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  GUARDIAN OF THE DAWN


  “Open the door,” Kormak yelled. Blood seeped through his shirt, the wound in his side hurt, and he was dizzy from all the witchroot he had chewed for the pain. He needed to get inside soon. It was almost twilight and this, of all nights, was no time to be abroad.


  He glanced back towards the darkening woods. At least there was no sign of his pursuers on the road. They were most likely safe indoors, hiding behind Elder signs, praying to the Sun to keep them safe from the terrors of the dark.


  “Go away!” The voice from within was deep and rough, the accent that of a peasant farmer.


  “You would turn away a fellow man on the night of the full moon?” Kormak said. “The Holy Sun will turn his face from your crops. Your cattle will be barren.”


  “How do I know you are a man? It is twilight and we have had trouble with the Children of the Moon.” That would certainly explain the suspicion in the man's voice, Kormak thought. This land was close to the marches of the world where the Old Ones still disputed the borders with men.


  “If I were a moondog would I be able to stand on the Elder Sign worked on your doorstone?” Kormak asked. It was just as well they could not see his blood dripping onto the crude five-pointed star. It was the worst of omens.


  “He does not sound like one of them, father,” said another voice, lighter and less gruff than the first. There was a sound of cuffing and a cry of pain.


  “What would you know about such things, boy? They can sound like anything they want.”


  “Are you going to open this door or must I kick it in?” Kormak felt ashamed at making the threat but he needed to get inside to have a look at his wound. He needed to get his horse into a protected stable too. It must be rested, if tomorrow he was to outdistance the men who wanted to hang him for the murder of the Mayor of Sturmgarde.


  “Recite the Sun’s Prayer!” shouted the man. It was an old superstition that the Moon’s children could not recite those words. Kormak had reason to know it was not true but now did not seem the time to share that knowledge. He spoke the words he had learned as a small child over thirty years ago.


  The door swung open.


  “Get in quickly,” said a voice. Kormak debated a moment whether he should draw his sword. The people inside might be armed and inclined to mischief. On the other hand, he saw no need to frighten them any more than he was going to. No lowlander was ever thrilled to see a dark-haired highlander come through his door, especially at twilight. Memories of the old wars were long.


  He stepped into the gloomy fire-lit interior. Straw covered the floor. He ducked his head to avoid low beams. The place smelled of the pigs and dogs and humans who huddled there.


  Kormak saw a man of medium height, middle aged, burly and yellow bearded. Behind the farmer was a woman, plump, face weather-lined. There was a boy, not past his thirteenth year, presumably the one who had spoken, and a girl, maybe five years younger, most likely his sister. Beside the window was another man, in his twenties, the eldest son or perhaps the wife’s younger brother. He held a pitchfork in his hand and he looked nervous enough to use it. The man who had opened the door had a heavy club. Kormak moved to give himself a clear space in case of trouble.


  “Easy,” he said. “I mean you no harm. The Holy Sun smile upon you.” He ducked his head and made the Solar sign, keeping his eye on the men the whole time, not wanting to take a blow as he bowed.


  The men relaxed a little. They had feared a monster. They had found a big man, garbed like every other landless mercenary, a sword on his back, blood seeping through a dirty linen shirt and dripping from the thick leather jerkin. “See to my horse and I will pay you copper.” He pulled a coin from his flat purse, letting them see how empty it was. No sense in giving them reason to murder him in the night.


  The oldest of the men nodded to the boy. “Do it. We will keep an eye on the stranger.”


  The boy headed through the door, torn by curiosity about what would happen next, a desire to stay and help his father in case of trouble, and fear of going out into the gathering gloom.


  “Do it!” the father said. The boy jumped to obey.


  “You are bleeding,” said girl. She sounded concerned.


  “Bandits on the road,” Kormak lied, too smoothly for his own liking. He had become too well practiced at lying. “I took a wound but managed to cut my way free. My horse all but foundered carrying me here.”


  “You look more like a bandit than their victim,” said the eldest son, half-defiant, half-afraid, from his place of safety by the window.


  “I am a soldier,” said Kormak, hiding the greater lie in the lesser truth. In one sense he was a soldier. He just fought in a different war from the one these people would think of.


  “A lot of you on the road these days,” said the farmer. “Now that the wars in the East have ended. Sometimes I wonder if it had not been better if the orcs had over-run us. They could not commit more robberies or killings than our own so-called defenders.”


  It was always the same, Kormak thought. When the threat was there, people cheered and threw roses and called you a hero. When the threat was gone, they forgot and called you a bandit. “You know nothing of orcs if you can say that,” said Kormak.


  “And you do?” said the younger man. There was the sneer again, but there something else there as well. Fear, most likely. Or perhaps envy. Many a boy had left his farm to go fight in the wars, but many had stayed behind and doubted their courage ever since.


  “I do. If the greenskins were here, they would not leave your house standing, they would burn it…”


  “Men would do the same, and they would do worse to our women…”


  “Aye, cruel men might. But they would not take you for their herds.”


  “Dead is dead,” said the eldest man. “Does not matter how it happens.”


  You’ve never seen an orc herd, Kormak was about to say, but the will to argue spilled out of him. Why should he inflict tales of such horrors on these people? They had troubles enough of their own. They lived with fear all their lives, saw the barons take more than their share of crops in taxes, and were unable to raise their voice in protest. They had lived in terror of bandits, and of the Children of the Moon coming by night. Why add to the burden of their fears?


  “You’re right,” Kormak said. “And I would be a fool to argue.”


  That took them off guard. He suspected they were not used to politeness from the likes of him. “May I take a seat by your fire, I must see to my wound.”


  The old man nodded. Kormak went to the fire and opened his shirt. He propped his scabbard against the hearth, making sure the blade was in easy reach and everybody knew it. The poultice he had bandaged in place earlier, before the pursuit had become obvious, formed a bloody crust. He chipped it away with his knife. The wound wept a little blood but looked clean and shallow.


  He took the needle and the catgut from his pouch and began heating the point in the fire. When it was red hot he let it cool. If he had wine he would have set the needle in it but he did not. The family watched him silently, fascinated by the action.


  He pinched torn flesh together with thumb and forefinger and set to work. The needle goes in, he told himself, gritting his teeth. The needle comes out. It took him some time to finish but was easier than he had thought. The bitter witchroot he had chewed earlier was still in his system.


  At least he had done something right today, he thought, and slumped wearily in the chair, stretching out his long legs. Things had gone very wrong back in Sturmgarde.


  “That hurt like a bishop’s stomach after a banquet,” Kormak said.


  The woman took the hint. She ladled out some broth into a wooden bowl from the cauldron on the fire and brought it over. He watched her warily, in case she suddenly cast its scalding contents into his face. He had seen men die from making simpler mistakes than letting their guard down with people like these. He did not intend that it should happen to him.


  She made no sudden moves and presented the bowl to him with a small curtsey. He accepted it with thanks, and his shame grew when she returned with a small loaf. He had forced his way into these people’s home, and made them fear him, and they were treating him with more courtesy than he had any right to expect.


  How had it come to this, he wondered? These were the people he was supposed to protect.


  Then again, when he had taken his vows he had never expected to be hunted for murder either. Life had seemed so much simpler when he was a lad. He had thought he was going to be a hero. He had been a fool then, just like he had been a fool today when he had almost been killed performing what should have been a routine execution.


  That thought brought the guilt back. Killing the man had been only right. The Mayor of Sturmgarde had sold his soul to the Shadow, and unleashed monsters by night to slay his enemies and secure his wealth. The townsfolk had not known it, of course, for he had been clever and hid his evil well. The man was powerful, and had rich friends in very high places and the Order's position in the King's favor was precarious enough these days so the judgment had to be passed in secret.


  It should have been a simple, clean kill but he had made the mistake of taking his eyes of the Mayor when the eight year old had wandered into the room to show her father her new doll and found him standing with a stranger’s blade at her father’s throat. The look on her face, the sheer horror of it, had frozen Kormak for a second.


  The mayor’s knife buried itself in Kormak’s side then. If it had gone in a quarter of an inch higher the rib would not have deflected it, and he would have died instead of the mayor. It was not a mistake he would have made ten years ago. He was getting soft.


  The city watch had come bursting through the door in answer to the man’s terrified screams, but by then Kormak had spoken the sentence and done his job despite the little girls howled protests from the cupboard in which he had locked her.


  He had thrown the mayor’s severed head at the guard and cut through them while they were distracted. A dive through the window and into the cobbled streets and he was racing through the town gates while the alarm bell was still being rung. He had thought he had made a clean getaway till he heard the pounding of hooves on the road behind him later that day and known that he must flee.


  The youngest boy returned and moved over to a place by the fire, kneeling, warming his hands though it was not cold outside. His sister hunkered down beside him, hands on his shoulder, looking up at Kormak with big wide eyes. They were both blonde like their parents, their hair rough cut. Their eyes were blue and innocent.


  “My father says you are a soldier,” said the boy. “You must have seen many wars.”


  Only one, Kormak wanted to say, and all the other wars you have ever heard of are merely part of it. Instead he said; “Yes. I have seen wars.”


  “Have you killed anybody?” asked the girl.


  “I have killed too many.” He was going to say too many to count but somehow the words would not come out properly. The witchroot must be getting to him.


  “Have you ever killed an orc?” asked the boy.


  Kormak nodded.


  “He would tell you he had killed anything you ask,” said the eldest son. The sneer was there still, the fear too.


  “I have killed a full grown Tyrant,” Kormak said. “I slew it at the field of Aeanar while men around me fled in terror, and crows feasted on the eyes of the fallen.”


  The witchroot must have been stronger than he thought or he was more tired and slipped into a waking dream. For a moment he was back on the trampled field, dancing over the corpses, the dwarf-forged blade singing in his hand. The great orc, half again his height and many times his weight loomed over him, the scimitar of black iron, large enough to hew through a tree, poised to strike down on the neck of the fallen king.


  Perhaps that day, he had been the man the boy he had once been had thought he was going to be. Perhaps, but by then he no longer believed in honor or wanted to be a hero. He had seen too much corruption and too much treachery and too much death.


  He shook his head and concentrated on drinking the soup right from the bowl. It was hot, and full of potatoes and carrots, with some meat and some fat to add taste.


  “Good,” he said to the wife of the house, hoping she would offer him more. She did not, so he began wiping the bowl with a chunk of bread.


  “Could you kill a troll,” said the girl. There was an odd note of hope in her voice.


  “Gerda,” said the woman. “It is best not to speak of such things lest the Children of the Moon hear you.”


  “I was only asking, mother, and if this man could save me…”


  Kormak’s heart sank. He had been half expecting this ever since he had heard the father’s words at the door. He did not want to go out into the night and face the monsters once more, but he had sworn an oath long ago, when he was still a boy and had wanted to be a hero. They had put a bright sword in his hand that day, and told him that he was one, and for a brief shining instant he had believed it was true. There were times when he thought he had lived his whole life in the long shadow cast by that one incandescent moment.


  “Save you from what?” he asked.


  “Something out there in the dark,” said the mother. “It took some of our cattle and we can hear it prowling in the night. Sometimes it calls to us. Telling us to send Gerda out. It says if we send her it will leave and let the rest of us live.”


  Kormak stared into the fire, thinking of the other eight year old he had seen today. She had seen a monster. He kept his mouth firmly shut.


  “How old are you, soldier?” The farmer asked.


  “Thirty five. I will retire in seven years.”


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” Kormak regretted his words immediately. Less than one in ten of his order lived through the long years of their term, and most of those were the crippled veterans who taught the next generation. The odds against his own survival were long and grew longer every year. Most likely he would never see the cloisters of Mount Aethelas again. So many of his oath year were already gone. Maera with her golden hair and lovely smile. Grim Solian. Snub nosed Rurik who had wanted so hard to be brave and had been right till the end…


  And those were just the ones he knew about, for he had been sent to reclaim their swords, to take up their burdens, to kill the things that had killed them.


  “You must be good with that blade.”


  “I am.” And why should he not be? He had paid with his whole life to be good with it.


  “Could you defeat a troll?” Kormak considered the matter. Trolls were among the toughest of the Moon’s Children. Some were tall as a house and could kill a bull with a single blow of their fist. Their skin was as hard as stone.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Most men would simply say no.”


  “I am not most men.” The farmer looked thoughtful.


  “I heard a tale once- of an order of knights sworn to oppose the Shadow. It was the mark of their order that they carried a dwarf-forged blade- on their backs to symbolise the burden of their oaths. They were supposed to have the Dragon tattooed over their hearts as well.”


  So he had seen the tattoo when he was looking at the wound. Kormak cursed the fact he had adjusted his sword belt so that the scabbard hung from his shoulder, but then, after all these years he never felt comfortably carrying it in any other way. An unspoken question hung in the air but did not hang for long.


  “Do you carry a dwarf-forged blade, warrior?”


  Kormak knew he could simply say no. The moment would pass. These people would most likely be safe anyway behind the Elder Signs on their walls. They would never give up their daughter to make the thing in the darkness go away, would they?


  And he was tired, weary from the wound. More than that. If truth be told he was tired of fighting, of killing. Mortally tired. If he said nothing, he could stay here by the fire for the night, and quietly slip away in the morning. Nobody would be any the wiser except himself. For a moment that he wanted to do that more than anything in the world but the oath held him, the words of a boy stronger than the fear and weariness of a man. “I do.”


  “Then I ask of you this boon- protect us from the terrors of the night. Watch over while we sleep. Guard us, the children of the Sun, from the children of the Moon.”


  All their eyes were locked on him. Fear and hope shone in them. The words were spoken according to the rite. He could not refuse. He gave the ritual reply.


  “I will guard you,” he said. “This trust I will keep or this burden die carrying. Should I fail my brothers will take it up. On this I give my word.”


  He finished bandaging his wound and, weary though he was, picked up his sword once more. "I cannot stay to ward you so I will rid you of the monster this night."


   


  As soon as he stepped into the wood Kormak knew there was something wrong. The quiet was menacing. He felt the presence of something other. By an effort of will he kept his hand away from the hilt of the broadsword. He wished he was wearing his mail of truesilver, which would burn the Old Ones with its touch.


  Might as well wish for the sun, he thought and it was just past midnight. The full moon beamed down through the trees. He thought he saw the cold glitter of tiny beady eyes. He heard the sound of small things moving away through the underbrush but when he turned, there was nothing there. Mice, he told himself, but he knew they were not. Something stirred in the branches overhead and that was not an owl. This whole wood stank of the Old Ones. It had their signs all over it.


  A dead tree stood, half-toppled, nearby. One branch pointed back along the path towards the farm, to safety. Go, it seemed to say. Flee while you can.


  He strode deeper into the woods. With every step the feeling of menace increased. With every step he sensed hostile eyes upon him from the dark. At last, he found what he wanted. He came to the clearing, saw the symbol the moonchild had carved on the tree stump. He stood in the middle of the glade and shouted: “Speak. I know you are there.”


  Kormak held himself absolutely still. Something massive closed with him, coming through the trees, something pale and chill as the moon, mostly obscured by the branches of the trees. Were those teeth? Was that an eye? By the Sun, he thought, the thing was huge.


  “You should not have come here, daychild.” It was not remotely like a human voice. It was too low and too powerful, and its tones were too strange. There was a hunger in it. It was the voice of a great predator. If a lion could speak, thought Kormak, it would have a voice like that.


  “You have broken the Law,” said Kormak.


  “It has been a long time since one of your kind has remembered the Law. Who are you to speak of it?”


  “You know who I am. You know why I have come here.”


  "Where is your mail of true silver? Where is your white horse? Where is your lance with its dragon pennon fluttering in the breeze?"


  "I left them behind. I thought I would give you a sporting chance."


  “You stand there wounded with that accursed sword on your back, daychild, and you do not draw it, although I stand close enough to reach down and tear out your heart. Are you really that good?” There was amusement and contempt in the voice.


  “If I draw this blade, I must kill you. I thought it better to give you warning first.” A roaring sound emerged from the blackness, the thunder of a pride of lions who have heard prey. It took Kormak a moment to realize it was laughter. Sniggers and shrieks echoed it all the way back through the forest. The laughter was horrible, the mirth of things old and cold and deadly. Were there really so many there, Kormak wondered?


  “I ask you again, are you really that good with the blade?”


  “There is only way you will find out. Do you wish to test me?”


  “I know that sword, daychild. I know what it is. Do you?”


  “Yes.”


  “So if I kill you there will be one less Guardian of the Dawn.”


  “If you kill me, two more like me will come. If you kill them, four. If you kill them, twice as many again. And on and on until you are dead. The Order is a great machine. Behind it stand all the Armies of the Morning. But first you will have to kill me and I am not a little girl.”


  “Let us talk while I make up my mind about killing you.” Kormak stood ready. He recalled Master Ibrahim’s words. Show no fear, no weakness. The Children of the Moon will respect that.


  “By all means.We have all night.”


  “I remember that blade,” said the leonine voice. “Areon the Bold carried it at Brightmere.”


  A faint shock passed through Kormak’s mind. Areon had been in his grave for a thousand years.


  “He killed my brother Masarion with it.” A clue there, Kormak thought, although the conclusion it led him to was not a bright one. The thing out there was something infinitely worse than a Troll.


  “I give you greetings then, Telurion,” he said.


  “You know your history,” said the moonchild. “Perhaps you are what you say. Since you know my name, it is only polite for you to give me yours.”


  “I am Kormak mak Kaine.”


  “I have heard that name. They say you are the best to bear that blade since Areon. Myself, I do not see it.”


  “They say you are not what your brother was so perhaps we will prove well matched.” Again that thunderous laughter rang out. It went on for a long time. He knew he was being tested and that the Old Ones did not judge as humans judge.


  “I smell blood on your hands and I see men on your trail.”


  How did he know that, Kormak wondered? The Sight was not known to be among Telurion’s gifts. Perhaps he would have something to add to the Records if he lived through this night.


  “I killed a Son of the Shadow back in Sturmgarde.”


  “And they hunt you for that? I would have thought they would be grateful.”


  “Unfortunately, his fellow citizens were not aware of the nature of his crimes. The city guard found me as I passed sentence on him. I was not gentle with them as I made my departure.”


  “You skulk in the dark and murder your own kind where once you would have rode openly forth to battle. Your order seems greatly diminished these days. Are you sure you are worthy to uphold the ancient Law.”


  Kormak was no longer sure but he said: “To end the long wars between our peoples the Children of the Moon swore to keep to their lands and leave my people unmolested. Do you foreswear that oath?” Kormak steeled himself. Swift death could be the only outcome if the answer was the wrong one.


  “Your people no longer respect the ancient borders.”


  “And your people can and have punished them for their transgressions. As I will punish you for yours, for that is the task of my order. These are not your lands.”


  “Who are you to speak to me of punishment, mortal? I was old when this land was young. I have lived ten thousand years and will live ten thousand more after you are gone.”


  “Not unless you respect the Law.”


  “Bearing that blade does not make you Areon. You must know how to use it as he did.”


  “I can use it well enough. I ask again, do you foreswear the oath?”


  The bushes bulged outwards as if displaced by a great weight. He waited for the monster to loom into view but it did not although it was closer now than before, still partially hidden by the leaves.


  “I do not fear that blade.”


  “You fled from it once. You abandoned your brother’s body on the field of Brightmere as you ran from its wielder. Will you leave these lands or must we fight?”


  “I have always regretted leaving my brother behind that night. You mortals cannot understand how much I do. We attended the court of the Lady together before she turned her face from us. We roamed the Wildwood before the coming of the Elves and strode across the great ocean before ever the ships of your ancestors sailed it. We composed poems to the beauty of the Stormfangs before the Dwarves tunneled there, or the first citadel reared its dark towers over the deserts of ash. We fought in battles the like of which you will never see in this diminished age- when the Powers uprooted mountains and boiled lakes in their fury. All of that ended on Brightmere field.”


  “I am sorry for your loss. Had your brother not chosen to steal the Sun King’s daughter perhaps you need not have suffered it.”


  “I have long thought about that blade you bear, mortal. I have long considered what it means to my kind.”


  “It means death.”


  “I have lived long, mortal, and I have seen your kind drive my people into the wastes of this world. I am tired of running. I am tired of being driven forth by your sorcerers and your spells and your cold silver blades.”


  “You have made your choice then and we must fight…”


  For a long time there was no answer. Kormak raised his hand to the hilt of his sword. The silence deepened then it seemed like the night sighed. He sensed another presence, heard words hissed in the Old Tongue so quickly that he could not make them out. What was being said there, he wondered. What news had been brought to Telurion?


  “We will not fight tonight, mortal. I will leave these petty farmers you guard in peace.”


  “You swear it in the name of the Lady and your hope of forgiveness?”


  “I swear in the name of Our Lady of the Moon and my hope of her forgiveness that I will not trouble them for as long as they live.”


  That was not an oath any of the Old Ones would foreswear but Kormak did not like the wording of it at all.


  “Then go in peace, Child of the Moon.”


  “We will meet again, you and I. That night I may not be so friendly.”


  “Nor may I.”


  “Go in peace, Guardian of the Dawn.”


  Mocking laughter followed Kormak as he strode from the woods. He was certain he knew why. It took all his strength of will to keep him from running.


   


  The farmhouse was silent. He could hear the neighing of many horses in the stable. He could smell something on the wind that he had smelled before. The stink of burning human flesh was not something he could ever forget.


  He moved closer to the door and heard the men inside. There were a lot of them. A quick glance at the stables told him at least ten, judging by the number of horses. His pursuers had been determined. They had ridden on even under the full moon’s light. He supposed weight of numbers must have given them confidence.


  Kormak slid closer to the door. They had left no sentries outside. No man wanted to wait out doors alone when the Children of the Moon were abroad.


  Light shone through the door frame. They had kicked the door in. The farmer had not been as hospitable to a large group of armed men as he had been to Kormak and he had paid the price. High pitched near-hysterical laughter echoed within the cottage walls. He steeled himself and stepped through the door.


  They were a group of rough looking men in the garb of the Sturmgarde city watch. Kormak recognized one of them, a brawny fellow with a bushy moustache and a bald head. He had a bandage tied round the bicep that Kormak had pinked earlier. In the gloom it took them some time to realize he was there.


  The little girl was dead on the floor. Her mother lay close by, hands stretched out in death trying to reach her daughter. There was blood pooled in one of her eyes. It had overflowed and dribbled down onto the earthen floor. It was easy to see what had happened here. His experienced eye read the signs as if they were the pages of a book.


  The guard had burst in. They had started to question the family. The farmers had not answered to their satisfaction. One of the intruders had seized the girl and threatened her. That was when the boy had run forward and got his brains smashed out by a panicky man.


  Fear and anger had gotten out of hand, and there had been a bloodbath. The old farmer lay near his wife, a massive hole gaping in his chest. The eldest son lay sprawled near the fire. His face was burned. His pitchfork lay close at hand. He must have taken half a dozen wounds and fallen into the fire. The guard had dragged him forth. That was what the smell of burning was.


  It could have been worse, Kormak thought. When the stink had hit his nostrils, he had expected torture. The old man’s words came back to him. Dead is dead. It does not matter how you got that way.


  All this had happened when he had been standing in the wood debating with the moonchild. And Telurion had known. This was the news he had been brought. He had sworn his oath knowing that it was already past the point where he would ever have to keep it.


  The city guards noticed him then. Their leader looked up from where he sprawled in the chair. “I knew they had hidden you somewhere,” he said. “You were stupid to come out of hiding but no matter. We would have found you in the morning.”


  “You should not have come here,” said Kormak. “You should not have done this.”


  “And you should not have killed our Mayor- he was a fat greedy bastard but we can’t have people going around murdering whoever they like. It sets a bad example.”


  “One it seems you have followed.”


  The captain had the grace to look ashamed for a moment. “Things got out of hand.”


  He glanced at the rest of the guard and they too looked ashamed, and Kormak knew that their shame was his death warrant. They would not want to leave anyone alive who had witnessed this.


  “Who killed the girl?” Kormak asked. "Who started this?"


  “What does it matter?” asked the captain. He stood up and drew his sword from his scabbard. He was a big man and he wore chainmail.


  “It matters to me.”


  “I did then, if it will make you happy. Consider your last request granted before we take you out and hang you. She gave us some cock and bull story about you going off to save her from monsters in the dark. She would not change even when I cut her."


  Kormak looked at the small corpse. I am sorry, he thought. The monsters came from the dark and I could not save you. They came looking for me and I was not here so they killed you instead. The man with the wounded arm interrupted his train of thought.


  “Hanging’s too easy for this bastard. He almost killed me today. He should pay for that in blood."


  "I was trying not to kill you," said Kormak softly.


  They laughed as if he had made a joke. They were still laughing as the first of them died, still amazed by the speed with which the blade had appeared in Kormak’s hand. He slashed the next nearest guard across the belly. Dwarf-forged steel ripped chainmail as if it were made of wool. A man's stomach opened. His entrails spilled forth.


  They looked at him astonished, not quite understanding what was happening, that one man was attacking them all. Three more died before they could react, skull split, heart pierced, an arm severed at the elbow.


  One guard brought a horse axe sweeping down towards Kormak’s head. He took the man’s hands off at the wrists, turning his head slightly to avoid the blood gushing from the stumps. He buried his blade up to its hilt in the captain’s stomach, passing it right through his body, and then pulled it free twisting it on the way out. The captain fell to the ground screaming.


  Kormak turned and saw the rest of the soldiers fleeing out into the night.


  The full moon beamed down. When he heard the roaring of the Moon's Children, Kormak took a chair by the fire and waited, doing his best not to look at the corpses of the people he had failed to protect.


  It took a long time for the screaming outside to stop.


   


  THE END
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    STEALER OF FLESH


  


  


  THE DEMON UNLEASHED


  ALL AROUND THE unseasonal blizzard raged. Chill flakes of snow landed on Kormak’s face. His feet felt numb, his clothing sodden. Hunger made his stomach growl. Cold leeched the strength from his limbs. He drew his cloak tight about his tall spare form but the wind still cut. He knew that he could not go much further and that he was doomed if he did not find shelter soon.


  He pushed a strand of greying black hair from his eyes and squinted into the darkness. Night and snow made it difficult to see more than a few strides ahead.


  He was not even sure he was on the road any more, the old route the Oathsworn Templars had taken to the Sacred Lands. The snow had piled up so he could not see the ancient flagstones the First Empire had placed here millennia ago. He was lost in this white wilderness.


  This was not the way he had expected to die. When he had sworn his oaths as a Guardian he had thought he would fall in battle with some remnant of the Elder Races who had ruled the world before the coming of Men. There had been times when he had faced death by dark magic or beneath the curved obsidian scimitar of an orc. Once he had seen his end written in the eyes of a lovely vampire. He had not expected to pass in a way at once so terrible and so prosaic, to fall frozen where his brethren would have difficulty finding his body and recovering his dwarf-forged blade.


  There should have been no snowstorms in eastern Belaria even this late in the autumn. The weather had been strange ever since the Great Comet had appeared in the sky. Perhaps it truly was a sign that the world was ending.


  He wondered if it was worthwhile to continue leading his horse through the storm. There was a reason he was doing so but he could not remember what it was. It was as if the cold had frozen his mind as well as his body. Thinking was as difficult as putting one foot in front of the other.


  Perhaps he should simply lie down and rest. Just for a moment, he could pillow his head in the soft snow drifts and gather his thoughts and his strength and then be on his way again. It would be good to rest…


  No. That way lay death. If he stopped, he would never start again, would remain frozen in place until the spring thaws hit these vast plains. He would be covered by a blanket of snow which would not warm him but kill him. He needed to move and to keep moving.


  And then what, a small, despairing part of his mind asked? What difference did it make? Soon he would reach the end of his strength. Soon his numbed limbs would fail and he would stumble and fall.


  He remembered what he planned with the horse. He had heard once of a Kojar tribesman who had survived such a storm by slitting his horses belly and clambering inside it as a sleeping sack. He was not sure he believed that story and he doubted that it would work anyway, but what other hope did he have?


  He raised his foot and put it down. Just keep going. One more step. And then another. He had been in worse situations. He had expected to die on other occasions and he was still alive. He needed to stay that way. He must succeed in tracking down the stolen amphora. The demon’s prison could not be allowed to fall into the wrong hands. The ancient evil of the Ghul must not be allowed to enter the world once more.


  He cursed. He had come so close back in Saladar. He had overtaken the thieves and almost caught them. Only one had escaped, carrying the sealed metal jar in which the Ghul had been bound, while the rest delayed him. He had killed them but they had bought time for the last to escape. If only he had been a fraction quicker he would already have been on his way back with the amphora and not stuck out here in this blood-chilling cold.


  In the distance he heard howling. His horse, tired as he was, whinnied nervously. On these cold plains hunger sometimes drove the huge wolves to hunt men. They might be led by something worse. He had encountered sentient creatures who loved to hunt with the packs, had killed them when called upon to. There were tales of such creatures hunting in the Mountains of Darkness and those were not too distant. He must be close to the border of Belaria and Valkyria now. Maybe if the blizzard stopped he might even be able to see the peaks. Thinking of the wolves, he reached up to touch the blade that hung over his shoulder. His hands were so numb he felt only its outline in the air, not the texture of the thing.


  The wind played strange tricks. It was difficult to tell how close the howling was. Would some huge grey form come loping out of the gloom just ahead or was the pack leagues away on the trail of something else? Almost he would have welcomed the fight. It would warm him up and if death came it would be quick and clean.


  What was that? Ahead of him, just for a moment, through the flurries of snow, he thought he caught sight of a light. He told himself he was imagining it, that it was a product of his chilled imagination. There were no lights here. This was a place beyond all hope of human habitation, he was the last man alive on these cold plains. There was no light.


  The howling sounded again, coming closer, he was sure. He trudged on, feeling as if he was moving up a rise. It was hard to tell, he had lost all sense of direction and orientation in the storm. From the way his legs felt, from the way he was coming close to stumbling, he was on a slope. Perhaps at the top of one.


  There. Again. He saw a light. There was definitely something down there. Was he smelling smoke now or was that a trick of his imagination?


  He thought about the wolves. He thought about the lights. It would be a cruel jest if the creatures pulled him down within sight of safety. He felt like laughing. He was assuming too much that he had been trained not to. There was no guarantee that the light represented safety. It could be a fire around which murderers sat or the creation of something far worse, intended to lure lost travellers to their dooms.


  And yet would he be worse off if the creatures around the fire turned out to be killers, or things who wanted only to feast on his flesh and perhaps his soul? If they were men, he could fight them and take their fire, and if they were monsters…Well, he had been trained to kill such by those who were expert in the art.


  He stumbled on and the light vanished; a cruel will o’ the wisp sent to raise his hopes only to dash them. He kept moving in the direction he thought he had seen the light in, and he still thought he smelled smoke. His horse whinnied as if it too smelled safety. It began to push forward, moving in the same direction as Kormak and that reassured him; he was on the right trail. He let it drag him along in its wake.


  The beast had lengthened its stride so that it was difficult for him to keep up. It was as much fleeing the wolves as it was moving towards what it thought might be a safe haven, and there was still the possibility that it might go wrong in the dark. Kormak stumbled and almost fell.


  He knew now he was almost too weak to go on, and certainly too weak to face the wolves if they overtook him. He was at the end of his strength. All he could do was try to keep up with the horse and hope that it did not tug him off his feet. He was not sure he would ever rise again if that happened.


  Ahead of them something large loomed out of storm and snow and night shadow, and blocked his progress. It took his frozen brain time to realise that it was a massive stone wall. He fumbled with his cold gauntleted hands and found no opening in it, so he started making his way around until he came to a gate. It was a large wooden one and it appeared to be closed. There was no way forward from where he was. He banged on it with his hands and shouted but he doubted there was any way he could be heard over the wind.


  He laughed aloud. He had come so far only to be thwarted at the last. No. He would not give up. Gracelessly, he pulled himself into the saddle of his horse. The beast protested against his weight. It was just as tired as he was. No matter, he pulled on the reins and it reared. He gave it the command to kick and it brought its weight crashing down against the gate. He doubted the owners of this place would be too pleased by what he was doing but he had other concerns on his mind. The horse hammered the gate again and again but could not budge it. It seemed like the gateway had been built to withstand a battering ram. Kormak kept at it until the horse could do no more.


  He slumped from the saddle, wearily, all of his energy gone. He thought he heard voices beyond the gate and tried to rise, but his limbs betrayed him. Dizziness swept over him and darkness took him.


  He awoke in a bed. It was hard and lumpy but it was warm. He was inside in a room with wooden shutters and heavy drapes and a fire burning in one corner. Blankets and furs had been piled on top of him. The first thing he did was look around for his sword.


  “Be still, stranger,” said a wheezy old voice. “You are exhausted and you may well have suffered some damage at your extremities where the frosts spirits nibbled on your fingers and toes.”


  The accent was an odd one, but it spoke the trade tongue of the Holy Road understandably. Kormak looked up and saw a tall, skinny old man with a forked beard looking down on him. He had a candle on a plate in one hand. Many, many amulets dangled from his neck. All of them were covered in Elder Signs and mystic symbols; so were the dozens of rings on his fingers. A huge, armoured soldier in a surcoat with a rampant griffon stood behind him.


  “Where am I?” Kormak asked.


  “It is lamentable the clichés to which men resort in situations like this,” said the old man in his wheezing voice.


  “Are you going to answer my question or indulge in literary criticism?” said Kormak.


  “You are in the mansion of Lord Tomas of Malaride,” said the old man. Kormak kept his face carefully blank. Lord Tomas was the man who had sent the thieves to steal the amphora. It seemed he had stumbled into the place he was seeking. It was hardly surprising. It was where he had been trying to reach.


  “Am I back on the Holy Road then?”


  “You are lucky to be alive,” the old man said.


  “This I know,” said Kormak. “How did I get here?”


  “We heard the banging at the gate. Tarsus here insisted we investigate. He thought it might be orcs attacking,” said the soldier. He was a massive man with a shaven skull that showed a lot of old scars. “A very nervous man is our friend Tarsus. For all his claims to be able to read the stars and see the future, he never foresaw it would be you and not orcs.”


  “Orcs have not been seen in these parts since the Nations went east at the end of the war,” said Kormak.


  “You know that. I know that. Apparently our scholarly friend here does not,” said the guard.


  “Be silent, Marcus,” said the wizard. “You speak only to sneer at those more educated than you.”


  “Where is my sword?” Kormak asked.


  “I trust you are not planning on using it on this wizened ancient. It would seem singularly ungrateful after he has saved your life,” said Marcus.


  “I have no reason to do that,” said Kormak. Perhaps, he thought. Not yet.


  “What are you doing in these parts?” The guard clearly knew something of the function of his order. “I have heard rumours that there are wolves that walk like men out there in the Mountains of Darkness. It seems the moondogs have rebelled against their liege lord, King Sturmbrand of Valkyria and those spawn of evil Lunar magic aid them. Do you seek them?”


  “My sword. Where is it?”


  Tarsus tipped his head to one side and inspected Kormak as if seeing him for the first time. “You are a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn,” he said.


  “I am.”


  “The Order of Assassins,” the wizard added. His tone was a little hostile now.


  “Such is not our function but I could understand why a wizard might see things that way.”


  “That’s very generous of you,” said Tarsus.


  “I see you are intent on giving this ancient reprobate cause to regret using his healing herbs on you,” said Marcus.


  “If he has not broken the Law he has nothing to fear from me.”


  “You are not a very wise man, Guardian,” said the guard captain.


  “Most probably true,” said Kormak, “and I have a feeling you are going to explain exactly why to me.”


  “You are still sick and weak and you are threatening the only man present who can heal you.”


  “I am threatening no one,” said Kormak, “and only a fool would threaten me.”


  “He is correct, Marcus,” said the wizard. “Those who kill guardians rarely live long thereafter. His order is a most vengeful one and they have their ways of finding those who have done them wrong.”


  “It seems we have gotten off on the wrong foot,” said Kormak. “I apologise for my tone and I thank you for your aid. You saved my life. I won’t forget that.”


  The wizard coughed, covering his mouth with a white handkerchief. When it came away there was blood on it. He shrugged and looked almost guilty for a moment and then said, “You are welcome, Guardian. I would have done the same for any man. If my words gave offence earlier, I apologise.”


  “My sword?” Kormak asked.


  “You are determined,” the guard said.


  “His order live for those blades,” said the wizard. “The worst sin he could commit would be to lose it.”


  The wizard coughed. “Your armour and your amulets and your weapons are in the keeping of Lord Tomas. As is your gold. It is all there. Nothing has been taken. Those artefacts are very valuable. Believe me Lord Tomas knows more about such things than most living men.”


  “What do I owe you?” Kormak said.


  “Nothing,” said the wizard. “As I said, I would have done the same for any man. Now you must take this herbal draught and rest, if you are to heal and regain your strength. I will not have all my healing undone by pleurisy and the wheezing death.”


  The two men rose to go. The wizard indicated the beaker and cup beside the bed. “Drink it,” he said.


  “I will do so,” said Kormak, making his refusal clear. “But first I have much to think upon and prayers to make.”


  He did not want to say he was not going to be forced into drinking any potion by anyone, no matter how well disposed they seemed to be. There were some strange undercurrents here, he felt, although he was too tired to quite put his finger on what. Even as that thought occurred to him, the room seemed to spin. He clutched the bed and said nothing, determined not to let his weakness show. He did not want anyone to suspect how vulnerable he was.


  If the men noticed anything, they said nothing, merely moved towards the door. Kormak was glad when they were gone.


  Once the wizard had left, Kormak tried to rise. His head spun and he felt sick. Someone had placed a bowl beside the bed and he threw up into it. He realised he was cold and shivering and the room whirled.


  The wizard had not lied when he had said Kormak was in a bad way. He had not felt this sick since he had taken an infected wound from an orc’s scimitar. He staggered over to the window and moved the drapes. Outside all he could see was night and snow. The wind still howled down the chimney. He realised that he was very lucky indeed to still be alive.


  He checked his fingers. There was no obvious frostbite damage, for which he was grateful. He was a man who lived or died by his skill with the sword.


  He tottered over to the fire and stood there for a moment, warming himself. Someone had built it up to a blazing intensity and the heat on the front of his body made him aware of the chill on his back.


  He stirred the fire anyway, enjoying the feel of the metal poker in his hands. He let it cool then he staggered back to place the metal rod on the table beside his bed. He inspected the alchemist’s flask that sat beside the bowl. He unstoppered it, and allowed the smallest drop of its contents to fall on his finger. He sniffed, recognising the scent of bitterbloom and winterweed, two herbs used by chirurgeons the world over for the treatment of conditions such as his. He put his finger in his mouth and touched it with his tongue. He detected nothing amiss anyway, so he allowed himself to drink the smallest amount of the potion and waited to see if it had any effect.


  Nothing untoward happened after fifteen minutes so he poured some of it into the bowl and drank it. He waited for another period and noticed some diminution of his fever and no other ill effects, so he drank the rest. He propped himself up on his pillows. He felt the potion begin to take effect and allowed himself to drop into sleep.


  The stealthy opening of the door brought him instantly back to wakefulness. He opened his eyes narrowly and focused on the doorway. He did not move. In his weakened state he would need any edge he could get against the intruder and surprise was always the greatest of advantages. He saw a shadowy outline move closer across the room. Stealthily he grasped the poker. When the intruder reached the side of his bed, Kormak reached out and grabbed for the throat.


  “You are awake then,” said a woman’s voice, surprisingly husky.


  “Who are you?” Kormak said.


  “You are as suspicious as they said.”


  “Probably more so,” Kormak agreed. “You still have not answered my question, and I can assure you that your life depends on giving me a good answer.”


  “I am not a robber,” said the woman. “I just wanted to take a look at the mysterious guest the storm deposited on our doorstep.”


  “Your name, lady. My patience is not limitless.”


  She laughed as if amused. “I am the Lady Kathea. I am the employer of the wizard who looked after you, or rather I am the wife of the man who employs him.”


  “And you decided to visit my room in the middle of the night to make sure of their handiwork?”


  “I confess I was curious,” she said. “I have never seen a Guardian before. I have read about them in the old tales, of course, but I have always thought they were legends. An order of knights sworn to oppose the Shadow, to protect humanity from the Old Ones. It seems more like a legend than something one would encounter in the light of day.”


  “My order is quite real, lady, and not nearly so heroic as the tales would have you believe.”


  “I am not surprised,” she said. “Life is full of disappointments. Would you mind if I lit a candle? I am not quite so adept at seeing in the dark as you.”


  “Go ahead, but make no sudden movements.”


  She stepped away and went over to the fire. With a wooden spill she lit a candle and came back over to where Kormak sat. It was beeswax, not tallow, a sign that the lady or her husband were rich. Of course, he had not needed the candle to tell him that. The fact that they had a wizard in their retinue was evidence enough. She sat down in the same chair as the wizard Tarsus had. The candle underlit her face and he was not surprised to see that she was beautiful. Something about her voice, her movements and her confidence had already told him that she would be.


  “You are quite lovely,” he said, studying her golden hair, high cheekbones and large eyes.


  “And you are very gallant for a monk.”


  “I am not a monk, lady. I am a soldier.”


  “And you fight a war against the Shadow.”


  “That is an overly dramatic way of putting it.”


  “I find it curious that you should appear out of nowhere at this time in this place. Why are you here? Who are you looking for?”


  “I was looking for shelter from the storm.”


  Her head tilted to one side and he could tell she was studying him very carefully. “I cannot tell whether you are lying or not,” she said at last.


  “Why would I lie about such a thing?”


  “Because you belong to an order that hunts men and wizards and other things and you are here now, of all times. It seems an odd coincidence.”


  “In what way?”


  “I cannot believe you would be here, in the middle of this forsaken wilderness, for no reason.”


  “I was sent to recover something that was stolen, lady.” He was not exactly sure why he was telling her this but he was tired and it was on his mind and he felt the need to talk. Perhaps it was the medicine and the illness.


  “And perhaps to kill the one who ordered it so?” There was an edge to that question, an under-current of nervousness and anticipation. What had he stumbled into here, Kormak wondered.


  “I have said too much already.”


  “No you have not. I bear you no ill will.”


  “I am very pleased to hear it.” She leaned forward and without really knowing why, he reached up to move a strand of her hair that had fallen into her eyes. He was all too aware of the soft curves of her body. Kormak wondered why he was flirting with this woman. If she was, as she said, the wife of the local lord it was a very dangerous thing to do. Of course, that might have been part of its attraction. And there was the situation. It was night. They were in his room. He was affected by the medicine he had taken earlier.


  “You are not what I expected at all,” she said. Her voice was soft and thoughtful.


  “What did you expect?”


  “A fanatic and a killer.”


  “A killer I am, lady. One who wonders why you felt the need to visit him alone in the dark.”


  She seemed about to say something then shook her head. “I do not think I am any wiser than when I came in but I shall deny you your rest no longer, Guardian.”


  She rose from the chair and went to the door, taking her candle with her. When she left the room, more light than its went with her. Kormak lay awake in the darkness for a long time, listening to the wind howl, watching the fire die. Tired as he was, sleep would not come. At some point he thought he heard a scream but it might have been the wind or it might just have been the edge of a dream intruding into the world.


  The wind still howled outside when Kormak woke. He rose from the bed and tottered to the window, throwing aside the curtains. Outside it was day but the snow storm made it hard to make out any details. He saw flakes falling hard and fast into a courtyard and beyond that he thought he saw a high stone wall. It was obvious he was in a fortified manor of some sort and quite a large one. His head felt fuzzy and vague and he still felt weak. Someone had come in through the night and put more wood on the fire. It alarmed him that he had not woken. Normally he slept lightly and the faintest noise would wake him. He was in worse shape than he thought.


  He moved back towards the bed as he heard footsteps in the corridor. He was sitting upright as Tarsus entered. The wizard looked even older in the daylight. His face was deeply lined, etched with marks of pain. Crow’s feet made trenches around his eyes. His hair was a dirty grey. The whites of his eyes were yellowish. Kormak noticed that his nails were long in the manner of the eastern aristocracy, a scholarly caste who liked to show they did not need to perform manual labour, or even wield a blade.


  “You have made a better recovery than I expected,” Tarsus said. “You must be a very strong man.”


  Kormak looked at him. “You have come to check up on me?”


  “I have. It would do my reputation no good for me to save you from the effects of cold, only to die of something else.”


  “Your reputation is important to you?”


  “You don’t like wizards, do you, Guardian? I suppose that is understandable.”


  “I have seen too much evil worked by wizards.”


  “We have no monopoly on wickedness, sir.”


  “That is nothing less than the truth.”


  The wizard raised one bushy grey eyebrow. “I am surprised to hear you admit it.”


  “Only a fool denies what his eyes can see,” Kormak said.


  “Sometimes what we see is an illusion.”


  “We were doing so well there, wizard. We had found a point of agreement and you have to go and spoil it by your allusions.”


  Tarsus smiled. “It was illusions I mentioned but we shall forget that. Let me see your hands.”


  “They are quite functional.”


  “Nonetheless I would like to inspect my work.”


  Kormak extended his hands carefully. He knew of a great deal of inimical magic that could be worked by touch and he was not wearing his amulets or carrying his blade and he was still not sure how trustworthy any of these people were. The wizard took his hands and turned them over. He squinted as he inspected them. His touch felt cold.


  “Very good,” he said at last. “No permanent damage. You will be able to wield a sword with what I assume will be your customary proficiency.”


  “Do you expect me to have to anytime soon?”


  “An odd question, Guardian.”


  “I have been asked a few odd questions since I arrived.” The wizard tilted his head to one side. The amulets on his neck jingled together. “By whom?”


  “By yourself. Among others.”


  “This is an isolated place, people are naturally curious.”


  “I am surprised to find a wizard so far from the haunts of men.”


  “Why? Did you think your order had killed all of them in the area?”


  Kormak wondered if Tarsus and the Lady Kathea had talked. “It is strange that a scholar should choose to live so far from the great cities and libraries.”


  “You are one of those that think wizards only avoid the haunts of men if they have something to hide.”


  “The thought had crossed my mind.”


  “And a very suspicious mind it is, I can see. I suppose that is only natural for a man in your profession.”


  “Why do you dwell here?”


  “I shall have to show you my patron’s library and his collection once you are well, then perhaps you will understand.”


  “Your patron?”


  “Lord Tomas is a collector of ancient artefacts and a considerable scholar in his own right.”


  “Will I be meeting him any time soon?”


  “You seem fit enough to be allowed out of bed so I am guessing yes. You will most likely be invited to dine with us.”


  Kormak stared hard at the wizard. The old man met his gaze with rheumy eyes. He coughed and once more his lips were speckled with blood. He noticed Kormak looking.


  “I have more trouble healing myself than others,” he said. He got up and limped to the door. He stared at Kormak. “I am not the one you are looking for,” he said. “No matter what you think.”


  The door closed behind him. Kormak heard it being locked.


  Servants brought Kormak clean, warm clothing. It seemed to have been made for a man his height but somewhat larger about the waist. A servant showed him through the manor to the dining hall. Two men at arms accompanied them. Both looked competent and both were armed and armoured and they watched him closely. He suspected there were others within easy call.


  The place was larger than he had thought. Corridors ran in many directions and the architectural style belonged to the First Empire, all clean simple lines, not the more ornate gargoyle and Elder Sign encrusted work favoured by those who ruled the West in this age of the world. The place was vast and echoing and seemed half-empty. He saw servants and men-at-arms moving about, enough so that they would have seemed a decent sized retinue for a mid-ranking nobleman in the west. Here they seemed to be lost in the vast draughty space.


  All the retainers had a griffon on their tunics and griffon banners adorned the walls. It was worked into some of the ancient stonework too which suggested that either Lord Tomas’s family had been here for a very long time, or possibly more likely, they had taken their heraldic emblem from the iconography of their mansion.


  The servant showed him into a huge hall that contained many tables only one of which was occupied. That table, like the others, was large enough to seat scores but there was only four people there, all clustered at the top of the table, where a bard also stood clutching a harp.


  He knew three of the people; Tarsus and Lady Kathea and another man, garbed as a wandering mercenary knight. He clearly recognised Kormak. This was one of the thieves Kormak had been sent to hunt down. He had managed to escape back in Saladar. He glared at Kormak. The Guardian was very aware that the man was armed and he was not. The aristocrat at the head of the table must be Lord Tomas. He was a tall, stately looking man, silver-haired and still fit. He had the authority and the manner of a nobleman at his own hearth.


  Lady Kathea met his gaze for a moment, flushed slightly then looked away. Kormak wondered what was going on here.


  All of them rose, in the courtly, old-fashioned way of country nobles greeting a visitor. All of them bowed and Lord Tomas introduced them all in formal Hardic. The thief was called Wesley here. After the introductions were made, they all sat down while an array of servants brought food and wine.


  “Play something for us, Ivan,” Lord Tomas said, and the bard struck up a tune. He played softly and very well. It was a tune Kormak had heard played at the court of King Brand when the elderly wanted to hear a tune popular in their youths.


  “You are from Taurea, Sir Kormak,” Lord Tomas said.


  “Aquilea, sir,” Kormak replied. He wondered when they would get to the real business of the evening. With Wesley present there could be no doubt Lord Tomas knew who he was and why he was here.


  “I thought you were not a Sunlander. Your order has its home in Taurea though, the fortress-monastery on Mount Aethelas.”


  “That is so,” said Kormak.


  “There are chapter houses in all the Northern Kingdoms,” said Tarsus. “And once a long way beyond. They say the reach of your order is much diminished now although your presence here would seem to prove that wrong.” There was a note of satisfaction in his voice.


  Kormak looked at them all. He had a feeling of being hemmed in by enemies. There were guards around the chamber and everyone except him was armed. He was still physically very weak. It seemed impossible that Lord Tomas did not know why Kormak had come. And yet, so far, no one had threatened him. He had been healed and treated with courtesy. It was not what he had expected at all.


  “Kormak. It seems to me I have heard that name before,” said Lord Tomas. “A member of your order distinguished himself in the Orc Wars. As I recall a highlander of that name saved the life of King Brendane. Was that you?”


  “I was there. I helped defend the King. I did not do it on my own.”


  “That is not the way the tales tell it. The way the bards sing of it, you were found standing atop a mountain of orc corpses guarding the wounded King.”


  “I was the only survivor of those guarding him at the time. The poets exaggerate the rest.”


  “I wonder,” said Wesley. “There are other tales attached to the name, not all of them pleasant ones.”


  Lord Tomas made a small, curt chopping gesture with his hands. “Now, Wesley, let us have no unpleasantness at our table. You are all my guests. I would have us all be friends while we are within my hall.”


  Wesley smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. Kormak studied him closely. He was a powerfully built man, with very pale skin, which his jet-black hair, beard and brows made seem all the more pale. His manner was lazily confident.


  “I was wondering as to the nature of your association,” said Kormak. “How is it that two such disparate individuals know each other?”


  It was time to start getting to the bottom of the mysteries here. Lord Tomas looked from Kormak to Wesley and seemed to come to a decision.


  “I am a collector, Sir Kormak. I come from a line of collectors. My grandfather started our collection. My father enlarged it and passed it on to me and I have done my humble best to curate and extend it.”


  There was real enthusiasm in the older man’s manner.


  “What do you collect?” Kormak asked.


  “Ancient artefacts. Old books. Objects of mystical significance from all over the world. We have cloaks woven by the Old Ones. I have a library of First Empire tomes and scrolls, all written in High Solari. I have amulets and wands and staves from the Elder world. A runestone said to belong to the Wizard-King Solareon. I have weapons and armour forged by the dwarves when they still did work for men. You possess some very fine examples of those yourself, I could not help but notice when you were brought through my gate.”


  “It sounds fascinating.”


  “I understand your order maintains a similar such library at Mount Aethelas. I pride myself that my own collection may some day come to rival it.”


  “A worthy goal,” Kormak said.


  “My husband has spent a fortune acquiring new samples for his collection,” said Lady Kathea. She did not sound at all pleased by this. A frown marred her lovely face. She ran a long-nailed finger over her full lips.


  “Fortunately, my dear, I have a fortune,” said Lord Tomas. “My family own extensive estates all through eastern Belaria and my factors have proven to be merchants of superlative skill. They have done nothing but multiply the wealth I inherited. I can afford to indulge my passions.”


  “We have not asked, Sir Kormak, what business brings him to this part of the world,” said Tarsus. His tone was sour. His smile malicious. It seemed that he too wanted to bring things out into the open. “Are you hunting someone, Guardian, or do you seek some deadly monster that has broken the Law.”


  “I was sent to reclaim something that was stolen,” said Kormak, fixing his eyes on Wesley. “An ancient artefact as coincidence would have it. It was dredged from the World Ocean off the Sundown Islands by a fisherman and came into the hands of the Museum Keeper in Tanaar. He recognised it for what it was and sent to my order for someone to dispose of it. While I was en route, the museum was robbed and the Keeper murdered. The thieves fled with what they had taken.”


  “And what was that,” Lord Tomas asked. There was a strange glitter in his eyes.


  “An ancient amphora from the time of the Emperor Solareon. In it was bound a Ghul, one of the demons sometimes known as the Stealers of Flesh.”


  “Why would anyone want such an object?” Lady Kathea asked. She was staring hard at her husband. Kormak sensed animosity there.


  Kormak looked from Wesley to Tarsus to Tomas. He let his gaze rest on each one in turn. “I don’t know. The thing imprisoned within the amphora is a very dangerous creature, a peril to both body and soul.”


  “I believe that is merely a matter of opinion,” said Lord Tomas.


  “It is more than that I can assure you,” said Kormak. “The demons are all but unkillable without specially forged runic weapons. They are bodiless, restless evil spirits. To live they must possess the bodies of new victims every few days or weeks. The Emperor Solareon bound them into amphorae. After his death, his successor Justin the Holy, repulsed by the thought of such things being stored in his palace, ordered the jars to be thrown into the deepest part of the ocean. It was a cursed day when this one showed up in that fisherman’s nets. The thieves that took it made a very grave mistake.”


  “Did they, Sir Kormak?” Lord Tomas asked. There was a cold smile on his face. Kormak decided he wanted to end this charade now.


  “One of the thieves fell from the wall when he left the museum. His leg was broken. His companions abandoned him. He fell into the hands of the local magistrate who was not gentle. Under torture he gave a description of his confederates and the name of the man who employed him.”


  “Did he now?” Lord Tomas said. He seemed more amused than threatened.


  “I overtook the thieves on the road, in Saladar. Only one of them escaped me. The strangest thing is, I see him sitting at this table.” He pointed a finger at Wesley.


  “And I suppose the thief claimed that I was the man who employed him,” said Lord Tomas.


  “He did, sir,” said Kormak.


  “He did not lie,” said the nobleman.


  “I never for a moment thought so,” said Kormak.


  “Well that has certainly cleared the air,” said Tarsus. He coughed. Blood speckled his lips. He wiped it away with a napkin. The gesture was surprisingly delicate.


  “I am surprised you are taking the news so calmly,” said Kormak. He studied the table. There was a knife there intended for carving meat. It was not much of a weapon but it was better than none at all.


  “Obviously it is not news,” said Lord Tomas.


  “You won’t get away with it,” said Kormak. “If you kill me my order will send more to avenge me. They always do.”


  “Come, Sir Kormak,” said Tarsus. “If anyone here meant you ill, we could simply have left you to die in the snow. I would not have wasted my herbs on you if I had sought to do you harm.”


  The wizard, in particular, seemed to want to let Kormak know he was innocent of any evil intention.


  “You are my guest,” said Lord Tomas. “You have eaten my food, taken my salt. No harm will come to you here unless you try to harm us. On this I give my word.” He looked pointedly at Wesley as he said this.


  “Then I am confused,” said Kormak. “Do you intend to return the amphora and pay restitution to the families of the men who were killed?”


  “No, Sir Kormak, I do not. I do however have a proposition I would like to put to you. We can discuss it after dinner while we look at this ancient artefact you have come so far to recover.”


  “Well, what do you think?” Lord Tomas asked. He gestured at the amphora emphatically. It clearly had pride of place in his huge collection. Kormak looked around. He was reminded of the Museum in Tanaar. There was the same huge array of shelves with scrolls and alembics and crystal jars on them. A suit of gold-embossed runic armour, the complete war-gear of a Solari Centurion rested on a stand in one corner. There was the skeleton of some gigantic beast, a dragon perhaps, that had been reassembled and stood in one corner. Kormak wondered if his sword and the rest of his equipment were here. The place was certainly secure enough. Lord Tomas had triple-locked the massive metal doors that were the only entrance.


  Tomas looked from Kormak and back to his latest prize. Kormak noticed the eyes of all the others were upon him. Tarsus watched him closely, Wesley with malice in his eyes. Lady Kathea had withdrawn to her chambers, not part of the conspiracy or perhaps that was what they wanted him to think.


  He moved closer to the object and inspected it.


  It looked like a simple metal alembic, made from lead. It was inscribed with Elder Signs and stoppered with a plug of truesilver. The plug was sealed with metal, soldered shut. There was writing on the side. Kormak recognised one of the seals on the side of the flask and he could decipher the inscription. In part it was a name; Razhak. He suspected that he was far from the only person in the room who could do that.


  “This is an evil thing,” he said, at last. Lord Tomas’s eyes were feverishly bright.


  “Then you think it is one of the Binding Flasks of King Solareon. As I do.”


  “It is difficult to be sure without performing certain tests,” Kormak said. Lord Tomas picked up the flask and handled it as another man might handle a baby.


  “I would not do that if I were you,” Kormak said. “There is a taint in that thing that might leak out and affect you.”


  Lord Tomas put it back on the marble counter-top and placed the crystal shield on top of it once more. “You can see why I am excited, can’t you?” He spoke as if this was the most reasonable thing in the world to say, and Kormak began to wonder about his sanity, about the sanity of all the people present in this vast sepulchral chamber.


  “I am not sure excitement is the correct emotion to feel,” Kormak said. “Dread would perhaps be more appropriate.”


  “Come now, Sir Kormak,” said Lord Tomas. “Surely a man of your order is not afraid. I have always heard the Guardians of the Dawn enjoyed the special protection of the Holy Sun. Of all of us, you have the least to worry about from the contents of that flask.”


  “There is a demon in it,” Kormak said. “A demon of a particularly potent sort; one that was bound by Solareon more than a millennium ago.”


  Lord Tomas looked at him. “There is a Ghul confined in that bottle, Sir Kormak. I would not call it a demon in the sense that most people would understand the word.”


  “It is immortal, inimical to Men and will perform acts of the greatest wickedness if freed,” said Kormak. “I would say that fits most people’s understanding of what a demon is.”


  “But you and I know differently. The Ghuls were once men like us,” said Lord Tomas.


  Kormak shook his head. “They were servants of the Old Ones who rebelled against them but they were not men.”


  “They were mortals then, and they seized the secret of immortality from their masters.”


  Kormak thought he began to understand the cause of Lord Tomas’s excitement and the direction this conversation was going to take. “We do not know that for certain,” Kormak said. “We know only what the Sage Cronas wrote.”


  “But Cronas sat at the right hand of Solareon, and Solareon was the greatest wizard who ever lived.”


  “All the more reason not to trifle with his work.”


  “Your blade could destroy a Ghul, could it not, Sir Kormak?”


  “Is that what you would have me do?”


  “Eventually, yes,” said Lord Tomas.


  “But first you have questions to ask of the monster,” said Kormak. “Questions concerning the nature of its immortality and how it might be achieved.”


  “Exactly so,” said Lord Tomas.


  “We already know how the Stealers of Flesh achieved their immortality,” said Kormak. “They take possession of the bodies of other living things and consume their life force. They are vampires of a most awful sort.”


  “Yes but in the Codicils to the Deed of Solareon Cronas writes that it was not always so. That the Ghul sought the same form of immortality as the Old Ones and that something went wrong with the process. Cronas sat with his master while Solareon questioned the bound demons.”


  “Then you have read works by the Sage that my teachers never did,” said Kormak.


  “Your order had no monopoly on ancient knowledge, Guardian,” said Lord Tomas. “There are far more books in the world than exist even in the library at Aethelas. I have some of them on my shelves here.”


  “And some of them are filled with traps set to lure men to their doom,” said Kormak.


  “Spoken like a true witch-finder,” said Tarsus.


  “I have had experience of such things, have you?” Kormak said.


  “That is why we want you with us,” said Lord Tomas. “With your knowledge and your blade there will be no missteps. We will be able to question the demon in safety.”


  “You think I will help you learn how to transform yourselves into Stealers of Flesh? That is insane,” said Kormak. He could not keep his true thoughts hidden. The words were torn from him.


  “You misunderstand our intentions, Sir Kormak,” said Tarsus. “We seek no such thing.”


  “Tarsus speaks the truth,” said Lord Tomas. “We seek to learn what the demon knows, that is true, but we also seek to learn what went wrong. The Ghul must possess a fantastic amount of knowledge. It may put us on the path to immortality. We can learn where they went wrong, avoid their errors and perhaps all men will be able to live forever.”


  There was total compelling belief in his voice. Kormak realised to his astonishment that the nobleman meant every word he was saying. He was quite sincere, and possibly quite mad.


  “I do not think that is possible,” said Kormak.


  “But the Ghuls did,” said Tomas. “And they went more than halfway towards achieving it. Think of the possibilities, Sir Kormak. I mean really think of them. Think what might be achieved here.”


  All of them were watching him closely and it came to him then that any refusal on his part might have fatal consequences. They would not want him free to oppose them, if he turned them down. At this moment in time, weak as he was, he was sure he could overcome a wizard and an ancient nobleman. Wesley might prove more of a problem. And then what? He would be sick and trapped in the mansion having committed murder. Kormak wondered if he should play along at least until he got his weapons back. Something of his doubts must have showed in his face, for the nobleman looked at him sidelong.


  “I do not think what you wish to do is possible,” said Kormak. He knew they had seen his doubts earlier and he doubted he could convince them he had suddenly changed his mind. Perhaps, if he seemed to be convinced…


  A wintery smile flickered across Lord Tomas’s face. “You may be right, Sir Kormak. You may be. But what if you are not? This could be the eve of the greatest discovery ever made by men. If you are wrong, all of our names will ring down the ages, even yours, for you will be part of this thing.”


  “You intend to free a demon bound by Solareon,” said Kormak. Even if he was going to pretend to let them convince him, he was going to make them fight for it. “They were imprisoned for a reason.”


  “Even Solareon interrogated them and he did that too for a reason. They have much lost knowledge. Much knowledge that men have never possessed at all.”


  “And Solareon found nothing,” Kormak said. He kept his voice calm. “He learned nothing. What makes you think you can succeed when the greatest wizard in history failed?”


  “Because great as he was Solareon did not possess the sum total of all wisdom. We have learned new things. We have parts of the puzzle he did not. Given time we could be greater even than Solareon. Or are you one of those men who think our ancestors were titans who could never be exceeded? I can assure you they were not. They were men just like us. Even Solareon. I have studied their works enough to know.”


  “Don’t you see that if you unleash this creature it will work terrible evil on the world?”


  “If we unleashed it uncontrolled, that might well be the case. But we have the means to compel it. We have your sword, a thing that Solareon did not. We have the means to end its life, a weapon that will prove inevitably fatal to the Ghul if we use it. It will obey us or it will die. And there is your answer, Sir Kormak. If we succeed, we triumph. If we fail, we will kill it and there will be one less demon free in the world. Even you cannot object to that.”


  “I need time to consider,” said Kormak.”


  “Promise me you will think about what I have asked,” said Lord Tomas reaching out and clutching Kormak’s arm. His grip was surprisingly strong. His eyes glittered. Kormak realised there was more than just excitement in his manner. He was afraid. Given what he was contemplating, that was only natural. “But we have kept you too long. It is late and you must retire and regain your strength. You will need it soon.”


  One way or another he was right, Kormak thought.


  When he heard the strange knock, Kormak rose grasped the poker and walked over to the door. He unbarred the door and was not entirely surprised to see the Lady Kathea standing there. She had a night-light in her hand.


  “May I come in?” she asked. Her hair was unbound. There were traces of cosmetics on her face. The pupils of her eyes seemed very large and reflected the light she held.


  “This is your home.” She took that as an assent and walked by him, close enough so that he could smell her perfume. The fabric of her long dress brushed against him as she walked. She went over to the fire and stood beside it.


  “So they have asked you to help them?” she said.


  “Lady?”


  She turned and looked at him over her shoulder. “They have asked you to help them with the ancient prison they have found. The one with the demon in it.”


  Kormak just looked at her, not sure where this was going. She spoke to fill the silence as he had known she would.


  “I am curious. Will you help them? Are you tempted?”


  “How do you know what your husband seeks?”


  “Because he is my husband. I know what he dwells upon. I know his obsessions. I know the books of poetry he reads. I know what he dreams of. He was not the sort of man who would seek glory on a battlefield but this represents glory of another sort.”


  “You think he wants glory?”


  “I think he dreams a dream that has been dreamt by others in the past, never to good effect.”


  “You do not approve?”


  “At first I thought it was a fancy, like many of his others. He has developed some obsessions in the past, Sir Kormak. With alchemy, with ancient books and lore. I can see now that all of those obsessions led him to this. I never really expected it to go anywhere. But then his agents located that flask and the wizard and he seems determined to go ahead with his plan.”


  “And you think I should help him?”


  “I think he will proceed whether you help him or not.”


  “I sense you do not approve of this.”


  “It is madness, Sir Kormak. Surely you can see this? The others, they do not. They are all caught up in it. Lord Tomas can be a very persuasive man. We are in a world where he commands everything and a long way from anywhere else. This place has its own deceptive reality. It swallows you up, devours all common sense if you stay long enough.”


  “Except in your case, apparently.”


  She smiled sadly. “You don’t believe me?”


  “I am wondering why you have chosen to confide your doubts in me, so soon after the matter was discussed with your husband. It seems a trifle convenient.”


  “You are a very suspicious man.”


  “Being so has helped keep me alive.”


  “I am sure that is the case, given the life you lead.”


  “I will not be allowed to leave here alive if I do not aid your husband. Telling you I planned not to help him would undoubtedly shorten my life.”


  “You think I will report what you say to my husband? Is that what you think?” There was anger in her voice. She moved closer to him, looked up into his eyes. Their bodies were almost touching.


  “Won’t you?” She swallowed but her face was calm. Her lips were slightly parted. With her head held back he could not help but notice the way her hair tumbled down her back.


  “I doubt it would make much difference. My husband has given his word not to harm you and I am sure he will keep it.”


  “Telling me anything different would be foolish.”


  “You do not know Tomas like I do. He is a man who keeps his word. Even if he was not, he fears the vengeance of your order. A man who plans to live forever would be foolish to court the enmity of an organisation with the will and the power to terminate his unending existence.”


  “People are rarely so logical when they are afraid.”


  “My husband is.”


  “You are saying that if I tell him I would not help, he will let me go?”


  “I said he would not kill you. I suspect he would hold you here until he has achieved his goal. I also think he would borrow the use of your sword and your amulets. My husband is a bold man in his own way, and a wealthy one, and he is used to getting his way.”


  There was something in the way she said it that made him realise she resented her husband very much. He suspected that she was probably telling him the truth as she saw it as well.


  “You know this and you think I should try and stop him?”


  “I have read of Solareon and his war with the Ghul. That flask was sealed for a reason. You know that and I know that. Tomas knows it too. He just chooses to ignore it because he believes he is immune to the consequences that normal mortals must face. And why should he not? For all of his life he has been.”


  “Let us, for the sake of argument, assume that I believe you. How am I supposed to stop your husband, when I am weak and he has a keep full of men at arms, and a sorcerer at his disposal? I suspect your husband has some skill in that field as well.”


  “Tarsus is old and weak and not long for this world.”


  “All the more reason for him to seek the secrets of immortality. He is in desperate need of them. He wants what that amphora can give him.”


  “Wanting something and having the strength to seize it are two different things,” she said. She let her dress slip from her shoulder. She was naked beneath and very beautiful. She moved closer. Her breasts flattened against his chest. She put a finger on his lips. He reached forward and grabbed her lush hair with his fist and twisted. She stood on her tip-toes, a faint moan emerged from her parted lips. She simply looked into his eyes knowingly.


  He threw her on the bed and pushed his weight down on top of her. She welcomed him willingly.


  “Why do you hate your husband?” Kormak asked, as they lay naked on the bed. She smiled at him lazily.


  “Is that what you think this is about?”


  “Isn’t it?”


  She looked away. The fire had died down. “In part, I suppose. My husband bought me from my brother, in return for my brother’s position as his factor. I was just another thing he collected and then lost interest in. Now I am here, in this isolated place, where no one knows me or respects me, with a man whose indifference is worse than dislike. I am a prisoner here, Sir Kormak, in much the same way as you are.”


  “So you admit I am a prisoner.”


  “You will be treated with every courtesy but you will not be allowed to leave until you have done what my husband requires.”


  “You said he fears the enmity of my order.”


  “We are a long way from Mount Aethelas and your order will not investigate unless you die or are a long time returning. Is that not so?”


  Kormak nodded. “You have no weapons and your horse will be found to be lame. Reasons will be given to put off your departure. Unless you force the matter, you will not be physically restrained.”


  “And if I give your husband the help he seeks?”


  “Are you tempted to?” She sounded worried.


  “Your husband is a rich man. He might reward me well for his help. By the Sun, he might make me immortal.”


  “You don’t really think that is possible, do you?”


  “It may be.”


  “And you would help my husband free a demon in order to gain its knowledge?” She looked at him angrily. Again, she seemed sincere.


  “It is something I need to consider.”


  She turned to face him. The length of her naked body pressed against his. “You are a very cautious man. You still don’t trust me, do you?”


  Kormak shrugged. “I don’t trust anybody.”


  “Not even yourself, it seems.”


  The door burst open. Lord Tomas was there. Wesley was beside him and a number of men at arms. They looked ready to use their weapons at the slightest provocation. Naked and unarmed, Kormak did not fancy his chances against them.


  “I came to ask your decision,” Lord Tomas said. He looked from Kormak to his wife. “I heard you…talking to my wife.”


  Kormak said nothing. There was nothing to say. He could tell that behind his cold facade, Lord Tomas was incandescent with rage. He glanced at Wesley and his men at arms who studiously kept their faces blank, to avoid admitting they had noticed his humiliation.


  “Take Sir Kormak to the dungeon,” he said. He strode forward and grasped Kathea roughly with the arm.


  “You and I will have words, wife,” he said.


  The guards surrounded Kormak, weapons drawn. There was nothing he could do except throw himself on their blades and he doubted that would do anybody much good.


  Wesley tossed him his clothing. There was a smirk on his face now that the eyes of Lord Tomas were no longer upon him. “I think Lord Tomas has decided he no longer has need of your services.”


  The cell was cold and damp and the bars were strong. Kormak had tested them and they resisted his strength. He cursed his own stupidity and the weakness that illness had brought. Somewhere in the mansion, a conspiracy of maniacs were going to unleash a demon, and he doubted that any of them had any real idea of what that meant. Kormak was not sure that even he did. No one had encountered a Ghul in hundreds of years since the Guardian Malos had hunted down the last of them. It had left a trail of death and mayhem hundreds of leagues long once it had been uncovered.


  He grabbed the bars again and shook them but they would not give. One of the guards said, “That won’t do you much good. Man can’t bend iron that thick. Believe me.”


  It was Marcus, the guard who had been there when Tarsus first treated him. There were three other men sitting at the table, playing cards.


  “Your master is going to unleash a demon,” Kormak said.


  “He told me you were suffering from delusions,” said the guard, “and needed to be restrained for your own good till you got better. I can see he wasn’t wrong.”


  Kormak studied the man. He had keys on his belt. If he could lure him close enough he might be able to knock the man out and get the keys and free himself. And then he would only need to overcome three armed men, he thought sourly. After that he would find Lord Tomas and then what, he asked himself? The ritual would be guarded. Lord Tomas had clearly thought things out. Still, he would worry about that after he was free. He considered faking illness but he doubted that would put the jailor within reach.


  These were cautious men and strong. He was not going to be able to fight his way out of here.


  There was a sound of knocking from the door at the head of the stairs leading down into the cells. The jailor walked over and looked out through a slot. He said something and nodded and opened the door. Kormak looked up and saw the wizard Tarsus. The old man limped down the stairs, walked over to the table where the guards sat and helped himself to some of their wine. None of them objected. He seemed to have some trouble fumbling the stopper back on the jug. It took him some time to get in place then he came over to the cell door and looked at Kormak.


  “You could have handled this better,” said Tarsus. His tones were very low.


  “Have you come to gloat?” Kormak asked.


  “No,” he said.


  “Shouldn’t you be helping Lord Tomas free the Ghul?”


  “I should be but I am not. I told him I was too sick.”


  “Why did you come here?” Kormak asked.


  “I came to help you,” Tarsus said. “It was one thing to talk about unleashing the Ghul when it was just a theoretical possibility. It is a different thing entirely since I have held the amphora in my hands. I can feel the evil in the thing. I want no part in setting it free.”


  “Not even if it can help you stave off death?” Kormak asked.


  “I doubt it can do that now. There is not enough time left for me to learn its secrets and even if there was, I am not sure I would seek immortality at such cost.”


  “But you thought differently once.”


  “Like I said, contemplating a thing in theory is different from putting it into practise. And I am old and tired and I will rest in my grave.” He coughed again and more blood came up. “I have not found life so much to my taste that I look forward to prolonging it.”


  “How can you help me?” Kormak asked.


  Tarsus glanced over at the jailors. They lay slumped over the table, heads down, exceedingly drowsy. Tarsus walked over to the head jailor and took the keys.


  “Why are you doing this?” Kormak asked.


  “I am a man no worse and no better than yourself, Sir Kormak. I do not want to see that demon unleashed and I believe that between us, we might stop that from happening.”


  “I am still not entirely sure I can trust you.”


  The wizard unlocked the cell. “Well, when you make up your mind, perhaps you will follow me to Lord Tomas’s vault. I suspect I will prove slightly less impressive with a blade than you but I’ll do what I can.”


  Kormak pushed the door of the cell. It swung open. He stepped through warily. Tarsus had already turned his back and was limping over to the stairs. He did not seem to care that Kormak was in a position to bludgeon him down. Kormak walked over to the jailors. They were still breathing. He helped himself to one of their blades and their heavy leather jerkins. It would do no harm to have a disguise as they moved through the manor house.


  “They are not dead,” said Tarsus. “It was just a sleeping powder added to their wine. I used to play chess with Marcus. I rather like him.”


  “Any treachery, wizard, and I’ll cut you down.”


  “Then how will you find your way to the Sanctum? Ask the guards?”


  “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”


  “I find one of the few good things about old age is that it’s given me enough experience to cover most situations.”


  “There’s no need to sound so smug about it.”


  “I take my pleasures where I can find them.”


  “Is that another piece of wisdom that occurred to you in your decrepitude?”


  “You’ll be old too one day, Guardian, if you are lucky. I hope you encounter another soul as miserable as yourself then.”


  “Well, you’ve given me some answers for them, haven’t you?”


  “Glad to be of service.”


  Tarsus hobbled up the stairs; Kormak followed him out into the huge ancient manor. It was dark and cold and the wind howled.


  They moved across the courtyard and for the first time Kormak got a really good look at the outside of the manor. It was massive, an ancient palace that sprawled across the hilltop. Most of it had a half-ruined look to it, was covered in winter ivy and other creepers. There was a fountain in the courtyard with no water in it. The central statue was of a mermaid with dragon-spines running down her back. It was an odd thing to see so far from the sea.


  “They are in the crypts below the mansion,” Tarsus said. “Lord Tomas is going to perform the ritual.”


  “Why are you not there? Won’t they suspect something?”


  “I told them I was too ill to take part. It was not hard to make them believe that.”


  Suspicion stabbed at Kormak again. He wondered whether he was being led into some sort of complex trap. He could not see how it would work when it would have been easy enough for Lord Tomas to have him trussed up and brought to the catacombs. That did not mean it was not possible though. He had known of Old Ones who liked to play strange games with the minds of their victims. Perhaps these men were like that.


  Tarsus picked an archway in the side of one tumbled down building. There were strange signs carved into the stonework of the lintel. They resembled no Elder Sign that Kormak knew of.


  The old man paused for a moment. He was shivering. “At least we are out of the wind,” he said. “It chills me right to the bone these days.”


  “That may be the least of your worries soon,” Kormak said. Tarsus nodded and fumbled in an alcove in a wall. He produced a torch which he smeared with some sort of sulphur paste. With a word of power, he lit it. An infernal stench filled the air.


  “You can still work sorcery, I see,” Kormak said.


  “A mixture of sorcery and alchemy. A trick really. All the high powerful spells are beyond my strength now, otherwise I would not need your help.”


  Tarsus held up a hand and cocked his head to one side, listening. Kormak could not hear anything and he would have been willing to bet a gold solar to a copper farthing that his hearing was better than the wizards.


  “They have begun,” Tarsus said.


  “I don’t hear anything.”


  “There are other senses than the five most men rely on. I can sense the flows of power in this place. Someone is working a ritual.”


  “Why tonight?” Kormak asked.


  Tarsus shrugged. “The moon is near full. The Lady’s gaze always looks favourable on the working of magic. It is a propitious time for rituals. And now they have your blade with which to compel the demon.”


  “There’s another reason, isn’t there?”


  “I think Lord Tomas was nervous for all his talk. He needed your blade for reassurance and he needed a host for the Ghul. Events tonight conspired to force him into a decision.”


  “A host?”


  “It’s not easy to communicate with the bodiless. Better to have it embedded in a mortal form. Easier to slay it with your blade if things go badly. They did not want to use you because they are afraid of your order and because you might be able to resist the possession.”


  “Who are they going to use?”


  “Lady Kathea.”


  “What?”


  “It wasn’t the way they originally planned it—they were going to use a servant—but Lord Tomas was quite hurt by her infidelity.”


  That made the nobleman seem almost human. Kormak did not know whether that made him better or worse.


  “What will happen to her?”


  “The demon will devour her soul and take possession of her physical shell. It will wear her body. It’s not a bad plan actually. She is weaker than they are and even if the demon masters the body quickly it should not pose too great a physical threat.”


  “We must save her.”


  “Youthful chivalry is an appalling thing,” said Tarsus. “It makes men stupid.”


  “You are not suggesting we should let her die, are you?”


  “If the demon is embodied we can kill it.”


  “Is there no other way?”


  “We can stop the ritual before it goes too far although we may already be too late for that.”


  “Anything else?”


  “If you can keep them busy, I might be able to compel the Ghul back into the bottle by reversing the spell. It is by no means a certainty though.”


  “I’ll take any chance I can get.”


  “Very well but if worst comes to worst and the demon becomes corporeal don’t hesitate, strike it down with that sword of yours.”


  “First I will need to get my hands on it.”


  “There is that,” said Tarsus. “Still I have every confidence in you.”


  Kormak was not sure he had every confidence in himself. He was still recovering from his ordeal in the storm. He was not at his fighting peak. He hoped there were not any guards between them and the vault.


  They pressed on along the corridor. Kormak felt the oppressive weight of the old buildings above him. He realised that this ancient passageway went a long way down below the earth. The stonework supporting the ceilings looked strong but it did not look modern. The flagstones beneath their feet had been worn away by the passage of countless feet.


  “What was this place?”


  “It was a chapel to the Old Gods, I suspect,” Tarsus said. “Certainly the altar below bears their markings.”


  “That is never a good sign,” said Kormak.


  “Not all those who were worshipped before the coming of the Holy Sun were evil.”


  “It seems like a singularly appropriate place for a ritual to free a Ghul,” said Kormak. He was starting to feel tense. He could sense the presence of swirling currents of magical energy in the air. He realised that Tarsus must be much more sensitive to these things than he was.


  The old wizard paused. He was wheezing and his breath was coming out in clouds. It was getting colder. Kormak wondered whether it was just the chill of being underground or whether this was some sort of byproduct of the ritual.


  “Are you all right?” he asked.


  “No,” the wizard said. “I have not been all right for a very long time but I can go on now.” Kormak realised how desperate the venture was now. It was just him and this old sick man, trying to prevent the freeing of an ancient evil that it had taken the mightiest sorcerer who had ever lived to bind.


  From down below, he could hear chanting. He thought he recognised the voices, muffled as they were. They belonged to Tomas and someone else: Wesley. “Why not just unstopper the flask?” Kormak asked.


  “There are seals on it that must be removed and spells that must be in place to control the Ghul when it emerges, or at least constrain its freedom of action. They must bind it with a pentagram if they are to force it to do their bidding. They are rightly afraid of what may happen if it breaks free.”


  “And you are not?”


  “I am terrified. It is all very well telling yourself that you do not care whether you live or die, but I find that when it comes to it I would rather go on living.”


  “Most people are like that.”


  “But you are not?”


  “I long ago learned how to control my fear.”


  “The famous discipline of the Order of the Dawn. Alas it is too late for me to learn it now.”


  “You are doing pretty well. Wait here, I shall get a bit closer and find out what is going on.” Tarsus sat down on the stair gratefully. Kormak hoped that Tomas and his companions did not hear the old man coughing.


  He trod as lightly as he could down the stairs. The chanting became louder as he closed the distance. He found himself standing in the shadows of an archway looking into a large vault. Around the walls were various statues of animal-headed gods. In the centre was an altar, large enough for a human sacrifice.


  Lady Kathea was on it, bound by chains of ancient black iron. Around the altar a pentacle had been laid out with salt. At the centre stood the ancient amphora. Lord Tomas read from an old scroll, intoning words in the Old Tongue that made Kormak’s flesh creep. He wore the Elder Signs that had belonged to Kormak as well as some of his own.


  Nearby stood Wesley. He had Kormak’s blade in his hands. It was unsheathed. The disrespect filled Kormak with anger. Such a weapon was never supposed to be unsheathed unless you intended to kill. It was one of the oldest and strongest teachings of his order.


  The man had no right to hold that weapon. He had not undergone the sacred cleansing or performed any of the rites of initiation. He had not been selected and judged worthy to bear the blade by another Guardian. It was a sort of sacrilege and Kormak, despite all his acquired cynicism, found he still had enough faith in what he did to feel outrage.


  Not that it would do him much good while Wesley held the blade. Dwarf-forged steel was far sharper and stronger than any normal metal, lighter too, and there were runes worked into the blade to help it strike true. Those would work for anyone who bore it. Kormak could not help but notice that the runes on the naked blade were glowing. They were affected by the eddy currents of magic from the ritual.


  Wesley advanced to where Kathea lay. She looked up, eyes wide with terror. She clearly understood all too well what her fate was intended to be. It was perfectly possible her husband had explained it to her in his calm, mad way. Wesley placed the flask upon the altar near her. It seemed to be shimmering now. Perhaps it was a trick of the torchlight but Kormak doubted it. It seemed that the spells were having some effect on the ancient binding. Or perhaps it was something else. Kormak did not know. He was not a sorcerer. His training had been in how to protect himself from evil magic when that was possible.


  The knight held Kormak’s blade at the ready. It was only then that Kormak realised what was intended and that he was too late to prevent the Ghul being freed. He raced forward to make the attempt anyway.


  The knight took the dwarf-forged blade and brought its edge down on the seal of the flask severing it. Tomas smiled as a shimmering, shadowy, ectoplasmic form emerged from the mouth.


  There would be no forcing the Ghul back into the jar now, Kormak realised. It was broken. They intended to bind the demon or kill it using his blade.


  Kormak jumped over the salt lines of the pentacle being careful not to disturb the physical outline, knowing he was most likely disturbing the magical one. He landed close to the altar. Wesley saw him and strode to meet him. His strike was lightning fast. Kormak raised his blade to parry. The dwarf-forged sword notched its edge. Wesley pressed on with his attack and Kormak found himself on the defensive. Wesley was an excellent swordsman and in the peak of physical condition. Kormak was still weakened by his ordeal in the blizzard and the subsequent fever. Wesley was on him, cat-quick. Their swift footwork disturbed the salt, turning straight lines into scattered randomness.


  Kormak parried again and again, too slow to find an opening in his opponent’s guard.


  “No, you idiots! You have ruined everything,” Lord Tomas shouted. Over Wesley’s shoulder, Kormak could see the ectoplasmic form was starting to take on a roughly humanoid shape.


  Wesley grinned at him. White teeth showed like those of a skull. His eyes were dark and hooded and there was no mercy in them. “I had heard Guardian’s were better swordsmen than this. It seems you are over-rated.”


  Kormak breathed deeply and sought ritual calmness. His movements began to flow better; he backed away and for a moment he and the knight traded blows, swords flickering too fast between them for the untrained eye to follow. Every blow left Kormak’s blade more dented and notched and he feared it was only a matter of time before it broke, leaving him with only a shard in the haft. He began to appreciate exactly how much of an advantage the dwarf-forged blade had given him in his own duels.


  Behind Wesley, the Ghul was beginning to flow towards Lord Tomas. The noble held up his hands in a warding gesture. The misty humanoid shape descended upon him, swirling like mist and the two came into contact. Lord Tomas screamed in a mixture of terror and rage. The Ghul recoiled, swirling away from the Elder Signs Tomas wore. Kormak realised there was another terrible danger here. Without his amulets he would be vulnerable to possession by the Ghul himself if it came for him. He began to move away from the altar. Taking his retreat for fear of the fight, Wesley grinned and closed in. His attacks became ever stronger as his confidence increased. Kormak made his own responses a little slower, as if he was weakening. It was not hard to simulate this, since he was.


  The Ghul swirled over to the altar now and hovered over Lady Kathea. She looked up at it with wide, fear-filled eyes. Her mouth was tightly closed as if she was fighting to restrain her screams. The Ghul began to descend on her and paused. Doubtless it perceived that she was chained and this would place it at a terrible disadvantage if it took over her body. It clearly decided against making the attempt and moved away, flowing and wriggling through the air like an insubstantial, ghostly serpent.


  Kormak snapped his head to one side as Wesley’s blade cut his cheek, drawing blood. It stung. He realised that the lapse in concentration had almost cost him his life. Nonetheless, it was hard to give the fight his full attention when an even graver danger was closing in. He stepped closer to the knight and they were body to body, face to face. In their present condition, the knight was stronger. Kormak did not care. Seeing the sneer on Wesley’s face, he brought his own head snapping forward, head-butting the man in the nose. Something splintered, blood flowed. Kormak struck with his sword but his timing was off. Wesley got his own weapon in the way but was knocked off balance and fell backward, stumbling. The dwarf-forged blade fell from his hand and went skittering across the floor, disturbing the salt lines even more.


  The Ghul swirled ever closer. Wesley did not see it. Kormak did. He dived for his blade, reaching out to grasp it and then rolled to his feet. At once he felt better, more confident, the master of the situation. His sword was in his hand again. He felt whole.


  The Ghul descended on Wesley. The knight’s eyes widened and he screamed. His outline blazed and it looked for a moment like he had caught fire. Then the glow concentrated itself in his eyes, and Kormak saw something alien and wicked staring out of them. An odd burbling laugh emerged from the possessed man’s mouth.


  “Free! Razhak is free! At last!” He spoke the words in the Old Tongue.


  Kormak stepped forward determined to run the demon through with his sword. The glow was already fading in its eyes and it looked completely human now. Its eyes widened as it saw what Kormak carried and recognised its fatal potential. It realised its hands were empty and it turned to run.


  Kormak felt his limbs begin to slow. Suddenly he felt feverish. No, he thought this was not the time for his illness to recur. Then he realised it had not. Lord Tomas was chanting a spell, and it was taking its toll on Kormak.


  Kormak’s gaze flickered towards the Ghul. Tarsus was trying to block Wesley’s escape, but the possessed knight simply punched him in the face with one gauntleted fist. The old wizard’s head snapped back and he fell. Kormak felt a wave of dizziness overcome him and realised that Lord Tomas had somehow increased the power of his spell. Kormak turned to face him, barely able to stand. The noble continued to chant. Kormak could barely manage to remain on his feet.


  Gathering his will-power he reeled towards Tomas, so dizzy he was certain he was not going to be able to make it. All he was doing was putting himself within striking distance. There was nothing else he could think to do.


  His feet felt like lead. The contents of his stomach threatened to pour from his throat. The whole room seemed to turn on its axis. Lord Tomas smiled in triumph. Behind him Lady Kathea rose from the altar. She lifted the heavy weight of chains and bunched them in her hands and then swung them with all her strength at the back of her husband’s head. Tomas fell as if pole-axed. Kormak lunged forward with his blade and took him through the chest. Tomas turned and looked at him, surprise and shock in his eyes. “That was not very sporting,” he said. “I expected better of you, Guardian.”


  Kormak pulled his blade free then turned and tried to stagger after the fleeing Wesley, passing the slumped form of Tarsus on the stairs. He was panting when he reached the top. He could see that the main gate was open and the tracks of a horse led from it. Wesley or the thing that possessed him had fled into the night. Kormak needed to find his horse and pursue.


  He noticed men at arms racing towards him. Some of them held swords, some of them held crossbows. A few of them were already moving to shut the gate. The rest of them surrounded him.


  “You must let me go,” Kormak said. “The demon is free.”


  “You are going to a cell,” said the guard. “Till we get to the bottom of this.”


  Kormak considered jumping them, but they were too well-armed. All it would take was a single crossbow bolt and there would be no one to hunt down the demon.


  “You are making a mistake,” Kormak said.


  “We’ll see about that,” said the guard.


  Lady Kathea entered the cell, flanked by men at arms. She looked Kormak up and down and said, “I must apologise for the misunderstanding, Sir Guardian. I have explained what happened to the guards. They now know that Sir Wesley went mad and killed Lord Tomas. They know he stole our master’s treasures.”


  Kormak shrugged. He knew she was telling him this so he did not contradict her story. He was glad she was on his side but it had taken her time to sort things out and now the Ghul had a full day’s lead. It would take Kormak some time to overhaul it and by that time it might have found a new victim, making the hunt far more difficult.


  “Where is the wizard, Tarsus?” Kormak asked.


  “He is in a bad way,” Kathea said. “He was extremely ill and he hit his head badly when Sir Wesley struck him. I doubt he has long to live. He was a very frail old man.”


  “Give him my best wishes,” Kormak said. “I need my horse and my sword and my Elder Signs.”


  “You are going after Sir Wesley?” Lady Kathea asked.


  “I don’t have much choice,” said Kormak so softly only she could hear. “The Ghul is free and someone needs to stop it.”


  “Does it have to be you?” she asked. “I am mistress here now and I could find a place for you in my retinue.”


  “You already know the answer to that,” said Kormak. “Anyway, you already got what you really wanted.”


  “What was that?”


  “Revenge on your husband. His estate for yourself.”


  “I find I could dislike you, Sir Kormak.”


  “Many people do,” he said.


  The snow had stopped. Tracks led away east towards the Mountains of Darkness. Kormak adjusted his scabbard and drew his cloak tight then urged his horse onwards. Behind him, on the battlements surrounding the manor, Lady Kathea waved.


  Kormak did not wave back. He kneed his horse forwards, towards the distant peaks.


  


  THE WOLVES OF WAR


  THE WHITE EYE of the watching moon glared down on the burning village. Corpses sprawled everywhere. Most of the dead looked as if they had fled in panic and been overtaken by large beasts. Their flesh was ripped and their bones had been broken and gnawed for marrow. When he’d heard the sounds of violence and cries of pain Kormak had almost ridden on. After all, the civil strife tearing apart the Kingdom of Valkyria was not his fight, but the eerie howling told him there was work for him here.


  Another strange echoing cry rang out through the cold night air. It sounded like the baying of a wolf but there was also something almost human in that call. It was answered from a different part of the village. Kormak reached for his sword but he did not draw it. He would only do that if he intended to kill.


  His horse snorted skittishly although it had been trained to endure far worse than this. He got down from its back to inspect the dead.


  He had been hoping to find a bed for the night in the local inn. The long chase after the Ghul Razhak through these mountains had left him badly in need of rest. Instead of sleep, he had found only horror and death. It must have come recently, for the bodies were still warm and the blood around some of them had not even started to congeal.


  Something huge loped towards him out of the darkness. It had the shape of a man but it was bigger, perhaps half again as tall and perhaps three times as heavy. Greyish fur covered its body. Its head resembled a combination of a man and a wolf. Around its throat was a chain of nocturnium, one of the ancient night-metal alloys, forged into strange and terrible Elder Signs.


  The monster opened its mouth and howled. Its long pink tongue lolled from its open maw. Its massive yellowish fangs glittered in the moonlight. Spittle drooled from its jaws and dripped onto the ground.


  Hunger burned in its eyes as it moved ever closer. It came on with a terrible confidence, as if certain that it could not possibly be opposed by the man in front of it. It sprang, its leap carrying it far further than any human could jump. It stretched out its arms, long claws glittering in the moonlight, bright with the promise of death.


  Kormak stepped to one side. His dwarf-forged blade leapt from its sheath, slashed outwards and parted the creature’s head from its shoulders. Its skin sizzled where the sword edge bit. Even as he watched, the wolf-man changed back into a human being. Its corpse lay there in a pool of pink pus.


  Another howl rang out, as if in answer to the dying wolf-man’s cry, followed by a cry of pain.


  Kormak moved through the streets of the burning village towards the sounds of screaming. He had heard that things were bad in the Mountains of Darkness and it seemed that he had not been misinformed. He passed a temple, a small shrine really, on fire in the middle of the village. The symbol of the Holy Sun was inscribed on the burning spire. He knew that these people were of the same faith that he himself followed.


  He emerged into the middle of the temple square where another wolf-man confronted a villager armed only with a scythe. He was standing over the recumbent form of another human, trying to protect him. The wolf-man advanced with a lazy confidence that seemed entirely justified. The man slashed at it and his blade pierced the creature’s flesh. The skin knitted behind the cut, there was no blood, and it was as if the creature had never taken a wound. Some magic protected it from the effects of normal weapons. Kormak began to understand how just two of these monsters had been able to slaughter the entire village.


  Kormak shouted, trying to get the monster’s attention. The peasant looked at him and in the moment when he was distracted, the wolf-man reached out and lazily tore his head off. It stood there, clutching the severed head, blood dripping over its talons. Its mouth lolled open and it seemed almost to be laughing. Kormak walked towards it, blade held at the ready. In the moonlight, the runes on the sword glowed slightly, telling Kormak of the presence of magic, even though he did not need told that at the moment.


  The wolf-man seemed confused. Kormak guessed that it was not used to having its victims advance upon it, showing no fear. He also guessed that the creature sensed the power within his dwarf-forged weapon and was alarmed by it. Perhaps it smelled the blood of its companion on him.


  Before Kormak could do anything, the wolf-man turned and fled, bounding away faster than a horse could run. It sprang over the wall of the village and raced off into the night. Kormak could hear its howling receding into the distance and knew that he could not overtake it.


  He looked around him one more time and could see nothing but dead bodies and burning buildings. There was no sign of any further monsters so he strode over to where the headless villager lay. Beside him was a wounded man in the robes of a priest, a great gash torn in his flesh. Looking at his wound, Kormak knew the man did not have long to live. “What happened here?” he asked.


  The priest looked up at him. “Massimo’s Wolves came. They killed everyone.”


  “Massimo?” Kormak asked.


  “Jaro’s henchman. The wizard. Moondog rebels, the pair of them. Kill them, Champion of the Sun. Kill them all.” He coughed blood and tried to make the sign of the Sun over his ripped chest. His eyes went wide and cold and Kormak realised that the last thing he had seen was the moon, an ill omen for a man of his faith.


  Kormak picked his way through the ruins of the village, looking for survivors. There were none. The wolf-men had been thorough about their work. On his way back, he checked the body of the wolf-man he had killed. It still lay there, in a puddle of what looked like liquified flesh. The night-metal necklace glittered on its throat. Looking closely Kormak could see that it seemed to have fused into the flesh.


  Kormak prised it free. It tingled in his hand as he touched it. He could feel the foulness in it, the taint of Shadow. It shattered when he struck it with his blade.


  A wisp of ectoplasm drifted free and he ran his blade through it too, dissolving it and sending the bound spirit to its final death. Whoever this Massimo was, Kormak thought, he knew powerful dark magic.


  He did not want to take his rest surrounded by the dead, and perhaps the wolf-man would return with companions.


  In the distance Kormak could see smoke rising. There had been a lot of it since he had started riding through the Mountains of Darkness. Everywhere he looked there was burning and the signs of strife. It felt wrong. It was late autumn, not the time for local lordlings to be making war. He had seen more burned-out villages with the charred bodies of massacre victims strewn through them. He had seen farms and cottages burned to the ground. He had seen the flocks of sheep slain and left to rot.


  He had been born in the mountains of Aquilea, a rough land, where clan feuds burned hot and long but he had never seen anything like this. Flocks were for rustling, not to kill and leave lying. This was more like the work of mad beasts than men. It was as if madness had struck right across the mountains.


  He had seen their tracks, those of large, armed bands, leading away from the place where the massacres happened. Mingled with those of horses and men had been what looked like those of very large dogs. He guessed the wolf-men rode with the warriors.


  Ahead of him he saw a body on the road. There was something about this that was at once repulsive and disturbing.


  He reined his horse to halt and dismounted to inspect the corpse. He noticed the smell from many strides away, a peculiar mixture of rotting meat and something else, something suggestive of things long dead. He had a suspicion he knew what he would find even before he reached the body and he was not disappointed.


  He knew the man, or he had known in him life. It was the robber-knight Wesley. His features seemed to have aged and at the same time putrefied. His body and his life had been consumed by the Ghul who had possessed him. It feasted on the life energy of its victims even as it took possession of their bodies.


  The process was happening faster than it ought to according to the old records. Perhaps the Ghul had been weakened by millennia of imprisonment. Or perhaps some of Solareon’s spells binding it were still in place. In any case, this might perhaps represent a strange stroke of luck. If the Ghul needed to shift bodies constantly it would be easier to identify as the bodies decomposed and it would find it more difficult to locate new victims who would be wary of its appearance.


  It seemed like it had already found a new victim, one who had not been wary enough, or perhaps one who had simply been overpowered by the knight. It occurred to Kormak that he had no idea what the new victim looked like. There did not seem to be any witnesses. He studied the ground for clues and found a staff and a bundle lying nearby, the sort that a tinker or an itinerant labourer might have carried. Had these belonged to Razhak’s last victim or was there no connection? In the absence of any further indicators, he would need to presume that there was a connection.


  He looked around for tracks and found none. He had encountered no one on the road, so the Ghul had not doubled back. It was probably safe to assume that it was still fleeing before him, but for how long would that continue? If it reached a town it would have many more potential victims and many more ways to cover its tracks. Of course, there might be mages there who could help hunt it down. Kormak knew if the hunt took much longer he would need to seek the aid of a wizard himself. He could not simply rely on luck.


  Part of him wondered why he was doing this at all. He could simply turn back and leave the Ghul to go on its way. No one would know but him. He could just turn his horse around and head west, back to Taurea and the home of his order. There was nothing to stop him. There were even those who would argue that it was his duty to do so, but he could not bring himself to believe that. The monster was free at least in part because he had failed. Lord Tomas and Wesley had taken his sword and his gear and used it in the ritual that had set Razhak free. It would not have happened if he had not been present and too weak to stop them.


