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      From the buckboard of the wagon, Kormak surveyed the marines from The Pride of Siderea as they waited for the order to march. At the west gate of Maial, thirty squat, dark-haired men checked their blades and crossbows, and strapped their shields over their backs.

      Sergeant Terves, garbed in the same leather armour as the marines, wiped sweat from his brow with one knotty fist. He caught Kormak’s gaze upon him. The grizzled old sergeant nodded as if to say they were almost ready to go.

      Their commander, Admiral Zamara, tall and muscular, his blonde hair recently cropped against the heat, trotted backwards and forward on his horse. Kormak envied his ease in the saddle. He had never been better than an average horseman himself.

      Porters loaded half a dozen wagons with supplies. There was water and wine, and arrows, dried meat and fruit in barrels. There were sausages and salt and vegetables too. A lot of hot peppers for the stews. Governor Aurin had grumbled about the cost but he had not had much choice but to pay up. Kormak bore a warrant from King-Emperor Aemon himself ordering any royal servant to do all in their power to aid him.

      Alongside the marines milled a company of about sixty men drawn from the local watch. They did not look any too pleased at being pressed into service. Kormak guessed they were more used to bullying the local beggars than marching through the jungle and into the wastelands.

      The watchmen looked almost comfortable in the heat. Even though the hour was early, it was warmer than the hottest summer day back in Kormak’s mountainous homeland, Aquilea. Sweat ran down his spine and soaked the back of his shirt, making it sticky against the wooden seat back. When he licked his lips, they tasted salty from perspiration.

      Wagons rumbled towards the city, bringing in produce from the farms to the local markets. A herd of skinny looking cattle was being driven along as well. The smell hit Kormak’s nostrils as they passed through.

      The city walls loomed twice his height overhead. Curious watchmen studied their preparations from the guard towers. A bunch of locals with nothing better to do had come to the battlements to watch the expedition set out.

      Perhaps a few were spies but who would they be spying for here, and who would they report to? Count Balthazar, the Shadow-worshipping sorcerer who had so nearly unleashed doom on the city during the Masque of Death?

      Possibly there were agents of the Courts of the Moon, who opposed the King-Emperor of Siderea in all things. Kormak had just unmasked one of their changelings. Perhaps there were more.

      Most likely they were just curious onlookers with nothing better to do.

      He raised his eyes to catch a view of the Ziggurat of Xothak. The giant structure, half-demolished by colonists seeking stone for their buildings, still dominated the skyline, even if a good chunk of it was missing.

      The sight made Kormak uneasy. The Lord of Skulls had been sworn to the Shadow. Most Old Ones were dedicated only to their own interests, but Xothak had been corrupted to serve evil. It had made war on its kin and then vanished a long age of the world ago. Hidden cults still worshipped its memory. Kormak’s recent experience attested to that.

      According to Sunlander scripture, Xothak had been banished by the Angels of the Sun. There were other legends that he had passed through a gate into the Outer Dark and waited there still. So it had been written in the grimoires Kormak had taken from Count Balthazar’s secret library.

      There were hints of other things too—of summonings where Xothak’s spirit manifested itself in selected avatars or granted its worshippers forbidden power and knowledge.

      When reading such books, it was hard to separate fact from fiction, wishful thinking from knowledge. But Balthazar had been a powerful mage, and he had brought something through from the Outer Dark on the last night of the Masque of Death. It had almost cost Kormak his life to banish it.

      He regretted that the urgency of his mission did not leave time to pursue the vanished sorcerer. He needed to get on the trail of Vorkhul’s sarcophagus. That Old One who had emerged from it had almost killed the King-Emperor, and Kormak needed to find out if there were more like it.

      “You are looking thoughtful,” said Rhiana, smiling at him from the back of the wagon. She lay on a straw-stuffed mattress on top of boxes of supplies, reading a book she had borrowed from the Governor’s library, some tome about first expeditions into the interior in search of gold, written by the conquerers of the new lands.

      He smiled back. It was easy to do. She was an exotically lovely woman, almost as tall as he, with cropped ash blonde hair, and eyes green as emeralds. The webs between her fingers were not evident unless you looked closely and the gills in her neck were covered by her high-collared tunic. “I was thinking about Xothak and Balthazar and the Old Ones.”

      “Always business with you, isn’t it?”

      “I can’t help but feel I am missing something. There’s something going on I don’t understand.”

      “Not even your exotic education on Mount Aethelas can cover everything,” she said. “This part of the world was nothing but a legend to the Sunlanders until the Sidereans conquered it. There’s a lot going on here that no one back in the Old Kingdoms could possibly know about.”

      She raised the book in her hand. “According to this, the interior and the jungles are full of lost cities filled with gold and Solari and eldrim treasures.”

      “I wondered what you found so fascinating in it.” During her time as a captain in the pirate city of Port Blood, Rhiana had been a treasure hunter, spending her time diving amid the sunken cities of the World Ocean looking for just such ancient riches.

      “Strange that in almost seventy years since the Conquest of Terra Nova so few of them have been found.”

      “As I understand it most of them were discovered in the first twenty years or so. Probably they were stripped bare by adventurers. People have been hoping for new finds ever since.”

      “Our friend Anders certainly found something,” Rhiana said. She gestured over to where the tall mercenary stood, eating a skewer of meat bought from a passing vendor. He was slightly stooped, with thinning blond hair. He looked worried, as well he might. Only a few days ago he had been the prisoner of lunar spies and Shadow cultists. He had lost the fortune that the governor had paid him for finding Vorkhul’s sarcophagus.

      “I don’t think he is happy he did,” Kormak said.

      “He was cheated by the Governor and then he lost even that when Balthazar and company kidnapped him.”

      “You think he was cheated?”

      “I talked to him about how much he got for the sarcophagus. Professional interest. He would have got ten times that if he had sold it to the artefact vendors in Port Blood.”

      “He probably didn’t know that. And to be fair, the Governor probably didn’t either. They both just looked at it and thought it was worth gold.”

      “They were both right.”

      “Much good it has done them,” Kormak said. “Anders is broke, and the Governor is under suspicion of treason.”

      “And we’re going to the mountains to clear up their mess.”

      “Only one of us has to do that,” he said. He waited for her response, although he knew what she was likely to say.

      “I started this with you, and I’m going to see it through. Besides, if there are more of those coffins, I’ll take them to Port Blood myself.”

      “Not if they have the same sort of occupants as the last one.”

      “Oh, I’ll wait for you to kill them first.”

      “It’s good you have such confidence in me.”

      “It’s your sword I have confidence in. You’re just the man who swings it.”

      He shrugged and looked away. She had to turn these discussions into a joke. He had to do the same. He was a Guardian of the Dawn, a champion of the Holy Sun. She was a child of the Old Ones. They should have been sworn enemies. Instead, they were lovers. He could see no good ending to that.

      Kormak glanced out at the cleared fields surrounding the city. Overseers with short swords and whips stood watching the native serfs work in them. Copper-skinned and dark-haired, a few bore intricate tattoos. Sometimes owners branded serfs with particular skills or histories.

      On a nearby hill, a large villa loomed. It had many huge windows, positioned no doubt so the owner could look down on his property at work. Its walls were thick, and it had watchtowers on the corners. It looked as much like a fortress as a home.

      A messenger emerged from the gates and raced up to Kormak with a rolled up scroll. It bore the seal of the Governor. This was what he had been waiting for.

      He cracked the wax with his thumb and unrolled the parchment. He scanned the words. They told him pretty much what he expected.

      “Any news?” Rhiana asked.

      “Riders have been seen heading up the road past Westerby. One of them was Count Balthazar. He had a few armed men with him. Told the Prefect that he was heading out into the woods to gather material for his next monograph on the tribes. The Governor told the Prefect to hold Balthazar if he comes back that way.”

      “Those carrier pigeons carry a lot of material in their ankle rings.”

      “Siderean administrators use code.”

      “So Balthazar is heading out into the woods. You going to chase him?”

      “I wish I had time.”

      “I have a feeling we’ll see him again.”

      “I fear you are right. I also fear his sojourn among the tribes won’t do us any good. He knows what we’re looking for. He’s planning on getting it himself, judging from what he said to Anders. If we’re lucky, we’ll run into him again.”

      “Only you would call running into a powerful demon summoner lucky.” Her tone was somewhere between affection and exasperation.

      “He was planning a rebellion. Maybe he’s going to collect some more troops among the jungle people.”

      “You think we may run into trouble on the road?”

      “Worried? We have an escort.”

      “You think it’s strong enough?”

      “I guess we will find out.”

      Admiral Zamara rode up. “You find out what you need? Aurin’s messengers come through?”

      “Our friend Balthazar is on the road ahead of us.”

      “No surprises there then. We’d best get going.” Zamara turned to see the last of the wagons was fully loaded. The Governor’s cadaverous-looking secretary Ezra was paying the porters and merchants off.

      “Indeed,” said Kormak. “Let us be away.”

      
* * *

      Anders clambered into the back of the same wagon as Kormak and Rhiana. He made sure he was under the canopy and out of the sun. The heat of the Holy Sun was rising. Soon it would be near unbearably hot.

      This wagon was at the front, the most comfortable place in the column. The troops marching behind would be eating the dust they raised.

      Zamara raised his hand. Terves bellowed the order to march. The marines moved off, followed by a company of the Governor’s men, who looked considerably more nervous than the seafarers. They were more of a city watch than a company of hard-bitten fighting men, and they did not at all like leaving the comforts of Maial for the uncertainty and hardship of the colony’s interior.

      Anders could not blame them for that. He was not looking forward to this journey himself. He liked Maial and the life he could have there when he had gold, but, now, of course, he needed more. He had Count Balthazar to thank for that.

      A crowd of onlookers waited by the open gate of the city. Most of them were friends and family of the departing watchmen, waving, wiping back tears, shouting encouragement, jokes, and abuse. Children cried. Women darted out of the crowd for a last kiss. For a moment, Anders felt a surge of nostalgia and envy.

      Nostalgia for the memory of every hurried departure he had ever made. Envy for the lives that some of these men were leaving behind. There was no one here to see him off. He longed for a familiar face.

      Gregor was gone. Sarge was gone, and Kipper and Donal and Spud. All of his old comrades were dead, and he was heading back to the place that had killed them. He fought down a shudder. Perhaps his death awaited him there. Perhaps he had simply fought his way back to Maial for one last long party before stumbling back to his grave.

      Oh well. If it had been his last party, it had been a good one. We showed them all what a good time was, didn’t we, Gregor?

      He glanced around at the soldiers. The Governor’s guards ignored him. They were not sure of his status. He might be a prisoner. He might be a guide. Some of them probably knew his face from the days when he and the lads had drunk and brawled their way through the red light districts of Maial.

      The marines simply did not care. They were a group unto themselves, sharing links forged in battles across oceans and continents. They looked at their sergeant and Admiral with the respect due to men who had led them through countless battles and brought them home safe. They made him miss his old company.

      His eyes travelled to the Guardian. He was still not sure about the man, perhaps a legacy of the time the changeling had impersonated Kormak. The Aquilean had the look of a survivor and yet he showed an astounding lack of concern for his own safety. Such people had a way of getting others killed.

      Then there was the merwoman. What was her place in all this? She and the Guardian obviously knew each other and fought beside each other. There was something else there. A tension that spoke of their being lovers and not entirely happy with the fact. Anders shrugged. It was not his problem. That was going to be staying alive.

      Why had he agreed to come? He could have said it was for a share of the treasure or to strike a blow against the Shadow-worshipping bastards who had murdered Gregor, but looking around now he knew it was something else.

      He was lonely, and he wanted to be part of something again. He had spent his entire adult life a soldier, as part of a unit. His friends had also been his comrades. His life had been regulated by discipline and marches and the sprees that happened between them when he had cash. Without all that he did not know himself, felt only partially alive. This was his chance to march again, to be a soldier, to serve a cause.

      As the company marched from the gates of the city, he felt almost as if he was heading home. The cultivated fields sprawled way around them. Soon he knew they would enter the jungle and that would be a different and far more dangerous world.
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      “I am surprised you are not on horseback,” Admiral Zamara said, riding up alongside the wagon. He smiled cheerfully but the lines on his forehead and the way his eyes were narrowed told Kormak that he was worried.

      They clopped along at the head of the column. Behind them marched the vanguard and then the supply wagons with the bulk of the infantry bringing up the rear. Ahead of them great folds in the earth rose to meet the horizon, forming the razor-edged hills so common in this part of Terra Nova.

      “I like to get my rest when I can,” said Kormak. He indicated the driver, who was doing his best to ignore the conversation. “I’ll let somebody else do the driving. And I’ll leave the riding to you.”

      “These boots weren’t meant for marching,” Zamara said. He raised a leg in the stirrups so Kormak could inspect his fine boots. They were polished to a high sheen. “They were meant for striding a deck.”

      The road twisted up the hillside, giving them a clear view of the open fields around Maial, the huge stone pyramid and the great bay of Montanea, the old harbour. The sea looked a distant, refreshing blue and, possibly for the first time in his life, Kormak found himself wishing he was on it.

      “I am surprised that’s not where they are,” Kormak said. “You are the Captain General of next year’s treasure fleet. I thought you’d remain in port preparing for that.”

      Zamara fanned himself with his tricorne hat as he gazed off into the sweltering mass of bushes flanking the road. Since about noon, they had left the cleared lands behind and begun the long climb into the hills. “You jest, of course. This mission is important. The King himself entrusted it to you, and if there’s glory to be had, I want part of it. Not to mention any of the treasure. My family may be old and respectable and distant cousins to royalty, but they are not rich. I intend to rectify that.”

      Kormak sensed something evasive in the Admiral’s manner, but he decided not to push it. Maybe it was just the heat. The Admiral’s face was flushed, and his forehead glistened with sweat. Dark circles of moisture stained his heavy gold-braided tunic under the armpits.

      “Are you sure this road is safe?” Zamara asked. They looked at the intricate stonework which had somehow survived all the years of neglect between the fall of Xothak and the coming of the Sidereans. Kormak understood his unease. There were lunar glyphs woven into the stonework and horrifying-looking pillars marked every league.

      “As far as I can tell these runes are only intended to bind the paving stones and protect them from weather and erosion.”

      Zamara indicated one of the league markers. It stood taller than a man and was carved with demonic skull faces. “I keep thinking those things are watching me.”

      “Maybe once they did. Certain of the Old Ones used such pillars to channel magic. They are not active now. If they were, my amulets would tell me.”

      “And if they did not, I would be able to sense them,” said Rhiana, poking her head out from beneath the canopy. “There’s no spell active here.”

      “I am reassured and yet . . . I cannot help but feel that we should have uprooted those markers.”

      “It’s a lot of work,” said Rhiana, “in this heat, and no doubt the locals find them useful.”

      Anders poked his head out beside Rhiana’s. “The locals believe they’ll be cursed if they disturb the pillars. You hear stories about people who have done such things. They always die curious deaths soon after, and someone always raises the pillars back into their usual place.”

      He mopped his brow with his sleeve and stared at Kormak, waiting to hear what he had to say.

      “Stranger things have happened,” Kormak said. He leaned forward and felt his tunic come unstuck from the backboard of the seat.

      “You just said there was no magic in the pillars,” said Zamara.

      “Nothing active,” said Kormak. “Who knows what might happen if you disturbed them?”

      The Admiral said, “It is not a pleasant thought, a network of magic channelling runestones laid out across this land.”

      Zamara sounded uneasy. Perhaps because like many Sidereans he liked to pretend that all of the Old Ones were aligned with the Shadow. It was little over a century ago that his nation had been ruled by the eldrim and freed only by great sacrifice. In Siderea, until recently, it was the Sun worshippers who had once been the serfs and the Lunars the overlords.

      “Damned if I like the look of those jungles either,” Zamara said, pointing at the green mass covering the distant hills. “They could hide anything. And anything could creep up to the edge of the road without being spotted.”

      Kormak said, “Balthazar’s papers claim there are tribes in there that still worship the Old Ones and worse.”

      “That’s hardly news, Guardian,” Zamara said. “Every Siderean hears that from birth. We tore this land out of the hands of the moondogs and their Shadow-loving kin. We conquered the coastal tribes, but a remnant fled into the jungle and remains there still waiting for the bad old days to return.”

      “You’ve been reading Balthazar’s papers?” Anders said. “Why?”

      “According to Governor Aurin, our friend Balthazar used to visit the jungles a lot. He wanted to study the tribes, win their confidence, before leading them back to the Sun. At least, that’s what he told the priests.”

      Zamara nodded his agreement. “A copper piece will get you a gold solar that he had other things on his mind during his little missionary expeditions.”

      “That’s not a bet I’d take,” said Kormak.

      “Damn. I was hoping for some easy money. You're not very cooperative with my financial plans, Sir Kormak.”

      “I don’t have the prospects of a Captain General to look forward to.”

      “I am sure the King-Emperor will reward you greatly on the success of this mission.”

      “If the mission is a success,” Kormak said. He kept his voice quiet so that he could not be overheard by the marching soldiers.

      Zamara shot him a sidelong look. “That’s not the sort of spirit you usually show. I detect a distinct lack of enthusiasm for our quest in your voice, Guardian. Why would that be?”

      “Would you count the mission a success if we found more like Vorkhul? He nearly killed us all back in Trefal, and we had the King-Emperor and his armies close at hand. What if we find more and set them loose? Anders seems to think it a possibility.”

      “It’s not a very reassuring thought.”

      “You can understand then why it makes me uneasy.”

      “Now you’re frightening me, Guardian. I tend to think that anything that makes you uneasy should leave me terrified.”

      “What makes you think I am not?”

      Zamara laughed. “At least you have not lost your sense of humour.”

      
* * *

      “What do you think our chances are?” Kormak asked Anders. The mercenary had climbed forward on the wagon and leaned against the back of the seat.

      “Of what?”

      “Getting through to the lost city of Xanadar.”

      Kormak felt Rhiana tense beside him. She was listening even if she appeared to be reading. The driver kept his eyes fixed too firmly on the road ahead. He too wanted to know. No doubt he would be gossiping about it around the fire tonight.

      “Let’s get there first,” Anders said. “Before we worry about that, we’ve got to get through the jungle and then up through the mountains and then we need to cross the wastelands. All of them are dangerous if you’re not prepared.”

      “In what way?”

      “I told you before. The tribes don’t like us. They think we’ve taken their land. You can’t exactly blame them for it. We have. And I’m sure our friend Balthazar will find allies when he tells them that they need to come and kill us.”

      “I heard they were primitives,” Rhiana said. “Will they really be any threat to a large party of well-armed and armoured warriors?”

      “I’ve known plenty of people who died thinking that,” Anders said.

      “That sounds ominous,” Rihanna replied. She closed the book with a snap and gave her full attention to the conversation.

      “They use poison darts and poison spears,” Anders said. “They attack from ambush, and they attack by night. They won’t meet you in a fair fight unless they have overwhelming numbers. And they have other things as well, among them sorcery.”

      “You’ve seen this?” Kormak asked. He surveyed the road as they rolled along. A stream cascaded down the hillside and passed through the channels under the road. He could hear it churning away below them, a faint sound that competed with the rumble of the wagon wheels on stone.

      “I’ve seen any number of things that could not have been anything else. I’ve seen huge animals attack parties of men they would normally have avoided.”

      “That sometimes happens when an animal is diseased or hungry,” Kormak said. Professional interest rose in him. It was not that he disbelieved Anders, he was simply trying to provoke him into saying more.

      “Not like these,” Anders said. “They circled and attacked when people least expected. They picked off sentries and left the way clear for other attacks. They avoided traps that should have fallen into.”

      Kormak considered this. Sometimes such things happened almost by accident. But Anders sounded as if he was certain it was something more.

      “And I’m leaving the best till last. They would attack in the company of the tribesman. It wasn’t like they were trained attack dogs either. It was more like they were intelligent partners.”

      Rhiana nodded. “I know how that works.”

      At sea, she partnered with a dolphin with whom she was in constant mental contact. It was possible that the tribal shamans could do something similar.

      “There were other strange things,” Anders said. “Shapeshifters.”

      “Are you sure?” Kormak had encountered shapeshifters before. They were most often the creation of sorcery used either by the Old Ones or by powerful wizards. It took considerable skill in sorcery to create such things. Was it likely that primitive magicians such as the tribesman could do it?

      “I’ve seen them,” Anders said. “I once saw a man wearing a jaguar headdress transform himself into a creature that was half man, half big cat.”

      “It might have been an illusion,” Kormak said. Illusions were the easiest form of magic to work on the unprotected. They need only affect the minds of their victim, not change the basic nature of the world.

      “It might have. It might have been something I ate. But there was nothing illusory about the claw marks it left in my comrade’s body.”

      “It sounds like you’ve led an exciting life out here,” Rhiana said.

      “Too exciting,” Anders said. “The company only did one tour against the tribes. They couldn’t pay us enough to go back into the jungle after that. We protected mansions and guarded forts but we never did any more sweeps. The tribesmen count on that. I think they count on the fact that in the jungle they are much more dangerous than we are.”

      “We won’t be in the jungle,” Kormak said. “We’ll be on the road.”

      “The road goes through the jungle,” Anders said. “But I take your point.”

      “Is there anything you think we could do to make ourselves safer?” Rhiana asked.

      “Don’t go in,” Anders said. He said it with a smile, but there was an underlying seriousness to his tone that told Kormak he meant it.

      
* * *

      They pushed on. All around them sharp-edged hills, steep and covered in trees, loomed.

      “This must remind you of home,” Anders said.

      “Not really,” Kormak said. “What makes you think so?”

      “Well, it’s hilly, and it looks threatening.”

      “Have you ever been to Aquilea?” Kormak asked.

      “I’ve not had that pleasure,” Anders said. He made it sound as if he considered the idea anything but a pleasure. Kormak could not blame him for that. Any Sunlander entering the Aquilean Highlands was likely to get a taste of steel in his gut.

      “Well the hills are a lot barer than this, and the sky is a lot greyer, and it’s a lot colder and a lot wetter.”

      “You’ve obviously not been here in the rainy season,” Anders said. “It rains for days and not little showers either. The sky opens. Thunder bellows. Lightning flashes. Floods can wash away entire villages.”

      “And yet there is plenty of vegetation,” Kormak said.

      “It grows fast here,” Anders explained. “And what doesn’t get washed away develops very strong roots.”

      “There is a lesson for life there,” Kormak said.

      “That’s a lot more philosophical than I would have expected of you,” Anders said.

      “He is full of surprises,” Rhiana said. “To look at him, you would think he never thinks it all.”

      “Thanks,” Kormak said.

      “I’ve been doing some thinking of my own,” Anders said. “I’ve been thinking about Count Balthazar.”

      Kormak heard the nervous note in the mercenary’s voice. “It sounds like you’ve thought of something else to worry about.”

      “No. I’m still worrying about the same things. What was that thing that he conjured up on the last night of the Masque of Death?”

      “He called it a Servant,” Kormak said. “That’s what its name meant in the language of the eldrim.”

      “I am none the wiser,” Anders said.

      “It was a creature summoned from the Outer Dark,” Kormak said. “A spirit of some sort. That’s perhaps the best way of thinking about it.”

      “Not sure I want to think about it at all,” Anders said. “You mean it was something like a ghost.”

      “It was a creature of magical energy, from the Planes of Shadow, or so some philosophers would have you believe. They call them Umbrals. It took possession of the dead bodies and it changed them into something it could use in our world. If we had not closed the portal, more like it would have come through. They would have taken over our dead bodies, and they would have killed more people. And those bodies, in turn, would have been possessed.”

      “You mean an army of dead would be wandering through the streets of Maial right now.”

      “More or less.”

      “Why would somebody do that?”

      “You know the answer, Anders. Balthazar meant to kill us and then to overthrow the King’s government.”

      “But would he not simply end up being enslaved by those creatures or whatever it was they served? The things he summoned were only servants after all.”

      “Possibly,” Kormak said. “But often cultists do things like that. They worship the creatures who dwell in the Outer Dark. They serve the Shadow because it provides them with power. I doubt those monsters would have lasted long after the Holy Sun rose. Unless they could find a place away from His light.”

      “There is a labyrinth of tunnels under the capital,” Anders said. “You saw part of it when you followed the changeling. I saw more of it than I ever want to see again.”

      “Possibly those tunnels were originally built to shelter the Old Ones who dwelled in the city and beings summoned from beyond.”

      “That makes a sinister sort of sense,” Rhiana said. “The possessed corpses could withdraw from the light and emerge when it was dark once more.”

      “They could,” Kormak said. “Perhaps it was what was intended that way, that they would provide muscle to back Balthazar’s rule, although I doubt it.”

      “Why do you say that?” she asked.

      “It takes a considerable amount of power to keep a portal functioning. It takes power to maintain binding spells. I think those things that were summoned were intended to be the shock troops of an invasion. Once they had done their work and established a climate of terror, the cultists would have taken over. They could always threaten to summon more. They could always demonstrate the power by making more sacrifices. It’s been done before in scores of places in scores of times.”

      “The Shadow Kingdoms of the Southern Continent,” Anders said. “We used to hear about it all the time when we were in the Graveyard of Angels.”

      “That’s one of the places,” Kormak agreed. “There have been others.”

      “You’re saying that we very narrowly missed a complete catastrophe,” Anders said. “If Balthazar’s summoning had gone right, we would all be dead, and the Shadow would rule this land.”

      “I don’t think that is overstating the case.”

      “Then it’s lucky you were here,” Anders said.

      “Perhaps the Holy Sun meant for me to be,” Kormak said. He said it more because he thought the others expected than he believed it. He had noticed in the past that such words often reassured people.

      “And he’s still out there,” Anders said. “Count Balthazar, I mean. And he’s probably planning to do it again.”

      “Most likely. Once they start down this path, most sorcerers follow it to the bitter end. Such magic is as addictive as any drug. They find reasons for working it.”

      “Balthazar’s a very dangerous man,” Anders said.

      “You’ve had as much experience of that as anybody,” Kormak said. “Orson is dead. The changeling is dead. He escaped.”

      “And that galls you, doesn’t it, Sir Kormak?”

      “I don’t like to see such men get away with their evil deeds.”

      “In this case, I can only agree with you,” Anders said. “I would kill him myself if I got the chance.”

      “I hope one of us does,” Kormak said. He stared off into the distance. It looked like there were some small clouds in the sky. He wondered if they would bring rain that might cool them down. He doubted it. That would be too fortunate.
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      Anders watched as Kormak, Zamara and Rhiana vanished into Westerby to look for the inn. The village sat on a high hill overlooking the start of the jungle. A palisade of sharpened logs surrounded it. A ditch encircled the wall, and the ground had been cleared for at least a hundred paces on all sides. There were watchmen in towers at each corner. The single gate faced the road. Fortified blockhouses dotted the hillside. As the sun lowered the serfs returned to them, watched by their overseers.

      Their camp lay in the shadow of the walls. The villagers were not going to let so large a force of armed men inside. Anders slouched over to the fire at which a group of old soldiers sat surrounding Sergeant Terves. He produced a flask from within his tunic and said, “Mind if I join you.”

      The sergeant took the proffered flask. “Not at all,” he said. He took a mouthful of the brandy, glugged it down and passed it to the soldier on his right. He indicated part of a chicken that was baking in the ashes of the fire. “Help yourself to some bread and some meat.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” said Anders. There was silence. The soldiers who had been talking so companionably moments before were quiet. He knew they were waiting for him to speak. He helped himself to some meat and some bread. The meat was well cooked. The bread still quite fresh. He ate in silence then took out his pipe, filled it and offered the tobacco around. It was accepted but still the looks were expectant.

      “What’s your story, mate?” Terves asked eventually. “You have the look of an old soldier to you, but I don’t see any badges or a tabard.”

      Anders shrugged. “I was with the Third Company of Trefal crossbowmen. Shipped out of the capital maybe twenty-five years ago when I was little more than a lad. Marched around the Graveyard of Angels for a while before we were posted here. Spent the rest of my days out here in Terra Nova.”

      “Mercenary?” Terves asked. There was no animosity in his voice. Nothing to suggest he was impressed either.

      “The company did ten years’ bonded service to the Governor and then hired out on our own. Fought for nobles clearing their lands of moondog tribes. Fought on different sides in the aristos’ private squabbles. Guarded caravans, did some pirate hunting in the Bounty Islands. You name it, I probably tried it.”

      “Where’s your company now?”

      “In the ground. Or their bones are decorating the streets of Xanadar.”

      “That’s the place we’re headed,” Terves said. Anders saw the other soldiers round the fire were paying a lot more attention all of a sudden. There was a warning in the glance Terves shot him. The sergeant wanted nothing said that would undermine morale.

      “Yep,” Anders said. “That’s the place we’re headed.”

      “You’ve been there then,” said one of the soldiers. He had a corporal’s feather on his cap.

      “I’ve been there,” Anders said.

      “Nice place so I’ve heard,” said the corporal. The others laughed.

      “No. Not nice at all. Full of monsters and ancient magic.”

      An uneasy silence filled the air. Anders wondered what he was doing there. He had wanted company. He should have known this would have come up and that things would go this way.

      Terves said, “We’ve been in places with both before. Seen some nasty things in our time. We’re still here.” He was reminding the others of this as much as informing Anders.

      “You’ve been with the Admiral a long time.”

      “I’ve been with him since he was a lad,” said Terves. “The rest of these chancers not so much.”

      “And the Guardian?”

      “He’s been with us a season or so.”

      “You think he’ll protect you?”

      “Son, you have no idea.”

      “I know more than you about Xanadar.”

      “Maybe so, but I am betting that when we get clear of those ruins the Guardian will still be standing, and so will I.”

      “I wish I shared your confidence,” Anders said.

      “If you don’t, why are you here?”

      Anders grinned. “There’s not just monsters and magic in that hellish old place. There’s gold too. I made the biggest score of my life there.”

      The soldiers grinned back. This was more like the sort of thing they wanted to hear. Anders told them all about it, and they listened like thirsty men pressing their noses to the window of a tavern.

      
* * *

      Kormak walked beside Rhiana and Zamara through the packed earth streets. He was enjoying the relative cool. The evening was merely as hot as a summer day back home. Biting insects buzzed through the air around them. The Admiral slapped one that landed on the back of his hand. It burst in a faint spurt of blood.

      The wooden buildings had a squat, rugged, look. The people were garbed in leather jerkins and carried weapons. Here at the edge of the forest, they obviously feared some danger.

      The majority of the people looked like Siderean colonists. There were some local serfs. Most of those would be out in blockhouses supervised by overseers. Only a few were allowed inside the village. This was not a land where the colonists trusted the natives.

      “You are being very quiet, Sir Kormak,” Zamara said. “Are you searching the shadows for monsters?”

      He tried to make it sound as if it was a joke, but quite clearly he was nervous. He kept moving towards the large central building that looked like the inn.

      “I’m just thinking that we have a long way to go through the jungle and were going to be on our own,” Kormak said.

      “I was hoping to put off thinking about that until tomorrow,” Zamara said. “It’s good that I have you here to remind me of my responsibilities.”

      People stared at them as they walked. They did not look like traders, and they did not look like garrison soldiers. Zamara’s elaborate uniform made him stand out, and the fact that Kormak’s sword was scabbarded across his shoulders marked him as someone very far from ordinary. Rhiana attracted most attention, but then her combination of striking beauty and alien appearance did that everywhere they went.

      They entered the tavern.  Sawdust covered the floor. Stuffed animal heads stared down from the walls. Zamara stomped over to the long wooden bar that dominated one side of the room and confronted the innkeeper. “We’d like rooms for the night,” he said.

      “You can pay, of course,” the innkeeper said. He was a squat man with a balding head. He did not stop polishing the tankard he held in his hand the whole time he spoke.

      “Yes,” Zamara said. The innkeeper looked at him twice. There was something in Zamara’s tone that told he was not a man to be treated with such indifference.

      “Haven’t seen a uniform like that before,” the innkeeper said.

      “I am the Captain General of this year’s treasure fleet,” Zamara said.

      The innkeeper’s eyebrows rose. “You’re a long way from the sea then,” he said. “And you don’t have many men with you if you propose to carry some treasure down from the hills.”

      “I’m on a mission for the King-Emperor,” Zamara said. “It is taking me up to Helgard.”

      The innkeeper looked even more curious, but Zamara was not inclined to tell them anything more. “You have rooms, don’t you?”

      “Show us the colour of your silver,” the innkeeper said. “Captain General of the treasure fleet or not, I still need to pay my bills, same as everybody else.”

      Zamara tossed a handful of silver on the countertop. The innkeeper nodded and fished a couple of keys from behind the counter. “You’ll only be wanting two rooms I’m guessing,” he said. He looked at Rhiana and added, “and a double bed in one. You want something to eat before you retire?”

      “That stew smells good,” said Kormak. He took a seat at the nearest table. Rhiana and Zamara joined him.

      “I’ll get you some then.” He disappeared into the kitchen for a few moments before returning. While he was setting  carved wooden bowls on the table, a serving boy raced out of the door.

      “Forgot some ingredients have you?” Rhiana asked.

      “I just sent him to tell the Prefect that we’ve got an Admiral here. He’ll be wanting to greet such an important visitor.”

      Kormak could not decide whether he was being sarcastic or not.

      
* * *

      A squat, muscular man thrust his way through the doors of the tavern. His lower jaw jutted out as if he intended to sandpaper the door with his stubble. He was garbed in much the same way as the rest of the villagers, but he had a much more impressive hat, broad-brimmed with a feather set in it. A gold elder sign on a gold chain dangled from his chest. Two brawny men flanked him. Each carried a club.

      “I hear there’s a man in here claiming to be the Captain General of the treasure fleet,” he said. His lips twisted into something between a smile and a sneer.

      “I am the commander of this year’s treasure fleet,” Zamara said. He rose from the bench and put down his wine cup and glanced at the newcomers.

      “And I’m the Prefect of Westerby,” the man said. “This elder sign is the seal of my office. Let’s see yours.”

      “I take it the fact that I have a company of troops outside is not convincing enough,” Zamara said.

      “Anybody can hire mercenaries,” the Prefect said.

      “You not very trusting are you?” Zamara said.

      “I’ve never heard of the Captain General of the treasure fleet travelling with a barbarian hillman and a child of the Old Ones before,” the Prefect said. “You have any proof you are you claim to be or should I send you down to Governor Aurin?”

      “And how precisely do you intend to do that?” Zamara asked. “I have a company of troops outside.”

      “Outside is the operative word,” the Prefect said. “I only see three of you in here.”

      Zamara let out a long sigh.

      “Allow me,” Kormak said. He reached inside his tunic and found the seal ring from the King and the warrant that Aemon had signed for him. “You can read, can you?”

      “As well as I need to,” the Prefect said. “Probably better than an Aquilean hillman.”

      “You’re the one who sent the pigeon to the Governor last night then,” Kormak said.

      The Prefect looked at him. “And what would you know about that?”

      “You made a report about Count Balthazar and his companions riding through.”

      The Prefect relaxed a little and sat down at one of the benches. He gestured to the innkeeper to bring wine. “And how would you know about what the messages I sent to the governor were about?”

      “The Governor gave me a transcript,” Kormak said.

      “And how would you be able to get a transcript from the Governor?”

      “How do you know I’m a hillman?” Kormak countered.

      “I spent six months in the Aquilean Highlands when I was a lad. Fighting as a mercenary. Nasty place.”

      “And now you’re the Prefect of Westerby?”

      “Funny how life turns out, isn’t it? Let’s see those.”

      Kormak handed him the warrant. The Prefect unfolded and looked at it and traced the words with one finger. His lips moved as he read but he quite clearly understood what was said. His finger reached the bottom of the page he let out a long low whistle.

      “Interesting,” he said.

      “How so?” Zamara asked.

      “You claim to be the Captain General but he’s the one showing me the warrant,” the Prefect said.

      “I’m providing him with an escort.”

      “The master of the treasure fleet is escorting a Guardian of the Dawn. Yes, I know what a sword carried on a man’s back means. There must be a story here.”

      “You saw Count Balthazar?” Kormak asked.

      “He rode through, bought some supplies. Said he was heading into the jungle again. He’s done that before. Apparently, I should have stopped him. Unfortunately, that message did not come until after he’d left.”

