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      “Twenty-three good men dead. The Imperial Museum burned to the ground. Countless priceless treasures destroyed. Am I missing anything?”

      Prince Taran paced the length of the chamber. Rage twisted his sleek, handsome features. Ash smudged his glossy black hair, clipped beard and elaborate court clothes. He clutched the hilt of his sword as if he wanted to use it on someone.

      Kormak slumped in the hard wooden chair. His whole body ached. His eyes felt full of grit. A faint residue of alchemical energy from Valen’s Elixir filled his veins and kept him wakeful. He shifted his position trying to ease his aching back. For all the imperial luxury of their surroundings deep within Trefal Cathedral, there were no comfortable chairs.

      “Am I missing anything?” Prince Taran demanded.

      Kormak suspected that fear had a lot to do with his anger. The prince was a man more used to causing terror than experiencing it. He kept the palace torture chambers full of his brother’s enemies.

      Kormak rose from the chair to loom over the prince. “The Old One haunting your palace is dead. I killed it.”

      “And we are grateful for that,” said King-Emperor Aemon, his voice mild. He placed his hands together as if in prayer. His bony face radiated piety. The king glanced at his brother to make sure he got the point. “Who knows what might have happened if you had not been here, Sir Kormak?”

      Taran’s face darkened with rage. “Abbot Gerd might still be alive. Our priceless collection of mystical artefacts might not be a pool of melted slag. Tens of thousands of...”

      “I think you have said enough, brother.” The king sounded like a monk saying grace over a bad refectory dinner, but Taran grimaced, then swallowed. A vein pulsed high in his forehead. His knuckles were white on his sword hilt. He looked at the painting on the wall; it portrayed his gross, overbearing father raising a goblet in a mocking toast.

      Taran muttered “We still do not know who was responsible for the attack.”

      Aemon reached over and patted the prince on the shoulder, a man petting a favoured hound once it had been brought to heel. “We will, brother. We will. You need not worry yourself on that score.”

      The king glanced at Kormak. His stare was measuring, his expression bland. “I know you are weary, Sir Kormak, but I hope you will aid us.”

      The gentleness of his voice sounded a warning note in Kormak’s ears. “I am not sure what more I can do, your majesty. I have killed the Old One. There is no way to make Vorkhul answer any questions.”

      “You can track the sarcophagus the Eldrim came in to its source,” said the king. “You are the person best qualified to investigate this matter.”

      “With all due respect, your majesty, you must have a hundred people in your service better qualified than I.” Kormak stressed the words in your service. He wanted to remind the king that he was not his sworn bondsman, not even a citizen of Siderea. “And I have duties to perform for my order.”

      The king smiled in his usual beatific fashion. His stringy brown hair and beard made him looked like a particularly mild-mannered mouse. “On the contrary, Guardian, I have no one in my service who knows as much about Old Ones as you. I have no one capable of killing such devils single-handed.”

      “I did not kill Vorkhul single-handed, your majesty. As your brother has pointed out, I had the aid of many folk, not least yourself, and for that help I am duly grateful.”

      The king shook his head, a patient man showing forbearance at another’s intransigence. “My aid was freely given, Sir Kormak, as it always has been and always should be to members of your order.”

      The words hung in the air. Aemon was a patron of great power and influence. He could make life difficult for members of the Order of the Dawn if he wanted to. And not just in Siderea. The threat was all the more effective for not being stated.

      “The sarcophagus came from Terra Nova,” Kormak said. “More than a thousand leagues away across the World Ocean.”

      “I am the owner of over a hundred galleons,” Aemon said. “Arranging transport is no great obstacle.”

      Prince Taran’s predatory smile revealed his gleaming white teeth. He was enjoying Kormak’s discomfiture. Something twisted inside Kormak. He did not like being treated as Aemon’s lackey. He wanted out of this palace, out of this whole country. To have time to grieve for his old friend Gerd, dead at the hands of Vorkhul when he could have prevented it.

      “It is a long voyage,” said Kormak. “Two months at least. Maybe three.”

      “No more than two weeks at this time of the year, if an Imperial Windcaller is aboard to speed you on your way.”

      “That is two weeks in which I will be unavailable for my duties.”

      “You are saying that your duties are more important than the preservation of the king’s life,” Taran said.

      “We do not know that there is any further danger to the king’s life.”

      “We do not know anything,” said King Aemon. “And this is something I would rectify. I trust you, Sir Kormak. You have already been of great service to the crown. I wish to be certain that this matter is settled. Believe me—if I thought there was anyone else who could do this, I would appoint them. But there is no one with your knowledge, your prowess or your courage in the face of these undying monsters.”

      He paused to give the flattery time to sink in. “I will, of course, recompense your order. For the services you have already rendered me, I feel bound to make an offering in gratitude. Let us say one thousand golden solars. I would double it, triple it even, if you did me this courtesy.”

      “Your majesty, I am weary. I do not wish to seem ungrateful, but let me think upon this.”

      His answer would be no, but there was no need to tell the king this. He did not want to talk about his fears and doubts with these two formidable men; it was bad enough having to face them on his own.

      “Of course, Sir Kormak. I am thoughtless to press you so after such a mighty battle. Go to your rest with my blessing, but please consider all I have said.”

      “I will, your majesty. Have I your leave to withdraw?”

      Aemon made a gesture of benediction and dismissal. “Walk in the Holy Sun’s Light.”
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      Kormak trudged down the stairs and out into the nave of the Cathedral. He had won a great battle, yet he felt defeated. He had been forced to use Valen’s Elixir to give him the strength to defeat Vorkhul. The drug had many side-effects, none of them good. He was too old for this.

      All around, servants and soldiers came and went. Most of them looked at him with a respect that he did not deserve. He reached the entrance chamber of the Cathedral and considered making his way to his sleeping chambers. Instead, he turned towards the Sanctum of the Angel.

      Even at this hour, people were present. Some were priests and monks following the daily routine of any great religious institution. Others were servants or nobles who had crowded in for refuge when word of the Old One Vorkhul’s rampage spread through the palace.

      People slept on the pews or sprawled in the corridors. Some prayed. A few looked at Kormak as he crossed the chamber. Noticing the sword on his back, they made the sign of the five-pointed star over their hearts. He paid little attention to them. His attention focused on the armour of the angel Zhamriel.

      The armour was five times his height; it had been made for a being much broader than any mortal man. An elder sign, a pentacle within a circle, dominated the vast metallic chest-plate. The armour radiated a sense of antiquity. It was old, perhaps as old as this world. It had been worn by an Angel of the Sun in his battles with Old Ones in the Dawn Ages of the world.

      The metal was scarred. Kormak had journeyed through the Graveyard of Angels in Umbrea. He had seen suits of armour like this. Most were not as large. All had been in far worse states of repair.

      The memory swept over him, of a battlefield where angels had died and demons were defeated, where beings who lived as long as stars had perished to protect their mortal charges. It should have been a depressing thought but it was not. It reminded him that the faith he served had mighty allies, that he had a place in the great scheme of things. He was part of an ancient tradition, in the service of a much larger cause.

      He looked up at the armour and contemplated the being who had once occupied it. It too had been a soldier of the Light. It too had fought against demons of the Shadow. It had sacrificed itself as Gerd had.

      He thought about his friend. He had known the abbot since they were boys together on Mount Aethelas more than thirty years ago. They had trained together, fought together, taken their vows together. They had sworn to protect the innocent, uphold the Law and oppose the Shadow. Gerd had fallen doing that. There could be no better death. Surely he now walked in the Holy Sun’s Light.

      And yet emptiness gnawed away at Kormak. Was there really any Light to walk into? He had met beings who questioned the basis of his faith, and they had been convincing. He had slain those said to be gods. He had seen no evidence that they would return as their worshippers claimed. Perhaps it was as some of the ancient philosophers said. There was nothing after death, just non-being.

      Gerd had been brave and fought the good fight. He had tried to protect the innocent and oppose the Shadow. He had upheld the Law. Those were worthy things, even if there was no reward save a sense of satisfaction in the present world.

      So where was it? Where was the satisfaction? He had no reward but his uncertainty, no judge but his dark thoughts. He could only stand in the shadow of a dead angel and wrestle with doubt, and come up with no answers.

      He was just a man. Not a saint. Not a prophet. He could not be expected to answer eternal questions. He needed to find his own way out of his personal darkness and back into the Light. The angel could not help him. The kneeling priests could not help him.

      He thought about Aemon and his brother. He disliked the way they expected to be obeyed. He disliked their arrogance and their sense of entitlement. Almost as much, he disliked the fact that they were right. The sarcophagus needed to be investigated, and he was the best man for that job.

      Or perhaps he just needed to believe that he was. He wanted to have a purpose. He wanted to feel certain of anything again, as he had felt certain of everything when he was young.

      He bowed his head to the angel, turned and left the Cathedral behind. He wished he could leave his doubts behind so easily.
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      The sunstone atop the Cathedral spire lit the courtyard bright as day. The air reeked of destruction. The collapsed roof of the Imperial Museum loomed before him like the skeleton of some beached sea monster.

      Lady Marketa, the Lunar Ambassador, strode across the courtyard, flanked by two of her massive bodyguards. Her silver dress shimmered like moonlit fish-scale, the long train somehow drifting over the soot-blackened cobblestones. Strange symbols glowed on her rings and tiara. Cowled monks scurried away from her. Armoured guards turned their heads to look away. For all her raven-haired beauty, fear radiated around her. All knew she was a sorceress sworn to the service of the traditional enemies of Siderea.

      “Blessings of the Lady upon you, Sir Kormak.” She walked right up to him. He caught the spiced scent of her perfume. It was subtle and alien. She tugged at one strand of erotically-disarranged black hair. “I hear you have been busy.”

      “News travels fast,” Kormak said.

      Her bodyguards glared at him for his disrespectful tone. They were even bigger than he was, and their expression was stony. Kormak doubted they would try anything in such a public place, but he moved to put Lady Marketa within easy striking distance if he needed to grab her and use her as a shield.

      She smiled as if she understood what he was doing, and made a small hand gesture. The two big men backed off.

      “Word has it you killed an Old One. In what remains of the Museum. Next to the Moon Gate I have been tasked with returning to my people.”

      “Does it?”

      “Come now. There is no need to be so coy. I am as aware of what happens in the Palace as your friend Frater Jonas.”

      “I won’t ask you how you achieve such a feat. It might be construed as espionage by the King of Siderea.”

      “I would not be doing my duty if I did not know such things,” said Lady Marketa. “The king and his ministers understand that. They no more want misunderstandings between our two nations than I do.”

      “That is very diplomatic of you,” Kormak said.

      “You killed Vorkhul, didn’t you?”

      “I did, and I would do it again if the opportunity arose.”

      “I am sure you would. Your hatred of the Eldrim is well known.”

      “I have no hatred of the Old Ones.”

      “You have a funny way of showing your love and respect, then.”

      “I did not say I had those either.”

      “You killed one of the Great Ones this night. Not for the first time. You have killed more than a score of Eldrim in your time. You know how many mortals have done that? In all of recorded history—five. None but you in the past thousand years.” There was a note almost of awe in her voice.

      “If I did not know better, I would say you sounded impressed.”

      “I am impressed, Sir Kormak. More than you will ever know. It seems possible that you might even slay the Prince of Dragons when he comes for you.”

      “You think it likely he will?”

      “He is not one whose mind I would care to try and read, but yes, I think it likely. You represent too much of a challenge to his vanity. He cannot let you die of old age, or at the hand of another.”

      “He has not seem bothered by the possibility before.”

      “After tonight, things have changed. Some now reckon you the mightiest champion of the Sun in history, and he had a hand in making you so. If he does not rectify that mistake, he will be a laughing-stock as well as a figure of hatred among his people.”

      “I doubt that will trouble him much.”

      “You might be surprised, Sir Kormak. The vanity of the Old Ones is greater even than that of most mortals. And there are laws that bind even renegades like Adath Decurion.”

      “None that stop him destroying the lives of innocent mortals, apparently.”

      “Come, Sir Kormak, you should know the Old Ones don’t care much for such things.”

      “Why do you serve them then?”

      “I was born to serve them. As were all humanity.”

      “That is not what scripture says.”

      “Your scripture.”

      “There is no other.”

      “Do not play the fanatic. I know you are not.”

      “Have you found out what you came for, said all you meant to say?”

      “For the moment,” she said. “You have fought a battle few men could have survived. And I am detaining you.” She bowed her head and made a curious gesture with her right hand, which Kormak knew indicated respect among the Lunar aristocracy.

      He shrugged his shoulders and marched towards the main wing of the palace.
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      Kormak limped into the palace. He wanted nothing more than to get to his bed. From out of a nearby alcove, another familiar figure stalked towards him.

      Frater Jonas was small and bird-like. Soot smudged his yellow robes. His eyes were hooded. Dark patches of fatigue showed beneath them as he smiled. “I saw you talking with the lovely Lady Marketa. Was she congratulating you on your triumph?”

      Kormak stopped a few steps away from the priest. He liked Jonas but he did not trust him, and he knew just how quick the man could be with his poisoned daggers. It was not that he expected an attack; he just did not like to give anyone an advantage. “You look like I feel.”

      “Would that I had done as much as you in the service of my king this night,” said Jonas.

      “You did enough. I saw you in the Museum. You stood firm when others fled.”

      Jonas gave a small shrug. “It is generous of you to say so, but I did nothing.”

      “There is nothing much anyone can do against an Old One like Vorkhul.”

      “You did more than a whole company of troops.”

      “It’s something I was trained and equipped to deal with.”

      Jonas fell into step beside Kormak. “I hear you have had words with the king and Prince Taran.”

      “They want me to go to Terra Nova and look for more Old Ones.”

      “And you do not want to go?”

      Kormak shook his head. “I do not like being told I must do something by anyone other than the grand master of my order.”

      Jonas smiled. “And you do not appreciate that even from him, unless I miss my guess.”

      “Him I swore to obey. And I keep my oaths.”

      “I know and I respect that.” It was flattery, pure and simple. Jonas might well mean it, but he would say it anyway. It was his job to get what his master wanted. “The king could get Grand Master Darius to give you that order. He has that much power.”

      “He has that much gold.”

      “We are both old enough to understand that the two are often interchangeable.”

      “For a priest, you are a very cynical man.”

      “I am a realist, Sir Kormak, and so, in your own way, are you. You must know you gain nothing by defying the will of the most powerful ruler in the West.”

      “Is that what I am doing?”

      “You know as well as I do that you are. It is a very dangerous thing.”

      “Was that a threat, Frater?” Kormak’s tone was mild, but Jonas flinched.

      “Not from me. Believe me, I have nothing but goodwill towards you.” He glanced over his shoulder as if checking to be sure they could not be overheard. “Prince Taran, on the other hand, does not like things he cannot control. Or people who are not afraid of him.”

      Kormak kept quiet. It had taken a lot of courage for Jonas to say that. He doubted that the prince had put Jonas up to it.

      “Prince Taran is a powerful man,” Kormak said. “He is used to getting his way.”

      “He is.”

      “I take it you think that I should do what he asks.”

      Jonas’s smile held real warmth. “I think that if you decide not to, you should get out of Siderea very quickly and make a point of not coming back.”

      “Thank you for that,” said Kormak. He meant it. Jonas was a servant of the crown, and what he had just said could be construed as disloyalty. It was something Prince Taran would reward with a headsman’s blade.

      “There is nothing to thank me for,” Jonas said. “You have saved my life on several occasions, and you have saved the life of my king. I want you to know that someone here values what you did.”

      They entered the palace and Kormak took the stairs up to his room. Perhaps he had misjudged Jonas. Perhaps. But he doubted it.
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      Kormak rose the next morning, still weary. He had snatched only a few hours of sleep, and his dreams had been strange. He threw open the curtains. Sunlight and the smell of last night’s burning greeted him.

      Swiftly he dressed, making sure his blade was near at hand. He wore court livery that had appeared on the dresser in his room overnight. It disturbed him that he had slept through the servant’s arrival; it was not something that would have happened under normal circumstances. His throat could have been slit in the night, and he could have done nothing about it.

      Rhiana’s chamber lay across from his own. Kormak knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” Rhiana asked.

      “Me,” Kormak said.

      The door opened. The merwoman stood there, garbed once more in her seafarer’s tunic and leather britches. Her ash-blonde hair was clipped close. Her green eyes surveyed him with cool appraisal. A curved scimitar hung at her waist, and a dagger was in her belt. Disappointment struck him at the sight of her cold expression. He had expected her to be pleased.

      “The weapon sending a message, is it?” Kormak asked. Curved blades were favoured by the followers of the Moon; straight blades by worshippers of the Holy Sun.

      Her nose twitched, the corner of her mouth turned up. “You coming in, or are you going to stand out there and ask idiot questions?”

      “Let me consider my options.”

      “You have three heartbeats, then I slam the door in your face.”

      “I’ll come in, then.” He surveyed the room. The decoration was ostentatious and imperial. It lacked the seafarer’s neatness and utility. All she had brought with her was locked in the trunk under the bed.

      He tilted his head to one side and studied her closely. She met his gaze and did not look away. “Why are you angry with me?”

      “Am I angry?”

      “Is this a game where we see who can keep answering a question with a question for longest?”

      “I don’t know, is it?”

      “Determined to win, I see.”

      She looked away for a moment, then reached up and ran a hand through her cropped hair. He noticed the webs flexing between her fingers.

      “I am glad to see you are still alive,” she said. Her voice had the flat, calm quality of someone keeping their emotions in check. She reached out and touched his cheek, and then drew her hand back when he flinched.

      “Does it hurt?” He saw the fear in her eyes and realised that she had been afraid for him.

      “Somewhat,” he said.

      “You look like hell.”

      “Believe me, it does not do justice to the way I feel.”

      “You fought a Lunar warlord last night; you are lucky to be able to feel anything at all.”

      There was an odd undercurrent to her voice. She was a child of Saa Aquor, a creation of the Old Ones. Perhaps she was upset that he had killed one of those she revered as gods.

      “I may have to fight another,” he said. He could not keep the sour note from his voice.

      “What?”

      “The king and his brother want me to go to Terra Nova and find out where the sarcophagus came from, and why. If there are more like Vorkhul, it seems likely I will find them.”

      “Are you afraid?”

      He shook his head.

      “Perhaps you ought to be.”

      Kormak studied the room. He was all too aware that there might be hidden eavesdroppers. The walls of the palace were supposed to be riddled with secret passages. Disgust made him wrinkle his nostrils. He wanted to talk privately, and that was not possible here.

      “Walk with me,” he said. “I need some fresh air.”
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      They strode arms-linked along the outer wall of the palace complex, looking down onto the ornate gardens of the nobles far below. Their only company was the sentries, and they were placed far apart.

      The harbour was visible, as were many blue-roofed tenements. In the distance was a huge forest park. “The Grove of the Green,” she said. “I’ve always wanted to see it. Are there really elves there?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I thought they died when they were away from their forests,” she said.

      “The spirits of the elves and the great trees are bound together. The elves can use that link to communicate with each other, as well as the trees and the beasts of their forests. Their minds join together on some level. They call it the Green.”

      “You know this for a fact?”

      “An elf told me. And I’ve seen the way they work together, fight together, move together without talking to each other.” He tried to fill the silence around things unsaid. “If they are away from the forests for too long, travel too far, they lose that connection.”

      Her gaze strayed to the sea. “I can understand that. If I go too far from the sea, I feel heartsick.”

      “With them, it’s the same. It’s like becoming deaf and mute too. There is a great tree in the Greengrove down there. It lets elves reconnect with the Green. That is why the Elvish ambassador dwells there.”

      “They have ambassadors from the Courts of the Moon, from the great Elfwood, they have an island of wizards out in the harbour. They have that gigantic horrifying thing they worship in their Cathedral. They have a king who thinks he’s a saint. This is a strange city.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” Kormak said.

      “I miss the sea. I miss my pets,” she said. She was mind-linked to one dolphin in particular; it had helped them in their quest to find the Kraken. “I do not like this place.”

      “You want to leave?”

      She leant forward on the battlements and studied the distant water. “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

      “That’s decisive.”

      She looked directly at his face. “I feel like I have unfinished business here. And, as you will recall, I have been informed that I cannot leave without the permission of the king or his brother. Both Jonas and Captain Zamara were clear on that.”

      “I am sure you will get it.”

      “Maybe. Eventually. Although I cannot help but feel they have some purpose in keeping me here.” She looked back in the direction of the Cathedral. “Do you want me to go?”

      He shook his head and stared out to sea. “The king and his brother see people as pawns. We are all just here to do their bidding.”

      She leant against him and he was aware of her soft, warm weight, pressed against him. He ignored the pain in his side, and put his arm around her shoulder.

      As he did so, he noticed a man talking to one of the sentries. The guardsman said something, and pointed in their direction.

      “What now?” Rhiana asked.

      “I don’t know,” said Kormak. “But that man is wearing the livery of the Order of the Dawn.”
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      The messenger strode up to them, walking at double pace. Sweat ran down his face and stained his tunic under his armpits. He must have run or ridden fast in the morning heat.

      The man’s livery bore a red dragon on a black background. In his hand, he clutched a rolled-up scroll of paper sealed with red wax. He looked at Kormak, then at Rhiana. His cheeks flushed when he noticed her tightly fitted clothes. Or perhaps it was the sight of a guardian being so friendly with a moonchild that flustered him.

      “What is it, brother?” Kormak asked.

      The messenger walked over and stopped directly in front of Kormak. He made a clenched-fist-over-heart salute, then stretched out his hand containing the scroll and said, “An urgent message for you, Guardian.”

      Kormak took the scroll and turned it over in his hands. “Thank you,” he said.

      “I’m supposed to wait for your reply,” the messenger said.

      Kormak gave a sour grimace. “Then I suppose I had better read it.”

      He made no move to do so immediately. In his experience, such messages rarely brought good news. The scroll was made of heavy paper which spoke of the order’s considerable wealth. The red wax bore the imprint of a dragon surrounded by an elder sign. On it showed a number of smaller stars, which marked it as the seal of the abbot of the Trefal chapter house. Kormak recognised it at once, for he had taken it off the finger of his dead friend Gerd only the day before.

      “Who is using the seal?” Kormak asked.

      “Frater Gregor, Guardian,” the messenger said. “He is the acting abbot until Grand Master Darius appoints a successor to Abbot Gerd.”

      Kormak broke the seal with his fingernail and slowly unrolled the scroll. He did not know why he was tormenting the messenger. He suspected it was because he was resentful of the intrusion of order business, so soon after he had finished one of the greatest fights of his life. Or perhaps it was the interruption of conversation with Rhiana. He smoothed the paper flat on the battlement, after glancing around to make sure that no one but himself and the messenger could see what it said.

      Guardian Kormak, report to the chapter house in Trefal immediately. Take this to be written under the seal of Grand Master Darius. Messages of importance await you with the Farspeaker.

      “I will visit your Farspeaker within the hour,” Kormak said.