  Even as he pondered this he thought he heard movement in the undergrowth nearby. His hand went to the hilt of his sword. If Razhak was present he would need to defend himself. He walked closer to where the sound was coming from and he thought he heard sobbing. He kept one hand on the sword hilt and he pulled the bushes apart. Something looked up at him, large eyes staring fearfully out of a dirt-smudged face. It took Kormak a moment to realise it was a teenage girl.


  She looked at Kormak. He inspected her for signs of possession.


  “You just going to stare at me?” she asked. Kormak tilted his head to one side. She moved her hand. There was a knife in it. “If you come any closer I will stick you.”


  She glared. He studied the pupils of her eyes. They were wide but they looked normal. There was no glaze and she was not looking at him fixedly. Her mannerisms were normal although that might not mean anything. A Ghul like Razhak had centuries to learn how to counterfeit those.


  “What’s your name?” Kormak asked. He watched, listening closely for the slightest hesitation.


  “Who’s asking?”


  “My name is Kormak. I am a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn.”


  “Yes and I am Our Lady of the Moon.”


  “I would not say that too loudly where the Old Ones might hear,” Kormak said.


  “It’s daylight. They do not come out in the sunlight.” She sounded normal but he had not really heard enough to judge. He needed to keep her talking. He needed to collect more information. Sometimes the only way to tell if someone was possessed was to look for small cues in their manner. He doubted that anyone who Razhak was within would rant and rave like a lunatic. The Ghul did not seem to be that sort of demon.


  “Most of them can’t. Some can cloak themselves with spells. Others can take possession of human or animal forms. Sometimes they have other gifts. They can hear or see things a long way off. Particularly concerning things that are of interest to them.”


  “You sound like a Guardian.”


  “How would you know? Have you ever met one?”


  “You sound like what they are supposed to sound like.”


  “What is your name?”


  “Are you on a quest?”


  “I am hunting a monster. I am trying to decide whether you are what I am looking for.”


  She looked insulted and then a little frightened and she brought the knife between them. She held it edge on, more as a barrier than as if she knew how to use it. She would have had the point towards him if she did.


  “And if you think I am the one you are looking for, you will kill me, won’t you?”


  He nodded.


  “You’ll try,” she said.


  “No. I will kill you,” he said. “It is what I do. That tiny knife won’t stop me. You can’t even hold it properly.”


  His voice was flat and calm and that just made it more frightening. She flinched away from him.


  “You really would, wouldn’t you?”


  “I really would.”


  “And you’re the sort of cold bastard who would tell me that as well.”


  “I am trying to get a sense of who you are and whether you are possessed.”


  “Like by a demon?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s not an accident you are on this road. You are looking for something that looked like a rotting corpse walking.”


  “I am.”


  “It looks like the nastiest beggar you ever saw, smelled worse, smelled so bad you knew it could not be anything good.”


  “You’ve seen it?”


  “Why do you think I am hiding here?”


  “I have no idea. I am trying to find out.”


  “So you can decide whether or not to kill me.” He did not say anything, just watched her. He was ready for anything or he thought he was. He was not prepared when she laughed and said, “You’re as bad as the Wolves.”


  “Who are they?”


  “You’ve just ridden into these parts, haven’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “They’re who has been burning and raping and looting and killing. They’re the worst of the worst, the remnants of Jaro’s army and something even nastier.”


  “Who is Jaro?”


  “Jaro was the Pretender. He raised his banner here in the mountains, declared himself king. A load of the local lads thought he’d make a good one so they signed on with him.”


  “The real king of Valkyria decided different.”


  “Who is to say who is the real king?”


  “The one with the victorious army.”


  “You’re not as dumb as you look, are you? Yeah—King Sturmbrand scattered Jaro’s rebels at Hell Ford. They say he struck down the Pretender with his blade Lightning but the body was never found. Massimo, Jaro’s pet wizard, retreated into the mountains to cook up some new devilry. The Wolves appeared soon after that.”


  “So you’ve got what’s left of a rebel army riding around and plundering.”


  “That’s how it started. Have you decided whether you are going to kill me or not?”


  “Not yet. Keep talking.”


  “You could be one of them, you know. You’ve got the eyes.”


  “Have I?”


  “Flat and cold and with a real distance in them. You’ve killed a lot of people, haven’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you don’t even have to think about it or look embarrassed or ashamed when you say it?”


  “Should I?”


  “You obviously don’t think so. You’re proud of it, aren’t you?”


  “No. It’s my calling. You were telling me about the Wolves.”


  “They used to be called that because of the wolf’s head on Jaro’s banner. But since they started following his lieutenant, Massimo, the sorcerer, some of them have become real wolves. You heard of Massimo?”


  “No.”


  “He’s a bad one, has made pacts with the Shadow, so they say, and if you really are a Guardian you should take a look at him.”


  “I might.”


  “You would never get within a hundred feet of him. The Wolves would tear you apart.”


  “His pets are nasty?”


  She laughed bitterly. “They’re not pets. They are men. Or at least they once were men. He did something to them during the rebellion, changed them in some way. Now they are something different. At night, they can change into monsters. You know, I really am starting to believe you are a Guardian. A normal man would be back on his horse and riding for his life about now. You just stand there as if you’ve heard this sort of thing all before.”


  “I have.”


  “So are you going to do anything about it? Somebody ought to make Massimo and his bastard monsters pay for what they are doing.”


  “It sounds like it will take more than one lone Guardian to do that.”


  “I thought you lot were supposed to be heroes, sneer in the face of danger, defy demons, that sort of thing.”


  “I am sorry to disappoint. I already have one monster I am tracking. Are you going to tell me what you know about it?”


  “So you are convinced that I am not it?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Cagey bastard, aren’t you?”


  “It’s how I have lived to my advanced age.”


  “It’s a skill I wish you would teach me.”


  “What is your name, girl?”


  “Petra.”


  “What are you doing on this road?”


  “My brother and I were fleeing, trying to get away.”


  “From where?”


  “Oakbridge. It was our village back along the road. The Wolves burned it.”


  “You fled?”


  “We fled. We were the only ones left alive. Luck really. Our house was on the edge of the village furthest from where they broke in. Tam smelled the burning, woke me. We crept out and hid, dived into the millpond. That way the Wolves could not smell us.”


  “Clever.”


  “Tam was a good hunter. He knew about such things. He taught me what he could after our parents died.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “You already know, don’t you?”


  “The demon took him, or it took his body.”


  “It was horrible. I could hear him screaming. He told me to run then he told me to come back. The voice did not sound like him at all.”


  “It wasn’t. It was the thing that killed him.”


  “He’s dead then.”


  “His body is walking the world. His soul is not in it though.”


  “Then I can’t even give him a proper burning.”


  “You follow the Solar rites here?”


  “Our village did. It’s all mixed up here though in the mountains. Some are moondogs. There’s old hatred here. Massimo is a moondog, so are his Wolves. You’d better hope they don’t see you. You’re sworn to the Sun, aren’t you?”


  “I was. A long time ago.”


  “You going to kill me or not?” Kormak looked at her. She was just a girl, with eyes that looked as if they were about to brim with tears, who had been hungry for too long. At least as far as he could tell.


  “How did Razhak catch you?”


  “Razhak? Is that the sort of demon you are chasing?”


  “It’s his name.”


  If she was curious as to how he knew that, she gave no sign. “He rode up, on a big horse. I thought there was something odd about him. It was the smell. We started to run but he rode Tam down. He just passed me by.”


  “I don’t think Razhak would want a woman’s body here. It would make him too vulnerable.”


  “You make it sound very cunning.”


  “A land torn by war. A woman on her own. Too much like a victim.”


  “He might use it as a trap.”


  “You do think like a hunter.”


  “I can help you hunt this bastard demon,” she said. “It killed my brother.”


  “I am not sure I want any help.”


  “You going to do this all on your own?”


  “I don’t want to hunt a demon and look after you at the same time.”


  “You are the soul of chivalry, aren’t you? A real knight.”


  “A real knight would beat you for showing such disrespect. They don’t like uppity peasant girls.”


  “So I should be glad you’re not? And I am not a peasant. I am a freeholder.”


  “You got any place to go, or were you and your brother just fleeing?”


  “My father’s sister has a place down in Steelriver. She would take us in. Or she’ll take me in now.”


  “How far is Steelriver?”


  “It’s the main town about five leagues ahead. It’s mostly a Sunlander place and it’s too big for the Wolves to attack, yet. All the Sunlanders are heading that way. What? What did I say? You look as if you swallowed a lemon.”


  Kormak thought about what she had said. He suddenly saw a pattern to all the burnings. “It’s a cattle drive,” he said. “They are burning you out and driving you all to one place.”


  She looked at him. Her mouth opened as if she was about to contradict him but then it closed again. “You know, you might be right.”


  “There’s been a lot of feuding between the Sunlanders and the moondogs hasn’t there?”


  “Always has been since Kyril the Conqueror claimed these lands in the name of the Holy Sun. The moondogs don’t like that one little bit.”


  Kormak nodded. He could tell the girl was talking about humans when she mentioned moondogs. Further west that particular name was reserved for the Old Ones themselves not those who worshipped them. Here the words had the sound of a most bitter insult.


  “You think they are going to get everyone in one place and then burn it?”


  “It’s an old trick in siege warfare. Force your enemy to open the gates to refugees from their own side. If they open the gates, it’s more mouths to feed. If they turn them away, it demoralises.”


  “Lord Martin would not turn any one of the True Faith away. The city council might. They are a bunch of money grubbing bastards by all accounts.”


  “You always use such language?”


  “Who are you, my father?”


  “Where is he?”


  “Dead, like my mother. Red plague took them.”


  Kormak could tell by the set of her mouth that she was not going to say anything more on that subject.


  “You can walk with me to Steelriver. Razhak is most likely going that way anyway.”


  And that would not be good, Kormak thought. There would be many new bodies there, and in a big town he could hide all too well.


  “You not going to ask me to ride with you?”


  “My horse does not need the extra weight and I don’t need anyone behind me who is so ready with a knife.”


  They had been on the road for hours and Kormak was tired of fending off the girl’s endless questions. He just stared at their surroundings and let her chatter flow over him. She did not seem to care so long as he grunted occasionally as if he were listening.


  It was getting dark. The mountains which mere hours before had been vast and clear, dappled with woods, bright with snow on the peaks, were becoming mere gigantic shadows that loomed menacingly all around. Clouds hid the face of Our Lady of the Moon. It did not look like they would make the town this evening so it was time to make camp.


  Kormak swung his steed off the road when he found a convenient hollow. It was cold, with the chill of oncoming winter. He began to gather sticks for a fire. Petra began to help. He noticed that she had a leather strap in her hand now with a stone in it and he watched her warily. Many a warrior had been killed with a sling. It made him reluctant to remove his helmet. He had known some men who would have mocked him for that but he was still alive and they were long in their graves.


  “You any good with that?” he asked.


  She nodded and began to whirl the sling. He kept his eye on her, ready to throw himself to one side if she looked like she was bringing it to bear on him. The stone whizzed away and brought down a squirrel in a nearby tree. It was an excellent shot in the bad light.


  “Impressive,” Kormak said.


  “Dinner,” she said. She nodded at the sword. “You any good with that thing?”


  “I don’t intend to bring down any squirrels with it.”


  “It was not squirrels I was thinking of,” she said. She nodded towards the mountain slope. There was something moving amid the undergrowth there. It might have been a wolf or a bear. Kormak returned to getting the fire lit. It might prove useful in keeping beasts at bay as well as keeping them warm. Petra moved closer. She set the squirrel down and began to clean and skin it. She carefully placed the pelt aside. He guessed she might be able to sell it or the tail. Or maybe she wanted to use it herself.


  “You don’t seem too worried,” she said. He could tell whatever was out there was on her mind.


  “If we have to fight, we have to fight,” he said. “I am not worried. I have an expert slinger on my side.”


  “It was a lucky shot,” she said. “And I can’t bring down a bear.”


  “It seems to be heading away anyway.”


  “It might come back.”


  “Worry about it when it happens.”


  “Can you really do that? Push everything out of your mind.”


  “No,” said Kormak. “But I can try.”


  She put the squirrel on the end of a twig and began to roast it over the fire. “You want some?” she asked.


  “I have waybread.”


  “You going to offer me some?”


  “I thought your offer of roast squirrel was not entirely altruistic.” He offered her some of the waybread anyway and shook his head as she pushed the squirrel forward. She took the waybread.


  “You speak like the preachers who used to come round the villages.”


  “I was educated in a monastery.”


  “Mount Aethelas?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re not a Sunlander. Why did they take you in?”


  “The Holy Sun accepts all those who accept him.”


  “And you accepted him?”


  “The Aquileans worshipped the Sun before the Solari came from over the World Ocean.”


  “You did not answer my question.”


  “That might give you a clue that I am not going to.”


  “Keep your blade handy. The Wolves roam the night.”


  “I think we’ll notice if a band of riders comes thundering out of the dark.”


  “Sometimes the wolf-men hunt on their own.”


  “You’re not frightened, are you?”


  “Why should I be? I have a Guardian here to protect me.”


  “Who is going to protect me?”


  “You are not quite as reassuring as the stories say you should be.”


  “Worry about the wolf-man when the wolf-man comes. Or leave it to me to worry about. Get some sleep.”


  She seemed to already have taken him at his word. A sound of snoring emerged from the other side of the fire. Kormak made sure his blade was close at hand, wrapped himself in his cloak and stared at the sky. There was a moisture in the air, a dampness that reminded him of the mountains of his homeland. It made him feel almost nostalgic. He avoided looking at the fire. He did not want to ruin his night vision.


  The whinnying of the horse woke Kormak. His steed was a warhorse, trained to remain calm in the face of battle, fire and monsters. It was nervous now though and that in turn made him nervous. He rose to his feet, reaching for his blade. The girl was already up with her knife out.


  “Planning on slitting my throat in the dark, were you?” Kormak asked.


  “Your horse woke me. There’s something out there. Maybe the bear has come back.”


  “Maybe,” Kormak said. He sniffed the air. There was an odd scent to it, of fur and something else. It was not the rotten smell he would have associated with Razhak’s walking corpse.


  Something big emerged from the shadows. Kormak turned to face it. He did not draw his sword despite feeling an almost overpowering urge to do so. The creature was bigger than he was and covered in fur but it was not a bear. It walked upright like a man and its body resembled that of a man save for being broader and more stooped. The arms were longer and the hands ended in claws. It had a wolf’s head although the brow was higher and the eyes wider, and there was an odd intelligence in them. Around its neck was a choker of night-metal like the other wolf-men had worn.


  “It’s one of Massimo’s Wolves,” said Petra.


  “I worked that out all by myself,” Kormak said, not taking his eyes from the creature.


  “Are you going to kill it?”


  “Not unless it attacks us,” said Kormak loud enough so the wolf-man could hear what he was saying. Looking at those huge pointed ears he suspected it would have been able to do that even if he whispered. It opened its muzzle and let its tongue loll out, almost as if it was laughing. Kormak took a slow step closer. He wanted it to understand he was not afraid of it either. It looked at him with those fierce, red, miserable eyes. Kormak could see its muscles tense, as if it were about to spring.


  “I would not do that if I were you,” he said. “Not unless I wanted to die.”


  That seemed to be all the trigger it took. The wolf-man sprang, an avalanche of fur and muscle and rage slammed into Kormak. Its weight knocked him over but already it was ceasing to struggle.


  “I don’t believe it,” said Petra. “You drew your sword and put it through the wolf-man’s chest in a heartbeat.”


  Kormak pushed the heavy corpse off him. “Yes,” he said sourly.


  Kormak looked down at the wolf-man. It was already beginning to change. A pinkish-grey pus was leaking from its flesh as it lost mass and began to revert to something more human. In a few heartbeats a tall man clad in what looked like rags was lying there. He was still alive despite the fact that Kormak’s sword was embedded in his abdomen. Kormak had no intention of taking it out until he was certain the man was dead.


  “Thank you,” said the man. It was not exactly what Kormak had expected.


  He hunkered down beside the man. “Why?”


  “You have freed me, freed my soul. The demon in me is gone. It could not stand your sword. It burned.”


  “Massimo bound something into your body?”


  The dying man nodded. “When Massimo brought Jaro back from the dead, he called for volunteers. He said Massimo would work magic, that would make us invincible, let us take back what was ours from the Sunlanders. He showed us what had been done to him, how the wolf spirit had been bound into him and made him mighty. I stepped forward.”


  “Kill the moondog bastard,” said Petra. “He’s slaughtered hundreds.”


  “I want to hear what he has to say.”


  The man’s lips quirked in a sour smile. “She’s right. I did. Men, women, children. It was not what I expected. Not what I was told. He put a demon in me, Massimo did. At first I thought I could control it, use its power but over the months it grew stronger. It fed on the rage and hate and pain. In the end it controlled me. It made me want to kill everything within reach…”


  “Typical moondog bastard, always giving excuses when they are caught, when it doesn’t matter. Tell the folks you killed you’re sorry!”


  “I am not sorry I killed most of them,” the wolf-man said. “You came here and stole our land and you raised your false god. You persecuted those who followed the Old Ways and you were always so righteous about it. We showed you that Our Lady still has power.”


  Petra had drawn her knife. Kormak gestured for her to stand back. He did not want this man’s throat cut, not yet anyway. “Massimo did this to you.”


  “Yes.”


  “Why did you come here? Why did you attack us? Did you just find our trail, catch our scent?”


  “I was sent to find you. Many of the Wolves were. You are a champion of the Sun and you are pursuing Massimo’s new friend. There will be others after you now. I was just the first to catch your trail.”


  “New friend?”


  “Something strange. It rode up yesterday and chatted with Massimo for hours. It smelled of death and old magic. When he was finished, the sorcerer gave us our orders.”


  Kormak looked up at the sky. The clouds had parted. The waning moon blinked mockingly through the gap. “Where can I find Massimo?”


  “The Devil’s Peak,” said the wolf-man.


  “That’s where his tower is,” said Petra. “No one goes there.”


  “You can show me to this place?” he asked her. She looked at him for a long time, swallowed and nodded.


  “I could but I won’t. I am not mad. No one comes back from Devil’s Peak.”


  “Razhak is there. He killed your brother. You said you wanted to revenge. You said you wanted Massimo dead.”


  “And you will kill him?”


  “If I have to and I suspect I might.”


  “You don’t lack confidence do you, big man?”


  “I do what I have to, like everybody else. Massimo wants me dead. His Wolves want me dead. Razhak is with him. Under the circumstances, someone is going to die and it’s not going to be me.”


  “If you go to the tower you will die, Guardian,” said the wolf-man. “What’s left of Jaro’s army is camped in the valley and the Wolves guard Massimo. Not even your blade can kill all of them.”


  “There’s more than one way to skin a wolf,” Kormak said. “I don’t plan on hacking my way in.”


  “I said you were not entirely stupid,” said Petra. Her voice sounded so shaky Kormak knew she was still considering helping him. “You really mean to kill Massimo?”


  “If I can.”


  “If you do there will be no more Wolves.”


  “Not unless Massimo’s apprentices have been taught his secrets.”


  “Massimo has no apprentices,” said the wolf-man. “He guards his secrets from all.”


  “Why is he helping Razhak?”


  “I think Razhak has promised Massimo the secret of immortality. Does he really have it?”


  “Only the Old Ones know that,” said Kormak. “And he is not a true Old One.”


  The wolf looked curious. “I am sorry I don’t have the time to find out what you mean.” Blood was leaking from the corners of his mouth and from his nostrils now. His breathing was a hoarse rattle. There was a bubbling sound from inside his chest.


  “You should just leave the bastard to be eaten by scavengers,” Petra said as she placed another rough stone on top of the shallow grave. “There’s no need to build the monster a monument.”


  “He died as a man and he repented,” Kormak said.


  “And you believed him?”


  “I’ve seen others repent their wickedness. There’s hope for us all.”


  “You seem to really need to believe that.” She grunted as she lifted another heavy stone. Kormak looked at her and watched until she had lowered it into place.


  “You always watch, don’t you? You looked at me as if you were expecting me to try and brain you with that rock.”


  “I am not entirely certain you were not considering it.”


  “If you are going to kill Massimo I want you to live. He’s the bastard who deserves to die. That wolf would have eaten me as it raped me if you had not killed it. I owe you for that.”


  “I can’t kill Massimo if I can’t find him.”


  “All right, I’ll show you the way to Devil’s Peak.”


  “Thank you.” She laughed.


  “What’s funny?”


  “You. I offer to show you the way to certain death and you thank me. You’re a strange man, Guardian.”


  “I live in a strange world.”


  “We all do.”


  “I’ve seen more of it than most folk.” Kormak placed another rock on the cairn and watched her as she took her turn. This time she met his gaze and just kept laughing.


  They left the main road and started up a mountain track. This was clearly a path and a well-used one but it was not anything like a highway.


  “Used to be drovers and rustlers used these tracks,” Petra said. “The high valleys are full of treacherous, thieving moondogs.”


  “So you’ve said,” Kormak said. “Many times.”


  “If I am boring you, just say so,” said the girl.


  “I have said so.”


  “I didn’t say I would pay any attention,” she said.


  “You talk because you’re scared, I understand that.” She looked insulted and she shut up for a few minutes as he suspected she would. He was enjoying the silence when she said. “You think you’re very clever, don’t you?”


  “Do I?”


  “You think you can make me shut up by implying I am a coward if I talk.”


  “I can see you are too cunning for me.”


  “No. I am not. You were right. I am scared. I’ve been scared for a very long time. Since the war started. Since before the war started, when you could see it coming and the preachers were whipping everybody up to hate and the moondogs were spitting on our shadows and throats were being slit in the night. I was scared when the traders started bringing stories of battles and even when the King’s armies won. We were scared they would increase out taxes, and then we learned Jaro wasn’t dead and the Wolves were still out there. It was almost a relief when Oakbridge was attacked. It was like the worst had come and there was nothing more to worry about, but there was, wasn’t there? There always is. There always will be.”


  She looked like a pale and frightened child now, like she always had been although he had been too annoyed and distracted to see it. He did not know what to say, so he kept quiet. He did not look at her. He heard soft noises that sounded like sobbing. They went on for a long time and then she blew her nose. That went on for a long time too.


  Eventually she said, “How do you get to be a Guardian?”


  “You thinking of becoming one?”


  “I might if I could.”


  There was no way she could become one. She was too old. She was not a Sunlander. He shook his head as he raised that objection. He was not a Sunlander either but then the order had special reasons for making him one of their own. “You must be presented at Mount Aethelas,” he said. “And you must swear an oath by the Holy Sun.”


  “That’s all?”


  “There’s the learning and the training, that takes some time.”


  “They teach you how to use the sword?”


  “Yes. And to read and to write.”


  “That sounds boring.”


  “How else will you be able to read your instructions from the Grand Master or find out what you need to know about the Old Ones in the lorebooks.”


  “I thought you memorised all that, the way bards learn their chants.”


  “You memorise a lot but you can’t learn everything. There’s always something more to find out.”


  “All right, I’ll give you that it’s useful but it’s still dull.”


  “I thought so when they first started teaching me but I soon got interested.”


  “You have a priestly look about you so I am not surprised.”


  “Most people find me menacing.”


  “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?”


  “In my experience it’s true.”


  “I thought that when I first saw you. After I’ve talked to you, I am not sure. You do not seem like a mad-dog killer to me. If you had passed through our village dressed like a normal man I would never have guessed what you were.”


  “You’re not exactly an expert on the subject.”


  “You’re the one who asked for my help.”


  “I have been reduced to such desperate straits. It is sad.”


  “You killed that wolf-man back there, and you did not even look as if you were trying.”


  “People who are good at things make them look easy, even if they are difficult.”


  “Were you scared?”


  “I did not have time to find out.”


  “What?”


  “It was all over so quickly.”


  “Still, you must have worked out what to do; you must have thought about it.”


  “No. It happened too fast for that. That’s why you train, so your body knows what to do automatically. You stop to think when you are fighting something like a wolf-man and you are dead.”


  “I’ll take your word for it.” She continued to look at him as if interested in learning some secrets he knew. Kormak wanted to tell her that there were no secrets, only hard work and luck and ruthless determination. He was not sure what good it would have done though so he kept quiet.


  It was cold in the mountains but still warmer than Kormak would have expected for the time of year. Aquilea was a lot further coldward though so that might account for it. They said heat leeched away over the snowy edge of the world, the closer you got to it. It was certainly true it became warmer the further south you got.


  The trees still had some of their leaves here and a riot of coloured flowers was still in bloom on thorny bushes. Their scents fought for attention in his nostrils. High overhead an eagle soared on the wind. Kormak was very aware of its presence and of the massive bulk of the mountains looming over him. He felt like an insect crawling over their sides and that got him to thinking.


  “You are frowning. Straining to think, are you?” Petra said. He looked at her and smiled. They had developed the odd companionship of the road, the intimacy of strangers who would most likely never see each other again after the next few days. He had felt this way many times before. He could be open in such circumstances in a way he could not be with the closest brethren of his order.


  “I was thinking about whether any of this is worth it.”


  “You picked a bad time to have doubts.”


  “I’ve always had them. Our lives are so short. We will pass in an eyeblink of the gods. The mountains will still be here. They’ve seen a hundred generations come and go. They’ll see a hundred more.”


  She looked a little confused. “I have sometimes thought something similar myself.”


  “Razhak has been here for millennia. The Old Ones have been here even longer. I have set myself to hunt things as old as mountains and I do so to stop them preying on people who will die anyway, in heartbeats as those demons measure time.”


  “Why do it then? No one is forcing you to. You could just turn your horse around and ride away.”


  “You’re not asking me anything I haven’t asked myself.”


  “You ever give yourself any answers?”


  “I swore an oath. I keep it.”


  “That’s no answer at all.”


  “It is for me.”


  “It’s not the whole truth though, is it?” It was a surprisingly sharp observation for one so young.


  “The truth is that I love doing this. I love the hunt. I love the excitement of the battle. It’s when I feel most alive.”


  “You could soon get very dead.”


  “And that’s the point. Sometimes I think that is an unworthy reason to do what I do but it keeps me at the task.”


  “Maybe for you. I plan on living as long as I can and dying peacefully in my sleep surrounded by my grandchildren.”


  “I am surprised you have thought that far ahead.”


  “I’ve had some occasion to brood on these things recently. Tell me, do you hate him? Razhak, I mean? Or any of the Old Ones.”


  “I don’t know Razhak. I know what he has done and what he will do if he is not stopped and that is enough for me.”


  “What about the Old Ones?”


  “One in particular but it’s an old hate and I try not to let it bother me.”


  “Why you hate the one you do?” Kormak considered his answer, wondering whether he should give one, and then decided that under the circumstances it did not matter at all.


  “Because I am afraid of him and because he killed my family when I was a boy. He killed everyone I knew.”


  “I can understand why you feel that way then. You see that all the time up here. With the feuds. One killing leads to another. The moondogs kill us. We kill them. I was kind of hoping you would say there is no one you hate or fear.”


  “The two things go together along with a lot of other ugly emotions.”


  “You do sound like a priest sometimes, you know.”


  “I know.”


  “How are you going to kill Massimo?”


  “However I can.”


  “That does not sound like a plan.”


  “How can I have a plan when I have no idea what I will encounter? I will sneak into the tower one way or another. I will find Massimo and Razhak then I will see what happens.”


  “You have a lot of confidence in your own ability, don’t you?” She sounded envious.


  “I’ve done this sort of thing before.”


  “And that’s the secret, isn’t it? To confidence, I mean. How do you do it the first time though?”


  “You fumble your way through and you do your best to appear to know what you are doing.”


  “Is that what you did?”


  “For the most part. I was also trained to do this. It helps. A lot.”


  “An order of monks who are trained to kill. It sounds more exciting than praying for the souls of the dead.”


  “I won’t argue about that.”


  “But you could?”


  He shrugged. Somewhere in the distance a howl rang out. It was eerily loud. It sounded like a wolf but it was not. There was something oddly human about its tones. Petra had frozen on the spot. Her face was pale and devoid of colour. Her knife was in her hands but she looked as if she wanted to dive into the nearest bush.


  “It seems like Massimo’s pets are getting ready to hunt,” she said. Her voice sounded shaky, as if she was having some difficulty forcing the words out. She swallowed and waited for him to say something. He just listened.


  “They are still a long way off. The sound carries a fair distance in these valleys.”


  “They are going to be looking for us soon.”


  “They are going to be looking for me. You can still run.” She looked embarrassed.


  “I don’t want to be on my own in these mountains with the Wolves running free.”


  “We’re heading towards an army.”


  “I can be as sneaky as you. I have hunted these hills since I was a little girl. And I want to be there when you kill Razhak. I want to see him pay for what he did to Tam.”


  “I am not sure that is a good idea.”


  “You think I am not up for it?”


  “I’ve seen people who have had to deal with possessed relatives before. It’s not pleasant. They sometimes forget what has happened and demons can be very persuasive.”


  “It won’t happen to me.”


  “I wish I was as certain of anything, as you are of everything.”


  “You are getting old, Guardian.”


  “I know it.” They moved on.


  Below them the valley was visible in the early evening gloom. Smoke rose from campfires around which sat a number of men. A tower loomed on the opposite ridge overlooking the other side of the valley. A silvery dome topped the roof. It has the ancient look of most lunar fortifications in the area. The moondogs had been in this land a long time before the Sun worshippers came. It had been theirs once, just as the dying wolf-man had claimed.


  The tower’s age in no way detracted from its aura of strength. The position was very defensible, the only approach up the line of the ridge, a narrow road along which not many troops could advance at a time. Anyone coming up the road would be visible to defenders from a long way off. Anyone standing on the battlements would have a clear view of the surrounding land.


  Kormak was glad that Petra had the native wit not to stand. He had left his horse back down the path a ways, and crawled forward to take a look. He did not want to be silhouetted against the brow of the ridge if anyone glanced in their direction.


  “There are several hundred men down there, and most likely Wolves in the tower. They are not all out hunting us,” Petra said. “Massimo must want to keep a guard close to him.”


  “Maybe he does not trust Razhak,” Kormak said. “I can’t say I would blame him.”


  “You think he took possession of one of the Wolves?”


  “It would not do him much good.”


  “How so?”


  “The wolf-man is already possessed. It has a spirit of Shadow bound within its form. It would fight possession by Razhak and even if he snatched the body, he would have none of its powers. They would go with the Shadow Spirit.”


  “He might have powers of his own.”


  “He most certainly does. He is a life drinker.”


  “And that does not scare you?”


  “My amulets will protect me.”


  “I wish I had one.”


  “I need all the ones I have.”


  “I wasn’t asking. I was just saying.” She was very touchy and, of course, she had been asking. As they watched the gate of the tower opened and a pack of monstrous shapes emerged howling. They raced down the path and joined a group of riders. All of them departed from the valley by the entrance on the opposite side.


  “It looks like the Wolves of War ride tonight,” Petra said. “Another village will burn somewhere.”


  “At least they are not coming this way,” Kormak said. “And they won’t be in the tower when we come calling.”


  “How are you going to do this?”


  “Leave the horse hobbled here and head down into the valley after dark. If it looks like we can, we’ll just head up the ridge road. If not, we climb the cliffside.”


  “You sure you can do that in all that armour and stuff?”


  “I was born in Aquilea. I learned to climb before I could walk.”


  “You’re exaggerating, aren’t you?”


  “Only a bit.”


  “Well if you can climb it so can I.” He looked at her. She seemed small and frightened but she had pasted a look of determination on her face.


  “You sure you can do this?”


  “If I am not quieter than you I’ll pay you a silver piece.”


  “If you’re not quieter than me, we both may be dead.”


  “Then at least I won’t owe you my last farthing.”


  “It might be better if you stayed here.”


  “You don’t get it, do you? There’s nothing left for me. My brother is dead and possessed by a demon, my village is burned; there’s nowhere to go. I have nothing to lose and I have a chance to pay that bastard Massimo back.”


  “What about your aunt?”


  “I made her up.” He looked at her for a long time. He had not believed she could surprise him, but she had.


  “Well, let’s find out if you made up the part about being stealthy as well.”


  They moved quietly down the narrow path into the valley. It twisted down the hillside. Kormak realised that Petra was as good a huntress as she had claimed. The girl made no more noise than he did. She had her sling in her hands and her knife at the ready and for once she had stopped talking. He found that he missed her chatter now that it had ceased.


  They reached the valley floor and he saw that there were still a number of camps scattered through the valley. Why were the forces split, he wondered? His best guess was that the different camps were the followers of different captains or nobles.


  Slowly and carefully they moved forward. It was painstaking and tiring work. He could see that there were pickets set, and guards moving around. Did the moondogs really expect to be attacked here or was it that they did not trust each other or Massimo’s pets? Possibly it was all three reasons. It made life more difficult for him because even in the gloom, runners moved from camp to camp and men drifted backwards and forward between the fires, most likely visiting acquaintances and friends.


  He gestured for Petra to freeze as he heard boots come clumping out of the dark. He held his blade ready to draw if they were noticed. Under the circumstances it would probably be better to use his hands. The sounds of combat would simply draw attention to them. They needed to pass unseen. Another terrifying howl rang out from above. It sounded like a soul in torment being bound into the form of a wolf.


  “Another wolf-man is born,” said a voice in the darkness. There was fear in it.


  “Massimo will make us invincible,” said another voice. “He brought Jaro back from the brink of death with his magic. His Wolves will drive the Sunlander bastards out of the mountains and Valkyria will be ours again.”


  The voice spoke with a sort of booming false confidence that told Kormak its owner was scared and as much trying to convince himself as anyone listening. That provoked laughter.


  “I have not noticed you volunteering, Alyx,” said the first voice. There was a sneer in it as well as laughter.


  “I do my part. I don’t need to give up my soul for the land of our fathers. I leave that to heroes.” There was an ironic flourish on the word heroes. “We’re both too old for that. Leave it to the young and stupid.”


  “I know what you mean,” said the first speaker, “but I would not say it too loudly in camp.”


  “I won’t but who can hear us here?” There was a sound of a flask being unstoppered and its contents gulped down then passed around. Kormak cursed. It seemed like they had chosen to pass through the area where Massimo’s men slunk off to for a quiet drink. Alcohol was forbidden by many of the Lunar sects but such prohibitions had never bothered soldiers any, in Kormak’s experience. He looked over at Petra, fearing she might do something very stupid but she was just lying there, eyes wide and fearful, mouth open. She was afraid and Kormak did not blame her.


  After what seemed like a long time, the men took a piss and headed back to their camp.


  He lay very still, and his heartbeat and his breathing seemed very loud to him until the steps had passed away into the night. They pushed on to the foot of the hill. Kormak was starting to think that this might not be the cleverest thing he had ever done. It was going to be tricky getting out of the valley even if he killed Razhak and Massimo.


  Well, he would cross that bridge when he came to it.


  “You’re not taking the road then,” said Petra. They stood at the foot of the rock on which the tower stood. It was not a sheer face, just very steep and rocky and it became steeper the higher you went.


  “It will be watched.”


  “And so you’re going to climb up the cliff and then the wall.”


  Kormak inspected it. “There’s enough light, we should be able to get up there in less than an hour.”


  “If nobody spots us.”


  “That’s true.”


  “Have you ever considered the fact that you might be insane?”


  “Surprisingly, I have.”


  “Good because sane people don’t say the sort of things you say quite as calmly as you say them.”


  “I can tell you’re scared again because you are talking too much.”


  “Bloody right I am scared,” said Petra.


  “Then don’t go on.”


  “Yeah. I’ll just stay here in the middle of a moondog camp and wait for the sun to come up. What could possibly go wrong if I did that?”


  “We’re going to climb a small mountain and break into a castle full of man-wolves, a demon and a wicked sorcerer. What could go wrong with that?”


  “Neither option is very attractive but I will make the best of a bad choice.”


  “That’s very wise of you.”


  “There’s no need to be sarcastic.”


  “I don’t have time to stand here all night debating with you. I am going up. Follow me if you can.”


  “Follow you? I will be at the top before you.”


  She was good as her word. He had seen her climbing ahead of him, agile as a cliff-dwelling monkey, passing swiftly and silently while he struggled for a foothold, never faltering where he scrambled on dislodged stones and prayed they did not attract the attention of anyone below. He was breathing very hard and sweating by the time he pulled himself over the edge of the cliff and looked up at the walls of the tower.


  “You are blowing like a horse after a ten mile gallop,” Petra said with some satisfaction. “I thought you Aquileans could climb.”


  “Next time I’ll let you wear my armour and carry my sword,” Kormak said. “We’ll see how you do.”


  She inspected the walls herself. “These are pretty hard. We could use daggers to spike our way up the wall but that would make a lot of noise.”


  “There’s a postern gate over there.”


  “It’ll be locked and guarded.”


  “I doubt it will be guarded. They are not besieged and they won’t be expecting an invasion by an army of two.”


  “This Razhak knows you’re after him and he will have told Massimo. Also this is a wizard’s tower. It might be protected by magic.”


  “It might be but you heard the men in the valley. Massimo is working magic. I doubt he has the strength to create a wolf and set a ward at the same time.”


  “What about your friend, Razhak?”


  “I doubt Massimo will let him cast any spells at all. He will be too worried by the consequences.”


  “You’ve thought this out, haven’t you?”


  “I had plenty of time while we were climbing the cliff.”


  “You got your breath back yet?”


  “I never lost it.”


  “No. You were just letting me take a break, weren’t you?”


  “I am generous that way.”


  “You know how to open a postern gate?”


  “I can slide a narrow blade through the gap at the edge of the door and lift the bar. If I can’t, we have some more climbing to do.”


  “Let’s get on with it then.”


  Kormak slid his dagger under the bar and lifted it up. He put his weight on the door and it swung open. There was a flight of stairs leading up: tight, narrow, spiralling and easily defensible. The sort of place where only one man could fight abreast at a time and a small group of defenders could hold a larger force for ages. He pushed on up them until he came to a landing, then paused and listened.


  The howls and roars still echoed through the keep. He touched the Elder Sign on his chest. It was warm with the eddy currents of magic swirling around him. He put it back under his tunic so that if the magic became strong enough to light up the threaded moonsilver star in the talisman, it would not be visible and give his position away in the darkness.


  Petra was behind him now, her knife in her hand. She moved cautiously and quietly along. Kormak stuck his head round the corner and looked along the corridor. It was empty. Torches flickered eerily, sending shadows dancing.


  “Not a lot of guests here,” said Petra. Kormak kept his mouth tightly shut and gestured for her to do the same. This was not the time or place for flippant jokes. A mistake here could cost them their lives.


  What did she expect anyway? There was a reason why Massimo’s army was camped in the valley below. Mortal men would not want to share the keep with a sorcerer and the monsters he was creating. Anyone they encountered here was likely to be strange and dangerous.


  He stepped out into the corridor and began to walk confidently along it. He had long ago learned that just the sight of someone doing this in a place where they should not have been could disarm suspicion for crucial seconds.


  The howls echoed through the corridors and seemed to resonate within his bones. He guessed that whoever Massimo was transforming was not enjoying the process. This sort of magic was rarely painless and always unpleasant. He followed the sounds as best he could, moving towards the centre of the keep.


  Eventually, they came to what must once have been a temple chamber. There were still statues in alcoves around the walls. A series of inscribed Lunar circles intended to channel power had been etched into the floor and filled with moonsilver. It glowed as the light of the moon flooded the room through the open shutters in the ceiling. It illuminated a naked man chained to the altar. He was the one doing the howling.


  Around the chamber men stood stone faced as sentries, their faces like stone, the effort of concealing their emotions engraved on their features. A youth with a more than passing resemblance to Petra watched as a tall, powerful man stood at the altar and chanted.


  Massimo was robed all in black and his hair was jet black save for two patches of white at the temples. His beard was long and black with a badger stripe of white in it, and it flowed to his waist. In his hand he held a staff which was tipped with a silver crescent moon. Runes glowed along its length as he chanted. Witchfire danced from the staff to the chains holding the man as power was transferred from one to the other.


  The cloying smell of essence of nightbloom incense filled the air, along with something else, the heady, hallucinogenic reek of powdered black lotus as it burned.


  “That’s Tam,” Petra said, pointing to the youth standing beside the wizard. He stood full in the moonbeam and Kormak could see their faces had a family resemblance. He could have picked the youth out as her brother even if she had not told him.


  Kormak unsheathed his sword.


  “You’re ready to kill someone now, aren’t you?” Petra’s voice was very quiet and he could hear the fear in it. The runes on his blade glowed. The amulet was warm against his chest. Powerful magic was at work here.


  A shadow detached itself from a nearby wall. It belonged to a man. He had obviously seen Kormak. His outline blurred, there was strange stench in the air and suddenly he was larger than he had been, part man, part wolf. It opened its mouth and howled as it sprang.


  The wolf-man’s jaws were open, slaver dripped from its fangs. Its arms were outstretched to claw. Kormak stepped forward and struck. Its flesh sizzled as his blade bit through its neck and severed its head from its shoulders. Its still thrashing body flopped to the ground one way, its head rolled off in another. A pool of pink pus was already starting to surround the body as it transformed back.


  More of the wolf-men bounded forward. Kormak counted at least six. The largest of them, a giant with a white ruff around its grey neck and bright mad eyes, howled and gestured and the pack bounded forward.


  Kormak struck left and right, severing a limb, hacking through a chest. They slashed at him with their steel-hard claws, ripping his tunic, breaking links in his mail. He felt a pain in his side as one of them drew blood. Time and again they struck at him and he bounded to one side, chopping and stabbing as he weaved through their attacks, blocking blows with cuts that severed limbs and left wolf-men clutching at stumps.


  It was obvious they were overconfident, not used to being hurt. They had never encountered anything that could break their magical protections before. One of them got close enough to try and rip out his throat with its great jaws. Kormak wedged his forearm between its jaws and brought his blade forward into its stomach. He heard it sizzle as it pierced flesh. The wolf-man howled this time in agony and Kormak pulled his arm free and punched it in the snout. It fell backwards.


  In the interim two more Wolves had bounded forward. Each took him by the arm, claws digging into mail and threatening to tear through the leather undershirt. Kormak felt the enormous strength of the creatures and knew he was helpless against it. He allowed himself to fall backwards pushed by the creature’s momentum. His sword dropped from his hand but he managed to get one arm free. He pulled out his amulet from beneath his tunic. The five pointed star of the Elder Sign glowed hot in its setting. He jammed it into the eye of one wolf-man. It let go as it roared and clutched its eye in a pain-filled gesture that was peculiarly human.


  The other wolf-man had him by the throat. Kormak looked into its blazing hate-filled eyes and in that moment knew he was dead. The creature was stronger than he was and it was lowering its snout to rip out his throat. He threw all his strength against it, but it was useless, a child wrestling with an adult. Suddenly the wolf gave out a piercing, high pitched scream of agony. The glowing runes of a dwarf-forged blade passed through its neck. The flesh burned where it touched and the wolf dropped Kormak. He saw Petra standing there, holding the blade in her hand.


  “I did good,” she said. “I’ll make a Guardian yet.”


  “Maybe you will,” Kormak said, snatching the blade out of her hand and bringing it down on the wolf-man that still clutched its wounded eye. He gazed around; there was only Massimo, Razhak and the pack leader now. Kormak smiled at them.


  “Who wants to die next?” he asked. His smile was very cold.


  Massimo stood illuminated in the moonbeams. He looked shocked. Tam looked appalled. The giant wolf-man leader did not look at all troubled. It flexed its huge arms and stretched its hands and long talons emerged from them. It opened its mouth revealing dagger-like teeth.


  “You have slain Jaro’s minions, Champion of the Sun,” said Massimo. “But you will find Jaro is a completely different proposition. I used most of my magic to bring him back from the edge of death and filled him with the mightiest of the Shadow wolf spirits. He is the first and strongest of my creations. “


  “He will be the last,” said Kormak. His gaze flickered from Massimo to Tam to the giant wolf-man. It was hard to tell which was the more dangerous.


  “Petra, don’t let him kill me,” Tam said. “The demon’s gone. Massimo exorcised him and fed him to his Wolves. He is going to kill me next and feed me to the Wolves.”


  Tam’s voice sounded plaintive. Kormak did not dare take his eyes from his enemies to see how Petra was responding. Tam sounded fearful and very believable. Kormak wondered whether Razhak would manage to play on the ties of blood with the girl and whether he would soon have an enemy at his back. It would not be the first time he had been in such a situation.


  “You’re not Tam, you’re the thing that killed him,” Petra said. Her voice sounded shaky and uncertain.


  “No, sister, I am not. Please believe me. I don’t want to die.” Tam had started to edge closer to Petra by a circular route that did not take him within the reach of Kormak’s blade. His arms were spread wide. His hands were open. He was the very picture of a frightened teenage boy. Kormak let him close the gap. Anything that put the demon within striking distance was good.


  “It has been interesting,” said Massimo. “Your blade is everything the tales say. I had not thought anything could wreak such havoc as you have among my creations, Guardian.”


  For a moment, Kormak’s attention was split between Massimo and Tam. The giant wolf-man sprang. He was different from the others. He struck like a thunderbolt, sight-blurringly swift. His claws slashed forward and tore at the mail on Kormak’s chest, popping rings, slashing leather. He had barely time to step back and launch a counter-blow. The giant avoided it easily and struck again, claw slashing at Kormak’s shoulder. The force of the impact was like a sledge-hammer strike. Kormak wondered that nothing was broken.


  “I told you, Guardian,” Massimo said.


  Kormak reeled back under the huge Wolf’s savage onslaught. The wolf-man kept striking at him and hitting, too fast to be parried. Kormak realised that it was toying with him now, like a cat playing with a mouse. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Tam had reached Petra. His arms were outstretched to embrace his sister. She looked at him with tears running down her face. She looked torn between fear and gratitude, like a girl who had gotten her brother back and could not quite believe it.


  “No,” Kormak shouted as she reached forward to meet Tam. In that moment, a smirk passed over the youth’s face that only Kormak could see, an expression, old and evil and inhuman that could not possibly belong to a human boy. Then his eyes widened, and he looked down to see the girl’s dagger driven through his chest and blood pumping from the wound.


  “Got you, you bastard,” Petra shouted a look of triumph on her face.


  “Get away from him now,” Kormak shouted as the wolf-man came at him once more. Tam fell forward his hand outstretched, and one hand closed on the girl’s shoulders. She spasmed and threw back her head to scream. A bright green glow appeared in Tam’s eyes and flared brightly. A glow surrounded the pair and then the glow was in Petra’s eyes and Tam’s decomposing form was lying on the ground. The girl now wore the evil expression, glanced in fear at Kormak and turned and ran from the chamber.


  Kormak cursed. The wolf-man sprang back to the assault, a whirlwind of fanged death. It took all of Kormak’s skill just to stay alive as he backed away from the furious beast. His spine was pressed to the wall and he could retreat no further. The wolf opened his mouth and howled again. Kormak leapt forward, stabbing with the sword, as the man-wolf launched himself into a spring. The wolf-man’s greater weight slammed Kormak into the wall even as it drove the blade into the monster’s chest with additional force.


  Stars danced before Kormak’s eyes and all the wind was smashed out of his body. He smelled the monster’s breath on his face even as he watched the light die from its eyes. He struggled to push himself upright as Massimo raced closer. It was a struggle pushing the wolf-man’s huge weight off but it became lighter by the second and pinkish pus leaked over Kormak as it transformed back into a large, handsome, silver-haired man.


  “You killed me,” Jaro said. He sounded as if he could not quite believe it. Kormak pulled himself upright just in time to confront Massimo. The wizard held his staff ready to strike. Kormak did not doubt there were potent and deadly spells woven into it. It would be best not to let it touch him, even wearing his protective amulets.


  Massimo came to a halt and stared at Kormak. Fear and hate warred on his face. Kormak’s legs felt as if they were about to give way. His body felt battered beyond belief. His chest felt as if it was on fire. He let none of his weakness show in his voice when he spoke, “There’s just you and me left now,” he said. “Soon there will be only me.”


  Massimo took a step back. He knew that physically he was no match for a Guardian, potent wizard though he might be. He needed time to weave his spells.


  “There’s no need for us to fight,” the wizard said, his eyes darting around the temple. Was he expecting help to come, Kormak wondered? He doubted any men at arms would come to investigate the goings-on up here but perhaps Razhak would summon them. The thought of the demon and what he had done to Petra made Kormak snarl. He owed the girl his life and he had allowed her to die. Or worse. He took a step forward.


  “I can help you find the demon,” Massimo said. Kormak took another step forward. Massimo took another step back. They were walking towards the open balcony at the far end of the sacred space.


  “I doubt it,” Kormak said.


  “It is hurt.” Massimo said. There was an urgency in his voice as if he was desperate to convince Kormak that he had something to bargain with. “All the centuries stuck in the jar have weakened it, damaged it in some way. It does not have its full power and it needs to find new bodies or it will die from lack of energy.


  Kormak took another step forward. Massimo moved away. “It told you this, did it?”


  “Yes but it did not need to. I could tell just by studying its aura. It wanted my help. It wanted me to weave spells that would strengthen it before it made its journey.”


  “What did it offer you in return?” Massimo licked his lips. Sweat beaded his face.


  “Secrets, many magical secrets. The Ghul knows much magic that has been forgotten in this modern age.”


  “And you were willing to help it in return.”


  “I do what I need to do to protect my people. Its knowledge would have been helpful.”


  “It will leave a trail of death across the lands. It has already begun to.” Massimo’s back was against the wall now. He held his staff out with both hands as if it could form a barrier between him and Kormak. He did not look so powerful or confident now, just a large, flaccid man with fear in his eyes.


  “I can tell you where it is going,” said Massimo.


  “Oh you will,” said Kormak. “One way or another. There are many ways to make a man talk and I know all of them.” He kept his voice flat and emotionless. He knew it would sound more menacing that way.


  “It’s going to the dead city of Tanyth. It has to. It’s where it was born. There are magical engines there that will heal it. If it does not, it will surely die and soon.” Massimo was babbling now. The front of his robe was stained with urine. “Don’t kill me,” he said.


  “You have committed crimes against the Holy Sun and his people. You have had commerce with demons. You have broken the Law. There can be only one penalty.”


  Massimo suddenly swung his staff at Kormak. It was what the Guardian had been waiting for. He parried the blow and stabbed forward. Massimo’s flesh did not sizzle but he died like any other man would as Kormak’s blade pierced his heart. Kormak looked up. The full moon gazed down on him mockingly. He turned and looked on the scene of carnage. Bodies were strewn all through the temple space. There was an army waiting in the valley.


  Kormak stripped off the tunic that had belonged to the Wolves. No one had opposed him when he rode out of the valley. The sentries even answered his questions when he put them.


  Yes, a girl had ridden through claiming she was a courier sent with instructions to the Wolves. She was heading east, along the main road, bound for Steelriver. Kormak doubled back and took the path to where his horse waited with what remained of his gear. It was a delay but some of the things in his saddlebags would prove useful and a second steed would do no harm in the pursuit. He knew where Razhak was going now. He knew what his present form looked like. He would follow and he would kill the demon and he would take revenge for Petra and her brother and the others it had killed.


  It would not escape him, even if he had to follow it to the edge of the world.


  


  


  THE FLESH STEALER


  “BE VERY STILL, stranger,” said a voice from behind Kormak. The beam of a lantern fell on him, illuminating the hideously decomposing corpse he had been inspecting.


  The highlander glanced up from the body of the murdered man, squinted down the alley, towards the light. There were two men there, wearing the conical helmets of the Vandemar city night watch. He said, “I am not the one you are looking for.”


  “We’ll be the judge of that,” said one of the watchmen. He was tall, almost as tall as Kormak and even broader although most his weight was fat. His massive form blocked one exit of the narrow alley.


  He held a crossbow with the negligent ease of a man who knew how to use it and the bolt was pointed at Kormak’s heart. Kormak doubted that even his mail shirt, forged by dwarves in the ancient days before they departed the surface world, would be able to stop it at this close range. He was in no hurry to find out. He had no intention of dying in this dark alley between the massive tenements of Vandemar if he could help it. He still had work to do.


  “Step away from the body, stranger,” said the big man’s partner, the one holding the lantern. He was small and wiry and looked the smarter of the two by far. He rang his hand-bell loudly. “Keep your hands away from your sword. You have the look of a man who is quick with his hands but believe me you’re not as fast as a crossbow-bolt. No one is.”


  Kormak did as he was told. He kept his hands out from his sides and he made no sudden moves. “I tell you, you are making a mistake. There’s not much time before the killer strikes again.”


  The weasel faced man grinned appreciatively. “It’s good that you are so co-operative. Not many of those we pick up are. But I doubt the killer will be doing much killing while we have you here though.”


  “Look at the body then tell me that,” said Kormak.


  “Take a few steps back and I will do just that thing.” He kept ringing the damn bell and Kormak knew it was only a matter of time before more watchmen came, even in this dingy run down part of the city.


  Kormak backed away. The guard’s eyes did not leave him. “What happened here, anyway?” he asked. “You and Ana come to some sort of arrangement? She lure this poor bastard up here and you knock him off? It won’t be the first time but it’ll be the first time she’s been caught. You’ll both swing for this.”


  “Ana?” Kormak asked.


  “Don’t play innocent. You know her. Red-haired trollop. This alley is her patch, has been for years. You her new pimp?”


  Kormak grinned a wolfish grin. “I am a Guardian.”


  The guards laughed. “Sure and I am Our Lady of the Moon,” said the bigger one of the two.


  “You picked a strange place to step out of the old stories,” said the smaller one. “I thought I had heard them all but this is a new one. Wait till we tell the lads down at the watch-house.”


  “I don’t have time to argue,” said Kormak. “Take a look at the body and then tell me that a mortal man did that.”


  The weasel faced man shrugged and squatted down by the body. He looked at it, looked up and then turned and bent double. The sound told Kormak that he was being sick.


  “What did you do to him?” the small guard asked when he had finished dumping the contents of his stomach on a pile of offal. He stood up straight and began to jerk his warning bell frantically. Its loud clangour rang out through the alley, scaring even the rats that had started to gather for their feast.


  “I did nothing,” said Kormak. “The Ghul did it.”


  “A Guardian and a Ghul,” said the big man. He was still chuckling. He had not inspected the body as closely as his companion. “This is an interesting tale for the lads.”


  His companion did not look amused now. He looked scared. “You a wizard, big man?” he asked. “You know some sort of Shadow magic?”


  “No—I hunt those who do.”


  “Yeah and next you’ll be telling us you kill the Children of the Moon as well.”


  “Not always,” said Kormak. “Only when they break the Law and will not repent it.”


  “That’s crazy talk,” said the bigger guardsman. “It’s the bedlam lockup for you, my friend.”


  “Look at the body then tell me I am crazy,” said Kormak. He spoke slowly. He was starting to lose his patience. The big man kept laughing but the crossbow did not waver. His companion leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. He looked down then and he stopped laughing. As soon as their eyes were off him, Kormak sprang forward, lithe as a panther.


  The crossbow swivelled. Kormak struck the side of it with his fist. The bolt flickered off down the alley, clattering against the wall. Kormak punched the big guard in his ample stomach, dropping him. A second blow sent the smaller man spinning into the wall. Kormak grabbed him, smashed his head against the wall until he fell. The big man was groaning and trying to unsling the club from his belt. Kormak kicked him in the head then raced off down the alley. He jumped a midden heap, vaulted over a low wall of crumbling brick and turned left, racing under ancient balconies and the wooden walkways that ran between the upper stories of the tenements.


  The alleys were dark and dingy but he kept moving, knowing with every minute that passed his task was getting harder. It had been little more than luck he had found the body. A passing trader had described Razhak’s last victim heading this way with a red-haired girl. Kormak had not been sure whether to believe him at the time but it was the only lead he had got so he took it and found the familiar looking corpse.


  Razhak had stolen the form of pedlar called Nial after he had abandoned the form of the girl, Petra. Now, unless Kormak was greatly mistaken, the Ghul was wearing the body that had once belonged to Ana. He knew he had only a few hours before it stole another and left behind a hideously decomposing corpse.


  Or it would if it was sensible. It knew Kormak was after it. He had almost caught it in Steelriver and in an inn along the Holy Road. It would want to make at least one more shift, to a body for which it would be much harder to find a description. That would make the task of finding it much more difficult, and the watch would be after him now and Kormak would be out of time.


  He should have killed the watchmen. He would have bought himself some time by slitting the watchmen’s throats. It was what Razhak would have done. The Ghul would leave no witnesses. He could not do that. The men had done him no harm. They were not his enemies. They were not creatures he was hunting. It was no part of his duty to kill men who were just doing theirs.


  It was going to cost him though. Soon the watchmen would wake up with a grudge, and they would know what he looked like and what he sounded like. They might even be able to spot him by the way he wore his blade. He had told them he was a Guardian, after all, in the slight hope that they might aid him. Well, there was one thing he could do about that. He unbuckled the sword belt from around his chest, where it supported the scabbard at his left shoulder. He buckled it around his waist. He forced himself to walk more slowly as he approached the torchlit shambles of the Mall. He slouched his shoulders, and assumed a drunken, stumbling walk.


  He emerged into an area that was comparatively well lit by flickering torches over the alley mouths and red-lanterns over the doors of the cathouses. Big men with hard-looking glances inspected him as he passed. Girls called for his custom. They smelled of alcohol and cheap scent. The cleaner, better looking ones were all in the bars and brothels. When they saw he was not interested, they left him alone and went in search of more attentive clients. There were plenty of those. Vandemar was where the Holy Road met the Great Silk Route. From its harbour ships bore the spices of Marathay and the silks of Vendalaya all the way to Taurea and the kingdoms of the Sunlanders. From here Oathsworn Templars set out along the Holy Road to defend the Sacred Lands of the Sun.


  The red light district was full of men from half a dozen Solari kingdoms. He saw massive Taurean warriors with full golden beards, garbed in the heavy armour of Templar Knights. There were dusky skinned magii from Skorpea and the hot lands of the Far South, robed in silk, carrying staffs carved from human bone. There were men wearing the silver crescent signs of moon-worshippers and the golden disks of those who followed the Holy Sun. A snake-charmer from Far Kothistan played his pipes in the street while his iridescently scaled pets danced to his wailing music, their poisoned fangs clicking shut close to the naked ankles of the fakir’s diaphanously clad twirling wife.


  There were more than just men present. Two green-haired elf-women walked passed. They studied him with huge almond shaped eyes, arms around each other’s waists. One beckoned to him enticingly. He shook his head. A giant strode along, a noble-woman’s palanquin strapped to his back, and a retinue of fork-bearded desert-born guards trailing in his wake.


  Kormak saw two monstrous grey-skinned orcs, a head taller than he was and twice his weight. Just the sight of them made his hackles rise. He had fought in the orc wars and the idea of being able to pass them in the street was alien to him. One of the creatures saw him staring and grinned, showing its tusks, wrinkling the multi-coloured scar tattoos on its face. There was no mirth in the expression. To an orc a smile was a challenge. Kormak looked away, and heard the orc grunt contemptuously to its companion. A gobbet of spittle landed on his boots. Kormak forced himself to keep his hand away from his sword hilt and walked on.


  A girl grabbed at his arm as he passed. “Looking for some company, mister?”


  Kormak turned. The girl did not look like a typical street girl. She was not dressed so revealingly. Her face, though thin, was pretty and there was no makeup. Her eyes had a glint of humour in them and an alertness that made Kormak wary. “You know Ana?”


  “You thinking of a threesome?”


  “You know her or not?”


  “A regular of hers, eh?”


  “You seen her?”


  “Big Ana: tall girl, red hair, white skin, freckles? Getting a bit old for the game?”


  “That sounds like her. Can you tell me where to find her?” Kormak jangled his purse. “There’s something in it for you, if you can.”


  The girl looked up and down the street. She did not seem particularly busy. She stuck out a slender hand with bitten nails. “Hand it over.”


  Kormak gave her one of his silver pieces. It was the ancient type, with a hole in the middle, meant to be strung on cords around the neck. She looked at it in the torchlight, held it up to her eye and laughed. “This is three hundred years old,” she said. “Reign of Albigen the Third. Where did you get it?”


  “Give it back if you don’t want it?”


  “I want it. I could sell this to a collector. Got any more? We could split the difference on what Miser Tala pays me.”


  “I am looking for Ana,” Kormak said. “Tell me where she is. It’s important.”


  The girl looked at him and shook her head. “You got it bad for her, eh? Who would have guessed?”


  “Yes. I really want to find her,” said Kormak. “You going to tell me or you going to give me the coin back?”


  “You said there was more if I could tell you.”


  “If you tell me true, I’ll give you another of those but I need to find her fast.”


  “I’ll show you where she is then and you can hand over the gelt.”


  The girl turned and walked along ahead of him, pausing occasionally to make sure he was still there. Kormak wondered if he was making a mistake trusting her. After all, she could be making this up or she could be thinking of the wrong girl entirely. He shrugged. What choice did he have? This was the only lead he had and if it was wrong he would need to find another way to pick up the trail. He had already followed it too long. One way or another he was going to end this tonight.


  “Where you from?” the girl asked. “Not from around here, I can tell.”


  “Aquilea.”


  “That’s somewhere far west, isn’t it? An island on the verge of the Outer Ocean where the great waterfall drops of the Edge of the World.”


  “It’s a mountain land north of Taurea, keep heading north from there and you’ll reach the Plains of Ice.”


  “The way I heard it,” the girl said, “head north from anywhere and you’ll hit the Plains of Ice eventually.”


  “I heard that too.”


  “So you’re a westerner then. You’re a long way from home. Trading in spice and silks I suppose, looking for a ship back.”


  She was fishing for information, he knew. Trying to figure out how much he was worth. A thought struck him. “Lead me into a robber’s lair, girl, and you and your friends will all die.”


  She laughed in his face. “You’re that tough, eh?”


  “Tough enough,” he told her.


  She stopped laughing and looked closely at his scarred face. “Yes, I believe that,” she said. “You’re older than I thought at first and I’m guessing you did not get those grey hairs and those scars by being anybody’s easy mark. What you do anyway? Mercenary?”


  “Soldier,” he said.


  “You sworn to one of the Warlords then?”


  “You always ask so many questions?”


  “Only when I like the look of a man… or I think he’s wealthy.”


  “Which is it in my case?”


  “A little of both.”


  It was his turn to laugh. “You’re honest at least.”


  “You still want to find Ana?”


  He nodded.


  “Then here we are.” They had paused outside a three story caravansary inn. The sign of some long sort of blue-scaled dragon hung over the doorway.


  


  “The Blue Wyvern,” the girl said. “Ana always goes here when she has some money. Scar the Orc deals her glitterdust and other things. I saw her head this way earlier. She looked a little dazed so I guessed she was coming down and looking to score again.” She held her hand out. “Well, it’s been sweet,” she said. “Pay up and I’ll be heading along.”


  “I still haven’t found Ana yet. Wait here and I’ll go in. When I come back out, you’ll get paid.”


  “Oh yeah, sure I will. Maybe you would like to sell me the Pale Wizard’s Tower while you are at it.”


  “You don’t get paid until I find Ana.”


  “Then I am coming in with you.”


  “That might not be the wisest thing.” She tilted her head to one side.


  “Like that is it? You going to give her trouble, big man?”


  “She inside or not?”


  “I’m going in. You owe me another coin.”


  Kormak shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  “What’s your name, big man? In case, I need to find you again?”


  “Kormak. What’s yours?”


  “Nuala.”


  They walked up the stairs and through the swing doors of the tavern. The bouncers looked at Kormak but did not say anything. They looked harder at the girl. It seemed as if one of them recognised her and was about to say something.


  “She’s with me and I have gold,” said Kormak. He slipped the man a coin.


  “The customer is always right,” said the bouncer. They went inside.


  “You go into these places a lot?” Nuala asked.


  “I’ve been in a few.”


  “I could tell.” Kormak strode up to the bar and put a coin on the counter-top. “Beer for me and whatever my friend here is having. And have one yourself,” he said.


  The barman poured two drinks and put a coin in the goblet on the stand behind him. “For later,” he said. “The boss does not like it if we drink on the job.”


  “Understandable,” Kormak said. “Ana come in?”


  “Ana who?”


  Kormak tapped another silver coin on the counter-top. “Tall girl, red hair likes glitterdust, knows Scar. Would you like me to draw you a picture?”


  The barman looked over at the bouncers. There were two more by the door.


  “I’m not looking for trouble,” Kormak said. “I need to find her fast though.”


  He put the coin on the counter-top and placed another beside it, setting it spinning with a flick of his thumb.


  “You a friend of hers?”


  “A special friend. A client.”


  The barman trapped the coin with his hand. “She went upstairs to see Scar. She looked a bit stunned.”


  “He’ll give her something to perk her up, no doubt,” Kormak said.


  “No doubt.”


  Kormak put another coin on the bar, finished his drink and said, “Maybe he’ll give me the same.”


  The barman gave him a professional smile. “You can but ask,” he said. His gaze went to the first floor balcony. An orc was coming out. With him was good-looking, blowsily dressed red-head. She looked down and pointed at Kormak and shrieked. “That’s him, Scar. That’s the bastard who said he’d cut my throat.”


  The orc followed her pointing finger. Kormak cursed and began walking towards the stair. Two bouncers moved to block his way.


  “You don’t want to do that,” he said.


  “No choice, pal,” said the biggest of the two. “You don’t pay our wages. Scar does and she’s a client of his.”


  He smiled as he spoke but before he finished the sentence a blow was on its way towards Kormak’s head. Something glittered on the man’s fist. Metal knuckle-dusters, Kormak assumed. He stepped to one side and inside the man’s guard and dropped the man with a punch. His twisted and his elbow buried itself in the second bouncer’s stomach. The man fell retching. Kormak took the stairs two at a time. The red-head kept screaming. “Stop him. He’ll kill me!”


  The rest of the bouncers and the clients rushed at Kormak. The orc drew two black steel scimitars. It was not a good sign. Such weapons were the mark of an orcish blademaster. Forged in the blood furnaces of the shaman smith’s they would resist even the bite of a dwarf-forged blade without notching. Kormak wondered if he could put a knife through Ana’s throat from the distance. The orc fell into a guard position. It was much bigger than Kormak.


  “I don’t want to kill you,” Kormak said.


  The orc laughed. Its tusks glistened in the lantern-light.


  As soon as they crossed blades, Kormak knew he was fighting against a master. The orc was astonishingly fast, skilled and strong. Scar smiled as he brought his blades into play and for a few seconds Kormak was hard put to defend himself. He saw by his opponent’s face that he was not the only one surprised. After a few moments the orc frowned and then gave the slightest nod of acknowledgement, as much to himself as to Kormak, that he faced a worthy foe.


  “I shall eat your heart and your liver,” Scar said. “You are worthy.”


  Kormak saw Razhak begin to slide away from behind the drug dealer and move towards the further staircase. He cursed, determined that the stealer of flesh would not escape him again.


  A faint look of contempt passed across Scar’s face. He obviously thought he was the subject of Kormak’s words. Kormak heard feet on the stairs behind him. He knew it was only a matter of heartbeats before the bouncers were on him and there was no way he could defend himself from them and a warrior of Scar’s skill.


  He adjusted his breathing as he had been taught so long ago on Mount Aethelas and unleashed the full fury of his sword arm. Scar went immediately on to the defensive, stepping back and away, defending himself in a whirlwind of blades. Knowing it was risky, but that he had to chance it anyway, Kormak vaulted over the balcony, and landed, knees flexing to take the strain of the fall on a table on the lower floor. Drinks spilled and chairs overturned as patrons scrambled to get away, taken aback by the sudden eruption of a large swordsman in their midst.


  Razhak had reached the bottom of the stair and pulled up short, aware that he was going to have to confront the Guardian after all. A look of fear flickered over the face of the female form he wore. Kormak tensed himself to spring when Scar vaulted down from the balcony to land atop the table between him and Razhak.


  “It has been a long time since I have had the pleasure of fighting one almost my equal, stranger. Who was your master?”


  The dealer stood as ready to fight as talk and Kormak knew that his time was running out. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the man behind the bar was loading a crossbow. It would be a tricky shot in the crowded bar but all it would take would be a lucky hit and it would all be over. Worse, Razhak was already making her way out through the back way and not only Scar but a room full of panicking patrons now lay between them.


  “I do not fight for pleasure,” said Kormak.


  “Then fight for your life,” said Scar and sprang. Kormak found himself pressed face to face with the orc, glaring into its red eyes, able to count the stitches of its scar tattoos. The table shuddered under their combined weight. They measured strength against strength for a moment then Kormak attempted to trip the orc. Springing back, Scar landed on the space between the tables, keeping his feet lithe as a cat. He lashed out at Kormak’s leg. The Guardian sprang above the blow, letting it pass beneath him, knowing it was a mistake since it would put him off balance.


  Scar struck again and somehow Kormak twisted to parry the blow. He landed badly, losing his balance and rolled away, feet over shoulders, using his momentum as he had been taught. He heard Scar bellowing at the tavern patrons to get out of his way. He smelled burning now. Someone had knocked over a lantern in the confusion. More people were screaming. The crowd was starting to panic.


  He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned ready to strike. He saw Nuala. She tugged at him and pointed towards the door. He saw the sense in what she was saying. There was no point in staying to fight against overwhelming odds; nothing to be gained either. He nodded and shouldered his way towards the doorway, with her following behind. He punched a man down who got in his way, barged another to one side and moments later they were outside.


  “Scar needs help, Fat Bulo and his men attacked,” said Nuala. The bouncers nodded and made their way through the doorway adding to the confusion.


  “Come on, let’s get out of here,” said the girl. “I think you’ve caused enough trouble for one night.”


  “The trouble is just starting,” Kormak said. “And I am not the cause of it.”


  “You weren’t kidding when you said you were good with a sword,” said Nuala. “I don’t think I have ever seen anyone last so long against Scar. He is the best swordsman in the city, possibly excepting the champions of the Four Warlords.”


  “He was skilled,” said Kormak. He glanced around warily. Their surroundings were enough to give anyone pause. It was a small, hole-in-the-wall drinking den, deep within the maze of alleys around the Mall. It was little more than a bench, some planks set on beer barrels and a canvas canopy overhead. All around were more tables where people ate and drank. They were surrounded by the bustle of people.


  “You have a gift for understatement, stranger,” she said. “They say Scar was the First Blade of the Red Horde. He would still be today perhaps, had he not plotted against the Khan of Khans.”


  “Who tells this story, Scar?”


  “It’s no joke. He’s killed two score of men since he came to the city, made himself the most feared gang boss in the Mall and you have contrived to make him your enemy.”


  “It’s a gift I have, apparently.”


  “It does not seem to trouble you all that much. Is your life worth so little to you?”


  “I have a job to do here, girl, and I intend to see it done.”


  “A job that involves killing some pox-raddled old whore? How can that be important enough to throw your life away?”


  “The woman Ana is dead. She has been possessed by a demon.” Nuala looked at him again. Her eyes narrowed. She tilted her head to one side. She looked as if she were trying to judge whether he was sane or not.


  “A demon is loose in our city? Which of the sorcerers unleashed it? Mandragora? Khane? And why? They are not normally so careless. They know the Warlords would have their head.”


  “None of them. I have followed this demon all the long leagues from Belaria. It flees before me, sometimes, turns at bay at others. Somehow I feel we are reaching the end of the road here, one way or the other.”


  “You certainly will, if you offend the likes of Scar.”


  “If it is so dangerous, why are you still here?”


  “Because you still owe me money.” She smiled as she said it. It lit her face, made her pretty in a way Kormak had not noticed before. He found himself smiling back.


  “That is a matter soon settled. It might be best for you if you left me.”


  “It might, but I can see that you might need some help soon and you look like a man who can pay well for it.”


  “What sort of help can you give me in my task?”


  “You might be surprised.”


  “I am serious. This is not a game, girl. You could get killed. Or worse.”


  “Worse than being killed? I am not one of those women who believe in fates worse than death.”


  “Razhak could devour your soul, and steal your flesh.”


  “How do you know this?”


  “I belong to the Order of the Dawn.”


  “I thought they were a legend. I had heard they were all dead.”


  “Not all of us. Not yet.”


  “And that is why you hunt this demon across the world?”


  “I swore an oath. And I keep my promises. For good or ill.”


  She tilted her head to one side. Her look was wary and watchful. It reminded him of a nervous bird considering taking flight. “Either you are the most convincing maniac I have ever met or you are serious.”


  “I am not a madman.” He did not know why he was bothering to try and convince her of it. He had work to do and Razhak was getting no easier to find, and yet somehow, he found inertia creeping over him. It has been a long time since he had talked at length with anyone, let alone a pretty woman.


  “Tell me about this demon.”


  “Why? Are you a sorcerer?”


  “No but I know one. He might be able to help you.”


  “Wizards are rarely friendly to my order.”


  “This one will be friendly to anyone if they have enough cash.”


  “What good can he do me?”


  “How do you propose to find this demon now? Will you go hunting through the city while Scar and his men hunt you?”


  “If need be.”


  “That’s your plan? It’s not a very good one.”


  “Alas, I find my options are limited.”


  “Then what harm will it do to consult my friend? He is a diviner. He may be able to help.”


  “And this will of course cost me…”


  “Well, I should be paid for the matter of the introduction and he will need money. As I said, he is fond of gold.”


  Kormak looked up. The watchmen he had encountered earlier had entered the courtyard. They were looking around and he did not doubt they were looking for him. He put his head down and kept his hand on his sword.


  “What is it?” Nuala asked.


  “The watch,” he said. “They are looking for me. I gave them those bruises earlier.”


  She rose and he thought she was about to take flight. He would not have blamed her. Instead she moved around to where he sat and wriggled onto his knee. Looking over her shoulder he could see the watchmen coming ever closer. In a few heartbeats they would be close enough to recognise him for sure and he could not fight them with the weight of a woman on his lap.


  She leaned forward and said, “Be still. This won’t hurt,” then kissed him full on the lips. He was momentarily startled and then he realised what was happening. His face was obscured from view. They looked just like any other street girl and customer in the place. The watchmen certainly would not be expecting this of a Guardian hunting a demon. It was not what he expected himself. He found himself kissing her back and the embrace lasted longer than was strictly necessary for cover.


  Once the watchmen had passed, she stood up, looking at their receding backs, then stretched out her hand to him. She pulled him from the seat towards the shadows, the very picture of a street girl leading a client to a private place to fulfill an assignation. Kormak wondered if perhaps that was what was really going on here, then he shook his head as his habitual wariness re-asserted itself. It would not do to trust this woman, even a little, he decided.


  She laughed as they made their way through the alleys. “Scared for your virtue, noble knight?” she asked.


  “I was just wondering how much you were going to charge me for the kiss.” She paused for a moment. Her face suddenly looked hard then she laughed. “I did that for fun. I have no love of the watch and you are a handsome man.”


  “I am not that handsome.”


  “Then let us say you have the type of ugliness that does not repel me.”


  “I am flattered.”


  “No, you are not. This sort of thing happens to your sort all the time. The enigmatic stranger, passing through on his way to somewhere else.”


  “You sound like you have had experience.”


  “So do you.” What could he say? She was right.


  Silence fell as she led him through the maze of alleys. He was starting to suspect it was true. If Vandemar was not the most populous city in the world it must be pretty close. He had never been in slums so extensive or so tightly packed. It seemed like a lot of people were packed within these walls. He shuddered to think what Razhak could do in such a crowded place.


  “What are you grunting about?” Nuala asked.


  “I was thinking I don’t think I have ever seen a city so densely populated.”


  “A lot of people have crowded in from the countryside over the past few years. They think they can avoid the wars of the Warlords that way, the pillaging armies. They think that they can make their fortune in the great merchant city, that the streets are paved with gold.”


  The bitter way she said the words made him wonder if she was one of those people who had fled from the countryside. He was not familiar enough with the local accents to tell whether she was local or not. “How did you get on the trail of this demon anyway?”


  Was there fear in her voice? Perhaps what he had said earlier was starting to sink in.


  “It killed a man called Nial in the caravansary at Lemal back along the Holy Road from Belaria. It took his body and left a stinking corpse. Before that it stole the form of a girl called Petra. I knew her somewhat.”


  “A friend?”


  “In a way.”


  “How can you be so certain you are on the right track?”


  “It follows the Holy Road. It is heading for Tanyth out beyond Sunhaven in the Sacred Lands. I had hoped to catch it before it made it so far. I was unlucky. So far it has always managed to elude me.”


  She laughed. “I have never met a man who thought it unlucky not to meet a demon.”


  “If I find it, I can kill it. There are few of its kind I cannot, if I am lucky.”


  “A man of your talents could make a good living in this part of the world, providing you did not upset the wrong people, of course. Given your personality you would probably have a very short career.”


  “I never expected my life to be a long one.”


  “Then why do it?”


  “I told you: I swore an oath.”


  “Somehow I doubt it is that simple.”


  “It’s not. It never has been.”


  “You still trying to keep the mystery in our relationship.”


  “We don’t have a relationship.”


  “And here was me thinking we were becoming friends.”


  “What’s your story? You’re not a flower-girl, are you?”


  She shrugged. “No. No. I am not.”


  “Then what do you do?”


  “I get by.”


  “Pickpocket? Bawd? Hustler?”


  “You don’t have a high opinion of me, do you?”


  “I am trying to guess what a young woman your age is doing alone in the streets of the red-light district at this time of night, if she is not a flower-girl.”


  “All three of the things you mentioned and some other things too,” she said. “I know people. I put people in touch. I get people things that they want. I find out interesting things and exchange those with interested parties.”


  “You’ve a number of sidelines then…”


  “A girl needs to get by.”


  “Do yourself a favour then, girl and don’t try and pick my pocket. Do right by me and I’ll see its worth your while. Do me wrong and I’ll see you pay for it. On that you have my word.”


  “And you’re the man who always keeps his promises,” she said.


  “Yes,” he said. “I am.”


  “Here we are,” Nuala said. They had stopped in front of a tall, narrow-fronted building so rickety it seemed in danger of imminent collapse. Huge beams had been spread between it and the building on the other side of the alley, seemingly in an attempt to prevent that from happening.


  “I can see your friend is successful in his trade,” Kormak said.


  “There’s no need to be so ironic. Darien is not that interested in the trappings of success. He is not materialistic.”


  “I am guessing he will still want my money though.”


  “He needs to pay for his research. All those books and alchemical ingredients cost money. He likes his wine and other things too.”


  She walked down a very narrow flight of steps disappearing below ground level. She began to rap on a metal door-knocker. Voices shouted from the windows for her to keep the noise down. A light went on within the cellar. Kormak heard someone move closer to the door, grumbling and cursing. He held himself ready. If there was going to be any treachery it would come now.


  A slot in the door opened. There was a muttered exchange and obviously Nuala was recognised for the door opened. A tall, thin man, dressed in a none-too-clean robe stood there. He held a small saucer with a guttering candle on it. He looked up the stairs at Kormak and beckoned for him to come down. The Guardian did so slowly. The man did not look very threatening but if he was a wizard that meant nothing. They could be dangerous even when their hands were empty.


  “Come inside, man,” the wizard said. “I do not intend to stand out here all night while you decide to take a swing at me.”


  Kormak strode closer, still wary. Close up, Darien looked even less menacing. He was tall and thin and scruffy looking and smelled as if he had not washed in many days. There was wine on his breath and the scent of something else, possibly black lotus, one of the many narcotics to which mages became addicted because they believed it enhanced their powers and their ability to study ancient texts. Kormak began to suspect he knew why Darien had need of money. He did not relax his guard any. He had spent a lifetime in dangerous places with dangerous people where appearance was often deceptive, and wizards had a tendency to be among the most deceptive of all.


  “A Guardian, eh?” Darien said. “And that would be a dwarf-forged blade, I suppose.”


  It came to Kormak that the man had a Sunlander accent and close up he looked like a Sunlander too.


  “You are not from around here, are you?” Kormak asked.


  “I am from Sideria, the port of Trefal, and I can see you are an Aquilean. I am surprised that you claim you are a member of the Order of the Dawn.”


  “You’re not the first,” said Kormak. He was oddly pleased to hear a familiar accent speaking a familiar tongue. He quashed the feeling. Now was not the time to relax his guard. “How did you end up here?”


  “Same way as everybody else - I came to search for the mystic secrets of the east. I wound up without the price of passage home, and to tell the truth, this is as good a place as any for a man in my profession. Excellent book dealers, a long history of mystical and astrological research, some interesting systems of thaumaturgy…there’s a lot to learn and a lot to write down. When I get back home I will have the material to astound the old men at the Colleges of Magery.”


  As soon as he heard the words, Kormak knew that Darien would never go home. He had just found a delusion to give his life in this distant place meaning. “You trained at the Siderian College then?”


  “Yes. I studied under Wigge and Thalman. I was considered quite a promising mage once, you know.” Some remnant of a once-fierce pride smouldered in his voice.


  “I hope you have kept your skills honed. Nuala says you are a diviner.”


  Darien laughed. “I cast horoscopes for wealthy old women.” He gave the girl a pointed look. “I perform divinations for those who wish to ascertain whether certain residences are protected by magic. It is a way of earning a crust. It is not my real work.”


  “That is a pity, for I have need of someone who truly has the gift.”


  “You are looking for someone or something.”


  “I am looking for a Ghul.”


  Darien slumped chair. He looked pale. He leaned over and poured himself a drink out of an alembic sitting on his workbench. “You seek one of the Undying ones. You have set yourself quite a task, man who calls himself a Guardian.”


  “I know it. I have followed this one from Belaria. I intend to follow him no further if I can help it. Can you help me?”


  “I don’t see why I should. Those creatures are dangerous, more dangerous than I think you can possibly understand.”


  “Few know more than I.”


  “Said with the confidence of the true ignoramus,” said Darien.


  “If you are too afraid to help me I will go and seek the thing myself. I understood you had need of gold.”


  “The dead and the damned have no need of gold and I might be both very soon if I went seeking a Ghul. They eat souls and steal flesh you know.”


  “A wizard who can tell me what any street-corner storyteller knows—how useful.” He looked at Nuala. “I thought you said your friend was a scholar.”


  Nuala shrugged. “He is. He is not normally so backward when the prospect of earning is dangled in front of him either.”


  “The child seeks to tell her elders how to behave,” Darien said. “Girl, if what this man says is true, I advise you to walk out the door and don’t look back. Leave the city if you hear of any strange deaths. I most certainly will.”


  “There are always strange deaths in Vandemar,” Nuala said.


  “Newly dead bodies that look and smell like month old corpses, the worms wriggling through them even as the body decomposes?”


  “I have not seen any.”


  Kormak nodded. It was clear that in this Darien actually knew what he was talking about. “I have seen one tonight,” he said. “There will be another before morning unless I miss my guess.”


  Darien looked at him, clearing judging Kormak as much as the Guardian was judging him. “Why?” he asked. “The Ghul will not need to shift for at least another moon unless the body it currently occupies is sickly. They can dwell within a new form for years sometimes until they burn out all its life force.”


  “This one will want to avoid me. It knows I know what its current form looks like. Also it is damaged. It has just been freed from one of Solareon’s amphorae after millennia.”


  “And naturally it fears you.” The tone was mocking but Kormak could see the wizard was starting to take him seriously.


  “It fears the sword I carry.”


  “The stories say Guardians carry magical blades,” said Nuala.


  Darien looked at her and laughed. “Is that why you are interested in him, girl? If so, let me give you a piece of advice you had best heed. No one ever got rich stealing a Guardian’s blade. They always claim them back. Kill this one and they will send two more just as deadly and they will never rest until they have what is theirs. You do not wish to cross the Order of the Dawn in matters such as this.”


  “I was not thinking of any such thing,” said Nuala, perhaps a little too quickly. Darien’s smile widened.


  “No. I would not have to be a diviner to see that you have something else on your mind, girl. Well, it’s your funeral.”


  “You will not help?” Nuala asked. “You can find this thing if you want to. There is nothing you can’t find with your spells and your crystals. You have told me so yourself often enough.”


  “What I say when I am in my cups and what I choose to do when I am stone cold sober are two different things, girl. This man is what he claims to be. You had best avoid him. His sort carry death with them wherever they go. It can be contagious.”


  “If you truly are a diviner, you could help me find this thing and kill it,” Kormak said.


  “I truly am but I would like to go on living.”


  “You might not get to do that if you don’t help me.”


  “Was that a threat?” Suddenly the wizard, without changing in the slightest, seemed a lot more dangerous. His presence filled the room. His voice crackled with ominous menace.


  “There is a Ghul loose in the city. It will take lives and cause havoc. You might be one of its victims.”


  “My premises are warded.”


  “And you never have to leave?”


  The wizard considered him for a moment and seemed to weigh the possibilities. He poured himself another drink and then shook his head.


  “I can get you passage back to the west,” Kormak said. The wizard looked up. His interest was piqued now. “I can get you into the King’s Library in Taurea.”


  “Could you now? Your Order still has some sway in Taurea, after all.”


  “Can you find the Ghul?”


  “If you take me to where the last body was, yes.”


  “Will you?”


  “For the price of passage west and a letter of introduction to the King of Taurea’s librarians? Yes. On one condition. You protect me from this Ghul, come what may?”


  “Very well.”


  “I have your word on that.”


  “You have my word.”


  “Then let us be about this business.”


  They retraced their steps back through the Mall, heading for the alley Kormak had fled earlier in the evening. He was muffled by a robe he had borrowed from the wizard and his face was hidden by one of the local mortarboard caps. He doubted he would have made a very convincing wizard’s apprentice even without the sword on his hip but it was the best they could do.


  There were watchmen everywhere and they seemed alert. There were bravoes that Nuala made them turn aside to avoid as well. “Scar’s allies,” she said. “The bouncers recognised me earlier and know I came with you. They will have passed that on to the orc by now.”


  “What are you going to do about that?” Kormak asked.


  “I’ll work something out. I may have to leave town for a while. If worst comes to worst, I’ll tell the truth.”


  “The Holy Sun forbid you be driven to such a dire expedient! What truth would that be?”


  “That you were just some stranger who paid me to show him the way to his place. By the way, when will you pay me?”


  “When this is done and I have found out whether your friend is worth his fee. I have not decided yet whether this is not some sort of elaborate trick to part me from my money the two of you cooked up.”


  “You are one of those tiresome men who insists on paying by results I can see.”


  “I have found it is the one sure way of getting them.”


  “That is certainly a point in the method’s favour.”


  “When you two have finished flirting perhaps you will tell me when we have found the place we are looking for,” Darien said. “I am starting to catch a strange scent in the air.”


  Kormak looked at the wizard with new respect. They were close to the spot where he had found Nial’s body. Another turn of the corner and they were there. The corpse was still present as well. Kormak had guessed that no one had wanted to go near the thing fearing it cursed or plagued or worse. The look of the wasted form did not trouble Darien. He walked right over to the corpse and bent over it. Kormak did the same, being careful as the wizard was not to step into the puddle of black putrescent matter surrounding it.


  “Definitely a Stealer of Flesh,” said Darien. He sounded at once frightened and oddly satisfied. “The signs of abandoned possession are all there: the withered corpse, the bites of a million worms, the oily liquid residue, the smell of exhumation. One of Death’s children has been here and that’s for sure.”


  He closed his eyes and intoned a chant in High Hardic. He kept at it for several long minutes, moving his head from side to side and sniffing the air. “It left here wearing the body of a woman.”


  “So much I already told you,” Kormak said.


  “Perhaps you would care to tell me where it is now,” Darien replied. “Or would you just let me perform the task for which you are paying me?”


  “Pray proceed.” The wizard straightened up and partially opened his eyes, keeping them slitted as if he was squinting into some bright light. Kormak wondered how much of this was part of the spell and how much was just for show. He sometimes felt that even the wizard’s themselves could not tell. Darien began to pace down the alley that Kormak had taken earlier, sniffing the air. He took a different turn from the one Kormak had, but shortly thereafter he was out in the streets of the Mall and heading towards the Blue Wyvern.


  “How could this demon have known to find Scar?” Nuala asked. “Did it steal Ana’s memories as well as her flesh?”


  “They can and they do,” said Darien. “They can accumulate a lot of strange knowledge over the years. This is why some sorcerers deal with them. Of course, they are Old Ones. They have much magical knowledge anyway.”


  “You know a lot about such things,” said Kormak. He could not keep the suspicion out of his voice. He knew that Razhak was not a true Old One. Perhaps Darien did not.


  “I am a wizard. It is my job to know such things and much strange knowledge comes to me as a by-product of my researches.”


  “Why would an Old One steal human bodies?” Nuala asked. She spoke quietly so that they would not be overheard. Darien replied in a murmur.


  “No one knows. Many of the sages have theories. Some say they wanted to hide among humans when the ancient wars that drove the Old Ones from the Lands of Men began, that they were spies sent among us to sow distrust and dissension.


  “Malius says the Ghul were not true Old Ones at all but rather a slave race who sought to emulate their masters and divorced their spirits from their bodies. He claims that the process was imperfect and that the lost souls needed to find new housing simply in order to survive.” Darius looked at Kormak as he said this.


  “That would fit with what I have observed,” Kormak said. “Razhak does not leave mortal form for longer than it takes him to jump from one body to the other. He seems to need the flesh in order to survive.”


  “Fascinating,” said Darien. “There is a monograph to be written on this subject.”


  “Only if we survive the encounter,” said Nuala.


  “There is no need for you to be here, girl,” said Darien. “It might be better if you are not. If our Guardian here succeeds in killing the body this demon wears it will be looking around for a new host. The less candidates there are present the better.”


  Nuala looked as if she was considering the wizard’s words. Kormak would not have blamed her for departing. “I will pay you for what you have done,” he said. “You have earned at least part of your fee. We can meet back at Darien’s sanctum after we are done and I will settle all scores.”


  The girl looked at him and shook her head. “I have come this far. I will see this through to the ending. I am curious now.”


  “We all know what curiosity did to the cat, girl,” said Darien.


  “I am not a cat,” she said.


  “I know women who would disagree with that statement,” said Darien.


  “Not for very long,” said Nuala.


  “Not once you have shown them your claws anyway.” Darien sniffed the air and closed his eyes and murmured something again. “The scent is getting much stronger.”


  “I am not surprised, we are getting very close to the Blue Wyvern,” Nuala said.


  “Let us move around the building,” Darien said. “I will see if I can pick up the trail.”


  “Let’s try and keep out of sight,” Nuala said. “It would not do for Scar’s bravoes to see us.”


  Darien nodded and they made a sweep around the outside of the tavern, sticking to the alleys, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. By the end of it, Darien was frowning.


  “What is it?” Kormak asked.


  “The trail leads in to the Blue Wyvern.”


  “I already know that.”


  “It does not go out.”


  “So Razhak is still within.”


  “It seems the most likely option. You seem surprised.”


  “I would have expected the demon to take a new form and flee.”


  “Perhaps it has come to some accommodation with Scar. They would have something to offer each other.”


  “It would be a dangerous pact for Scar to make.”


  “He lacks your specialised knowledge on the subject of Ghuls, or mine for that matter.”


  “There is another possible explanation,” Nuala said. Kormak and the wizard looked at her.


  “Razhak knows you will come back for her. She may have told Scar this. They might be waiting for you within. If they are sensible, they may even have watchers set already. You are most likely walking into a trap, Guardian.”


  Kormak looked at the wall surrounding the Blue Wyvern. “I am going to have to go back in there, it seems.”


  “I trust you are not planning on doing so through the front door,” said Darien. “That would seem particularly lacking in sense.”


  “I can get you in,” said Nuala. “We go over the lock and up the cornices and in through the balcony on the third floor. All the lower windows are barred.”


  “It sounds like you’ve given this some thought on a previous occasion,” said Kormak.


  “Nuala can’t look at a house without thinking of a way in through the window,” said Darien, ignoring the glare the girl gave him.


  Kormak considered his options. At least, he knew where the Ghul was, if Darien was telling the truth. The question was whether Razhak had changed forms once again and how to find him once he was in the building. Still, it was better than he had feared. At least he did not have to chase the demon through the city, looking for a trail of destroyed corpses. Of course, there were some unpleasant potential implications of the fact that the Ghul had decided to stay in one place as well. It was perhaps expecting him, and it had, perhaps, cut some sort of deal with Scar. Nuala was right. He might well be walking into a trap. He noticed that both the girl and Darien were staring at him.


  “Well, what do you want to do?” the girl asked.


  “I am going in.”


  “I am going with you. You don’t look like you know how to take out a pane of glass without making a noise. Or are you planning on just smashing a window and hacking your way through Scar’s men?”


  “The thought had crossed my mind.”


  “All that will get you is dead and your demon will still be on the loose.”


  “Very well then,” said Kormak. “Let’s get going.”


  They made their way up to the wall. It was tall enough so that Kormak could reach the lip of the wall by stretching, but broken glass and nails had been set in the stonework on the top.


  Nuala removed her leather jerkin and wadded it up. “Boost me up,” she said.


  Kormak made a stirrup of his hands and lifted the girl. She threw the jerkin over the sharp objects and then used it to stand on as she crossed. Kormak pulled himself up with his fingers and scrambled over with less grace than the girl. He felt as if the glass had punctured the jerkin in places but the garment had served to reduce any damage to mere scratches on his own clothing.


  Nuala reached up and pulled the jerkin down. She opened it up, revealing slices and punctures in several places. “You’ll pay for that,” she said.


  “I suspected I was going to,” Kormak said.


  “It’s my favourite,” she said, as if that explained everything, and perhaps it did to her. She glanced around. The garden looked empty and there were no guards anywhere in sight. They padded across it, keeping to the shadows.


  “I always expect black lions in places like this,” whispered Nuala.


  “Not very convenient when you have clients coming and going and the neighbours might complain,” Kormak said.


  “There is that.”


  They reached the wall. Kormak could see what Nuala had meant. Rows of gargoyles were carved on the side of the building from the second floor. She reached within her jerkin and produced a coil of rope. It looked as thin as string and Kormak doubted it would hold their weight. That did not seem to bother Nuala as she coiled it into a noose and then threw it over the nearest gargoyle.


  “Spidersilk,” she said and began to clamber up the line. “It’s strong enough to hold both of us, although I suggest you don’t put that to the test unless you absolutely have to.” She reached the first gargoyle, grasped it and pulled herself up. That put her within reach of another gargoyle and she just kept climbing. Kormak decided he had better follow her.


  In armour, it was not quite as easy as the girl made it look but he managed. Within a few minutes he found himself dropping onto the balcony beside her. “You’ve done this before,” he said.


  She nodded and inspected the panes in the window. Just the fact they were of glass told Kormak that Scar’s operation was making money. In the west only the richest could afford glass. City councils often taxed people based on the number of glass windows they had. It was as good an indicator of wealth as any other. She produced a very narrow, very thin dagger and worked it slowly into the window frame; softly and slowly she sawed away and the lowest pane began to slide out. It fell quietly backwards and made a gap. She put her hand through behind the next highest pane and repeated the procedure catching the glass before it could fall as the small pane toppled backwards. After a couple of minutes she reached the latch and undid it, and opened the window.


  She crawled through and gestured for Kormak to follow. They were in a quiet chamber, lit by moonlight. Nuala moved over to the doorway and opened it. Kormak followed her. They were looking out into a long corridor, lined with doorways.


  “Scar uses these rooms for his wealthier clients. The ones with the lighted windows will be occupied by some of the local gentry, puffing away on his wares.”


  “Nice to know,” said Kormak, “but that’s not going to help us find Razhak.”


  “You think it will still be wearing Ana’s body,” she asked.


  “It most likely is. I doubt it would want even Scar to see it shift forms. That would be likely to turn even an orc against it.”


  “What if it has? Could you still spot it?”


  “There are signs, if you know what to look for.”


  “It might be helpful to know what those are.”


  “I don’t have the time to lecture you on the subject,” Kormak said. “Stick close to me and I will let you know if we are in his presence.”


  She nodded. They pushed on along the corridor and came to a flight of stairs leading down. A man and a scantily clad woman came up them and Kormak realised they had their own business. Nuala pushed herself against him as she had done when the guard appeared earlier and he hoped the bar-girl and her client did not look too closely at them.


  “The girls use the private rooms upstairs,” she said, after they separated. She seemed to be breathing a little faster than normal. Kormak knew he was. “There’s supposed to be other rooms in the basement, with chains and other more exotic devices for those who like such things.”


  “Scar has his finger in a lot of different businesses,” Kormak said.


  “This Vandemar, big man,” she said. “People do what they have to.”


  They continued down the stair and came out on the balcony overlooking the common room. It had been tidied up since the fight earlier and was just as busy as it had been back then. Kormak stood in the shadows on the balcony and scanned the room, looking for any signs of Razhak.


  “You planning on searching every room in this place?” Nuala asked.


  “No,” said Kormak, moving towards the door of the chamber from which Scar had emerged earlier. “I am going to ask for directions.”


  He pushed the door open and entered blade in hand. Ana was there, so was Scar and half a dozen other men. Nuala hung back, staying out of line of sight.


  Seeing Ana Kormak sprang. Quick as he was Scar somehow got between them and parried his strike with his blades. Steel rang on steel.


  “I was wondering when you would show up,” Scar said. His voice was soft but his words carried. He struck at Kormak swift as a serpent. Kormak barely had time to parry.


  “Do you know what you are doing? Who you are protecting?” Kormak asked. He countered swiftly, bringing his blade sweeping down towards Scar’s face. Scar sprang backwards.


  “Yes,” said Scar. “It matters not to me if it preys on your weak race. I will have your heart and your blade and a life of endless challenge when your brethren come to seek it. I was First Blade of the Red Horde, taught Edge Rites by the Wolf Shamans. I will devour your brethren and absorb their prowess.”


  Kormak cursed quietly. The orc was serious. He believed he could ingest part of an enemy’s prowess with his flesh and he welcomed the possibility of endless conflict with Kormak’s order and a heroic death in battle. It was how orcs lived and how they wanted to die.


  Scar struck. His blades were flickering lightning, dancing everywhere with dizzying speed. Kormak fell back towards the door, parrying, looking for an opening. Scar was not even breathing hard.


  Kormak saw an opening. He knocked Scar’s blade aside and stabbed his dwarf-forged sword into the orc’s heart. Scar twisted, turning sideways. The blade passed through his side but not fatally. It had been a feint of a most daring and bloody kind.


  Scar’s massive hand reached out and he caught the Elder Sign hanging by its chain around Kormak’s neck. It snapped and the sign went skittering free across the floor.


  Before he could withdraw his blade, Razhak struck. He darted forward and stabbed out with his hand. Pain spasmed through Kormak and for a moment he lost control of his limbs. While he thrashed, two of Scar’s men raced forward. Bludgeons slammed into Kormak’s head. He fell to the floor, twisting to tell Nuala to get away. He need not have bothered. The girl was already gone.


