
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Masque of Death

    

    





      
        William King

      

    

    
      Typhon Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Skeletons danced in the night-darkened street. A dozen of them skipped through the torch-lit gloom, reeling and brandishing their scythes. Two played drums with human ribs. Two played flutes carved from men’s thighbones. One leapt into the air and performed a cartwheel, landed badly and fell. Mud spattered the black dye on his flesh and marred the white of the bones painted on his torso.

      Masked women laughed and fluttered fans inscribed with tiny skulls in front of their faces. Little children screamed. Vendors offered trays of sweetmeats and coconut delicacies to the crowd of revellers. The smell of rot and wine and tropical flowers filled the air.

      Puppeteers and costumed jongleurs mixed with the locals who had emerged at nightfall to celebrate the Masque of Death. The well-off wore elaborate funereal costumes; their faces whitened with arsenic and the hollows beneath their eyes darkened with soot. The poor showed their ribs through tattered tunics, but they laughed and sang and shouted just as lustily as their supposed betters.

      Kormak took it all in with a wary gaze. He ran his hand through his grey-flecked black hair and studied the crowd for signs of any threat.

      People had talked about nothing else but this festival during the final stages of the sea voyage to Terra Nova. Would they make it in time to witness the huge street party? Would the winds be favourable enough for them to get there in time to acquire a suitably spectacular costume?

      In the first case, yes. In the second case, no. Despite the best efforts of the Imperial weather witch, the winds had brought the Pride of Siderea in on the first evening of the great bacchanal which meant there would be two days and two nights left, but no tailor would be found to stitch a costume.

      Only the taverns and brothels were open, and they were doing a roaring trade. The streets around the harbour were filled with sailors fresh from the ocean-going galleons and fishermen who had spent two hard weeks hauling as much finned silver from the sea as they could, to give them the wherewithal to celebrate the feast properly. The smell of their catch mingled with the other pungent scents of the docks.

      A drunk reeled from the crowd and almost blundered into Kormak. He looked up, blinked owlishly and then made to raise a hat that was no longer on his head. After an instant, he took in Kormak’s tall, grim figure and staggered away to offer the marching soldiers his wine flask.

      Sergeant Terves, squat, dark-skinned and grizzled, waved him aside in a friendly manner. The man tottered to a safe distance, turned, stuck out his tongue and made an obscene movement with his hips before vanishing into the crowd.

      The marines laughed. They were happy to be ashore. They knew that if things went well, these would be their final hours on duty for a day or two, and they would be free to join in the revels.

      Bare-breasted, red-rouged women catcalled them and made inviting gestures. The soldiers responded with good-natured insults.

      “It will get wilder as the days go on,” said Orson. The massive merchant prince beamed. White teeth glittered in his chubby face. His triple chins contracted with mirth.

      Kormak suspected the fat man had been behind an attempt on his life, but no one would have guessed it to look at him. Despite the sweat beading his brow, he looked totally at ease.

      Orson said, “It always starts good-natured but as the days drag, tempers fray and hangovers get worse. People start to notice that their wives and husbands and lovers have been sleeping with someone else.”

      Admiral Zamara laughed good-naturedly and said, “Ah but then they have probably been doing the same themselves.” He fanned his face with his tricorn hat then ran a hand through his thick blonde hair.

      “People find it easier to forgive themselves their sins than to forgive others, in my experience,” Orson said. “What do you think, Sir Kormak?”

      “I think that it is going to take us longer to get to the Governor’s Palace than I expected.”

      “The crowds are always thickest after midnight,” Orson said. “People starve themselves during the daylight and then gorge themselves during the night. The priests say there’s a certain symbolism in that.”

      “People choose not to flaunt their sins in the light of the Holy Sun,” said Zamara.

      “Aye, sin is always easier in the dark,” said Orson. “The natives say the Old Ones were more forgiving of human folly than the Holy Sun is.” He gave Kormak a sharp look to see how he was taking that particular piece of unorthodox theology.

      “That would depend on the Old One,” Kormak said, “and what it considered a sin.”

      “You have much more experience than such things than I,” said the merchant prince. “So I will take your word for it.”

      “It might be best if you did,” said Rhiana. The merwoman glanced left and right. She was dressed like a man in tunic and trousers. A scimitar hung at her side. Her cropped ash blonde hair and her huge green eyes made her look as exotic as any of the costumed revellers. She smiled. She liked it here. Kormak supposed it reminded her of her home in the pirate city of Port Blood. There every night was like the Masque of Death albeit without the costumes.

      “I, for one, am glad to see such revelry,” said Admiral Zamara. “We’ve been too much at sea and too long surrounded by death and disaster.”

      That had been true almost since their first meeting. Zamara had been involved in endless strife and catastrophic adventures.

      Still, he had not done so badly from it. He was still alive and their slaying of the pirate sorcerer known as the Kraken had been the making of his career. It had resulted in his promotion to Admiral and the fine new uniform he was wearing, resplendent with gold braid and the royal seal of two Sea Dragons flanking a five-pointed star.

      “Terves! Clear a way for us to the Governor’s palace,” Zamara shouted. “I would get there tonight and present my credentials.”

      He too was keen to join in the revelry. The women at the Governor’s court were famed for their beauty and the laxness of their morals.

      “Aye, sir,” said Terves. He gave the order to march. The soldiers formed up in ranks and began to push their way inexorably through the crowd.

      The streets were wide and the buildings solid. The lower floors rose well above ground level, and the stone verandahs suggested to Kormak that the road was expected to flood. The top two or three stories were of painted wood, with sloping shingled roofs. Intricately carved wooden shutters covered every window. It looked as if Siderean architecture had been adapted to local building materials. Kormak remembered the thick jungles they had seen as they approached the huge harbour of Maial.

      A massive stone ziggurat loomed over the city like a volcano waiting to erupt. It had once been the temple of Xothak, an Old One, worshipped as a god by the local tribes before the Sidereans came. Now it lay abandoned, great gaping holes in its side witness to the fact that the Sunlander colonists had used it as a quarry.

      A glance down an alley revealed two men humping a woman from front and back. The woman’s skirt was above her hips. The men’s breech clothes were around their ankles.

      One soldier almost tripped as he watched wide-eyed. Terves bellowed at him to keep his eyes on the road.

      
* * *

      As they marched, the sounds of music and revelry became more decorous. The buildings became larger. Painted wooden walls enclosed their lawns. Ahead a mansion sprawled, built all of stone and bearing more of a resemblance to a fortress than a palace. It too was walled. The gates were thrown open to reveal a long gravel road leading up to the house. The gardens were filled with light. Lanterns hung from every tree. Musicians played atop a dais.

      Here too skeletons danced, and everyone wore costumes. The clothing was fantastically elaborate. Intricately moulded masks showed the faces of demons, monsters, and angels.

      All eyes turned to look as they entered. It must be unusual for someone to arrive on the night of this great feast surrounded by soldiers.

      “Perhaps we should pretend this is a particularly elaborate masque, and the soldiers are our servants,” said Orson.

      “It would make a good joke,” said Zamara. “But I am not sure anyone would fall for it.”

      Gravel crunched beneath their feet. Kormak saw a tall woman whose face was angel-masked, gown pure white. Massive wings emerged from the shoulder of her costume. She stared at them as they entered and said something to the demon beside her. He turned and spoke to the goblin tugging at his cloak. The little fellow scampered off in search of someone.

      “Our arrival has not gone unnoticed,” said Orson. He waved at the angel-woman who waved back instantly. Orson was a bear of a man instantly recognisable and clearly well known here. A score of voices hailed him and offered him drinks and asked him when he had got in.

      He waited for the noise to subside then shouted, “Just this evening, on the Pride of Siderea. Give me ten minutes to present my compliments to His Excellency, the Governor, and I will join you before I head home to change.”

      After that he fell silent, having said all he intended to say.

      “They will be looking for all the latest news from home,” said Zamara.

      “For most of them, this is home, Admiral,” Orson replied. “But you are right nonetheless. They will be seeking to learn what cargoes we carry and the fate of their ships that were bound for Trefal. Most of them will want to know how the markets are, and what goods will bring them the most profit on their next shipments.”

      “Those are the merchants you are talking about,” said Zamara.

      “I think you’ll find that everyone in Maial is a merchant, Admiral. Even our noble Governor. Ours is a very commercial society.”

      Zamara’s smile was insincere. “Prince Taran himself says that the wealth of the Empire is built on commerce.”

      “Prince Taran needs the taxes of the merchant class to pay for his army and his inquisitors.”

      Orson’s words more than anything else convinced Kormak that they were not in Siderea anymore. No one would even have hinted at something so indelicate back in Trefal. Prince Taran’s spies were everywhere. It seemed that Terra Nova really was a new world.

      Zamara missed that. Or out of diplomatic habit kept to the old respectful manner. “That is nothing less than the truth.”

      “It would be nice if some of our older and more blue-blooded families acknowledged it.”

      “They all will, eventually,” said Zamara. Kormak did not doubt that. He had seen the King and his formidable brother close up. If anyone could bring the noble families to heel, it was that pair.

      “I feel somewhat overdressed,” said Rhiana, not failing to take notice of the tension in the air.

      “No matter,” said Orson. “You look as lovely as any of the court beauties just as you are.”

      She smiled sidelong at him as a tall, thin man garbed in a long black robe approached. His face was so desiccated that it resembled a skull. He acknowledged Orson with a bow and looked at the rest of them as if he expected them to produce written invitations. He paid no attention to their armed escort at all.

      “May I ask as to your business here?” His voice was high-pitched and fussy. It had the accents of a scholar or a high-ranking clerk.

      “I am Admiral Zamara,” said the Admiral relishing the sound of his words. “I am to report at once to the Governor. I bring papers of authorisation from the King-Emperor for Governor Aurin.”

      The black-cloaked man’s manner changed immediately. “Of course, Admiral and who may I say your companions are? I recognise Goodman Waters, of course, but the others are unfamiliar to me.”

      “This is the Guardian Kormak, also on the King-Emperor’s business. And this lovely lady is Rhiana, who has been shown favour by King Aemon.”

      The clerk looked at Rhiana as if wondering exactly what sort of favour she had been shown. “A Guardian? On the King-Emperor’s business? I suppose it must be urgent. Come with me and I shall take you to His Excellency. You may send your soldiers to their barracks. We have quite enough here to protect ourselves.”

      Zamara stared at him. “I am the Admiral of His Majesty’s fleet. I tell my troops to stand down when I choose to. Not when the Governor’s secretary tells me.”

      His voice was calm but carried the lash of command. The secretary coughed and said, “Of course, sir. I meant no disrespect. I simply wished to inform you of the military situation here.”

      “And you may consider me informed. Now, if you please, take me to the Governor.” Zamara turned to Terves and said, “Sergeant. Remain in attendance with our men until I return. Try to keep them from looting the Governor’s prize azaleas.”

      “As you command, sir.”

      The secretary led them into the house. Tapestries depicting angels and solar dragons covered the walls. Paintings of the Governor’s illustrious ancestors filled every nook and cranny. The air smelled of wine and food and incense. They passed through a large room walled with leather bound books and up a flight of stairs that led to an office. From inside the room came the sound of feminine laughter and a man’s cajoling voice.

      The secretary knocked discretely on the door. A powerful voice bellowed. “What is it, Ezra? Can’t you see I am busy?”

      “You have important visitors, Your Excellency.”

      “I don’t care how bloody important they think they are. Tell them to come back later!” Feminine giggles interrupted the Governor’s speech.

      “They bear messages from the King-Emperor, Excellency. Warrants too.”

      “Why didn’t you say so then! Send them in! No! Give me a moment then send them in!”

      Zamara glanced at Kormak to see how he was taking this. It was obviously not the sort of reception he had been expecting. The secretary hunched, as if embarrassed. He turned to Zamara and made a gesture that said you heard His Excellency as well as I.

      A moment later, the rich, fruity voice, said, “Send them in. I am ready now.”

      Governor Aurin was a man of medium height, balding, and running to fat. Arrogance etched his face and oozed from his languid manner. He was still fastening his tunic. His companion was a beautiful dark-haired young woman who had been garbed as a mountain dryad. Either her costume was in some disarray or she was taking the role of scantily clad nymph with becoming seriousness.

      “And who in the name of the Shadow, are you?” the Governor barked. He stared directly at Kormak. “And why do you claim the King-Emperor has sent you on his business?”

      The wood nymph suppressed a giggle. The Governor poured himself a glass of wine. His hand was steady but when he raised it to his lips some of the wine trickled down his chin.

      “He claims to come on the King’s business because he is on the King’s business,” said Zamara. He made a small courtly bow. “Count Zamara, Admiral of the Western Fleet, Captain-General of next year’s Treasure Fleet.”

      The Governor’s manner became subtly more respectful although there was still haughty insolence in his tone. “The King’s cousin. He’s finally seen fit to promote you then. I knew all that talk of getting rid of nepotism was just that, talk.”

      Zamara’s smile widened. His tone became colder. “I believe you have had too much to drink, sir.”

      “And who are you to tell me I have had too much to drink? I have a good mind to slap your cheek with my glove. Teach you some manners, puppy!”

      Zamara’s eyes narrowed. He was not used to being talked to in that tone. And he was not the sort of man who would back down from a duel.

      “Governor, you are in quite enough trouble with the King-Emperor without starting brawls with his relatives,” Kormak said.

      “What? Some barbarian hillman comes strolling into my office and starts lecturing me on protocol. What is the world coming to? I won’t do you the honour of cuffing your cheek, sir. I will have the servants beat you and throw you out.”

      “That would be most unwise,” said Orson. His manner was amused and conciliatory.

      “And why do you say that, Goodman Waters?”

      “Because the Guardian here is high in royal favour, having saved the King-Emperor’s life.” He let that sink in then added, “Also he might slaughter your servants.”

      “Is that so? Is that so?” The Governor’s bluster started to fade. He looked around the room, alternately staring and blinking. His companion had stopped giggling. She was looking at Kormak wide-eyed.

      “It is indeed so,” said Orson. “And if your servants are foolish enough to attempt such a thing, I will give them a good trouncing myself.”

      The Governor stared at Orson. Fear flashed momentarily in his eyes. It was quite clear this proud aristocrat was terrified of the merchant. Did Orson have so much power here, Kormak wondered. It was good to know. He would be a dangerous enemy.

      The Governor covered his mouth with his hand and coughed. He put down his goblet and said, “Forgive me, Captain, no, Admiral Zamara. You catch me at a moment when I have overindulged in rather too much mushroom wine. They say it makes men argumentative and boorish and I, it would seem, am living proof of the fact. And you, Guardian, please treat my cloddish outburst as a momentary failure of tact. Any man who has saved the life of the King-Emperor is deserving of nothing but gratitude and the greatest respect.”

      The Governor’s features became placid. His manner courtly. It was like watching a man put on a mask. The effect was only spoiled by a sudden attack of hiccups. “Ezra, please bring me some water,” said the Governor. “And some refreshments for our guests. Where are my manners? I seem to have left them the same place I left my sense of decorum.”

      He sat down in his chair. His aim was slightly off, and he caught the edge of the seat and almost toppled. He grimaced, looked at the chair as if he wanted to challenge it to a duel and slumped down into it. A moment later his eyes were closed, and he was snoring.

      “Perhaps we had better come back in the morning,” said Zamara. “Things might go better then.”

      “That might perhaps be the most tactful course, Admiral,” said Ezra. “I can, if you wish, have chambers prepared for you.”

      Zamara shrugged. “That would be good.”

      Kormak and Rhiana agreed. Orson said, “I have my own home to go to, and perhaps a costume to get changed into. It may well be that I will see you all later. But if I do not, and it’s possible since things can get chaotic on nights like tonight, enjoy yourselves.”

      “I’ll do my best to take that advice,” said Zamara.

      Ezra barked curt instructions to passing servants. They moved none too steadily to obey. Within minutes, the new arrivals were shown into guest rooms, which looked as if couples had been hastily thrown out of them, and the windows thrown open for them to be aired. The sweet slightly rotten scent of the gardens wafted in.

      Kormak studied his chamber. It contained a large four poster bed with mosquito netting, citronella candles to keep the blood-sucking little beasts at bay and a host of elaborately carved furniture that looked as if it had been shipped directly from Trefal. A flask of wine sat on the table along with a silver goblet. Kormak unstoppered it. It had a sweet scent with an odd and familiar tang. Kormak poured a thimbleful into the goblet and then let the slightest drop touch his lips. They went slightly numb and when he licked them his tongue tingled. Wyrmspike and something else. He began to understand the behaviour of the Governor and the crowds in the street if this was the vintage they were sipping.

      A knock on the door sounded. A moment later a servant girl entered. She was pale-skinned, and her face was rouged. She studied him with an open invitation in her dark eyes. Kormak noticed her pupils were extremely dilated, a side-effect of wyrmspike, among other narcotics he was familiar with.

      “Yes?” Kormak said.

      “The majordomo sent me to ask if you required anything.”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “He also told me to say that you would be very welcome at the ball below. Your companions have already said they would attend.”

      “Then I suppose I had better do similarly.”

      She placed a small domino mask she carried on a silver platter in front of him. “Masks are required for all the guests. The majordomo regrets that he does not have the time to provide you with a full costume.”

      “That will not be necessary.” Kormak donned the mask and left the room. He was keen to observe the court of the Governor and see what he could learn. If everyone was as intoxicated as Aurin was, there might never be a better time to ask questions concerning the thing he had been sent to find.
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      Kormak strode down the stairs and passed couples stealing hand in hand into side rooms. Several of them invited him to join them. He politely declined. Rhiana and Zamara stood in the library, sipping wine. They too wore small domino masks but were otherwise dressed as they had come.

      “This place is a disgrace,” said Zamara quietly. “I could take the whole city with a company of marines.”

      Rhiana laughed. “If you could convince your crew to fight. They might just join in the party.”

      “Speaking of marines, where are they?” Kormak asked.

      “They are dismissed. They’ve been a long time at sea. Terves and half a score of hardy men are within call. The rest have been dispatched to find their own amusement.”

      “You’d better hope they don’t decide to take the city on their own.”

      “Hush, Guardian, don’t even joke about such a thing. It is entirely within the realms of possibility.”

      “I thought you Sunlanders were supposed to be so moral,” said Rhiana.

      “It seems the tropical sun does something even to the most disciplined of people,” said Zamara.

      “I would say it is more likely the mushroom wine. It contains wyrmspike and a cocktail of subtle narcotics,” said Kormak.

      “It makes my tongue tingle,” said Rhiana.

      “I am having it mixed with water,” said Zamara. “I don’t want to be too hungover when I speak with the Governor tomorrow.”

      “I think he will be hungover enough for the two of you,” said Kormak.

      “I do not doubt it. It’s no wonder this place is like it is with a man like that in charge.”

      “I don’t think you were seeing him at his best, Admiral,” said Rhiana. Her voice was slightly slurred. The wine was starting to get to her.

      “You might want to slow down,” said Kormak. “That is a strange and powerful vintage.”

      “It is certainly delicious,” said Rhiana.

      “And possibly addictive,” said Kormak.

      “You always have to be such a spoilsport about everything,” she said. “Don’t you ever relax?”

      “No.”

      “And always so honest too. It must be tiring being you sometimes.”

      Zamara stared at her. “I am starting to see a pattern here.”

      Kormak said, “The wyrmspike in the wine makes some susceptible souls argumentative.”

      “Who are you calling argumentative,” said Rhiana. “And susceptible?”

      “No one,” said Kormak. “It was an observation.”

      “Oh it was an observation, was it? Aren’t we special?”

      “I am going to question some of the guests.”

      “A Guardian is always on duty,” said Zamara. “I shall keep Captain Rhiana company.”

      “That might be a good idea.”

      “There’s no need to be so sarcastic,” said Rhiana.

      Kormak strode out into the garden. Music played. A bard stood by the fountain singing part of the Tale of Anwin, a ballad concerning the fate of one of the heroes of the Sunlands who fell in love with an Old One. The man’s voice was high and clear and brought an eerie clarity to the song.

      “Are you supposed to be a Guardian of the Dawn,” said a voice from nearby. Kormak turned to see a tall man in a costume of silver and white. A horned helmet was taped to his head and held in position with silver-painted linen. He had the sign of the moon on his shield, and his weapon was a wooden sword. Two false arms were attached to his tunic. They held stuffed swords of cloth.

      “Yes,” said Kormak. “I am.”

      “Your costume is not exactly convincing.” The man’s companions, garbed as mountain goblins and dwarves, giggled. A noble and his hangers-on, Kormak guessed.

      “You think so?”

      “You’ve got the blade on your back, and your elder signs look all right, but you could at least have dyed your hair blonde.”

      “Because all Guardians are Sunlanders?”

      “Indeed. Although I can perceive, you are not.”

      “That’s very observant of you. And who may I ask are you?”

      “I am Graghur, the Taker of Skulls.”

      “Your costume is also unconvincing, I am afraid.”

      “And how would you know?”

      “I killed him.”

      The noble laughed. Hearing his mirth, his lackeys decided to laugh too. “At least you play your part with a certain brio,” the false Graghur said. “I’ll give you that.”

      “It’s very good of you to say so.”

      “Have a drink!”

      “Thank you, I already have one.”

      “And everyone knows Guardians are meant to be abstemious.”

      “I know some who are not.”

      “You are determined to keep playing your role, aren’t you?”

      “You’re not the first person to tell me that tonight.”

      “I am not surprised. You would make a very good mummer.”

      Kormak bowed to the man and his hangers-on and strode into the crowd.

      A wizened-looking, grey haired man touched his arm. Kormak looked down into the watery blue eyes of a slight figure garbed in the yellow robes of a priest. A chain containing half a dozen mystical amulets dangled from his neck. Rings marked with mystical runes encircled his fingers. Kormak could not help but notice that one of the amulets was of wraithstone and contained thin filaments of darkness. It was there to protect against the influence of evil magic and blight. Kormak carried a similar one himself.

      “You really are a Guardian, aren’t you?” the man said.

      “I really am.”

      The man’s thin lips twisted into a wan smile.“I thought as much. Even if Count Arald can’t tell a real elder sign, I can. And that is a dwarf-forged blade on your shoulder, isn’t it?”

      “You already know that.”

      The man coughed. It sounded like a lot of phlegm was moving within his chest. “Curious. A Guardian of the Dawn showing up here tonight.”

      “In what way?”

      “I was just thinking that these festivities have almost tipped over the edge into blasphemy.”

      “Drunkenness and licentiousness perhaps but hardly blasphemy.”

      The priest looked at him. “You are sure of that.”

      “I am not a great expert on Church law.”

      “Nor can I claim to be. I trained in other matters.”

      “You are an Initiate of the Mysteries, aren’t you? A sorcerer.”

      The man glanced up at Kormak, covered his mouth, coughed again and then looked around as if he feared they might be overheard. Kormak was not sure why. It would have been obvious to anyone given the number of magical adjuncts the man was wearing. Then again maybe not. Everyone was drunk and pretending to be something other than they were. “I have that honour although, alas, I cannot claim to be a very powerful one.”

      The man sounded uneasy. It was unsurprising. Even Church-sanctioned sorcerers tended to be nervous around members of his order. They were brought up to be. The Order of the Dawn was one way the Prelates of the Holy Sun kept their mages in line.

      Kormak studied the man. His skin seemed sallow and yellowish in the torchlight. His face was lined and his eyes sunken. He looked like someone not-quite-recovered from a long illness. “What brings you to the Governor’s fancy dress ball?”

      “Governor Aurin invites every man of the cloth. I think it is a form of insurance for his soul.”

      “You believe he is a man in need of such a thing?”

      “Ah—that is more like it—a leading question put in an inquisitorial tone. I was just thinking you were remarkably polite for a Guardian.” There was a note of sour humour in the mage’s voice and a hint of animosity. Kormak was used to the latter from wizards, if not the former.

      “It seems everyone here tonight thinks I am playing a part.”

      “And why should you not? Everyone else is.”

      “Including yourself?”

      “Much as I would like to claim otherwise, I must confess it to it. I disapprove of these people and their behaviour and yet I am here.”

      “You said this was blasphemous, how so?”

      “Look at the costumes. They celebrate the Old Ones.”

      “They are hardly the first to do so.”

      “This festival used to be celebrated by the natives. As part of the Lunar rites. They claimed that centuries ago the Old Ones themselves would often walk among the revellers disguised like everyone else.”

      “It has happened in other places.”

      A look of interest passed across the little man’s face. “You say that as if you know it for a fact.”

      “I have been to some of those places.”

      “You have led an interesting life. I don’t suppose you would mind talking to me about it sometime. I am composing a monograph on the subject.” He coughed as if that admission had triggered the seeds of illness within him. It occurred to Kormak that this man might be dying, that his illness might be one of those fatal ones so common in the tropics.

      “Perhaps. If I have the time.”

      “You are here on a mission then?”

      “When is a Guardian ever anything else? You said these rites were once celebrated by the Lunars. I would have thought that would have been stamped down on hard.”

      “Come now, you know better than that. Sometimes the Church bans the old rites. Sometimes it incorporates them in its own rituals. What you are witnessing here is an attempt to make the old Lunar rituals our own. Unfortunately what seems to have happened is the old rites are absorbing our faith.”

      “You can’t mean that.”

      “Stay here as long as I have and then tell me that. I have witnessed the corruption of our Church. That is why when I saw you here, I expected . . .” His voice trailed off as if he could not quite decide what to say next. “This is a bad place, Guardian. The Light dims here even if the Holy Sun seems bright in the sky.”

      “I would not have expected such words from a man of faith. Particularly from one entrusted with the use of the Power.”

      “Perhaps you are right. I have been here too long and seen too much. Perhaps I have let it undermine my confidence in the righteousness of the Holy Sun. After all, you are here. Forgive me for boring you with my forebodings.”

      “There is nothing to forgive,” Kormak said. “I’m interested to hear what you have to say. After all, I am a stranger here.”

      “And how are you finding it?”

      “It’s very difficult to say. I’ve only been here for a very short time. I suspect that these are very far from usual circumstances.”

      “You may be surprised. The skeleton dance only makes obvious what lies below the surface all the time.”

      A very beautiful woman wearing a long green dress and a mask of peacock feathers walked between them and said, “Is Frater Ramon boring you, Guardian? Has he been filling you with his gloom? I can guess the substance of your conversation—decadence, blah blah blah! The Church is corrupt, blah blah blah! Everything is going to hell in a handbasket in these lush tropical climes, blah blah blah!”

      The priest did not look offended. He laughed. “I fear you know me too well, Lady Khiyana. I find it difficult not to be gloomy here. I came here with such high ideals and they all seem to have seeped away.”

      It was Lady Khiyana’s turn to laugh. “You should just do what everybody else does and drink more.”

      “Alas, Lady Khiyana, the wine does not agree with me. I find it makes me deathly ill.”

      “I find that the conversation around here has a similar effect,” Lady Khiyana said. “Who is your handsome friend?”

      Frater Ramon shrugged. “I’m afraid I did not catch your name, Guardian.”

      “That is because I did not say it. Forgive my rudeness. My name is Kormak.”

      “Well now that we are all introduced, perhaps we can get on with the drinking. Or perhaps I can corrupt you, Sir Kormak, since I seem to have singularly failed to corrupt our worthy priest here.”

      “Alas I am afraid that I am like Frater Ramon—I cannot drink your local wine. It does strange things to my mind, and I need all of my wits about me.”

      “I can see that you’re going to be boringly business-like like all of the men in Maial. It’s a pity because you have an interesting look about you. I notice also that you arrived with a large gang of soldiers—that is rarely a good sign.”

      She was clearly curious as to what was going on. Kormak looked at her, but she would not meet his gaze. Her glance slipped off to one side as if she feared he would read something in her eyes. Her manner was at odds with her flirtatiousness and her confidence.

      “I came in with Admiral Zamara. The marines belong to his ship’s company.”

      Her eyes flicked back towards him, and then away when she saw he was still looking at her. Her fingers toyed nervously with her necklace. “So we have a new admiral already. So early in the season. Normally they don’t come out until the last days of autumn. This one must be very keen or very greedy.”

      “I would say that Admiral Zamara is an idealist. He is also the cousin of the King-Emperor.”

      “I suppose I had better keep my tongue in check then. Or maybe I should just go and talk to him. He appears to be a very good-looking man. Oh, don’t look at me like that Frater Ramon. You know full well that there is a shortage of interesting men.”

      “And you’re always on the lookout to add a new one to your collection of admirers, aren’t you Lady Khiyana?”

      “It’s been a pleasure talking to you Guardian. I wish I could say the same for you, Frater Ramon.” Laughing she made her departure. After she had taken three steps, she turned and looked hard at Kormak, as if trying to judge him, then she moved on towards Zamara and Rhiana.

      “A very striking woman,” Kormak said.

      “A very dangerous one,” Frater Ramon said. “Her husband is extremely jealous and a very good swordsman. She likes to keep him busy. Over the past year, she has been the cause of at least three duels.”

      “I can believe that.”

      “You’d best believe it unless you’re planning on fighting a few duels yourself.”

      “There’s enough fighting in my life already.”

      “Wise man. I am starting to become afraid of him myself. There have been a few times over the past few days when Lady Khiyana has hinted that she wanted to talk to me about something, privately, confidentially. When I have tried to draw her out, she has backed away quickly.”

      “What could she possibly want to talk to a Church sorcerer about?”

      “I have asked myself that. I reckon that she will talk in her own good time. People usually do when left to their own devices.”

      “You are taking a remarkably soft line.”

      “You will find that the Church is less powerful here, and the nobles much more so than in Siderea. People take their faith less seriously.”

      “That is useful to know.”

      “It’s something to bear in mind, Sir Kormak. This really is a new world.”