      The messenger gave him another salute, and then turned and raced back along the battlements. Kormak stood there brooding. He knew that he should act. The scroll implied that he should do so with the utmost haste, but he could not bring himself to do it. He told himself it was the after-effects of the elixir. He told himself he was tired because of it. He knew in his heart of hearts that was not the real reason; he did not want to face the warriors of the chapter house so soon after getting their abbot killed.

      “You look like you just bit into a maggot-filled apple,” Rhiana said.

      “I suspect I am about to.” Kormak also suspected that he was not going to like whatever communication he was about to receive from the Grand Master. He wondered what it could be. Gerd must have reported his presence using the speaking stones before they went down into the labyrinth beneath the palace. It had been his duty to do so.

      “You always seem to get messages at the most awkward times.”

      “I need to go,” he said. He rolled up the scroll, folded it, folded it again and placed it within his tunic. He would destroy it later when he got the chance. He leant down and kissed her. “Duty calls.”
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      Kormak crossed the square and entered the cloisters of his order. Armed men wearing the black tabard and red dragon symbol greeted him. Was it his imagination, or were they looking at him with disapproval? They must know that he was responsible for the death of the abbot in the labyrinth beneath the Palace Imperial. If only he had been a bit faster and a bit smarter, the abbot might still be alive.

      Nonetheless, they saluted him. Kormak told himself it was not him that they were saluting, but the blade on his back. He returned the fist-over-heart greeting and walked on, passing through a tiled courtyard in which a sea dragon spouted water into a small artificial pool. Arched doorways provided entrance into the inner sanctum of the chapter house. An elderly man in the robes of a lay brother limped towards him.

      “How may I help you, Guardian?” he asked. The man’s hair was pure white. His face was deeply lined and burned brown by the sun. The veins protruded from the backs of his hands as he pressed them together, as if in prayer.

      “I seek your Farspeaker,” Kormak said.

      “I will take you to his sanctum,” the old man said. He led the way towards an arched doorway studded with metallic elder signs. The whole place bristled with them. The chapter house was a fortress designed to resist supernatural incursion.

      Beyond the door, two stone statues stood guard. They depicted armoured men with empty scabbards on their back and rune-inscribed blades clutched in their fists. They were guardians like himself, possibly two of the heroes who had helped free Siderea from the rule of the Old Ones.

      Kormak and the old man walked down a long dark corridor. Kormak heard the sounds of men practising with swords. He felt a flash of nostalgia for the long-gone days of his youth. Memories of training in the fighter’s court at Mount Aethelas flooded back into his mind.

      Those brought back recollections of the abbot he had trained alongside, back when they were both boys. Like Kormak, the abbot had been a guardian. Unlike him, Gerd had retired from active service to take over the running of this chapter house. Now he was gone, and it was Kormak’s fault.

      Two youths ran down the corridor. They wore the robes of novices, and still had wooden practice swords in their hands. They stopped chattering when they saw Kormak. A look of awe flickered across their faces, and they made the sign of the Sun over their hearts. He did not return the greeting. He was not who they thought he was. He was not a hero; he was a middle-aged man who had spent too long in the field and should have retired years ago.

      The old man brought him to a flight of stairs. They curved upwards through the inside of the tower. Another elder sign had been carved above the entrance to the stairwell.

      “You will find the Farspeaker at the top of this tower,” the old man said. “May the Holy Sun watch over you.”

      “And you,” Kormak said. He strode up the stairs, all the way to the top. He passed a number of landings, and looked out through a number of slit windows which give a view of the Cathedral and the rooftops of the city all around.

      At the top of the stairs was another door. He knocked upon it and a high voice from within called, “Enter and be welcome, Guardian.”

      Kormak pushed the door open and looked into a darkened room. Inside was a tall old man, stooped with age. He was so ancient that he might have been the father of the man who had led Kormak to this tower. His face was scarred. A claw mark had torn great lines out of his cheek. His eyes were half shut, and the milky white of cataracts shone in them.

      Kormak was not surprised the old man had known he was there. He was, after all, a seer. He had a gift that was invaluable to the order and rare among men.

      “You have a message for me. I am here to receive it.”

      “Very good, Guardian Kormak. I shall repeat the words as they were revealed to me through the eye of the sun.”

      There was a formal quality to the man’s speech. He was taking part in a ritual just as much as Kormak was. “Guardian Kormak, Grand Master Darius greets you. You are to be commended on your slaying of the fiend Vorkhul. It is another great victory for the Light.”

      Kormak wondered at how quickly this message had come. He had not yet made his report, and Gerd could not have sent the message. They were the only two people who should have been able to send such a message to the Grand Master. In theory.

      “Now you must bring further glory to the order, by finding out who was responsible for unleashing this demon on the folk of Siderea. You must track this blight to its source. In this, all aid will be provided to you by King Aemon, who is a great friend and prop to our order. This is a direct command from your Grand Master. Hear and obey.”

      Kormak felt a surge of anger, which he swiftly quashed. It would do him no good to take out his annoyance on the old man in front of him. He took three deep breaths and said, “Who sent word of the death of Vorkhul to the Grand Master?”

      “I did, Guardian.”

      “Of course. On whose behalf?”

      “I am not at liberty to say, Guardian.”

      “Even at my direct command? I bear a dwarf-forged blade.”

      “I am under orders from one whose authority exceeds even your own Guardian.”

      “Only the authority of the Grand Master does that.”

      “Or his direct representative.”

      Kormak considered that for a moment. The Grand Master did have agents who could speak with his voice when the need arose, and it made sense that one of those would be in Trefal. Siderea was the richest kingdom in the Sunlands, and its king a great patron of the order. If he were not dead, the most likely candidate for such a position would have been Gerd himself.

      News of the death of an Old One and an abbot certainly counted as important in the order’s view, as did an attempt on the life of King Aemon. He could not dispute that the sending on of such tidings was justified. What angered him was that someone had gone behind his back and passed on King Aemon’s request to Grand Master Darius. No doubt he had added word of the king’s generous offering as well. It smacked of corruption.

      “And you will not tell me who sent this message, even if I show you the runes on my blade.” It was the strongest compulsion he could use. Members of the order were supposed to obey a guardian in the field quickly and without argument. It was often a matter of life and death.

      “Not in this matter, Guardian. I am under orders from one whose authority exceeds even yours.” Kormak knew he could not push the matter. He had been defeated before he even began. King Aemon’s gold trumped any objections he might have to obey the man’s will, at least as far as Grand Master Darius was concerned.

      He would have to do what the king wanted. Anything else he did here would just be a formality. Still, formalities needed to be observed. He must make his report while he was able.

      “I must send a message to Mount Aethelas,” Kormak said.

      “Of course.”

      The Farspeaker turned and opened a wooden case. Inside lay a yellowish crystal inscribed with mystical runes. With great gentleness, the old man lifted it from its velvet setting, placed it against his forehead, then against his lips and then set it down upon the table. He intoned a prayer to the Holy Sun, and then looked up at Kormak and said, “What word would you send to Mount Aethelas?”

      Kormak knew how things would go now. He would tell the old man what needed to be said, and the Farspeaker would memorise it.

      “The message is in two parts,” Kormak said. “The first part of the message is that Abbot Gerd is dead. I witnessed his passing into the Light with my own eyes.”

      The fact that someone had already told the Grand Master this was irrelevant. The death must be confirmed by a reliable witness.

      The Farspeaker nodded, as if Kormak was not telling him anything he did not already know. Kormak continued, “He was killed doing his duty by an Old One, who is now also dead. Vorkhul was its name. It may now be erased from the scrolls of record. It was slain by the Guardian Kormak.”

      He paused to make sure that the old man had comprehended what he said. The Farspeaker sat there with his eyes closed, and a frown of concentration on his brow. He repeated the words silently to himself, and then nodded.

      “Continue, Guardian Kormak.”

      “The Lunar Ambassador in Trefal is a sorceress of the highest order. Her name is Marketa. Her ostensible purpose here is negotiations with the king about the return of a still-functioning moongate. Guardian Kormak suspects she may be here for other reasons.”

      The old man repeated the words then asked, “Is there anything more?”

      Kormak shook his head.

      “I will send your messages at once, Guardian Kormak. Do you wish to await a reply?”

      “Any reply can be sent to me at the palace.”

      “If I may, I would like to say something, Guardian.”

      “Speak whatever you have in your mind.”

      “The presence of Lady Marketa is known here and on Aethelas. As is the presence of the moongate.”

      “I suspected as much.”

      “Then why repeat this in your message?” Sending messages through the eyes of the sun was enormously taxing. Kormak wondered whether the old man was simply trying to avoid the strain.

      “I am leaving tracks in the sand for any guardian who comes after me,” Kormak said. As he spoke, he heard the thoughts of his death implicit in his words. “It is possible I am going on a journey from which there will be no return.”

      [image: ]

      “You are certain he did not see you?” Lady Marketa hid her uneasy expression with a flick of her fan, as she stared at the changeling’s nondescript face. It had entered her luxurious apartments through the secret passage, wearing the robes of a monk. Even as she talked, it was donning the formal tunic of one of her retinue. None of her servants would dare to behave in such a disrespectful fashion, but the changeling ranked at least her equal in the service of Alena Mercurion, True Born Daughter of the Lady, Mistress of Magic at the Courts of the Moon.

      It pulled the linen shirt over its muscular torso. In the light of the magically glowing moonstones, it looked so normal—attractive even, if you did not know what lay beneath. Its features started to blur, becoming darker and more aquiline in the way of an easterner. The eye colour became brown. The fair-skinned, fair-haired blue-eyed monk had disappeared as if he had never been.

      “I am certain, mistress,” it said in a light, pleasant voice. “After Kormak left the chapter house, I followed him through the market and the noble quarter and up to the palace. At first, I took the form of a beggar, and then a merchant, and finally a monk.”

      Marketa sank down on the thick pillows of her divan and took a pull on the hookah of swiftweed as she tried to gather her thoughts. The message from the Courts of the Moon had been a strange and disturbing one, but she was obliged to pass it along.

      The soothing smoke from the water-pipe entered her lungs and began to calm her frayed nerves. She needed it; it had been a long night, full of terrible news. This whole day, messages had flickered through her magical mirror from her patron Eldrim in the realms far to the east. She felt the strain of that sorcerous contact almost as much as she had felt it from Vorhkul’s terrible blighted presence within the palace. A corrupted Old One, a servant of Shadow—it did not seem possible in this day and age, but now she knew it was. No wonder the Mistress of Magic was so upset.

      “He did not notice, and he was never out of your sight?”

      “He did not see me.” The changeling pursed its lips. Were they thinner now than they had been a few moments ago? It looked very striking and aristocratic now, almost like her first husband. Did the changeling know that? Most likely. It would have been briefed very thoroughly at the Courts of the Moon. Useful as it was, she would not be sorry to see the back of it. Its presence made her deeply uneasy. If the king or his damned brother found out that her retinue contained a changeling, the consequences would be awful.

      Of course, they could not find out. Changelings were impossible to detect by any known sorcery. The things that let a changeling alter its form were not magical; they were a product of the way its body had been altered by the fleshsculptors.

      She recalled a class long ago. A corpse laid out on a dissection slab, and a scalpel going in. The body had belonged to a changeling, one that had displeased its master. The Old Ones had no trouble spotting a changeling, even if everyone else had.

      She recalled the flesh being peeled away from the face, and the strange webs of muscle and tendon beneath. She recalled the pouches containing odd fluids that had burst under the instructor’s knife, and the vein-like channels writhing like living things away from the blade. Those cords and cables could tighten, alter the shape of the face. The sacs could pump liquids into sub-dermal reservoirs, making the owner look fatter or thinner at will. The same arrangements could be found all over the changeling’s body.

      Tiny dye pouches near the tear ducts enabled the changeling to alter the colour of its eyes. Its bones could telescope and its spine lengthen, allowing the creature to become taller or shorter. Changelings’ voice boxes were altered to allow them to imitate almost any speaker. They could even change their scents so that guard beasts could not spot them.

      The changelings were a breed apart, taught to fight and to kill with their bare hands. They learned scores of languages and dialects, as well as acting and dancing and courtly graces. They were trained by masters of poison and the blade. They were perfect assassins, spies and courtiers.

      No one knew where they came from or who had originally made them. She just knew what the rumours told her, that they were everywhere within the Lunar realms, reporting back to their masters, the all-seeing eyes of the Moon. She wondered if this was the only one in her retinue. She doubted it. There was probably at least one more, reporting her actions to the Courts.

      The only way she could tell would be to perform a dissection on each of her people. She had tried various spells, but they had all failed.

      “Mistress?” The words broke into her reverie.

      “Yes?” Marketa said, trying to recollect what the changeling had been saying.

      “I said, the Guardian is now within the palace. Do you want me to keep him under observation or not?”

      Marketa shook her head. Her mistress had spoken to her directly through the mirror that connected its counterpart in the Courts of the Moon. “I have new orders for you. You are to continue with your infiltration of the Terra Novan rebels. You will travel with the rebel leader, disguised as one of his bodyguards. You will offer the rebels all assistance and all possible incentives to throw off the shackles of their Siderean oppressors.”

      “Very good, mistress.”

      “Additionally, you have a new and more important mission.”

      “More important than inciting rebellion in the colonies of our most unshakable enemy?”

      Marketa shrugged. The gold from the Far Colonies was the source of Siderea’s wealth, and that wealth was the source of King-Emperor Aemon’s power. Cutting the supply off would defang the Solar snake at a stroke. What could be more important than that? But the urgency of the Mistress of Magic’s sending had been unmistakable.

      “You are, and I quote these words exactly as the Mistress of Magic sent them, to make finding the source of Vorkhul’s coffin your highest priority. You must locate where it came from, and find out whether there are any more like it. This is a matter of the utmost importance to the safety of the Courts of the Moon and all their loyal subjects.”

      Marketa paused for a moment and then spoke the code phrase she had been given. “This is a geas of uttermost compulsion. The willing servant accepts his fate.”

      The changeling froze. Marketa could almost see the geas taking hold. The changeling’s muscles flexed. The tendons in its neck stood out. She wondered at the power of the spell that it could have such visible effects on its subject. It was true then—the changelings were imprinted with deep compulsions enforcing their obedience to their master’s will.

      “I will obey in word, thought and deed. I will not cease in my endeavours until this mission is accomplished. Only death will keep me from it.”

      Marketa wondered if she could have given the changeling different instructions, ordered it to kill her enemies while under the spell’s compulsion. It was an interesting thought but she would never dare put it to the test.

      The changeling paused for a minute. Its smile was blank, unreadable. Perhaps it was only leaving the expression on its face as a placeholder as it thought. “Would I be right in thinking this has something to do with the Guardian also being dispatched to Terra Nova?”

      “How do you know of that?”

      “Our agent within the chapter house told me.”

      “You went into the chapter house?”

      The changeling smiled and nodded. It was confident indeed if it would do that. Few Lunars would voluntarily enter the precincts of the Order of the Dawn. Fewer yet had ever come out.

      “That was unwise.” The changeling shrugged. She did not like the way the creature treated her with sly disrespect.

      “You will travel to Terra Nova. Give any aid you can to the rebels while you are there. Offer them any inducement to rise against the usurper Aemon. But most of all, you will keep watch on the Guardian. If he gets any leads on the provenance of the sarcophagus of Vorkhul, you must get them too, and find it first.”

      “And if he gets in the way, Mistress, shall I kill him?”

      She considered it. The killing would take place far from here, and it would not lead directly back to her. The Order of the Dawn was known to be obsessive about avenging its people. “If you must,” she said. “We must find out where that coffin came from and if any more of the Eldrim are imprisoned there.”

      “It was not sent by one of our agents then?” the changeling asked.

      “We are not so stupid,” she said. But she wondered whether that was the case. At the Courts of the Moon, often the right claw did not know what the left claw was doing.

      “Be about your business,” she said, dismissing the changeling from her presence, if not from her mind.
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      The bodyguards showed Kormak into the king’s study. Portraits of the royal family stared down from the walls. Racks of scrolls and cabinets full of books hugged the walls. A large table dominated the centre of the room. On it sat a chessboard with pieces made of gold and silver. King Aemon stood beside it, garbed in a simple monk’s robe. A pitcher of water mixed with wine sat on the table, along with two crystal goblets. Aemon leant on the table studying the position on the board. It looked like a game was already well under way.

      There were no servants, and the bodyguards withdrew. Kormak watched them go. It made him wary. In his experience, kings rarely spoke in private with the likes of him, and never without bodyguards. Aemon was a powerful mage, but he must know that a guardian could kill any mage at such close range. Maybe the king was making a statement of trust, or maybe he was just as mad as some people suspected.

      “Have you made up your mind about my request, Sir Kormak?” Aemon asked.

      “I will go to Terra Nova on your behalf, your majesty. The matter of the sarcophagus must be investigated.”

      Aemon looked up from the game and measured out his thin smile. “That pleases me, Sir Kormak.”

      “But it does not surprise you, Sire.”

      “No, it does not. I knew you would find the right path.”

      “That’s one way of looking at things.”

      “There are usually many ways of looking at something, Sir Kormak. Most people can find one they agree on, given time.”

      “There are some things I will need to aid me in my investigation.”

      “Name them.”

      “I will need your authority to investigate in any way I please, and help from any of your officials I encounter.”

      “Naturally. All cooperation will be given.”

      “I need your permission to follow this investigation no matter where it may lead, no matter who it incriminates.”

      Aemon turned that over in his mind. He was aware that such an investigation might have consequences that might prove uncomfortable. He said, “I would expect nothing less.”

      “And I want Captain Rhiana to accompany me. She has proven useful in the past. She can sense the Old Ones and the use of power, and she can look after herself.”

      “She is free to accompany you if she wishes.”

      Aemon looked up at the portrait of King Varlan. It sneered down at him. He noticed Kormak watching him, and rubbed his eyebrow with his left hand.

      “I hated my father,” Aemon said. “He was a gross brute who ran the kingdom into debt to pay for his pleasures. He broke my mother’s heart and very near led Siderea to ruin. He took out his temper on any who were within his reach. All his rages were justified. At least to him.”

      He paused, looked at Kormak sidelong. “Does that surprise you, Sir Kormak? How unfilial I am?”

      Kormak shook his head. “Very little surprises me these days, your majesty.”

      Aemon nodded and gave his attention back to the chessboard. He moved a knight towards the centre, got up and walked around the table, and sat on the other side of the board. “I vowed I would be nothing like him. And I have done my best to keep that vow.”

      “I believe you, your majesty.”

      Aemon leant forward, squinted down at the rows of silver pieces. He reached out to move a prelate, then pulled his hand back. “Did you hate your father?”

      “I barely knew him. He died when I was eight years old.”

      “Killed by the Old One Adath Decurion, the so-called Prince of Dragons,” Aemon said, almost to himself. He reached out and moved the prelate, decisively this time. He glanced at Kormak and said, “Oh yes. I know all about it. My intelligencers would hardly be worth the gold I pay them if I did not.”

      “Yes, killed by an Old One, your majesty.”

      “And you don’t remember him?”

      “He was a big man, black-haired. A blacksmith.”

      “That is a position of some significance in Aquilea, is it not? Maker of weapons, shaper of iron, brander of runes and so on.”

      “As you say, your majesty. He was a brave man. He died trying to save me from the Old One.”

      “And the Old One spared you. How curious!” Kormak sensed that the king was trying to provoke, and he could not work out why. He refused to rise to the bait.

      “Only so I could bear the word of what he had done to others. He claimed he would come back for me another day. He had done such things before, many times, over the centuries.”

      “And that made you the man you are today. It has driven you to kill more Old Ones than any other Guardian in history.”

      “Has it, your majesty?”

      Aemon got out of the chair, walked around the board again, studied it from many angles. He tucked his hand under his chin, stroked his mousy beard, looked up at the portrait of his father again. “You do not like me, do you, Sir Kormak?”

      Kormak kept his mouth shut.

      “You don’t deny it. Good. You dislike me and you dislike my brother. You think I am a pious-sounding hypocrite. You think Taran is a vain and angry man who likes to dominate others.”

      Kormak simply looked at the king, wondering where all this was leading.

      “You are correct,” the king said. He flexed his fingers, placed his hands on either side of his nose and rubbed it. “On all counts.”

      He gave a short high-pitched titter, reached out and moved a rook to take a pawn. “And now you are wondering why I am telling you this.”

      Kormak remained silent. Aemon walked around the board again, studied the gold pieces as he would study those of an adversary. “Do you play chess, Sir Kormak?”

      “I know the rules.”

      “I used to play for pleasure when I was a youth. I was rather good too. I won more often than I lost. Now I never lose—do you know why that is?”

      “Because you play against yourself.”

      This time, there was real mirth in the king’s voice. He looked much younger. When he spoke, he sounded pleased. “Very good, Sir Kormak. But I meant when I play against others.”

      “Because you are king.”

      Aemon slammed a piece down on an ivory square. The sound echoed through the room. “Precisely. Because I am king. There comes a time in every game—when I am playing against someone—when I can see them make the decision to lose, even if they could win. You know why people do it?”

      “Because they do not want to offend you, and because they want your favour.”

      “Again, correct. Because they do not want to offend me. Can you imagine what it is like to live in a world where no one wants to offend you, where no one wants to disagree with you, where everyone—but everyone—is afraid of you?”

      Kormak shook his head.

      “It is a very isolating thing, and the terrifying thing about it is that you get used to it. All of it. You get to believe that others’ high opinion of you—their apparent high opinion of you—is correct. You get to believe you are always right. If you are not careful. I would like you to think about that before you judge my brother. Are you capable of that, Sir Kormak?”

      “I am, your majesty.”

      Aemon picked up the knight, held it in his hand, rotated it and put it down on the table.

      “I didn’t want to be king, you know. When I was a boy I wanted to be a monk—to dedicate my life to the Holy Sun. I would have done it too, if my elder brother had not died. It changed my life, and not for the better. There are times when I still consider abdicating in favour of Taran. Do you know why I do not?”

      “No, your majesty.”

      “Because my brother is not clever enough to be King of Siderea.” Aemon paused for a moment, put down the knight, picked up the king. “Do not misunderstand me. Taran is clever enough in his way, but he is limited and he has our father’s temper. His becoming king would be a disaster for the nation, and he knows this.”

      Kormak kept silent. He guessed Aemon was used to people doing this while he talked. There did not seem to be anything he could say without sounding antagonistic, which would serve no purpose. “He knows it and he is content to play the role of the ruthless spymaster. He takes the blame for all my evil actions so I may remain the spotless saintly king. People want to believe I am that, so they do—no matter what my regime does. They want to believe that if only I knew the things done in my name, I would not permit them. As if I could not know.”

      He sounded bitter. He waved his hand in a gesture of disgust, glared up at the portrait of his father, made the sign of the Holy Sun over his heart. “When I was young, I wanted to be a good man. When I came to the throne, I found I had to make a choice between being a good man and a good king. And invariably I have chosen to be a good king.”

      “Are the two mutually exclusive?”

