other hand
must have come a long way. From the Kingdoms of Shadow and Ash if I
am not mistaken.”

Tobias’s gaze flickered from the
Guardian to the sorceress and back again.

“Why don’t you
ask me the question that is on your mind,” the woman
said.

“Why are you
here?”

“The same
reason you are.”

“I doubt
that.”

“You are here
because of the lamia. So am I.”

“I am here on
the business of my order, to see that the Law is upheld. Are you
trying to tell me you are here for that reason as well?”

“You know that
I am not.”

“Then I suggest
you do not get in my way.”

“You are good
at making threats. Are you as good at executing them?”

“Do you really
want to find out?” The two of them stared at each other for long
tense seconds. The woman looked away.

“No,” she said.
“Your presence here makes it unlikely I will get what I came for,
so I will withdraw. I do not think you will find my rival so
accommodating.”

“Your
rival?”

“Magister
Shenang Kul. He has brought his private army with him. Being the
type of man he is, he travels with soldiers at his beck and call.
Now if you will pardon me, I will make my departure. It seems as if
I have made this long journey for nothing.”

She turned her back and snapped
her fingers. The orcs gave Kormak a final glare, growled and
followed her. The homunculus Histak backed away, keeping his eyes
on the Guardian until the party vanished out of sight around the
bend.

“That’s it,”
Tobias said, emerging from the shadows. “One word from you and the
sorceress departs.”

“Only a very
foolish wizard would seek a confrontation with the Order of the
Dawn.”

“It sounds like
she knows the other one.”

“The world of
powerful mages is a small one. They may belong to a cabal. Or they
may be rivals.”

“Why are they
seeking Melioth?”

“I do not
know.”

“But you can
guess.”

“The blood of a
lamia could be put to many uses by a sorcerer. Or perhaps they seek
to bind her. Such a creature would be a formidable servant, or, to
the suitably perverse, an interesting concubine.”

“They have
travelled a long way and exposed themselves to considerable danger
for small reward.”

“Do not judge
the motives of wizards by those of other humans. Their art grants
them wealth and power and life longer than other mortals. They
become obsessed by things ordinary people would not be. You, of all
people, should understand what that is like.”

Tobias spat on the paving
stones. He did not much care for the Guardian’s tone but the man
had a point. “What are you going to do if the other wizard is not
so pliable?”

Kormak laughed. “There is no
such thing as a pliable wizard. It is not in their nature. Only the
strongest willed survive in their profession.”

“You think that
woman was trying to deceive you then?”

“It is not
out-with the realms of possibility.”

“What if she is
right about her rival bringing an army?”

“Rahar are on
the main trade road between Umber and Solgard. An army would have
been noticed as it approached. But the wizard will have bodyguards.
Probably a lot of them.”

“He might set
those bodyguards on you.”

“I’ll just need
to make sure he doesn’t get the chance.”

“And how will
you do that?”

“By seeing him
before he sees me.”

* * *


Tobias looked down from the balcony. They were in
some form of prayer tower or observatory. It gave a fine view over
the benighted city. In one direction, the ruins stretched as far as
the eye could to see. In another, they ran for leagues until they
reached the dunes of the Desert of Ash. Out in the night he could
see the flicker of witch-light and hear the sound of
horns.

He risked a sidelong glance at
the tall figure of the Guardian. Kormak studied the ancient ruins.
He did not appear to be worried by the prospect of encountering
mercenaries or wizards or lamias.

“This is all in
a night’s work for you, isn’t it?” Tobias said, wanting to goad the
big man, draw some response from him.

“Busier than
most,” Kormak said. “People are not usually so keen on visiting the
places I have to go. What brought you here? Looking for
inspiration, were you?”

“It was a
dare,” Tobias said. “The first time. I was little more than a boy.
I was at a party. There was drinking and a girl I wanted to
impress. Everybody was afraid of the ruins of Ael Quoram, thought
they were haunted. I said I wasn’t. No one believed me. I said I
would spend the night there. My friend Tonus, bet me a gold crown I
would not. So I did.”

He glanced over to see how the
Guardian was taking it. His cheeks flushed as he relived his
youthful foolishness.

“That sort of
thing happens more often than you would think,” Kormak
said.

“Trying to let
me know I am not so unique, eh? You’ve heard this story
before.”

“I’ve heard its
like. There’s always someone who has to prove he’s not afraid of
the spooky old house, or the haunted graveyard or that cave where
everyone thinks a troll lives. But go on . . . you were telling me
your story.”

“I went, with
all the young nobles of my clique trailing along behind and Tonus
and his friends sniggering. We’d brought bottles of wine and
hash-pipes and we were all thinking about how brave we were. We
bribed the gate guards to let us through, told them we were going
for a moonlight picnic in the desert. We were singing songs and
reciting old poems and, of course, someone had to start singing the
Ballad of Melioth.”