      “You sure?” Kormak asked. The two brawny men beside the Prefect flexed their muscles and stared at Kormak hard. He kept his eyes fixed on the Prefect. If they were going to attack him, the Prefect would need to give a sign first.

      “Why do you ask that?”

      “Because the Count left Maial after the Masque of Death and the Governor sent messages just after.”

      “Maybe so,” the Prefect said. “Only got the message after he left. Maybe you should ask the Governor about his pigeons.”

      “I don’t suppose Balthazar said where he was going,” Zamara said.

      “I told you, he was going to visit the tribes. Rather him than me.”

      “You let him go,” Zamara said.

      “A man wants to get his throat cut, that’s his lookout,” the Prefect said. “I wouldn’t go into the jungles upcountry right now.”

      “Why not?” Kormak asked. “According to Governor Aurin, the country is peaceful.”

      “Yes, and Governor Aurin would be an expert on that, wouldn’t he?” the Prefect said. “When the tribes get quiet I start sharpening my sword. If you’re wise, you’ll do the same. When it comes to choosing a nice wine or getting a leg over a good-looking serving lass, take the Governor’s advice. When it comes to dealing with the tribes, you’re better off listening to me.”

      “So you think a hundred men’s enough?” Zamara asked.

      “Right now, maybe,” the Prefect said. “I reckon that will change soon. This is just the quiet before the storm.”

      “And you base this opinion on the fact that the tribesmen are not doing anything at the moment,” Zamara said. There was a note of heavy irony in his voice.

      “The jaguar you don’t see is usually the one that gets you,” the Prefect said.

      “Very pithy,” Zamara said.

      “Probably true,” Kormak said.

      “Listen to the Aquilean,” the Prefect said. “They know a thing or two about stabbing people in the back.”

      “I’d rather have Sir Kormak at my back than you,” Zamara said.

      “Kormak,” the Prefect said. “A Guardian of that name saved the life of the King of Taurea during the Orc Wars.”

      “That was me,” Kormak said.

      “No kidding,” the Prefect said. His smile grew a fraction warmer. “Well, I suppose the Sunlands owe you for something.”

      Kormak said, “Tell me what you can about Balthazar.”

      “Nobleman,” the Prefect said. “Not as snooty as most of them. Always willing to listen if you had something interesting to say about the tribes or the jungle. Must know his way about because he’s been in there many a time and has always come back. Some of the people who were with him didn’t, of course. That’s only to be expected when you go into the jungle.”

      The Prefect’s tone suggested that he had some doubts as to whether Count Balthazar had contributed to the disappearance of his companions. “You think his friends were just unlucky?”

      “If I could prove otherwise I might have done something about it,” the Prefect said. “Course, he was always good with the gold.”

      “What do you mean?” Zamara asked.

      The Prefect rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “He paid enough people not ask any questions. That usually means there are questions to be asked.”

      “You did not feel like asking,” Zamara said.

      “I made enquiries to His Excellency, the Governor, Aurin of the noble bloody house of Kolkin,” the Prefect said. “He seemed all right with it. And who am I to interfere with some eccentric nobleman going about his business.”

      “You seem prepared to interfere with me,” Zamara said.

      “But you’re not quite so eccentric, and I don’t know you.”

      “I don’t know whether I should be flattered or not.”

      “If you really are the commander of the treasure fleet, I ought to be flattering you,” the Prefect said.

      “You don’t strike me as a man much given to flattery,” Rhiana said.

      “Alas, that is why I remain the Prefect of such an out a way out of the way place,”

      “A tragedy,” Kormak said.

      “There’s no need to be sarcastic, Aquilean.”

      “I apologise,” Kormak said. “I never realised you were so sensitive.”

      The Prefect smiled a little. “Well, gentlefolk, it has been a pleasure talking with you, but this past my bedtime. I think I will retire,” the Prefect said.

      “That’s an excellent idea,” said Rhiana.”

      
* * *

      “Well, this is delightful,” said Rhiana looking around the room. It was very basic. An open window with a near translucent cloth over it. A bed with cloth hangings to protect against mosquitoes. A chamberpot on the floor beside a basin of water.

      “I’ve seen worse,” said Kormak.

      “Me too,” said Rhiana. “It does not mean I want to experience it at every opportunity.”

      “Beats sleeping on the ground,” said Kormak.

      “Who said anything about sleeping?”

      Kormak smiled as she started to undress.

      “What do you think of the Prefect?” Rhiana asked quietly.

      Kormak shrugged.

      “You didn’t trust him, did you?” She turned to face him. “Admit it; you were thinking the same. I could see it written all over your face.”

      “I did not know you could read my mind while I was wearing my amulets.”

      “I don’t need to. Your face was studiedly blank. That’s usually a sign you’re suspicious.”

      “You could be right,” said Kormak. “Just so long as he does not send his boys up to try and cut our throats while we are sleeping.”

      “That happens a lot to you, does it?”

      Kormak went over and slid the bar into place on the door. “More than you might think.”

      Rhiana slid into bed and pulled the thin cover over her. It would not make much difference in this heat. Kormak noted the insects circling the candle as it sat on the plate. The air smelled of tallow and sour wine. He stripped and laid his sword beside the bed where he could reach it easily if the need arose. When he reached out to touch Rhiana, her skin felt sticky with sweat.

      “You really think Balthazar is plotting to stop us?” Rhiana asked. She shivered despite the heat.

      “I don’t discount the possibility.”

      “He’s as bad as the Kraken, isn’t he?”

      “Maybe worse. He opened a gate to the Outer Dark right in the heart of Maial.”

      “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      “It shows that he’s a sorcerer of extraordinary power with a connection to the realm of Shadow. It also shows he has not the slightest qualm about what might happen if his ritual ran out of control in the heart of a city.”

      “You think he’s mad?”

      She held him at a distance. Her eyes stared straight into his. Her strange pupils were dilated. Her lips were turned down at the corners.

      “It happens to sorcerers who draw upon the Shadow. It twists them body and soul. Maybe they start out sane, but they don’t stay that way long. In the end, the Shadow eats them up, consumes them, turns them into vessels for itself or whatever powers dwell within it. They don’t even realise it is happening.”

      “I don’t know what is more frightening—what you are saying or the fact that you know so much about it.”

      “I’ve spent my whole life dealing with it. You know how to sail a ship. I know how to hunt sorcerers.”

      “What about you?” she asked, and she sounded serious. “You spend so much of your time dealing with such things. Has it twisted you too?”

      “I sometimes wonder,” said Kormak. “And I wonder where Count Balthazar is now.”
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      The fire flickered in the darkness. Balthazar stared into the flames, seeking out patterns. He did not need the warmth. The fire was there to keep beasts at bay. He swatted at one of the biting insects. It was larger than normal and spattered droplets of blood when he hit it.

      “Blighted,” said Ricardo. His fellow cultist sounded nervous. As well he might. He had never spent any time in the deep jungle before. None of those present had, except Balthazar. He had needed their protection on the road, but they were starting to seem more like a liability now.

      Balthazar studied the creature. The carapace was thicker than most normal insects’ and the colours brighter. Its wings were shot through with metallic colours.

      Balthazar said, “You should be glad. This is land sacred to the Shadow.”

      He touched the skull-embossed pommel of the sacrificial dagger he had used to summon the Servant of Xothak to emphasise his point.

      A shiver of nervousness passed through the small group. Back in Maial, they all might agree that to be touched by the blight was to be touched by their gods, but here it was different. Here it was not theoretical. The chance of sickness and mutation were very real. Balthazar had risked them before. None of the group who had fled with him had ever been so close to the reality of the Shadow before.

      It almost made him laugh. They thought that this was close to the reality. They would never know what that felt like unless, like him, they learned to draw on its power.

      “You are sure nothing will happen to us?” Ricardo asked. “Those crucified colonists back there had the look of warnings. I’ve heard the tribes do that to Sunlanders when they are about to go on the warpath.”

      Balthazar contained his laughter. Of course, he was not sure. When dealing with the tribes nothing was ever sure. The men whose Lodges you had slept in might have been murdered and replaced by those who had been their subordinates. The shamans might have been driven mad by blight and sorcery and dark dreams. They might have smoked too much dreamroot, or they might simply decide that they did not like your face.

      “I am certain. I have spent weeks in their Lodges, learning to walk with the Umbral spirits, dreaming the dark dreams that blighted mushrooms bring. I have spoken with their shamans. We are safe here as we would be on the streets of Maial.”

      “Not all that safe then,” said Pablo. He smiled cheerfully. His jovial manner concealed the ruthlessness in his heart. Of all those present, Balthazar feared Pablo the most.

      “I do not trust the Prefect back there in Westerby,” said Ricardo. “He took our gold too readily. He swore not to talk too easily.”

      Pablo’s smile widened. “He let us go, didn’t he? That’s what our gold bought. Otherwise, he might well have held us until the Guardian came.”

      The mention of the Guardian damped all conversation. The men fell quiet. All of them stared at the fire and considered their thoughts. The Order of the Dawn was the mailed fist of the Holy Sun. They hunted down heretics and sorcerers implacably. The idea of being pursued by such a man was a disturbing one.

      Not a few faces showed regret, which did not surprise Balthazar. These were men who had been wealthy. Now they were fugitives from the law. Until a few days ago, they had dreamed of being the rulers of a new nation. Now they were huddled around a fire in the deep jungle wondering whether they were going to get a knife in the back.

      They had been useful once, but they were fast outliving their usefulness. Joaquin sniffled. Back in Maial, his hypochondria had been mildly amusing. Here it was starting to get on Balthazar’s nerves.

      “I don’t feel well,” Joaquin complained. “I think I am running a temperature.”

      Perhaps he was getting sick. Many strange fevers were born amid the wild green of the jungle. The presence of the blight made them particularly virulent.

      “How can you tell in this heat?” Pablo asked. “I am sweating like a pig in a firepit.”

      “I am struggling to breathe,” said Joaquin. The intensity of his self-pity blazed in his voice. Balthazar felt nothing but contempt. Joaquin was a man who could participate in a human sacrifice without the slightest concern for the victim, and yet he expected everyone to treat his slightest ache as a major tragedy. Perhaps he would be better off being a sacrifice himself.

      “Look at Dion,” said Pablo. “He’s not having any trouble sleeping.”

      Dion had slumped over, head down on his chest. Faint snuffling sounds came from his nose and mouth and then faded away to nothing.

      Something passed by overhead, the flutter of wings disturbing the branches high in the canopy.

      “Just a bird,” muttered Pablo, trying to reassure himself as much as he could.

      “Maybe a spider,” said Balthazar. “They grow big here close to the blights.”

      Balthazar peered out into the gloom. It was dark, and he and his companions huddled around the fire. The jungle was merely a stinking mass of shadows beyond the ring of light.

      “What was that?” Ricardo asked. He looked out into the shadows.

      “Probably just some animal,” Pablo said.

      “I think I’ll take a look anyway,” Ricardo said. He got up from the fire, drew his blade, and stepped towards the jungle. In a few heartbeats, he had vanished.

      “Ricardo? Ricardo?” Pablo asked. There was a faint note of panic in his voice.

      “Relax,” Balthazar said. “I set wards. I would know if anyone was getting closer.”

      Pablo peered out into the gloom. There was no sign of the other man. “Ricardo!”

      The bellow echoed through the jungle. Something large roared not too far away. Something slithered across the branches overhead.

      “Stop that, idiot,” Balthazar said. “If there wasn’t anything looking for us, there will be now.”

      Pablo sloped back towards the fire and looked at his companions. Most of them were nervous except for Dion. His eyes were closed, and he was asleep.

      “Look at that,” Pablo said. “Bastard can even sleep through all the noise.”

      He moved round the fire and slapped Dion on the shoulder. “Wake up, sleepyhead!”

      Dion slumped forward face first into the fire. The flames did not wake him.

      “What the . . .” Pablo said. He pulled Dion from the flames. Something black and feathered was embedded in Dion’s throat. “What’s that?”

      Balthazar stalked around the fire. He reached down and pulled a small poisoned dart from Dion’s throat.”

      “Bastard!” Pablo said. “What’s that?”

      “Natives are watching us,” Balthazar said. He reached within himself for power.

      “Natives?” Pablo asked. All of his companions looked panicky now. Just a few nights ago they had been boasting about their bravery and how they did not fear the jungle. Now they showed every sign of being overcome by terror.

      Balthazar invoked a spell. The air immediately around him shimmered. Sounds flattened out. The magical barrier he invoked would at least stop a poisoned dart. It would most likely stop a spear if it came to that. Now it all depended on upon which tribe the man who had fired that dart belonged to.

      Darts flickered out of the shadows. All of them found their targets.

      His companions fell to the ground. Balthazar waited. No dart had been aimed at him. He prepared a destructive spell and stood ready to unleash it at the slightest provocation.

      The fire flickered. A shadow solidified. Standing there was a man, copper skin tattooed with speckles like the hide of a jaguar. The skin of one of the great cats hung over his shoulders. After a moment’s inspection, Balthazar realised the marks were not tattoos.

      In his right hand, the newcomer held a short spear, rune-carved, with a ring of feathers dripping from just beneath the point. The man’s face was rounded, his nose broad and flattened, his forehead sloped to a dark widow's peak. His eyes were large and had an inhuman quality to them. Balthazar knew the newcomer could see better in the dark than an ordinary man.

      “Greetings, brother Red Talon,” Balthazar said in the tongue of the eldrim. “Be welcome at my fire.”

      “Thank you, brother Balthazar,” said the newcomer. “You are welcome here. These unclean strangers were not.”

      “I feared that might be the case,” said Balthazar. “Still no one will miss them. Certainly not me.”

      The newcomer laughed. “You have not changed much. You still hate your own people more than any tribesman does.”

      “They were weak,” said Balthazar. “They were not worthy.”

      “But you are, my friend. You most definitely are.”

      “It is good to see you again, Red Talon. I have been away from the Lodges too long.”

      “There is always a welcome for you at my hearth,” said the tribesman, opening his arms in the traditional gesture of welcome.”

      “Then lead on, my friend.”

      Without another word Red Talon turned away and led him off into the darkness.

      
* * *

      Balthazar followed Red Talon through the darkened jungle. Behind them, a line of jaguar warriors filtered through the trees.

      Huge blossoms dripped down overhead, filling the air with the scent of sweet corruption. Drooping vines fondled his shoulders like the fingers of night-walking demons. Blight was spreading through the forest. Balthazar could remember the days when he first came to these woods. The blessings of Shadow had not been so evident, and the cults still had to work in secret. Things had certainly changed.

      “This land becomes ever more sacred,” Balthazar said so softly that only Red Talon could hear him.

      “Not just the land,” the tribesman said, “My skin bears the mark of the jaguar. My eyes see deeper into the darkness than most. I can track by scent. I can twist my form more and more. It is as you promised my father all those years ago. Our people are growing strong again under the patronage of the Lord of Skulls.”

      “They most assuredly are.”

      “You also promised my father a great bloodletting. Has that day come?”

      That was going to be difficult to explain. The tribes were awaiting the rebellion in Terra Nova. When the colonists were divided and at each other's throats, they would strike. That had been the plan at least. It was going to have to be put off for a time.

      “That is something I will discuss with Coiled Serpent and the Council of Chiefs.”

      Red Talon smiled. He heard the promise in Balthazar’s voice and knew that he would be rewarded if he waited. “I have never doubted you, my friend. Unlike some among the council.”

      “I trust they are all dead now.”

      “You trust correctly. All of those who spoke out against the return of the old ways have departed from this world.”

      Huge spider webs blocked the path. When Balthazar looked closely, he saw massive man-sized spiders scuttling across the webs high in the trees. He had heard of such beings. Some of them were said to dwell in the great elfwoods back in the Old Kingdoms. Some claimed that they were sentient species that had been devolved during the Elder Wars. Others claimed they were merely arachnids who had grown large drinking the blood of men and affected by the dark sorcery of the blight.

      It was always hard to tell what to believe and what not to believe. This was an old world, and it held many secrets. Even the Shadow gods themselves did not know everything.

      He allowed himself another look at his companions. Many of them showed the marks of blight. In some cases, these were merely large growths, sometimes the size of a fist on their chest and shoulders. It did not seem to cause their owners any pain. Some of the men walked in a stooped crouch. They had arms longer than normal, and the fingertips ended in claws.

      Many of this Lodge had eyes that resembled those of a cat. He wondered whether that was because of sorcery worked in the Lodge or whether they had been selected because of their mutation. The jaguar was a beast sacred to Xothak, one of the great killers of the jungle. They were often depicted as stalking at his side. When Xothak had walked among men, it was said often to have taken the shape of a great jaguar.

      He thought about his companions from this morning. None of them had been expecting to die before the end of the day, and yet they had stepped through Death’s door. It might even happen to Balthazar. He did not think it likely but then whoever did?

      He was not like those fools from Maial. He possessed magic. He could defend himself if it came to it. The tribesmen knew that. And yet, life was so fragile. All it would take would be one of those mutants to put a spear through his back, and all of his knowledge and all of the sorcery would not be able to save him. It was ever the dilemma for the wizard. They could wield power far greater than any normal mortal and yet they could never be safe without the protection of others. Everyone needed to sleep. Everyone needed to eat. Everyone needed to drink. A knife in the dark or poison in the bowl get rid of anyone.

      He told himself that there were spells that could heal him. He could steal the life force of others and use it to repair his flesh and bones. He could purify his blood of poison. He could devour the souls of those who crossed him and use the energy for many purposes.

      The group began to make their way around the spider webs. Even in the darkness he could tell that they were vibrating slightly. Some of the trees round about glowed with a strange green light. It provided him with some illumination. A wrapped body was moving somewhere up the web. It was too small to be a full-grown man but it might be a child or a deer or some other small animal. Balthazar smiled once more. Such was the way of the world. It was eat or be eaten. Kill or be killed.

      “How much further?” he asked. A mulch of leaves dragged at his boots. He rather envied the tribesman their bare feet. It must be cool to be garbed only in a loincloth and feathers. Perhaps he would adopt native garb. He allowed himself a small grin. That was not likely. He would need to leave the jungle at some point. He still had a mission that he needed to perform. He would need to return to civilised society at some point. He would need to make contact with some of his brethren within the cult.

      “Not much further now,” Red Talon said.

      Balthazar could not say that his life had not been interesting. He’d seen many different places in the service of his Lord. He’d met all manner of people, none of whom would have been approved of by his father. He cursed the old man. It did not seem like he would ever get out of his shadow. His father believed that if a man was not a warrior, a conqueror, he was nothing. Well, Balthazar would be a conqueror, but he would do it in his own way.

      These tribesmen would help him do that. His brethren in the cult of Xothak would too. He would have power beyond anything that bitter old man ever dreamed of, and he would have a life extended far beyond that of any mere mortal. He had chosen his path a long time ago, and he had walked it as far as he could go. He had paid a heavy price for the power he wielded. He would do it again if he had to.

      The path wandered lower. The air smelled even more of rot. The blossoms grew ever brighter, glowing with strange effervescence. They gave out the sort of rotting corpse light that decaying things always did.

      The trees sprouted lower and wider. Mould and rot splotched their leaves. Enormous glowing toadstools emerged from the muck. Sometimes the surface of the earth which looked so solid would ripple and flow, and Balthazar realised that he was looking at quicksand even though he had no way of telling it beforehand.

      The path squelched beneath Balthazar’s feet. Water emerged from the moss each time his boots pressed down on it. The air grew even more close. The back of his throat tickled and he felt as if he was breathing in spores. Many strange plants grew in this area and sometimes the fungus could grow within men’s lungs and choke them, a hideous way to die. He muttered protective charms against disease and constantly touched his amulets to invoke their protection.

      None of the mutated tribesmen showed any curiosity about what he was doing. Some of them whispered their own spells and others just muttered like madmen.

      Somewhere nearby, something huge roared. Balthazar glanced in that direction. Something large and scaly and four-legged weaved through the gloom. It looked like a cross between a dragon and a big cat. It was not something that he would care to meet on his own in the dark on this path.

      Ahead of him now he saw the village. It lay on an island in the swamp, beneath the shadow of the ruined temple that brooded on the great rock above.

      The approach path was made of logs bound together with vines floating on top of the muck. It moved beneath his feet when he stood on it, and he felt in danger of slipping off and falling into the quicksand every moment.

      “This was not where your father lived last time I visited with you,” Balthazar said.

      Red Talon nodded. “This place grants us access to greater power.”

      Balthazar knew immediately what he meant. This village sat in the middle of the blight. That increased the danger of disease and mutation, but it also meant that the air was filled with magical energy which could be tapped by those who knew the secrets of doing so.

      “Your father is wise,” Balthazar said.

      “My father seeks power.”

      Balthazar noted he said nothing about his father’s wisdom.
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      A palisade of sharpened logs surrounded the earthen mound upon which the village was built. Each log was tipped with a skull. Most were human. Some belonged to beasts, and some belonged to what might have been demons. They had horns and fangs. All of them had been killed and had their flesh stripped away by the tribesmen.

      Sentries watched from the walls, each armed with a spear and a blowpipe.

      Over the village loomed a huge spire of rock, atop which squatted the ruins of an ancient temple. Here was a place sacred to the Lord of Skulls old as the great ziggurat in Maial. It had stood since Xothak ruled this land.

      The bridge of logs trembled as they crossed. The tribesmen showed no uncertainty as they moved surefooted in their bare feet. Balthazar’s boots felt as if they were going to slip on the muck at any point. He kept his balance by extending his arms. It made him look ridiculous to these ferocious warriors, but he did not care. In fact, it might even be an advantage if they underestimated him.

      Balthazar recognised the runes carved into the gate. Magical symbols channelled the power of the blight towards the centre of the living area. He was sure that was where he would find the Chieftain’s dwelling.

      The Count passed within the gates. The huts were exactly as he expected, made of mud, the roofs constructed from branches and leaves. The tribespeople wore loincloths, and little else save the runes painted on their flesh. Most of them had their faces painted white with huge dark circles around their eyes and their noses blacked out.

      Women carried small children in leather pouches at their breasts. They looked at him curiously. They were just as naked as the men. Amulets of carved bone hung from their lips.

      Mutations twisted the folk’s bodies, particularly the children’s. Some had claws. Some had fangs. Some had the eyes of beasts. Balthazar supposed that was because they had been born and grown up in this village in the middle of the blight. They would be much more prone to being changed than their parents.

      There had been a time when even the most devout of tribes would have been reluctant to enter this swamp, but that changed under Coiled Serpent’s leadership. His people did as he told them or they died. The old chieftain was well on the way to building an alliance of the tribes that might sweep the Sunlanders out of the colony. He was the most powerful ally that Balthazar could find in the lowlands. They had known each other since their mutual youth when the cults of Shadow had still worked in secret to reclaim their ancient glory.

      Out here in the jungle, the time for secrecy had certainly passed. Hatred of Sunlander oppression and a desire to take back their ancient lands had given the tribes reason to follow Coiled Serpent and the other Shadow shaman. They knew they needed sorcery to oppose the Sunlanders. Those who had refused to see sense had been shown just how strong that magic was against its enemies.

      Most people knew the truth. If the tribes had followed the paths of Shadow, they would never have been driven from their lands in the first place.

      As they walked towards the centre of the village, Balthazar got his first view of the new Lodge. It was far bigger than the huts surrounding it, larger than any tavern back in the capital. Its sides were open to the air. Its ceiling was made of carved wood supported by massive pillars that had once been the trunks of great trees.

      Every inch of the ceiling planks and their supports was covered in mystical carvings. From small protrusions dangled skulls of every size; tiny ones that belonged to babies and monkeys, huge ones that belonged to alligators and things that might have been small dragons.

      Balthazar did not doubt that some of those skulls belonged to people that he had once known. Some belonged to colonists that had been abducted and sacrificed. A few Sunlander women slumped roped to pillars. They had the blank, horror-filled eyes of the captured slave.

      He sensed the flow of power all around him. The runes channelled it. It was tainted with the raw, roiling angry power that derived from blight. When he breathed in, he seemed to draw energy into himself along with air and the stink of the village. He smelled hallucinogenic incense. It came from orchids picked in the depths of the swamp. It constantly burned in fires set under the eaves of the building.

      Red Talon led him to the steps of the hall. Balthazar removed his boots and most of his clothing before he entered.

      A squat old man covered in tattoos lounged upon a throne made of human bones, one leg thrown over its side. His face was lined as if from extreme old age. He carried a short staff tipped with a glowing skull. He wielded it like a sceptre. Balthazar knew that the skull had once belonged to his greatest rival. Rumour had it that the man’s spirit was still imprisoned within it and that the chieftain communed with it and drew upon its essence for power.

      “Coiled Serpent,” Balthazar said, abasing himself. “I am overjoyed to be once more in your presence.”

      Coiled Serpent smiled. It was not a reassuring smile. It revealed his sharpened teeth. He raised himself from the throne and extended a hand to help Balthazar rise. His grip was crushing. There was an apelike power in the old shaman’s chest and long arms. His braided hair might be white, but age had not sapped his strength.

      “Be welcome in our hall, blood brother,” said Coiled Serpent. He dropped back into his throne. Balthazar studied him closely. He might be strong, but his joints looked swollen, and his movements spoke of pain. The old shaman was not as healthy as he wanted people to believe.

      “It does me good to be back among your people,” said Balthazar loudly in the tribal tongue. He had always been good with languages.

      “And it does me good to see you, old friend.” Balthazar could not help but notice the sour note in Coiled Serpent’s voice. They had never been friends. They had simply shared an agenda since they were both young men.

      Balthazar had come to the jungle clans seeking ancient knowledge to supplement what he had found in the grimoires. The shaman’s master had possessed it and had recognised in Balthazar one who shared his dreams for the return of Xothak. He had made Balthazar and his apprentice Coiled Serpent swear blood brotherhood. Even then they had been rivals, for the old man’s attention and lore, for power within the cult.

      It had been fortunate that Balthazar had returned to colonies to work towards Shadowfall. If he had remained among the tribes, one of them would have killed the other. Given that Coiled Serpent was one of the tribe, Balthazar guessed it would have gone ill for him. He would always be an outsider here no matter what the shaman or his son said.

      “I have brought great news from the city of the goldhairs,” Balthazar said. “I succeeded at last in raising the Servant of the Lord of Skulls.”

      “I know,” said Coiled Serpent. “Our Lord has spoken to me in my dreams.”

      He paused to give that time to sink in. Balthazar realised that Coiled Serpent was speaking more for the benefit of the listening tribesmen than he was to Balthazar. There was a competitive edge to his voice. Balthazar may have raised the Servant of Xothak, a thing no tribal sorcerer had managed to do in centuries, but he was letting his people know that it was to Coiled Serpent the god spoke.

      Balthazar pushed down his jealousy. There were many reasons why that could have been. Coiled Serpent dwelled here amid the blight where the Outer Darkness seeped into the world. Balthazar had dwelled in the warded cities of the Sunlanders, surrounded by protective elder signs. Contact with the Outer Dark was difficult under those circumstances.

      “The Lord of Skulls also told me that your plan to overthrow the rule of the Sunlander chieftains had come to naught.” A gloating note entered Coiled Serpent’s voice. He was pleased with Balthazar’s failure. And yet there was something else there as well, something hard to place or define.

      “There was present a great champion of the Sun. If it were not for him things would have gone differently,” Balthazar said. Even to himself, it sounded too much like he was making excuses. He glanced around at the tribal leaders to see how they were taking things. Their faces were blank and unreadable. Was he being weighed and found wanting? Perhaps the tribesmen no longer saw him as a useful ally. Perhaps the only use they would have for him now would be as a sacrifice.

      “So our Lord told me,” said Coiled Serpent. It sounded as if that admission had cost him dearly. He was saying something he would rather not have and yet he had no choice but to do so. Slowly the implications of that settled into Balthazar’s mind. Xothak had spoken to the shaman of Balthazar’s deeds. It had already exonerated Balthazar of any blame for the rising’s failure.

      Perhaps, he told himself, or perhaps Coiled Serpent merely wanted him to think that, to lull him into lowering his guard. The old man was cunning.

      “I am honoured indeed,” said Balthazar. Some of the chieftains nodded as if they too thought that. Perhaps Coiled Serpent was telling the truth. Or perhaps not. He had always been good at keeping his own counsel until the moment was ripe. Perhaps this was just another example of that. Balthazar felt a crawling sensation between his shoulder blades. He was aware that at any moment, an obsidian spearpoint might be plunged between them.

      “I was told you would be arriving this evening. That is why I sent my son to meet you.” Balthazar wondered whether this was true or whether the old man was simply making this up after the fact. On such little things did shamans built their reputation for foresight. “The Lord of Skulls told me you would come. It told me that you would enter its temple and make a sacrifice to it. It told me you would be blessed.”

      Balthazar stared at Coiled Serpent. It was all he could do to keep his mouth from flopping open. The shaman was saying that he, Balthazar, had been chosen for some special purpose. The tone in which he spoke made it all too clear how much Coiled Serpent resented being forced to speak, to acknowledge that Balthazar was higher in the favour of their mutual god. Triumph filled his heart. If this were true, then he was on the path to glory.

      If it were true . . .

      This might just be an invitation for him to set foot within the temple and be offered up for sacrifice. That would be a high destiny and not one word of what Coiled Serpent had said would be a lie.

      Balthazar glanced around. The tribesmen looked friendly. Some of them looked as if they were in awe of him. Of course, he had seen them act this way before, right up until the moment they gutted their unsuspecting enemies.

      “My son and his Lodge will accompany you into the temple,” said Coiled Serpent. “They have asked for this place of honour, and I have granted it. A sacrifice has already been sanctified. Go now!”

      Balthazar bowed and turned away.
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      The terrified girl writhed atop the altar. The ropes held her. She scraped her face against the rough stone, and her gag came free.

      “Please, please,” she whimpered. “I don’t know what I have done but tell me, and I won’t do it again.”

      “Hush,” Balthazar said. “You haven’t done anything wrong. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      His words echoed around the vast chamber deep below the ruined Temple of Xothak. Luminescent fungi lit the place. Legend claimed the mushrooms had come from distant worlds beyond the great Doors. It was cold down here as it always was, no matter how hellishly hot the swamp above became.

      The members of the Jaguar Lodge stared at him. They did not understand what he was saying in the Sunlander tongue, but it was clear they did not like him using any Solari words in this sacred place.

      Excitement filled Balthazar. This was not a trap. He was not going to be sacrificed. He was going to speak with his god, visit its realm beyond the world, send his spirit into the Outer Darkness. Tonight he would bask in the presence of the Lord of Skulls and draw upon its power. He licked his lips and smiled.

      The girl’s eyes went wide with horror. Balthazar shrugged. He did not care what happened to her. In a way, it was all to the good. Her struggles would help appease Xothak. The Lord of Skulls lived upon terror and horror. They were to it what meat and drink were to lesser beings.

      Let her scream! Here in the cool dank catacombs, no one would hear her shouts. No aid would come. Her shouts would only amuse the tribesmen.

      He lifted the dagger. It was the same blade he had used to summon the Servant of Xothak at the end of the Masque of Death. Dried blood made it look rusty. Evil runes glittered on the blade. Their power was evident even to the girl. She moaned in horror when she saw them. Or perhaps it was just the sight of the blade that affected her.

      Balthazar reached out and stroked her chin. “Hush, girl. Be at peace. It will all soon be over. You will show me the way to the Dark. Yours is an honoured task.”

      His voice was rich and aristocratic and reassuring. His touch quietened the girl. He stuffed the gag back in her mouth. The girl’s eyes widened at the betrayal.

      He took a deep breath and raised the blade to his lips and kissed it. The tang of the metal and the taste of old blood were indistinguishable. He extended his arms and pointed the blade at the carved skull at the head of the altar.

      The girl ceased to writhe as if she sensed the imminence of her demise. He smiled at her and then brought the blade arcing downwards to pierce flesh. He found her heart and twisted.

      A portal to somewhere else, invisible to everyone in the room save him and the dying girl opened. Something gigantic looked down at him from a place outside the world. This, he thought, was how an ant must feel when a man walked by.

      His flesh tingled, and his hair rose on end. It felt as if his soul were being drawn from his body. Waves of darkness flowed over him. The chamber flickered in his vision.

      His legs felt weak. All strength drained from his body. The world receded around him. As his skin grew colder, the ceiling and walls and floor became translucent. He told himself he was not dying. He was not being devoured by Xothak. His spirit was being liberated from its prison of flesh.

      He looked down at himself. He saw his tall, lean figure, his jet black hair, his half naked body embracing the dead girl. His view shimmered, and he became aware of a presence near him. It was the spirit of the girl. It glowed a sickly translucent green, visible only to him. It looked terrified, and it turned and fled, unaware that its struggles were merely leading it closer and closer to its doom. He followed it, knowing it was his guide.

      She flew down a long tunnel that wound away through cracks in the fabric of reality

      The walls of this tunnel appeared lined with skulls. As he flew after her, her image’s skin peeled away to reveal the illusion first of muscle and then of bone. He thought he heard a faint screaming. Ahead of him, the departing soul moved faster and faster.

      His spirit flew downwards, into a maze of tunnels that looked as if they extended all the way to the world’s core. He knew they did more than that; they extended outwards into the worlds beyond worlds, an infinite maze that led eventually to all places and none.

      The tunnel widened, the aether through which he flew becoming thicker and thicker. He felt as if he was drowning in it, pulled down by currents of magic. Visions danced before his eyes. Vast presences moved all around him, things that would suck him down the way a whale sucked down plankton.

      He was trespassing in a realm where his kind was not meant to go. Voices hissed and whispered in his ears, hinting at forbidden secrets, offering to satiate his innermost desires. He felt his mind begin to fragment and fought to keep a grip on his sense of self.

      Shadow deepened around him, and he sensed its corrosive, mutating energies. Ahead of him, a massive ziggurat loomed, built entirely of skulls and bones. It seemed to float in a vast empty space all of its own.

      The soul he followed was a mere wisp now, a fast fading bubble of light and life. He passed through an arch that was the mouth of a gigantic glowing skull and raced down a corridor whose roof was supported by ribs and whose walls were bricked with skulls.

      He entered a throne room where a Power waited. It sat upon a throne of skulls and looked at him with eyes as empty as the depths of space. It opened its jaws and the light of the girl’s departing soul flew in and was swallowed. The Lord of Skulls turned its empty eye-sockets on Balthazar and beckoned for him to come closer with a long bony finger.

      Balthazar did so, despite the fear that filled him. He approached the towering figure along a path of bones. He abased himself on a carpet of skulls, all of which seemed to watch him.

      Xothak reached out and touched him. Blazing light passed through him. Images filled his mind, threatening to drown out his consciousness. He felt his thoughts and memories inspected by a monstrous intelligence.

      He saw his recent conflict with the Guardian Kormak, Xothak’s summoned servant defeated, the plan to infect the city of Maial with animated corpse warriors ended before it could even begin.

      He relived his fear and anger and disappointment. The ritual should have made him master of Xothak’s ancient kingdom, a high priest who ruled in the name of his absent god. Instead, it had ended with him bolting from the site of the ritual and taking refuge in the labyrinth of catacombs before he was forced to flee the city.

      Xothak flicked the pages of his memories like a man inspecting the leaves of an old and not terribly interesting book.

      He saw his life on an insect scale. His sickly childhood among the nobility of Terra Nova, the interest in alchemy that would eventually grant him health and power, his induction into the Shadow Cult in which he would learn sorcery. He saw his travels into the jungle in search of ancient secrets and his second induction, this time into the sacred Lodges of the tribes of the interior. He saw those around him grow old even as his knowledge of alchemy and dark sorcery kept him young.

      He sensed growing interest as Xothak saw what he had learned about the sarcophagus of Vorkhul and the Guardian’s mission to find it. If he had had to name the mood of the Lord of Skulls, he would have said excitement.

      He felt himself measured and judged. Power flowed into him, so great that he could barely contain it. Somewhere his human body was screaming. He knew what it was like to wield the power of magic, but this was something else. This was his body and his talent being used by something else as a vessel for its power, a vessel to be filled and discarded.

      A link was being strengthened between him and this vast, alien entity, turning him into a conduit between the underworlds of Shadow and the mortal realm.