      “I’ll try and remember that.”

      The priest coughed so hard that he almost doubled over. He wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his robe, and when he drew it away, Kormak could see there was blood on it. “If I can be of any aid to you, please let me know. It is good to know that there is someone here who is loyal to the ideals of the Holy Sun.”

      “I will do that.”

      “I had best return to my chambers. I fear I may be suffering a relapse.”

      “You have rooms here?”

      “Near here. But I am the Governor’s adviser on a number of matters. He likes to keep me on hand.”

      “You are not quite so humble a priest as you had led me to believe.”

      “As I told you earlier, everyone here is playing a part, one way or another. I shall wish you a good night, Guardian.”

      Kormak watched him go. The priest’s ominous words set him to thinking about the dangers that might be lurking below the surface here. That brought Orson to mind. He wondered what the merchant was up to now.
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      Orson strode through the gates of his mansion, loosening the buttons on his tunic’s collar and slapping at a mosquito. Sweat drenched his garments and not just from the heat. He really did not like the way the Guardian looked at him, like a wolf contemplating a nice fat sheep.

      He had no doubt that Kormak suspected him of wrongdoing and rightly so. Both of his former bodyguards, Urag and Burk, had made covert attempts on the man’s life, and both had failed, even though Burk was a changeling, a shapeshifting assassin trained from the Courts of the Moon.

      It had made for some interesting verbal fencing at the dining table of the Pride of Siderea during the voyage over. He doubted he had convinced the Guardian he had nothing to do with it. That was alarming. More so was the fact that there was a keen mind lurking behind that blunt, barbaric facade.

      He paused and took a deep breath. He would have taken a palanquin from the Governor’s mansion if there had been any available. To a man of his great bulk walking even the few hundred strides from one great house to the other was a strain in this heat. No sea breezes here. Not tonight.

      He produced a handkerchief and mopped his brow. Once again he wondered about the Guardian’s mission. According to the changeling, he was in Terra Nova to seek the source of the sarcophagus whose inhabitant had so nearly killed the King of Siderea. But that could just be a cover story.

      Perhaps he had been sent here to stiffen the spine of Governor Aurin and take action against Balthazar’s people. Perhaps more was known about the planned rebellion in the name of the Old Ones than Balthazar suspected. Kormak had come along with a new admiral, a relative of the King no less, and a small army of troops. Coincidence? When the rebels were almost ready to strike? That would be too much to hope for.

      A shadow detached itself from the verandah of his mansion. His factotum, Lorenzo, moved out to greet him. The broad, bullet-headed man rubbed his hands together then bowed. “Welcome home, Master. Count Balthazar awaits you in the sanctum.”

      Lorenzo was loyal, but he had no idea what Balthazar truly was. “Very good. I will see him at once. Bring food and wine.”

      The servant nodded and then cleared his throat. Orson knew him well enough to know that it showed he was nervous. “And a soldier arrived. I did not recognise him, but he said he came from you. I allowed him admittance and told him to wait in the hall. He went straight into the sanctum to talk with the Count.”

      Orson cursed. And that would be the accursed changeling. He had at least remained in disguise on the ship and restrained himself from attacking the Guardian.

      “I asked him to leave, but the Count told me that he could stay and . . .”

      He let the words trail off. Orson understood too well. Few defied Count Balthazar when he chose to exert his will. “No matter, old friend. I will sort the matter. See that we are not disturbed.”

      Lorenzo looked grateful. “Of course, master.”

      Orson scratched at a mosquito bite. Sweat made his fingertips moist. He wanted a cold bath but, as always, business would have to come first.

      “Ah, Orson, welcome home!” Count Balthazar’s resonant voice rang out as Orson entered the room. He raised his goblet in a toast with as much ease as if he had been sitting in the guest room of his own rundown manor. Still in the form and dress of a marine from the Pride of Siderea, the changeling also raised a glass.

      Orson strode across the richly furnished room, took an antique stone pitcher from the heavy oaken table and poured himself a goblet. He swigged it down unwatered, slumped down into a massive overstuffed armchair and studied his companions.

      Balthazar looked the same as he had when Orson departed for Siderea. He was very tall, broad of shoulder and narrow of hip and fitter looking than a man of his age had any right to be. People thought the extent of his alchemy was to dye his hair and beard black. Little did they know. Inwardly Orson cursed the weak heart that made him reliant on the potions Balthazar provided. With the Guardian around, being an associate of the Count was likely to be very dangerous. He let none of these thoughts show on his face.

      “Thank you, my friends,” Orson said. “It is good to be home although I fear that our ship has brought us a new problem.”

      “Yes, our new comrade was informing me of that. A Guardian of the Dawn. One of the fanatical witch hunters of the Holy Sun. And by all accounts a very deadly one.” From his cheerful expression, you would have thought Balthazar was discussing a pleasant surprise.

      “That is most assuredly the case,” said Orson. “One capable of killing a newly resurrected Lunar warlord.”

      “This is very bad timing,” said Balthazar. “As far as our plans are concerned.”

      “And possibly not a coincidence,” Orson said. He could not help but notice the changeling’s expression. If anything he looked even more relaxed than he had a few moments ago.

      Orson guessed he was paying keen attention to their discussion. Well, if they expected support from the Courts of the Moon for their rebellion, it would be best if he was involved. One thing was certain. The changeling would not be telling the agents of King Aemon anything.

      Balthazar cupped his wine in both hands and studied its depths. “We are so close. The jungle tribes are almost ready. When the signal is given, our brethren here within the city will rise against their oppressors. Terra Nova will be free, and the old faith will return. But we have another and yet more pressing problem.”

      He pulled a small miniature painting from within his tunic. Orson recognised the profile at once. It would be hard not to. “Lady Khiyana,” Orson said.

      “She is suffering a crisis of faith in our holy mission,” said Balthazar. “I fear that she intends to betray us and soon. Perhaps she already has. She has spoken to Frater Ramon a few times. She has always been weak.”

      There was a note of recrimination in the Count’s voice. Orson had been one of Lady Khiyana’s sponsors. He had seen how useful she could be.”

      “That is not the only problem,” said the changeling. “We must find the source of Vorkhul’s coffin. And we must find it before the sun worshippers.”

      He spoke with calm authority. Orson wondered as to the exact contents of the Lunar emissary’s chat with the Count. It looked as if he had managed to convince Balthazar that they were of the same faith. Orson wondered how true that was. He had his suspicions about the true nature of Balthazar’s beliefs. He had always kept his distance because of them.

      Balthazar nodded. “He is correct, Orson. Our Lord demands this. He has spoken to me in visions.”

      Orson was not sure how much credence to place in Balthazar’s visions. They always seemed to support whatever the Count wanted to be done. But then he was the voice of Xothak in this place.

      “Our whole plan is on the verge of being unravelled by one weak woman and you are concerned with locating some ancient relic.”

      “A relic which our enemies want as well.” There was a note of menace in the Count’s voice; one Orson had learned it was best not to ignore. He needed to find a way of breaking the Count’s grip on him and soon.

      Orson sighed. “How do you propose that we do this?”

      “The men who sold the coffin to Governor Aurin must be located. They may still be in town, and you have many contacts here. It is imperative we find them before this Guardian does. And we must do all we can to slow down his investigation.”

      “Very well. I will have Lorenzo start searching at once. If they are present in Maial, he will find him. Now, what are we going to do about the Guardian and Lady Khiyana?”

      The changeling leaned forward and studied the miniature portrait. “If you will allow me to suggest something,” he said, “we may be able to kill two birds with one stone.”

      
* * *

      The changeling made his way from Orson’s mansion to the Governor’s house. The scabbarded longsword tugged at his belt. His hands moved to the pouch stowed beside it, checking it carefully. His collection of poison vials lay within it along with his stiletto he would use to deliver them. He hoped he would not need it tonight. Poison was too subtle for what he had in mind.

      From all around came the sounds of revelry. A small domino mask covered his face. The warm, humid air swirled around him. He allowed himself to sweat a little, knowing that if he did not, it would look suspicious.

      A party of drunks approached him, proffering a bottle. He smiled amiably and waved them on, putting a weave into his step that suggested he had already taken far too much. The last thing he wanted at this stage was to be drawn into a fight with some offended reveller.

      He considered his options. He had not expected things to be quite so chaotic when he reached Maial. Originally, the plan was that he make contact with the rebels here and aid them in any way possible. Anything that destabilised Siderea and strengthened the power of the Courts of the Moon was a good thing.

      But then Vorkhul’s coffin had come to light, and he had been told to find its source at all costs. A geas, a spell of compulsion of the most powerful kind, had been laid upon him to make sure he did so. It annoyed him, but he understood the reasons. The Eldrim warlord Vorkhul had been thought dead for millennia and yet somehow he had returned.

      He had seen the havoc the thing from the coffin had wreaked. It had run amok through the most heavily guarded sanctum of the Sunlanders and only been killed by a Guardian of the Dawn.

      There was a terrible mystery here. Where had Vorkhul come from? And were there more like him? The geas nagged away at the back of his mind, driving him to seek the coffin in the way an addict was compelled to seek his drugs.

      He had to find the coffin’s source before the Guardian did, and his allies must be protected at all costs, at least until they had helped him locate what he needed to know.

      He had his suspicions about his allies too. Orson was obviously not a true believer in the Lunar faith, and he suspected that Count Balthazar was something worse. He seemed a sincere worshipper of Xothak, a being about whom very dark tales were told. It was fortunate indeed that the changeling had infiltrated enough Shadow cults to know their secret signs. The knowledge had enabled him to convince Balthazar that they followed the same dark lords.

      The cultist was a sorcerer of considerable power who had not taken any precautions against corruption by the Shadow. The subtle signs were all over him. The Guardian would doubtless spot them too. The changeling needed to know exactly how deep into darkness the Count had fallen. A corrupted sorcerer would be a very dangerous ally.

      Still, if he was to be believed, Balthazar was on the verge of fomenting rebellion in the richest colony of Siderea. The chaos that uprising brought could only strengthen the Courts of the Moon.

      The changeling would soon be able to confirm his suspicions. He would interrogate this Lady Khiyana before he removed her. She would tell him all she knew, and he would decide what to do about Balthazar and his minions once they had aided him in his mission.

      The Governor’s mansion lay ahead of him. He altered his features and build to resemble those of one of the revellers he had seen earlier and strode confidently through the gate, adjusting his domino mask. No one paid any attention to him. The party was at that stage.

      He moved through the gardens, hunting for his prey. He would need to move cautiously at first. He walked among the guests, avoiding conversation and deflecting all advances. He saw the Guardian and Captain Rhiana and Admiral Zamara talking.

      For a moment, he quailed at the thought of being discovered. His arm bore a scar from where Kormak’s sword had bit into it. He had been lucky. None of the delicate fleshwoven mechanisms embedded beneath his skin had been damaged beyond healing. It had been a mistake to try to take the man head on. Deadly as the changeling was, the Guardian was more so. Violence was the sphere in which he excelled. Still, there was more than one way to skin a panther, as the hillmen said.

      He moved closer, studying the area for other threats. There was no sign of the initiate mage. Those could sometimes prove to be a problem. A sorcerer’s powers could cause him inconvenience.

      He took in a deep breath, enjoying the corruptly sweet perfume of the tropical blossoms. As he watched, he saw the Guardian take the merwoman by the arm. They said goodnight and withdrew up the stairs. He had observed their behaviour on the Pride of Siderea enough to know that they would not be returning tonight. He continued to watch until he saw the Admiral draw off into a side chamber with a lovely tall woman, then he removed the sword belt from his waist and strapped it over his shoulder.

      It was time to get to work.
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      Lady Khiyana felt sure she was being watched. She glanced around and saw the Guardian Kormak staring at her, his gaze that of a great hunting cat studying a gazelle. He knew something; she was certain. He was going to take her to the dungeons and question her.

      She bit the end of the strand of her hair. In a way she was glad. Soon the long nightmare would be over, one way or another.

      One of the servants walked past. She flinched then smoothed her dress with both hands to cover the motion. The man’s mask was off papier mâché. It showed the face of a loyal hound. Even on this night of all nights, the servants were made to know their place. The Governor was a stickler for keeping the divisions between classes visible, no matter how much he liked to tup his servant girls.

      The servant offered her a glass from the tray he carried. She shook her head, a quick sharp motion. She changed it to a longer more emphatic one and added the languid gesture of dismissal of a society lady for her inferiors.

      The man nodded respectfully and moved on. Clearly, he was not one of those who hoped for a dalliance with a noble lady this night. Not that she hadn’t done such things in the past. Back when she had been a silly girl. That all seemed so long ago now, though. The action of another woman in another life.

      She wondered how much longer the Guardian was going to make her wait for the axe to fall. This was a game of cat and mouse to him. If he was trying to frighten her, he was succeeding. It would not take much to make her tell him everything. Several times over the past few weeks she had come close to confessing to Frater Ramon. Her fellow cultists were starting to look at her oddly. It was only a matter of time before everything fell apart.

      Once again she went over her story, polishing it. She wanted to reveal only the angles that showed her in the most flattering light. It was close enough to the truth anyway. She was not a Shadow worshipper. She was not.

      Oh, she had taken part in the rituals. She had seen human sacrifice performed. She had watched demons manifest and feed upon blood and souls. She had taken part in orgiastic rites of celebration. But she had never meant to.

      She had not. She had not. She had been deceived as so many had been deceived before her, and when she had found out the truth it was too late to back out. She was in too deep. She had gone too far. She had blackened her soul, stained it so deep that perhaps she would never again walk in the Light.

      No. That could not be true. That was not what scripture said. It was not what the priests said. No one was so steeped in sin that they could not find their way back to the Light. The Holy Sun would accept sincere repentance and there had never been a more sincere repentance than hers. She could not go on like this. She could not.

      She looked over at where the Guardian had been standing, but he had disappeared. Perhaps he was not interested in her after all. She did not know whether to be relieved or disappointed.

      What if the Guardian did not believe her? Or what if he believed her but yet took her to be guilty. The Church had dungeons in which heretics were put to the rack and the hot iron. She could not face that. She could not face the thought of her skin being marked and her body being broken.

      A couple moved towards her. One of them was a man, tall and dark, and she wondered for a moment whether it was the Guardian. Had he brought a companion? Did he mistake the purpose of her earlier glance? She should not have flirted with him. But she could not help herself. It was what she did with men. It had been ever since she was fourteen years old.

      The couple moved past. It was a tall swordsman alright, but he was with one of the paid companions the Governor liked to provide for those who could not find their own, or for those whose tastes were so outré that volunteers could not be found. They pushed by her, heading for a dark spot among the trees, away from the lanterns. The man giggled. His companion stroked his arm and then moved her hand lower.

      It would not have been so long ago that she might have been taking part in such sport. She looked back at those innocent times as if they had happened to somebody else.

      She felt as if she had aged a score of years over the past few. She was sure that if there were a magic mirror that showed the way she felt, her reflection would look like a hag. It was her membership of the Cult of Xothak that had aged her. How could she have been such a fool? How could she have believed it would lead her to power and immortality? All it had done was lead her into sin and death.

      She realised that she had stepped out of the circle of light when the couple had approached. Hastily she stepped back into it. She did not like to be in the dark any more.

      There he was. The Guardian. That was his tall, lean figure. She could see the hilt of the sword protruding across his right shoulder. He gazed around for a moment and then strode straight towards her, his step purposeful. She swallowed. There was no doubt he wanted to speak to her.

      There was something different about him, she realised. In the dim light, she could not quite put her finger on it. She was relieved that he had come, though. He moved towards her with his distinctive animal stride. He looked ready to fight anyone at any time. Good. He would need to be. Once he heard what she had to tell there would be a lot of fighting.

      “I want to speak to you,” Kormak said. “On a matter of great urgency.”

      She felt sick and flinched back as if expecting a blow. The moment she had dreaded for so long was here. Pull yourself together, she thought. You have only one chance at this. Make the man believe you.

      “Guardian of the Dawn—thank the Light that you are here. I am in urgent need of your aid.”

      “This is hardly the most private of places, and I suspect this would be a conversation better held in private.”

      Lady Khiyana looked around. Nobody was within easy eavesdropping distance, but better safe than sorry. “I believe that would be for the best. Let us head to one of the bedrooms. If anybody sees us, they will assume it is an assignation.”

      The Guardian extended his arm, and she hooked own into it. There was something reassuring about the feel of hard muscle against her skin. She started to believe that perhaps everything would be all right after all.

      They walked back inside the mansion. No one paid any attention. They were all far too drunk or far too wrapped up in their own intrigues.

      They made their way up the stairs and along the corridor. In the light from the chandeliers, she suddenly realised what was different about him.

      “You’ve changed into a new costume,” she said. He was wearing a soldier’s tunic and a different sword belt. There was something different about the hilt of his blade as well, and there was no hint of any elder signs. “You’ve come as a soldier.”

      He smiled as if at some private joke. “As a marine actually.”

      “Why did you bother to get changed?” She was just talking for the sake of it. She was nervous and trying to hide it. She hoped that he didn’t notice. She was going to have to be more convincing and more relaxed when it came to her confession.

      “I decided that I wanted to be like everybody else—pretending to be something I am not.”

      “I suppose it was easy enough to swap costumes with one of the marines who came with you.”

      “Easier than you might imagine.”

      A serving girl was staring at him. He smiled at her. The wench licked her lips. Perhaps she thought she was going to be invited into the bedroom as well.

      “Perhaps you’d better run along now,” Lady Khiyana said to her. “The Guardian and I would like to be alone.”

      The smile disappeared from the woman’s face. It was a pretty one too even beneath the skull makeup. She gave a curtsey and backed off down the corridor. The Guardian winked at her as she went. Perhaps he wanted her to remember him for later. Well, no matter. She had things to say to him that would take his mind off serving wenches.

      She listened discretely at the door of the chamber and heard nothing. She pushed the door and stepped inside. It was dark within. The light of the moon filtered in through the glass doors to the balcony. A four poster bed, partially shrouded by a mosquito net dominated the chamber. It was a guest room she was familiar with from previous visits to the Governor’s mansion.

      “So what is it you want to tell me?” Kormak asked. His smile looked more predatory than ever.

      Lady Khiyana took a deep breath. It was now or never. She had best confess before he started interrogating her. “Oh Guardian,” she said. “I have been a weak and foolish woman.”

      “In what way?”

      “First, I need to know you will not judge me too harshly.”

      The Guardian’s face was grim. “I cannot promise you that before I hear what you have to say. If you have something on your conscience, tell me. You have my word I will do what I can for you.”

      That seemed like the best she was going to get so she nodded agreement. “A few years ago I was approached by a friend, an acquaintance really. He belonged to a select group that gave interesting parties.”

      They had been interesting parties too, with some very important people present. There had been the finest wines, sophisticated conversation, sophisticated drugs. She remembered how thrilled she had been to attend the first of them, to be the centre of attention for so many powerful people. It was even more thrilling than taking lovers had been after the first few years of her marriage.

      “The parties were just the beginning. After I had been to a few, the conversations turned to other things, to magic, to immortality, to alchemy, to the preservation and extension of life. One of the men said it was a pity that beauty such as mine should be spoiled by the passage of the years.”

      Tears rolled from her eyes now. She had nodded agreement when she had been told that. It had been foolish vanity, she knew that now, but back then she had thought it only the truth. What mortal would not?

      “That was the first conversation I had with Count Balthazar.”

      She looked at the Guardian to see how he was taking it. The man’s face was a blank mask. He was listening intently. “You must have heard this sort of thing before.”

      “More often than you would think. Go on.”

      “That conversation turned to the topic of alchemy and the preservation of life. Count Balthazar mentioned that the Old Ones who came before us knew so much more about these things than we did, and they had found the way to make their chosen servants immortal, or at least very long-lived.”

      “All that is true,” said Kormak. “But those servants always paid a terrible price in the end.”

      She nodded. “I knew that even then, but I could not help but think about it. I sensed that the Count was watching me carefully, judging my response. He must have seen what he wanted to see because he changed the subject and did not return to it.”

      “Not that night anyway,” Kormak said.

      “You understand.”

      “It is the way certain cults recruit new members.”

      “Yes. Yes. It is.”

      “Please continue. I have the feeling that you are going to tell me something of the utmost importance.”

      He had not struck her. He had not summoned warriors to drag her away to the body-breaking dungeons. He simply seemed to listen more intently. Encouraged she went on. She told him of the round of parties which had become wilder, of the ever more potent drugs that were used, of the way the conversations had of coming back more and more often to the magic of the Old Ones and the secret of immortality.

      Count Balthazar kept talking about alchemy, kept judging her with his wise eyes. In the end, she came out and asked him directly whether he was an alchemist. When he said yes, she had asked him if he would teach her. She begged him to teach her.

      He told her it was a high and serious undertaking, frowned on by the Church, practised in secret to avoid persecution. He could not teach her until she had proven she would not betray him.

      “And how would you do that?” Kormak asked. Lady Khiyana felt certain he already knew the answer. He was just trying to provoke her.

      “I had to do something forbidden, commit a crime that would ensure that if I did betray him, I would suffer the same fate.”

      The Count had not told her this all at once. He had made her work to get that from him. Looking back she could see she had been cleverly manipulated into doing all the work of recruiting herself. At the time, it had not looked like that. Every piece of information she had talked out of him had felt like a small victory.

      “Why did you not go immediately to the Church?” Kormak asked. “When Balthazar told you that he dabbled in alchemy. You knew he was talking about a serious sin.”

      “He was, but talk was all it was. It would have been my word against his, and he is a powerful man. There was no proof.”

      “But the thought did occur to you.”

      She felt her face flush. “It did. Even then. I told myself that if I found anything evil, I would report it. But it all seemed so harmless. Just rich people experimenting with drugs and alchemy. There was nothing sinister about it.”

      “There never is, to begin with,” Kormak said. “You agreed to do what was asked of you, in the end, though, didn’t you?”

      “I did. Curiosity overcame me. I wanted what I knew I couldn’t have. I wanted it because it was forbidden.”

      And she had. The allure of the forbidden had been part of the attraction.

      “What did you do?”

      “I took part in a ritual. I sacrificed some birds.”

      “That hardly seems horrific.”

      “The Church forbids it. I made a sacrifice to one of the Old Ones, Xothak, a known enemy of the Sun.”

      “You realise that by confessing this to me you could be put on trial for heresy and witchcraft. The punishment is death.”

      “I no longer care. I am tired of living the way I do. I am tired of the evil I have seen. If you wish to have me killed so be it. But at least my death may have some useful purpose, some meaning.”

      “That is an admirable impulse. There may be hope that your soul can be saved. Perhaps your body too. Pray, continue.”

      “Of course, I learned nothing immediately.”

      The first sacrifice had only been a test to see how far she was prepared to go. There had been more sacrifices, each performed by her hand. She had taken drugs and wine to steady her hand. Each was a step down a dark road. Each made her investment in time and willpower more important. Each made it harder to turn back. It had all felt so inevitable once she was locked inside it.

      She was avoiding what she had done. She did not want to think about it. Even now she could not imagine how she had done it, but now she was more or less sober. At the time, she had been on powerful drugs. She had distanced herself from what she was doing. She had told herself it was all a hallucination or a dream. It had not been.

      She could not bring herself to speak of it. The words stuck in her throat. The Guardian appeared to understand.

      “They accepted you in the end. You did whatever it was that was required of you to make them do that.”

      “Yes, I did it.” Why could she not say what she had done? She had done it after all. How could such an evil deed be easier to perform than to talk about?

      “And then what happened?”

      She had not been let into the secrets of immortality. Not even after she had made the necessary sacrifice. She had done other things for the alchemist. She had seduced powerful men, taken lovers. She had driven her husband mad with jealousy so that he would kill them in duels. She had held the threat of telling him over the heads of others. She had wheedled information from some and stolen things from others. She had helped neutralise Balthazar’s enemies and advance his friends. She had not then known it was all part of a much larger plan.

      She was not proud of herself, but she had done it. She had received rewards too. Small rewards at first. Potions that had made her feel young and happy, that had countered the guilt and depression she so often felt when she was not taking them. She had drunk too much and taken too many lovers, including those she had not been told to take.

      She lost control of herself. She began to drink too much and talk too much. There had been crying jags and spells of wild exultation. And recently she had come to realise that the other members of the cult were looking at her oddly. They were worried about her behaviour. It came to her that was dangerous because she knew now how dangerous these glittering friendly people could be.

      They worshipped not just the Old Ones but Old Ones who had given themselves to the Shadow. They plotted rebellion against the state and the Church. They killed people, and they worked dark magic. She realised that she stayed drunk and high not just from guilt but from fear. There was no one she dared tell.

      “You were afraid of these people, I understand, but why not go to the Church. Frater Ramon would have helped you. He and the Governor would have hunted down the people who had deceived you.”

      “You don’t understand. Frater Ramon is sick, and the Governor is a weak and fearful man.”

      “So you have not talked to anyone about this,” said Kormak.

      “No.”

      The Guardian nodded and paused for a moment as if he were thinking about something. He gazed around the room. The silence grew longer. Her dread mounted. Her fate was entirely in his hands. Still, she felt as if a vast weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

      “It is still possible you might be saved. If you do exactly what I tell you and everything I ask.”

      She saw a small glimmer of hope. Perhaps she could escape from this with her life.

      “You can give me the names of all these people.”

      “Yes.”

      “You are willing to testify under oath and sign your name to a confession?”

      “Yes.”

      “You will betray them even though you have sworn oaths to them and sacrificed human beings for them?”

      “Yes.” She looked up at him and saw something strange written on his face. It might have been sadness. “You don’t believe me.”

      “Unfortunately, I do.”

      “Why, unfortunately?”

      “It does not matter. Take off your clothes.”

      “What? Now hardly seemed the time.”

      “You said you would do anything I asked. Think of this as another test. A final one.”

      So the Guardian was not so different from other men after all. Well, if this were part of the price of freedom she would pay it. She had paid it before.

      She stripped slowly, folding her clothes one by one and setting them down on a chest of drawers. She turned to face him and saw appreciation in his eyes.

      “Lie down on the bed.” She did so, wondering why he had produced the knife. She was still wondering when he drew the razor sharp blade across her throat.
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      A servant rapped on the door. “Breakfast is served in the main dining room.”

      Kormak rose from where he lay. Rhiana stirred next to him. “My head,” she said. “It feels like a mast fell on it.”

      “If you will drink the local wine,” Kormak said.

      “Oh,” she said. “It’s all starting to come back to me. That is embarrassing.”

      “I don’t think anyone noticed anything you said or did.”

      “Except you. I hope.”

      “Except me.”

      “It seems we are back where we started.”

      “We’re not aboard a ship. I find that a bonus.”

      “You know what I mean. What are we going to do?”

      “Nothing has changed,” Kormak said. “I’m still a Guardian, and you still want to go back to Port Blood. We talked about this on the Pride of Siderea.”

      “You don’t want anything to change. You want to stay just the way you are.”

      “I see that some of the wyrmspike wine is still in your blood. You’re very argumentative this morning.”

      “It takes two to make an argument.”

      “You get no argument from me about that.”

      “Well, that’s a novelty.”

      “I believe the Governor is waiting for our presence.”

      “And you change the subject, as always.”

      Kormak shrugged, rose from the bed and started to get dressed. “I have work to do here and a limited time to do it in.”

      “So you’re off to seek a new way of getting yourself killed.”

      “I hope not. I hope I’m about to start discovering who tried to get King Aemon killed. If I don’t, I may get myself killed. Prince Taran does not like me, and he likes failure even less.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do about you.”

      “You don’t need to do anything.”

      “I wish that were true.”

      “Get dressed,” Kormak said. “We are keeping the Governor waiting and Admiral Zamara too.”

      “I don’t think they will be shocked. Not with the way everybody was behaving last night.”

      “Zamara is quite an impressionable soul.”

      “I think he’s going to be out of his depth here.”

      “He might surprise you.”

      “I certainly hope so. For his sake.”

      Rhiana began to get dressed. Kormak watched her as if it was the last time. She was certainly very beautiful, and he would be sad to see her go. But the longer she stayed with him, the more danger she would be in.

      They strode down the stairs into a huge dining room. The Governor was already present, but there was no sign of his female companion from the evening before. Zamara was there along with Terves. The Governor looked up as Kormak entered and said, “Good morning, Guardian. I trust you slept well.”

      “About as well as everybody else,” Kormak said.

      The Governor looked at Rhiana appreciatively and said, “I do not doubt that for a second.” He gestured to the collection of bowls on the table and said, “Help yourself to whatever you want. We do not stand on ceremony here. It’s not like at the King-Emperor’s court. We are somewhat less formal here.”

      “I noticed that last night.”

      The Governor looked away and made a deprecatory gesture with his right hand. “I trust you will not judge me by last night. Like everyone else, I was somewhat the worse for wear. That is not the way things usually go round here. I can assure you, as I was just assuring the Admiral, that I run a very tight ship.”

      As he spoke more and more servants in plain black tunics entered the room, carrying a selection of dishes which they placed upon the table and then withdrew silently as they came. “Do have some of the dried fish, Sir Kormak. I think you will find it is excellent.”

      Kormak helped himself to some bread and butter and put it on a plate. “I have some questions to ask you.”

      “Of course, of course. But first Admiral Zamara gives me to understand that you have some papers for me. Credentials, as it were. It’s not that I don’t take your word, but there are protocols to be followed in matters such as this.”

      Kormak produced papers and the royal signet ring. The Governor made a great show of reading the King’s warrant and inspecting the seal. By the time he had finished, his face was pale, and he was swallowing even though there was no food in his mouth.

      “Everything certainly seems to be in order,” the Governor said. “What can I do to help you? I can assure you that all you have to do is ask, and I will move heaven and earth to get it done.”