  Kormak awoke feeling bruised and chilled. Metal chains restrained his limbs and chilled him where they touched flesh. He looked up and saw Ana. Rotten skin had sloughed away from her flesh now. An eerie green glow glittered within her eyes. Looking around Kormak saw frightened thugs looking at her in horror. Behind her was Scar repairing the links of the chain of Kormak’s damaged Elder Sign. The orc’s wounded side was bound. Seeing Kormak awake, he showed his fangs, put down the amulet and picked up his blades.


  Kormak realised his mail shirt had been removed and his amulets. His blade lay on a table in the far corner of the room. He had been stripped of all protection, physical and spiritual, and he doubted his life had been spared for any good reason.


  “I had to use up most of my energy with that last spell,” said Razhak. “It ruined this body, took the life from it. I need a new form so I have patched yours up. It is magnificent, a shell that should house me till I reach Tanyth.”


  “Kill me and my order will send two more to hunt you.”


  A soft, corrupt phlegmy laugh emerged from the possessed woman’s throat. “I have heard enough about your order. I shall leave the blade here with my friend Scar and I shall disappear. They can reclaim the sword. That is all they care about.”


  Kormak felt the touch of the Ghul. It was chill and clammy. Ana’s hand felt oddly sticky as if some small vampiric creeper was attaching itself to his breast. A coldness radiated out from the point of contact, sending tendrils burrowing deep into Kormak’s chest, through his veins and up his spine. At first it was not painful, not even unpleasant, only faintly disturbing.


  He looked up into Ana’s face. The possessed woman’s face glowed from within. Her flesh was starting to turn black and liquefy. A reddish glow burned in her eyes, growing brighter with every passing heartbeat. Through Ana’s stolen eyes, something ageless watched him, her lips twisted into a smile as the skin ran like wax from a melting candle.


  Suddenly, Kormak felt as if a thousand needles stabbed into his flesh where the cold hand rested above his heart. The chill spread suddenly and searingly, so cold it burned, along all those lines of power. His whole body spasmed as his muscles reacted. His fingers opened and closed and they did not do so at his command, nor at the command of anyone else… yet.


  He felt in some way like a puppet at the end of a string and at the same time could feel an ominous sense of presence growing in his mind, as in some dreadful dream. It was as if some dark and awful monster, lurking out of sight, was coming ever closer.


  His heart raced. His mouth went dry. He felt dizzy and if it was not for the chains, he would not have been able to stand up right. He felt as if he was falling into a black pit that yawned at his feet, an endless, empty chasm in which he would never hit bottom.


  His limbs thrashed. He bit on his tongue. He felt a tearing sensation as if his spirit was being ripped free of his body and something else was trying to elbow it aside and take its place within the house of his flesh.


  Images started to flicker into his mind. Bubbling up like old memories suddenly remembered. Some of them belonged to him and some of them belonged to someone else. He felt tendrils of alien thought riffle through his mind, like a burglar looking through the possessions found in a trunk. He felt an eager, gloating presence, keen to take possession of all of them, of every little thing he remembered.


  He saw a village in the mountains of Aquilea, everyone dead, corpses sprawling in the muddy streets, as cold as the fingers that touched his chest, dead eyes staring at the sky, mouths open in prayer to a god that never answered. He saw an eight year old boy standing in the ruins of a smithy, clutching his father’s hammer, confronting an evil as old as the world while that evil watched him with mocking eyes. The ancient being walked over to the boy and took away the hammer, and it reached out and touched his cheek. You I will spare to take word to the world but one day, child, when you least expect it, I will come for you again. On that day, you will die!


  He felt Razhak’s sense of shock in the invading presence. It realised what it was seeing. It was looking on something coeval with itself, a thing that had once been its master, a Lord of the Old Ones, a renegade outside the Law.


  Kormak took advantage of its surprise to strike back, as he had been taught by the masters of Mount Aethelas long ago. He threw all of his willpower into envisioning an Elder Sign in his mind. The Ghul recoiled from him, leaving him with a fragment of its memories. Of a world before the coming of men, of ancient beings who had once served the Old Ones and who sought to emulate them.


  He watched the Sunlanders arrive borne on the wings of storm from their sinking island continent to claim the lands of the Old Ones in the name of their brilliant, solar god. He saw the Ghul take advantage of the war to rebel against their masters.


  He saw Tanyth, a gigantic city with a dome of magic over it and towers whose minarets glowed like the moon as lightning danced from spire to spire. He saw the things that looked somewhat like men, but were not, lie down in sarcophagi and have their essence strengthened until they could exist outside the housing of flesh. He felt a sense of triumph. They had emulated their masters. They were immortal.


  The Ghul struck back at him. A wave of power rushed inwards battering at the walls he had created around his self with the Elder Sign. It smashed through them and dug its talons into his soul and began to shake lose his memories once more. He saw that eight year old boy still standing in the ruins of an empty village. The ancient evil was gone, as inexplicably as it had come, leaving him alone in the place of death. He heard the sound of a horse. He looked up and he saw a grim-faced man ride in, with a dwarf-forged sword slung on his back. The man looked wary at the sight but he did not look afraid. He dismounted and moved towards the boy suspiciously, as if he thought the child might be a demon wearing a different form. The boy stood watching, clutching his father’s hammer. The man reached out and touched him with an amulet, which did not burn and then asked him what had happened.


  Kormak saw that Razhak was beginning to understand. Taking advantage of the demon’s confusion, he countered. The memories came in a tide of images, intermingling as the two spirits fought for possession of his body. Kormak was not going to give up. The tide of memories brought back fresh recollections of his training in how to resist magical influence. He strengthened his wards, clawed back at Razhak.


  Images flickered through his mind. The bodiless Ghuls raced around the world, disembodied immortal creatures that yet had the appetites born of flesh and which now hungered for the experiences they could no longer have. Disquieting tidings came, as Ghuls started to flicker and fade. There was a flaw in their magic. They had not become as independent of the flesh as they had thought. They could still die, coming apart in a welter of entropic energy, losing form and coherence, as if there was nothing to anchor them to reality.


  More memories were ripped from Kormak’s mind. He saw the boy and the Guardian approach the towering spire of Mount Aethelas. He caught sight of the ancient fortress monastery for the first time. He saw himself placed with the other novices. Once again he picked up a training sword and surprised the masters with how good he was with it. He recalled the long years of training and learning. He saw himself grow to become a hulking youth with quick reflexes and a quicker temper, a black-haired cuckoo among the golden-haired second offspring of the Sunlander nobility from whom the vast majority of Guardians were drawn.


  He saw the first desperate attempts of the Ghuls to find out what had gone wrong. Without their physical forms it was difficult to work the magical engines they had thought they had no more need for. He saw the Ghuls learn how to seize the forms of others, starting with beasts and working their way up to sentients.


  Humans proved best. They lacked the spiritual protections of the Old Ones and there were so many of them, scattering so far and so fast across the lands that the weakest could be picked off without the Ghuls being noticed. Some acquired herds of humans, with scores of new bodies to be taken possession of. Some set themselves up as kings. Some led human armies against their former masters, the Old Ones. Some were worshipped as Gods just as the Old Ones had been. They returned to Tanyth and made a home there, with herds of subject humans to worship and guard them. Life was good until the Emperor Solareon intervened to free the humans from their worship of false gods. His armies smashed Tanyth, bound the Ghuls in great amphorae with potent spells, questioned them as to their secrets, then one day he rode away to make war on new enemies, never to return. His successor, fanatical with holy rage, threw the amphorae into the darkest part of the World Ocean, to rest in the darkness of the ocean floor for long cold millennia. Kormak was struck by a vast sense of cosmic loneliness. Razhak had encountered none of his own kind for centuries. It was possible he was the last.


  He saw flashes from his own life again as Razhak struggled back. He saw his apprenticeship to Master Malan and the long hunt that had led to him being awarded his blade. He saw the orc wars of his youth when he had saved the life of King Brand and slaughtered orc chieftains, reaping lives like wheat. He saw himself travel through deserts of ash where the dead men walked, and confronting witches and wizards and Old Ones and demons. He saw the point where his path crossed with Razhak’s and the long hunt across the wastelands had begun.


  He sensed now the Ghul’s fear as it desperately tried to elude its implacable pursuer and its growing despair as he eluded every trap, overcame every spell, sought out every refuge. He felt a gnawing sense of terror as the demon realised it could not escape and would have to turn at bay. He felt at last a flow of direct contact between himself and Razhak.


  Why have you pursued me, Man? Why have you bedevilled my footsteps for so long?


  Because I must. You have broken the Law. You have slain and maimed and killed. You must be stopped.


  I merely do what I must to stay alive. As you do to cattle, as wolves do to deer.


  We are not cattle. We live and think and feel. You have no right to slay us.


  Your sheep would say the same to you, if they could but speak.


  But they cannot and we can and that is the difference. You seek to live. We seek to live. In the end all things must die.


  You would not if you allow me to take your form. Part of you would live forever with the multitudes inside of me.


  That is not what I seek.


  No. You seek death. Even as you bring it.


  You project your own desires on to me. As I would to you. In the end there is no escape for either of us.


  If you have your way and kill me your world will be poorer. All that I have seen and been and done, all my memories and dreams, all that remains of a people will be gone.


  It is the same for all of us. With every man’s death, a world disappears.


  I have fought Death so long. I will not let it end like this.


  Kormak sensed the demon gathering what remained of its strength for a final strike at him. A surge of agony and memory swept over him. He resisted the onrushing wave like a boulder resisting the tide, letting it break around him against the hard rock of his will until the moment was passed and Razhak was gone, leaving him feeling strangely alone.


  A loud crash sounded. Kormak opened his eyes and saw the doors to the torture cell were open. Guards poured down the stair. Nuala was with them. Scar moved to block their way.


  The Ghul raised its hands and chanted a spell, a wave of energy flowed out from it, stunning the newcomers and the orc and his followers alike. It would have overcome Kormak too had he not been prepared by his spiritual conflict with Razhak to resist it.


  The effort of that last spell proved too much for Razhak. Ana’s body was coming apart, decomposing into horrible black fluid, skin bursting and putrefying even as Kormak watched. The darkly shimmering form of the Ghul emerged and flickered around. Tendrils of light touched Scar and he screamed. A moment later his eyes glowed and Kormak knew that the Ghul had claimed another victim.


  It turned to look at him for a moment and there was something there, some flicker of sympathy perhaps, or at least of shared understanding. The orc’s fangs drew back in rage and Kormak knew that the Ghul was going to come for him. He leaned back against the wall, giving the chains some slack. If the Ghul came within reach he would try and smash it down with the bunched links of metal. The Ghul shook its head as if reading his resolution. It reeled up the stairs and away.


  Kormak’s muscles ached, his bones felt as if their marrow was molten. His brain felt empty as if much of what he was had been lost, and he realised it was merely the absence of the gigantic presence that Razhak had been. He strained with all his might against the chains. They had never been intended to resist a man as strong as he. They came away from the walls, leaving him free to stagger over to the board of keys pinned against the walls and find the one that would free him.


  He walked over to where his sword lay, picked it up and strapped it on. He took his amulets and his armour and put them on too. Nuala stirred faintly. It seemed she was still alive. He walked over to her and touched her with his Elder Sign, hoping it might disrupt any inimical energy that remained in her form. Her eyes opened and she looked up at him.


  “You owe me,” she said.


  “For bringing the guard?” he asked, as he helped her to her feet.


  “I told them you were here. It was the fastest way of getting them to come. Maybe the only way to get them to break into Scar’s place.”


  “You did well,” he said.


  She looked at the recumbent form of the guards. “Will they be all right?”


  “If you are, they will be. And I think I had best be gone when they awake. It will be easier than explaining.”


  She nodded. “You’d better find, Darien. You owe him money.”


  “What do I owe you?” She reached up and stroked his cheek.


  “I am sure we can work out some method of payment that is satisfactory for both of us,” she said.


  They stumbled up the stairs and out into the deserted tavern. Outside the open door, the night waited. Somewhere out there, Razhak was running for his life. Kormak knew where he was going now with utter certainty. He would find the demon in the ruins of Tanyth.


  Death waited there for one of them. Tonight he did not care. He had debts to pay in the here and now.


  


  THAT WAY LIES DEATH


  “THAT WAY LIES death,” said the old man. The frown deepened the lines on his leathery face into trenches. A mad gleam shone in his eye. Perhaps it was the look of ascetic fanaticism brought on by too much exposure to the desert sun or possibly he truly had been touched by holiness. Why else would he be sitting half-naked by a milestone in the desert along the ancient road to Sunhaven?


  Kormak looked in the direction the hermit had indicated with his wizened hand. It did not look any different from the rest of the wastes the road passed through. It was a harsh dry land where the only touch of colour came from the yellowish blooms of some hardy creosote plants.


  Kormak removed his helmet and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He was hot and all too aware of it. His leather tunic and mail shirt had not been intended for a climate like this. Again he considered removing them and putting them with the cloak in his saddlebags but the road to Sunhaven was famous for its bandits and its monsters and he had no desire to die with an arrow through him if it could be avoided. At the moment, he thought sourly. Another few hours of this and he might feel differently.


  “Death seems to be everywhere here,” said Kormak. “This would be an easy place for a man to leave this life.”


  “In yonder direction lies the lost city of Tanyth,” the old man said. “It is guarded by demons, the haunt of the damned. They fly over the desert in a night when it would take men a week’s ride or more to get here.”


  Kormak looked at him again. “You have chosen a strange place to dwell then.”


  The old man smiled and gestured in the direction of the nearby hills. “I have my cave. I have my spring. I have retreated from the wickedness of the cities of Men. I contemplate the mysteries of the Holy Sun here where the sky is clear and His light is brightest. I do not fear demons for He watches over me.”


  “What sort of demons are there?” Kormak asked. He had a professional interest in such things.


  “Lamia, succubae, she-fiends. They visit me in the night. Disport themselves lewdly. Seek to tempt me back to the ways of flesh. I reject them.”


  Kormak wondered whether the Holy Sun was the only thing this ancient saw visions of and how real these temptations were. Perhaps they were simply projections of the desires the old man thought he had left behind. Perhaps not. Kormak had encountered too many demons to discount the possibility that the old man was right.


  Kormak tapped the blade that hung over his shoulder. “I do not fear demons,” he said.


  “Ah but you are a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn. I know your kind. One passed through the City of Light in the years of my youth. Many men died before he departed. Once he was gone, the killings ceased.” He let the words and their accusation hang in the air, all the while keeping his bright, mad gaze focused directly on Kormak.


  “Such is often the way,” Kormak said. The old man rubbed his grey stubble.


  “They say the men who died were wicked. No doubt some of them were. Others were not. I am not sure your order is as righteous as it claims.”


  Kormak agreed but it did not seem politic to say so. The old man’s gaze shifted and he focused his eyes back on the road. Riders were approaching. Pennons fluttered on the end of their lances. They held the short moon-curved bow so common in this land. When they got closer, he would doubtless find they were armed with scimitars.


  “Riders often pass along this road. Some of them are charitable,” said the old hermit. Kormak fumbled some change from his purse and dropped it in front of the old man. He laughed and picked it up then rose to his feet and handed it back to Kormak


  “I have no use for silver out here. It would only tempt men of violence and make me think of the foul uses I could put it to back in the city.”


  Kormak shrugged. “I cannot spare food or water; I have a long journey ahead of me.”


  “Perhaps I can spare you some then,” said the old man. “Water at least. This road is no place to be caught without water.”


  The riders were close enough now that Kormak could see he was wrong. They carried the straight blades of Sunlander Templars. Their gear was an odd mix of light armour, recurved lunar bows and western helmets and swords. Kormak guessed these were descendants of the Oathsworn who had set out to reclaim the Sacred Lands from the moondogs generations ago. They had adapted to the local climate. There were obviously some things he could learn from them.


  One of the men was as richly dressed as a prince. His robes were silk, his breastplate worked with intricate shapes that were only vaguely recognisable as Elder Signs. The patterns were almost lost as if the people who had made the device were more concerned with decoration than protection from the Old Ones and the Shadow. The rest of the men were warriors, either feudal retainers or well-paid mercenaries. They had a hard competent look to them. Kormak took his place beside the old man. He did not really expect violence here but you never knew. The normal laws of men were sometimes suspended in the wastelands.


  The lead rider came closer. Kormak could see he was a handsome young man with very dark hair and very white teeth. His hair fell in ringlets to his shoulders. His beard was well-trimmed to two points. He looked foppish but there was something about the way he sat in the saddle and assessed Kormak’s stance that told the Guardian he was not quite as soft as he looked.


  “I see another has come to consult you, father,” the newcomer said. There was something taunting in his speech and at the same time something deferential. There was respect there as well as mockery as if the youth sought to prove how cynical he was and yet at the same time, in his heart of hearts, feared the wrath of the old man’s god. It was an attitude Kormak had seen many times among the spoiled nobility of the far west. The young man looked at Kormak. “Not a Sunlander and not an easterner either. That is a puzzle.”


  “An Aquilean,” Kormak said. “It’s north-west of Taurea.”


  “You are a long way from home.”


  “Sir Kormak is on a quest, my son.” There was something odd in the way the hermit said those words as well. “He is hunting a demon.”


  “Then that is a dwarf-forged blade upon his shoulder. Interesting. I had not expected ever to see such a thing. Would you mind if I took a look at it?” He held out his hand in complete expectation that Kormak would simply hand the blade over.


  “Yes,” Kormak said. “I would.”


  His tone obviously rankled the retainers. They reached for their weapons.


  “Tell your men I can kill you before they reach me, and then I will kill them,” Kormak said. He said it loudly enough so that the youth did not need to.


  “Are you really so good with the blade?” the youth asked. He did not seem in the least bit frightened.


  “Yes,” Kormak said. “But if you feel the need to put that to the test, by all means, go ahead.”


  The youth smiled. “That will not be necessary. It was rude of me to ask a Guardian to part with his weapon. I spoke without thinking. There is no harm done to my dignity. I hope you will accept my apology, Sir Kormak.”


  The retainers at once relaxed their grips on their sword hilts. They did not look any less wary though. All of them inspected Kormak with fierce, hawk-like eyes.


  “The matter is forgotten,” said Kormak.


  “Very good. Let us start again. I am Prince Luther Na Veris of the city of Sunhaven. I have come here today to bring alms to this noble and long-suffering hermit,” Again there was that faint and ironic emphasis in this speech, “and then I will ride back to the city. I hope you will do me the honour of riding a ways with me and perhaps guesting in my mansion.”


  “I would be honoured to ride with you, Prince, but I am on a most urgent mission and I cannot accept your hospitality.”


  “You can tell me of your quest as we ride. Perhaps I may help you in some way. I am not without influence in these parts and it will do my soul some good to aid the righteous.”


  There was still an element of mockery in Luther’s words, just as there had been when he spoke to the hermit, but Kormak sensed the underlying seriousness of the young man’s intent. “That would be a blessing.”


  The Prince nodded and then gestured and two of them men at arms dismounted and took leather-bound packages from their saddlebags. They brought them to the hermit, set them down beside him with respectful bows and then retreated back to their steeds.


  The Prince walked over to the hermit and they exchanged murmured words. There seemed to be some quiet debate going on, possibly of a religious nature. Kormak studied the guards as they waited. They looked back at him. Most of them were indifferent but some glared. They had taken his earlier words as a challenge and they were keen to show that they were not afraid.


  In the clear sky Kormak saw a hawk in flight. As he watched it stooped, and he knew that somewhere in the distance death had touched the desert.


  A moment later Prince Luther returned. “With your permission, Sir Guardian, let us be away!”


  They rode side by side towards the city, with the line of retainers stretching out behind them. Kormak was uncomfortably aware that there were men with bows at his back and that he might be shot without warning. The die was cast though, and he did not believe any of the retainers would attack him without a word from the Prince. He paid very close attention to Luther Na Veris as they rode.


  A warm wind had sprung up from the desert. It made Kormak’s eyes feel dry and the skin of his face itch. The Prince produced a scarf and drew it across the bottom half of his face. The warriors did likewise, gratefully. Kormak realised that they would not do the thing until Luther did.


  The Prince gazed at Kormak sidelong. “It is strange for a Guardian to be so far from Mount Aethelas.”


  “I hunt a demon. I have tracked it for hundreds of leagues, from Vandemar and beyond. I think my hunt will come to an end soon.”


  “A demon? Of what sort?” The question was casually put, in the same way as a wizard might put it.


  “You are a sorcerer?” Kormak asked. The Prince laughed.


  “No. I am a dabbler. I have read some grimoires and some ancient texts written by the Old Ones. I read them more for the imagery than the knowledge. I find it helps with my compositions.”


  “You are a scholar then.”


  “Of sorts. It is my poor pretence to be a poet.”


  “Luther of Sunhaven,” said Kormak.


  “You know my name I see. It is flattering to be renowned as far away as the cold hills of Aquilea.”


  “I heard your name at the Court of the King of Taurea. A bard had set certain of your lyrics to music.”


  “I wrote a cycle of love poems in my salad days. They enjoyed a certain ephemeral popularity. They are still sung in taverns and sailors carry songs far.”


  “I had not realised you were a prince.”


  “It is a not uncommon title in the Sacred Lands,” Luther said. “A lot of nobles awarded themselves high honours when they stole these lands from the Seleneans. I am descended from one. There are many others. Princes are as common in Sunhaven as knights in Taurea or so they say.” He smiled affably. “But you were telling me of your quest. It is not every day I get to meet a man who hunts demons.” Once again there was an element of irony in the Prince’s speech, mocking and undercutting his protestations of interest.


  “It’s not every day I meet a Prince who is also a poet.”


  “I assure you I have had by far the less interesting life of the two of us.”


  The walls of the city appeared on the horizon. They were massive. Sunhaven had quite clearly been built to withstand a siege. The walls extended outwards in buttressed points. They were ten times the height of a man and Kormak had heard it said you could drive a chariot along the top of them. Over the walls a gigantic white tower worked with patterns of gold loomed over the city, dominating the entire skyline.


  “It is true,” Kormak said. “The walls of Sunhaven are laid out in the same pattern as the Elder Sign.


  Luther nodded. “The walls of all five of the Holy Cities are. It is said that if you looked down from the sky, the way the Holy Sun does, that the roads between them would form the pattern of a gigantic Elder Sign as well. It may be true. These ancient roads run straight enough.”


  “Is that so?”


  “It makes you wonder, doesn’t it? How the ancients did it. Built so straight and so far that they could enclose an entire kingdom within the Elder Sign’s sacred protection.”


  “Some would say they were inspired by the Sun himself. After all it was one of the Prophets who commanded the work.”


  Luther smiled indulgently. “Personally I wonder why they did it. Elder Signs are used to keep demons in as well as out.”


  “You think this land is some sort of prison?”


  “There are certain old grimoires that hint as much.”


  “Go on.”


  “Some say this land is a massive gateway to the Realms of Shadow, that armies of demons lie in wait beneath the crust of reality to emerge and work evil. They say it is from this place that the Shadow first entered the world, before the coming of Men. That is why the Holy Cities were built here—they are watchtowers against another onslaught by the Shadow.”


  “There are regions where such things happen,” Kormak said. “But I have never encountered one so huge.”


  “But you have visited such places?”


  Kormak nodded.


  “We really should talk you and I. There are many things I would question you about.”


  “Would that I had the time, Prince.” Luther nodded affably at this refusal. He did not seem at all troubled by the response.


  “It is a strange thought, is it not, that the earth upon which we walk may have the legions of Shadow beneath it?”


  “It is a disturbing thought.”


  “This can be a disturbing land.”


  “But one that can inspire a poet,” Kormak said. “If his imagination ran in certain directions.”


  “I hear a hint of the Inquisition in your voice, Sir Kormak, the trace of fanatical disapproval.”


  “It was an observation, that was all.”


  “I have noticed that certain of your observations sound like threats.”


  “I would say that perception lay within the mind of the listener. In this case, at least.”


  “You debate like a priest, sir.”


  “I was taught by them,” Kormak admitted.


  “That in no way surprises me,” said the Prince. He shaded his eyes with his hand and stared off into the distance. “I think we shall be in time,” he said.


  The city came ever closer. Kormak could see that many buildings lay outside the huge walls and were dwarfed by them. It was often the case in this world he had found. Cities outgrew their ancient defences. In the west there were places where the walls marked the age of certain parts of cities the way the rings of a tree did.


  There was no real boundary between the desert and the outer city. At first they merely rode between isolated white-washed mud-brick houses, which became more and more common until they were ragged, half-empty streets and then densely packed ones. People went from being relatively rare on the outskirts to swarming crowds as they got closer to the walls.


  Soon they were surrounded by hawkers and water-sellers and jugglers and clowns. Beggars and thieves moved closer as well. About half of the folk were dressed in western style tunics and britches made from light linen fabrics. The others, darker skinned, were garbed in flowing robes of the Desert Tribes. The men in britches tended to wear the Sign of the Sun and walk proudly and aggressively. The desert men wore Lunar symbols and spoke softly.


  Prince Luther nodded to one of his men, the same one as had given the package to the hermit and the man produced a purse and tossed a shower of small coins into the crowd. People scrambled to pick them up as the Prince rode through.


  Ahead of them a gate surmounted by an Elder Sign loomed ten spans high. It had huge valves of bronze. Armoured men stood on either side. Prince Luther studied the sky. It was starting to get dark. “Good,” he said. “The North Gate is still open. There will be no need to spend time in some Low City Tavern and wait for the dawn.”


  “I regret I must take my leave of you, Prince,” said Kormak. “And seek a bed for the night.”


  “It would do me great honour if you accepted my hospitality, Guardian. You will lose no time or money and more importantly you will not get your throat slit in some low dive. It does happen here.”


  “Men have tried to cut my throat before, Prince. I am still here.”


  “I have a library containing many volumes that might interest you. I have scrolls concerning the Ghul and their city in which you might find knowledge valuable on your quest. I have maps too. I am quite the collector in my way.”


  Kormak glanced at him sidelong. In that moment he was reminded a little of Lord Tomas who had freed Razhak originally. Luther had a similar intensity. Still the things he offered might prove useful. “That would indeed be useful.”


  “Then it is settled. You will accompany me to my mansion and you can consult with my library and I will avail myself of the opportunity to pick your brain of knowledge and bore you with displays of my own erudition.”


  “Very well, Prince Luther, I accept your offer. For this night alone.”


  “Capital.” They rode through the North Gate. It was like riding into a tunnel, dark and shadowy. It was full of men with donkeys and camels and carts all trying to get passed the guards. Prince Luther was obviously recognised for he was waved through as were all those with him.


  The streets of the Old City were very different from those of the new. They were laid out in perfectly straight lines and all of the buildings showed a similarity of architecture, a symmetry of proportion, that marked them as having been built at the same time, in a different age of the world.


  “Laid out according to the geomantic principles of the ancient Solari,” said Luther, when he noticed Kormak’s glance. “They built this city in the First Age of Men when the power of the Empire was at its height.”


  All of the streets led to a gigantic citadel whose single central tower rose like a spear aimed at the sky. At first glance the buildings were as impressive as all the work of the ancients but when he looked closer he could see everything had been repaired in a patchwork fashion, that many of the mansions were crumbling, that smaller buildings and newer had sprung up between the older ones.


  “The city was not always in the hands of the Sunlanders,” Luther said. Once again it was as if he was reading Kormak’s thoughts. “There were centuries of neglect while the Seleneans held Sunhaven. They did so until the Oathsworn reclaimed the Tower of the Sun. Some say it is only a matter of time before they do again. Our hold on this land is still quite precarious. Without aid from the West we can hold out for a generation at most.”


  “The Kingdoms of the West have their own problems,” Kormak said. “They are not united as they were in the Time of the Oathswearing.”


  “The same problem could be said to exist here,” the Prince said. “There are those who think we should come to an accommodation with the moon-worshippers. Others think we should withdraw before we are over-run.”


  “What do you think?” Kormak asked.


  “I believe it is inevitable that the city will fall back into the hands of the Seleneans. This is an isolated pocket of Solar worship now. We are surrounded on all sides by lands that are either debated or have been swamped by the moondogs.”


  They rode into a wide avenue of walled mansions, all with a clear view of the tower. It was clear they had been spotted for servants were already opening the gates of Prince Luther’s mansion while guards watched from the flanking towers. As they rode into the courtyard it occurred to Kormak that every wealthy man’s house in the city must be a small self-contained fortress.


  Now he was trapped within one.


  A fountain stood in the courtyard. Solar angels held great amphora above their heads and from them poured water. Orange trees stood in small enclosed walled gardens. Servants came forward to take the horses. Kormak allowed his to be led to the stable.


  A majordomo advanced on Prince Luther, bowed and presented him with some scrolls. The Prince broke their seals casually and read them as they walked into the cool interior of the building. A halo of servants trailed them as well as the two bodyguards who had disbursed the Prince’s money to the crowd. The rest of them seemed to have taken entry into the house as a signal that they were dismissed. Clearly there was a routine to this place and everyone knew their part in it.


  Luther strolled through corridors lined with beautiful statues and entered a low courtyard opened to the sky. There was seating all around it. On a chair at its edge, a woman sat, reading a book.


  “Sister,” Luther said. “We have a guest.”


  The woman looked up and assessed Kormak with a cool gaze. There was a definite family resemblance to the Prince. They had the same dark curly hair, very white teeth and compelling dark eyes. She was very lovely. She put the book down on the table beside her, after marking her place with a silk ribbon.


  She rose and made a courtly curtsey. Kormak responded with a formal bow. She placed her hand over her heart. “Welcome to our home, Guardian of the Dawn.”


  “Olivia is the scholar of the family,” Luther said. “She has studied art, philosophy, history and alchemy. She understood the significance of the way you wear your blade as soon as she saw it.”


  “You are a long way from Mount Aethelas,” the woman said.


  “Sir Kormak is on a quest. He hunts a demon.”


  “There are no shortage of those in the Wastes beyond the Holy Road.”


  “He hunts one in particular, a Ghul.”


  “I thought those were all gone from the world. Imprisoned by Solareon or exterminated by your Order, Sir Guardian.”


  “There is one left,” Kormak said. He felt like he was interrupting a conversation between these two. Prince Luther seemed happy to answer any questions his sister addressed to Kormak.


  “But not for long if Sir Kormak has his way,” Luther said. The woman sank back into her chair and with a graceful gesture indicated they should join her. She rang a bell, three times, with a particular rhythm. It must have been an accepted signal for in a short time a servant girl arrived with a silver tray containing apple tea for three. It was very sweet. Prince Luther added honey.


  “How did you encounter, my brother, Sir Kormak?”


  “He was talking to our father,” said Luther before Kormak could reply. Kormak studied the Prince and his sister. He was trying to recall the old hermit’s features. It was possible that there was a family resemblance there.


  “I can see you have baffled the Guardian.”


  “The hermit is really your father?” Kormak said. “I thought you used the expression merely as a sign of respect.”


  “No! Our father has foresworn the world and its guilty pleasures. He has renounced all his estates and worldly goods and mistresses in favour of my sister and myself. He seeks to save his soul and redeem his sins.”


  “He has many sins to atone for,” said Olivia. Luther shot her a warning glance. She shook her head almost imperceptibly as if she was telling her brother she would not be silenced.


  “Our father was a famously wicked man, Sir Kormak,” she said. “He studied for the priesthood when he was young and then abandoned the path when his elder brother died and he inherited the estate. It is said he broke all of his priestly vows in a single night that they still talk about down in the Street of Seven Pleasures.”


  “I have heard of novices who did the same,” Kormak said.


  “From your own order?” Luther sounded curious.


  “My order does not ask men to foreswear pleasures of the flesh.”


  “Save for one,” Olivia said. “You may not marry.”


  “That hardly means foreswearing women, sister. You are not so innocent!”


  Olivia smiled. She did not look embarrassed. She considered Kormak in a measuring way and then looked back at her brother.


  “Father insists on his folly then,” Olivia said. “He will not return and let us care for him.”


  “It is hardly folly to embrace godliness,” Luther said.


  “Is that what he is doing?” Olivia said. “I thought this was just a new form of egotism. He is enjoying the drama of renunciation. Once he is bored with it, he will return. Be certain of it.”


  “My sister is a cynic, Sir Kormak,” said Luther. She inclined her head. Kormak decided it was not just the father who enjoyed drama in this family. They seemed happy to have an audience to play out their discussion in front of. He started to get the sense that for all the fact that they lived in the city these might be people isolated from normal society. Thinking of the bluff warriors he had encountered since he came to this land, Kormak had some idea how that might come about.


  “She simply knows her father too well,” said Olivia.


  “I admit to the possibility of that,” said Luther. The shadows were starting to lengthen. Servants appeared with lamps. They burned perfumed oil, not tallow. There was no shortage of money in the house.


  “Tell me of your quest, Sir Kormak,” said Olivia. “It has been centuries since any man has encountered a Ghul. They were rare even in these demon-haunted parts in this age of the world.”


  “That is strange is it not,” said Kormak. “Tanyth was once their city.”


  “They ruled this land in the days between when they rebelled against the Old Ones and the coming of the Solarians,” said Olivia. “The First Empire broke them, destroyed Tanyth. The Emperor Solareon imprisoned the Ghul in punishment for their evil. Those who could fled from his wrath and were scattered over the world. Presumably there must have been some who were not in the city at all. There is considerable speculation on the subject among the ancient scholars.”


  “Razhak was in the city. He was imprisoned by Solareon. I handled the flask in which he was bound myself.”


  “Razhak,” she said. “That is an evil name. He was a mighty wizard among the Ghul or so the old books claim.”


  “I can believe that. I saw as much in his mind when he tried to possess me.”


  The girl shuddered. Prince Luther looked quizzical. He tilted his head to one side. “Tried to possess you?”


  “He failed,” Kormak said, his tone making it clear he had no wish to discuss the matter further.


  “And still you pursue the creature,” said Olivia.


  “I have followed this demon a long way. He has eluded me so far but soon the chase will end.”


  “How can you know that?” Luther asked.


  “He is weakened and must return to Tanyth to use the great spell-engines there or he will die. Perhaps that is the wrong word. He will unravel. His life force is woven into a pattern of energy that should be self-sustaining.”


  Olivia looked up sharply. “But some part of it is undone and it is starting to unravel like a tapestry from which threads have been pulled.”


  “Exactly so.” Kormak said.


  The woman looked excited. “That confirms what Eraclius of Anacreon claimed,” she said.


  “It may be,” said Kormak. “But I have not read any of that sage’s works.”


  “We have a collection in our library,” said Olivia. “You may study them before you retire. Of course, they are written in High Solari.”


  “I am familiar with the tongue,” said Kormak.


  “A Guardian would be,” she said. “I am surprised you have not read Eraclius. I had always heard that the Library at Aethelas was the best in the world.”


  “It is lady, but I have read only a tiny fraction of its volumes. My duties are of a more active than scholarly nature.”


  “Of course,” she said. “They would be. I will see to it that you are brought a selection of the scrolls pertaining to your quest. The knowledge they contain may prove useful to you.”


  “Thank you, Lady Olivia.”


  The Prince said, “We should eat now and I would question Sir Kormak about his career. There is a lot he can tell me and I would get it down while I have the chance.”


  Luther seemed as keen about this as his sister did about her scholarship. They were an odd couple with strange enthusiasms and a languor about them that seemed to fit their surroundings.


  He began to suspect that they were perhaps more typical of the Sunlander aristocracy in this land than he had at first thought. There was a doomed quality about them, as if they were simply passing through this land, shadows in the light of the harsh sun, destined to vanish with the coming of night.


  A servant brought in parchment and quills and Luther rose and sat himself at table. He began to ask Kormak about his life and his training and his travels. He was interested in the oddest things. Was he afraid when he confronted his first demon? What did it feel like to kill an immortal? Did he sometimes find himself sympathising with those he killed?


  The last question obviously had a resonance with Luther. He clearly identified with the ancient immortals whose lives were being extinguished by one whose lifespan was an eyeblink to them. He wondered about the lost knowledge and what those eyes might have looked on. Certainly far more than Kormak would ever see no matter how far he travelled.


  It was late when the servant finally showed Kormak to his chamber, illuminating the way with a lantern. The room was as luxuriously furnished as the rest of the mansion. A large four-poster bed in the western style was there, decorated with carvings in the ornate local fashion that were seemingly Elder Signs intended to ward the sleeper as they dreamt but which were so ornate that Kormak doubted they would function as intended.


  He stripped off his armour but made sure his scabbarded sword was within easy reach on the bedside table. He threw open the shutters and looked out into the night. The moon rose huge and strange over the towers and minarets of the city. The Tower of the Sun loomed gigantically over everything. At its peak something burned like the beacon in a lighthouse. Kormak remembered being able to see that light from leagues away across the desert. He thought about Taurea and the lands of the West he had left behind. It would be winter there now. It was winter here but it just did not feel like it. He was a long, long way from home and he felt it.


  There was a gentle knock on the door. Kormak picked up his scabbard and walked over to the door, unbolting it. Olivia stood there. She carried a bunch of scrolls tied up with a ribbon. Her dress was lighter than the one she had worn downstairs, revealing her figure. Her hair was pinned up revealing her neck.


  “I brought you the works of Eraclius I talked about,” she said.


  “It was not necessary for you to bring them yourself, my lady,” Kormak said.


  “It is my pleasure to do so, Guardian,” she said. “Do you mind if I come in?”


  For a moment Kormak was reminded of stories of Old Ones who could only cross thresholds when invited. He had seen this woman in daylight though and he thought he would know if it was an elder being wearing her shape.


  “You may.” She entered the room, closed the door and put the bar in place. They looked at each other across the length of the room. The bed was a looming presence between them. She swallowed and then smiled as composedly as she had done in the atrium downstairs.


  “I hope my brother did not keep you talking too long,” she said. “He does not get the opportunity to speak with a man like you very often.”


  “It is unusual for a Prince to be so interested in my work.”


  “He is not really a Prince and I am not really a Princess,” she said. “In the west we would be minor nobles at best.”


  “You would be wealthy ones,” Kormak said. “Not many of the nobles I have encountered live like this.”


  She walked over towards him. He was very aware of the swishing her nightdress made as she moved. She stood in front of him, offering him the scrolls submissively. The smile on her face was anything but submissive.


  “Why are you here?” Kormak asked.


  “Do you find it so hard to believe a woman might find you attractive?”


  “Many women have,” Kormak said. “As I am sure many men have found you beautiful.”


  “I do not encounter many men,” she said.


  “Why would that be?” Kormak asked.


  “We are not popular with our neighbours or with the local nobility in general. My father is regarded as a degenerate, my brother an effete poet. Some of his verses are regarded as scandalous. Many think him mad and that madness runs in our family.”


  “Do you think so?”


  She shook her head. “He has morbid interests. They stimulate his imagination. He is not mad though. He really is a poet. I think he is going to offer to accompany you to Tanyth.”


  “Why would he do that?”


  She leaned so close he could feel her scented breath.


  “He is curious and they say only madmen visit Tanyth, that the place is accursed. He wants to go to the place that all men are afraid of, and he wants to return and write about it and so win fame.”


  “He is already famous. I had heard his name in Taurea.”


  “He wants to be remembered, to make his name immortal. It’s the only certain form of immortality men will ever have, is it not?”


  Kormak reached out and touched her cheek, ever so gently. She shivered and then leaned her face against his callused sword hand. “And you do not want him to go?” Kormak asked.


  “On the contrary, I want to go with you.” Her eyes were very large and wide and innocent and Kormak found that he did not trust her in the slightest. It did not stop him wanting her though.


  “Why?”


  “We can talk about that later,” she said, leaning forward and bringing her lips close to his. They parted slightly. He kissed her and then swept her up and carried her to the bed.


  The Lady Olivia lay naked on the bed. Part of her body was in shadow but that just made the white flesh and the curves he could see all the more voluptuous. She stroked his cheek with one soft hand. Her nails were long and had tiny runes worked on them in dye.


  “Why do you want to go to Tanyth?” Kormak asked. She smiled at him sardonically, teeth glittering in the dark,


  “No compliments, Sir Kormak. You are not very gallant.”


  “I am not a gallant man,” he said.


  “No, you are not,” she said. “Perhaps that is why you are attractive. You do not speak of honour or nobility. You are not a hypocrite.”


  Kormak studied her face in the darkness. She seemed serious. He smiled. She obviously did not know him well. “You are projecting what you want to see onto me,” he said.


  “Most men would not tell a lovesick girl that.”


  “You are not a girl and you are not lovesick. Let us not pretend otherwise.”


  “You do not think there is even the slightest possibility of that?”


  “I am certain.”


  “You do not understand what life is like here then. It is not often I see a handsome man who interests me. It is not often I have the chance to break out of here.”


  “Is that what you want?” She sat up suddenly and reached out and took his chin, playfully twisting so that he had to look directly at her.


  “To be a woman in this land is to be a prisoner. We may not go out unaccompanied lest the moon-worshippers ravish us. We may not do this. We may not do that.”


  “You do not seem to accept many limits.”


  “My situation is unusual. Within the walls of this house I am mistress. Outside of them I must go veiled. I must become invisible”


  “And you wish to be seen.”


  “I am not so unlike my brother, Sir Kormak. I am a scholar. I will write upon this subject. I too wish to be remembered.”


  “I will remember you.”


  She smiled. “That is a start,” she said, reaching over to kiss him again.


  At breakfast next morning they sat like strangers. It was odd to rest in the chair and look at the woman sitting there so cool and collected and to remember the passion of the previous evening.


  Prince Luther strode into the atrium, sat down at the table, picked up a sweetmeat and said, “I have been thinking about your quest, Sir Kormak. I would like to go with you.”


  “It will be dangerous, Prince Luther,” Kormak said. His conversation with Olivia the previous evening had prepared him for this.


  “That will only spice the dish,” said Luther. “I have a hankering to see Tanyth, to look upon its ancient wonders.”


  “Why have you not done so before?” Kormak asked.


  “Because those who go there go mad or never return. I think that if I go in the company of a Guardian, I may return to tell the tale.”


  “My quest is not to protect you, Prince. It is to slay Razhak and end his evil. He has killed a number of people since he was freed. I will see that he kills no more.”


  “Understood, Sir Kormak, but I could be of help to you. I can provide maps, guides, supplies, warriors, finance an expedition. It is not just demons you must worry about in the wastes. There are bandits and wild beasts and other dangers. If we go together you would not need to worry about such things. Nor would you need to worry about being granted permission to cross certain lands or go to certain places.”


  Kormak understood the veiled threat there. The Prince could no doubt make it difficult for him to leave the city if he wanted or place other obstacles in his path. And to tell the truth he could see certain advantages in taking up the Prince on his offer.


  “Will your soldiers accompany you into Tanyth? You said that men fear the place.”


  “They can await us at a safe distance from the city. I do not fear to enter the city.”


  “Very well, I accept your offer,” said Kormak. Olivia stared at him very hard. “On one condition…That your sister accompanies us as well.”


  The Prince glanced between Kormak and his sister. His smile was slow and a little sad. He clearly sensed that something had passed between them.


  “So that’s the way it is,” Luther said. “Very well. I accept. All three of us will go to Tanyth.”


  He said it as a child might when considering a treat. Kormak wondered if Luther really knew what he was letting himself in for. He wondered if he knew what he was letting himself in for himself.


  “We need to leave immediately,” Kormak said. “We need to stop Razhak before he can find his spell-engines and perform his ritual.”


  It did not take Luther long to arrange things. His guards were well drilled and his stewards efficient. He was a wealthy man with little difficulty getting supplies. There were horses in his stables and mules. Watersacks were filled from the fountains and well. Maps were brought from the library. By noon, they were ready to go. A line of soldiers headed out with the Prince and his sister riding at the front with Kormak.


  Olivia was dressed for travel in a cowled robe with a silk veil over her face. The veil was so thin as to be almost translucent and the effect was to hint at and accentuate her beauty rather than hide it. Much to his surprise she had a sword scabbarded at her waist and a bow on her saddle. On her belt were pouches for herbs and metal vials of alchemical substances held in leather loops.


  Sensing the direction of his gaze, she said, “I wanted to learn as a child and my father saw no reason not to teach me. It was one of the advantages of having so unorthodox and disreputable a parent.”


  “My sister is actually very good with both weapons,” said Prince Luther. “Better than many men.”


  “I shall take your word for it.”


  Kormak saw that they were being watched as they rode through the streets. It must have made an interesting procession for many people, the Prince and his retainers and a veiled and wealthy woman riding beside a Guardian, equipped for a long journey. Doubtless spies and newsmongers would be carrying the tale to all corners of the city within the hour. There would surely be people who would wonder what they were doing. Kormak did not care as long as it did not interfere with his mission.


  He had a sense that events were coming to a close, that one way or another his hunt for Razhak would end in Tanyth. He pushed the thought to one side. In a hunt like this it was as well not to believe such feelings. He could take nothing for granted, not even the loyalty of the people he was with. They had their own agendas and he was not sure they were the ones they said they had.


  One thing was certain, he would find out before the end.


  The city receded behind them, the slums and hovels outside the walls gradually shrinking and vanishing until all that was visible were the gigantic walls, made pristine by distance and desert light. The Tower of the Sun loomed over them like the spear of a Titan thrust into the earth in the middle of the city.


  They rode in silence, save for the whistle of the wind and the crunching of the friable ground under their horses’ hooves. Prince Luther seemed happy. He smiled as if contemplating some pleasing secret. Olivia glanced around as if she had never seen desert before. Surely that could not be the truth of the matter, Kormak thought.


  His mouth had an odd gritty taste in it and his throat always felt a little dry, as if thirst was an ever present demon waiting to strike. He found himself glancing around at the mules with their cargoes of supplies and checking the skins that dangled from his own saddle.


  Olivia glanced over her shoulder too, gazing north and Kormak wondered if she was thinking of her father in his cave. It seemed odd, Kormak thought, that a man should give up the wealth that so many wanted in exchange for the poverty so many had. He had chosen to become a beggar when he had been a Prince.


  No. That was not strictly speaking true. His children still visited him. They brought him small gifts. In a way they showed that they still cared and that there was a path back to what he had once been should he choose to take it. That was not the same as the poverty of the true poor, who had no choices. He understood what it was that Olivia meant about her father. In his way he was still a rich man playing at being poor even if he chose to endure real discomfort.


  Perhaps in the same way as, at this moment, his children were playing at being adventurers. Kormak was sure they understood the dangers of what they were doing on one level but on another they did not. They were blessed. They could opt to turn around at any point and return to their mansion and put this whole mad folly behind them.


  So could he, if he wanted to. He could just turn his horse around and ride away. It was a thought that sometimes crossed his mind. Only it was not possible. He had sworn an oath to do this and his soul would be peril if he did not. If he had a soul, he thought sourly. He had seen enough in his lifetime to make him have doubts of the faith he had been taught as a boy and had sworn to serve as a man.


  He would kill the demon if he could for any number of complex and individually insufficient reasons. He wanted revenge for the people Razhak had killed. He wanted to correct his own fault in letting the demon escape in the first place, and if truth be told, he wanted to kill the demon out of spite and jealousy.


  Razhak had seen truly into his heart when he had spotted that. He wanted the demon dead because it was unfair that it should live and wreak havoc when he must die and walk into the Lands of Dust, if such lands there were. By killing Razhak, he would build his own small, secret monument. He would end the life of something that had existed since the dawn of history. He would achieve something, even if that thing was a negative.


  He knew when he looked at things in this light that simple vanity was the real reason he had agreed to let Luther and Olivia come. He wanted witnesses. He wanted it recorded. He wanted it to be set down in a poem that would be remembered by future generations, the only limited form of immortality he could be certain was real. He too wanted glory.


  He looked again at the desert and the people and the brilliant sun over the empty land. He thought of the living city behind them and the dead city ahead.


  This is glory, he thought? It did not quite seem as the epics he had read as a boy had made it to be.


  “You look sad, Sir Kormak,” Olivia said.


  “This desert makes me feel very small.”


  “It does that to everyone,” she said. “It is a good place for holy hermits.”


  That evening they set up camp amid the dunes, raising silk tents, setting watch. On the horizon, to the North a golden light glowed in the sky, the great burning stone set atop the Tower of the Sun sending out its message of light into the wastes.


  “They say the ancient Solari set it there as a challenge to the Moon,” said Olivia. She was sitting by the fire, on a small intricately patterned rug, drinking water from a silver cup, eating waybread and dates from a carved platter of wood. “Its light keeps her Children at bay.”


  “Why is it that the Children cannot endure the Sun, do you think?” Prince Luther asked. The guards, all of those who were not on watch, sat in a circle around the fire, silent as stones. “Is it because of his curse, as the legends say, or is it something else. Could it be that they are even more sensitive to its light than an albino eunuch would be? Could it be that it burns them in the same way as it burns us only worse?”


  “This is my brother’s pet theory,” said Olivia.


  “You disagree?” Kormak asked.


  “It is as good a theory as any other I have heard,” she said. “And it is not impossible that both my brother and the Golden Books are correct. Perhaps the Sun’s curse is that the Children are sensitive to His light.”


  Kormak shrugged.


  “You disagree?” she said.


  “I don’t know. I do know they are cursed. I have seen it for myself. Too long in the Sun’s holy light unprotected and they die.”


  “Die? How?” Luther asked.


  “They simply cease to be. If they have created a physical form, it disintegrates. If they are immaterial spirits, they come apart like mist in a strong wind.”


  “Does your sword work according to the same principle?” Luther asked.


  “I do not know,” said Kormak. “You would need to ask the dwarf who made it?”


  “The Dwarves were the artificers of the Old Ones,” said Olivia. “Who would know them better?”


  Luther said, “The Ghul were servants of the Old Ones too. Why did so many of their servants rebel against them, that is what I wonder.”


  “Because they wanted what the Old Ones had,” Olivia said. “Or they wanted their own lives to be better.”


  “Or they simply hated them,” Luther said. “Their lives were long and the Old Ones cruel.”


  Luther looked at Kormak. “It seems the Ghul learned cruelty from their masters too.”


  Kormak thought back to the things he had seen in Razhak’s mind. “I think the cruelty was always in them, as it is in all things. A deer sees a lion as cruel. A lion thinks of himself as hungry. It’s all in the point of view.”


  “Spoken like a hunter,” said Luther.


  “Razhak thinks I am cruel because I hunt him,” Kormak said. “I think he is cruel because he has killed people I knew. We both could be right.”


  “I think you hunt him because it is who you are,” Luther said. “You are what you were born to be and what the world has made you.”


  “That’s as may be,” Kormak said. “But hunt him I do. And now I must sleep.”


  Olivia joined him later. They made love as the desert wind blew around them.


  The Sun rose over the desert. Olivia was gone, returned to her tent. Even if all the men present knew what was going on, it seemed the proprieties must still be observed. Kormak donned his gear. They breakfasted, mounted up and rode on.


  They were following the little that remained of an ancient road now. The workmanship was not Solari like the road that led to Sunhaven. It was more like a trench that somehow never quite filled with windblown sand. At times Kormak caught sight of the remains of ancient runes worked in moonsilver whose enchantments still kept the path clear. Most of it had been scavenged long ago but what remained was a mere film, like gold leaf, but it still held enough power to maintain a sliver of the Old Magic.


  “The Old Ones built this road,” he said.


  “Or their servants,” said Olivia.


  “We walked a path they trod millennia ago,” said Luther.


  “Razhak trod it within this last few days,” Kormak said. A small rat of fear gnawed at his stomach. What if he was too late? What if Razhak had found what he had come for and already departed, or gained so much strength he could not be killed. He reached up and touched the hilt of his dwarf-forged blade for reassurance. Anything could be killed. All it took was the right weapon. His glance wandered to Olivia and then Luther.


  Why was he travelling with them? He might only be giving the Ghul more victims. His earlier certainty about wanting witnesses had vanished. The thought occurred to him that they were bait. He did not dismiss it as entirely groundless. Razhak would be burning through Scar’s old body now. He would need a new one soon. Both Luther and his sister were young and fit. They were exactly the sort of bodies the demon would want.


  Had he really become so cold, Kormak wondered, that he could use people he liked in this way? He already knew the answer and did not care for it.


  Buildings began to appear on the rocky hills they passed. They did not have the clean lines and columns of Solari architecture. They were low built, curved, something of their shape was suggestive of eggs, of igloos, of yurts. There were a few towers and on those were domes and minarets.


  Sometimes they passed statues depicting beings too beautiful and potent to be humans. Kormak wondered whether he was looking on the features of ancient Gods or living Old Ones. He suspected it was the latter.


  A massive head emerged from the sand, like that of a swimmer standing in deep water. The face was long and lean, the cheekbones high, the ears pointed, the teeth its smile revealed were sharp and two of them were fangs. It was a face at once ascetic and decadent, full of strange hungers and it was possible that the being who wore those features three thousand years ago was still in the world and walking in the light of the Moon.


  “Anaskandroth,” Olivia said. She gestured at the head. “The Lord of the Hunt. He was one of those who besieged Tanyth all those centuries ago. His bow shot arrows of silver light and he could bring down anything as far as the horizon.”


  Kormak rode closer to her. “How do you know that?”


  “Because I read, Sir Kormak.”


  “But what do you read, my lady?”


  She smiled a secretive smile that reminded him of the expression on the statue’s face. “Am I your lady, Guardian or do you mock me?”


  “In this place, at this time, you are.”


  “A very qualified statement.”


  “I have answered your question but you have not answered mine.”


  “There were humans in the armies of the Old Ones who besieged Tanyth, just as there were within its walls. They were the lowest of slaves, the most common of foot soldiers, but a few were scribes. They left records and those records were transcribed. Obviously you did not pay much attention to those scrolls I sent you.”


  “I had only one night,” he said, “and for much of it I was otherwise occupied.”


  She smiled again. “Excuses, excuses.”


  The day wore on. The Holy Sun rose hot and high and they wended their way through the desert. Bare mountains rose in the distance, giant rocks rose from the waste. The trail all but disappeared in many places to reappear when least expected. Kormak found he was glad of the company. He was a man of the far North and felt out of place in this brilliant, sun-blasted land. The shimmering haze in the air deceived the eye and made him think of illusion spells. The ancient ruins scattered around the place reminded him that this land was old and he was a mere mortal.


  And yet, for all that, he was happy. Just the act of moving across the empty wilderness provided him with a sense of satisfaction. Looking on new vistas satisfied some deep hunger in his mind. Being reminded of his own mortality made him feel the small pleasures of being alive all the more keenly.


  As the shadows lengthened he noticed that something was keeping pace with them. The creatures were too far away to be seen in any detail but there was something about their movements that made Kormak think of monkeys, although there was something else there, a slinking stealth that made him uneasy.


  Prince Luther produced a telescope and focused it on the creatures following them. “Lopers,” he said, handing the device to Kormak so that he could take a look.


  Kormak raised it to his eye and twisted the bronze tube as he had seen the Prince do. He caught a glimpse of the true nature of the creatures. They moved on all fours like monkeys, but their features were like those of men. Their limbs were enormously elongated, their hands and feet ended in sharp claws. When they opened their mouths he could see that they had fangs there. Their skin was grey and unhealthy looking, their eyes reddish and bloodshot and feral. They looked like some spawn of the Old Ones but they could not be for they were out in the Sun’s light.


  “What are they?” Kormak asked. It was Olivia who answered.


  “According to Eraclius they were men once, cursed by the Old Ones to eat flesh and drink blood for rebelling against their masters. Amadarius claims it was the Ghul that did it. They and the surviving travellers that encounter them all agree about the drinking of blood and eating flesh. They haunt the lands around Tanyth. They seem able to go for weeks without food or drink but when they encounter prey they like to gorge.”


  “They attack mostly at night,” Luther said. “Their sight is better then than ours. They are very hard to kill. Sorcery has given them an unnatural vitality.”


  “Undermen,” Kormak said. He knew the Old Ones had done things to humans with their magic, changed them, made them less than human. It was one of their arts. They needed soldiers and workers that could handle holy metals and bypass Elder Signs and go out in the Sun.


  A hideous half-human howling and gibbering drifted on the wind. There was an answering howl from the distance to the north and then again from the wastes behind them to the north-west.


  “It’s not just one pack,” said Luther. “It may be an entire clan of them. If they decide to hunt us things might not go too well. We’ll need to find a defensible spot for the night.”


  “We can keep fires burning,” said Olivia. “They do not like fire.”


  “Few of the enemies of Men do,” said Kormak.


  “It is the gift of the Sun,” said Luther. For once there was no irony hidden in his voice.


  “I have some alchemical preparations that might stop them,” Olivia said. “I will need fire and time to prepare them.”


  “We shall see what we can do,” said Kormak.


  Luther led them to higher ground on which an old Lunar temple had once stood. It had the dome pattern and the minarets, and symbols of the crescent moon were inscribed on the arches that supported the roof. Part of the dome was gone and the sky glittered through it. There was an altar-well in the centre which seemed to go down a long way into the earth. No one was particularly keen to drink from its waters. They corralled their horses in one corner of the chamber, a cave-like area which looked as if it had once held masses of worshippers.


  Olivia produced a brazier and set it up in the centre of the chamber. She lit it with an application of some sulphurous smelling oil, produced flasks and packets of chemicals from her pack, and began to mix their contents in a metal beaker she held over the flame with a set of tongs.


  “When I tell you to, cover your eyes. It will go badly for you if you do not.” The howling of the loper pack sounded closer. There could be no doubt that they were on the trail and had caught the scent.


  Kormak studied the guards closely. They were calm, stolid men and they kept their nervousness well-hidden. He had no doubt they would respond like the veterans they were when the combat came.


  Luther looked pale but excited. His eyes were bright. He had obviously found the adventure he had been seeking. Kormak hoped his enthusiasm for it did not get him or anybody else killed.


  He listened to the howls, watched Olivia go about her preparations and considered the fact that he might die here. The thought did not trouble or excite him the way it once had when he was young. Death had walked at his shoulder for most of his life. He did not feel as if he was going to encounter the Dark God this night. He told himself to beware. Such overconfidence could get him killed. He had seen men die through being convinced of their own invulnerability. They had no concept that death could come to them as well as anybody else.


  And suddenly the lopers were there, swarming in through the doorways and the windows, chittering and howling. Close up they looked both more and less human. Hunger glittered in their narrow reddish eyes. They raised claws long as daggers and Kormak understood why they had no trouble climbing in through the high windows. The backs of some were red bloody strips as if some of the lopers had clambered over the flesh of their kin. The wounded ones did not seem troubled.


  The Prince’s guard greeted them with a volley of arrows. The force of the impact knocked many of the lopers from their feet but they picked themselves up, with strange cat-like mewling sounds, arrows still protruding from their bodies. No blood emerged from the wounds.


  Hard to kill indeed, thought Kormak. A man would not have been able to rise after being hit at such close range with those arrows. He fought down his own rising bloodlust and kept his position beside the Prince and his sister. He needed to keep them alive to ensure the loyalty of the warriors. They would stand their ground as long as their employers did.


  The lopers halted for a second, inspected their wounded, surged around in a confused mass, then one bigger and longer and leaner than all the others barked something in what sounded like a mangled version of the Old Tongue. The lopers bounded forward, covering the ground between them and their prey in gigantic, capering leaps. The guards met them with flashing swords. The lopers were unarmoured and the blades buried themselves in flesh easily enough but the creatures did not die from wounds that would have killed a mortal man instantly.


  Kormak looked out onto a seething sea of hungry faces and thought he might have misjudged the situation earlier. They might die here, overwhelmed by a horde of unkillable, hungry man-eaters.


  “Cover your eyes,” Olivia said. She sounded calm. Kormak wondered whether it was wise to do so when facing so many foes, but he raised his arm anyway. There was a brilliant flash. He was vaguely aware of it through his closed lids. The lopers screamed and howled and when he opened his eyes again he saw that they were on the ground, covering their own eyes, whining and mewling with pain. Kormak stepped forward and stabbed the nearest one. Its flesh burned where the dwarf-forged blade touched and it died as a man would have from its wound. The howl it let out was long and full of agony and seemed to dismay the lopers even more.


  “Cut them to pieces,” said Prince Luther. It is the only way we can be certain of killing them.”


  The warriors did as instructed. Kormak strode among the blinded monsters, killing a loper with every blow. When the creatures eventually recovered their sight, they fled. The warriors sent arrows after them, until they were invisible in the shadows of the night.


  Afterwards even the usually quiet guards seemed elated. They spoke to each other in low tones. Some of them slapped Kormak on the back, clearly reassured by his presence or that of his blade.


  Olivia looked a little sick now that the danger was over. She walked up to Kormak, hugged him close, then pushed him away and looked at him. “I was not sure that would work. The light of burning skystone is said to be inimical to the Old Ones. I thought it might do something to their creations as well.”


  Kormak found he was smiling, glad that they were both alive. “You were correct, fortunately.”


  Luther walked over to join them. “An auspicious omen for our quest,” he said. “We have overcome the first great obstacle.”


  Kormak studied the butcher’s yard of dismembered lopers around them. “Let’s get out of this place and find a cleaner camp.”


  Olivia nodded. Luther seemed distracted. He walked over to the bodies and looked at them closely as if he could not quite believe what he was seeing. Kormak wondered if he had ever been so close to violent death before. There was a wildness in his eyes now that Kormak had seen in those of youths after their first battle. Luther leaned forward, picked up a severed head and looked at it closely, as if trying to commit every feature to memory.


  The Prince noticed Kormak looking at him. “I killed this one,” he said. “I am considering keeping the head as a trophy.”


  “You might want to put it in a jar then and pickle it with salt. A rotting head is not the most pleasant of baggage to take with you on a journey.”


  For a moment, Luther looked as if he was seriously considering Kormak’s words and then he dropped the head. “You are right, Sir Kormak. I will simply commit the look on its face to memory. I do not think I have ever seen anything so evil.”


  “Then you have not had much experience with evil,” Kormak murmured so low that only Olivia caught his words. Kormak suspected the Prince would garner more experience of it before their quest was done.


  Two days passed without any more violent encounters. The desert became even more drab and lifeless. In the distance crystal towers began to rise. In the night, strange lights shimmered, hinting at the presence of demonic entities. Lines of blue light pulsed between the towers creating a web of magic.


  As they got closer a high-pitched keening whine filled the air. Inhuman voices could be heard, chanting in languages that no one recognised. No living creature was ever seen, no matter how hard anyone looked. The veteran soldiers looked more and more uneasy. Prince Luther looked more and more wild eyed. Olivia was the only one who seemed to calm. It was not that she was not worried, Kormak knew. It was just that she was better at keeping her fears concealed.


  On the evening of the third day, they made camp in the shadow of one of the crystal towers. It bore some resemblance to the work of the Old Ones, but it seemed to be the product of different sensibility, one not exactly theirs. Inscribed on the crystal were strange runes, of the type that Kormak had vague memories of.


  When he paused to consider them, he realised that they were not his memories but Razhak’s. They seemed to be becoming stronger the closer he got to Tanyth. He had looked upon these towers before and once he had understood the mystical significance of each and every inscription. He felt that he could do so again if only he looked at them long enough and hard enough.


  He felt a hand on his shoulder and he looked around to see that Olivia was looking at him. “Sir Kormak,” she said. “Is something wrong? You have been looking at that pillar for ten minutes now.”


  Kormak came out of his reverie. He had not realised that he’d been standing there for so long overwhelmed by the fugue of memories triggered by the sight of the pillars.


  “Razhak has been this way,” he said. “He came this way many times. It is like coming home for him.”


  “We shall see to it that it is the last time he does so,” Olivia said.


  “Let us hope so,” Kormak said.


  “You have not come so far to fail now,” she said. “Have courage, Guardian.”


  He was not sure that he could exactly explain to her what happened or that he wanted to. It was an odd thing to have the memories of a demon inside his mind. He wondered if this had ever happened to any Guardian before. It most likely had. There were very few things new in this world.


  Even as they stood there looking at each other, a voice spoke. The words seemed to come out of the air and it took Kormak a few moments to realise that they were emerging from the pillar itself. They had a hauntingly familiar quality and once again he felt, if only he listened hard enough, he might come to understand them. He cocked his head to one side and tried hard to concentrate. He laid his hand on the crystal and it seemed to vibrate in time to the words.


  “What are these things?” Kormak asked.


  “Some of the sages think the pillars channelled magical energy across the land, focused the ley lines of magic so that it made the deserts bloom and springs flow. Others think it formed a barrier against the Old Ones. Some say they were created by the Old Ones as part of their campaign against the Ghul. No one knows. So much knowledge has been lost.”


  “Razhak knows.”


  “He might be the only one left in the world who does now,” Olivia said.


  For a moment, Kormak felt a strange sense of sympathy with the being he hunted. What must it be like to be the last of your kind, to remember things no one else remembered, to know things no one else knew?


  The voices in the air kept gibbering their incomprehensible nonsense, as if ancient spirits were trying to communicate warnings to those who could not understand.


  “Those are not hills,” said Prince Luther, “they are ruins.”


  Kormak could see that he was right. What at first glance looked like rocky hills were, in fact, piles of rubble, the tumbled down remains of gargantuan structures. They ran as far as the horizon. The city of Sunhaven could have fitted into one small corner of Tanyth.


  “How are we going to find the Ghul?” Olivia asked.


  “I know where he is going,” Kormak said.


  “You can remember that.”


  “The spell-engines are at the centre, at the geomantic focus of the city. I will know it when I see it.”


  The chief of the retainers walked over. He looked embarrassed but determined. “Sire, the men have asked me to remind you of our agreement. We have seen you to the outskirts of the lost city. They will proceed no further.”


  Prince Luther stared at him. “I will pay each man who accompanies us a purse of solars, imperial weight.”


  The soldier nodded as if he had expected this. “Dead men spend no gold, sire. And the lads have families and women. We have agreed among ourselves. But I will put your offer to them and see what they have to say. Gold can be wonderfully persuasive.”


  Luther nodded as if he had expected this answer. “You have fulfilled your obligations to me admirably, Benjamin. Wait for us here for three days. If we have not returned by then return to Sunhaven and tell the major domo of my house that if we have not returned in a moon, the rites must be spoken in the family crypt. My father should be informed. He may wish to preside over them.”


  Benjamin nodded. “It shall all be done according to your wishes, sire.”


  He stumped away. Luther looked at Kormak. “It seems we are on our own.”


  “It is what you expected, is it not?”


  “Yes but now the moment of truth has arrived I find I cannot quite face it with the equanimity that I expected.”


  “You do not need to go on if you don’t want to. You have come further than most men would.”


  “I do want to go on,” said Luther. “But I find that I am afraid.”


  “At least you are brave enough to admit it.”


  Luther laughed. “I admire your skill with the paradoxical phrase, Guardian.” He looked at his sister. “How about you Olivia, will you go on?”


  Kormak has the sense that if she refused to go on, Luther would stay behind also. Remaining to protect his sister would give him the excuse to do so while allowing him to retain his self-respect. Kormak had seen many men at these delicate moments before. The whole pattern of people’s lives could be altered by such decisions and they came and went with such speed.


  Olivia appeared to be giving the matter serious consideration but Kormak knew she had already made up her mind. “Yes. I want to see the end of this and I want to see the heart of the city.”


  Benjamin returned. “The lads will accompany you in return for the increased payment. They would probably have come anyway. They feel safer close to the Guardian’s sword and your sister’s magic.”


  “It is alchemy,” Olivia said. “Not magic.”


  Benjamin’s respectful nod hinted at the fact that he had no idea of the difference.


  Luther deflated a little. “Well, that’s it then. We go on.” He sounded disappointed and afraid.


  Kormak shrugged. “Mount up then and let us be away.”


  They rode through the streets. The city looked as if an army of giants had stormed through it, kicking down buildings, setting them alight. Some of the stonework was blackened and cracked. Statues had been defaced. Shards of broken runic crystal lay everywhere.


  “This army resisted the Old Ones for centuries but the First Empire destroyed it in a year,” said Luther.


  “The Old Ones were not really trying,” Kormak said. “It was a game they played to while away the time. They do not think or set goals as mortals do.”


  When the words came out, Kormak knew they were true. The knowledge was a mixture of Razhak’s and his own.


  “They were thorough,” said Olivia.


  “Solareon brooked no opposition to his rule.” Kormak said. “He was a proud, cruel man.”


  “But a great one,” said Luther.


  “A great mage certainly,” said Olivia. Her tone made it clear that one had little to do with the other. “Possibly the greatest human mage of all time.”


  “And chosen by the Sun as well, filled with the Light. How else could he do what he did?”


  “An army of warriors and an army of mages always helps achieve military goals,” said Kormak. “And he had both.”


  He studied the ruined streets all about him. The destruction was on a titanic scale but it had all happened long ago. It was like looking at a stage long after the actors had left. Cataclysmic events had occurred here but in a time so remote as to make them unimportant.


  Incongruously, a Solar centurion’s helmet sat on top of a ruined column, as if its owner had just set it down hours ago and would return to reclaim it.


  “You are smiling, Sir Kormak,” said Olivia.


  “Just when I think I understand something, it slips from my grasp,” he said.


  “It is often the case,” she replied. She glanced around them, shivered and pulled her cloak tight although it was not cold. “This place is not what I expected.”


  “It has a certain shattered grandeur,” said Luther.


  “Yes, but it is remote, unconnected to our world.”


  “The builders of this city were not men,” said Kormak.


  “The destroyers were,” said Luther. He sounded at once exalted and appalled by the idea. “We are used to the idea that we live in the shadow of titans, that we are less than the Old Ones but men did this…”


  “The First Empire was as powerful as any of the Nations of the Old Ones,” said Kormak. “Much was lost when it fell.”


  “Oh, I know, Sir Kormak but it is one thing to know something and another to feel the certainty of its truth.”


  At that moment, the look in his eye reminded Kormak of the old hermit, Luther’s father. It was easy to see the connection of blood between the two of them.


  They came to the junction of two huge streets. A statue still stood. It was blacked and defaced which gave it a demonic look. At first it seemed to resemble a man, but the proportions were wrong. It was broader and the limbs were thicker. The features were doughy, the eyes round pools in the face, the nose tiny, the nostrils mere slits. There was something suggestive of the face of a cat about it.


  “That is what the Ghul originally looked like, I am guessing,” said Luther.


  Kormak nodded. Again he had that nagging sense of familiarity, as if he could put a name to the face if only he tried hard enough to remember. For him this place was doubly haunted, by the ghosts of ancient wars and the ghosts of Razhak’s memories. There was a strange sense of homecoming about all of this.


  More memories came back, of great herds of humans who served the Ghul, who had thought it the greatest of honours to be possessed by them, that somehow they became god-like themselves by surrendering their bodies. In a way, they had achieved a shadow of immortality by doing so. Razhak had absorbed their memories as he stole their flesh, and thus the pretence of humans joining the ascendant Ghul had been maintained. It was a cruel world, Kormak thought, and always had been.


  Ahead of them now was a massive crystal dome, it sat atop a colossal structure that not even Solareon’s armies had been able to destroy. Within it lights flickered and glowed. As they approached, the air vibrated and there was a scent of ozone.


  “The Temple of the Immortals,” said Kormak and suddenly he knew the real reason the First Empire had spent so many lives taking this place. Solareon and his men had believed that the secret of eternal life had lain within. Obviously they had been disappointed by what they had found or the world would have been much different.


  “We have found what we were looking for,” said Luther. And what exactly was that, Kormak wondered?


  They passed through a gigantic arch into the cool shadows of the temple’s entrance. The damage here was less than that in the rest of the city.


  Why was that, Kormak wondered? Was it because it was further from the walls or for some other reason. Why would this place have been spared when the rest of the city had been ravaged? It was bigger, bulkier, even more enormous than the structures around it but that could not be the only reason.


  “Solareon spared it because he intended to come back and try one last time to fathom its secrets,” Olivia said. Kormak had not realised he had spoken aloud. That was worrying. Something about this place was getting to him. Normally he had more self-control. “He died in the Draconian Wars before he could do so. So Eraclius writes anyway.”


  “It is probably just as well,” Kormak said. “The world would have been very different if he had uncovered the secrets of the Ghul.”


  “Yes, it might have been better,” said Luther. Kormak looked hard at him.


  They emerged from the entrance archway into a glittering hall. It was full of crystal pillars. They were milky and translucent except where their surfaces were scored by glowing runes. Those inscriptions seemed to float on their shimmering surfaces. Once more the air hummed with babbling insane voices. In the distance other sounds could be heard like the rumble of a waterfall, weird ephemeral music, the roaring of great angry beasts. Somehow it all blended together and was obviously all part of the same process even if Kormak could not work out what the connection was. The areas between the pillars were marked by shadows that were not quite shadows. They shimmered oddly and moved in a way that was entirely unconnected with the glow of the lights in the hall. They moved in a furtive sneaking fashion as if they had a life of their own.


  “Stay within the light,” Kormak said. “I do not like the look of those shadows at all.”


  “I was about to say the same thing,” said Luther. His voice sounded subdued and quiet through all the background noise although Kormak knew he was shouting. A hissing, crackling sound came from a distant corner of the chamber, lights flickered and danced.


  “No one whoever visited this place recorded anything like this,” said Olivia.


  “It’s Razhak’s doing,” said Kormak, recalling more of the Ghul’s knowledge. “He has activated the great spell engines. We must seek him in the Chambers of Rebirth.”


  A scream rang out. Kormak turned and saw that one of the men had wandered too close to the glittering shadows. It surged forward like a wave and enshrouded him. He was transformed into a statue sculpted from shadow. His flesh became dark and insubstantial, his eyes pockets of deeper darkness. He leapt towards another man and reached out and the shadow spread from where it touched and began to transform the second victim. His screams were hideous.


  Kormak stepped forward between the shadowman and his next victim. He lashed out with the flat of his blade. Where it touched the shadow receded but the man it had enveloped dropped to the ground. Kormak twisted to strike the second with the same result. The shadows that had surrounded the men skittered away, vanishing as if afraid of the touch of the dwarf-forged blade.


  Kormak touched the victims. Their skin was grey. Their flesh was cold. Their eyes were open but there was no life in them or any sign of intelligence. Even as he watched they lost all animation. It was plain that death had taken them. Kormak looked over at Prince Luther. The Prince made the Elder Sign of the Sun with his hand. It was plain they were both thinking the same thing. The soldiers were paying a high price for their purse of gold.


  They moved towards the centre of the chamber under the glittering dome and Kormak saw that there was a great well there, exactly where he had expected to find it; a ramp spiralled downward around the edge of the well, disappearing deep below the earth. It looked as if a god had tried to bore a hole right through to the centre of the world. Kormak remembered Luther’s story of demons imprisoned beneath the surface of the land and wondered if the Ghul had been trying to release them. Razhak’s memories hinted otherwise but infuriatingly told him nothing more.


  All around the glowing shadows danced, the infernal voices sounded, lights shifted around the crystal pillars. For all the tremendous activity of the place, Kormak was filled with a sense of wrongness, of the idea that this was not how things were supposed to be here.


  “I suppose we are going to have to go down,” said Luther. He did not sound enthusiastic although his eyes were wide with wonder and fright from contemplating their surroundings.


  “You suppose correctly,” said Kormak. He strode down the ramp. The two siblings followed him. The soldiers marched fatalistically in their wake.


  They made their way downwards, every step illuminated by the light pouring through the great crystal dome. They passed entrances that led to other tunnels which ran off as far as the eye could see. A city as great as the one on the surface was buried here, Kormak realised.


  He wondered if it was as ruined as the one above. He did not have time to break off and explore and find out. His borrowed memories told him that he needed to keep going. He knew what Razhak sought and where it had to be. The activity all around told him that the Ghul was close to getting what he had come for. Other recollections told him that there were strange and deadly weapons buried here and other defences Razhak might call on if threatened.


  Benjamin and the remaining soldiers moved along cautiously. Some of the warriors had bows in their hands, others had swords. The ones with the blades stood ready to protect the ones with the ranged weapons in case of surprise attack. Prince Luther had his sword out. Olivia’s hand toyed with something inside the pouch she carried. She clearly had other surprises for any attackers.


  The lights flickered. The air vibrated. The ground shook, not as if it had been hit by an earthquake but rather as if it were a monstrous gong being struck by an invisible but inexorable hammer. Kormak got the sense that the whole ancient city was coming awake.


  He knew that Razhak had something to do with that.


  After long hours of walking they reached the bottom of the well, passed through an arch and entered another great open space. This one was lined with more crystalline towers between which chain lightning flickered.


  Around the edges of the space were glass jars full of milky fluid. As he got closer Kormak saw that there were things floating within the fluid, the shrivelled corpses of the ancient race to which he knew Razhak belonged. The jars had been cracked and discolouration around the floor of many of them told Kormak that strange chemicals had leaked onto the ground.


  In the centre of the chamber a huge platform stood supported on a crystal pillar. At the edge of it was a massive pulsing crystal; beside it stood Razhak, still wearing the body of Scar. The flesh was starting to peel from the huge orcish frame in places. The sight of him made the soldiers flinch.


  In his hand, he held something that looked like a spear tipped with a glowing crystal that resembled that from which the glowing pillars were made. The air around Razhak shimmered with light.


  “Guardian!” The voice came from all around, seemingly part of the vibrations in the air. Kormak felt it rumbling within his chest as well as heard it with his ears. “You have arrived at last. And you have brought me some more vessels. I am grateful. I had thought I was going to die here, but there is yet a chance for me to live.”


  “Today is the day your life ends,” Kormak said. He was not sure whether his shout could be heard above the noise of the spell-engines but Razhak seemed to have no trouble understanding him.


  “I had thought so too, Guardian. Our ancient enemies did their work well. They have broken the god-machines. They have smashed the spell-engines. They no longer function. I had thought to remake myself, to reweave the thread of my existence but it cannot be done. Your insect forebears destroyed things they cannot even begin to comprehend out of malice and envy. Of course, you understand that all too well, don’t you?”


  Kormak took in what the Ghul was saying. Razhak had no way of strengthening his spirit-fires. He was as mortal in his own way as Kormak now. He might be able to leap bodies and steal part of their energy but he could not find enough energy to stave off extinction indefinitely. In fact, if they left now, he would simply starve as he burned through the remaining life-energy in Scar’s body.


  Or perhaps that was what he wanted them to believe. Perhaps it was not so. Perhaps he had different reasons for saying this. Kormak could not take the chance of letting him escape. Razhak laughed. There was a tinge of madness to it as well as the alien mirth of one who had never been a man.


  “I am going to kill you, Guardian,” he said. “You have hounded me too long. I am ending this now. I will slay you if it’s the last thing I do. You have, you will be pleased to know, reduced me to your own level.”


  He raised the spear. Chained lightning danced around its tip. Kormak pushed Olivia and Luther into the shadow of a pillar as a bolt of pure electrical energy leapt at the spot where they had been. Sparks erupted where the surge of power struck. One of the soldiers stood there watching as the lightning came closer. It touched him. He screamed, eyes opening wide, skin turning briefly white and sloughing away. In a moment, only a blackened corpse in partially melted armour stood there.


  Other soldiers sent arrows streaking towards Razhak. As they got close to him, lightning streaked from the spear and they burst into flame at the tip. The stink of ozone assaulted Kormak’s nostrils, its hot metallic tang making him want to gag. Two more thunderclaps sounded, two more flickers of lightning lashed out, two more soldiers died. The rest scurried for cover. Razhak’s laughter rang out.


  “Hiding, Guardian? Where is your confidence now? It’s not so easy when your prey fights back, is it?”


  Kormak squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. He was still dazzled from the flash and he could see the after-image even through his closed lids.


  From cover, the soldiers started to shoot arrows again. Kormak risked a look and saw the same thing happen as before. He felt Olivia pressed against his side.


  “We can’t kill him with bows,” Kormak said. “We need to get closer.”


  “It’s not possible,” Olivia said. “That lance will kill you before you get up the ramp. Those amulets won’t protect you either any more than they would protect you from a lightning strike.”


  Kormak knew she was right. “There’s not a lot we can do,” he said. “Perhaps wait until the weapon’s power is discharged.”


  “That might take a while,” she said. “It seems to be drawing it from the spell-engines. We could all be dead by then.”


  “So you don’t want to stand and fight, Guardian!” Razhak bellowed. “How unlike you. Must I come looking?”


  “Can you use a bow?” Olivia asked.


  “Indifferently,” Kormak said. She dived from cover, picked up the bow that had been dropped by one of the dead guards and rolled into the shelter of a nearby pillar as another bolt came crashing down where she had been. Somehow she had managed to grab an arrow too. As Kormak watched she broke of the metal head, leaving only splintered wood. She stepped out, aimed and fired.


  Kormak looked and saw that the arrow now protruded from Razhak’s breast. The Ghul shrieked in pain. Olivia stepped to where Kormak stood. “It’s the metal arrowheads. The lightning is drawn to them as it is drawn to a lightning rod. Without them to draw the bolts, the arrow can get through.”


  She shouted to the soldiers. “Break off your arrowheads, use only the wood of the shafts and you can kill him.”


  A few soldiers took aim and let fly from around. Some of them panicked and did not remove the arrowheads, a few arrows clattered into the mechanism around Razhak, one bounced off his chestplate, another bit home into his flesh. The Ghul stepped away from the edge of the platform, clearly rattled. The soldiers kept up a rain of arrows on where he had been, clearly heartened by their success.


  “Well reasoned,” Kormak said to Olivia. He leaned forward, kissed her, drew his sword and raced for the ramp. He was surprised to find Prince Luther running beside him.


  “Go back,” Kormak said.


  “I will see the end of this,” Luther said. There was no time for Kormak to argue with him or force him back so he kept running, heart racing, fearful that the Ghul would reappear with his deadly weapon at the ready and cut them down.


  They stormed up the ramp and found themselves in the shadow of the gigantic, glowing spell-engines. Razhak was nowhere to be seen. Between the ancient machines a corridor ran back into the gloom. Kormak took up a position on one side of it. He did not want to run directly down it. He would be too easy a target in the confined space.


  Arrows clattered down around them. One of them, lacking an arrowhead passed through Kormak’s cloak.


  “Stop shooting,” Prince Luther shouted. “You’ll hit us!”


  The rain of arrows slackened and ceased.


  “Thank you,” Luther shouted, with some irony. He looked over at Kormak. “What now?”


  “Walking down this corridor is death,” Kormak said. He looked at the great engine. There were handholds in the side. “We go over.”


  He started to climb until he reached the top of the engines. The air was warm and dry and the ozone stink greater. Chain lightning danced overhead and each flicker made him flinch in case it diverted itself downwards and through his body. He looked around. The top of the engines were complex patterns of machinery and crystal. He had vague memories of this being the place where the Ghul had been created, had become bodiless, reached out to become more than mortal and less than they had been.


  He raced along the top, heading towards the centre of the plinth. Ahead lay a gap between two great mechanisms. He sprang across it, had a view of the surface far enough below so that a fall would break his back. He ran on, ignoring the fear in his gut, came to another gap, sprang across again and raced to the edge of the giant spell-machine, looking down.


  Razhak stood below, in the shadow of a vast spherical crystal within which chained lightning roiled. He was slumped in a metal throne, the spear across his knees, trying to bind his wounds with strips torn from his shirt. It struck Kormak as oddly sad that a life measured in ages and marked with flights of cosmic evil should be reduced to this. If he had brought a bow, he could have finished him from here.


  Heavy breathing beside him told him that Prince Luther had caught up. “An exciting little steeplechase,” he said. He glared down at Razhak. “He is still armed.”


  Kormak nodded. “We go down the far side of this machine where he cannot see us.”


  They moved to the far edge and descended with Kormak in the lead. He was very aware of the Prince clambering down above him. If Luther fell, he would sweep Kormak to the floor as well.


  Kormak moved up to the corner of the spell engine and glanced around. Razhak still sat there. He had finished binding his wounds and now glared around him like a beast at bay. He looked unutterably weary. Kormak quashed the brief strange flash of sympathy he felt. Razhak had cut down those soldiers without thought. He deserved nothing better himself.


  Kormak edged from the shadows, blade held ready. If only he could reach Razhak before he turned, he could strike of the Ghul’s head without interference. He padded forward and then heard the sound of a sword being drawn behind him. Razhak’s head turned, he raised the lightning-spear.


  Kormak desperately threw himself to one side as Razhak raised the weapon. Lightning flashed. There was a sound of screaming from behind Kormak. Prince Luther would be writing no more poems. The twisted remnants of his sword, dripped from his hand. Charred flesh had peeled away to reveal white bone beneath.


  Kormak moved around the outside of the mechanism holding the great crystal sphere. He was edgy as a cat. Razhak was expecting him now and any moment he might come face to face with the Ghul and his terrible weapon. He keyed himself up to strike instantly. He knew he would only have a heartbeat in which to act.


  “It’s just you and me now, Guardian,” said Razhak. His voice sounded loud and surprisingly close over the hum of the spell-engines. “Soon it will only be me. A pity about the boy. A good body. I could have made use of it, as I have made use of the others you brought me.”


  Kormak kept his mouth firmly closed. He did not want to speak, to give away his position. He wondered why Razhak was doing it. Was the Ghul nervous or did it have some other reason?


  “Still, there will be other bodies. You have brought me more. Very thoughtful of you.”


  Kormak looked at the runes on his blade. They blazed with light but that was no help. There was so much ambient magic that they could get no brighter. There would be no warning of Razhak’s presence there.


  “You may have saved me you know. With those bodies I can leave here, find more hosts. Perhaps one of your mages will be able to help me stave off oblivion.”


  It was fear, Kormak thought. That was why Razhak was talking. The Ghul was afraid. It was closer to death than it had ever been. It knew, just as he did, that its last few moments of life were coming closer. It knew also that for it there would be no afterlife. Perhaps there would be none for Kormak either despite what the Books of the Holy Sun promised.


  “I don’t suppose you would make a bargain with me,” Razhak said. “I could teach you my secrets. I could teach you what Solareon was so desperate to learn. You could become like me.”


  I have no wish to become like you, Kormak thought. He moved a pace closer, paused and listened. Part of him was tempted though. Just as part of him was repulsed. He told himself the Ghul just wanted to lure him out, that it would never keep its promise, but something in the memories he shared caused him to doubt even that.


  “I know you are considering it,” the Ghul said. “I know your mind better than you know mine. I have had far more experience of assimilating the memories of mortals.”


  He took a step closer. He could see the shadow of the Ghul now, cast from where it stood. Looking beyond that down the long aisle between the spell-engines, he could see figures coming closer, Olivia and the soldiers of her bodyguard. He saw the shadow raise its spear into the attack position.


  Part of him was relieved. Olivia and the men would distract the Ghul and then he would strike. Part of him shouted, “Razhak!”


  The Ghul turned to face him as Kormak sprang. It tried to turn the spear to bear on him but Kormak brought his dwarf-forged blade smashing down on it, splitting the haft. His blade buried itself in Razhak’s head. He thought for a moment he had killed the Ghul but then he saw the shimmering ectoplasmic form floating in the air behind it. Once again Razhak had managed to leave the body he possessed moments before death. Looking at him now, Kormak could see differences though. The ghostly form was rent and torn and appeared to be on the verge of coming apart. It swirled through the air moving towards the soldiers faster than a man could run.


  Kormak could see that Olivia was leading the men forward. Her head was slightly turned as she gave a command to her nervous followers. The Ghul was going to reach her and claim one last victim.


  Kormak threw his sword towards the ghost. It turned end over end through the air and caught the apparition squarely in the centre, cleaving it apart. A long, low scream only partially physical echoed through the air, as Razhak’s final form disintegrated. It came apart in a shower of light and in the end left not even a shadow. The blade clattered against one of the spell-engines and then fell to the ground.


  Olivia turned her head and saw Kormak standing there. She must have read something in his face. She said, “Luther?”


  Kormak shook his head, walked over and picked up his sword. He had felt oddly naked without it. Olivia walked over to where her brother lay, a roasting meat smell emerged from the corpse. She looked at it for a while, removed her cloak and covered him with it.


  “We can burn the body in the desert,” Kormak said. “This would not be a good place to lie for all eternity.”


  He was thinking about Luther’s father’s words when they first met. The old man had been right. This way lay Death.


  


  THE END
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  DEFILER OF TOMBS


  

  CHAPTER ONE


  WHEN HE SAW the entrance to the grave mound Kormak knew that his worst fears were justified. The runes carved into the doorway had been smashed and the stone doors thrown open. Whoever had done it had known exactly what they were doing -- the warding spells were broken and whatever ancient evil lurked within the tomb was free.


  "What is it?" asked Sir Brandon. The massive knight chewed the ends of his blond walrus moustaches. He looked nervous as a small child about to be punished. "What has happened?"


  Behind him the others stirred anxiously. They were mostly simple men-at-arms and a few village peasants, parents of the children who had gone missing. Kormak wished they had not come but there was no way he could have stopped them. Fear for their offspring had outweighed even the dread which hung over the barrows.


  "Whatever was in here was let out," Kormak said. He ran his hand through his greying black hair and wished that he was alone. The trail had led right from the outskirts of their village to this foul place, and they had insisted on coming. He hoped that what they would find here would not break these people’s hearts.


  The sun was setting. Mists gathered in the valleys between the barrows. The mounds were of such size that Kormak had to remind himself that they were not natural hills but raised by men in ancient times, remnants of the dark empire of Kharon which had once ruled most of the northern world.


  “You think this is a trap?" asked Sir Brandon. Kormak had fought beside him during the Orc Wars of their youth. The knight had never shown any fear facing hordes of the man-flesh eaters but he was frightened now. Kormak did not blame him. By night this was no place for mortal man. There were things buried in some of these barrows who had worked dire sorcery in their time, magic that let them defy even death.


  "Take these people home," Kormak said. “I will do what has to be done here.”


  “We don’t have time," said Brandon."There’s no way I can get them back to the village before full dark."


  Kormak could see the sense in his words; these hills might soon be crawling with the creatures of Shadow. Human weapons would prove no protection against what could be waiting.


  The knight’s horse whinnied nervously as if it had caught the scent of something strange in the air. The men-at-arms glanced around them, clutching their spears tighter and looking to their feudal overlord for guidance. He in turn looked at Kormak.


  Kormak’s hand went to the hilt of the ancient blade he carried on his back and rested on the centuries worn grip. The others saw his action and shifted nervously. Like their knight they were simple people, unused to confronting the old dark things of the world. They had neither Kormak's training nor his experience.


  "Form up in a circle," said Kormak. He made for his own horse and reached into the saddlebags, pulling out a heavy sack that he had brought for just such eventuality as this. The air was still tonight which would work in their favour.


  "What are you doing?" asked Sir Brandon.


  "All of you stand together," said Kormak. "And no matter what happens, once I have created the Elder Sign, don't break it until I tell you it’s safe or until dawn comes."


  As he spoke, Kormak opened the ties on the neck of the sack, allowing its contents to spill out as he walked around the people, forming a five pointed star within which the group stood. As he did so he murmured prayers to the Holy Sun, asking for protection. The salt glittered white as bone in the gloom. They looked at him as if he were mad. Some of them licked their lips. Salt was an expensive commodity and he was strewing it on the ground.


  "What are you doing?" asked a haggard peasant woman whose only surviving son had gone missing


  Kormak forced his voice to be calm and persuasive. "Such blessed salt is inimical to the Old Ones and to things of Shadow. They will not cross a barrier of it.”


  He could see the fear written on their faces. It was a sight that he had become familiar with over the years. No one liked to be reminded of the Old Ones, those who had ruled this world before the coming of Men, and who lived on, terrible mockeries of what they had once been, into the new age. No one liked to be reminded of the power of the enemy of the Holy Sun.


  "As long as you stay within the Sign, and only so long as you do, you will be safe if they come for you. If you break the barrier you will die or worse."


  "But what about you?” asked Brandon. "You're going to be outside the circle."


  "He's in league with them!" said one of the men at arms. "He's going to run away and leave us here at the mercy of whatever emerges from that barrow."


  The knight glared at the man. "Kormak is a Guardian. He swore an oath to stand against the creatures of the darkness and his soul will be forfeit if he breaks it."


  "Perhaps his soul is already forfeit," said the man-at-arms. "Perhaps he's already in league with the Shadow. Guardians have been corrupted before."


  "And perhaps you’re a cowardly idiot," said Brandon. "I have known Kormak for years. I would sooner trust him than you."


  This had gone long enough, thought Kormak. He had better things to do this night than to argue with a coward. "Leave if you like," he said. "If you wish to brave the hills by moonlight I won't stop you. Just be careful not to break the Sign when you go.”


  The soldier looked around to see if anyone would support him. Under the disapproving glare of their liege lord no one would; he saw it and did not want to walk through the night alone. “I was just saying," he said.


  “You've just said enough," said Brandon. He looked over at Kormak. "What are you going to do?"


  "I'm going into the barrow," said Kormak.


  Everyone stared at him. They were thinking that only a madman would go down there as night fell. Even after all his years of hunting monsters in the dark, Kormak could not blame them.


  "Whatever happens," he told Brandon, "don't let anyone out of the circle until I return or the sun rises. This night there may be things in the darkness that you don't want to meet."


  "What about you?"


  "I would not leave my worst enemy in the clutches of a tomb wight, let alone those children."


  


  Kormak lit a torch. Its flames made his shadow dance eerily as he walked through the entrance into the barrow. The place was dank and dirty and smelled of old, unclean things. The solitude forced him to think about what might be waiting for him down here in the depths of the earth and about the sort of people who would unleash them.


  Why would anyone break the warding runes on a barrow? Even the most greedy treasure hunter should know better. He shook his head — it was a naive thought. There were always those too ignorant to heed the warnings, and those too wise. A protected sorcerer might come here looking for some ancient magical device. The tombs of the Death Lords of Kharon were known to contain such soul-enticing treasures. Ever since the Great Comet appeared in the sky such events had become more common. Perhaps that fiery star was indeed a sign of doom for all mankind.


  Was there some connection between this and the fugitive he sought? He suspected there was. An open grave mound on the trail of a fleeing necromancer— it was an unlikely coincidence. It was entirely possible Morghael had opened this barrow simply as a distraction for his pursuer. He had proved himself ruthless enough to do such a thing in the past. Perhaps this whole thing was a trap. He pushed such thoughts to one side. It was best just to concentrate on the matter at hand.


  The corridor sloped down ahead of him. The smell of dank earth and ancient stone filled his nostrils, mingling with the scent of something long dead. Beneath that charnel tang was something he'd come to recognise over his long years of hunting: the pulse of evil magic, the taint of sour, curdled power. This place had been blighted by the Shadow. That was why it had been sealed with Elder Signs.


  He could hear nothing; not the cries of the children, not the sound of stealthy movement that he feared. Ahead of him the corridor opened out into a larger chamber whose ceiling arched high overhead. Around the walls were niches in which lay white bones and mouldering clothes and grave goods: weapons, jewellery and small personal treasures.


  He paused, fearing that the ancient bones might spring to life. It had happened to him before. For a long moment he let his hand rest on the hilt of the sword. Force of habit kept him from drawing it. He had been taught never to unsheathe his weapon unless a foe was in front of him or immediate danger threatened, unless he intended to kill. He stretched his senses to their uttermost limit, ready to explode into action at the slightest threat. There was only the eerie silence and the sense of a brooding evil presence swirling all around him.


  Despite the clamminess in the air he was sweating. He felt warm even though his breath misted before him. He told himself it was the heat from the torch that caused it but he knew that it was not. Even after all these years he was still not used to places such as this. He doubted he would ever be. He could almost feel the weight of the earth pressing down upon him and fought down the first, faint waves of panic.


  


  He passed through another arch, and ahead saw a faint eerie glow. He wondered if whatever was out there knew he was here. If it had been human it could not have failed to notice the approach of his torch, but Kormak had learned that often the things he hunted had senses different from men’s and lacked the ones that humans possessed. Perhaps it was unaware of him, or perhaps it was simply busy about some evil purpose. That thought pushed him closer.


  An odd blue light illuminated the place. Kormak had seen its like before, and it had never been a good thing. The space ahead was even larger than the chamber he left behind. It might once have been the tomb of a king. Sarcophagi had been overturned from the large stone slabs on which they rested and in their place lay four small shapes. Kormak knew that he had found whathe had come for but it was not the missing children that held his attention, but rather the thing that stood over them, preparing to feast upon their life force.


  Once perhaps it might have been a king or a proud and terrible necromancer. It was robed like royalty, although its clothes were faded and torn. A circlet of some pale metal ringed its desiccated brow. Its skin was grey, sagged and sunken. Bones were visible beneath the parchment-thin flesh. It had the form of a man a thousand years dead. Pale blue light surrounded it and something darker and more intense gleamed in its eyes. The chamber was cold and getting colder as the wight whispered evil words in an ancient tongue.


  As Kormak entered it turned to greet him in a voice as chilly as a steel blade left overnight in snow. “I thought luring these tender little morsels into my palace with mists and mirror-magic might prove bait for stronger nutriment and so it has…”


  “You should not be here," Kormak said. “You should be dead. At least the body you wear should be."


  “I shall consume your essence and when I am done I shall seek out the thief who robbed me.”


  “Thief? What was stolen?”


  “That is no business of yours. I will soon recover what is mine.”


  “I don’t think so.” The wight cocked its head to one side as if amused. Kormak wondered if it could really see him or whether it was looking at his soul. Some of these creatures could do that.


  "You're not afraid,” the wight said. “That will change.”


  It moved closer, seeming not so much to walk as to drift on the air. Kormak put his hand on the hilt of his sword.


  The wight laughed. It was a horrible sound and there was no mirth in it. "Such a brave mortal. Such a foolish mortal. You will regret your folly when your soul is devoured and your corpse is my slave forever."


  Kormak drew his blade. The steel caught the torch's light. The runes on the blade caught fire. The wight stepped back, casting an arm across its eyes, and letting a long hiss escape from its lips.


  “I see you know what I carry," Kormak said.


  “It will avail you not."


  The wight drew a gleaming sword, its blade pale and cold as the face of the moon. Kormak could see that it too was wound round with deadly spells. The runes on the weapon seemed to absorb the eerie blue light and draw strength from it.


  The undead thing lunged at him almost too fast for the eye to see. Kormak raised his blade. Sparks flickered where dwarf-forged steel bit liche-blade. Ozone stench assaulted Kormak’s nostrils. The force of the creature’s stroke was astonishing. Kormak’s fingers felt numb from just holding on to his own weapon. The wight’s hateful laughter echoed through the tomb as it rained down blow after blow on the tall swordsman.


  He forced himself to concentrate as he had been taught long ago at the Chapter House on Mount Aethelas. His breathing became more regular, his movements more fluid as he parried the wight’s cold deadly assault. He thrust forward with the torch, aiming it in front of the thing’s face, careful not to touch it lest the chill of the creature dowse the flame. The wight shrieked and the movement of its sword became erratic.