      “Not always, but often. I condone necessary murders because they strengthen my nation’s position, or remove my nation’s enemies. I order the destruction of towns, knowing that innocent children will die. I do so because those towns are controlled by heretics that will upset the stability of the realm. I remain silent while men are tortured, because we need the information they have, and examples must be set to discourage others. I have stained my soul black with these things, Sir Kormak, and a thousand other things like them. I have chosen to walk an evil path of my own free will, and I will pay the price when the Holy Sun judges me.”

      “It is your choice, Sire.”

      “There is no need to sound so judgemental. I know it. I have done all these things willingly, and I would do all of them again, and things a thousand times worse if I had to. Because I am king, and in my charge has been placed the destiny of millions. And because shadows gather, Sir Kormak. Shadows gather, and someone must oppose them.”

      He glared directly at Kormak now. He was breathing deeply, like a man fighting a battle. The amulet on Kormak’s chest grew warm. Mystical power surged all around them.

      “You have travelled. You have seen what is happening. Everywhere, the world falls into darkness. Everywhere, evil things lurk in hidden places, waiting to come forth. The Kingdoms of the Sun are in chaos. The Empire of the Moon turns once more to evil. The Shadow Kingdoms grow strong again. Something wicked stirs the orcs at the boundaries of the civilised lands. All it will take is one hard push, and everything will fall into the Long Night. Shadowfall approaches. You know I speak the truth.”

      Kormak had heard it all before. “You are now going to tell me that we must be ruthless to oppose the gathering darkness, that evil times justify evil measures, that strong men are needed to oppose the power of Shadow, and you are one of those strong men.”

      There was silence for a moment. Kormak wondered whether he had overstepped the mark. Aemon laughed and said, “And so I am repaid in kind. But yes, Sir Kormak, I believe all of these things to be true, and not just because, as you are no doubt thinking, they bolster my rule and justify my evil actions. I believe all these things to be true because they are true.”

      “Your logic seems circular.”

      “I am in a better position than almost any man alive to know what is going on in this world. I have vast networks of spies at my command. I have seeing stones, and the power to use them. I can summon the most learned scholars and the mightiest mages to answer my questions. I can speak to the Angels themselves if the need arises.”

      Aemon’s bony face seemed narrower and more fanatical than ever, and a chill gleam entered his eye. “You do not believe me?”

      Kormak said nothing.

      Aemon smiled. “There are ways of contacting the Angels, just as there are ways of summoning demons and conjuring elementals. I have the necessary texts in my library.”

      “I do not doubt that, your majesty.”

      “I have told you all of these things for a reason. I want you to understand that when I am evil, I am evil for a reason. I want you to know that I do my best to keep the greater good in mind. I think you will understand because we are alike in this.”

      “How so, your majesty?”

      “Because we are both flawed men in which the Light has placed a great trust. Because the world is darkening, and that darkness must be opposed. Those who must do it are people like you and me. We are not saints, Sir Kormak or heroes. We are just men. But in this Age of the World, we are all there is. If people like us do not oppose the Shadow, no one will. We are the only tools the Light has.

      “I am a man of faith, Sir Kormak. I believe that the Light placed me on the throne of Siderea for a purpose, just as I believe it put a dwarf-forged blade in your hand. I have looked into your soul and I see you are troubled by your burden. You are not the only one, but the Light needs its champions, and it must take them where it can find them. You are needed in this struggle. Believe me in that, even if you believe me in nothing else.”

      “I take it you also believe that the Light wants me to go to Terra Nova and uncover the truth about the sarcophagus.”

      “I believe it is the best use of your talents.”

      “Is that why you contacted Grand Master Darius?”

      “I did not do that. My brother did.”

      “I believe we have already established that your brother is your agent in all things.”

      “This he did of his own accord, because he believed it was my will. I cannot say I am saddened by the fact, but it is not what I would have done.”

      Kormak’s smile was cynical.

      Aemon spread his hand in a helpless gesture. “Sir Kormak, I hope that I have convinced you that I try to be the best man I can under the circumstances in which I find myself. I try not to lie when I can avoid it.”

      There was nothing to be gained by pressing the matter.

      King Aemon took out a package of papers sealed with wax, and a ring which Kormak recognised. It had come from the finger of the Kraken; Kormak had cut it off himself.

      “You will need these on your journey,” Aemon said.

      “You were so certain I would go.”

      Aemon made a deprecatory gesture with his left hand. “Let us rather say that I thought it best to be prepared for the eventuality of you accepting.”

      Kormak thought he caught falsehood in the king’s voice. He had been certain, but he did not want to claim that, and Kormak did not see the sense in the deception. A man like Aemon was used to getting his way. Why pretend otherwise, unless you were so corkscrew-twisted that you did such things for the sake of doing them?

      “The papers say that the bearer of this ring is my representative, and should be obeyed as they would obey me. They may prove useful if some of my servants are less than zealous in aiding you.”

      Kormak understood that. There were few people in Siderea who would care to be caught obstructing the will of the king.

      “The ring is a great trust,” Kormak said.

      “You bore it for a short time already. Bear it for a little longer. I trust you to return it. You have already done so once.”

      Aemon placed the bundle in Kormak’s hands, placed his hands together as if in prayer, gave a short bow and said, “The Pride of Siderea lies at anchor in the harbour. It will take you to Terra Nova on the first tide tomorrow. Walk in Light, Sir Kormak. May the Holy Sun watch over you.”

      “And you, your majesty.”

      Kormak bowed and departed. He thought about Aemon. The king was a more subtle and frightening man than he had suspected.
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      The coach dropped Kormak and Rhiana off at the harbour. The mid-morning sun gleamed down on the docks. Gulls cawed. Fishwives bellowed the virtues of their wares. Ship’s chandlers drove small herds of pigs and goats along. Barrels of salted fish and beef added to the tang in the air. A company of soldiers assembled on the wharf. Near them stood groups of wealthy-looking men and women, flanked by bodyguards.

      As they strode towards the long wooden pier, Kormak recognised one of the people waiting: Elias Zamara, who had captained the Ocean’s Blade when Kormak had sought the Kraken. Elaborate court clothing wrapped his tall, rangy body, and a large tricorne hat perched atop his handsome blonde head. He seemed to be the centre of the crowd.

      Approaching the group Kormak was aware that all eyes were upon him. The nobles practically stared. Zamara grinned a welcome.

      Kormak looked at him. “This is a pleasant surprise.”

      Zamara performed a sweeping bow, removing his hat with a flourish. He seemed to be putting on a performance more for the nobles present than Kormak. “It is indeed. It seems we are to be shipmates once more.”

      “You are going to Terra Nova?”

      “I am, Sir Kormak. His Majesty has made me Admiral of the Western Ocean and Captain-General of next year’s treasure fleet.”

      Kormak gave an impressed nod. Zamara had come up in the world. Once he had been merely a captain, now he would be virtually co-ruler of an Imperial province. The king had rewarded him generously for his part in the killing of the Kraken.

      Of course, he was the king’s cousin. Zamara was going to be a very wealthy man; more than that, he would make an extremely useful ally. It occurred to Kormak that that might be the reason they were both setting sail today.

      “I will be in command of the Pride of Siderea and all aboard.” Zamara glanced around at the watching nobles to make sure they got his meaning. “Except you, of course. You are the king’s agent.”

      Zamara was going to enjoy lording it over his fellow nobles. Kormak did not blame him for it; he got the impression that the former captain had spent a good deal of time being looked down on by his wealthier compatriots. Some of the richly-dressed people smiled at him ingratiatingly. Others turned their backs on him to show they were not impressed. It was going to be an interesting trip.

      “Captain Rhiana, I am charmed to see you will be travelling with us too,” Zamara said.

      Rhiana smiled at him and made a faint mocking curtsey. “If only Frater Jonas were here, it would be just like old times.”

      Some of the watching nobles looked away at the mention of the little priest’s name. The former inquisitor was feared by many. Zamara did not look displeased by that fact. “Indeed.”

      Small craft pulled up at the dock. One by one, the soldiers and the passengers lowered themselves in. Kormak joined Zamara, Rhiana and half a dozen men garbed as ship’s officers and ventured out across the harbour.

      The Pride of Siderea was one of the largest ships Kormak had ever seen, an ocean-going galleon built to bring back treasure from the colonies on the far side of the World Ocean. Three stories high, it looked more like a floating island of wood than a ship. A massive dragon’s head, large as a battering ram, emerged from its prow.

      Zamara stared at it with the gaze of a man looking upon a newly-discovered lover. It was to be his flagship, no doubt, and a symbol of his command.

      Cranes in the side lifted crates aboard. More and more soldiers and passengers flooded up the sides. Pipes sounded as the admiral came aboard.

      Kormak was not thrilled to feel the deck of a ship beneath his feet once more.

      “You look less than happy, Sir Kormak,” Zamara said. His tone was jovial, his manner lordly. “I had forgotten how little you Aquileans like ships.”

      “I cannot say I am delighted by the prospect of a direct ocean crossing, even with an Imperial Windcaller aboard.”

      “I would have thought that, given your profession, you would have said especially with an Imperial Windcaller aboard.” He laughed aloud and the officers present echoed his mirth. He was their commander after all, and it would do their careers good to appreciate his humour.

      It struck Kormak that Aemon and Taran set the tone of their court. They were suns around which planets orbited. Zamara was now a planet, and these men were his moons. Deference was the order of the day.

      Rhiana caught his eye and raised an eyebrow. She was quite clearly thinking the same as he was. She was a citizen of Port Blood, where things were far more chaotic and considerably freer.

      Zamara said, “No need to be too uneasy, Sir Kormak. We will not be going directly across the ocean. Our passage takes us via the Outward Islands.” Seeing Kormak’s blank expression, he added, “We’ll be stopping at Fort Wrath to take on supplies before we catch the transoceanic trade winds.”

      Kormak liked Zamara more than he liked Aemon and his brother. If he was not quite a friend, they were more than acquaintances. They had shed blood and risked their lives together. If that meant humouring him in front of this audience, Kormak did not mind.

      “At least with you in command, I know we’ll make it safely back to port,” Kormak said. Some of the officers smiled at that. Others looked as if they envied him the chance to curry favour.

      Zamara looked pleased, and a little suspicious. At least he had not become so used to flattery that he expected it from everyone. Kormak wondered how long that would remain the case once they got to Terra Nova and Zamara exercised his considerable power in the king’s name. No doubt there would be changes in the admiral’s personality and manner. Kormak had seen it happen before, and he doubted Zamara would be immune to the process.

      Followed by his retinue, Zamara went below to find his cabin. Kormak stood by the railing and studied the hillside houses of Trefal. He was starting to feel the tug of indefinable excitement that he always felt when he was about to begin a new journey. Who knew what he would encounter this time, what wonders he would see?

      Kormak heard footsteps approach, and turned to see a tall, thin, bald man walking towards him. He was better dressed than a common sailor, but worse than an officer. He wore a tunic with the symbol of the kingdom of Siderea on it, and britches of the same light blue colour. His leathery feet were bare. His face was calm. If Kormak had not known better, he would have thought the man a servant.

      “Excuse me, sir, but I have been instructed to show you and to your cabin.” His voice was soft and respectful, but still somehow audible over the clamour of the ship. He was probably a sailor whose duties consisted attending the captain and his officers.

      “By whom?”

      “By Admiral Zamara, sir. Your cabin is waiting.” Kormak was impressed. On warships, space was always at a premium. On many, only the captain had a cabin. Even the highest-ranking officers shared theirs.

      The sailor waited for Kormak’s response. Kormak looked at Rhiana.

      “Captain Rhiana has her own cabin. One of my lads will be along momentarily to show her to it.” The man did not look embarrassed, but something in his tone suggested he was. It was most likely because Rhiana was a child of the Old Ones as well as a woman. Placing a Guardian of the Dawn and a spawn of the Old Ones together in the same cabin would outrage many delicate Siderean sensibilities. For centuries, their nation had languished under the rule of the Eldrim.

      “Lead on,” Kormak said. The sailor led him down a wooden staircase, and into a corridor with a ceiling so low Kormak had to duck his head. They passed some cabins with open doors, and servants bearing chests and clothes and personal effects.

      “A lot of cabins,” Kormak said. The sailor turned, and gave a shrug as if he were the owner of the galleon.

      “A lot of important people travel on the Pride of Siderea, sir. Administrators, generals, rich nobles. They like their privacy, and the ship has space.”

      Kormak could see that was true. The Pride was more than twice the size of any ship he had previously sailed on. He wondered how well it would perform against smaller, more agile warships.

      A tall, slender woman left the cabin opposite. She was at very least middle-aged. Her skin was leathery, her eyes watchful. Ivory needles pinned her spun-silver hair to the back of her head in a bun. She preserved much of the beauty she must have possessed in youth. She looked Kormak up and down and said, “A Guardian of the Dawn. This is proving to be a most interesting voyage.”

      Her earrings bore elder signs. A necklace containing a wraithstone charm hung at her throat. Rings bearing various mystical runes. Sudden wariness settled on Kormak; he was in the presence of a sorceress.

      “Oh, in the name of the Light, don’t look at me like that,” said the woman. “I am not going to try and enchant you. I am the ship’s windcaller.”

      Her manner was imperious; she was clearly used to be being feared and obeyed. Kormak stared back at her. She held his gaze for a long time, just to let him know she could, and then she turned to look at the servant out of politeness, not fear.

      “The cabin arrangements leave a little to be desired, Hugo,” she said. She sounded amused, rather than angry.

      “Admiral’s orders, Mistress Serena. I was told specifically to place Sir Kormak here.”

      “The admiral letting me know he has a pet wolf, is he?”

      Hugo kept his face bland, but his manner managed to show he was affronted. “I am afraid I would not know, madam.”

      She turned and looked back at Kormak. Her smile was a fraction warmer. “Nothing to do with me,” Kormak said.

      “I am sure you will find that there can be a lot of politicking on board these ship’s, Sir Kormak. You would not be the Kormak who saved the life of King Brandane of Taurea on the field of Aeanar, some twenty-odd years ago.”

      “I am.” Kormak made a bow.

      “I would have thought you would be dead by now. Guardians don’t usually live so long.” She did not sound malicious; she sounded thoughtful. Kormak let it pass.

      “I look forward to some interesting chats,” Mistress Serena said. “But now I really must inspect the ship.”

      Kormak stood aside to let her pass. She strode up the stairs with the step of a woman forty years younger. When she was gone, Hugo made a small gesture of apology and said, “Sorry about that, sir.”

      “There is nothing to apologise for. That was one of the friendliest conversations I have had with a wizard in a decade.”

      Hugo looked impressed and then he smiled. “Very good, sir. Your cabin, sir.”

      The cabin was not large, but it had a bunk and a sea-chest bolted to the floor. It even had a small porthole with dimpled panes of leaded glass looking out over the sea. Kormak did not need to stretch his arms to their full length to touch the walls on either side simultaneously. Still, he had stayed in far worse places.

      “Will you require anything else, sir?” Hugo asked.

      “No, thank you,” Kormak replied. He took his pack and dropped it into the sea-chest, then threw himself down on the bed. He was immediately aware of footsteps on the deck above him.

      “Then I’ll be off, sir,” Hugo said. He closed the door softly behind him, leaving Kormak to stare at the ceiling and wonder about his fellow passengers and crew.
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      Kormak lay on the bunk for a while, listening to the sounds of the ship. Officers shouted. Bosuns relayed commands, and men moved to obey. He heard the creak of anchors and the splash of oars, and then felt the slow rocking of a big ship starting to move.

      Thoughts of his recent battles, of King Aemon’s arrogant humility and Gerd’s death, warred in his head. Guilt pricked him. He could have done more. He should have done more. He had let people die because he was too slow, too weak.

      Restless and unsettled, he picked himself up off the bed, made sure all of his amulets were in place and adjusted his swordbelt till it hung on his waist. He did not expect to have to draw it fast, but if he did, it would be better there in this confined space. He did not want to have to pull it over his head with these low ceilings.

      The fresh sea air smacked him in the face as he emerged onto the deck. He glanced around and saw all of the passengers clustered on the lower deck of the stern. The raised platform above it was reserved for the captain, and those he chose to invite to join him there. Unlike on many other ships, there was a walkway around the sterncastle which allowed people to move there. People hung over the sides and waved at the crowds.

      The soldiers had already stowed their gear and were waving farewells to family and friends. The docks receded. Tearful cries carried across the water. Kormak well understood why. The people back there and on the ship would be wondering whether they would ever see their loved ones again. Ocean passages were not without their perils.

      No doubt some of the men on this ship were going as colonists and traders. Even if they survived the voyage, it might be years before they returned home.

      Standing at the prow, looking away from the receding shoreline, was a familiar figure. Rhiana. Kormak went to join her.

      “I take it you are glad to be leaving Trefal behind,” Kormak said, as he stepped beside her. She glanced over the dragon’s head and watched the Wizard’s Isle approach.

      She tilted her head to one side. She was tall enough almost to look him in the eye. “I am. I do not like the place. I do not like its politics. I do not particularly care for its people. Or its priests. Although perhaps it would be fairer to say they do not particularly care for me.”

      The Wizard’s Isle lay on their starboard now. “I remember the night we arrived in port,” Kormak said. “It seems like it was years ago now, not days.”

      “Life is like that sometimes,” Rhiana said. She smiled at him and reached out to touch his calloused sword hand. It seemed to tingle at her touch.

      His feelings surprised him. She meant more to him than he cared to admit. He was a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn, sworn to uphold the Law. He could not give up the sword and go with her. Could he? Could he retire like Gerd had, and vanish over the waters to Port Blood? Right now, part of him wanted to.

      If he did, he would not have to work in the service of Aemon and his brother. He would be free of duty. He could go where he wanted and do what he willed.

      Only he could not. He was a guardian and he would remain so until his dying day. He did not want to give up the sword. More to the point, he could not give up the sword. The Prince of Dragons had told him he would return one day and claim his life, as he had claimed the lives of all his kin. Kormak wanted to be in possession of the sword when that day came. He wanted vengeance. More than that, he wanted to leave no hostages to fortune. He wanted no more people close to him killed by the Old One. Adath Decurion was capable of doing that out of plain malice; he had fallen to the Shadow long ago, and his life and his soul had become twisted beyond redemption.

      “What are you thinking?” Rhiana asked. “You are even more than usually silent.”

      “Nothing much,” Kormak said. A long sleek shape splashed from the waves behind them. It somersaulted, then returned to the water. “Is that who I think it is?”

      Rhiana smiled. “Yes, it is. He was waiting for me here. He wants me to come into the water and play. I told him not now. Not here, so close to all these land-dwellers. We would not want any misunderstandings, would we?”

      “They might well be scandalised.”

      She smiled again and squeezed his hand. “Now I feel like I am at home.”

      Kormak looked at all the water surrounding them, and realised that he would never feel like that on a ship.
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      Admiral Zamara emerged from below. Accompanying him was the windcaller. Zamara bellowed, “Sir Kormak, I would be honoured if you and Captain Rhiana would join us on the command deck.”

      Rhiana threw the admiral a respectful salute and strode towards the deck. Kormak followed her up the polished wooden steps. From their position on the stern, he had a fine view along the length of the ship.

      The wind filled the sails of the Pride of Siderea. The passengers strolled the decks, while the soldiers drilled in the hold. Zamara consulted with his windcaller. She sat on the carved stool near the wheel. Kormak knew there was such a seat on every Imperial galleon; windcallers had the privilege of visiting the command deck when they willed, and talking to the ship’s captain as they pleased. Apparently the privilege extended to admirals, or Zamara was pleased to allow it so.

      “What do you think?” Zamara asked. He scanned the horizon with his spyglass. In the distance, white clouds marked the sky ahead, but mostly things were clear.

      “You should steer a couple of degrees north,” the windcaller responded. Her voice was flat and calm. She was not giving an order. She was not making a suggestion. She was dispensing wisdom.

      “Why?” Zamara asked.

      “Because there is a storm coming, and if you steer north, you will skirt the worst of it. Perhaps even avoid it altogether.”

      Zamara smiled. “How do you know this?”

      “I am a windcaller. I sense it.”

      “But how?”

      “What does red look like to a blind man, Admiral?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “How would you describe it to him?”

      “It is the colour of blood.”

      “He does not know the colour of blood. He knows its taste, maybe. Its feel. Its smell.”

      “You are trying to tell me that describing the way you sense the wind is like me describing red to a blind man.”

      “Precisely so, Admiral.”

      “Two points south-west, helmsman,” Zamara said. He turned from the windcaller to Rhiana. “What do you think, Captain Rhiana?”

      “I think you were wise to listen to the windcaller.”

      “Do you sense a storm?”

      “It is not one of my gifts.”

      “And you, Sir Kormak?”

      Kormak shrugged. “Such a thing is beyond me. I am shielded against magical effects.”

      Zamara nodded and said, “We have been through enough storms of late. I would miss this one if I could.”

      “That is wise,” said the windcaller. “I could perhaps bind the tempest or guide the ship through it, but better not to have to trust in such magic at all, if you can avoid doing so.”

      “I am surprised to hear you say that. If I were a mage, I would perform such wonders as I could,” said Zamara. He glanced over at Kormak. “Windcaller Serena was the highest-ranking weather adept in Trefal when we left port, Sir Kormak. The King-Emperor obviously sets a high store by your mission.”

      The old woman turned her sharp gaze on Kormak. She was listening carefully. Kormak bowed and said, “I am grateful for that.”

      “You are a closed-mouthed man, Sir Kormak,” said Serena. “I know the king and his brother value that quality.”

      Her gaze moved from Kormak to Rhiana. She was clearly curious as to why the merwoman was here too.

      “Allow the man to have some mysteries, windcaller,” said Zamara. “We are stuck with each other’s company for the voyage. There will be time enough for you to root out Sir Kormak’s secrets.”

      “I am not sure a voyage to the end of the world would be time enough for that,” said Serena.

      “Well, you will have a chance to quiz him more at dinner this evening. I wish you all to join me in the grand cabin.”

      “I would be honoured,” said Rhiana.

      “As would I,” said Kormak.

      “Just as well,” said Zamara. “A request to dine with the captain is something of the order of a command on a ship.”

      He made it sound as if he was joking, but he wanted everyone to know who was in charge here.

      The windcaller produced a metal flask inscribed with elder signs from within the canvas bag she carried. Kormak had seen its like before.

      “That is a Solari binding jar,” he said.

      The windcaller gave him a distracted sidelong glance and then nodded. “I picked it up in Solace when I was an apprentice. It cost me the profits of a voyage, but it has paid for itself a dozen times over since then.”

      “You have sylphs bound within it?”

      “Of course, Guardian.”

      “And they do not resent it?”

      “Such creatures always resent being bound. This saves me the trouble of luring them from their homes in the clouds. I think over time they have become accustomed to their new residence. They are not much brighter than a dog.”

      “I think perhaps you had best give some warning to the rest of the crew,” Kormak said.

      “Why?” Serena asked. “What could they possibly have to fear? There is a guardian standing at my shoulder. I am sure that fearsome blade of yours could put paid to me or my pets in very short order.”

      Serena unstoppered the flask. The amulet on Kormak’s chest grew warmer. There was a faint sound like the distant gusting of strong winds. A light mist emerged from the mouth of the flask, like smoke rising above a wood fire. There was the faintest hint of ozone in the air.