Memories flooded back: the sand
crunching beneath his feet, the scent of desert jasmine tingling in
his nose and the wine burning in his belly. He remembered Karen’s
arm on his own as she gazed sidelong at Tonus, trying to make him
jealous. He remembered fat Len capering under the stars as he began
the eerie old ballad. He remembered the way conversation had died
away as it dawned on everyone what they were actually doing.

The night wind ruffled his hair,
and fluttered Karen’s skirts and chilled the booze sweat on his
skin. Their feet dragged and their steps grew shorter the further
away they got from Rahar. As the drink wore off, his friends became
more and more reluctant to enter the ruins. The words of the ballad
brought back all the tales of doomed poets and ghosts and the
legacy of the Old Ones who had abandoned the city millennia ago.
All the things they had laughed about during the brightly lit hours
in the tavern had begun to seem a lot more serious a mere hour’s
walk later.

Karen did not want to go on. She
was scared. The chivalrous Tonus decided to stay with her. One by
one, as they looked down on the dead city the others found reasons
for staying where they were as well.

Tobias had not known what drove
him to continue. Maybe it was just a desire to prove himself braver
than the rest. Maybe it was, as he claimed, a search for
inspiration for his next cycle of poems. He wandered down into the
dead city. Witch lights flickered in the hands of statues. Some of
the buildings glowed in the dark, as if coated in luminescent
fungus. Now and then spell-wrought horns played sinister tunes that
drifted on the night air. It was strange and it was beautiful and
he was glad he had come. There were other noises but they proved to
be night scrabbling rats, and owls and desert dogs.

Some would have
claimed they were shape-shifted Old Ones, and he supposed it was
possible but he never got the sense of that. He wandered till dawn
and returned to the hollow in the hills to find his friends all
sprawled asleep. He did not even waken them but walked back to town
on his own, filled with the sense of having made a discovery. He
turned the experience into a poem, Night
Walk in the Dead City. It had been his
first real success. Many people thought him brave and mad. He
supposed that’s where his reputation came from.

Kormak listened as they walked.
“You know your way round the city then?”

“I’ve spent
years sleeping in abandoned palaces, walking through overgrown
gardens, exploring the tunnels below. It was my own private place
where I could get away from the city and sit and think.”

“You never met
anyone else in all these sprawling leagues of ruins?”

“A beggar or a
hermit sometimes, but not often. The sort of people who come here
want solitude.”

“And when did
you first encounter Melioth?”

“A few months
ago. I saw a light shimmering in one of the abandoned palaces.
There was something odd about it. I knew it wasn’t a lantern. I
went to investigate and through the stained glass window I saw the
most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She beckoned for me to come
join her.”

“And you
went?”

“I was
intrigued. There was something about her that was different, a
suggestion of inhumanity.”

“Yet you were
not afraid.”

“She was what I
had been looking for all these years. I came here because I wanted
to encounter the supernatural. I went into the palace and I saw
that she had been weeping and I asked her why.”

“She told
you.”

“It was because
she was overjoyed to see the place again and saddened by what had
happened to it. She had been speaking for a while before I even
noticed that she was not human. Her lower body resembled that of a
great serpent. Her eyes too had a strange glint to
them.”

“And still you
were not afraid?”

“I was
entranced. No. Not as you believe. I was in the presence of
something wondrous. I recognised her from the old stories. I knew
this was the lamia who had haunted the city after its fall. I had a
sudden sense that the old tales were real and that I had walked
into one and it made me happy. Have you ever felt that
way?”

A sour grimace twisted the
Guardian’s features. “Not exactly, but I can understand what you
are saying.”

“You must
encounter such things all the time.”

“Not all the
time.”

“But regularly.
More than most men will in a lifetime.”

The Guardian nodded.

“For me this
was my only encounter with such a thing. It was an opportunity, to
ask questions that only an immortal could answer. To find out about
the history of the city. To hear what those on the other side think
of us.”

“Did you get
your answers?”

“Much to my
surprise, yes. She wanted to talk. She seemed glad to have an
audience. It was as if by talking she could bring the place back to
life, at least in her mind. Maybe she wanted to share her memories
of the old days.”

“Did she try to
lure you closer?”

“What need
would she have of that? She was far stronger and faster than I. If
she wanted to devour me she would have no trouble doing
so.”

“Some of the
Eldrim require more subtle sustenance than blood or flesh and they
must enthrall their victims to get it.”

“You are
persistent, aren’t you?”

“I have
encountered such things before.”

“As you have
said.”

“So you talked
and that was all you did?”

“We talked.
Well mostly she talked and I listened. She has a beautiful voice,
compared to which a mortal woman’s sounds like the screeching of a
fishwife. I know! Don’t say it! That is one of the tools her kind
use to enchant mortals. It seemed like just minutes had passed but
when I looked up I found that the night had wasted away. Dawn was
approaching and she needed to take shelter in the crypts below the
city.”

“She let you
go.”

“Only after I
made her agree to meet me again.”

“You made
her?”

“Don’t smile in
such a sardonic fashion. I begged her to meet me again. I wanted to
see her, talk to her, and hear her tell me about the glory days of
the city.”

“And she agreed
to this?”

“You already
know the answer.”