  As Kormak had suspected, it did not see like a normal man. Perhaps it perceived his body heat and now it was dazzled by the torch’s blaze. He lashed out with his blade aiming for the creature’s sword arm. There was a sizzling sound and a stink of burning flesh as it bit home. The runes on the blade glowed like molten lava as he pulled it forth. The wight’s sword arm fell to the ground, convulsing like a headless snake. As it did so Kormak’s blade took the thing’s head from its shoulders.


  The body thrashed, still animated by whatever dark force was in it. Kormak rammed his blade home a third time and left it there. The crackling sound increased as the runic steel shattered the bond between dark spirit and corpse. Black smoke rose from the body as the wight’s essence left the vessel that held it, seeking another. This was the moment Kormak had waited for, when the thing would be most vulnerable and most dangerous. He was the obvious host for its unbound spirit. Misty tentacles enveloped him and disintegrated as they encountered the protective shield of the Elder Signs he wore. The thing started to swirl away, as if somehow it could still find refuge.


  Kormak swept his blade through the shadowy fog. The sword’s fires tore it apart, turning black mist to white and sending puffs of the resulting smoke towards the ceiling. An unholy stench filled the air as the wight’s existence ended forever. Kormak’s torch was the only source of light now and he was glad of it.


  He strode towards the small bodies on the slabs, fearing that he had come too late. He could see that one child was already dead, or worse. His skin was grey and flaky. His hair was pale and white, his cheeks were sunken and sere as a wind-dried leaf in Autumn. He looked like a newly disinterred mummy, not the nine year old boy he had been. The eyes were wide with horror, the open mouth caught in a scream hinted at the terrible agony the boy had endured.


  Kormak touched the small corpse with his blade and it caught fire for a moment before collapsing into a pool of ash. He commended the boy’s soul to the Holy Sun, though he feared the lad was beyond the reach of any sacrament, then he turned his attention to the remaining children.


  They were cold and their breathing was all but imperceptible but at least they appeared to be still alive. His blade would free them, one way or another.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  KORMAK TOUCHED EACH of the small forms with the edge of his sword, trusting its power to disrupt the spell that enthralled them. Slowly the children began to move, looking up at him with fear and horror in their eyes.


  “It’s all right,” said Kormak. “You are safe now.”


  “Where are we?” said a girl, younger looking than the rest. She sat upright, stretched, rubbed her eyes. “I had such terrible dreams.”


  “You are awake now,” said Kormak.


  “Am I?” she asked. It was clear that she did not entirely believe him. She looked at her surroundings, and a terror crept into her eyes that might be there for the rest of her days. Kormak understood that; he had felt such fear himself sometimes, awakening in the strange dawns of his horror-haunted life.


  “You are.”


  “Are you a friend of the cold king?” she asked.


  “Who?” He kept his voice gentle.


  “The cold king. We got lost when the mists came on the hills. He found us and brought us to shelter and we slept. He talked to me in my dreams, saying he would make me a princess forever.”


  “He lied to you. He is gone now.”


  “Did you kill him?”


  “I could not kill him. He was already dead.”


  “Then what did you do to him?”


  “I sent what was in him back to the Shadow.”


  The other children were crying now. It was a good sign in its way. For them, he had been in time. At least he hoped he had. Sometimes the survivors of such rituals were altered and became worse than the things that had taken them, wolves among men. That was not his problem now. His problem was to get these children back to their families, and get them all home before something worse befell them all. And he would have to explain to the parents of one of them that their child would not be returning. The sense of his failure cut deep, one more to be added to a long list.


  “Follow me,” he told them and led them out of the deep darkness and into the still and waiting night.


  


  The others were still there, standing in the circle of salt, glaring into the gloom. Someone had got a small fire going. Kormak could smell it as he emerged from the damp cold air of the barrow. The children looked relieved as they saw their parents, and began to race forward. He ordered them to stop and be careful not to disturb the salt lines. As if learning a new game they delicately picked their way over it and found themselves in the arms of their folk. One woman stood apart and looked at him, then the barrow mouth, then back at Kormak. He shook his head. Her head fell and she started to weep silently. The man beside her stood shaking his head and trying to embrace her.


  Sir Brandon asked, “Where is little Olaf?” His voice was choked.


  Kormak shot him a warning look. The knight ignored it and repeated the question.


  “Dead,” said Kormak. He did not want to speak the boy’s real fate aloud. It was bad enough that these people had lost a child without knowing that his soul had gone to feed a monster.


  Brandon looked at Kormak. “Was it bad?”


  The Guardian shrugged. “For them, yes.”


  “That’s all you have to say?”


  “What would you have me say?”


  “Did you meet the tomb wight?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is it dead?”


  “It was always dead. It just looked otherwise.”


  “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”


  “I put an end to the thing if that’s what you want to know.”


  “Simple as that?”


  Kormak nodded and wondered at the gloom that had settled on him. He felt worse now than when he faced the monster. He told himself that he had done his best, that he had got most of the children out, that there was nothing he could have done for Olaf. The boy must have been dead from the moment he had entered the final chamber of the barrow. He looked at the boy’s weeping parents and thought of his disintegrating corpse and it did not help. Failure tasted bitter in his mouth. If only he had gotten here sooner, acted faster…


  The others were looking at him now, with wonder, with gratitude and resentment. There were always some who did. His actions made them measure their own courage against his, and feel smaller. He wanted to tell them that it was not a question of courage; it was a question of temperament and training and having the right weapons, and that sometimes it was not courage that made him do what he did, but a different species of fear, the fear that he could not do what once he had done in his youth. These thoughts were pointless. Even if the others understood them, they would still resent him.


  “What now?” Brandon asked.


  “We go back.”


  “Through the darkness and mist?”


  “Aye. I have my blade. It will burn anything that comes upon us this night.”


  “Lead on then!”


  They began the trek home.


  


  “Reminds me of the night march to the Grey Tower,” said Brandon as they led the procession through the hills. He was nervous and talking for the sake of it. All around them were rocks and moss-covered standing stones lit by the eerie moon. Behind them men held flickering torches that barely kept the darkness at bay. “The Orc War was a terrible time.”


  “It was,” said Kormak remembering. The orcs had erupted from the endless steppelands of the east and surged across the Sunlander kingdoms, leaving a trail of carnage and destruction. It had taken three years of bitter fighting to throw them back. It seemed that the man-flesh eaters had not learned their lesson. Rumour had it that some new khan had arisen and they massed beyond the borders of Belaria once more. It seemed they wanted new stock for their human herds.


  “I could take it more then,” said Brandon. “My bones were not so old. The lack of sleep did not slow me, and I burned with the lust for glory. Now I burn with the lust for bed, and not just because my Gena is there.” Brandon patted his paunch. It had grown, just as his jowls had. His face and limbs were thicker, and although he still looked strong, he did not have the lithe power of his youth. “The years have been kinder to you, Kormak. You don’t look a day older than you did then, except maybe for the grey in your hair.”


  Kormak smiled. “I carry their mark in a different place, that’s all.”


  "Let me keep my illusions," said Brandon. "I’d like to think the passing of the years was kind to someone."


  Kormak kept a wary eye on the surroundings, half expecting something to emerge from the darkness.


  "Things have been getting worse, since that hairy star appeared in the sky, since the bloody civil war started,” said Sir Brandon. “First the old king himself goes and has a stroke and now his heirs fight over who will succeed before he is even buried. There are monsters everywhere. Maniacs are unleashing the things in the tombs. The orcs stir on the borders again. It looks like the Holy Sun has decided to test the Kingdom of Taurea once again."


  "The way you are talking, it sounds like he's decided to test the world," said Kormak.


  "You'd be in a better position to know than I am," said Sir Brandon. "I am just a poor back-country knight-- although even I can see that things are worse than they were when we were young."


  "Worse than when the orcs were overrunning our lands?"


  "I am starting to think so."


  "I pray you're wrong."


  Both men fell silent. They both knew he was not wrong.


  "I hear the Oracle at Shattermoon is predicting the end of the world," said Brandon after the silence had grown too long. "I hear she says that the Shadow will soon return to claim all the lands of men."


  Kormak suppressed a shudder. "Someone is always predicting that. For as long as I've lived, someone's been predicting that."


  "Aye," said Brandon. "But this has been the first time I've ever thought they might be right. There was a baby born not three months ago over at High Farm. She had no eyes. Not even a trace of them. Just skin where the eyes should have been."


  "What happened to the poor mite?"


  "The parents wanted to follow the old way, to expose her on High Hill. They thought she was touched by the Shadow. I took the child from them and sent her to the Temple orphanage at Skara. The priestesses took the babe in."


  "Such things have always happened," said Kormak. "Particularly in areas where the Old Magic is strong. And you are near to the Cursed Lands here. The bones of Kharon lie just north.”


  "Aye- that's true. But that's the sixth malformed child born within a year. I've never known things this bad, not even when the orcs ravaged the land."


  "That many? I did not know it was so."


  "You’ve most likely been too busy fighting monsters and hunting wizards to pay attention. I have to. I am the lord of these people."


  Kormak felt ashamed. It was a sort of thing he was supposed to notice because he had been trained to notice. He should have spotted such omens. But Brandon was right about one thing- he had been busy. He had been doing the work of three Guardians.


  "You've gone very quiet, Kormak," said Sir Brandon.


  "I was just thinking."


  "I thought there was a nasty smell of burning wood."


  Kormak laughed. It seemed like an eternity since he'd last done so and he was glad of it. The people that followed them were not. They looked at Kormak as if he were mad. They were too nervous for humour and they saw precious little to laugh at in this bleak land.


  “I'm glad you've not lost your sense of humour, Brandon," said Kormak.


  "A few more nights like this and I might well do," said the knight. Suddenly they emerged from the mist. Kormak could see lights of the village glow beneath them and a river glittering in the moonlight. Above the waters, on a high promontory, stood the small strong keep that was Sir Brandon’s home. They had made better time than Kormak had hoped. The people behind him gave glad cries and offered up prayers for their deliverance. Several of them began to run downhill towards the village and the folk who kept vigil there.


  “We made it,” Sir Brandon said. It was only then that Kormak realised how truly afraid his old friend had been.


  


  Kormak surveyed the small chamber gratefully. A fire blazed in the grate. A platter of bread and cheese and a mug of ale lay on a small table beside the bed. A gold-painted solar circle and two wooden blocks carved with protective Elder Signs hung over the doors. A curtain of fur blocked the draught from the tiny window. Sir Brandon was not wealthy enough to afford glass.


  Kormak stretched out on the bed, making sure that his sword was within easy reach. There had been times when such caution had saved his life, and even here in the house of a friend he was not going to relax it. You never knew when the past might catch up with you. Kormak had seen many strange deaths in his time.


  He pulled off his boots and leggings. The stone flags felt cool under his feet. He made his way to the window and pulled back the fur. He was not sure why he did so, but instinct was at work, and he had learned long ago to trust it.


  From the Tower he had a view away from the river looking towards the Barrow Hills. Green lights flickered. Witch lights that moved like the souls of the damned across the misty hills. Another evil omen, he thought. A sign that dark times were ahead. In the sky, the green comet glowed, still distant but noticeable, the eye of an evil god looking down upon the sleeping world.


  Soon he was going to have to go back out and investigate. Perhaps there was some connection between those lights and the open barrow and the man he was here to hunt. As if they sensed his eyes upon them and wanted to hide from mortal notice, the lights vanished one by one. Kormak waited for a long time but the glow did not return. He closed the curtain and threw himself on the bed, covering himself in piled furs. Images of the dead child and the open barrow haunted his mind.


  Sleep was a long time coming.


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  THE GREAT HALL was not much of a great hall. It was a large open room that took up a good deal of the lower floor of Brandon’s keep. A large fire blazed in the far corner and a couple of small boys rolled on the straw-covered floor wrestling with each other and the dogs. A larger boy sat in a wooden chair by the fire yawning ostentatiously as he saw the stranger. Opposite him sat a pretty blonde haired girl reading a scroll. She looked much as her mother had at about that age. At a large table Brandon and his wife sat. Kormak was aware that all of them were watching him.


  Brandon gestured to the table. There was bread and cheese and ham and a jug of buttermilk there. Kormak walked over. The youngest of the boys had got up and watched him wide eyed, chewing on a thumb. Kormak winked at him and the boy ran to clutch at his mother’s skirts caught between delight and fear.


  The Lady Gena was still beautiful although she was plumper than the bright young beauty Kormak remembered from King Brand’s court all those years ago. There had been those who had thought she had made a mistake marrying a bumptious knight from the far north of Taurea. Her father was a rich merchant from the great city-state of Vermstadt, she was a beauty and there had been many of higher birth and reduced fortune at the king’s court who would have married her for her father’s money. She had married Brandon for love.


  “Dig in,” said Brandon, perhaps a trace too heartily. He seemed to want to put the horrors of the night behind him. Sitting in this comfortable hall, the strangeness of the previous night might have happened in another lifetime. Kormak looked at Gena and she nodded permission. Kormak invoked the blessing of the Sun over his food and helped himself to bread and cheese.


  “It’s been a very long time since we first met, Sir Kormak,” said Gena. Kormak smiled.


  “We meet in better times,” he said. The first time they had met had been after the great battle of Aeanar when the orcish armies had been broken and Brand and the other Kings of Men had been celebrating the victory.


  “Do we?” she said. “Tell that to Olaf’s mother.”


  There was anger in her tone. Kormak glanced at her. The smile had vanished from her face but she was running her hand through the little boy’s hair. He understood at once what was troubling her. So did Brandon. The knight reached out and stroked his wife’s face. There was a tenderness in the gesture that Kormak envied.


  “Now, Gena, don’t fret. The tomb wight is gone. Kormak killed it.” There was a gasp from one of the children near the table. The little boy buried his head in his mother’s skirts again. It was not a childishly theatrical gesture this time. It was real fear. It could not be easy growing up in the shadow of the barrows of time-lost Kharon, Kormak thought. The name was a curse in the Northlands of Taurea. People still whispered the name of the Defiler here, when they spoke of him at all.


  “Did you really kill a wight?” the boy by the fire did not sound so bored now.


  “No,” said Kormak. “You cannot kill something already dead.”


  Brandon’s laughter boomed out. “Kormak was educated by priests, young Radney. He would argue the finer points of definition with you till the cows are brought back from milking.”


  “I was educated by the brethren of the Order of the Dawn,” said Kormak, keeping his tone mild. “And they taught me more than debating.” He tapped the hilt of his sword with an air of fake menace.


  “If you did not kill it what did you do to it?” the boy was obviously not going to be discouraged not even by the meaningful looks his parents were shooting at him. Kormak guessed that they did not want him upsetting the other children. He was of an age where parental disapproval was only going to goad him on though.


  “I exorcised the evil spirit in the body. Without it to provide animation, the corpse failed.”


  “Can the spirit come back and find another body?”


  Kormak shook his head. “My blade destroyed it.”


  “The Priests of the Sun say souls are immortal,” said Radney.


  “This was a cursed soul. Kormak sent it to the Shadow,” Brandon said.


  Did I, Kormak wondered? “I don’t think so. I don’t think this was the soul that originally animated the body. I think it was a shade, a fragment of the Shadow that crept in after the original soul departed, the way beggars in the big city occupy the ruins of an abandoned house.”


  “Why would it do that?” the boy asked. “And where do such shades come from?”


  “Now, Radney,” said Lady Gena. “That’s enough. Let Sir Kormak eat his breakfast in peace. He’ll answer your questions later, if he wants to.”


  “But mother…”


  “No buts Radney!” The boy fell silent in the face of his mother’s disapproval in a way he had not for his father. Kormak guessed Brandon was an indulgent parent particularly to his boys. He looked at the small, happy family of the knight and wondered what it would have been like to have grown up as part of such a family and not as a ward of the Dawn. He would have been a different man today, that was certain.


  “Did you kill the wight?” Rob, the smallest boy asked. He sounded afraid and Kormak guessed he just wanted reassurance that the monster would not come for him. Kormak smiled and nodded and the boy screamed and ran away happily to play.


  “I see you still wear your sword at the table,” said Gena.


  “He’s a Guardian, my love,” said Brandon. “He would feel undressed without it. I dare say he would rather appear at table without his trousers than that blade.”


  Gena swatted at her husband. “What a terrible thing to say.”


  “Ask him whether it’s true,” said Brandon. His wife made it clear that she would do no such thing. Kormak ate and listened and watched. He liked it here. It was peaceful and he wanted to enjoy that while he could. Soon he would return to a hunt that could end only in death.


  


  “My old man and I used to come up here and look out over the land,” Brandon said. Kormak followed the expansive gesture of his meaty fist. Brandon’s ancestral keep stood atop a hill and this tower was the highest point in a long way. They had a clear view for leagues in all directions except northwards. Kormak could see the river and the fields and the huts in the village. There were the slightly larger dwellings of the freemen dotted about the landscapes. A straggle of woods here and there, and in the distance, to the north the great rampart of hills amid which lay the barrow. He could see the path they had followed last night where it emerged from the scree-strewn valley.


  “He probably came here with his father,” Kormak said. Brandon said something to the sentry and the man-at-arms made off down the stairs to get something to eat.


  “There always has to be somebody here, to keep a watch,” Brandon said, after the man had gone. “I told him we would do it.”


  “I worked that out for myself,” Kormak said.


  Sir Brandon fumbled inside his jerkin and produced a small metal flask. “You were always pretty smart,” he said, offering Kormak the flask.


  Kormak looked at it. He recognised the runes on the side. “Is this what I think it is?”


  “Yes. It’s the same flask I offered you the night before the Battle of Aeanar. It has the same cherry brandy in it too or, at least, it comes from the same casks. Drink some. It will warm you up. Always a cold breeze up here as autumn sets in." Kormak took a small sip just to be friendly. The brandy burned in his stomach. He handed the flask back to Brandon who took a gulp from it and left it sitting on the battlements in front of him. He turned and looked north in the same direction as Kormak had been looking.


  “Yes. He used to come up here with his old man. And no doubt my grandfather came up here with his father and on and on back until the time when the first Sunlander came to this blasted cold northern land. I sometimes wonder why we did— with the barrows and a blighted land under the Defiler’s curse right along our borders.”


  “You Sunlanders always want land— younger sons are always riding out to claim it. Your Kingdoms cover a quarter of the known world because of that.”


  “Well this land is ours now, for better or worse. No matter who once held it.”


  Kormak, remembering old lessons, repeated,“This land belonged to the Death Lords of Kharon in the Age of Shadow before the Solarians came from the Sunken Lands. Forghast, their capital, is not a hundred leagues from here. They were one of the powers of the world once. They halted the First Empire north of here, inflicted the greatest defeat the legions ever suffered on them. It broke the Empire in the end.”


  “Aye but the Solarians destroyed Kharon,” Brandon said.


  Kormak studied the line of hills on the horizon and thought about the barrow and its inhabitant. “The Death Lords destroyed themselves. Torghul the Defiler, the greatest of them, called down his curse upon the land. The Black Sun rose. The land turned sour. Armies of the dead stirred in their tombs. Plagues devoured the living. The Shadow came. The Solari legions fell back, leaving wardstones and watchtowers and a garrison to hold back the evil. They sealed the barrows where they could find them. The Empire fell into civil war. We live in the remains of what it left or so my teachers taught me. The Sunlander kingdoms emerged from the rubble of the Empire. To the North of us is the rubble of Kharon. I met one of its citizens last night, or rather I met his shadow.”


  “How do you do it?” Brandon asked suddenly. There was an undercurrent of resentment in his voice now. He turned to confront Kormak almost as if he was angry with him.


  “Do what?” Kormak asked mildly. He was not intimidated even by a man as big as Brandon.


  “Go into those damn barrows. Where do you find the nerve? I could not last night. I was glad when you told us to wait outside.”


  “You could do it if you had a dwarf-forged blade.”


  “Not even then. Maybe if little Rob was down there I might try but I would be so scared I would be useless. I could not do it for some other man’s child. I could not do it for little Olaf.”


  Kormak looked at his friend’s bluff face. He was frowning and he looked guilty as if he was confessing to some crime.


  “You could do it if you had to.”


  “You don’t have to. You are a stranger here and you owe those people down there nothing and yet you went in there and faced that monster and freed those children.”


  “I swore an oath to do so a long time ago, when I took up this blade. To protect the innocent. To uphold the Law. To oppose the Shadow.”


  “Men swear oaths all the time, Kormak, and just as often break them. We’ve both known plenty of men who have done so.”


  “I keep my word. So do you.”


  “I swore an oath to protect those people down there. As their liege lord I swore to ward them and their families. Olaf is dead. I did not protect him very well, did I? I did not protect those children who went off to play yesterday.” There was a look of horror on Brandon’s face and Kormak could tell he felt just as guilty about the child’s death as he did. A sense of failure was eating away at him too.


  “How could you have saved him? The children were lost in a magically created mist and lured into the barrow by sorcery. You came with me last night. The other children are safe. What more could you have done? How did you fail them?” Kormak knew he was talking as much for himself as Brandon.


  “I did not go with you into the barrow.”


  “I did not ask you to.”


  “But I should have gone. Those children belong to my liegemen.”


  “It would not have helped. Your weapons would not have affected the wight.”


  “I would just have got in your way?” There was a challenge in Brandon’s voice. Kormak did not want to agree with him or make him feel any worse so he said nothing.


  “What sort of bastard would do such a thing, Kormak?” Brandon asked eventually, after the silence stretched too long. “What sort of man would break the wards on a barrow with a wight inside it?”


  “I aim to find out.”


  “I knew you were going to say that.”


  “If I don’t do it, it will happen again, somewhere else.” He looked at the line of hills in the distance. Low clouds hung over them and they seemed dank and dark and gloomy. “Those hills are full of barrows. There are worse things than wights in some of them. If someone plans on opening them all, they need to be stopped. Have you any idea who it might have been?”


  “It wasn’t any of my people,” said Brandon. “I would take an oath on it.”


  Kormak looked at him steadily. He didn’t say anything. He had found that in situations like this, silence was often the best option. People would talk just to fill it.


  “No one in the village would open a barrow. We grow up listening to the stories of the Old Lords of Darkness, of the Men of Kharon and the Shadow that devoured them. No one would dare go near that barrow. Why do you think I was scared to go with you last night? I am no coward, Kormak. You know that.”


  “I never said you were.”


  “There’s no man down there braver than me and I would not go near that old tomb unless I had to and I had a Guardian like yourself with me.”


  “It did not open itself.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “You saw the entrance. The runes were defaced. The seals were broken. Someone smashed them, knowing what would happen.”


  “That’s insane.”


  “Sometimes people are not sane. Sometimes people do terrible things. Sometimes people are so scared that it haunts them and puts strange ideas in their heads and makes them do exactly what they are afraid of just to end the fear.”


  “You think one of my folk did that?”


  “I am asking if it’s possible.”


  Brandon laughed. There was relief in his laughter. “You’ve never lived in one of these small villages have you?”


  “Not since I was a boy.”


  “There are no secrets in a place like this. Everybody knows everybody else. If someone’s dog has pups its big news. I know it almost before the bitch does.”


  Kormak looked at the more distant huts. Brandon followed his gaze then shook his head.


  “If someone was taking walks into the Barrow Hills I would know about it. Look how bare the land is. You can see right across the fields. You can count the sheep on the hills from this tower. You can’t go any distance without the sentry spotting you.”


  “What about at night?”


  “Nobody in their right mind would head out into those hills at night. You saw what my men-at-arms were like. Hell, my people won’t go looking for lost animals in those hills even in daylight, and a sheep is worth a lot up here.”


  Kormak nodded. He had not really expected it to be anybody local. It was something that had needed to be asked. There were procedures that needed to be followed.


  “What are you going to do when you find whoever did this?” Brandon asked.


  “What do you think?”


  “There are those who call your Order assassins. I can see why.”


  “Kill a peasant they call it justice. Kill a nobleman they call you an assassin.”


  “I never knew you were so bitter.”


  “You want to know why I have killed more nobles than peasants?” Kormak’s voice was very soft.


  “I feel sure you are about to tell me.” Brandon licked his lips nervously.


  “Most peasants don’t have the education to work the high rituals of Shadow. Most of them can’t read. It’s the nobles and the clergy can do that. They are the ones who learn to call those things that should not be summoned.”


  Brandon took another swig of from his flask. He looked thoughtful.


  “They are also the ones with influential families and friends. You kill a nobleman there are always consequences, whispers and attempts at payback.”


  “What is your point, Kormak?”


  “You might want to think about that the next time a noble points at me and calls me an assassin behind my back.”


  Brandon took a step back and Kormak realised he had let a note of menace enter his voice, sufficient to worry even the knight.


  “That’s not why I brought it up,” Brandon said. He handed offered the flask again. It was a gesture of reconciliation. Kormak did not take it.


  “Then why did you?”


  “If you go around executing people with a king’s warrant, people up here might object.”


  “Would you?”


  “Not if you find the bastard on my land, I won’t. But you might not and you might need someone to speak up for you. Someone the local lords know.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I am saying I’ll go with you. You might need me. I know the other landowners.”


  Kormak accepted the flask. “You sure it’s not just because you want to execute them yourself.”


  “Well, there is that,” said Brandon with a grin. It faded as quickly as it came. “I am serious, Kormak. Whoever opened that barrow deserves death. I won’t kill a man lightly but I will kill him for that. I owe little Olaf and his folks that much.”


  “I can’t say as I blame you,” said Kormak. “But we’ll have to find whoever did it first and that might take some time and you have lands to watch over.”


  “Then I’ll ride with you a ways and turn back if it takes too long.”


  “You have some idea who did this, do you?”


  “There were some travellers who passed through a week or so ago, skirting our land. Some shepherds saw them, said they looked pretty strange. Some Tinkers were here just a couple of days before you arrived. They were heading north to Hungerdale and most likely beyond.”


  “Tinkers?”


  “They come and go, they trade with the hill-tribes and the miners at Elderdale. A wagon passed on the old road a few days ago.”


  “You think the hill-tribes might have something to do with this? They are descended from the Men of Kharon and some of their shamans and witch-women still keep to the old ways.”


  “It’s possible. They used to raid along the border but we have not had any trouble for years.”


  “Maybe some of them have decided that opening a barrow might be trouble enough. The hill people have no love for you Sunlanders.”


  “Is that the voice of experience talking there, Kormak?”


  “I am from the highlands of Aquilea.”


  “The Aquileans bear no love for we Sunlanders either. You raid the borders of north-west Taurea constantly.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Your kinfolk do.”


  “I have no kinfolk.”


  “Your compatriots then,” Kormak shrugged. Brandon seemed to realise that he might have given offence.


  “You really think it might be the hill-tribes?”


  Kormak shook his head. Brandon looked at him and a realisation struck him. It was obvious from the expression on his face. He straightened his shoulders and looked directly at Kormak.


  “It was lucky for us you were here,” said Brandon eventually. There was a question in his voice. He was clearly wondering what had brought the Guardian to this part of the world.


  “Luck had nothing to do with it. I am looking for a necromancer called Morghael.”


  “Why?”


  “He took advantage of one of the battles down south to raise a regiment of the walking dead from the bodies left behind. Both sides in the civil war contributed to his army. He terrorised a fair bit of the Duchy of Osterlund.”


  “I had not heard this.”


  “You will. The rumours will come North in the spring.”


  “If he has an army you’re going to have trouble with him.”


  “Morghael’s army was put down by Duke Donal of Osterlund and his sons. He fled the field. The Duke put me on his trail and here I am.”


  “If this Morghael’s a necromancer, he could be the one who opened the barrow.”


  “Quite possibly.”


  “And yet you never told me. Instead you spent time quizzing me about whether any of my people could have done this. Or whether the hill-tribes could be behind it. And all the time you had a far more likely suspect in mind.”


  “I needed to ask Brandon. I can’t just assume Morghael did this. If it was somebody here it would mean I was leaving someone behind me who might open another tomb. Morghael is the most likely suspect but he’s not the only one. You still want to come with me? On the trail of a necromancer?”


  “Yes. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll need to call back the sentry and go explain the matter to Gena.”


  “I think that might take some explaining.”


  “When you’re right, you’re right,” said Brandon. He meant his grin to look devil-may-care but instead it just looked nervous.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  KORMAK ACCEPTED THE offer of nuts, waybread and dried meat from the old woman. She was the grandmother of one of the children he had rescued from the barrow and she wanted to show her thanks. He took the food and placed it in his saddlebag, and then accepted some small copper coins from the father of another boy.


  He noticed that there were more parents here giving him things than just those of the children he had rescued. He guessed the whole village wanted to show its gratitude. Part of him was embarrassed and part of him was grateful. Not everyone was so generous to Guardians as these people were being. Many times on his travels he had gone hungry amid richer folk.


  Brandon stood nearby talking in a low voice with his wife. Lady Gena seemed none too happy with her husband riding off. Or maybe it was something else. Maybe she was just as angry with whoever opened the barrow as Brandon was. Brandon finished talking to her, then went and said something to Radney. The eldest boy would be standing in for him while he was away. At least that was the theory. If things went the way they usually did, Lady Gena would be the one in charge.


  After what seemed like hours, all farewells were said and the villagers lined up to wave them off. The men mounted up and set off along the road north. As they passed the milestone Kormak looked back and he could still see the villagers watching and waving.


  He looked at Brandon and the knight looked back at him then gave him a conspiratorial grin. Kormak guessed that he was glad to be back on the road. It took him back to the times of their youth. It was odd that someone could be nostalgic for the times of the Orc Wars, but he thought he understood.


  


  


  The land was bleak and dreary. Occasionally Kormak made out sheep in the hills to the south but there was nothing living to the north. Not even a crow hovered in the empty sky. There was something about the Barrow Hills that discouraged living things.


  Their road had originally created by the Solari Legions. It ran straight and true as all the ancient Empire’s roads did. No one had dared uproot or deface the runic way markers that showed the symbol of the Holy Sun and the time worn face of one of the Emperors. Kormak thought it belonged to Adrianicus, judging by the resemblance to some old coins he had seen.


  Brandon was mounted on a big, fierce-looking chestnut warhorse. He rode as easily and well as he had done in his youth. Kormak envied him the skill. He had grown up in the mountains and was more at home on his own two feet than in the saddle even after all these years. Brandon looked at Kormak then looked north then back at Kormak.


  “Gena was not too happy about me going off with you.”


  “I suspected as much.”


  “She thinks I should stay at home with her and the boys and not go gadding about over the Northlands.” Kormak could tell he was quoting his wife exactly from the tone of his voice.


  “How did you convince her?”


  “I told her I wanted to punish the bastard who let the wight loose. He’s the one who really killed little Olaf.”


  “How far is it to Hungerdale?.”


  “About two days ride along the old road. We’ll make camp for the night in the shelter of the Stricken Oak. There’s a wardstone there.”


  Brandon was silent, then he looked at Kormak and said, “Let’s hope we get things done before the first snows. Winter is a miserable time of the year here. The wind blows in off the Barrow Hills and it has the chill of the grave on it. It’s been getting worse for years now, even before the Comet appeared in the sky.”


  There was a note of horror in his voice and he glanced at the hills again as if he feared some enemy might emerge from them. “Gena always talks about going south to visit her family, to see the great Summer Fair in Vermstadt. She talks about taking the children with her. I sometimes think that might be a good idea.”


  Kormak could tell that he was worried. If someone was opening barrows, dark and dreadful things might soon be coming out of those hills. “She’s never gone south since you got wed?” Kormak asked.


  “Talks about it all the time. She misses the City State sometimes. Take a look around you and I think you can see why.”


  “But she has never gone…”


  “You know how it is. There’s always something more needs doing. The roads are not easiest to travel on. The Tinkers bring tales of bandits. There are rumours of orc war-bands and monsters. Now it’s the civil war between the Princes. It’s cold here but it’s safe. At least it has been until recently. Now I wonder. You’ve been in the south. What do you think?”


  Kormak recognised it at once. The hunger for news. Not many people came this far north. What was ancient gossip in the courts of the Dukes was fresh rumour up here.


  “There are always bandits,” Kormak said. “Out of work soldiers, displaced nobles. You know how it is. I’ve not heard of any warbands though, and that’s something I would expect people to tell me about. Monsters… you’re talking to the wrong man. I meet those wherever I go. It’s the nature of my calling.”


  “You meet more now than you did a decade ago though, don’t you?” Brandon sounded as if he wanted Kormak to deny it. Kormak thought about it for a moment and answered truthfully.


  “Yes.”


  “Let’s hope there is nothing waiting for us on the road then,” said Brandon, smiling.


  “I would not count on that,” said Kormak.


  Brandon looked at him, finally getting to the question he wanted to ask. “This necromancer, Morghael, why would he flee north? Why would he come here?”


  Kormak gestured to the hills around him. “A lot of barrows up here.”


  “You think he plans to raise an army from the bones of Kharon?”


  “I don’t know. I do know that tomb dust from Kharon is used as part of the rituals in raising the dead.”


  Brandon looked at him sidelong. “You know a lot of things it would be better not to. I’ve never heard that before.”


  “It’s not common knowledge.”


  “Why tomb dust from the Cursed Lands?”


  Kormak considered his response carefully. “Some say it’s because the Shadow is in the dust, a legacy of the Defiler’s curse, that it becomes a kind of seed inside a corpse and stirs it to life if the rituals are performed right. I know it works. I saw Morghael’s army.”


  “You think he came here for more dust?”


  “It has to come from Shadow-tainted tombs, which makes it dangerous to collect, which makes it very expensive. Raising that army must have taken a lot of dust, cost a fortune.”


  “Well, there was a wight in that tomb and if he was looking for dust he must have got what he came for. Why not just head on back south?”


  “That’s a question I have been asking myself. I have a feeling I am not going to like the answer.”


  Around them, the hills brooded. Rain started to fall. They rode on into gathering darkness.


  


  The rain came down in a heavy drizzle. It soaked through Kormak’s cloak. He knew he was going to have to check his armour for rust at some point and oil it again. Brandon sat with his back to the ancient runic stone. At least it blocked the wind. He was cursing the cold and the wet. “Why did I agree to come with you again?” he asked.


  “Because you wanted to take part in the glamourous life of the wandering Guardian.”


  “I knew it was something like that.”


  “Why did you really come?”


  Brandon looked as if he was going to make a joke then shrugged and said, “Because I want to kill the bastard that let loose that wight. Olaf was one of my people, a kid. He should not have died like that.”


  There was silence for a moment then Brandon added, “I grew up around here and I’ve heard all the stories. Do wights really eat the soul of their victims?”


  It was obviously something that was preying on his mind. Kormak considered his answer carefully. “They devour whatever is in us that gives us life. Some would call that our soul.”


  Brandon let out a long sigh. “Always so precise with words, aren’t you?” It was clearly not what he wanted to say. Suddenly he cursed and said. “Bastard! It makes me so angry when I think of that kid and that barrow and some bloody madman letting those things free.”


  “He might not be a madman,” Kormak said. “He might be doing it for a reason.”


  “That’s even scarier,” said Brandon. He glanced sidelong at Kormak. His eyes narrowed. A sour grin twisted his face. “But you’re not scared, are you?”


  “Not yet. There will be time enough for that later.”


  “Gena calls you the fearless Kormak, you know. I don’t think she means it entirely as a compliment.”


  “You mean she thinks I am too stupid to be scared,” Kormak said, making a joke of it. “She would not be the first.” He wondered if the fact that his wife thought Kormak fearless and Brandon not, was one of the reasons the knight was here.


  Kormak glanced north. Mist or low-lying cloud obscured the Barrow Hills. The land was bleak, mostly rock and heather and gorse. Here and there were ruined cottages. They were not in the distinctive Sunlander style but lower and squatter. They were overgrown with wet moss and looked as if they had been here for a very long time. They added to the sense of abandonment about this place. The cold wind chilled Kormak but it was not the only thing that did so. He felt as if there was something in those hills watching him and waiting. It was something old and malevolent and it did not like men at all although it was prepared to use them.


  “This rain is good,” said Brandon. “It’s turning the land off the road to mud. We will be able to track the ones we are looking for if they leave it.”


  “Not too many places they can go,” said Kormak. “They can just keep going into the hills along the Great Northern Way.”


  “I always used to laugh when my father called it that. It’s a track. It goes nowhere except the mines at Elderdale. It’s not gone anywhere else for a very long time.”


  “It once led all the way to the Defiler’s Tomb Palace at Forghast,” said Kormak. “The Solari road joined the trail the Kharonians built.”


  “No sane man has gone there since the Great Curse blighted the land. There’s no one goes north of Elderdale now except tomb robbers and dark magicians. Most of those don’t come back. The ones that do get put to death if we catch them.”


  “There’s always those that slip through,” said Kormak.


  “You know some?”


  “There’s always those who dabble in the forbidden. You can’t catch them all, or if you do, it’s years or decades later when they have worked some evil.”


  “You know more about such things than I.” Brandon paused for a moment and then turned to look at Kormak. Most of his face was hidden by the cowl of his cloak but Kormak could see he was chewing his moustaches. It was not something he had done back amid his people but it was a nervous tic Kormak remembered from their youth. “What would anyone be looking for up in those hills if it’s not tomb dust?”


  “The Death Lords were terrible magicians, sworn to the Shadow. They knew a great deal of dark lore. They made many powerful charms and artefacts. I’ve seen some for sale in Norbury and other places.”


  “You shop in some interesting places.”


  “I was not shopping.” The grin disappeared from the big man’s face as he worked out what Kormak had most likely been doing. “Sometimes scraps of Shadow and scraps of power cling to such things. Sometimes they still have the spells they were imbued with. There are those who can use such things and have the money to pay for them.”


  Brandon shook his head. “I have never understood that.”


  “Understood what?”


  “Why put your soul at risk? Why risk letting the Shadow come between you and the Holy Sun’s Light?”


  Kormak shrugged. “Some men don’t think of their souls. Some men don’t believe we have souls. Some men want power in the here and now. Some want to prolong their lives.”


  “Is it possible?”


  “The Defiler lived for centuries. Some say he lies in his tomb at Forghast even now, waiting to return.”


  Brandon looked thoughtful. “The Old Ones live forever.”


  “They don’t age,” said Kormak.


  Brandon understood what he meant at once. “But they can still die. You kill them with that sword of yours.”


  Kormak nodded. “Yes.”


  “Why don’t they age and we do?”


  “The priests say because we are the Children of the Holy Sun and they are the spawn of the Lady of the Moon, that it’s because they are soulless that they live so long.”


  “I know what the Books say, Kormak. I have heard the sermons. I want to know what you think.”


  Kormak laughed. Brandon had looked around when he said it to make sure they were alone. Even out here, with an old friend, there were certain things that were discussed very reluctantly. “You think I disagree with the Books?”


  “You’ve said things from time to time that made me think you were not entirely in agreement.”


  “I have talked with Old Ones and what they say disagrees with the Books.”


  “You have talked with…”


  “Yes. They were there at some of the events the Apostles describe. Sometimes their descriptions agree. Sometimes they don’t.”


  “The Old Ones might lie.”


  “They might.”


  “But you don’t think so.”


  “Sometimes yes, sometimes no.”


  “You have talked to beings who have talked to the Apostles and to the Saints.”


  “Yes.”


  “And what did they say?”


  “That they were men like you and me. That some of them were touched by the Light and some were driven by hate. That some of those we think served the Light served the Shadow and vice versa.”


  “And you believe this?”


  “Some of the Old Ones claim there is no Light and no Shadow. There’s just living creatures and their deeds and their self-justifications.”


  “Did you believe them?”


  “I believe in the Shadow, Brandon. I have seen too much evidence of its existence to doubt it.”


  “They say when the Defiler cursed the Solari a Black Sun rose over the land, spewing darkness as the sun sheds light, and that it tainted all the land around Forghast with the Shadow’s power. That is why the dead walk there, and the old evil seeps out despite all the wardstones and watchtowers the Solari left. Do you think that is possible?”


  “Yes,” Kormak said.


  They sat in silence after that while the rain fell and the night gathered around them. Kormak felt that something watched them from the darkness.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  THEY HAD RIDDEN for the better part of the day. Ahead of them, just off the road, a wheeled caravan stood beside a massive rune-carved stone. The vehicle looked completely out of place in the grim, grey, rain-soaked hills. The roof was a brilliant red, the walls were lime green, the spokes of the wheels were painted in multiple colours and their rims were bright yellow. Near the wagon, ponies cropped the straggly grass.


  A small group of Tinkers garbed in colours just as bright as their caravan were grouped upslope. A large grey wolf stayed close to one, a woman, in a way that suggested it was tame. The folk had gathered around something.


  Kormak dismounted. The scent of the wolf was making his horse nervous. He tied it up near the ponies and strode up the hillside. Taking his cue from the Guardian, Brandon did the same. As they approached the wolf growled and the Tinkers turned to look. There were three men and a woman. None of them carried swords. The men had daggers in their belts though and one of them had a sling in his hands now. He held it casually but it was obvious he was prepared to use it. Kormak held his hands up, fingers splayed to show his hands were empty. He walked closer. The wolf growled. Kormak kept walking.


  “Sir Brandon, it is an unexpected pleasure to see you here,” said the oldest of the men. He had once been tall but age had hunched him, giving him the gnarly look of an old tree. The two men flanking him bore a strong family resemblance. They were both broad-shouldered, brown-skinned, hawk-nosed with dark eyes and brows so black they looked as if they had been drawn on with charcoal. Their moustaches were as luxurious as the old man’s but theirs were black. All of them had scarves wound around their heads.


  The woman was younger looking, in her twenties judging by her appearance. Her hair was coal black and thick, halfway down her back in a mass of curls. Her lips were huge and red and pouting. Her eyes were dark as well. Her skin was much paler than the other Tinkers and she bore no family resemblance to them at all. She restrained the wolf with a hand on its neck.


  The animal was a massive creature, by far the largest natural wolf Kormak had encountered. He had met larger but they had been part of packs whose leader was an Old One and they had been twisted by the old dark magics.


  “Javier,” said Brandon nodding at the older man before greeting the younger two. “Stefan. Andreas. Well met upon this lonesome road. I do not recognise this lovely maiden.”


  “This is Aisha,” said Javier. “She is making her first trip north.”


  Kormak looked at the elder Tinker. He spoke very smoothly, but there was a tenseness in him, as if what he was saying contained a falsehood.


  “Well met. This is Kormak, a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn.”


  The Tinkers greeted Kormak. The woman stared at him with a look almost of hostility.


  “What have you got here?” Brandon asked.


  The Tinkers stood aside to let the knight have a clear view. “A man’s body. The wolf scented it. We saw the crows. It died no natural death.”


  “Let me take a look,” said Kormak, crouching down over the corpse. It had been pecked by the carrion eaters but it was still recognisably a man. He had been garbed in leather with a cloak of grey and green that would let it blend in well with the surrounding countryside. There were no weapons on the body but there was a pouch that contained a few small coins. A strange amulet with a rune in the shape of an eye within a circle hung round his neck. Kormak opened the tunic and saw a tattoo of a similar pattern was on the corpse’s breast. There was no mark of a killing wound on the body but there were odd blotched discolourations over his heart. The skin was very grey and the body was unnaturally cold even for one that had been lying on this chill hillside.


  “He was a Watcher,” said Javier. He said it as if it should mean something. Brandon nodded as if it did.


  “You knew him?” Kormak asked. The old Tinker shook his head.


  “We had dealings with his clan. That is their mark. The Eye.”


  Kormak looked at the standing stone. One of the runes on it was very similar to the one on the stranger’s amulet. He inspected the ground near the stone. There was a firepit in its wind-shadow. There were some ashes there, and the charred remains of burned wood. Some runes had been inscribed on stones nearby. They had been partially obscured as if someone had made a hasty effort to scuff them out.


  Javier saw the direction of his gaze. “Hill-men often meet in the shadows of these stones,” he said. “They say the Watchers leave messages for each other here.” Kormak sensed rather than saw a stiffness come over the woman. He looked up at her. Her face seemed even paler than before, and her jaw line was tight. A muscle pulsed in her throat.


  “He was a hill-man?” Kormak asked.


  “Not exactly. The Watchers stand apart from the rest of the clans. They go their own way, perform their own tasks.”


  “And what is that?”


  “No one really knows. Some say they watch the barrows and make sure no one has tampered with them. Some say they serve the Old Ones. Some say they rob tombs and sell what they find.”


  “Whatever he did, he was killed by sorcery,” Kormak said. He looked at the woman. She met his gaze boldly. “That is most likely why your wolf is so upset. He does not like the smell.”


  “Shae is always like this,” said the woman. Her voice was husky. Kormak could not help but notice the way the men looked to her, the way warriors look to a leader, even old Javier, who would normally have been in charge here.


  Kormak studied her more closely. She was garbed like a Tinker woman in a long skirt, a yellowish silk shirt and an embroidered waistcoat. There were many rings on her fingers and a great deal of jewellery on her arms and around her neck. Almost all of it contained signs of mystical significance. Judging from the look in her eyes, she saw him noticing this. She folded her arms under her breasts and cocked her head to one side. She was no longer restraining the wolf. It barked threateningly at Kormak.


  “It’s a beautiful beast,” Kormak said. “I would hate to have to kill it.”


  “But you would if you had to, would you not, Guardian?”


  “Yes, I would. If I had to.” The men’s hands went to their knives. Kormak looked at them. The woman made a gesture and the men relaxed a little. The wolf did the same. They looked at each other. Tension was in the air.


  “What are we going to do with the body?” Brandon asked.


  The woman said, “We were going to take his amulet and his personal belongings to his people and build a cairn for him so that his kin could find the body. Although I doubt they will want a body so tainted in this sour land.”


  “We should burn it or it might rise,” said Kormak. “The Shadow is in it now. We should do it before dark.”


  “Easier said than done,” said the woman. “It is wet and we have little we can use for kindling.”


  Kormak nodded. He took out his own knife and sawed away at the neck, tearing through the spine and gristle. Such blood as flowed was black and oily. He picked up the head by the hair and dashed it against a rock until the brains splattered out.


  “Now you can build a cairn,” he said. “I will bury the head separately.”


  He did so and then he washed himself as best he could in a pool of collected rain-water. The others watched him with looks of horror on their faces.


  


  


  


  “You’re quiet,” said Sir Brandon. The rain had stopped and they were all hunkering down around the fire in the wind shadow of the wagon. Nearby, the cairn rose out of the gloom. Kormak could tell the body was on their minds.


  The wolf’s eyes reflected the firelight where it lay. Aisha sat beside it. She was sewing something, the actions automatic. She watched everyone around the fire. Javier stirred the pot. He had been adding dried meat and herbs and tasting it occasionally.


  Kormak nodded. “I am thinking.”


  “You always did have difficulty doing that and talking at the same time,” said the knight. Kormak shrugged. He was not in the mood for banter.


  “Why did you smash the skull like that? Will it really stop the dead man from rising?”


  “It often does. Even if the corpse rises, it will not be able to see, there will be nothing to guide the body. Some sorcerers say the head is where the spirit dwells. Without it, nothing can take possession of a body.”


  “Let’s hope they are right.”


  “Let’s hope.”


  “You are a surly bastard tonight. What makes you so afraid the body will rise? We’re not in the Cursed Lands yet.” Brandon was trying to sound cheerful but he glanced over his shoulder into the darkness. He clearly found it very difficult to forget that the Barrow Hills were out there.


  “He was killed by dark magic.”


  “I saw the marks on the body.”


  “Yes, and the skin was grey and cold. There were black finger-prints on the chest as well. I have seen that before.”


  “Where?”


  “In the Southlands. The necromancers of the Lethian Shore dispatch their enemies with such magic. The man I am hunting knows such spells.”


  “You’re thinking of your friend Morghael, aren’t you?” Brandon was looking at the woman. Perhaps he suspected her and the Tinkers of having something to do with the death. Kormak could not help but notice that the woman sat up a little straighter when the name Morghael was mentioned although she should have been too far away to hear Brandon’s words.


  “Why was the Watcher killed?” Brandon’s eyes swept over the Tinkers.


  “I don’t know. Maybe he saw something.”


  “He was most likely tracking the ones you seek,” said Aisha. Kormak looked across at her.


  “You think?”


  “That’s what they do, or so I have heard,” she said. “They watch those who would tamper with the tombs of the Death Lords. It is their purpose, just as it is your Order’s purpose to oppose the Old Ones and the Shadow.”


  That made a certain amount of sense. “Why?” he asked.


  “They are descendants of those hill-tribes who sided with the Solari when they destroyed Kharon. They were left behind when the legions turned south. They swore an oath to guard the land against the return of evil. They have reason to. The Death Lords would seek vengeance when they rose.”


  That was something Kormak understood. Sir Brandon was nodding. “I had heard that mentioned in old tales. I always thought it was just a story.”


  “Even the Watchers themselves think so at times. They have forgotten much and they had drifted far from their original purpose but still they try in their way to keep the faith.”


  “You seem to know a lot about them,” Kormak said.


  Aisha smiled. It was like the wolf bearing its teeth. “My people and the Watchers are old allies. We have treaties with them that date back to when the Sunlanders first came to this land. We do not forget such things.”


  Kormak noticed the emphasis she placed on my people. It was a proprietary tone, the voice of a queen speaking of those she ruled. Brandon cocked his head to one side. He was looking at her curiously. “Treaties?” he said. His voice was very quiet, as if he was speaking his astonishment aloud and had not meant to be heard. Aisha paused as if she had said too much.


  “We trade with them, bring them the herbs and devices they need. They pay us in hill silver.”


  “Trade treaties,” said Brandon as if that explained everything. He was still quite clearly bemused by the idea of tinkers and treaties.


  “You think the Tinkers just mend pots,” Aisha said. Something in Brandon’s attitude had clearly nettled her. It struck Kormak that Aisha was an angry woman and an imperious one. She had not the manners of any Tinker he had ever met. She seemed more like a noblewoman playing a part. Perhaps she was.


  “It had crossed my mind,” said Brandon. His tone was as haughty as hers. He was a nobleman and they were close to his lands. He had his pride as well. Aisha surprised Kormak by laughing.


  “It is what most people would think,” she said. There was a bitter edge to her mirth and there was something familiar to it as well. He could not put his finger on exactly why.


  Javier stuck a wooden spoon in the pot and tried again. “It is ready,” he said with the weary air of a courtier trying to stay out of an argument. He began to ladle the stew into wooden bowls. They were as brightly painted as everything else about the Tinker’s wagon. He produced some waybread from a leather pouch and handed it around and then he brought out a skin of wine. He passed it to Aisha first who passed it to Kormak. There was a ritual quality to this. Kormak took a mouthful. Aisha looked at Sir Brandon so he passed it to the knight. Brandon took it and passed it to Javier who in turn passed it to the others. When that was done, they began to eat.


  Kormak started to feel a little better. Partly it was because he had food inside him and partly it was because they were taking part in a small human ritual, here on the edge of these vast cold hills where alien threats waited hungrily. It made him feel a little closer to those around him.


  “Why are you here, Sir Kormak?” Aisha asked. The other Tinkers looked at him interestedly. Brandon replied before Kormak could make up his mind whether to speak or not, explaining their quest to the Tinkers, telling them what had happened to Olaf. The Tinkers exchanged looks containing horror and something else, Kormak was not sure what. Conversation died after Brandon had finished speaking.


  The wolf growled. Kormak looked around to see if there was anything coming in. He had been avoiding looking at the fire so as not to spoil his nightsight but still the light had affected his vision a little. He looked up and saw something passing overhead, too big to be a bird, the shape subtly wrong.


  “What is it?” Brandon asked.


  “Old One,” Kormak said. “Or one of their kin.”


  Even as he spoke it vanished into the night, gone as if it had never been. Kormak gestured for the others to remain quiet. They waited tensely for long minutes but whatever it was, it did not return.


  “What did it want?” Brandon asked.


  Kormak shrugged. “It may just be passing. It may have nothing to do with us.”


  “The reverse implication of that is that it may,” said Brandon.


  “We’ll know soon enough,” said Kormak.


  “If there is anything out there, Shae will let us know, Sir Kormak,” Aisha said, clearly following the course of his thoughts.


  “A useful watchdog in this foul place,” said Brandon chuckling. He was trying too hard to be his usual hearty self, trying too hard to show he was not afraid.


  He suspected that all of them were and that the dead man was on all of their minds. Someone had killed him. Someone had opened a barrow. Someone was responsible for terrible things. Kormak wondered if this meeting with the Tinkers was really by chance or whether they had something to do with all these dark deeds. Perhaps they would try and cut his throat in the night. He had herbs that would let him stay awake for days if need be, but he was reluctant to use them. They were not without side-effects.


  “We should set watches,” said Kormak. “It never hurts to have someone awake in case of trouble.”


  He looked at Brandon. “We can take turn about on watch. Just like in the old days when we were fighting the orcs.”


  Brandon groaned but he made no objection. He did not suggest including the Tinkers in the rota either. Perhaps he had his own suspicions.


  “I’ll take first watch,” Kormak said.


  


  


  Kormak was woken by the sound of a man taking a piss. He looked up, coming awake more slowly than he would have liked. There was some light from the rising sun. Brandon was standing away from the camp, looking out into the hills. Little was visible. Mist rolled over the land obscuring everything. The cold seemed to have seeped from the ground into Kormak. He rose and stretched. His back felt sore. He was getting too old for this.


  “You’re actually awake,” Kormak said. “I would have expected you to be snoring away.”


  Brandon gave him a sour grin. “I miss my bed and if you want the truth I miss my family. I miss waking up next to Gena and I miss having the young ones come racing in and asking me to tell them a story.”


  “I’ll ask you for one if it helps,” said Kormak.


  “Sod off!”


  “Go home, Brandon. I can do what needs to be done here.”


  “You always say that.”


  “Because it’s true.”


  “I said I would ride with you and I will. I am not going to give up because of a little rain and a little homesickness.”


  The big man still had something to prove it seemed, to himself if no one else. Maybe he just did not want to turn back so soon, having made such a big show of setting off to find Olaf’s killer. Kormak fumbled in his pack for some dried beef and a handful of oats. He started a fire and began cooking some porridge.


  “You do that with the ease of long practise,” Brandon said.


  “Not all of us have cooks or manors or families,” said Kormak. “Some of us spend our lives on the road.”


  “It has not done you any harm to look at you. You’re still tough as the day we met. Look at the belly on me. I swear I’ve had to get the smith to adjust my armour half a dozen times in the last five years.”


  “You still remember how to swing a sword, don’t you?”


  “Not something you ever forget, Kormak. You just get a bit slower over the years but you make up for it with cunning.”


  The wolf came snuffling around. It did not look quite so hostile in the watery sunlight. It seemed to have gotten used to their presence. The horses did not like it though. Brandon looked at it as he was considering shooing it away but then thought the better of it. A head poked out from the inside of the wagon. It belonged to Aisha. She did not look sleepy.


  “I see you rise with the dawn, gentlemen,” she said. Once again her manners seemed courtly, not those of a Tinker woman. She clambered down off the back of the caravan. She strolled over to the horses and whispered something to each in turn that quieted them. She came over to the fire hunkered down beside it, warming her hands and staring into the flames as if she saw something there that they could not.


  “It’s a gift, being able to handle animals like that,” Brandon said dubiously. Clearly was suspicious of her magic. Aisha smiled at him.


  “It is. Like the gift for witchcraft.”


  “There are places where saying things like that could get you burned,” said Brandon.


  Aisha inclined her head towards Kormak. “That’s what I would have expected him to say.”


  Kormak held his peace. He was determined not to get into an argument. It was a pointless waste of energy. “You are a witch, aren’t you?” Brandon said.


  “Thinking of starting your own inquisition, are you?” Aisha asked. There was a humour in her tone that took the sting out of her mockery.


  Brandon chewed on the end of his moustache. “Just asking. We might have need of a healer soon.”


  Clearly, he had some forebodings about this trip whatever he said aloud. Aisha nodded as if she agreed. “I know how to patch wounds and use herbs and maybe a bit more. Your friend there can do the first two but I doubt he knows a healing spell.”


  “That’s true,” Kormak said.


  “And you’ll need a tracker if you’re hunting wizards in these hills.”


  “Are you volunteering?” Kormak asked.


  Aisha gestured to Shae. The wolf came over and laid its head on her lap. It watched Kormak with bright, too-intelligent eyes. The woman was not intending to do the tracking herself.


  “I am.”


  “Why?”


  “I am no more fond of tomb robbers than anyone else,” she said. She measured out ever word, as if saying them would cost her blood.


  “You don’t come from around here. These are not your hills. You can just turn around and go back.”


  “So can you, Guardian, but you won’t.”


  “I know why I am doing this. I want to know why I should let you come with me.”


  “Because I can help you and there is evil here which must be stopped. No one wants to see the old Lords of Kharon rise again. If they come from their graves who will oppose them now?”


  Her words made the air seem even more chilly. Kormak turned and stared back into the mists. It was all too easy to imagine shadowy shapes moving in it, but when he focused his gaze on them they seemed to vanish like wraiths. “I will,” Kormak said.


  “And who will help you, Champion of the Sun? Will you face them on your own?” He looked at her for a long time, wondering what her motive really was.


  “I would welcome your aid,” he said eventually.


  “Good. I will tell Javier and his people. We can all ride together as far as Hungerdale.”


  There it was again, Kormak thought. Javier and his people. She spoke as if the Tinkers were not her people. Who was she and, more importantly, what was she?


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  HUNGERDALE HAD SEEN better times. That much was obvious. The village perched on the edge of a cliff, overlooking the deep valley below. Even taller hills marched away above it. The houses were made of stone piled on stone, roofed with turf. Smoke drifted lazily skyward. There was a smell like rot in the air. Crowds of scrawny people watched from open doorways. It was Kormak’s first real look at the hill-folk. Most of them seemed to be dressed in rags. They were thin, pale and unhealthy looking with darker hair than the Sunlanders. The women were surrounded by large groups of children. The men watched the Tinkers approach. Most of them had knives. One or two of them held slings ready. They looked like they knew how to use them.


  Judging from the looks he was getting, the weapons were not being displayed because of the presence of the Tinkers. Maybe Kormak would not have drawn too much attention with his dark hair and spare form but Sir Brandon was very definitely a Sunlander, massive and blond. His hair and his fair complexion marked him as one of the hill-people’s ancient enemies. Kormak was glad they were with the Tinkers. He would not have given much for the two of them’s chances of getting out of there alive if they had arrived on their own.


  They drove right to the centre of the village. There was a well there with a standing pump. That surprised Kormak. He would not have expected anything of such sophistication to be found here. Perhaps he had misjudged these people. The Tinker’s wagon pulled up before a large central building, some sort of communal hall. There was already a deputation waiting. It was obvious that the villagers had seen them coming from a long way off. He glanced around and noticed some other things. There was a smith’s shop nearby and he could hear clanking coming from within as of a man banging away with a hammer. Clearly a message was being sent that the Tinkers were not needed to repair anything around here.


  Javier and Aisha got down. Kormak had already been warned to let them do the talking and given the way people were looking at them he saw no reason to object. The Tinkers went forward with much gracious bowing and hand-gesturing and took up a place beneath the verandah of the hall in front of a fat old woman who stood flanked by a group of hard-looking men, all of whom bore a very distinct family resemblance to her. These men had short swords on their belts and short bows in their hands. One or two of them squinted at Kormak as if they would not have minded taking a shot at him. They had the look of bandits.


  Words were exchanged. Aisha did the talking for the Tinkers, the old woman for the hill-folk. After a few minutes, the old lady gestured for Kormak and Sir Brandon to come forward. She looked closely at both of them. Small shrewd eyes that twinkled with an easy humour inspected them closely. Javier made introductions. The old woman’s name was Agnetha.


  “So you are what a Guardian looks like,” the old lady said at last. “Haven’t seen many of your sort in these hills of late.”


  “There are fewer of us than there were,” said Kormak.


  “The same can be said of a lot of things,” said Agnetha and laughed as if she had made a joke. She turned her attention to Sir Brandon.


  “And you are our neighbour from the south.”


  “That I am, lady,” said Sir Brandon. The old woman laughed delightedly.


  “Been a long time since anybody called me that,” she said. “At least you are a polite one.”


  “It’s only fitting when calling on neighbours,” said Brandon.


  “You haven’t always been so polite,” said one of the men on the verandah. He was tall and lean with a sharp nose and darting eyes. A drooping moustache dominated his face. His knuckles were white as he gripped his bow.


  “I rarely am when a man comes to steal my sheep,” said Brandon.


  “You calling me a thief,” said the hill-man.


  Brandon just looked at him. Kormak cursed inwardly. Things could go very badly, very quickly in a situation like this. He measured the distance between him and the old woman. A blade at her throat might be enough to keep a mob at bay. She seemed well-respected and well-liked here. The idea of doing that did not thrill Kormak but the idea of being filled with arrows did not much appeal either.


  “Now, Lucas, there’s no need for trouble,” said Agnetha. “These people came in peace and they’ll leave in peace.”


  Kormak expected Lucas to object. He had the look of the unruly sort but he just shut his mouth and looked at his feet. She looked at Sir Brandon a bit more coldly. “There was no need to be mentioning sheep to the boy,” she said, as if chiding a grandchild. Brandon chewed his moustache and then nodded. He was not unaware of the currents of potential violence swirling around them. He was not a man to back down from trouble normally but he understood just how outnumbered they were.


  “I apologise if what I said seemed rude to you,” said Brandon. Kormak noted the delicate wording of that apology and so did the old lady. She smiled as if she appreciated the subtlety.


  “There’ll be food tonight and some chitter-chatter unless I am much mistaken. You can tie up your horses outside the hall. No one will trouble them.” She looked around at the crowd of hill-folk just to make sure they all got the message. “And I would not mind a word with the Guardian and Mistress Aisha in private. There are some things we need to talk about.”


  Kormak wondered if this was just some way of splitting them up to make them easier to deal with but if it was he did not see the purpose of it. The odds were sufficiently great that it would make no difference. Nonetheless he felt uneasy as he stepped over the Elder Sign on the doorstone and followed the Tinker woman and the old lady into the cool, shadowy interior of the hall.


  


  


  The hall was quiet. A huge fire burned in a massive fireplace. Stacks of peat were piled around it in what looked like a wall. A large cauldron hung on a metal tripod. From it came the smells of cooking meat. It was a homely scent that reminded Kormak of other halls and other times. The old woman slumped heavily into a large carved wooden chair by the fire. She gestured for them to pull stools closer and sit. A girl ladled out stew into wooden bowls.


  The old woman took some and then bowls were passed to Kormak and Brandon. Kormak could not help but notice the children licked their lips when they saw this. He guessed that food was scarce in these parts. It had been in the village where he grew up, too. They had eaten and drunk well by the standards of the hill-folk, moonshine whisky and honey cakes.


  “I used to lie on that rug there and watch my grandmother sitting in this chair,” Agnetha said. “I called it the seeing chair. I thought it was magic. I used to creep in and sit in it when I thought no one could see me. I was too young to know the magic was in the woman, not in the chair.”


  Kormak stretched out his hands to warm them. He had not really realised how cold he was until he got close to the fire. There were a lot of things like that in his life, he thought, as he listened to the bustle of the hall around them. Where they sat now was empty but there were people all around them and some of them no doubt were listening. It was the same in every hall he had ever visited, from that of the highest lord to the lowliest village hetman. The wolf moved over and lay down beside the fire. It eyed him warily but it did not growl.


  “I’ll speak in the Old Tongue if that is acceptable,” Agnetha said in the Old Tongue. “There are some here that speak it but not well and my apprentice is not here to overhear us.”


  She spoke the language well which somehow did not surprise Kormak. He had long ago learned that scholarship was to be found in the most surprising places.


  “It is acceptable,” said Aisha. She spoke better than the old woman, clearly, fluently with a precise accent as if the language was her native one. Very few people spoke it that way save the Old Ones themselves and sorcerers and Guardians. Kormak nodded.


  “You don’t say much, do you?” said the old woman looking at Kormak. “I could get more words out of the wolf, I think.”


  Kormak shrugged.


  “I like a man who knows how to hold his tongue,” said Agnetha. “And now you are thinking it’s probably because I can talk for two. My old man used to say the same.”


  “You wished to speak with us,” said Aisha. “What do you have to say?”


  Again there was an imperiousness to her manner, that of a woman who expects to be obeyed and not to have servants waste her time. The Old Tongue made that even more obvious. The old woman laughed.


  “I have greeted your cordially, mistress, because of the signs you have made and the sisterhood we share but remember this is my hall and you are a long way from home. It never hurts to be polite.” It was the manner of a lesser noble greeting a greater one but still aware of the prerogatives of their station. Aisha made a courtly gesture with her left hand and inclined her head submissively.


  “Now you are mocking me,” said the old woman.


  “Not at all. I know the Power when I see it and you have it.”


  Kormak studied them sidelong while pretending to look at the fire. There were strange cross-currents here. His attention did not go unnoticed. The old woman coughed and winked at him and said, “You are not the first strangers to come this way of late, and not the only one who possesses the Power.”


  “I suspected as much,” said Aisha. “It was a stranger from the south, was it not?”


  “Like yourself,” said the old woman.


  Aisha shook her head. “Nothing like me.”


  “That remains to be seen — if you will forgive me for saying.”


  “A wise woman judges people by their deeds not by their words.”


  “Truth,” said the old woman and laughed softly. She leaned forward and used a poker to stir the fire. Flames leapt up. Kormak felt his eyes become a little drier.


  “You don’t look surprised, Sir Kormak,” the old woman said.


  “I saw the body of a Watcher, killed by magic. I have seen sorcery like that before. It’s the sort of magic the Necromancers of Khand use to dispose of their enemies.”


  “You have walked the Lethian Shore?” Aisha asked.


  Kormak nodded.


  “I am surprised a man of your kind left Khand alive. Most join their legions of unliving.”


  “It is a bad place,” Kormak said. “And the people are unwelcoming.”


  Aisha laughed, a sound like the tinkling of silver bells, clear and cold and without much mirth in it. “You have a gift for understatement,” she said.


  The old woman was frowning. “I know little of the men of Khand but what I have heard is not good. The same can be said of all those who traffic with the undying. Why would one of that sort be here?”


  “Why would one of them be here and opening barrows?” Kormak asked. He looked directly at Aisha but she was looking at the old woman, perhaps deliberately.


  “He is looking for something,” the old woman said. She too was looking at Aisha as if the other woman could give her some answers. Aisha said nothing. Kormak was not surprised. No sorcerer would give away secrets to another, not without getting something in exchange. Secrets were the currency of their world.


  “He is looking for something,” the old woman repeated. This time it was not a question.


  “How long ago did he pass?” Aisha asked.


  “A few days. We saw him on the road. Some of my boys went down to take a look, what they saw made them think twice about going closer.”


  Kormak wondered if she meant something stopped them from trying to rob the strangers.


  “What was it?”


  “There were a group of strangers but they did not look natural. There was just something about them. They said there was one in particular who was massive and hunched, looked more like a troll than a man.”


  “Have your boys ever seen a troll?”


  “No, Guardian, or they most likely would not be still with us. They’ve heard the stories though. What hill-man has not?”


  “So your boys never got close enough to take a good look at the newcomers,” Kormak said.


  “They hailed them, and their accents were not local.”


  “What did they have to say?”


  “They told my boys to clear off the road or it would be worse for them.” Kormak could picture the scene in his mind’s eye easily enough with the hill-men blocking the road as they attempted to part the travellers from some sort of toll, and the travellers refusing to give way.


  “One of my boys lost his temper and put an arrow into the big one.”


  “There was a fight.”


  “Not much of one.”


  “Why?”


  “They turned the big one into a pin-cushion with their arrows. He just kept coming towards them, making a strange grunting and moaning sound.”


  “Men tend to do that when they have been filled full of arrows.”


  “They also tend to bleed, Sir Kormak. This one didn’t.”


  “None at all? You sure?” Kormak felt the thrill of the hunt grow in him. This sounded like one of Morghael’s minions all right.


  “My boys are. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them so scared, not since the frost wights came down out of the hills during the winter of ’63.”


  “They ran?”


  “Well, they didn’t stick around to see what would happen next.”


  “Were they pursued?”


  The old woman shook her head. “Once they were off the road, the strangers rode on. They moved slowly apparently. As if their horses were sick or doped. Lucas followed them a ways just to make sure they were gone. He kept his distance though for sure.”


  “We found a dead man on the road here,” said Kormak. “He had been killed by sorcery. He was a hill-man, a Watcher.”


  “Watcher Martin is overdue. He should have been here a couple of days back.”


  “Maybe he tried to have a chat with the southerners as well.”


  “He might have. Watchers check out every stranger who comes up here. It’s what they do. So are you looking for these southerners, Guardian?”


  Kormak noticed she did not ask Aisha. The question was obviously not meant to include her. It seemed the old woman had already drawn her own conclusions about what the other woman was doing here.


  “It’s starting to sound like it. If they are not the ones I am looking for, they may be up to no good anyway so I may as well take a look.”


  “You see the lights in the hills the other night?”


  Kormak nodded. Aisha did too.


  “You seen the like before?” Kormak asked.


  “One happened when I was a girl. The Green Comet was in the sky. The dead walked then. It was not a good time.”


  “I can believe that.”


  “Strangers on the road, a Guardian looking for them, liche lights in the hills. The Comet returning. I can’t help but feel it’s going to be a bad winter,” said the old woman. “I feel it right in my bones.”


  Kormak saw no reason to contradict her. Aisha yawned, rose and said, “On that gloomy note, I will take my leave.” With courtly bows the Tinkers joined her, leaving Kormak, Brandon and the old lady to themselves.


  


  


  Kormak, Brandon and Agnetha sat around the fire, while the wind blew down from the hills and rattled the shutters. Brandon laid out his bedroll in front of the fire.


  “I have always thought that the hill-clans would welcome the return of the Lords of Kharon,” Brandon said. Agnetha gave him a sour smile.


  “You really do not understand our history then,” she told him.


  “I know you are descended from the Men of Kharon and that you fought against my ancestors.”


  “You are right and wrong,” she said.


  “How can I be both?”


  “The hill-clans are descended from the original folk of Kharon. We are not descended from the Lords. They were two separate peoples. One ruled. The other were slaves.”


  “You both fought against my ancestors.”


  “Your peasants fight for you.”


  “My peasants are not slaves.”


  “Nonetheless you can see how two people can fight on the same side and one can rule and the other be ruled.”


  Brandon nodded. He clearly did not want to admit it but he could see the old witch’s point.


  “That is how it was. My people were ruled by the Lords of Kharon but they lived in fear for the Lords were far more cruel to their subjects than even you Sunlanders.”


  “I am not cruel to my vassals.”


  “If your vassals were hill-men you might be. Some of your noble kin have been vindictive to their hill-men thralls.” Brandon grunted and chewed the ends of his moustache. He clearly knew that Agnetha was right but was certainly not going to admit it. She was clever enough to know when to leave things alone and when to force her point.


  “The Lords of Kharon were very cruel indeed and they were sorcerers of the darkest sort. They offered up sacrifices to the Shadow in return for lengthened youth and life. It was one of the things that destroyed them in the end.”


  Brandon nodded. Clearly this part accorded with the tales he knew. “Men cannot make pacts with the Shadow without paying the price,” he said.


  “They are still out there, aren’t they?” Kormak said. “The Lords of Kharon are still in the barrows.”


  “Some of them,” Agnetha said. “They are sealed within by Elder Signs and they are not disturbed by my people. I see to that. The Watchers see to that. Even the Twins at Elderdale see to that. They want no one to interfere with their rule and the Old Ones are not lightly defied.”


  “This I know,” Kormak said.


  Agnetha laughed again. “You are thinking I should not be lecturing a Guardian about the ways of the Old Ones.”


  “You should if you know more about them than I do. My Order has no monopoly on knowledge and I am always prepared to learn.” He shot Brandon a look to let him know he should be too.


  “I can see your life has been touched by the Old Ones,” she said.


  It was Kormak’s turn to laugh. “I am a Guardian. How could it not be?”


  “It was touched by them before you became a Guardian. I can see the shadow of one of them hanging over you.”


  Kormak stared at her. “You have the Sight,” he said.


  “I do.”


  “You look thoughtful, Guardian,” Agnetha said, after a pause.


  “I was remembering my childhood,” he said. “I grew up in a place like this, in the highlands of Aquilea; at least I did till I was eight years old.”


  “What happened then?”


  “An Old One came. It killed everyone except me.”


  “Why didn’t it kill you?”


  “I don’t know. My father threw me into the loft and went to fight it with the hammer from his forge. It was carrying his head when it came in. I tried to lift a hammer and fight it. It just looked at me and laughed and then it told me its name. Adath Decaureon. In the Old Tongue it means Prince of Dragons. It told me to remember it.”


  “Did it spare you because you were a child?”


  Kormak shook his head. “It killed children younger than me, boys and girls, babies even.”


  Sir Brandon was looking at him appalled. Kormak had never told him this story. It had not been something he had talked about when he was younger. “It left me alive in the ruins. A Guardian was tracking it. He found me and took me back to Aethelas.”


  “That’s a horrible story,” said Brandon.


  “It had done the same thing before, many times,” Kormak said. “I was taught about it when I became a novice. It hates humans. It comes out of the shadows every few decades or so, wipes out some small outlying community and leaves only one survivor, always a child. It names itself and tells the child to remember. It tells the child it will come back for it one day. Sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t. The child spends the rest of its life living in fear.”


  “Do you?” the old woman asked.


  “The day we meet is the day it dies,” Kormak said. Silence filled the hall for a moment then a scream rang out through the night.


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  KORMAK’S HAND REACHED for his sword. Agnetha closed her eyes for a moment and her face went slack, as if she had suddenly become ill. When she opened her eyes again her face was pale. “The Dead are here,” she said.


  There were more sounds: of screaming, of people running, of men shouting in confusion. Brandon rose to his feet, glared around and, as if by force of habit, began to pull on his armour. Kormak paused only to grab a torch and raced for the doorway. People were already starting to crowd through and he had to fight his way against a tide of panicked villagers. Most of the mob parted around him but not all of them and he had to hold the torch high to avoid burning women and children and frightened-looking men.


  It was cold. His breath clouded in the air. There was mud beneath his feet. He felt the presence of something above and he looked up. For a brief moment, he caught sight of a huge winged shape silhouetted against the moon and then it vanished once more into the darkness, save for a vague outline obscuring the stars as it passed.


  He was not the only one who saw it. A woman in a coarse spun night-gown pointed at the sky and shouted, “Old One!”


  Whatever it was, it was not the source of the chaos and terror. Man-like shapes moved at the edge of the village, yellowish and bone-white; warriors long-dead, come from their graves. They wore ancient rusty armour. Sere skin clung to their mouldy flesh like an extra garment. Moving tendons slithered under parchment-thin skin. Green witch-fires burned in their eyes, and they clattered as they moved, bones clicking against bones. They clutched grave-tarnished weapons in their long-dead hands.


  Kormak smelled smoke and saw that one of huts had caught fire. Most likely a lamp had got kicked over in the panic. He saw a little girl trip and fall and a skeletal warrior loom over her. Kormak tossed the torch at it. The flaming brand turned over and over as it flew and hit the undead thing. It did not seem to do any harm but it distracted the creature long enough for the girl to climb to her feet and run screaming towards the Great Hall.


  Kormak strode towards the skeleton. The dwarf-forged blade crashed through its ancient armour and sliced tendon and bone. Green witch-fire danced along its length as the skeleton collapsed. Kormak looked around to make sure the little girl was clear and to see if there was any more people in danger. Most were fleeing towards the Great Hall. That made sense. Agnetha was there and the place was warded. Of course, it would be a disaster if they flames spread to there.


  The Tinker’s van stood in the middle of the square near the pump. Shae danced around outside it, keeping more of the attackers at bay. Aisha stood in the doorway, a pouch of some sort in her hand. She threw some powder or herbs over the undead and spoke a word. The air glittered and the skeletons lost all animation and clattered to the ground.


  Sir Brandon emerged from the open doorway of the hall. He was armoured now and his great battle-blade was in his hand. He rushed a group of the undead and hewed into them. They shattered as if made of brittle porcelain under the fury of his attack. More of them came on though and attacked the battling knight.


  Some of the men of the village rallied. A few of them tried using their bows. Their archery was accurate and against mortal men would have been deadly but it did not slow the undead. A fletched arrow through its eye-socket gave no sign of inconveniencing the skeletal warriors in the least.


  “They need to be smashed to pieces,” Kormak shouted.


  “I know!” Brandon bellowed back.


  “I was not talking to you,” said Kormak racing over to the knight. Together they crashed into another group of the skeletal warriors. Kormak felt something again. Looking up he saw the winged shape once more. One or two of them men fired arrows at it, but they fell short and the figure kept moving.


  Another presence chilled Kormak’s heart and he looked up. A huge figure robed like a lord, head crowned in gold, loomed out of the night. He was reminded of the tomb wight. Its eyes glowed far more balefully than those of the skeletal warriors and an eerie blue light flickered all around it.


  “Looks like these creatures’ master is here,” Sir Brandon said. His face was red, sweat ran down his brow. He held his huge blade ready. He looked ready to charge, driven by berserk fury.


  “Mortal weapons will not harm that thing,” said Kormak. The wight gestured and from the darkness behind it more unliving soldiers emerged, clad in the armour they had been buried in and ready to slaughter the living and pull them down into their ranks.


  Kormak leapt forward, Brandon by his side. They smashed through the lines of undead warriors, leaving broken, burned bone-heaps behind them. Kormak found himself once again facing a liche-blade.


  Blows flickered backwards and forwards. Brandon cleared the area around them with great sweeps of his sword, and then lashed out a blow at the wight, sending his blade smashing into its spine. An odd glow ran along the sword’s length, and Brandon shrieked in pain and let go of the hilt as if it had become red-hot.


  The wight stood frozen for a moment. Seeing his opportunity, Kormak passed his blade through its body. A horrible scream emerged from the wight’s mouth. The cry went on longer and higher and a cloud of something noxious and evil-smelling erupted from the reanimated body. Kormak passed his blade through it. It hissed and sizzled and broke apart. As it did so all of the skeletal warriors froze and then collapsed, all animation leaving them.


  “It is done,” Kormak said.


  


  


  “What just happened?” Brandon asked. He was holding one hand under his armpit, like a child nursing a scalded hand.


  “The skeletal warriors lost all animation when their master was destroyed,” Kormak said. Brandon shrugged as if not quite understanding and then went to join some of the villagers hacking the skeletons to pieces. Most of them avoided the spot where the tomb wight had fallen.


  A puddle of some putrescent liquid lay amid robes and armour. There was a skull but as Kormak watched, it turned black and shrivelled with a stench of vile corruption. The wolf whimpered, apparently more scared by this than by facing the monster itself. Kormak understood. Watching solid-looking bone age and turn soft and run in a few seconds was a disturbing experience.


  The villagers had started to carry the dismembered skeletons towards the burning house and throw the bones in. Kormak saw old Agnetha standing on the verandah of the Great Hall now, staring out into the darkness. Aisha was talking to her. Kormak strode over to them.


  “Are you well?” he asked. Up close he could see the witch looked drained. Her face was pale and there were lines about her eyes. Her lips were compressed into a thin line. She looked as if she had not slept for days. Her eyes were dark and her cheeks were hollow looking.


  “It uses up a great deal of strength to dismiss the undead,” she said.


  Kormak nodded, thinking about the spell he had seen her cast.


  “There was an Old One here earlier,” Aisha said. “In the sky above us.”


  “You think it had something to do with this?” He could not help but notice that her hand twitched when she said the words Old One. It was as if she was restraining herself from making some ceremonial or warding gesture.


  “It would be an odd coincidence if it did not,” Aisha said.


  “Come inside, Sir Kormak,” said Agnetha. “You must be freezing.”


  She gave Kormak a warning glance. He guessed there were things she wanted to talk about without other people overhearing them. Kormak followed her back into the hall. Hot water was brought for him to wash himself. He cleaned the mud off his boots.


  “Thank you both for what yhaou did out there,” Agnetha said. “My people are in your debt.”


  She gestured for the serving girls to withdraw and they were left alone in the hall, sitting beside the fire.


  “Where did those things come from?” Aisha asked.


  “There is a barrow half a days ride north from here,” Agnetha said. “The tomb of a Lord of Kharon. Legend says he was the Defiler’s acolyte.”


  “You think someone opened that barrow too?” Kormak asked.


  “That wight and its servants did not come from nowhere.”


  “There may be other attacks,” Kormak said. “If Morghael is opening more tombs.”


  “Watches will be set. A bonfire will burn in the night. We will keep oil ready. We have grown complacent, it seems, and times have taken another dark turn.”


  “So what of the Old One above us earlier?” Kormak said. “Some of your people shot at it.”


  “That might prove to be a mistake,” said Agnetha. “It is never wise to antagonise the Old Ones.” Aisha nodded.


  “I doubt it matters much if the Old One was responsible for the attack,” Kormak said.


  “We do not know that yet,” Agnetha said. She sounded like a woman who was hoping against hope that it would not prove to be the case. She slumped down in her chair. “If the Old Ones are responsible they will learn we are not defenceless.”


  Kormak touched the hilt of his sword. “Yes, they will.”


  Agnetha gave a bitter laugh. “You are not the only ones with weapons, Sir Kormak. And the Old Ones are not the only ones who can work magic.”


  “Where is this barrow?” Kormak asked.


  “I will have Lucas show you to it tomorrow. You wish to see it before you take your leave, I suppose.”


  “Yes, although I suspect I already know what I will find.”


  “If you will excuse me,” said Aisha. “I will bid you goodnight. I am very weary. It has been a long time since I had so tiring a night.”


  “Good night, girl, and once again I give you my thanks,” said Agnetha. Kormak watched her go. Even with her shoulders slumped and so tired she was almost staggering, she was certainly very lovely.


  “A dangerous woman,” he said.


  “Aye,” said Agnetha. “But I do not think you are her enemy. Yet.”


  The look in her eyes told Kormak not to bother asking what she meant by that. Brandon entered. His face red, his breathing heavy. He looked oddly pleased though. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a good fight,” he said. “I have not lost the taste for it.”


  He strode across to the fire and propped his sword against the wall. He began to strip off his mail and the leather undercoat. Agnetha offered him a flask of mountain whisky. He accepted it gratefully and swigged it from the bottle.


  “Well, Kormak,” he said, “I think it’s safe to say we are on the right trail.”


  Agnetha said, “I’d better take a look at your hand. You can never tell what might come from smiting a tomb lord.”


  Brandon lost some of his enthusiasm as the old witch removed his glove and looked carefully at his fingers then sent for salves and ointments. Kormak heard the old woman making ritual invocations to the Moon. He decided it would be tactful to pretend that he had not noticed.


  


  Kormak woke early. The old woman was still in her chair, eyes bright, watching him.


  “The old don’t need much sleep,” she said as if that explained everything.


  “You always sleep in the chair,” Kormak asked. “Or only when you have visitors?”


  The old woman smiled enigmatically. “I like to be hospitable. And I like to make sure nothing untoward happens in the night.”


  Kormak was not sure whether she meant she liked to watch her guests or she was present to make sure none of her relations robbed them. It did not seem very diplomatic to ask. Sir Brandon stretched and yawned. “More comfortable than stony ground,” he said. “Less comfortable than my bed. No disrespect intended, Mistress. It’s good to have a roof over your head and fire to warm you in these hills.”


  “It does no harm to have Elder Signs to sleep beneath either,” said the old woman, indicating the five pointed stars worked into the hearth and hanging in wood around the walls.


  “And that is nothing but the truth,” said Brandon. He and Agnetha exchanged smiles. It was a tentative thing but Kormak could see that they had come to some understanding at that moment. There was the beginnings of some trust there, and the acknowledgement of shared concerns. Both of these were people who, in their different ways, looked after their own small communities and he guessed that gave them something in common.


  “You have plans for the day?” Agnetha asked.


  “I need to take a look at the barrow you mentioned last night,” Kormak said.


  “That is Cullen’s Barrow, a big one a couple of hours west through the hills. Lucas will show it to you. I take it you want to check whether it has been tampered with.”


  “Yes,” Kormak said. “After that we will head north along the trail to Elderdale.”


  “I thought you might say that. I doubt any of my lads except Lucas will want to go with you that far. The Twins spook them. As they spook any sensible man.”


  “The Twins?” Kormak asked.


  “The rulers of Elderdale,” said Sir Brandon.


  “And have been these past three centuries,” said Agnetha.


  “They are definitely Old Ones then,” Kormak said. The only other explanation was that they were sorcerers of a very dark kind.


  “That they are. They keep the peace though. They are probably the only ones who could in Elderdale. It’s a right rough place.”


  “The Sun’s light does not fall on the town,” said Brandon.


  “There is no Temple?” Kormak said. It was not surprising in a place ruled by the Old Ones. They were no friends to the chosen of the Sun.


  “Only godless men would dwell there,” said Brandon.


  “Or men more concerned with wealth than godliness,” said Agnetha. “There are mine workers there and prospectors come in from the hills. There are traders and inns and brothels. There are people who search the hills for other things than silver and who go into the Cursed Lands in search of it.”


  “I can imagine the sort of place it is,” said Kormak and he could. A frontier town ruled by Old Ones and inhabited by the sort of men who would come there seeking a quick fortune. It would be a rough place indeed and one where a man might easily get his throat slit.


  “I see you’ve visited such places in your time,” said Agnetha and laughed. “Anyway, let the girls fix you breakfast and you can be on your way.”


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  IN THE MORNING sun, women with wooden buckets queued around the pump in the central square. There was a smell of ash and burned bone in the air. A line of people carried gear stripped from the attacking army back into the hills to be buried. They handled the wrapped weapons and armour gingerly as if they feared contamination. They did not want any reminders of the force that had attacked anywhere near the village. Kormak did not blame them for that. Who knew what taint was in it?


  A few of the locals watched Kormak and Brandon suspiciously, as if they thought the strangers’ presence had brought the attack on them. Most of the local people seemed grateful for their aid in the battle the previous evening.


  Agnetha watched from the verandah of the long hall. Men lounged around with weapons close at hand. Clearly people were nervous and the routine of their normal life was disturbed. Some of the men had returned to the hills to tend their sheep and strips of land but not many.


  Lucas sat on the edge of the verandah, near his mother’s feet. He had his bow in his hands and a knife and a short-sword on his belt. He eyed them warily as they approached and rubbed the stubble of his long jaw with one bony hand then he looked back at his mother. She nodded emphatically at him. He shrugged and rose to his feet and began to strap a saddle to a horse as lean and hungry looking as he was.


  “What you going to do now?” Agnetha asked cheerfully. She was doing her part to keep morale up in Hungerdale. She spoke loudly so that everyone could hear.


  “We’re heading north,” Kormak replied, just as clearly. A girl emerged from inside the hall with water and some stronger spirits in jars. Agnetha invited them to sit beside her on the verandah. They did so and drank. “I’m going to look for an open barrow then I am going to find whoever is setting these monsters free and punish them.”


  He saw the locals nod approval. Agnetha smiled at him and took a sip of the liquor.


  “Lucas will guide you to Elderdale,” Agnetha said. “He knows the road and its dangers and there is some business I need doing there anyways. You’ll all be safer on the road together too.”


  He suspected that was not the only reason Lucas was coming. Agnetha wanted someone to spy on them. The question was whether it was on Aisha or Brandon or him. Most likely all three.


  “An extra bow and blade would be welcome on the road,” said Kormak. No one else objected.


  “It’s settled then. He’ll guide you and I’ll provide you with food and drink. I would not want you all to starve before you get to the bottom of this.”


  Brandon laughed. “I think starving to death will be the least of our worries.”


  He was thinking about the Old Ones and Elderdale. He was not talking about turning back either. It looked like he had decided to go a bit further along this long dark road. Kormak thought about the small boy’s corpse he had found in the barrow. He understood why Brandon felt the need to do this. He felt responsible. That was something Kormak understood.


  


  


  The whole village turned out to see them off, just as at Sir Brandon’s home. They rode down the trail from Hungerdale to the place where it joined the Old North Road and the crowds stopped there.


  The road was rocky. It was cold and rain had not turned it to mud. They were before the early snows. The hills loomed huge and stony and chill around them. A cold wind blew out of the north and Kormak pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders.


  Sir Brandon rode along beside the Tinker wagon, chatting with Javier. Aisha and the wolf brought up the rear. Kormak found himself riding along beside Lucas.


  “Here,” the thin man said, speaking sidelong out of the corner of his mouth.


  “What?” Kormak asked.


  “This is where we filled whatever it was full of arrows and it just kept coming.”


  “You headed back to the village then?”


  Lucas shook his head. “We did not want to pass them by. We rode north along the road and took the Dead Man’s trail. It loops around south. You can’t ride it but you can lead a horse up it if it’s sure footed.”


  “How many shots did you put into the stranger?” Kormak asked. He wanted to hear the man’s description first-hand and judge.


  “Between us it must have been a dozen,” Lucas replied. “I know what you are thinking. Maybe we missed. Maybe we turned and ran because we were panicked.”


  “Did you?”


  “I can hit a crow in flight at a hundred yards,” Lucas said. “My brothers are better. We did not miss.”


  Kormak believed him.


  “That many arrows would put any man down,” Lucas added. Kormak suspected he had first-hand knowledge of that.


  “You notice anything else about the strangers?” Kormak asked.


  “The smell.”


  “The smell?”


  “They smelled of incense and rot.”


  “You could not have got that close.”


  “I could smell them at a distance when I was downwind of them. It was a powerful stench.” He shook his head and his eyes narrowed. “Maybe that’s not the right word. It was not sickening or even that unpleasant, not the incense smell anyway. It was just noticeable.”


  “Useful to know.” Kormak said.


  “You mean they won’t be sneaking up on you?” Clearly, whatever else he was, Lucas was not slow on the uptake.


  “That’s exactly what I mean. How far to Elderdale?”


  “Three days if we make good time and we will. The weather won’t be too bad. Too early for snow yet and it’s not going to rain too heavy.”


  “Those clouds make me think different.”


  “Would you care to make a small bet on that?” Lucas asked.


  “Not with anyone so confident,” Kormak said. Much to his surprise, Lucas laughed.


  “Smart man. Ma always said I inherited her nose for the weather.”


  “You got the Gift?”


  “Only for weather-sniffing,” Lucas said.


  “There have been times when I’ve wished I had that.”


  “Useful thing for a hill-man, that’s for sure,” Lucas said. “Ma says you’re a hill-man yourself.”


  “From Aquilea, a long time ago.” Lucas looked at these hills surrounding them. There was a stone ring atop one of them.


  “You’re not from these parts, that’s for sure, or you would not speak so casual about long time. Those barrows were built a long time ago. Men— we just scurry through in an eyeblink. We’re here and then we’re gone. What you smiling at?”


  “You’re not what I expected, Lucas,” Kormak said.


  “Who ever is?”


  


  “Every time I come this way, I like it less,” Lucas said. He scanned the surrounding hills with keen, watchful eyes, then rubbed his narrow jaw with his bony hand. The old road ran through a long vale in the bleak hills here.


  “You come this way a lot?”


  “We trade with jewellers in Elderdale and there are women there...” Kormak could guess the sort of women he meant.


  “Jewellers?”


  “We sometimes trade silver with them and other goods that we...find.”


  “Like you find sheep?” Kormak said but he smiled as he said it.


  “Perhaps.”


  “Your mother sent you to keep an eye on us, didn’t she?”


  “I don’t see any point in denying it. I’m to keep you out of trouble too. It’s an easy thing for strangers to find in this part of the world.”


  “How are you planning on doing it?”


  “Well, there are people in Elderdale to know and they don’t know you. It’s not a town where you don’t want to have friends.”


  “I thought the Twins kept the peace there.”


  “They make sure that there is no rioting and they interfere when it suits them. That doesn’t mean a stranger can’t get his throat slit.”


  “It’s been tried before.”


  “Listen, big man, if you don’t need my help, don’t take it.” He looked at Kormak sidelong.


  “I was just saying,” Kormak said.


  “You’re hard to kill. I get that. I’ve seen you fight. You don’t need to convince me.”


  “Tell me about the Twins.”


  “What is there to say? They don’t hobnob with the likes of me.”


  “What have you heard?”


  “They are spooky and strange. I am guessing that does not come as any surprise to you.”


  “All of the Old Ones are different. In what way are these ones strange?”


  “They don’t think like you or me. They don’t act like people. They can be friendly one minute and rip your heart out the next.”


  “I’ve known people like that.”


  “I mean literally rip your heart out—reach into your chest with their hand and pull it out.”


  “They are strong? They have claws?”


  “I am just telling you what I’ve heard and I believe it. The kind of people who live in Elderdale don’t scare easily but the Twins scare them.”


  “Scare you too?”


  “I am not ashamed to admit it.”


  “Good. You’ll live longer.”


  “Are you not scared? You’re a Guardian. They may not take kindly to your sort riding into town.”


  “They have not broken the Law,” Kormak said. “They have nothing to fear from me.”


  “Maybe you have something to fear from them.”


  “They kill me and two more of my Order come. They kill them, however many it takes will come. The Old Ones know this. They don’t want trouble with me any more than I want trouble with them.”


  “That’s not how the stories always tell it. It’s always war unto the death between the Guardians and the Old Ones.”


  “It is with some. Most of the Old Ones just want to be left alone. Men rarely see them these days.”


  “Is that why you are so interested in the Twins?”


  “One reason. I am also wondering whether Morghael has any reason to deal with them or they with him.”


  “You think that’s likely.”


  “I am thinking they’ve been here a long time and if he is looking for something they may well know where to find it, or they may know how. I’m also thinking that something was in the air the night Hungerdale was attacked.”


  “You planning on visiting them then?”


  “It’s possible.”


  “You’re going on your own then. I’d rather explain things to Ma than come face to face with one of those two.”


  Kormak could see he really was scared, of his mother and of the Twins.


  They rode on in companionable silence for a while. Behind them, Kormak heard the clip-clop of horse hooves and the rumble of the Tinkers wagon’s wheels on the stone.


  “There,” Lucas said as they passed a small opening in the valley side. There were tracks in the mud leading to the roadside. He dismounted and inspected them. Kormak watched interestedly. The others stayed on the road. “Whoever made most of these tracks were lighter than children, but their boot size was that of a full-grown man.”


  Kormak thought about skeletons. Lucas’s finger stabbed out, pointing to the print of something narrow and bony and clawed-looking. It was the imprint of a bootless skeletal foot.


  Kormak sensed the presence of others. Brandon and Aisha had ridden up to see what they had found.


  “Tracks,” Lucas said, nodding down the pathway. “That’s where last night’s attack came from. This path leads down to Cullen’s Barrow.”


  Kormak studied the narrow pathway. “I’m going to investigate. How far is it to the barrow?”


  “An hour or so but we’ll never get the wagon down there,” said Lucas.


  “It can stay on the road. Javier and the boys can take it slow and we’ll catch them up. Lucas, you stay with the Tinkers and make sure no harm comes to them.” The hill-man made no objection, as Kormak suspected would be the case. He did not seem overly keen on another run-in with the undead.


  “I’m coming with you,” said Aisha. “I want to see this for myself.”


  “Suit yourself,” said Kormak. He was keen to see why she was so interested to be there.


  


  Kormak studied the land around them. The trail was winding down into a new valley. There was a massive barrow beneath them. It too was marked with standing stones. Some of them had toppled. He noticed they had been originally laid out in the same pattern as an Elder Sign.


  Their horses began to pick their way downslope. Kormak got off his and walked beside it. Aisha did the same. Brandon, more confident in his horse and horsemanship, remained in the saddle. Kormak felt the great warhorse’s presence more now that he was on the ground. Not for the first time he realised how intimidating it was to face a charge of cavalry.


  From the angle they were at he noticed there was small tarn of dark water next to the barrow.


  “We’re wasting time doing this,” said Brandon, “if you really want to overtake this Morghael.”


  “I need to make sure nothing more is going to come out of this barrow. And there may be clues there as to what this is all about.”


  “I suppose,” said Brandon. “Although all the clue I need is that mob of walking bones that attacked us last night.”


  They moved on until they reached the barrow. The entrance was open just like the one outside Brandon’s village. The air around it was chilly. Kormak tried telling himself that was just his imagination.


  “It looks like this one is broken too,” said Sir Brandon. Kormak strode up and inspected the entrance. The stone door had been inscribed with a massive stone seal. On it was worked a five pointed star inscribed with words from the Book of the Sun and various ancient binding runes. The etched lines in the stone were partially full of moss. It blotched the stone as well. When Kormak touched it, it felt chill and damp. The stone-work had been defaced and the doorway hammered open. The two panels of the door were so massive they had not been broken, but the way down into the earth was clear.


  Aisha inspected it as well and nodded as if she understood what she was seeing.


  “So many of these bloody things in the hills,” Brandon murmured.


  “The men of Kharon were here for a very long time,” she said. “Before you Sunlanders came they lived here for millennia. They buried many kings according to the Old Rites.”


  It was impossible to miss the reverence with which she said the old rites.


  “I’ve heard it said that they were once part of a much greater Empire,” said Sir Brandon. “That stretched all the way to the Southlands, that there are still great stone barrows there, where the dead are interred.”


  “It is true,” said Aisha. “The Empire of Kharon once extended from the Mountains of Snow to the Desert of Ash.”


  “The First Empire destroyed it,” said Sir Brandon with some satisfaction.


  Aisha shook her head. “It destroyed itself. It had already fallen apart into a group of warring states by the time the Solari came over the World Ocean. Forghast was just one of many realms ruled by a former Satrap, and even it splintered into every smaller petty nations. That was why the Sunlanders found it so easy to conquer. The Empire of Kharon kept them at bay for centuries before that.”


  Brandon looked at her, clearly not expecting this barrage of learning from a Tinker woman. Kormak could see suspicion enter his mind. “You have more learning than my village priest, that is for sure.”


  “I doubt that is very difficult,” she said. There it was again, Kormak thought, the imperial arrogance. Brandon looked away. His face had gone red as he tried to control his temper. Aisha looked at Kormak.


  “Have you seen enough?” she asked.


  “More than enough,” said Kormak. She gave him a sharp look, as if she understood what he meant.


  “What are you going to do?” Brandon asked. Kormak sniffed the air from the barrow, then strode down inside. He did not have a sense of any inimical presence down there but he wanted to be certain. “I am going to take a look. Wait here.”


  “I’m going with you,” said Aisha.


  “As you wish,” said Kormak warily.


  


  


  “Did you find anything?” Brandon asked, as they emerged from the barrow.


  “There’s nothing left down there,” Kormak said. “The coffins are all empty as are the ossuary niches. It looks like the wight brought all its people along for last night’s attack.”


  They had searched the chambers of the barrow and found no remains. He had watched the woman closely. She had scoured the place clearly looking for something, and just as clearly, as far as he could tell, not finding it.


  Brandon said. “I doubt anybody would steal anything from an open tomb so there would be no need to leave guards.”


  “Why this tomb though?” Kormak said. “There were other barrows, closer to the village.”


  “Maybe because the Hungerdalers would run out and burn anyone they saw trying to open them,” Brandon said.