      He was afraid, and he was aware that there was nothing he could do about his fear. He had no choices in this matter any more. He was a tool wielded by an entity from beyond his world, being reshaped to its purposes, remade to do its will.

      Visions flickered through his mind. He saw the seething jungles of the interior and the tribesmen who dwelled there. He saw the shamans who could still talk with Xothak in their dreams. He saw the towering mountains and, beyond them, the deserts where the sand demons roamed. He saw a beautiful naked woman with features unlike any he had ever encountered and knew that somehow they were  connected or would be.

      New knowledge filled his mind, the patterns of spells that would summon demons and bind them to his will. Fragments of knowledge of the ancient world. Visions of glowing metallic gods blasting monsters with weapons of light, of demons the size of mountains rising from the sea to swallow entire cities.

      A burning compulsion settled on him. He must learn the source of Vorkhul’s sarcophagus. If there were more like it, he must acquire them and unleash what they contained. When he did so, a new age would begin.

      Satisfaction swelled in Balthazar’s heart. He knew then that he was being given a mission that might change the entire history of the world. An Old One like Vorkhul could twist the fate of kingdoms. What would not be possible to a company of beings like him?

      The power continued to flow through him, becoming a river that carried him back to his body. It flowed out from him and into the dagger he carried and the amulet he wore. As he regained his senses, lines of fire flickered from them to the amulets of the tribesmen. They had been granted a portion of his power to utilise with their gifts.

      His Lodge brothers all knew he was touched now. They bowed low before him, abasing themselves utterly. He smiled at them, a god bestowing a benediction on his worshippers.

      “Raise yourselves,” he said. “We have work to do.”
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      As the company marched away from Westerby, Kormak cast a last thoughtful look back at the village then gave his attention to the road ahead. The troops grumbled at the early start, but they would be grateful later when they were resting through the hottest part of the day.

      “How much further till Helgard?” he asked Anders.

      “At the end of the three days’ march, we’ll hit the fort that controls the entrance of Helgate Pass. After that, the town is a day’s march up into the mountains.”

      “You think we’ll have any trouble along the way?” He was thinking about what the Prefect had said about the tribes last night.

      “This many men? I doubt it,” Anders said confidently. “Not unless the tribes are going on the warpath anyway.”

      “I talked to a man last night who had different ideas.”

      “There’s only one way to find out who’s right. If we hear drums, you’ll know he is.”

      “The tribes use them to communicate?”

      “Happens in a lot of places.”

      Kormak studied the approaching jungle. It looked vast and alien and full of menace. He felt as if something huge dark and threatening waited for him within it.

      
* * *

      Light had a different quality this early. It seemed sharper, as if the Holy Sun was determined to bring out the greens of the leaves and the brilliant colours of fast blooming flowers.

      Kormak inspected the road. The surface was well worn with grooves, marking centuries of passage by wagons. Somehow these did not mar the runes. The road snaked away downhill and vanished into the forest. The jungle loomed before them like a wall of green. Soon they would be descending into its depths. Kormak wondered what they would find there.

      He walked along beside the wagon, wanting to stretch his legs. Behind him the marines sang a marching song. The guards did not join in. There was a definite split between the two forces developing. Kormak hoped that would not prove to be a problem.

      Zamara rode up beside him. He had been riding along the line, inspecting the troops.

      “Fine morning for it,” Zamara said.

      “For what?” Kormak asked.

      “For marching. For adventure,” Zamara said. He meant it to sound ironic, but Kormak could tell that the Admiral was both excited and nervous. The landscape surrounding them was not like anything back inside the area, and it was not something that an ocean sailor like Zamara would be used to.

      “This reminds me of the coasts of the southern continent,” Zamara said. Kormak smiled. So much for his preconceptions.

      “You sailed there?”

      “I convoyed ships along that coast,” Zamara said. “Never much cared for it.”

      “Any particular reason why?”

      “Too many slavers. Too much strangeness in the woods. There are a lot of lunar colonies along that coast. There are a lot of people from the Shadow Kingdoms inland.”

      “I know. I’ve been there.”

      “You’ve been everywhere,” Zamara said.

      “I have not been to the ultimate East,” Kormak corrected.

      “You probably get there someday, I’m guessing.”

      “Maybe. We should probably send some scouts ahead.”

      “Just in case?”

      “Just in case.”

      “That’s an excellent idea, Guardian. I’ll have Terves send them ahead at once.”

      “I’ll go with them.”

      As he departed, Anders fell into step alongside him.

      
* * *

      The trees arched overhead. The ancient spells that kept them from growing through the roads did not stop them from growing over it. Large dragonflies flitted through the shadows from bush to bush. Some of them were the size of small birds. There were hummingbirds too, smaller than the dragonflies.

      Kormak strode along with the scouts. He could hear the singing of the marines behind him. Anders walked along beside him and pointed at something in the undergrowth.  “There.”

      Kormak saw a skeleton, crucified on two sticks. It hung like a scarecrow grinning a terrible warning at the passers-by. Birds had pecked it but no animal had come along and crunched its bones. It had been smeared with some sort of paste to prevent that. Its clothes were that of a Sunlander colonist.

      “I take it this is a warning,” Kormak said.

      “Have to get up pretty early in the morning to get anything past you, Guardian,” Anders said. “Yes, it’s a warning. We are entering tribal land. Used to see a lot of these in the jungles back when I was with the company.”

      Kormak reached out with this blade and smashed the skull.

      “Any particular reason you’re doing that, other than annoyance,” Anders said.

      “The thing has been tainted with blight,” Kormak said. “It might rise.”

      “First time I have ever seen anything like this so close to the road. The tribes used to put these out as markers of their territory. They were there just there to scare us. Looks like they might be trying something else now.”

      Kormak said, “We’d better be wary. Somebody around here is practising sorcery of the darkest kind.”

      “There’s a lot of it about at the moment.”

      “That’s the worrying part.”

      
* * *

      The expedition rested during the hottest part of the day. It was still dark and shadowy under the trees. The air was close and sticky. Kormak felt his armour chafing.

      The wagons had halted. The horses seem skittish. All along the road men sprawled. Most of the local guardsmen were taking a siesta as was local custom. The marines not standing guard sat chatting quietly with each other.

      Kormak took a sip of tepid water from his flask. He looked at the others sitting in the shadow of the wagon. Rhiana was there, along with Anders and Zamara.

      “You really think there’s a chance that we might encounter the walking dead along this road?” Zamara asked. He kept his voice low so that the soldiers couldn’t overhear. It was a fruitless precaution. The scouts had already spread the word of what Kormak had done when they returned to the camp.

      Kormak shook his head. “It’s possible. Someone along here is practising very dark magic.”

      “And it’s not Balthazar,” Zamara said.

      “That skeleton was there before he came along this road,” Anders said. “I’d bet on that.”

      “And I would not bet against you,” Rhiana said.

      “The main thing is it lets us know that we’re on tribal land,” Anders said, “and that they are using forbidden magic.”

      “It seems like the Prefect was right,” Rhiana said.

      Anders looked at her quizzically.

      “He said that the tribes would be restless,” Rhiana said.

      “If they are putting warnings along the road, they certainly are,” Anders said.

      Zamara looked thoughtful. “Gold comes along this road from the mines in the mountains, doesn’t it?”

      “It does.”

      “We might have to mount a punitive expedition into the jungle when we get back from Helgard. I don’t want to risk anything happening to that gold.”

      “I can understand why you would think that,” Anders said. “It might be better to save your troops to protect the caravan.”

      “Something that I’ll need to think about,” Zamara said. “But first things first. Find this lost city and the source of Vorkhul’s sarcophagus.”

      “It’s hot,” Rhiana said, fanning herself with her webbed fingers. She clearly wanted to change the subject.

      “Should get hotter as we go into the jungle,” Anders pointed out.

      
* * *

      Kormak walked along the road, all too aware of the runes worked into the stone. It made him uneasy to be striding across something so obviously magical even if he had to pretend that it did not for the sake of the others.

      He was out of place here, and he knew it. The heat and humidity were unlike any that he had encountered back in the Old Kingdoms. The giant trees overhanging the road looked alien compared to the forests of the other continent. Brightly coloured birds squawked as they moved along the branches. Sometimes they seemed almost to be talking in a language with which he was not familiar. Other times they seemed to speak words that sounded familiar to him.

      Huge serpents slithered across the branches. He had been in dense forests before, even the great Elfwood, but this one was different. The flowers seemed too bright, their perfumes almost overwhelming. The air brought the distant scent of rot to his nostrils. There was a swamp out there. Judging by the water sounds, there were streams as well.

      One of the great skull-headed milestones stared down at him from the barrier on the side of the road. It looked different from the sort of statue that existed back in the Old Kingdoms. It was more angular and the product of a different sensibility. All of the features were marked with the lines graven deep into the stone. There was something about the image that suggested horror and death.

      Xothak was the sort of deity that fed upon human sacrifices. In the past, there had been others amongst the Old Ones who did so, but they seemed to have been particularly common in this land. What was it about this place that had attracted them? Was it simply coincidence? He did not know. He was a very long way from the lands he understood.

      He glanced back at his companions. Certainly, the two seemed distant and strange. There was Rhiana with her alien beauty and Zamara in his intricate uniform so obviously ill adapted to the climate. Behind them, the marines had stripped off their leather tunics and wrapped them round their waists. It would make them more vulnerable to attack, but heat prostration would be even worse.

      Kormak took a swig of warm and brackish water from his canteen. Sweat congealed beneath his armpits and ran down his biceps. His scabbard was sticking to his back. His amulets made him all too aware of the waterfalls of sweat running down his chest. Sometimes when he moved, they seemed to stick to his flesh.

      He heard a crack of sound nearby and looked around. For a moment he saw nothing. Some sixth sense told him that he was under observation. He froze. He felt as if something in the wood was mirroring his behaviour.

      His eyes sought the shadows and then he noticed it, a patch of white and black. It was not a flower. It took a moment to realise that it was a human face, painted to somewhat resemble a skull. A jaguar pelt was draped over the man’s shoulders. In the darkness of the undergrowth, it had been difficult to spot.

      Eyes met his.

      There was a shock of recognition. The painted stranger realised that he had been spotted. The face withdrew into the undergrowth. Kormak took one slow step forward and then another, and in a moment he was vaulting over the stone barrier beside the road and sliding down the slope into the jungle.

      Huge green leaves fondled his face. They felt like dead men’s fingers. He reached the bottom of the slope and looked around. There was more movement, animals scrabbling through the undergrowth, branches swaying.

      Birds shrieked. Monkeys howled. There was no sign of any stranger. He searched around at the foot of the slope where he thought he had seen the intruder. In the muddy earth, there was a trail of footprints. He followed it, but it swiftly vanished. Perhaps the tribesman had taken to the trees. Kormak had seen elves do something similar.

      He knew it would not be too wise to get too far away from the road. In this dense forest, it would be all too easy to lose all sense of direction and become separated from the expedition. He doubted there was anything to be gained by following the tribesman anyway. He pulled himself back up the slope, clambered over the barrier and dropped down onto the road.

      Zamara watched him from horseback. “I saw you make a bolt into the jungle. I trust it was not because you were overcome by a sudden need to urinate.”

      “There was a tribesman,” Kormak said. “He was watching us, and now he has fled.”

      “No offence, Sir Kormak, but I would flee too if I saw you chasing me.”

      “This one might come back with friends,” Kormak said. “Tonight we should set more sentries. Tonight we should be wary.”
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      The sun lowered itself in the late afternoon sky. Kormak ranged ahead of the column. The tribesmen and the skeletons that they had come across regularly posted along the route had made him uneasy. Anders insisted on going with him.

      The road reached a great crevasse. He found himself looking down at the huge pillars that supported the bridge. They had been worked with skulls and monsters and lunar runes. Off on the far side, he could see a waterfall. It dropped a long way into a lake below them.

      Anders said, “You are quiet, Sir Kormak. Are you worried about what we might find here? No need. I have passed over this bridge a thousand times.”

      “I am always worried about what I may encounter. That is why I am alive.”

      “You do have the look of a wary man.”

      “It is part of my trade.”

      “It is part of mine too, but I have learned to take pleasure where I may. I confess I am starting to look forward to a respite from the lowland heat. Of course, in a few days, I may well be cursing the desert chill.”

      Kormak tilted his head to one side. He wondered what Anders wanted, and he waited for the man to reveal it.

      “You don’t say much, do you?” Anders said.

      “I listen.”

      “Your double did that well. Of course, he used the threat of torture to get you to talk.”

      Kormak shrugged. “I am not responsible for the behaviour of a lunar assassin.”

      “I never said you were . . .”

      “And yet?”

      “And yet just looking at you makes me uneasy. I keep expecting him.”

      “You were captured and tortured and threatened with death by the changeling, so that is hardly surprising.”

      “You remind me of him in more than appearance. There is something in your manner.”

      “That is hardly flattering,” Kormak said.

      “I am serious. He moved like you. He tilted his head in the same way. He reached up and touched the scar on his cheek like you. And he looked like a killer.”

      “Like me?”

      “Like you.”

      “I am not sure where you are going with this.”

      “I think he had studied you. How is that possible?”

      “The changeling was a shapeshifter. Do you really have to ask?”

      “He spent time near you.”

      “As the bodyguard of a merchant called Orson, I suspect. We were on the same ship all the way from Siderea. He might even have been in the Palace Imperial before that. I don’t know.”

      “Doesn’t that trouble you? It would trouble me. Knowing that all that time a demonic killer had been so close. Might still be close even now.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?”

      Anders shook his head. “Maybe.”

      “If there’s one here, there’s nothing we can do about it until it reveals its hand.”

      “You think it’s possible then.”

      “Changelings are rare. It takes powerful magic to create them.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “It is what I was taught. They are supposedly ordinary men and women taken as children and trained and altered. That would take a lot of powerful spells, cast over a very long time, to make such permanent changes in a way that would not be detectable by normal means.”

      Anders stared off at the other side of the bridge as if he might find the answer to his question there. The trees swayed as if in a breeze. It reminded Kormak of water when something big displaces it. The leading wagons had started to move over it. Rhiana leaned out, looked around and then waved. “How so?”

      “Spells leave traces of residual energy that take a long time to fade. People who are sensitive to such things, or who use spells to detect them can sense the energy.”

      “People like Captain Rhiana?”

      Kormak nodded. “Elder signs interfere with such magic, disrupt it. So a changeling could not do what it does with a simple spell. That would not endure through so many counter-measures. Whatever is done to them must allow them to change their physical appearance, at least on the surface, and that appearance must be fixed so that magic can't undo it. It must truly be their appearance from that point.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that it’s no simple thing to do that. It’s done by muscles beneath the skin that move fat and flesh around, tighten it here, loosen it there.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know how you know that.”

      “The corpse of a changeling fell into the Order’s hands about a century ago. For some reason, the body did not dissolve as they usually do when killed. One of our alchemists dissected it and found the musculature and skeleton had been changed. Inducing those changes and making them permanent takes very powerful magic, almost of the same order that the Old Ones used to create their Children.”

      Anders glanced at Rhiana again. The wagon was halfway across the bridge now. The soldiers marched along behind it. “Like the merfolk.”

      “In some ways. We don’t think the changes breed true the way they do with the Children, though. We think this is an induced change. We could be wrong, though. We have been in the past, and we don’t have much to go on.”

      “Why did they do it? The Old Ones I mean. Change so many people? Create so many strange things.”

      “They wanted servants. They created new ones the way a blacksmith creates tools. Or an alchemist invents new formulas.”

      “You don’t think that’s all of it though, do you?”

      “I think that maybe they did it for the same reason an artist paints or a bard makes songs. Because it satisfied some need in them.”

      “I’ve heard some people say that even we humans are their children.”

      “I’ve heard it too, but I don’t think it’s true. I think they used us as raw material, as they used other races they enslaved. The Solari were never their servants. Even the eldrim admit that.”

      “You don’t talk about these things like a priest. You talk about them as if they are just things you know, not part of our religion.”

      Kormak paused to consider his next words carefully. He did not want to sound heretical. Nor did he mean to be. “This is part of my vocation. This is what I was trained for. I was sent out into the world to deal with these things, not preach about them.”

      “You must have lived a very strange life.”

      “It does not seem that way to me,” Kormak lied. “It just seems like my life.”

      Anders nodded. “I suppose that is the way for everybody.”

      “I suppose so,” Kormak agreed.

      “Can I ask you something? It might sound dumb?”

      “I won’t know whether it’s stupid until you ask, so feel free to do so.”

      “What’s it like? Back in Siderea? Still the same as it was under the Old King?”

      “I don’t know. When he was on the throne, I was busy fighting orcs on the borders of Taurea.”

      “They still sell good pies in the main square of Trefal?”

      Kormak realised that Anders was nostalgic for the city of his youth. He wondered what that must feel like. He had been glad to leave Mount Aethelas himself. Since then he had not spent much time settled in any place. There was nothing he felt nostalgic about except perhaps being on the road itself. That was something he had always loved.

      “They sell good pies,” Kormak said. “But I doubt they will be as good as you remember them.”

      “Nothing ever is, is it?”

      “Probably not.”

      “You ever plan on going back to Aquilea?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “There’s nothing there for me now.”

      “No kin? No friends? Nothing?”

      Kormak shook his head. “How about you?”

      “I had brothers and a sister. No idea whether any of them is still alive. When I had some money I considered going back and taking a look for them.”

      “You didn’t. Obviously.”

      “I found an urgent need to spend gold on wine, women, and other luxuries.”

      “You sound as if you regret that?”

      “Maybe I do. Maybe I should have bought passage back to Trefal. I had enough money to buy my old man’s shop and all its stock. I spent it in a brothel in Maial.”

      “A soldier gets into the habit of spending big.”

      “You ever do blow a score of Solars?”

      “Never had that sort of money.”

      “Never? You must have killed some monsters that had huge treasures. They always do in the stories.”

      Kormak laughed. “In this life, the local lord usually claims the money as tax. My Order gets anything I find if I don’t spend it as part of my expenses.”

      Disbelief etched itself onto Anders’s face. “You give the money to your Order?”

      “Mostly, if there’s anything left over.”

      “I fight for pay.”

      “I took an oath to do what I do. My Order feeds me and clothes me and provides me with a roof over my head.”

      “My old man would have said you were mad.”

      “Is that just a polite way of saying you think the same without taking responsibility for the saying of it?”

      “Maybe. Why do you do this? Really. Why go to the ends of the earth in search of monsters and men who want you dead.”

      “I told you. I took an oath.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “I enjoy it.”

      “You enjoy almost getting killed?”

      Kormak thought for a moment. “I enjoy the hunt. I like the sense that I am doing something important. I like the idea that I am protecting people.”

      “That’s important to you is it?”

      “When I was eight years old an Old One killed everyone in my village except me. It told me it would come back for me one day. It has done that to some children over the centuries. The man who found me in the ruins was a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn. He took me back to Mount Aethelas. They gave me a home, trained me, made me into what I am today.”

      “And you feel you owe them?”

      “Them and the monster who killed my people. I decided a long time ago I am not going to spend my life being afraid.”

      “I wish I could achieve that through sheer willpower. Somehow the fear stays with me, before every battle at least.”

      “That’s just your body telling you it wants to stay alive.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose.”

      “That’s what my masters taught me back on the Holy Mountain. Being afraid doesn’t make you a coward. Giving into your fear is what does that.”

      “So this does frighten you?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “But it doesn’t stop you.”

      “No. It doesn’t stop me.”

      Anders fell silent for a minute then said, “You think we’re going to find Balthazar, don’t you? And you are going to kill him.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good,” Anders said. “I hope I am there when you do.”

      “Thank you,” Kormak said, keeping the sourness from his voice. “We’d best get back to the line. It will be dark soon, and we’ll need to make camp.”
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      Balthazar strode through the assembled crowd of warriors and shamans.

      All eyes were fixed upon him. All were waiting to hear what he had to say. After making his plans with Red Talon, he had slept in the temple throughout the day, troubled by visionary dreams. The warriors of the Jaguar Lodge had spent the day moving through the camp spreading rumours about what had happened after the sacrifice. Now he had emerged, and all were curious.

      The shamans looked at him sidelong. All of them knew the message that Coiled Serpent had given him from their god. They sensed the new power within him and those who had followed him into the temple. They knew something important had happened and were waiting to find out what it was.

      “You have returned from your spirit walk,” said Coiled Serpent. With his right hand, he toyed with the necklace of human fingerbones hung around his neck. He could not help but notice that Balthazar was surrounded by an honour guard from the Jaguar Lodge. An honour guard that was headed by his son. He deliberately ignored Balthazar’s failure to abase himself. Balthazar knew this was noted by the watchers.

      “I have returned, brother,” said Balthazar. “I have spoken with Xothak.”

      Silence descended on the group. They all looked at Balthazar with respect bordering on awe.

      “This is indeed great news,” said Coiled Serpent, who made it sound as if it was anything but. “Did he give any word for his loyal followers?”

      “He says the time of Shadowfall is almost here.”

      Whoops of ecstatic joy greeted this announcement from all except Coiled Serpent. The shaman king studied Balthazar closely as if trying to perform a divination on the entrails of a sacrifice. He must know that more was coming and that it would undermine his position and strengthen Balthazar’s.

      “He says there is a thing that the tribes can do to aid its coming.”

      Coiled Serpent gave a frog grin. The humour did not reach his flat cold eyes. What he had expected was about to materialise.

      “Lost gods will be resurrected,” Balthazar said. Coiled Serpent’s sharp look almost impaled him. Perhaps he had not been expecting this after all. “I have been entrusted with freeing them and bringing them back to life.”

      “That is a mighty trust.” Coiled Serpent said. There was a note of irony in his voice.

      “There are those who seek to oppose the will of our master.”

      “There always are. They shall be overcome,” said Red Talon. His glance at Balthazar was almost worshipful. The Count knew he had an ally here.

      “Tell us more concerning these foes,” said Coiled Serpent, wishing to know what he was committing himself to before the enthusiasm of the others could tug him into doing something that he might not want.

      “They are Sunlanders from over the sea,” Balthazar said. As always that got the tribesmen worked up. They hated the colonists who had stolen their lands. They hated the Solar God the colonists served even more.

      “Who else would they be?” Coiled Serpent asked. He tilted his head to one side. There was mockery in his eyes. “Are they your kin?”

      The other shaman chiefs fell silent at this reminder that Balthazar too was a Sunlander. It curbed their enthusiasm somewhat, as no doubt, it was intended to.

      “No kin of mine.”

      “Not blood kin,” said Coiled Serpent. “But they are of your people.”

      “Among those who serve Xothak, there is only one people,” Balthazar said. “We are all brothers in his service.”

      He kept his voice level, and there was no rebuke audible in it. Rebuke it was, nonetheless.

      “Who am I to contradict one who has spoken directly with Xothak?” said Coiled Serpent.

      “You are a chief among your people, and your service is valued by Xothak and by me,” Balthazar replied.

      Coiled Serpent could not fail to notice the hierarchy implicit in that statement. His smile widened a fraction. His knuckles went white where they gripped the spear.

      “There is one among these interlopers who is particularly dangerous,” said Balthazar. “A Guardian of the Dawn by the name of Kormak. He has thwarted our masters in many times and many places. The reward for the one who brings me his head will be great.”

      “Where can we find him?” asked Red Talon, ignoring his father’s withering stare.

      “He travels along the Old Road towards the pass at Helgate. He is accompanied by packs of Sunlander soldiers who will provide you with many hearts to offer up on your altars.”

      “We shall fill the Well of Blood and this time the Gods shall answer our call . . . my father’s call.” Red Talon managed to correct himself at the end. His father gave him a sour smile and looked back at Balthazar. “You wish this company wiped out. You and Xothak I mean.”

      “That is exactly what we wish.”

      A man raced into the square of the village. He shouted, “Sunlander warriors on the road! A hundred or more.”

      Balthazar smiled. He could not have timed it better.

      
* * *

      As the sunset shadows lengthened, the marines made camp once more. Wagons were drawn across the road blocking it, and sentries were set along the barriers on the roadside. The road was transformed into a fortified camp.

      Kormak looked around. He was not entirely satisfied with the arrangement. Climbers could move along the branches of the huge trees above them and drop down into the camp or throw spears or fire poison darts. There was no real way of preventing this other than to put some men up there. However, he knew nobody would be willing to climb in this darkness.

      The cooks fed sticks in their fires. Pots of water drawn from a nearby stream were being boiled even as Kormak watched.

      He sniffed the air. Rhiana watched him and wrinkled her nose. “There’s a swamp out there. I can smell it.”

      “A swamp tainted with blight,” Kormak said.

      “That would not surprise me.” She turned and pointed off towards the north. “I sense something in that direction. There is a power out there.”

      “A monster, an Old One, what?” Kormak asked.

      “I don’t think it’s any of them,” Rhiana replied. “I’ve never quite felt anything like this before, such a concentration of power, flowing and shifting. I don’t think it’s sentient at all. I think it just is.”

      “It might be a locus of power,” Kormak said.

      “You mean like a doorway or a portal?”

      He nodded. “Sometimes the blight concentrates around them. You find such gateways sometimes at the core of the biggest blights.”

      “Shadow heart,” Terves said. “That’s not a pleasant thought.”

      “What’s even less pleasant is that there are tribes living in that swamp. We’ve been seeing the signs all day.”

      Rhiana shuddered. “You mean those skeletons whose heads you keep smashing.”

      “Yes. According to Anders they are territorial markers.”

      “What sort of people use markers tainted with shadow to warn people from their borders?”

      “You’d be surprised how many people do it.”

      “Not when you’re the person doing the telling,” Rhiana said. “You always seem to encounter such things.”

      Kormak produced his wraithstone amulet from within his tunic. Tendrils of inky darkness ran through the heart of the white stone.

      “You going to tell me that there is definitely blight in this area, aren’t you?” Rhiana said.

      “We both knew that before I looked.”

      As darkness fell, a faint glow became visible in the woods around them.

      Small strange lights floated through the trees. They illuminated the darkness. They sparkled a little. The colours were odd, strange metallic red, glittering green. Kormak reached out with his hand and caught one of them. He sniffed at it. “Spores,” he said.

      Seeing him doing it, some of the soldiers started to do the same. They pulled the floating lights from the air and held them fast. One man held his hand up to his mouth. Kormak slapped it away.

      “Nobody eat any of this stuff. Cover the pots and water, make sure none of the spores get into it. Blight taints them.”

      “You heard the man,” Sergeant Terves said. “Do as he says.”

      Nobody grumbled. No one wanted to eat anything that had been so tainted. Most of them probably thought it was poisonous. And it was, just not in the way they thought.

      Long-term exposure to blight twisted living things. Eating anything contaminated by it could have the same effect. Kormak had seen madness and mutation overcome those that had done such a thing. He did not want it happening to any of the soldiers.

      “It’s oddly beautiful,” said Rhiana, looking at the glittering lights.

      “So are some spiders,” Kormak said. But he agreed with her. Watching the lights  stream through the trees was relaxing.

      He tore his gaze away. “Set the sentries in pairs,” he told Terves. “Have them watch the trees above us as well.”

      “As you say,” said Terves. He looked like a man who was not going to get much sleep anyway.

      
* * *

      Kormak’s arm was numb with Rhiana’s weight when he woke. He pulled it gently free. This was not good. If a foe attacked in the night, he would be slowed.

      Rhiana rolled to one side and smiled at him. “Why so grim?”

      He smiled back. “Just thinking about survival.”

      “Nothing new then.”

      “No, nothing new.”

      All around them the camp was coming to life. Night-watching sentries stretched and yawned as their replacements took over. Horses neighed. Cooks lit fires and began to mix the slop for breakfast. Men scratched at mosquito bites. As ever Rhiana’s skin was unblemished.

      “You are lucky,” Kormak said. “The bloodsuckers never go for you.”

      “Something in the blood,” she said. “It’s different from normal humans’. The Old Ones saw to that.”

      Was there a note of bitterness or defiance in her voice? It was hard to tell.

      “Must be,” he said.

      “I never seem to go down with any of the fevers you landlubbers get either.”

      Kormak shrugged. “I wonder why that is.”

      “Not the most romantic of conversations at this time of the morning.”

      “It’s not the most romantic of settings. I never figured you for the most romantic of women.”

      She smiled and looked away. “I am not.”

      “Why are you here?” Kormak asked.

      “You really don’t know?”

      Kormak knew all right, but he neither wanted to admit to it or deal with it at this moment. Perhaps ever. The attraction between them distracted him when he ought to be concentrating. It could get them both killed. He rubbed his numb arm, changed the gesture, so it looked like he was scratching a mosquito bite, then offered her a hand to get up.

      She rolled lithely to her feet without aid. Kormak saw several of the soldiers looking jealously in his direction. Some of them looked at her lustfully. There was a potential problem there. Soldiers on the march could be violent in their desires.

      He glared at the soldiers until they looked away. He had not needed to do that. Part of him was tempted to slide a proprietorial arm around her. He fought down that urge. Rhiana knew how to take care of herself.

      The heat was already rising. Mist crept through the lower branches of the trees and the underbrush. The sky overhead was grey with the threat of rain. Kormak stretched and glanced around, inventorying his surroundings as he always did. One or two of the Governor’s guard lay nearby, wrapped in their bedrolls. A thin cloth was all they needed. If it rained they would use the oilcloth wraps in their packs. A few empty lean-tos lay near at hand.

      Marines sat cross-legged on the ground, oiling their crossbows as they waited for their breakfast to cook. Terves stamped around the perimeter of the camp, letting everyone know he was coming and that soon it would be time to move. Zamara emerged from his pavilion, looking neat as if he had just come from a palace in his second uniform. Only the sweat rings beneath his arms gave away the fact that he too was in the jungle.

      Kormak looked along the road. He did not expect to see anyone marching there. He just wanted to study the ancient stonework. There was moss between the stones. The inlaid runes had not been worn away by the passage of countless feet and wheels and the road itself seemed permanent as the mountains. He could feel the subtle ancient spells woven into it. The ancients had been giants. So much had been lost since they walked the world.

      Rhiana walked up beside him. Her boots clattered on the stonework. She put a hand on his shoulder, leaned forward and kissed his neck. He reached out and squeezed her hand then noticed a frown upon her face.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “There’s something out there, nearby, a presence of some sort, I can sense it.”

      Kormak’s hand went to his amulet. It felt warm, but that might just be from body heat and sweat. It certainly did not have the level of heat he associated with magic.

      “I don’t feel anything.”

      “It might be nothing. Sometimes I just feel things.” She did not look as if she thought it was nothing, though. She stared thoughtfully out into the forest.

      On the branches of one of the huge trees, a big cat, spotted and yellow-eyed, watched them back. Kormak could not help but think of the tales that Anders had told of the tribesmen’s bestial allies.
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      Coiled Serpent looked out through the eyes of the jaguar. It was like looking at a scene at night. The jungle and the road were leeched of all colour, although he saw shapes with a sharpness his own aged eyes could no longer match. He counted the number of Sunlander soldiers from this side of the road. Another twenty. That made almost a hundred in total. The jaguar had circled the camp earlier, and he had counted from the other side.

      He breathed in through the big cat’s nostrils and caught the man-stink. It was different from the smell of his own people’s camps. These soldiers reeked of metal and strange foods and the incense from their temples. He could smell the latrines they had dug to one side of their camp, and the oil they used for maintaining their death engines.

      Somewhere else he could smell the witchweed that kept him in the trance that allowed him to soul-ride the jaguar. The senses of the two bodies he shared had started to mingle, a sign that he was coming to the end of the duration of the spell. In a matter of heartbeats, his spirit would return to his human body.

      He concentrated his attention on the man and the woman staring at him. The man was tall and lean and dark, not a Sunlander. The woman was almost as tall and ash blonde. There was something about her too that suggested she was not one of the colonists. Her eyes stared right at him, and he knew that she knew his spirit was present. There was power in her.

      He looked more closely at the man and saw that he had a sword upon his back. This marked him as the Guardian of the Dawn, the Champion of the Sun Balthazar had spoken of. He too looked in Coiled Serpent’s direction.

      Fear trickled through his mind and leaked into the jaguar’s body. It rose on its hind legs, tail stiffening, hackles rising. Coiled Serpent imposed his will upon the creature, making it remain in place.

      Even if there was something this pair could do to the beast, his soul could slip free of it. There was nothing to be feared here. Yet Coiled Serpent did know fear, of what he was not sure. Something about this pair made him uneasy.

      Age mantled him. A wave of dizziness swept over him. His spirit whirled. A sense of weight and age settled on him again. He felt his human heart beat within his chest and the pain of years settle in his joints. His breath thundered within his lungs. Blood pulsed in his temples. He was aware of himself totally, as he always was when he returned to his body.

      The sour taste of disappointment filled his mouth. His body felt so much inferior to that of the sleek killer his spirit had just occupied. He wanted to return to it, to possess it once more, but he knew from the teachings of his former master that it would be madness. Too many flights from the body would break the link between flesh and spirit. It might leave the soul stranded within the body of the beast, or hurtling through limbo and into death. The former might not be such a bad fate. The latter was to be avoided at all costs.

      Coiled Serpent let his apprentices help him up. He envied the young men their firm flesh and unlined faces. He envied the blackness of their hair. If only he could find a way to transmigrate the soul permanently, and not just into the body of an animal but the body of a human being. That way the spirit would become truly immortal in the flesh. Endless life would beckon.

      Such spells were possible. He knew that they had been used. One of the reasons he had sworn himself to the Shadow for the past forty years was because he knew that he might learn that spell from its adepts.

      He stared into the unnaturally youthful face of Balthazar. The man he called brother. Balthazar was not his brother. They served the same master, but that did not mean there was any kinship between them. He hated and feared the Count, but he kept those emotions well-hidden and under tight rein. Balthazar had things he could teach, and Balthazar stood higher in the favour of their masters. For now.

      Coiled Serpent’s years pressed down on him. Once he had thirsted for forbidden knowledge. Once he would have done anything to learn the secrets Balthazar now held close. There were times now when he just wanted to rest. He pushed those doubts and weaknesses to one side and forced himself to smile.

      “Well?” Balthazar said.

      “They are there, the men you spoke off. On the ancient road. Maybe half a day’s march away. There are perhaps a hundred of them, well armed and well supplied.”

      “We have enough warriors. We can take them,” Red Talon said. Coiled Serpent looked at his son. He loved the boy even as he was frustrated by him. Red Talon was ruthless and ambitious, but he was not clever. He craved respect and glory beyond his years. For him, it was not enough to be the son of the Chief of Chiefs. He needed men to look up to him in his own right. In its way it was laudable, but it was a weakness.

      “Then you should do it,” Balthazar said. Coiled Serpent stared at him with bloodshot eyes. He still felt weak after his spell. He tottered a little, and his apprentice moved to support him. Such powerful magic was always draining. Coiled Serpent gestured the lad away with a wave of his hand. Now was not the time to show weakness.

      “We should gather the clans and crush these interlopers,” Coiled Serpent said. “Within a day, two days at most, I can have enough warriors here to overwhelm the Sunlanders with little hurt to our people.”

      “And little glory,” said Red Talon.

      Coiled Serpent sighed. “There is glory enough in accomplishing what the Lord of Skulls wishes, my son.”

      “I am not afraid of a few interloping Sunlanders, father. You say there is but five score of them. We have twice that many warriors here. We can ambush them and kill them and take their hearts for ourselves.”

      “I know you are not afraid, my son. And that is the problem. Perhaps you should be.”

      “It shames me to hear you speak so, father. We are the Shadow Hunters, mighty warriors. We do not fear the goldhair thieves. We make them fear us.”

      “Those men wear armour and carry bows that shoot further than a man can cast a spear. Their bolts can penetrate a body and pass out the other side.”

      “What of it? Such toys are only useful if you attack from a distance greater than a spear cast. There are many places where the Road of Skulls is edged by trees. We attack from ambush, and they have no advantage.”

      Why was the foolish boy set on defying him, Coiled Serpent wondered. He saw a look pass between his son and Balthazar and he understood. The two of them had been talking privately when Coiled Serpent had set out on his spirit journey.