      “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Kormak said. “All you need to do is answer some questions. Depending on your answers we shall see how things proceed.”

      “By all means, go ahead. I have nothing to hide. Nothing to hide at all.”

      “On the last treasure galleon, you sent a sarcophagus to the King.”

      “Indeed, I did. A very fine specimen it was brought in by some adventurers from upcountry. I remember thinking that it was exactly the sort of thing that King Aemon had asked me to keep an eye open for. I hope the King was pleased.”

      Either the man had no idea of what had ensued once the coffin was delivered or he was a much better actor than he appeared to be. “Initially.”

      Now the Governor looked alarmed. “Initially?”

      “The sarcophagus contained an Old One. A very dangerous one. One that killed over a score of people in the Imperial Palace and almost killed the King himself.”

      If the Governor had looked pale before, he turned white now. His eyes became very large. “I’m very, very sorry to hear that. I had no idea. Please tell the King that I had no conception that anything so dangerous could have been within that coffin. His Majesty made it very clear to me that anything I found out there was to be sent on undisturbed, and I followed his instructions to the letter.”

      “You made no attempt to check upon the sarcophagus whatsoever?”

      The Governor shook his head. “The King was quite clear. Nothing was to be disturbed. Particularly if the object appeared to be of mystical significance.”

      “And the object appeared to be so to you?”

      “I am no expert on such things. In these matters, I rely upon Frater Ramon. He is a scholar of formidable intellect and considerable knowledge. He studied these matters in depth. I sometimes think that he knows all there is to know about the Old Ones around here.”

      “I talked to him last night, and he certainly seemed knowledgeable.”

      “You are undoubtedly considerably better informed in such matters than I am.”

      “So you’re saying that Frater Ramon is the person responsible for sending this to the King.”

      For an instant, the Governor looked relieved. He had found a way to shift the blame. Kormak could almost see the gears moving inside his head. “I would hardly say he was responsible for sending it to the King. He simply advised me about it. In fact, now that I think about it, he did tell me about the seals. He said that this was a discovery of extraordinary mystical significance.”

      “You told him about the King’s interest in these things?”

      “He is my closest adviser in such matters—of course, I had told him. He was well aware of the reason I was consulting him about the sarcophagus.”

      “We’ll come back to that then. Tell me where the sarcophagus came from originally. Tell me about these adventurers.”

      “There’s not a lot to tell really. They were typical of their sort. Rough men who spend a lot of time out in the wilderness looking for gold and ancient treasures. They claimed that they had found the sarcophagus deep in the wastelands beyond the Xilarean peaks. They claimed that they had spent a lot of time and gold getting it and that a lot of their friends had died while they were doing so.”

      “Where could I find these men? It would help me a lot, and it would not do you any harm if they could confirm your story.”

      The Governor smiled. “There are plenty of people who could confirm my story. The men brought the matter up in one of my judicial sessions. They presented themselves to me. Ezra was there. Frater Ramon was there. Half a dozen scribes were there and a group of personal servants.”

      “And all of these people saw the sarcophagus? And none of them had any opportunity to tamper with it?”

      “I’m in no position to say, Sir Kormak. I was not with the sarcophagus every minute it was within my mansion. In fact, after the initial session, I barely saw it. That was the business of Frater Ramon and the previous Admiral and all of the other people responsible for seeing that cargoes were transhipped.”

      “I get the picture.”

      “I’m sure you understand how it is. I’m a very busy man, and I can take personal responsibility for all of the little details of everything that surrounds me.”

      “Of course, Governor.”

      “That’s very understanding of you, Sir Kormak. Would you perhaps like a little wine?” The Governor appeared to think that they had passed some milestone in the conversation. Kormak saw no reason to let him think otherwise.

      “No thank you. So you have absolutely no idea where I might find these adventurers?”

      “Probably where you will always find men of that sort. They will either be frequenting the lowest dives in the city, or they will be upcountry searching for their next big find.”

      “And their names?”

      “Anders and something?” The Governor looked at Ezra.

      “Gregor, your Excellency.”

      “Gregor. Thank you, Ezra.”

      “You said that they found the sarcophagus in the mountains.”

      “Indeed, Sir Kormak. There are some villages up there as well as plantations. I believe these men had come from the wastelands beyond the mountains.”

      “I would very much like to find these men. It would certainly go a long way towards exonerating you in the King’s eyes.”

      The Governor set his goblet down. “You’re saying that I’m in trouble with His Majesty even after what I’ve told you?” There was a dangerous edge to his voice.

      “That will be up to His Majesty. I am merely reporting to him.” Kormak had conducted enough interrogations to know that he wanted to distance himself from the perceived threat here. The Governor could undoubtedly be a dangerous man if he felt at risk.

      The Governor's nod was affable. He was starting to reassert control of the situation. “I will do everything in my power to help you find the men who sold me the coffin. I will also put all of my staff at your disposal. There is nothing more important to me than getting to the bottom of this matter, and I would greatly appreciate it if you let His Majesty know that.”

      “I certainly will,” Kormak said. “He will learn of all of the cooperation you have given me.”

      Raised voices were heard outside. It sounded almost as if two people were about to come to blows.

      A large man with a dark, furious face and bristling moustaches barged into the room. He strode directly up to the table and drew back his hand as if to slap Kormak in the face. The Guardian caught his wrist. Try as he might, the man could not move his hand.

      “Unhand me, you ruffian, or I will teach a lesson.”

      “I will if you can remain calm, sir,” Kormak said.

      “How dare you speak to me of remaining calm. I demand satisfaction, sir. I demand it now.”

      Zamara stood there, mouth open, stupefied. He quite clearly did not know whether to intervene or not. Among the nobility duels were a matter governed by etiquette.

      “Satisfaction? For what?” Kormak asked.

      “For your behaviour, sir. Surely you’re not going to be so indelicate as to force me to spell this thing out.”

      “I’m afraid I am. When a man challenges me to a duel, I feel the need to ask why.”

      “For your behaviour towards my wife, of course.”

      “Your wife?”

      “Don’t play the innocent with me! I won’t stand for it.”

      The Governor had been watching all of this with mild amusement. Kormak suspected that Aurin would be quite happy for this man to kill him in a duel. It would certainly put an end to the investigation. He began to wonder if this had perhaps been arranged.

      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Kormak said. “And I don’t fight duels.”

      “What sort of coward are you?”

      “If you want to try and kill me, go ahead. It will give me no pleasure to cut you down.”

      The man stared at him. Clearly, this was not how he expected things to go. “I do not have my duelling sword with me. Nor are you properly equipped.”

      “I have fought many a battle with this blade. And it has shed the blood of considerably more noble men than you.”

      “This is not the way such things are done,” the man spluttered.

      “Do you need an audience? If there is a matter worth killing over surely it is best to get it out of the way. If honour must be satisfied, there is no time like the present.”

      The man took a step back now and looked at Kormak as if seeing him for the first time. His expression was confused. He looked as if he suspected he was being mocked and at the same time there were something like respect in his eyes. Kormak judged his opponent. He moved very well for such a large man and doubtless he would be formidable in a fight.

      “You have no honour, sir.”

      “I’m not the one who charged in and started making false accusations.”

      “Are you calling me a liar, sir?”

      “Why? Would it give you cause to challenge me to a duel?”

      “I am sure it would.”

      “Sir Kormak is mocking you, Count Shahad,” said the Governor.

      “No man mocks me and lives.”

      The Count placed his hand upon his sword. “I want witnesses to show I cut down this clod in a lawful manner.”

      “Since I am about to die, may I ask who put you up to this?” Kormak asked.

      “No one but yourself, sir. Your behaviour with my wife was unforgivable.”

      “What am I supposed to have done to your wife?”

      “You have polluted her, sir. You have sullied my good name and dragged hers through the mud.”

      “And how exactly have I done this?”

      “In the usual way, sir. In the manner of a lustful man venting his evil desires on pure and innocent flesh.”

      “And when did I vent my evil desires?”

      “You know full well, sir.”

      “Indulge me.”

      “Last night, when in your cups, filled with drunken lust you pulled my poor wife into a darkened room and had your evil way with her.”

      “That seems very unlikely,” said Rhiana. “Sir Kormak was with me last night. And I saw your wife nowhere in our chambers.”

      Count Shahad turned to her and said, “And you are prepared to admit to such lewd behaviour? I would expect nothing less from a moonchild.”

      “I am far from the only person around here indulging in it. If the rest are hypocritical enough not to want to talk about it, that is their lookout.”

      Count Shahad shook his head. “I do not believe you.”

      Rhiana laughed at him. “I do not care. It alters the truth, not one whit, you ox.”

      “By the Light, woman, if you were a man I would call you out.”

      “Don’t let that stop you! Or the fact you have already challenged someone else. Not that I think you’ll live long enough to get to me. If you are idiotic enough to fight Sir Kormak, you deserve all that you get.”

      “I will fight any man when my honour has been besmirched.”

      “Where did you learn rhetoric? The playhouse? The only person here besmirching your honour is yourself, and you are doing it by way of your excessive stupidity.”

      Count Shahad turned away from her, face reddening, bull neck expanding. A vein throbbed in his forehead. His great black moustache bristled. His bloodshot gaze fell on Kormak, and he smiled. He had found something to focus his aggression on.

      “Well, sir, will you give me satisfaction or not? We have our witnesses and unorthodox as the situation is I will not delay our meeting.”

      “Pray take it outside, Count,” said the Governor.

      “Don’t want blood on your nice hardwood floors, eh? Can’t say as I blame you. Step outside.”

      “You still haven’t told me who accused me,” Kormak said.

      “Are you still protesting your innocence?”

      “I would hate to kill you because somebody set this fight up.”

      “Set your mind at rest then. You will soon be too dead to kill anybody.”

      “Indulge me. Tell me who told you these lies. Was it your wife?”

      The big man looked sheepish now. His face became even redder, and his moustache bristled even more. “She has not returned this morning.”

      “So who told you?”

      “One of the servant girls. When I was questioning her about my wife’s whereabouts.”

      “Is this servant girl here now?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “And you say you have not seen your wife this morning.”

      The Count shook his head. Kormak stared hard at the Count. He did not like the way this was going. It might be a simple case of mistaken identity. Or it might be a conspiracy to discredit him.

      From the floor above a scream rang out.

      “Murder! Murder!” The shout was filled with horror.
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      Kormak raced up the stairs. The others followed in his wake. A servant woman, mouth wide, howled and pointed into a room. When he got to the open door, he saw why.

      A woman lay naked on the bed. Her green costume was on the dresser beside her. Her throat had been cut, a pool of sticky blood surrounded her. Flies buzzed all around. As the heat rose, it would not take too long for corruption to take the body.

      It was Lady Khiyana. On her face was a look of surprise and horror.

      Kormak entered the room. Behind him, he heard a howl of grief and then a roar of, “Khiyana. Oh no! Oh no!”

      He turned on the people crowding into the room and put his hand on his sword. “Get out. Now. All of you.”

      The Count did not seem to hear him. He stood there shaking his head, tears running down his cheeks. The only words coming from his mouth were, “No. No. No.”

      The crowd stopped advancing but remained where they were torn between horror and curiosity.

      “I need to examine this body,” Kormak said. “And I need to look around for clues as to who did the killing.”

      “You did,” said a voice from the doorway. One of the servant women stood there pointing an accusing finger.

      “What?” Kormak said.

      “I saw you come in here with her.” A low growl sounded in the Count’s throat. Kormak turned to see the man advancing on him, fingers curled like claws, as if he wanted to tear Kormak apart with his bare hands. The Count sprang on him, a furious bestial rush. Kormak dropped him with a punch. The room went silent. Everyone except Rhiana looked at Kormak with horror-filled eyes. He advanced upon the servant, and they backed away.

      “You saw me come in here with the Countess?”

      The servant glanced around as if seeking an escape route. There were too many people for her to get away easily. The crowd hemmed her in. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and nodded. Her face was very pale and her voice came out as a squeak. “As the Holy Sun is my witness.”

      Kormak looked at the Governor and saw his smile vanish like a concealed blade being returned to its sheath.

      “When did you see this happen?” Kormak asked. He kept his voice gentle.

      The woman was afraid, and the crowd was nervous and on the edge of violence. If need be, he could cut down a few of them and make an escape through the window, but he hoped that would not be necessary. He doubted he would get very far with the whole colony raised against him.

      “Last night,” the woman said.

      “When? Exactly?”

      “At the third candle.”

      “That’s not possible,” Rhiana said. “I was with the Guardian then.”

      Zamara’s face turned red. “I saw them go together.”

      “You could be in league with him,” said the servant woman.

      “And you could be mistaken,” Rhiana replied.

      “No. I am not. The Guardian is a very distinctive looking man. So tall, with those scars.”

      “How close were you to me? At a distance, you might have mistaken me for someone else.”

      “I was as close as I am to you now. I asked you if there was anything you wanted me to bring and you said no.”

      “Is it possible you might be wrong?”

      “I would know that face anywhere.”

      “The face,” Kormak said. “How was I dressed?”

      “What do you mean?” the servant asked.

      “I mean exactly how was I garbed? Was I wearing the same things as I am now?”

      The woman paused and thought about this. “No. You were wearing a dark tunic. You had your sword over your shoulder, though.”

      “Was it the same sword?”

      “Where are you going with this, Sir Kormak?” the Governor asked.

      “Was it the same sword? It’s a very distinctive blade. It has a dragon’s head on the hilt.”

      The woman looked confused. “No. It was not the same sword. It looked more like a normal sort, the kind carried by soldiers. It was definitely over your shoulder, though. Just like it is now.”

      “Governor, you saw me last night. How was I dressed?”

      “When I saw you, you were wearing the same things you are now. A leather tunic, black britches. You were carrying your sword.”

      “There are doubtless other guests who could recall seeing me garbed the same way. Admiral Zamara for one.”

      “You might have changed your clothes.”

      “And changed my sword too? I am a Guardian of the Dawn. It is my badge of office. More than that it is my protection against the Old Ones.”

      “You might have left it behind so no one would recognise you while you murdered that poor lady,” said the servant girl.

      “I would put aside a blade I have taken a sacred oath to carry, disguise myself by changing my clothes and then stop to give a servant a good view of my face before entering the room where I was going to commit the murder of a woman I had barely met? Does that not seem far-fetched?”

      “You might not have planned on doing murder. You might have had an argument, become overcome with passion.”

      “Passion for a woman I saw only briefly,” Kormak said. “I have no motive, and I have a witness who places me elsewhere at the time you claim you saw me. Did you tell Count Shahad this?”

      The girl nodded. “He came in this morning, asked about his wife. He must have seen something written on my face for he would not stop questioning me till I told him what I knew.”

      “I see,” said Kormak.

      Zamara spoke with calm, measured authority. “I believe Sir Kormak.”

      Tension filled the air. People were angry and afraid but it was Kormak’s word against that of the servant girl. And everyone present knew he was a powerful man with Zamara’s troops to back him.

      “There is something not right here.” The voice belonged to Count Shahad. The man must have a head made of solid rock to rise so quickly after such a blow, Kormak thought. The Count sounded a lot more thoughtful now. How long had he been listening?

      Kormak said, “There are those who can take the shape of men. They are not friendly to my order.”

      “The Old Ones,” said Count Shahad.

      Kormak glanced at the Count. He was contemplating his dead wife with blank empty eyes. He looked as if he was about to burst into tears again.

      “No Old One could enter this house,” said Governor Aurin. “It is warded. And Frater Ramon himself has tested those wards.”

      “A spell could be cast within the wards by a human sorcerer,” said Kormak. “They only prevent inimical magic from crossing them.”

      The Governor looked shocked.

      Kormak said, “And at the Courts of the Moon there are assassins who can make themselves look like anyone. They can bypass wards because their methods of shapeshifting are not inherently magical. They are called changelings.”

      “Assuming that what you say is correct, Sir Kormak, and you are not a murderer,” said Governor Aurin, “where does this leave us?”

      “It leaves us with a murderer on the loose. One who is trying to create chaos and confusion among us. The question is why?”

      “What do you mean?” Governor Aurin asked.

      “Why murder Lady Khiyana? And why incriminate me in the crime?”

      “Because you are the only Guardian of the Dawn in the city,” said Zamara.

      “Possibly,” Kormak said. “And possibly because it wants to interfere with my mission. I was sent here to look into business concerning the Old Ones. Perhaps I am not the only person interested in such things.”

      Governor Aurin said, “Why did this hypothetical assassin not just kill you?”

      Zamara laughed. “You have obviously never seen the Guardian fight. He has killed a Warlord of the Moon with that blade of his.”

      “Perhaps,” said Kormak. “Or perhaps he is not trying to kill us, merely to slow us down, to tangle us in a web of accusation and counter-accusation while he does something else.”

      “And what would that be?” Governor Aurin asked. His tone was sceptical. He would clearly have liked to accuse Kormak of murder and delay the investigation if he could. That made him a potential instigator of this crime.

      “To hinder my mission perhaps.” Kormak paused to consider a possibility which struck him. “Perhaps he is seeking the same thing I am.”

      “And what would that be?” someone in the crowd asked.

      “That would be my business,” Kormak said. “And the fewer people who know about it, the better.” He looked pointedly at the Governor until the man could not meet his gaze.

      Kormak gave his attention back to the body. “Now get out all of you. I want to examine Lady Khiyana and see if the body tells me anything.”

      “I would like to stay if I may, Guardian,” said the Count. His voice was heavy with sorrow and something else. Kormak was not entirely sure what it was.

      “As you wish,” he said. “But do not move around and touch nothing until I tell you that it is alright. Now the rest of you get out.”

      The onlookers filtered out of the room, and Kormak studied the body. Lady Khiyana’s throat had been cut. It had been done with a blade and not a claw. He thought about the sword the servant had seen and ruled that out as unlikely. Too cumbersome. A dagger would be a better weapon for this or a knife.

      The woman was naked, and judging from the way her clothing had been folded, she had undressed normally. “Did your wife always fold her clothes like that?” Kormak asked.

      The Count nodded. His face was a study in misery. “She was a very neat woman. Always telling me off about the mud on my boots or the food stains on my jerkin.”

      So she had most likely undressed herself and in front of a stranger wearing Kormak’s face. He remembered the way she had looked at him last night. It would not have been too difficult for someone wearing his guise to persuade her to come away to this room. She would have teased him, made him beg perhaps but in the end she would have gone. She had been seeking only amusement and distraction, and someone had killed her. And they quite likely did it to make sure Kormak spent his time doing this. An innocent woman had been killed, and he could not ignore that. The person who had committed the crime had most likely known that too.

      Or was she so innocent? He remembered what Frater Ramon had told him about her wanting to speak to him. Had someone killed her because of that?

      He told himself not to go so fast. He was jumping to conclusions, assuming that he was the focus of all this. As yet there was no proof of that. Only suppositions.

      “Did your wife have any enemies?” Kormak asked. “Do you? Would anyone have had a reason to do this?”

      The Count remained silent for a long moment, and Kormak feared he was about to break down again.

      “There were other men,” he said. It sounded like he had been compelled to make that admission under torture. “I told myself it because she just wanted to make me jealous. But it wasn’t really. She was a woman easily bored, and she found me dull once the early excitement of our marriage wore off. She liked excitement, distraction, the feeling of conquest, I think.”

      “You have not answered my question,” Kormak said, as gently as he could.

      “She had lovers. Some I did not kill. She spurned them all in the end. It was possible that one of them was jealous.”

      Kormak nodded. “Would any of them know anything about sorcery, or know someone who practised it?”

      The Count looked shocked. “Sorcery? I don’t think so. It’s an unmanly pursuit. Some of the locals are said to practise it, but I doubt anyone in our circle would.”

      Kormak discounted that. Sorcerers were usually to be found among the wealthy nobility. They were literate, had the money and the time to study the forbidden arts. They had the connections to acquire the things needed. He did not think it very likely a local noble was behind this but he could not entirely rule the possibility out. Throwing the blame on him would hinder any investigation. He was the man most competent to perform one.

      He gave his attention back to the corpse. The dead woman stared up at him as if begging him to find out who killed her. Kormak made a silent promise to her ghost that he would. And when he did, there would be a reckoning.

      “You said earlier that this might be connected to you,” the Count said. “What did you mean?”

      Kormak considered his answer. The man was in pain. “I am on a mission for the King. It involves sorcery and the Old Ones. It may be that this was done to implicate me in the crime, to force me to investigate, to distract me while the culprit or his masters go about other things.”

      “You mean my wife was killed because someone wants to stop your investigation. Not because of who she was or because of anything she did. She was just a convenient distraction.”

      “Possibly.”

      “That is horrible. And it is evil.”

      “I can’t disagree with you. If that is what happened.”

      “You seem to be taking all of this in your stride.”

      “It is what I was trained to do.”

      “I am glad I did not kill you earlier.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t try.”

      “You honestly think you could beat me?”

      “You would not be the first man who tried to kill me. I am still here.”

      “Is it true what the fishwoman says? Did you really kill an Old One?”

      “I have killed many Old Ones.”

      “And you killed a Warlord of the Moon?”

      “It was not at its best at the time.”

      The Count gave a small bitter laugh. Kormak knew he was only talking to distract himself from the contemplation of the corpse.

      “I want to go with you,” he said eventually.

      “What?”

      “I want to go with you. I want to be there when you find whoever did this. I want to help you stop them getting whatever it is they want.”

      “You are assuming that this is the reason your wife was killed.”

      “You think it was, don’t you?”

      “That does not make it true.”

      “But you believe it.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because there is nothing else left for me now.” The huge man’s voice was bleak. “I need something. If you don’t let me go with you. I will follow you anyway. And I can be useful. I am a good fighter, and I am rich, and I have friends in this country.”

      “Not half an hour ago you were prepared to kill me.”

      “Not half an hour ago I had not seen this.” He pointed to his wife then covered his eyes with his huge hand and began to sob.

      Kormak studied the body, willing it to give up some clue as to who had killed it. The corpse said nothing. It was time to go.

      “I will remain here for a minute,” said Shahad. “I would like to say goodbye. In private.”

      Kormak left the man to his grief.

      
* * *

      “So you killed Lady Khiyana?” Orson asked. He stared at the assassin, willing the changeling to look away but as always it was the merchant who blinked first. He studied the chamber around him, taking in the beautifully carved furniture, the rich tapestries, the cut glass decanters, the fine weapons. He rested his weight upon his plush couch. “Do you think it will really slow down the Guardian?”

      “I think you forget who you are talking to, friend Orson,” said the changeling. The shapeshifter seemed to have altered his manner since coming ashore and meeting Count Balthazar. Orson was not sure why but it seemed as if the assassin felt like it did not need him any more. “I am not one of your lackeys.”

      Not for the first time, he wished the Count was here. The sorcerer seemed to handle the changeling much better. “You are not my superior either.”

      The changeling said, “What have you done to advance our venture?”

      “My man Lorenzo and his agents are investigating the provenance of the sarcophagus. It should not be too difficult to locate the people who sold it to the Governor. Enough of the gold you affect to despise will let a man find out anything eventually. Lorenzo is efficient, and he knows this city.”

      “Let us hope it is soon. We may have gained only a few hours by the death of Lady Khiyana.”

      “Did you enjoy killing the woman?” Orson kept his tone bored. He found that sometimes worked with the changeling far more than any show of interest.

      It tilted its head to one side and seemed to consider Orson long and hard. “No. It was necessary for my mission. Do you think you would have enjoyed doing it?”

      The changeling’s gaze intensified. It wanted very much to know the answer to that question. What did it know that Orson didn’t? Something about Khiyama’s death had affected it; Orson felt sure.

      “No,” Orson said. “Did you speak to her before she died? What did she tell you?”

      “Nothing,” said the changeling.

      Orson felt sure it was lying. He wished he knew what the accursed woman had said. She was far deeper into the mysteries of Balthazar’s cult than Orson had ever cared to be. There were questions there he suspected he would not like the answers to. “Was it really necessary to pretend to be the Guardian?”

      “I suspect that man frightens you, friend Orson.”

      “With good reason. The man killed Vorkhul, a consort of the Lady, one of her chosen warmasters. Vorkhul was known as a slayer of armies.”

      “Vorkhul was sadly diminished when he encountered the hillman.”

      “I have not noticed you being anxious to cross swords with him since your last attempt.”

      “Do you seek to provoke my wrath, friend Orson. Death comes for every man in the end.”

      Orson matched the changeling’s smile. It seemed he had found a weak spot in its armour. “Even you.”

      “Ah, but you are assuming that I am a man.”

      No. You are not that, Orson thought. You are a freak and your time is coming. He did not like the changeling. It was an ally foisted on him by circumstance. He needed it because of its connection to the Courts of the Moon and the power they represented. Once that alliance was made, the removal of one shapeshifting assassin would not matter a damn. Perhaps, he would make sure the Guardian knew where to look for his prey. Orson was looking forward to that day more than he cared to admit even to himself.

      The changeling gave him a disturbing smile. Almost as if he were reading Orson’s thoughts. But that was not possible. Was it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      Kormak strode into the Governor’s study.

      “Well, did you find anything?” Governor Aurin asked. He turned the wine goblet around in his hand as if he intended to study his reflection in the vintage rather than drink it.

      “She went willingly with the man who killed her. If man it was.”

      “You insist there was an Old One in my mansion. That is not possible. The place is warded with elder signs.”

      “So was the Royal Palace in Trefal and an Old One got in there and almost killed the King. And that’s something you may still go to the headsman for,” said Kormak. He felt the urge to twist the knife, remembering how the Governor had smiled when it looked like the crowd might go for him on the suspicion of murder.

      The Governor hastily swallowed his wine, then recovered himself. “I am still the Governor here, you know. The men are loyal to me no matter what your piece of paper says.”

      “You can explain that to Prince Taran then when he shows up with a fleet.”

      “You think that is likely?” Why was the man testing him now? Did he sense some way to find an advantage in this situation? A man did not get to be a colonial Governor by lacking ruthlessness, guile or ambition.

      “There is only one way to find out.” Kormak let the words hang in the air.

      The Governor stared at him long and hard, took another gulp of his wine, drummed his fingers on the table and said, “What do you intend to do now?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? The assassin had been here last night. It was quite possible he had come in with the group of soldiers, but it was equally likely it has come with the guests. “Send for Frater Ramon. He may be able to help.”

      The Governor rang a bell that summoned Ezra and then instructed him to send for the mage. “Now what?”

      “What do you know of Count Shahad and Lady Khiyana?”

      The Governor smiled as if he knew exactly why Kormak asked. “Shahad is a bull of a man, thoughtless rather than unintelligent. His father came during the Conquest, carved out a huge estate. The son grew up wanting to be like his father, but the opportunities to be a great conqueror were just not there. Shahad has a temper, as you probably noticed. Killed three men in duels in the last year. All of them suspected of being lovers of his wife.”

      “And this is well known?”

      “Lady Khiyana’s affairs and her husband’s reaction to them have been the talk of the town for years. I don’t know why he put up with her. He should have divorced her years ago. I am surprised he has not killed her himself.”

      “He would have been my first suspect under normal circumstances, but too much else points to sorcery.”

      “Which conveniently clears you of wrongdoing as well.”

      “Why would I kill a woman I have only just met? And why would I do it in such an obvious manner?”

      “It’s the second one of those that makes me believe you didn’t do it. Your order has the reputation for being assassins.”

      “So I keep hearing. I might start doing some assassinating if I hear it a few more times.”

      “I trust that was an attempt at humour.”

      “Trust what you like. Tell me about Lady Khiyana.”

      “You met her last night, apparently, briefly. She was everything she appeared to be. Intelligent, beautiful, witty, vicious when she wanted to be.”

      “Until you said the last I would have suspected you of being smitten by her yourself.”

      “I’ll save you the bother of fishing for answers, Guardian. I was one of those men her husband would have challenged to a duel if he had known about me.”

      “But he didn’t.”

      “You have seen the man. I had good reasons to be discrete.”

      “It appears his wife was less so.”

      “She liked to taunt him sometimes. Not always. There were times when I think even she felt rather sorry for him.”

      “You realise this gives you a motive for the murder.”

      “Indeed. And am I a shapeshifting sorcerer?”

      “If I thought so, you would not now be among the living.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you don’t.”

      “Have there been any other murders like this in recent times?”

      “You mean involving shapeshifting sorcerers? Not that I can think of, but then I wouldn’t know, would I? Not if the wizard were clever.”

      “There might have been strange things surrounding the killings.”

      “You do us too much credit, Guardian. We are simple people in the colonies. Our killings are usually performed by drunks busy murdering their friends and loved ones after drinking too much wyrmspike wine. The murderer is usually found standing with a bloody blade in his hand over the corpse of his victim. He usually blubbers as he confesses.”

      “Can you think of any exceptions?”

      “Yes.”

      “Perhaps you would do me the kindness of telling me about those.”

      “They are normally done by magic. No. Don’t look so interested. There are no shapeshifting sorcerers involved. Usually, someone hires a witch or a wizard to remove a rival or an inconvenient relative. They put a curse on the victim and the victim pines away.”

      “Put a curse on the victim?”

      “Send them a rune marked in blood or a head of a chicken with black needles through the eyes. You know that sort of thing. Often I think its as much the victims fear as any magic that kills them.”

      “And what do you do when such things happen?”

      “I send for Frater Ramon and he and the Watch round up some hedge wizards. It’s not hard to find who paid them either. You just need to check among the relatives, acquaintances, and neighbours of the victims.”

      “It sounds like you are quite busy investigating these things.”

      “It only sounds that way because you are getting all my experiences in ten years of being a Governor compressed into a few minutes. There’s been at most a score of such murders in my whole time here. Now, listening to what I have to say, do you think it likely that any of these people are your culprits?”