      The mist swirled, separating into long tendrils that wrapped themselves around the windcaller like serpents. Invisible fingers tugged at his tunic. Kormak began to see the ghostly outlines of humanoid figures as they coalesced. Most of them looked like slender naked women. Their faces bore a resemblance to Serena’s. She crooned to them in the Old Tongue, and they replied in voices that sounded like wind rustling through the grass. Moments later, they swirled upwards and shimmered and vanished. The sails cracked and billowed and the ship leapt forward.

      Zamara gave a satisfied smile. “I bet you don’t see the like of that every day,” he said. “Not even you, Sir Kormak.”

      Zamara’s officers all nodded sagely.

      Kormak nodded and tried to look suitably impressed. The windcaller slumped forward on her chair. She had shrunk visibly from calling on her power. Rhiana did look impressed. She was a sailor; she understood far better than he what it meant to be able to bind the winds to the will of the master of a ship. To Kormak, it was just another example of magic, something he had been forced to contend with most of his life.

      Zamara extended an arm to the windcaller. “If I may, I will escort you to your cabin.”

      Serena smiled at him. “I thank you, Admiral.”

      It was clear that the rest of them were dismissed. Once they were gone, Rhiana said, “There is something I must do as well.”

      Kormak shrugged and strode down onto the main deck once more.
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      As Kormak strode back towards his cabin, a man waddled towards him. He placed himself squarely in Kormak’s way and beckoned with the chubby fingers of a pudgy hand. There was no menace in the gesture. His eyes disappeared into folds of fat when he smiled. His cod-piece and neck ruffle looked ridiculous on him, like the garb of a doll wrapped round the form of a man. Kormak recognised him from the King’s Ball. Frater Jonas had pointed him out as the richest commoner in Siderea, Orson Waters.

      “If I may have a word, Sir Kormak,” he said. His rumbling voice was a surprise, rich and mellow and full of authority. Close up, Kormak could see that the man’s breadth had made him look smaller. He was almost half a head taller than Kormak, and probably weighed twice as much. For a man carrying so much weight, he moved with a good deal of grace. Kormak reassessed his first impression; the man was probably immensely strong, and much quicker than he looked. He took a step back to give himself room.

      “You may, sir…” Kormak decided he would let Waters introduce himself. It would tell him something about the man.

      The fat man laughed, a throaty gurgle which was abruptly cut off. “I am afraid I have no pedigree of nobility, Sir Kormak. I am a simple merchant.” The eyes that studied Kormak were shrewd. “My name is Orson Waters.”

      “I have heard that name,” Kormak said. “They call you the Merchant Prince.”

      “I am sure you have spent enough time in Siderea to realise there is a great deal of difference between a merchant prince and a real one.”

      “Someone told me you are the richest commoner in Siderea—wealthier than most of the nobles.”

      “I would not know about that. I do not know how wealthy the other commoners are. I am flattered that you know so much about me.”

      “I am surprised to find you on this ship. You must own a fleet of them.”

      “Alas, none of them are safer or swifter to cross the wide ocean on than the King’s Galleons. I prefer to trust my safety to the King-Emperor’s warships and his windcallers when my business calls me back to Terra Nova.”

      Kormak noticed a hard-looking pair lounging against the ship’s railings. They eyed him sidelong and studied the deck around them with the discrete wariness of the highest echelon of professional bodyguards. Their shrewd eyes missed nothing.

      One of them looked like a typical Siderean of the lower classes, short, stocky, with dark eyes and olive skin. He was clean-shaven. A long scar marred his cheek. He wore a padded linen doublet of neutral colours. His sword belt and scabbard looked old, but well cared for.

      Kormak guessed the other was a Terra Novan, perhaps the descendant of a Sunlander colonist and one of the natives. Tall as Kormak, broad and muscular. Serpent-pattern tattoos covered his visible skin. His red beard was long and intricately plated. His forehead was low and his eyes were a very bright blue. He was clad in the buckskins and moccasins of a woodsman. A thick lash and a pair of tomahawks were in his belt. He held a heavier axe in each of his muscular hands. “Urag and Burk are mine, Sir Kormak. They are very discreet.”

      “Is there something you are about to say that calls for discretion?” Kormak asked.

      Triple chins flexed the beard covering the lower part of Orson’s face as he smiled. “You are a sharp man, Sir Kormak. More intelligent than I expected.”

      “There is no need to prove you can be as rude as I am,” Kormak said. “I will take that as a given.”

      Orson’s booming laughter held genuine mirth. “I stand reproved. You will forgive me, Sir Kormak. I am not used to being treated so lightly. I find, despite my best efforts, that my wealth usually engenders an inordinate respect in most people I meet.”

      “People respect gold,” Kormak said.

      “A maxim to live by. At least if you are a humble merchant with no centuries-long bloodline behind you.”

      “You wanted to talk to me.”

      “Indeed. I merely wanted to introduce myself. Your fame precedes you. Word of your deeds within the Imperial Palace has reached even my doorstep. It seems our King-Emperor himself has reason to be grateful to you, and that should engender gratitude in those like myself, who are his humble subjects.”

      Kormak wondered when Orson would get to the point. “There is no reason for you to feel grateful to me.”

      “Were it not for your deeds, I could almost find those words treasonable, Sir Kormak. Indeed, I could. We are all grateful to you for preserving the life of the king.”

      The fat man waited, and Kormak began to understand. Orson was curious about what had happened in the palace and was trying to provoke a response from him. Whatever Kormak said would give him some clues as to recent events in the palace. Kormak could not think how this could be of advantage to the merchant, but he was sure that Orson would find a way to make it so. Under the circumstances, his natural inclinations were to play his cards close to his chest.

      “Is that what you have heard?”

      “Indeed it is. And may I say, sir, that it does not surprise me. I have the good fortune to be part of the group of merchants who begged the services of your order to rid the seas of the accursed Kraken. A job which you performed with admirable efficiency, I might add. You are a very effective man, Sir Kormak, and I can always find work for an effective man.”

      Kormak turned this new information over in his mind. What was Orson telling him here? The cabal of merchants who bribed the order into sending him after the Kraken had been a front for Prince Taran and the king. Was Orson hinting at secret knowledge, of having a place higher in the royal estimation than he was outwardly claiming? Did he know who the Kraken had been?

      “Alas, I am sworn to the service of my order,” Kormak said.

      “Of course, of course. I am ashamed that I have given you cause to think me so crass as to believe otherwise.” Kormak detected a hint of mockery in the fat man’s voice now. If Orson had been part of the cabal, he probably believed the way to secure the services of a man like Kormak was to make a large offering to his order.

      “I do not think you are so crass,” said Kormak. “You have not shown yourself to be anything other than a man worthy of the greatest respect.”

      “You flatter me, Sir Kormak, and I am petty enough to be pleased to hear you say such a thing. May I ask who your extremely exotic and absolutely enchanting companion is?”

      Kormak felt certain that Orson already knew the answer to that. “She is Captain Rhiana, late of Port Blood.”

      “A captain? Well, well. And a child of Saa Aquor unless I miss my guess. It is very unusual to hear of a member of your order being so… friendly to one of the creations of the Old Ones.”

      “Life is often more complex than stories would have us believe.”

      “Forgive me, Sir Kormak. Curiosity makes me forget my manners. In any case, I look forward to getting to know both of you better. On a ship at sea, there is often little else to do.”

      He stepped aside with a bow. Kormak watched Orson Waters depart flanked by his bodyguards. He was not the only one watching them go; many eyes stared at them with something like loathing. A lot of the nobles present clearly disliked seeing such a wealthy commoner.
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      “You marked him then, the famous Sir Kormak?” Orson Waters asked his bodyguards. They looked around the large luxurious cabin as if they suspected they might be under observation, then nodded. “Be careful around him. He is a very dangerous man.”

      Urag stared at him. Those unblinking blue eyes were unsettling. They flickered from Orson to Burk, and then back again.

      Orson let out a small sigh and rubbed his plump hands together. Urag was there as much to keep him under observation as to act as his bodyguard. Count Balthazar did not trust him, despite the hold he had.

      Orson supposed the man was right to be suspicious. It was possible that he could find other sources for the medicines with which the alchemist provided him. On the other hand, he doubted anyone else could ever offer the ultimate secret Count Balthazar possessed. Orson would remain loyal at least until he got his hands on that. And Urag was useful enough when it came to performing any number of dirty jobs. Still, even if Urag knew that Burk was a Lunar agent, it would be best if he did not know the subject of their discussions. The fewer people who knew that, the better. In this game, every little advantage counted.

      Orson dropped one of the small pellets Count Balthazar had provided into a goblet of wine. He rattled the bottle. Still plenty. Good. It would not do to run out before they returned to Maial. He took the wine down in one long swallow and felt the tension drain from him. Another day of life gained. Another day his heart would continue to beat normally within his chest.

      He rubbed his pudgy hands together, let out a long breath and gathered his wits. It was time to deal with this emissary from the Courts of the Moon who had presented himself in the palace a few days ago and taken the place of his bodyguard. A pity about the original Burk. He had been a loyal man and useful. Still, the Cause must be served. Sacrifices had to be made. He was suddenly glad Urag was there; it was good to feel there was at least one other human in the room.

      The false Burk walked over to the door and listened, then walked around the small cabin, head held low to avoid bumping into any of the sea lanterns. It was uncanny, Orson thought, how well he duplicated the man he had replaced. Every move, every gesture was the same. If he had not known...

      He looked at Urag, head tilted to one side.

      “You trust him?” the false Burk asked Orson. “The backwoodsman?”

      “Implicitly. He is privy to all my secrets,” Orson said. The part about the secrets was mostly true enough, and he did not want this Lunar emissary getting the idea there was dissension within the ranks of the rebels. The aid of his masters was too important to the Cause.

      “Aye, feel free to talk about me as if I am not here,” said Urag. Burk paid him no attention at all.

      “I don’t like ships,” said Burk, at last. He poked his head out a porthole, took a look round and then withdrew back into the cabin. “Too small. Too easy to be overheard.”

      He produced a small amulet on a long silver chain and studied it. “No one is eavesdropping.”

      “You seem very sure of that,” said Orson Waters. He had seen sorcery worked many times but he felt it unwise to be blatant about it aboard one of the King-Emperor’s ships, with a Guardian of the Dawn aboard. They were said to have many unusual skills when it came to detecting magecraft.

      “This charm will detect any spell of eavesdropping cast by anyone less than an archmage. It has served me well in a hundred places.”

      “Let’s hope it serves you well now.”

      “The only mage on board is the windcaller. She is powerful but her magic does not run to divination, at least if it is not connected with the weather.”

      “Are you willing to bet your life on that?”

      “I have many times. There is no need to be nervous, Goodman Waters. I know what I am doing.”

      The voice and the tone were Burk’s, but there was something odd underneath. The real Burk had been Orson’s creature, bought and paid for, body and soul. He would have fawned at his master’s words.

      The changeling made it sound as if he were fawning, and yet at the same time made it clear that he was not. It was the words obviously, but there was something else there. A slight change to the stance, a gaze that met his own without fear of loss of place or station.

      “I sincerely hope so.” It was an interesting situation. Orson was all too aware that he might be the next one replaced if he was not careful, once the changeling had studied him and found out what it needed to know, unless he could show that he was more useful to the creature and its masters alive than dead. That should not prove too difficult; he had many secrets and many connections that the Lunars would need to further their long-term plans. He had need of them to further his own schemes.

      Orson allowed himself a smile. He had spent his whole life in high-stakes negotiation, had raised himself from a clerk to the richest man in the kingdom. He had dealt with sorcerers and assassins. This was just one more such challenge.

      He was big and lazy-looking and amiable. People always underestimated him. The changeling would too. If he did not, Orson Waters would deserve his death. He did not think it would come today though. “How is the beautiful Lady Marketa?”

      “Very well. She sends her greetings.”

      “I had hoped she would send more than those.”

      “She has already sent you several letters of credit drawn on the banking houses of Solace. Take those as an earnest of more to come. And she has sent me. I am to meet with your people and see if they are serious. If they are, your faction will soon have all the aid it needs from the Courts of the Moon. Silver, weapons, sorcery. Terra Nova will be free from Siderean chains. You will be able to set your own taxes and keep the gold that is mined in your own country. And a new ruler will hold sway.”

      He glanced pointedly at Orson. Is that what he thinks, thought Orson, that I want to rule the Far Colonies? Why not? King Orson had a fine ring to it. He pushed that thought aside and smiled. “I am sure such aid will not come without strings attached.”

      “We would expect an alliance with the new nations of Terra Nova, of course, and freedom of religion for those who would follow the true faith.”

      Orson shrugged. He did not care about the religious wars; such things were more Count Balthazar’s concern than his. He cared about wealth, and most of all, about staying alive to enjoy it. Lunar treasure and Lunar weapons would let him do that. “You have a ready answer for everything. I am not sure I trust you.”

      “Is there anything I can do to change that?”

      “I am sure I will think of something soon enough.” Orson considered the possibilities. He had heard all of the dark legends about changelings. He was sure he could find some way to make use of this one’s skills. Perhaps he would not need Count Balthazar’s potions for much longer after all.

      Urag watched them both, so still and silent he might have been part of the furniture. Orson was sure he missed nothing.
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      The movement of the ship unsettled Kormak. He felt an occasional distant twinge of nausea. He was not normally prone to sea-sickness, but it was possible that Valen’s Elixir had unsettled his stomach or his balance, or it might be something about the slow roll of this particular tall ship.

      One day at sea down. Another thirteen to go, if they were lucky and the windcaller’s spells worked. The sylphs had all but vanished from sight now. Only if he looked closely could he make out their faint blurred shapes moving among the billowing sails. If he moved closer to them, he felt the protective amulet on his chest grow warm from the eddy currents of their magic.

      Sailors went about their business, clambering through the rigging, standing their watches. Behind them the land was distant. All around was the promise of the open sea. The sky was clear and blue, but he knew how quickly that could change. He found a clear area on the deck and began to do pushups. It had been a long time since he had done any exercise, but this was likely to be the only workout he would get while they sailed.

      As he counted over sixty, a shadow fell on him and he looked up to see a familiar grizzled face. The man was short and dark-skinned with cropped grey hair and hooded brown eyes. He wore the tunic of a Siderean marine, with the silver badge of his rank on his chest. “Sir Kormak, it is a great pleasure to see you again.”

      “Sergeant Terves. I am happy to see you as well. How is it going?” He did another pushup.

      “Well, sir. Well. I am still in Admiral Zamara’s service. Commander of his bodyguard, in fact.”

      “A well-justified promotion.” Kormak gasped slightly as he spoke. He pulled himself into a sitting position and glanced up at Terves. His muscles ached a little. His shoulders felt heavy. He was sweating in the afternoon heat.

      “It is good of you to say so, sir. I must admit I was surprised to see you and Captain Rhiana aboard.”

      Kormak grinned. “I have been dispatched to Terra Nova by King Aemon.”

      “I do not wish to pry, sir,” said Terves, but his stance told Kormak that he would be glad of any information he could get. It would be something to talk about with his fellow soldiers, if nothing else. “I know you have performed services for his majesty in the past. Like that nasty business with the Kraken.”

      Kormak wondered if Terves knew just how important the Kraken’s death had been to the Siderean royal family. The sorcerer had been a bastard of the line, a potential rival claimant to the throne. “I hope it won’t be anything like that.”

      “We all do, sir. From what I’ve heard, Terra Nova can be a dangerous enough place without dark magicians and giant sea monsters.”

      “You have been there before?”

      Terves shook his head. “Most of my service has been south of the Dragon Sea or along the coasts of the Old Kingdoms. This is my first visit to the Far Colonies.”

      “Mine too.”

      “I hope you are prepared for heat, sir, and humidity and biting insects as big as your finger. Mutants and sand demons and cannibal moonchild tribesmen too.”

      “You are trying to scare me, aren’t you, Terves?”

      “I doubt I could do that even if I wanted to, sir. I’ve seen you in any number of tight spots.”

      “And I was glad to have you there.”

      “Good of you to say so, sir. And if I might say so, I am glad to have you with us here. Only…”

      “Only?”

      “Some of the lads is worried, sir. I mean, having a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn present usually means we are expected to encounter monsters or magic or Old Ones.”

      So that was what was eating at the old sergeant, thought Kormak. “Tell them there’s no need to worry on the voyage out, as far as I can tell. My business is in Terra Nova. Not on this ship.”

      Terves smiled and said, “They’ll be glad to hear that, sir.”

      Kormak himself was not so sure. As soon as the words had left his mouth, he felt their wrongness, strong as a foreboding, and he had learned long ago to pay attention to such presentiments of danger.
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      The passengers lined the port side of the ship as the late afternoon sun beamed down. Kormak stood with them, watching as Rhiana swam beside the ship. She had no difficulty keeping up. Sometimes her dolphin sported beside her, and she would grab its fin and vanish beneath the waves. Off-duty sailors plunged into the water, diving from the high sides of the ship and ploughing cleanly into the waves. They swam with her and tried to pet the dolphin. She vanished below, and did not emerge until someone shouted from the other side, and she emerged there.

      Kormak wondered why she was doing it. She was drawing attention to herself, and making sure that everyone knew she was not like the gowned ladies who strolled the decks beneath their parasols. He saw some of them looked uneasy, and not a few of their men. There were murmurings about her shamelessness. There were comments about how she was a moonchild. Eyes turned to him and judged him for consorting with her. No one dared mutter about it within earshot.

      Rhiana looked happy though, and that made him happy. She had missed the sea. It was her natural element. She was at home in those waters in a way a land-dweller would never be. Kormak did not even like being on the ship.

      Rhiana pulled herself out of the water, clambering up the rope webbing on the sides. Water dripped from her skin. Her clothes clung to her body, revealing her form. Some of the men came closer to look; some of the women turned away scandalised. Kormak wondered if this was going to cause any trouble on the voyage.

      She sprang over the bannister, landing lithely on her feet, dripping water onto the deck. Kormak pushed through the crowd of admirers around her and made his way to her side.

      “That was refreshing,” she said. “Why did you not join me?”

      “Carrying this sword interferes with my swimming,” Kormak said.

      She laughed and went below. Kormak followed her. The murmurings faded behind him. There might indeed be trouble about this for both of them, but at that moment, he did not care.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      Outside, the night-black ocean sloshed against the side of the ship. The calls of the sailors on watch sounded in the darkness. The chandelier swung over the large oaken table bolted to the cabin floor in the admiral’s dining chamber.

      Hugo arrived bearing a tray with flasks of wine, and plates of sliced bread and olive oil to dip it in. Outside the wind was picking up.

      Zamara sat at the head of the table. Kormak sat to his right. Next to him was Rhiana, across from her was the windcaller. Orson Waters sat next to Zamara on the left hand side. He clapped as the food came in, and smiled at one and all. The big man beamed warmth.

      As Hugo poured the wine, Zamara said, “I am glad you could join us, Goodman Waters.” He turned his goblet around in his hands and studied the huge man hulking over the table, as if wondering how someone with no title had managed to get there.

      “I am honoured to be here,” said Waters. “I am sure there are many more worthy of the privilege of dining with the Captain-General of next year’s treasure fleet.”

      Was there an undertone of mockery in that throaty voice, Kormak wondered? It was hard to tell.

      “Come now,” said Zamara. “You must have seen a score of us come and go.”

      Zamara clearly relished using that us. He knew he was in exalted company. The Admirals of the Treasure Fleet took a share of all the cargoes they transported.

      “I have seen a score of you become very wealthy indeed,” said Waters. “And I sincerely hope that you do too, Admiral Zamara. I am fortunate enough to count some of your predecessors among my friends, and—I am not ashamed to admit—customers.”

      “What exactly do you do, Goodman Waters?” Rhiana asked.

      Waters favoured her with a smile. “I import cloth and spices, and all manner of things from Siderea. I ship back furs and scents and exotic herbs and carvings. I arrange lines of credit for those who cannot do so themselves.”

      “Goodman Waters started off as a goldsmith,” said Windcaller Serena. “He is now a banker to the wealthy. On both sides of the ocean. And not just within Siderea.”

      She spoke with the certainty that she would not offend the merchant. These two knew each other. There was little surprising about that, if Orson Waters often travelled by galleon between Terra Nova and Siderea. He made a gesture of mock humility, placing one huge hand over his heart. “It is true. I have even arranged lines of credit for your order, Sir Kormak.”

      “I am sure Grand Master Darius is suitably grateful.”

      “There is no need for him to be grateful,” said Serena. “Our friend made an ample profit.”

      There was an edge to her words. The two of them might know each other, but they were not necessarily friends. Or perhaps they just wanted people to think that.

      “Nothing wrong with making a profit,” Zamara said. “I hope to make one myself on my voyage back to Siderea.”

      “I am sure we can all drink to that,” said Waters. He raised his glass in a toast. Kormak drank his wine considerably watered; he did not like having his senses dulled. He let some sit on the tip of his tongue while he tried to taste any poison that might be in it. It was not that he feared being poisoned at Zamara’s table; it was simply habit.

      Hugo entered with the food. The smell of roasted chicken and boiled vegetables filled the room. Zamara proceeded to carve off the meat while Hugo distributed the plates for the vegetables. “Have you ever been to the Far Colonies before, Captain?” Waters asked Rhiana.

      “I have sailed through the Viridian islands and made port in Maial a few times,” she said.

      “It is a lovely place if you can stand the weather. So hot and so humid. Built on the ruins of an ancient Lunar city. The ruins of a Temple Ziggurat still loom over the town. I don’t know how much longer it will last. The locals use it as a quarry.”

      “I heard they go there during the Masque of Death, to mock Xothak, the Lord of Skulls, the devil god whose home it once was,” said Zamara. “To show that the followers of the Holy Sun are not afraid.”

      “Masque of Death?” Kormak asked.

      “It is the great riotous carnival of the year. Everyone dons fancy dress and no one acknowledges rank or class,” said Orson. “It is quite a spectacle. We should arrive just before it begins, if the winds blow true.” He looked at Serena.

      “We should,” she said, “but we still have a long way to go.”

      “I have heard the tribes of the interior are unfriendly,” Rhiana said. Waters looked at Zamara, as if he was wondering how the admiral would respond to the implication that the natives were less than ecstatic with Siderean rule.

      Zamara gestured with his left hand, indicating that he should speak.

      “There have been uprisings,” Waters said. “Outlying estates and plantations have been attacked, but the vast majority of the natives are content. Now.”

      “They are obviously not much like the Aquileans then,” said Kormak. “Every time the Sunlanders have attempted to annexe my native land, they have been swiftly ejected.”

      “You sound almost as if you are proud of that, Sir Kormak.” Waters said.

      “I am simply stating a fact.”

      “There is something about the way you state it, though. In any case, the situation is quite different in Terra Nova. We have brought the natives the benefits of the true religion and stable government. We have suppressed the tribal warlords and the cannibals, and see that they receive the justice of the King-Emperor.”