      He could guess what they had been talking about. Balthazar had been filling his son’s head with this nonsense. Perhaps he sought to undermine the Chief of Chiefs position and replace him with someone more pliable. Perhaps he merely wanted to see his plan carried out and his enemies killed as soon as possible.

      Coiled Serpent looked at his son and then at the watching warriors. Red Talon seemed prepared to defy even his own father in his relentless quest for prestige. The younger warriors looked on him favourably. They shared the impetuosity of youth. Coiled Serpent made another effort. “Once the clans have gathered we will attack by surprise when our enemies least expect it. Then our victory will be swift and crushing, and we will have many hearts to offer to the Lord of Skulls.”

      “We should attack now, father, and cover ourselves in the glory of battle.”

      Coiled Serpent blamed himself for the boy’s stupidity. He had filled the lad with tales of his own youthful triumphs when Red Talon was a boy. He had hoped to inspire him to seek glory. He had succeeded only too well. Red Talon had caught the desire but without the wisdom or the cunning to seek the best way of slaking it. Red Talon was not even looking at his father now, but at the stranger. Balthazar said nothing but he smiled approvingly.

      Anger stabbed at Coiled Serpent’s heart. High in the favour of Xothak the Count might stand, but he was not a member of the clan. Red Talon’s first loyalty should be to his people and not to some outsider. It was this anger that drove Coiled Serpent to speak. “We shall wait until the clans have gathered and then we will attack. I have spoken.”

      His son glared back at him, and for a moment Coiled Serpent feared it might come to open defiance. He prayed that it would not for he had no wish to kill the boy. Red Talon held his gaze for many heartbeats before he looked away. “Yes, father, it shall be as you say.”

      Coiled Serpent could not help but notice that his son was staring at Balthazar and the Count was making the slightest negative motion with his head.

      
* * *

      Red Talon slid off into the jungle and found the trail. His companions in the pack clustered around him, all wearing their jaguar skin cloaks. Moving through the trees parallel to his path were a hundred young warriors of the Jaguar Lodge. All of them were disgusted by the cowardice of the Chief of Chiefs, and all of them wanted their chance to win a name for themselves in the eyes of the tribe and their ancestors. When Shadowfall came, all would walk in glory.

      Red Talon felt ashamed to be the son of such a father. Coiled Serpent had always been cautious even as he boasted to his son about his youthful bravery. Over the past few years, it had become obvious to Red Talon that if his father had once been a bold warrior, those days were long past. Now it fell to him to keep their clan’s proud traditions alive.

      What sort of warrior was scared of the Sunlanders? Oh, they had powerful weapons alright and they were skilled in warfare, but so were his people and they would have the advantage of attacking from ambush. Victory would surely be theirs. Count Balthazar was right about that. They were blessed by the Lord of Skulls. What could oppose them now?

      A bird fluttered by above and Red Talon flinched. It might be his father’s spirit riding the beast. He forced himself to exhale and calmed his breathing. The old man would not risk another casting of the spell so close on the heels of his last one. It was a potent sorcery, but a soul could be lost forever when casting it and his father was too much of a coward to take such a risk. He might send messengers to call them back, but he would not take the form of a beast again until moonrise at least. By that time, he would be in a position to watch Red Talon’s victory.

      Behind them, from the direction of the village, came the thumping of drums. The sound was picked up by another set of drums half a march away and Red Talon knew it would be relayed onwards to every outpost and village of the people. He understood the message coded in the rhythms. Warriors were being summoned. His father was determined to proceed with his shameful strategy. Red Talon grinned at his battle brother, Bloody Claw. By the time the clans had gathered, their strength would be unnecessary. The outlanders would already be defeated.

      It saddened Red Talon to have to defy his father this way, and it frightened him too in his heart of hearts. Coward though he might be, the old man was a powerful sorcerer. His magic was to be feared. He could still summon the great beasts of the forest depths and call the blight demons to his service. His soul was steeped in the mysteries of the Shadow’s magic.

      Red Talon touched the amulet on his chest. He was not without magic himself. He had learned many spells from his father and still more in secret from Count Balthazar when he had visited the clans. And he had the gift of skin turning. When moonrise came, he would be able to change his form, as would a dozen of his closest comrades with whom he had sworn a blood oath. They would lead the attack on the outlanders. They would feel outlander blood beneath their fangs and claws.

      Red Talon smiled and loped faster along the trail, keen for darkness to come, keen to seize his chance at glory. Rain started to drizzle down, fast and light. He knew that it was just the start. By tonight, there would be thunderstorms.
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      The late afternoon sun started to sink. The warm tropical rain that had plagued them all day had ceased, at least for the moment. In the heat, the waters puddling in the hollows of the old road had already started to evaporate. Only the sound of drumming that had echoed across the jungle throughout the day continued.

      “Something has got the tribes all riled up,” said Zamara. “I hope it is not us.”

      Kormak glanced at him sidelong. “Not a lot we can do if it is.”

      “Not a lot except keep marching along this road and hope to reach the fort at Helgard before they catch us. You really think they know we are here?”

      “Jaguars have been shadowing us since noon.”

      “You jest?”

      “I’ve never heard of the big cats following a group of men this size,” said Anders. “Not unless . . .”

      “Unless what?” Zamara asked.

      “They usually flee from large well-armed parties of men,” Anders said.

      “Unless what?” The Admiral was obviously not in the mood to put up with evasions.

      Anders sighed. “I told you before. There are shamans who can summon the great cats and serpents of the jungle. They are supposed to be able to see through their eyes and hear with their ears. Some of them can send their spirits out into the bodies of the animals.”

      Zamara’s eyes narrowed, and his lips pursed. He looked as if he would have liked to dismiss what Anders was saying but could not quite bring himself to do so.

      “The elves can do that,” said Kormak. “There’s no reason why a human magician could not learn to do the same.”

      “I was rather hoping you would say it was all nonsense,” said Zamara. “That there is no way the local primitives could match the magic of civilised spellcasters.”

      “In my experience, magic has little to do with civilisation. It has a lot to do with personal power or talent or whatever you want to call it and the sort of training the magician has received.”

      “You’ve spent your life dealing with such people, Sir Kormak, so I am inclined to believe you.”

      “Thank you, Admiral. It is always nice to be appreciated.”

      “There is something odd about those cats,” said Rhiana. “I get the same sense from them as I got from the jaguar we saw this morning.”

      “I suppose that about settles it then,” said Zamara. “We are being followed by a pack of demonically-possessed cats.”

      “Probably not demonically possessed,” said Kormak. “Just possessed.”

      “But why would they be following us?” Anders asked. Kormak suspected he already knew the answer and just did not want to admit it to himself.

      “Scouts,” said Rhiana.

      “Drums in the distance, possessed beasts on our trail. It might turn out to be an interesting night,” Zamara said.

      “I would double the sentries and then double them again if I were you,” said Kormak. “Just in case.”

      “I will pretend that you are me then and take your advice.”

      
* * *

      Red Talon stalked through the jungle night. Power burned within his breast. The moon was high. Drums throbbed. Rain fell. It flowed down over the leaves and branches and spattered on his skin. In the distance, thunder sounded, and lightning flickered. For a moment, even the drums were drowned out.

      Was his father working weather magic, Red Talon wondered. He doubted it. It made no sense. It would barely hinder the strangers on the road, but it would slow down the clansmen as they made their way through the jungle. It looked like the storm had been born in the mountains and was carrying its freight of rain down to the jungle below.

      It would be good for his people, he decided. The Sunlanders had already made camp. Ambushing them while they were on the move would be out of the question until the morning. The storm would provide excellent cover for infiltrating their camp by night, though.

      He smiled at Bloody Claw. His Lodge brother smiled back. It was time to summon the pack.

      
* * *

      “A miserable night, sir,” said Terves. Kormak looked out from under the shelter of the tree. The rain poured off the canopy like a waterfall. The respite from its onslaught had been all too brief.

      The company had made camp near the rubble of an abandoned Siderean watchtower. The wagons were drawn up in a square corralling the horses, keeping them in place even if they were spooked by the thunder.

      Zamara had taken up residence within the tower along with about a third of the soldiers. Rhiana and Anders were in there with him. The rest of the troops had set up their tents in straight lines where they could drive their hooks into cracks between the stonework, or the patches of soft earth between the blocks.

      No one had managed to light a fire. A few storm lanterns glittered from the backs of wagons. Rhiana’s glowing green pearl cast its soft glow from within the watchtower.

      Lightning slashed across the sky. Ten heartbeats later thunder rumbled.

      “My mother used to say the Old Gods were angry when lightning came down like that,” Terves said. He shook his head and made his face bland as if he had suddenly recalled he was talking to a man who might consider his mother a blasphemer and a heretic for saying such things.

      “I can understand why,” Kormak said. “They used to say the same sort of thing in Aquilea when I was a child.”

      “Looks like the worst of the storm might be over. It seems to have passed us by, sir.”

      Kormak nodded. Once again, the rains were slackening. The thunder receding. The pulse of the drumbeats rumbled on. He squinted out into the darkness, feeling as if eyes were watching him. Ever since he had noticed the jaguars pacing them, he had been uneasy. The coming of darkness made him more so. This was the time when evil sorcery was at its strongest.

      Rhiana appeared in the doorway of the tower. The green pearl glowed in her hand, illuminating her face. A frown marred her brow. Her eyes were white and blind-looking as her translucent second eyelid had dropped into place against the rain. She stared out into the dark for a minute, saw him and ran over through the rain. It splashed on her, and he noticed the gills in her neck pulse for a moment.

      “There’s something out there,” she said.

      “You’ve thought that all day,” Kormak said.

      “Not like this. There’s power gathering in the night. I can feel it.”

      Kormak looked at Terves. “All the sentries in place?”

      The sergeant nodded and stroked his close-cropped grey beard. “Might not see much in this dark and rain. Might not do us much good against sorcery.”

      “Better to have some warning than none,” Kormak said. “Tell the men to keep an eye on the horses. Animals can have a better sense for such things than humans.”

      Terves did not ask him what he meant by such things. They all understood he meant magic.

      
* * *

      Red Talon raised his arms above his head and chanted. The thunder picked up the cadence of his words and sent them vibrating through the jungle night. Something within himself spoke. Something in the Outer Dark answered the call.

      Nearby stood Bloody Claw and the other members of the pack, anticipation written on their faces. Behind them, the visages of the rest of his followers held a mixture of hunger, anticipation, envy and frenzy. They expected a dark miracle, and they were not going to be disappointed.

      Red Talon spoke again, and his pack mates called the response to his chant. Each of them produced the vial of enchanted oil they had been given on their initiation. Each of them raised it to his lips just as Red Talon did. Each of them let drops of the precious fluid dribble onto their tongue. They had mixed it for themselves, using the heart blood of a jaguar and mixing it with the essence of powdered blood flower gathered from a blight in the dark of the moon.

      The liquid tasted flat and metallic with a tart herbal underglow. It tingled on the tongue. It went down the throat like liquid fire and burned in the belly. As the chant went on, the fire spread to the limbs and the loins. Red Talon pulled his leopard skin over his forehead and down onto his brow. He drew it tight about his shoulders. His Lodge brothers did the same.

      Slowly the pack members fell into a crouch. Their faces took on a slack bestial expression. Their eyes narrowed. They licked their lips and flexed their hands like claws. Each looked as much beast as human now. There was a glow in their eyes such as one saw gathered around the caps of the giant mushrooms that grew in the blights. Their muscles flexed. The veins on their arms and foreheads and necks pulsed. They swallowed and growled as if possessed by the spirit of the great hunting cats. The pact of the Jaguar Brotherhood had been invoked.

      It was the same ritual they had undergone before. This time though, filled with the power of Xothak, they would be truly transformed.

      Red Talon smiled, showing his filed teeth. His eyes probed the darkness as if it were but a dim-lit day. His ears could hear the faint skitter of small animals through the undergrowth, sounds that would normally have been hidden by the rain. His nostrils caught the distant stink of horses and outlanders. All his senses were keener, just as his muscles were stronger and his reflexes faster.

      He growled to his pack, and they answered in kind. The rest of the warriors waited expectantly. Red Talon raised his claw and indicated that they should move forward, creeping through the rain towards the edge of the enemy camp.

      Soon now he would be eating the hearts of his enemies. His mouth watered in anticipation. Claws emerged from his fingertips as the change went on.

      
* * *

      Kormak went to the edge of the camp and peered out into the gloom. Rhiana moved by his side. She had her scimitar in her hand, and the pearl glowed softly in her left hand. He paused and raised his hand. His nerves were keyed tight.

      The rain dripped from the roof of the forest canopy and swayed the leaves and branches. It drowned out the small sounds of the night. It puddled around his feet and made a sucking red mud. His hand strayed near the hilt of his sword.

      He had hoped that his amulet might warn him as he approached the source of the spell Rhiana had sensed but it had not grown any warmer. Either the merwoman had been wrong, or the spell was already cast and had left no eddy currents of magic.

      Off to his left screams ripped through the night.

      
* * *

      Red Talon’s lips twisted in triumph. Power surged within him. He felt strong, fast, invincible. Soon he would rip the still beating heart from a man’s chest and feast upon it as an offering to the power within himself. Screams rang out and he knew that his followers had encountered resistance.

      Perhaps it was some sentry. Perhaps it was just a Sunlander soldier out urinating in the middle of the night. In any case, the attack had begun too early. Not that a few extra seconds would matter all that much.

      He gestured for his warriors to attack. He had to fight down the urge to leap into the middle of the enemy and begin rending their flesh with his bare hands. It took all of his long-schooled self-control to do so. His battle brother was not so self-restrained. With a snarl, Bloody Claw raced towards the enemy camp leading the warriors into battle with their hated enemies. Red Talon wondered at his own restraint. Why was he still standing here when he could be leading the attack and covering himself in glory?

      Crossbow bolts flashed out of the night and impaled Bloody Claw. It seemed that at least one or two of the enemy were awake and alert. Being in the lead had brought his comrade no glory, only a quick death. The sudden rush of spearmen out of the forest should have overwhelmed the enemy camp, but it did not.

      It seemed almost as if their enemies were forewarned. They were firing from a fortified position consisting of their wagons and the old abandoned watchtower. Even Red Talon’s modified eyes had trouble seeing in the rain so the shooting could not be all that accurate. Agonised shouts told a different story. Crossbow bolts were connecting. The enemy was shooting where they could hear battle cries. His men should have attacked in silence. He had made a mistake in not stressing that.

      Too late now. All they could do was press home the attack. Red Talon screamed a challenge and launched himself into the air. He was much stronger magically than any of his transformed followers. His leap took him from the forest’s edge to the top of the first wagon. The horses sensed his presence and screamed in terror. A sense of his own power filled him. He smiled and leapt down into the centre of the enemy position. His eyes scanned the darkness, looking for prey.
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      Out of the darkness shadowy humanoid figures stalked, their heads hunched down and their arms stretched out in front of them almost as if they were running on all fours. Their eyes caught the light strangely, glittering like those of a cat. The leading tribesman saw Kormak and let out a feral growl. It bounded towards him, covering the ground in superhuman leaps. No mortal man should have been able to close the distance as quickly as it did.

      Kormak slashed out with his blade, chopping through his attacker’s neck. A smell of burning flesh assaulted his nostrils, and he knew that the tribesman’s body was saturated with evil magic. He hacked again, splitting the body in two.

      More of the mutated tribesman attacked him. Earsplitting howls filled the night. Scores of tribesmen were out there, judging by the sound. They must have been creeping ever closer through the rain.

      A tribesman attacked him from each side. He dived to his left and cut to his right, slashing across the chest of one of them. His attacker’s expression changed to one of rage and horror. Obviously, he had not expected to be hurt. He had not expected to miss either.

      Jaguar-like screams emerged from the forest, and Kormak realised that there were more of the mutants out there. They were attacking across a great half circle, emerging from the jungle to strike down at the foes.

      Kormak and Rhiana battled back to back, amid a turbulent sea of tribesmen. The light of the green pearl drew their enemies as if they were moths. Kormak had no idea of how many foes were out there in the darkness. It was just a matter of slash and hack. His blade ripped flesh and spattered blood into the surrounding darkness.

      Rhiana’s scimitar flickered in the moonlight and with each stroke she cut down one of the tribesmen.

      From within the tower, Zamara bellowed orders. The Siderean marines responded with the precision of the crack troops they were. The Governor’s guard responded more slowly but they too were answering the call to battle.

      Kormak chopped down another tribesman and realised that there were no more. There was a temporary lull in the battle around him. He looked at Rhiana and said, “We need to get back to our lines.”

      “No arguments here,” the merwoman said. They turned and began to make their way back towards the tower.

      Another lightning flash illuminated the rainswept battlefield. Kormak caught sight of scores more tribesmen emerging from the woods. They were barbaric figures, almost naked except for their loin cloths and their necklaces of claws and feathered head dresses.

      Their leaders appeared to be wearing jaguar pelts around their shoulders. Some had the animal skins draped over their heads. They looked transformed. This must be the spell that Rhiana had sensed. Powerful sorcery had changed these men into creatures with the strength and agility of beasts.

      The Sidereans had not yet had a chance to assume their usual formations. The battle was man against man in a series of individual combats. Some of the Sidereans were armoured, but most of them had stripped off their protective gear to sleep. The armoured men were making a much better stand of it than their worse protected comrades. The battlefield was a seething mass of warriors.

      A monstrous figure pranced atop one of the wagons. On its chest a sorcerous amulet glittered, filled with baleful power. The tribesman’s headdress made him look as if he were part man, part jaguar. He lifted a huge sack of supplies as if it weighed nothing and tossed it down on one of the soldiers, crushing him. He bent and picked up one of the water barrels and lobbed it at a horse. The beast died screaming.

      Some of the Sidereans were shooting from the windows of the broken down tower. Inside, Sergeant Terves was getting the men into fighting order.

      “To me! To me!” Kormak bellowed. The Sidereans began fighting their way to his side. Tribesmen attacked, attracted by the sound of his voice.

      He parried a thrown spear with his blade then struck down a tribal warrior. The point of his dwarf-forged blade stabbed straight through the man’s animal-hide shield. The stretched leather could not resist the sharp blade. The man screamed and died.

      Rhiana half turned and slashed at another tribesman charging at them from the rear. The warrior ducked and stabbed at her with his spear.

      At the last second, she knocked the blade aside with her cutlass then put a stop thrust through her assailant's stomach. Kormak’s heart was in his mouth. He was more worried about her than he was about himself.

      More warriors raced forward hoping to get to grips with them. Their leader slipped in the mud, and Kormak’s blade took him through the throat. The Guardian leapt into their midst, chopping left and right, killing a man with each blow.

      Terves bellowed the order to attack and the remaining Sidereans emerged from the tower, formed up into a squad and shouldered their way into the mass of tribesmen. They advanced with the discipline of professional soldiers. They cut down anyone who stood in their path.

      Kormak fought his way over to where they stood and joined in the ranks.

      From behind him came an animal scream. Looking up he saw a human figure jump right over one of the wagons and arc down towards him. The leap was so strong that it looked as if the tribesman was flying.

      Kormak recognised him the leader who had been attacking the wagons. He extended his blade, and the tribesman landed on top of it, impaling himself.

      The force of his landing knocked Kormak off his feet, and he had to roll to one side to avoid being trampled by the Siderean soldiers.

      As he did so, he pulled his smouldering blade from the chest of the leaping jaguar warrior. Once again, the smell of burning flesh assaulted his nostrils. The man’s body was saturated with dark magic.

      He had withdrawn his blade too soon. Magic still protected the tribesman. It kept him alive after a blow that would have killed anyone else. He pulled himself to his feet and emerged in the middle of the Siderean formation, slashing with the obsidian blades he held in each hand. He chopped his way through, leaving a trail of dead and wounded men in his wake.

      Seeing their leader triumphant gave the tribesmen heart. Howling, they closed in on the Siderean infantryman from all sides.

      The situation had suddenly become critical. With the jaguar warrior in the middle of the Sidereans and his followers attacking from the outside, the Sunlanders were besieged from both sides. It was a situation that had broken many units in Kormak’s experience. Something had to be done and quickly.

      “Face me, coward,” he shouted. The jaguar warrior turned, and Kormak could see that his chest was a ruin, blackened and opened where the dwarf-forged blade had entered.

      Only evil magic was keeping the man upright. Unfortunately, it was enough and the sight of their leader defying death gave new strength to his followers. With sight-blurring swiftness, the jaguar warrior reached out and opened the jugular of the nearest marine with his right-hand blade.

      Kormak charged. The jaguar warrior leapt to meet him.

      Kormak’s blade flashed out and the jaguar warrior’s head parted from his neck. Blood spurted, the severed head rolled into the mud, and the ruined body fell headlong at Kormak’s feet.

      A cheer went up from the Sidereans, and they returned to the conflict with renewed strength. Their superior discipline and better armour and the fact that Kormak was leading them swiftly turned the assault into a rout. The surviving tribesmen fled through the rain into the jungle, and suddenly all was quiet.

      Zamara emerged from the tower. He had a blade in his hand, and he looked as if he wanted to use it. He glared around at the dead bodies piled in the mud and said, “It looks like the attack is over.”

      “For the moment,” Kormak said. In the distance, the drums pulsed on.

      
* * *

      The rising sun revealed scores of corpses sprawled in the mud. The overnight rainfall was already evaporating into clouds of mist. It was as if the souls of the dead were rising from the corpses.

      Only in the morning light could the full toll of casualties be understood. The Sidereans had lost twelve men in total. More than five times as many tribesmen had died.

      “It’s going to be difficult to burn the bodies,” Zamara said. “There’s plenty of wood, but it won’t catch fire in this dampness.”

      “Give it a couple of hours, Admiral,” Anders said. “Then it will be all right.”

      “We don’t have a couple of hours to waste,” Kormak said. “Those drums are summoning more tribesmen to attack us.”

      “I agree,” Anders said. “But we do need to burn the bodies. Otherwise, they might rise. They sometimes do in this forest. I have seen it.”

      “If we were near a blight I would agree,” Kormak said. “But we are not.”

      “What about those transformed beast-men?” Anders said. “They were touched by sorcery, and that is a thing most likely to cause someone to sleep uneasily in their grave.”

      “In this you are correct,” Kormak said. He searched through the corpses looking for those who had been transformed by magic. When he found them, he severed their heads and smashed the skulls. Then he put his blade through the remains. Flesh blackened and sizzled as it was scoured of dark magic. The soldiers watched fascinated and horrified.

      “We’ll bury our own dead,” Zamara said. “And leave these scum for the carrion eaters. And now I’m going to have some breakfast. Sir Kormak, I would appreciate it if you would join me. Captain Rhiana, please do me the courtesy of accepting my offer as well.”

      His gesture included Anders in the party. They strode within the ruined watchtower.

      All were quiet as they ate. Once he had finished their bread and cheese and watered wine, Zamara spoke. “That was as desperate skirmish as I have ever been in. We have already lost a dozen good men, and we are nowhere near our goal.”

      “The tribesmen do not usually attack such large well-armed groups as ours,” Anders said. “Someone put them up to this.”

      “Count Balthazar,” Zamara said. “He’s supposed to have spent time in this area exploring and trying to convert the heathen.”

      “It seems more likely that they converted him,” Kormak said.

      “In any case,” Zamara said, “it looks like these were only the advance guard of a larger force.”

      Anders said, “You’re right. They are not beating those drums to welcome us to the jungle.”

      “We repelled last night’s ambush handily, but that’s only because we got advance warning. The next attack will be a lot bigger and a lot better organised. Now they know they can’t beat us by sending in small attacks.”

      “There was magic used last night, Captain General, but not a lot of it,” Anders said. “Some of the shamans are supposed to be very powerful. There’s one old bastard, in particular, the Chief of Chiefs, Coiled Serpent, who’s said to be a very devil for working sorcery.”

      Zamara looked at Kormak. The Guardian said nothing. He was still thinking about how worrying about Rhiana had slowed him down last night. It was not something he could afford to have happen. On the other hand, there was no way to send her home safely now. Even if she would go.

      “What do you recommend?” Zamara asked Anders.

      “Our best bet is to push on to Helgard. There is a fort at the entrance to the pass and another larger one guarding the town at the top. Imperial patrols keep the pass clear. They can beat back any attack that might come at us.”

      “We need to get going then,” said Zamara. “Just sitting here, every minute makes us more vulnerable.”

      He summoned Sergeant Terves. “Build a cairn over our men then give the order to march. We need to get moving and fast.”

      Within an hour the watchtower was fading in the distance behind them.
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      The noonday sun blazed down on the stones of the watchtower. Standing on a wooden platform born on the shoulders of four stout warriors Coiled Serpent studied the corpses strewn all the way to the jungle’s edge. Hundreds of tribesmen searched among them, looking for kinfolk, sons, brothers. Hundreds more stood guard on the edge of the jungle, looking at the site of the massacre stone-faced. They were counting the dead, and they were holding his son responsible. This defeat needed to be avenged.

      Most of his son’s Lodge brothers lay dead here. The Sunlanders had worked terrible carnage on them, just as he had feared they would.

      “Chieftain, you should see this,” said Swamp Dragon, his oldest Lodge brother. Swamp Dragon’s face showed he felt compelled to bring an unpleasant matter to his attention.

      Coiled Serpent walked over and bit back the scream of grief that threatened to erupt from his lips. There lay a headless corpse.

      He recognised the jaguar tattoo and the naming runes. He had made the ink marks himself when Red Talon was raised to his Lodge.

      He spat on the ground, just to give himself something to do then looked. The body was burned, but it was still recognisably Red Talon’s. He wondered what had happened to the head.

      “Is this the glory you craved, my son,” he said aloud, his voice harsher than breaking stone. There was bitterness in his words, but they could not come close to matching the bitterness in his heart.

      “I feel for your grief,” said Balthazar, emerging from the shadows of the undergrowth.

      This is what you wanted, Coiled Serpent thought. You encouraged him. You wanted to martyr him and drive me to pursue your foes. The next thing from your mouth will make this clear.

      “Do not worry my friend. We will find Red Talon’s killers and we will punish them,” Balthazar said.

      You mean I will find them and punish them. Just as you meant me to do. You wish me to slay your enemies for you because you do not have the courage to do it yourself.

      Despite the fact Balthazar was now his superior in Shadow, Coiled Serpent was tempted to strike him down, or order his men to do it. He blamed Balthazar for Red Talon’s death as much as those who had done the actual killing. His hand tightened its grip on his skull-spear as he contemplated driving it through Balthazar’s body.

      What good would it do? It would not bring back the dead. It might make Coiled Serpent feel better for a day or a moon, but one day the word would get out concerning what had happened, and a black wind would blow, and Coiled Serpent’s soul would be driven from its body and into the Darkness Beyond. He did not want that. He would forego immediate retribution against Balthazar. He looked at the burns in Red Talon’s chest. “Powerful magic to burn a man in a rainstorm.”

      “It is the mark of a dwarf-forged blade,” said Balthazar. “It acted on the blessing of Shadow Red Talon carried within his body. It disrupted it and burned.”

      “Powerful magic indeed. You are saying the Guardian of the Dawn did this.”

      “It is the only explanation. He is the one who would fight against any spell-woven champion. He is the one with the weapons for it.”

      As you knew, when you urged my son to his death, Coiled Serpent thought. You wanted that confrontation to happen. You wanted to give me a reason to seek blood-vengeance from this champion. He said, “You are right. The bearer of that blade will be punished.”

      It helped. If he could not vent his wrath on Balthazar, he could vent it on others. He wanted this champion of the Sun dead. He wanted him to pay for his son’s murder. He wanted Balthazar to pay as well, but he would start with the easier of the two. One day though, he would have his vengeance. On his superior as well as on this arrogant Sunlander warrior.

      He looked around at the faces of his shaman chiefs. They were bland as they waited for his orders. “Send trackers ahead along the road. If they overtake the Sunlanders, they must harass them and slow them down. We must find these outlanders before they reach the sanctuary of the hills. Gather all the clan warriors and tell them to make ready for a great hunt. We will cut the hearts from these interlopers and nail up their corpses as a warning to others of their kind.”

      “As you command, chieftain,” said Swamp Dragon. He rushed to see that Coiled Serpent’s orders were kept. A good man that, Coiled Serpent thought, then turned his attention to his son’s body.

      “You were a good man too, my son,” he said. “Rest in peace. You will be avenged. We will send many souls to the Shadow to be your servants before we are done.”

      
* * *

      The horse gave a choked scream and toppled over. Something black and feathered protruded from its neck. Kormak moved forward and pulled it from the jugular of the dying animal. It was a dart, smeared with brownish paste. He raised it to his nostrils, sniffed and caught the distinctive odour of serpent venom.

      He glanced around and saw a few of the bushes shaking. A man could have closed with the party under cover and taken a shot with a blowpipe from that position.

      He advanced warily towards the spot, followed by the curious eyes of the watching soldiers. He held himself ready to dodge another dart if it came. He doubted that it would. All through the long hot day, they had been harassed from the jungle’s edge. Spears had been thrown, arrows fired, poison darts launched at vulnerable targets. The attacks had been meant to slow them down. They had sick and wounded men to carry with them and all the while the drums were coming closer behind them.

      Even now they beat, beat, beat. It was as if the thunderous heartbeat of a dozen waking giants echoed through the jungle. It worked on the nerves of all the men, as it was no doubt supposed to. It was even starting to affect Kormak, and he had been the object of such pursuits many times before.

      He reached the bushes and found exactly what he expected. There was a trail in the mud as if a man had been there and then squirmed away having taken his shot. The tribesman had been lucky. He had managed to strike his target exactly where it would do the most damage.

      The horse was down in its traces, preventing the cart from moving on even though there was another beast there. Kormak glanced behind and saw that Anders was already starting to cut the animal free from the leather straps holding it. The other horse, sensing the presence of death, whinnied and started to kick, lashing out with its rear hooves, causing the cart driver to dive off his vehicle as it was kicked to pieces.

      Not taking his eyes from the jungle, Kormak retreated towards the Siderean company. Zamara moved to meet him. He looked worried, as well he might, given their current position. It was late afternoon, and the enemy was closing in and there was going to be a lot more of them than had attacked last night.

      “What do you think?” the Admiral asked.

      “Another sneak attack,” Kormak said. “Intended to slow us down.”

      Anders walked over. “That cart is not going to be moving any time soon. We need to leave it behind. We need to get moving.”

      “We need those supplies,” Zamara said. “We need the food and the crossbow bolts and all of the other stuff.”

      “We can replace those once we reach beyond Helgard,” Anders said. “We will not be alive to replace anything if those savages overtake us.”

      “He’s right,” Kormak said.

      Zamara gave a sour smile. “I can tell you are not the people that have to pay for this stuff.”

      Kormak laughed. “Neither are you. Ultimately the King of Siderea will pay.”

      “And I am the one who will have to give an account of how the money was spent to Prince Taran. It’s not something I’m going to enjoy.”

      “Let’s hope you are alive to do so,” Kormak said.

      Zamara turned and bellowed, “You men! Take everything you can from this wagon and hurry. We don’t want those cannibals to overtake us.”

      “The jungle tribes are not cannibals,” Anders said. “They only eat their enemies’ hearts.”

      “That’s cannibal enough for me,” Zamara said. The soldiers hurried to pick up supplies from the broken wagon while the driver tried to calm the panicked horse. “Can you ride bareback?”

      “If I have to,” Kormak said.

      “We’ve spare bridles here, you and Rhiana can ride on those carthorses. Save your strength. We’re going to need it for fighting.”

      Briefly, Kormak considered refusing, but he saw the sense of it. Marching through the heat and humidity would take it out of him, and he would be a lot more useful when it came to a fight if he was at his full strength. He might be the only shield the expedition had against sorcery. “I’ll get on it,” Kormak said.

      Behind them, the drums pulsed on and on.

      
* * *

      Coiled Serpent studied his warriors with satisfaction. There were hundreds of them and more of them arriving all the time, streaming in to join his force, guided by the constant beat of his drummers. Many had flooded out of the jungle and onto the road.

      This was the largest force of the people that had been assembled since the Sunlanders put down their last rebellion. All of the warriors wore their war paint and battle plumes. All of them carried spears carved with runes sacred to the Shadow. All of them looked thirsty for blood and hungry for heart flesh.

      They came from dozens of tribes, led by their shamans and those who showed the greatest blessings of Xothak.

      I will have vengeance for your death, my son, Coiled Serpent thought.

      Balthazar looked at him as if he were thinking of buying him as a slave. There was a look of calculation in the Sunlander’s eyes as if he were trying to read what was going on in the Chief of Chief's heart. “It is going well,” Balthazar said.

      “It is going well. Our scouts harass the Sunlanders at every turn. Our enemies are moving as fast as they can, but we are moving faster. We will overtake them before they reach the great stone fortress. We will kill every last one of them, and I will eat the heart of this Guardian of the Dawn you fear so much.”

      Balthazar turned away so that his face could not be seen, but Coiled Serpent knew that his shaft had flown true. Balthazar was afraid to face this Kormak. The man was a coward. He did not have the soul of a true warrior.

      “You will have vengeance for the death of your son,” Balthazar said. “What then?”

      He stared at the assembled warriors. Coiled Serpent knew what he was asking. This was a mighty army now. It could be put to many uses, particularly once it had tasted victory over the Sunlanders. Perhaps, once they had slain their intended prey, he should turn it against the colonists.

      “First of all it is kill our enemies,” Coiled Serpent said. “One thing at a time, my friend. One thing at a time.”

      Coiled Serpent looked at the sky. It was getting dark now. It was time to summon the great beast. Tonight he would leave his ageing body behind and wear the form of the jungle’s greatest predator. If it could not lead his warriors into battle the way he once had, he would do it in a different way. Perhaps he might even take his vengeance personally. It would be more satisfying.

      “Leave me now, my friend,” Coiled Serpent said. “I must work potent magic for the undoing of our enemies.”

      And perhaps after that, I will work your undoing too.
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      “The men are tired,” Zamara said. The Admiral himself looked weary. Like most sailors, he was not used to long marches or long rides.

      Rhiana gave him a worried look. Behind her, the drums pulsed on, closer than they had ever been. Kormak estimated that they could not be more than a league behind them now.

      “The rearguard has counted at least a thousand warriors, maybe twice that many if we are unlucky,” said Sergeant Terves.

      Zamara groaned. “They are making better time than us; that’s for sure.”

      “There is no safe place to make camp for the night,” Kormak said.

      “We’re not too far from the first fortress of Helgard Pass,” Anders said. He looked at the sky. The moon was high and bright. “If we keep marching at double time, we may just be able to reach it before they overtake us.”

      Zamara nodded and turned to Sergeant Terves. “Give the order, Sergeant. Double time along this road until I give the command to stop.”

      It was a measure of how nervous the soldiers were that no one gave even the slightest murmur of complaint when the command came.

      
* * *

      Coiled Serpent stalked through the jungle wearing the body of a great jaguar. Mighty muscles rippled beneath his tawny fur. His huge head swept from side to side. He looked down upon the jungle path from the same height as a man’s head but with far keener vision. He sniffed the air and took in all of the scents of small animals nearby and night blooming flowers. He sensed other great beasts out there in the night, their bodies ridden by the souls of shamans.

      Most of all he caught the scent of man-flesh. It was not the clean, sharp smell of his own people. It had the stink of towns about it. It had the stench of leather and metal and strange foods and unclean sweat. There was a large body of such men just ahead of him now. There were a few horses there as well. It seemed that the Sunlander invaders were truly frightened. They had not paused in their march or taken any rest. They moved along as swiftly as they could. It would not matter. His warriors would overtake them very soon now.

      He should be back there giving orders, making sure that things went well, looking after his people. He should not be stalking through the night wearing the shape of a great jungle cat. He was putting his personal interest, his desire for vengeance, in front of the welfare of this people and that was something he had sworn not to do.

      He pushed these thoughts aside. It was easy. Complex cogitation was difficult while wearing this form. It was too easy to be distracted by hunger, by thirst and by all the other powerful impulses that flowed into its mind through its hugely enhanced senses.

      More tempting even than these was the sheer pleasure of wearing this giant body, feeling its strength. He extended a claw capable of gutting a mastodon with a single stroke. He sprang three times the height of a man into the branches of a tree and felt them bend under his weight even as he raced along, leaving the ground far below.