“Curious,”
Kormak said.

“How
so?”

“In my
experience, soul-drinkers rarely seek the conversation of mortals,
save with ulterior motive.”

“You don’t
believe me?”

“Oddly enough I
am starting to. You are still here after all, and you are still
rational, and you have your health.”

“And what are
you when you don’t have that?” Tobias said, repeating his
grandmother’s old saying in her exact tone.

Kormak laughed and Tobias found
himself laughing too. The lights below them moved closer. A company
of armed men filled the street. In their midst was a palanquin born
by two hugely muscled bodyguards. Atop the palanquin was a
witch-light.

A hideous smell rose from the
street and the poet noticed that there was something odd about the
movements of the whole party.

“Walking dead,”
said Kormak. Tobias looked more closely and saw that it was true.
Flesh had peeled away from the faces of the warriors and a greenish
glow flickered in their eyes. It was as if all the things his
friends had feared those long years ago had finally taken to the
darkened streets of Ael Quoram.

“A necromancer
then,” said Tobias. He had written poems about such that caused the
nervous ladies of the great houses of Rahar to shudder. He had
never met one in the flesh before and he found he had no real
desire to.

“Indeed,” said
Kormak.

“Are you going
to go down there and tell him to leave as well?”

“I don’t think
he would listen. By reanimating the dead he has already broken the
Law.”

“You are bound
to kill him then.”

“If I can.
Although tonight hardly seems the night for it.”

“You said it
would be busy.”

The Guardian looked thoughtful.
“I can understand this one being here.”

“Would you care
to share that knowledge with me?”

“Necromancers
are interested in anything concerned with unlife. A lamia is one of
the strongest embodiments of that particular pole of magical
energy.”

“He is here to
bind her then?”

“Such would be
my guess. Or perhaps he seeks a lover. I have heard of a few
necromancers taking such a paramour.”

“She would not
have him.”

“How can you be
sure of that?”

“I know
her.”

The Guardian’s smile was
mocking. “No man can truly know such a being.”

“You are sure
of that, aren’t you?”

“I have not
lectured you on the composition of poetry.”

“And I should
not lecture you on the nature of the Old Ones?”

“Something like
that.”

“Would you
really attack the necromancer? He does seem to have a small army
with him.”

“I would rather
wait until I can recruit the aid of your fellow
citizens.”

“You’ll not
find much help there. They won’t have much stomach for fighting
wizards and monsters. You can tell by the way they avoid Ael
Quoram. It is less than an hour from the city and yet almost none
of them come here.”

“Most people
would do that. Given the choice. It does not mean they will not
fight when they have to.”

“I am not sure
they will see the need to fight. The necromancer is here, not in
Rahar.”

“If he takes up
residence, he would make a very bad neighbour.”

“You think he
might?”

“There are
still bones and corpses scattered through the city. There are
mausoleums and parts of the city are blighted which would make his
type of magic easy.”

“You make it
sound so enticing it surprises me that no necromancer has done so
before.”

“No necromancer
would have dared come here in the past. The Sunlanders were
stronger once. Now Umbrea is divided into scores of small holdings
and free cities.”

“You think he
might be looking for more than just a paramour then.”

“He has seen
this place now.”

“You sound as
if you are rehearsing arguments to get the City Council to help
you.”

“You could be
right.”

“Do you really
believe he might bind Melioth? Would he have that kind of
power?”

The Guardian nodded. “It takes
no little strength to raise even one of the walking dead. As you’ve
pointed out this one has a small army.”

“So what do we
do now?”

“We follow
them.”

“Follow them!
Are you mad?”

“The
necromancer quite clearly has a means of locating Melioth. I see no
reason not to take advantage of that.”

“Then you have
no further use for my services as a guide?”

 

The Guardian grinned. “Is that
what you were doing? I don’t seem to remember much guiding going
on.”

Tobias shrugged. “I am starting
to believe you about what the wizards are up to. They might be much
more of a threat than you are.”

“That’s not
very flattering.”

“You are a
dangerous man, Guardian. You have already convinced me of that.
More to the point you have already convinced a sorceress and I have
to believe she is a much better judge of such a thing than
me.”

“And? I hear
an and there.”

“You are not a
wicked man. You do not seek to enslave Melioth. You are doing what
you do because you believe it’s right.”

“I am sure
those sorcerers think the same.”

“You know what
I mean. They are folk who have already convinced themselves that
whatever is for their own benefit is right. You are not like
that.”

“You are very
sure of your judgment of character.”

“And you are
making me question it.”

“It has been a
long time since I met someone less than cynical about my motives. I
am having difficulty adjusting to it.”

“There’s no
need to mock me.”

The Guardian had already started
to descend into the street along which Shenang Kul and his minions
had marched.

“I am surprised
that you have decided to trust me at your back with a dagger,”
Tobias said.

“I have decided
to trust my own judgment of character as well. I would appreciate
it if you did not prove me wrong.”

“I’ll do my
best.”

They reached the street. Tobias
asked, “How are you planning on following them?”