      “In all honesty, no. But I have to ask. Also, we still need to find the men who sold you the sarcophagus.”

      “I will have Ezra instruct the Watch. He knows what they look like. Is there anything else I can tell you or can I go and take a nap now? All of this excitement has done nothing for my hangover.”

      “I get the feeling you don’t enjoy my company, Governor.”

      “Forgive me if I seem rude. It’s just my life has become much more complicated since your arrival. I do not like being thought complicit in an attempt on the life of my king any more than I enjoy the murder of my former lovers.”

      The Governor rose from his chair, bowed to Kormak and withdrew. The Guardian sat by the table and considered his next move.

      
* * *

      It was past noon by the time, Frater Ramon arrived. His face looked jaundiced in the sunlight, his hair even greyer, and his eyes were tired. He took a seat in front of Kormak, but he did not reach for the wine. He did not look pleased with being dragged from his sick bed.

      “Murder, is it? The messenger told me,” he said. “Lady Khiyana. You’ve held the husband, of course.”

      “I don’t think it was him.”

      “And what do you base this on?”

      “I think there is sorcery involved.”

      “People always think there’s sorcery involved here. Cats howling outside their windows are demons sent by their neighbour.”

      “I know the difference between a cat howling and a demon,” Kormak said. He allowed the slightest trace of annoyance to show in his voice. The priest’s gaze went to the hilt of Kormak’s sword. It was a normal reaction for a mage.

      “Forgive me, Guardian,” said Frater Ramon “It has been a long week. The Masque of Death is always a trying time. There are always accusations of sorcery flying about.”

      Kormak looked at the mage. “The Lady Khiyana was murdered last night by supernatural means, by a foe who took my face and shape but did not change its clothing.”

      Frater Ramon frowned in concentration. “Not an illusion then and not anything that makes others see what it wants them to see. A true shapechanger most likely.”

      “I was thinking the same.”

      “Old Ones can change shapes.”

      “They rarely bother to copy human forms with such precision. It is beneath them.”

      “That does not mean they cannot.”

      “I know.”

      “What exactly do you want me to do here?”

      “Can you perform a divination and try and pick up the thing’s spoor.”

      “I can try. There were a lot of people here last night, and there are a lot of elder signs which will interfere with the flow of the magic.”

      “But you are capable of such a thing?”

      “Perhaps. Take me to the place where the body was found. It will be the best place to look for a trail.”

      Kormak led him to the bedchamber. It had been cleaned. Someone had already moved the body, changed the sheets and mopped the floor.

      “That’s not so good. Traces of blood and skin always help with this sort of thing.”

      “Just do what you can.”

      The mage closed his eyes and began to chant.

      The amulet on Kormak’s chest grew warmer as the spell took effect. A faint halo of light surrounded the man’s head and hands. He stretched out both his arms and began to turn slowly on the spot. As he did so, his frown deepened.

      After he had finished that ritual, he performed another, muttering the words of a spell then taking in deep breaths through his nostrils. After a minute, he said, “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Kormak asked.

      “No trace of any magic. Perhaps your sigils and blade are interfering with the spell, but it’s unlikely.”

      “You are saying that no magic was used in this chamber.”

      Frater Ramon shook his head. “I am saying that no magic was worked that I can detect. I am a competent wizard, but I am not infallible. I tried another spell I know, one that lets me pick up faint traces of scents in the air. Too many people have been in here for too long for me to catch anything.”

      Kormak stared at him. “You can detect nothing?”

      “Does not mean that there was not anything. Certain spells can mask the use of magic. Certain creatures leave no residue on the place. Some Old Ones can mask their presence, and there are other things that can do it as well.”

      “You are thinking of the changelings.”

      “Yes.”

      Kormak nodded. They could ignore the elder signs as well. They were altered humans not something that would be affected by the sort of wards that would work on one of the Eldrim.

      “You have encountered one of them before?” The priest glanced around the room nervously before looking back at the Guardian.

      Kormak shook his head. “Not knowingly. But I have seen their handiwork in a number of places.”

      “Where?”

      “Taurea, the Northlands, Skorpea, a few other places.”

      “You are well travelled. I have been in the Far Colonies since I was ordained. I rather envy you that.”

      “I envy you getting to stay in one place. Sometimes.”

      “You think there is the possibility of a changeling here. That is an alarming thought.”

      “The question is why any such supernatural killer has it revealed itself now.”

      “It has not exactly revealed itself,” said Frater Ramon. “I have been able to find no trace. And no one will be able to if it is everything it is said to be. How do you propose to find it?”

      “By whatever means necessary.”

      “If you knew what it wanted you could lay a trap for it. Why did it kill Lady Khiyana?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps it was simply to make me a murder suspect.”

      “Why draw attention to itself in this way?”

      “Perhaps to keep me from my mission.”

      “If that’s true perhaps you had best let me investigate this thing and continue with what you were sent to do.”

      “I would but I can’t.”

      “From what the Governor says you are on a mission for King Aemon.”

      “I did not swear my oaths to King Aemon. I swore them on the Altar of Blades on Mount Aethelas.”

      “I suspect that is not all there is to it.”

      “I feel responsible.”

      “Why? Because some monster killed an innocent woman. If I felt guilty about every victim I was ever sent to investigate the death of, I would have given up years ago.”

      Kormak sighed. “It’s not just that. There is something happening here that I don’t understand. It might be important to the mission I am on, and even if it’s not, it gives me some insight into the mind of the creature I am pursuing.”

      “Spoken like a true hunter.”

      “Is there anything else you could do here?”

      Frater Ramon shook his head. “I can start making inquiries among the guests. I have a small gift for sniffing out the truth.”

      “Let’s hope it works better than your spell.”

      Frater Ramon shrugged. “Let us hope.”

      
* * *

      The servant Lorenzo strode into the room. He bowed to Orson and said, “I have found the two men you seek, master. They are getting drunk in Mama’s Tavern.”

      “Good,” Orson said.

      “About time,” said the changeling. He glanced at the shuttered window and the lit chandelier. Outside the sound of the night’s revelries had begun. Judging by the noise, even at this early hour they were markedly more frenzied than the previous evening.

      Lorenzo gave him a less deep bow and said, “I am sorry it took so long, sir, but I am not a magician. It took my men most of the day to comb the taverns and brothels. The watch were also looking. A few bribes in the right quarters slowed that down.” He glanced once more at Orson. “What would you have me do now, sir?”

      “Pick them up. Do it discretely. Make sure you are not followed. Bring them back to the house by the underground entrance. We don’t want this traced back to us.”

      “As you say, sir.”

      “I am going with him,” said the changeling. He was tired of waiting. The geas nagged at him. He was also unsure about exactly where he stood. Since his interview with Lady Khiyana, he had been troubled. She had quite clearly been recruited into a Shadow cult. The sorcerer Balthazar was the head of the Maial cell as far as he could tell. He was unsure how much Orson knew about the Shadow cult, but clearly, the fat man knew something, and equally clearly he was subservient to Balthazar.

      Under normal circumstances, the changeling would have done his best to wipe out the whole nest of them, but he could not. The geas placed on him by Lady Marketa back in Trefal drove him to seek the source of Vorkhul’s coffin. He needed their help to find it before the Guardian did.

      He turned his thoughts to Kormak. So far all of his direct attacks on the Guardian had failed. He did not like to admit that he feared the man. He had been trained by undying masters in all forms of combat, had learned to dispatch grown men with his bare hands. He was a master of blade and bow and dagger. There was nothing to fear from one ageing swordsman and yet . . .

      That ageing swordsman had slain one of the dark gods of battle, an immortal who had strode across the killing fields of the Elder Age. And Vorkhul was not the only Old One Kormak had slain. There had been others, many others.

      The changeling had done more than his share of killing, but it had mostly been from the shadows. It was not that he feared using the blade. Stealth was just more efficient. He was definitely not afraid of this Guardian. If he had to, he could kill him one on one with a sword. It was just that he preferred not to.

      And yet it might come to that. The man was preternaturally wary. It was as if he had a gift for sensing danger and his reflexes were astonishingly quick. Poison had been tried. Shots had been taken in the midst of battle. None had even come close to killing him. Perhaps the Holy Sun really did protect his chosen ones.

      The changeling dismissed the idea. The Holy Sun was a lie, a fabrication created to manipulate gullible humans. The whole religion was a weapon aimed at the true masters of the world by the ghosts of their long-dead rivals. It was an attempt at revenge from beyond the grave by a defeated foe.

      And it was a most successful one. The Order of the Dawn had slaughtered hundreds of the Old Ones. The Sunlanders had been more tenacious and persistent foes than any of the mighty Elder Races. His masters did not want to admit that but the changeling had studied enough history and seen enough of the world to know that it was true.

      No matter. He would succeed in finding the source of Vorkhul’s coffin. He had to. Vorkhul had been kept out of history for millennia. No one had heard anything of him. And then suddenly, out of this hinterland, he had come.

      It should not have been possible. The Old Ones had ruled these lands for thousands of years before the Sunlanders. Surely, Vorkhul would have been found and freed before then. Unless something was concealed out here. That was what his masters wanted him to find out. This was the mystery that needed to be solved. He needed to locate wherever Vorkhul had come from before the Guardian or anyone else. He needed to find out if there were more like the Old One and whether they served the Shadow.

      He would kill anyone who got in his way.
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      Kormak rested in his chair in the Governor’s office. A bust of what looked like the Governor’s father sneered down at him. Zamara paced up and down as if he was intent on wearing a hole in the thick carpet. Rhiana lounged in one of the overstuffed armchairs, studying a map of the coastline.

      It had been a long day. No clue as to the whereabouts of the adventurers had shown up. Kormak suspected that the Governor was perfectly happy with that. He smiled smugly as Ezra reported the Watch’s findings. Either that or Aurin had drunk a little too much wine. He had been hitting the bottle even harder since the sun went down.

      The Governor felt Kormak’s gaze upon him.

      “Are you dissatisfied with my cooperation, Sir Kormak,” he asked. “If you are just say so, and I will endeavour to meet your requirements. I would not want the King to think I obstructed you in any way.”

      “Be sure I will let His Majesty know how helpful you were,” Kormak said and was rewarded with a sour smile.

      Count Shahad entered the room and glared around with red-rimmed eyes. “I want vengeance on the man who killed my wife.”

      He had just returned from interring Lady Khiyana in the morgue. It would be days before she could be buried. The Masque of Death was not a time when it was easy to get any ritual or ceremony performed.

      “If you will forgive me for saying so, Count,” said the Governor. “You have already taken an awful lot of vengeance for slights to your wife’s honour.”

      “I am not sure I like your tone, sir,” said Shahad.

      “And I am not sure I like the thought of a man driven to commit acts of violence in a situation as potentially explosive as this one.”

      “Are you serious about wanting to help me find the people who killed your wife?” Kormak asked.

      Shahad looked at him with empty eyes. “Of course,” he said. For a moment, grief vanished from his voice to be replaced by grinding rage. “I’ll do anything that’s needed. I’ll do whatever it takes to find the bastard who did this.”

      “To do that I need information and all the help I can get.”

      Shahad nodded.

      “She have any friends?” Kormak asked.

      “Male or female?”

      “Either.”

      “Both.”

      “Was there anything odd about them?”

      “What do you mean odd?”

      “Unusual, out of the ordinary; were there people who it seemed she should not have known but did?”

      Shahad shook his head. “My wife did not travel much outside of our social circle. But she knew everybody there was to know inside it. Some better than others.”

      There was a note of bitterness in the big man’s voice. He glanced around the room as if daring anyone to say anything. Zamara looked away, obviously embarrassed. Rhiana looked up from her map. The Governor inspected his fingernails, then took a gulp of wine.

      “Men, you mean?” Kormak said.

      “Yes, men.”

      “You killed some of those men.”

      “And I would do it again.”

      “You are a jealous man.”

      “Jealous and not very clever. Not very handsome either. But I had money and position and power. I inherited them, but I had them. I think those were why she married me. I thought . . . I thought that maybe once she saw how much I loved her, she would come to love me. I thought once she did. Now I can see I was wrong. What is it you wish to know? Why I killed those men?”

      “That might be a start. Who were they?”

      “Other noblemen. Some of them married. All of them were . . . were sleeping with her. Or I had reason to believe so.”

      “Who gave you that reason?”

      The Governor groaned as if he already knew the answer and did not want to hear it.

      “Sometimes I heard people whisper. Sometimes people would tell me about it. They claimed they were being friendly, but I could see they enjoyed telling me. People are like that. Sometimes she would tell me herself. She taunted me. She liked to make me crazy. I thought it showed she still cared in a twisted sort of way, even though she had changed in so many ways…”

      “Changed—towards you or just changed in general. Tell me about that.”

      “It was about the time we were invited to Count Balthazar’s parties. She loved them. I never did. The people were too clever-clever. They wanted to seem sophisticated and learned. I say leave that sort of thing to priests and scholars.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They were always talking about books and history and politics.”

      “A lot of people do that.”

      “A lot of people I don’t like.”

      “What else did they talk about?”

      “I did not pay too much attention. It was much more my wife’s sort of thing than mine.”

      “Tell me about this Balthazar.”

      The Governor slopped more wine into his cup. His face went pale. His eyes glittered. The wine splashed from his cup and spattered onto the top of the desk.

      “Rich. From a good old family,” Shahad said. “My father knew him, said he was alright, but he always liked the books a little too much. My old man never cared for much beyond his hounds and his horses and his weapons. He respected Balthazar, though the man had a library.”

      The emphasis Shahad put on the word library was the same as many another noble would have put on the words the pox.

      “A scholar?”

      “Always writing books about the history of Maial, and the Old Ones we vanquished. There are rumours he dabbles in alchemy as well.”

      “And your wife became friends with this Balthazar.”

      “And his entire circle. She was always attending their parties.”

      “That troubled you?”

      He nodded and began to chew on his fingernails, noticed what he was doing and made a fist. “You hear stories about orgies and worse.”

      “Do you?”

      “Aye. They are thought a wild bunch in some circles. Count Stanlis warned me I had better get my wife under control. He reckoned I should have taken a horsewhip to her.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      “It might have been better if I had. Maybe if I had, she would not be dead now. And maybe I would not have had to stand here talking to you.”

      “You think the circle led your wife astray?”

      “Her behaviour became much worse after she joined it. She had never taunted me with other men before. She had never taken drugs either.”

      “Drugs?”

      “I found powdered wyrmspike in her makeup boxes.”

      “You searched her makeup boxes?”

      “I thought she was using something—her behaviour became so erratic. Her pupils were always dilated. Sometimes she would cry for no reason. Or laugh like a mad thing. I worried about her. Wyrmspike! That’s strange stuff. Makes you see all sorts of visions. If you ask me, I think that’s what Balthazar and his sort were looking for.”

      “Visions?”

      “Yes.”

      “Some people do. A lot of hermits and mystics scourge themselves and take drugs to encourage such things.”

      “That’s all very well but I’m not a hermit or a mystic, and neither was my wife.”

      “Do you know the names of any of the people in the circle other than Count Balthazar?”

      “Baron Carim, Count Lothar are two who spring to mind. They are Balthazar’s chief toadies. I think they might be Separatists too.”

      “Separatists?”

      “They grumble about taxes, talk about how things would be better run by men on the spot. Balthazar is said to be well-regarded in such circles. People talk quietly about it, but they talk.”

      Kormak considered this. They were indeed a long way from Siderea and Prince Taran’s spies if chatter like this was heard among the nobles. Perhaps the Governor was right to tread carefully.

      “I think we shall pay a visit to Count Balthazar.”

      The Governor said, “You can’t just charge in there. He’s a wealthy man and a powerful one. He has servants and bodyguards. And a lot of friends among the nobility.”

      “How many bodyguards does he have.”

      “About a score guard his town house.”

      Kormak fell silent. Tonight he was going to take action. Somebody here needed to. That much was obvious. “I think I know where I can find enough to even the score.”

      “What?”

      “Come now, Governor,” said Zamara. “If the Count seeks vengeance personally, it cannot blow back on you. It is a matter of honour after all and the Count is apparently well known for his impetuosity.”

      Kormak considered this. There were possibilities inherent in this situation that even the Governor could not object to. “I think the Admiral may be on to something.”

      “He is?” The Governor could not keep the disbelief from his voice.

      “I think if the Count was to go around questioning people about his wife’s death that would be between him and his fellow nobles. And if I were present to act as his second . . .”

      “It does not get around the fact that many of the people who you need to talk to are powerful men with many bodyguards.”

      “I am sure the Count has bodyguards of his own, and I am sure Admiral Zamara would consent to be present to ensure that the rules of fair play are observed. The admiral has his own loyal retainers.”

      “I can see how you might think that possible,” said Zamara.

      Governor Aurin shrugged. “On your own heads be it. Please make it clear to all that you are acting as a private citizen and not as an agent of the crown, Count Shahad. That way you will not be applying a torch to an oil-soaked building.”

      “We will do our best,” said Kormak.

      “You want how many men?” Zamara asked.

      “The whole company. I am going to be paying a visit to a nobleman with his own private army, and I don’t want him to feel that he is at any advantage.”

      Governor Aurin stared. “Count Balthazar is a very respectable man. You can’t just go charging into his home. The people will be up in arms.”

      “The nobles you mean,” said Zamara.

      “They are all the people who count.”

      “I can always pay him a visit privately if you prefer,” said Kormak.

      “That would probably be politer.”

      Zamara grinned. “I don’t think you are following the Guardian, Governor. When he’s says privately he means by night, by stealth and with a blade in his hand. Things might go very badly for your friend if that happens.”

      “He’s not my friend.”

      “Then why are you protecting him?”

      “Admiral, you have a lot to learn about the business of ruling an Imperial Colony. The nobles can make a lot of trouble if they choose.”

      “The King-Emperor can do that too.”

      “With all due respect, Admiral, the King-Emperor, and his armies are an ocean away. The nobles are here. Provoke them enough and you will have a rebellion on your hands. In recent years Separatist sentiment has been growing.”

      “A rebellion against the King-Emperor’s lawful representatives. That would be treason.”

      “True but it will do us no good if we are lying on the ground with our throats cut.”

      “I am not frightened,” said Zamara.

      “That is the very thing that frightens me,” said the Governor. “I will no doubt get the blame for whatever you do. You don’t have to live here among these people. I do.”

      “I am sure the King can arrange to have you recalled,” said Zamara. “If that is what you wish.”

      The Governor groaned. “What I want is for my life to go back to what it was before you two showed up.”

      “Then help us, Governor,” said Kormak. “The sooner the affair of the sarcophagus is cleared up, the sooner I will be out of here.”

      “I’m doing my best,” said the Governor.

      “Admiral, it might be a good idea for you to gather your troops,” said Kormak. “I think we have a visit to pay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      “I am not sure I like this,” said Shahad. There were fewer revellers here near the outskirts of Maial but those who were there filled the night with their songs and screams. From up ahead came the sound of frantic drumming and feverish piping. Lights blazed from a big house. The gates were thrown open so all could enter. It sounded like most of the neighbourhood were already there.

      “I would have thought you would have been all for it. It gets the investigation moving,” Kormak said.

      “It smacks of deceit. It feels underhand.”

      “The murder of your wife was hardly the work of an honourable man, was it?”

      “That is true.”

      They reached the gates of Count Balthazar’s mansion. The sounds of revelry came from within. The gardens were crowded. Couples intertwined beneath jacaranda trees, coupled beneath bushes. The air smelled of dreamsmoke and wyrmspike. The revelries had already reached a feverish pitch and the night was yet young.

      Shahad shouldered his way forward, Kormak followed with Rhiana alongside him. Zamara and the marines went with him. The guests in the garden saw the soldiers coming. Servants and bodyguards moved to meet them but stepped back when they saw the overwhelming force they faced. If there were more bodyguards around, it seemed the revels kept them busy.

      Shahad advanced upon a tall, slender man and said, “Tell Count Balthazar I am here to see him.”

      “May I enquire what it is about?” the man replied. He had the servile yet refined voice of a house servant.

      “Tell him I want to talk to him about my wife’s death. No. Better yet lead me to him and I’ll tell him myself.”

      “That is very unorthodox, sir. Perhaps it would be better if you allowed me to communicate with my master. He is indisposed.”

      “You will be indisposed, permanently, if you do not take me to him now!”

      The snarl in Shahad’s voice would have intimidated far tougher men than Count Balthazar’s butler.

      The man turned on his heel and said, “Very well, sir. Under protest. Please follow me.”

      He led them through the mansion. There were screams at the sight of so many armed men. If they had hoped to avoid provoking the nobles by doing this, Kormak felt sure it was not going to work.

      They tramped upstairs past alcoves containing busts and statues of distinguished ancestors beneath which drunken men and women lolled. The butler led them to the last door in the corridor and banged on it. “Sire, you have a visitor. Count Shahad. He wishes to speak with you on a matter of some urgency.”

      Shahad kicked the door open. He bounded into the room, raced across to the bed and picked up its male occupant by the throat. “I want to talk to you about my wife’s death.”

      His victim was a tall, powerful man, but he struggled in vain against the Baron’s massive strength. His two nubile female companions emerged from the bed and raced for the door, only to be restrained by Zamara’s marines.

      Count Balthazar’s face had gone red. His breathing was raspy.

      “I don’t think he can talk to you,” Kormak said. “You are choking him.”

      Shahad shrugged and dropped his man.

      “What is the meaning of this outrage?” Count Balthazar demanded. He was wrapped only in a nightgown, but he managed to retain his dignity. It was rather impressive. His hair was dark and his face was smooth, but there was something about the eyes that made him seem much older than he looked.

      Shahad reached down and grabbed his testicles with one huge hand. He squeezed. Count Balthazar whimpered and went white. “My wife was killed last night. She was killed because she was part of your circle. You are going to tell me all about it, or I am going to kill you.”

      “This is a dishonourable act.”

      “Would you prefer I called on you and challenged you to a formal duel?”

      Count Balthazar was having some difficulty speaking again. Tears rolled down from the corners of his eyes. Kormak heard the sounds of the crowd outside. Some people were trying to organise resistance against this invasion. Others were leaving as quickly as they could.

      “Too bad!” Shahad said. He picked the man up again and slammed him against the wall.

      Count Balthazar groaned. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I had nothing to do with killing your wife, you madman.”

      “I am not hearing what I wanted to hear.”

      Shahad carried him over to the large slatted windows, kicked those open and stepped out onto the balcony. He raised Count Balthazar above his head.

      “I see you have an ornamental pool down there,” Shahad said. “I don’t know if I can toss you far enough so that you land in it. I am not sure it would be wise anyway. If you landed on top of that statue of Permius, you’d probably be impaled on his sword. What say you we give it a try anyway?”

      Balthazar shouted, “I don’t know what you are talking about, you lunatic. Put me down. Put me down!”

      Kormak said, “Hold for a minute. I think he is ready to talk.”

      “I will speak to you, sir, if you will restrain this maniac.”

      Shahad dropped him onto the heavily carpeted floor and put a booted foot on his chest. Balthazar glared up at him. There was no fear there, only burning hate.

      Kormak looked around the room. A collection of manuscripts sat on the well-stocked bookshelves. He walked over and picked a text about alchemy. He examined another. It concerned the legendary fountain of youth. They were the sort of books any dilettante scholar of the art might be expected to possess. These had been marked up more than most. There was nothing here that under normal circumstances he would have summoned the Inquisition for, but these were not normal circumstances.

      “If you are planning on prolonging your life, you might want to answer Baron Shahad’s questions and my own,” Kormak said. He kept his tone conversational. “The Holy Church frowns on such works as these.”

      Balthazar stared at him. He seemed to take in his height and his scars and the way the sword rested on his back. His face went even paler and just for a moment his eyes flickered over to one corner of the room as if seeking to see whether something was there. Kormak walked over to the place. The man looked at the walls now. Shahad had fallen silent, curious as to what Kormak was doing.

      Kormak reached the corner. There was nothing obvious there. No bookcase. No wardrobe. No cupboard. He tapped the wall and heard a faint hollow sound. “What have we here?”

      Count Balthazar seemed to have sobered up very quickly. “I have no idea what you are talking about.”

      Kormak tapped the wall again. Another hollow thud.

      “You can’t just barge in here and start smashing up the house,” Count Balthazar said. “There is such a thing as private property you know.”

      “I can do as I wish,” Kormak said. “I have the full authority of the Crown and the Church behind me, and I have reason to believe that you are sworn to the powers of Shadow.”

      The man’s laugh sounded hollow and dry. “That is insane.”

      “You will have a chance to defend yourself before the Inquisition.”

      “Oh, I’ll bet I will and who are you?”

      “My name is Kormak. I am a Guardian of the Dawn and in this matter, the personal representative of King Aemon of Siderea.”

      “You have proof of this?”

      “I will happily provide it at the appropriate time.”

      “Am I under arrest then?”

      “You might be.”

      “Then get this lunatic off me.”

      “Count Shahad is acting in a private capacity. He believes he has a score to settle with you. I believe that too.”

      Count Balthazar looked suspicious, then awareness of the situation dawned on him. “You are hiding behind his name.”

      “I am hiding behind nothing. The situation is exactly as I stated.”

      “And you will simply let him kill me.”

      Kormak tapped on the wall again. He was tempted to ask Count Balthazar how to open the panel, but it would be too easy for him to set off any traps that might be behind it. He took his elder sign from his chest and touched the area. It did not grow warm. No spell was disrupted. Whatever was there was either dormant or mechanical in nature.

      Count Balthazar stared at him. “You seek to break into my treasure vault. Are you some common thief?”

      “Let us just say your selection of books interests me. I believe I might find a darker collection of tomes hidden there.”

      Count Balthazar looked smug. “By all means, go ahead.”

      It was always possible the vault was trapped. It might trigger if tampered with. Kormak had encountered such things in the past. That might be why Count Balthazar was encouraging him. Or he might be bluffing. Kormak looked at Rhiana, to see if she had sensed anything. She gave a nearly imperceptible shake of her head.

      “If you have nothing to hide, you will open it for me.”

      Kormak gestured, and Shahad took his foot off Count Balthazar’s chest. Balthazar rose to his feet, dusted himself down with one hand. Shahad pushed him forward towards Kormak. The shouting outside had intensified. It sounded like someone had got the bodyguards organised into a fighting force. There were heavy footsteps on the stairs.

      Count Balthazar smirked. “I think you are going to have to leave now,” he said. “Come back with a warrant from the King and I will cooperate fully. I see no reason to endure this illegal search.”

      He almost shouted the words so that everyone could hear him. Shahad put a beefy arm around his neck and began to choke him. “You cannot hide behind the law on this. I will kill you myself.”

      “That would be murder,” Count Balthazar gasped.

      “I am prepared to stand trial for that. Are you prepared to go and meet the Shadow?”

      Count Balthazar smiled and said, “Yes.”

      Rhiana shouted a warning. Balthazar reached out, touched Shahad’s arm and spoke a word of power. Something black flickered from his hand, a serpent of Shadow. Shahad screamed. His face twisted in agony. His arm went limp and he dropped to the ground.

      Balthazar turned and glared at Kormak. An aura of greenish darkness flared around his hand. The marines flinched back. Kormak stepped forward. He held his elder sign between himself and Count Balthazar. “You cannot escape,” he said.

      “You are very sure of yourself.”

      “The Holy Sun protects me.”

      “But he does not protect them.” Count Balthazar gestured. Tendrils of Shadow flickered from his hands. The room darkened. Kormak drew his blade. The tendrils flashed past him and struck the marines. They too screamed and began to fall.

      The sound of fighting erupted in the corridor as the marines and the bodyguards came into contact. The marines were at a disadvantage, hearing their comrades going down and howling in agony and not knowing what was going on. The fight was going to go badly for them.

      Kormak glanced back. Count Balthazar raced out to the balcony and jumped. Kormak charged across the room and looked down. Balthazar had made it to the pool and was climbing out of it. The nimbus of black light still played around his hands. Those that noticed it screamed.

      Kormak leapt. He arced downwards, blade at the ready, knees flexing as the soft turf absorbed the impact of landing.

      Balthazar snarled. “Too late, Guardian. I am beyond your reach.”

      He raised his hand, and a curtain of darkness swirled around him. Kormak felt his elder sign grow warm. He held his breath in case there was some poison amid the mist of shadows. All around he could hear the sounds of screaming as people fled in terror.

      He was in deep trouble if Balthazar could see in this gloom. He shifted his position. As he moved, he left a deep trail in the curtain of shadow. His amulets dissolved it as he passed through. Slowly the darkness faded leaving behind no trace of the elusive Count. He had fled under cover of his sorcery.

      That could have gone better, Kormak thought. Still, he had established that Balthazar was indeed a servant of the Shadow and that Shahad’s wife had been involved in a dark cult. It was a start.

      From inside the house came the sound of fighting.

      What was left of the crowd stared at Kormak with mute horror then began to scatter. They all knew what they had seen there. Kormak entered the mansion and headed towards the stairs. Ahead of him the bodyguards still fought.

      “Enough!” Kormak shouted.

      The bodyguards at the back turned to face him.

      “I am a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn, in the service of King-Emperor Aemon. Hinder me on pain of death.”

      “You think we believe that?” said one of the bodyguards. He sounded drunk.

      “If you don’t stop fighting I will kill you.”

      “Try it . . .” said the man, springing at Kormak blade drawn. Kormak downed him with a blow. His next strike disarmed the man’s companion.

      “Balthazar was a servant of Shadow,” Kormak shouted. “Only servants of the Shadow would fight to keep him from justice.”