  “Maybe,” said Kormak.


  “I see what you are getting at,” Brandon said. “Why open some barrows and not others?”


  “Maybe they know what they are looking for and where to look,” Kormak said. Aisha nodded. Kormak wondered what she knew that he did not.


  “Maybe some seals just failed,” Aisha said at last. She clearly felt called upon to say something in the face of their silence. “Spells do fade; water, wind and weather wear away stone.”


  “These seals were mostly definitely broken by human hands,” Sir Brandon said.


  “That is so,” Kormak said.


  “It might not have been humans,” Aisha said. “There are Old Ones in these hills. We’ve seen them. Or if it was men, maybe they were acting on behalf of the Old Ones.”


  Kormak thought of the winged being he had seen before the attack. Again he noticed the curious stillness with which she held her hands when she mentioned Old Ones. She was clearly restraining herself from doing something.


  “Why wait till now to do so?” Kormak asked, although he half suspected he knew her answer. There was civil war in the south, orcs along the borders. If the Old Ones wanted to work mischief, this would be the time to do it.


  “You think this Morghael may have nothing to do with this then?” Sir Brandon asked. He sounded sceptical, as well he might, given what Kormak told him.


  “He might be in it together with the Old Ones,” Aisha said. “Some of them would be pleased to see chaos come to the lands of men.” There was a peculiar emphasis on the way she said the word some.


  “I can believe that,” said Sir Brandon. Like all Sunlanders he believed the worst of all the Old Ones. Not without reason, Kormak thought. Aisha looked as if she was considering saying something and then thought the better of it.


  “We’d better be getting back to the wagon,” said Kormak. He considered pushing the woman to find out what she knew, but he was starting to think that she would speak in her own good time.


  


  They rode on from the barrow heading north back onto the road. The great wolf padded along, sniffing the air and growling. It did not seem upset, it seemed angry or as if expecting some ambush. Aisha rode ahead, talking to it, as if it were a person.


  Brandon looked at Kormak sidelong. “What do you think of her?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “She is not what she seems, is she?”


  “Who is?”


  “I mean she is not just another Tinker. Maybe she’s not a Tinker at all.”


  “So you finally worked that out.”


  “We can’t all be clever as you, Guardian. I suppose you are going to tell me you suspected that all along.”


  “What does it matter?”


  “What is she?”


  “She is a witch.”


  “You think she is in league with this sorcerer we are chasing, the one who is opening the barrows?”


  Kormak shook his head. “I do not think she is his ally. But she has some personal interest in this matter, I am sure.”


  “If she is not what she seems why are we riding with her?”


  “She is where we can keep an eye on her. If she’s an ally, she’s a useful one. If she’s an enemy, we’ll know soon enough.”


  “If we don’t wake up with that wolf’s jaws on our throats or a knife in our hearts.”


  “You sleep with your armour on.”


  “Bloody uncomfortable it is too. I have not done that since the orc wars.”


  “You’ll get used to it. Anyway, something tells me we’re not going to wake up dead, not until Mistress Aisha or whatever her name is, gets what she wants.”


  “You seem very sure of that. You think she’ll spare you because of your pretty face?”


  “I think she’ll spare us because she wants something. You asked me why I let her ride with us. Maybe it’s her who is letting us ride along.”


  “I don’t like this, Kormak. I don’t like this at all. We’re alone in these hills, with no allies, on the trail of some dark sorcerer, heading towards a place with some truly nasty people in it.”


  “I can give you one more thing to worry about, if you like.”


  “Go on. A man should have a hobby. Worrying is mine.”


  “I think the Old Ones are mixed up in this.”


  “Oh great,” said Brandon. “Old Ones too.”


  “Enjoy,” Kormak said.


  


  “Did you have a good chat with your friend Brandon?” Aisha asked as Kormak rode up beside her. Kormak had to fight down the suspicion that she knew everything they had been talking about. Some witches had the sight that way. Some shared the senses of their familiars and wolves had very good ears.


  “Yes,” said Kormak.


  “Was it about me?”


  “Yes, in part.”


  She smiled lazily. It reminded him of the wolf. It was the look of a predator revealing its fangs. “Only in part? That’s not very flattering. What else did you talk about?”


  “I think we may have problems with the Old Ones in Elderdale.”


  “You have a dwarf-forged blade,” she said.


  “The secret of staying alive is knowing when to use it,” he said.


  “And you have stayed alive for a long time,” she said. “That’s an impressive achievement for a Guardian. Most of you die fulfilling your oaths.”


  “I’ve heard people say that,” he said.


  “Meaning we should not talk about things of which we have no knowledge.”


  “Meaning I have heard people say that.” The wolf growled as if annoyed at the tone he was taking with its mistress. Kormak glanced at it.


  “Most people are frightened of Shae,” Aisha said.


  “I’ve killed wolves before. I’ve killed familiars too.”


  “And witches?”


  “And witches.”


  “I am sure you are a very dangerous man,” she said. There was mockery in her voice. Kormak let it pass. She was clearly one of those people who was always going to have the last word. She noticed his expression.


  “You do not like me, do you?” she said.


  “I do not know you,” he said.


  “But you’ve met my sort before.”


  “You are not a Tinker,” he said.


  “What do you know of the people you call Tinkers?”


  “The same as everybody else.” He spoke as mockingly as she, to see whether he could goad her into saying more. “They go everywhere, trade with everyone. They repair things. They work petty magic. They tell fortunes.”


  “They are suspected of being thieves…”


  “They are suspected of being thieves.”


  “I have heard it said your Order are assassins,” she said.


  “My Order are assassins,” he said. “When it is called for.”


  Kormak was not sure why he said that. Perhaps he was the one being provoked here. It was certainly within the realms of possibility that she was cleverer than he was. She looked at him closely.


  “Have you ever been called on to be?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that why you always look so sad?” It was not what he had expected her to say at all. He glanced at her sidelong and kept his mouth shut. She looked at him. The wolf looked at him mockingly.


  “Sad?” he said eventually.


  “You are a moral man, Sir Kormak, even I can see that. It cannot sit well with you to be a murderer.”


  “Is a soldier a murderer when he kills on a battlefield? That is what this world is,” he said.


  “I can see you have been well provided with answers.”


  “Is that what you think?” Kormak asked. The words came out a little more angry than he had intended. Aisha smiled and fell silent. That had not gone quite as he planned, Kormak thought.


  Ahead of them he could see the wagon. He rode forward to join the people there.


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  RAIN SLEETED DOWN from the grey sky. It soaked through Kormak’s cloak and dripped down his forehead. He looked down on the town below, glad that he would soon have an opportunity to get out of the rain.


  Elderdale was bigger than Kormak had expected, a sprawl of huts and compounds and smelters and fortified inns with a lot of muddy space between them and clouds of smoke rising into the air above. In the valley sides, mine-shaft entrances gaped, propped open by wooden arches. Piles of slag and rock lay outside them; men came and went with wheelbarrows and picks.


  Over everything loomed a massive rock and on that rock rose a castle of very strange appearance, taller and narrower and more rickety that anything a knight would build to defend his home. It was made of stone piled on stone in a haphazard way and it looked unstable. It was only when he paused to consider how big the structure must be that Kormak realised how large those individual blocks were. He wondered how they got them into place on the hilltop. It would have taken a lot of serfs a lot of time to pull them there but something told Kormak the construction had not been achieved by the muscles of men. It had that alien look he had seen before in structures built by the Old Ones and it had a brooding presence that made him deeply uneasy.


  The Old Ones usually shunned the haunts of men, and in his experience those that did not were rarely up to any good. He halted for a moment to consider the view as the others rode by.


  Brandon reined his warhorse to stop beside Kormak. “It’s not the most prepossessing place, is it?”


  Kormak shook his head. “At least we’ll have a roof over our heads tonight. The first for a couple of days.”


  “Has Lucas been making your hair stand on end with tales of what the occupants of that castle are capable of,” Brandon said.


  “Yes.”


  “He did the same for me when I asked him. You think they really can rip a man’s hearts out with their bare hands?”


  “I’ve known Old Ones who could do a lot worse.”


  “Let’s hope they are not visiting their kinfolk down there then.”


  Brandon tugged the reins and the big warhorse moved on. Kormak followed him down the slope and into Elderdale. He was going to have to pay that Keep a visit.


  


  


  The chill wind could not take away the stink of the sewer trenches. There were plenty of people about in the muddy streets. Hungry eyed men watched them pass. One or two shouted a greeting to Lucas that he returned with a wave of his hand. They looked only slightly less likely to put a knife in his back than the others, and Kormak guessed that counted for friendship in this place.


  A few shopkeepers shouted to the Tinkers from their storefronts, asking what they had brought, seeking news from the south. Javier answered amiably. Aisha kept out of sight. Not a few people studied the wolf trotting behind the wagon uneasily.


  Kormak studied the buildings as they passed. Most of them were made from rocks piled on rock in the old drystane fashion. The gaps in the stonework were padded with mud or grass. Some of the roofs were turf. Most of the buildings had little verandahs or causeways made of stone outside them. It was an oddly civilised touch. Folks clearly wanted some sort of barrier between their homes and businesses and the mud in the street.


  They passed a house on whose verandah a group of scantily clad women lounged. They waved at Kormak and Brandon and greeted Lucas by name. He smiled back at them and said he might be over that evening. They told him to bring his friends.


  Eventually, they drew up in front of a large stone building with a clear view of the Keep. Two beautiful inhuman figures were painted on its sign, smiling benevolently down at the viewer. Two less beautiful and much harder looking men with clubs stood by the door. They too greeted Lucas by name and ushered him into the shadowy interior.


  Inside the air smelled of cheap liquor and tobacco and dreamdust. A very dark-skinned man stood behind the bar, chatting with a man big enough to make Brandon or Kormak look small. At first glance he seemed more ogre than human, and when he turned to stare at them, the impression was reinforced. He had only one eye. The other had been scooped out. His face was scarred and his nose was broken and his ears had been cropped. He raised a hand that might have enclosed Kormak’s head in greeting. Lucas responded with no great enthusiasm.


  “What can I get you gentlemen?” the dark man asked.


  “We’d like meal, Shade, and rooms for the night,” said Lucas.


  “Separate or altogether?”


  “Me and these two men will sleep together. The Tinkers will have their own room. The wagon will be parked in the courtyard.”


  “Just like usual,” said Shade. “Take the rooms at the top of the stair. You can stow your gear there. No one will trouble you. And the grooms will look after your horses.”


  “Your grooms know anything about warhorses?” Brandon asked.


  “Don’t reckon they do,” Shade replied. “You want to see to it yourself.”


  “Might be best. Might be best if he’s kept apart from the other horses as well.”


  “As you say,” said Shade. “I’ll make sure they know that.”


  Brandon went off to see to his steed. The Tinkers stowed their wagon, leaving Kormak and Lucas at the bar with Shade and his giant friend. The dark man looked at Kormak.


  “You a Guardian?” he asked. “I always heard they carry their swords that way.”


  “I am,” said Kormak.


  “I hope you’ve not come looking for the Twins,” he said. “Your life is likely to be very short if you have.”


  Kormak shrugged. “I am not looking for them. I am looking for someone else.”


  Shade tilted his head to one side. Something in the way he did it reminded Kormak of Shae. It was a very wolfish gesture. He was clearly trying to work out how he could profit by the situation.


  “The man I am looking for has been opening barrows,” Kormak said. “Tomb wights have been getting out.”


  “Nothing’s come out of the Cursed Lands recently,” said Shade.


  “He was doing it south of here, not north. Hungerdale was attacked among other places.”


  Shade licked his lips. He took down a flask from the shelf and poured a drink for himself and Kormak and Lucas. He drank first. “That’s not a good business. Why would anybody want to do that?”


  “Who knows why sorcerers do anything?”


  “Your man is a mage then and he’s up to dark things? He won’t be the first to come through these parts. Place attracts them. Most go north into the Cursed Lands. Most never come back. The wights get them, I reckon. That’s what happens when you tamper with barrows up there.”


  “If a sorcerer was sufficiently powerful, he could go into a barrow and a wight could not touch him.”


  “You would know more about that than me, Guardian.”


  “You heard anything about such a one passing through? He’d only be a few days ahead of us.”


  “As a matter of fact, I have,” said Shade. “He was up in the Keep with the Twins.”


  “Maybe I should go up and ask them why…”


  Shade smiled. His teeth were very white and they reminded Kormak of fangs. “None of my business what you do as long as you can pay your score.”


  


  The room would have been small for one person. It was cramped for all three men and their gear.


  Brandon looked at it, sniffed, and said, “We could have got a room each.”


  “Be a lot more money,” said Lucas, “and you might not like what happened to you here if you got a room on your own.”


  Brandon nodded. “A lot easier to rob a man on his own.”


  “Or cut his throat,” Lucas said. “And make the body vanish.”


  “I take your point.” Brandon walked over to the door. It had a bar that fell into a latch but it would be easy enough to slide a knife through and lift it. Kormak walked over to the window. It had no glass, only shutters that opened inwards with iron bars outside. He wondered whether that was to keep someone out or keep the guests in. Had there not been Old Ones in town he would have suspected the latter first and foremost. As it was he reckoned it was a toss-up between the two possibilities.


  He could see the Keep on the rock from here if he looked up. He studied the stone, trying to see if there was any easy way to climb up it. He wondered if it would really come to that. He hoped not. He suspected that the lair of the Twins would be better protected than it appeared. The Old Ones were masters of potent magic. It was in their nature. They used it as naturally as men used their hands and feet.


  As he watched, he saw the massive figure of Shade’s cyclopean henchman walking up the roadway towards the entrance of the Keep. He strongly suspected that he was bringing word of the new arrivals.


  He settled down. They would be having visitors soon enough, he reckoned.


  


  The loud banging on the door stopped only when Kormak opened it. Shade stood there along with his giant friend and a smaller man in the livery of a noble’s servant. Behind him, he heard Brandon and Lucas move. They had their weapons close at hand.


  “What do you want?” Kormak asked. Shade stared at him and his giant companion seemed ready for violence. What was going on here, Kormak wondered.


  “I have come from the Keep, Sir Kormak,” said the servant. “You are invited to present yourself to my master and mistress.”


  “When?” Kormak asked.


  “This evening if it pleases you, milord. They are most anxious to meet you. They would have you dine with them.”


  “I will be there.” Kormak said. The servant bowed and went off down the stair. The tension seemed to go out of Shade and his bodyguard. Kormak stared at them and they looked right back at him.


  “The Twins are not refused,” Shade said, as if in answer to a question Kormak had not asked. “Not in Elderdale anyway.”


  “You came with him to explain that to me, did you?” Kormak said.


  “We did, Guardian. We did.”


  “I’d never figured you for anyone’s lackey,” Kormak said to Shade. The dark man just smiled. It was a menacing smile.


  “We all end up doing things we never thought we would,” he said. “Here in particular. As you may well find out.”


  


  “You’re not really going to go up there on your own are you?” Brandon asked. He took another sip of the mountain whisky and looked at the rest of the tavern’s clientele. They were just starting to wake up or filter in. They were rough looking men with knives on their belt, and stubble on their jaws. Miners in on a spree or those who made their living preying on them in one way or another.


  “Why not?” Kormak said. “This is their town and things might go badly for us if I refuse.”


  “Don’t tell me you are scared?” Brandon asked. He sounded as if he hoped Kormak would say yes.


  “Let’s just say I think a certain wariness is in order,” Kormak said. He took a sip of the whisky himself. It burned going down but it warmed him.


  Some girls had joined the miners at the other table now. One or two of them were throwing glances his way. Some of the men with them had noticed. There was the possibility for trouble of another sort here if he was not careful.


  “And still you’re going up there?” Lucas said. “Impressive. Stupid. But impressive.”


  “If anyone here knows what we need to know, they do,” Kormak said. “And I will find out if they have been up to anything.”


  “You think they are the ones you are looking for?” Lucas asked.


  “An Old One was flying over the village the night Hungerdale was attacked. I’d say it’s possible they were involved one way or another…”


  “You think the sorcerer Shade mentioned visiting them is the same sorcerer you’re chasing?”


  “Yes.”


  “It would be an odd coincidence if there were two mages on the loose up here, wouldn’t it?” said Brandon.


  “What would he want with the Twins?” Lucas asked.


  “That’s what I hope to find out,” said Kormak.


  “They say wizards make pacts with the Old Ones.”


  “They do,” Kormak said. “Sometimes they bind them as well. There are spells that can be used to do so.”


  “That why he is going to see them?”


  “He’s a mage and a powerful one. He is probably confident in his ability to deal with them.”


  “If he can deal with the Twins, he can probably deal with you too,” Lucas said.


  Kormak shrugged. “I’ve met a lot of magicians. I am still here.”


  Lucas laughed. “What the hell is this southerner after anyway? It can’t be anything too good if he wants to talk with the Twins about it.”


  “We’ll know soon enough,” said Kormak. At least, he hoped they would.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  THE RAIN DROVE down as Kormak walked up the winding path to the Keep. The road was narrow and followed a ridge-line. No more than a couple of people could walk it abreast. A horseman would need very strong nerves. One misstep would send rider and steed toppling down the long, rocky slope into the town below, most likely with a broken neck for both.


  Small rivers of rainwater ran down between the stones. Kormak’s boots squelched as he walked. Up ahead, he could see a light over the gate. It was not made by any torch or lantern. Not in this weather. There was definitely magic involved in that yellowish-green flicker of illumination.


  Overhead something winged moved in the drizzling darkness. It seemed like a bird but its outline was vague in the rain and the mist. It was larger than any bird Kormak had ever seen, body as big as a man, wingspan gigantic.


  He reached the gate. He was about to reach out and ring the bell hanging there but it opened. The servant he had met in the inn waited, cowled against the weather. He bowed and gestured for Kormak to step within. They crossed a rain-slick courtyard, splashing through puddles, then entered the Keep proper. It was warm inside and dry and, in spite of himself, Kormak was glad to get out of the rain.


  The Keep was eerily silent. Normally in a place this size there would have been numerous servants and retainers. Here there was only this one silent man, a shadow slipping along among shadows. Kormak was reminded of the barrows the tomb wights had inhabited. This place had something of the same inhuman atmosphere despite the warmth.


  The servant stood aside with a bow. Kormak passed him, stepping to one side; his back was against the wall so he was in no easy position to have a dagger put in it. He did not expect violence but it never hurt to be careful.


  The room was empty but there was a table covered in platters full of bread and cheese and meats. There were places set for three. Over each was a chandelier which glowed with a steady unwavering light. Whatever those chandeliers held, it was not candles or a lantern of any sort. There was no fire but the place was warm anyway.


  Around the walls were many tapestries. All of them had the sheen of the work of the Old Ones, too delicate to have been woven by human hand. They depicted scenes of strange rites in dark woods, the hunting of beasts that many would have considered mythical, and landscapes that had been seen by no human eye. It was not that they depicted another world, Kormak thought. They might have been the local lands seen with senses other than human, filtered through a sensibility that was alien indeed.


  In one corner was a suit of armour forged from a silvery black metal that Kormak was certain was not iron. It had been made for someone both taller and slimmer than a human. In its gauntlet hands was a long blade, lighter and much more fragile-looking than anything a man would carry. The weapon looked like it would break in the first passage of blows with a normal sword. Kormak knew that such was not the case.


  The servant entered the room and moved forward in a crouch that now seemed somehow less than human. He bowed and indicated a chair.


  “The Master has just risen, and will be down at his leisure. He takes some time to waken fully after he has rested. The Mistress wished to change into something more suitable for greeting you. Please be seated while you wait.”


  Was there a hint of mockery in the servant’s voice? There certainly seemed to be in the emphasis he placed on the word change. Kormak thought of the bird-like form he had seen soaring above him. He wondered too at the way he was being made to wait. In a human lord, not being there to greet an invited guest would have been an unconscionable rudeness but he knew that the Old Ones did not think as men did about such things. They had a different sense of the flow and value of time.


  There was laughter like the tinkling of silver bells. Kormak looked up and beautiful pale-skinned woman stood in the door. She had the fey loveliness of the Old Ones. One of his hosts had arrived.


  


  Kormak rose and bowed formally as he had been taught a lot time ago in the monastery at Mount Aethelas. The Old One responded with a gracious nod of her head. She walked slowly into the room. The dress she wore caught the light and shimmered. Its colour seemed to change as she moved but it hugged her form tightly. She was breathtakingly beautiful in a willowy way. Her face was triangular with high cheekbones and enormous eyes. Her hair was dark and lustrous.


  “I give you greetings, Guardian of the Dawn,” she said. She tilted her head to one side and studied him with a look that was frankly appraising.


  “I give you greetings, Child of the Moon,” Kormak replied. She gestured for him to be seated and took a seat herself. Somehow the servant was there to put it into place behind her.


  “My brother will be here shortly,” she said. “It is his unfortunate habit to rise later and later these days. In the meantime I shall do my best to keep you amused. I am Tarina.”


  “I am Kormak.”


  “I know that name. You are quite famous among my kindred, Sir Kormak.”


  “That could mean many things, not all of them flattering.”


  “Please, let us not be tiresome. You are known for many reasons. Your skill with that rather fearsome blade. Your heroism in your war with the orcs. Your connection with the Prince of Dragons.”


  “That is a very tactful way of putting it.”


  “He is one of whom the Moonsingers chant. They think you will be his masterpiece.”


  “You think that what he does is a form of art? It’s an interesting way to look at murder and the breaking of the Law.”


  “He was once a mighty chieftain of the Eldrim,” Tarina said. “He hates your people for all they have done to ours.”


  “There are causes for hatred on both sides. He has given many.”


  “You of all people have reason to feel that, I know. But he was not always thus. Once he was the brightest and fairest of all those who walked in Our Lady’s light. He was known for his kindness and good humour and his charity. Then the Solari came and brought war and fear and death to the lands we ruled.”


  “All of those things existed for the Old Ones before the coming of Lightbringers.”


  “That is truth. But the Solari were the first humans to truly oppose us. For some of us, it was…refreshing. For others it was a tragedy. It was such for the Prince of Dragons. His kindred were all slain by your knights and priests. His children put to death by your inquisitors. His groves were all burned so that one of your Lords could take his land. He swore a mighty oath that he would have vengeance and the Shadow heard him. It gave him power. It made him terrible. Since then he has fought his war with your kind.”


  “An interesting definition of war, to slay innocent villagers and leave one child alive.”


  “He is twisted. It is true. It seems Fate has played the joke on him now. It is often the way. If you live long enough, you always see it. Our Lady loves irony.”


  “Joke?”


  “He spared you. You have become a Guardian, possibly the most dangerous in a millennium. If he kills you, it will be war unto the death with your Order, and they are merciless and implacable. They will not stop until he is dead.”


  “If that is your idea of a joke, you have a strange definition of humour.”


  “So I have been told.” She sounded thoughtful. “Perhaps it was what he desires.”


  “Death?”


  “Somehow you do not sound as surprised as I would have expected you to be.”


  “I have fought many Old Ones. It seemed to me that many of them desired death.”


  “You know us better than most mortals. Ennui overcomes the best of us at the end. Age-long lives weigh heavily sometimes.”


  “Do you feel that way?” Kormak asked.


  “No. I have my mortal pets to amuse me.” She did not sound entirely certain, he thought, but who was he to judge?


  “Is that what those people down there are?”


  “They are fascinating in their smallness and their greed and their need to believe in something greater than themselves.”


  “The Old Ones believe in the Lady.”


  “The Lady is greater than us, even though she has turned her face from us. I once basked in her light. Some day I may do so again. Life is long and there are many pleasures yet.”


  “Not if the servants of the Shadow conquer all.”


  “The Shadow has conquered before, Sir Kormak. It will conquer again. In the end it passes. All things do.”


  “The Shadow enslaves more than mortals. We both know that.”


  “The Shadow raises some up, Sir Kormak,” said a much deeper voice. Kormak looked up to see another Old One. He was tall and slender and yet much more broad-shouldered than his sister. There was a family resemblance in their features but Kormak was not sure that meant much in beings who could change their shape. “It lends power to some. It takes it away from others.”


  He smiled, and it was the smile of a great predator revealing its teeth. That smile and the glint in the Old One’s eyes almost had Kormak reaching for his sword. Fierce madness glittered in his gaze. Of course, none of the Old Ones were sane as mortals measured sanity but this one was more obviously mad than most.


  “Come now, Malion, be polite. Sir Kormak is our guest and a most honoured one.”


  Malion swept closer, his tread that of a great panther. He raised a hand to claw at his face, as if his skin itched. He had no nails, only long talons. They ripped at his flesh, drawing blood. The skin knitted together after a heartbeat leaving no sign of scars. A long tongue licked out, too long to be human, and washed away the droplets of silvery-black blood that glistened on the once-torn cheeks.


  As Malion came closer Kormak caught a strange unpleasant scent of rot, unusual in an Old One. Malion sank into a chair and stared at Kormak for a moment. His face was human-like but his pupils were slit like those of a cat and much larger than those of a man.


  “Of course, sister, where are my manners?” He reached forward and poured wine into Kormak’s goblet. “See! Now I am being polite. I am serving him with my own hands.”


  Kormak felt sure that the Old One only meant to make him flinch by bringing his claws so close. His talons looked like they could rip through armour as well as flesh. Kormak had no doubts that the Old One was strong enough to do so. Malion smiled and this time revealed fangs, pronounced canines like those of a wolf.


  Kormak raised the glass in a toast. The Old Ones did too. The wine was rich and strong and there were odd undercurrents in it. He doubted it had been created by any normal process of fermentation. It tingled on his tongue.


  “If one of your Order was to die accidentally, Sir Kormak, say of food poisoning would your people swear one of their famous vengeance oaths?”


  “Malion!” Tarina said, reproachfully.


  “It was merely a joke,” said Malion, watching Kormak closely.


  “If it was at the table of an Old One, I fear they would,” said Kormak. “Also, they have ways of determining whether our deaths are accidents of Fate or the work of enemies.”


  “Do they?” Malion asked.


  “Did you invite me here to make childish threats or to talk?” Kormak asked. “Your sister spoke earlier of Old Ones who grow tired of living. Perhaps she knows one personally.”


  Malion pushed back his chair and flexed his clawed hands. “Do you threaten me, Guardian?”


  “No more than you threatened me earlier.”


  Malion laughed. It was cold, cruel laughter without much humour in it, but the tension around the table somehow lessened. “You must be very confident of your skill with that blade,” he said.


  “Brother!” said Tarina. She looked at the two of them.


  “In answer to your question, Sir Kormak, I did not invite you here. My sister did. She is curious, shall we say, about you. She is often curious about mortal men.” He gave a salacious smile. “For myself I could have lived quite happily through this Age of the World without making the acquaintance of one of your Order.”


  He rose from the table. “But I have made your acquaintance now and, honour satisfied, I can withdraw. With your permission, Sir Kormak. With yours, sister. I shall bid you goodnight and leave you to your pleasures. I have business to be about before the Great Enemy rises once more above the horizon.”


  He rose from his chair, sketched an elaborate bow and stalked from the room, leaving Kormak and Tarina looking at each other in silence. Tarina tilted her head to one side as if listening to something so quiet no human could possibly hear it. After a few moments, she sighed and said, “He is not well. My brother has spent a lot of time in the Cursed Lands. It has changed him.”


  “The taint of the land has affected him, has it not?”


  “Even you can see it then,” she replied. “It has progressed far.”


  “I have seen others like him,” Kormak said. “Soon he will begin killing randomly and for pleasure, if he has not done so already.”


  She shrugged. “You may be right.” The implication was that she did not care.


  “Why were you at Hungerdale?” Kormak asked. She took a step closer. He was suddenly aware of her narcotic perfume and the depthless glitter of her huge eyes. The wine burned in his stomach now. A sort of madness flowed through his veins. He fought down an urge to reach out and touch a strand of her hair.


  “You are certain I was?”


  “I saw you flying overhead there, as I saw you tonight. You take the form of a great bird of prey. It is a gift that some of the Old Ones have. If it was not you it was your brother.”


  “You think you know so much about us, don’t you?” She touched his hand with hers. Her fingers were cool but the sensation was not unpleasant. His skin tingled.


  “If a man spends the whole of his life hunting certain creatures, he learns all he can about them. His life often depends on that knowledge.”


  “You see yourself as a hunter, Sir Kormak. You have something in common with my brother.”


  “You have not answered my question.”


  “I do not have to.” She shook her head.


  “But you will…” His fingers encircled her wrist. He looked down into her eyes. Her full lips parted slightly.


  She smiled and it was almost a human smile. There was something like humour in it. “I was curious as to what was going on. I often fly over the hills at night. As my brother had taken to doing of late. I sensed something unusual as I neared Hungerdale and I investigated it. And what did I find? The walking dead and a Guardian fighting them. Life is not so exciting in these hills that I could ignore that.”


  “Was your brother flying that night?”


  “Perhaps. I do not track all his comings and goings.” He could tell that she was lying and that she knew he knew it and did not care.


  “Someone is breaking open barrows,” Kormak said. “And freeing the things within them.”


  “Obviously, Sir Kormak. I doubt they free themselves. They were too well bound to begin with.”


  “The man I believe is responsible for freeing them has been a guest of yours.”


  “I would not believe everything I hear in the taverns of Elderdale, if I were you. You are liable to be misled.”


  “I was told Morghael was here.”


  “He was but not as a guest. He begged an audience and it was granted.”


  “You talked to him then? You talked to Morghael.”


  “My brother talked with him. It was he whom Morghael asked to see. I…chanced… to overhear them.” She smiled as if she had made a joke.


  “What did they talk about?”


  “You ask many, many questions, Sir Kormak, and you offer nothing in return.”


  “Is there something you want from me?” She eyed him speculatively, leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. Her breath tasted of wine.


  “Oh yes,” she said. “There is something.”


  She took his hand and led him to her bedchamber. He allowed himself to be taken.


  


  Afterwards Kormak lay naked in the cold bed. His sword was still close at hand. Tarina lounged naked save for a fur stole on her side beside him. She did not look all that different from a human woman. The room looked something like the bedrooms of noblewomen he had been in. The furnishings were luxurious if archaic. There was a tapestry on the wall, depicting a silver eagle; it seemed to have been woven in some metallic thread and it shimmered in the light of the everburning lanterns.


  Tarina reached out and touched his face. It was not a gesture of affection, more like that of a woman stroking a favoured pet. Her eyes caught the light and glittered as much as the tapestry. Kormak followed her gaze. She was looking at the sword.


  “The dwarves hated my people,” she said. “Truth to tell, they hated everybody, but my people most of all. That is why they made those blades for your Order.”


  Kormak looked at her. “They had a debt to us and they made the blades so that my Order could protect our people.”


  “Is that how they tell the story now?” She seemed amused.


  “You know a different version.”


  She reached out absently and ruffled his hair as if in response; her gaze was inward looking now. “It would have been better for all the Houses of the Old Ones to have united when the Sun worshippers first appeared. But we were too concerned with our own wars and rivalries. No one could take such short-lived creatures seriously. We did not know how quickly you would breed or how you would spread across the lands. Or, in the end, how well you would learn what the dwarves taught you. That was a true betrayal.”


  “A betrayal?”


  “The dwarves were our servants once, before they broke their oaths.”


  “They claim no dwarf ever broke an oath.”


  She laughed, the tinkling of tiny silver bells. “I am sure they have found some legalistic quibbling that justifies that claim. Dwarves are good at that.”


  “They say the Children of the Moon oppressed them for millennia.”


  “They are probably right about that. They were our bondsmen. They kept our written records, one of their clans. They worked such metals we could not. They mined for us. They made things. They were always good with their hands and their tools.”


  She glanced at the blade again. “You know how good.”


  “You were going to tell me about your visitor, Morghael.”


  She smiled at him. “And you are as concerned about payment as a dwarf would be.”


  “This was not a service rendered,” he said reaching out to touch her hair. “This was a pleasure, for me at least. But I have a duty to perform.”


  “And with your sort, duty is always there.”


  “Yes.”


  She began to dress. “Very well then, let us discuss your necromancer.”


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  THEY RE-ENTERED the dining hall. The table had been cleared. They sat on chairs on either side and looked at each other. Tarina sipped at wine. Kormak did not touch his. He had drank enough of this stuff for one night, perhaps for a lifetime.


  “He is called Morghael, the man who visited my brother,” Tarina said at last. “Morghael is not his true name of course. He is one of those who thinks that his enemies cannot curse him if they do not know his true name.”


  “He may be right,” Kormak said. “I have seen many strange things.”


  “Yes,” she said. “So often in sorcery things depend on the beliefs of those who work it or those who it is worked upon.”


  “You would know more about these things than I.” It was true too. Working magic came naturally to the Old Ones. It was in their blood.


  “What does he want and where is he going?” Kormak asked.


  “He wants to find the Palace of the Defiler and he seeks Torghul’s Mask.”


  “He seeks the Defiler’s mask?”


  “Torghul took a good deal of his strength from his mask. It was a mystical artefact of great power. It allowed him to raise the Black Sun. It gave him the strength to curse the land.”


  “Morghael knows this, of course.”


  “He believes it will make him first among the sorcerer lords of your people, that he will become a new Lord of Death, that he will be able to command the Black Sun to rise.”


  “Is that why is he opening the barrows?”


  She shook her head.


  “He is collecting the torques that Torghul gave to his chief disciples. They too are artefacts of some mystical significance. More to the point they are the key to opening the Defiler’s tomb. Morghael knew the location of the disciples’ burial places. He has opened them and acquired what he wanted.”


  “That is madness. To attempt to open Torghul’s tomb. To take control of the Black Sun. Why awake some ancient undead horror?”


  “Morghael has a vision of building a new empire with legions of the dead.”


  “What did he want with your brother?”


  “He wanted to know the location of the Palace and how he might find the entrance to the crypt.”


  “And he thought your brother would know.”


  “My brother does know. I know too. I have dwelled in this land since before ever the necromancers of Kharon came. I witnessed their rise to power. I talked with the Defiler when he walked among men.”


  That gave Kormak pause. He knew intellectually that it must be true but it was still hard to accept, that someone sitting in the same room as him had talked with a legendary ancient evil. “I saw his overthrow as well. I watched the Solari kill his disciples and overthrow his priesthood and eventually drive him back into his Palace Tomb, a massive black ziggurat in the heart of the city. I watched the Black Sun rise over Forghast.”


  She noticed his expression. “If you live long enough you witness everything or almost everything. You learn to accept it as well.”


  “Why would your brother help Morghael? He hates humans now.”


  “That is exactly why he would do so. If a new Defiler were to arise, it would cause chaos and many deaths among your people. It might bring down your kingdoms and the old wild days might return, the days when men worshipped Old Ones like gods. He longs for those times, I think.” She sounded wistful as if she too longed for them but did not want to admit it even to herself.


  She remained quiet for a very long time, as if considering something carefully then said, “It may even be he has given himself to the Shadow, as Morghael has.”


  “And you don’t care?”


  “Everything changes. Everything passes. Each must find their own path.” She moved her head to one side and suddenly he was reminded of the movements of a bird of prey, something fierce and wild and predatory, completely lacking in any connection with humanity. He knew then that she did not see anything wrong in what her brother had done. She was looking at it from a point of view completely alien to him, that of a bored immortal seeking amusement, one who could simply fly away from the consequences of her actions. She did not care whether the Defiler returned or her brother served the Shadow. It would not affect her one way or the other.


  “You have not yet showed me where the Defiler’s Palace is,’ he said.


  The servant entered unsummoned. He was carrying two rolled up scrolls that must have been maps.


  “That is a matter easily rectified,” she said, untying the ribbons that bound one and rolling it flat on the table.


  She stabbed at a point on the map with one fingernail. It seemed longer now than it had earlier and more like a talon. “This is Elderdale.” She indicated a point further north. “This is all that remains of the Defiler’s capital.”


  She moved her finger to sketch a line to another place marked as a town on the map. “These are the ruins of Forghast City…to reach them you must pass into the Cursed Lands. That is not an easy journey if you cannot fly. The Shadow is strong there and its minions are many.”


  She rose and yawned. It was a parody of a human gesture. “It has been a pleasure, mortal, but I have business to be about.”


  He had been dismissed.


  


  Kormak trudged back down from the Keep in the rain.


  The lights of the Inn blazed below and he walked towards it, chilled and weary. As he approached he heard the sound of raucous laughter and singing. He stepped through the doorway and was surprised to see some of the Tinkers playing on the balaika and the flute while men and women danced and Shade and his one-eyed companion looked on.


  Aisha and Sir Brandon sat by the common room fire. Brandon’s sword was propped up against the hearth. His size, his weapon and the wolf lounging on the rug was enough to make even the most boisterous of the revellers keep their distance. Shade strolled over to them.


  “I am surprised to see you back so soon,” he said. “Most men who go up to the Keep stay the night at least. Some never come back at all.”


  There was something insinuating about his manner. Kormak stared and the dark man was the first to look away. He glanced into the fire then at Aisha and said, “Give us another song! The lads will be glad to hear it and I would be grateful too.”


  Aisha shook her head but looked pleased to be asked.


  “The lady is a very fine singer and knows how to do the old ballads right,” said Shade by way of explanation. “You missed that earlier, but I suppose you found other ways to keep yourself entertained.”


  Brandon took a swig from a tankard of ale and said, “What exactly does he mean by that?”


  Kormak shrugged. “We are leaving in the morning. We have a trail to find.”


  “You know where Morghael is going?” Aisha asked.


  “The Old Ones told me,” Kormak said.


  “Then they will help us,” Brandon said. He sounded suspicious. Help from the Old Ones always came with strings attached in the tales he listened to. Thinking about this evening Kormak supposed they were right.


  “Apparently they will help both sides,” said Kormak. Aisha did not look surprised by this information.


  “What do you mean by that?” Brandon asked.


  “It amuses them to tell us both where to find what we want. If we kill each other it is of no account to them.”


  “Are you sure you believe them?” Brandon asked.


  “Oh yes,” Kormak said. “The Old Ones may be mad but they are, for the most part, honest. At least I think these ones are.”


  “You look as if you have scratches on your neck,” said Aisha. “Were you fighting?”


  Kormak shook his head. “Not much.”


  “So what else did you learn?” Brandon asked.


  “This is not the time or place to discuss that,” Kormak said.


  “Let us adjourn to our room and talk then,” said Brandon. Aisha nodded.


  “I fear your song will have to wait for another time,” she told Shade.


  “I can barely contain my disappointment.”


  


  The room seemed even smaller with four of them and the wolf packed into it.


  “What are you going to do,” Brandon asked once Kormak had finished telling them what Morghael sought and where he was going. Caution kept him from telling everything though.


  “I am going to follow him, of course. Morghael cannot be allowed to get the Mask of the Defiler. He can’t be allowed to raise the Black Sun.”


  “I am going with you,” said Aisha. She looked at him challengingly, as if for some reason he might try and stop her. Kormak wondered why that was. Did she feel guilty about something, was there something she was trying to hide that she felt he had spotted. Did she want the mask for herself? There were too many questions unanswered here.


  Brandon looked at her wonderingly. He chewed at the end of his moustache. Kormak could almost see the thoughts running through his head. If the girl was going to this evil place, could he do less and still think of himself as a man and a warrior.


  “You should go back, Brandon, warn your people, tell them to get ready in case the worst happens.”


  Brandon looked at him sidelong. “I could gather my men-at-arms and come back,” he said. “Some extra swords might be useful.”


  He sounded like he was seriously considering it. There was silence for a moment and then he shook his head. “It would take too long. By the time we got there, things would be over one way or another. I am coming with you.”


  “You have a family and other responsibilities,” said Kormak.


  “Anyone would think you were trying to get rid of me.”


  “Any extra blade would be useful, I won’t deny it,” said Kormak. “But if we fail, someone needs to tell your people to be ready.”


  “Are you going to tell me the same thing?” Lucas tilted his head to one side. His gaze flickered from Kormak to Brandon and back.


  “We could certainly use your bow,” Kormak said.


  “You’re not trying to send me back to Hungerdale with a warning then? Good because I am not going. I want to be there when you chop those tomb-opening bastards down.”


  “I could send a message back with the Tinkers,” said Brandon. He looked at Aisha to see if she agreed. The witch-woman nodded. “I could write it under my seal. Tell Gena what is happening, make a copy for the Duke at Norbury.”


  “It wouldn’t be the same without you there to argue the case.”


  “So you are trying to get rid of me,” said Brandon. “You don’t think I am up to this but you think the hill-man is.”


  “Lucas does not have children and a wife,” Kormak said. “You do.”


  “I am quite attached to some of the whores here, if that counts for anything,” said Lucas, raising an eyebrow. “And I value my life as much as the next man.”


  “I am going,” said Brandon. “And that is final. I will write those letters and I will ride with you. I am going to see this thing through to the end.””


  “No matter where the trail leads?” Kormak asked.


  “No matter where it leads. I owe this much to little Olaf and his folks.”


  “Then I am pleased to have you along.” Brandon reached out and clasped Kormak on the shoulder. He looked almost grateful.


  “We’ll need some gear, before we go,” Kormak said. “And Morghael has the walking dead with him. We’ll need to stop them and if we’re going into the Tomb Palace we will need to be prepared.”


  “What do you need?” Lucas asked. “There are stores here in Elderdale.”


  “We’ll need lantern oil and torches. Salt too."


  “Those will be expensive here,” said Lucas.


  “We have some in the wagon,” said Aisha. She paused for a moment and spoke reluctantly, as if imparting a secret. She walked over to the door and then back as if to make sure no one as listening. “If needs be I have enough money too.”


  Kormak understood her reluctance. It was the sort of admission that could get your throat slit in a place like this if anyone overheard.


  “And we’ll need supplies for at least week. We’re not going to be able to forage for food on the road and I would not want to eat anything we found in the Cursed Lands anyway. Let’s get to it. We pack what we need and leave in the morning.”


  


  Kormak was not surprised to find Shade still awake. The dark man stood behind his bar, holding a goblet of wine. He was watching a last few drunks slumped at their tables. Many slept in the common rooms.


  “A word,” Kormak said after the discussions were finished and the others had retired to their chambers.


  “As you wish, Guardian,” he said. “I don’t need much sleep and neither apparently do you. Something to drink?”


  “I want to give you some advice,” Kormak said.


  “By your tone, it’s not going to be something I am going to like.”


  “That is true.”


  Shade poured himself another drink. “What is it?”


  “The sorcerer who passed through here, who visited the Twins…”


  “Yes?” The tavern keeper was wary now. The mention of anything connected with the Old Ones in the Keep seemed to make him so.


  “He is looking for the Tomb Palace of the Defiler.”


  “He won’t be the first.”


  “He may be the first to open it.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  “He is a necromancer. If he finds what he’s looking for, then the hills will soon be crawling with the walking dead.”


  “What do you expect me to do about it?”


  “Be ready. If the undead come out of their tombs then the Twins will not be able to protect you.”


  “That’s what you are for then, isn’t it? Or so I have always heard about Guardians.”


  “If the necromancer finds what he’s looking for I’ll be dead.”


  “You are a cheerful bastard, aren’t you?” He looked at Kormak long and hard, considering. “You mean it don’t you? This is a genuine warning.”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Then I thank you for it but I don’t think you’ll find too many people here prepared to pay too much attention. Not until it’s too late.”


  “Just so you know and you’re ready to run or to fight.”


  “I’m usually both.”


  “And Shade, be careful of the Twins, one of them may not be too friendly for much longer.”


  “I’ll bear that in mind.”


  “Then I shall bid you goodnight.”


  “Goodnight, Guardian.” Kormak left him looking thoughtful.


  


  It was a chill morning. It had not taken them long to gather the supplies and pack them. Brandon yawned. He had spent a good part of the night awake with a pen in his hand, composing a message to his wife with all the concentration of a man who suspected it might be his last letter. It was with Javier now and the Tinkers would be heading south with it that day. They were already packing their stuff into the caravan. Clearly they took Kormak’s warning seriously, even if no one else did.


  Kormak looked at his companions and tried to think of what he might have missed. He wished for a company of knights but it was just going to have to be the four of them and the wolf. He glanced up at the Keep. It looked dank and wet in the grey morning light. Green moss clung to its walls and the slopes of the rock on which it stood. It was cold and silent. No smoke rose from it. There were no chimneys. It might have been long abandoned for all the signs of life it showed. Somewhere beneath it, Tarina and her brother sheltered from the Sun. He rubbed the scab on his neck and thought about the night before. It was not the first such encounter he had known with one of the Old Ones. He wondered if it would be the last.


  “Make sure you’ve all got enough food, and make sure your water bottles are full. Once we’re in the Cursed Lands, we’ll eat and drink nothing local,” Kormak said.


  “You afraid of being cursed, Guardian?” Lucas asked. He was trying to make it sound as if it was a joke but there was real curiosity in his eye.


  “The Shadow has seeped into the soil and the land. It will be in the wells, it will be in the grass that the beasts eat. It will be in their flesh. If we drink the water and eat the flesh it will seep into ours.”


  “I thought you had amulets that protected you against such things,” Brandon said. Kormak pulled a small amulet with a white crystal set in the middle from beneath his tunic.


  “I do,” Kormak said. He looked at the amulet. The wraithstone was still mostly white, showing it could still absorb the taint of Shadow. It did not need replaced yet. “You don’t. Still want to come?”


  “I have prepared some protective charms,” said Aisha, producing some small wraithstones inscribed with an Elder Sign. She handed one to Brandon and Lucas, and then put one around Shae's neck, attached by a small leather thong. “They should protect our bodies and our spirits from the worst effects of the corruption, but what Sir Kormak says is still true though. We should eat and drink the stuff of the Cursed Lands only in the direst of emergencies, and not even then if we can avoid it. The stuff of the Shadow is a poison for body and soul and it blights the lands to the north of us.”


  “Thank you,” said Lucas, his fist closing around the amulet. “I will keep this within my jerkin for as long as we pass through the remnants of Kharon.” He suited actions to words and did so.


  Brandon looked at the amulet as if considering throwing it away, but he did not. Instead he placed it within his purse and put his purse back inside his breastplate over his heart.


  “You didn’t see that,” he told Lucas.


  “Worried I’ll steal your gold while you sleep?” The hill-man asked.


  “No, I am worried you’ll steal my amulet,” said Brandon.


  A cold wind blew out of the north. Grey clouds filled the sky. Drizzle turned the streets to mud. Lots of strangers watched them with eyes that showed only hostility or indifference. He wondered if his warnings would have any effect. In most places a Guardian would be believed but this was an odd little town. The locals were outcasts. Maybe they felt the Twins would protect them. Maybe the Twins would but in their place he would not have relied on it.


  On the other hand, where were these people going to go? None of them looked as if they had a place to return to in the south. Most of them looked poor and hungry and hopeless. No one would prospect in the Barrow Hills if he had any other choice in life, Kormak suspected. No one would come here if he had any better place to be.


  Javier and the other Tinkers came over and bowed to Aisha then to Kormak then to the others. Javier looked at Aisha, bowed again and said, “Lady Aisha. I trust this cancels our debt to you.”


  Aisha nodded. “When you deliver your messages, you will have fulfilled all the obligations our ancient treaty placed on you. You may go with honour.”


  The old man bowed to her a last time, then stomped back to his wagon. Kormak could not help but notice she had said messages. He wondered who Aisha could be communicating with then pushed the thought aside. It would not make too much difference now.


  He drew his cloak tight against the rain, cinched his bags and swung himself up into the saddle. The others did the same. The Tinkers waved farewell.


  Sensing other eyes on him, Kormak turned and saw Shade and his ogreish friend studying them from the verandah of the tavern. The dark man raised a hand in an ironic salute. Kormak returned it, unsmiling then heeled his horse northwards towards the waiting hills.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  “DOES IT EVER stop raining up here?” Sir Brandon asked, squinting into the downpour. Visibility was low and was getting poorer as the afternoon wore on. It would soon be dark as night even though it was still hours before sunset. Brandon kept glancing over his shoulder, in the direction of Elderdale as if he regretted leaving the town and heading north.


  “When it snows,” Lucas said. Rain ran down his lean face and dripped off his stringy, drooping moustache. He no longer held his bow ready. He was keeping it wrapped and out of the wet. His hand toyed with the hilt of his long-bladed knife instead. “You sure this is the way the Old One told you, Guardian?”


  “It’s the only road I see running through these hills,” said Kormak. It was truly a road. Flat stones had been set in the earth like a mosaic over which the horses walked. It was not muddy at least; it was not even particularly slippery for the mounts, which seemed unnatural. Along the route, tall markers inscribed with odd runes lined the path. Lucas saw Kormak looking at one. It depicted a grinning skull inside a lunar orb.


  “Symbols of the men of Kharon,” he said. “I’ve seen them before. You find them scattered all over the hills.”


  He spat on the ground. His spittle disappeared in the rain then he looked away and shivered and Kormak was certain it was not because of the cold.


  “You don’t like this place, do you?” Kormak said.


  Lucas gave a short bitter laugh. “You have a gift for understatement. I’ve not been easy since we got north of Elderdale. This is the worst bit of the Hills, on the edge of the Cursed Lands, all the old stories agree on that. You know there’s only one thing about this makes me happy.”


  “What would that be?” Kormak asked.


  “The soft southern bastards we’re chasing must like the rain and the cold even less than I do.”


  He returned to peering ahead as if somehow he could see through the grey downpour if only he looked hard enough. “What you think we’re going to find?” he asked, looking at Kormak sidelong. “When we get there I mean.”


  “I don’t know,” said Kormak. “Nothing good.”


  “They say the Defiler had ten king’s ransoms in treasure buried with him.”


  “Is that why you came?”


  “The thought did not discourage me.”


  “If we find any gold that’s not tainted we’ll split it.”


  “They say spending gets rid of the taint on gold.”


  “No, it doesn’t. Not if the Shadow has seeped into it.”


  “I know, Guardian. It was a joke. You can’t grow up in these hills without hearing about that. There’s a lot of stuff you can’t grow up without hearing.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like don’t stray too near a barrow after dark. People disappear when they do, you know, even when the barrows are closed. They just vanish, no one knows what happened to them. They say they were dragged down by the wights. You think that’s possible?”


  “I’ve seen stranger things.”


  “I’ll bet you have. You ever seen dead men walking, afore now, I mean?”


  Kormak nodded.


  “It’s kind of reassuring that you’re still here then.” He fell silent and they rode on through the rain. All around them the hills loomed. Huge boulders looked like toppled standing stones. Maybe they were.


  


  They found shelter for the night off the road. Large rocks surrounded them. They arranged smaller rocks to form a barrier and a windbreak and they built a fire. It was getting colder the further they progressed into the hills but at least the rain had stopped. Overhead stars twinkled in the sky and the moon’s face was visible through a gap in the scudding clouds. Kormak studied his companions by the fire’s light. Mostly they looked shadowy. The wolf’s eyes reflected the flames oddly. One corner of the sky was greenishly lit by the fires of the Great Comet.


  “It’s much brighter tonight,” said Brandon. “Why do you think that is?”


  “It is a sign that evil times are coming,” said Lucas.


  “You can never go wrong with a prophesy like that,” said Kormak. “Evil times are always coming.”


  “Then those who say that are pretty much always right,” Lucas responded.


  Kormak rose and moving away from the fire, he went up to the low barrier and stared out into the darkness. He did not want to ruin his night vision by looking too long at the flames. He could hear the other’s talking. It was reassuring just to hear voices in the cold of the Barrow Hills night.


  “That is a bet you would win. I think...” Lucas’s words were cut off by a long, hideous undulating cry. It echoed through the cold night air. The horses whinnied in fear and Kormak was glad they were corralled by the barrier. Brandon rose to gentle the steeds.


  “What in the Sun’s Light was that?” he asked.


  “A ghoul,” said Lucas. “Nasty bastards. These hills are full of them. It’s probably caught our scent or the scent of the horses. They love the flesh of man or horse, providing it has rotted long enough.


  “They say armies of them roamed the hills after the Defiler’s Curse,” said Aisha.


  “Plenty of rotting bodies for them then, I suppose” said Lucas.


  “It sounds like a damned soul howling in torment,” said Brandon.


  “I would not know, Sunlander. I have never heard any of those. I’ve heard these before though. We should be safe enough in a group like this providing there’s not a big pack of them.”


  As if to mock his words, more howling erupted from the hills around them, echoing all the valleys. Brandon’s hand reached for his sword. Lucas picked up his bow.


  “Best build up the fire,” Kormak said. “Just in case.”


  He clambered up onto a large boulder and squatted there so that he could get a better view of their surroundings. He thought that he could see a group of shadowy figures moving across the valley. They were about the size of men but something about their posture told him they were not. As he watched they began to lope closer. They were lean and long limbed and moved from upright to running on all fours quite easily.


  Kormak felt someone else climbing beside him. Lucas joined him. He grinned and said, “Ghouls all right, a hunting pack and we’re in their territory.”


  Casually he strung his bow and selected an arrow. He sighted at one of the pack and pulled. His arrow whizzed into the night. One of the ghouls made a sound like a dog whose tail has been trod on only much louder. The rest of the pack came on at greater speed.


  Kormak watched the ghouls lope closer. Lucas fired another arrow. It took one through the heart and knocked it over. It began to scrabble to its feet once more. Kormak was reminded of the hill-man’s encounter with the strangers they were pursuing. The ghouls had the same kind of resilience to mortal weapons. Kormak drew his blade. He was used to fighting such foes and it was rare to find anything that dwarf-forged steel could not cut.


  As the first ghoul reached them, it sprang, a weird cavorting leap that brought it crashing down on the top of the rock. It was a jump no mortal man could have made. Kormak struck, a clean blow that separated the monster’s head from its shoulders. The flesh sizzled where he cut, and drops of black fluid, more like melted flesh than blood, dripped. The headless body moved on, crashing down next to their companions.


  Lucas fired again. This time his arrow pinned a ghoul’s foot to the ground. Kormak leapt down amid the pack of monsters. His blade flashed left and right and two more of the creatures fell. A clawed hand grasped his arm before he could react. Strange charnel breath-fumes hit him. He felt dizzy for a moment and expelled all the air from his lungs in case of poison. A grey flash came out of the gloom and the ghoul toppled as Shae ripped at his throat. Its claws tore free from Kormak’s arm, leaving great gauges in the leather of his jerkin and drawing blood from the muscles of his bicep.


  Ignoring the pain, Kormak stepped forward, blade flickering out. The runes on it glowed now and the ghouls’ yelps held a panicked quality. This was not what they had been expecting from their prey at all. A bull-like bellow ripped through the air and Brandon charged into the fray wielding his greatsword two handed. It tore through even the unnaturally resilient rubbery flesh of the ghouls. Another arrow flashed out of the night. This time it took a ghoul through the eye. It was either a fantastically skilful or a fantastically lucky shot under the circumstances.


  Kormak kept attacking, fast as a great cat, striking down a ghoul with every blow. Within another few moments, the ghouls were fleeing into the night. Shae started to race in pursuit until Aisha called him back. Kormak turned to see what had happened to the others. Aisha stood with a bared dagger. Lucas was still perched atop the rock, bow in hand, shooting at the fleeing ghouls. Sir Brandon was chopping the corpses up with his blade although whether this was driven by fury and fear or a sensible desire to make sure the things did not rise up again was beyond Kormak’s ability to tell at that moment.


  He looked out into the dark. With the ghouls in retreat there was no obvious threat. He shouted for Brandon to stop, not wanting to get too close to the big man in case he was in some sort of berserk rage. He had to shout again and again until it was obvious Brandon heard him. He looked up, jaws working in fury, lips curled in a fighting sneer. He shook his head as if to clear it and then he gave a rictus grin that was closer to a snarl than a smile.


  Lucas dropped from the rock and began to pick up the few arrows that were still usable. “Nicely done,” he said as he walked past Kormak. “You know how to use that sword.”


  


  


  “Sit still and stop fidgeting,” Aisha said. Kormak did as he was told as she rubbed the herbal salve into the wounds. “Often these things can become corrupted.”


  “I know,” Kormak said. “I have been wounded before.”


  “I can tell by the scars,” she said. “But you’ve never been bitten by a ghoul or you would not be so cheerful.”


  “They say the bite is poisonous,” said Kormak. “Or that it carries some wasting disease.


  “Think of all the rotten meat between their teeth. That would be enough to poison most men if it got into their blood,” she said. “Anyway essence of guildwart should prevent that from happening. I could try some healing charms if you would take off your amulets.”


  “Not necessary,” said Kormak.


  “You’re not a very trusting man, Guardian,” said Aisha.


  “Life has given me no reason to be.”


  Around the fire, the others chatted and smiled. The atmosphere had definitely changed for the better. Lucas and Sir Brandon talked like old comrades. Kormak smiled. He had seen this sort of thing happen after battles. There was nothing like facing a common foe to forge bonds between warriors. For once even the gloom of the Barrow Hills seemed to have lifted.


  “I don’t think I have ever seen better shooting,” Brandon said. “You had half those ghouls down before I even got to them,” Sir Brandon said.


  “I got one or two,” Lucas allowed. “But Sir Kormak got most of them. Best swordsman I have ever seen.”


  “You are not the first to say that,” said Sir Brandon. “I’ve only known two who were better.”


  Kormak raised an eyebrow. “I am sure you are going to tell us who.”


  Aisha rubbed the ointment into the wound. The faint smell of something bitter touched his nostrils. There was a stinging sensation that quickly vanished.


  “Your old master, Malan,” Brandon said.


  Kormak nodded. “I will give you that one.”


  “The King’s Champion Dalian.”


  “He was a very good swordsman,” Kormak said.


  “But you think you are better,” said Brandon.


  “He was good in a tournament,” said Kormak.


  “Look at him, he kills a few ghouls and he thinks he’s better than the royal champion,” said Sir Brandon. There was a joshing undertone to his voice and something else, a little darker.


  “No shame in being bested by a King’s Champion,” said Lucas.


  “He never bested me because we never fought.”


  “You think you could have beaten him?”


  “We’ll never know. I’m not ever likely to fight him.”


  “You could always challenge him,” said Brandon.


  “Why would I do that?”


  “Then you would know.”


  “I don’t fight for fun,” Kormak said. “And I don’t fight to prove how brave I am.”


  He let those words hang in the air for the moment to see whether the knight would pick up on them. Kormak remembered his fury earlier. These comments were not really about him but he was stung by his friend’s attempts to needle him.


  “No. You fight to kill things,” said Brandon. Aisha looked at him. Clearly she had picked up on the strange currents in the conversation.


  “You all fought like heroes tonight,” she said. “And I am grateful for that. I can see that none of you were afraid of the ghouls.”


  “I was,” said Lucas. “I don’t mind telling you that. When I saw that pack coming for us I thought my life was over.”


  For some reason his words seemed to calm Brandon. “Forgive me, Kormak. My blood is flowing fast tonight. It was the fight. I do not question your courage or your skill.”


  “There is nothing to forgive,” Kormak said. He knew whose courage and skill the Sunlander knight was really questioning; his own.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  THE LAND LOOKED worse as they moved on, even bleaker and more empty. Grey clouds hid the sun. A smell of rot drifted on the wind, and sometimes Kormak found there was a strange taste in his mouth as if invisible spores had somehow found their way in. His tongue tingled at times and he felt dizzy in the saddle. He pulled out the wraithstone amulet. It was a little darker, and black threads seemed to be extending itself through the core of the stone. They were in a shadowblight, for sure.


  Kormak and Brandon rode beside each other. Lucas was at the front, on point, watching the road. Aisha rode behind them with Shae. The wolf’s tail hung between its legs and sometimes it raised its muzzle, sniffed the air and whimpered. Sometimes it snarled fiercely.


  “I don’t like this smell,” said Brandon. He wrinkled his nose. The huge moustache lifted like a raised eyebrow.


  Kormak said,“There is a taint on this land, the effect of the Defiler’s curse. Dark sorcery curdled an entire nation, turning the land sour, filling it with evil magical energies.”


  “You were never the most reassuring travelling companion, Kormak.”


  “I would not have believed things could be so bad up here after all these centuries.”


  “Not many folk come this way and many of those who do, don’t come back. The sort of people who come here are not the type to let a little dark magic bother them either.”


  “I am not at all sure things have not gotten worse recently. There is a feeling in the air as of something coming awake, of a power stirring.”


  “You think it’s your necromancer friend up to his tricks?” He was trying to keep his tone light but Kormak heard the fear underneath.


  “It’s possible.”


  Brandon wrinkled his nose again as a gust of the cold wind brought more of the foul smell. Kormak felt as if something was catching at the back of his throat. Brandon started to cough.


  “What do you think of the hill-man?” he asked.


  “He seems alright,” Kormak said. “He’s brave enough.”


  “I was thinking the same. He fought well last night.”


  “The wolf fought well too,” said Kormak.


  “It’s a beast and everyone knows they don’t like unnatural things.”


  “It is more than a mere beast.”


  “Familiar?”


  “Something of the sort.”


  “I will take your word for it. She’s an odd one as well.”


  “No odder than any other witch.”


  “I don’t have a lot of experience of those. I just think sometimes she behaves like a great lady at court and other times she reminds me of old Agnetha back in Hungerdale.”


  “I’ll need to have words with her,” said Kormak. “There’s things that need to be said before we reach the end of this road.”


  


  


  The hills grew more bleak. The few trees were white barked, blotched with fungus, leaves a rotting black. The worst thing about them was that they still possessed a diseased life, tentacular roots holding onto the blighted soil of the Cursed Lands like the grasping fist of a miser clutching his last copper coin.


  Clusters of rock, some of them inscribed with black and white spiral runes emerged from the blasted landscape. Tumbled buildings, marked with the moon and skull emblem of Kharon, marred the hillsides, the burned out remains of what once had been fortified hilltop towns. Empty windows watched them pass. Something about them reminded Kormak of the eyes of skulls. Kormak felt the weight of ages press down on him. Time and death lay heavy on this land.


  Clouds had settled on the tops of some of the hills, great monsters of fog waiting to swallow anyone who rode into their billows.


  The Cursed Lands really did seem haunted. It was easy to imagine ghostly sentinels watching them from the stumps of those destroyed watchtowers. Kormak had passed through many places blighted by the Shadow but rarely so vast or so tainted. The power of the Defiler must have been great indeed for his curse to have been so strong. He said as much aloud.


  “It need not be so,” said Aisha. “There are some places where the Shadow is stronger anyway, where old curdled magic lies heavy.”


  She sounded as distantly thoughtful as he had, and seemed just as surprised to have spoken. All of them were looking at her now. “Generations of necromancers dwelled in this place. For centuries they worked their evil wills. They made sacrifices. They worked the darkest of magics. That will leave its taint. Some ancients claimed that such magic draws the Shadow to it, others that it is merely a filthy residue left by the spells themselves.”


  “These are not good things to know,” Brandon said. He eyed her suspiciously. “Where did you learn them?”


  “I am a scholar of sorts, Sir Brandon. I have picked up many odd bits of lore in my time.”


  “You think the fact that the necromancers worked their magic here led to the Shadow tainting their land.”


  She shrugged. “It may be that the Shadow already was in this place, that it made necromancy easy and twisted the minds of the Kharonians. Once they started working the spells all of that was reinforced. It has happened in other places at other times. People forget.”


  Kormak’s eyes narrowed. This was the sort of thing his Order had taught him during his noviciate. He could remember the dry voice of old Frater Orice reciting the tale of the fall of the Kingdoms of the Sunrise from the Deed of Saint Marcus.


  “Does it really matter how the land became tainted?” Lucas asked. “The problem is that it is and we are here and we need to pass through it.”


  Shae whimpered uneasily, paused to sniff the air, and then hurried into Aisha’s shadow. She glanced around with nervous eyes. Kormak wondered what she could see. Witches could often perceive what ordinary mortals did not.


  He suspected he had some idea. The whole land seemed to watch them resentfully, like a vast monstrous thing waiting to spring on them when their guard was down. He had rarely been in a land that felt so inimical to the living, as if the Curse of the Defiler was a vast sentient thing that animated all around them with its fathomless malice.


  Sometimes Kormak thought he caught hints of movement. He was not sure what they were and that disturbed him. Sometimes it seemed to him that the shadows were in the wrong place, that clouds of mist billowed in slightly the wrong direction for the prevailing wind.


  “I don’t like this at all,” said Lucas. “There’s something out there, watching us, and it’s hungry.”


  So he felt it as well. Kormak studied the sky. It was overcast, the light of the sun was wan, but still too strong for Old Ones to be abroad. Few creatures of Shadow would walk in its light unless they had a mortal host to protect them from its beams. As far as he could tell they would still be safe until nightfall.


  It did not mean that they were unobserved though. Some of the Old Ones could perceive mortals in their dreams, as if their consciousnesses had become unshackled from their bodies. Many of the undead could sense the presence of the living as they walked across the land in which they were buried. In daylight, they were, perhaps, safe from assault but they were not hidden.


  Some of the most powerful of the inhumans could work magic even in the sun’s light, reaching out from their sunken lairs to affect the weather or the minds of mortal men, causing them to walk astray, into traps and mazes of spells. He thought of how the wight had trapped those children back in Brandon’s village. He thought of little Olaf and suppressed his feelings of guilt. No, it was well not to assume that they were safe simply because the Holy Sun was in the sky.


  “Why did the Solarians come here anyway,” grumbled Brandon. “They had already seized the nice, warm southlands when they came over the Ocean. What was up here they could possibly want?”


  “Mines full of silver and tin and copper,” Lucas said.


  “A land full of sorcerous enemies,” said Kormak.


  “I think Lucas was right,” Aisha said. “Something is definitely out there, watching us.”


  “You can sense it?” Kormak asked.


  She nodded. “Shae can too.”


  “He does not look too happy.”


  “He is not easily upset but he does not like this place.”


  “Then we should pay attention to him,” said Kormak. He eyed the witch as suspiciously as she looked at him. There were too many secrets in the air. He needed to find out what she knew and soon.


  “What in the name of the Holy Sun?” said Brandon. Kormak looked around. Mist had gathered about them, keeping its distance like an army awaiting the order to charge, wraith-like shapes moving within it.


  “Stay close,” said Aisha.


  


  


  The watery sunlight got weaker and the clouds of mist on the hills became denser. They seemed to move like living things.


  “There’s nothing natural about that fog,” said Lucas.


  “I know,” said Brandon. “It’s almost as if it’s stalking us.” There was an edge of fear to his voice. “I don’t mind telling you it’s getting on my nerves. If there’s something a sword can cut I will fight it but how do you fight mist?”


  “It has not attacked us,” said Kormak, wanting to put an end to this chatter before it went any further. “So you don’t need to.”


  “It has not attacked us… yet,” said Brandon. As if in response to the conversation the mist had come closer, tendrils reaching out like tentacles, one of them crossed the road ahead, partially blocking it.


  Shae's ears pricked up. They all stopped and listened. After a minute, Kormak heard it too. It was a small, clicking noise, like hundreds of tiny needles being run across the teeth of an ivory comb.


  “What is that?” Brandon asked. He was looking directly at Kormak.


  “I don’t know,” said the Guardian. He got down from the saddle and put his hand on the hilt of his blade. He peered into the gloom. Small patches of shadow seemed to moving in the mist at ground level. They reminded him of small, scuttling animals, but they moved backwards and forwards with a crazed purpose and intensity. He moved forward and they and the mist retreated in front of him. A similar soft, sinister noise could be heard from further up the slope. It seemed that whatever the things were, more of them were coming. They were gathering in a fashion that Kormak did not like.


  He glanced over at Aisha. She shook her head. The horses were becoming very skittish. They liked what was happening no more than Shae did. Tendrils of mist were lapping all around them now, cutting off everything from sight. Kormak moved back towards the group, not wanting to get separated from them, in case of attack.


  “Any idea what it is?” he asked Aisha.


  “Shae thinks it’s something dead.” It was a sign of how worried the others were that they seemed to pay no attention to the fact she was telling them what the wolf thought. They had other, even more sinister types of sorcery on their mind.


  “Something?”


  “Lots of somethings, coming closer.”


  Clouds of greenishly glowing fireflies shimmered in the mist. As Kormak studied the phosphorescent lights moving around them, he noticed they appeared to be twinned, moving in pairs. It took another heartbeat for the realisation to sink in.


  “Eyes,” he said. As if giving voice to the thing made it so, it immediately became evident that he was right. Behind the glowing eyes, small forms became obvious, scurrying through the gloom. The clicking sound grew more intense. Shae moved closer to Aisha then suddenly something emerged from the mist and nipped at his legs.


  It was a rat, or rather the mummified corpse of a rat. Moments later another and then another emerged. Some of them were little more than walking skeletons, others still had parchment flesh clinging to them. They crunched under the hooves of the horses, splintered when Shae bit them but that did not stop them coming.


  The horses neighed in terror as a gigantic tide of undead vermin seethed out of the gloom and flowed over them, biting, scratching, sawing at flesh with the sharp edges of bone and vertebrae.


  Kormak pulled his sword from the scabbard and lashed out around him. His blade reduced the tiny things to heaps of blackened bone but there were thousands of them, and they fought and moved as if guided by a single mind, scampering up cloaks, clambering all over the living. One of them was in Aisha’s hair, its long tail scratching at her cheek as it curved around it.


  His sword flickered out, caught the mummified rat on its tip and flicked it away to the ground. Bones crunched under horses hooves. They whinnied and screamed as the unnatural horde swept around them. There were just too many of them to fight. Smashing one or two or even five or ten would not stop them. Their individual bites and scratches seemed negligible but it was only a matter of time before eyes were lost or a panicked horse threw its rider. And who knew what diseases or poisons or wicked magic the bites of such things might contain? He vaulted back up into the saddle.


  “Ride!” he shouted, “Get out of the mist!”


  In response to his command, the others rode, fleeing along the path as fast as their mounts would carry them. Kormak held back. The pack seemed to be avoiding him, perhaps because of fear of his blade or because of the Elder Signs he wore. The vermin swarmed off in pursuit of the other riders but had difficulty keeping up and returned to surround him.


  Thousands of tiny green glowing eyes looked at him. He was pierced by a sense of their malevolence and of a strange intelligence contemplating him. Thousands of tiny jaws opened as if trying to speak and failing.


  The vermin swarmed towards him. He spurred his horse into their midst, slashing with his blade, burning scores of them, even as more tried to clamber over him. Instinctively he flailed his arm, casting off a larger than usual mummified rat that was moving up his arm.


  A moment later he emerged into wan sunlight on the cold hillside and saw the others looking at him. An evil smelling smoke rose from the corpses of the vermin that still clung to him and they fell to the ground all animation lost. The light died in their eyes.


  “What was that?” Brandon asked him as he rode up.


  “I don’t know but we need to get as far away from it as possible while the sun is above the horizon.”


  The others needed no further encouragement. They rode as if demons were at their heels. The path carried them deeper and deeper into the Cursed Lands.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  THEY RODE ON through the gathering gloom, glancing over their shoulders at the moving mists, passing tumbled down buildings which still bore the signs of war even after all these centuries. The stonework showed cracks from intense heat, their roofs were open to the sky. A conquering army had passed this way.


  The symbols of Kharon were inscribed on the walls of some of the buildings, having survived obvious attempts to deface them. There were more skeletal faces, leering and inhuman, set upon what looked like lunar disks. There were things that looked like the skulls of beings other than human, faces obviously distorted, possessed of fangs.


  Kormak did not think that this was because the artists lacked the skill to depict human skulls either. It was clear that they were getting closer to the heart of the ancient kingdom with every step. At least there was no more mist close to them, although pockets of the stuff boiled near the road.


  On a hilltop ahead of them was a tall tower, partially tumbled. From its peak glowed a soft light. Kormak pointed and said, “We will camp there for the night.”


  “As you say, Guardian,” said Lucas. Aisha nodded, clearly understanding what it was. Shae's ears perked up and his tail wagged for the first time since they had entered the Cursed Lands.


  “What is it?” asked Brandon.


  “It is a First Empire Watchtower, and it looks like the wardstone still functions. If nothing else, we will have a safe campsite for the night.”


  It was easy to tell that the tower had been built by a different people than those who had raised the burned-out villages they had passed. Even though it was made from local stone, the lines were cleaner and less crude. There was an arch over the doorway on which an Elder Sign had been carved along with the winged sun emblem of the Solari, a symbol still echoed through all the Temples of the Holy Sun to this day.


  Kormak felt his heart lift when he passed through the entrance. This felt like sacred ground, of the sort that could be found in the Chapter Houses of his Order and the sanctuaries of the great temples and cathedrals.


  He entered a bare low-ceilinged room. A flight of ancient steps rose up out of it onto another floor. Someone had left rune signs inscribed with a stone on the floor. Kormak inspected them.


  “What are they?” he asked.


  “Watcher sign,” said Lucas. “I’ve seen them before. They leave messages for each other this way in places they consider safe or are likely to pass.”


  “This does not look too recent,” Kormak said.


  Lucas shrugged. “At least we know one of them passed this way, that they come to the Cursed Lands.”


  Kormak looked at Aisha. She was looking at the signs closely. “It is a variant of Hardic rune-script,” she said. “That was a language old even when the Solar Empire was at its height.”


  “What does it say?”


  “Shadows lengthen,” she said. “Keep watch.”


  “Is that all?”


  “It might be a code phrase. It has a ritual sound to it, a reminder of duty. It might mean all is well.” She spoke slowly, considering her words. Kormak felt as if she could say more if she wanted to, which she clearly did not.


  “Or it could be a warning,” said Brandon.


  Kormak headed upstairs. There were three stories, all empty and then he reached the roof. On it was a large crystal, the size of a helmet, inscribed with an Elder Sign, glowing very softly. He reached out to touch it and felt very faintly the tingle of magic within it.


  “A Solari Watchstone,” he said. He knew this sort of thing. It was a ward against the Shadow and against Old Ones. Evil magic would not work within the radius of its glow. Its light would cause an Old One pain at the least, dissolution at the worst, although he doubted this one was strong enough now. “An Eye of the Sun.”


  “It is very old,” Aisha said from behind him. “And almost has ceased to function. If you look closely you can see dark veins within it, where the Shadow on this land has seeped in.”


  “We should still be safe here,” he said. She nodded.


  “It is lovely in its way,” she reached out and touched it very deliberately. He realised she was doing it to show him that she could. Her hand would have burned if she was touched by Shadow.


  “There are protections that allow even a shadowchild to handle such things,” Kormak said. Her smile was a little sad.


  “I know,” she said. “There are no perfect defences against the Evil That Waits.”


  “Against anything,” he said. They stared at each other in silence, neither wanting to be the first to speak.


  She looked out into the gathering twilight. Pockets of mist had started to form in hollows near them, but from this height they still had a clear view over leagues of terrain.


  “The Legionaries of the Sun once stood here,” she said softly. “When they came to fight the evil of Kharon. They built this tower as part of a chain of fortifications to shield their advance. They were always methodical when they did such things. It was their way.”


  “They probably sheltered here when the Defiler’s Curse fell on the land and they were fleeing southward,” said Kormak. “Its magic might have shielded them against even that.”


  “It did,” said Aisha. “I have read the account of the retreat written by General Leonidas.”


  “When did you do that?”


  “When I was an apprentice,” she said.


  “An apprentice what?”


  “You would say witch.”


  “You would say something different?”


  “It does not matter,” she said. “In this matter we are on the same side.”


  “I would like to believe that,” said Kormak.


  “But you don’t.”


  “Let us just say I am not convinced.”


  “Your way of life has left you very suspicious.”


  “But alive,” he said.


  She smiled. “It has that to recommend it, I suppose.”


  “I wanted to thank you for looking at my wound last night. It seems to be healing cleanly,” Kormak said.


  “I think you heal better than most men anyway.”


  “I am blessed by the Sun,” said Kormak.


  He meant it to sound ironic but she looked at him warily and said, “I suspect you are. You would not have lived so long otherwise. You heal fast and I would bet that most diseases do not touch you, and those that do leave you quickly.”


  Kormak looked away. He did not want to discuss the secrets of his Order with her.


  Aisha smiled. “My ears were burning earlier today. Were you talking about me to your friend?”


  Kormak looked at the wolf and wondered how much she had in common with it. Had she heard everything they had said. “Sir Brandon is curious about you.”


  “And you are not?”


  “I already know you have bonded with the wolf or the spirit that inhabits it.” She tilted her head to one side and smiled slightly. The gesture reminded him of the wolf.


  “I can see I have few secrets from you.”


  “You don’t deny any of this then?”


  “Why should I? You have clearly made up your mind and any denial would be useless.”


  “And you follow the Old Faith, don’t you? You worship the Moon.”


  “At least you are polite. Most Sun worshippers call us moondogs.”


  “I have been in places where the term was justified.”


  “No doubt. And I have been in places where the Lords of the Sun burn the followers of the Old Faith.”


  “We could stand here all night reciting old wrongs,” said Kormak.


  “Some not so old,” Aisha said. “But you are right. The time has come for plain speaking between us, Sir Kormak.”


  “Why are you here, following the barrow openers?”


  “I am concerned by what they might do.”


  “How so? This is not your land. How could what happens here affect you? You have come a very long way to involve yourself.”


  “The same could be said of you.”


  “I am here because of oaths I swore and the duty I must perform.”


  “Perhaps I am here for the same reason.”


  “You are not a Guardian.”


  “Other people than your Order oppose the Shadow, Sir Kormak. If that were not so it would have swallowed this world a long time ago.” She took out the amulet she had taken from the dead ranger, looked at it reflectively then seemed to come to some sort of decision. She produced a second amulet, identical to the first.


  “I am a Watcher, Martin was one too.”


  “I thought they were just another northern hill-clan.”


  “They use the name because it is their function to watch the Cursed Lands and the Barrow Hills. There are other watchers elsewhere. They follow the Old Faith but they are sworn to oppose the Shadow.” Kormak considered her words. He had heard tales of such things. A secret society was very much the Lunar way.


  “A Watcher— what do you watch for?”


  “The coming of evil. Shadowfall.”


  “Why are you here now? It is more than that, isn’t it? There is some connection between you and this necromancer, Morghael.”


  From her expression Kormak could see that his shaft had hit true. “You know him, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “How do you know him?”


  “He is my brother.”


  That took Kormak aback. She smiled. “I can see there are some things you do not know. My brother is a necromancer and a very powerful one. The gift for sorcery runs strongly in my family. It always has.”


  “He is a necromancer and you are not.”


  She gestured to the wolf. “I followed a different path and that is the core of the thing.”


  “How so?”


  “My brother and I were both Watchers, as was our father before us. Our family were entrusted with the safekeeping of certain objects and scrolls. My brother read the wrong books, became obsessed with the darker paths. He stole from the Order and used the knowledge he had wrongly gained to build his army. Word came to us that he had fled north. I came to try and stop him.”


  “On your own? When he had his men and his undead creatures to protect him?”


  “I have counter-spells against the undead. You saw me work one back in Hungerdale. And I had hoped to raise the Watchers of this land, but my brother had obviously thought of that.”


  “How so?”


  “He lit a signal fire at the agreed meeting place, the place where we first met. A Watcher is always somewhere near there in case of need. Morghael lured Martin there and killed him. Martin would have been my contact with his kin. Now if I encounter them it will be accidental.”


  “There must be fallbacks.”


  “There are but it would take too long to use them.”


  “The creatures with your brother, what are they?”


  “Some of them are his acolytes no doubt. Some of them are things he found in the old tombs of Kasuliyan and called back from beyond.”


  “It was one of those things that drove Lucas and his brothers away then. The thing they riddled with arrows but could not kill.”


  “Yes.” Kormak found he was a little angry.


  “Why did you not tell me this before?”


  “I did not trust you.”


  “You did not trust me?”


  “Ah, I see, only you have the right to mistrust other people. We are all supposed to be able to see how righteous you are by your mere appearance. I have news for you, Sir Kormak; your Order is known to be a corrupt one. And perhaps you don’t understand what you are to many of my people. You are the mailed fist of the Sun, your god’s executioner.”


  Kormak turned this over in his mind. She had a point.


  She pressed her advantage. “Did you trust me when first we met? Do you trust me now, for that matter?”


  “I trust you a little more since we’ve had this conversation,” Kormak said.


  “And I have had some time to observe you,” she said. “Perhaps we can both be a little more trusting.”


  Kormak looked at her. She seemed very serious. He was not sure how to take her.


  “Have I answered all of your questions to your satisfaction, Sir Kormak, or do you have any more.”


  “The Tinkers - what is your connection with them?”


  “They are distant kin. They trade in goods and information. The Spymasters of your Order know this. It seems to me that I have given you a great deal of information and not gotten a great deal in return.”


  “What do you wish to know?”


  “Will you really kill Morghael when we meet him?”


  “Yes. I don’t have any choice given what he has done. Does that trouble you?”


  “I welcome it.”


  “That’s not a very filial sentiment?”


  “Morghael betrayed a trust that has been in our family for centuries. He betrayed me. He betrayed our father. He will work great evil. He is doing so already. Can you not sense it? Already the Shadow is wakening in this land. It has been dormant a long time. It is rising now.”


  Kormak thought of the lights he had seen in the Barrow Hills, of his own sense of gathering doom, and he could see she was right.


  “What has he done?”


  “He is calling the Black Sun to rise again over Forghast.”


  “How will he do that? The tomb was sealed and cannot be opened.” He wondered if she knew about the keys; pretending ignorance was the easiest way to find out.


  “There is a way,” said Aisha.


  “Somehow I knew you were going to tell me that.”


  “The Defiler planned for his defeat. He knew he was going to be sealed in his tomb. Before the Solari besieged Forghast three of his lieutenants fled the city, each with one of the keys to his tomb. They were to return when the time was right and free him.”


  “Three? It makes sense, I suppose. If something happened to one of them, the other would have the key.”


  Aisha shook her head. “It was not that at all. He did not trust any of his people and they did not trust each other. He picked three who hated each other, who would not form a cabal against him. Each of them needed to be present with his key to open the ziggurat.”


  “Why would they do that?”


  “Because he made them promises, could grant them power, would raise them above all his other minions.”


  “What stopped them from doing it?”


  “One of them was intercepted by our agents. They took his torc and condemned him to death. No one knew what happened to the others. It was commonly assumed that they died and that the torcs were lost with them.”


  “Is that what happened?”


  “Perhaps. It is also possible the torcs were passed on. They were objects of great power in and of themselves. Necromancers would find them useful.”


  “That’s not all is it?”


  “They were objects of power like I said, imbued with the potent essence of the Shadow. They would corrupt whatever was around them.”


  “You think they caused their owners to become tomb wights, to come into being where they were buried.”


  “If their owner was a necromancer and he had the torc in his possession, it is a not unlikely occurrence.”


  Kormak had already worked out another part of the story or so he thought. “The torc your Order captured— that was in your families possession, wasn’t it?”


  Aisha nodded. “My ancestor Torael was the one who took it. It was passed down the generations, kept in a lead-lined box, made of heartwood with Elder Signs worked in its surface in truesilver. My brother stole it when he murdered our father. It was the power of the torc that let him raise his first army. I think he was able to use its power to find the other ones.”


  “Sympathetic magic?”


  “There would probably be a resonance between such objects, given how they were created and by whom. The wards on the barrows would have shielded them for a long time but magic weakens and even Elder Signs get eroded by time. It’s quite possible that the Old Ones back in Elderdale might have helped him. They would have a lot of knowledge of this land. In any case, Morghael was obsessed with these things and he was a great scholar. If anyone could locate them, it is him.”


  “So by now, he has not one but three of these mystical artefacts and can draw on their power.”


  “I believe so.”


  “We need to stop him.”


  “If we can, Sir Kormak. If we can.”


  Green witchfires were rising in the distance, emerging from the pools of mist. He was reminded of the eyes of the vermin pack, but these were larger, by far. He hoped that did not mean they were more of a threat. He could not help but notice that they glowed the same shade of baleful green as the Great Comet.


  As he watched they began to drift towards the tower. They bore a resemblance to shadows cast on the mist itself, vague outlines of human beings and other things. It was as if glowing figures within the fog were casting their outlines on the billows.


  “What are they?” Kormak asked.


  “Products of the curse,” Aisha said.


  “Ghosts?”


  She shrugged and drew her cloak tighter around her lovely shoulders. The figures moved closer, as the mist billowed forward to surround the tower. It stopped at the very edge of the pool of light cast by the watchstone. The eerie, glowing figures moved within it. Outlines of people, garbed in flowing robes, and strangely cut clothes, and sometimes what looked like the armoured shapes of shield-bearing warriors.


  “They cannot harm us as long as we stay within the tower,” Kormak said.


  “They may not be able to harm us even if we go out there,” said Aisha. “They may only be shadows.”


  “I have seen men killed by shadows before,” said Kormak.


  “You’ve led an interesting life.”


  Shae was whimpering. “I think he agrees with me, about the danger of those things,” Kormak said.


  “There’s a first time for everything. If you don’t mind I will go below and get the others,” she said. “We’ll all be safer up here in the wardstone’s light.”


  She walked below, taking Shae with her. Kormak stood there alone for a time watching the legions of the long dead move through the fog around them. He wondered what they felt, if they felt anything, or whether they were merely the echoes of men long gone from this haunted land. He wondered if he died here whether he would end up like that.


  In the end he gave up wondering and went below to hurry the others along.


  


  


  They sat round the watchstone, getting ready to face the night. The parapets partially sheltered them from the wind. Rain pattered and dripped. Kormak watched drops cause ripples in a puddle. The wolf looked up at him, the watchstone light reflected in the mirrors of its eyes.


  All of four of them chewed hard-tack and tried to warm themselves. None of them looked comfortable. None of them wanted to go below just yet, out of the charmed circle of illumination, even if that would take them out of the rain. All of them were aware of the eerie ghost lights hidden from their line of sight by the walls. Below them, on the bottom floor of the tower, the horses whinnied nervously. Something about the magic of the tower obviously calmed them enough to keep them there.


  “Tell me about your brother,” Kormak said. She had already told the others some of what she had told him. “What’s he like?”


  “A corrupt noble and you either know about them or you don’t.”


  “Can necromancers really bind the walking dead to their will,” Brandon asked. It was the part about binding them that impressed him. If you lived on the fringes of these hills there was nothing unusual in the idea that the dead might walk.


  “I believe so, although it’s not really my field of expertise,” said Aisha.


  “Why are you really chasing him?” Sir Brandon asked. Kormak had not told him about the Watchers. “What are you really after?”


  It was obvious he had not considered the possibility that he might give offence, or, if he had, he simply did not care. It looked like he had been at the flask again. This time he had not offered it to anybody, not even Kormak. He had been drinking quite steadily all through the ride.


  “I want him stopped. If he gains sufficient power, no place will be safe. He dreams of resurrecting ancient Kharon, of reuniting its fallen provinces, of being the greatest ruler since Gengiz.”


  “And this mask of the Defiler will make all that possible?” Brandon asked.


  “All that and more.”


  “How can that be?”


  “The Mask is a relic of the greatest necromancer who ever lived. According to the stories it was the source of his power.”


  Kormak felt something moving overhead. He looked up and saw something huge and bat-winged moving through the gloom. It was only there for a moment and then was gone. It obviously did not want to fly too close to the tower and its warding light.


  “What was that?” Sir Brandon asked.


  “Old One,” Kormak said. “And I think I know who.”


  “One of the Twins,” Aisha said.


  “The brother,” Kormak said.


  “It was moving north,” Lucas said. “Towards the Tomb Palace.”


  Kormak nodded.


  “I think one of the Old Ones has decided to take sides,” Aisha said. He noticed she did not bother to hide the gesture of reverence she made when she said the words Old Ones. He wondered if he was making a mistake trusting her.


  He would soon find out.


  


  


  In the morning mist covered the hills. It flowed all around them. Kormak could only see out to a few strides ahead. It was cold. The breath coming out from his mouth seemed to join the fog and make it stronger. The glowing shadows of the previous night were gone but he could not see more than a stone’s throw from the tower.


  Around him, the horses whinnied and Shae give a low bark. Kormak studied their surroundings for any sign of the vermin pack or something like it, but he could find none. It seemed they did not dare come close to the Watchtower. Perhaps it would be different further along the route.


  “It does not get any easier, does it?” Lucas said. "I never thought I would miss the rain but I'm starting to."


  "I just hope that we don't miss what we're looking for," Brandon said.


  "I don't think there's much chance of that," Kormak said. "We're looking for ancient Forghast. It was a huge city.”


  "I think this mist is an improvement," Brandon said after some thought. "At least I don't have to look at the bloody hills and the bloody ruins anymore."


  Breakfast was some dried meat and waybread. After that they mounted their horses and continued along the road. No one rode too fast in case they came across an obstruction. It would be all too easy for a horse to fall and break its leg. Kormak was worried that time was growing very short, that the ancient evil around them was very close to breaking out.


  As the morning wore on, the mist evaporated and the hills around them became visible once again. Huge rocks dotted the hillside and there were abandoned houses everywhere. They rode through a land that had once been densely populated – that much was obvious.


  There were no people now but the evidence of former occupation just made the place seem all the emptier. There was a loneliness about all this emptiness that was deeper and more stark than it would have been had there been no signs of habitation at all. It was a reminder that human presence in the Cursed Lands was a temporary thing and that the land could easily swallow an entire kingdom, leaving only shattered reminders that people had once lived here. War and plague and sorcery had destroyed the kingdom of Kharon. It made Kormak all too aware of how temporary all human life was and that got him thinking about the Old Ones.


  Malion was out there now, hiding from the sun, possibly in one of those ruined buildings, most likely in the city towards which they rode. There was no good reason for the Old One going there Kormak could think of. Either he intended to warn Morghael or he had some other nefarious purpose.


  Aisha rode up beside him, Shae trotting at the heels of her pony. She had a heavy cloak drawn tight around her shoulders and her dark hair peeked out from beneath the hood. “It is cold here,” she said. “Cold as one of the tombs in Kheshan.”


  “You’re a long way from Kheshan,” he said. “It is a lot warmer there.”


  She nodded. “You say you have been in the Southlands. Why was that?”


  “I was sent to recover a blade. One of the brothers had gone missing there.”


  “A Guardian?”


  “Yes. Only Guardians carry dwarf-forged blades.”


  “You found him?”


  “Yes.”


  “You don’t want to talk about it do you?”


  “That’s observant of you.”


  “Your Order always sends someone to reclaim your blades.”


  “Dwarf-forged blades are not so common. The dwarves will not make new ones now. They say they fulfilled their side of the bargain and we no longer have the means to pay them.”


  “You have talked to the Servants of the Old Ones?”


  “They would not thank you for calling them that. They prefer to be called the People of the Stone.”


  “Still, no matter what they like to be called, you have talked with them.”


  “Yes.”


  “What were they like?”


  “I don’t know. The chamber was deep beneath the mountain and they allow no light.”


  “I have heard it said that they have grown monstrous during their long time in the dark. That they do not want the eyes of anyone gazing upon them.”


  “You won’t hear it from me. I caught no sight of them. I heard only their voices.”


  Kormak paused for a moment, recollecting the strangeness of it, the way those inhuman, beautiful voices had echoed round the cavernous chambers. “It sounded like they were singing,” he said. “They did not sound like dwarves. I mean they did not sound small. Their voices were deep and thunderous. It was like listening to a giant.”


  “Will they send someone to reclaim your blade, if you fall here?”


  Kormak smiled sourly. “They always send someone.”


  “I am surprised your Order has lasted so long.”


  “There are still thousands of us, even in this much diminished age,” Kormak said. “Once we sent armies to fight in the name of the Holy Sun.”


  “They are not all Guardians though. They are mostly novices and laymen. There are less Guardians than there once were. Or so I have been told.”


  “You might be right.” He wondered why this was any concern of hers. It made him suspicious for a moment. He looked at the dead land around him, with its empty houses, their windows like the eye-sockets of skulls. “All things end,” he said. “Nations, knightly orders, the lives of men. The good and the evil.”


  “The Old Ones remain,” she said, her fingers moving smoothly through that gesture of respect. He shook his head.


  “Even they die,” he said. “I have killed some.”


  “You regret that, don’t you?”


  “Some of them,” he said. “I regret killing some men too. It does not change things.”


  “Killing changes many things,” she said. “That’s why people do it.”


  “It was the regret I was talking about.”


  “I suspect you are better at the killing than the regret, Sir Kormak.”


  “I won’t disagree.”


  Up ahead he could see that Brandon and Lucas had stopped. They were on the brow of a hill looking down.


  “I think they have found something,” Kormak said. He was glad to have an excuse to end the conversation. It had disturbed him and he was not sure why.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  “BY THE HOLY Sun, look at that,” said Brandon as Kormak and Aisha came up alongside him. Below them the ruins of Forghast sprawled as far as the eye could see, covering hillsides, filling valleys.


  It must have been a great city once, Kormak thought, greater by far than Norbury, as large at least as Vandemar at the end of the Holy Road beyond the Wall of Kings, which some said was the wealthiest and the wickedest city in the world as well as the largest.


  The city walls were huge, built by piling enormous stone upon enormous stone, like a drystane dyke built by giants. On some of those stones were inscribed runes taller by far than a man. On others, carved skull faces, many strides high, leered out.


  The walls had tumbled down in places, and the fallen stones were discoloured as if by fire or magic. Those would be the places the Solari had broken through when they had come out of the south, with fire and the sword and faith in the Holy Sun burning in their hearts.


  Closer inspection revealed that most of those buildings had been burned as well. Their roofs lay open to the sky. Throughout the city were the stumps of broken towers, the shattered shards hinting at how high they once must have reached. In the centre, on a hill, squatted an immense ziggurat. Terrace after terrace rose skyward until they reached an enormous shimmering black stone cap. The Tomb Palace covered an entire hillside, was as large as many a city itself. Flights of steps as wide as streets ran up its sides. Even at this distance, in the weak sunlight, it shimmered greenly, as if surrounded by a ghostly halo of magical energy. Just looking at it made Kormak feel queasy.


  “Tens of thousands must have lived here once,” Brandon said. “I would not have thought it so great.”


  “The necromancers lived in those fallen towers, and the greatest of them all dwelled within that black pyramid. Over that ziggurat the Black Sun rose,” Aisha said. “This was once the home of some of the most powerful sorcerers in the world.”


  “It’s the home of other things now, maybe worse things,” said Lucas. He sounded troubled as if he wanted to run and ride away. If he had, Kormak would not have blamed him.


  “That glow,” Brandon said. “What is it?”


  “Someone is working magic within the pyramid,” said Aisha. “They are invoking ancient spells. I think we can all guess who.”


  


  A breathless quiet lay over everything as they rode down towards the remains of Forghast. The hooves of their horses sounded too loud, ringing against the stone. Everything seemed to urge them to silence. It was as if they were in a titanic graveyard. There was a sense that noise might draw unwelcome attention, that there were things here best left undisturbed.


  Ahead of them a massive gate, five times the height of a man, pierced the wall. Monstrous doors of buckled bronze lay where they had fallen, warped by the impact of battering ram. The stones of the gateway were scorched black and Kormak wondered what kind of burning could still leave its char after centuries of northern wind and rain.


  He tried to picture what it must have been like here on the day Forghast fell, as a horde of tawny haired Solari smashed through this gate. He had seen cities fall in his time. He could picture the arrows darkening the sky as the desperate defenders fired down from the walls. He could hear the sizzle of boiling oil on flesh and the screams of the dying and the boom of a massive metal-beaked ram smashing against the bronze gates.


  The image seized his mind like a vision and for a moment he wondered if there was some more magic than mere imagination at work. Of course, this had been a city of necromancers. Some of the warriors would, even then, not have been numbered among the living. In the darkness, wights and other abominations would have taken part in the fray.


  They were on haunted ground. Many men had died here, and died horribly in a place where mages had worked the darkest of magic and the power of Shadow stained the land. In combination those things could have terrible results. It was no wonder this place was avoided by sane men. He could almost feel the taint that had seeped into the stones with the Defiler’s curse. It intensified with every heartbeat and every step.


  They passed under the shadow of the arch and out into the remains of the city.


  The bones of the unburied were strewn everywhere. Blackened skulls lay in the ruins. He could see vitrified wood where doors had burned black. A half melted shield clattered away from the hooves of his horse.


  “Did all these people fall in battle?” Brandon asked. “I’ve seen war in my time, the Holy Sun knows, but this must have been fought on a scale larger than anything in my lifetime.”


  “Many died of plague,” Aisha said. “The Defiler released it after he took his death wound, before his acolytes carried him below and sealed his tomb. It killed those who had killed his empire. It was part of his curse upon the land.”


  “And it was a terrible one,” said Brandon. His face looked pale in the gathering gloom. There was an odd scent in the air.


  A thought struck Kormak. “Perhaps he was sowing seeds.”


  “What do you mean,” Lucas asked.


  “What could be better for a necromancer than a city of corpses, a kingdom of the dead. You would not need tomb dust for these. This place is tainted with the Shadow.”


  Brandon looked at him sidelong. “You think he planned to return.”


  “He was a necromancer,” Kormak said. “He defied time and death. It is what those who dabble in those kinds of forbidden secrets always seek.”


  “Just as well those Sunlander priests slew him then,” said Lucas.


  “Did they though? If he could cheat death, he could return. He could outlast his foes. Those who opposed him have all gone to the grave. Now there is only us.”


  “You don’t think he is really still waiting, do you?” Brandon asked. Kormak looked at their frightened faces. What was he doing? They were scared enough without him giving voice to his own fears. Already the sun was starting to fall below the horizon and darkness was coming, as its watery light failed to pass through the barrier of clouds.


  “We’ve come a long way,” he said. “Not much further now.”


  


  Night came. Eldritch green light rising from the ziggurat underlit the moon-obscuring clouds. An odd haze crept between buildings. There was an odd fusty smell to it that Kormak did not like. The smell of rot was in the air. His tongue tingled. His hair felt sticky, his flesh unclean. Shae growled, his hackles rising. Aisha stroked his neck with her hand and gazed about. Kormak sensed something passing overhead again.


  The burned out buildings had turned into a maze. It was hard to find a way forward through the endless warren of ruins and bones. He had a crawling feeling between his shoulder-blades. Somewhere out there in the darkness something huge and inimical was stirring. He began to think he was hearing furtive noises, almost too faint to be picked up. When he looked away, Kormak could still see the shapes shimmering in his vision.


  “Morghael is awakening old and evil magic,” said Aisha. They passed into a wide street and the bulk of the buildings cut off their view of the ziggurat. Mist continued to rise. Dots of greenish light swarmed through the air, like clouds of fireflies. Sometimes they settled on a pile of corpses and sank in and vanished.


  Shae stood still now, his ears pricked up, his nose twitching. His teeth bared in a snarl. He began to growl. Kormak was not sure whether it was from anger or fear. The horses whinnied nervously. Brandon’s warhorse seemed ready to attack. Kormak’s beast had been trained to endure whatever, but the rest seemed on the verge of bolting.


  “There’s something out there,” Lucas said. “I can feel it.”


  A bat-winged shape swept over them and vanished into the fog. “The Old One passes us in the night,” Aisha said.