      The beast’s heart beat steadily, pulsing like the drums that filled the night. Its eyes probed every shadow with an ease that was far beyond that of any mere human. Nothing could match his speed following these jungle routes. He was easily overhauling the Sunlanders. He could sense them below and to the right. He moved along the branches and sprang to the next tree and paused to inspect his prey.

      There was more than four score of them. They marched with a discipline that his people would never be able to match. Compared to the force pursuing them though they were a mere handful and would be swept aside like an ant hill in a flood. His eyes probed the darkness seeking out the man he had come to kill.

      There he was, near the head of the column, riding along beside the man in the elaborate uniform and the woman who had the scent of the Old Ones about her. He was a big man, black-haired with a sword upon his back. He had an easy grace and an arrogant confidence about him. Coiled Serpent’s hate filled him. Here was the man who had killed his son.

      Coiled Serpent leapt down from the tree and stalked forward on his belly moving through the undergrowth with all of the big cat’s hunting grace. He moved quickly and quietly along the edge of the road, keeping to cover. He kept downwind of his prey, feeling that one of the horses might catch his scent and give warning before he could spring his ambush.

      It won’t be long now, my son, he thought. You will be avenged, and then I will give my attention to Count Balthazar.

      
* * *

      Kormak shifted uneasily on the horse’s back. There was something not quite right. Something niggled at the back of his mind. It was something that had warned of danger in the past. The sensation had kept him alive in other places. He scanned his surroundings, looking for the slightest thing out of place. He felt as if he was putting his head into a noose, stepping forward towards a mantrap.

      The drums were getting closer but not as quickly as they had been before Zamara gave the order to march at double time. According to Anders, the fortress was not more than an hour’s march ahead at the speed they were moving.

      It was going to be close.

      They might be able to escape the jaws of the trap closing in on them. Zamara looked as if he was about to give the order to break into a run but was still restraining himself. Tired men could not run for an hour carrying full packs. They did not have the strength, or the endurance left for that. They had found a rhythm that kept them moving in spite of weariness, and they needed to maintain that, at least for the moment.

      Rhiana rode to his side and put a hand on his arm. “There’s something close; I can feel it.”

      Kormak put a hand on the elder sign on his chest. It was not warm. No magic was being cast nearby. He looked at her and shook his head slightly.

      The slight shift of his head was enough for him to catch the sight of bestial eyes looking at him out of the undergrowth. They were large as dinner plates and about the height of a man’s chest off the ground. He did not like to think about the size of an animal which those eyes would belong.

      As he met the animal’s gaze, he felt a shock. Recognition and animosity sparked between them. It was like coming face to face with an old enemy in the street. Even as the message flashed between him and the beast he heard a growl from the undergrowth. It was not the call of any ordinary animal. It was a low rumble that came from the chest of an animal bigger than any lion he had ever encountered. That was the only warning he got before the creature sprang.

      He had just time to throw himself from the saddle before the giant, blight-mutated jaguar landed on his horse, claws raking, enormous jaws snapping shut where he had been but a heartbeat before.

      His steed began to topple over, and he had just time to scramble out of the way before it fell where he had been lying. Rhiana’s horse panicked and rose on its hind legs, catching the scent of horse blood. Kormak whipped his blade from the scabbard as the giant jaguar turned around to face him.

      He did not think it was chance that he had been selected as its victim. Some malign intelligence guided the creature. It crouched and made ready to spring. Kormak felt a surge of fear as he met the beast’s yellow eyes and saw the hate there.

      He prepared himself to meet the creature’s leap but Rhiana’s horse lashed out with its fore-hooves more from panic than anger. They connected with the jaguar’s side. Kormak heard ribs crack. The big cat lashed out with its mighty claws and disembowelled the horse. Rhiana just managed to roll clear as it fell.

      All around, soldiers panicked. Terves bellowed orders for them to stand firm. Zamara fought with his frightened horse to try to turn it towards the fray. Kormak raced forward blade held high.

      
* * *

      Pain ripped through Coiled Serpent’s side, more intense than any he had ever experienced. That damn horse had ruined his fine body. No matter that the dumb beast had been made to pay. He heard footsteps coming closer and twisted to see the accursed Guardian closing the distance. The man knew no fear.

      His blade flickered, and Coiled Serpent recognised the deadly runes on its steel. They contained magic inimical to all spells and all magical beings. He pulled himself upright, trying to block out the pain in his side and turned at bay. He opened his jaws and let out a great cat scream but the man attacking him did not freeze or hesitate.

      Coiled Serpent knew he was heartbeats away from death if that blade made contact. Even wounded as he was there was a good chance he could drag the Guardian down into hell with him. There was an equally a good chance that he could fight and win.

      Something stung his side. Pain surged through him. He twisted his head and saw a crossbow bolt quivering in his flank. Other soldiers were recovering from their panic and firing their weapons. In the moonlight, their shots were not very accurate, but they did not have to be. All it would take would be for one unlucky hit to strike home. He let go his hold on the big cat’s claws and prepared to return to his body.

      Something was wrong. He could not disconnect from the flesh and sinew of the great beast. Something somewhere was blocking his spirit from returning to his body. He had a sudden flash of insight. Balthazar, he thought. He has the sorcery to do this . . .

      It was the last thing that passed through his mind before the terrible blade cut into the great jaguar’s flesh. An awful flame incinerated him and then there was only darkness and the shadow of death.

      
* * *

      Balthazar stood upright and smiled a sad saintly smile at the watching tribesmen. “It’s no use; I can’t revive him.”

      The tribesmen stared at him. He wondered if he had misjudged things. He felt sure that none of the tribesmen had been able to follow what he had done. There were shamans who could, but all of them lay sprawled around the clearing, their spirits far away, riding within the bodies of jungle beasts.

      He had seen his opportunity when Coiled Serpent screamed and clutched his side. It seemed as if the Chief of Chiefs had taken a wound while spirit riding in the huge jaguar he had summoned. Balthazar knew that if he could trap the shaman's spirit there that Coiled Serpent would die if the beast died.

      He had pretended that he was working a charm to heal the Chief of Chiefs, but all the time he had woven a ward around the body to prevent Coiled Serpent’s spirit from returning to it. After that, it had just been a matter of holding the ward in place. He had sensed the flow of power that told him that Coiled Serpent was attempting to return to his own form and he had battled to prevent that from happening all the while claiming that he was doing his best to help.

      Now he wondered whether it had paid off. The under-chiefs looked at him suspiciously. He was still an outsider here even if he was high within what they regarded as one of their secret Lodges. Perhaps one of them had even understood what he was doing and was about to denounce him.

      A squat, fat man stared at him and licked his lips. His feathered headdress moved from side to side as he craned his neck. He stretched enormously muscled arms, interlocked his fingers and cracked his knuckles. Balthazar looked within himself and found his most powerful death magic. If these savages attacked him, they would discover that they were biting off far more than they could chew.

      Something in his manner must have alerted the waiting chieftains, for they stepped back as if they had seen a poisonous serpent. The fat one stared at Balthazar, licked his lips once more and said, “You were a blood brother to the Chief of Chiefs. You know better than any of us what needs to be done with the Sunlanders. Give us orders, and we shall see that they are carried out.”

      As he spoke, the fat one made a secret sign with his left hand, and Balthazar knew that they were part of the same Lodge.

      “Nothing has changed,” Balthazar said. “The strangers must die!”

      “As you wish,” the fat one replied. “So shall it be.”

      The others present agreed. Orders were given. Devilish shouts echoed through the jungle as the tribesmen raced forward to finally overtake their quarry.
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      The giant jaguar thrashed and died. The smell of singed fur and burned flesh filled the air. There had been magic present within that huge carnivore; Kormak was certain. Someone had controlled the beast and sent it after him. It was no accident that he had been attacked. Someone wanted him dead.

      The Siderean soldiers were already half-routed. Many fled along the road ignoring the commands of Sergeant Terves and Admiral Zamara. The rest stared at him as if expecting him to tell them what to do.

      Hundreds of chanting savages were emerging from the jungle half a league away. They whooped and yelled and brandished spears as they raced forward. There were far too many of them to fight. Kormak exchanged a helpless look with Admiral Zamara. “We need to run. Now!”

      Zamara did not look pleased, but he understood the situation was hopeless. He turned to his men and said, “Don’t leave any wounded to fall into the hands of these devils.”

      The soldiers stared at him and then at the comrades they had carried so far. There was nothing else to be done. Those who were captured could expect ritual sacrifice at best probably preceded by torture of the most unspeakable sort.

      That realisation settled on their faces. One or two nodded. Some shook their heads, not yet ready to die. They had no choice. Their friends were going to have to leave them.

      A man slit the throat of a comrade he had carried for the last five leagues. Another put a crossbow bolt through the eye of a friend. One pressed his dagger into the hands of a blubbering man who begged him to carry him just a little further. Reluctantly his friend shook his head and turned his back and walked away.

      Zamara himself walked over and beheaded the man with a slice of his blade. “Now run as if all the Demons of Shadow were after you—because they soon will be if you stay here! Run you dogs! Run!”

      
* * *

      “I wish I still had my horse,” Rhiana said. Breath was coming hard from her lungs. Sweat ran down her face. She clutched her sword in her hand as if she was ready to use it at any moment.

      “It probably saved my life,” Kormak said. He fought to keep his breathing even. He was weary, but he did not want to show it in front of the others. Soon they might need to turn and fight. There was no need to look behind him to see whether the enemy was closing. He could tell by the shouts.

      Some of the troops had already fallen behind. Their screams echoed through the night as they were overhauled and dragged down.

      “I’m not sure that was a good swap,” Rhiana said and grinned.

      “I’ll remember you said that,” Kormak said.

      “Save your breath for running.”

      Up ahead loomed the squat stone structure of a Sunlander fortress. It stood on a low hill overlooking the mouth of the pass. Behind it rose grey mountains. In front of it was a flat plain, a killing ground cleared of trees and boulders. In the moonlight, the place had a deserted look. Kormak hoped that this was not the case. Otherwise they were doomed.

      The sight of the fortress had restored some of the company’s spirits. One or two of the men give a ragged cheer. The rest just ran harder.

      Screams of frustrated rage came from behind as the tribesmen realised that their prey had almost reached sanctuary. The roars of great beasts mingled with them.

      Kormak glanced over his shoulder. More huge jaguars bounded ahead of the tribesmen. Their eyes caught the moonlight and shone like demon beacons. In a matter of heartbeats, they would overtake the fleeing soldiers.

      He slapped Rhiana on the back and shouted, “Run!”

      She did not have to be told twice.

      
* * *

      A rumbling roar, a pain-filled scream. A man went down behind Kormak to his right. He turned for a moment and saw a huge jaguar perched on a marine’s chest, already rending meat from the man’s flesh.

      Best to just keep running.

      Rhiana’s face was pale and ghastly. She tripped, her long boots unsuited to running. Kormak grabbed her shoulder and helped her to her feet even as he scanned their surroundings for a new threat.

      Another big cat pounced on a soldier’s back. The man turned, trying to wrestle with the beast but he had no more chance than a field mouse against a wildcat. Kormak and Rhiana started running again.

      They hit the foot of the slope. Kormak’s legs felt as if they were made of rubber. After a long day of marching and an hour of running, he could barely put one in front of another. He almost stumbled as he began to race uphill. Sweat ran down his brow and drenched his clothing. His lungs worked like a bellows. Rhiana put out a hand to keep him from falling.

      “Getting old,” he told her.

      “Move or die, old man,” she said. He forced himself to put one foot in front of the other, again and again, and again. He cursed the heat. He cursed the tribesmen. He cursed the slope of the hill. He lashed his weary body onwards. Every extra stride was torture.

      Ahead men were shouting at the castle to open the gates. There was no response. Had they run all this distance only to fail within sight of safety?

      The castle mocked them with its silence. Kormak would have expected to hear alarm bells by now.

      No, he told himself. Only minutes had passed since the castle came in sight. It felt like a lifetime to him, but a sleepy sentry might not have reacted. A man up ahead screamed. “Don’t shoot you stupid bastards, we’re Sunlanders!”

      Kormak could see a crossbow bolt protruded from the man’s arm. Someone was awake on the battlements after all and had decided to open fire.

      Zamara bellowed, “I am Admiral Zamara, in the Service of King-Emperor Aemon and I command you to open these gates. We are pursued by tribesmen and hard-pressed.”

      It would have sounded a lot more impressive if he had not been gasping for breath, but there was a righteousness and a desperation in his voice that obviously got whoever was on the wall’s attention. The shooting stopped.

      “Don’t waste your bloody ammunition,” someone shouted from up there. “And sound the bloody alarm bells.”

      “Is that you, Urek?” Anders shouted.

      “That’s Sergeant Urek to you,” the voice came back.

      “It’s me, Anders from the Third Company. The Admiral is telling the truth. We are hard beset. Open the gates. Or we’ll die here.”

      A bell clanged on the wall. Lanterns were revealed. Kormak saw men’s faces among the battlements about ten strides above his head.

      “Listen. Behind us, you can hear the tribesmen and their bloody beasts.”

      Kormak turned. A few of the jungle warriors quicker than their comrades were almost upon the small band. Half a dozen big cats feasted on the bodies of slain Sunlanders. Kormak was glad there were not more of them. Beyond them, he could see the tide of tribesmen flowing towards the hill. Arrows and spears began to hit the ground. They were still a hundred strides away, but the gap was closing fast.

      He heard a rumbling sound. He turned to look, but the gate appeared to be resolutely closed. The spears were fifty strides away now. Twenty.

      “Kormak!” Rhiana said. He turned to look at her. The second eyelid had fallen in place over her eye, giving her a weird inhuman look. If she was lucky, the tribesmen might mistake her for one of the beings they worshipped. It was a slim chance, but it was better than nothing at all.

      “What?” he bellowed, his voice harsh and croaking from the exertion.

      She looked as if she was about to say something but a spear arced down where she stood, forcing her to spring to one side. Kormak turned just in time to deflect one thrown at him with his forearm.

      “Form up there, you sea-dogs,” Terves bellowed. “Let’s take some of these bastards down with us.”

      Even in the teeth of overwhelming odds the Sergeant was determined to make a fight of it. Kormak drew his blade. He was not going into the Kingdoms of Dust alone. He would see to that.

      One of the great cats finished eating and stalked forward. Its movements were slower and spoke of satisfaction. The beast was replete, but it looked as if it intended to give itself the pleasure of pulling down more prey for its masters. Kormak wondered what kind of magic bound it. Perhaps he could break the spell by striking it with his blade. Of course, that would likely only goad the beast to fury.

      The tribesmen hit the bottom of the slope and slowed. Some of them began to form up in fighting groups. Behind Kormak the grinding noise continued, then there was a loud creaking then Sergeant Urek shouted. “Get in you idiots, before I change my mind and close this bloody gate again!”

      
* * *

      Kormak turned his head and saw that the great wooden door had swung open. A squat man with a clipped black beard and a huge belly stood there, flanked by a group of crossbowmen. Behind him was a deep tunnel, running through the wall and out into the castle interior. He made an urgent beckoning gesture and then spat on the ground in front of the gate.

      “Come on,” he bellowed. The voice was Urek’s.

      “Front of the line hold your ground,” Terves said, still clutching at his arm. “Cover the rest as they go through.”

      For a moment, it looked as if the men might break into a panicked run, but the front rank knelt and aimed their crossbows. Terves stood with them; Zamara stood behind them. Anders and the rest of the company ran for the open gate.

      Sensing that their prey was about to escape, the tribesmen let out a furious roar and rushed forward. Crossbow bolts flickered out from Terves’s line and from the walls above chopping a dozen down. The rest trampled on the fallen in their lust to get to grips with their prey.

      Kormak took a deep breath and let the warm night air fill his lungs. His heartbeat slowed. His breathing became more regular. His limbs still felt drained of all strength, but he knew that was simply an illusion. He had felt this way in the past before combat. His body would respond with its usual speed when called upon to do so.

      The tribesmen could not hold a steady line. The swiftest far outpaced the slower ones. They too had been wearied by the long chase. “Run, you fools, run!” Sergeant Urek’s voice shouted from the gates.

      Terves looked at Zamara. The Admiral nodded.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Terves shouted. The men needed no further encouragement. They turned and raced for the door. Kormak and Rhiana waited alongside Zamara and the Sergeant.

      “Better get going Admiral,” Kormak said. “They’ll need you within.”

      “You’re the one the King sent on this mission,” Zamara replied. “Get inside now!”

      More crossbow bolts flickered from the battlements, and something else tumbled and streaked through the sky leaving a sickly yellow trail behind it. It landed in the middle of the onrushing tribesmen and flared into a yellow light. Someone in the Keep had loaded a catapult with alchemical fire. The stench of burning bodies filled the night. Great cats screamed, driven wild by the stink of the unnatural flame.

      Kormak cursed the pride of Siderean nobility. Zamara would not give ground unless he did. The Guardian shrugged and ran for the gate. The others were at his heels. The sounds of raging tribesmen filled the night not five strides behind him.

      Ahead of him, the gate beckoned. Sergeant Urek and the others had already started to withdraw. There was no way Kormak could see that they were going to be able to shut the gate before the tribesmen arrived here.

      Kormak let Terves, Zamara and Rhiana draw ahead of him. They passed under the stone threshold and raced beyond. Kormak turned at bay and glared back at his pursuers. About fifty of them were almost on top of him. He sprang forward and cut left and right with his blade. Leather shields parted as if they were made of cloth. Limbs separated from torsos, heads from necks. Splatters of blood decorated the walls of the gateway.

      For a moment the sheer fury of his attack halted the tribesmen’s advance. The leading warriors tried to get out of his reach. They stumbled into the ones behind them, tripping them, and sending them sprawling.

      “Stop playing the hero, idiot!” Sergeant Urek bellowed. “Get back here now, or I’ll leave you to your well-deserved fate.”

      Kormak’s blade flickered through a great figure of eight that took down two more of the attackers, and he began to back away from his foes. They regained their nerve and charged forward. Some made straight for him and died, others rushed past howling battle cries, keen to get to grips with the men in the courtyard.

      Something made a grinding sound overhead. The rush of displaced air made Kormak step back. The clang of metal on stone echoed through the gateway tunnel. A man screamed, impaled by the spikes of the portcullis gate that had dropped from overhead. The tribesmen rushed forward and pressed against it. One or two tried to push spear blades through. Kormak slashed at one and broke off the point. His nostrils caught the acrid tang of alchemicals and he knew what was about to happen.

      He leapt back into the courtyard, chopping his way through the tribesmen trapped there. Most of them were already down. Behind him, yellow light flared. Men screamed. Flesh burned. The portcullis tunnel became a deathtrap as alchemical fire poured into it through an opening in the floor of the tower above.

      The survivors of the chase lay in the courtyard. Outside the gates, the warcries of the tribesmen filled the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      Kormak leaned wearily on the battlements and grinned at Rhiana. The sun rose over the killing ground revealing corpses sprawled in their hundreds. The tribesmen had rushed the walls again and again but without the benefit of siege engines or ladders they had failed to do anything but be cut down by crossbow fire.

      The mutant jaguars that jumped onto the walls had wreaked havoc before they had been cut down. The giant serpents that had slithered stealthily up had done the most damage, but in the end, they had been put down too. After the first hour, the tribesmen had backed away, and sent smaller parties to infiltrate sections of the wall furthest from the gate while they launched massed attacks with spears and bows at the front.

      The tactic had almost succeeded the first time, but once the garrison expected it, roving patrols had brought warning and managed to kill most of the tribesmen that had made it over the battlements. Kormak had killed a score of them himself during the night.

      He was bone weary now, along with all the others. The survivors of Zamara’s expeditionary force looked weariest of them all. Rhiana lay propped up against the wall. Her eyes were shut. Her breathing was soft. Sensibly she was taking her rest where she could. Kormak reached out to run a hand through her hair, thought the better of it and looked away with red eyes. The alchemical stink from the gateway was making them water.

      Staring into the distance, he recognised the tall, spare form of Count Balthazar standing at the edge of the jungle as he pointed out something on the wall to one of the tribal leaders. No other Sunlander could be walking free amidst the tribesmen. Kormak’s hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. He wanted to clamber down the wall and seek Balthazar out, but that would be suicide.

      Even as the thought occurred to him, Balthazar seemed to feel himself under observation and withdrew among the trees. Kormak slumped back down against the wall.

      A shadow fell upon him. He looked up to see a huge blonde haired man.

      The giant extended a hand. Kormak was not sure whether he was expected to shake it or use it to help himself up. He did both.

      “Kurt,” said the giant. “Commander of Helgate Keep.”

      “Kormak, of the Order of the Dawn.”

      “You know how to fight, Guardian.”

      “So do you and your men.”

      “The keep did most of the fighting for us. If those tribesmen understood how to build siege engines or had the patience to cut off our supplies, this place would have fallen long ago. As it is a few hundred men can stand off a thousand here with minimal losses, as we just proved. Who’s your friend?”

      Kormak wondered if Rhiana was the real reason Kurt was here. She was a very attractive woman, and those must be in scarce supply around here.

      Kurt must have read his expression. “My wife would kill me if I looked at her too long. Lovely as she is and all.”

      Rhiana opened one eye and said, “Thank you for the compliment, Commander.”

      Kurt smiled. It made him look ten years younger, little more than a teenage boy. “You are as brave as you are lovely. And you too are very good with a blade.”

      Rhiana pulled herself upright and offered him a hand. He looked as if he was going to bow and kiss it but then shook it.

      Kurt said. “You must indeed be weary. I came to offer you chambers inside the keep and some food and drink before you turn in.”

      “You are a most thoughtful host,” Kormak said.

      Kurt turned and stared at the lines of bodies sprawled beyond the walls. “I don’t think my other guests would agree.”

      
* * *

      Count Balthazar stared from the jungle’s edge at the keep. He recognised the Guardian of the Dawn as he looked out over the battlements. He could feel the man’s burning gaze upon him. It made him shudder and step into the shadow of the trees.

      He ignored the angry looks the chiefs aimed at his back. He ignored the atmosphere of brooding menace that surrounded them. The tribesmen had taken dreadful casualties. They knew they had been defeated and they wanted someone to blame. He was as good a candidate as any.

      It had all been a waste. Hundreds of warriors’ lives had been thrown away in futile efforts to take an impregnable fortress. He could have told them that. He would have told them that if he had thought they would have listened. They had been too caught up in the excitement of the chase and their desire for revenge and glory. He had not even tried.

      It was a pity, though. Each one of those warriors could have been put to better use. Their lives could have been better spent serving the Shadow even as sacrifices. If only there were some way of channelling the death energies of a battle into sorcery. Would that not be a wonderful thing?

      Of course, a thousand lives would not have been too many to spend if it had brought down that accursed Guardian but it had not.

      “Can you not work some magic that will give us victory here, Master?” the fat-bellied chieftain asked.

      Balthazar shook his head. “The place is woven round with elder signs. Not even one of the Old Ones could enter such a place unscathed.”

      “That is not an answer calculated to make the other chiefs happy.”

      “Then tonight, I will perform a summoning. Of course, I will need an appropriate sacrifice. Perhaps one of them would care to volunteer.”

      The fat chieftain gave a sour smile that showed his filed teeth. “I do not think that will be necessary. We have prisoners. We shall wait to hear what the Lord of Skulls has to say.”

      
* * *

      Kormak woke. He sat up and stretched. His back was sore. His legs were stiff. His muscles were tight. Light streamed in through a small arched window. There was no glass. The air was too warm, his body too sticky with sweat.

      He glanced at the unfamiliar walls. It was a familiar sensation. In his life, there had been many times when he had not woken up in the same place two days in a row. Rhiana lay near him, leaning on one arm, studying him.

      “I was wondering when you would join the waking world.”

      “Wonder no longer. I am here.” He sighed.

      “What is it?”

      “This air—it’s so hot and moist. I feel as if I am trying to breathe underwater.”

      “I wish we were. I think the air is getting thinner and thinner the further we get from the sea.”

      “You might be right. I’ve heard some scholars claim that the atmosphere gets thinner the higher you go. We should not be so high that it makes any difference now, though.”

      “Fascinating,” she said, making it sound as if it was anything but.

      “If I am boring you, you can always leave,” he said. He was uncomfortable and slightly annoyed by her presence. He told himself it was the heat and the weariness and the humidity. Maybe it was.

      “It’s not that. I am a long way from home, and it is getting longer. I miss the sea air. I hate being surrounded by these hills and those trees. Give me a long horizon and an open sea any day. I want to be back in Port Blood.” She said it as if it were a realisation that had just struck her with its full force. As if she had known what she was saying before but felt it in her bones now.

      “I can understand that. I am not so keen on this place myself. Give me the cold mountains any time.”

      “We’re not very alike you and I,” she said.

      “You’ve only just noticed?”

      “I mean it. I thought there was something between us. No—there is something between us, but there are many differences as well.”

      She paused as if waiting for him to contradict her. He agreed with her, but he still had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. There was tension between his shoulder blades the way there used to be before a fight when he was young. He was better prepared for combat than for dealing with emotional realities these days. He supposed he always had been.

      “I thought we were going to die last night,” Rhiana said.

      “I thought so too. But I’ve thought that many times and I’m still here. You never know.”

      “That’s not what I am talking about. We’ve both faced death more times than most people will give alms to a beggar. We’re used to it.”

      “Then what are you talking about?”

      She shook her head. “You really believe in avoiding the issue, don’t you? You want me to do all the work? I thought you might have said something when you thought we were about to die.”

      “Rhiana, I care about you, and you care about me. I know that. I understand it. I can even say it . . .”

      “But . . .”

      “There is no but. It’s a statement of fact.”

      “But . . .”

      “But we are two different people. We want different things. We are going different places. Maybe in a different life that would not be true. I wish it were so, but it is not. I am a Guardian of the Dawn. I have duties to perform. There are things I am sworn to do.”

      “And I am a merwoman, one of your sworn enemies.”

      “You are not my enemy. Nor will you ever be. That is not the issue here.”

      “Then what is?”

      “I cannot stop being what I am, doing what I am doing? Can you see me giving up the blade and signing on as the first mate on a pirate ship out of Port Blood?”

      She smiled. There was some sadness in the smile and more humour. “You would be good at it. And you would not be a pirate. You would be a treasure hunter. Like I am. I’ve never been a sea wolf.”

      “Would you give up the sea and swear to follow the Way of the Dawn?”

      “That’s not a possibility is it?”

      “If you could, would you?”

      “It’s a hypothetical question.”

      “Then answer it hypothetically.”

      “I would think about it.”

      “And what conclusion would you come to?” Kormak pushed.

      “The Order would never accept me. I am a child of the Moon.”

      “You served the King of Siderea as a spy.”

      “Are you trying to recruit me? Because I was not serving the King of Siderea for gold or loyalty to his kingdom. I served him to get revenge for my sister.”

      “You’re avoiding the question.”

      “No. I would not do it. I am the master of my own ship in Port Blood. I could be a captain now. I would not want to serve your order.”

      “Then you understand how I feel about being a mate on a ship.”

      Kormak wondered how this discussion had suddenly gotten so heated. How had he triggered so many booby-traps? There was real hostility in the air. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes and lips were narrowed.

      “I hear what you are saying,” she said. She crossed her arms across her chest and looked at a space over his shoulders. He was tempted to reach out and try to take her in his arms, but he fought the impulse down. This discussion was something that had needed to happen for a long time. He had put it off for too long.

      A knock sounded on the door. Terves’s voice said, ”Sir Kormak, Captain Rhiana, the Admiral would like a word with you.”

      The two of them glowered silently at each other.

      “Sir Kormak? Captain Rhiana? Are you in there?”

      “Yes,” Kormak said after the silence had drawn out for ten heartbeats.

      “I’ll tell the Admiral you will be down soon then,” said Terves. There was a question mark in his voice.

      “All right,” said Rhiana. Silently the two of them dressed and made their way downstairs. The trudge to the Keep’s great hall seemed to take longer than yesterday’s chase. Kormak wondered what in the name of Shadow was so important that Zamara needed to talk about it now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Bread, cheese, and wine, as well as dried beef and salt biscuits, covered the table in the great hall. It was the same garrison food Kormak would have got back in the Old Kingdoms. Zamara was there as were Kurt and a pair of blonde-haired men that might have been his brothers. He introduced them as his lieutenants. A chubby soldier waited on the table.

      Anders stumped in. His hair was wet. He looked like he had just dunked water from the well over it and towelled it away with a bit of old tunic.

      “Glad you could join us,” said Zamara. There was a sardonic note in his voice and a trace of envy too.

      Kurt said, “We don’t have a great deal of variety in our diet here, but we do have some good cheese. It’s a bit hard though. And the butter gets runny quickly in this heat.”

      “You have butter?” Kormak said.

      “Churned up in Helgard and packed in ice. The ice turns to water by the time it reaches here, but it keeps it from going rancid. We store it in the cellar. It’s cool enough down there.”

      “I am surprised you don’t sleep down there in this heat.”

      “In high summer, I sometimes consider it,” said Kurt then laughed. “Of course the men would probably think I was down there eating all the food and drinking all the wine.”

      His lieutenants laughed dutifully.

      “You two have slept most of the day away,” said Zamara. “We’ve been busy. Ravens have already been sent ahead warning about the tribes gathering. And I have been up talking with the Commander about our journey.”

      Kormak shot him a warning look. You never knew who might be a spy for the enemy. Kurt seemed like a pleasant enough man, but those were the ones who made the best spies.

      “Don’t worry, Guardian, the Admiral, has told me just enough to let me know you’re on some mission for the King and it’s likely to take you into the Wastelands. I can’t say I envy you that. I was stationed on its edge for a couple of years. It’s a nasty place. Dry, lots of sand storms, monsters from the blights. Some say there are demons out there in it.”

      “There are,” said Anders. The Commander looked at him with interest. He obviously grasped that although Anders was clearly not a member of the ruling class, he was somehow important to the mission. He was curious as to how but too well-bred to ask.

      “You say that with some certainty,” Kurt said.

      “I have seen them.”

      “And yet you still live.”

      “I am a fast runner. The people who were with me were not so lucky.”

      Kormak shot Anders a warning look this time. He did not want the Commander provoking the mercenary into giving away all the details of their quest. Anders took a deep breath and shut his mouth. The exchange was not wasted on Kurt. He covered his small tight smile with his left hand, gestured to the table and said, “Eat, drink! Be welcome.”

      “The Commander and I were talking about the pass,” Zamara said after the silence had become too awkward. “You will be pleased to hear that the temperature drops quite sharply by the time you reach the top, Sir Kormak.”

      “That is good news,” Kormak said.

      “Of course, it’s a steep climb even on the old road, and it’s not without dangers. The supply caravans often loses a man or two on the way here,” Kurt said.

      “What kills them?”

      “Rock falls, accidents, monsters of various sorts. It’s an easy route to follow, though. Not much chance of getting lost if you follow the road. I’ve have written a letter of introduction to Lord Herrero, the Commander of Helgard. He is well known to me. I doubt my scribbling will make much difference since you bear orders from the King himself but it can’t do any harm. Personal connections count for a lot in this part of the world.”

      “That is true anywhere,” said Zamara. He and Kurt and the lieutenants laughed as if at a joke they shared. Perhaps they did. They were all Siderean nobles after all.

      “Indeed,” said Anders. His tone was sour and drew disapproving looks from the aristocrats.

      “What do you think stirred up the tribesmen, Sir Kormak?” Kurt asked. His tone made it clear that he and Zamara had already gone over this.

      “A renegade nobleman,” Kormak said. He could not prevent himself from doing so. He felt the urge to puncture their complacency. “His name is Balthazar. He is a sorcerer and the leader of a Shadow cult. He fled from Maial when he was unmasked, along with some his fellow nobles. I saw him this morning, among the attackers.”

      The looks he got from the aristocrats were now almost as cold as the ones Rhiana was giving him. He concentrated on his food untroubled. The conversation drifted into tales of shipboard and garrison life. Kormak wondered what Balthazar was up to right now.

      
* * *

      Night settled over the jungle. The moon hid among the clouds. Chieftains who had gathered to witness Balthazar perform the ritual eyed him with trepidation and not a little envy. Every man was a potential enemy, for every man coveted what he had. Balthazar smiled, determined to show no weakness.

      He looked down at the captured soldier. Weak from his wounds, he lay spread-eagled, arms bound and staked to the ground. Eyes wide with horror and the effects of narcotics. His mouth was gagged so he could not scream. Balthazar would have cut his tongue out but for the risk of him drowning in his blood before the sacrifice could be completed.

      Balthazar finished inscribing the circle around the man and said, “No one, on pain of death and far worse, can break this circle. Remain where you are no matter what you see, no matter what happens, or else flee into the night, if you have not the stomach to witness the arrival of a being from the Outer Dark.”

      The tribesmen licked their lips. One or two of them fidgeted and looked as if they would like to depart. None of them did. It would not do to be suspected of weakness in a group like this.

      “Do you understand?” Balthazar asked, determined to make them acknowledge his words. It was necessary. It was not just their lives that any foolishness would put at risk, it was his own.

      One by one the shamans nodded. Their plumed headdresses rippled. Their averted eyes studied the circle he had inscribed on the ground.  He knew they were wondering exactly what he intended. They were uneasy. All of them knew what might happen if a demon of Shadow broke free from its summoner. All of them would be reviewing such defensive spells as they knew. None of them had the strength to ward off an unleashed Umbral, but all needed some protection. They just had to be a harder target than the fellow next to them.

      Balthazar clutched his sacrificial dagger to him then began the long chant, felt the power slowly build within him. He reached out with his spirit to open the gateway to Shadow. The air shimmered with shadows all around as the Outer Darkness overlapped with the mortal world.

      Closer and closer came the ancient evil presence. The air in front of him shimmered. The temperature dropped. Mist swirled around him, converging in a small whirlpool in the air above the bound sacrifice. Balthazar chanted, knowing that the Umbral was almost upon him. Closer . . . Closer . . . Now!

      He plunged the sacrificial dagger into the soldier’s heart and shrieked the final binding phrase of the invocation.

      The Umbral was on the very edge, at the gateway to the mortal world. It lunged in, lured by the scent of the dying man’s departing spirit. Its hunger caused it to extrude a tentacle out of the mist and into his heart. The tentacle pulsed as it fed on the soldier’s soul. That was a mere morsel to it and it was still hungry.

      The creature he called upon was one of the lesser denizens of Shadow, but no less dangerous for all that. Just because it stood in relation to Xothak as a moray eel did to a giant squid did not make it any less dangerous to the unwary soul swimming in its territory.

      Balthazar sensed its attention on him and felt the thrill of vulnerability. If he made a mistake now, the Umbral would devour his soul.

      He chanted a new phase of the spell, invoking binding runes, looping chains of spiritual energy around the creature. Too late it realised what was happening and tried to struggle free. Balthazar sensed its eerie, inhuman rage. It thrashed as it tried to break the spell holding it. By the Shadow, it was strong. Sweat beaded Balthazar’s brow as he sought to hold the creature within mortal reality, to drag it all the way through the portal, to bind it to his will.

      The terrible tug of war was no less exhausting for being fought entirely with magic. He willed the beast to come through. It sought to remain where it was, all the while gulping down greedily the mortal essence of the sacrifice and drawing strength from it.

      Slowly, with enormous effort, Balthazar pulled the Umbral through. It was like wrestling a python but he exerted his trained will to the utmost, and the Shadow demon was drawn into the mortal world. The air above the spasming sacrifice grew darker still. Balthazar’s breath clouded.

      Were the Umbral’s struggles getting weaker? It felt that way, but it was difficult to tell. Perhaps it was a trick. The demons often tried that, attempted to seem weaker than they were so they could break free when their overconfident summoners relaxed their vigilance.

      The Umbral thrashed as it made one final desperate effort to break free. It was all Balthazar could do to hold it in place within the circle, but slowly its efforts lessened. Being present in the mortal world without a host form was weakening it, as he had known it must.

      The shadowy being flowed completely through the gateway. The tentacle connecting it with the corpse pulsed and the dead man’s form began to thrash. Its mouth opened and an inhuman wail emerged. The body jerked upright as the Umbral sought to gain control of its new host. After about ten heartbeats it settled.