      The bodyguards looked at him. The marines stepped back. Kormak stared at the men until they dropped their blades. He pushed past them and into the room. Shahad was on the ground writhing in agony. Kormak reached out and touched his arm with the elder sign. Slowly the big man’s spasms subsided. Sweat stood out on his brow. His eyes became less wild. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything like that. Not even when I had the breakbone fever. What was it?”

      “Sorcery of the Shadow.” Kormak kept his voice level. Shahad seemed on the edge of tears.

      “This is worse than I thought,” he said. “Khiyana was involved with these people.”

      Kormak nodded. “We need to find out who else was. If we don’t do that soon, they will flee or foment rebellion. It’s time to go back to the Governor and tell him what we found.”

      “What about the vault here?” Shahad asked. “Balthazar was willing to die rather than let us see it.”

      “It’s probably trapped,” Kormak said.

      “I don’t care,” said Shahad. He smashed his huge fist into the wall where Kormak had been tapping.

      “No! Wait!”

      Shahad hit the wall again. A panel gave way and a space below the wall was revealed along with a shattered locking mechanism. The door swung open. Inside was a small chamber, barely more than a cupboard. On the shelves lay books and scrolls of various sorts. Kormak looked at the nearest one. It was bound in black leather. He touched it with his elder sign and a protective ward sizzled away to nothing. He flicked it open and looked upon words written in the tongue of the Old Ones.

      “What is it?” Shahad asked.

      “A copy of the Book of Skulls,” Kormak said. “An ancient grimoire of terrible spells and invocations to Xothak.

      There can’t be much doubt as to Balthazar’s guilt now. We need to set this room under guard, and we need to have words with the Governor now.”

      “This is the worst Skeleton Dance festival I have ever seen,” said Shahad.

      “It will get worse. Such things have a way of doing so.”

      Kormak looked at Rhiana. “Do you sense anything?”

      “Just the taint of dark sorcery,” she said. “I felt it when the Count cast his spell, but I sense nothing so powerful now. I think he has gone.”

      “Then we’d better get started if we want to find him.”
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      It was just another drunken night in Maial. Anders had seen scores of them. He had done little but drink and fornicate since he had come back from the Xilarean Highlands. He had money now. At least for a while longer. He had the silver to do whatever he wanted. The Governor had paid well for the damned coffin.

      He ran narrow fingers through his thinning, blonde hair, touched the hilt of the shortsword on his waist, then looked over at Bethani. He said, “Fancy another drink, darling?”

      She nodded with professional enthusiasm. He tossed her handful of silver and said, “Get me one while you’re up there.”

      For a moment, he thought she was going to object. She headed to the bar and Anders watched her go. She was tall, almost as tall as he was, had a nice body and she was dressed to reveal it.

      “Slow down, you big bastard,” said Gregor. “The night is young, and so are we.”

      Squat, apish Gregor did not look young any more. Years of hard-living made him seem older than his forty summers. There were lines all over his sunburned, frog-like face and scars on his muscular arms. He turned and kissed the girl under his right arm and then the girl under his left. They responded easily. They were as drunk as he was and it was the Masque of Death. They might have done it even if they were not being well paid.

      “I want to drink,” said Anders. He was proud that his speech was not slurred. “I need to drink. It’s what the others would have wanted.”

      “They are not in a position to want anything now,” said Gregor, “so why worry about it.”

      “If you were dead and I was still here what would you want me to do?”

      “If I were bloody dead, I wouldn’t care what you did. Why the long face? We’re both alive, and we’ve both got gold. We’re living like kings. King bloody Emperor bloody Aemon doesn’t live better than we do. In fact, from what I hear he lives a damn sight worse. No drink. No women. No tobacco. What kind of bloody life is that I ask you?”

      “The King-Emperor is a saint,” said one of the girls. Anders could not remember her name. Maggi. Magda. Monika. Maybe.

      “And may the Holy Sun bless him for it,” said Gregor. “But I’m no saint, darling, and you can thank the Light for that. Otherwise, you would not be so drunk and so well-rammed.”

      “The King-Emperor is a saint,” the girl repeated since Gregor had obviously not got her point. “He watches over his people and intercedes with the Holy Sun on our behalf.”

      “Inter-what?” Gregor was struggling now.

      “Intercedes,” said the girl.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Dunno. It’s what the priest always used to tell us on Sunsday. Always telling us how good and noble the King-Emperor is.”

      “That’s because King Aemon pays the priest’s stipend and for his church and for all the bloody nice beef he eats as well.”

      “Frater Lorco was a holy man,” said the girl. She had the faraway look of one contemplating another life in other days. “He never beat us more than once per day, and he never put his hand up our skirts.”

      “If that’s all it takes to make a holy man I am halfway there,” said Gregor. “Now all I got to do is remember the skirt thing.”

      “You should show more respect,” Magda-Monika-Maria said. “For Father Lorca and the King-Emperor.”

      “Believe me, girl, I got plenty of respect for the bloody King-Emperor and so has sour-faced Anders there. We were both his soldiers for long enough till we were discharged here in this hot hellhole.”

      “Maial is not a hellhole. I grew up here.” The girl sounded even more outraged.

      “It’s hot, though,” said Gregor. “You’ll give me that.”

      “I grew up here,” said the girl with drunken dignity. What was her name? Melani? Martha? Myshella?

      “And sorry I am for you then,” said Gregor. “Me and Anders here grew up in Trefal, the Jewel of Bloody Siderea, it is called. Spent our boyhoods on the street till we went for soldiers.”

      “How come you are here then?” asked the girl. “If you hate this place so much.”

      “I never said I hated it,” said Gregor. “I said it was a hellhole.”

      “And how is that different?”

      “All the bloody difference in the world, girl.”

      “We came here to look for treasure,” said Anders with great seriousness. He looked down into the pool of wine around the base of his goblet. Who had spilled it?

      “You and every other fortune hunter in the world,” the girl said. “They all come here. Looking for the treasure of the Old Ones. Gold. Silver. Old Magic. All that stuff they say is in the abandoned cities in the jungle. They think they’ll find temples full of it. They never do. They always promise you jewels and dresses and a new bodice when they do. But do they ever get you any of those things? No. They promise and promise and promise, but they never find gold.”

      “We found gold, girl,” said Gregor. “Or the next best thing.”

      “What’s the next best thing to gold? Silver, jewels?”

      “It was a bloody coffin. No, don’t look at me like that. I’m telling you the truth, sure as this pouch is filled with gold, well half-filled.”

      “Quarter-filled if you’re lucky,” Anders said.

      “Anyway, there’s gold in it. And there was gold and platinum and other stuff on the coffin we found.”

      “A coffin made of gold,” the girl said. “That’s sick. Why did the dead man not just give the money to the poor? We could use it. I’m poor. I could use it.”

      “I don’t think it was a human coffin,” said Anders. Gregor groaned. The girl’s looked at him horrified.

      “What do you mean?” Misti-Melani-Marla asked.

      “I mean I don’t think it was a human was in it. It was sealed, and no matter what we did we could not get the bloody thing open. Believe me, we tried.”

      “It’s true,” Gregor said. “We chipped away at with hammers, hit it with rocks, nothing worked. We scratched it a bit but we could not get the thing open. Had to drag the whole thing back a hundred leagues to Maial.”

      Anders shot him a warning look. It was their secret where the coffin had come from. One day they might want to go back. One day. When hell froze over. Still, it did no harm to keep it a secret.

      Bethani returned with the wine. Her goblet was more than half-empty. So was his. There were traces of rouge around the rim of the goblet she offered him. Anders didn’t care. He took a swig. The wine went down nicely. “That quenches a thirst,” he said.

      “They found a coffin full of gold,” said Magda.

      “It wasn’t full of gold,” said Gregor. “We sold it for gold.”

      “That’s right—it was made of jewels and platinum and other stuff. The Governor bought it.”

      “Why would the Governor buy a coffin, even if it was made of diamonds?” Bethani asked.

      “It wasn’t made of diamonds,” said Gregor. “And I don’t know why the Governor bought it. He didn’t tell me and I was not about to offend the man who was handing me a sack of bloody gold by questioning his sanity, was I?”

      “Why didn’t he give you a sack of diamonds if the coffin was made of diamonds?” asked Magda-Melani.

      “For the last time, it wasn’t made of diamonds,” said Gregor. “You’re drunk aren’t you?”

      “There’s no need to raise your voice. So, I’ve had a little drinkie. So have you.”

      “So has everyone in here.”

      The girl shook her head. “They haven’t!”

      Anders looked at where she was pointing. A group of tough looking men had just come in. The girl was right. They looked sober. “Probably just got let out by their wives,” said Gregor. “Why else would they be sober on a night like tonight?”

      It was a good question. All of the men looked sober, and they looked hard. They gathered around a man with a hatchet-like, fleshless face that looked somehow familiar. More importantly, they looked at Gregor and Anders. A short weaselly man who had been in earlier was pointing in their direction.

      “Oh oh,” said Anders. “Looks like we may have trouble.”

      Gregor looked up to see the gang advancing on them He waved. “Hey, guys. Sit down. Have a drink.”

      He felt fairly safe. This was not the sort of place where there was a lot of trouble. The bouncers were competent, and there were a lot of them to make sure the inn stayed quiet.

      The leader of the group looked at his tall skull-faced companion, who shrugged. “You Anders and Gregor?”

      “Depends on who’s asking,” Anders said.

      “Well, we’re not the king’s taxmen if that’s what you’re worried about,” said Skullface.

      “That’s good to know,” said Anders “So who are you?”

      “You’ll need to forgive my friend,” said Gregor. “He is of naturally sour disposition. He’s never bloody happier than when he is making other people miserable. A thing we were just discussing, in point of fact.”

      “Your friend is merely cautious,” said the stranger. “That is understandable. This world is full of people who seek to take advantage of others.”

      “Aren’t you the smooth one,” said Anders. “I suppose you are going to tell me that you are not one of those people.”

      “You would not believe me if I did. However, I can tell you that you are in trouble.”

      “We are in trouble? How so?”

      “The coffin you sold to the Governor was a very bad thing. It contained an imprisoned Old One.” The Governor. Anders had seen this man before when they had sold the coffin to the Governor. He was some sort of high ranking servant. Ephra. Efram. Ezra, something like that. Ezra. That was it.

      “That’s not my problem. The Governor wanted it. We sold it to him. It was a legal transaction.”

      “That’s as may be, but that Old One made an attempt on the life of the King. You see, the Governor sent it on to His Majesty as a gift.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know anything about that.”

      “It does not matter what you know,” said the stranger. “The King sent a very hard man to find out who was responsible, a Guardian of the Dawn. He is here in Maial now, asking questions. He’s not going to rest until he’s got answers and you don’t think the Governor is going to stand still and take the blame for it.”

      “We’ve only got your word for this. As far as I can tell you are just a smooth talker with a nice line in patter.”

      “Stick around and you’ll find out it’s a bit more than that.”

      “I’ll just do that.”

      “Wait, stranger,” said Gregor. “We appreciate you passing along this warning.”

      “That’s alright. The Governor sent me to make sure you know what’s going on. You’d best scram. Get out of town if you know what’s good for you.”

      The stranger got up to go. “Ask around. You’ll soon find out I am telling the truth. I just hope it’s not too late for you by then.”

      With a swirl of his cloak, he was out through the door.

      “That was bloody strange,” said Gregor. “You don’t suppose he was telling the truth.”

      “He might have been. I was expecting him to try and sell us a bill of goods, but he left without asking for any money.”

      “If it’s money he wants, he’ll be back.”

      
* * *

      The changeling waited outside in the dark, wearing his new form, that of the Governor’s lackey, Ezra. He had scouted out the lay of the land. Mother’s House was not the sort of place to start trouble. There were too many armed bouncers in there to take the side of any patron.

      Still, he had seen his prey and talked to them. He felt certain he could duplicate their mannerisms now and their way of speaking as well as their appearance. He had given them something to think about too. With any luck, they would panic and flee, and he could follow them and pick them up. If not, he would find other ways to encourage their departure.

      
* * *

      “What are we going to do?” Gregor asked. He was paying no attention to Magda or whatever her name was now and she was looking sullen. Talking to a man who might be in trouble with the authorities was clearly something that made her nervous.

      “I don’t know,” said Anders “Let me think.”

      It would come down to that anyway. Gregor was a talker and a charmer, but he was not much of a thinker. He was not exactly slow, but he never planned much for the future or looked for anything other than the obvious. The role of planner had always fallen to Anders. Even when Sarge and Donal and the rest of the boys had been around, Anders had always been the one who figured things out. He was going to have start doing it again now.

      He put his goblet down and said to Bethani, “Go get me some kava.”

      “Get it yourself,” she said. She no more liked the turn the conversation had taken than Monika-Marketa. “You’re big enough, and you’re ugly enough.”

      “Here’s how it’s going to be,” said Anders. “You are going to get off your arse and get me coffee or you are never going to see another brass farthing from me. And you’ll be paying for your own drinks.”

      “You can’t do that? Mother won’t let you.”

      “She will if she wants to see any more of my gold. There’s plenty more red-light houses along the Street of Sin. Hell, I’ll bet I could get some fancy matron to take us in with it being a festival and all.”

      “Better do as he says, girl,” said Gregor. “When he’s in this mood there’s a devil in him. He can turn downright mean, and you would not want to see that. None of your fancy muscle men around here would like it either. He’s not all gurning and whining. When he takes a head stagger, he can be downright scary.”

      The girl’s glance darted back and forth between the two of them. “Get me the drink or you can explain to your mother that you’re the reason I left to go next door.”

      That was enough for Bethani; she got up to bring the coffee.

      “Now you’re being downright bloody unpleasant,” said Gregor.

      “I’m worried.”

      “Yeah? What about now?”

      “The guy who was just in here shouting his mouth off. I can’t figure out his angle at all and that has me worried.”

      “You reckon he was telling the truth?”

      “If it was money he was after he could have picked a better story. I don’t see what he gains by lying to us. And he hasn’t come back anyway.”

      “You think the King really has put a Guardian onto us? That could get hairy. They can be cruel bastards and if there was an Old One involved he’ll not be gentle with us. And you can’t kill him. His order will just send two more to kill us. And they never let up.”

      “Maybe we better had think about getting out of town.”

      “Somehow I knew you were going to say that,” said Gregor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      Anders staggered up to his room and began to pack his kit. It was time to go, just in case. There was no sense in waiting around for trouble to find them. They could head up country to Helgarde or even just light out into the wilderness until things calmed down.

      Hell, they might even save themselves some gold. Money went much further in the backcountry, and they were used to living off the land.

      They had both been in trouble with the law before, and the solution was easy enough, leave the country or lie low until things blew over. Perhaps they could find a berth on a ship heading back to the Old Kingdoms, but the chances were that, if they were being hunted, the docks would be watched.

      Come to think of it, he remembered the girls and some of the punters talking about the new galleon that had arrived. It had a new admiral and a Guardian on it.

      Why would the Governor send his man to warn them if the thing wasn’t true? Telling them to get out of town was far from the worst thing he could have done. Maial was a place where life was cheap and men could easily be made to vanish. The Governor was the sort of man to do it too, by all accounts. Indeed, it was surprising that he had not just chosen to get rid of them and reclaim his gold. Still, now was not the time to kick a gift horse in the mouth.

      Bethani had changed her tune from earlier. Now she looked at him plaintively as an abandoned puppy. He was deserting her and somehow she could not live without him. Anders sincerely doubted that but even if it was true he needed to go.

      “Don’t worry, darling, I’ll be back. Just give this thing time to blow over and we’ll see each other again.”

      “You don’t mean that. As soon as you walk through that door, you’ll forget about me.”

      Based on experience that was true, but now hardly seemed the time to say it.

      “I’ll never forget you, darling. Give me a kiss to remember you by.”

      She kissed him long and expertly and began to draw him towards the bed. He was tempted, but the thought of a Guardian and a squad of marines coming to drag him into a cell made it easier to resist that temptation.

      “I’ve got to go; Gregor is waiting for me.”

      “Gregor is saying goodbye to Magda and Dalia. He cares more about them than you care about me.”

      “Light of the Holy Bloody Sun, woman. My hide is on the line here. A fat lot of use I will be to you if my body is broken on the rack.”

      She started to sniffle. He fumbled in his purse and gave her a silver coin. She stopped for a moment, looked at it then started to sniffle again. This time, he gave her gold and her eyes went wide, and she threw her arms around him. “I’ll wait for you forever,” she said.

      Or until the next man with some money walks through the door, Anders thought. Not that he minded. He was sure she took their relationship no more seriously than he did.

      He threw everything else he had into his backpack, strapped on his sword, and made his way across to Gregor’s chamber. He banged on the door and shouted, “Time to go.”

      “I’m just settling something here,” Gregor shouted back. “You go downstairs and square things with Mother and I’ll settle up with you once we hit the road.”

      Anders considered arguing, but it was pointless. All it would do would slow down their departure. He headed down the stairs and asked one of the tough guys next to the bar to take him into see Mother.

      “Sorry to see you go,” the old woman said. Sorry to see my money go, more like, Anders thought.

      “I hope you found everything to your satisfaction.”

      “I was very satisfied, several times every night,” he said.

      She laughed as if she had not heard this a thousand times before. “Any idea when you’ll be back in town?”

      “Next time we make a big score,” he said. “You know what it’s like the life of a prospector.”

      “I do,” she said. “I was married to one, a long time ago. When I first came out here. It was a hard life.”

      “I’ll bet.”

      Gregor popped his head around the door. “You’d best leave this beautiful bloody lady alone. It’s time to go.”

      They headed for the door.

      It was dark. Pools of light lined either side of the buildings. Most of the lights were red, marking the entrances of houses of ill repute. Green revealed the doorways of hash houses. Yellow was for plain old-fashioned taverns. The streets were crowded, with barkers singing the praises of their establishments, and blind drunk sailors, rouged bar girls and costumed citizens determined to make the most of the festival.

      “I’m going to miss this bloody place,” said Gregor. “Best time of my life this was.”

      “That’s because we have money. Just be glad we’ve still got some to leave with.” The long drunk had started to wear off. Anders studied the faces of the crowd looking for anyone familiar. He caught sight of someone he recognised. One of the bruisers who had accompanied the Governor’s flunky. The man quickly ducked out of the pool of light and vanished into the shadow.

      “I think we might be being followed,” Anders said. “Some of those guys who were with the Governor’s lapdog earlier.”

      “Might just be making sure we take his advice,” said Gregor.

      “Or he might just know how much the Governor paid us for that coffin and want to get his hands on what’s left.”

      “You reckon he’s doing a bit of freelancing then?”

      “Might be. In any case, he brought some of his chums with him.”

      “Good thing I brought me sword then. Wish I had a crossbow and some armour.”

      “Yeah. The Watch would be thrilled to see you strolling down the street with a crossbow in your hand.”

      “I’m just saying. And by the way, I think you’re right. There’re a couple more of those rough boys in the alley mouth there.”

      Anders could not see them but Gregor’s night vision had always been better than his.

      “You reckon the whole gang is there, mate?” Gregor asked.

      “We’d better assume so.”

      “Too many to stand and fight then, and I don’t think it would be sensible to go to the Watch under the circumstances.”

      “Not when they might be looking to clamp us in irons.”

      “What’s the plan then?”

      “Mingle with the crowd, look for a chance to bolt and take it when it comes up.”

      “Sound thinking. Wish I had not had that last beer.”

      “I wish I had not had the last ten. Tonight looks like a night to have all our wits about us.”

      “Oh well, at least I had a good time with Magda and Dalia. If this is my last night among the living, I’ll go out with a smile on me face.”

      “Let’s hope you don’t have to go out at all.”

      “You know, old son, you were right. I should have put down one or two drinks for Sarge and Donal and the lads. Who knows, we might be seeing them again soon.”

      “Don’t talk like a plonker. We’ve been in tighter spots than this. Remember in Umbrea when we were surrounded by those death-worshipping bastards.”

      “Yeah but we were with the company then, and we had a wizard with us. Tonight it’s just you and me.”

      “The two of us are worth any dozen of the Governor’s bully boys.”

      “I hope you’re right because I spotted another couple of them. Over there, on the right, at that sausage stand. Yep, one of them just made me making him.”

      “How many is that now?”

      “At the last count six.”

      “Definitely too many to fight.”

      “Unless worst comes to bloody worst.”

      “We could make a run for it.”

      “Might be the best plan.”

      “Split up. Meet you at the East Gate in the morning. If that fails will meet you down the road to Helgarde at Westerby village.”

      “You bloody sure you want to do this?” Gregor asked.

      “No, but it’s either that or stand and fight and draw attention to ourselves that might best be avoided.”

      “Alright then, when we hit the next crossroads I’ll take right, you take left, and bloody good luck to you, mate.”

      “Same to you. See you in Westerby.”

      “Or in hell, mate.” They reached the crossroads. Anders broke left, sprinted down the street and turned into the mouth of an alley. He hoped he remembered things right. He’d spent a lot of time in this part of town, but it was a lot of time drunk.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Three big men loomed out of the gloom. One of them caught sight of him and pointed. Anders cursed. Looking back had been a mistake.

      He ran down the muddy alleyway, jumped a midden, frightened a pig snuffling in the dark. He turned and kicked it in the rump, sending it hurtling back down the alley in the direction of his pursuers. He ran on, taking a right then a left.

      From behind him came the sound of grunts and cursing and a pig squealing in pain. In the dark, a hog was an easy thing to trip over. Briefly, he considered heading back and throwing himself at his pursuers. In the confusion, he could do a lot of damage.

      But no. He was still drunk. And he had a problem of his own. It was pitch dark in these alleys. The only light came from the occasional candle flickering in a window, and there were damn few of those. He stretched out his arms and tried to guide himself by touching the walls. He needed to move slowly. The last thing he wanted to do was run headlong into a wall in the dark. That would cut the chase short very quickly.

      His hand fumbled on a door jamb. He could try and maybe hide out inside. Even as that thought occurred to him, he heard something big growl and bark. A heavy weight threw itself against the door. Guard dog.

      A moment later he heard a man shout. “That way.”

      Another voice bellowed. “Wait a minute. Linkboy! Linkboy!”

      They were calling for torchbearers. Not so good. They would be able to see him in the dark. They might even notice the new tracks he had left in the alley mud. Keeping moving seemed like a good idea.

      He pressed on, wishing he had a torch himself or a dark lantern or one of those magical stones that glowed with their own internal light. He had seen some of those back where they had found the coffin, had even pried one from the ceiling in which it had been set, but it had lost its glow shortly after that and never regained it. It seemed to need to be connected to the runes etched into the stonework to keep the magic coming. It was always the way with sorcery. It never turned out to be useful. It was always a curse.

      He pressed on through the gloom, praying for the moon to break through the clouds or for an exit back into the street to appear. What had seemed to be a good plan to his drink-fuddled brain was swiftly proving to be a trap. His pursuers would soon be on his trail and he was badly outnumbered.

      His hand fumbled for his blade. He wondered how Gregor was doing.

      
* * *

      The changeling moved silently along the alley. His plan had worked a little too well. He had spooked the men into making a run for it while they were drunk. That had got them out of the protection of the red-light house. Unfortunately, they were not neophytes at this game. They had spotted Orson Waters’ incompetents and split up.

      No matter. He need only find one right now. The other could be picked up later. His altered eyes could see in the darkness better than any other mortals’. There was no colour, just shades of grey, but the details were clear enough. New footsteps imprinted in the mud. Judging from their appearance, it would be the tall blonde one. His feet would be larger.

      He followed the trail and saw the man lumbering along in the gloom. His hand was close to the hilt of his sword. The changeling doubted his prey could see much, but it was always possible that he might connect a blow by accident. It would not do to throw away his life by accident in this alley.

      He could wait for Orson’s men to come up but this alley was a good place to take his prize if he could. No witnesses. He felt in his pocket for the sap and began to alter his face.

      
* * *

      “Psst! Over bloody here, mate!” Anders jumped at the sound of that familiar voice.

      “Gregor! What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask the bloody same of you. I tried to give the blighters the slip, circled Cheap Street and ended up in this bloody alley.”

      There was something odd about Gregor’s voice. He did not sound quite like his usual self. It was understandable under the circumstances. He had been chased all over the city.

      “Cheap Street. I’ve drifted far off course then.” Anders had thought he was five blocks from Cheap Street. How could he possibly have gone so wrong?

      “Easy enough to do in these bloody alleys, mate. They are a maze. I’m not sure I can find my own way out.”

      Anders heard footsteps coming closer. He heard heavy breathing. “You there, mate?” Gregor’s almost voice asked. A hand clutched his tunic in the dark.

      “Yeah! Best be quiet. I’m being followed by at least three of the bastards. They have a link boy with them. They’ll be on us soon if we’re not careful.”

      Something else nagged at Anders. Cheap Street. How had Gregor circled and got behind him from Cheap Street along the alley? How had he managed to get by the bruisers? Maybe there was another alley mouth; Anders had missed in the dark, but he did not remember any.

      No matter. There were two of them now and only three pursuers. The odds were more in their favour than any time this evening. Particularly if they managed the advantage of surprise.

      “If we can just find a place out of the torchlight when they come on us, we can bounce them,” he whispered to Gregor.

      “Bloody right. What about that doorway behind you?”

      Gregor turned his head to look. As he did so, he wondered how Gregor had managed to see a hiding place in the total darkness. Just as the thought occurred to him, something crashed into the back of his head and the night exploded into a thousand stars that faded to blackness, taking his consciousness with them.

      
* * *

      Kormak looked around the garden of Balthazar’s mansion. A pile of books and scrolls and statues lay next to the ornamental pool. Some of them were monstrous, dating back to the rule of the Old Ones. Some of them were pornographic. None of them were any more incriminating than what Kormak had already found in Balthazar’s chambers.

      It galled him. The Count had escaped. He had found proof of the man’s involvement with the Shadow cult, but the mage had slipped through his fingers. The hangers-on and party guests might be able to tell him something. It was going to be a long night of interrogations. He had better get on with it.

      A man in the livery of the Governor’s household enter the gardens. It was Ezra. His face was schooled to blankness.

      “You’ve found the men were looking for,” Zamara asked.

      “Yes and no, Your Excellency,” said Ezra. His voice was as neutral as his demeanour.

      Zamara frowned. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

      Kormak strode over to the Admiral’s side. He wanted to hear this. Rhiana went with him.

      Ezra kept his face carefully blank. “We found out where they were, but they left in a hurry just minutes before we arrived. I have men combing the streets and spending gold looking for any trace of their trail. If they are in the city, we will find them.”

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      “They were staying in Mother’s place on the Street of Shame. When I asked about their whereabouts, she said something odd. She said why didn’t you ask them where they were going when you talked to them?”

      Kormak felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle. “Someone who looked like you.”

      “Have the woman brought in for questioning,” said Zamara.

      “I shall do as you say, Admiral,” said Ezra, “but before I go, there’s one more thing.”

      “Yes,” said Kormak.

      “We have not been the only ones asking after Anders and Gregor. It took some effort, but I traced those enquiries back to Goodman Waters’ servant, Lorenzo.”

      “You’ve done well,” Kormak said. He felt a small surge of triumph. He had had his suspicions about the merchant ever since the bad business on the Island of Wrath.

      “This thing gets stranger by the minute,” said Zamara.

      “It just means that our enemies are ahead of us. If we act quickly, we might yet catch up with them. Gather your men, Admiral. It looks like we need to pay a visit to the home of Orson Waters.”

      “I know the way,” said Count Shahad.

      “Ezra, go and get Frater Ramon and as many soldiers as you can. Bring them to Goodman Waters’ house. I suspect we are going to need them. Be quick about it!”

      “As you say, Guardian.” Ezra scuttled off.

      “I know where Waters lives,” repeated Count Shahad. His words had an ominous ring to them.
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      In the chamber outside their captives’ cell, Orson looked at the changeling. It was a most unsettling sight. It wore the shape of the Guardian Kormak. The changeling seemed to take pleasure in making him nervous. “You think this will get them to tell the truth?”

      The changeling ran a hand up against the stone wall of the cellar. The stones were massive; remnants of the great underground city the Old Ones had built on the site. Modern Maial was built on top of it. “It is consistent with what they already know. If they believe they have fallen into the hands of the Order of the Dawn, they will be more cooperative. We may even be able to convince them they are helping the King-Emperor.”

      “I hope you are right.” Even as he said the words, Orson heard stone grind against stone, then feet approaching, slapping along the cold stones. Someone had entered the cellars under his house via the network of secret tunnels. He heard a man’s heavy breathing. The sound set him to reaching for his blade. Balthazar emerged from the shadows.

      “They almost got me,” he said.

      “What? Who?” Orson said.

      “The Guardian…” Balthazar pulled up short and glared at the changeling. He still wore Kormak’s shape. Balthazar began to back away.

      The false Kormak laughed. The changeling’s features slid into a new configuration, mocking those of Balthazar. “It is I. Tell me what happened.”

      Balthazar stared at the changeling. His fingers flexed as if he was considering casting a spell. He took control of himself and said, “Troops showed up at my house, along with the man whose form you just mimicked. I barely escaped into the old tunnels. I made my way here.”

      Orson said, “What if you were followed? You might have led the Guardian right to us.”

      “I wasn’t followed,” Balthazar said with the serene confidence of a man who was certain of the truth. “I covered my tracks with sorcery. Anyway, they were too busy over-running my house. It was chaos.”

      “You assured me that the Governor was too frightened to risk a run in with the nobles,” the changeling said, staring at Orson.

      “It would appear that the Guardian has given him some spine.”

      “The Guardian arrived with Count Shahad,” Balthazar said. “Shahad made demands about seeing the murderer of his wife.”

      “That was clever,” Orson said.

      “Clever?” The changeling’s features were blank. That was usually a sign he was troubled.