      A faint smile curled up the corners of the fat man’s mouth. His eyes glittered. There was a definite note of mockery in his words. It was as if he knew he needed to praise the King-Emperor’s rule, but wanted his listeners to understand that all was not well.

      “I notice that you number one of the natives among your bodyguards,” Kormak said. “A woodsman. He has an interesting collection of tattoos.”

      “Urag has been in my service for many years. Before that, he hunted escaped slaves. That takes a hard man, believe me. Those tattoos are lodge symbols, showing he has shared blood brotherhood with one of the jungle clans. You need such contacts if you are to survive in those green hells. I think he finds life in my service more congenial. He has risen to be one of my personal bodyguards. ”

      “The folk of the interior are said to be fierce warriors,” Rhiana said.

      “They are,” said Orson. “And great trackers and hunters too. Men like Urag must match them in every way. ”

      “It is said that worship of the Old Ones remains strong among them,” Zamara said. He had clearly been studying the subject and wanted to let the others know it.

      “Indeed, and the further from our lands the tribes are, the stronger that worship is,” said Orson.

      “I believe the Eldrim they worshipped were of a very dark sort,” said Zamara. He looked at Kormak as if to judge the guardian’s response.

      Orson considered his words for a moment then said, “They were. Of the darkest sort. They fell to the Shadow and formed a dark pantheon that ruled over the lands we call Terra Nova. Or so legend has it. The Dark Ones were destroyed and banished by the Angels of Light during the Elder Wars. Xothak is the only name that it is known to us, but there were others. Their memory lingers on among the tribes. Or so Count Balthazar assures me, and he has spent more time among the tribes than any man I know.”

      Silence settled over the table. Everyone present seemed to be considering the implications of the merchant’s words, and all gazes flickered over to Kormak as if they expected him to draw his sword and slay them just for broaching such a subject.

      “He must have led an interesting life, your friend Balthazar.”

      “He is a scholar, and has written many monographs on the tribes and their religions. You will most likely meet him, Sir Kormak, when we reach Terra Nova. I am sure he would be delighted to make your acquaintance.”

      “If he is an expert on the Old Ones, I may have reason to seek him out,” Kormak said. He left the words hanging in the air. No one took the bait.

      “The colonies remain very profitable,” said Serena, taking a morsel of chicken up on a small silver eating spike. “Very nicely cooked.”

      “For ship’s food, you mean,” said Zamara with an indulgent smile.

      “By any standards,” said Serena. “I see you plan on eating well while you are away from civilisation, Admiral Zamara.”

      “The tribes are all heathens,” said Waters. He quite clearly did not want to let the subject of their conversation die. Perhaps he wished to show he was not intimidated by the presence of a guardian. “They worshipped the Moon and other things before Solar missionaries went among them. Of course, they burned—and some say ate—the first of those, but eventually they were shown the error of their ways. It was work, though. Some of their shamans were powerful magicians. I am surprised your order had not a chapter house in Maial, Sir Kormak.”

      “My order had its work cut out for it even in the Old Kingdoms.”

      Waters widened his eyes and closed his fist. “There is a lot of gold in Terra Nova. Silver too, and other things. Cathedrals and churches and chapter houses are usually built where there is money to pay for them.”

      “Are you offering to sponsor the building of a chapter house?” Kormak asked.

      “No but I am surprised that King Aemon has not offered to do so.”

      Zamara offered some more wine around. “I think the King-Emperor will do so eventually. At the moment, he is bent on making sure that every town and village in Siderea has its own temple.”

      “As is his right,” said Waters. “But I am ashamed to say there are those who feel that they get little for all the gold they send to the King-Emperor as taxes.”

      Zamara gave a sharp intake of breath. “Most of the gold that comes out of Terra Nova comes from mines owned by the King-Emperor.”

      “I know this, Admiral. You know this. I am merely saying that there are those who feel differently.”

      “They might have a point,” said the windcaller. She smiled at Orson and then at the others.

      “There are some who could construe that remark as treason,” said Zamara. His handsome face was a mask. His eyes held a wary look. The conversation was veering into dangerous places and he knew it.

      “Then the king himself is guilty of treason,” the windcaller said. “He has said very much the same thing to me.”

      Silence fell over the table. Kormak exchanged looks with Rhiana. She blew him the faintest of kisses. Clearly, she understood as well as he did that the purpose of Serena’s remark was not to be treasonous, but to make it clear that she had talked with the king on such a touchy subject.

      Having let the point sink in, Serena continued, “At the moment his priority is to settle matters in the kingdom itself, but the day will come when he turns his full attention to the Far Colonies, and sees they get the treatment they deserve.”

      She stared directly at Orson as she spoke. The fat man smiled, took a bite from his drumstick, swallowed and then said, “That is good news indeed, Windcaller. I will pass along that message when we reach Maial.”

      Zamara looked a bit put out, as well he might with his thunder stolen. He took another drink of wine. “I have heard there are many strange ruins in Terra Nova.”

      “Many,” said Orson Waters. “Maial is built on them. The moon worshippers built many huge structures that were temple, fortress and city wrapped into one. And they were not the only ones. Remnants of the Elder Races can be found scattered through the jungles and swamps. There are sand demons in the deserts of the high plateau as well.”

      Zamara frowned. “I do not have fond memories of such places. The last time Sir Kormak and I were among Elder World ruins, we fought a pitched battle with monsters.”

      Orson Waters’ eyes crinkled. “That sounds like an interesting tale.”

      “Aye,” said Zamara and proceeded to tell it.

      Rhiana started to play footsie with Kormak under the table. They did not need to hear the tale. They had been there.
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      Rhiana removed her shirt and hung it on the peg above the small narrow bed.

      “Will every night between here and Maial be like that?” Kormak asked.

      “No. They will be less interesting. Still, it could be worse. If we did not have the windcaller with us, we would be cooped up on the ship for nearly two months. As it is, we should only be stuck with each other for twelve days after we leave Fort Wrath. There will hardly be time to get sick of everybody’s boasting and everybody letting everyone else know how important they are.”

      “Well, that’s something to look forward to,” Kormak said. He listened to the sound of the waves and the tread of the sailors on the deck above. The ship creaked and rolled.

      “I might get off at Fort Wrath if this keeps up,” Rhiana said. “Smugglers from there run regularly to Port Blood.”

      “I might join you.”

      She looked at him sidelong. “You are joking, of course.”

      He leant back on the bed and put his hands behind his head. “I suspect Admiral Zamara would not let me slip away. Prince Taran has probably given him instructions concerning that.”

      “We could still manage it. It’s something to keep in mind if you ever need to find your way to Port Blood.”

      “I’ll remember,” he said.

      She lay down beside him and stared at him with her strange green eyes. “What will become of us?”

      He looked at the ceiling for a moment. “I don’t know. I wish I did.”

      “Do you intend to keep hunting monsters in the dark until you die?”

      “It’s not just about that,” Kormak said.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “I am helping people,” he said. “Saving lives. Sometimes.”

      “Is that why you do it?”

      “It’s one reason. You do not have to come to Terra Nova if you do not want to.”

      She stared at him silently for ten heartbeats. He felt as if he was being judged, and refused to look away. He was very aware of the warmth of her body alongside his. “The people on this ship must think we are an odd couple,” she said at last.

      “Let them.”

      “We are an odd couple. A moonchild and a Solar Guardian. Most people think we should be sworn enemies.”

      “Life is rarely that simple.”

      She laughed softly. “There’s an understatement.”

      “I have a gift for that sort of thing. Do you want to go with me to Terra Nova?”

      “I am not doing anything else at the moment.”

      “I thank you for your enthusiasm.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I like having you around.”

      “And I thank you for your enthusiasm.”

      He took her hand and squeezed it. “That is not common for me. Normally I pass through places, rarely get to know anyone for longer than a few weeks or months.”

      “Boo hoo.”

      “Normally I like it that way. It keeps things simple.”

      “Should I be flattered?”

      “People who are close to me get hurt. Killed sometimes. It has been happening since I was eight years old.”

      “And you’re scared it might happen to me?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “I looked after myself for a long time before we met, Sir Kormak. I can look after myself now.”

      “I am sure you can, Captain Rhiana. But it’s as well to remember I have enemies.”

      “You’re not the only one. And somebody needs to look out for you.”

      “You volunteering?”

      “I’ll give it a try.”

      “That gladdens me.”

      “You should do that more often.”

      “What?”

      “Smile like you mean it.”

      He laughed. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

      The ship rolled moving them against each other. Her body was soft against his as they embraced.
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      Zamara lifted his spyglass, squinted into the morning sunlight and surveyed the horizons, turning a complete circle to look in every direction. Kormak did not doubt he had been there since before dawn.

      “That’s odd,” said Zamara.

      “What?” Kormak asked. He turned from admiring Rhiana where she leant against the bannister, looking backwards over the ocean.

      Once again, the admiral had invited the two of them to the command deck to witness the approach to the Outward Islands. It was a mark of his special favour. He was letting the passengers know it, even if they disapproved of Kormak and Rhiana. The guardian suspected that perhaps their presence reassured the admiral. They were familiar faces to have around while he grew accustomed to his unfamiliar role.

      “I would have thought we would have encountered something by now, even if it was only a fishing boat,” Zamara said. “We’ve been in sight of the islands for hours and nothing.”

      “You think so?”

      “The seas here are full of fish. It is the islanders’ staple food. A small fleet of boats is normally at work by this time of day—there should be gulls following them. There should maybe be an Imperial cutter come out to escort us in, or at least to see what we are about. There’s nothing.”

      Zamara sounded as agitated as his exalted status on the command deck allowed him to be. His voice held a little tinge of worry that meant he must be troubled indeed.

      Zamara said, “Captain Rhiana?”

      “Yes, Admiral,” she said. There was none of her usual tone of mockery. She knew she needed to show respect for Zamara. More than that, Kormak suspected she did respect him.

      Zamara kept his voice low so that only the three of them heard. “Is your familiar about this morning, perchance?”

      Rhiana nodded.

      “Has he spotted anything unusual?”

      “One moment, Admiral.” Rhiana closed her eyes and concentrated for a few heartbeats. “There are a number of tasty fish, but nothing much else.”

      “No monsters. No strangeness. No magic in the depths?”

      “Not any threat of the kind a dolphin would notice, Admiral. It does not mean there is nothing, but he is likely to sense evil magic or blight, or something like the Quan.”

      Zamara nodded and wiped his brow with his sleeve. He was relieved about something.

      “Is something the matter, Admiral?” Rhiana asked.

      Zamara said. “Look around you—what do you see?”

      “Nothing. And…” Rhiana fell silent as she noticed it too. “No ships. Not even a fisherman’s cog or a rum-runner. That’s not usual in this part of the world. You think something is wrong in Fort Wrath?”

      Zamara shrugged. “It might be nothing. But it never hurts to be cautious.”

      “The port may be quarantined,” Rhiana said. “An outbreak of plague perhaps.”

      “That thought had occurred to me, but I would have thought there might still be some craft from outlying crofts. Somebody always breaks a quarantine. I’ve spent enough time trying to police such things to know.”

      Kormak shielded his eyes with his hand and stared towards the shore. “No plumes of smoke. No sign of battle,” he said.

      “Might not be any if the port was attacked a few days ago,” Rhiana said.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Zamara said. “We don’t know that anything has happened at all.”

      His tone made it clear that he did not believe that, but he was still trying to remain outwardly calm.

      “As you said, Admiral, it never hurts to be cautious.”

      Zamara turned and beckoned to Terves. “I want all your men on deck and ready for action. Full drill.”

      “At once, sir,” said the sergeant. He caught the note of urgency in Zamara’s voice and began to bellow orders to his troops. Zamara gave instructions to the sailors; he wanted extra men aloft in the crow’s nest, and he wanted all of the sailors ready for emergency manoeuvres.

      Having made a decision and given the commands, he looked more relaxed. Kormak understood that. As a leader, Zamara had done all he could at this moment in time. Now, like the rest of them, he had to wait.
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      As they approached Fort Wrath, a crowd of curious passengers assembled watching the marines drill, staring at the shore, looking around wide-eyed. They sensed the tension in the crew, even if they had no idea what was going on.

      Kormak stood beside Zamara as the admiral studied the approaching town through his spyglass. A small keep bestrode the hill on one side of the harbour. Kormak guessed it was the fort from which the town took its name.

      “No signal flags to greet us. No cutters. No yellow flags with a green teardrop.”

      “No plague then,” Rhiana said.

      “Nothing of any sort. Take a look at the harbour.” He handed Kormak the spyglass. The guardian focused it on the distant harbour. He saw whitewashed buildings running all the way down to the wharf side. Stone piers reached out into the waves. He adjusted the magnification. What appeared to be leafless trees emerged from the water; it took him a moment to realise they were the masts of sunken ships.

      Zamara noticed his expression. “Yes. Every ship in there is either fled or on the bottom of the harbour.”

      “Not a single soul visible either. No dockers. No sailors. No vendors. The whole place looks deserted.”

      “We’ve seen something like this before,” said Zamara. He was clearly thinking about the village of Wood’s Edge where they had first encountered evidence of the Kraken’s ravaging.

      Kormak nodded. He had seen things like this many times in the past. He felt no need to mention that—Zamara was worried enough as it was.

      “An attack then,” Kormak said. He focused the spyglass on the fort. The walls were damaged. The tower had partially toppled. The place had been besieged. There was no sign of any people. “Slavers?”

      “We’re a bit far north for that, and the Carcereans know there would be reprisals. When was the last time you ever heard of slavers attacking a fortified garrison?”

      “I’ve seen them do it in the far south, but I can’t imagine they would want to provoke the King-Emperor’s vengeance.”

      Zamara bellowed down to Terves, “I want your men ready to go ashore and search for survivors. I want to know what happened here.”

      “With your permission, I will go with them, Admiral,” Kormak said. “There may be work for me here.”

      Zamara looked as if he was considering refusing that permission for a moment, but in the end he said, “Stick close to the marines, Sir Kormak. I want no men lost here if it can be helped.”

      “I will go too, Admiral, if it pleases you,” said Rhiana. “I had friends here.”

      Zamara sighed. “I fear you may have lost such friends as you had, judging by appearances, but by all means go. We need someone to keep the Guardian out of trouble.”
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      The marines rowed towards the pier. Behind them, all of the catapults and ballistae of the Pride of Siderea pointed landward. The windcaller stood there as well, ready to draw on her magic. The galleon was in a position to give them covering fire if the worst came to the worst.

      Off to the right, a fin cut the waves of the harbour. Kormak was not sure what the dolphin could manage if they were attacked, but at least there would be some warning if any threat emerged from the water.

      Uneasiness kept him swivelling his head. He did not like being trapped on this small, swaying wooden platform, surrounded by the marines. There was hardly room to swing a blade if it came to a battle, and the footing was unsteady for swordplay. He would never be at ease on boats, no matter how much time he spent on them. He was a mountain man at heart.

      Kormak was glad when they reached the pier. He made sure he was the first to swarm up the metal ladder fixed to one of the wooden pylons. The soldiers were only too glad to let him. Beneath his feet wooden planks flexed, but they felt somehow more solid than ship’s timber.

      Terves’s grizzled head rose into view, and then came Rhiana and the rest of the marines. The company formed up, ranged weapons held ready by the crossbowmen. Shield bearers flanked them. Terves gave the order and the company marched off the pier, and into the streets of the harbour front.

      Slates strewed the streets. Huge boulders protruded from broken roofs. Windows were smashed. The smell of old burning drifted through the air. Maybe the attackers had tried to torch the town; more likely, fires had started when someone kicked over a lantern in panic and the flames had spread.

      “There!” Terves said, pointing at a corpse in the street. It was rotten and limbs were missing. Carrion birds rose squawking as Kormak strode towards it. Covering his mouth, he crouched over the body. The corpse was decomposing. Bits of gristle and tendon showed from one shoulder and one knee. It looked like the arm had been torn out of its socket. The lower half of the leg had been severed by something blunt and powerful.

      “What in the name of the Light did this?” Terves asked. His face was pale. Terves had seen such horrors before when they had pursued the Kraken. He was a steady man, but even he was shaken. Some of the younger marines looked as if they were going to be sick.

      Kormak looked around and saw what he expected. About ten strides away lay broken bones. Flecks of flesh still clung to them. He picked one up. It had been cracked, and the marrow sucked out. He pointed this out.

      “What does that to people?” Terves asked.

      “Orcs sometimes,” Kormak said.

      “You think there are orcs here. I always heard they hated the water,” Rhiana said.

      “Most of them do—can’t stand being on it. Some clans have taken to the sea. The rest regard them as mad,” Kormak said.

      A muttering swept through the ranks. The marines looked relieved. At least orcs were something they understood—a foe that could be faced and overcome. Even a horrifying enemy was preferable to the unknown.

      “You think it’s orcs then,” said Terves. He sounded as if he wanted to make sure.

      “Maybe,” said Kormak. “There are other things that eat human bone marrow. Some of the Old Ones consider it a delicacy. That, and human brains.”

      The marines stared at him. Their unease had returned. Terves noticed that. “If it’s an Old One, your blade can kill it,” he said.

      “Yes.” He looked at the sky. “If it’s an Old One, you’ll be safe as long as you stay in the sunlight. Be careful if you go indoors, or into shadows. Don’t go into any cellars or dark places without calling me.”

      “You heard the guardian,” Terves said. “Pay attention if you value your lives.”

      Rhiana placed a hand on Kormak’s shoulder. “I don’t sense the presence of anything like an Old One close by.”

      “Doesn’t mean there isn’t one. It might not be close.”

      She nodded.

      “I think you’re right. This does not have the feel of the Old Ones to it.”

      He stood up, glanced around. Terves stared at him. Under the circumstances, he seemed prepared to defer to Kormak.

      “Let’s get going!” Kormak said. “Stick together. Keep your weapons ready. Look for survivors.”

      He already knew they were not going to find any.
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      The fortress looked as if it had been battered with siege engines. Huge boulders lay at the foot of its walls, along with splintered bits of stone that had fallen from the battlements. In places, the walls were cracked. The gate had been smashed open. In the courtyard within lay an uprooted tree.

      “What in the name of the Light happened here?” Terves said. “Sorcery? It’s the only explanation.”

      “Sorcery that cast huge stones at the walls, and uprooted trees, and caused everyone to vanish?” Kormak said.

      “I suppose it’s possible,” Terves said, in the voice of a man who hoped to be contradicted.

      “It’s possible, but where was that tree uprooted from? The forest? This courtyard is warded and there is no sign of a garden or an arboretum.”

      “Search the buildings of the keep,” Terves shouted to the soldiers. “Keep within hailing distance. If you find anything, anything at all, holler.”

      Like men walking to their own hanging, the soldiers made their way into the buildings. Kormak proceeded further into the keep. A small tower lay tumbled before him; the stones heaped around it. A man’s hand protruded from them. It was corpse-cold; bone glinted through strips of flesh where crows had pecked it.

      “Something brought those buildings down,” Rhiana said. “I’ve seen the like before in the Southlands. Sometimes the earth shakes, and the walls of cities dance and crumble.”

      “A sorcerer would have to be fantastically powerful to summon an earthquake,” Kormak said.

      “I notice you haven’t said it’s impossible.”

      “Few things are impossible to a sufficiently powerful mage, but usually they try and work with local conditions. Is this island known for its earthquakes or tidal waves?”

      “No,” said Rhiana.

      “If this was done with magic, that would mean we were dealing with someone with the strength of an archmage. Or a cabal working a ritual that would take days.”

      “Such things have happened in the past,” said Terves. “I have heard it said that some of the cults that plot against the king have worked similar magic.”

      “But why here?” Kormak said. “Why some tiny island in the middle of nowhere? If you were going to expend such sorcerous strength, why choose this place?”

      “I do not know, Guardian,” said Terves. “That’s more your line than mine.”

      “And what about the corpse we saw down in the town? Bones broken, arms torn from sockets. It would be a strange sorcerer who did that.”

      “A familiar, a demon, I don’t know,” said Terves. His face was pale. His hands clenched. He was clearly struggling to keep calm. Kormak clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Do not worry. We will get to the bottom of this.”

      “That’s what I am afraid of, Guardian. That’s what I am afraid of.”

      A soldier came to them and led them towards another partially tumbled stone structure. The bars of a steel door had been bent. The chains set in the walls had been snapped, except one which held a body. Its head was missing and its neck was mutilated. There was no sign of a skull anywhere.

      “Whatever it was took most of the prisoners and the guards, except this one. I wonder why?” said Terves.

      “Maybe it wanted a snack,” said Rhiana.

      “Maybe it was making an example,” said Kormak.

      “Trying to convince the others to get moving, you mean?” Terves said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Biting off someone’s head. That’s a pretty convincing argument,” the sergeant said.

      Kormak nodded. He was thinking about the sort of creatures who could bite off a human head, or tear one off by sheer strength. There were Shadow demons who could do that, and Old Ones. Some moonchildren too.

      What had happened here? Where were the population of the town? He looked up at the sky. The sun would soon be down. Nightfall would be the most likely time for whatever had done this to return.

      “Terves, tell the men we’ll continue the search until the sun is a few fingers above the horizon, and then we shall return to the ship.”

      Terves looked at him for a moment. He seemed grateful not to have to take responsibility for ordering a retreat.

      “As you say, Guardian.”

      Kormak prayed to the Holy Sun he was not making a mistake. There had been too many of those recently and other people, like Gerd, had paid for them. He looked at Rhiana. She smiled at him. He studied the headless body and did his best to keep from imagining the same thing happening to her.
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      They moved out towards the edge of the town, where the fields edged up to the forest. Great dark trees drooped over broken buildings. One had been toppled so that its roots showed, and its branches had smashed through the slate of a roof.

      Something had smashed a passage through the trees and undergrowth. The earth was churned by the passage of many feet. Kormak knelt and found human footprints in the soft loam, the first sign of living people they had found since they reached Fort Wrath.

      “It will be dark soon,” Terves said. His voice was level. His tone resigned. Kormak knew that if he ordered the man to follow this trail into the forest, he would. A company of soldiers blundering around in the darkness would not help anybody under these circumstances.

      He looked over at Rhiana. She tilted her head. He felt almost as if she could read what he was thinking.

      “No matter,” Kormak said. “We shall go back to the ship.”

      “There might be survivors,” Rhiana said. “Look at the tracks.”

      “We won’t help anybody, if whatever did this can see in the dark and we can’t.” Kormak’s voice was gruff. He was caught in a cleft stick. He should follow the trail. If he had been on his own, he would have, but he did not want to put Rhiana and the others at risk.

      Rhiana produced the green pearl she used when diving. A glimmer of green glowed within it even in the daylight. By night, it would provide enough light to see by.

      “We can follow the tracks,” she said. Grumbles sounded from among the soldiers. Terves might be willing to chance the dark and the forest, but many of them were not. They were brave men, but their nerves were frayed thin, and darkness was approaching. Their fears would be their worst enemies.

      “We’ll follow the tracks a ways then,” said Kormak. “You and me. The rest of you head back to the ship. Tell Admiral Zamara we’ll find our own way back before midnight.”