      A ripping breaking sound came from within, the sound of bones being broken and organs tearing. White ribs poked out through the red meat of the man’s chest as it opened like an oyster. Blood sprayed outward in a red blanket and was caught in the area beneath the man’s arms, forming vast translucent wings. Veins writhed, tendons snapped and rose above the body like a nest of snakes.

      The corpse looked like a squashed frog now, caught beneath the wheel of some evil god's chariot. It was open, revealing innards that were slowly reworked according to the complex constraints of the spell.

      Balthazar stepped forward into a pool of blood and organs. The dead man’s torn flesh writhed around him, slithering up his naked legs, encasing him in a robe of sliced muscle and flesh. It joined to his body at various points.

      The expanded ribcage snapped shut around his chest, like a suit of armour. The flesh of the internal organs spread over him and hardened into a carapace. Nerves burrowed into his skin, fusing with his nerves. He felt powerful, as the dead man’s strength joined his own.

      The spirit of the Umbral reached out and touched his own, lending him a vast reservoir of magical power. It swelled within him, in a surge of almost sexual pleasure. It was worse in its way than pain. It almost caused him to lose control in a way that agony never would.

      He breathed deeply. The bone cage around his chest flexed as he did so. The additional muscles wrapped his arms and legs giving him strength. The flayed flesh of the man spread knitting itself along his arms forming vast bat-wings. He spread them wide and grinned.

      More flesh and blood wrapped around his face, filling his mouth, almost choking him. He must look like a mummy now, wrapped in cerements of torn flesh. Sheathing the sacrificial dagger in a pouch in his fleshy armour, he spread his arms, flexed the wings and drew upon the reservoir of magical power within himself.

      He looked out at the shamans through a film of translucent red. They eyed him in horror and awe, wondering what he would do next. He considered what to tell them. The tribesmen had been mobilised and were united in a way they had not been for a generation. They were hungry for blood and souls to sacrifice. This keep was simply not the place to do it. It was too well protected.

      “Take your people east,” Balthazar said loudly, his voice distorted by the presence of the Umbral. “Raid the lands of the goldhairs. Carry off their wives and their children. Kill where you can. Make them fear the People of Xothak once more. When I have completed the task our Lord has set me, I will return with weapons that will make these fools quake. Then we shall take this castle. Then we shall have vengeance for those who have fallen this day.”

      He saw some heads nod. He was striking the right note for the chiefs. He was holding out the promise that last night’s catastrophe would be avenged. He had sanctioned the plundering of the Sunlander colonies too. That would give the chiefs many new slaves and many hearts to offer up on their altars. He had said enough. It was time to take his leave.

      He sprang into the air and swept the wings down with a thunderous snap. Upwards he went, propelled into the sky by magic and his new form. He needed to get to Helgard swiftly and make contact with the cultists there if he was going to beat the Guardian to the source of Vorkhul’s sarcophagus.
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      Kormak stood on the battlements looking out into the night. Rhiana stood nearby. They did not want to talk. There did not seem to be anything to talk about, yet some magnetism still drew them together.

      He hesitated for a moment then put his arm around her shoulder and felt oddly reassured when she nestled her head on his. He struggled to find the right words to say, but as usual, they would not come. “I am glad you are here,” he said.

      “Are you? You did not sound it earlier today.”

      “I was tired and scared.”

      “Scared? You?”

      “I was worried about what might happen to you last night.” He felt her pull away. She was looking at him sidelong. She looked as if she wanted to say something.

      In the distance, over the jungle, a strange ululating scream arose. It came closer by the heartbeat. Until it seemed to be almost overhead. Kormak looked up as the moon emerged from behind the clouds. Gigantic bat-wings obscured the moon as it flew. Rhiana’s hand went to her sword as if she feared the thing would dive upon them and attack. It did not. It passed overhead, heading up the mountains, towards the exit of the pass.

      “What was that?” Rhiana asked.

      “Nothing good,” Kormak replied. He looked at her once more. Whatever mood of intimacy there had been was broken. His worries flooded back. What they had just seen was a reminder of the perils that lay ahead. On this journey being close to someone was a weakness he could not afford to have.

      
* * *

      Balthazar hurtled through the night sky. Below him, the rocky boulder-strewn mountains scrolled by. He caught the updraft rising from the mountains with his wings, rode the air-currents upwards and drifted over the pass.

      His heart pounded against his ribs. He felt at once thrilled and terrified. The Umbral writhed within his flesh and mind, fighting to escape. It was getting harder to control the demon.

      Maintaining concentration was a struggle. His mind had never been intended to occupy a body that hung in mid-air with vertiginous hundred stride drops beneath it. He felt as if he was going to fall. There was no ground beneath his feet. Only cold windy turbulent air. At the bottom of every downbeat of his wings, his mind screamed that he was going to drop to his doom. The niggling suspicion that this is what the demon wanted made it all the more terrifying.

      And yet . . .

      He was flying. He rode the night winds like a great bat. He lived the dream of every small boy who had looked at a bird in flight. The fear that filled his mind was part of the thrill. No matter what happened here, he would never forget this as long as he lived, even if that was only a few more minutes before the spell unravelled.

      The euphoria was as much a problem as the fear. It nibbled away at his concentration, unlacing the weave of the spell, corroding the chains that held the demon bound.

      Rocky pillars towered over the scree slopes of the mountainside. He settled down on the nearest one. He crouched for a moment and sought to regain his balance. In a way, it was worse than flying. He was all too aware of how high he was above the ground. He needed to resist the urge to embrace the rock and huddle against it in terror. If once he did that, he would not be able to go on and he would most likely never be able to find his way down.

      He perched on the pillar and muttered the words of the binding spell, seeking to re-establish the links that had weakened or broken. The demon within him thrashed against the fetters of Balthazar’s will. It fed his fears. His breathing rasped in his chest. His heart felt as if it was about to burst. He forced himself to ignore all distractions as he rewove the spell.

      All around him the night winds howled and tugged at his flesh. The chill raised goosebumps on his skin. He fought with his demon, knowing that the night was wasting and sunrise was coming and that he had still a long, long way to go. This journey was going to take longer than he had thought.

      Eventually, the spell felt whole and solid again. It was time to take to the sky once more. He stepped to the edge of the cliff and looked down. The moon cast strange shadows across the shattered landscape. The ground was a long, long way below.

      He stretched his arms, flexed his wings, but the sight of the long drop all but unmanned him. Something in his brain rebelled against the idea of throwing himself off the safety of the ledge and stepping once more into the unwelcoming sky.

      He closed his eyes and leapt. A scream split his lips. His stomach sickened as he plunged downward into the canyon below. He was going to die.

      He spread his arms. The leather pinions caught the air with a snap. His fall halted. He pulled again and adjusted his position, a diver making the long drop through the clean night air. He extended his arms to the fullest, felt the wind flow over the great smooth sails of flesh and beat himself once more into the sky, rising towards the moon, fear and exhilaration warring for possession of his soul.

      
* * *

      Kormak woke from a dark dream in which he watched one of the marines being sacrificed by Balthazar. The sorcerer had summoned a demon from Shadow, but for what purpose, he could not tell.

      It was hot. Insects buzzed around the room beyond the mosquito netting that protected the bed. Rhiana stirred but did not waken. He resisted the urge to reach out and stroke her hair. Instead, he padded over to the window and looked out. The air was close and stifling, but the stone floor felt cool under his feet. He looked out into the night. From here he could see the jungle. Shrieks and calls still came from it. The tribesmen were out there. It sounded as if they were torturing prisoners or sacrificing them.

      He wondered if they would make another attack on the keep. He doubted it. They had lost too many men in the initial assault. Lacking siege engines, their best bet would be to take the place by surprise. Automatically he surveyed the walls, looking for shadowy figures creeping over them, but he found nothing.

      He thought about his dream once more, about the winged thing they had seen flying overhead earlier. He did not doubt that Balthazar had summoned it. Kormak had witnessed his power before in Maial when he had called the Servant of Xothak from the Outer Dark.

      He was going to have to find the man and kill him. It was only a matter of time now before Balthazar unleashed some force too great for him to control. Kormak had seen such things before. Sorcerers goaded by demons, driven mad by the powers of Shadow, always overreached themselves. The summoners were the worst because they could call forth powers from the Outer Dark.

      If Balthazar did it in the middle of a city, then the fatalities would be great. If he did it here in the jungle, the thing would have time to grow in strength and gain followers. Someone would eventually have to deal with it.

      But Kormak had another mission, one he could not abandon. He needed to find the source of Vorkhul’s sarcophagus. Balthazar sought the same thing. No doubt their paths would cross again.

      He glanced at Rhiana. A feeling of tenderness stole over him. He had not lied to her earlier; he was glad she was there. That was what worried him. She might easily lose her life on this quest. Balthazar could use her against him. He could sacrifice her to the things he worshipped.

      He took a deep breath and exhaled. She was here of her own choice, and she could certainly look after herself. Her presence had advantages as well. Her powers were useful when dealing with sorcerers. He loathed himself for making that calculation, but it was one that needed to be made.

      He thought about going back to bed. Instead, he leaned against the cool stone and listened to the night sounds rising from the jungle.

      
* * *

      Balthazar’s winged arms fought against the weight of the world. His chest was a blazing mass of pain. Molten lead flowed through the sinews of his arms and the great muscles of his chest. His mind was numb and empty of all but the need to repeat the act of pulling himself through the thick cold air and contain the demon lurking within him.

      Soon the sun would rise. He needed to land before that happened. The light of the great fiery enemy in the sky would dissolve the weavings of Shadow magic, and exorcise the Umbral within his body. The demon, connected intimately with his mind and body, knew that too. It felt mounting terror.

      What would be merely agonising for Balthazar would be fatal for it. The quality of the Umbral’s struggles had changed. It realised it could not break free. It could only hope that Balthazar sent it back to Shadow before it met its doom in the world of daylight.

      Balthazar could barely think about that. This night had been endless. He had started it confident that he would easily reach his goal before morning, but he had been proved wrong. The necessity of having to land and constantly rework his spell had slowed his progress.

      The long flight had drained away his energy and the work of flying had gone from being a terrifying joy to a frightening chore. He felt as if he had spent the whole night running on difficult ground, pausing only to lift heavy boulders. Three times he had stopped. Once he had almost been caught by some huge silent thing that had erupted from a cave mouth. It might have been a man, might have been a bear or some unholy hybrid of the two.

      Where was that damn town?

      He should have caught sight of some lights by now. He should be seeing the end of the pass. He had flown as far and as fast as he could. Sadly it seemed he had overestimated the speed with which he could fly and his endurance.

      The sky began to lighten. Soon dawn would come, and if he were still airborne by then, he would fall to his doom. He needed to find a place to land.

      But what then? He would be naked and alone in this rocky wilderness bearing only amulets and his dagger. Both identified him as a sorcerer and a heretic as far as the zealots of the Holy Sun were concerned. Most likely word of the price on his head had already reached Helgard.

      Ravens could fly faster than he had and there were other ways of sending messages, sorcerous ways, that might have been used. If that had happened, he could only pray to the Shadow that his allies still had the influence to aid and shield him. Count Orm and the other cultists ranked high within the military in Helgard but would they risk themselves to aid him?

      Sunrise was now mere minutes away. He chose a flight path leading away from the road, banked over the hillside and swept on. His skin itched. The faintest hint of vapour emerged from the skin of his wings. The sunlight was starting to take effect. Already the wing-flaps looked thinner, the bone structure weaker. Soon they would be translucent.

      Ahead of him lay a high wall. Two guard towers flanked a gate in it and beyond. He needed to do his best to avoid the stone barrier lest the wards within it cause him even more pain. He swept higher, aware of the risk he was taking, so close to sunrise. The demon within him writhed, sick with fear and rage.

      He extended his arms, found a gap in the hills and arrowed out over a sheer cliff-face. The ground dropped sixty strides below him, and he caught a glimpse of open fields and a distant walled town over which loomed a mighty citadel. Here was the fortress of Helgard.

      He flashed downwards, swooping over the open fields, passing farmhouses and hovels. Early rising farmwives screamed when they saw him. Startled animals ran when his shadow fell on them. He brought himself down as close to the town as he dared go, smoke rising from his wings, his altered flesh feeling like it was burning.

      His momentum drove him on through the corner and out onto the edge of the road. A farmer looked up in horror and terror from the back of the cart on which he sat. His frightened animals reared and whinnied and started to kick against the traces.

      The rising sunlight burned away the last traces of the  demonic frame surrounding him. Balthazar’s flesh sagged back into its normal mortal shape. Terrible weakness settled on him.

      He knew he needed to do something quickly before the farmer either fell on him with a bludgeon or raced off to summon help. He dug deep into the soul of the fast dissolving demon and siphoned off the last of its strength. He threw it all into the spell he swiftly summoned.

      The farmer and his boy slumped forward along with their horses, suddenly overcome by magical sleep. Balthazar fell to his knees almost too weak to move.

      Get up! Damn you! Get up. He reached out and grasped the fallen sacrificial dagger then forced himself to rise and half-stumbled, half-crawled over to the cart. He clambered up onto the seat. The old man and his son lay slumped where the spell had hit them. He opened the veins in the old man’s throat, keeping a hand over his mouth so the screams would not awaken the boy, then he repeated the performance on the child.

      The horses twitched as the smell of blood reached their nostrils. Balthazar stole the old man’s sandals, tossed the bodies down on the side of the road, dragged them into the corn. He found an old sack in the back of the wagon and cut arm holes in it. The horses shied at the smell of death. Barely able to keep his eyes open with weariness. He drove the cart towards the city. He knew it would only be a matter of time before someone found the bodies.

      He needed to get into the city and find his allies before then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      The much-depleted company marched out through the gate of the fortress. The men glanced nervously about as if they expected another attack any moment. Zamara shouted a hearty farewell to Kurt who stood on the walls waving goodbye. Rhiana walked beside the Admiral talking with Anders. Kormak strode along, keeping himself to himself.

      The mountains loomed overhead like a wall built by titans. Kormak fell into the rangy hill man’s stride of his youth. He had spent a lot of time among the peaks back then, first in Aquilea then at the ancient fortress-monastery on Mount Aethelas.

      The road rose. Behind them the Keep dwindled to a toy castle guarded by insects. The trees of the jungle became a green carpet stretched out over a rolling plain. Kormak looked down on the forest canopy in the way a raptor might wheeling in the mountain peaks overhead. Slowly the fear that they might be pursued by the tribesmen faded. They were not going to leave the shelter of the jungle at this time.

      The vegetation flanking the road became thinner, the bushes more stunted, the trees less tall. They clung to thinner soil or sank their roots into rocky shelves on the slope. The call of the birds changed. The buzz of insects diminished. The land changed in numerous subtle ways.

      Brilliant flowers lined the road side. Purple Emperor’s Toga’s lay aside sweet scented Golden Sunburst. The Sunlanders spread the seeds of both wherever they went. He had seen them in the hills of Taurea and as far away as the boundaries of the Courts of the Moon. He had passed them in the deserts of Umbrea. And now here they were again. A reminder of previous places and times.

      The soldiers grumbled as they marched, cursing the heat and the small stones that found their way into their boots.

      Zamara rode up alongside him. Kormak felt the massive presence of the horse. “You are not your usually smiling self, Sir Kormak.”

      “You are being ironic, of course.”

      “Perhaps.” He turned to study his troops. There were a lot less of them than had set out from Maial. It looked like half their number had gone. Most of the casualties had come from the city guard, but there were holes in the ranks of the marines as well. When he spoke again, he kept his voice low. “In truth, there is not a lot to celebrate. Even our victories are starting to feel like defeats.”

      Kormak kept his voice just as low. “I know what you mean.”

      “Count Balthazar seems to have an infinite supply of allies in this land. Where does he get them?”

      “The tribesmen resent your conquest of their lands. That resentment makes them turn to those who promise aid.”

      “And the Shadow promises great power.”

      “It might not even call itself the Shadow. It might simply offer magic to counter yours.”

      “I would have thought you would be decrying them as heretics and fools, the children of darkness itself.”

      “I leave that to the zealots,” Kormak told him. “In my experience, the world is more complex.”

      “I thought your Order were meant to be fanatics. The righteous fist of the Holy Sun.”

      “Some of my Order are.”

      “But you are not.”

      “I have seen the Sunlander conquests from the other side. Aquileans have a long memory for such things.”

      “And yet you stand guard over the Sunlanders.”

      “The world is a complicated place.”

      The Admiral changed the subject. “You saw that thing that flew over last night? What was it? A demon?”

      “Most likely.”

      “It did not attack us.”

      “No doubt it had another purpose. One we would not like if we knew it.”

      “Do you have any idea what that might be?”

      Kormak considered. “A messenger perhaps. To other tribes, other cultists, or perhaps something in the Wastelands.”

      “I hope that is all it was.”

      “What else might it be?”

      “You’re the expert on that.”

      They fell silent. The mountains rose around them. The air grew chiller.

      
* * *

      Balthazar hunched down in his seat as the cart rumbled towards the city gate. Already there was a line of other vehicles moving through. They had come from closer farms along with drovers herding sheep and goats, milk-maids bearing yokes with urns hanging from them, and farmers’ wives bearing trays of produce.

      The guards wore the tabards of Helgard city, a black tower against a white background above it. They nodded pleasantly enough to those who passed and were quite clearly familiar with the faces they saw.

      Fear punched Balthazar in the pit of his stomach. He was not a local. They would not recognise him the way they recognised the others. He was driving a local cart and perhaps they would know its owner. He could not claim to be a merchant from distant parts. Perhaps they might even recognise him from his previous visits.

      He considered his options. If he turned the wagon around now, he would be noticed. If he got down from it and fled, it would draw even more suspicion to him.

      The best bet would be to press on and play things by ear. He was too weary to run, and he could not risk any delay. He needed to get into town, make contact with his allies and be gone by the time the Guardian got here.

      He drove the beasts into the line of vehicles at the gate. Slowly the line inched forward. Balthazar waited, all the time expecting to hear the clop of hooves behind him or running feet and some hysterical peasant announcing there had been a murder on the road.

      Sweat rolled down his face. His eyes threatened to force themselves shut. He felt certain that all of those around him could smell the blood and guilt rolling off him.

      Were the guards eyeing him warily? Had one of them just looked at him, then sent a comrade off into the gatehouse? He told himself he imagined it.

      He stifled a yawn and tried to avoid falling into a waking dream. The events of the previous night felt like a hallucination. Had he really flown up the pass in the single night, his form altered and cloaked within that of a demon? It felt impossible, sitting here in the morning light, listening to the chatter of peasants and the noises of their beasts.

      It felt impossible and yet he was here. He sat atop an unfamiliar wagon looking at the walls of a city that had been leagues away the previous night. Part of his mind still rebelled against the idea.

      He had not hallucinated the flight. He had worked potent sorcery and would do so again. He held a secret power that separated him from the sheep, human and otherwise, who surrounded him. He was one of those destined to be a ruler of all he surveyed when Shadowfall came. His strength would be amplified a thousandfold. He would be immortal and potent and beyond all fear and weariness.

      He was not mad. He could not be mad.

      A soldier was definitely pointing at him now. He turned to a man in a sergeant’s tabard, nodded, said something. The sergeant’s face turned grim. His hand went to the sword at his belt.

      Balthazar riffled through his mind for a spell that might save him, but he could not come up with anything. He did not have the power to invoke the spell of slumber and anyway, there were too many people around to affect them all. He did not even have the strength to get up and run. He composed his features and prepared to speak. He must not use his normal accent. He was garbed as a peasant. He must sound like one.

      “You there!” the sergeant said.

      He looked up blearily as if he did not quite understand that the words were being spoken to him. He did not have to fake much. He was so tired. “Yes, sir,” he said, forcing himself to impersonate a dirt-munching cow fondler’s thick accent.

      “Get down off that cart!”

      “Why, sir?” Balthazar considered striking the man and fleeing, but there were too many soldiers, and none of them were tired, and no doubt the peasants would be only too pleased to join in any manhunt. It would bring some excitement to their otherwise dull lives.

      “Get down! Now!” There was an arrogant authority in the sergeant’s voice that he would not have dared to use if he had recognised Balthazar as a nobleman. He was too wealthy and powerful to be treated that way. There was no fighting it. He would need to do what the man ordered, put up no resistance and hope to gain the time to recuperate his sorcerous strength.

      Balthazar climbed down and shuffled forward. As he did so something impacted on the back of his head. The last thing he heard as he tumbled forward into the darkness. “Count Balthazar! You are under arrest for heresy, treason, and dark sorcery.”

      
* * *

      Balthazar awoke to find himself on the back of the cart. He tried to sit up, but a booted foot came down on his chest and pushed him back down. He had just time to catch a glimpse of stone-walled buildings with roofs of grey shale, of low colonnades and mullioned windows. He fell back onto the wooden floor of the cart, dizzy and feeling sick.

      “Blood on the seats, sergeant,” he heard one of the soldiers say.

      “This one is a right devil,” said the sergeant. “Must have killed some poor farmer and stole his wagon.”

      “Farmer’s bad luck is our good fortune,” said the first voice. “The reward on this one will keep me in Blossom’s brothel for six months.”

      “Aye, it was lucky you were there when the bird brought the message, Silvio, no doubt about that. And luckier still you had the good sense to memorise the description.”

      Balthazar tried to sit up again, but he was too dizzy. He tried to speak, but he found there was something foul in his mouth. He had been gagged. Images of the girl he had sacrificed to summon Xothak sprang to his mind. Now he knew how she felt.

      He wanted to beg for his life. He wanted to tell these greedy bastards that he had gold and would split it with them. He wanted to offer them power and place and immortality, but he had no chance of doing so and all because of a bit of cloth rag forced between his teeth.

      He rocked forward again, aware of something biting into his wrists. His hands were bound as well. They were taking no chances. There was no possibility that he could cast a spell under these circumstances. The talismans that might have allowed him to do so were hidden under the wadded blanket these simpletons were sitting on, along with his sacrificial dagger. Proof positive that he was exactly what they thought he was, if only the fools looked.

      He cursed inwardly and turned his eyes to the sky. It was cold and blue overhead. Sometimes he caught sight of a jeering face looking out of a window above him. Sometimes a chamber pot was emptied on him, forcing the soldiers to protest. They did not do so out of concern for him but to prevent the foul contents splashing on themselves. The people doing the dumping seemed cheerful. No doubt they were looking forward to seeing the evil wizard burn.

      He was going to be sick. He mustn’t. He might choke on his own vomit with the gag in place. He had had to be careful that such things did not happen to his sacrifices.

      Perhaps he would be better off if he did choke, or found some other way of killing himself. The Sunlanders were not gentle with those they suspected of dark sorcery. He would be tortured until he confessed. He knew that under those circumstances he would give up everything he knew. He was not a coward, but every man had his limits.

      He wondered how he might do this and then he thought about what would happen next. If he died without having performed the mission Xothak had given him, his soul would be forfeit. He would fall into an eternity of torments that would make those inflicted by his fellow men seem like the gentle chastisements of loving parents on an errant toddler. There would be no escape from those tortures until his soul decomposed or was devoured.

      He took a deep breath through his nostrils, drinking in the stink of the city. So be it. He had known the stakes he was playing for when he had set his foot on the path of Shadow. It would be foolish to whine about them now. What he needed to do was find a way to free himself or to hold out until his allies could come to his aid. If his allies were still at liberty to do so.

      He had no real way of telling of how bad things were. The Shadow had followers in this place, some in positions of very real power. Many of them had been dilettantes, seeking only entrance to what they saw as a means of promotion and social elevation. Others were sincerely dedicated to the cause.

      Of course, that did not mean they would lift their hands to aid him, particularly if they might put themselves at risk. He was not sure he would help one of his brethren under similar circumstances, particularly if it were someone whose position or power he coveted.

      There might be no help coming. His situation might be hopeless. Nonsense, he told himself. While he lived, there was the possibility of finding his freedom. He was rich. He was powerful, and he was a sorcerer. There were always those who were weak enough or greedy enough to be influenced by any of those things.

      He just needed to keep his wits about him and wait for any opportunity. He had been in worse situations. He would be free once again, and he would complete the mission the Lord of Skulls had given him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      Balthazar opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. Things had not changed in the last five minutes. The cell still stank. A feeble light showed the shadowy outlines of the prison bars. He could still hear the screams of his fellow prisoners.

      He sniffed the air. Excrement. Urine. Unwashed bodies. Gangrene perhaps. Decomposing fish? What could have caused that? Or maybe he was mistaken. Maybe it was something else rotting.

      He glanced over to his right. More metal bars descended from the ceiling. The area he was in was like a large cave, broken into holding pens by a maze of metal bars. As far as he could tell, he was the only one in his small cell. Except for the skeleton of course. The skeleton was chained to the wall in the same way as Balthazar was. He had died in this place.

      Or perhaps that was simply the message his jailors wanted to convey to him. Perhaps this was intended to soften him up before the real interrogation began. If that was what they thought he would be happy to prove them wrong. He was not a man to be daunted by such theatrics.

      Part of him realised that this was not simply a drama, though. His captors were not play-acting. They had the power of life or death over him. No one cared if he died here. Or if anyone did it would be a long time before they found his corpse.

      Balthazar heard footsteps approaching, and the chinking of metal on metal. A huge figure approached, dragging a massive keyring along the bars. It paused in front of Balthazar’s cell, smiled and said, “How are you today, my pretty? Ready for a visit from His Excellency and the torturers?”

      That was not so good. Balthazar remembered Commander Herrero, a humourless prig with a burning faith in the Holy Sun. All attempts to recruit him to the cult had failed. The man had not been attracted by power, prestige or the possibility of gold. His family had enough of all of those already.

      Balthazar controlled the urge to spit. He had never liked the scions of the ancient families, with their pride and their air of superiority. They always felt they were so much better than everyone else simply because they had been squirted out of the breech between some aristocratic cow’s legs.

      “His Excellency?” Balthazar said. “I am not dressed for a social visit.”

      The jailor snorted and rapped at the bars with his keys. “You won’t sound so bloody flippant when the hot irons are being applied to your nadgers.”

      The man clearly wanted to see him afraid, to exercise his smidgeon of personal power. Balthazar was not going to let this brute feel superior to him in any way.

      “Once Governor Aurin finds out I have been imprisoned I won’t be the one with his testicles in the fire; I can assure you.”

      The jailor paused to consider this for a moment. Clearly, the process was giving him some difficulty. He was used to prisoners grovelling to him, not making veiled threats. He tugged his ear as if pulling the reins of a reluctant carthorse.

      “I’m just doing my job,” he said.

      “And one I am sure you are admirably suited to both by intellect and birth.” Balthazar kept his tone jovial and he wondered if the jailor even understood the depth of his mockery.

      The sound of keys jangling and footsteps on the stairs sounded through the dungeon. Balthazar fought down the urge to gulp and swallow. He was not going to give this ape the satisfaction of seeing him afraid. Giant shadows marched across the wall, huge evil gods bringing doom to mere mortals.

      Moments later, an officer arrived, garbed in a fine tunic, with a gold embossed breastplate encasing his narrow chest. His long walrus moustache drooped down over his chin. He was flanked by two brutish looking but familiar soldiers. He was not at all who Balthazar had expected to see.

      With a wave of his hand, the officer dispatched the jailor to examine some distant part of the dungeon. “Orm,” Balthazar said. “This is an unexpected pleasure. Whatever happened to Commander Herrero?”

      “He had the misfortune to choke on a fishbone after you were arrested. I have assumed command of the Fort until Governor Aurin can be notified, and a replacement sent.”

      “That might prove difficult. The lowland tribes have risen.”

      “Indeed. So I may be in charge for quite some time. Perhaps even permanently.”

      “That is welcome news.”

      “It gives me great pleasure to hear you say so, Count,” Orm said. A cruel smile twisted this thick lips. White tombstone teeth flashed beneath the bristles of the moustache. Orm was enjoying this, Balthazar realised.

      “I trust you are going to release me from these cells. This is all an unfortunate misunderstanding.”

      “No misunderstanding, Count. The papers for your arrest came through with the last courier from the lowlands.”

      “I think if you consider the matter carefully, you will see that a mistake is being made. Perhaps by yourself.” Balthazar allowed a little steel to show in his voice.

      “Things had to be handled with some delicacy. We are not in the majority here, Count. And there are those who have seen the warrant for your arrest. It seemed for the best that warrant to appear to be executed until we could assume control.”

      Orm took the key and opened the door of the cell then stepped into the room and embraced Balthazar. “You are free, Count.”

      Balthazar smiled. Let the Guardian come to Helgard now. Soon his enemies would be within his grasp. He must see that a proper welcome was prepared.

      
* * *

      Balthazar’s new quarters were an improvement upon the cells. He had a view out of the tower window over the roofs of the town. He could see the walls that it had such difficulty getting through earlier, the open squares of the market and the crowds of people moving to and fro among the stalls there. He felt as if he had been returned to life.

      He told himself not to be so weak. It was his destiny to triumph here. His allies were now in charge of this fortress. Things were going as the Lord of Skulls intended them to.

      He looked down at his hands. They were not shaking. He reached out and picked up a goblet of wine. Orm had poured it for him with his own hands.

      Briefly, Balthazar considered uttering a spell that would detect poison. He dismissed the idea. Orm would not dare poison one of his superiors in the cult of Xothak.

      “What shall we do, master?” Orm asked. He rubbed his hands together obsequiously. He had been doing that a lot since he had let Balthazar out of the dungeon. He seemed to be one of those men was only capable of either bullying those encountered or fawning. Balthazar considered for a moment.

      “Your guests should be here soon,” Balthazar said. “The damned Guardian who has followed me all the way from Maial. No doubt he will have soldiers with him.”

      “You want me to kill him?” Orm asked.

      Balthazar considered his options. “How do we stand? How many of our people are in positions of authority?”

      Orm dry washed his hands once again. “About half of the officers belong to us. But they are in the early stages of initiation. They might be shocked if they were asked to perform some of the more delicate tasks.”

      Balthazar thought about it for a moment. “How many people can be trusted with delicate work?”

      “Myself, obviously.” Orm scratched his head. Balthazar noticed that his skin had nasty flaky quality. His eyes had an intense haunted look. “Five that I would trust. Some of the others have participated in rituals and would probably be willing to attend a sacrifice if they thought they could advance through the ranks.”

      “If you counted those,” Balthazar said, “how many more would there be?”

      “We could make a ritual thirteen with you as the leader,” Orm said.

      Unless they attacked from ambush, the cultists would not be able to kill the Guardian. There were simply not enough of them within the fort. Even then he would not want to bet his life on them being able to kill Kormak. The man was just too dangerous with a blade in his hand, and his companions were almost as bad. It would have to be sorcery.

      He reviewed the spells that he knew. He touched the sacrificial dagger that Orm had retrieved from the cart.

      There was still strength within the talisman. The power of Shadow was still strong. He could use it to summon something that would kill even the Guardian.

      Even that was problematical. Kormak was too well equipped for dealing with supernatural threats. He had already slain the Servant of Xothak. Something far more potent would be needed. He would need to summon the Lord of Skulls himself. Something deep in his mind whispered that the time was right. He knew he could do it. He was blessed by Xothak. He was the god’s chosen prophet.

      It would display his mastery to the cultists and himself. To raise a god from the Outer Dark—the thought made him shiver with pleasure.

      They could slay the Guardian and his companions, overwhelm the fortress and claim this whole city for the Shadow. The tribes were already on the warpath down in the lowland jungles. If Helgard fell then the whole of the plateau could be taken, and the gold mines seized. He could then proceed to find the sarcophagus of Vorkhul at his leisure.

      “Summon them,” Balthazar said. “We have much to do and very little time to do it in.”

      “Are you certain, master?” Orm said. “It would mean withdrawing our officers from their positions at what is a very delicate time. There are those who think I have overreached myself by assuming command of this garrison.”

      Balthazar scowled. “The work we are doing now is of the utmost importance. Far more important than your pitiful career. Follow me on this, and you will be rewarded with immortality and power beyond your wildest dreams. Cross me in this and your punishment will be unimaginable.”

      Balthazar let those words hang in the air. He was sure that Orm’s imagination would be working out exactly what sort of punishment may be inflicted upon him and it would be far worse than anything Balthazar could describe. Every man best knows his own fears.

      “It shall be as you say, master.” Orm left the room.

      Balthazar had no doubt that his commands would be obeyed. He began to formulate refinements to his plan as he sipped his wine. This time, he would put an end to the Guardian’s interference forever.

      Shadowfall was coming, and he intended to occupy a throne when it arrived.

      
* * *

      After the day’s march, Kormak’s knees ached. Slogging up the pass from Helgate had proved hard. The days when he could have run up the Mountain Road all day were gone, never to return.

      “You look as if you swallowed a tree frog,” Anders said. He was sweating and did not look to be in any better condition than Kormak.

      “It’s a long hike up a steep slope.” They both stared at the wall blocking the pass. Towers guarded each end, and a large wooden gate loomed in the middle.

      “At least it’s cooler up here. A different world. The villages and town of the High Plateau are a world of their own. The native tribes are different too. No less bloodthirsty than the jungle clans, just different.”

      “You Sunlanders have a way of making friends wherever you go.”

      Anders spat on the ground. “Says the man who comes from a country famous for its reavers.”

      Beyond the wall, horns sounded. Orders were bellowed. Kormak wondered what was going on. He could see that there were sentries in the towers bringing weapons to the ready. Did they think this small band of bedraggled warriors was attacking the gate?

      Zamara walked forward. He held his hands above his head in the universal sign of someone who has come in peace.

      “Hello!” he shouted. “We have come up from Helgate; we are on a mission for the King-Emperor.”

      “Just wait where you are!” the sentry on the tower shouted back.

      Kormak could see that men were filtering out of the tower along the wall. All of them carried crossbows and looked prepared to use their weapons.

      “What is going on?” Zamara shouted.

      “Just wait there, and you will soon find out.”

      The gates opened, and Kormak could see that a strong force of armed men waited beyond them. These men looked as if they were prepared for war. Rhiana moved up to Kormak sighed and said, “What is going on here?”

      Kormak shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      Anders said, “They looked scared. Far more scared than they ought to be given our numbers.”

      “I suspect you’re right,” Kormak said. Zamara waited for the commander of the tower to emerge. The man marched forward, flanked by a group of armed men. He came right up to Zamara and the two of them exchanged words. They talked for a fair length of time, and then Zamara nodded and turned and walked back towards the others.

      “It seems we were not the only people who saw a demon last night,” Zamara said. “Some sort of bat-winged monster was seen circling the town before dawn this morning. They are worried. Also, they have had messages from the lower Fort. Ravens brought word of the tribesmen’s attack. They are preparing to send a strong relief force down there.”

      “What about us?” Anders said. “They don’t look too pleased to see us.”

      “I have talked to them,” Zamara said. “We have to go to the Fort and report to the Commander. Then we’ll see what is happening.”
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      Helgard had the same atmosphere as every other garrison town Kormak had ever visited. There were lots of soldiers in the streets, all wearing the white tabards marked with a black tower. They gazed on the newcomers with a mixture of suspicion and interest. Armed men with unfamiliar faces marching through the cobbled streets of their station were bound to draw attention.

      Kormak could not help but notice that they were being marched between two forces, each one stronger than their own. If one were of a suspicious mind, it would almost seem like they being marched to the keep under guard.

      He supposed he could not exactly blame the gate commander for doing this. A demon had been seen flying over the city, and they were strangers. The marines wore the colours of Zamara’s flagship, and those were almost certainly not familiar to the men of this remote fortress.

      Still, it made him uneasy. He did not like the sensation of being hemmed in on either side and automatically he began scanning the streets for escape routes.

      They followed a wide road leading from the gate all the way to the fortress. Soldiers and vendors crowded the streets. Mouth watering aromas emerged from baker’s shops. The smell of tobacco and beer and sweet Siderean wine emerged from a tavern. Older men lounged on tables on verandahs. Younger women, loosely garbed, studied the marching men with the eyes of flower girls inspecting potential clients. Housewives led chattering children into alleyways over which washing fluttered on corded lines.