Kormak sniffed the air. “Use
your nose.”

The reek almost
made Tobias gag. It was the salt-sweet scent of putrefying flesh.
He shook his head. “I described it wrong,” he said. “I’ll need to
change a few lines of The Corpse
Masters if I live through this
night.”

* * *

 Kormak moved with no
more noise than a great cat. Tobias did his best to follow as
quietly. They rounded the corner and ahead of him he saw the
palanquin with its rotten tapestry hangings and the backs of the
walking dead. They were marching towards the great central palace
where he had last seen the lamia.

Concern for Melioth surged
through him. What was going to happen when the necromancer found
her? What would the Guardian do? The warrior seemed affable and
honourable but his presence here was not for Melioth’s benefit.

Still Kormak might be able to do
something about the sorcerers who pursued Tobias’s ancient
mistress. That would make helping him worthwhile. If he fell in
battle with the necromancer that would make Shenang Kul weaker.

* * *


The walking dead trudged on, tireless but slow.
Every so often they stopped and an eerie chanting filled the night.
It set the hackles on the back of Tobias’s neck to rising. Cold
fingers of fear tickled his spine.

“I always
thought it was a cliché that fear ran down your back.”

“It’s the
spillover effects of his spell casting,” Kormak said. “Most mortals
are sensitive to it.”

“And you are
not?”

“I am warded by
Elder Signs.”

“I would have
thought you would have wanted to keep your sensitivity to such
things. An early warning of magic might save your life.”

“My amulets
grow warm when they encounter flows of power. They tend to be more
reliable than human intuition.”

“You have an
answer for everything.”

“I wish I
did.”

“Does this not
frighten you? We are stalking a necromancer through the ruins of a
dead city.”

“I’ve done it
before.”

“You are not
answering my question.”

“It frightens
me.”

“And yet you
still do it. Why?”

“Planning on
writing a poem about me, are you, boy?”

“I might. If I
live through the night. And once again you have avoided my
question.”

“I do it
because somebody has to.”

“That’s no
answer.”

“I swore an
oath when I was younger than you are. I have kept that oath. And I
am too set in my ways to change now.”

“A partial
answer. Once again you evade.”

“Does there
always have to be a simple clear cut answer?”

“No, most of
the believable ones are very far from it.”

“I do this
because part of me enjoys it.”

“Now we are
getting closer to the heart of it. You enjoy the thrill of the
hunt.” Tobias found that easy to believe. The Guardian reminded him
of a hunting cat.

“Yes.” Kormak’s
tone was in part exasperated and in part thoughtful. His eyes
focused on the necromancer and his grim cohorts. They were almost
halfway to the central hall. Tobias thought about the other hunters
he had known. His father for one.

“And you enjoy
the winning, the proving you are superior to that which you hunt,
and the feeling of being alive you get from surviving.”

“You are
planning on writing a biography, not a poem.”

“I may not
write anything.”

“Then I may
stop answering your questions if you are not going to make me
famous.” The Guardian smiled to show he was joking.

“I may not be
alive to do anything.”

“You can always
go back.”

“Not now. I
have come this far. I would see this thing through.”

The necromancer started moving
again. They set off in pursuit.

* * *

 A green glow
flickered around the palanquin illuminating the cadavers with its
eerie radiance. Walking skeletons clattered along, bony faces
showing through helmets, obscenely thin fingers clutching weapons.
Among them corpses lumbered, still rotting, bellies swollen with
constantly venting gas, flesh turning black and dripping to the
ground.

Did they become skeletons
eventually or did they just falter and fade, Tobias wondered?
Rag-clad figures glided above the ground, somehow more alert than
the others. Cerement masks hid their features. Ragged cloaks
fluttered behind them. The bandages on their hands and feet showed
blotches of blood and gore.

If it were not for the man
beside him, Tobias knew he would not be here. He would flee
screaming into the night until he reached the gates of Rahar. In
the face of such horrors, not even his adoration of Melioth counted
for much.

He wondered about the
necromancer. What sort of man could stand to live surrounded by
such things? Perhaps he was not alive any more himself. The more
Tobias witnessed, the more he took Kormak’s admonition to heart.
Such wizards were not like other people. They were creatures apart,
not to be judged by the standards of normal society.

What could such a man want with
the lamia? Tobias doubted it was her caresses. He glanced sidelong
at the Guardian and it came to him that in his own way Kormak was
just as strange as the sorcerer. He had spent his whole life
hunting such creatures as this through the dark. What manner of man
could keep that up, night after night, moon after moon, year after
year? What manner of man could survive such a life?

Yet there was little doubt in
his mind that Kormak had not only survived he had thrived. He moved
with an agility that Tobias envied and if it came to a fight he had
no doubt who would be the victor. Yet some madness must lurk in the
man. Look at what they pursued—who could show such confidence in
the face of so many of the walking dead?