      “The Governor can pretend that he had nothing to do with it. It’s not politics. It’s personal. That’s something most of the nobles can get behind. Particularly Balthazar’s enemies. It will keep a lid on the situation for a while. The Guardian can move through the shadows and pick off anyone he wants, just so long as he is with Shahad.”

      “No matter,” said the changeling. “We have found the men we were looking for.”

      “Sooner or later someone will talk.” Orson looked directly at Count Balthazar. If what he suspected about the alchemist was true, then some very dark secrets would be revealed. Everything they had worked towards for so long was about to come crashing down. “We cannot remain here. We will have to flee.”

      That was going to be hard at his age. He was used to luxury, and he needed the potions that Count Balthazar prepared to keep his heart beating. This could be a death sentence for him in many different ways. How had things gone so wrong so fast?

      “I feel certain that you have gold hidden away somewhere. You strike me as a cautious man, Orson.” Was the changeling showing more than a little too much interest in his personal cache. It came to him that it would be very easy for it to kill him and replace him and thus have access to all his money.

      He also suspected that the assassin considered him expendable now that he had found what he was looking for. After all, it was easy for him to walk away from the consequences of his actions. Orson would find it a lot more difficult to hide in the crowd.

      “I have an escape plan,” Orson said. “I always find it best to keep those to myself. You never know who will be captured and who will betray you.”

      “Excellent thinking. What can any cell member tell the Guardian?” The question was addressed at Count Balthazar.

      “Not a great deal. Everything was organised on a need to know basis.”

      The changeling’s glance tracked back to Orson. “You are a conspicuous figure. Could someone name you?”

      “Yes,” Balthazar said. “Some know of my friendship with Goodman Waters.”

      The changeling nodded, “We must assume that some member of your cell is going to spill everything that they know. It would be best if we were not here when that happens.”

      “Right now we need to squeeze our prisoners for what they know while we still have time,” said Balthazar.

      The changeling nodded. “Take a cowled robe. We shall begin the interrogation.”

      
* * *

      Anders’s head ached. His mouth felt dry. “Worst hangover I ever had,” he muttered. He tried to move, but something held him in place. “What the hell,” he muttered and shook his head. That made the room spin. He was not in very good shape.

      He glanced around. The walls were made of huge blocks of unmortared stone. The air was damp and fusty and far too warm. There was a smell of spices and embalming fluid. A single lantern lit what looked like a small cell. As he turned his head, he saw that’s exactly where he was and that he was not alone.

      Gregor’s familiar figure was tied to a chair nearby. Skeletons, their bones picked clean, hung in chains from the walls.

      Gregor opened his eyes. Anders could see his face was bruised, and two teeth were missing. The little man looked around and said, “Bloody hell. They don’t feed their prisoners very well around here, do they?”

      Anders glared at him. “What happened?”

      “They caught us apparently. How’d they get you?”

      “Dunno. One second I was talking to you. The next second I was here. Something hit me on the back of the head judging by the way it feels.”

      “You were talking to me? You been chewing the bloody loco weed again?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “How were you talking to me? Were you seeing bloody visions?”

      “I wasn’t seeing anything at all. It was pitch dark.”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “I heard your voice.”

      “You talked to me? What about?”

      “Why are giving me aggravation about this? You were there!”

      “I’m giving you aggravation, mate, because I don’t know what the hell you are talking about.”

      “You told me you circled, went down Cheap Street . . .”

      “What? I headed for the West Gate. Got grabbed by a bunch of the big guys on Temple Way. They told the passers-by that I had skipped from Mother’s place without paying my bill. Not that anybody was interested. I fought, but they gave me a right seeing to.”

      “Something’s not right here. I could swear you were with me when I was taken.”

      “That looks like a pretty bad bump on the back of your bloody head, mate. Maybe you remember something that didn’t happen.”

      Anders wondered if he was going mad. He knew what had happened. He was certain of it. And yet Gregor seemed equally certain that it had not. Something was wrong here.

      The door slammed open interrupting his train of thought. A big evil-looking man with a scarred face entered the room. The most noticeable thing about him was the sword slung over his back. Very few people carried their blades that way and with good reason. No one except a Guardian of the Dawn would want to attract the attention of the Old Ones or their children.

      A moment later two other men appeared each garbed in the cowled robe of a priest. One was an enormously fat man and the other was almost as tall but considerably fitter looking.

      The man with the sword on his back moved with feral grace. When he spoke his accent was odd, at once educated like that of a priest and slightly foreign. He was not a Siderean. Judging from his black hair and his savage features he was not even a Sunlander.

      “You two are in big trouble,” he said.

      “We’re not the ones kidnapping innocent men from the bloody street,” said Gregor. The stranger slapped him on the face hard. Gregor’s head slammed to one side.

      “I’ve been hit harder,” he said. “By tougher men.”

      The stranger’s smile showed very white teeth. “This is not a contest. You are going to tell me everything I want to know, and you are going to tell me truthfully. It will go much easier for you if you do.”

      The really terrifying thing was the relaxed way in which he spoke. He had no doubts about what he was saying. It was the voice of a patient man who knew what he’s doing. He was giving them a chance to cooperate. He didn’t care whether they did or not except for the fact that their cooperation would make his job easier.

      “What do you want to know?” Anders asked.

      “And what will you bloody well do to us if we tell you?” said Gregor. It was a fair question, but Anders suspected they all already knew the answer.

      “My name is Kormak,” the stranger said. “I am a Guardian of the Dawn. I have been sent here to find out where a certain coffin came from. A sarcophagus containing elements of truesilver and white gold, inscribed with ancient runes. I know you are the men who sold it to Governor Aurin. I want to know where it came from. You are going to tell me. These two fraters are witnesses.”

      “Why do you want to bloody well know?” Gregor really could not keep his mouth shut. He needed to prove how tough he was. There was no need. He was every bit as hard as he thought but Anders could tell that in this situation he wasn’t hard enough. There was casual death in this stranger’s winter grey eyes.

      The stranger shrugged. “I want to know because the sarcophagus contained a living Old One. It almost killed Aemon, King-Emperor of Siderea.”

      Something of the man’s tone told Anders that the stranger did not like Aemon or his title. Not that it mattered much. Anders had worked for plenty of people he didn’t like. Had done good work for them to.

      “A bloody Old One? Pull the other leg, mate. I piss beer when you do.”

      “It does not matter whether you believe me or not,” said Kormak. “What matters is that you tell me where you found it. The quicker you do so, the better it will go for you.”

      “You’re going to bloody kill us anyway, aren’t you,” said Gregor. There was a desperate edge to his voice. What he really wanted was to be convinced otherwise.

      “Why would I do that if you cooperate?”

      “Because someone is going to be strung up for the attempt on the King’s life and you can bet that sword on your back that it’s not going to be the Governor.”

      “Governor Aurin does not get to decide who dies around here. I do.”

      “And of course, you are bloody well going to spare the life of a couple of tramp swordsmen rather than take the life of a Royal Governor.”

      “I don’t much like the Governor. I don’t much like you either. I might like you more if you helped me. And I would particularly appreciate it if you did not waste any more of my time. All I need are a few simple answers. Where did you get the coffin?”

      “Piss off,” said Gregor. He was still a bit drunk, and he was in pain from the beating he had taken. Anders could tell he resented it. It was a mistake.

      “We found it on the High Plateau beyond the Xilarean Mountains,” Anders said. “Out in the middle of the Desert of Demons.”

      Gregor looked at him as if he was some kind of traitor. Anders shook his head imperceptibly. He thought he had found a way out, or at least of keeping them alive for a little bit longer.

      The Guardian walked over to his chair, circled it. Anders could feel his massive presence behind him. It made him nervous, as no doubt, it was meant to.

      “Go on,” said Kormak.

      “In the desert, there is another mountain ring and in the middle of the ring, there is an ancient city. It does not look as if it was built by humans. It looks like some of the stuff you see in the Graveyard of Angels in Umbrea but on a much bigger scale.”

      Anders flinched as the stranger put his hand on his shoulder. His fingers were like claws. Very strong claws.

      “Tell me more.”

      “We found the coffin there.”

      The Guardian glanced over to the fat priest. “Is that likely?”

      When the priest spoke his voice was rich and mellow. His accent was local. “Perhaps. Not many people go up onto the High Plateau, and even fewer go through the Desert of Demons. It’s haunted. There are tales of monsters and ghosts and other things.”

      “There are monsters,” said Anders, “and that’s not the worst of it. The whole city is a death-trap.”

      “A death-trap,” the thinner priest said. He sounded like a nobleman, but then many of the clergy did. They were often drawn from the ranks of the nobility or so Anders had heard—younger brothers without an inheritance and such. “But you are here.”

      “We are the only survivors of a whole company of men who went in.”

      The Guardian and the priests exchanged a look. Anders sensed that he had got their attention.

      “You are lying,” said the fat priest. “You are telling us a tale, and it will go badly for you.”

      “Why would I lie?” Anders said, as persuasively as he could. He knew he was arguing for his life. The Guardian stared at him, his gaze unreadable and suddenly alien. “There was a company of us, all sworn brothers, former mercenaries. When we were discharged, we headed up into the Highlands searching for the lost gold of the ancients.”

      “And next you are going to tell me that you found it,” said the fat priest. It seemed to be his chosen role to disbelieve. Anders felt the compulsion to prove the fat man wrong settle on him, and he fought it down. Hungover or not, he knew that was what the fat man wanted, and he was not going to get out of here alive by giving his captors anything for free.

      “You are saying you are former soldiers of the crown?” the Guardian said.

      “Why else would the Governor grant us an audience. We served him well in his wars with the natives.”

      “The Governor never mentioned that,” said the fat priest.

      “It would not surprise me if there were a lot of things he never revealed,” said the Guardian. Was it an act, Anders wondered or had they just revealed a gap in their knowledge that he could exploit? Best to stick to the truth for the moment. That would serve them best. Or keep them alive longest.

      “So a whole company of you just happened to go off into the Desert of Demons?” the fat priest said. “And you just happened to find a lost city there.”

      “You sound as if you have been around the colonies longer than I have,” said Anders. “You must have heard the rumours of lost Xanadar.”

      “I know it is a dream of madmen and sorcerers,” said the fat priest. “I doubt some half-witted mercenaries just stumbled on it when men have sought the place for fifty years.”

      “But we did not just stumble on it,” Anders said. “We were led there by an old prospector who needed us to protect him from the Guardian demons. He was right too, but we could not keep him alive in the end.”

      The fat priest grunted in disbelief. Anders fought back the flood of memories, of monsters and sand demons, of old Henrik’s final moments when he died screaming, not a league from the treasure house he had sought all his life. Of the deadly metal monsters that had emerged when they found the sarcophagus. Of Sarge’s final order and the last wild ride on the wagon out of the city and into the desert. Of Donal being dragged screaming from the back of the wagon by the metal horrors. Of the way their pursuers had stopped so suddenly at the city’s edge and refused to follow even though they could have easily overtaken them.

      He realised he had fallen silent and that the priest and the Guardian were staring at him. Had they asked him a question?

      “I said how did you get to this place?” the Guardian repeated. “Answer me.”

      “Don’t tell the bastards anything,” Gregor said. “The rest of the treasure is ours. We swore that one day we would go back for it.”

      The Guardian cuffed him casually. Gregor’s head snapped back, and the chair tipped over. It threatened to fall to the floor, but the Guardian halted it by stretching out his hand. He was both quick and strong. Anders knew he would not want to get into a fight with this man.

      “I told you earlier—you will tell me everything I want to know. You can do it willingly or unwillingly. I don’t care which.”

      “Then it’s unwillingly you fu . . .” Gregor’s shout of defiance was stopped by a scream of agony. The Guardian had stabbed him with something. Blood pumped from his shoulder. The Guardian twisted whatever he held in his hand, and more blood came forth.

      “The stiletto is tipped with acidworm venom,” he said. “It sterilises the wound but at the same time makes it agonisingly painful. If left untreated the poison will make its way along the nerves, burning them out as it goes. It is excruciating, and it is fatal. It takes its time. I’ve seen men last for days, begging for death the whole time.”

      “Wanker!” Gregor shouted, his face a rictus of pain.

      “That’s amusing,” said the Guardian. Anders was not sure whether he was talking about Gregor’s comment or his agony.

      “Stop it,” Anders said. “I’m telling you what you want to know.”

      Gregor had turned pale, and a stream of gibberish and cursing flowed from his mouth. Anders had seen him this way before when the chirurgeon was sewing his leg after the battle of Borgata.

      The Guardian stared at Anders. The man’s grey-eyed gaze was chilling. Very slowly he took out a vial of something, touched it to the stiletto’s tip and then poked it into the wound. Gregor screamed again, but his agony visibly faded. Beads of sweat showed on his face.

      “I have more interesting venoms,” the Guardian said. “And more destructive ones. You might want to bear that in mind.”

      I am going to kill you slowly, Anders thought. Don’t know how. Don’t know when. But it is going to happen. He said, “I will bear that in mind.”

      “That would be clever. Now go on with your story.”

      Anders told him about Xanadar and its monstrous metal inhabitants and the endless traps and mazes and evil magic. He stressed how deadly it was. The Guardian listened intently. The fat priest went from disbelief to silence.

      Anders piled on the concrete detail, wanting to convince them, needing to convince them. In the end, he thought he had succeeded, when the Guardian said, “And you intend to go back there.”

      “We intended to go back, but we got distracted spending the money the Governor paid us.”

      “And there were more coffins like the first one you found.”

      “Yes, but they were guarded. The defenders only emerged when we disturbed the first one.”

      “Nothing bothered you until you did that?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Now you will describe how you got there.”

      “And then you will kill us.”

      “I might. It might become a choice between dying swiftly and dying in great pain.”

      “In the end, it’s all the same.”

      The Guardian shook his head. “It might be eternities of agony before you pass over to the other side.”

      Anders expected Gregor to shout with defiance again, but he merely shook his head slightly. Anders said what he had been angling for, all along.

      “We can guide you there. We know how to find our way through. We spent enough lives doing so.”

      “I think we can figure out anything you did,” said the fat man.

      “You might get yourself killed in the process. And it might just be as slow and painful as the deaths you are threatening us with.”

      Anders rather hoped they would try it and be caught by death, in the same way, most of the company had been. At least he might get some revenge from beyond the grave. That said, he would prefer to get it while he was still living. He was sure Gregor would as well, once he got over the venom.

      “Tell us how you got there,” the tall, slim priest said. Anders looked at the Guardian, but Kormak did not contradict his companion.

      Anders shrugged as best his binding let him and described their route in. They had come from the south, past Dhargon’s Beacon and into the Desert of Demons.

      “Describe this Beacon,” the Guardian said. He clearly was looking for a distinctive sign post.

      “Tall as a small mountain worked with similar runes to those in the lost city. Glowing runes on the side, visible at night from leagues away.”

      The Guardian looked at the thin priest. He had the look of a man who had been told something they recognised.

      “It sounds like Dhargon’s Beacon.,” said the priest. “It is a relic of the Elder Races. Sacred to some of the desert tribes. Shunned by most sensible people.”

      “Interesting,” said Kormak.

      Anders was not sure exactly what had happened, but he sensed that something had changed in the room when he mentioned the Beacon. Had he gone too far, given them too much of a clue as to what they needed? His stomach did a flip-flop. He expected to be put to death momentarily. Instead without saying a further word their captors left the room.

      “Now what have you bloody well done, mate?” Gregor asked.

      “I think I may have just saved our lives.”

      “I certainly bloody hope so. I wouldn’t want to go through that again. It was like having wild dingoes gnaw my bollocks.”

      “Now is not the time to chat about your hobbies.”

      “Hah-bloody-hah!”

      They fell silent, wondering what their captors were up to.
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      “You believe that pair of drunkards?” Orson asked. They stood outside the door of the cell once more.

      The false Kormak smiled. “They are too scared to lie. I have been trained to weigh the words of men, and I felt truth in the one called Anders. He plans on doing us harm if he can, but he understands his best interests lie in cooperating with us. It is nothing less than the truth.”

      “He might just be telling us what we want to hear,” Balthazar said.

      “How could he know? And if he was doing that he would not have spun us the tale of monsters.”

      “Perhaps he wanted to offer his services as a guide.”

      “I see no reason why we should not accept them. At least until we find what we are looking for.”

      “You think this is it then? This is what you were looking for?”

      “I do.”

      “I want to go with you,” Orson said. “I do not think it would be wise to stay in Maial.”

      “Of course. We will have need of a fighting force if what the drunk says is true.”

      “It sounds dangerous,” said Balthazar.

      “Orson, you are a wealthy man, and you have warriors in your employ. Find some more.”

      “We cannot trust any outsiders,” said Balthazar looking at Orson.

      Orson said, “You are correct, and haste is of the essence. Send out the word to your secret brethren. We want all the fighting men we can assemble, and they need to be ready to go as soon as possible. We will need beasts and supplies. We will need to prepare.”

      Balthazar said, “There are brethren in Helgarde on the boundaries of the Desert. They will help us if we can get to them.”

      “I think we should not rush into this. We might have missed something.”

      “If you would prefer to sit here and wait for the Guardian to come and get you, feel free, friend Orson,” said the changeling. “Provide me with some men and our prisoners and I will go ahead myself.”

      The changeling had spoken very quickly. Was this what he had been angling for all along? Orson did not trust the assassin out of his sight. He sighed. He was afraid of the man, if man he was, but he also wanted whatever it was he sought. Finding it would give them something to negotiate with the changeling’s masters. Orson could envision a future fast approaching where he might need to seek refuge in Lunar lands.

      “Very well. Let us go and seek this fabulous treasure. I only hope those idiots you captured know what they are doing.”

      “We shall soon find out,” the changeling said.

      Balthazar shot the false Kormak a look. “I will gather the secret brotherhood. We will meet you in the courtyard of the Temple of Xothak before dawn. There will be crowds there for the last night of the Masque of Death. They will cover our approach. There is a way of using sorcery to aid us. This is a most sacred night to the worshippers of Xothak, and the Temple is holy ground. There may yet be a way to salvage this situation using magic. The followers of the accursed Sun may yet be overthrown.”

      “Good,” said the changeling. “Let us go and speak with our soon-to-be companions. Tell them the good news.”

      Balthazar reached up and touched the keystone that would unlock the secret door to the Old City. It turned smoothly on its hinges revealing the tunnel behind. Orson wished the sorcerer had not done that. The changeling’s eyes had followed every move he had made.

      Balthazar vanished into the tunnels. Orson wondered if he would ever see the sorcerer again.

      
* * *

      “You awake?” Anders asked. The cell was very quiet. Somewhere in the distance water dripped. In the shadows, small red eyes gleamed. There were rats out there. How long had it been since their captors departed? He could not tell. He had drifted off into half-drunken sleep. He looked at one of the skeletons hanging on the wall. Who were you? he wondered. How did you get here? What happened here? Did this cell date back to the time of the Old Ones or did the Church build it for its own nefarious purposes?

      “I am now,” said Gregor. “And I was just having a nice dream, Monika and Marketa were in the bathtub with me and soaping my back and each other’s . . .”

      “How are you feeling? That poison looked pretty nasty.”

      “I haven’t felt so bad since I caught my tadger in that brothel door in Kendravil. That wasn’t a lot of fun; I can tell you.”

      “I believe you. The question is, how are we going to get out of this place?”

      “I was hoping that you would tell me that. You’re the smart one.”

      “Nice of you to finally admit it.”

      “You think these guys are going to let us live?”

      “For just as long as they think we have something they need.”

      “That why you started babbling about Xanadar.”

      “Yea. It seemed like the only way we were going to get out of this.”

      “I’m glad you’re so confident.”

      “We’re still alive, aren’t we?”

      “We’re tied to chairs, in a dungeon someplace we don’t know. The people who have captured us have a whole Inquisition on their side. We don’t have any weapons. We’ve had the shit kicked out of us.”

      “We still have our wits.”

      “Then we’re doomed.”

      “We would be if we were relying on yours.”

      “You got a plan?”

      “Give these guys what they want till we get a chance to make a break for it.”

      “That’s it?”

      “It’s a start.”

      “That’s your brilliant plan?”

      “If you have a better one, I am all ears.”

      “First chance we get we need weapons.”

      “Might want to get free of these bonds first.”

      “Bloody hell, I never thought of that, genius. Anything else?”

      “Stick close together. We get a chance to run, we run.”

      The chances of that happening were small, but Anders wanted to make sure Gregor got the message. They might only get one opportunity, and he did not want to miss it.

      
* * *

      Anders knew he must have fallen asleep again. When he woke, the Guardian, and the fat priest were confronting him. A group of hard-looking men stood nearby. They were of a sort Anders knew very well—high-grade mercenaries by the looks of them, and well paid for their jobs, judging by the quality of their gear.

      “Time to get up,” the Guardian said. “We are going to take a trip to Xanadar, and you are going to guide us.”

      Anders did not know whether to be relieved or terrified. They were not going to be killed immediately. On the other hand, the prospect of going back to that haunted place did not delight him.

      “You are going to the lost city?” Gregor asked. He was staring at the fat priest. “I hope you are better prepared than you look. We lost almost a company of hardened fighting men going in there last time.”

      “Oh, forgive me, you are right,” said the Guardian. “How could I be so foolish? That means we have no need of your services, and we might as well kill you.”

      Anders cursed Gregor and his mouth. He never knew when to shut up. The Guardian wore a vicious smile. Anders knew that he would quite happily kill them if the mood took him. Much as he disliked it, Anders was forced to speak. “It’s the way things are,” he said. “The place is dangerous, full of monsters and traps. We thought we were prepared, and we were not. We lost a lot of good men.”

      “It’s just as well that we have you to guide us then,” said the Guardian.

      “You’ll need more than that. You’ll need soldiers and supplies. Water. Food. You need to get across the wastelands, and they are bad enough. Haunted by sand demons and worse monsters.”

      “Why don’t you tell me exactly what you think we’ll need and why?”

      Anders began to talk. The Guardian was a good listener. After Anders had finished, he rose. “We will be leaving this place soon. I want you both to be ready to go and to make no trouble. If you behave well, you will be treated exactly like any other member of our expedition and take home a share of the loot. If you behave badly, your last days will be very painful. Do I make myself clear?”

      “As air,” Anders said. Gregor said nothing. He merely glared around murderously. Anders knew that this was not going to be easy.

      An urgent knocking sounded on the door. “Enter,” said the fat priest.

      Lorenzo came in. His face was pale. “Master Orson, the house is surrounded.”

      The fat priest raced out the door to see what was going on. The Guardian followed him.

      
* * *

      Kormak looked across the street at Orson’s mansion. There was no sign of a celebration here. There was none of the abandoned air that uninhabited buildings had either. Kormak would have bet gold that there were people in there waiting.

      Zamara lined up the marines. A group of them hefted an improvised battering ram. More of them carried thick cloaks to throw across the spikes on the walls.

      “You think the sorcerer is in there?” Shahad asked. His arm had recovered from its numbness. The man seemed more nervous about facing another wizard than he had about facing a building full of armed men earlier. Kormak was not surprised. Magic had that effect on some people.

      Frater Ramon studied the building but said nothing. He coughed blood into his handkerchief and looked embarrassed about it. He appeared exhausted by the simple act of walking from his home to this place.

      Ezra and the rest of the Governor’s soldiers had cleared the street. There were no revellers here although some curious people watched from gateways and high windows. Kormak guessed they had not seen such a strong force of soldiers in this quarter before. They might see a lot more before the season was out.

      Orson, Kormak thought. He had suspicions about the man since his voyage on the Pride of Siderea but who would have guessed he sat the centre of such a web.

      He wondered if there was some connection between Orson and the shapeshifter. Was it possible that the two were the same? If it was the case, how could he have failed to spot it? He had spent a lot of time in the merchant’s company aboard the ship.

      Zamara gave him the thumbs up sign and a confident grin. He looked as if he was enjoying himself. Kormak turned to Rhiana. “Sense anything?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing. No magic of any sort I can feel. Does not mean it’s not there.” She looked significantly at the Frater Ramon

      He shook his head. “There are the usual wards that any wealthy merchant would have in place—protections against the Old Ones, against scrying, against curses and other things. They are well made, as far as I can tell. And if they are underground in the cellars, just the weight of earth and stone would block any magical signatures.”

      Kormak looked at Zamara. “We are none of us getting any younger. Tell the men to batter down the door.”

      
* * *

      Through the slit in the shutters of the upstairs sitting room, the changeling watched the soldiers gather. The Guardian had not wasted any time moving against them. It was to be expected. The servants of the Holy Sun were ruthless and driven to the hunt. He could afford to be no less.

      He counted the number of troops. There were at least twice as many as Orson employed and those were just the visible ones. The changeling doubted that was an accident.

      Still, they were in a strong position. Providing the Guardian did not decide to burn them out. He would not have put it past the man. The Order of the Dawn had a great belief in the purifying powers of fire.

      He pulled out the stiletto and began to apply poison from his selection. “We may have to fight,” he said.

      “Yes,” said Orson, studying him closely for a moment before turning to look out the window again.

      The changeling felt the power of the geas settle on him. He needed to get out of here, and he needed to complete his mission. At all costs, he must avoid dying now. He turned to Orson. “Is everything ready?”

      The fat man nodded. “As it will ever be. My household troops have got their instructions. They are to hold the mansion for as long as possible.”

      “Their loyalty is commendable.”

      Orson nodded. “They have been with me since the beginning. They would die for me.”

      “They are going to.”

      “I would not say that too loudly. Some of them might hear you.”

      It was time to begin to clean out this nest of vipers. He had got all the aid from Orson he was going to. This was probably the last time they would be alone for a while. “Then there’s only one thing left to do,” the changeling said.

      “What’s that?”

      He struck at Orson with the stiletto. The fat man was much quicker than he looked. He snatched his arm away so fast that the weapon only scratched his arm. The changeling smiled. It would be enough for his purposes.

      
* * *

      Numbness spread from the cut in Orson’s forearm. He tried to open his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He lashed out with one ham-sized fist, but the changeling eluded his blow easily. He let himself fall forward with all his weight, forcing the shapeshifter against the wall. His bulk pressed against the changeling and he brought his hands up around its throat. His right arm refused to respond, but his left one worked well enough. He got the changeling by the throat.

      “Treacherous bastard,” he slurred. “I’ll break your neck.”

      The changeling lashed out a blow at his stomach, but Orson turned and it glanced off his ribs. His opponent jabbed at his leg with the stiletto, numbing it. Orson lifted him one-armed, using all his bear-like strength.

      The changeling tried to tear his hand away from its throat.

      Poison, Orson thought. He was going to die. Well, he would take the changeling with him. He closed his hand and began to crush his opponent’s windpipe.

      His foe braced his feet against Orson’s chest and kicked. The strength of his legs broke Orson’s grip. It propelled Orson backwards, tumbling him to the ground. The changeling hit the wall and slumped to the floor. Orson hoped he had broken his foe’s neck but no such luck. The false Kormak began to rise, a murderous glitter in his eyes.

      Orson forced himself upright. The numbness was spreading along his arm, and he felt himself growing weaker. His breathing was heavy. His heart pounded against his ribs.

      The changeling closed the gap between them. Orson reeled towards him, one arm outstretched, the other hanging numbly by his side. He tried to sweep his enemy into his grasp, but it ducked.

      Orson felt another pinprick of pain in his left arm. It too began to go numb although not at the rate his right arm had. It seemed like there was less of the drug left on the needle, possibly only a residual dosage.

      The changeling had recovered from his earlier surprise at being attacked. It unleashed a rain of blows at Orson, all aimed at his stomach and chest. They hit with the force of a battering ram, bruising him.

      Orson leapt at his foe, trying to body check him. The changeling eluded him. Orson thrust sideways with his left leg. His kick caught his opponent on the leg. It was a solid blow, and he hoped it would slow the shapeshifter but no such luck. It merely sent him crashing into the table.

      The changeling recovered almost immediately and lashed out with his foot to trip Orson and send him sprawling. Another blow smashed into Orson’s back. He tried to rise but this time, he could not. The effect of the poison was too great. The changeling hoisted his limp body aloft.

      “What are you doing?” Orson mumbled. The words came out faintly, but the changeling heard him.

      Orson felt something loop around his neck. It was a heavy leather belt. He felt himself being hoisted up and saw the belt being looped over the chandelier. Drawing on it from behind the changeling lifted him. It was a lot stronger than it looked.

      Orson stood on tiptoes even as he was hoisted ever higher. He felt the belt draw tight around his neck and felt the air rasp into his lungs.

      His feet left the ground. He wondered if the chandelier would hold his weight. He kicked and tried to swing backwards and forwards. The changeling struck him again, and his legs stopped responding. He was choking now, and strength leeched from him. He looked down and saw the changeling was moving a chair into position beneath the chandelier. It was turned over as if he jumped from it and then kicked it away. The changeling stood beneath him as the room grew blacker.

      The last thing that Orson noticed was that his features were becoming more bloated and starting to bear an uncanny resemblance to his own.
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      The changeling watched the fat merchant’s corpse swing. He tugged down on the man’s legs to make sure he was properly strangulated. Orson’s tongue lolled, and his face was black. When the changeling put his hand on his chest, there was no heartbeat.

      He glanced around the room. It was a pity about the signs of a struggle. He would have preferred for the thing to have gone much more cleanly. Hopefully, no one would notice the scratches he had made with the stiletto point.

      He wanted the Guardian to find the corpse of the guilty merchant. He wanted it to seem as if Orson had hanged himself to avoid capture while his men made their desperate last stand. Hopefully, they might still interpret it that way, but even if they did not, it would still cause them some confusion, and it tidied up some loose ends. At very least it would buy him some time to get away. Once he achieved that, he would deal with Balthazar and then seek Vorkhul’s coffin.