      “I can’t let you do that, Guardian,” Terves said. “Admiral Zamara told me specifically to see to your safety.”

      Kormak stared at him. “There are people out there who are in the hands of monsters. We might be able to save them.”

      “I’ve been given my orders, sir,” said Terves. His shoulders squared defiantly but his face was miserable. “The admiral says it’s of the utmost importance to the king that you reach Terra Nova.”

      “You think you can stop me?” Kormak asked. He rose to his full height and stared at Terves. The old soldier was not intimidated.

      “I don’t rightly know, sir. But I reckon me and the lads will have to try.”

      Kormak stared at Terves. He could cut his way free of the soldiers and vanish into the woods if he had to, but what then? There would be no way off the island. And Terves and the marines were not his enemies.

      Kormak shrugged. “Very well then, let’s head back to the Pride of Siderea. It seems I will need to have words with Admiral Zamara.”

      “As you say, sir. As you say.”

      Kormak felt relief. He would not have to test himself again today. No one else would die because of a failure on his part. Then came the guilt. People might die because he did nothing. Any path looked bad in that light.

      He cursed silently. He had too many doubts. They could be fatal as blades for a man in his line of work.
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      “I have orders direct from Prince Taran to see you safe to Terra Nova, Sir Kormak,” Zamara said, adjusting the wick of the lantern. He kept his voice low. He wanted no one outside this cramped cabin to hear their argument. “I feel sorry for the people of Fort Wrath and I want to do all that I can to save them, but those orders supersede any concerns I might have about them.”

      Zamara’s desk lay between them. His logbook was open in front of him; he had been updating it when Kormak entered. He had not risen to confront Kormak. He seemed more embarrassed than anything else.

      “You know why I am going to Terra Nova?” There was more anger in Kormak’s voice than he intended, most of it directed at himself. All the way back to the Pride of Siderea, he had been assailed by the thought that he should have followed the tracks.

      “Something to do with the Old One let loose in the palace. And a threat to the Kingdom.”

      “You know what this is?” Kormak took the ring from within his tunic. It hung there on a silver chain along with his elder sign.

      “It’s the ring you took from the Kraken’s finger after you killed him.”

      “You know what it signifies?”

      “It is a royal seal that belonged to the king’s father. Frater Jonas told me on the return trip.”

      “Read this.” Kormak produced the letter of authority the king had given him.

      Zamara unwound it, studied it carefully.

      “Recognise the signature?”

      “It is the king’s. I have seen it many times on royal warrants.”

      “Tomorrow you will put me ashore with a group of volunteers and await my return to the ship.”

      “Sir Kormak, I can hardly believe this is the reason why the king gave you this letter of authority. You are supposed to use it finding the source of Vorkhul’s coffin.”

      “Maybe so, but are you going to disobey it?”

      Zamara rose from the chair and leant forward on the desk, bracing himself on both arms. He took a deep breath as if he was about to bellow a curse. He resented the order, and was at that moment prepared to fight. Kormak hoped he did not. Royal warrant or no, he doubted he could get the crew to go against the orders of an admiral.

      “Think about this, man,” Kormak said. “Are you going to abandon to a whole town of innocent people to the forces of the Shadow?”

      Zamara exhaled slowly. He stared down at the desk, smoothed out the parchment with the king’s letter and handed it back to Kormak. “Of course not. It shall be as you say. But if you get yourself killed, you will be signing my death warrant. Prince Taran is not a forgiving man.”

      “I’d best not get myself killed then,” said Kormak.

      “And I’d best go with you to make sure you get back. If you don’t, I might as well not myself.”

      “Thank you,” said Kormak.

      Zamara smiled. “My last adventure with you left me a wealthy man. Let’s hope this one affects my fortunes in the same way.”

      He sounded as if he doubted it.
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      “You heard what?” Orson Waters asked. He kept his voice down to a low rumble. The rest of the ship were asleep, but that was no reason not to take precautions against eavesdroppers. The creature in front of him was proof enough of that. He was almost glad that Urag stood guard outside the cabin; at least Balthazar’s lackey was a potential ally in this situation.

      “The Guardian is seeking the source of Vorkhul’s coffin. That is his mission in Terra Nova.”

      “You are sure?”

      The changeling’s smile remained in place. “I listened at the door. My hearing is very good. The guardian and the admiral argued. Sir Kormak produced a warrant from the king and a royal signet ring and forced the admiral to obey him.”

      “Now that is interesting. A man with such a signet and such a warrant could do almost anything in the name of the king.”

      “Perhaps only if he looked like the guardian,” said the changeling. His tone was insinuating. His features flowed and his form lengthened until he looked like Kormak’s twin. “We do not know exactly what it says on the parchment—maybe it says only to obey Sir Kormak.”

      Orson Waters lounged back in his chair and poured himself some fortified wine. He turned over the possibilities in his head. “Could you carry off the imposture?”

      “Yes. I have studied him.” His voice was a perfect copy of Kormak’s, right down to the faint Aquilean burr in his Sunlander accent. When he moved, he managed a perfect facsimile of the guardian’s lethal grace.

      “You would need his sword and his amulets.”

      “Yes.”

      “And someone who knows him well might be a problem.”

      “The merwoman?”

      Orson Waters nodded.

      “She can be removed at the same time as he is. A tragic accident perhaps.”

      “How? We can’t exactly drop her over the side of the ship. She would just swim back.”

      “Unless I miss my guess, she and the Guardian will be going back to the island tomorrow. We should go with them.”

      “That might be dangerous. I do not like the sound of what has happened there.”

      “It is a risk worth taking. You need not go. I can infiltrate the group myself if you wish.”

      “You must be very confident in your abilities. The guardian is amongst the deadliest swordsmen in the world.”

      “Anyone can be killed if they are taken by surprise.”

      “You will need to kill him in secret. And the two of them are always together.”

      “There are ways of doing such things.”

      Orson Waters stroked his chin. “I do not like it. What if something goes wrong? What if you are discovered?”

      “That will not happen.”

      “But if it does?”

      “You will just disclaim all knowledge of me. A changeling infiltrated the retinue of the richest man in Siderea. It is quite plausible the ruse was aimed at you.”

      “Is it?”

      “If I wanted to replace you, I would already have done so.”

      Orson Water’s face blanched. “You will find I am not so easy to kill.”

      The changeling smiled, and features flowed around that smile until he was Burk once more. He eyed his supposed master complacently. “Of course, Goodman Waters. Of course.”

      “I will let Urag know about your plan. I am sure he would be only too happy to help you. He is not fond of the Solar religion. He’ll need to know what you are though.”

      “He’s tight-lipped enough,” said Burk. “I’ll trust him. For now.”

      His tone did not bode well for Urag’s future health.
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      There were protests when the ship did not raise anchor the next morning. Many of the passengers were not happy with the idea of staying in the harbour when the fate of the townspeople was unknown. A deputation arrived to ask the admiral what was going on.

      “We are going to find out what happened to the king’s subjects,” Zamara said. “Someone attacked the people of Siderea here. Such a challenge cannot go unanswered.”

      It was exactly the tone needed to pacify the nobles. The well-dressed men preened and put their hands on their swords. The merchants were less pleased.

      “How long is this going to take?” Orson asked. As the richest man on board, he was their spokesman by default.

      “As long as is necessary,” said Zamara. He clearly enjoyed the power being admiral gave him. Cousin of the king or not, Kormak doubted he would have spoken to Orson in quite that tone in the past.

      “Of course, of course,” the big man said. “I meant, do you have any idea how many days that might be? The tides wait for no man, nor do the trade winds, and some of us here have urgent business for the king in Terra Nova.” Orson looked straight at Kormak when he said this. Perhaps he expected support from that quarter.

      “We have a windcaller on board, so there is no need to worry about the wind,” said Zamara. “I think it’s safe to say Sir Kormak agrees with me on this. Don’t you Sir Kormak?”

      From the admiral’s confident tone, anyone listening would have thought the whole idea was his. There was no hint of the fact that Kormak had overruled his decision in this matter. Even if Zamara was only doing it to save face, Kormak was grateful. It would be useful to have the commander’s full support in this venture.

      “Indeed, I am,” said Kormak, playing the role of dutiful lackey. “The people of Fort Wrath are under King Aemon’s protection, and it falls to us to do our best for them. I am calling for volunteers to go ashore with me. I know I am correct in saying that Admiral Zamara will look favourably on any man who agrees to go.”

      There was no need to mention the fact that he would look less than favourably on those who did not. Nor that word of such actions might get back to the King-Emperor’s ear.

      A clamour of voices rose among the nobles immediately. Orson surprised Kormak by saying, “I will come, along with my bodyguards. I have friends and business partners in Fort Wrath, and I would not abandon them.”

      Once that precedent had been established, it was difficult to stop the rest from volunteering.

      Zamara looked at Kormak and said, “If we are not careful, there will not be enough people left to crew the ship.”

      Zamara soon found himself busy organising the nobles in the landing party. Kormak found himself standing to one side with Orson and his bodyguard. The fat man said,” You take your duties seriously, Guardian.”

      “I take my oaths, seriously.”

      “You think the law has been broken here or the Shadow is at work.”

      “There are innocents in need of protection,” Kormak said.

      “There were, Sir Kormak. We cannot be certain that there are any left alive now.”

      Kormak shrugged. “We cannot be certain there are not.”

      “It is refreshing to meet a man of such old-fashioned virtue. Should you ever desire a change of career, please call upon me.”

      “That’s a very kind offer,” Kormak said. His tone was just as ironic as the merchant’s.
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      Rhiana stood by Kormak’s side as the cutter made its way into the pier. It was even more overloaded than it had been the day before. Kormak hoped they did not have to leave the island quickly. It would not be easy with so many people to fit onboard. Even the ship’s lifeboats had been pressed into delivering the landing party to shore.

      The nobles and their retainers stood around as if waiting for a hunt to begin. Many of them clutched elaborate crossbows; most wore heavy armour and carried swords. It would be too bad if some of them went overboard now.

      They called to each other, as much as to show their bravado to watching rivals as from genuine excitement. Not for the first time that morning, Kormak started to regret his decision to call for volunteers. The dilettante attitude of the noblemen might get them all killed.

      The marines were quieter. They had seen the horrors of the town, and they did not feel compelled to display their bravery. They had the look of men who just wanted to get the job done. Terves and Zamara stood at their head on two of the ship’s larger boats.

      The admiral had refused to take the galleon into the harbour for fear of collision with the sunken hulks. Once again, Kormak wondered about that. Something had come out of nowhere, destroyed the fort, sank a small armada of seagoing vessels and kidnapped or killed every man, woman and child in the town. How had it been done?

      He thought of the signs of feasting he had seen on some of the corpses. There were numerous creatures in this world that liked to feast on human flesh.

      As the landing party came ashore, he wondered if he might not just be helping to stock some evil thing’s larder. Perhaps he would have been better off doing this himself. He doubted he could have got Zamara to agree to that, even with the king’s warrant.

      It was too late to worry now. He needed to concentrate on the hunt. He needed to make sure no one else died because of his failures.
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      “Urag is a very skilled tracker,” Orson said as they stared down at the trail leading from the edge of the port. “He will scout ahead.”

      “A blind man could follow this trail,” said Zamara. “Hundreds of people must have been driven up here. The earth is churned by their passage.”

      Orson laughed. “That may be true now, but situations have a way of changing.”

      “Very well, I don’t see what harm it could do,” said Zamara. “Show us what you can do, Urag.”

      Urag looked at Orson like a coursing hound. The merchant nodded and the backwoodsman disappeared off into the forest. He showed no sign of fear, unlike most of the others. They had gone quiet now. Being under the trees cut down visibility and made them all feel more vulnerable.

      Kormak looked at Rhiana. “You have any sense of anything?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. “Nothing close enough for me.”

      Kormak strode along the track. Rhiana and Zamara and Terves flanked him. Orson stayed close at hand, sweating and blowing, but easily keeping up. His bodyguard Burk stood virtually in his shadow.

      The hunters spread out in three lines, moving through the trees in small groups but maintaining contact with each other. Kormak estimated there must be well over a hundred men present. It did not reassure him. The garrison had only held fifty men but they had been in a fortified position, and that had been swept away like it was nothing.

      But the search party had Rhiana, a woman sensitive to the presence of Old Ones and other powerful sorcerers. And they also had him, and he was not an inconsiderable factor when it came to dealing with powerful supernatural entities. He hoped it would be enough. His presence had not helped Gerd or any of the others who had died in the palace.
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      The ground rose swiftly. The forest grew thicker and darker. Boulders dotted the turf. The light was dimmer. Shadows lengthened.

      From all around came the buzz of conversation. No matter how threatening the situation, men could remain in a state of silence for only so long. Now they were shouting to each other and making jokes. A few were singing. Kormak would not have been surprised if a few of the nobles had broken out wine sacks.

      The marines moved quietly, their faces grim, their eyes narrowed. They did not need liquid courage. Zamara looked embarrassed, but he did nothing to quell the noise. Kormak guessed the admiral found it reassuring.

      A silent figure stepped from behind a tree and found himself the target of half a dozen crossbows. Urag gave a grim smile, as if he had enjoyed putting the wind up the company, and then gestured to Orson.

      “Found something?” Orson asked. Urag nodded and moved his hand to gesture ahead and to the right, in a direction that took them away from the path.

      Kormak and the rest of the command group moved to follow. Urag glided over the earth, making no more noise than a shadow. Kormak glanced at Rhiana. She shook her head. She had detected no presence or threat.

      The tracker led them along a rocky outcropping and Kormak noticed tracks on the stone. They were the paw marks of some huge beast, some of them bloody.

      “A wolf?” said Orson. He did not sound as if he believed that for a moment.

      “A wolf bigger than a horse,” said Kormak. “And those do not look like a wolf’s print. They look almost human.”

      “Except with claws,” said Urag growled. His voice was deep and rumbled within his broad chest. “And way bigger than any man I have encountered. It must be a beast of some sort. Or a monster.”

      “In the jungles of Terra Nova, there are moonchildren who can turn themselves into beasts,” said Orson.

      “There are men who can turn into things like wolves,” Kormak said, “and there are Old Ones who love to take the form to hunt.”

      “You sound like you’ve had some experience with that, Guardian?” Orson said.

      “I have,” said Kormak.

      Urag shook his head. “No skinturner I ever heard of grew this size, master.”

      Kormak stared at the tracker. His mention of skinturners had been casual, almost as if they were an everyday thing where he came from. That was not a usual response in Kormak’s experience.

      The nobles and the warriors around them shifted uneasily. All this talk of monsters and shapeshifters was unsettling them.

      “It could just be some sort of blighted beast,” said Zamara. “A wolf mutated by the power of Shadow. Or a pack of them.”

      Some of the nobles looked a little less nervous. The idea of such monstrous beasts was clearly not a pleasant one, but at least it gave their fears a form, and it was one that could be dealt with by a sufficient quantity of armed men.

      “Wolves did not storm Fort Wrath,” Kormak said. “Wolves don’t herd humans like sheepdogs unless there are shepherds present.”

      “You always have to spread gloom, don’t you, Guardian?” said Zamara. That got a few chuckles and not just because he was the commanding officer.

      “He is right, though,” said Urag. “And that is not what I wanted to show you. This is.”

      They passed over the lip of a hollow. Below them lay the remains of a shredded human body.

      Urag bent down over the body. “This one made a run for it. Whatever made those claw prints, it pursued.”

      “They could have caught him at any time,” Kormak said.

      “I’m not saying you’re wrong,” Urag said. “Maybe this one slipped away and was some time afore anyone noticed. Or maybe whatever caught him wanted sport, play with him, like.”

      “That’s beastly cruel,” said Zamara.

      Urag said, “Whatever is out there, it’s not like mortal people. That’s sure as sunset.”

      “You find anything else?” Kormak asked.

      Urag shook his head. “Thought I would take a scout away from the path just in case anyone tried anything like this. Found spoor. Followed it here. Reckon it won’t be the last body we find.”

      “Skinturners,” Orson said. He sounded thoughtful.
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      Urag followed the trail that led away over rocky ground. More corpses sprawled on the ground. They had been torn limb from limb or reduced to bloody pulp. Scavengers had been tearing at them for some time.

      “What do you reckon did that, Sir Kormak?” Terves asked. Zamara raised his head as if he was interested in the answer too. All of the nobles gathered around. They looked at him.

      “Something very big,” Kormak said.

      Zamara said, “Let’s push on. We’ll most likely encounter more corpses along the way.”

      He was trying to sound confident, but he did not quite succeed.

      The trail reached the top of a ridge and then, much to Kormak’s surprise, it twisted away. Rhiana moved up to his side. “It has started to go down again. It leads back towards the sea.”

      Kormak nodded. “Maybe they crossed the headland and came down into town.”

      “This will take us back to the coast if it keeps going the way it does,” said Burk.

      “Maybe the attackers arrived by ship and came overland to Fort Wrath.”

      “Why not just come straight into the harbour?” Rhiana asked.

      “Maybe they wanted the element of surprise.”

      “Perhaps they wanted the trees and boulders,” said Zamara. “Remember what we saw back in town. They used them as siege weapons.”

      “It’s possible the path turns again out of sight and heads back inland,” said Orson Waters.

      “It does not matter,” said Kormak. “We will follow it to the end.”

      “It would make sense if the attackers came by sea,” said Waters. “I have never heard of blight beasts on this island, and they have to come from somewhere.”

      “You are most likely correct,” said Kormak.

      “But the nearest blight must be at least a hundred leagues away as the crow flies,” said Zamara. “On the mainland. Who takes blighted animals on a ship? Particularly beasts this size.”

      “I don’t know,” said Kormak. “But I aim to find out.”

      He followed the path as it looped down towards the sea. He lengthened his stride to show his determination. He did not want anyone to see how unsure of himself he was.
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      The woods grew darker. The trees clumped closer, and the undergrowth became a barrier on either side. Roots extended into the path to trip the unwary. Still the trail went on. The people of Fort Wrath had been driven along it like beasts.

      The wind gusted. The leaves swirled. Silence surrounded them as if the birds and beasts themselves were afraid.

      Rhiana paused. “There’s something out there. Something big. Something tainted,” she said. “I can sense it.”

      They pushed on. The trees closed in around them.

      Zamara said, “I hope we find what we are looking for soon. My legs are killing me. I am not as used to steep slopes as you are, Sir Kormak. Few seamen are.” He looked at the marines meaningfully.

      Wood cracked. Something monstrous and grey descended through the branches. Kormak dived at Zamara, pushing him to one side as a huge boulder impacted where the admiral had stood. It bounced and hit one of the soldiers behind him. The awful sound of breaking bone rang out. The boulder tumbled on down the slope, leaving a trail of gore smudging the moss behind it.

      “What in the name of the Light?” Zamara stared around wide-eyed looking for the source of the threat. Kormak’s hand went to his sword. He saw nothing.

      Zamara stomped back to where the fallen soldier lay. The man was dead. His skull had been crushed into jelly by the huge missile. The admiral walked past the corpse and jogged to where the stone lay. It was massive, half as tall as a man.

      “The ship’s catapults would struggle to throw this stone any great distance,” Zamara said.

      “I don’t think anyone has manhandled siege equipment into these woods.”

      Appalled soldiers glanced around, weapons ready. Their faces were pale, their eyes narrowed. They looked for targets and found nothing.

      The nobles moved closer to see what happened.

      Kormak raised his hands. “Stand back—don’t come any closer. Too many of us crowded together make too easy a target. The next boulder won’t miss.”

      That got everyone’s attention. The men dispersed, taking cover behind the boles of trees, looking around warily.

      “I don’t mind a good fight, but I hate standing around as a target for something I can’t see,” said Zamara.

      “My thoughts exactly,” said Kormak. “The boulder came from up there.”

      He pointed towards a ridge and began to move carefully forward, hugging cover, moving from tree to tree.

      Ahead, a grey moss-covered outcrop thrust out of the forest. Open ground separated him from it. He ran, feeling the strain on his thighs and calves as he raced uphill. Excitement tingled within his veins. He felt alive in the presence of danger. All his previous doubts vanished as he concentrated his full attention on keeping himself alive.

      He clambered up the rock spur and looked down. From here he had a view of the canopy of trees. He could see the gap where the rock had crashed through. Perhaps he might have been able to catch sight of the figures of people moving through it, if they had still been there.

      There were plenty of huge stones scattered around. The rocks were similar to the one that had killed the soldier.

      If something had cast the boulder, this seemed the most likely place for them to have stood, yet there was no sign of anything here. It was impossible for anything the size of a siege engine to have been placed here and moved at such short notice.

      Whatever had thrown the stone had either used sorcery or its own strength. Neither possibility was reassuring. He glanced at their surroundings. His amulets could protect him against spells but not against boulders, even if they were magically thrown.

      Zamara stomped up. “This is where the attack came from, you think?”

      “Yes,” Kormak said.

      “The men are getting worried and I don’t blame them. If we get any more of these attacks, it’ll be impossible to get them to push on without risking mutiny.” Zamara kept his voice low.

      “No way we can get back to the ship before nightfall,” Kormak said.

      “I don’t think that will make them any less rebellious. And the nobles down there will be just as bad. They won’t say they want to turn back directly, but they’ll find some reason.”

      “I understand if you want to return to the ship,” said Kormak. “If need be I’ll go on alone.”

      “And I’ll go with you if need be. But I get your point. If you announce that it’s no disgrace to turn back and that you’ll think no less of any man for doing so, they won’t—just to show they are not scared.”

      “We’ll do that if it comes to it,” said Kormak. “For the moment, let’s see what we can find.”

      “I’d dearly love to get my hands on whatever killed poor Tonus,” said Zamara.

      “Let’s hope you still feel that way after we’ve gotten a good look at it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    

    
      Trees loomed around them, towering ten times Kormak’s height. Some had tumbled, blown over by the wind perhaps, or pushed aside by something huge. The canopy of leaves drew tight overhead, cutting off the light. They walked swiftly from patches of light to patches of darkness and back again. Around them, enormous rocks thrust out of the earth.

      Urag ranged far in advance. At times, Kormak went with him. The backwoodsman moved through the undergrowth with the stealth of a stalking beast, an axe in each hand. He paused and slathered the weapon’s blades with paste from a leather pouch. Kormak’s nostrils twitched as he caught the faint but unmistakable scent of devilsnake venom.

      He closed cautiously with the woodsman. Quiet as he was, Urag looked up. His head tilted to one side. The tendons in his hand tightened as he gripped his axe. His pale blue eyes fixed unblinkingly on Kormak. Was Urag about to attempt a cast?

      Footsteps sounded. Rhiana and Zamara came into view. As soon as he realised there were witnesses present, Urag turned to look downwind. He tensed as he heard the sound of something big crashing through the undergrowth.

      Rhiana moved up beside Kormak. A frown marred her brow. She turned to Kormak and said, “There’s something over there.”

      “Sounds like a mastodon,” said Zamara. His voice was flat and emotionless, which was a sign that he was holding his fear in check.

      Urag stalked forward like a hound on a trail. Kormak fell into place beside him.