The moon mocked Tobias from the
sky. He had gotten himself mixed up in the death struggles of those
far more deadly than he. He had let his reverence of the lamia
cloud his mind. For the first time in a long time he wondered what
he was doing here. He felt like he had woken from a long
nightmarish sleep and found himself in a worse reality. Perhaps the
Guardian was right. Perhaps he had been beglamoured.

No. All the things he felt were
true. He adored Melioth. She fascinated him. She had shared ancient
knowledge with him. She was by far the most interesting creature he
had encountered in all the years of his life. He cared about her
and what happened to her. He would not allow any of these devilish
strangers hurt her, no matter how powerful, no matter how
dangerous.

* * *


They were almost at the central hall, the place
that had been the Temple of the Moon a long time ago. How was it
possible that the necromancer and his cohorts had not discovered
them? All they had to do was look behind them.

“He is focused
on your mistress,” Kormak said. “His minions are barely sentient
save for the cowled ones and they too are focused on finding the
lamia’s trail.”

Tobias had not realised that he
had spoken. He wondered what else he had said. He hoped he had not
done too much thinking aloud.

“He has found
Melioth. At least if she is still where I left her.”

“If she has
gone, he will pick up her trail. The ones in the wrappings will
sniff her out.”

“What are
they?”

“Shadowmen.
They are the same as all the other things with him, corpses of
human beings animated by some dark spirit. In their case, the force
is particularly intelligent, aware and potent.”

“You sound like
you have met them before.”

“I have. It was
anything but pleasant.”

“And yet you
are still here.”

“As I told you
earlier—I am not an easy man to kill. You think the lamia is still
in there?”

“I do not see
why not? She was overcome by lassitude when I last talked to her.
She has always seemed to be so.”

“It is a pose
that many of the undying attempt. It helps lure the romantic into
their thrall.”

“You do not
give up, do you?”

“No more than
they do.”

There was no
need to ask who they were.

“What do we do
next?” Tobias asked.

“I am not
sure we do
anything. I will go inside and look for Melioth.”

“You cannot
stop me from accompanying you.”

“I most
assuredly could. But I will not if you want to go. Unless I knock
you unconscious you would only follow and you might stir up a
hornet’s nest if you are discovered.”

It shocked Tobias to realise
that the Guardian must have been considering knocking him out for
some time now.

“So I am to be
allowed to join you on your adventures. I am honoured.”

“You should not
be. There is every chance that it will get you killed. Or
worse.”

“What could be
worse than being killed?”

Kormak nodded in the direction
of the walking corpses. “I have heard it said that no little part
of a man’s soul remains trapped within the prison of his corpse
when he is reanimated. It provides locomotive force to the walking
dead. I doubt you want to end up that way.”

“I take your
point,” said Tobias.

“I’m
glad.”

Tobias wondered if the Guardian
were speaking to keep his own spirits up. It seemed unlikely.
Kormak was too formidable for that.

The procession of undead started
to move once again, towards the central mansion. They flooded up
the stairs and into the building. Their movements were purposeful.
A spine-tingling shriek of triumph emerged from within the
palanquin.

“I think
Shenang Kul has found what he was looking for,” Kormak
said.

“Let’s hope we
are in time to prevent him getting it.”

The Guardian lengthened his
stride. Tobias struggled to keep up.

He was breathing hard as they
reached the top of the steps. The big man, despite his armour and
his sword, showed no signs of exertion save for the slight sheen of
sweat on his forehead.

From ahead of them came the
signs of strange conflict—the chanting of spells, flashes of light.
There were other sounds, the crunch of bone and the impact of
something heavy against flesh. Fear for Melioth filled Tobias’s
heart. He entered the great domed chamber.

Beneath him on the mosaicked
floor the walking dead brought the lamia to bay. They surrounded
her slithering form like a pack of dogs circling a trapped tiger.
Half a dozen lay broken on the ground, their bones scattered, their
putrescent flesh reduced to jelly.

The shadowmen lurked on the edge
of the melee, huntsmen waiting for their hounds to wear down a
dangerous beast before they got involved themselves.

The palanquin sat on the ground.
From within it emerged the sound of chanting. A cloud of glittering
smoke swirled above it, tendrils extending towards the lamia. She
ducked and weaved to avoid them even as her assailants closed in.
It was obvious to Tobias that she could not keep this up
indefinitely. There were too many threats, too many
distractions.

He drew his dagger. Kormak's
eyes flickered towards him. It was not from fear, just the natural
caution of a man who had lived long with danger.

“You sure you
want to do this?”

“I don’t have
much choice,” Tobias said. A cerement wrapped shadowman turned to
look at them. His gaze glowed green from the luminescent pus
filling his eye sockets.

“No, I suppose
you don’t,” Kormak said. He moved forward. The shadowman howled, an
eerie sound, thin and high-pitched and filled with an awful hunger.
It bounded to meet the Guardian as if afraid it would be denied a
tasty morsel if it awaited the aid of its companions.

Kormak’s blade flickered out,
swifter than a serpent’s tongue. The shadowman lost an arm and then
his head and then his whole body came apart as the runes on the
dwarf-forged blade took effect. The smell of burned rotten meat
assaulted Tobias’s nostrils. He gagged and covered his mouth and
felt useless.