      He saw rain barrels set to collect water and noticed the wells they passed in each square. All had either a bucket or pump nearby, and it became clear why this site had been chosen for a garrison. Water was even more important than food when it came to resisting a siege.

      “You have problems with the tribes up here?” Kormak asked Anders.

      The mercenary nodded. “They’ve never quite appreciated the benefits of Siderean rule.”

      “The Aquileans were just the same about the Taureans.”

      Anders shrugged. He clearly did not want to say what he really thought. It would not do to be heard criticising colonial rule in the streets.

      Kormak paid more attention to the locals now. Many of the soldiers were dark-haired Siderean peasants. Most of the officers were tall, blonde Sunlanders. Mixed in with them were a smattering of people of a different type, copper of skin, with shining dark hair and dark eyes. Many of them were tattooed. Some were dressed like local peasants and shopkeepers. Some wore greyish robes, woven with odd geometric patterns. Their skins were tattooed in a similar manner. Kormak looked in the direction of one of the nearest.

      “Tribesmen?” he asked.

      Anders nodded. “They come into town to trade. They often find strange things out there in the deserts. Old artefacts, bits of jewellery, silverwork. They bring in salt as well. They trade it for cloth and spices and blades.”

      “You trade weapons with your enemies?”

      “Not all of the tribes are always hostile, and let’s be honest, there are always men who will sell weapons to anyone, even if they are potential enemies. I reckon the Governor thinks better that it happens under his soldiers’ eyes and is taxed.”

      Kormak thought back to his youth in Aquilea. There had always been men willing to take the hard paths into the mountains in search of profit, and they had brought blades and arrowheads and firewater as well as other things. They had usually turned a good profit on them too.

      “I don’t think the Guard Commander is entirely sure about us,” Anders said, giving voice to what Kormak had been thinking. “I get the impression we’ve been punted up the hill, so he doesn’t have to take responsibility for us.”

      Anders was an astute observer. That was exactly what seemed to be going on.

      “He does seem uneasy.”

      “There’s something else. He said he was taking us to Commander Orm.”

      The words echoed through Kormak’s mind. In the lower fortress, Captain Kurt had mentioned sending word to Commander Herrero.

      “It seems there has been a change of command here in Helgard.”

      Once again Kormak knew what the mercenary was thinking. It was odd that such a thing should have happened so soon after the passage of the demon and just before their arrival.

      Suspicions whispered in the back of his mind. The keep loomed threateningly over them. He told himself to be very careful in this place.

      The portcullis clanged down behind them as they crossed the drawbridge. He was reminded of the trap sprung on the tribesmen who had pursued them into the lower fortress. Only this time, he felt as if they were the ones who were going to be burned.

      
* * *

      They crossed a courtyard, towards the inner keep. On the steps of its entrance stood an armoured man in a white tabard. A gold sash marked him as the Commander.

      He strode towards them, smiling in welcome. He was thin, and his skin had a greyish sweaty look. His hair was lank, but his eyes were keen and when he spoke his voice was surprisingly deep and resonant. “Welcome to Helgard,” he said. “I am Commander Orm.”

      “Greetings,” said Zamara. He looked pointedly at the troops flanking them.

      If Orm was daunted, he gave no sign of it. “You have papers from the Governor, I understand.”

      “And from the King himself,” said Zamara, looking in Kormak’s direction.

      “A Guardian of the Dawn sent at the King’s command,” Orm said. There was just a hint of mockery in his voice and perhaps beneath that a trace of nervousness. “Are we under suspicion of heresy or consorting with the Old Ones then?”

      He seemed wound very tight. He tilted his head to one side and focused his eyes on Kormak intently.

      “No,” Kormak said. “We were dispatched on a mission by the King, one of some urgency.”

      “Well, rest assured we shall do whatever we can to expedite your journey.” He held out his hand, and Kormak realised that he still expected to be presented with papers. A bureaucrat this one.

      Zamara produced the letter the Governor had given him. Orm took it, looked at the seal and placed it within his jerkin. “I am sure this is in order, but I must read it you know, and for that, I need my eye-glasses. I am all but blind without them.”

      He waited for a moment and added, “I believe you said you have orders from the King.”

      “I shall hand them over when you have your reading glasses,” Kormak said.

      Orm shrugged and smiled. “As you wish. Come. I have had a feast prepared. You must tell me of your adventures. Captain Kurt’s message leads me to believe you had some troubles getting here.”

      “That we had,” said Zamara. He shot Kormak a quizzical look. He had obviously caught the strange undercurrents of the conversation.

      “My adjutant will show your men to the quarters prepared for them. You will be my guests in the main tower.”

      So they were to be separated from their soldiers. That was ominous.

      
* * *

      Orm led the way through the chill stone corridors of the inner keep to an office. The place was sumptuously furnished. On the wall hung a portrait of a stern-faced older man wearing a gold sash. Orm looked up at it, made an ironic salute, turned to Zamara and said, “Herrero, my predecessor. My very immediate predecessor. He died only this morning, forcing me to assume command until I receive orders from Governor Aurin.”

      “How did he die?” Zamara asked.

      Once again, there something smug in Orm’s smile. “He choked on a fishbone. A sad death for such a great warrior.”

      “Indeed. Now we have business here.” Swiftly Zamara told Orm the outline of their quest. The Commander listened, his expression one of rapt attention.

      “Of course, I will help you in any way I can. It may take a few days to assemble but I can provide you with horses and food and gear to replace what you have lost, and I can provide you with an armed escort as well.”

      “Excellent,” said Zamara.

      “Until then I insist that you be my guests here in the Keep. You shall have the officers’ chambers. Tonight I will throw a welcoming feast and see you are introduced to all the prominent local citizens.”

      “That will not be necessary,” said Zamara.

      Orm smiled. “I do not think you understand. We so rarely get an excuse to throw a good party here or to hear the latest news all the way from Siderea. You would be doing us a favour by accepting the invitation.”

      Zamara smiled. “In that case, I don’t see any way I can refuse.”

      “I had hoped you would see things that way,” said Orm, flashing another ambiguous smile.

      
* * *

      “He seems like an odd fellow but efficient,” Zamara said. They were alone for the moment. Rhiana had withdrawn to the rooms she was to share with Kormak.

      The Admiral studied the chamber for a moment. It was small, but it had a bed and a window with small leaded glass panes and a thick curtain. An elder sign hung over the window and the door. “Larger than some of my last shipboard berths,” he said.

      Not even a ship’s captain had so much room on even the largest of vessels. Zamara judged his surroundings with a seafarer’s eye and a voyager’s determination to make the best of wherever he found himself.

      Kormak said nothing. Zamara raised an eyebrow. “You disagree.”

      “No. It is larger than your cabin on the Pride of Siderea.”

      “I mean about Commander Orm.”

      “He seems determined to help us.”

      “But? I hear a but in your voice, Sir Kormak. We’ve been shipmates too long for me to miss it.”

      “There is something odd about him, and I don’t like the fact that he took command when he did.”

      Zamara considered this for a moment. “Chain of command, Guardian. You know how it works. He stepped into the place assigned to him.”

      “I know. I know. It’s just that so much has gone wrong on the trip already.”

      “Come now! We’ve undergone worse hardships in the past. To tell the truth, I cannot think of any voyage we’ve made together that’s gone entirely smoothly. We’ve found safe harbour for the moment. Let’s enjoy it.”

      Zamara was trying so hard to put a bright gloss on things that Kormak knew the Admiral must share at least some of his suspicions. He kept quiet, knowing that if he did so, Zamara would speak to fill the silence.

      It took but two minutes before Zamara spoke. “If it will make your mind any easier, I don’t like the look of this Orm any more than you do, and I can’t help but notice the way his men have shadowed us since we got into town. Why there’s even some of them outside our door right now.”

      “You notice something else?” Kormak asked. “He has not even mentioned the demon that has everyone else so upset. I’ve never met anyone who would not, at least, ask me for my professional opinion under the circumstances.”

      Zamara laughed. “Is that what is annoying you, Sir Kormak? Mere vanity.”

      “You know it’s not.”

      The Admiral nodded. “Indeed I do. I’ll keep a weather eye on our host when next we see him. I expect you will do the same.”

      
* * *

      Orm entered the kitchen, wiping sweat from his face. As ever the heat made him uncomfortable. It reminded him too much of the sweltering lowlands he had spent so much of his life avoiding. Just the memory of fighting in those jungles, evading poison darts and monstrous beasts made him shudder.

      The chief cook looked up at him, a smile dimpling his doughy face and piling his multiple chins on his neck. He scratched his shaven, egg-like head, rubbed his hands together and said, “Commander! This is an unexpected pleasure.”

      Orm rubbed his hands together. He was still pleasantly surprised to be called Commander. He wondered if he would ever get used to it. He might not have the time to if the accursed Guardian upstairs ever found out what he was up to.

      “I have special instructions for the feast,” Orm said. “Our guests have come a long way and their journey has been most taxing. They deserve a special treat. Something to help them relax. Something that shall come as a most pleasant surprise.”

      “Indeed, Commander,” said Chef. “And very much would I like to be able to oblige you, but, alas, I am a merely a cook, not a miracle worker.”

      Orm gave his warmest smile. The chief cook cringed back a little. Orm had noticed that people often did that when he smiled. It was a pity. He wanted to be friendly. He really did. “Fortunately I have the very thing here.”

      Chef frowned as Orm produced the leather packet from within his jerkin. His nose wrinkled as he caught a familiar pungent odour. “Dreamroot, Commander?”

      “Dreamroot.” The drug was almost tasteless, a soporific that brought on sleep accompanied with mild euphoria. The dreams it brought were always interesting. It was often used by chirurgeons on the sick. Sometimes sorcerers used it as part of their rituals because it let them become more attuned with the powers of magic. Orm wondered whether Balthazar did. He supposed it was likely.

      “Are you sure, Commander? There’s an awful lot here. Such a dosage could put a man into a coma, or even kill him. Or so I have heard.”

      “I just want it in the stew and the herb cakes and the wine. Spread it around. It will help our guests relax. I want them relaxed. I want them to have fond memories of their visit to Helgard.”

      All of this would have been so much easier if Chef had been a member of the cult, but alas he was not. Still, he would understand he was not being asked to commit stealthy murder, merely loosen up the guests for whatever purposes his commander had in mind.

      Not that Orm would have minded killing any of the newcomers but so much could go wrong with the use of poison. This way they would merely be slowed and sleepy and lulled into a relaxed state that would make them vulnerable to whatever Balthazar had planned for this evening.

      Orm felt a thrill when he considered that. Tonight, real magic would be worked. If what Balthazar said was true, the Lord of Skulls himself would manifest. That would be a great opportunity for Orm. He looked forward to seizing it.

      Who would have thought the sixth son of an impoverished minor nobleman could have come so far, so fast? He was not handsome and charming like his brothers. Not as intelligent as his sisters. But he had found his way forward in the world. He was the one who would restore the family fortunes. He would show them all.

      The chief cook bowed his head and pursed his lips before touching them with the tips of his fingers. It was a gesture that Orm recognised all too well. The man would do what he wanted.

      “Make sure all of the dreamroot is used in the food and drink,” Orm said. “I will be most grateful.”

      There was no need to spell out the threat. The man knew he would be rewarded if things went well and punished if they did not. Orm gave a satisfied little smile and turned to go. It was almost time for the ritual to begin.
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      Balthazar glanced around the storeroom. It was better than his cell but not by much. They were deep underground and the place smelled of damp and mould. The men with him sniffed the air and eyed him suspiciously. They did not know who he was. Those deep into the cult’s affairs were worried that he might be a spy or an informer. Those who were not took their cue from those who were.

      The Count did not care. Just so long as they did as they were told. And in a few hours, he would not even be worried about whether they did that. He touched the dagger Xothak had blessed and felt the power within it. There was not a man or woman there who would not give their souls to possess such a sign of their dark god’s favour.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Several hands went for concealed weapons. One of the conspirators put his hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. Orm strode into the cellar, smiling his oily smile. “So nervous. No need. Our guests are all settled in their chambers. No need to look so pale, my friends. No need to look so afraid. Tonight you are given a chance to advance deep into the ranks of our brotherhood. Count Balthazar is here to provide you with that opportunity.”

      He gestured to Balthazar who smiled and said, “Enemies are present in the keep above. Enemies who would destroy all we have worked towards. Enemies who would kill us if given the opportunity. They have already killed many of our brothers and sisters in Maial.”

      That caused a murmur of consternation. It was the first such news any of those present had heard, and they were worried. They had not joined the cult to hear such talk. They had been promised success and power and worldly wealth. Balthazar raised a hand and said, “These are minor setbacks. I have spoken with the Lord of Skulls, and he has given me the means of ultimate victory.”

      One woman grunted in disbelief. An old man curled his lip in a sneer. Orm’s face wore an expression of mockery once more. Balthazar could not tell whether it was directed at him or the brethren.

      He sliced his finger on the edge of a blade and dribbled a drop of blood onto it. At the same time, he murmured a faint incantation and drew upon its power. The red of the blood flowed along the lines of the runes etched on the amulet’s surface. It became brighter and ruddier till it glowed like a hot coal surrounded by a cloud of Shadow. The woman who had grunted gasped. The old man raised a snowy eyebrow, and his sneer widened as if he was a watching a conjuring trick performed by a strolling jongleur.

      Balthazar spread his hands, and his shadow leapt to cover the wall. It changed, deepened, shimmered. The temperature dropped. Odd whispers mingled with the sound of dripping water.

      The sneer froze on the old man’s face. Orm’s features were a waxy mask. Sweat beaded his brow. They all sensed the power now. None of them could deny it. None of them wanted to become the focus of it. They did not know what it was for or what it could do. This went beyond anything any of them had witnessed in rituals before, save for Orm and those of the inner circle. None of them had ever seen anything like what he planned now.

      “Brothers and Sisters in Shadow, tonight the power we serve will be unleashed,” Balthazar told them. “Tonight you will wield it yourselves. Tonight you will be granted a taste of how things will be on the glorious day when those who serve the Lord of Skulls become like unto gods, and those who oppose us lament.”

      Smiles trembled on a few lips now. Eyes narrowed. The old man licked his lips. The soldier’s hand was white-knuckled on his sword, but he eyed Balthazar like a hungry man looking at a banquet. He could sense them thinking this was more like it. Their lust for power warred with their fear and swiftly conquered it, just as he had known it would.

      A feral look gleamed in every eye, a hunger to learn more and gain more that he well recognised, for he had felt it himself on many an occasion.

      “Tonight you will participate in a ceremony older than this world. You will perform a ritual to summon a god from the Outer Dark. You will be given power, as great as that known to any mortal mage and you will use it to further our ends, to win yourself a place at the side of Xothak when the Lord of Skulls returns to claim what is his. When all shall bend the knee before the Lord.”

      All true but not quite in the way the brethren of the coven expected it. No matter. They would get what they wanted. In a way.

      Suspicion still lurked in some eyes. They all knew that nothing was ever given freely, that everything had its price. Fortunately, in this case, he knew it was a price they would all be willing to pay. More than willing, glad.

      “Tonight I will invoke the ancient powers, to call them as prescribed by our most sacred rituals, to ask them to shower their blessings on you. In return you will perform one simple task.”

      There was a collective intake of breath. They all knew they were getting to the point of things now. Balthazar explained the plan and then dispatched Orm to begin his part.

      
* * *

      The hall was not as large as many Kormak had been in but it was big enough to make the space seem empty with so few people in it. Zamara and Anders and Rhiana sat at table with Orm and some his lieutenants. Servants brought in platters laden with meat and drink. It looked like a whole pig had been killed to provide the meat for this feast and Orm was not stinting with the wine.

      Zamara picked up a goblet a servant had poured for him and took a sip. “Very good. Castle Redhorn. Ten years old.”

      Orm shrugged and smiled his off-putting smile. “I can take no credit. Commander Herrero kept a famously good cellar. I have merely inherited it and his wine steward.”

      “He has certainly chosen a fine vintage,” said Zamara. “It tastes a little odd. I am wondering if transporting it all the way from Siderea has had some effect on it.”

      Orm shrugged and took the smallest of sips from his goblet. He smiled as if to indicate that he knew he was supposed to think it was good but evinced no obvious pleasure. “I would not know. I am no expert on fine wines. I am afraid my father could not afford such rich vintages. I have spent most of my life as a poor soldier.”

      “Then you should make the most of this opportunity,” said Zamara. “I am going to.”

      “It does me good to see a man with such a hearty appetite for the good things in life, but I am myself an abstinent man. As the Guardian appears to be. What is the matter, Sir Kormak? Is the wine not to your liking? Perhaps you would like to sample a different vintage.”

      Kormak had taken only the smallest sip of the wine. It tingled on his tongue ever so slightly and then his sense of taste diminished fractionally. He thought he detected the tang of dreamroot. His training in the use and abuse of medicinal drugs and poisons had been extensive. There was something about the setup here that made him uneasy. He did not normally drink heavily, and this strangeness in the wine made him even more reluctant to indulge.

      “Like yourself, Commander Orm, I never got into the habit of drinking much wine. Too often I have been in places where I needed to keep all my wits about me.”

      Orm’s smile became even more of a grimace. The man was concealing something, Kormak thought.

      “It is a pity. So often our upbringing prevents us from really appreciating life’s pleasures. Is that not so, Mistress Rhiana?”

      He reached over and patted the merwoman’s hand. She withdrew hers as if his touch was slimy. If he noticed, Orm gave no sign of it. Maybe he just tried too hard to be ingratiating, Kormak thought. He was not an attractive man, and he overcompensated for that.

      Orm reached over, ground two carving knives together and began to cut the meat. It had been cooked in a thick gravy. Orm cut a massive portion and placed it on a plate then he put it in front of Rhiana, then repeated the performance with everyone’s plate. He was making a point of serving them with his own hands. Everyone waited politely then Orm said, “Dig in,” and began to eat himself.

      The gravy was heavily spiced and once again Kormak thought he detected the faintest hint of something in it. His lips tingled and went a little numb. His sense of smell dulled a little. He felt a little elevated. He had to resist smiling happily at Rhiana. She hid her mouth with her hand, to keep him from seeing she was smiling back.

      Something odd here, Kormak thought. He chewed more slowly and tried to identify the tastes. Apple, and cinnamon and, yes, definitely dreamroot. Perhaps this was just part of the local cuisine.

      The others looked relaxed and a little sleepy. Rhiana yawned. It was hardly surprising. They had spent a hard few days on the road with little rest, and this was the first good meal they had had in ages. The fire was warm. They felt safe. The prospect of a pleasant meal and a warm bed loomed ahead of them.

      There was nothing to be worried about. Nonetheless, Kormak chewed slowly and inspected the others. Zamara held up his goblet and inspected the wine as if he found the way it reflected the light fascinating. Anders had drunk three goblets and was putting away another, like a man who might be taking his last drink. Rhiana’s shoulders had slumped, and she drummed her fingers on the table. The faint translucent webbing between them flickered in the lantern light.

      A man in the tunic of a soldier entered and gestured to Orm. The Commander rose and went over to the door. The soldier leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. Orm listened, nodded then listened some more. After the soldier finished, he turned to his guests and said, “You must forgive me, but some pressing administrative matters have come up. It’s something I must deal with personally, but I shall return in a few minutes. In the meantime, please make yourself comfortable and help yourselves to anything you want.”

      Zamara nodded. “Pressures of command,” he said. His words were slightly slurred. Kormak wondered at that. He had seen the Admiral drink before, and he had never seen him get so drunk so quickly. Perhaps it was the altitude or the effects of the past few strenuous days. Perhaps he was simply tired. “Hurry back, Commander. We look forward to your company.”

      Orm scurried from the chamber. Kormak watched him go. His hand toyed idly with the knife. Its blade seemed very sharp, and it glittered very brightly.

      
* * *

      Orm hurried down the stairs into the cellars to join the coven. That had gone well. His guests were sitting in the chamber like fatted calves waiting to be slaughtered. All except that accursed Guardian. He had eaten and drunk with considerable restraint. Orm was starting to dislike the man. He felt slighted by Kormak’s refusal to accept his hospitality in the spirit it had been offered.

      His excitement mounted. There was an elation in him that was not just brought on by the dreamroot-touched wine and meat. It was the thrill of a man expecting a transcendent religious experience. He remembered once as a youth being taken to hear the famous Frater Luminez preach. It had been a powerful revelatory experience and it had lived long in his memory, even after he had turned his face from the Holy Sun’s Light. He had the same feeling now about what Balthazar was going to do. The man was a prophet of sorts, and had a feeling for the ways of the Shadow. Orm reckoned he could go far attaching himself to Balthazar’s coat tails.

      He felt beneath his tunic for the sign of the Lord of Skulls. The lead felt dull and cool beneath his hands. He had rather enjoyed wearing it beneath his tunic while he talked with the Guardian. He was not normally a man to take needless risks, but somehow it felt right. He had made his allegiance clear and trusted in the Shadow to protect him, and it had.

      The coven all reached for their ceremonial daggers nervously as he entered. He had deliberately given them as much warning as he could by clumping down the stairs and still the fools started like scared rabbits. All except Balthazar. He looked calm and poised and ready to take on the mantle of ritual leader.

      “How did it go?” Balthazar asked as Orm entered the room and began dawning his black robe.

      “About as well as could be expected. Most of them dug in like trenchermen but the damned Guardian seemed to suspect something.”

      “You do not live long in his profession if you are not always sniffing around for trouble,” Balthazar said. Orm warmed to his tone. The man was speaking to him as an equal, one who understood his value. Here was a man he could follow. He wondered if it could be the dreamroot at work that made him think so, then dismissed the idea.

      “Well, let us pray to the Lord of Skulls he does not live through the night,” Orm said.

      “Have no fear on that score,” said Balthazar. “Come join us in fellowship. Form the ritual circle." Orm looked over at the gagged prisoner. He had begun to writhe. No doubt he would have screamed if it were not for the gag in his mouth.

      Oh well, we all have to make sacrifices, Orm thought and laughed inwardly at his little joke.
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      One by one the coven raised their blades in ritual salute. One by one they drew back the left sleeve of their robes. Balthazar did the same and then scratched his arm, drawing blood. He tasted it. The coven mirrored his action.

      He imagined the hundreds of priests who had done this. The line stretched back to the dawn of time, to those ages when the Old Ones had ruled humanity and the Lords of Shadow had ruled even them. One day soon those days would return, and those who helped that happen would be rewarded with power like unto that of a god.

      The old words in the Old Tongue came easily to him. Unlike most of those present Balthazar understood what they meant. He enjoyed that feeling of secret knowledge. He even enjoyed watching the prisoner squirm.

      Focus, he told himself. You are about to perform the most dangerous act you are ever likely to be called upon to perform. You will need your wits about you when the Lord of Skulls arrives. “If the Lord of Skulls arrives”, a small mocking voice in the back of his head said.

      He felt the slow burn of anger at that. The voice reminded him of the father who told him he would never amount to anything if he did not “get his nose out of those books”. His father would be shocked to see him now. His father would be appalled at the power he had found in some of those volumes. He could almost see the old man now. He could picture him as he lay on his deathbed, even then unable to give any sign of approval to his wayward, scholarly son.

      Focus. Now was not the time for such memories. Now was the time to draw upon his learning and do that which he had been set upon this earth to do.

      He chanted the words of submission and allegiance and all around him the cultists pledged their souls. They might not know the meaning of the words, but they knew that they were abasing themselves before a greater power. Their worship was one of the things that would draw Xothak from the Outer Dark.

      Balthazar looked within himself and found the core of power. He drew upon it as he chanted the words. His voice acquired grandeur and resonance. It thundered through the hidden cellar echoing off the basalt walls.

      He heard patterns within the sounds that spoke to him. They resonated within his bones. They whispered secret meanings about the universe and its nature. He felt that if he only listened hard enough, he could learn the secret of everything. He pushed such thoughts aside and concentrated. It was almost time.

      Balthazar’s voice was now louder than the voices of all the other coven members put together. They shrieked as if they were competing with him but it did not make any difference. No matter how forcefully they chanted the words, his voice all but drowned theirs out.

      The chains clanked, drawing his attention back to the prisoner. He ceased to writhe. Balthazar brought the blade arcing downwards to pierce flesh. He found the heart and twisted. Blood spurted forth over his hands. It spread across his face and dripped down over his upper lip onto his tongue. It tasted warm and different from that which had been on the blade earlier. He swallowed it, enjoying the metallic taste on his tongue then continued to speak.

      His breath came out in a cold cloud. Gooseflesh pimpled his skin. The shadows cast by the lanterns deepened and became pregnant with evil life. They shifted and moved at the corner of his eye.

      Shadows crept forward towards the sacrifice. They bore no relation to the light source. They had taken on a hungry life of their own and stretched out towards the dying man as if seeking sustenance.

      The shadows flowed over him and clung to his body. His flesh darkened, turning more grey and then blue and then black. His blood looked like oil.

      The sense of presence intensified. The cold air swirled around Balthazar like the breath of an ice dragon. He knew there was something there, that something had answered his call. He just could not see it yet.

      The sacrifice’s eyes opened. They had no whites. They glowed a terrible green. Strange laughter hissed from his mouth. He sat upright and tugged against the chains. They bent and strained but seemed to hold. Balthazar got the sense that that was only the case because the entity possessing the man’s body wished it to be. If it wanted to break free, it could.

      The Lord of Skulls was present and ready to work its will. Balthazar began to speak.

      
* * *

      Rhiana looked up with a dreamy expression on her face. Her eyes sought out Kormak’s, and for a moment she smiled. Kormak could see her pupils were pinpoints. It was as if she was under the influence of some drug. Then the translucent eyelid dropped into place over her eyes, and she looked alien.

      “Something’s out there,” she said. “Something dark and powerful. I can sense it.”

      Zamara looked up from his wine. His pupils were pinpoints too, and his voice was slurred. “Not again. Not here. Can’t a man enjoy his wine in peace?”

      “What is it?” Anders asked. He looked drunker than the Admiral, but he was more nervous. He was the one who had been kidnapped by cultists, so that was hardly surprising.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it.” There was an edge of hysteria to her voice that alarmed Kormak. This was a woman who had swum into the belly of Leviathan. She had hunted a deadly Old One through the labyrinths beneath the Palace Imperial. She was not a woman given to panic.

      Anders stood up. His hand went to his sword. “It seems our enemies have caught up with us even here.”

      “Will this never bloody end,” Zamara said. He pulled himself from his chair. “I suppose we had better look into this.”

      Kormak nodded. “Yes. We’d better.”

      
* * *

      Xothak picked through the memories of the sacrifice and identified the place and time. It looked at its summoner, seeing the glow of the man’s spirit as well as his physical form. It was a powerful soul and one steeped in sin. It was exactly the sort of delicacy that Xothak hungered for, but it still had need of Balthazar. There was a mission which it had entrusted to the man.

      The others were not quite so useful. Commonplace worshippers of the sort who had attended its summonings over a thousand centuries on a thousand worlds. They would provide some nutrition.

      Its servant had mentioned the man Kormak, who most definitely needed to die. Xothak had plans for the people of this tiny world, and that man had stood in their way. It might as well grant the boon its servant desired.

      It drew upon the part of itself that dwelled deep in the Outer Dark, pulling power through the pinhole that had let it enter this world. Energy flooded in, saturating the sacrifice’s brain with power and pleasure.

      Xothak needed to be wary. It was all too easy to let its thoughts be shaped by the form it wore. In this world, it was as limited by its host brain’s capacity to think as it was limited by its host body’s capacity to wield magic.

      It riffled through the language embedded in the corpse’s mind, matching the patterns  to one of the million tongues it knew. It found the words it was looking for.

      “My blessings upon you, beloved children,” Xothak said. The panic among its worshippers subsided. It had managed a simulacrum of reasonableness with its voice. More than that, it had found the tone of compulsion to which these peculiar monkeys would respond.

      They looked at their Lord now, children expecting a treat. “I will grant you power beyond your wildest dreams. You have been judged and been found worthy. You shall be elevated above all other mortals in my sight and rewarded with a portion of my divine strength.”

      As always the formula of the words got the desired response. The mortals no longer looked frightened. They looked enraptured. They believed what  was said and not just because of the magic woven into the spell. They genuinely thought they were deserving.

      A white-haired man flopped down at Xothak’s feet.

      The Lord of Skulls’ cold dead finger touched the lead amulet on the man’s chest. Lines of fire illuminated the etched eye and made its pupil burn, a greenishly glowing cat-slit. The old man’s back arched as the power flowed into him.

      Xothak reminded itself to be careful. These mortals were frail. Too much power would consume them like paper thrown into a fire.

      The man screamed orgasmically and rose to his feet. A sheen of shadow emerged from the amulet and flowed over his body, obscuring the lines of his face, masking him in pure darkness. His eyes glowed with green balefire. His hands became claws.

      Balthazar’s mouth was open in awe. “Shadowborn,” he said.

      “Testify, my child,” Xothak said, lifting the hand of the transformed human.

      The shadow-man opened his mouth. His teeth were dark. “I am filled with your divine power, Lord of Skulls. It has made me young again and strong, and I thank you and abase myself before you.”

      “You shall live forever in Shadow,” said Xothak. “Your soul in my keeping.”

      “Thank you, Lord,” said the Shadowborn. “I live to serve you in Shadow. Forever.”

      Xothak beckoned to another of the cultists. The one called Orm took a step forward, but Balthazar held him back.

      A flicker of annoyance passed through Xothak. Who was the mortal to come between the Lord of Skulls and its worshippers? Still, for now there were plenty to do its bidding, and it would provide an appropriate service for Orm to perform later.

      A woman advanced. She was young and beautiful as these mortals judged and she moved with a sinuous stride.  Xothak repeated the ritual gesture, charged her amulet and transformed her too.

      One by one it summoned coven members forward and changed them. “Go,” it told them. “Go out into the castle, find the Guardian and those with him and slay them.”

      The last two Xothak beckoned forward at the same time. It had something special in mind for them.

      Soon they were screaming.

      
* * *

      Kormak heard terrified cries from below. Servants ran shrieking through the corridors. Soldiers took up weapons. Somewhere nearby an alarm bell rang. He doubted it was because there was a fire within the keep.

      A servant girl ran by. Kormak grabbed her arm and said, “What is it?”

      “Demons, sir. There are demons in the castle.” She strained to break his grip, but he held her.

      “Demons? What do they look like?”

      “Demons, sir. I did not see them, but Chef did. He shouted the demons were coming and that we should flee as he bolted out of the castle.

      She clearly knew nothing, was simply part of the growing panic. He let her go.

      Zamara looked at Kormak. “Lead on, Sir Guardian. This is your field.”

      His words were still slurred by wine and dreamroot but at least he did not sound afraid. It looked more and more like they had been deliberately drugged to slow them down.

      Kormak lengthened his stride and made his way towards the loudest screams. It sounded like a massacre was taking place down there.

      
* * *

      Balthazar watched in horror and awe as the Lord of Skulls extended its power. It drew the last two coven members to it, wrapping them in its embrace. Each of its dead hands touched an amulet, and each sprang to glowing life as all the previous ones had. Shadows flowed out from talismans and covered their bearers’ bodies.

      The shadows flowed out from them and over the form in which Xothak had manifested. For a moment, it looked like a strange three-headed hybrid.

      The ecstatic screams of the coven members continued, muffled and not quite so joyous. The flesh concealed within the cloak of darkness liquified until an amorphous mass pulsed in the dim lantern light.

      Slowly, it took shape, becoming man-like but much larger, half again as tall as it had been and almost twice as broad. Its arms were as thick around as a strong man’s thighs. On each bicep was the cultists’ lead amulet, pulsing with deadly power. The face resembled that of a carved skull. The creature’s eyes glowed with a hellish green intensity.

      The monster moved towards Balthazar, looming over him, large as a giant. The Count flinched as one massive claw reached out and touched his amulet. He fully expected to be absorbed into the Lord of Skulls’ form as the others had been.

      Instead, he felt the sensation of power flowing out of Xothak and into the amulet as it had at the previous ritual. He was being granted another pool of sorcerous strength. The gift of magical power was being renewed. Gratitude mingled with fear.

      Booming laughter filled the cellar, a mirth as alien as it was chilling. “Do not worry, beloved servant. I have no need of your essence. It has been long since I wore mortal form and bestrode this world and I would do so again. I would bring the word of the coming of Shadowfall to those who most need to hear it.”

      “Thank you, great one,” Balthazar said and meant it.

      The Lord of Skulls turned and flowed from the cellar. It was the only word Balthazar could think of. Its lower half did not have visible legs.

      Orm grabbed Balthazar’s arm. “What just happened here? Why am I not granted immortality?”

      Balthazar looked at him with contempt. “The only immortality those wretches are going to get is having their souls absorbed into the corpus of Xothak. He has granted them power for his own purposes.”

      Balthazar sincerely hoped he was right. He would hate to have missed out on his own chance for eternal life.
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      Wearing its newly transformed body, Xothak flowed through the corridors of Helgard Keep.

      It took in a breath of the night air. It made small adjustments to its sensory organs and drank in the pheromonal tang of terror. It adjusted its eyes and probed the shadows.

      It had modified this form to its needs. It could perceive more than any of the mortals could. It could sense the flows of magic all around and scent the souls of mortals. It tasted the beautiful tang of fear in the air as the Shadowborn spread terror and chaos.

      Pulsing delicious life swarmed around it. Many souls congregated in this keep. There were more in the town below and more and more spread out across the world. Xothak dimly sensed the remnants of the network of runestones that had once drained life from the land and fed it into the Outer Dark.

      The Auratheans had ended that, but it could all be built again. The entire globe would become a vast morsel for Xothak to consume until all life was gone and only the walking dead marched across the pock-marked face of the desolate world. The beauty of the vision brought a smile to Xothak’s lips.

      It sniffed the air with senses both physical and spiritual. There was nourishment here. Soon its faith would spread once more from this place, and this world would begin to die.

      
* * *

      Kormak raced round the corner and found himself face to face with a demon. It was about the height of a man but appeared more like a living shadow than a creature of substance. That it could harm mortals was made evident by the corpse at its feet and the red blood staining its dark talons.

      It reached out for Kormak and the chill intensified. He threw himself backwards, away from it, reaching up for his blade. Zamara dived forward, slashing with the cutlass he had already drawn. The weapon sliced through the demon’s flesh as if it were made of gossamer, but the disrupted flesh knit behind it, leaving no trace of the Admiral’s blow. Zamara himself lurched off balance. He had expected to hit something much more solid.

      Kormak’s dwarf-forged blade blazed in his hand, the runes responding to the presence of evil magic. He lashed out at the shadow-creature. It evaded his blow with contemptuous ease, flickered backwards and away, stepped in the shadows and was gone.

      “What in hell was that?” Zamara asked.

      “Shadowborn,” Kormak said. “A soul possessed by a power of the Shadow.”

      “Just once I wish you could not answer my questions about these beasts quite so easily.”

      “How did they get past the elder signs?” Anders asked.

      “They could have been summoned from inside.”

      “Traitors?”

      “Most likely.”

      A scream sounded from behind them. Kormak turned and saw a single arm had emerged from the shadows and gripped Anders’s throat.

      The mercenary’s face had turned grey. His eyes were wide and horrified. Darkness clung to his skin and seemed to be spreading.

      Kormak threw himself forward, blade flashing down. The smell of ozone filled the air as it contacted the gossamer arm. Light blazed and what was left of the arm retracted into the shadow. A moment later, a humanoid form tumbled out of the murk, falling like a man who had just lost a limb. Kormak aimed his blade at where the heart would have been and lunged. Torn shreds of shadow flapped away to reveal a man garbed as a soldier.

      “At least your blade affects these things,” Zamara said. “Mine didn’t.”

      Kormak bent over Anders. There was what appeared to be a black hand print on the man’s throat. The soldier was pale and shivering. “So cold,” he said.

      “They devour souls,” Kormak said. “It took a part of yours. Hopefully, it flowed back when I severed the demon’s limb. We’ll need to wait and see.”

      Kormak took out his elder sign and pressed it against the handprint. There was a smell of sizzling flesh. Anders screamed. The dark hand print faded into a ruddy raw patch of flesh.