      [image: ]

      The noise in the grove ahead stopped. Tension thickened in the air. The flesh between Kormak’s shoulder blades tingled. He raised himself onto the balls of his feet, ready to move at the slightest hint of danger. At any moment, he expected another huge rock to come crashing through the tree branches.

      Beside him, Zamara swallowed. Rhiana frowned. “There’s something in there. Something tainted. It’s very close now.”

      “You don’t say,” Zamara said.

      The backwoodsman moved soundlessly ahead into the grove. There was tension in his manner, but no fear. Urag was excited, a hunter on the trail of extraordinary prey.

      Kormak advanced to Urag’s shoulder, moving just as silently. He raised a hand to indicate that the others should halt, and then slowly, carefully, he padded into the grove.

      There was a lot of brush. Branches crackled as he pushed them aside. Leaves brushed his face like the fingers of dead men. As soon as they were out of sight of the others, Kormak allowed Urag to move ahead, reluctant to have those poisoned axe-blades at his back.

      Urag grinned back at him. His eyes crinkled at the corners, as if he knew what was going through Kormak’s mind.

      Something huge shifted its weight ahead of them.

      Urag threw himself flat on his belly and began to wriggle through the undergrowth like a snake. Kormak followed him.

      After what seemed like an eternity, they emerged into an open glade. Heavy breathing thrummed in the air. It sounded like a creature the size of a mastodon. Kormak saw huge feet like those of a man, only perhaps six times the size. Each toe ended in a talon.

      He looked up and up and up at the mutated form of a giant. It was twice as tall as a normal man, and so broad it looked apish. Its arms and legs were enormous, thick as tree trunks. Its huge chest bulged with muscle. It looked capable of lobbing a boulder far enough to kill the crewman.

      This was no normal giant, though. Kormak had spent time in the Northlands. This one was twisted by blight. Its eyes glowed red. They seemed to be pools of blood. The air smelled of rot.

      This giant was a hunchback. One arm was longer than another, and ended in sharp claws. The other hand clutched a massive warhammer. The shaft looked like a small tree. Its stone head could have been made of tombstones.

      When it shuffled forward, its movement seemed pained. Its nostrils flared as it sniffed the wind. Kormak wondered whether it had scented them. Normally giant senses were no keener than a man’s, but who knew what mutation could result in?

      The giant sniffed the air again and looked down. Its reddish gaze met Kormak’s own before the guardian could withdraw into the undergrowth. The enormous warhammer smashed down. Kormak rolled to one side, only just getting out of the way.

      Urag scrambled forth from the undergrowth and rose to his feet. He hacked at the giant’s leg. The poisoned axe drove deep into their huge foe’s leg.

      The giant grunted as if it barely felt the sting of the cut.

      Kormak rolled into an open space within the grove and rose to his feet. Roots threatened to trip him. The ground was rough and uneven.

      The giant’s bellow vibrated within Kormak’s chest, deafening as the blast of a great brazen trumpet. Many another man would have been paralysed in fear just by the sound. The giant struck. Kormak sprang aside, narrowly avoiding being tripped by one of the tree roots.

      “Enough,” he said. He slashed down at the tendon on the back of the giant’s left leg. Rune-etched dwarf-forged steel bit into corrupted flesh with a sizzling sound, a sure sign that evil magic permeated the huge body. The giant’s scream was higher-pitched than its roar, but no less disturbing.

      It turned, whirling the hammer in a circle. Kormak sprang into the air, passing above the shaft. Urag threw himself flat, narrowly avoiding an impact that would have broken bones.

      Kormak stabbed upwards with his blade. It plunged into the area between the giant’s legs. The creature emitted a high-pitched squeal of absolute agony. Its clawed hand clutched at its groin.

      Kormak slashed again, hamstringing the other leg. The giant tumbled forward. The ground shook as it crashed to the earth.

      Kormak drove his blade through the vertebrae of the neck, severing the spinal column. He sprang clear as the giant spasmed and bucked in its death throes, taking long minutes to die. During that time, the others emerged into the grove. Their faces were pale and frightened.

      Zamara looked at the fallen monster with something like awe. “You killed it,” he said. “I would not have thought that possible.”

      “I fought giants before,” Kormak said. “In the North. The cold lands are full of them, and they are not always friendly to men.”

      “This is no normal giant,” Rhiana said. “It has been tainted by blight. It is full of evil magic. The giants of the North may be cannibals, but they do not look like this.”

      Kormak nodded. “The further north you get, the more corrupt the land becomes. Some of the giants who dwell there become twisted indeed. This one resembles such creatures.”

      “You’ve led an interesting life, Sir Kormak,” said Orson. “And you seem to have added one more to your tally of giants.”

      The merchant’s eyes went to Urag’s, and then to Burk’s. Some message flashed between them.

      “Urag put a poisoned blade into its leg. It slowed the giant down enough so that I could kill it.” Kormak looked at the work. “Devilsnake venom—it paralyses and then kills. It would have taken down the giant eventually.”

      He left the question hanging unasked in the air. What was the Terra Novan doing carrying enough serpent venom to kill a mastodon? He might be a bodyguard, but poison was an assassin’s weapon. In many places, the possession of such a toxin was a capital crime.

      “It’s just as well Urag was carrying it, then,” Orson said quickly. “It may have saved your life.”

      “Let’s hope there are not too many more like this one,” said Rhiana.

      “I’d like to know what this one was doing here,” said Zamara. “It’s a long way to the far north over the wide, wild seas.”

      “We get answers soon,” said Urag. “Trail leads down towards the water.”

      They trudged on, without enthusiasm for their quest.
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      The sun hung low in the sky as they finally made it to the headland.

      “We’d have been quicker taking the Pride of Siderea,” said Zamara.

      “Only if we’d known the trail was here,” Kormak said.

      “There’s that, for sure.”

      Kormak gestured for them to crouch as they reached the ridge. He crawled forward to the brow of the hill, not wanting to be sighted against the skyline by any observer below.

      Beneath him stretched a long bay, perhaps a league around. Waves rolled up to the sandy shore. Overturned in the middle of the beach lay a massive longship of the sort favoured by the giants of the Northlands. Around it swarmed more of the monsters, wielding hammers, sawing planks.

      Hundreds of tiny-looking humans were penned inside a huge fence. One or two of them moved freely around among the Northlanders, dragging oversized tools. As Kormak watched, one of them was snatched up by a misshapen giant. It bit off the struggling man’s head, then munched on the remains of the body like a snack.

      Rhiana slid into place alongside Kormak. “Well, at least we know what they are doing,” she said.

      “Repairing their ship.”

      Rhiana nodded. “They must have been caught in the same storm we rode into Trefal harbour. It probably drove them ashore here. Broke the ship. They’re using their captives as food. That’s why they raided the town.”

      “Might have been looking for metal and tools,” said Kormak. “For nails and such.”

      “Maybe,” said Rhiana. “What are they doing here?”

      Kormak said, “Giants sometimes raid the Southlands. They follow the coasts all the way to the Shadow Kingdoms.”

      Rhiana studied the scene through the spyglass. “These are all blighted.”

      Borrowing the telescope, Kormak could see she was right. Every single one of the creatures below was twisted in shape and form, changed by the power of Shadow into a monstrous parody of a giant. “How many do you count?”

      “At least thirty,” said Rhiana.

      “Less than the crew of a normal longship. That means they lost a bunch when the ship ran ashore.”

      “Still more than enough to deal with our crew,” said Rhiana. “Not everybody can slay a giant as handily as you. I doubt most of the noblemen would stand their ground in the teeth of these monsters.”

      “They might surprise you,” said Kormak. “But you’re right. They would probably massacre us. One giant, I might deal with if it doesn’t get lucky. A few dozen, I don’t feel confident of.”

      “Thank the Lady for that,” said Rhiana. “I was beginning to think that nothing scared you.”

      “Looks like they’re almost done rebuilding the ship. They will be finished soon.” He looked at her for confirmation. He had seen giant shipwrights at work before, but she knew more about seagoing vessels than he.

      “Yes, you’re right. They’re ready to go, and I am willing to bet they are going to take the townsfolk with them. More meat on their bones than chickens and seabirds, easier to catch as well.”

      “We’re going to have to free them then,” said Kormak. “Tomorrow will be too late.”

      “You’re determined to fight, aren’t you?” Rhiana said, “If you’re doing it to impress me, there’s no need.”

      “I won’t leave people in the hands of cannibal giants,” he said.

      “They’re only cannibals if they eat their own kind.”

      “You see any gravemounds on the beach? That’s what giants usually do with their dead? If they don’t send them out to sea on a burning longship. They might only have gone for the villagers when they ran out of their own corpses.”

      “That’s a disgusting thought.”

      Rhiana grimaced. Kormak slid back down over the brow of the hill and went to fill Zamara and the nobles in on the situation.
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      “You want to do what?” Orson Waters asked, jowls quivering. Great folds of fat creased around his eyes.

      “I want to free the townsfolk,” said Kormak. “And I am going to.”

      “I have every respect for your martial prowess, Sir Kormak,” said the merchant prince, “but it is unwise to risk all of our lives on such a foolhardy undertaking.”

      “I am not asking you to risk your life. You can go back to the ship if you want.”

      “Splitting the party is not a wise move,” said the merchant. His rich voice was reasonable. He was merely stating plain common sense. Not a few of the men present nodded their heads in agreement.

      “So you’d just abandon the people of Fort Wrath to be eaten,” said Rhiana. She sounded outraged. Clearly she had gotten over her earlier reservations.

      “I don’t see how getting eaten alongside them helps anyone,” Orson said. “I don’t see how getting killed will do those poor people any good.”

      He spread his arms wide, and looked at Zamara, “Tell me, Admiral, as a military man, what do you give for our chances against the giants down there?”

      “We outnumber them at least five to one,” Zamara said.

      “No offence, Admiral, but is that not like having five children fighting a grown man in full armour. The fight would be a little one-sided.”

      It was the wrong tone to take with Zamara. The admiral bristled. “We are not children, Goodman Waters, we are warriors. And the Guardian has already proven that we can kill the giants.”

      “He is armed with a dwarf-forged blade,” said Orson. “And with all due respect, there are few men as good with a sword as Sir Kormak.”

      “We have crossbows, and we have the poison that your bodyguard seems to value so highly. If he’s willing to share it, I am sure we can inflict our fair share of casualties.”

      “But can we win?”

      Zamara shrank visibly, looked into the dark eaves of the forest and said, “In an open battle, probably not. One thrown stone killed poor Tonus—we are lucky it did not kill more. I saw what the giants did back at Fort Wrath, and that was a strongly defended position. I doubt we can kill all of them. Sorry, Sir Kormak.”

      “We don’t have to kill all of them,” said Kormak. “We don’t even have to do battle with the giants. We just have to get those people away.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?” Orson asked.

      “Under cover of darkness, I can slip in and break open the fence of the pen in which the humans are held. We can slip away while the giants sleep.”

      “What if someone screams or gives away your location?”

      “I’ll risk it.”

      “You’re risking the rest of us too.”

      “How? You will not be with me. You’ll be safely up here or making your way back to the ship.”

      “I am just trying to point out the flaws in your plan.”

      “There’s no one more aware of them than me, but I am going in.”

      “It might go better if some of us mounted an attack on the other side of the beach,” said Zamara. “It would distract the giants. We could sow confusion and then withdraw.”

      “You are not seriously considering we go along with this madness, are you, Admiral?”

      “Those people down there are subjects of the King-Emperor just like you, Goodman Waters. They are just as entitled to his protection. If we are careful, there need to be no great risk. We can move down, attack the sentries with our crossbows, set some fires and withdraw. While we do so, Sir Kormak can go in and free the prisoners.”

      “I will go with him,” said Rhiana.

      “How will you set fires? Won’t it give away your position?”

      “We’ll do it if we can. We can fire poisoned bolts as well. The moon will be bright tonight and the sky will be clear—there should be enough light for our purposes. If we are discovered, we will scatter into the forest and fall back along the trail to Fort Wrath when it’s light.”

      Another look passed between Orson and his bodyguards. Anyone not watching for it would have missed it.

      “Very well,” said Orson. “I can see there is no talking sense into you. Urag, give up your poisons to the admiral. You can accompany the guardian down into the camp. Burk too.”

      He turned to Kormak and said, “There are none here who can move as stealthily as this pair. They won’t slow you down, and the extra blades might be of help.”

      “Yes,” said Kormak. He did not like the way this situation was developing at all. He trusted the merchant and his bodyguards less and less with every passing moment.
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      Orson stood in the shadow of a great tree, along with Urag and Burk. He could see the Guardian discussing a few last details with Zamara. Good. It would keep him busy. Orson needed to have some discussions of his own.

      “This is your chance,” he said, speaking directly to the changeling. “The two of you ought to be able to take care of Kormak and the woman while you’re out there in the trees.”

      “What about the people?” Urag asked. “Aren’t we supposed to free them?”

      “We won’t be capable of it, once the guardian and his woman have their unfortunate accident. We’ll just come back and tell Zamara that the giants ambushed us and were too strong. Then we’ll head back to the ship.”

      “Pity about the woman,” said Urag. “I’d like to have some fun with her.”

      “Maybe you can,” said Burk. “We may have time.”

      Urag licked his lips. “Let’s hope.”

      “Don’t be overconfident,” said Orson. “The guardian is a wary man.”

      “He’s as good as dead,” said Urag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Slowly Kormak, Rhiana, Burk and Urag circled the hills surrounding the bay. They moved down the slope directly behind the prison pen. It was night now, but the moon had not reached its zenith. Zamara and the marines would not attack until it was midnight, which gave them plenty of time to get into position.

      They moved cautiously, testing their footing, taking advantage of cover. The slope was steep and rocky, and not easy to keep balance upon.

      Burk moved easily over the broken ground. Clearly his night vision was better even than Kormak’s. He had no difficulty finding his way, even in the deepest pools of shadow. Something about his graceful progress made Kormak uneasy.

      Rhiana stopped every hundred strides and concentrated. She was searching for giants using her mental powers. Kormak wished he possessed any of his companion’s gifts; he would just need to rely on better-than-average human eyesight and quick reflexes.

      They hit the foot of the slope and paused in the undergrowth. As far as Kormak could tell, the giants had placed no sentries on this side of the prison pen. Perhaps they had placed no sentries anywhere. One thing Kormak remembered from his time in the Northlands was how overconfident the huge beings were. Few things in this world could match their physical strength, and this fed their sense of superiority.

      He wondered whether the minds of these giants were as twisted as their bodies. Shadowblights transformed their victims both mentally and physically, and those changes were never for the better.

      The smell told him where the prisoners were. The stink was appalling. A lot of people were confined together without proper latrines. Worse than that was the stench of rotting flesh from bodies left unburied. It seemed that any meat not eaten was simply strewn upon the ground.

      The wall consisted of tree trunks, sharpened and driven into the ground and lashed together with twine or rope. The trunks had been sharpened at the top. The lowest was twice Kormak’s height. Within the fence, people cried and prayed.

      Kormak moved right up to it and felt the wood with his left hand. There were gaps and knobs where branches had been hewn off; he could climb it if he had to. He felt a warm body beside him as Rhiana slid into place.

      “There are giants all around, mostly near the ship. A few are moving, sentries or just restless would be my guess.”

      “I’m going to slide around and take a look at the gate,” Kormak said.

      “I’m going with you,” Rhiana said.

      “Me too,” said Urag. He gave a feral smile. “Best stick together. Don’t go alone with giants about.”

      It sounded as if the backwoodsman was troubled. Perhaps he could be relied upon until they were out of immediate danger. Kormak doubted Urag would put an axe in his back while it might endanger his own life. He did not want to bet on that, though.

      Burk remained silent. Kormak sensed calculation in the other’s manner of a sort he did not like. Clearly here was a man weighing the odds of something. A knife gleamed in the darkness.

      He looked as if he was measuring the distance between the two of them. For a moment, a sense of impending violence hovered in the air.

      Kormak raised himself onto the balls of his feet, ready for any strike that might come. He could see no reason why the bodyguard would attack him under these circumstances, but that did not mean there wasn’t one. Urag and Rhiana tensed. The cross-currents here were strange. Kormak smiled at the bodyguard. There was a world of menace in the expression, and Burk picked up on it. He froze for a second.

      Urag said, “We must be quiet. If giants hear us, we all dead.”

      The tension drained out of Burk and he nodded.

      “Let’s move,” Kormak said and gestured for the tracker and the bodyguard to lead the way. He moved immediately behind and left Rhiana to bring up the rear. Burk kept glancing over his shoulder, as if to make sure Kormak was not about to plunge a blade into his back. The man’s state of mind told Kormak all he needed to know about him. Clearly Burk feared that someone would do to him what he was prepared to do to others.

      Kormak knew then that it was not just the giants who were the enemies here. He tapped Rhiana on the shoulder and leaned forward. “Be wary of this pair,” he said, so softly no one else could hear. “I do not trust them.”

      She nodded.
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      Kormak slid up to the corner of the pen. All around him on the beach, he could see huge sprawled shapes. The longship lay on the sand like a beached whale, large as a row of houses in the moonlight.

      A sentry stood near the pen’s gate. The giant leant heavily against the fence, a club lying near at hand.

      From all around came the sound of rumbling snores. Something huge growled, a menacing, feral noise. Rhiana closed her eyes.

      “Some of the giants are stirring,” she said. “If you’re going to do something, you’d better do it soon.”

      They huddled back in the shadows. “I’m going over the wall,” Kormak said. He looked at Urag. “When the attack comes, use that poisoned axe on the sentry. Lure him away from the gate.”

      Urag nodded. Burk’s face was blank. He seemed to be considering his options. Kormak tapped Rhiana on the shoulder and backed away, keeping his eyes on the bodyguards. Rhiana followed him.

      Burk and Urag watched them go. Both of them looked tense. Kormak wondered if they were about to attack. Nearby, a giant’s voice rumbled out, reminding them all of their potential peril. Urag and his companion froze into stillness. It would have been unwise to do anything else.

      Kormak and Rhiana rounded the corner of the pen. As soon as they were out of sight, Kormak stopped and listened, waiting to hear if they were being followed.

      “What is it?” Rhiana asked.

      “I didn’t like the way Burk was looking at my neck and fingering his knife.”

      “I wondered why Goodman Waters was so keen that they accompanied us. You think he wants you dead? Why?”

      “I’ve made a lot of enemies in my time.”

      “One of your many gifts.”

      “I have a bad feeling about that pair, and I’ve learned to trust my instincts.”

      “Since you’re still alive, that would seem wise. Still, you may have made a lot of enemies, but I can’t think of why they would want to kill me.”

      “They might not want witnesses.”

      Rhiana was silent for a moment, then nodded. “What now?”

      “We go over this wall and make contact with the prisoners.”

      Kormak pulled himself up, using the knots in the wood and slid over the top of the fence. He lowered himself from the spiked points, clambered down and dropped the last six feet, landing near someone in the dark. Rhiana followed.

      A body stirred in the gloom. A child whimpered. Suddenly Kormak had no doubts about being here, about the rightness of what he was doing. He had taken an oath to protect the innocent, and he was going to keep it.

      He moved across to the sleeping figure. Someone looked up and saw his figure was human sized. “Who is it?” said a woman’s voice.

      “Is this child yours?” Kormak asked.

      “Yes. I don’t know your voice—are you one of the sailors?”

      “My name is Kormak. I am a Guardian of the Dawn. I have come to get you out of here. This is Captain Rhiana.”

      “What?” The woman had at least enough sense to keep her voice low.

      “The King-Emperor’s soldiers are waiting outside. They are going to attack the giants. When your captors are distracted, we’re going to take out the gate and run for it.

      “That’s madness. The giants say they’ll kill us all if anyone tries to escape.”

      “They are going to kill you all anyway. You know that. This way you will at least have a chance. You and your child.”

      The woman nodded her head.

      “You have a leader? A captain of the guard, a mayor, anyone?”

      “The guards were all killed when the giants stormed the fort. The mayor got eaten yesterday. The priest Rik has been preaching to us. People will listen to him. I will take you to him.”
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      Leading her little boy by the hand, the woman led Kormak through the crowd. Sensing something happening, people came awake all around him. Perhaps they had not been asleep anyway. Under the circumstances, most people would find it difficult to rest. Rhiana followed along, a scarf draped around her neck, hiding her gills. It was a wise move. Best not to spook these scared people with her alien appearance.

      She led him to an old white-haired man, lying near the gate. He wore tattered robes, and a hood fell back from his tonsured head. He came awake slowly as the woman shook him.

      “Frater Rik, wake up.”

      “Has someone else died, my child? I will say the words.” His voice was quiet, cultured and resonant.

      “No, there is someone here to talk to you.”

      The priest looked up at Kormak’s shadowy outline. “There’s only one sort of man wears a sword on his back,” he said.

      “I am a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn, Frater. I have come here to free you.”

      “Then the Holy Sun has answered my prayers. Did you bring more of your Order? Sunflares? Sorcerers?”

      “Only myself, Frater, although there are some soldiers in the hills.”

      “You do not sound entirely confident, my son.”

      “We have enough people to provide a distraction, not win a battle against so many giants. We have a ship in the harbour. People can either hide in the forest or head out to sea. Once out there we will be able to escape the clutches of the giants.”

      “It does not sound like much of a plan.”

      “It was the best I could do on short notice. I did not expect to be encountering blighted giants on this island. I am on my way to Terra Nova, on the King-Emperor’s business.”

      “I do not mean to sound critical, my son. I am just astonished that you would come in here on your own. Karla, get Jed and Leo and Karel over here. We need to start planning for the breakout now.”

      The woman hustled away. The old priest looked up at Kormak, then got painfully to his feet. “I fear I will only slow you down when we go. I am not as young as I used to be.”

      “We’ll get as many away as we can,” said Kormak.

      The old man nodded. “They came out of the woods after darkness fell,” said Rik. “The night after the great storm. I heard sounds like an earthquake and buildings falling. I did not know what was happening. No one did. Then they came from the forest and started rounding everyone up. They drove us across this bay and penned us in like animals, and every day they roast a few of us over the fire as if we were slaughtered hogs. Some of the people went mad. I told them to keep the faith, that the Holy Sun would protect us…”

      He broke off and Kormak realised the old man was crying. “I doubted. I thought we were forsaken. But you came…out of the darkness, a warrior of the dawn. It is like something out of scripture.”

      Kormak found himself moved by the old man’s words. Since Gerd’s death, he had been feeling useless and self-pitying and full of doubt. He could see now that there was still work for him in this world, still evil to be opposed, still people that he might save.

      The others came out of the darkness and he spoke to them, and told them what they must do.
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      Shouts came from the far end of the beach. The thunderous sound of waking giants bellowing at one another rolled across the beach. Men screamed taunts and war-cries. From outside the gate came a roar, and the sound of massive feet crunching on sand.

      “It is time to go,” Kormak said. The prisoners nodded. Most of them were bunched up around the gateway. Women huddled together with children. Men waited on the outside of the group. A few carried sharpened sticks or bits of stone, or whatever feeble weapons they could gather. A few hung back, too scared to move. Kormak thought they would gather their courage when they saw everybody else make a break for it. If they did not, there was nothing anyone could do for them.