Kormak moved into the mass of
undead. Most of the animated corpses and walking skeletons paid no
attention to him. It was as if they needed to be ordered to turn
and fight. Kormak’s blade flickered out and smashed through them,
dismembering the returned dead. They fell amid clouds of corruption
and dark sparks of discharged magic.

The curtains of the palanquin
swept open to reveal a face. It looked like it belonged to a leper.
The nose was gone, the flesh was grey and torn away in places, the
hair hung from a bald, pocked scalp in lank clumps. Only the eyes
were alive with a terrible malignity.

The sorcerer screeched orders to
his followers. They turned from the lamia and moved to attack their
new foe.

A wave of walking corpses swept
towards Kormak. He tore through them like a scimitar slashing
rotten cloth. The runes on his dwarf-forged blade blazed with
light. His every move was almost too fast to follow. No motion was
wasted, no strength needlessly expended. He took a step, parried,
slashed and a foe fell.

Kormak advanced, chopping the
slow moving undead down as he went, making his way towards the
palanquin.

The sorcerer gibbered
instructions. His shadowmen leapt to his defence. They were faster
and more intelligent and they were fearless. A mortal man might
have shown reluctance in the face of the onrushing bladestorm but
they did not. They sprang upon their victim. Nor were they the only
threat. The wizard gestured with a staff of bone and the cloud
swirling above the palanquin swept towards the Guardian.

Kormak deflected the blade of
one of the shadowmen and took off his arm with the return sweep. He
brought his sword round in a great figure of eight that tore the
bowels from another attacker. The rest scuttled back out of his
reach. The tendrils of eerie mist sliced down on him. His blade
tore into that too. It came apart as something in the sword
disrupted its fell magic.

As Kormak protected himself from
that threat, the shadowmen closed in again. In their hands obsidian
blades glittered with green poisonous runes. Tobias did not doubt
that the touch of any one of them would prove fatal. He shouted a
warning.

A glance at Melioth told him
that she had recovered. She studied the fight, a look of calm on
her beautiful face.

What was passing through her
mind? Did she merely see two enemies fighting, a situation she
could use to her advantage. That would be understandable although
Tobias did not sympathise. Kormak was but one man fighting against
overwhelming odds.

The Guardian twisted and turned,
parrying the onrushing shadowmen, weaving amid the walking dead. A
tentacle of magical mist struck his shoulder. He grimaced as if he
had been shot with an arrow. The tendril disintegrated in a shower
of sparks as it encountered the force of the Guardian's protective
amulets. His blade lashed out and smashed through an overconfident
shadowman.

Kormak dived among his foes,
striking left and right. More tendrils stabbed down at him. He was
slower now. The evil magic was taking effect. Or perhaps it was
just the exertion of the fight.

A skeleton grabbed him, holding
him place just long enough for a shadowman to strike home with his
blade.

Tobias looked away. Such a blow
would surely be fatal. When he looked back, much to his surprise,
the Guardian was still upright and the shadowman was handless.

A rip in Kormak’s tunic revealed
glittering, rune-worked mail beneath. He moved as if favouring his
side but he was still upright and still fighting. More than half of
the necromancer’s small army was down.

Tobias could stand it no longer.
He bent over and picked up a blade and moved towards the fray.
Seeing him do so Melioth gestured for him to stand back. Tobias
shook his head. He was not going to merely watch this one-sided
fight any longer.

She too advanced. She bludgeoned
a path through the walking dead towards the Guardian with her
serpentine body. She stopped outside easy striking distance of his
blade. Clearly she did not want to take any chances on Kormak’s
benevolence.

Shenang Kul emerged from his
palanquin, a much more horrifying figure than the lamia. Tattered
black robes wrapped his tall lean form. The bone staff glittered in
one hand. A black blade with green runes shimmered in the
other.

He chanted a spell as he pointed
his blade at Kormak. Black lightning flickered from its tip. The
Guardian did not have time to dodge—the bolt smashed into him. A
smell of ozone filled the air. An aura of light and darkness played
around him, as evil magic warred with protective charms. Once more
the depleted ranks of the undead and shadowmen closed in.

This time Kormak did not wheel
and dodge. He stood his ground, blade sweeping out in jagged arcs
as if he could barely control his muscles. He was still deadly to
his foes. The spells that ensorcelled the sword were inimical to
whatever force kept the undead animate.

Kormak hacked and chopped and
traded blows with the monsters attacking him. They slashed at him,
blades tearing great strips from his tunic and breaking the links
of the chainmail.

Sensing victory, Shenang Kul
roared at them to attack then chanted another spell.

Melioth uncoiled her serpentine
lower body. Great loops of glittering muscle lashed like a whip,
smashing into the ranks of the walking dead. She undulated towards
the necromancer. Hate and malice radiated from her beautiful
face.

“I will not be
bound again,” she shrieked. Her voice was no longer lovely. It was
a harpy-screech.