  “Or hunts us,” said Lucas. He did not sound happy with that idea. He looked at Kormak’s blade significantly.


  “If it attacks us, I will kill it,” said Kormak. It was perhaps the wrong thing to say. Neither Lucas not Brandon looked comfortable with the idea of being attacked by an Old One. Aisha looked dismayed, perhaps by his mention of slaying one of those who her faith regarded in the same way as followers of the Holy Sun regarded saints or angels.


  The mist grew thicker and thicker. Parts of it were luminescent, strands pulsed with soft, sinister greenish light. These quested through the gloom as if seeking something. Sometimes they came close, like the fumbling fingers of a blind man, but retreated when they came into contact with the living.


  Kormak could see no further than a few arms lengths ahead. He breathed in the air. It felt curdled in his lungs, as if the Shadow tainted even his breath. He looked at the Elder Sign he bore. It glowed bright as a star and felt warm to the touch. He felt sure that this was what had repelled the tendrils of shimmering mist.


  “We should find a place to hole up for the night,” said Lucas.


  “The horses are restless,” said Brandon.


  “We cannot see where to go,” said Aisha. “In night and fog we may wander aimlessly.”


  “We don’t have time,” said Kormak. “Morghael is working his magic. We don’t know how long it will take him to complete his ritual.”


  “We may not be able to even find the Pyramid in this,” said Lucas. He sounded scared.


  Kormak was going to ask how hard it could be to find the Tomb Palace. All they needed to do was keep going upwards but wandering through the endless, empty streets had already shown it was not that simple. The city had hidden slopes and lesser hills and the streets wound through them. The fog obscured all landmarks more distant than a few strides away. The greenish glow was everywhere now so they could not use it as a beacon.


  It was frustrating, as if the elements themselves conspired to keep them from finding Morghael. Kormak did not rule out the possibility. He had been in places where the weather could be bent to the will of sorcerers and other, less human entities. As if echoing his thought, Aisha said, “If we find a spot I can ward us against the taint of Shadow.”


  Lucas emerged from the mist again, a shadow against shadows until he resolved into a lanky man. Kormak looked at him suspiciously for a moment. He had known creatures who could take the form of men. Many of the Old Ones could look exactly as they wished.


  “There is a place over there that still has a roof,” Lucas said, either unaware of or unwilling to acknowledge Kormak’s stare. “It’s big enough for us to pen the horses inside so they don’t wander off. We can wait this out until morning.”


  “It might not rise with morning,” Kormak said. “If it’s not a natural mist.”


  “You want us to continue on?” Brandon asked. He was chewing on his moustache again and looking out into the gloom as if expecting an attack momentarily. All of them were tired and afraid.


  Kormak said, “Out there a madman is working evil magic. We cannot stop now. We cannot give him a chance to work whatever necromancy he plans.”


  A loud inhuman yammering rang out. It was answered from a distant part of the ruins. Echoes and the mist made it difficult to tell exactly how far.


  “Ghouls,” said Lucas. Brandon nodded. He remembered the sound.


  Lucas frowned. “What the hell are they doing here? All the stories claim they avoid the city.”


  “Something is leading them,” said Kormak.


  “Or summoning them,” said Aisha.


  “There was something odd about the first howl though. It did not sound right,” Lucas said.


  “So you are a connoisseur of monster howls, are you?” Brandon asked.


  “He’s right,” Kormak said. “It was different from the others we’ve heard.”


  “You still want to stay here?” Lucas asked.


  “I never wanted to stay here,” Kormak said.


  Another chorus of howls echoed from the north.


  “Another pack,” Lucas said. His eyes darted everywhere as if he was searching for a way out.


  “How many of them are there in this bloody place,” Brandon asked.


  “Too many for us, I fear,” said Aisha. Her horse startled and she had to saw on the reins to keep it under control.


  “We can’t run in this place,” Lucas said. “Not on horses.. Not in the mist. We would break our necks.”


  More ululating cries rang out, startlingly loud. It was very close by or it sounded it.


  “Don’t panic. Don’t run. Don’t get separated.” Kormak said.


  “You’d better tell that to the horses,” said Lucas.


  “We need to find a place to build a fire,” Kormak said. “Those things will track us by scent if they are not led to us.”


  An inhuman laugh sounded from the gloom. From all around came the sound of mad tittering as if the ghouls echoed the mad mirth of their master.


  “I fear they have found you already, Guardian,” said a deep voice that Kormak recognised at once. “They were always going to find you.”


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  THE MISTS PARTED to reveal a horde of loping, leering ghouls. At their centre stood a creature that looked part ghoul and part-human although much larger than both. It eyed them with a fierce, mad gaze. Kormak recognised those eyes even though the last time he had seen them they had looked out of a much different form.


  “Malion,” he said. The Old One pranced forward, made a capering travesty of a courtly bow, then bounded back amidst his horde of ghoulish followers. They parted around him as if fearing his touch. What sort of creature could inspire such fear in ghouls, Kormak wondered?


  The monster sprang atop a ruined wall and crouched there supporting itself on all fours, flabby lips hanging open, drool dripping from the sides of its mouth, running over teeth like tusks.


  “You threatened me, Guardian,” Malion said. “I do not… I do not... like that.”


  It seemed that Malion had lost whatever semblance of sanity even an Old One could possess.


  “So you came here to kill me.”


  “No. I came here to warn Morghael. My sister helped you so it seemed only fair that I help him to balance the score.”


  “It seems to me that this is a little more than balancing the score. And you have helped him in the past. It was you who told the wights he released where to strike. It was you who spied on us for the necromancer. You have worked evil. You have broken the Law.”


  “Are you going to punish me for it, Guardian,” Malion asked. There was mad mockery in his voice. “Are you going to perform your duty? Are you going to fulfil your famous oath?”


  There were scores of ghouls out there and more arriving all the time. It seemed unlikely that they could triumph over so many.


  “Kill me and more will come,” said Kormak.


  “Things are going to be very busy in the Northlands soon. Your Order will have other things to worry about once Morghael finishes his ritual.”


  “They do not forget,” said Kormak. “However long it takes, they will catch up with you.”


  “I no longer care,” said Malion. “Let them come. They will come into a land in which the Shadow has woken and face the legions of the Black Sun.”


  “That won’t matter,” said Kormak, although in his heart of hearts he wondered whether the Old One’s confidence might not be justified.


  Malion tilted his head to one side and scratched his forehead, drawing a bloody furrow with his claws. The gesture conveyed a hint of doubt, as if he was not quite as certain as he wanted to sound. He seemed to come to a decision.


  “It has been a while since I hunted with my pets,” Malion said. He gestured towards the ghouls with a stringy, muscular arm that was longer than any human limb and which ended in talons. “I might indulge in some sport. Pick one of your friends and give them to me for the chase. I will leave you free to go on with the remainder.”


  “You are mad,” said Sir Brandon.


  A long clawed finger stabbed out, pointing to Brandon. The flesh around Malion’s long, lean face shifted until folds dripped down in a parody of the knight’s moustache. Malion scratched at his cheeks, drawing blackish, clotted blood then licking it away with his too-long, forked tongue. “That one will do.”


  Kormak stared at the Old One. He had known its type before. It was possible Malion merely wanted to torment him mentally before slaying all of them. Some of the Old Ones delighted in turning humans against humans, they seemed to feed on it in some way.


  “I will count to one hundred and then my pack will pursue. I am giving you a head start. There should be some sport.”


  Brandon glared at the Old One contemptuously. “You and your hundred brothers pursuing one man. I had heard the Old Ones were braver. I would not give you the satisfaction of running. Come at me and I will cleave you in twain.”


  Kormak measured the distance between him and Malion. He could cross it in a few strides and his sword would be in his hand.


  Malion’s grin widened. “You think you could defeat me? With your pathetic steel weapon.”


  “I can fight you and I can kill you,” Sir Brandon said. Malion laughed.


  “You can’t kill him with a mortal weapon,” Kormak said.


  “He can borrow yours,” said Malion. Was that what this was about Kormak wondered. Getting the blade out of his hand. How subtle was the Old One? Probably a very great deal. He might be mad but he was intelligent.


  “That cannot be,” Kormak said. “I swore an oath.”


  “And you will keep that oath even if your friend dies,” Malion said.


  “I will kill you myself,” Kormak said.


  “That was not the terms of the proposition,” Malion said. “This knight claims he wishes to fight me. If he does I will let you live and go on your way, no matter what the outcome. If he does not, we shall see what happens. It may be I shall fly away and leave you and your friends here with my pets.”


  Despair settled on Kormak. He was being given the choice of disarming himself or watching his friend die.


  “I do not need Kormak’s blade,” said Brandon. “I never learned to fight with such toothpicks anyway. My father’s battle-blade is good enough for me.”


  “There is no need to sacrifice yourself, Brandon,” Kormak said.


  The knight grinned. “I am not afraid.”


  He brandished his sword. He looked surprised, as if he had passed a test he had not expected to. “Really. I am not afraid.”


  The ghouls formed a huge circle around them. Kormak wondered what the chances were of cutting his way through such a vast horde. Not good he thought and their deaths would achieve nothing. Morghael would still be free to complete his evil work. Aisha looked at Kormak. “Are you really going to allow this madness. You know he has no chance against an Old One.” This time she did not make the gesture of respect.


  She spoke so low that Brandon had no chance of hearing. Kormak was glad for that at least. “I am,” he said.


  “You are a cruel man, Kormak,” she said. She sounded almost admiring. Lucas moved over. He held his bow ready. He licked his lips and held an arrow ready. Clearly he could calculate the odds as well as Kormak.


  “I don’t like this,” he said, but he made no move to stop it.


  “Are we going to wait all night?” Brandon asked Malion. “Are you frightened, Old One?”


  Malion’s spring was tigerish. Kormak was not sure he could have avoided it himself. Brandon could not. He did not even try. His enormous blade swept down and smashed into the Old One. It encountered some resistance as it met flesh but it cleaved through Malion’s ghoul form. The flesh knit behind it with a hideous slurping sound. Brandon reeled away with a great gouge torn in his upper left arm. Mail had parted under the Old One’s claws.


  “Is that the best you can do?” Brandon asked. He strode forward, slashing with the blade. Malion ducked underneath it effortlessly, striking with his claws. Brandon stepped back, blade moving in a figure of eight in front of him, keeping the Old One at bay. Malion did not step into it.


  Kormak had seen such a thing before. Perhaps it was an instinctive response to being struck, perhaps the regeneration of the flesh caused the Old One pain. He seemed in no hurry to be struck again. Instead he began to circle, moving to the right. Brandon kept his sword moving, but blood was dripping from his arm. It was only a matter of time before he weakened.


  All around the ghouls hissed and gibbered, sometimes raising one of their eerie howls. They moved around the edge of the fight, almost as if they were prepared to leap in and take part themselves. Malion turned and hissed something at the largest and it slunk back. Clearly the Old One was enjoying itself, and did not welcome any intervention on the part of its followers.


  Brandon leapt forward and struck. The blow took Malion clean through the neck. Kormak wondered if Brandon had remembered his talk about stopping the walking dead by cutting off their heads. The blade smashed through flesh but once again it knit. Malion reached out with both claws and buried themselves in Brandon’s upper arms. The knight dropped his sword and threw himself forward. He was a huge heavy man and he and the Old One overbalanced, wrestling.


  Malion's inhuman strength prevailed. Malion was astride Brandon, his hands around the knight’s throat, his talons lightly piercing flesh. He raised his head and let out a long, ululating howl. Kormak sprang. His blade was at Malion's throat, where it touched flesh burned.


  “Are you really ready to die, Old One?” he asked. His mouth was right next to Malion's ear. “This blade will kill you.”


  “I will tear off your friend’s head by reflex.”


  “He is dead anyway.”


  “You will not survive my pets.”


  “Are you absolutely sure of that? Without you to lead them, if I kill a few, the rest will flee. I have survived far worse than this.”


  “You are not a very honourable man, Guardian.”


  “What is to be, Child of the Moon? Life or death? Are you really ready to find out what lies beyond that particular doorway?”


  “Very well then I yield.”


  “In the name of the Lady and your hope of her forgiveness?”


  “In the name of the Lady, in my hope of my forgiveness I swear to let you pass.”


  “And take no action against us for a year and a day.”


  “And take no action against you for a year and a day.”


  “And give no further aid to Morghael by word or deed.”


  “That is not part of an honourable surrender. That is not part of the Law.”


  Kormak pushed the blade a little deeper. The smell of burning flesh reached his nostrils.


  “And give no further aid to Morghael by word or deed. Now take your burning blade away.”


  “Dismiss your pets.”


  Malion gave another long howl. The ghouls looked at him with their saucer eyes. One or two growled at him in challenge. Malion growled back and one by one they backed down and departed, melting away into the mist.


  “I really do not like you, Sir Kormak,” said Malion.


  Kormak beheaded him. Flickering sparks danced from his form. His flesh melted into a black pool and then bubbled away. The others looked at Kormak appalled.


  “He had surrendered,” said Brandon. He looked appalled. “You took his parole.”


  “He was tainted by the Shadow, he had broken the Law” said Kormak. “He would kill and kill again.”


  “You are not a nice man,” said Lucas. He shrugged. “But I am glad you are here.”


  “Odds of hundreds to one are not good odds,” said Kormak. “Let’s take a look at those wounds now.”


  He leaned forward. Brandon did not look well.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  “WHY DID YOU go and interfere?” Brandon asked. “I had him right where I wanted. He fell right into my trap.”


  The armour on his chest and upper arms was tattered. His flesh was shredded. He was bleeding badly. Aisha knelt beside him. She had produced some herbal ointment from within her bag and was applying it to the wound. Kormak watched her. She seemed to know what she was doing.


  “They say the claws of Old Ones are infected sometimes,” Aisha said. She had taken a spare shirt and was ripping it into bandages. There was still a lot of blood flowing from Brandon’s mangled flesh.


  “The orcs gave me worse,” he said. He looked pale and grim. Kormak wondered whether he was going to make it. He had seen men die from smaller scratches inflicted by Old Ones.


  Somewhere out in the night, thunder rumbled. “What was that?” Lucas asked.


  A cold wind blew, scattering fragments of the mist, bringing with it a strange smell like ozone and sulphur and rot. A loud crackling hiss sounded. Off in the darkness, black lightning danced above the city, flickering from the ground to the sky in an eerie reversal of a normal storm. All of the bolts converged on one point. That point grew darker and expanded with every strike, at first a small black dot, growing.


  “Morghael has opened the final doorway.” Aisha looked at Kormak. “It seems we have run out of time. The Black Sun is rising again.”


  “I can still ride,” said Sir Brandon. “Get me on horseback and let’s go.”


  Kormak considered just leaving him there but that did not seem either fair or wise. Aisha finished tying off his wounds. She gave him some herbs to chew on to kill the pain.


  


  They rode through the dark streets of the dead city with a foul wind from hell blowing into their faces. The buildings shimmered oddly as the black sphere above the ziggurat grew in power. Streamers of shadow leapt from it, surged outwards, settled into the bones of the long dead. They stirred and twitched.


  Spinal columns slithered like snakes along the street. Bones clattered together, meshing like interlocking fingers. Skulls rolled as if tumbled by the black wind.


  The sediment of bone and desiccated flesh scattered over the city was becoming imbued with a fearful animation.


  The skeleton of an ancient legionary, still wearing his breastplate and armed with his short stabbing sword, rose in front of them. Kormak’s horse reared. Brandon’s enraged warhorse attacked, smashing the animated skeleton to the ground with his hooves. Still the old bones tried to rise. Kormak lashed out with his blade. It blazed in his hands. The bones burned with black flames where he hit it, the oily shadows slithered away as if trying to escape its burning touch.


  Kormak gentled his horse. The others stared at him, their eyes wide with panic.


  From all around came the sound of moving bones, of the ancient dead coming awake into an eerie parody of life. The defenders of the city and those who had slain them alike were rising. Kormak wondered if they were too late. If all the bones were reanimated, Morghael would have an invincible army, far too many to be overcome. All around ghouls howled. It was a terrifying sound and the most frightening thing about it was the fear the cry contained. The ghouls were fleeing the city.


  


  


  Ahead of them now, skeletons were piling up in the street, a mountain of skulls and spines and limbs, binding themselves together into a massive, tangle. Long limbs of linked bones and vertebrae thrashed, a skeletal kraken with a central mound of skulls. A massive column of knitted bones the size of a tree trunk smashed down on the ground next to Kormak.


  He gestured to the others to go left, to find another street to go round the obstruction. They did not have the time to fight it even if they could overcome it, which was far from certain.


  The monster pushed itself upright, becoming an awful parody of the human form, a knitted mesh of bone, skulls, vertebrae and withered flesh, lumbering along with great slow-seeming strides that were yet capable of keeping up with a galloping horse, or of overhauling it.


  A massive arm, ending in a spiked, mace-like fist smashed into the ground beside Brandon’s horse.


  “Ride on! Ride on!” Kormak called. Desperately the others followed. The gigantic monster wheeled to pursue them but a great dragon-like beast wrought from fused skeletons emerged from a side-street and sprang upon it. They fought in a great clatter, trying to absorb each other’s very substance.


  All around was roaring chaos as the city sprang to a horrible kind of animation. All the old bones, all of the old corpses, were being brought back to life by the power of the Black Sun. Not all of them were reassembling in their original forms. Skulls floated surrounded by cloaks of shadow. Things that resembled man-sized crabs made from the contents of an ossuary scuttled around them.


  There was no rhyme nor reason to their actions. Skeletons danced and fought and ran aimlessly through the street. Monsters made from bone fought until they had smashed their opponents and then integrated their components into themselves. A horrible mating seemed to take place when some met and a larger amalgamation of boneyard junk moved away from the spot.


  At the moment, there was no sense of any intelligence guiding the evil magic. All was a maelstrom of dark energy and chaotic activity. Kormak suspected it was only a matter of time before Morghael took control.


  His Elder Sign amulets glowed brilliantly. They gave off heat as they strove to protect him from the shadowy beams of the Dark Sun.


  


  They rode into a square, where a company of animated corpses with skin like parchment were assembling around a dried up ancient fountain. Its spout was a leering death’s head. They swept by the monsters, heading towards the great black ziggurat over which a black sun glowed through the night’s darkness.


  “We need to find Morghael and stop this before it’s too late,” shouted Kormak. Above them the black ziggurat loomed. Dark lightning flickered across the sky. Thunder spoke in the voice of an angry god.


  


  Ahead of them a great archway rose out of the side of the pyramid. Reflections of the black lightning flickered on its surface.


  Kormak could see massive stone doors had swung open. He knew without having to be told that they had been closed until recently. A hideous stench came through them, rising from deep below. All around them greenish lights pulsed, long chains of sickly illumination ran into the depths of the building, shadows dancing in time to their movement.


  They dismounted and led their horses into the building. At least here, at this moment, it seemed quiet. No skeletons danced. The light of the Black Sun did not shine into the place directly beneath. Beads of foam dropped from Shae's mouth. His fur stood on end. Brandon’s face looked awful, contorted with pain. Lucas’s features were blank, like those of a man who has seen too much too quickly, whose mind has abdicated control of the body to instinctive responses. Kormak had seen that before in those called on to face ancient horrors.


  “Morghael has opened the way. What will you do now, Guardian?” Aisha asked.


  “I will kill him.”


  The ziggurat shivered, as if it has been hit by a giant hammer.


  “This whole pyramid is a focus of power and he has woken it.”


  “Can you stop what is happening?” Kormak asked.


  She moved her hands through the air, made an intricate gesture. Shadowy energy curdled on her finger tips forming an evil parody of an Elder Sign. “The scale of the energy here is too much for me to control. Whatever magic I try here is likely to be corrupted.”


  “What were you doing?”


  “A divination.”


  “Learn anything?”


  “There is something wrong with the magic Morghael is casting, I think. The pyramid is old. The spells have become eroded. I am not sure anyone can control what my brother has wakened, not even him.”


  “We’ll deal with that when we come to it,” said Kormak. “Take the oil flasks and the lanterns with you. We’re going to need them.”


  The others took the stuff from their saddlebags. Brandon offered up a prayer to the Holy Sun and collapsed. His face was white as a corpse’s. His eyes were feverish. He tried to push himself up but could not. It looked like the wounds the Old One had given him had finally taken their toll.


  Kormak offered him his hand. Brandon clutched it and tried to pull himself upright but his grip was weak and his legs gave way before he was halfway to his feet. He fell in a clatter of metal.


  “Damn,” he said. Kormak saw the marks of death appearing on his friend’s bluff face. “Leave me. Get the bastard who killed Olaf. Tell Gena and the kids, I’m sorry, I lo….”


  “I told you to go back,” Kormak said, but Brandon did not answer. “But you had to prove how brave you were. And you did…”


  A cold fist clutched at Kormak’s heart and cold rage filled his heart. Aisha tugged at his shoulder. She said, “We need to go. Now!”


  Lucas picked up the flask of oil that Brandon had dropped. “She’s right.”


  Kormak nodded grimly. His sword was in his hand now. Anything that got in his way was going to straight to hell.


  They moved off down the revealed tunnel into the dank, shadowy interior of the Tomb Palace. There was a smell of corruption in the air that reminded Kormak of that beneath a barrow only a hundred times worse and there was a feeling of something else, of ancient evil and leashed power as strong as anything he had ever faced. The walls here were made of old stone peeking out from behind peeling plasterwork. Frescoes on that showed scenes of ancient hunts. Some of the creatures being hunted bore a resemblance to men. Skeletons danced through graveyards. The moon watched with her cold silver eye.


  The people depicted in the frescoes wore rich clothing, dark in colour, of an unfamiliar cut. The nobles wore masks of silver that hid their faces. Some of those masks had been moulded to their features, some of them were little more than blank ovals, some of them were downright monstrous. Kormak knew he was looking on the Death Lords of Kharon.


  The corridor was a ramp sloping down. There was only darkness ahead of them until that was dispersed by their lanterns. A hot wind blew from the depths, carrying the sound of strange chanting.


  They came to a crossroads. Kormak looked at Aisha. She stroked Shae's head. The wolf whimpered uneasily but it picked the rampway running directly ahead, straight down into the gloom.


  As they ran Kormak tried to imagine the last journey that had been made down this corridor before today. It would have been the acolytes of the Defiler carrying the great necromancer down to his tomb before being sealed in forever. Outside their world was burning and the Solari rampaged through their city. He wondered if they could have even have heard it. Judging by the thickness of those exterior doors, he doubted it.


  His heart started to beat faster. He was close to his goal. Soon he would find the necromancer he had pursued for so many days and who had caused the Northlands so much trouble. Soon, one way or another, this thing would be over. He’d have vengeance for Olaf and Brandon.


  Lucas held the lantern in one hand and his long knife in the other. Aisha held her staff as if she was expecting to deflect a blow. Shae looked as if at any moment they would need to force him to take another stride downward.


  Ahead of him, he could see lights and silhouetted against those lights were humanoid figures. Blades glittered in their hands. It seemed like Morghael had anticipated their arrival and sent some of his disciples to greet them.


  As he got closer he could see the figures were robed in black and masked in silver. They had long cold blades in their hands and they looked as if they knew how to use them. Kormak was almost grateful. He was in the mood to cut someone down.


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  THE ACOLYTES RACED closer, brandishing their curved silver swords. They were lean men, stringy and muscular but they looked as if they still belonged among the living. Lucas put down his lantern and aimed an arrow at one. It feathered the man through the throat. Aisha stood beside him, flask of oil in one of her hands, lantern in the other. Shae crouched at her feet.


  Kormak stepped forward and slashed the leading acolyte across the throat. Another blow opened the stomach of a second. A third aimed a blow at his head. Kormak ducked under it and slashed the back of the acolyte’s calf, cutting a tendon. As the man fell, Kormak kicked him in the head. He struck again and again and within heartbeats had cut his way through. The last of the acolytes fled. Lucas put an arrow into his back and Kormak overhauled him as he fell. His blow took off the man’s head.


  “Look out!” shouted Lucas. Something massive lumbered towards Kormak. He caught the scent of embalming fluid and strange spices, saw glittering green eyes looking out of an ancient bandaged face. A bony fist smashed into his ribs and sent him flying. He let himself ride the force of the blow and land rolling. Kormak knew instinctively that this was the creature Lucas and his brothers had met on the road outside Hungerdale.


  Lucas fired two arrows into the monster but it did not slow it down. Kormak leapt forward, driving his blade into the undead thing’s breast. It burned, bandages catching fire, sere flesh taking flame, like summer dried grass taking a spark. Kormak drove the creature backwards, slicing its dead flesh with every blow, driving it back into the chamber from which it had emerged.


  Massive stone doors had swung open to reveal a huge chamber. In the centre was a large plinth on which rested a massive open sarcophagus. On the floor, lay the lid. It had been carved to represent a masked man. Standing beside it was a robed and hooded figure. He wore a silver mask and on his arm were three glowing torcs. Kormak knew he had found Morghael at last.


  Overhead a green disk glowed, the moon and skull symbol of Kharon reproduced in mystical flames as wide across as the body of a tall man. All the pulsing green energy from the pyramid seemed to flow into it. Straight overhead was a massive shaft. A column of shadow rose from the symbol flowing upwards to the Black Sun. Morghael turned to face Kormak. “So the Old One did not lie,” he said. His voice was cold and cruel and confident. “You have caught up with me, Guardian, but too late. I have the Mask of the Defiler and all his power and knowledge will be mine. The Dark Sun is rising and soon I will have a new army with which to conquer Taurea. I will have my revenge on those who defeated me.”


  “You’ll soon be as dead as the Defiler,” Kormak said, racing forward.


  The mage stepped back behind the carved coffin and spoke words in the tongue of the Old Ones. The air crackled with energy. A cold light rippled across the room. A monstrous, wizened arm emerged from the coffin to be followed by a giant body. The Defiler’s corpse emerged from its tomb. In one hand it held a long black blade, carved with vile runes. It interposed itself between Kormak and Morghael.


  Kormak struck. The liche raised its blade. Its movement was jerky but its speed was sight-blurring. The two blades came together with a hellish clangour.


  “Torghul was a mighty king in his time,” Morghael said. “The greatest warrior of his age. His long sleep has not made him any weaker.”


  The black blade flickered towards Kormak. The Guardian barely managed to leap clear. Torghul was stronger and faster by far than any wight had been. “This is only the beginning,” Morghael said. “There is a whole city of corpses out there, a nation. I will build an army great enough to overcome kingdoms. The whole of the Northlands will kneel before me. I will defy even death itself.”


  The mask glowed with its own internal light, glowing bright as the moon; against the background of Morghael’s black-hooded robes it seemed like a disembodied, demonic face just floating there.


  Morghael chanted and magical energies swirled all around him. The lids of the upright sarcophagi lining the walls sprang open, more tall animated corpses emerged, an honour guard of the walking dead, to accompany an undying king through all eternity. Each held a blade that was a replica of the one the long dead king bore. Each wore a torque that was like a lesser version of the ones that emblazoned Torghul’s own arm. In the sockets of every skull face witch fires burned. With great pacing strides they moved towards Kormak.


  Torghul himself loomed over Kormak. His blade descended with all the force of a thunderbolt. Kormak sprang to one side. The black sword sparked where it hit the floor, sending chips of stone flying. The Guardian did not want to think about how strong his foe must be to do that. His movement brought him closer to the rest of the animated corpses. They lashed out at him with their blades and it was all he could do to keep himself alive, dancing among the lashing swords. Morghael kept chanting.


  From all around the great sunken palace came the sound of coffin lids being thrown open, of the dead emerging from their final resting places. Kormak sensed his doom approaching.


  He moved like lightning but there were too many of his foes and he could not avoid them forever. Already he was starting to feel tired. From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of grey and heard a fearsome howling. Shae leapt on one of the walking corpses and tugged it off balance. It fell sprawling and started to rise while the wolf worried at its throat. Something flew headlong at the nearest liche, splashing it. Aisha was tossing the contents of the flasks they carried at the walking dead.


  At least she had remembered the plan, Kormak thought. The question was whether it would work now. A blade slashed out of nowhere. He moved too slowly and it cut his arm, even through the armour. Pain seared his muscles. Instinctively he lashed out with a counterblow. The dwarf-forged blade cut through dried, mummified flesh and severed a limb. Its owner kept coming. The separated hand crawled like a great spider towards him.


  Still Morghael chanted and his words seemed to echo from a great distance out of a cold void. There was a sense of power being gathered and ancient things returning that should not be. Kormak tried to fight his way towards the necromancer but then Morghael moved towards the chambers exit and the Defiler interposed himself between them.


  A ball of pale fur flew past going for Morghael. The Defiler reached out and grabbed the wolf. It snapped at his hand, foam spraying from its mouth. Torghul threw the wolf one-handed and it smashed against the wall. Shae lay there, whimpering. He heard shouts from behind him that could only have come from his companions. The undead fought in eerie silence.


  Looking round he saw Lucas wrestling with a black-robed acolyte. It seemed that there must have been more of them, that they had missed on the way in, who had run to save their master. Then Kormak noticed the ropes of gut that were snaking out to entangle the hill-man and he realised that the acolyte too was one of the walking dead, raised by Morghael’s spell and the power of the Mask. It seemed like every corpse in the palace, in the city, perhaps all across the Barrow Hills was coming to life as the power of the Black Sun asserted itself.


  With horror, he saw another corpse appear, the tall armoured form of Brandon, face pale, armour blood-streaked. He was standing beside Morghael, face blank, eyes empty.


  A lantern flashed across the room and landed on one of the liche guards. Burning oil spread from it to join the stuff with which the monster had already been splashed. It caught light like a pile of twigs dried by summer heat. Ancient bone and desiccated skin blazed up and was consumed. The giant form reeled as it burned crashing into another, and spreading the blaze to its soaked form.


  Kormak lashed out at the nearest, striking with berserk power, driving it back towards its burning brethren. This one was not soaked but it caught light anyway, and twisted, trying to escape the blaze. Kormak chopped it down with the dwarf-forged blade and it fell, skin seared through by the power of the swords runes, body joining the pyre of bones made by its brethren.


  A huge fist smashed into Kormak, knocking him to the ground. He looked up to see Torghul looming over him, blade held high, about to strike the blow that would have Kormak join him in death forever. Kormak desperately tried to bring his blade up to intercept the deathblow. He was too slow. He knew he was not going to make it.


  A cloud of strange glittered dust enshrouded the liche. It opened its mouth as if it would roar but only a strange wheezing noise emerged from the broken bellows of its chest. Its burning eyes looked away from Kormak towards Aisha. Kormak followed its gaze. She spoke a word of power again. The liche let out another wheezing roar.


  Whatever power was in that undead form was too strong to be overcome although she did seem to be causing it pain. The Defiler moved towards her, pushing against the magic of the cloud as if it was as much effort as moving upstream against the current of a great river. Kormak clambered to his feet and dove forward, driving his blade into the Defiler’s back, cleaving through long dead flesh, splitting it in twain. He twisted his blade, and the liche fell, all the evil magic in him pouring out in a great dark cloud. Kormak swept his blade through that, dispersing it.


  His attention was drawn to the necromancer still casting his great spell. Brandon moved forward, swinging his sword through a massive arc. At first Kormak thought it was aimed at him but Brandon twisted, bringing his blade round in a mighty arc.


  “That’s for little Olaf,” he shouted. Morghael raised his arm as if to ward off the blow. The steel cut through flesh and bone and buried itself in his head, cleaving the mask almost in twain. Tiny flickers of green lightning danced over its surface and then went out. The burning liches began to caper out of control. It took Kormak no more than a few heartbeats to finish the burning monsters.


  Brandon looked over at Kormak and smiled a sickly smile. “I told you I wasn’t afraid. And I’m not bloody dead either. Not yet anyway.”


  He kept himself unsteadily upright. “Just needed a little time to catch my breath.”


  Kormak strode over to where Lucas lay on the ground. Ropes of gut were wrapped round him and he was struggling to be free. Kormak cut him free. Aisha looked sadly in the direction of Shae. The great wolf’s broken body lay against the wall. She looked ill and he understood why. The strain of working magic and the breaking of her bond with the wolf must be enormous.


  The greenish disk overhead glowed ever brighter. The sense of power in it intensified. Overhead the Black Sun continued to burn, becoming darker than night, blacker than black, like a hole in the surface of reality looking into an alien realm of evil power.


  “It’s running out of control,” Aisha shouted. Kormak offered up a prayer to the Holy Sun and threw his blade into the centre of the disk. It buried itself in the glowing magical circle as if the disk were solid. The runes along its blade glowed bright as the fires of hell. The blade itself shimmered as if white hot and for a moment Kormak feared that the metal would run and melt. The skull face seemed to widen as splitting into a grin and then it came apart in a cloud of flickering sparks. The sword dropped to the stone floor.


  Fountains of greenishly glowing flame rose from the floor, and surged up the shaft until the hit the Black Sun. It exploded in a nova of shadow. The whole ziggurat shook as if in the grip of an earthquake. Large bits of broken masonry began to drop down the shaft. Kormak leapt forward, through the rain of rubble and grabbed his blade before it could be buried forever.


  “What the hell have you done, Kormak?” Brandon shouted.


  “He’s disrupted the master binding spell,” Aisha said. “There’s nothing left to focus the flow of energies throughout the pyramid.”


  “What will happen?”


  “This structure is bound by magic. I think we’d better get out of here before it collapses on us.”


  The pyramid shook like a frightened beast. “She’s right. Pick yourselves up and get out of here now,” Kormak said. He helped support the big man and began to run back the way they came. Lucas took the other side. Aisha stayed with them.


  Behind him he could hear the sound of stones falling. He prayed that the building would remain standing long enough for them to get out.


  “Leave me,” said Brandon. “No sense in all of us being buried here.”


  “I’m not going to explain to Gena how I left you here,” said Kormak.


  “Fair enough,” said Brandon. “I could see how you would prefer being buried alive to that.”


  The big man was heavy in his armour, and Kormak felt drained from the fighting but he kept reeling forward and Brandon kept moving his legs. They lurched up the long corridor and back into the chamber where they had left their horses. Below them, the city was still a riot of uncontrolled, animated dead.


  The glow vanished, the sense of gathering power abated, the animated corpses started to slump.


  “Our Lady be praised,” Aisha said. “The Black Sun did not shine long enough for them to absorb enough of its energies to become self-sustaining. They are losing animation.”


  “Then it’s done,” Lucas said. “We’ve stopped it and we’re still alive.”


  Kormak nodded. The Mask of the Necromancer was broken. The opener of tombs was dead. It was over.


  


  


  “I am going home,” said Brandon. “I am going to give these wounds time to heal and if I ever get the fool notion of seeking adventure again I am going to give my wife instructions to brain me with a frying pan and keep me tied up until the madness passes.”


  “That sounds sensible,” Kormak said, “except for the bit with the frying pan.”


  “What about you?” Brandon asked.


  “It’s back to Hungerdale for me,” said Lucas. “With a short stop off to see the girls in Elderdale along the way.”


  “You did not take anything from the Tomb,” Kormak said. “There was gold and silver down there.”


  Lucas spat on the ground. “Stupid as it sounds, I don’t want anything that has lain under the ground here for so long. I don’t see as any good can come of it.”


  “Others might not feel that way,” said Kormak. “Soon word will spread that the vault is open and the city is clear.”


  “I won’t tell anyone if you won’t,” said Lucas. “That way I can always come back if I change my mind. What about you, Mistress Aisha? What will you do now?”


  “I will return home,” she said, “and I don’t think I will go travelling for a while.”


  Kormak looked at them all. They were waiting for him to say something. “I must return south, myself, I have an oath to keep. I would be happy if we could ride together for a way until our paths part.”


  They nodded and sat themselves down on the ziggurat’s cold stone side and waited for the dawn. Beneath them, the walking dead slowly sank into their long cold slumber once more.
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  WEAVER OF SHADOW


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  GREEN-FLETCHED ARROWS crucified the corpse against the trunk of the ancient oak. Columns of light broke through the canopy of leaves overhead and dappled the forest floor. The undergrowth rustled although there was no wind.


  Kormak dismounted and walked towards the body. A big man with greying black hair, he moved with the wary readiness of one who knows he is being watched. A dwarf-forged longsword, the sign of his calling, was scabbarded on his back.


  This part of the forest had been blighted by the Shadow. The signs were everywhere; in the mad eyes of the diseased ravens sitting on the trees, in the mould-covered leaves of the newly grown bushes, in the mangy look of the few small animals visible. The stink of corruption underlay the scent of pine. Blotched fungus strewed the ground.


  Mad the carrion birds might have been but even they had not touched the corpse. This close Kormak could see the greyish peeling skin and catch a whiff of the odd stench. Worms were eating through the flesh.


  In life the man had been almost as tall as Kormak, and he had carried considerably more weight. Kormak inspected the body, noticing the leather forester’s jacket and trousers and the moccasins that covered the dead man’s feet. This was a local then. He had got lost in the wrong part of the forest, that was sure.


  Kormak reached out and touched one of the arrows, running his finger along the wood. The shaft had been carved with runes in ancient inhuman script. The workmanship was beautiful. The magic in it made the flesh of his hand tingle. He took a grip as if to pull it out.


  “I would not do that if I were you, stranger,” said a voice from behind him. Kormak turned and saw the woman. She was tall and slender, whipcord lean. Her hair was green as her eyes, and flowed back past her pointed ears. Her skin was the brown of healthy bark. Odd blotched patterns, intended to let her blend in to the shadowy undergrowth, marked her high-cheek-boned face. They matched the patterns on her tunic and britches. The bow she held in her hand was steady and the arrow was aimed directly at him. It was green-fletched. “Not unless you want to join him.”


  Kormak looked back at the dead man. “Did you do this?”


  “I doubt he is your clan-brother, man of the north. You cannot claim you have blood-debt.”


  “Leaving a corpse unburned in a Shadowblight is an unclean thing.”


  She showed very white teeth. There was nothing friendly about her smile. “These are unclean times.”


  The limbs of the dead man started to move. Stinking air wheezed from his corrupted lungs. A groan emerged from his lips. His greyish tongue moved slug-like over his dried-out lips. Tears of thick, black blood dripped from his eyes.


  “Did you do this?”


  “I have no quarrel with you, stranger. Do you seek one with me?”


  “Not unless you seek to prevent me performing my duty.”


  There was a creaking noise as the dead man tried to work his hand free of the wood to which it was pinned. Kormak took his own hand off the arrow but the noise continued.


  His sword cleared its sheath. Skin sizzled as he took the dead man’s head off. There was a smell of spoiled meat burning. The head started moving on the ground, propelling itself along with its jaw. He brought his blade down shattering the skull. It parted as if rotten. He drove his sword into the corpse’s heart and left it there long enough to cleanse the body of evil magic. He looked around and saw that the woman was gone, just as he had known she would be.


  He shrugged, cleaned his blade, sheathed it and went on his way. He had business in these blighted woods but it was not with the elves.


  


  


  A dead elf hung from a gallows outside the village of Green Oak. Birds had pecked at the flesh. The skin was bruised and broken. From a distance the elf looked human enough, but up close the differences were more obvious. The body was taller and leaner than that of a man, the skull longer and narrower, the features finer. The ears were pointed and lobeless. This elf was naked. A tattoo depicting a webbed pattern covered half his shaved skull. A long top-knot was the only hair there. Other tattoos depicting stylised spiders had been worked on his stomach, his buttocks and legs.


  The warden at the open gate saw Kormak looking at the body and walked up, pike held in his hand. He was a middle aged man with rheumy suspicious eyes. A large horn hung round his neck for summoning aid in case of trouble. “Bastard elves,” he said and spat. From the gate-tower, a man with a longbow watched them both.


  Kormak looked at the warden. “The tattoos mean anything?”


  “That he was one of the Weaver’s people, Spider Guard maybe. He was spotted scouting the edge of the village. Hengist caught him with a lucky sling shot. Normally you never see the bastards till you fall in one of their traps or they fill you full of poisoned arrows.”


  “You going to cut him down?”


  “You an elf lover?”


  “You’re on the edge of a Shadowblight here,” Kormak said. “You don’t want to leave bodies unburned for too long.”


  “You talk like a priest but you don’t look like one.”


  “I am a Guardian, of the Order of the Dawn.”


  “Ah, a wizard hunter!” Kormak was surprised to be recognised. His Order was often held to be a legend in these dark times. In many places people thought they no longer existed or were just a storyteller’s tale to start with. In other places, the stories concerning them were dark and not always entirely untrue.


  “I uphold the Law. If wizards break it I hunt them down.”


  “You hunt monsters as well, don’t you? Plenty of work for you here — we got elves and spiders and night-gangers and ghosts. We’ve got manticores and serpent kings and…”


  “I saw another body today, a man’s body,” Kormak said, to cut off the litany. “Pinned to a tree with rune-carved arrows. It was set up on the edge of the Blight. It was ready to walk.” Looking at the hanging corpse he decided it was probably best not to mention the elf woman.


  The man took a step away, then gestured at the hanging corpse. “Maybe the Forest Children did that. We use their corpses as warning signs. They do the same.”


  “I’ve never heard of elves claiming blighted lands.”


  The watchman shrugged as if to say it was no business of his what the elves got up to.


  Kormak gestured at the dangling body. “ A warning— is that what this is?”


  “It’s certainly not to beautify the village now, is it?”


  “I guess not.”


  “You going in or did you just come here to look at the dead elves?”


  “There’s an inn here or so I am told.”


  “You were told right.”


  “And there’s a sheriff.”


  “That there is.”


  “Then I am going in, if you have no objections.”


  “None at all. You would not want to be out in the woods once night comes. You might become a corpse yourself. We’ve had a lot of trouble round here at night. With the elves.” The watchmen was eying the edge of the forest nervously now. He clearly was not too comfortable standing so close to the shadows of the wood’s edge as the sun was starting to set.


  “I am not surprised if you leave them warnings like that,” said Kormak as he rode through the gate.


  


  


  Green Oak was bigger than he had expected it to be and more crowded with people. The streets were muddy and the houses made from wood, with Elder Signs carved on gables and doorposts. The folk themselves were garbed in leather and coarse cloth. A lot of people, even the women and children, carried bows and they looked as if they knew how to use them. They were on the frontier here and they knew it. The New Settlements lay right along the western border of Taurea, a slab cut out of the Greatwood by humans, ripped from the hands of the elder race that had preceded them. This was as far west as Sunlander civilisation had got in this part of the world, a place where a number of peasants and freemen had come to make a new start out from under the watchful gaze of the nobles.


  As he walked a number of eyes tracked him. He was a stranger here, and his weapons and his armour made him conspicuous. Shopkeepers sized him up as if he might have silver to spend. A sleepy-eyed whore smiled at him from the verandah of a large and elaborate house. It was late afternoon and she had just risen to be about her business.


  In the central square of the village the austere lines of a Solar temple rose. It was built entirely from wood but was just as imposing as the stone buildings further east. People came and went, some to pray, some to make the Sunset offering. He entered and knelt before the carved wooden altar and offered up a prayer that he was not sure would be answered. While a novice watched silently, he placed his scabbarded blade on the altar where it would catch the sunbeams filtering in through the crystal windows in the roof. The runes on the sheath caught fire as he asked the Sun’s blessing, made an Elder Sign over his heart and strode out to find an inn for the night.


  


  


  The Royal Oak tavern was long and low and comfortable. The roof was thatched. A fire burned in the common room. It looked as if it was never allowed to go out. Kormak saw to the stabling of his horse and then went to talk to the innkeeper. Bertram was a short, heavy-set man with a woebegone look.


  “Business bad?” Kormak asked.


  The innkeeper shrugged. “Not so many traders now with the Young Princes at war. Lot of refugees but they don’t have much and they mostly keep their own company.”


  “Trouble with the elves?”


  “War drums have been beating in the Spider Groves. They say that the Weaver has stirred the Mayasha up, turned them against men. Shadows lengthen, sir, shadows lengthen.” His face grew even sadder, his moustache drooped even more but then he seemed to remember that gloom was bad for business and made an attempt to smile. Somehow it just made him look sadder. “It’ll get better. It always does.” He did not sound very convincing.


  Kormak surveyed the common room. There were a couple of men in pilgrims’ robes, doubtless off to preach to the elves about the virtues of the Holy Sun. There were leather-garbed men in soft moccasins, wood rangers most like. A large group of them banged a table drunkenly, calling for more ale. A blowsy-looking barmaid served them. She caught Kormak looking at her and gave him a smile that lit up her face.


  “You come in along the Old Road, stranger?” Bertram asked.


  Kormak nodded.


  “Not so many do, since the Blight started growing. Mostly they go round and that takes them through elf land. I reckon that’s what gets the elves riled up. They don’t like trespassers.”


  “They don’t like men,” shouted the largest of the woodsmen, a cropped haired bravo with a cauliflower ear and a broken nose. “They’ve painted on their war tattoos. They won’t rest till we’re driven out of the Settlements.”


  “Maybe so, Jaethro,” said Bertram. His manner was conciliatory. “Maybe so.”


  One of the drunk men shouted. “We should burn the pointy-eared bastards out,” he said. His companions, rough-looking men, nodded agreement.


  “Burn the bloody forest down more like,” the innkeeper muttered, not quite loud enough to be heard. The drunks looked at Kormak. They had hatchets in their belts and knives in their boots.


  “Man carries a sword ought to know how to use it,” said Jaethro. Kormak took a sip from his drink, looked him up and down and said, “I agree.”


  “I would have thought any man who could really use a sword would be in the central provinces, selling his services to the nobles, taking sides in the bloody civil war.”


  “It’s not my war,” Kormak said.


  “No. You’re not a Sunlander, are you?”


  “Aquilean,” Kormak said. He used a bored neutral tone. This was a conversation he had a lot in his travels. His black hair and his savage, scarred face stated all too clearly he was not a Sunlander.


  “Thieves and reavers, the lot of you,” said the drunk. “You should all be strung up as well.”


  He looked at his comrades for support. Kormak could see the way this was going to play out unless he did something. He was a stranger. They were scared of their shadows and drunk. Violence was in the air. He did not mind. Violence was something he understood.


  “Is that so?”Kormak raised himself off the stool and walked over. He could see the calculations being made by drunken minds. He was a very big man, carrying a sword, he was sober and he was not afraid.


  The man looked at his dagger. It was sitting beside his half-full wooden platter, smeared with grease; he had been using it to eat. Kormak followed his gaze. The others moved their chairs away from the table. He looked at them and smiled. He could tell by the way several of them paled that it was not a reassuring smile.


  “You really think you can kill all five of them,” said a gravelly voice from the door. It was calm and reassuring and had a slight note of curiosity in it, as if the owner was genuinely interested in knowing the answer.


  “Before you can pull the trigger on that crossbow you are carrying.”


  “And then you would come for me?”


  “Not unless you give me reason to.”


  “That seems fair.” The speaker came into view. He was tall, broad-shouldered, silver-haired. His skin was leathery but he carried himself like a man twenty years younger than he was. The crossbow in his hand was pointed at Jaethro.


  “I have half a mind to let him do just that,” the newcomer said conversationally. “If you idiots are dumb enough to pick a fight with a Guardian, you deserve everything you get.”


  “I’m not scared of him,” said the drunk. He did not sound scared.


  “You should be,” said the newcomer. “I’ve seen one of his kind kill a bull orc with his bare hands. And, in the unlikely event you could kill him, two more just as big and just as mean will come looking for you and they will not be gentle before they slaughter you. But that’s not a problem that’s going to arise, since I am telling you to keep your mouths shut and not cause any trouble.”


  “You the sheriff?” Kormak asked. The man nodded amiably.


  “Heard you were looking for me. Any particular reason?”


  “Yes but this is not the place to discuss it.”


  “You’d better come with me then.” He looked at the drunks, smiled affably and said, “Try and keep yourselves out of trouble, boys. Goodnight Jaethro. Goodnight Bertram.”


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  “How did you know I had a crossbow and how did you know I would not shoot you,” the sheriff asked. He stretched his legs in front of the fire, raised his goblet as if inspecting it for smudges.


  Kormak looked round the shack while he considered his answer. In the lamp-light, it looked like a neat place but austere. A bed, a shelf of religious books, an Elder Sign on the wall. A bow hung on some brackets, a well-used longsword too. Quivers of arrows hung from nails. A fletcher’s kit lay on a small table under the window. “I saw your shadow on the wall when you opened the door, Grogan, and I recognised your voice.”


  “It’s been a long time,” said the sheriff. “Must be twenty years at least.”


  “Not since the Orc War.”


  “That was a rough time. Unless I miss my guess, times are getting rough again.”


  “The woods not quite the blessed haven of peace and plenty you remembered?” Kormak let a note of irony show in his voice.


  “They never were, Guardian. I was a long way from home and sick of killing. I built this place up in my mind as something worth fighting for. You need something, don’t you?”


  Kormak nodded.


  “You still don’t say much.”


  “It is good to see you.”


  “You too. Even though your sort don’t usually show up unless there is trouble.”


  “My sort?”


  “Don’t give me that sour look. I know what you do. It’s not all heroic battles against the man-flesh eaters. You here about the Blight? It’s growing, I know. I figured sooner or later someone would show up to investigate…or take advantage of it.”


  Kormak looked around the sheriff’s bare cabin. “I thought you were coming back to marry the girl from the next steading.”


  “I did. She died. The babies too. Breakbone fever took them all.” There was a world of pain in Grogan’s flat tone.


  “Sorry to hear that.”


  “You didn’t answer my question.” He wanted to change the subject as much as Kormak. “You ever going to or are you just going to sit there with that slow-witted look on your face.”


  “A month ago I was in Westergate,” said Kormak. “I met a man selling Shadow-corrupted bloodroot. He told me about another man, who, after some persuasion, told me it had come from here.”


  “I can imagine the kind of persuasion,” Grogan said. He did not sound approving.


  “Bloodroot is bad enough but the stuff that grows only in Shadowblights is worse, far worse. I came west into the Settlements. Sure enough, I find a Blight.”


  “I sent a message to Master Graydon at your Order’s house in Westergate months ago. No one came…till now. I thought they had forgotten all about the matter. Seems I was wrong.”


  “No one told me that,” said Kormak. Sudden silence filled the room.


  “Maybe the message went astray. Runners are not always reliable.” Kormak nodded slowly. Grogan tilted his head to one side.


  “You thinking something else?”


  Kormak shook his head. Even if he was wondering if someone had been bribed to look the other way, he was not going to say so. That was Order business and not to be discussed with outsiders.


  “What are you going to do about it?”


  “The Shadowblight?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m going to see for myself how bad it is and decide what needs to be done.”


  “On your own?”


  Kormak shrugged.


  “You picked a bad time for it. The woods are crawling with elves, and they are not friendly. Never seen anything like it in my lifetime. Folks are saying there will be war along the border before this business is done, and they are most likely right.”


  “Is that why you have a naked elf hanging outside the gate?”


  Grogan looked embarrassed. “Not my idea but the Council wanted it done and it did not seem worth fighting them about. The elf was dead anyway so he raised no objections.”


  “They won’t like it, will they, the elves? I always heard they wanted their bodies returned to the Earth.”


  “They do, Kormak. But maybe not these ones, these days. There’s something different about the Mayasha now, has been since the Weaver came.”


  “Weaver?”


  “A priestess, a shaman, a prophet, whatever. Since she showed up the elves have taken to getting themselves spider tattooed and taking pot shots at the locals. They make off with local kids, sometimes adults as well. It’s a bad business, slaving. They’ve got themselves some nasty pets as well.”


  “Pets?”


  “Spiders, big ones, use them like hunting dogs. I’ve heard tales they use the venom for rituals. Low dosage is hallucinogenic. Some of the local boys have tried it.” Kormak just looked at him.


  “They get bored and they’ll try anything once. They are wild lads. You remember what we were like when we were young.”


  “I did not go trying spider venom just on the off-chance it might get me high.”


  “Maybe not. But they knew the elves were doing it though so they tried it.”


  “How did they know?”


  “Don’t know for sure but I can guess. Men meet elves in the woods or they did until recently. It does not always end with bows drawn.”


  “This change that came over the elves, did it happen at the same time as the Shadowblight started to spread?”


  “That thought has struck me as well but I can’t make it fit. The elves started going strange a ways before the woods started to rot, on this side of the river at least. Of course, you never saw too many on this side of the river anyway. The settlers drove them out.”


  “It could have started earlier deeper in the forest, blights take time to spread.”


  “Some of the locals claim that the Weaver was responsible for the Blight, with her magic and her evil god.”


  “I am not saying they are wrong. I am just trying to understand what happened here. When your neighbours go bad and a Blight appears at the same time, it’s usually safe to assume it’s not a coincidence.”


  “What will happen if it keeps spreading?”


  “Things will change. People will go to the bad. There will be physical changes: in the woods, in the beasts, in the people. It won’t be pretty. In the worst places, the dead won’t stay down unless they are burned.”


  “The Settlements will have to be abandoned, won’t they?”


  “Most likely, at the very least.”


  “Lot of people round here won’t like that. They’ve poured their sweat and their blood into this land. Their fathers and mothers before them, too.”


  “It’s better than death and worse than death.”


  “You are not cheering me up, Kormak. We’ve got the Weaver stirring up the elves to bad craziness and now you’re telling me the Blight is going to drive us all out anyway.”


  “I did not make the world, Grogan. I am sorry to be the bringer of bad news though.”


  “Anything we can do to stop it?”


  “Usually when things have gone this far, the only thing that can be done with a Shadowblight is to burn it out, cleanse the land with fire and salt and the sword.”


  “A Burning? Your Order can call those, can’t it?”


  “If anyone listens, yes. We don’t have the influence we once had but I think in this case, if it’s as bad as it seems, the nobility will listen. The ones on the border, at least.”


  “Not the ones fighting in the civil war though.”


  “Times of turmoil are always bad. When men are disunited the Shadow grows in strength.”


  For the first time Grogan looked scared. “You think it’s out there in the forest, the Shadow or its minions.”


  “Yes. It is making its presence felt in the world. That’s what blights are, or so the scholars say, a manifestation of the Shadow in our world.”


  “They draw the bad ones, don’t they? I heard there’s something in them that whispers in men’s sleep.”


  “Any whispers in yours? You are close enough.”


  “Sleep like a baby. At least when I take enough whiskey. Speaking of which…” He raised the flask, offered it to Kormak. The Guardian put his hand over the beaker. One drink was normally his limit. He needed to keep his wits about him.


  “I am wondering about the bloodroot,” said Kormak.


  “We get a few who go out into the woods to harvest herbs. I would not put it past some of them to take bloodroot, black lotus and the nastier spectral mushrooms. You can make a small fortune selling that stuff to the right people. Or rather the wrong ones. I would have thought this civil war would have put a dent in the trade but no.”


  “Mages use the stuff,” said Kormak, “and every ambitious noble in Taurea is doing his best to get a mage as a bannerman.”


  “And bloodroot is a perk of the job?”


  “It makes a sorcerer very powerful… among other things. In the long run it twists the mind, drives them mad. It’s why no few of them fall to the Shadow. They get addicted to the stuff and it changes something in them.”


  Kormak produced the green-fletched arrow he has been carrying in his kit since his encounter with the walking dead man. He put it on the table. “Ever seen anything like this?”


  Grogan picked it up and turned it over in his hands, inspecting the markings closely. “It’s a Shadow-killer. The runes show the maker was Kayoga Nation. The light-green fletching say the owner is Speardancer sept. Where did you get this? The Kayoga hunting grounds are about a score of leagues northwest of here. It’s all Mayasha land round here, starts on the far side of the river.”


  “I pulled it from a corpse that was getting ready to rise on the edge of the Blight. I met an elf-woman who was carrying its siblings in her quiver. She pointed one at me.”


  Grogan’s eyes widened. “You’ve met our ghost then…”


  “Ghost?”


  “Green-haired elf woman, face tattoos in camouflage pattern. She’s been coming and going through the Settlements for months. Some of the woods runners claimed to have seen her. Most of them think she’s got something to do with raids and the slavers. They’ve made a few attempts to catch her but she always slips away.”


  “You always told me it was folly trying to catch an elf in a forest.”


  “It can be done, Guardian, but it takes skill rare among men.”


  “You could do it if you had to.”


  “Maybe but I’ve had better things to do these last few months, keeping the peace in town, calming the Council, trying to organise a defence against these raids, looking for the lost in the woods. I’ve bigger things to worry about than some elf girl who may or may not exist.”


  “She exists.”


  “If you say so I don’t doubt it. But most of the reports have come from people I would not believe if their trouser fronts were wet and they told me they had pissed themselves. You think she may have something to do with the Blight?”


  Kormak shook his head. “I think she was just warning me to leave the dead man alone. She had already pinned him to a tree and her arrows would probably have kept him there.”


  Grogan’s eyes narrowed. “I wonder what she’s up to then.”


  He tilted his head to one side. “What’s wrong?” Kormak asked. He felt something himself. It was too still, and a small voice was niggling at his consciousness, warning him to be ready. Listening to that voice had saved his life many times in the past.


  “I don’t know. Thought I heard something. I think I am going to make a round of the walls. Care to come with me?”


  Before Kormak could reply the temple gongs started an irregular peal of alarm. Screams split the night. Grogan calmly walked over to the wall, took down the huge long bow and started stringing it. When he finished he strapped on the sword and took up a couple of quivers of arrows. All his movements were methodical, unhurried but swift. Kormak remembered him behaving exactly the same way during the darkest moments of the Orc War.


  “We’d best make that sweep now,” he said. “The village is under attack.”


  


  


  


  Kormak glanced out through the doorway. He peered round it, not wanting to be silhouetted against the opening by the lantern light.


  Shadowy figures moved through the night. They were taller and thinner than human and they carried long spears whose points, deliberately dulled, did not glitter in the moonlight. Around them, at their feet, dog-sized things with glittering eyes scuttled. Spiders, he thought, very big ones.


  Kormak went out through the door and onto the porch. He rolled over the verandah fence and dropped into the street. Movement on the roof overhead made him look up and he saw that there were figures, elf and spider, there as well. One of them raised a bow and aimed at him. He sprang aside. An arrow thunked into the ground beside him and stood there in the mud, quivering.


  Grogan sprang through the door, turned and fired three shots in quick succession. Each was rewarded with a scream or a curse from the roof. Kormak glanced around, trying to assess the situation.


  It was bad. The elves had got a long way into the village before someone had managed to raise the alarm. They were moving through the main square, dragging women and children and some of the merchants with them. The captives were penned in by the massive spiders. It reminded Kormak of the way dogs had been used to herd sheep in the Aquilean Mountains in the days of his youth.


  Swiftly he ran to the corner of the building and used the carved wooden projections to pull himself up onto the roof. He counted five elves there, two wounded, one possibly dead and a pack of three large spiders. He sprang forward, blade lashing out. The dwarf-forged steel cut through leather armour as easily as it cut through flesh. Two of the elves fell before they realised what was happening. One had lost an arm, another was beheaded.


  One of the remaining elves cursed and turned to face Kormak raising his short bow. Kormak lashed out with his blade, cutting the bow in two and slicing open the elf’s stomach at the same time. The last wounded elf, seeing the way things were going sprang from the roof. An arrow took him in the throat even as he fell, and Kormak was left alone with the spiders.


  Their bodies were large as a hound’s and their armoured, chitinous legs seemed much more robust than those of a smaller spider, reminding him of jointed metal devices he had seen in alchemical labs. A closer look showed him that their bodies were similarly armoured. Groups of glowing greenish eyes gazed at him with an intelligence he had not been expecting, and a hunger he had. Mandibles the size of daggers clicked against each other. Greenish venom dripped from them.


  Perhaps it was his imagination but there seemed to be a pattern in the clicking and chittering of the nearest creature. It was echoed by its companions. Were they communicating with each other?


  They spread out so that one of them was coming at him head on and the others angling in from a side. They moved better than he on the uncertain footing of the sloping roof. There was soft thunking noise as they moved as if a dagger were being driven into a cork tabletop.


  Something hit the spider on his right, and he realised that it must have gotten into Grogan’s line of sight. It let out a long hissing shriek, and collapsed. The remaining two came on with a sudden fantastic burst of scuttling speed.


  Kormak swept his blade through a great arc. Chitin proved no more resistant than elvish armour. He took the head of one spider and carved a leg off another, stepping aside to let its momentum carry it from the roof. The head rolled down the roof, jaws still clicking together. The decapitated body performed a weird, spasmodic dance before collapsing in on itself.


  “Grogan, I am coming down,” Kormak shouted, not wanting to take an arrow when he leapt off the roof. He took a quick glance around from his elevated position and saw that pockets of fighting had erupted in the streets, groups of elves and spiders fighting against humans, and the humans getting the worst of it.


  “Right you are, Guardian.” Kormak leapt and landed in the soft mud.


  Grogan grinned at him. “You picked the wrong day to show up in Green Oaks,” he said.


  “Maybe I picked the right one for your folk,” Kormak said. They moved down the street, Grogan pausing occasionally to let off a shot from the great long bow. Kormak raced ahead, charged into a large group of elves, surrounding a small knot of struggling men. His blade took down two of the elves before they realised they were being attacked from behind. He moved through the others with the speed of a striking tiger, killing as he went. With half a dozen blows, he had slain all the elves. The men looked at him gratefully.


  “Follow me,” Kormak said. “We can still turn this fight.”


  He was not sure they could. In the darkness and chaos it was hard to judge exactly how things were going. For all he knew there could be an army out there. He could only pray to the Holy Sun that such was not the case and do the best he could under the circumstances.


  The folk looked only too happy to be given some leadership. They were a motley group of woodsmen, merchants and housewives who had grabbed up whatever weapons were at hand when the alarm had been given. They looked relieved when Grogan came up and told them to head for the inn.


  The sight of the first pack of spiders daunted them but they gained heart as Kormak chopped the arachnids down, and Grogan put deadly arrows through their glowing eyes.


  They raced on through the streets, smashing into the swirl of melees, turning the tide wherever they went and gathering more fighters to them like an avalanche gaining power as it rolled down a mountainside.


  They emerged in front of the Royal Oak and, as Kormak had suspected, found that it still stood. The collection of woods rangers inside had put up a better fight than most of the villagers. They emerged from the building led by Bertram and the men Kormak had almost got into a fight with earlier. A smaller group of elves appeared on the street around them, making strange mocking calls in their liquid tongue, saw the size of the group and turned to flee.


  Somewhere off in the distance a horn sounded. It was high-pitched and the notes were haunting and inhuman, rising in pitch until they were inaudible to the human ear although hounds still howled.


  The company started to pursue but Grogan shouted, “Careful now, it may be a trap.”


  That curbed the enthusiasm for hot pursuit. “I want all the men who have bows to stay with me,” said Grogan. “Those of you who have axes, swords or knives go with Kormak. We’ll fight better that way.”


  It took some time to organise things but once it was done, they moved through the streets. The elves had gone. It looked like they had taken a large number of the villagers with them. The streets were empty. Many of the house doors had been smashed in and there was no one visible within.


  Kormak led his band to the gate. The watchman was still there, a black fletched arrow through one eye. His warning horn still hung unsounded from his neck. Another was in the gate-tower tower, throat cut. His crossbow was unfired. The body of the elf that had been hanging there had been cut down. A few human bodies lay on the ground between the village and the forest. Prisoners who could not keep up or who had tried to escape, Kormak reckoned. He moved over to one. The body had an odd smell and he could see that one of its legs was bloated. The boy’s trousers had been pierced by mandibles beneath the knee. The venom must have gone in there. Kormak hoped his death had been quick.


  Grogan emerged from the gate behind him. “Bastards have all gone,” he said. “Looks like we drove them off.”


  “Or they got what they came for,” said Kormak.


  “Or maybe that,” said Grogan. He did not sound happy. “Let’s go count the cost.”


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  


  THE SUN ROSE over a very different village from the one Kormak had rode into the previous day. The streets were a lot emptier. Scared and angry men, all armed, moved around in groups.


  The corpses of dead spiders lay on the ground. No one wanted to touch them. In the sunlight their armoured carapaces were an oily black. They sprawled in pools of dark fluid with puddles of green venom around their heads. Occasionally a limb twitched, and folk moved away. A few put arrows into the stirring bodies but the spiders just lay there.


  The elves were all carried outside the village. This time folk were not going to hang these corpses; they were going to burn them. Kormak inspected a few of the bodies. Most wore leather jerkins and britches, their shirts and headbands were made of a grey silk-like material that he guessed had come from their pets. The arrows for their short bows and their spear tips were all tipped with a poisonous blackish-green paste. All of the elves had tattoos, patterns of webs and spiders and complex symbols that offended Kormak’s eyes, labyrinthine runes sacred to the Shadow.


  Grogan walked over to where he stood and studied the pile of bodies dispassionately. “We’ve taken a head count. Fifty folk dead, thirty unaccounted for, mostly women and children.”


  “Taken?”


  “That would be my guess.” There were others nearby, listening to their conversation. Among them were Bertram and the woods-ranger Kormak had threatened the night before.


  “We’re going to have to do something about that,” said Bertram.


  The woodsman looked warily at Kormak but he nodded. “We can’t leave little ones in the hands of those cruel bastards.”


  Grogan nodded but he said, “There must have been fifty elves here last night, that’s a warband at least. We got maybe twenty of them and we were lucky. They did not expect us to hit back so fast and so hard. We don’t have the men here to beat them even if I take everybody here that can carry a sharpened stick.”


  “Then we send out runners with the war-arrow to Silas Springs, Karlston and the other villages, and to the rest of the settlers in the woods,” said Bertram. The sadness had fallen from his face now and he had taken on real authority. “This goes way beyond a few kidnappings. This is a challenge that can be met only with force.”


  “That’s what worries me,” said Grogan. “They know what we will do. They must want us to do it.”


  “You saying we should do nothing?”


  “If we summon a Warmoot, it will draw folks away from the other villages. It will make all of them vulnerable and if we cross the river to punish the bastards we’re marching right into their territory and a Blight to boot.”


  “So you are saying we should do nothing.”


  Grogan spat on the ground and squinted off into the woods. He spoke slowly as if he was thinking through what he said as he said it. “Most likely by the time the Warmoot is called, the elves will be so far away we’ll never catch them.”


  “We can burn their villages,” said the woodsman. He looked angry.


  “You want to burn their villages or get our people back?” Grogan asked.


  “Both would be good,” said Bertram, not without a certain sardonic humour.


  “Then here’s what we do,” said Grogan. “I’ll take the Guardian and all the woods-runners we can round up and I’ll follow the bastards. We might get lucky and take them by surprise. If we can do that we might save some of our folks. We can at least follow their trail and find out where they go.”


  He looked at Kormak to see if he agreed with this. Kormak nodded but said nothing. “Meanwhile you send out the war-arrow to the rest of the villages in the strip. Tell them what happened. Call a moot and tell them to get ready for war. May as well send runners to the Lords along the border— they probably won’t help but they may thank us for the warning later. Maybe Baron Enderby will come— he’s always keen enough to seek glory in battle.”


  Bertram and the woodsman nodded. “Go tell the folks,” said Grogan. “I want a word with the Guardian. And send out some runners to check the steadings between here and the river. They might have been attacked on the way in.”


  They went, leaving Kormak and Grogan looking at the pile of bodies.


  “You up for this?” Grogan asked.


  “I was going to take a look at the Blight anyway,” said Kormak.


  “Good. Because I would be glad to have you along. I don’t like the feel of this at all.”


  “Then why go?”


  “You saw what they were like. We lost people, more in one night than we have in the past few years. Tensions have been growing with the elves for months and it was going to come to a head anyway. Unless I get them to do this sensibly, they’ll go rushing off into trouble.”


  “You’re going to be doing that anyway, by the looks of things,” Kormak said.


  “Yeah but at least we’ll be going in as prepared as we can be, and I’ll be taking men who have some chance of hunting elves. And if anything happens to us, the Settlements will be ready to fight. I want you to talk to the hunters about the Blight, tell them what they need to do, what to avoid, how not to get themselves killed. Will you do that?”


  Kormak nodded.


  “Why are you smiling?” Grogan asked.


  “King Brand always said you were the best Ranger Captain he ever had. You still seem to have the habits of command.”


  Grogan grinned sourly. “I’m the only Ranger Captain this mob are ever likely to have. Let’s hope I am up to the job.”


  


  


  Kormak looked at the assembled woodsmen. There were about thirty of them and they were a tough looking bunch, all garbed in fringed leather and buckskins, carrying bows and long vicious hunter’s knives. They stared back at him, some resentfully, some with mocking grins, most with interest.


  “I am going to tell you how to save your lives and your souls,” said Kormak. He spoke evenly but in a voice that would carry, the sort he had used before to address men before a battle. “You’re going into a Shadowblight. Some of you have probably been coming and going through it, and think you know what you’re about. I want you to forget that. What’s on this side of the river is a pale shadow of what will be on the other side.”


  “Some of us have been across, Guardian. We’ve seen what it’s like.” There were nods.


  “Then I want all of you who have been across before to come talk with me after this.”


  “Why?”


  “I’ll need to check you for the taint of Shadow.” There were groans and mocking shouts from the men who had been across but the rest of the woodsmen were looking at them seriously. Kormak had just made an accusation that could get a man burned in many places, and deservedly so.


  “None of us are Shadowbrood,” someone shouted.


  “Most likely,” said Kormak, “but it needs to be tested. Or do you have something to hide?”


  It was a speech Kormak never liked to make but it had to be done. He could whip these people up into a lynch mob if he had to. They were already scared and suspicious enough.


  “You said you were going to tell us how to survive in a Blight.” This came from Jaethro, the man who had almost started a fight in the bar last night. “You going to get on with that?”


  “It’s simple,” said Kormak. “Drink nothing you find there. Eat nothing either. We take food and water with us, and we keep it sealed in bottles and skins until we need to use it. When we get out we wash ourselves and we burn everything we took in with us, unless I tell you different.”


  “Why?”


  “Because the Shadow will cling to most anything that passes through its land. It will be in the plants. It will be in the beasts that eat the plants. It will be in the beasts that eat those beasts. It will be in the water. And the Shadow changes anything that it touches.”


  Some of the men grinned mockingly but some nodded agreement. “I can see some of you know what I am talking about. You’ve seen creatures warped and mad and behaving unnaturally. You’ve seen trees twisted out of shape. Unless you want to see the same thing happen to yourselves, you’ll heed what I say.”


  “And what if we don’t?”


  “If I find any of you are tainted, I will kill you.” He kept his voice absolutely neutral but he saw some of them flinch.


  Kormak raised up his hand. “I want you to understand this— if I do kill you I will be doing you a favour. I will be saving you from the warping of body, mind and spirit. I will be saving you from becoming a twisted Shadowbrood changeling, a madman who would kill and betray his loved ones, whose soul will be consigned to eternal torments. I have seen these things happen. I don’t want it to happen to you.”


  Something in his tone must have convinced them for they fell silent and when he stopped speaking a bunch of them shuffled forward, most with the worried looks on their faces of men who had been told that they might have the plague.


  


  


  “How did it go?” Grogan asked. He checked the sky. The sun said it was noon and the day was wasting away. He wanted to be under way, but he was thorough and he was careful.


  Kormak watched the last of the rangers go. He had spoken the words of the Sun’s prayer over them and touched them on the forehead with his Elder Sign amulet, which would burn anyone sufficiently saturated with the Shadow.


  “No one is ready to turn purely from being possessed by the spirit of the Shadow,” Kormak said.


  “Then why do you sound so unhappy.”


  “A man can be a long way from that and still follow the Shadow in his mind. I would need to question these men for a long time before I am absolutely sure,” Kormak said.


  “And we don’t have the time. You think it’s likely that some of them have been turned?”


  “These are the ones who came forward. I’d say they wanted to know, which means they are the least likely.”


  “You think any real traitor would not come forward. Is it possible that he might just to throw off suspicion?”


  Kormak nodded.


  “I don’t like the idea of heading out into the deep woods with some Shadowbrood in the company.”


  “Not much we can do about it, is there? Unless you want us to do this on our own.”


  “You’re good with that sword, best I ever saw and that’s a fact, and I am good with a bow, none better in the Settlements if I say so myself, but we’re not up to taking a warband of elves by ourselves.”


  “I am not sure thirty men would be any better.”


  “You’d be surprised what thirty men can do from ambush if they are the right men.”


  Kormak had seen enough battles to know the damage a small force could do to a larger one if it attacked unexpectedly.


  “You really think we’re going to be able to sneak up on elves in a forest?”


  “We’re going to find out, aren’t we?” said Grogan.


  “I guess we are,” said Kormak. “Let’s be about it.”


  


  


  


  The hunters gathered together on the riverbank. They had assembled waterbags, wineskins and bags full of jerky and waybread. They had taken Kormak at his word and he was glad. Normally there was always someone who felt called on to show his independence but not this time. These men understood that their lives and more were at stake.


  Kormak helped push the canoe out and then climbed in. He did not paddle. The woodsmen were used to it and knew better than he what to do, instead he kept his eyes peeled and kept the crossbow he had borrowed from Grogan at the ready.


  Grogan was doing the same in his canoe although he held a bow in his hand. Three more canoes were strung out along the river. They found the place the scouts had marked for landing. Not even elves could move with so many captives without leaving a trail. Great trees overhung the river here, casting it into shadow. Large bushes came all the way down to the water’s edge. It was a good spot for an ambush and all too easy to imagine hostile alien eyes watching them.


  They came ashore on the other side and dragged the canoes up out of the water, leaving them overturned beneath bushes, covered in leaves and branches against a casual search. The men moved quickly, easily and with the care of warriors who had done this sort of thing before. More scouts set out to make contact with the advance party, and returned when it was done, then the whole group started fanning out along the trail, weapons ready. Kormak stayed close to Grogan, moving with no less stealth than the men surrounding him, despite his heavier armour. The crossbow felt heavy and unfamiliar in his hands but he kept it ready to fire.


  The woods on this side of the river were darker, denser and more twisted than those in the Settlements. The older and taller trees were least affected by the power of the Shadow but even they were more stooped than they ought to have been, with blotched leaves and strange faintly luminescent mushrooms growing amid their boles. The younger trees were twisted as if their limbs had been tortured on a rack, their bark was rougher, darker and seemed to have strange runes marked right into it. Around the smaller trees were more blighted bushes. Small things scuttled through the undergrowth and branches, shy and scared and nervous. There were no birds at all.


  Kormak pulled his wraithstone amulet from beneath his tunic. Along with his Elder Signs it was one of his greatest protections against the power of the Shadow. Already a small thread of oily darkness writhed through the milk white heart of the stone. It was doing what it was supposed to do, absorbing the taint of Shadow, but, given how strong the Blight was here, he wondered how much longer it could continue to do so.


  “Bad,” said Grogan. There was a note of question in his voice. He spoke softly in a tone that would not carry far. Kormak replaced the amulet beneath his tunic.


  “It will get a lot worse as we move towards the Shadowheart,” said Kormak, matching his manner of speech. It reminded him of times they had fought together on night raids during the Orc War.


  Grogan spat. “What sort of people would choose to live in this?”


  “You’d be surprised,” said Kormak. “I’ve seen villages in the middle of blights. Many of the people looked normal but they were cannibals and worse…”


  “You’ve led an interesting life since the war.” Grogan had dropped into the easy loping pace of the wood’s runner. Kormak kept pace beside him. “Me— my life had to get interesting just as I am feeling my age. Hunting Shadow-maddened elves in a blighted forest is not how I planned on spending my old age.”


  “You’re not old,” Kormak said.


  “For around here I am; woodrunners don’t always live to a great age.”


  “Well, watch your step if you want to live to get much older.”


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  


  GROGAN PAUSED FOR a moment, looked down, stooped and rose with something in his hand. They had been following the trail for hours now and the forest was getting more and more shadowy. “Woman’s brooch, dropped here. Looks like we’re on the right trail sure enough.”


  “Think she left it deliberately?” Kormak glanced over his shoulder. Once again, he had the sense of being watched. He trusted his instincts enough to pay attention. Something about the way Grogan’s eyes flickered to the undergrowth told him that the ranger was feeling that way too.


  “If she had her wits about her. They must be praying someone will come looking for them. I shudder to think what those elves will do with their prisoners.”


  “Slaves?”


  “Never heard of elves taking or selling slaves, not until the Weaver came along.”


  Another thought crossed Kormak’s mind. “Sacrifices. There’s a lot of power in offering blood and souls when you’re working magic.”


  “The thought had crossed my mind. Never heard of elves working Shadow magic either.”


  “There’s a first time for everything. Something’s very wrong around here.”


  “Yes,” said a soft voice from nearby. Kormak looked around and saw the elf girl standing there. Somehow she had slipped through the cordon of watchful hunters and come across them. She held her bow in her hand but the arrow was pointing towards the ground.


  “I wondered when you were going to show yourself,” said Grogan. If he was daunted by the elf’s sudden appearance he gave no sign of it. He looked over at Kormak. “She’s been stalking us for the past couple of minutes.”


  “Let’s hope none of her kin have been,” said Kormak.


  She laughed quietly. “The Lost are no kin of mine. They are no kin to anyone anymore.”


  “She’s Kayoga,” Grogan said. “The ones who attacked last night were Mayasha.”


  “The Mayasha are gone. A Shadow has fallen between them and the sun. Their tree herds rot. Their Elder is dead. They follow their new-old god now and it leads them down a rotting path into darkness.”


  “Why are you here, Speardancer?” Grogan asked.


  “I am here to tell you to turn back. Your people are worse than dead. You will be too if you follow this path to its bitter end.”


  “You saw the prisoners die?” Kormak said.


  She shook her head. “I know what will happen to them and you cannot stop it. Best you flee this place. Best you raise your war-banners and summon the Armies of the Morning. The Shadow rules here and it will take the strength of Nations to oppose it.”


  Kormak heard steps coming closer turned and saw Jaethro; his jaw gaped, he opened his mouth to shout. When Kormak turned to look back for the elf, she was gone.


  “What was that?” Jaethro asked.


  “We were talking to the ghost,” said Grogan.


  “She tell you anything interesting?”


  “To turn back.”


  “An elf would tell you that.”


  “Jaethro!”


  “Yes, Grogan.”


  “If you see the ghost again, don’t kill her. Tell the others. She’s not our enemy.”


  “You sure of that?”


  “Sure as I am of you.”


  Jaethro shrugged. “Will do. I can’t say what the others will do though.”


  “Just spread the word,” Grogan said. “And what did you want?”


  “Found some more bodies up ahead. They are not pretty. You’ll want to take a look at them though.”


  Once Jaethro had moved ahead Grogan spoke.


  “What did you think of the elf?” Grogan asked.


  “She was convincing,” said Kormak.


  “Yes,” said Grogan, “and if she was with the spiderfolk, she would just have put an arrow in us instead of telling us to run, so I am inclined to believe her.”


  “You think we should retreat?”


  “Do you?”


  Kormak shook his head. “Not while there’s a chance that some of the captives are still alive.”


  Grogan nodded grimly. “That’s what I thought you would say.”


  


  


  The bodies belonged to a woman and a teenage boy. They had been staked out and Kormak had guessed the spiders had been set on them. There were lumps in the flesh.


  “Why the hell did they do this?” Jaethro asked. “Why drag someone all this way and kill them here.”


  “Maybe as a warning to the others,” said Grogan. “Or maybe they just wanted some fun. Who can tell what the elves will do? They don’t think like us.”


  Kormak bent down and sliced the flesh on one of the lumps open with his knife. He pulled out a small, hard leathery object form beneath the skin. It was faintly translucent and in it something squirmed.


  “An egg,” he said. The hardened woodsmen standing close turned pale.


  “They killed Marla and Toni and let their pets lay eggs in them?”


  “Gives them something to eat when they hatch,” said Kormak. “I’ve seen other things do this.”


  “Means they must be expecting those things to hatch pretty soon,” said Grogan.


  Kormak crushed the egg beneath his heel. It took some effort. “This one won’t.”


  “We can’t dig out all the eggs,” said Grogan. “It would take too long. And if we burn the corpses it will give away our position.”


  “We can’t just leave them here,” said Jaethro. Kormak took the corpses’ heads off with his blade, then chopped them in two. The woodsmen looked at him appalled.


  “We’re in a Shadowblight here,” said Kormak. “We don’t want them rising.”


  “Shallow grave, pile some stones on them, and then we move on,” said Grogan. “We need to worry more about the living.”


  Jaethro summoned a couple of the other woodsmen to give him a hand, the rest of them moved off.


  “This is just getting worse, and worse,” Grogan said. “You think that’s why they’ve been kidnapping people, as food for the pet spider’s babies? I tell you if I get my hands on this Weaver I am going to carve her up with my knife. An arrow is too good for her.”


  Kormak could tell that Grogan was shaken. Maybe he was getting old, after all. “If we meet her, kill her any way you can, if you get the chance.”


  “I’ll settle for just getting our people out,” said Grogan. Kormak was starting to think that they might have to settle for just getting themselves out but he kept that to himself. The sense of watchfulness all around them intensified. He took a deep breath and extended his senses as far as he could, the way he had been taught by his masters in the Fortress Monastery on Mount Aethelas. He sensed nothing, but that did not make him feel any easier.


  “Let’s go,” said Grogan. Warily Kormak followed him.


  


  


  


  “What is it?” Grogan asked. Kormak put his hand on his breast. The Elder Sign beneath his tunic was getting warmer. It only did that in the presence of magic. He studied their surroundings closely. The trees were even more warped. The insects were bigger and strangely distorted. Glowing fungus reached the height of his knees.


  “The taint of the Shadow is stronger here,” said Kormak. “The Blight is getting worse.”


  Grogan grinned. “I would say so much is obvious.”


  “There is magic here,” Kormak said. “This is a place that can warp body and soul now. Tell everyone to remember what I said and to be extra careful.”


  He sniffed the air. The under-currents of rot were stronger. There was the smell of something worse there as well. The saliva in his mouth was starting to feel oily. “We can’t stay here more than a day or two at most. The less time on this unholy ground the better.”


  A moth with a wingspan as long as the distance from his finger-tips to his elbow fluttered past. It glowed in the shadows. Men shrank away from it unwilling to feel the soft caress of its strange wings on their flesh. The carpet of mulch beneath their feet felt sticky. A tick the size of a man’s fist inched across a diseased branch. The leaves of the trees swayed although there was no breeze. There was a sense that the forest was alive and inimical all around them.


  Grogan had his bow knocked now and was staring around, wary as a wolf. Kormak held the crossbow ready. A sour wind sprang up, like the exhalation of a great dragon. It carried with it a strong sickly sweet odour of corruption. Kormak froze as if he had come under the eye of some huge monster and all of those around him did the same. He was not sure how the nameless dread communicated itself through their entire party but it had, so much was obvious.


  Kormak put his hand on the ground. The rotting leaves were sticky and unclean but he thought he felt a faint vibration there. The image of a hive of gigantic, burrowing insects sprang into his mind. He thought of a giant nest of spiders large enough to make the earth shiver as they moved. He breathed out and performed the cleansing exercises he had been taught on Mount Aethelas when he was a novice. Calmness returned.


  Then he heard the swish of something moving through the air. One of the hunters near him fell, a poisoned dart in his neck. Something moved overhead in the branches of the trees. Looking up Kormak saw the glowing green eyes of a huge spider. He fired the crossbow but missed the scuttling creature.


  A net of webbing dropped towards him. Kormak dropped the useless missile weapon. His sword cleared its scabbard. The razor edge of the dwarf-forged blade sliced through the sticky webbing, parting it around him. Others were not so lucky. He saw men entangled by rope thick web-strands.


  Overhead now he could see the elves moving, swinging from branch to branch with uncanny agility. Their pet spiders scuttled along branches. Grogan had somehow avoided being entangled. He raised his bow and fired. An elf dropped from the tree, chest pierced. Grogan fired again. Another elf fell.


  Short of clambering into the swaying boughs there was nothing Kormak could do. He raced across to the nearest entangled woodsman and cut him free, moved on to free another. Arrows and darts traced his tracks. Springing and rolling, he narrowly avoided them. He realised that they had one advantage here. It seemed the elves did not want to kill them unless they had to. They wanted captives if they could get them. Kormak thought about the dead prisoners he had seen. Falling into their hands would not be a pleasant experience.


  A few more of the woodsmen had worked themselves free of the webbing and were returning fire with their bows. Screams indicated that at least some of their arrows had found a mark.


  “Damn,” he heard Grogan curse and turned to see a new horror had been unleashed. Large spiders were dropping on threads of webbing. They were smaller than the ones Kormak had fought during the attack on the village. Their markings were different, a complex swirl like a strange flowing script. Their eyes glittered with malign intelligence though and a blueish venom marked their clicking mandibles. One of them scuttled towards him with eye-blurring speed. He lashed out with his blade, slicing it in two. Purple stuff sprayed forth from its broken body. Where it hit, Kormak’s flesh felt numb.


  He saw more and more of the spiders descending. One of them was on top of a prostrate man. Kormak sprang and slashed it, slicing off armoured legs and hacking through its torso. He caught a brief glimpse of Jaethro’s face. It was contorted like the features of a man having an apoplectic stroke. His limbs twitched. “Can’t move,” he said. His voice sounded thick as if he was having difficulty moving his tongue. “Poisoned.”


  His lips moved slightly as if he was trying to say more but only a stream of gibberish came out. His eyes were open wide with horror though. More spiders emerged from the undergrowth. Kormak kept moving. Arrows smashed into the ground nearby. A pack of the arachnids raced towards him. He leapt into the air, bringing his feet down on the back of one, lashed out and split another in two, sprang again as a third leapt at him, rolled to his feet and turned, slicing the spider’s forelimbs. They came off and its face ploughed into the mulch. Kormak struck again aiming at the eyes, slicing through the head, pulling his blade clear, whirling and striking, slaying anything that got within his reach.


  He caught sight of Grogan being raised in the air, already cocooned in webs, a massive spider embracing him with its limbs, head near the man’s neck as if it was feasting on his blood. The same thing was happening to other captured woodsmen.


  A group of hunters were making a last stand in the shadow of a great tree. Around them packs of spiders moved. Arrows whizzed out the branches overhead. Kormak wondered if he should make a break for it, realised that there was very little chance of winning free of pursuing elves in this blighted forest.


  It appeared as if his end had finally caught up with him. Perhaps unlooked for his last day was upon him at last. He commended his soul to the Holy Sun and threw himself into the huge pack of spiders, hacking and cutting with lightning speed, chopping down everything that got within reach of his blade.


  Nothing living could withstand the fury of that onslaught. He left a mound of dead, dying and crushed spiders behind him as he cut his way to the men. Seeing him coming on, the hunters gained heart and threw themselves into the fray with redoubled fury, hacking down the creatures that harried them.


  Suddenly a sharp pain stung his shoulder. He twisted his head and saw a dart sticking there. Numbness was already starting to spread from the tainted tip. A spider dropped down towards him. He slashed at it, cleaving it in twain, but his reactions were getting slower as icy numbness spread from the wound. More spiders came towards him. Another arrow impacted in his chest. His mail partially deflected it, but once again he felt cold weakness flow into his veins from the point of impact.


  He forced himself to keep moving. His sword flickered in his hand. Death came to more of the scuttling monstrosities, but he was getting slower and slower, and the strength had started to spill out of him like wine from an overturned cup.


  His legs felt as if they were sculpted from ice. His sword seemed to weigh as much as a tree trunk. He lifted it above his head and brought it smashing down on the nearest spider. It was a poor blow, badly struck, but the razor edge still sheared chitin and removed a limb. The spider let out a strange chittering hiss and its mandibles closed on Kormak’s leg. He felt something being pumped into the wound. It burned for a moment like liquid fire then something smacked into the back of his head and darkness took him.


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  


  KORMAK OPENED HIS eyes. It was night. Occasional moonbeams broke through the forest canopy over head. Glowing fungus provided the rest of the spectral illumination. There was a sickly-sweet stink of rot in the air. His amulet burned against his breast telling him that strong magic was all around him.


  His skin was numb and his limbs refused to move. His back felt twisted. There was an odd scraping sensation when he moved his head and looking up, he saw to his horror he was looking at the underbelly of a huge spider. Around him massive armoured legs blurred as the creature moved.


  He managed to twist his neck and looked to his right. Jaethro was there, eyes wide with horror, his head almost the only part of him visible. He was cocooned and webbed in place to the underbelly of another giant spider. On its back, balancing easily was a tall, feral-looking elf with a spear in his hands.


  The blighted forest around them was getting worse. Huge mushrooms, the size of small trees rose, their domes glowing with eerie light, their blotched markings resembling evil runes. Tattooed elves moved all around them, smaller spiders scuttling at their heels. The elves did not look triumphant. Their faces had an odd placid calm that was at odds with the wildness of their eyes.


  Some of them had very strange jewellery on their necks. It took Kormak a while to realise that the odd amulets were living spiders with glittering bodies and glowing eyes, their legs wrapped round their bearers’ throats, their mandibles buried into elvish flesh, feeding a constant drip of narcotic venom into their veins.


  They emerged from the tunnel among the trees into a huge clearing. At its centre stood all that remained of a gigantic tree. Once it must have been far and away the greatest living thing in the forest, rising hundreds of feet above the ground, stretching its branches so high it must have looked as if it was trying to touch the sky.


  Mould blotched its side. Its bark had peeled away in places to reveal whitish wood beneath. There was something obscene in the sight, like looking at dead muscle in a corpse after the flesh has been peeled away in an autopsy.


  Looking at it, he did not doubt that this was the source of the corruption in the forest, that this was the centre of evil, of the Blight. The Shadow was very strong here.


  Automatically he began to study his surroundings, looking for any way to escape, for himself and the others. While he was alive he was not going to stop looking for a way out, no matter how dire the situation appeared.


  The ground around the base of the great dead tree was clear of other plants, as if whatever was in it had poisoned the earth so much that not even blighted blossoms could grow there. Webs festooned the tree’s sides and in them he caught sight of other cocoons, where pale faced men, women and children hung and monstrous spiders crawled over them as if tending to their sleeping prey.


  There were a lot of elves here, far more than he would have expected in a single village, and more seemed to be arriving all the time. A drumbeat came from somewhere within the tree, echoing outwards steady as the pulse of a titanic heart. It looked like what was left of the Mayasha nation, and perhaps more, was gathering here in the long shadow cast by the great dead tree.


  In its sides, where the bark had been torn away, were cavern-like holes. Spiders and elves came and went through them, moving on woven bridges of spidersilk between ground and trunk. Platforms were raised on silk ropes to the higher branches. Spiders moved up the sides of the tree, the spikes on the end of their armoured limbs driving themselves into wood and bark.


  More elves watched the prisoners arrive. The eyes of most were bright and mad, the eyes of others were somnolent as if they were entranced or drugged. From somewhere off to Kormak’s right a man started to scream and gibber in horror. No one paid him any mind.


  Kormak tried to move his body. He was bound tight with no room to wriggle and he was securely attached to the underside of the great spider. Looking around he could see that some of the spiders had stopped moving. The bindings holding the cocoons to their undersides were being sliced off. The bound prisoners were raised up by elves and spiders to join previous captives in the webs. As this happened, he saw one of the smaller spiders scuttle over them. Mandibles closed on a squirming prisoner and suddenly all struggles stopped, whether through death or the effect of some narcotic venom, Kormak could not tell.


  He fully expected this to happen to him, but much to his surprise the spider carrying him kept on, moving into a hole in the trunk of the great tree somewhere among its roots. It kept moving down a long dimly lit tunnel until it emerged into a vast cavern, the ceiling of which must have been the roots and base of the great dead tree.


  


  


  In the centre of the root cavern was what looked like a masked elf woman. The mask was carved from very white wood and made to resemble the face of a skull. The rest of the elf’s body was covered in a living, armoured carapace from which eight spiderish limbs emerged, as if a huge arachnid wrapped her whole torso. She looked partially devoured, as if only her head and limbs had escaped being eaten. Her elvish limbs were tattooed with patterns that were disturbing to the eye. In one hand she held a staff. Hundreds and hundreds of small spiders ranging in size from ones so small they were barely visible to ones with bodies the size of a fist crawled all over her. She studied Kormak with mad, brilliant eyes behind which the Shadow dwelled.


  “Welcome to my home, Guardian,” she said. “I am Weaver. I speak for the Spider God.”


  Elves moved forward and cut Kormak’s cocoon free from the belly of the beast. He fell face down on the floor, prostrate before the shaman. He tried to curse but his lips and tongue were beyond his control and only a weird croaking emerged.


  A carpet of spiders flowed from the shaman’s body and crawled over Kormak. He was glad his flesh was too numb to feel their tiny feet tickling his skin. He was also glad the cocoon wrapped him so tightly they could not get among his clothing. Two elves pulled him upright.


  One of the spider limbs protruding from Weaver’s carapace reached forward. It ended in a spike that reached out towards Kormak’s face. For a moment, it hovered over his eye and Kormak was afraid that Weaver was going to stab him there, then it moved down and rested against his cheek. There was a strange pricking sensation as numbed skin moved and slowly sensation started to return. Small spiders ran along the limb and landed on Kormak’s face. For a mad moment, he fancied that the pins and needles of returning feeling were caused by the movement of their limbs.


  “You will be able to talk in a few moments. You will be able to answer my questions.” Her bright mad gaze fixed on Kormak. A spider the size of a coin crawled over her nose and across her forehead. A smaller one crawled up her nostril. Kormak found it easy to imagine it crawling all the way to Weaver’s brain and injecting it with strange venoms.


  “What do you want with me, Weaver?” Kormak said. His words were slow and distorted. His throat felt dry. His skin tingled oddly.


  “I wanted to look at you, Champion of the Sun. I wanted to see what this terrible warrior who cut down so many of my people looked like. I wanted to know you and get a sense of what you are like.” Her voice was mocking.


  “Why?”


  Weaver threw back her head and laughed. The sound was velvety and incongruously lovely. “I am supposed to be asking the questions here. You are my prisoner.”


  “You have not asked me any questions yet. You have only talked.”


  “It is a weakness, I know. I have always been fascinated by what was different and you are as different from the men of the Woods as a wolf is from a dog. Are all of the members of your Order like you?”


  Kormak considered his answer. He could see nothing to be gained by lying, and he felt an odd compulsion to speak settling on him anyway. It was the venom, he realised.


  “You can speak of your own free will or I can feed you the milk of the Mother once more. It might drive you mad but then you may wish that before the end. It may be a mercy for your sanity to be shattered.”


  “Why?”


  “Again the questions. Answer my question and I will answer yours.”


  Kormak considered this. Weaver seemed very reasonable, almost pleasant. “No. Not all of my brethren, only the Guardians.”


  Kormak was shocked to find he had spoken. The elf nodded in a kindly fashion. “And they will come against us.”


  “Yes, once word of the Shadowblight spreads, the Order will call a Burning. All of the nobles will be roused against you. Armies will come to burn the forest.”


  “Plenty of prey,” said one of the elves holding Kormak upright. Weaver pursed her lips thoughtfully.


  “Plenty of new worshippers,” said Weaver.


  Kormak stared at her. He thought about the cocooned bodies he had seen hanging outside, hanging in the midst of a Shadowblight, exposed to its warping energies. He suddenly felt as if he understood what was going on here.


  A sardonic smile played across Weaver’s lips. A vision flashed across his mind as if it had leapt from her to him. He saw the slow corruption of the woods and their occupants and the Shadow becoming so powerful that eventually it would spread to the neighbouring lands and devour them as well. He saw armies of tainted humans and elves gather, to swarm outwards carrying their taint with them into new lands. Such things had happened in the past.


  “Yes,” she said. “Uran Ultar welcomes all who would follow him, human or elf. All who bring him prey are welcome. All who feed him souls may join the pack. In his web of shadow, elves turn their back on the Green, humans close their eyes to what you call the Light.


  “You see we are not as cruel as you thought. Some of those we have taken, the weaker ones provide food for our young, but those of you who are strong are welcome here. You yourself will be a great champion of the cause once your eyes are opened to the truth. Who knows, perhaps I will even send you out into the world to find more such as yourself. You have the look of the hunter. You will enjoy serving the Spider God.”


  “The Holy Sun will destroy you,” said Kormak. Even to himself he did not sound very convincing.


  “He has not done so yet,” said Weaver. “Take him to the crypts! We’ll speak again. A few days in the embrace of Shadow will give him something to think about.”


  The elves took him deeper into the darkness.


  


  


  Kormak hung there in his cocoon, in the middle of a huge web, watching a large spider crawl towards him. He had to remind himself that this was not a nightmare, not a fever dream. The venom was taking its toll on his mind and body. Hallucinations came and went. Even as that thought occurred to him, sick dizziness swept through him and the world rippled and changed.


  He hung in the sky, dangling from thin threads of silk. Far below him, he saw a great forest, like and unlike the one he had passed through earlier. It was green and bright and the sun shone down on it. In its midst were titanic trees, scores of leagues apart. They resembled the dead tree in size but in almost all other respects were different; some resembled oaks, some pines, some dragon-trees. All of them were taller than many keeps and so broad that the population of entire towns could dwell amid their boles and branches. He knew that in its own way, each of these trees was sentient in a vast slow way and communicated with its brethren by a tangle of magical flows that ran from root to root through the seemingly endless forests. The air was bright and clean, the mountains seemed taller, the Holy Sun brighter.


  In the morning of the world, the elves came and they worshipped and served the great trees, sharing their magic, acting as their agents in the world. They were long-lived and peaceful and their intelligence worked at a different speed from the trees, letting them deal with problems that happened too quickly for the giant vegetable sentients.


  He saw Old Ones, the immortal former rulers of this world visit the trees. Some stayed and became followers. Others left and returned with armies and tried to enslave the forest lords and their supporters. War came. Gates opened. Spells of enormous power were invoked. Tremendous energies were unleashed blasting swathes of the forest, reducing some of it to ashes, leaving pools of dark magic, of Shadow behind. Parts of the continent-spanning wood became warped and twisted.


  He opened his eyes and looked around blearily. He was still in the great cave, beneath the roots of the great dead tree. His mouth was dry, his throat felt parched. He knew he had been dreaming but he knew also that in part what he had seen was real, had happened. No, that was not quite it. Might have happened. It was as if he was reliving the memories of something else. They were in the air here, imprinted on the magical energy surrounding him. Perhaps they had come from the tree or its ghost.


  His eyes closed once again. He felt spiders running over his body, through his mind. He drifted over the forest once more, looking out through the eyes of an elf. A thought drifted into his mind. The elves communicated with the Great Trees and through them. They left their memories in the minds of the trees as did the birds and other creatures that served them. The memories of a Great Tree were a composite of every creature that had been touched by its web of magic, of the Tree’s vast slow thoughts and its dreams and nightmares. He felt on the brink of a greater understanding but then his consciousness submerged once more.


  He saw a Gate open. He saw spiders come through from somewhere else. A distant memory told him there were many such Gates scattered through the Sunlands and elsewhere. Most were dormant but sometimes one opened and things came through from other lands, other worlds, other times.