      He headed up to Orson’s chamber and donned some of the fat man’s clothes. They smelled of camphor and mothballs. He had expanded his form to take on Orson’s shape, but he did not have the merchant’s weight. Not that it mattered. The clothes were now a good fit.

      He donned them. He stopped and applied nightbane paste to his dagger. He smeared on enough to kill anyone he stabbed in moments, then carefully returned the blade to its sheath. He strode downstairs to where the men that were now his followers waited at the entrance to the escape tunnel.

      
* * *

      Anders looked up when the door opened. The fat priest entered. He was not dressed as a clergyman anymore. Instead, he wore the fur-trimmed tunic and pronounced cod-piece of a wealthy merchant.

      “Not a holy man this morning?” Gregor asked. “Travelling incognito are we?”

      “Something like that.” The mockery in the fat man’s voice matched that in Gregor’s. His thick lips twisted as if at some personal joke. The voice was right. The body language was right, but there was something different about the fat man that Anders could not quite put his finger on. Maybe it was just the change of dress that made him behave differently. It happened with some people.

      “I recognise you,” said Gregor. “I’ve seen you down the harbour sometimes. You’re a big shot merchant, not a priest.”

      “If you say so,” the former priest said.

      “Orson Waters. That’s your name. So why are you going around disguised as a priest, Orson? You got something to hide?”

      “Everyone has something to hide,” said the merchant.

      “What’s your connection with the Guardian?”

      “We are old acquaintances, and I think it’s fair to say we are on the same side.”

      “I always heard you were on the side of money.”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Anyway, I don’t have all night to stand here chatting. We need to be away.”

      “Away where?”

      “Do you never stop asking questions?”

      “I don’t know. Do I?”

      “I’ll take that as a particularly feeble-minded joke. Now it’s time for you to get on your feet. We need to get out of here and on our way to Xanadar.”

      “It’s about time,” said Gregor.

      “I’m glad my plans meet with your approval. Now on your feet or my men will drag you.”

      “What about the bindings?” Anders asked.

      “The ones on your hands will stay just in case you get any notions of escape. The ones on your legs will be removed.”

      “Good,” said Gregor. “That will certainly make walking easier.”

      The fat merchant cuffed Gregor in the same off-hand way the Guardian had jabbed him with a stiletto earlier. There was a casual cruelty to it that felt similar. Maybe the Guardian’s ways were rubbing off on his companions. Anders had seen it happen before.

      Smiling the merchant reached down and hoisted Gregor back onto his feet. He brushed Gregor’s lapels with his hands as if wiping away imaginary dust specks. Gregor did his best to hide it, but he flinched when the merchant’s hand came close to his face.

      Orson turned on his heel and made his way down the stairs.

      “I always thought the way out would be up,” said Gregor. His whisper was as loud as another man’s normal speech.

      “So did I,” said Anders. “But I’m starting to think nothing about this will prove to be normal.”

      
* * *

      Kormak raced across the sculpted gardens towards the merchant’s house. Shouts came from inside.

      “Open up in the name of the King-Emperor,” Zamara shouted. Something flickered from an open window and thudded into the ground near his feet. A crossbow bolt, Kormak guessed.

      “Have it your way then,” Zamara responded. “Break that door down, lads. We’ll winkle these rebels out in a jiffy.”

      The men smashed into the heavy wooden door with the battering ram. This was a merchant’s mansion, and the portal was reinforced and thick. The lower windows were barred. Men emerged onto the balconies above and began firing down with crossbows. The marines responded in kind. In the moonlight the shots were difficult, but now and then a scream sounded from the garden or the house telling that one of the bolts had found a resting place in human meat.

      Kormak added his strength to that of the rammers. Together they swung the log back and forth. The door splintered and jumped from its hinges, falling backwards into the lobby.

      A group of armed men waited. They levelled their crossbows. Silhouetted against the open door, Kormak was an easy target. He threw himself flat and a bolt whizzed above his head and buried itself in the man behind. Other men screamed and went down. The crossbowmen frantically reloaded.

      One man’s fumbling fingers his bolt slip the ground. Kormak pushed himself to his feet, drew his blade and raced forward, one man against ten. Two of the mercenaries had blades ready and stepped forward to protect their companions. He cut them down then beheaded a kneeling crossbowman.

      “Surrender or die!” he bellowed.

      One of the men tried to raise his weapon, swinging it to point towards the Guardian’s chest. Kormak stabbed him through the throat and to make his point clear, opened the jugular of another crossbowman. The rest of them dropped their weapons.

      The marines flooded into the house. Count Shahad glared at the surrendered men as if they had personally murdered his wife.

      “Where is he? Where is that bastard Orson?” His voice was thick with guttural rage.

      A terrified mercenary, suddenly vulnerable without his weapon, nodded at the stairs. Kormak took them three steps at a time with Shahad and Rhiana hard at his heels. Behind them, Zamara directed the mopping up operation. Frater Ramon sat down on a stool as if even the act of walking across the garden had winded him.

      Kormak kicked open the doors of the upstairs rooms one by one. The men inside had realised they were beaten and dropped their weapons. Kormak finally came to what must have been the master bedroom. Orson swung from a chandelier, hanging from his thick leather belt. A stool had been tipped over nearby. His face was an awful shade of purple. The stink of voided bowels filled the air.

      “Bastard killed himself rather than face justice!” Shahad was outraged. He glared around seeking a target for his frustrated anger.

      “There’s something not right here. Take a look around.” Kormak looked at the room. There were the signs of a struggle. Furniture was upset or broken. Precious items lay strewn near at hand.

      Rhiana saw it first. “It looks like there was a fight.”

      Kormak nodded.

      Shahad said, “Maybe he broke the place up in rage when he heard we were coming.”

      “I can think of more sensible things to do.”

      “You can never tell how a man will behave when he thinks the end is near,” Shahad said. “I’ve seen some odd behaviour when I have fought duels.”

      “Look at his clothes—they are ripped.” Kormak opened his shirt and with his dagger widened a rip in the merchant’s trouser leg. “His body has been bruised. Look at his knuckles. They are grazed. He’s been in a fight for his life.”

      “So?”

      “A man does not get into such fights and then kill himself immediately after that, in my experience. He wants to go on living.”

      “You can only speak from your own experience. Maybe Orson was different.”

      “He did not strike me as a man to commit suicide.”

      “You could be wrong.” A slow frown of revelation sculpted Shahad’s brow. “The merchant is dead. The shapeshifter is still on the loose.”

      “He might now be wearing the merchant’s form, and commanding his men, assuming there is some link between the two of them. Appearing as Orson would give him access to all the merchant’s wealth too.”

      “So where is he? In the house? I like this not. We are dealing with a faceless skulker who could take anyone’s place at any time. He could be among us even now.” Shahad was not a man of great imagination, Kormak thought, but when he let his loose it made up for lost time.

      “He could be, but I think it more likely he is trying to escape us. Or use Orson’s wealth and connections for his own purpose.”

      “What would those be?” Rhiana asked.

      “Nothing good,” Kormak said.

      Zamara stomped into the room looking pleased with himself. “The house is secured. The enemy’s men are in custody, and it looks like the malefactor has met a well-deserved fate at his own hand. Everything’s neatly tied up, I would say.”

      He noticed the looks on his companions’ faces and added, “Although something tells me I could be mistaken.”

      
* * *

      More men-at-arms waited outside the cell. The place was chilly, and Anders realised that the building extended as far beneath the earth as many buildings rose above it. There must be several stories buried beneath the ground.

      The merchant reached a corner of the cellar and touched a stone, pushing it back into the wall. It slid easily as if part of a mechanism and a whole section of wall rotated open. A long corridor ran down into darkness. The soldiers raised lanterns and moved through the passage. Orson gestured to a servant. “Lead on, Lorenzo,” he said. “Show the troops to the closest exit to the Temple quarter.”

      Lorenzo gave his master a strange look but set off down the passageway.

      Anders saw the stone was wet and slick beneath his feet. There was moss here and dirt that became mud. Condensation ran down the walls, and mould blotched the floor.

      “Could use a little clean up,” said Gregor.

      The mould held footprints. It sucked at his feet as he walked and felt sticky beneath his toes. He wished he had his boots on. He doubted that Orson would listen to any of his complaints now, and he did not fancy taking a beating like Gregor. He preferred to keep his brains unscrambled.

      Strange runes etched the walls. Carvings of skulls and leering demon faces leered down. Anders did not feel reassured. He had often heard the rumours of a labyrinth of ancient corridors running beneath the city, but this was the first time he had seen any evidence of them.

      The mercenaries moved as if untroubled by their surroundings. Perhaps they had been here before. Perhaps they simply lacked Anders’ imagination.

      The corridor went down a long way before it started to go up again. Anders counted his paces, wishing he had thought to start doing so before they entered the tunnel. He still managed five hundred strides before the tunnel came to an end. For the last three hundred, they had been rising again as if the tunnel had tired of digging downwards and wanted to see the sunlight again.

      A massive cube of stone, inscribed with a skull face, blocked their way. Lorenzo reached out and touched the eye-sockets of a skull, and it split and slid smoothly into the walls. They emerged into the warm night air beneath. Beneath them, in the moonlight, Anders could see the ancient ruins of the Temple Quarter. He shivered despite the warmth and fought down the urge to cry. After being imprisoned deep beneath the earth, he rejoiced in the feel of the night air on his skin. Even the buzzing of mosquitoes was welcome. He looked at Gregor and saw the little man felt the same way. His eyes were wide and moist, and his breathing was fast.

      A burly mercenary poked him, and he slipped and fell in the mud. That drew brutal laughter from their captors.

      Orson lumbered up and said, “Have your sport but I want these men unharmed. They are worth their weight in gold to me. And to you, if you are sensible.”

      The mercenary who had prodded Gregor reached down and extended his hand. Gregor bit it. The mercenary howled and kicked him in the face.

      Gregor sprawled in the dirt once more. “I’ll remember you did that,” he said through mashed lips.

      He would too, and if the chance arose he would take vengeance for it. Gregor had a mean streak that Anders knew all too well.

      Orson looked at him and said, “You brought that on yourself.”

      The mercenary waved his sore hand in the air and gave Gregor another boot in the ribs. Orson made a tsk-tsking sound but no move to intervene. He studied the sky.

      “Enough fun and games. The night is almost over, and we have a long way to go.”

      He led the way down into the ancient city. Anders wondered what he was going to do down there. He had heard far too many stories of human sacrifice in the Temple of Xothak to be entirely easy in his mind about their destination.

      They moved off down the hill, following ancient stone paving slabs still set in the hillside. Each had a skull face inscribed on it and each was set about a stride apart.

      The bodyguards moved cautiously through the night, and Anders wondered what they were afraid of and why they were going this way. He glanced around looking for an escape route. There were hollows in the earth and tumbled bits of stone all around. Most were cubes of rock that had been carved and eroded. It was as if a giant had kicked over the walls of a great city and left its component parts scattered across the hillside. Perhaps that is what had happened here.

      He glanced at the guards. They were paying more attention to Gregor. He might be able to make a break for it, dive for cover and escape amid the rubble. The men had crossbows though, and all it would take would be one lucky shot.

      It would mean leaving Gregor behind as well. The little man had been so badly beaten he would not be able to keep pace.

      He considered the possibilities. He did not like abandoning a companion, but at least one of them would be free. And then what? He could hardly notify the authorities. These men were the authorities. He had lost whatever gold he had been carrying. Unless Orson was carrying it with them now. That seemed a distinct possibility. What merchant would leave so much money behind? Unless he had left it in his vaults for when he returned.

      What was going on here? Why were they in such a hurry? There was an urgency in the air that had not been there before, as if these men expected pursuit. The mercenaries moved as if they thought enemies could come upon them at any time. They looked wary and ready to fight and that discouraged Anders from the idea of making a run for it. They were likely to be with the fingers on their crossbows. Only the fat merchant did not look jumpy. He had a relaxed ease about him that was just as intimidating.

      “Decided not to make a run for it, eh?” Orson said when he noticed Anders staring at him.

      A look of dismay flickered across Anders’ face. His shoulders slumped.

      “Don’t be too surprised,” said Orson. “It was entirely predictable that you would be thinking that. First chance to escape and all. I had already given the men instructions to watch carefully for it. You would have got a crossbow bolt in the leg and a taste of my venoms if you had made the attempt. I need you alive, but I don’t need you all that mobile.”

      Anders nodded. He wondered about that my venoms. It had been the Guardian who had used poison on Gregor, not the merchant. Maybe he was just letting Anders know that he too had a collection of poisons.

      The merchant grinned at him, and Anders knew then that he was involved in a high stakes game of bluff and counter-bluff. The merchant was trying to intimidate him, to make him think that any plan to escape had already been thought of, that there was no chance of him getting away. Anders looked down at his feet. He let his lips turn down at the corner, and he frowned. He let his shoulders slump. Let the merchant think he was winning. In a situation such as this Anders needed all the advantages he could get.

      Orson smirked as if he knew exactly what Anders was thinking. Anders told himself that was impossible, but he was not so certain.
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      “I want this house sealed off, Admiral,” Kormak said.

      “It’s already been done, my friend,” Zamara replied. “No one could have got in or out since we surrounded the place. Not without us noticing.”

      “Not even one of our own men?”

      “They’ve all been too busy fighting. I’ll stake my life on it.”

      “You might be doing just that.”

      “How so?”

      Kormak explained to him about the shapeshifter and the murder of Orson.

      Zamara looked at the fat merchant prince. “It’s a pity. I rather liked him. He seemed a decent enough sort for a commoner.”

      “Seemed is the operative word,” said Rhiana.

      “This is getting us nowhere,” said Shahad. Zamara’s praise of the merchant had fuelled his rage.

      “The Count is right,” said Kormak. “We need to find the shapeshifter and fast. I want this house searched from top to bottom. Everyone is to go in groups of at least six, and they are not to let anyone in their group get out of sight.”

      Zamara’s face blanched as he realised the reason for this. He swallowed once and said, “And what are we looking for?”

      “Hidden cellars, secret passages, places of concealment, vaults. We’ll know it when we find it.”

      “As you wish, Guardian,” Zamara said and turned to give orders to Terves.

      “And get Frater Ramon up here! I want him to take a look at this,” Kormak added.

      
* * *

      Frater Ramon wheezed his way into the chamber, looked at the corpse and said, “I think there is something here that I can work with.”

      Kormak looked at him and said, “You’d better get on with it then. I can’t help but feel that we are running out of time.”

      The priest nodded and kneeled down in the centre of the mess. He closed his eyes and spread his arms wide, holding the two central fingers of each hand to his palm with his thumbs. He took a deep breath, exhaled for seven heartbeats and then in a long monotonous whisper began to repeat words in the Old Tongue over and over again.

      Kormak felt the elder sign grow warm against his chest as the magician intoned. Tendrils of light emerged from Frater Ramon hands and touched his brow. Slowly he lowered his hands, and the guttural chanting faded. His eyes opened, and they contained a yellowish glow. He turned those blind-seeming eyes towards the Guardian and then sniffed the air like a hound tracing for a scent.

      The priest’s head tilted to one side like that of a falcon. There was something inhuman about the mannerism as if he had been possessed by some demonic entity from the Outer Dark. He sniffed the air again; his eyes focused on Kormak, and he shook his head ever so slightly as if he did not like what he smelled.

      “There is something strange here,” Frater Ramon said. “There are two scents, but one of them is not very strong. It’s almost as if I am picking up traces attached to the man’s clothes rather than the scent of the man himself.”

      “Is it a human scent?” Kormak asked. “Or is it something else?”

      “Human, I would say. But there is something distinctly odd about it. Something altered. That’s just a guess, though. The chances are that under normal circumstances I would not have noticed it at all. It seems to be fading very quickly. It’s almost gone now.”

      “Can you follow it?”

      The priest rose to his feet. The glow faded in his eyes until it was all but imperceptible in the lantern light. If you looked closely, you could still see it, and Kormak guessed that in the darkness it would be very evident, but right now Frater Ramon looked human. It was just as well; Kormak didn’t want to spook the soldiers with them if it could be helped.

      The priest sniffed the air once again. His brow wrinkled in confusion. “This is a very slippery creature.”

      He snuffled like a hound on a scent then moved over to a large wardrobe, opened it and inspected it.

      “It looks like there is some clothing missing.” Kormak fought down his disappointment. That meant nothing. Perhaps the merchant had sent it to be cleaned. Frater Ramon smiled triumphantly.

      “He took the clothing. He put it on. There are traces of camphor and mothballs on it. I can follow them as long as the spell lasts.”

      “How long have we got?” How long a mage could maintain a spell depended on his strength. Kormak had known magicians who could keep tracking spells alive for days if need be. He had also known those who had only the stamina to keep them up for minutes. Frater Ramon did not look like he had that much strength in him.

      “I can hold this level of concentration for about half an hour. The trail leads out of here and down the stairs. I think we’re going to have to go underground.”

      Kormak and the rest of the small party followed the soldiers down into the basement. The trail ended at a stone wall.

      It was dark, and they only had the flickering light of lanterns to work with. Rhiana produced a glowing green gem from inside her jerkin. Kormak inspected the wall closely. He was reminded of Count Balthazar’s mansion and the secret library. He tapped the wall, with his ear pressed against it and heard a faint echo.

      Shahad strode right up to the stone. He extended his hands and began to push. His breath rasped within his chest as he exerted his full strength. The stone did not move. He muttered something and drew back his meaty fist as if to punch the rock.

      Kormak put a restraining hand on his arm. “Wait,” he said. “There will be better uses for your hands than breaking them on unyielding rock.”

      “I have seen things like this before,” said Frater Ramon. “I can open this.”

      He traced an eldritch rune in the air with his finger. The symbol hovered in the air, limned in witch light. Ramon swept his hand through the symbol and slapped the wall, speaking a word of power. Kormak felt the amulet on his chest grow warm. There was a grinding sound, and the wall seemed to slide sideways and vanish.

      “A useful spell,” said Kormak.

      “If ever I lose my keys,” said Frater Ramon. His smile was wan. Kormak could tell that using all this magic was draining the man’s strength fast. They needed to push on.

      The opening led into a darkened tunnel. The floor was damp. There were puddles of moisture and traces of what must have been boot prints.

      “Escape tunnel,” Zamara said.

      “Or an easy way of coming and going,” Rhiana said. “Sometimes merchants don’t want to be seen leaving their houses or for others to know who is visiting them.”

      “You sound like a smuggler,” Zamara said, smiling at her.

      She smiled back. “Funny that.”

      Kormak said, “There’re tracks here—water splashed from puddles in the floor, boot prints in the mud. I would say they are fairly recent. It’s a good bet that the men we are looking for came this way.”

      Shahad pushed past them into the tunnel. “Then what are we waiting for?”

      “There might be traps,” Kormak said.

      The nobleman ignored him and fumbled his way forward into the darkness.

      
* * *

      By the light of Rhiana’s glowing pearl, they stalked forward through the gloom. The ceiling was low overhead. The stonework had taken on a coarse ancient look.

      “We’re deep under the city now,” said Shahad. “These tunnels were built long before the Solari got here. The city was built on top of them.”

      “Funny that Orson’s house should just happen to sit on top of an entrance,” Zamara said.

      “I doubt it is a coincidence,” said Kormak.

      “They go on a bloody long way,” Rhiana said. She hunched down even more than she had to. A haunted look flickered in her eyes. She did not like being underground. Kormak understood that. He felt the same way himself but not to the same extent. He reached out and squeezed her hand in what he hoped was a reassuring manner. She gave him a scared grin.

      Behind him, Kormak could hear the marines grumbling. They did not like being here any more than she did. He hoped they were not going down into some underground temple complex. He had spent too much time in such places dealing with the legacy of the Old Ones.

      Shahad muttered to himself. He was on the verge of cracking completely, and it was not because he was afraid. He was mad with grief over the death of his wife and filled with anger not just at her killers but at himself.

      The tunnel ran down a long way. The air grew cold and clammy.

      Kormak’s breath came out misty. It was hard to believe that above ground it was warm enough to make men sweat.

      Somewhere up ahead of them, a monster waited. The familiar pulse of excitement began in his brain. He lived for this, for the thrill of the hunt, for the feeling of being alive it brought. Ahead of him was a deadly enemy that might prove the death of him but at that moment, he did not care.

      His heart beat faster. His wits were keener. His sword felt steady in his hand. The tunnel curved upwards again. A look of relief passed across Rhiana’s face. They were heading towards the surface once more.

      The muscles of Kormak’s legs felt the change. The slope was steep. The stonework slippery. Here and there he could see traces where men had fallen on the slick floor. He glanced ahead. There was some space behind the support arches where men might lurk, but he doubted anything human would wait here in the darkness to ambush them.

      The arches themselves were carved with ancient runes and stone faces of demon gods. This is how the local people had seen the Old Ones when the Eldrim had ruled them. There were many skulls carved into the stonework. The local gods were gods of death.

      Ahead of them was a larger arch. There did not appear to be any exit, but that did not trouble him. He was sure given time they would find one. There had been no place for the people they were following to turn off.

      Frater Ramon repeated his opening spell.

      The stone block slid sideways. Warm night air hit his face bringing with it the smell of lush plant life and rot. Looking down the slope, he could see that they were outside the city walls and looking down at the great ziggurat of Xothak.

      Lights moved through the streets of smaller buildings surrounding the towering temple. As he watched, they vanished. He tried to memorise their position when they had winked out.

      The brilliant moon blazed down on the old ruins. The soldiers emerged from the tunnel behind them.

      Rhiana said, “There is power in that place tonight.” She pointed at the temple. Kormak was in no way surprised.

      “We’d best be getting down there. Shahad, you men, all stay back. I want Rhiana beside me with her light so I can see any tracks, and I don’t want them spoiled.”

      No one except Shahad seemed inclined to object, and even he kept his mouth closed. Kormak began to pad forward, Rhiana at his side. The green light of the pearl showed more prints on a trail leading down.

      “Not many people come here,” said Shahad. “They avoid the parts of the city near the ruins. They are supposed to be haunted.”

      “Perhaps they are,” said Kormak.

      “You have a way of saying the least reassuring things, Sir Kormak,” said Zamara.

      
* * *

      The ancient streets near the temple closed in around them. Like the walls of the buildings around them, the pavement was made from blocks of solid stone. Lichen blotched the rock. Huge gaps rent the stonework in places.

      “Quarried by the locals,” said Frater Ramon “They used the stone to build the walls of Maial and some of the towers. They broke it up to make dykes for their fields. It was just another resource as far as the Sunlanders were concerned. Some say the stone was accursed. That is why Maial is such a wicked city.”

      It was less far-fetched than it sounded. It was possible that the residue of old evil magic had impregnated the stone, that the taint had spread to the city’s inhabitants. Kormak had seen stranger things.

      “Why did the people not move away?” Rhiana asked.

      “They were lazy.” Shahad did not bother to hide the contempt in his voice. “And the stone was there, and they believed the priests when they said the place was purified.”

      There were some gasps at his tone. Such words would have been enough to have Shahad dragged up before the Inquisition back in Siderea.

      “Perhaps the place was purified,” Zamara said. “Perhaps the curse is in your imagination.”

      It was obvious from his tone of voice that the Admiral did not really believe that. In the gleaming moonlight amid the ruins of the ancient city of the moon worshippers, it would have been difficult to do so. There was a sense of palpable evil about the place. Kormak took out his wraithstone amulet. The shadowy threads in the centre did not seem any thicker than they had done before. If there was a taint in this place, it was slow and subtle.

      Ahead the ziggurat loomed. Their path had taken them to it in a suspiciously straight line. Kormak wondered if the tunnel beneath the city had been aligned with it. Often such things had a geomantic significance to the builders. This was particularly true of the moon worshippers, who liked to weave potent spells into their structures.

      Ahead of them the shadow of an arch loomed like the maw of a waiting beast. Through it came the echoes of thousands of voices, chanting, singing, talking drunkenly. Hundreds of lights flickered. Hundreds of drums thundered.

      “Last night of the Masque of Death,” said Frater Ramon. “Everyone still capable of walking will be in the Temple Quarter to taunt the Lord of Skulls.”

      Kormak looked at the ominous bulk of the ruins. A premonition of death flickered through his mind.
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      Kormak and his companions plunged into the crowds revelling in the Temple Quarter. More and more celebrants surrounded them. Some were naked except for body paint and the smallest of loincloths. Some of them wore elaborate costumes. Many were smeared with dye in deep reds or yellows or greens.

      Something tumbled through the air towards Kormak, spilling a cargo of red as it did so. He ducked. It passed over his head and splattered against Zamara, turning the Admiral’s tunic as crimson as if he had taken a mortal wound. For a moment, Zamara looked outraged and then he grinned.

      “Dye,” he said. “If this is the worst thing that hits me tonight. I’ll be happy.”

      Frater Ramon shook his head. The glow in his eyes was dimming, and his shoulders had started to slump. He sniffed the air then said, “Too many people, too many scents, too much incense. This is going to be much more difficult than it was below ground. I’m going to have to concentrate harder, and I will burn out quicker.”

      “Do what you can,” said Kormak. “Don’t give up now. We must be getting close.”

      They pushed their way through the bodies of the revellers. Arms reached out from the crowd to try and draw them into embraces. Someone offered one of the marines a hookah and was rebuffed with a blow.

      Skeletons danced around them. Men and women in skull masks, their bodies painted with white lines against black backgrounds frolicked around them and taunted them. Kormak considered striking out at them, but that would most likely only cause a riot. Instead, he stuck close to the sorcerer and shouldered his way through the crowd, stepping on feet when he had to, nudging people in the ribs with his elbow when it was needed.

      Frater Ramon stiffened, rose up on his toes and took a deep breath through his nostrils. “We are getting very close. Not much further now.”

      Kormak’s heart hammered at his ribs. Mostly it was excitement, but some of it came from the narcotic incense that filled the air and made his skin tingle.

      
* * *

      The thunder of drums sounded like a giant’s heartbeat in Anders’ ears. The night was a riot of colour and sound and smell. The scent of a dozen different narcotics reached his nostrils. People laughed and danced and threw paper bags full of dye at each other. The bags burst in an explosion of pigment, transforming their targets. Few were offended. Most laughed at the person who had assaulted them. More often than not they went off arm in arm into the night.

      Grim-faced mercenaries surrounded Anders. Their glances flickered everywhere seeking potential threats. These men were keyed up to such a high pitch that any flash of motion drew their attention immediately.

      Orson ploughed through the crowd like a bear, pushing aside anyone who made to embrace him. Somehow the bags of dye never made contact. For such a large man he moved with surprising grace.

      With all the chaos surrounding them, the guards were distracted. Orson was not watching them either. Anders looked at Gregor to see how the little man was taking it. One bruised eye framed itself into a wink. Gregor spat on the ground near one of the guards’ feet, and the guard did not notice it. Anders chose to take this is a good omen.

      Just as he was congratulating himself on spotting the opportunity, he saw something that made his heart sink. Shouldering through the crowd in their direction was the Guardian who had been with Orson earlier. Accompanying him was a man in the robes of a priest, and a large group of hard-looking soldiers garbed as Imperial marines.

      Better not go that way if we make a run for it, Anders thought. It looked as if one escape route had been cut off. He turned, seeking another path. Orson stared back the way he had been looking. Something like fear showed on his face.

      What was going on here, Anders wondered? Had there been a falling out between the Guardian and the merchant? If hostilities broke out, that would certainly increase his chances of getting away.

      He balled his fists, took a deep breath and made ready to run.

      
* * *

      The changeling cursed. Of all the dreadful luck. The idiot revellers surrounding him had delayed him long enough for the Guardian to catch up.

      It did not seem possible unless the man was aided by the gods or magic. Then the changeling noticed the faint glow in the eyes of the priest standing at Kormak’s side. Sorcery was indeed involved.

      The wizard pointed a finger at him.

      The changeling’s mind raced. How was a mage able to follow him? His aura was untraceable.

      He told himself not to panic. He had been in tighter situations. First, he would kill the magician and then the Guardian if he could. If that was impossible, he would disappear into the crowd, altering his form so that he could not be followed. Whatever happened the wizard must die. Someone who could track him through this night and crowd could not be allowed to live.

      The false Orson dived away from his mercenaries and into the crowd, letting his features flow into a new shape. The extra muscles in his torso collapsed altering the outline of his form.

      He reached into his tunic and drew out his poisoned stiletto, the one certain way of ending this particular threat.

      
* * *

      Kormak followed the pointing finger. It drew his attention directly to the massive form of Orson. Or rather the creature that had taken the merchant’s shape. He was surrounded by soldiers and loomed over a couple of battered looking men who might have been prisoners.

      “That’s him,” said Frater Ramon. “That must be. We know the merchant is dead.”

      The false Orson noticed them. He threw himself flat and vanished among the crowd. Screams started. People began to mill around in panic.

      “The Old Ones have returned! The Old Ones have returned!” someone shouted.

      “What is going on?” Zamara asked. Kormak guessed that the shapeshifter had changed forms once more and that someone had noticed and jumped to the wrong conclusion.

      “Can you trace him?” Kormak asked the mage.

      Frater Ramon nodded his head. “The trail is still here, but it’s getting harder to track by the heartbeat.”

      Kormak scanned the crowd desperately. His prey was out there, but it looked like it had taken flight.

      
* * *

      Not much further now, the changeling thought. He moved through the crowd effortlessly, twisting and turning to avoid the panicked throng. Someone had seen him change and started to scream. It was all to the good. The chaos could only help him and hinder his enemies.

      The form he now wore was as different from Orson’s as he could make it. He was smaller and thinner, and his face was sleek and bony. He retracted his beard into his jaw line. His hair became longer and richer and glossier. The dagger felt light in his hand.