“You have no
choice in the matter, my dearest,” said Shenang Kul. His voice was
chill and inhuman, like a cold wind echoing through a deep dank
cave. “You will be my servant and my leman and you will learn to
love it as you once did.”

“Never!” The
lamia was upon the sorcerer now. He dropped his sword. His hand
flickered up to reveal a glittering copper medallion inscribed with
a symbol that hurt the eye to look upon.

Melioth froze. Shenang Kul moved
his hand from side to side and she swayed in time with the
movement, fascinated by the charm. Her face went slack. All
expression dropped from it. The necromancer's sorcery was too much
for her.

Tobias looked back at Kormak.
The Guardian was surrounded. It was only a matter of time before he
fell to the relentless attacks of his foes. There would be no help
from that quarter. Tobias moved around the edge of the melee,
trying to get into a better position. He found a clear line of
sight and a good angle and he raised his dagger and threw it.

Turning end over end it flew
through the air. Tobias's heart hammered against his ribs. His
mouth was as dry as the desert beyond the city walls.

The knife impaled the
necromancer’s hand. His fingers spasmed and the amulet dropped from
his grasp. For a moment the lamia’s gaze followed the fascinating
object then she regained her composure and lashed out at Shenang
Kul.

The necromancer seemed more
surprised than in pain. He reached out and pulled the dagger out
with his free hand. There was no blood, only a dribble of black
pus. He eyed the weapon and then turned his head, gaze sweeping for
the source of the attack.

A loop of a cable-like muscle
encircled him then another and another. Melioth held the
necromancer in the grip of her coils and squeezed. Even over the
sound of the fighting Tobias heard bones crack. Shenang Kul writhed
and fought on as if he felt no pain but there was nothing he could
do without his hands free.

Melioth’s lovely head rose, neck
elongating like that of a serpent. Her jaw distended, far wider
than it should have been able to, wide enough to encircle Shenang
Kul’s head.

Tobias watched in horror. The
inhumanity of the lamia was apparent to him now. No human being
could do that. Her jaws closed and the necromancer’s head sheared
right off. An awful crunching sound ensued as she chewed upon
it.

Tobias looked away, unable to
believe how far his idol had fallen in just a few heartbeats. All
the masks of humanity had dropped away from her. It was like
watching a Praying Mantis devour its mate. He wondered if this
might have happened to him if he had continued to talk to her. He
was no longer entranced, just numb and horrified.

The headless body of the
necromancer collapsed onto the floor, as it did, the skeletons and
animated corpses did to. They flopped down as if compelled to join
their master in his long-delayed oblivion.

The shadowmen turned to flee.
They had lost all will to fight when their master fell. Kormak’s
blade took a last one in the back as it turned tail. The rest
surged out of the chamber, ignoring Tobias in their need to get
away.

* * *

 All was quiet,
save for the rasping breathing of the Guardian and the soft,
sinister scratch of Melioth’s scales upon the stone. Kormak and the
lamia glared at one another across a chamber filled with broken
corpses. Tobias’s stare flicked from one to the other as he tried
to decide whether to stay or go.

Melioth’s gaze fell upon him.
Her lips quirked. Black blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth
and stained her ivory fangs. They seemed much more pronounced now,
as if they had dropped from the edges of her mouth when she needed
to feed.

Kormak looked battered, but
willing to fight. He held his blade ready and said, “What’s it to
be, lamia? Departure or death?”

Cold clear laughter echoed
through the chamber. “Neither. Not yet anyway.”

“What do you
mean by that?”

“Can we talk,
Guardian, or do you mean to come at me with that monstrous blade of
yours?”

“We can
talk.”

“But you will
not sheath your sword.”

“Under the
circumstances, that would seem unwise.”

“I can see how
you would think so.”

“Why are you
here?”

“I wanted to
see Ael Quoram again.”

“You swore an
oath to depart this place never to return, upon pain of
death.”

“I am keeping
that oath.”

“You are doing
so in a very strange way.”

“On pain of
death. I chose the wording of that oath carefully and I fully
intend to keep it.”

“You want to
die then. You want me to kill you.”

“Yes.
No.”

“Which is
it?”

“I want to die.
I do not want you to kill me.”

“I don’t see
how it can happen any other way.”

The lamia coiled herself up. Her
appearance had become almost human again, if you did not look at
the lower half of her body. Her voice was low and thrilling. There
was enchantment in it. Tobias felt himself falling once more under
her spell. He tried to resist, to keep his eyes focused on the
blazing runes on the Guardian’s blade. That helped.

If Kormak experienced the tug of
her fascination he gave no sign of it. He remained poised to fight,
eyes slitted and watchful.

“I am . . .
unravelling,” Melioth said.

Kormak tilted his head to one
side. “Go on.”

“Something is
wrong with my physical form. My body is replicating incorrectly. If
you look, you will see my dorsal scales are blackening, my spinal
muscles are atrophying.”

“I would rather
not look too closely,” the Guardian said. “But assuming what you
say is true . . . so what?”