  The spiders were not really spiders but a sentient arachnid race. They used the stuff of life as humans used metal and leather and wood. There were hundreds of different types, each with its own caste and function. They burrowed their cities, spun their webs and hunted through the great forest.


  Their Gate had opened inside a great pool of Shadow magic and slowly it warped them, causing mutations, making the spiders more savage and strange and horribly cannibalistic until their civilisation fell into anarchy and they became little more than wandering predators of the forest. Only small groups held a grip on some of the magic that had made them what they once were.


  More elvish memories flickered through his mind. He was hunted through the forest by the blighted spiders until he was overcome, and the last thing he did was open his mind to the Elder Tree before his body was devoured. His memories flowed out to join its.


  He woke again and wondered how much time had passed. He felt hungry now, hollowed out and weak. He knew if he dangled here long enough his muscles would atrophy and his mind would break.


  What was going on?


  Was this all part of the Shadow’s effort to corrupt him? It did not feel like that, but then it need not. The Shadow could be very subtle. He thought about what he had seen and what it meant, tried to fit it together with his knowledge of the world.


  He had met Old Ones who had claimed that theirs was the most ancient people in the world. He had met scholars who claimed that the elves or the Giants or the Kassandri had been here even before the Old Ones. He had been taught there were kingdoms of men before the Age of Shadow. These events all could have taken place in those ancient times, before the coming of the First Empire and the Age of Light. It was hard to sort out all of this information in his confused state.


  Something crawled over his face, a large soft spider with a pattern like a skull on the bloated underbelly of his thorax. Its furry legs stroked his face. Its tiny mandibles dug into his flesh, hallucinogenic poison swept through his mind again. He tumbled down into strange dreams.


  He saw the Shadow settle on the forest heart, the blights begin to corrupt or kill the forest. He felt some of the great trees kin become blighted. He saw huge wars fought by the followers of each tree, the Nations of the Elves and their sometimes allies among the humans and Old Ones were enlisted by both sides. He saw the old community of shared intelligence torn apart. He felt the vast world-mind of the forest disintegrate and fall into insanity as it lost its wholeness and various parts of itself.


  He knew who he was now, the tree Mayasha. He felt his roots extend deep into the earth, looked out through the thousands of dreaming eyes of his elf people, relayed their thoughts to each other across the leagues, lent them parts of his own great power to let them work their small mortal magics. He shared their memories and those of the great white owls and the intelligent hunting cats who were linked with him.


  He recalled the wars he had fought with his corrupted brethren and the armies of the Old Ones and their human servants. He felt as if he understood some small part of the thoughts of a huge, slow god. He watched centuries and millennia pass, and witnessed the births and deaths of generations of elves and humans and beasts and trees. He sensed the spread of the Shadow through the land.


  He saw the Blight spread through the great trees of the forest heart and the wars between their peoples. He mourned the slow death of the elvish race as the wars and diseases and dark magic took their toll. Some of the elves left the forest entirely and passed beyond the reach of the Elder Trees becoming the Lost. Others turned their faces from their former gods and looked for new divinities to save them.


  And all the time he felt the growth of the Blight passing through the roots of the continent, a great poisonous pool, coming ever closer, tainting everything it could, killing everything it could not, a cancer in the flesh of the living world, a thing out of control, almost impossible to excise.


  He warred with it, did his best to contain it, turned its agents from his lands but in the end the struggle was too much. The disease reached even him, settled in his roots and slowly over the centuries weakened him and drove him mad. The Great Tree knew that he was dying and the elves too began to die or leave. Madness stole over him and it passed to his children who lost themselves in drugs and dark rituals and communing with the Taint in the Green.


  While all this was happening the humans came, driving Mayasha’s people from the lands they had seized, further disrupting the balance of nature.


  The Weaver came with drugs and sorcery, a magic which at first seemed to help the Elder Tree but in reality simply made the madness more subtle and less detectable. A Spider Queen came too and made her nest in the roots of Mayasha and provided her children and the narcotic pleasures of their venom to the service of the Elder Tree’s people. Weaver began to tap into Mayasha’s power and knowledge and use them to her own dark ends, hastening the Blight of the woods, warping the minds of his people.


  In moments, of lucidity, knowing what was happening to itself, Mayasha willed his own death and slowly a bit at a time it stole over him. His consciousness dwindled, his memories faded along with his power, and as this knowledge crept into his mind, Kormak realised that he was indeed communing with the ghost of the Elder Tree, all that remained of its spirit that dwelled within what had once been its great body.


  He saw too that the process of corruption had not just been one way from Weaver to the Tree. The last remnant of the Tree had been able to subtly shape the Spider Priestess’s thoughts, had Kormak brought here so that he could be told the truth, and shown the magnitude of the threat. He was shown how to destroy the last remnants of the Great Tree so that its power could not be used by the Shadow. He had been shown where his blade lay and how to find it in the maze beneath the roots and he had been shown what he must do with it.


  Into his mind was thrust the knowledge he needed to destroy the last and final ganglions of the Great Tree’s mind and knowledge of what defended them.


  He looked at that and was afraid.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  


  THE SPELL FELL from his mind. He opened his eyes and for the first time in a long time felt fully awake. He considered his position. He was bound in the heart of the Great Tree’s root system, cocooned and stuck in a web suspended above the cavern floor, watched by spider eyes and those of mad, diseased elves.


  First things first, he needed to get his hands free. His arms were bound across his chest by the webbing. He flexed his muscles; the spidersilk gave way slightly but not far enough. He tried writhing his body but to no avail. The Elder Sign was warm against his chest. He fumbled at it with his numbed fingers and managed to clutch its metal edge. Painfully slowly he moved it, turning the edge so that it rubbed against the silk.


  Moving it backwards and forwards he managed to abrade the fabric until the edge of the sign was through it. He widened the slit until he could get his fingers free and kept rubbing away until the gap was wide enough to allow his arms free movement. He paused when it looked like anyone was paying any attention to him. His wriggling in the web caused one of the spiders to come closer. He held still as it stroked his face with its legs. He closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep once more. The last thing he wanted now was to be injected with narcotic venom.


  Eventually the spider scuttled away.


  Kormak reached through the tear in the webbing. Once again he used the edge of the Elder Sign to rip the cocoon. It fell open. His body partially fell out. The spider this time definitely released he was awake and scuttled towards him. He tumbled forward to the ground, a drop that knocked all breath out of him and sent stars dancing across his vision.


  Desperately he wriggled free of the silken restraints surrounding him. The drugged-looking elf raced towards him, an envenomed spear held in his grip. Kormak reeled upright, his legs still numb, his reflexes slow. He barely managed to parry the spear point with his hand. He leapt forward, grabbing at the hilt of the spear. He found himself breast to breast with the elf, wrestling for the weapon. He butted the elf in the nose. Bone crunched. Blood flowed. The elf’s grip weakened for a moment and Kormak used his superior strength to tear the spear from the elf’s grasp. He hit the elf in the throat with the butt of the weapon, smashed him on the side of the head, sending him tumbling to the floor then drove the stone point into its chest, ending its life.


  Another elf cast its spear at him. It flashed through the air towards him, dazzlingly swift. By reflex, Kormak ducked beneath it. The elf drew a stone knife in each hand and raced towards him. The elf’s blades wove a glittering web of obsidian. Greenish poison paste dribbled from their points and Kormak knew that if it once touched his flesh, he was doomed. He stepped back, pulling the spear free of the corpse then lunged forward, forcing the elf to keep its distance, hoping that strength and feeling would return soon to his numbed limbs. He moved more slowly than he was capable of doing, hoping to lull the elf into a mistake.


  The elf smiled, sensing his weakness, feinted with the left hand blade and struck with the right. Kormak knocked the blow aside with the shaft of the spear and then stabbed as the left hand blade came in, taking the elf through the throat. The elf gave a dreamy, drugged smile that slowly twisted in anguish. The ecstatic expression remained even as it writhed on the floor. A shadow fell on Kormak, warning him and he stabbed up with the spear as the spider dropped from above, impaling itself on the blade.


  Kormak tossed the spear into the wall, leaving the spider pinned there, legs kicking feebly until it expired. He bent over and picked up the elf’s knives and the other spear. His lungs felt as if they were on fire. His skin felt clammy. He knew he needed to find his sword if he was to have any chance to survive down here.


  Dizzy and weak he reeled towards the exit of the cave, praying that the vision he had of the tree’s heart was true and not simply a hallucination brought on by the narcotic venom and the tortures of imprisonment.


  


  


  Greenish light emerged from the fungus on the walls, the glow of decomposition, of rot, of the gathering strength of the Shadow. It illuminated a long twisting tunnel that ran through the root system of Mayasha. Large segmented things scuttled away at his approach. They reminded him of slaters he had once seen when he turned over a rotten log in the forest. Long, long feelers twitched obscenely as they moved. A massive worm’s head emerged from the wall and then retreated. He felt like he was being given a view of all the monstrous things that lurked beneath the dark places of the world.


  Slowly feeling and strength returned to his limbs. He felt like himself again. He was free and he had a weapon in his hand and, under the circumstances, that was about the best he could ask for.


  He moved on, following the vision that had appeared in his narcotic dreams. It seemed like the only thing to do. He had no idea where he was in this vast underground labyrinth so the path revealed to him seemed as good as any other. So far the path was as he had been shown. At least part of his vision seemed true, then again, perhaps that was not so good, if what was waiting at the end of the trail was also true.


  He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, repeating the old breathing exercises, and sinking into others that would sharpen his senses and quicken his reflexes. He wanted to be aware of any threats coming up on him and he felt sure that the elves and spiders both could see better in the gloom than he could.


  He thought about the vision he had seen and was alarmed. It seemed something had invaded his mind to provide him with the information, bypassing his amulets, his own resistance and all the safeguards that had been placed there by the priestcraft and sorcery of the Order of the Dawn. He knew he was vulnerable here and the sooner he got out the better, but somehow his legs carried him on into the depths below the world.


  It was not exactly that a geas had been laid on him, at least he thought not. That was something to which he should be immune. It was just that Mayasha, if Mayasha it was, had shown him the route he must take to perform his duty, to help oppose the Shadow, to prevent its complete victory here. He knew he needed to escape and bring word of what was going on here back to the Sunlands. Given time Weaver could build an all but invincible army in these blighted woods and spread the Shadow’s corruption far beyond them.


  There was another truth. There was no other path for him to follow. He could leave it but the chances were that he would wander lost in the depths until he was recaptured. He doubted that this time he would escape so easily. What Mayasha had revealed to him was his only hope of recovering his dwarf-forged sword and he could not leave this place without it.


  He wondered where the others were now, whether any of them had escaped from the elvish ambush or whether they had all been captured and were hanging cocooned, being corrupted by the Shadow and the Spider God.


  He thought of the elf girl who had warned them out in the forest. She had been right. He thought of Grogan who had foreseen the ambush was likely but had gone forward anyway.


  He thought of the long mazy roads that had brought him to this point, the wanderings across three continents and scores of kingdoms, the wars and battles, the women he had perhaps loved and the Order he had served, and he knew it was all a distraction to keep him from thinking about what he had to do and what he had to face next.


  He thought about the Great Tree surrounding him, not dead yet, trying to extinguish the last remnants of its life and consciousness in order not to fall to the Shadow it hated and feared.


  A sense of futility settled on him. Mayasha was older than many of the kingdoms of men, had seen generations of long-lived elves come and go, had in its time been as powerful as any living being on the face of the world, and even it, in the longest of runs, had fallen. What chance did anything as tiny as a man have of opposing the Shadow?


  He entered the chamber he had been shown in his vision. Ahead of him lay a huge mound of coins, helmets, carved objects, like a heap of offerings piled in front of the altar of a wicked god. Atop the pile lay a familiar scabbard, thrown there by those who had captured him. He raced forward and picked up the weapon, breaking all custom and training by drawing it, to make sure it was his own weapon. He felt the familiar weight of it resting in his hand, looked upon the glowing runes and knew them to be true. He felt whole again.


  A long time ago as men measured their lives, if but an eye-blink to the gods of Shadow, he had taken up this weapon and he had sworn an oath. While he lived he would keep it. He had spent his lifetime walking into the dark with this sword in his hand. He was a Champion of the Sun. Whatever he could do to oppose the ancient evil here, he would do.


  Ahead of him, deeper in the chamber, the green glow intensified, a vast bulk shifted, a demon woke.


  


  


  Kormak stepped forward, deeper into a vast cave-like chamber. The walls seemed to be made of an interlocking tangle of roots, covered in a carpet of sticky webbing. At its centre, was a stump of wood that looked like any other save that it was covered in a pulsing, brain-like nugget of fungal growth. Next to it, watching it like a dragon watching its hoard, was the largest spider Kormak had yet seen. It was big as a house, bloated and evil. It considered him with glittering green eyes from which shone boundless hunger and boundless malice and an ancient inhuman intelligence.


  The body was so huge that he doubted that even its massive columnar legs could have supported it without the aid of the vast cables of webbing that suspended its body from the ceiling. It lay on a carpet of broken bones and shattered skulls. Its mandibles looked big enough to decapitate a bull. A swarm of smaller spiders scuttled around it and over it, tending it, picking small parasites from its carapace, grooming the furry hairs of its abdomen, feeding her morsels of something.


  How long had this thing been down here, Kormak wondered? How long had it been growing bloated on the power of the Shadow and the flesh of the living?


  The stench of rot was strong. The oily taste of the Shadow’s presence was on Kormak’s tongue. He met the spider’s gaze and felt an immediate sense of contact, of a hungry alien presence trying to force itself into his mind. The Elder Sign burned on his chest. He muttered prayers of resistance to the Shadow, and worked the rituals of cleansing. A wave of nausea passed over him and was gone.


  The ground shook as the Queen spider raised herself up. There was a creaking sound as if her legs could barely support her weight. A flick of her limbs scattered bones and sent a skull rolling to Kormak’s feet. It looked up at him mockingly with empty eye-sockets. Smaller spiders tumbled off the greater one as it moved; some regained their balance, some lay on their backs, spindly legs kicking in the air.


  Kormak stood sword in hand, waiting, like a small boy confronting a maddened mastodon. The thing dwarfed him and made him feel almost powerless. It came to him that there was still time for him to turn and run.


  The Queen’s mandibles clicked. A sound like a wheezing roar emerged from her maw. The other spiders moved, some clambering over it, some spreading out to circle the walls of the chambers, leaving a clear space for the Queen to advance over, while letting them threaten Kormak from the flanks. There were all different types of them and they looked lethal.


  The Queen moved forward as much swinging from her web as charging on her legs. She gained huge momentum as her massive form advanced. Poison dribbled from her mandibles.


  She grew larger and larger in Kormak’s vision, swelling to terrifying proportions. His heart pounded against his ribs. His mouth felt suddenly dry. At the last moment, he threw himself flat and rolled under the vast flabby body, slashing up with his razor sharp blade, opening a great wound in the armour of her underbelly. The Spider Queen shrieked and raised herself up. Kormak kept moving, heading towards the node that represented the last glimmer of the consciousness of Mayasha.


  A spider intercepted him, moving under the bulk of its mother and Queen, throwing itself at Kormak like an attack dog leaping on prey. Kormak slashed at it, severing its front legs, and kept moving, even as the Queen brought her great bulk down. He rolled faster, just managing to pull himself clear. The spider was not so lucky. Black fluid flowed from beneath the Queen and when she raised her bulk again, Kormak could see that her child had been crushed.


  A pack of smaller spiders raced towards him, trying to cut him off from his objective. He danced through them, slashing and twisting and killing with every stroke till he reached his goal. He hacked at the node, cutting it in two, sending the corrupted fungus-covered head skittering away across the floor.


  Something landed on his back. He reached over his shoulder with his free hand and caught something hairy and scuttling. Stick-like legs brushed against his hands. He tossed the small spider away before it could sink its fangs into his hand, and slashed a creature the size of a dog that was threatening to bury its mandibles in his leg.


  He turned at bay. The Spider Motherwas turning, twisting the cables of web as she tried to bring herself round to face him, hissing and bellowing with frustrated rage at the way the things that supported her weight restricted her movement.


  Kormak felt safe for only a moment until he saw small valves open on either side of her mouth. A moment later jets of webbing squirted towards him. He threw himself flat and they passed over his head, but as he did so another spider bounded towards him.


  He raised his blade and the creature impaled itself on it. Kormak got a boot under its stomach and using its momentum and the power of his own leg muscles kicked it off, sending it sliding off his blade. He rose to one knee and just had time to slash at another of the spiders as it closed the distance with him.


  Another strand of webbing hit the ground where he had been. He kept moving, knowing that to be hit was to be rendered immobile and in this place that meant death.


  He studied the plant-like growth rising from the floor, wondering if he had fulfilled Mayasha’s last commandment. So far he could see no sign that what he had done had made any difference. He hacked at it again, taking off another chunk. This time the luminescence in the chamber dimmed a little.


  The Spider Queen let out an angry hiss that held a note of warning. Perhaps it had just occurred to her what Kormak was attempting. En masse her children threw themselves towards him, uncaring of their lives, threatening to swamp him with sheer weight of numbers.


  For a dozen heartbeats, he dodged, parried and struck, a whirlwind of death tearing through the heart of the scuttling pack. Poisoned mandibles clashed before his face. Bony spearpoints at the end of chitinous legs stabbed at his mailed torso. Skeletons crunched beneath his boots, providing an uncertain platform for his footwork, threatening to overbalance him at any momentary miscalculation.


  Something heavy hit him from the side and bowled him over. For a brief, terrible desperate instant, he scrambled on all fours on a carpet of human bones under the belly of a monstrous arachnid, then rose to his feet.


  He lashed out once more at the last shard of Mayasha, this time severing it close to the root. The ground shook slightly. The phosphorescent lights dimmed. The Spider Queen bellowed her rage and twisted away from Kormak. She raised herself into the air on her front legs and swung herself backward so that she would pass over his head and be in a position to charge him once more. As she did so she spat more webbing at him. A glob of it landed on his foot and wrapped round his leg, tightening swiftly. Desperately he lashed out with his blade severing the strand and leaving himself free to move once more.


  The Queen swung herself forward again, armoured legs slicing through the air towards him, green eyes glittering, more and more of her scuttling children dropping from her back to confront the Guardian.


  He slashed at one of her legs. It was a mistake. The sheer weight and momentum of the Queen bowled him over, partially deflecting his blade even as it cut into the great column. The blade stuck and he found himself being dragged along beneath his foe with a pack of her children snapping at his heels.


  The ground rippled beneath his feet now, sending skeletons and skulls tumbling once more, even when they had not been hit by the Spider Queen’s massive limbs. It seemed like the earth was in the grip of a quake.


  He ripped his blade clear and grasped one of the Queen’s unwounded legs, wary as he was of the ichor flowing from the cuts he had left. He pulled himself up the limb, rolling over onto the Queen’s back, finding himself confronting more of the small spiders.


  He crunched them under his boots, breaking their carapaces with his weight and raced forward, aiming for the first of the great cables that supported the Queen. She realised what he was trying to do and reared into the air, sending him toppling backward. Desperately he drove his blade into her back, deep enough to embed itself, and perhaps cause pain, and he held on as she bucked and reared.


  Beneath him he could see the pack of spiders start to advance once more, clambering up onto their mother’s back as he had done. He twisted the blade. Oily blood oozed forth. The Queen let out a long eerie wail and toppled forward.


  Kormak rose, pulled his blade forth and sprang, chopping at the first of the great cables that held her weight. One side of the Queen sagged forward as she became unbalanced.


  The movement almost sent him flying, but he managed to grab a horny protrusion in her back and hold himself in place. He rose and threw himself forward again, slicing at the second supporting cable. It parted with an audible twang, like the string of a great mandolin suddenly cut.


  The Queen sagged forward unable to support the weight of the front of her body. He raced up her back, now tilting like the deck of sinking ship sliding underwater prow first, slashed his way through the horde of tumbling, wrong-footed spiders racing towards him, sprang into the air and sliced the third supporting strand of web, leaving the Queen’s great bulk suspended from one final thread which slowly stretched and threatened to give way.


  He landed on a pile of bones that crunched under his weight, rolled to his feet and raced for the exit, leaving the Queen floundering unsupported among the remains of her victims, and her children scuttling in pursuit.


  The whole vast root system of Mayasha was shivering now, as if a Titan were smashing into it with his hammer. The lights flickered erratically. He turned at bay and slew another huge spider and turned to flee back up towards the surface. The spiders pursued for a while until summoned back by the pained cries of their mother.


  


  


  Kormak lengthened his stride and raced upwards. He had achieved the task the god-tree had set him. He could only hope that the Spider Queen would be crushed in Mayasha’s death spasms. If she was not there was nothing he could do about it right now. He needed to get clear of this place and bring warning of what had happened to his Order.


  He tried to remember what he could from the information placed in his mind by Mayasha and find a way out. In the end, the easiest thing was to keep taking an upward route.


  He wondered how long it would be before word of his escape spread and he was pursued. If the Queen spider was still alive, it would not take long he imagined. In the meantime there was not much he could so about it other than stay alert and try to get out of the way if he heard anyone coming. It was unlikely that anyone he met in this place would be friendly.


  In the past he had escaped from such situations as this by means of disguise but there was little chance of that here. He looked like neither an elf nor a spider.


  The chances were that he was not going to live very long. He was surrounded by enemies in a place where the Shadow was strong indeed. He told himself he had never expected to die of old age and he kept putting one foot in front of the other. He had survived his encounter with the Mother of spiders. Perhaps he would live through this yet.


  The path kept going upwards, the ground continued to shake. Horrible creaking noises sounded from above him, as if the giant tree were shaking its limbs in its death throes. He might end up crushed down here if the root structure shifted or collapsed. He lengthened his stride till he was jogging along. He had his sword in his hand. Anything he encountered he was going to kill.


  Ahead of him he saw a glimmer of more natural light. He slowed his pace somewhat and moved cautiously forward, poking his head out of a tunnel mouth that was perhaps three times the height of a man above the ground.


  Overhead the branches of the great tree swayed as if in the clutches of a hurricane. With a splintering sound a lesser branch above him dropped off and plunged towards the ground. Frantic activity seethed everywhere around the dying tree. Elves rushed to and fro, uncertain of what was happening. Spiders dropped out of the branches on long strands of silk. The webs holding the prisoners below shook.


  He looked up and saw the moon peek through clouds as if the Lady desired a closer view of what was happening here for her own mysterious purposes. His heart lightened a little. Even though there were thousands of elves down there and even more spiders, they seemed preoccupied with what was happening to Mayasha. If he was cautious and swift he had a chance to escape in the confusion.


  He sheathed his sword, and lowered himself from the ledge on which he stood till his body dangled at arm’s length, then allowed himself to drop to the ground below. He picked himself up and scrambled along through the darkness, choosing areas that were clear of elves and spiders, moving as calmly and as cautiously as possible.


  With every step he expected the alarm to be raised. His shoulders tensed in expectation of a poisoned spear point being driven through them. His heart raced and his breathing becoming more shallow. He forced himself to breathe deeply and with an effort of will he made his muscles relax.


  He was half way towards the forest’s edge now, walking along in the shadow of one of the giant shaking branches overhead, suddenly aware of another potential danger: that more branches might snap and come plunging down on him. The fear of it doubtless explained why no one had stepped forward to challenge him.


  He began to notice the sheer number of elves who were present along with their arachnid allies. There was enough here to form an army, to invade the Settlements and drive the humans out. Or capture them and add them to the Shadow corrupted forces that had already been gathered.


  He saw the real danger now. Weaver planned on enslaving the small isolated communities of the Settlements, and adding Shadow-warped men to her armies. With such a force she could defend the Blight, defy any armies sent against her, use the forest as a base to enslave the surrounding provinces. If that happened, only the king of Taurea with all his barons united behind him would be able to muster the strength to stand against such a force, and the king was a sick old man whose sons made war over a divided realm.


  It was imperative that he get word out to his Order so that they could organise whatever resistance they could. This Blight was potentially a festering wound in the flank of the kingdom of Taurea, and like all such wounds it might prove fatal if untreated long enough.


  He reached the forest’s edge and stepped into the shadow of other, lesser Blight-corrupted trees. He felt slight relief at the cover they provided against the eyes of the elves who would soon pursue him. This warred with the knowledge that they would provide cover for others to sneak up on him.


  Huge moths fluttered around glowing toadstools taller than Kormak’s head. Large webs hung between trees. Mould crackled beneath his boots. Shadows shifted in the uneasy light. Somewhere in the distance a great predator growled. He marched on deeper into the forest, feeling with absolute certainty that somewhere alien eyes were watching him.


  At least he was free, he told himself. He was going to have to make sure he stayed that way, long enough to get his job done.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  


  KORMAK RAN THROUGH the darkened woods, heart pounding, sweat running down his face. In the distance, he could hear the hunters. They were making no attempt to silently stalk him. They were blowing horns and yelling to each other in the thrill of the chase.


  At least he hoped they were.


  He did not rule out the possibility that all of the noise was merely a distraction to keep him thinking that he was safe while others snuck up on him. Elves were clever, subtle and they did not think as men did. They were famous for their woodcraft.


  He sprang over a fallen log and gave a quick glance to his surroundings. As far as he could tell there was nothing lurking in the shadows under the eaves of the forest. The trees looked warped, their leaves were furred with mould but that was normal in this blighted land. At least the sickly phosphorescence of their blooms gave him light to see by.


  Nothing moved through the branches above him but he was wary. The elves and their hunting spiders ran along those as easily as a man ran along an open pathway. Twice he had been surprised by mad-eyed elves dropping on him from above. Twice only his quickness of reflex had saved him from being taken.


  He pulled the wraithstone amulet out from beneath his armour and checked it. The once milky stone was dark now. Long tendrils of darkness writhed through the heart of it, and it had lost all its chill hardness. It was starting to crumble at the edges. It would not be able to protect him against the corruption of the forest much longer. Perhaps it was not able to do so now. He offered up a prayer to the Sun, grateful it had lasted this long.


  He was not sure how much longer he could keep this up. He had been on the run for days now, had slept only in snatches when he had thrown himself down beneath bushes and he had grown wary even of that. Once he had woken to find a spider scuttling close to him. Another time, a blighted insect nibbling on the flesh of his face had brought him to wakefulness. The flesh it had bitten was swollen and sore.


  Now he struggled to keep his eyes open, to place one foot in front of the other, to keep moving. He was not sure that if he was caught he would have the strength to fight, and he did not want to fall back into the clutches of Weaver’s people. He knew he did not have the strength to escape again and it was imperative that word of what was happening here was brought back to his Order.


  Something large fluttered through the branches overhead. A great owl swept by, its wings suddenly still and outstretched as it glided along, perhaps looking for prey. He studied it. It was almost as large as a man but it showed no other signs of being twisted by the power of the Shadowblight. It blinked down at him once with saucer-sized eyes and then was gone.


  The movement had been so sudden it had woke him from his trance. He realised he had been standing there for minutes simply looking around in a daze. Something dropped from overhead, a tall, almost-human shape. It swung a poison-tipped spear at him, which he avoided only by swaying backwards at the last moment. He shook his head and his trained reflexes took over. He raised his blade to parry the spear, turned the parry into a lunging attack. The elf had obviously heard about the sharpness of his blade. He met the strike with its tip and still the obsidian chipped. He lashed out with his foot catching Kormak on the shin and almost over-balancing him.


  Kormak suppressed a curse, a sign of how tired and angry he was. He slashed at the elf, aiming at his head. The elf bent back almost double so that the blade passed him by and then stood upright again with the fantastic, limber grace of his people. Kormak struck again and the elf backed away, ducking and weaving.


  “You are slow, man,” said the elf. His voice was high but strangely beautiful. “You grow tired. Surrender to me. I will spare your life and you will win me Weaver’s favour.”


  Kormak stepped back and brought his blade up into the guard position warily. He wondered why the elf was talking. Was he simply trying to buy time until his comrades arrived? It did not matter; Kormak was grateful for the rest, which in itself told him how drained he was. “How so?”


  “Weaver wants you very badly. You have upset the Mother by invading her nest and killing her children. You have upset Weaver by destroying the Seed of Mayasha. You will die slowly and in great pain. Weaver plans on giving you to the Mother… eventually.”


  Kormak laughed softly. “You are not making the prospect of surrender very attractive.”


  The elf tilted his head mockingly. “In general, I have found your kind are pleased to buy a few extra minutes or hours of life in any way they can. A short-sighted people. Most of them would take my offer— prefer the option of death later rather than death now.”


  “That may be so but there is a flaw in your argument,” Kormak said.


  “I feel sure you are about to point it out to me.”


  “I don’t think you can kill me.”


  “On this we disagree. You are tired and you have been badly used over the past few days and even at your best you would not be a match for me. I am First Spear of Mayasha.”


  “I was told Mayasha no longer exists.”


  The elf looked curious. “Who told you that?”


  “A Kayoga I met in these woods.”


  “The Kayoga are not to be trusted.”


  “Says the Shadow-sworn elf who just sprang on me from ambush.”


  “I can see you are going to let that prejudice you against my offer.”


  “I make you a counter-offer.”


  “What would that be?”


  “Go now and I will spare your life.”


  “I do not think you are in a position to make such an offer.”


  “It’s the best one you are going to get today. I have heard that elves live for centuries. Drop your spear, run and enjoy those years that are left to you.”


  “That is most generous of you but I must decline.”


  “As you wish,” said Kormak. He let his shoulders slump and struck just as the elf lashed out with his spear. He knocked the point aside and drove his blade into the elf’s breast. Blood flowed forth. His eyes went wide.


  “I fear you had an unfair advantage,” the elf said.


  “And what would that be?”


  “I wanted to take you alive.” Kormak lashed out with his blade, beheading him.


  “You should have taken my offer,” the Guardian said, cleaning his blade on the elf’s spider-silk jerkin and reeling off along the path between the warped and twisted trees.


  


  


  


  Kormak staggered along supporting himself by using the elf’s spear as a staff. He told himself it was because he wanted a weapon he could toss at his enemies when they caught him but really he was not sure he was capable of remaining upright without it. He cursed the elves and their inhuman vitality. He had often heard it said that they could sleep while moving through the waking world, while running or hunting, and he was starting to suspect it was true. Normal men would have needed rest as much as he, more so, for he knew his own endurance was far above the average.


  Perhaps it was not that they were elves, he thought. Perhaps it was that they were in the Shadowblight and it was their territory, filling them with energy even as it sapped his strength. Just looking at the diseased forest around him, and its twisted denizens was starting to make him feel weak.


  He pushed these thoughts aside. Now was no time to be feeling sorry for himself. He needed to escape. He needed to warn the people of the Settlements that a terrible attack was coming and then he needed to reach the Order at Westergate and tell the Master there what was going on. He could not fail. Too much was at stake.


  He put one foot in front of the other, leaned his weight on the staff and kept moving. He had been lucky with the last elf. If the owl had not startled him awake, he would have been easy meat for his pursuer. As it was he had barely managed to survive the encounter.


  His stomach grumbled. His limbs felt like lead. He had not eaten or seen anything he even felt like eating for days. This was a Blight. He could not risk exposure to anything here. He had drank only rainwater he had found cupped in large leaves or in his hands when the rain fell.


  He knew that thirst would kill him before hunger but he also realised that after this was over he was going to have to fast and purify himself. He might even have to withdraw to one of the Order’s houses for testing and ritual purification. It was wise to take no chances when one had been in a Shadowblight. The Shadow stained the soul and body and could leave permanent marks. He laughed. He did not give much for his chances of living to have to deal with such things.


  He tried to imagine the world beyond the forest, to recall the clean air and open spaces of the mountains but he it was difficult. It was far easier to imagine a whole roast boar turning on a spit or carving a slice from a round of cheese in an inn like the Royal Oak. At the moment, he felt as if he wanted food more than he had ever wanted wine or water or the kisses of women. He clenched his teeth, lifted his leg and thought of what he had left behind. It was enough to frighten anybody into movement.


  Leaves crunched beneath his tread. He stopped for a second to listen to see if there were any furthers signs of pursuit. Somewhere off in the distance he heard the mad wail of an elvish hunting horn. It was answered by another one somewhere to the south of him. It seemed as if a large body of elves were there, trying to stop him from reaching the Settlements, and drive him deeper and deeper into the blighted forest. They knew that in the unlikely event of his eluding them, the Blight would do their work for them in the long run. Perhaps even being caught would be a mercy compared to that. Perhaps at least he would be fed, or drugged in such a way that it would kill his hunger.


  He thought about what the last elf he had killed had said. So the Weaver wanted him alive and so did the Spider Mother. That did not bode well. He doubted that the Weaver would try and corrupt him again since he had escaped from that particular trap once. The chances were that his bones would join those of all those others in the Mother’s lair. That was not a fate he was keen to meet.


  He thought of what he had seen around the tree, all of those elves camping, all of those spiders moving around like so many well-trained guard dogs. There was a formidable army there even without taking into account Weaver’s sorcery and the strength the Shadow might lend it.


  He doubted that any force that could be assembled by the villages of the New Settlements could stand against it. The best he could do was tell them to get out and hope they listened before the tide of blood and darkness swept over them. Perhaps he should turn south and try and break through the elvish lines no matter how strong they seemed. It was the only way he was going to arrive on time, providing of course he was not already too late.


  Something swept past overhead. It was another huge owl, or perhaps the same one he had seen earlier. It seemed an unlikely coincidence that the bird should be following him. He raised the spear and considered attempting a cast, but the owl had already disappeared once more, flickering away among the branches. It had saved his life earlier he reckoned, so he owed it that much at least.


  He lowered the spear and wondered if he was making a mistake. If the bird was in league with his hunters, sparing its life was an error. Of course, in his present condition there was no guarantee he could have hit the owl anyway, so perhaps he was not being quite as merciful as he thought.


  As that occurred to him a hunting horn sounded, much closer than he had been expecting. He heard the insane howls of Shadow-corrupted elves ringing through the forest and started to run once more.


  


  


  Mad laughter rang out along the tracks behind him. Large things moved in the branches above. He could hear branches clatter against each other. From overhead he heard a hideous clicking noise that he knew was mandibles clashing. Ahead of him, he saw something blocking the path. He slowed just in time to realise it was a spider’s web. Had it been there for some time or had it been spun specifically for him? Were his enemies trying to drive him along this path into a trap? He slashed at the web, opening a gap and staggered through.


  Ahead of him a large clearing opened up and as he entered it a group of elves rose from the ground, shucking off cloaks camouflaged with leaves, spiders moved into position behind him. It seemed that he had been cut off without realising it, or driven into this ambush. Without pausing to think he raised the spear and cast it. It flew straight and true and buried itself in the chest of a surprised-looking elf. The others laughed cruelly at his shock and he realised that they were all drugged on narcotic venom.


  He limped forward, blade raised and slashed aside two spears cast at him. He ducked reflexively when he heard a dart hiss through the air towards him and three more strides took him in among the elves. He slashed left and right, drawing blood from the forehead of one, opening a wound in the upper arm of another. He was getting slow. Any other time and he would have killed those two. Someone cast a net of sticky webbing at him and he slashed it open. A group of the elves raced towards him, spears raised.


  He howled a battle-cry and leapt among them, striking left and right. One advantage he had was that they wanted him alive. Another was that he was armoured. The third was that he did not have to worry about striking anybody else. He was going to have to make the best of them. At worst he would fight with such fury that they would be forced to kill him. He was not going to be their prisoner again.


  A spear came in from his right, he deflected it with his arm as he parried another with his blade. The butt of a third slammed into his back, sending him tumbling forward. He regained his balance and caught one elf behind the leg, drawing blood, exposing bone.


  As the elf tumbled backward, Kormak slashed his throat open, sending blood gouting into the air. Something heavy slammed into the back of his head. Stars flickered before his eyes and his vision went momentarily black. When it recovered he was on his back, looking up at a group of smiling elves. One of them, badly wounded had raised his spear and looked as if he was going to drive it into Kormak’s chest. Two of his companions were trying not very hard to restrain him. Kormak guessed he had made them angry.


  The poisoned spear point began to descend. At that moment, something massive flashed out of the gloom and a feathered fury of wings and claws descended on the spear-wielding elf. He screamed and reeled away. The other elves drew their weapons and tried to stab the new attacker.


  Kormak kicked the legs out from under one, and stabbed the other as he rose. He saw that the great owl had risen from the screaming elf it had attacked, carrying part of the elf’s face in his claws. Kormak could see exposed teeth and bone and a lot of blood. The elf was missing both his eyes. Kormak put him out of his misery and looked around the clearing.


  More than half of the elves who had attacked him were down, wooden shafts sticking from their breasts or eyes. Half a dozen of the spiders were pinned to the ground by similar arrows. A few of the remaining elves glared around trying to see what was killing them. Kormak charged them and cut them down and in a moment he and the great owl were the only living things visible in the clearing.


  He looked at the owl. It gazed back at him and blinked and then took wing once more. As it flew its hooting sounded like mocking laughter.


  In the distance Kormak heard once more the sounds of hunting horns. “Whoever you are I am grateful,” he said. “But I would be more grateful if you showed yourself.”


  “I told you to turn back, Champion of the Sun,” said a soft voice from nearby. “But you would not listen.”


  The green-haired elf woman stepped forward into the clearing and started retrieving her arrows from the corpses. She looked at his ragged form, appeared to think of something and tossed him a leather-wrapped package. He opened it and saw nuts and waybread and dried meat.


  “It is safe,” she said. “It did not come from this place.”


  He sheathed his sword, took some meat and began to eat, realising that he was beyond caring about whether the stuff was Shadow-tainted. He paused chewing for a minute and she handed a bottle. He unstoppered it and drank. It wasn’t water and it wasn’t wine but it refreshed him as nothing he had ever drank before did. He felt the weariness fall off him. He was suddenly ready to run another twenty leagues.


  She snatched the bottle from his hand. “A mouthful of elfdraft is usually enough. Are you ready to go on?”


  He nodded. “Good. You will need to run as you have never run before if we are going to make it out of this place. Be warned, if you fall behind I will leave you. You are worth something to me alive but not as much as my own life.”


  “I’ll bear that in mind,” said Kormak.


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  


  FILLED WITH RENEWED energy, Kormak followed the elf woman through the darkened woods. The elvish liquor settled in his stomach. A sense of well-being flooded through his veins. Everything was going to be all right. His body had found a new well of strength. He was a match for any foe once more.


  He told himself to be wary, that this was simply the effect of a drug but he could not help himself. A few minutes ago death had seemed inevitable. Now he had food in his belly and was running for his life as if he had a full night’s sleep and was in perfect health.


  There was always a price to pay for using such drugs. What they gave you always had to be repaid with interest but right now he was simply glad to be able to move once more.


  The sound of hunting horns told him that the pursuit did not care how optimistic he was. It was still after him. There was something in their plaintive notes that made him suspect they had found the bodies he and the elf woman had left behind. Perhaps that was the affect of the drug. He was ascribing emotion to an emotionless thing, the sound of a horn.


  Ahead of them was a partially tumbled down oak. It formed a ramp rising into the lower branches of a much larger tree. The elf ran up it and was soon running along the narrow branches, leaping up and grabbing another, swinging onwards. Normally Kormak would have been very doubtful of his ability to follow her but now he simply copied her actions and succeeded in trailing her although the branches to which he clung bent much more under the weight of his armoured bulk.


  He kept moving, kept focusing on emulating what the elf woman was doing and keeping up. He chanced to look down and noticed that the ground was a long way below. A single misjudgement here would send him toppling down to his death. He felt himself totter somewhat as he ran along another branch. His sense of the passage of time was way off too. He needed to be aware of that.


  A flutter of wings told him that the owl had returned. It settled on one of the branches nearby and regarded them with curiosity.


  “He a friend of yours?” Kormak asked. He was breathing heavily now. The elf liquor might be keeping fatigue at bay but his body was feeling the effects of the exercise.


  “Ghostwing is a comrade,” said the elf. “Be grateful to him. He told me where to find you. He warned you when you were about to be ambushed.”


  “Thank you,” Kormak said, somewhat self-consciously since he was talking to a bird. The owl tilted its head to one side, hooted and took to the air again.


  “He says the Lost are having trouble finding our trail since we took to the branches. He has attacked their spiders trying to get our scent and that has put them off for a while. He is confusing our back trail. It may be safe to rest soon.”


  Kormak considered the implications of what she had said. She was talking as if the owl were speaking to her, was a partner in all of this. Perhaps it was.


  He was certain the creature was not an Old One. It had none of the signs. As far as he could tell it was simply an owl, albeit a very large one. Then he remembered some of the things he had seen when he had shared in Mayasha’s dream. This was one of the winged ones through whose eyes he had seen, or rather those had been this one’s ancestors.


  The elf held up her hand and he was forced to stop, holding on to a tree trunk to maintain his balance. Below them he could hear the hunting horns and see movement. It looked like their pursuers were not quite so deceived as she had thought. They stayed frozen in place for long moments and then the elves below them vanished along the trail back in the direction from which Kormak and the elf woman had come.


  “They were part of the warband running ahead of you,” she said. “You must have done something to upset them. I have not ever seen so many sent to pursue a single man. Come to think of it, I have never seen a man escape from the shadow of the dead tree before.” She tilted her head to one side and looked at him. Her fingers flickered through a complex Elder Sign and before he could do anything about it she reached out and touched him. He fought to keep from flinching. This far up, perched on the branches of this high tree a single push could send him tumbling to his doom, and she was far more at home up here than he was.


  “There is no taint of the Shadow in you,” she said. “You are not one of their spies at least.”


  “There have been spies?” Kormak said.


  She nodded. “They twist people in their groves, turn them to the Shadow, make them other than what they once were and then send them out into the world again.”


  “I would know more of this,” Kormak said.


  “This is not the time and place. I have many questions for you. It seems we have information to trade, you and I.”


  “What is your name, at least? I am Kormak.”


  “I am Gilean of the Speardancer Lodge of the Nation of Kayoga.” She added something in the liquid tongue of the elves.


  “Why are you here?”


  “Later Champion of the Sun. Now we must move on and find a place of greater safety, if any place can be called such in this foul land.”


  She started to move once more, effortlessly walking out along the narrow branch even as it swayed beneath her. Kormak followed, some of his earlier confidence and certainty having evaporated as the initial effects of the elfdraft wore off. They raced along the narrow ways until they reached another tall tree. In a fork in its bole was the entrance to a small hollowed out niche. Gilean led him inside and he followed.


  The place smelled of corrupted sap but it still seemed healthier than the rest of the trees around it. The air smelled better somehow. When Kormak looked down, he saw that small petals had been scattered around the inside of hollow.


  “Amelialia, Shadowsbane, in the human tongue,” she said. “It keeps most things of the Shadow out. Apply some of it to that bite on your cheek. There is a danger of it becoming corrupted.”


  Kormak did as he was told, smearing the swollen part of his face with the cool leaves. The stinging lessened and he felt a little better. Weariness finally caught up with him and he tumbled headlong into unconsciousness.


  


  


  He woke to find the elf woman lying alongside of him. She was warm and soft. He rose up and checked his amulet and his blade and found that she was eying him.


  “It seemed best to let you sleep,” she said. “You looked at the end of your strength.”


  “How long?” he asked. He was hungry again and his head felt fuzzy.


  “A day and a night.”


  “I have been lying in this Shadow-tainted place for so long.”


  “You have your amulets and have been protected by such wards as I have woven into this place.” Without being asked, she proffered him a package of food and a different flask. “Spring water,” she said, “from outside this land. It is best for your kind not to use elfdraft save in times of need. You can swiftly grow dependent on it.”


  Kormak nodded, looked at her closely. She had the ageless quality that all elves shared. Her skin was smooth as a child’s. She looked in the prime of health, beautiful and exotic. She might have been old enough to be his great-grandmother but she gave no sign of it.


  “You have come unscathed from under the shadow of Mayasha,” she said. “I would not have believed that was possible for a mortal man. Or an elf for that matter.”


  “I was lucky and I believe I had help.”


  “How so?”


  Kormak considered her for a moment. He was not sure how much to tell her but she was here in a land tainted by Shadow and must have her own agenda. “Why are you here?” he asked.


  She tilted her head to one side and looked at him with eyes larger than human, with much deeper and darker pupils. “I am looking for my spear-sisters.”


  “Elves of your lodge?”


  “Yes. They came here when news of the spread of the Blight reached us. They were shocked by what they found and then all contact was lost.”


  “They sent no more messages.”


  “The Green is corrupt here. It is difficult to send.” He was not sure he understood her and his confusion must have shown on his face.


  “Your people cannot use the Green to communicate.”


  “I have no idea what you are talking about.”


  “No matter. You do not need to know any more than we lost touch with them. The last messages they sent showed they were frightened.”


  “If they have seen the things I have seen I am not surprised.”


  “The Shadow is very strong here.”


  “So why are you still here. Are you not afraid of being tainted yourself.”


  “I have mostly only been entering the Blight for short spells, I have eaten nothing and drank nothing from this place. I am warded to the limits of my power. I cleanse myself when I leave and there are still untainted places even here if you seek them out.”


  “In the long run that means nothing.”


  “In the long run you are right but I was not planning on being here for the long run.”


  “What were you planning on doing?”


  “When Ghostwing told me of your party entering the woods I came to warn you. Then I followed in case there was any help I could give.”


  “That is very altruistic of you.”


  “And you do not believe in altruism?”


  “Sad, isn’t it?”


  “I thought that by helping you I might help myself?”


  “How?”


  “You at least can summon others of your kind to make war on the Blight.”


  “I hope so.”


  “The Kayoga don’t have the strength to cleanse this place on their own. The Weaver’s force is far stronger than ever I suspected. She is recruiting not just among the Lost but among your people. Soon she will have an army the like of which has not been seen in the Forest for ten thousand seasons.”


  “You seek allies?”


  “It would seem wise, would it not, in the face of what is coming? If Weaver recruits among humans and spiders we must find some way of matching her strength.”


  Kormak could see the sense of that. He could even see the utility of being allied with the elves in this vast forest. He was not sure the human lords of Taurea would go along with this though. There was a great deal of old enmity between human and elf, and what Weaver was doing was only reinforcing that. Now did not seem to be the time to point that out though particularly since he was going to need Gilean’s help to get out of here.


  “Who is Weaver?”


  “A sorcerer who has found a new god. Or rather a new way to contact an old god. We had heard sing long ago that she was gaining power in the councils of Mayasha. No one could have foreseen that she would rise to where she is now, or that one of the Lost could wield such power.”


  “The Lost?”


  Her cheeks hollowed and her lips thinned in a faint grimace of disgust at his ignorance. It was clear that she was talking about things that would have been clear to any elvish child. “Those who no longer touch the Green.”


  “What is that?”


  “Think of it as the Spirit of the Forest. If an elf is away too long or too far from the Forest the connection is broken. You cannot feel the presence of the Green. You cannot talk to the other Children of the Green with your spirit. You lose the essential thing that makes you an elf. Being unable to touch the Green is like being deaf and mute and blind.” There was a note of despair in her voice as she spoke.


  “Are you Lost?” he asked. She looked at him as if he had just insulted her gravely.


  “I have not willingly turned my back on the Green,” she said eventually, as it sank in that he had not been trying to be insulting. “In this place the Shadow comes between my spirit and the Green. If I open myself to communicate, I become vulnerable but the longer I remain here out of contact with the Green the more vulnerable I become anyway. The loneliness becomes all but unbearable. I think it is through this that the Shadow tempts the Lost.”


  She sounded as if she had direct experience of the temptation and perhaps she did. “Ghostwing is part of the Green as well.”


  She nodded. “Even with him I dare not speak save when we are close; to reach out over any distance would be unwise.”


  “You do not worry about him becoming corrupted?”


  She laughed. “He spends less time here in the Shadows than I do. He has wings, he can come and go as he pleases in far less time than it takes me. He can rest in untainted lands and fly here.”


  “What do we do now?”


  “We leave. The Shadow Children still seek you but judging by their drum-calls, there has been a great in-gathering. Hunting parties have been sent to track you but I think Weaver has other plans that she must implement.”


  “You think she plans to attack the Settlements?”


  “If you mean the human lands between the Twin Rivers then yes.”


  “They must be warned.”


  “That takes us in the direction of maximum danger, where the forces of Shadow will be strongest.”


  “Then they will least expect us to go that way.”


  “That is the logic of madness, man.”


  “I must warn my people, if that is possible.”


  She considered him for a moment. Her watchful gaze reminded him of a cat. “Yes, I can see that you must.”


  “I must reach the human lands anyway if I am to raise the war-banner and summon my Order to battle against the Blight. You said you needed allies. This is the way to get them.”


  She sighed. “Very well then, let us try but I fear that path will prove closed to us.”


  He felt a momentary suspicion. Why was she trying to discourage him? “We will never know if we never try.”


  “Very well, when Ghostwing returns, we will try.” She did not sound very hopeful.


  


  


  The great owl fluttered over them, eying them. It had returned an hour after sunset bearing news of the movements of the Lost and the Spiders. Gilean had immediately dispatched it south to find a route through. When it returned it seemed agitated, at least to Kormak’s untutored eye.


  “Ghostwing says an army is on the march south of us, with scouts and spiders moving ahead of it. It looks like Weaver intends to cross the river and go into the lands you call the Settlements.”


  “Can we get there first?”


  “If we move swiftly, I believe so. We will need to be quick though. It would not do to be caught trying to cross the river by the Lost.”


  “Then we had best be going.”


  They descended from the tree and reached ground level. The forest was as dismal as Kormak remembered. Every bush seemed frosted with furry mould. Most of the trees seemed dying and rotten. There was an oily taste on his tongue and he constantly had to fight down the urge to look over his shoulder. There was a sense of being in a place hostile to his kind, to all normal life. It was very easy to believe that he was in the presence of the Shadow.


  They set out along the benighted trail, the owl came and went, scouting ahead and bearing news of the paths they followed. It perched close to Gilean and though she and the bird never spoke, Kormak had an uneasy sense of the communication between them. After these short sessions were complete the owl would fly off again.


  “It is very bad,” Gilean said, once Ghostwing had departed. “All of Weaver’s people seem to be on the move. She has, at long last, decided to strike against the lands of men. There are thousands of the Lost and hundreds of humans and who knows how many spiders. Some of those are Shadow-warped and monstrous.”


  “Perhaps we can slip through their midst. They may mistake us for members of their army.”


  “Perhaps we can, but I suspect the Lost can tell those unlike them in the same way as I can tell the Lost.”


  “You can tell who is Lost just by looking at them?”


  “I sense the absence of the Green or the presence of the foulness of Shadow.”


  “You think they could tell this about humans.”


  “I do not know. Your people are different from mine. You lack the senses we have. No elf would try to touch one of your people through the Green. You are blind and deaf to it.” There was just the faintest hint of contempt in her voice.


  “My people say yours have no souls,” said Kormak, needled.


  “What is a soul?”


  “Our animating spirit, what makes us what we are, or immortal essence.”


  “You refer to the spark of the Green. Your people do not have it.” Kormak found himself laughing softly. “It seems that elves consider men soulless too.”


  And perhaps with more reason, Kormak thought. She shrugged. “Our lives come from the Green. When we die our sparks go back to join it. Perhaps yours go elsewhere.”


  Drums sounded like thunder in the distance. Ahead of them, this time. “It looks as if Weaver does not care who knows she is coming.”


  “She is confident.” Kormak thought of the small disunited villages, and the vast camp of armed elves he had seen around the great dead tree.


  “Perhaps with good reason,” he said.


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  


  THEY MOVED CAUTIOUSLY, Gilean with her bow ready. Kormak’s hand never strayed far from the hilt of his sword. He could see the signs of the passage of an army all around him. The paths were churned by hundreds of feet, not all of those moving as lightly as elves or spiders. There were humans among the elves, which was not a reassuring thought. There were also signs that something much larger and heavier than humans had been moving through. Branches had been broken at higher than the head height of a man; brush had been swept back from the pathway.


  Kormak thought of giants and then he thought of the Mother and her children.


  “Spider Queen?” he asked Gilean, pointing to the damage on the trail.


  “Or her brood.” Kormak fought down the concept of there being more than one of those giant arachnids.


  “She needed webs to support her when I fought her.”


  Gilean stopped, and stood stock still for a moment then turned her head to look at him. “You fought a Brood Mother?”


  Kormak nodded.


  “And you are still alive?”


  “Apparently.”


  “Truly you are a Champion of the Sun.”


  Kormak shrugged.


  “And how did you encounter the creature?”


  Kormak decided that there was nothing to be gained from keeping her in the dark. “I was sent there by the ghost of Mayasha.”


  “What?”


  He told her what had happened. By the end he was surprised to see that tears were dribbling down her cheeks. “You destroyed an Elder Tree,” she said. Wonder and horror warred in her voice.


  “I did what I was sent to do.”


  “You performed the greatest act of sacrilege against the Green I have ever heard of.”


  He wondered whether she was going to attack him. He seemed to have outraged one of her religious sensibilities. She stared long and hard at him.


  “I don’t think you understand what you have done,” she said.


  “Perhaps you could explain it to me.”


  “You have destroyed an immortal, a being who would have lived forever.”


  “I’ve done that before,” Kormak said. “Many times.”


  “I do not care about the Old Ones. I care about the Elders.”


  “It was the Elder that instructed me to do it. Otherwise he would have become a slave to the Shadow. He would have corrupted all of your forest or so he believed.”


  “Perhaps the Tree could have been purified.”


  “I doubt the Elder thought so or it would not have told me what to do?”


  “Are you certain it was the Elder and not the Shadow that sent you to that place?”


  “I know what I saw and the place where the Tree’s heart lay was tainted by its power.”


  She took a deep breath and seemed to get a grip on herself. “This is too great a matter for me. I am but a Speardancer. You should be taken before the Council of Elders.”


  He wondered if she was going to try and take him there right now. Somehow she seemed to think that what he had done outweighed even the invasion of her land by the Shadow. Perhaps it did. He had no idea of how elves weighed the value of these things. He resolved he had better keep a close eye on her. She was looking at him coldly now.


  “Do you intend to take me before them now?” he asked. He kept his voice calm, and put no challenge into it. Her muscles tensed. Her knuckles went white on the wood of her bow. He wondered if she was going to point it at him.


  “No. Not now. I cannot judge you. We go on.” He could not help but feel that in that moment her whole attitude had changed towards him, perhaps her whole attitude towards humanity in general.


  Ahead of him now he could hear horns sound, and men shouting and the sound of something crashing through the woods. Gilean held up her hand as an indicator that he should stay where he was and then moved forward, swift and silent and beckoned for him to follow cautiously. He did so with as much stealth as he could muster and did not make any more sound than she.


  He could see why she indicated caution now. They were overtaking a huge force of elves. Most of them were on the ground, bows and spears in their hands. Some of them rode on the back of spiders the size of mastodons. Their carapaces were armoured and their legs were reinforced with chitin and seemed much larger and thicker than those of the Brood Mother. They stalked forward like great living war-machines.


  He tried to make as assessment of the military impact of such monsters. On a battlefield they would terrify men and horses. Against a castle they would have less effect unless they could scale walls like their smaller kindred which he very much doubted. Against the spiked log palisades that surrounded the woodland villages, they would be terrifying. By rearing up they could pull themselves over the walls. He wondered how you could stop them— pikes, hacking away their legs with a battle-axe. Normal arrows would most likely have no effect unless they struck a vulnerable point.


  “We need to try and circle round them, off the path,” Gilean said. “We can never make it through such a force.”


  


  


  They moved off the path and, crouching low, scrambled through the underbrush. As they moved, Kormak became aware of shadows around them and he knew that there were elves there. Whether they were pickets, scouts or simply folk wanting to move away from the crowded paths he did not know. It did not matter much either, if one of them spotted him and gave the alarm; things would get very dangerous, very quickly. There were too many enemies around for him to be comfortable with the thought, and too much rested on them getting through in time to warn the inhabitants of the Settlements.


  At last they seemed to reach an area clear of potential enemies and speeded up even though there were webs all around them, and the sounds of large animals moving through the undergrowth. Kormak wondered whether they had merely swapped one type of danger for another and whether some huge predator would spring on him any second.


  He felt sweat running down his back. He felt his mouth go dry and his heart beat strongly against his ribs. He pushed aside a thick, black leaf, large as a dinner plate on which sat a glistening insect with strange blister marks on its side and he stepped forward. Mulch sucked at his feet. They emerged on the river bank. Gilean stopped short and glanced back along the watercourse. A large body of troops and gigantic spiders were fording the river downstream.


  “This is it,” she said. “Across there are your Settlements.”


  “Thanks for your help,” Kormak said. “I would never have made it this far without you.”


  “This is not farewell, Champion of the Sun. I am coming with you. I wish to see the outcome of this.”


  Kormak nodded and considered. The river was broad and swift flowing at this point and the current was likely to carry them away if they were not careful. He moved down the bank to see what the elves were doing. The great spiders spat rope-like webs across the river and smaller spiders wove an aerial bridge between the cables thus created. Soon there was a walkway across the river for Weaver’s troops. The gigantic spiders then plunged into the river and waded across.


  “We could wait and take the bridge ourselves,” Gilean said.


  “That would put us behind and they will most likely leave guards anyway. We need to cross now if we are going to bring warning to the villagers.”


  “Then we swim.” Kormak stripped off his armour, wrapped it in his jerkin, and bound it with his belt.


  As he did so Gilean emerged from the undergrowth pulling a rotting blighted log. “It will float. Put your gear on this and we can paddle it across.”


  Kormak nodded understanding but left his blade strapped to his back. He could not take any risk of losing it. They plunged into the cold, fast-moving water and clinging to the log pushed their way across. Kormak emerged shivering on the far side and tried to dry himself with his hands. He put on his soaking jerkin once more and put his mail coat on top of it. Gilean watched him amused.


  “We go now.” They set off into the woods, moving as fast as they could.


  Only a few days ago Kormak would have considered this a blighted land. Now after his experiences across the river he was relieved to be back in it. The air felt cleaner and the trees looked much more natural. There were even normal looking birds and beasts to be disturbed by their passage.


  Ahead of them was a clearing, a small cottage with a wooden roof and a small verandah, Elder Signs cut into the wood. “Wait here,” Kormak said. “I don’t know how they will react to the sight of an elf.”


  Gilean nodded and Kormak raced up and began to bang on the door. “Wake up! The elves are across the river. We will soon be under attack.”


  He heard voices within and saw light as a lantern was lit. A man came to the door with a spear in his hand. “What you say?”


  “The Settlements have been invaded. Take your family and flee. Now!”


  The man looked at him suspiciously as if suspecting a trick. “The elves have crossed the river in force. They mean to kill or enslave every man and woman they find. Your children they will feed to their spiders.” Kormak was far from certain that the last was true but it certainly gave a sense of urgency.


  He saw a woman’s face peering over the man’s shoulder and a couple of frightened tousle-headed children looking at him. “In the name of the Holy Sun take your family and go. There is not much time.”


  Kormak turned to leave and that seemed to convince the man that he was not a robber. “We should muster at Green Oak,” he said. Kormak shook his head. “Green Oak will soon be overwhelmed. Take the Forest Road to Eastbridge. Warn your neighbours. Tell the sheriff there what is coming. Tell him to send word to the Baron of Enderby.”


  The man looked at him, his wits still slow from sleep. It was all too much for him to take in. “The elves are here and they serve the Shadow,” Kormak repeated. “There is nothing to be done here now except take what you can carry and run.”


  The man continued to stand there but the woman was in motion. “Listen to the man, Standa,” she said. “Green Oak was already attacked. Grogan and the Rangers are missing. Bertram has sent the war-arrow around.”


  “Why should I listen to this stranger?” said Standa.


  “Because I am a Guardian of the Order of the Dawn,” Kormak said. He did something he would not normally have done and slid his blade partially from the sheath. The runes along its length glowed before he covered them once more. “The Shadow is closer than you think,” he said. “Go now!”


  Something in his tone convinced the man to move. He began to load his few belongings onto a handcart, set his wife and children to pulling it and walked along ahead carrying a bow in his hand.


  “Rouse your neighbours,” Kormak told him and when he saw the man’s indifferent look, added, “There is safety in numbers.”


  He did not think there was any safety if the encountered the full body of Weaver’s force but there might be from stragglers or scouts. He returned to the forest. Gilean was waiting. Ghostwing fluttered overhead.


  


  


  “What now?” the elf woman asked.


  “We need to get to Green Oaks and warn them, if there is still time.” She nodded. “You’d best keep out of sight. I don’t think they will be particular about shooting an elf tonight, and they don’t have any reason to know you are different from Weaver’s people.”


  “I understand.”


  “Men do not have your ability to tell a follower of the Green from a follower of the Shadow at a glance,” he said, unable to keep a note of bantering irony from his voice.


  “I have already seen that,” she said. They moved on through the forest, heading towards Green Oaks by the road. Kormak realised that at some point they must have passed the point where he had first met the elf woman, but felt no need to point this out to her.


  When they reached Green Oaks, the Gates were open and the village was ominously silent. There were signs that a massive force had moved through the clearing around the village but no sign of a fight.


  “What happened here?” he asked Gilean. She shrugged.


  “There’s only one way to find out.”


  “Cover me, I am going to go in and take a look.”


  “Let Ghostwing scout first,” she said. He nodded. The great owl took to the air above the village, circled and then moved on. It returned many minutes later, landed in front of Gilean. She ruffled its feathers with one hand, picking out a large parasite and tossing it away. They looked at each other for a score of heartbeats.


  “The village is empty except for a few stragglers,” he says. “Weaver’s army is already moving along the road. It looks like a small force has already returned across the river with the slaves taken here.”


  “Let’s take a look,” Kormak said. “I want to find out what happened here.” She nodded and they moved cautiously towards the open gates.


  In the watchtower the sentries’ throats had been cut. In the street they found men with knives buried in their chests. Those knives were not elvish blades but the sort carried by hunters. Propped up against a wall, outside his inn, he found Bertram. The man had a hunting knife between his ribs. He was very pale and blood trickled from his wounds. He was clearly not long for this world.


  “What happened here?” Kormak asked.


  “Are you one of the Shadow-worshipping bastards too now?” Bertram asked. Kormak shook his head. He went to the water barrel and brought a scoop for the dying man.


  “What happened?” he repeated gently.


  “Grogan came back with our missing people,” Bertram said. “Claimed they had ambushed the elves and got them back, that you were slain in the fighting. We let him in-- of course we did.”


  A sick feeling gathered in the pit of Kormak’s stomach. He knew what Bertram was going to say next. “They turned on you once they were through the gates.”


  “They must have done. I did not see it all. I just heard a scream from the gates and when I tried to get out and see what was happening, Grogan and Jaethro stopped me. There was something weird about them, spooky. I told them I was going, tried to push past and Jaethro put a knife in me. I tried to wrestle with him, but he stabbed me again and again. By the Holy Sun, it hurts.”


  “They must have opened the gates and let the elves in because the next thing I knew the place was swarming with them, and spiders big as bloody houses. One of them checked me and saw I was too weak to move. They knew I was a goner so they just left me here. One of their bloody spiders stung me with something. I thought I was poisoned but I actually started feeling a bit better after that. At least it did not hurt so much.”


  Kormak did not have the heart to tell him that his body was most likely riddled with spider eggs which would hatch and devour his corpse. “Where did they go?”


  “The next village I guess. Silas Springs. They seemed to want prisoners and lots of them. Never heard of elves taking slaves before.”


  Gilean came into view and the innkeeper cursed. “Bloody elf. Guess you’re one of those Shadow-cursed changelings after all, Guardian.”


  “No,” Kormak said. “She’s not one of Weaver’s people. She helped save me.”


  Bertram gave him a bleak smile. “Guess it’s a bit too late for her to save me,” he said. He closed his eyes. When Kormak checked his heart had stopped.


  “They are using the changelings to infiltrate the villages along the Settlements,” Kormak said.


  “I heard,” Gilean said. “Your friend Grogan is one of them.”


  “He’s not my friend now,” Kormak said. “He’s not anybody’s friend except the Shadow’s.”


  “They’re taking the prisoners back to the Stump of Mayasha,” she said. “They’re building an army, turning them to the Shadow.”


  Kormak thought about the number of people in the Settlements. There were thousands and if they were all turned, they would provide a formidable force if allied with the elves and the Spiders, possibly one strong enough to resist a Burning.


  “We’d best try to warn the other villagers, at least get them to clear out. If they flee, there will be fewer recruits for this army of darkness.”


  “I can’t fault your logic,” she said. “Let us go.”


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  


  FROM UP AHEAD came the sound of drumming. They had moved on through the night, hoping to bypass the invasion force but all they had managed to do was keep up with it. Kormak again felt weary and the elves were moving fast. Silas Springs was already surrounded. The woods around the village seethed with elves and spiders.


  Kormak and Gilean picked their way slowly through the undergrowth, cautiously avoiding sentries. Ghostwing had gone to rest during the daylight and Kormak was sorry, for they missed his scouting abilities. Eventually they found a position where they could get a clear view of what was going on, staring down from a small rise across the cleared area around the village.


  He lay flat on his belly in the undergrowth and tried to grasp what was happening.


  Obviously something had gone wrong with the elves’ plan of infiltration and surprise attack. Men stood alert on the walls of the palisade, bows in hand waiting for an attack.


  In the daylight the invaders held back, content to beat on their drums and blow their horns and wear on the nerves of the villagers. Occasionally one of the huge armoured battle-spiders was allowed to loom into view, a terrifying sight calculated to lower the morale of the defenders. A few arrows arced dispiritedly towards it from the walls. They glanced off chitinous hide before the spider retreated back under the shelter of the trees.


  Dead bodies littered the ground, mostly elves. A few were impaled on the spikes that jutted outwards at an angle from the ditch around the wall. Silas Springs looked like an altogether better defended place than Green Oak.


  “Looks like the locals did not fall for Weaver’s tricks,” Kormak murmured.


  “Maybe,” Gilean said.


  “Maybe?”


  “I suspect Weaver split her forces to attack more than one place last night, hoping to double her gains. They would have tried to slip over the walls. Judging from the bodies, the locals were ready for something like that.”


  Kormak considered her words. “Bertram sent out the war-arrow before we left. Somebody paid attention.”


  “Much good that it’s going to do them,” said Gilean. “I would say that reinforcements came up from Green Oaks during the night. Weaver has enough people now to sweep over this place come darkness.”


  Kormak agreed. With the spiders, the extra elves from Green Oaks and the corrupted humans, the elves were in a much stronger position. He doubted that Silas Springs would last very long when Weaver threw her full strength against it.


  “There’s nothing we can do here,” Gilean said. “Those people are doomed.” She laid a hand on his shoulder to tell him to be still.


  A spider scuttled by on the branches above them. It did not seem to have noticed that they were there, but it was hard to be certain. Kormak froze as he heard elves moving in the trees behind them.


  Had they been seen? Were they going to have to fight? Would it be wise to sprint towards the village if worst came to worst. He doubted the last. The villagers might, just might, open their postern gate for him but they would not do it for Gilean.


  The elves were settling into place around them. They were taking up a position here for the same reason he and Gilean had. There were spiders in the branches overhead. The drums kept beating. He heard the strange trumpeting roar of the battle-spiders in the distance.


  She put her lips close to his ear. “We cannot move from here. They will spot us.”


  He nodded his understanding. “We wait until nightfall and the attack begins and we try and get away in the confusion.”


  He cursed the curiosity that had caused him to stop here to attempt to observe the situation. It was going to cost them hours of vital time. At least he was going to have a chance to get some rest before they had to flee once more. He put his head down, but for a long time sleep simply would not come. There was too much unsettling movement in the bushes around them.


  


  


  The braying of an elvish horn woke him. He had been dozing fitfully, lost in dreams where he dangled for a huge web while a score of huge spiders stalked towards him from every direction.


  When he opened his eyes he could make out activity among the trees across the clearing. The light was dying. The walls of Silas Springs were more crowded. Within the village bonfires had been lit to provide illumination, and maybe to scare the battle-spiders if they entered. It looked like every man, woman and boy who could hold a spear was up there on the walls. Some of them shouted feeble defiance at the horde of elves. Most only watched with blank faces, probably too terrified to even open their mouths.


  Someone was emerging from the forest. Kormak could see it was Grogan accompanied by Jaethro and some of the rest of the foresters. They marched under a soiled white flag of truce and stopped when they were close enough to be heard clearly.


  “Roberto, Jana,” Grogan said. “You know me.”


  “Speak your piece, Grogan. What are you doing here?” shouted someone from the wall.


  “I’ve come to offer you your lives,” Grogan said. His voice was measured, calm and persuasive.


  “I doubt you are in a position to do that,” said a woman. She was big and red-faced with a voice like a foghorn. “Since when did you speak for the elves?”


  “Since they captured me over the river, Jana,” said Grogan reasonably. “They spared my life so that I could negotiate a deal with the people of the Settlements.”


  “And what would that deal be?”


  “They want their land back,” Grogan said. “That’s all.”


  “That’s all?” The woman’s voice was mocking. “All we need do is give up everything our grandfathers sweated over.”


  “They’re going to take it back anyway,” Grogan said. “And some of the elves here knew this land before our grandfathers walked it.”


  “If they wanted to negotiate this, why did they make the surprise attack last night? Why slip over the wall and try and cut the sentries throats? If we had not quadrupled the number of watchers after Bertram sent the war-arrow, they might have succeeded.”


  “That was just a few young hotheads, keen for blood. Weaver is here now. She has the situation under control. Open the gates, march away, she’ll let you pass as long as you promise to leave as fast as you can.”


  “I’ll bet,” said the woman. “All we need do is open the gates and come marching out. Maybe she’d like us to cut our own throats as well and save her the bother.”


  “Hush, Jana,” said one of the men on the wall. “Hear Grogan out. Let’s at least listen to what he has to say.”


  Kormak could hear the barely suppressed terror in the man’s voice. The speaker was keen to believe anything Grogan said. He wanted to seize any chance that he might live. It was quite clear that if the elves attacked now, they were all going to die.


  “Listen to Roberto, people,” Grogan said. “You’re being given a chance for life, don’t throw it away.”


  “He’s not lying,” Kormak muttered. “Weaver wants them alive.”


  “He’s persuasive,” Gilean said. “And your people are weakening. If we let him speak much longer, he’ll convince them. Weaver gets more recruits and at no cost to her force.”


  Kormak considered the options. They did not have many. Those people down there were doomed anyway. If they opened the gates, they would soon be taken by the Shadow. It was better if their deaths meant something.


  “Give me your bow,” Kormak said. She shook her head. “I am a better shot,” she said. She stood up slowly so as not to draw too much attention. “Be ready to run,” she said softly and took aim.


  Kormak caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. An elf was looking in their direction. He eyed her suspiciously and levelled his spear. Kormak threw himself forward, sword clearing scabbard. The elf cast his spear just before Gilean could shoot. Kormak slashed at it with his blade slicing it in two but part of it glanced off Gilean’s shoulder. Her arrow left the bow. A glance showed Kormak that it had still hit Grogan knocking him over. He was not sure if the shot was fatal though.


  He slashed the elf with his blade, bellowed, “It’s a trick, be wary!” and turned at bay. As if a signal had been given, the army of elves raced forward, giant spiders in the lead. A wave of spears and arrows arced towards the palisades, the villagers returned fire. The battle of Silas Springs had begun. Kormak knew it could only end one way.


  He cast a last glimpse over his shoulder and saw one of the massive spiders moving towards the gate, jets of webbing sprayed from its mouth. Elves swarmed up the lines towards the walls.


  A second spider hit the gate, its massive bulk smashing against it, not quite knocking it flat. From inside the town came the sound of screaming. Pushing down the feelings of guilt about having just condemned a whole village to death, Kormak braced himself to try and fight his way clear.


  


  


  All around was confusion. Some of the surrounding elves were already charging out towards the village. Others had noticed the struggle between Kormak and the spearman and were shouting warnings to their comrades.


  Kormak threw himself at the nearest and chopped him down. He turned to make sure that Gilean was following and raced on. The elves followed, bellowing war-cries. Spears thudded into the dirt all around him. Kormak weaved from side to side, slowing his pace but making himself a more difficult target.


  Gilean turned, stood side on, and fired off a shot. One of the pursuing elves fell. She fired again and then sprang to one side, leaving a spear quivering in the ground on which she had stood a heartbeat before.


  “Run,” she shouted at Kormak. “I can catch up with you.”


  In the forest, he did not doubt she could move faster and had a better chance of slipping away. He put his head down and sprinted through the trees, glancing around to take stock of his surroundings occasionally, knowing how easy it would be to get turned around and lost in the wood lands.


  A half-dozen elves pursued him, giving whooping calls. They had tossed their spears now and were armed only with their knives. A few spiders ran at their heels, legs moving with eye-blurring speed. Kormak bounded over a fallen log, felt his feet skid on the mulch beneath them, and stuck out his hand to regain his balance. It slapped off a tree with palm stinging force, and he raced on. Low branches slashed at his face. Thorns tangled his clothing. He entered a clearing, lengthened his stride and raced across it. The elves continued to pursue. In the distance he could hear the sound of battle rising from the doomed village. At least he had some idea of the direction not to run in.


  Sweat ran down his face, his heart pounded and his breathing was becoming ragged. He raced over a small rise, found himself in a low depression, just out of sight of the trail and threw himself against a tree. He could feel his sweat-soaked jerkin sticking to his back and the coolness of the bark transmitting itself to his skin.


  Faint noises told him the elves were near. As one passed, Kormak stepped out and slashed with his blade, beheading the elf. He leapt in among the others, killing with every blow. In heartbeats, he had slain three of them and the other two were fleeing into the distance. He bent over the ones he had killed and took up one of their knives, thinking it would do no harm to have a spare weapon.


  One look at the obscene runes carved into the razor-edged obsidian convinced him otherwise. He dropped the blade, turned and moved away, taking a path that would, he hoped, curve back towards the main road.


  As he walked he sought to come up with a plan. He could either try and bring a warning to the other villages or he could retreat out of the Settlements altogether and bring word of what was happening here to his Order.


  He might possibly be able to save some lives by warning the villages, but the longer he remained the more chance there was of him being caught or killed. He had been blessed by the Sun so far. He could not rely on that continuing. With the civil war in Taurea, it might take months for word of what was happening here to get back to the Order, and by then the stain of the Shadowblight would have spread further and Weaver’s raiders would add more victims to their forces.


  He thought about what had happened back at Silas Springs. He and Gilean had most likely provoked a massacre. Better that than having hundreds more taken by the Shadow. Every villager killed now was one less foe they need face later. It did not make him feel any better— there were women and children and babies back there and he had most likely got them killed. He told himself it was necessary but the guilt still gnawed at him.


  What was here could just be the stone that started an avalanche. In the ancient texts there were tales of Shadowblights that had started as tiny corrupted groves and spread until they had swallowed entire kingdoms before dying off.


  What killed those Shadowblights, he wondered? Was it a sickness that ended up destroying even itself? Scholars and wizards had argued over this for millennia and were no closer to an answer. Blights were not something that rewarded study. They corrupted scholars.


  He wondered whether Gilean’s shot had killed Grogan. It would be for the best, he decided. The man had gone over to the Shadow; only luck, the intervention of Mayasha and his Elder Signs had prevented the same thing happening to him.


  Or had it? Was his callous abandonment of the village, his willingness to provoke a massacre, a sign that the Shadow had settled on his soul. Would he even know now if it had?


  His hand sought the Elder Sign. It did not burn when he touched it so he could not have gone that far down the dark path. He told himself that he could go mad thinking about such things, that it was not worth it; he had other problems, closer to hand, better worth concentrating on. Like the fact that he was lost.


  


  


  Kormak was experienced enough to know how easily people got lost. In the woods, in the dark, everywhere looked similar. Unless you were following a trail your sense of direction was easily confused, particularly if you had been moving randomly as he had when he sought to avoid pursuit.


  He fought down a sense of panic. He did not have time for this. He needed to get out. He had a mission to perform and a limited span to accomplish it in. He stopped walking and leaned against a tree, trying to take stock of his position. He could not rely on Gilean finding him and guiding him. For all he knew the elf woman might already be dead.


  Think, he told himself. He was in the New Settlements. It would be impossible for him to stay lost for long. The Settlements were essentially an island between the two rivers. He could walk in any direction and eventually he would come to water. He could follow that water and, given time, even if he had to circumnavigate the island he would come to the bridge on the road back to Westergate.


  If he waited long enough the Sun would rise and he could tell then in what direction east lay. If he moved that way he would eventually come to the river that bounded the border with Taurea properly. Logic told him that he should be able to find his way clear of this place easily.


  Night and his own uneasiness whispered arguments to the contrary. It was all too easy to wander off-course in the woods, and if he was pursued he might find himself driven in circles as he tried to elude those chasing him. He told himself that that had not happened yet and he should worry about it when it did.


  At least he was not in a Shadowblight. He could eat the nuts, berries and mushrooms he found. He could drink the water. He was not going to starve or die of thirst.


  The shadows deepened and a distant coughing roar reminded him that even if he was not in the Blight there were other dangers in these woods— giant serpents, sabretooths and other creatures. It would do him no good to elude Weaver’s elves only to end up in the belly of a hunting beast.


  He sat himself down with his back to one of the trees. He kept his sword near at hand. It was cold and sleep would not come. He had spent most of the day asleep so that was not surprising. He found his thoughts circling back to the events of recent days. He thought of the elf woman and her weird beauty, of Weaver and the strangeness he had seen in the dreams Mayasha had sent him.


  He had a sense of being caught up in an ancient conflict that was not his. He was a servant of the Holy Sun and he had fought in the Sun’s wars for all his adult life but the struggle between the Trees and the Shadow predated the coming of men to this world and it seemed to him that after all these long millennia the Shadow was winning.


  That was not a pleasant thought to have while sitting alone in a dark wood on a cold early autumn evening. Small things scurried through the undergrowth. All around were the noises of brush moving, branches settling, the wind moving through the leaves. Those sounds could all cover the stealthy approach of something hunting him. He considered starting a fire, but that might just give away his position to any elves hunting him. He knew their eyes were far keener in the darkness than his own.


  Perhaps he should try walking further, but an odd lassitude had settled on him along with the idea that it would do him no good until he could see where he was going and know he was headed in the right direction.


  He sat there, running over his options in his mind, trying to come up with a plan. He fancied that he heard scuttling in the distance, coming closer. He reached out and grabbed his blade but the sound receded. Perhaps it was nothing he told himself, but he doubted that.


  He came to a decision. He would wait for the Holy Sun’s rise, snatch some sleep and be off in the morning.


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  


  KORMAK STRETCHED THEN ran through some exercises to get his blood flowing. He gathered some berries from nearby bushes. His confidence of the night before had vanished. They were along the border of a Shadowblight here. It was all too possible the fruit was tainted. Still he needed to eat, to keep his strength up. He could not keep running and fighting indefinitely without sustenance.


  Having quieted his belly’s grumbling temporarily, he studied the angle of the sunbeams filtering through onto the forest floor and set out in the direction he decided was east, knowing that sooner or later he was, hopefully going to come to a river.


  If it had not been for his knowledge of what was happening behind him, he could almost have enjoyed the walk. The air smelled clear after the loathsome stench of the Blight, the trees here looked tall and healthy. There were even birds singing.


  He wondered where Gilean was. If he had got away, surely she should too. She was more skilled in woodcraft than he. Of course, it was not so simple -- he had been lucky. All it would have taken was a good spear cast from one of Weaver’s people or a spider dropping from a branch at the wrong time and she could be captured or killed.


  He wondered if Grogan was alive or dead. He hoped it was the latter. The man he had known had been a good one. How was it possible he had gone so quickly over to the Shadow? Had there been some weakness in him? It was most likely living in close proximity to the expanding Blight for so many years that had done it. All of the villagers would be in that position, which would make them vulnerable to the temptations of the darkness.


  He thought about the Blight. It had grown huge and it had grown strong. Perhaps the only way to stop it now was to torch the whole forest and he did not think that was possible. It was not high summer. The tinder was not dry. The Order could deploy sorcery and alchemical fire but he doubted there was enough of the latter in all the Sunlander kingdoms to cleanse so great an area. They might have to be content with clearing the boundaries of the Blight and trying to contain it. That would take men and money and magic, and he was not sure there was enough of any of those now. If every brother in Taurea was put to the task it would most likely not be enough.


  He told himself it was not his problem. He merely had to live long enough to bring word to the Chapter Master at Westergate. It would be for that august individual to decide policy.


  Behind him now he heard the sound of an elvish hunting horn. It was echoed moments later by one to the south of him. Were the elves on his trail once more? It seemed safest to assume so. He lengthened his stride until he was jogging along. It was hard to tell but it seemed like the sound of horns was getting closer.


  It seemed to him like he had been running forever. Part of him longed to turn at bay and give his hunters cause to regret their perpetual hounding of him, but he knew that they would most likely have gotten his measure now. He doubted that half a dozen elves with knives would be blithely chasing him. He had to assume that they had set warbands on his trail and they would no longer underestimate him.


  He considered the various tricks of woodcraft he knew, doubling back on his trail, taking to the trees, finding a stream and running along its bed but he doubted that it would fool the elves for long if at all. They were ancient creatures with far more practise at this than he had. His best bet seemed just to move as fast as possible in the direction he wanted to go, and hope that he could stay ahead of the pursuit.


  If anything got in his way, he would kill it.


  


  


  Kormak ran between the trees, trying his best to keep moving always in the right direction. It wasn’t easy; bushes and thickets blocked his path, necessitating changes in course. The horns from the south sounded ever closer, forcing him to keep his line moving north. He was not alone in this, clouds of birds rose into the air and circled before fleeing. Deer, foxes, and other beasts ran ahead of him. Some were startled by his presence, others were spooked by the noise.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a huge tawny shape. He paused. It was a dire wolf, a beast the size of a pony, with fangs that could have brought down a mastodon. He paused to let it run on.


  It eyed him as it passed and he could not help but feel it was considering attacking him. Kormak kept his hand near the hilt of his sword. The creature probably weighed five times as much as he did, and it was all muscle, fang and claw. Its eyes were fierce and mad. Kormak met its gaze levelly for a long time. Its mouth dropped open and its tongue lolled out and it looked for all the world as if it was laughing at him. He remembered old tales of how such creatures were sacred to the moon, could change into men. He had known Old Ones who could take the form of wolves and other things, but he felt sure that this was not one of those but a natural beast.


  Kormak did not want to provoke the great beast but he knew he could not remain here for long. The horns were coming closer. Its ears pricked up at the sound and it turned and bounded away, its movements a thing of lithe beauty. Kormak ran after it, hoping that his path did not cross with the great dire wolf again. He wished that he had a bow or crossbow. He would have felt safer being able to shoot such beasts at a distance.


  


  


  


  No matter how fast he ran, Kormak could not seem to leave the elves behind. The horns always sounded, sometimes dropping away into the distance, always returning and often closer than before.


  Worse than that, more horns sounded from the east and west so there were at least two more groups of hunters. He was also beginning to see a pattern in the sounds and notes that the hunters were using. He would have bet a bronze penny to a golden solar that the horn-blowers were communicating in some way, that the sounds represented signals with coded meanings and it seemed all too likely that those meanings concerned him.


  It looked as if Weaver was determined that he was not going to escape. Kormak supposed it made some strategic sense. Weaver would not want him bringing word of what was happening here to the Guardians. The longer that could be put off, the stronger Weaver’s position became. Looking back over his shoulder, Kormak caught sight of a tall slender figure.


  The elf saw him at the same time and raised its spear for a cast. Kormak raced ahead, zig-zagging to keep from being hit. He would have preferred to stand and fight but he could not tell whether the elf was an out-runner far in advance of his hunting party or had a score of friends within easy call. He noticed now that spiders were bounding along the branches between the trees. The eerie thing was the way they twisted and turned to exactly match his path. It was as if his scent was a road they were compelled to follow exactly. The frightening thing was that they could.


  He skidded down a muddy slope, almost overbalanced and found himself careening towards a stream. He slammed his hands down into the cold water, skinned them on a stone and pushed himself upright. He ran along downstream, for a while, till he saw a branch dangling from overhead. He pulled himself up out of the water and into the overhanging branches.


  He heard voices from back the way he had come, talking in the liquid speech of the elves. Splashing downstream told him that the elves had studied the far bank, seen his tracks had not gone up it and were now following the stream. A few moments later, he saw elves below him, moving slowly studying their surroundings. They looked cruel and calm and competent; they had bows in their hands. There were no spiders with them. Maybe they did not like the water.


  Kormak hung among the branches, waiting. His limbs ached from the effort of remaining absolutely still. He did not want the slightest swaying in the branches to give away his position. His legs were wet. Water dripped from his boots and britches. Some of it splashed on an elf below, a few droplets falling like rain into his long, black silky hair.


  Kormak held his breath, waiting to see what the elf would do. Slowly the elf’s head tilted and he looked up, peering into the shadows of the branches above. His eyes narrowed and then widened and he began to bring the bow up.


  Kormak dropped. His wet boots landed directly on the elf’s shoulders, driving him into the water. Kormak tumbled free, blade already in hand; he struck left then right, killing two elves. He kicked the fallen elf in the head, sending blood and teeth flying into the stream. As the elf struggled to rise, Kormak drove his sword into the body. A quick glance around told him that no other elves were in sight, they were lost round the curve of the stream.


  He began running downstream again, hoping to put some distance between himself and the pursuit. He doubted the three he had killed were the only ones looking for him. The sound of horns blaring from nearby confirmed this. He scrambled up the bank, in search of more secure footing and began running along as fast as he could, water squelching in his boots.


  Nearby he saw a brown shape bounding along. It took him a moment to realise it was the dire wolf. It seemed like the great predator was stalking him.


  


  


  Shadows lengthened and exhaustion deepened its grip on Kormak. All day he had run, turned at bay and struck at his pursuers. All day the dire wolf had dogged his steps. It did not attack. It came no closer but he knew it was watching him. Perhaps it was waiting for night, or for exhaustion to take him, before it attacked him. For some reason it seemed wary of attacking. Perhaps men had taught it to be cautious in the past.


  Kormak kept an eye on it as he ran, knowing that sooner or later he was going to have to face the beast but wanting to put that off for as long as possible. Even if he could kill it, there was every chance he would take wounds while doing so and that would only slow him down.


  Night came on; he forced his weary legs to keep moving. Overhead he heard the flap of wings and looking up he saw Ghostwing. The owl flew closer and circled, then flew directly north again. The message was clear, he was expected to follow. In the absence of any better plan on his part, he saw no reason not to do so. He hoped that eventually the owl would lead him to Gilean.


  A glance over his shoulder showed that the dire wolf was still there. Horns in the distance spoke of pursuing elves. Briefly he wondered whether the beast was Shadow-tainted and tracking him for Weaver’s people. He barely hoped it might prove to be an ally.


  Shadowy shapes became visible in the trees to his right and left. He was surprised that they had got so close without sounding their horns and then he saw the trap he had fallen into. He had grown accustomed to judging the distance between himself and the pursuit by their blaring. In his weariness he had discounted the possibility of the elves simply closing silently. Now they were there. Ghostwing fluttered back towards him, circled his head and moved on, encouraging him to keep running. He lengthened his stride and did so, even though it felt like he was lifting a mountain every time he raised his foot.


  The elves started whooping now they had seen him. A few raced closer and lobbed spears at him. He ducked his head and ploughed straight on. He no longer had the energy or the time to weave.


  Spears began to fall near him, clattering down amid tree branches and trunks, quivering upright in the ground. These elves did not care whether they hit him or not or whether they were disarming themselves. There were scores of them and it sounded like more were arriving the whole time. It really did look like Weaver had decided he was not going to escape this time.


  Some of the swifter moving elves were almost upon him. Two of them angled forwards from ahead of him, more were coming up fast behind. They were shouting and whooping, keen hunters in pursuit of tricky prey. Excitement glittered in their eyes, and maniacal determination was engraved on their lean features.


  Groups of spiders were with them. And he saw there was something new— a group of lean elves were mounted on armoured spiders. Their mounts were not as swift as the packs but they seemed to move over the rough terrain with a speed at least the equal of a horse. Kormak wondered how he was ever going to escape those. Perhaps the best thing he could do was turn at bay and defy them.


  Even as that thought occurred to him Ghostwing swept down on the nearest of the elves and rose just as swiftly leaving deep claw marks graven on his cheek. The owl flashed towards another elf and attacked him just as he was raising his bow to take a shot at Kormak.


  Kormak raced on until he found the riverbank looming out of the trees ahead of him. The owl had guided him true. There was a ford ahead of him. Kormak raced towards it. Out of the undergrowth the dire wolf bounded coming between the Guardian and the way across the water.


  Kormak came to a halt, hackles rising. The dire wolf stalked forward, its gaze never leaving his. It growled ferociously as it walked. Kormak’s hand went to his blade as it came within springing distance.


  


  


  The dire wolf’s muscles tensed. It bounded forwards. Its leap carried it past Kormak and in among the pursuing elves. Its roars and their screams spoke of conflict. Kormak did not waste time in turning. He ran towards the ford, leapt in and pulled himself across as quickly as he could through cold, clear water that rose as high as his chest. He emerged dripping from the other side, the dire wolf was still bounding among the hunting elves, slashing with its claws and biting with its mighty fangs. It moved among them like an avalanche of brown-furred death, dodging spear thrusts, avoiding arrows and darts, clawing and killing almost too fast for the human eye to see.


  Dripping wet Kormak pushed on into the woods. Ghostwing fluttered overhead and arrowed down a long narrow corridor between the trees. Kormak glanced back. The dire wolf had disappeared as if he were a ghost. The elves came on again, racing forward to the river bank, getting themselves into the water and beginning to splash across. Kormak realised that there were indeed scores of them, perhaps hundreds. Among the men were a few human faces he recognised. Jaethro was one of them. It was clear that none of those hunting him were ever going to let him go.


  They were coming on through the water now, implacable and determined not to give up while he was still alive. The first one was almost at the river bank now. Kormak considered making a stand. He was too weary to run on and there was no chance of getting away from the tireless elves. He could await them here while he still had the strength to kill a few and sell his life dearly.


  The leading elves were almost within striking distance. A wave of arrows emerged from the trees all around them. Suddenly there were a number of white-haired elves there, on the banks, in the trees, firing their bows directly as the pursuers. Clouds of arrows scythed through the foe and they were cut down. Their blood stained the water. Their spears dropped from their hands. From all around him now, more and more arrows struck.


  The Lost elves screamed as they were mowed down. One of them made it to the bank, but before Kormak could strike him, a green-fletched arrow slammed into his eye and sent him tumbling, screaming, back into the water again to disappear in a cloud of bubbles and blood.


  Soon the Weaver’s people were in flight, clambering back onto the far bank, taking cover behind trees, trying to get away as fast and as far as they could. Kormak felt a sense of relief flood through him. For the moment at least, he was free of pursuit.


  He turned and found himself facing four elves all with drawn bows, green fletched arrows pointed right at him. One of them was Gilean.


  “I am afraid I am going to have to ask you to drop your sword,” she said. “You are our prisoner.”


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  


  KORMAK STARED AT the elves. They met his gaze. The arrows pointed directly at him.


  “I would prefer not to hurt you,” Gilean said. “But I can assure you my spear-kin are capable of pinning your limbs with their arrows. We can take you down without killing you but take you down we will… if we must.”


  Kormak could tell that she was not bluffing. Thinking of the walking dead man he had seen pinned to the tree when he was on route to Green Oak, he did not doubt they were capable of carrying out their threat.


  “Why are you doing this?” he asked.


  “You have destroyed the spirit of a Great Tree. That is a crime on a scale I do not think you understand.”


  “Mayasha himself told me to do this.”


  “I believe you but it is not me you need to convince.”


  “Who is it that I do?”


  “His kindred among the Conclave of the Green. Ghostwing carried word of your deed beyond the Blight. This warband came to find you.”


  “You can commune with the Green. Do they not see through your eyes, can they not speak with your voice?”


  A faint glow entered all the elves eyes. “Yes, we can,” they all said simultaneously, their voices forming a chorus, almost as if they were singing in harmony. At that moment, Kormak felt he was being regarded by something vast and alien, a being to whom he was nothing more than a short lived gnat. “But we must see you when you are not within the shadow of the Blight. We must see that nothing is concealed.”


  “Very well then,” Kormak said. “I will accompany you, but I will not surrender my sword. It is a sacred trust I bear.”


  “We have your word on this?”


  “Yes.” All of the eyes continued to regard him, steadily and unblinking.


  “If you are of the Shadow, you will break your word,” the elves said.


  “And you will thus learn what you wish to know,” said Kormak.


  “In part, man, in part. Still, it would be a shame to harm you if you do not bear the taint. In a thousand years we have not seen such a warrior. You will accompany my people to their village and you will submit yourself to our questioning. You will harm no one.”


  Kormak nodded. He was making his own calculations. He needed to bring word of what was going on here to the Order and time was at a premium. At the same time, he could not bring word to anyone if they riddled him full of arrows and carried him to wherever it was they wanted him to go. Also, the People of the Green would be useful allies in the war against the Blight. It would do no harm to try and get them on his side.


  “I will go but it must be done quickly. I need to take word of what happens here to my people. The Weaver and the slaves of the Blight must be opposed.”


  “If you prove free of taint you will lose little time going with my people. They will set your down on the boundaries of our domain and make sure you get there quickly and securely. But be warned, until we have spoken with you as we wish, you are under suspicion. Dozens of our children watch you, and they are not so careless as the Lost ones who follow the Shadow.”


  Looking at the steady hands that held the bows, and the strange eyes that aimed the arrows, Kormak believed that. “Let us be away then,” he said. “There is no time to waste.”


  


  


  Gilean fell into place at his side. She handed him a flask of elfdraft. “You look as if you need this,” she said.


  “Is that you talking or Kayoga?”


  “It is me,” she said. “Cannot you tell?”


  There was no glow in her eyes and her movements and glances were not synchronised with her kin, but he was not sure whether that meant anything. “No,” he said. “I don’t know enough about your people.”


  “Are you going to take the elfdraft or not?”


  “You warned me against overuse of it once.”


  “True but you look weary unto death, unless I misread the signs and we have long leagues to cover before we reach Tristane.”


  “What or who is that?”


  “It is the nearest grove.”


  “One of your holy places?”


  “I suppose it would seem that place to you. It is a place where the Elder Trees grow and those who tend to them and their children live.”


  “What crime am I supposed to have committed?”


  “The one you confessed to.”


  “Destroying Mayasha?”


  “Yes.”


  “Help me understand what I have done.”


  “I do not know if I can. I know little of your faith.”


  “Please try.”


  “Very well. You killed a living god. If someone did that to your deity, what would you do?”


  “It would depend on whether my god had instructed me to destroy the vessel or not,” said Kormak.


  “That also raises various theological issues,” she said. “Why would he instruct an unbeliever to carry out his will and not one of his people?”


  “You would have to ask him that. He did not tell me. My guess would be that all of his people who were at the right spot had fallen into heresy.”


  They fell into silence for a long time after that. As they marched through the woods, a faint, familiar stench reached Kormak’s nostrils. “We are getting close to the Blight again,” he said.


  “We are passing along its edge. We should remain outside its influence. Our only worry would be if its creatures sally forth.”


  “I doubt that will happen. They all seem to be in the Settlements.”


  “The Blight always births new children, so does the Spider Mother. They are both endlessly fecund.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Shadowblights always grow out of control. They are like tumours in the living body of the Green, a sickness where the body turns against itself. They have all the strength of life running out of control, life in the service of death.”


  Kormak thought about that. He had been taught that the Shadow was the enemy of the Sun, eternally hungry for the souls of men and that blights were its curse upon the land, a physical manifestation of the evil spirit that was the enemy of all. She tilted her head to one side. “You disagree.”


  “I am not sure I do,” he said, surprised to find this was true. A lot of what she was saying made sense. Certainly the blights did seem like a sickness. Perhaps viewing them as a physical manifestation of the sickness of the world’s soul was just a different way of looking at the same thing.


  “You see the Blight as an enemy.”


  “Don’t you?”


  “It is not a sentient thing. It is part of nature. It does what it does because of what it is.”


  “I have heard philosophers argue that good and evil are both integral parts of the world, both necessary to the workings of things.”


  “You cannot have Shadow without light,” Gilean said.


  “You can have light without Shadow?” Kormak asked.


  “Sometimes, rarely,” Gilean said. “You never have shadow without light.”


  “That is like blaming good for evil,” Kormak said.


  “I am not apportioning blame,” she said. “I am stating a fact.”


  “There comes a point in any argument where metaphors break down and are no longer useful,” said Kormak. She shrugged. The dire wolf came padding out of the gloom and rubbed itself against her side. “Another friend of yours?”


  “Zlith is an old comrade.”


  “A child of the Green?”


  “Of course.”


  “Thank him for saving me.”


  The dire wolf seemed to yawn. “He preserved you because your presence is required by the Conclave. Otherwise he would have eaten you.” She said it with a faint smile. Kormak wondered whether she was joking.


  The wolf walked along beside them. Occasionally it looked at Kormak sideways and licked its lips with its long coarse tongue. Kormak gave it a hard stare back and touched his hand to the hilt of his sword. The dire wolf closed one eye, almost as if it were winking. He wondered whether it was the wolf that had the sense of humour.


  


  


  


  The air tasted fresh and clean again and it seemed to Kormak that they had at last started to put the Shadowblight behind them. The trees were taller and straighter. Their leaves were green and healthy. Occasionally a blotched and twisted mushroom grew in their shadows but there were times when Kormak could almost forget the presence of the Blight. The elfdraft continued to lend him strength and energy, he found the walking easy and the talking pleasurable, and he told himself to be wary of the side-effects the drug might have on humans. He needed all of his wits about him.


  Ghostwing fluttered overhead, circled the elvish warband and settled down on a branch near Gilean. All of the elves turned to look at the owl simultaneously and all of them began to nod their heads at the same time as if each and every one of them agreed with some silent message from the great hunting bird.


  Seeing Kormak’s look, Gilean turned to him and said, “He says we are being followed by a mixed band of Lost elves and humans. It seems that the Weaver really wants you badly.”


  “Maybe she wants all of us. We can all be turned to the Shadow.”


  “In any case we had best make sure her people don’t catch up with us. There are too many of them to fight and I doubt they will fall into the same trap twice.”


  “I wonder how the people of Silas Springs are doing?”


  “Ghostwing watched. They fought. Most of them died. Some were taken prisoner. They are being marched towards the Stump of Mayasha now.”


  “There is a difference between a disease and the minions of Shadow,” Kormak said at last.


  “What is that?”


  “The servants of Shadow have intelligence.” She looked away.


  “Does it make a difference?”


  “It makes them more dangerous.”


  She offered Kormak more elfdraft. “Take it,” she said. “We need to run.”


  “It seems like a very long time since I did anything else.”


  “You have killed recently and you will most likely kill again. You are very good at that. Perhaps the deadliest man we have ever seen.”