      He leapt forward. His dwarf-forged blade slashed through the ropes holding the gate. The men raced forward, throwing their way against the barrier. It toppled to earth with a thud and everybody halted, standing there whey-faced as if they could not quite believe what they had done.

      “What are you waiting for? Run!” Kormak shouted. “Head to the west, up the hill path. Scatter into the forest if you can’t do anything else. Get away from here now, if you want to live.”

      That was all it took. With shouts and screams, the tide of people flowed out through the broken gate. Some swung left, some swung right. A few ran directly towards the ship. A giant emerged from behind it, saw the escaping people and shouted in confusion, as if it could not quite believe what it was seeing.

      Kormak raced towards it, shouting a challenge. Rhiana and Urag fell into place at his side. The giant loomed above him, towering like a cliff-face and brought its massive club thudding down into the sand. Kormak ran between its legs, blade raised, slashing. Urag was right behind him, chopping with a poisoned axe. Rhiana slashed at the creature’s ankle, going for the hamstring.

      The giant aimed a blow at her. She leapt nimbly aside. Kormak scrambled back to strike at the giant, trying to get its attention. Urag struck once more. The giant whirled around confused by so many targets, bellowing in a debased dialect of the tongue of the Old Ones, shouting for help, that the prisoners were escaping.

      Urag cast his axe, taking the giant directly in the throat. It continued to yell, its voice a croak, as it pulled the axe free and dropped it. Blood dribbled from the wound and down its legs from the multiple cuts.

      Kormak aimed his blade at where the main artery would be on a man’s left leg, and sliced. Blood fountained. The giant doubled over, clutching at its leg, putting its neck within range of Kormak’s blade. He stepped in close and sliced at the jugular. A massive arm swept around, too big and too fast to be avoided. It caught him in the chest. Sparks danced before his eyes. The force of the impact sent him flying.

      He hit the sand rolling, came to his feet groggy and dazed. He saw the giant rolling on the ground, lashing out with its leg, trying to kick at Rhiana. Urag had run to pick up his axe, was grubbing frantically in the sand for it.

      Kormak glanced around. Most of the people were out of the pen, scattering around the beach. They moved in confusion, some heading up the slopes which Kormak and his companions had come down earlier. Some had made their way to the far side of the beach, and were trying to escape that way. Most were following instructions and heading towards the west in scattered parties.

      All was confusion. The giants were uncertain as to whether they were being attacked by escaped prisoners or a new force. The prisoners frantically tried to escape.

      Kormak sensed a blur of motion to his right. A blade stabbed at him out of the darkness, greenish poison darkening its length. Burk’s face hung above it, pale and mask-like in the gloom. There was something quite inhuman about the blank expression it held as its owner tried to commit murder in the dark. Kormak parried. Burk’s movements were swift and sure. The point of the blade attempted to slither around the parry. A man less quick than Kormak would have died.

      The guardian stepped to one side and let the blade pass. He lashed out with his left fist and clipped Burk on the side of the face. Kormak used the moment he gained to swing his blade up and then lunge. It bit home. Burk grunted. His eyes widened as the blade gauged along his arm. His fingers opened and his sword dropped. Kormak stamped his boot down on top of it, pinning it.

      At that moment, a massive roar sounded to his right. The ground shook. Kormak stood unwilling to take his eyes off his foe but equally unwilling to commit to the combat again.

      Burk’s gaze slid in the direction of the sound. His eyes narrowed, and he sprang backwards and away into the darkness and chaos. Kormak glanced around. Both Rhiana and Urag looked at him, as if unsure of what they had just witnessed.

      A huge chieftain lumbered out of the dark. He wore a helmet carved with the horns of some great beasts from the Snow Wastes. A cloak made from the fur of polar bears hung from his shoulders. A necklace of huge fangs hung from his neck. By custom, the giant had killed those bears himself in a solitary hunt. The chieftain raised a huge horn to his lips and blew it. The thunderous sound rolled across the beach; all of the giants began to fall back and rally to their leader.

      It would only take a moment for them to form a disciplined company, and when that happened, the escapees were doomed. Frantically, Kormak glanced around and saw a large fire burning on the beach. He raced over to it, hauled a burning log from its midst and headed towards the ship.

      Rhiana and Urag and some of the others saw what he was doing, and did the same. They carried the glowing logs towards the boat and tossed them at it. The smell of burning emerged from the ship. Flames licked around it. The giants realised what was happening and raced forward, the chieftain bellowing at his crew to put the fire out.

      “Scatter and get out of here!” Kormak yelled. “It will take them some time to dowse the flames. Get away!”

      He shooed the folks away from the ship. Seeing a horde of giants racing towards them, they did not need to be told twice. They ran. The giants ignored them in the teeth of gathering flames. They raced towards the waves scooping up water in barrels, shields and massive hands, returning to their ship.

      Kormak and the others jogged towards the slope. It looked like they had bought themselves some time, but would it be enough? And where was Burk?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    

    
      They reached the meeting place beyond the brow of the hill, a straggling line of women and children and tired, frightened men. Frater Rik was there, and Karla and her little boy. It looked like about half of the escapees had managed to find this place. Kormak hoped the rest were safely away in the woods or on the other side of the bay. He kept his eyes open for any sign of Burk but the bodyguard had not reappeared.

      Zamara waited along with the marines and the nobles. His grim expression lightened when he saw Kormak and Rhiana. He rushed across to greet them, flanked by Terves. His laughter boomed out. “You did it. I had my doubts, I don’t mind admitting, but you got them out.”

      “We’re not in the clear yet,” Kormak said. “We need to get back to the Pride of Siderea.”

      Zamara nodded. “If need be, we can come back and rake the ship with ballistae and alchemical fire. They won’t get off the island so easily now.”

      “The main problem is how we’re going to get back to town. The men are tired, and we’ve got women and little children. It’s going to be a nightmare finding our way back through the forest in the dark.”

      Rhiana produced the green pearl from inside her jerkin. Its eerie glow flickered out and lit their faces in ghastly green. “We can see,” she said.

      “Get everybody together now!” Zamara bellowed. “We’re moving out before those big bastards down there realise where we are.”

      Tired as they were, no one gave him any argument.
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      “It wasn’t so bad,” Zamara said, as they marched along the path. “We made our way down the hill, snuck up on some of the giants and unloaded our crossbows into them. They were sleeping and taken completely by surprise. If we’d pushed the battle home to them, we might even have won.”

      The claim was pure bravura on Zamara’s part. There was no way the giants would have remained surprised for long. He doubted the soldiers would have stood their ground in the teeth of a determined rush by their huge assailants. It was asking more of them than most men could bear.

      “We poisoned a few at least,” said Sergeant Terves. “And we only lost a couple of the lads. I saw Hanar flattened by one of them, and poor Leroi reduced to pulp and splintered bone by a club.”

      They fell silent for a moment. “Still. It could have gone a lot worse.”

      The line straggled away behind them. Soldiers carried little children on their shoulders or hung them in emptied backpacks. Women clutched infants to their breasts. Stumbling with weariness, men followed the winding trail in the pearl’s green glow.

      “How long till they are on our trail?” Zamara asked Kormak in a very quiet voice.

      “I don’t know. They might not be able to pick up our tracks in the dark. They might take some time to put out the fire on the boat.”

      “That was quick thinking,” Zamara said.

      Kormak turned and counted the people. How many people had they lost? Too many. Still, the majority were clear. If only they could stay ahead of any pursuit until they got back to the port, he might get them all out yet.
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      “Where are the bastards then?” Terves asked. They had trudged through the forest all night, moving fast as they could over the broken ground. “If they were coming, they should be here by now.”

      “Just be grateful they are not,” said Kormak. “It’s almost dawn. We’ll have daylight soon and unless I am not mistaken, we’ll hit the port.”

      “It’s not like our luck to hold so good,” Terves said. “I can’t help but feel that fate has some dirty trick left to play on us yet.”

      “Soldiers like to grumble,” said Kormak.

      “I am a marine, sir, but I take your point.”

      “Doesn’t mean you’re not right,” Kormak said. He glanced back over his shoulder. Any moment he expected to hear the heavy tread of giants reverberating through the forest. So far it had not come.

      His ribs hurt from the earlier blow. His sword arm felt as if it had almost been torn from its socket. He did not think he would have the strength or speed to survive another encounter with a giant without rest.

      “I am getting old,” he said aloud.

      “We all are, sir,” said Terves. “And you shouldn’t be the one complaining. I have more grey hairs than you.”

      They emerged onto the hilltop above the board just as the sun rose above the horizon. Below them lay the ruined streets of Fort Wrath. The Pride of Siderea lay at anchor beyond the harbour. It was only when he saw it that Kormak realised how much he had been dreading the possibility of the ship not being there.

      The villagers cheered at the sight of it, finally believing in the possibility that they might escape. Gathering the last of their energy, they began to jog downhill towards the port. The nobles and the soldiers with them did the same, trying to keep them all together.

      Kormak sat down on the brow of the hill to watch. “We’ll wait here for a little while,” he said. “Just in case.”
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      “What happened back there?” Orson asked Urag in a low voice, as they trudged through the dark. He glanced around to make sure they were not being overheard. He need not have worried. Everyone was too wrapped up in their own problems to pay any attention.

      The tracker showed his teeth in a mirthless grin. “You were right. He was too quick and too wary for us. And I could not risk taking a shot at him with all the giants about.”

      “Where’s Burk?”

      “Don’t know. He vanished when the guardian cut him.”

      “You didn’t see him die then?”

      Urag shook his head. “Slippery bastard is probably still out there somewhere. Unless he’s providing a snack for a giant.”

      “Does Kormak suspect you?”

      “Probably, but he can’t know for sure. We fought side by side back there. He knows Burk wasn’t wishing him a long life and happiness though.”

      “If any other opportunity arises to kill him, take it, but not where anybody can see you.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “You’d better.”

      “Don’t worry, fat man. The giants might do it for us if they show up.”

      “And maybe they’ll get us as well.”

      “Everybody dies,” said Urag.

      “I’m planning on putting it off for a long time.”
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      The cutter carried the rearguard back to the ship. Its decks swarmed with refugees. Sailors swarmed the rigging, unfurling sails, making ready for departure. Zamara bellowed orders. Cheers came from the crowds as Kormak and the rearguard reached the ship and clambered up the netting on its sides. They ran immediately to the siege weapons on the prow and stern castle, and began to make ready.

      “No rest for the wicked,” said Terves, moving towards the prow. He looked cheerful though and pleased to see all the villagers on the deck. “We did good back there,” he said.

      Kormak looked up to see Rhiana running towards him. They hugged. Just for a moment Kormak enjoyed the feel of her body in his arms, then she stiffened.

      “What is it?”

      “My dolphin sees something big coming towards us round the headland. He does not like it either.”

      “Best tell Zamara. Who knows what new deviltry will be upon us?” She nodded, and they moved over towards the command deck. Zamara gestured for them to come up.

      “We’re going to have company soon,” Rhiana said. She looked at Serena.

      “With your permission, Admiral,” the windcaller said, gesturing towards her elemental flasks.

      “Granted,” said Zamara. He turned and said to one the ship’s officers. “Get some more lookouts aloft. I don’t want us surprised before we are under way.”

      More sailors swarmed into the crow’s nests. A moment later, they were shouting, “Ship ahoy!”

      Zamara raised his spyglass to his eye. “Bastard,” he said and Kormak understood why. Coming around the headland was a massive longship. It looked scorched but seaworthy. It had no sails but it was oared by nearly thirty giants.

      “Mistress Serena,” said Zamara. “I would be grateful if you could get us out to sea as swiftly as possible. It appears we are pursued.”

      “I’ll do my best, Admiral.”
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      The elementals roared and howled as they gusted into the sails and pushed the ship forward.

      “Get those people into the hold,” Zamara shouted. “Clear the decks for action. We’re going to have a fight on our hands unless I miss my guess.”

      He glanced at the sails and sniffed the air, as if testing the winds. A look of concentration passed over his face. Kormak knew he was calculating the giant’s speed and their own, and trying to come up with a plan.

      Panicked townsfolk started to throw themselves overboard. A few of the nobles and their retinues did the same. Sailors and marines began to force the crowds down into the hold. Most did not want to go and Kormak did not blame them. The last place he wanted to be during a sea battle was under the decks of a ship. One of his nightmares was drowning amid a shipwreck.

      “Either get below or get into the water,” Zamara bellowed. “We can’t afford any clutter on deck. If there’s anyone but my crew on deck in thirty drumbeats, I’ll have them put to the sword.”

      The decks cleared. Zamara gave his attention back to the incoming giants. They were closing the distance with appalling speed.

      “Helmsman bring us around! Catapults, fire when the enemy is within range!”

      Already the great siege engines were being wound up, payloads of alchemical fire were lowered into throwing arms. Huge bolts were dropped into the slots of ballistae.

      Zamara let out a long breath as he surveyed the preparations. “It’s going to be close,” he murmured. Their course was going to take them nearer to the giants before they could swing out to sea. “By the Light, they are fast.”

      Kormak had been aboard giant longships in the past. He knew exactly how swift they could be when driven by the massed strength of their gigantic oarsmen. The Pride of Siderea was gathering speed too, driven through the waves by the bound elementals.

      Zamara turned to the windcaller. “Is there anything you can do to slow them, Mistress Serena?”

      “If they were under sail, I would send elementals to blow them back, but they are using oars. My little pets would be better used to propel us. Give me a few minutes to seal the bindings and I’ll show you a trick or two.”

      “I look forward to it,” Zamara said, turning back to survey his foe. The long ship was huge—as long as the galleon, but considerably lower in the water. On its prow stood the white-cloaked giant chieftain, a huge battleaxe held in one hand. A row of spears in a rack beside him.

      “Best get ready,” Kormak said.

      “For what?” Zamara asked.

      The giant picked up a spear, tested it, drew it back and cast. It hurtled through the air like a thunderbolt and cracked into the side of the Pride of Siderea. They were still out of range of the siege engines.

      “That was impressive,” said Zamara. The giant threw another. It pinned a man to one of the huge catapults. His screams echoed over the decks. The rest of the crews hunkered down out of line of sight, slowing the preparations.

      “Steady, men,” shouted Terves, stepping out boldly, making himself visible to all, showing he was not scared. “We’ll show that big bastard soon enough.”

      The dragon prow of the longship cleft the white foam as it raced closer. “Now!” said Terves.

      Ballista bolts chunked into the side of the longship. Flasks of alchemical fire plunged through long arcs into the sea on either side and plummeted, still burning, into the depths.

      The engine crews adjusted their ranges. The Pride of Siderea continued to gather speed. The gap between the two vessels closed at a frightening rate. Kormak could see the faces of individual giants now, twisted and misshapen as their bodies.

      “Ugly bastards, aren’t they?” said Zamara.

      The catapults fired again. This time, a flask hit and splashed on the side of the ship, splattering its contents on the giants. Cheers rose up as greenish flames rose above the longship. Giants screamed as they roasted. One leapt off, features melting, hair afire and plunged into the sea that could not put the flames out. Several more followed the first into the depths.

      The giant chieftain bellowed and his crew redoubled their efforts at closing the distance. The longship seemed almost to rise out of the water under their powerful oar strokes.

      “It’s going to be very close,” said Zamara. The gap between the Pride of Siderea and the burning longship was only a few lengths now. The elementals howled in frustration as the spells impelled them on, but they did not seem to be able to make the galleon move any faster.

      The Siderean ship had swept out towards the open sea. The longship altered its course, bringing it astern of them. The siege engines on the rear tower turned to bear on it but Kormak could see that if they did not fire soon, their target would be beneath the arc of the catapults.

      The ballista fired. Two bolts impacted on giants. Another fireflask splattered at the back of the longship. More giants burned. The stench of roasting blighted flesh filled Kormak’s nostrils. He fought down the urge to gag.

      The flames danced and swirled and were sucked towards the galleon by the power of the elementals. Looking around, Mistress Serena saw it and barked commands at her bound servants. The wind changed direction, sending the flames away from the ship. Kormak exhaled. Pitch and tar saturated the timbers of the galleon. The slightest touch of flame might make it go up like a flask of burning oil.

      The sails stopped billowing as they lost the thrust of the magical wind. The galleon slowed.

      The longship crashed through the waves, still coming closer in a final, desperate rush. Giant warriors dived from the side, hair and flesh ablaze. The giant chieftain threw himself forward, axe held in one hand. He fell short and sank from sight into the sea. Two of his companions rose from their benches and made the leap.

      The whole back of the galleon sank in the water on the impact of their combined weight. They began to pull themselves up the sides. The ship rolled. The refugees screamed. Kormak stabbed down at a huge wart-covered hand that grasped the wooden railing. Flesh sizzled as the dwarf-forged blade bit home. Rhiana and Zamara hacked at fingers.

      Looking over the side Kormak saw the twisted face of a mutated giant. He grabbed his sword with both hands and drove it down through an eye and into the brain. The giant let go and tumbled into the sea. Behind them more and more giants threw themselves from their vessel. Burning alchemicals clung to their flesh.

      A huge form clambered over the side of the ship. The second giant had edged along the carvings on the galleon’s stern and found a new place to alight. He loomed over the prow like a demon, massive axe held high. Crossbow bolts thudded down from the crows' nests. More came from the marines on deck.

      An engine crew tried frantically to bring their weapon to bear. The giant smashed it to flinders with his axe, picked up a squirming crewman and tossed him right at another engine. He tumbled broken-backed among the second crew and lay flopping and gasping for breath like a fish out of water.

      Zamara and Rhiana rushed it, blades flashing. The giant reached down and grabbed the admiral, lifting him towards its gaping mouth.

      Rhiana leapt, hacking with her scimitar at the giant’s wrist, slashing the tendons. The massive hand opened and Zamara dropped ten feet to the deck. The giant brought a massive fist down, aiming at Rhiana’s head. She leapt aside, deck planks splintering under her feet.

      Kormak raced forward, aiming his blade at the giant’s leg, behind the knee. Something flickered in the corner of his eye. He ducked. A poisoned axe flashed past and buried itself in the giant’s belly. Kormak saw Urag standing beside Orson near the side of the ship. The cast could just as easily have been made at him as at the giant.

      The giant aimed a blow, and Kormak stepped to one side. His return stroke took the giant’s arm off at the elbow. The creature reeled back, screaming, tripped over the bannister and tumbled headlong into the sea.

      The crew cheered. The passengers responded to their cries. The decks were cleared and the blazing wreck of the giant vessel fell away astern. The heads of a few giants broke water, but it looked like the galleon was free.

      “We did it!” shouted Zamara. The water to the left of the ship erupted and the giant chieftain emerged, pulling himself up the netting on the galleon’s side. Frozen in horror, no one moved to stop him save Urag, who tore a dagger forth from its scabbard and put himself between Orson Waters and the monster. The giant chieftain kicked out at him and Urag leapt to one side. As he did so, the giant’s huge fist swept down, smashing into the top of the woodsman’s head. There was an awful crunch as Urag’s skull splintered and his spine snapped. Moving with surprising speed for a man of his bulk, Orson Waters fled back towards the stern and the siege engines there.

      Kormak came down from the command deck in a running leap. He impacted right in the middle of the giant’s chest, driving his blade through the ribs. The salt smell of seawater and the stench of blighted giant warred in his nostrils.

      The giant clutched at him. Knowing that being caught in that bear hug would be certain death, Kormak let himself drop, still clutching the hilt of his sword. The downward tug of his weight pulled the blade free.

      Another huge missile cleaved the air. A ballista bolt protruded right through the chieftain’s neck. Kormak saw Terves’s crew had rotated their weapon to cover the deck. They loaded another bolt. Kormak threw himself forward, chopping with his blade. The giant chieftain, off-balance, topped backwards into the sea.

      Serena had called back her elementals. With full sails, the galleon leapt forward leaving the drowning giants behind. The crew raked their targets with ballista bolts and fireflasks until nothing moved on the surface of the sea, save the gulls that had come to feast on floating flesh and the sharks drawn by the scent of blood.
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      “We cannot thank you enough, Admiral,” said Frater Rik, as they waited for the boat that would carry him and the last of the survivors back to Port Wrath. “None of us would be alive today if it were not for you and your crew.”

      “You can thank the guardian,” said Zamara with mock humility. “He is the one who convinced me there was a chance. Without him, we would not have known to look for you.”

      The priest turned to Kormak and said. “The Holy Sun sent you to us in our hour of need.”

      Kormak accepted his blessing. “Perhaps, Frater. Perhaps.”

      “Rest assured our prayers will be with you in the coming days,” said Rik.

      Kormak glanced at the open ocean beyond him and the sun sinking in the direction of Terra Nova. He thought about Vorkhul and his sarcophagus; he thought about the bodyguard who might have tried to kill him. He thought about Burk and his master Orson Waters. “I fear I am going to need them.”

      “You have nothing to fear, Guardian,” said the priest. “Walk in light.”

      His words filled Kormak with a warm glow. Just for that moment, he felt that he could.

      “It’s time to go,” said the priest, clambering into the sling to be lowered to the boat.

      The townsfolk stood on the pier for a long time, waving at them as they set off. Serena set her elementals to work, and the galleon headed towards the setting sun.

      Kormak stood beside Rhiana, hand in hand, watching the sun sink. “You look happier,” she said.

      “I am,” he said, and smiled and kissed her. For the moment, he felt at peace.

      [image: ]

      The changeling looked around the small cabin and at the huge man who filled it. He had adopted the shape of one of the sailors during the long night march, leaving the man’s throat-slit corpse amid the bushes of the woods. It was too dangerous to return in the shape of Burk.

      “You failed,” Orson Waters said. “The guardian is still alive.”

      The changeling shrugged. “There will be other times.”

      “The guardian suspects. It is written all over his face. He will be on his guard and he is a wary man.”

      “No one can be wary all the time.”

      “He will mention his suspicions to the merwoman, and to the admiral as well. It would be best, I think, if nothing happened to him until he is on land again. There is no escape from a ship on a transoceanic voyage.”

      “Are you frightened?” the changeling asked.

      “I would be a fool not to be of such a man.”

      “I am starting to agree with you.”

      “You begin to learn wisdom,” said the merchant.

      “Indeed,” said the changeling. He disliked the smirk on the merchant prince’s face. By the time he finished this journey, he would settle matters with Orson Waters, as well as the Guardian Kormak.

      
        THE END
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      He has been short-listed for the David Gemmell Legend Award. His short fiction has appeared in Year’s Best SF and Best of Interzone. He has twice won the Origins Awards For Game Design. His hobbies include role-playing games and MMOs as well as travel.

      His website can be found at: www.williamking.me

      He can be contacted at bill@williamking.me

      If you would like to know when the next Kormak book will be released , as well as get free ebooks and special offers,  please sign up for the mailing list. Your details will never be shared. Subscribe now.

      

      Word-of-mouth is crucial for any author to succeed. If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review, even if it's only a line or two; it would make all the difference and would be very much appreciated.
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