“These are
errors of replication. Eldrim bodies are meant to renew themselves
endlessly, to recreate themselves perfectly. They repair themselves
with the utmost precision. It is what makes us what we are,
immortal.”

She spouted terms which were
gibberish to Tobias and most likely to the Guardian judging by his
expression.

Melioth frowned and said, “My
words mean nothing to you. You hear the sounds but you lack the
learning to understand the concepts behind them. Such seems to be
the way in this dwindling world. I will not be sorry to leave it.
So much has been lost.”

There was an infinite weariness
in her tone and a wistfulness too.

“Explain it in
words we mere mortals might understand,” said Kormak. His voice
sounded harsh compared to hers, his manner sullen. Tobias felt the
urge to strike him for the disrespect he was showing to this
god-like being. He took a step towards the Guardian’s unprotected
back.

“My body is not
repairing itself correctly. I have the beginnings of blight. It is
affecting my physical form and soon it will affect my mind if it
has not done so already.”

“You are going
to go mad,” said Kormak.

“Or turn to the
Shadow,” the lamia said. “It is only a matter of time.”

“Is there no
cure?” Tobias asked. “Some alchemy. Some sorcery.”

“If there is, I
have not been able to find it,” said Melioth. “Nor have any of the
Eldrim who preceded me. It seems to be part of the curse Our Lady
of the Moon inflicted upon us.”

Tobias said,
“Solar philosophers discussed this too. Dacurion mentions it in
his Impossibility of Immortality in the
Flesh. He argues that given an infinite
amount of time anything that can go wrong will go wrong. Any
accident that can end a being's life will eventually
happen.”

“Dacurion was
trying to prove that the Eldrim could not be truly immortal, that
nothing made of flesh can be, only the soul,” Kormak
said.

“That does not
make him wrong,” said Melioth. “A single error in the replication
of a cell can start a cascade. It might not even be noticed for
centuries or millennia but then one error leads to two, which leads
to four. That doubling leads to an acceleration that can become
fantastically quick in the end, if it is not stopped.”

“You are saying
there is no hope,” Tobias said. “Not for you. Not for me. Not for
anyone.”

“Your soul is
immortal,” Kormak said. His voice was flat and emotionless. Tobias
doubted even the Guardian believed what he was saying.

“Dacurion’s
argument applies just as much to the soul as anything else,” said
Melioth. “If it is not static the possibility of error is always
there.”

“That is sin,”
said Kormak.

“That is
nature,” said the lamia.

“I am not going
to argue with you,” said Kormak.

“Good because I
do not wish to spend my few remaining minutes in this world arguing
theology with a misguided fanatic.”

Kormak laughed. “What do you
want to do?”

“I want what I
came back here for. I want to remember the city as it was when my
people walked here, when it was living and beautiful, when I was
worshiped.”

“You still are
worshiped,” Tobias said. He ignored the look that Kormak gave him,
even knowing that he would pay for his heresy with his
death.

The lamia reached out and
stroked Tobias's cheek. His skin tingled where she touched it. He
felt as if he was under the influence of a powerful hallucinatory
drug. His heart beat faster. His mouth went dry.

"I know, little one. Your
company has meant much to me these past few moons. It might be
vanity but I was able to look at myself as I once was through your
eyes. I wish I could reward you as I once was able to, but I
cannot. All I can do is give you my blessing.”

“Must you die?
Tonight.” Tobias had to force the words out through dry
lips.

“I must. It is
getting harder and harder for me to control myself, to stay sane as
I measure sanity. I would go while the choice is still mine and not
be put down like some rabid beast by the likes of the Guardian
here. I would go while there is still someone who thinks well of
me.”

Kormak stared at her. His head
was tilted to one side. He looked at her as if he had never met her
like before.

The first faint glimmers of
sunrise showed. The lamia shivered and moved towards the exit.

“Don’t,” Tobias
said. He laid a hand on her shimmering scaly skin. It was cool to
the touch and his hand tingled.

“I have made my
choice. Do not make it any harder for me than it already is. You do
not know what is lost when I go. All memories of this place as it
once was. All memories of my life at the Court of the Moon. All the
dreams and visions and remembering of twice ten thousand years.
Still it makes me glad to think the last face I see will be yours.
I am even glad the grim-faced Guardian is here. His blade reminds
me of what awaits me if I stay. Now I must go.”

She slithered out into the sun.
The early morning rays hit her. Her flesh burned and turned to ash
and blew away in the morning wind. The scraps became mist, tendrils
rising slowly skyward until they too came apart and vanished.

Tobias watched, fighting back
tears, determined to bear witness to the passing of the lamia. When
it was over and he was certain she was gone, he turned to the
Guardian and said, “Well, what are you going to do with me?”

Kormak shrugged. “You were
ensorcelled but now the creature that enchanted you is dead and you
are free.”

“You know that
is not true. You heard what I said about worship back there and I
am telling you it is still true.”

The Guardian looked at the last
place where the lamia had stood. His voice was thoughtful. “Tell
that to the next Guardian who passes this way, if it is still true
when you meet him. I must be on my way.”
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