  Kormak slugged down the elfdraft and felt new energy filling him. It seemed less than he had previously received from the drink. He suspected his body was already becoming accustomed to it. He drank again and felt a little better. Already he was starting to need it more.


  


  


  


  Once again the horns started to sound behind them. Once again, Kormak felt his heart rate accelerate. He would have liked to have put it down to the elfdraft but he knew it was being hunted. The elves, Zlith and Ghostwing loped along tireless as winter wolves. He kept moving, not wanting to slow them down. There were risks in being judged by the Elder Trees, he thought but he preferred them to falling back into Weaver’s hands.


  Watching the elves he noticed how well they moved as a unit. Without ever needing to speak, they seemed to know instinctively what to do. Some of them had already dropped behind to form a rearguard. Others had moved ahead to scout and groups were moving along the flanks. Zlith peeled off and disappeared back into the distance. A short time later a roar sounded behind them and one of the horns abruptly stopped sounding.


  Gilean stayed close to him at all times, racing along lithely at his side, keeping an eye on him, making sure he was not having any trouble. He was starting to resent that. He was used to being considered competent by all those around him. He did not like being looked down upon as the weak link. He realised it was pointless resenting these ageless beings. They had far more experience than he and they had the advantage of being able to communicate wordlessly with each other and the beasts with which they were allied, at least as long as they stayed close.


  Suddenly an image came to him. Each of these elves was part of the intelligence of the forest, of the Green. Each was a node in it. Each was a partial store of memory and thought. They were not just part of the forest, they were the forest’s spirit and its mind. Did this mean the Shadowblight was part of it too, a mad part, like an insane split personality of the sort he had sometimes encountered on his travels?


  A shadow passed overhead. He heard a clacking sound above him. Looking up he saw spiders moving through the branches. They had not been there before. They seemed to have overhauled the fleeing Kayoga. Web ropes were already dropping toward him. He sprang to one side, pushing Gilean with him. Both of them narrowly avoided being hit. Spiders began to drop from above. Hungry green eyes glittered in the gloom. Mandibles clicked together. Kormak raised his blade and speared one of the spiders. Gilean put a green-fletched arrow between the eyes of one and shot another two as they dropped. Kormak slew another and then they returned to running.


  From all around the forest came sounds of conflict that told him that his captors were being overhauled by Weaver’s creatures. Gilean paused, her eyes glazed momentarily and she said, “No casualties.”


  “They are not trying to kill us,” Kormak said. “They are trying to slow us down.”


  The horns sounded again, closer now, the braying voice of the great hungry beast of Shadow that hunted them. Gilean nodded her understanding. “You are right. And they are slowing us down.”


  “What now then?”


  “We keep running,” she said. “There’s nothing else we can do but try and keep ahead of them for as long as possible.”


  Kormak sighed and started to run once more.


  


  


  The horns were closer now. Spears, darts and arrows were starting to fall at his heels. Packs of spiders assaulted him, forcing him to turn at bay and kill. Every time he did, the pursuers seemed to be nearer and nearer. He was panting hard, tired despite the elfdraft from the constant running and fighting.


  “This is hopeless,” he said. “We can’t outrun them and if we keep going I will be too tired to fight.” He was going to say we but the elf did not seem any more winded than she had at the beginning of the long pursuit. “I say we turn and kill some. At least that way we will have the satisfaction of sending their souls back to their master.”


  Gilean shook her head. “Not much further now,” she said.


  “Not much further till what?”


  “Save your breath for running.”


  He wiped the sweat from his forehead, cleaned spiderblood off his blade and scabbarded it. Then he started running again.


  


  


  An arrow flashed over his shoulder and buried itself in a tree trunk. It stood there quivering as Kormak ran past. Another one whizzed past his ear. He ducked involuntarily. The space between his shoulder blades tingled. Every pounding heartbeat he expected to feel a sharp blade go into his back, to be bowled over by the force of impact. It took all his willpower to keep from turning to face his tormentors. He did not want to leave this life with his wounds on his back.


  He zig-zagged from side to side, hoping to make himself a harder target, fearful of the fact that he might just run into the shaft that killed him. He threw himself to one side, behind the bole of a tree. Gilean was there, nocking a shaft in her bow. She stepped out, aimed and fired, aimed and fired again and then casually stepped back into cover. A scream rewarded each shot.


  Kormak looked at her. “So now we are going to stand,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Listen.”


  He did. All around him, in the woods, he could hear screams and the sounds of conflict. It was as if two vast quiet armies had suddenly clashed under the shadows of the trees. Looking around he could see that was exactly what was happening. More and more elves were heading past them, back the way they had come. Their faces were marked by similar patterns to Gilean’s. Quivers of green fletched arrows hung over their shoulders. Some carried small leather shields and long obsidian bladed spears. Others were armed with those deadly longbows.


  Dire wolves bounded by, roaring as they raced towards their prey. Huge owls swept out from under the boughs of the trees. All around them battle was joined.


  “The followers of Shadow cannot be allowed to come here unpunished,” Gilean said, as if that explained everything, which he supposed it did. “The Speardancers of many Lodges are here. They have been gathering in anticipation of war with the Lost. Now war has come to us.”


  Kormak glanced around. It was a strange fierce battle. Elves sniped at one another from amid bushes and behind the boles of trees. Here and there groups of spear and knife wielders clashed with quiet ferocity and blood stained the ground. Owls scratched at eyes and faces. Spiders crawled over those paralysed by their venom.


  Even in the branches overhead, the fighting raged. Spiders and elves danced along boughs, seeking to kill their foes. Kormak kept his hand on his blade. There was no way to tell who was winning in so scattered a fight, at least not for him.


  He glanced out once more and saw a group of men racing through the forest floor gloom. They were armed with bows and spears and hunting knives and Kormak recognised some of them. They had been numbered among the hunters who had accompanied him into the Blight. He saw Jaethro and Grogan. His old friend had a bandage around his head but he seemed to be in charge. As if warned by some evil spirit Grogan turned and looked directly at Kormak. His face was pale and feverish; some inner torment glittered in his eyes. He raised his bow and sent an arrow flashing in Kormak’s direction.


  The Guardian just ducked back behind cover in time. The arrowhead buried itself in the wood near where he had been standing.


  “Give up, Kormak,” Grogan shouted. “We’ve got you. There’s no getting away this time.”


  Kormak kept his mouth shut, not wanting to give his position away, to grant any unearned advantage to a shot as deadly as Grogan.


  “Weaver wants you, Kormak. So does the Spider Mother. They will not rest until they have you. You have angered the most powerful beings in the Blight. That is something you will have cause to regret.”


  A scream sounded somewhere off to their right. It sounded like a man had been wounded. One of Grogan’s hunting party had caught an arrow. If that was the case, they were most likely moving to try and flank his position. He looked over at Gilean. She glanced up then sprang, caught a branch and pulled herself into the tree overhead.


  Shouts sounded off to left and right. Kormak glanced and saw a large body of men had indeed circled that way. One of them was only a few yards away and was raising a bow. Kormak threw himself into the group, sword flickering like a thunderbolt. He was surrounded but that did not bother him. It protected him from being shot. None of Grogan’s allies could shoot into the melee without a much greater chance of hitting an ally.


  Kormak ducked a spear-strike, lashed out and removed a hand, took two steps forward and beheaded a man. He side-stepped a knife thrust, parried another, smashed a man’s teeth in with the pommel of his sword and then cut around him in a massive circle. Leather jerkins parted on the edge on the dwarf-forged blade. Blood flowed, a man tried to hold in his guts with reddened hands.


  A whirlwind of death, Kormak cut through the huntsmen, leaving maimed and broken bodies behind him. And suddenly, he was standing on his own, everyone round him was down. He glanced around and saw Grogan raising his bow to shoot. Even as he did so, the man sensed something, dodged to one side, turned and fired into the trees above Kormak. A green fletched arrow fell where he had been. A moment later he was gone, running off into the distance. The horns of the pursuers sounded a different note, one of retreat.


  A moment later Gilean dropped out of the tree, and landed by his side. “It is over for the moment,” she said. “We have won. And now it is time for you to face the judgement of the trees.”


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  


  THE TREES WERE glowing. No, that was not it. Some of the buds blossoming from their branches glowed like fireflies in the darkness. It was a warm welcoming golden glow, not the corrupt light he had come to associate with plants found in the Shadowblight.


  Large fruits dangled from branches. The trees were tall and graceful and the branches seemed perfectly sized for elves to run along them. Creepers formed ladders in their sides. He could see families dwelling within tents formed by interlinked meshes of leaves.


  High above him others lived on platforms, grown from the bark and branches of the trees themselves. Owls, dire wolves and elves moved around in the stately avenues between the boles of great trees. In clearings between the more massive trees, were groves of smaller plants. They swayed as if caught in a breeze although there was not a breath of wind.


  Elves paused before plants and bowed and made religious signs. Sometimes the trees responded. Branches creaked, the heads of flowers or leaves or fronds would reach out and touch the elf as if giving a blessing.


  Over everything was an atmosphere of calm and peace that was distinct from that of the forest they had passed through. When he passed the massive trees, Kormak felt a tremendous sense of presence, as if he were standing close to some powerful, magical entity. His Elder Sign was warm against his chest. He did not doubt that if he drew his blade, the runes on it would be glowing. He did not think the magic surrounding him was inimical but it was definitely present and in greater quantity than any place he had ever been save perhaps the City of Magicians.


  He was still accompanied by Gilean and his guard of elves. On his way into Tristane, he had been surrounded by the returning army of the Kayoga. They had been unlike any victorious army he had ever been part of. There had been no shouts of celebration, no singing of rowdy victory ballads. The only songs he had heard had been unutterably sad and seemed to come from every throat in perfect harmony until they reverberated within his chest and skull.


  Once the elves reached the town that was their home, they had melted away leaving him with those people who had captured him on the border of the Settlements. They did not pay too much attention to him now.


  He supposed they did not have to. Every living thing around him was part of the Green. If he tried to flee, all of them would know it and all of them could be set to pursuit. There were more living houses around him now, trees whose branches and leaves and roots seemed to have been shaped to form pavilions inside which elves could dwell. A few smaller elves, children perhaps, watched him curiously as he passed. No one else seemed to pay much attention.


  He tried counting to see if he could get some idea of the population and he came to the conclusion that for a place that seemed so vast, there were remarkably few people, perhaps several thousand at most. There seemed to be space for a lot more. Perhaps it had once been needed.


  Without warning, Gilean halted before one of the tree pavilions. It lay in the shadow of the largest tree Kormak had so far seen in the village.


  “This shall be your dwelling place during your time among us,” she said. “You are free to come and go within the boundaries of the steading, but do not go beyond them.”


  Kormak nodded.


  “I suggest you get some sleep now. What is coming may prove to be an ordeal for you and you will want your strength.”


  Kormak stepped within and the leaves around the opening folded together like a door closing. He felt trapped but when he moved towards them again, they rolled up and formed an exit once more. It seemed he was not in a prison.


  In the centre of the chamber was a pile of soft petals, they were perfumed with a clean, tangy scent. He lay down on it and the glowing flowers emerging from the bole of the nearby tree dimmed. He felt himself relax but for some reason he could not get to sleep. He slid his blade partially from its scabbard and saw, as he had known he would, that the runes along its upper length glowed in response to the flow of magic all about him.


  He slid it back into the sheath and lay down again. Above him he heard a soft popping sound. Something tingly landed on his skin. In the dim light, he could see that the pods in the roof had burst open and glittering pollen was falling on him. Roots were emerging very slowly from the ground and beginning to entangle him. He tried to move but found that he could not. His limbs felt weak and he could barely move.


  His lips and skin felt numb but he noticed a slight prickling sensation on his limbs. When he looked down he saw that he was held by entangling roots; from each of them small thorns had emerged and were biting into his skin. There was a faint pulsing about them, and they had reddened and he wondered if they were drinking his blood.


  What sort of trap had he stumbled into he wondered, but then blackness took him and all consciousness and all sensation left his mind.


  


  


  He floated in a sea of green light. Around and below him he had a sense of vast presences, as if he had been immersed in the ocean and beneath him Leviathans swam. Even as that thought occurred to him, one of the presences came closer. He felt like a rat watching a dragon advance upon him. He was tiny and fragile and brief and the thing was immense and ancient and watchful. His body vibrated or so it seemed to him and he realised he was listening to voices so great that they resonated within him.


  “His blood is clean,” said one voice.


  “His flesh holds only the usual taint,” said another.


  “His brain is whole.”


  “Then we must dig deeper,” said the most potent of the voices.


  “Agreed,” said the others in chorus.


  He had the sensation of being invaded, of titanic minds, vast and slow, examining his thoughts, his memories, inserting tendrils into his very soul. He knew he was being judged as he had never been judged before by beings as remote from humanity as the face of the moon.


  “You are aware of us,” said a voice, and Kormak knew the thought was directed at him.


  “Yes,” Kormak said.


  “You are not a child of the Green and yet in this place, you can speak with us, as you spoke with all that was left of Mayasha.”


  “It would appear so,” said Kormak. “What do you wish of me?”


  “We wish to see that you are free of taint.”


  “And am I?”


  “As much as any of your kind can ever be.”


  “Free enough?”


  “Yes,” said the voices in agreement. “And we will cleanse you of that which is in your blood.”


  “You have seen then why I did what I did, that I meant no sacrilege, that I was merely an agent of the will of Mayasha in what I did.”


  “So it would appear.”


  “Then you know I meant no harm, was seeking only what is best.”


  “We know you believe that.”


  “Am I wrong?”


  “It is too early to say.”


  He felt tendrils of thought burrow deep into his soul, like the roots of a plant seeking water in a desert land. He saw images of his blighted childhood, the massacre of everyone in the village where he had grown up by an Old One, his rescue by Malan of the Order of the Dawn, his being taken in and trained at the Chapter House on Mount Aethelas. He saw the war with the orcs and his battles with demons and werewolves and vampires. He saw his capture by the Lost and his encounter with Mayasha.


  The light of the green penetrated his mind now and he felt like he was drowning in it, just becoming one more of this chorus of voices, that his mind was starting to come apart under a strain it had never been intended to endure.


  The tendrils of thought moved away from him. He was there now seemingly forgotten for the moment, simply observing part of the great composite mind of the forest. At last a decision was reached.


  “You may go,” said the voices in his head.


  


  


  


  Kormak opened his eyes. The luminescent blooms glowed dimly above him. In their light, he could see Gilean. “Is it over?” he asked. He sat up. He felt better than he had in a long time. All weariness had fallen from him and a number of small aches and pains troubled him no longer.


  She nodded. “We have found what we needed to know. Now we must deal with Weaver and the Blight.”


  “How will you do that?”


  “The Blight must be eradicated if we can do so. Contained, if it is not. If worst comes to worst we must use the flame that cleanses. And we will need allies.”


  “You want my Order to help you.”


  “Yes.”


  “So you are letting me go.”


  “We will aid you to reach the boundaries of our land, provide you with food and water and a steed when you get there.”


  She produced a large brown leaf folded around something, unwrapped it and removed what looked like a small green gem. It was a piece of resin of some sort. “When you are ready, burn this, and breathe the incense. It will let you visit the Green once more and communicate with the Listeners.”


  He took the resin. It felt a little sticky under his fingers. He packed it once more in its leaf and placed it within his pouch. She tilted her head to one side and studied him with her strange green eyes, leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead.


  “Farewell,” she said. “We shall meet again before this is ended.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  


  KORMAK LOOKED BACK at the army strung out along the road behind him. There were thousands of armed and armoured men there and he prayed to the Holy Sun that it would be enough.


  The great Dragon banner of his Order was at the forefront, borne by a company of brothers. It was the sign of the Burning, the summons that had brought all of these petty noblemen together. It had not been raised in this part of the world in decades but all of the local rulers knew what it meant. That their lands were threatened by a supernatural force so great that the Order of the Dawn felt it necessary to call on their aid. He could see the faces of the brothers carrying it. They were all younger men, and they were proud, revelling in the importance at being at the head of the Burning, in knowing that the organisation to which they belonged was capable of wielding such power. Other than the Order only the King of Taurea would have been able to assemble a force such as this.


  Master Graydon of Westergate did not look as pleased. His old lined face was grim. His armour was bright and well maintained. His surcoat was immaculate. In his youth he had borne the sword of a Guardian and he knew what it was like to ride out against the darkness. He eyed Kormak distastefully, as if he personally was to blame for the Blight descending on the Settlements, as if it all represented some great failure on his part.


  Kormak met his gaze evenly. It had taken him many sessions of questioning to convince the Master to raise the war-banner. He had gone over his story again and again. His description of his dealings with the Kayoga had seemed to particularly incense the old man, as if he suspected Kormak of being hell-bent on committing some foul heresy. He did not like dealing with the elves, so much was clear. It took a lot of gold to organise a Burning, and the Master behaved as if every guilder of the Dawn’s contribution came from his own purse.


  Behind the banner-bearers came another company of the Order’s warriors and then ten Brothers of the Order of the Solar Flame, long allied with the Dawn, skilled in sorcery and alchemy, who would be called upon to purify the Shadowblight when and if the Burning triumphed. He carried some examples of their work on him. He had a new wraithstone amulet that one of them had carved for him. There was not a hint of blackness in its pearly heart. There was pouch of sunflares too, small incendiary devices that could light the darkest night and whose brilliance could dazzle a foe for crucial moments.


  Stretched behind them were the knights. They belonged to the retinues of various lords, and rode under the banner of the lord himself. Here was the red gryphon of Lord Rhys, the lion’s head of Baron Enderby, the bloody hand of Baron Magnus and dozens of others. Behind the knights marched bowmen, spearmen and other infantry, some better armoured than others. Individual mages rode by themselves. Mercenary companies marched almost at the rear, and beyond them, raising clouds of dust was the baggage train and the vast hordes of camp followers.


  Off to one side, accompanied by their personal retainers and wizards were the Lords themselves. Master Graydon had placed Lord Rhys in charge since he was the senior noble but it was clear to Kormak that the other aristocrats resented not being made commander and would most likely make matters difficult for the old man when push came to shove. He could see tall spare Lord Rhys being lectured to by the overweight bearded Enderby, while Baron Magnus sat back on his horse with his usual supercilious smile on his face.


  Kormak was not too troubled by the dissent in the ranks so far. In his experience, things usually settled down once the enemy was met and that would be happening fairly soon.


  Ahead of them was the Eastbridge over the river, the place that marked the beginning of both Elderwood and the Settlements. It was a massive stone structure, out of keeping with the frontier nature of the province but speaking of the monumental ambition of the king who had first seized the land from the elves and whose heirs had forgotten about it on his premature death. It spanned the waters on three mighty arches and it was wide enough for two carts to drive side by side. At each end were guard towers, set to watch against the onset of marauding elves and monsters from the forest.


  It was getting dark and the army drew up on the civilised side outside the walls of the village built around its entrance. The locals had come to watch the arrival of the army. Some were busy trying to sell food, wine or themselves to the soldiers. Others watched nervously, fearful at what so many armed men could do so near their property. Some cheered though and Kormak guessed these were the ones who were most concerned with news from the other side of the river.


  A herald rode up to Kormak. He wore a gryphon surcoat and he looked both very young and very full of himself. “Sir Kormak, my master desires your presence this evening. He would go over the maps with you one last time in the presence of his captains.”


  Kormak nodded. He was watching the army starting to settle down for the night. Pickets were being set, watches assigned. Tents and pavilions were rising. A few men had thrown themselves on the ground, ready to sleep under their cloaks.


  Kormak was pleased that, so far, the weather was surprisingly mild for the time of year. It had taken a month to assemble this force, and the rains had made the roads bad. Under normal circumstances no one would have thought of putting an army in the field so late in the year but these were not normal circumstances. Waiting out the winter and moving in the spring would mean giving the Blight more months to spread, and Weaver more time to recruit.


  One advantage of this was that a higher proportion of the soldiers were professionals. The majority of the peasant levies had been left at home to look after the harvests, the slaughtering of beasts, the preparations for winter. The knights had come, of course, for the prospect of glory and they had brought their best retainers with them so that they might travel quickly.


  Kormak was surprised that so many had ridden out. He would have expected more to be reluctant to leave their lands as the civil war threatened. He supposed that was one more advantage of moving so late. Greedy neighbours would be less likely to take to the field. The fact that they would fall under his Order’s interdict if they attempted to seize the lands of those engaged in the Burning might also have affected their decisions. Or perhaps he was being too cynical. Perhaps there was still a sense of honour and purpose among the Sunlanders. Perhaps something of the old chivalry still beat in their hearts and prompted them to respond to the call of the war against Shadow.


  Kormak rode over to where the members of his Order were setting up their white tents. He could see that Elder Signs were deployed around the ground that had been marked out for them, and sentries already stood watching the surroundings. More were posted on the wagons, guarding the cauldrons of the alchemists and the mystical supplies of the wizards. It would be a disaster for those to be lost now. Graydon was right to be wary. The river might protect them now, but it was well not to be too certain of it.


  It was possible that Weaver’s people might raid across the river or send some Shadow-spawned sorcery or creature against them. Taking a breath of the alchemical smells, Kormak decided that anyone doing that would be making a mistake.


  As he rode by, he saw some of the younger brothers pointing to him. He was used to that. Among the Order, Guardians were well known and well-respected, possibly more so than many of the Masters since they stood at the sharp edge of the conflict with the Shadow and the Old Ones. Particularly among the younger brothers there were always those who idolised the Guardians and hoped to become one.


  Kormak rode up to the tent of Master Graydon. The old man sat on a folding wooden stool that his squire had brought him and inspected some scrolls with an intent air. Even here on the borders of war, the business of administration was never entirely left behind. He rolled up the scroll. Tendons moved visibly beneath his parchment-like skin. Blue veins were visible in his hands.


  “Ah, Sir Kormak, tomorrow, if the Holy Sun wills it, we shall free those lands over there from the Shadow,” he said. He spoke loudly and confidently for the benefit of anyone who might overhear them, then he nodded towards the river and said, “Come, walk with me a little, I would consult with you.”


  Once they were out of earshot of the camp, and strolling along the river side, he said, “I am troubled, Sir Kormak.”


  “Troubled, Master?”


  “None of the scouts I sent ahead of us have reported. None of their messenger birds have arrived. None of my spies have reported. Some of them very competent men.”


  “The elves know these woods, Master, and they are swift and cruel.” He had told Graydon as much but the old man had not listened. He supposed he might not have either were their positions reversed.


  “It is worrying. We go into the fight with no more intelligence than we had when you brought word to us a month ago.” He spoke as if this were Kormak’s fault. “The Lords bicker among themselves and we have heard nothing from the Kayoga you claim will aid us.”


  “The men will settle down once they have a foe in front of them and the prospect of war. The sight of the Shadowblight will remind them of what they are facing. And the elves will show. It is as much in their interests as ours to do so.”


  “I wish I shared your confidence.” Kormak studied Graydon quietly. He was sure the Master would rather have been back at his Chapter House in Westergate, scheming with the nobles and eating off silver dishes. He probably missed his bed. Graydon’s thin lips quirked into a wintery smile. “Still we must make the best of things. For the first time in decades, the nobility of western Taurea must take us seriously. Tithes will be paid on time this year, I am sure.”


  “As you say, Master.”


  “Wars are not fought with swords alone, Sir Kormak. Swords must be paid for and all the spells and alchemicals as well. I would see this matter settled quickly and well.”


  “I suspect that will be up to our foes. I doubt they will have any inclination to make things easy for us.”


  “Indeed. I am sure they will prove most recalcitrant. Nonetheless, the Shadow must be opposed and we are here to do it.”


  Why was the old man telling him what he already knew, Kormak wondered. “I understand you have been summoned by Lord Rhys.”


  Some spies had certainly not disappeared, Kormak thought. A pity they were used for spying on their own people. It seemed the Master had known about the summons before Kormak himself had.


  “Make it clear to him that we are facing a terrible foe here. That care must be taken or lives or souls will be lost.” He sounded suddenly deadly serious and sincere and he must have noticed the change in Kormak’s attitude. “Oh yes, Sir Kormak. You are not the only one here who ever held a dwarf-forged sword, or passed through a Blight. This is not my first Burning.”


  There was a cold glint in his eye. “I did not want to believe you, you know, when you first brought news of what was going on here. I prayed that you were wrong but I can see now you were right. Those woods over there have an odd stink to them, and my men would not all fail to report. I wanted to spend my old age in peace. It seems that the Holy Sun has other plans.”


  “It is often the way Master Graydon.”


  “Come, brother, let us pray.” The man surprised Kormak by dropping to his knees and calling for the Sun’s blessing. Kormak did the same.


  


  


  


  Kormak walked through the gathering darkness towards the Commander’s pavilion. Outside minstrels played, jesters tumbled and elegant ladies of the night paraded their charms. The warriors of the noble’s bodyguards paid close attention to everything. Two grizzled-looking veterans stood at the tent flap and watched everything with hawk-like eyes.


  The tent was as large as many houses, and emblazoned with the gryphon symbol. It fluttered on small triangular flags on the support hawsers as well. A proud man and wealthy was Lord Rhys, so much was obvious.


  Inside he could hear a nobleman’s voice rumbling on and on. It was rich and mellow and profoundly self-satisfied and Kormak knew that it belonged to Baron Enderby. “I say we sweep these savages aside with our cavalry and hunt them through the woods.”


  The words had the confidence of the fool. “I do not think cavalry charges work all that well in forests,” said another voice, light and supercilious. It belonged to Lord Magnus.


  All heads turned to face Kormak as entered. He bowed his court bow to each of them in turn and received nods of acknowledgement in return. “Ah here is our returned hero,” said Magnus without altering his tone in the slightest. He always referred to Kormak in this way. He knew that Kormak had saved the life of King Brand on the field of Aeanar and seemed determined to be ironic about it.


  “Here is a man who has spent time among the savages,” said Baron Enderby running his hand through the short black beard that covered his double chins. “Tell him that they will not be able to resist a swift merciless charge.”


  Could he really be so stupid, Kormak wondered, or was it just an act? “They would not if we could bring them to stand their ground against one but I fear that unless we give them reason to they will simply flee before us and ambush us. It is what they are good at and they know the land.”


  “Dishonourable cowardice,” said Enderby.


  “But what we can expect,” said Kormak. He looked at Lord Rhys. “You wished to speak to me, Sire.”


  The tall white-haired old man belonged to the same generation as Graydon. He had the look and the reputation of a man who had spent his life in the field in the service of his king. His eyes were rheumy. He seemed tired as no doubt he had every reason to, if he had to spend so much time in the company of his allies.


  “I wanted to make sure that your Order is in readiness,” he said.


  “Master Graydon assures me that this is so,” Kormak said to remind him that the matter really should have been taken up with the Master of the Chapter House and not a wandering Guardian. Lord Rhys smiled bleakly.


  “And I wanted to go over what you have told us one last time, just in case I have missed anything.” What he really meant was in case Kormak had missed anything but he was too polite to say so.


  “We will face elves and spiders and corrupted humans,” Kormak said. “We will face things from the Blight as well no doubt. They are always drawn to defend their territory when moves are made against it. No one knows why.”


  “Doubtless the evil of the Shadow fills them and forewarns them,” said Enderby.


  “Doubtless,” sneered Magnus.


  “They will not stand and fight against our army. It would be madness for them to do so if they had any other option. Formal warfare is not what they are trained for and not what they excel at. They will strike at us however they can, sniping and ambushing our men, hoping to break our morale. They will, I believe, attempt to capture as many of our troops as possible and carry them off to their tree city, there to corrupt them.”


  All of the men present tried to conceal their fear at that statement. Some of them were more successful than others.


  Lord Rhys nodded at this. “Go on.”


  “How do we bring them to battle?” Magnus asked. For once he was not sneering.


  “We can’t unless they choose to make a stand and there is no reason for them to do so. They have fought using hit and run tactics since men entered these lands.”


  “You still maintain there is only one way to make them fight then,” said Lord Rhys.


  “Yes. We must go into the Blight and attack their home, the Stump of Mayasha. We must burn the forest and the tree. It is the only thing they will stand and defend. It is the heart of the evil.”


  “It is also in a Shadowblight,” said Lord Rhys dryly. “Which both you and Master Graydon have given me to understand in no uncertain terms is a place of supreme danger to both body and soul.”


  “That is nothing short of the truth.”


  “Yet you would still advise that we go there?”


  “If we move swiftly and are careful we can do so. It would mean the men obeying utterly the strictures my Order place on them, and it would mean rituals of purification when we leave the place. The alternative is to cordon the area off, burn a clear corridor around the Blight to prevent it from spreading.”


  “But this will take time and require guards to be set on the land indefinitely,” said Baron Magnus.


  “You understand perfectly,” said Kormak, unable to prevent himself from echoing the Baron’s own dry, mocking tone. He saw the man look at him sidelong. Kormak doubted the Baron would challenge him to a duel. He was too much of a stickler for the prerogatives of his rank, and only a fool would seek a fight with a swordsman of Kormak’s known skill. Still there were other ways the Baron might seek revenge.


  


  “We should attack,” said Enderby. “Bring the heathen to battle and burn out this Blight. We can be home by the Lantern Festival and celebrating our victory.”


  “I am not so sure,” said Magnus.


  “Surely you do not fear these savages?” said Enderby.


  “I fear nothing,” said Magnus. “I merely wish to see this thing done properly and with least risk to our immortal souls.”


  “It is the Blight you fear then,” said Enderby. His tone held the light mockery of one child taunting another.


  “Enough,” said Lord Rhys clearly at the end of his patience. “We must, at least, attempt to bring them to battle. We will sweep through the Settlements, see what we find and then cross into the Blight. Sir Kormak, you mentioned the possibility of these other elves aiding us. Have there been any developments?”


  So this is what this meeting was really about. “No, Sire.”


  “Then I think we should assume that we must proceed without their aid.”


  “Good,” said Enderby. “I have never trusted any of the inhuman scum. Along the border we have a saying: the only good elf is a dead elf.” Kormak wondered how many times Enderby had ever seen an elf or walked his borders with them.


  “There are good and bad elves as there are humans,” said Kormak.


  “Next you will be telling us there are good and bad Old Ones,” said the Baron.


  “There are those too.”


  “Do you think there is good and bad evil as well? Do you extend your tolerance as far as the Shadow, Sir Kormak?” Enderby smiled as if he had scored a point.


  “I extend my tolerance as far as fools,” Kormak said. Magnus made a blowing sound. Perhaps he was suppressing laughter.


  The Baron reddened. “I do not like your tone, Guardian.”


  Kormak smiled at him coldly. “Perhaps you would like to do something about it.”


  “Sir Kormak,” said Lord Rhys in a chiding voice. “Now is neither the time nor place for this. Baron Enderby I do not think you realise how much you insulted the Guardian. He is a man who has spent his life opposing the Shadow. If it was not for him, we would not be here now.”


  To Kormak’s surprise, the Baron bowed and said, “You are right, Sir Kormak. I spoke out of turn. I fear my enthusiasm to get to grips with our foe has unsettled me.”


  “We will be getting to grips with them soon enough. Sir Kormak, is there anything else you need to tell us?”


  “If we encounter any humans in the Settlements or beyond they must be taken to my Order for questioning. There can be no exceptions. Anyone we meet is a potential enemy, a potential spy.”


  “Understood,” said Lord Rhys. The others nodded.


  “And once we are in the Blight no one eats or drinks anything save what we brought with us and that only after it has been blessed by my brethren. All of your men, all of your knights must obey this on peril of Interdict and the damnation of their souls.”


  “We have told them this enough already,” said Lord Rhys. “As have your brethren, but one more time cannot hurt. Well, that is all, gentlemen. I bid you goodnight. Sleep well. Tomorrow we enter hostile territory.”


  They departed for their tents.


  


  


  Kormak awoke. He sensed someone standing over him in the darkness. He noticed a distinctive scent.


  “Gilean,” he said. He was already reaching for his sword, just in case it was not.


  “Guardian,” she said, hunkering beside him.


  “I was wondering whether your incense worked or whether I just had a particularly vivid dream.”


  “It worked but we have been busy. There is war under the eaves of Greatwood. Weaver’s people encroach on Kayoga lands. They have their turncoat humans, they have the spiders and they gather the Lost. We are pressed hard.”


  “The Army of the Morning is here,” said Kormak. “You have allies.”


  “That is a good thing to know.”


  “I am glad you are here.”


  “You seem to be the only one. There were a number who I suspect would have shot me gladly if they had seen me.”


  “All elves look alike to us. We cannot tell the Lost from the Children of the Green.”


  “I suspected as much which is why I slipped through unnoticed. My people will provide you with scouts to guide you and warn you of ambushes but we must ensure they are not slaughtered by mistake.”


  “A recognisable symbol would help. Your arrows are green although I doubt the eyes of most here are keen enough to spot that.”


  “Speak with your leader, have him provide us with tokens, those gryphons on the hawsers of his tent would be useful. Or we could use some of your Order’s dragon signs.”


  “Those would be more useful, I think. They would remind men you are our allies and under the Order’s protection. I can also get you those by nightfall tomorrow, if I start right away.”


  “That would be good.”


  “Meet me at the Eastern edge of the camp. I will see that the sentries are warned.”


  “As you say.” There was something hesitant in her manner so Kormak asked, “How goes the war?”


  “Weaver has grown strong in her shadowy web,” Gilean said. She sounded weary and Kormak resisted the urge to ask any more questions.


  “Till tomorrow then,” she said eventually and then she was gone, leaving only the faint scent of forest blossoms behind her.


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  


  THE STREETS OF Green Oak were eerily quiet. There were a few rotting bodies with skeletons picked clean. Webs covered the entrances to the buildings, small spiders scuttled everywhere. The village bore no resemblance to the bustling township he had first seen on his arrival in the Settlements what felt like decades ago although it was just over a month.


  Alchemists from the Solar Flame sampled the water from the well and found it poisoned. Master Graydon and Lord Rhys conferred and ordered it burned to the ground. If nothing else, it gave the alchemists an opportunity to test their creations before they were put seriously to use. It turned out that they had something more in mind.


  The mages marched around the town, marking a huge Elder Sign in the dirt with their staffs and inscribing complex runes at the points where the lines met. One of them and a number of bodyguards took up a position at each point of the star.


  As they did this, the alchemists entered the village with a retinue of warriors intended to kill the spiders. Prayers to the Holy Sun were invoked as the buildings were soaked in pitch black oil. When Master Graydon gave the order the oil was ignited with sunflares. Soon oily smoke drifted skywards. The wooden buildings burned easily. It was eerie how quickly all signs of human occupation had vanished.


  As the flames rose, the mages chanted ancient spells. The fires intensified in response to the ancient words. Kormak felt the Elder Sign on his chest grow warm in response to the eddy currents of magic.


  For long minutes the assembled force watched the town burn and listened to the mages chant. At first, aside from the intensity of the blaze, there seemed to be nothing too unusual going on. The mages kept chanting. Their words echoed within Kormak’s chest evoking strange emotions. Images of destruction drifted into his mind, of cities consumed by fire, of worlds destroyed by a blaze brighter than the sun. Still the town burned.


  Slowly the flames flowed together, pooling into one place like water in a bowl. At times now Kormak thought he saw figures within the flames, humanoid shapes dancing and brandishing weapons. He was reminded of the castles and demons he had seen when looking into the fireplace when he was young but these seemed more real and more intense.


  Slowly the flames began to leap in response to the words the mages were chanting. It was if some huge alien entity was dancing to the rhythm of the spell. Slowly they coalesced.


  Tentacles of fire licked out from the vast conflagration to scorch the surrounding forest. The trees they touched burned intensely bright and then collapsed into ash as if their entire substance had been turned into flame in seconds.


  Kormak watched the circle of mages sitting chanting, their concentration was fierce for the elemental could not be allowed to run out of control.


  The assembled troops watched awe-struck by the power of the sorcery. Kormak understood how they felt. He had spent a lifetime witnessing the effects of magic and this was one of the most potent manifestations he had witnessed.


  He hoped that none of the Kayoga were out in the woods where the elemental rampaged. Nothing was going to survive an encounter with that monstrous blaze. Eventually, as evening came on, the flames died away leaving nothing but ash and desolation in their wake. Only then did the army seem to wake from its trance and cheer the mages. There was something at once appalled and elated in the sound.


  


  


  “Did you see that?” one of the peasant archers asked another.


  “I bet that impressed the heathens.”


  “The bastard elves are probably still running.”


  “I am glad those wizards are on our side.”


  “Yeah but can we trust the bastards?”


  “We are with the Order of the Dawn. If they are not trustworthy they will soon know what for. The Order kills rogue magicians.”


  “Creepy though, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes but what power! My old man used to say the wizards could rule the world if they wanted to.”


  “I’ve heard they do, in secret. That there is a cabal of archmages and Kings and Lords all dance to their tune.”


  Kormak had heard such things said many times before, and even though he had known and been friends with several wizards in his time, he felt a certain sympathy for the speakers. The use of so much power brought it home to him just how potent magicians were when they co-operated. So much power concentrated in so small a group was something he instinctively distrusted even if that power was deployed in the service of the Holy Sun.


  He reached the rise on which the Grand Master’s tent stood. Graydon was there, surrounded by mages and alchemists. They looked weary but proud. “That was impressive.” Kormak said. “Although perhaps we should have waited until we were across the river.”


  “This will help morale,” Graydon said. “It lets the men know that great powers work on their side. They’ll need such faith in the days ahead. Things will not go so easy once we are inside the Shadowblight.”


  “No indeed, Grand Master,” said the leader of the wizards. She was a good-looking, red-haired woman in what appeared to be her early thirties. From his experience of mages Kormak knew that she might be any age from thirty to three hundred. “The magic will not be so easy to cast either. There will be resistance from the force of the Blight itself. Such things abhor cleansing magic and are not without strength themselves.”


  “I shall take your word for that, Elanora,” said Graydon. “Nonetheless I must congratulate you and your cabal. You have made a good beginning here.”


  “But that is all it is, Grand Master,” said the chief sorceress. “I sense that out there in the forest is a power that will soon oppose us and it is very strong. And the elementals will not be so easy to control in the Shadowblight. They are creatures of magic and thus more vulnerable to corruption…”


  “You and your people get some rest,” said the Master. “I have things to discuss with Sir Kormak and preparations I must supervise for our departure tomorrow.”


  “As you command, Sire,” the woman responded. She and her companions withdrew into their tents. Multiple sentries stood guard on them. After having listened to the soldiers speak Kormak found himself thinking that they were there as much to keep an eye on their charges as to watch over them.


  When the mages had departed, the Chapter Master said, “Useful people.”


  “Vulnerable people,” Kormak said. “If anything happens to them we lose our best chance of destroying the Blight.”


  “That is why I have guards watching over them, and others placed throughout the camp. I no more want anything to happen to them than you do.”


  “There are those in the camp who dislike the use of magic.”


  “That may be, but they will like the protection it gives us before the end.”


  “I am sure of that,” said Kormak.


  “You wanted something?” The Master asked.


  “I want to know if the insignia for the elves had been prepared yet.”


  Graydon gave a sign to one of his pages. The boy scuttled off and a few minutes later returned with a couple of heavily built porters each of whom carried a chest.


  “They are ready for when our allies show up. At long last. I was beginning to have my doubts.”


  Kormak nodded. “Not unreasonably. I will take these to the agreed meeting point.”


  “Tomorrow I will have the brethren explain things to our troops. We are going to need these Kayoga alive if we are to find our way to the heart of the Blight and expunge the evil there.”


  


  


  Gilean waited with a group of the Kayoga at the edge of the clearing where they had agreed to meet. The porters looked about nervously, worried by the presence of the elves. It was only natural given all of the things the army had been told about their opponents. The sentries clutched their weapons tight but they did not attack when the elves seemed to materialise out of the forest.


  The elves took the surcoats. They tried them on, laughing. The clothing had been made to fit men, not elves, and it hung loose and short on their spare frames.


  “These will not help us hide from the Lost,” said one of the elves.


  “They may spare you from being shot by humans when you come to lead them.”


  “We sensed the presence of great sorcery in the forest today,” Gilean said, staring at Kormak. “There was burning and death among the trees.”


  “That was us,” said Kormak. “There will be more burning when we enter the Blight.”


  The elves made warding signs with their hands. They knew what was being done was necessary but deliberately starting a blaze was a crime among them.


  “Can your sorcerers really control what they unleash?” Gilean asked.


  Kormak shrugged. “I do not know. I don’t think that even they do. The Shadowblight worries them. They think it may be able to corrupt even the Burning Ones.”


  “Let us hope not. They would be terrible adversaries.”


  “I think even if they are corrupted they will not serve Weaver. They will do what they wish. It is the nature of such beings.”


  “You speak as if you have had experience of this,” she said.


  “I have.”


  “We meet across the river tomorrow,” Gilean said. The elves stepped back into the trees and were gone as if they had never been. The sentries stared at Kormak as if they had just witnessed him talking to demons.


  


  


  Kormak charged forward into the Lost elves standing among the trees, casting spears at the soldiers fording the river. The Brothers of the Dawn with him fought savagely with mace and sword and shield, crashing through the thin elvish line, sending the forest dwellers scuttling back into the woods to regroup. So far casualties looked light on both sides.


  From all along the river bank came the sounds of conflict. Armed bands had been landed on the northern and southern flanks of the army and swept inwards pincer-like to clear the landing point where the bulk of the force would cross. The force of elves guarding the ford looked as if it had been all but swept away.


  Baron Enderby and a group of his men were swimming the river at the shallowest point, still mounted on their horses. It seemed the Baron was serious in his intention of making a cavalry charge against the elves. Kormak found he could almost respect the bold idiocy of the man.


  All around him brothers whooped and slapped each other on the backs, all semblance of their usual monastic discipline lost. It was their first encounter with the forest dwellers and they had won it easily; too easily Kormak thought. This had been little more than a skirmish line, scouts sent to watch for their arrival. Word of their coming would be winging its way back to Weaver now, if she had not already known about the army on her border.


  He said nothing. He knew the mood of jubilation would end all too soon.


  


  


  Kormak watched the rafts as they crossed the river. They were little more than chopped down trees down with the trunks roped together but they served their purpose. Ropes thrown across the water provided some guidance.


  Some of the more nimble warriors swung across on them. One jongleur walked across the narrow strand while a minstrel sang a comic song. Some knights swam their horses across while their companions cheered. The rest waited for their turn on the rafts. It was going to take the rest of the day just to move the entire force across, and it did not bode well for them if they were defeated. There would be no easy line of retreat.


  A sense of foreboding filled Kormak. He remembered the expedition with Grogan and how that had ended. He recalled his attempt to warn the villages of the Settlements of the coming invasion. That had ended in failure. For him this had not been a lucky land. Perhaps the Shadow really was too strong here.


  Some brothers from the Order were manhandling their wagons onto the rafts. They were artificers, responsible for overseeing the use of the ancient First Empire weapons the Order preserved. He prayed that the strange sorcerous devices would prove more reliable than some of the Solari war engines he had seen used in the past.


  He walked past the lines of soldiers who waited among the trees. All the elation of the earlier victory had gone, eroded by the occasional poisoned dart that emerged from nowhere to claim another victim. The men looked out nervously now.


  This was not the sort of land they were used to fighting through and the taint of Blight was upon it. He could see that many of them were young and nervous. He thought that was good in a way. It would keep them alert and that was the one thing that might keep them alive here.


  He was nervous himself but for different reasons. One of his greatest fears was that Weaver would attack the army in force as it crossed. That would be the period of maximum vulnerability. If their crossing had been heavily disputed by archers it would be very difficult if not impossible.


  There had been no real attack, only the one brief encounter with Weaver’s scouts. He hoped that was because the Lost were busy in the north fighting against the Kayoga but the pessimistic part of him suspected a trick. There had been so many losses in this part of the world already.


  He heard a soft mocking growl from nearby. He turned, hand on hilt of sword. Fierce eyes glared at him from the undergrowth. Massive fangs glittered in the forest’s half-light. Zlith padded forward and licked his hand with a very rough tongue.


  “He says you always taste good,” said Gilean’s voice from somewhere amid the shadows. “Someday he would like to take a bite.”


  “Tell him I hope he is joking.”


  “He never jokes about such things,” she said and laughed. Seeing his expression she looked at him and said, “Something troubles you.”


  “I am wondering where Weaver’s people are and why they have not opposed our crossing more strongly.”


  “The fight at the ford was little more than bait, an easy victory to lure you into complacency. Weaver wants your people in the Blight. It is her land. It will serve her. Your lines of communication will grow longer. Your people must feed on tainted meat and drink tainted water or starve. For now they are disciplined but hunger breaks down all discipline. And the longer they are here the more vulnerable they become. The more vulnerable we all become.”


  “Then we had best finish this quickly,” said Kormak.


  “If we can finish it at all,” said the elf.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  


  THEY DROVE A burning road through the forest. Kormak watched the alchemists move ahead. They carried barrels of chemicals on their back and they sprayed the evil-smelling fluid onto the trees. Where it impacted, nothing survived. The blighted wood caught fire, giving off a sickening smoke. This was a Burning indeed.


  Behind the alchemists the wizards did their work, chanting spells making sure that the flames only spread in one direction and did not start a conflagration that would burn down the entire forest and roast the army to death. It was slow work but they cleared a path of advance. The knights could lead their horses ten abreast if they wanted.


  Kormak waited tensely. He sensed that there were eyes out there in the forest watching them and those eyes were not in the slightest bit friendly.


  By the end of the first day they had covered a number of leagues and entered a great clearing in which they could make camp.


  Foresters were set on guard around the perimeter of the camp for the night. Although they did not know it, they were not alone. Out there, Gilean and some of the Kayoga watched along with the great wolves and the giant owls. Kormak was glad of that. One of his greatest fears was the camp being attacked in the night and the men scattering into the haunted forest to be picked off one by one.


  In the centre of the camp great bonfires burned, fuelled by wood and alchemicals and the magic of wizards. There was something about the flames that made the Kormak uneasy. Normally fire was the great enemy of Shadow but even it could be bent to the Shadow’s purposes. Some of the logs burned with a greenish flickering and Kormak remembered the sorceress’s words concerning the way that elementals could become corrupted. The fires provided them with a weapon against any attack but they could so easily be turned into a blade held at their throat by the wrong sort of magic.


  The brothers of his own Order set up their camp slightly apart from the rest of the soldiers and the nobles. In that smaller camp, sentries marched with disciplined procession and Elder Signs were set against the encroaching darkness.


  He saw the vats of alchemicals being stirred by leather-tunicked alchemists with their strange masks drawn across their faces to protect them from the vapours rising from their creations. He saw other brothers setting up strange machines, all crystal and mirror-smooth bronze marked with the runes of the First Empire. They were set up so that the catapult arms protruding from their smooth sides were aimed out at the forest. The sight of them made him feel easier – he had seen those ancient war engines at work before and he knew what they were capable of.


  For his own peace of mind he walked the perimeter of the camp, checking on the sentries, making sure that they were all awake, and that they knew to give the alert first before investigating anything that they saw. Kormak studied the soldiers with him. The full horror of the situation was dawning on them. They had spent all day marching and peering out into the forest, catching sight of the wicked things that dwelled under the blighted branches. They had seen the glowing fungus, the giant insects, the awful, twisted mutated things. Some of them talked about seeing spiders the size of dogs staring at them with green glowing eyes. No one doubted these tales.


  Eventually he finished his checks and returned to join his brothers. It had been a long time since he had spent any time in the field with members of his Order and he was pleased that they were there. He knew that whatever happened they could be relied upon, that they were protected against the Shadow, that they would know what to do if an attack came. Many of the others present were veteran warriors but they were used to fighting against human foes and not against the sort of things that they were likely to encounter here.


  He went to the cook fires where a fat brother was ladling out stew from a consecrated bowl. He accepted his portion and a slice of waybread and he ate all of it, wiping up the last remnants of the stew with the bread until the Elder Sign carved on the bottom of the bowl was revealed.


  He felt the warmth settle in his stomach and he glanced upwards into the trees and his sense of well-being vanished. He was sure that he could see spiders moving up there among the branches, their green eyes glowing and he knew that they were being spied upon by agents of Weaver.


  A scream rang out, followed by another and another. Kormak raced towards where they came from, leaping over tent ropes. Up ahead he saw dozens of bodies sprawled, dark arrows protruding from their breasts, faces turning purple from venom. He glanced around and noticed great water barrels broken open and sacks of grain and meal and dried meat lying burst on the ground. A corrupt smell was already rising from them.


  Gilean arrived moments later, her bow clutched in her hand, the tunic of a herald belted around her. “They have contaminated your water and spoiled your food. Weaver intends to let the Blight do its work for her.”


  Kormak nodded. “She’s made a good start here then” he said, but the elf had already vanished into the night as other soldiers raced up to the scene of the killing.


  


  


  In the morning, they discovered that some of the sentries had vanished, despite the best efforts of the elves and their allies. Kormak was not sure whether the men had simply deserted in the night or whether they had been spirited away by the forces of Shadow.


  It did nothing to help morale in the camp. Unease was growing and it was plain to see why. All around, the influence of the Shadowblight could be felt. Despite the blessed amulets that they carried, despite the presence of the Order of the Dawn, all of the soldiers could feel the evil that waited out there, watching them, preparing to strike against them. Kormak could tell that even some of his own brothers felt that dismal presence despite all of their training and all of their protective amulets and prayers.


  The second day proceeded as the first one had with the alchemists and the wizards burning their way into the heart of the Blight. The land was even worse than Kormak remembered it. The trees were larger and darker and more marred by fungus and twisted by the power of Shadow. Some of them seem to be pulling away from the flames that burned near them.


  More shouts and sounds of battle came from down the line. Once again, Kormak raced towards them. Once again, by the time he got there, the battle was over. More men lay face down in the dirt, arrows protruding from their backs. The shattered carapaces of a few spiders lay near them, but it was obvious the elves and their pets had slain far more than they lost. Or perhaps Weaver’s people had simply carried their dead off into the woods with them. In any case, the effect on morale was not good.


  He returned to walking in the direction towards the heart of the Blight. Behind them a long line of horsemen and carts and foot soldiers stretched out into the distance. Their pennons no longer fluttered bravely because there was no breeze to make them ripple. The air was close and still and all around them they could hear a buzzing as if a vast swarm of insects was hidden in the shadow of the trees.


  The strain was starting to show on the faces of the magicians. It could not be easy constantly maintaining the spells that guided the flames that the alchemists were creating. All of the wizards and all of their apprentices were white faced with bags under their eyes. They drank their elixirs and chewed upon lozenges of strange drugs to maintain their strength but even those did not seem to make all that much difference. Kormak feared that if this kept up they would have no strength left for the conflict with Weaver when that came. And he feared that the power of the wizards was going to be very necessary during that fight.


  All day long they marched into the heart of the blighted forest. All day long, screams and cries of anguish heralded another ambush and always by the time he got there, the fighting was over, as if the attackers knew where he was in the line and avoided him.


  The pattern of the attacks was obvious. Small groups of Mayasha would infiltrate their lines, often using spider-created walkways in the branches above, and strike at the line, melting away into the trees when resistance became too strong.


  Once. Kormak arrived in time to see the elves scampering away into the trees on web-lines, while their allies above sent a hail of darts and arrows raining down. More often than not, supply wagons were found contaminated with blighted fungal spores and water barrels broken and tainted. And still it seemed the enemy was not really trying, was holding the majority of its strength in reserve while the ancient darkness in the forest worked away at their will and their strength.


  Kormak feared it was a strategy that would work.


  


  


  


  At last, they emerged from the forest into the great clearing of Mayasha. It was every bit as gloomy as Kormak remembered. If anything, it was worse. He looked up at the gigantic tree. It was even more obviously dead than it had been the last time he was here. The great trunk was rotted and there was a smell of damp and mould and something worse, something of the Shadow, in the air. There were no leaves on the branches but huge webs stretched between them, and hanging from those webs were cocooned people.


  An eerie silence prevailed over the entire expanse surrounding the great dead tree. No living thing was visible save for the army. Kormak remembered the vast camps of the Lost that had surrounded the tree. He remembered the armies of spiders that had seethed around it.


  There was nothing there now. The place seemed abandoned, lifeless. It was as if everything he remembered was a hallucination. For a moment he even doubted his recollections. Was it possible the whole thing had simply been a figment of his imagination, a fever dream brought on by exposure to the Blight and the venom of poisonous spiders?


  Slowly the human army began to emerge into the clearing. The brothers of the Order of the Dawn were in the lead, with their wagons carrying strange ancient weapons and vats of alchemical substances. After that came Lord Rhys and his knights and squires, all leading their horses. The beasts were nervous. Their nostrils flared and they whinnied as if sensing the presence of something predatory.


  All of the men looked around with wide eyes, taking in the gigantic webs, seeing human beings stored like flies in a web. They blinked, and looked at the sky which for the first time in days was visible through the monstrous, leafless branches of Mayasha.


  A horn sounded somewhere in the forest. Lord Rhys looked around trying to see where the sound was coming from. Before he could pinpoint the location, another horn sounded in a different part of the wood and then another and then another until it seemed as if they were surrounded by an army of horn blowers hidden under the leaves of the blighted wood.


  Before the last echoes had faded, drums started to beat in the ground below them. Kormak could feel the faint vibration through the soles of his boots. The noise seemed to echo through the hollow bole of the great tree, becoming loud as thunder as it emerged from the cave-like openings in the tree’s side.


  At the sound, the soldiers of the army looked about them. Kormak could see that they were on the edge of panicking and they had not even encountered the foe yet. Their ominous surroundings had them spooked and the noises all around them suggested that they were surrounded, cut off by the great force of a stronger enemy. All of the confidence they had expressed before they entered the forest had evaporated, worn away by long days of trudging through the Shadowblight.


  Kormak raced over to where Lord Rhys was and shouted, “We need to get the men into battle order! Now!”


  Lord Rhys started at the command, as if waking from a very bad dream and began bellowing orders to his followers. Knights mounted onto the steeds. Squires passed them their lances. They in turn began to shout as their followers began to emerge from the forest and form up into companies, bows at the ready, spears bristling outwards.


  Baron Enderby was doing the same, all of his previous nervousness seemed to have vanished now that the moment of truth had come. His deep, rich voice boomed out across the field as he shouted insults and profanities at his troops, hurrying them to take up their positions before they were surrounded. Baron Magnus was slower but his troops seemed to be more experienced and they were emerging from the forest into the clearing, knowing that this was a better place to make a stand.


  Or was it? Kormak was suddenly filled with doubt. If the elves chose to remain in the forest and simply shoot poisoned arrows at them, what could they do? The answer to that was simple enough, he realised. They would proceed towards the centre of the clearing and assemble around the great tree, possibly even taking cover within its hollowed out shell.


  He could see Master Graydon shouting instructions to the brothers. Companies of them were forming up around the wizards, preparing to protect them with shields against any incoming missiles. Others were taking up position on the wagons, manning the ballistae and the First Empire weapons. The alchemists held no weapons except vials of their chemicals.


  As all of this was happening, the enemy revealed itself. Out of the bole of the great tree, a seething army of spiders emerged, swarming onto the plain, scuttling out over the webs, so many of them that the press of their bodies cut out the light of the Sun. Faint screams emerged from the cocooned people and it occurred to the army that the victims were still alive and that a similar fate awaited them if they were defeated in this place.


  Kormak could see that it was not just spiders that were emerging from inside the shell of Mayasha. Men had come out now and elves. In the middle of the force was Weaver, mounted on the back of a great battle spider surrounded by a pack of equally huge monsters. As all of this was happening, the horns in the woods came closer. Kormak could tell that there was an army of elves waiting for them there. They were cut off from their line of retreat. They were facing foes on both sides. Their position was not a strong one. It seemed waiting for them to arrive had indeed been Weaver’s plan all along.


  Weaver spoke and some magic amplified her voice that carried over the distance separating the two forces. “Welcome,” she said. “It does my heart good to see so many new recruits come to join us.”


  There was a horrible mockery in her voice and beneath that a strange sincerity that suggested that she believed what she was saying and really did regard them as potential followers.


  Kormak weighed the balance of forces. In terms of numbers they were probably fairly evenly balanced, at least as far as men and elves were concerned. The spiders outnumbered both sides and that was not counting the four huge monsters that stood alongside Weaver and her mount. Her forces also had the advantage of position. Kormak could hear horns sounding in the woods and he could tell that there were still elves there moving into new positions. Soon they would be surrounded and the elves would be in a position to roll up their flanks. It did not look as if things were going very well for the Army of the Morning.


  Master Graydon barked an order and the First Empire weapon swung to bear in Weaver’s direction. Sensing what was going to happen, the great spider pranced backwards and two of its kin began to move forward to block the line of fire. Even as they did so, the metal arm swung forward, lobbing a glowing, rune-carved stone, a product of the dwarves who still dwelled beneath Mount Aethelas. It flickered through the air and impacted upon the leading spider. There was a huge explosion, bright as the sun. Where the light touched it, the spider’s flesh turned black.


  That was only the beginning. A moment later the spider’s body exploded, everything inside its carapace having boiled and turned to steam. Gobbets of flesh flew everywhere, splattering the surrounding spiders and the elves and humans of Weaver’s force.


  Weaver roared a command. Her force rushed forward into battle. With an answering cry, the army of the Burning raced to meet them.


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  


  THE CORRUPTED HUMANS and elves advanced from the base of the tree. From behind the Army of the Burning, thousands of projectiles arced out from the edge of the wood. The screams of hundreds of men struck down by poison-tipped projectiles echoed in Kormak’s ears.


  Horns continued to sound to both east and west. A tide of elves emerged from the forest in response, running towards the left and right flanks of the human army.


  Not only were they being attacked from all sides, they were being attacked from above. The spiders spat webs down at them. Many of them connected, immobilising men, pinning them to the ground with sticky goo. Strands of sticky silk tore weapons from the hands of human soldiers. Men were raised into the air towards the clacking jaws of the huge spiders. Their screams held a note of horror that he knew would haunt his dreams.


  The huge battle spiders rushed forward, splitting up so that there was no clear line of fire for any of the war engines to them as a group.


  The use of the solar war engine and the onslaught of the spiders had done nothing to calm the knights’ steeds. Even though they were trained warhorses, nothing could have prepared them for these conditions. Some were spooked and threatened to trample their masters.


  Here and there, groups of mounted soldiers were preparing to charge. It was complete and utter chaos. No one seemed to have any plan. Everything had happened so quickly that there was no time to give orders to the army. Lord Rhys was trying to get his troops into battle line. Baron Enderby had already spurred his steed towards the onrushing elves, not waiting for his troops to form up in any sort of order, riding at the head of those who could go with him.


  Only the brothers of his own Order seemed to have any discipline in the midst of this chaos. They had formed up around the war machines, the alchemists and the magicians, a small island of armoured men in a sea of panicking flesh.


  “To me!” Kormak shouted, raising his dwarf forged blade above his head. He strode forward confidently and gestured for one of the nearby banner men to follow him.


  Seeing the Guardian’s blade, a flag carrier ran forward and those with him formed up around the banner. Kormak found himself at the head of a moving company, pushing towards the giant rotting tree. Ahead of him the charging knights raced on towards the onrushing elven line.


  A wave of spears hurtled towards them. A few horses went down tripping some of those behind them. A number of Sunlanders fell to the ground with missiles through their chests and throats. Kormak saw one man go down with a dart through the visor of his helmet. Moments later the thunderous charge smashed into the elves, lances pierced chests, skulls were crushed beneath hooves.


  The elves in skirmish line danced away from the riders, still stabbing at them with spears and knives. Having pierced the enemy frontline, the knights found themselves confronting the reserves and kept on charging, ignoring the spiders swarming towards them and dropping on them from above.


  They vanished into the chaos of combat and Kormak lost sight of what was happening to them. He was too busy trying to defend himself amid the swirling melee.


  More spiders dropped from above. When they landed on a man’s back, he panicked. Men threw themselves onto the ground, rolling over and over trying to crush the poisonous creatures. Other men moved around them, trying to find an opportunity to stab at the spiders without hitting their comrades.


  Kormak’s company lost all cohesion in the face of this horror. Around him the battle degenerated into desperate one-on-one combats. The elves were quicker, nimble enough to dodge blows aimed at them. The humans were more heavily armoured and stronger.


  Kormak lashed out with his dwarf forged blade, slicing a spider into pieces. He heard more screaming from behind and realised that the remainder of Weaver’s elves were starting to emerge from the woods. If they had been sensible they would have remained there, shooting from the cover of the trees. Instead it seemed as if they feared losing contact with their enemies and had chosen to emerge from cover and engage in combat.


  The smell of burning assaulted Kormak’s nostrils. He scented alchemical fire and heard the weird eerie screeching noises of spiders being burned alive. There was another flash of light, bright as the Sun, and more howls of terror and pain. He guessed that one of the Order’s artificers had managed to get one of the Solari machines working.


  There was nothing for it but for him to throw himself completely into the sea of battle. He strode across the field killing anything that got in his way, shouting for men to rally to him. So deadly was he and so confident that, where he passed, scared men rallied and tired men felt their courage renewed.


  Some of those who faced him now were not elves or spiders. They were humans garbed in the leather jerkins and doe-skin britches of the lost inhabitants of the Settlements. There was a strange madness in their eyes and a terrifying hatred. They threw themselves into combat with no fear for their lives and seemingly no desire other than to slay the Weaver’s enemies.


  Kormak smashed through them, severing limbs, chopping off heads and cleaving men in twain with his ancient runic blade. He saw others fight on against more normal weapons even after they had been chopped half to pieces. Once a man he would have sworn was dead rose to strike at him. Whether his wounds had simply looked worse than they were or whether the power of the Shadow was animating his form, it was hard to tell.


  He wished that he had some idea of what was going on, some overview of the battle but he had no idea whether his side was winning or losing. All he knew was that all around him men and beasts and things that were neither were locked in a terrible struggle. He tried to locate the banners of his Order flying above the battle but somehow he had lost all sense of direction or they had moved from their previous position.


  In the distance he saw one of the massive battle spiders looming over the conflict. It held a squirming man in its enormous mandibles and then, with what looked like the gentlest of squeezes, chopped his body in two.


  A roaring sound came from somewhere off to his left and when he looked over in that direction he saw an enormous blazing fire elemental. He guessed that in that direction lay the magicians of the Order and he began to cut his way towards them. Protecting those wizards was probably the best thing that he could manage other than finding Weaver and killing her. That would have been his first choice but after the initial conflict he had not caught sight of her.


  An arrow flickered past him, missing him by the breadth of a hair. It was pure luck that saved him. If he had been a fraction of a stride further forward it would have taken him through the neck.


  He glanced to his right and he saw Grogan, taking a bead on him again. Kormak threw himself forward and downwards, stabbing at a nearby elf. An arrow flickered through the air where he had been. When he looked around to locate Grogan, there was no sign of him. The tide of battle had carried him away. It looked like his old friend had not the slightest compunction about killing him. Kormak was glad. He would feel no guilt if he had to put Grogan down.


  He kept slashing his way forward, cutting elves down from the side and from behind as often as he faced them in open combat. He did not care how he did the killing. In this sort of carnage there was no such thing as honourable combat. He knew the minions of the Shadow would show him no mercy either.


  Ahead of him, a battle-spider moved through the crowd. A man’s impaled body was stuck on one of its dagger-like limbs. He shrieked every time the great arachnid moved, rising into the air, limbs flailing with each step. At least he was keeping the monster off-balance as it advanced towards the Order’s formation.


  One of the artificers on the great Solari war-engine was trying frantically to bring it to bear. A green-tipped poison spear emerged from the chaos and took him in the throat. He lolled dead in the command saddle of the engine, held in place by thick leather straps. His brothers frantically tried to get him free. In the heat of the moment, none of them had the sense to slash the leather bindings with a blade.


  Kormak sprang forward with redoubled fury, taking the head off an elf and severing the left arm of another. One turned to face him and Kormak sliced his spear in two as he attempted to parry and then split his head in half with the force of the blow. Blood splattered, slivers of brain slid down the elf’s shoulder.


  The battle spider was ahead of him now. The great armoured legs looked surprisingly delicate supporting that bloated monstrous body. He took aim at the joint of one of the rear pair of limbs and cut right through it. A strange oily fluid spurted forth. The rear of the spider fell momentarily off-balance, giving him the chance to leap onto its thorax. His boots sank into the furry flesh but he forced himself to keep moving, even as the spider reared. He jabbed the dwarf-forged blade into the space between its eyes, driving it deep, hoping he was hitting the creature’s brain but with no idea of whether he was. It reared and spun frantically, the glow going out of its eyes. He had blinded it, or at least he hoped so.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that the artificers had managed to free their colleague and bring the Solar ballista to bear. They did not seem to have noticed he was on the spider’s back. As if in a dream he saw one of his brothers pull the command lever with nightmarish slowness. He was mounted on the bucking back of the great spider, directly in the path of the destructive magical energies that were about to be unleashed.


  His heart pounded wildly against his ribs. Frantically he threw himself clear of the rearing spider, tumbling towards the ground. A flash of utterly brilliant light, a blaze of enormous heat passed close by. The spider exploded under the impact leaving only half of its torso, awash with flames, still dancing behind Kormak.


  He dropped amid a packed group of elves. One of them raised a spear to impale the falling Guardian. Kormak slashed it aside with his sword and landed on the shoulders of an elf, sending him dropping to the earth.


  In desperation he wielded his blade two handed, clearing the area around him, chopping his way to the relative safety of the Order’s lines. The Solar ballista kept firing, blasting great holes in the enemy line until an arrow sliced through the windpipe of the new operator. He slumped back in the chair, hands still on the controls. The catapult arm swung to bear randomly.


  The projectile arced out, directly at the rotting bole of Mayasha. It hit the side of the tree, and exploded. The Shadow tainted wood did not catch fire but came apart, like ash stirred with a poker.


  Kormak clambered up onto the engine’s side. He had no idea how to operate the machine. The artificers had their secrets but perhaps he could get it to swivel on its mount again. It seemed some of the elves had the same idea. The wagon on which the engine rested vibrated beneath their weight as they leapt onto it. He found himself looking at a group of savage elves.


  He slashed at one of the elves, sending him leaping back into the mass of howling Lost from which he had emerged. The second one sprang forward, aiming his spear directly at Kormak’s chest. With one hand Kormak knocked it aside and buried his blade in the chest of another. Heartened by his presence, the brothers pushed forward, throwing the elves around the engine back. In another moment, an artificer had slid into place in the command chair. He pulled a lever. Nothing happened.


  “What happened?” Kormak shouted.


  “It’s overheated somehow.”


  “Is there nothing you can do about it?”


  The artificer shrugged. His brass mask hid his features. “We have to wait for the engine to cool and try and get another sunstone into place.”


  Kormak nodded. From his position on the wagon’s back he had a slightly better view of the field of battle. The humans were still surrounded by the Lost elves, except where in the distance companies of knights had broken through and were harrying the elves in turn. The spiders had finished dropping from above and now were caught up in the swirl of the melee.


  Kormak’s allies were rallying around their banners. Here and there a few companies had managed to bring their long bows to bear and were returning fire at Weaver’s people.


  It did not look good though. The army was surrounded by greater numbers of elves, corrupted humans and sentient spiders and the elves were making better use of their missile weapons. Poison made every hit deadly. It did not matter if it was fatal or merely paralytic. Almost every man hit was removed from combat. The brothers of the Order of the Dawn continued to hold their ground. Their heavy armour, their war-engines, their alchemists and their wizards gave them an edge. Kormak could see Graydon and the chief sorceress in conclave. The Chapter Master was shouting something and Elanora looked at first dismayed, then fearful then obedient.


  He said something to the alchemists. Their masks hid their expression but their body language spoke of the same dismay as the wizards. Kormak guessed that Graydon suspected the same thing as he did, that the battle was lost unless desperate measures were taken.


  The alchemists were piling their casks of chemicals up on the back of a wagon which was rolled towards the edge of the Order’s position. The wizards followed it at a discrete distance. One of the alchemists placed something in the back of the wagon, then whipped the horses forward into the enemy lines. They fell back from around it. The brother mounted on the back, dived off and tried to fight his way back to the Order’s lines but was dragged down by the elves. A moment later his severed head was being waved aloft, blood dripping from what was left of his neck.


  The horses kept racing along, panicked. Elves jumped into the wagon to investigate. A huge explosion ripped them and the cart apart, the horse’s terrified neighing ceased in an instant. A column of brightly coloured alchemical flame rose above the battlefield. It kept burning and burning as it fed on the oil and alchemical fire contained in the urns and barrels. The wizards began to chant.


  Suddenly Kormak understood what was happening and why they were afraid. They were trying to summon and control an elemental made from the blaze of alchemical fires without benefit of Elder Sign or ritual accoutrements. It was a dangerous type of magic, with nothing to constrain the summoned being. Nonetheless it was just about the only thing that might work. They had not been given enough time to work more formal sorcery. The flames gradually began to take on a humanoid outline, a towering gigantic figure that rose above the battlefield. The roar of its fires resembled awful demonic laughter. There was malice and hunger in the sound.


  The entity seemed half solid, part of it made of flame and part of it from flowing liquid and after a moment Kormak understood why. The creature was composed partially of magical fire and partially of the chemicals that had gone into providing it with a form. It strode through the battlefield now, striking at the elves with long arms of fire. Its lower torso resembled a wave of glowing liquid. It flowed over anything that got in its way. Anything engulfed burned and kept burning even as the elemental passed on. The elves near it turned and fled. It pressed on through them, lashing out at anything and Kormak realised to his horror that no attempt was being made to control the creature, that the exhausted wizards were simply watching it with wide anxious eyes, hoping that it would not turn on them.


  They need not have worried. The hungry elemental was heading directly for the centre of the clearing towards the rotting Stump of Mayasha. If fuel was food to the creature, and Kormak suspected it was, then the corpse of the great tree represented a banquet for the ravenous elemental. The elves did not seem to have realised what Kormak had though. They fled before it as if the great beast was coming for them personally. Weaver stood her ground before the great tree, mounted atop her great spider. She pointed her staff at the elemental and chanted a spell. The immense fiery creature wavered for a moment and then reached out for her. She dived clear as its blazing talons grasped her enormous mount. The spider writhed in the elemental’s grasp then its carapace sagged as steam emerged followed by gouts of heated fluids. The elemental raised its arms in triumph and advanced.


  Horns sounded among the human lines. Lord Rhys was taking advantage of the panic to reform his force into a more conventional fighting line. Heralds raced across the battlefield, carrying orders to banner bearers. The knights, who had broken through, took one look at the oncoming elemental and charged back into the fleeing elves, disrupting them still further as they desperately tried to return to their own line and get out of the way of the oncoming monster of wildfire.


  Even as some of the elves tried to rush into the forest, they were cut down by a hail of arrows. Packs of dire wolves rushed out from the shadows of the trees and sprang amid them, rending and tearing and then running away again. Kormak felt a sense of relief fill him. It looked like the Kayoga had finally shown up. None of the Lost who made it into the forest were likely to survive.


  He glanced around the battlefield and saw what he was looking for. Weaver stood in the entrance to the root system of the great tree and with her were others. Kormak recognised Grogan. They were disappearing into the depths of the tree.


  The Elemental reached it and embraced the bole with arms of fire. Kormak expected the flames to spread from it to the stump but something in the tree resisted the magical fires. The Elemental turned green as it attempted to consume the tainted wood, howled in fury, and then disintegrated into a shower of burning chemicals and green flickering flames.


  The horns of the Army of the Morning sounded. As one the human army began to advance, slaughtering what remained of the elves and spiders that still stood against them.


  

  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  


  KORMAK STOOD BY the great gaping hole in the side of Mayasha into which he had seen Weaver disappear. He took a deep breath of the foul rotting smell and then looked back over his shoulder. Behind him the last embers of the battle still burned. Knots of elves fought with companies of men. A group of riders approached. At their head was Baron Enderby, his face flushed with triumph. He looked drunk on blood and battle and he grinned at Kormak. All previous animosity seemed forgotten in the moment of victory. Despite himself, Kormak grinned back.


  “What are you looking for, Guardian?” The Baron’s voice boomed out over the battlefield, echoing inside the cavern-like interior of the tree.


  “Weaver went down here,” he said. “She took the last of her people.”


  “You are going after her?” Kormak nodded.


  “I am going to finish this thing. I do not want that Shadow lover coming back to trouble us.”


  Enderby nodded. “Let’s go then,” he said. His followers looked uneasy. They did not quite have his triumphant self-confidence. Noticing this he turned and said, “Any man too frightened to accompany me is excused.”


  It was a direct challenge to their manhood and their courage. The knights squared their shoulders. Enderby turned and looked at Kormak and said, “What are we waiting for?”


  Kormak shrugged and strode down into the depths. It was dark down there. The glow was not as bright as he remembered. That might have been because his eyes were accustomed to the sunlight outside but it might be for other reasons. The smell of mould and rot was getting worse as well, and somewhere down in the depths he heard the muted roar of the Mother echo through the caverns.


  Enderby’s confident grin became somewhat sicklier.


  “Weaver is with the Spider Mother,” Kormak said. He could not help but maliciously add, “I was considering waiting for my Order to bring up their war-engines but I was inspired by your example.”


  Enderby wiped sweat from his face with a perfumed handkerchief and said, “You make me very proud,” There was a note of mocking irony in his voice that told Kormak the fat little man knew exactly what he was thinking. “I would not think of going back now.”


  They pushed on down into the depths of the earth. Glowing fungi emerged from the walls of the tunnels all around them. Small translucent eggs clinging to the wall showed Kormak where the Spider Mother had passed. He did not need the trail though. He already knew where she and her mistress were going. It was a path he had followed once before and which was emblazoned forever in his memory.


  They emerged into the great chamber that Kormak remembered. It was even bigger than he recalled, and the floor was still carpeted with bones. The Spider Mother was there, newly woven strands of webbing still holding her upright. Weaver was beside the creature, stroking its side, like a concerned knight gentling a skittish horse. All around were elves of her guard and corrupted humans. Grogan was there with his bow in his hand. Kormak pulled a sunflare from his belt-pouch and held it in his hand. It was cool in his palm.


  Weaver looked up and saw him. “Guardian,” she said. “Things have changed a little since last we spoke.”


  “You have broken the Law,” Kormak said. “You must pay the price.”


  “I may,” she said. “But you will not live to see it. Grogan kill him.”


  The ranger raised his bow. Kormak knew he would not miss at this range in this dim light. He tossed the sunflare, praying to the Holy Sun that it would not misfire. The stone hurtled through the air, glowing brighter as it flew. At the height of its arc, it flared to blinding brightness. Only Kormak had known what was coming. He shielded his eyes as he jumped to one side. Grogan’s arrow struck him and not even his dwarf forged mail could totally blunt the impact. The arrow buried itself in his side. He gritted his teeth, ignored the pain and raced forward, knowing that first he would have to deal with the Queen. He raced forward right at the head of the gigantic monster.


  His blade sliced into her forehead, bursting her eyes. Even when the effects of the sunflare faded she was not going to be able to see. Kormak slashed again, severing her mandibles, smearing the blade with poison. He leapt at Grogan and drove his blade into the ranger’s chest. There was a faint sizzling sound as the blade passed through flesh and burned out the evil magic.


  By now those around him were starting to be able to see again. Their eyes watered and they would be able to perceive only outlines and shadows but they at least knew he was there. Kormak aimed a blow at Weaver but the arrow in his side slowed him and the Shadow witch managed to leap aside. The extra limbs on her carapace armour spiked the walls and she raced up them, with fantastic speed. Kormak leapt among her followers slicing right and left, killing with every blow.


  The knights let out a great shout and raced into battle. Hearing them or perhaps perceiving the vibration of their movement, the Spider Mother responded, moving forward, pinning one man beneath her carapace-armoured leg, crushing another with her great bulk.


  On the carpet of bones and skulls men fought to maintain their balance. Kormak danced and slashed at elves. Weaver looked down from the ceiling, smiling mockingly, chittering something in a strange tongue. As she did so the Spider Mother wheeled left and right, trapping the knights, crushing them, spraying out webbing from one nozzle in her face. Kormak realised that the great beast was responding to Weaver’s instructions.


  Grogan was reaching up for him, trying to say something. “Bow,” he muttered. “Kill the bitch. I’d do it myself but I don’t seem capable of moving.”


  Kormak looked down into Grogan’s dying eyes. It was not a trick. Maybe Kormak’s sword had purged him of the taint of Shadow and freed his mind and soul in death. The Guardian bent over, picked up the bow and knocked an arrow. He was not the greatest shot in the world but he did know how to use the weapon. He took careful aim at Weaver, even though his wounded flank felt like it was burning, and fired. The arrow flew true and smashed into the witch’s armour. A scream emerged from her mouth. The Spider Mother halted for a moment.


  Howling his battle-cry Baron Enderby raced forward and slashed at her leg with his battle-blade. It bit deep, partially severing the limb. The Spider Mother wheeled to attack him but with surprising quickness he leapt away, stumbling and falling as a pile of bones gave way beneath him.


  Weaver scuttled across the ceiling, clutching at the shaft of the arrowhead. Kormak took another arrow from Grogan’s quiver, aiming again. This time Weaver was ready and dropped from the ceiling, landing atop the Mother’s back. Kormak fired a third arrow, this time hitting Weaver and sending her spinning. She was chittering at the Mother again, and her fall put her out of Kormak’s line of sight high atop the giant spider’s back.


  He scabbarded his blade and raced forward. Leaping up and grabbing the Spider Mother’s side, he hauled himself onto her back. The pain in his wounded side was awful. He thought he was going to black out but he needed to finish this. The Spider Mother swayed in response to Weaver’s chittering, turning to assault the spot where Kormak had been. She reared up and brought her full weight down. He was glad he was no longer standing there, as he listened to bones break and skulls crunch.


  He pulled himself upright, swaying with the violent motion of the great arachnid. He saw Weaver waiting there and realised that she had the advantage. She could maintain her position just as easily here as she had on the wall. He could barely remain upright.


  Weaver saw him coming and shrieked. She raised her skull tipped staff. Its eye-sockets glowed with a horrible greenish light. She pointed it at him and a fog of bile-coloured ectoplasm seethed towards him, swirling around him in a hideous cloud that made his skin itch and threatened to clog his lungs. He felt the Elder Sign grow warm on his chest as it fought the dark magic. He reached up to unsheathe his sword. The pain almost made him howl. Blood flowed in his mouth from where he had bit the inside of his lips. He felt as if he was choking.


  He staggered forward along the Mother’s back, hardly able to keep his balance. Weaver smiled evilly as he closed and brought her staff sweeping down towards him. He tried to parry but was too slow. The staff hit him on the chest near where he was wounded. Agony surged through him. The Elder Sign felt as if it was branding his flesh.


  Two of Weaver’s limbs flickered out towards him. He could see sharp points extrude. The curved over his shoulders and buried themselves in his back. He felt himself hoisted aloft like a joint of meat. Warm blood ran down his back beneath his armour. Weaver smiled at him and he could see the fangs in her mouth. The stab of pain sent the dwarf-forged blade falling from his grip.


  “If nothing else, I will have the pleasure of sending you to hell before me,” she said. She paused for a second, considering him. He felt all strength drain from him. He was weaponless and at her mercy and she was enjoying the sensation for a few extra moments.


  Kormak writhed in her grip. The arrow felt like fire in his side where it pushed against her armour. He reached down with his hand and pulled it free. Blood came out in a spurt and splattered her face. She turned her head to one side in a reflex action; when she brought it back, Kormak drove the sharpened obsidian point of the arrow in her eye and down into her brain. He twisted it and then struck her beneath the jaw with the heel of his hand. She spasmed reflexively, pulled her claws clear of his flesh and fell off the back of the great spider.


  Kormak tumbled forwards into blackness.


  


  


  He awoke. His body felt as if it was on fire. Above him, the ceiling rippled and it took him a moment to realise he was in a silk pavilion. There were several other people present.


  He looked up to see Gilean looking down at him. With her was Master Graydon and Baron Enderby.


  “It seems you are not ready to march into the Kingdoms of Dust yet,” said Graydon.


  “I am not so certain my body agrees with you. I feel like I have been chewed up by a dragon and spat out.”


  Graydon gave him a wintery smile. “You may yet have a chance for that to happen but for the moment you seem well. The master alchemist has been dosing you with the universal antidote and the master herbalist has been treating your wounds. He says that given time, you should make a full recovery. Your shoulder muscles should heal and the arrow in your side did not touch your lung.”


  “The Blight,” Kormak asked.


  “We have found the source of the corruption— in the rotting corpse of the great tree. We will burn it with alchemical fire and salt the ground. We shall burn out the corrupted groves. It will take time but I am hopeful that we will cauterise this foul growth.”


  “Weaver?”


  “She won’t be coming back after what you did to her. The Baron and his men took her body and chopped it to pieces. We burned them.”


  “How did you get the Spider Mother?”


  “After you killed Weaver, she keeled over and died. The bloody beast had already taken a lot of wounds, and the amount of hacking we did probably did not improve her health,” the Baron said. “We’ve won.”


  “It’s over,” said Gilean.


  “For the moment,” Kormak replied. He knew the war against the Shadow was never really over.


  


  THE END


  


  



  



  



  



  EXTRAS


  

  Author’s Notes


  Guardian of the Dawn is my personal favourite of all the sword and sorcery short stories I have written. I can still remember sitting down one evening at the table in the living room in our old shabby flat in Modrany and starting to write it. It came out of nowhere as many stories do. I began in the middle, with Kormak in the forest about to confront the elder world demon. It was a scene that surprised me with its odd echoes of Kipling in the language used and a formal structure of challenge and response between man and monster. I thought I was going to do Beowulf and Grendel. I ended up with something like a confrontation between two samurai. It pleased me no end.


  Of course, there were some questions. Who was this knight dispatched into the heart of a haunted forest to confront a terrifying ancient power? Why was he doing it? Clearly he has his own doubts. He was not a simple man, this Kormak, no matter what it looked like on the surface.


  To answer these questions I wrote the opening scene with Kormak erupting into the lives of a poor peasant family, wounded and ready for violence. We learn he is wanted for murder. He is a menacing man, no doubt about that, and a very dangerous one, who lives in a world of paranoiac violence; watching a woman bring him a bowl of soup, his first thought is to be ready in case she throws the hot liquid in his face. For all that, he seems quite sane and, more than that, noble in an odd sort of way. He is prepared to threaten innocents for his own purposes and yet those purposes make him the protector of those same people. We can see the worm of doubt is eating away at the iron core of his ruthlessness.


  The opening scene and the resolution of the confrontation with the Old One suggested the ending with a certain inevitability so I wrote that and was done.


  Over the years since Guardian of the Dawn was set down, I finally realised where Kormak came from. He is descended from Callan, the anti-hero of a spy series starring the late, great Edward Woodward, that my parents watched compulsively when I was a kid. Callan was an assassin for the British government who had started to question why he was being sent to kill people and yet was trapped in the role he played. I was too young to really appreciate the story-lines back in the Swinging 60s but Channel Four re-ran Callan in the 80s and it blew me away. The memory stayed with me till I bought Callan: the Monochrome Years on DVD recently. Watching Woodward’s chillingly decent assassin go about his business I saw where Kormak, a very hard man going soft in a business where that will get him killed, came from.


  

  Author’s Notes


  Stealer of Flesh is a book that Amazon made possible. Seriously. All of my life I have wanted to write something like it but I was born at the wrong time. In order to explain that we need to rewind to when I was a very young teenager. I grew up reading, among other things, lots of good, old-fashioned sword and sorcery; Robert E Howard’s Conan and Solomon Kane; Michael Moorcock’s Elric, Corum and Hawkmoon books; Fritz Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Grey Mouser, Clark Ashton Smith’s Zothique and Hyperborea and Averoigne stories and many more. These were not the sort of fantasy novels or series that fill the shelves these days.


  For the most part they were relatively short books, often made up of collections of short stories or novellas. They very often featured a recurring hero or heroes in a quasi-medieval fantasy world. They were often very dark, and while they featured magic, it was not the sort of Swiss Army Knife tech substitute easily adaptable to a fully developed game system that we see in a lot of modern fantasy. It was often something that inspired awe and dread, fear and horror, in about equal measures. The stories were tales of a swordsman or swordsmen (only very occasionally woman like Jhirel of Jhoiry) fighting against wizards and monsters. They were fast-moving, hard-hitting and a product of a pulp sensibility. I loved them then as I love them now.


  By the time I was a full-time professional writer, the time for such stories seemed to have passed. Somewhere down the line the market changed. Fantasy books got longer (and longer and longer), old-fashioned sword-swinging heroes went out of fashion. Magic became a good thing, a new form of power-fantasy for an age that put more emphasis on the intellectual and on technique. (I strongly suspect the rise of Dungeons and Dragons and such role-playing games had something to do with this but that’s a topic for another day.) It became almost impossible to get the sort of sword and sorcery books I wanted to write into print. They were too short and too focused for the era of fat-book fantasy. I got close once with Trollslayer which was a collection of the Gotrek and Felix short stories but that was about it. I took to writing long-form novels and my short story writing was put on hold to say the very least.


  Back in 2005 though I wrote a story called Guardian of the Dawn about a monster-hunter called Kormak. I had the vague plan of building a fantasy world by writing a series of short stories. Guardian was picked up by Howard Andrew Jones then the editor of the Flashing Swords website. The story was popular and many people asked for a sequel. I thought the character had potential and I set myself to writing some.


  I immediately ran into some problems, the main one being that I make my living from writing, and short stories are not an economical way of supporting myself and my family. The obvious solution was to write a novel. I tried and I tried and I tried. I just could not wrestle Kormak into the form or at least the variant of the form that was needed to sell to a publisher, you know a 90-120,000 word quest fantasy. I wanted to do something shorter, punchier, more like the series of my youth. I added sub-plots, I tried to do epic quests, I spliced in multiple story-lines, I outlined, I wrote 35000 words and abandoned it because I just could not make it fly. It did not want to fit the shape I was trying to force it into. Oh well, I thought. I’ve abandoned projects before, I’ll abandon them again. Time to move on.


  Fast forward 6 years or so. It’s late 2011 and I had just released the first of my Terrarch novels as an e-book on Amazon’s Kindle. I was thinking about the possibilities opened up by this new publishing format and distribution system. It dawned on me that I was not limited to the word count limits and formats of conventional publishing. I released Guardian of the Dawn as an e-book and it sold very well, better than the first novels in the Terrarch series had on their release. It seemed possible that there was a way to proceed with the Kormak series after all. I could release them myself as short stories and then collect them together at the end. There was no need to worry about finding someone to publish them. I could do that myself with the minimum of fuss.


  So, working in the inevitable intervals that occur in writing books and in my spare time and on my weekends, I started work on another Kormak story. It was set in a city, and it involved him in a hunt for a body-shifting demon. He met an attractive lady thief and an expatriate mage and there were hints of things darker and deeper in the background. I called the story Stealer of Flesh. It was novella length by the time I finished it and I was pleased.


  I realised that the story hinted at a much greater arc. It began in medias res near the climax of Kormak’s hunt for the demon prince Razhak and spoke of a hunt across the length of a continent. I decided I would write about that hunt and how it started. So I wrote The Demon Unleashed showing how a cabal of immortality seeking sorcerers had freed Razhak using Kormak’s own enchanted blade. It came to me then that I could write a book somewhat like Moorcock’s Stormbringer, which was a collection of linked novellas released individually that eventually built into an epic novel.


  I pushed on. Next came the Wolves of War, as Kormak’s hunt for the demon took him across a land haunted by ethnic cleansing werewolves and refugees from that terrible struggle, a place where Light and Shadow were just masks worn by old historic hatreds.


  I had a false start with the next story although it came with a truly haunting opening, Kormak riding across an icebound lake filled with frozen corpses. I could not quite make it gel though so I pushed on.


  Along the way the stories and fragments provided me with glimpses of Kormak’s world, of how the demon race that Razhak was a member of had come to be, and of the ancient empires that had shaped the world. It was an odd place, with echoes of Tolkien filtered through Robert E Howard. It was a place that looked a bit like a traditional epic fantasy world but seen through the lens of realpolitik. People claimed to represent the Light and that their foes were of the Shadow but mostly they behaved like the amoral denizens of an old-style sword and sorcery world, which is to say like most people have behaved through most of history. At the centre of it all stood Kormak, watchful, decent, struggling to do the right thing in a world where what was right was often hard to get at.


  I rewrote the novellas as I went along incorporating all the new information as it came up. My original plan had been to release them as I wrote them, but I realised if I was going to be constantly rewriting and adding new bits of history I could not do that. No matter, I would just run with it. I was keen to see how it all turned out. I wrote a final novella, This Way Lies Death as a capstone to it all. The whole story of the chase came to a climax in the haunted city on the edge of the world where the demons had been born.


  And so I was done. All I needed to do was put the stories together and release the e-book, which is what I did. I never did get the frozen lake story finished in a way I liked so I left it out but I am sure that some day I will find a way to complete it.


  

  Author’s Notes


  I started work on Defiler of Tombs almost seven years ago, back in 2006. I really wanted to write a novel about Kormak, the monster-hunting hero of The Guardian of the Dawn but I was trying to fit it into the template that would be acceptable to a conventional fantasy publisher. I’ve written about what a struggle that was elsewhere, but to recap, I was trying to fit a lean, taut sword and sorcery tale into an oversized vessel, to make it longer than it was meant to be. It could not to be done (by me at least) and thus I abandoned it.


  I always thought it was a real pity, because the story had many strengths. There was Kormak himself, a somewhat different take on the conventional sword and sorcery hero, a savage outcast trained by an order of warrior-priests to battle the ancient demigods and demons of his world. There was the world: a dark strange place with echoes of Tolkien and Robert E Howard, where immortals walked the night, and elder races lurked on the edges of civilisation.


  And there was the opening, one of the strongest I had written, as Kormak prepared himself to enter the freshly opened tomb of an ancient king to save a group of children from the awakened wight therein. It was dark and it was scary and it showed the Guardian going about his business in a way that made it clear he was a somewhat different kind of hero. Unfortunately, in my original draft the story then went off at various tangents after that and just kind of petered out. It had suffered because I had tried to develop the storyline organically, without any sort of outline and I had just ended up rambling.


  When I came back to it I knew the best thing to do was to strip it down and concentrate on the ramifications of the first chapters. It turned out that one of the main problems was my sloppy approach to plotting and my inability to see what was in front of my face. Right, I thought, let’s deal with this. Someone is opening long closed tombs and letting out the undead horrors therein. That begs a number of questions that need to be answered. Who would open tombs containing barrow wights and why would they do it? And how did all of those ancient undead evils get in there in the first place. There were a lot of questions for Kormak and myself, so I set myself to getting the answers.


  The sort of person most likely to be opening the tombs was a wizard or a tomb robber. Given the fact I was going to hang a book on this, I figured a wizard was the better bet for a villain because one) he would be powerful enough to be a formidable antagonist and two) it let me build the book around the classic sword and sorcery struggle between a wizard and a warrior. I’d been wanting to take a trek back to the roots of the genre and this pointed me in the right direction. Since he was opening tombs it seemed like a fair bet the wizard was some sort of necromancer. After that I made notes. I set down character descriptions and I created a detailed outline that incorporated some of the scenes from my original draft. I set down pages of history.


  As I wrote the necromancer nation of Kharon ( a deliberate echo of Robert E Howard’s evil Acheron) came into focus, an empire that had once rivalled the ancient Solari and which had gone down in deadly conflict with the First Empire, shattering both. In a final apocalyptic gesture the ruler of that shadowy place had laid a curse on his land and its conquerors that poisoned the earth and caused the dead to walk unto this very day. Having established this, it seemed only right to point the action at the very heart of this dreadful evil and begin a desperate hunt to prevent it from being reawakened.


  En route Kormak encountered many of the people who lived along the boundaries of this haunted land, finding enemies and allies in the most surprising places. He travelled with his old friend Brandon, an aging but still powerful knight with something to prove, and met the mysterious and beautiful witch Aisha and her Tinker companions along the way. He encountered the Twins, a pair of extremely sinister Old Ones who ruled the mining town of Elderdale. He fought many of the ancient monsters spawned by the undead curse. I worked and reworked my outline until I knew that I could quite definitely complete the story. It built to a mighty climax in a city full of the dead being restored to life by an awesome feat of necromancy.


  I then set out to write the actual book. Of course, I had the usual problems you get when working from outlines. Some scenes worked well. Some scenes didn’t. The ones that worked tended to run long. The ones that didn’t needed to be excised. This meant that new scenes needed to be introduced to balance the flow of the narrative. No plan survives contact with the enemy.


  Some of the characters turned out to be quite different from how I had imagined them. It took more work that I had originally thought to make it all fit together but eventually, it got there. I managed to complete the first actual Kormak novel (Stealer of Flesh is a collection of linked novellas) and I was pretty pleased with the result. It read like one of the fast-paced, action-packed sword and sorcery novels I had devoured as a youth. My test readers and my editor thought so too. I was so taken with the result that I started work on a third book as this one was being edited, which revealed more about the setting so I had to go back and incorporate these revelations into Defiler. This stretched out the process of rewriting even further. Now however, the book is done and available for sale on Amazon.com, Amazon.co.uk and Smashwords. It will gradually filter out to other online retailers as Smashwords puts it into distribution.


  

  Author’s Notes


  Barbarism is the natural state of mankind. Civilisation is unnatural. It is a whim of circumstance. And barbarism must always ultimately triumph.


  That quote, as you probably well know, comes from Robert E. Howard. More specifically it comes from his 1935 story Beyond the Black River, one of my two all-time favourite Conan tales. (It’s a toss up with Red Nails. I can’t choose between them.)


  Beyond the Black River illustrates Howard’s theme all too well. It’s a bleak tale of violence along the border between the civilised land of Aquilonia and the Pictish Wilderness. It was written late in Howard’s short life at a time when his always dark vision had turned particularly bleak. In it events spiral out of control as war erupts between Aquilonian and Pict, and the best even the mighty Conan can do is emerge alive from the maelstrom of violence.


  It is not a tale of triumphant adventure. It is shocking excursion into a nightmare world where the primeval forest provides the setting for a conflict between civilised men turning savage and absolutely primordial barbarians. The ending is resolutely downbeat. I read it at a very impressionable age and it imprinted itself indelibly on my imagination.


  It was a story that was very much on my mind when I came to write the third book about Kormak, my monster hunting hero, although I did not realise it at first. I did not consciously set out to emulate Beyond the Black River at all. I originally had something very different in mind: The Hobbit!


  I have talked about how when I started I wanted to explore Kormak’s world through a series of short stories. I eventually dropped that plan as impractical but when, in a fit of wild enthusiasm, I sat down to write Book Three a variant of it came to me. I would explore different facets of Kormak’s world in each book. This was going to be a book about elves.


  Even the most cursory examination of my output will tell you I like to write about elves. When I was a developer at GW I worked on the original High Elf army book. My Terrarch books are set in a world ruled by corrupt and sinister elves, and of course my recent Tyrion and Teclis books have concerned themselves with both High and Dark Elves in their various manifestations.


  So I sat down to take a long hard look at elves, and I went back to their roots (sorry!) at least as far as modern fantasy fiction is concerned, which is to say to Tolkien. I was thinking about the elves of Mirkwood, and how oddly sinister they seemed to me when I was young and first reading The Hobbit. For all that Tolkien intended them to be the heroes of Middle Earth, those elves always seemed needlessly cruel to me. Fey and strange and random too.


  Of course, when you think about elves, you think of woods. I took that as a starting point and thus Kormak Book Three came to be dominated by forests, and not just any forest but the Elvenwood, a sentient wilderness that had once covered an entire continent. That’s when Beyond the Black River snuck in. When I think of forests in fantasy worlds Howard’s tale of the dark, monster-haunted Pictish Wilderness is never far from my mind. It immediately set the tone. More to the point, it provided an excellent template for a mighty central conflict, the struggle between man and elf for control along the great forest’s edge.


  So Kormak’s quest took him to the borders of the Elvenwood, and there he found war brewing. He arrived at a moment when that struggle was about to become a raging inferno. Sniping between the two factions had escalated into raids and slave-taking and ritual sacrifice, spiralling quickly towards out and out war.


  The elves themselves turned stranger and darker as the book progressed. The spirit of Beyond the Black River seemed to possess them. They were still semi-immortal pointy-eared woods dwellers but they became ever more like the Picts, feral, savage and deadly, armed with poisonous weapons, attacking from ambush. Their forest was in the grip of a Shadowblight, and the elves themselves had been changed for the worse by it.


  The Shadowblight became a huge part of the story, an area of sorcerous corruption, eating the heart out of the old magical forest, and twisting and changing everything it encountered, turning natural creatures into monsters and driving normal people insane. To stay too long in it corrupts anything, even a Guardian like Kormak who is warded against such things.


  Another aspect of Mirkwood has always haunted me, arachnophobe that I am, and that is the spiders. So the mad elves acquired allies, twisted sentient spiders, more than a little reminiscent of the Ultari in Death’s Angels. Hell, they even worshipped Uran Ultar, the infamous spider god of the Terrarch cycle. I’ve always wanted to build my own multiverse a la Michael Moorcock and Andre Norton and here was my chance to make a start. Weaver, the Prophet of the Spider God, became the chief adversary of the story. And, at the end of the line, Kormak has to face a creature even worse than Shelob.


  I needed also to give the reader some idea of what the Elves were normally like when not corrupted by Shadow, so Kormak found an ally in Gilean, an elvish warrior and huntress sent to investigate the Shadowblight, and she in turn gave me a chance to explore more mainstream elvish culture and its relationship with the sentient forest.


  The stage was set. On one hand we had feral, drug-addicted elves allied with giant sentient hunting spiders, emerging from their twisted forest to enslave and kill the humans who had stolen their lands. On the other, the humans became ever more like the embattled settlers of Howard’s masterpiece, foresters and woodsmen who had carved out their own little homeland beyond the feudal borders of the Sunlands and who were unwilling to give up their territory without a fight to the death.


  Weaver of Shadow is a tale of raids, chases and ultimately war set beneath the eaves of a Shadow-haunted forest. It does not quite show the triumph of barbarism but it’s a close run thing. In the end it illustrates a somewhat different quote, from another of my favourite authors, George Orwell. Men can only be highly civilised while other men, inevitably less civilised, are there to guard and feed them.


  Kormak is not very civilised but he is one of those stand guard while others sleep. He has his work cut out for him in this story.


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  


  WILLIAM KING LIVES in Prague, Czech Republic with his lovely wife Radka and his sons Dan and William Karel. He has been a professional author and games developer for almost a quarter of a century. He is the creator of the bestselling Gotrek and Felix series for Black Library and the author of the bestselling Space Wolf books which between them have sold over three quarters of a million copies in English and been translated into 8 languages.


  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 then please sign up for the mailing list. Your details will never be shared. Subscribe now.
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