      Ahead of him, he could see the Guardian scanning the crowd. The changeling kept his head low, hoping the press of bodies would obscure him. All he needed was one good opening. If he could kill the magician and then the Guardian, there was no one here left who could stop him.

      Not much further now.

      
* * *

      Kormak watched the panicked crowd mill around like a herd of caribou surrounded by wolves. Where moments before there had been an enormous party, now there was only blind, screaming panic.

      Perhaps his enemy had started it to gain an advantage in the struggle. The question was whether the shapeshifter was going to use this to fight or flee.

      Where was it? A small figure approached. Its clothes hung loosely on its body. Its boots seemed too big, and there was a crust of glittering white upon their toes that reminded Kormak of something.

      Of course! The mould beneath the merchant’s mansion. Was this ferret-faced man one of Orson’s former bodyguards or was he something else? The clothing was too large, and it reminded him of Orson. The creature had been wearing the shape of the merchant up until a few minutes ago. It might have had time to remove its shirt, but it had not the time to take off its britches or boots.

      Kormak knew he had found his prey.

      
* * *

      The changeling saw the Guardian’s eyes widen and knew he had been recognised. Kormak reached for his blade. The changeling was tempted to strike at him but knew that the Guardian was still the lesser threat. He lunged forward with his poisoned stiletto, plunging it into the breast of the priest and withdrawing it fast as the flicker of a snake’s tongue.

      The mage’s mouth opened in a silent scream. He gurgled and coughed. The glow left his eyes, and his hands became claws as he clutched at his wound. The changeling took a moment to gloat, and it was almost the end of him.

      A dwarf-forged blade flashed down, and it took all of his cat-quickness to elude it. Even so, it shaved a lock of his hair. The changeling threw himself down onto all fours and scrambled away between the legs of the crowd. He heard the sound of more screaming behind him as the Guardian pushed his way through the crowd.

      The changeling rose into a half-crouch and turned and threw his stiletto directly at his pursuer. The Guardian threw himself to one side, and the blade barely scraped his cheek, making only the slightest of nicks. Kormak dabbed at the cut. The changeling knew that the Guardian understood what had happened.

      Good! It would give him a chance to escape if nothing else. He lengthened his arms and moved ape-like along the ground on all fours, seeking to put as much distance between him and his hunters as possible.

      
* * *

      Kormak reached up and touched his cheek. It burned, and he knew enough about poisons to recognise what had been on the blade. Nightbane. Was it a fatal dose? This was the same dagger that had stabbed Frater Ramon so he hoped that most of the toxin had been left in the wizard’s body. Lacking any antidotes, there was not much of that he could do. On the ground lay a bag of dye. He grabbed it and lobbed it after the shapeshifter. It tumbled through the air and splattered his target with yellow goo. At least it gave him some hope of recognising his prey amid all the chaos.

      He grabbed a wine bottle from the ground and poured its contents on to the wound, doing his best to clean it thoroughly. A numbness had already started to spread across his cheek though, and he wondered exactly how long it would be before the poison took full effect.

      He bent down to inspect Frater Ramon. The mage was already dead.

      
* * *

      Anders glanced around. One minute Orson was there. The next, he had vanished into the crowd, and the screaming began. The idea that an Old One was present was spreading through the crowd like wildfire. Panic was breaking out. Anders felt it himself. Had Orson been an Eldrim?

      The mercenaries themselves were starting to lose it. They had just been deserted by their leader. Looking backwards they could see the Guardian and his companions closing with them. Anders looked at Gregor and the little man nodded.

      “It’s now or bloody never,” Gregor said.

      “It’s now,” Anders said. He drove his elbow into the guts of the nearest mercenary, grabbed Gregor by the shoulder and jumped into the milling mass of bodies.

      
* * *

      More from instinct than from rational thought, the changeling altered its shape once more. His hair became darker and flecked with grey. His form became tall and lean and rangy. He took on the shape of the Guardian who hunted him.

      His stride was longer. His speed increased. If he encountered any of the Governor’s men, he would be able to order them to do what he wanted as long as he maintained his impersonation of the Guardian. There was some hope that he was going to get out of this alive. All he needed to do now was find a place to rest for a few moments and take on a new form.

      He touched his bare chest and noticed the sticky dye. Where had it come from? Had one of the idiot revellers thrown it at him? Not that it mattered; it would come off easily enough once he had time to clean up. What he needed to do now was simply get away and make the rendezvous with Balthazar. That way he could get out of the city. He would tell the Count that Orson had been killed by the Guardian. Or perhaps he would impersonate the merchant once again.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of two familiar figures, fleeing through the crowd, the mercenaries who knew the way to the lost city. He altered his course so he could keep them in sight. If he could recapture them, all might still go well with his plans.

      
* * *

      Kormak kept his eye on the ground, looking for spatters of yellow dye where he had last seen the shapeshifter. A huge pool of the stuff covered the spot where he had tossed the dye bag. A trail led away. He did not know how long it would last. He had better follow it while he could. He shouted for the others to come after him and pushed on. The numbness had reached his neck now. He felt dizzy and weak. He hoped that this was the worst things were going to get.

      
* * *

      Triumph filled Anders. No sign of any pursuit. The mercenaries had fled when their master disappeared.

      He and Gregor were free of their captors. They were still alive. Half an hour ago that had seemed impossible. It just went to show what you could do if you kept your wits about you and waited for the right opportunity.

      He grinned down at Gregor. The little man smiled at him through mashed lips. He leant forward and undid his bonds; then his friend undid his.

      “We showed those bastards,” he said. “They could not hold us down for long.”

      “We’d best get out of here we have the chance,” Anders said. “I’m still not sure how they got us the first time. There was probably magic involved, I reckon.”

      “You’re saying we’d best get out of town while the going is good?”

      “Too bloody right.”

      “I’m with you.” A look of fury replaced Gregor’s smile. Anders turned to see what had goaded him into a rage. Gregor reached down and picked up an empty wine flask and smashed it against a wall.

      “There is the bastard,” he said, grinding his teeth. “I told him I would get even with him, and I bloody meant it.”

      Anders frowned. Looking in the direction that his friend indicated, all he saw was a tall, muscular man covered in yellow dye. It took a moment to recognise who it was. It was the Guardian he had seen earlier. Somehow the man had lost his shirt, and his sword and his trousers hung loosely at his waist. It looked odd, but Anders had seen stranger things on the last night of the Masque of Death. It was quite easy for a man to lose his clothing under the circumstances.

      With a speed surprising in a man so battered, Gregor closed the distance with the Guardian and slashed at him with the broken wine jar. The Guardian leapt back, eluding the jagged edge. Gregor pressed on the attack and his foe raised his left arm to ward off the blow. A bloody scratch emerged on his forearm.

      An expression of annoyance flickered across the Guardian’s face, and he lashed out with his right arm. The blow caught Gregor on the throat then a dagger struck home and toppled him into the street. Anders backed away and let the tall man pass. Then he rushed over to Gregor, who lay gasping on the ground.

      “I showed the bastard,” he said and died.

      “No,” said Anders. “You can’t die yet. You still owe me from the last bar we were in.”

      It was no use. Gregor could not hear him. Anders looked around, bereft. Now he had nothing. No gold. No companions. No weapons. He was alone in a strange town with no one to back him up. Enemies surrounded him and he had no idea who he could trust. That wasn’t the worst of it. The worst of it was that he missed Gregor, and he knew he had not even had time to really feel his absence yet.

      He reached out and picked up the broken bottle. Blood and dye stained the jagged edge of it. Sensing a presence, he glared around. He found himself facing a tall, familiar figure, one he had seen just a minute ago. Only now he was fully dressed and carrying a blade. Behind him loomed a massive man that Anders had never seen before and a tall, beautiful woman whose ash blonde hair had been clipped short. She had what looked like scars on her neck. Behind her were soldiers.

      Anders cursed. Somehow his enemies had found him again.
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      Kormak recognised the two men, one of whom lay on the ground before him, one of whom clutched a broken wine bottle as if he intended to use it. They had been accompanying the false Orson. The living one looked at Kormak with recognition in his eyes.

      “Who are you?” Kormak asked. The man’s fingers went white where they pressed against his improvised weapon. He swallowed and shook his head.

      “Who the hell are you?” the man countered. “And why are there two of you?”

      “Because one of them is a shapeshifter. You should keep that in mind before you agree to serve him next time.”

      The man bit his lower lip and chewed at it. His eyes narrowed, and a glimmer of understanding appeared in them. “I didn’t bloody agree to serve him. He had me kidnapped off the street. He looked exactly like you and he claimed that he was the Guardian Kormak.”

      “It’s not the first time he has done that,” Kormak said. “And if we don’t find him soon, it won’t be the last time either.”

      “He went that way,” Anders said. “And I’m coming with you. I want to be there when you get this bastard.”

      Kormak shrugged and strode on. “Suit yourself. Is there anything else you can tell me about him?”

      “Gregor wounded him on his left arm,” Anders said. He spoke loudly as if for the benefit of everyone present. Kormak supposed it would help although the fact that the shapeshifter was covered in yellow dye would probably be enough to overcome any confusion in identities.

      Kormak reached up and touched his jaw. It was even more numb now, and he was starting to have difficulty speaking. He wished he had access to the apothecary of an order chapter house. At this moment in time, he might as well wish to be transported instantly back to Mount Aethelas.

      “Let’s get moving,” Kormak said. “Our shapeshifter won’t capture himself.”

      
* * *

      The changeling ran through the trash-filled alleys. He came to one of the small side streets near the ancient temple. It was almost empty of people. The monstrous ziggurat loomed ahead like an artificial mountain.

      His arm pained him. It was bleeding, and he needed to find something to staunch the wound as soon as he could. It had all gone so wrong so quickly that it was difficult to grasp. At one moment his mission was a success. His geas was being fulfilled. Now he was half naked, wounded and alone. He shrugged. He had been in such positions before and survived. This would be no different. First, he needed to deal with his wound. Then he needed to arm himself.

      Nearby a couple lay entwined. He struck the man a fatal blow against the base of his neck. He pulled him off his partner and tore his sword from its scabbard. Now he was armed. He reached down and ripped off what remained of the women’s dress and used it to bind his arm. Another blow removed the only witness, and he was on his way.

      Nothing to worry about, he told himself. Then he heard a shout from behind him and knew that the chase was on once more.

      
* * *

      Ahead of him, Kormak saw a yellow-stained figure tying something around his forearm. Two bodies lay near him. Two more victims. Kormak swore that they would be the last.

      The shapechanger turned and ran, his stride lengthening as he accelerated away. Whatever the creature was he was in better physical condition than Kormak. The Guardian felt every exertion he made. All of them wearied him. He wished that he had some of Valen’s Elixir now. Ruthlessly he quashed that thought. It was too easy to come to depend upon such things. He laughed mirthlessly. He was of an age when he would soon have no choice in such matters.

      He glanced over his shoulder and saw that the prisoner was still there as well as Rhiana and Shahad and Zamara along with a couple of the marines. The rest had been left behind in the rioting back in the streets.

      He considered telling the others to step back, but he dismissed the idea. He might need all the help he could get and now was not the time for misplaced ideas of heroism.

      
* * *

      The changeling ran on.

      Ahead of him, he saw the tumbled-down remains of the great temple. Skull symbols sacred to Xothak covered it. The ruins beckoned him, a place of refuge in this city dedicated to his enemies. Inside there would doubtless be a maze of corridors and perhaps some connection to the labyrinth that ran beneath the city. Hopefully, Balthazar would be there with his men.

      Revellers shunned the area. Perhaps it was because of the panic started when the unbelievers had witnessed his change of form earlier. No matter. He was tiring, and this place offered the promise of sanctuary.

      He raced towards the ruined building. If worst came to the worst, this was where he would make a stand.

      
* * *

      The square surrounding the great ziggurat was now empty. This did not surprise Kormak. The panic the changeling had caused would discourage any Sun worshipper from coming here this night. The building had an aura about it that hinted at ancient power and magic. It was dark within and silent as if only the dead waited to greet them in the shadows.

      In the moonlight he saw faint specks of blood and dye, leading towards the Temple. The tracks ran directly into the ruined temple. The shapeshifter was making towards a place sacred to its kind.

      “It looks like our prey has gone to ground,” Kormak said. Rhiana produced the green pearl. Its glow banished the darkness and illuminated the way downwards into the depths of the earth.

      “I knew it would end in a place like this,” Rhiana said. “Whenever I’m with you, it always does.”

      Kormak said, “You can wait here if you like but I am going in.”

      “If you think I’m leaving you alone with my jewellery, you are sadly mistaken,” Rhiana said.

      “I’m going with you,” Shahad said. His voice was flat, without a hint of emotion.

      The former prisoner brandished the broken wine flask as if it was a sword and said, “I have a debt to settle. I’m going with you too.”

      Zamara said, “Lead on!”

      “Then the less time we spent talking and more time we spent searching the better,” Kormak said. He told the marines to wait here and cover the entrance. “Stop anyone who does not use the password Gerd.”

      The men nodded.

      Kormak and his companions proceeded into the depths of the ancient temple. Silence descended on them.

      
* * *

      The changeling moved through the darkness, his alien eyes revealing far more than any mere mortals could. Behind him, footsteps echoed. Someone followed. In the shadows, he had many advantages over ordinary humans.

      He exited the long corridor into an arena upon which the moon shone bright. All around rose banks of steps, exactly the right height for spectators to witness the events in the central square. The interior of the ziggurat was hollowed out. In the core was a small step pyramid upon which an altar to the moon had once sat. Now it was gone, leaving a blasphemous space where once the Old Ones had been worshipped.

      There was no sign of the brethren Balthazar had gone to summon or of any transportation. No aid from there then.

      Directly opposite another tunnel ran through the walls. If this ziggurat resembled other Eldrim geomantic structures, it should lead directly out. He turned to look back the way he had come. Spots of blood and dye had marked his trail. He cursed, realising at last why the Guardian had marked him. As if summoned by the thought, the man himself appeared, illumined by a greenish glow. More magic. The merwoman’s pearl.

      No matter. A plan struck the changeling. He climbed the rows of stone steps above the entrance through which he had come. He found a large block of stone. It took all his considerable strength to lift it, but he had it ready. He would catch the Guardian. He doubted that the others would put up much opposition without his lead. If they did, he would stalk them through the shadows, where his altered eyesight would give him the advantage.

      The changeling slowed his breathing and his heartbeat, braced his muscles and settled down to wait. Not long now.

      
* * *

      Kormak trudged down the slope into the interior of the temple. His left side felt numb, and his skin tingled. He prayed to the Holy Sun that he was through the worst. If the poison was going to kill him, it surely would have by now.

      He glanced to his left. Rhiana was there, her light-giving pearl held in one hand. Her blade in the other. Ahead of them was a glimmer of moonlight. The tunnel ended in an open space.

      Shahad held his sword in one hand and glared around with surly bloodshot eyes. Behind them came the former prisoner. He still clutched his broken wine jar as if he could do damage with it. Zamara had his blade out and looked ready to use it.

      Kormak stepped forward through the arch and into the arena. Something moved above him. He looked up.

      
* * *

      The changeling heaved. The rock plunged down towards the Guardian’s head. Right on target.

      The man’s reflexes were uncanny. Even slowed by poison, Kormak threw himself to one side, so fast that the missile merely clipped him on the shoulder and sent his blade spinning to the ground. He sprawled in the dirt. Time to finish him off.

      The changeling leapt down and landed lightly on the ground. Frantically the Guardian scrambled for his sword, but his movements were slow. The changeling heard a roar from behind him and a booming voice shouted, “You! You are the one who killed my wife! Now you are going to pay.”

      A massive form sprang towards him. The changeling extended his blade in a stop thrust. With surprising skill, the huge man parried, knocked the blade aside and lashed out with one meaty fist. The changeling moved his head and caught it on his cheek. The force of the blow sent stars dancing in front of his eyes. The merwoman circled to his left and the prisoner Anders to his right, clutching a broken wine bottle. Behind him Admiral Zamara waited, his blade held competently in his hand.

      It occurred to the changeling that he had perhaps been overconfident. He was badly outnumbered.

      He had one last trick to play. He allowed his facial features to bloat and twist and discolour into something corpse-like and monstrous. He expanded his chest and arms taking on the appearance of monstrous, ogreish strength. Seeing the transformation, the humans backed away. The changeling smiled, revealing a tongue like a monstrous maggot. To his pursuers, it must have looked as if one of the Old Ones had indeed returned.

      Shouts emerged from the darkness around him. Cowled figures moved through the Temple’s other entrance and raced towards them. Count Balthazar and his men were here at last. It looked like salvation had finally arrived.

      With a howl of rage, the big man attacked.

      “Monster! You’ll pay for killing Khiyana,” he bellowed. This must be Shahad, the changeling realised. Lady Khiyana’s husband.

      The changeling parried the big man’s blow and then launched a counter. His sword slithered past his foe’s defence and pinked him in the bicep. Normally the changeling would have been perfectly happy with that. In a long duel, it would have guaranteed him victory. He was not sure he had that kind of time.

      His foe was a far better swordsman than his appearance suggested. He was quick as a cat and strong as an ape, and he had been trained by masters. But so had the changeling. Under normal circumstances, he was quite sure he could kill his enemy given time, but these were not normal circumstances.

      He feinted, left what appeared to be the slightest chink in his defences. When Shahad stepped in to take advantage of it, the changeling knocked his blade aside and stabbed Shahad through the chest.

      “You walked into that,” the changeling said.

      Shahad smiled as blood bubbled from his lips. “No. You walked into this.”

      He toppled forward, the weight of his body pulling the blade from the changeling’s hands. His huge hands grasped the shapeshifter’s neck. He twisted. Vertebrae ground. The last thing the changeling felt was the stab of agony, and then he fell forward into darkness.

      
* * *

      Kormak fought to keep from groaning. He cursed the poison that had slowed his reflexes and kept him unaware of his foe’s attack until it was almost too late.

      He rolled over to his blade, grasped it with fumbling fingers and fought to rise to his feet. Then he saw the group of armed men moving towards them. There must be at least twenty of them. He recognised Balthazar. The tall man wore a skull mask. A green light glowed within his eyes; a green nimbus played around his wavy bladed sacrificial dagger. One of the cultists knelt before him, head down. The knife descended, and Balthazar screamed the name of Xothak.

      The elder sign on Kormak’s chest began to heat up. The stones shook. A strange wailing emerged from the mouth of the dying cultist. Blood flooded from his neck, staining the ground, drunk by the shadows cast by the flickering greenish glow. It congealed into something dark and deadly. An arch formed in the air in front of Count Balthazar. Inside it, tendrils of light swirled and glowing mist billowed forth.

      Another cultist threw himself at Kormak, blade whistling through the night air.
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      Anders ignored the chanting that echoed through the inside of the temple. He ignored the strange flickering light. He could not afford the distraction. He cursed himself. He could have run off into the night and taken no part of this. He could have been free outside the city now. But no. He had to come to this damned place on a mad quest for vengeance.

      Look what it had got him: fighting some shapeshifting monster, surrounded by a bunch of masked cultists and the sorcerer who led them. Who knew what hellish new monstrosity the man was summoning? And the only weapon he had was a broken bottle. There was not even anything to drink in the bloody thing.

      He would say one thing for the Guardian—the man could fight. One foe was already down, and the others were keeping a wary distance.

      One foe was down! That meant there was a blade. Anders saw where the cultist had dropped it and scrambled towards it on all fours, keeping below the level of whirling swords until he could get one in his hand.

      One of the robed men noticed him from the corner of his eye and aimed a blow. Anders rolled forward and grabbed the blade as his enemy’s sword passed through the space where he had been.

      The cultist struck again. This time, Anders parried. He rose to his knee and was almost driven to the ground again by the force of the next cut. He braced himself for another but then he noticed his foe toppling forward. The Guardian had slashed through his spine when the cultist’s back was turned.

      Anders threw himself into the melee. Fury drove his blade. He caught one man through the throat and then stabbed another in the leg, severing an artery. The Guardian and the woman took advantage of the distraction to down several more. The Admiral chopped down another.

      In half a dozen heartbeats they put down as many foes, then they turned to face the remainder. The cultists fled towards their leader. Then Anders noticed what was happening. Mist flowed from the glowing gate. Tendrils of light weaved all around him, skittering across the ground, flowing towards the battle. Something told Anders that it would be a very bad idea to let one of those touch him.

      He threw himself behind the Guardian, knowing that the man would be protected against magic. The runes on Kormak’s blade glowed as they neutralised some of the energy of the spell. It flowed around him, avoiding him and the woman and the people still fighting. Anders let out a sigh of relief. Nothing had happened. He felt like hurling a taunt at the wizard. “You useless bastard,” he shouted.

      The wizard redoubled his chanting. A hand clutched at Anders’ ankle. Looking down, he saw that it belonged to one of the corpses.

      
* * *

      The dead rose. Kormak chopped down at the hand grasping Anders’ ankle. Flesh sizzled as his dwarf-forged blade bit home. Rhiana threw herself to one side, dancing away from the grasp of another reanimated corpse.

      Necromancy. He had faced it before in a dozen places and a dozen times. He did not fear the walking dead. They would be strong but slow. They felt no pain, but that did not matter. His blade would end them.

      Taking heart, the remaining cultists charged back into the fray. They were more dangerous than the animated dead, faster and stronger. Slowed by the poison and the wound to his shoulder, Kormak needed to kill them first on his way to the sorcerer.

      He raced forward; blade held ready to strike. The air grew colder as the power of the spell took hold. Mist billowed around him. His sword clanged against the first of the cultists’. His blow was slower than it should have been. The man parried, and his comrade struck. Kormak stepped to one side and let his enemy’s blade slide by. The sudden turn sent a surge of agony through his hurt shoulder.

      He lashed out with a boot, catching the man in his shin. The man yelped and hopped back off balance. A moment later Kormak broke his nose with the pommel of the dwarf-forged sword.

      He stepped back to defend himself against a flurry of blows from the first attacker. Up ahead Balthazar continued to chant. Kormak’s elder sign grew hotter against his chest. Potent magic swirled through the temple, amplified by its geomantic structure. The sorcerer was tapping into it, drawing on far more power than would be needed to animate a few slow-moving corpses.

      “Rise, Servant of Xothak,” Balthazar shouted in the Old Tongue. Instinct warned Kormak even as Rhiana shrieked a warning. He stepped back, half turning so he could see what was happening behind him.

      The changeling had risen once more, flesh ballooning as it took on a monstrous skull-faced shape. All of the shadows flowed into it. The flesh from Shahad’s corpse turned grey as shadowy energy suffused it. It rippled up towards the changeling and fused with it, creating an even more massive form, large as an ogre and more muscular. Eerie laughter bubbled from its mouth. Bloody froth flowed from its nostrils.

      The cultist attacking Kormak halted, eyes bright with religious awe. Kormak stabbed him through the throat. Through the gathering mist, his gaze sought Balthazar. Killing the sorcerer would break the spell. He hoped.

      The air shimmered and the mist swirled in a cyclonic pattern. A connection was forming between this place and the Outer Dark, the Nether Realm of Shadow. If it was completed, it would remain open for hours, perhaps days, a wound in the fabric of the world. Gigantic things lurked beyond it, waiting to enter this place.

      The Servant of Xothak picked up a sword in each hand. It thundered towards him, far faster than any animated corpse. Whatever possessed it was using the ambient magical energy to enhance its strength and speed. It covered the ground between them with eye-blurring swiftness and Kormak found himself on the defensive against its twin blades.

      He cursed his hurt shoulder and the poison that slowed him. His opponent would have been a deadly foe even if he was entirely healthy. Now he could barely keep himself alive. A sword smashed down. Kormak parried. The force of the blow numbed his arm. The second blade swept in. He leant to one side, and it sliced his skin.

      He needed to launch an attack, but it was all he could do to keep himself alive. Rhiana and the others called out in the gathering mist. Judging from their cries, Kormak knew that more corpses were moving. Behind him, the chanting continued as the ritual reached its peak.

      Blows hammered down on him. He cleared his mind as he had been taught and focused only on the fight. His movements took on new precision. His parries became faster. He tried a counter, and his blade touched magic-suffused flesh. Skin blistered where it touched, but he could not drive the point home. The creature bounded away too fast. It threw one of its blades at him. The sword moved with incredible speed, whirling through the air. Kormak ducked, and it went over his head and vanished into the mist. The ground trembled again.

      It felt as if the ritual was coming to its climax.

      
* * *

      Anders fought down the urge to run screaming into the night. He had not felt so afraid since the night they had fled Xanadar with the coffin. In some ways, this was worse. The terror was happening here in the heart of Maial. He could still feel the clammy grip of the corpse on his leg. He looked at the merwoman and the man in the tricorne hat of an Admiral. They glanced out into the mist, looking for the source of the sounds of conflict.

      Their gazes, like his, were drawn to the greenish magical glow. What was going on here? Anders wondered. He had seen the demon the mage had summoned. Had heard the name Xothak chanted again and again. Was the former master of this city returning? The thought of a demonic Old One stalking the streets of Maial was not a reassuring one. Perhaps he should try and run while the running was good.

      No. He was not going to do that. He owed these bastards for kidnapping him and killing Gregor. And he very much doubted that running would do him much good anyway. He had used up his full complement of luck getting out of Xanadar.

      There had to be something he could do. He moved through the mist and gloom, towards the evil glow and the sound of chanting.

      
* * *

      Kormak strode towards the glowing portal. Behind it stood Balthazar, arms outstretched, head thrown back, lips twisted as he chanted. An evil radiance emerged from the man’s eyes. As their gazes met, Kormak felt as if he was looking into the eyes of a being from somewhere else. Something dark and strange and deadly inspected him.

      The Servant emerged once more from the mist, moving almost too fast for him to parry. It was making use of the changeling’s body, but it was getting its energy from somewhere else, doubtless from the thing that waited beyond that opening portal.

      The mist around it shimmered in places. At first, Kormak had thought it was merely the reflected light of the portal, caught in the vapour, but now he saw that it was something more. Faint lines of ectoplasm ran from the gate out. Some of them touched the Servant; others led to the mobile corpses. Still more touched Balthazar as he chanted.

      These were the points of contact between the thing from Beyond and its servants. These were the strings that the puppeteer in the Outer Dark used to control its minions. Kormak slashed at the Servant, deliberately missing it, and slicing through one of the ectoplasmic tendrils. Was the thing’s response a fraction slower, a trifle less strong?

      He rolled to one side, avoiding its cut, and tried to place himself between the monster and the portal. As he did so, he cut more of the tendrils. No doubt about it—the creature was slower. One side of its body had frozen as if the strings animating it had been cut. It reeled drunkenly, whirled, trying to bring the still strong side of its body to bear. Kormak drove his blade into its flesh. There was a sizzling sound and the smell of corrupted flesh burning. The taint of blight hung in the air.

      The creature lashed out at him. Poison and pain slowed his response. The Servant’s fist caught him and sent him reeling away, leaving his blade embedded in its flesh. The tendrils of light connecting the monster to the portal brightened, flickering like lightning bolts as if whatever controlled the creature was trying to deal with his blade’s interference by throwing more and more power into the link.

      It was not the way to deal with a dwarf-forged blade. The runes along its length glowed brighter as it reacted to the surge of power. The sizzling sound increased. The smell intensified. The Servant danced randomly, like a puppet whose strings were being shaken.

      Balthazar howled as if he felt the same pain the monster felt. Perhaps the connection flowed into both of them. Kormak pulled himself upright. Bodies moved through the mist towards him. Rhiana, Zamara and the former prisoner, he guessed. They looked as if they were prepared to fight the monster.

      “No! Stay back,” Kormak shouted. “There is nothing you can do to it.”

      Great cables of power connected the servant to the portal. All of the other animated corpses had frozen as if their master was concentrating all of his efforts onto the one thing. Balthazar had stopped screaming and began another chant. Kormak recognised it as an effort to dispel the original summoning. Balthazar’s mastery was impressive; he was managing to cast the spell even though he must be in agony.

      Kormak limped towards him. If he had to, he would kill the wizard with his bare hands. Balthazar shrieked and spread his hands wide. The gateway crashed shut as a final surge of energy spurted from it. The force of the blast tossed Kormak backwards, and the others along with him.

      His amulets grew hot as they absorbed the magical energy. He picked his battered body upright and began to stagger forward. The Servant crashed to the ground. His blade stood up from the middle of a fast putrefying mass of flesh. A cloud of blackness rolled away from the spot where the sorcerer had stood, the same type of spell he had used to cover his escape back in his mansion.

      When it faded, there was no sign of Balthazar. Kormak was glad. He did not have the strength for another fight at this moment in time.

      
* * *

      “The bastard sorcerer got away,” Anders said. The few surviving cultists had fled into the night. Shahad’s skeletal remains lay on the ground.

      “What just happened here?” Zamara demanded.

      “Count Balthazar summoned a demon from the Outer Dark,” Kormak said. “I think he intended to do more, perhaps bring an army of them in, and take over the city.”

      He imagined those tendrils spreading from the centre of the temple, touching corpses and reanimating them, spreading more and more with each new death. It had been a close run thing.

      Anders swallowed. “Then it’s over and done with. Your doppelganger is dead and gone, and I am free to go.”

      The Guardian shook his head. “I just worked out who you are and why the changeling wanted you and your friend. You are going to have to come with me. I need to know about the sarcophagus you found.”

      Briefly, Anders considered resisting, but he knew that against this man and his companions it would be suicidal. At least he was still alive. Which was a lot more than could be said for many of the people around him. The Death God had eaten well on the last night of his feast.

      The first faint light of dawn speared down through the opening in the ziggurat’s roof. The Masque of Death was over.

      

      
        THE END
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