      “I feel a bit better,” Anders said. He sounded very shaky.

      “You were lucky. Left to its own devices that thing might have transformed you into something like it.

      “You’re not reassuring me, Guardian,” Zamara said.

      “You should be safe. You are wearing your elder sign.”

      “I am not,” said Rhiana.

      “Then stay close to me. You would not want to be caught by one of those things.”

      She did not argue.

      
* * *

      Laughing, Xothak strode through the keep, drunk on terror and made ecstatic by fear. It revelled in the banquet of horror, and it sought ways to intensify it.

      The Lord of Skulls drew upon its power, shaped it like a potter moulding clay. Not for Xothak the need to howl spells and make strange gestures. It was a being of natural magic. It drew on the darkness within itself and spread its hands. A layer of shadow flowed from its skin onto the ground forming a second larger shadow. Xothak poured more and more power into it, and the darkness  spread up the corridor.

      The shadow swirled over lights, extinguishing them. It touched mortal souls and filled them with terror. The temperature dropped, and the air misted. The Lord of Skulls was creating a perfect hunting ground for its children.

      
* * *

      The wave of shadow raced towards them up the corridor, a tide of darkness that seemed bent on overrunning the world.

      “What the hell?” muttered Zamara. The wave passed over around them. The torches guttered and died away to embers. The air chilled. Kormak felt the amulet on his chest grow momentarily warm as it combated some evil magic.

      “What’s going on?” Anders asked. He sounded feverish. His words were slurred. Maybe it was the effect of the dreamroot in the food. “Why are the lights going out?”

      Screams were his answer. The howls of people in agony, dying where they stood.

      “Because it favours whatever is out there,” Rhiana said. She reached inside her jerkin and produced the green pearl. Its light seemed much dimmer and more ghostly, but it provided them with more illumination than the runes on Kormak’s blade.

      “What is going on?” Zamara asked. He sounded on the edge of panic as well.

      “Shadow touches the earth here,” Kormak said. “Its servants are abroad.”

      
* * *

      Xothak walked out into the courtyard and raised its arms. A dome of shadow cut off the light of the moon. From beyond the gates came the tolling of more alarm bells and the roar of horns being sounded.

      The alien being luxuriated in the sheer physicality of being incarnated once more, even as it chafed against the restrictions. It could remember being so much more than this sack of flesh, but the memory was flat and distant. It was aware also that its body, even modified as it was, was not capable of sustaining it in this world for long. It was burning out, ageing rapidly as Xothak's use of power put an unnatural strain on it.

      There had been a time when the Lord of Skulls had walked this world often, manifesting at the call of priests whose worship nourished it, devouring sacrifices that had been offered, teaching wisdom and secrets to these tiny entities in return for sustenance.

      It knew instinctively that soon it would be time to return on a more permanent basis. The worlds and sub-worlds were drifting into conjunction. The stars that measured such things were almost aligned. Shadowfall was coming.

      Shadowfall. This slow, meat brain was distracting it from its purpose. It should be doing its best to accelerate the coming of Shadowfall, to ready these mortals to be ruled once more, to prepare their world to be devoured.

      There was work to be done here. It was not simply a case of enjoying the pleasures of the flesh. There was a man here it needed to kill. The creature’s lips twisted into a snarl. It was almost insulting that it should have to do this.

      A memory from its human brain emerged. A man slapping a mosquito. That was what it was doing. A man was as much above the insect as Xothak was above a man, but a mosquito was capable of spreading diseases that could kill a man. If that man happened to be important as these mortals measured things, a priest-king or a general, then the mosquito could affect the history of worlds. This Kormak might prove to be like such a mosquito. If he was allowed to live.

      Xothak exerted its powers again, looked through the eyes of its servants, caught flickers of multiple images from multiple minds that now housed small shards of its own.

      Soldiers in barracks, grabbing weapons, screaming in the sudden dark as they died beneath its claws.

      A woman lying on the ground, blood spreading from her open chest as the Lord of Skulls ate her heart and devoured her soul.

      A boy screaming in terror as he watched shadows flow over his body and felt his mind submerge beneath an inrushing tide of darkness.

      Xothak dug for a memory. It had seen its prey. It had almost possessed the body of a man standing close to it. It recalled the blaze of the dreadful runes on its prey’s blade, and the oddly repellent power of the amulets he wore, so reminiscent of the dreadful Auratheans of old.

      That was its target. That was the man who had thwarted the efforts of its worshippers. That was the man who needed to die before this night was over. It focused its mind and power again.

      It was a simple enough task. All Xothak had to do was spread the contagion of Shadow through the keep and then used the massed horde of its followers to overwhelm this Guardian.

      It concentrated for a moment, drew deeply from the well of power within itself and sent another wave of hungry shadows swarming through the keep.

      
* * *

      The green pearl’s light showed a flight of stairs curving down. That might have proved useful under normal circumstances. The curve was intended to give an advantage to a right-handed defender on the higher ground. It might still prove useful if any physical foes came upon them.

      Zamara’s face looked ghastly in the pearl’s glow. He looked like one of the walking dead. The emerald luminescence was reflected in his eyes, giving them an uncanny look. “It sounds like there’s a battle going on down there,” he said.

      “It sounds like a slaughter,” Rhiana said.

      Kormak agreed with her. Those were screams of terror. The uncanny thing was that the attackers appeared to be making no sound. There were no roars or hisses or other audible signs of something attacking. There was no clash of weapons.

      There was a note of horror in those voices that went beyond mere fear. There were people suffering down there. It made him angry. And the sense of his powerlessness made him angrier. He would have been happy with a foe in front of him, with something to strike. At that moment he would have welcomed another Shadowborn.

      “More of those shadow creatures, you think?” Anders asked. His voice was quiet as if he feared to draw attention to himself by speaking above a whisper.

      Kormak nodded.

      “It seems an unlikely coincidence that they should choose the night of our arrival to attack,” said Zamara.

      “I doubt it is a coincidence at all,” said Kormak.

      “I knew you were going to say that,” said Zamara. “You always manage to find a way to make me feel worse about these things.”

      “A man has to take his pleasures where he finds them.”

      “There’s no need to sound so bloody cheerful about it,” said Zamara. Kormak realised that in a way he did sound cheerful. He was doing what he had been trained to do, and he felt more alive. He was angry, but he was elated. His heart thundered in his chest, and his skin crawled. He knew that every moment might prove to be his last and that gave them a savour that nothing else could.

      “Someone is causing this,” Kormak said. “Someone summoned these monsters and brought this darkness. We need to find them and put a stop to it.”

      “I think you mean that you need to find them,” Anders said. “There’s not much any of the rest of us can do.”

      “Don’t underestimate what mortals can do against the Shadow,” Kormak said. “Just by resisting it, you are doing your part. Arm yourself with any torches we come across. Flame will hurt the minions of Shadow.”

      Rhiana’s eyes widened. “Something just drew on an enormous amount of magical power. So great that I can sense it through these walls and wards.”

      Even as she spoke, another tide of darkness flowed around them. The runes on Kormak’s blade blazed brighter. The green light of the pearl dimmed and flickered like a candle flame caught in a draft.

      “It is a thing of immense power,” Rhiana said. “And it is hungry.”

      “Which way?” Kormak asked.

      “Down,” she said. “Down below.”
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      They emerged at the foot of the stairs onto a short landing. The torches glowed like embers of an almost dead fire even though when they got close to them the heat showed they were burning normally.

      Zamara shouted as a wispy arm emerged from an alcove and made a grab for him. He cut at it with his blade, tearing at the ribbon of shadow. It reknit behind the cut and went for his throat. This time, Kormak was ready. His blade cleaved through the Shadowborn’s limb before it could grasp the Admiral. He aimed his stroke at the wall from which the air had come, and it buried itself in something.

      A body tumbled forward, losing its shadow nature, starting to look more human almost at once. Something clinked against the floor where it fell.

      “What was that?” Zamara asked.

      Kormak bent down to take a look. His hand fumbled in the darkness and touched something cool and metallic. His flesh tingled when he encountered it. His fingers found a chain and the tingling stopped. He raised the thing to eye level, beckoned for Rhiana to bring her pearl-light closer.

      “It looks like an amulet of some sort,” she said.

      “The sign of Xothak,” Kormak said. “This man was one of his followers.”

      Zamara turned him over with a booted foot. The man’s face was revealed in the gloom. He looked old and white haired. “Not one of ours,” the Admiral said. He sounded relieved.

      “I know that man,” said Anders. “His name is Morian. He is a rich merchant. He sometimes used to show up at the Governor’s balls when we were on sentry duty. Our company did some work for him, guarding caravans later.”

      “A merchant like our friend Orson,” said Kormak.

      “They weren’t friends,” Anders said. “They were supposed to be cut-throat rivals.”

      “It might have been a pretence to throw of suspicion they were working for the same cause,” Kormak said.

      “What could have turned this man into one of those fiends?” Zamara asked.

      “Magic. Obviously,” Kormak said. “A spell set in the amulet. Maybe he was transformed against his will, but I doubt it. A man can resist such spells if he sets his mind to it.”

      “And if he is prepared,” Rhiana said. She looked at Anders. Kormak remembered the way the shadow had spread across his skin earlier. It was possible that had been the first part of a spell intended to transform him into one of these creatures.

      Perhaps the curse of possession could spread like the plague. That would not be good. It might mean they would soon be facing a castle full of these creatures. He doubted that panicked soldiers and servants would be in any state of mind to resist such wicked magic.

      “All of you stay close to me,” Kormak said.

      “You think you can protect us all?” Zamara said.

      “If I can’t I can kill you before the Shadow takes possession of your soul.”

      “I find that oddly comforting,” said the Admiral.

      “Better hope it does not come to that,” Anders said.

      “That’s not what worries me,” said Kormak.

      “Oh good,” said Zamara. “What really troubles you, Guardian?”

      “The amount of magical power being used here is beyond that of any sorcerer I have encountered. It would take an archmage to work magic on this scale, and I doubt that one has been hiding away out here waiting for us to arrive.”

      “Balthazar was powerful,” Zamara said.

      “Not this powerful.”

      “He’s right,” Rhiana said. “This has the spiritual scent of a being of enormous power, something not even remotely human.”

      “An Old One,” said Zamara.

      “Possibly,” said Kormak.

      “It does not feel like an Old One using magic,” Rhiana said. “This has the taint of Shadow, to it.”

      “A demon then?” Zamara gulped audibly, but his voice still sounded firm.

      “It seems likely.”

      “What can we do against one of those?” Anders asked.

      “We’re not going to manage anything if we stand here talking,” Kormak said. He knew he had to get them moving again otherwise fear and inertia would hold them in place.

      He placed the flat of his blade against the amulet. Green lightning danced from talisman to weapon. Runes blazed on the sword’s surface. The smell of ozone and something worse filled the air. The amulet became inert. It no longer tingled when he placed his hand on it. He smashed it against the wall and moved on.

      
* * *

      Xothak felt the life go out of another of its servants. Briefly, it had a sense of its prey and its terrible blade. If it focused, it could watch him through their eyes. At least until the Guardian brought his weapon down on them and drove out the shard of Xothak’s essence within them.

      The Lord of Skulls continued to exert its will, pouring forth shadow, providing strength to the remaining cultists. The souls they consumed went some way towards replenishing Xothak’s energy but could not replace it all. Its flesh sloughed away. The air around the creature reeked of the charnel house, rot, and burning meat. It found the scent intoxicating.

      Xothak watched its worshippers rampage through the keep. With every servant or soldier who fell, the inexorable spread of its spell became faster. Now there was more than twice the number of Shadowborn it had first created and the number increased as the transformed humans sought out more sustenance.

      Of course, the strain on Xothak’s stolen form became greater and greater as the demands on its power increased but nonetheless it was happy. Soon it would have the army it needed to exterminate the foe.

      Across bedrooms, former soldiers chased and transformed serving maids. In the kitchen, terrified staff huddled round the cooking fire while their former colleagues stalked around the circle of heat and light.

      A fat man in the uniform of a chef held a blazing brand in his hand. It seemed as if at least one person had discovered that fire could harm Xothak’s servants. The fat man needed to be the first to be dragged down. Xothak sent an order to the three Shadowborn in the room, and they pounced on their intended victim.

      In the cellar, Balthazar and Orm huddled. Xothak sensed their worry through their amulets. Even its worshippers were afraid of what they had unleashed. Good. They ought to be. By the time this night was over, they would know the extent of their master’s power and abase themselves before it.

      Shadowborn swarmed through the keep now. Xothak was reaching the limits of what this host body was capable of supporting. Soon it would be time to turn his pawns on the Guardian. Even as that thought occurred, another idea struck.

      Xothak instantly gave it voice.

      
* * *

      “Hear me mortals,” a gigantic voice boomed out of the darkness. It sounded as if it came from dozens of mouths all shouting at once. “There is one among you, a heretic and an unbeliever, an outlander called Kormak. He wears the signs and carries the weapons of a Guardian of the Dawn. He is offensive in the eyes of your god. Slay him and your lives will be spared. Let him live, and you will be consumed by the Shadow.”

      Zamara looked at Kormak. “What do you think? Should I put a blade in your back and save my life?”

      He tried to make it sound like a joke, but there was a note of uncertainty in his voice.

      “It’s an old trick of the minions of Shadow,” Kormak said. “To try and turn us against each other. If I am slain, the greatest threat to whoever is channelling the power of Shadow in this place is removed.”

      “Perhaps the only threat,” Rhiana said.

      “No,” said Kormak. “There are more torches down here. Use them against any of the Shadow things that attack us.”

      “I am now rather more worried about other things,” said Zamara. “I feel like a bounty just got put on our heads and everyone will be trying to collect it.”

      “I don’t think you’re wrong,” said Anders. A group of soldiers rushed up the stairs, saw them standing there and pointed at Kormak.

      “Defend yourselves,” Kormak said.

      “I take it you mean with the sword,” Zamara said. “These look like mortal men.”

      “Use whatever you like, but if anyone attacks us, kill them,” he said. He made sure he said the words loud enough for the soldiers to hear. It did not stop them charging.

      
* * *

      Xothak observed through the eyes of a servant as the mortal soldiers attacked the Guardian and his companions. It was like watching a group of puppies attack a jaguar. The soldiers, experienced warriors though they might have been, were cut down like grass before a scythe.

      No matter. Xothak had not expected them to succeed. All it wanted to do was weaken its foes, and exhaust their strength while it gathered its own.

      It raised one of its human hands in front of its face. The skin was rotting away. Xothak felt the slow erosion of its toehold in this world. It could shift its consciousness to the other shards of its power, but they had not been prepared like this one and would burn out even quicker. Time was growing short.

      Xothak commanded its forces to gather and directed them towards its foe.

      
* * *

      The stairs led down to the Great Hall. Here the darkness was even thicker, and there was a sense of terrifying presence. It was like looking into a dark still lake in which you knew there were alligators present. They might not be visible, but you were in no doubt that they were there.

      Kormak raised his hand. The others halted. He could feel the heat of their torches on the back of his neck, even if they only gave out a tiny fraction of the light they normally would.

      “What is it?” Anders asked. His voice sounded ragged. He was breathing heavily after their fight with the soldiers.

      “There’s something down there,” Rhiana said. “A lot of somethings.”

      “Not the source of the magic, though,” Kormak said, his voice grim. The soldiers he had killed were not servants of the Shadow, just terrified men trying to stay alive. He did not like the fact that he had been forced to cut them down. Someone would pay for that.

      “No. Not the source. That is in the courtyard beyond.”

      “We’re going to have to go through the hall anyway,” said Zamara. “If we’re going to get that thing. Even if we are just going to get out of here.”

      He did not sound happy about either idea, but he knew as well as everyone else that there was no safe place behind them. Perhaps if they got to the Temple of the Holy Sun, they would be safe. It was warded. That would not do anything to remove whatever was behind the Shadow in this place, though.

      “You’re right,” Kormak said. “Stay close. If you stray too far from my blade, you will be lost.”

      “Let’s go,” Zamara said. He began to advance down the last of the stairs. His booted feet rang on the paving stones. A moment later a host of shadowy limbs erupted from the darkness reaching for him.

      
* * *

      Xothak watched its servants attack. The Shadowborn were all but immune to mortal weapons. They outnumbered their foes, and they were filled with the unshakable conviction of victory that Xothak’s power gave them.

      It should have been an easy victory, but it wasn’t. The accursed mortals were armed with firebrands that unknit the substance of Shadow wherever it touched, burning it like it was mere mortal flesh.

      The deadly blade the Guardian carried was much worse. It was like a thunderbolt borne by a mortal god. A Shadowborn merely had to emerge from cover to be struck down. Those who were slowed by the torch-burns were the easiest of prey. Its overconfident legion was half destroyed before the mortals were halfway across the hall.

      It slowly percolated through the filter of Xothak’s mortal brain that its enemies were not fleeing. They were looking for it. Their sheer arrogance was astonishing. It felt a faint surge of fear, a product of the still functioning glands of this stolen body. Xothak dismissed it at once. If the mortals emerged into the courtyard, they would be destroyed.

      Nonetheless, Xothak ordered the rest of his force to retreat. There was another card to play.
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      Kormak’s breath came in gasps. The darkness lessened. The torchlight was brighter. For a few terrible moments, he had feared that they would be overwhelmed by the sheer weight of numbers of their foes. So many of the shadow things had emerged so quickly. It had taken all of his strength and quickness to strike them down before they could claim another victim.

      “Still ahead of us?” Kormak asked. He did not bother to look at Rhiana. He did not want to be distracted.

      “Still ahead of us,” she replied. “What’s going on? The pearl’s glow is brighter, and we haven’t been attacked for ten heartbeats. I thought they were just going to keep coming until we were finished off.”

      He could hear the undercurrent of controlled fear in her voice.

      “We’ve beaten them,” said Zamara. “They can’t take any more.”

      He was trying to sound confident, but it was obvious from his tone that he did not believe what he was saying. He was just whistling in the dark, trying to keep his courage up.

      “That seemed a little too easy,” said Rhiana.

      “You call that easy,” said Anders. “You must have been in tougher battles than I ever was.”

      “What’s that noise?” Zamara asked.

      “What’s that smell?” added Rhiana.

      From ahead of them came a hideous slurping sound, and a smell of excrement and rotting meat. The tang of blight intensified with every moment. The neighs of terrified horses filled the air.

      “I don’t think it’s anything good,” said Anders.

      “You don’t say,” said Rhiana.

      “We’re not getting younger,” said Kormak.

      “If we go out there, we might not get any older,” said Anders.

      “You didn’t really expect to live forever, did you?” Rhiana asked.

      “I was going to give it my best efforts,” said Anders.

      “Everybody dies,” Kormak said.

      “And on that cheerful note, let us proceed,” said Zamara.

      
* * *

      Xothak drew its surviving servants to it. One by one they emerged from the surrounding darkness. One by one they joined their shadowy integument and then their flesh and blood and souls to its own. They merged into the host body adding mass and power.

      The Lord of Skulls gained size and weight. Its arms and legs became those of a giant. Its chest thickened and its shoulders broadened.

      Xothak's point of view shifted as its body added the height of a man and the weight of ten. It was not a form that could be held together by the normal architecture of a human body. It took magic to compensate for its distortions and the extra strain placed on its organs.

      Each life Xothak harvested added a freight of recollections and sensations as well as a few heartbeats to the time the Lord of Skulls could remain in this place.

      Flickers of memories flashed across the surface of Xothak’s mind. It recalled childhoods spent in noble mansions, teeming slums, inns, and wagons. It saw the hives these insects swarmed through, felt the press of fleshy life all around, remembered the satisfaction of a hundred appetites for food and drink and sex and power.

      It knew all of their hungers and all of their sins. It saw their petty dreams and ambitions and lusts, and it felt over and over again the one lust that dominated all others in his worshipper’s minds, the lust for power and dominance.

      It was ironic that the drive for individual power had led all of the humans to being absorbed into Xothak’s one vast mind. Their trivial memories would live forever within it. They would have their promised immortality.

      The giant form was unwieldy and it could not, without some modification, fit into the corridors of the castle, but that did not matter now. In their unspeakable arrogance, pygmy foes were coming to challenge the Lord of Skulls. It would teach them the error of their ways.

      Xothak reached down and picked up an enormous block of paving stone. It came free from the ground and dripped cloying wet earth as it was raised aloft. The Lord of Skulls would crush the arrogant insects who had set their will against it.

      
* * *

      “What do you think is going on up there?” Orm asked Balthazar. He was drywashing his hands incessantly. Balthazar sensed the flow of energy all around him. Xothak was working some mighty sorcery. Despite this, the darkness was lessening. What could be going on? Surely the accursed Guardian could not be defeating their overlord.

      “I don’t know,” said Balthazar. “Perhaps you should go up and take a look.”

      Orm looked at him. “Perhaps we both should.”

      Balthazar considered this. Terrible things were going on in the castle above them, and there was always the possibility that if they went up there, they would accidentally walk into the trap their master had set for their foes.

      The Shadowborn might kill them as easily as they killed everyone else. Some of them had fancied themselves as rivals to Balthazar before their transformation. Perhaps they would take advantage of their new status to remove him from the picture. It was possible after all that they might be returned to human form after this night, and if he was not there, the cult would need a new leader. Most of them would feel themselves to be qualified after being touched by their god.

      And there was always the unthinkable possibility that the Guardian had survived. It was not that Balthazar believed any mortal capable of prevailing over their master. It was rather that this man had proven himself to be too lucky. It was almost as if he was favoured by the Holy Sun, and that the Light watched over him and warded him.

      He realised that his thoughts were very close to blasphemy and that it was entirely possible that Xothak could sense them. He could not keep them from his mind, so he tried to dismiss them. They returned. He was not going up because he feared what might happen, he told himself. He wanted to go up and witness his master’s triumph.

      Yes. That was it. They would both go. They would hopefully be in time to see the vanquishing of the Light and the triumph of the Shadow. And if anything had gone wrong at least they would not be hunted like rats through the corridors of the dungeon.

      Balthazar touched his amulet. It seethed with power. He could think of a way of escaping if he needed to. Not that he would need to. No. Not at all.

      “We shall go up and observe our master’s victory,” he told Orm. He gestured for the soldier to go first, in case they met any enemies on the stairs.

      
* * *

      The shadows swirled around Kormak like clouds scudding before a chill wind. They flowed out of the keep and into the courtyard. He did not like that at all. In spite of this courtyard was becoming brighter. Silver spears of moonlight stabbed down, forming pools on the flagstones.

      The Guardian stepped through the door and flinched when he saw what waited for him. The creature was gigantic, vaguely man-shaped but twice as tall and far broader, more like a great ape than a human being. Its chest was enormous. Its breathing sounded like a bellows. Shadows covered it like a raiment, darkening the skin and giving the creature an unreal look. Eyes of glowing green peered from the great globule of its head. In its massive paws, it held a huge slab of rock uprooted from the ground beneath it. Shadows pooled around the creature, shimmering and dancing as if the giant were illuminated from a hundred different shifting light sources.

      It tossed the stone with the speed and ease of a child throwing a pebble.

      “Look out,” Kormak shouted, throwing himself flat. The stone hurtled overhead, swift as a crossbow bolt. It crunched into the doorway. Chips of flying stone struck Kormak on the back and cheek. His armour stopped most of it, but blood dripped down his face from a gash. The creature was already stooping to pick up another stone.

      Kormak raced forward, praying to the Holy Sun that none of his companions had been slain by the impact of that mighty slab of rock.

      Other human beings were emerging from other doorways. As soon as they saw what was going on, most retreated the way they came. One or two soldiers aimed crossbows at Kormak. Some of the others drew a bead on the monster.

      Kormak threw himself to one side as a crossbow bolt shattered on the stone behind his head. Fortunately, the light was still not good enough for the attacker to get a good shot at him.

      He sprinted across the courtyard avoiding the pools of shadow just in case they contained any nasty surprises.

      The creature hefted another huge stone. Great muscles bulged and swelled in its forearms as it prepared to throw. At the last second, Kormak threw himself backward on his heels. The stone blurred past his face. He felt the cold wind of its passage.

      Two more figures emerged in a doorway behind the monster, near a stairway leading up into the tower. Kormak recognised them. Balthazar and Commander Orm, moving together like conspirators.

      He cursed. Balthazar must have been here all along. It was mostly likely him who had summoned this great demon. There would be a reckoning for that. Provided Kormak survived the next few minutes.

      Another crossbow bolt clattered off the stonework nearby. Lucky. He had been lucky. That bolt could so easily have bit home, killing him or slowing him down for the monster’s next strike.

      Kormak raced forward once again, raising his blade to strike. The monster gestured. Paving stones erupted from the ground all around the Guardian, impelled by the power of dark magic, driven through the air by its pulse.

      He had fallen into the trap of thinking the monster a mere stupid ogre using missiles as its chosen weapon. He had been overconfident in the power of his amulets to protect him. They might be able to stop any direct magic, but the thrown stones were physical. Once in motion, momentum kept them moving even if the magical power that had set them going was neutralised.

      A whirlwind of bricks and cobblestones smashed into him, sending ripples of agony through his entire body.

      
* * *

      Balthazar smirked as he saw the Guardian fall into the Lord of Skulls’ trap. The man’s brazen overconfidence had been used against him. The cloud of stones smashed towards Kormak. Incredibly the man dodged some and deflected others with his blade but many more of them impacted into his body with bruising, possibly bone-breaking impact.

      Somehow, by hunching and sweeping with his blade, he had avoided being hit on the head, but he was battered and slowed by Xothak’s onslaught. The Lord of Skulls was going to remove his threat forever.

      
* * *

      Anders’s heart sank as he watched the hail of rubble hammer into the Guardian. A large stone impacted on Kormak’s chest, sending him tumbling. Somehow, the Guardian kept moving and kept attempting to defend himself, but it was obvious that he could not survive much longer. It was equally obvious that once he was dead, there was nothing to prevent the demonic giant from slaying them all.

      The mercenary held the torch tightly in his hand and glanced around looking for a way to escape. There was none. The keep had turned into an immense death trap. If they fled back into the castle the Shadowborn would come for them in the darkness, and the only way out was to get past the giant, and it had already shown it was capable of stopping them quite easily.

      He turned and looked at Zamara. If the Admiral had any bright ideas about how to turn this situation around, he gave no sign of it. Rhiana looked pale and desperate in the light of the pearl. She did not seem sure whether to advance or flee.

      The torch burned brightly in his hand. The torch. Of course, flame would hurt the creature of Shadow. All he had to do was get close enough to burn it. He doubted he would have any better luck with that than the Guardian.

      The sound of panicked animals came from the stables. The horses could sense the presence of the demon and it was terrifying them. They were starting to kick their way out of their stalls. Even as that thought occurred to Anders a huge black mare emerged from the stable foaming at the mouth, eyes rolling in panic. Other horses were behind her. Their movement attracted the attention of the demon. It sent a massive slab of stone hurtling at the black mare, killing her outright. Her death sent the rest of the beasts into a panic.

      Still, thought Anders, they might provide some cover. He raced across to the stables, not sure what he would find, but thinking anything had to be better than standing here waiting for death to come. The others followed him.

      Zamara vaulted onto the back of a steed. It bucked beneath him as he fought to control it.
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      Another heavy piece of stone hurtled into Kormak. Pain blasted through his ribs. He raised his left arm just in time to block another piece of rock from hitting his face. His reward was a surge of pain in the bicep. He glanced over at his foe. The monster stood there, triumphant. Its hand was empty of anything to throw. Perhaps it felt it no longer needed it. Behind him, Kormak could hear the whinnying of panicked horses. The smell of blood filled the air.

      He was hanging on to consciousness by a hair. He could not take much more of this pounding. The demon looked thinner now as if it was losing mass. There was a smell of burning and corruption in the air. Was it possible the creature was consuming itself as it worked its magic? If so, all he needed to do was hold on for a little bit longer.

      His teeth bared in a wolfish smile. There was not much chance of that. He needed to do something now, or he was finished. From behind him, he heard the sudden sound of clopping hooves and a war-cry shrieked in challenge.

      Looking back he saw that Zamara had somehow mounted a warhorse and was sweeping towards the shadow demon. His charger looked insane with fear and rage, but somehow the Admiral was guiding it. Behind him, Anders had managed to get onto a beast as well. It bucked and swayed and refused to move. The demon’s head turned towards this disturbance. For a moment, the smashing of rocks slackened.

      It was now or never, Kormak thought.

      
* * *

      Xothak could not afford to allow itself to be distracted by the charging horsemen. There were powers within the Guardian’s blade which would destroy this carefully constructed mortal form and banish it from this world.

      The cloud of flying debris kept flowing towards the Guardian.

      Something massive smashed into Xothak. Huge hooves connected with its form. They hurt. Xothak reached out with massive claws to slay the thing that had caused it an instant of pain.

      
* * *

      The gall of defeat filled Kormak’s mouth as the hail of flying stones smashed into him. He ducked and weaved and rolled, always trying to keep moving towards the demon, protecting his head with his left arm, his sword still clutched in his right.

      He felt a flash of hope when Zamara’s steed smashed into the demon. It faded as great dark claws reached out and buried themselves in the horse’s flesh. Shadows started to spread across its skin.

      Zamara vaulted clear of the saddle and landed on the ground in front of the monster’s feet. As he did so, Anders and Rhiana, carrying blazing torches, charged across the courtyard. They had the look of people who knew they were going to die but intended to go down fighting written on their faces.

      He could not allow them to die. The demon swelled in his vision. Its claws had dug right into the horse's flesh now, revealing bone and blood. The animal kicked out, but its struggles were getting weaker and weaker. It would not live more than a few moments.

      Kormak fumbled for the hilt of his blade. His fingers curled around the familiar grip. He forced his arm to move, pushing himself half upright, raising the sword. The horse managed a last kick, overbalancing the demon, sending it tumbling backwards onto the point. Flesh sizzled. Light blazed, banishing the shadows from its skin.

      
* * *

      Blazing agony surged through Xothak’s flesh, so great it threatened to disrupt the aeons old pattern of its mind.

      The damn blade had entered its avatar’s back. It had started to unbind the spells holding the whole form together. Anger and agony blazed in Xothak’s mind, but there was nothing it could do with that deadly rune buried within the flesh of its host.

      Xothak sensed Balthazar’s presence and briefly considered taking possession of the mortal, but the Count was not yet prepared to house its power fully. Balthazar would be just as vulnerable to the Guardian's deadly blade. Instead Xothak sent its remaining strength surging into the talisman Balthazar bore. Then the Lord of Skulls withdrew into Shadow, leaving the remains of its former body to tumble to the earth tenantless.

      
* * *

      Balthazar’s jaw hung open as he watched the great body dissolve beneath the evil power of the dwarf-forged blade. How could this be happening, he wondered? Mere heartbeats ago victory had seemed certain and now because of a panicked warhorse and a broken-bodied Guardian things had turned around completely.

      He felt a sudden pulse of power in the amulet around his neck. It burned cold against his breast, and he was aware that he possessed more power than ever he had before, a parting gift from his master.

      He smiled momentarily and considered invoking it against his foes. He could smash them like bugs. Then he noticed the Guardian rising, runes blazing on the blade he held in his right hand. His head swivelled bringing his gaze to bear on Balthazar. Cold fear flickered along the sorcerer’s spine. Perhaps there was a better use he could put the power to.

      He turned to Orm and said, “Follow me! We have work still to do in the master’s name.”

      He sprinted up the stairs. Orm, face oddly blank and empty of emotion, slammed the door, dropped the bar and followed as quickly as he could.

      
* * *

      Swiftly Balthazar inscribed a circle in the ground and gestured for Orm to enter it. He knew that he would need to summon the Umbral while darkness lasted if he was to have any chance of getting out of the Keep.

      Beneath him, he could hear Admiral Zamara bellowing orders. In the absence of any other authority figures, the humans below would rally to him. Briefly, he considered sending Orm back down to confuse matters with contradictory orders, but he needed his presence here.

      “How shall we escape?” Orm asked. “Jump off the roof. Is that what you are saying? The only way out is death.”

      “Show some faith,” Balthazar said. “I shall summon the Umbral, and it will bear us from this place on wings of Shadow.”

      Hope dawned on Orm’s face. He knew how Balthazar had arrived. The sound of the door being smashed open rose from below them. The Guardian would soon be here.

      “Stand in front of me, shield me while I invoke the spell,” Balthazar said. Orm moved to obey. Balthazar drew on the power within the talisman as he rushed through the invocation of the spell. It had never gone so fluently before. It was as if something in the amulet lent him skill as well as power. Or perhaps he had simply learned from his first casting. He preferred to think of things that way.

      As the spell reached its climax, he drove his blade into Orm’s back. The Commander gave one panicked scream as he realised the betrayal and then died. Balthazar felt the Umbral enter the universe and flow into it and then as had happened before the corpse split and flowed towards him, fusing to his flesh, covering him in armour, extending into bat-like wings.

      This time, Balthazar knew what to expect, and part of him enjoyed it, at least until he heard the heavy footsteps on the stairs and saw the Guardian emerge onto the roof, dwarf-forged blade held in his hands.

      Damn the man, did he never give up?

      
* * *

      Kormak forced himself to stride up the last stair and emerged onto the roof. In the moonlight, he faced a bat-winged demon, larger than a man. Its body was covered in an odd carapace of flesh and bone. Its features bore some resemblance to Balthazar’s.

      It was all he could do to keep moving. Every bone in his body ached. Every muscle threatened to cramp and stop moving. He was a mass of bruises. His armour seemed to have prevented anything worse, but he was not sure. Nonetheless, he was determined to end this thing now. Behind him, he could hear Rhiana and Zamara and the others moving closer. He was glad. For once, he was not sure whether he could finish this thing on his own.

      “Guardian,” the demon thing said. Its voice was Balthazar’s, subtly altered. “I see you have caught up with me at last.”

      “Prepare to die,” Kormak said.

      “Not yet,” Balthazar said. He took a step forward. He flexed his arms, and his bat-wings unfurled. “I have work to do in this world, and you are in no condition to stop me.”

      Kormak took a step forward. He could barely force his battered body to move. He felt dizzy, and all strength seemed to be leaking from him. Balthazar paused as if sensing his weakness and considering a strike. Kormak took another step forward and raised his blade.

      Balthazar took a step back and said, “You don’t give up, do you?”

      “Not until you are dead,” Kormak stepped forward once more. Balthazar stepped back. The others arrived on the stairs. Kormak heard Zamara gasp at the sight of what they confronted.

      Balthazar said, “That won’t happen tonight.”

      He turned and vaulted over the battlements. Kormak rushed forward. Balthazar’s body plummeted for a few heartbeats, gathering speed. At the last second, before his body smashed into the rocks around the keep, he snapped open his wings and arched his back. He swept around and began to gather altitude again, moving like a great bat, rising swiftly over the roofs of the city and beginning to flap upwards into the distance. He was far too far away for Kormak to think of throwing his sword.

      Kormak turned to see Zamara looking down at his boots in disgust. There was a small puddle of blood on the roof.

      “I could have sworn I saw two of them come up here,” said Anders, looking around suspiciously as if he suspected someone was about to spring out in ambush. Kormak wondered if he had missed someone, but he doubted the roof of the tower was large enough unless Orm was hanging over the far side of the battlements or shinnying down the side of the tower.

      He limped around checking and found nothing. “It looks like they both got clean away,” Zamara said. Kormak thought about Balthazar’s increased bulk and the magic he must have worked to transform himself.

      “I doubt it,” Kormak said. From beneath them came the sounds of chaos and panic rose into the night.

      “We’d better restore order down there,” said Zamara. “After that, we can think about pursuing Balthazar.”

      “We don’t need to do that,” Kormak said.

      The Admiral looked at him in surprise.

      “He’s going to the same place we are,” Kormak said. “He’s looking for the same thing.”

      “Let’s hope he does not get there first,” said Anders.

      “I don’t see how he can fail to,” said Zamara. “He is flying. We’re on foot.”

      “Let’s worry about that tomorrow,” Rhiana said.

      Kormak stared off into the distance. Something huge and bat-winged passed across the face of the moon, and gaining height headed off towards the west. Balthazar had eluded him again.

      He swore that soon there would be a reckoning.
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